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Chapter One



I stepped to the edge of Highwater’s once-proud lifts, or more accurately, to what remained of them.

The Darklight Sphere I’d used to level the city and rescue Lars and Cerra had blown the elevated structure right off the top of the rise, and its remains were lying far below in a tangle of smoking metal.

I looked back at the city, which hadn’t fared any better. “Good look for Highwater, eh Frank?”

“Like most things, it could use more me. But littering the city with the corpses of our enemies did represent a definite improvement.”

I swept a cautious glance over the city’s dry gorges and the smoldering remains of its buildings. “Where’s the nearest graveyard? I’m wondering about respawn timing.”

“The first Corruptia members who died are probably about two minutes out, assuming they’re hauling ass.”

“Of all the things to haul.”

A dry pop sounded to my left, and Frank and I both looked over and groaned simultaneously.

Klein was standing there in his stupid white pants, nipples out for the world to see. He had dark bags under his bloodshot eyes, one of the two shoes that Frank had shamed him into wearing was missing, and he looked ready to pass out on his feet.

“What a coincidence,” Frank said. “We were just talking about ass.”

Kline tapped the air. “Yeah, the patch is done. Balance-wise, it’s probably good enough, but I’d like another pass to polish it up at the very least. More bugs left in the system than I usually like, but they shouldn’t affect the player experience, so go ahead and set the trigger to the first player to hit cap.” He clicked his tongue. “Should be fine. I doubt it’ll happen for a couple weeks, but we can’t get caught flatfooted like that again. I’ve got the wish announcement set up to trigger soon, so I’m out for a while. Call my personal if anything comes up.”

He ended his call and looked around, seeming to realize where he was for the first time.

“Wasn’t there a city here?” He blinked twice, then rubbed his face with both hands. “Whatever.” He stared at me, eyes clouded. “Why are you… what was I…”

“Wow, man,” I said. “I mean this without due respect, but you look like shit.”

Frank grunted. “True, but haven’t we had this conversation before?”

“He probably just looked like shit in the recent past.”

Klein wobbled on his feet, and I reached out and grabbed his shoulder to steady him without thinking.

He frowned at my hand, as if the contact had sobered him up and he wasn’t pleased about it.

I pulled away. “Sorry. Looked like you were about to hit the deck. Do you… need something? ’Cause this is a bad look, even for a guy who seems to be unaware that he’s only wearing one shoe. We’ve probably only got another minute or so before a horde of people who really want us dead spawn back in, so if you could keep it quick, that’d be great.”

He shut his eyes and massaged his temples. “I… had something important.”

“Maybe something to do with House?”

Kline stared off into space, then started tapping the air again.

“Seriously, are you okay?”

“What day is it?”

I hesitated. “I honestly have no idea.”

“Today’s Wednesday,” Frank replied.

Kline nodded. “Haven’t really slept in seventy-two hours, then. Sounds about right. I’ll drop back in when I remember what I was going to say.” He vanished with another dry pop.

“Alright then.”

“It’s actually Saturday,” Frank said.

I snorted. “Well, that was bizarre, but let’s get back to business. I’m thinking we should be free and clear of Ersatz for a little bit while he picks up the pieces of his guild and works on those pets for House. Can’t imagine we’ve seen the last of him.”

“That apology to House that he’s gotta recite is gonna be a banger, too. It’s gonna be so long.”

“The longer and more elaborate, the better.” I tabbed through my inventory and selected a glider. “Getting rid of the Queen is already a win, so let’s not hang around until people start spawning.”

I backed up a little bit and got a running start, then leaped off the top of the cliff. I let myself fall for a few seconds to build up some speed, cold wind blasting my face, leathers fluttering in the breeze, then activated the glider from my inventory and pulled up hard.

I curved up and soared out over the dunes, angling east and toward one of the two dark towers that had appeared out in the ocean to either side of the Onyx Delta when that last Titanic Ripple had gone out and EBO’s first Wonder—the Deepwater Complex—had finally completed.

“Where are we headed?”

I nodded at the distant tower, which was just a long, dark shape in the distance. “That key we found inside the Heart of the Desert Wind is already burning a hole in my inventory. I’m thinking the SW that’s carved into the metal probably stands for Stonewhisper. I figure we’ll scope the Oasis out from above as we glide over, then hit the tower and see if the pieces fit. Either way, we’ve got a lot of ground to cover before the final wing of the Red Cathedral opens. You got an ETA on that?”

“Hour and change.”

The Black Oasis was still a little ways off, so I pulled up the last prompt I’d earned from hitting Rank 15 in the Renown System when everything at Highwater had been going down.

I was just thinking I probably had a few perks to select, but I was happy to be wrong because the result was something else entirely.

Congratulations, you have reached Renown Rank XV!

The first tier of the Hero System is now available, and you may choose your first Subclass at any time.

Warning: Fully opting into the Hero System will come with permanent risks.

“Suggestion,” Frank said.

“Oh great, here we go.”

“First Subclass: axes.”

“I don’t really know what this is, but absolutely not.”

“How about Clowning?”

I paused. “I know that thinking stuff through isn’t your thing, but do me a solid and spend a moment hashing out the ramifications of me deciding to specialize in Clowning while you’re still dangling down there.”

He paused, then startled. “Oh, dear God!”

“Right?”

“Suggestion retracted.”

“Thought so.” Another frigid blast of wind hit us from below and filled the glider’s wings, prickling my skin and lifting us higher into the air. “You mind hitting me with any info you’ve got on the Hero System?”

“Uh huh, should have something for you with your current level, but give me a minute to pull it all together, gotta figure out what I can share. We’re kind of in a weird position. Don’t think nipple guy planned on anybody cracking into this system until 45 or so at the earliest, given all the restrictions on info.”

A message came in from Darling, so I gave it a quick scan. She had some guild stuff to handle for the next ten minutes or so, but her schedule was open after that, so I told her I’d let her know if we found anything interesting prior to the raid.

She also mentioned that Lars and Cerra had made it back to the Oasis after our little rescue operation, and the two were now recuperating back at the inn with Lars’ mother.

I thanked her for the update, then pushed the glider a bit lower, descending toward the Oasis and punching through some low-hanging clouds.

“By the way,” Frank said, “you also picked up a bit of Gold and Experience from Razing those structures back at Highwater. Wasn’t a notable amount ’cause those buildings weren’t turning a profit with the city being full of dead guys who don’t pay taxes, but yeah. Nice little cherry on top of the widespread death.”

“Must be nice.”

“What, being dead?”

“Not paying taxes.”

“Ah. I was gonna say that can be happily arranged, but never mind. Some things are beyond even Frank.”

I twisted around and eyed the many columns of smoke rising from the ruins of Highwater. “The Razing bit is interesting. Arson is surprisingly profitable.”

“Yeah, but the Experience was thanks to your perks. You wouldn’t normally get that, but you owned the plots when the process started, so the Housing System conversion applied to that too, and Razing always comes with an instant payout. Woulda been a lot more fun if those NPCs were alive before the whole thing kicked off, but it was still pretty enjoyable watching it burn, if briefly.”

I smiled as we soared over the Commercial Ward, flying a couple of hundred feet above the city. It was high enough that I couldn’t see any name tags below, so I assumed mine was invisible, too.

Our tree had changed somewhat, but only slightly; the fruits that had been budding mere hours before the final rounds of the Thousand Tower Tournament had taken on a decidedly bluish hue, and they were bright and looking primed to flower in the evening light.

I looked its gargantuan span over, wondering what it was up to while I scanned what remained of the other three wards of the Black Oasis.

They were still completely undeveloped, and there was a whole lot of land up for grabs, though the many half-buried structures that littered the dark sands made it clear what had happened to the previous people who’d tried to build there only to be overrun by the constant stream of monsters still spilling from the Possibility King’s endless Rifts.

“No major changes to the city as far as I can tell. Now that we’re really starting to snowball our daily payouts, I’d love to get those other wards up and running so we have room to expand. Dunno if there’s an easy way to make that happen in the next day or two. Better defenses, maybe? Turrets,, or something else that’s automated? That way, we’re not putting Arlann and company at risk for a bunch of empty sand.”

“I can probably handle that, depending on what we decide to murder next.”

“The bigger thing is going to be claiming the plots in the first place. I think I had the guild grab a few of them early on, but ideally, we’d be scooping them with strangle anyway to keep the costs down. I guess the first order of business would be finding a building that can generate gold on its own since all those plots are out of the range of the Auction House as far as strangle is concerned.”

“That’ll probably limit our options for the aforementioned murdering, but it’s doable.”

“Cool, thanks for the help.” I angled the glider back out to sea. “Alright, city looks fine for now aside from all that, so I’m going to keep coasting toward the Wonder. In the meantime, let’s focus on what you’ve got for the new wing since we’ll need to shoot that info to Darling as soon as possible. Might affect who she brings and so on.”

“Still don’t have much of anything on the wing itself, but I can share the core mechanic thanks to your current level. Basically, the central challenge is that healers are going to have their Mana Regen completely eliminated within the raid, as they deserve.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “Just healers?”

“Uh huh. Drinks and potions won’t work for them either. Everyone else is unaffected Mana-wise. They won’t get Health from eating or drinking or potions and so on, but their Mana is unaffected.”

“So if I get hurt, the only way to heal up is going to be getting an actual heal?”

“You could also die.”

“Sounds suboptimal. Guess it’ll be dives, then. The raid will push in as far as we can go before the healers run out of Mana, then hightail it out and try to do better the next time around. I’ll send that over to the guild. Anything else important?”

“Just that almost nobody else is going to know about that mechanic until the raid opens. There are some rare drops from earlier wings that might put people on the right track information-wise, but yeah—the dive thing won’t be public knowledge until the moment the doors open. Unless someone gets really lucky with an item drop and puts the work in to piece it all together.”

“That’s great stuff, thanks. I can definitely use that.”

He flexed. “Uh huh.”

I took a moment to sketch out a basic strategy for the raid given the new mechanic as I coasted over the final dunes and soared out over the dark water beyond, then sent some quick messages to Darling and House to pass on the news.

I asked Darling what she thought about prioritizing healers with larger Mana Pools for the upcoming raid and requested she let me know how many healers she wanted to bring, given the restriction Frank had mentioned.

My message to House was focused on the Auction House: I asked her to snag any high Intelligence items or similar pieces of gear or even consumables that could increase Mana Pools ahead of time since that sort of equipment was likely to skyrocket in price once people discovered the new mechanic.

Then I gave her a few more specific examples of things that might be useful for saving Mana—like potions that could create temporary damage shields or reflect certain types of spells, or any gear at all with inherent damage reduction—then asked her to extrapolate from there while keeping everything within a pretty generous budget.

With all the admin work handled for now, I tightened my grip on the glider’s bar and started descending. The dark tower I was aiming at was still a couple of hundred yards off, but I could see now that it appeared to have been built from a single piece of towering black stone except for a thick collar of gray material about halfway up its height.

The collar itself looked like it was built to move, and it reminded me of an amusement park ride I’d been obsessed with as a kid, a simple tower with a row of circular seats that rose, paused, and then rapidly dropped, only to rise and fall again and again.

The entire structure was about two hundred feet tall, and surprisingly large waves were breaking far beneath the collar, foaming and spraying around the tower.

“Almost there. You figured out how to share any of the Hero System stuff?”

“Uh huh, got a couple things. The system is sort of divided into two parts. You know how everything so far is sort of designed to blend together? You hit your most recent class change and your existing skills evolved to fit the new pickup, right?”

“Like Repel becoming Serrated Repel? Sure.”

“Yup. A Subclass is the opposite; it’s designed to stand alone. Like a kit outside your kit.”

“Cool. How’s it level?”

“A small portion of the Experience we earn will apply to it as I singlehandedly carry the team along, as per usual. The Subclass will cap at level 10, but you’ll gain skills with every level, sometimes more than one. Once you hit 40, you can…” He trailed off, buzzing. “Damn it, Dad! Why?”

I laughed. “Appreciate the attempt. We’ve got something to look forward to at 40, then.”

A huge shadow appeared beneath the waves, and I banked the glider away and to the left just as a sleek, black body broke the surface.

Whatever the creature was, it blasted three great jets of seawater high into the air, and I ended up catching a few stray drops to the chest and face before I outpaced it.

I shivered. “Man, that’s cold. But the new system sounds good to me. Always down for new skills.”

“But here’s the catch: the Hero System offers you a choice. You can pick a regular skill like Fire Magic, and you won’t have anything to worry about.”

“Other than your unending ire.”

“Indubitably. But choosing something basic like that would essentially mean you’re opting out of the full extent of the new system. You’d still get your Subclass skills or whatever, but the results would be pretty limited. Or, we can roll the dice and pick a Heroic Skill.”

“I like the sound of that.”

“Yup. They’re strong, but they come with major drawbacks. Some require reagents for casting, big setups, someone else to help you target your spells, someone to mock you while you cast them⁠—”

“Think your dangle angle’s got that last one covered.”

“Indeed it does. But the important takeaway is that if you opt-in by picking a Heroic Skill, Renown is going to work differently from this point on.”

I watched the sea creature blast one final jet of seawater into the air behind us, then slap the water with a triple-finned tail before it vanished beneath the foaming waves.

“How’s that?”

“As of now, your Renown losses double on death, right? But you can’t actually de-level to the previous rank, so eventually you’d just hit the point where a death costs you all your progress toward the next tier.”

“Uh huh.”

Frank paused. “Nope, still hate it. Anyway, if you opt-in, that protection is going to vanish. The lowest you’ll ever be able to drop is Rank 10, and the moment you drop below Rank 15, you’re going to lose access to your Subclass until you climb back up. All of those abilities and passives will be locked. Same thing could happen to your Rank 14 abilities and so on.”

“Ohhh. So with me being right on the edge of my current rank, one death and we’re falling back. That could actually hurt.”

“Yup.”

“So the choice is basically new skills for free or more powerful skills with a much higher element of risk.” I smiled. “What do you think, Frank?”

“I dunno about you, but I’m feeling pretty damn heroic right about now.”

“I figured as much. We’re already trying not to die, so let’s go for it. I’m pretty happy with what we’ve got right now skill-wise: defense is looking good, illusions are better than ever, offense is solid. Kinda thinking it’d be nice to prioritize helping the guild out as much as we possibly can. This is the final push, Frank! We’re almost there.”

I paused as the realization sank in. The final wing. The Possibility King himself. The throne, the firsts, the titles, the gear. And most importantly: the potential look on my guild members’ faces when the King dropped and it sank in that we’d just cleared the first full raid in EBO’s history.

Everything we’d worked so hard for for so long was all right there for the taking, mere days away.

I rolled my shoulders and relaxed my grip on the glider, trying to dispel the intense wave of anxiety that had arrived along with all the optimism. “But yeah, I don’t want to overboard building toward this specific wing, but a focus on helping the guild raid in general is probably where I’d like to be. Our crowd control and damage are already great, which helps a lot, but I’d like to be able to add some regen if possible, given the dive mechanic.”

“Regen’s out,” Frank said.

“Why?”

“One, I don’t like it. Two, if you give the healers Mana Regen, it’ll just end up being suppressed. Three, and even more alarming than the first two contentions, I will be big mad.”

“You’re already in a perpetual state of big mad, so that doesn’t feel like much of a threat.”

“I will be bigger mad. Big madder. Bigger madd⁠—”

“What about Health, then? Maybe we find a way to splash some healing in alongside everything else to take the pressure off the healers?”

“You aren’t seriously suggesting what I think you’re suggesting, right? And in the event that you’re even more loathsome than I’ve assumed, for the Labyrinth’s purposes, taking a healing Subclass will classify you as a healer so you can kiss your high Mana Regen goodbye.” He hesitated. “Damn, I should have suggested that.”

“We don’t need to be healing directly, but there’s gotta be a way to help the healers out while dealing damage at the same time. We’ve got one stone, Frank, and it’s our Subclass. How many birds can we hit with it?”

“I dunno, how big’s the stone? My immediate thought is that with my powers finally revealing their true nature with you at level 30 and climbing fast, we show my dad who’s boss and give the Yucatan Peninsula a run for its money in the history books.”

I waited for him to follow up with a punchline, then sighed when he didn’t.

“The Yucatan is in eastern Mexico, bordering Belize and Guatemala.”

“I know, Frank. Despite appearances, I do in fact have a basic grasp on geography.”

“It’s where the meteorite struck and wiped out the dinosaurs.”

“Getting less and less amusing.”

“The meteorite was a rock, and dinosaurs are basically birds.”

I snorted.

“That’s what I thought.”

“That wasn’t even funny; it was just needlessly elaborate.” The World Tree caught my eye for a moment off in the distance, and I realized I’d missed something. “Oh, shoot.”

“What?”

“We probably should have grabbed some options from the library for the Subclass before we headed out here.”

“Robot’s nearby. Having her scoop the stuff and bring it to the tower is probably safer than going in ourselves.”

“Good call. I’ll message her now. I think we’re nearing the end of the questline with the Heart of the Desert Wind, so I’d like to get our Subclass picked out before we turn that in, then see how high we can push it before the wing starts. In an ideal world, we’ll also grab some Greater Soul Gems so we can start benefitting from our profession again.”

Frank grunted. “We need to spill some blood in a thirty-plus area for those gems. And that’s on top of finding patterns for defenses along the way, plus scooping plans for a structure that generates gold… Hm. That really is a lot of birds.”

“If it makes things any simpler, we can’t go too far from the Sands for a little while. We’re not going to have our tower access card and its teleport cooldown until tomorrow night, so that probably rules some choices out.”

House’s reply came in just then, so I gave it a quick scan.

“You got some skills in mind for the Subclass? House is asking what you want her to grab.”

“Uh huh, got three picks. Also got a bit of a shopping list for her. Let’s see, the tomes from the library, a couple doses of Onyx Weapon Oil, three Spheres of Avalon… What else do we need?”

He mumbled on for a while but seemed honestly engaged for once—suspiciously so, in fact—so I left him to it while I poked through the Subclass system and killed a couple of minutes by circling the top of the tower with my glider and slowly losing altitude.

Finally, Frank puffed out his chest, or whatever it was he had. “Alright, I’m all set. Land up top. It’s where I belong. House is already on the way with the tomes and the rest of the stuff.”

“Sure thing.”

I angled down and came in hot, canceled the glider, then landed in a tight roll and popped back to my feet.

The massive waves I’d seen at the base of the tower were even more imposing up close—some of them were pushing twenty or even thirty feet high—and the evening air was misty and cold and smelled of salt.

I searched the top of the tower, and although I thought Frank might have been screwing with me, given the fact that there was absolutely nothing here other than a flat expanse of dark stone, I eventually found a narrow keyhole at the very center of the structure.

Then I spotted House charging toward me from atop 2.0 in the distance, running atop one of the final dunes. They both leaped, then merged in midair, and House deployed a glider of her own that appeared to have rockets attached to each wing and soared in with black smoke trailing behind her.

She landed on the edge of the tower and nearly faceplanted but managed to regain her balance after four or five steps. And on the fifth, a tiny kitten popped out from underneath her breastplate and landed lightly atop the tower, mewling.

House gave us both a glance that was a lot more aggressive than I was expecting, then snatched the animal up and tucked it beneath her chest plate.


Chapter Two



“Hey, House,” I said. “Not sure what that was about, but thanks for coming on such short notice.”

“I am House, and I have arrived with items in hand.”

“You can hold onto the oil and the spheres for now,” Frank said. “We’ll get to those later.”

“Understood.” She opened a trade window with me and threw the tomes in, then confirmed the trade.

“Did you get the gear for the raid, too? The equipment I asked for earlier on to address the whole dive thing?”

“I did indeed purchase sixty-three pieces of gear.” She tapped the air. “Would you like to see all of it immediately?”

I paused. “Just hit me with a piece or two. Make sure the regen passes the Frank test.”

“A dubious proposition,” Frank said.

She popped a hooked dagger into one hand. “This is a typical example.”

I scoped it out.

{Magical Quickblade} (Dagger)

Grade: D

Item Level: 65

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 150

Magical Attack: 65

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +10 Dexterity, +5 Constitution

Effect: Killing an enemy that rewards Experience with this weapon equipped grants you a 33% chance of spawning a {Spirit of Water} that will seek out the most badly damaged friendly player within 10 yards and heal them for 5% of their maximum Health.

“Checks out,” Frank said. “Pretty much anything that heals through an indirect effect like that will be fine.”

“I guess it sort of works like my healing phantasms from Dark Harvest. Am I gonna be fine there?”

“Yeah, those are unaffected. It’s kind of a gray area, but it’s mostly direct or targeted heals that we gotta avoid.”

I nodded. “Damage on that dagger is on the low end, but it might be a good weapon for Nina if we need the sustain. Thanks again, House—you did great. Would you mind sending the full list of gear to Darling? I’d like her to poke through it and see what she wants first. Then we’ll list some of the leftover pieces on the Auction House for a premium once the dive mechanic is public and other people have realized how valuable they’ve become.”

“Sent, and you are very welcome.” She leaned over the edge of the tower and sighed, shimmying slightly.

“You got something you’d like to share with the rest of the class?” Frank asked.

“You may recall that I previously stated that the moon’s orbit was unstable, or more precisely, mathematically improbable.”

“Nope.”

“Yeah,” I said. “I remember, House.”

“Excellent. As a follow-up to my previous observation, I would like to point out that the increase in tidal activity that we’re currently experiencing around this very tower is exactly what one would expect given the moon’s increasing proximity to this world and the unique topography of the seabed.”

I squinted up at the ugly green bastard. “It does look like it’s gotten a little closer, huh?”

“It is following the orbit my calculations previously predicted,” House said. “The orbit remains unstable, which is rather frustrating, but I find that the sight of so many accurately rendered waves in motion is soothing enough to compensate.”

“Don’t really understand any of that, but I’m glad you’re happy. Anyway, there’s just one thing I want to double-check before we lock in a Subclass.”

I dropped to one knee and pulled out the key I’d looted from within the Heart of the Desert Wind after I’d finally succeeded in blasting the egg open atop Highwater.

“Stonewhisper Dwarves completed this tower, and it’s supposedly a lost artifact that’ll unlock the Wonder’s abilities, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“So if this works the way I’m hoping it does, there’s a good chance we’re about to wrap that quest and kick off something big. And if that causes a Ripple, that’ll translate to a huge burst of Experience and Renown. And if our Subclass is already in place when that happens…”

I held the key next to the lock. It looked like it might be a fit, but I didn’t want to jam it in and accidentally trigger anything before we had our Subclass up and running.

I set the key atop the tower for now and pulled up the three books Frank had selected from the criteria I’d given him.

{Tome of the Totemic Guide} (Reusable Spellbook)

{Tome of Corpsebloom} (Reusable Spellbook)

{Tome of the Auramancer} (Reusable Spellbook)

A beat of silence passed as I looked those options over, with House being the first to break it.

“What a revealing group of selections.”

Frank growled. “What are you trying and failing to say, robot?”

“I remain House, and I am simply surprised that you did not include Axecraft as a potential choice.”

“He did do that, actually. Not even ten minutes ago.”

“Yeah, but upon deeper reflection that I did not enjoy, and given Ned’s declaration of open war for Darling’s affection, I’ve decided against handing him the key to her heart.”

“He suggested Clowning, too. It went about as badly as you’d assume.” I tapped him. “Any chance you can share some abilities from the different schools or something like that ahead of time so I know what I’m looking at?”

“Uh huh. I can link the first passive and active for each.”

“Totemics, then?”

“Here’s the passive.”

{Totemics} (Passive Skill)

Description: Whenever an enemy that awards Experience dies within 25 yards of your current position, you automatically create a {Totem} that lasts for 30 seconds.

You may select any {Totem} from your kit to benefit from this ability and spawn whenever it’s triggered, but the spell must be selected ahead of time, and switching {Totems} incurs a 2-minute cooldown.

“And here’s the active,” he continued.

{Healtide Totem} (Rank: Novice 1)

Description: You drop a {Totem} with 500 Health at your current location that pulses every 3 seconds and causes all friendly targets within 25 yards to gain 30 Health.

This effect is applied every time the totem pulses, and a friendly target may benefit from this effect any number of times and from any number of totems simultaneously.

However, you may only have up to 5 total {Totems} active at a time.

Cast time: Instant.

Duration: 30 seconds.

Cooldown: 30 seconds.

Cost: 50 Mana.

Next Rank: You may have up to 6 {Heal Tide Totems} active simultaneously, up from 5.

“But what about⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. It might be a healing ability, but it’s not a healing Subclass, so you won’t be flagged as a healer. You’d be picking up totems that do all sorts of stuff. First one just happens to heal.”

“Damn, look at you go! Frank, healing expert.”

He gagged.

“Looks pretty fantastic for this raid in particular. We could theoretically use that ability to heal everybody back to full after each pull and only really stress the healers during the fights themselves.”

“Possible,” Frank said, “but it’d take forever.”

I pursed my lips, thinking. “True, and this is also a race. I guess the power level also depends on how many healers we’re going to bring and who’s assigned to what.”

“Thankfully, zero times zero is still zero.”

“Your grasp on mathematics appears to be improving by leaps and bounds,” House said.

“Shut up, House!” He paused. “Wait, was that sarcasm?”

She smiled brightly. “It was not.”

“Oh. Alright then, thanks.”

I rubbed my face with both hands. “You should be insulted either way, Frank.”

“What? Why?”

“Never mind. Healtide’s power probably depends on the fight, too. If a boss is constantly spamming adds, that Totemics passive would keep five totems up at all times for 150 healing every 3 seconds, forever. That’s pretty nuts, and it’d make a huge difference in a dive scenario.

“But if it’s single target, we’re only pumping out a fifth of that, and that’s before you consider positioning and totems dying to AoEs and all that. Still, great call, Frank. That’s exactly the sort of thing I was hoping to see. What else you got for us?”

“Second option, Auramancy. Here’s the first passive and the first active.”

{Radiant} (Passive Skill)

Description: All of your auras naturally extend to all friendly targets within 5 yards.

In addition, extending an aura to 5 or more players at once will double its potency. This effect is instantly lost if the number of affected players drops below 5.

{Mana Font} (Rank: Novice 1)

Description: You gain the {Mana Font} aura. Whenever you land a spell or ability that inflicts magical damage or heals a friendly target, 1% of the spell’s cost is automatically refunded.

If this aura is shared 5 or more times through the {Radiant} ability, all refunded Mana gains a 5% chance to bounce to the nearest player, and bonus refunds may proc up to 3 times per cast.

Cast Time: Instant.

Duration: 30 minutes.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 100 Mana.

Next Rank: This spell now refunds 1.25% of each spell’s Mana cost, up from 1%.

“That ability still work with the regen?”

“Yeah, refund effects will still pop through. One of the only ways to get Mana back. Dunno why you’d wanna do that, but yeah.”

I looked that over, thinking. The effect was pretty damn powerful, and it directly addressed the problem the dives presented, but it’d require a lot of positioning on my part, given the auras’ nature and how tight their effective range was compared to the totems.

Still, I often ended up near the healers by default, and even if I couldn’t keep the doubled aura up, I’d still be improving every affected healer’s efficiency by 1%, which would end up being pretty substantial across a group of twenty, let alone forty.

“And the last option? I’m almost afraid to ask, but Corpsebloom?”

“Uh huh. Here’s the passive.’

{Corpseworker} (Passive Skill)

Description: You may now target any and all {Fresh Corpses} with {Corpsebloom} spells.

“That’s an easy one to read. The problem there is going to be the corpses themselves, huh?”

Frank laughed. “Never had a problem with a corpse myself, but then again, my neighbor had pigs when I was a kid, so disposal was another two birds situation.”

House cocked her head.

I tried to parse what Frank had said, then realized I didn’t really care. “What I’m trying to say is that no matter what active skills we get, if they require corpses to use, they aren’t going to do anything without some setup. Think of that duel with Ersatz. If we’d needed a corpse to activate a skill during that fight, it wouldn’t have mattered what the skill was. Wouldn’t have been able to use it until he was dead.

“And the corpses probably have to be pretty recent, so even if the little bombling things he was using qualified as targets, they wouldn’t last long. and positioning would be tough.” I mulled the passive over, mostly thinking of the drawbacks. “Is there anything that prevents us from doing some setup first for Corpsebloom in a raid?”

“Why are you already trying to get around killing people?”

“Humor me.”

“Yeah, you can drag corpses around if you want, provided your noodle arms can carry whatever it is. But Fresh Corpses only last for two minutes, so you’re not going to be setting up some massive field ahead of time and wiping a bunch of stuff out at once if that’s what you mean.”

“That’s pretty much it. But two minutes, huh? Still a pretty long time. Well, let’s take a look at the first active.”

I pulled it up.

{Adaptive Bloom} (Rank: Novice 1)

Description: You target a {Fresh Corpse} within 40 yards and cause it to erupt into a cluster of {Adaptive Blooms}.

The flowers create a 15-yard circle of light that offers 1 of 3 buffs of your choice to all friendly targets within the glow.

You may swap buffs at any point during the spell’s duration, but you may only have a single buff active per corpse.

Cast Time: Instant.

Duration: 15 seconds.

Cooldown: 30 seconds.

Cost: 150 Mana.

Next Rank: Glow radius is increased by 3 yards.

“You got info on those buffs?”

“Uh huh. Three different colors to choose from: red, blue, and yellow. Red is offense—anyone standing within it deals 5% more damage. Blue is defense—take 5% less damage. Yellow is support—increases healing received by 5%.”

I made a fist and slapped it into an open palm. “So we could buff our healers up without becoming one.”

“Ideally, your self-respect would prevent you from using that color buff in the first place, but that’s the general idea.”

“And I could change buffs on the fly, right? Start with defense, then switch to offense?”

“Yup, it’s instant.”

“Nice. Top-end power is maybe a bit lower with the need for corpses, but I’m loving the flexibility there.”

I spent a few moments poring over the actives and passives, but in the end, I kept coming back to Corpsebloom’s ability to adapt on the fly.

And if I was being honest, there was also the fact that picking a Subclass that required making things dead on an even more regular basis would probably keep Frank cooperative for at least another ten minutes, which was no small thing.

I highlighted my choice but stopped with my finger hovering above the confirm button. “Think I’m gonna go with Corpsebloom.”

“Uh huh.”

I rolled my shoulders. “House, you might want to get comfortable. I think we all know what comes next.”

She and 2.0 broke apart, and after the metal cat dashed beneath her, House was suddenly sitting on a very pleased, purring chair.

“Go on, then.” I sucked in a deep breath, waiting for the rant I knew full well was coming.

Then I waited some more.

“What are you two even doing right now?” Frank said.

“I have no idea whatsoever,” House replied, “but I am happy to be participating.”

“We’re waiting for you to launch into a ten-minute rant about the fact that we’re taking another magical skill. Or about magic in general. Or about some other deeply obscure tangent that’s only questionably relevant, if that.”

“Eh. The way I see it, Corpsebloom isn’t really magic. It’s just like… plants.”

I cocked an eyebrow at him. “That’s the angle? If so, how do you feel about plants?”

It felt like he leaned in close. “You want the honest truth?”

And there it was.

“Yeah. I mean, no, not really, but that’ll be faster, so sure.”

He leaned in even closer, or at least it felt like he did. “I don’t give a single shit about plants.”

“Yep, that’s what I… Wait, what? You don’t care? What do you mean you don’t care?”

“What do you mean, what do I mean? I don’t care.”

“You don’t care at all? You neither hate plants nor love them?”

“Nope.”

I squinted down at him. “I don’t believe you.”

“Why the hell not?”

“Because you have strong opinions about literally everything, and this feels like a trap.”

“Not a trap. Really don’t care.”

“What about Venus fly traps? They’re carnivorous, right? They eat things alive, too. You’ve gotta find that at least somewhat impressive.”

Frank scoffed. “There’s nothing impressive about eating bugs. You do it all the time and don’t even notice, and I’ve never once been impressed by you.”

“Huh?”

“Like when you eat chocolate.”

“Please stop.”

“Spoiler alert: the FDA allows there to be up to sixty insect parts per hundred grams of chocolate that’s produced before they’ll take action of any kind. So when you bite into a Milky Way, statistically speaking, you’re also biting into⁠—”

“As is often the case,” House interrupted, “the axe is completely and objectively wrong.” She looked my way. “You do not need to be concerned, because the statistic he just cited is a common misconception.”

I laughed. “Oh, thank God. He actually had me worried there for a second.”

“Would you like me to further soothe your concerns?”

“Please do, House,” I said, laughing the words.

She stood up off 2.0 and shimmied. “Frank’s error lies in a misrepresentation of the actual data. In reality, the FDA allows there to be exactly fifty-nine insect parts per hundred grams of chocolate.”

I stopped laughing, and Frank picked up where I’d left off, but louder.

“As soon as the sixtieth part is located, the chocolate is then considered adulterated, and that is the point at which action will be taken.”

“Well, great.” I rubbed my face. “Thanks, House. Now that chocolate’s ruined for me forever, what about corpses? I know you love corpses, Frank. Is that where you’re going with this?”

“Nope. Don’t particularly care about corpses either.”

I twitched.

“What now? You’re looking constipated again and it’s making me think of your pod, and I don’t like it.”

“Nothing much. I’m just blown away by the irony of the fact that the guy who’s been beating the same three dead horses for the last two weeks suddenly doesn’t care about corpses.”

“What horses are you on about?” Frank said.

House perked up. “An excellent question.”

“Sorry, House, the horses are metaphorical.” I held up one finger. “The first dead horse is the moon.”

“Hate it.”

I put up another finger. “Second horse is magic.”

“Hate it!”

I put up a third finger. “Clowns.”

“Hate—ahhhh, you tricky little bastard, not cool!” He looked from left to right. “What if there was a licensed clown in our midst? I might never come back from that.”

I put the third finger back down, then flipped it back up. “Birds.”

“Hate ’em!”

“See?”

“See what, exactly? None of those horses are dead, which is why I’m beating them. When they die, I’ll stop.”

“You really expect me to believe that you don’t care about corpses after all this time?”

“I like making them, but that’s it. Take you for instance. Say I’m stabbing you, right?”

“Doesn’t seem unlikely.”

“So I’m just stabbing away, and I’m having a great time. Stab, stab, stabbing dance, stab, stab, repeat.”

“You’ve got a dance for stabbing?”

“Yeah. And I know what you’re thinking: Frank, I bet that dance involves very little pelvis.”

“Why on earth would I⁠—”

“Wrong!” he shouted. “There’s so much pelvis. It’s, like, all pelvis. Anyway, stabbing, dancing, it’s awesome, then you’re dead.”

“Yeah? Then what?”

He shrugged. “That’s the whole point. That’s it. Job’s finished, so what’s left to care about at that point? You’re just a corpse.”

“So you’re just gonna walk away?”

“Don’t get me wrong here; I’d happily desecrate your remains if given the chance.”

“I see. So where’s the line?”

He hesitated, seeming pensive. “Good question. I guess it’d be like, you’re dead, I’m standing over your corpse, and I just realized I have a full bladder and a couple minutes to kill.”

“It takes you a full two minutes to pee?”

“A weak stream can be a rather alarming symptom of several serious medical issues,” House agreed.

“On the contrary, House: my stream is so powerful that it can’t be controlled, not even by me.”

“That’s also alarming, but in different ways,” I said.

“Sure it is, guy who urinates where he sleeps on purpose. But as I was saying, despite the vast amount of loathing I harbor toward you and your ten fingers, I wouldn’t make a point of hydrating in advance prior to stabbing you to death. If I happen to have to pee when you’re bleeding out on the floor, then sure, game on.” He shrugged and it seemed somehow final. “But at the end of the day, a corpse is just a corpse.”

“That does… clarify things. At least, I think it might.” I waited for him to continue, and when he didn’t, I went to lock the ability in, but something stopped me. “This feels so weird.”

“What now?” Frank asked.

“Nothing. Corpsebloom sounds like a great pickup. I just feel deeply unsatisfied for some reason, and I’m not sure why.”

“Okay then.”

The moment stretched, and I punctuated it with a sigh. “You really don’t care about any of this? Like, at all? At all at all?”

“Why are you trying so hard to make this a thing?”

“I’m not trying to make it a thing—I just thought it would be a thing. It’s always been a thing, and now it isn’t, and it’s jarring. I feel like everything I knew about the world has just shifted in the space of one single weird conversation.”

“What, do you want me to pretend or something? Hello, I’m Frank, and I love or hate plants, whichever is more convenient.”

I waved him off. “It’s not a thing if you’re not into it.”

“If I’m not into it? What are you, lonely or something? Man, normally I’d say you need to go touch some grass, but maybe you actually need to touch another person for a change.” He hesitated. “Not me, though.”

“Yeah, because if I was after human contact, I’d be asking my axe for it.”

“And don’t touch Darling, either.”

“I too would prefer not to be touched if at all possible,” House said.

I sighed. “Yeah, House. Loud and clear.”

I locked the skill in.

Congratulations, you gained a Subclass: {Corpsebloom}!

Warning: Your choice of Subclass has fully opted you into the Hero System, and you may now lose Renown ranks on death until you reach Rank X.

If you de-rank beneath Rank XV at any point, your Subclass will stop leveling, and all its abilities will be deactivated until you have climbed back to the required rank.

In addition, any other Renown Rank abilities you’ve previously gained will also be temporarily sealed upon deranking beneath the ability’s required level.

“Alright then. Let’s see what we’ve got here.”

I reached down and grabbed the key, jammed it into the slot, then turned it and was rewarded with a satisfying click.

A massive Ripple flared out from the tower, and a second, smaller one followed immediately thereafter.

Major Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, The Piratical} has completed a Legendary Quest and started the process of unlocking the vast, untapped potential of the Deepwater Complex!

EBO’s first Wonder of the World will require time and effort on the part of the player base to come fully online, but the potent Mana hidden deep within the Wonder is already leaking into the Onyx Delta as well as its surrounding zones, greatly amplifying each area’s natural Mana and any gains made within them!

Minor Ripple Alert!

A Category 1 Mana Storm has formed above the Onyx Delta!

A burst of personal prompts followed right away.

You completed a Legendary Quest: {The Soul of the Gale}!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 2!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 3!

Your Subclass has gained a new passive skill: {Bloodwater}!

Your Subclass has gained a new active skill: {Propagate}!

I pulled the new abilities up, already grinning while the tower whined and screamed beneath me, the entire structure vibrating as if its insides were shifting.

{Bloodwater} (Passive Skill)

Description: Any friendly Bleed procs that occur within your flowers’ area of effect increase the flowers’ potency and duration by 33%. This effect may stack up to three times, and additional stacks will refresh the flowers’ duration to its maximum.

{Propagate} (Rank: Novice 1)

Description: Your next Corpsebloom ability that targets a {Fresh Corpse} instead targets up to 5 nearby corpses within 30 yards.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 350 Mana.

Next Rank: Cooldown reduced to 2 minutes and 45 seconds, down from 3 minutes.

I read the prompts over, then looked around and grinned as I realized a flying V of black geese was flying my way and honking up a storm. They were marked as critters with low Health, so they wouldn’t offer Experience or loot, but their group was going to pass about twenty feet above the tower.

That would probably work just fine for Corpsebloom, but with House here…

I shouldered my rifle and wound up a Shadowfrost Blast, then pointed the other way. “Look, House! A sea cat!”

House took two quick steps and flung herself off the tower.

I blinked, watching her fall. “Wow, man! I was just aiming for a distraction so I could kill a bird and test these abilities without her noticing and judging me for it.”

“The pull of the floof is as inevitable as gravity itself.”

House slapped the water belly-first, and the sound made me flinch.

“Apparently so,” I said. “Well, we shouldn’t let this opportunity go to waste.”

I targeted the goose soaring along at the very tip of the flying V and let the blast go. It one-shotted the creature on impact, throwing up a burst of frost and sending it plummeting out of the sky, causing Frank to shout “That’s what you get!” so loudly I feared he’d draw House’s attention even though she was now thrashing about in the waves far below.

Thankfully, he didn’t.

I lined up a piercing raven, fired, then took another shot, and a moment later, I had five dead geese falling toward the ocean one after the next.

Then I activated Propagate for the first time.

Thin green vines crept along the length of my rifle, twining from the base of the stock all the way to the barrel.

I tried to use Adaptive Bloom, but nothing happened. Instead, I got an error message that said I needed to specify a buff before the skill would take effect.

I went with the offensive red buff and tried again, and this time, all five of the dark, falling corpses instantly turned crimson. Brilliant red sunflowers burst out from between their feathers, the petals putting off a soft red glow while the center of each bloom smoldered like oversized cinders.

The coverage was complete, totally obscuring each of the corpses’ forms, and I was grateful for the fact that even if House were to have looked up in that moment, what she’d have seen more closely resembled a meteor shower roaring down through the night sky and toward the ocean than a pack of falling geese that I’d maybe murdered.

I flicked through the two other buffs just to see what would happen, and the result was basically instantaneous: the flowers flashed blue and then yellow right before the corpses finally smacked the ocean and left circles of small, glowing blooms floating atop the waves.

The control was complete, too; Propagate had created five red flowers to start, but I was thrilled to confirm that I could alter the buffs independently once the flowers were up and running.

I sat down on the edge of the tower, and as I watched the bright flowers sink and disperse, House doggy paddled right through them and started climbing a metal ladder that ran up the side of the tower.

“Sorry, House,” I said as she neared the top of the ladder. “The sea cat must have dove or something.”

“It is okay.” She hoisted herself back up onto the tower while 2.0 split off at the same time. The metal cat shook herself like a dog, spraying Frank and me with cold water, and then the two of them recombined. “The fault is mine. I should have located the animal before I hurled myself into the ocean, but I was very excited.”

“Normal,” Frank said.

House favored him with a rare smile.

I dropped my voice. “Can we actually get her a sea cat or something? ’Cause that escalated super-fast, and now I feel like a total asshole.”

“How about a jellyfish with antennae that could pass for ears if you squint?” Frank whispered.

I gave him a thumbs-up. “That’ll do.”

“I’ll put her on the trail when the time comes.”

“Thanks, man.”

House sat down beside me and let her feet dangle over the edge. The waves were still coming in hard and heavy, and the mist drifting up from them was cold but somehow pleasant.

I cleared my throat and pointed up at the ring of dark clouds that had appeared above us. “So, about those two announcements. Guessing that’s the Mana Storm they mentioned.”

“Uh huh.”

“Hard to miss. You got anything on the Wonder bit? That alert said it’s amplifying Mana.”

“All Mana gains within the Onyx Delta are doubled. Unfortunately. So if you harvest 100 Mana, it becomes 200, and so on. Same thing applies if you’re increasing what’s already there. Gains are better, basically.”

I rapped my fingers against the tower. “There’s gotta be a way we can take advantage of that. The tree’s pretty adaptive, and it’s interacted with Mana in a major way before, so maybe we’ll get some more development there?

“Ohhh, hold on a second! Is there a way to convert Mana into gold somehow? If we could find a building that did that, it would massively help with grabbing and developing the other wards.”

“Ugh,” Frank said.

“What?”

“I know exactly where to go, and I hate it.”

“Seems promising. Where to?”

“Give it a second.”

I paused.

“Annnnd… here we go.”

Prompts hit my screen, no doubt because of the Ripple we’d just caused.

World Alert! The first Wonder Event has officially begun!

Three incredibly resonant artifacts have been scattered across EBO, and all three will dramatically shape the future of the world!

Will you unite to find the artifacts, restore their lost power, and place them within the Deepwater Complex to awaken the Wonder’s true abilities?

Or will you set out to claim an artifact for your own city and steal a portion of its power?

As always, the choice is yours.

A trio of prompts followed, all of which were related to the Wonder.

Renown Event Alert!

To the south of the Onyx Delta and on the far edges of the Marble Hills, the Blackwater Canyon has been hit with an intense pulse of Mana, permanently altering the environment as well as the wildlife.

Deep within the changing canyon, the most resonant artifact of the three—The Soul Reactor—is now up for grabs alongside its mysterious powers, though the Deepclaw who guards it will prove too difficult for all but the most powerful of heroes.

Across the eastern ocean and far beyond Koria, the second-most resonant artifact—The Route Governor—has activated and is now acting as the heart of a living dungeon wandering the Sunburnt Plains.

In a small archipelago in the middle of the western sea, the least resonant artifact of the three—The Spark Lure—is lying completely unguarded, half-buried in the sands of a long-forgotten beach.

“And there it is,” Frank said.

I gave the options a quick scan. “Second location is out. Too much travel time involved. Probably the same for the third unless you’ve got some info on where exactly it’s located.”

“Not yet, but you’re close level-wise. I’ll let you know when I can pinpoint it.”

“Alright, then. The most powerful of the three artifacts it is. Can we hit that and still knock out everything on the list?”

“First area is definitely the one we want, but the drops I’m thinking of to solve the land and defense issues will require someone in the party with Machinery before they’ll show up in the loot table.”

“Meaning House is going to be joining us?”

She glanced at Frank, expectant.

“Exactly. That’s what I was so deeply unhappy about.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re suffering, and I’m even happier that she’s joining us.”

House shimmied again.

“Cool. I’m gonna see if Darling wants to join, then we’ll head out and dive in.”


Chapter Three



I guided my bike south, heading out of the Sands and through the Marble Hills, giving the various players who were leveling in the area a wide berth.

After a minute or two of flying across the smooth stone with House riding atop 2.0 beside me, I spotted Darling tearing across the ground in her buggy, so I tossed her a party invite and floored it until I’d caught up to her.

“Hey guys, hey House!” Darling said, shouting over the roar of our engines. “How you feeling?”

House sighed, obviously content. “I am still bathing in the afterglow of watching Ersatz be eaten alive.” She let go of the metal scruff of 2.0’s neck and wrapped her arms around herself as she rode along. “His dying screams were like a warm hug for my soul.” She paused. “Normal?”

“Extremely normal,” Frank said.

“Probably not normal when you put it like that,” I said, “but it’s definitely understandable.”

House nodded. “That is acceptable.”

“Hey, Darling?” I said. “Did you see any Corruptia members around while you were riding over?”

She nodded. “A few, but nothing like a heavy presence. For what it’s worth, I did hear that there are a bunch of Cultists out in the direction we’re heading.”

I swerved around a sleeping golem and raced by it before it could wake up. “Wonder if they’re here for the event? With the timing, I guess it’s more likely that they were leveling here before it kicked off.”

“I’ve got an update on the Cult in general, too,” Darling said. “Dunno if it’s related, but I tried pushing into the Cathedral to get a look at the entrance for the new raid to see if any more information would be posted around it but ran into a wall of Cultists milling around outside.”

“Oh man, everything okay?”

She waved the concern away. “It was fine. I was mounted up, so I just steered away until they stopped chasing me. Probably just bad timing on my part. I assume they were getting a group together to dive right into the final…” She trailed off. “Wait.”

“Yeah,” I said with a nod. “Doesn’t make sense. The new wing isn’t open yet, so they must have been up to something else in the Cathedral. Could just be prepping for the moment it starts, but they’re pretty early for that. Why get there an hour ahead of time?”

Darling tapped the air, frowning. “That is a little odd. I guess they could just be running one of the older wings, but it’s sorta weird to have that many people hanging around outside the portal.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “It’s probably nothing, but maybe we could send a stealthy to check it out or something like that?”

“Already on it.”

“You’re the best.”

I’d noticed a couple of hostile tags off in the distance as we’d been riding, but they’d been too far away for me to read the guilds they belonged to.

“Well, let’s floor it and shoot through to Blackwater Canyon. I’d like to scoop a few more Subclass levels before the Labyrinth opens, and that won’t be long now.”

“Subclass?” Darling said.

I explained the latest changes to her as we raced over and between the zone’s smooth hills, leaving the many sleeping golems that crowded the area rousing in our wake. The player base thinned out as we headed farther south, which was exactly what I’d been hoping to see owing to the next zone’s much higher level.

Eventually, House, Darling, and I reached the point of demarcation, a stark line that divided the Marble Hills from the canyon. All three of us stopped our mounts abruptly and simultaneously, with Darling’s brakes screeching, my back wheel lifting up, and 2.0’s claws digging into the earth.

The zone stretched out in front of us like a lightning scar, a series of fissures in the earth that went on for miles, each of them so deep and dark that they appeared totally bottomless. The passages were narrow with nearly vertical walls, and while I thought I could make out some torches or something similar burning down below, they winked out whenever I focused on them.

“We have officially arrived,” Frank said. “But first—hey, House? You got the goods, right?”

“I am House, and I do indeed possess the goods.”

“Could you hand that all to Ned? Gotta get prepped.”

A trade window appeared floating in front of me, and House threw the items that Frank had requested into it right away.

I took the items. There wasn’t much: it was the stuff he’d mentioned before while mumbling incoherently at my side—a vial of Onyx Weapon Oil plus three Spheres of Avalon.

“What’s the move here?” I asked.

“Go ahead and hand those red spheres to Darling.”

I did.

“On to step two.” He hesitated. “I hate having to say this out loud, but I need you to apply that oil. To me.”

I grimaced. “Fine.”

I uncorked the glass vial and went to work, slathering the stuff across the length of his blade and avoiding his shaft at all costs.

House cocked her head. “Why did you not ask Darling to apply the oil instead of Ned?”

Frank tensed. “Shit.”

“Man, sometimes I really do wonder what’s going through your head. Or if anything actually is.”

“Why are you still rubbing? There’s still time!”

I turned the bottle upside down. “Nope. We’re fresh out.”

“Gah. Thanks a lot, House. You just had to wait to state the obvious until the worst possible moment, huh?”

“Indeed I did. If I had spoken earlier, there was a substantially higher chance that you would have experienced happiness.”

“Ouch.”

“Don’t act like you don’t deserve that.” I held the empty bottle up in front of my face, the glass looking slightly greenish under the light of the ever-present moon. “What does this stuff actually do?”

Frank puffed himself up. “Dang, look at that sheen! So silky, so smooth!”

“But what does it actually do, Frank?”

“What do you mean, do? Are you not seeing this?”

“What’s the point? How’s it going to help us in the canyon?”

“When applied to a melee weapon,” House said, “that oil possesses a small chance to launch a bolt of dark energy at its target whenever it makes contact.”

I rubbed my face. “And I almost never swing you, so it’s not going to proc at all. You just look silky now—that’s it.”

“You never need a reason to look good,” Frank said.

I sighed and pointed at the spheres he’d had me hand to Darling. She was holding all three of them in her upturned hands and frowning down at them.

“What about those? What do we do with them?”

Frank crossed his arms and dropped his voice. “Our work there is already done. All we have to do now is wait for the magic to happen.”

I looked the spheres over, a trio of red, rubbery balls that were about half the size of my fist. When Darling squeezed one of them, it squeaked, and Frank stirred.

I threw my hands up in the air. “Oh, come on! Really, Frank?”

Darling tilted her head at us, chin tucked against her breastplate.

“Sorry, Darling. And to be clear, I didn’t consent to be involved in… whatever this is.”

“Why would you be involved?” Frank said. “Way to flatter yourself.”

Darling made a displeased expression. “So… is this what I think it is?”

Frank dropped his voice to a whisper again. “She doesn’t seem thrilled by this turn of events, does she?”

“Nope, she’s pissed. I don’t understand what your plan was at all, but as usual, great work, Frank.”

“So judging from the oil, these spheres don’t do anything,” Darling said. She fixed Frank with a firm glare. “I’m just supposed to start juggling these without prompting, then? Is that what you’re hoping for?”

Frank looked from her to me, then back again. “Yeah, it was Ned’s idea.” I felt him wipe some sweat off his nonexistent forehead, and then he went back to whispering. “Whew, that was a close one. Thanks for the assist.”

“You’re not welcome.”

Darling’s expression did a complete one-eighty. “You really think I can juggle, just like that?” She smiled, suddenly sheepish. “Well… I guess I can try.”

“Wait, what?” Frank said. “What just happened?”

Darling tossed one sphere into the air, then a second, followed by a third. Then she was juggling, and I felt Frank’s jaw hit the floor.

“Is it just me,” he said, “or are angels singing?”

I stared at Darling, watching as she changed the pattern on the fly, weaving and switching hands and even occasionally throwing one behind her back.

“Huh, I guess I really can juggle. That was unexpected.” She caught them all in one smooth motion, then walked over and bumped her shoulder into mine. “It’s amazing what you can do when someone believes in you.”

She pocketed the spheres and edged along the cliff line and closer to House, who was clapping respectfully.

“Your manual dexterity is truly quite impressive,” House said.

“Thanks, House.”

The two of them moved a bit off and took their conversation with them. I waited for Frank to say something, but when he didn’t, I flicked him.

“You stunned into silence down there or what?”

He took a deep breath, which somehow felt pained and contemplative, which was honestly terrifying coming from him. “You could say that. For the first time in my life, I think I just made a terrible mistake.”

“No, you’ve made several of those today alone, but out of curiosity, what do you think this one was?”

“I should have given myself more credit.” He punched the air, or tried to. “Damn!”

“That’s not the problem at all. If anything, you give yourself way, way too much credit. It’s an ongoing issue.”

“Nice of you to say, but I think I need a moment down here.”

“Wasn’t trying to be nice, but I’m not surprised that the first lesson you’ve taken to heart is that you ought to think more highly of yourself.”

“It’s called character development. You should try it sometime.”

“You’re not developing at all. You’re just becoming weirder and increasingly unhinged.”

“Is that not growth?” He mentally gestured at House, who appeared to be watching the video of Ersatz’s horrible, violent death with a bright smile on her face for the third time since we’d set out from the Sands while Darling tested the stability of the slope beneath us.

“It’s growth for House, but you’re just moving sideways. Or, like, running in place, only you’re sprinting.”

“I prefer to think of it as a sort of deepening of flavor. Like a nice Bordeaux, aging over time.”

“Doesn’t work. Bordeauxs are almost always blends of a couple different grapes.”

“How is that relevant?”

“Because you aren’t a blend, Frank. You’re just a single note struck badly.”

“Maybe to the uncultured palate.”

I laughed. “No, but seriously, if you had tasting notes, they would just say: unnecessarily aggressive.”

“Heh. Hell yeah they would.”

“I think we can probably just climb down,” Darling called out. “It’s not exactly stable, but the ground’s pretty soft. It’s like sand mixed with dirt.”

I dismissed my bike and stepped over to the edge. “Might as well.”

Just as Darling had said, the ground proved to have a lot of give to it. Climbing down felt a bit like descending a nearly vertical dune, but there were long roots and loose stones buried a couple of inches beneath the sun-baked dirt. Once we got about ten feet down and the pitch steepened even further, it became clear that we were in for a more technical descent than we’d bargained for.

I picked my way down carefully, sticking between House and Darling and trying to find roots to use as footholds to keep from slipping while rocks and dirt rained down with every shift of my weight.

My thoughts wandered as I scrambled ever lower, and before I realized it, I’d outpaced the others by about twenty feet, so I grabbed a loose root that was jutting out of the dirt and waited for them to catch up.

“What’s up with you?” Darling said.

“Huh?”

“You look even more worried than usual.”

“I was thinking he seemed particularly ugly today,” Frank agreed.

I rubbed the back of my head as the darkness yawned beneath me. “Picked up on that, eh?”

“Sure did.”

“Not you, Frank. I’m good, just spaced out a bit there. Think I’m still a little worried about Lars.”

“I’ve got the guild taking care of him and Cerra.” Darling kicked a toe deep into the earth, tested her footing, then tapped the air. “Yup, they’re good. Still at the inn. Just a couple minor injuries that’ll heal up quick. Nothing to worry about.”

I nodded. “Yeah, there’s the general safety angle, and I really appreciate it. But I was mostly thinking about how I still don’t know how Ersatz managed to figure out that Lars and I are friends in the first place.”

I scrambled sideways over a jutting rock, froze when it tilted and threatened to slip out the wall, then continued on when it didn’t.

“You remember when Frank and I headed off for the Cursed Eye a ways back?”

Darling drew an axe and slammed it into the earth. It slashed right through until it hooked a root, and she used it like a lever to climb down a couple of steps before she drew her second weapon and cocked back for another strike.

“Vaguely, yeah.”

“Long story short, Lars snuck in and had to bail at the end. I pretty conclusively tied him to Francis during his escape, and we’ve been careful to avoid any association as much as possible ever since. Maybe I’m missing something, but I can’t think of how or when someone outside the guild would have picked up on that.”

Darling bit her bottom lip. “And since he’s tied to both Francis and Ned, who are supposedly enemies…”

“Exactly. And Tyrann is definitely aware of the ties in the other direction, and we know he’s worked with Ersatz in the past.”

“How do you think the news got out in the first place?”

I blew out a puff of air. “I dunno. The simplest answer is probably that we screwed up somewhere along the line. Wrong illusion, wrong time. Something like that. It doesn’t seem like anyone’s made the connection yet, and there aren’t many people in the guild who even know about Francis in the first place.” I paused while scrambling down a network of roots that looked a lot like a net. “Then there’s the more uncomfortable answer.”

“And the uncomfortable answer would be what?” House said.

“Someone from the guild,” Darling replied.

I nodded. “Yeah. The Francis stuff is still pretty tightly under wraps there, but we’ve been much less careful around the crew in general.” I forced a shrug. “Dunno. Frank probably screwed up somewhere.”

He scoffed. “Unlikely.”

“There’s also the matter of how to treat Lars and Cerra in general. Not really sure how to strike the balance of keeping them safe without locking them up somewhere, and I’m thinking we’re going to be pretty damn busy the next few days.”

“Could just send them out toward that third artifact when they’ve healed up,” Darling said. “Have them search while you wait for more info. If it’s in the middle of the ocean, it’ll take hours to get that far out, and the Cult’s based in the opposite direction, so…”

“That’s… a really good idea. Would you mind running that by them if you’ve got someone close by? I think Lars would probably jump at the chance to get back out there.”

“Yeah, sure thing!”

I took another tentative step down, but then a root I’d thought was solid snapped beneath my heel, and I would have fallen if Darling hadn’t grabbed my wrist in time. I hung there, feet kicking and fighting for purchase and finding none.

I looked up at her. She had one axe buried almost completely in the ground, snagged around a root that was holding both of our weights. A dry pop split the air, and the earth above the weapon buckled and swelled.

I stretched a hand up and away from Darling. “House, take my hand.”

She reached out and grabbed it, then the root snapped and we all went sliding down into the darkness. We half-tumbled, half-fell for about a hundred yards, then bounced over a rocky ledge and went into freefall.

I popped a pistol into the hand Darling was holding and fired an Arctic Raven straight down beneath us. I didn’t have a target, but it didn’t matter; all I wanted was to splash a little light toward the bottom of the ravine.

My first four shots only revealed canyon walls that narrowed as we fell, and it wasn’t until the fifth that the bottom finally revealed itself.

“Ground’s coming in hot!” I said, yelling over the wind. “I’ve got us, don’t let go!”

Darling’s grip tightened around my wrist as I kept firing, shooting until the canyon floor was bright with small bits of ice and strange reflections.

I fired one last shot to be sure, and this time, we were close enough that I both saw and heard shallow water explode beneath us, so I waited until we were close, then used Glacial Drift to kill the fall damage.

I landed firmly on my feet, but House and Darling both staggered slightly. I managed to hold onto Darling and help her catch her balance, but House predictably faceplanted into the surprisingly warm water and came up gasping with 2.0’s ears pinned against her head.

“Sorry, House. I tried.”

House reached up and patted her own head. Or 2.0’s head. It was hard to tell what was happening there.

Darling craned her neck up the sheer canyon walls and whistled. “We’re not dead, so I’m calling that a win.”

The walls were narrow down here—only about eight feet apart—and the green moon was shining high above, though only a narrow slice of it was visible through the crevice.

“Yeah, that wasn’t so—” I started, but Frank cut me off.

“You hear that?”

I cocked an ear down the canyon, and he was right. Voices were filtering toward us, echoing our way.

They were definitely human, but they were bouncing off the canyon walls and mingling together in a way that made it difficult to tell how close they were or even how many people we were dealing with.

I gripped my pistols a little tighter. “So, Frank? What are the odds that we need to head in the opposite direction of whoever’s talking?”

“Zero.”

“Thought so.”

I checked to make sure that my Heart Vessel was in place, then motioned House closer.

“Alright, House, keep your guard up. With this being a level 30-ish area, we probably want you running support while Darling and I do the heavy lifting. Gonna be really hard for you or 2.0 to deal damage to the monsters here, but the heals will be clutch.”

“Understood.”

“I’m a bit under-leveled to be here, too,” Darling said. “Probably not going to be super consistent on my end, but I’ve got a bunch of Chance to Hit gear I can throw on.”

“If you can pump that stat to 20%, you should be fine,” Frank said.

Darling’s armor shifted, multiple pieces vanishing only to be replaced by a matched set of black, heavier-looking plate.

“Looks like the most I can pull off is 19%.”

Frank somehow burst into a full-body sweat. “Sh-sh-sh-sh-sh-should be good enough.”

“Think your armor swap fried his circuits.” I pointed a pistol up ahead, where the canyon split in two directions. “Let’s get moving while Frank recovers. House, stay behind me and stick close.”

I took one step through the shallow water before House bumped into me from behind.

“That’s great, House, but maybe stick slightly farther behind.”

She smiled and gave me half a step of space before resuming, and the three of us sloshed along in near-silence, staring up at the slick, moss-covered walls.

As we moved farther in, the exposed roots and moss began to glow with a soft, green light. The scent of damp earth was all around us, and I was briefly reminded of the Spillway beneath Koria and its propensity to flood without warning.

The canyon forked up ahead, where clusters of blue flowers lined the walls, each imbued with a phosphorescence that outstripped the roots and made them look dim by comparison.

I paused at the split in the canyon and listened in each direction.

“Either way works here,” Frank said.

I still couldn’t make heads or tails of which way the sound was coming from, so I forced my shoulders to relax and headed left.

I was hoping the passage would open up, but it actually did the opposite, so much so that the group was forced to turn sideways and shimmy through some of the tighter passageways, dislodging roots and chunks of moss that threw up clouds of dull, green pollen that reeked of pine.

While Darling plowed through and took a good bit of the wall with her, House promptly managed to get herself stuck, so I offered her a hand and yanked her free—along with an enormous amount of moss.

“This wouldn’t be the best place to get caught out,” I said. “There’s barely any room to move.”

“So don’t get caught,” Frank said. “Sounds like the voices are getting closer.”

“Yeah, noticed that too.” I strained to hear what was happening up ahead. “Are you hearing running water?”

“That way for sure,” Darling said.

We continued on until I found a hole in the middle of the floor by almost falling into it. It was a circle of earth that had recently collapsed and was now functioning as a window above an underground river rushing maybe ten feet beneath us.

The natural light of the stars and moon above didn’t reach the lower area—and the self-contained space did appear to be an entirely separate level—but the bluish flowers we’d seen earlier were growing alongside the riverbed and the ceiling and even beneath the fast-moving current itself, with the latter turning the water electric blue.

The effect was eerie, and both the scope and speed of the river left me wondering just how stable the ground we were walking over really was.

We gave the hole a wide berth and picked our way deeper into the canyon, scrambling over perilous ground that was increasingly pocked with holes until we reached a section of the ravine that had fully collapsed to reveal a second, much wider riverbed beneath.

The smooth current was rushing over slick rocks and bright flowers alike, but it was the players who were grinding beside it that really caught my interest. All of them had red name tags, and while I was unsurprised to see Cultists among them, there were a pair of Corruptia members within the group as well.

House glared down at them, and 2.0’s ears were pinned back atop her head.

I dropped my voice. “Easy now. As much as I’d like to wipe them out, we’re here for a reason. We don’t have much time, and we don’t want Frank to be happy, right?”

House instantly calmed down. “Indeed.”

“Not cool,” Frank said.

I eyed the stretch in front of us. About thirty feet of the canyon’s length had fully collapsed up ahead, and the narrow ledges that remained on either side of the canyon floor didn’t look nearly strong enough to support our weight.

I rubbed my chin as I stared down at the players, wondering how we could get by without drawing their attention.

There were five of them in all, a typical group with a heavily armored tank, a healer in blue robes, plus two dual swordsmen and a hammer user for DPS.

Next, I inspected their opponent—a tall, lanky mob with a vaguely humanoid shape that was covered in green, glowing moss spotted with blue flowers.

{Infused Moss Titan} (Level 31 Beast)

HP: 6507/7500

MP: 4000/4000

The shield-carrying tank was getting absolutely battered up front; the grassy creature was knocking him backward with every strike of its clenched fists, bullying him around the riverbed and chunking him for nearly 20% of his Health per hit.

All three of the damage dealers were laying into it from behind with their melee weapons, but the creature’s Health was barely moving. Even when they did manage to smack it with a lucky crit or a cooldown, the moss would pulse, and some sort of regen effect would kick in and heal the bulk of the damage right back up.

“Looks like that group’s pretty under-leveled because they’re barely outdamaging the mob’s regen,” I said. “Wonder why they’re here. Looks like they’ll probably drop the thing with enough time, but this has gotta be wildly inefficient for them if it’s levels or gear they’re after.”

“We still need to get deeper,” Frank said. “Could go through them and push down low, but you’re a coward, so I assume we’re not doing that.”

“No, let’s stay on the higher level if we can.” I popped my blunderbuss into both hands and shouldered it. “You about ready to move, House? It’s distraction time.”

“Understood.” She stood up a little straighter. “How loudly shall I yell?”

“What? Oh, right—no, I’ll handle the distraction this time around. You run on the left side of the canyon wall, and Darling and I will take the right. We’re gonna shoot right over the gap and push farther in up here since this level seems to be quieter.”

House took a long look at the ledge in question—a stretch of stone about thirty feet long and only six inches wide—before she and 2.0 burst apart and she hopped onto the metal cat. “We are prepared.”

I angled my blunderbuss down and took aim at a pair of Moss Titans watching the fight while half-submerged in the river, rapids streaming off them as if they were rocks. Then I fired a Dreadful Grenade a bit behind them, arcing the dark projectile slightly deeper into the river.

It detonated a foot beneath the surface, throwing up an explosion of water that sprayed the nearby players and sent a series of foaming waves racing onto the shoreline and up over their ankles.

The two golems sprinted out of the river with surprising agility, running on their knuckles with fear icons above their heads as they pathed right toward the enemy players.

The tank shouted a couple of words that I didn’t catch, then activated a skill that sent him blurring between his melee DPS with his shield held in front of him, flames licking off it.

He shouted a taunt and grabbed the two new arrivals, but judging from the way he turned around and swapped back to his initial target, it seemed like he’d missed the fact that one of the two newly arrived mobs was markedly different than the others.

And likely much, much deadlier.

{Blackgrime Titan} (Level 33 Construct) (Elite)

HP: 20,000/20,000

MP: 5,000/5,000

Its frame was similar, smaller if anything, but the mold that covered its body was considerably darker in color, and it reeked so strongly of oil that I’d smelled it despite the distance from the very moment the creature left the river.

The tank stomped a foot into the ground and sent out a rolling shockwave that stunned his trio of targets. As the damage dealers rushed in, the healer shouted a warning that nobody heeded.

And the very moment the stun faded, the Blackgrime Titan whirled on the spot and pointed a clubbed hand at the healer. The hand opened, blooming into a flower that revealed petals covered in wicked, spiked teeth.

The strange appendage swelled, then spat a stream of dark liquid right at the healer, and the spell caught the player fully unprepared.

Thick, black fluid splashed off his chest, and he flew backward, skipped off the surface of the water, then got dragged down by the current and was quickly carried around a bend and out of sight.

The three damage dealers scattered, fleeing deeper into the lower level and leaving the tank fully exposed with all three mobs still beating on him.

“Powerful snare on that Blackgrime projectile,” Frank said. “Healer’s not gonna be able to beat the current until it fades. Tank’s totally screwed.”

The tank shouted something and tried to run, but a second blast of dark water cut his legs out from under him and he went down hard, slamming into the riverbed on his side.

The two weaker Titans piled on top of the downed player and pummeled away while the elite blasted him again and again.

“Alright,” I said. “This is as good a chance as any. Let’s move!”

House rode off on 2.0 to my left, skirting the far edge of the collapsed section, and I went right, Darling’s heavy footfalls ringing out right behind me.

I dismissed my blunderbuss and sprinted with everything I had, hitting the narrow ledge at a sharp angle that kept me running alongside it almost diagonally.

I took two bounding steps and said a mental thank you for the feel of firm stone beneath my feet, but the ledge crumbled away beneath me on my next step and would have sent me toppling down if I hadn’t managed to catch a root protruding from the wall to regain my balance.

I pushed on, tip-toeing across the stone and trying to stay ahead of Darling, who was cursing up a storm under her breath.

Still, I reached the other side without incident, and House landed beside me atop 2.0 and recombined with the cat a moment later. As we took cover behind a nearby boulder, Darling rejoined us.

As she did so, my eye was drawn to the ledge, or what was left of it. Darling’s passage had absolutely obliterated the stone, and rocks and loose debris were sliding down along the full length of the wall and splashing into the river.

I’d been hoping the tank had died, but he was still getting beat on, and I had the distinct feeling that he was eyeing us even as the three mobs finally succeeded in beating the life out of him and his name tag vanished from above his head.

I sank back down behind the boulder. “Any idea if they spotted us?”

“Sorry,” Darling said. “Heavy armor and all that.”

Frank scoffed. “Never apologize for perfection.”

Darling smiled. “Pretty sure he saw me cross before he went down, but I doubt anyone would recognize my name at a glance. Especially if they were in the process of dying.”

“We’ve only got about forty-five minutes left before the Labyrinth opens,” Frank said. “Spotted or otherwise, we’re losing ground.”

I popped my pistols back into my hand. “Let’s keep pushing, then.”

We picked up the pace and went back to moving through the narrow, water-covered canyon, but I couldn’t shake the feeling of eyes on the back of my head.

Eventually, we reached a much wider passage marked with deep slashes, claw-like slices in the earth that shone blue from below.

“We can drop down here,” Frank said—right as a name tag came flying around a distant, blind corner at high speed.

It was another player, but her tag was green, and she was equipped with a large longbow that nearly matched her height. Her Health was low, about 20%.

She kept running, strafing away from something I couldn’t see and firing into the darkness beyond, giant arrows somehow bending right around the same corner she’d emerged from.

A low rumble filled the cavern, and then four of the Mossy Titans we’d seen earlier thumped out of the darkness, filling the dark canyon with their greenish glow. Their Health bars were each around 60%, and all of them were within a percentage point of each other.

Not wanting to be spotted, I took a step back and pressed myself into a hollow in the canyon wall. Darling did the same, then pulled House back when the smaller woman didn’t follow suit.

The archer kept moving, dragging the creatures through the canyon and making clever use of the rocks and looping passages to frequently break the creatures’ line of sight while firing every few steps.

The arrows she launched were blunt-tipped and frequently ricocheted between her targets, with each impact releasing a narrow cone of shrapnel that slowly but surely whittled the group’s Health down.

Then I caught sight of her name tag and did a doubletake. “Oh man, that’s Arty.”

“Ohhh!” Darling said. “You’re totally right.”

House cocked her head. “Who is Arty?”

“Leader of Redacted,” I replied. “Guess she’s out here grinding alone. Looks like she’s having more success solo than that last group had together.”

The conversation lapsed, and we watched Arty work the golems down in silence.

Her combat style was smooth, graceful, and, quite honestly, a joy to watch. She was light on her feet, running along walls and hopping boulders and flowers alike, weaving her shots and movement abilities together in a way that made it seem like she was always a step ahead.

And when all four Titans dropped to the same arrow—one that Arty launched in midair after jumping off a wall and spinning to face her targets—she scanned the canyon twice to make sure the coast was clear, then knelt down to loot the sparkling pile the creatures had left behind.

“What do you wanna do?” Darling said. “She’s blocking our entry point.”

“I say we just let her get a quick look at me,” Frank said.

“Solid plan,” I agreed. “One look at Frank’s shaft and she’s bound to go fleeing in terror.”

Frank puffed up. “Damn straight!”

Darling raised an eyebrow at him.

“What?” He looked from me to her and back again. “Am I not supposed to want that?”

“Nah, you’re good on that one,” I said. “Your priorities concerning women are one of your few redeeming traits.”

He paused. “Alright, well, now I’m concerned.”

Darling tightened her grip on her axes. “Arty’s at 18%, so she’s firmly in the execute window. Probably only take me one swing to drop her, then we could drop down to the lower level like Frank suggested and hit the ground running.”

“Swoon,” he said.

“Maybe we could⁠—”

I cut off as one of the walls to Arty’s left exploded into motion. It took me a moment to realize that what I was looking at was another of the Blackgrime Titans we’d seen earlier.

The creature had been camouflaged beneath some moss, and its emergence caught Arty from behind and fully unaware, one huge fist descending on the back of her neck in a hammer blow that echoed up and down the canyon.

She died instantly, dropping to her knees and slamming face-first onto the floor.

Our group stood there staring at her corpse, shocked, while the Titan stalked back toward its hiding spot.

“Man,” Frank said. “Don’t you just love it when a problem solves itself?”

“For real,” I said.

I waited for the mob to get out of aggro range, then edged forward toward Arty’s corpse, where I dropped to one knee, scooped the lone item she’d dropped, then linked it to the group.

{Giant’s Reinforced Longbow} (Two-handed Bow) (Fated Weaponry)

Grade: C

Item Level: 90

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 315

Magical Attack: 110

Speed: Medium

Primaries: +15 Strength, +30 Dexterity, +20 Constitution

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, all of your Archery skills without stun effects gain the ability to ricochet to a new target within 5 yards up to 3 times. However, Ricochet abilities deal 65% reduced damage.

Darling whistled. “Can you use bows?”

“Nah, I wish. Looks pretty insane. Guess she dropped her equipped weapon.”

“Graveyard’s pretty close,” Frank said. “She’ll be back within a minute or two.”

I rubbed my chin. “None of those earlier players from that party were Redacted members, right?”

“Nope,” Frank replied. “They were all hostile.”

“Hey, Darling? How would you feel about taking a chance?”


Chapter Four



After a quick conversation with Frank to see if my idea was plausible given the route he’d sketched out for us, I took a deep breath, popped the bow into my hand, and launched into my plan.

“So hear me out on this. This is Arty’s main weapon, and I’m sort of tempted to give it back and see if she wants to tag along.”

Darling cocked a dark eyebrow at me. “Seriously?”

“Yeah. We’re a bit under-leveled as a group, and we already know she can clear the golems.”

“The bow itself is whatever,” Darling said, “and I wouldn’t mind getting a bit of good karma for returning it. But inviting her to the group…? That’s a little scary. What if she turns on you when you’re low? Archers versus casters is pretty much the worst.”

“True, but it’d be four on one counting 2.0, and I’ve got Heart Vessel and plenty of crowd control to fall back on. Plus, we have House’s heals. I think the real danger is her calling in the cavalry, but we’re almost at the center of the canyon. As long as we keep moving deeper, I doubt they could catch up if they wanted to.”

“If you are concerned about being ambushed, perhaps this will be of assistance.” 2.0 split off House’s back and landed soundlessly on all fours. Then the big cat vanished completely. “In the event that Arty turns on you, 2.0 will intercede with alacrity and knock her down until Darling and I can respond.”

I goggled at the spot where 2.0 had been a moment earlier. “Wait, what? I mean, great, but since when can 2.0 stealth?”

“She has been able to use this ability for several days.”

“And we haven’t seen that until now why, exactly?” Darling said.

House tilted her head, her confusion obvious. “Why would I want her to be invisible?”

I rubbed my face. “Okay, let’s all agree that makes sense and move on. So if we do this, 2.0 will stay stealthed and linger behind Arty just to be safe and jump her if needed. I’ll keep Heart Vessel up, and we’ll have House prioritize healing me more than usual. I’ll play conservative with my defensives, too.”

“I can call it out if she targets you right away.” Frank narrowed his eyes. “If she does, I’ll yell cowabunga.”

“Why would… Okay. That sounds great, thanks. Darling?”

She shrugged. “You’re the one with the most to lose, so if you guys wanna go for it, it’s fine with me.”

“Cool. Thanks, Darling. Let’s do it.”

I sent Arty a message to let her know I had her weapon and was waiting with a couple of friends for her to respawn, then we went over and dogpiled the golem that had ambushed her to clear the space.

When she respawned, she was still wearing the same wolf mask I’d seen back in the Ballroom. Like before, I couldn’t read her expression, but it still felt like she was weighing us up.

“So what do you…” She trailed off, eyes flicking to my name tag. “Oh, it’s you.”

“It’s me,” Frank shouted.

“Shut up, Frank. But yeah, it’s us. And this is Darling, the guild leader of Omen.”

Darling grinned and waved, and while there was a good bit of tension in her smile, she still pulled off friendly better than I could have.

“And this is—” I started.

“Hello I am House.”

“Hi.” Arty shifted her weight to her back foot, as if she were getting ready to bolt at the slightest sign of trouble. “So, what do you want for the bow?”

I’d thought a good bit about how to handle this interaction. I’d been planning to frame what I was about to pitch as a trade that would land her the bow in exchange for her helping us out, but something in Arty’s demeanor, plus our previous interaction, made me think that was the wrong move.

I also couldn’t help but think about the time I’d disconnected in another game mid-fight only to log back into a dead character and promptly found that the weapon I’d earned across three weeks of grinding had dropped and was nowhere to be seen.

So instead of trying to bargain with her, I opened a trade window, threw the item in, then confirmed it.

She hesitated with the window open for a long moment, then confirmed the trade.

“Oh. Well… thanks.” She sighed, and I felt like she was smiling behind her mask. “Wasn’t expecting that.”

“Yeah, no worries. We’re headed deeper in. Got room for a fourth, so you’re welcome to tag along if you’d like. Only catch is that we’re after an item from that Wonder Event, but if you’re here for something else, we’d be happy to have you.”

Then Frank spoke, his voice low. “Archer winding up an attack behind you. Cultist. Looks low level, and his Health is at 40%. The tank must have sounded the alarm.”

I dropped a Frozen Mirror behind me without moving. “Figures. Let me know when he fires.”

“Annnnd he’s firing!”

I activated Doppelganger, then whipped around with both pistols up and fired a pair of Arctic Ravens, followed by a Dreadful Shot.

The player’s projectile—a spear of molten metal that lit the canyon walls orange as it flew—bounced off my mirror and rebounded, flying straight back at him alongside my four ravens and right in front of my Dreadful Shot.

But I could feel Arty’s gaze on the back of my head, and I didn’t love standing between two archers, so I activated Glacial Drift and sent myself zipping backward, ending up almost directly behind her.

The moment I did, my ravens connected alongside the reflected projectile, and the player flew off his feet and slammed into the wall, birds crashing in one after the next.

As it turned out, the Dreadful Shot was overkill; he was slumping to the floor long before it arrived.

“Ouch,” Arty said. She was still facing away from me, speaking to one of the clones my drift ability had left behind.

I cleared my throat. “Yeah, I guess that’s another potential sticking point for joining up with us, even temporarily.”

Arty startled and turned at the sound of my voice, but despite her surprise, she kept her bow down.

“There are a whole lot of people who want me dead, and apparently, some of them are here.”

Both of my clones exploded in a harmless burst of ice, frosting the ground between us while my Doppel blinked away.

“That archer wasn’t a member of that party we saw,” Darling said. “And it’s probably a stretch to assume he was a random who just happened to come across us, given the guild tag.”

“Perhaps we should move deeper into the canyon,” House said.

“Or,” Frank replied, “we could stay here until Ned inevitably gets gunned down, then Darling could loot me off his corpse, and⁠—”

He cut off because I’d sheathed him. “Sounds good. Probably be fewer people the farther in we go. So, Arty. You in?”

Arty studied us from behind her mask. “What is it that you’re after?”

“Soul Reactor,” I said. “For the Renown Event that just went out.”

She glanced at her bow, looking thoughtful, then shrugged. “Sure, why not?”

I sent her an invite, which she accepted, and my log immediately filled with prompts, as did Darling’s and House’s, given the way they both started tapping the air. House was a little slower, and she was careful to adjust her tapping until it was an exact match for Darling’s cadence.

Player {Arty} has shared a Quest with you: {Titan Hearts} (Evolved Quest).

Accept?

Player {Arty} has shared a Quest with you: {Blackgrime Spines} (Evolved Quest).

Accept?

Three more similar prompts came in for a total of five quests that were all marked with the same Evolved tag. Three of them involved killing the golems Arty had been hunting and harvesting. The fourth asked us to fully explore the Blackwater Canyon, and the fifth was a more difficult kill quest that I took a closer look at.

New Quest: {The Deepclaw} (Evolved Quest) (Elite Quest)

Description: Defeat {The Deepclaw} at the heart of the canyon.

Reward: ??

“I just started on those,” Arty said. “Actually had a bunch of them half-finished, then that Ripple hit and the whole zone changed in a blink. Monsters jumped up in level, the ground started falling apart, and all those quests changed on the spot and killed the progress I’d made.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Sorry about that, that was us. But hopefully the rewards will change for the better, too.”

I pulled Frank out, jammed him back into his loop, then rolled right on before he could complain.

“Alright, let’s get Arty back to full Health, then we’ll get moving.”


Chapter Five



With Arty’s help, we pushed deeper toward the center of the canyon while killing the mobs we needed to progress the quests she’d shared, with Darling taking the early aggro and soaking as many hits as she could before one of us inevitably pulled the mob off her.

It was smooth sailing, and Darling and Arty hit it off immediately, much to House’s displeasure, commiserating over the responsibilities of a guild leader, which mostly came down to venting about tank drama and loot systems. But Darling was having a good time, and that was enough to keep me feeling light and alert.

Corpsebloom had already proved pretty useful despite the somewhat awkward situation, and it wasn’t long before we’d worked ourselves into an efficient pattern that allowed us to keep moving almost constantly.

House mostly threw out heals and snares from behind, Darling engaged and kited, while Arty and I focused on damage. Once everybody was in position, we’d burst a target down. Then I’d use its corpse to pop out an Adaptive Bloom for a damage buff, and Arty and I would set up deep within the aura and blast down whatever monsters Darling kited our way before they could reach us, often utilizing House’s oil slicks to buy extra time.

The strategy paid steady dividends, and we made rapid progress on the various quests that Arty had shared with the group.

But the canyon got more perilous as we moved farther in, with the walls crowding together at unexpected angles, the floor becoming riddled with holes that offered glimpses of the swift-running currents beneath, and the Blackgrime Titans that occasionally ambushed us becoming more and more common.

That wasn’t all bad, though, since the Titans seemed to have some decent drops, including a recipe I’d just picked up.

Recipe: {Rune of Cold Shrapnel} (Consumable) (Awards 6 skill points per craft)

Description: All damage inflicted by your {Shatter Arrow} skill is converted to Cold Damage, and all enemies struck by the {Shrapnel Burst} have their speed reduced by 20% for 3 seconds.

However, the total damage of your {Shatter Arrow} is reduced by 15%.

Class: Arbalest.

Duration: 24 hours.

Requirements: {Greater Soul Gem} x8.

I was digging through my inventory and wondering if I could spare the gems to craft one of those up for Arty when she paused at a fork. Someone had scratched an arrow into the wall, and it was pointing right.

She traced the arrow with the tip of a finger. “This is the circuit I was using before the Ripple hit. Deepest I made it. I was actually backtracking when I ran into you guys.”

“Circuit?” House said.

“That’s just what I was calling it. The canyon loops in on itself here, ground is pretty solid. Just gotta be careful because those black golems are hiding all along the wall.”

“Is this where you were pulling those mobs from earlier?” I said.

She shook her head. “I tried, but once the changes hit, this area became too much. There’s another type of mob here that can root, and I didn’t have the firepower to burn them down.”

“Bleached Titans,” Frank said. “They’ve got a pretty nasty root spell, plus an aura that reduces Physical damage taken for other nearby Titans. Throw one of them into a group of the regular types and it’s a nasty combination.”

“Sounds particularly bad for kiting,” Darling said. “Imagine that was a shock the first time it happened. You’re running free, then suddenly you’ve got a full pack beating on you with nowhere to go.”

Arty clapped her lightly on the back. “Exactly!”

Darling smiled, and House narrowed her eyes at the taller woman’s back.

“Well, if Physical damage isn’t ideal…” I said, opening up my profession menu and crafting that Cold Shrapnel rune.

The craft bumped my skill up from 209 to 215 and earned me a new recipe called Killing Frost.

Recipe: {Rune of Killing Frost} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

Description: Enemies afflicted by your Freeze effects now suffer 50 Frost Damage per second for the duration of the freeze. This damage will not break crowd control abilities.

Duration: 24 hours.

Requirements: {Greater Soul Gem} x10.

I dismissed the prompt and opened a trade window with Arty, then threw her rune in and confirmed it.

She cocked her head but didn’t confirm it on her end. “What’s this?”

“It’s a rune that’ll last a day. If these things are resistant to Physical damage, swapping you to cold should massively speed things up.”

She looked from me to Darling and back again. “How much was it?”

“Don’t worry about it. It was just gems, and we need the damage.”

That was true, but I also left the other bit unsaid; that despite how well she and Darling were getting along, I still felt more than a little uncomfortable with a high-level archer around, and converting any amount of her Physical damage into magic would give me a much better shot at surviving if she decided to flip the script and ambush me.

“How much was it?” she repeated.

“Eight Greaters,” Frank said.

She jammed eight of the gems into her side of the window and confirmed the transaction.

“Thanks for that,” I said.

She paused. “You guys wanna try some AoE leveling? The root effects shouldn’t be much of a problem in a group as long as we burn them down first.”

“Sure!” Darling said. “Sounds like fun.”

Arty looked my way. “You wanna kite us up a group, or would you rather burn ’em down?”

I thought back to Arty’s longbow and the mention it had made of stun effects, then immediately wondered how long my Health pool would hold out if I was dragging 10 mobs behind me only to get caught by a stun from range.

The answer, obviously, was: not long.

“Think I’d rather focus on damage and control until I’ve got a feel for the area if that’s cool with you. After that⁠—”

I cut off as a prompt came in, and everyone looked up at the same time.

World Alert!

The Red Labyrinth—the final wing of the Red Cathedral and the domain of the Possibility King himself—will officially open in exactly 30 minutes.

To facilitate a higher level of competition, after the first boss of the Labyrinth has been defeated, all Cathedrals worldwide will fully complete and instantly unlock, offering full access to each wing regardless of player or guild completion status. Early wing bosses will also have their damage and total Health reduced.

However, the Worldbranch Throne may still only be claimed by a guild with the proper credentials, and for those at the bleeding edge of progression, the reward will befit the challenge: if a guild manages to claim the throne within the window they’ve earned, they will be gifted a small part of the Possibility King’s power—the ability to make a single change to the ever-evolving world of EBO. A world-spanning Wish that could change your collective reality in the blink of an eye.

Best of luck, adventurers, and thank you for playing EBO.

Warning: In the event that a Wish is claimed, it will be subject to Game Master approval and adjustment, plus other restrictions, before it is implemented.

A moment of silence passed as we all took that in, collectively reeling at the scope of the unprecedented prize.

The bit about restrictions had a clickable link, so I opened it up. A laundry list of off-limits topics appeared, with prohibitions on asking directly for Gold, Experience, or Renown right at the top.

I scanned the other restrictions. Pretty much anything that messed with the game’s mechanics was off-limits, and the word mechanics itself seemed loosely defined, given the examples listed. Wish or not, it looked like Nipple Guy intended to have the final say.

Darling tapped the air. “Okay then. We’ve got thirty minutes left, and we officially need to speed this the hell up, so as much as I’d like to dive into the implications of that last announcement, let’s shelve the Wish talk for now and focus up.”

“I could lead us straight to the Deepclaw,” Frank said, “but that’d mean bailing on the patterns we need. Gotta kill some of those golems Arty mentioned. The ones that can root.”

House stepped up beside Arty. “Perhaps this would be of use in kiting.”

I wasn’t sure what she was on about, but I figured House had probably traded the masked woman an item.

Arty popped a bluish potion into one hand, then dropped it into her inventory. “Thank you. That’ll make things a lot easier. Should we try the AoE thing once and see how it goes before we bail and make for the boss?”

“Sounds good to me,” Darling said.

The masked woman moved to the front of the group. “I’ll pull five or six of the weaker ones to start, then double back to the group.”

Darling nodded. “Sure thing.”

Arty took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. A few wisps of smoke trailed out from behind her mask, then the ground cracked beneath her and she shot off like a rocket with her bow bouncing against her back.

She flew down the narrow passage substantially faster than I could have, green leaves drifting behind her and floating to the ground. Then, suddenly, her bow was in her hands, and her arrows were flying at unbelievable speed.

Their damage was low, but the projectiles sparked off creatures left and right as Arty rounded the bend and disappeared into the darkness beyond, three Moss Titans trailing behind her.

The metallic plinks kept coming, now sounding farther and farther away, mingling with rapid footsteps that echoed through the canyon.

I drew my pistols and stepped up beside Darling. “So what do you think about Arty? Is this safe?”

Darling smiled. “I don’t think you need to worry about her killing you over Frank if that’s what you mean. She’d probably scoop him up if she had the chance, but I doubt she’d pick a fight over it in this situation.”

“She say something to that effect?”

Darling laughed. “Well, yeah.” She looked like she was going back and forth on whether or not to share, then leaned in close and cupped a hand to my ear. “She said he seems kind of annoying.”

I burst out laughing.

“What?” Frank said. “What did she say?”

I took a moment to collect myself, hands on knees, then straightened. “Arty said the overwhelming advantage of Frank would make the game so easy that she wouldn’t enjoy it.”

Darling punched me in the arm. “I told you not to share that!”

Frank puffed out his chest. “Well, she’s not wrong. Who would have thought she’d turn out to be so wise?”

House muttered something I didn’t catch under her breath, then summoned Bella and started furiously stroking the cat’s back.

I gave her a weird look and was about to ask what was up when Darling’s smile abruptly disappeared.

“Oh damn, we’ve got trouble.”

I whipped around, looking for enemy players but finding none. “What’s up? Cultists?”

She shook her head. “It’s Arty, she’s messaging me.”

House stroked Bella faster still.

“She said the circuit’s density has increased since she was here and she overextended while gathering up a group. Doesn’t think she can turn around and make it back without dying.”

“So what’s the plan?” I said.

“She said she’s going to try to lead them off and hopefully regroup with us later.”

I eyed the stretch of the canyon to my left, a twenty-foot-long channel that led to a narrow constriction before the canyon bent away. Two Moss Titans were pathing together up and down the pass, and a third was leaning motionless against the wall up by the bend.

“Why not just have her complete the circuit instead of bailing?”

“Lemme see.” She tapped the air and paused. “She said there’s a lot of them. Like, a whole lot, and she’s not even halfway around the circle. Doesn’t want to wipe us.”

“That potion House gave her will keep her from being rooted for a solid minute,” Frank said. “Just tell her to pop it when she hits the halfway point and haul ass from there.”

“Yeah, I bet we can do this,” I said.

“I’m in,” Darling said, and we both looked at House.

“I am likewise in with Darling.”

“Great.”

I targeted one of the pathing mobs to our left and wound up a Shadowfrost Blast, barrel sparking with power.

“Let’s clear these three mobs out of that constriction to start. That spot where it’s super narrow will make a great place for an ambush. We’ll save our cooldowns til Arty pulls up.”

Darling drew her axes and stalked forward. “Works for me! Speaking of cooldowns, got a new one that might help, so I’m sending it your way!”

{Sinister Infusion}

Description: Transfer up to 5 of your active shields generated by {Sinister Momentum} to a friendly player within 10 yards. Transferred shields persist for 15 seconds and absorb 20% of your Maximum Health per stack.

If a player takes what would have been lethal damage while under the effects of your shields, they are returned to 33% of their Maximum Health, and all damage they take is reduced by 75% for the next 3 seconds.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Cost: 10% of Maximum Health.

“Great, thanks! House, we’re going all out, so go ahead and recombine with⁠—”

2.0 appeared in midair and snapped onto House’s back.

“Nice,” I continued. “Let’s make sure Darling gets these three kills before the fight kicks off for real so she’s got some shields up! When you’re ready, Darling!”

She rumbled forward, then leaped high into the air and smashed down on one of the two patrolling mobs, both axes coming down in a devastating, overhand blow.

The cooldown of the movement ability she’d used—it was called Sanguine Leap—reset the moment she struck her target, and she wasted no time in whirling around and jumping onto the rear-most Titan. That reset her cooldown again, and she used the skill a third time to leap right back onto the lone mob she hadn’t struck.

And just like that, Darling had all three mobs gathered up in front of us while House’s healing bots rushed in to keep her Health high.

I let Darling cleave away for a moment to build some Threat, then fired my Shadowfrost Blast and followed up with two ravens immediately afterward. The icy spell soared down the narrow hall and chunked the lead golem for 1300, freezing it in place.

My trailing ravens both crit thanks to the freeze effect, and the damage was more than enough to drop the mob into execute range, so I swapped onto the next target and started pumping out the damage.

“Execute is available on⁠—”

I cut off as Darling sidestepped a Titan’s haymaker and brought her weapon down hard and diagonal. She’d timed the counter perfectly—and activated her execute as well—and the powerful blow split the wounded mob halfway from shoulder to hip. It dropped onto the floor, and as green pollen vented from the wound, a dim red glow popped up around Darling’s armored frame.

“First shield’s up!” she said.

I fired another pair of birds, dropped the second target into execute range, then swapped to the third and final mob.

Darling leveraged her shield to press the offensive, and while she ate a couple of heavy strikes to her chestplate in the process, she put the second mob down with a wicked four-piece combo that generated another shield stack and extended the duration.

The glow that had surrounded her swelled and brightened, then brightened again when she dropped the third and final Titan and left its corpse sparkling blue in the center of the pass.

“Three shields up!”

“Oil slicks are ready to deploy,” House called out.

“Hold for now, House,” I said as I grabbed two of the dead Titans by their ankles and dragged them into the narrowest part of the bend, then rolled the third on top of them.

Darling edged forward a few feet and stopped right in front of the constriction and the corpses I’d piled therein, bouncing on the tips of her toes with her massive axes to either side.

Outside of our brief skirmish, the area had been quiet since Arty’s departure, but it wasn’t long before the metallic sound of her arrows hitting home started back up in the distance, tinny and sharp.

I checked Arty’s Health bar via the group frames while we waited. It was depleting steadily, dropping from half to 45% to 35% in the span of a few seconds.

“House, Arty’s going to need healing when she gets back, but give us a moment to build aggro first,” I said. “Otherwise, you might pull a whole lot of unwanted attention.”

I counted off a few more seconds and watched Arty’s Health drop beneath 20%.

“Let’s get that oil out,” I said. “I want a third of the pool reaching into the constriction itself and the rest spreading out into the hall in case we need to run for it.”

House tossed two discs a few feet in front of the bend, and two oil turrets sprang up, turrets sputtering. The constructs ripped apart as quickly as they’d formed, and House recombined them into an Oilslick Turret that quickly blanketed the area I’d designated.

Then Arty came screaming around the bend, only 5% of her Health remaining, running across the floor and then up along the curved wall. Jets of black water slammed into the wall behind her, each punching a dime-sized hole into the earth.

A fresh-smelling breeze whistled over us, and Arty leaped over Darling while green leaves trailed behind her, drifting and spinning through the air.

Arty cleared House’s oil spill, skidded to a stop, and then pivoted hard, bow coming up with a blunt-tipped arrow the size of my arm already nocked and pointing just to Darling’s left.

“Serious incoming!”

“How many?” I called out.

But then the ground started to shake—a deep rumble that could only have been caused by an army on the move—and that was answer enough.

A moment later, a horde of creatures came storming around the corner, mobs smashing up against the walls, tripping over each other and even trampling the fallen in their haste to squeeze through the narrow gap and get at Arty.

“I’m grouping—get your cooldowns ready!”

I fired a Shadowfrost Blast at the Mossy Titan in front, then swapped to my Gladiator’s Revolver and used the item’s Flash Freeze ability to stun the lead monster and turn it into a frozen statue right at the center of the oncoming group, turning it into an improvised obstacle that only added to the chaos.

I let the swarming mobs punch a few feet into House’s oil slicks while Darling hacked away at their backs, then sent a Gravity Bird whizzing down the hall and pulled them all right back into the constriction.

I popped Propagate, then pointed a pistol at the trio of corpses I’d dragged into place earlier on and summoned three Adaptive Blooms with an offensive focus.

I waited for the three corpses to erupt, and once red flowers were sprouting from their eyes and noses and mouths, I switched off my initial target and swapped the other two corpses to blue and yellow so our group would have every buff rolling at the same time.

Then two of House’s turrets opened fire from behind me, raking the swarm with shells, and she surprised me by tossing out some sort of metal sphere that broke in half just above the ground and threw up a fan of blue sparks.

The oil that covered the canyon floor blazed up in a rolling wave, and the blast of heat that followed forced me back a step.

Smoke followed, a roiling black cloud that swallowed Darling as well as the enormous knot of monsters being held in place by my Gravity Bird.

Arty dropped to a knee next to House, and the wind picked up out of nowhere, howling far stronger than before. Dirt and loose stones whirled around her feet in a clockwise pattern as she drew her huge bow, the wooden frame groaning under the effort.

Then Arty fired a massive, steely projectile, and the wind intensified around it, gusting down the hall and clearing out the smoke instantly. The missile itself punched through target after target, stunning everything it touched for three seconds before it curved around the bend in the canyon and kept going.

With the smoke now thinned out, I caught sight of Darling standing in the flames with her shields in place, lashing out again and again at the gathered and immobilized mobs.

She must have popped Hexdoll Aura because the air around her was so packed with green slashes that the glow was practically solid, and every strike she connected with put up a cloud of numbers so dense that it was impossible to pick out the damage of a given strike.

Arty’s firepower crashed in from there, an unending barrage of the same shots we’d seen earlier, blunt-tipped arrows that bounced on impact with every strike releasing a cone of frozen shrapnel.

I held off on attacking for a few more painfully long seconds while my Gravity Bird ticked away; I wanted to Double Cast a second above all else, and I had the dark bird flying before my initial black hole had a chance to fizzle.

After a quick swap to pistols, I poured it on, sending raven after raven piercing deep into the crowd.

The mobs dropped like flies, but it wasn’t enough. My Gravity Bird was ticking down, Darling’s Hexdoll Aura had run its course, and mobs were still flooding in.

“Down!” Frank said.

I ducked a split second before a jet of black water nearly took my head off.

“Thanks, but I think we’re in trouble here! We’re gonna lose containment and get overrun!”

I sent a pair of birds splitting around Darling and considered using a Dreadful Grenade to buy time, but then a better idea popped into my head.

I double-checked to make sure Heart Vessel was still up, then raised my voice.

“Darling, hit me with that infusion! House, heals on me if the shields drop! Arty, stun the front-most targets if you can as soon as the black hole dies out!”

Darling’s shields flashed, then pulled together into an orb that shot my way. It hit my chest with surprising force and enveloped me in red.

House’s healing bots were already on the way, so I dashed forward in front of Darling and popped Raven King’s Gatling into Doppelganger.

The spell would only last 8 seconds, but I’d have 30% damage mitigation throughout on top of my Shadowfrost Barrier, and I’d make it count.

“Gravity Bird’s dying,” Frank said.

I hefted the heavy barrel into position, and my Doppel did the same. Our barrels spun up with only two feet between them, and then the onslaught began.

Twin streams of deadly, frozen birds ripped into the crowd, tearing the wounded mobs apart and spawning several healing phantasms that soared over and topped my Health off in moments.

I raked the beams back and forth, purposefully spiking my threat as high as possible, and then the moment of truth finally arrived: the Gravity Bird expired.

In response, I stepped right up into the clearing to block it off and immediately caught a boulder-sized fist to the chest.

But Darling’s shields reduced the impact to a manageable level, so I kept pushing into the tide of creatures while Arty and House ripped into them from afar and Darling backed me up, cutting down any mobs that leaked out.

The attacks kept coming: punches and kicks and pressurized jets of black water and root effects that I was temporarily immune to, thanks to Raven King.

“Shields are failing,” Frank said. “Down to two stacks, one stack⁠—”

He cut off as one of the Titans connected with a liver shot that punched through my final shield and sent me staggering into the wall.

A mob brushed by me and to my right, but Darling was already on it, so I kept firing, partially for the damage but also to keep the phantasms flowing because it was already clear from the rate my Health was falling that House’s bots weren’t going to be nearly enough to keep me up.

“Not long left on the Gatling!” Frank said.

I gritted my teeth and kept going, watching my Health fall out of the corner of my eye: 60%, 40%, 20%…

Then a particularly accurate blast of dark water caught me in the throat, and my Heart Vessel shattered and sprayed warm liquid across the back of my neck.

“Vessel down, you’re vulnerable!” Frank said.

I kept blasting, chaining kill after kill until I found the right target, a low-Health mob near the center of the group.

I pushed the Gatling to its limit, then activated Dreadful Harvest in the moment immediately between the Gatling expiring and my Dopple having a chance to fade.

The AoE execute dropped four mobs at once, and then the cooldown reset and I squeezed in a second harvest before my Dopple blinked away. Phantasms surged into me one after the next, pumping my Health from 20% all the way back to 60%.

Exhilarated, I used Glacial Drift to shoot between Darling and House—right back into the relative safety of the hall. I resolved about twenty feet away from the scrum, breathing hard.

The aggro was still intense, but Darling and House crashed right into the gap I’d left behind and went to work, with Darling executing target after wounded target and rapidly replenishing her shields while House alternated between damage and support.

And between Arty and me adding spells and projectiles from afar and the two of them holding the line up front, the once unbelievable stream of mobs slowed to a trickle, then stopped entirely.

I dropped my pistols into my holsters and looked around. The entire passageway was covered two feet deep in corpses, and the air was humid and stank of decay.

But, more importantly, the loot.

The floor was absolutely blanketed with it, a carpet of sparkling colors. Even the formerly dark walls looked positively kaleidoscopic, greens and blues and purples all blending together.

“Careful,” Frank said, voice low. “Vessel is on cooldown and will be for a little while.”

“Thanks. Let me know when it’s back up if I miss it.”

“Uh huh.”

Darling dropped to one knee and started poking through the loot, so I slid down against the nearest wall and propped myself against it to protect my back and catch my breath at the same time.

It took Darling the better part of five minutes to go through all the loot, and I watched my quest log update with a great deal of satisfaction as she handed me one item after the next until three of the missions Arty had shared with us were complete.

As for the gear, House came away with the biggest upgrade, a two-handed mace that vastly outstripped her current weapon and had a group-friendly ability to boot.

{Grime-covered Hammer} (Two-handed Mace) (Fated Weaponry)

Grade: C

Item Level: 82

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 230

Magical Attack: 50

Speed: Slow

Primaries: +30 Strength, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Haste

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, all of your oil-based effects last 30% longer and also cause all affected targets to take 5% increased damage from all sources.

Darling and Arty both scored a couple of upgrades too—mostly jewelry—but nothing that dropped was an upgrade for me. That was just fine, though, because it meant I ended up with the lion’s share of the Greater Soul Gems that had dropped, nearly 40 of them in all.

I was already feeling pretty good about the haul when a link came in from House that made it even better. Apparently, she’d picked up a pattern that Darling and I and presumably Arty were unable to see because we lacked the required profession.

I inspected it.

{Recipe: Mana Derrick} (Tier III Building) (Unique Machinist Building)

Creates an autonomous derrick that will passively harvest Mana within the nearby area and convert it directly into Gold Coins. Areas that are richer in latent Mana will provide significantly more revenue. This structure requires 200 skill in Machining to deploy.

Plot Requirement: 4 Adjacent Plots.

Resources Required: {Quality Lumber} x190, {Pristine Lumber} x25, {Aged Lumber} x30, {Steel Bar} x70, {Gold Bar} x10, {Titanium Bar x15}, {Solid Stone} x95, {Marble} x80, {Crude Glass} x30, {Smooth Glass} x20, {Vulcanized Rubber} x10, {Black Diamond} x3.

Load Time: 15 Hours.

I looked that over, smiling to myself. “Nailed it, Frank. That’s what we were after, right?”

“Uh huh. Kinda surprised the defensive pattern didn’t drop. That one was way more of a given than the Mana Derrick.”

“Whatever. One out of two in less than an hour is pretty sick. We can always find another way to defend the wards if need be, but it’ll be much better to get that thing up and running as soon as possible.”

“Would you like me to double back and begin construction?” House said.

“Nah, that’s okay. The duration’s short for a large building, and we can cut that down with golems. Just get to it as soon as you can.” I rolled my shoulders and hoisted myself up. “Darling, Arty? You guys good on the completion quests? All three of mine are done, so all I’ve got left is the Deepclaw kill plus some more exploration.”

“Yup!” Darling said, and Arty nodded.

“Great, then let’s shoot through here before the Titans have a chance to respawn and go drop that boss.”


Chapter Six



With our quests complete, the four of us moved into the lower level and pushed toward the heart of the canyon.

I’d expected to find more monsters the closer we got to the Deepclaw’s lair, but what we found was the opposite: there were plenty of mobs around, but they were already dead.

The corpses were strange, too. Each of them was covered in teeth marks, and many were missing whole limbs or chunks out of their shoulders or even their entire heads.

The temperature climbed as we made our way in, following various flower-lit rivers, and we soon found ourselves spiraling down the edges of a deep pit, stepping over vast swaths of reeking seaweed, bleached bones, conch shells, and other strange debris.

Then a flash of light pulsed through the shaft, and the entire group stopped in place.

A prompt followed.

Minor Ripple Alert!

Player {Casper} has defeated the Living Dungeon that was wandering the Sunburnt Plains and secured {The Route Governor}!

I spat onto the ground. “That’s the second artifact, right? The one that spawned a little ways out from Koria?”

“Uh huh.”

“Didn’t take them long at all. Must have been pretty close when it showed up.”

“Perhaps the dungeon wandered their way,” House said.

“Probably so, House.” I scrutinized the player’s name. It was somewhat familiar. “Pretty sure that guy is a member of the Cult, too. Rogue from Koria, I think.” I shrugged. “Shame it was them that found it because that probably means we’ll never see the damn thing, but it was out of our reach regardless. Anything you can share on it, Frank?’

“Just what the original prompt said—that any city can benefit from it. You gotta get that level up. I’m really starting to chafe down here.”

“Working on it.”

I leaned out over the edge of the winding path and looked up, and my stomach twisted at the sight of the sheer walls now towering above us. If someone were to come at us from above, our only choice would be to flee deeper into the unknown.

And if the Cult was after more than just that second artifact…

I shook my head to clear it and tried to focus on the task at hand. The group quieted for a bit as we descended, but it wasn’t long before Darling and Arty went back to chatting away at the front of the group while House and I hung back.

After about five minutes of walking down and around the pit, the narrow walkway tapered off into a wide, round chamber about thirty feet across.

I jogged up to Darling and Arty. “Split up and search for the entrance, then? Looks like we’ve reached the bottom, but I’ve got no idea where we go from here.”

We all headed off in different directions, though there wasn’t much to explore beyond the sheer walls that boxed the pit. Before long, all four of us were rechecking the same spots and at a total loss as to where to go next.

I frowned up at the wall. “There’s no way we missed a door or something on the way down, right? Can’t imagine we’d have missed something like that.”

“Nope,” Frank said. “We’re in the right place. Just gotta wait a second.”

“Wait for what?” Darling asked.

As if in answer, a dry crack split the air, sounding from the very center of the pit.

I squinted in that direction. An inch-wide fissure had formed in the dark stone, and the same sound was echoing beneath us, a rumble coming from deep within the earth.

I popped my pistols into both hands and waited. “House, you seeing anything?”

“Nothing of note.”

A second crack suddenly erupted to my left before a third formed to my right.

Then the entire floor bulged and split open.

Bright blue water gushed up from below, a luminous torrent that had our little group desperately scrambling back up the ramp while the flood erupted behind us, blasting out of each crack like a geyser.

Two vertical cracks formed on opposite sides of the wall near the bottom of the pit, and a pair of horizontal jets joined the first in creating a churning flood of bright water that was several feet deep in a blink and rapidly rising.

Darling pointed an axe down the pit as she pounded up the ramp in front of me. “We’re not alone down here anymore!”

A black fin broke the surface in the very spot she’d indicated, knifing through the bright water. It swam a full turn around the circular shaft, then dove and vanished. The water stopped rising at once, then stilled.

We stopped climbing, surprised by the abrupt silence, before a pair of eyestalks rose above the water’s surface. The eyes blinked, red pupils flicking between us.

Then a long shape broke the surface, and the bright water sluiced off a multi-jointed, spiderlike limb covered in dark, spiky armor.

The submerged creature pointed the limb at me, a blue ball of energy forming just beyond it, and the aggro hit me like a hammer blow.

I shoved House hard and threw myself backward right before a six-inch-wide jet of pressurized water ripped into the space between us. The jet punched deep into the wall, cutting into the stone and peppering us with a shower of earth and rocks.

A deeper explosion followed from within the wall, and we suddenly had a fourth torrent gushing over the ramp and waterfalling into the rising pool below.

I scrambled back to my feet as five more limbs rose out of the depths, standing there like drowned trees. I inspected the nearest of them.

{Rifle Leg} (Level 28 Beast) (Elite++)

HP: 10,000/10,000

MP: 0/0

All six of the limbs fired in sequence, bucking like cannons that sent thick cords of water blasting into the sides of the shaft again and again until we had water pouring in from every direction.

“Whole chamber’s gonna flood in no time at this rate!” I said.

“I believe we also have hostile movement from above,” House called out.

I whipped around and looked up but didn’t see anything. “Players or what? You catch a guild tag?”

2.0 split off from House and went bounding up the ramp.

“I did not, but I believe the movement to be player-based, given the motion pattern I witnessed. Regardless, 2.0 is investigating and will report back shortly.”

“Players or not, we’ve already got aggro,’ Frank said, “so just burn the thing as fast as possible and everything’ll be fine… probably.” He paused. “And yes, I realize I say that all the time, but in this case, I’m objectively correct.”

“That is the best type of correct to be,” House said.

I drew my pistols and stepped to the edge of the walkway. “Not liking the ‘probably’ that you slipped in there, but you guys heard the axe—we’re dropping this thing quick!”

“Not sure what I can really do from here as melee,” Darling said. “I’ll keep an eye out for adds. You guys wanna focus one down and see what happens?”

I glanced at Arty, who was crouching on the other side of the shaft with her bow drawn, three arrows nocked at once. She nodded my way, so I swapped to the target Darling had marked, raised my pistols, and fired.

Arty let fly at the same time, and three huge bolts split the air, howling in sequence as they flew mere feet apart. The first of them chunked into the limb’s topmost section, punched straight through the tough carapace, and sprayed bits of shell and pink, crab-like meat all across the opposite wall.

The limb retracted, and while the movement was quick, it wasn’t fast enough; both of Arty’s remaining bolts hit home in short order, each punching into the leg slightly higher than the last as it drew downward.

Unfortunately, the spells I’d sent flying were slower than hers, and the two icy birds splashed harmlessly into the water. The spells exploded deep beneath the surface as they hit their maximum range, and for a moment, I caught a brief glimpse of the massive, centipede-like creature coiled up beneath the waves, countless legs kicking down in the dark.

“Next mark’s up!” Darling called. “If they’re gonna retract when they take damage, let’s hit them one by one to squeeze in as much damage as possible! Arty, if you’ve got any crowd control that might work, give it a shot so I can actually do something! And you might wanna let Ned shoot first—his projectiles are a little slower, and the legs are quick!”

Arty nodded as an arrow capped by a spiked bludgeon appeared in her outstretched hand, and I sent a pair of pistol birds soaring over in advance.

She nocked her arrow, drew back, and let fly in one smooth motion. “Knockback plus a two-second stun if this works!”

My two birds connected up high, and her huge arrow smashed into the marked leg about halfway up its length.

The force of the knockback was shocking; the heavy shot pulled the limb several feet up out of the water and smashed it into the wall beside me.

Darling pounded down the ramp, axes pumping at her sides and already glowing green. She trucked right through several of the geysers spouting from the damaged walls and kept coming. She was moving fast, but she wasn’t going to get there in time.

So I decided to take a chance.

I burned a Glacial Drift charge and had it take me clear across the chamber, weaving about six feet above the bubbling water and shooting right between two still-firing limbs in the process.

I resolved in place right next to the stunned Rifle Leg with my blunderbuss already shouldered. I pumped a single round into the limb to freeze it in place, then swapped back to pistols and used Flash Freeze right as Arty’s stun expired.

An inch-thick layer of ice started at the tip of the limb and ran right down it, locking it into position.

“Incoming!”

Darling landed in a greenish blur beside me and slammed both of her weapons into the limb, then tore into it with strike after strike, green arcs trailing behind every swing.

I backpedaled and lit the frozen target up while Arty strafed up the ramp, firing away, and Darling got off an execute the very moment the limb dropped into range.

The frozen appendage shattered, and I caught a faceful of shell and ice before the creature finally succeeded in pulling what little remained of its limb down beneath the waves.

“Nice!” Darling called out. “Next mark going out! What’s the cooldown on the knockback?”

“One minute,” Arty called back.

“Great,” Darling said. “Let’s just plink them down beneath the water so they stop shooting and flooding the shaft, and we’ll use Arty’s ability to kill one whenever we can!”

I split my pistols between two targets and struck them both, then tagged a third while one of House’s turrets lit the fourth up.

That gave me an idea.

“House, can you drop an oil spill turret and have it shoot into the pool?”

She tossed a disc out right away, and the resulting turret spun and sent a steady stream of oil arcing down into the pool.

I was about to ask her to light it up, but she moved before I had a chance, tossing out another of those strange spheres that split a few feet above the water and released a wave of sparks.

The water erupted, oily flames rising several feet above its surface and damaging every limb in sight simultaneously while also debuffing them thanks to House’s new mace.

The damage was minimal, but as Darling had figured, it drove the weaponized limbs beneath the surface and gave us an opportunity to regroup and wait on Arty’s cooldown to refresh.

And even better, since the damage over time effect was constant, every limb that emerged was instantly retracted, and although the water was still rising, it had slowed notably.

“2.0 has confirmed the presence of an enemy Cultist,” House said. “He appears to be channeling an ability called Farsight and is watching our battle.”

“Means he’s watching us from far away,” Frank said. “He can’t move or act while channeling.”

“Probably acting as a scout,” Darling added.

“Fifty seconds left on my cooldown,” Arty said.

I cursed under my breath. Even if the enemy’s backup hadn’t arrived just yet, the rising water was forcing us steadily back up the shaft, and it wouldn’t be long before we ended up squeezed between the boss and the hostile players above.

Not only that, but we had Arty to worry about, too; she’d been nothing but cooperative so far, but if the Cult descended on us and a fight broke out, her beating a hasty retreat was probably the best-case scenario, given her status as the leader of another major guild.

“Oil stream’s cutting off, and the limbs are gonna start firing again!” Frank said, right as five dark shadows appeared beneath the water.

“I’ll keep marking and head up to intercept if needed!” Darling called out. “Still got a while on the knockback!”

The massive limbs punched up out of the water one after the next, and Darling was quick as ever, throwing up a one through five above each of them.

“Arty, can you fire a beat after I do so we both connect?”

“Got you.”

“A second Cultist has arrived above,” House said.

“Keep us on that post, House!” Frank shouted.

We kept it going from there, with Arty and I rotating from target to target and dealing as much damage as possible to each limb before it sank beneath the water.

With each passing minute, we repeated the same combo we’d been successful with earlier, utilizing Arty’s stun plus my freeze when it was available to lock a limb down in melee range long enough for Darling and House to rip it apart alongside us.

The limbs fell one after another, and while Darling caught two blasts of water while she was moving around and guarding the ramp above us, House’s healing plus her natural shields kept her Health topped off.

But as soon as we finished off the sixth and final limb, the entire creature vanished beneath the water, the blue glow that had been omnipresent throughout the fight faded, and the water turned crystal clear, offering us our first good look at the monster lurking beneath.

It had dozens, if not hundreds, of thin, jointed legs, and the armor that plated its segmented body had a strange, multihued sheen that was almost prismatic.

Its two frontmost legs were capped with massive claws, and some sort of long, barrellike protuberance extended out of its back, a weapon that I recognized as a far larger version of the cannon Roly used.

The main body was now targetable, so I inspected it before I missed the chance.

{Deepclaw} (Level 30 Beast) (Elite+)

HP: 140,000/200,000

Armor: 30,000/30,000

I pointed the pistol down at the creature. “Looks like the limbs are linked to the same Health pool, and it’s got Armor instead of Mana.”

The creature shimmered before a plume of red boiled off it and clouded the pool.

Then the beast emerged in earnest, crimson-tinged water sliding off its sleek body in smooth sheets. The six limbs we’d already destroyed hadn’t rejuvenated. Instead, the wounded sections were now covered in the same thick, shiny carapace that mirrored the armor that ran the length of the creature’s segmented body.

It raised its two huge claws high above the water and started clicking them above the churning surface while a cast bar that read Deep Rhythm appeared above its head. It dove slightly, submerging about half its body before it took to swimming slow circles beneath us.

I pointed my pistols out over the edge of the ramp and fired a pair of birds at the creature’s head, but my spells bounced off its prismatic armor and plunked harmlessly into the churning water below.

“This armor’s got Spell Reflect,” I muttered under my breath. “Perfect.”

The Deepclaw raised a lower limb and fired a jet of water my way that came too quick for me to avoid, so I threw up a Frozen Mirror.

The mirror shattered in front of me, and the jet punched right through it. I twisted away, and though I managed to keep from taking a full shot to the chest, the projectile clipped my shoulder and sent me spinning into the wall.

I bounced off it, already breathless, and landed on all fours while House’s healing bots rolled in.

“Four players have gathered above us, and they are currently buffing up as if they intend to engage,” House said.

“Your Health at 72%,” Frank said. “Heart Vessel’s ready.”

I nodded and got the spell going. “Arty, that armor has Spell Reflect, so I’m going to be pretty useless unless we can break it. Might wanna drop that cold rune I gave you.

“House, keep 2.0 up top for visibility. Call out if the Cult joins in. Otherwise, try to focus on healing as best as you can. Doesn’t look like we need a tank for this, but the damage is going to be spread out, so it might be tough.”

Arty tapped the air, and her bow lost its bluish glow. She took a wide stance and cocked back with one foot right up against the edge of the ramp, toes hanging over. She traced the motion of the predator circling the water below for a long moment, then fired.

Her shot connected just behind the creature’s eyestalks, punched through its armor, and continued on from there, piercing deep and tagging section after section.

The damage was lower than I’d expected per hit—around 500 a pop—but given the multiple hits, the effect was still devastating.

“No reflect on Physical damage,” Arty said. “Damage is coming off the Armor pool instead of its Health, too.”

She wound up another shot but had to ditch it in favor of throwing herself to the ground before another railgun-like blast nearly took her head off.

“Probably gotta break its armor to get at its Health Bar!” I said. “I’ve got natural pierce, so I can go to town if you can manage to knock the armor off, but I’m not sure what I’ll be able to do unless⁠—”

“Incoming creatures on the eastern wall!” House said.

As I took off for that area, the geyser there suddenly cut off. A dark, shell-covered body was squeezing through the hole, and it popped through with a loud retort before the water surged back into the shaft behind it.

I inspected it.

{Lesser Cave Crab}

HP: 4,000/4,000

MP: 500/500

Fountains all around the pit went silent as more of the creatures squeezed through, temporarily blocking them off.

“Darling and I will handle the adds!” I said. “House, have your turrets help Arty with the armor!”

House got two of them rolling right away, positioning two turrets side by side at the edge of the ramp where they could fire down unimpeded, and the two constructs kept a steady barrage of shells sparking off the beast’s armored back.

Arty ducked another watery blast and strafed higher as the wall behind her exploded. One of her eyes flashed gold, and her hands moved so quickly that her movements left afterimages behind as she drew one arrow after another and sent them plunging down into the boss still circling below.

The barbs stuck all along the beast’s length, flashed twice, then exploded in a simultaneous detonation so violent that the pressure wave that rushed up from the bottom of the pit almost lifted me off my feet.

Frank whistled. “Her AoE is making quick work of the armor, but that was a twenty-minute cooldown she just popped. Armor bar is already down to 50%.”

I tore my eyes away from the boss and took quick stock of the ramp. House was still positioned high above—maybe twenty feet above Arty—while Darling had moved all the way down to the water’s rising and bubbling surface.

“We’ve got ten adds in all,” Frank said.

“Thanks! Darling, you take the bottom ones, and I’ll kite the rest your way so we can get your shields up! Also need to keep an eye on House to make sure they don’t swarm her because of the healing!”

Darling swept through half of one of the newcomer’s legs with one cleaving blow and ran on, leaving the crab screeching on its back behind her. “Got it!”

I drew my pistols and pelted up the ramp, jumped the nearest add’s outstretched claws, and pumped a pair of birds into the top of its back. I hit the ground and kept running, licking off shot after shot, spraying spells at targets all around the pit before House’s healing had a chance to draw them higher up.

And as soon as I had all five of my targets in tow, I blew through a horizontal geyser and jumped straight off the ramp. I popped a drift charge and had the spell take me down and backward, and I resolved about ten feet in front of Darling.

I glanced up and breathed a sigh of relief—every single one of my targets was scrabbling down after me, clicking down the ramp. I backpedaled toward Darling and kept firing, swapping targets and getting each of their Health pools into execute range.

“I’m clear!” Darling said.

“They’re ready for you!”

She threw me a wide smile as she blew by to my left and then laid into them one by one, pinballing between the badly damaged creatures and dropping each of them with a single well-placed swing.

“Armor under 20%,” Frank said. “It’s technically a Health bar, so executes will work!”

“Six enemy players are now on the move and are rapidly approaching!” House said.

“Burn the bug!” Frank said.

“I’ll move up and try to buy us⁠—”

I cut off as Darling raced by me once again. She took a long step and leaped, grunting with the effort, and flung herself clear out over the water.

She landed right between the circling creature’s eyestalks, dismissed one of her axes, then grabbed onto the eye itself and started hacking away the top of the creature’s skull mere feet from the barrel of its back-mounted cannon.

I cursed and raced up the ramp while the boss screeched beneath me.

“Armor at 8% and falling fast!” Frank said.

I reached Arty’s side and found her blasting away from between a pair of crab corpses, so I targeted one of them with Adaptive Bloom and created a burst of bright red flowers to up her damage. I moved to the edge of the glow, shouldered my blunderbuss, and aimed it up at the ramp above.

The enemy players were racing down toward us, footfalls ringing out against the ramp, their name tags clearly visible in the relative dark. I aimed my barrel at the lead player, traced his movement for a few rapid heartbeats, then swung the weapon wide and led him about twenty feet down the ramp.

Then I fired a Dreadful Grenade and held my breath while the dark projectile arced up and away.

My aim wasn’t perfect—the lead player slightly outpaced the skill’s area of effect—but I managed to fear two of the five others while also angling the shot to force them to run right off the edge of the ramp and into the open air.

Both of the feared players screamed as they fell, plummeting some forty feet before they plunged into the churning water and disappeared beneath the waves.

“This’ll do it!” Frank said as Darling raised her axe high into the air.

She brought it down hard, and the metal shell that covered the boss’ skull split and fell apart, splashing into the water.

“Armor’s down!”

The creature shrieked and howled, thrashing in an attempt to dislodge her, but she held firm.

Then the cannon-like weapon mounted atop its back began to glow, lines of power racing up and down its length.

“Darling, look out!”

She turned around right as the cannon fired and caught the blast full-on.

I’d expected damage to follow—a ton of it—but the cannon fired some sort of bubble-like projectile that snatched Darling up and sent her drifting and spinning into the air.

But the creature wasn’t done; it banked a hard turn that sent a wave of water sluicing high up one side of the shaft and fired its cannon several times in quick succession.

The projectiles were too fast to see, and before I knew what had happened, I was tumbling around in a watery bubble of my own and floating in the air with hostile players still racing down our way.

Arty, House, and even 2.0 had somehow been caught as well, and the boss was now circling the pool far faster than ever before, stirring the waters into a whirlpool.

I kicked my way upright within the bubble, holding my breath and fighting the urge to suck in a lungful of water, then panicked as I realized two of the remaining players were taking aim from ten feet above me while a third was sprinting my way with a glowing spear that would easily reach me from the edge of the ramp.

I tried burning a Glacial Drift charge to get away, but there was nothing for it. The bubble had me silenced, and there was nothing I could do.

Both players fired almost simultaneously, with one of them launching a hail of crossbow bolts my way while the second threw a spear of lightning that sizzled through the air.

“Bubblecall, won’t be long!” Frank said, though I had no idea what he meant.

The crossbow bolts slammed home first, piercing right through the watery sphere and chunking me for about a hundred Health a pop. Then the lightning bolt crashed in, and my entire body lit up with vibrations.

The spear user blurred closer, flames gathering behind him and the tip of his spear turning molten as he skidded to a stop at the very edge of the ramp and thrust his weapon toward me.

But I drew away right before the moment of impact—or more accurately, the bubble drew away, and it took me with it—leaving the tip of the spear quivering harmlessly less than a foot from its surface.

The bubble kept moving, drawing me farther down the shaft, and I soon found myself spinning along the edges of the whirlpool, bouncing off Darling and House and Arty and 2.0.

And with every revolution around the whirlpool’s edge, I caught a brief glimpse of the unending darkness below, then of the players still running our way from above, right up until the vortex pulled me down and under.


Chapter Seven



I bounced through the dark in my watery prison, ricocheting off the walls of a narrow tunnel. My breath was running out—I was already at 50% and falling—and I couldn’t even tell which direction was up.

Then the bubble finally burst, and the warm liquid that had been carrying me thus far turned ice-cold all at once.

I felt Frank gesture up above my head. I couldn’t see anything through the churning foam, so I kicked that way and kept swimming until a bit of light sparkled off what I could only hope was the water’s surface.

I broke the surface, gasping, and quickly found myself being carried along one of the same currents we’d seen earlier, an underground river lit by glowing flowers that blanketed the riverbed as well as the ceiling.

Darling emerged about twenty yards behind me before the river carried me around a bend, whereupon I spotted a wooden raft floating a little farther down, a few rough logs that had been tied together only to get caught up on some rocks.

I let the current carry me closer, then used Glacial Drift to fly right over and resolve on top of the raft. The ten-by-ten-foot platform was surprisingly sturdy, barely budging as I turned around and dropped to my knees.

“Up here!” I called out as Darling rounded the bend and popped back into sight. I’d been planning to offer her a hand, but she chucked an axe my way and the weapon thunked into the center of the raft.

She teleported onto the raft and dropped to all fours, gasping while water gushed out from between her armored plates.

I scanned the glowing river for the others while she caught her breath, and within moments, I’d managed to snag House and Arty with an outstretched hand.

2.0 came a little later, and House had to help me drag the very wet and exceedingly displeased animal onto the raft by the back of her neck.

Then the aggro hit me out of nowhere, returning all at once, and every single member of our party looked deeper down the tunnel at the same time.

“Thought so, not done here yet.” I stepped to the edge of the raft and squinted along the rushing current. “I’m guessing we’re about to go for a ride. House, could you heal me up real quick?”

“Certainly.” She merged with 2.0, then sent her healing bots my way.

“Might wanna buff up if we can,” Darling said. “Damn, if this takes any longer, my shields are gonna fade before it starts.”

“Hell of a leap back there, though,” I said. “That was ballsy.”

She smiled. “Got tired of being left out.”

“That really was impressive,” Arty agreed. “I wouldn’t have considered holding onto its eyestalk.” She winced slightly, and I couldn’t help but wonder about the expression behind her mask. “Don’t think I could’ve palmed eyeball, either.”

House narrowed her eyes at Arty, then looked Darling’s way. “I too am extremely impressed with your conduct concerning the boss’ eyes.”

Something snapped to my left, a dry sound that had me spinning that way with both pistols drawn. A second snap followed, and I lowered my weapons as I realized one of the ties that held the raft together had snapped, leaving one of the logs bouncing around with only a single knot holding it in place.

The very same log that was preventing us from moving, wedged as it was between two rocks.

“Might wanna hold onto something,” I said.

“Preferably me,” Frank added.

House reached over and grabbed his shaft.

“Oh God, not you, House! I was talking to⁠—”

He broke off as the log ripped free, then broke in half. The raft shot forward between the rocks, and we zoomed off into the dark, flying along the dark current.

The holes we’d seen earlier while moving into the canyon were all over the place, pocking the ceiling everywhere we looked, and I caught a few glimpses of mobs and even hostile players fighting across the area’s upper level as we raced along.

I waited for something—anything—to happen, then spoke up when the silence seemed to drag. “Everybody else still got aggro?”

Nods all around.

“Maybe each take a corner?” Darling suggested.

“Was about to say the same thing,” Arty agreed.

House shot Arty a displeased look that the masked woman missed entirely.

I stifled a laugh and headed to my spot, then dropped onto one knee and held onto the edge of the raft as we zipped along.

An enormous shadow raced by the left side of the raft, easily outpacing us.

Then the Deepclaw emerged in front of the raft, exploding up and out of the water and completely drenching us.

The beast raised its head high but kept swimming, maintaining about ten feet of distance between itself and the raft as we continued to fly along. The thing was doing the creepiest backstroke I’d ever seen, countless legs kicking beneath the surface while its bulbed eyes flicked between us.

“Armor’s down, Health pool is exposed!” Frank said. “Health at 70%!”

Arty and I started firing immediately, both targeting the head and thankfully dealing damage, but the creature opened its mouth in response and spat three spiked projectiles our way. All three thumped several inches deep into the raft and started strobing.

I clamped a hand onto House’s shoulder and activated drift before the nearest spike exploded in a burst of green energy, then immediately killed the spell.

Arty and Darling dashed away from the other two spikes on the other side of the raft, but the blast area was slightly too wide, and they both got blown off their feet and ended up rolling across the raft.

“Spikes are targetable!” Frank said. “Incoming!”

Darling popped back up and stepped to the front of the raft with one of her two axes gripped in both hands.

The creature spat a larger spike our way, but this time, Darling was ready, and she struck the projectile when it was still a foot out. I’d been expecting the spike to split in half on impact, but Darling’s strike sent it screaming away and into the wall.

The projectile bit deep into the dirt, and though we completely outpaced the resulting explosion, the flash of light and the roar that sounded behind us made our next step clear.

“House,” I said, “can you join Darling up front? If we can deflect these with a melee hit, then I bet we can send them back at the boss and leverage those explosions for damage.”

House raced by Arty and gave the other woman a satisfied grin, but Arty’s focus was locked on the boss.

With the spikes covered for now, Arty and I kept the shots coming, rapidly draining the boss’ Health and filling the air with steel and ice.

Darling and House held their own, bashing the flying spikes away and keeping the raft clear so Arty and I could focus, but surprisingly enough, House was the first to connect at the right angle, stepping into a swing and crushing a spike with her mace at the perfect moment and sending it flying right back between the boss’ eyes.

It stuck fast and exploded with concussive force, and the boss screeched and toppled like a felled tree. It landed right atop the raft, and though the great bulk of its long frame got dragged beneath the platform, seven segments ended up trapped and vulnerable up top.

“Stunned for six seconds!” Frank said, but I was already moving, racing to the back of the raft and blasting away with my blunderbuss with every step.

As I swapped to my pistols and rounded the creature’s head, I nearly crashed right into Arty—I’d probably have taken us both overboard if she hadn’t managed to dance away at the last moment.

We’d both had the same idea: firing down the boss’ length, damaging as many sections as possible with a single shot.

My first pair of ravens crashed in alongside one of Arty’s bolts, and a cloud of numbers bloomed above one section after the next that only intensified once House’s rapidly firing turrets joined the battle.

The heaviest damage, though, came from Darling. The boss’ stunned frame was slightly curved atop the raft, and Darling was able to tag every exposed section with each swing of her axe, multiplying that damage again and again through the slashes she left in the air.

The boss’ health plummeted at an absurd rate beneath the onslaught, dropping from above 50% to flirting with execute range in a blink.

And by the time the stun faded, we’d managed to burn the monster all the way down to 15% and were already looking for the killing blow.

It flailed and flopped back into the water, then shot off ahead of the rapidly moving raft and fully submerged farther up the river.

There was a moment of relative silence—the only sounds being those of our collective breathing and the steady rush of the current—before a circle of light brightened in the darkness beyond and exploded into a purple beam that nearly took my head off before I even realized what was happening.

It swept high across the raft and raked into the wall to my left, then swung back the other way and forced the group into hurdling it.

The attack repeated several times, and the boss mixed up the laser’s height again and again, but we managed six total passes, with only House taking a glancing blow on a low sweep she mostly cleared.

Finally, the circle of light vanished, and a strange noise echoed down the tunnel, a series of small splashes that made me wonder if more adds were joining the fight.

Then I spotted movement in front of us. The creature was approaching out of the darkness, sidewinding its way across the ceiling in our direction, each of its countless legs dislodging huge rocks that smashed into the water in front of us with impressive force.

Arty and I fired off a couple of attacks when the creature drew into range in the hopes of turning it around or blowing it off the ceiling, but it ate the damage and kept coming, scampering directly over the raft.

Shadows formed all around the platform, and the group scattered to avoid them. Then the raft rocked as the boulders smashed down into it, and when a particularly massive chunk of stone landed near me, it forced my side of the raft several inches beneath the rushing water and lifted the other side up above the surface.

House had been positioned on that far side, and the attack sent her airborne. I thought she was heading overboard until 2.0 snatched her out of the air by an ankle and slammed her back onto the raft.

“Good kitty!” House shouted, voice echoing in the dark.

I laughed as the rest of the group spun to face the back of the raft. The creature had dropped down from the ceiling and was visible beneath the waves, its long shadow screaming toward us at incredible speed.

It kept coming, and for a moment, I thought it was going to shoot underneath us, but it put on the brakes and launched itself into the air before slamming down on the edge of the raft, briefly causing water to rush over the raft and once again sending us all scrabbling for purchase.

Darling still had aggro thanks to her AoE, and she stepped right up in front of the creature and started hacking away. The Deepclaw retaliated with its front claws, striking smashing blows and swipes that kept Darling staggering and desperately trying to counter.

I popped Dopple for some extra burst and let the birds fly, and between Arty’s piercing attacks and Darling’s cleaves and the sheer number of executes that were flying, we managed to burst the creature down all the way to less than 5%. At that point, it gained some sort of armor buff that halved the damage we were dealing, and it began clacking its claws overhead again.

It was the same channeled spell that we’d seen at the start of the fight, if a bit slower, and I was unsurprised when one of the smaller crabs we’d seen earlier dropped down from the ceiling.

And that also meant I was ready, one pistol vanishing from my grip and being replaced with Frank when the add was still airborne.

I activated Serrated Repel and smashed it out of the air. The creature screeched, soared off the raft, skipped off the water, and was quickly left behind.

I was about to turn my focus back to damage, but the raft rounded another smooth bend just then, and the ceiling ahead came into view. It was packed with dozens more of the creatures, all of them scrabbling our way.

“Need some crowd control on the adds,” Darling said. “C’mon guys, we’re so close!”

I pointed my pistols at the ceiling and gauged the distance. “I got them, just keep burning!”

I waited as long as I dared, then fired a Gravity Bird up at the ceiling some twenty feet ahead of us, positioning it right at the leading edge of the oncoming monsters.

I Double Casted a copy while the dark bird was still in flight, and the two black holes erupted about twenty feet apart.

The raft blew by them and quickly left them behind, but the spells worked exactly as I’d hoped, gathering up the entire initial wave of adds and creating a brief window that let us shoot beneath them and carry on.

“3%,” Frank said. “More adds incoming from above!”

I hit the boss with a Dark Harvest as it came off cooldown to splash damage across several sections at once, then swapped to my blunderbuss and moved to the center of the raft.

The next wave of adds was already falling, so I shotgunned them as they fell, using my blunderbuss’ cone-shaped blast radius to freeze multiple targets in midair. They rained onto the raft one after another, legs frozen and twitching beneath them.

And once the ceiling had been cleared out and my early roots threatened to fade, I put the barrel of my weapon to the raft’s surface and fired a Dreadful Grenade at point-blank range.

The dark explosion covered the raft’s entire length, and the dozen-plus mobs I’d trapped in place scattered and fled into the water with fear icons above their heads.

I turned back to the boss and caught sight of Darling mid-swing, green energy trailing off the edge of her axe. Her strike cleaved deep into the boss’ skull and kept going, scoring a deep, emerald line into its carapace.

The creature screeched, and Arty froze mid-draw. The boss reeled back and then went limp, its head bouncing off the raft, and the current dragged it underneath us and out of sight.

We stood there for a long moment while the raft rushed along in the dark, all of us eyeing the ceiling with weapons drawn, and I knew I wasn’t the only one waiting for it to resurface.

“We got it, right?” Darling said. “Pretty sure that last execute finished it off.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Aggro is gone on my end at the very least. Dunno if that means we’re out of the woods or what.”

“More importantly, where’s the loot?”

“Kill quest still hasn’t completed,” Arty said.

House stood up a little straighter. “Nor has the exploration quest.”

I went to pull my log up to see if we’d missed a step but froze halfway. “Are you guys hearing that?”

“Are you referring to the waterfall up ahead?” House said. “If so, then I most certainly am.”


Chapter Eight



The raft picked up speed, and we shot over the falls and into open air. We seemed to hang there for a moment, all of us suspended over the raft while the waterfall roared and foamed beneath us.

Then we dropped, and while Darling and Arty and I all managed to put some distance between ourselves and the raft before it slapped the water below and broke apart, House took her usual approach of leading with her face.

When I broke the surface, I swam toward the shore, water pounding down on top of me. My feet had just grazed the bottom of the shallow lake we’d been thrown into when a Renown Event alert went out and announced that we’d completed it.

Darling had been the one to deal the finishing blow, so she got the credit on the alert—which was exactly what I’d been hoping for—but a quick glance at my Renown Bar confirmed that I’d also gotten full credit for the clear.

I dragged myself out of the water and flopped onto the sand, gasping.

The boss’ corpse had followed us over the waterfall, and true to form, Darling was already kneeling in the water in front of it and picking through the loot.

Arty stood a bit to my left with her hands on her knees, breathing just as hard as I was, and House was currently being dragged out of the water by the nape of her neck by 2.0.

Darling smiled and handed me a piece of loot, a glass sphere that was perfectly smooth and completely transparent. “Jackpot!”

I took the item and inspected it at the same time.

{Soul Reactor} (Legendary Artifact)

Effect: ??

Power Level: 0%

Use: Target a dead enemy of at least Elite+ difficulty or higher and capture their soul to power the reactor. More powerful souls will yield greater results, but this item’s power level may not progress beyond 100%.

Charges: 5

I looked that over, grinning. “Amazing. Super glad to have that locked in before the next wing kicks off, especially with Tyrann and company picking up the second. Look like we’re gonna be powering that thing up with kills, eh?”

“Yup.”

2.0 finally dragged House out of the water, and the small woman shook herself like a dog before standing up straight, scowling. “I am once again damp and displeased.”

“I’m with you on that,” Frank said. “Gah, this is gonna be hell on my beard.”

I yanked him out of his loop and gave him a few quick swings. The movement splattered dark droplets of water across sand that was still warm enough to hiss despite the night sky overhead.

“Better?”

“Yeah, thanks.”

Arty walked over to Darling. “Hate to say it, but I’ve gotta run and get the group organized. Assume you’ll be doing the same?”

Darling squeezed water out of her hair, head tilted to one side. “Yup, you got it. Appreciate the help!”

“Likewise—this was a really nice break from the norm. Almost forgot how much fun playing can be when you aren’t busy trying to herd a bunch of stray cats.”

House gasped. “Is that truly possible?”

Arty gave her a strange look, but I felt like she was smiling beneath her mask. “Well, you do what you can.”

House sighed. “That is my experience as well.”

I thought about pointing out that House’s experience was actually radically different and far more literal, but Arty continued before I had the chance.

“Those quests I handed you all have remote turn-ins, so you can wrap them whenever.”

The conversation hung for a moment in a way it hadn’t before, so I exchanged a quick glance with Darling, and that seemed to irritate Frank so much that I stole a second and then a third after she’d looked away.

Then a fourth for good measure.

“Nice playing with you, Arty,” Darling said. “Good luck in the raid. Let us know if you’re near the Sands again. We tend to be around.”

“I’d like that.” Arty paused and shifted her bow across her back. “I feel like I’m going to regret this either way, so I guess I might as well go ahead with it and see what happens.”

I cocked my head at her.

She turned away and started mounting up, but she threw something between Darling and me right before the summon completed and a raptor-like creature appeared in front of her, snorting and pawing at the sand with long talons.

I picked the object up. It was heavy and spherical, a substantial chunk of glass with ribbons of red shot through it like an oversized marble. I looked at Arty, waiting for an explanation as she hopped atop her two-legged mount in one smooth motion.

“You remember when I died in there, right before we met?”

“Yeah,” Darling said. “But why?”

Arty grabbed her raptor’s reins with one hand and pointed at the item she’d dropped with the other. “Well, I dropped that when I died, but I have no idea who picked it up.”

I cracked a grin. “I see. Well, whatever this is, Darling and I just happened to find it on the ground. No idea where it came from.”

Arty nodded.

“That is not what actually transpire⁠—”

“Shut up, House,” Frank said. “This is normal.”

“Oh. I see.”

“You should be able to find all the information you need by checking out the item itself,” Arty said. She gently kicked her heels into her mount and started off, but then she stopped again a few feet out and looked back at us. “Thanks again for the bow. I had a real shit day at work, and losing that thing would have made it a lot worse.”

“Glad to help out,” I said, and Darling gave a wave that House mimicked a moment later.

“Guess your gamble officially paid off,” Darling said. “It was really nice to chat with another guild leader and vent for a while. Not many people around who you can talk to about that sort of thing without it immediately biting you in the ass.”

“Arty was indeed nice,” House said, “and I also liked her quite a lot.” She paused, then scratched her teeth.

Darling put a hand around the smaller woman’s shoulder. “Yeah, she’s no House, though.”

“She is not House,” House agreed with a broad smile.

And with that, Arty was gone, feathers flying off her mount as she raced over the dunes.

“Wonder what we’ve got here,” I said.

I turned the item she’d given us over in my hands, then inspected it as I passed it to Darling so she could get a better look.

{Red Summonstone} (Consumable)

Description: A powerful, mass-manufactured stone used to aid in travel to the Red Senate.

Summon Destination: Red Senate, The Onyx Delta.

Arrival Time: 8:00 AM.

Departure Time: 9:00 AM or earlier.

Host: {Deadspeaker Tyrann}.

Topic: Revelation.

Note: You are cordially invited to join the {Cult of Information} at 8:00 AM tomorrow to discuss the future of EBO. Breakfast and drinks will be provided.

I whistled. “Didn’t expect that. He’s got a new title, too. Guess he’s moved on to saying the quiet part out loud.” I took the sphere back from Darling. “So, how’s this work?”

Frank grunted. “Anyone with that thing in their inventory can use that to portal in and out at the specified time. He must have rented the space and is setting something up.”

“Any chance it’s a trap?” Darling said.

“Not a good one,” Frank said. “The Red Senate is a protected space—no combat allowed. You’re also protected from PVP for five minutes whenever you leave the area, and that stone would teleport you right out to where you were before, so it’s not like they could hit us on the way out unless we were real stupid about it.”

I pocketed the item. “Good to know.”

“Those things are expensive as hell, too,” Frank said. “We’re talking, like, 50 Gold a pop.”

“Gotta be something big, then.”

“Agreed,” Darling said. “You might wanna check with some other guild leaders. If the head of Redacted was handed one of those, it’s a safe bet that lots of other people were, too. Otherwise, why bother?”

“I could give our buddy Ersatz a call and see if he’s in,” I said.

House hissed.

“You guys mind if we get moving back toward the Oasis?” Darling said.

When nobody objected, a summoning bar popped up above Darling’s head, and we all piled in once the buggy appeared with House up front and Frank and I in the back.

Darling floored it, and the buggy zoomed up the beach, fat tires spraying huge arcs of wet sand into the air.

I opened up my quest log and turned in the various missions Arty had given me, which handed me a nice little haul of rewards with one highlight in particular: my third-ever trinket.

{Dead Gardener’s Spade} (Unique-Equipped)

Grade: C

Item Level: 102

Slot: Trinket

Quality: Rare

Effect 1: Flowers created by your {Adaptive Bloom} spell now radiate all three possible buffs simultaneously.

Effect 2: {Touchstone Socket}

I only had two slots, and I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the item’s effect, but all of the skill and class changes I’d picked up since I’d looted my Shadewalker’s badge had made that trinket fall off pretty hard.

I equipped the new one alongside the Gladiator Trinket I’d picked up at the end of the Red Tournament. The socket in particular was a great score; my old Trinket had one as well, but the Fated End buff I had socketed had become equally useless.

But the real prize for the turn-ins was a level for my Subclass, plus a powerful new ability that managed to seem promising despite owning one of the largest drawbacks I’d ever seen.

{Infinite Bloom} (Rank: Novice 1)

Description: Upon activation, your next {Corpsebloom} skill gains triple the initial range and chains to every {Fresh Corpse} within 10 yards without limitation or reduced scaling.

However, after this spell has targeted 5 {Fresh Corpses}, every additional targeted corpse will result in {Infinite Bloom} being put on cooldown for an additional 10 minutes. This penalty may stack any number of times.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 minutes.

Cost: 300 Mana.

Next Rank: Cooldown penalty reduced to 8 additional minutes per stack, down from 10.

The effect was incredible; Propagate was powerful enough on its own, but with Infinite Bloom in hand, the possibilities were quite literally endless, and I immediately found myself daydreaming about what Subclass ability I might pick up next.

At the same time, ten minutes of cooldown per corpse beyond the first five represented a steep price to pay. It wouldn’t be difficult to pop that skill in a mass PVP situation and end up putting the skill on cooldown for hours or even days, provided there were enough bodies around.

I looked the ability over again, grinning, then sank deeper into the back seat of the buggy. With my new ability sorted and new loot equipped, I shot Sleep a quick message to see if he was online and got a video call in response.

I made sure Darling and House were cool with me taking it, then accepted the call.

“…I’m telling you, man,” Sleep said, face appearing mid-conversation, “that’s not a thing, and you’re gonna be mad disappointed when you get out there and everybody looks at you like you’re an idiot for bringing it up.” His eyes suddenly snapped to the video window—it seemed he hadn’t noticed that I’d picked up. “Hey, Ned, Frank. You guys mind settling something for us?”

“Sure thing,” I replied. “What do you guys need?”

Mingo leaned right in front of Sleep, completely cutting off my view of the larger man. “Poison dart frogs can shoot darts, right?”

I stared at him. “I…”

“Wow,” Frank added.

Sleep pointed at us through the screen, triumphant. “See? Even Frank doesn’t know how to respond to that. I’m telling you, man. They just dart around, and they happen to be poisonous. That’s it.”

Mingo narrowed his eyes at us, then threw his hands into the air and stalked off. Sleep watched him go for a moment, then turned back to the window, rubbing the back of his head.

“Sorry, guys. I usually try to avoid bursting whatever bubble Mingo’s currently living in at all costs, but the dude just booked himself a one-way ticket to the Amazon. I had to say something, right?”

“Yeah, I guess?”

“What was even his plan?” Frank said.

Sleep shrugged. “I dunno, get darted or something? Usually you’re better off not asking because whatever he’s doing will make even less sense once it’s explained, and he’s easily confused. Anyway, what did you need?”

I held the Summonstone up in front of the feed. “Wanted to see if you had any info on this thing.”

“Oh, that,” Sleep said. He extended a hand out, and an identical stone appeared in his palm. “I got one too. Just came in the mail, actually.”

“Any information arrive alongside it?”

“Nah, just what it says in the description. I got some people looking into it, but it seems like all the major guilds are getting one. Dude seems like he’s casting a pretty wide net.”

“Well… we didn’t.”

“Huh? Then what’s that?”

“I mean, Omen didn’t get an invite. We just sorta… happened across one, if you know what I mean.”

Sleep cocked an eyebrow, smiling slightly. “Well then, congrats on the lucky find!”

I laughed. “Thanks, man. Kinda weird that you guys got one and we didn’t. I know Omen’s on Tyrann’s shit list in a way that nobody else is⁠—”

“Because of the Franking,” Frank said.

“Yeah, that, but I wouldn’t have thought he’d extend the olive branch to you guys if we were excluded, given your history and all that.”

“Agreed.” Sleep swatted at something out of frame. “No. I said no, Mingo! I’m on the phone, man!” He swatted again, and this time, he made solid contact. “That’s what you get! Hey, Ned? I should probably run.”

“Yeah, no problem. Good luck with whatever’s happening over there.”

“Thanks, guys. I’ll let ya know if I find anything interesting.”

I thanked Sleep for the help, closed the conversation, and rocked back into my seat, content to watch the dunes roll by as Darling sped along, zipping between some oversized beetles to avoid aggro.

“Any last-minute suggestions for our first dive?” she asked. “I’m sorting groups now.”

“Gonna need twenty people for each raid,” Frank said. “You can have as many teams as you want, but you’re only going to be able to enter once per day as a group, and progress isn’t shared across the guild.”

“That definitely makes it easier,” Darling said. “We do have a bit of a problem, though.”

“What’s that?” I asked.

“Apparently, the Cult is still camping out in front of the entryway. Still haven’t been able to get close.”

I put a hand out the side of the buggy and let the cold air rush over it. “Frank and I will have to sneak in regardless of what they’re doing so we can go take a look ourselves and plan the guild’s entrance from there. Probably just need to divert their attention for a bit. I assume Frank can handle it.”

“No idea what exactly you’re referring to,” Frank said, “but you are correct.”

I tabbed back to the alert that hit earlier to announce the prize for claiming the Worldbranch Throne and stared at the prompt, thoughts racing now that I actually had some time to consider it.

“A Wish, huh?”

Darling glanced back at me through the rearview mirror. “Any ideas about how you’d spend it?”

“Probably make my dad put a shirt on,” Frank said.

I shook my head. “No way. There’s only one Wish that could possibly work: we use it to force Frank to shave his beard.”

“Oh hell no!”

Darling laughed. “Would you leave anything behind, or are we going full baby?”

“Maybe like a Fu Manchu or something like that. Oil the tips up real nice with that fancy lotion he specifically had me apply even though Darling was standing right there, totally available.”

“It’s not lotion, it’s weapon oil, and⁠—”

“That did hurt my feelings a little, if we’re being honest,” Darling said. “I assumed Frank was going for the sunscreen trope, but he pivoted hard and went in a much, much weirder direction.”

I wiggled my fingers. “He probably just wanted longer fingers for the added surface area.”

“That does seem to be a probable conclusion,” House said.

Frank groaned. “What is this, a three on one?”

“You probably should have believed in Darling’s potential for juggling,” I said. “Like I did. From the start.”

Darling nodded and sent us soaring over a dune and down the other side. “So true. But yeah, with all due respect to your beard or the future lack thereof, Frank, it still feels like we’re thinking a bit small here. I mean, we could do anything with that Wish. Literally anything.”

I eyed the moon overhead. “Yeah. We need to be thinking big.”

“I concur,” House said. “I personally would request several more cats.”

Frank scoffed. “What a waste of a Wish.”

House narrowed her eyes at him, then tapped the air.

“Woah woah woah, slow down, I meant that you could⁠—”

“What about you, Darling?” I said before Frank could dig himself out of the hole he’d just dug.

“No idea. I guess it’d have to be something for the guild? Turn the Stronghold into something better? I dunno, I’m pretty damn happy with the current state of affairs overall.”

I smiled at that.

“I guess if I’m being completely honest,” she continued, “I’d probably just end up holding onto it. Spend months waiting for the perfect moment that never comes, then the item it’s attached to just rots in my inventory forever until I’ve forgotten about it and eventually quit the game several years later.”

“Speaking as someone who is occasionally misidentified as an item,” Frank said, “that’s super depressing.”

“The plight of items is truly sad,” House agreed.

Darling laughed. “Sorry, didn’t mean to bring the mood down. I just always end up saving the important stuff, especially if you only get to use it once. God, if I had a dollar for every time I’ve died in a game with a Health potion sitting unused in my inventory.”

“How many dollars would you have?” House said.

Darling paused. “I dunno. A lot.”

“What if it had a duration?” I said. “And you could only use it for yourself.”

She pursed her lips. “Like if I seriously had to use it? Mmm, maybe I’d ask for a weapon? An S-Grade axe that I could equip right now, or something like that.”

“Loath as I am to cite my dad,” Frank said, “that would probably get rejected for messing with level mechanics. But you could ask for an S-Grade weapon that you could equip the moment you unlock the highest grade. Even ask for a Legendary or something. That’d be fine.”

I shot Frank some side-eye. “A large, huge, impossibly massive S-Grade axe. Good choice.”

“Size is irrelevant,” he said, way, way too loudly.

Darling cut the wheel, and we went skidding through the valley between two dunes. “Wonder if I could ask for a full armor set, too.”

“You can, and you definitely should,” Frank said. “Just a heads up, though—the Wish comes with Gold, Renown, and Experience caps that my dad won’t let me share. They’re pretty damn high, but yeah. That aside, S-Grade has got some seriously heavy stuff.”

“So size is relevant after all,” I said. “That didn’t take long.”

“Differentiating by size is natural when it comes to armor,” Frank said. “You’ve got light, medium, thick, and extra thick.”

“Those last two definitely aren’t sizes,” I replied.

“But applying that logic to weapons is just obscene, and you should be ashamed. Ashamed!”

“What if you guys had to use the Wish, though?” Darling asked. “Same rule applies.”

“With a time limit? That makes it hard. I’d probably still shave Frank completely bald, but if his beard was off limits⁠—”

“It is.”

“—then maybe I’d use it to grab a second Renown Path or something?”

“Wouldn’t fly with Nipple Guy.” Frank paused, then started laughing. “But you could use it to reset all your previous choices and pick new ones. Could do the same with your class changes if you wanted. Get rid of all the magic and get your first taste of manhood.”

I whistled. “I’m not sure that’s really the way you wanna put that, but damn. Imagine getting to pick all that stuff all over again with everything we know now.” I considered that for a moment. “I guess I’d be hard-pressed to use it there when respecs are generally a thing at endgame, but yeah. I wonder if I could do something with the Housing System? Maybe upgrade the Auction House to the highest possible level? Expand it everywhere instantaneously?”

“You could do that,” Frank said. “Or force the tree to fully evolve. Or even use it to fully unlock the Wonder early on without the other artifacts.”

“I would still request more cats,” House put in.

I nodded. “Normal. Knowing Frank’s dad, though, you’d be better off specifying a number or category. Otherwise, you might end up with a single new addition. Maybe you ask for one of every in-game cat currently in EBO.”

“That’d work,” Frank said.

House’s eyes went wide with the possibilities. “Could I perhaps ask for two of every in-game cat?”

Frank shrugged. “I’d think so, yeah. I mean, they’re just non-combat⁠—”

House glared at him, but he didn’t catch it, so I elbowed the tip of his blade, and he took the hint.

“They’re non-combat pets that wouldn’t affect the balance of the game,” he corrected. “So I’d think you could probably ask for as many as you wanted. He might prevent you from selling them, but you’d obviously never do that under any circumstances.”

“Indeed.”

Frank sighed and dropped his voice. “Thanks. The Frank Point market is in a delicate place right now.”

“Yup, no problem.”

“Wonder if there are any other items you’d want to ask for?” Darling cocked her head, and the buggy slowed slightly. “Hold on a second: could someone ask for Frank?”

He and I exchanged glances, both caught completely off guard, and I was the first to speak. “That wouldn’t work, though, right?”

“Uh… yeah. It probably would.” He paused. “I doubt my dad would step in to help you out, either.”

“Shit, you’re totally right. He’d probably be all about it.”

“Oh man,” Frank said. “Now that she’s mentioned it, it seems inevitable that literally anyone presented with a Wish would ask for me.”

A beat of silence followed, and Darling broke it. “Sorry, guys. Didn’t mean to bring the mood down a second time in five minutes.”

I waved the concern away. “No, I’m glad you pointed it out as a possibility. And it doesn’t change anything: we’re still going for the throne with everything we’ve got.”

In truth, though, it did change things. I had big plans for that Wish, but if losing Frank was a possible consequence of missing out on the throne, then there was no room for error whatsoever.

And if someone like Ersatz were to get his hands on it despite the roadblocks we’d thrown in his way…

An alert went out, and every member of our group looked up at once.

World Alert!

The Final Wing of the Red Cathedral—The Red Labyrinth—is now officially open, and only five encounters separate you from challenging the Possibility King himself!

But be warned, adventurers: every death incurred within the raid will empower the terrible foe you face at the very end!

We’d already drawn a good bit closer to the Cathedral, and I spotted a hostile tag in the distance, so I leaned forward and got ready to bail.

“Alright, I think this is far enough for me. Gonna swing out. I’ll give you a call once I’m inside and I’ve gotten a better look.”

“You two be careful out there!” Darling said. “Just give us the word, and we’ll rush in if needed. Not gonna let them keep us out if it comes to it, and it seems like it probably will, so don’t take any chances.”

I swung a leg out of the seat and held onto the roll cage while the wind whipped across my face. “Will do!” I looked at House. “Do you mind getting those Mana Derricks up and running while we’re raiding? I’d like them rushed with one in each ward, placed as centrally as possible to maximize the number of plots we can potentially grab with Golden Strangle.”

“Of course.”

“Thanks, House, and see you in a bit, Darling.”

I dropped out the side of the buggy and activated Drift, then instantly killed it to get rid of my momentum and land lightly atop a dune.

“Alright, Frank. Let’s go see what these clowns are up to.”

“What? Where?”

I hesitated while he scanned the horizon with sudden urgency. “Sorry, false alarm. I meant the Cult.”

“Oh. Right.”


Chapter Nine



I threw on a random NPC merchant’s appearance and headed for the Cathedral on foot.

The final wing hadn’t even been open for five minutes, but the Cathedral grounds were already a zoo. Countless players were blasting by us on mounts in large groups and racing up the stairs, leaping and teleporting and so on, so I took it slow and kept my head down as I climbed up toward the main entrance.

I threaded my way between two heavily armored players who were sitting down a few steps in, one of whom had a pair of goggles much like Sleep’s dangling from a metal chain looped around his neck.

Marble pillars lined the stairs to either side, so I stepped around the nearest of them and posted up where I’d be mostly out of sight.

“Darling wasn’t kidding,” I muttered. “This place is absolutely mobbed.”

I poked my head around the pillar and tried to get a headcount on the number of Cultists we were dealing with, but the sheer churn of players heading up and in made it impossible. Nor could I tell how many members they had inside the Cathedral itself.

“What do you wanna do?” Frank said.

“We’ve gotta head in no matter what, but I’d like a distraction of some sort at the very least, illusion aside. Give people something to focus on while we slip in.”

“Hm. I can probably handle that.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Can I tweak the wager we made with Ersatz a little bit? We can do it remotely so long as he agrees, and it won’t be anything major.”

“I don’t see how that’d help, but sure. I wouldn’t touch the pets for House bit, though. That might get you murdered or worse.”

“True. Alright, hold tight. I’m gonna rope the robot in to handle the messages.”

“Sure. Just keep in mind that Darling and the rest of the guild are waiting on our go-ahead. A couple minutes is fine, but I know Darling is gonna wanna go as quickly as possible.”

I leaned up against the pillar and watched the people come and go. The crowd seemed to be thinning out as a whole, and the Cult made up more and more of the group loitering on the steps with each passing second.

Less than a minute later, Ersatz himself emerged at the top of the stairs with an absolutely miserable look on his face and a thick book gripped in one hand. His knuckles were white around the spine, and I could see his hands were shaking despite the distance between us.

He waved for silence, and the Cult members below quieted as if it was Tyrann himself giving the order.

I stepped out from behind the pillar and started moving up the red brick steps, relaxing slightly as every eye shifted toward Ersatz.

“Whatever this is, it works. But what the hell did you do, Frank?”

Ersatz cracked the book open, cleared his throat, then spat out a string of curses before slamming it shut.

Frank laughed. “You remember how he agreed to read an apology to House out loud as punishment for losing that bet during the tournament?”

“Sure.”

“Well, that’s the book he’s holding. And as for the distraction itself, I told him I’d cut the section on beard maintenance out of the book if he started reading at the top of the stairs right now instead of reading it to her. And yeah, yeah, I know: I made sure House was on board with the change first.”

I stopped about halfway up the steps. “That’s fine, but why does House’s apology have an entire section on beard maintenance in the first place?”

“I dunno. I finished writing the apology, then I started thinking about me, and the next thing I knew, I had several hundred pages of tastefully unadulterated art in hand.”

I sighed and resumed climbing, moving up the far-right side of the steps. “Whatever, as long as House is happy, then I am too. I’m just surprised he went for that, given the spectacle he’s causing. Ersatz isn’t the type to put up with this sort of humiliation.”

“Well, the offer was probably too good to refuse. The manscaping section alone was ninety-two pages, so getting out of all that in exchange for reading stuff aloud was a pretty good deal on his end.”

“Of course it was.” I stopped in place again, reeling slightly. “Damn.”

“What?”

“Nothing. I just don’t think I’ll ever stop being blown away by your ability to make things about you. I’m not complaining in this case, to be clear, because mission accomplished. But this is a lot, even for you.”

“I appreciate that. I am a little worried, though.”

“Why?”

I felt Frank flick his gaze across the dozens of Cultists milling about the steps, all of whom were looking up at Ersatz with puzzled expressions.

“I wasn’t really expecting to have this large an audience. Kinda thinking I might have undersold myself.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Words cannot express how unlikely that is.”

Ersatz cracked the book back open, took a deep breath, and launched into it. “And Frank said, let there be light.”

I laughed so loudly I had to duck into the long shadow of the next pillar. “Seriously, Frank? Of all the things to plagiarize.”

“See what I mean about underselling?”

“I do not.”

Ersatz continued reading, and I spent a long, glorious moment watching the will to live fade from his eyes with every passing sentence.

The already substantial crowd had grown even larger, with passing players stopping to gawk and stare, and there were even a couple of NPCs who appeared to be associated with the Cathedral poking out from up top to see what the ruckus was all about.

“Wait,” I said. “Is this book… apology… whatever it is in the third person?”

“Yup. I started with the whole apology thing in mind, but it ended up being more like an autobiography.”

“You wrote your autobiography in the third person?”

“Uh huh. A close third, but yeah.”

“And that doesn’t strike you as odd?”

“I didn’t really consider the alternative. I just jotted down whatever I was thinking about me at the time, and the words flowed on and on and on and on and⁠—”

“Doesn’t that imply that your interior monologue is in the third person, too?”

“Yeah. Your point?”

I threaded my way around a knot of laughing players. “So you’re really just walking around like Frank did this and Frank did that and Frank Franked that guy and so on?”

“Uh huh.”

“Isn’t that a little egotistical? I mean, that’s a lot, even for you.” I paused to let a couple of players pass in front of me, then resumed climbing. “To be completely honest, I’m kind of surprised you have an interior monologue at all.”

“Of course I do.”

“I guess you strike me more as a no-thoughts-only-violence sorta guy.”

“Self-actualization at work right there.”

“But I still think it’s weird that you’re basically running around internally shouting your own name in your head in addition to everything else that’s going on here.”

He hesitated. “Hold on a second. Is yours not in the third person?”

“Of course it isn’t. Everybody but you is thinking in first, Frank. You’re just on another plane entirely when it comes to ego.”

“So just to be clear, the fact that I’m not dangling around going I did this, I did that, me me me me somehow makes me more egotistical?”

I blinked, then blinked again. “Huh. Well, no, I mean… damn. Damn!”

“Uhhh huh.”

I took a moment to gather myself, then stepped through the Cathedral’s massive double doors and into a long room with soaring ceilings and tall, stained-glass windows. A red portal was spinning at the far end, and two more pairs of doors split off to the left and right.

“Okay,” Frank said. “Hang a left up there and duck into the Senate.”

“The what?”

“Move it, you long-eared rube. Darling’s waiting.”

I ducked through the doorway he’d mentioned and found myself in a room that was even larger than the hall that housed the portal—a massive, amphitheater-like space with row after row of elevated seating.

“Woah. Didn’t expect this.”

“This is the Red Senate,” Frank said. “The meeting area that the item that Arty dropped mentioned.”

“Oh, okay.” I checked my status, and sure enough, I had a little icon that said that all PVP combat was disabled in the area and that the buff would persist for five minutes upon leaving the space.

I caught a whiff of something that smelled amazing, like bread baked with herbs and cheese. “Is there a kitchen or something nearby?”

“Yup.” I felt Frank gesture to my left, where an NPC had just entered through a plain, swinging door. “They’re probably prepping for Tyrann’s thing tomorrow morning.”

“And the invitation mentioned that they’re gonna have food and drinks, right?” I paused, thinking. “Does that mean they’ll have wait staff, too? ’Cause I know Tyrann’s not gonna be running around handing out drinks.”

“Yup. He basically paid for the teleport, the room, and the catering. There’ll be plenty of staff around.”

“Well, if that’s the case, I might have an idea.” I poked my head into the kitchen and promptly got yelled at by one of the chefs, but I succeeded in grabbing an illusion off someone dressed as a server before apologizing and ducking out.

“What do you want that for?”

“Not sure yet, but it’s always good to have options. Alright, now that we’re somewhere safe, let’s update Darling. What do you think of the Cultists outside? Didn’t seem too bad, right?”

“Yeah, lot of people, but I didn’t see much in terms of high-level enemies out there. Pretty much everyone out front aside from Ersatz was using weak D-Grade at best. Darling and the rest of the guild can probably blow right through them with an organized push, especially if she brings a couple raid groups at once.”

I mulled that over. “So maybe we just run right through them, Frank style.”

“Amen.”

“But what if they’re waiting at the exit when we go to leave? We can’t avoid raiding, so an exit plan would be ideal.”

“Assuming we can kill the first boss, porting out of the raid is easy. It’ll shoot us right back into the Red Senate when we break for the day. Gets a bit trickier if we fail to pull that off, but that seems pretty unlikely, and the Senate’s not far from the portal, so it might be okay regardless.”

“Okay then.” I did a quick sweep of the room to check for stealthies and make sure we weren’t being watched, then I sent a message to Darling and told her to head our way with every group at once.

And the moment the guild drew within a couple of hundred yards of the Cathedral, I dropped my illusion and made for the exit.

“Let’s go make sure Omen gets the welcome they deserve.”


Chapter Ten



I waited on the threshold of the Red Senate, eyeing the interior of the Cathedral from the safety of the amphitheater.

As I’d figured, whoever was running this little blockade had put the word out that Omen was heading in, and the interior of the Cathedral was now a blur of movement as every red tag in sight made for the stairs at the same time.

I let them all filter out, gave it a few seconds to be safe, then took off running for the exit.

“Five-minute timer for PVP immunity starts now,” Frank said.

I pulled up short once I reached the doors that led down and out, staying tucked just out of sight behind one of the two massive double doors.

I had a pretty good view of the surrounding area from my elevated position, and I could easily make out Darling and the rest of the raid riding in, huge clouds of sand rising up from behind their various mounts.

The group beneath me was in chaos, all shouting orders over Ersatz as the horrible little goblin continued extolling all the great deeds that Frank had made up about himself.

I laughed and fed Darling information from the doorway while I waited for the guild to close the distance, sending her images of the crowd, estimations of their various levels and positions, and so on.

Eventually, the Cult members below settled into an organized front, with heavily armored players positioned in a semicircle at the base of the stairs with lighter melee behind them and the ranged and healers remaining higher up.

Despite the distance, I could make out a couple of their stealthies as well, low-level players stalking out wide on either side of the formation.

“Four minutes left on the buff,” Frank said.

“Thanks. Might be close, but I think it’ll last—just about ready here.”

I waited a little longer—until Darling’s buggy drew within a hundred feet of the stairs—then took a long step out of the Cathedral and into the eerie green light of the moon above.

I moved to the front of the stairs right beside Ersatz and gave him a little wave, then popped everything, going Doppelganger into Double Cast to generate an extra copy, then summoning my Gatling.

Ersatz’s eyes went wide, and the book slid from his hands. “Ned! It’s Ned!”

His exoskeleton snapped into place, and some sort of metal tube with a bomb on one end popped into one of his tiny hands, but I ignored him and took another step forward with my clones flanking me to either side, minigun barrels whining as they spun up.

“Get some!” Frank shouted.

I let it rip right as the healers and ranged turned around, seeming to realize what Ersatz had said.

And just as they turned, they met a veritable wall of icy ravens.

Granted, none of the attacks actually did any damage; the Red Senate buff that was currently preventing me from being hurt by other players worked both ways, so my attacks fizzled the moment they hit their targets.

But that didn’t matter because firing into such a massive crowd with impressive-looking spells coupled with my clearly visible name tag caused the exact response you’d expect, with dozens of people dropping what they were doing to rush up the stairs and engage or popping cooldowns where they stood to send spells flying our way.

And as fast as their carefully arranged formation had pulled together, it fell apart completely.

Even Ersatz joined the fray, slamming his strange tube down to my left, some sort of makeshift mine on a stick that exploded on contact with the stone and sent up a wave of oily flame that sent everyone within five yards flying off the steps—except for me.

The explosion sent the hateful little goblin cartwheeling away as well, black smoke trailing behind him in a wide arc. While he’d only taken minimal damage, I took a great deal of pleasure in the shocked expression he aimed our way before he sailed out of view.

The spells kept coming from that point on, needles of stone and waves of acid and all types of projectiles, all of it splashing over me and doing nothing at all, a hail of attacks so thick that it dropped the visibility around me to zero for several long seconds.

Then the Cult’s melee players crashed into the void Ersatz’s knockback had left and started hacking away, axes and swords bouncing off my helm and shoulders, daggers skipping off the middle of my back while I kept firing, laughing as I swept my minigun back and forth and filled the air with ice.

“He’s immune, you idiots!” Ersatz yelled from far off, his nasally voice cutting through the clamor.

The crowd noise noticeably dropped, and there was a shift in the Cult’s ranks as the realization rippled through, but then a blast of blue energy detonated at the base of the stairs and the screaming started again in earnest.

Darling and the rest of the raid had officially arrived.

And instead of meeting an armored wall with healers and ranged players backing them up and ready to fire, Omen charged right up the steps completely unopposed and smashed into the soft underbelly of a group in complete disarray, Darling and Ton leading the charge.

They ran through the low-level Cultists like bowling balls through pins, one-tapping the weaker players and dogpiling those who could survive a hit or two while the more resilient enemies were simply knocked back and away.

My Dopples faded right as Darling blew by me with a wink, and the rest of the guild surged up and into the Cathedral, punching right through the double doors and sprinting full-out for the spinning portal beyond.

I scanned the stairs to make sure nobody had gotten left behind, and I was about to turn around and head in myself when a high-pitched shriek split the air.

The ghostly sound had come from deep within the Cathedral, and a blast of warm air followed, gusting right out the double doors and tugging at my clothing.

I peered inside. Omen’s frontliners were vanishing into the portal one by one and nobody had taken any damage, but strange explosions were detonating all across our raid.

There were no flames or even smoke to speak of, but the air had gone blurry in a half-dozen spots, shimmering like humidity over asphalt, and every explosion was accompanied by another haunting shriek.

“Damn,” Frank said, and the concern in his voice already had me scanning the guild chat for answers and coming up empty.

“What? What the hell just happened?”

“Banshee Mines. Shit, I should have seen that coming with how the dive mechanic works.”

“What do those mines actually do? Doesn’t look like they even scratched anyone.”

Frank hesitated. “We should head in while we can. You’ve got less than sixty seconds on your buff. I can explain once we’re inside.”

“Uh, yeah. Sure thing.”

I gave the smoking floor a long look, then wove my way around the humid sections just to be safe and entered the portal.

I found Darling tapping the air on the other side, already beaming. “Eighteen, nineteen… and Ned makes twenty! Hell yeah, we didn’t lose a single person!”

The entryway was so dimly lit that I couldn’t make much of our surroundings, and the various players who were farther away than arm’s reach were just shapes in the dark with green name tags above their heads.

“How’d you guys pull that off?” Darling said. “I was a little worried heading in, but man, that was smooth! I think the lowest anyone got was 80%.”

I bit my lip but didn’t respond, too busy wondering what the hell had just happened to process the compliment. I figured we must have played into some kind of trap, but it didn’t make sense until I took a closer look at the healers’ raid frames. “Oh man.”

“Yeah,” Frank agreed. “Not great.”

“What?” Darling said. “What’s wrong?”

“Not exactly sure what we just walked into.” I tapped the top of Frank’s blade. “But he does.”

“Those weird explosions were from Banshee Mines,” Frank explained. “They’re like landmines, but they attack the player’s Mana instead of their Health.”

Darling nodded. “I was wondering why they didn’t seem to hurt. Just felt warm as we passed. Still not sure I understand the problem.”

“Because it’s a dive, remember?” I said.

I took stock of the raid and the damage that had been done. It wasn’t as bad as I’d feared, but two of the four healers Darling had brought to keep our twenty-person group alive—including Zoe—were already hovering around half Mana, and the other two were at about 75%.

Thankfully, the raid hadn’t taken much damage at all, and I was glad their little ambush had only succeeded on a single front.

Still, Darling glanced over the various raid panels, and it hurt to see her smile fall away as she took it all in. “Oh man, the Mana losses our healers took didn’t reset on entry. And we can’t heal up the damage the others took without burning even more.”

“Exactly. Looks like we’re starting our first push with a pretty major handicap.”

“My bad,” Frank said. “Didn’t even consider getting caught with a Mana Burn going in. Didn’t think they’d even be aware of the mechanic yet, let alone plan for it. Someone up top must have gotten lucky with another item drop that fed them some info on the dives a bit earlier or something. Probably should have emphasized that.”

“So it goes, man. You mentioned that drops might offer hints at the mechanic, and if you hadn’t taken me into the Senate first, we’d be even worse off, even if we’d managed to avoid the mines.”

Darling took a deep breath and summoned a smile that was even brighter than before. “Yeah. Nothing for it, right? You guys got all three of our raid groups inside without losing anyone, and it’s not like we could have waited them out or gone somewhere else. Maybe tomorrow we’ll use our teleports to raid from another entry point, but for now, all we can do is push forward.”

One of our raid members edged forward slightly toward a darkened archway, and a prompt lit up my screen.

Welcome, players, to the final wing of the Red Cathedral and the seat of the Possibility King himself: the Red Labyrinth!

While within the Red Labyrinth, all classes designated as healers will have their natural Health and Mana Regeneration suppressed by 100%, and food and drink will provide no benefits of any kind.

Players who aren’t classified as healers may continue to enjoy their normal levels of Mana Regeneration, but their Health Regeneration will be suppressed, and while drinks will continue to restore Mana as per usual, food will provide no benefits.

Upon dying in the Red Labyrinth, a player’s dive will end, and they will be unable to reenter the instance until the next calendar day.

But take heart, adventurers: fearsome as this new wing might be, only four bosses separate you from your quest to claim the Worldbranch Throne and the world-changing wish it represents!

Fight well, and as always, thank you for playing EBO!

I rolled my shoulders as the raid took that in.

“Pretty much what you guys thought,” Darling said. “Push in as far we can, die, repeat.”

“Ideally, I’d like to skip the whole death thing with how Subclasses work, but yeah. Calendar day, though, huh?” I checked the time and found that we had about two hours before midnight struck. “What happens if we’re still in here when today ticks over into tomorrow?”

“Nothing major,” Frank said. “Our progress will just roll over and count as our dive for the next day.”

I looked to Darling. “So, theoretically, we could rush the first boss, drop it, then dip out to regen and pop right back in. That way, we’re not continuing with the same handicap thanks to that ambush.”

“Uh huh,” Frank agreed.

“Sounds like the right move given the circumstance,” Darling agreed. “It’s already pretty late, and this is going to be a hell of a run, so I’d love to knock that out and give people a break if possible.”

Nina bumped in between Darling and me. “This is… not the start I was hoping for.”

“Same here.” I opened up my inventory and dropped a ridiculous amount of equipment onto the ground, everything from swords and hammers to chest pieces and consumables and everything in between. “But I think we might be okay.”

Heads turned at the sound of metal and glass hitting the floor, and soon the entire raid was bumbling through the dark until they’d surrounded the pile of equipment and their faces were lit by the bonfire of colorful sparks coming off the loot.

I glanced Darling’s way. “I just messaged you a couple suggestions for who gets what for the obvious stuff, but you’re the only one with the permissions to hand it out. It’s mostly items to mitigate damage or Mana use if that helps.”

“Cooool! Thanks, guys!” Darling waded right in like I’d figured she would, handing out pieces left and right.

“Frank and I are gonna go scope the area out if you’re good for a moment.”

“Yup yup! Gonna take a bit to get this stuff organized.”

I crept through the dark until I bumped into a wall, then trailed a hand along it while dropping copper coins every few steps to mark my passage.

Eventually, I found an open door that led to a long hallway with faint green light spilling from the other side. The air smelled of oil and smoke, and the temperature warmed as I moved through it.

I popped out into a wide, open space with a domed ceiling made completely of glass maybe fifty feet overhead. The green moon shining through it seemed to be the only thing providing any light—the stars themselves were oddly missing despite the clear sky—and for once, I was almost glad for the moon’s presence.

Not that I was stupid enough to say that out loud.

I let my eyes adjust for a moment, then scanned the room. What could only have been prison cells ran the length of the space, curving all the way around it, each secured with heavy wooden doors with circular glass windows set at eye level. A ten-foot-wide ramp hugged the wall and curved up toward the ceiling, with doors lining its inner edge all the way.

But the weirdest detail by far was the floor itself: the entire thing was polished copper, a single, unbroken sheet that started at the edge of the hallway I’d entered through and ran all the way to the curving walls.

Darling’s voice filtered in from the darkness behind me. “Let’s get ready to roll—looks like Fred left us a trail to follow!”

“Ugh,” Frank said.

“Still think it’s better than Nerank.”

Darling popped out of the hall and into the wider room, and the guild filtered in and spread out, footsteps ringing off the metal.

“Don’t know if this is a boss or trash or what, but Ton, Jukes, you’re up,” Darling instructed. “Let’s get those guys buffed up, and if anybody has any new mechanics thanks to the gear that Ned just handed us, you’ve got thirty seconds to link everything in the chat so we know what we’re dealing with. After that, we’re going to dive right in and get started.

“And again: healers, you’re gonna have to conserve Mana more than ever. Damage dealers and tanks, avoid every bit of damage you can, even at the cost of missing a burst window until we decide otherwise.”

I dropped all of my recent skill acquisitions into the chat, highlighting Adaptive Bloom so the group would know to make use of the powerful buffs the flowers offered whenever they appeared, especially with the enhanced version I’d picked up thanks to the Dead Gardener’s Spade.

After that, there was nothing to do but wait with my hands already sweating around the handles of my revolvers.

Omen had obviously been in similar situations in the past, but something about this raid felt different, and whether it was the finality of the thing or the dive mechanic or what was at stake—the wish or the throne or the accomplishment in and of itself—the air felt charged like never before.

The typical conversations at the start of a raid were absent, replaced with a quiet focus that didn’t feel even the slightest bit calm.

I looked the group over. Nina was bouncing on her toes, with Rock silent beside her, his eyes fixed forward, jaw set. Ton looked more anxious than I’d ever seen him, and the big man was shifting from foot to foot and glancing around so much that I could almost feel the pressure on his shoulders.

Then Darling raised a hand. “Alright, tanks, take us up the ramp! Everybody else, fall in behind them!”

Ton charged right ahead with a burst of speed that was surprising coming from him, blowing right by a trio of doors and nearing the fourth before anybody else had reached the first.

“Woah!” Darling called out. “Let’s take it down a notch, we don’t know what⁠—”

She cut off as the doorway we’d entered through slammed shut and the green light pouring in through the skylight grew significantly brighter.

Then the ground shifted beneath us, and the metal floor shook so violently that Darling stumbled into me. Her weight nearly took us both down, and it probably would have if I hadn’t bumped right into Rock, who steadied me with one hand.

“Go go go!” Darling said, hurrying up onto the ramp and rushing the ranged and healers onto it one by one.

A crack split the air as the final guild member reached the ramp, then the copper floor shattered and crumbled away into a pit so deep and dark that the moonlight above failed to reach the bottom, leaving the guild standing on a circular ramp with nowhere to go but up.

The doors Ton had passed blew open in sequence, and there was a brief moment of tense, uncomfortable silence.

Then six humanoid mobs were scrambling out of the cells and were on Ton in a blink, hairless creatures with milky skin, big, red eyes, and whip-thin limbs. Each had a pair of spiky plates affixed to their knuckles and knees, and blades of iron jutted out from all over their bodies at wicked angles.

{Bladeskin Ghoul} (Level 25 Undead) (Elite++)

HP: 55,000/55,000

MP: 0/0

The spiky creatures shrieked as they laid into him from all sides, blows ringing and sparking off his metal cuirass and slamming him into his shield until he ended up pinned against the railing with his momentum threatening to pitch him over and into the darkness below.

I’d been standing near the front of the crowd when Ton had run by, not thinking he’d charge ahead so suddenly, so I dashed in and activated Serrated Repel, then kicked one of the six mobs in its lower back and sent it flying off the platform.

“Thorn damage!” Frank said. “Your Health at 95%!”

Nina came out of stealth to my left and hit one of the adds with a liver shot that stunned it for three seconds, and similar effects popped up over the mobs’ nameplates as the raid roared in.

“Great, more knockbacks!” Darling said. “Get those things off the edge so we can save some time and—” She cut off and grunted in frustration as the mob I’d knocked away reappeared with a thin set of steely wings fluttering behind it and quickly rejoined the fight, landing behind Ton and laying into his blind spot with its countless blades. “They’re low Health—prioritize stuns if you’ve got them, but burn them down!”

Rock stunned the winged mob with a flurry of punches. I winced as his Health dropped with every strike, but he made it possible for Ton to reposition and get the whole crowd back in front of him where his shield could soak up the bulk of their damage.

“Careful on the melee strikes!” I said. “You’re taking damage with every hit!”

Darling put one of the mobs down for good with an execute from behind. “We can’t afford to have the melee pull back, so pick your moments!”

Still, Ton was now in a good position, and the raid quickly stabilized. The mobs dropped one by one, and Ton jogged off up the ramp a split second before the final target died.

“Ton, can you hold on a second please?” I eyed his Health bar and checked my logs, scoping out the amount of healing that’d been poured into him versus what he’d taken versus the amount of Health the thorns had inflicted. “Think we’d probably rather have Jukes take the lead if we’re just mowing down trash on the way up.”

“Huh?” he said. “Those things barely hurt once I had them gathered up. Next pull will be a lot easier now I know what we’re dealing with.”

“That’s true, but you can’t tank without dealing damage, right?” I looked Darling’s way, and Ton did the same.

She cleared her throat. “If we’re dealing with thorns, then Jukes can probably spare us a whole lot of damage by abusing Hateful Ice. If we stick to small pulls, we might be able to handle the adds without letting him get hit. And if that works well, maybe we can do something similar with Ton’s taunts and shouts.”

“If they’re small enough,” I added, “we could even just have the ranged focus everything down to avoid the thorns.”

“Thought we were racing?” Ton said. “Do we really wanna be dragging this out that much? We’re already behind enough.”

“It is a race, but we’re already starting from a bad spot when it comes to Mana, so the question is how we do this efficiently from here.” I paused, thinking. “I guess if we’re talking peak efficiency…”

I tested the weight of a nearby corpse with one foot. It was nice and light, so I reached down and grabbed it by the ankle, gripped the bony joint between two blades, and dragged it up the smooth ramp.

I carried on that way until I was a few feet behind the next unopened door, then turned back to the guild. “Darling, mind if I do some set up?”

“Sure, provided you can keep it quick. Ton wasn’t totally wrong; it’s still sort of a race.”

“Sure thing.”

I activated Repel right as it came off cooldown and gave the corpse I’d dragged over a hard kick that sent it tumbling up the gentle ramp until it bounced to a stop between two more distant doors.

I braced myself in case they opened, but as I’d figured, nothing happened. It seemed like the only thing that would trigger another attack was having one of our party members move beyond the cells.

I had the guild help from there, asking some of the highest Strength users, including Darling, to pitch in in pairs and throw the corpses we’d already created far ahead, lobbing them high into the air and letting them land farther up with thudding retorts.

Once we had all six bodies positioned in a line that gradually curved away and up toward the skylight above, I gave her a quick thumbs up, and she did the rest.

“Alright,” Darling said. “Healers, ranged, even melee: fall back! Jukes, you’re up front! Pull the first door, root them, then immediately roll out. I want stuns and snares from the ranged, whatever you’ve got, even if it means we end up waiting on cooldowns between pulls. Melee, don’t engage unless I signal otherwise.” She looked my way. “When you’re ready!”

“Got it! Jukes, you mind moving past that door when the first body erupts? I don’t think this will pull aggro, but I’ll be in trouble if it does.”

He stepped up beside me. “You got it!”

I pointed a pistol at the nearest corpse, activated Propagate, and leveraged the ability to create five Adaptive Blooms simultaneously.

The corpses swelled and burst, giving way to a series of flowers with red, blue, and yellow petals placed in a neat line, and suddenly we had a glowing runway to work with, one that offered all three of my buffs across its entire span.

I raised both pistols. “Go, as many doors as you’re comfortable with!”

Jukes dashed by me, long arms pumping at his sides. He blew by my first flower and hopped the second, then skidded to a stop.

He’d raced right by two doors in total, and they both slammed open behind them. Four of the same ghouls from earlier raced out, and he popped Hateful Ice in response, positioning himself perfectly between them, then rolled toward us and came up running in a dead sprint.

“Get the crowd control and snares rolling!” Darling called out. “Make use of the ice to get Jukes going so he doesn’t need to melee!”

I added a Gravity Bird to keep the mobs deep within the flowers’ influence once the ice broke, and between the groups’ inherent AoE and the trio of buffs, we managed to drop half the mobs before the crowd control spells expired. The remaining pair got cut down by a volley of arrows when they were still ten feet away from Jukes’ waiting staff.

“Nice!” Darling said. “Really nice! Ton, let’s rotate you in! We’ll do one door and have you pull just like Jukes did, then leap away back to the group!”

Ton rumbled forward out of the crowd, and Darling picked two corpses up as if they were suitcases. She raised her voice.

“Melee, grab a body on your way up and chuck them forward! Let’s go!”


Chapter Eleven



We pushed through the earliest section of the instance with a tremendous amount of care, taking great pains to set each fight up carefully so that Ton or Jukes could grab the mobs from a distance and the ranged could drop them while the tanks kited away.

As for myself, I stayed near the very back of the crowd and fired away while Darling and several other Strength-based players ferried the corpses we’d made around with various levels of mostly well-meaning complaints.

They’d launch the bodies down the hall and into position, Frank would laugh, I’d set up a rainbow-colored killing ground with multiple buffs in place, and then we’d burn the mobs down. Rinse, repeat.

It was pretty efficient—there were multiple pulls where neither Ton nor Jukes had to attack, let alone take a hit—but we were definitely burning time, moving considerably slower than we would have without the Cult’s interference.

And every time an alert or a Ripple or a warning went out, I winced, thinking it was going to be an announcement saying that the first boss had been killed by another guild, especially given how slowly we were moving.

Jukes rolled away and popped back into view a moment later, this time without any mobs in tow. “We’re clear up ahead, space opens up.”

“Boss room?” Darling said, hopeful as ever.

He shrugged. “Big open archway, so could be for sure, but I didn’t see anything in there. Doubled back right away because I was worried I might kick it off.”

“Roger.” Darling eyed the bodies still blooming behind us, vines creeping out and spreading along the walls while the flowers pulsed, their trio of colors mingling into greens and purples and oranges. “Let’s grab whatever bodies are left and hurl them into the next room before we start.”

I nodded and leaned up against a nearby wall, then tabbed over to check the raid windows.

“How do you think things are looking?” I said, voice low.

“Count to three and find out.”

“Three?”

“Sorry, was I asking too much?”

A warning hit my screen.

Regional Alert!

Greetings, divers of the Red Labyrinth!

It is currently 11:30 PM, and in 30 minutes, the period for the first dive will roll over onto the second.

For those of you who already have a run underway, you may choose to leave the raid and reattempt your dive from your most recent checkpoint—provided you’ve reached one—or remain inside and continue your final journey into the Possibility’s King’s domain.

However, all those who remain inside once midnight strikes will be considered to have begun their second dive.

Will you push forward to the end, or will you step back to recover and reattempt the Red Labyrinth with the knowledge you’ve gained?

The choice, as always, is yours.

Thank you for playing EBO!

I read all that over, then glanced at Darling. She was biting her lip and staring into the next room.

“Well, that definitely changes things,” I said. “I knew we were going slow but didn’t think we’d lost that much time.”

Darling came over and waved the other officers in. “Alright, we gotta make a snap decision here. What do you guys wanna do? I don’t think we’ve ever seen a single boss that took anywhere near a half hour, so beating the clock should be more than doable.”

“We could just leave and pop right back in with full Mana,” Nina said. “Now that we’re familiar with the layout and all that, I think we could probably get here with close to full strength.”

“That alert mentioned a checkpoint, though,” I said, “and unless I’m missing something here, we haven’t seen one.”

“Yep,” Frank agreed. “If we don’t drop the first boss, we’d have to clear all that trash over again.”

Darling tapped the air. “It’s already pretty late, but if we do attempt the first boss and manage to clear it, where do we go from there?”

“There’s a checkpoint right after it,” Frank said. “So porting out and then back in would work fine.”

Darling licked her lips. “Any chance the healers will be getting some Mana back after we clear the first boss?”

“Nothing for you on that. Ned’s fault, by the way.”

“Alright,” Darling said. “Show of hands for everyone in favor of going for it?”

Every single hand went up.

She smiled. “Well, alright then. Let’s drop this boss and see where we’re at afterward. We should have more than enough time, but if it’s looking like a wipe, I need everyone to be ready to bail before the timer hits. Last thing we want is a failed attempt that runs over midnight and into tomorrow.” She looked at Frank. “If that happens, I’m assuming we’re shit out of luck, right?”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “If anybody’s in the raid when midnight strikes, that’ll burn our second dive.”

Darling threw a pair of corpses over her shoulder. “Decision made. Full steam ahead, but be ready to bail on command! We’re going to spread these corpses out, too—most of them will probably despawn, but we’re going to need every buff we can get.”

I grabbed a nearby corpse’s ankle and started dragging it toward the entrance.

“This is gonna be rough,” I said, voice low. “Tanks are topped off and we did great work coming in, but the healers are all around half Mana or less.”

“Yeah,” Frank said. “But we do have a trump card.”

“What’s that?”

“Me.”

I sighed.

“Let’s push into the next room and see what’s up,” Darling said. “Jukes is on lead, Ton is gonna back him up. I know we’ve talked about not standing in bad a million times, but every last tick of damage is going to count for this one! Try to make it easy on the healers, and let’s get through this and earn another first!”

Jukes rolled his shoulders and gripped his staff in both hands.

I spared Ton a glance. The big tank looked weirdly hesitant, standing awkwardly in a way I couldn’t place.

“Ton?” I said. “You okay?”

“Think so. Darling, you mind if I relog real quick? I’m getting some sort of weird lag over here. Pretty minimal, but I keep noticing it and it’s throwing me off. I’ll be right back in.”

“Yeah, do what you gotta do.”

My anxiety spiked as the tank vanished, but he popped right back in seconds later, looking considerably more comfortable. “That’s better, thanks. Sorry about that.”

“No worries. Let’s go!” Darling tossed the final corpse through the entryway, and the group moved in while the blooming corpses behind us dimmed and died.

I hadn’t realized just how important their light had been because the chamber went completely dark the moment they faded, and I quickly ended up bumping into the person in front of me with a metallic clank.

“Ouch,” Darling said.

“How low are you willing to stoop?” Frank said.

“My bad, Darling. Can’t see shit.”

Something snapped off in the darkness, like a twig crunching underfoot, and similar noises followed. I had no idea what they were coming from, but they had an odd rhythm, and something about the sound was deeply unsettling.

“You wanna light a corpse up for us?” Darling said. “Should be plenty of them around, but I left one about ten feet to your left.”

“I can do that, but it might start the encounter.”

She laughed. “Clock’s ticking, right? Ton, be ready to pull off Ned if this goes badly.”

I targeted the body she’d mentioned and used Adaptive Bloom. The corpse erupted into a two-foot-tall flower and warmed the area around it with its multihued light.

The oppressive darkness ebbed away as the flower brightened, and I caught sight of a wide, black shape that I couldn’t make heads or tails of at the far edge of the glow.

I considered burning Double Cast for a bit more light, but then my eyes adjusted and I finally realized what I was looking at: a massive, heavily muscled creature that was hunched over in front of us.

It was clad in ridiculously heavy black armor, and it was eating some kind of corpse—or the better part of one—with the torso gripped in one hand like a drumstick.

Ton took a half-step forward, and the creature whipped its head around. Its eyes were bright red, shining like torches in the dark.

It crammed what remained of the corpse into its mouth with both hands, bones snapping in protest, then threw its head back and howled a note so rough and raw that it sent shivers down my spine.

The blooming flower we’d been relying on for light died as if the boss had snuffed it out, and total darkness rushed back in.

Then a circle of red light appeared to my left.

I spun, backpedaling with weapons out, and ended up with both pistols pointed at the Possibility King himself as he rose from the floor, numbers twining up and pulling together into his familiar numerical frame.

He cleared his throat. “Judging from the looks on your faces, it seems safe to assume that you caught a glimpse of little Thiago at work, eh?”

“Be ready to go the moment he stops talking,” Darling said, and I heard the rasp of metal nearby, like Ton was edging forward. “The Possibility King’s got an immunity buff, so he’s not our target.” She smiled. “Not yet, anyway.”

“Thiago was one of my earliest failures,” the King continued. “Just another man who wanted power and was willing to sacrifice anything to attain it. I had such visions of him running roughshod over your lands, painting your continents red with nothing but his fists.”

He stroked his chin. “But in the end, he just wasn’t all that fun to watch. A brute and nothing more. And now he’s wasting away down here in the dark. A fitting place for a failure, I suppose. Still, I hate to see what messy work he’s made of the rest of my early experiments.”

He kicked at the body the monster had left behind, a seemingly light blow that nevertheless sent the corpse flying and squelching against an unseen wall.

“Such a shame. Don’t worry, though. I have something much more special in mind for your world’s end. A spectacle that you’ll have to see to believe.” He smiled, the expression rendered by white numbers packed together into an upward crescent that looked positively inhuman. “And not only is that day nearly here, but the curtain has been rising for some time now.”

The Possibility King was already vanishing, the red digits that comprised his body fading away at the ankles before the dispersion moved upward, claiming his knees and hips and so on until only his head and that white smile remained. “He just needs a bit of time… to fall… a little bit… closer…”

“I’m in combat,” Jukes said.

I took a deep breath. “Same here. Anybody manage to inspect the boss before the room went dark?”

“I got it,” Darling said. “Here.”

{Thiago Darkeater, the Failed End} (Level 25 Raid Boss)

HP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

MP: 100,000/100,000

We stood there breathing in the dark for a long moment, waiting for the fight to begin.

When it didn’t, Darling spoke up. “Group 2, could you throw up some light? Can’t see anything, and I’m getting a bad feeling about this.”

A bowstring snapped to my left. A bright red arrow arced up into the air, crackling and fizzling and hanging overhead like a flare, and I was finally able to get a good look at the battleground we were standing in.

Half-eaten corpses stretched out all around us—several times as many as we’d brought—and strange blue crystals were growing all over the floor, sprouting up between the bodies, the tallest reaching ten or even fifteen feet in height. The ceiling resembled the inside of a giant geode, with short, squat crystals hanging down like stalactites.

The flare the archer had sent up brightened and flickered as it began to die out, and the final gasp of light allowed me to glimpse a figure in the nearest crystal, a corpse with long arms and legs that had been entombed in glass.

And once I’d picked the figure out, I couldn’t not see them. Maybe a third or as many as half of the crystals had bodies locked within them.

The flare guttered overhead, then died.

“Incoming!” Frank said.

Ton stepped in front of me, armor clanking, and Thiago appeared out of nowhere, red eyes looming over us both.

“Okay, change of plan, guess Ton is up!” Darling said.

The boss kicked a foot into Ton’s raised shield, throwing up a burst of sparks and driving him backward, directly toward me. We collided, and I went flying, toppling head over heels until I slammed into one of the blue crystals I’d seen earlier.

The crystal gave like I’d just hit a window rather than a pillar, shattering up and down its entire length, innumerable pieces tinkling across the floor.

I rolled right through it and ended up with my back to a wall while Ton continued to struggle in the dark, only illuminated by the bursts of sparks the boss threw up with every melee strike and the glowing waves that Zoe was sending Ton’s way to keep him alive.

I climbed back to my feet, mesmerized by the light show in front of me.

“DPS!” Darling said. “Follow the sparks to the fight and get in there! Healers, try to keep it efficient!”

I shook my head to clear it.

“You lost 25% of your total Mana when you hit that crystal,” Frank said.

I squinted at the crystal. What remained of it—a jagged base about six inches tall—was now shining with blue light, and the glow was intensifying with every passing second.

And if that was the case, given the boss’ name…

The crystal’s aura showed no signs of fading, so I took off and ran in a loose arc around Ton in the direction of a second crystal I could just barely make out.

I activated Repel and put my shoulder into the impact, and the force was enough for me to blow right through the crystalline construct without losing momentum.

The broken crystal’s base brightened behind me, splashing a second circle of light into the darkness that overlapped slightly with the first.

“Debuff up on the boss after that second crystal got hit!” Frank said. “It’s called Lightblind—not doing anything yet, but it’s stacking up every five seconds!”

“Got it, thanks!” I raised my voice. “Darling, there are crystals all across the floor and the ceiling. Knock ’em down and we can get some light to see by, but they’re gonna suck Mana out of whoever breaks them in the process! And looks like they debuff the boss somehow if the tanks drag him into the light, so that might be the move!”

Frank buzzed without comment, which made me think I’d missed something, but I wasn’t sure what.

“Here’s one!” Darling said, and though she was too far out of the circles of light for me to see her, I did witness a green arc slash through a crystal and send it toppling in half.

But instead of breaking and turning blue, a directional explosion of red light ripped out from the crystal and caught her full-on, throwing her clear across the two circles and into the darkness beyond.

I heard her impact the far wall with stunning force, and her Health dropped by 40%. The crystal she’d broken went dark, too, and I figured that meant it was probably out of commission for the rest of the fight.

“I blame you for that,” Frank said.

“How is that my fault?!”

“Crystals hurt a lot!” Darling said. “I got a prompt that said I didn’t have enough Mana for whatever the crystal was supposed to do, so I guess we need damage dealers with Mana to tag them!”

“On it!” I said.

I strafed around the spot where Ton and the boss were going toe to toe while firing away, but the spells connected for hardly anything at all. Each struck for a pitiful 300 damage, and judging from the way the boss’ Health bar was bouncing back and forth between 99% and 100% owing to some sort of regeneration effect, the melee players and other damage dealers weren’t faring any better.

Still, I kept firing and running through the darkness until I found a third crystal positioned pretty close to the other two, then put a foot through it and felt a familiar chill as my Mana was sucked away.

“You’re down to 30% Mana, but unfortunately, it’s coming back,” Frank said.

I checked the boss’ nameplate. Ton had the towering creature striking away at him from the space where the three circles of light I’d created overlapped, and the boss’ Lightblind debuff was now stacking up much faster than before, adding more than a stack per second.

“The boss’ Health regen has stopped, but its bar is barely falling,” Frank said. “Lightblind is at seven stacks, eight, nine…”

The very moment the debuff hit ten stacks, Thiago let out a scream that struck with physical force and knocked the entire raid several feet backward.

The creature thrashed and dropped to its knees in the blue light, clawing at its eyes. Then its heavy black armor began to bubble and swell like it had liquified, faces forming in the pauldrons and pouring off them like wax.

Four dark slimes slipped off him and bubbled up as they hit the ground, then Health bars appeared above their heads.

I inspected the nearest of them.

{Black Armorling} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite++)

HP: 200,000/200,000

MP: 150,000/150,000

The boss knelt there, howling. He was still taller than a human had any right to be—even kneeling—but the loss of his armor had left him looking completely emaciated.

I checked his name plate and immediately raised my voice. “Immunity buff on the boss, no duration stated!”

“Adds, then!” Darling marked two of the four before they could ooze away into the darkness, but both their name tags and the marks she’d made vanished as they left the circles of light. She marked a third target that had pathed halfway out of the glow only to turn around and flee through it. “Burn the ones you can see, starting with my mark!”

I opened the floodgates, throwing out a Gravity Bird in an attempt to prevent the creature from escaping and following up with a barrage of ravens that struck for around 1500 apiece.

The Gravity Bird proved useless, but the guild’s ranged crew ripped through the creature’s small Health bar as they chased it into the dark. Meanwhile, I stood my ground, plugging away and adding blue splashes of light with every cast.

“Oof!” someone said, then there was another flash of red and I saw Rock flying by mere inches to my left, huge body hurled as if weightless.

His luck was awful, too: he ended up colliding with a second crystalline tower, and the resulting explosion sent him cartwheeling back the way he’d come and sailing out of sight.

“Watch the crystals!” Darling called out. “If you don’t have Mana, they’re basically landmines! This add is dropping, then we’re going to need to spread out and search the room for the others without bumping into the crystals! Gonna need whatever light we can get from the DPS, assuming you don’t think your skills break crystals at random or draw aggro! Ton, Jukes, keep an eye on the boss! If he rejoins the fight or that immunity buff drops, I want to know!”

The Armorling Darling had marked died on the edge of a blue circle of light, and I spotted the boss still cowering in place, huge fingers raking at its eyes.

“New debuff on the boss after the Armorling died!” Frank called out. “Light Poisoning, he’s no longer immune and all damage taken is increased by 100%! It stacks, too!”

“Damn, we need those adds to die!” Darling said.

The slime we’d just killed had left a corpse behind, and given the timer on the Fresh Corpses the guild had dragged into the room on my behalf, and the power of that new debuff…

I took a deep breath, then raised a pistol at the Armorling, activated Infinite Bloom, and followed up a summoned flower for the very first time.

Green light erupted in a ring around my feet and rose from there, a tight bonfire that raged vertically up. The emerald blaze lasted less than a second, but its luminosity was so great that it threw the entire battlefield into stark relief and gave our raid a clear picture of each of the missing adds’ location.

But the spell wasn’t finished; the dead Armorling I’d targeted bubbled and swelled and boiled, then burst apart. A sunflower the likes of which I’d never seen erupted out of the creature’s dark body, rising five, ten, twenty feet into the air and saturating the area around it with my three colored buffs.

At the same time, green vines snaked out from the base of the flower, racing across the floor and plunging into every corpse in sight while the cooldown timer for Infinite Bloom skyrocketed over three hours and kept climbing.

A wave of flowers bloomed out from the center in a steady rhythm, unfurling one after the next until the entire floor was covered in reds and blues and yellows.

The light from my flower abilities didn’t seem to affect the boss in any meaningful way, but the glow itself was enough; instead of creeping through the dark in search of a target while trying to avoid deadly crystals, our DPS were suddenly able to plunge through the area at full speed and rip into the three surviving Armorlings.

And not only was the light enough to see by, but it also revealed something I’d missed; the bodies entombed in the crystals weren’t bodies at all—they were very much alive, and their eyes were tracking everyone who passed.

I was about to call out a warning, but Darling beat me to it. “Avoid the crystals with figures in them at all costs! Those are probably adds that’ll join the fight if we free them!”

“Twenty minutes left til midnight when the dive will tick over,” Frank said.

“Awesome, please keep the timer up!” Darling replied. “Pop whatever you’ve got, everyone! I want those adds dead for the buffs they offer before we switch back to the boss!”

The second Armorling dropped while Darling and Nina and Rock were all beating on it, and I finished the third one off myself with a Dark Harvest that I barely managed to squeeze in between two figure-filled crystals.

The fourth mob took us longer; it was like the slime was possessed, zipping in and out between crystal after crystal in an attempt to throw us off. Tracking it would have been absolutely impossible in the dark, even if we’d been breaking crystals to find it left and right, but we steadily depleted its Health, and Darling finished it off.

By the time it finally died, the flowers I’d summoned were wilting all across the room, starting with the titanic one that had kicked the ability off.

“Get to the boss while there’s still light to move by!” Darling called out, and the entire raid raced into position, using the last gasp of my flowers’ light to avoid the crystals on their way in. “Melee, get behind him! Jukes and Ton in front!”

As we were rushing in, the boss stood up, and a cast bar appeared above his head that read: Summon Armorlings.

“Twenty seconds on that cast, immune buff is still gone!” Frank said. “Light Poisoning is at four stacks, one from each dead Armorling! He’s taking 400% increased damage!”

When Ton hesitated, Jukes shot the larger Ton a quizzical glance, then rolled forward and popped Hateful Ice.

The raid surged into position, the melee piling onto the boss’ unprotected back.

I let fly, and the damage was absolutely absurd. Not only had the Light Poisoning buff stacked an additional time with every Armorling we’d killed, but a second debuff had also shown up after we’d dropped the fourth:

{Shadowless}

Description: whenever all {Black Armorlings} are dead simultaneously, this boss takes 100% increased damage from all sources.

This damage increase is multiplicative, and it is applied after all other sources of damage and mitigating effects have been calculated.

With all of those buffs stacked up, we were looking at something like an 800% increase, and my birds were suddenly hitting in the low five-figures, with each strike making a small but shockingly noticeable dent in the boss’ Health bar.

And despite the boss’ huge Health pool, that bar was now dropping at a rate I’d never seen before.

“Fifteen minutes on the dive window!” Frank said. “Boss’ Health at 80—no, 70! 50! Damn, it’s at 40 and falling fast! He’s still summoning Armorlings!”

“Execute window coming up,” Darling said. “Don’t blink, you might miss it! Here we go, let’s drop the boss before it finishes channeling!”

I kept blasting, flicking my gaze from the boss himself in case he made a move to remedy the state of his Health pool to the status of his channeled spell.

Everything was looking good. The other damage dealers and I were being carried entirely by the boss’ debuffs, but it was really looking like he’d be dead before his spell completed.

Then the boss hit the execute window, his Health plummeted to 20%, and the spell he’d been channeling while we’d been whaling away abruptly cut off.

Thiago screamed, and the tanks as well as the gathered melee went flying backward. The raid boss raised both hands into the air, and one of his massive fists gained a golden aura while the other became wreathed in oily shadow.

As Health bars appeared above each fist, Ton leaped back in while Jukes rolled forward at the same time, and I thought it was a miscommunication on their part until Ton blocked a punch from the shadowed side and Jukes parried a golden uppercut with his staff.

“Shadowfall on me,” Ton said. “Taking 10% increased shadow damage, looks like it stacks!”

“Got a similar one but for light damage!” Jukes said. “Stacks fall off after five seconds, so switch hands at five?”

“You got it!”

“Great work, guys!” Darling said. “Full burn on the boss, ignore the fists! Debuffs have faded, but the execute window is open! Just a bit more!”

We poured it on, and when the first tank swap came and went, the entire transition from that initial phase to the second was so smooth I could barely believe it.

The fight devolved into a tank and spank aside from the swap mechanic, and I watched the boss’ Health fall with a deep sense of satisfaction welling up in my chest.

Like Darling had said, the boss’ decline had greatly slowed without the aid of the various debuffs from earlier, but we were still wrecking the thing at a pace I wouldn’t have believed if I hadn’t seen the way it had dropped earlier on.

“I’m at three stacks, should be our last swap here!” Jukes said.

Ton blocked another powerful blow, staggered back a step, then rushed right back into the fight.

“Still got around ten minutes before the dive resets!” Frank said. “Boss is at 5%—we’re golden!”

“Four stacks!” Jukes said. “Five, swapping!”

He stepped backward just as he had several times before, but Ton didn’t budge. In fact, the big tank had gone so still that he looked frozen in time.

“Ton!” Jukes said. “I’m stacking up, need you to grab the other hand or he’s gonna⁠—”

Jukes cut off as Thiago’s fist descended, shadows boiling off it. He popped a cooldown and ducked the sweeping blow, moving so quickly that the air blurred behind him.

He weaved and backpedaled, and it was only when Thiago caught him with a light-powered fist that I realized what had happened: the two fists had separate Threat meters, and Jukes had taunted Ton’s target, assuming the tank would return the favor.

And when he hadn’t, it had left Jukes bearing the brunt of both targets at once.

He parried another strike, then another, then jumped a low blow that would have caught him full in the stomach.

Then it finally happened: Thiago caught him in midair with a powerful hook with his shadow-covered fist, and the single empowered strike, combined with Jukes’ active debuffs, took his Health from nearly 80% all the way down to single digits.

Heals crashed in one after another—waves of green and flashes of light and all manner of effects flooding over the tank—and Jukes’ Health shot back to 35%, but it didn’t matter.

The boss bore down on him with both hands, striking again and again, and the overwhelming amount of damage made it clear that the fight had been designed with two tanks in mind, a point that was hammered home even further when Jukes caught a three-piece combo that sent his corpse bouncing away to my left.

An explosion of reddish light followed, and a scream ripped out from the direction of the healers.

“Shit, his body hit a crystal and we’ve got an add!” Darling said. “Ton! Ton! Damn it, Rock, see if you can grab that mob!”

Thiago turned his attention to Ton, and the big tank remained frozen in place even as the boss laid into him, knocking him onto the floor and pouncing on him and hammering away again and again.

“Boss at 7%!” Frank said. “It healed on that last kill and now he’s enraged, gonna be choosing targets at random!”

“Keep burning, we can do this!” Darling called out. “I’ll try to grab aggro next. Melee, do the same if you can! Healers, Rock has an add on him, try to keep him up!”

I backpedaled and kept firing, watching the boss’ Health bar drop while Darling went toe to toe with it, dodging whenever she could but eating far too many blows for the already fatigued healers to keep up.

“4%!” Frank said. “3%! So close! Look at the love of my life go!”

I thought I saw Darling grin at his comments despite everything, but then the boss connected with a blazing uppercut that caught her beneath the chin and lifted her high into the air.

She flew up until she was at eye level with the towering boss, then Thiago smashed her with a hammer blow that spiked her into the ground and fractured the stone beneath her in a wide ring.

She died instantly.

“Boss is back to 6%,” Frank said, and his hopeful tone from earlier was gone.

Rock stepped up next, dragging the add he’d been tanking along with him, but it didn’t matter; he lasted only two attacks before the boss ripped through him, pivoted hard, then charged our depleted healers.

“It’s a wipe!” I called out. “Everybody bail, let’s see if we can despawn it by leaving the room!”

“Still got six minutes before the reset!” Frank said. “As long as we can get everybody dead or out by then, we can still salvage this!”

Several of the backliners were already in motion—including the healers the boss was charging after—and soon, the entire guild was on the move with Thiago in pursuit.

I raced through the archway we’d entered through, and since I was one of the first to arrive, I kept going to give people space to enter the safety of the previous hall.

Then Frank buzzed at my side, and I knew something was wrong. But all I could do was keep backpedaling to make room while Thiago bounced from one target to the next, gaining Health with every kill.

And when the last of the surviving raid members crossed the threshold, I sucked in a deep breath and took stock of the damage.

Or tried to, because Thiago was already rumbling right through the entryway and smashing it apart.

Nina had been the last to reach the exit, and the boss leaped behind her and one-shotted her with a double-handed hammer blow.

“He’s not despawning, everybody bail!” I turned and ran, pelting into the darkness with every ounce of speed I could manage.

“Tried to warn you!” Frank said. “Nowhere in the raid’s safe!”

I kept running while screams sounded behind me, watching raid windows gray out again and again as Thiago picked off the slower members of the group.

Before long, there were only five of us alive, then four, then three, then two.

Then Frank and I were alone, sprinting through the dark while the boss raced toward us, rapidly gaining ground, his blazing hand illuminating his passage like he was carrying a torch.

“The ramp and the empty cells are coming up fast,” Frank said. “Thiago is— Get down!”

I ducked into a baseball slide, Thiago’s golden fist blurring inches above my head a split second later. I popped a drift charge to get to my feet and kept running.

My clone exploded the very moment I resolved a bit deeper down the hall, pelting the back of my neck with shards of ice that slid down beneath my armor.

“Straightaway from here!” Frank said. “He’s coming, jump in three!”

I nodded and kept running. I could practically feel the boss’ breath on the back of my neck, and his heavy footfalls were vibrating the floor behind me.

“Three, two, one!”

I ran to the edge and dipped off it without jumping, then looked up and wished I hadn’t.

I’d been hoping that jumping off the ramp would force Thiago to run down and around it and slow his pursuit, but the boss had leaped right off the edge and was hanging in the air mere feet above me.

I twisted around to orient myself toward the bottom of the ramp and let myself get about five feet above it before I popped my second charge of Glacial Drift and had it zip me sideways over the floor and into the hall about twenty feet from the exit.

I almost popped Double Cast on the spot to guarantee I made it out, but then I remembered what might be waiting for me on the other side of the portal.

With that in mind, I ran for it, heart hammering in my chest, flinching with each step Thiago took, knowing he was getting closer with each stride, the dark and narrow halls growing brighter and brighter with his approach.

I threw myself at the spinning portal when I was still five feet out, diving head-first and popping back into the Cathedral in midair.

Where I promptly came face to face with a wall of Cultist archers, their bows drawn and ready.


Chapter Twelve



I activated the Double Cast I’d saved to get a third drift and the archers fired, but they were a split second too late; I was already drifting toward the Red Senate, and while the group managed to rip my clone apart in impressive fashion, the explosion it left behind also put out a burst of ice that revealed two lurking stealthies and left them rooted in place.

I hit the ground running and swapped to my blunderbuss, then used it to lob a Dreadful Grenade right in front of the exit before I crashed into a waiter who had been exiting the Red Senate and drove us both into the area beyond.

His serving tray flew through the air, and the glasses he’d been carrying shattered against the ground.

“We’re immune again,” Frank said with obvious relief. “No other survivors. Thiago cleaned everybody else out.”

“What about our respawns?”

“They’ll get an option to respawn here or outside the Cathedral.”

I dropped that info into the guild chat, then helped the waiter I’d knocked over back to his feet and offered him a quick apology.

“Man. That fell apart so fast.”

“Yeah. Looks like the guys you feared are bailing now that we’re out.”

“Figures.” I scoped the Red Senate out. The room was empty save for some NPCs setting up tables and chairs, likely for whatever Tyrann had planned for the next morning. “How’d we do on the timer? Please tell me we didn’t waste our second dive on top of that wipe.”

“We’re good there,” Frank said. “You were the last one standing, and you made it out with a couple of minutes left.”

I put my back to the nearest wall and slid down against it. “No small thing.” I dropped my voice. “Hey, question. Did you get a good look at the abilities those archers were using when we popped through?”

“Nah, I was too busy getting my hopes up thinking you were about to be skewered in six directions at once.”

“Har har. Seriously, though.”

“Nah. Happened too fast.”

“Gotcha.”

“What’re you wondering about?”

“I was just thinking that was a pretty serious formation they had ready, and it looked to me like those skills probably had a wind-up period that we didn’t see. Made me wonder if they were just holding those skills at completion until we came out or what. That’s some pretty serious dedication there.”

“Probably just cooldowns at work,” Frank said. “Plenty of ’em around that make your next shot instant, that sorta thing. Some of them you can even pop in advance and they’ll persist until they’re triggered, so we wouldn’t have seen the initial spells at all.”

I nodded. “Guess that’s more likely than what I was thinking. How long do you think Darling and the rest will be?”

“Should be any… Yep, there we go,” Frank said, right as Darling appeared on the far side of the Red Senate. She headed my way, the sound of her armored footsteps booming through the empty room.

Several other Omen members blinked into existence one after another, all of them looking as shell-shocked as I felt.

Darling came right over, so I pushed myself up the wall and stood up straight.

“You guys make it out?” she asked.

“Yeah, made it out alive only to walk straight into an ambush.” The alarm on her face and the quick glance she shot in Frank’s direction made me rush to elaborate. “A bad ambush that didn’t work at all, to be clear. And we’re good on the timer, so no worries there.”

“God, I’m so glad we didn’t screw that up too.” Darling rubbed her face. “That was… rough. What even happened back there? Everything was going so well.”

“Ton locked up or something,” I said. “He and Jukes were about to switch, and he just froze the very moment he needed to taunt. Then Jukes ended up with both bosses or fists or whatever on him at once and there was no chance.”

Ton rumbled up to Darling’s left. “Yeah, sorry about that. I dunno if it was lag or what. One moment I was there, taunting the boss, then everything stopped. I thought I was only out of it for a second or two, but when everything rubber banded back, I was already dead on the ground and the boss was running free.”

“Any idea what caused it?” Darling said.

Ton shrugged. “Been bad all day, and it’s not the first time I’ve had issues. Had a bit of lag before the fight but thought that relog fixed it.”

“First time it’s ever happened in EBO, but I guess there’s a first time for everything.” Darling blew out a puff of air, then took a long look at the other guild members. “If this was a normal raid, I’d probably say let’s head back in and clear it so we can break for the night on a good note, but the last thing I wanna do is blow tomorrow’s dive by dragging a bunch of tired and flustered people right back in. Plus, we’re gonna have to clear all that trash again.”

“Makes sense,” I said. “I think we played the mechanics of that boss as well as we possibly could, but it also wasn’t that difficult of an opening fight. Meaning we’re probably losing out on a World First if we break for now.”

“I’d be surprised if we haven’t already lost it,” Darling said. “Assume somebody’s gotta be mid-fight somewhere. Oh well, so it goes. Hopefully tomorrow we can rush in with full Health and Mana plus a better understanding of what to do.” She stifled a yawn, then raised her voice. “All right, everybody, we’re gonna break for tonight with the way the dives work and pick it up again in the morning. I don’t think we need to rush into tomorrow’s dive as early as humanly possible, but I’d definitely like to get it started early so we don’t have to think about the midnight deadline when it comes to pushing. Everybody good with a start around eight in the morning?”

A video call came in from Sleep, and I was so distracted I almost missed her comment and the short conversation that followed.

“Sorry,” I said, “I’ve got something I gotta do at eight. Don’t think it’ll take long, though, and other than that, I’ll be good to go whenever.”

“Cool,” Darling said. “Let’s plan for nine, then? That give you enough time? Eight-thirty is probably a bit ambitious for Nina anyway.”

“Rude,” the other woman said.

“Should be more than enough time, thanks. I’ll let you know if it ends early.”

“Alrighty, I’m gonna grab a full night’s sleep. Good work, everyone. Didn’t go our way tonight, but I think we did pretty damn well, all things considered. Should be able to cruise through that first section and crush the boss the next time around.”

The members of the guild vanished one by one, and I was happy to see Jukes consoling Ton for a while before the two of them popped away as the last to vanish apart from Darling.

“You two gonna get some rest or what?” Darling said.

“Mmm.” I sent Sleep a message saying I’d call him right back, not wanting to interrupt my time with Darling. “Doubt it. I’ll snag a couple hours if I can, but I want to get this Subclass powered up as much as possible. Feels like the majority of my experience will be coming through the daily payout anyway, but every level I can squeeze out is gonna count. Those corpse buffs were huge, but I think we could have brought a lot more to the table if we’d picked up another ability or two.”

She leaned up against the wall, armor creaking. “Just don’t overdo it, alright? Rather have you guys at level 30 and alert than 35 and sleepwalking through. No way we would have cruised the way we did until Ton disconnected if you guys hadn’t been on top of everything.”

“Especially Frank,” Frank said.

“Indeed,” I said. “But yeah, we’ll keep that in mind for sure.”

“Appreciate it.” She tapped the air, then hesitated. “What do you think the odds are that we wake up to somebody having already dropped the first boss?”

“Probably pretty damn good. I’m thinking there’ll be a couple who wiped the same way we did, then they’ll turn around and use the midnight reset to get a fresh start. With the mechanics of that first fight fully known, it doesn’t seem like it’d be too challenging to get through.”

“Yeah,” Darling agreed. “And with how key information is going to be given the way the format works, larger guilds are going to have an even more pronounced advantage than usual.”

“Yup. So you’re out for the night, then?”

“Unless there’s something else you guys need, yeah. I’d love to stay up and get another level or two in, but if I do that, I know I’m gonna be dead on my feet in the morning.”

“Well, I did wanna run something by you. It’ll only take a second, but it’s probably the sort of thing you’re going to want to sleep on.”

She cocked a dark eyebrow. “Should I be concerned?”

I nodded. “Oh yeah. Deeply.”

“I sense that I am involved,” Frank said.

“You aren’t.” I looked from left to right, making sure no one was within earshot. “I’m thinking about the throne and the Wish, provided we actually pull it off.”

She took a shuffling step toward me. “Safe to say you’ve got something in mind?”

I nodded again, then leaned a little closer and cupped a hand around my mouth before whispering what I was thinking in Darling’s ear.

Her entire face lit up at once. “Ohhh!” She punched me in the arm. “Aw, look at you. I love it.”

“What?” Frank said. “What just happened?”

I glanced down at him, then leaned in even closer and made a bunch of unintelligible sounds that Frank would undoubtedly overthink.

Darling laughed. “Amazing. I can’t give you a yes or no without talking to the officers, but I’d totally be willing to go to bat for that.”

“Really?”

“Oh, absolutely! Anyway, I’m out! I’ll talk to the guild about it when I get the chance. Gonna let them put some ideas up, too. Maybe we’ll have a vote or something like that when we get further into the raid.”

“Sounds great to me. You mind keeping that idea quiet until then, though? I don’t want anybody figuring out what we’re up to. Especially Frank. We might want the leverage of being able to use it for something else.”

“Yeah, no prob. Night, guys!”

“Night!”

“Good night, my⁠—”

“She’s gone, Frank.”

“Damn! I guess I technically got the last word in, but somehow I still feel unfulfilled. And what’s this Wish garbage?”

“Oh, that? Nothing you need to worry about. I just asked Darling if we could use it to grab a cup of coffee without you.”

He growled. “You treacherous little bastard. You would stoop to using magic for a leg up, wouldn’t you?”

“To be fair, I’m crushing you in the legs department either way. And the alternative is you being there but unable to talk.”

He paused. “I can’t tell if that’s better or worse. And I’m having a really hard time imagining myself being somewhere but not speaking.”

“I bet you are.” I headed up the amphitheater’s steps and took a seat a few rows up. “I’m gonna dial Sleep back real quick and see what he wanted. Lemme know if you’ve got an idea of where we go from here. I meant what I said to Darling: we need to get to work, man. In an ideal world, I’d love to hit B-Grade before we reenter the raid, but I don’t know how feasible that is.”

“30ish to 35?”

“Assuming the Daily Payout hits before the raid, but yeah.”

“Alright. Let me see what Frank can do.”

I dialed Sleep, who picked up on the second ring, but his camera was thrashing about, and I was pretty sure he was being attacked despite clearly being inside his train.

Until he spoke.

“Mingo, get the hell out of here! No, no! I’m not licking that thing, man! You’ve already put your mouth on it, and I’m on the phone!” The camera steadied, and then a very depressed-looking Mingo skulked off into the corner of a well-furnished car with a giant toad held in two hands.

I waved through the video window. “Uhhh, hey. Am I interrupting something? Again?”

Sleep laughed. “I should probably elaborate on that licking thing, huh?”

“You really don’t have to. In fact, it’s totally cool if you don’t.”

“Mingo’s been trying to get me to lick this frog for, like, two hours, man. First, there was the dart thing, so he went nuts and started collecting frogs, then I guess another kid drove a scooter into a fountain at his shop, and he’s been in a bad mood ever since.”

“Another?” I said.

Sleep paused, eyes on the ceiling. “Now that I think about it, though, he’s been all about tasting stuff ever since he licked that wall back in that instance we did together.”

“The banana one?” Frank said.

Sleep pointed at him through the screen. “That’s the one! Probably feels weird to hear me complain about a subordinate who keeps trying to put things in his mouth ’cause that’s basically our whole schtick, but trust me when I say this dude is taking it way, way too far.”

“I… see,” I said. “Is the fountain kid gonna be alright? That sounds kinda serious.”

Sleep waved the concern away. “He got zapped pretty good, but the scooter died right away, so he’s fine. Mingo’s got a pretty ironclad waiver system, too. This whole thing has happened before. Not a huge deal. Just means he’s gonna be pouting for a little while.”

“Sorry, man.”

“Eh, it’s all good. This is business as usual.”

“Seriously?”

“Oh yeah. If you think this is bad, you should have seen him when he found out that Blockbuster closed.”

I laughed. “You guys really do go way back, huh?”

Sleep hesitated. “What do you mean by that?”

“Because… Blockbuster…”

Sleep snapped his fingers. “Oh, I get where you’re coming from! Yeah, I mean, we do have some history, but the Blockbuster ordeal was Tuesday.”

I stared at him, totally unable to come up with a response.

“Those were some seriously dark days, man.” He smiled, teeth bright as ever. “Anyway, what’s up with you two?”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Omen just got wrecked in the new wing. Caught an ambush on the way in, stabilized, then got screwed at the last minute by a tank having technical issues. I was wrapping up with Darling when you called.”

“Ahhh, bummer. Sad to hear it. But I got something for ya, and I was hoping to get some help, too.”

“Yeah?”

“You been thinking about what Jim might be up to?”

Frank and I exchanged glances, and he was the first to speak. “Who’s Jim?”

I considered the name and came up empty. “I got nothing.”

“Jim,” Sleep repeated. “C’mon, you guys know Jim.”

I snorted. “You mean Tyrann, don’t you?”

Sleep snapped his fingers again. “That’s the guy!”

“How the hell did you get to Jim from Tyrann?” Frank hesitated, and it felt like he was trying to do math. “Those names don’t even share any of the same letters.”

“That’s actually kind of impressive,” I said.

Sleep sank into a soft chair and lit up a cigar. “I blame the toad. Anyway, Revelation and all that, right? Think that’s what he’s calling his little rendezvous tomorrow morning. You been thinking about what that might mean since we last spoke?”

I perked up. “More like vaguely worrying about it and what it might mean than actually thinking, but yeah.”

Sleep blew a trio of smoke rings into the air, his expression turning pensive. “Well… we should probably have a word about it when you get a chance. I’d prefer to do it in person, though.”

“You know what he’s up to?”

“Been digging for a bit. Think I’ve got the general drift, though I’m still not sure what to make of the actual title of the thing.”

“Can you imagine coopting biblical language like that just to make a statement?” Frank said. “Ugh, the audacity.”

I fought down a sigh. “Yeah, I’d love to hear your thoughts on it. But what was it you needed help with? We’re gonna be grinding pretty hard through tomorrow morning, but we’re happy to lend a hand if it doesn’t cost us ground, or we could pop over after the raid wraps up. Either way.”

Sleep pulled on his cigar until the ember turned cherry red. “Just hoping to get some advice. We’re still pretty close to the Sands, so I was wondering if Big Frank had a read on a spot to scoop some high-quality sushi. Haven’t had much luck scoring the good stuff, and I’d really like to find something that’ll get Mingo off my back for a little bit. Anything come to mind?”

Frank motioned me lower, so I put my hands on my knees and leaned down. “What’s up?’

“How highly do you value the Wonder coming online?”

I licked my lips. “Pretty highly, but getting Omen the first Possibility King kill is the top priority by far.”

“Even over the Delta and the Auction House and all that?”

An image of Darling popped into my head, smiling with the rest of the guild at her back, Nina and Rock and Jukes and Ton and all of those people who’d quickly become my closest friends, and I was surprised at just how easily the answer came.

“Yup. No question. If I’m choosing any of that versus the Wish, the Wish wins every time.”

“Hmm. So, on the one hand, we need to hit level 35 and score some B-Grade by tomorrow morning to help carry the love of my life through the raid so the two of us can use the Wish from the Worldbranch Throne to elope into the real world and escape the bounds of EBO forever.”

I nodded. “Everything but that second part, yeah.”

“On the other hand, we have Sleep and his understandable yearning for raw fish.” Frank clapped his nonexistent hands and rubbed them together. “I think I can make this work if you let me pick the target. Something that’ll get us plenty of Experience and help Sleep out at the same time.”

“Sounds good to me.”

“One catch. We’re gonna need at least one big kill for the Soul Reactor no matter what we do, but there’s a good chance that what I’ve got in mind will mean that a whole lot of people are gonna die unless Goon’s picked up some serious levels since the siege. Like, a lot of people.” He paused. “A lot of people, even for me.”

I whistled. “Wow, that’s a lot of people.”

“Damn straight it is.”

I straightened and cleared my throat. “Sleep, is it cool if a lot of your people die in pursuit of sushi?”

“That was supposed to be between⁠—”

“Oh yeah,” Sleep said. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

Frank tried to shrug. “Well, alright then. I was going to come up with a fake rationale about why their sacrifice was necessary and all that, but okay.”

“You heard the Font of Questionable Knowledge,” I said. “We’re in. I’m just gonna shoot House a message and see if she wants to join, then we’ll head your way.”


Chapter Thirteen



I stood at the top of the same tower that Kestral’s circus had spread out around, staring down at the many colorful lights dancing below while House brushed 2.0 off to my left.

Frank and I had spent a couple of minutes hashing out a rough outline of how to tackle Sleep’s request without losing ground in the quest for B-Grade, and I was positively amped to see how it would play out.

Suddenly, the metal structure vibrated with footsteps beneath me, then members of Goon were pouring up and out.

Then Mingo was beside me, standing way too close for comfort with a lumpy, gray-skinned frog held in both hands.

I held up a hand, palm out. “I’m good on whatever that is, but Frank is extremely interested.”

“I am not even slightly⁠—”

Mingo pushed the frog up against him, rubbed it up and down, then pulled away.

“Oh, come on!” Frank said as the string of saliva that linked them gradually fell away.

“Sorry, but it was you or me.”

“It clearly wasn’t!”

A large hand clapped my shoulder from behind. “Hey there, Ned, Frank. Gotta say, I’m not really following on this one. When I mentioned sushi, I figured heading out onto the ocean was a lock.”

I motioned out at the Cloudscape, which still hadn’t fully regenerated from when Frank and I had accidentally had Igor blow it the hell apart.

The recovery had definitely started, though: ribbons of clouds had reformed and pulled together into thick, cloudy rivers with countless narrow tributaries, and I’d already spotted a couple of familiar-looking fishing ships sailing atop the corded clouds.

At the same time, the nearby Mana Storm that had formed when the Wonder first came online was churning and flashing off in the distance, a ring of black, anvil-like clouds spinning high above the eastern edge of the Onyx Delta and rising above the cloudline itself.

I opened a trade window with Sleep and tossed the Freighter in. “Gonna lend you guys this thing for a bit. Go ahead and summon it.”

Sleep dipped a toe off the edge of the tower, nearly fell when he didn’t find the solid ground he’d expected, then shot me a dubious look. “You want me to summon your ship here? Like, in the air?”

“Yup, it’ll be fine.”

“Guess the worst case is it makes a cool sound when it crashes Kestral’s party.” He grinned, and a cast bar appeared above his head.

I watched it complete, and a moment later, the Freighter appeared in front of us, bouncing atop the Cloudscape thanks to the motor we’d purchased days earlier.

“Ohhh! How about that.” Sleep stuck the same foot out again and tested the ship as if he thought it was going to fall out of the sky at any moment.

I jumped the gap and landed lightly on the deck. “There’s a limit to how many people can ride on this thing, but we should be good with the numbers you’ve got here. Looks like you’ve got the better part of eighty, yeah?”

2.0 ran over and made the leap on board look trivial, and I offered House a hand and helped her onto the ship.

She smiled. “Thank you. And you are correct: we are currently 27 people short of the ship’s maximum capacity.”

Sleep hopped on, and we moved over to the far side of the ship to make room for his guildmates. He leaned over the railing and whistled as they poured on. “Well, you officially have my curiosity. How do we even start?”

“For the first order of business…”

I pulled out the fishing rod I’d purchased when Frank and I had first visited the Cloudscape and used the crystal that capped it to summon a bait boat.

“There we go. Should have an NPC vessel heading this way. When they show up, you’ll wanna buy up a ton of bait and as many fishing rods as you can. There are two types of rods, too, and we’ll want both.”

“So we really are going fishing then, huh? Never had sushi that flies before.” Sleep paused. “Unless you count flying fish. Wait, are we after flying fish?”

“Yes and no,” I said. “The guild and I spent a good amount of time grinding up here, but we’ve already tested the waters there, and according to Frank, we’ve some far bigger fish to fry.”

I pointed a finger out at the dark wall of the Mana Storm, which hung above the cloudy sea like a black curtain. In fact, I was pretty sure the top of the storm wall actually extended beyond the reach of the Sky Vault we’d taken down the other day.

“I wanna go there, but we’ve got some prep work to do first. Do you mind if I ask a couple people to help me out?”

Sleep nodded, serious for once. “For the love of God, please, please give Mingo something to do. I’m honestly losing my mind with that guy.”

“Thanks, and will do!”

I headed over to the Goons, who were still making their way onto the ship, and organized them according to Frank’s directions.

About fifteen minutes later, I rejoined Sleep by the railing while Mingo licked a bait fish from head to tail, squinted, then held up seven fingers. House nodded, then tapped the air as if she were taking notes, which she almost certainly was.

“How the hell does this help us do whatever you’re after?” Sleep said.

I tabbed through my inventory, trying to figure out if everything was in place. “How does what help?”

“Having Mingo lick Sky Trout. You having him test the bait for something special or what?”

“I have no idea what Mingo’s doing or why. I just asked Frank to keep him busy, and I think he was still mad over the frog thing when he came up with… whatever that is.”

“Indeed I was, and am,” Frank said. “Didn’t really expect the guy to enjoy it so much. Plus, House is having a grand old time doing the organizing, and I hate it.”

Sleep laughed and leaned up against the railing, then stared out at the dark wall of the Mana Storm. It was flickering with lightning, and now that we were a good bit closer, I could tell that its clouds were spinning at a supernatural pace.

I looked the deck over and ran through my mental checklist.

We’d secured all of the bait and rods we needed, and we now had a fishing rod attached to a deployable chair positioned every five feet or so around the deck with reels spun up and ready to go. Buckets full of bait sat between them, each labeled from one to ten, with one being salty, five being sweet, and ten being spicy.

The labels and scores were completely pointless, and the rating system really didn’t make any sense in the first place, but it had kept Mingo and his pet frog busy while Frank and I set everything up, so I was counting it as a win.

“I think we’re all set,” I said. “Let’s go ahead and get our smaller bait lines thrown out and make for the storm. We’ll leave the larger fishing rods as is for now, and we don’t want anyone chumming the clouds until Frank gives the go-ahead.”

House nodded and merged with 2.0, and the two of them took the wheel and turned the enormous vessel straight toward the wall of the storm.

“What exactly are we after here?” Sleep said.

A blast of stunningly cold air whipped across the deck and elicited shrieks, then laughter from a handful of Goons.

“We’re going Cloudwhaling to start,” Frank said.

I nodded. “Yup. For now, we’re just fishing for bigger bait, but once we’re farther in, we’ll be watching for one of those crystals atop the larger fishing rods to turn orange.” I pointed one of them out. “If and when that happens, we’ll cut the rest of the lines and get ready for a fight.”

“Orange will indicate a whale or something similar,” Frank said. “Anything below that in size—meaning the crystal goes green, blue, or even purple—will work as bait to get the big guys’ attention. Green usually means fish you can catch and cook up easily, but anything higher will put up a fight.”

Sleep crossed his arms. “Whale sushi, huh? Sounds oily, but can’t knock it til you’ve tried it, right?”

I whipped a pistol out and fired an icy round right above his left shoulder.

The raven exploded off a small, vaguely humanoid creature that had appeared on the other side of the deck and put a hole right through its chest. I followed up with another shot and a Harvest for good measure, and it flopped onto the floor, dead before it’d even picked a target.

I pointed my pistol at the corpse. “By the way, those things will show up from time to time, so we’ll probably want a designated crew floating about to handle them, given how big the Freighter is. They’re called Cloudhunters. They’re fragile, but they hit hard. Might be dealing with some nastier stuff once we’re inside the storm. That’s gonna be uncharted territory for us.”

“Alrighty then, think I’ve got a handle on all that.” Sleep raised his voice. “Hey! We’re gonna fish our way into the storm while looking for bait, and we’re gonna be pulling mobs in the entire time. I’m dropping some instructions for the group leads into the chat. Once you’ve got your orders, head to your battle stations and get ready to rock.”

His guildies fanned out, with one person manning each rod and another its bait bucket, while melee players moved next to the railings and the ranged and healers remained closer to the center of the deck.

House hit the gas once everybody was settled, and before long we were flying across one of the Cloudscape’s thin tributaries with combat occurring all across the ship, mobs soaring onto the deck or crawling up from below only to die beneath a storm of metal and spells and, occasionally, fishing poles.

Goon’s numbers made the entire run toward the storm less of a fight and more of a spectacle, and watching them bump about and trip over each other and screw up in a half-dozen ways, laughing all the while, was a stark contrast to what it was like raiding with Omen.

At the same time—and with a great deal more care—the fish they harvested were tossed onto the center of the boat, where they were fileted with remarkable precision by a player dual-wielding fillet knives the size of claymores.

The pile grew at a rapid clip, and it wasn’t long before Sleep pulled some of his fighters to get a line of charcoal grills running down the center of the ship. Half the group he’d created began cooking while the others ran grilled skewers up and down the vessel’s length the moment they came off the fire.

After a few minutes of watching and making sure we were really in something of a status quo while House kept us flying along a narrow, cloudy river, I kicked back near Sleep, taking a seat on the nearby railing and facing the storm, my feet hanging down over the edge.

Sleep tapped the air, and the two players closest to us gave him a quizzical look, then unceremoniously reeled their tackle in and headed to a different spot.

He crossed his heavily muscled arms. “Looks like we’ve got some privacy for a bit. Why don’t we have that chat about the Revelation thing? You got any ideas as to what, uhhhh…”

“Tyrann,” I suggested.

“Right, what he might be doing?”

I leaned back and stretched, enjoying the feel of the cold night air on my face and the sight of the starlit clouds streaming overhead. “Well, you’ve already heard about the somehow-raising-his-dead-god-thing.”

“Yup. Haven’t been able to gather any info on how much progress he’s made there, but it seems like he’s been focused on that since Frank did what Frank does best.”

“Franking,” Frank added.

“Same. I know they need Mana to pull it off, but that’s about it.” I ducked before an errant fishing hook the size of a basketball could take my head off. It sailed over the side of the ship and punched down into the clouds, reel whining as the line spooled out.

“My bad!” someone said.

I waved the apology away. “And since we’re on the subject of Mana Storms and Koria, I overheard that Tyrann was the one who seeded the clouds to get that storm to develop in the first place.”

“You can do that?” Sleep said. “News to me.”

“Yeah, you can buy Cloud Seed up here in the Cloudscape to create a storm and accelerate its development. Ersatz was actually the one supplying it to him.”

“The little guy from Corruptia again, eh? Dude’s a real piece of work.”

“You have no idea, man.” I rubbed my eyes, which were feeling a bit heavier than I’d have liked, especially given the loosely organized chaos all around us.

“Tired?”

“A bit, yeah. Haven’t gotten a full night’s sleep since launch, and it’s starting to catch up with me.”

“And you’ve been at it longer than anyone.” Sleep pulled another cigar out of a pocket and stuck it between his lips, then grabbed a second and tried to hand it to me. “This’ll help a bit.”

“Thanks, but I’m not really a cigar guy.”

Sleep laughed, then put it in his mouth and bit down hard. The cigar—or what I’d assumed was a cigar—snapped cleanly in half and scattered little bits of brown atop his shirt that he quickly swept away. The scent of chocolate filled the air, rich and sweet.

He tried to hand it to me again, and this time I took it with a laugh. “Dessert, huh?”

“Yup. Dunno if the energy boost applies here or whether it’s the placebo effect or what, but I don’t particularly care.” He took another bite. “Just don’t mix them up with the real ones if you’re carrying those. Not a fun experience.”

“Why carry both in the first place?” Frank said.

“I just think it’s fun to be seen smoking them on the regular and then suddenly swallow one whole during a conversation. Makes me seem hardcore.”

I laughed and chomped into it. The outside was firm, dark chocolate, but the inside was filled with mint. It was refreshingly sharp, and it did feel like an immediate pick-me-up. “Damn, these things are good.”

“Yeah, Mingo made ’em. Dude can roll anything.”

I paused mid-swallow, or tried to, but it was too late.

“Don’t worry, I supervised my lot. It’s just chocolate and a couple other fairly normal ingredients.”

“Fairly normal? No, never mind.”

Sleep hopped off the railing and clotheslined a Cloudhunter that had been making a beeline for the guys grilling fish near the center of the deck, then doubled right back and stopped in front of me, hands on hips. “You mind if I hit you with a theory?”

“Sure.”

“I think the whole meeting tomorrow morning is just a distraction from the god revival and that he’s probably getting close.”

I nodded. “Yeah, seems likely enough. They hit us in the Cathedral and probably cost us a World First, too. Seemed weird to me at the time ’cause it’s not like the Cult is in the race. Why not just lurk in the background until the god’s up and running?”

“Maybe he honestly believes you’re a threat to the game. Plus, the Wish really spices things up. Imagine what a top-tier guild could do with that. It’s gotta be pretty scary for the Cult, seeing you guys crush it in all these raids and then realizing you’re about to get an even bigger advantage than you’ve had already. Not to mention you guys were the ones who offed their first god in the first place.”

“True, but I don’t really think he considers us a threat in that way. EBO’s so damn big, you know? There’s a giant section of the world we haven’t even seen. I mean, we’re not even in the endgame yet. But I’ve gotta admit, it’s a pretty easy argument to make at this point.”

“Don’t gotta convince me, I don’t particularly care what happens with the throne.” He gave me an appraising look. “But I’ll admit I’m a little curious about what exactly you’d do with that Wish if you got it.”

I leaned in and whispered my idea into his ear, then told him to keep it quiet and followed up with a lie.

Sleep punched me lightly in the shoulder. “Coffee with Darling? You dog, I knew you had it in you!”

“Gah,” Frank said. “I don’t see why you keep whispering that to people.”

“You wouldn’t, would you?”

“Anyway,” Sleep said, “the whole Ersatz thing back at Highwater got me thinking. Felt like it was sort of weird that he made the connection between you and Lars. I didn’t really think anyone else was aware of that.”

I sighed and bit off another piece of chocolate. “Yeah. Same.”

“But with that in mind, and given that the Cult’s whole thing is putting info out there for everyone, combined with the fact that Omen isn’t invited, I’m thinking the Revelation tomorrow morning has something to do with you.”

“Yeah?”

“Definitely, man. And worst case, I think he might even out you as Francis. It fits the title, and it’s the sort of grandiose nonsense he’d pull to get everybody’s attention. If it was that little goblin guy in charge, he’d probably just rush the city, right? But you know Tyrann’s gonna make the whole thing into a spectacle for views.”

I winced, because a small part of me had been worried about that exact thing ever since we’d picked up the invite.

“I really hope⁠—”

I froze mid-sentence, so thunderstruck at the implication of what Sleep had just said that the piece of chocolate I’d been eating tumbled out of my open mouth.

“Hopefully I’m just getting ahead of myself and worrying on your behalf, but I can’t shake the feeling that⁠—”

“Wait,” I said. “You... when did… how?”

Sleep gave me a blank look. “What?”

“You knew?”

“About Francis? Of course I knew.”

I goggled at him, already reeling. “Since when?”

He rubbed the back of his head. “Didn’t we already have a conversation about this?”

I jumped off the railing, blood pounding in my ears, palms prickling with sweat despite the chill. “We most certainly did not!”

“I’m pretty sure I mentioned it at some point.”

“All due respect, but I think that’d probably stick out in my memory!”

“Yeah, no,” Frank said. “That conversation definitely did not happen.”

Sleep crossed his arms. “I guess the all-knowing axe would probably know, huh? Sort of his thing. My bad. Wasn’t my intention to blindside you. Could have sworn I’d already mentioned it.” He stared up at the ship’s blowing sails, pensive. “Actually… ah, shit. I think I know what happened. I thought we talked about the Francis stuff earlier this week and I got super messed up right around the same time. Probably got my wires crossed.”

I wanted to press him further about how he’d figured it out and who he’d told and so on, but my head was spinning so fast that all I could do was stand there and stare at him, wondering when we’d slipped up and what it meant for the future.

“What did you get messed up on?” Frank said. He sounded totally nonplussed by the fact that the axis of our digital lives had just radically shifted, but the discomfort and anxiety filtering through our mental link told a different story entirely.

“Benadryl, man! Girls got into some poison ivy, and it got me good.”

“Can we circle back to⁠—”

Frank snorted loudly enough to cut me off, but it sounded a little forced. “Benadryl? I thought you were gonna say acid or something.”

“Nah, man, I’m way too old to be doing drugs on purpose.”

“That’s a hell of a qualifier,” Frank said.

“Yeah, well, you’ve met Mingo.”

“You knew?” I said, shouting the second word so loudly that several people turned our way, some of whom were even mid-kill.

“Sorry,” Sleep said, laughing again. “We got off topic, but yeah, I figured it out a little while ago.”

“Who told you we’re the same person?”

“Nobody, I just happened to find out.” He reached up and touched his goggles, which were riding high on his forehead. “I mostly just wear these for the look, but they’ve got some real benefits for sure.”

“Shit.”

“Pretty sure I warned you about the goggles,” Frank said.

“Yeah, yeah, I remember. Damn. When did it happen?”

“You guys remember the siege?”

I nodded. “Pretty hard to forget.”

“Right. We were all circled up around the city, cooking up a storm before it kicked off, and you popped through with an illusion in place and waved while I was sitting on the back of a wagon. So I saw that and was like, huh, Ned’s wearing another dude’s skin, that’s cool.”

I blinked at him. “No, I remember that, but you waved at me. I just waved back because I thought you were being polite. I had no idea you could actually see me through the illusion.”

“Really?” Sleep cocked his head to the side. “Why would I wave to a random NPC?”

“That is… a surprisingly good question.”

“I like to think I’m a pretty friendly guy, but even I don’t make a habit of waving at strangers for no reason.”

“But how did you make the connection from spotting me there? It wasn’t like I was running around the desert as Francis at the time. I didn’t even have access to that illusion yet.”

“Well, it wasn’t difficult to put the pieces together once I knew about Illusion Magic and all that. Nobody in the guild had ever seen Francis in person despite him being the talk of the town, but then the guy who crafted my goggles happened to be working near Highwater when Francis showed up there and started chatting with Ersatz and Tyrann. So I had him slip out of the smithy and take a look, and there you were.”

He tapped the air and slid something my way. Two screenshots appeared, floating in the air in front of me. Both of them had been taken in front of the gallows where I’d bumped into the two guild leaders, and while it was clear they’d been snapped mere seconds apart, Francis was in one and I was in the other.

Meaning one of the two had probably been taken with the goggles as a filter.

I bit my lip. “Damn. Just like that, huh?”

“Yeah. And if I know what’s up, I doubt I’m the only one. Especially with how many enemies you’ve already made.”

“How widespread is the truth of it within Goon? Do tons of people know or what?”

“I asked the guy to keep it between us as a favor to me, and it’s not the sort of thing my people are interested in anyway. I’d be surprised if he was out there running his mouth, but I wouldn’t be totally shocked if he’s mentioned it a couple times over drinks. It’s the sort of information that tends to propagate, you know? Once it’s out, it’s out.”

The ship pitched hard left, and I had to grab the railing for support. “Sure, and thanks for trying to put a lid on it.”

“Just lost a sail,” Mingo called from up in the crow’s nest. “Wind is seriously picking up. You sure this is safe, boss?”

“Definitely not,” Frank said. “Getting closer to the storm. Gonna be impossible to turn back once we’re in. Only way is gonna be up and around.”

“You still wanna go ahead with this little hunt?” Sleep said. “It’s all good if you need to run and do some damage control.”

I mulled that over. I still felt completely thrown by both the fact that Sleep knew about Francis and his out-of-nowhere admission.

But at the end of the day—in the home stretch of the Red Cathedral with the Worldbranch Throne and its world-changing Wish on the line—I needed my focus to be on the guild rather than what I’d personally built.

And in a way, if we had to be outed as Francis, I was glad it had come from Sleep. Not only because it felt a hell of a lot less shitty coming from him rather than Tyrann, but also because it meant that Frank and I now had time to get a plan in place if Tyrann really was planning on moving against us tomorrow morning.

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I don’t think it really changes anything for me in the short term. Just going to have to wait and see what Tyrann says and adjust from there. If it’s something else, then the show goes on until it doesn’t. If he blows our cover, then we’ll figure it out. And thanks for the heads-up, Sleep. Really.”

“Anytime, friend! You guys think we’re good to get this hunt underway?”

“Probably want to switch baits, yeah,” Frank said.

A few drops of rain spattered the wooden deck, and then the deluge was on, bright, warm drops that were reminiscent of the rain we’d pushed through back when we’d stormed through Koria together.

Hot grills sizzled and smoked near the center of the deck as the rain hit them, and they vanished one by one while the closest members of Goon salvaged what bits of food they could before clearing the deck.

Sleep jumped up and landed atop the crossbeam of one of the Freighter’s many sails as the vessel coasted along the outer edge of the storm, riding right alongside the dark, flashing clouds. “You heard the axe: rebait the lines and get them deployed! We’re out to hook ourselves a meal!”

People recast their rods into the clouds from all around the ship, reels singing as the chunks of bait went flying.

“Let’s get the chum going, too,” Sleep called out.

“I hate to be the person dissuading you from throwing chunks of raw flesh into the air,” Frank said, “but you guys need to wait on that one until we’re farther in.”

Sleep twisted almost fully around as the wind intensified, and he nearly fell off the sail.

“We gotta go in?” He raised a hand to shield his eyes from the rain and stared at the spinning, flashing storm. “Like, in in? Like, in that?”

“Uh huh. We need a big one, and the only place to find one of those is atop the inner wall.”

Sleep squinted and peered deeper into the storm. “Inner wall, here we come! House, full speed ahead, if you please!”

House saluted from behind the wheel, and the vessel lurched forward beneath me. Goons staggered all across the deck as the Freighter curved right, then punched straight into the storm wall.

Both the turbulence and the visibility were far worse than I’d expected—it would have been a total blackout if not for the incessant lightning—and House was having obvious trouble steering the ship through the gale, able to do little more than guide us along with the revolving winds.

A few tense moments passed while we hunkered down, the boards beneath my feet groaning so loudly I was a little worried the vessel might split down the middle.

Then, as quickly as we’d entered the storm, the clouds brightened ahead of us, and we popped through and went gliding atop the inner wall with the ship pitched almost fully diagonal.

Gasps sounded from all around, and Goons rushed from everywhere to the inner railing and looked over it despite the way the ship was bumping and pitching in the turbulent wind.

I did the same and let out an inadvertent whistle at the sight: the center of the storm was breathtakingly clear, and the ocean far below us was sparkling in the twilight.

Huge, white birds were wheeling about high above the center of the storm, and the whales we were after were clustered in a group on the far side of the eye—giant, sky-blue creatures nearly half the size of our ship. There were six of them in all, and they were diving in and out of the storm like dolphins playing in waves.

I inspected the nearest of them.

{Cloudwhale} (Level 26 Beast) (Raid Boss)

HP: 2,800,000/2,800,000

MP: 200,000/200,000

“Let’s get that chum rolling,” Frank said. “Gotta get those bastards’ attention for what comes next. And House, you’re gonna have to take us up. We wanna be as high as we can get.”

House nodded, and the vessel accelerated, moving alongside the winds and curving up the stormy rim; it felt a lot like we’d started at the bottom of a whirlpool and were working our way out in reverse.

I took a deep breath and tried to clear my head, though, in truth, I was already running through measures and countermeasures for Tyrann’s meeting. “Alright, let’s go give ’em a hand, eh?” I grabbed a chunk of meat from a nearby bucket, threw it into the air, then batted it with Frank, sending it flying behind us.

“Blam!” Frank said.

The wind scooped the piece of meat up and sent it soaring, and I watched in fascination as the bloody chunk curved along the inner wall with blood trailing behind it.

“Keep it coming!” Frank said. “We need to turn the storm wall red!”

I grabbed another handful and threw it into the wind, then repeated the process until my bucket was empty.

Before long, we’d nearly managed what Frank had said; the wall itself hadn’t exactly turned crimson, but the wind was chock-full of flying meat, some of which was now splashing right back onto the deck having completed a full circuit.

The whales had noticed, too; the entire pod we’d spotted earlier was now in hot pursuit of the vessel, and the fishermen were anxiously watching their deployed lines.

House had done her job admirably as well. Not only had she managed to guide us into the inner wall before steering the Freighter up and out, but we were now riding fully on top of the storm, coasting in circles above the central rim.

The vantage was absolutely incredible: the Cloudscape was several hundred feet below us, and we were riding over stormy, flickering clouds that resembled a hurricane seen from space.

“Still need more chum,” Frank said.

“More than this?” I asked. “Happy to throw a few more buckets over if you think it’s needed, but the whales are already here, right? Isn’t it just a matter of time until we hook up at this point?”

“Yeaaaaah,” Frank said. “That’s true, but we still need to keep chumming regardless of what the whales are doing.”

I hesitated. “Frank, are we actually after Cloudwhales? Or is there something you aren’t telling me?”

“Maybe, maybe not. Get another twenty levels and I’ll fill you in. Until then, you live or die by the occasionally occulted wisdom of the beard. Now chuck that chum!”

“Right.” I grabbed a bucket with both hands and dumped the entirety of its contents overboard all at once.

Some of the nearby Goons had either overheard our conversation or simply followed my example, and soon, entire buckets were flying overboard one after the other.

“We’re throwing out a whole lot of good food here,” Sleep said. “Can’t lie, this is sorta hurting my soul as a dad.”

I grabbed another bucket, but Frank spoke up before I got my other hand beneath it.

“That’ll work. Now all we have to do is wait.”

I set the bucket back down and followed the gentle curve of a fishing line. The huge chunk of bait trailing it was only intermittently visible, bouncing in and out of the clouds about a dozen feet in front of the pursuing whales.

Then one of the creatures blurred forward and swallowed the bait whole. It bleated, a deep note that I felt in my chest, then curved away and swam in the opposite direction.

The line went tight, and the Freighter jerked so violently that several people hit the deck.

“Just let it run,” Frank said. “House, full steam ahead!”

The Goon who was sitting in the fishing chair that had hooked the whale gave us a weird look, then flicked a switch and let the drag out.

The line howled as the huge creature swam away and House gunned the engines at the same time.

I watched the whale curve away, curiosity rising. Then a second whale hit one of our lines, then a third, then a fourth, with the crystals atop each respective fishing rod lighting up in turn, all shining orange—just like Frank had promised.

“Can we start reeling or what?” one of the fishermen said. “We’re gonna run out of line pretty soon.”

“Not a problem,” Frank said.

The fisherman was right; the ship jerked again as the first whale we’d hooked reached the end of the line, and though the roar of the engines changed in pitch, they easily won out and we quickly regained most of our speed.

The same process repeated with the other giant mobs until the ship was creeping through the clouds, rotating along the stormwall at about half its previous speed with four whales trying to pull it in the other direction.

Then my skin prickled out of nowhere. Something in the air had changed, like the pressure had dropped, and the formerly warm rain had turned icy against my skin.

“Did you see that?” someone shouted.

The voice had called out near the ship’s stern, where a handful of players were waiting with harpoons in hand.

“I didn’t see anything.”

“I’m telling you, man, there was something there—and it looked like bad news!”

“You’re full of crap.”

One of them pointed a little to the left of the tight lines, right where they disappeared into the storm. “Look, there it is again!”

I followed the speaker’s gaze, and there, for the briefest moment and deep within the swirling clouds, I caught sight of something far more massive than a Cloudwhale.

Sleep let go of the sail he’d been holding onto while barking instructions and slammed down next to me. “What’s going on here, guys? Why aren’t we reeling ’em in? We’ve got four hooked up and I’m starting to feel like something’s up. Something real, real bad.”

“Well,” I said, “I’m just guessing here, thanks to Frank’s level restrictions, but I’m thinking that hooking a couple Cloudwhales was just a means to an end.”

“Bingo,” Frank said.

“What?” Sleep said. “Then what was the point of⁠—”

I gripped the railing with both hands. “They’re bait. They’re all bait!”


Chapter Fourteen



The most distant whale bleated twice, then dove into the clouds before reappearing in a graceful, flying arc.

A wave of oohs and ahhs rippled across the ship, but then a set of crocodile jaws punched up through the storm and bit the creature in half, splashing blood and gore across the deck.

The new creature dragged its prize back into the spinning storm and vanished so quickly I didn’t have the chance to inspect it.

One of our formerly tight lines went slack, and the crystal that capped the attached fishing rod deepened from orange to red.

I leaned forward. “Wait. The crystal went red? Didn’t Captain Adrassa say that if a crystal goes red, we’re supposed to cut and run?”

“He was wrong,” Frank said.

I drew my pistols and watched as what remained of the Cloudwhale’s corpse went spinning around the storm. “So this is what you were after, then? That mean we can dump the other lines?”

“Probably for the best.”

“Reel everything else in!” Sleep said. “Dinner has arrived!”

A ridiculously deep sound emanated from the storm wall—a single blast of noise that blurred my vision for a second and left my eyes ringing—and I felt Frank stiffen at my side.

The whales that had been pursuing the vessel scattered in a panic, and one accidentally shot right out of the storm wall into the eye and went flailing down toward the sands below.

Frank buzzed, then buzzed again.

“What? What’s up?”

The huge crocodile surfaced behind the ship, eyes bright with something like fear. It slapped its tail against the storm wall and started dragging the entire ship backward, engines screaming.

“The ship does not appear to be up to this task!” House called out.

At that moment, the engines gave out completely, and the ship jerked backward. Several of the sails ripped overhead, and two fishermen to my left tumbled over the railing and went cartwheeling overboard into the storm. The windy current caught them immediately, and I quickly lost sight of them as they spun away.

I grabbed onto the railing while the crocodile pulled us toward it.

It was larger than I’d thought, maybe two hundred feet long and fifty feet wide, and watching something so large thrash about in obvious panic left me feeling somewhat uneasy, the same way I’d felt as a kid when staring out at the open ocean.

“Sleep, we’ve got⁠—”

“Please brace yourselves for impact and make sure to keep all small animals safe and secure!” House called out.

I looked around to find a twenty-foot ribbon of the storm had burst fully alight. It looked almost exactly like the glowing wakes our Soul Gem motors left behind but on an impossibly large scale—and it was moving right toward us.

I went to call it out, but before I could, the glowing line burst forward and shot directly beneath the ship. The vessel lurched beneath me, lifted up into the air as if something huge had passed underneath, then slammed back down onto the cloudy swell.

I grabbed onto a nearby fishing chair for balance and twisted around, watching the streak of light shoot farther away.

Farther ahead, the crocodile resurfaced, swimming away from the ship and dragging us backward and away from the blazing light.

But the glow was too fast; it reached the crocodile and spread out in several directions, forming a rough handprint beneath it, each digit flickering with lightning. That same, impossibly deep noise sounded a second time, and my vision swam for a moment.

Then a titanic hand made entirely of clouds reached out of the storm and wrapped itself around the fleeing raid boss. It lifted the crocodile into the air as if the impossibly large creature were weightless, and since we were still attached, the ship jerked backward yet again.

The hand raised the crocodile high into the air, and the back of the ship rose until only the motors were touching the clouds, whining uselessly. House was still engaging them, and she was hanging onto the wheel for dear life, feet kicking at the air.

Then a second shape appeared from the clouds to my left, a humanoid face whose eyes and nose and open mouth were all set within the inner whirlpool of the storm.

Its eyes blazed red, and its nose was a triangular pit that was darker than the rest of the storm—a black so deep it somehow looked fake—while its triangular teeth were glassy and see-through, lightning flickering within them.

The crocodile screeched, and the hand holding it high above us jerked downward. The front of the ship smashed back down into the cloudy waves, and the monstrous creature jammed the crocodile into its mouth and bit it in half.

I felt Frank try to lean forward in his loop. “Oh shit, it happened twice!”

“Was this not the plan?”

“Not the plan at all!”

The giant face swallowed and smiled.

Then it turned to look at us, red eyes blazing, tracking the fishing line starting at the corner of its cheek and running all the way down to where it was attached to our ship.

The crystal that capped the engaged fishing rod turned black before a crack split the gem down the middle and the two halves flew off the ship and into the clouds.

“Black?” I said. “What does black mean? Black’s gotta be bad, right?”

Sleep clapped me on the back. “What’s the worst that could happen, eh?” He leaped away, landed atop one of the sails, and started barking orders.

Two hands rose out of the storm on either side of the cloudy face. They grabbed onto the fishing line, pulled in opposite directions, and snapped it cleanly in half.

The giant face in front of us was sinking back into the storm, red eyes locked on the front of the Freighter, and I managed to inspect it just before it vanished into the whirling clouds and took its name tag with it.

{Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons} (Level 28 Storm Giant) (Rare++) (Unique) (Raid Boss)

HP: 4,500,000/4,500,000

Dragoncall: 0/10

“A Unique raid boss,” I said, and the words came out breathy. “And a higher designation of Rarity. I don’t think we’ve even seen Rare+.”

“We haven’t, and there’s a reason for that,” Frank said. “I can’t tell you how unlikely spawning this thing actually is. If this was a Category Six storm, it’d be one thing, but I never considered it a possibility with this storm being so new and having the lowest level on top.

“This would be huge for the Wonder. We might even be able to get the reactor to full power before we finish the raid if we can drop this thing.”

“No pressure, huh?” I drew my pistols and took stock of the deck, then dashed over toward House.

I didn’t feel anything like aggro just yet, but I was already in combat, and Sleep had his Goons spreading out across the ship with the melee moving to the edges and the rest of the raid sticking to the inner deck.

“Hey, House, no idea what this fight is going to be like, but as soon as we find a target, bring us in close because we might want holy crap⁠—”

I broke off as giant hands sprouted all across the spinning storm, each towering about thirty feet high, with the nearest being less than fifty yards away. The whirling center and its sloping inner wall only had a few, but the top of the storm, especially the rim that we’d been floating on, was packed with them.

“I do not know what that is, but I certainly do not desire it.”

“You might wanna ignore that previous suggestion and dodge those hands!” I corrected.

As House spun the wheel hard to the left, cries of surprise went up all across the deck. The Freighter pitched hard to the side, and I stumbled halfway across its width before I caught my balance.

The turn was so sharp that the deck tilted low and dark clouds spilled water-like across it, and then we were flying mere feet to the left of the hand as it clenched into a fist and descended⁠—

House engaged all of the motors at once and the boat launched forward, ramping off the clouds and getting a foot or two of air before it slammed back down.

The enormous hand struck the clouds right behind the ship, and the loudest thunderclap I’d ever heard followed. Lightning radiated out from the impact zone, streaking horizontally across the cloudy swells like heat lightning for twenty yards in every direction.

Goon’s ranged crew lit the hand up from the ship’s stern, spraying it with projectiles and spells, but we were moving so quickly that the damage was negligible.

I inspected the hand we’d hit, then a few more in turn. “All the hands share the same Health pool, but our melee are useless, and we need to stay out of the hands’ range… Cannons! We need cannons!”

“Cannons?” House repeated.

“They’ll let the melee join the fight when there’s nothing else for them to do. Do you have any Gun Boats on you?”

“I currently possess most of Omen’s fleet.” She turned the wheel and sent the vessel careening between two towering hands, both of which slammed down to either side of the ship and earned a blast of spells and metal in return.

“However,” House continued, “only ten of the vessels in my possession are equipped with Cloudmotors, and as the motor itself is only obtainable through a vendor, I am unable to supplement that number.”

“Dragoncall stacks just ticked up to 3/10,” Frank said.

“Dodged three hands, picked up three stacks. Okay, we’ve definitely got a mechanic incoming.” I racked my brain. “If I’m right on the dodged attacks thing, that means adding more boats will speed up the mechanic. But that also means we’ll be dealing way, way more damage.”

“Damage is always the answer,” Frank said.

I wasn’t sure if that was a hint or not—I certainly hoped it was—but it was nevertheless more than enough to push me toward a conclusion.

“House, I’m gonna take the wheel in a second. When I do, I want you to run around and hand out all ten Gun Boats. Have Sleep organize his people into groups, or better yet, do it for him: I want four people per Gun Boat, one to drive and three to operate cannons or deal with any adds that show up. Prioritize using melee for the drivers if possible. Are there any problems with that plan that I’m not seeing?”

“That will leave you with 33 people manning the Freighter. The Gun Boats can indeed take four people each, and their built-in cannons are currently equipped with anti-personnel rounds, which are likely ideal.”

Frank buzzed, then buzzed again. “You got Double Barrels unlocked yet?”

House cocked her head at him. “I can indeed create those, however it would take me quite some time to craft up each of the advanced components they require.”

“Send bird boy the link if you’ve got the mats. Shooting these things…” He trailed off, buzzing, but then something like satisfaction popped through the link. “We’ll want the extra damage those things can pump out since the hands are only in range for a moment or two.”

House sent me a direct link to the item rather than the recipe, which I also took to mean she had the raw materials in hand to create them.

{Enchanted Double Barrel} (Redeployable Naval Cannon)

Description: An advanced Double Barrel cannon that may be loaded with any two types of ammunition at once. This item may only be crafted by a {Machinist} with sufficient skill.

Effect: Whenever this cannon is loaded with a consumable ammo type of Uncommon Rarity or above, a free copy of the same type is loaded into the second barrel.

The copied ammo type cannot be removed from the barrel and will vanish in 5 minutes if it isn’t used.

Attack Speed: 1 volley every 3 seconds.

Range: 40 yards.

I scanned the prompt. “You got any consumable ammo types, House?”

“I do not.”

“Okay, that’s fine. Get the Gun Boats out and deployed—we need more damage to start. Then head back here and we’ll have you craft some of those cannons up for the Freighter since it doesn’t have any built-in cannons.”

She sprinted off with her hands thrown back behind her.

I grabbed the wheel and steered the ship closer to the eye of the storm, where the giant hands were less common.

Now that I knew their range, avoiding them was pretty straightforward; although the storm’s winds kept the Freighter moving forward and circling the storm wall at a pretty high speed no matter what I did, turning the vessel was fairly easy.

Still, it wasn’t long before I had to steer close enough to one of the hands that it balled a fist and lashed out. I avoided it without issue, but Frank informed me that Dragoncall had just stacked to four out of a possible ten, confirming my earlier theory.

And by the time House had all the Gun Boats handed out and she’d rejoined me at the wheel, Dragoncall had already stacked up to nine out of ten while the boss’ Health was mostly unblemished at 98%.

I pitched my voice to carry. “Adds are probably heading our way shortly, given the name of that skill, so let’s get everybody deployed before the next hand strikes and Dragoncall maxes out!”

About half of the Goons on deck rushed to the sides of the Freighter, and cast bars appeared above their heads as they summoned their respective ships.

“Whatever happens,” I continued, “make sure to steer well clear of the hands. Getting in cannon range while staying out of their attack radius might be hard, but it should be doable with the smaller boats.”

The vessels appeared one by one, each dropping off the sides of the deck before Goons vaulted the railing and went out of sight. Then the boats zoomed off and spread out across the storm, cannons barking and flashing in the twilight, filling the air with the scent of gunpowder.

I banked the Freighter to the left and into the shadow of a towering hand and was immensely relieved when it didn’t strike.

“House, go ahead and get crafting! Set up right behind me in case we get adds—that’ll make it easier to defend us!”

“Understood!” A summon bar appeared above her head, then a portable forge appeared on the deck: a fiery kiln and an anvil and all manner of implements.

“Let me know once— Uh oh, here we go.”

A Gun Boat in the distance had drawn too close, and one of the titanic hands balled itself up and smashed down into the clouds, throwing up great ribbons of dark, fog-like material. The boat easily evaded the strike and motored away while returning fire, but Dragoncall had finally reached ten stacks.

And in response, the entire storm—every inch of it—flashed blue at the same time. The flicker came and went, then the titanic hands sprouting all across it surged across the storm and paired up, cloudy fingers meshing together.

Each of the pairs looked like they were creating something—actually, it almost looked like they were forming snowballs—and the sight of so many titanic enemies moving simultaneously left me in awe behind the wheel.

Daring to look away for a moment, I eyed House behind me. She was crafting up parts rapid-fire, a sequence of gears and capacitors and all manner of things.

Then every single pair of hands parted, palms turning out as if releasing something into the wind.

I tightened my grip on the wheel. “Here we go, we’ve got dragons incoming!”


Chapter Fifteen



“Boss at 90%,” Frank said. “Dragoncall just reset, back to 0 out of 10!”

I nodded and eyed the approaching monsters. There were ten of them in all, and every last one was making a beeline for our fleet, with the creatures farthest out taking a shortcut right across the eye of the storm.

I inspected one of them.

{Lesser Cloud Dragon} (Level 26 Dragon) (Elite+)

HP: 25,000/25,000

MP: 30,000/30,000

The flying army had been sculpted entirely out of the storm clouds, and their surprisingly heavy bodies were colored in the same blues and purples as the storm itself, while their wings were jet black save for the occasional flicker of lightning that surged from one wingtip to the other.

“We need people guarding House and me on the Freighter!” I called out. “Gun Boats need to protect their driver—if a boat loses control, we’ll be looking at another wave in no time!”

The nearest of the dragons flared its wings above the Freighter and blasted us with wind, then dropped and landed on the deck on two legs.

It ran directly at House—probably because of her lower level—claws held high, wings pinned behind it.

I kept a firm grip on the wheel and tried a Dreadful Shot to save her, but the spell had no effect. Mingo dashed in and touched House’s shoulder, causing the largest rune I’d ever seen to appear across her back.

The small woman glanced up, but he was already gone, sprinting toward the dragon.

Then Sleep appeared from nowhere, right between House and the charging dragon. He acted like he was throwing a haymaker and the dragon dipped low to avoid it, but Sleep stepped right around it, grabbed its waist from behind, then suplexed the creature onto the deck.

An explosion of blue magic followed, and by the time the light faded, at least 10 Goons had piled atop the stunned creature and were happily hacking it into oblivion.

I summoned a pistol with my free hand and pumped a few ravens into the scrum while I continued to steer the ship.

The dragons were landing everywhere amid the fleet, and while the cannons were seriously injuring the creatures before they reached the Gun Boats, I was already thinking we might have made an error in judgment.

Each of the four-person Gun Boats only had three combatants, and I hadn’t assigned any healers to them. And even though the melee-focused dragons dropped with relative ease, many left badly hurt players behind.

“More dragons landing on the back of the Freighter!” Frank said.

The group that had just dropped the nearest dragon dashed away in that direction, leaping and sprinting and laughing the entire way, and Sleep pivoted and threw something at me before he joined them.

I mentally dismissed my pistol and snagged the object out of the air while I guided the Freighter to the left of another huge hand, reeling at the size of the thing as we shot through its shadow.

I hefted the item up to eye level. “This a cannonball?”

“Here,” Frank said.

{Lesser Cloud Dragon Core} (Consumable Ammo)

Description: The core of a creature formed by subjecting the high-density Mana of an active Mana Storm to unfathomable amounts of pressure, this item is perfectly suited to naval combat and inflicts tremendous amounts of damage to Mana-based targets.

Quality: Uncommon.

Use: Load into a nearby Naval Cannon.

Charges: 1

I read the description, then immediately made the connection Frank had been trying and failing to share earlier; by using the Double Barrel Cannons House was currently crafting, we could fire twice the number of those consumable cores.

And that gave me an idea.

“Boss at 87%,” Frank said.

I pitched my voice to carry and shouted into the cacophony of thunder and cannon fire.

“Nobody fire those Cores under any circumstances! If you’re on the Freighter and you loot one from a dead dragon, please hold onto it until we give the signal to load and fire!

“If you’re on the Gun Boats, I want you to hold onto your Cores as well, but we’re going to do something different! Most of you don’t have healers aboard, so you’re going to be taking damage with each wave of dragons.

“If you need healing, use your faster boats to circle the storm and catch up to the Freighter from behind. We’ll shift some healers to the sides of this ship to get you topped off from here and collect your Cores at the same time!

“Keep avoiding the hands, too. I’m going to purposefully trigger some attacks with the Freighter, and we’ll pull in wave after wave and see how many Cores we can stack up!

“In the meantime, I want all DPS to focus on adds! Completely ignore the hands—our goal is to prolong this initial phase as long as humanly possible! We good on that?”

Sleep clotheslined a newly arrived dragon the moment it touched down. “Loud and clear!”

I banked the boat to the left, right into the attack range of a huge hand, then engaged the motors to speed right out and pick up another stack of Dragoncall. “House, how’s it coming?”

“I have completed four cannons and currently possess the materials to make eighteen more.”

“Perfect. Let me know when you’ve finished them all, and we’ll set them up.”

With everything organized for now and the first wave of dragons dead, I turned my focus to steering and collecting stack after stack of Dragoncall, and it wasn’t long before I had a second wave heading our way, wings beating a steady rhythm.

The second wave was the same as the initial one, but the first sign of trouble for our plan appeared during the third wave: the stormy hands created the same number of dragons, but one of them ended up more than twice the size of the others.

{Greater Cloud Dragon} (Level 26 Dragon) (Elite++)

HP: 55,000/55,000

MP: 35,000/35,00

Unfortunately for the creature, its size also made it an ideal target for the cannons, and as none of the Gun Boats had yet taken enough damage to rush ahead, the giant dragon ended up drawing the ire of all forty-plus cannons at once and ended up getting ripped apart before it even got an attack in.

Even better, the creature died just ahead of the Freighter, and I was able to steer the massive ship across the raging clouds and get beneath it before the body could drop away.

The dragon’s corpse hit the deck and dispersed, but not before it left a familiar-looking object behind: another, more powerful Core that we could use as a cannonball.

I pulled the description up and found it was exactly the same as the previous one save for one notable exception: the Greater Dragon Core had five charges, whereas the lesser ones could only be fired once.

When the third wave was down, we moved on to the fourth, the fifth, and the sixth, with the boss’ Health stuck at 87% and the fight largely in a holding pattern.

But with every wave that arrived, the hands gradually spawned more of the Greater variant, and the players scattered across our Gun Boats began to take so much damage that they had to catch up to the Freighter for healing between every fight.

That also meant our stockpile was growing, though, and by the time the ninth wave was over, we had dozens upon dozens of Cores piled up in the secure pits the Freighter usually used to hold its packs.

Then the tenth wave came, and the holding pattern changed.

The incoming dragons were imposing enough—nine of the Greater Cloud Dragons were heading our way—but a third type had arrived that vastly eclipsed everything we’d seen so far.

The thing was easily ten times the size of the Greater Dragons we’d been fending off our various decks, with a wingspan that was longer than the Freighter and massive, wicked spikes that ran down its back.

Both of its eyes shone with a red light that was eerily similar to the face I’d seen in the clouds at the start of the fight, and even more alarmingly, the monster also had a pale green aura that extended in a circle for hundreds of yards in every direction.

I pulled the buff up first.

{Clouded One’s Fervor} (Aura)

Description: All Greater and Lesser Cloud Dragons within 500 yards deal 300% increased damage and are impervious to all sources of damage.

However, any dragons under the effect of this aura when the aura bearer dies are instantly killed.

I cursed, then inspected the creature.

{Saratonia, the Clouded One} (Level 27 Dragon) (Raid Boss)

HP: 1,000,000/1,000,000

MP: 3,000,000/3,000,000

I dismissed the readout, then did a double take and pulled it right back up. “Wait, a second raid boss?”

“Uh huh.”

I paused with my hands on the wheel, wondering if we’d pushed my strategy too far and run up against some sort of enrage mechanic.

“Okay, new plan! House, you almost done? We just spawned something really nasty, so we’re going to pivot to burning the boss down. If that monster showed up on the tenth wave, I’d like to skip finding out what appears on the eleventh.”

House finished one craft and started another, and the second bar raced toward completion above her head. “I am pleased to report that I have just completed the twentieth cannon!”

“Great! Let’s get ten of them to each side of the ship. After that, you can come back and retake the wheel!”

She sprinted off in her usual manner, running down one side of the ship while the cannons she’d made appeared behind her.

They were larger than I’d expected, and their horizontal barrels were plated with a curious-looking metal that had an opalescent sheen.

“Looks like Saratonia is heading this way!” Frank said. “Boss still at 87%!”

“Good! All Gun Boats, fall in and get ready to burn the big dragon! Any melee on the Freighter, I want you guys operating the cannons, whether that’s loading our stored shots or shooting! Anyone firing, we’re going full burn on Saratonia! All the other dragons are immune until she dies, so if anything lands on deck, we’re prioritizing stuns and anything else that can lock them down!”

House reached the end of the ship, skidded to a stop, then sprinted my way while deploying the remainder of her cannons every few steps.

I let go of the wheel the moment she deployed the final cannon and moved to the center of the deck, pistols out and up. The vessel noticeably slowed, but its speed picked right back up when House took control.

“House, keep avoiding the hands as best as you can! Don’t get close enough that you have to dodge a strike. We can’t afford to have Dragoncall reach ten stacks again!”

“Understood!”

I eyed Saratonia in the distance. She was flying low, banking long, sweeping turns between the towering hands as she cruised our way, with nine Greater Dragons beating the air behind her. “Cannoneers, take aim—you should be fully loaded! Make sure you’re only loading one barrel! Every load will get you a free copy, so let’s not waste a single shot.”

All twenty cannons pivoted forward and up, metal screeching.

“Fire as soon as she’s in range! DPS, you’re locking mobs down and protecting House and our cannoneers! Healers, keep the cannoneers up, but remember that if House dies, we’re a sitting duck until someone else takes over!”

I wound up a Shadowfrost Blast and took a deep breath.

“In range in three, two, one…”

The cannons at the front of the ship erupted, barrels blazing.

The force of the nearly simultaneous blasts was shocking—the blast wave proved enough to slow the Freighter to a crawl and actually force it backward ten yards before House’s engines reasserted themselves.

But the real surprise was the cannonballs themselves. The projectiles were unremarkable at first, no different from the anti-personnel rounds that the Gun Boats employed, but that comparison ended when the volley drew within ten yards of their target and exploded, splitting in half and throwing up a burst of blue smoke right in the oncoming monster’s path.

Fully formed dragons soared out of the burst of color in neat pairs, ghostly apparitions that were every bit as terrifying as the creatures we’d killed. The summoned creatures swarmed Saratonia en masse, rending at her wings and body and blasting her with streams of lightning until she was forced to bank away from the ship, flailing low above the clouds.

Her Health plummeted, dropping from full to 80% in a blink, and the cannons boomed a second time and then a third before she was out of range.

“We’ve got incoming!” Frank said as the first of the Greater Dragons landed near House.

I hit it with a Shadowfrost Blast to lock it in place, then followed up with Flash Freeze to stun it for five seconds before I took off and ran her way.

“Saratonia’s Health is—holy shit, man!” Frank said. “Wait, three dragons landing to the left! Looks like every one of them is heading here!”

I equipped my blunderbuss and launched a Dreadful Grenade over my shoulder. The timing was absolutely perfect; the grenade arced high through the air and detonated against the deck the very moment the trio landed, and all three were blasted off the ship.

Looking forward again, I popped Frank into one hand and activated Serrated Repel. I reached the dragon I’d frozen in place, cocked back, and smashed it in the chest.

The dragon flew sideways and off the deck, skipped across the clouds, and finally sank beneath them. Far off in the distance, beyond the creature I’d just knocked away, I spotted Saratonia.

And my jaw dropped.

The massive dragon’s body was entirely covered in swarming ghosts, so much so that her actual frame was completely blocked from view; it felt more like I was staring at an exposed hornet’s nest than looking at a raid boss.

Then I stole a glance at its Health bar, and I understood what Frank had been reacting to earlier before the dragons arrived.

The raid boss’ Health was already at 20%, 10%, 5%—

Saratonia flared her wings one final time and went limp, and every dragon that remained atop the Freighter dropped onto the deck, dead.

A moment of stunned silence rippled across the deck, then a round of cheers went up. Loot was sparkling all over the place, including several more Cores.

“Not done yet!” I called out. “All Gun Boats, full burn on the hands as we fly by them! Prioritize avoiding their attacks if you have to choose between getting some shots in or veering away! Most of the damage is going to come from the Freighter! Stay on your toes, fight will probably change when we start pumping out damage!”

I glanced over my shoulder at one of the pits that normally held packs and grinned; we hadn’t even dented our supply, and that last wave had awarded us nine Greater Cores.

I’d been hoping to snag whatever the raid boss dropped, too, thinking she’d likely drop a powerful ammo type, but Saratonia had died so suddenly I hadn’t even been able to think about the positioning required to catch her corpse on the deck.

House gunned it, and we flew along, skirting the outer edge of a giant hand’s range and passing perilously close to the inside edge of the storm wall.

Our cannons lit it up, with all twenty booming three times each as we passed, and by the time we left the cloudy hand behind, it was crawling with ghostly dragons that were tearing it apart up close or moving around it in tight circles, blasting away with lightning.

The hand thrashed and flailed, swatting at the fliers and trying to throw off the dragons that had landed, but to no avail.

“Boss’ Health is falling,” Frank said. “85%, 84%, 83%…”

“Good—get us moving to the closest hand, House! We’re gonna stack the effect as much as possible and use it to blow through whatever phases come next!”

House nodded, and the ship veered left across the storm.

We repeated the run-and-gun strategy five more times, with the Freighter firing Cores and the Gun Boats adding a bit of extra firepower, and soon we had dragons swarming over a half-dozen hands scattered all across the storm.

The damage was absolutely immense: I watched in awe as the raid boss’ Health slipped 2% in a single tick beneath the onslaught. New mechanics arrived at various thresholds just as I’d thought they would, but even then, I’d underestimated just how rapidly they’d arrive.

At 75%, some of the hands began to spin, creating small whirlpools of clouds that pulled at any ship that passed nearby and attempted to suck them in for a devasting strike.

The mechanic was easily avoided for the most part, but its initial appearance trapped a Gun Boat full of Goons that happened to be in range, and I watched in horror as the boat spun around the whirlpool twice before the hand descended and obliterated it in a single strike. Every member of the four-person crew died instantly, and our Dragoncall stacks shot from zero to three in moments.

At 60%, the hands started slapping the storm with open palms, stirring up huge, cloudy waves that kept the Freighter lurching and bouncing about while the smaller Gun Boats had to deal with being sent airborne again and again.

The waves didn’t end, either; once they were generated, they rolled all across the storm without losing an ounce of momentum, and it wasn’t long before the formerly smooth storm wall was full of swells smashing together or rolling in sequence—or, in rare cases, even combining to form nearly vertical walls that towered over the hands that shaped them.

And finally, at 40%, the hands took to scooping up handfuls of clouds, compressing them into tight balls, and then launching them our way.

The improvised projectiles proved to be the deadliest mechanic by far, blowing two of our Gun Boats out of the water with remarkable precision before our pilots learned to adjust.

Those two losses stacked our Dragoncall all the way to nine out of ten—apparently, a destroyed boat added three stacks—and every near miss that followed had me gritting my teeth.

But through it all, the damage continued to ramp, the numbers scaling ever higher as we pumped hand after towering hand full of Cloud Dragon Cores, and by the time the Storm Giant’s Health dropped to 20% and the execute window opened, almost every hand across the storm was taking steady damage.

Then, when the boss’ Health dropped to 10%, the hands retracted, and the damage stopped.

I clutched the railing as the Freighter rode up a tall swell and slammed down on the other side.

The hands were indeed gone, as were the whirlpools and other mechanics, but our summoned dragons persisted; huge flocks of them were circling the stretches of clouds the hands had vanished into, and the air was thick with the rhythm of beating wings.

Sleep stepped up beside me. “What gives? Did the creepy hand thing die or what?”

I shook my head. “No way. It was falling fast for sure, but not that fast.” I checked my status. “Still in combat, too.”

Sleep looked up slightly. “Same here. Maybe we need to… oh man.” He pointed across the eye of the storm. “Is that what I think it is?”

I followed his gaze and found a stormy face with red eyes staring back at me. It opened its mouth as if to scream, and then lightning surged out and raked the sky.

The Storm Giant rose from the clouds as if it were simply standing up, head and shoulders popping through the cloud line first, followed by its heavily muscled arms and broad torso.

Then the creature stopped rising, clouds floating around its midsection, before it extended its hands out to its sides, threw its head back, and howled.

The clouds around the giant rippled, and the pressure wave tore our summoned dragons apart the moment it touched them. A Gun Boat to our right rocked and nearly capsized as the wave hit it, while the Freighter pitched hard and to the left before thumping back down.

“Summoned dragons are gone,” Frank said.

I inspected the giant, wondering if anything had changed.

{Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons} (Level 28 Storm Giant) (Rare++) (Unique) (Raid Boss)

HP: 435,046/4,500,000

Greater Dragoncall: 9/10

The Health readout was encouraging, but I’d been hoping that its Dragoncall stacks had reset. Instead, we were still standing on the razor’s edge with nine stacks, and the call itself had upgraded to a more powerful variant.

The giant bellowed again and rushed forward, wading against the storm’s current as if it were a shallow stream.

Its speed was startling, especially given its incredible size, and the sight of it wading through the clouds was so hypnotizing that the creature was almost halfway around the storm and closing in on the Freighter before I snapped out of it.

I dashed over to House. “How are we doing for shells?”

“We are quite low,” she said, “but if the giant takes a similar amount of damage in its current form, our present supply should be enough.”

“Great.” I cleared my throat. “Let’s get those cannons loaded! We’re in the final stretch here! Gun Boats, if you take a hit, we’ll trigger another call, and it’ll be way worse than before!”

I eyed the giant, trying to gauge its size and speed against the size of the storm.

“Hey, House?”

“Yes?”

“You can’t fight the current, right?”

She shook her head. “A full reverse or a 180-degree pivot followed by full acceleration would still result in the Freighter being dragged backward.”

“Okay then. House, you’re gonna have to get around that thing so we can use the current to outpace it, or at least maintain some more distance.”

“Understood.”

I grabbed a vertical net that was dangling from one of our mangled sails. “All Gun Boats, fall in behind the Freighter and get ready to blast forward on our mark!”

I watched the giant roar in, clawing its way toward us, eyes burning.

“Cannoneers, target the face!”

“In the face!” Frank shouted.

The moment it drew within range, the Freighter’s cannons barked and filled the air with a volley of ghostly dragons. The barrage soared in, but unlike the hands before it, the giant retaliated immediately, bringing a huge hand sideways with startling speed.

The blow ripped about half the dragons apart, but the rest squeezed through and went to work. The giant reeled, howling and clawing at its face, and the cannons boomed again.

“House, shoot the gap to the left while the giant’s distracted!”

The Freighter lurched beneath me, and House guided us in a gentle curve that had us pass within thirty yards of the giant’s stormy hip, keeping it in range of our cannons at all times.

We shot safely through and immediately gained some ground, but my stomach dropped as I realized the Gun Boats weren’t going to be so lucky.

The giant disregarded the dragons crawling across its length and pointed a long finger at the gap we’d passed through. The digit brightened, and then a focused beam of light lanced forward and ripped through the clouds, evaporating a section of the storm itself on contact, a line that was about forty yards long and ten yards wide.

The two foremost Gun Boats managed to hit the brakes and steer clear of the beam, but the current carried them both forward, and they rolled into the gap like they’d just steered off the edge of the world.

Frank grunted. “Greater Dragoncall just hit ten and ticked over. Rocketed right back to five stacks after those two boat kills.”

“Oh damn.” I stared around at the storm, dreading what was coming. And sure enough, cloudy hands were already rising all around us in pairs, kneading the clouds into whatever was about to be headed our way.

“Ouch, stacked to eight,” Frank said. “Giant at 9% and falling!”

I whipped around just in time to see the Storm Giant removing one of its colossal fists from the wreckage of yet another Gun Boat.

“Another full stack,” Frank said. “Boss at 7%!”

More hands sprouted up amid the storm.

“Forget the Call buff,” I said. “We’re out of time! House, just do your best to keep us in range!”

She hit the brakes, and we lit the giant’s back up while it annihilated one Gun Boat after the next.

The smaller vessels didn’t even have a chance; the storm still hadn’t recovered from the beam attack, and the open sky was effectively boxing them in, forcing them to pass through a narrow ribbon of storm that the giant was targeting over and over again.

“Call just procced again,” Frank said. “Boss at 4%, damage is ramping up!”

Paired hands opened all across the battlefield. Ten dragons emerged from their unclasping fingers, and every one looked just as terrifying as Saratonia, if not more so.

And on closer inspection, all ten dragons had names of their own—and every single one was marked as a raid boss.

“Gun Boats are all down for the count!” Frank said. “Giant’s turning!”

“We have officially run out of Cores,” House added.

I stared up at the swarming dragons. They’d likely last for a while yet, and it seemed possible that they’d deal enough damage to kill the boss, but if it howled and cleared them again…

“All ranged DPS to the stern,” I said. “Pop everything you’ve got! Healers and melee, swap the cannons to the anti-personnel rounds and keep them firing!”

I ran to the railing, rushing along with the bulk of the Goons. There was a brief pause in cannon fire, then the retorts resumed, sharper and louder than before.

“3%,” Frank said.

I popped Doppelganger and Double Casted right at the rear of the ship, then summoned my minigun while spells erupted all around me.

The giant completed its turn and half-swam, half-waded toward us, rushing even faster now as it pulled itself along with the current.

Our hail of projectiles lit the giant up, and a second cloud of numbers joined the tempest our summoned dragons were creating.

But the raid bosses were soaring in, and the two foremost monsters had their mouths wide open, throats glowing with gathering power.

“2%!” Frank said. “1%!”

The giant grunted, then rushed forward and raised its hands above its head while the two approaching raid bosses sucked in twin breaths of air that sounded like jet engines starting up.

The Storm Giant brought both hands down in a hammer blow, its fists directly above the Freighter. The giant smashed its fists through our central mast, then… stopped, its clenched hands about five feet above my head.

Then the creature’s red eyes dimmed, and the clouds that comprised its raised fists drifted apart into ribbons of blue and purple vapor. The incoming raid bosses swerved away and dove into the storm, and the hands that were still shaping more monsters tilted limply back into the clouds.

There was a beat of silence, then a massive Ripple surged out with the Freighter at its center, and a trio of prompts followed that sent the Goons into a frenzy and plastered a wide smile across my face.

Major Ripple Alert!

The guild {Goon} and players {House, Crazier Cat Lady} and {Ned, the Piratical} have defeated {Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons}!

Awarding unique title: {Stormbreaker}!

System Alert!

The Guild {Goon} and players {House, Crazier Cat Lady} and {Ned, the Piratical} are the first players to defeat a Rare++ raid boss!

Awarding unique title: {Legendkiller}!

System Alert!

The Guild {Goon} and players {House, Crazier Cat Lady} and {Ned, the Piratical} are the first players to defeat a Rare++ monster!

Awarding unique title: {Seeker of Riches}!


Chapter Sixteen



A couple of minutes later, after descending toward the rapidly dispersing corpses that had fallen through the clouds to claim our loot, I found myself standing in front of a giant golden ring that had landed on its edge at the very top of a dune and somehow managed to stay perfectly upright.

And Mingo was licking it.

“That’s not gonna do anything, man,” Sleep said. “It’s never done anything—not once, not ever.”

Mingo shot him a challenging look.

Green and blue and purple and even orange sparks were coming off the ring in equal measure, and I took that to mean the oversized piece of jewelry was all that remained of the giant’s corpse.

Sleep knelt in front of it and started poking through the loot, so I pulled up each of my three new title acquisitions and scoped them out.

{Seeker of Riches} (Unique Title)

Uncommon and Rare loot you gain directly from slaying monsters now has a 3% chance of upgrading to the next Quality Tier upon being found.

{Stormbreaker} (Unique Title)

You permanently deal 2% increased damage to all Mana-based or Mana-enhanced entities.

{Legendkiller} (Unique Title)

You permanently deal 1% increased damage to raid bosses.

All three of those made me smile, especially the third, so much so that I briefly considered swapping out my Piratical title to equip it. But since I benefited passively from them all, regardless of which was equipped, I decided to stick with my Piratical title a bit longer.

“Psst,” Frank said. “That’s the Storm Giant’s bracelet. Mingo’s not high-level enough to turn it on, but you are.”

“What do I need to do?”

“Just touch it. We won’t be able to use it just yet, but that’ll get you some more info.”

I thought that over, then stepped up in front of the ring. Its bottom section was entirely hidden by the dark sand, making the bracelet look more like a gateway than a ring, which was probably intentional.

“Will any kind of touch work?”

“Uh… yeah,” Frank replied.

I gave Sleep the same challenging look that Mingo had—at which he cocked an eyebrow in total confusion—then took another step forward and licked the right section of the ring.

The oversized piece of jewelry burst alight with silver runes, and a shimmering, golden portal appeared at its center.

Mingo dropped to his knees and looked up at me like I was some kind of god.

Frank snorted. “500 Frank Points.”

As I pumped a fist on instinct at the sudden influx and miraculously went unpunished for it, I saw Sleep shooting me a look that somehow managed to seem dubious and tired and entertained all at the same time.

“Poor guy,” Frank said.

“Yeah. I probably should have waited until he’d handed out the loot.”

I inspected the portal.

{Gulgos’ Prized Bracelet} (Two-way Teleporter) (Consumable)

Description: A giant bracelet cast in gold and etched in silver, this magic item is capable of granting anyone with the proper credentials direct access to the vast riches of the {Vault of the Giants}.

Requirements: This item can only be engaged by a level 50 player who has slain {Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons}.

Use: Teleport yourself and your party members into the {Vault of the Giants}.

Warning: This item cannot be destroyed, moved, or looted from its current position, and it will respond to any player who meets its requirements.

I tapped its metal span, and it gave off a sound like a tuning fork. “Vault of the Giants, huh? Guessing you don’t have anything on that, given the level requirement.”

“Nope.”

“Pretty interesting. Guess it’s a race to claim it.”

“Don’t forget the Artifact,” Frank said.

I nodded and popped the Soul Reactor into my hand. The sphere was cold in my palm, but it started vibrating the moment after I summoned it.

I edged toward the portal, and the vibrations built. Soon, the orb was humming so strongly that I found myself clasping it in both hands just to make sure it didn’t leap out of my grip.

Then a prompt hit my screen.

The Legendary Artifact {Soul Reactor} has located a prospective target.

Expend 1 of 5 charges to harvest the target’s soul?

Warning: Expended charges are permanently lost.

I accepted, and the humming sphere suddenly grew so heavy that I nearly dropped it. Its temperature increased as well, the entire thing turning red-hot for a moment before flashing back.

The orb pulsed twice, and I caught a vague image of a dragon wreathed in clouds flying deep within the heart of the sphere.

“Nice,” Frank said. “Picked up 40% of a full charge from that one boss. That’ll give us a ton of wiggle room for the raid when we get to…” He trailed off, buzzing. “Ugh.”

“Thanks, man. This was a great call on your part.”

I dropped the item back into my inventory and made eye contact with Sleep, who was kneeling right in front of the blazing ring.

“You might wanna check these out,” he said, linking an item my way.

{Dragonscale Longsword} (One-handed Sword) (Fated Weaponry)

Grade: C

Item Level: 98

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 170

Magical Attack: 50

Speed: Fast

Primaries: +40 Constitution

Secondaries: +3% Chance to Hit, +200 Armor

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, all of your attacks and skills that generate increased Threat or Taunt your enemy also increase either the Strength, Dexterity, or Intelligence of all players within 30 yards by 3. The player’s highest stat is always chosen.

This effect lasts 30 seconds, and it may stack up to 10 times, with additional stacks refreshing the duration.

Sleep linked me a second item, though I was so busy drooling over the raid-wide implications of that first sword and wondering how I could snag it for Ton that I mostly skimmed it.

That is, until I realized it was a new weapon type I could actually use.

{Dragonbreath Cannon} (Enchanted Portable Cannon) (Subtype: Flamethrower) (Fated Weaponry)

Grade: C

Item Level: 101

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 30

Speed: Continuous

Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +30 Constitution

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, your {Arctic Raven} becomes a channeled skill that launches a stream of magic up to 40 yards away. Enemies that stand in the stream for 3 ticks have their Attack and Movement Speed reduced by 10% for 3 seconds.

By the time I finished reading over that latest find, Sleep was standing next to me with his hands on his hips. He looked exceedingly proud of himself and kept flicking his eyes down to his waist.

Looking down, I noticed the new belt he was wearing, a gaudy thing with a six-inch-wide leather band and a golden buckle the size of my head.

He did a hip thrust that would have made Frank proud, then linked the new item to me in a private message.

“Check it.”

{Belt of the Undisputed Champion} (Fated Armor)

Grade: C

Item Level: 125

Slot: Waist

Type: Leather

Quality: Legendary

Primaries: +50 Strength, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +2% Chance to Hit

Armor: -5%

Fated Ability: Whenever your {Arcane Suplex} critically strikes a target, you gain the ability to chain into the Combination Skill {Arcane Piledriver}.

“That’s sick,” I said. “Damn, that thing was absolutely loaded with gear, eh?”

He clapped me on the back so hard the breath went out of my lungs. “Giant was practically a piñata! Thanks for coming through, Frank!”

“Oh yeah,” Frank said. “Everything went according to plan from start to finish. No hiccups whatsoever.”

Sleep dropped his voice. “There’s one more thing you might be interested in.”

{Finger of the Storm Giant} (Legendary Augment)

Description: A powerful, unique Augment found atop the corpse of {Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons}, this item is capable of adding an extraordinarily powerful cannon to any naval vessel large enough to bear its weight.

Requirements: This Augment may only be used on a player-owned naval vessel of at least Legendary quality.

Warning: Additional weight restrictions apply.

Charges: 1

I looked that over. “Hey, Frank? You got anything on that size restriction?”

“Ship’s gotta carry 200 people minimum, plus the Legendary requirement.”

“Ouch. Both of those are tall asks.”

The item was similar to the one we’d looted off Delugia prior to meeting Goon, so I pulled that up for comparison.

{Wheel of the Roving Fortress} (Legendary Augment)

Description: A powerful, unique Augment found atop the corpse of {Delugia, the Walking Apocalypse}, this item is capable of turning a powerful ship or vehicle into something truly extraordinary.

Requirements: This Augment may only be used on a player-owned vehicle of at least Legendary quality.

Charges: 1

I dismissed the prompts and did my best to tamp down my excitement. “I’m definitely interested in all three of those picks, but most importantly, what do I have to throw at you to scoop that sword?”

Sleep popped the sword into one hand. The weapon was shorter than I’d expected, about two feet long but surprisingly wide, and the entire blade was made out of storm-colored scales. He pursed his lips. “This thing caught your eye before the other stuff did, eh? Bit harder to let go of this thing than the cannons.”

“Yeah. Tank weapon for sure. Stats are good, but that effect takes it to a whole nother level.”

He looked me up and down, shrugged, then threw all three items into a trade window and confirmed it.

I had to fight the urge to accept the trade immediately before he could change his mind. “You sure about this?”

“Yeah, it’s whatever. Nobody here can equip that portable cannon thing, and the augment requires a ship. Sword’s got more promise, but have Frank stick around for a meal and answer a couple questions for the other Goons and we’ll call it even.”

“Deal.” I confirmed the trade and equipped my newly acquired Dragonbreath Cannon.

The weapon was heavy, reminiscent of the Dreadflight Cannon I’d acquired earlier on through my first trinket, but the barrel was substantially narrower and longer, and there was a huge iron sight at the very end.

I pointed the weapon away toward a nearby river, then used Arctic Raven. The spell came out instantaneously, with the flamethrower converting the single target spell into a stream of blue magic with a downward arc. It sort of felt like I was shooting pressurized water rather than a steady flow of tiny blue birds.

The stream fell short of the river, so I tilted the flamethrower up a bit and guided the spell farther out. The top section of the water froze on contact, but the current carried the ice away before it had a chance to really solidify.

I took a look at my Mana, which had fallen quite a bit more than I’d expected—apparently, channeling my ravens was much more expensive than casting them—but it seemed like the damage would add up fast if I could keep the stream pegged to a single target.

Then I scoped out my nameplate, looking for the movement debuff I’d experienced while using my Dreadflight Cannon but not seeing it anywhere.

I jogged around a bit. The weapon was definitely hard to move with, but it didn’t feel like my top speed was affected very much. If that were the case, it would make the weapon absurdly good for kiting, especially in a group setting where I could snare any number of targets in a single sweep.

“Can’t stick around for long if you want B-Grade by tomorrow,” Frank said.

“For sure.” I dropped the cannon into my inventory and popped the Dragonscale Longsword out. “We’re gonna make that happen, but even if we don’t, this sword might be more impactful than anything we can do on a personal level.” I tapped the top of Frank’s blade. “Thanks again, man. RNG or not, you really pulled through on this one.”

“I know.”

“Of course you do. But yeah, we’ll keep it short.”


Chapter Seventeen



I sat at the head of a long table atop a dark dune with the golden bracelet shimmering behind me.

I had Frank sitting in an unwashed chum bucket full of coffee stout to my left, and the line of Goons who had queued up to ask him questions about their classes or whatever else they’d had in mind had finally run its course.

Unlike the countless other dragons we’d killed, Saratonia had left a physical corpse behind, and Goon had dragged the massive beast’s remains all the way up the dune.

And more importantly, I’d then received a fourth item, courtesy of Sleep.

{Saratonia’s Core} (Consumable Ammo)

Description: The Core of {Saratonia, the Clouded One}, this item is perfectly suited to naval combat and inflicts unparalleled amounts of damage to Mana-based targets.

Quality: Legendary

Use: Load into a nearby Naval Cannon.

Charges: 1

Sleep’s people had made a ton of progress butchering the dragon’s corpse over the last ten minutes or so, after which I’d been handed some impressively fish-like cuts, given a little demo from Mingo, and then left to roll my own improvised sushi.

As a result, I now found myself staring into a mess of thinly cut meat and rice and nori that could only generously be called a pile of ingredients. Mingo had made it look way easier than it actually was.

I sighed into my plate and wiped my rice-covered hands on my trousers for at least the fourth time. “I feel like I just unwittingly insulted an entire culture.”

“Oh,” Frank said. “You definitely did. But at the same time, that sushi-adjacent monstrosity of a meal sitting in front of you more closely resembles a poke bowl.”

I prodded my fork into the pile. “Thanks for the correction, but I don’t think that makes it any better.”

“Well, no, it’s a disaster either way. I was just pointing out that poke bowls are Hawaiian in origin—or Polynesian, depending on how far you wanna go back. So, technically speaking, your culinary skills, or lack thereof, have actually insulted a minimum of two cultures, if not three.”

“So your intention was to make it worse, then. Mission accomplished.”

I speared a piece of dragon and popped it into my mouth. The taste was shockingly good, eerily reminiscent of tuna despite the source.

“Where’d you even get the fork?”

“Shut up. It feels like using chopsticks on this would be worse somehow.”

“I can actually see that.”

“But again, it’s not really fish, right? And aren’t dragon rolls kind of an American thing with the cream cheese and all that? Plus, like you said, poke bowls are Hawaiian. So if you really think about it, it’s only the states that I’m insulting.”

“So now you’re implying that native Hawaiians don’t have their own culture, eh?”

I hesitated.

“That’s actually way worse than what you did to the sushi, which is saying something.”

Mingo appeared from out of nowhere to my left. “You should apologize to the state of Hawaii.”

And before I could respond, two huge hands clasped my shoulders and Sleep leaned over.

“Damn, dude. You know I’m usually in your corner, but I really think that what you did to those ingredients might qualify as a hate crime.”

I dropped my fork and raised my hands in mock surrender. “I am deeply sorry for what’s happened today, and I apologize to everyone I’ve wronged. Except Frank.”

Sleep grabbed my fork and poked through my pile. “What exactly happened here? The nori is completely shredded.” He picked out what appeared to be a piece of wood with his free hand and whistled. “Man, you even ripped the bamboo rolling mat apart.”

“Mingo made it look so easy that I assumed it was a Dexterity thing, so I just sort of went for it. Then I got distracted trying to figure out where Frank and I were going from here and I looked down and… yeah. This happened.”

Sleep bellowed a laugh. “Mingo, you mind helping this guy out?”

“You’re asking me to prepare food for the mouth of the man with the magic tongue?” Mingo asked.

Sleep shot me a look that said you deserve that, then nodded.

“It would be the second greatest honor of my life.” The smaller man plopped into the seat beside me, sitting way, way too close. “So. You must really hate dragons, huh?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “Let’s go with that. How are you so good at this? Did you work at a sushi restaurant at some point or something like that?”

He plucked out the shards of nori that remained of the first, second, and third sheets I’d been given and tossed them over his shoulder. “Nope. I’ve got two cats, though.”

“Normal,” House said from a few feet away. She’d taken over the better half of the table, and the entire thing was covered in animals feasting atop its surface.

“That might be normal,” I said, “but it doesn’t at all explain why you’re good at rolling sushi.”

Mingo slapped down a new sheet of nori and started on the rice, forming a thin layer while leaving a bit of room on the edges. “That’s easy: my cats love tuna but hate rice.”

I paused for a very long time. “What? How does… What?”

“He’s probably hiding the tuna in the rice,” Sleep said.

Mingo nodded. “Bingo. That’s why you’re the guild leader, boss.”

Sleep clapped him on the back, hard, then came around the table and took a seat across from me.

“What does that even accomplish?” I rubbed my face. “Never mind. I’m too tired for this.”

The conversation lapsed for a moment, and I sat there watching in awe as Mingo expertly sculpted one roll after the next.

“That was… beautiful,” I said once he’d finished.

“May I?” Mingo said, and when I didn’t respond, he nodded at my plate.

“Curious about the end result? Yeah, go for it. It’s your handiwork, after all.”

He grabbed a piece between two fingers and plopped it into his mouth. He grimaced once, twice, then nodded approvingly.

“It’s good. I dunno why, but yours is a lot spicier than the last couple rolls I made. Kinda weird, ’cause I used the same ingredients.”

I eyed the rolls with a redoubled sense of skepticism. “Why would it be spicy? It’s a plain roll, right? I didn’t see any wasabi or anything.”

House leaned across me, snatched up a piece, and ate it in a single bite.

The entire table watched her, waiting for the verdict.

She swallowed, winced, then swallowed again and looked my way. “Interesting.”

“You got any idea how to interpret that?” Frank said.

“None whatsoever.” I pushed the plate away from me to the center of the table. “Think I’m probably good on that, though I really do appreciate the help.”

“Your loss,” Mingo said, and as he did, I caught a glimpse of red between his teeth.

Sleep must have caught it too because the larger man leaned forward, grabbed Mingo’s cheeks, and pulled them apart. “Dude, your teeth are bleeding. Like, a lot.”

Mingo shook him off and grabbed another piece and scarfed it down.

I picked up the bamboo mat I’d used and inspected it closely. Sure enough, I’d somehow managed to break dozens of little slivers of bamboo off the mat, all of which had ended up in the rolls Mingo had made.

“Yeah, that roll’s not spicy. You’re just eating splinters.”

“Huh,” Mingo said. “So… can I have it?”

I leaned forward. “Did you not hear Sleep say that you’re bleeding?”

“Not the first time I’ve bled for good food, and it definitely won’t be the last.”

Sleep fist-bumped him. “That’s my guy right there! The Goon motto in a nutshell. But since we’ve got company that might feel a little differently…”

He hopped up and made his way to another table, then returned to his seat and slid a black plate my way. It had ten pieces of nigiri in a neat row down its center, a dab of wasabi in one corner, and a little dish of soy sauce in the other.

“This is actual fish, for the record. Came from the bait we caught early on, and we’ve got plenty of it left over.” He dropped his voice. “Wasn’t licked, either.”

“Oh man, thank you!” I popped a piece into my mouth and couldn’t stop a sigh from escaping from between my lips. It was heavenly, fresh and light and everything I’d been hoping for since we’d set out. “Amazing.”

“I still want that spicy stuff from the tongue guy,” Mingo said.

I rubbed my face while Sleep chuckled to himself.

House stood up. “I too wish to possess your rolls.”

I ate another piece of nigiri and spoke around it. “No idea what the two of you are on about, but you can battle it out on your own. Maybe rock paper scissors or something like that?”

House glanced at 2.0, then nodded as the huge cat stood up, stretched, and prowled out from under the table. “I am prepared to do battle with hands.”

“Shoot on three?” Mingo said.

“Certainly.”

“One, two⁠—”

Mingo cut off as 2.0 jumped him from behind and drove him chest-down onto the table, pinning him in place as House snatched my entire plate off the table and took off running.

I squinted at her as she disappeared down the dune with a parade of small animals trotting behind her.

“Am I seeing things, or was she cramming my sushi into her pockets before she went out of sight?”

“Uh huh,” Frank said. “She’s definitely going for the pocket sushi approach.’

Sleep bellowed a laugh and clapped Mingo on the back. “Sorry, man, but it appears that you’ve been Housed.”

Mingo growled and took off after her, and with everybody heading their own way for better or worse or whatever the hell it was they were doing, I stood up and yanked Frank out of his chum bucket.

“Alright, Sleep, hate to say it, but I think Frank and I should probably get back to the grind. Got a whole lot of ground to make up before the raid tomorrow morning.”

“Sure thing,” Sleep said. “Thanks for the help. You guys really came through.”

“Happy to do it, and thanks for the food and the items too.” I tapped Frank. “Lemme know if anybody has any follow-up questions for the font, I’ll run them by him whenever. And I’ll hit you up if I get any more information before Tyrann’s little announcement.”

“Yeah, likewise. Cheers!”


Chapter Eighteen



Congratulations, you reached level 32!

You may now choose 1 of 3 class-specific skills!

Reach level 35 to equip B-Grade Gear!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 5!

You gained the {Corpsebloom} skill {Corpsebelcher}!

I dismissed my Dragonbreath Cannon, wiped some sweat off my forehead, looted the Treant I’d just killed, then staggered off through the green grass and toward a nearby tree.

I kicked it to make sure it wouldn’t retaliate, then dropped down and propped my back against it and rubbed my face with dirt-caked hands.

“Finally 32. How do you think we’re doing time-wise regarding hitting 35 before the raid?”

“Looking like a coin flip,” Frank said, “but the Daily Payout is still scaling up. I think we’ve got a solid shot if we keep this up for the rest of the night.”

I was already feeling pretty dead on my feet—and the prospect of several more hours of grinding away wasn’t what I’d been hoping to hear—but I was thrilled that we were getting close to the goals we’d set, and the knowledge that it was still possible was more than enough to keep me going.

House and I had been grinding nonstop ever since we’d parted ways with Goon, mostly killing Whip Willows, a Treant-like mob that wielded its barbed branches in the exact way their name implied.

Frank had come through in a major way there: the mobs he’d led us to only provided average Experience, but every Whip Willow had about a 5% chance of spawning as a Sword Tree, a rare variant with horrifyingly powerful attacks but pitiful defense that offered fantastic returns in both Experience and loot so long as you could kill it before it got close.

And as long as we kept the grassy field clear and the Willows constantly spawning and dying and respawning, we were able to find and kill a rare every couple of minutes on average for absolutely absurd returns.

I opened up my inventory and tabbed through the most recent finds, including a new Touchstone mace for House, who’d broken into C-Grade a few kills before I’d hit 32.

{Mounted Stump} (Two-handed Mace) (Touchstone)

Grade: C

Item Level: 85

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 240

Magical Attack: 40

Speed: Medium

Primaries: +15 Strength, +30 Dexterity, +20 Constitution

Touchstone Ability: As long as this weapon is equipped, you gain the Passive Ability {Spontaneous Creation}.

{Spontaneous Creation} (Passive Ability)

Description: Whenever you heal a friendly target or deal direct damage, you have a 5% chance of summoning a random turret or bot from your arsenal. Summoned turrets last half as long as usual and neither trigger nor interact with your active cooldowns in any way.

I opened up a trade window with her and threw that item in now that she could actually use it.

She equipped it, shimmied, then immediately ran off to test it, with 2.0 loping through the lush grass beside her.

I watched her run across the field, smiling with her hands thrown out behind her, and a little bit of the fatigue I’d been feeling faded away.

“What do you think of the pistol that dropped?” Frank said.

I pulled it up.

{Ironwood Blaster} (Enchanted Pistol) (Subtype: Revolver)

Grade: C

Item Level: 90

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 145

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +10% Critical Strike Chance, +5% Armor, +5% Magical Defense

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, you lose 1 of your 2 {Glacial Drift} charges but gain 15% damage mitigation from all sources at all times.

The weapon was heavy, with a dark wooden barrel reinforced with strips of iron.

“I like it. It does a good bit less damage than my Gladiator’s Revolver, but it was a huge upgrade over the Huntsman’s Sidearm that I was still using, so the defensive slant isn’t really a downside just yet. Losing the charge on Glacial Drift hurts more than I thought, but the damage mitigation is nuts.”

I poked through my defenses. “We’ve got the defensive part of Shadowfrost Barrier working all the time, absorbing 10% of all damage we take and massively reducing our chances of catching a Critical Strike. I can pop my Gatling to get another 30% damage mitigation on top of that for a short period, plus we still have Heart Vessel floating around.”

I dropped the pistol back into my inventory and propped my hands behind my head. “I don’t know about you, Frank, but I’m starting to feel pleasantly thick over here.”

He grimaced.

“Gonna run through the new abilities real quick, starting with the Subclass.”

“Uh huh.”

Corpsebelcher was the newer pick-up there, but I’d also grabbed another Corpsebloom skill when my Subclass hit level 4 pretty early into our grinding session.

{Bonepetal Burst} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You target a {Fresh Corpse} within 40 yards and cause it to detonate in an explosion of razor-sharp petals that strikes all enemies within 10 yards for 1250 Physical damage. This spell causes an increased amount of Bleed Buildup and is guaranteed to cause at least 1 Bleed Proc on a successful strike.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 seconds.

Cost: 100 Mana.

Next Rank: As long as {Bonepetal Burst} strikes at least 2 targets, it is guaranteed to cause at least 2 Bleed Procs, up from 1.

I leaned around the tree I was resting against and spotted House grinding a bit deeper in the woods.

Her new ability was on full display as she went toe to toe with one of the weaker mobs the zone had to offer—a stump-like version of the Treants we’d been grinding. She had three turrets plugging away at the creature from all sides while two of her larger combined healing bots bobbed overhead and bathed her in their healing glow.

She wasn’t ripping through the mob by any means, but I was pretty impressed that she had enough sustain to push the mob into execute range without dying, given the level gap.

I drew my rifle, shouldered it, and pointed at a dead Treant slightly to her left. Then I activated Bonepetal Burst.

Like my other Corpsebloom spells, the new ability lacked a projectile of any kind; the Treant simply thrashed, willow-like branches lashing the air as it convulsed, then burst apart with incredible force.

A storm of ivory petals exploded out from it and ripped into the mob House was battling from behind, slicing straight through it and flying off into the breeze.

A cloud of yellow numbers filled the air, and the mob went down in a burst of flying bark and greenish blood thanks to the skill’s guaranteed Bleed Proc.

House looted the creature, smiled, and ran off to engage another.

One of the petals had drifted over and landed on my thigh, so I dismissed my rifle and picked it up between thumb and forefinger. The ivory was brilliantly white up close, and the small disc was firm and sharp as hell all the way around.

I flicked it away and sent it slicing into the woods. “Great pick-up there. Not the best option for single target, but that’s some nasty AoE.”

“Works with that passive we got a ways back, too.” Frank linked it my way.

{Bloodwater} (Passive Skill)

Description: Any friendly Bleed Procs that occur within your flowers’ area of effect increase the flower’s potency and duration by 33%. This effect may stack up to 3 times, and additional stacks will refresh the flowers’ duration to its maximum.

I rubbed my eyes. “Good call. More blood the better, eh?”

“Uh huh.”

“Pretty cool combo. Use Propagate to get a bunch of flowers out, then use Bonepetal to cause some Bleed Procs to power them all up and extend the duration.” I leaned back against the tree and mulled that over. “That might get pretty wild with Doublecast, especially if we can rank Bonepetal up for more guaranteed procs. Gonna take a look at the more recent score.”

I pulled it up.

{Corpsebelcher} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You target an area up to 20 yards away. After a brief delay that scales with distance, a summoned Corpsebelcher erupts from beneath the ground and stuns all targets within 5 yards for 3 seconds.

This ability also spawns 1 {Fresh Corpse} for every target you stun, up to a maximum of 5 spawned corpses.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 200 Mana.

Next Rank: Your {Corpsebelcher} now always spawns at least 1 corpse, and it may spawn a maximum of 6, up from 5.

“Oh, I love that. The delay scales with distance, huh?”

“Yup. Travel time, basically. It’s a skill shot, so you’re gonna struggle with it.”

I popped a pistol into one hand and toggled the ability on. The targeting reticle worked the same way Dreadful Grenade did—highlighting the ground in a tight circle—so I pushed the ability to its maximum range and let it rip.

The ground rippled beneath me, then a three-foot-tall fin knifed up through the grass and sliced through the earth, moving like a shark through shallow water.

Its movement was faster than I’d expected—it was surging through the earth about as fast as I could run—but confirming a hit on a moving target would probably prove pretty challenging.

Then the area I’d chosen bulged upward, exploding in a shower of dirt and earth and uprooted flowers that mostly concealed the wormlike creature within. It screeched, and I caught a glimpse of a bizarrely wide mouth lined with row after row of teeth before the creature sank back into the earth.

“Sick. If this thing’s delay is travel-based, does that mean it’s instant if I drop it right next to me?”

“Pretty close, yeah. Would be hard to dodge at point blank.”

“Great. I’d love to figure out a way to get that skill upgraded if we can. Being able to create a corpse on demand would be fantastic.”

“Might be able to handle that with runes. We’ve got a ton of Soul Gems to use already, and we’re gonna have a ton more once we’re finished.”

“Definitely. I figure we’ll go to town with those in the morning. Seems like what we get for patterns depends on the skills we currently have, and I’m assuming we’ll be getting some new ones after the payout.”

“Still got your one of three to pick out for the main class.”

“Yeah. Guess we should probably knock out that next active while we’re running through these.”

I pulled up the list of choices and started poking through the first option.

{Frozen Tomb} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You become encased in a thick layer of impenetrable ice, becoming unable to act or move in any way but also purging all active debuffs and becoming immune to all status effects and sources of damage as well as healing for up to 8 seconds.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 90 Mana.

Next Rank: Instead of being unable to receive healing while under the effects of {Frozen Tomb}, you instead receive 80% reduced healing.

“Kinda cool,” I said. “Looks like more of a PVP skill than something that’ll probably help us out in the raid, though. Would be a much better panic button if we could be healed within it from the start.”

“If you ask me, the whole you-not-being-healed thing is the best part.”

I ignored him and tabbed to the next option.

{Icicle Barrage} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: Upon activation, all Critical Strikes you cause over the next 10 seconds also create an icicle that revolves around you, increasing your Critical Strike Chance by 2%.

Upon expiration of this buff, all stored icicles are launched at a target of your choosing, each dealing 40% of the damage of the attack that created them.

Cast Time: 1 second.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 100 Mana.

Next Rank: Stored icicles now increase your Critical Strike Chance by 2.5%, up from 2%.

“Pure offense there,” I said. “Lots of power for sure, but it feels like it’s sort of an awkward fit since we need to freeze something before we can critically strike it, and we can’t exactly pull that off against a boss. What else we got?”

I pulled up the third option.

{Arctic Juggernaut} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: For the next 15 seconds, you deal 5% increased damage to all sources, and dealing damage of any type to a hostile target creates a layer of frozen armor that overlays your equipment and enhances its defensive properties.

The level of enhancement offered scales with damage dealt, starting at a 10% increase when this ability is cast and capping out at 100% after having dealt damage equal to triple your Maximum Health.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 50 Mana.

Next Rank: This spell’s baseline enhancement is increased to 20%, up from 10%.

I cocked my head at the description. “Bit more of a balanced option there. What’s the math like on that enhancement effect?”

“Doubles your Armor and Magical Resistance at full power. It’s not gonna halve the damage you take ’cause of diminishing returns, but it’ll help a lot. Magical Resistance in particular will shoot way up since that doesn’t diminish as fast.”

“How do you think I’d stack up with the guild Armor-wise with that up and running? Assuming it’s maxed out.”

“Kinda hard to say. You’d probably be comparable to someone in plate with that buff running at full power, but somebody with plate plus a shield would still have an advantage. And that’s without accounting for their abilities.”

“Still, 15 seconds of quasi-plate armor feels pretty handy. Between that and the passive damage increase it offers, I think I might go with that so long as you think you can control yourself whenever I pop it. Don’t need your speechholes frothing over my armored physique every couple minutes.”

He gagged. “Yeah, I think I’ll manage.”

I confirmed the choice and dismissed the resulting prompts. “That’s it for skills for now, right?”

“Yup.”

I dismissed the resulting prompts and flopped fully onto the grass with my hands behind my head. The ground was cold, the sky was clear, and the moon was hanging high and bright and as horrible as ever. “I swear, man, that thing just keeps getting bigger.”

“Seems like it.”

I pursed my lips for a long moment, anxiety rising. “I dunno if it’s the fact that I’m staring up into the sky nipple or not—I doubt it helps—but even with all of this progress, I can’t shake the feeling that everything is about to go terribly wrong.”

“Yeah, well, that’s how I feel every day when I wake up and realize I’m still here, dangling.”

“Truly, nobody has suffered as you have. But seriously, what do we do if the jig is up?”

“Which jig are you referring to?”

“I’m mostly thinking of that conversation we had with Sleep. Francis and all that. The Oasis, the Auction House, the tree, everything. Like, if it’s the worst-case scenario and the whole world really does turn against us, then what?”

“We kill them.”

“Right, but that’s the core of the problem: they’ll keep coming back.”

I felt Frank slam a nonexistent fist into an equally nonexistent palm. “We counter by killing them again, then repeat the process until they stop coming back.”

“As much as I admire the sentiment, that’s not going to work. What happens if the Cult and Corruptia join up to attack the Sands? Forget the Siege mechanic—what if they just come after us in earnest knowing how much we’ve got invested there and try to burn the whole damn thing to the ground?”

“We kill⁠—”

“And we kill them, but they respawn. Again and again, endlessly. Wave after wave for hours, then days, and so on.”

Frank hesitated, seeming close to thoughtful, or at least what passed for thoughtful for him.

“What’s the solution to an attack that never ends? I’ve been racking my brain to prepare for Tyrann’s little rendezvous tomorrow morning and come up with a couple different plans depending on how that goes, but nothing comes close to solving the worst-case scenario.

“We could build the Oasis up into a fortress, but that would require time and energy while diverting us away from scaling our payout, and who knows how far we’d actually get. We’d also need people to defend it, and that would mean pulling the guild and maybe Goon away from their own goals, which I really don’t want to do in the short term, let alone for an extended period.

“Going after the Wish as hard as possible is non-negotiable, too.” I grabbed a blue flower out of the grass and started picking the petals off one by one. “We could bail on the city and rebuild, but what’s to stop the same thing from happening all over again wherever we end up? And we’d have a hell of a lot more competition economically.”

“Why not just go for the Wish, then?”

“Hm?”

“We drop the Possibility King and use the Wish to lock the Oasis down. Maybe we ask for a squad of max-level golems to help the city guard out. Or just to level up the ones that already exist. Either way, asking for defenses would probably fly with my dad, and it’d buy us at least a week. He’d probably cap the number, but yeah.”

I shook my head. “Nah. It’s a great idea, provided the Oasis survives that long, but it doesn’t work.”

“How does a magical, all-powerful Wish not work?”

I faked a yawn, trying to buy time to find an answer I could give him. “Because whatever we do with the Wish is going to be Darling’s call.”

That line I’d fed him wasn’t exactly a lie, but it wasn’t the whole truth, either. Because in all honestly, I had a larger goal in mind. Something that had somehow become more important to me than the Oasis as a whole.

I stared up at the moon, thinking.

“I also don’t want Darling to feel like she’s gotta pressure the rest of the guild into sacrificing something as powerful as the Wish to save something that mostly benefits us.” I plucked the last petal free and tossed it aside. “It’s a solid option, but we can’t rely on it. There’s gotta be another way.”

“Hm. I guess.”

“I just keep coming back to the same thing: we need to figure out a way to reorient everything before reorienting becomes necessary. But I have no idea what that would even look like, and our path forward is pretty limited with the way the Renown System works.”

I mulled that over, and weirdly enough, one of my father’s favorite sayings popped into my head and right out from between my lips.

“If you don’t know what you need, the answer is always the same: you need time.”

“Huh?”

I pushed myself up into a seated position. “Maybe the goal is just to stall until we’ve got better options. Let’s assume the worst: the Francis secret is out, everyone’s coming for the city, and they won’t ever stop. Is there anything you can think of that might buy the Oasis a couple days without totally tying everyone down? Something in-game that could help us out? An item or a defensive recipe or a structure, whatever.”

“Maybe we could…” He trailed off, buzzing. “Ouch, so that’s out. What about… Ow, nope. Wait.”

He sent me two prompts that I’d seen much earlier on, way back when I was first investigating the mystery of the towers with Erasmus, the mage living at the bottom of that huge whirlpool out east.

Codex Entry 6302: The Spelliron Shield

The Spelliron Shield is an ancient artifact that is capable of producing an impenetrable magical barrier of whatever size its wielder requires. However, the Spelliron Shield requires a tremendous amount of magical power to summon, let alone maintain.

Codex Entry 6211: The Reality Blade

Forged by the Possibility King at the height of his world-walking powers, the Reality Blade remains one of the deadliest weapons ever created. Capable of cutting the very fabric of reality and severing whole worlds from the Chain of Existence, the Reality Blade was wrested from the Possibility King’s grasp at terrible expense many centuries ago and was cast into the deepest depths of a random world for safekeeping.

I racked my brain. As far as I could remember, we’d arrived at Erasmus’ whirlpool to find both items either inert or missing.

“Any chance you’ve got more info on those than you had the first time around with my current level?”

“Uh huh. I can’t tell you how exactly it would work ’cause those two items won’t be enough on their own to fully protect the Sands, but we might as well start there because we’d need both at the very least.”

“Safe to assume they’re raid drops in this latest wing, given the history there?”

“Yup.”

I winced. “So actually getting them will be a crapshoot.”

“Not entirely. The blade’s almost guaranteed to drop on the first Possibility King kill, but the Shield’s a lot rarer. It’s a possible drop on a couple bosses instead of one. Lemme see… Yeah. Reality Blade is a 90% chance on the first Possibility King kill, then it plummets to the low single digits after that. Shield’s only a 10% chance, but it can drop on any boss.”

“Better than I was expecting, at least. Anything we can do to up those chances?”

“Yeah, I’m on it.”

“Thanks, man.”

At that moment, a prompt came through—the very one I’d been dreading for hours.

World Alert!

The Guild {Redacted} has defeated the first encounter of the Red Labyrinth: {Thiago, The Failed End}!

From this point forward, all entry restrictions for the various wings within the Red Cathedral have been lifted, and all bosses prior to the final wing will have their Health and Damage reduced by 20%.

In addition, any and all Cathedrals that were still under construction have now been fully completed.

I swallowed my disappointment, then stood up and cracked my knuckles. “Alright, gonna take that prompt as a sign that we need to get back to work. Let’s move.”


Chapter Nineteen



I stared at my screen, trying and failing to summon the Daily Payout that Frank and I had been waiting for for the better part of the last half hour.

“Still nothing.”

“Uh huh. Not sure why it hasn’t hit yet, but it should soon. Feels like it should already be coming through on my end, but it’s jammed up somehow.”

I leaned up against the interior wall of our Armory and crossed my arms.

We’d arrived at the structure at about 7 AM after pulling an all-nighter, and since I was planning on attending Tyrann’s meeting in secret with an illusion in place, I’d been hoping to use the Armory to snag some B-Grade gear that would increase my illusion’s power, given the issues Sleep had pointed out.

There was also the matter of the Armory’s mysterious door, which I’d been prevented from opening back during the Red Tournament and which also required level 35 to enter.

Unfortunately, the Daily Payout was more than an hour late, and Tyrann’s meeting was now less than five minutes away.

I yawned. “What happens if the Payout kicks in during Tyrann’s little speech? Is that going to break my illusion or what?”

“No, but it’s not going to hide any level-ups you get in the middle of it.”

I rubbed my face. “That definitely complicates things. There’s no combat in the Red Senate, though, so I think we probably stick to the original plan and just leave Francis out of it entirely to be safe.”

Then, in a small act of mercy, House popped into the Armory with an enormous mug in both hands, immediately filling the room with the scent of fresh coffee.

I took it and breathed the smell in deep. “Thanks, House. You’re a lifesaver.”

“I am happy to assist, and I am also pleased to announce that all three Mana Derricks are now up and running within their various wards, as per your previous request.”

I took a long sip and sighed into my mug. “Fantastic. Guess the Payout being late isn’t all bad—so long as it hits before the raid, the longer it takes, the more Experience we’ll get.”

“If we’re starting at the raid at 9 AM, we should be fine.” Frank hesitated. “Hopefully.”

“Great. Hey, House? Can I ask you for another favor?”

“Of course.”

“Would you mind hanging out here in the Oasis while I’m in the Red Senate dealing with whatever the hell this is? I need someone around in case I’ve gotta react to whatever Tyrann says. I’m assuming he’s going to be lying his ass off, but you never know what that’ll actually mean.”

“I do not fully understand, but I will remain present and capable of recovering his ass for as long as needed.”

I paused, too tired to clarify or elaborate. “Okay, thanks, House.” I popped the summon sphere I’d gotten from Arty into the palm of my hand.

A countdown had appeared within the glass object, and the few minutes that remained were ticking off in its center. I held it up to eye level.

“So is this thing going to flash or something when it’s time to go?”

“Yeah,” Frank said, and I somehow got the feeling that he was staring through the window and out at the sunlit horizon, pondering his mortality. When he spoke again, his voice was low and serious. “The moment that thing starts strobing, it’s gonna be like Applebee’s all over again.”

I rolled my eyes. “Why did you make that sound so traumatic?”

He opened his speechholes to explain, but I cut him off.

“Never mind, it’s too early for this.” I raised the orb a little higher. “So I use the stone once to port in, then a second time to return here, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“Alright, the Payout’s going to be what it’s going to be. Let’s get set up.”

I threw on the illusion I’d copied back when Frank had brought me into the Red Senate for the first time and stepped in front of a nearby mirror.

The red uniform I wore was crisp and clean, so I left that alone and used Fabricate Image to make a few quick tweaks, changing the NPC’s name and appearance to make sure I wouldn’t have an unwanted twin bumping around the Senate.

“House, were you able to find that item I asked for?”

“Indeed I was.”

She opened a trade window with me, threw an item in, and confirmed it.

I pulled it right out: a silver platter that looked exactly like the ones the waitstaff had carrying, all the way down the elegantly wrought edges.

“Perfect, thanks.”

I did a little turn and examined myself in the mirror. The result was better than I’d hoped; I looked every bit the part of one of the many waiters I’d seen flitting around the Senate.

I shifted the platter under my left arm and gripped the summoning stone in my other hand as it ticked down beneath a minute.

Frank was pretty sure the NPCs wouldn’t notice a newcomer, and apparently the servants were forbidden from speaking in the audience chamber during the meeting unless they were directly addressed.

And even better, since Tyrann had rented the space out and set it to invite-only, the entire area would be forcibly cleared out by the system itself the moment the event started, giving us a brief window for entry.

I took a deep breath and adjusted my grip on the sphere, then tried to activate it.

An error message filtered up, but I ignored it and just kept spamming the command over and over, intent on being the very first person to pop into the room.

I kept it up until the timer zeroed out, then the world warped and left me standing in the center of the Red Senate with row after row of empty seating rising all around me.

The chamber was dead silent aside from the sound of footsteps emanating from the kitchen, and I couldn’t help but breathe a sigh of relief. The first hurdle had officially been cleared.

I dropped the activated sphere into my inventory.

Several NPCs burst out from the kitchen carrying orange drinks in champagne glasses atop silver platters, doors swinging closed behind them, so I headed that way. I drew a couple of looks in the process, but the waiters appeared annoyed rather than suspicious; it seemed like they thought I’d simply arrived late or gotten distracted.

I gave the group a rueful nod and popped into the kitchen, where the air was heady with warmth and spices.

Unlike the Senate, the space was cramped but already bustling, chefs darting between pans filled with great slabs of bacon sizzling in oil and tending countless ovens full of baked goods.

Several different types of mouthwatering dishes were already laid out and steaming along the front counter—eggs Benedict and biscuits and gravy and breakfast bowls loaded with avocado and so on—but since the NPCs had started with the drinks, I moved a few of those onto my platter and headed right back out through the swinging doors, balancing it all on an upturned palm just as the others had.

I’d only made it a few steps into the Senate before the center of the chamber rippled red and Tyrann teleported inside, his summoning sphere gripped in one hand.

He wore a white robe and carried no weapons, and he immediately looked down and to his left as if he was expecting someone to join him.

Then the air rippled a second time and Ersatz was standing there at his side in oil-stained armor.

I kept my stride slow and purposeful as I crossed the room—the other waiters were positioned against the far wall, and I was heading their way—but Ersatz whirled on me and thrust out a hand.

I thought he was going to grab me by the collar and pull me down to his level, but he snatched a drink off the plate without even looking at me.

At first, I was relieved, but I hadn’t been prepared for the sudden shift in weight, and before I knew it, all six of my remaining glasses were teetering on the platter.

It was already too late. They fell and shattered against the floor, the sound echoing throughout the quiet chamber.

My illusion rippled slightly as the liquid splashed through it and left no trace, but thankfully, the sound of breaking glass had drawn both Tyrann’s and Ersatz’s attention elsewhere.

“Idiot!” Ersatz said. “How hard is your job?”

I pitched my voice a little higher. “Apologies.”

I knelt and started picking up the pieces one by one and setting them on the platter, and I was immensely relieved when two more NPCs burst out of the kitchen with brooms and dustpans in hand.

Ersatz and Tyrann stepped away from the puddle I’d made, so I edged a little closer, shifting over and picking up the pieces that had fallen in that direction.

“Just let me see the footage already,” Ersatz said.

My anxiety spiked at the mention of that word—footage—and what it might imply, but I forced myself to concentrate on pretending to focus on the task at hand. Still, I couldn’t help but think that their conversation was a clear sign of the way things would go, and once again, I found myself particularly grateful for Sleep’s warning and all the preparations I’d done since.

Tyrann sighed. “Like I said before, you’re going to have to wait until the meeting starts. It’s heavily edited anyway, and I already broke a promise to someone else when I told you what was up before this whole thing kicked off. There’s not all that much to see.”

Ersatz knocked back half his drink. “So it’s edited? I thought it was legit?” He smiled. “Not that I really care as long as it’s convincing enough to get people moving in the right direction.”

“Oh, it’s legit.” Tyrann tapped the air. “The only changes we made are designed to protect my source so they’re not outed immediately. We just blacked the whole background out, that sort of thing. I’ve got people in the process of posting the clip online right now, too. Should go live right when we finish, and I think the Senate should be… yep, right on cue.”

As a grinding sound started up high above us, a few panels slid over each other, leaving narrow openings behind.

Six linen screens dropped out of the ceiling and unfurled in a loose ring, positioned so that everyone seated around the chamber would have a good view of whatever Tyrann planned on showing.

Frank had been feeling tense at my hip ever since Tyrann had mentioned footage, and the sensation noticeably intensified at the sight of the screens.

Unfortunately, it seemed like we were thinking the same thing: the jig was indeed up.

I plucked the final piece of glass off the floor and set it on my platter right as another NPC came jogging out of the kitchen with a mop and bucket in hand.

I handed him the platter and took the mop and received a thankful nod in response. He and the other two who had been helping me out departed for the kitchen, and I said a little mental thank you for the opportunity to stick close to Tyrann for a bit longer.

I dunked the mop in the bucket and got to work, soaking the floor much more thoroughly than I needed to.

A player I didn’t recognize appeared to my left. He had a massive totem braced atop one shoulder—the better half of a tree, really—and its entire length was covered in intricate carvings.

Tyrann stepped in front of Ersatz. “Welcome! We had a little accident while setting up, but please grab a drink from one of the waiters along the wall and take a seat wherever you’d like. We’ll be getting started momentarily, and breakfast will start once everyone has arrived.”

The player nodded and headed off, eventually seating himself in the front row behind me.

More players popped into place one after another, and Ersatz and Tyrann’s conversation faded amid the sounds of the new arrivals, masked by footsteps and the clinking of glasses as more drinks were brought out.

I couldn’t hear much of anything between the many muddled conversations and the constant arrivals, so I finished mopping and made for the kitchen.

The air warped a few paces ahead, and then a large, familiar frame appeared with its back to me.

Sleep turned around with his goggles in place, smiling widely but looking everywhere but at me. Then he covered his mouth and dropped his voice. “Hey there, friend.”

I forced a smile and kept walking while he made straight for the drinks. I shouldered my way through the kitchen doors and reloaded, then headed right back out.

By now, the other waiters had taken to walking silently through the room with their platters held high, so I used the opportunity to wander from group to group while eavesdropping on their conversations.

There was plenty of chatter about the raid and the Wish and so on, but it was mostly just polite small talk. Nobody seemed to have any idea what was really going on.

I did overhear one useful piece of information, though: apparently, everyone here was the leader of their respective guild, and given the number of people that had already arrived, Tyrann must have cast a ridiculously wide net indeed.

Still, I kept to my rounds, making slow circles through the crowd without going too far from Tyrann and Ersatz until six better-dressed NPCs entered from the other side of the room.

Each of them carried an ornate lockbox, and they split near the center of the chamber and made their way up the rows of seating to the back of the room.

“Probably carrying crystals for those screens that dropped out of the ceiling,” Frank murmured. “Basically projectors. Looks like Tyrann’s got something to share.”

I rolled my eyes. “As if we don’t already have a system that could do that without fanfare. Dude is a perpetual showboat.”

Ersatz bugged Tyrann a little longer, then the little goblin took a seat near the center of the room.

Since the two of them had finished their conversation and drifted apart, I dipped back into the kitchen to grab a third round of drinks, then headed Sleep’s way.

He’d picked out a spot that was isolated from everyone else, but given the astonishing rate at which people were now flowing into the room, popping in one after the next, that wouldn’t last long.

He pushed his goggles up on top of his forehead. His usual broad grin was missing, replaced with a small smile. “Hey again,” he said, voice low.

“Welcome to the Red Senate!” I proffered my platter in his direction.

Sleep reached up and grabbed two drinks at once, taking them from opposite ends of the tray so quickly I barely felt the shift.

“Glad to see you found a way to make it in. If I keep drinking, you can stick around, right?”

I laughed. The other waiters had taken up similar posts with drinks in hand, so it didn’t seem like there was any harm in hanging out. “Sure.”

Sleep slammed one of his drinks, belched, then grabbed a third.

I scanned the crowd, wondering if I’d spot anybody else with Sleep’s goggles on, but thankfully I didn’t.

About five minutes later—when nearly every seat was taken—Tyrann moved to the center of the chamber and started clapping.

“Alright, looks like everyone’s found a seat and got something to drink, so we’re going to go ahead and start breakfast. Please take whatever dish you’d like.”

He clapped again, and a second stream of waiters came pouring out of the kitchen with the dishes I’d seen earlier piled high atop silver platters.

The waiters made their way around the room, splitting up and moving down the various aisles, briefly setting platters down so that people could make their selections.

Tyrann spun around, hands high. “Okay! Dig in, and I’ll plan on wrapping this before everybody finishes eating. If you need anything during the presentation, just raise a hand and one of the servers will help you out.

“That said, thank you all for coming on such short notice!” He eyed the chamber, sweeping his gaze across it in that annoyingly magnetic way he had. “Looks like we’ve got pretty damn close to 100% attendance.”

I had no idea how accurate that was, obviously—I hadn’t seen Arty, and I’d purposefully been keeping an eye out—but the seats were packed six rows deep and then some.

“Aside from a few people who weren’t able to join us this morning, you’re looking at the top hundred guilds across the entirety of EBO. The only notable exception is Omen.”

A few whispers of conversation broke out, but Tyrann pressed on.

“And as some of you may have guessed, they’ve been omitted because they’re exactly who we’re here to discuss.”

He paused, and I was annoyed at how dramatic it came off.

“But before that,” Tyrann continued, “I’d like to tell you a story about the biggest regret of my gaming career. Some of you may have heard an abbreviated version previously, but if so, please bear with me.” He held up his hands in mock surrender. “And don’t worry; I’ll keep it brief.

“This was ten, maybe fifteen years back, but it’s the same old thing: a new MMO is coming out, it’s gonna change everything, gonna dethrone whatever game is currently on top and has been for the better part of two decades, except this time it’ll be totally different and all of that will actually happen.”

A round of muted laughter went around the room while forks and knives scraped against plates.

“But before this game can change everything, it needs to come out, right? Well, sort of. About a week before this game launched, all of the major guilds were on the official forums, declaring which servers they’d be playing on and which factions and all that.”

He held up two fingers. “This game had two opposing factions, by the way. In short, the idea was to create an equal playing field.” He smiled. “Or close enough, anyway. I was in a smaller guild at the time, and rather than tangle with the big boys, we decided to move to one of the quietest servers. Even switched factions to help balance things out.

“Then the game launches, and within a week, everything goes to shit.” He looked around the room. “Any guesses as to why?”

Nobody spoke.

“As it turned out, one of the very largest guilds decided they were after something other than competition. So instead of pitting themselves against the major players on one of the bigger servers, this guild did the opposite: they lied about their intentions, then jumped onto our quiet little backwater server in secret.

“Again, there are two factions in this game. For simplicity, we’ll just call them Left and Right. And the big guild went Left. I was on the other side.

“At first, it didn’t really matter. Early leveling zones have PVP disabled and so on, right? So we just keep playing and leveling up, and it’s a blast. It’s probably the most fun I’ve had in a game since I was a kid, and I’m loving it.

“Then we hit the mid-game, and suddenly we’re getting our asses kicked everywhere. I mean, there are entire zones that we can’t even play in—at least, not without getting killed every five minutes.

“But it’s not that big of a deal, right? The constant skirmishes are kinda fun, and we win a few of them. Maybe two out of ten, something like that? And when we don’t feel like battling it out for grinding spots, we just go elsewhere. Sure, that means we’re missing out on some cool quests, a couple instances, a few of the more competitive zones. But the game’s wide open, so we’re not too worried about it.

“Then another day or two passes and we reach the endgame, and then we find out that the endgame doesn’t really exist for us—at least, not like it should.” He sighed. “See, there are only three zones where you can farm the gear you need to get started in raids and organized PVP, and we’re locked out of them all. The moment we enter, we’re dead because the same massive group that boxed us out of the mid-game has snowballed their numbers and gear advantage into something completely insurmountable.

“They’ve got the head start, the gear, the skills, everything. And the worst part? It’s knowing that they didn’t even have to fight for it, at least not in the same way we did.

“We keep playing, though, because we’re invested: I’ve personally put in a hundred hours already by that point, and it’s not like I can really go anywhere else because even if I change servers, everybody there is already going to be established and I’m going to end up even further behind.

“And as you’d probably expect, as more people reach max level, it gets real bad, real fast. People log into my guild, head out to get some gear, die repeatedly, and eventually quit. Or, even worse, they switch sides to the winning faction.

“I get it, honestly: they just want to play for an hour or two after work and unwind and make some actual progress, but they can’t do it on our side.”

He made a so-so gesture with one hand. “It’s still sort of fine. But those quits and defections quickly take a toll, and the balance of our little server—which we’d sacrificed to create and which the huge guild screwed up in the first place because they didn’t want actual competition—shifts more and more to the Left with each passing day.

“Pretty soon, the Left faction has 80% of the player base on their side, including basically all of the dedicated players.” He looked around. “But we still thought we had a chance.

“Flash forward a couple more days, and a new patch unlocks a new system. It’s similar to the Arborist profession here in EBO: every player gets an 8x8 lot that they can use without being disturbed. You can grow trees, crops, whatever.

“Long story short: the trees quickly become the centerpiece of the economy; you need lumber for basically everything, especially ships. And if I’m really careful, I can grow and harvest something like six trees in a day, provided I plant them at the right angles so that they fit within my little plot.”

Tyrann scratched his temple. “You can also plant whatever you want outside your protected zone, but it costs three times as much, and anybody can come along and harvest the fruits of your labors for free. In other words, you need to be able to both fund and defend your investment.”

He paused again. “Then we get a useful tip: apparently, the big guild has been farming in secret, and we’ve found the location. So I throw a raid party together, and we head out in that direction on the one ship we’ve managed to complete, which we’re proud of, and which we worked really, really hard for. Figure we’ll smash in, loot some of their stuff. Sounds fun, right?”

He eyed the floor. “So we’re cruising across the ocean, and eventually, we round this harbor. And there, at the center of the harbor, is an island. It’s huge—in a smaller game, it’d be the size of an entire zone.

“And that entire island is covered in player-grown, fully harvestable trees. I mean… it’s a forest. There are thousands and thousands of trees of all different types, many of which I’d never seen before, plus an army of players moving between them, harvesting everything the very moment they become workable.

“And in between us and that forest? An armada. Dozens upon dozens of advanced boats, each of which would probably take me months to craft on my own if I pulled supplies from my plot.

“Then the first cannon fires—we don’t have cannons yet, by the way—and our lone, precious ship starts to sink. Then more cannon fire, and we’re dead. We respawn and rush the beach. We die. We send some stealthies in to try to harvest some of the really rare trees from under the big guild’s noses, and they die. It’s not even a fight. It’s just… death.

“In the end, we get nothing out of it. Just died a bunch and lost our only ship. Meanwhile, the big guild completes their massive harvest. They’ve got all the money in the world, all the ships, all the gear, and so on. The next time they harvest, it’ll be even easier. And we know the cycle is just going to repeat itself again and again.

“So I crawl back to my little plot, to my six trees, and I harvest them. Then I kind of stand there for a moment, looking at the holes in the ground. But I don’t really have the heart to replant them because what’s the point, right? After seeing that island, it just feels bad. It feels like this world isn’t for me. Not anymore.

“But at least I can sell the wood I already have. Maybe I’ll get a decent price and use the money to grab a new sword, head out and grind a bit, blow off some steam.

“So I head over to the Auction House, pull up the listing, and what do I see?” He laughed again, and this time, it sounded genuinely bitter. “More trees. Trees everywhere. Because the big guild is already finished with all the low-level stuff, and they’ve dumped their excess supply onto the market.

“And that means the price of lumber has irrevocably tanked, and the one activity I was allowed to participate in without being interrupted by somebody with more resources at their disposal is no longer profitable in any way, shape, or form. So what do I do? I log out. And over the next few days, I want to want to log in, but I don’t. That initial spark of joy is just… gone, because like I said, that world already belongs to somebody else.”

Tyrann smiled sadly. “It looks like I went on a little long reminiscing and we’re almost out of food, so I’m gonna shift gears here, but I’d like you all to keep that story in mind until I’ve wrapped this up. But yeah, speaking of resources: Omen. The guild with the head start, the rich kid, and the axe.”

He took a deep breath. “Omen has ranked in the top five guilds worldwide across every raid thus far. They’re one of, what, three guilds that have a legitimate shot at the Worldbranch Throne?

“Would they be there if they weren’t being funded by a selfish billionaire with too much time to kill? Probably not.” He grinned at the round of laughter that followed. “Would they be there without an all-powerful axe holding their hands every step of the way? Almost certainly not.”

“And there it is,” I muttered.

“He does make a pretty good point,” Frank said.

“You’re just happy ’cause he called you all-powerful.”

“But regardless of how they got there, the one undisputable fact is that they’re still at the top.” Tyrann made a dismissive gesture. “But that’s not that big of a deal, right?”

I cocked my head, and several other people did the same.

“I mean, does it really matter? A few World Firsts in raids that’ll be forgotten in a couple weeks. And even then, they haven’t got them all. The rest of us have probably won, what, two out of ten? Something like that. Not so bad, really!

“Then there’s the PVP side of the game. As I’m sure most of you are aware, Omen also took the top spot in the Red Tournament.” He paused. “But that’s fine too, right?”

Nobody responded. The room was quieter than ever, and even the clatter of forks and knives had stilled.

“In the end, the tournament came down to a one-on-one, and Ned lucked out with a favorable match-up.” He spread his hands wide. “It happens. And it’s fine. It’s all fine.”

He paused, eyeing the crowd. “Well, I’m mostly joking and drawing obvious parallels here, but I really did think it was mostly fine. Until last night.”

More whispers, more speculation.

“Truth be told, I don’t particularly care about the Renown Ladder, though a single player has largely dominated it from the start. I don’t care much for World Firsts or pushing content, either. And I generally avoid PVP unless it’s to protect something worth fighting for.”

“Like gods who immediately die,” Frank whispered.

“But like I said, last night, everything changed. As it turns out, everything isn’t fine—it’s not fine at all—and the problem runs far, far deeper than any of us would have guessed. In short, Ned and his omnipotent axe are only half the problem. Or, perhaps more accurately, they’re just the tip of the iceberg. The part we’ve been allowed to see so we can rationalize their dominance away. Please direct your attention to the screens above me.”

He motioned to the crystal bearers around the room who were still standing near the top of the audience hall’s steps, and their crystals brightened the chamber.

“The file you’re about to see has been heavily edited to protect my source,” Tyrann said, “but the clip is genuine. I’ve simply blacked out the surroundings to prevent anyone from figuring out when or how this clip was taken.”

The pit that had been forming in the bottom of my stomach ever since he’d started talking clenched up and stayed that way. I dropped my voice. “Well, it might not be official yet, but I’m thinking this is the worst-case scenario.” I sent a quick message to Darling that I’d prepared ahead of time to let her know what was going on. “Looks like we’ll be going with Plan C, Frank.”

He squinted. “I’m in, but I don’t remember which plan that actually was.”

“It’s fine—your role is to stay quiet, just like it was for every other plan.”

“Seems ambitious.”

“Let’s let him talk himself out for another moment or two, and then we’ll make our move. I might need your help with some prompts and so on when the time comes, but I think we can make this work.”

“If you say so.”

The screens flashed, and there I was, walking in what appeared to be total darkness. Like Tyrann had said, the scene had been neatly edited, and I was the only thing anyone could see, even though I was walking away from whoever was filming.

Then I glanced back, and the video paused and zoomed in. “Everyone recognizes that face by now, right? Pay close attention, because it’s about to change.”

The video resumed and I started walking again, then something obscured the frame, and my image shifted right into that of Francis.

Quiet conversations broke out all across the room.

“That’s right, folks. Francis, the man you’ve all heard so much about—the man who turned a burnt-out little town in the middle of the desert into the center of the digital world in less than two weeks—is, in fact, Ned.”

I felt Frank nudge my hip. “If you’re wondering, those files are legit.”

“Thanks. No point in denying it, then.”

Tyrann took a theatrically deep breath. “This means that a single guy controls the Auction House, the cornerstone of EBO’s early economy. The same guy also controls the World Tree. He has the city guard in his pocket, and he just kicked off a quest to engage the first Wonder of the World, a Wonder that he’s the only one who fully understands.

“And, might I add, a Wonder for which he already holds the key: The Soul Reactor.” He paused again. “Look, guys. I told you that story before for a reason. I told you because I believe that, right now, we’re riding our tiny little ship and rounding that same harbor.

“And we’re coming face to face with a forest of possibilities that eclipses everything we’ve faced until now. This is a snowball the likes of which we’ve never seen, and it’s been rolling downhill completely unopposed since day one.

“I told you that story was my greatest regret, right? Well, this is the actual regret: I didn’t try to stop them. Not really.” He let those words hang for a moment. “In hindsight, I should have rallied the smaller guilds. I should have sent word to anyone who would listen about exactly what they were doing. But I figured I could probably help my guild more by keeping quiet and scoring us some extra items.

“I was wrong, obviously. And even if we’d pulled together there at the end, I doubt it would have mattered. But at least we could have tried.

“I’ll level with you, friends. I’m afraid. Not of Ned, not of Omen, but for the game itself. And keep this in mind: we don’t have the luxury of changing servers in EBO. We can’t even change factions, and that means we only get a single shot at keeping this world from turning into one rich guy’s sandbox.”

He spat onto the floor. “The owner of the game’s already in his pocket, too. So it’s not like we’re going to get any help there. And with the consistency of the clears, and Francis’ economics, the land they’ve claimed, the privatization of knowledge…” He shook his head. “You put all that together, and it’s too much.

“And I assure you: the death spiral I warned about earlier has already begun. In fact, the Cult, Corruptia, and Redacted are all hemorrhaging guild members at an unprecedented rate. Some of our best people, too. Would anyone like to field a guess as to where they’re headed?”

“Do we need to guess?” Ersatz said. “They’re heading to him with their hands out.”

“That’s right. Omen. Yesterday alone, they added nearly two hundred players. That doesn’t sound like much in the grand scheme of things, but we’re talking about two hundred of the most dedicated people around packing up their stuff and deciding that if they want to enjoy EBO as it’s meant to be enjoyed, they need to switch to the winning side.”

That was obviously a lie. We didn’t even have two hundred members in total.

“And that, friends, is not fine. That is what I’m worried about. That is why I’ve called you here today.

“Which brings me to my final point, and what I very much believe will end up being the nail in our collective coffin unless we make a move right now: the Worldbranch Throne and its unprecedented prize, the Wish.

“We’ve already seen what lengths Ned is willing to go to make this world his own, even at the expense of everyone else. What kind of damage do you suppose he could do with a blank check and the developer’s explicit support? Where does the risk really lie?”

Tyrann gestured to the Sands outside. “The risk, friends, lies in calcifying what Francis has already built right beneath our noses. The Auction House network is enormous. It spans hundreds upon hundreds of cities, and whenever we use it, a huge portion of that gold flows right back to Ned.

“That network is, quite frankly, too big to fail. It’s already paying him tens of thousands of gold per day and is singlehandedly responsible for bankrolling Omen.”

“Now that’s just rude,” Frank whispered.

I made a mental note of the lie.

“Now,” Tyrann continued, “what happens if he uses that Wish to ban other players from building Auction Houses of their own? Things are bad enough right now, but can you imagine the danger of allowing one player to own the central pillar of the game’s economy as we shift into the endgame? What’s to stop him from turning off the economic tap and banning whole guilds from taking advantage of this service that he’s monopolized? And that’s just a single possibility. That Wish… there’s too much power there.”

He let the moment stretch, then smiled.

“And as you might have guessed, I have a proposition for remedying that. For remedying everything, in fact, and ensuring that EBO remains a world for everyone.” He pointed out the window, where the World Tree was backlit by the rising sun. “Join me here, now, and stamp this problem out once and for all.

“We ride into Omen’s budding empire at dawn and give them a taste of their own medicine by burning their city to the ground. We strike at the heart of the problem, then rebuild the city as we see fit.”

“Okay,” I whispered. “He’s revealed his hand, so it’s time to move. Let’s do this, Frank.”

I sent Sleep a quick message to double-check that he was still on board with what Frank and I were about to put out there. When he replied that he was, I snatched a drink off my own tray and downed it for a bit of liquid confidence.

This strange action on the part of what appeared to be an NPC garnered a good bit of attention from the nearby guild leaders, plus a few glares from the other waiters, but I scooped up my platter and ignored them while I moved down the row of seats toward Ersatz.

“Excuse me?”

Tyrann glanced at me, brows furrowing.

“Sorry, but I’d like to suggest an alternative to burning an entire city to the ground for no real reason.”

I continued around the room until I was standing right in front of Ersatz, who was still seated. I winked at him, then tilted the tray, grabbed another drink for myself out of midair, and let the rest of them fall onto the table in front of him.

The glasses all broke at once, and Ersatz’s height meant that a good deal of the orange wave splashed up at his face.

“You—” He cut off as the spray hit him. “Ahh, my eyes!”

But I was already stepping up next to Tyrann in the very center of the room, where I took a sip of my drink, smiled, and dropped my illusion.

There were gasps from all around.

“Hey, guys. Francis here, and also Ned.”

“And Frank!” Frank shouted.

“Also Frank, obviously.” I stared around the room, smiling into one shocked face after the next. “So… watcha talking about?”


Chapter Twenty



Tyrann moved quicker than I’d expected, a long, golden sword flashing into his hand while his arm was already mid-swing.

I cocked my head, hands in my pockets, and watched with immense satisfaction as the weapon bounced off an invisible field about six inches from my face and nearly flew out of his grasp.

I looked at Frank. “He’s really making a habit of that, huh?”

“Reading doesn’t seem to be his forte.”

One of the Cathedral’s countless red spheres dropped out of the ceiling and hovered down between us. “Warning, peasants: combat is strictly forbidden within the Red Senate. Any further violations will result in the use of lethal force.”

Tyrann dismissed his weapon, breathing hard. “Why the hell… How did you…”

I made a flippant gesture and raised my voice. “Relax, man. I’m just here to solve all the problems you’re pretending to have. Then I’ll be on my way and you can go back to basking in all this attention.”

I looked around the chamber, meeting as many sets of wide eyes as I could.

“So, let me get this straight. You’re all essentially worried about one thing: that Omen’s going to win the race for the Throne and I’ll use that Wish to permanently consolidate power in the Oasis. One thing leads to another, and the game breaks. And to fix all that, this guy wants you to ride into the Oasis and nuke it into oblivion. Correct?”

A few heads nodded, but that was it.

“Right. That’d be a poor decision, but before we get to all that, I’m going to go ahead and clear a few things up real quick.” I looked Tyrann’s way. “I like the theatrics of the linen screens, but I think I’ll just use the system that already exists. Frank, could you please open up a couple windows so we can share some information that’s actually true?”

“Uh huh.”

Three screens popped up above my head, all of them blank.

“Great, thanks. Would you mind sharing our Daily Payout from yesterday with the rest of the class?”

The screens lit up in response and broadcast the amounts in three directions.

Your Daily Payout earned you {Gold Coin} x534, {Silver Coin} x20, and {Copper Coin} x69.

Your Daily Payout has been converted into Experience and Renown.

“A little over 500 gold. Nice for sure.” I smiled at Tyrann. “But tens of thousands per day? Come on, man. Less than a week ago, you were out there spreading my network yourself in exchange for a pretty substantial percentage. Sort of odd you’d lie about the amounts when you’re so intimately familiar with their scope. Really only makes sense if you’re purposefully trying to make us seem scary to drum up a live event for your viewers.”

“That’s clearly outdated information,” Tyrann said. “No time stamps, no date, nothing. And we all know what that axe is capable of.”

“You really wanna keep digging this grave deeper? Fine.” I activated the Wager System and held out a hand, and the same orb that had floated down between us zipped over to my palm and lit up. “How about a little wager, then? I’ll link the exact prompt I just sent and claim it’s genuine as well as recent, and you can take the opposite position. We’ll ask the Wager System to identify which of us is telling the truth, and whoever is wrong will disband their guild and delete their character on the spot.”

The crowd buzzed, voices mingling.

I plugged those terms in and extended a hand to Tyrann, fully knowing he wouldn’t take it.

I doubted the Wager System would go so far as to delete a character or disband a guild, but there was zero risk on my part given that we were telling the truth, and offering the bet itself was mostly just an attempt to undercut his credibility while simultaneously putting the Wager System on the table before we moved on to the next stage of our plan.

And predictably enough, Tyrann left my hand hanging.

“Wow, you’re not going to take me up on that? I’m shocked. Shocked! But since we’re on the subject of this guy lying through his teeth to pump up his metrics whenever possible, I’ll also share Omen’s guild roster with the group, minus the levels and names for privacy. Frank, if you’d be so kind.”

A series of prompts appeared just as I’d asked, slowly scrolling from top to bottom.

I pointed at it. “Wow, another surprise! As it turns out, Omen hasn’t added anywhere near two hundred members in the last twenty-four hours. We don’t even have two hundred total members, nor have we ever been that big, nor are we actively recruiting, nor has even a single person joined since last night.

“Unlike the Cult or Corruptia—who each have thousands of members—our core group is basically eight people.” I held up eight fingers. “Are the lot of you really afraid of eight people?”

Silence followed, only broken when Sleep hiccupped.

“Also, Tyrann? Would you mind sharing your guild roster with the group? I feel like it’d be a nice counterpoint to how much of a threat to the game our little guild really is.”

He licked his lips, but I kept going before he could respond. I figured that leaving the Cult’s numbers to the group’s imagination would likely be scarier than letting him reveal them.

“As for the concerns about balance? I get it, actually. Well, in this case, it doesn’t make any sense whatsoever, but I do understand the idea of the thing. I’ve played plenty of games where one guild or faction or whatever gets way too strong or the population balance tilts too heavily to one side and the balance of the server goes to shit. Everyone has.

“But based on what Tyrann just said, I think I can allay most of those concerns pretty quick.” I re-engaged the Wager System, and the orb beside me brightened once again. “Can I get a show of hands from people who bumped into Ersatz in front of the new wing while he was shouting about how great Frank is?”

“Only relatable thing he’s ever done,” Frank said.

A few hands went up, but the main response was laughter.

“Right. So you’re all fairly familiar with the Wager System I just mentioned, then. If not, the idea is simple: we can use these little spheres to make a deal that the system will enforce on our behalf.”

“Do you really think this group will—” Tyrann started.

“Relax,” I said. “I’m not going insist that you stop raising your god from the dead in exchange for what I want, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

He opened his mouth again, but no words came out.

“No, don’t answer that: we’re getting ahead of ourselves. What I’m after, actually, lines up pretty neatly with everything you’ve just claimed to want, Tyrann. But no matter what happens, I’d really prefer to see the Oasis live on, with or without me.

“So how’s this. If it’s the Wish you’re worried about, I’ll agree that no matter what happens—even if we do win the race for the Throne—I won’t use it to defend or secure or save the Sands. In fact, I’ll go one step further and promise not to wish for anything involving the Housing System at all.”

Tyrann opened his mouth to speak, and I figured he was probably about to object to how much focus I was putting on the Wish, but I rushed on.

“Would anybody else here like to add another restriction? Have at it. Really, go nuts!”

The player with the totem I’d seen earlier leaned back in his seat. “I got one.”

“Yup?”

“You can’t use it to alter your Renown System choices.”

“Ohhh,” someone said. “That’s good.”

“So if he loses the city and the Auction House…”

I added the line of text and had it float above me. “What else?”

“No asking for gear!”

“Omen can’t get early access to zones or anything like that!”

“Nothing naval. No ships, harbors, nothing like that.”

“You can’t ask for guards or other NPCs to help out in any way.”

Tyrann spread his arms wide. “Well, if this is the game we’re playing, then you can’t use the Wish to ask for the axe back if you lose him.”

That last one gave me pause, but I couldn’t afford to argue the point. “Fine. What else?”

The list went on and on, and after a couple of minutes of going back and forth with a board increasingly full of red text shining above me, I found myself fighting the urge to smile.

Once Tyrann had outed me as Francis, we’d had a couple of problems, the most pressing of which was an army of high-level guilds that could easily descend upon the Sands and burn everything we’d built in the span of ten minutes.

And to prevent that, we’d needed to offer an alternative that the entire group would instantly accept. The sort of offer that was too good to be true. One that would seem like it would cost us just as much—if not more—than their original plan.

However, the beauty of the thing was that as far as the Wish itself was concerned, we weren’t giving up anything by letting them restrict it. I already knew exactly what we were doing with it, and their concerns couldn’t have been further from the mark.

I added yet another restriction to the list and stepped back to examine it, hands on hips.

“Okay. I think we’ve officially neutered this payoff to the point where it’s not going to add much of a competitive advantage if we win, correct? We’ve also established that Omen is a fraction of the size of the Cult and those other guilds and that my so-called economic dominance is more than an order of magnitude below what Tyrann here was claiming.

“Now, given how much I’m revealing and giving up here, I’m going to want a few things in return. And I think you, Tyrann, will actually appreciate the asks. We’re all after fair play here, right? An open competition for the Throne? So, let’s have it. First things first, how about this: we establish a safe zone within the Cathedral itself. We obviously can’t actually create one, but we can use the Wager System to agree that the area will be a combat-free zone for anyone who belongs to a guild that’s in this room, anyone who joins in the future, or anyone who’s currently a member but leaves for the next three days.”

I let that sink in for a moment.

“The Oasis itself will be likewise protected, as will the road that links the city to the Cathedral. That way, any guild that wants to participate can do so without being forced to engage in PVP or worry about getting ganked right before they enter the instance, especially with the way dives currently work. Basically, everyone’s free to raid as they please.”

“That seems like it would⁠—”

“Give us a fair shot, like everybody else already has?” I finished for him. “Yeah, it would. But even if we win the race, then what? You can still come for the Sands afterward, right? And if you agree to my terms, the Wish won’t be a factor at all.”

Tyrann narrowed his eyes.

“And that brings us to condition number two. Unlike Tyrann here, I’m actually pretty opposed to the idea of burning down a city full of NPCs and nuking the progress of hundreds of players who have nothing to do with me whatsoever.

“But at the same time, I also understand that there are going to be some holdouts.” I looked at Ersatz. “I know for a fact that there’s at least one guild who’d likely ride against the Sands at the first opportunity no matter what.”

He stood up. “You’re damn right! They’re already on the way. And I don’t care about your little wager because when we get there⁠—”

Sleep tapped the air, and a prompt hit all our screens—another that had gone out at my request.

And at the sight of those glowing letters, all conversation ceased.

Regional Alert! The Guild {Goon} has declared a 24-hour Free-For-All Siege on the Onyx Oasis!

I let the silence stretch for a moment, then gestured up at the prompt. “Yep, that means exactly what you think it means.”

I stared around at them. “Look, take Omen out of the equation for a moment. Do you guys really want to rebuild the entire Auction House from scratch? To play EBO for days or weeks or even months without a system that offers instantaneous regional trade? And do those of you pushing through the Red Cathedral at the bleeding edge of progression really want to lose the buffs the World Tree is offering?

“Why ride in and destroy it all when you can simply wait a day, then take it for yourselves?” I smiled. “That’s right: the most prosperous city in EBO, suddenly up for grabs.”

A series of short conversations kicked up, but I didn’t think the hook was truly set until Ersatz abruptly sat down, greedy eyes shining, and mouthed something like That’ll be easy to the person beside him.

I held up a finger. “One important point before we go further: the Sieging guild—Goon— can approve or deny participants, and only the guilds who agree to my terms will end up on that list. And to prevent Goon from being able to mess with the proceedings, the approvals will go out automatically via the Wager System upon signing.”

“And if you get approved, you won’t be Sieging for his benefit, either,” I continued, pointing at Tyrann. “Or Goon’s. Because unlike the usual Siege where everyone is free to participate but only the declaring guild is capable of holding onto the winnings, every single one of the approved guilds will have a shot at claiming the city for itself and keeping it for good.

“And all it’ll cost you is one day of letting me play this game with my friends without interruption.” I let the moment stretch again, then pressed the point a little further. “And let’s say the worst possible case happens: we take the Throne, then win the Siege.” I paused. “So what? What’s to prevent the lot of you from doing exactly what Tyrann is asking you to do today immediately afterward?”

What I left unsaid, obviously, was that if we won the Siege, the Delta would enjoy a brief period of total protection from PVP.

The conversation around the Red Senate picked up, and it was even more enthusiastic than I’d hoped. So much so that I dropped my voice to a whisper and decided to change things up. “Greed is good, huh?”

“Oh yeah.”

“I think Corruptia is in, and Tyrann’s probably going to be forced to go with the group to save face, so I’m going to push this a little further. See if we can solve the city defense angle and get something more than a brief ceasefire out of this at the same time.”

I raised my voice. “That addresses pretty much all of your concerns, correct? The Wish’s potential benefit to myself and Omen is neutered, and in exchange, every guild, including mine, can participate fully in the wing without interference, while the Oasis itself will be safe until the Siege starts. Then all bets are off.”

Chatter rose again, even more excited than before.

“And that brings me to my final two requests, both of which are pretty minor. First, I’d like every guild present here to make an effort toward defending the city prior to the Siege. This is to prevent guilds not at this meeting ‘jumping the gun’ as it were and launching an attack.

“I won’t ask for much; you can either contribute 50 Gold directly to the city’s defense fund to help the guard or commit five members to defending the city limits. We’ll let the Captain of the guard determine whether or not your efforts are legitimate. He’s a good guy archetype NPC, and if you put in any effort at all, I assume it’ll be enough.”

I took a deep breath but tried to hide it. “And finally, I want the Wonder artifact that the Cult found to be placed into the Wonder before the Siege starts. That way, the entire zone can benefit from it.” I popped the Soul Reactor into one hand. “And in exchange, I’ll commit to doing the same thing with my piece, as well as the third if I happen to find it, so that as many people as possible can benefit from the Wonder’s true powers, whatever they are.”

Tyrann looked me up and down, but he didn’t protest.

“Well then.” I summoned the Wager System, and dozens of red orbs dropped out of the ceiling. Each of them bobbed over to a guild leader, text flashing deep within it. “Do we have a deal?”

“I got two more things to add,” Ersatz said.

“Yeah?”

“Goon can’t help you defend against the Siege. And the thing about the safe zone also applies to Koria. But I want three days of protection.”

Tyrann smiled, and I figured the two of them were probably exchanging messages just as Sleep and I had.

I looked at Sleep, who was… asleep, lying face down on the table with a half dozen champagne glasses spread out around him. Then he sat up slightly, nodded his assent, knocking a glass over in the process, then laid his head back on the table.

With his consent, I added those lines to the agreement but changed the wording ever so slightly, altering Ersatz’s last-minute request to be more specific so that it stated that Goon wasn’t allowed to participate in the Siege as defenders rather than to help us defend against it in general.

I reached a hand out to Tyrann and accepted the terms I’d dictated at the same time.

At the same time, the offered agreement went out to every guild in attendance. Seconds later, acceptance after acceptance poured in, including from Corruptia.

Tyrann’s eyes raced up and down, reading what I figured was probably the list of guilds hopping onto the deal. Then he sighed quietly and clasped my hand.

And once he had, I leaned in close and dropped my voice so only he could hear.

“This is the problem with wearing a mask everywhere you go. Eventually, you get caught in the middle of something important, and you end up having to pretend it’s real.”

The muscles in his jaw flexed.

“Anyway, good luck with your god. Can’t wait to Frank it right back into the afterlife the moment it leaves your city.”

Before he could reply, I activated my summoning stone and ported away.


Chapter Twenty-One



The summoning stone crumbled away to dust the moment I arrived back in the Armory. I brushed the remaining shards off my pants and sighed deeply.

“You know, all in all, I think we handled that pretty well.”

“Did we?” Frank said. “I dunno, that whole conversation made my shaft hurt, and not in a good way.”

“I bet it did.” I barked a laugh. “Pretty ironic, right? Dude showed up hoping to lead a raid on the Sands and left having promised to defend it. That’s what he gets for choosing a spectacle over actual results.”

“I don’t really understand what we even got.”

“Well, the negotiations weren’t about you, so I can see how you’d have tuned out.”

“I did do that.”

I reached up and brushed a hand against one of the many swords that hung on a nearby wall. “Basically, we bought time. In an ideal world, that Siege cooldown that Sleep let us use would have been 72 hours or something, but that was the only one he had available.

“And now Omen doesn’t need to worry about Timothy interfering with our raids. And even if we end up with enemies who weren’t in that meeting in the future, if they wanna hit the Sands prior to the Siege, that attack is suddenly political because not only will they be attacking us, but they’ll also be attacking the other guilds who have promised to defend the area in exchange for the ability to attack it later on.

“Plus, we locked up another piece of the Wonder for free, taking it from Tyrann to boot, while preventing a morning raid that we realistically had zero chance of winning.”

“Who the hell is Timothy?”

“Tyrann.”

Frank paused. “Huh. How’d you make that so painfully unfunny?”

I tapped a toe against the floor. “I know, I could tell the moment it was out. Just wanted to give it a shot.”

“Siege is gonna be a real problem, though,” Frank said. “Fifty guilds and no Goons? Even I don’t like those odds.”

“Yeah, well, that’s a problem for future Frank to solve.”

“May I be even more unbridled and twice as unhinged when the moment strikes.”

“Amen. But at the very least, we’ll have two more Daily Payouts, counting today’s, before we need to worry about the Siege—and who knows who’ll actually show up. And both the Reality Blade and the shield are still in play in the meantime. As long as we can get both of those, I’m thinking everything will work out just fine.”

I sent Darling a quick message. She’d just logged in for the morning and was currently organizing the raid for our next dive, meaning Frank and I had about a half-hour left to adjust our plans to fit everything around the shitstorm we’d just set into motion.

“Speaking of the Daily Payout, how has it not hit yet? This thing is seriously hanging.”

“I think my dad really is having even more issues than normal, and the dude’s got a whole lot of issues. But it should hit any minute now. I’ll give you a heads-up when it’s about to pop, but it’s definitely looking like it’ll hit before the raid.”

“Alright, then. Let’s go ahead and get things cranking on the Housing System now that the Oasis is relatively safe, then we’ll double back to the Armory and the Auction House afterward when we’ve got more Gold in hand and see what we can do.”

I slipped out into the street and into the chill morning air. The Commercial Ward was already buzzing with players and NPCs, and the avenue in front of my building was packed with food carts hawking breakfast and coffee to the countless people moving through the streets.

I double-checked that my Heart Vessel was up, then joined the crowd. I felt pretty naked without an illusion in place, and while the Wager we’d made with Tyrann and company definitely provided more security than we’d ever had before, there were still plenty of people out there who weren’t affected by it.

Nor was there anything to stop Tyrann, Ersatz, or anyone else from putting a bounty on our heads.

Still, I didn’t have any issue climbing one of the Commercial Ward’s towers and heading across one of the recently repaired bridges. All three Mana Derricks I’d had House throw up were visible from my current vantage point—large, pyramidal structures with a double-sided arm mounted atop them that was pumping up and down.

The other three dunes were all still completely undeveloped, but two Cultists were standing atop the dune that used to be called the Kings’ Ward, arguing about ten feet away from one of my completed Derricks.

I hung back on the middle of the bridge and watched them go back and forth for a bit. Eventually, they slammed down a trio of foundations and headed off toward the Military Ward.

“Didn’t expect that. Looks like the Cult’s planning on starting some construction out here in the other wards. I guess they probably figure that if they’re obligated to defend the place, they might as well get something out of it.”

“Or maybe they’re thinking it’ll all be theirs tomorrow morning, so why not build it up?”

“Very possible.” I squinted at the large frames they’d left behind. “Can you tell what they’re building based on the foundations?”

“Uh huh. There are three structures there: a Mana Receiver, a Mana Amplifier, and a Mana Transmitter.” He spat on the ground, or tried to. “Gross. Anyway, the Receiver works by catching Mana they’re sending here from somewhere else. Then they plug that into the Amplifier for a 25% bonus, then the Transmitter sends it elsewhere. It’s sort of like a circuit.”

I mulled that over. “Why not just amplify it in the same place it’s being generated?”

“Probably because of the Deepwater Complex. It’s doubling Mana gains here in the Sands, so they’re using that circuit to take advantage of that despite being based somewhere else. So instead of getting 25% from the Amplifier, they’re getting 50%. The bigger issue, though, is that when Mana is transferred to a different zone, that initial pop is treated as a gain mechanically.”

“So whatever they’re piping in is getting doubled, then it hits the amplifiers.”

“Yup. Joke’s on them, though: there’s a hidden cooldown for how often you can benefit from the Deepwater Complex, and Mana moves fast. I’m guessing they’ll probably set up Amplifiers on the other wards, too, but the Mana’s gonna be moving too fast to benefit from the Wonder aside from that initial doubling.”

I mulled that over. “So whatever they think their timetable is, it’s gonna end up a bit slower than they assume.” I did some quick math. “They get 100% extra to start, then 75% if they pump it all through. But they’re going to be counting on getting 100%, then another 150% on top. That’s a big gap.”

“Uh huh.”

“Got it, thanks. I’ll keep that in mind.” I leaned over the side of the bridge and stared at the foundations, thinking. “You got timers on those for completion?”

“They’re all twelve-hour structures, but that’s assuming they don’t use golems or something similar to speed the process up.”

“Safe bet they’re done today, then. Not ideal, but it sounds like they won’t generate Gold.”

“Nope.”

I cracked a smile. “I guess Ersatz never figured out how Golden Strangle works and how we used it back at Highwater. Or at the very least, he never shared that info with Tyrann. That’s a hell of a break for us.”

I moved a little closer and scoped out their plots. They’d chosen their location pretty poorly; all three plots were close to my Mana Derrick, and the gains my structure was pumping out had already built up a couple of Strangle stacks.

“Guess we just let these finish, then snatch them away when they’re completed. With the way Strangle is ramping up, the stacks will definitely max out before the buildings finish.” I rubbed my chin, thinking. “Hey, is this enough info to get an estimate on how close Tyrann actually is to bringing his god back?”

“Uh, not a good one. I dunno how much Mana is actually coming in or when they started or any of that. And there are a whole lot of options as to what actually comes back.”

“You think it’s gonna happen today?”

He pursed something that I preferred not to think about. “Gun to my head? Doubt it. But I’d be shocked if it takes more than three.”

“I guess he did ask for three days of peace in Koria, even if it was Ersatz who actually voiced the demand. Thanks, Frank. Knowing all that, I think we should focus on the raid for now and worry about the god after the Siege is over.”

“One more thing,” Frank said. “If we grab that Transmitter when it’s still live, we should be able to tell exactly where all this Mana is coming from, plus where they’re sending it.”

I licked my lips. “Which is almost certainly wherever they’re raising their god.”

“Yup.”

“Nice. Okay, we’ll just let this play out for a little bit. That could buy us some time, and I don’t wanna spook them into changing anything.”

I pulled up my Housing Overlay and filtered the nearby plots by those with the highest Strangle counts, then snagged all the empty plots I could.

The cost was negligible given their lack of development, and I ended up claiming maybe a third of the ward’s available plots aside from the ones that the Cult had recently picked up.

After that, Frank and I made our way to each of the other wards, checked to make sure the structures the Cult had placed were the same everywhere else, then picked up a total of thirty more plots for pennies in the same way.

“Alright, that should do it for us on the Housing System for now.”

“Daily Payout should be hitting in ten or so,” Frank said. “Pretty sure this time around.”

“Let’s head to the Skill Evolution chamber, then. Our cooldown should be up there, so we’ve got another ability to play around with.”

We headed over, drawing way, way more attention than I wanted. And out of the corner of my eye, I saw an unguilded player dressed in black step around a building and vanish into the air.

“You see that?”

I kept walking and covered my mouth. “I sure did.”

“He’s low level,” Frank said. “I can see him despite the stealth. Creeping toward you from behind, but he keeps looking up and left.”

I stole a glance that way and was unsurprised to see another player sitting on a flat roof in green robes. He looked casual, with a rice ball in one hand and the other tucked behind his back, but I could tell from the strange glow emanating from behind him that he had a spell prepared and waiting.

I left my pistols in their holsters but dropped a Frozen Mirror a few feet out since using the spell without a target wouldn’t draw the guard’s ire. I was more than willing to retaliate, but I didn’t much like the idea of getting dogpiled by Arlann’s forces before I could explain the situation.

I stopped a couple of paces in front of the Frozen Mirror, then waited for the stealthy to catch up.

“He’s about to open,” Frank said.

I put my hands on my hips and pretended to stretch, then quietly activated Arctic Juggernaut for the first time. A layer of ice so thin that it was almost invisible overlaid my armor and reinforced my defenses, and my next breath fogged the air in front of me.

A moment later, mild vibrations ran down my lower back; the player had opened with a stun rather than a direct attack, and the stun would last a full five seconds.

I’d probably have been in trouble if it weren’t for the level disparity, and all the stun really did was flag him for combat and convince the mage above me to open up.

I let the stealthy whale on me with his daggers for a second or two until the caster had his spell in the air, costing me about 20% of my Health, then I activated Glacial Drift and had the ability take me right up onto the roof and directly behind the mage.

I passed right by his spell in the air, and by the time I resolved into place behind him, the rogue below was slashing at the air where I’d been and wondering where I’d gone.

Then the green fireball struck the almost invisible mirror I’d left in place and rebounded.

“Silence effect on that projectile,” Frank said, loudly.

The caster twisted around at the sound of his voice.

“Really should have opened with that silencing effect,” I said while I put a pistol to his chest. The contact froze him in place from the knees down, a benefit of the Arctic Touch passive I’d picked up during my last class change.

The reflected fireball crashed home in a burst of noise and heat and silenced him at the same time, and I followed up with a Flash Freeze with one pistol to lock him down completely while I fired a Dreadful Shot out of the other at the rogue to send him fleeing.

The reflected fireball had dropped the mage down to 80% Health on its own, and I added two instant ravens to get him down to single digits.

The ice that had rimed my armor noticeably thickened when the damage went out, spiked pauldrons rising to cap my shoulders. I was wondering how heavy it’d get and was about to execute him when motion down below caught my eye.

Guards were charging down the nearby alleys, swords glinting in the morning light, and the rogue was running in the direction of one of the two packs, right down the central avenue.

I took a step back, drew Frank, and squinted first at the fleeing rogue and then at the mage while I mentally lined up a shot.

The caster was still locked in ice, staring at me with wide, horrified eyes while his Health blinked red. Even better, my earlier ravens had sent his Bleed Buildup over the halfway mark.

And if that was the case…

“Little to the left,” Frank said.

I edged over a bit, activated Serrated Repel to get Frank good and glowing, then cocked back and put every ounce of my strength into a double-handed swing.

I connected with the block of ice the player had become, and the impact sent a red crack shivering up its length, blood leaking out of it. The repel had caused a Bleed Proc, and the mage had died on impact.

But the ice itself held despite the fissure, and the dead but still-frozen mage went spinning into the air, tumbling head over heels.

With my fear making the rogue’s flight predictable, I caught him right in the back with the frozen mage, sending him sprawling.

I waited for the rogue to right himself. Then I raised a pistol, targeted the mage’s corpse directly beside him, and activated Bonepetal Burst.

The frozen corpse detonated with explosive force, scattering bloody ice and tiny little blades of bone in every direction and launching the rogue into a nearby window while petals thunked into the side of the building all around him, burying themselves several inches deep.

The glass window shattered, but the iron bars behind it held, and the rogue slid down the wall, his chin tucked to his chest, before the guards piled in and I lost sight of him completely.

“Nicely done.” Frank paused. “To be clear, I was complimenting myself.”

“It was a pretty nice smash, honestly.”

“Indeed it was.”

I dropped him back into his loop. “I could be wrong, but I think that might have been your first direct mage kill, too.”

“Either way, it feels good. Feels reeeeal good.”

I took a single step off the roof and let myself fall onto the street with my Juggernaut armor still in place.

I still had Heart Vessel up, and with the guards only a few paces out, I didn’t think another attack would follow. Even so, I didn’t see the point in inviting another strike while my Health was around 80%, so I dipped right into my Evolution Chamber and locked the door behind me, double-checking the permissions at the same time so there wouldn’t be any surprises.

My Juggernaut armor faded, and I held up a hand and watched in fascination as the ice boiled off me and dispersed in a cloud of vapor. “That attack was a good reminder that we’re still not safe, even if those randoms didn’t have a chance. Guess we should probably keep going with illusions even if Francis’ cover is blown. Would have prevented that ambush at the very least.”

“Or we could continue to put the fear of Frank in them by executing them in public,” Frank said.

“That is a thing we could do.” I pulled up the Evolution and Combination options, pleased to see that I’d been right about the cooldown being ready.

“I think we covered our bases pretty nicely with the Subclass, so we might want to aim for flexibility here, but we don’t have a ton of time. Still need to hit the Armory and the Auction House, then reach the Cathedral before the dive starts. You got any suggestions down there that aren’t wildly self-serving?”

“Hmm. Define self-serving.”

“Never mind.”

“Yeah, yeah. We’ll go Combination this time instead of Evolution. Pull that system up and input Arctic Raven as the baseline spell and Heart Vessel as the modifier. Pretty sure this is the move regardless of the incoming level-ups.”

I pulled up the two abilities side by side.

{Arctic Raven}

Description: You strike an enemy up to 40 yards away with a blast of icy, dark energy that deals 400 shadow damage and 400 ice damage. This spell naturally pierces.

This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 160 Mana.

{Heart Vessel} (Rank: Intermediate I) (Fate-branched Ability)

Source Class: Deadlight Shaman

Description: You create a blood-filled orb that floats closely behind you. This spell activates upon taking lethal damage, at which point you are restored to 33% of your Maximum Health and all damage you take is reduced by 75% for 3 seconds. However, the spell’s cooldown is increased to 10 minutes, and the cooldown will not begin until the Heart Vessel is activated or dispelled.

Cast time: 6 seconds.

Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Cost: 33% of maximum Health.

Next Rank: Cooldown reduced to 8 minutes.

Warning: you may only have a single Fate-branched ability at a time.

“Feeling pretty dubious on this, but Arctic Raven as the baseline, Vessel as the modifier… There. Let’s see what we’ve got.”

A prompt followed.

{Bloody Raven}

Description: You strike an enemy up to 40 yards away with a blast of brutal energy that deals 950 damage. This spell naturally pierces and deals either Ice, Shadow, or Physical damage, depending on which of the target’s Resistances are lowest.

In addition, generating a Bleed Proc with this spell has a high chance of creating a {Lesser Blood Vessel}. This effect has a 5-minute internal cooldown, and you may only have a single Vessel active at any time.

This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 190 Mana.

I sighed. “Should have known you’d go straight for blood.”

“I mean, yeah. But also, ye of little faith.”

“Can you blame me at this point?”

“I can, and I do. Pull up the Blood Vessel thing.”

I did just that.

{Lesser Blood Vessel}

Duration: Permanent until consumed.

Effect: Upon taking what would have otherwise been lethal damage, the {Lesser Blood Vessel} is instead consumed, you are healed for 20% of your Maximum life, and all damage taken over the next 3 seconds is reduced by 90%.

I pulled Heart Vessel back up and looked the two over. “Pretty similar effects. Lesser Blood Vessel has a weaker heal, but we’d get more mitigation after it procs. Shorter cooldown too, but we can’t get the lesser one rolling on demand. Have to go out and blast stuff first.”

“The horror, the horror!”

I laughed, then scratched the back of my head. “Gotta be honest, man, I know you’ve gotten pretty attached since I picked up that armor buff, but I don’t think we really want to be stacking two Cheat Deaths, especially two similar ones. I feel like I’ve gotta be missing something here.”

“My disdain for your general existence?”

“Other than that, I mean.”

“Remember these?”

A prompt from way back hit my screen.

{Sphere of Branching Fate} (Consumable) (Universal Class Skill Sphere)

Quality: Rare

Use: Rerolls one of your chosen skills and allows you to choose from 3 new options that are not available to your current class. This effect is permanent, but you may use another {Sphere of Branching Fate} to revert a changed skill back to its original state at any time.

Warning: You may only have a single {Fate-Branched} ability at any given time.

I nodded. “That’s how we scooped Heart Vessel, right? Think we popped one of those and got rid of Fettering Shot in exchange.”

“Yup. But since we’re using the Combination system, we’re essentially losing Heart Vessel.”

“Huh? Why would we purposefully lose…” Then it hit me. “Oh. Ohhhh!”

“Uh huh.”

“So if I give up Heart Vessel, I’ll get a replacement effect in exchange. It’s weaker, but the effect is built into a skill we’re going to be spamming all the time regardless. And by evolving something and getting Heart Vessel out of my skill pool…”

I double-checked the prompt for Bloody Raven, and sure enough, the Fate-Branched qualifier was nowhere to be seen.

“Nice. Now we can grab a bunch of those spheres from the Auction House and bring them into the raid. Maybe even grab a different ability for each fight if needed.

“Great call, Frank. This is way better than I was hoping for—basically infinite flexibility so long as our Gold holds out and the Auction House doesn’t dry up.”

I went ahead and locked the ability in and received the usual flood of messages, plus a new one about how Heart Vessel had been lost and a quick note that said pretty much the same thing Frank had indicated.

“Awesome. And now that that’s done, we’ve just got⁠—”

“Incoming, finally!” Frank shook his hand or shaft or whatever up at the sky. “It’s about time, Dad!”


Chapter Twenty-Two



Golden light surged out from me, then again.

And again.

The Daily Payout had finally arrived, and whether it was the addition of the Mana Derricks, whose performance was being jacked up by the Wonder, or simply the Auction House continuing to grow, the result was absolutely astounding: a colossal 3,100 Gold and change.

Nearly a six-fold increase from yesterday’s payout, by far the largest jump yet.

Prompts followed, too—tons of them.

Congratulations, you reached level 33!

Congratulations, you reached level 34!

Congratulations, you reached level 35!

One or more of your skills have broken into the next rank!

Sleep for at least four hours to upgrade your skills!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 6!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 7!

You gained the {Corpsebloom} ability {Embalmer’s Rose}!

You gained the {Corpsebloom} ability {Razorbriar Field}!

Congratulations, you may now equip B-Grade gear!

Reach level 40 to enhance your Subclass or unlock a second slot for the {Hero System}!

Reach level 45 to equip A-Grade gear and begin your Tier V class change!

Reach level 50 to begin your Capstone Trial, after which you will be able to equip S-Grade Gear, begin your Tier VI class change, and enter the endgame of EBO!

I let out a relieved breath. “Man. I’m amazed we actually made that.”

“Like I said, all things are possible when you trust blindly in Frank.”

“I guess so, eh? At least when you’re somewhat cooperative.” I pulled up the two Subclass skills I’d gained, both of which were active abilities.

{Embalmer’s Rose} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You target a 5-yard-wide circle up to 10 yards away. All {Fresh Corpses} within the spell’s range of effect have their duration increased to 20 minutes.

This Spell may only be cast outside combat, and this effect cannot target the same corpse multiple times.

Cast Time: 5 seconds.

Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Cost: 400 Mana.

Next Rank: Cast time reduced to 3 seconds, down from 5.

{Razorbriar Field} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You target a {Fresh Corpse} within 40 yards and cause it to erupt in a 10-yard-wide field of Razorbriar that persists for 10 seconds and slows the movement speed of all enemies who enter it by 40%.

Enemies who move while within the field also suffer heavy Bleed Buildup, and any Bleed Procs that occur within the field’s area of effect while it’s active will increase its duration by 5 seconds.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 1 minute.

Cost: 100 Mana.

Next Rank: Bleed Procs triggered while within this spell’s area of effect now increase its duration by 7.5 seconds, up from 5.

I looked those two over, grinning broadly. “Man, Corpsebloom is starting to look like a bit of an engine, eh? If we stack Adaptive Blooms in Razorbriar Field, we could probably extend them almost endlessly as long as combat’s going on.”

“Uh huh.”

“Any chance you’ve got some info on what enhancing a Subclass means? Am I getting a new one or what?”

“We’re gonna cap out at level 10 with your Subclass pretty quick. So the choice is gonna be to remove that cap and boost its max to 20 or pick a new Subclass and power it to level 10. Taking the current one to 20 will take a lot longer, but the abilities get stronger, too.”

“Nice. Thanks for the info.”

A message came in from Darling just then—the full raid was online, and she and the others would be heading for the Cathedral in a few minutes.

“Alright, we’ve got the Housing stuff done, and the Evolution system is handled for the next two days. What else?”

“Gear refresh at the Armory.”

“Right.”

I threw an illusion back on with a sigh after that previous scuffle, then ducked back into the street, zipped right into my other building, and closed the door behind me.

I engaged the Armory, and the typical lasers swept over me, evaluating.

Its many shelves and counters spun and clicked, rotating until new sets of armor and countless weapons hung from the many pegs on the wall.

I looked everything over and found it was the same story as last time: since the Armory always spat out weapons and gear of the lowest possible level and Rarity for a given grade, my weapons were still edging out the various options.

The B-Grade stuff actually had better raw stats, but the various Touchstone and Fated effects that were tied to my current weapons gave them the advantage by a pretty clear margin.

The only exception was my current rifle, which dated way back to the Siege with Goon.

{The Crimson Rail} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Subtype: Railgun)

Grade: C

Item Level: 75

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Legendary

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 300

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +40 Intelligence, +20 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +10% Critical Strike Chance

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your Ravenblast naturally pierces all enemies in its path, and striking an enemy with Ravenblast increases your Critical Strike Chance by 1.5% for 10 seconds, stacking up to 10 times.

There was plenty of room for improvement there: the Railgun Subtype no longer did anything for me since Arctic Raven naturally pierced by default, and the skill’s evolution had nullified the effect as well.

I tabbed through the options and quickly narrowed my choice down to two weapons that were incredibly powerful despite their low Rarity.

{Ambusher’s Rifle} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Subtype: High Caliber)

Grade: B

Item Level: 125

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Uncommon

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 400

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +100 Intelligence

Secondaries: +35% Critical Strike Chance

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your Raven-based spells may only be cast outside of combat and take an additional 5 seconds to complete, but they deal 125% increased damage to all sources.

{Spitfire Rifle} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Subtype: Semi-Auto)

Grade: B

Item Level: 125

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Uncommon

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 410

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +50 Intelligence, +30 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +20% Critical Strike Chance, +5% Chance to Hit

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your Raven-based spells take an additional 1 second to cast, but they automatically fire 2 additional copies that each deal 20% of the original cast’s damage.

“Damn, dude. That is some serious power, especially on the first one. The Raven-based thing is cool, too. Having their abilities tied to that instead of one specific spell means it’ll be harder to outgrow these weapons when we change classes and so on.”

I weighed the two choices but kept coming back to the same conclusion.

“Unless you feel differently, I’m leaning pretty heavily toward the second rifle. First one packs some ridiculous power, but we already have Shadowfrost as an opener, and having our rifle restricted to firing outside combat makes it pretty dicey in raids and Sieges.”

Frank somehow shrugged. “I dunno. I’m not a coward, so I stopped reading at the word ambush.”

“Literally the first word, but fair enough. What about the second gun?”

“Better. The copies on the Spitfire deal reduced damage, but the effects don’t get cut down in the same way. So with Bloody Raven causing Bleed Buildup, you get whatever amount the original cast built up three times over.”

“Triple the blood? I’m here for it. Killer synergy with all the flower stuff, too.”

I locked the choice in and equipped the rifle. It was substantially lighter than my railgun and completely black from stock to barrel.

I took aim at one of the Armory’s distant target dummies and let a Bloody Raven fly across the room for the first time. The physical force of the kickback was muted, but the recoil sent an unexpected wave of warmth into my shoulder.

The muzzle flashed red, and a crimson raven soared out, twisting and diving through the air with two hummingbird-like copies flying right behind it.

The three spells crashed in almost simultaneously for around 1,700 total damage, and the dummy’s bleed bar went from zero to nearly half full in a blink.

“Would be even more bleed if that first bird crit,” Frank said.

I dropped the weapon into my inventory. “Very nice. I’ll probably still be using pistols over it the vast majority of the time for the instant birds, but that’s an amazing option for stuff that’s out of their range.”

With that settled, I moved on to snagging a new set of armor.

I was still mostly wearing the C-Grade set I’d picked up here in the Armory a couple of days ago when I’d hit level 30, so I went ahead and burnt a couple hundred Gold to grab the next tier up, which was apparently called the Redthorn set.

I lucked out, too: several of my purchases procced higher Rarities than I’d expected, and the helm and leggings in particular both exceeded my expectations.

{Redthorn Helm}

Grade: B

Item Level: 103

Slot: Head

Type: Leather

Quality: Rare

Primaries: +35 Intelligence, +25 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

Secondaries: +4% Chance to Hit

Armor: +7%

{Redthorn Leggings}

Grade: B

Item Level: 102

Slot: Legs

Type: Leather

Quality: Rare

Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +20 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Chance to Critically Strike

Armor: +8%

I smiled as I looked the set over, marveling at how easy it was to move in. The look was pretty subtle, with primarily black, worn leather accented with the occasional splash of red.

“Nice. This is probably better than anything we’re going to find in the raid, barring another Touchstone or something similar.”

“Uh huh. Kind of out-leveled the content a little bit, not that it matters too much in a twenty-person raid.”

“True, but it definitely shifts the math for gear.”

Then my eyes set upon the locked door at the back of the room. “Alright then. Everything else here is finished, so should we go see what’s behind door number one?”

“Uh huh.”

I half-walked, half-ran over, turned the knob, and slammed my shoulder into the door. It blasted open to reveal a small, plain room with a pair of metal doors set into the floor and a smaller set wedged into the far wall.

As soon as I took another step into the room, the lower doors screeched open.

Two great grinders sat within the opening—two gigantic steel rollers fitted with sharp teeth that looked more than capable of pulling just about anything down and ripping it apart.

“So, what the hell is this? Did we just unlock a room for disposing of bodies?”

“I like where your head’s at for once, but no.” He paused. “I mean, I’d prefer it to be rolling across the floor and into those grinders, but this is the Recombinator.”

I eyed the contraption below as it started spinning up. “Man, that’s a lot of consonants.”

“What?”

“Never mind. What’s it do?”

“You got any gear you don’t want and aren’t interested in selling? Ideally something you can’t even equip?”

I poked through until I found a piece of C-Grade cloth I’d looted off some random monster, shoulder pads that had rolled with Strength and Dexterity. Basically vendor trash as far as I was concerned.

I popped them into the palm of my hand.

“Chuck ’em in.”

I shrugged and threw the item into the grinder.

“Heh.”

“What? Did I just screw something up?”

“Nah, I was just imagining that you were wearing those when they went in. Peep the screen on your left.”

I spun that way and found a few lines of blue text blinking at me from a panel that had opened in the wall.

Please select desired Primary Stats in descending order (3/3 choices remain)

Please select desired Secondary Stats in descending order (5/5 choices remain)

Warning: This device only accepts Armor or Jewelry of B-Grade quality or lower.

Warning: Items may only be fed into the Recombinator once.

I poked through the options a little bit. “So this is sort of like a service for rerolling gear, then?”

“Basically, but it costs Soul Gems to use. And the better quality gear you put in, the better quality gems you need.”

“But I can just get whatever stats I want?”

“No, but you can request whatever you want. So if you picked a single Primary like, say, Strength⁠—”

“Of course it would be⁠—”

“And a single Secondary like Critical Strike Chance, both would be highly likely to appear on the new piece of gear.”

“And if I picked as many stats as I could?”

“Your top choices would become a bit less common overall, but they’d probably still appear something like 70% of the time. If you picked three Primaries all at once, maybe one out of every ten pieces would roll with the trifecta. But here’s the catch.”

“There’s always a catch.”

“For every stat you pick, your chosen item will come out a little weaker.”

“Define a little weaker.”

“A handful of points off the Item Level of whatever you put in, which will reduce everything else. And you’ll be starting with a penalty right off the bat.”

“So whatever item I put in is going to necessarily come out weaker.”

“Numerically, yeah.”

I smiled. “But in the case of a gear transition, where the Item Level is already high but the items themselves are weak and low quality, a percentage-based penalty doesn’t hurt too much. Probably way better off being able to pick your stats.”

I ticked through the options for a moment, then decided to use the shoulder pads as a test piece. For the Primaries, I selected Strength, Intelligence, and Dexterity. And for the Secondaries, I selected Critical Strike Chance, Haste, and Chance to Hit.

The panel on the wall brightened and flashed, then the small compartment on the other side of the room opened and a small burst of steam escaped through the cracks.

I headed over and took the item out.

It had rolled all three of the Primaries I’d asked for, plus both Crit and Haste, but Chance to Hit hadn’t procced.

And as Frank had warned, the Item Level was considerably reduced; we were looking at something like a 20% drop.

“Interesting. Penalty is bigger than I thought, but it’s still useful.”

“Yeah, you picked a lot of stats. More choice, more pain.”

“How does it work with Rarity and so on?”

“Steeper gem cost, otherwise works the same. Jewelry is also more expensive in general, and your current stuff is pretty good.”

“Yeah, I was thinking I’d hold out for raid drops to replace those pieces. What’s up with the light, then?”

“The flashing bit at the end? You’ve got a small chance of avoiding or reducing any penalties when making an item. Sometimes, you might even get an upgraded piece of gear. Just sort of a bonus. Same thing as happened with those pieces that rolled higher quality originally.”

I tapped my chin, then unequipped the entirety of my newly acquired Redthorn set and dropped it on the floor, save the chest piece, which I caught in one hand.

I tossed it between the grinders and paid the fee in Soul Gems—which was substantial, even after our recent grinding session—and stepped up to the window.

For Primaries, I chose two stats to minimize the penalty, forgoing Dexterity for a combination of Intelligence and Constitution.

I went even lighter on the Secondaries, only selecting Critical Hit Chance since one of my Shattersoul Passives meant that stat provided me with both offense and defense in the form of a flat damage increase to every cast plus protection from enemy crits. And while I was a little wary of dropping Critical Hit Chance entirely, it seemed worth it given that I’d out-leveled the raid somewhat and wouldn’t be missing anyway—at least, not mechanically.

The panel at the far end of the room pulsed green, and then the doors opened with a new breastplate carefully arranged on a metal stand.

{Bloodthorn Breastplate}

Grade: B

Item Level: 95

Slot: Chest

Type: Leather

Quality: Uncommon

Primaries: +45 Intelligence, +45 Constitution

Secondaries: +4% Critical Strike Chance

Armor: +8%

“Yup, that’ll do. Onto the next step: messaging House.”

“Oh God, not again.”

“Relax. I just want to have her crunch some numbers for me before I blow most of my Soul Gems.”

I linked her all the items that had been created or destroyed by the Recombinator so far plus the penalties Frank had mentioned and had her math it out.

She didn’t have enough data for an entirely accurate response, but her conclusions were about what I’d expected: it was always worth choosing the first two stats you wanted, but there was a bit of a decline in performance after the third selection, and a steeper drop after that.

Still, given how much I valued Critical Strike Chance, including a third stat was a no-brainer.

I thanked her for her help, then kicked every piece of B-Grade I’d purchased into the grinder at the same time and went back to the window.

I pretty much repeated the same process there, except I alternated between Constitution and Dexterity across different pieces alongside Intelligence on everything to keep things balanced.

With that finished, I pulled up my stat sheet.

{Ned}, (The Piratical)

Level: 30 > 35

Tier IV Class: Shattersoul

Gear Level: 1067 > 1633

Strength: 18

Dexterity: 430 > 522

Constitution: 410 > 550

Intelligence: 560 > 780

Wisdom: 0

Charisma: 50

Critical Strike Chance: +31% > +65%

Haste Rating: +7% > +0%

Hit Rating: +9% > +0%

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 190 > 305

Health: 3280 > 4440

Mana: 5600 > 7800

Armor: 63% > 68%

Magical Resistance: 64% > 61%

I took a quick look at my jewelry and reconsidered tweaking it all because my Magical Resistance had fallen after I’d out-leveled my gear, but the stats were already decent, and I wanted to save some Soul Gems for the guild.

That was going to be expensive when it came to gems and a bit tricky overall. All the gear the Armory offered required level 30 at least, which meant that buying some nice sets for Ton, Jukes, Zoe, or even Darling wasn’t an option.

Instead, I tossed an illusion back on, zipped out into the Auction House, and threw open the various menus. Before I did anything else, I snagged almost 50 Spheres of Branching Fate for 300 Gold. But when I pulled up the leather menu for Jukes and started digging, Frank cut me off.

“I’d pass on the armor.”

“I’m totally telling Darling you said that.”

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Oh, I would, and happily. But yeah, any advice on why you wouldn’t do armor beyond you’re wrong would be fantastic.”

“You’re wrong, and I’d personally load up on jewelry, then focus on weapons and maybe a shield for Ton. We’re gonna run out of gems if you do armor too, and you probably want some left over for Soulsmithing.”

“Hmm.” I tabbed through the options. “I don’t mind giving up on the profession for now since it’s hit or miss with what we actually get, but doing weapons for those guys first is probably the right move. And I still have that crazy good Dragonscale Longsword for Ton, so we can probably skip the weapon there.”

I sorted the various listings by level and stats, flicking between a few different staves for Jukes that had a nice balance of defense and Health. I was about to buy one that looked particularly good when an idea struck.

“Oh damn, I’m doing this all wrong, aren’t I?”

“Dunno what you mean, but definitely.”

I clicked away from the staff I’d almost bought. “It’s like when we were hunting Touchstones for sockets; the stats don’t matter at all. We’re gonna reroll everything anyway, so the only thing that actually matters is the Item Level, but this time, we get to play with Rarity, too.”

I sorted all of the staves again, this time with filters for Item Level and cost. Once that was done, I had options everywhere, with loads of stuff that had rolled with weird combinations and been priced dirt cheap as a result.

After a bit of scouring, I scored a pair of badly rolled C-Grade Epics for less than 30 Gold total: a staff for Jukes and a shield for Ton, just as Frank had suggested.

{Paladin’s Rod} (Two-handed Staff)

Grade: C

Item Level: 97

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 140

Magical Attack: 75

Speed: Medium

Primaries: +10 Strength, +20 Wisdom, +40 Charisma

Secondaries: -3% Threat Generation

{Black Earth Shield} (Shield)

Grade: C

Item Level: 95

Slot: Offhand

Type: Shield

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +20 Dexterity

Secondaries: +2% Chance to Hit

Armor: +11%

“Summon that first item real quick. Can’t actually equip it, but you should take a look.”

I did. The item was pretty unremarkable, a metal staff that was surprisingly heavy with golden stars on each end.

Frank snorted.

“What?”

“Nothing, just unsurprised that you grabbed that Paladin’s Rod without hesitation.”

I dropped it back into my inventory with a sigh and moved on to jewelry. The options there were far more limited, with the pieces being substantially harder to find in general, but I still managed to grab ten Rare C-Grade rings with high Item Levels to play with, plus five necklaces for good measure. Given the size of our twenty-person raid, I figured that was probably enough to outfit the entire healer corps and then some.

I headed back to the Armory and sent House a quick message on the way; with the Recombinator in hand, we could essentially turn every useless item in the Auction House into something passable and flip it for a nice return, so I asked her to take a look and see if she’d be interested in doing that.

The affirmative reply I’d expected came in as I popped back into the Armory’s back room, so I thanked her and tossed all ten of the rings I’d purchased into the grinder at once.

“There’s a Secondary you’ll probably want here,” Frank said. “Might even be worth only selecting a single Primary so more of the item budget goes there. Only shows up on jewelry for healers, and it’s pretty rare.”

“I’ll scope it out.”

I tabbed through the options and immediately found what he was talking about: a Secondary stat that I’d never seen called Chance to Return.

I inspected it and read the resulting prompt.

It worked a lot like Critical Strike, but instead of dealing or healing for extra damage on any given cast, you’d stack the Secondary stat to gain a higher chance at having the Mana you’d just expended fully refunded on any given cast.

It wasn’t a perfect solution for the dives and the Mana issue they created—it couldn’t return any Mana that had already been lost—but outfitting our healers with a full set of jewelry and stacking the Secondary up would massively improve our longevity.

I made the appropriate selections and let all the items pile up in the window on the other side of the room once they were finished, then went through and inspected two of the nicer pieces I was planning on handing to Zoe.

{Returner’s Loop}

Grade: C

Item Level: 85

Slot: Finger

Quality: Rare

Primaries: +25 Intelligence

Secondaries: +3% Chance to Refund

Magical Resistance: +9%

{Teardrop Amulet}

Grade: C

Item Level: 90

Slot: Finger

Quality: Rare

Primaries: +40 Intelligence

Secondaries: +4% Chance to Refund

Magical Resistance: +13%

I tucked the items away. “Gonna be a little scary handing all the healers full sets of jewelry without a single point of Constitution, but I think Darling will be pretty thrilled about this.”

“Scary is definitely not the word I’d use,” Frank replied.

With the jewelry finished, I turned to my two remaining projects: the shield for Ton and the weapon for Jukes.

I started with the staff and went with three stats, just as I had for my own equipment: Dexterity and Constitution for the Primaries and Chance to Dodge for the Secondaries.

{Steel Bludgeon} (Two-handed Staff)

Grade: C

Item Level: 90

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 135

Magical Attack: 70

Speed: Slow

Primaries: +25 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +12% Chance to Dodge

That was pretty much exactly what I’d been hoping for, so I moved on to Ton’s shield and set the parameters to Strength, Constitution, and Chance to Block.

{Onyx Earth Shield} (Shield)

Grade: C

Item Level: 90

Slot: Offhand

Type: Shield

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +25 Strength, +25 Constitution

Secondaries: +8% Chance to Block

Armor: +11%

“Nice. We all set here?”

“Yup, time to head out and see the love of my⁠—”

Frank cut off as House burst into the room with Bella cradled tightly in her arms and 2.0 prowling behind them, growling. Her eyes were the widest they’d been since Corruptia had killed her, and her breathing was coming fast and shallow.

“House, what’s wrong? Was it Ersatz again?”

“It was not. I am afraid that the truth of the situation is far, far worse.”

“Worse? What could be worse than getting corpse camped?”

House swallowed and hugged Bella a little tighter. “An Omen member just reported that Erasmus has been spotted making his way toward the Onyx Oasis.”

Frank and I both exchanged a glance. “And that’s way worse because…”

She squeezed Bella still tighter.

“Oh,” I said. “Ohhh, shit. He’s the one you got Bella from, isn’t he?”

“Indeed he is. And I can only assume he has come to reclaim her and take her away. Because why would he not? How could he not?”

“You could just kill him,” Frank said.

She shook her head. “If it were that simple, he would already be dead, and I would not have brought it up.”

Frank and I exchanged a second, much more worried glance. Well, I was worried; he seemed pleasantly surprised.

“To clarify,” she continued, “Erasmus was kind to Bella, and I have no desire to hurt a fellow lover of animals. I would therefore prefer to avoid the axe’s suggested course of action if at all possible and instead reach a mutually acceptable outcome.”

“Good. Don’t listen to him, House.” I put a hand on her shoulder. “And don’t stress, okay? We don’t even know what he wants, and we’ll figure it out no matter what. Frank and I have to run to the raid, but there’s no way we’ll let the two of you be separated.”

She swallowed again. “Promise?”

“We both promise.”

“I didn’t⁠—”

“Promise?” House repeated, and she was staring at Frank so imploringly—eyes shining, lower lip quivering—that I physically felt him do a double take.

“Ack. Yeah, yeah, I’ll help.”

“Will you please wager your pinky?”

“I don’t have fingers, robot.”

“I am House, and your metaphorical digit will suffice.”

He sighed. “Alright, fine.”

House looked down at Bella and stroked the cat between the ears. “Thank you very much.” She eyed the floor. “I am so consumed with anxiety that I have no idea what to do with myself.”

“Normal, but did messing with the Recombinator and flipping items seem fun?”

She nodded without looking at me.

“Why don’t you head over to the Auction House and do that for an hour or two, then? This dive probably won’t take long, and you can lock everyone out of the Armory and hide out in there to keep him from finding you in the short term. Try not to freak out, though; we don’t even know if he’ll insist on taking her back. And if he does, we’ll work it out.”

She nodded again. “Understood. Thank you.” She headed out the door, walking briskly.

I watched her go. “What’re the odds that guy is coming back specifically for Bella?”

“Doubt that’s all he wants,” Frank said, “but I’m sure that’s part of it. Dude made a pretty big deal over that cat.”

I sighed, feeling almost as worried about House as I was about the upcoming raid. “It just had to be about the cat that kicked off her obsession in the first place.”

A message came in from Darling just then; the guild was heading out, moving in a caravan from the Oasis to the Cathedral, and she wanted me to join if I was ready.

I ducked out of the building and made for the gate.

“Well, we’ll figure it out. Let’s go see if that push to 35 was worth it.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



I paced down the center aisle of Darling’s new vehicle: a massive double-decker bus that looked like something out of a post-apocalyptic movie.

The roof had been ripped clean off, leaving the upper seats exposed to the air. I’d been moving up and down the top deck with my new rifle out since we’d left the Oasis, explaining the latest developments to Darling and the other officers. Darling was sitting up front, the Cathedral rising behind her as the bus moved in that direction.

The members on the lower deck had their bows and crossbows and staves and so on poking out through the open windows beneath us, and the vehicle was absolutely bristling as we rolled through the corridor of relative safety the Wager had bought us, weaving in and out of the many players heading the same way.

Darling whistled. “You really okay with that? Another Siege?”

I shrugged. “It’s better than having everyone rushing the Sands, but, yeah, it’s a problem. We can’t keep doing this.” I forced a smile. “But in brighter news, I’ve got some good stuff for the raid.”

I linked the items to Darling, then opened up a trade window with Zoe—who was the healer lead for the guild—and tossed in all the C-Grade jewelry I’d created. Unfortunately, I’d overshot a little bit there—only two of the twenty-person raid’s healers had hit C-Grade so far—but that just meant we’d be stacking the new gear onto those two instead of spreading it around.

Zoe’s eyes went wide at the sight of the pieces. “Woah, this stuff is nuts! Never even seen that affix before.”

I confirmed the trade. “The Chance to Return thing? I hadn’t seen it either. Apparently it’s pretty rare because only healers can drop it. I only happened across it thanks to Frank, our resident Mana expert.”

He growled.

I tapped him. “What? Am I wrong?”

“I’m just trying to figure out if my desire to claim the credit that’s rightfully mine is greater than my desire to split you in half at this particular moment.”

“You’d clearly prefer the credit for getting the items to the guild.”

He paused, and I felt him glance at Darling. “Yeah, I’ll take the credit.”

Darling poked my sternum. “This chestplate is new, right?” She looked me up and down, eyes widening. “Wait, is that rifle new too?”

I did a little spin, then felt like an idiot. “Yup, entirely new armor set and a rifle designed to make things bleed. This is all B-Grade.”

Her eyes went wider still. “Meaning you guys actually hit 35 overnight?”

“Mostly thanks to the payout and⁠—”

“And Frank!” Frank said.

“I was actually just about to say that.”

“Can’t hurt to be sure.”

“How much did the jewelry for the guild cost you?” Darling asked.

“Hm?”

“In Gold, I mean. It’s all from the Armory, right?”

“Nah, there’s C-Grade there, but it requires 30 to equip, even though the grade itself is only 25. Otherwise, I would have bought whole sets for everyone who’s coming. So, to get around that, I bought a bunch of equipment out of the Auction House and used this new room we unlocked to reroll the stats. That’s what bought us the new affix.”

She pursed her lips. “That sounds… even more expensive.”

“It’s mostly just the Soul Gem aspect that hurt, but it’s fine. All that stuff only exists to be used, right?”

“I mean, we can have everybody pitch in and⁠—”

I put my hands up, palms out. “Oh no, don’t worry about it at all.”

“You sure?”

“Oh yeah, I wasn’t expecting anything back. Just wanted to help out. House is back at the Auction House right now buying up stuff with bad stat allocations and rerolling it, then tossing it back up. With that new Armory room in hand, Gold’s gonna be less of a problem than it was before. And the weaker Soul Gems are pretty plentiful. We just got bottlenecked by the higher Rarity ones, otherwise we would have done more.”

She grinned her gap-toothed smile. “Well… be careful with all that new stuff.”

“How so?”

“You were already sort of on the edge of the amount of Threat Ton and Jukes could handle. I’m not gonna complain about more damage, but they might. Or, more dangerously, they might not, given that you’re about to hand them some gear, too, judging from that link you sent me.”

Jukes popped up from where he’d been lying down on one of the bus’ rear seats. “Did someone say free gear?”

Ton looked my way as well from the opposite row, but as usual, the larger tank was much more subdued.

I laughed and opened a trade window with Jukes, then threw his item in and confirmed it.

He stood up in the aisle, and the staff I’d made appeared in his hands, a five-foot-long bar of bluish steel capped with pyramid-shaped weights on either end. He spun it around and whistled.

“Wow, dude! This thing is nuts! It’s, like, perfect itemization!”

“Glad you like it! Just don’t get too jealous when you see what Ton’s getting. The shield’s pretty similar, just a piece of equipment with a high Item Level and the best rolls we could come up with, but the sword is something else. We went on a raid with Goon last night, and this thing was the best prize of all. Even Sleep seemed tempted to hold onto it, but we bribed it off him by getting his guild drunk on the wisdom of the beard.”

“True,” Frank said.

I threw the shield I’d made for Ton into a trade window along with the Dragonscale Longsword I’d mentioned. He reeled at the sight but held off on confirming the trade. His expression wasn’t what I’d expected either; I’d known he wouldn’t jump out of his seat the way Jukes had, but I hadn’t expected him to look so… guilty.

“What’s up, Ton?” Darling said.

He confirmed the trade and offered us a smile that was clearly forced. “Thanks, Ned, Frank. I really appreciate it. These will help a lot.” He equipped both items but didn’t draw them.

“What’s wrong, Ton?” Darling repeated, but sterner.

He sighed and watched the dark landscape roll by while the bus roared along. “My bad, didn’t mean to sour the mood. I know this isn’t the case, but I just feel like I’m being rewarded for bringing everyone down in that last encounter. If I hadn’t lagged out, we would have easily cleared that first boss with room to⁠—”

He cut off because Darling had slipped off her seat, crossed the distance between them with one clinking step and slapped him on the back—hard. “Let it go, man! It’s a raid, shit happens. You’re not the first to wipe the group and you won’t be the last, maybe not even the last one today.”

Rock nodded, and Nina piped up from beside him. “Remember when I wiped us on that slime boss a couple years back ’cause my cat jumped onto my keyboard and pulled a boss when the raid was on break?”

Darling smiled from ear to ear. “I mostly remember grabbing a coffee from the kitchen only to end up dropping it in the hall when you suddenly started threatening to strangle Mr. Fluffernutterbutter on voice chat at full volume.”

Nina laughed. “God, that cat was a menace.”

“That’s amazing.” I lowered my voice. “It’d be for the best if nobody shared that story with House, though. Like, ever. Seriously, don’t.”

Rock nodded, looking grave from across the aisle.

Darling squinted at the sunrise behind us, her face seeming to glow in the morning light. “I remember when Nina and I were younger and we were raiding on dial-up and the guild missed out on a major clear because my mom took the phone off the hook and I lost my connection.” She paused, still smiling. “Honestly, Ton? It’s kind of a miracle it took us this long before something random screwed us over.” She punched him in the shoulder. “It’s part of the experience, man! Gotta stop letting it get to you. I know it’s not that easy, but you still need to do it.”

“For real. We talked to Frank’s dad earlier on and…” I broke off, reflecting on what had actually happened. “No, that’s not really accurate. Frank’s dad showed up for no reason and talked at us for a while early on, and even he was talking about a surprising number of bugs showing up all of a sudden.

“Think there’s a new patch he’s been working on, so it’s not surprising there are some hiccups here and there. And where do you think we’d be without you, man?”

Ton drew the sword and laid it across his lap, and I watched with a smile as the other officers leaned over him to fawn over the weapon and its stacking, raid-wide buff.

“Thanks, guys,” he said, looking everywhere but at us. “Hopefully that was the last of it, really bummed me out. Even had a hard time sleeping after.”

“Shit happens,” Rock said, and a quiet moment followed that was strangely comfortable.

I relaxed into a nearby seat and popped out a handful of Spheres of Branching Fate while the others continued their conversations.

I’d spent a good amount of time thinking about which ability to temporarily replace and eventually decided on Shadowfrost Blast because of how useless the freeze effect was against raid bosses and stronger elites, at least for now.

I used one of the spheres, and three new skills appeared, all of which were from healing classes.

Frank hissed at my side.

“Yeah, yeah, I know. You hate them in general, and if I take a healing skill, I lose my Mana Regen. I remember.”

I used another sphere to revert Shadowfrost back to its usual state, then used a third sphere and ended up with two utility choices that didn’t work at all for my kit, plus a self-heal, and Frank hissed again.

“Ouch. Bad luck. Maybe I should have bought more than fifty of these things.”

I used a fourth sphere, then a fifth, and scanned the resulting skills.

None of the options were exactly what I’d been looking for—I’d been hoping for something that would enable Critical Strikes without me having to freeze my targets first—but at least all three were viable, and if nothing else, the third option in particular provided a good bit of new information just by appearing.

I ran through the options.

{Spelleater Cloak}

Source Class: {Cursed Paladin}

Description: You create a {Spelleater Cloak} that overlays your armor and causes the next five spells you are struck by to deal progressively less damage, with the first spell dealing 25% reduced damage, rising to a 95% reduction on the final hit.

While this effect is active, all damage you take is reduced by 5%, and you gain 25% resistance toward all crowd control effects.

Cast time: 1.5 seconds.

Duration: 10 seconds.

Cooldown: 45 seconds.

Cost: 1 Cursed Mana.

{Summon Aimbot}

Source Class: {Gunshare}

Description: You select a friendly target up to 20 yards away and summon an {Aimbot} to assist them. While the {Aimbot} persists, the target’s Chance to Hit is increased by 10%, and any misses made by the target while the summon is active will also raise the target’s Haste Rating by 5% for 10 seconds, stacking up to 3 times.

However, the summon will be killed instantly upon taking direct damage, and only one {Aimbot} may be active at a time.

Cast time: Instant.

Duration: Until dismissed or killed.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 670 Mana.

{Shadow Bulwark}

Source Class: {Bayonetman} (Augment Class)

Required Target Skill: {Enchanted Firearms}

Description: You summon a shadowy shield from one of your equipped firearms. The shield will fully block a single attack, but the shield only persists for a brief period, and the weapon that summoned it cannot be fired while this effect is active.

Upon a successful block, you may chain this ability into the Combination skill {Ravenblade Riposte}. However, some especially powerful attacks may override the block and nullify this effect.

Duration: 1.5 seconds.

Cast time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 seconds.

Cost: 200 Mana.

I looked those over. “Nobody should be missing consistently in the raid so long as they’ve got a decent Hit rating, so I’m thinking Aimbot is out right away and it’s between the two defensives for now. “Third one’s got a lot going on. Haven’t seen the Augment Class thing before.”

“Not super common,” Frank said. “Just means they require another skill because they work by modifying what’s already there.”

“Magical bayonets, huh? That’s only the second Combination skill we’ve seen, too. Think Sleep had one on the belt he got from the Mana Storm mob. Gonna scope the combo ability out, maybe that’ll push us in the right direction.”

{Ravenblade Riposte} (Combination Ability)

Source Class: {Bayoneteer} (Augment Class)

Required Skill: {Enchanted Firearms}

Description: You summon a short, shadowy blade from the barrel of one of your equipped firearms. The blade persists for a brief period and deals no damage, but it automatically taunts any enemy struck for 8 seconds.

However, the firearm used to summon this blade cannot be fired while this effect is active.

Duration: 5 seconds.

Cast time: Instant.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: None.

I cocked my head at the readout. “A taunt, huh? Wasn’t expecting that. Or really wanting one at all.” I scanned the other defensive again, then shrugged. “I guess the combo ability will end up being something we actively avoid using, but I think I’m just going to take Bulwark anyway since it’s more reactive. Plus it’ll block something fully instead of letting less damage through over time.”

Frank sighed.

“What?”

“You finally get a melee weapon, and it’s a short sword. A short sword that doesn’t deal damage.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So you’d be happier if the sword was bigger?”

“I mean, yeah. If you’re gonna use a sword, it might as well be absolutely enorm— oh God, what am I saying?”

I burst out laughing. “Sounds like you’ve got some reflecting to do, man.”

“Said reflection will be avoided at all costs.”

“Whatever works for you.” I tapped the Bulwark skill. “Well, I’m just gonna go with this for now. Imagine I’ll probably switch it back out for something else after we drop the first boss, maybe see what we need and adjust from there. I’d like to keep going, but I don’t wanna burn too many spheres right away.” I hopped up out of my seat. “Hey, Darling?”

She headed down the aisle toward me, dark hair flying behind in the breeze as the bus continued to fly along. “What’s up?”

“Would you mind hitting me as hard as you possibly can? Up high, preferably.”

She raised a delicate eyebrow, looked at Frank, then glanced up at me. “This isn’t like… weird somehow, right?”

“Not this time, no.”

“Nope,” Frank agreed. “But fair warning, regardless of how much power you put into this attack, the end result is likely to disappoint everyone here who’s not already an elvish disappointment.”

Darling shrugged, armor clinking. “Okay then.” She popped one of her axes into both hands. “Just wanted to make sure it wasn’t weird.”

Then she dashed down the aisle, covering the space so quickly that I immediately found myself on the back foot.

I drew a revolver with my left hand and activated Bulwark. At first, it felt like I’d fired a raven; the first part of the spell had a similar effect, and the kickback was substantial. But then the projectile exploded a few inches from the end of the barrel before expanding into a black shield made of dark feathers that started at my fingertips and ran down the back of my hand, ending about halfway down my forearm.

The summoned shield was smaller than I’d expected—it was more of a buckler than the sort of full shield Ton used—so the coverage was fairly lacking, but that also meant it was maneuverable, and I didn’t have any trouble swinging the buckler up into the path of Darling’s descending axe.

I braced myself for impact, which proved unnecessary; Darling’s weapon struck my shield full on, then rebounded with a burst of black feathers that the wind caught and quickly blew behind the moving bus.

Darling staggered backward, and her heavy weapon’s momentum pulled her two full steps away from me and down the aisle before she recovered. At the same time, the shield vanished from my arm, leaving only the revolver I’d used to summon it behind.

“Gonna be harder to block with than I thought, but damn, that was effective. Darling, was that a knockback?”

She shook her head, grinning while she dismissed her axe. “Nah, but the force of it knocked me off balance. Wasn’t expecting that much pushback. Does that block spells, too?”

“You know it,” Frank said.

I laughed and activated Ravenblade Riposte just to see what would happen. “There’s this, too. Combination skill that requires a block to activate.”

Apparently I could choose which weapon the blade came out of, so I switched it up and selected the revolver in my right hand.

A focused beam of dark blue flame roared out of the barrel and held there, sizzling and crackling between us in the narrow aisle. The stream was only about two feet long and two inches wide, but it was roaring like an oversized butane lighter.

I moved it back and forth, then swung it in a bright arc without disrupting its form in the slightest.

“What does that thing do?” Darling asked.

“It makes Frank feel conflicted,” I replied.

“About what?”

Frank sighed, loudly.

I took a quick step forward and poked the tip of the burning blade into Darling’s shoulder before she could dodge. She hissed and jumped back. As I’d thought, the blade left a bit of ash on her armor, but that was it.

“It’s just a taunt, actually, and it doesn’t deal any damage. Sorry, wanted to see if the taunt worked on players but figured it didn’t.”

“Gah, I wish it had,” Frank said. “I can’t even imagine how happy it would make me to see Darling beat you to death whether she likes it or not.” He looked her way. “To be clear, I’d prefer you being super into the idea of splitting his skull into as many pieces as possible, but at this point, I would happily take compulsion.”

“Noted,” Darling said.

The summoned weapon faded, so I linked Darling the whole ability so she could check it out. She pulled it up, then moved back to the front of the bus and hopped back onto her seat, looking thoughtful.

“Okay, so for this upcoming run, we’ve got some new skills, new gear, more levels, and we’re gonna have way more Mana every step of the way.” She pointed at me and Frank. “But none of that was free, so let’s knuckle down and make it count.

“Like Ton said, we were cruising on the first boss the last time around, so I think clearing it is a given now that we know the mechanics, but I wanna hear any ideas about how we can get through it with more Mana the second time around. That goes for the first boss, the trash on the way in, everything.”

With that, Darling came back over and dropped into the seat beside me, her shoulder touching mine, and the group got to work as the Cathedral drew ever closer.


Chapter Twenty-Four



World Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the second guild to defeat {Thiago, the Failed End}!

Only four bosses remain before the Possibility King can be challenged!

I smiled up at the prompt while Darling knelt in front of Thiago’s sparkling corpse.

As Darling had predicted, Thiago hadn’t proven to be much of a challenge, with the mechanics of the fight being essentially solved. And while Jukes had nearly slipped up in the final phase with the two fists and the swapping mechanic they required, Ton had saved him with a well-timed cooldown, which I was grateful for in a couple of different ways.

We’d cruised through the trash, too, where my new abilities had proved pretty clutch, especially Corpsebelcher and my two more recent pickups: Embalmer’s Rose and Razorbriar Field.

Embalmer’s Rose had a fairly subtle effect—and its visual cue was simple, with red roses sprouting all over the corpses I targeted—but the ability had essentially let us bring a good deal more corpses into the Thiago fight, which was handy for generating light to see by and creating buffs, but not all that meaningful in the end given how quickly Thiago dropped.

Corpsebelcher was fantastic in combination with Razorbriar Field, especially when it came to clearing trash.

Jukes would roll into an area I’d designated, I’d send the subterranean creature his way ahead of time while he pulled a couple of monsters in and packed them together, then the spell would hit, and I’d stun the whole group and earn a handful of Fresh Corpses in the process.

Then I’d pop a Razorbriar Field out of a corpse to create a wide circle of knee-high brambles covered in wicked, three-inch spikes. The summoned field would snare the whole pull and get some Bleed Procs rolling, and Jukes would just kite them around the AoE snare in a circle while they limped toward him and melted under the guild’s collective fire.

With the earliest part of the raid firmly behind us, I was feeling pretty good about our chances for a second boss clear because all four of our healers were still above 85% Mana, with Zoe at an unbelievable 90%.

A heavy hand suddenly clapped my shoulder, and I’d been so deep in thought that I actually jumped.

“Hey,” Darling said. “You want this thing? I was going to give it to Ton or Jukes because of the effect it has, but neither of them wants to mess with the downside.”

I cocked my head at her, and she opened up a trade window with me and threw in a piece of loot in response.

The item was a weird one—a ring that could represent a massive upgrade over the PVP-centric ring I was currently using in the right situation, though I didn’t think I’d be equipping it until we were finished with the raid.

{Black Armorling Band}

Grade: C

Item Level: 85

Slot: Finger

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +40 Constitution

Secondaries: +3% Critical Strike Chance

Magical Resistance: +15%

Effect: You take 10% reduced Magical damage from all sources. However, you also take 12.5% increased Physical damage from all sources.

“Sure, I’ll take that if nobody else wants it. Probably stash it in my inventory for now. No Intelligence on the Armorling Band, so slotting it in right now is probably too much of a DPS loss.”

Darling nodded. “I checked with the tanks, and they didn’t think they’d be able to handle the increase either, for what it’s worth.”

“All good, it’ll be great to quest with. Thanks, Darling.”

She headed back to Thiago’s corpse and the huge door beyond that presumably functioned as an exit, so I tossed the ring into my inventory, stored Thiago’s soul in the Soul Reactor to get its charge level to 50%, then jogged back into position.

“Alright,” Frank said. “This is where it gets interesting.”

“The raid?”

“Yeah. From here on out, every boss has a chance at dropping what we need to survive the Siege.”

“The Reality Blade and the Spelliron Shield?”

“Uh huh.”

“I guess I’ll just cross my fingers, then. Wish I knew what the damn things actually did or how they’re gonna help. Feel like I can’t really wrap my head around the idea of winning a Siege with everything that’s stacked against us, let alone holding the city for any stretch of time afterward.”

“The burden of ignorance is a heavy one,” Frank said. “I mean, I assume it’s heavy. Not like I would know, being omniscient and all.”

“Alright!” Darling said. “One boss down, four to go before we can try to knock the King out of commission and claim that Wish.” She moved to the far side of the chamber and pushed the heavy door open with both hands. “Let’s go see if we can get a second clear!”

The door groaned, then boomed open to reveal a long, dark hallway. Then the hallway burst alight, the walls and ceiling and even the floor becoming lined with stars and planets and, unfortunately, moons.

Frank started growling.

“I know, I know. Right there with you on that.”

Darling turned to the raid, backlit by the artificial night sky that looked like it had been wrapped around the hall. “This giving anybody flashbacks?”

“To the dead dino stuff with the Huntsman?” I said. “Yeah, definitely.”

A shooting star lanced over her shoulder, moving up the wall and then scorching across the ceiling before gradually dissipating.

“Alright, let’s move. I want Ton in front and Jukes protecting the rear. This is probably just a transition zone that leads to more trash, but keep your heads on straight.”

“Nobody’s cleared the second boss yet, right?” Nina said.

Darling rolled her shoulders and her axes, then stepped in beside Ton as the tank moved into the starlit tunnel. “Nope! Could still be us.”

I let a few people head in, then positioned myself just outside the knot of healers. We proceeded into the tunnel, barely speaking for the first twenty seconds or so, footsteps echoing.

Then the entire night sky pulsed, the stars bursting and shining twice as bright as before.

We waited a few long moments, waiting for something to join us in the cramped space, listening to the sounds of our own breathing.

“Oh,” Frank said. “Sorry, spaced. You can keep walking, it’s fine.”

Ton shot Darling a quizzical look, then stomped farther into the darkness. We followed along, and it felt like the stars were spinning to watch us, cold and hostile.

Eventually, the hall sloped upward, then abruptly left us standing in front of another set of massive doors.

Darling smiled. “You know what this means, right?”

“No trash?” Nina said, hopeful.

“Only if you’re disregarding Ned,” Frank replied.

Darling took a long step forward. “Let’s move in! No time to waste! If there’s nothing between these two bosses, it means Redacted’s got a solid head start at the very least!”

We headed into what resembled an observatory: a wide, circular room with a high, domed ceiling.

The ceiling was brightly lit by the same type of sky we’d seen back in the tunnel, but the space itself was otherwise completely empty, just a dark floor beneath a black ceiling that was dripping in starlight.

Then Ton reached the center of the space, the sky went dark, and the room became as impenetrably dim as Thiago’s chamber had been. Something groaned behind us, and it was only when the boom followed that I realized the doors we’d all passed through had just thumped shut.

“Everybody pull together toward the healers, we’re locked in!” Darling said. “Casters in the center like usual, tanks to either side of the circle.”

People pressed in, and I let myself be pushed and bumped deeper into the circle until I was standing close to Zoe.

A moment later, a single star brightened at the very apex of the dome and filled the chamber with a soft, blue glow. I was relieved to be able to see, mostly because the guild had been unable to bring any bodies in from the previous encounter.

But then the light overhead dimmed slightly, and I was able to make out the outline of a man hovering in the air just beneath it, one arm raised to the ceiling.

I inspected him.

{Tyga, Painter of Demise} (Level 30 Elite) (Raid Boss)

HP: 3,200,000/3,200,000

MP: 1,000,000/1,000,000

“Not enough,” he said. “It’s not enough. It’s not enough.”

Tyga held a paintbrush in one hand and a bucket in the other, and the white smock he wore was smeared with other colors.

The tip of his brush was dripping green, oozing far more paint than should have been possible, and the great gobs that landed on the floor were already piling up and moving and undulating in a way that made my skin crawl.

“Ton!” Darling said.

The big tank lowered his shield and rumbled toward the diminutive but still-floating figure. Ton activated a skill that set his shield to glowing orange, the flames burning hotter and turning blue as he closed in.

Then the strange little man flicked his paintbrush in Ton’s direction, splattering an arc of green liquid at the tank’s feet.

“Not finished yet,” he said.

Ton yelped as his footfalls suddenly stopped finding purchase and he went wheeling up into the sky.

“Never finished. Not good enough, not done. Not done not done not done not done not…”

The Painter broke off and seemed to see us for the first time then, his milky eyes taking in the entire raid even as Ton floated beneath him, still tumbling in empty space.

“Distractions, all of you! You shouldn’t be here. It’s not done, it’s not finished. Not finished not finished not finished!”

He made a few quick motions with his paintbrush and slung a sweeping mark onto Ton’s back, causing a debuff to pop up atop his nameplate.

{Green Demise} (Debuff)

Effect: After 5 seconds have passed, target erupts for 16,000 True damage, spread equally among all players within 10 yards.

Ton dropped and crashed into the ground in front of the rest of the raid.

“That’s a one-shot mechanic!” Darling said. “Dispel it!”

A small mote of light rose from Ton and twisted into the air, but the mark remained, and so did the debuff.

“Didn’t work!” someone called out.

“Damn, soak it!” Darling said. “Everybody stack within ten yards of Ton! Healers, get ready to bring the whole raid back to full Health!”

All of us rushed in, surrounding the tank and eyeing the Painter above, who was staring down at us with his head slightly cocked, dripping brush held low and gripped between two fingers.

Then Ton’s debuff exploded in a frighteningly powerful burst of magic that sent the rest of the raid flying and left Ton standing there alone in the center of the observatory.

I flew backward with everybody else, landed on my side, and went skipping across the floor while Health bars blinked in my peripheral. The entire raid’s Health bars had been visibly chunked by that single spell, all of us suffering exactly 800 damage regardless of our mitigations.

“Everybody back in!” Darling said. “Stay close for that soak mechanic until we see something that prevents it!”

Ton swung his shield up into position while I rushed forward, pistols pumping at my sides.

Though I didn’t see the attack that prompted the defensive movement on his end, Ton succeeded in blocking a ribbon of red paint. He tilted his shield toward the floor, and the goop slid right off. It smoked and spat, eating an inch into the stone before it fizzled out.

As the Painter zipped down without warning, Ton bellowed a taunt and charged in, but he crashed into a sphere of red light that sprang up around the raid boss out of nowhere.

Then the Painter went completely still, hands going slack and falling to his sides, his brush slapping the floor, and his bucket crashing down and spewing a thick puddle of green.

Ton struck the red barrier with his sword, and the weapon rebounded on him. “Can’t hit him with melee! Still got aggro, though!”

A few casters splashed ice, fire, and wind effects against the Painter, but their spells ricocheted off the red, translucent sphere and deflected harmlessly before fading away in midair.

“The hell is this?” Zoe said from my left.

“No idea,” I said. “Maybe a phase⁠—”

I cut off as a red line formed in the air in front of the Painter, a vertical slit that was maybe six feet tall but only a few inches wide. Then a red hand reached through, and I understood.

The Possibility King had returned.

“King is immune again,” Ton called out.

“Just hold and be ready to start again at any moment!” Darling said.

The Possibility King stepped out of the Rift, data cascading up and down his ephemeral frame. He gave us a long look, then grinned his numerical smile.

“Interesting. You butchered Thiago, then.”

He stared around at the observatory and clicked his tongue.

“I suppose it’s not all that surprising. Thiago and even Tyga here were both missing something that I never quite managed to put my finger on.

“You know, before Tyga became what he is, I originally commissioned him to paint this place. I had a very specific vision of multiple worlds in mind, all crashing together and blending into a single mural that would span the observatory’s ceiling.

“Unfortunately, Tyga was much more of an artist than I ever was, and he had other ideas. He brought me in to see the hallway he’d finished, as well as the ceiling. And when I asked about the mural I’d asked for, all he’d say was it’s there, it’s all there. Everything that can ever be is already in the night sky, all at once.”

He clicked his tongue again, then scanned our faces, chin tilted up. “People are such amusing creatures. They’re so resilient until they’re not. And sometimes it’s surprisingly difficult to identify the moment where they lost their way.”

The Possibility King sighed. “Well, it doesn’t really matter. In the end, Tyga’s ramblings about the sky provided the exact sort of inspiration I’d been looking for. And with that little push in hand, writing the end of your world’s story was… effortless. I’m quite proud of it, actually.”

He stared up at the painted ceiling. “I do hope you like it, provided you make it that far.” He spread his hands wide, and annoyingly, it reminded me of Tyrann. “In the meantime, why don’t we make your approach a bit more interesting? With my work complete, I’ll be departing your reality shortly, but if you lot can entertain me in the meantime, I’ll make it worth your while. It’s always so tedious, waiting for the veil to thin and the timelines to sync up.”

We all waited for him to continue, hands on weapons, and I felt like the entire guild was watching his immunity buff and waiting for the effect to drop.

“Well?” he said.

“He’s actually waiting for an answer,” Frank said.

Darling stepped between Ton and Jukes. “What are you proposing?”

“A gambit to make things more interesting. The first of many, in fact. Provided you perform well enough to survive the first.”

“We’re listening.”

He smirked. “I’ll make a slight change to your little battle here. And if you win, you’ll gain something worthwhile.”

I looked at Frank, and he nodded firmly. “Let’s go for it. We’ve got Gulgos in the Soul Reactor already, so we can afford to—” He cut off, buzzing and cursing at my hip.

“The beard approves,” I said.

Darling shot us a glance, then pursed her lips and stood a little straighter. “How exactly are you going to change the fight?”

The King smirked. “If I told you, it’d be a deal rather than a gamble, wouldn’t it? And I’m not interested in negotiating with the walking dead. But rest assured: accepting my offer will put you on the fastest possible course toward my throne room, though Tyga himself will remain in your way no matter what you decide.”

He grinned. “Well, he may not be himself once I’m done, not exactly. You lot have twenty seconds to decide. Otherwise, I’ll free Tyga and allow him to dispose of you here and now.”

Darling spun to face the rest of the raid. “Sounds like he’s saying he’ll increase the difficulty somehow and beating whatever he comes up with will get us closer to taking him down. I’m expecting Redacted to keep pace with us all the way to the end, so personally, I’d like to go for it, but we’ll do a vote.” She raised a hand. “Hands up for yes, keep ’em down if you’d rather play it safe!”

The result was quick and almost unanimous, with only a healer and a couple of DPS preferring the safer course.

Darling turned back to the Possibility King and nodded. “We’ll take the offer.”

“Good, good.” He took a long step back and sucked in a deep breath. He waved a hand and the world shifted sideways, then a blinding flash ripped through the chamber.

I blinked, and suddenly I was elsewhere, lying on my back with wind rushing over my face and clothing, the taste and smell of salt both heavy on the air. And I couldn’t move a muscle.

The Possibility King warped in overhead. He reached into his digital robe and pulled out a piece of gold jewelry, then flipped it open and examined it.

“Looks like we’re a bit early for his schedule. You’ve got… ten minutes to ready yourselves before the Painter reasserts himself. I do hope you’ll make it interesting.”

A ten-minute timer appeared in the center of my vision, then the King vanished overhead and I realized with a start that I could move again.

I sat up. The rest of the raid was scattered around me, all of us sitting dazed and confused atop a rectangular platform racing over bright blue water, click-clacking along on metal tracks floating and bending over gentle waves.

I drew my pistols and stepped to the edge of the platform while the rest of the raid spread out and did the same. The water was rushing by, smooth as glass, and the afternoon sunlight bouncing off it was warm on my skin.

Exhaling to calm myself, I scanned the length of the strange vehicle we’d been transported onto.

It was half-barge, half-train, with locomotive-like engines fitted to either end and three flat, wooden cars in between, and their edges were positioned so low to the water that even the gentle waves were constantly spilling onto them and washing over and across.

When the timer started, Ton visibly relaxed his shoulders to my right. Then the big tank spoke up. “Combat just dropped.”

“Okay, looks like this is a quick break!” Darling called out. “I know we’re limited for regen and we’re already looking good on Mana, but if any DPS need a second to drink to refill, hurry up and get started. And if you’ve gotta step away for any reason, this is your moment.

“If you’ve got nothing to do, go ahead and scout this barge out and report back if you find anything. We’re so close, guys! Just a couple more bosses to go and we can knock that guy down a peg or three!”

Darling hopped back a platform and kept giving orders, and we soon had players swarming all over the various platforms and climbing up each of the locomotives.

“Gah,” Frank said, and I felt like he was eyeing the tracks.

“What? I thought you’d be happy to run into another train, even if it ended up being half-ship. You never know: maybe your moment has finally arrived and you’re about to get a crack at solving the trolley problem in a literal sense.”

He scoffed.

“What?”

“As much as I’d love to run somebody over with a train, yourself included⁠—”

“I assumed I was included.”

“—the trolley problem isn’t actually a problem. First of all, what sort of asshole even owns a trolley in this time and age?”

“I don’t think ownership is part of the setup, Frank. It’s just an old thought experiment, so the language is dated.”

At that moment, a call came in from House, so I stole a quick look around and checked the timer.

“Normally I’d tell House we’re in the middle of something, but I’m pretty worried about how we left that last conversation with her, so if you think it’s safe, I’m going to take this to make sure she’s doing okay.”

“Just watch the timer and you’re fine. This is just a break for the group to get their bearings after the setting change, and there’s not much to the train itself.”

“Thanks.” I shot Darling a quick message to let her know what we were up to, then accepted the call.

“One moment, please,” House said, and her bright and happy tone caught me totally off guard and had me feeling substantially lighter at the same time. To be honest, I’d been expecting tears.

“Uh, sure?”

“I was calling about a market-based question that I was hoping to resolve, but there is suddenly something I need to settle beforehand. Would you please hold for a moment?”

I shrugged. “Sure, House. I’ve got a couple minutes to spare, but I might need to bail at any time, so if I suddenly hang up, I’ll get back to you later.”

She nodded, then started busying herself with a screen that I couldn’t see.

“Anyway,” Frank said. “Like I was saying before the robot interrupted despite not being ready to talk, the trolley problem is not a problem. It’s just yet another case of a rich dude with options who decided to start waxing philosophical.”

“The philosophy is the entire point, Frank. You’re the operator of a trolley, and there’s a split in the tracks. If you don’t do anything, you’re gonna⁠—”

“I know how the problem works. The whole thing is, like, my biggest pet peeve.”

“What is?”

“The trolley problem.”

“That’s not a pet peeve, Frank. That’s not what that means at all.” I brushed a few beads of moisture off one of my revolvers. “Anyway, the setup is simple: the trolley sets off with a bunch of people tied up on the tracks, and you have the option to switch tracks to where a single guy is tied down instead, right?”

“Yup, that’s the core of the thing. And here’s the answer: you don’t do shit. Just sit back and enjoy the ride, then the screaming, then the bumps. Boom, problem solved.” He tried to spit onto the platform. “Suck on that, Plato. You and your stupid little cave.”

“I don’t think there were trollies in his day, and more importantly, I feel like you’re ignoring the spirit of the question.”

“This thought exercise is the definition of a win-win, and I won’t be convinced otherwise.”

“Alright, so flip it. You’re still in command of the trolley, there’s a group of ten people tied to the tracks in front of you, and one person is tied to the track to the right. What do you do, Frank?”

“I have a great day.”

“So you don’t change tracks.”

“Absolutely not.”

“So, in other words, you’re perfectly happy with merely being complicit in the deaths of ten people rather than doing any actual killing yourself.”

“Yeah, I mean, that’s exactly what I’d— Wait, what?”

I reached up and stretched with both hands behind my head. “You could have chosen to swap tracks and actively decide to kill the one guy, but you didn’t. You just… didn’t interfere.”

He furrowed something like a brow. “So it’s like… I didn’t actually kill those people. I just didn’t stop them from being killed.”

I gave him a thumbs-up. “Now you’re getting it.”

He furrowed something a second time. “Alright, time for a do-over. I, Big Frank, have agency, so I switch tracks and deliberately squish that one guy real good.”

“And, as a result, you’ve saved ten lives. Congratulations, Frank! You are a true hero of the people.”

“No, I don’t want that! Never mind, I don’t change tracks.”

“Then you’re back to not actively killing anyone, aren’t you? You’re just letting ten people die.”

His eyes went wide. “Damn! This really is a conundrum!”

“You see the issue, right?”

“Oh, I do. This truly is a problem that will never be solved.”

House looked up at us from through her window. “Are all of the captives tied at equidistant points?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “It’s not specified, I don’t think, but probably.”

“Then the answer is simple. Frank simply changes tracks twice in a row.”

“Huh?” Frank said. “How does that help?”

“From Frank’s perspective, the core of the problem is the starting point. The first time you change tracks, you are choosing to save ten lives in order to murder one human, correct?”

“Yeah, and I really don’t wanna do that.” He paused, pensive. “Maybe the solution is to get a second trolley.”

“But when you change tracks a second time,” House continued, “your starting point is now ethically irrelevant. Both paths become direct choices, and you are thus able to choose to end the lives of ten rather than one.

“One life is still saved, but by changing tracks twice, you have actively ended ten lives instead of simply remaining complicit in their eventual deaths.”

I felt Frank’s jaw drop at my side. “Oh, damn! Never mind, the robot solved it super-fast.”

I rubbed the back of my head with the barrel of my revolver. “I’m pretty sure that only works because I had to warp the whole idea beyond recognition to get you to understand it in the first place.

“If you changed tracks twice in the original version, the problem would remain. The whole idea is to avoid running someone over with a train, not to hit as many people as possible on purpose.”

“And as an additional bonus to changing tracks a second time, which Frank in particular will appreciate,” House said, “your initial choice will also be creating a moment in time where the ten passengers falsely believe that their lives have been saved, only to be confronted with their own mortality once again when the trolley returns to its original position.”

Frank blinked. “Wow. I feel like I’ve learned something today, and it wasn’t about me, and I’m only slightly annoyed by that.”

“You are welcome,” House said. “May I ask my question now?”

The train was still speeding over the water—we had about three minutes left, and most of the raid was still either drinking or just resting up.

“Sure, but did something unexpected happen with Erasmus? You seem like you’re in a way, way better mood than you were earlier this morning. Which is fantastic, but this is a really sudden switch, so I’m curious.”

“I did receive some additional information.” She swallowed, and it looked painful. “According to Arlann, Erasmus will be arriving at the Oasis in a few hours in order to reclaim Bella and take her on a two-month trip to the far southern edge of the world to examine the changing tides.” Her eyes were strangely bright, but her voice hadn’t wavered even a bit.

“And you’re… okay with that?” I asked. “She’s gonna be gone for two months, and then what?”

House reached into her pocket and crammed something into her mouth. And it was only when she spoke and spattered the video window with rice that I realized what it was. “I am okay with it, for now.”

“Really?” Frank said. “You’re still eating that guy’s cursed sushi? You know he made that with his hands, right?”

“Indeed I am,” House said. “But as far as Erasmus is concerned, Erasmus is her original owner, and returning her to the person who raised and loved her is clearly the correct move.”

She popped Bella into her arms and started stroking the cat’s back. “However, I have not spoken to him myself, so for now, I am simply choosing to remain hopeful that we can negotiate an agreement that works for both of us. And failing that, I will come up with an alternative.”

“Well, if Erasmus won’t show up for a few hours, then Frank and I would like to be around for that conversation if you don’t mind. Make sure you’ve got a couple of people looking out for your best interests.” I eyed Frank. “Well, at least one extra person.”

“I would very much appreciate that, thank you.” She ate yet another piece of sushi and started chewing aggressively. “On a totally unrelated note, I would now like to pose a hypothetical question involving… economics.”

I leaned back and glanced at Darling, who was staring up at the timer and watching it tick down. She caught me looking at her, and I shrugged to ask if she needed anything, but she just smiled and returned it with a shrug of her own.

“Okay, House, but you’ve got less than two minutes.”

“That will be plenty of time. Please imagine that there is an item that is very notable that you have been keeping tabbed for several weeks.”

“Keeping tabs on,” I corrected.

“Thank you. The tabbed item has been present on the Auction House for several weeks, with multiple listings. Occasionally, the entire supply sells out, but it always recovers in short order.”

She popped another piece of sushi into her mouth. “Then, one day, without warning, the item vanishes and is never seen again for as long as the Auction House persists.”

I blinked. “Okay, I follow, but I’m not sure where you’re going with this.”

“My question is simple: given the events that I’ve just described, how likely would you be to ascribe the various changes to market manipulation rather than general fluctuations of the economy?”

“Ohh, I see what you’re on about. I mean, I’d consider manipulation a possible result, but if the change was that stark and it lasted that long, I’d probably suspect something else was at play before I jumped to somebody having a direct hand in it all.”

“For example?”

“Oh, I dunno. It could be anything: maybe the player base has reached the mid-game, and now those low-level items aren’t being resupplied the way they used to be. Or maybe Frank’s dad changed a bit of code and altered the loot table, and now the monsters that were responsible for the bulk of those drops are dropping something else instead, reducing the supply.”

“So in your esteemed opinion,” House said, “it would be rash to jump to such a worrisome conclusion in the initial days of the item’s disappearance.”

I cocked my head. “I guess so, yeah. I probably just wouldn’t worry about it at all, at least for a couple days.”

She leaned a little closer to the window. “How long would it be before you jumped?”

“Jumped to what?” I said. I was having a bit of a hard time keeping up with her, between the moving barge and the players milling around me and the countdown and everything else that was going on.

“Before you jumped to my previous conclusion.”

“That it actually is market manipulation and that I should start looking into it?”

“Indeed.”

“Uhhh… I guess if the item didn’t show up for a week, maybe I’d start poking around? But I dunno, I think you’re probably overly focused on whatever this is. There are always other items, other markets.”

House brightened, though I wasn’t sure why. “Thank you very much for your advice”—she said, cramming another piece of sushi into her mouth and chewing aggressively—“on market manipulation.”

“Not sure how that helped in the slightest, but I’m glad it did.” I pointed at her. “By the way, your teeth are bleeding again. If you’re gonna eat that stuff, you might as well pick the splinters out first.”

“Timer just dropped to thirty seconds,” Frank said. “Say goodbye, robot.”

“Goodbye, robot,” House said.

Frank paused. “I guess that works both ways, doesn’t it?”

“See you, House. We’ll figure out the Erasmus thing, so don’t give up on Bella just yet.” I drifted toward the center of the platform while Darling barked orders. “As long as we’re not mid-boss, I’ll be happy to drop anything else and help you out.”

“Thank you very much.” She hung up.

“Huh,” Frank said.

“Are you mad because she called you a robot?”

“No, I just have a really weird feeling about that conversation. And not in a good way.”

“Really? I think she was just putting on a brave face so we don’t get distracted because she knows how much this clear means to us. I was actually really proud of her for that, but I do think we should make a point of showing up and getting into her corner regardless of what she says so she doesn’t give Bella away completely. Nice of her to offer, but that seems unnecessary.”

“Not sure what’ll happen there. All I’m saying is that I’ve got alarm bells ringing in the back of my head and I’m not sure why.”

“Probably has something to do with the bloody rice she was spitting onto the video window.”

“That’s not the sort of thing I’d find alarming. I dunno, I just feel like this isn’t gonna end well.”

“For you, you mean?”

“Uh huh. How’d you know?”

“You’re really the only thing you get worked up about.”

“Hm,” Frank said. “That’s insulting, but you’re not wrong.”

Then the timer hit zero, and the Painter appeared overhead, floating farther down the tracks with a paintbrush the size of a spear gripped in one hand.

“Game on!” Darling said. “Ton, Jukes, let’s go the moment he’s in range—no time to waste!”


Chapter Twenty-Five



I stared up at the Painter, gripping my revolvers tightly.

He was floating in the air about a hundred feet down the tracks with his back to the approaching barge, robes flying sideways in the breeze.

He raised his huge brush to the sky, then flicked it. A slash of dark paint flew into the air and turned the sky black in a narrow line that ran all the way down the tracks to our current position and extended far beyond where the eye could see.

Stars appeared within the ribbon, burning so bright they were hard to look at and in colors that were too vivid to be natural—bright pinks and blues and greens that had no business being in the sky.

The tip of the Painter’s brush turned blue, then he made another quick motion that connected seven bright stars in a swooping line, and it looked like he’d just traced a constellation before the paint faded. His paintbrush turned violet, and he repeated the gesture a second time.

The stars sparkled, then plummeted our way. The first to land exploded to the left of the train, and the platforms and the rear locomotive alike tipped dangerously sideways before splashing back down onto the tracks.

A flash of green came from the depths where the explosion had sounded, briefly revealing a lone, dark shadow swimming far below before the sea erupted and drenched us.

“No Health bar on the new Painter!” Darling said. “Just says seven of seven colors where his Health should be!”

And she was right; the bar we’d seen in the initial phase had disappeared, and the Painter was now surrounded by seven floating balls of light, one for each color of the spectrum.

More shooting stars detonated to the right of the barge, revealing even more shapes beneath the waves and throwing great columns of seawater into the air.

Then the back of the train shuddered, and the rear locomotive lifted up slightly and stuck there. I turned and ran that way, hopped onto the rear cargo platform, and finally got a good look at what had risen out of the waves.

A massive snake had coiled itself around the rear engine, and its head was bobbing side to side about ten feet in front of me while its long tail dragged behind the train, kicking up a narrow fin of water.

It raised its head high above the waves. Its body was clear, almost gelatinous, and something like a spine ran down its entire length, a ley line of sparkling blue energy that looked exactly like the constellation the Painter had drawn across the sky.

All seven stars were targetable and appeared to share the same Health bar, so I pulled one of them up.

{Blue Starsnake} (Level 25 Construct) (Raid Boss)

HP: 800,000/800,000

MP: 250,000/250,000

The snake hissed, and its hood expanded like a cobra’s.

“We’ve got more incoming above!” Darling said. “Health on that boss is too low for it to be the only mechanic!”

The blue dots I’d taken to be planets or something similar had also wiggled out of the slash of darkness the Painter had made, and they were now fluttering batlike overhead, performing huge, sweeping patterns like a flock of starlings.

The creatures were odd, though, like glass vials that had sprouted wings, and their colorations made it look like their clear bodies were full of sapphire paint.

“Jukes and Ton to the back!” Darling called out. “Can’t have the snake behind us!”

The entire raid made a run for the caboose, leaping the gaps between the three raft-like cargo platforms.

But as soon as Jukes got into position in front of the snake and the damage dealers started in, the train rocked once again, and I glanced backward between ravens right as long, violet tentacles coiled up out of the ocean and snaked around the front locomotive.

A second creature had emerged from the waves and pulled itself up on top of the engine: a massive kraken with ghostly limbs made of the same eerily translucent material as the snake, though the stars that made up its ley lines were violet rather than blue.

“Jukes,” Darling called out, “leave the snake to Ton and double back! If there’s a swap mechanic, we need to know about it as soon as possible so you guys have time to cross!”

The diminutive tank rolled by in a blur of leather and metal, shooting right over the gaps between the cargo platforms and flying into position.

Then the snake struck, eyes focused on Darling, but Ton used some sort of intercept skill to blur over despite his bulk and get his shield into place just in time, and the beast’s fangs ended up punching deep into the metal.

“Ranged and healers, fall back to the middle platform—you should be in range of both bosses there!” Darling said. “Might be a double boss fight!”

I eyed the Painter, who was staring up into the night sky he’d created, bright paint dripping off his brush. The blue and violet orbs circling him were twice as bright as the others, and the corresponding bats circling overhead were glowing with identical intensity.

I inspected one of them.

{Blue Inkbat} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite)

HP: 1,000/1,000

MP: 2,000/2,000

I fired a pair of ravens while I hopped back onto the central platform and hit the snake right between the eyes. The damage was decent, though much lower than I’d expected after my recent upgrades, with each bird striking for about 800.

“High Magical and Physical Resistance on the snake,” Frank said.

I spun and checked the kraken and was floored to see that it had nearly four times the Health of its partner. Much higher numbers were flying up above its head, and though its defenses were obviously lower, its massive Health pool made it an equally troublesome opponent.

So I kept firing at the snake while I watched the sky and waited for the right moment. And when it came, I fired two piercing ravens at a Blue Inkbat right as it swooped into range and dove toward Zoe as if it was about to attack.

It died three feet above her head, but the strange, spherical creature exploded on death and splashed vibrant blue paint across Zoe and four other DPS, including Nina and myself.

The liquid was cold and viscous, and though it made it a little harder to move than normal, it didn’t seem to be a snare or to be dealing any damage.

“Burn the blue bats first!” Darling called out. “Killing them is creating a weak point on the snake or something similar!”

She was right; that single kill had led to a notable increase in the numbers flying above the boss’ head. And when I took a closer look at the creatures flying above us, I was able to pick out a few that were actually violet rather than blue.

“It’s the bats and the paint that are causing the increase!” Nina said. “The DPS who got painted blue are doing more!”

Frank linked a buff my way, and I swiped it into the chat so Darling could confirm.

{Blue Ink} (Buff)

Description: As long as this buff persists, you deal 30% increased damage to all Blue targets and receive 30% less damage from them in return.

Duration: 1 minute.

Darling swung at a diving bat and missed, then pivoted back to smashing the snake.

“All ranged on bats! All melee aside from Jukes, bail on the kraken and get back here!” Darling said. “Ranged, paint them blue as they cross the cargo platforms! That buff’s way too powerful to go without, and I want the uptime as high as we can get it!”

“I got them!” I shouldered my rifle and took aim at the swarming cloud of bats. I fired a Gravity Bird deep into the group, then followed up with two piercing ravens.

The spell expanded and pulled in twenty or so of the blue bats, though the violet ones resisted the effect and zipped away, and my trailing ravens one-shotted a few mobs before the black hole even reached its full size.

But instead of waiting for that to happen, I activated Propagate, targeted one of the corpses that was now floating within my Gravity Bird, then activated Bonepetal Burst.

Five of the small bodies exploded in midair, and with how tightly the mobs were packed, the AoE’s coverage was absolute, instantly dropping the entire group.

Bony flower petals and fragments of glass and dark feathers all rained down right as the bulk of the raid reached the middle platform and started crossing.

A deluge of blue paint followed, spilling out of the many mobs I’d killed all at once. In fact, there was so much flying paint that, for a moment, it looked like a blue wave was somehow falling out of the sky.

It cascaded over our melee and dyed the entire center platform deep blue, and when the melee crossed the gap to engage the snake, they left countless blue footprints behind.

They got into position, and we all went to work, leaving Jukes dancing with the kraken on the other end of the train alone, the occasional heal splashing over him while Ton got battered by the snake over and over.

The latter boss seemed like the more fearsome of the two threats, right up until Zoe and another healer to my left suddenly dropped onto the deck as if their feet had been swiped from underneath them.

A pair of the kraken’s tentacles called Violet Creepers had crept onto the raft and snatched their ankles, and each of them was now being dragged in opposite directions—right off the sides of the platform.

“Adds!” I called out, but the melee had their backs to us, and only one of the other casters—a fire mage who specialized in damage over time effects—responded quickly enough.

The two of us burned down a targetable point on one of the creeping tentacles and the wounded limb retreated, leaving Zoe gasping on the deck.

The other healer got yanked beneath the waves, and then the tentacle reemerged at the front of the boat where Jukes was tanking. It rose some fifteen feet into the air with the player dangling from her ankle.

I aimed that way but didn’t see anything targetable. And that meant we’d probably screwed up.

And, sure enough, my fears were realized when a violet glow crept up the tentacle, then surrounded the player.

She screamed, and blue numbers appeared above her head; she was being Mana burned, losing 2% or even 3% per second. That didn’t seem so bad for the fight itself, but for the dive as a whole…

The kraken pulsed, then screamed like a hawk and slipped off the front of the train with the healer still firmly in its grip. Tendrils coiled around the middle platform, and then the kraken reemerged with its beaked mouth clicking mere feet to my left.

It raised the captured player high into the air, then swung, using her glowing body like a club as it swept at the exposed backs of the melee.

Rock took the brunt of the attack—a nasty strike that set off a burst of violet light and instantly halved his Health—and the knockback would have sent him flying off the side of the barge if he hadn’t collided with another melee.

The kraken howled again and smashed the healer into the center of the raft the melee were on, creating another explosion that splashed even more damage across the group. Before we could react, it slunk beneath the waves and returned to its earlier position atop the frontmost locomotive.

“That was nasty!” Darling called out. “Gotta prevent that if we can, way too much general damage!”

I summoned an Adaptive Bloom from one of the many corpses that had fallen onto the center raft. “I’ll swap to Creepers! Think it triggered because it caught someone, maybe if⁠—”

“Creeper on you!” Frank said.

It wasn’t much of a warning—I probably only had a second or two at most before the tendril snatched my ankle up—but it was enough to let me get my blunderbuss out and start firing.

I rooted the tendril and blasted it down before it could reach me, and I even managed to use the weapon’s wide blast radius to wound the second creeper and take it down with a Dark Harvest before it could drag another healer overboard.

“Nice!” Darling called out. “Kraken is staying in position, stabilizing on this end, snake at 85%! Keep it up! Also gonna need a replenish on the blue ink buff soon if you can manage it!”

I swapped back to my pistols and spun toward the sky, eager to burn a few more of the bats to get everyone buffed up, but somehow came face to face with Darling instead, who was wide-eyed and completely upside down and was suddenly in the process of being whipped at me with terrible speed by a Violet Creeper I hadn’t noticed.

She struck me before I could react, her armored shoulder slamming into my chest, driving the breath from my lungs, and shooting me right off the side of the ship alongside her.

Her weight carried us deep into the cold water, and I fought off the urge to gasp for breath. I got a hand beneath her pauldron, then activated Glacial Drift and had the spell take us back onto one of the platforms before the barge had a chance to leave us behind.

I canceled the spell when we were a few feet out, and we both landed and ran in opposite directions, with her rejoining the melee and me heading for the healers.

“Thanks for the save!” Darling called out. “Didn’t even see that one!”

“Same, sorry!”

I aimed a Gravity Bird high above me as I ran on, succeeded in pulling maybe ten or so of the blue bats above the melee, then lit the cloud up and got the paint flying across the melee as well as Ton.

“Nice, Ned!” Darling said. “That’s good enough, let’s save some bats for later!”

“Snake at 78% and slowly falling,” Frank said.

The Painter said something from above, but his words were lost in the clamor. Then a yellow star brightened overhead, as did the yellow orb that was still circling the painter.

But instead of seeming to shrink down and shoot our way like the others before it, the yellow star surged and grew, rapidly expanding until it looked like a miniature sun was falling right toward the center of the train.

It was easily large enough to smother all three platforms on impact, and it was keeping pace with the barge, too, despite the speed at which we were flying along.

“Yellow Inkbat just flew down close enough to be targetable!” Frank said. “Here!”

{Yellow Inkbat} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite+)

HP: 8,000/8,000

MP: 25,000/25,000

I looked skyward again, pistols high, spells ready, but I couldn’t spot the thing for the life of me; there were still dozens of blue bats clouding the sky despite how many I’d killed, and I hadn’t made a dent in the violet ones.

“Look for a yellow streak,” Frank said. “Currently high above the raft in front of the snake— nope, middle raft!”

I finally spotted it and managed to squeeze off a pair of birds before it zipped higher and slightly out of my range.

The Yellow Inkbat was bigger than I’d expected, easily five times the size of the blue bats I’d been handling so far, but it was far faster, too. It dipped low again but zipped away before I could get another cast off.

The two birds I’d fired earlier finally caught up and connected, dropping the yellow bat to 70% Health, but it was already out of range again.

To make matters worse, the yellow sun was accelerating toward the central platform, and it was only a matter of time before more creepers would be snaking their way across the deck.

“Need more damage on the yellow bat!” Darling said. “Can’t let that star fall, and we probably need the paint for another buff! Hit one of the violet ones too, if you can manage it!”

I swapped to my rifle and set my feet, but Frank spoke up and kept me from firing.

“Creepers!” Frank said.

I’d been watching the sides of the central raft out of the corner of my eye, and this time, I was quick enough to pivot with a Bloody Raven ready to go from my new rifle. The bloody bird crashed in, and two smaller birds followed behind it thanks to the weapon’s copy effect.

I put it down with a harvest, then ripped into the second creeper, but the pair of ravens that should have finished it off felt like they somehow died in the barrels of my weapons.

“Silenced!” Frank said, right before the tendril wrapped around my ankle and yanked me skyward.

I tried to drift away on instinct, but the spell didn’t activate. Then the kraken swung me in a tight arc, and when I slapped the surface of the water face-first, every bit of my breath rushed out of me at once.

The deep water was somehow even colder than before, and I caught a glimpse of the kraken’s true size beneath the waves, plus something far, far larger that was cruising along in the deeper depths with red and orange lights illuminating its passage.

Then the kraken yanked me out of the ocean and held me up in the air. I didn’t need to worry about the Mana Burn with my preposterously high regen, so I summoned my pistols and let myself hang high above the deck, suspended upside down while I blasted away at the yellow bat.

The Mana Burn mechanic actually turned out to be a perk: the extra elevation gave me the range I needed, and I could finally plug away at the Yellow Inkbat for long enough to drop it into execute range before it fluttered away again.

“Drift’s ready!” Frank said. “Snake at 70%, its defenses are giving the damage dealers fits even with the blue buff up!”

I kept firing a bit longer, then activated drift when it became clear I was about to be used as a battering ram against the melee.

But once back on deck, I found myself directly beneath a massive, raging fireball that had drawn within thirty feet of our group.

The heat was oppressive, and the back of my neck was scorching hot as I went back to burning the snake, alternating as I needed to for Threat and occasionally switching to creepers, all while trying to burn down the Yellow Inkwell’s last few Health points.

“Not looking good on the yellow bat,” Frank said. “The ranged without instants are struggling to hit it at all.”

“We’ve got incoming from the sides of the center platform!” Darling said.

A translucent hand slapped onto the deck, and then a new creature hauled itself up, followed by another and another.

Like the kraken and the snake before them, the dozen or so newcomers now clambering aboard the ship from both sides had clear bodies, though the veins and the stars that ran through their bodies were a bright green.

{Jelly Soldier}

HP: 7,000/7,000

MP: 15,000/15,000

“That’s the fourth color!” Darling said. “We’re definitely going to be looking at three more mechanics on top of all this! Need a way out, tide feels like it’s turning and not in a good way!”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Gotta finish one of them or we’re going to get spread too thin and overrun!”

“Yellow bat’s still in execute range, but it’s high,” Frank said.

A quick glance at our healers’ Mana counts spiked my already high anxiety even higher—all four of them had fallen to 60% or below—and I suddenly found myself desperate enough to consider Frank’s suggestion a hint.

“I’ll finish the yellow bat, we might need the paint it’ll drop to survive the sun if it doesn’t stop! But I need someone else on creepers so we can avoid the kraken’s Mana Burn!”

“I got you!” Nina said, and she was next to me in a flash, decapitating one of the soldiers on her way over.

“Grabbing all the soldiers!” Jukes said. He tucked into a roll to duck a tentacle swipe, then shot backward in a tight ball and passed directly to my left. He came up right at the center of the soldiers, all of whom were converging on the healers in the middle of the boat.

He waited a moment—longer than I would have dared—and then activated some sort of cooldown that turned him briefly blue and chained into Hateful Ice to root the entire group. Then he rolled back in front of the kraken and leaped a low tendril before he went back to work, the mobs now frozen behind him.

“Ice is gonna last twice as long, but that ability’s down for ten minutes!” Jukes warned.

“Full burn on the soldiers aside from Ned and Nina!” Darling said. “AoE them down, spread your targets so Jukes gets Threat through that ice ability, or they’re gonna scatter when the root fades!”

I aimed a Gravity Bird at the center of the barge, and its range was just wide enough that all but three of the soldiers were pulled in, then I targeted the corpse Nina had made earlier and popped out a Razorbriar Field that covered the entire platform in snaring brambles.

“Perfect!” Darling said. “Make sure to tag the other three that got left out!”

“Fireball’s within twenty feet!” Frank said. “Damage over time effect on you and everyone else called Yellow Glare, losing 1% of your Health every two seconds.”

I threw some shots at the trio of soldiers, lining up two of them for some pierces to help with aggro as Darling had asked, but my eyes were on the sky even as Nina flitted about, daggers flashing as she dashed from target to target, neatly severing two of the creepers before they could grab anyone.

“Yellow might be coming back into range!” Frank said. “Yellow Glare is now ticking every second—this is bad!”

I switched to my rifle, planted my feet wide on the deck, and wound up a blast, aiming at where I expected the Yellow Inkwell to path.

“Need some heals on me, Zoe!”

When it finally got close enough, at the very edge of my rifle’s range and pathing still closer, I fired and followed up with a Double Casted raven.

I swapped to my pistols and squeezed in another pair, then used drift to reposition a little farther down the deck as soon as the ability came off cooldown.

The four spells crashed in along with the smaller copies my rifle had generated, ripping through a handful of Blue Inkbats before they reached their targets and spattering the deck with more paint, with the first spells hitting for nearly 3,000 and 1,400 a pop before the smaller ravens smashed in for between 600 and 1,100.

The Yellow Inkbat exploded overhead and showered us with paint, adding a layer of yellow to those already spattered with green and blue and making an even brighter mess of the central platform.

The blowback from the Double Cast hit me then, taking a massive chunk out of my Health before one of Zoe’s healing waves rolled over me from behind, the swell cresting above my head before it brought me back to full Health.

Darling cleaved a soldier’s head from its shoulders and kicked the body into the waves, then spotted the dead bat right as it hit the deck and looked my way, smiling from ear to ear.

“New buff,” Frank said. “That splash of yellow paint hit the whole raid!”

{Yellow Paint} (Buff)

Description: All damage you deal to all sources is increased by 10%, but you also receive 25% increased damage from all sources.

Duration: 10 minutes.

The yellow sun blistering us from above pulsed then vanished, and the Painter made a frustrated sound from where he was still floating far out of range.

“Thanks, Nina!” I said. “Yellow bat’s down, so I can go back to creepers if you need a break!”

“I got this!”

“No,” Darling said. “This is taking way too long, and it’s gonna get worse with that yellow buff, so we’re gonna switch gears and try something new. Listen up, guys: if we drop all the bats of a given color, the corresponding mechanic will vanish—I think that’s how Ned knocked out the sun!”

She pointed an axe up at the floating Painter. “It’s like we’re getting rid of the ink he needs for his spells! His yellow orb just went dim, right? And there was only one yellow bat!”

I followed her gaze to the Painter, and sure enough, while the green, blue, and violet orbs were still burning bright, the yellow one had not only dimmed but grayed out completely.

Then I scanned the cloud of bats still fluttering overhead. Now that most of the blue ones were dead, the rarer and crowd control-resistant violet mobs were far easier to pick out.

“Frank, can you mark the violet bats?”

“Uh huh.” Violet circles appeared above the mobs’ heads, maybe ten of them in all.

“Great marks!” Darling called out. “All DPS peel off the two bosses—I don’t think we need to kill them directly, and they’re damn tough!

“I want melee on the Jelly Soldiers or cutting creepers if they see them; ranged, I want you getting rid of the kraken mechanic, which means you need to burn those bats that Frank just marked!

“Double check you’re not targeting blue—that snake fight is a tank and spank until it proves otherwise, so we’ll leave it for now!”

Jukes’ cooldown-enhanced Hateful Ice finally faded, and the few remaining Jelly Soldiers ran his way, clear feet splashing with every step as the mobs raced across the various decks to get at him.

He activated some kind of defensive that made yellow eyes appear in the back of his head and bent out of the way supernaturally, ducking each swipe so quickly and completely blind that the motion had to be assisted.

“He just popped a fifteen-minute cooldown,” Frank said. “Auto-dodge stuff from behind for five seconds! Won’t have it again for this fight!”

I edged that way and took potshots at the violet bats above while the melee crashed in around me and cleaved the soldiers down, ripping into what remained of the tightly packed group.

I waited until Jukes’ defensive had nearly run its course, then hit Dark Harvest to splash damage across the whole group of soldiers, and when one of them died, I did it again.

Between the initial hits and the splash damage that followed, plus a half-dozen Bleed Procs that resulted from the mobs moving through my Razorbriar Field, the damage was absurd.

The Threat was far, far worse than I’d expected as well. It wasn’t enough to pull any of them off Jukes by exceeding the aggro he’d gained with Hateful Ice, but it was surprisingly close, and I didn’t breathe easy until the final soldier was down and the fight stabilized into a simpler pattern.

From there, I fell back in with the rest of the ranged, blowing violet bats out of the sky one at a time while the tanks battled it out and Nina handled the creepers.

The violet bats were trickier than the blue ones; they’d fly away upon being struck, and it wasn’t long before I had to switch to my rifle and swap targets with every shot, purposefully picking other people’s wounded mobs to focus their last few points of Health down and prevent them from lingering too high in the air.

And with every kill, they loosed yet another wave of paint upon the raid, an especially thick, purple variant that we quickly learned to avoid after I caught a face full of what I’d expected to be a buff and ended up with a short-lived but devastating damage over time effect that burned me all the way down and procced my Lesser Blood Vessel before the healers had a chance to bring me back up.

Thankfully, the amount of paint that spilled from the creatures on death was on the lower end, so avoiding it was pretty easy, but every spill that didn’t find a target instead ended up lingering on the deck and forming zones that damaged whoever stepped in them long after they left and moved to safety.

“Healers are all around 50% and falling fast,” Frank said. “Still only one mechanic down, five violet bats left!”

A huge fireball exploded overhead, and three Violet Inkbats fluttered to the deck, dead, and a fourth followed shortly after.

I stepped between two falling splashes of violet paint, both of which turned into damaging pools that hissed and bubbled to my right and left. I raised my rifle, then sucked in a deep breath and held it.

“Incoming in three… two… one…” Frank said.

I fired, and the Bloody Raven ripped through the final Violet Inkbat and shattered its glassy body on impact.

Two creepers pulled away before Nina could kill them, and the downward strike she’d been aiming their way whiffed and bit into the wooden deck. The kraken screeched and slid away into the water, Health bar vanishing right before it slipped beneath the surface.

I exhaled a relieved breath and double-checked the Painter. As Darling had predicted, his violet orb had grayed out just as the yellow one had, which meant we were two colors down with five to go.

“Great work, guys!” Darling said. “Avoid the pools—they really hurt—but other than that, we should be free of the kraken for the rest of the fight!”

Another wave of Jelly Soldiers spawned, but with Jukes being newly freed from tanking duties and Ton’s boss not yet tipping its hand mechanics-wise, we found ourselves in a much better position to group them up and burn them down.

“Green Inkbats just showed up and are now low enough to target!” Frank said. “Marking!”

I stabbed a pistol into a nearby Jelly Soldier to freeze it in place, then used Flash Freeze to turn it into a block of ice. Taking one small step to the side to get a better angle, I fired right through the frozen creature, critically striking it again and again and tagging multiple mobs on the other side of it.

“The green ones probably joined the fight after we dropped the second color! Definitely got another mechanic incoming,” I said. “Gotta stay ahead!”

“Agreed!” Darling said. “Melee on soldiers, ranged drop an AoE if you’ve got it, then swap to green bats! And be careful when they die, the violet paint hurt like hell, so let’s make sure only one person tries the green at first if we can swing it! Got another soldier wave coming up, but we should be able to hold it off! If nothing new shows up, we’ll pivot to the snake!”

The first Green Inkbat died overhead, and I dashed sideways and hopped onto the platform where Ton was tanking the snake to catch the falling paint. It splashed over my shoulders, green and viscous.

Frank buzzed. “No current effect! And careful, your cheat death is off the table!”

“Nada on the green!” I called out.

Another green bat died, and its broken, glass body landed close to where the kraken had first appeared. Nobody intervened, and the mob left a green puddle behind.

But instead of lying in wait and sizzling like the purple pools had, the emerald one swelled, pulled up into a vertical column, then congealed into a dual-wielding Jelly Champion that was twice the size of any before it with a Health pool that was larger still.

I cursed. “Sorry guys, we gotta catch the green droplets before they hit the deck or they’ll spawn nasty adds!”

Jukes rolled by me. “I got the big guy!”

I let him establish Threat, then burned the add down with the other mages and turned my focus back to the bats.

Thankfully, the crowd had thinned out pretty nicely, and we dropped the final six bats with alacrity.

I caught three more of the green droplets that appeared whenever the bats died, while Rock caught two on his own, and Nina made a spectacular diving catch with both hands at full stretch to put an end to the mechanic and kill off the Painter’s green orb.

The remaining Jelly Soldiers died simultaneously, graying out and splatting onto the deck before a wave splashed onto the platform and swept their remains away, leaving only green and blue and violet paint behind.

With just the snake to worry about—and the fact that killing its bats gave us a solid buff—the ranged were able to fully focus on the adds that remained, and we quickly cut them down.

“Perfect, pivot to the—” Darling started, but she cut off.

Instead of dropping off the train as I’d expected when the final bat died, the snake rose high above the deck and spread its hood wide. Its eyes shone sapphire blue, then it drew back and opened its mouth.

“Breath attack incoming!” Darling said.

It reared back and spat, hacking up a stream of bluish liquid that blasted over the left side of the raft.

The guild moved away without issue—the effect was slow, and its path was predictable—but bright blue flames rose where the fluid had hit the deck, and they showed no signs of dying out.

The snake pivoted toward the center of the train and spat a second stream, so I moved out of the way and threw up a Frozen Mirror on a whim, assuming the projectile would blast right through it.

Instead, the mirror sent the entire stream reflecting right into the snake’s face. The reflect didn’t deal damage or seem to affect the snake whatsoever, but it did prevent it from setting more of the ship on fire.

“Nice reflect!” Darling called out. “Let’s get another and try to keep the deck clear, we’ve already got enough hazards to deal with!”

“I got it!” Jukes rolled over and activated an ability called Omni Repel right as the snake fired its third stream.

The reflect worked just as mine had, but while I’d been careful with the positioning and made sure to aim the reflected spells away from the raid and back at the snake, Jukes had either spaced or the skill didn’t leave room for that.

The stream hit him like water hitting a spoon, scattering and spilling out everywhere, shooting blazing blue liquid all over the barge in random places.

His side of the platform was largely spared, and thankfully some of the stream had deflected out to sea and was now burning atop the waves, but the neat little void I’d created in the center of the barge had been almost completely replaced with pools of burning blue fire.

“Shit, sorry guys!” Jukes said.

“Happens!” Darling said. “Still might be salvageable, there’s enough space to move around. Melee, be careful on the move!”

At that moment, the snake hissed, then sank beneath the waves.


Chapter Twenty-Six



“Still have three new colors coming up!” Darling said. “Red, orange, indigo! Do whatever you think is best until we’ve got the mechanics sorted!”

“Orange and red belong to something big,” I called out. “Not sure what, saw them deep in the water early on.”

Zoe nodded to my right and took a careless step forward, one that landed her on the very edge of one of the burning blue pools the snake had left behind.

I inspected her and didn’t like what I saw at all: her Mana was falling at a crazy rate, and she wasn’t casting.

“Looks like the blue pools cause a Mana Burn!” I said.

The barge was oddly silent now—the snake’s retreat had left us without an obvious target—so I took advantage of the momentary break to push a toe into the nearest blue blaze.

My Mana dropped steadily; it looked like it was just enough to cancel out my regen completely, which was substantial.

Darling laughed, and I looked her way to find her standing in the very center of the largest pool of fire, flames racing up and down her armor and even over her axes.

“No effect if you don’t have Mana! Melee especially, keep that in mind! Ranged and healers, move to the first and third platforms to avoid the hazards!”

The Painter hovered down in front of the barge’s lead engine for the first time, the tips of his toes floating just above the locomotive.

“It’s so… It’s so close.” He looked down at us, eyes narrowing. “I just need… another moment or two… to finish.”

The tip of his brush turned indigo. He held the oversized implement to one side and flicked it downward, a motion worryingly similar to the one that had created the ribbon of night that was still splitting the clear afternoon sky.

The paint hit the water in front of the barge, and although the locomotive punched right through it, the thick paint clung onto the train’s sides so firmly that not even a drop was left behind.

A moment later, a small indigo slime oozed up the side of the engine and jumped onto the left side of our current platform, landing with a wet slap.

{Indigo Starjelly Bomb}

HP: 1/1

MP: 1/1

The moment it arrived, Darling put an armored boot into the thing. It bent around the tip of her metal toe, then went flying right back into the water with a white 0 floating above its head.

“Don’t know what they do and they don’t seem to take Physical damage, but I don’t like the sound of that name! Spread out if you can!”

One of them showed up to my right, so I kicked it just as Darling had but pitched it high, then drew a pistol and blasted it out of the air.

The small creature exploded in a burst of energy so strong that the pressure wave alone knocked me back a step.

“Magical damage seems to detonate them!” I said.

More slimes leaped up out of the water and rolled across the deck, but they didn’t seem capable of anything other than exploding when damaged.

Or at least that was what I assumed, right up until one of the slimes got a little too close to a patch of blue flames still burning on the deck, and the sapphire explosion that followed threw Zoe across the boat and left her smoldering with indigo flames.

The detonation had knocked her Health all the way down to 60% from full, but the knockback was the real danger; if she’d been blown off the boat, she’d be as good as dead the moment the rear locomotive passed her by.

My eye was suddenly caught by movement to my left, a few feet beneath the waves and moving fast.

Then the water bulged and exploded upward while some kind of enormous fish launched itself out of the waves and arced clear over the boat.

{Twin Anglers} (Raid Boss)

HP: 3,000,000/3,000,000

MP: 650,000/650,000

It landed back in the water with a colossal splash that nearly swept me off my feet and sent Nina tumbling into Rock’s open arms.

A moment later, the beast surfaced again, swimming alongside the barge. It was horrifying: the massive anglerfish had two heads, each equipped with a long, glowing lure that hung down in front of its wicked, fanged mouth.

It kept pace with the train, with the orange-tipped lure angled our way and bobbing just above the water while the single fisheye I could see flicked across the deck.

I inspected the lure and found what I’d been looking for: the Orange Inkbat we needed was fluttering there at the end of it, and I noted a red variant dangling from the other head’s lure as well.

I pitched my voice to carry. “This is probably the end! Can’t see the indigo bats we need just yet, but the other two colors are targetable at the end of the creatures’ lures! Both have high Health, but these are our last colors!”

Darling kicked another slime off the platform and right into the angler, bouncing harmlessly off its scales. “Melee, keep the deck clear and keep an eye out for opportunities to help! Ranged, you’re on orange! Jukes and Ton, keep your eyes peeled, not sure how tanking’s gonna work while it’s swimming alongside us!”

I opened fire, training my spells on the lure she’d specified while the other ranged did the same. The lure flashed twice upon the first impact, then started strobing faster and faster.

Suddenly, ten of the huge scales that covered the creature’s left side flipped up like tiles opening on a submarine. Sunlight caught on a few wicked, ivory points that were partially concealed within the openings, but before I could call out a warning, a muted thump sounded, and an arc of bony spears blasted out of the holes and shot right across the train.

I twisted sideways between two of them and kept firing, but for some reason, I didn’t seem to be generating any Threat at all.

Darling caught one of the spears in the chest, and I was surprised to see her Health drop perilously close to execute range before Zoe brought her back up to safety with a well-timed heal.

The spears kept coming, firing faster and faster. The other colors’ mechanics had crept up on us, building slowly through the fight, and now it was simply too much, too fast. All three of the platforms were so chock full of hazards, between the blazing pools and the rolling bombs, that the less agile players barely had anywhere to stand.

And it wasn’t long before a well-aimed spear caught one of our healers as she tried to tiptoe around a blue pool of fire. The brutal impact dropped her from around 60% all the way down to 10%, but her hands were already moving, and Zoe had a lime-green wave rolling her way.

But it wasn’t enough because one of the angler’s lures shot out like a whip and curled around her neck, then yanked her off the platform and toward its open, waiting mouth.

Without missing a beat, the angler swallowed her whole, and her name tag grayed out.

“Shit!” Darling said while the spears kept flying. “That was our second-highest Mana healer! We lose another and we’re done!”

I realized now that the lack of deaths so far had made us overconfident, made us think the mechanics would stay tough but manageable. Now I knew that the slow difficulty creep had been intentional to keep us relatively unaware of the building hazards until the spear mechanic and its unending knockbacks could crank the difficulty to eleven.

And if that wasn’t enough, the angler turned sharply and launched itself right up onto one of the platforms, both heads snapping and biting with bloody, foot-long teeth.

“Melee, this is your moment!” Darling said. “Ton, Jukes, one of you per head, melee to the sides in case they cleave! That last kill looked like an execute! Healers, make sure to keep yourselves and especially the tanks topped off as much as possible! Can’t afford to let anyone drop below 30% in case that ability activates again.”

The melee poured in, hacking away at the two lures that were now hanging low above the deck, maybe three feet beyond the fish’s snapping mouths.

Something about the fight reminded me of the Deepclaw we’d killed with Arty, so I ran to the edge of the platform and lined up a careful shot and was thrilled to see it pierce and hit both lures at once.

Then the orange head opened its mouth and bared its teeth, and the red one’s lure began to flash.

“All on red!” Darling said, and apparently she’d seen something I’d missed because the quick shift in attacks was enough to snuff out whatever mechanic had been coming. The group went right back to burning the lures down, though we nearly lost a caster who tripped over a rolling bomb and went sprawling into a blazing pool.

But still, the lures weren’t falling nearly fast enough; we’d only managed to get them both beneath 85%, and now that we were down a healer, the clock was ticking faster than ever before.

It was strange; their Health pools seemed almost unfair. Even at full capacity, with no deaths and no hazards slowing our rate of fire, burning these things down would take nearly everything we had. And the Indigo Inkbat was still nowhere to be seen.

The blinking lure pattern repeated three more times, and we knocked it out on each go thanks to Darling’s quick directions, but on the fourth iteration, the two heads swapped roles, and we weren’t quite fast enough to adjust.

The angler opened its mouth wide and inhaled deeply, creating a vacuum effect that pulled the melee in close while the other head snarled and gnashed its teeth. A bar appeared above its head with a ten-second cast called Deadly Puncture ticking up toward completion.

And with the vacuum pulling players across the deck, spears flying from the opposite direction, bombs rolling everywhere, pools burning, and everything else, the result was absolutely devastating.

The Health bars floating in my peripheral all visibly dropped at the same time, many of them transitioning from green to yellow and even to red as the entire raid got blasted with a truly unsustainable amount of damage.

I backpedaled to maintain distance against the vacuum’s pull and stared down the angler’s open mouth, peering through the wicked teeth. And there, in the very back of its throat, a splash of color caught my eye.

I inspected it.

{Indigo Inkbat} (Level 24 Construct) (Elite++)

HP: 150,000/150,000

MP: 2,000/2,000

There was a second inkbat with similarly high Health dangling in the back of the creature’s throat, roosting upside down beside the indigo variant, and the two of them taken together looked a lot like a pair of tonsils.

And after a second inspection, I was pretty sure I knew what was going on and why it suddenly felt like we’d run into a brick wall at what should have been the end of the fight.

“Heads up!” I called out. “I think the lures really are a trap—there’s two inkbats with lower Health hanging in each of the fish’s throats! One indigo, and one that’s the same color as the fish’s lure! I’m gonna try to yank them out before this cast completes!”

I fired a Gravity Bird toward the creature’s mouth and detonated it a few feet in front of its wicked teeth. The black hole expanded and pulled the inkbats slightly toward us, but both of them were firmly attached. They weren’t coming out.

“Deadly Puncture incoming in five!” Frank said.

“No go!” I said. “Need ranged on them!”

Spells and projectiles flew into the monster’s throat, and then a Starjelly Bomb plopped onto the deck mere feet to my left.

Before anybody could respond, my Gravity Bird lifted the gelatinous creature into the air and pulled it into the back of the angler’s throat.

“Oh no, heads up⁠—”

One of the guild’s many spells hit the Starjelly Bomb in midair, and it exploded some two feet behind the creature’s fangs.

Indigo fire roared across the platform, some even venting from the creature’s gills. The unexpected detonation blew all of the melee pulled in by the vacuum effect off their feet and instantly killed two swordsmen who’d been sitting at around half Health.

But at the same time, both of the fish heads reared back, then collapsed on the deck with their mouths wide open, inkbats shining in the back of their throats.

“Puncture canceled!” Frank said. “Vulnerable!”

“Everybody!” Darling said. “We’re down three people, this is make or break!”

The melee, now reduced by two, picked themselves up and rushed right back in, ignoring the two lures to stab and thrust at the hanging inkbats, with Nina going so far as to step wholly inside the creature’s mouth to get at one of them with her daggers.

The boss shook its heads, throwing Nina halfway across the platform, but she still managed to land neatly on her feet. Then the angler slipped off the side of the raft and splashed back beneath the waves.

Darling punted a slime the moment it appeared. “You all saw that, right? That explosion hit both inkbats for 20,000 and stunned the boss on top, so the next time it surfaces, I want the stun effect repeated! Melee, hold off until it’s ready so you aren’t caught in the blast because our raid almost ended right there!”

“Sorry!” I said.

“Mixed blessing!” Darling replied. “We aren’t downing the lures at this point, and these hazards are shredding us. We need to try something else or it’s a wipe, so might as well go all in!”

A twin-headed shadow appeared a few feet off the other side of the platform.

I pointed that way. “About to surface!”

Darling nodded. “Ranged, prioritize disrupting its mechanics! Once it’s stunned, I want another round of bombs thrown in, too! We’ll blow them all at once!”

The boss reemerged, leaping out of the water and slamming down on the side of the platform. And, blessedly, it opened with the same strategy: one blinking lure that we needed to target while the other head readied an attack that Ton leaped in and got ready to defend against if needed.

“Ranged on the blinking lure, cancel it!” Darling said. “Get a slime in there to stun them and open another damage window! Let’s finish this before the healers are tapped or we lose anyone else!”

“Slime rolling to your right!” Frank said.

“I got the first stun coming,” I said. “Melee, heads up!”

I ducked low to the deck and mentally dropped a pistol, replacing it with Frank. I activated Serrated Repel, then swung him like a golf club and caught the rolling mob full-on with the flat of his blade.

The slime shot over the deck like a missile, flying almost completely sideways, and I immediately followed up with the pistol in my left hand and sent a raven diving in pursuit.

“Melee should be clear!” Darling said.

Ton and Jukes both stepped away, and the slime screamed between them and flew deep into the monster’s throat. It bounced off one of the inkbats within, and that brief delay gave my spell enough time to catch up to it.

Another explosion followed, and the window Darling wanted was suddenly open.

“Okay,” she said, “all physical DPS on the target! Casters and magic melee, run around and get to punting! Ned, fire on my mark—we’ll have you detonate both at the same time!”

Nina vanished to my left and reappeared on my right. She kicked a rolling slime before it could curve into a pool of flames and ran on, leaping right back into one of the stunned monster’s cavernous mouths.

“That’s one!” Darling said. “Keep them coming, and don’t throw any magical damage into the mouths—don’t want to blow the melee up again!”

I hopped a burning pool of flame and kicked a slime over. I wasn’t strong enough to send it all the way to where it needed to be, but Rock helped me out and half-hit, half-palmed the thing in midair and spiked it in.

I kept at it, hurdling flames and occasionally running through them, wincing every time a detonation went off somewhere across the train and praying that I wasn’t about to see a half dozen name tags gray out instantaneously.

“Okay, on my mark!” Darling said. “Melee, get out now unless you’ve got a movement ability you can count on!”

I activated drift to shoot through two burning pools and arrived at the center of the platform with both pistols up and ready. I aimed one barrel at each fish, targeting the huge knot of slimes we’d kicked into their waiting throats.

“Ready, aim, blow it—melee out!”

Darling leaped out of the fray, so I sucked in a deep breath and sent two crimson ravens flying right beneath her.

Jukes rolled away, and Ton looked like he was about to leap—or, more accurately, like he thought he’d leaped and somehow failed. His eyes went wide, and he pivoted and ran for it instead.

I wanted the two ravens I’d fired back the moment I saw him turn because I already knew he wasn’t going to make it, but there was nothing I could do.

The ravens pierced right through the massive knots of slimes we’d created, and the thunderous detonation shattered the hanging inkbats and blew the entire angler right off the side of the barge, both heads graying out instantly.

I tried to duck behind a mast for cover, but something heavy slammed into my left side hard enough to knock me down, and whatever had struck me kept flying from there.

When I picked myself up and looked out over the water, I saw Ton’s corpse still cartwheeling through the air.


Chapter Twenty-Seven



There was a beat of silence, then the Painter’s last three remaining orbs went dim. The paintbrush slipped from his hand, and he fell from his elevated position and smacked the water not far from where Ton’s corpse had landed.

A prompt followed.

World Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first guild to defeat {Tyga, Painter of Demise}. Only three bosses remain before the Possibility King can be challenged!

A round of cheers went up at that, though they were somewhat muted, no doubt owing to the four deaths we’d incurred during the fight’s final stage, especially Ton’s.

Darling stepped up beside me and smiled. “Well… what do we think about that?”

I laughed. “It’s a first, so it’s definitely a win. Looks like our dive’s already over for the day, though.”

“Does seem that way. Not sure how we’re supposed to loot this encounter, either.” She tapped the air. “Did you see what happened at the end there with Ton? My back was turned.”

“It looked like he was counting on his leap to get out to safety like you said, but it wasn’t there when he needed it.”

Just then, Ton dropped a two-word apology into the guild chat that simply read sorry, guys, and I spotted a notification that said he’d just logged out.

Darling sighed. “Not exactly the confidence boost I was hoping to get him heading into the final stretch of the raid.” She looked at me. “You were right, though. He messaged me before he logged out and said he leaped earlier in the fight to get back in front of the boss and thought the cooldown would be ready when he needed it. Misjudged it by a couple seconds. I guess he was used to having a shield equipped that reduced his leap’s cooldown whenever he taunted, but obviously he swapped that out.”

I winced. “Yikes. Maybe handing him a new one right before the fight wasn’t the right call on my part.”

She waved the concern away. “Don’t sweat it. His gear, his responsibility.”

I hesitated, then decided to follow up on something that was bothering me. “Hey, Frank?”

“Uh huh.”

“Can you link me the shield Ton was using before? The one with the cooldown effect?”

“I can’t, but we haven’t actually seen it.”

Darling met my eyes for a moment, but then she forced a smile. “Frank’s right. He picked up the cooldown shield he mentioned from a solo quest pretty recently. He and Jukes always send me their full loadouts before we head in, so I’ve seen it a couple times. It started because I used to check every item back in the day before we went raiding, but it’s mostly a good luck ritual now.”

I relaxed slightly. “Gotcha, that’s good to hear.”

She looked out over the ocean. “I’m pretty sure I know what you were thinking after that last death, though. Especially in light of all the Francis stuff.”

“You got me there.”

“Personally, I think you’re on the wrong track, but I get it. As for Ton, I’m a lot more worried about the fact that he seems to be slipping again.”

“This isn’t new?”

She pursed her lips. “I mean, to be fair, we’ve been playing together for years, so there’s a lot of history to overanalyze. But Ton is the sort of guy who tanks without thinking. That’s not really the right way to put it, though. Like it’s⁠—”

“By feel?”

“Exactly. And it seems like that first screw-up on his part really shook him up, even though it wasn’t his fault at all. And ever since, he’s been playing different. Confidence took a hit, basically, and now he’s overthinking everything.”

“I can see that. Tanking’s a big responsibility.”

“Yeah.” She rubbed her face with both hands, and when she pulled them away, her bright smile was firmly back in place.

“He’ll be back and in a better mood by tonight. He can get a little grumpy sometimes, but he’s a resilient guy. And hey”—she slapped me on the shoulder and raised her voice like she was really talking to the people around us—“like you said, any first is a win, right? This is big, deaths and all!”

Darling turned to speak to the rest of the raid, many of whom looked much as I felt—like they weren’t really sure if they should be celebrating or mourning.

“And we only lost four people out of twenty, right guys? Across two bosses, one of which was brand new to us!”

“And we took the more difficult option on top,” I added.

“Better be getting something nice for that,” Nina said. She leaned against Rock for balance with one hand and used the other to scrape the sole of a boot with a dagger. “Ugh, I got fish juice all over my shoes.”

“Saliva,” Rock corrected.

She looked up at him, dagger halfway down her sole. “Is that supposed to make it better or worse? But more importantly, where’s the loot?”

I scanned the barge and noticed something new up front: a huge chest had silently appeared atop the badly damaged locomotive. I pointed a pistol at it, intending to point it out, but Darling was already leaping through the air while the rest of the raid was still turning in that direction.

I let everyone else head over and hung back.

Darling went up on her tiptoes and leaned over and into the massive treasure chest, briefly going out of sight from the waist up, and immediately linked me an item.

{Spelliron Shield} (Legendary Artifact)

Use: Deploy the {Spelliron Shield} across a circle up to 500 yards wide. The barrier created is impenetrable and immune to all damage and abilities. However, the shield requires a constant flow of Mana to sustain, and the Mana cost increases dramatically with barrier size and duration.

Charges: 1

“Yes!” I shouted, so loud that I drew a few looks despite the fact that Darling was already handing out other loot. “Now it’s a win for real, man! That’s the rarer of the two items we need for the Siege, right?”

“Uh huh!”

I looked the item over, and its use was obvious: given the massive radius, we could probably deploy that thing across the entirety of the Oasis during the Siege.

The problem was going to be the Mana cost: while the Wonder and the Tree would probably help there, throwing up an impenetrable shield for a couple of minutes without anything else to back it up wasn’t exactly a winning strategy, so I figured the blade had to be capable of killing people and providing Mana at the same time.

“What’d you say the drop rate was for the Reality Blade?” I said.

“90% the first time the King is killed. Then it’s gonna plummet to the low single digits.”

“Hopefully we won’t need to worry about the latter case.”

A notification popped up—my Soul Reactor had found another target. I took the spherical item out and had it store the Painter’s soul, then scoped it out. Harvesting Gulgos and Thiago had charged the item up to 50%, and the Painter took us to 60%.

“10% per boss kill here in the raid, huh? Gulgos really was a powerful pick-up in comparison.”

I sat down on the burnt edge of the platform and let my feet hang over, water rushing over my boots. After a minute or two of handing out the rest of the loot, Darling came back over and sat cross-legged beside me.

“You notice the horizon yet?” she asked. “Seems like we’re sticking around for something even if the dive’s already ended.”

I leaned forward and peered around the front locomotive. Sure enough, a red horizontal line had appeared off in the distance, and the railway in front of us stretched directly toward it.

The barge chugged onward, and the line Darling had spotted gradually sharpened into a simple structure: a tiny train station floating out in the middle of nowhere in what felt like the very center of the ocean.

The station was simple, just a pair of ten-foot-wide platforms to each side of the rails with metal awnings overhead for shelter from the wind and rain. The platform on the right also had an oversized switch that looked like it probably controlled the tracks, but that was it.

The barge slowed down when we were about a hundred yards out. After a moment, red light pulsed to my left, and the Possibility King was suddenly there, staring down at Darling and me with a dissatisfied look on his face. He started clapping, so slowly that it was obvious we were being mocked.

“Well, wasn’t that fun?” He pointed back the way we’d come. “That version of the Painter was truly something, wasn’t he? If only he’d been a bit more ambitious with his craft.” He looked up at the sky, smiling at the ribbon of darkness that still stretched farther than the eye could see. “Then maybe I wouldn’t have had to take things quite this far.”

“What about our deal?” Darling said.

“Straight for the loot,” Frank replied. “A woman after my own heart.”

She winked at him. “Always go for the loot or the throat, Frank. No other option.”

I was pretty sure Frank was about to mention his shaft and was about to cut him off, but the King spoke before either of us had the chance.

“Ah, yes. You came out of that gamble well, didn’t you? I suppose a reward is in order.”

He snapped his fingers, and a treasure chest the size of a softball appeared floating in front of Darling.

She took it with both hands, and the bright red box opened with an audible click. The interior was lined in crimson, and a gold coin stamped with two dice lay propped on a velvet cushion.

I inspected it.

{Hoarder’s Coin}

Description: After defeating a boss or encounter within the final wing of the Red Cathedral, you may use this coin to generate an additional set of loot.

The second set of loot is generated randomly from the same loot pool, but items that have already appeared during your raid will not drop a second time.

Charges: 1

My thoughts immediately went to the Reality Blade. With that coin in hand, getting our hands on the sword we needed was a virtual lock if we managed to drop the Possibility King first. And even if we didn’t, we’d have a much better chance of killing him afterward and lucking out anyway.

The barge bumped into the station and came to a halt. Two railways forked in front of us, splitting gently to the left and right, the bright tracks visible beneath a few inches of water.

“Now then,” the King said. “Would you like to double down, or will you take your winnings and run?”

“Another bet?” Darling said.

“What good is a life without choices?” He snapped his fingers, and two more routes shimmered into existence. “There we are. The left-most route that was already here when you arrived will take you to a deserted island where you can rest and recuperate, if you’d like. Not that it’ll make a difference in the end.”

“That’s where we’d exit the dive if we wanted to leave,” Frank added. “Then we’d port back in there whenever we pick it back up.”

“The next route will take you to see the Station Master.”

“Third boss,” Frank said.

The Possibility King smiled and looked at the two tracks he’d added.

“The more recent additions will be… much more interesting. To the left, you’ll find a particularly challenging version of the Station Master who has been ripped from another reality and is lying in wait for you.

“To the right, we’d proceed a bit differently, and I will personally hand-select some opponents from your own world and bring them straight to you.” He grinned. “Trust me when I say the victors will be richly rewarded, no matter who they are.

“If you manage to complete either of these new routes, the Cathedral will skip you directly to my second-in-command, within striking distance of the Throne.”

The King started fading away, numbers dispersing from the bottom up.

“But keep this in mind: selecting either of the paths I’ve created for you will put your Hoarder’s Coin at risk and may necessitate putting your very fates in the hands of chance. And if you decide to rest, you’ll find this gamble is no longer available upon your return.”

He finished fading away, and the raid burst into conversation.

I climbed back to my feet. “Frank, you got anything more specific than all that?”

Frank gestured at what appeared to be a map on the left wall of the station, so I helped him out and actually pointed at it, and a couple of people ran right over.

“Most of the info’s there,” he said, “but I can summarize. If we’re done for the day, we take the first route and come back tomorrow. That’ll take us to the Station Master, or we could head straight there with the second route.

“The other two choices are similar to the gamble we made before. Basically, they’re gonna be hard mode encounters, with one focusing on PVE and the other being versus actual people. But if we beat one of those two encounters, we can skip the Station Master plus the fourth boss and move straight to the boss before the King himself.”

“At the potential cost of the coin we just won, though,” Darling said. “And I’m even more worried about what else he slipped in there at the end: something about chance playing a part? That’s terrifying to think about at this point.”

She pulled the Hoarder’s Coin back out and rubbed a thumb over it. “Man, I wish we could rest up before making this decision. I’d feel a lot better with Ton in tow.”

“How big of a group does the PVE encounter need?” I asked. “Might be able to rule it out immediately with him gone for the rest of this dive, not to mention the healer and the two DPS we lost.”

“Ten people,” Frank said.

I rubbed my chin. “Damn, I was hoping you’d say twenty again. So what he’s really saying is that, if we want, we can keep the dive going despite having lost four people, but it’s going to be even tougher than before.

“I’m sure the encounters are probably designed with injured survivors in mind, but going in with a single tank is a huge risk no matter what. One tank swap mechanic or even just a steady stream of adds would probably wipe us out.”

“Agreed,” Darling said. “Ton being dead probably means we’ve gotta pass on the PVE challenge route. And obviously we won’t be taking the Station Master on without a full raid. So it really comes down to whether or not we think we can handle the PVP route or if we should just call it and break for the day.”

“Only nine people required for that one,” Frank said. “Here’s the thing, though: it’s gonna put out a call for enemy players, and it’ll start by asking the guilds who have made the most progress through the Labyrinth if they wanna participate first.”

“Meaning Redacted,” I said. “And then probably Corruptia, and who knows who else.”

“Uh huh.”

“What happens if Redacted takes us up on it and we lose?” Darling asked.

“They won’t make any direct progress in the Labyrinth,” Frank said. “But that’s all I can say.”

I crossed my arms. “The King also said whoever wins will be richly rewarded, meaning Redacted is going to have something major to play for apart from blocking our progress. They’ll probably end up with some raid-level items, if I had to guess, or something on the level of the Hoarder’s Coin.

“So if we lose, we very well might end up handing them an advantage that carries them to the first clear.” I kicked a small rock off the deck and sent it skipping over the station platform and into the gentle waves beyond. “Such a hard call.”

“Well, there is this,” Darling said. “We’ve got you.”

“And—” Frank started.

“And Frank,” Darling finished with a smile. “Trust me, I know. But yeah, there’s no way Redacted’s got anybody in B-grade. If it’s the sort of fight with multiple small skirmishes, you guys might be able to carry us pretty nicely.”

“And there’s no guarantee Redacted actually chooses to play,” Nina added. “Who knows, they might be raiding too, and we could end up playing their second or third lineup or something like that.”

Darling tapped the air and shook her head. “True, but even if you assume we’re lucking out on the match-up, we’re still starting at a pretty serious Mana disadvantage.” She looked my way. “Also, I feel like I should probably point out that this is basically make or break for you guys.”

“Hm?” I said.

“Siege is tomorrow morning, right?”

I nodded.

She tapped the air and nodded. “Well, if we were to finish this Challenge Encounter today, we’d be able to start on the second-last boss at midnight, and there’s probably a chance that we end up taking a crack at the King himself right after unless things go really bad.

“But if we fail the challenge, or if we skip out on the harder route and break for the day, we’d have three bosses to deal with tonight before we even get to the King. There’s no way we’re going to limp into the last fight after three full encounters, so it feels like a virtual lock that that would push our final clear at least another day out. And if we’re after the Reality Blade specifically for the Siege…”

I cursed. “Damn, you’re totally right. Oof, that’s a tough call.”

“Well…” Darling said with a grin. “Anybody else feeling lucky? I say we go for it, personally. The coin’s not too big of a loss either way, and hopefully it’ll be someone other than Redacted that we end up playing against. We’ll use a ready check as a vote, majority takes it.”

A prompt appeared asking for a simple response: yes or no.

“Frank?” I said. “What do you think?”

“I’d go for it.”

“What if you were me? What would you do?”

“I’d still go for it, but then I’d immediately take my own life.”

“Good enough for me. I might have been a no if Darling hadn’t pointed out the timing issues, but with that… man. I just hope we’re not the vote that ticks us over. Don’t want everybody to feel like we’re rushing them through the raid for the sake of the Oasis.”

A prompt followed.

Personal Alert! Player {Darling}’s ready check has been passed by 16 of 16 players.

“Think you’re safe on that one,” Frank said.

I laughed. “At least there’s that.”

Darling hopped onto the platform on the right and grabbed the huge switch in both hands.

“Alright, looks like we’re going to be offing some actual people this time around! Let’s get this show back on the road!”

She threw the switch all the way to the right. The tracks clicked, and the routes we hadn’t chosen sank beneath the waves and disappeared.

“You greedy fools,” the Possibility King said, and his voice seemed to come from every direction at once. He laughed, then a pair of red dice appeared out of midair in the center of the barge and clattered onto the deck. “Roll.”

A moment of silence followed, and Nina was the first to break it.

“Am I the only one who suddenly feels like we just made a terrible mistake?”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



Darling stared down at the dice. “No, you aren’t.”

A red orb brightened across the deck. “Greetings, unwashed ones! Your miseducated group has chosen poorly, and you now find yourselves staring down the barrel of a challenge run constructed by the Possibility King himself. However, fear not: I am here to facilitate your collective demise with questionably useful information.”

“Oh,” Nina said. “I think we already have one of these.”

“Damn straight!” Frank said. “Might as well roll, though. Otherwise it’s just going to yammer on without letting us proceed. Roll’s not really that important so long as we don’t do terribly. Just gonna dictate the type of match we play and how much control each side ends up with.”

“That actually sounds super important.” I bent low, scooped the dice up, then rattled them around in the palm of my hand. “What happens if we roll well?”

“Could be a lot of things. Might let us pick the type of fight or select who participates. Maybe even mess with the other side’s group.”

“No pressure,” Darling said, “but don’t let us down. Or else.”

I closed a fist around the dice. “You know, I could probably use a good luck charm.”

“Oh?” Darling said with a wink. “I can do that.”

I extended a hand toward her, and Frank started shouting before I got halfway there: “I already blew on those dice! I already did it!”

I snorted and let my hand fall to my side. “Alright then. As long as we’ve got the luck we need, Frank.” I gave the dice another good shake, then tossed them across the deck.

The guild immediately crowded around them. A round of gasps went up—and not in a good way—and I had to push between Rock and Nina to get a look.

And when I did, I sort of wished I hadn’t: each of the dies were six-sided, which meant the best possible roll was two sixes for a total of twelve.

And we had rolled a two.

“Snake eyes, huh?” Darling said. “That seems ominous.”

The red orb brightened again. “Congratulations on rolling as poorly as you possibly could have! Please bear with me for a moment: I am currently searching for an opposing guild to serve as your inevitable executioners at the Possibility King’s behest.”

An awkward silence followed.

“Just for the record,” Frank said, “I didn’t actually blow on those dice.”

“You totally did,” I replied.

“You know I didn’t do that. You’d have felt it.”

“I did feel it.” I looked to Darling. “You know how you can blow air two different ways? Like you can blow out a candle, or you can breathe on a pair of sunglasses to fog them up before you clean them?” I glanced down at Frank. “This guy did the latter.”

“I did nothing of the sort!”

“Super heavy breathing,” I said. “You should have let Darling do it. She’d have had us rolling double sixes for sure.”

“I don’t doubt that she would have,” Frank said, “but the cost was too high.”

The orb spun and pulsed. “As the Possibility King instructed, I have finished querying those with the greatest accomplishments within the Red Labyrinth to serve as your opponents. Your opponents for this match will be the guild… Redacted.”

I sighed. “Of course they are.”

Darling spat onto the ground. “Least we won’t need to look at that ugly little goblin’s face the whole time.”

“True,” I agreed. “Probably prefer them, though, given the circumstances.”

“You currently possess sixteen members,” the sphere continued, “of which seven need to be removed before we can proceed with the match. Please designate your players now.”

Darling tapped the air. “All three surviving healers and the usual suspects, more or less?”

“Whatever works for you,” I said.

Darling pressed a button, and prompts followed.

Your teammates for this encounter have been selected!

Unselected teammates will now be teleported into the Prison Camp for the duration of the match, where they will be able to watch the events unfold without participating.

Red light pulsed around us, and half the guild vanished on the spot, leaving myself, Darling, Rock, Nina, Jukes, an archer I hadn’t spoken with much, plus Zoe and two other healers, all of whom were going to be starting at under half Mana.

“The format for this bout has been chosen by the Possibility King: Jailbreak, nine versus nine.”

A link appeared in the chat, so I went to click it for info, but Frank beat me to it.

“I can do better than that description thanks to elf boy’s current level,” Frank said. “Basically, this is an escort mission with teams on opposite sides. Redacted is going to be given a giant wagon, and they’re going to be aiming to escort it from one side of the zone to the next.

“Gonna be a couple different groups in play, too. Redacted will have guards who play inside the wagon, plus a caravan crew who will be in charge of escorting it safely. We’re gonna have two groups as well: prisoners who get jammed into the wagon, plus a rescue team in charge of getting them out.”

“How exactly do we win?” I asked.

“Need to rescue at least three of the five prisoners. Lots of ways to do that: we could take control of the whole wagon and drive it to the goal ourselves, or the rescue team could blow it up and swoop in and try to escort the people from there.”

“So just get the prisoners over the line?” Darling said. “What are they gonna be doing in the meantime? Just sitting in the wagon?”

“Nah. They’ll play a five versus five against Redacted’s group of guards. If our team wins, we get to pick one player to teleport out and help the rescue team out. Then they’ll play a four-on-four, rinse, repeat.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Doesn’t seem too bad, huh?”

“We now proceed to the penalty round,” the orb said.

Nina snorted. “You just had to speak up.”

“As you have rolled the worst possible roll, the guild Redacted will now be allowed to select which players take which roles for both teams. They will then be given an opportunity to select a penalty for the match. However, fret not: if a penalty is chosen, its terms will apply equally to both participating guilds.”

I hesitated. “Yeah, it seems a lot worse all of a sudden.”

“This is already giving me flashbacks to that game of capture the flag we played a ways back,” Darling said.

“Yup,” I replied. “Was thinking the same thing. But at least this time around they didn’t have time to prepare. Just suddenly got hit with an invite out of the blue.”

Darling brightened slightly. “True! Shouldn’t be quite that bad, at least.”

The orb shimmered. “Your opponents have finished selecting the various roles, and the match will begin shortly, with each player being teleported to the appropriate place.

“The guild Redacted has also opted to apply the following penalty to themselves as well as Omen Habet Nomen Latine: for the duration of this match, all Renown penalties are eliminated, but all players are guaranteed to drop a single item on death.

“However, this penalty may only apply to each player a single time. In addition, any deaths your team incurs during this round will also empower the Possibility King, but only once per player.”

I rubbed my face. “Yikes. Well, at least we have the Armory. If anybody loses anything here today, Frank and I will replace it with something better, so don’t worry about it.”

“And then there’s Frank,” Darling said. “You guys need to be seriously careful. And if it comes down to it, just bail if you can, okay?”

“Yeah,” I replied, anxiety rising. I was already picturing myself getting thrown into a five-on-five with a bizarre composition that Redacted was aware of ahead of time.

“Players will now be teleported to their respective positions,” the orb said.

The world warped red, and I suddenly found myself standing in the cold shadow of a towering mushroom.

“Huh. This is… not where I expected to wind up.”

Frank sighed. “We’re the rescue team. Not a position I ever thought I’d find myself in either, not gonna lie.”

More flashes followed as my teammates arrived. Zoe showed up first, which I was thrilled to see, but then things got progressively worse, and Frank roared with frustration as the final player ported in.

“How dare they! Oh, hell no!”

Redacted had stuck Frank and me with all three of our group’s healers, leaving Darling and the rest without any heals whatsoever for their five-on-fives.

I mulled that over. “Guess Redacted is playing for the win rather than for you, Frank.”

“Fools!”

“Right? I was totally sure that they were gonna jam us into the five-on-five so they could take a crack at you.”

Zoe grimaced. “I guess that’s good, but lemme get this straight. The four of us are in charge of raiding a caravan and freeing its prisoners, right? And to do that, we’ve got a single damage dealer? What’re we gonna do, heal the thing apart?”

I blew out a puff of air. “Yeah. And Darling’s going to have the opposite problem. Trying to win a five-on-five without a single healer. And you know Redacted will have at least two. Hate to say it, but we might be on our own here. Probably for the best if we assume Darling and the others aren’t gonna be able to free themselves.”

A prompt came in.

The escort team will be allowed to leave their base in five minutes.

“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get a quick look at everybody’s kits, then we’ll spread out and do some recon before this kicks off. I know we’re not exactly looking great right now, but all things are possible with Frank. Right, Frank?”

“Indubitably!”

“Cool, could you guys please⁠—”

I cut off as the very links I’d been about to ask for came in before I had the chance. I found myself smiling as I read over them, grateful that we were all on the same page.

We spent a rushed moment going over our various classes. I was already familiar with Zoe’s kit, while Millie was a shield specialist with several absorption effects, and Zaps was a chain healer who Darling usually used on trash because of the way his heals naturally bounced from target to target like chain lightning.

The escort team will be allowed to leave their base in four minutes.

Frank laughed. “You know, this is probably the most flexible match type we could have rolled. We could actually just go raid their base right now and blow it the hell up for the win.”

“Think that would work?” Zoe said.

“I dunno. It’s an objectively terrible idea, but the question is: is it objectively terrible enough that it just might work? I think so.”

I shook my head. “They definitely wouldn’t see it coming, but no. So do you guys have any ideas for how to proceed?”

The three of them exchanged glances, and Zoe was the first to speak. “You mean you don’t?”

I cocked my head at her. “I mean, I do, but I want to make sure you guys don’t feel like⁠—”

She made a dismissive gesture. “Darling’s not here, so as far as I’m concerned, you’re running the show.”

“Same,” Millie agreed.

“No issues here,” Zaps said. “You’re probably gonna have to carry this match pretty hard anyway with our levels and the composition.”

Zoe jabbed me playfully with an elbow. “Unless you’d rather I head us up?”

“Thanks, guys. I appreciate the vote of confidence, and I’m happy to do it.”

I took a deep breath, still smiling. It was a small thing, but I was beyond grateful for their trust, especially Millie and Zaps, since I’d barely interacted with them at all.

And once again, I was reminded of just how many good people Darling had pulled together and that I wanted this win for them more than anything else.

“Okay,” I said. “In that case, we’ve got less than four minutes left to prep and gather information, so let’s make them count.”

I pulled up my map, which was pretty simple: we were in a mushroom forest with a single road winding through the middle, the wagon was to the south, and the match would end when it reached the northern edge of the zone.

As for landmarks, a river wound through the entire space, and there were three bridges marked on the map that the wagon would have to cross. One was placed about a third of the way to the goal, the second was about two-thirds of the way there, while the last one appeared to be pretty close to it.

“So we know the general route the wagon will take, plus the direction they’re headed.” I tried to message Darling but received an error message instead.

“Our communication with the prisoners is completely blocked off, so I’m going to open up a group video chat for the four of us so that we can all share feeds while we explore.

“Zoe, you go north and take a deeper look at the road itself. Note any prime ambushing spots, wandering monsters, anything we might be able to use to our advantage.”

I pointed to the other two healers. “Could you guys explore the mushroom forest to the east and west of the road? Same goals, but don’t go in too deep. Can’t imagine it’s safe in there, and the last thing we need is to have someone die or run out of Mana before this starts.

“I’ll take the southern route and try to figure out what Redacted’s composition is as soon as possible. If you find anything notable, alert the group so we can take a look at your window.”

I looked from face to face and was heartened by just how focused everyone seemed.

“Good?”

Nods all around.

“Good,” I said. “Let’s do this!”

I set the video chat up and took off running south at full tilt.

I ripped through the thick, shady undergrowth, dodging mushroom stalks the size of tree trunks and positioning my screens as I went.

“Lemme know if you spot anything on these screens while I’m running, yeah?” I asked Frank. “It looks like cutting directly through the forest to get down south is the shorter route, so I’m going to avoid the road for now.”

“Uh huh.”

I ducked beneath the gray cap of a low mushroom and ended up getting a pantleg caught on some thorny vines growing in the organism’s shadow. There wasn’t any damage involved, but running along the forest floor was going to be trickier than I’d bargained for.

Then I spotted a smaller mushroom that was positioned in an obvious row, with the mushrooms growing in size as they moved farther down the line, so I decided to take the hint.

I used Frank to hack the thorns off my leg, then put on a burst of speed and jumped atop the first mushroom. It had a shocking amount of bounce to it, and I ended up overshooting and plunging down into the gap between the second and third mushrooms.

My second attempt went much better, and I vaulted off the first mushroom and bounced off the second, then the third, and then the fourth, my height increasing each time.

I hung in the air between the fourth and fifth mushrooms. As hard as I’d been sprinting, I’d lost too much speed in the process, so I just used Glacial Drift and had it shoot me the final ten feet or so and resolved atop the final spongy cap.

I paused for a moment, breathing hard and looking around. My current vantage point was atop one of the highest mushrooms in the entire forest—I was maybe fifty feet up—and the surrounding zone looked absolutely wild. Mushroom caps blanketed every inch of the valley floor except for a narrow, winding gap about a hundred yards to my right.

“That’s the road right there,” Frank said.

“Nice. Hey guys, scope this out real quick. I’m gonna get moving in a second, but this is your bird’s eye view.”

All three of them turned to check it out, and I briefly scanned their screens in return. Zoe was pelting up the road—it was wider than I’d expected, maybe thirty feet across—and the other two healers were carefully navigating the forest floor.

“Mushrooms have a lot of bounce,” I continued. “Might be useful for moving without being seen since we know they’ll be at ground level. Wonder if we could even do that exclusively.”

A casual glance at the forest as a whole made me think we could, or, probably more accurately, it made me think that I could.

Active skills aside, I didn’t think any of the healers had the Dexterity to be moving up here the way they’d need to, especially to clear the larger gaps, and it wasn’t like they could afford to burn Mana on movement abilities like I could.

After a few moments, I got back to moving south, zigzagging across the mushrooms via the smaller gaps while taking note of the road below.

“I got something here,” Zoe said from within her screen.

I landed on a mushroom and dropped into a crouch atop its spongy surface. The enemy base was only about a hundred yards away, but a tall row of mushrooms was blocking my view of what lay within.

“What’s up, Zoe?”

“Found these guys about ten yards or so off the road. Dunno if it matters, but you said to report everything, right?”

“I definitely did.”

I squinted into the darkness behind her and saw hundreds of tiny blue lights staring back at me. Then I realized they were eyes and promptly did a double-take.

“Woah. That is super creepy.”

Now that I’d seen them, I realized the eyes were all over the place, glaring out at me through Zoe’s screen wherever the shade was the deepest.

“Here,” Frank said.

{Bluelight Rabbit} (Level 25 Beast)

HP: 200/200

MP: 1,000/1,000

I rolled my shoulders. “Rabbits, huh? Super fragile. Dunno if our healers could one-shot them, but I’m guessing everybody else here probably could unless there’s an ability I’m unaware of.”

“No real abilities on the ones you’re seeing,” Frank said, “but some colonies will be led by a rare spawn that gives them different move sets. Can’t give you anything on the skills themselves, but this is the key: every colony has social aggro.”

“Meaning what, exactly?” Zoe said.

“He means if you get a little too close and pull one of those things,” I said, “the whole colony is going to come running, which might be pretty useful.”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh, look there!” Zoe said. “Bigger mob to my right, pretty far out.”

I looked back at her screen, where a bear whose coat was covered in mushrooms was scratching its back against one of the giant stalks, shaking the entire cap above and causing some sort of dust or pollen to rain down all around it.

I inspected it.

{Sporecap Grizzly} (Level 26 Beast) (Elite)

HP: 15,000/15,000

Rage: 0/0

“Just your standard Elite there,” Frank said. “There should be a couple Rare versions of those around.”

“Thanks Zoe, Frank. Good info.”

I checked the other screens out. Zaps and Millie were making relatively slow progress through the undergrowth, and though I spotted another grizzly stalking along the edges of one of their screens, I didn’t see anything of note other than the fact that the forest seemed to grow more and more dangerous the farther from the road you went.

“Thanks for the update, guys. I’m about to get us a view of the base. Zoe, let’s have you go scope out the goal. You other two can probably just double back to the road and hold tight for now until we meet back up.”

I backpedaled to the edge of my current mushroom, then got a running start, vaulted off its spongy edge, and drifted onto the final row that looked down over the base camp.

The space beneath us was square, about fifty yards across. It had been burned clear and built up from there, though in truth, the entire settlement was little more than a series of boxy wooden buildings enclosed by a wicked-looking wooden fence with a single exit.

The exit was strangely wide, though, more than enough for four carriages to pass through side by side, and one of the wooden buildings had a strange door that was just as weirdly proportioned.

A red name tag caught my eye, and I thought I’d spotted a player until I realized it was an NPC guard.

I scoped him out but couldn’t read his level, meaning he was ten-plus levels above me. “Well, looks like a full-frontal attack is out of the question.”

“Full-frontal is never out of the question.”

“That sort of attitude’s gonna put you on the wrong sort of list eventually.”

“Huh?”

“Forget it, gotta focus.”

I crept toward the very edge of the mushroom, staying low. I had plenty of distance, given the elevation, but the last thing I wanted was to accidentally pull the guards and get one-shotted before the event even started.

“Got about two minutes before they can leave the base,” Frank said. “Heads up, something’s about to happen.”

Every head snapped to my window. Then the strange door I’d seen earlier shuddered and began to rise, vanishing into the top of the wooden building like a garage door.

Two enormous trolls stomped out in leather harnesses with chains dragging behind them. Both of them were marked as friendly, and they got about ten feet from the building before the wagon finally appeared behind them.

Wagon was probably the wrong word, though; the two trolls were dragging something that more closely resembled an arena on wheels, a totally sealed and windowless coliseum that was wide and squat.

“So that’s where Darling and the others are, right? Looks like a rolling prison.”

“They’ll be fighting in there, yeah. Not gonna leave them much room to move. You seeing the targetable points?”

I scanned the wagon and spotted an NPC driver up front in a dark, heavy coat. There were also two targetable doors on opposite sides of the circular vehicle.

I inspected the NPC first and the doors afterward.

{Nathanial} (Level 20 Construct) (Elite)

HP: 20,000/20,000

MP: 5,000/5,000

{Right Access Hatch} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite++)

HP: 120,000/120,000

I pursed my lips. “Wow. That is… way more Health than I was expecting. Even that NPC will be pretty damn hard to kill if we’ve got a bunch of other players to contend with at the same time.” I looked at Frank. “I already regret asking, but what happens if I kill the driver?”

“You’d force one of them to hop up and steer that thing to get it moving.”

“I guess that’d be something. Does that mean anyone can drive it?”

“Yup. You just grab the wheel and you’re considered in charge of the caravan, provided you don’t die immediately afterward.”

“No Hijack system requirements?”

“Nah. You can’t keep the vehicle, it’s just part of the match.”

“Good to know. And is this the speed it’s gonna be moving at?”

“It’s gonna move more quickly once they’re out of the base, but it’s only going to be rolling along at, like, a quarter of the speed of an actual mount. Driver can make the trolls sprint too, but it’s a two-minute cooldown, and it’s still not that fast.”

“Nice, thanks.”

I eyed Zoe’s window. She’d just crossed the second bridge, and the river rushing beneath it was moving smooth and fast.

Then the wagon crept a little farther out, and I finally got a good look at the group Redacted had brought to the fight.

And things did not look great for us.

All four of them were standing atop a defensive platform at the rear of the wagon, and Arty herself was lecturing the group.

She had a new bow on her back—a hulking wooden thing that was taller than she was—and the bow I’d looted and returned to her was currently being held by the player on her right.

The third member of their party was an archer as well, though he had a much more compact crossbow dangling from his side. The fourth player was a woman in heavy armor who carried a tower shield and a glowing gavel.

“Three archers and a healer in heavy armor, if I had to guess.”

“Uh huh.”

“Looks like they’re all in C-Grade, too.”

“Close, crossbowman is mostly in D,” Frank said. “But yeah, the others are decked out, especially Arty and the healer. But more importantly, look at their faces.”

I squinted that way but couldn’t figure out what he was getting at.

“You see the lenses? Look closer.”

I did, and he was right. The effect was subtle, but I could just make out a green lens fixed atop Arty’s wolf mask. And on closer inspection, all three of the other players were wearing the same thing.

“Those are similar to Sleep’s goggles,” Frank said. “Hard to say for sure if they’d be able to see through our illusions, given your current level, but those things are pretty damn strong.”

I sighed. “Guess Redacted got the memo on the whole illusion thing from Tyrann. That’s gonna make this a lot more difficult.”

I swiped my screens in front of me. “Okay, guys, here’s the plan for now. Millie, Zaps, I want you guys to head to the first bridge. Once you’re there, I want you to head out and inspect the forest around you, paying particular attention to any nearby rabbit colonies. Zoe, just scope out the exit and double back in their direction.”

“What’re you gonna do?” Zoe said.

“Not quite sure yet, but I’ll be trying to gather a bit more info on what we’re up against. Then I’ll start moving in your direction.”

“Got it!” Zoe said, and the other two headed out.

Arty’s group broke apart, with the three archers jumping off the vehicle and pacing alongside it while the healer climbed a metal stairway and camped out at its apex, where she’d have a good view of everyone around.

“Ugh,” Frank said.

“What? You already getting as worried about this match as I am?”

“No, just irritated to see a healer bastardizing plate. I vote we kill her immediately.”

I shouldered my rifle and crawled over to the side of the mushroom with the road beneath it. Then I threw up a Frozen Mirror in front of me and wound up a Bloody Raven.

“Okay then. Let’s rip a chunk out of her and see what happens.”

“Wait, really?”

I waited until the wagon had left the front gate and picked up speed, then targeted the healer and let it rip.

“Oh damn!” Frank said the moment the raven and its two smaller copies left my barrel.

I swapped to my pistols and sent two more spells flying, then flinched as something unexpectedly hit my Frozen Mirror and rebounded back down toward the vehicle.

I hadn’t even seen Arty move, but she was already looking my way with another arrow nocked while green leaves spun around her feet.

A second unseen projectile thumped into my shoulder, and I had to roll away and out of her line of sight before I could see if my spells connected.

“So fast!”

“Get it out, get it out!” Frank said.

The arrow had only punched about an inch into my leather breastplate, and the fletching was flashing in a familiar way, strobing faster with every passing moment, so I grabbed the shaft with one hand, ripped it out, and flung it back down at the wagon.

“Incoming!” Frank said.

One of Arty’s arrows shot up above the mushroom and curved down, then plunked deep into the spongy surface beside me. A second arrow followed that was bang on target, so I activated Bulwark and used the summoned shield to catch it and nullify the attack.

Then I turned and ran, bouncing off my current mushroom and vaulting deeper into the forest while explosions sounded below as well as behind me.

“Raven damage? Assuming those spells I fired connected. Couldn’t tell.”

“One sec, trying to see if they’re following.”

“No way, Arty’s not stupid enough for that. Not gonna desert their healer, let alone their escort.”

“Yeah, looks like they’re hanging back at the edge of the road.”

I landed atop a mushroom and changed direction, moving parallel to the road from a safe distance with as much speed as I could manage. “Damage check?”

“Well, you hit for about 2,800 with that first shot, including the rifle’s effect plus a Bleed Proc, then dealt another 1,700 or so with your pistol birds.”

The first flicker of hope I’d felt since the match had started bloomed in my chest.

“Oh man, that’s solid! If that’s the case, I might actually be able to one-shot her if I pop everything. That’d probably be kind of all or nothing, but that’s an option I wasn’t expecting to have.”

“I appreciate the impulse to kill that lady at all costs, but no. Here’s the problem: that was the amount of raw damage you dealt, but as it turns out, that healer is a Metal Battery.”

I stopped atop a purple and blue spotted mushroom with the road in sight beneath me, already searching for the next ambush sight to hit them from.

“A what?”

“Aura Healer who transfers 15% of all damage they take to all friendly targets within forty yards. And it’s 15% per player, capping at 5 shares. So almost half of the damage you dealt ended up being spread out to the rest of the group.

“Also, judging from the Explosive Bolt skill that crossbowman put into your shoulder, he’s probably specialized for crowd control rather than damage. Stun would have lasted five seconds, and you’d have taken 15% more damage during the effect, but it’s a two-minute cooldown.”

“Did the healer start regenerating Mana after she healed herself up?”

“No. She started at full Mana, but the dive mechanic still applies to their team. As far as raw healing goes, Metal Batteries are on the weaker end. Even so, she’s got an enormous Mana Pool, and she’s going to absorb a ton of damage just by spreading it around. Not totally sure how much Mana you burned off her with those attacks, but I’d guess it was probably about 5%.”

“Decent start, minus the return fire. I gotta be quicker in the future.” I clicked my tongue. “Wish I still had access to my Mana Burn. That’d make this so much easier.”

“Metal Batteries have two different dispels, so you’d be out of luck there, too.”

I laughed, and it came out tasting more than a little bitter. “Arty put a good group together on the fly, huh? Go figure.”

I headed for the first bridge and pulled my screens back up.

“Alright, quick update, guys. They’ve got three nasty archers and a very durable healer. I just tried to burst one of them down and it didn’t work at all. I’ll try the same thing with the others in case their jewelry is lacking, but it’s going to be tough with a healer around who can free cast.

“So here’s the thing: if we’re gonna go straight to testing them team against team, we need to do it early when we’re at our strongest.

“I think it’s a pretty bad idea, personally: the archers will probably just focus me down and lock me up with crowd control, then you guys will get stuck healing me until you run out of Mana. Especially with us starting at such a huge deficit.”

“Oh,” Frank added, “the first five versus five for the prisoners is starting now. You can’t talk to Darling, which is fantastic, but look at this.” He moved the raid frames for the rest of the group onto my screen. “Should be able to monitor it this way. If they start dying, it’s bad.”

“Thanks for that.”

I gave the frames an anxious glance, then pivoted back to the other members of the rescue team.

“So if you guys are okay with passing on the team fight angle, I’ve got a suggestion for how we handle this.” I looked at Millie and Zaps. “First things first, though: you guys down for killing some rabbits?”


Chapter Twenty-Nine



I sketched out a quick plan that left Zoe puzzled, Mille and Zaps varying degrees of horrified, and Frank feeling concerningly happy at my hip. Then I tore off through the forest, following the road, my revolvers pumping at my sides.

I harried the escort group every chance I got, plinking them with spells from above as well as from within the forest itself whenever the geography of the area presented an easy retreat.

The healer ended up being the best target. The others all had excellent Magical Defense, and the healer’s damage split mechanic also had a downside in that it forced her to heal multiple targets after every ambush.

And by the time I decided to shoot ahead and meet up with the others for the Hail Mary ambush I’d planned that sort of needed to work for us to have a shot at killing even one member of their party, I’d reduced the enemy healer to 75% Mana at the cost of 60% of my own Health.

Arty had been responsible for the bulk of the damage—her curving arrows made it difficult for me to get a shot in without taking one in return—but the entire group was uncannily good at spotting me, so much so that I had to ditch my rifle and go with my pistols because I couldn’t even afford the slight delay the larger weapon required.

Unfortunately, things hadn’t gone nearly that well for Darling and the others. I couldn’t actually tell how close their five-on-five had been since I’d just been watching their Health bars, but they’d lost their first match after a pretty drawn-out affair, and the second hadn’t taken nearly as long to reach the same result.

According to Frank, they’d keep getting another shot at the same team every couple of minutes to try to free themselves, but I still didn’t think anyone was making it out.

“Bridge is coming up,” Frank said.

“ETA on the wagon?”

“Mmm. Probably four, five minutes? Depends if they’re using that sprint cooldown, but I haven’t seen the trolls running yet.”

“Perfect, that’ll do.” I rounded a slight hill, and the bridge came into view. It was a simple stone arch that stretched over thirty feet of river, which would work just fine.

Zoe and the others were standing in front of the structure with a giant pile of dead rabbits heaped between them.

Even from a distance, Zaps and Millie looked positively horror-stuck, and while Zoe still had about 30% of her Mana left, I was floored when I realized the others had somehow burned their reserves all the way down to 10%.

But most importantly, at least from Frank’s perspective, all three of them were absolutely drenched in blood.

“Woah!” Frank said. “What happened? You guys look great!”

Zoe looked herself up and down, eyes lingering on a patch of bloody white fur stuck to her hip. She flicked it away. “I look great, huh? I guess I should let Darling know that your eyes are wandering.”

“Please do,” I said. “And feel free to elaborate or even make stuff up. I’ll back up whatever you’ve got.”

“I mean, you look great for you.” Frank hesitated. “More accurately, you look great for a healer. On a scale from one to ten, I’d give you a four, but like I said, I’m biased by taste that is both personal and correct. Normally, you’d be at a low one as a lightly armored healer, but that blood is doing some serious work.”

Zoe smiled. “Hopefully it was worth it and this little plan of yours pulls through, because I think you guys might have traumatized the others.”

“Huh?” Frank said.

Millie and Zaps were standing on the other side of the corpse pile, looking down at it like they were staring into a fire.

“By having them beat rabbits to death with sticks or what?” I said.

“Yeah, I don’t follow,” Frank said. “What about that is traumatizing?”

“Melee was too slow to be viable,” Millie said. “The moment you tag one of those rabbits, twenty more come running. It’s hard to even hit the same one twice when they gather up around you.”

Zaps shuddered. “We had to use thorn damage. Just… stand there and watch them beat themselves bloody against our shins. There was so much blood.”

“Awesome,” Frank said. “That is so awesome.”

“I guess that explains where all the Mana went. Sorry, guys, but I really appreciate you giving this a shot.”

I targeted the pile of corpses and used Embalmer’s Rose to preserve them, causing small red flowers to bloom among the blood and fur.

“I still don’t see how that was traumatizing, though,” Frank said.

“They had to—” Zoe started.

I shook my head. “It doesn’t matter how many times you explain it, you’re not gonna get through to him. Okay, they’ll be here soon, so let’s get this whole thing staged before it’s too late. Zoe, would you mind helping me with the corpses to give the others a break?”

“Sure thing.”

“Zaps, Millie, could you head into the forest and gather some rocks? Twenty or so big ones, plus some smaller stuff. Pile half of it in front of the bridge and the rest on the other side.”

They shared a puzzled look, then shrugged and headed off together.

“So, how do you wanna do this?” Zoe said.

In response, I leaned down, grabbed a dead rabbit by the ears, then cocked my arm back and slung it clear over the river.

“Oh,” Zoe said.

“What?”

“Yeah, what?” Frank added.

She bent at the waist and grabbed two rabbits in the same way. “Nothing, just thinking you guys have been spending too much time together.”

“Been saying that since day one,” Frank said.

I threw another rabbit over. “Maybe so. Hey, Zoe? Try to make sure you aren’t throwing directly over the bridge. We don’t wanna leave it all bloody if we can help it. For now, I just want the bodies on the other side. If Redacted suspects anything when they roll up, this isn’t gonna work.”

“Sure!”

We lapsed into silence from there, and it wasn’t long before the others returned with the first set of stones.

I had them place the rocks right in front of the bridge in two neat lines that framed the road and extended about five feet in front of the structure. Once they were finished, it looked exactly as I’d hoped: simple but decorative, like the stones were part of the zone’s design.

After that was done, Zoe and I lined the road on the far side of the bridge with rabbit corpses, then covered them up with rocks.

I took a step back and looked the whole thing over. With the bodies carefully concealed, both sections of the lined roadway appeared completely identical.

“Wagon is probably less than a minute out,” Frank said.

“Perfect. Plenty of time with Embalmer’s active.” I looked at the others. “Zoe, could you throw me some quick heals? Then do you guys mind heading north to that second bridge? I’ll kick this ambush off and rejoin you if it doesn’t work.”

Zoe gave me a playful salute and splashed a couple of heal over time effects my way.

“That’ll get you back to full. And yeah, you got it! Let’s go, guys!”

As they took off running down the road, I scrambled into the forest and once again began the process of climbing up onto the highest mushroom around by bouncing up to it off some other ones.

Once I was in position, hunkered down atop a green mushroom on the far side of the river with the bridge maybe thirty feet beneath me, all there was left to do was wait.

“You think the coverage looks good on those bodies?” I said. “I wanted to pack them tighter together on the far side of the bridge but didn’t want to risk it looking suspicious.”

“Uh huh. Ideal timing would be when the wagon gets halfway between them. Even with all those corpses, I don’t think we have nearly enough damage to blow the doors up, but if the players are close to the wagon, it’s gonna hurt.”

“Hopefully it’s enough to one-shot the whole group through that damage share mechanic or at least put us in a position to finish somebody off. With that healer spreading it all around, we’re going to have to bail and run for it unless the explosion does some serious damage.”

“You thinking of popping Infinite Bloom into Bonepetal Burst?”

“I don’t really want to because that might put it out of play for the King fight with the way the cooldown works, but I think that’s probably the best plan.”

“Alright. I’ll call out whatever I see.” I felt him squint into the distance. “Wagon’s coming up over the hill.”

I pressed myself as flat against the mushroom as I could, and I was pretty sure I’d angled myself in a way to prevent my name tag from being visible when they were close. I stayed concealed until they’d drawn within fifty feet of the bridge just to be safe, then crept forward on my belly.

Their positioning was pretty ideal: the healer was still standing atop the wagon’s defensive platform, and the other players were escorting the vehicle much more closely than before. The rows of decorative rocks we’d created forced them together closer still.

I was already starting to daydream about the cloud of numbers that would result from all four of them getting caught in the chain of explosions when Arty called something out that I didn’t quite hear.

The wagon crept up the bridge, and I could barely breathe. My hands were sweating around my rifle, and my mouth had gone completely dry.

“A little closer,” I whispered. “Come on. Come on!”

The wagon reached the center of the bridge with Arty in front and the other two damage dealers positioned behind.

I swung my rifle into position but kept waiting. “Gonna wait til Arty is at the very edge of the next two rows. Getting rid of her would be huge.”

She raised a hand, and the wagon screeched to a stop.

“Uh oh,” Frank said.

“What?”

Arty drew her bow.

“Damn,” Frank said. “I just figured out how they were spotting us so quickly. And this isn’t gonna work.”

Arty nocked three blunt-tipped arrows and let them fly. They landed in a vertical line about five feet apart, a line that Arty had clearly and purposefully placed right in the center of the two rows of rocks and the concealed bodies beneath.

The arrows flashed, then exploded with so much force that the giant rocks we’d piled up and even the corpses we’d hidden beneath went flying into the forest, thumping into mushrooms and taking off massive chunks of spongy flesh.

I mentally dismissed my rifle and rolled onto my back. “Damn. Hate to say it, but I feel like we needed that, man.”

“Yeah, same.”

“How’d they figure it out?”

“I think one of them probably has a tracking skill. You can throw on an overlay that makes Mana pop out on your screen. Basically, if you’re in line of sight, you’re highlighted. Works for spells that are active on other targets too.”

“Damn. I should have avoided using Embalmer’s Rose, but the timing would have been really rough between the set-up and how short corpses last without it. Not sure it would have even been possible.”

I rapped my knuckles against the mushroom’s surface and eyed the group from above as they passed. “How do we do this? There’s gotta be a way.”

Just then, a prompt came in.

Warning: The wagon has passed the first bridge and is now a third of the way to the goal with all five prisoners locked inside! If it reaches the goal with at least three prisoners inside while the Guild {Redacted} remains in control, victory will be theirs!

“Already a third of the way there, huh? Might come down to needing somebody in Darling’s group to get out, but unlike the love of my life, that’s not looking good either.”

“No, it really isn’t.” I sighed. “Well, might as well take another crack at the healer and work her down a bit lower before they reach the second bridge.”

I swung my rifle into position, fired a Bloody Raven at the healer from behind, and took off running the moment the spell left my barrel to avoid any return fire.

Then I dropped lower into the mushrooms and started sprinting across a tightly packed cluster where the caps were only about ten feet high.

I pulled up my screens as I ran on. “Okay, guys. As you probably guessed from the fact that Frank didn’t start hooting immediately, the ambush was a total flop.

“I’ve got another idea, but it’s gonna get pretty messy, and I sorta doubt it’s gonna work. At the very least, all three of you will probably die, but I promise I’ll replace whatever you drop with something better.”

“I’m loving this plan so far,” Frank said.

“Not worried about dying,” Zoe said. “As long it gives us a shot at pulling this off. I think we’re feeling a little hopeless over here.”

“I feel that. We don’t need nearly as much setup this time, though. Just head to that second bridge, then head west and try to find some of those Rare rabbit spawns Frank mentioned earlier.”

Millie visibly paled.

“Don’t worry,” I said. “We won’t be killing them this time around.”


Chapter Thirty



I crouched atop a cluster of bluish mushrooms and watched my raid frames, my pulse pounding.

Another five versus five had just started, but this time, Darling’s group seemed to be faring pretty well, with all of their members living far longer than before.

“Come on, guys!” I said. “You can do this.”

Watching the bars and being unable to glean anything from what was actually happening was torturous, but I couldn’t look away.

The fight dragged on for several minutes, and dust was soon rising from the road down south, meaning the wagon had nearly reached our second ambush point.

“Oh man, this might be the one. If we can get Darling or someone else out, a team fight might actually be back on the table. I really hope⁠—”

I cut off as a stun effect appeared above Rock’s Health bar, and he went from 60% to zero before it even had a chance to expire. Nina followed a moment later, then the rout was on, and everyone was dead in under thirty seconds.

“Ouch,” I said. “I really could have done without getting my hopes up there.”

“Yeah.”

I pulled my screens forward. “You guys all in position?”

“Yup,” Zoe said, and the others nodded.

Thankfully, we’d had some actual luck there, and I had all three of them standing near one of the Rare variants Frank had mentioned earlier.

The trio of mobs were fanged, brightly colored rabbits that were ten times the size of the others, with Health pools that were substantial and the same sort of social aggro that would chain across their entire colonies whenever they were engaged.

{Emerald Colony Queen} (Level 25 Beast) (Elite) (Rare)

HP: 15,000/15,000

MP: 8,500/8,500

“Okay,” I said. “We’ll just hold for now. I gotta talk to Frank about something in private, then I’ll report back with the next step.”

“Oh God, he’s about to confess again,” Frank said.

“I’ll get back to you guys shortly. Doesn’t look like your mobs are patrolling or anything, but let me know if anything changes.”

I waited for a response, then closed the windows and took a deep breath.

“You aren’t actually going⁠—”

“No, Frank. I will not be doing that.”

“Might be easier if you just let it out.”

“Yeah, yeah. But seriously, listen. There are two parts to this plan. The first is easy and probably obvious. We’re going to have all three healers drag their Rares and the other monsters right on top of the wagon and hope that Redacted either draws aggro or the pull creates enough chaos to the point we can pick the healer off.”

“As long as the healer is the one who dies, you’ve got my full attention. So what’s the second part?”

I rubbed my face. “If the first step doesn’t work, we can either bail and regroup or do something supremely risky. First, just to make sure this is technically possible, I’ve got a quick question to clarify: can you tell me anything more about the lenses they’re wearing?”

“Huh? You can craft them up with any types of stats, so I can’t do much for you there. I assume they’ve got Dexterity and Constitution, probably similar to your gear in general. Healer is probably Constitution and Intelligence.”

“I was thinking more about their detection properties. They clearly came with those in place to deal with my illusions, but if the numbers work out right, I bet we can use that to our advantage.”

“Huh?” he repeated, but louder.

“Like the lenses might be giving them a false sense of security. The detection ability has to have a couple factors in play, right? It’s gonna look at my level, my skill with illusions, the level of our opponents, the power of the lenses, whatever tracking skill they’re using, all that stuff.”

“Uh huh.”

“So what I’m wondering is if there’s any chance at all that they won’t be able to tell I’m wearing one even with those lenses in play.”

“Ohhhhh. Huh. I mean, yeah, there’s a chance. But not a good one.”

“Kinda figured. Do you think it’ll come down to Arty’s level, given she’s probably the highest of the group? Versus where we’re at?”

“Probably, yeah. Whether or not she sees you sort of comes down to luck.”

“Ehh, not really. I’m mostly thinking of how hard we had to work to hit 35 and everything that went into it. I assume that it’s something like if I’m five levels above Arty, we’ll be safe, but if we’ve only got a level or two on her, then we’re screwed and she’ll see right through us. Is that accurate?”

“Pretty much, but I can’t say how big of a gap you’ll actually need, and who knows what level she’s at anyway. I don’t really see how this helps us, though.”

“Let me worry about that. But here’s the thing, man; all of that aside, there is a very real chance that what I’m about to try could get me killed. And given that I’m going to drop an item on death, there’s a good chance it’ll be you.

“I was thinking back to that capture the flag match and how terrible it felt to end up on the wrong side of a beatdown like that, and Darling and the others are soldiering through the same thing right now. I really want to get them a win so they can come out of it smiling.

“There’s also the Siege to think about. If we lose here, it means the Reality Blade is completely out of play and the Oasis probably changes hands first thing tomorrow morning.

“All that said, though? If you don’t wanna risk it, that’s fine. Just means we’ll have to figure something else out in record time.”

“Well, you’ve got a bunch of other high Rarity stuff right now, so it probably won’t be me that drops if you die.”

“But it’s happened before.”

“Uhhh huh.”

“So what do you wanna do?”

“Eh, if nothing else, you’re pretty good at running away. And you’ve got a Lesser Blood Vessel up for your cheat death. If things go bad, I’ll yell⁠—”

“Cowabunga?”

He squinted at me. “How’d you know I was going to say that?”

“Because you said the exact same thing yesterday.”

“Oh.” He laughed. “It’s a great word. Just feels good in the mouth, you know? Great mouthfeel.”

“I appreciate the attempt to lighten the mood, but seriously, do you really wanna do this? This is putting your beard on the line above everything else.”

“Mmm. I don’t really want to, but I’m willing to try for Darling’s sake so long as I get all the credit if we succeed and none of the blame if we fail.”

I smiled. “Deal.”

“By the way, if I had to put a number on it, I’d say those lenses have about a 70% chance of seeing through whatever illusion you’re gonna put on. Just gonna have to hope that Arty isn’t above level 30 and that nobody has really upgraded their lens or augmented them for illusions in particular.”

I sighed. “That’s a whole lot of ifs. Alright, you got your code word locked and loaded?”

“Do I ever.”

“Kinda thought you’d take the opportunity to say it again.”

“Don’t wanna wear it out. Need to pace yourself with these sorta things.”

“Understandable. Okay then.” I pulled up my other screens. “Hey guys, we’re officially a go. I can hear the wagon down the road, so I’m thinking we kick this party off before it’s too late. Everybody clear on their role?”

“Grab a bunch of mobs, then probably die next to the wagon?” Zoe said.

I hesitated. “Doesn’t sound particularly glorious when you put it like that, but yeah. That’s pretty much it.”

I looked at Mille and Zaps. “You guys are going to have to be even more careful with your lower Mana pools. Make sure you pace yourself so you can make it to the wagon, and maybe let Zoe go first since she’ll be able to heal through some damage on arrival.”

“Got it!” Millie said, and Zaps nodded.

“Alright then. Appreciate it, guys, and I’m sure Darling and the others will too, no matter how this goes.”

I dropped to the forest floor and crossed to the east side of the road.

“Okay, get ready to pull the Rares and head our way! Drag the whole train right on top of them, and we’ll see what happens!”

“Cowabunga!” Frank shouted.

I froze between two mushrooms, blood turning cold.

“Whoops, my bad,” Frank said. “We’re fine, I just got excited.”


Chapter Thirty-One



I posted up behind the stalk of a low mushroom whose cap tilted toward the road, using it to conceal myself while the two massive trolls dragged the wagon toward the second bridge.

I waited until it was about a hundred feet away, then pulled my screens up for what would almost certainly be the last time.

“Okay. Zoe, lead us off when you’re ready. Expect some damage the moment you break out onto the road.”

She took a deep breath, threw a few heal over time effects over herself, and then took off running at the Emerald Colony Queen.

The creature was snoozing atop a downed mushroom cap, but its ears twitched as Zoe ran toward it, and the beast was on its feet and hissing by the time she drew into aggro range.

Then the entire forest floor came alive, horned rabbits bursting out from beneath clusters of small mushrooms and swarming between the larger stalks. Zoe leaped in the air, bounced off a shin-high mushroom, and kept running.

“Okay, she’s heading in! Zaps, Millie, you’re up! Make sure to let her get their attention first!”

I waited for the two of them to engage, then dismissed my screens and stared across the road, watching for signs and trying to calculate the right moment to strike.

The trolls dragged the wagon still closer, and Arty cocked her head to her left as a flock of dark birds scattered from that way, screeching.

Things seemed to be moving a bit faster than I’d expected, so I crept out of the cold shade and started working my way toward the wagon along the road from deep within the forest.

Then Zoe burst from between the stalks fully aglow with emerald light, flowers sprouting in her wake.

“Enemy to the left of the wagon!” Arty called out, an arrow already howling through the air.

Zoe popped some sort of cooldown in advance, and a bubble of water appeared around her. The arrow hit and chunked her down to 80% from full Health, but Zoe kept pushing forward, heals flying with every step.

“She resisted my silence effect!” an archer said. “Immune to crowd control for five seconds!”

The other players opened up on her, and Zoe’s Health briefly tanked into execute range before she brought it back up with an instant cast.

“Defensive down,” Arty said. She looked to the woods, where the rabbit queen pursuing Zoe had just become visible, its name tag glowing bright red in the gloomy forest. “Adds incoming, they’re trying to drop a train on us! Full stop on AoE—keep it single target and they’ll do the work for us!”

“Damn, she picked up on that quicker than I hoped she would.” I squeezed my revolvers. “Guess we’re onto option two.”

“Burst her before she gets close to the wagon,” Arty shouted, and the wind picked up and spun around her, leaves appearing in the breeze.

“Big cooldown!” Frank said.

All three archers fired in unison, and Zoe caught two arrows to the chest and one to the thigh as she ran on, moving right into the projectiles while her Health tanked lower with every step.

But the queen had finally caught up to her, and the other rabbits weren’t far behind. The Rare monster bit into Zoe’s calf, taking her Health down beneath 20% and applying a snare at the same time.

“Executes,” Arty called out, and the arrow she’d loaded turned crimson, as did the archer’s beside her.

At that moment, Zaps and Millie simultaneously broke out of the mushroom forest about ten feet apart with more rabbits in tow, and Millie tossed Zoe a golden shield that opened the window I’d been looking for.

As focused as Arty and the rest of her group had been throughout the match, an enemy healer on the very brink of death was too tempting a target, and all of Arty’s group members were locked in, firing away. Zoe and the other two struggled to keep her alive while the monsters continued to pour out of the forest, swarming Zoe, Millie, and Zaps more and more with every passing moment.

I swapped to my blunderbuss, targeted the NPC riding at the front of the wagon behind the two trolls, and fired a Dreadful Grenade his way. I placed the reticle slightly behind him so that the spell would send him fleeing in my direction, then alternated between watching Arty’s group and the Health bars of my teammates.

Zoe dropped to 10%, then shot back to 30%. Then dropped to 20%, to 10%, to 5%, then shot right back up to 30% with another shielding effect on top while Zaps’ most powerful heal yet pinballed between the group and left ribbons of gold drifting through the air behind it.

“Zaps and Millie just ran out of Mana!” Frank said. “Zoe’s not gonna make it to the wagon before she drops!”

I nodded and watched the NPC run toward me. He was an older man with a bit of a limp, and it took him much longer than I’d hoped to reach my hiding spot.

But the moment he broke into cover and I figured he’d be difficult to spot from the road, I stepped out of my hiding place, grabbed him by the collar, and used Glacial Drift to send us both zipping backward.

I’d picked this spot carefully, and my drift only took us through ten feet of mushroom forest before we were zipping above the smooth, fast surface of the river that bisected the zone.

I let the drift end and released my grip on the NPC, then Double Casted it to get back to shore while the poor old man fell into the river. I let the second spell take me back to my original hiding place, then whipped around, targeted the NPC, and copied his appearance before the current pulled him downriver.

“Oh,” Frank said. “Ohhhh.”

I ran at full speed through the woods, then slowed my pace to mimic the old man’s gait. “You see where I’m going with this, right?”

“Yup. This is gonna suck, but I’ve got good news and bad news. The good news is that Zoe just died beneath a mountain of rabbits. The bad news is that nobody in Arty’s group tagged them and the whole colony is running back into the woods.”

I nodded; I’d been watching her frame when she finally died. “Both of these seem pretty bad to me.”

“Oh, even better: Zaps is down too. Okay, wait a second before you go.”

“It’d be better if I went before⁠—”

“Wait.”

The wagon rolled over the bridge, then a prompt came in, and I was instantly grateful that he’d spoken up.

Warning: The wagon has passed the second bridge and is now two-thirds of the way to the goal with all five prisoners locked inside! If it reaches the goal with at least three prisoners inside while the Guild {Redacted} remains in control, victory will be theirs!

“Okay, go!” Frank said.

“Amazing, great call. Didn’t think we’d see another of those prompts.”

I took a deep breath to steel myself for the moment to come, then wobbled out from my hiding spot in an attempt to mimic the old man’s gait.

The crossbowman whipped my way, arrow loaded. He took a single look at me, eyes narrowing, finger on the trigger, and it was all I could do to keep moving forward.

Then he pivoted hard and executed Millie with a piercing arrow that cut right through her shield and dropped her a few steps onto the road.

“No aggro, enemies down,” Arty called out while the rabbits turned and scampered off. “Well played, guys.”

She was standing somewhere on the far side of the wagon and was currently out of sight, so I took the opportunity to hop right up into the seat and grab the reins.

I got the wagon moving, but I was already feeling a level of dread I’d never experienced. I was positive I’d passed the check for the illusion as far as the crossbowman was concerned, but he was definitely the lowest-level member of their party, and the others would prove a much more challenging test.

Especially Arty.

And to make matters worse, I had no idea where Arty even was position-wise, and I didn’t dare turn around to check. So I just sat there, sweating into my leathers and staring at the trolls’ heavily muscled backs while they dragged the wagon toward the final bridge, grunting with every long step.

“Should just be Ned that’s left, right?” one of them said. “Three down for sure.”

“Yup,” Arty agreed. “Think it’s probably safe to say we’ve got this in the bag.”

“You guys notice that those were Rares? With that many of them dead, we might as well split up and hunt them down, right? We know exactly where they are, and I bet the loot’s pretty great.”

I sent a little prayer up to whatever might have been listening, hoping they’d do exactly that.

“No,” Arty said. “We’re not here for Rares.”

“But it’s just one guy left!” someone else said. “And there’s the axe, too. What was the point of picking that penalty out if we’re not gonna press the advantage?”

“We’re not here for the axe, either,” Arty said.

“Mistake,” Frank whispered under his breath.

“Shut up!” I hissed.

He grumbled at my hip but quieted.

“We’re here to block their progress by winning and hopefully pick up some gear to help us out with our final push. That’s it. And I picked that penalty out because I wanted Ned to play it cautious.

“You saw the damage he was putting out, right? Those weren’t even cooldowns. If we didn’t have a Metal Battery with us, we would have lost our healer in the first sixty seconds of the match.

“Besides,” Arty continued, and I could tell from the sound of her voice that she was rounding the wagon and coming closer, “I don’t actually want that axe.”

Then her voice grew louder still, and every muscle I had was so tense it felt like my body was going to get up and run off on its own.

“I guess I’d have to pick it up if it dropped, but man. No thanks.”

“Why not?” one of them said. “Isn’t it supposed to be super broken?”

“It’s a huge advantage for sure, was pretty clutch when we grouped together,” Arty said, and Frank puffed right back up at my side. “But my God is that thing obnoxious.”

Frank froze, his indignation flooding through the link.

“Not a word,” I said through clenched teeth. “We’re almost there.”

And we really were: the wagon had just rolled off the final bridge, and the goal that Zoe had found earlier was only a couple of hundred yards out.

“Just shaft this and beard that,” Arty said. “Over and over. It never ends.”

Frank clenched something, and I hoped it was his teeth.

“What about Ned? Is he as awful as they say?”

“Eh, not really. He was just like… kinda there, I guess? I spent most of the time we were grouped up talking with Darling. I liked her a lot. Other girl seemed super sweet too, but I kept feeling like she was staring daggers at me whenever I wasn’t looking her way and I had no idea why.”

I felt like I would have laughed at that under other circumstances, but I couldn’t stop myself from imagining Arty looking my way the moment a laugh escaped my lips and seeing through us.

But the wagon continued on, and it seemed like the group’s positions had settled somewhat.

Then an alert went out.

Warning: The wagon has passed the third bridge and is now 50 yards away from the goal with all five prisoners locked inside! If it reaches the goal with at least three prisoners inside while the Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} remains in control, victory will be theirs!

“This was pretty easy, eh?” someone said.

“Not over til it’s over,” Arty said, “and we got lucky.”

“Hm?”

“This match would have looked a lot different if they hadn’t rolled so badly. Imagine if the tables had been turned and they’d been picking who went where instead. Or if it’d just been random. If anything, I feel bad for Darling getting stuck in that farce of a… wait.”

I stiffened.

But thanks to Frank’s earlier warning immediately prior to the second prompt, I’d figured we might see a third. I’d been hoping Redacted would just gloss over it with the match seemingly in hand, but apparently that was too much to hope for.

“Did that say what I think I did?” Arty said.

I heard footsteps coming closer, three pairs light and one heavy, which made me think all four players were relatively close together on the ground.

“Whole group is approaching on the left side of the wagon,” Frank said.

“Huh, you’re right,” one of them said. “That’s gotta be a bug or something.”

“Since when are bugs a thing?” Arty said. “I think we ought to⁠—”

She cut off because I’d silently dropped my illusion while I was still mostly out of sight and sent a Corpsebelcher racing in their direction from beneath the wagon.

I saw the dirt lift up out of the corner of my eye as the creature’s long fin split the road, and while Arty picked up on the cast before it hit, her callout died in her throat as the skill activated and the ground ruptured beneath them.

The skill stunned all four tightly packed players and spawned the same number of bodies beside them. I let go of the reins and whipped around, blunderbuss already in hand.

Dreadful had just come off cooldown, so I fired another grenade at their feet, angling this one slightly short so that all four of them would go running in the opposite direction.

I watched them flee, my eyes on Arty.

And there it was, almost instantly—the crowd control break I’d been expecting.

“Defensive, two-minute cooldown!” Frank said.

But I already had a pistol pointed in her direction, and I dropped a Frozen Mirror just behind her the moment she regained control.

Arty pivoted hard, bow popping into her hands right as she ran into the nearly invisible panel. It shattered around her and rooted her in place, and Arty fell face-first as both of her ankles locked up beneath her.

While she was still falling, I followed up with Flash Freeze and froze her solid, locking her in place at a forty-five-degree angle, then swung back into the driver’s seat and activated the trolls’ sprint ability.

And promptly realized the ability wasn’t nearly as powerful as I’d hoped.

The boost was substantial—maybe a 25% speed increase—but it wasn’t going to be nearly enough to outrace the enemy players on their own once they regained control.

I kept one hand on the reins and leaned out the left side of the wagon. I activated Propagate, targeted all four bodies that my Corpsebelcher had spawned, then used Razorbriar Field to zone off the entire road and put a wide expanse of wicked brambles between us and our opponents.

“Twenty-five yards out, stun is fading on Arty, others are still fleeing!” Frank said. “Wait, Metal Battery is free—she just dispelled the fears on the others.”

“Shit! Come on!”

I leaned out of the wagon again to get a look at how much distance we had between us and had to jerk right back into the seat to avoid taking one of Arty’s arrows to the eye.

“Sprint fading in ten!” Frank said. “They’re catching up, but not quickly!”

A barbed arrow thunked into the wood to my left from above, a second slammed down to my right, and a third hit me right between the shoulder blades.

“Your Health at 70%! Fifteen yards out, we’re so close! Go, trolls, go!”

I hunkered down and made myself as small as possible while arrows landed all around me.

Then the wind picked up to my left, green leaves flying through the sudden breeze, and I knew full well what that meant.

Arty blurred up to the left side of the wagon, huge bow drawn and pointed in my direction with the largest arrow I’d seen yet at the ready.

Even as I affected a shocked look, I quietly used my second mirror charge to place another panel between us.

Arty fired, and the massive arrow reflected almost instantly. It hit her full in the chest and drove her sideways off the road, a powerful knockback that sent her careening through a small mushroom stalk and left the cap falling to the ground behind her while she disappeared from sight.

“Ten yards… five yards!”

Another arrow slammed into my left thigh, and a second thumped into my left shoulder.

“35% Health!” Frank said.

A flashing bolt thumped into the wood between my knees, one that I instantly recognized as the powerful AoE stun that the crossbowman had used earlier in the fight.

I grabbed the projectile before it could explode and flung it behind me, but even as I did, a trio of arrows flew out of the mushroom forest in the direction Arty had gone. All three drilled me in the chest, thumping in one after another and landing less than an inch apart.

“Vessel just popped!” Frank said. “Back to 30% Health.”

I hunched down a little lower, pulse racing, heart in my throat, before a prompt came in and the wagon stopped.

System Alert! The Wagon has reached the goal!

PVP is now disabled.

Calculating results…

I breathed a sigh of relief while Arty’s group shouted behind us, then collapsed into my seat when another, longer prompt followed.

World Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} has prevailed in a Challenge Encounter against the Guild {Redacted} within the Red Labyrinth and has won the right to advance deeper into the Red Cathedral by skipping straight to the Possibility King’s second-in-command!

Only 1 boss remains before the Possibility King can be challenged!

Personal Alert! This instance will close in 30 seconds, and PVP will remain disabled until all players have left the area.

“Oh man,” Frank said. “I cannot believe that actually worked.”

I barked a laugh and extended a hand toward him. “Right? Look at this: my hands are actually shaking.”

“Oh, my shaft was definitely aquiver there for a moment. With rage, obviously, but still!”

“Still!” I agreed.

“I thought that knockback Arty threw our way was gonna blast us clear out of our seat and that was gonna be the end.”

“It was a close thing, man.”

I trailed off when Arty emerged from beneath a dark, tilted mushroom cap and came right up to the side of the wagon. “How?”

I smiled. “I sent the merchant down the river and replaced him while you guys were nuking Zoe down. Did it right after the wagon crossed the second bridge.”

“Gah,” the crossbowman said from a little farther off. “I saw you come out of the woods, too. I figured the NPC got hit or had been scared off by the rabbit monsters or something like that.”

Arty reached up and touched her lens. “Damn. We even had someone pick Illusion Magic up as a skill so we could test these things. I can’t believe they didn’t work.”

“Oh, they definitely work,” I said. “Probably just the level gap that kept me hidden, and since you were assuming you’d see through illusions…”

“Never questioned the driver when he looked real.” She kicked a toe into the ground. “I didn’t even put it fully together when that third prompt came in and said you were somehow winning. Then you guys popped out and everything went to shit.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Not gonna lie, I panicked a bit when that last prompt came in that said we were winning, wasn’t expecting that. And I was really thinking that sprint would carry us all the way to the finish line untouched.”

Arty nodded and looked up, and I figured she was probably glancing at her personal timer for the instance. “Man. We were so close.”

An alert followed before I could respond.

Personal Alert! This instance will close shortly, at which point all players will be teleported out of the instance and returned to their prior locations, where rewards will be given out.

“Well,” Arty said, and for some reason, I felt like she was smiling behind her mask, “nothing else for it, so well played. But we’ll be back.”

I grinned. “I’m sure you will. Good game, guys.”

Arty vanished, and the other three followed without a word.

“Did you see that?” Frank said, loudly.

“See what?”

“Me not instantly snapping when Arty started slandering my good name?”

“I did see that!” I said, laughing the words, the tension finally melting away. “That was actually really impressive for you, Frank! There were definitely several moments there where I thought you were going to blow our cover for sure.”

He puffed up again. “And somehow, against impossible odds, I didn’t.”

“Wild, man.” I yanked an arrow that had embedded itself in the wagon out by its fletchings and pointed it at Frank. “See, this is personal growth.”

“You think so?”

“Oh, definitely. Like, yesterday? You would have totally snapped and gone off about how great you are and immediately ruined everything for everyone, but you didn’t do that.” I tapped him with the arrow. “Whenever the group gets around to celebrating this clear, whatever you wanna soak in is on me.”

“I’m gonna hold you to that, and it’s gonna be weird. And probably expensive.”

“That’s fine. Between that and the call-out at the second prompt, you’ve earned it. This was probably a loss otherwise.”

By now, the timer was almost at zero, the guild chat was going absolutely nuts, and I was already thinking of Darling’s gap-toothed smile.

“Alright, let’s get back to the rest of the group.”

I took the option and ported out.


Chapter Thirty-Two



Frank and I ended up right back on the barge with the rest of the guild already in full-on celebration mode, and I was still trying to get my bearings when Darling pushed through two people and punched me in the shoulder.

“How the hell did you guys pull that off? Oh my God, I can’t believe it! I thought we were done for!”

I smiled. “Can’t lie, I felt the same way right up until the end. Wasn’t sure that was gonna work.” I held out my hand, which was still trembling slightly. “Nothing like turning your back on three archers and wondering if they’re about to kill you for minutes at a time.”

I stepped to the edge of the barge and took in the smiling faces all around us, the high fives, everything. “But it was officially worth the risk.”

“Three clears in one day!” Darling said. “And two World Firsts! I wonder if⁠—”

She cut off because the Possibility King was once again twining up into existence, numbers rising and pulling together from the center of the barge.

“Well, well, well. It seems that you lot beat the odds yet again, despite how heavily they were stacked against you. Apparently I chose your opponents poorly, but congratulations.”

He made a dismissive gesture, and a red chest that was wider than Darling was tall appeared atop the central platform.

“Your reward, as promised.”

The King then held out what appeared to be a train ticket between two fingers and Darling went to grab it, but he drew back.

“What gives?” she said.

He grabbed the ticket in both hands and pulled it taut. “This ticket will allow you to take the railway all the way to my departure point without having to go through the Station Master or his supervisor, as agreed.”

Darling reached out again, and the result was the same.

“Or,” the King said, “we could continue to make this a bit more interesting.” He held out a hand, palm up. “Would you like to risk your ticket and make another wager?”

Darling blew out a puff of air. “Let’s hear it, then.”

“You hand me your ticket, and I flip a coin. If it’s heads, I will teleport your group directly to my personal chamber. Right now.”

The conversation picked up again, all at once.

“But,” he said, smile widening, “if it’s tails, you lose the ticket, and you’ll have to go through the Station Master as well as the Departure Zone prior to⁠—”

Darling snatched the ticket out of his hand. “Hard pass. Dunno about the rest of you guys, but I learned my lesson with the dice.”

“You mean the dice that I definitely didn’t blow on?” Frank said. “Good call.”

I tapped the top of his blade. “More accurate to say he wheezed on them. But yeah, I’m happy to pass. Ton’s still dead, so.”

Darling laughed. “Everybody good on that?”

Nods and more laughter followed.

“Okay then,” she said, and the ticket vanished into her inventory. “We’re officially passing.”

The King nodded and began to fade. “How disappointing, but very well. Do keep in mind that that ticket is only valid for one trip. I hope to see you… soon.”

“Good call, Darling,” I said.

“Right? Imagine getting this far and getting screwed out of a clear by a coin flip.”

“Yeah, no way. Only thing is that we’re gonna have to keep in mind that Redacted might get the same offer when they make it this far. And since they’re going to feel like they’re behind us after these clears and especially after that PVP win, it’ll probably make a lot more sense for them to try their luck.”

“Definitely.” Darling sucked in a deep breath and raised her voice. “Okay, everybody, I think the barge is heading for the next station, but we’ve already got our ticket and the checkpoint in hand, so you can pop away whenever. We’re gonna call it for today and plan on diving right back in at midnight and finishing this raid up once and for all. But first… the loot!”

Then she threw the chest open and practically dove in. She started handing it out, then looked my way when everything was settled.

“You wanted jewelry, right?”

“If there’s some I can use, absolutely.”

“Then I’ve got one piece for you and one for Frank.”

“Wait, what?” he said, but I was already diving into the links.

{Seven-Color Necklace}

Grade: C

Item Level: 97

Slot: Neck

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +50 Intelligence

Secondaries: +6% Critical Strike Chance

Magical Resistance: +17%

Effect: Dealing elemental damage of any single type increases all damage you deal by 0.5% for 5 seconds. This effect may be stacked up to 5 times by inflicting different types of elemental damage, but a single element will only ever provide a single stack.

{Bloodseeker Ring}

Grade: C

Item Level: 95

Slot: Finger

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +35 Intelligence, +20 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

Secondaries: +9% Critical Strike Chance

Magical Resistance: +15%

Effect: Whenever you cause a Bleed Proc, one of your cooldowns with under 30 seconds remaining is reduced by 2 seconds. Chosen skills are selected at random.

I immediately popped the necklace into both hands and draped it over Frank’s blade, then had the new ring appear on my finger. I held it up to the afternoon sun and admired its simple, golden sheen.

“What the hell are you doing?” Frank said.

“Luxuriating in the glow of my new ring, obviously.”

“Are you really going to get in the way the moment Darling finally works up the nerve to put a ring on it? The necklace I’m currently wearing as a hat is obviously meant for you.”

“How am I getting in the way?” I raised the ring to the light again and angled it so that the glare would reflect right onto Frank. “She clearly succeeded, because the ring is on it.”

“By it,” he continued, “I meant me!”

I held the ring up beside him. “I dunno, man, I think you’re a bit too girthy for that. And the necklace looks very pretty on you.”

“Do I look fabulous? Yes. Is that completely beside the point? Also yes.”

I mentally equipped the necklace, and it vanished from around Frank and reappeared around my neck.

“Well, we can see how the ring works once we’ve downed the Possibility King and used the Wish to knock your beard off. Maybe slim you down a bit at the same time. Little bit of de-girthing, you know?”

Darling laughed and cleared her throat. “Well, whenever you guys are done sorting out who gets what, I also got a piece of info during my last five versus five that I think you’ll probably like more than either of those two items.”

“Yeah?” I said.

She smiled brightly. “Lars and Cerra found the final artifact out east. So with you guys having the Reactor and the Wager forcing Tyrann to slap his artifact into the Wonder prior to the Siege, it’s looking like the Wonder will be fully up and running when everything kicks off.”

I pumped a fist. “Hell yeah! Way to go, guys. That’s such great news. Now as long as we get the Reactor going in time, we’ll be all set.”

“It’ll be fine so long as we finish,” Frank said. “That’s what I was trying to tell you during the Gulgos fight: I was thinking of the boss skip here but couldn’t mention it. But yeah, since we’ve already got Gulgos loaded in the Reactor, we can afford to miss out on a couple bosses without going elsewhere. The King will shoot us over 100%, guaranteed.”

Frank lowered his voice. “But hey, if we’re gonna have all three artifacts for the Siege, we should see if we can get—” He trailed off, buzzing. “Ugh. We should… pick up more Housing Plots out in the Oasis.”

I wasn’t sure, but I felt like he’d been trying to share a number prior to cutting off. “More plots, huh? Already trending that way, but we’ll max out the number if that’ll somehow help.”

“Not sure it’ll help for the Siege, but it’s definitely worth doing.”

“Sure. Should be easy now that the Mana Derricks have had more time to spin up.”

“That’s fine and all, but I still think that five-on-five was crap,” Nina said. “Having to win that being the only way out when the other side picked our teams was totally unfair.” She popped a drink into one hand, popped the bottle cap off with the tip of a knife, then drank deeply. “But hey, a win’s a win.”

“I think it being unfair was kind of the point, given what the Possibility King said about chance and all that,” Jukes replied.

“You also could have picked the lock on the door so it wasn’t five versus five or nothing,” Frank said. “Woulda mentioned it to elf boy, but communication was blocked, and I figured it’d be obvious since Nina’s class gets that skill on the side for free.”

Nina hesitated, looking guilty.

“Wait,” Darling said. “Did you actually notice that? Because you definitely didn’t say anything about it.”

“I mean, yeah.” She looked away. “I could tell that picking the lock was theoretically possible.”

“Skill wasn’t high enough?” I said.

Nina pointed at me. “Bingo, and it wasn’t close, so let’s move on to celebrating!”

“Not surprised,” Frank said. “The hatch required 250 skill to open from the inside, which would be a pretty tall order for your current level.”

“Agreed,” Nina said brightly. “There was simply nothing to be done about it.”

“Nina,” Darling said, voice low. “What’s your lockpicking skill at?”

She smiled and took a step back. “It’s well under the 250 skill I’d have needed to pick that lock if that’s what you mean.”

“Nina.”

“It starts with 2. And it also ends with 2.”

“So it’s 202?” Darling said. “If it was that close, then you really need⁠—”

“Well… no.”

Darling rolled her eyes. “Your skill is at 22? Out of a possible 250?”

“It goes up to 300,” Frank said. “250 is just what she would have needed.”

“Not helping, Frank!” Nina said.

“Oh, he’s definitely helping for once,” Darling said. “22, Nina? Really?”

She kicked a toe into the barge’s deck. “You’re still a little high, not that it matters.”

“2!” Darling said. “You picked one lock? One lock, one time!”

Nina threw her hands up in the air. “I did it once, didn’t like it, won’t do it again! I don’t like lockpicking, okay! I don’t wanna get people from the guild being like oh hey, a lockbox dropped, let’s see if Nina can drop everything she’s doing and pick this for us even though it’s almost certainly full of junk. In fact, let’s have her travel all the way to Koria for the promise of a tip, that sounds super fun!

“Then I get there, and the lockbox requires way higher skill than they claimed, or they aren’t tipping ’cause there’s some stupid common gem inside, or any number of things.”

“Wow,” Darling said. “Tell us how you really feel.”

“It’s a bad feature, and I won’t be participating further.”

“But we could have helped Ned and Zoe and everyone else out a whole lot more if you’d taken a couple hours to level it up.”

Nina narrowed her eyes. “Fine. I’ll work on it… probably. But I still think we could have won the whole thing easily if Darling had had enough Strength to burst down that clothie healer we were up against.”

“You can never have enough Strength,” Frank agreed.

“Right?” Nina said. “So you agree that if Darling were stronger, she’d have been able to save the day?”

“Uh huh, probably.”

“Is that really what you think, Frank?” Darling said.

He paused, then dropped his voice. “I sense that I’ve made a rare lapse in judgment, but I’m not sure how.”

“You’re wrong about the rare part, but the rest is on point,” I said.

Darling stepped a little closer. “Does my Strength not clear your personal bar, Frank? Do I still need to keep raising it despite having the second-highest level in Omen?”

I dropped my voice. “Tell her she hasn’t just raised the bar—she is the bar.”

“You haven’t raised the bar—you are the bar,” Frank repeated.

Darling cocked her head, and I could see the wheels turning behind her eyes.

“What the hell does that even mean?” Frank whispered.

“I have no idea, I just thought I’d take a page out of House’s book and throw something nonsensical at her as a distraction. Now quick, change the subject while she’s trying to figure it out.”

“Anyway,” Frank said, way too loudly, “the real problem with the mechanics of that fight on our end was Ned not letting Darling blow on those dice.”

I dropped my chin to my chest and sighed. “Why do I even bother?”

Darling dipped back into the treasure chest, pulled out the pillow the gear had apparently been resting on, then chucked it off the boat and looked beneath it. “Guess that’s it for loot.”

I tapped Frank. “I’m surprised you didn’t ask for that pillow. Probably would have opened up a lot of throne poses.”

“Why would I want a pillow when I could rest my blade on Darling’s armored lap?”

She sighed, sounding wistful. “I doubt I’m strong enough to bear the weight, Frank. My fragile, bird-like bones would probably break beneath the strain.”

She looked herself up and down, then glanced my way and bit her lower lip.

“In fact, this armor is weighing a little heavy lately. Think I might need to step down to leather for a bit.”

“Gah.” He dropped his voice again. “Any more advice for me getting out of this, ideally while taking yourself down a peg at the same time?”

“Tell her it’s not really about strength, it’s about effort.”

“It’s not really about strength, Darling. It’s about effort.”

Her jaw actually dropped, and I heard Nina’s intake of breath before she started laughing.

“Okay then,” Darling said. “I guess I’ll have to start putting in some actual effort, Frank.”

“Uhhhh… I’m glad… I could help?”

“Oh, you definitely have. I’m so looking forward to actually trying in the future. At all sorts of things.” She clicked her tongue. “Anyway, I have more loot to distribute in my inventory. Hopefully my effort will be enough to get us through this challenging task.”

“I… think it will be?”

“Why do you keep phrasing everything as a question?” I said.

“Because I’m filled with self-doubt and I have no idea how to express emotions that aren’t immediately adjacent to rage?”

“You’re still doing it, but think it through.” I made a placating gesture with both hands. “I know, I know. But humor me and try.”

He vibrated for a very, very long time. “Ohhhh. I think I see what happened. That sentence you fed me definitely just made things a whole lot worse for me, didn’t it?”

“Yup. And damn, dude, I can’t believe you actually just said that to her face.”

“Huh? That’s what you told me to say.”

“Yeah, but I figured you’d think about how the words would sound coming out of your speech holes and immediately abort the mission.”

“You know full well I don’t do that!”

“I guess I probably should have assumed.”

“Why? Why would you sabotage me like that?”

I held up a finger while people started vanishing around me, no doubt heading for a drink at the Stronghold to celebrate. “One: because we are rivals in love, are we not?”

He scoffed while Nina and Rock shared a glance, shrugged, and teleported away together.

“Oh yeah, we’re rivals alright.” He barked a laugh. “In the same way that Big Shoe Boffo and Twenty-Toe Tim were rivals in the mid-1930s.”

I stared at him.

“What? Did the truth of your situation just finally hit home?”

I kept staring.

“They’re both clowns.”

“That part was actually pretty obvious. Which one am I supposed to be?”

He snorted. “Please, don’t flatter yourself.”

“I’m not sure how I’d do that.”

“You’re Twenty-Toe Tim, obviously. Practically the guy’s doppelganger.” He looked me up and down, grimacing. “Can’t believe I never saw it before.”

“And just so we’re clear, that’s a bad thing, right?”

“He was a total hack who studied under Boffo and achieved minimal success despite all the help anyone could ask for, then he went rogue and stole his mentor’s entire routine and ran it into the ground, disgracing a once-proud legacy and souring the American public on an entire genre of humor in the process. It was perhaps the greatest tragedy in the history of the United States of⁠—”

“Doesn’t that still sort of make them rivals?” Frank was about to reply, but I held up a hand to cut him off. “I really wish you’d put half the energy you put into clowning into anything else you do.”

“Did you have a second point earlier, or were you just bragging about the fact that you recently learned to count to one?”

I held up a second finger. “Two: I actually tried to help you out with what you were going to say to Darling the first time, and you turned around and threw me under the bus at literally the first opportunity.”

“How dare you! I didn’t throw you under the bus, I am the bus!”

We exchanged glances.

“Is it just me,” he said, “or does that work super well?”

“No, that sounds pretty good.”

“I am the bus,” Frank said slowly, like he was tasting the words. “Yeah. I like the sound of that. Like, it clearly doesn’t make any sense, but somehow the aggression still comes through loud and clear.”

I eyed the front of the train as it coasted into another station that was identical to the first. “Anyway, we should probably get going.”

Frank looked around and seemed to realize that Darling was gone for the first time and that everybody else had already left, too. “Huh. Where we headed?”

“House is about to meet up with Erasmus in the Sands for the first time, so I’m going to head out that way and offer moral support while they hash out what’s going to happen with Bella.

“We’ll make a quick appearance at the Stronghold too, but as much as I’d love to just go and hang out with everyone for a bit, if we’re raiding at midnight, I need to grab some sleep after the all-nighter we pulled yesterday.”

“Don’t forget you owe me some fluids.”

“I won’t, but please phrase that differently in the future.”


Chapter Thirty-Three



As promised, Frank and I spent a little bit of time celebrating back with the guild in the Stronghold while he soaked in a bucket of beer, then I hopped onto my bike and headed out to meet up with House before the whole thing with Erasmus started.

I found her standing at the entrance to what used to be known as the Royal Ward and was surprised by the fact the dune now had an actual entrance, plus a pretty impressive defensive wall running all the way around it.

Armed players lined the protective structure—there were even a handful of Corruptia and Cult members among them—and I returned their glares with a friendly wave.

“Hey, House. You mind sticking your healing bots on me for now? I think we’re probably fairly safe with the agreement in place while we’re in town, but that’s a whole lot of angry people looking right at us.”

“Of course.” Her bots zoomed over and hovered above my head, clicking and whirring. “Erasmus will be here at any moment. I was planning on giving him a detailed tour of the city, after which I am to escort him to Sarissa and Arlann so that the three of them can catch up.”

“Cool. We wanted to scoop some Housing Plots anyway, so we’ll stick around and give you a hand. Might take a nap after that, but let’s see how this goes.”

“I very much appreciate it, but if it is okay with the two of you, I would like to put my mercantile skills to the test by negotiating Bella’s fate with Erasmus myself.”

Frank and I exchanged a glance. “Well, sure,” I said. “Whatever you’re comfortable with. But how exactly did the initial discussion go, House? You just got word that he was coming for the cat and dipping out afterward or what?”

“Indeed I did.”

“Then I guess you’ve got some work to do.”

She popped Bella into her arms. “That does seem likely to be the case.”

“Are you really going to be okay with this if he actually takes her away for a couple months? That’s a long time, and Bella’s your favorite, right? She was like… the key to everything.”

“Indeed she is, and was.” She popped a piece of cursed sushi into her mouth and spoke around it. “If the worst-case scenario happens and the two of us are separated, I will simply have to come to terms with the loss as there will be no other possible alternative.”

I clapped her on the back. “You’re being shockingly mature about this. I really thought it was going to be a huge deal.”

She twitched.

“I still think it’s a huge deal,” Frank whispered, “and that something is really, really wrong.”

House hugged Bella a little tighter and rubbed her cheek against the top of the cat’s head, then pulled away. “Oh, it appears that Erasmus has arrived.”

She and 2.0 split apart, the cat falling off her back and landing lightly behind her before weaving up and moving right at her side.

“Hello, hello!” Erasmus said as he ducked through the gap in the wall and between the many players standing guard there. “Oh, gods! My girl!”

House extended Bella to him with both hands, and Erasmus took her in his arms and held her close just as House had a moment earlier.

I put my arm around House’s shoulder. She looked calm as could be, but she was trembling slightly, and my heart went out to her.

“She looks so well!” Erasmus said. “Oh, I can’t thank you enough.” He raised her up to his face. “Oh, Bella! I never thought I’d see you again.”

“She is an excellent cat,” House said. “Shall I give you a tour of where she has been living for the previous period?”

“Yes, I’d quite like that. In the meantime, how are Sarissa and Igor doing?”

I paused. “Unfortunately, Igor is…”

Erasmus sighed. “I feared that would be the case.”

“He went well, though. And on his terms.”

“An end as good as any of us can hope for, I suppose. And Sarissa?”

“She’s doing great. She and Arlann have reconciled, and the two of them have since been living together in the Oasis.”

“I was planning to escort you to them later this afternoon,” House said. “They are already expecting you.”

“That would be lovely.” Erasmus scratched under Bella’s chin, and the cat purred. “Oh, I’m just so glad to see this little one! We’ll never be apart like that again, Bella. I promise.”

House pulled in a deep breath and leaned into me slightly, so I steered her into the Royal Ward a little ahead of the mage so there was room to speak quietly.

“Are you sure you’re okay doing this alone, House? It sounds like he’s really planning on leaving with her, but you should at least insist on having him drop by to visit or try to have him take up residency in the Sands or something like that.”

“That does appear to be the case,” House said. “But rest assured: I have several offers in mind.”

“Huh,” Frank said. “Dunno why, but I just had a chill run up my shaft.”

House gently broke away and led us closer to the Derrick, then turned around with the three recently completed structures that the Cult had started rising behind her, a snarl of pipes and belching smokestacks that looked like something off an oil rig.

“This is the Royal Ward. Construction only began recently as this area was almost completely unprotected until earlier this morning, but a great deal of progress has been made in the last several hours.”

“Why exactly is she doing this tour thing?” Frank whispered while House continued on.

“I’m… not really sure. Almost feels like she’s killing time. I guess we might as well bail if she’s going to keep this up. Clock’s already ticking on the raid, and I need to get some shuteye ahead of time.”

House gestured at the Cult’s twisting structures. “This is what I have dubbed one of the Oasis’ three Mana Pipe complexes, an industrial work created for the purpose of pumping Mana into the zone to take advantage of the Deepwater Complex’s Mana acceleration property, then piping it back out.”

“Mana?” Erasmus said. “For what purpose, exactly?”

House went on for a bit, regaling him with a dry and monotone history of our run-ins with the Cult and what we figured they were doing, though I still had no idea what she was working toward.

I let the two of them get a little ahead, and since it seemed like they’d be busy for a while, I decided to take a deeper look at Tyrann’s metal labyrinth now that the whole thing was actually complete.

“Hey, Frank? Questions.”

“Whatever you’re worried about, it’s much worse than you think, and not only do all of your friends share your concern, it’s all they’re talking about.”

“I’m talking dead gods who could be deader here, Frank.”

“Hmm. I guess I’m pretty invested in that. Go on, then.”

“What did you say about the timing for the revival? That Tyrann would probably wrap it within three days, right?”

“Something like that.”

“Right. Last time, we had to sort of rush out and go on the attack because if we didn’t interfere, the god was going to become a permanent part of the world. So I’m wondering if permanent means immortal, and if so, what exactly can we do about it with everything we’ve already got on our plate?”

“Not immortal either way, but it’ll be different this time around since he’s raising something from the dead. It’ll have some kind of natural protection early on, but I’m not sure what form that could take. Rushing the god might still be possible, but it’ll be harder.”

“Protection, huh? I don’t like the sound of that.”

“Yeah, depends on the ritual he uses, plus some other perks. The initial protections last twenty-four hours, but there are dozens of possibilities.”

“Too many to plan for, really.” I blew out a puff of air. “Well, we need to run our plot count higher in the city, correct?”

“Yeah, for reasons.”

“Right. And aside from all that, this complex is clearly benefiting Tyrann, so let’s get rid of it. But before we grab the whole thing, I want to figure out where the Mana is actually coming from. Pretty sure I already know what we’re gonna find, but let’s see.”

I pulled up my Housing Overlay. Since Tyrann’s structures weren’t generating any revenue whatsoever, they were essentially undefended as far as Golden Strangle was concerned, meaning I could snag all three of his buildings—the Mana Receiver, the Transmitter, and the Amplifier—for an absolute pittance.

I went ahead and bought out the Mana Receiver, and a new submenu appeared within my Housing tab. After a quick inspection, I found what I was looking for: an option that would show the pipeline route that Tyrann’s Mana was taking on its way into the Oasis.

I flipped the option on, and a blue line appeared on my map between the Oasis and another deeply familiar city.

“Yep,” I said. “Koria, obviously.”

I poked around for a bit, trying to see if there was any other information to glean, but came up empty.

Frank leaned forward, and it felt like he was looking under the hood of a car. “Huh. Well, that’s bizarre.”

“What? What’s up?”

“There’s nothing here. I mean, there’s no Mana coming into the Receiver at all. Not that I’m complaining, obviously; I think that’s just fantastic. But yeah, I can see that we’re definitely routed to receive Mana from Koria, but there’s nothing flowing in. Not even a drop.”

I kicked one of the pipes. “They just finished these structures today, right? Maybe they haven’t had the time to spin everything up yet? If there’s no Mana coming in, then how does that change your estimate for the revival?”

“I dunno. I’m sure he’s got other sources, but if he hasn’t gotten anything out of these buildings to date, that might push his god beyond the three-day window where we can’t fight in Koria because of the Wager.”

I swiped through my map, double-checking that the other structures he’d built were also available for purchase and was happy to see that they were.

“Well, if he hasn’t had a chance to use these buildings yet, then let’s go ahead and make sure he never does.”

I highlighted the other two industrial structures and bought them both out.

“Ohhhh,” Frank said. “Oh, I get it.”

“Get what?”

He paused. “Oh, shit, I do actually get it. And this is not good, not good at all.”

“You’re killing me here.” I poked through the new submenus that had appeared with those recent purchases, wondering what he’d found. “What’s wrong? Beard getting all frizzy in the heat or what?”

“Three Frank points for noticing, but no. I just realized I, uh… I think I kind of might have screwed up a little bit. Kind of.”

“You gotta be more specific.”

“Pull up your map.”

I did, and there were now a total of six lines linking the Oasis with Koria, three blue and three red.

“Cool, but I have no idea what I’m looking at.”

“Okay, so this was my assumption when I sent you that estimate in the first place: Tyrann is sending Mana here, it gets doubled thanks to the Wonder, and then it hits the three amplifiers. Those increase the Mana by 25% each time, stacking multiplicatively.”

“Right.”

“Then that whole amount gets sent back to Koria. And he can’t just pipe the Mana back and forth to create an infinite loop, so he’s sort of done at that point.”

I scratched the back of my head. “Sure.”

“But that wasn’t his intention at all. You see those six routes on the map?”

“I do.”

Frank gestured at the steel structure sprawled out in front of us. “So he pipes Mana into this building, right? It gets doubled when it changes zones, then it hits the amplifier like I said it would. But then, instead of sending it to one of his other two rigs, he’s sending it right back to Koria.

“Then he’s turning around and sending it to the other wards. So what he’s actually doing is sending it back and forth three times. So basically, he’s not just doubling it… he’s doubling it, then doubling it again, then again. That’s…” He broke off and started doing some math. “Five times the Mana he started with!”

“As alarming as that is, I’m equally concerned about how you got to five from that. It’s eight times the Mana before you actually get to the amplifiers. And it’s a lot more with them in place.”

“Damn. I never considered the possibility that he’d be able to build all those pipelines in a day. Even getting one done this quickly, man… The Cult’s got some seriously deep pockets. My bad, should have seen this coming.”

I kicked a toe into the metal structure. “Eh, so it goes. Sounds like he’s been prioritizing the god thing a lot more than we thought. So, with all this new info in hand, what do you think about the revival? Two days, maybe?” I said, hopeful.

“The Receiver’s dry, right? So I’d say he’s probably already done, and that’s why these structures aren’t running. Probably only took him one circuit to finish everything up.”

I blinked, then blinked again.

“Yeah. Five to eight times is a lot.”

“Shit, man. You think it’s done? Done, done?”

“Yeah. He could probably bring his god back right now if he wanted to.”

I leaned up against a dark smokestack, and the metal was pleasantly cold despite the heat.

“So why hasn’t he done that already? If he’s already finished with the ritual or whatever he needs to do, why wouldn’t he just bring it back immediately?

“He could just summon the thing into Koria and have it be protected for several days, right? Maybe power it up while it’s safe, or at least start getting some value from it as soon as possible. Maybe he’s thinking about using it offensively during the Siege? Doesn’t really make sense.”

I shook my head to clear it.

“I don’t like this at all. We’re definitely missing something here. My assumption all along has been that he’s gonna bring it back and whisk it away to keep it alive, but maybe he’s planning on using it to protect his city once the peace deal has faded?

“But if we can’t disrupt the ritual, there’s not a whole lot we can do until he makes his move. Unless…”

“What?”

I barked a laugh. “Oh, man. It’s Koria! That’s the answer.”

I sent House a quick message and asked her to start buying up some items from the Cloudscape once she was finished with Erasmus.

“How is that an answer?” Frank asked. “I don’t even know what the question is.”

“That’s okay—you let me handle the god, Frank. All you need to do is be ready to shout your own name as loudly as possible when the time comes.”

“Now that I can do.”

“Great.”

I peered through a snarl of small pipes and spotted House leading Erasmus toward the Military Ward.

“Looks like the tour is moving on. Let’s go check in with her and see what she’s up to. Then we’ll buy out the Cult’s other two complexes as well, just to be safe. After that, I’ll probably grab some sleep if I can manage it. Gonna be a very long night followed by a very early morning.”

I hopped a steaming pipe, ducked another, then jogged over and met up with the two of them as they climbed up into the adjacent ward.

House had led Erasmus right to the Cult’s second structure, but there was another building right behind it that I hadn’t seen before and assumed was brand new: a single-story, warehouse-like structure that lacked windows and only had a single entrance.

House gestured at the building. “This is my latest project: a self-sufficient farm that I am hoping to use to better establish myself within the Auction House’s lucrative foods market.”

I cocked an ear toward the metal wall and was pretty sure something was oinking on the other side. “House, do you have pigs in there?”

“Indeed I do.” She reached into a pocket and tossed a wad of sushi into her mouth. “I also possess chickens, goats, llamas, and several other creatures who will occasionally tolerate being booped.” She looked at Erasmus. “As a fellow lover of animals, I thought you might be interested in seeing the early stages of this venture, though it is very much still under construction.”

I pressed Frank up against the wall because, for some reason, it felt like he’d wanted me to.

“Weird,” he said. “All I hear are the pigs. They’re a lot louder than I remember, too.”

House opened a metal door that looked surprisingly sturdy and ushered Erasmus through, then turned my way, still chewing, lips covered in rice.

“Would the two of you like to rejoin the tour? It will take approximately two hours from this point, and there will be no breaks until we have concluded.”

“Uhhh, that sounds really… thorough, House. I’d love to see what you’re working on, but I don’t think I can spare two hours.”

“Same,” Frank said.

“Maybe the two of us could pop by for something a bit less formal once you’ve had a bit more time to work on the place?”

House brightened. “That would suit me much better than having you tag along for the events to come.”

“Great.” I dropped my voice. “So is this where you’re planning to start the negotiations? Get him cuddled up with a bunch of other animals and try to make a deal when he’s feeling all warm and fuzzy?”

She ate another piece of sushi and mumbled around it. “That is indeed the plan.”

“Great thinking.” I took a deep breath and was about to give her some more advice, but she’d asked to be left to her own devices, and I didn’t want to push her any further. “Well, we’ll leave you to it. Good luck, and please let me know how it goes as soon as possible.”

“I will keep you posted.” She stepped into the building and pulled the door shut behind her, whereupon all manner of locks clicked and spun into place.

“Huh,” Frank said.

“What now?”

“Am I the only one that feels like we’re never going to see that guy again?”

“Why would you even say that?”

“I dunno. I just saw the door shut and was instantly like, welp, he’s done for.”

I made a dismissive gesture. “No way, man. I just hope they can come to an agreement that she’s happy with. I don’t know if any number of cats would be enough to make up for losing the first.”

“There’s probably a number, but it’s gonna be real high.”

“Yeah.” I put a hand to the door. “Good luck, House. I’ll be pulling for you.” I stepped away. “Okay. I’m gonna scoop the rest of the Cult’s structures and grab whatever other plots I can.”

“Looks like we can get up to owning 75% of the Oasis if you buy everything right now.”

“That’s a good start, but we’ll need more than that.”

“Okay then. We’ll probably have to wait a bit, though. Strangle needs a bit more time for the more distant plots.”

I yawned.

“After that, I’m probably going to grab some shuteye. Middle of the afternoon or not, I can’t afford to be dead on my feet tonight with the final raid looming, and I doubt I’m going to be sleeping afterward.”

“We’re waiting on a bunch of upgrades, so four hours would be good at the very least.”

I headed off, yawning through a nod while Frank’s gaze lingered on the warehouse.


Chapter Thirty-Four



“Hey,” Frank said. “Wake up.”

I cracked my eyes open, then tensed for whatever fresh hell awaited me. And when nothing came, I sat bolt upright. “What’s wrong?”

“Huh?”

“You’re not screwing me, so something bad must have happened.”

“Yeah, you woke up again, and I’m devastated. I dunno how long I can keep doing this.”

“What happened?”

“Nothing too terrible… yet.”

“Frank.”

“Fine, fine. Here.”

He linked me a prompt.

World Alert! The Guild {Redacted} is the first guild to finish the {Station Master} Encounter!

“Station Master. That’s the one we could’ve done instead of the Redacted match, right? So they’re still a boss behind us since we’ll be skipping the one after that.”

“Uh huh.”

I relaxed, but only a little bit, then rubbed my eyes and threw open my menus to see what else I’d missed. I’d been expecting to wake up to a Ripple announcing the rebirth of Tyrann’s god, but there was nothing there.

Tyrann had created a Minor Ripple, though, and it had come earlier than I’d thought.

Minor Ripple Alert!

Player {Deadspeaker Tyrann} has placed the {Route Governor} within the Deepwater Complex, and the first step toward bringing the Wonder fully online is now complete!

As a result, any ship that passes through the Onyx Delta will now have its movement speed increased by 25% for 24 hours or until it is unsummoned, whichever comes first.

Additionally, any Trade Packs that are delivered by a vessel while this buff persists will have their delivery value increased by 33%.

However, the true power of the Deepwater Complex will remain a mystery until all three artifacts have been charged and assembled!

“Interesting. Pretty big buff to packs and movement in general. I figured Tyrann would wait until right before the Siege to put that thing on the table, but that works for us. Lars and Cerra should be back soon with the Spark Lure, so all we’ve gotta do is knock the King out and we’ll have all three artifacts up and running.”

“Should probably go scope the Wonder out as soon as we’ve got the Reactor charged,” Frank said. “There’s something there you’re gonna wanna see.”

I made a mental note. “Will do, thanks. So when did Redacted get that clear?”

“Three hours ago.”

“If it’s been that long and nothing else has gone out, they probably either wiped or stopped for the night. That’s not so bad—my guess is they’ll be starting another run at midnight, but they’ll still have a lot of ground to make up.” I stretched with both arms above my head. “How long until we’re diving in?”

“About thirty minutes.”

“Damn, I slept that long? Guess I’ve got upgrades then. Gonna clear those out real quick.”

I pulled them up and was surprised at the number of options; apparently, I’d needed that nap even more than I’d realized.

Most of the changes were simple buffs that I was able to read and dismiss immediately, like Shadowfrost Barrier going up a rank and having its damage mitigation increased from 10% to 12%, but Serrated Repel had broken into Intermediate and was offering a pair of upgrades.

{Serrated Repel} (Rank: Intermediate I)

Description: You physically strike an enemy within melee range with a burst of shadowy energy that deals no damage but knocks your target back up to 15 yards and doubles the target’s Bleed Buildup.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 seconds.

Cost: 50 Mana.

Current Rank: You may choose 1 of 2 available upgrades.

A. {Serrated Repel} may now be used to reflect spells and projectiles. Reflecting a spell or attack with this ability grants either 3% Magical Resistance or 2% increased Armor to all friendly targets within 50 yards for 10 seconds, depending upon the nature of the reflected ability.

B. {Serrated Repel} now has a 75% chance of disarming your opponent for 7 seconds, preventing them from attacking or using weapon-based skills.

I looked at Frank. “How do you feel about reflecting spells?”

“Hm.”

“And being less likely to die to spells.”

“I feel great about that part. Though for what it’s worth, I have frequently been told that I have a very disarming personality, so the second choice feels like a more natural fit.”

“You’ve been frequently lied to, then. I’d actually take the disarm if it wasn’t a random event every time because that’s an absurdly powerful effect, but I mostly want that raid-wide buff. Those really stack up, and if we’re repelling something on cooldown whenever the skill is up, the buff will have 50% uptime across 20 people.”

“Hm.”

I decided to phrase it another way. “You could, potentially, use the first ability to kill a caster with his own spell.”

“Sold.”

I locked the choice in, laughing. “Guess I should have started there.”

Music was blasting from downstairs—I’d passed out at the Stronghold rather than the Inn, figuring Darling and company would probably want to meet up before we set off for the final time—and I was kind of surprised I’d been able to sleep through it for so long given the volume.

I kicked my feet over the side of the bed and headed out and down.

I spotted Darling and most of the other officers, including Ton and Jukes, sitting at a circular table in the corner, so I headed that way but stopped short when Arlann and Sarissa caught my eye.

Arlann had bags under his eyes and Sarissa’s cheeks were flushed, a glass of red wine held loosely in her hand, but he was smiling as she leaned in close and spoke into his ear.

“Quick detour to wrap up a few loose ends,” I said, then threaded my way through the crowd and put a hand on their table. “Hey, you two. How’s it going?”

“We’re having an excellent time,” Sarissa said. “Aren’t we, Arlann?”

“Indeed,” he said. “Though it’s going to be a busy morning, and it’s getting pretty late for⁠—”

“We’re having an excellent time,” she repeated, but louder.

He smiled. “So we are.”

“Glad to hear it. Arlann, did House give you anything earlier on?”

“She gave me quite a lot of something, actually.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Several dozen wooden boxes that are to be kept out of the Oasis? Boxes that I’m not supposed to open, apparently.”

I inclined my head. “Yeah. Those were from me. I had her do that before I passed out. If you don’t mind, I’d like you to keep them sealed until after the Siege. It’s not anything that’s gonna help there.”

“I see.” He grabbed a glass of beer off the table, raised it to the light, then peered through it. “Another Siege. For some reason, it doesn’t feel real. Though I suppose the guard is far better prepared this time around, and the people you convinced to guard the city have been picking up a lot of slack.”

“Probably because the last Siege was only a couple days ago. And I’m sorry, by the way. This one’s my fault, too.”

He shrugged. “So it goes. You’ve done more for this city than anyone up to this point.”

“Still, I’m working on it. And I think I’ve got a solution in mind for the future, depending on how things play out.” I paused, and my curiosity got the best of me. “How did things go with Erasmus?”

“And more importantly,” Frank added, “did he have a cat with him?”

The two of them exchanged a quizzical glance, and Arlann was the first to speak. “Something must have come up because he was unable to make the meeting. Your small, strange friend was the one who informed us of the change in schedule while she was dropping off your items. Apparently, Erasmus took off heading south several hours ago, almost immediately after arriving in the Oasis.”

I blinked, then rubbed some of the sleep out of my eyes. “Really? I saw him earlier and he was definitely planning on heading your way.”

Sarissa made a dismissive gesture. “It’s not unlike him. I was rather surprised he managed to find his way here in the first place without getting lost. But yes, Erasmus has always been a capricious fellow, and I imagine his isolation only made that worse.”

“Huh.”

“Huh indeed,” Frank said.

“I’m sure we’ll end up seeing him sooner or later,” Sarissa said.

I shrugged. “Alright, well, as long as you’re not worried about it. It’s none of my business anyway.”

“We should probably—” Arlann started.

“Continue to have a great time while we can!” Sarissa finished for him.

He laughed, looking tired.

She put a hand to his elbow. “We’ll head home after I finish this glass.”

I reached back and grabbed a full bottle of wine off the bar and popped it onto the table. “Take it for the walk home, I’ll add it to my tab.” I looked at Arlann. “Everything okay with the guard? Hope you don’t mind me saying, but you’ve got other people defending the city for free on your behalf and you’re somehow looking more tired than usual.”

“That’s what I told him.” Sarissa tapped the bottle with the tip of a finger, and the glass frosted over.

“Seriously?” Frank said. “Who chills a red?”

She leaned forward. “If you like having something that passes for a mouth, axe, then I suggest you shut it.”

Frank swallowed.

“It’s been easier with the extra help,” Arlann said, “that’s for sure. But it’s the admin that’s been keeping me up at night.”

“I resent that,” Sarissa said.

He smiled and rolled his eyes. “And now there’s the matter of the Siege and how we’re going to handle it. I assume you’ll want the civilians out again?”

“Yup. And this time, I want the guards out, too.”

Sarissa leaned forward, but Arlann furrowed his brow. “You want us out?” he said.

“Yep.”

“I take it that means you’re assuming this is going to go quite badly, then.”

“It’s definitely going to go badly for someone. But yeah, right now, we don’t know what’s going to happen with the raid, so it’s more that Frank and I are trying to keep every possible option on the table when it comes to the actual defense.”

“I see. Do you have a location in mind?”

“I want to relocate the whole populace for the morning, ideally to Highwater. Or what’s left of it, anyway. That way, everyone can watch the Siege from there at a safe distance. No matter how this thing goes, that’s going to be important.”

Arlann leaned back in his chair. “That would be quite the undertaking with how quickly the Oasis has grown. I was simply thinking of moving them closer to the coast.”

“One sec, I can probably help with that.” I turned away from them and dropped my voice. “Hey, Frank? Can you hit me with that quest we got from Vesuvian a ways back?”

“Uh huh.”

New Quest: {A Competent Hand!} (Unique Quest)

Objective: Replace the departed Merchant Kings with a steward capable of running the Onyx Oasis.

Reward: Dependent upon candidate selection.

“Think I’m going to turn this guy in. Any problems with that?”

“Uh, you’re only going to get a partial reward if you do that. Vesuvian still needs more time.”

“Are we talking missing out on an item or just Experience?”

“Nah, just Experience and Renown.”

“That’s fine, we’ve got plenty coming in there. I just don’t want selecting him to make things worse. But I need to make sure Arlann can get people out of the city in time. Like, way out.”

“I think you’re safe on the double cross.”

“Cool, that’s all I needed.” I pivoted back to the table. “A couple days ago, you mentioned finding someone to help out with the Oasis and all of its logistics. I think I’ve got someone for you who’s already familiar with the area and what it needs, but if you bring them on board, I’d like them to start by spearheading the evacuation.”

Arlann perked up at that, looking suddenly awake. “Truly?”

“Yeah.” I tapped the quest, and a dialogue box popped up asking for the name of the individual I was suggesting.

“Does he have any experience in city management?” Arlann asked.

“You could say he has, like… the most experience? Especially if we’re talking about running the Oasis in particular.”

Arlann cocked his head.

“So… Vesuvian. He’s, uh, not dead. He’s also the guy I’m suggesting.”

Arlann’s eyes went wide, and he reeled back so hard his chair would have toppled if Sarissa hadn’t reached out and steadied him.

“Yeah, that’s pretty much the reaction I expected. Basically, he tried to kill me a ways back, I captured him, and we’ve been rehabilitating him ever since. I’ve had a subordinate keeping tabs on him, and I’ll probably ask her to continue doing that even as he shifts under your authority if that works for you.

“He’s competent, but I don’t fully trust him yet, and you probably shouldn’t either. That’s sort of why I’ve been holding off. I was really hoping to hand you someone who’d make your life as easy as possible, but the current events have kinda forced my hand.” I looked at Frank. “Did I leave anything out?”

“We did bad cop, worse cop,” Frank said. “He almost cried.”

“I meant anything that I wouldn’t deliberately leave out on purpose.”

“Oh. Then no, I don’t think you did.”

Arlann rubbed his face. “Wow. What a development. And the other Merchant Kings, they’re…?”

“Super dead,” I replied. “Died in a city full of zombies along with the Queen of Highwater, so if you see them walking around, we’ve got bigger problems.”

“I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that he’s actually alive.”

“Yeah. Like I said, he’s competent, but⁠—”

Arlann made a dismissive gesture. “At this point, I’d settle for someone who can complete paperwork legibly. This is… a gift. A complicated one for sure—I’m not sure how the guard will handle it, given all that transpired between us and the kings in the past—but I’m glad to have an extra hand to help. I do have one question, though.”

“Shoot.”

“What do we do if he tries to reclaim power in the city? I’m not eager to return to the days of living under a Merchant King’s thumb.”

“Cut his head off,” Frank said.

Arlann laughed, then broke off when neither of us joined him. “Oh.”

“I’d probably suggest something less violent, maybe exile or something, but I agree with the spirit of the thing,” I said. “But I don’t think you need to worry about Vesuvian leading a coup. Just give him a title that has a veneer of authority and let him prance around in his fancy clothes and I think he’ll be happy enough to be helpful, at least for long enough to deal with the current crisis.”

“Spoken like a true rich guy,” Frank said.

“He has your recommendation, then?” Arlann said.

A prompt came in directing me to complete the dialogue box that had shown up earlier, so I typed Vesuvian’s name in and confirmed it. “He does, yeah.”

The quest completed, and a burst of Experience and Renown hit my logs. It was more than I’d been expecting, but I couldn’t help but wonder how much more I’d missed out on by rushing it through.

But for now, the city and the people within took priority.

“Alright then.” Arlann rose. “If it’s all the same to you, I’ll head back and begin proceedings for the evacuation immediately.”

“I appreciate it!”

Sarissa stood up to join him. She wobbled slightly, but Arlann snaked his arm around her waist and pulled her close.

“Thank you again,” Arlann said. “And good luck with whatever you’re planning.” They headed off, but not before Sarissa snatched the bottle I’d gifted them off the table.

“I really hope turning that in early was the right call.”

“Dunno. Why do you want fewer guards, anyway?”

I laughed, and it came out a little bitter. “Because we’re probably looking at a Siege with more opposing guilds than Omen has active members, and I want Arlann and Sarissa to keep enjoying the life they’ve got now for as long as possible. We’re pretty all-or-nothing on the Reality Blade, and I’m not even sure how it’s going to interact with the Spelliron Shield. I’d feel a lot better if⁠—”

I broke off as a familiar pair of metal ears passed by to my left. “House? Is that you?”

She jerked around, and I was overjoyed to see Bella still cradled in her arms. “I am House.”

My face split into a wide smile, and I stroked the cat under her chin. “Oh man, things with Erasmus must have gone well! I’m so glad, House!”

“That’s one way to interpret this,” Frank said under his breath.

House popped a piece of sushi into her mouth. “Indeed they did! We were able to come to acceptable terms, and Bella will be remaining in my care for the foreseeable future.”

“God,” Frank said. “How much of that sushi do you have left? And how fishy is your pocket right now?”

“I am nearly out, and my pocket is incredibly fishy. And also very sticky. But as they say, in this case, the juice is worth the squeeze.”

Frank shuddered.

“So, House: Erasmus?”

She smiled. “What about him?”

“He was supposed to meet up with Arlann and Sarissa after we left, but we were just talking with the two of them and they said he never showed.”

She ate yet another piece. “Indeed. After our negotiations were complete, he decided to depart immediately.”

“Oh.” I rubbed the back of my head. “Well, that was easy. Didn’t think it’d wrap up like that, but I’m thrilled it did.”

“If it is okay with you,” House said, “I have something to discuss with Rock before your raid begins.”

I took a step back to clear a path. “Yeah, sure thing! I’m really glad it worked out for you, House. And I’m proud of you for stepping it up and handling it on your own.”

She beamed and squeezed Bella even tighter. “Thank you very much.”

Frank and I watched her go.

“You seriously bought that?” he said.

“Bought what?”

“That he just went on a trip? Out of nowhere?”

“It’s House, man. C’mon.”

“I know! That’s what I’m saying! Okay, look: I need to get this off my chest because she totally just murdered that guy.”

“Bullshit.”

“Okay. First things first, she comes to us in the middle of a full-blown panic attack and is desperate enough to ask for my help—me, Frank!—so that she keeps her cat.”

“Yeah, I remember. You had to wager a pinky.”

“Then the next time we see her, she’s suddenly completely fine with no explanation.”

I made my way through the crowd, heading for Darling’s table.

“She wasn’t fine at all, man! She was just holding it together so we wouldn’t stress about it while we were raiding.”

“Then she’s suddenly interested in an item she won’t name, but she really, really wants to know how long it’ll be before people get suspicious about the fact that whatever it is is now missing.”

“Now you’re just reaching.”

“Then she meets Erasmus and does the world’s most boring tour guide act to drive us away so she can get him alone.”

“Not what actually happened.”

“Then the last time we see the guy, she’s leading him into a windowless box of a building that’s full of pigs, and also the tour is gonna last two hours and we can’t take breaks so she clearly doesn’t want us inside.

“Then he’s never seen again, but we’re expected to believe that he caved completely and left Bella here with House when his explicit goal was collecting the cat from the very beginning.”

I paused. “That last bit was sort of weird, I’ll give you that. But she flat out said she’d never hurt another animal lover.”

“As long as it could be avoided,” Frank corrected. “And by the way, she didn’t become interested in pigs until well after I made that comment about using them to dispose of bodies as a kid. And I didn’t hear any other animals bumping around in there.”

I stopped in place in the center of the crowded room with people standing and drinking all around me.

“That is… a much more convincing argument than I was expecting. But you can officially relax: House still can’t lie, man.”

He was silent for a very long time. “Oh. Well damn, I forgot about the itchy teeth.”

“Yup. And I’ve been watching her ever since she left, and not once has she scratched them.”

“Huh. Guess I can’t argue with that. Still feels weird, though.”

“I’m surprised you care this much about a mage like Erasmus.”

“Oh, I don’t care if he died at all. I just think that if we confirm that House has gone fully homicidal, it won’t mean great things for my life expectancy.”

“Understandable, and also deserved. I can see why you’d be paranoid and end up reading into all this, though. You’re probably number two on House’s people-she-wants-to-kill list, and the first guy did end up getting eaten alive by her pets.”

“Uh huh. And I know I shouldn’t want this, but I still feel compelled to take that top spot from Ersatz.”

“I’m sure you’ll get there eventually.”

He laughed. “Thanks. I think so too.”

“Anytime.”

I got to about ten feet away from Darling and the rest of the group, but then another alert stopped me in my tracks again.

World Alert! The Guild {Redacted} is the first guild to clear the {Departure Zone} encounter!

Only 1 boss remains before the Possibility King can be challenged!

And just like that, our hard-fought lead had completely evaporated.

“Shit,” Darling said, her voice carrying over the noise.

“That’s the encounter we skipped,” Frank said. “The race is officially tied.”

“They’ve gotta be out of Mana for their current dive after that many clears.” I checked the time. “Either way, I bet they’ll pop out now, regroup, then head right back in when the clock ticks past midnight. Looks like the race for the throne is going to go down to the wire.”

Darling stood up, downed her beer, and looked my way. “Hey, you two. You mind if we get moving a little early?”

“Not at all.”


Chapter Thirty-Five



I sat at the back of the top row of Darling’s bus as the vehicle roared toward the Red Cathedral, wondering if this would be our last time heading into the instance as a group.

Either way, my heart was already racing, and I’d had a hard time focusing on the instructions Darling had been giving to the other officers ever since we’d left the Stronghold.

The conversation lulled for a moment, and I looked up and caught her eye.

“Hey, Darling?”

“Yeah?”

“Do you have a second before we arrive?”

She crossed her arms in the aisle and leaned up against a seat. “Sure, shoot.”

I jerked my head to the side. “In private, I mean.”

Darling blinked.

“Ohhhh!” Nina said. “I hope whatever you’re about to say isn’t a total letdown after a declaration like that because if I was my sister and I heard that and then, you know, I’d⁠—”

She cut off as Rock clamped a hand over her mouth and dragged her backward, heels scraping the floor.

“Thanks a bunch, Rock.”

I waited for Nina’s mumbling to die off, then shot the two a glance when Rock made a disgusted sound and wiped his hand on his pants.

“Probably licked him,” Darling said. “She’s gross like that.” She brushed a lock of dark hair out of her face. “We’ll take the buggy in and stick close.”

She darted a glance at Nina before chucking an axe off the top of the bus. She waited until it dug into the top of a dune, then teleported straight to it, and I jumped out and drifted down beside her.

“Sorry about that,” she said. “You know how she is.” A summon bar appeared above her head, and we both piled in the moment the buggy was ready.

“No worries, I probably should have just messaged you.”

Darling gunned the engine, and the acceleration forced me deep into my seat.

“So, I’ve got a little bit of a failsafe in mind when it comes to the Siege, but I need someone I can trust completely to pull it off, hence kicking the others out.”

She blinked again, then smiled, but it seemed a little forced. “Oh. Yeah, alright. Shoot.”

“Hey, Frank? Can you hit her with the Reality Blade?”

“I would never. Unless she wanted me to, then I would.” He paused. “I’d feel guilty about it, though.”

“Just send her the description, Frank.”

“Fine, fine. Here ya go.”

{Reality Blade} (Legendary Artifact)

Use: ??

Charges: 1

She tapped the air. “Not much to go on there, huh?”

“Woulda shared it earlier otherwise,” Frank said.

“And yet this thing is the key to the Siege,” Darling said.

“Supposedly,” I agreed.

“Still doesn’t explain why it’s just the two of us, though.” She clicked her tongue. “Sorry, Frank, the three of us.”

“It’s cool,” he said. “I actually assumed that Ned was the one you were leaving out.”

I opened a trade window with her and slammed in a sword that I’d scooped up on the Auction House a little ways back.

“Don’t equip this or pop it into your hand just yet.”

{Fireblood Longsword} (One-handed Sword)

Grade: D

Item Level: 45

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Uncommon

Physical Attack: 50

Magical Attack: 22

Speed: Fast

Primaries: +10 Strength, +10 Dexterity

Secondaries: +1% Haste

She gave the item a bit of a side-eye, then confirmed the trade as she drove us along behind the bus.

“Now I’m even more confused than I was before. Is there something I’m missing about that sword? Because it looks totally unimpressive.”

“Nope,” Frank said. “You’re spot on.”

“Totally, we’re way past the stage where anybody’s going to have a use for that thing. But cosmetically speaking?” I smiled. “That’s another story entirely.”

“Hm?”

“It’s real flashy. Ruby handle, red blade, flames that flicker up and down the length of the cutting edge. Super close to the model for the actual Reality Blade, according to Frank.”

“Okay…”

“So,” I continued, “I assume you’ll have permissions set to master loot during the raid, right? And you’ll hand things out like normal?”

“Yup.”

“And that means that the rest of us won’t actually see the loot that drops until you’ve linked it to the rest of the raid. So here’s what I want you to do: if we get the first kill and the Reality Blade does in fact drop, I’d like you to be really, really loud about the fact that it did.”

She stared at me. “Come again?”

“The majority of the raid doesn’t even know we’re after it specifically, right? So it’s not like they’re gonna be holding their breath and waiting to see. They’ll be busy celebrating whether we’re the first to kill the guy or not, but I need their attention on that sword, even briefly.”

“But the officers all know by now.”

“Yeah, but I’m not sure that’s enough. The only way this is going to work is if we’re able to cast a wide net and maintain an absolutely air-tight seal at the same time, and I doubt I’m the only one between the two of us who’s more than a little worried about the way information has been flowing lately.”

She laughed. “That’s easy enough. You’re worried about a leaker, huh?” She smiled. “Guess this means you know it’s not me.”

I barked a laugh.

“What?” she said. “What’s funny about that?”

“I’m not actually sure. The idea of you sneaking around and trading info on the guild just seemed completely absurd.”

She smiled. “Thanks for that.”

“For what?” I said, still laughing because I’d somehow gotten the image of her tiptoeing around in full plate stuck in my head. “Stating the obvious?”

Her smile widened a bit. “So how does the junk sword fit into whatever you two are cooking up?”

“That thing comes into play if we kill the King and the sword doesn’t drop. If that happens, I want you to drop that link Frank sent you for the Reality Blade into the raid chat while you equip the lookalike. Then do something dramatic with it, thrust it over your head to get people’s attention, that sort of thing.”

She cocked her head. “So if it doesn’t drop, I should pretend it did?”

“Yeah, the weapon I gave you will be serving as a stand-in. Be quick with it, though. We don’t want anyone getting too good of a look. A quick shout and thrust overhead should do it, especially in the moment.”

“Okay. So, basically, if it drops, emphasize the fact that it did, and if it doesn’t, pretend it did anyway?”

“That’s pretty much it. Do you think you can do that for us?”

She bit her bottom lip, hard. “I dunno, I’ll have to think about it. I don’t really like the idea of lying to the rest of the guild. And if I say it dropped and we’ve got it, then later it turns out it didn’t, that’s gonna feel really bad.”

“I know, it’s a lot to ask. If you don’t feel comfortable with it, that’s totally fine, but please consider it.”

“I can do that.”

At that moment, the bus stopped in front of the Red Cathedral, and our guild members piled out and headed up the stairs.

Darling pulled the buggy up beside the larger vehicle but kept her hands on the wheel. “How important is this for the overall plan?”

I shrugged. “Honestly? Outside of the Throne, we don’t really have one. I’ve just been coming up with options and countermeasures and counter-countermeasures and so on in the hope that the pieces will actually fit together once we’ve got them all in hand.”

She laughed. “I appreciate the honesty, but I probably could have done without it.”

“We have several plans,” I corrected, “and they’re all very, very good.”

“Great, thanks for that! I feel much better now.”

I hopped out of the car, hesitated, then swung around and placed a hand on the buggy’s roll cage.

Darling was halfway out of her seat, but she slid back into it. “What’s up?”

“There’s… one more thing I’d like to say.”

She stiffened in her seat.

“But,” I continued, “if it’s cool with you, I’d like to wait until we’re through the next twelve hours or so since they’re pretty much, uh…”

“Everything we’ve been working for since we first logged into the game?”

“Exactly.”

She licked her lips. “I think whether or not I’m willing to wait a bit longer depends on what it is you’re about to say. Could probably use a bit of clarity.”

“What do you have in mind?”

Darling looked up at the sky through the roll cage, where the moon was bright and looking larger than ever before. “All I need to know is whether or not Frank is going to like whatever you’re putting on the table.”

“Oh God no,” I said. “He’s gonna hate it. Maybe not as much as he hates the moon, but it’ll be close.”

He scoffed. “Ohhh, scary! What’re you gonna do, keep breathing?”

She smiled, then hopped out of the buggy and started dismissing it. “Then that works for me.” She looked up at me, face somewhat hidden behind a curtain of dark hair. “I’ll be looking forward to it.”

“Thanks, Darling. You really are the best.”

Her buggy popped away, so we headed up the stairs together and through the milling crowd, right up until Nina came flying out of the double doors up top with her hands extended and yelled something about details.

She stopped short in midair, feet kicking out above the top step, and it took me a long moment before I realized Rock had caught her by the collar.

Darling walked right by her sister. “Nice grab, Rock.”

Nina kicked the back of her heels into the larger man’s shins. “Let me go! Rock, I need details! I’ll die if I don’t get details!”

“Shut up, Nina,” Darling said.

“You’re looking a little flushed there, sister!”

Darling stopped in place a few feet into the Cathedral and spoke back over her shoulder. “Rock, I’ll give you 3 Gold if you throw her into the river right now.”

“As if Rock would ever⁠—”

Nina cut off, screaming as she sailed off the stairs. She splashed into one of the Delta’s many currents and came up gasping.

Darling popped 3 Gold into her palm with a laugh and deposited it into Rock’s waiting hand.

“Best 3 Gold I’ve ever spent, but I’m shocked you actually did that. You’re gonna pay for it.”

He shook his head. “Nope.”

“How do you figure?”

Rock looked around, then dropped his voice. “I’ll just give her two of the three coins when she gets back. She’ll be happy.”

Darling barked a laugh. “God, you really do get her, don’t you?”

The big man smiled and split the coins.

“Assuming you’re going to wait around til she storms out of the river?” Darling asked. “’Cause I’d prefer not to engage until she’s been bribed into calming down.”

He nodded.

“Alright then. We’ll see you two inside.”

We headed in between the Cathedral’s tall pillars and soon found ourselves beneath the familiar, soaring ceiling.

“I can’t believe this might actually be it,” Darling said. “Our final run.”

“Well,” I said. “Our final run here, anyway.”

She stopped in front of the spinning portal and smiled. “I like that. You ready for this?”

“Yup,” Frank said.

I sighed. “Same here. Let’s go get Frank a chair he can be proud of.”


Chapter Thirty-Six



Darling and I and the others stepped into the final wing and ended up at another strange, floating train station.

Like the Possibility King had said, two routes were now gone, and only two tracks stretched out in front of us. But before we could see if anything else had changed, a red orb resolved right in front of Darling.

“Hello, inferior beings! Congratulations on your recent victory in the Challenge Encounter. Assuming your group is ready to depart, please present the ticket that you were awarded upon completion.”

Darling popped it between two fingers and shoved it in front of the orb. The ticket flashed, then burned away and left her wringing her hand.

“Rude.”

“Your ticket has been accepted. We will now begin preparations for transport to the Starlit Approach.”

The two tracks shimmered, then pulled sideways and together, becoming increasingly overlaid until they resembled a single track.

I rubbed my eyes; it felt like I was looking at a mirage.

Then the train shimmered just as the tracks had—the locomotives themselves, the three areas we’d been fighting on, everything—before iron bars snapped into place along the edges of each platform.

I took a step forward and put a hand to one of the gaps between the newly arrived bars, and my fingertips brushed cool glass. I traced a hand up to the freshly formed ceiling and found it solid as well.

“Preparations are now complete,” the orb said. “Please brace yourselves for departure.”

Both engines roared in a way they never had before, screaming and venting steam, and the strange vehicle rolled out of the station and howled over the waves with sparks flying beneath it.

I leaned up against the glass. “Where the hell is this thing taking us?”

Darling pointed directly in front of us, and I twisted to look over her shoulder.

And there, about a hundred yards away, the track was shimmering and curving and rising up into the air.

The train lurched as it hit the elevated section and curved up along with it. The acceleration was unbelievable—like we were stuck in a plane that was perpetually taking off—and my guildmates half-stumbled, half-fell into seats that suddenly existed as I did the same.

The track continued to rise, and we climbed for a solid ten seconds, then shot into the Cloudscape and punched through it, leaving a wide ring of clear air behind us through which the Delta and its many rivers were visible below.

Finally, the train began to level out, brakes screeching, sparks flying to either side, and another red sphere appeared in front of Darling.

“We have reached the Starlit Approach. Please exit the vehicle as soon as possible so it may be sanitized for use by your betters.”

“Rude,” Nina said, sounding exactly like her sister had a moment ago.

The train slowed further still before finally stopping, and the glass panels hissed open.

The twenty-person raid filtered out onto the waiting platform, and the gasps that followed—almost uniformly—told the whole story of how the area had stolen our collective breath.

We stood at the base of a long stairwell flanked by crumbling marble columns. The stairs were about a hundred yards tall and half that wide, and they spilled out onto a narrow platform high above with a pair of huge double doors blocking the way.

The stairs were impressive themselves, carved out of smooth, white stone, but the whole thing was floating impossibly high in the night sky. The rim of the world stretched out beneath us, a wide section of blue with the central continents fully visible and the landmasses to the east and west just barely showing near the curve of the world, clouds swirling around them. I could even see the Mana Storm raging high above Koria, flickering and spinning.

And beyond all that, hanging high and centered perfectly beyond the stairwell?

The damn moon.

Frank growled. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”

“Yeah.”

“You disappointed by what I’m disappointed by?”

“Not sure, but probably.”

“Stairs appear to end well short of the moon.”

“First things first, Frank.”

I moved a little closer to the steps. The air was brutally cold, but there was no breeze to speak of, and the stillness was eerie. Everything about the world felt thin and somehow fragile.

Suddenly, there was motion on the staircase. Three of the lowest marble pillars had cracked down the middle, and the fissures were still spreading.

“Ton and Jukes to the front to be safe!” Darling said. “We might be⁠—”

She cut off as all three columns detonated simultaneously. The triple collapse kicked up a tremendous amount of dust—it was like the stairs had been covered in fine, white chalk, and the explosion had stirred it all up—and when the cloud finally settled, we stood face to face with three stony centurions, each sculpted from white rock.

The tallest of the three stood about fifteen feet tall, a broad-shouldered construct with a giant axe hanging down between its stony shoulder blades.

The middle centurion was slightly hunched, though he still stood nearly ten feet tall, and two red daggers were sheathed at his waist.

The third and final centurion was tall and spindly, about the same height as the axe-wielder, and held a staff in one hand and a strange, metallic orb in the other.

“Three bosses, huh?” I stared between the axe-wielder and the rogue and peered up the stairs at the platform at the top and the double doors the centurions were blocking our path to.

A symbol that was almost familiar had been painted across them—like a ying and yang, but with three colors rather than two—and three small but clearly elevated pedestals were lined up before them.

“Yeaaaah,” Frank said. “About those bosses. There’s more info that everyone can access on their nameplates. Check their buffs.”

I scoped out the mob that was towering in the middle of the stairs.

{Scy, Keeper of the First Key} (Level 26 Construct) (Raid Boss)

HP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

Lock Status: Disabled

I inspected the other two and found similar names and status bars.

“Lot of Health between the three of them.” I pointed a pistol farther up. “So we’ve got three keys, three pedestals, and three symbols on the door that we probably have to get through to progress? Gonna be a weird one.”

“Check the buff they’ve got,” Frank said.

I did, and I did not like what I found.

{Focused Ire}

Description: Upon changing targets, this construct emits a shockwave that Mana Burns all targets within 500 yards for 33% of their Maximum Mana.

Targets who lack Mana or who have insufficient Mana to mitigate this effect will instead lose 66% of their Maximum Health.

Duration: Permanent

“Well then,” I said. “We’re pretty much guaranteed to wipe if that thing triggers, right? Between the Mana loss and the healers needing to heal everybody back up.”

Darling clicked her tongue. “At the very least, if that thing goes off, there’s no chance we’ll be in fighting shape when it comes to taking on the King.”

“It’s probably gonna trigger twice if they lose aggro,” I said. “I think that’s just straight-up death at that point.”

“Why twice?” Nina asked.

“Ton loses aggro, boss shifts to Zoe. Then Ton taunts it off her to reestablish Threat. That’s two target changes, right?”

“Uh huh,” Frank said.

“Focused Ire,” Darling said. “I already hate it. Guess that means nobody can lose aggro, but at least it also means you guys won’t need to be swapping targets for this fight.

“Let’s see. Big guy with the axe will probably swing slow, so Jukes’ dodging will be more impactful. If we put him there, we’ll have Ton on the dagger-user to soak the multiple attacks. Real question is which of them we assign to the third.”

“Unfortunately,” Nina said, “I think the answer to that is neither.”

“Why not?”

I pointed at the caster centurion, who had the same Focused Ire buff as the others but also possessed another ability.

{Mana Eater}

Description: This creature deals 33% of all damage it deals directly to its target’s Mana supply. If the target lacks a Mana Pool or has insufficient Mana to weather an attack, the target instead loses Health.

Duration: Permanent

On closer inspection, it had a third buff, too, and I really, really did not like where this was going.

{Glutton}

Description: Upon dealing damage to a focused target who lacks sufficient Mana to weather its attack, this creature Enrages and deals triple damage for the rest of the encounter.

“Oh,” Darling said. She looked from Jukes to Ton and back again. “Oh. Oh, shit!”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Ton doesn’t use Mana at all, and Jukes’ Mana pool is way too small to deal with that effect.”

She tapped the air, no doubt messing with her raid frames. “Okay, that is going to make this infinitely trickier. Let’s see, off-tanks, off-tanks. I don’t use Mana either, so I’m out. Maybe Rock? Or maybe…”

She trailed off and tapped the air. “Can all of our DPS just link me your kits real quick?”

I sent her mine, then crossed my arms. “Tricky, huh? Seems like this fight would be a lot easier the second time around.”

“There better not be a second time,” Frank said.

“Agreed, but we’ll see.”

Darling tapped my shoulder.

“Hey,” she said, and for once, there was something in her tone that I didn’t like, as if she was about to share some really, really bad news.

And I was pretty sure I knew exactly what she was about to say.

“I’m hesitant to even suggest this, but I kinda feel like I have to.”

“What’s up?”

“The one with the Mana Eater effect is a caster mob, right?”

“She’s got a staff and an orb, so she’s probably gonna be slinging spells, yeah.”

“And the other two are definitely physical.”

“Right.”

“So what we really need is someone with a huge Mana pool who can tank Magical Damage.”

She pulled up a window where my abilities and those of several others were separated into various categories based on offense and defense.

She pointed an axe at one in particular. “Shadowfrost Barrier, 12% mitigation. Ironbark Revolver, 15% mitigation at the cost of a Glacial Drift charge. Arctic Juggernaut also doubles your mitigations for a brief time whenever you need a boost, and your summoned Gatling reduces the damage you take by 30% for a brief period. Plus, you’ve got a full set of C-Grade jewelry from the raid, including this ring, which was probably designed with this encounter in mind.”

She flagged the same item I’d been awarded the other day.

{Black Armorling Band}

Grade: C

Item Level: 85

Slot: Finger

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +40 Constitution

Secondaries: +3% Critical Strike Chance

Magical Resistance: +15%

Effect: You take 10% reduced Magical damage from all sources. However, you also take 12.5% increased Physical damage from all sources.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Yep, that’s exactly where I thought you were going with this.”

“You’ve got Frozen Mirror on a pretty short cooldown for spell reflects, and it looks like Frank can spike one attack back with Repel now, too.”

“I can and I will!”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“You’ve got almost ten levels on each of the bosses, so you’re not going to be missing any abilities despite not using Hit Chance gear. Threat won’t be an issue, and your Critical Strike rating also prevents you from being crit, which will smooth things out for the healers.

“You can also dodge an attack that would otherwise have been fatal with Glacial Drift and a second one with Bulwark. Normally, your Health penalty would be a problem, but since a third of the damage is going to attack your Mana Pool, that sort of outweighs your 20% penalty.

“And if shit really hits the fan and we need to eat a Focused Ire proc to get through it, you’ve even got a taunt.”

“I can also taunt,” Frank said.

“True, Darling,” I replied, ignoring Frank completely, “but Riposte also requires me to block an attack perfectly before I can use it. And even then, I need to be in melee range.”

“Still better than nothing! I really think this might work, guys!”

“It’s a better case than I was hoping to hear.” I pointed a pistol at the female construct. “But if that boss connects with a physical attack, let alone a crit, I’m definitely going down in a single shot unless you’re counting on my cheat death to bail me out. Leather armor and no real passive mitigation is going to be bad news.”

“Definitely counting on that cheat death,” Darling said with a wink. “But with your current Health, one-shot is a little strong. You’re only 2,000 Health under Ton and half that below Jukes.” She clapped me on the back. “Give yourselves some credit! It’d probably take at least two hits to knock you down for the count!”

I laughed, incredulous. “You’re serious about this, aren’t you?”

“Plus your Blood Vessel thing will refresh automatically if the fight goes on long enough, right?”

“You’re totally serious about this.” I sighed. “I guess this is what I get for sending you my whole kit.”

She bumped her shoulder into mine as she often did, but the contact was lighter than usual.

“I already knew it, so you’d have been screwed either way. But basically, it has to be you or Rock. He’d be able to take a physical attack a lot better than you would, but he’s gonna get positively fried if and when she starts flinging spells at him. And I’m not even sure he’d be able to hold aggro against all the healers.”

I took in the faces of my guildmates, especially Rock, who was watching me with a desperate expression. On the other hand, the rest of them looked positively expectant, and it was both heartwarming that they’d trust me with something so important and also completely anxiety-inducing, given the circumstances.

“You guys really want me to do this? To be totally honest with you, I’ve tanked before, but never when it mattered this much. Not even close. And I wasn’t particularly good at it, either.”

“When has not having any natural talent ever stopped you before?” Frank said.

I narrowed my eyes at him, trying to figure out if that was a compliment or an insult or both.

“I’m sure you can handle it,” Darling said. “Lots of birds, try not to get hit.”

“Do it!” Zoe said. “You’ll be fine!”

“Rock’s gonna be devastated if you don’t do it,” Nina added.

Rock made a two-handed, pleading gesture that made me laugh despite the nerves.

“I… can’t say no to you, Rock. Alright then.” I took my weaker ring off and put the Armorling Band on, then held the dark band up so Darling could see it. “I’ll give it my best shot.”

Darling pumped a fist. “Yes, thank you! Okay then! Enough talking, I have no doubt that Redacted are standing on this very staircase right now, so tanks, are you ready?”

“Yup,” Jukes said.

Ton nodded. “All good.”

I rolled my shoulders, heart racing like never before, then spared a glance at Ton and Jukes to see how they were handling the pressure that I suddenly understood.

The smaller tank was bouncing on his toes in that energetic way he had, looking like he didn’t have a care in the world, but Ton’s face was visibly pale beneath his helmet, and his forehead was already covered in a faint sheen of sweat.

“Ned?” Darling said.

“Oh, right. I’m a tank too, huh? Yeah, I’m as ready as I’m gonna be.”

“Alrighty then. Remember, everybody, we’re not just trying to knock this encounter out; we’re trying to get through it cleanly enough so that we can keep going, right? This is what we’ve been grinding for, guys. This is it: there are only two fights left between us and EBO history. Are you ready?”

A cheer went up, but I barely heard it because I was focused on my target, wondering if the caster centurion really was capable of one-shotting me with a melee attack and bringing the whole raid down in the process.

Which would, whether I had Darling’s blessing or not, be totally my fault.

“Hey, Frank? Are you really sure you can’t say if this woman’s also going to deal Physical damage?”

“Nope, but I’m hopeful.”

“That you’re going to be able to reveal more as the fight goes on?”

“No, that you’re gonna get whacked and instantly die.”

“Does not seem unlikely.”

“Get ready to pull!” Darling said.


Chapter Thirty-Seven



I stepped to the right, directly in front of the caster boss, while Ton and Jukes moved forward to my left, both facing their own targets.

“Last chance for buffs and all that,” Darling said. “Quick re-check and we’re pulling!”

I lowered my voice. “Man, I’m a hell of a lot more nervous than usual. Tanking really makes you appreciate the ability to turn your brain off while doing damage. Almost forgot how nerve-wracking it is knowing the entire group is depending on you.”

“Can’t relate,” Frank said. “Brain off, whack stuff is the only way to be and I won’t be convinced otherwise.”

“Definitely your natural state.”

I looked the battlefield over, anxiety rising. The crumbling pillars that lined the stairway were placed on the very edge of the floating structure, which meant I wasn’t going to have anywhere to hide when the mage started casting.

“Alright!” Darling said. “Everybody ready to pivot if things immediately go to shit?”

A wave of tense laughter followed.

“Remember, if you pull aggro at any point, you’ve basically wiped the raid. Only exception is gonna be Ned. If tanking that caster isn’t going to work at all, then I want Ned to hand the target off to one of the other tanks before she kills you. Better to eat one proc than two.”

I switched to my rifle and shouldered it. “Gotcha.”

“All other DPS, you’re starting on Ned’s target. I’m assuming there’s going to be more to this fight than burning these guys down, but we might as well start there. For the healers, it’s business as usual.

“As for the geography of the battlefield, we’ve got this initial platform to start with, the stairs themselves, and what appears to be another similar-sized platform above with a set of three pedestals visible, so keep them in mind.

“We’re probably moving up the stairs at some point, but we’ll fight down here if possible to make it easier on the healers and keep them from having to cast and climb at the same time. We good on all that?”

Nods all around.

Darling took a deep breath. “Okay, pulling on three. Game faces on, guys. We’re so close.”

I took aim with my rifle and wound up a bloody raven and held it. It felt bizarre knowing that I was about to become the caster’s main target—on purpose—and the centurion towering in front of me was making me think there was a whole lot of pain in my immediate future.

“One…” Darling said. “Two… three!”

Ton and Jukes both rushed forward, and I let my spell fly, then swapped to my pistols and let two more ravens go to build up some initial threat and kept pumping from there.

And right away, my target raised her staff and a cast bar that read Molten Stream appeared above her head while her steely orb burst alight, green flames licking off it.

It was a three-second cast, so I fired another round of birds, then replaced one of them with a Dreadful Shot on the next volley.

And it worked… sort of. My fear didn’t actually take effect—I’d figured as much, but if I was tanking, I needed to know which of my panic buttons would actually do something—but the hard crowd control ability interrupted the centurion’s spell.

Unfortunately for me, that also meant she came rushing at me with her staff extended the moment the cast was interrupted.

I juked left, then went right and tried to shoot up the stairs while the centurion’s momentum carried her downward. She lashed out with her staff, twisting to connect as I passed, and I managed to get beneath it.

But then she thrust out her other hand. I wasn’t sure what I was looking at—it seemed like she was attempting a jab with her orb, clutched like a brick in one hand, that was destined to fall short—and it didn’t occur to me that she’d actually let go of the steely sphere until it was smashing into my ribs.

Staggering and wheezing, I limped up the stairs and returned fire.

“Your Health at 41%, lost a chunk of Mana too!” Frank said. “That was awesome, do it again!”

“We know he can take a hit!” Darling said. “That’s good!”

It didn’t feel like a good sign to me, mostly because my ribs were still vibrating harder than ever before, but the heals were already pouring in, and Darling’s enthusiasm gave me something to hold onto.

A split second later, the sphere zipped by to my left and snapped back into the centurion’s outstretched hand.

“Debuff on you from that sphere,” Frank said. “You’re dealing 20% reduced damage for fifteen seconds, and that orb was a projectile that dealt Physical damage.”

I nodded and let two more birds fly while my opponent slipped into a longer cast from the same spot she’d sent me flying from, near the very start of the steps.

The damage-reducing debuff I’d picked up wasn’t ideal, mostly because it also meant reduced Threat, but at least the damage dealers hadn’t⁠—

“Okay, DPS, let’s pour it on!” Darling said. “Everybody on Ned’s target!”

Darling leaped in with a flash of green, and Nina appeared beside her out of thin air. Then the spells and the projectiles hit, and for one long, terrifying moment, I thought I was going to lose Threat entirely and wipe the raid.

It seemed like the mechanic was being amplified all of a sudden. I wasn’t sure whether that was because I was actually tanking for the first time or because we were up against a Raid Boss, but it felt like I had three hundred pounds balanced atop my shoulders and the better part of two dozen people all fighting to pull the weight in different directions.

But like it or not, the mage had slipped into a ten-second cast called Triple Shot.

“Easy on the interrupts,” I shouted. “They’ll make her go physical, and she chunked me down to 40% without critting the last time around! Could be a one-shot if she hits a critical!”

“Noted!” Darling said.

I kept the birds flying down the stairs and shot a glance at the other two tanks. Jukes was still fighting at the base of the stairway, bobbing and weaving around his opponent’s heavy axe, a devastating weapon that threw up a shower of sparks whenever it crashed into the floor.

Darling had done well by him, though. Jukes was taking the occasional hit, but he was a great fit for the monster in front of him.

Ton, on the other hand, was struggling. The heavily armored tank was faring well as long as he could keep his opponent in front of him, but the rogue-like centurion was constantly moving.

And as if to prove the point, at that moment, the rogue struck to the right, and Ton brought his shield up to block. But the attack was a feint, and the rogue used the brief moment where Ton’s shield blocked his vision to slip behind him and jab both daggers into the tank’s relatively unprotected back.

Ton roared and whipped around, shield coming up and deflecting both blades before he could be struck again. Then he started backpedaling, dragging the rogue up the stairs and forcing him to stay in motion.

I checked my opponent’s cast bar; the Triple Shot cast was nearly complete, so I threw a Frozen Mirror up in front of myself and fired through it.

“Possible incoming on Ned!” Darling said. “Absorb effects, now!”

Spells rained over me like never before: golden, translucent shields and heal over times that had the stone ground beneath me blooming with flowers and all manner of things.

The caster pointed her staff at my chest and fired, and the stone cracked beneath her. And the moment the spell shot forward—a tight, green fireball the size of my head—I knew my mirror didn’t stand a chance in hell.

The projectile burned right through the panel as if it weren’t even there, and the remnants shattered behind it. It hit me full in the chest, and for a brief moment, the entire world went green as the emerald fire enveloped me.

“72%!” Frank said.

The force of the blast knocked me backward and up the steps, and I clipped a heel and went down right before the second projectile roared in.

“43%, heals incoming! 60%, 70%! Third projectile!”

I jumped back to my feet and braced myself for impact. The fireball hit and dropped me to 20%, but the heals kept pouring in, and I was topped off in a matter of seconds.

The boss stalked toward me, flicking a small fireball in my direction with every step she took. I tensed up and returned fire, battling through the vibrations.

“I can actually tank the spells, man! This might actually work!”

“Your boss at 75% and falling,” Frank said.

“We’ve got adds streaming down from the gate!” Darling said. “DPS, pivot off Ned’s target until they’re down!”

I spared a glance behind me. There were maybe ten mobs in all, humanoid ghosts that were colored a vibrant shade of purple. They were translucent, and they reminded me of the kraken and the snake we’d fought earlier because each of their skeletons was clearly visible, ley lines painted in white.

The mobs were moving much slower than I’d expected, though, swarming down the steps at about half my usual running speed. Each carried a melee weapon—mostly swords and axes, as far as I could tell—but I didn’t see any obvious casters hiding within the group.

“I got Hateful ready,” Jukes called out. “I can roll up and take them when they arrive!”

Green runes appeared all across Darling’s armor, and a green, phantomlike axe appeared above her shoulder and began attacking alongside her.

“Keep burning until they’re closer then! Hold your biggest cooldowns, but pop the rest, I want this caster down as soon as possible! When we manage that, we’re swapping to Ton’s target because that assassin is hitting way too hard!”

“We’re stable, but the healers are bleeding Mana,” Frank said.

“Yeah, I think we’ve got a good shot at clearing this encounter,” I said, “but at the rate we’re going, we’re gonna gas out and not be able to attempt the King afterward. And that’s assuming we figure the Lock Status thing out on the fly. But I can’t pivot away from⁠—”

I broke off as the caster in front of me stopped and raised her staff high above her head. Green fire gathered and began to spin around her weapon, then she lowered it and pointed it directly at me.

“Channeled cast incoming!” Frank said.

But the spell hit before I could react, and dozens of dime-sized fireballs blanketed the area around me. It felt like my entire body was being pelted with paintballs, and the impacts left pockets of warmth lingering behind.

I gritted my teeth and fired through it, watching my Health and Mana in equal measure, balancing everything against making sure I was putting out enough Threat.

“Damage is constant but low. We can tank this channel no problem!” Frank said. “Eight seconds of it left unless she changes gears!”

To my right and slightly beneath me, Jukes ducked beneath a horizontal axe swing and shot up and to my left, rolling right up the steps. The Warrior Centurion pounded up after him, but Jukes rolled again to create even more distance and finally engaged the slow, purple wave of armed ghosts that Darling had spotted earlier.

Jukes popped Hateful Ice, and all the damage dealers who had been bursting my target down rushed up the stairs to his aid. With them on the move, I took the opportunity to fire a Gravity Bird his way to group everything up so they could cleave them down.

Then I turned back to the target in front of me and kept plugging away while I facetanked spell after burning spell. “We gotta figure out a way to help Ton, man.”

“First ghost mob just died up top near Ton!”

“Great call, thanks!”

I pointed a pistol behind me and cast Adaptive Bloom on the corpse Frank had indicated. The flower sprouted and bathed the area in tri-color light, and I saw a second phantom drop to one of Darling’s swings, so I threw up a Razorbriar Field on top of the group.

“Ton,” I called out, “pull your centurion up into the buffs! Bleed Procs should keep that flower shining for a while!”

He grunted in response and kept backpedaling, but he picked up some speed and managed to enter the edge of the glow just as my target’s channeled spell expired.

She went right back into Triple Shot—the same long cast from earlier that my mirror had been unable to reflect.

I ran up a few steps to get into the glow my flower was emitting, then planted my feet and fired away while eyeing the raid’s various status bars.

Even with the aid of my trio of buffs, Ton’s Health was jumping all over the place in a terrifying way, frequently shooting down into the teens before it inevitably filled back up.

But those quick, giant heals were coming at far too steep a cost. And while the ghosts were limited to basic melee attacks, the damage that Jukes was taking had doubled under their assault, if not more.

“You said the orb was a projectile, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“And I’ve got my Lesser Blood Vessel up.”

“Ohhh, I like where this is going.”

I raised my voice. “Heads up, I might be taking a hit here!”

“Healers on alert, shields up!” Darling said.

I waited for the spells to crash in, watching as my centurion readied her long cast. Then, right before it could complete, I used another Dreadful Shot to interrupt it.

She sprang forward and rushed up the stairs much faster than before, staff coming down in an overhead strike.

I’d been hoping to dodge it manually, but her speed had put me on the back foot, so I burned my lone Glacial Drift charge and had it take me up to where I was level with Ton and Jukes so that the entire fight was occurring in the middle of the stairs.

The Caster Centurion split the clone I’d left behind from the top of its head all the way down, and both pieces fell and shattered against the steps.

And there it was—she was readying the same orb attack I’d seen earlier.

I dropped my pistols into my inventory, drew Frank with both hands, and activated my newly upgraded Serrated Repel.

“Game time!” he shouted.

The caster threw the metallic orb, and it zipped my way. I shot a glance toward Ton to make sure I got the angle right, then leaned into a swing and crushed the orb with the flat of Frank’s blade.

The impact rang out clearly across the battlefield, and a few heads turned my way as the orb was forcibly redirected. The angle was absolutely perfect, a line drive that had the orb flying toward my target: the dagger-wielding rogue.

Ton spotted it right away, but so did the rogue, and the centurion was already bending out of the projectile’s path. But then Ton activated a cooldown that turned his entire shield silver, and he slammed it into the monster’s side.

The stun effect barely registered, locking the boss in place for a fraction of a second, but it was enough, and the sphere I’d sent flying crashed into the centurion from behind.

“Debuff on Ton’s target,” I called out. “Same one I had! Dealing 20% reduced damage for fifteen seconds. Nice shield strike, Ton! I’d have missed without it!”

I thought the big man might have smiled at that, but it was hard to tell.

“Perfect!” Darling said. “Can you keep that debuff up?”

“I’ll hit it as often as⁠—”

I broke off because while I’d been expecting my opponent to go back to casting, she hadn’t, and that brief break had once again allowed her to close the gap.

“Adds are almost down,” Darling said. “DPS, get ready to rotate back!”

The caster stalked toward me, orb in one hand, staff in the other. She made to throw again, and I twisted away in response and immediately realized I’d made a mistake. The throw was a feint similar to one Ton had fallen for, and she jabbed her staff across the distance between us.

But the attack was well short—or at least I thought it was, right up until the moment the staff elongated in her grip and the weapon punched into my sternum.

I tumbled up the steps and right past what remained of the mob of ghosts, ears ringing.

“Just ate a critical hit, cheat death is down, your Health at 30%!”


Chapter Thirty-Eight



I hauled myself back to my feet while the heals poured in and the warm liquid from my broken vessel trickled down between my shoulder blades.

“Ghosts are down,” Darling said. “Forget holding the big cooldowns back, I want Ned’s target dead as soon as possible!”

My ears were still ringing from the blow I’d taken, but the caster was staring up at me and channeling a spell we hadn’t seen before.

“That one’s uninterruptable!” Darling said.

I eyed the readout: Poison Meteorcall. Then I looked around at the rest of the fight. The bulk of the DPS were racing down the stairs toward my target, while all three of the raid bosses were now standing at around the midpoint of the stairwell.

“Meteors and poison?” I said, spitting the words like a curse.

I jumped back to my feet and took off running down the stairs at full tilt, strafing and firing away with every step to make up for the Threat I’d lost during the knockback.

“Five seconds to completion on that cast,” Frank said.

I kept running, kept firing, kept moving lower and away from the group because I figured some sort of AoE was coming, and with us needing every drop of Mana the healers could spare, I couldn’t risk letting anyone else get caught in whatever was heading my way.

“Four… three… two… one… Debuff on you, incoming, and the caster is channeling again! Shooting the readout your way!”

{Emerald Epicenter} (Debuff)

Description: Summons an Emerald Meteor on your location every second. All targets within 10 yards of the meteor strike take 3,500 Fire damage, with targets at the epicenter taking twice that amount.

Duration: 20 seconds.

“Need a dispel over here!” I called out, but the first meteor had already appeared out of thin air and was driving down on my position, brightening the stairs around me so vividly that it looked like a spotlight was tracking my motion from above.

“Can’t be dispelled,” Zoe said. “Tried right away!”

I leaped down to the very bottom of the stairs as the meteor detonated behind me with stunning force, shaking the entire structure beneath us and throwing up a flare of green light.

And unfortunately, that greenish glow lingered; not only would the damage be insane on impact, but the falling hazard had also created a greenish, deadly-looking crater, and thick fumes were rising and twisting off it.

“Ned, you’re outranging us!” Zoe called out. “Too much distance!”

“I should be okay as long as she’s channeling this, need to keep it away from the rest of the raid!”

I ran farther down, all the way to the far edge of the platform where we’d first arrived, stars and planets shining in the night sky beyond, meteors raining down behind me one after another.

I sprinted across the platform, then skidded to a stop, ran up a few stairs, and started sideways once again.

As long as I was running and nobody else was nearby, the mechanic was manageable; the meteors fell at designated intervals, and it was easy enough to outrange them.

But the problem was bigger than that. The noxious fumes the craters were putting off traveled several yards beyond the source—at least according to the debuff that had just popped up above my nameplate and was now slowly eating away at my Health.

Given how quickly the meteors were falling, I needed to section them off from the rest of the raid. And with everybody else positioned in the middle of the stairs, that left me with two choices: block our exit or our advance.

“I see what he’s doing—nice, Ned!” Darling said. “Ton, Jukes, I want you advancing toward the top of the stairs whenever you can safely do that!”

Jukes slipped sideways, and the Warrior Centurion’s axe slammed into the ground mere inches from his toes.

“On it!” He rolled up and away, and his mob followed, and Ton burned his leap to the same result.

“Your target is falling fast!” Frank said. “53%… 52%… Man, look at Darling go! Your Health at 60% and steadily dropping from the poison fumes, no healer in range.”

I ran on, the ground erupting behind me, constantly firing up the stairs and praying that my aggro held out while I zigzagged toward the rest of the raid even as they moved up and away as a group.

“Five seconds left on the meteor effect,” Frank said. And when he next spoke, his voice was much louder and carried clearly across the battlefield. “Caster Centurion just dropped under 50% Health! Ned’s Health at 45%!”

Then all three of the bosses burst alight, a red glow pulsed through the chamber, and the Possibility King’s deep laughter followed.

When the momentary flare passed, I had a prompt floating at the top of my screen.

I scoped it out.

Lock Status: 0/3

“Meteor debuff just vanished!” Frank said. “Bosses’ weapons are changing!”

The final meteor exploded behind me, so I skidded to a stop about thirty feet down from the rest of the raid.

The rogue’s weapons were the first to change, with the daggers elongating into swords, and then the hilts pulled together as if magnetized to form a staff-like set of dual blades.

After that, the axe wielder’s weapon split in two down the middle, and his greataxe split into two thinner but otherwise identical weapons.

But the spellcaster’s transformation was the worst of the lot: her staff elongated and curved in one hand, and the orb she’d been using to cast spun and peeled away into a single strand of glittering metal. Before long, she was standing in front of me with a massive longbow that was clearly aimed in my direction.

And the Threat I’d created thus far hadn’t gone anywhere.

“Shit, we’re gonna need somebody to switch off for Ned!” Darling said. “He’s a two-shot at best with physical, and that weapon looks extremely physical!”

“I’m on it!” Ton said.

“She’s already under half, and it looks like she’s falling faster than before,” I said. “I bet I can get her over the line!”

Darling’s eyes flicked to me while she was mid-swing, still tearing into the caster-turned-archer from behind.

“I’ll call for a swap if I need it, but I think I can pull it off, and avoiding a pulse of that penalty for target swapping could make all the difference! If we lose that much Mana, our dive ends here either way!”

“Okay,” Darling said. “You heard him! Healers, shield him and get him back up!”

“Boss at 35% and falling!” Frank said. “Execute window is open!”

An arrow appeared from thin air, and the bow-wielding centurion grabbed it between two fingers and nocked it without taking her eyes off me. Then the bow flexed, and she released the shot.

I brought a pistol up, intent on blocking the shot with Ravenblade Riposte.

But the trajectory was clear as day—a silvery line that was blitzing toward me—and I thought it was coming in a little high. So instead of burning one of my last fail-safes, I pushed off a nearby pillar and threw myself down and sideways.

The arrow had been better aimed than I’d thought and only missed my shoulder by an inch or two, but it carried on from there and slammed into the same pillar.

The arrow punched right through it and peppered my back with loose stone. Then a dry crack split the air, and the pillar began to fall just as one of Zoe’s huge healing waves crashed in and brought me back above 60%.

I was still sliding across the stairs on my belly after dodging and had to roll down a few stairs to avoid the falling pillar, sending me right back into the poisoned fumes and adding a second stack of the painful debuff.

“Debuff just doubled,” Frank said. “Your Health falling fast: 55%, 50%, 45%! Most of the healers are still out of range, and the pillar is blocking Zoe’s line of sight! Boss at 15%!”

As much as I would have liked to stay behind cover, that was a problem aside from the healers’ positioning; the boss would run my way if she couldn’t fire, and the damage dealers would have to chase and their damage would plummet as a result.

And on top of everything else, with the execute window open, I could physically feel the rest of the raid fighting to rip the Threat off my shoulders.

So instead of taking cover, I ran along the column’s length while crouching low, then vaulted the entire thing and went running back up the stairs, pistols barking.

The boss was already deep into the low single digits, so I lit her up with a Dark Harvest, and she fired another arrow my way in response.

She’d led me perfectly, but I’d figured she would, and I was able to stop short and let the arrow go zooming off into the darkness around us.

“Boss at 5%!” Frank said. “Don’t screw it up now! Zoe and others are targeting you, heals incoming!”

I nodded and set my feet, then decided to go all out while the centurion was reaching for another arrow.

I popped Arctic Juggernaut to get my mitigation buff rolling, used Ravenking to get my minigun spinning and make use of the powerful ability’s 30% damage mitigation, then used Doppelganger to get a clone up.

“I’ve got eight seconds and counting where I shouldn’t die, make them count!”

I opened fire, both barrels spitting bird after bird—red, spectral creatures ripping right through the boss. With every shot, the thin layer of ice that had sprung up around me the moment I activated Arctic Juggernaut thickened into actual armor: ice-capped pauldrons, greaves, a chest piece that overlaid mine, and finally, a full helmet made of translucent ice.

As soon as the final piece of frozen armor appeared, the boss drew back her bow and fired in one smooth motion.

I saw the arrow coming, but I was too close to dodge it. Every instinct I had was telling me to bail and run for it, but I gritted my teeth and held my ground, waiting for the impact.

It slammed into my shoulder, and the force of the attack turned me halfway around my axis and nearly knocked me down the stairs.

“Damn, that was a crit, you’re at 20%!”

I gasped and swung my minigun back into position.

The heals crashed in, but the boss was already drawing another arrow, and my Health bar only made it back to 90% before the next attack struck me in the stomach and knocked the breath out of me.

But I kept firing, watching the boss’ Health tick down from 4% to 3%, then to 2%.

“Not long left on the Gatling!” Frank shouted. “Crits are a one-shot without the extra mitigation!”

“We’re good!” I said. “At the rate she’s falling, she’ll be dead before the buff fades!”

And one long, tense moment later, the boss’ Health ticked down to zero right before Ravenking expired and my pistols popped back into my hands.

Then the boss’ stone lips curved into a smile, and she reached out and grabbed another arrow out of thin air.

“Shit!” I said. “She’s not going down!”

I inspected her.

{Kia, Keeper of the Third Key}

Health: 0/2,000,000

Lock Status: Primed

“It’s the damn locks!” I said as I raced right past the boss and damage dealers alike and made for the very top of the platform. “I’m moving her up, I think I know what’s next! Gonna need damage dealers on the other mobs!”

“Haste buff on the boss,” Frank said. “50% attack speed increase while her Health is at 0%!”

I cursed. She’d been pretty slow to draw and fire before, and I’d been counting on getting some distance from her first shot so I had a chance to dodge before she fired.

Instead, I was forced to burn Glacial Drift to eat an attack that would otherwise have hit me from behind. My mirror was back up, too, so I dropped one behind me right after I’d foiled the first attack and was unsurprised when the next arrow ripped right through it and hit me from behind.

“Health at 20%, we’re in trouble here! Another shot incoming!”

I’d been hoping to make it off the steps and break her line of sight, but that clearly wasn’t happening, so I whipped around and brought a pistol up and used Bulwark to summon my buckler, then swung it into the projectile’s path.

The skill completely blocked the attack, but not the force of it, and the stunningly powerful projectile drove me back off my feet and sent me sailing up onto the pedestal platform beyond the stairs.

The pedestals were placed equidistantly at the very edge of the stairs, and each of them had an icon that matched the starting weapons of one of the centurions.

“Ned!” Darling called out. “We can’t see you from down here, which means we can’t heal you, and the boss is running your way!”

“Your Health at 35% and ticking up thanks to heal over times, but it’s not gonna save us if we get hit again!” Frank said. “Damage dealers are putting in work on the rogue beneath us—he’s already at 60%!”

I hunched down low and ran across the platform, thinking that if the healers couldn’t target me, the boss couldn’t either.

I stopped right in front of the left-most pedestal, a slightly elevated square marked with a staff painted in green.

The boss came roaring up the stairs with her bow already nocked and let fly.

I popped Double Cast and brought the resulting shield right up in front of my face. The arrow punched into it, and the force drove my knuckles right into my nose so hard that stars exploded in my vision.

Then the boss took another step forward, and the smile she’d been wearing vanished immediately.

The edges of the platform she’d stepped on turned red, and crimson shackles twined around her ankles and pulled her shin-deep into the stone.

The boss struggled, but the pillar was already rising, carrying her high above the battlefield. It stopped when she was about twenty feet above us, and while she still held her bow, one-third of the great door blocking our passage had lit up in green.

Frank pitched his voice to carry. “Archer’s Mana Eater buff is gone, and she’s now untargetable! One of three locks in place!”

“Great work, guys!” Darling said while she tore into the rogue from behind with the rest of the melee. “Now we just—ow!”

She’d cut off because the archer had sniped her from high above for 40% of her Health in a single shot.

“Archer’s still firing, appears to be picking targets at random! Healers, get Ned back to full!”

The attacks kept coming, with arrows raining down from above, plinking people indiscriminately, but the healers topped me off before I could be targeted, and I went back to DPSing with an immense sigh of relief and newfound gratitude for Jukes and Ton.

Under Darling’s direction, both of the tanks moved their targets to their respective pedestals ahead of time, and the fight resumed at the very top of the stairs with all of the damage dealers and healers positioned right in front of the now-glowing door.

“Rogue’s about to drop into execute range!” Frank said.

I eyed the door behind me warily, thinking about the ghosts we’d seen earlier and worried that another group would come flooding out. But the rogue’s Health kept dropping, and as soon as his Health zeroed out, the pedestal that Ton had positioned him above rose and locked him in place.

Like the archer before him, the rogue kept attacking from a distance, dropping his twinblade in favor of countless venom-tipped daggers that he whipped down at the raid with deadly accuracy, blades spinning end over end until they found their target.

Each of his attacks also came with a nasty debuff that absorbed a good chunk of the next heal its victim received, but the thrown weapons were still far less deadly than his twinblade had been.

“Holy shit, man,” I said. “I think we’ve actually got this!” I scoped the healers’ Mana bars out, my hopes rising a second time. “We’re gonna get an actual shot at the King!”

“Don’t jinx us now!” Frank said.

I swapped onto the final target and lit him up. “You’re right, but we’re looking good! This is happening, man! It’s totally happening!”

“We’ll see!” Frank said, but his tone was just as elated as I felt.

I plugged away, firing again and again, ignoring the attacks that the archer was sending our way, even shrugging off an arrow from above that dug into the top of my left shoulder pad, which Zoe immediately healed away.

“20%,” Frank said. “10%! 5%!”

I sent a Dark Harvest flying with the boss at 1%, and the powerful blow zeroed him out completely.

The pedestal rose, the symbol on the door began to spin, and all three constructs exploded in unison.


Chapter Thirty-Nine



I stood in place, pistols raised while stony debris rained down all around me and the strange symbols on the door continued to spin.

“Might be another phase coming our way!” Darling said. “Stay on your toes until⁠—”

World Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first guild to defeat the {Three Keys} Encounter and is now free to challenge the Possibility King himself!

“—that alert goes out,” she finished with a wide smile, and the entire raid went absolutely nuts.

I sat down on the edge of the stairs, grinning but breathing hard.

“You know,” Frank said, “that was actually pretty fun.”

“What was? Watching me get whacked with a stick then shot through with arrows?”

“Uh huh. Shame Darling didn’t put the Warrior Centurion on you too.”

I scanned the smiling faces of my guildmates and eyed the rapidly scrolling chat and the messages pouring in. “I’m just glad I didn’t screw it up for everybody else.”

“Yeah, nice change of pace.”

Darling bounded right by me and ducked in to loot the three bosses. Seven items in all flashed into the guild chat: three Legendaries and four Epics.

The Epics were insanely good but pretty generalized, a couple of pieces with high Item Levels for C-Grade and great itemization on top, but the Legendaries were something else.

{Fists of Stone} (Double Fists)

Grade: C

Item Level: 105

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Legendary

Physical Attack: 250

Magical Attack: 140

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +20 Strength, +25 Dexterity, +25 Intelligence, +20 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Chance to Hit, +200 Armor

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, all your basic melee attacks now grant you a stack of {Stone Echo}.

Upon reaching 10 stacks, your next melee-based skill deals 50% increased damage and stuns all targets hit for 1.5 seconds. All stacks are consumed upon activation, and stacks are lost upon exiting combat.

{Rolldancer’s Charm}

Grade: C

Item Level: 100

Slot: Neck

Quality: Legendary

Primaries: +40 Dexterity, +35 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Dodge Chance

Magical Resistance: +18%

Effect: Whenever you use a roll-based attack or skill, your Armor is increased by 500 for the next 10 seconds, and all your other roll-based skills have their cooldowns reduced by 1 second.

{Breastplate of the Three Keys}

Grade: C

Item Level: 99

Slot: Chest

Type: Plate

Quality: Legendary

Primaries: +30 Strength, +30 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +4% Chance to Hit, +4% Critical Strike Chance, +4% Haste

Armor: +10%

Effect: Whenever you deal melee damage to 3 or more targets with a single attack, you gain a single stack of {Cleaver’s Fury}, increasing your Haste by 3% for 10 seconds, stacking up to 3 times.

In addition, whenever {Cleaver’s Fury} reaches 3 stacks, you instantly deal 300 True damage to all enemies within melee range.

The first two items were allocated in record time, with Rock picking up the dual fists by default as the raid’s only fist-user and Jukes grabbing the Rolldancer’s Charm for obvious reasons.

The breastplate took a bit longer to assign, but Darling ended up with it in the end, though Nina and a few others practically had to bully her into keeping the item herself.

Then an alert came in that took a little bit of the wind out of everyone’s sails and had all of us glancing at the still-sealed door at the same time.

World Alert! The Guild {Redacted} is the second guild to defeat the {Three Keys} Encounter and is now free to challenge the Possibility King himself!

“Okay then!” Darling said. “We’re gonna take that prompt as a sign that we need to get moving—right now!”

I jumped to my feet and stepped up to the huge doorway. The symbol was still spinning, but the doors hadn’t opened at all.

“So, the keys are definitely in position.” I reached a hand out to touch the symbol. “But how do we…”

I trailed off as my hand melted right through the door, passing through it like it was made of smoke.

I poked my head in, and when I didn’t see any hostile targets on the other side—just a square platform made of dark stone floating in the night sky—I popped all the way through.

Then I reached a hand back through and held it out.

“We’re good, nothing here.”

A warm hand clasped mine, and I pulled it through.

I was expecting to see Darling’s face emerge, but I ended up staring into Rock’s chest while he grinned down at me.

Nina walked through the door, already scowling at him. “Why would you jump in front of her like that? Are you really that desperate for physical contact?”

The big man squinted at her and spoke under his breath. “December 7th.”

Nina blinked. “I deeply apologize.”

“What the hell happened on December 7th?” Frank asked.

“Pearl Harbor,” I said.

“Nina!” Frank shouted.

Rock shook his head. “Unrelated.”

“Yeah, but there’s no story there!” Nina said, and she dragged the big man a little ways off to make room for the others now pouring through.

I moved aside as well, leaning up against a nearby wall so I was out of the way, too.

“Okay, everybody,” Darling said when she was only halfway through the doors. “As much as I’d like to break for a half hour or so to make sure everybody has their longer cooldowns back, with Redacted breathing down the backs of our necks, I think I’d rather give it a minute for the shorter ones to reset, then just go for the kill.”

She eyed the square platform and the green moon shining down at us from the other side. “I’m not seeing anywhere else to go, so this is probably our spot for the Possibility King fight. Let’s have everybody stay put until we’re ready.”

Darling spent a moment talking to Rock and Nina, then came over and leaned up against the wall to my right.

“I still can’t believe we’re actually here. This is really it, guys. The final battlefield.”

“Right?” I said. “Feels like a dream.”

“Yep. I was just about to say I feel like I’m about to throw up, but somehow it’s not all bad.” She looked back at the guild, smiling broadly, then bumped her shoulder into mine and stayed there. “Thanks for this.”

“You’re welcome,” Frank said before I could respond.

“Thanks for what, Darling?”

“My presence?” Frank said. “My warmth? My beard? My⁠—”

“Inability to read a room?” I replied.

“Endearing in its own way.”

“Thanks for everything, really,” Darling said, ignoring Frank. “But I guess for getting us here for the most part.”

I shrugged. “I appreciate it, but it’s been a group effort in the most literal way. If anything, I should probably be thanking you for letting me tag along.”

“Sure, but I don’t think we’d have been here without the Head Start. At least, not like this. But seriously, thanks, guys. It’s meant a lot more than you know.”

“We’re just glad to be a part of it. Couldn’t have picked a better group to bring along for the ride.”

“Uh huh.”

She smiled. “I’m so glad you did.” She pushed off the wall and raised her voice. “How are we looking? Anybody got a cooldown that’s still unavailable that they can’t live without?”

“Another ten seconds and I’m good,” Jukes said.

Ton shrugged, eyes on his feet. “I’m all set here.”

Darling took a long step forward and started to say something, but at that moment, red light flooded across the platform, and the words died in her throat. I shaded my eyes with one hand, and the change was obvious before my vision had even fully cleared.

The Worldbranch Throne had appeared at the far edge of the floating platform, a work of art colored entirely in red with a high back that was made out of twisting branches.

The throne was facing away from us, but the Possibility King had one of his legs resting atop the other, and his foot was visible where it was hanging over to one side of the chair’s tall armrests, tapping out a steady rhythm.

Beyond it, the green moon was shining bright, and the throne was centered perfectly within its glow. The King’s foot went still, and then a bolt of red lightning ripped down from above and struck the ground in front of Darling.

She and the raid’s two tanks had their weapons out in a blink, but we weren’t in combat just yet. Once this latest flare of light faded, the Possibility King was standing idly before us.

“He’s immune to damage again,” Frank said.

“Unfortunately,” I agreed.

He grunted. “Moon isn’t, though.”

“Is that a hint?” Darling said while the Possibility King swept a scornful gaze across our forces.

“Not a useful one, no.”

“You lot made it here quicker than I’d anticipated,” the King said. “And yet, at the same time, you’re already much too late.”

He clicked his tongue and started pacing, moving up and down the platform in front of us with his hands clasped behind his back.

“Did you know that here, where the air is thinnest, so is the veil between worlds? But even aside from that, it’s quite the sight, isn’t it? I so love the cold, the silence. The overwhelming knowledge that, set against the totality of space, your life is a small thing. A single speck of dust caught in a whirl of light, one you couldn’t pick out if you tried.”

He smiled, looking genuinely happy. “The heavens truly are inspirational. I can’t believe I needed to see them scrawled in paint before I put all the pieces together. I suppose that’s simply a function of art, is it not? And regardless of what happens here today, your world will still end.”

Another crack of red lightning split the air, and he was gone by the time my vision cleared.

“But for now, are you lot happy with your choices? With the way your lives have branched to this very point? Or do your regrets outweigh your accomplishments? Do you wish you’d chosen differently? What do you say… we find out?”

Red numbers crawled down from the top of my screen, and then the entirety of my vision turned crimson.


Chapter Forty



“Game on!” Frank said.

“Okay, I want Ton and Jukes⁠—”

Darling cut off as the Possibility King appeared behind her. She whirled around and tried to step back, but he kicked out a leg, caught her pivot foot, and swept her clean off her feet.

Ton leaped over, shield up and protectively positioned above Darling while she rose, but the boss had already vanished. A split second later, he reappeared behind Zoe and struck her in the back of the head with an open palm, stunning her and knocking her to the ground before blinking away.

The damage was unbelievable—he’d stripped away about 40% of Darling’s Health and nearly 70% of Zoe’s—and the knockdowns kept coming for three more rounds before he vanished completely, laughter echoing across the platform.

“Looks like a randomly targeted stun!” Darling called out. “Probably be dealing with that throughout the fight, so be ready to rotate or pop defensives preemptively if you can’t afford to get locked down! Tanks, keep an eye out if your partner gets stunned!”

The King reappeared in front of his throne and sighed. He snapped his fingers, and the huge chair vanished, leaving his tall figure silhouetted against the moon.

“The dominos are falling, and you’re still this slow?” He clasped his hands behind his back. “How disappointing.”

Now that the boss was standing still for a moment and clearly targetable for the first time, I went ahead and inspected him.

{The Possibility King} (Level 28 Humanoid) (Raid Boss)

HP: 10,000,000/10,000,000

Enrage Timer: 1%

“Ten million Health for a twenty-man?” I said. “Damn, dude!”

“We’re still not established,” Darling said. “Let’s go with Hateful so the healers can get people back up! Looks like he’s got a classic Enrage timer, so we’re officially on the clock here, guys! Keep an eye on it and pop your stuff accordingly. Safe assumption is that the Enrage bar is a clock on the fight and that we’ll lose if it ticks over the line!”

Jukes rolled by to her left and came out of it with a wave of ice already spreading out around him. The wiry tank rushed forward, attacking with a flurry of jabs that was so fast it looked like he was using multiple weapons.

But the King was untouchable; though his ankles were locked in ice and he still had both hands behind his back, he weaved away from Jukes’ every strike while barely seeming to move, the picture of economy of motion.

“Hateful’s Threat transfer is live, so make it count!” Darling said.

I sent my first pair of Bloody Ravens soaring in, and the entire starlit platform strobed with light as the battle kicked off in earnest.

“Hitting for 1,300 a pop,” Frank said. “Defenses aren’t too bad this time, but man, that’s a thick Health pool! Boss at 98%, Enrage bar at 3%!”

Heals and spells flew across the raid, players leaping and blurring through the air to get into position.

“Enough.”

The King took a step forward and spun, lashing out with a spinning backfist.

Jukes leaned backward and away, and just when it seemed like he was in the clear, a crimson blade appeared in the King’s grip mid-strike, and the extra reach was exactly what he needed.

He caught Jukes in his temple with the flat of the blade and sent him cartwheeling away from the rest of the melee with his Health at 55%, a stunning drop given how little the attack was telegraphed.

“Taunting!” Ton said while Jukes was still spinning through the air.

“Nice!” Darling said. “DPS, back off a bit til he’s set, but don’t stop! Need to make the most of every window!”

“95% Health, 7% Enrage,” Frank said. “Healers’ Mana is holding up, but they haven’t really been tested yet! Enrage timer might be the bigger problem, we’re already behind!”

I kept the birds flying, pistols barking behind them. “Might have to count on the execute window to bail us out. Shit, it had to be a timer.”

The boss hadn’t even dropped below 90%, but my heart was already racing as if he was in the single digits, and I was torn between imagining how good the win might feel and how devasting it would be to crash out here after working so hard for so long.

And that was without accounting for the Siege and how much we were depending on the Reality Blade.

The King raised his sword high into the air, and a crimson ripple pulsed out from it. “I said, that’s enough!”

The red pulse washed over me before I could react, and I froze mid-shot with two ravens halfway out of my barrels, pistols just beginning to kick.

I couldn’t move a muscle; I was completely locked in suspended animation, as was everyone around me. Even the projectiles that had been fired prior to the red ripple had stopped in place, and the air in front of the King was thick with floating arrows and shards of ice and all manner of projectiles.

And to make matters worse, the Enrage timer was still ticking up.

I flicked my eyes, the only part of my body I could move, to the King. Darling stood right behind him, a look of total concentration on her face, one axe frozen mere inches from the back of his neck.

The Possibility King smiled. He took a step forward, moving out of the reach of Darling’s axe, and slapped Ton’s sword away.

“Better, much better.”

He stepped up to an arrow someone had fired, still grinning, then raised a hand and flicked it with his index finger. The arrowhead shattered, and the wooden shaft behind it did the same a moment later.

“Good. I suppose we should get started in earnest, then.”

He snapped his fingers, and a cast bar that said Alter Fate appeared above his head.

The spell was long—a thirty-second cast at least—and the only thing I could do was inspect the debuff that had appeared atop all of our nameplates.

{Reality Shift}

Effect: Alters your chosen fate.

Warning: Upon reversion, all Mana and Health changes will revert to their previous status, but dead players will not be resurrected, and debuffs will not be cleansed.

Duration: ??

The guild chat lit up—none of us could move our mouths enough to physically speak, so everyone was speculating about what was about to happen in the chat—before the same red ripple that had frozen us in place and then spread out from the platform in all directions changed direction and crashed right back in.

My vision went red once again, but this time, numbers were floating in the corners of my eyes.

“Testing, testing!” Frank said. “Oh, only I can speak. Awesome. You’re always knocking the speech holes, but how’s that mouth treating you right now?” He paused. “That’s what I thought.”

My vision cleared, but I still couldn’t move, so I flicked my eyes his way.

“Keep quiet if I’m the greatest.” He paused again. “Nice. Anyway, dunno if you’ve noticed, but you’re looking even shittier than usual.”

I flicked my eyes down and was shocked to find that he was correct; I was suddenly wearing a green robe that cut off a few inches above my ankles, and my pistols had been replaced by a short dagger whose hilt was capped with a golden gem and a book with a red ribbon trailing out of it.

Otherwise, my appearance hadn’t changed, and I still technically had my usual gear equipped according to my inventory. My stats hadn’t changed, either, nor had my location, so I wasn’t sure what to make of the switch until Frank spoke up.

“Everybody’s got new abilities they’re gonna have to use to get us through this!” he called out. “Check them before he finishes casting—this delay is giving us a chance to adapt to what’s coming next!” He dropped his voice. “Here.”

I thought he was going to send me somebody’s entire kit, and the idea of being expected to learn a new class on the fly—during the highest stakes raid I’d even been a part of by far—already had me wondering if we were about to wipe with the boss at 90%.

Thankfully, the kit I’d been given was substantially simpler than that, with a dispel on an eight-second cooldown plus three staple abilities that I recognized from Zoe’s kit and a single heal-over-time ability I hadn’t seen before.

I scanned them as they came in.

{Swift Wave}

Description: You launch a wave of fast-moving water that seeks out a target within 40 yards and restores 1,715 Health.

Cast Time: 1.5 seconds.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 200 Mana.

{Waterspout}

Description: You summon a tower of whirling water that lifts enemies up off the ground and repeatedly knocks them up. Friendly targets may ride the whirlpool without having their casts interrupted, and the spout persists for 7 seconds.

Cast Time: 1.5 seconds.

Cooldown: 20 seconds.

Cost: 200 Mana.

{Greater Healing Wave}

Description: You launch a towering wave of healing that rolls toward your target and crashes over them, healing them for 2,450 Health. Other friendly targets struck by the wave as it seeks its target are healed for 40% of the same amount.

Cast Time: 3 seconds.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 250 Mana.

{Refresh}

Description: You splash a short burst of healing water across a target within 40 yards, restoring 2,100 Health over 10 seconds.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: None.

Cost: 200 Mana.

I still had twenty seconds or so before the King’s long cast would complete, and since I was already pretty familiar with the simplified version of Zoe’s kit, I took a look around to get an idea of what else had changed.

Darling had turned into a dagger-wielder, Nina was carrying both of her sister’s axes, and Rock looked incredibly displeased with the fact that Ton’s heavy equipment had ended up draped across his broad frame.

But Ton had it the worst of all of us: he’d been turned into a healer just as I had, and he was now standing right in front of the Possibility King, with his plate armor having been replaced with cloth and his sword swapped out for a two-handed staff.

I stared around the raid, my stomach dropping out as I realized that every member had been forced into a different role. It was, by far, the sort of mechanic I dreaded most.

Omen’s success—and every other raid group I’d been a part of—was largely predicated upon having its core group handle the various mechanics a boss would throw at us while sheltering the rest of the raid so those members could do their thing without being subjected to the same amount of pressure.

But a raid-wide mechanic meant we couldn’t hide anyone. Every single person was going to have to pull their weight, or the raid would collapse.

And to make matters worse, the Enrage timer, which had already been weighing heavily on my mind, suddenly seemed absolutely terrifying. If this fight was a damage race, it had just gotten a hell of a lot harder.

The King’s cast crept toward completion, but I still couldn’t move.

“Fifteen seconds left on his cast!” Frank said. “Boss is at 91%, Enrage at 11%! Still falling behind, it’s not gonna stop during the pauses!”

“I was watching, you know,” the King said. “Watching you lot fail and bumble through my labyrinth.”

The Possibility King smirked and dropped his sword, which pulsed red and warped into a massive greathammer in midair. The King let it fall to the ground, and its weight carried the head of the hammer two inches deep into the stone before the weapon came to rest, sticking straight up beside him.

“Did you think your failures would amount to nothing in the end?” the King said. “That you’d somehow be better off just because you tried?”

He got right up in Ton’s face and smirked, white numbers spiraling up amid all the red. “You’re one of the worst of the lot, aren’t you? How many losses could have been avoided if you’d simply held it together? And if you fail here, you’ll always wonder what could have been. What if you’d tried a little harder? What if, what then?”

Ton’s face flushed red, and the muscles in his jaw flexed.

Red numbers twined up from the floor all around us, then pulled together and solidified into two reddish copies of Ton that stood flanking the big tank to either side, both kitted out in his original gear, all the way down to the shield and sword I’d handed him myself.

“But don’t worry,” the King continued. “You’re not the only one who failed their way to this very stage. In fact, nearly all of you are guilty of the same sin.”

More numbers appeared across the platform, pouring up out of the floor in digital clouds that pulled together into familiar frames.

And once the numbers settled and the many crimson copies had fully formed, I was the only one who didn’t have a mirror image of themselves staring them full in the face.

Frank wiped some sweat off his nonexistent forehead. “Looks like we’ve been spared the wrath of evil Frank. We should count our blessings.”

I thought back to that first labyrinth prompt that had gone out, warning us that our deaths in the labyrinth would empower the King. I figured this was probably the price to pay for those losses, especially that first wipe we’d incurred early on when I’d been the only one to survive.

The numbers tracked, too: Ton and Darling and many others had two copies staring them down, and while most of the raid had one, a few unlucky players were surrounded by as many as three.

I inspected one of Ton’s copies.

{Ton’s Failure} (Level 28 Construct) (Elite)

HP: 80,000/80,000

Rage: 0/0

I scanned a few others and found that the readouts were similar across the board, with the copies of the tanks and the other heavies having about 25% more Health than the lighter-armored ones.

The King waved, and the figures sank into the floor. Then he reached down with one hand, grabbed the hammer, and swung a split second before his cast finally completed.

The fight resumed with the head of the hammer mere inches from Ton’s face, and the big guy caught it full-on without his usual armor to protect him. The weapon slammed into his nose, and a terrible crunch echoed across the battlefield.

Ton went flying, and a red blast of energy followed, a cone of light that started at the impact zone and punched deep into the raid. With his basically nonexistent armor, the hit absolutely leveled Ton and dropped him all the way down to 25%, while the players standing in the damaging cone had lost anywhere between 15% and 30% of their total Health.

“Heals on Ton, he’s in execute range!” Darling said. “New tanks to the front! You probably have a Taunt, but save it for⁠—”

She broke off because Rock had just stepped up and immediately used his Taunt to pull the King’s attention off Ton.

“Never mind, that’ll work! Second tank is…”

Zoe rolled right by me. “I’m here!”

“Save yours, please! And keep an eye out for adds!”

“I got it!”

The King laid into Rock’s shield with his hammer, laughing as he battered the huge man around, every strike knocking Rock back and sending him staggering sideways so badly that he wasn’t able to retaliate.

“Mana reverts if this effect drops, right?” I said.

“Uh huh. Though I assume we’re not healing at all as a matter of principle.”

“Oh, we’re healing.” I targeted Ton, hit him with a Refresh to get some healing over time rolling, then swapped to Rock with my hands already glowing green.

His Health was jumping all over the place beneath the King’s assault, so I tossed two quicker heals his way, then used Zoe’s Greater Healing Wave to send a wall of emerald water rolling across the battlefield.

As soon as other people began to find their footing in their new roles and the fight stabilized, since my Mana was going to revert anyway, I hopped from target to target, one after another, dropping Refreshes all the way until I had the entire raid glowing with green numbers rolling above their heads and flowers blooming at their feet.

“Heads up,” Frank said. “Your total Item Level across your gear is the main factor that dictates the power of your spells during the shift, and with how high yours is compared to everybody else, your Threat is creeping up. King at 85%, Enrage bar at 20%!”

I glanced at my raid frames, where the Health bars were climbing much, much faster than I’d anticipated. And I could already feel the pressure building atop my shoulders.

“Oh damn,” Frank said. “Forget creeping, your Threat is rocketing up. Oh, this isn’t good…”

I cursed and quit on a Greater Healing Wave that I’d nearly completed. I couldn’t stop the heals I’d already cast from ticking, and if I pulled aggro now with two people who weren’t used to tanking as the only players standing between myself and the King’s deadly hammer…

The head of the Possibility King’s weapon turned bright red, like it’d become molten with heat, and he hit Rock with a three-piece combo that left him stunned and reeling with his Health deep in execute range.

There was nothing I could do but stand there and trust in my guildmates; I was positive that another heal would put me over the top when it came to Threat, and I couldn’t have Zoe burning our last Taunt to bail me out.

Rock’s Health jumped back to 32% thanks to a timely heal from Ton plus a few other quick casts, but the King blurred forward in a rush of red numbers and caught Rock by the throat.

He lifted the big man up into the air, then mumbled a spell that was so quick I completely missed the name of the cast bar that briefly appeared above his head before it completed.

But nothing happened, and the Possibility King dropped him and grunted in frustration.

Rock fell to his knees and doubled over, gasping for breath. “Execute,” he said between two deep heaves. “Tried to execute me, failed because my Health was too high!”

“Good catch!” Darling said. “Healers, we need everybody above 30% at all times! Great work, guys—that was probably a kill if he’d been a bit lower!”

The King snarled and gathered himself, then took two quick steps toward the fallen tank with his huge weapon cocked behind him, looking like he was ready to leap.

“Zoe, you’re up!” Darling called out.

Zoe stepped in between Rock and the boss with Jukes’ staff spinning between her fingers. She drew the boss’ attention to the left as he finished gathering himself, then rolled right beneath the King the moment he leaped.

The King slammed back down onto the platform, and his overhand swing punched deep into the stone floor. A knee-high wave of red energy pulsed out from the impact zone, but Zoe hopped over the rolling shockwave, then rushed back in and popped Hateful Ice.

“Heal aggro applies to Hateful!” Frank said.

“Thanks, man!” I said. “Thrilled to hear it, let’s go!”

I jumped the wave as it reached me and threw a quick Refresh over our current tank, then dashed sideways to the very edge of the platform so I could target the entire raid at once, darting between two players who had been too slow to dodge the wave and ended up stunned.

I dispelled one of their stuns and got a grateful nod in return, then hit them both with Refreshes. With that done, I chain cast Greater Healing Waves one after the next and sent a rolling tide of green energy cascading across the raid.

With my B-Grade items ramping the ability’s power and Zoe’s Threat at the same time, the pressure on my shoulders vanished in an instant, and the raid settled and moved into burning the King down from behind while Zoe did her best Jukes impression right in front of the boss.

And the moment the King dropped beneath 70%—with his Enrage bar at an increasingly worrisome 35%—a prompt hit my screen.

I immediately feared the worst: that Redacted had just beaten us to the punch and downed the boss.

Thankfully, though, that wasn’t the case.

Warning: The Possibility King’s {Reality Shift} has become unstable, and either reversion or alteration may be imminent!

The King howled, his frustration obvious. He feinted a vertical strike that goaded Zoe into raising her staff to block, and he used the opening to kick her full in the face and send her tumbling backward, head over heels.

He raised his hammer high into the air, and a bolt of crimson lightning leaped down and struck it. Red energy chained between our ranks, striking player after player, jumping to whoever was closest while the damage ramped with each subsequent strike.

The damage was absurd, especially for those who caught the lightning on its fourth or fifth jump, but for now, it was manageable. I’d nearly burned through my entire Mana pool, but I still had the waves coming one after another, and the raid-wide damage the lightning inflicted was healed away the moment it hit. It was horribly inefficient on my end, but if we lost even a single damage dealer at this point…

“Killer heals, but we need to spread out more the next time he does that!” Darling said. “If we hadn’t been topped off ahead of time, we’d have lost a couple people for sure!”

“Two-yard range on the lightning jumps!” Frank called out. “If there’s no target within that range, it’ll fizzle! King at 65%, Enrage at 42%!”

“You heard the axe!” Darling said, still stabbing away with her borrowed daggers. “Let’s make it three yards to be safe; be ready to spread out on command!”

Lightning flashed a second time, and the melee got absolutely trucked, but the ranged spread out as directed, and this time, we took less than half the damage we had before.

And on the third go-round, even the melee were ready, and I was able to pull back on the waves to save some Mana and sprinkle in some Refreshes instead.

Then a deafening sound boomed across the battlefield, a deep sound that I felt in my chest and left my ears ringing. The King’s weapon shifted again, turning into a small glass prism that he raised high with one hand.

Standing on the center of the platform, the King’s digital lips curved up. “Perhaps a taste of the future, then.”

The prism strobed green, then eight wide beams of light shot out of it and scorched everyone in their path. Health bars plummeted, my raid frames shifting from green to yellow to red in a terrifying wave.

The Possibility King laughed, his voice booming over the battlefield. “Yes, run! Run like it’ll make a difference in the end! Run like the dice haven’t already been cast!”

The damage was unlike anything we’d ever seen—even outpacing my powerful healing waves—and the wide beams also inflicted a powerful snare that forced our members to limp out of the effect at a quarter of their usual speed, taking even more damage on the way.

As far as I could tell, the beams of light went on forever, piercing deep into the darkness of space. I thought the ability was nasty enough until the prism rose out of the King’s grip and started rotating clockwise, causing the entire damaging field to spin along with it.

“Move!” Darling called out, and the entire guild burst into motion, running in parallel with the strobing lights and fighting to stay within the gaps between the powerful beams.

I kept healing on the run, throwing out Refresh after Refresh, and I spotted Jukes running on the other side of the battle with two pistols out, brow furrowed in concentration while he plugged away with bird after bird.

Then the moment I’d been dreading ever since the start of the fight finally arrived: red numbers poured up out of the ground and twined together into the red copies we’d seen at the beginning of the battle.

There were only three so far—a single copy of Jukes and two of Darling. At least, I thought there were only three.

Right up until Nina’s copy ripped into my lower back with both daggers.

“Stunned for three seconds!” Frank said.

The attack from stealth caught me completely off guard, and I had to stand there and suffer through strike after strike while Nina’s many debuffs appeared atop my nameplate and the emerald beams swept ever closer.

By the time the stun faded, I was all the way down to 20% Health, and Nina’s slowing poison had stacked so many times that I didn’t have a chance in hell of avoiding the beam that was mere feet away.

So instead of limping along while the copy tore me apart, I activated Waterspout and had the column of water rise directly beneath me.

It carried me high into the air—a solid five feet beyond the reach of the revolving beams of light—and Nina’s copy came with me.

But while the spell kept me standing upright and allowed me to keep casting without interruption, the copy was knocked up again and again, and a light kick from me was all it took to send the copy tumbling over the edge of the spout and into the same green beam that had nearly killed me.

I’d figured the copy would take damage from the mechanic, but I’d underestimated the effect; instead of slowing down and melting away, Nina’s copy died the moment the light touched it and unleashed a devastating explosion of numbers that washed across the entire battlefield and chunked everyone for about a fifth of their life.

Darling spotted it, though, and she seemed to pick up on the fact that I was still casting and was quick to adjust.

“Stuns and snares on the copies! Drag them into the light, Ned can out-heal the damage that explosion does while the spout’s up! Get as much distance as you can from the copies; damage is reduced the farther out you are!”

I only managed two Greater Healing Waves from atop the waterspout, but that was enough. Rock caught one of the other three copies with a shield slam that stunned it in place, and Jukes feared the other two right into a sweeping beam with a Dreadful Grenade that I couldn’t have placed better if I’d tried.

The mobs exploded one after the other, but thankfully there was enough of a gap where my waves were able to connect between the bursts of damage, and we successfully prevented anyone from dying.

The Waterspout ended, and I dropped to the ground and resumed running, flinging out heal after heal while staying on the move.

“Your Mana at 10%!” Frank said. “Raid’s damage has slowed down, King at 55%, Enrage over the halfway mark at 53%!”

“Not good, man!” I said between heals.

The carousel of deadly lights spun on, and we made up a bit of ground once the melee got used to attacking on the move. But as soon as the King’s Health dropped to 52%, the prism high above strobed and changed direction.

The raid adjusted better than I could have hoped for, but one of our DPS who had been running right behind a band of spinning light and firing bolts of lightning got caught the moment the green beams reversed.

He tripped and went down, no doubt surprised by the sudden snare and the burst of damage that came with it. I hit him with a Refresh and even briefly stopped to throw him a short heal while the beam swept toward me while Ton snuck a shielding effect in, but it wasn’t enough. The beam tore through his entire Health bar, and we lost our first player before we’d reached the halfway point.

“Really?” the King said, laughing the word. “That’s all it took? Pathetic. But in that case…”

A copy sprang up out of the dead damage dealer’s corpse. It hit the ground running just as we were and fired lightning all across the raid, giant balls of fast-moving, crackling energy that zapped anyone who got close and did tremendous damage to anyone who contacted the sphere itself.

At the same time, the King melted into the floor and rose up again right behind Zoe. He struck her in the back of her head with an open palm and left her standing there, stunned, then warped behind Rock.

“Pop defensives for the stun,” Darling said. “You’re dead if the light catches you while you’re locked down!”

“That stun’s magical!” Frank called out. “Five seconds this time!”

The light was sweeping toward Zoe, and she clearly wasn’t going to make it, so I hit her with a Dispel to get her moving again.

Darling vanished from where she’d been striking out at the King, then reappeared behind the copy and used one of Nina’s openers from stealth to stun it for three seconds.

“Get some distance, it’s gonna blow!”

She vanished a second time and reappeared in her original position, already on the move again and lashing out.

I ran behind the sweeping beam and threw a Greater Healing Wave across the raid. The copy detonated, and the explosion was far worse than before. We probably would have lost Rock and at least one other if my wave hadn’t hit at just the right time.

“King about to drop under 50%!” Frank said. “Enrage is all the way up to 60%, looking worse and worse!”

I cursed under my breath. “And with that lightning mage dead, we’ve got fewer people to burn him down now. Gonna end up fighting through the Enrage window at this point.”

The King shook his head and reformed at the center of the platform, and when he spoke, his tone dripped with scorn. “Are you already reaching your limit? I suppose I ought to show you what else could have been before it’s too late.”

A blast of red lightning that was an order of magnitude brighter than any before it ripped down out of the sky.

Something massive landed on the center of the platform, and the entire structure shifted and shook beneath me while I was still blinking and trying to clear my vision from the sudden glare.

When the platform stabilized and my vision returned, the spinning beams had stopped. Before us stood the King, now a towering ten feet tall, clad in heavy red armor with two greatswords crossed atop his back, the hilts showing above and behind two oversized pauldrons.

Another crimson ripple followed, time froze once more, and I ended up locked in place mid-stride with a hand extended toward Darling, fingertips glowing green.

The King stalked toward me through the sudden stillness and drew both of his weapons, their edges glowing red just like the hammer had before them.

The flow of time crashed in far faster than before, resuming when he was less than five feet away, and I was shellshocked to find myself standing directly in front of the Possibility King’s falling blade with a shield in one hand and a sword in the other.


Chapter Forty-One



I raised my shield and barely managed to get it up into position before the greatsword fell. The force was insane—far beyond anything I’d ever felt—and while I managed to block the blow, the powerful overhead attack drove me down onto one knee all the same.

The King followed up while I was still reeling, and blocking the second strike was only a partial success: I repositioned my shield and deflected the sword, only for it to bite into my armored shoulder.

I hissed and jumped back to my feet, then immediately dropped back to one knee to duck under a horizontal sword strike that sparked off the top of my helmet and blurred my vision.

At the same time, the projectiles and spells were just starting to fly again, smashing into the King’s armor repeatedly, and I could already feel what little Threat I had slipping off my newly armored shoulders.

Darling landed behind the King and lit him up with a flurry of punches courtesy of Rock’s kit. “Ned, you and Nina are on tanks this round!”

“You’re at 56% Health and rapidly losing Threat!” Frank said.

I sidestepped a vertical swing and scored a weak blow off the King’s chestplate in return.

“You’ve got a Taunt plus three abilities,” he continued. “Sunder for Threat on a five-second cooldown that you’ve gotta stack up as soon as you can, Iron Body for mitigation on a twenty-second cooldown, and Shield Slam for crowd control. Stuns for five seconds, but the cooldown is thirty!”

The damage coming in was severe but manageable—I did feel like I was mitigating much more than the last person had when they’d gotten stuck with Ton’s kit, probably due to my Item Level—but the impacts were absolutely brutal, and I had to grit my teeth and battle through the King’s unending strikes to get even a glancing hit in.

“King’s at 46%, but you’re gonna lose his attention!” Frank said. “You’re at 35%, new healers are struggling! Get in there and take it like a man!”

I deflected an attack to my left with my shield, then tried to parry the follow-up with my sword and failed completely. The larger weapon bashed right through my own and clipped my arm, and I dipped down into execute range for the first time.

And then I realized that Frank probably had the right of it. I was trying too hard to avoid damage rather than using Ton’s kit to soak it, and moving around so much was preventing me from creating Threat.

One of Zoe’s waves crested to my left and crashed over me. The spell crit, and I shot back to 55%.

Taking advantage of the extra cushion, I let the King get in a clean, diagonal swing that sparked off my breastplate and took an alarmingly large chunk out of my Health.

I activated Sunder, and my shortsword burst alight, turning bright blue and crackling with energy. I got two quick attacks in before I had to go back on the defensive, but the pair of strikes was enough to partially solidify Threat while the DPS ramped up.

“One stack of Sunder,” Frank said. “Boss’ Armor reduced by 1%! Stack it up!”

I nodded and kept working, doing everything I could to stand my ground, eating attack after powerful attack while the DPS worked the boss down toward 40% and the new healers figured their roles out.

It felt like standing on a razor’s edge, trying to strike the balance between keeping myself alive and counterattacking enough to permit the damage dealers to do their job.

And if there was one thing we couldn’t afford, it was slacking on the damage, because the King’s Enrage bar had crept all the way up to nearly 70%.

“Adds are back!” Darling said from behind the boss. “Nina, you’re on it! Ned, keep it up!”

I saw Nina roll right between Rock’s legs out of the corner of my eye, and I wasn’t sure what she or Darling had picked up on until one of the King’s more powerful attacks sent me staggering sideways and forcibly turned me.

Numbers were rising on the far edge of the platform, and then I understood: nearly a dozen copies of our ranged group were forming all at once with their weapons pointed in my direction.

“Nina, grab half so neither of us gets dropped!” I said. “I can probably handle that many plus the boss if I pop a cooldown!”

“I got you!” She sprang up into position just as Jukes had before her, ice spreading out all around her.

“Reflects on Ned if you’ve got them!” Darling said. “DPS, full shift to the copies!”

I blocked a sword thrust and stepped around the King, taking care to position him so that I could have my shield facing all of our enemies simultaneously.

The firing squad of copies opened fire and unleashed a hellstorm of metal and magic, and I raised my shield and activated Iron Body at the same time.

“Damage taken reduced by 30% for ten seconds!” Frank said.

My already heavy armor doubled in size and became noticeably harder to move in, but the King’s next strike barely knocked me back at all. Nor did the hail of arrows and fire and lightning and everything else that came my way stop me from chaining several Sunders in a row and maxing the debuff out for the first time.

“Full Sunder!” Frank said. “Boss’ Armor reduced by 5%, and damage dealt reduced by half that! Additional stacks will refresh it! Boss at 38%, but Enrage is creeping toward 75%! It’s gonna come down to the execute window!”

I nodded and let the spells wash over me, and my heart felt like it was going to pound right out of Ton’s armor.

On the other side of the battlefield, Nina was more than holding her own as a tank, and the DPS had already worked the powerful but relatively fragile copies down. I was grateful for that, but at the same time, switching off the boss had also cost us precious seconds.

“All but two copies down, then we’re back on the boss!” Darling called out. “Keep it up, guys, we’re so close! We might actually pull this off!”

My Iron Body buff faded before the final copy dropped, and I was once again left to deal with the King’s unending onslaught, eating the attacks I could afford to take in order to counter and mitigating the rest as best I could.

And while his Health just kept dropping, ticking down from 37% to 36% to 35%, the Enrage bar went in the opposite direction.

“Stay focused!” Darling said. “Probably got at least one more shift to deal with before this ends, and keep an eye out for the remaining copies! Can’t afford to lose anyone else here, guys—we need to make up some serious time if we’re gonna finish this before he Enrages, but executes will be available soon!”

A video popped up in the guild chat.

That was weird enough in and of itself; the entire guild was following our progress, and the distraction seemed totally out of character. The guild chat was going nuts as well.

It was hard to tell from a glance what was actually happening in the video—I couldn’t take my eyes off the King for more than a moment—but buildings were burning within the feed. Spells were flying, too, there were bright gems or maybe mushrooms sparkling overhead in a darkened space, and⁠—

I pulled in a deep breath and hissed through clenched teeth.

The Stronghold was under attack.

I froze, eyes lingering on the video for a beat too long, and I knew I’d made a mistake the moment the King stepped forward.

He lunged with both weapons, and both massive blades cleared the top of my shield and lanced toward my unprotected throat. I tried to shift sideways, and while I wasn’t fast enough to slip away from both, I managed to twist out of the way of one, but the second caught me squarely in the forehead.

My armor crunched, and sparks flew off my helm right in front of my eyes. I reeled backward, ears ringing, vision narrowed, muscles locked up from head to toe.

“You’re stunned and at 35%!” Frank said. “Healers!”

It might have been the hit I’d just taken, but the battlefield had gone suddenly quiet. It felt like the only sounds were the King’s heavy footsteps as he stalked closer and the rough rasp of his greatswords against the stone floor as he dragged the heavy weapons behind him.

Frank was right to call on the healers, too. Whether they were distracted or otherwise engaged, the King rushed in and kept swinging, my Health kept falling, and there was nothing I could do about it.

I dropped into execute range, and a message hit my screen.

Personal Alert! Guild Leader {Darling} has temporarily removed the Guild Chat.

“Ned’s in execute range!” she said, tone firm and decisive. “Get him out—right now! If he drops, we’re finished! Lock it in!”

The sound of her voice snapped me out of the momentary daze I’d been in, and the stun effect finally expired. The King rushed forward just as he had at Jukes earlier on, one sword vanishing from his grip, a hand extending in my direction and angling for my throat.

But I’d been worried about this very attack ever since I’d picked up Ton’s role, and some part of me had been waiting for the execute attempt from that moment on.

I shifted my weight to my back foot, braced my shield in front of my lead shoulder, then rushed forward and activated Shield Slam.

I crashed into the King’s extended arm with every bit of power I could put behind the attack as a flurry of heals finally poured in, and the sound the impact made was absolutely awful.

“Failed execute!” Frank said. “Your Health at 32% and climbing!”

Another of Zoe’s heals splashed in, and more effects followed, so I pressed the attack and refreshed Sunder before the full stacks could expire and went right back to it, going toe to toe with the boss.

He shifted tactics, choosing to wield his remaining sword with two hands instead of resummoning the one he’d dismissed. While the attacks were even more stunningly powerful than they’d been before, the reduced attack speed made it easier to counter whenever I wasn’t being knocked around.

“King at 30%!” Frank said. “29%… 28%! Execute window is open, but Enrage is at 80% and climbing! We’re not gonna make it!”

The Possibility King laughed, and once again, the scornful sound echoed across the battlefield. “Not bad! But it’ll take more than that for you lot to live to see your world’s end!”

He snapped his fingers and raised his weapon. A crimson ripple surged out and immediately rebounded, so I inspected myself right away and got ready to dive into a new kit before time could resume.

But I didn’t need to.

I now had a familiar pair of giant axes in hand.

“Oh hell yeah!” Frank said.

“Feeling the same way, Frank!”

I’d been hoping to end up with my own kit, but getting handed Darling’s was a real stroke of luck; with her deadly axes and my Item Level boosting her abilities’ power, I’d finally be able to help us in what was bound to become a race against the encounter’s Enrage timer.

As time rushed back in, the King tried to take my head off, but I flicked an axe behind me and teleported to it, where Darling herself was rumbling my way, shield and sword in hand.

“Taunting!” she said. “Let’s go, drop him!”

I rushed in behind her and was about to join the rest of the melee when red numbers began to rise all across the battlefield. Every remaining copy had joined the field at once.

And in the blink of an eye, everything went to shit.

With so many adds emerging at once, the result was pure chaos, with copies running in every direction, targeting people seemingly at random with stuns and fears and everything else.

Even the healer copies had appeared, and they were hitting the Possibility King with nonstop heals that had his Health rising despite our damage while the Enrage bar ticked ever higher.

“DPS back on copies!” Darling said, but almost half the raid was locked down, and the other half was on the run, with each person kiting as many as three copies. “There’s a ton of copies this time, but they’ve got a lot less Health than the others did! Drop the healers first, they’re killing us!”

“That’s what I’ve been saying all along!” Frank shouted.

With Darling’s familiar kit in hand, I was on it in a blink, leaping clear over her battle with the King and landing right on top of a copy of Zaps. I popped Hexdoll and hit it once to spawn a green slash across his chest, then stormed across the battlefield, striking out at copy after copy and leaving countless slashes hanging in the air behind me.

And on the other side of the battlefield, I found what I was looking for: the copy of Zoe that was responsible for the bulk of the healing that was still pouring over the King as well as the other copies.

I threw an axe behind her and teleported to it while she wound up a Greater Healing Wave with the King himself as her target, then ripped into the copy from behind with strikes that were devastatingly powerful.

I gritted my teeth and kept swinging, and with each successful strike, the many green slashes I’d left across the battlefield pulsed and brightened.

A cloud of numbers rose above the many copies’ heads, and the first of them died before I even got Zoe’s copy halfway down. A familiar red shield appeared around me, and my damage and attack speed massively increased. I felt lighter, too, like Darling’s heavy axes had both shed several pounds.

The copy of Zoe seemed to pick up on the damage increase, and it switched to trying to heal itself through my assault, but that was a poor choice. I just kept swinging while Frank cackled at my side, and my damage continued to ramp as copies died all across the battlefield.

And by the time Hexdoll Aura faded, I’d maxed Darling’s shields out and worked Zoe’s copy all the way down to 25% Health despite her powerful heals. I dropped her with Darling’s execute, then raced across the platform and rammed a shoulder into a copy of Millie before it could complete a lengthy heal.

My momentum knocked it to the ground and interrupted its cast. I jumped on it, whaling away from above until my fourth strike dropped the copy for good.

I scanned the battlefield, looking for my next target, when my eyes were drawn to Darling, who was staggering backward under an attack she’d barely managed to block. Around her, our healers were struggling, many of them being harassed by copies of Rock and Nina.

“Darling at 34%!” Frank said. “Copies are still giving the healers fits with crowd control and interrupts!”

Leap came off cooldown, so I used it to jump back over Darling a second time and landed right next to Jukes, who’d been given Zoe’s powerful kit.

He had two copies of Ton on him, and their shield slams and other interrupts were fully locking him down. I kicked one hard to give him some breathing room and laid into the second, immediately forcing it into a defensive backpedal.

“The love of my life is at 31%!” Frank said. “King at 18%, Enrage just broke 90%! Your shields are fading, need to kill another target to refresh them!”

I connected with an axe strike on the copy’s head and knocked it down onto its side, so I rushed the second copy of Ton before it could get back onto Jukes.

“Better idea!” I said. “Darling, shields incoming!”

“Ready!”

“She’s at 28%!” Frank said.

I waited for the King to rush forward again, then activated Sinister Infusion with Darling as the target.

She popped Iron Body at the same time and fended off the King’s execute attempt with the same Shield Slam maneuver I’d used. With her own shields in place, amplifying her speed and attack power, Darling pushed forward and went on the attack.

And for what was quite possibly the first time since the fight had started, the King took a backward step.

Then he took a second, then a third, and Darling rushed forward, sword blurring through the air, Sunders stacking up one after the other.

Copies died all around us, melting one by one, and a low roar started up as the raid seemed to collectively realize that we were almost there: the King’s Health was at 15%, then 12%, then 10%.

And the moment he dropped to the single digits, red lightning leaped down and struck the center platform again and again.

But this time the King was the one who froze, white cracks appearing in his red numerical armor, and a prompt hit my screen.

Warning: The Possibility King’s Enrage bar has reached 100%, and his {Reality Shift} ability has broken!

The entire raid reverted all at once, and Darling ended up standing right in front of the King with both axes out.

She stepped around him and took his back, and Jukes rushed in to establish Threat. The King immediately caught him with a glancing blow that he very nearly dodged—the tip of the greatsword grazed his chest—but his Health halved instantly.

“I gotta pop everything, Enrage damage is too much!” Jukes said. “Last stand here!”

“This is our moment!” Darling said. “Let’s finish this, we’re nearly there!”

I went Ravenking straight into Doppelganger, then used a nearby corpse that a copy had left behind to get a flower up and running for the extra buffs.

My barrels spun up, and I launched a barrage of firepower at the King.

The roar built, and despite the sounds of battle—the explosions, the countless strikes of metal on metal—the guild’s building enthusiasm was the only thing I had ears for.

Then the King roared in frustration, and the greatsword he’d been using changed, the blade shortening and curving until he held a titanic axe in both hands.

He bore down on Jukes, wielding the heavy weapon like it was weightless, a flurry of strikes that had Jukes’ Health falling despite the healers who were pouring it on.

He chunked Jukes down with one hit after the next, and the attacks left red fissures much like Darling’s lingering across the tank’s leathers.

“Those slashes are absorbing incoming healing!” Frank said.

Before the realization had a chance to settle across the guild, the Possibility King rushed forward as he had several times before, but this time, he caught Jukes by the throat in one hand.

He lifted him high into the air, ignoring the melee whaling on him from behind, and squeezed.

A dry crack split the air, lightning struck, and Jukes dropped to the ground, dead.

“Damn!” Darling said. “It’s okay, Ton, you’re up!”

The tank rumbled forward, leading with his shield.

But a red copy sprang up out of Jukes’ corpse and cut the big man off, and the King vanished before Ton could Taunt the boss and get his attention.

The Possibility King reappeared behind Zoe, already mid-swing, and I tried to warn her, but it was too late. The horizontal attack caught her just above her hips, and she hit the ground in two pieces.

“Taunt failed!” Ton said, and the King dispersed again. “Said he’s immune!”

“Dogpile the copies!” Darling said. “Kill them before he shows up again!”

“He’s still got 4% left!” Frank said.

I turned my fire on Zoe’s newly arrived copy, then dropped the second along with everyone else.

The King’s laughter reverberated through the chamber. “How does it feel to come this far and have it not matter in the slightest?”

He appeared behind Nina and one-shotted her before anyone could react, let alone bail her out.

And then he was gone, leaving us with nothing to do but train our fire on the copy her death had left behind.

“Fools!” the King said. “I told you before: my work is already finished. Even if you’d proved enough, it wouldn’t matter.”

The hairs on the back of my neck rose and stood on end, and a chill ran up my spine.

For one terrible moment, I thought it was because we’d failed—that we’d come this far only to fall short when it mattered most—and it felt like the loss was finally sinking in and becoming real.

The Oasis flashed before my eyes, as did Darling’s face, and Frank’s fate, and so many other things that were riding on this kill.

But then I caught sight of the ground, which had taken on a slightly reddish hue, and it clicked.

I was his next target.

I whipped around and brought a pistol up, then activated Bulwark.

The Possibility King appeared out of thin air with his axe held in both hands, the blade already descending from high above my head.

My shield took the impact and put out a burst of dark feathers while red light flashed across the platform.

“Oh?” he said, laughing the word. “There’s still some fight in you, then?”

He blurred forward, turning into a stream of numbers before reappearing in front of me, his axe curving up in a vicious, upward strike. I hit Double Cast to get another shield up and stymy the attack.

The King clicked his tongue and melted away, only to reform beside Zaps and Millie. The two of them were standing right next to each other, and he cut them down with a single sweep of his axe.

Thankfully, I’d seen the attack coming, and I managed to switch to my blunderbuss and get a Dreadful Grenade some two feet above the tightly packed copies’ heads just as they emerged. It detonated right between them, and they gave up the heals they’d started and pelted away under the fear effect.

“Great, lock those copies down!” Darling said. “No time to pivot! Please, guys! Come on, we need this!”

“3% and falling!” Frank said.

There was a flash of red in my peripheral, and Rock’s nameplate grayed out. With a second flash to my left, Ton died as well, and with a third, Nina went down screaming.

And there it was again, that same sensation of overwhelming dread. Bulwark was down and I didn’t feel like I had time to turn, so I just smashed Glacial Drift as quick as I could and had the spell take me across the platform.

The King bullrushed right through the clone, and it exploded behind him. He warped forward, dematerializing once again, and caught up to me before I’d even finished my drift.

I couldn’t avoid the attack that followed, but with the spell’s 99% mitigation, the attack only dropped me to 90% Health instead of killing me outright with room to spare

As drift finished, I hit the ground running, then used Propegate and targeted a nearby corpse to cover the entire platform in Razorbriar.

The effect was muted, but the King’s inexorable advance slowed slightly, and his ridiculously high speed at least somewhat worked against him, Bleed Procs erupting one after the next while he chased me down.

Then Darling crashed in from behind, and the rest of the surviving melee followed.

“I want the healers on full DPS too, this is make or break!” she said. “The King’s gonna one-shot everybody at this rate!”

I kept running, kept firing, with what felt like the weight of the world riding on my shoulders. I threw up a Frozen Mirror, but the King roared right through it, his face contorted with rage, the white numbers that colored his smile having taken on a fanged appearance.

“2%!” Frank said.

I kited the boss through the Razorbriar while spells exploded off his back and weapons struck home again and again.

But he was catching up, blowing right through the various snares, and it wouldn’t be long before my fear expired and the two copies I’d sent fleeing started free casting heals to bring him back up.

I tried to kite from one corner to the next, but the King was too fast, and there was nothing I could do but fire away as he raised his weapon high, eyes burning red.

He brought the axe down on my shoulder, and the blade punched in deep, causing vibrations unlike anything I’d felt before.

“Vessel popped!” Frank said. “He’s at 1%!”

I kept firing, staring the Possibility King down and willing every shot to crit alongside Darling and the other survivors, all of us desperately working to see that final digit tick down to zero.

I got a pair of birds in, then a second, and the King smiled and cocked back for another mighty swing that I knew would be the end of me if it connected.

“Fear just faded!” Frank said. “Copies are free casting!”

A pair of healing spells hit the King immediately, briefly shooting his Health back to 2% before it fell right back to that last damned percentage point.

I threw myself backward and to the ground, pressing myself as flat as I could. The King’s attack came up short, his axe digging into the stone between my legs, but he ripped it free and brought it back up, peppering me with rocks in the process.

I lay there on my back and kept firing, plugging away out of sheer desperation and watching that stubborn percentage point, praying it would tick down to zero with every fiber of my being.

The King grunted and went to swing high above me, but suddenly he staggered sideways and dropped to one knee in the very center of the platform.

Pistols still barking, I sat up, bending at the waist as the King tried to rise, but the guild’s spells and attacks and executes were pouring in, and his knees buckled once again. His huge axe clattered to the stone, and the King bowed his head.

Then Darling was in front of me, one axe raised high, its edge glowing a wicked shade of green.

“Alright, then,” the King said. “I suppose I was wrong about you. But it’s all pointless in the⁠—”

The axe fell, the King’s head rolled across the platform, and a collective scream unlike anything before it ripped out of the guild. It was only when I ran out of breath that I realized I was screaming too.

The Possibility King had fallen. We’d actually pulled it off.


Chapter Forty-Two



Seismic Ripple Alert!

The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first guild to defeat the Possibility King, and the world of EBO will never be the same!

But be warned: the first domino has already fallen, and the full extent of the King’s influence is yet to be known.

Now awarding Unique Title: {Fate’s End}!

Titanic Ripple Alert!

The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latin} has won the race through the Red Cathedral and claimed the Worldbranch Throne as their own!

In accordance with the race’s rules, they will now be allowed to create a Crimson Ripple of their own making in the form of a single Wish and need only have one of their members take a seat atop the throne to begin the process of reality alteration.

Now awarding Unique Title: {Lord of Reality}!

I just stood there, grinning like an absolute idiot and feeling like I’d just run off a cliff at the same time. After so much grinding, all the hours and Gold and everything else we’d poured into the raid, we were finally finished.

Yet, somehow, it felt bittersweet. Incredible, no doubt—it was easily the highest high I’d ever been a part of—but bittersweet all the same.

Lightning flashed for what felt like it would be the final time, and the Worldbranch Throne reappeared at the far edge of the platform, orange sparks flying off it.

Darling slapped me on the back. “Go on then. I’ve got a whole lot of loot to get through, and I’ll check on the blade and let you know whether or not it dropped.”

I swallowed, hesitated. For a brief moment, I’d forgotten about the blade completely and all it represented.

But for now: the throne.

“I already cleared your idea with the other officers—they loved it,” Darling said with a bright smile. “And it’s not like what you’re after is just for you.”

“You’re sure that⁠—”

She leaned in close and dropped her voice to a whisper. “But if I have to point at that chair and tell you to sit in it in front of the entire guild, neither of us will ever hear the end of it from Nina. And probably Rock, depending on who’s around.”

I laughed. “Alright. If you’re sure, then.”

“Can also just loot it for now,” Frank said. “Might make sense. Otherwise you’ll be starting the whole Wish process. There’s a timer on it, too.”

“That work for you, Darling?”

“Yeah, whatever.” She winked. “But we’re looking forward to it, so don’t keep us waiting for too long.”

“For sure.”

I crossed the platform, high-fiving the few members of the raid who had survived and the people who were respawning on my way over, then stopped a few feet in front of the throne.

While my Wish really was locked in, there were still a few minor adjustments to hash out, so when the loot window popped up with the throne inside it, I went ahead and accepted the item, and it vanished into my inventory.

And at the same time, another interesting piece of loot hit my screen.

“Looks like I’ve got one of these for everybody,” Darling said. “Still going through the rest, there’s so damn much with all of these in the way.”

{Sphere of Regret} (Consumable) (Non-Tradeable)

Use: Permanently forget a skill you’ve learned and/or Specialized in. Afterward, you may select another skill to replace it.

Warning: All abilities related to the forgotten skill will be permanently lost, and any Evolved abilities that depend on the forgotten skill will be returned to their original form.

“Very cool, like a limited respec. That might come in handy.” I moved over to where Darling was kneeling next to the King’s corpse. “So what’s the verdict on the blade? Assuming we got it?”

She looked my way, chin tilted up, and shook her head. “I’m really sorry, guys. It didn’t drop.”

I blinked, stomach clenching. “Ouch. Glad we scooped the Hoarder’s Coin, then. Should be fine with that.”

“Right?” Darling agreed. “I’m gonna finish handing this stuff out real quick first if you don’t mind, easier to sort through one set at a time. Then I’ll pop the coin to generate another set of loot.”

I crossed my arms, anxiety rushing back in and mixing with the heady rush in a way that had me feeling slightly nauseous. “Yeah, of course. Take your time.”

The guild was still celebrating all around us, and the noise only increased when Darling started dropping Fated Legendaries into the guild chat one after another, with two standouts in particular—one for Darling herself and one for Ton.

{Greataxe of Frayed Reality} (Two-handed Axe) (Fated Weapon)

Grade: C

Item Level: 110

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Legendary

Physical Attack: 400

Magical Attack: 150

Speed: Very Slow

Primaries: +80 Strength

Fated Ability: While this weapon is equipped, your {Hexdoll Aura} gains the passive effect {Lingering Curse}.

{Lingering Curse} (Passive Ability)

Description: Whenever your {Hexdoll Aura} is on cooldown, your melee strikes continue to mark targets as if the skill was active.

All marked targets lose Health with any melee damage you inflict, but the transferred damage dealt to targets you aren’t directly attacking is reduced by 85% until {Hexdoll Aura} is activated.

{Multiverse Buckler} (Shield) (Fated Weaponry)

Grade: C

Item Level: 105

Slot: Shield

Quality: Legendary

Primaries: +70 Constitution, +30 Dexterity

Armor: +20%

Magical Resistance: +5%

Fated Ability: While this shield is equipped, your Taunt ability also provides an aura that naturally pulses every 15 seconds, Taunting all enemies within 5 yards for 3 seconds whenever it connects.

The aura may be turned off at will, and {Taunt}’s cooldown is reduced by 3 seconds whenever the aura is offline.

I went to give Darling a bit of space so the others could talk to her while she went over the loot, but she caught my sleeve before I could pull away.

“Did you catch it?”

I looked down at her. “The, uh… guild chat thing?”

“And what prompted it.”

“Yeah. I did catch that.”

“I was hoping you hadn’t. The attack’s already over, so do me a favor and don’t mention it to anyone else. I’m sure there are plenty of other members who saw the video before I could act, but I want as many people as possible to be able to focus on the win for now and really drink it in. We’ll deal with the aftermath later.”

“Definitely. And for what it’s worth, I think you made the right call, no question.”

“Hard same, but with even less questioning,” Frank said.

She laughed. “Thanks, guys. That definitely helps.” She made a swiping motion. “Man, there’s so much loot. Ohhh, this is a good one. I love it when the items make the call for you.”

A trade window appeared, and she dropped an item in and confirmed it.

{Foreknowledge Band of the Raven}

Grade: C

Item Level: 100

Slot: Finger

Quality: Legendary

Primaries: +50 Intelligence, +40 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

Secondaries: +7% Critical Strike Chance, +5% Haste, +3% Chance to Hit

Magical Resistance: +20%

Effect: While this item is equipped, your raven-based spells deal 2.5% more damage, cause 2.5% less Threat, and gain double Experience from all sources toward ranking up.

If an affected spell is already ranked Advanced or higher, the damage and Threat bonus is doubled, but the Experience bonus is lost.

“Oh man! That is incredible!”

She winked. “Thought you’d like that. Might be kinda hard to swing you another item with the Throne sticking out of your back pocket, but I’ll see what I can do.”

I looked the Throne over in my inventory. “The Throne itself was already more than enough. This feels like overkill.”

I pulled the Black Armorling Band off my finger and put the new one on, a simple black band capped by a red ruby. The item was absolutely incredible—better than anything I’d expected to find in the raid, given that I’d transitioned to B-Grade before it wrapped up.

But there was still the matter of the Reality Blade and everything we had riding on it. And now that the adrenaline from the kill was fading, the sword was the only thing I had room to think about.

I headed off to one side of the platform and dropped to the ground, spinning my new ring around my finger.

“Should be fine,” Frank said.

“Hm?”

“The Reality Blade. 90% drop rate.”

I laughed. “Is it that obvious that I’m already back to worrying about the next problem?”

“Uh huh. We’re probably good, though.”

“I hope so, man. Blade aside, I can’t believe we actually pulled it off. Must not have sunk in yet because it doesn’t feel real, but whatever else happens, at least we got you your chair, Frank.”

“And yet I’m not sitting on it, looking fancy.”

“Not yet, but soon. I promise.”

I pulled the Soul Reactor out of my inventory and accepted the usual prompt, then checked the item out.

{Soul Reactor} (Legendary Artifact)

Effect: ??

Power Level: 100%

Use: Target a dead enemy of Elite+ difficulty or higher and capture their soul to power the reactor. More powerful souls will yield greater results, but this item may not progress beyond 100% power.

Charges: 0

“Reactor is officially ready. Guess we’ll head to the Deepwater Complex in a little while and get it up and running.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes, listening to the sounds of the guild happily chatting away and enthusiastically sharing their various item upgrades until Darling finished with the first round of loot and waved us over.

“So how do we wanna handle this?” Darling said.

“What do you mean?”

She held out a hand, palm up, the Hoarder’s Coin sitting at its center. Then she made a fist around it. “We need some luck, obviously.”

“You want Frank to mouth-breathe on it a second time?”

He did exactly that. “Done.”

Darling shook her hand out. “Wow, that really was warm. Like, weirdly damp, too.”

“That’s what I was saying! He has no idea how to blow on stuff.”

“Huh?” Frank said.

Darling laughed. “Well, okay then! Cross your fingers and toes for us, everybody. We’ve got a lot riding on this roll, Ned especially, but let’s keep it in perspective. This is already a huge accomplishment, and no matter what happens next, I want you all to know that I’m so damn proud of how far we’ve come. Look around, guys. It probably won’t last long, but for now, we’re on top of the world.”

“Huzzah!” Nina said. “Now flip the damn coin already!”

Darling laughed, and the guild did the same, many voices quickly drowning her out.

“Alright. Here we go.”

She positioned the coin atop her thumb, took a deep breath, then flicked it high into the air.

I watched the coin spin end over end, shoulders hunched, barely able to breathe through the tension. It hit the ground, and the sparks that had died out around the Possibility King’s corpse reignited.

Darling knelt and swiped at the air once, twice, a third time, which I took to mean she was racing through the new set of loot and hadn’t found what we were looking for.

Then she squeezed her eyes shut and hung her head, and the disappointment on her face hit me like a blow to the stomach.

“No way, man!” I said. “It couldn’t have failed to drop twice⁠—”

Darling burst out laughing, then dropped a familiar item description into the chat.

{Reality Blade} (Legendary Artifact)

Use: ??

Charges: 1

She jumped to her feet and thrust a red sword high overhead, and the guild erupted once again.

“We got it! The Reality Blade is ours!”


Chapter Forty-Three



Several hours and many more drinks later, I sat on the edge of the Possibility King’s platform with my feet dangling above the blue rim of the world.

Darling had insisted the guild celebrate here—immediately—and several kegs had been deployed near the center of the platform. One of them had been smashed open at Frank’s suggestion, and he was currently pretending it was a hot tub and trying to convince people to drink what was basically his bathwater with surprising success.

But the celebration was winding down, and I found myself repeatedly glancing in Darling’s direction while the stragglers popped away to get some sleep before the Siege first thing tomorrow morning.

Jukes and Ton were two of the last to vanish, and as they popped away, Jukes had his arm around the larger man’s shoulder, both of their faces flushed with drink.

That just left Rock, Nina, and Darling, and they headed over toward me, Darling grabbing Frank on her way over. The group joined me on the platform’s edge, all of us sitting in a neat line while the clouds spun far below.

Darling raised a mug of dark beer high into the air. “You guys got one last toast in you now that it’s just the four of us?”

“Depends on what you’re toasting,” Nina said.

She raised her mug a little higher. “To the Stronghold. It’ll be badly missed.”

“But it was worth it,” Rock added.

Darling smiled, and I was glad to see it. She’d been chipper throughout the entire celebration, but Rock’s words had her grinning so genuinely that the look was something else entirely.

“To the Stronghold,” she repeated. “It’ll be badly missed, but it was worth it.”

We drained our glasses and set them aside.

I was glad for Darling—it felt like a bit of the tension she’d been carrying since she’d made the call to ignore the Stronghold had finally left her at the big man’s words—but I was also grateful for the moment itself. Now that the Reality Blade issue had been finalized, the attack and especially Darling’s response had clarified some of the hard choices I’d have to make going forward.

Darling leaned a little closer. “Hey, Ned? You got your tower teleport up?”

I pulled up the item she was referring to—the one I’d received during the Red Tournament—and double-checked.

{Victor’s Stone of Translocation}

Effect: Once per day, you may use this item to return to any of the Thousand Towers that you’ve previously visited.

Teleport Status: Available

“Yup, it’s all set. But I was planning on keeping that cooldown available for the Siege or the aftermath if things go bad.”

“Just keep in mind that it won’t work during combat,” Frank said.

“Good to know,” Darling replied. “That’s fine, though. I was wondering if you wanted to go get a look at the damage. Just wanted to make sure you had an out first in case things go bad.” She eyed her feet. “The Stronghold, I mean.”

I nodded and hopped to my feet. “Sure thing.”

“We can just port back into the Red Senate from here,” Frank said. “Use the combat-prohibited buff for the trip. Probably expire by the time we get there, but might as well.”

I almost pointed out how weird the suggestion was coming from him, but something stopped me.

“Yeah, good call,” Darling said. “Got enough fighting on the horizon.”

The four of us popped straight back into the Red Senate, then crossed the Red Cathedral. It was probably around three or four in the morning, but the structure was eerily quiet, and our footsteps echoed with a strange sort of finality.

We filed out of the Cathedral and down the stairs. At the bottom, Darling summoned her buggy. “Nina? You mind driving us out?”

“Sure,” she said, and Rock climbed in beside her, so Darling and I hopped into the back.

Darling leaned back into her seat and rubbed her face with both hands. “You guys really think I made the right call back there during the King fight?”

“No doubt,” I said. “I think if you hadn’t hidden the guild chat, there was a decent chance the whole raid would have collapsed on the spot. Wasn’t much room for error. And the Stronghold was basically empty at the time. Doubt we could have saved it if we’d tried.”

“Yeah,” Nina agreed. She hit the gas and sent us racing up a black dune, but the edge to her usual driving was gone, replaced with a straight tack toward the Stronghold and the huge plume of black smoke rising above it. “And at the end of the day, we won, right?”

Darling squinted at the plume. “You’re probably right.”

“She’s definitely right,” I said. “But do we have any idea who was behind the attack?”

“Mix of guilds,” Darling said. “Mostly the Cult and Corruptia, plus a few randoms.” She smiled, though it seemed a bit sad. “No Redacted, though, which was a nice surprise.”

“I see. Sort of what I figured, but glad to know for sure.” Then I sat bolt upright. “Nina, can you stop for a second?”

“Sure,” she said, and the buggy jerked to a stop so hard that all of our heads bobbed forward. “What’s up?”

We’d just reached the top of a particularly large dune, and though the Black Oasis was a long way off, something had obviously changed. A mass of bright colors had formed all the way around the city, ringing all four dunes from about a hundred yards out.

I pointed it out. “What the hell are we looking at?”

“Those are people,” Darling said. “A whole lot of people.”

On closer inspection, she had the right of it. While we were too far out to make out the details, now that I knew what I was looking at, it was easy enough to identify the bright colors as guild banners and tents and so on.

“Dear Lord,” Nina said. “How are there already so many of them? We’re still hours out!”

“Looks like a full-blown temporary city.” I sank back into my seat. “I think I might have underestimated the draw of free stuff.”

“Apparently.” Darling paused, and the moment stretched, the enormity of what we were up against seeming to settle across the group. “Let’s just keep moving forward for now, yeah?”

Nina nodded and guided us deeper into the desert and around the final dunes, and soon we were standing outside what remained of the Stronghold. The sand out front had been churned by hundreds of footprints, and black smoke was billowing out of the cave.

“God. They really did burn it all down, huh?” Darling paused and tapped the air. “Nina, Rock? Would you guys mind keeping an eye out for us while we head in? I’ve had people watching the entrance and stealthies patrolling inside for a little while now, but it won’t hurt to have some more lookouts in place. Especially ones we know for a fact we can actually trust.”

“We can do that,” Rock said, so Darling and I slipped out, and the two of them raced away in her buggy.

Darling and I headed in together. The cave was quiet, silent but for the fires crackling up ahead, and the smoke increasingly stung my eyes as we moved deeper in.

We reached the spot where the protective house had stood. The structure had been reduced to a handful of half-buried timbers that were smoldering and jutting from the sand. Darling stopped for a long moment, then moved through the wreckage while I trailed behind her.

“Damn,” Frank said. “Nothing left, huh?”

“Yeah. I’m really sorry, Darling.”

She forced a smile and pushed a burning piece of wood out of her path. It slammed into the sand and broke apart, embers flying.

“It’s alright. Just can’t really wrap my head around the fact that it’s actually gone, you know? With the King and this and the Oasis and everything else, man. My head’s spinning.”

“Yeah, I feel you on that.”

We reached the spot where the cavern opened up, and there was… nothing there. Just a bunch of smoldering wood, more footprints in the sand, and scorch marks on the ceiling.

Darling dropped onto her butt right in front of the spot where our guild hall used to stand. “It’s really, actually gone.”

“Yeah.”

She was silent for a few long seconds, then she rubbed her eyes with both hands.

“It’s kinda funny, right? They’re just buildings. We’ve got the patterns, the materials, the golems to speed things up. We could have the entire Stronghold rebuilt by tomorrow afternoon if we wanted. But it still hurts to have it all taken away.”

“I know what you mean.”

“And the worst part of it all is the timing. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy with the way things turned out, and I’m so damn proud of everyone for pulling that clear off and claiming the Throne.

“But even when the King finally dropped, I still had that damn image of this place burning lodged in the back of my head. It was a small thought compared to everything else, and I wouldn’t have done anything differently, but still.”

“Because it wasn’t simple,” I said.

She looked up at me, smiling. “That’s exactly it. When the win came, I wanted it to be purely a win. I think I actually managed that for the majority of the raid. Didn’t seem like many people caught the video before I suppressed the chat.” She picked up a handful of dark sand and let it trail through her fingers. “But still.”

“Then there’s the actual timing of the attack,” I said. “Not only did someone leak the Stronghold’s location, but they made sure the attack came at the worst possible time.”

“Yup. And because of the way they did it, we’ve got no way of telling who it actually was.”

“Where did the video actually come from? Was it someone on our end shooting it?”

“No, it was actually sent to a bunch of people in the guild at the same time through private messages. Just some random character that hasn’t logged in since. Then one of our people dropped the video into the chat because they thought it was urgent enough, which I can’t really fault them for, given the nature of the thing.”

“So the messenger was just an alt to hide their identity. Decent amount of setup there.”

“Yeah. I almost wonder if it would have been preferable for someone in the raid group to just pull the King early and die and kill our dive outright. Then at least we’d know who it was.

“That’s what really kills me. I knew we had someone giving information out. Guild’s pretty good-sized, so it happens. But having the initial signal to attack, when it would hurt us most, coming from a member of the raid team, most of whom we’ve played with for years?”

She put her head between her knees.

“That really hurts. Feels personal.”

“Least it didn’t work,” I said. “But yeah, if someone had thrown the fight in an obvious way, our next move would be a lot easier.”

“But it’s not gonna end, you know? Whatever the next raid is, we’re gonna have the leaker hanging over our heads every step of the way. And I… really don’t want that. I don’t want to have to think this much. I’m playing to avoid that, you know?”

I pursed my lips. “Yeah. I think I’ve got an idea of who it might be, but I don’t want to confront anyone without being sure. Why don’t you let us handle it?”

“Yeah!” Frank said. “We’ll get to torturing right away! Start at the top of the guild and work our way down.”

Darling laughed. “You do realize that if you started at the top, it would be me you’d be starting with?”

Frank paused, then dropped his voice. “I’m not mentally prepared for that level of intimacy.”

“Present company excluded,” I said. “But seriously, why don’t you let us take care of it?”

“You’ve already got the Black Oasis to worry about. That’s already more than you need on your plate.” She gestured at the burnt sand in front of us. “Losing this place is bad enough. I can’t imagine how terrible it would feel to lose the city you’ve put so much work into.”

I looked away, suddenly unable to meet her eyes. “I’m pretty sure we can handle it. Can’t promise we’ll have the leaker outed by the end of the Siege, but I’ve got something in mind. Been planning it for a little while, actually. And seeing this place burn the way it did makes me think that getting rid of whoever it is just jumped to the top of our to-do list.”

“You know what they say,” Frank said. “It takes a rat to find a rat.”

I rolled my eyes. “I don’t think people say that.”

“For clarity’s sake,” Frank added, “I am the rat in this extended metaphor.”

“Why would you be⁠—”

“But not just any rat,” Frank interrupted. “I am the rat from Ratatouille.”

I blinked down at him. “You mean the kids’ movie? I’ve never seen it.”

He hesitated. “Doesn’t matter. Darling knows exactly what I’m talking about, and we’re both on the same page as to what that implies.”

“Actually,” Darling said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about. Never even heard of it.”

“The main character is a nerdy chef who has a rat hiding in his hat,” Frank said. “How is that not ringing any bells? It was an international sensation.”

“Oh,” I said. “I see where you’re going with this: you want me to get you a hat, right?”

“No! I brought it up because the rat is secretly controlling all of the chef’s movements in the kitchen, and he eventually becomes the architect of the supposed protagonist’s totally undeserved rise to success.”

Darling cocked her head to the side. “How is the rat controlling his movements, exactly? I still don’t understand.”

“From under the hat!” Frank shouted. He took a deep breath. “Look, the rat’s situation is an incredibly direct parallel for what Ned and I have going on, with me being⁠—”

“Because you’re a rat?” Darling said.

“No!”

I shrugged. “I don’t get it at all. I thought the whole point was that you were a rat who could find other rats or something.”

“Yeah,” Darling agreed. “Sorry, Frank, but I’m totally lost.”

“Well then,” Frank said. “I guess I’ve identified myself as a rat for no discernable gain. Hooray for me, I guess.” He hesitated. “It’s a great movie. You guys should go see it.”

“Okay,” Darling said. “Ned and I will do that as soon as possible, then we’ll get back to you.”

“Hey, hold on a second,” Frank said. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

He cut off as I sheathed him.

“Just for the record?” I said.

“Yeah?”

“I have seen Ratatouille. Like, fifteen times. It’s fantastic.”

“Me too! The rats are so cute.”

“But we’ll never tell Frank the truth.”

She beamed. “Agreed.”

I pulled him back out.

“Hm. I sense that the conversation has taken on a conspiratorial air.”

“Dunno what you’re talking about, but we should go back to catching rats who aren’t named Frank. So, Darling?”

“Yup?”

“There’s just one thing I need to get started. I’d like to meet with all the officers before the Siege starts—do you think that’s doable?”

“Mmm, most of them have already logged out, but I think I can make that happen if you’re willing to do it an hour or so before the event starts. What time are you thinking?”

“I’d actually like to meet with them one by one.”

She pursed her lips. “Alright then. That might be a bit harder, but we should be able to make it work if you guys are flexible with timing.”

“Yeah, whatever it takes. Frank and I have a whole lot of scrambling to do now that we know what’s up with the Reality Blade, but we can try to get everything wrapped before we start sitting down with people.”

“I’ll get started and let you know. Kinda glad to have something to focus on, really. I’m way too worked up to actually sleep.”

“Yeah, same.”

“You guys off, then? I’ll probably log out and send a couple messages before people have a chance to pass out.”

“I think so, yeah.”

She leaned back in the sand with her hands behind her head and shut her eyes. And finally, her bright, gap-toothed smile returned. “We did it though, didn’t we?”

“Yeah,” I replied. “We really did.”


Chapter Forty-Four



I headed out and mounted up, then popped into the Red Senate so I could pick up another five minutes of combat immunity and used the buff to ride straight through the countless players blockading the Oasis.

I’d been hoping to get an idea of the scale of the assault, and the result was far worse than I’d feared. There had to be well over ten thousand players camped out in the Sands, and all sorts of siege engines were being built right around the city, from trebuchets that were being mounted in place to battering rams and everything else in between.

The oceans to either side of the city were packed with boats, and even the ruins of Highwater were swarming with movement along the cliff line, likely because Arlann had already finished his evacuation.

I rode on through the crowd, weaving between tents and other temporary structures and drawing far more attention than I wanted.

Once we broke through the final line of players and their many conversations faded into the desert wind, the Black Oasis itself felt oppressively quiet. Not a single soul remained. And while I was grateful that Arlann had gotten everyone out safely, the silence underscored the impossible odds we were facing.

“Thought we were heading straight for the Deepwater Complex?” Frank said.

I dismissed my mount outside the Auction House. “Yeah, just gotta pick up a few things first, and House said she wanted to check the Wonder out, too. Figured we’d pick her up and head out together. Not sure we’ll be making it back here before the Siege, and I wanted to get one last look at the city before it starts.

“Since we’re talking about the Wonder, do I still need to pick up a few more plots here in the Oasis for whatever you’re cooking up?”

“Nah, we’re good there.”

“Great, thanks.”

I headed inside the Auction House, and as it turned out, I wasn’t completely alone in the Oasis because House was in her usual place at the counter, her many cats lounging all around her.

“Hey, House. We’ll be heading out to the Wonder shortly. Just a few quick stops after this.”

“Understood. And thank you for permitting me to accompany you.”

“Always happy to have you along.”

Frank snorted and spoke under his breath. “Especially if it makes you less likely to prolong your murder spree at our expense. I still think she killed that guy, itchy teeth or not.”

I didn’t have a ton of time, so I ignored him and opened up the Auction House menu and tabbed over to armor. I searched directly for a specific affix I hadn’t seen since the early days of EBO and was relieved to find plenty of options.

I scooped an entire set of armor—an ugly, mismatched set of mostly D-Grade pieces—then jogged out and made for the Library.

“Okay,” I said, “I’ve got a request real quick.”

“Denied.”

“I need an anti-crowd control skill for my next class change. I’m just after a single active ability, but I need it to last as long as possible. And it needs to cover everything. Stuns, snares, fears, the whole lot.”

“Why? Your next class change isn’t until 45.”

“Just humor me and give me a couple skills to pick from. Three would work.”

Frank hesitated. “You’re really thinking we’re gonna lose the city, huh?”

“Maybe, maybe not. But I’d feel a little better with a couple tomes in my pocket.”

“Sure. If we’re only after a single active, it’s an easy ask. Only so many abilities that grant total immunity.”

He hit me with a list of three skills just as I’d asked, so I raced down the shelves and bought all three of the tomes.

From there, I took a quick detour to the Inn. The building was locked up tight, but I used my owner permissions to open it anyway and push inside.

And there, lying on the counter of the Inn’s original bar, was the final piece of the puzzle: the Spark Lure.

Lars and Cerra had made it back to the Sands while the guild was celebrating the King kill, so they’d dropped the artifact I’d sent them after so I could scoop it before they headed to Highwater on Arlann’s orders to crash for the night.

With everything else finished and both remaining artifacts in hand, House and I climbed up one of the Oasis’ four rope bridge towers. There, we deployed some of her enhanced gliders and made for the dark tower to the east of the Sands, passing high above the mass of players surrounding the Oasis.

The crowd that was still gathering beyond the city was even more terrifying from above. The ocean of players seemed endless, hundreds of yards thick at every point.

Other than that, the ride was smooth but somewhat scary; the small engines that capped the wings of my flying contraption were sputtering and smoking, but House’s glider seemed to be operating just fine.

“Hey, House?” I said.

“Yes?”

“I should have mentioned this before we left, but about your farm. I’m not sure how the Siege is going to go, so if you’re still wanting to give us a tour of the place before all that, we could turn around and⁠—”

“That will not be necessary,” she replied, “though I very much appreciate your concern.”

“Oh,” I said, completely caught off guard. “Are you thinking we’re going to win out?”

“Simply put, I am finished with the farm.”

I nodded as I soared along, wind buffeting my face and leathers. “You’re done building it, right. And you said you’d show us everything once it was⁠—”

I felt Frank try to elbow me in the ribs. “Don’t poke the homicidal robot.”

“That’s rich coming from you. Sorry, House, I don’t really understand. You’re finished with the farm, so we don’t need to see it?”

She smiled. “I should rephrase for the sake of clarity. The farm has already served its purpose, and as a result, I have already deconstructed it and repurposed its materials.”

“I have already destroyed the evidence,” Frank whispered in what was a pretty solid if slanderous imitation of House.

“You got rid of the farm, huh? That was pretty fast. Lasted like… a day?”

“Indeed.”

“Not the only thing she got rid of,” Frank muttered.

“Okay, you know what? I’m done with this, and we’re already tying up loose ends, so why not wrap this up, too?” I urged my glider forward and pulled up directly beside her. “Hey, House? Quick question.”

“Don’t do it!” Frank said. “Don’t do it!”

“Yes?”

“Did you lure Erasmus into your farm, kill him in cold blood, feed his corpse to a bunch of pigs, then burn the farm down to destroy the evidence so that you’d never have to worry about being separated from Bella ever again?”

She squinted at me, then at Frank. She popped a piece of sushi into her mouth and spoke around it. “Of course not. That type of cold, calculated violence would be wholly unacceptable behavior for an animal lover such as myself.”

“See, Frank?” I said. “Can we be done with this now?”

Frank’s eyes went wide. “Oh, dear God. I just figured it out.”

My glider sputtered worse than ever before, and House pulled farther ahead again. “Figured what out? That you’re wrong again?”

“No, it’s your damn sushi!”

“What about it?”

“The splinters, man! She’s been using your cursed sushi to scratch her teeth incognito.”

I laughed at the absurdity of the thought for a long moment, then abruptly cut off. “Wait, would that actually work?”

“It’s definitely working.”

I banked down a bit to avoid a low-hanging cloud. “No, no way. That’s not possible.”

“You think she was flying that smoking glider along and suddenly decided to take a bite of something you specifically made? When she could be eating literally anything else? Or, you know, when she could be not snacking mid-conversation while flying a questionable glider with a hostile army beneath us?”

I tightened my grip on the handlebars and slowed the glider down a bit more, letting House get farther ahead as we shot out over the water and approached the Deepwater Complex.

“Well, it’s not like she⁠—”

“When have you seen her eating that stuff other than when she was talking?”

I thought back. “The… first time she ate it?”

“And never since.”

“She’s not capable of that sort of thing, man. I mean, murder? House? No. Not a chance.”

“Not capable? Ersatz kicked her cat one time, and she clapped while he was eaten alive. She was so happy that she was bouncing on her toes the entire time. Meanwhile, Erasmus tried to take House’s favorite cat away—her first cat!—possibly forever!”

I swallowed, skin prickling. And it was with slow, dawning horror that I realized that maybe, just maybe, Frank might be on to something.

Then I got a little closer to the tower and saw a familiar figure sitting on the very edge with some sort of magical schematic floating above his head.

House landed next to him, and, once again, I felt like a total asshole.

“Damn it, Frank! He’s right there, man!”

“What, who is? Who’s where?”

I pointed at the mage and urged the glider forward. “Erasmus! He’s literally right there! Man, I can’t believe I let you talk me into considering that whole thing as a possibility. I’m gonna have to apologize to House for doubting her.”

Erasmus waved, a bright smile on his face. He looked good; his skin had acquired a bit of a tan, and he seemed to have gained a little weight that he carried well.

“Oh no,” Frank said as we approached. “No no no.”

“What now?”

“It’s so much worse than I thought.”

“I don’t think it is.”

“Look closer,” he said, shuddering from shaft to blade. “That isn’t Erasmus.”

I squinted, dubious.

“That’s three cats who have been trained to wear his skin like a trench coat.” He gasped. “When did House become so powerful?”

“For the love of God, Frank. You’re wrong, again, and you need to let it go.” I brought the glider in and dismissed it a foot above the tower’s edge, landing lightly.

“Hello there!”

Erasmus’ bright tone was even warmer than the last time we’d spoken. He had Bella in his arms, and House was looking at the way he was scratching her chin with so much approval that she was shimmying slightly.

“Long time no see, but congratulations on your victory over the Possibility King! For the first time in many, many years, I suddenly feel like I have a future in this world. And on top of that, I do believe I owe you an apology!”

“Hey, Erasmus,” I said. “Thanks for that, and I’m glad to see you’re doing well!”

“In your imitation of a human who has long since departed this world,” Frank continued in a low whisper.

I made a sheathing motion.

“Fine, fine, I was wrong. First time for everything, I guess.”

“Feel like I’ve heard that before.” I stepped up to Erasmus and shook his hand. “What apology, though? You don’t owe me anything, man. I’m just happy to see you and House getting along.”

“Ah,” he said. “I spoke with Sarissa earlier this morning while she was departing for Highwater and was informed that I caused you quite a bit of concern when I failed to appear in front of her and Arlann.”

“No worries! Wasn’t really my business anyway, just wanted to make sure everybody was okay.”

“It was the strangest thing,” he continued, putting an arm around House’s shoulder. “Right after you left the Oasis, your wonderful friend here toured me through her lovely farm and the many animals housed therein. There were no windows due to the early state of construction, we had a few drinks, and I totally lost track of time. Before I knew what had happened, I had completely missed the ship I was meant to depart on so I could make my way down south.”

House hung her head, and I had to smother a laugh with one hand.

“And when I went to try to secure passage via another vessel, I was informed that an exceedingly rich merchant had booked out every ship heading south for several months.” He scratched the back of his head. “I cannot even fathom the cost of such a thing. Let alone the purpose. I do hope that nothing nefarious is going on.”

House tapped the floor with one toe.

Erasmus pulled her a little closer. “But House here stepped in and offered to put me up for free until I could figure out my next move. And she even informed me that if I were to arrive at the Deepwater Complex at the right time, I might be able to witness the moment the Wonder comes online for the first time in hundreds if not thousands of years.”

He smiled brightly. “What a truly fortuitous turn of events! And to return some small part of her kindness, I’d like to assist you, if at all possible. I spent many years researching the Stonewhisper Dwarves while Bella and I were wasting away at the bottom of the ocean, and I think my knowledge of the tower’s history may be of use.”

I laughed. “Glad to hear everything worked out, and we’ll absolutely take any information we can get.” I popped the fully charged Soul Reactor into my right hand and the Spark Lure into my left. “You’re right on time, too.”

“Would you mind if I take a look at those before you place them into the Wonder?” Erasmus said, and it was oddly charming to see the old mage practically jumping up and down. “Once they’re in place, it’s likely that I’ll never get another chance.”

I shrugged and handed him the items, and he dropped right to the floor and brought up two more of the strange digital schematics I’d seen earlier, though I couldn’t make heads or tails of what he was looking at.

House sniffled to my left.

“House? You good over there?”

She motioned me across the tower and out of earshot from the distracted mage, so I headed over.

“I am so very sorry that it came to this, but I have news to share that may prove terribly shocking.”

“I’m not sure you do,” I said, laughing the words under my breath. “What’s up, House?”

“I plied Erasmus with drinks not for simple merrymaking but with the calculated intent of causing him to miss his vessel.” She pulled in a deep breath. “Even worse, I was also the merchant who bought out the ships he mentioned.” She wiped her nose. “I imagine you are quite disappointed in my recent behavior and the lengths I had to go to, but in the end, I was not strong enough to part with Bella.

“And worst of all,” she continued, “I was dishonest with the both of you when it came to Erasmus. But I felt that I needed to provide you with a possible course of action given our ongoing issues, otherwise you would likely stress on my behalf during your raid with the guild.” She hung her head. “I am a criminal and a deceiver of the worst degree. Feel free to voice your disappointment at great length and volume. I am prepared.”

“What’s there to be disappointed about, exactly?”

She looked up at me, eyes shining.

“You did great, House! You took all of the economic stuff we’ve been working on and solved this problem completely on your own.” I put a hand on top of her head. “And not only that, but you managed to pull it off in a way that made everybody happy and get us a bit of help with the Wonder at the same time. Disappointed? Please. I couldn’t be more proud of you.”

She beamed and rubbed her eyes. “Thank you very much. That is an immense relief.”

“What do you think it says about you that the only skill you have to pass on is how to throw money at problems?” Frank said.

I gestured at Erasmus. “Did it work, though?”

Frank grunted. “I guess, but it sort of depends on who you ask.”

“Why do you sound so disappointed? Are you sad that you haven’t rubbed off on House as much as you thought you had?”

“I remain relieved, but I would still prefer not to be rubbed,” House said. “Especially by Frank.”

“Please,” Frank said.

“No thank you.”

“That’s not what I meant, I wasn’t asking you to⁠—”

“Ignore him, House. He’s just disappointed because he thought you’d solved your Bella problem by murdering Erasmus and disposing of his body.”

“Psh,” Frank said, but it didn’t sound very convincing.

She tossed a piece of sushi into her mouth. “If it makes you feel any better, that was Plan B.”

I snorted. “Wow, a joke! Look at you go, House!”

“Yeah, yeah,” Frank said. “The jig’s up, robot. We know all about how you’ve been using elf boy’s culinary disaster to your advantage. Making your teeth scratch themselves, right?”

She smiled, gums bleeding. “Indeed. Your wood-infused sushi has proved extremely useful, though I still feel quite guilty, given how I acted. You are, however, both right and wrong about how exactly I have been using it.”

“How’s that?” Frank said.

She leaned a little closer. “I also eat sushi when I am telling the truth.”

Frank shuddered. “Oh.”

I laughed, then cut off and looked from her to Frank and back again. “Wait, that Plan B thing was a joke, right?”

She ate another small piece. “It was indeed.”

“Incredible,” Erasmus said from behind me. “Truly incredible. Thank you for that.”

I turned around, and he was right there, holding the items out with both hands, so I went ahead and reclaimed them.

“Since we’ve got you here, do you have any idea how I actually put these in?”

“Simply place them atop the tower,” Erasmus said. “The structure will handle the rest.”

I did just that, and a confirmation window popped up that asked if I intended to place the Soul Reactor as well as the Spark Lure into the Deepwater Complex. I mentally confirmed the prompt, and both items sank into the top of the tower as if melting away.

A blue circle carved with delicate runework burst alight at the very center of the tower only a few feet from where we were standing. Lines of power split off it and raced down the full height of the structure, vanishing beneath the waves below and brightening the surrounding water.

A trio of Ripples followed, one after the next, and the second was by far the largest.

Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has placed the {Spark Lure} within the {Deepwater Complex}, and the second step toward bringing the Wonder fully online is now complete!

As a result, the water around the {Deepwater Complex} is now being passively infused with a tremendous amount of Mana, and the Rare and powerful creatures that usually remain deep in the depths of the ocean are being slowly but inextricably drawn to the surface, promising vast rewards to whoever is willing and able to slay them.

However, the true power of the {Deepwater Complex} will remain a mystery until the lone remaining artifact has been charged and assembled!

Major Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has placed a fully charged {Soul Reactor} within the {Deepwater Complex}, and the third and final step toward bringing the Wonder online is now complete!

As a result, the {Deepwater Complex} will now begin the process of creating a web of Mana-infused water that spans the oceans to either side of the {Onyx Delta}.

All ships that pass through the infused water will have their travel speed increased by 100%. The expansion process is automated, and routes will be chosen based on the geography and population of nearby cities, with more populous cities taking priority.

Once established, all routes are permanent, and any vessel that wishes to take advantage of the route need only steer into the enchanted water and may likewise exit at any point.

Any ship that catches the initial wave created by the expansion process will have its movement speed increased by an additional 100%, stacking multiplicatively.

However, if any single player manages to obtain more than 80% of all available {Housing Plots} within the {Black Oasis}, they will gain the ability to disable the automated expansion system and steer it to their own purposes as they see fit by manually assigning up to three routes per day.

Warning: While capable of significant displacement via the application of force, the magical waves created by this structure will not deal direct damage to vessels, structures, players, or NPCs under any circumstances.

Minor Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has taken control of more than 80% of the Housing Plots within the Black Oasis and is the first player to gain control of a fully active Wonder!

Awarding Unique Title: {Wondrous}.

I was grinning so hard my cheeks hurt. “This is why you wanted me to grab those extra plots, right?”

“Uh huh. We’re also knocking on the door of Renown Rank 16. Kind of insane, given how much harder it becomes to push forward after 15.”

“Killer. So how does this expansion process thing work?”

“Three routes per day,” Frank said. “You can basically send them anywhere you want by selecting a tower and a destination. Try controlling it.”

I did, and the tower came alive beneath me, shaking and grumbling. The stone collar shifted, too, and after reading the bit about the waves the prompt had mentioned, I recognized the impossibly large and heavy collar for the improvised hammer that it was.

“Oh, I see. So I just aim this stone collar wherever I want, and it’ll drop and create a wave?”

“An enchanted wave that won’t diminish in size until it reaches its target,” Erasmus broke in, “at which point it will harmlessly disperse. According to the legends, these towers actually had two purposes. The first was seafaring—the dwarves would use the towers to create vast swaths of enchanted water to navigate by.”

House twitched. “And the second purpose?”

He favored her with a warm smile. “The second was to carve actual passageways between oceans to further facilitate trade. Canals, basically, but much simpler.”

I spun the stone collar and was surprised to see that it rotated all the way around the tower. “Huh. So they used the waves to cut paths through the sands, eh?”

“Indeed. And there is no greater excavator than water applied over time.” He pointed at the cliff line where Highwater used to sit. “I believe that the place you call home was once just as elevated as the mountain range that now looms above it, and the dwarves likely carved the area out and sculpted its various tributaries to allow for seafaring between the two great oceans.”

I whistled, trying and failing to comprehend the force involved in pulverizing an entire mountain range.

“Makes sense. The Oasis used to be widely known for trading, right? This Wonder would be enough to justify that reputation on its own, given enough time. Imagine how powerful this could be if we could actually hold onto the city for even a couple days. You’re basically manipulating the trips between cities.”

“Huh?” Frank said.

I rotated the stone collar toward Koria. “If it takes a ship six hours to get to Koria, with this thing in hand, you could quarter that. And with motors and faster ships, the world would largely open up in a matter of days. And in the meantime, we could effectively control the way global trade develops. Very cool. But I wonder…”

I aimed the collar to the north and tried to activate the structure, at which point I received a warning asking if I’d like to create one of today’s three routes. And when I switched the destination to several much more dubious targets, given the paths the wave would take, the prompt was the same no matter what.

I was suddenly very grateful for Erasmus’ explanation.

I paused, thoughts racing, hopes building. “Hey, House?”

“Yes?”

“I might have to switch things up here. Do you have your teleport cooldown available?”

“I do indeed.”

“Would you mind if I asked you to take a quick trip for me, then shoot on over to Koria with your teleport right after? You’d be taking the Freighter with you, but you could travel however you wanted.”

“Certainly.”

“I think I probably need you to grab a couple more things from the Auction House before that. But first things first…”

I pointed the collar to the north and activated the tower for the first time. The stone collar rose, and every hair on my head reached for the sky at the same time. The air felt positively electric, the temperature plummeted for a moment, and the instinct to turn and run was surprisingly strong.

Then the collar dropped and punched deep into the waves, and I briefly caught sight of the sea floor below. A towering wave ripped out from the platform, far larger than the impact seemed capable of generating, but there it was, rolling north with every inch of it glowing emerald green.

Once the wave had built and formed, it neither grew nor shrank as it headed north, it just rolled onward toward the horizon. The green glow lingered behind the wave, not fading at all, and I figured that the lingering visual effect was probably the game’s way of marking the route as having been established.

It was certainly effective. The bright channel of water was hard to miss and wide enough for several boats to pass by each other at the same time.

“Yeah,” I said. “That’ll definitely work. House, I’m gonna draft a quick trade offer for you to take along with you on that first trip. While I’m doing that, could you head to the Auction House and buy up as much Cloud Seed as you can find?

“I’d also like you to build a wall for me if you could. Rush it however much you need to, I’ll cover all the expenses.”

House shook her head. “I am afraid the Siege is too soon for me to complete such a project in time.”

“What about a partial wall? Just put it around a third of the Commercial Ward. Have it hugging the dune’s curve and facing east. Would that work in time?”

“That should not be a problem.”

“Great. And one last thing: could you link me your Engineering skill when you’re at the Auction House? Might have a few last-minute builds for you once I’ve run some stuff by Frank to see if what I’m thinking is actually possible.”

“Certainly.”

“Cloud Seed, huh?” Frank said. “If you’re thinking of Koria, I’d recommend bringing a lot of that stuff. A whole lot.”

“I am, yeah.”

“Please define both of your lots,” House said.

“At least five thousand Cloud Seed,” Frank said. “Dunno if there’s gonna be that much around, but you’ll need at least that much.”

“Understood.”

“I’ll send you some better directions once I get my thoughts together. As for the seed, we’ll just have to hope people have been active up in the Cloudscape.”

I pulled a piece of paper out of my inventory along with a pen and started drafting, then realized Erasmus was still standing there.

“Hey, Erasmus?”

“Yes?”

“Would you mind if I ask you a couple questions while House is shopping?”

“I would be happy to be of assistance. Does it have anything to do with the dwarves?”

“No.” I pulled the Spelliron Shield and the burning blade I’d taken from Darling out of my inventory and set both items atop the tower. “But I was wondering if you had any extra info on these things before we stake our entire futures on them.”

He smiled. “That I can do.”


Chapter Forty-Five



“Who we got next?” Frank said.

I checked the schedule Darling had sent me. One by one, we’d met with every officer except for Jukes.

We were currently sitting in the Inn’s highest room and looking out over the Sands, watching the sun rise over the Oasis for what felt like the very last time.

The gathered army was also visible from my vantage point, sunlight glinting off countless helms and swords. The sight of so many people ringed up in one spot had my stomach in knots, and the number of boats anchored to the east and west had tripled at the very least.

More people were lining Highwater’s cliffs as well, and there was even a great number of groups camping out on the gentle rises that lined the Marble Hills to the south.

I rubbed my forehead. I kept feeling like our odds of success couldn’t get any worse, but then they did exactly that.

“Jukes should be here…” I broke off as footsteps sounded in the hall, and someone knocked at the door a moment later. “Now, I guess.”

“Hey, you guys in there?” Jukes said, sticking his head round the door. “Heard you needed something?”

“Yup, c’mon in and get comfortable. This won’t take long.”

He dropped into a wooden chair near the door, so I went over and hopped onto the windowsill with the sunrise glowing behind me.

He leaned forward, hands clasped in front of him. “So what’s up?”

“Just talking Siege plans and everyone’s various roles. I’ll jump right into it because we just met with Erasmus and got a lot more information than we had previously. You’ve seen this before, right?”

I sent him a link.

{Reality Blade} (Legendary Artifact)

Use: ??

Charges: 1

“Yup,” he said, “for whatever that’s worth! Hoarder’s Coin really paid off, eh?”

I nodded. “Can’t tell you how relieved I was when that sword actually dropped. We’d have been totally screwed without it. But here’s the thing: thanks to Erasmus’ help, we finally know exactly how it works. And I think it gives us a pretty decent shot at winning the day.”

“Even with that army waiting outside the window?”

“Even then.”

Jukes leaned even closer.

“So here’s the short of it: we can use the blade to open a gateway to another world, sort of like how Kestral and company ended up here.”

He squinted at me. “That seems… cool, but not super defensive? At least, not in the way we need.”

“Doesn’t seem that way at first glance. But let’s back up a second. We’ve also got the Spelliron Shield, right? Which we can use to safeguard an area, provided we can pump an enormous amount of Mana into it. But because this is a Siege, which is an official event, we’re not allowed to deploy it ahead of time.

“There’s this, too: the bigger the area we protect, the longer the shield is going to take to deploy. So instead of covering the whole Oasis at the start of the fight, we’ll probably be forced to deploy it over the Commercial Ward.”

“Sure.”

“At the same time, though, the bigger area we go to protect, the more Mana we’ll need, and the less time we’ll have with the shield up and running.” I tapped the windowsill. “So what we’re going to do, basically, is bring another Mana Storm right into the heart of the Oasis.”

“A Mana Storm?” Jukes said.

I forced a smile just like I had several times earlier. “Yeah, but not just any storm. Since we’ll be able to pick the world it comes from, Frank’s going to help us out and pick the deadliest storm we can find.

“Long story short, it’s going to be a monster. Whole area’s going to be burning—we’re basically going to be bringing a fire storm into the Delta and dropping it right on top of the Oasis.”

He nodded. “With the Spelliron Shield in place to protect the city.”

“Right. And since it’s a Mana Storm, it’ll also naturally power the shield. Not a permanent solution, but yeah.” I looked at Frank. “How long did you think the shield would last again?”

“If we can get everything into place, the storm should be able to power the shield for three, maybe four days? It’ll weaken over time as the Mana gets pulled away.”

“There you have it. If this works, we’ll get the better part of a week to figure out a way to prevent this from happening again. And if not, we’ll have a bit more time to cut our losses and run when we’re not in the middle of something else.”

“That’s pretty wild, man!” Jukes said. “A fire storm, huh? And it’s just gonna wipe out everybody who’s Sieging on their way in?”

“That’s the idea. So, on a practical level, we’ve got a couple problems, but thankfully they’re pretty simple.”

I jumped off the sill and headed over to a table where I’d set out a pitcher of ice water and some glasses. The pitcher was dripping with condensation, so I picked it up and set it aside and used the moisture it left to draw four circles on the table.

Jukes hopped up and came over, hands on knees. “The four wards?”

“You got it.” I tapped one of them. “This is the Commercial Ward, where Frank and I will start. The moment the Siege begins, we’ll activate the Spelliron Shield and get it going. If it completes, we’ll have plenty of time to get the fire storm up, and we’ll be good from there.”

“If?” he said.

“Yeah. See, the one thing we need to prevent is exactly what they’ll want to do: rush the city. We’re gonna be facing down thousands here, man. Maybe even tens of thousands. And if enough of those people are able to rush under the dome before it slams into place, it’s not gonna matter what’s happening on the other side. So what we’re basically going to try to do is⁠—”

“Delay as many people as possible?”

“Exactly. If we get everything into place ahead of time, we’ve got a shot. If we don’t, we lose. I’ve got House working overtime on her engineering right now, and we’ll be bringing a ton of new toys to play with.

“Got a new type of golem that people can summon too, so we’ll be handing those out right before the Siege. They don’t have much in the way of attack power, but they’re huge, and they’ve got some pretty powerful AoE snares. Exactly what we need to delay huge numbers of people at one time.”

I tapped the Royal Ward. “Given your mobility, I’m going to have you start here at the beginning of the fight with a small group of similarly fast people. You’re gonna deploy the golems and harass the enemy lines early on, then fall back to the Commercial Ward right away so we can do the same thing all over again and pray that that’s enough.”

I leaned closer and went deeper into the details, going over all the various positions I’d put the other officers in, which members would be under Jukes’ direction, and so on.

“So, yeah,” I said a couple of minutes later. “That’s basically it. You take your army and your golems and buy us as much time as humanly possible, then dart right under the shield before it falls. Clear?”

“Cool, I can definitely do all that!” Jukes said. “Is there anything else you need from me? I’m supposed to help Darling with something here in a bit.”

“Nope, that’s it, man! Thanks for indulging me.”

“Anytime, dude! Good luck with everything!”

As Jukes headed out of the room, I sighed and went back to the window.

“Alright, the stage is officially set.” I dialed Sleep and let it ring. “Just one thing left to do.”

A video panel appeared in front of me. “Hey there,” Sleep said. “Wondered if I’d be hearing from you before the party started.”

“Tongue king!” Mingo shouted from somewhere out of view.

I sighed. “Hey, guys. I was wondering if you’d be willing to do me a favor.”

Sleep arched an eyebrow. “Much as I’d like to help you out with the Siege, that Wager we made back at the Senate has us fully locked out.”

I waved the concern away. “Nah, that’s fine. I’m actually looking for a hand with the aftermath, provided we live long enough to see it.”


Chapter Forty-Six



Regional Warning: The Siege of the Black Oasis begins in 10 minutes.

Reminder: As this Siege has been designated a free-for-all event, if the attacking forces are victorious, the most valuable parts of the city will go to the guild that made the greatest contribution to the attack, with lesser plots and structures being divided between the other attackers based on merit.

I dismissed the prompt with a sigh and moved through the deserted Oasis, once again marveling at just how quiet it was.

Darling had arranged the guild just as I’d explained to the other officers, and we now had all of our members spread out around the city. With the bulk of them concentrated around the Commercial Ward, Frank and I had been left utterly alone.

Quite frankly, our defenses looked ridiculous. We had something like a hundred people standing atop some dunes, somehow hoping to put up any sort of resistance whatsoever against thousands of players.

We hadn’t even had time to improve the city’s defenses, and the majority of the turrets and walls that we’d been upgrading during the previous Siege were still around.

There was one subtle difference that I hadn’t mentioned to the officers when it came to positioning, though: Darling was actually all the way out in Highwater, watching the proceedings from the cliff line with countless other bystanders. All of their name tags taken together made it look like someone had drawn a thick green line atop the mountains.

“You really think this is going to work?” Frank said.

“I have no idea.” I checked the time. “But by now, House should have delivered that message I sent her north with, and she ought to be in Koria.”

I sent her a quick message to double-check.

“Yep, House is ready and waiting. You were right about the Cloudseed, though; she was only able to find half of what you said we’d need.” I sighed. “Really could have used a break there. But I guess we’ll just have to make it work.”

I sent another message. “Sleep is a go, too. I think we’re all set here.”

I strode down the central avenue, bridges twisting in the breeze above me, moving by the Auction House and the World Tree and everything else until I found myself standing on the lone section of wall House had managed to complete.

It looked almost as silly as the defenses, just a single, curving stretch of stone about twenty feet high and two hundred feet long.

“Only one thing left to do, Frank.”

I took a deep breath, then pulled the Worldbranch Throne out of my inventory and slammed it onto the dirt right at the center of the wall.

“Uhhh, what?” Frank said. “We’re doing this now?”

“I checked with Darling ahead of time, and yes, we sure are.”

I lowered myself toward the seat, but Frank interrupted me.

“Woah woah woah, hold on a minute. Do you know what’s going to happen if you park your bony little ass there?”

I stared him down. “If I fit, I sit, Frank.”

He paused. “Damn. Can’t really argue with cat logic. But I’m just saying, with a great chair comes great responsibility. Once you sit, the Throne’s going to become active, and you’ll only have so much time to⁠—”

I dropped into the chair and leaned back. It was deeply uncomfortable, high-backed but stony and cold, and the woven branches that made up its back were bumpy against my spine.

But a lone dialogue box had appeared at the center of my vision, and that was all I needed. I typed a short message in, smiled at it for a moment, then hit submit and just sat there, grinning like a fool despite everything.

“What did you wish for?” Frank said.

“It’s a secret. And I’m thinking we’ll probably have company shortly, so you might wanna⁠—”

A dry pop sounded to my left.

“And there he is,” I said with a laugh. “That didn’t take long.”

Kline was shirtless once again, glaring down at us. “I knew this was going to be bad the moment your guild won the race, but come on. You must be joking.”

“Huh,” Frank said. “So you didn’t wish that he’d put a shirt on, then. Can’t lie, kinda disappointed down here.”

“I did not, and while I did briefly consider adding another nipple to his unmatched pair, I am definitely not joking when it comes to the Wish. Not even slightly.”

“You could have anything,” Kline said. “And that’s what you’re choosing?”

“Yep.”

“What are you choosing?” Frank said.

“It’s a surprise, Frank.”

“I suddenly hate surprises!”

Kline waved a hand, and Frank popped into his sheath.

“I really wish you’d stop doing that.”

“It’s necessary for the moment.” Kline stared at him. “Why, though? What happened to changing the world?”

I reclined deeper into the chair, which only made it more uncomfortable. “I think that’s exactly what I’m doing.”

“I don’t see how what you’re proposing is world-changing in the slightest. Hardly anybody else will even notice.”

“Look, man. One of the wiser things my father used to say was that when you set out to change the world, the first thing you’ve gotta do is ask who you’re changing it for. Otherwise, whatever you do inevitably comes back to being about yourself.

“I always thought it was kinda funny coming from him, being that he was a selfish asshole and all that, so who else would he be changing the world for?”

I shifted on the throne, trying and failing to get comfortable.

“But once I started looking at it as a do what I say not what I do sort of thing, I think I finally realized he had the right of it. Or at least I figured out what he was getting at. And like it or not, we won, and now we’re here.

“And the leg work’s already been done on your end, right? You’ve had a successful test case running around for a couple weeks, and the diagnostics for the second round are⁠—”

“How long have you been planning this?”

“Oh, I dunno. Day one?” I paused, eyes on the Cloudscape above. “No, that’s not true. Things were awful early on. But probably by day two. I obviously had no idea what sort of role the Throne would play in bringing the whole thing to fruition until recently, but I figured I’d just keep working and eventually we’d find a way to make it happen.”

Kline rubbed his face. “Fine. Alright then. I’ll put the change through, but there are going to be sacrifices involved on your part to ensure balance. This is off the top of my head, but there will probably be distance restrictions. I’ll have to figure out a way to handle the loot angle, too.”

A prompt came through that said my Wish had been approved pending a few changes, and the system was now asking for final confirmation on my end.

The urge to pump a fist in triumph was shockingly strong, but I held it in and managed to keep my voice level despite the sheer joy and shock rippling through me.

“I figured, and that’s fine. But is there any chance you can get it done before the Siege? That would really help me out a lot.”

He glanced up, probably at a timer I couldn’t see. “In seven minutes and counting? No. It’ll be quick, but not that quick. Half an hour, at the very least.”

“Can I send you a few suggestions for what I think would work best?”

“That’s fine. You’ll get a notification when it’s ready.”

“Alrighty then.” I raised a finger and hovered it in front of the submit button a second time. “Just to double-check: can I safely assume this Wish officially has your blessing?”

He sighed. “It doesn’t seem to conflict with any of the rules we laid out, nor the Wager you made back in the Senate.” He narrowed his eyes. “Which, in hindsight, I assume was made with this Wish specifically in mind.”

“Of course it was.”

“Very well, then.”

I confirmed my choice, and a Crimson Ripple pulsed out from me, rushed out over the gathered attackers, and vanished over the horizon.

Crimson Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has used the Worldbranch Throne to alter a piece of the very fabric of EBO. Once the Wish has finished processing, the world will never be the same!

Kline looked over across the massive crowd that ringed the Oasis, thousands and thousands deep, with the Siege participants up front and an ocean of hostile players.

“This certainly is something though, isn’t it?”

He waved a hand, and Frank gasped as if resurfacing in cold water.

“One ill-timed word and you go back in,” Kline said.

Frank dropped his voice and tried to raise a hand. “Is this what they call father-son bonding?”

I stifled a laugh with a cough. “So is this what you were expecting, Kline?”

“Hm?”

I tapped the top of Frank’s blade. “When you designed this little guy.”

I felt Frank tense at the words, but he miraculously held his peace.

“Something like this, yes. Maybe not quite so dramatic, though. And certainly not this one-sided, nor so quickly. The entire game world against one person.”

“Not quite the entire world, but close enough. It’s created an interesting problem, though: how do you protect what you’ve built in a world where people are functionally immortal?”

Kline nodded. “If anything, you’ve certainly exceeded my expectations when it comes to being hated.”

I laughed. “Please. Most of these people don’t even know us. They’re just here to grab some free stuff while the Cult and Corruptia do the heavy lifting.” I grinned. “You wanna see hated, though? Give us five minutes and counting.”

“If you say so.”

“Can I ask for one more thing?”

“You can try.”

“Can I get a cosmetic ring or something that will trigger the Wish once it’s loaded? I don’t want it just going out whenever. Need to get some stuff in place first, and I know the guild’s going to want to be there for it.”

Kline made a sweeping gesture, and a simple golden band appeared on the index finger of my left hand. “It’ll fall apart once it’s used. And don’t bother trying to sell it; there’s no value there.”

“Thanks, this is perfect.”

“You’ll get a notification when the Wish is complete.” He looked around. “Alright, I think we’re done here.”

“Hey, one more thing.”

He paused, looking suddenly irritated. “What?”

“If any one thing goes wrong here today, I’m gonna be in a really, really bad spot. So before that happens and I end up in a terrible mood, I just wanted to say thank you.”

Kline cocked his head. “For what, exactly?”

“For making EBO. Whatever happens next, it’s a beautiful game, man.”

He went to speak but paused.

I stood up and reached out a hand. “Thanks for making it. Honestly changed my life, and if you hadn’t made it, I’d probably still be the same miserable person who logged in here for the first time. And I’m glad I’m not that.”

Kline hesitated, then shook my hand. “You’re… welcome. I… should get back.” He popped away without another word, the slightest of smiles tugging at the very corner of his lips.

“I can’t believe you just shook his hand.”

“Yeah, well.” I rubbed the back of my head. “When somebody is on the verge of doing something you want, it’s best not to be a dick if you can avoid it.”

“Fair enough. Hey, smell your hand.”

“What? No, why?”

“I wanna know if my dad’s hand smells like pepperoni. I feel like it probably does.”

I considered Frank’s request, and while it was clearly insane, it also seemed genuine on his end. So I smelled it.

“Nope, nothing. Maybe a hint of soap.”

“Huh.”

I sank back into the Throne while the Siege timer ticked ever lower. “Is that a nipple joke that I’m not getting?”

“Hm. Maybe that’s where the association came from. I just sorta always felt like he smelled like pepperoni and feet, but maybe his feet are just kinda meaty.”

“That’s a terrible descriptor.”

“Anyway, what’d you wish for?”

“You wanna know?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“You really wanna know?”

“Yeah!”

I popped two cans of coffee I’d purchased from the Auction House earlier on into each hand, neither of which had anything to do with the wish I’d actually made. But Frank didn’t know that, and the opportunity was too good to pass up.

“Bam!”

“What… what the hell is that? Two coffees? What kind of negotiating were you doing back there? You could have gotten at least, like, ten of them.”

“This is for my coffee date with Darling, Frank.”

He narrowed his eyes.

“And as you’ve likely surmised, these are not ordinary coffees.”

“Oh, here we go.”

“These are love potions, Frank. Whichever two people drink these coffees together will be inextricably dragged into deep, ever-lasting love.”

“That seems ethically dubious at best and sinister at worst.” He paused. “My dad strikes again, huh?”

“That he did, Frank.”

“So, what? You’re gonna give Darling one of those cans?”

“Not necessarily.”

“Oh, I don’t like where this is going at all.”

“You have two options, Frank. Option one: Darling and I drink these on our hard-won coffee date.”

“Unacceptable. In fact, whatever you’re about to suggest as an alternative cannot possibly be any worse than that.”

“Option two. You and I drink these coffees together, right now.”

Frank dry-heaved. “I have never been so wrong. That is infinitely worse.” He heaved again. “I think I just experienced fear for the first time.”

“Kind of ironic, given that you’re being threatened with love.”

“Yeah, but it’s not just any love: it’s yours. That’s terrifying! I mean, really, that’s dark, man!” He hesitated, mental wheels—wheel?—spinning. “Wait, I’ve got a better idea for the drinks: why don’t I drink both of the love potions by myself. Wouldn’t that be awesome? We should do that instead. Let’s do that right now.”

I dropped the cans into my inventory. “That’s an interesting thought, but I don’t think it’s possible for you to love yourself any more than you already do.”

“Hmm. I guess I am what one would call borderline self-obsessed. But at the same time, can you blame me?”

“Borderline?”

The timer ticked ever lower.

“Alright, time’s running out, so we’re shelving this discussion for now.” I hopped back to my feet. “So where do you wanna be when that massive wall of people inevitably overruns the guild and rushes in here to massacre us and steal everything we’ve built?”

“I wanna be where I belong: on the Throne, clearly.”

“I’m aware. But how? We’re talking poses here, Frank.”

He took a deep breath. “My moment has finally arrived.”

“Yeah, it has. So why are you stalling?”

He paused. “It’s just that I spent so long coming up with the perfect position to be found brooding atop the throne in, and now I’m overwhelmed by the joy of the moment.”

“You forgot to pick a pose, didn’t you?”

He sighed. “Yeah. I went real hard on that for, like, twenty minutes, then never thought about it again. Completely forgot about the whole thing.”

“How about this?”

I placed him up against the back of the chair.

“You gotta be kidding me right now. You could not have done a worse job.”

“Fine, fine.”

I laid him flat against the seat, then tried a dozen other options until we ended up with a position that was exactly the same as the one I’d suggested in the first place because the stone was slick and nothing else really worked.

“Perfect,” Frank said. “Alright, now get behind the Throne.”

I moved behind it, more than slightly touched that he wanted me in the frame at all.

“One hand to either side.”

I did just that.

“Good. Now crouch down a little bit, get your chin near the back of the chair. Good. Now lower, lower. A bit lower.”

I stopped mid-crouch with only my forehead peeking out above the high back. “Any lower and they’re not going to be able to see me at— oh.”

“Oh indeed. I’d like to say you caught on quick, but I can’t.”

I stood up and came back around. “Any other suggestions?”

“How would you feel about being a human ottoman for a little while?”

“Absolutely not.”

“Maybe you just stand to my left with one hand behind your back, the other crossed in front of you with a white napkin hanging down off your forearm?”

“You mean like a butler?”

“More generous way of putting it than I was thinking, but sure, I can toss you a bone.”

I stood up straight and leaned one shoulder against the side of the huge chair. “Whatever. I’m just gonna stand here like this.”


Chapter Forty-Seven



Regional Alert! The Siege of the Onyx Oasis will begin in 30 seconds!

Players who die during the Siege or who leave the grounds will be removed from the event, and the Siege will end when the reserves of either the Attackers or the Defenders are reduced to fewer than 10% of their starting numbers.

Once the Siege has reached the 15-minute mark, any Defender within the Siege grounds who doesn’t engage in combat for more than 2 minutes at a stretch will automatically be killed and removed from the event to prevent Defenders from hiding to delay the Attackers’ progress.

The Siege will last for a maximum of 1 hour, and if the attackers are not victorious by that time, the Siege will be considered a failure.

“Okay then. Here we go.”

I sent a quick message to Darling, and she dropped a line into the guild chat.

And a moment later, every guild member stationed around the Oasis deployed a pair of House’s newest golems—massive stone constructs that were three times the size of the last ones I’d seen—and instantly tripled our numbers, not that they became any more respectable in the face of the unending army in front of us.

I inspected one of them.

{Titanium Giant} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite)

HP: 20,000/20,000

MP: 2,000/2,000

The numbers looked damn good—and the towering golems would no doubt give our opponents pause as they approached—but there was one problem: everything I’d told Jukes and the other officers about them was completely fabricated.

In truth, House’s latest creations were just the product of another advancement in Construction Golems, and the fearsome-looking constructs now ringing the four wards in every direction had no combat capabilities whatsoever, let alone the sort of powerful AoE snare I’d promised the officers.

Then, as Darling and I had agreed earlier, she put out a second message that made the guild chat erupt into complete chaos: she wanted everyone to log out. Right now.

After a moment of hesitation, our already sparse defenders vanished in a wave.

“Nice,” Frank said. “Golems will only last a minute before they despawn if nobody logs back in.”

“That’s fine. Those things will be dead way before then if I’m right about the way this is going to go.”

I watched the raid frames in my peripheral gray out one by one, and I didn’t relax until it was only Darling and me left online.

“That’s one way to plug a leak,” Frank said. “Still think we should have just killed everyone but Darling.”

“I think this is going to work a good bit better.”

I rolled my shoulders as the timer ticked down, then quietly removed about a fifth of the Oasis’ automated turrets while I still could and dropped them into my inventory.

“Annnnnd here. We. Go!”

Regional Alert! The Siege of the Black Oasis has officially begun!

I activated the Spelliron Shield the very moment the prompt appeared and selected an area that was wide enough to wall off the entirety of the Commercial Ward.

A beam of red energy lanced up high into the air and split like the spokes of an umbrella, radiating out while the red lines widened into a dome.

Then I popped the blazing sword I’d gotten from Darling into one hand and held it high overhead.

And then the only thing I had left to do was wait for the right moment.

The frontliners—mostly higher-level players from Corruptia and the Cult, including Tyrann and Ersatz themselves—were moving supernaturally fast, leaving blurred afterimages behind as they raced across the Sands and left the vast majority of the others in the dust.

“I’m seeing high-end speed potions being popped left and right,” Frank said. “Too many to count!” He paused. “They’re definitely rushing in.”

I eyed the Spelliron Shield, which wasn’t even a quarter of the way toward being deployed. “Shield might make it in time, gotta see how they handle the golems.”

I held my breath as the wave of enemy players crashed over the golems and blew right by them, locking them down with stuns and roots and all manner of spells but not truly engaging them at all.

“Yep,” I said. “Thought so.”

“Dome’s not gonna drop in time unless something changes,” Frank said. “Not even close. Gonna have company real quick.”

I scanned the battlefield, and on second thought, he was right. Thousands of players were swarming in all around us, and the leading edge was very clearly going to overshoot the bounds of the falling dome before it could slam into place.

The entire first wave had now bypassed the golems completely, and the few battles that had broken out among their rear ranks looked more like an avalanche running downhill than actual combat, with golem after golem getting stun locked to death or taken from full Health to zero in the blink of an eye despite their massive Health pools.

So I just sat back down on the Throne and watched the swarm rush in and blow my expectations apart. I’d figured we’d end up with something like fifty, maybe a hundred people under the dome in the worst-case scenario, but we were easily looking at ten times that many.

And that number only increased as the many siege engines rolled forward, battering rams blowing huge holes through the walls for players to flood through, trebuchets annihilating our turrets from afar before they had a chance to return fire.

“Goblin dick incoming!” Frank said.

“What the hell do you— oh, good shout,” I said as I spotted Ersatz rocketing around the corner of a building with a literal rocket strapped to his back, fire and dark fumes raging behind him.

He was howling and screaming in that awful, high-pitched way he had, and his guild members were close behind.

Tyrann appeared a moment later from the opposite direction, clearing the Auction House with a wing-assisted leap and slamming down onto the street in a burst of gold already at a full sprint.

I let the dome linger for a moment longer overhead while the enemy players raced in, filling the alleyways, howling and shouting like they’d already won.

But in truth, the battle hadn’t even started.

When Ersatz hit about the fifty-foot mark and the rocket on his back accelerated still further, I canceled the Spelliron Shield completely while it was still some twenty feet off the ground.

It shattered like an enormous pane of glass overhead, cracks splitting the sky, sunlight flooding through and making the fissures look like they were on fire before the entire panel crumbled away into a sparkling cloud of Mana.

And since the shield hadn’t had time to get into place, it hadn’t actually deployed. Which meant its single charge was still available, just as Frank had promised.

I eyed Ersatz, who was fully horizontal and flying toward me like a missile, then winked as I reactivated the Spelliron Shield.

This time I selected an area that was only about a yard wide and just tall enough to clear the top of my head while completely encompassing the Throne. The red shell slammed into place, the tiny area making it appear almost instantaneously.

“Spelliron is up!” Frank said. “But we’ve only got enough Mana in the air to power it for ten minutes, if that!”

Ersatz hit the red, translucent wall, and the red sphere rippled like he’d thrown a small rock into a pond rather than hit it face-first at forty miles per hour.

An explosive detonation followed, and though I barely felt the heat, the dark smoke it kicked up completely blocked my vision.

When it cleared, an unbelievable crowd of players had gathered around us in a semi-circle, blocking off our escape entirely and filling the long shadow of the curved wall looming behind us.

There were too many of them to count—the nearby streets and alleyways and even the roofs had become packed with hostile players within seconds, and thousands more were pouring through the other wards and heading our way.

“It’s officially over, Ned,” a familiar voice said. Then the crowd parted, and Tyrann stepped through the gap. “This is the end.”

“I’m not sure it is, Steven.”

Frank laughed. “Not sure why, but that one actually worked for me.”

I smiled. “You think this is the end, huh? I dunno about that, man. This is our first-ever reception on the Worldbranch Throne, and I’m thinking this is more like the beginning.”

Ersatz squeezed through two heavily armored players and burst to the front of the crowd. “Your guild members already turned tail and quit on you. Why don’t you come out and say hello? Get this over with.”

“They didn’t run, actually. I had them log out because I couldn’t risk having us lose at the very beginning if too many of them got wiped out in the initial rush, which seemed inevitable, given the numbers. So now it’s just all of you guys and the two of us.”

“How’s that Reality Blade treating you?” Ersatz said. “It’s hilarious that you’re gonna die before you even get a chance to use it.”

I eyed the blade, which was sitting across my lap. I held it up. “This thing? I don’t really care for it, honestly.” I tossed it onto the ground and set the permissions so anyone could pick it up.

It vanished immediately, appearing in Ersatz’s hand straightaway. “What the hell is this?”

“A totally useless sword,” I said. “Looks cool, though, right? I scooped that a ways back because it’s a dead ringer for the Reality Blade. Unfortunately for us, though, the real thing never actually dropped. Had two shots at it, too.”

“Darling really sold it, though,” Frank added.

I smiled at the thought. “That she did, Frank. That she did.”

“Wouldn’t have made a difference either way,” Tyrann said, and I was surprised by how confident he sounded. “It doesn’t matter what you’ve prepared, who’s coming to help, any of it. You’re looking at an army that’s thousands strong, and they’re all coming for the same thing. But before we get to that, we’ve got one more member joining the party.”

A flare of light caught my eye to the left, where several of Tyrann’s white-robed Cultists were sprinkling some kind of powder onto the sand, painting a golden rune onto the dark ground, and I instantly knew what they were doing.

“You’re bringing it back now, eh? I guess that’s a choice you could make. Seems risky, though. What if it ends up getting Franked in front of all these people? Again, I mean?”

“Inevitable if you ask me,” Frank said.

Tyrann tapped a finger against the shield. “The god’s just a little bit of insurance, actually. It’s not like you can win from behind that shield, but I’m more worried about you running away and taking the axe with you.”

“Oh shit,” Frank said. “He might be⁠—”

He trailed off, buzzing, and the hairs on the back of my neck stood up.

“What do you have?” Tyrann continued. “Fifteen minutes before you’ll have to engage in combat before the system kills you itself?”

He gestured around at the crowd, and laughter followed.

“No,” I said. “I can’t attack from inside this thing, but I’m pretty sure I can win from here, and I’m planning on doing exactly that. Go on, then. Bring your stupid little god back and do your stupid little speech. We’ll wait.”

Tyrann’s face reddened slightly. “Fine. Ask, and you shall receive.” He reached up a hand and snapped his fingers.

The golden symbols his Cultists had painted across the dunes flared, then dimmed, and for a moment, I thought the ritual had somehow failed.

But then a wave of blackness crept over the gold, creeping over it like oil, and the scent of rot filled the air.

A ripple followed.

Major Ripple Alert!

Player {Deadspeaker Tyrann} has completed a powerful summoning ritual, and {Sarchelious the Risen} now walks the world!

Tyrann laughed as the earth split open and the dead god clawed its way up and out. The figure rising behind him was a man nearly fifteen feet tall with skin so pale his veins looked black.

The only resemblance the newly arisen deity had to the burning god we’d seen before was that his lips remained sewn shut, while this one wore a black blindfold over his eyes. A pair of sickles hung crossed over his back, curved blades hanging low near his hips.

I inspected him.

{Sarchelious the Risen} (Level ?? Undead) (Elite++)

HP: 900,000/900,000

MP: 200,000/200,000

The god had a powerful buff, too, no doubt related to the protection effect Frank had mentioned earlier.

{Blessing of the Holy City} (Buff)

Description: If {Sarchelious the Risen} dies within 24 hours of being reborn, he will instantly be returned to full Health within a city designated by the religious leader who raised him.

Alternatively, the leader of the religion may consume this buff to return {Sarchelious the Risen} to his Holy City.

Designated City: Koria

Duration: 24 hours

I leaned back in the Throne, hard, and rubbed my face with both hands. And through my fingers, I saw the crowd part so the dead god could draw closer, standing head and shoulders above everyone else.

“Debuff on you,” Frank whispered. “Sorry, I should have seen this coming, but it was such a niche pick I never expected he’d go for it.”

“A debuff through the shield?”

“It’s the ground itself that’s being affected. Happened when he brought it back. I’m thinking this is what he meant by being worried about us running away. Here.”

{Cursed Ground} (Debuff)

Description: {Sarchelious, the Risen}’s reemergence has cursed the very ground he emerged from, preventing fast travel of all types within 500 yards.

Duration: Permanent unless the caster is killed or the effect is cleansed by a powerful spell.

“What do you think, Ned?” Tyrann said. “You’re not going anywhere. How’s that for a taste of reality?”

Inwardly, I was panicking; the returned god’s level was above and beyond anything I’d expected—it was at least 45, given my current level—and while I hadn’t been planning on teleporting out of the Siege, losing my get-out-of-jail-free card was a blow I hadn’t seen coming.

But I still had an angle I could play, so I mustered up all the confidence I could fake and smiled brightly.

“It’s all just so… stupid. I can’t believe it’s this stupid.” I sat up and looked Tyrann full in the face. “Are you serious right now?”

He narrowed his eyes.

“Oh man, I have been giving you entirely too much credit. What is even the point of this?” I gestured around at the massive crowd. “I mean, on the one hand, I get it; the god can’t die because it’ll just return to Koria. And we can’t attack the city because of the Wager, right? So it’s a pretty free play on your part.

“But man… come on. Did you really think I’d stick around for the Siege only to teleport out and take the loss? What would even be the point of that? Or are you really just summoning this thing here and now because you knew you’d have an audience? Or is it because it’ll look good in a thumbnail when you post the video later on?”

He reddened slightly.

I gestured at the god with Frank. “This is just… sad. And to think I spent all this time coming up with countermeasures only to have your dumb ass opt for the most obvious protective ability you could have chosen.

“Did you really think we wouldn’t have something in place to deal with your city when you went so far out of your way to protect it? And tying it to the god, oof. Talk about two birds, one stone. Again.”

“You’re bluffing,” Tyrann said.

He was right about that, but not in the way he probably thought. I twisted around to the massive wall behind me and threw up a screen on it, centering it and making the panel as large as I could.

Then I dialed House. She popped onto the huge screen with Bella draped across her shoulders.

“Hello I am House and I am currently in position.”

The camera panned out to show House riding atop the Cloudscape in the Freighter with a Mana Storm spinning beneath her. The ship’s long deck was loaded with barrels, maybe a hundred of them in all.

“Go ahead and dump the first payload of Cloud Seed, House. According to Frank, the storm should ramp up pretty quickly.”

“Understood.”

The camera zoomed out over her shoulder, and House pushed a barrel onto its side and rolled it right off the edge of the ship and into the clouds.

Lightning flashed, and an alert followed almost immediately.

Minor Ripple Alert!

The Category 3 Mana Storm spinning above the city of Koria has intensified into a Category 4!

If the storm develops any further, the city and its surrounding lands may take considerable damage!

Tyrann squinted and mouthed the words.

“What the hell does this have to do with anything?” Ersatz said.

“Right now,” I said, “House is in the Cloudscape above Koria, riding on a Freighter that’s jam-packed full of Cloud Seed.”

Tyrann blinked, confidence visibly wavering.

“Cloud Seed is the item you used to start the Mana Storm initially,” Frank said. “To get this whole resurrection thing rolling.”

“I know what it does!” Tyrann snapped.

I cracked a smile. “Do you, though? Actually, I’d like to clarify that question a bit: do you know what it does, or do you know what it’s capable of?”

He hesitated.

“Okay then.” I pushed an imaginary button. “Frank, help the poor guy out with a Codex Entry, would you?”

“Blam!” Frank said, throwing the readout up onto the screen.

Codex Entry 8399: Mana Storms

Rated from Categories 1 to 6, Mana Storms are powerful natural phenomena that occur in areas of magical imbalance. Possessing the scope and ferocity of a hurricane combined with the spawning speed of a tornado, Category 6 Mana Storms have been known to wipe entire nations off the face of the world. Weaker storms may pass through lands without causing damage and may even leave beneficial effects behind.

“What the hell does that have to do with—” Ersatz started.

He cut off as House gave a signal to something out of frame, and 2.0 loped across the deck a moment later. The big cat raised a paw and extended her claws, then swiped at a massive knot that was securing a stack of barrels.

They rolled free at once, tumbling off either side of the deck and falling into the storm below.

A moment later, 2.0 freed a second stack, a third, then the clouds beneath House’s ship visibly darkened, and the huge vessel began to pitch and roll, sails filling with wind.

Minor Ripple Alert!

The Category 4 Mana Storm spinning above the city of Koria has intensified into a Category 5!

If the storm develops any further, the city and its surrounding lands may be totally destroyed!

Tyrann’s flushed face went visibly pale, all the color draining out of it at once.

I smiled. “Kinda sucks to have everything you’ve worked so hard for suddenly at stake, huh? Might wanna start the evacuation over there, otherwise a whole lot of people are gonna start dying.”

I could see the wheels spinning behind Tyrann’s eyes, so I pushed the point while all the new developments were still fresh and House continued to push barrel after barrel off the Freighter.

“As far as I see it, you’ve got two choices, Tyrann. You can send your god back to save your city before House has a chance to destroy it, or you can leave it here to fight, knowing the city might be lost in the meantime, along with that protective buff you’re depending on. And if the buff disappears, that’ll leave you vulnerable to being⁠—”

“Franked!” Frank shouted.

“Couldn’t have said it better myself.” I leaned forward and clasped one hand atop the other. “So what’s the move?”

Tyrann’s eyes flicked to Frank.

“I smell fear,” Frank said.

And to my surprise, Tyrann actually laughed. “Well, I didn’t see that coming. I suppose there’s nothing wrong with hedging one’s bets, eh? Not that it really matters. Sarchelious already accomplished exactly what we needed him to the moment he arrived.”

He snapped his fingers, and the towering god vanished before our eyes.

I grinned, grateful to have the high-level god out of the way if nothing else, though, in truth, I’d been hoping Tyrann would head back himself and take the Cult with him.

“Hopefully your god can make it to the Cloudscape in time, eh? Won’t be long before House has run out of barrels and it’s too late.”

That was true, but at the same time, every single one of the barrels that remained was completely empty; in fact, we’d barely had enough Cloud Seed to push the storm to a Category 5, let alone the Category 6 the city’s destruction would have required.

But that was fine. There were plenty of people based out of Koria that had nothing to do with Tyrann, and the last thing I wanted was to make even more enemies by screwing over a bunch of innocents.

“Good luck, House!” I said. Then I cut the feed and messaged her to get the hell out of there before the god could arrive.

“Pst,” Frank whispered. “We’ve got maybe six, seven minutes’ worth of Mana left here. Hate to say it, but we’re burning through it faster than I thought, not sure why. Might be the god’s influence from that curse.”

“None of this matters,” Ersatz said. “You’re still dead, you’re still losing the axe, and you’re still losing your city!”

“I dunno, man. I don’t think Frank’s going anywhere, and I’m definitely not dead. You might have a point with the third contention, but I think that’s going to be debatable once we actually finish here. I mean, can you really lose something that’s already gone?”

I pulled up my inventory before he could respond and threw on the set of mismatched gear I’d purchased at the Auction House earlier on.

“What do you guys think of this setup? It’s nothing special, really. Just a bunch of D-Grade with a couple C-Grade pieces mixed in for good measure. But it’s pretty hard to find decent stuff with the Pillager affix.”

Ersatz stared at me, a blank look on his face. But Tyrann’s eyes had gone wide, and he was scanning the Sands in alarm.

“Nothing?” I said. “I should have figured. Here ya go, champ. I’ll spell it out for ya.” I inspected my new helmet and dropped the readout into the general chat.

{Black Forest Helm of the Pillager}

Grade: D

Item Level: 30

Slot: Head

Type: Leather

Quality: Uncommon

Primaries: +5 Wisdom

Effect: All rewards gained through Razing are increased by 5%.

Armor: +4%

I inhaled deeply and took one last look around at the Onyx Oasis.

“Did you know that Razing a structure only rewards you with 33% of the building’s fair market value? Not the best way to recoup an investment, really.

“But with the right set of gear, you can ramp that all the way to 110%. At that point, you really have to look at it like a trade more than anything else. You’re losing future value, sure. But profit always comes at some sort of cost.”

Ersatz looked like he was about to say something, but the words died in his throat, and he took a step backward.

I smiled as I selected all of the plots within the other three wards—the Mana Derricks, the structures I’d stolen from the Cult with Golden Strangle, even the defensive walls that remained.

Then I selected Raze and executed the command.

“Deploy fire shields!” Ersatz shouted.

Red auras blossomed around the giant mob of players, especially among the frontliners with Corruptia tags.

I inspected the buff as the distant buildings began to burn in earnest, flames licking up from the base of the structures and moving up the walls and over the many roofs.

“Ah, I see what you were thinking with those shields,” I said, shouting over the roaring flames and Frank’s cackling laughter and the many conversations that had broken out in front of me. “You were expecting that to trigger another one of those explosive spheres that I used back at Highwater, right? Would have been fun, but that was a quest item, and I only had one.”

I rested my chin on one hand. A prompt came in as golden light surged out from me, and the looks of shock and confusion staring back at me from the crowd were deeply satisfying.

I checked the prompt out.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 36!

Reach level 40 to enhance your Subclass or unlock a second slot for the {Hero System}!

Reach level 45 to equip A-Grade gear and begin your Tier V class change!

Reach level 50 to begin your initial Capstone Trial, after which you will be able to equip S-Grade Gear, begin your Tier VI class change, and enter into the endgame of EBO in search of powerful new abilities, class-defining spells, and a challenging new level bracket where advancement comes with vast risks and even greater rewards!

I swiped the readout away.

“See, Razing is kind of an interesting case. The payouts are instantaneous, and since Razing is tied to the Housing System, if you’ve picked the right Renown Perks, you can convert any financial gains you make directly into Experience and Renown in real-time.”

Off in the King’s Ward, the Mana Derrick I’d built tilted and collapsed, and a burst of Gold hit my logs along with a chunk of Renown that pushed me to Rank XVI. I made sure that none of the resulting perks I could choose from would help us out in the current moment, then minimized the Renown System alerts for now because if I was right, that rank upgrade would soon be the first of many.

“And the best thing about the Razing system is that a building’s assigned value is at least partly speculative.” I eyed the Auction House. “The materials that went into constructing the building you’re burning down count for a good bit, as does the building’s daily income, but the most valuable structures are always those that the system defines as having the potential for growth.

“And that raises an interesting question: what do you think the only global network in all of EBO is currently worth? Tens of thousands of gold? Hundreds? I already make thousands of gold per day on a tiny cut of the total business it does, so I’d argue that its potential is almost infinite.”

Tyrann looked around, totally aghast. “You wouldn’t.”

“I wouldn’t what? Rip out the beating heart of the economy before my enemies can claim it for themselves?”

“You can’t,” Tyrann said. “You wouldn’t!”

“He’s bluffing!” Ersatz said. “Nuking the Auction House would be a declaration of war against the entire player base!”

“From where Frank and I are sitting, it kind of feels like we’re already there.”

I smiled and leaned forward on the throne.

“And honestly, isn’t this exactly what you guys wanted? You’re worried about one person having control of the Auction House and the Tree and everything else, right?

“And here I am, offering to fix all of your problems at once despite the way you guys have treated Omen from the beginning. But even after everything that’s happened, you still don’t think I have it in me, huh?”

“No chance!” Ersatz said. He puffed himself up. “He’s just trying to bluff us into another deal with⁠—”

“Then why don’t we find out?”

I selected everything that remained: the Inn, the Bank, the World Tree, the Auction House. All of it, except for the wall behind me.

Then I selected Raze and confirmed my choice.

And for the first time in EBO’s history, the entire game world lagged and stuttered.


Chapter Forty-Eight



Major Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has Razed the Black Oasis, and all that remains of the once-proud settlement is a pile of ash!

My entire world went up in flames, and the colossal burst of Gold, Experience, and Renown that hit my logs put even my wildest estimates to shame; the stream of alerts and payouts was overwhelming, and the text was scrolling by too quickly for anything more than a passing glance at any individual line.

Apparently, the Raze system had only been designed to pay out a maximum of 9,999 Gold at once. The result was a never-ending stream of repeated payments of the same amount, with a burst of Experience and Renown accompanying each rush of Gold.

I smiled from atop the throne as the level-ups poured in one after another and the gathered players stood there, shellshocked, while an inferno raged all around them.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 37!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 8!

You gained the Corpsebloom ability {Venomous Reap}!

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 38!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 9!

You gained the Corpsebloom passive ability {Corpsevine Plating}!

You may now select 1 of 3 active abilities!

I leaned back into the throne and kicked my feet up as flames raced up the World Tree. Its buds exploded like fireworks, setting off bright blue detonations overhead that released shockwaves that were strangely cold, a welcome counterpoint to the sweltering heat all around me.

“Holy shit, man,” Frank said. “This. Is. Awesome!”

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 39!

Congratulations, your Subclass has reached level 10!

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 40!

You may now begin a quest to enhance your Subclass so it can advance beyond level 10 or choose a new one!

You may now select 2 of 6 new active abilities!

I laughed and looked at the Auction House, which had yet to fully ignite, probably owing to how big of an area I’d torched at once. I glanced at my inventory and watched my Gold skyrocket over 100k with no sign of stopping.

“Don’t worry, Frank! There’s so much more to come!”

As the four-figure payouts streamed in, the Oasis burned, and the levels kept coming one after another, each punctuated by a rush of golden light brighter than the burst before it.

The crowd in front of me was in total chaos, with people fleeing the burning roofs and trying to get down into the street only to find the avenues completely packed.

I hit level 41, 42, 43. Then the Auction House disappeared behind a curtain of red flames, and the payouts came in faster than ever before.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 44!

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 45!

You may now equip A-Grade gear!

You may now begin your Tier V Class change!

Reach level 50 to begin your initial Capstone Trial, after which you will be able to equip S-Grade Gear, begin your Tier VI class change, and enter into the endgame of EBO in search of powerful new abilities, class-defining spells, and a challenging new level bracket where advancement comes with vast risks and even greater rewards!

High above, the World Tree tilted away from us, roots popping while it burned. Then it fell and flattened several buildings and dozens of people along with it.

“Burn, baby, burn!” Frank shouted, and the sheer glee in his voice had me laughing alongside him despite the pain of losing the tree. “Yes! Yeeeees!”

The levels slowed down as the Experience required to advance kept climbing, but the payouts just kept coming.

I pulled up my inventory. My stockpile of Gold coins had already piled all the way up to over a quarter million, but we still had a long way to go to reach our goal.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 46!

300,000 Gold.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 47!

350,000.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 48!

You may now select 3 of 9 new active abilities!

400,000.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 49!

Half a million. We were halfway to the magic number.

Then the prompt I’d been waiting for finally came, and a huge ripple followed.

Congratulations, you’ve reached level 50!

Seismic Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to reach the initial level cap, and the era of EBO’s endgame has officially arrived!

But take heed, players: The Possibility King’s masterwork has outlived its maker, and both of the conditions required for its emergence have now been met.

Awarding title: {Harbinger of the End}!

I just sat there on the Throne, smiling while both the Auction House and the World Tree continued to burn, the latter lying on its side in the sand with several corpses beneath it.

Elsewhere, the flames had largely died down, though you wouldn’t have known it from the way the payouts were still hitting. And with visibility returning, it wasn’t long before the enemy leaders got their feet back under them.

“Hold the line!” Tyrann said, voice booming through the crackling roar of the flames and the constant screams.

“This doesn’t change anything!” Ersatz said. “The Siege is still on, and you’re the only one left! You might have cheated your way to 50, but you still aren’t going anywhere!”

“I think you’re probably right about that. Level 50 or not, I’d probably get dogpiled by an army this big eventually if things were to kick off the way they currently stand.”

I pointed a pistol at Ersatz’s forehead, though the Spelliron Shield was still in the way.

“Don’t get me wrong; I bet I can one-shot every single one of you right now, and a single piercing bird would probably evaporate a line of fifty people, given how closely you’re all packed together.”

I mimicked firing, and Ersatz flinched.

“Do it!” Frank said. “Do it do it do it!”

I shifted on the Throne. “But it’s not time for that just yet. I’m going to be taking my leave here in a moment, mostly because this little bubble of mine is going to be running out of Mana a whole lot quicker now that I’ve leveled the tree and everything else.”

“You really think we’re gonna let you leave after everything you’ve done?” Tyrann said.

I ignored him and double-checked my inventory: we’d just broken 700,000 Gold, but while I couldn’t be sure, I thought the payouts might have finally slowed down.

And if we came up short…

I shook my head to clear it. There wasn’t anything left to do on the economic front, so we’d just have to roll with whatever happened.

With the first major step of the plan complete, I opened up the menu I’d been given upon being awarded control of the Wonder and selected my second route for the day, then burst out laughing when it actually worked.

A thunderous blast of sound ripped across the Sands, and every head turned west at the same time, though the towering wall I’d built blocked their view of the ocean beyond.

“You can mess with the Wonder all you want,” Ersatz said. “That’s not gonna help you in the slightest! There’s nowhere left to run!”

“And there’s nothing left to hide behind, either,” Tyrann added. “Level 50 or not, the axe’s reign ends today. No matter what it costs us.”

“Actually, you guys are the ones who’re leaving.” I leaned forward on the Throne, elbows on knees. “You know what’s funny, though? A bunch of you are supposedly here because you’re worried that Frank is too powerful of an advantage for one guy to have, right? That’s the line Tyrann’s been harping on about from the beginning, though if he’d ever gotten his hands on Frank, I can imagine he’d be singing a different tune.

“But if the Axe of Unbridled Knowledge was a problem before, it’s going to be a hell of a lot worse going forward. Because with me at level 50, Frank’s powers are truly unfettered for the first time in EBO’s history.”

“Ohhh yeah, get some!”

“You guys can’t tell, but he’s flexing super hard right now, and it’s very imposing.”

“Thanks for the assist.” He dropped his voice. “800,000 Gold and still climbing. We’re almost there.”

“Thanks.”

I stood up and tucked the Throne away into my inventory for safekeeping.

“Now, in closing, I’d like to direct your attention to the wall behind me. Like the Auction House and the World Tree and everything else, this lovely little section of wall never had the time to reach its full potential.”

I gestured up at it. “But, really, a building can be anything. A safe investment for the future, a sacrificial pawn, a springboard to greater heights. Or even a simple diversion to keep your enemies from seeing the bigger picture, even for a moment.”

“Do you guys hear that?” someone said.

“What’s that sound?”

A dull roar filled the air, and the sand beneath my feet trembled.

I raised a hand. “Here, let me show you.”

I selected the entire wall and Razed it.

The wall burst alight, blazed for a moment, then toppled over away from us, and I had to shade my eyes against the brightness of the green glow that appeared the moment it fell.

The roaring sound intensified, deepening in pitch and overriding the murmurs of confusion.

And for a brief moment, the entire crowd stood hypnotized, staring over the burning remains of the wall, and I stared with them, though I was the only one who was smiling.

I turned and looked Tyrann full in the face. “I wasn’t bluffing when I said I was planning on winning this Siege from inside the protective bubble. And when I used the Deepwater Complex to create that route a moment earlier, I wasn’t thinking of running then, either. Because the destination I chose for the route was the Black Oasis itself.”

“Wave,” someone said. “That’s a wave.”

“Correct!” I said brightly.

The glowing wave rose high above the smoldering remains of the wall, looming with terrible power with dozens of enemy ships caught in its titanic barrel, all looking like little more than bath toys.

“But for now, Frank and I are going to get our Tier V class change rolling before the real battle begins, so we’ll see you in a few.”

The crowd broke all at once, screaming and fleeing, a stampede that saw dozens trampled before anyone made any notable progress.

I gave them a friendly little wave.

“I hope you guys have a lovely swim!”


Chapter Forty-Nine



Then the wave was crashing down upon us and people were screaming and howling—and then they weren’t.

The Spelliron Shield shuddered above me as the wave hit, and for one terrible moment, I thought even it might break beneath the unfathomable amount of pressure the wave was exerting. But the reddish dome held firm as the world beyond us became just foam and darkness.

A ripple rushed out from me, briefly illuminating the surging water and making me feel like I was standing on the bottom of the ocean.

Major Ripple Alert!

Player {Ned, The Piratical} has discovered the hidden ability of the Deepwater Complex and used it to recarve the Deepwater Canal, a vast, deep fissure that runs across the entire Onyx Delta and will now provide a link between the two oceans to ships of all sizes!

Any ship that passes through the canal will have its movement speed increased by 50% for 48 hours or until it’s unsummoned, stacking multiplicatively with all other movement-increasing effects.

However, with the excavation of the canal complete, the ability to target the Black Oasis as a route has been permanently removed, and all other cities remain totally safe from the Wonder’s various effects.

“Alright, Frank. We need to move fast here; I want this class change done before the water recedes because we’ve still got a whole lot of work to do.”

“We’ve got less than five minutes left on the shield, too.”

“Good to know. First things first, I know we just picked up a whole bunch of skills, so I’m gonna rip through the new ones. Then we’ll make our decision for Tier V at warp speed.”

A player in blue robes hit the side of the Spelliron Shield, and Frank laughed as the current pinned him in place for a moment before it pulled him away.

“Alright,” Frank said, “let’s do this! You’ve got two new Subclass abilities to work with, one of which might be pretty handy. Gonna list them in the order you learned them, so the strongest ability is the second one.”

“Go go go!”

{Venomous Reap} (Passive)

Description: Anytime one of your Corpsebloom spells interacts with a {Fresh Corpse}, you cause the corpse to vent poisonous pollen into the air in addition to the spell’s usual effect, dealing 1,200 Poison damage to all hostile targets within 8 yards.

Targets that are hit by the initial explosion may also suffer additional Poison damage over 10 seconds that scales up the closer they were to the epicenter.

Poisoned targets also leave a cloud of poison behind them, dealing 500 Poison damage over 15 seconds to all enemies who come into contact with the trail.

{Corpsevine Plating} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You harvest a minimum of 5 Fresh Corpses within 40 yards and use them to create a full set of Heavy Corpsevine Armor that persists for 10 seconds. While the armor is in place, you are immune to knock-ups and snares, all damage you deal is increased by 15%, and all damage you take is reduced by 20%.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 300 Mana.

Next Rank: This spell now requires a minimum of 4 corpses to activate, down from 5.

I scanned the two abilities, doing my best to commit them to memory, especially Corspevine Plating; its corpse requirement was pretty steep, but I didn’t think that would be a problem in the near future.

“Okay,” I said. “Those are locked in. Can you hit me with the skills we got from leveling up? I’ll blitz through our choices, and we’ll move on to the class change right away.”

“You got it. Also, Gold is at 900,000. Still coming in strong, if a bit slower, but we’re almost there. Linking the options now.”

He hit me with nine skills in total, of which I could choose three. While I would have loved to linger over each and every decision, the wall of water we’d summoned wasn’t going to last forever, nor was the Spelliron Shield.

So I raced through the new skills, rapidly eliminating choices until I’d ruled six options out and selected the three new abilities that seemed like they would help the most for the events to come.

{Augment Firearm} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You augment your equipped Enchanted Firearm, causing it to evolve into a more advanced form that will persist for 10 seconds.

Augmented weapons provide a wide range of advantages that depend on the weapon type you have equipped when this spell is activated, but Augmenting a weapon will also prevent you from switching to a different firearm until the spell has expired.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 3 minutes.

Cost: 200 Mana.

Next Rank: Duration increased to 12 seconds, up from 10.

{Frozen Heart} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You become a living embodiment of frost, gaining a 5-yard-wide aura that pulses every second for 15 seconds.

Enemies caught within the aura’s pulse gain a stack of {Frostbite}, reducing their movement speed and damage dealt by 20% for 5 seconds, stacking up to 5 times. Enemies who receive 5 stacks of {Frostbite} are frozen solid for 5 seconds.

In addition, while this effect is active, you may walk on water, but mounting up will cancel this effect.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Cost: 400 Mana

Next Rank: Aura’s range is increased to 7 yards, up from 5.

{Wings of the Raven God} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You summon a small part of the Raven God’s power, donning a pair of dark wings for 10 seconds.

While the wings are active, your Dexterity stat also benefits from your Intelligence and vice versa, your movement speed is increased by 40%, and killing an enemy in combat will cause an explosion of dark energy that deals 2,250 Shadow damage to all enemies within 5 yards of their location.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 minutes.

Cost: 1,200 Mana.

Next Rank: Movement speed is increased by 45%, up from 40%.

“Damn,” I said, laughing. “Those are legitimately insane.”

“Heh. Just wait until we get that final class change finished. You haven’t seen anything yet. Four minutes and counting on the Spelliron Shield.”

I dug into my inventory and pulled out the three tomes from the Library that Frank had recommended earlier on.

“Alright, almost done, which is good because it looks like the wave is pulling back on our side and draining away on the other. Only going to be a matter of time before people reposition. Can you hit me with the anti-crowd control abilities I asked you to prioritize before you picked these skills out?”

“Uh huh. Keep in mind that you’ll need to specialize to pick these up, though.”

“That’s fine, let’s go.”

“First option: Metallurgy. Linking the ability now.”

{Phase Shift: Quicksilver} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You liquify your entire body into Quicksilver for 20 seconds. While this effect is active, you are immune to all forms of crowd control and gain a 20% chance to reflect all spells cast in your direction, but you deal 40% reduced damage.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 20 minutes.

Cost: 1,300 Mana.

Next Rank: You deal 35% reduced damage while this effect is active, up from 40%.

“That would work just fine,” I said, “but the damage reduction hurts. What else you got?”

“Indeed it does. Second skill: Spirit Talker. Here’s the active.”

{Spirit of the Fox} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You summon an Ancestral Fox Spirit to your aid for 15 seconds. While the Fox Spirit is active, you are immune to all forms of crowd control except for snares.

If you are struck by a snare while {Spirit of the Fox} is active, you suffer the full duration of the snare, but the Fox Spirit will also howl in fury, increasing all damage you deal by 15% and extending the Fox Spirit’s duration by 5 seconds. This effect may stack up to 3 times.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 25 minutes.

Cost: 1,400 Mana.

Next Rank: Your Fox Spirit also passively reduces the damage you take by 2% while active.

“That’s cool too.” I eyed the water, which was now trickling away but still running several feet above my head, and was officially concerned—I’d expected a prompt saying that the Siege had ended to have gone out by now.

The wave itself wouldn’t have killed anyone given that it couldn’t directly damage players—and it wouldn’t have damaged any of the boats that got caught in it, either—but I’d figured sweeping our attackers far enough away would end the battle when they were forcibly removed from the event grounds.

But if it wasn’t going to end, and soon… I might still be totally screwed, everything else aside.

Frank cleared his throat. “Under three minutes left. Third skill is the Augment one you saw before: Bayonetman. Here’s the ability.”

{Final Charge} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You fly into a rage, summoning an especially powerful Bayonet from your equipped weapon that deals 50% increased damage for 5 seconds.

If the summoned weapon successfully kills a target, you become immune to all forms of crowd control for 5 seconds, and your summoned weapon will persist for an additional 5 seconds.

Up to 5 total kills may extend these effects, with a maximum duration of 30 seconds. However, extending this skill’s duration will also increase its next cooldown by the same amount.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 30 minutes.

Cost: 900 Mana.

Next Rank: Summoned weapon now lasts for 6 seconds initially and 6 additional seconds per kill, up from 5.

I cracked up laughing. “You just couldn’t help yourself, huh? Had to slip a melee skill back in there. And one that requires killing to fully activate in the first place.”

“You’re not really surprised at this point, right? And hey, you never know. You might wake up one day and look down and discover that your first chest hair grew overnight and that you suddenly feel like it’s time to celebrate. And by celebrate, I mean decapitate someone.”

“No, I’m not surprised at all.” I slid a finger down the collar of my leathers and inspected my chest, which was indeed quite smooth. “But you’re about to be, because that day is today. I’m not sold on this skill for the long term just yet, but this one’s for you, Frank.” I selected Bayonetman, Specialized in it, and confirmed my choice.

World-First Alert!

{Ned, the Piratical} is the first player to become a Shatterblade!

Congratulations, you are the first player to become a Shatterblade!

Awarding Title: {Cold Blooded}!

{Cold Blooded} (Unique Title)

Striking an enemy in melee range now applies a snare that slows your enemy by 2% for 5 seconds, stacking up to 5 times.

Your stats have changed!

Your skill ranks have been preserved, but the requirements to improve them have increased!

You gained a new skill: {Final Charge}!

You gained a new skill: {Summon Gunblade}!

You gained a new skill: {Throw Gunblade}!

You gained a new skill: {Shadow Bulwark}!

Warning: {Shadow Bulwark} is no longer marked as a Fate-Branched ability, and you are free to choose a replacement skill.

I pulled up the abilities I hadn’t seen before and read through them while Frank hung there, gawking up at me from his loop with a stunned expression on his face.

{Summon Gunblade} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You summon a lightweight blade made of pure Mana from the barrel of your equipped weapon for 5 seconds. All Enchanted Firearm Types and Subtypes have different summoned blades, with advantages and disadvantages to each.

However, the Enchanted Firearm you’re using when the blade is summoned cannot be fired while the blade is active.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 15 seconds.

Cost: 150 Mana.

Next Rank: Summoned Blade now persists for 6 seconds, up from 5.

{Throw Gunblade} (Rank: Novice I)

Description: You fire or throw your Summoned Blade at a target within 20 yards, dealing damage and providing additional effects that depend on the type of Gunblade active when this spell was cast.

However, throwing or firing your blade will end your current summon.

Cast Time: Instant.

Cooldown: 1 minute.

Cost: 400 Mana.

Next Rank: Range increased to 22 yards, up from 20.

Frank stood up, or at least, it felt like he did. “Are you serious? Are you really, actually serious?”

“Dead serious. I’ve got that Sphere of Regret from the Possibility King kill, so I can get rid of this skill if I need to once we’re done here, but I figure at this point I owe it to you to rip somebody apart in melee while we’ve still got the chance to do it together. All I really needed was Final Charge for anti-crowd control, anyway.” I grinned. “But I will admit that I’m a lot more excited to tear some people apart than I was before.”

“Oh, hell yeah! It’s about to be so on! I dunno if you’re angling for Frank points or what, but if so, you’re definitely barking up the right tree! I mean, damn! I did not see that coming, and seeing things coming ahead of time is, like, my whole deal!”

I smiled and stared up at the surface of the water, which was now running about a foot above the Spelliron Shield, sunlight sparkling off it. And since I still had a couple of moments of safety left, I switched back to my usual gear, pulled up my stat sheet and promptly found myself gazing at it in sheer awe.

{Ned}, (The Piratical)

Level: 35 > 50

Tier V Class: Shatterblade

Gear Level: 1633

Strength: 18

Dexterity: 522 > 901

Constitution: 550 > 945

Intelligence: 780 > 1100

Wisdom: 0

Charisma: 50

Critical Strike Chance: +65% > +72%

Haste Rating: +0% > +12%

Hit Rating: +0% > +10%

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 305

Health: 4440 > 7560

Mana: 5600 > 11000

Armor: 68% > 71%

Magical Resistance: 61% > 65%

“Dear God, 1100 Intelligence.” I glanced at my pistols. “Oh, man. This is gonna be so good.”

Then the alert I’d been hoping for finally went out.

Major Ripple Alert! {The Black Oasis} has successfully repelled an attempted Siege!

The win wasn’t really worth much in and of itself—the city no longer needed defending, after all. But more importantly, it would provide the staging ground for the next step.

I sent Darling a message and asked her to head my way from Highwater.

As the water fully receded, Frank puffed up at my side at the sight of the deep trench that had been carved between the four dunes.

“I am Frank, King of Kings. Look on my works, ye mighty, and despair! Despair!” he shouted.

I tapped the side of a pistol to my temple. “You know, that’s actually kind of poignant, man.”

“Right?”

“Everything we built is ash rather than buried, but hey. Gotta do what we gotta do, right?”

“Totally. Spelliron is dropping, less than thirty seconds left.” He hesitated. “Wait. How is that poignant?”

I spotted Darling in the distance, gliding toward us from Highwater and leaving two streams of dark smoke behind her.

“Because Ozymandias’ accomplishments didn’t really last. They were buried by the sand.”

“Wait, what? That sucks!”

“That’s the whole point of the poem, man.”

“Well, this is news to me. Dude was the King of Kings. I figured that was the point.”

The tide had finally gone out, and once again, the Sands had radically changed. Many of its dunes had largely been swept away, leaving behind a great, flat plain with a deep channel running through the center that the ocean was already surging into from both sides.

The empty plots I still owned were straddling the canal to either side of the gorge, and it was easy to imagine a truly waterside city springing up out of the ashes, a thriving port in the middle of the desert.

But before that future could happen, we needed to make sure that nobody thought we were a part of it. And we were almost there.

Finally, the Spelliron Shield faded, so I moved to the very edge of the city limits.

A tide of players was already rushing our way—hundreds, if not thousands of them. And judging from the expressions on their faces and their waterlogged clothes, they were even more pissed off than they’d been before.

Ships were falling out of the sky, too, spiraling down with cannons already barking, and yet another wave of enemies was coming our way from Highwater’s cliff line, approaching on personal gliders and several larger crafts that housed two people and looked primed for a bombing run.

I stood at the edge and waited for them to approach. “Well, I guess all that’s left is hoping that Goon can live up to their word.”

“And that House didn’t manage to screw up on her first stop.”

“I think we’re safe on that one. How we looking on Gold?”

“Just broke one million, so we’re officially there. And now that I’m 50,” Frank said, flexing again, “I can confirm that he’s definitely going to take the trade offer. You can actually shave 50,000 off it, too.”

“Perfect.”

Cannons barked overhead, and the damp sand exploded all around me, lifting up in vast swaths as shells drilled in from above and promptly exploded.

“Huh. I’ll give Tyrann and Ersatz and the rest of them props for having a secondary force prepared, but do they not realize where we’re standing right now?”

“Apparently not.”

“I guess it’s pretty hard to tell where the city limits end and the Delta begins without any landmarks to work with.”

I stood there as the rush approached from all sides, the roar building to a fury, the sky full of boats and gliders and spells.

And there in the center was Tyrann, bursting through the front lines to engage. His golden swords burst alight, and he swung them both in a cleaving strike that looked like it would take my head off.

But instead, his swords bounced off me, and he stumbled backward, mouth open.

“Level 50, am I right?” I said as the spells and cannon fire continued to blaze. “Nah, I’m just messing with you. It’s actually just that the Siege ended, so this area is protected from combat for another twelve hours.”

He stared at me, breathing hard, then pulled back slightly and took his troops with him, probably to discuss their next move.

“I can’t believe that actually worked,” Darling said, her voice coming from directly above me.

I glanced up as she canceled the glider she’d used to rush in from Highwater, and she landed neatly beside me.

“Not out of the woods yet.” I gestured around at the mass of enemy players rolling our way, encroaching on all sides with boats roaring in and displaced ships sailing back into position and so on. “Probably goes without saying, though.”

“Why are we always in the woods, anyway?” Frank said.

I smiled. “Does seem that way. Hopefully this changes things.”

Ersatz broke through the front lines of the crowd. “Everybody back the hell up out of the city and away from its borders!” he shouted. “I want everybody out of spellcasting range so they can’t hit us and duck back into the safety of the city limits! Combat might be disabled for now, but we’re not going anywhere!”

He kept talking, but his voice was lost amid the clamor of a thousand people creeping closer.

“Good call on his part,” Darling said. “How’d it go with the Wish?”

I gave her a thumbs-up, and the thought of what was still to come—regardless of what happened next—filled me with unbridled joy. “We’re officially a go.”

“Great. You want me to get everyone logged back in?”

“Yup, let’s do it.” I looked around, taking stock of the scoured sand around me. “You mind if I give them some orders when they pop back in?”

“Sure thing. I’ll put the word out now.”

Friendly players flashed into existence, all of them appearing in the same spots I’d positioned them in at the beginning of the fight: on the edge of the city limits where they’d be safe from getting jumped on reentry.

Rock and Nina were first, then Jukes and Ton and Zoe and everybody else filtered in in short order and stared around, wide-eyed and gasping.

I raised my voice and pitched it to carry. “Hey, everybody! Welcome back to the newly improved Black Oasis! We’re gonna move quickly here, so the first thing I need everybody to do is scour the Siege Grounds for dropped equipment. Pay attention to the city limits; we’re protected in here for now, but if you step outside, there are a whole lot of people out there who are even more pissed off at us than usual.

“More importantly, if anyone finds armor while you’re digging through the loot, please bring it over here to Big Frank so we can take a look. Not sure how much we’re going to find with the way the wave just pushed people away instead of killing them, but I’m pretty sure the tree killed some people when it fell, so it’s worth a shot.

“Anything you find is obviously yours to keep, and we don’t have any interest in weapons or jewelry. But again: we need armor.”

“You heard him!” Darling said. “Let’s move before the dead can respawn and reclaim their stuff!”

The guild fanned out, racing across the flat expanse of the city that remained and checking the handful of items sticking out of the wet sand.

And a few tense moments later, Darling ran up to me with an item in one hand. “How’s this? Nina found a breastplate buried in the sand.”

I scoped it out, hopes rising.

{Boilerplate Slab}

Grade: D

Item Level: 30

Slot: Chest

Type: Plate

Quality: Uncommon

Primaries: +10 Intelligence, +10 Constitution

Secondaries: +2% Haste

Armor: +6%

I clicked my tongue. “That’s not gonna do it, unfortunately. And we really need multiples to be sure, but thanks!” I looked out at the crowd, grinning. “It’s all good, timing’s just about right. And I’m thinking there’ll be a whole lot more loot to pick through on our way out.”

I sent Sleep a quick message, asking him to target the eastern side of the Sands just beyond the city limits, and got an enthusiastic thumbs-up in return.


Chapter Fifty



I raised my voice. “Okay, everybody, let’s get ready to move. We’re gonna be pushing right through the enemy lines and heading east, so move quickly when the opportunity arrives! We’ve only got a couple hundred yards to go, but it’s gonna be rough.”

Zoe pointed her staff at the thousands of players blocking our way. “We’re moving through that? Us? Through them?”

“Yup!” I said. “Keep in mind that anyone who dies is just going to respawn within a minute or two, so prioritize keeping yourselves alive instead of securing kills.”

“Don’t really get what we’re doing, but I’m ready!” Nina said, and Rock nodded from beside her.

I looked Darling’s way, and she nodded eagerly. “Alrighty then. I’m pulling the trigger.”

I sent another message to Sleep, but for a long moment, it seemed like nothing was happening.

Then Mingo’s voice rang out from almost directly overhead.

“Tongue guy! Teach me the secrets of⁠—”

He cut off because he’d been falling out of the sky while shouting at me, and he’d just slammed into the ground beyond the city limits and instantly died. The strange little man had unequipped all of his gear and hopefully banked it somewhere, and the brown loincloth he’d been wearing was the only piece of him that was still recognizable.

Frank bellowed a laugh. “Hallelujah, it’s raining men!” He looked around at the baffled faces of our guildmates. “To be more specific, it’s raining Mingo.”

“Dunno why he didn’t use an alt like I suggested, but this’ll work just fine.”

“What the hell is this?” Ersatz said, voice carrying across the open expanse between us and the enemy lines.

“It’s raining—” Frank started.

“I heard you the first time, but it doesn’t make any sense!” the goblin screamed.

I glanced up, and the sky was full of falling bodies, living members of Goon and dead monsters alike, all plunging out of the Cloudscape and raining down onto the narrow stretch of wet sand between the ruined city and the eastern ocean.

Another body hit the ground to Tyrann’s left, then the sky momentarily darkened right before the corpse of a fully grown Cloudwhale slammed down behind him and flattened several Cultists who had been too busy gawking up at it to get out of the way.

The rain of bodies falling out of the sky intensified from there, with those who were still alive screaming obscenities and challenges right up until they bounced off the sand.

“How’s that?” Sleep said, respawning to my left. He was wearing a white version of the same loincloth Mingo had been wearing, and that was it. “Sorry about Mingo. He was just really excited and sorta jumped the gun before we were fully ready.”

“No problems here, man! You guys got your gear all banked?”

“Sure do! Nothing to lose that we haven’t already lost before! Dunno how much help we’re gonna be from here on out.” He smiled. “But it should be fun.”

“Never underestimate the psychological effect of having several hundred naked men running directly at you,” Frank said.

“I made that mistake once,” Mingo added, having just respawned to Sleep’s right. He shook his head. “Never again, man. Never again.”

More members of Goon showed up, all of them respawning within the circle of safety the ruined city offered.

As for the Goons, the arrangement I’d proposed to Sleep had been simple: I’d paid them to dump some recently killed corpses out of the Cloudscape in the area I’d specified, then jump themselves, with a bonus for anyone who screamed on the way down because I’d figured Frank would enjoy it, and he did.

“God,” Frank said. “This is awesome! This is a good day, man! This is a really good day!”

I laughed. “The best is yet to come, Frank.”

Another player howled down, covered in flames for some reason, and exploded in a burst of sparks that were snuffed out by an explosion of wet sand.

Confusion reigned across the enemy forces; Sleep’s guild had the whole lot of them dodging and dancing, popping cooldowns and scrambling to avoid the falling bodies.

“Looks like we managed to kill a few on the way down after all,” he said.

“Yeah!” I said. “Nice little bonus, huh?”

“For sure, man!”

He smiled, teeth bright. “Still curious about the why, but I’m assuming we’ll find out shortly. Oh, congrats on 50, by the way! Wild move, dude.”

“Thanks, Sleep. Shame this is the way it had to go, but we’re sure as hell going to make the best of it.”

He nodded, and I contented myself with listening to Frank cackle as bodies continued to fall out of the sky.

The flow slowed down after about ten seconds, and I shaded my eyes and looked out across the Sands.

There were corpses everywhere, many stacked two or three deep all the way from the safe zone to the beach, and the enemy players were still shuffling about and glancing up, deeply unnerved.

I opened up my inventory and selected all the turrets I’d stripped off the city walls right before the Siege started, then placed them in three neat groups, ringing them up in three tight circles that looked a lot like islands.

“What’s that supposed to do?” Nina said. “Wait a second. How are you even placing those? Aren’t we just on the road? Or what used to be a road?”

“We’re actually standing in what used to be a pretty remote alleyway,” I said. “And believe it or not, those turrets are indeed positioned atop Housing Plots.” I smiled. “They’re not a part of the Oasis, though.”

“Okay!” Darling said. “Ranged, check your group number—I just moved everybody around!” She dropped three floating letters onto our screens and labeled the three islands I’d created A, B, and C.

“Healers in groups one to five,” Darling continued, “please move to Zone A! Groups six to nine, Zone B!”

“Nice,” Zoe said, “that’s me.” She slipped between two turrets and got into position while others did the same.

“Healers in groups ten through fourteen, you’re in Zone C!” Darling waited a moment for everybody to get into position. “Good, looks great! Now I want a ranged DPS between every pair of turrets. Group number doesn’t matter, but you’re gonna want the vantage point we’re about to create to keep you safe while we head out!”

I took one last look at all the plots we were leaving behind. Then I opened up my menu, selected the sell option, and rigged everything up so that they could only be purchased by Arlann, with each of them going for a single copper coin. He’d have to head over and purchase them one by one before I actually lost control of the plots, but that was fine.

I’d put a great deal of thought into what would happen to the Oasis going forward, and this still felt like the best option: removing myself entirely from the equation and letting it redevelop free from the fear of constant attack.

To that end, I’d filled the boxes House had given to Arlann with everything he’d need: housing recipes, golems, raw materials, and so on. And with that massive haul in hand, he and Sarissa could have the Black Oasis back up and running by this evening if they wanted to.

The other option I’d recommended was rebuilding Highwater, but I’d left all the decisions squarely in their jurisdiction.

With the plots settled, I waited for the various groups to rearrange themselves. The circles of turrets weren’t wide—each was about twenty feet across—but Darling managed to get ten or fifteen ranged DPS up there along with the healers with everyone still having room to move.

“Alright!” she called out. “Healers in the circles, you know what to do: keep us from dying! For the ranged who are with them, your job is going to be to slow down the enemies who will be rushing in behind us shortly.

“Front liners, you’re with me! We’re pushing through anybody that survives what comes next with the goal of making it a couple hundred yards out and taking to the ocean. Once we’re there, we’ll need to buy Ned a little bit of time to get our escape route up and running.”

She looked over Goon’s forces, eyes lingering on Sleep. “You guys, uh… do whatever you’re gonna do, I guess?”

Sleep gave her a crisp salute. “You heard the lady! Let’s get this party started, immediately!”

He charged forward out of the safe zone along with several hundred naked guildmates running alongside him, all of them screaming.

There was a moment of hesitation—it seemed like the enemy forces were having a hard time figuring out the strategic implications of several hundred naked people leading the charge—then their entire line rushed forward to meet Goon, people crashing in from all around the blockade.

“Wait!” Tyrann said, voice booming. “Don’t rush in! We need…”

But he trailed off, drowned out by the sounds of battle.

Darling stepped up beside me. “On your mark!”

I cracked my knuckles. “You ready, Frank? I’m gonna need your help with my new abilities. I want a corridor for the group to move through; can you make that happen?”

“Oh, you know I got this.”

“Great.” I looked back at the three islands and the players standing atop them and gave Darling a thumbs-up.

“Buffs up on Ned!” Darling said. “Preemptive shields should be going out now, I want every absorption effect we’ve got on him. Same goes for your heal over times!”

I waited until the many effects kicked in, countless buffs appearing atop my nameplate, then drew a pistol and took a long step forward and out of the safe zone.

I pointed the weapon down at the corpse of a nearby Cloudhunter that had fallen out of the sky moments earlier, activated Infinite Bloom, smiled at Tyrann and Ersatz in turn, and finally used Bonepetal Burst.

The corpse exploded right in front of me, scattering bone-white petals across the sand and venting a light green mist that hung over the surrounding area. But with Goon engaging further ahead, the explosion fell well short of the enemy line.

Then the explosion chained to a second corpse, then a third, a fourth, a fifth, and so on, the spread branching out endlessly, accelerating on and on.

And when the corpse of that fallen Cloudwhale burst apart and scattered chunks of flesh and bone-white petals across the enemy’s front lines, Tyrann looked around and seemed to realize that the countless corpses we’d placed amid his ranks were there for a reason.

As the explosions accelerated further still, I watched Infinite Bloom’s cooldown rapidly tick up, moving from the usual twenty minutes to several hours in the blink of an eye, then to days, and finally to weeks.

At the same time, the explosions chained outward with shocking ferocity, one-shotting players and launching them high into the air.

My vision was awash in impossible numbers, huge amounts that ranged from the low 2,000s all the way up to 4,800, and that wasn’t even counting the poisonous mist that was settling over the battlefield and melting anyone who survived the initial burst thanks to that Venomous Reap passive I’d picked up.

I could almost feel the moment panic set in as the great wall of players realized what was upon them and the one-shots hit one after the next.

The wave of white death propagated across the entire battlefield, sweeping out toward the ocean and then breaking left and right, moving with the speed and devastation of the front line of a wildfire.

The explosions of light and deadly pollen had luminescent flowers bursting all over the sands, leaving the dark, wet ground covered in bright blooms.

The casualties were absolute; even though Bonepetal Burst didn’t hit particularly hard compared to my other skills, many of the enemy players were caught by multiple explosions with how tightly packed the corpses were, and there was no surviving that at their levels.

“Alright then,” I said as the wave of death rolled ever outward, seeking corpses like a living thing. “I think it’s time to get this show on the road. Darling, if you’d be so kind!”

“Moving out!” she said. “Melee on the ground, make sure you loot any armor that drops on the way! That’s important!” She raised a fist high into the air, and the earth bulged beneath the three islands.

All three of the Skyvaults we’d claimed days earlier emerged from where I’d had them buried, dark sand sliding off their stony frames. Darling had control of all three of them, and we’d removed the buildings the giant mimics used to carry to make the burial easier and provide our more vulnerable players with a flat, empty surface to fight from.

Cries of shock sounded from the Omen members positioned atop them, but the shouts quieted as the walking buildings rumbled forward together, spider-like legs pounding the ground with each step.

I rushed ahead with Darling, running directly beneath one of the Skyvaults near the very front of our line, and fell in with the few naked Goons who hadn’t already been killed due to their lack of gear.

We had a clear view of the ocean ahead for now, but it wouldn’t last for long; the entire western half of the blockade was now surging toward us from behind, while the fleet that Frank and I had displaced with the Deepwater Complex was rushing in from the east, moving to plug the wide gap my corpse explosions had created. And that was without considering the constant threat of respawns.

The enemy vessels roared in with wakes glowing behind them and rode right up onto the beach, players pouring off them and surging out until they’d formed a wall that was easily dozens of players deep, with heavily armored juggernauts in front and countless casters and ranged behind.

“Skyvaults A and B, I’m having you fall back to protect the rear!” Darling said. “Prioritize slows and lockdowns against the players approaching from behind, especially zoning effects if you’ve got them! Skyvault C, you’re sticking with us! We’re gonna break this rush in half!”

I ran on, gauging the distance to the next front. Then I looked at Frank. “Suggestion for creating that corridor?”

“Use your flamethrower and your new Augment ability. That’ll pump the damage and make the flames it throws linger on the ground for a full minute instead of dying out!”

“Perfect.”

I put on a burst of speed to get in front of the other front liners, then skidded to a stop. The flamethrower sparked and hissed, and the wave of enemy players just kept coming.

But when I popped Wings of the Raven God for the first time, the entire line seemed to slow. Dark wings exploded out of my back, and I went right into Arctic Juggernaut to get some additional mitigation rolling.

“This first engagement is gonna be the scary part,” Frank said. “We’re still vulnerable to mass crowd control, so keep an eye out for an opening for Final Charge.”

Finally, with the enemy nearly in range and the Skyvaults behind me opening fire for the first time, I activated Augment Weapon.

The Dragonbreath Cannon I was holding in both hands flashed in my grip, then vanished. A massive pair of scuba-like tanks appeared on my back, with tubes running to two barrel-like cannons attached to the backs of my hands. I raised both arms, grinning fiercely, and fired.

The carnage that followed was the most devastating I’d ever seen; the twin-barreled contraption fired two steady streams of red, flaming birds, pressurized jets of magic that evaporated the first player they touched in seconds.

I swept the weapon sideways and melted four more people before they could even react, then split the barrels, sweeping one to the right and the other to the left, evaporating target after target and opening a wide hole in the oncoming rush while Frank laughed at my hip.

The flames lingered, badly damaging those who rushed in to replace the fallen, and with my wings active, every death I caused also triggered a shadowy explosion that spread even more damage across the enemy group.

Then the counterfire hit, and an unbelievable number of spells and projectiles pinged off my fully formed armor. My Health barely budged; the vast majority of the attacks coming in were missing owing to the level disparity, and the ones that connected couldn’t break through the constant stream of shields and heals raining down from the Skyvault behind me.

But with so many spells coming in, weak as they were, it was only a matter of time before a crowd-control ability hit and made me vulnerable.

I let my wings run their full course, then spread my arms wide as Augment Weapon neared completion. I aimed away from the melee who were still hurdling toward me and drew two thick lines across the sand, creating a barrier of deadly flames that stretched toward the ocean.

Once that corridor was in place, I activated Corpsevine Plating. Five of the nearest bodies exploded all at once and a network of dark vines snaked toward me, winding up my legs and over my hips and so on, forming a heavy set of tightly corded armor right as Arctic Juggernaut expired.

Then Augment Weapon faded and my flamethrower blinked back to its usual state, so I dropped the giant weapon into my inventory.

“Melee are coming in hot, so I’m going to pop Final Charge. Which weapon do I go with?”

“Rifle!”

I pulled the rifle out and activated Final Charge.

A massive red axe made of pure magic exploded out of the weapon’s barrel, crackling and hissing. At the same time, the body of the rifle itself had turned into a long handle, so I adjusted my grip accordingly and rushed forward to meet the oncoming melee.

“Need a kill within ten seconds to trigger the⁠—”

Frank cut off while Tyrann himself leaped the fiery barrier to my left, golden wings shining behind him. He blurred in before I could react, screaming, golden sword falling and biting into my bone-plated shoulder.

Then it bounced off it.

I laughed and swung. The axe head itself was completely weightless—pure, crackling Mana—and it took almost no effort to bring the weapon up in a vicious uppercut.

The weapon cut through his armor as if it weren’t there, splitting him in half from hip to shoulder. He hit the ground in two pieces, blood spraying in a wide arc.

“Yes!” Frank shouted. “Yes, yes, yes! I am covered in blood, and I love it!”

Another player in leather armor leaped the flaming wall to my right, but Rock was already running that way and caught the poor guy in the temple with a glowing punch the moment he hit the ground.

Nina jumped on the downed player and quickly dropped him, and Rock hooted in triumph, a single note that somehow managed to be both vindictive and joyful at the same time. And coming from him, the outburst of emotion was so unexpected and so… pure that I could almost feel his enthusiasm bleed over into the rest of the guild.

More players poured through and over the flames, entering the corridor only to be met with Darling’s axes or Ton’s raised shield or Jukes’ staff, and between the covering fire and the heals that were pouring in, we rolled right over them in a glorious rush and kept on going.

The players pushing through and over the walls of fire slowed at the sight of the bloodbath in front of them, but I put on a burst of speed, and then I was there, laying into the crowd with wide, sweeping swings.

And it was easy.

I could move like never before, even with the heavy armor in place, and the constant stream of heals and dispels and support abilities and everything else raining down from behind let me push deep into the enemy crowd without fear, heart pounding, adrenaline racing through my veins.

It felt like the enemy players were moving in slow motion, like combat had somehow slowed down, and I tore them apart three or even four at a time, heads rolling, limbs flying.

“Oh dear God,” Frank said, tone colored with awe. “I can’t tell if I’m crying tears of joy or if that’s just blood running down my face, and I don’t even care anymore! This. Is. Awesome!”

I burst out laughing and kept going with my guildmates at my side. I ducked a heavy mace and retaliated with a devastating arc that cut three melee in half at the waist, axe sizzling as it passed through them.

“Tragically, the summoned axe is fading!” Frank called out. “We’re maxed out on kills, but keep going!”

“That’s where you’re wrong, Frank!” I gripped the huge weapon a little tighter, popped Double Cast to get a second duration, and went right back to ripping through the enemy players like a wrecking ball.

I pinballed from target to target, advancing between the twin lines of fire I’d created with every step, eyes scanning the ocean at every opportunity. After maybe fifteen seconds of carnage and bloodletting, the water was less than fifty yards away.

“Looking good behind us!” Frank said. “Skyvaults are keeping the healers safe, and Darling’s got them zoning off our retreat! Summoned axe is gonna expire a second time and leave us vulnerable to crowd control!”

I one-shotted a caster with a swing that struck for twice his total Health, still laughing while Frank shrieked at my side.

I activated Throw Gunblade before the spell could fade, and the bright blade of Mana warped from red to blue. I took a long step forward and swung with every ounce of strength I had.

The summoned blade elongated and spun, turning into a wheel of death that flew off the end of my rifle and punched deep into the crowd, felling players like they were stalks of wheat.

My rifle returned to its usual state, and I was almost out of defensive abilities, so I dropped the weapon into my inventory and fell back while Darling and Nina and Rock and the others rushed into the gap, screaming and shouting with every step they took.

I brought my pistols up and went absolutely nuts with crowd control: I fired a Corpsebelcher deep into the middle of the crowd, shot a Gravity Bird into the left side, and arced a Dreadful Grenade into the right.

Then I mowed down the targets our melee were clashing against with a few well-placed blasts from my blunderbuss, and we rolled right on, crushing their front line for good and sweeping into their ranged and casters.

I hit Propagate, then activated Razorbriar Field and summoned a field of brambles that stretched beneath our remaining opponents and reached all the way to the waves that were breaking on the beach.

Their advance slowed to a crawl, players dying to the Bleed Procs and the poison gas and the unstoppable rush of melee rolling downhill with healers and damage dealers free casting at their backs.

Then their ranged broke, and suddenly we were there, not even ten yards from the beach.

“Fire walls are fading!” Frank said. “Gonna have thirty times the number of players rushing us from behind here in ten seconds or so!”

“Noted!”

I put my back to the breaking waves, summoned my Gatling and got a Doppleganger rolling, then fired directly underneath the approaching Skyvaults and lit up the targets closing in behind them.

The birds soared in, dropping enemies like flies and throwing up huge bursts of red feathers. Once I’d given the others a bit of breathing room, I changed targets and fired directly into the walls of flames.

I couldn’t actually see the impacts, but I could tell from the density of the numbers flying up above the flames that the enemy forces were definitely massing just behind them, a far larger army than the small force we’d run right through.

Then a massive, towering vessel that made the Freighter look like a toy roared into my peripheral from the north, so large that it stole my breath—just as it had the first time I’d seen it.

And at the very front of the vessel stood a grizzled figure from the early days of EBO, a tall man with a long, dark rifle poking out over his back and the message I’d penned on a sheet of paper gripped tightly in one hand.

The Pirate King had arrived, towering ship and all. And he and I had business to attend to.


Chapter Fifty-One



“Skyvaults!” Darling said, “fall back to the waterline so you can support from there! Melee, put your backs to the waves so nobody can get behind us! Ranged, rip anyone apart who tries to wade out and flank! We just need to buy Ned a little bit of time and we’ll be clear!”

I shot her a grateful look while the Skyvaults rumbled into position, then tore through the shallow water and raced toward the huge vessel.

“Use Frozen Heart!” Frank said.

I popped the new ability, and the temperature around me radically dropped. The water froze in a ribbon beneath my feet, and I stepped out of a breaking wave and onto firm footing.

I raced down the line of frost, water freezing right before I touched it. It felt like running on a trampoline, a surface that was firm but with plenty of give.

“Fire walls are down!” Frank said. “Darling’s got the Skyvaults a few feet into the waves, and the melee have lined up for their final stand! Gonna be tight!”

The towering vessel glided closer and someone threw a rope ladder in my direction, but I timed it so a wave would freeze just as it crested, then leaped off the top and drifted up the rest of the way.

Glancing over my shoulder, the beach behind me was in total chaos, a blur of green and red name tags and detonating magic. Many of the turrets atop the three Skyvaults were smoking, and our healers were running dangerously low on Mana, but for now, the protective semicircle was holding.

I turned back to find the Pirate King looking me up and down. “We’ll save the small talk for later. To business, then?”

“Absolutely.” I took a deep breath and opened my inventory. “You paid 900k for this ship, right?”

He nodded. “But like I said before, I’m expecting a substantial return on my investment.”

I opened up a trade window with him and slammed 950,000 Gold in. “How does that look?”

The Pirate King smiled and confirmed the trade, then took off his elaborate hat and placed it firmly on my head. “That’ll do. Long live the King of the Northern Fleet!”

The yellow tags that belonged to the pirates atop the deck instantly turned green, and a ripple followed.

Titanic Ripple alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} has purchased the Royal Dreadnaught from the King of the Pirates, along with the title of Pirate King!

“There’s one more matter to attend to,” the Pirate King said. He unslung his rifle and held it out. “Take good care of it, would you?”

I accepted the weapon, the very same rifle I’d been drooling over when we first met.

{Hullbreaker, Pride of the Northern King} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Subtype: Siege Rifle)

Grade: A

Item Level: 175

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Uncommon

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 650

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +90 Intelligence, +50 Dexterity, +90 Constitution

Secondaries: +35% Critical Strike Chance

Effect: This weapon must be deployed before it can be used, at which point all of your Raven-based spells have their range increased by 30 yards and their cast time increased by 2.5 seconds. Deploying and dismissing this weapon both require a 3-second cast, and you are rooted in place while using it.

If your Critical Strike Chance rises above 100% while this weapon is equipped, your total damage is increased by the amount of the surplus.

I equipped it. The weapon was absurdly long and heavy—it had looked smaller than it was in the Pirate King’s huge hands—and I couldn’t wait to put my first A-Grade item to use.

But before that…

I raised my voice. “I need all hands on deck to help with the evac! I want covering fire on the beach, and I need skiffs to get them out! Let’s bring them home!”

The level 30-plus NPCs jumped into the many skiffs that were hanging off the sides of the vessel like life rafts, then ropes were screaming and pulleys were shrieking and a small army of high-level, combat-tested NPCs was rushing toward the beach.

The weakest of them were still in the low 30s, which was more than high enough for me to know that the vast majority of enemy players bearing down on us wouldn’t be able to inspect them at all.

There was movement within the ship’s interior too, pirates swarming up and down the multi-level, open-air deck.

I looked at the Pirate King, who was staring at one of the coins I’d paid him with a fond expression. “You mind if I make some improvements to the ship real quick?”

He smiled. “Be my guest. She’s yours, after all.”

I pulled a pair of items out of my inventory: the wheel I’d gotten from Delugia way back prior to meeting Goon and the cannon I’d looted from Gulgos much more recently.

{Wheel of the Roving Fortress} (Legendary Augment)

Description: A powerful, unique Augment found atop the corpse of {Delugia, the Walking Apocalypse}, this item is capable of turning a powerful ship or vehicle into something truly extraordinary.

Requirements: This Augment may only be used on a player-owned vehicle of at least Legendary quality.

Charges: 1

{Finger of the Storm Giant} (Legendary Augment)

Description: A powerful, unique Augment found atop the corpse of {Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons}, this item is capable of adding an extraordinarily powerful cannon to any naval vessel large enough to bear its weight.

Requirements: This Augment may only be used on a player-owned naval vessel of at least Legendary quality.

Warning: Additional weight restrictions apply.

Charges: 1

I activated the first item, and the world warped around me as the entire ship turned golden. And when the glow faded and my vision returned, I was standing on a strange, scale-plated surface that jutted right out over the waves with the guild battling for their lives in front of me.

Two dark orbs were positioned to my left and right, but I barely got a look at them before a prompt came in.

System Alert!

Player {Ned, the Piratical} is the first to obtain a Mythic Vehicle: {The Glassback Titan}!

Awarding Title: {of the Sailing City}!

I glanced at the prompt, and it all clicked in a rush: the two dark orbs I’d taken for decoration were a pair of colossal eyes, and I was standing atop the head of a massive turtle.

I whipped around, and the scale of the thing blew me away. The creature’s shell was preposterously large, an armored mountain covered in octagonal tiles. But maybe one out of every three tiles was made of thick glass, and there was an entire city tucked within the shell, torches burning down dark avenues, gas lights flickering within windows.

Each of its four legs was easily thirty feet across, and while the creature was striding through the waves across the bottom of the ocean despite the water’s depth, the bottom of its shell was ten feet above the surface.

The head alone was the size of a house, and I couldn’t wait to get a look at the thing from farther away.

But for now, I needed to get the guild out. I deployed my Siege Rifle—apparently I had to lie down to do it, so I dropped to my stomach right between the turtle’s huge, dark eyes—then tried to add the Finger of the Storm Giant to the huge creature.

There was no visual cue or prompt this time around, and I actually thought the addition had failed until a low whine filled the air.

“Storm Cannon is in place and is now charging, fifteen seconds until it’s ready!” Frank said. “Only gonna get two shots with this thing for now, and each barrel has a five-day cooldown, so make them count! Other cannons are deploying now, which is good because the guild is getting pushed back! Skiffs are halfway there!”

Some of the lower octagonal panels that comprised the Glassback Titan’s shell opened in my peripheral one after another, and cannons that were positioned like howitzers poked out. Each cannon had a pair of pirates working it, one loading, one firing, and they fired the first volley with mechanical precision.

The beach exploded, a line of sand erupting right beneath the attackers who were rushing forward and throwing those who weren’t instantly killed high into the air.

I spotted Darling in the crowd—she was holding off three melee players with her axes, shields pulsing around her. I took aim with my new weapon, wound up, and fired.

The Siege Rifle kicked back so hard it drove me a full foot backward on my belly. A red bullet shot forward, expanding in size as it approached the beach.

The projectile was slower than my usual birds, and the shape changed as it roared in, the red bullet eventually forming the core of an oversized bird with a ten-foot wingspan.

It dove in, shrieking, and absolutely obliterated the three players Darling had been fighting and left her swinging at the air. Then it kept going, blitzing deep into the enemy line and evaporating everyone it touched.

The gap was instantly filled, but then the next round of cannon fire was crashing down and the skiffs were rushing in, and all of a sudden, the enemy front finally seemed to notice the encroaching boats.

The pirate army wasn’t even a tenth of the size of our opponents’, but every one of them had at least ten levels on the vast majority of people rushing toward us. The moment the skiffs drew into range and the pirates opened fire, rifles and pistols barking just like mine, the battle’s momentum turned on a dime.

“Cannon is charged!” Frank said.

“Pick a spot and fire, I’ll take the second charge!”

“Oh hell yeah! Let’s go!”

The turtle opened its beaked mouth, and a twin-barreled cannon that looked like it had been ripped off a battleship expanded outward, clicking and clacking.

A ball of white-hot energy gathered beyond the barrel, then the entire weapon turned red, and the cannon fired.

The turtle rocked back, front legs picking up several feet above the waves it was striding through. A deafening blast of sound followed, and I found myself covering both my ears while my leathers whipped in the sudden gale the blowback had created.

A beam of concentrated lightning flashed out, and though it was only visible for a second, it left a deep void in the enemy forces that was at least thirty feet wide and hundreds of feet long.

It looked like a second canal had just been carved into the Delta as the sand that lined it melted into dark glass and tiny bolts of electricity arced across it.

“Charging again!” Frank said. “Another fifteen seconds and the second charge will be ready! Last shot for a while!”

The pirates tore over the waves and flooded up onto the beach, roaring in with cutlasses and ornate pistols drawn while our forces fell back behind them. People were jumping off the Skyvaults and onto the skiffs while Darling directed the constructs themselves to slip beneath the safety of the waves.

The turtle’s smaller cannons kept booming, too, sending great knots of enemy players flying skyward, instantly killed by the impacts and turned into improvised missiles that flew across the battlefield. I kept my Siege Rifle flashing, burning away huge columns of people with every cast from atop the colossal turtle’s head.

The turtle lowered itself closer to the waterline as the first of the skiffs approached, and several of its great panels swung open and permitted them to cruise right into safety, panels snapping shut behind them.

Once we had the entirety of the guild onboard—we hadn’t even lost a single member—I gave the order for a full retreat and took control of the cannon.

“Cannon’s ready!” Frank said.

The beach was lined with enemy ships—the same ones the Cult and the others had beached and left behind to engage us from after the stunt we’d pulled with the corpse explosions—and people were already piling into them, no doubt planning on giving chase.

I directed the cannon to fire, but this time, I targeted the very edge of the beach itself, and the great turtle complied by firing and sweeping its head from left to right at the same time.

The short-lived beam raked the shoreline and deleted the vessels on contact one after another, sails burning away like old paper, entire decks disintegrating beneath the very feet of our opponents.

And while the ships were still burning and our enemies suddenly found themselves thrashing in the shorebreak, I raised a hand toward the Deepwater Complex’s eastern tower and made a twisting motion with my wrist.

The great stone collar shifted and ground into place, turning about thirty degrees as it rose higher and higher. Then I picked a southern city at random and let the hammer fall.

Instantly, the stone collar plunged into the waves and sent a mountain of glassy, glowing water rolling in our direction.

There was movement within the shell—I figured that was probably the Omen members the skiffs had delivered—and as I looked around, I caught sight of the relocated wheel, which now stood right at the base of the turtle’s thick neck.

I raced over, grabbed it, and spun it hard left. The giant turtle veered sideways with surprising grace, putting its back to the approaching wave just in time.

The creature raised its rear legs and then its front pair, and then we were rushing along, heading away from the Sands, surfing the barrel of a titanic wave.

I spared a glance behind us and took in the burning waterline, the corpses that lined the field, and the empty stretch of burnt sand that we’d left behind us.

And somehow, despite everything we’d lost, the sunshine bearing down on the back of my neck felt warmer than ever before.


Chapter Fifty-Two



The party kicked off about two hours away from the Sands, squarely in the middle of nowhere, thanks to the wave we’d used to escape. And thanks to the speed boost that initial wave had offered coupled with the Glassback Titan’s incredible cruising speed, I was confident we’d lost anyone who still felt like pursuing us.

A handful of Goons had joined us, and we had an entire flotilla of boats ringed up around the Glassback Titan, all tied together with ropes the pirates had provided so they wouldn’t drift apart.

There was a handful of small, sandy islands nearby, complete with coconut-heavy palms, and music was belting out from them.

With a mug of cold beer in hand, I was sitting on a walkway around the base of the turtle’s shell—an entire line of its panels had dropped down and created makeshift scaffolding that ran all the way around it, almost like a sun deck—and Sleep was currently hosting a belly flop contest from atop the great turtle’s raised head.

The setting was pretty much perfect: turquoise waters, birds flying overhead, gentle waves lapping at the edges of the scaffolding. The only caveat was the moon, which was hanging lower than I’d ever seen it and taking up a wide swath of the sky.

Darling and most of the other officers were nearby, so I hopped up and raised my voice. “Hey, you guys got a second before everybody’s too drunk to gather up? I’ve got a couple things I need to say, so I’d like to get it all out so I can finally have a drink and relax.”

The area quieted, and soon, the entire guild was heading my way, walking along the scaly scaffolding and crowding together while Sleep, Mingo, and a few other Goons looked on from above. Still others swam over or hopped across the various boats until they were in earshot.

Once I thought everybody would be able to hear me, I took a deep breath and launched into it.

“Hey, everybody. Sorry to interrupt, but I’ve got two very important things to discuss with you. The first, naturally, is Frank.”

“Nice,” he said. “I don’t know what this is about, but I already love where it’s going.”

“I know a bunch of you have been asking about what we had planned for the Wish we received for claiming the Worldbranch Throne, so first, I’d like to apologize for staying quiet about our plans until now.”

I fingered the ring Kline had given me; the Wish was officially ready to go.

“And secondly, I’d also like to apologize to all of you for what’s about to happen next, because it’s almost certainly going to make all of our lives substantially worse.” I looked at Frank. “Especially mine.”

“Good,” Frank said. “But why and how?”

I ignored him and targeted a section of the walkway just in front of me, then engaged the Wish. The ring Kline had given me burst into flame and turned into ash that blew away on the breeze.

As a crimson ripple rushed off me and surged out along the water’s surface, a plume of green smoke totally obscured the area I’d targeted.

When the smoke cleared, a towering figure stood before us: a man with green skin and a potbelly and a brown loincloth that didn’t cover nearly enough.

He blinked, then rubbed his eyes and gasped.

I stepped up and clapped a hand on the new arrival’s shoulder. “Hey, Frank. Welcome home, man.”

He looked down at his belly, his hands. “Wait, what is… what are…” He wiggled his fingers. “Oh, damn, I remember these! Is this… no! Is this happening? Are you serious?”

“This was our Wish, Frank. Darling and I had it planned from the very beginning. You’ve officially got a body.”

He leaned over the edge of the walkway and stared at his reflection. “Oh. My. God. I am… hideous! And I love it! And I suddenly understand how Narcissus felt! Is this real? Is this forever? Holy shit, man.”

He reeled back, blinking, and the realization seemed to sink in. And when he spoke next, his voice was quiet and subdued.

“You guys… you really did this for me?”

“Couldn’t think of a better way to use it,” Darling said.

“I had a lot of better ideas, actually,” I said with a smile. “But for some reason, this felt like the only one that made sense.” I raised my glass high into the air. “Like I said, welcome home, Frank!”

The guild roared and cheered, and Frank just stood there, dumbfounded, blinking and occasionally rubbing his face.

Darling bumped her shoulder into mine. “We did good, huh?”

I watched Frank accept a high-five from Rock and bend down to give Nina a hug.

“Thank you so much for this, Darling,” I said. “I hate to say it, and I’ll deny it if you ever tell him I said this, but this might be better than everything else put together. The Sands, the work, pushing through with the guild… it’s been a total blast. But this… this really means a lot to me.”

“Why are you thanking me?” she said. “You’re the one who pulled it off.”

I made a dismissive gesture and tried to clear the small lump that had appeared in the back of my throat.

“Nah. This was a group effort all the way, and it’s better for it.” I eyed her. “I’ve got a present for you too, actually.”

She cocked a dark eyebrow. “For me?”

“For both you and Frank, actually.” I raised my voice. “There’s just one more thing, guys. Then I promise I’ll shut the hell up and let you all welcome Frank into the fold for real.”

But the celebration rolled right on, and I was about to try again when Darling broke in.

“Shut up!” Darling shouted.

The crowd quieted at once.

I laughed. “Thanks. But yeah, one last thing. I dunno how much you guys have heard about this, but we’ve had a bit of an issue with information that should be private filtering out into the general public the last couple days.”

“Weeks,” Darling corrected.

I nodded. “Right. It was little stuff at first. Nicknames being shared, conversations being passed along. That sort of stuff we could pretty much ignore. It’s a social game, it happens.

“Then it escalated from there, and we suddenly found ourselves walking into ambushes and traps that shouldn’t have been possible. The final straw, though, was the Stronghold.”

I looked the crowd over, meeting as many eyes as I could.

“So during that last exodus out of the Sands, Darling asked you guys to make sure you looted everything you possibly could on the way. Especially armor.

“No worries if you didn’t manage to grab any, but could everybody who looted a piece of gear please pull it out of your inventory? Drop it on the ground, hold it, doesn’t matter. I just need Darling to be able to inspect it all.”

There was a rustling of metal and leather and cloth as the crowd shifted. Meanwhile, Frank shadowboxed with the air, drunk on happiness and totally unaware of the events going on around him.

Several heavy pieces hit the ground, and I took a long step forward and scooped one of them up. It was just a piece of gray plate armor inscribed with silver threads.

Yet it was exactly what I was looking for.

{Antidote Plate}

Grade: D

Item Level: 28

Slot: Chest

Type: Plate

Quality: Uncommon

Primaries: +15 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Poison Resistance

Armor: +6%

I raised the item high above my head. “Unremarkable, right? In every way but one.”

I looked over the officers, who were all within arm’s reach of Darling.

“Right before the Siege, I met with each of our officers and talked things over. Gave them their positions, explained what we were going to do with the Reality Blade, all of that.

“As you’ve probably figured out by now, none of those plans were actually real. The sword itself—the Reality Blade, which was the centerpiece of our strategy—never dropped, which left us scrambling at the eleventh hour.

Murmurs went up at that, but I pressed on.

“More importantly, all of those made-up plans that I shared leaked to Corruptia as well as the Cult, and since we figured that would happen, we were able to use that to our advantage to pull off today’s events.”

I smiled. “But here’s the thing, guys. There was one very particular detail that I shared with all of the officers that changed from person to person. Nina?”

“What?” she said.

“What did I tell you about the Reality Blade?”

She scratched the back of her head and wobbled a bit, clearly already drunk. “We were gonna slow people down so that thing could blast them apart, I think? I dunno, I wasn’t listening very well.”

Rock put both hands on her shoulders and steadied her. “You told her it was going to drop a Mana Storm on the city.”

“Oh, that’s right!” Nina said. “Wasn’t it going to do Ice damage or something?”

Rock nodded.

“Thanks, guys. And yeah, the storm was the same for the two of you, since you’re basically one person. Jukes, what did you have?”

“Same story,” he said, “but it was Fire damage. You called it a fire storm or something like that.”

“You got it. Ton, do you remember what yours was?”

“It was poi⁠—”

He cut off, eyes darting to the item I was holding, then sweeping over the deck and the other pieces of gear, a disproportionate number of which shared the same resistance type.

“Shit.”

I took a step forward, a pistol popping into one hand. “Shit indeed, Ton. Shit indeed.”

He turned to run right off the scaffolding, but Sleep popped out of stealth and connected with a clothesline that came out of thin air.

Ton dropped onto the deck on his back, and Darling and Rock jumped on top of him.

I stepped up to him. “So it’s true then, isn’t it? You immediately leaked our plans to the other guilds. And you really were trying to sabotage our runs back in the labyrinth.”

Ton looked away and to his left, an admission of guilt if ever I’d seen one.

“What the hell, man?” Darling said. She had a knee pinning his shoulder to the ground, and Rock had one huge hand holding the other in place. “I was worried about you, too. I stayed up at night stressing about it and everything.”

“I gotta know,” I said. “Why’d you do it?”

He swallowed. “I had a better offer. Just had to jump through some hoops first.”

“From who?” Darling said. “The Cult? Corruptia?”

He spat onto the ground. “That’s where the information went, but they weren’t the ones making the offer. I’m not giving you a name. I can’t.”

“Was it Gold?” I asked. “Money? Another tanking position? What?”

Ton looked away again.

“Can you at least tell us whether or not you were working with someone in the guild?” Darling said. “You owe us that much.”

He gave her a shake of the head that was barely perceptible. “Came from outside. Just me.”

A beat of silence followed.

“Alright then,” I said. “Guess we’ll get on with it. Make sure you guys keep him in combat, but don’t kill him. After all, despite whatever he was being offered, Ton was our friend.”

“How are we not killing him?” Nina said. “This guy totally screwed us over!”

“That he did. But it’s not that I don’t intend to kill him. It’s that he deserves a lot worse than the quick death you or Darling would give him.” I dropped to one knee beside him. “How long do you guys think it would take a level 1 to punch through all that armor?”

Ton’s brow furrowed.

“We’ve got a fresh level 1 right here, so why don’t we find out. Hey, Frank?”

“Yeah?”

I grabbed Frank—or the axe he had left behind, to be more specific—out of his loop and threw it to him.

He snatched it out of the air and held it up, face frozen in sheer, unadulterated awe. “Man, look at this thing! So weighty, so imposing!”

I pointed at Ton. “He’s all yours, Frank. Take your time.”

Frank stalked toward him, cackling with every step he took.

“Ohhh yeah! This is gonna be fun. Flip him onto his stomach and pull his legs apart. I know exactly where to start…”


Chapter Fifty-Three



A couple of minutes later, while Frank was still gleefully whaling away at Ton’s heavily armored ass, I leaned up against the turtle’s shell right next to Darling.

“Something on your mind?” she asked.

I sucked in a deep breath. “An ass, an ass. My kingdom for a horse’s ass.”

She laughed. “You knew full well what you were doing when you burnt it all down.”

I cracked a smile. “Yeah. And it was completely worth it. To be honest with you, I never thought I’d be so happy to watch a grown man beat another grown man to death with his own shaft, but here we are.”

She winced. “Hate to say it, but I think it’s time to let that go.”

“Let what go?”

“The shaft jokes.”

“What? Why?”

“It’s just that the whole heart of the shaft joke thing is that Frank is an axe, and he has a shaft.”

I laughed.

“But now Frank is just a dude.”

“A dude with an axe with a shaft, which is also him.”

“Right. But now he also has a…” She trailed off, eyes on the ocean. “You see what I’m saying, right? Now that Frank’s an actual guy, the shaft stuff hits a little different. And not in a good way.”

I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

“I am a little hurt, though.”

“Why’s that?”

“We had that conversation that went terribly wrong about what he’d do first if he ever got a body, and here he is, doing exactly what he said he’d do. I guess I was at least expecting a hug or something, or at least a fist bump.”

“Well, Ton might have turned out to be a piece of shit who was willing to sabotage us every step of the way, but you gotta admit he does have you out-armored two to one.”

She looked herself up and down. “So in a game of who wore it better, you’re siding with Ton?”

“I’m not saying he wore it better. More like he wore it heavier, that’s all. And Frank is clearly a man of culture.”

“I can’t believe it was really Ton all along.”

“Yeah.”

“Don’t think it’s really hit me yet. And on top of everything else, we’re going to need another tank for the raid group.”

“You got anybody you’d want to promote?”

“Nobody springs to mind.” She elbowed me in the ribs, but gently. “Maybe you’d be interested in pivoting that way? A level 50 tank would go a long way.”

“Eh, there will be other 50s around in a week or so, if I had to guess. And I think there’s a better solution out there.”

“What’s that?”

“Well, you need a tank. So I’m thinking you want someone who’s comfortable taunting, right?”

She cocked her head. “Yeah?”

“Well, I just so happen to have a good friend who’s pretty much an expert when it comes to taunting things. Mostly me, but still. The guy has ridiculous amounts of experience there.”

Darling cracked up laughing. “You wanna make Frank the guild’s new tank? Are you serious?”

“Sure, why not? He’s endlessly available, right? In fact, he can’t help but be available. And with his knowledge being totally unlimited for the first time thanks to me being level 50, he could build us a perfect tank from the ground up. The best skills, the best gear, everything.”

“You think he’d actually go for that?”

“Oh, absolutely! I’ll just refer to tanking as being the manliest role of all and he’ll throw himself into it with reckless abandon.” I paused. “We’ll have to figure out a way for him to deal damage at the same time, so his build might end up being a bit unconventional, but we can probably make it work. Especially if we sprinkle in some bleed elements.”

“And if he says no?”

I shrugged. “It’s his body, so it’ll be his call in the end, but I think it’s worth a shot.”

She cracked up again, shoulders shaking. “Okay then. I can’t just hand the role to him, but I bet you can probably power him up to level 30 or so real quick. Once you’ve got him up to speed, we’ll try him out in a raid and take it from there. Assuming he’s interested. At the very least, it should be entertaining.”

“Thanks, Darling.”

“Sure! Least I can do, really. And if he decides to go damage, we can figure out a way to squeeze him onto the raid team that way, too.”

“Who knows? Maybe he’ll even decide he wants to turn over a new leaf and heal.”

“That would work too, provided the shock didn’t kill anyone.”

A beat of comfortable silence followed, but my mouth went dry all the same.

“Hey,” I said. “Do you mind if I go back to my roots and act a little selfishly here for a moment?”

“Depends on what you have in mind.”

“Well, we’ve been spending a lot of time talking about wishes, right? And pretty much everything I built just burned to the ground, so…”

“I’d feel a lot more sympathetic if you weren’t the one who’d actually torched it, but sure.”

“Well… maybe I could get a second wish?”

Darling brushed a lock of dark hair out of her eyes and tucked it behind her ear. “Maybe.”

I popped the two cans of coffee I’d shown Frank into each hand. “This also goes back to what I wanted to say before the raid and everything else, so, Darling?”

She smiled. “Yeah?”

“Would you like to join me for coffee? And since Frank is out of earshot, I’ll go a step further and clarify: if you say yes, it would be a date. If you say no… I guess it’ll be awkward.”

Her whole face lit up, and her gap-toothed smile was so bright it made my heart skip a beat. “I’d really like that, actually. I’d like that a lot. But what are you going to tell Frank?”

I handed her one of the cans. “I figure we’ll burn that bridge when we get there.”

She leaned a little closer, shoulder resting against mine. “I guess that’s fair. We did just give him a body and a bad guy to kill first thing.”

I cracked my can open. “Really feels like that ought to buy us at least fifteen minutes of quiet without him barging in, right?”

“If you consider the sound of an axe repeatedly hitting metal to be quiet, even when accompanied by laughter, then yeah, definitely.”

I raised my can to the sky, then dropped it to my side. “I was going to toast to the future, but it feels out of place with the moon right there.”

Darling glanced up at it. “Yeah. Is it just me, or is it, like, really huge right now?”

“Definitely is. Alarmingly so, actually. It looks like it’s about to fall right out of the sky.”

Suddenly, the moon pulsed red—every horrible inch of it—then it flashed back to green, and an alert followed.

Crimson Ripple Alert!

The Possibility King may be dead, but his masterwork lives on and is intent on picking up the apocalyptic torch its creator left behind!

And as it approaches, a fearsome tide is rolling across the land, bringing with it a new foe, a new continent, and a new era.

Welcome, adventurers, to the first content patch in EBO’s history: The Lunar Emperor’s Endgame!

I looked up to see a dark, vertical line had appeared, splitting the green moon in half.

Then the line parted, opening like an eye.

END
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Loremaster (Ascension of a Street Rat #1)

With a knife in his gut, Rowan figured he was destined to become just another corpse littering the slums of Taureen. So, he was fairly surprised to wake up in the back of a moving wagon on his way to the Faebrook Academy.

Follow Rowan on his journey to becoming a legendary adventurer in a world where diving monster-filled dungeons infuses your body with mana and helps you climb from lowly bronze tier all the way to the fabled Platinum tier. But first, he has to graduate.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Rise of the Lycanthrope (Crossroads of Fate #1)

Joss is an ordinary freshman college student…or she was until magic irrevocably changed her life.

When her brother is kidnapped and her family murdered, it awakens something deep inside her—something primal. Joss's unwavering resolve to save her brother and deliver retribution leads her to discover a perilous realm, brimming with power, danger, and death.

The realm of the Fae.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Beast Realms Trilogy (Complete)

With regenerative abilities, a badass tail and the potential to evolve his body, how could Art resist choosing a lizard man as his avatar?

All’s well until he accidentally joins forces with an acid-spitting, enemy-consuming shadow-bound grub, causing his light-bound guild members turn against him, and a deadly fire mage to wage a vendetta against him.

Look’s like it’s time for Art to evolve!

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.
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Azarinth Healer

Ilea likes punching things. And eating.

Join her as she is transported to a world full of monsters and magic, where power is measured by one's class, level and skills. Ilea’s tale is equal parts comfy slice-of-life wanderings, goofy jokes and brutal, blood-pumping battles with nightmarish monsters.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

Reborn (Jade Phoenix Saga #1)

Corrupted.

This is the word that has defined Yu since her infancy. Her God Sign is corrupted and so she is a cultivator without cultivation. Frail and sickly, Yu is the only descendant of her mighty warrior lineage to live without strength, without purpose. She is a stain on the honor of her family, an embarrassment to her prestigious clan.

Until she is given a chance – a chance to be reborn.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.

The Elemental Dungeon Trilogy (Complete)

Reborn as a dark dungeon, Ryan was happy defeating adventurers with undead minions. Then a necromancer arrived, and un-life got a whole lot harder...

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

If you wish to view a full list of our titles you can take a look at our books page on our website here:

https://portal-books.com/our-books

Or you can check out of comprehensive catalogue of our titles here and get reading right away!

https://www.amazon.com/Portal-Books/e/B07BHNPCXK


Join the Group



To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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