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Chapter 1: Jim Goes Down to Jersey, Looking for a Soul to Steal

“I expected this to be a bit more of a challenge,” I stated nonchalantly, stepping through the portal to Jersey.  Well, we were more like Jersey-adjacent.  I wasn’t quite sure where we were in the topography of Ordinal, but the whole place smelled terrible.  It looked even worse. 

“At least he named it appropriately,” I offered, wrinkling my nose.

“You only learned Scent as a skill.  I was born with it,” grumbled Badgelor, crinkling his face.  “This place smells worse every time.”

If you excluded the columns of fire and brimstone and the lake of molten lava, the place looked like a dump.  Everywhere you looked, ruins were piled high.  An archeologist could have a field day, assuming they weren’t eaten by monsters. 

“I wish Filly was here,” sighed Shart wistfully, as Filly’s hat materialized in his hands.  Badgelor grunted and looked at me imploringly. 

“Maybe he’s closer than you think,” I said, gesturing toward Badgelor.

Shart looked over excitedly.  Then, he frowned.  “Don’t tease me, Dum Dum.  That’s just the same old, stupid badger I look at every day.”

“Well, feck you, too,” replied Badgelor.

I cleared my throat.  “Focus, people.  We aren’t here to see the sights and complain.”

We had come to Jersey to find Jarra’s soul.  I didn’t yet know what we’d do when we found it, but I knew that we had to recover it.  Otherwise, she would be lost forever.

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing at what appeared to be an industrial size meat grinder.  Occasional blasts of dark smoke from the top gave the wasteland an inviting “forever lost in hell” vibe.

“Soul Cleanser,” replied Shart.  The demon was riding inside my mind, peering out through my eyes as though they were windows.  I didn’t understand why he’d chosen his current mode of transportation, but, given his last interaction with demons, I suspected he was hiding from something.  Or someone.  

What would worry an Elder Demon?

“We don’t have time for a detour, Dum Dum,” stated Shart. 

“I don’t think we have an alternative,” I replied, taking another step on the hard, dusty ground. It crunched under my feet, reminding me of crisp, newly fallen snow.  I experimentally cast a Portal nearby.  The magical hole seemed to open normally.  

“We can’t be doing this just to save your girlfriend.  She’s already dead,” Shart said bluntly.  

“You can’t be sure of that,” I replied gruffly.  “Besides, there are other reasons.”

“What could those other reasons possibly be?” questioned the demon.

“If you recall, none of the Treasures of Rule, or any other weapon I’ve yet encountered, can actually hurt Charles,” I explained, pushing aside a large piece of rebar from a destroyed building.  “I’m hoping something down here will do the job.”

“Hmm, that’s actually not completely dumb,” said Shart, shaking his head.  “What happened to you?”

“It's a day that ends in ‘Y’.  I’m thinking about killing Charles,” I replied.

“I’m so proud of him,” stated Badgelor.

“I guess,” grumbled Shart.   

“Puma check!” yelled Badgelor, putting his paw on my head.  His travel size placed his mouth perfectly next to my ear. 

“I know,” I replied, walking straight toward a hidden shape.  It would have appeared invisible to most people, but I was not most people.  I could see it clearly through my Master ranked Perception skill.  The absence of something was being highlighted in my vision.  

I would have preferred to be better equipped here.  My Lion armor had been ruined in the fight with Grebthar.  I’d also lost my sword.  I did still have the hilt of Excalibur with me, for all the good that would do.  I was effectively touring the most dangerous area of Ordinal with just my traveling clothes.  

Fortunately, I could kill and skin pretty much anything, and invisible armor sounded interesting.  

We proceeded forward cautiously, finally getting within its range.  I assumed whatever it was would attack or move.  I hoped it didn’t slink away.  If it did, I wouldn’t get any armor.  As I took another step toward the highlighted nothing, it suddenly surged forward.  I was struck with a clawed appendage that was fully capable of tearing a normal man’s arm off.  Thankfully, I was not a normal man.

“Oof, this doesn’t seem like the time for THAT discussion,” Shart helpfully supplied.  “Remind me later.”

I was a Monk and a Weapon Master.  That allowed me to use all my Weapon perks on all my weapons.  That included my arms.

●        Powerful Block:  You have blocked the succubus, Tabitha’s, claw strike.  You have executed a Powerful Block.  Tabitha is knocked off balance.  You take 27 points of Damage.

I hissed, jerking my arm back.  A pool of acidic poison was busily melting through my flesh.  It had bypassed most of my resistances, and my Poisoner perk wasn’t active.  What little I could do wouldn’t help.  

“I think I can fix that,” said Shart, beginning to work on my character sheet.  

Tabitha had barely fared better.  I had blocked her successfully enough to send her flying backward.  She landed hard, smashing into the partial ruins of a wall.  Her invisibility effect began to warble, and the succubus’ form became apparent.

“That is the most hideous thing I’ve ever seen,” I exclaimed.  Tabitha looked like a praying mantis had exploded from a human body.  Half her face made up the top of the creature’s head, while the lower half was decidedly insect-esque.  Her breasts were leaking poisonous acid, and her arms had split into multiple appendages.  Each appendage was equipped with a mantis-like blade for cutting, along with razor-sharp pincers.

“Woohoo,” yelled Shart.  “Check out the claws and pincers on that one!”

“I thought succubi were supposed to be attractive,” I yelled.  Tabitha cackled and began squirting me, machine-gun style, with… boob acid.

I don’t get paid enough for this.  

“On the surface, they appear with attractive feminine characteristics.  Part of it is an illusion effect

that you could see right through,” explained Shart patiently.  “However, down here, they don’t even bother with the disguise.”

“They all look like this?” I asked, flipping over another strike.  Tabitha continued to move toward me, executing a series of claw swipes.  I had every defensive technique known to Ordinal, which allowed me to use Mana or Stamina to avoid the strikes.  She was not handling this ability well, and I could sense her growing frustrated at her constant failure to hit me.

Suddenly, an ear-splitting scream rang out.  Badgelor had found her partner.  Tabitha’s head swung around far more than it should have, just in time for her to witness Ultimate Badgelor ripping the guts out of another thin, curvy demon.  This one had blades where his knees and arms should have been, as well as a large horn protruding from his…

“You know, I hate the fact that there are male succubi on Ordinal, right?” I sighed, as I closed with Tabitha.  I slammed my fist into her hardened carapace with enough force to crack it.  My leg simultaneously struck at her knee, shattering it.  

“You act like demons have genders at all, which is stupid, even for you, Dum Dum,” replied Shart.  “We are demons.  We have about as many biological similarities to humans as you do to trees.”

Tabitha attempted to bite me, but my hands grabbed her by either side of her mandible-filled mouth.  The very human tongue in the middle of that garbage disposal was enough to give me nightmares.  I activated Powerful Lift and twisted her head around sharply.  

When that didn’t work, primarily because her head fully rotated, I jammed my foot into her shoulder and pulled.  Her head tore free in a shower of human and insect gore.  I was not sure if that was what killed her, or if she was done in by her spine ripping free, bringing organs and tissue out with it.

“So, all they do is go to the surface to serve mortals or eat them?” I asked.  “Sounds kind of depressing actually.”

Badgelor seemed to have things well in hand with his demon, so I examined Tabitha’s corpse.

●        Salvage opportunity:  You can salvage the corpse of the demon Tabitha to recover 12 units of Demonic Chitin.  The chitin possesses the following enchantment, Invisibility.  Mana must be expended to maintain the enchantment.

Thankfully, I didn’t really have to skin her.  I activated my Salvage skill, and all of Tabitha’s various parts collapsed into several piles.  Her organs were processed down to biological cubes, which I left.  Her claws and other weapons materialized, and I glanced at a few.  The claws could be used to make a sword, were I interested in such a thing.  

●        Salvage Skill: Rank up!  You are now Master at the Salvage skill.  Please select a perk!

“Oh, a new perk,” I exclaimed, glancing at my options.

“Jim, perhaps this is not the time.  You know, we are still in danger,” said Badgelor.

I glanced around.  Yep, I was still in hell.  Maybe there was a better time to mull over perk options.  I gathered up the parts and looked over at Shart. The demon had materialized and was sniffing the abandoned biological cubes.

“Open wide,” I said to Shart, aiming my armload of parts.  

“Go feck yourself,” replied Shart.  “Demons can’t eat other demons.”

“I want you to put her in your storage,” I said.

“There isn’t a difference,” Shart argued.  His vast dimensional storage was where I tended to keep pretty much everything.  I had my own, but, because it was tiny, I tried to only fill it with essentials.  

Badgelor waddled over.  “You finished yammering?”

“Not quite,” I responded, examining my knuckles.  “Killing monsters is therapeutic and all, but I really need a weapon.”

“You do have Tony’s Anvil,” said Shart, as I pulled an odd bone out of my fist.  “You should make an enchanted weapon.”

“One capable of smashing the amulet of the Dark Overlord,” I added consideringly.

“Yup, save the crystal inside Charles for Badgelor,” said Shart.  “Besides, the amulet is going to be hard enough.”

“Could I drain the amulet?  Feck, could I maybe drain the crystal?” I asked.

“The crystal?  Absolutely not!  It is Divine Tier, and you are not,” answered Shart emphatically.   Sadly, that explanation was all I needed to hear.  My Mystical Lore skill helpfully filled in the rest.  As a non-Divine tier being, my puny mind would snap if I so much as attempted it.  

I was preparing to ask about the amulet when a memory of Jersey flashed through my mind.  It showed Charles, looking around proud and confident.  A much younger Badgelor rode contentedly on his shoulder.  Then, the vision was gone, and I put the idea of draining an intelligent thing out of my mind.   One was enough.  I was beginning to suspect that the draining of the Walker of Siers was not done without consequences.

“So, just focus on smashing the amulet,” I said.  

“That’s still going to be tricky,” stated Shart.  “The amulet is an Artifact tier piece of equipment, meaning that it is next to impossible to destroy.  You are really going to have to ‘Jim’ something up to manage that.”

“Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” stated Badgelor.  

“I suppose,” I said, standing up and surveying the wreckage surrounding us.  My last encounter with Charles was weighing on me.  He seemed crazy, but I wasn’t sure he was.  That wasn’t what bothered me, though.  It was something else.  Something I couldn’t quite put my finger on.  I noticed Badgelor staring at me, so I changed the subject.  “I assumed this mission would be harder.”

Both my companions heaved huge sighs.  Shart pinched his nose and squeezed his eyes shut.  Badgelor glanced at Shart and looked back to me.  “Jim, I love your can-do attitude, but, seriously, you have to stop this.”

Shart, taking in my questioning look, added, “Dum Dum, those were the scouts.”

I squinted toward a large tower in the distance.  Dozens of demons, including one that was roughly the size of a house, ran at us.  

“Oh.”


Chapter 2: A Banner’s Purpose

Julia was a banner to her people, the height of nobility, an icon.  Why absolutely NONE of the idiots that she was leading to SAFETY from the burning ruins of Fillidelphia understood that was beyond her.  Julia continued shouting, and they continued failing.  She really needed to do something she was good at. 

“Keep burning those bridges,” she yelled to the lazy fools at the rear.  “If we don’t move forward, we are all going to die.”  Aforementioned fools continued burning the bridges behind them lazily.  Even while Julia was busy burning bridges to her left and right, she still had time to yell instructions at everyone.  Still, they kept coming to her with their problems.  The princess was quickly becoming flustered, which led to more yelling and just a bit of dignified shouting.  

“I don’t care about your anvil,” Julia screamed, her face turning red from exertion.  “My storage is full of lifesaving equipment.  Everyone’s storage is full of critical supplies.  You can either carry it yourself or leave it.”

The Blacksmith frowned at her, muttered what sounded like some profane words, and stomped off.  In Falcon, a mere commoner would have never had the temerity to talk to her like that.  Julia tried to picture what the Mayor would have done and realized it would have probably involved chickens.

Those poor birds.

Of course, a bird was the only reason she’d managed to get everyone moving at all.  Thank Grebth- no not him.  Who do I thank for small mercies?  Well, thank someone for Beakatrix.  The leadership of Fillidelphia had mysteriously vanished shortly before the Lightning Bolt blew a hole in the castle grounds.   Initially, Julia had assumed that Toomen had accidentally vaporized them in his ill-fated attack on Grebthar.  However, the more she learned about the timeline, the more she doubted that assumption.  

Julia had come to believe that most of the nobility in Filly had suffered a significant setback as of late.  Sheblin confirmed to her that HarGate was, in fact, the Sphinx.  Apparently, the mad woman had confessed several devious acts to Sheblin during the rogue’s time in captivity.  The fact that the Sphinx had been posing as King HarCharles’ wife for nearly a decade was disheartening, though not as disheartening as HarCharles not noticing it.  Julia found the whole situation depressing, as she had known HarGate for years.  

She hadn’t quite been friends with HarGate or a defender of the gates of Fillidelphia, but Julia had shared a few letters with her.  The princess’ father had been far more interested in the woman, actively courting her prior to her marriage to HarCharles.  Julia suspected her father had been forming some Machiavellian plot to bring the Northern Kingdom back into alignment with Falcon.  

Julia had thought the plan was doomed to fail, but then HarGate came to Falcon for a visit.  Julia instantly understood the fascination with her.  HarGate was the embodiment of what a Northern adventurer should be; she completely looked and acted the part.  Plus, she had been so charming that young Julia practically idolized her for a time.  After HarGate’s engagement with HarCharles became public knowledge, Julia’s father had grudgingly moved on.    

Even after HarGate had spurred her father, Julia sent the queen a few letters discussing what she considered, at the time, important matters of state.  HarGate’s advice was always incredibly useful to whatever situation Julia found herself embroiled in.  Then, suddenly, HarGate’s letters to both Julia and her father stopped.  Shortly thereafter, HarGate had married HarCharles, and that was that.  Julia knew that politics were involved because that was how marriage worked.  Still…  

It stung.

After all, Julia was one of the most important people in the world. 

Julia decided that the Sphinx had, at some point, killed and replaced HarGate.  The thought of that was terrifying.  HarGate had been a lofty level 51, and the notion that someone could just kill and replace someone at that level was horrifying.

Especially because Julia was rapidly approaching that level.  Very rapidly.

●        You have 2200 points of banked Experience.  Please visit a trainer.  

Banked XP?  What was that fool of a mayor doing?  

Banked XP points were typically earned when a higher-level adventurer had topped out but didn’t want XP to go to waste, so they shunted their excess to their party members.  It was helpful for others at far lower levels, but inefficient at adding Experience points to other higher-level adventurers.  At her level, it was silly and nearly worthless.  She needed close to fifty thousand points to gain another level.  

A massive eight-legged bear suddenly exploded menacingly from the trees.  It raced toward the column of commoners she was assigned to protect.  Holding her magical rod aloft, she let her Divine Magic flow through it.  Firing off a disk of energy neatly bisected the creature.  

The top half landed, still snarling.  The creature attempted to crawl toward the frightened people she was leading.  Julia groaned before firing off another energy disk.  The bear gurgled and stilled.  This wasn’t as bad as the drop bears, but it was close.  Then, she could easily protect herself.  Now, she was guarding no fewer than five hundred civilians, most of whom had no combat training at all.  

When she’d first gotten to Windfall, she’d discovered the Mayor had been training many people up in the militia.  The very notion was so absurd that Julia had been unable to wrap her head around it at the time.  Everyone knew that you didn’t train more than absolutely necessary.  After all, if enough commoners could rise up, they might even take out an adventurer.  

It was rare, but you heard about it every so often.  

Some noble in charge of a town would get stupid.  They would both overtax their population and train them up too well.  Those two things in tandem could cause a scenario where lowly commoners would kill an adventurer.  Consequently, most adventurers’ attitudes toward large militias was the same.  They wanted to ensure that town militias were adequate for local protection, while remaining too weak to be a serious threat to those in charge.

That was just good common sense.  

Jim had other ideas.  He viewed the whole world as a dangerous place and did his level best to ensure that everyone was capable of protecting themselves.  His militia took anyone that wanted to join.  Even worse, they actively recruited, ensuring that everyone got bonus Hit Points and Weapon skills from training.  When Julia had first learned all this, it had seemed absurd.  

Of course, if the Windfallians had been marching through this forest, they would have torn that Spiderbear to bits.

The princess quickly did another Puma check.  Thankfully, she sensed no more bears.  Puma checks were another thing she was still unsure of.  The Mayor, for all his positive qualities, was paranoid to a disturbing degree.  After all, what could trouble the Mayor?  Whatever it was, his Windfallians were right there with him.  They were positively committed to the notion of checking for danger at all times.  

That was a level of caution that would have been super useful here.  Alas, she couldn’t bring it up; she’d never hear the end of it.    

Julia had spilled the wine when she’d actually gotten to Windfall.  She didn’t recognize the Mayor when he first approached her, saving her in a cabin in the middle of nowhere.  She didn’t recognize him when he rebuilt his Precursor warship.  She didn’t even recognize him when he walked around Windfall itself like he owned the place.  Everyone had respected him; some had adored him.

In retrospect, it had been obvious from the very first instant.  She shouldn’t have been so drunk as to not realize it.  She’d been too drunk on her own power and her own expectations of what the Mayor was in the past.  She had been unable to realize what he was in the present.  That hurt.  

She initially blamed her circumstances for the situation.  Her father had been murdered.  She’d known that deep down when she’d been taken away.  He would have moved heaven and earth to rescue her.  Her lover had betrayed her.  Her entire life’s plan had spilled onto the linen.  

She snorted.  Jim used the expression “Gone down the drain,” which was silly.  That was where liquid was supposed to go.  

Now, she had been given a task by the Mayor.  Get these people to Windfall.  She could manage that, though she was unsure of the mechanics of how that was going to work once they got there.  Windfall was larger than she had expected, and Filly was smaller than everyone thought it was, but Filly was still a thousand-year-old city.  

That cork was never going to fit.

Normally, she’d just invite them all to live in Falcon, but the average provincial was never going to do that willingly.  Or at all.

She’d have time to swirl it around the cup, though.  It was going to be a longer march back to Windfall than it had been coming from there, because they couldn’t go cross country.  There were simply too many people.  Hopefully, the trip would be relatively straightforward.  However, Julia didn’t dare presume the journey could be made with ease.  The Dark Overlord was coming for Windfall, just as he always did.

With that thought, Julia’s spine grew ever so slightly straighter.  No one in her family had ever successfully stood against the Dark Overlord.  She had tried and failed, but that didn’t mean she couldn’t try again.  After all, she had lived.  As long as she was alive, there was hope.  Julia delved into her royal bearing; she would be a banner to these people.  

An unwavering, unflappable banner.  

A notification popped up in the corner of her view, and she regally examined it.

●        You have 58000 points of banked Experience.  Please visit a trainer.  

“Bitch, the feck you doing?”


Chapter 3: Meet and Greet

I exhaled loudly, slamming my foot down on a massively armored demon’s detached head.  Simply removing the head hadn’t killed him, which answered my question about what had killed Tabitha.  It turned out demons viewed their heads as more optional than one might expect.  You really had to get in there and mess around with their organs and spines.  Once you did enough Damage to the innards, a demon would perish.  In the case of my current opponent, I suspected his demise would be from the gaping hole in his chest, along with the oozing, stinky bowels that were rapidly leaking out.

“Are you going to help, Big Dog?” I growled.

“That’s a whole can of worms you don’t want to open,” said Shart, who was back to hiding in my mind space.  He might have even been cowering, but I couldn’t grasp the idea of Shart cowering from anything.

“You are supposed to be in charge of these hellions,” I groused, as a poisoned barb flashed past my face.  Of course, I Dodged it, but the appendage was far closer to my skin than I liked.

“I’m in charge of demons on Ordinal.  This is Jersey,” replied Shart. 

“Isn’t Jersey a part of Ordinal?” I asked, Dodging another barb.  Like the last, it, too, had been way too close to my face.  It was so close, in fact, that I thought I caught the odor of burning tar wafting from it.

“We haven’t technically left Ordinal, but we also aren’t really on Ordinal.  Think of it as simply being on a lower plane of existence,” Shart explained. 

I glanced at Badgelor.  He was holding his own against a tree-shaped demon that was trying to stab the badger with his scrawny limbs.  “How is that possible?” I asked Shart.  “We have to either be on Ordinal or not.”

“There are no leylines in Jersey,” the demon responded.

“So…”

“So, what, Dum Dum?” retorted Shart.  “To your left.”

Feck it.  I didn’t have time for this.  Fortunately, I also didn’t actually need Shart’s help.  

“I swiveled to my left.  The demon approaching was the tiniest enemy I had ever seen.  It kind of reminded me of a Smurf, except it was yellow instead of blue.  It was so small, I felt bad about killing it.  Instead, I simply picked it up and chucked it as hard as possible into the distance.  The demon sailed through the air and out of sight.  “Anyone else?” I bellowed.

Another succubus dashed toward me, her scythe arms circling madly.  The blades appeared to be coated with a neon green poison I’d rather not get on myself.  As she struck, I Blinked away.  Reappearing behind her, I brought my heel down in a powerful ax kick that I further augmented.

●        Powerful Badger’s Hind Kick:  Using the strength of a badger’s hind legs, you know how to deliver a blow capable of breaching most magical defenses.  

	Augmented with Powerful Blow: Base Damage doubled. 
	Augmented with Knockdown Blow: Base Knock Back distance doubled. 
	Augmented with Badger’s Rage: Base Damage increased by 3-12 


I could do over ninety points of Damage with a single kick.  That was enough to literally tear a normal human in half with plenty of Damage to spare.  The demon’s head merely smashed into her chest.  She glared at me from her own belly button. 

After tearing several apart, I’d learned that demon organs were wildly different than anything I’d seen on any other living creature.  Plus, the succubi lacked the equivalent of female equipment.  That section of their bodies contained what might be politely described as a built-in dumpster containing parts of their victims.  They also had a second mouth located in a truly terrible spot.  

“We don’t keep our brains in our heads.  That alone is proof that evolution is a stupid way to make an animal” stated Shart nonchalantly, as the succubus slashed at me with her claws.  At least, with her head smashed into her chest cavity, she couldn’t bite me with either mouth.  Those bites were designed to painfully remove flesh.  

Two more demons tried to sneak up behind me.  They failed.  I twisted around in a Ryu-style hurricane kick, landing three hits on each of them.  My leg slammed into a third demon’s chest and stopped.  

The incubus glared at me.  While succubi were thin, curvy, and looked like feminine killing machines, incubi were stocky, well-muscled killing machines.  Of course, they were no more male than the succubi were female.  They just aligned more with a ‘traditional’ male body type. 

Which is to say, he was much larger and more muscular.

“Again, not a ‘he’,” said Shart.

“Not helping,” I snapped, giving the massive demon space. 

The incubus held a dangerous looking sword.  It was one of those glowing, fiery ones that artists drew in fantasy novels about hell.  I Dodged his first slash but took a hoof to the chest.  I careened through the air and slammed into the forgotten succubus.  Jamming my elbow under her neck area, I flipped through the air.

The succubus was sent back into another group of creatures.  I managed to get my feet back on the ground right before the incubus got back into his weapon’s range.  I Dodged three more rapid attacks, and the massive demon erupted into flames, fiery wings and all.

The tail snapped toward me, as the demon executed a Powerful Blow.  I Dodged the sword, but his tail slithered around my ankle.  The next thing I knew, I was twenty logs away with my face buried in stone and rusty metal.  The incubus tried to move me again, but I refused.

●        Mitigate successful: You have prevented yourself from being moved!  

The incubus snarled and launched himself high into the air with his burning wings.  A second sword materialized from what would have been his loins, had he truly been a he.  From the incubus’ trajectory, I surmised he was planning on bringing the weapon down into my chest.  I was quickly weighing my options when Badgelor snatched the demon from the air.  They both hit the ground in a heap.

From there, it was massive glowing claws, burning teeth, and unbreakable hide versus whatever the demon had.  After a few horrible seconds, the incubus somehow managed to toss Badgelor off of him.  

Badgelor spit out the demon’s arm and walked over to me.  The incubus, which I could now see was a demon general, snarled.  The small army of demons at his back roared in unison.  I thought we’d thinned their numbers, and Badgelor had killed the house-sized one, but there were still plenty.  More than plenty.  

Badgelor stared the general down.  “You still taste like shite.”

“Badgelor, welcome back,” nodded the demon.  “You know we respawn, so this is all pointless.  You aren’t getting past us, again.”

“That’s what you said the last time,” grinned the War Badger.

“This time will be different,” stated the general through gritted teeth.  

“That’s what you said the time before that,” continued Badgelor.  

We’d been fighting with the demons for the better part of an hour.  While it was tremendous for Experience Points, it wasn’t doing much toward our goal of actually getting to the Shadowlands, or whatever the nefarious realm of the shadows was called.  That was where Jarra’s soul had been sent, and I was going to recover whatever was left of it.  

The problem was that Badgelor was a War Badger, and War Badgers liked to fight.  At the moment, that was literally all Badgelor had going for him.  I’d been willing to just fight with demons for a time, but we really needed to move along.  Unfortunately, demons just kept coming.  All of them were more than a little upset with me, because…they were the same demons.

“They can respawn?” I asked Shart.

The demon paused his current project, which I imagined was either demonic sudoku or hatching schemes to mess with me.  Peering out of my eyes, he took stock of the situation.  The fact that Shart physically existed in my mindspace when he wasn’t out and about was still a tad disturbing.  However, at this point, I had gotten used to the feeling.

“Okay, Dum Dum, I’ve been reading your memories to try to figure out how to explain this, and I think I got it,” said Shart, clearing his throat.  “Your soul is like a pog’rum.”

“Program?” I asked.

“Yes, that’s what I said.  Anyway, that pog’rum is capable of making your body work.  That is really what you are, and the meat robutt that you are just follows its commands.”

“Robot,” I said.

“I’m sure it’s robutt.  I know no human being is going to lose an opportunity to put ‘butt’ in a word,” said Shart.

“Point,” I agreed.

“Mortal souls are stuck in one stupid body.  That’s what makes them stupid mortals.  Most demon souls aren’t.  When you kill a demon, they can just go back and pick out a new body.”

“Even you?” I asked.

“Alas, no,” stated Shart woefully.  “I’m an Elder Demon.  I’m never allowed to leave this particular body.”  There was a world of pain behind those words.  Given that body jumping seemed to be a basic part of demonhood, I realized being stuck in a single body was probably a special hell for Shart.  

“So, when we kill these demons, they just go back to their spawn point and come back?” I asked.

“You finally get it,” exhaled Shart in relief.

“I call hacks,” I grumbled, checking out my Experience Points log and groaning.  The last batch of demons were nearly all respawns.  The system considered that as me fighting the same monster twice.   In short, the number of Experience Points I’d earned had been reduced.

●        You have earned 82 Experience Points since your last check.  You are max level; all XP are banked.  Due to your Great General perk, Shared Lessons, all of your banked Experience Points are being shared. 

Skill Point returns were significantly better.  Those were rated on a life and death scale.  Still, the risk-reward ratio here was becoming decidedly thin.  

“And another thing, your sword is stupid,” stated Badgelor, kicking the weapon back to the incubus.

“My mother made this for me,” growled the general.

“Seriously?” I sighed.

“What?  You don’t think we have mothers?” asked Shart.  “They aren’t as important as uncle-dads, of course, but we do have them.”

“Do you have an uncle-dad?” I asked.

“Of course!  What kind of question is that!  My uncle-dad is a demonic lawyer named Jason,” said Shart. 

“So, how is your uncle-dad named Jason?”

“No idea, that guy is a dick,” stated Shart.  

I was going to have an aneurysm.

I glanced at the demon’s name and cringed.  I hated this place. The high general of the demon army turned his attention back to me and grinned, exposing a maw full of burning teeth.  

“We will tear through your army of demons if we must, Doug,” I declared.  The demonic general in charge of the elite army responsible for protecting Jersey, a massive twelve-foot tall, hoofed monstrosity straight out of nightmares, glared down at me with burning eyes.    

“There is no way you will get past me.  My life is entirely in service to the <system>.  I will die a million deaths before you even set your eyes upon the dungeon,” growled Doug.  A fresh arm exploded from the hole left by Badgelor biting off the original one.  As Doug picked up his sword, it erupted into even more flames.  Simultaneously, a volcano dramatically flared up behind him.

“If that is where the passage to the Shadow Realm is, not even Megatron will stop me,” I declared.

Doug paused thoughtfully.  “I don’t get that one.”

“Checking,” replied a succubus.  “It looks like he’s a villain in the sacred texts.  He loses a lot, has a lieutenant called. . .HarScream.”

“Why would a human protect a scream?” asked another demon.

“Maybe because humans are dumb.  I bet they don’t even know that a har is a protector,” Doug suggested.

“Mortals suck so much,” groaned a third, eyeing Badgelor and me.  She sighed.  “Let's go die again.”

Doug nodded, saluting with his burning blade.  “I will stop your incursion!  I am the shield of the dungeon.  Nothing will ever let you gain entrance to the great vault, where the dual crystals WILL remain!  I shall… wait, did you say the Shadow Realm?”

“Yes,” I replied.

Doug looked over at the succubus again.  She shrugged in return.  “I think he’s just making up words at this point.”

“Shart, what’s the entrance to the realm of shadows called down here?” I asked.

“Well, it's a massively disgusting, decaying wound in Jersey. It really drags the whole place down,” explained Shart.

I sighed.  “I’m trying to get to Newark.”


Chapter 4: Journey to Newark

“And that’s the Soul Cleanser,” said Doug, as we passed the main tower.  It was surrounded by dozens of confused demons.  

“So, all mortal souls get processed through there before being returned to Ordinal?” I asked, as we walked past another extrusion of the large, unnatural machine.  Just looking at the contraption caused parts of the brain to misfire, like looking at Schroeder’s Stairs.  

I had to turn away. Instead, I focused on Badgelor, scampering off into the distance. 

“That’s what it does.  You’ll have to talk to the boss if you want more answers than that,” replied the incubus, stretching his new arm out.  A loud popping sound followed the motion.  “Great, I’m going to have to take this one to the shop.”

“Sorry about that,” I offered, glancing over at him.  

“No worries, all part of the job.  You know, in all my time protecting the dungeon, you are the first person who’s ever asked to go to Newark,” commented Doug conversationally.  We were headed to what appeared to be a garage with medical equipment stored inside.  A large, spider-like demon walked out of the open door and looked down at me.  The creature had eight legs, none of which were the same length, and pus-filled eye sockets.  Looking at him was causing the hairs on the back of my neck to stand up. 

He shook his head, and I noticed his name tag read Chris.  “That is the ugliest body I’ve ever seen,” he finally said.  “Want some upgrades?”

“Upgrades?” I asked.

“Yeah, you humans are really poorly built.  Breathing and food in the same tube, and you pee out of your sex organ.”

“Not to mention your spine, with its pinched nerves and misshapen discs,” added Doug, nodding.  “The whole human body is a poorly evolved mess.”

“And your bodies aren’t?” I asked.

“We are custom built,” grinned Doug, flexing his good arm.  Doing so caused the bad arm to pop again.  

“Humans are a Garbage tier product.  Think about it,” replied Chris, rounding on Doug.  “And explain what you did to your arm.”

Doug, the demonic general, looked pained.  “Well, I had to use the Regeneration system.”

“Which worked great because you topped off the fluid before you rushed into battle,” said Chris, a mechanical mandible twitching violently.  

Doug grinned.  “You said you wanted to rework the circulatory system anyway.”

“You can’t be serious!  I just tuned that thing up,” groaned Chris.  A half-dozen small spiders detached themselves from Chris’ body and ran to Doug.  There, they locked onto the general’s body at various strategic points.  “No, you bent both femurs, and. . .what the hell did you do to that hip joint?”

“Look, I was fighting Badgelor,” stated Doug. 

“And you didn’t prepare yourself?  That badger is seriously bad news!  You should know that by now.  It’s not like this was your first encounter with that maniacal weasel,” lectured Chris, shuddering.  A cold wind blew through the demon’s soul.  “Oh, no, he’s behind me, isn’t he?”

“Hi, Chris,” said Badgelor, emerging from the shop.  “Long time, no see.”

Chris looked as flummoxed as a demon whose bottom half was a spider and whose top half was the offspring of a spider that mated with an ugly hippo could look.  Badgelor was slurping up something I couldn’t identify.

“No, not my genuine dragon intestines!  You bastard!” screamed Chris, rushing past Badgelor and into his workshop.  It took only a moment for him to start wailing.

Since the door was open, I wandered over and peered inside the shop.  The handful of medical beds on the outside were nothing compared to the racks of cadavers on the inside.  Dozens of demon bodies dangled like clothing on a line.  There were at least three in medical apparatuses being worked on.

●        You have learned the skill Flesh Sculpting (demon).  You are unskilled.  This is a Rare Skill.  

“Of fecking course,” grumbled Shart.

“Oh, I bet this would have come in useful when you were inside out,” I offered.

Shart exhaled.  We’d gone through a lot to get him right side out.

I focused on the skill, getting a general idea of how it worked.

●        Your Treatment skill has linked to the Flesh Sculpting (demon) skill.  You now know Flesh Sculpting (human).  You are an Expert at the Treatment skill.  You are now a Journeyman Flesh Sculpture.  Please choose a perk!

That was super interesting.  I was hoping that one of those new perks would be really useful on adventures.  I opened up the menus to check my options.  

“Nope,” I said.  

“Did you get a perk notification?” asked Shart.

“Nope, I continued, shaking my head slightly.

“I think you did.  In fact, I know it.  There are perks here,” said Shart, who paused for a long moment.  “I think I’m going to be sick.”

“Told you ‘nope’,” I replied.  I heard the demon violently hurl inside my mindspace.

“There are so many choices, and all of them are so gross,” groaned the demon.

I had the capability to see what had made Shart physically ill.  I also had quite the history of poor decision making.  Bringing up an image, all I saw was a woman with massively exaggerated breasts.  “Hey, this isn’t that terrible.”

“You can’t be serious!  Look at those huge fatty deposits on her chest.  It’s so disgusting,” groaned Shart.  

“Here’s one where you can take off someone’s limb and turn it into a scythe,” I said.

“Really?  Let me see,” said Shart.  He promptly gagged again.  “You liar.  That is a perk to enhance a lady’s buttocks.  No one wants to see a woman’s buttocks.” 

I chuckled.  “Fine, how about this?”

“Hm, that might be okay.  If you take the right combination of perks, you can actually make humans look less gross.  At the very least, you can generate some organs that are actually useful.  You sad bastards don’t even have a Vloog Gland.”

There was no way you could pay me enough to ask about that.  

“By making humans look more like demons?” I questioned instead.  

“Duh,” replied the demon, “We are the sexiest species.  You should take Grafted Organs.  It allows you to replace your terrible human organs with more helpful ones.  Another decent option is Organic Armor.  With it, you can change a human’s skin and make it less saggy.”

“Those are the ones I have problems with.  They are just cosmetic,” I said, glancing at Dermal Adjustment.  That perk allowed you to radically alter someone’s skin.  I could practically do comprehensive plastic surgery with it.  If I skilled it up, I could turn someone’s skin into pure body armor.  

“You could take Bio Essence Realignment,” said Shart, gesturing to another choice.  That allowed you to change the attachment points of your Mana Network on your physical frame.  You could also move your Mana Cores to other areas of your body.”  

“This is the reverse of what you did to me,” I said, examining the choice.  Shart had adjusted my Mana Network when I’d taken both the Sorcerer and Mage classes.  Due to my unique talent, the conflicting Mana Networks had nearly killed me. 

●        Error! Mana Essence Realignment skill is locked.  It requires Rank 5 <admin> access.  You have rank 3 <admin> access.  Alert filed with controlling authority.

My eyes shot wide open.  Shart was brushing away an on-screen notification and angrily shaking his head.  “You are going to get spotted if you keep doing this shit.”

“There are <admin> locked skills?” I asked.

“Of course!  That skill is dangerous, even if you do know what you’re doing,” said Shart.  He was past asking me to not pick up skills, not that I ever had that much control over it.  

“Wait a minute!  You could have fixed Fenris,” I realized, preparing to be very angry.

Shart said nothing for a long moment.  Finally, the demon sighed.  “Yes, I may have been able to fix Fenris, but stupid is very hard to fix.  Besides, I thought you guys liked him like that.”

“What?  No, that’s Sir Dalton.  I’m talking about Fenris.  He’s the man with the shattered spine,” I said.

“Oh, well, maybe,” stated Shart, considering the situation.  “I’m not so sure, though.  There wasn’t really a bone there anymore.  That means there is no fixed Mana point.  That’s why he almost died.  Your basic Mana Network needs to be attached to something pretty durable in your body.  Otherwise, you get a lethal level of feedback.”

With my Mystical Lore, I knew what he meant.  Your Mana Network controlled how magic flowed throughout your body.  Even non-magical classes made significant use of magic on Ordinal.  In technical language, the Mana Network connected to the occipital bone, which was where your spine attached to your skull.  

That was literally the only part of the human body that could actually absorb that much Mana.  Hooking it up elsewhere would cause that part of the body to become significantly imbalanced and lead to what amounted to a Mana clot being kicked through your network.  I knew what an actual stroke looked like.  I didn’t want to think about a magical one. 

It wasn’t a perfect analogy, but it was as close as I could get as a human from Earth. 

Fenris didn’t have a spine anymore.  What he had was a piece of organic steel, functioning in the place of a spine, that had been installed on the outside of his neck.  The problem was that the steel was not as effective at conducting magic as his regular bone had been.  What I desperately needed was a way to restore bones.  I’d have given practically anything to learn that and fully repair Fenris. 

●        Bone Sculptor:  You can sculpt bones as easily as a sculptor sculpts clay.  Your skill at bone manipulation is vastly enhanced.  

“How did I learn that?” I asked, making sure Shart was aware of the notification.

“Whining, probably,” answered Shart.  “Look, Dum Dum, if you get really desperate, your request goes up to the <system>.  Sometimes, if you qualify, it will decide to grant your request.  That’s how you got your Power Lift skill.  You really needed it.”

“Does that happen very often?” I asked.

“Feck, no,” replied Shart.  “You have to be so desperate that it actually pops up a notification.  Those almost never get approved.  However, you tend to reek of desperation.”

“So, Michael approved Power Lift,” I said.  That was actually good to know.  Charles talked about him frequently, and I didn’t actually know what had happened to Shart’s counterpart.

“Or the request timed out, but there is no way that happened,” said Shart.  “That would be a total dereliction of duty.”

With that resolved, I started playing with my new skill.  I stared at my arms, adjusting it to the left and right.  Doing so caused the flesh and bones to warp slightly. 

“Careful with that,” said Chris, walking back out.  “Good luck doing anything without a Sculptor's bed.”

“Good point,” I said, easily resetting the bones in my arms back to their original positions.  “Is it possible to do much without one?”

“A skilled user such as I could do minor flesh warping without the correct tools.  Anything more than that would be a challenge,” stated Chris. 

“That sounds hard.  I certainly won’t try without one,” I said.  Using Craftsman Need No Tools, I finished tweaking my bones and musculature and locked them into the improved positions.  I was slightly tougher, though you couldn’t tell the difference without careful observation. 

A short, malformed demon exited the garage and stood next to me.  “I still need to show you the way to Newark.”

“Doug?” I asked.  The demonic general had changed bodies.  This one looked like it had seen a few miles.  His idolized general body had been replaced with a stumpy thing with two legs of different lengths. 

“Be careful with my loaner,” grunted Chris.  

“Whatever you say.  How anyone could tell if I damaged this jalopy is beyond me,” said the demon.  “Let's go!  Newark is waiting.”

I stared at my forearm again for a long moment before slowly following after Doug.  Using my new skill, I verified that both limbs were exactly the same length as they’d been before I started messing with them.

“Ordinal is so fecking weird.”


Chapter 5: Welcome to Trenton

“Welcome to Trenton!” exclaimed Doug, as we entered the city.  The outskirts were nothing more than a small cluster of barns identical to Chris’s workshop.  I followed Doug with growing disinterest into the demon’s largest city on Ordinal.  

The day had been full of disappointments.  

“I expected more from the city,” I offered, as we left the first barn and walked down the long street.  On either side, more barns stood.  It would be generous to call them workshops because that certainly wasn’t the vibe they were giving off.  Each structure had been made as simply as possible and bore what amounted to the laziest signage imaginable.  Every one of them was a body shop of some type.

The demons didn’t even bother with clever names.  Chris’ body shop was called Body Shop #12.  To my left and right were Body Shop #11 and Body Shop #13.  I stopped being curious by Body Shop #20.  

“Our city does what it needs to,” replied Doug.  

“Where are the houses?” I asked.

“Houses? No one lives here,” said Doug.  “This is a demon city.  There are some learning annexes at the center of town along with the club.”

“Where do you live then?” I asked, as we passed another set of barns.  The city was literally a crossroads with barns on either side of the road.  I didn’t quite understand why the city was an “X”, but the workshops were going steadily downhill as we neared the center of town.

I’d seen run down cities in the news before.  Heck, I’d seen run down cities in Ohio.  This was worse.  It was like no one cared, and they had been in the business of not caring for a long time.

“There is a place in the center of town,” offered Dougwith an eye roll.  Check that, one of his eyes was just rolling all the time.  

Shart was apathetic to the human condition, but this was strangely even worse.  They had a place with seemingly no oversight.  Instead of building a palace with blackjack and hookers, they built a rundown shithole that no one seemed to live in.

“Are there more cities?” I ventured.  We had just crossed the halfway mark toward the town center.  My Administration skill had been posting the value of the various buildings in town, and prices had begun to uptick.  That meant the edge and center of town were valuable, but the space between was not.  

“In Jersey?  No,” was the only explanation Doug gave. 

I walked faster, easily outpacing Doug.  Consequently, I reached the center of town first.  There were a handful of demons here, in the town center of the largest demonic city on Ordinal.  One of the demons looked at me and frowned.

“You are going to be late,” he yelled, stepping into what appeared to be a dingy classroom.  A large coffee shop stood next door, though it did not enhance the air with the fragrant scent of anything freshly brewed.  Across the street was another coffee shop.  All up and down the street, coffee bars and coffee shops littered the area.  I stared at one for a long moment, my Demonic Lore having difficulty processing the script of their language.  Assuming I am even reading it right.

I didn’t get the chance to try again.  Nearly a dozen demons left the coffeehouse looking wrong.  They were sculpted to look like humans, but they had done a fantastically bad job on the designs.  Doug shuddered slightly.

“Poor bastards,” he said, stepping out of another coffee shop.  “That one doesn’t have a mortal rig.  I’m going to check the next one.”

Sick fascination caused me to step closer to the dingy glass of the building in front of me.  It was the only one that was not affiliated with coffee.  Looking into the room, it took me several moments to process what I was seeing.  It was full of human-form demons trying their best to act human.  

I read the sign at the entrance.  It said, “Hentai School, the advanced sexual education for future summoned demons.  Attendance is mandatory.”

Badgelor hopped down.  “I’m out!  I’ll catch you later.”  With that, the traitor vanished into an alley, leaving me standing in front of the building.  

“You’re blocking the door,” stated a large demon from the group I had just seen leave the coffee shop.  He appeared to be doing an impression of a handsome human male.  His beard went to just below his eyeballs, and then up both sides of his head.  “You are going to want to work on that skin, buddy.  I think humans have more facial hair than that.”

“Sometimes,” I replied.  

“Oh, thank Michael,” said the demon, shoving me into the classroom.  “I was afraid no one was going to have any idea how humans actually operated.  I’m sitting next to you.”

I was unceremoniously deposited in the first row of a deceptively large classroom with a massive ring in the center.  It appeared to be a boxing or wrestling ring.  A lone succubus with breasts so large they were comical was staring at a diagram of human genitalia on the board.  

The rest of the classroom was somehow worse.  None of the demons here understood how the basic biology of an organic being worked.  At some point you had to realize that, at their core, demons were not organic beings.  They did not know this stuff, nor did it come to them intuitively.  

“Can anyone explain what this is?” asked the apparent teacher, pointing vaguely at the board.  

I waited.  I really didn’t want to get involved with this.

“Oh, no,” moaned a demon in the back.  “I’m going to have to repeat this course again.”

“How can they make something mandatory to learn when it is impossible to learn?” cried another. 

“I’m never going to get to be a summoned demon,” a third wailed.    

After ten seconds of listening to demons grow increasingly desperate, I finally raised my hand.  “Those are pictures of a penis and vagina.”

There was furious scribbling.

“Oh, thank Michael, an expert!” the succubus cried.  She abruptly pushed me to the front and took my seat.  “Do you know how they are used?”

I looked around the room full of deformed humans and sighed.  “Yes.”


Chapter 6: For Jonathan - The Hentai School

“Boys have a penis, and girls have a vagina,” I began, in my lesson in hentai school.  It was a lesson I never thought I’d have to give. 

“This should be fun,” said Shart with an utter lack of confidence. 

I knew that in modern, progressive America, there was some debate on the issue of sex education, but this was not the time for that.  This was not a walk before you run situation.  The demons were not even at the crawling stage of their education on human sexuality.  Neither their moms nor their uncle-dads could teach them, so it was left up to the school.

Several of the demons had actually gagged when I’d named the body parts correctly.  

The large, bearded demon I’d walked in with looked at his crotch and swore.  In a deep, gravelly voice that sounded like he came from Queens, he sighed, “I thought that looked weird.”

I don’t think I’ve ever heard a deep, gravelly voice with a lisp before.

“That was difficult to listen to,” said Shart.

“It certainly was.  I’m glad I didn’t have to say it.  I’m not a Shaksperian trained actor, though.  A professional actor would do their absolute best to ensure an authentic accent,” I replied.  “They also wouldn’t do something silly, like challenge the person writing the scene in a public forum.”

“You could always adjust your frame somewhat to be a woman,” I offered.

A tiny woman with a tiny voice, who looked like she had spent her whole life searching for something, asked hopefully, “Do women have both? If not, it is not going to help.”

A bearded demon wearing a cowboy hat responded with a southern drawl, “I don’t see your fascination with breasts.  This thing is way more useful.” He was stirring his coffee, his hands folded neatly across his chest.  

I sighed.  “If you are going to try to pass yourselves off as humans, you are only allowed two breasts and one form of genitalia.” 

The class groaned.  A rich irish brogue stuck up their hand.  “We be told only the women are supposed to have breasts, correct?”

“No way!  That’s terrible,” replied a barrel-chested human male.  He had four breasts and a totally different, drunken, southern drawl.  “These things are great!”

​“Additionally, both breasts need to be in the front,” I continued.

“But the one in the back is for dancing,” yelled a female demon, as she breasted boobily from her seat to demonstrate.

Huh, I didn’t think that was a real thing. 

“Only two,” I reiterated.

“Ha, I told you so!” cried a boisterous woman, her dream of one day becoming a race car announcer clear in her voice.  She was sporting one C cup and one DDD.  If you could make them Zwhatever size you wanted, why would you do that?  

“And the breasts should be almost the same size, but not actually the same size,” I said.

“What do you mean?” asked an Icelandic sounding demon.  “Why only almost?”

“Human bodies aren’t really symmetrical.  One boob is always a little bigger.  One testicle is always a little bigger.  It’s common for humans to even have one hand bigger than the other.  It’s the same with feet.  Some differences are more noticeable than others, but they are there.

“What are boobs?” a demon asked in an elderly woman’s voice.

“Yeah, and testicles?” questioned a male demon in a voice that reminded me of Alf. 

“We will get to testicles in a bit.  Those belong to the male reproductive system.  Boobs are just another word for breasts.”  I made a honking gesture with my hands, indicating that both breasts should be a bit closer together than most of the demons thought they should be.  One dumbass had fashioned hers to be three feet apart.  Every demon in the room followed my lead.

“What the hell is that?” asked a thin demon with an Austrian accent.

“I think it's called a handshake.  You are supposed to do that as a greeting,” replied another demon with a Scottish accent.  

“What is the instructor doing now?” asked a third, sounding like a proud New Zealander. 

“I remember this from human school!  Your head in your hands is what I believe they call laughter,” said a nearly pink-skinned demon in a South African accent.  “He is showing us how happy he is.”

The entire class put their heads into their hands in unison. 

Hentai school was supposed to be the advanced version of their human training program.  If that really was the case, I had grave concerns about the quality of their overall educational system.  I would have left, but I was legitimately concerned that they might hurt someone without some sort of training. 

I straightened up.  “No time for that.  This is sexual education.”  I would just power through and move on.  Doug wasn’t looking for me, so I was stuck here.  All I needed to do was get these demons through this lesson and let the clock run out.

Except there is no clock.  

A dark whisper flew through my soul.  These were immortal beings.  They didn’t need to sleep or eat.  They could literally just do school in one sitting and would probably prefer that to actually having to come back repeatedly.

Fortunately, I had this.  I believed in me.

“I don’t,” responded Shart.  “But I’m here for it.”

I grabbed a pointer and thrust it at the diagram.

“Sorry, can we go back for a second?” a thin, nasally sounding demon asked.  “Why would there be two names for the same part?”

“What?” I asked, my concentration broken by the interruption.

“You said breasts and boobs were the same,” she answered.  “Why?”

“Oh, well, I don’t really know.  Breasts is the anatomical word for them.  Humans are, well, we are fascinated by our own bodies, and we can act somewhat immature about them sometimes.

“What do you mean ‘we’?” asked a gigantic demon.  He sounded like he had a head cold.

I blinked.  “Just that, we are ‘humans’, right?  We’ve got to act the part.” 

“Why is now the time you reveal that you can think on your feet?” asked Shart.

“Other names for breasts include tits, melons, boobies, ta-tas, funbags, and bazoombas.  Of course, those are just some examples.  There are many more.  Now, on to the lesson.  I again jammed the pointer at the diagram.  “This is a penis!”

Several demons visibly paled.  A morally sound and spiritually uplifted demon with a German accent asked, “Could you call it something less technical?”

“This is a purple-headed yogurt slinger,” I replied, jamming the pointer hard at the diagram.

“Couldn’t be.  That’s a beverage served in the town of Zentarim,” spat a demon in an Italian-American accent.

“A one-eyed moisture missile,” I continued, once again glad that I was not a professional narrator. 

“It detaches!” gasped a mustachioed Italian-sounding demon in shock.  Then I heard a scream.

“It does not!  Go to the shop,” I ordered the demon.  

“Why do humans have so much blood?” whined a demonic woman in a posh British accent.

“Uh, blood passes Mana through the body,” I explained.

“They aren’t wireless?” groaned a grotesquely thin woman in a cockney accent. 

“No, you need to have blood in your system.  Otherwise, you will die,” I replied.  

“We aren’t here to talk about human deformities.  Get to the sex!” yelled a very artificial looking demon.  His voice reminded me of a fire and brimstone preacher.  

“You take the hoo hoo dilly and put it in the cha cha,” I spat.  The demons started writing that down in their notebooks.  

“Which is which?” asked a demon posing as a Canadian human. 

“The hoo hoo dilly is the penis.  The cha cha is the vagina.” I replied.

“The vergina is the woman’s thing?” asked a short demon like Samwise from the ring book Shart hated.

“Vagina, yes.” I stated.

“Wait, when the male inserts his hoo hoo-” began a demoness.  She sounded entirely too smart for her own good, despite the long, tragic past her voice alluded to. 

“Hoo Hoo dilly,” corrected a cheery demon, sounding as though he’d just found out he’d won a prize. 

“Yes, of course.  When he puts it in my cha cha, is that when I bite the penis off?” she asked.  “Or should I wait a minute?”

“You can really hear her tragic past when she speaks,” said Shart in utter appreciation.

“When a professional does something, you can always tell,” I replied solemnly.  “No, you shouldn’t have teeth in your cha cha.”  All the demonesses looked horrified. 

“Where should we have them then?” asked the nasally sounding demon.

“Yeah, because I’m fairly certain we should have them somewhere,” added a French demon.

“I thought all humans had teeth, not just females,” stated a large, Hungarian demon.

“Let’s say we did decide to have teeth in our vagenies.  How big of a problem is that?” asked a demoness who sounded like she worked at a 1950’s malt shop. 

“How many of you have teeth down there?” I asked.

Every demoness in the room raised their hands.  So did some of the males.  I stared at one of the men.

“There’s a hole in the back.  Humans are known to thrust into anything, so it seemed reasonable,” he explained, the timber of his voice telling me a tale of a man on a soulful mission. Several of the male demons who hadn’t raised their hands looked thoughtful.  

“If you want to pass as human, you are only allowed to have teeth in your mouth,” I responded.

“But the male human is trying to poke us with his hoo hoo dilly!  If he is uninvited, why would we not defend ourselves by every means possible?” asked a demonic woman with a mane of hair like gold.  Her voice sounded like ice cream in the summer. 

“What the hell does that mean?” asked Shart.

“No idea,” I replied.  “Human sex isn’t a form of attack.” Several demons threw their notebooks to the ground.

“What about death blows?  I heard there were death blows,” yelled a Dutch demon.

“There aren’t death blows in sex,” I responded.

“I heard there were blows aplenty,” argued another demon, with a Liverpool accent.  “They even made a job of them!” 

“They slow down once you get married,” said the French-accented demon.  

“This is pure nonsense!  Why must we be punished so?” screamed the pink demon, taking to her feet and cursing the ceiling.

“It's not that bad,” I soothed, trying to placate them.

“Oh great, the class is being taught by a Kevinist.  Shall we all just bow down to the great <admins> and give up?” asked a demon, sounding like a sailor on shore leave.

There was a lot to unpack there, but the whole room was turning hostile toward me.  I needed a distraction.  “Making the hoo hoo dilly hard is how sex happens.”

The irate demon dropped back to her seat, her pink hair fluttering down unnaturally.  If pressed to say why it was unnatural, I would blame the roots of the hair.  They went all the way down her neck.  

“Hey, look, there’s a dial for hardness!” yelled one of the male demons in a voice that reminded me of Sherlock Holmes.  Specifically, it reminded me of Rathbone’s Sherlock, not BBC’s Sherlock.  I sat down when I heard a loud bang.

“So, the maximum human length is about the size of your hand,” I said.  “If it hits the ceiling of the room, you made it wrong.”

“Oh,” replied the demon.

“If it goes through the ceiling, you made it very wrong,” I continued.  

“That’s it!” screamed a green-eyed succubus.  Apparently, she had grown so irate that her human form had faltered.  “How are we supposed to tear out your heart?”

“Maybe the woman’s heart is in her cha cha?” offered the elderly lady demon.

“If it is, I built my body entirely wrong,” retorted the green-eyed succubus.  

“No!  Humans sometimes talk about giving their heart to another human being, but it is just an expression of love.  The heart is not actually removed,” I continued.  “Without a heart, a human will die.”

“I spent hours making it removable,” screamed a Scandinavian demon.  He held up his beating heart, which looked like a valentine card heart rather than a human one.  

“Again, humans do not consider sex a fight,” I attempted to explain.  

“But they get horny!  How can that not be for a fight?” asked the same demon.

“Since you brought it up again, why are there so many ways for humans to die?  They die without blood.  They die without a heart.  Why are they built so fucking fragile?” a demon roared, reminding me of a sasquatch.

“Horny is just an expression,” I said, deciding to ignore the deeper question of the human condition.  I couldn’t even explain sex to these demons.  I certainly wasn’t going to try teaching life and grappling with human mortality.  “Being horny means they really want to have sex.  No one should be trying to kill each other in the process.”

“Just how does that work?” asked one of the demons.  He had a Caribbean accent and was fed up with my nonsense.

“How does what work?” I snapped back.

“You know, we are learning about this in theory.  Maybe it would be easier to grasp if we could just do it,” suggested the elderly lady demon.

“Yeah, we should know how the sex works in practice,” agreed the sailor-sounding demon.  

I looked around at the sea of flesh in front of me.  Horror began to overwhelm me, as I realized the direction the class was going in.  I, for one, did not want to even attempt anything with this cavalcade of misshapen beings.  You’d have to be a stone-cold freak….

“OttoSherman, I need you.” I called.  As he was on the town council, I could just call him with my Administrator skill.

“Finally,” said OttoSherman.  “I’ve been trying to get you on the books for weeks.  You look… tense.

“I’m not tense,” I spat.

“You sound tense, too,” he argued.

“I am not tense,” I repeated.

“Puma,” replied OttoSherman.

“Where?” I gasped, ducking and scanning the room.  There were forty-two demons, a teacher’s desk with nothing underneath it, two absolutely useless diagrams, two light fixtures that couldn’t possibly hold a puma, a wrestling ring which was currently unoccupied, and two misshapen human dummies.  Maybe the pumas were inside?  No. 

I exhaled, relaxing slightly.

Then I looked again.  Relaxing is when the pumas get you!

“That’s enough time for a zone search,” said OttoSherman patiently. 

Where are you?” I asked, wondering what he meant. 

“I’m at the retirement home,” answered OttoSherman.  The home was a new building off the town square.  He would be able to get to my office pretty quickly.

“Why are you there?” I asked.

“To visit my grandmother.  Since she came to Windfall, I get to see her every day.  It is our special time.  You know, she has to keep calm due to her heart condition,” said OttoSherman.  “Why do you ask?”

He sounded hopeful.  I shuddered.  

“I was going to have you go to the Gateway in my office.  I need you down here in Jersey.  I’ve got a bunch of demons that need to be taught the proper way to have sex.  However, since you are bus-“

Suddenly, there was a drawn-out shout of euphoria.  

“I’m at the gate!  It’s not open.  I’m going to try to pry it open with my bare hands.  I’m not strong enough!  Fenris doesn’t know how to open it,” yelled OttoSherman, his voice growing increasingly desperate.  “I’m going to use my ax!”

“I’m not sure this was a good idea,” I groaned.

“Following my axe has never steered me wrong,” replied OttoSherman.

I activated the Gateway and OttoSherman stepped in, already wearing a gimp suit.  I waved at a surprised Fenris.

“Why are you already in a gimp suit?” I asked.

“I told you I was visiting my grandmother at the retirement home,” stated OttoSherman, as if that didn’t raise far more questions than answers. 

Fenris looked into the room, saw all the demons, and shook his head.  

“You summoned a human to give us sex lessons?” asked one of the demons.  “Wow, impressive.”

“Yes, I’m sure this one will be able to explain what a missionary is,” said the pink-haired woman.

“And he brought an assistant,” stated a third.

I looked up, expecting to see Fenris making a terrible life choice.  Instead, I saw a withered old lady with a walker.  She, too, was wearing a gimp suit. Before I could say or do anything, she smiled an old, crooked smile.  

“I want to die doing what I love,” stated OttoSherman’s grandmother.  “Getting lots of strange someplace dangerous.”

“I’m not sure this is a good idea,” I said.

“Don’t worry, love.  I’m a logophile,” she replied.

“You… love… words?” I asked.

“Oh, you sweet summer child,” grinned the old woman.  I had a feeling logophile did not mean the same thing on Ordinal as it did on Earth.  

I glanced over at one of the larger demons.  “I’m just going to go.  You can take them back through a Demon Door, right?”

“Of course, but I don’t see what a human could possibly teach us.  Why does he have rubber gloves?” drawled the southern demon.  A look of dawning horror crossed his face.

“Do you know how to Gobble Gobble Goo?” OttoSherman asked the class.  The demons looked at each other and shrugged.  Nodding, OttoSherman called out, “MeeMaw, take out your dentures.”

“You don’t have to teach me to suck eggs,” said the woman.  “I left them at the retirement home.”

I was going to say something to OttoSherman, but there was no point.  He was already explaining to a half-dozen misshaped demons how they needed to fix their bodies for proper use.  

Placing my hand on MeeMaw, I activated the Treatment skill and dumped a ton of Stamina into her.  It wouldn’t fix all her problems, but most of them could be powered through with a combination of Mana and Stamina.  She was still fundamentally an old woman when I was done, but I was more confident that her heart wouldn’t just give out.

As Mee Maw dove into a group of demons, I snuck out.

“Your species is gross,” I thought to Shart.  

“Oh, yeah, just because we immortal beings don’t understand biological sex, we are the dumb ones,” said Shart.  “You realize how gross sex is, right?”

“Only if you do it right,” I replied.  

Doug was waiting for me.  “You didn’t already go in, did you?  I found your rig, but there was some stuff I had to check on.”  He gestured down the road.

“I can go into the club?” I asked.  “I thought that place was only for demons.”

“Every so often we get a demon summoner down here.  It’s only proper that we have a mortal rig,” offered Doug.  “It prevents your brain from getting turned into mush.”

“Sure, I have questions,” I offered, following Doug to the building.  At the entrance, a bored-looking demon watched a monitor of some sort.  A sign had been nailed to the wall above her head.

“Welcome to Limbo.”

“I can explain,” began Shart.


Chapter 7: Limbo

They did, in fact, have a mortal rig.  The inside of the shop looked like a cyberpunk nightmare right out of the Matrix.  Sometimes a human would make his way down here to talk to their demon, usually to renew a contract or something.  Therefore, they had to have a method to reach that demon, since demons hated entering the mortal realm.  Of course, that was mostly a concern of the past.  Summoned demons were not nearly as common anymore. 

The rig wasn’t quite a full body VR rig out of movies, but it was so damn close it hurt.  The biggest difference was that the thing had obviously been built to accommodate a variety of different body shapes, from birds all the way to humans, so it had entirely too many straps.  

Fortunately, it had been pre-configured for a human.  The demon attendant was no help whatsoever.  

Doug hooked himself up.  Literally.  He took a large meat hook and slid it into a socket at the base of his wings.  The hook violently yanked Doug straight into the air.  Looking up, I saw literally hundreds of demon bodies in the ceiling of the establishment, and there was still room for more.  

“Jim, you might be disappointed,” said Shart.

“In Limbo?” I growled.

“No, in me,” said Shart.  

“I’ll see for myself,” I said and activated the rig.  Nothing happened for a few moments, and I realized I had to weaken my Mental Resistance to allow the effect to work.  As I felt the effect start to seep in, I noticed some additional commands being sent.  Focusing, I filtered out the unnecessary stuff, like if you die in the virtual world, you die in real life.  Suddenly, I felt my body start to slip away. 

●        Your mind has moved to Limbo.  You are protected here, assuming you do not engage in any unauthorized violent acts.  Damage to your real body will cause the effect to end, and you will be dropped back in the cafe.  Limbo Inc. accepts no liability from mortals using this device.

I opened my eyes.  For a bare instant, there was nothing.  It was like I was in an infinite rainbow void that stretched beyond my puny mortal mind’s capacity to comprehend.  Then, everything snapped together.  The rainbows condensed down to a single vision.

I was standing on a platform with a commanding view of Limbo.  Every detail of the platform was painstakingly complete, from an empty newsstand to actual train tracks.  

Holding up my hand, I was alarmed to see that it was bright orange.  I also seemed to be missing all my fingers.  I could grip things normally, but I was nothing more than a large, orange series of orbs.  It felt normal enough, so I put the condition of my virtual body out of my mind.  

There was a city here, greater than any I’d ever seen before.  It was like New York, San Francisco, Tokyo, Paris, and London had all merged together to form a single, super city.  There were skyscrapers, bridges over pastel rivers, even an amusement park.  

“Don’t freak out,” said a large, quivering, black sphere next to me.  The gigantic ball adjusted all three sets of wings attached to its center.  Oddly, the wings didn’t actually seem to have a fixed point.  They just shifted on the outside of the central sphere, which itself was constantly in motion.  It almost hurt to look at, so I took a second to tune my Mental Resistance the proper amount.  

Had it not been for the time with Sir Badgington, I wouldn’t have managed that degree of fidelity.

“This is what you actually look like,” I said.

“Yup,” replied Doug, flexing his wings.  All three sets spread out.  I could see veins of purple flowing into the central mass, causing them to expand further.  

“So, this is Limbo, where the unbodied demons all reside?” I asked, looking around.  There were thousands of them flying this way and that.  All of them looked nearly identical to Doug.  They all had some sort of chaotic, round geometric shape with strangely shaped wings.  Some looked powerful.  Some looked lithe.  All of them looked wrong.

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

“A few shy of a hundred thousand reside here full time,” said Doug, staring into the distance.  There was something troubling in how he said that, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on why.  I stared at the skyline for a moment.  A human city like this could hold, at minimum, a population in the tens of millions.  

“Is the city empty?” I asked.

Doug shrugged, causing all three sets of his wings to shrug in tandem.  “It's not full like a human city if that’s what you’re asking.  We mostly live in the central core around the Soul Cleanser.  However, a lot of us venture to the outskirts when we get bored.  We like to expand the city.  

They apparently got bored a lot.  

“The Soul Cleanser is here too?” I asked, remembering the massive piece of unnatural equipment I had seen when first entering Jersey.

“It is multi-dimensional.  The great device also goes into Newark and the SEPTA,” said Doug.

“SEPTA?” I asked.

“Soul Experience Processing Transmission Amplifier,” explained Doug from no particular mouth I could find.  “I believe your type calls them the Fast Lanes.  It is a processing level for souls that are too difficult to channel through the main Soul Cleanser.  It speeds them up to drain them of Experience more rapidly.”

“I thought the Fast Lanes were just a quick way to travel.  Are you telling me they are a byproduct of the Soul Cleanser?” I asked.

“Relax.  Lots of things are,” replied Doug.  “It's an incredibly powerful, ancient artifact that the <admins> can build en masse.  Those lazy assholes use them on every world in creation.  Newark is where they dump the more toxic waste.  You are in for a real treat if you make it there.”

“And you only care what I do if I try to get into the dungeon?” I asked carefully.

“Yes, I’d be really upset if you changed your mind now,” said Doug sharply.  I brushed him off.  I didn’t want to go to his stupid old dungeon anyway.  

Something caught my eye, and I turned my head.  That’s when I saw the kneeling statues.  There was one massive, bug-like demon.  There was also another even larger, more powerfully built, vaguely humanoid demon.  For lack of a better description, Shart’s natural body looked like a deep red gorilla with wings and a tail.  The legs were too short, and the arms were too long to call him human-like.  Both statues looked about like what I’d remembered from the Tower, except, of course, that the horns on Kevin’s statue looked terrible.  They were crooked and not equal in length.  Also, neither Elder Demon would ever kneel.  

The base of the statues was covered with gelatinous goo.  I wasn’t certain what the substance was, until I watched a flying orb zoom by and deposit more at the base.  Doug laughed heartily. 

“So, I take it you guys don’t like the Elder Demons?” I asked.

Doug’s skin vibrated violently.  “Oh, no, we just adore those two chucklefucks.  They had us placed in this prison forever to do scut work for the <admins>.  Michael is wise, and Kevin is strong.  If they were to appear here, we’d show them exactly how we feel about them.”

“In the mortal world, they both seem powerful,” I said.

“Sure, up there the traitorous turncoats have the <admins> as backup.  We are in Limbo, and the <admins> never check down here,” said Doug angrily, flying next to me.  “What are they going to do to us down here?  We can’t really be killed, and, even if we could be, this is where we would be sent.”

I had nothing to say to that.  As we spoke, a train pulled up to the platform.  I realized it was a train that was entirely unnecessary.  Everyone here could fly.  

“Anyway, I have some business.  I’ll be about half a human hour in real time, but there is a massive time acceleration here.  Whenever you decide to leave, I’ll be out within a few minutes,” offered Doug.  “This train goes through most of the interesting stuff.  When you want to leave, just say ‘Leave,’ and try to pull off the helmet.  That will interrupt the session.”

“Is there anything here I should be worried about?” I asked.

“Nah.  If you take any Damage here, I’d be impressed.  “I don’t think the orange safety goobers have Hit Points,” answered Doug.  He hovered for a moment before blasting off into the distance.  

The train sat there patiently.  I realized that it wasn’t going to move until I got on.  I was likely the first customer it had seen in months, if not years.  Someone had spent a tremendous amount of time designing it, and their work was going to waste. 

I was in a nearly abandoned world.  It was like some server population of hundreds had built a massive city because they had been bored, only to abandon it to the handful of people who occasionally played. 

Checking my mindspace, I found Shart pressed up against my eyes.  He was devouring every detail he could about the city.  

“Can they detect you?” I asked.

“Not with you hooked up like this,” said Shart.  I felt such a strong urge to look at the river that I actually turned my head.

“Haven’t you been here before?” I asked.  “I thought you were banished to Limbo temporarily.

“I was banished to the outskirts of Limbo, where there is endless nothing,” replied Shart.  “I can’t step inside the city limits.  I have no authority in this place.  Not to mention, they are all still very angry at me.”

“Over a war that happened billions of years ago?” I asked.

“For them, it’s subjectively more like thousands of billions,” replied Shart, “but yeah.”

I had been seriously thinking about disconnecting from the rig and waiting half an hour for Doug to finish his business in the demons’ real world.  It was a truly wondrous place, but it was strange.  I had an eerie feeling that I was going to find some stuff here that wasn’t going to sit well with my soul.  

However, I had Shart to think about.  This was probably the only chance I had to give him something he couldn’t procure for himself.  Plus, he hadn’t been screwing me over lately.  Perhaps he deserved a reward. 

“Let’s go,” I sighed, heading for the train.


Chapter 8: Windfall Blues

Fenris was positive that whatever Jim was doing had to be far more important than what he himself was doing.  It just had to be. 

“As acting mayor, I dedicate this statue to the Windfall town mascot,” called Fenris, cutting the ribbon.  There were hoots and cheers from the Falconians and questioning looks from the Windfallians.  

The Dark Overlord had been reborn, war was coming, and the Falconians had to have their statue of Ultimate Badgelor.  Even more stupefying was the fact that Windfall already had a town mascot, and it certainly wasn’t a badger.  It was that weird, short-armed lizard on the town’s flag.  Not that Fenris thought Badgelor was unworthy of a statue, but the little badger was just so humble.  He’d probably be embarrassed to death when he saw it.

Fenris walked a handful of paces over to the structure he absolutely should have started his presentation with and smiled at Glorious Robert. 

“You are a skeezah,” said his old friend.   

“As a special project of the Mayor, I hereby declare the Adventurer’s Guild open!  Per mayoral decree, anyone who desires to train as an adventurer may do so in these dark times,” said Fenris.  This time, it was the Windfallians responding with uproarious cheers.  A few of the Falconians politely applauded.  

The Guildmaster cleared his throat before speaking in his thick basstown accent.  “All applicants will be considered.  At the moment, training is being offered in the Woodsman, Warrior, Paladin, Zealot, and Clerical classes.”

Splendid Gloria beamed at her husband.  Even Fenris had to admit Glorious Robert looked good in a Basstown professor’s robe.  It had classical appeal, with puma skin on the purple robe’s flaps and the traditional cane and hat.  The giant velociraptor giving the thumbs up was the outfit’s only nod to present-day Windfall.  

“I’m surprised you didn’t go for something more modern,” commented Fenris, as Glorious Robert followed him off the stage.

“None of your yokels even know how a modern professor dresses,” chuckled the former fisherman.  “I had to go iconic for this, and nothing screams purpose like purple.”  

“Just so long as you don’t end up naming it the Basstown Adventurer’s Guild,” chuckled Fenris.

“Don’t tempt me.  We certainly aren’t calling it anything wind themed,” stated Glorious Robert.

Fenris actually agreed with that.  The problem with the naming system in Windfall was that Grebthar hadn’t been very creative.  Everything was “Windfall this” or “The Wind’s that”.  Once you lived in Windfall for a bit, the naming scheme got annoying.  

“No luck with the Rogue trainer?” asked Fenris.

“Too much, actually.  Ashe can’t take the role.  It requires at least a Journeyman Mentor skill, and she’s not even close,” said Glorious Robert.  

“Oh, no,” groaned Splendid Gloria.

“The Dalton Girls knew about the search for a trainer, so, naturally, they sang a power ballad about Ashe’s new training regime in the town square.  I reckon nearly the whole town was in attendance,” explained Glorious Robert.  “Unfortunately, that included the Falconians.  They have many rogues with the Mentor skill who would just love to teach, and I’m running out of decent arguments against it.”

Fenris nodded.  The actual problem was the same one Jim had been dealing with, money.  

Specifically, the Falconians had money, and Windfall did not.   Fenris understood that from the military side of the equation.  

Arming the Dashing Dandies was a daunting task.  Each soldier required an increasingly expensive suit of armor and weapon.  Then, there was all the other assorted materials required to keep them as a valuable fighting force.  

The expense was typically what caused militia forces to become ineffective.  Even getting the Dashing Dandies capable of reliably engaging someone in the high 20’s was incredibly tough.  Jim wanted the force up to the levels described in the holy texts, where they reliably fought against powerhouse adventurers that were at least level 40.  

Zorlando was their trump card.  His Path allowed him to treat each member of his own unit as an extension of himself.  That meant that, while he was alive, his unit could easily defeat any adventurer who was short of level forty.  The chagrin of the Falconians, assuming they would stomp on the new Dandies and realizing that was not the case, had been great.

When the Falconians realized what was happening, they started specifically going after Zorlando.  When he went down, the unit’s cohesion collapsed.  In turn, Zorlando was getting better at fighting from the rear.  It annoyed him, but it was probably for the best.  The former mercenary’s desire to be in the thick of combat was going to get him killed one of these days. 

Glorious Robert was seeing the problem from the academic side of things.  Specifically, the new Adventurer’s Guild cost a tremendous amount of gold to operate.  The budget Fenris had been able to shake loose was wildly insufficient for the school at even partial occupancy.  

If Glorious Robert wanted to run the guild at full swing, as Jim demanded, he’d need a massive infusion of gold.  Letting the Falconians teach the divine classes was one thing he could do.  They were, in many cases, the only really qualified instructors.  

Class Trainers, Fenris grunted, remembering the correct term.

While a Falconian Class Trainer for Paladins made perfect sense, Windfall had Rogues. There may have been only one that he fully trusted, but just assigning Ashe would keep the Falconians from worming their way into yet another aspect of Windfall’s existence.  

Already, the Falconians had been spending gold like drunken sailors.  They bought up every building Fenris would let them, and they invested in everything else.  The Wind’s Saw was currently being upgraded, which was great, but it was also now partially owned by the duchess.

Speak of the devil.

“Mayor Fenris,” she greeted, nodding slightly.  Acknowledging his title was a major concession from her.  Depending on one’s view of the current Falconian royal dynamics, she was either the first or second most important political figure in Falcon.  She had just given him as much acknowledgment as she would have reserved for someone like King HarCharles.  

At least she’s not trying to steal my hammer.

Fenris felt AvaSophia grip his arm tightly.  Of course, the duchess wanted other things from Fenris.  The young Falconian standing next to the duchess was equally problematic. Her smile was warm and inviting, and it entirely excluded his wife.

“Duchess,” replied Fenris, examining the younger woman’s name tag, “And Emma.”

Emma’s actual name was considerably longer and probably had Julia buried in it somewhere, but that was its own problem.  Fenris was far too unimportant to waste a Julia on.  The royal family might consider an Emma.

“Greetings, Mayor Fenris,” said Emma.  She wasn’t as pretty as his wife, but there was something about her that…

Fenris clamped down.  Jim had warned him extensively about Bashara.  Since then, Fenris had practiced figuring out when his mind was being manipulated.  Emma wasn’t using anything nefarious, just the standard issue Rogue Charisma perks that were always on.

Most Rogues claimed they couldn’t turn them off.  Fenris wasn’t sure if he believed them.

Emma instantly recognized Fenris’ attitude shift.  She stepped back slightly and coughed.  AvaSophia shook her head slightly and squeezed Fenris’ arm again.  He hadn’t even realized she had slackened somewhat.  

The duchess realized what had transpired as well and barreled forward to prevent any unneeded awkwardness.  “Emma was just telling me how much she would love to teach her skills to a new crop of adventurers.”

“We appreciate that,” said Glorious Robert, who was ranked far too low to even waste an Emma on, “but there isn’t even a training course setup for Rogues.”

“Well, if that’s all that is stopping my precious Emma from realizing her dream, I’d be happy to pay for the training hall,” said the duchess.  Fenris quickly checked.  That hall cost thousands of gold pieces that Windfall didn’t have.

“I’ll consider that,” said Fenris, sparing a quick glance at Glorious Robert.

“We all have to be prepared to fight the Dark Overlord.  It would be depressing if the Mayor found out we were doing anything less,” smiled the duchess.  


Chapter 9: The Surrender

“Hold your arms up!  It's better that way,” yelled Shart.  The not-roller-coaster suddenly banked sharply, and we twisted down a series of curves and bends.  Without me physically being there, the effect was greatly muted.  That, and I could fly now.  After that, roller coasters just seemed kind of dull.  

Shart was enjoying himself though, so I let him.  The train had dropped us off at Limbo’s premier amusement park, Asshole Land.  

It looked like every Six Flags and Cedar Fair in America had gotten together and had a baby.  It was everything that anyone could have wanted in a theme park vacation.  There was always a kind of organized chaos at amusement parks that only a demon could love, and that was obvious here.  Someone had really spent the time to fully lay the place out, and it was a master course in the craft.  There was just one glaring flaw.

Asshole Land was totally empty, except for us.

“So, why don’t any other demons come here?” I asked, as we exited the ride.  There was an announcement in demonic about something, but, even with Demonic Lore, my understanding of low demonic was not great.  Yet.

Shart spoke what I called high demonic, something I’d equate to newscaster English.  Everything was crisp, clear, and pretty easy to understand.  The demons from Limbo spoke in low demonic, which would be what the language mutated into if spoken over billions of years.  The difference was like listening to Old English vs Modern English. 

In the past hour of listening to the whole new dialect, I’d gone from not understanding any of it to being able to recognize repeated phrases.  From what Shart had explained after our first ride, I was fairly certain the platform was asking us to get off and go around for another ride.  

I’d tried to get back onto a spinning ride that Shart had liked, but there had been warnings about line jumping, and the ride hadn’t worked.  Even though we were alone, we had to go all the way through the line again.  

“They did in the past,” replied Shart, signaling for me to continue walking down a path.  “I could watch them from further away, but I couldn’t come here.”

“Why not?” I asked.

Shart said nothing for an uncomfortably long time.  I got to the next ride, a viking-style swinging boat, and started to walk through the full line which had been set up for hundreds of guests.  

“I always wanted to try this,” said Shart finally, “But we were always stuck in the tower.”

As we swung, Shart laughed.  He actually laughed.  He was billions of years old, had incalculable powers, and he laughed on amusement park rides as if he’d never been on one before.

Because he hadn’t.

That much was obvious.  I still didn’t fully understand why, and I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was missing some very important information regarding Shart and the demons of Limbo.  When the ride stopped for the eighth time, I unexpectedly saw someone in my peripheral vision, someone who might be able to answer some questions.  The lone demon stood at the ride’s exit, clearly waiting for me.  

I really wasn’t in danger, so much as I could tell.  Hell, I wasn’t really even there.  I felt that was a good thing.  The energy coming from the being standing at the exit of the Douche Canoe ride was overwhelming.  He was easily the same power level as the Dark Overlord.

The being was a tall demon, wearing the Ordinal equivalent of a suit.  The Ordinalese variant closed completely in the front, with the whole chest being covered up by the dress jacket.  He had paired it with a purple bow tie.  It was only the fact that his head was nothing more than a human skull that really set him apart from any other human or demon I’d seen.

“Jim,” he said, after a moment of watching me carefully.

“Bruce,” I replied, addressing the Lord of Jersey, Patron of Death, and one of Ordinal’s few World Bosses.  

“I see you brought your demon, Shart, with you.  Might I have a word?” asked Bruce.  

In my mind, Shart froze.  I was about to refuse, but I heard the Elder Demon whisper a question.

“Does he have your assurance he will be unnoticed?” I asked.

Bruce considered that carefully.  “Kevin would certainly be noticed.  However, your bonded familiar, Shart, will be safe enough.”

We waited a few moments for Shart to flicker into existence on my shoulder.  He stood proudly.  I looked aroundus, but there was nothing there.  Finally, Bruce shook his head.

“Good to see you in the flesh, so to speak, boss,” said Bruce.

“It’s good to be here, I suppose,” answered Shart.  

Bruce nodded.  For a skeleton-headed being, he was very polite.  He nodded at me.  “Good work on the Sphinx, by the way.  I’ve been waiting for several of Grebthar’s companions, and she was on the top of my list.”

“You mean she really is gone?” I asked.  “Like, in never coming back?”

“Cleansed her myself.  I gotta say, it was a much easier task this time.  I chalk that up to her actually being dead,” said Bruce.  “Only a few more on my list, and that part of history will be buttoned up.“

Despite Bruce’s words, I wondered if the Sphinx had somehow managed to get out alive.  I was assuming the few more on his list probably meant Badgelor or Charles.  Possibly both. 

Shart looked around uncomfortably.  He was in his chibi form, which annoyed him greatly.  Even trying so hard to be proud and powerful, he looked small, pathetic, and lost in a demonic city that hated him.  “So, what did you want to talk about?”

“I’ve seen you peeping here, now and then,” said Bruce, directing us toward the center of the park.  Shart had been avoiding the place for some reason, and I hadn’t really cared why.  I felt the demon tense up on my shoulder, but I followed Bruce anyway.

“I thought the host was pretty adamant about their attitude toward us visiting here,” said Shart.

“That really hasn’t changed,” replied Bruce, as we got into full view of the massive stone statues.  Shart’s statue looked stupid, weak, and, as I read the inscription below, I saw why.

“The Asshole’s Surrender.”

There was an artistic representation of an <admin> there.  It was the first time I’d ever seen one.  The face was identical to what the demons in Limbo looked like.  However, instead of the flowing shape of a demon, the <admin> was all hard lines and angles.  

“The <admins> represent order?” I asked, gesturing toward the statue.

“That’s a simplistic view of it, even for a mortal,” said Bruce, walking over to one of the automated food stands.  “Demons believe that, inside any system, order will only be properly affected if some chaos is introduced.  Basically, things only work if they have been repeatedly tested and proven to still function.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” I said, as Bruce waited patiently.  “The <admins> think that a chaotic system that has been brought to order is the optimum method from running things?”  

Bruce nodded.

“That’s functionally the same thing,” I said, exasperated.

Bruce nodded again.

Shart snarled.  “No, it's different.”

“Not different enough for this,” said Bruce, walking back with a pretzel.  “There are certainly some differences in methodology, but, in the end, the results were nearly identical.  One might question why we have subjected ourselves to our timeless internment for a point so minor you’d have to be an asshole to start a war over it.”

Shart looked toward the feet of the statue of the biggest asshole. 

“Seriously?” I asked Shart.

“He’s never going to answer that.  Kevin is a dyed in the wool believer,” said Bruce, chomping into the pretzel.  It simply vanished rather than be chewed, thankfully.  Bruce didn’t have lips.  “The most powerful among us were also the most stubborn.  They believed that, after the Eternal Ones ascended to the next plane, they had to have their way.”

“Are you telling me there was a war that the demons lost?  Their punishment was to be eternally imprisoned?” I asked. 

“Some of us worse than others,” grinned the skeleton.

Shart growled.  “We were this close,” he cried, holding out two stubby fingers that were, admittedly, quite close together.  “We had a plan!  With just a little bit more time, we would have won!”

“Are you still telling yourself that?” asked Bruce, finishing off the pretzel in two more bites.  

“Can’t you renegotiate?” I asked.

“That would require the <admins> to actually talk to us.  They won’t.  They don’t care,” stated Bruce, looking around.  “They have a city in the heavens much like this one, though obviously nicer.  They all hang out and watch our never-ending work in Limbo.  That’s all they will ever do.  If they decided to partner up with us again, they’d have to work.  No <admin> wants to work any harder than they absolutely have to.”  

I decided not to point out that the demons sported identical attitudes. 

“Wait, does that mean there are <admins> on Ordinal?” I asked.

“Not any more than there are demons,” said Bruce, his eyes adjusting slightly.  The action made me slightly suspicious. 

“They are separated from us by a barrier.  You can’t summon them,” added Shart.  “Only a few pay any attention to Ordinal.”

“Do they have Elder Demon equivalents?” I asked.

“Yes, two, Zadkiel and Uriel,” said Bruce.  “Shart dislikes both of them immensely.”

“They’re pricks,” stated the Elder Demon.

“You did give Zadkiel that scar,” accused Bruce.

“I wasn’t trying to scar him,” said Shart angrily. 

“Still, ever since then, Zadkiel has been coming down on you whenever possible,” said Bruce.

Shart said nothing.  I shook my head.

“So, when you say you are afraid of the <admins> noticing what I’m doing, you are actually only afraid of this Zadkiel character?” I asked.

Shart continued to stay mute. 

“If there is a barrier, how did you get me here in the first place?” I asked.

“That was Michael’s doing.  He’s been studying the <admin’s> great wall of fire, looking for a way in.  He’s been at it ever since we were imprisoned.  Acquiring you was part of his research,” explained Shart.  “Earth has no magic.  Therefore, he was able to affect a null soul capture at a specific space-time coordinate using the tower’s equipment. 

“Michael was always the smart one,” said Bruce with a smirk.  Shart growled.   

Shart continued, “Anyway, because Earth has no magic, it’s fairly easy to add and remove information from there.  It took Michael some time, but he eventually figured out how to collect souls.  Well, how to collect a soul.”

“Why the hell would he bother to collect me?” I asked.  I was going to die, but maybe death was preferable to this horror show. 

“The <admins> blocked out all the higher-level traits,” said Shart.

“They blocked anything that could threaten them,” added Bruce, who seemed like quite the <admin> expert.  “Your talent is divine tier, which the <admins> don’t want to deal with.  As you were from a non-magical realm, you wouldn’t have had a trait.  When you came here, Michael was able to add one that was not on the approved list.”

“Charles said I could go back.”

Bruce looked at Shart.  The demon on my shoulder shrugged.  “You could, but it would destroy Ordinal.  It’s theoretically possible to push enough Shadow Mana into a specific source to open a temporary gateway between here and Earth.  The problem is the massive imbalance in power between Earth and Ordinal.  A connection point would cause a Mana singularity which would destroy the planet.”

“But Earth would be safe?” I asked.

“Earth has no Mana,” replied Shart.  “You can’t have a Mana singularity without Mana.” 

I looked confused, but Bruce shook his head. 

“They only grabbed his soul.  That wouldn’t actually make the kind of connection necessary for a singularity,” said Bruce.  “He had to be either dying or recently dead to be snatched up.  No one was specifically looking for Jim.  Any free soul would have worked.  The amount of time necessary to transfer a soul is fleeting.  Putting you back in your old body would be impossible without magic, and returning physically would shatter everything.”

“And there is no magic on earth,” I sighed.

“Not a single divine crystal to be found,” said Bruce.  “It’s a pretty neat situation actually.  Do you know that Earth is surrounded by an entire universe?  From what I’ve read, the speed of light is limiting the whole size of the project.  Eventually, the entire thing might start to shrink down again.  It’s a very interesting subject.”

Ordinal was literally just a planet.  There wasn’t even a real sky.  It was a projection on a backdrop.  That explained why Doug was so hell-bent on protecting the dungeon.  The dual crystals were obviously divine crystals, and only two remained. 

“Now what?” I asked, grabbing a pretzel.  It was either eat a pretzel or ask myself the question, “Could I go back?”  No, that wasn’t the question anymore.  The question was, “Should I?”  That made it worse.  There was a difficult path back to Earth, maybe back to my life.  Yet, if leaving would destroy Ordinal. . .

In my most desperate moments, I feared that path was going to be harder and harder to resist. 

Bruce cleared his throat.  “I believe you were heading to Newark.  I’m not going to stop you.  I was actually checking up on Badgelor.”

“He’s fine, minding his own business and staying out of trouble,” I said instantly.

Bruce stared at me for an uncomfortably long moment.  “If you say so, though I’ve never known him to do that.  Out of curiosity, where is the old badger?  I believe I owe him a visit.”


Chapter 10: Fast Time at Trenton

I dropped back into Trenton the moment I was able to.  As I started to reawaken, the demon attendant glanced over at me.  It was nothing more than a totally genderless, octopus-like ball of tentacles, surrounded by eyes.  Far too many eyes.  

“Did you find your visit enjoyable?” it asked, in a high-pitched, grating whine.  I thought that odd because I couldn’t see a nose on it.

“It was great,” I said, stumbling slightly toward the door.  The time away from my body had left me feeling a bit off.  I quickly cast Regenerate and shook it off.  “Tell Doug I’ll find my own way there.”

I stepped out onto the street and saw that it was totally deserted.  Before, the amount of traffic had been low for what amounted to the main demon settlement in Jersey, but there had at least been some.  Now, the streets were entirely empty.  Based on experience, that was not a good thing. 

“What’s up with Bruce and Badgelor?” I asked, as I casually sprinted down the road. 

“Badgelor is way too old for a War Badger, and Bruce is in charge of death,” said Shart consideringly.  “He has a dashboard in his user interface, and I think Badgelor has been on it for centuries.  Frankly, I thought it was a glitch, since it keeps popping off here and there.”

“Bruce wants to end Badgelor?” I asked. 

“Well, he’s not going to be upset when the badger kicks it, if that’s what you mean,” answered Shart.  “He is death, and that is his role.  Bruce is very diligent about it, which is why he currently has the job.  Plus, Badgelor did eat Bruce’s predecessor.” 

“How did that happen?” I asked.

“I’ve no idea.  Demons aren’t supposed to be able to actually die,” said Shart.  “His soul should have returned to Limbo, but it never arrived.”

“That’s disturbing, though right on par for Badgelor,” I sighed.  I decided to check out what Trenton’s alley situation looked like by running into one. 

Yup, that’s an alley.   

“I don’t know about this,” Shart said.  “I’m sensing about a half-dozen demons getting ready for something.  They are all pulling out higher level forms.”

“Great,” I said, searching the formerly deserted area.  “Gee, I wonder what is wrong?”

Shart considered that.  Despite my long connection to him, the demon wasn’t the best at reading the subtleties of my voice.  Finally, he said, “I don’t know, but they are getting ready to murder the heck out of someone.  Do you think maybe Charles came down?  I wouldn’t want to be whoever they are looking for.”

“Well, I’m sure we are not involved.  Out of curiosity, what is the fastest way toward Newark?” I asked, emerging from the alley and quickly heading down another road.  

“Why are we running?” questioned Shart.  “Where is Badgelor?  Did he do something?”

“Who knows?  He’s probably sleeping somewhere.  You know that old badger, so tired,” I continued, hopping onto the roof of a two-story building.  I promptly hopped back down.  The crappy roofs were not designed to support any amount of weight.  

“Why are there packs of demons suddenly roaming the streets?” asked Shart.  A mini map appeared in the corner of my vision, showing many clusters of demons wandering.  “Those are all kill teams!  It looks like a full alert situation.”

“I assume they are having a drill to test readiness,” I suggested, diving between two buildings.  One of the aforementioned packs of very angry demons scurried past us.  

“Those are their high-end war bodies!” exclaimed Shart.  “Where is Badgelor?”

“Around,” I offered, spotting a path past the workshop next door. 

“Stop being dense!  They are after the mangy badger.  We need to find him,” Shart huffed.   

I activated Sprint and started hauling ass. The first workshop on the block exploded open, and five demons, each the size of General Doug, stepped out.  They were still preparing for an onslaught, thankfully, and only the first demon had a weapon.  Unfortunately, it was a massive, demonic sythe that glowed with vicious purple energy.  

The succubus wielding the curved blade slashed at me.  My Blink skill failed, as their anti-magical properties kicked on.  Thankfully, I had Dodge, so I still managed to avoid the strike.  It was a near miss, though, that managed to peel off a chunk of my armor.  

I rolled between her legs, sweeping them as I passed.  I activated Powerful Blow, trying to get enough force behind the kick to do something.  Even that only caused the succubus to move an inch forward, which did nothing but annoy her.

She also wasn’t my only threat.  A second demon, this one looking like some sort of coked out grasshopper with cheetah legs, dashed at me.  Her speed was so fast that I had difficulty tracking her.  As Speedy closed, she darted to the right, exposing an armored ball of a shell.  Then, she propelled herself straight at me.  

I materialized behind her, grabbing her head.  As I held on, I was jerked along with her.  My legs left the ground, and I found myself literally flying through the air.  I tried to let go, but my hands could not leave her head.  Whatever magic she was using was powered by incredible mass.  I didn’t even recognize her spell.  An instant later, spikes exploded from all sides of her body.  My hands were speared in several places, immediately causing poisonous, infected wounds.  On the upside, I was finally able to loosen my grip on her head.  I skidded to a halt, my former speed causing me to collect a glorious road rash all along my front. 

●        You have caught Hyper Herpes!  Symptoms include Total Organ Failure in 5 seconds! 

I activated Treatment, negating the worst of it.  Additionally, I extended Stamina to brute force my way past the problem and stay in the fight.  

The demons hadn’t been expecting that, nor had they anticipated my Second Wind ability.  I recovered my Stamina and smiled at the wrecking ball.

●        One Punch: You have applied an unstoppable force to an unmoving object.  Checking, unstoppable force is more unstoppable than the immovable object is immovable.  

	<Admin> Seriously?  


The demon was just solid enough to apply the damage multipliers I had on inanimate objects.  With Weapon’s Master, I was able to apply the Basstown Headbutt knockback modifier.  In total, I was able to blast that demon for nearly a hundred logs, simply because she had the misfortune of choosing the wrong form for the fight. 

I aimed the grasshopper demon at her friends.  

The incoming succubus lost an arm.  She was the lucky one.  A much larger demon behind her had the wrecking ball implanted deeply enough into its chest cavity that it's body died on impact.  If not then, the second impact when it smashed into the Limbo café certainly did the job.  

The café exploded with enough force to level the surrounding buildings.

The three remaining demons stared behind them before rounding back on me.  There were hundreds, if not thousands, of demon bodies in that building, and they were not combat forms.  Every single one of them had probably been destroyed in that instant.  

“That’s his companion,” said another impossibly formed demon.  She had massive shoulders and tiny, stubby arms with delicate fingers on them.  Her oversized legs gave her an imposing and foreboding look that she otherwise might have lacked.

As her shoulders began to glow, I recognized that she was a caster.  I dropped into Badger’s Stance and attempted to close before she could get her spells off.  I wasn’t fast enough, but it didn’t matter much.

Magical Darts were a basic expression of magic.  It was one of the first spells I had learned, and it was so low power and low damage that I’d basically ignored it.  Yet, when the demon cast Magic Darts, she didn’t shoot me with four or even twelve of the things.  

●        Magical Dart Swarm: You have been targeted by 666 Magical Darts.  Each dart does eight points of Arcane Damage.  

The darts formed over her oversized shoulders.  They held there for a brief moment before streaming into my anti-magic shell.  I had initially thought my barrier would prove sufficient, but the first darts caused it to destabilize the instant they struck it.  The tiny projectiles continued to hammer at it until my first line of defense popped.    

I used my Counterspell skill, but each dart had been individually cast.  Thus, I countered exactly one.

The darts had tracking, and there was a Stamina penalty for Dodging multiple simultaneous attacks.  There were still over five hundred of the things incoming, rendering Dodge worthless.

Next came my Dragon Scales perk, which let me ignore a certain amount of Damage from every strike.  In this case, each strike did 8 points, and Dragon Scales ignored 3 points of that.  

My Sorcerer Path had upgraded Mitigate to work against magical strikes almost as well as it did against physical Damage.  I was blocking five hundred and ninty separate 5 point strikes. If not for Badger Stance, it would have been enough to outright kill me. 

●        Badger Stance:  Uses 10 Mana per tick to enhance your defensive abilities and render you resistant to most magical attacks.  

It reduced the Damage further all right, but I wasn’t done.  When I went into my stance, I  activated Herald of Badgelor.  It allowed me to further buff the stance.  Normally, Badger Stance alone would have reduced the Damage by the dart from 5 to 2.  However, with my full augments, each dart ended up doing less than one point of Damage.

Five hundred and ninety times, but still less than one each.

●        Total Damage: 354

Then, I was on her.  

She was already using her magic to levitate away, so I leapt fifteen feet into the air and attacked her with a Badger’s Fist.  My attack instantly disrupted her spell.  As she began to fall, the demon wizard attempted to recast.  I struck at one of her Mana cores, conveniently located between her shoulders, causing her entire Mana Network to temporarily collapse.  

Unable to cast spells, she fell to the ground in a heap.  I landed on her sternum with my full weight and twisted.  Demons didn’t have a brain, a heart, or any other really vital organs in their bodies, except one.  Their only vital organ amounted to a receiver they used to run their demonic body from wherever their mind was.  

As that was a weak point for their race, it tended to be located deep inside the most heavily armored section of their bodies.  Any serious damage to it would cause the demon to, for lack of a better word, malfunction.  

When I landed on her, I didn’t damage it.  I damaged the armor plating.  As the demon stared at me, I drove my fist through the weakened portion of her chest and tore the heart-like organ out entirely.  

Then, for some reason, I took a huge bite of it.  

●        You have been poisoned with demonic blood.  All stats affected.  Your Mana Network is particularly impacted, 50% chance of Mana failure.  

“I thought I was immune to demon’s blood,” I grunted, puking the bite out.  The other demons were getting back to their feet.  

“Just mine, Dum Dum,” replied Shart.  “You are bonded to me, not them.”

I wobbled on my feet.  At the moment, I didn’t have the Stamina pool to cleanse myself of the demonic poison.  That left me in a precarious position.  Without my Mana, using a Portal to escape was out of the picture.  Additionally, I still needed to buy Badgelor a bit more time before we departed.

The remaining two demons realized my predicament and stepped forward.  The first demon I’d fought only had one arm.  The hand of that arm held a two-handed weapon, so I was pretty sure I could manage her.  The other demon had five arms and looked like someone had taken a paper doll and folded it over several times before scribbling on it with a crayon.  

He tore off one of his arms and handed it to the other demon.  She attached it with a snapping sound that had no place in an organic body. 

“I call hax,” I grumbled.  They quickly moved to flank me, and I realized that holding out for Badgelor was a bad idea.  I was too wobbly and spent to fight both these demons.  If I tried, I was likely going to be killed. 

“Fine,” hissed Shart, materializing on my shoulder in his lithe, familiar form.  When I’d first encountered Shart, he’d looked just about like Phil from the old Disney Hercules movie.  Now, he looked like a tiny satan, an imp from someone’s nightmares.  It took a bit to process.  

Both remaining demons stared at Shart, a complicated tapestry of emotions playing out on their faces.  Finally, the four-armed one pointed and screamed out Shart’s name among his people

“THE ASSHOLE!”

“They don’t call you <Kevin>?” I thought.

“Nope.  If you haven’t caught on yet, I am not popular at all down here,” said Shart.  He pointed at the first demon and fired a purple ray at her.  She cleaved it in two with her scythe and followed up with an instant strike that slashed through a barrier Shart created.  

The Elder Demon was non-pulsed, grabbing the shaft of his opponent’s weapon and sending Radiant Energy down it.  The other demon’s hands began to burn, causing her to release the weapon.  Before Shart had time to capitalize on the attack, the four-armed demon was on him, swinging a variety of daggers.

Shart’s barrier had a large crack in it, and the other demon crammed two daggers into it, prying the magical shell apart.  Using his third hand, the demon desperately tried to fling another dagger inside the barrier.  

It seemed that the other demon had forgotten about me, which was a mistake.  While I wasn’t operating at full capacity, I was still potent.  I came in low, striking at her knee with as much force as I could muster.  I struck the joint with a Powerful Blow on her reversed articulated knee.  Her leg snapped forward at an impossible angle and with an even more impossible cracking sound.  The joint shattered in a spray of viscera.

Then, the other Limbo location’s front door opened up.  A half-dozen demons ran out shrieking, searching around until they found Shart.  None of them were combat frames, but dozens more followed the first.

“We need to get out of here,” I muttered, grabbing the scythe and trying to wield it.  The weapon was made for a twelve-foot-tall demoness with inhuman proportions.  I haphazardly used it to carve the now three-armed demon in half from the back.  Turning, I faced the oncoming horde.  

If it had just been hundreds of weaker demons, I might have chanced it.  Unfortunately, another four kill teams were also coming our way.

“They really don’t like you,” I hissed.

“Gee, you think.  Where is that idiot?” growled Shart.

A flash of purple energy struck the leader of the demonic horde.  The energy blasted through him before splintering into pencil thin streams of energy.  The streams began to ricochet off demons, bouncing onto other demons, and buying me a blessed second of peace.  

“I’m here,” growled Badgelor.  “Are we ready to go?”

I focused on the ground, feeling out my Mana Network.  I tried to use Treatment to clear the demonic poison, but it had permeated too deeply.  With Badgelor nearby, I could share his Stamina pool.  So, with a bit of time, I knew I could clear it from my system.  I paused.

“Oh, damn it.”  I focused on Shart.  Using our familiar bond, I generated a Portal as far I could see toward Newark.  Then, I dropped another Portal right below my feet.  

The city full of demons lost sight of us as we dropped into the Portal.  Of course, all three of us went through guns blazing, because feck ‘em.


Chapter 11: The Utmost Respect

“Keep moving,” yelled Shart.  I didn’t need to be told twice.  Honestly, I didn’t really need to be told the first time.  I continued racing as fast as my badger-power assisted legs could carry me.  Along with our ability to share Stamina pools, I was able to channel our Stamina Regenerations.  I was also using my Tireless Stamina pool to sprint at an insane rate of speed.  Unlike a cheetah, I could maintain my speed over incredible distances.  While Badgelor might be a high-speed tank, I was the motorcycle in our travel arrangements.  I could go places he could not, and I could move faster.  

Which was a good thing, considering demons could fly.

More streams of purple energy flashed from Badgelor.  We were in anti-puma formation Charlie Two Plus, meaning that Badgelor was handling all long-range targets, and Shart was warning me if they became short-range targets.  The reason we’d added the “Plus” was because the Big Dog now had other options.

“How did you miss that?” grumbled Shart, as bolts of Arcane Fire left his hands.

“That demon was not moving naturally,” grumbled Badgelor.  “Besides, I’m still up twelve to six.”

“That’s because I have to wait until they get into the yellow engagement range,” complained my demon.  The yellow engagement range was the point where Shart’s accuracy reached nearly one hundred percent.  Green was nearly line of sight, as Badgelor’s laser vision could shoot that far.  I was red.

Anything that got into my range died instantly and with maximum effort.  

I spotted the collapsed skeleton of a building and started running up a partially intact wall.  “Eyes forward!”

Two invisible demons erupted from the ground near the base of the building.  They began confidently climbing up the side on spider legs.  Shart intricately worked his hands, and the first demon exploded.  More accurately, the decrepit side of the building exploded, rendering the demon’s grip worthless.

The other demon managed to get in front of me.  He began firing off bone spines from two wrist-mounted launchers.  

I ducked under the first two spikes and blinked past a third.  That placed me close enough to slam a knee into the demon’s face.  As he struggled to stand, all four left legs were cleaved off by Badgelor’s beams.  I finished the creature off with a Plasma blast, causing the entire withered structure to buckle.  

“Where are they all coming from?” I yelled, reaching the end of the building and trying a new trick.

●        Power Lift skill engaged on Jump skill.  New Skill unlocked: Power Jump!

I dumped more Stamina than I should have into my legs and launched myself off the remains of the decrepit skyscraper.  Several more demons began running up the building behind me.  I was going to have to make a decision sooner rather than later.  I was quickly running out of remaining building to scale.  I decided to go for it.  Suddenly, the pursuing demons got to see what happens when hundreds of pounds of man, demon, and badger launched themselves hundreds of logs off of a building using nothing more than brute force.

The ancient skyscraper had finally had enough.  The entire face of the building snapped free as we flew through the air.

“Why are there skyscrapers here?” I yelled, using the Flying skill to adjust my landing point.

“When the Precursors were defeated, we had to do something with all of their buildings so humans would develop properly,” said Shart as he pointed both hands towards the ground and caused a large cushion of air to form.  It prevented me from having to use Mitigate when I landed.  

“So all this trash is from the precursor civilization,” I grumbled.

“Well, there is some of the ancients stuff under this pile,” said Shart.  

“And those were dinosaurs,” I grunted as I continued making my way towards Newark.  

“Yes,” said Shart as I leapt over what must have been a domicile for the precursors, a bird house so to speak.

“What happened before the dinosaurs?” I yelled.

“The dinosaurs were the first mortal race,” screamed Shart as he began casting a series of explosions over our head, keeping an aggressive flying harpy demon from dive bombing us.  

“So nothing before that,” I questioned.

“Fine, us,” yelled Shart.  “Back when the demons were locked into a single body, we lived in places like Ordinal.”  

“Were you always this terrible?” I shrieked, as the ground in front of me exploded.  A large demonic beetle snapped at my leg.

I leapt to the side as Shart hopped off of my shoulder, aiming right for the creature’s mouth.  He vanished inside as I started down a destroyed road towards four skyscrapers that were erected to form a box around what I assumed was the entrance to Newark.  

Badgelor blasted another demon from the sky.  “Yes, they were always terrible.”

The beetle exploded in a shower of gore as Shart created a pocket dimension inside of it before rupturing the space.  He dumped a few tons of debris into it before he collapsed the space of course.  The result  was pretty much exactly what had happened back at the ruined temple, and it was no less terrifying now than it had been then.

“Shart, I choose you,” I yelled, summoning the demon to reappear on my shoulder.  There were different kinds of magic on Ordinal for moving people, and I was glad that summoning had the fewest restrictions.  

“I won’t dignify that with a response,” said Shart, as we cleared the final obstacles and raced toward the Gateway to the Shadow Realm.

“Why did they stop chasing us?” I asked.

“There is a world guardian here,” answered Badgelor.  “The Nothing, a world ending spider that guards the entrance to Newark.”

“And you didn’t mention this before?  Why?” I grumbled, skidding to an abrupt halt.

“Seriously?  You aren’t new here.  You had to know there would be something, right?” responded Shart.  

I thought he said it was nothing,” I replied.

“Oh, feck you!  I’m not in the mood, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  

“So, a world ending spider,” I said, pondering for a moment.

“I’m not sure how you are going to get past it,” said Shart.  “You are decent at punching and kicking, but, unless you have a lot more Plasma handy, you are going to get stuck in its webs.”

I reached into my storage and pulled out Doug’s flaming whip.  

“You didn’t,” said Shart.

For good measure, I pulled out Doug’s sword as well.

“His mother made that for him!” exclaimed Shart in horror.  

“Hey, Shart, buddy,” Badgelor snickered, “Good news!  I don’t think you are the most hated being in Limbo anymore.”  Shart growled but didn’t say anything.  I doubted anything could overcome the amount of hatred I saw toward the demon, but Badgelor was trying.     

The Nothing had built its lair between four skeleton skyscrapers.  It was a cursed area where even demons did not dare to tread.  I decided to interpret that as a good thing.  It meant that, once we entered the lair, the demons would be leaving us alone.  Unfortunately, what I assumed to be the entrance was surrounded.  I noticed several demons shooting nervous glances at the lair behind them.  One green demon kept checking his feet, as if desperate to keep himself from crossing some invisible line of dread. I approached with all the confidence of an idiot.

“Give us Asshole, and you may leave,” screamed a demon, followed by a chorus of others.  I wasn’t going to do that.

Even as that thought entered my head, the massive Nothing became visible for an instant.  It was a hulking, thirty-two-legged spider.  The monstrosity had four heads, one facing every direction.  It was a creature straight out of a nightmare.  The green demon saw the Nothing for the briefest of moments, gasped, and fainted.    

“Feck me,” muttered Badgelor, in a tone that indicated to me that he had some history with the beast.

“Wait a minute!  Have you ever even been into Newark before?” I asked.

“Aye, once,” Badgelor answered, “but I was smart.  I snuck past without having demons and the guardian watching me.”

I attempted to cast a Portal, but I felt the magic unravel as I did so.  “Too close to the other Gateway?”

“Yes,” supplied Shart.  “Inter-planar Gateways create dimensional anchor effects in a wide radius around them, blocking full teleports.”

I nodded my head.  I understood that.  I also knew that effect was specifically against Teleportation Magic.  

“Where is the Portal?” I asked Badgelor.

“Up top, between those two buildings,” stated the badger, gesturing at the two buildings farthest away from us.  Normally, I’d have moved, but the demons were surrounding the entire place.  Moving would probably cause them to do something stupid.

“I don’t suppose you have any ideas?” I finally asked.

“We are almost on the edge of the Nothing’s agro range,” said Badgelor.  That was an old MMORPG term that meant something slightly different on Ordinal.  In a MMORPG, the monster would go all out as soon as you entered their agro range.  On Ordinal, the monsters tended to be more selective in their responses, but the monster absolutely knew we were there.    

Basically, the Nothing would probably respond with something designed to drive us away, rather than leave the safety of its nest to come get us.  Then again, it might just try to kill us with some ranged attack.  I didn’t really have a full listing of the boss’s attack strategies.  Then again, I didn’t really need one.  

“Do you have a plan?” asked Shart.

“Of course!  You aren’t going to like it, though,” I said.

“Just another day with my Dum Dum,” replied Shart, looking around.  “Whatever you do, you should get to it.  My brethren are getting closer.”

“What happens if they catch you?” I asked.  I was honestly curious about that.  I knew Shart followed some demonic rules, like getting banished to Limbo.  What I didn’t know was other things, like if he could actually be hurt or killed.

“If they catch me, they are going to drag me down into the city center and probably torture me until I die,” grumbled Shart.  “Then, I’d go back to the tower and have to fill out a bunch of paperwork.”

I was kind of surprised at the reaction.  On Ordinal, Shart seemed pretty important.  Down here, he was effectively a non-gratis person.  They actively wanted him dead, but, since he couldn’t die, they would just settle for torture.  “So, other than the torture, there is no real risk to you?”

“Hardly!  If I die again, I’ll have an <admin> up my ass for the next few centuries.  I won’t be able to help you at all,” said Shart.  

“Well, that would be inconvenient for me.  I suppose it's time to get started then,” I began.  

Shart snorted.  He might not be able to read me all the time, but we both knew I wasn’t going to hand him over.  That, as they said in Precursor culture, was a dick move.  

I adjusted my grip on Doug’s oversized sword, swinging it around several times.  Finally, I heard a shriek.  A large demoness stomped toward me over the protests of her companions.

“Seriously?” I chuckled, as Karen approached.  She even had THE haircut. 

“What are you doing with my son’s sword?” she howled.  “I personally made that for him for his six hundred and sixty-sixth birthday!”

“It's mine now,” I offered, swinging the blade around casually.  Doug's sword was a high-level weapon made by a demonic Forge Master.  It was certainly much better than the other swords currently in my possession.  

“It is not!  You stole it!” she cried.  “You are a thief!  All humans are thieves!”

“Fine, take it back,” I said, tossing the blade over my shoulder.  

Karen glared at me for a moment.  Then, turning her gaze to the sword, she visibly deflated.  The weapon was closer to the Nothing’s lair than she would have liked.  Her ire did not leave her so mindlessly upset that she didn’t recognize that.  Unfortunate.

I held up my hand and summoned the blade back to me.  Doug's sword slapped into my palm, and I smirked at her.  

“You were never going to give it back to me.  You just wanted to trick me,” she growled.  Then, she did something stupid.  She turned around and started proclaiming that all humans were sneaky tricksters who couldn’t be trusted.  Her problem was that she was doing so with her back to me.

I activated Fast Steps, appearing directly behind her.  Grabbing the demon in a badger-fu maneuver, I jerked her around in a way that made one wily old badger proud.  I could just tell.  

Karen went flying through the air and splattered on the ground, well past where I’d thrown the sword.  Her demonic look of horror lasted about two seconds, before a glob of webbing struck her from behind and hauled her into the Nothing’s nest.  

For the next minute, there were bouts of flame, shrieks, explosions, and everything else you’d expect from a high-level demon being killed by a world boss.  I’d have felt bad, but she was just going to respawn.

The demons were getting closer, though.  We were utterly surrounded, and every single demon had brought their Sunday best combat body.  I would have been terrified, but they were all glaring at Shart with undisguised malice.  

“So, she lasted about forty-seven seconds?” I asked.

“About that,” stated Shart uncomfortably.

“You are tougher than her, right?” I asked.

“I hate you.”

I flung Shart into the Nothing’s nest.  

The demons stared at the rapidly vanishing little red zit.  Then, they looked to me before turning to each other.

“He’s going to escape back to the tower,” one screamed, and the dam broke.  Every demon rushed toward the Nothing’s nest, each planning their own horrible torture for Shart.  

Shart, for his part, was already fighting the Nothing.  He was losing, but he was fighting.  I imagined a fully powered Elder Demon could have easily taken the creature, but Shart’s familiar form wasn’t nearly that powerful.  

Fortunately, the rapid introduction of so many demons changed the equation.  They were all equally vested in protecting Shart, just so they could kill him later.  Killing the Nothing seemed beyond any of them, so I wasn’t worried.  

Badgelor gestured with his nose, then changed to his Ultimate Form.  He activated his Spider Climbing Amulet, and we quietly started up one of the buildings, heading toward the gate.  It was nothing more than a swirly blob of darkness.

“This brings me back,” said Badgelor, as one of the demons was shredded by several smaller spider guardians.  More demons were tearing at a series of egg sacks.  One of the skills I never really associated with Badgelor was his ability to sneak around enemies, and it was really obvious I should know all about it.  

After all, he was a wiley old badger.

We got all the way to the edge of the gate before the first small spider guards began moving against us.  It was only a few, and Badgelor blasted them with his laser vision.  The guards were the size of small cars and seemed entirely non-threatening compared to the massive spider that covered up four floors of a nearby building.  Demons and more spiders battled around the huge monstrosity.  

“Neat, he has four mouths,” I commented.

“One is for battle, one is for eating, one is to poison foes, and the last one sprays out disease,” said Badgelor.

“Which one?” I asked, as several demons started screaming.

“All?” replied Badgelor.  

“By the way, I got your hat back.  Shart had it in some sort of little room,” I said, handing it over to Badgelor.

“Do I want to know?” asked the badger.

“No,” I replied.

“Well, now I really want to know,” said Badgelor. 

Shart was busy.  He’d created some sort of void slash that cut off five of the spider’s legs while also bisecting several demons.  That gave the rest of them a chance against the spider, and Shart briefly vanished in a series of bright explosions.  He reappeared above a small horde of demons.  My demon focused hard, and all the other demons suddenly collapsed.  It was as if they had been disconnected from their bodies.  Then, an arrow slammed into him.  As the archer lined up another shot, the spider ate him.  Had the other demons been able to focus only on Shart, they might have been able to bring down their most hated foe.  However, the giant spider was playing havoc with them.

As we reached the gate, I noticed that the demons had managed to organize a party of at least six to work on Shart and were rapidly dismantling his defenses.  One of the demons got splattered by the spider, but the remaining four, oops, three, were starting to force Shart from the nest and away from the guardian.  

Shart might have even been able to break away.  He certainly was trying hard enough.  He actually got another one of the demons to slip up and get snatched by the spider.  The final two demons began magically wrestling with Shart, who was actually beginning to smoke.  I interpreted that as a bad sign.  Suddenly, three fiery whips wrapped around Shart.  

“You have to give the wee lil zit his due.  Those are some impressive numbers,” said Badgelor.

“Point, that’s why I chose Shart,” I said, causing the demon to vanish and reappear on my shoulder.  

“You knew the summoning spell would work, right?” hissed the demon.  He was covered in burns, which I found quite extraordinary for a demon.  Additionally, most of his personal Mana pool was empty.  

“Of course,” I replied.  Mystical Lore had told me it would probably work, and I had more confidence in a probably from Mystical Lore than I did in the demons. 


Chapter 12: Hallway at the edge of nowhere. 

“This passage between worlds is different than the last one,” I commented.  There was an odd echo surrounding us.  It was like I was in a long concrete hallway rather than the mostly empty room I was standing in.  

“The last one was a Demon Door.  Those transfer through the tower,” explained Shart.  “This is <admin> architecture.”

The <admins> were not very creative.  I’d have expected some neat visuals floating around, or, at the very least, a bit of color.  This was nothing more than a dull, drab, empty room.  

“Can we access our storages here?” I asked, gesturing to the ground in front of me.  A large anvil appeared.

“Obviously, Dum Dum,” replied Shart suspiciously.  

I pulled out the whip and examined it.

●        Flaming Whip of Agony:  3-18 base Damage, 3-18 Flaming Damage, Advanced Binding.  

“Not useful,” I said, deciding to check Doug’s sword.  It was equally impressive, but also equally useless in the present situation.  “I’m guessing that most of these Damage properties aren’t going to help in the Shadow Realm.”

“Um, no,” confirmed the demon.  Badgelor opened his storage and started dumping out body parts, and, in some cases, entire corpses.  

“You left me some guts, right?” I asked.

“There wasn’t much, but we had a deal,” grumbled Badgelor.  He pulled out a few feet of badly chewed intestines.

“You were robbing the demons?” gasped Shart.

“Hey, a lot of those guys were dead!  We simply looted them,” I corrected.

“Some were already dead,” Badgelor double-corrected.  “Some were made dead while I was looting them. . .in their workshops. . .which I then robbed.”

“Ashes and Fire, no wonder they were so much more pissed than last time.  How much did you get?” asked Shart.  

“Everything that wasn’t nailed down,” replied Badgelor, pulling out more rare, magical components.  “Well, I got some of the stuff that was nailed down, too.  There were a few things I couldn’t pull up.”  The badger pulled out a horrible flesh-shaping table and a magical forge.   

“I’m trying to save the world, and you demons are greedy assholes,” I said, glancing over at Shart.  “Do you think they would have just given this stuff to me?”

Demons were like NPC’s in any JRPG.  It didn’t matter that it was the end of the world, and everyone was counting on the hero to save the day.  Everything was selling at full price.

Shart frowned.  “Of course not, but I don’t know why you think you need some of this stuff.”

Down here, I could steal things that I was sure would make all the difference.  The demons simply had to be in possession of some truly gnarly stuff.  Badgelor had been running all over the demon city, stealing everything he could get his grubby little paws on.  My little racoon of holding.

“Where did you put all this stuff?” asked Shart.  “Badgelor’s storage isn’t that big.”

Badgelor pulled out the Walker Orb and pointed it toward a corner.  “Get ready.”

“Crap,” said Shart.  The entire chamber was suddenly filled with the combined contents of dozens of demon workshops. 

●        Demonic Chitin: 452 units.  Demonic Chitin is a highly refined form of demon skin that is highly resistant to all attack types.  Tier 5.

●        Sun-Touched Orichalcum: 22 bars.  Sun-Touched Orichalcum is refined Orichalcum.  Tier 5 enchanting material.  

●        Black Cauldron Steel: 1227 units.  Cauldron Steel is steel refined from the remains of enchantment cauldrons.  It is the hardest known metal.  Black Cauldron Steel is the hardest kind of Cauldron Steel.  Tier 5

I whistled at the bulk of the material.  Badgelor had also stolen hundreds of hard to produce runic enchantments, each designed for crafters to make some really high-level equipment.  While my Craftman Needs No Tools perk allowed me to bypass tool requirements, it did not allow me to repair my armor with hopes and dreams.  I couldn’t even just use Mana and Stamina.

“First things first,” I said, activating my Salvage skill on the Crown of Windfall.  

“How are you planning on doing that?” asked Shart.  “It's an artifact.”

“Remember when we got here?  I earned the Master Salvage skill,” I answered. 

“Finally assigned the perk?” questioned Badgelor. 

●        Perk Selected: Artifact Salvage!  You can use the Salvage skill on Artifact-tier equipment that is attuned to you.    

“I hate you so much,” said Shart.  “Wait, you can’t just break down an artifact into materials.”

“No, most artifacts are made up of several components that are merged together,” I said, holding up the pieces of the crown.  “I can’t break down the points of the crown, but I can remove the living metal used.  Then, I can reform the crown, so it doesn’t look like something out of a fast food restaurant.”

“And you have to actually attune the item,” said Shart. 

Attunement meant that I had to have the item in my possession for enough time to connect it to my Mana Network.  I couldn’t just grab something and attune it.  It also took longer for more powerful items to attune.  I could do a wand in a few seconds, but the crown had taken hours.

“That perk is flat-out broken,” grumbled Shart as we waited.  While I typically glossed over it, Salvaging items took a while, especially if the items were worth anything.  The crown had taken over ten minutes, and that was with my perks in Salvaging that were designed to increase my Salvage speed.  

I could do a coat rack in less than a second.  

Normally, the Salvage system on Ordinal was total bullshit.  There was no getting around that.  A bar of iron weighed more than the dagger you could craft from it.  Also, if you Salvaged that dagger, the bar would be restored and still weigh more than the dagger had.  

Regardless, when you tried to Salvage more expensive materials, Ordinal had a way of just disappearing some of them into the void.  What you were supposed to do was use tools that would augment your Salvage skill in order to recover more materials than normal.  For Tier 1 materials, that was less important.  Anyone with the Salvage skill could recover all the Tier 1 steel in a dagger.  

The ratios got worse the further up the chain you went, though.  Tier 2’s base allotment was 25% of the normal material, while Tier 5 was 1/25th.  However, you could build tools that would allow you to recover more of the material while Salvaging.   The success of those tools depended highly on their quality, and many of the tools were expensive to build or maintain.

For High Steel, the Tier 2 variant of steel, you needed to have a Mana Furnace to melt the metal down.  That was a relatively simple contraption that stored and burned Mana to melt metals more efficiently.  It could be powered by your own personal Mana or by pouring in a Mana potion.  

A Mana Furnace was 100% efficient at recovering Tier 2 metals and zero percent efficient at recovering Tier 2 wood.  The furnace would even work with Tier 3 metals, but it was significantly less efficient.  Someone attempting that would have to spend considerably more resources to build a Mana Blast Furnace, which could melt Tier 3 metals efficiently.  

HankAlvin, Windfall’s premier metal worker, actually had a Mana Blast Furnace, mainly because we needed it for the army.  The difference in both terms of gold and resources between the two furnaces was staggering.  Then again, so was the cost between Tier 2 and 3 metals.

I had two critical advantages.  One was Craftsman Needs no Tools.  It allowed me to function as if I had whatever tool was necessary to perform an action.  That meant I could Salvage Artifact Tier equipment, presuming I had it in my possession and had enough uninterrupted time to activate the skill. 

While you’d normally need a host of increasingly expensive magical tools specifically designed to break down an artifact, I didn’t need any. 

The other advantage was how UnBound affected my skill level ups.  Normally, Salvaging an artifact would require a very high-level person who had a suitable rank of the Salvage skill.  I was able to take the Salvage Artifact perk from level one.  After that, it was just a matter of actually grabbing an artifact.  

The <system> assumed the process would be a massive ordeal involving many single-use tools that could only be replaced at tremendous expense.  For me, it was just something I could do off-hand, should an artifact present itself.  

Of course, I had not had a chance to try my new perks out.  After all, artifacts were rare.  Most people went their entire lives without ever seeing one. 

A mental image of the Dark Overlord flashed up, his amulet shining in his mass of Shadows.  The  amulet was supported by a simple leather cord. 

“Wait, the Amulet of the Dark Overlord, has that ever changed?” I asked. 

“Not the amulet,” answered Shart.  He added, “Obviously,” under his breath. 

“What did it look like during Grebthar’s time?” I asked. 

“I don’t know,” said Shart.  “Like it does now?”

“You both suck,” said Badgelor, reaching into his storage and pulling out a large book.  It was the first edition Book of Grebthar, signed by Charles himself.  It was basically the equivalent of having a Bible signed by Jesus.  I didn’t even want to think what the tome would have been worth in Falcon.

Why the hell would Badgelor even have that book?

“Wait, I remember that book.  That’s Filly’s book!  He uses it for research,” stated Shart in shock.  The demon stared at Badgelor dead in the eyes.

“Oops,” I said.

“Oops is right!” yelled Shart, glaring at the badger.  “He stole it!  The furry bandit must have taken it from Filly’s office.  Oohhhhhhhh, now that Filly is recovered, you are in so much trouble!”

“How do you know he is recovered?” I asked.

“His hat is gone,” said Shart.  “Only Filly could have managed it.” 

“Somehow, I think it will be alright,” I said, flipping through several pages. 

“Alright?  Alright?  You would think that, Dum Dum,” replied an angry Shart.  “I don’t see how your weak brain came to that conclusion, though, given the pile of evidence before us.”

Badgelor rolled his eyes.  I was scanning a half-dozen artistic interpretations of the Dark Overlord.  In each one, the collar was supported by a simple leather strap.  The leather appeared to be made of dragon skin or something else that was utterly unbreakable.  Still. . .

“It was different,” said Badgelor, turning to a page near the beginning of the book.

“Yeah, it looks like a solid metal collar now,” I replied, studying the passage.  It covered Badgelor preparing for his third time battling in the last battle to end all battles.  “Boy, you sure said ‘Golly gee’ a lot.”

“I was a cub for the first few fights.  Back then, everyone expected me to talk like that,’ stated Badgelor.  “Golly gee, Grebthar, it looks like the Dark Overlord is going to destroy the world!”

“Ouch,” I said, sparing a glance at Shart.  He was still ranting about the sanctity of Filly’s stuff.

“The problem is that people still expect me to talk like that.  Julia dies a bit every time I open my mouth,” grumbled the badger. 

“Well, I prefer that you talk whatever way you like best,” I said.

“Of course you do, ye brown noser,” said the badger. 

“Any idea on the collar?” I asked.

“It wasn’t like that the last time we killed the Dark Overlord, which was right before Charles went into the dungeon,” answered Badgelor.  “Do you think it is significant?”

“You cannot corrupt a god, yet Charles is clearly corrupted,” I said.  “So the collar logically must have something to do with that.”

Badgelor examined the collar and shook his head.  “Yo, zit, I’ll give you the book if you tell me what’s up with the Dark Overlord’s amulet.”

Shart’s rant ended instantly.  He grabbed the book, glaring at Badgelor all the while.  He noticed the image of the Dark Overlord and paused.  “That’s different.  I didn’t realize the amulet had a leather strap.  The one I’ve seen looks like the amulet is attached to a part right out of the Soul Sucker.”

“What?” I asked, glancing at the collar curiously.  I’d just spent hours getting a tour of the Soul Sucker, and I didn’t recognize it.

“That’s a standard Mana configuration harness; parts like that are all over,” said Shart.  “They can be configured for a million purposes.”

“Could they be used to corrupt a godling’s Mana?” I asked.

“I don’t think so.  Godlings are supposed to be on an independent loop,” said Shart. 

“Supposed to be?” I asked.

Shart considered things for a moment.  “If it wasn’t, I suppose Mana could be corrupted.  The Dark Overlord may even be able to overpower a godling.”

I blinked.  That was it.  It had to be.  “The Dark Overlord knew Grebthar was coming.  He modified his own collar.  When Charles put it on, he became corrupted,” I said. 

“And Badgelor wasn’t there, because he would have recognized the change instantly,” said Shart. 

Badgelor sat quietly for a moment before slumping.  “I knew it was my fault.”

“No, you couldn’t have known,” I said.

“It was my job to protect him, and I failed,” said Badgelor. 

I went to say something, but Badgelor stepped away, wallowing in his own guilt and regrets.  He needed time to process what we’d just discovered, and so did I.  At times like this, I worked. 

●        Tony’s Anvil: The Anvil of Creation can be used to make any crafted item up to Artifact Tier.  Crafting checks on the anvil have a doubled chance of success.  Minor mistakes are automatically repaired.

The automatic fixing of minor mistakes meant that failure results would be treated as limited successes instead.  That was a vastly preferable situation.  The anvil was also manifestly better than just Crafting using my perk.  While Craftsman Needs No Tools provided any tool I needed, none of those tools provided me any bonuses to skill checks.  I was going to need some pretty substantial bonuses to my Crafting skills to do what needed to be done.   

With this anvil, I would make something truly impressive.  As I reached down to actually use it for the first time, a red spark of energy flashed into my palm. 

“Ouch,” I said, pulling my hand back.  It bore a smoking black hole in the palm.  I quickly began healing it.

“Oh, that’s a ward,” said Shart, bringing it up on my interface.

“He used those all the time.  Charles didn’t like other people playing with his stuff,” said Badgelor, relaxing.  He had come out of his stupor and was gnawing on some more dragon bits.  The irreplaceable draconic parts were just like jerky to the badger.

“That’s not even a conventional ward,” said Shart, eying the vicious thing.  “It is a Deadman’s curse.  It will be incredibly difficult to remove as long as Charles is alive.  Fortunately, you have the big dog.  I’ll get that off for you using the power of. . .”

“Got it,” I said, disarming the spell. 

Shart glared at me.  “You know you aren’t supposed to have menutime.”

“But it makes things so much easier,” I replied.  The actual ward had been a series of vibrating runes that needed to be aligned in a special pattern while they jerked around.  I’d seen one just like it before, back in the Maze of Mystery, when Han So, Triblade and. . .

I shook my head, and the memory dissipated.  That was troubling, but I didn’t have time to think about it.  Taking several chunks of Cauldron Steel, I brought my fist down on my first project.  It would be a fecking hammer, so I could hit things.


Chapter 13: The invincible wall

Julia had never thought it could be so bad.  When she was a child, she had awoken one day with the certainty that Grebthar would be reborn in her lifetime, and the battles with the Dark Overlord would resume.  Little Julia had thought that she would be an epic princess, like the First, saving the world with the Mayor.

What she hadn’t considered was what the world would look like while that happened.  Every small town between Fillidelphia and Windfall had been burned.  There had never been many, but the hard scrabble frontier’s people who lived in the provinces had always managed to survive before. Now, they were gone.

Grebthar had killed them.

There were advantages to being a vindictive bitch.  Another person would have a complicated suite of emotions for her former god.  She might wonder what she could have done differently, or how he might be redeemed.  

Not Julia.

She wanted him dead.  The first time she realized Grebthar was the Dark Overlord was the last day she ever prayed to him.  There was no room in her heart for a betrayer, theoretically.  

It was much easier to claim that when a betrayer wasn’t walking in the column right behind you.  There had been a Cosmetic Healer among the refugees from Filly, and she had repaired HarDragon’s nose, teeth, cheek, and an eye.  The Healer had done a surprisingly good job of fixing his head and reattaching his face.  

The Mayor really had kicked the dragon protector pretty hard.  No one could have predicted he would slide that far on just his face. 

Now, HarDragon looked like he had when he was the captain of her father’s bodyguards.  She had forgiven him for his role in her father’s death, but that was mainly so she would have a clear conscience when thinking back on him later.  She’d only forgiven him because Julia had absolutely known HarDragon was going to die in about three seconds.  Then, the Mayor had saved him.

Damn him.

Hating HarDragon had gotten Julia through many harsh nights.  Most of her wanted to drive a sawblade through his forehead, but a tiny bit of her was less harsh.  Maybe only an arm or leg would suffice.

The princess heard a meow and saw the dragon flying toward her.  When HarDragon had handed the dragon to her, Julia hadn’t realized the creature was going to view her as an additional protector.  That was adding another level of complication to her life.  She, like any good Falconian girl, wanted to protect the dragon in order to feed it to Badgelor.  However, this one was just too cute.  

Still, if Badgelor asked her for it, she’d have to give it over.  The Falconian Royal Family owed that badger so many favors that she was utterly screwed if anyone figured out how badly she had treated him.  That discounted the time that Badgelor had personally saved her life, because, of course, he had.    

Julia groaned.  Maybe she would die in the war and not have to deal with how she had treated the Mayor.  

Beakatrix suddenly buzzed overhead, waving excitedly.  

Julia saw it a few minutes later.  They had skirted the great crack and could finally see the Western Gate Fortress.  It was tall and impressive, just as it was described in the history books.  That was the wall that the Dark Overlord’s army had broken against in the histories.  

She prayed it would be enough this time.  

***

Fenris returned a salute and tried to look certain.  Jim was a master at that; Fenris tried his best.  It was a far more difficult task than one might have expected, especially considering his help.

Her help actually.

Margwal growled, moving her cigar to the other cheek.  Clouds of billowing, snow white smoke surrounded her face.  Suddenly, she was shouting at all seven of her assistants, ordering them to get their proverbial asses in gear.  Well, not proverbially.  She said it quite literally and with enough vigor to make GloriousRobert jealous.  

When Hansa swore, it was always a shock.  She was simply too cute for anyone to ever assume she was going to say something improper.  Margwal didn’t approach that level of adorableness.  She had helped build the complicated buildings at the barracks.  If the need arose, she could eloquently inform someone of what they needed to do and how they needed to do.

“You fecking wannabe dwarves better shape up.  I will personally kick every one of you to the curb and replace you with people who know how to hold a fecking hammer!” she bellowed.  “Don’t think I won’t!”  

“Yes, mistress,” they all said in unison.

Margwal scanned her battlefield, marking off objectives as they came.  Wise men ran and hid from those piercing eyes.  Fenris, unfortunately, was stuck looking confident.  With a lack of lower-ranking targets, the Engineer turned to the big fish.

“So, why exactly can we not fold up this contraption my sister built?” barked Margwal.

“It’s broken,” Fenris stated simply.  Her expression of open contempt forced additional words from his lips.  “After the last time the portable Gateway was used, the frame became badly warped.  It will not retract anymore.”

Margwal bit on her cigar.  “Well, of course not!  The Mayor had my poor sister using High Steel rather than a gold-based alloy.  Naturally, it couldn’t handle an extended magical activation like that.”

“I believe that was all he had,” offered Fenris.

“No excuses!  He’s the Mayor.  That feckstick is supposed to be able to Jim this shite up,” said Margwal, glaring at the partially melted atrocity that Fenris hoped would win a war.  Obviously, the first device wasn’t up to the task.  Jim had left it on for an extended period, and that had caused so much Mana leakage.  The entire frame had been hot enough to start a small fire in the Dalton girls’ home.

Fortunately, they had a raccoon trained in fire suppression techniques.  Without him, the results would have been dire.  

Unfortunately, the damage was done.  The device would never fold up again.  It was dicey that it could even be used at all.  Jim had told Fenris to move it somewhere useful before the battle.  The only spot of value was at the Western Gate Fortress.  Placing it there meant Jim could make a dramatic entrance when they needed him the most.

That’s what the books said the Mayor did.  When the chips were down, the Mayor would charge in, riding Badgelor, and strike at the Dark Overlord.  

“Incoming,” yelled one of the wall guards.  

Fenris walked over.  The one thing you had at the Western Gate Fortress was time.  The wall was so damn tall, you could see halfway across creation.  Not literally, of course.  There was a large forest just west of the fortress.  Even salted, the accursed Fecking Puma Forest had regrown.   

Jim always seemed surprised at how quickly things like that happened.  

“Oh, no, it's THAT Julia,” stated another spotter.  The other guards groaned.  

From this distance, Fenris was impressed that they could already identify her.  Then, he saw the Progenitor.  That made identifying the woman in all white at the head of the lead column pretty easy to guess.

“That is a lot of refugees.”

Fenris used one of his War Leader talents to gauge numbers.  It looked like Julia was leading at least half the population of a city like Fillidelphia.  The thought was so absurd, Fenris almost laughed.  The Progenitor landed and handed him something.

Fenris read the note and sighed.  “That is half the population of Filly.  Julia informs me that Jim expects Windfall to house them all.”

The Progenitor looked at Fenris for a moment.  Finally, she said something Fenris puzzled over.

“No, we cannot compress existing families to make room for the new.  I didn’t even bring any fish,” said Fenris.  He straightened his mechanical back, wondering why she wanted to pack some sardines.  “For the time being, I am the mayor.  I suppose I’ll have to Jim something up myself.”


Chapter 14: Preparations are Finished. 

“Here’s what I think happened,” said Shart, preparing for another discussion.  “When Filly, he’s one of my best friends, realized he lost his hat, he must have started searching for it.  I”m certain of this.  We have a bond much like Dalton and you.”

“Uh huh,” I replied, checking the edge of a sword.

“So, he broke into Limbo, again.  It’s quite easy for him.  Then, he went through my secret dungeon and found it,” said Shart.

“Because your pocket dimension links to Limbo?” I asked, trying to make sure. 

“Of course!  All demonic energies flow into Limbo.  It is an infinite plane of madness, making everything there impossible to find,” said Shart.

“Impossible for all except Filly?” I questioned.

“Obviously,” responded the demon. 

“What about all the traps?” I asked absently.

“For an explorer like Filly, it’s child’s play.  It was like I just left the hat in the middle of a noobie treasure room, and he just plucked it out,” said Shart. 

Shart was underselling his treasure room.  It was really an elaborately built dungeon, with every trap the demon could think of inside. 

“I liked the minecart ride,” I said.

Shart harrumphed.  “I figured he would have at least taken that.  Clearly, he went through some hitherto unknown path to get to his prized hat.”

“Which was in a little shrine to Filly,” groaned Badgelor.

“That’s Fillidelphia to you, you mangy rug!” spat Shart.  “It was not a little shrine.  It is just a place to keep my important stuff.”

“Like the plaque of that cat?” I offered.

“You leave my delicious pastry out of this,” growled Shart.

I shook my head.

“You aren’t just going to check your logs?” I asked.

“Hardly!  Then, I’d know for sure how he did it.  This is the most fun I’ve had in centuries,” said Shart.  “Imagine, getting tomb-raided by the ultimate tomb raider.  Badgelor could learn a few things about sneaking around from Filly. 

“It's been days,” groaned Badgelor.  “I can’t take much more of this.”

“I’m just waiting on Shart to wind down,” I said, tightening the straps on my new armor.  

“You both suck,” muttered Shart.  The demon vanished back into my mindspace to momentarily review the floorplan of his mega dungeon again. 

●        Lucy: Anti-Charles armor.  Defense: 204. Magical Resistance: 85%.  

	Magical Absorption: Magic-based Damage will increase the user’s Strength 
	Barrier Amplifiers: Barriers cast through this armor will be 100% stronger for the first 5 seconds. 


“Who is Lucy?” asked Badgelor.

“She hates Charles,” I responded.  “She tries to kill him all the time, and he keeps letting her try.”

“Oh, I like her,” grinned the badger.

“I figured you would,” I said, extending the twin pairs of fighting claws I’d attached to the wrist of the armor.  Way of the Badger was primarily unarmed.  However, when you did fight with weapons, they were supposed to be fighting claws.  The Badgerine would be proud.  

“Any luck with those swords?” asked Badgelor.

“They are all great, high-level, end game weapons,’ I said, glancing over at the pile I’d made.  “None of them are even going to scratch Charles.”  Badgelor looked at the few weapons that Shart hadn’t torn apart for enchanting materials and sighed.  

“I appreciate the thought,” said the badger.  “However, I knew going into this that I wasn’t going to survive.  If I eat that shard of his, I can kill Charles.  That’s what I’m going to do.”  

I nodded.  I wasn’t happy about it, but Badgelor was just done.  He’d lived for a millenia and had one last thing on his bucket list before he checked out.  He was the last War Badger, the last of his entire species.  When he went, their fire would be gone from the world.  It was sad, but there was a depth of strength there I couldn’t overcome.  

This was all he had.  

“Done,” grunted Shart, dropping a whip into my hands. 

“Is this the official Fillidelphia Badgington whip?” I asked, looking at the hilt.  It had a small picture of a very handsome man wearing a fedora on it. 

“Partially.  I disassembled that.  The actual whip the toy comes with is kid safe and uses the grip on Doug’s whip,” said Shart.  “Which I then upgraded.”

●        Flaming Whip of Agony:  4-24 base Damage, 4-24 Flaming Damage, Advanced Binding.  

	Enchantment: Magical Disruption.  Strikes from this weapon will Damage magical barriers at a ten to one ratio.   


“I was hoping for more,” I said, snapping the whip several times.  

“Grab something with it,” said Shart.  I looked around.  We were still in the same long, straight hallway that was causing my skin to increasingly feel like it was a size too large.  I spotted one of the demon swords Badgelor had stolen and snapped it up with the whip.

●        Skill Learned:  Writhing Bind, your weapon will cut and maim as long as you are using it to bind a target.  Skill Rank: Journeyman due to Weapon Master.  Base Damage is 75% of normal Damage.

●        Skill Learned: Quick Bind, you can execute a Binding attack on every strike with your weapon.  Journeyman rank benefit: You can release a Binded target instantly.  

I considered that for a moment and activated Hack and Slash.  Each time I struck the sword, the weapon was bound for an instant, causing the Writhing Bind effect to activate.  Each activation increased the base Damage of the attack by 75%.  I could swing twenty times in a single attack for a truly awesome amount of Damage.

Using it also sapped my Stamina bar.

●        Binding Hack and Slash:  20 attacks, total cost 480 Stamina.

“Dang, I wish I had that when I was fighting the Sphinx,” I said, stretching out my arm.  I had enough Stamina to do that attack several times, but even I had limits.  Channeling that much Stamina into an attack was taxing beyond what the physical numbers described.  

“Are we ready?” I asked, drawing the anvil back into my personal storage.  

“Not that I mind,” said Badgelor, loading a few alchemical items I’d made into his pouches, “But you are a lot better at Crafting than I remember.”

“I earned some skill points,” I replied cautiously.  

“The smelly Dum Dum is lying,” said Shart, wrinkling his nose. 

“Obviously.  Spill it,” ordered Badgelor, expanding to War Form.  Doing so brought his head level with my own.  

“I absorbed the Walker of Siers,” I said.  

“His Mana?” asked Shart, horrified. 

“And his Mana,” I continued, smiling uncomfortably.  

Shart looked at me for a long moment.  Then, he abruptly hopped into my mind space and started rummaging around.  “Found him!  I wondered what that smell was.”

“Seriously, Jim?  That’s all kinds of fecked up,” said Badgelor.

“He’s not really there.  It’s just bits of his essence and all his memories.  They are kind of spread out in a weird little room,” I said.  “When I want to build something, I just look inside the mind room.  It really helps.”

“So much paperwork,” said Shart, reappearing with a groan.  “You didn’t get everything, but you actually stripped off his class module.  It’s even partially intact.  That’s not supposed to be possible outside the machine.”

“Oh, thank goodness!  I thought I ate his soul,” I replied.

“No, your body only has room for one intact soul.  If you took some Shadow Damage, there might be room for more.  However, your soul is completely like a normal person’s.  You did get his rather distorted memories and skills,” said Shart.  “The skills are more directly transferable, as your existing soul at least has a processing scheme for them.”

“What about the class module?” I asked.

“I have no idea.  It is currently attached to your soul.  I’ll try to snip it off next time you go through a Demon Door,” said Shart.  “We obviously have a way to process the removal of class modules, and I can suppress one.  However, I’ve never had to remove one from an intact soul in the field before.”

“Will that be a problem?” I asked.

“I don’t think so,” responded Shart.  “In the short term, your biggest problem is the memories.  Eventually, you are going to have to process them.  When you do, you will have to be very careful.  Otherwise, you and the Walker will start blending together.”

“And that would be bad?” I asked.

“Your mind can’t handle two sets of memories,” said Shart, considering things.  “It would be like skill knowledge; you know it as if you’d learned it.  Those memories of Walker’s will eventually just be part of your memories.  You won’t be able to tell the difference between his and yours.”

“My personal memories?” I asked, shocked.

“They are all your memories now,” said Shart.  “Some of them are just from a different point of view.”   

“I don’t like that.  I don’t want anything to mess with my memories,” I said.  It would destroy me if I lost any memories of my wife or children.  

Shart shook his head.  “I would suggest you stop absorbing people then, Dum Dum.”  I continued to stare at the demon.  He sighed, adding, ”Look, you’ll adapt, but I’ll put in some firewalls to try to keep you separate from Walker.  There is a Memory skill that will allow you to separate them.”

●        You have gained the skill Memory Mansion:  You can compartmentalize memories for ease of storage and repair broken memories.  You are an Amateur.  You can sift out memories that are alien to you.  

“Alien memories?” I asked, locking away all the Walker’s personal memories.  With a mindspace, doing so was fairly easy.  I decided to leave the skill memories intact, though.  I needed those to be able to access his Crafting skills.  I figured they wouldn’t be able to do me much harm. 

“There are ways to gain other beings' memories,” said Shart, thinking for a moment, “Or modify people’s memories.”  I considered that.  Given what Bashara had tried, she might have done that to me.  I focused and found several memories that were damaged.  All seemed to deal with my family on Earth.

“Don’t do that now,” warned Badgelor.  “Wait till you have time to deal with it.”

That made sense.  I was never very close to my wife or children despite how much I felt like I loved them at times.  I missed my wife most, but only in the most basic sense like I was sad she wasn’t around.  My new skill caused a spike in that knowledge.  There was a damage marker to my earth memories, though, and I was having difficulty sorting out all of my feelings.   

Why is there a stump?

Bashara must have damaged my memories when she was poking around.  I’d have to deal with the current situation first, then deal with the damage Bashara had caused.  I didn’t know precisely what she had done, so I didn’t know how angry I should be.  If I found out she did something to make me misremember, I’d never forgive her. 

Shart tossed several items into his mouth before climbing onto my shoulder.  Badgelor gathered up the pile of demonic components and crawled onto my other shoulder.

“Ready?” I asked.  

“As ready as we’ll ever be,” answered Shart uncomfortably.

“Have you never been here?” I asked.

“No one sane goes to the Shadow Realm,” said Shart.  

“I’ve only been there once.  It was very bad,” stated Badgelor.  I glanced at the badger.  What he considered bad, most sane people would consider horrific.  

“We are only going there to save Jarra,” I said, reaching the end of the hallway.  I glanced back to the other exit.  The Nothing stood waiting.  I didn’t see how there could be anything worse.  

“Don’t worry about that.  I marked another way out,” said Badgelor.  “We won’t be going back through Jersey.”

There was a script written on the door.  I pondered it for a moment.

“Abandon all hope,” said Shart.  Now that he’d said it out loud, I could sort of recognize the letters.  I glanced back at the other entrance.  A sign saying “Welcome to Hell” was prominently displayed.  

“Abandon” was written in <system>, and ‘Welcome’ was written in Demonic.  Now that I could see the two across from each other, the similarities in the script were obvious.  I wondered if my Demonic Lore skill was the beginning of the process of learning the Admin skill and the ability to read <system>. 

No time for that, though. 

Activating my anti-magical aura, I threw on an invisibility cloak that I’d lifted from a demon.  Then, I stepped into the Shadow Realm.

A waiting horror sat just outside the door.  With my fields active, it only stirred for the briefest of moments.  This Nothing was the big brother to the Nothing on the other side.  It was massive, with sixty-four legs and sixteen jaws.  The two smaller guardians with it were also larger than the Nothing in Jersey. 

“So, it’s super hell,” I muttered. 

The Gateway on this side was not on the side of a building.  Instead, we were on the side of a massive cliff that seemed to go on forever.  On top of the cliff was a twisted wall that covered the top.  The only reason you could tell the difference between the two was because the natural stone wasn’t bleeding Shadows.  

Jersey, which was supposed to be hell, looked like something out of a Mad Max movie.  It definitely had a “destroyed piles of civilization scattered over a chemical plant” vibe.  It was utterly terrifying and depressing.  Any sane person would consider it the worst place imaginable, at least until you saw Newark.  Newark looked so much worse that Jersey seemed nice by comparison.    

I leapt off the wall, falling hundreds of logs.  Using my Flight skill, I managed to level out and land.  Without Shart’s assistance, the landing was loud.  I had to dart away from the landing point, as dozens of shadowy wolf creatures with five legs ran over.  They sniffed the air.  I waited patiently.  The wolves looked over their shoulders before deciding to move on. 

The massive snarl from the darkness told me it was time for us to move as well. 

We walked in silence for minutes, searching the area for any sign of where we were.  As we walked, a massive, twisted mutant floated overhead, searching the ground for signs of life.  A tentacle shot down, pulling up a snarling fell beast.  The beast, far larger than Ultimate Badgelor, was yanked up and into one of the mutant’s thirteen mouths.

“Do you have any idea where we are?” I asked mentally.  Everyone was being careful not to say anything out loud.  

“The Shadow Realm is a twisted, after image of Ordinal.  I didn’t realize it was this bad, though,” said Shart.  “You are in serious danger here.  We might need to bail.”

“Not as long as there’s a chance Jarra is alive,” I thought.  

“We don’t even know where we are,” thought Shart.

“The Barrier Wall,” replied Badgelor.

“That’s in the Southern Kingdom,” thought Shart, looking around.  I was clueless, so he continued.  “Remember the donut?”

“That cat you were so fascinated with?” I asked.

“Shut up about the damn cat!  Matt is going to be upset,” growled Shart. 

“Who’s Matt?” I asked.

“Probably an <admin> or something,” replied Badgelor.

“He sounds amazing and very good looking,” I stated.

“And not very litigious, one would hope,” replied Badgelor.

“Yeah, the map of Ordinal is shaped like a donut.  A donut with a bite out of it, right?” I asked.

“I’d like to take a bite out of a donut,” said my always hungry badger.  The Barrier Wall is in the southwest, way south of Narwal.”

“And Jarra is in Windfall,” I thought.

“From the way it was described to me, Grebthar’s spell wasn’t complicated.  He probably just opened a hole in the fabric of creation and slipped the target through,” said Shart.  Basically, Ordinal and the Shadow Realm were mirrors of each other.  If you could travel between the two, you’d end up in the corresponding spot.  Jarra was probably in a dungeon near Shadow Windfall.

“Do they have Fast Lanes?” I asked.

“The infrastructure for those doesn’t exist here,” said Shart.  “Even demons don’t want to play down here.”

As I scanned the area, I saw a tiny fleck of light appear on top of the wall.  It was a tiny drop of a soul in this place of horror.  Then, a tentacle shot up around it and dragged it away.  

“Sometimes something leaks over,” said Badgelor.  

“This place is dreadful,” I thought, as the tiny drop of goodness was devoured.  

“This is a bad spot.  It's not always this hideous,” replied Badgelor, pointing over a vast ocean of undulating blackness.  “Shadow Windfall is that way.”

“What makes this place particularly bad?” I asked.

“People,” replied Badgelor.  “The more people, the worse it gets.  Lots of energy slips through, so the creatures come to feed.”

“Windfall is full of people,” I said, remembering how many I’d just sent there.

“Whelp, it was a good try.  I’ll see if I can figure out a spell to get us back,” said Shart.  “There may be a rift around here I can access.  They are usually locked, but I should be able to manage something.  Barring that, I could always eat you guys and go to Limbo.  I can probably get Bruce to let Dum Dum out.  Then, you can summon us.”

“We are finding Jarra,” I said.

“Jim,” said Shart sadly, “Look around this place.  She’s dead.  She has to be.”


Chapter 15: My Adventures in Super Hell

“Badgelor lived through this before,” I growled, as we continued walking.  We were out of immediate danger.  At the very least, we were out of super immediate danger.  We were just off the beach, following the edge of the Inner Sea toward Shadow Windfall.  It was going to take us at least a week to get there.  We could have moved faster, but that seemed extremely suicidal.  

I checked again.  My Mana recovery was greater than the cost of keeping myself invisible and hidden from the Shadow Creatures.  Fortunately, I had been correct; they didn’t have comparable senses to us.  

The creatures of the Shadow Realm searched for Mana.  More specifically, they looked for Essence.  According to my Mystical Lore skill, Essence was a type of Mana that dictated what things did.  By surrounding myself in an anti-magical barrier, I was effectively hidden from them.  That, of course, brought about my next question.

“How did you manage to get through here before?” I asked Badgelor.

“I pissed on myself,” stated Badgelor.

“They don't like badger piss?” I asked.

“Well, they don’t like badger piss if I’ve been eating anything tainted with Shadow.  It makes me smell like them,” said Badgelor.  

“How did you get past the guardian?” I questioned, remembering the Super Nothing just inside the door.  

“I ate the herbs before I entered,” said Badgelor.  “They grow just outside the gate on the Jersey side.”  He reached into his pouch and pulled out several dark, undulating herbs.  “These aren’t perfect, so you’ve got to move fast.  By the time the guardian realized I was there, I’d already gotten clear.”

“That sounds helpful,” I said.

“She chased me for six days,” said Badgelor.  “I had almost given up when the beast turned around and left me.”  

“There is a maximum time a guardian can be away from whatever it's protecting,” Shart stated.

“Yeah, and that’s supposed to be three days,” spat the badger.

Shart paused.  “Point.”

“See those trees over there?  Could we cut them down and make a boat?” I asked, looking at the undulating mass of death trees on the coast.

“That would involve sailing in the Shadow Sea,” said Shart, shaking his head.  “I doubt we’d make it five minutes, let alone across the whole ocean.”

I continued walking.  With all my magical shielding, along with an ample use of Stealth, I was pretty sure we’d eventually make it to Shadow Windfall.  It was going to take awhile, though, and I didn’t know how long Charles was going to stay locked up.  

There was a limited chance that all the Shadow Creatures I’d dumped onto him might overwhelm him.  If they could outstrip his Magical Regeneration, he would be trapped there for months or even years.  Unfortunately, I doubted that would be the case.

He could already be free, meaning that I needed to hurry up.  

We avoided a large herd of Shadow Creatures that were eating the screaming grass.  As herbivores, they had mouths like chipper shredders.  They were pulling up grass, stones, and small animals, as they hoovered up the local equivalent of plant life.  

I pointed next to them and generated a Portal.  They did not react.  

“What are you doing?” asked Shart.

“Testing,” I replied, opening another Portal near me.  Carefully, I slipped the tip of my finger through it, lowering my anti-magical barrier slightly.  No reaction.  I lowered it more and still got no reaction.  Finally, I lowered the barrier nearly entirely on my hand.  Suddenly, one of the creatures spun around and charged toward the Portal.  

I pulled my hand free and deactivated the Portals, causing the creature to stomp around angrily.

Using my triple Gateway perk, I was able to generate three Portals. One Portal was placed on one end of the field.  I placed a second one on the opposite side.  The final Portal was near me.  I quickly confirmed that I could shift the connection point between the Portals.  Before long, I had the Shadow Cows moving from one side of the field to the other.  

“What are you doing, Dum Dum?” groaned Shart, as Badgelor and I remote-controlled the Shadow Cows into smashing down several trees.

“Practicing,” I grinned, jerking my hand back.  A large bird had pecked my hand.  With all my perks activated, the bite didn’t draw blood, but it did hurt.  I fully reactivated my magical fields and tossed the creature aside.  It flailed its wings but managed to land somewhat normally.  

I examined the wound.  It was a bite, not a peck.  

The little creature had wings, but it also had a lizard-like snout, complete with rows of tiny teeth.  The <system> couldn’t even give the local bird equivalents the honor of a real beak.

As it flew overhead, the low drone of a Shadow Whale sounded.  It, too, had seen my hand and was searching the area for wherever it had gone.  I considered that for a moment.  Then, I stepped through my Portal, teleporting to the opposite end of the field from the cows.  Then, I closed all the Portals.  

The Shadow Whale spent several seconds looking over the area.  Finally, it gave up and flew out over the ocean.

“Is the glider totally unrepairable?” asked Shart.

“We can walk it,” said Badgelor sourly.  

“I don’t have the skills necessary to repair it.  Additionally, even with a material substitution, I doubt I have acceptable materials,” I offered.  The glider Beakatrix had built and given to me had not held up very well in my long-term afterburner-powered flight from the LOOKOUT! to Filly.  There was no situation where it was going to hold up for a flight from here to Shadow Windfall.  

“Shame we can’t ride on one of those,” said Shart, pointing to some sort of monstrous flying whales.

Badgelor looked at me.  “Get us up there.”

“I thought you said we could walk it.”

“I’m fine with flying, just as long as I’m not the power source,” said Badgelor.  “Walking is dangerous here.”

“Everything is dangerous here,” I grumbled, looking around.  Even with Improvised Tools and the glider, I still didn’t see how we were going to get that high up.  I needed some specialized devices to achieve that kind of lift.  Unfortunately, that would require some parts that I simply did not have.

Quite unexpectedly, a half-dozen small, bird-like creatures stepped out of the trees.  They all started snapping at the ground.  Each one was searching for tiny, shadowy bugs like some sort of farm animal.  They were animals with wings and dinosaur mouths, and I had the strangest inclination to do some Crafting.

●        You have discovered Shadow Chickens

“I got this.”


Chapter 16: Awakening of the Dark Overlord

He let the last one suffer, feeding it too much Mana, just not quite enough to cause it to explode.  The bug wasn’t stupid, just conditioned.  The bugs needed Mana to survive.  This one was getting to the point that, any time it sensed Mana, it would flinch before going toward it.  That was not what Charles wanted.

Charles wanted the bug to be so afraid of its only source of food that it would starve itself to death.  

“You weren’t always like this.  You had goals and ambition,” said a quiet voice, a voice he almost always ignored.  

It was time, past time really.  Charles watched the bug crawl toward the hammer, catching a stray blast of lightning.  The assault quickly ended the poor creature.  Holding up his hand, he summoned the hammer.

It slapped into his palm and discharged enough lightning to cause actual Damage.  Without the anvil, Charles couldn’t even fix the damn thing.  Jim was going to die, but not before he returned the anvil. 

Excalibur was also gone, stolen by the idiot.  Without the animating spirit, it would have been worthless anyway.  Still, Charles needed a sword, and Jim’s sword was just laying there.  He picked up the cheap blade of High Steel and tried not to sneer.  He failed.  

He was used to end game equipment made of Adamant or Cauldron Steel.  At best, this was mid-level trash.  Still, it was Jim’s, and he needed something to shove into that asshole’s heart.  

Fortunately, he still had some alchemical components laying around.  Enchanting blades was still simple enough, assuming he didn’t want to use magic while using the weapon.  He found all sorts of terrible nasties throughout his ex’s stores.  All of them were quite potent, but none were really what he was looking for.  

He needed Jim to suffer.

Then, he remembered a smell.  He dug around, pushing aside a jug of corn whiskey.  It hit the ground and shattered.  Charles stopped, staring down at the jug.  

It's not much of a gift, but I know what you like.

He stared at the shards of that thousand-year-old jug for a minute.  Even after all these centuries, she’d kept the damn thing.  He pushed through the pieces, lifting out the bottom.  The footprint was still there, because a badger had to help his companion.  

If she’d known Badgelor had gathered up the clay he used to make the jug, she would have killed him.  

“No chance of that now,” said Charles, dropping the shard.  It struck the ground and shattered into bits.  Next, he pulled out the vial of Elder Demon’s blood.  He sniffed once.  Of course, it was Michaels.  Kevin would still be up in the tower, sulking in his uselessness.

Grebthar unstopped the poison and ran it down the sword’s blade.  Carefully, he began chanting a spell.  Each word caused the entire room to light up, and he was quickly surrounded by a nimbus of power.  

The curse was cast.

●        Dripping Venom Curse:  This weapon has been cursed and will eternally drip whatever poison it was exposed to.  Cost of the curse depends on the type of poison used.  Type of Poison Used; Elder Demon blood

Charles immediately dropped the blade.  It sank into the ground slightly, as the drippings of Elder Demon blood potted the stone below it.  The alchemically treated stone was designed to resist almost anything.  

Of course, that meant he couldn’t hold the blade either.  It literally dripped blood from everywhere.  Limitations like that didn’t bother him.  Every poison had a weakness, and Elder Demon’s blood was no different.  The answer was simple; you simply couldn’t touch the blade.  

Charles was a spellcaster.  He mouthed the words to a telekinesis spell, causing his sword to hover next to him.  A second spell caused a current of air, blowing the poison away from his person.  The final spell he cast was an illusionary arm that was designed to look real.  

It was as real as anything else in this game.

Sighing, he began pulling in his Divine flesh.  He did not like anything to do with bodily transformation, but sometimes compromises had to be made.  His fingers vanished from his now missing arm and erupted from the remaining one.  

Ultimately, two arms were easier.  Charles could give himself ten arms, but actually controlling that many limbs was annoying.  Plus, with two arms, he felt mostly normal, even if one was a magical construct and the other only had eight working fingers.  

Perfectly normal. 

Charles walked out of his dungeon for the last time.  He was going to find Jim and kill him.  Then, he just may destroy the world.  


Chapter 17: Flying through the Shadow-Filled Skies

“Ready?” I yelled.  Shart continued waving his hands around.

“No, not yet!  The air currents are going to be a bitch,” he shouted.

“Hurry up!  Those Shadow Chickens brought friends,” said Badgelor, blasting away another bird.  

It was Link to the Past all over again.  

If you told me my plan to slingshot myself onto the flying, tentacle-covered Shadow Whale was going to fail because angry birds were upset at me for going after their eggs, I would have called you a liar.  

“We could have found another lubricant,” said Shart.

“They know what they did,” I hissed.  I was holding the catapult closed through Stamina alone.  It was just enough effort that I couldn’t use Tireless Stamina to maintain my hold forever.  

“Stay on target,” said Badgelor.

“Almost there,” stated Shart.

“Pull up,” I announced, yanking the counterweight and flinging myself into oblivion.  

I summoned the glider, confident that it would last long enough to get me into range.  That was based more on hope than evidence.  I’d done what repairs I could, but I didn’t have the right skills to fully repair the glider.  I highly suspected that I hadn’t even come reasonably close.  

Still, I was high level, and some repairs weren’t impossible.  As the Shadow Whale continued to expand in my vision, I held out hope that everything was going to go well.  Then, the glider’s wing snapped off.

Grabbing Shart, I threw him under my feet.

“Feck you,” were his last words, as I sprung off him and launched myself toward the Shadow Whale.  I wasn’t going to make it.  Glancing down, I saw we were well over the ocean.

“Any bright ideas?” asked Badgelor.

I extended my hand and pulsed a small amount of Mana through my anti-magical field.  A whale's long tentacle instantly snapped at me.  I Blinked to the side and used my whip to attach to the tentacle.  

The whale wasn’t fond of that.  It yanked the tentacle back, but I was already bound to it.  We carved through the air as the tentacle flailed about, trying to fling me off.  It didn’t work, my grip was so firm on the weapon that it might as well have been part of my arm.  

“Release when I say so,” said Badgelor.

I nodded.  While I wasn’t going to be thrown off, I also didn’t have a good idea of how I was supposed to actually land on the stupid whale.  On the other hand, being whipped around like this was earning me some serious Mitigate Skill Points.  That was always the counterpoint on Ordinal.  You might get punished, but, every time you did, you got Skill Points. 

“Now,” yelled Badgelor, and I released the binding on my whip.  The barbed end slipped off the whale’s tentacle, and we were sailing through the air.  Badgelor expanded to Ultimate size and aimed for the creature’s back.  

We smashed into it, right behind the blowhole.  

“That’s impressive,” I said, Dodging a tentacle that was trying to clear us off the whale’s back.  

“You should see me with a dragon,” grinned badgelor, using his Destructive Gaze to slice off a tentacle that wasn’t getting the point.  Two more shots and the Shadow Whale no longer had any tentacles capable of defending itself from the top.  

“I choose you, Shart,” I said, causing the annoyed demon to pop into existence on my shoulder.

“You kicked me onto one of those cow things,” grumbled Shart, several hoof prints visible on his face.

“I assume he got the worst of it,” I offered.

“Yes,” grumbled the demon.  “Still, you should have kicked Badgelor off.”

“He bites,” I said.

Badgelor shot a toothy grin at Shart.  The badger did have a surprising number of teeth. 

“Now what?” I asked.  We were sailing high over the ground, not as high as the LOOKOUT!, but still high enough that making out details on the ground required my Perception skill.  While we might be safe from ground-based predators, we had no means of controlling the whale.  That meant we were open season to sky-based hazards, and I was well aware that there were plenty of those. 

I looked at several clouds that were full of dark, flickering Shadow Lightning.  

“Well, this is where I work my magic,” said Shart, wiggling his fingers.  Within moments, he had cast two Portals, one on either side of the Shadow Whale’s head.

“You can cast them on a living creature?” I groaned.

“Only if the being is large enough to allow the Portal to expand naturally,” said Shart.  “I just cheated and made the Portals really small.”

Of course, it could be done.  I’d made Portals repeatedly, but I always made them the same size.  Given how many variables there were with any spell, I was sure that I could expand or shrink the Portals if the urge struck me.

As my familiar, Shart could fully access any spell I could cast.  I could even feel my Biological Aeromancy Core engage while the runes necessary to power the Gateways opened.  I still wasn’t sure how I felt about that considering Shart had his own pool of Mana.  I decided to just push the thought out of my mind.  

It wasn’t like Badgelor and I weren’t already sharing a Health and Stamina pools.

Shart waved his hand, and the creature suddenly turned left.  The demon repeated the action, causing the creature to turn right.  

“Impressive!  Now all we need to do is find Shadow Windfall,” I said.

“That’s not hard,” said Badgelor, pointing into the distance.  It took me a moment to notice, but there were subtle markers everywhere.  They were simple things, a breeze here, a flicker of lightning there.  Also, a massive stream of pure Shadow Mana flowed underneath the ocean, splitting into the sky in a shower of dark energy.  All these things pointed straight toward Shadow Windfall.

“The leyline,” I said, realizing what it was.  There was a massive leyline of Shadow Mana flowing underneath Windfall.  Charles used it to power the barrier.  On Ordinal, the leyline was mostly concealed.  Here, in the Shadow Realm, it was a massive, throbbing wound in the landscape.  

Now that I was looking for leylines, I found several.  There was a fire line running down the coast.  A few lines of earth ran through the mountains, and several water lines ran through the ocean, matching the currents.  The air leylines were not even bound into the ground.  Instead, they appeared as massive, jagged lightning bolts, perpetually jolting across the sky.

“Why are the leylines so obvious?” I asked.

“The Radiant Mana on Ordinal enforces Order.  This is what it looks like if you can filter out that kind of Mana,” said Shart.  

I brought up my Arcane Sight and scanned the distance.  Carefully, I focused on just the Air Mana, until that was all that showed up in my Arcane Vision.  When I first arrived, I wouldn’t have had any idea what to do next.  Now, I realized that there was an opposite to the action I’d just taken.  I concentrated on not seeing the Air Mana.  Slowly, it dimmed in my vision.  I continued focusing on it.  Finally, the air leyline vanished entirely. 

●        Skill Up: Arcane Sight rank up to Master.  You gain another perk!  

Scanning my options, I chose Two Worlds.  It was a perk that granted you the ability to separate your vision into Mana and ‘normal’ modes.  

“That’s trippy,” I said, focusing on each individual kind of Mana.  Surprisingly, I was invisible to my own Arcane Sight.  I forced myself back into using Perception and could see myself normally.  

“Figured out you made yourself invisible magically?” asked Shart.

“Yes,” I grumbled.

Shart had already directed the Shadow Whale toward Shadow Windfall.  I settled down, feeling safer on the giant hell-spawned monster than anywhere else we’d been in the Shadow Realm.  Badgelor was still scanning the air, his laser vision at the ready.  While we knew the top of this sky beast was disarmed, nothing else did.  Eventually, the badger relaxed slightly as well. 

“So, the earth leylines make up the continent?” I asked.  The pattern was blazingly obvious when seen from this side, like the back of a cross-stitch.  “What governs the pattern?”

The question seemed to momentarily derail him.  The little demon watched me for a moment before responding.  “Each world uses Divine shards to balance out their Mana network.  Depending on their placement in the astral plane, you get various shapes.”

“Astral plane?” I asked.

“It is a fancy way of referring to where Mana connections link to the Essence layer of the world,” said Shart, plopping down.  “More simply, their physical locations are irrelevant to where they were affixed to Ordinal’s Essence layer.”

“So, that’s how we got the donut?” I asked.

“Yup.  Right after the war, Michael was put in charge of the placement.  He dropped them like this to give us a single megacontinent, except for a few islands out east.  I mean, it wasn’t perfect.  That massive Shadow leyline is obviously a bit much. ”

“A bit much?” I asked.

“He said it was to keep all the problems in one place, but that is a tremendous amount of power to be moving through a single point,” said Shart.  “I half-expected the world to unravel when Charles grabbed the Divine shard.”

“But it didn’t?” I asked.

“Obviously, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  “Michael always knew macro leyline manipulation better than I did.  He said the math worked, and he was right,” grumbled Shart.  “Like usual.”

“And if one gets destroyed?” I asked.

“The leylines would reassemble themselves,” said Shart.  “It would be cataclysmic.”

“And if Badgelor eats the crystal?” I asked.

“Then, it goes into a buffer.  I grab it and throw it back into the dungeon where the other two are stored,” said Shart.  “If you actually break it, then things get interesting.”

“Interesting is never good.”


Chapter 18: Windfall blues

“It’s yours by default.  You are going to have to wear it,” Julia stated uncomfortably.  

Fenris stared at her.  “I’m certain I misheard you.”

Julia sighed, looking down at the suit of black armor longingly for a moment.  Then, she shook her head.  “This is the armor of the Commander of the Army of Windfall.  You are the army’s commander.”

“That is the king’s armor.  Even though HarCharles has passed, I’m sure there is another member of the nobility who will happily take it from you, since you are offering up my kingdom’s priceless heirlooms so freely,” said Fenris, stepping back from the black, Cauldron Steel armor that formerly made up the kingly regalia of the north.  It was fashioned nearly identically to the armor of TimSimons, which Julia also now had in her possession.

It was a fact that Fenris was going to bring up to SueLeeta shortly.  

A tiny part of Fenris wanted the armor, if only to keep it away from the Falconians.  He grew up in the Kingdom of HarCharles.  That armor belonged to the ruler of the city of Fillidelphia.  However, the city had fallen, and Fenris was pretty sure that it wasn’t going to be rebuilt again in his lifetime. 

However, Fenris had been a youth during the investment ceremony for HarCharles.  He knew all of the claptrap that came with wearing that armor.  The burdens that armor represented would weigh heavily on anyone who chose to wear it.  His back already hurt.  There was no sense in adding more weight for it to carry.

“Any of the Lord Protectors would be more qualified than I am,” stated Fenris.  The title of Har was an old one that meant “protector of”.  HarCharles was the most well-known version of the name, but the Northern Kingdom had a dozen Har’s of some variety or another.  Fillidelphia had at least six that had been in charge of protecting the city.  

“They are all dead,” said Princess Julia, holding her posture perfectly.  She seemed to intrinsically know what moments the camera would focus on.  Of course, the scene of the Princess of Falcon standing across from the Commander of the Army of Windfall was a powerful one.

“How?” Fenris asked.  He was a good northern lad.  He’d been born in Fillidelphia, only leaving the city once it came time for his turning.  Then, he had gone out into the wilderness.  By the time he’d gotten to level ten as a Woodsman, he’d cut ties with the city.  Still, he had a brother there who would occasionally visit him.  

A brother who’d joined the army and perished unnoticed somewhere in a field west of the wall.  

“After her fight with Professor Badgington, The Sphinx went on an assassination spree,” said Julia.  That story had made the news.  There were a handful of long-range communication items on Ordinal, and many of them came from Zentarim Academy.  

The Sphinx had struck right at the heart of one of the few places still training substantial numbers of adventurers on Ordinal, more or less burning the campus to the ground.  By most accounts, Professor Badgington and the dean had fought her on the roof of the main library, and both had perished at her hands.  

Fenris had always wanted to meet Professor Badgington, but he was increasingly becoming convinced that it would be like when he’d met Badgelor.  He still couldn’t quite understand the badger.  From the bits and pieces he did understand, he was coming to grips that the real Badgelor was nothing like the stories.  That badger was never going to tell Fenris that he was going to save the world and he needed Fenris’ help to do it. 

Badger’s promise indeed. 

“There must be someone,” said Fenris uncomfortably.  It was all a bit too real.  He liked to hold out the faint hope that Jim was just kidding around, and this whole Mayor thing of his was an elaborate joke.  

But not really.  Fenris was beyond the point of knowing with absolute certainty that Jim was truly the Mayor.  Now, a lowly Warden who had tried his best to just be a humble Woodsman was in command of the army of Windfall.  

Which meant the Mayor wanted him to be in charge when a whole bunch of people died.  Worse, if he screwed up, Fenris could very easily be the cause of everything coming apart at the seams.    

And all of it because Jim believed in him.

Fenris knew that he was one of the few people that Jim trusted absolutely.  Obviously, Jim trusted Badgelor absolutely as well, for the War Badger was the height of nobility.  That meant that lowly Fenris was looped into a very small circle of great heroes, a circle he certainly had no place in.    

Fenris remembered Glorious Robert balking when the weight of the world had fallen on his shoulders.  There were adventurers who could rise to any challenge, and there were those who thought themselves incapable.  Fenris thought he’d seen too much already.  There had to be a limit for him.  There was only so much luck to go around. 

Worse, Jim would understand if he refused.  Jim would accept that Fenris wasn’t able to rise to the task.  Jim wouldn’t judge him for his failure, because Jim was his friend. 

“Jim is counting on me,” whispered Fenris, before standing perfectly straight.  “Give me the damn armor.”   


Chapter 19: The Commander

“Wake up, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  I jostled awake.  Sleeping on a Shadow Whale was strangely comfortable.  The flesh of the creature was kind of spongy, and the wind whipping by your head was relaxing.

The view was pretty spectacular as well, assuming you liked horror movies.

I briefly recalled my wife, who I thought loved horror movies.  Would she be happy I was alive here or horrified about what I was trying to do?  I didn’t know.  Probably a bit of both.  

We’d passed the Thousand Islands while I was sleeping, and the coast of Shadow Windfall was rapidly approaching.  The whale was not quite as quick as the Nosebleed, but the Nosebleed wasn’t an airship.  Speaking of which, now I wanted an airship.  The view from that height was amazing.  The entire valley was laid out before me, albeit in Shadow form.

Normally, Windfall consisted of four roughly equal area provinces, with the actual city of Windfall in the southwestern district.  The southeastern district was also against the ocean, but it was underdeveloped.  During Grebthar’s reign, there had been a small town there.  However, it lacked a barrier and had been entirely destroyed in the eight centuries of neglect.  

The two northern provinces butted up against the mountains, with the northeastern province containing the sulfur fields that gave Windfall its old name, Rotten Egg Valley.  If the wind was just right, you could still smell it from time to time.  Generally, though, it was not a major concern.  The northwestern province was the domain of the Wargs, and they allowed few people into their area.  A small lumber camp with aspirations had been dismantled after the treaty, but OttoSherman still traveled there for what I prayed was timber work.  

In the center was Windfall Castle, a massive fortress that the town had been aggressively working to repair for the past month.  Before the Falconians arrived in full force, we’d been close.  Their material support had sealed the deal.  Fenris said work would be completed any day now.  

I initially assumed he was waiting for me to get back before they formally declared it open for business.  However, the latest message I’d gotten about Glorious Robert being placed as the Adventurer's Guild leader told me that the castle was already operational.  

Ordinal may be weird, but politics never changed. 

Shadow Windfall looked different.  The city was covered in a mass of dark creatures, and the castle looked like something straight out of a nightmare.  

“Why does the castle look like a melted candle?” I asked, as a group of Shadow Crows flapped around it.  For lack of a better word, Windfall Castle looked mutated, like a hunchbacked attempt at the normal version.  As the swarm thickened, a blast of Shadow Mana erupted from a spire, erasing most of the birds from existence. 

“Shadow Source and a dungeon.  I’m honestly surprised it doesn’t look worse,” said Shart.  

“We need to get to the castle,” I said, looking around.  The Shadow Whale was only about two hundred feet off the ground.  Its bottom tentacles were already shooting down and lancing some of the local wildlife.  

“The door to the dungeon should still be in the same spot,” stated Shart.  

“What about the mechanism to get in?” I asked.

“I’m sure it has exploded by now,” said Shart.

“What?” I questioned.  The door to the dungeon was blocked by a magical ward.  It could only be opened by an order from the Mayor or when a moon of Ordinal was in a particular alignment.

“Good luck with that,” said Shart. 

I glanced up and realized the single moon in Newark was shattered into pieces in the sky.   “No dungeon can be locked up permanently.  They start to build up Mana at an incredible density.  Eventually, the internal pressure will force an opening.”

“Yes, Dum Dum,” Shart confirmed cautiously.  “Since the conditions for the doorway to open don’t exist here, the lock already exploded.”

“Easy peasy,” I said, looking down below us.  We were finally over land.  “Ready?”

“No,” said Shart.

“Feck you,” stated Badgelor.

“Cool,” I replied, falling backward off the whale.  My Flight skills were up to Advanced now, allowing me a degree of control that I’d lacked before.  That control allowed me to do some tricks that were not available to the average person, such as jumping from a flying whale.

I wasn’t even worried about falling.  My main concern was the creature’s tentacles.  Like a Japanese schoolgirl, I needed to avoid those, lest my virtue be compromised.  More specifically, the Shadow Whale would immediately toss me into one of its thirteen mouths, and that seemed like something to avoid.  I Dodged around the tentacles with extreme care.  When I finally hit the ground, it was like I’d fallen from about fifty feet instead of two hundred.  I could easily handle a fall from that height.

I activated Treatment, fixing my sprained ankles.  I also cast Regeneration on myself.  Taking a few awkward first steps, I began cutting through the forest. 

“I should have superhero landed that,” I said, flexing my feet.  A massive tentacle reached down toward my landing point.  Apparently, the whale could see movement after all.  We quickly made for thicker trees.  

The Shadow Trees were shadow scary, primarily due to their Shadow. . .Shadows.  Seriously, this place was worse than Hot Topic.  Everything was edgy and shadowy.  At some point, you just got so overwhelmed that you didn’t care anymore.    

“Careful here,” cautioned Badgelor.  “This forest smells wrong.”

“That’s probably due to the closeness of the Shadow Source,” said Shart.

“Is it causing things to be more shadowy?” I asked.

Shart looked at me like I was an idiot.  

“Yes, of course, Jim,” sighed Badgelor patiently.  

I frowned.  “What’s so bad about here?”

“With this much Shadow Energy, it can bring your greatest fears to life,” said Shart.

“So don’t pull a Ray, gotcha,” I said, looking around and trying extra hard not to think about marshmallows.  What were my biggest fears anyway?  You don’t ever really think about that.  Was it losing my wife?  My kids?  Nah.  Maybe something more visceral.  The truck smashing into me was terrifying, but not my biggest fear.  After all, I hadn’t honestly expected to get hit.  

“Puma check,” said Badgelor.

Oh, yeah.  That would be it, but I’d dealt with those before.  I couldn’t see how they would be my greatest fear.

Suddenly, a creature dropped from a nearby tree.  It was an equal combination of puma and drop bear.  

“Touché hell.”


Chapter 20: Puma Strikes Back

“Puma check, quadrant two,” cried Shart, blasting the area with magical darts.  A limb shattered, and one of the drop pumas slammed to the ground.  Badgelor immediately pounced.

“That makes eighty-nine,” yelled Badgelor.

“Ha, that was totally my kill,” replied Shart.  “You just got to dispose of the garbage.”

“Fine,” grumbled the badger good-naturedly.  “So, that makes eighty-eight to your seventy-nine, then?”

“Yes, but we are cooperating and working together as a team, Team Dum Dum,” said Shart, smiling at me happily.  “It looks like the game is over, and I lost. 

“It’s okay.  I’m sure you’ll do better next time,” encouraged Badgelor jovially.  “I also lost, and I am fine with that.”

“Yes, our human totally won by several hundred kills,” stated Shart, examining the devastation.  “Could you please stop now?”

“Kill drop pumas,” I muttered, BioLightning flickering on both palms.  I held out my flaming whip and the femur of one of the drop pumas.  

●        You have learned a new spell: Puma Zapper.  This BioLightning field surrounds the caster, striking out all fecking pumas that come within range.  It is controlled enough as to not attack allies, probably.  At least not again.  Probably. 

“Hey, he said words in a sentence this time,” said Shart.  The demon looked kind of frazzled.  Obviously, there must be more drop pumas nearby.  

“You win, Jim.  You are up to six hundred and forty-two.  You win.  We were playing a game, and you beat us,” said Badgelor.  I turned and spotted another group of drop pumas in the brush.  Strangely, they seemed to be scared of something.  I couldn’t quite understand what could scare those hellspawn, but better safe than sorry.  I began simultaneously casting a Plasma spell and a Portal spell with my dual casting perk.  

I opened the Portal right under one of the creatures and shoved my Plasma-infused hand through its midsection.  Next, I aimed at a group of smaller ones.  The blast obliterated everything.

“I’m pretty sure those were cubs,” stated Badgelor uncomfortably.  He didn’t like killing cubs, but they were pumas.  Pumas needed to die.    

“One that size bit my bum,” I muttered, spinning around for more targets.  There weren’t any that I could see.  Damn this Master Perception skill.  I needed it to go higher.  There must be a drop puma hiding somewhere.  

Not in the trees, of course.  I’d knocked nearly every single one of those puma allies down as soon as I got in range.  

“The castle, Dum Dum.  We should go to the castle,” said Shart.  I would have looked at him, but I was doing a puma check.  

There were still a few more trees, which meant more drop pumas.  I took a halting step toward the next stand of trees.  Badgelor glanced over at Shart and then back to me.

“Yes, sir, you need to go save Jarra,” said Badgelor.  

My world shook.

“Where are we?” I muttered, shaking my head and looking around.  The entire forest around me had been destroyed.  “Who destroyed the forest?”

“Not pumas, that’s for damn certain!” yelled Shart.  He had to be lying, but I couldn't see any pumas.  Odd.  I opened a Portal and teleported closer to the castle.  

I moved behind cover, thankful that no pumas were around.  Shart and Badgelor followed me cautiously, which was wise.  There could be pumas about. 

“Are you sane now?” asked Shart.

“Yes?” I replied carefully.

“Good, because you freaked us right the feck out,” said Badgelor, plopping down next to me. 

“There were pumas,” I said.

“And you only needed to fight them until they started running away,” replied the badger.

I shook my head.  “No, maximum damage, that’s the only thing pumas understand.”

“Kay,” said Shart, glancing over at Badgelor.  “Well, you are the expert.  Now I know, the first thing you should do in fighting pumas is destroy an entire forest by yourself to get a handful of them.”  Badgelor shrugged and looked over at the castle.  

“How do we get in?” I muttered, looking up at the melted form of the great castle.  The walls surrounding the place were still about as tall as on Ordinal, but the whole place looked decidedly warped.  

I gestured toward the top, causing a Portal to momentarily flicker into existence before winking out. 

“Anti-teleportation warding inside the castle walls,” explained Shart.  

I held my palm out and began gathering the energy for a Plasma blast.

“There is a goddamn door!” yelled Badgelor, rushing toward the gate.  I paused, considered, and followed him.  Doors were good.  

We easily passed through the cleared land toward the castle and found the gate.  It was wide open, so we ran through and into the broad courtyard.  There were buildings I didn’t recognize, but they had to be mirror images of the buildings in Windfall.  

“If I damage something here, does it affect the real building in Windfall?” I asked.

“No, these are dark reflections of Ordinal.  The reverse is not true,” answered Shart.  

I let my Puma Zapper fade for a moment before reactivating it.  Sometimes, you had to give those blighters a chance to attack.  They didn’t.  Apparently, the local area was clear of pumas.

“I assume that’s the castle guardian,” I said, gesturing toward a massive behir wrapped around the castle.  

“Yes, it's a. . .” began Shart.

“Behir, I know.  We have those on earth,” I responded, looking at the legged snake.  That must be true.  I remembered seeing one during a trip to the zoo.  They were near the polar bears, and the dragon Badgelor had tried to eat.  Toomen had to stop him. 

No, that can’t be right. 

That was more bleed through.  It was happening with increasing frequency lately.  I activated my Memory Mansion skill and tried to focus. 

The behir looked like what would happen if someone threw a snake and a centipede into the teleportation chamber.  The head was less dragon-like and more like someone took the worst qualities of a snake and a housefly and merged them together.  

It was already watching me.  

“Insect eyes should not be that large,” I grumbled, pulling out my whip.

“Are we killing it?” asked Badgelor, strolling over to me.  I glanced around the courtyard and considered my options.

“I figured we had to,” I said.

“We should be able to sneak around.  Behir are always on the prowl for Life Energy.  This one probably has the scent of a living creature somewhere close,” said Shart, looking at the castle.  “Huh, Jarra might actually be alive.”

The creature stirred, wondering if I was good to eat.  I let the end of the burning whip fall to the ground, where it writhed.  Like any predator, the behir calculated the risk-reward ratio of its next action and stilled. 

“Glad those things are stuck here,” I said, examining the level 60 monster.  I could take it, but that was going to be a fight.  

Shart nodded.  “There shouldn’t be any way for them to get onto Ordinal.  If they did, it would be a mess.  Lots of paperwork.”

“And the downfall of human civilization,” said Badgelor.  

“Possibly,” Shart conceded.  “This is an advanced Shadow creature.  They aren’t supposed to exist on Ordinal.  If it got up there, the beast would be much tougher than it is down here,” said Shart. 

“There’s only one,” I said, disgusted.  “Moving something to the wrong environment is supposed to make it weaker.”

“There’s only one here,” replied Badgelor.  “Just be careful.”

The creature’s tongue kept flicking out, and I was very happy that I wasn’t projecting any life force at the moment.  The eyes started to appear more mesmerizing, though, and I found myself reinforcing my Mental Resistance to the maximum level.  

“We still need to go into the castle?” I asked.

“That is where the dungeon should be,” said Shart.  

The behir must have had enough, because it uncoiled itself.  It began moving toward us at a truly disturbing speed.  Badgelor ran out in front, firing off a blast of laser vision at the creature.  The beam deflected off its scales.  It was the first time I’d ever seen something no-sell a shot from Badgelor.  

“That’s bad,” I offered.

“Shadow creatures aren’t real enough for Void-based spells to work effectively on them,” said Shart, twisting his hands around in several complex patterns.  Flames exploded from the ground, and one singed the creature.  The heat didn’t bother it; it was the light that seemed to burn away its outsides.

Not that the fire bothered the creature too much.  It charged forward in a more erratic pattern as it closed with us.  Badgelor raced toward it, trying to intercept the creature before it got close enough to attack us.  However, the behir weaved around him and headed straight to me.

Fortunately, I had enough time to prepare a Plasma spell.  Everything was weak against Plasma.

Leveling the shot, I cast the spell.  Unfortunately, the behir had other ideas and dodged to the side at a speed worthy of the Sphinx.  The green ball of lightning and fire flashed past him, blasting a hole in the castle.  If the creature could grin, it would have done so at that point.  Unfortunately for him, he’d run right into my secondary attack.

My whip bound its mouth shut. As I pulled on it, I dragged myself straight at the creature.  The behir tried to jerk itself back, but that only caused me to move at it more quickly.  The instant before I impacted it, the behir finally managed to move out of the way.  I sailed past it, releasing the binding from my whip.

I landed only a few dozen logs short of the smoking doorway that my Plasma blast had created.  

The behir realized its mistake instantly and used the same superhuman speed to chase after me. Unfortunately, it forgot about the War Badger behind it.  The entire massive serpent stopped abruptly. Badgelor’s feet dug into the ground, his claws tearing huge rents into the creature’s back.  

The behir shrieked and turned to attack Badgelor.  I sprinted into the castle.  

To be honest, I hadn’t really been paying much attention to Shadow Windfall Castle while the behir was on it.  Now, I was taking it all in, and it was completely horrifying.  The shadowy version of the castle was at least furnished.  There were dark tapestries, dark carpets, and dark chairs.  Everything looked like nightmare fodder.  

“Freaking hell, did the Addams family buy this place?” I groaned, looking for the stairs leading down.  I didn’t have a lot of time.  Fortunately, the entrance to the dungeon was right off the main hall.  I rushed down the stairs and found the door.

“It’s open, just like I said,” offered Shart, gesturing to the scars in the wall that indicated a massive explosion had gone off.

“Great, I choose you, Badgelor,” I said, causing the bloody badger to appear on my shoulder.  

“I had him,” growled the badger.

“Focus, we need to go save Jarra,” I said.

***

“Found you,” thought the Shadow.

Her tainted soul was too badly damaged to reincarnate.  Consequently, she had been dumped down here like garbage.  She’d appeared in the shadowy copy of Windfall, which was surprisingly empty.  

Not surprisingly, the Walker of Siers had pulled his army from somewhere, and that somewhere had been here.  The little Shadow Larvae that infested the Fast Lanes were drawn into the accursed place by his presence.  That meant that while he was pushing into Windfall, he had emptied out the Shadow copy.

She was free, finally, and hungry, not that she wasn’t always hungry.  She had always been hungry.  Ever since she’d lived on Ordinal, each and every day had been spent trying to fill her hunger.  That hunger, however, had nothing to do with food.

There was no one to kill here.  She’d given up her soul to feed that hunger, and she had been locked inside the worst place imaginable.  It was a dark place, one where there were no living creatures to be found.  There was simply nothing for her to kill.  

Now that she was a being of pure Shadow, she wanted to kill again.  Unfortunately, she was denied even that in this horrible place.  There was no worse place that she could imagine but here, here in this vast wasteland.

Then, she saw the light.  She knew that purple light.  It was a War Badger.  That meant that something was alive down here.  She flew to the place, eager to finally kill.  However, when she arrived, the foe was there.  

She hid immediately, of course.  The foe was perceptive to a fault.  He would find her, and she was weaker than before.  They had cleansed her soul before dumping her down here.  All of her precious Experience should have been taken.

But it hadn’t been.

The same accursed collar that blocked half her power also kept half her power locked away from the machine.  Without her Experience, she would have become a mindless shade.  With it, she could plan her escape. 

Certainly, the foe would know of a way to escape this place.


Chapter 21: Dungeons and More 

The inside of the dungeon looked surprisingly like it did back on Ordinal.  The entrance and exit both fed through the same area.  The only difference was that the exit was typically closed, unless someone had recently defeated the dungeon.  

That was not the case here.  I glanced at the wall, where the exit should have been.  Shart began waving his hands.  A moment later, a hidden passage opened up, exposing the chamber just outside the Dungeon Core.

Jarra went missing there.  

“There’s nothing here, but she might still be around,” I offered, walking toward the exact spot she had disappeared.  

Shart said nothing.  Badgelor hopped down and sniffed deeply.

“Not many people come into this room,” said Badgelor, peering around. 

“I’d imagine not,” I replied. 

“That’s the only good thing about the Shadow Realm.  No one comes here, so scents tend to stick around damn near forever,” stated the badger. 

It was a bleak room in an even bleaker place.  It was so grim that I felt the hairs on the back of my neck standing up.  This was a place where people came to die.  

I stood on the spot Jarra had been teleported from, assuming Shart was correct.  There was a single, oddly warped spot directly where I’d seen her vanish.  

“Aftereffects of the teleport?” I asked.

“Yes,” said Shart, hopping off my shoulder and staring at the spot.  “He’s doing a very dirty planar shift, so the underlying reality is badly warped by the passage.  She would have landed around here.”  Shart didn’t get far away from me.  He was trying to stay inside the anti-magical field I was using for stealth.  

I dropped the field and waited.

“This is a bad idea, Jim,” said Shart, vanishing into my mindspace.   Unlike Badgelor, who had his own form of camouflage that seemed to work, Shart was essentially naked and vulnerable here.  

The shadows in the room darkened and seemed to become more solid.  The air grew thicker and more stifling.  Finally, I reactivated Stealth and moved away from where I’d been standing.  Two pulsing tentacles of Shadow reached my previous location, covering the ground in inky blackness.  

As one pulled up, I caught a glimpse of something golden.

“Bad idea!” yelled Shart, as I drew BioLightning into my palms.  The two streams merged into one and severed the entire tentacle, but its companion tracked the source of magic and slashed at me.

I hit the ground, bounced, and got back to my feet all before the follow-up attack could reach me.  Switching into Badger Stance, I tore into the tentacle with my suit’s claws.  The tentacle had the consistency of gelatin, and I carved out several large chunks.  A spike of Shadow flashed off the tentacle and pinged my armor.

A flare of pain followed the hit, indicating that it had somehow bypassed my armor.  That was concerning, but I was already drawing Mana out of the mass that stuck to me.   The pain stopped, and the creature snarled. 

With a few more slashes, I’d taken off enough of the tentacle that whatever it was retreated further into the dungeon.  The tentacle I’d severed was melting into shadowy smoke that the nearby stone was eagerly drinking up.  Soon, all that was left was a few strands of Jarra’s hair.

In the deepest, darkest parts of my soul, I knew she was dead.  I’d always known that.  I knew this was a fool's errand, and that there was no way I’d ever see her again.  

“Jim,” whispered a voice, a desperate, hopeful voice.  

I turned and saw Jarra, tears streaming down her cheeks.  She looked different than I remembered.  Her clerical robes were gone, replaced by some Shadow-spun outfit.  Jarra took a half step toward me.

“I always knew you’d make it,” I whispered.

Jarra ran to me, leaping into my arms.  She smelled exactly like I remembered.  As she fiercely hugged me, I wanted to forget for just a second.  Maybe I even did.

“You came,” said the beautiful, golden-haired woman. 

“Of course,” I said sadly, pushing her away.  “You are a dirty penny.  You always turn up.”

“What?” she asked.

“Bashara, do you know if Jarra lived?”

***

By any measure, Bashara’s time in the Shadow Realm had been terrible.  She had appeared in the Chamber of Shadows, nearly on top of the creature that attacked us.  It was only through sheer luck that she’d managed to get away.

“And that’s when I figured out that if you ate enough flesh from the local animals, most of the creatures would ignore you,” she finished.  I could see the tiny, weblike lines flowing away from her eyes, marking her as tainted by Shadow.  They almost looked like crow’s feet, but, if you focused on them, you could tell.  

“About Jarra,” I continued.  For the barest of moments, Bashara looked ashamed. She had been without human contact so long that all her social graces had vanished.  

“I don’t know,” she said finally.

Nodding, I stood up.  “Well, I’m going to find her.”  Bashara managing to live down here had filled me with renewed hope.  Maybe, just maybe, Jarra had, too. 

“Take me with you,” she begged.  Her voice even quivered.  She’d been at least attempting to keep her game face on until now.  Bashara hadn’t done a very good job of that, but the effort was there.

“You nearly killed me,” I said, not looking at her.  It wasn’t really that she had tried to kill me.  I might have been able to forgive that.  She had left me in a constricting magical trap that only failed because she had been sent to the Shadow Realm.  

Bashara said nothing for a long moment.  I continued to watch her clinically.  “Please, don’t let me die here.  If you die here, your soul is lost.”

Do I care?

I shook my head.  “I can’t trust you.”

“Please,” was her only response.

“What do you think?” I asked Shart.

“You can’t honestly be entertaining the idea of bringing her along,” said Shart.  “She’s just going to betray us again.”

“Obviously,” I said, gathering my will.  “Badgelor, you’ve been quiet.”

He looked pained, and I wondered if that was mental magic or something else.  Sighing, I held my palm open and began gathering Plasma. I didn’t want to kill her, but the Jim that had put up with her antics was long dead.  Bashara winced but said nothing.  One clean shot at this range could put her out of my misery.  

I hadn’t promised anything. 

It happened in a blur.  As I finished the spell, Badgelor leapt in the way.  The shot struck him in his chest and exploded back at me in a fury of lightning and fire.  He was glaring at me in his War Form.  Then, he shrank back down again.  I’d always wondered how he had survived my earlier Plasma shot. Now, I knew.  

Of all things on Ordinal, only War Badgers were naturally resistant to Plasma.  

Badgelor shook his head.  “I will not let you kill her.  She was my friend.  She was my. . .pillow.”

“Pillow,” I said, closing my fist and putting aside thoughts of violence.  “That’s what you called her back in Windfall.”

“I knew Bashara when she was a child.  I remember her smell” said Badgelor, looking into the distance.  “I remember too many smells.  After a while, they all blend together, but I remember her.” 

I walked back over to stare at the young woman.  We were in the most terrible place I could imagine, and she was still standing there looking more pathetic than anyone I’d ever seen.  For once, the scar actually helped her.  It made her despair look even more depressing.  

“Do you remember him?” I asked Bashara, gesturing to the oddly sedate Badgelor.

“He’s your War Badger.  You call him Badgelor, but the real Badgelor died a long time ago,” Bashara replied.  With my Master Perception, I caught something, a twitch, a slight rise to her voice.  She wasn’t sure.  

“I was at the magical college.  There were quite a few Basharas on the board.  All of them looked nearly identical to you,” I said.  

Bashara looked at Badgelor again.  “The college was strange.  I always found it familiar, but I never quite fit in.  Only Professor Badgington ever really understood me.  “

“Professor Badgington?” I questioned, looking over at Badgelor in puzzlement.  He simply turned away.  I tried to figure out why he’d do that.   

“Everyone knows that Professor Badgington showed up at the college seemingly at random,” said Shart.  “Whenever he did, it always caused a stir.  Of course, an impressionable girl like Bashara would be impressed.  Who wouldn’t be?”

“When I was a student, Professor Badgington was always there,” stated Bashara, clearly confused. 

And the whole time Professor Badgington was Badgelor in disguise.

I looked down at Badgelor and thought at him, “How often did you go back to Zentarim?”

Badgelor shrugged.  “As often as I needed to.”

“Every time Bashara was there?” I asked.

Badgelor looked away.  “She never remembered me, and she couldn’t see through my disguise.  I had to keep her out of trouble.”

The Sphinx hated Professor Badgington because he constantly thwarted her plans.  He knew of her plans because of Bashara?  Had he stopped the Sphinx not out of some great loyalty to the world, but because of a little girl he barely remembered?

“Why?” I asked.

“I was lonely, Jim,” said Badgelor.  “I remember her smell.”

Badgelor was the last War Badger.  For centuries, he‘d had literally no one.  He was a loner, to be certain, but so was my father.  While he wanted to be alone, he also wanted to know people important to him were safe.  Bashara was never safe. 

“You threatened to kill her,” I said.

“Because she was going after you,” Badgelor responded, the same forlorn expression cut through his features.  “A War Badger is nothing if not loyal, but I’m not sure I would have been able to go through with it.”

Badgelor was loyal to a fault.  His loyalty drove him to kill Charles, because Charles betrayed what he once stood for.  Badgelor was, in effect, loyal enough to the memory of a person that he was willing to stand watch for a millennium.  That was a psychological onion I wasn’t going to be carving through anytime soon.

“What do you know about your childhood?” I asked.  Bashara looked confused, as if anyone would care about her youth. 

“My childhood is a blur,” said Bashara.  “My father was a great man, but he left me.  I always wanted to find him, to show him how worthy I was.  I never knew my real mother.  The Sphinx was the closest thing I had to a mother, and she only loves power.” 

What she said was interesting, but I was really watching Bashara’s expressions.  She didn’t seem certain about anything she said.  She was trying to act like she was, though.  For a moment, I wondered if she was lying to me.  Then, I realized the problem was that she didn’t know if what she was saying was true or not.  If Bashara looked conflicted, Badgelor looked even more so.  The smoking blemish on his chest was already gone.  Now, he sat on his haunches, looking depressed. 

“You tried to kill Grebthar,” I said into the silence. 

“Yes, I worked for the Sphinx.  The whole job was built around helping the Dark Overlord take over the world,” said Bashara, eyeing me uncomfortably.  “The Mayor opposes the Dark Overlord, if you haven’t heard.”

Badgelor walked over and sat next to Bashara.  She unconsciously reached her hand out, almost touching him.  I wondered if she was using some mental magic on him, but he had nearly as much Mental Resistance as I did. 

“The Sphinx is dead,” I said.

For a moment, Bashara looked into my eyes.  Then, she nodded.  “You killed her?”

“No, the Dark Overlord did.”

Bashara turned her head away from me.  “I always knew that if she somehow found him, he would betray her.”

“She betrayed him,” I said, causing Bashara to look at me again.  “She found out that he sent you here.  She believed you were her daughter.”

Bashara snorted.  “You almost had me there.  The Sphinx might have been the closest thing I had to a mother, but there was nothing maternal about her.  She only cared about what you could do for her.  I may have been one of her more reliable agents, but she certainly didn’t care that I was sent here.”

“She tortured me to get your location.  Her last words were a plea to recover you,” I said.  “That is a bit much for a reliable agent, don’t you think?”

Bashara watched me, uncertain.  I did not like that expression on her.  I was used to her being sure and confident.  Now, she was just scared and confused.  She reached up and fingered her scar, before pulling her hand back. 

I thought back to the academy and all the plaques of Bashara.  Her face had been almost identically structured in each.  In each one, there had been a scar on a different spot on the face.  It struck me as odd that the blemish wouldn’t have been Healed.  It clearly bothered her, so why keep it? 

Mentally erasing the scar, I could easily tell who her parents were.  She had the Sphinx’s eyes and Grebthar’s jawline.  She strongly resembled Julia, for that matter, but clearly had a different father.  

Because she did.

“I’m going to try something,” I said, taking her face in my hand.  She placed her palm on the back of my hand and nuzzled it, casting her most powerful Mental Manipulation magic on me.  After dealing with some of my more recent foes, hers was still quite impressive.  If she’d done that back when I first met her, I’d have been in real trouble. 

“I thought we said no more of that?”

She nodded but didn’t release my hand.  A few moments later, she even stopped the magic.

First, I drained the Shadow out of her.  Shadow Mana was burning her soul away and poisoning the rest of her Mana.  After I drained it, there was a slight gap in her Essence that didn’t refill. 

“Did her soul shrink?” I asked, unsure of what to call the damage.

“Yup,” replied Shart, examining her.  “You can afford to lose a bit of your Radiant Mana, just not too much.  If too much gets corrupted, the results are always unpleasant.  The only way to refill it is to detach the soul from the body, but that requires a trip to the Soul Sucker.”

“Great,” I muttered, as the absence of Shadow suddenly made her detectable again.  I expanded my anti-magic bubble further, shielding her.  Then, I tried to figure out what to do next.

I decided to activate my Treatment skill.  A simple facial scar should have been easy, but, of course, there was a curse there.  As Shart said, scars were the dumping grounds for curses.

“Any idea what this does?” I asked, activating my Curse Breaking skill.

“It looks like an amnesia curse,” said Shart.  “Very well made.”

I recognized it.  I’d made it.  Charles had used it on an unhelpful king, removing his memory of a cultist who later turned out to be the Dark Overlord.  I didn’t realize that any copies had survived, let alone that Leia had kept one.  She hadn’t even changed the password.  So, with a few simple twists, I pulled the curse apart. 

With the curse removed, Bashara’s eyes went wide.  While I was at it, I fixed the scar, because why not?  It no longer mattered.   

“What did you do to me?” uttered Bashara, tears streaming down her face.  Lifetimes of memories crashed into her.  ”What did she do to me?”

“Something terrible,” said Badgelor, sinking down next to her.  Bashara’s hand slowly reached over and scratched Badgelor behind the ear.  “She did something terrible to all of us.”


Chapter 22: Something Wicked

The Shadow was bored, so very bored.  It was almost used to the boredom now, but the time spent down here was just unappetizing.  There was nothing to kill.

The foe was keeping her waiting, and the behir was glaring daggers at her.  

Fortunately, she wasn’t very tasty, so the massive creature just sat there, watching her.  It would probably try to attack the foe when he climbed back out, or maybe take aim at the pesky War Badger again.  She decided not to tangle with the badger.  Those claws were painful things.  

The Shadow looked at her claws.  They had been hands once.  She used them to try to pry off the collar, but it wouldn’t come free.  It never did.  Part of her wondered what would happen if it was removed.  Would she die?  

Wouldn’t that be a relief?  She was in hell, but it was a special hell just for her.  There was nothing to do.  Not only was there no one to kill, but the tiny handful of beings who might come here were going to be powerful, like the foe.  So powerful that she stood no chance of killing them.  

She needed to be back on Ordinal, but there was no way to get there.  She was stuck in this horrid place without any chance of even the slightest bit of happiness.  That was the real rub. 

More than one of her victims had screamed about a special hell just for her, and now she was here.  

She tapped her claws on the blasted stone wall and waited and waited and waited.  Who knew how long the foe was going to make her wait?  She looked out over the Shadow-swept forest and moaned.  She would do anything for just a tiny bit of murder.  She didn’t even need to be directly involved; at this point, anything would be wondrous.

Then, she saw something grand, and all thoughts of the foe vanished.  

***

“I got old,” said Bashara, once she’d calmed down.  “After Grebthar vanished, I was taken by my mother to the fortress, and we just kind of lived there.  No one else could get in, and the dungeon was nigh impregnable.  Every so often, Mom would go out, but no one ever got in.”

“How long were you in there?” I asked.

“Seventy years,” answered Bashara.  “It was just me and mom.  By then, she was immortal, but I certainly wasn’t.  By the time of my one-hundred-and-eleventh birthday party, I was ready to check out.  Reincarnation and forgetting everything seemed like a grand time.”  

“So, why didn’t you?” asked Shart, genuinely curious.  “Mortals aren’t supposed to be able to outlive their shells.”

I brought up my Treatment skill and looked at her.  Everything in her was natural, except for an additional organ in her brain.  I’d seen something like that before.

“Is that supposed to be there?” I asked.

Shart examined the W-shaped organ for a long moment.  “Not exactly a Vloog gland, but it's close.  It looks like some sort of splice that fixes something into the Mana Network.”

“How big is someone’s soul?” I asked. 

Shart held up two fingers very close to each other and moved them toward our life-sized mental image of Bashara’s brain.  They just barely encompassed the organ.  “Oh, that’s really clever.  I guess it’s what you’d call a soul port.  You would be able to insert and remove a soul, but it would still die once the body did.  It's not quite immortality, but it's much closer than I think any other human has ever managed.  I wonder who came up with it.”

I did. 

“Maybe the Walker?” I asked.

Shart considered that for a long moment.  “The Walker of Siers was always much too smart for his own good.”

“Do you remember anything that happened?” I asked Bashara.  

“I don’t know.  I think all I remember was waking up and being a very small child,” said Bashara.  “Mother was very happy, but I wasn’t.  I was an adult woman in a child’s body, and I’d done things in my previous life that I’d rather have forgotten about.”

Bashara rubbed a spot on her face that wasn’t where her scar was.  I considered it for a moment, and realized it was the same spot as the scar on the oldest plaque in Zentarim.

“I was dreadfully unhappy.  Mother said I was an ingrate.  She must have put this scar on me before cursing me,” said Bashara.  “Everything got fuzzy after that.”

“Amazing,” said Shart.  “She somehow managed to steal your soul from the Soul Sucker 9000.”

“If I’m my original soul, why am I only level 45?” asked Bashara.

“She probably couldn’t manage it right at the front of the line,” said Shart, before noticing our looks of utter incomprehension.  “The demonic economy runs on Experience Points.  Obviously, when a soul gets sent in for processing, they clear those off.  Then, you go to the skill processor, which strips off all your Skill Points.  Skill Points are less important, but they still need to be pushed back into the system for Ordinal to operate properly.”

“When do memories get erased?” I asked, remembering all the times Shart had threatened to remove mine.

“They are the last to go.  They are kind of like an afterthought.  Sometimes, removing memories affects Skill or Experience Points,” said Shart.

“Meaning that if you stripped out my memories, I’d have dropped back to level one?” I asked flatly.

“Possibly.  It depends on how skilled the remover is,” said Shart.  “Michael is actually pretty good at it, but it is never a great solution if the person is at a higher level.” 

I snorted.  Shart had held that little terror over my head all the way until I’d gotten through the first Demon Door.  I’d gathered that he wasn’t ever all that serious about it, but now I knew he would have never gone through with the process.  He was too damn lazy. 

Shart turned back to Bashara.  “The Sphinx probably couldn’t steal you from earlier in the line.  It would be next to impossible to break in before you got to the buffer for the memory wiper.”

“How long does that process take?” I asked.

“The first two are done pretty much as soon as the mortal perishes.  The memory wipe is usually reserved for the souls that are actively being sent into new bodies,” said Shart.  “So, right when the little baby human takes their first breath.”

“Because that’s the first time they process Mana on their own?” I asked sweetly.

“Got it in one,” lied Shart.

Badgelor snorted.  “That’s the last possible moment you lazy gits could do it.”

“It's like selling a new car.  You don’t do the detail work until you put it on the showroom floor,” I grumbled.  The demons were painfully lazy.  There was no reason to get a soul ready prior to its insertion into a human, so they just didn’t bother.  

“I don’t know what a car is, but sure.  There is a huge vat of empty souls in the main processor. The Sphinx managed to break in there and steal a specific one,” said Shart.

“Given that large portions of the machinery are exposed in Jersey, I’m guessing that wouldn’t be complicated,” I offered.

Shart thought about it.  “I mean, you’d have to have a copy of the machine’s plans.  Only Michael, Bruce, and I have them.”

“She obviously did it, though,” I said.

Shart considered that and nodded.  “She must have figured out another way that I don’t understand.  You meat sacks are unusually clever when it comes to ruining perfectly good things.”

“Why do you say that?”

“When I get back, I’m going to have to order the souls scrubbed all in the first process.  That means a second scrubbing when they are released,” groaned Shart.  “You know they already hate me, right?”

I shook my head and focused back on Bashara.  She was staring at her hand.

“I’m young again, but I don’t feel young,” she said.  

She was in her late twenties, maybe her early thirties.  Being stuck in hell had aged her.  She looked paranoid as well, which wasn’t a good look on anyone.  

“Why didn’t you just leave?” I asked.

“I didn’t dare.  The Master of the Castle is out there,” said Bashara.  I didn’t even mention the behir, who would have been totally unimpressed with her level of mental magic.  

“Do you think he has Jarra?” I asked.

“You better hope he doesn’t,” replied Bashara.

“Why?” I questioned.

“He’s an intelligent undead that owns the castle,” said Bashara.  “He can shape change, turn into a swarm of bats, and likes to drink blood!”

“He’s a vampire?” I asked.

“What is that?” asked Bashara, mouthing the word.

“I don’t know.  He just makes stuff up from time to time,” replied Shart.

“That doesn’t even sound a little scary,” said Badgelor, shrugging his furry shoulders.

“The Master of the Castle is one of the most feared creatures on Ordinal,” said Bashara, “He’s a fanger!”  Badgelor winced, and Shart shook his head. 

“Yeah, on Earth, those are called vampires,” I stated.

“Wow, Earth sounds weird,” replied Bashara.

“Preach,” said Shart. 

“I thought you hated her,” I said.

“She’s friends with my besty, Filly,” said Shart.  “I can’t stay mad at that.”

“I’m surprised they don’t call them tooth fairies,” I said.

“I’d rather fight a fanger than a tooth fairy.  They sneak up and steal your teeth in the night,” said Bashara.

“They are a subspecies of bone fairies,” explained Shart.  “They steal your bones.”

“While you lay down?” I asked.

“You kind of do that anyway without bones,” said Shart.  

“Well, at least there aren’t any boner fairies,” I chuckled.

“Would it make you feel better if I told you they didn’t exist?” asked Shart, looking way too serious for my comfort.  

“Yes,” I growled.

“Good to know,” stated the demon.  

I looked over at the exit back to Windfall Castle.  It was our only way out of here.  I checked with Shart on alternatives, which included planar shifting ourselves back, but those shifts were only one way.  I also checked on using the Demon Door.  Shart could turn it on, but, without Jarra, we weren’t going anywhere.  Finally, I checked on slipping through the Shadow leyline that ran underneath the castle.

“That would be a terrible idea,” said Shart.  “You do not want to come into direct contact with a leyline.  It will mutate you into some horrible, shriveled creature and totally warp your mind.  Heck, you’d ascend online.”

“Online?” I asked.

“On the leyline, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  “Seriously, at times like these, you are just too stupid to talk to.”

“It can’t be that bad,” I said.

“You’d probably make friends with a puma,” said Shart.

“Blasphemy,” I gasped, shuddering.  That was a fate too horrible to contemplate.

With no other options, we had to go back into the castle and confront the fanger.  It was unlikely that he had Jarra, but the Master of the Castle might be negotiated with. 

Bashara gathered her few belongings.  That included the magical rod she had used to practice with me back in Windfall.  It was also the item she used to trap me, meaning it was likely the only reason she had survived.  When she noticed that I recognized the item, she quickly stored it out of sight.

“Still just as twitchy,” she said.

“Worse, actually,” said Badgelor.  Bashara looked concerned.  

With everyone gathered up, we began ascending the stairs to the main keep.  The exit Portal took us back inside the castle, and it was just a short hop to the main hall.  The room, if anything, looked worse than when we had entered.  Bashara was all but pressing into my back.  

I could hear her erratic breathing, as she nuzzled into me in near panic.  The dark chamber did look particularly terrible, like something out of a cheap horror movie.  Then, the Shadow leyline crackled, and I spotted a being that hadn’t been there a moment before. 

“Bashara, I see that you have returned,” boomed a voice from the top of the staircase.  I swiveled to look at it, but, by the time I made out the Shadow in the inky blackness, the Master had broken into a swarm of bats and vanished.  A lone, withered zombie remained where he’d stood.  

I considered vaporizing the wretched creature but decided against it.  He might just be waiting for me to try something like that, and I didn’t know how powerful the fanger was.  

“I brought him,” she whispered.  That was a bad choice of words.  I was about to do something violent when the Master’s voice sounded behind me.

“The Jim, the one who won’t be afraid of me,” chuckled the Master, vanishing again.  

“I’m not afraid of you,” I said, searching the area.

“Yeah, he’s only afraid of pumas!” Shart stated confidently.

Then, the Master appeared next to me.  I’m sure he was planning on saying something scary.  Unfortunately, that was hard with my hand gripping his throat.  The Master smirked and exploded into a wave of bats.

●        Hack and Slash: Fist of the Northern Badger 

My hands shot out at blinding speed.  Each fist found a bat, and each bat I struck exploded into a fountain of gore.  Bits of bat splattered from the floor to the ceiling.  When the Master reformed seconds later, he looked vexed.

“That hurt,” grumbled the Master, as the zombie moved to attend to him.  

“Good, that’s what I was trying to do,” I replied, flicking my hand down at blurring speed, causing more gore to splatter to the ground.

“You’ll find a fanger is far more durable here in the Shadow Realm than anywhere on Ordinal.  

“Fanger sounds stupid,” I grumbled.

“Why do you insist on your enemies having cool names?” groaned Shart.  “You think goblins call themselves goblins.  They are the gol’nek’kar’ans, a proud ancient race.  You people call them gobbos most of the time.”

“Goblin is a racial slur?” I asked.  

“So is orc and elf, for that matter,” said Shart.

“Elf is a slur?  They don’t seem to care about it when I say it,” I began, operating on the belief that, for a slur to work, the other side had to care about your wording.  The average elf was the shining star in their own universe.  What anyone else said did not matter.  

“Enough,” bellowed the Master.  “Why did you seek me out?”

“A friend of mine was banished to this misbegotten realm.  With the power of the Care Bear Stare, I will transform and roll her out to Ordinal,” I said.  The fanger looked at me, nonplussed.  Then, he noticed Badgelor and flinched.  

“Surely, you cannot be serious,” said the Master.

“I can, and don’t call me Shirley,” I replied.  

The fanger paused at that, realizing that, for the first time in possibly his entire misbegotten life, he was actually in some degree of danger.  I had a vague understanding of his power, based on what he had shown so far.  I couldn’t say I was all that impressed.  However, the fanger was right in one respect.  This realm would be where he was at his maximum power, except for the one thing vampires actually needed.

“Doesn’t he need blood?” I asked, watching the creature’s impossibly patient eyes.

“Blood?  Yuck,” said Shart. “Why would he need that?”

“For power?” I asked.

“That’s disgusting, Jim,” stated Badgelor, gagging slightly.

“You dive through piles of goblin corpses,” I said.

“And what you just described is disgusting to me,” said Badgelor, shaking his head.  “Get some standards.” 

“Fangers draw on Radiant Mana for power.  There should be next to none of it here, so he should be about as weak as a kitten,” said Shart out loud, for the fanger to hear.

I glanced over at Bashara.  That explained why he had been looking for her.  She was likely the only source of Radiant Mana around. 

Radiant Mana was what actually made every living thing functional on Ordinal.  It was the higher tier form of Life Energy.  However, it was more concerned with energizing and processing instructions than actually running the details of the living thing.  Typically, undead didn’t need a spark of the stuff, but, apparently, a fanger could convert Radiant Mana into something useful.  

I should still be at a major advantage, except, as the fanger shoved the zombie away, its eyes flared red.  The next moment, a fist slammed into my abdomen hard enough that I was pretty sure it dislocated my spine.  

Even with Mitigate active, my chest caved in, and I was flung backward.  The Master attempted a follow-up strike, but, even as fast as he was, I still managed to activate my Blink skill.  I materialized on his fine dining table.

The Master frowned, materializing in front of me.  “How droll!  I was expecting something more.”

Badger Stance wasn’t the optimum style for this engagement, but it was the style I knew best.  I rushed forward with a series of high strikes.  He blocked them, but that was the opening I was looking for. I slammed my foot into his chest hard enough to send the fanger back a half-dozen logs on his table.  

China shattered on the stone below.  

The Master charged, turning into a massive wolf just out of my reach.  He immediately began snapping at my head.  I involuntarily went to protect my face, and the fanger turned into his much smaller man shape.  My guard was too high, and he managed to knock me off my feet with an uppercut and began slashing at my chest with his claws.  

My armor bore that well, but I felt blood seeping out and poison seeping in.  I made three more strikes, but the poison slowed me enough that, on my third punch, the fanger grabbed my arm and flung me behind him.  

Somehow, I landed on my feet, twisting around in a powerful kick that he nearly avoided.  The fanger recoiled backward, teleporting behind me and slamming his hands on either side of my head.  

At that point, I had to use Ignore Injury, negating the effects of the minor concussion I’d just suffered.  That annoyed the Master, who seemed to be getting larger with each strike.  He swung both clawed fists at me.  All I could do was grab them by the wrists.

Badgelor snarled for the first time.  He was all about letting me fight my own battles, until it looked like I could actually get hurt.  Then the badger had different ideas.  I mentally waved him off.  I had this.  I believed in me.

I slammed my foot down between us on the table.  It was a stout piece of furniture and probably cost a fortune.  However, if the need arose, I could strike hard enough to stop a truck.  That was useful in more than one situation. 

The table was not designed to resist a truck.  It promptly snapped in half, proving that sometimes it was all about leverage.

I was expecting what happened next; he was not.  The strike caused the fanger to stumble toward me, at which point I gave him the good, old-fashioned Basstown Headbutt.

The Master slammed into the other half of the table.  Both slid across the floor of the great hall for nearly six logs.  At the same time, I’d knocked out three of his four fangs, and the poor creature had shrunk down to normal size.  

The fanger stood almost instantly, the ruined half of the table he had been knocked into was now resting on the ground.  The legs on the other side of the table were still intact, though.  The Master snarled at where I had been, before turning around to intercept my sneak attack.  However, I wasn’t attacking him.  

I’d jumped nearly to the ceiling of the great hall and was doing a Falling Star strike on the other edge of the table.  It worked like a badly mismatched seesaw that someone had dropped several bags of cement on.  

I did not come out unscathed.  The table flipped right into me, knocking me down and hurting my pride.  The Master fared worse.  I had planned on him landing near the top of the stairs, but I’d overshot.

“Did his head go into the wall or was it crushed into his chest cavity?” I asked.

“I think a bit of column A and a bit of column B,” answered Shart.

The Master’s body was exposed from the neck down and was thrashing violently.  He had struck the wall headfirst and apparently been hard headed enough to smash through the thing.  That left the master fanger hanging in midair trying to wriggle his way out of a trap.  

The zombie rushed up the stairs to attend to him, as quickly as she could manage.  The poor creature was moving faster than I’d seen a zombie move before.  From this angle, she looked old and worn.  Then, she looked at me, her head dropped slightly.  It was a little thing, but I recognized it.  Somewhere deep down I felt a rage building.  

“Jim, I don’t think. . .” started Badgelor.

“I know,” I said, taking the stairs a half-dozen steps at a time.  I got to the zombie before she made it to her Master and looked into her eyes, straight into Jarra’s broken eyes.

I grabbed the Master by his ankle and pulled him free.  Then, I slammed him bodily into the ground until his foot came off.  He slammed into a bookcase and slumped to the ground.    

“Jim, calm down,” said Shart.  

I found a stake.  Well, I found a piece of mostly sharp wood that I was convinced would do the job if I gave it maximum effort, and got ready to do what you did to vampires.  If that didn’t work, I’d just keep trying until I figured out what would.  

Nothing could have stopped me from ending that beast.  Then, a pair of frail, old arms gripped me.  Jarra looked at me desperately, trying to restrain me.  I’d have pulled free, but she was so frail that I was worried even that act might kill her.  

“I see you’ve met my wife,” hissed the Master, grinning.  “You’ll find she literally cannot live without me, so how about we talk?”

“Not yet,” I growled. 

I shoved my hand into his mouth and extracted his last fang with my fingers.  

I drained the fang of its magic before crushing it between my fingertips.  “Now, we can talk.”  


Chapter 23:  The Escape

“This was a good day,” thought the Shadow, spotting the army sulking along.  It wasn’t often that you saw an army moving down here, let alone a living one.  A living army couldn't exist here for very long, so they must be leaving.  They were moving in a tight column toward somewhere, and she needed to find out where that was.   Most likely, they were trying to escape.  If they could get out, so could she.  

Of course, the old one was kind of annoying.  When the Shadow grew close, the wicked thing blasted at her with a shot of Destructive Gaze.  Thankfully, Void effects were weak against Shadow, but weak didn’t mean entirely ineffective.  

She only had one arm now.  Despite focusing and trying to draw together enough power to restore the limb, there was only so much she could do.  She could not die here, no matter how much she might want to.  The limb would eventually recover on its own.  That said, the wound would restore slowly and painfully, as if the place was designed to maximize her discomfort.

They fought off an initial attack by some strange pumas, then quickly ate their remains, causing the army’s scent to be obscured.  Now, the army was moving quickly and efficiently through the forest.  Anything they ran into died instantly, in as much as any denizen of this place truly died.  However, that might be enough.  They clearly had a destination, and, without some major intervention, they were going to escape.

The only problem they had was operational security.  The officers in charge were focused, in control, and nearly silent.  The younger ones were just so damn happy to be out of their prison that they couldn’t help but talk.  It was enlightening.

She couldn’t get close, but she caught snatches of conversation. 

The boss had captured them hundreds of years ago during the purges.  Time flowed differently down here.  The oldest one, General Gram, as she was called, was old enough to even remember Badgelor.  She told stories about him to keep morale up over the years.  They seemed quite confident that he had found a way out, which was news to her. 

If anyone could escape this place, it would have been that wicked creature. 

Their general was following his old path.  The scent of the living was so easy to pick out here that tracking a living War Badger should have been simple for someone like the shade.  Unfortunately, Badgelor was a clever one and masked his scent.  The Shadow world couldn’t find him, making tracking the wily old badger difficult for even them.  A scent-masked Badgelor would be impossible to track. . .

Or would he?

Her Tracking skill was very refined, for obvious reasons.  It also let her pick targets, which would further amplify the results.  All she had to do was return to the castle.  She could figure it out from there.  Of course, that wouldn't be very entertaining, and she did remember that pesky behir.  It might enjoy eating an army. 

War Badgers were so rare, after all. 

***

“You should be thanking me,” hissed the badly wounded fanger.  

“One,” I said, causing the fanger to flinch.

“If I had not found her in the dungeon, the creature would have consumed her.  I am the only reason she still exists,” stated the Master.  He was begging for his life, and it was only the fact that Jarra was between the two of us, bloody ring on her finger, that I hadn’t already run out of patience.  

As it sat, I was on my last nerve.

“Is it true?” I asked Shart.

“The ring is a binding item, all one way, of course,” said Shart.  “It's a typical binding.  If he dies, she dies.  The reverse is not true.  It can only be removed if he voluntarily takes the ring off her, divorcing her, if you will.  Right now, she’s partially dominated.  She cannot hurt her husband, and her life force is hanging on by a thread.”

“Jarra, why did you agree to this?” I asked.

Her proud voice was down to a slight whisper.  “He saved me.  I had no way out.  You didn’t come.”

“I came,” I said, grabbing her frail hands.  

“Too late,” she whispered, trying to pull free.  I relented.  The Master looked both hesitant to interfere and very stupid with most of his teeth and all of his fangs missing.

I checked, confirming the curse was still intact.  

“You got her to wear the ring and cursed her in this unholy mockery of marriage,” I said.

“What is a marriage?  It’s just a miserable little pile of secrets,” began the Master.  I glared at the fanger, and he abruptly stopped talking.  

“I'm taking her back,” I said.

“If she leaves the castle, she will die,” replied the fanger.

“I’ll kill your pet behir,” I said.

“That thing is not my pet.  There is a pack of them, and they occasionally nap around my castle.  I was explaining that if she leaves my presence, her life force will snuff out.”  He tried to smile, but, again, missing most of his teeth made that impossible.  His stores of Radiant Mana were about tapped.  The only reason Jarra was still here was that, as a cleric, she could generate a very small amount of Radiant Mana naturally.  All in all, that was probably just enough to keep her alive but not enough to replenish the rather deep draws the bastard had taken from her.  

“Divorce her,” I grunted.

“I will not!  I’m no good as a bachelor.  Not only that, but, due to my recent beating at your hand, I’ll literally die without her,” stated the Master smoothly.  

I watched Jarra’s tired body, as she huddled near the fanger.  She looked worse than any living human I’d ever seen.  However, dying in the Shadow Realm was a one-way ticket to oblivion.

“Trade,” I growled.

“Sorry, hon, you aren’t my type,” said the Master. 

“Not me, her,” I said, nodding toward Bashara.  As the Master leered at her, her eyes went wide.  Her spirit already appeared to be broken, and it hadn’t taken long.

“If I must,” she said, coming to stand next to me.

“Excellent, always trade up for a newer model,” said the Master.  “I’ll have your oath that you and your companions will not attempt to stop me from exchanging rings.”

I nodded, receiving a quest prompt.  I accepted, feeling the magma boiling in my stomach.  

The Master pulled on Jarra’s wedding ring.  Her boney, swollen hands didn’t want to release it.  He pulled harder, and I heard a squelching pop.  He held up the ring with her finger still inside.  Jarra collapsed to her knees and sobbed.  

I felt the <system> driven compulsion settle over me.  Had it not, I would have already ended this farce.  The Master gleefully slid the ring onto Bashara’s limp finger and grinned.  “I do.”

As Bashara stared at the ring, the fanger waited.  There was a slight chance her Mental Resistance, or one of the lesser disciplines she knew, would allow her to resist the effects of the ring.  Beyond that, she might just be mentally stubborn enough to resist the effect, which is why the fanger had a cursed ring.  The magical ring should have placed a curse on her, rendering her own ability to resist moot.  

Of course, the ring couldn’t actually do that at the moment.  

She said nothing, until the <system> decided that the oath had been fulfilled.  Then, she shoved her rod into the fanger’s side and activated all five elemental rings.  

It was Grebthar’s spell, an old family secret.  Hers weren’t nearly as powerful as her father’s, but it was more than enough to catch the fanger for a moment, which was all I needed.  Without any source of Radiant Energy to heal his wounds, the fanger was literally being burnt alive.  That wasn’t enough for me, though.  

I needed him gone forever.  

“Badgelor, chow time,” I uttered, walking over to Jarra.  I picked her finger up off the ground and took her injured hand.  

“You fool!  I cannot be killed.  I’ll just reappear in my coffin,” hissed the fanger.  At least some of him would, but he would be a shadow of his former strength with no way to restore himself.  He still thought he would be okay, as Ultimate Badgelor swallowed him.  

The War Badger waddled over to me and belched crypt dust into my face.  “Undead taste terrible.”

“I know,” I said, examining an unconscious Jarra’s repaired hand.  I was using Treatment, but her condition was terrible.

●        <System alert> Adventurer: Jarra is suffering from Radiant Energy depletion.  Current energy remaining is 1.9 Radiant Mana.  Depletion 1.2 per day.  Clerical recovery base 1.0 per day is disabled because adventurer is under 10 Radiant Mana.  Return Adventurer to authorized plane ASAP or target will suffer dissolution.  

“Dissolution means she will cease to exist,” said Shart quietly.   

“I assumed as such,” I said, lifting Jarra gently.  A month ago, she had been a vibrant young woman.  Now, she reminded me of my grandmother, when I used to have to carry her to bed because she couldn’t walk that far.  “Is there any way to get more Radiant Mana into her, like if we get back to Ordinal?”

“Not really.  Radiant Mana is shared between the soul and the body.  She has as much Radiant Mana as a sickly, elderly person.  Even if she gets back where she can respirate more Mana, she’s maxed out at 4 points.”

“Could she Remort?” I asked.

“At her age, that would be very tricky,” said Shart.  “Even if she did, Remorting doesn’t assign you a new body.  She’d be a level one adventurer with 4 points of Radiant Mana, probably less.”

“A new body?” I asked.  “Like the Tier 2 body I have?”

“Possibly.  A brand-new, healthy body comes with a full charge of Radiant Energy,” said Shart.  “If you can get her up to a Tier 2 body, that should fix it.  However, she’d have to survive to get the upgrade.” 

That assumed we even survived getting out of here.  I walked over to Bashara.

“Not going to apologize, are you?” sighed Bashara.

“Nope, you tried to kill me too many times,” I said.

“Alright, how did you break the ring?” she asked.

“I drained it.  The ring can’t be a curse-granting magical item without any magic,” I said.  “That, and I filtered my thoughts.  The only thing coming through was my desire to violently kill the Master the entire time I was watching him.  I think he understood that if that ring wasn’t on someone in a hurry, he was screwed.”

“Badgelor, do you know how to get home from here?” I asked.

“Yes, it's not far,” said Badgelor, nuzzling against Bashara’s calf.  She knelt down and scratched him.

Will wonders never cease.

“That leaves the behir outside.  I don’t think he’s going to be happy that we are still alive,” I said.  

Shart wiggled his fingers for a moment.  “He’s gone.  I think he ran off to the west?”

I stepped outside first, looking around.  The behir could have been hiding on the other side of the castle.  If so, he was so large I should have been able to see some evidence of him.  

Badgelor stepped out with Jarra and Bashara on his back.  Jarra still looked terrible and was barely conscious, but she appeared marginally better with the ring off.  Bashara looked. . .happy.  That was generally concerning, but I put it down to her finally being out of the castle.  

“We need to be cautious.  I marked the path I used to get back, but it's been a very long while,” said Badgelor.  He stood in the middle of the courtyard and sniffed.  Then, he sniffed again.  

“Yo, fur ball, what’s the problem?” asked Shart, hovering above us and looking into the distance.  I clicked over to his vision and spotted something I didn’t expect.  The behir was attacking a group of creatures.  They were faring pretty well comparatively, only because they were still alive.  The behir actually looked damaged.

“We truly are in a place of nightmares,” I hissed, as purple beams washed over the behir, the Destructive Gaze carving a massive rent in its flesh.  The creature’s enormous, clawed hand lifted a small creature to its gaping maw. 

“NO,” Badgelor screamed, and there was no more talking.


Chapter 24: Through the forest

She could have just left.  That would have been too simple, though, and she didn’t like leaving things alone. 

And, of course, the foe.

After the first behir, she had to find more.  Well, she had gone toward the exit, mainly to see where it was and what to do with it.  There was a cave.  It was mentioned in the stories as some sort of storehouse for Grebthar’s special experiments.  The fact that there was a closed Portal directly from Windfall to Newark was comical.  

She knew that Grebthar the Destroyer was going mad, but this was something the Dark Overlord would have appreciated.  

While she was there, she decided that testing the way out was probably smart.  After all, it would be terrible if she found out that the only beings that could escape were beings, she had just setup for a massive ambush. 

It was a good thing too because that seemed to be the case.  She used every skill she still possessed, and the portal stayed very much closed.  While she  wasn’t quite a full arcane locksmith with all of the accompanying skills that required, she did at least recognize the work.  She also recognized that the lock was keyed to a War Badger.  

That just made things more complicated, and she was fine with complexity if it got her what she wanted.  These portals had a bit of a window between when they opened and shut.  She might be able to squeeze past that.  The problem was that all of her advantages in stealth might let her sneak past an army of War Badgers in Newark.  When she got to Ordinal, she was going to stand out until she could reacclimate to the local Mana.  

It would be just her luck to escape only to get annihilated right as she made it out.  

That meant she needed a plan.  She needed an AWOL War Badger.  A challenge to find to be certain, but in this terrible place they certainly would let one go missing in action.  Then she could trick it into escaping with her, and of course kill it when they got to the other side.  

After all, who honestly cared about War Badgers? 

***

There were four dead War Badgers wrapped up in the dead behir.  They had gone out doing as much damage to the creature as possible, but they’d gone.  Badgelor looked ashen.  He had searched for his people for literally centuries and found nothing.

Now, he had four War Badgers who had died while we were in the castle.

“It's just. . .” he stammered.  He stammered.  Badgerlor stared at their bodies, unmoving.  I continued to search the area.  

“They broke off.  One group went toward Shadow Ironpass Mine, and the other group ran toward the Shadow Western Gate Fortress,” I said, assuming that both groups stayed in a straight line.  “Which way to the exit?”

“What?” asked Badgelor, shaking his head.

“WHICH WAY TO THE EXIT?” I yelled, my voice loud enough that Badgelor shook.  Both ladies fell to the ground with their hands over their ears.

“West, the cave,” said Badgelor.  “If we’d just killed the behir. . .”

“We didn’t, and we don't have time for this,” I said, grabbing the badger by his head.

“I let them die,” he whined.

“You are letting them die right now,” I yelled, just not quite so loudly.  “There are tracks.  That means that some escaped.  You need to go save them.  I’ll take the ones that broke south.  I’ll bring them back, badger’s promise!”

Badgelor shook his head.  He stared at me, as his mental processes started to come back on center.  He looked shattered, like all the fire had just gone out of him.

I pulled his head to mine, looking at the tired old badger eye to eye.  “They are out there, and you are their LORD.  You will save them, because that is what you do.  You are goddamn Badgelor!  Go save your people!”

Badgelor got to his feet, looking around and spotting the tracks.  He started walking, slowly at first.  Then, he became more purposeful.  “Bashara,” I said, “Take Jarra and go with him.  He is heading toward the exit.  I’m going away from it.  I don’t know what’s coming, but I do know that going with Badgelor puts you closer to escaping.”

Bashara nodded and grabbed Jarra’s hand.  “We’re moving.  Hurry up!”   

Jarra pushed her hand away and began walking on her own.  She regretted it almost instantly.  I’d topped off her Hit Points and Regenerated as much Damage as I could, but neither of those were the source of her problems.  It was the fanger’s draining almost all of her age that was slowing her, and I didn’t have a fix for that.  

“Blanket, would you mind?” asked Bashara.  Badgelor paused, turning toward the women. He nodded slowly and shifted to Ultimate Form, even sticking his knee out so Jarra could climb onto his back.

Badgie, Blanket, and all I can call him is Badgelor.  So unfair.

I turned and started down the path to the south.  It didn’t take long to find another War Badger.  This one was stuck in his War Form, and there were four dead drop pumas next to him.  They were getting attacked from all sides and wouldn’t, or couldn’t, stop.  

There was no way to tell the hard numbers for how many War Badgers had been alive this morning, but their numbers were dropping quickly.  I didn’t initially understand why they would have broken into two groups, but it became apparent quickly enough.  I spotted more piles of dead drop pumas, with the occasional War Badger tossed into the mix.  

They had managed to thin the numbers of drop pumas out significantly.  It wasn’t enough.  Three times, they had tried to cut west.  All three times, they had been forced back.  

The last time had been the worst.  Five dead War Badgers had perished in a massive pile of drop pumas.  I heard rustling in the trees and was about to fry whatever it was, when I heard a slow dirge from a War Badger.

I found the broken creature with no fewer than seven drop pumas next to her.  As I approached, her remaining eye flickered purple, but the light faded and her head slackened.

“I’m Jim, I’m here to help.” I stated, reaching for her and casting Regenerate followed by Treatment.  

●        Derguer: Level 32 War Badger, Lieutenant.  HP -387/640

Her list of wounds was so extensive that there was no reason she should even be alive.  

“She’s using a Stamina-based skill,” said Shart, “And she’s just about out.”

“Can I dump Stamina into her?” I asked.

“Not fast enough,” replied the demon. 

If I’d had an hour, I still couldn’t have saved her.  She was missing huge chunks of flesh, and I could see her brain.  

“Derguar, Lieutenant, system number X-11387.”

“I’m here to help.  Where is the rest of your company?” I asked.  She sniffed me and relaxed.  I smelled like a friend.    

“The general took them toward the mountain.  There is good defensive cover there, and they need to wait for reinforcements,” said Derguer.  She was flickering in and out.

“How many survivors?” I asked.

“Only the general is still in fighting shape.  She has all the cubs with her,” answered Derguer.  She struggled to stand, trying to head south.  She made it three steps before her Stamina ran out.

Shart said nothing.  There was nothing to say.  Even the demon wasn’t stupid enough to snark at that.  

I turned toward the mountain as I got a communication from Badgelor.

“Jim, it's Bashara,” said not Badgelor through our mental link.

“How?” I began.

“I hacked his channel.  Badgelor is insane from grief.  We’ve found nearly a dozen dead War Badgers so far, and he is getting more frantic as we go.  We should be to them soon.  At our current speed, the exit is less than twenty minutes from here.”

She paused.  “The last few were fresh.  Please tell me you found some alive.”

“I’m about to,” I replied.


Chapter 25: The Mountain comes to Badgelor

The shade flinched, examining the two holes in her chest.  She was learning new things about War Badgers.  They would not leave anyone behind, but you could grab one if you were really dedicated to the bit.  She’d managed to steal one of the young War Badger cubs.  They were small and easy to carry.  

Also, they were protected by several very large, angry War Badgers, not to mention all the other cubs.  Her quick snatch and grab had turned into a running battle with more than a dozen War Badgers, several of which could turn into full-out War Forms.  

Two of them had nearly gotten her.  The shade’s survival had come down to luck.  She’d fled by a pack of drop pumas, and, when two War Badgers boxed her in, one accidentally destroyed the pumas’ nest.  Consequently, the War Badgers had been swarmed, even as one of them prepared to use their glowing, purple eyes to obliterate her.  

In the resulting cataclysm, the cub Maggie had stolen escaped, along with the other cubs, into the nearby forest.  Maggie figured she might be able to reclaim the cub, but the War Badger was having none of it.  Unfortunately for the badger, the cub chose the wrong direction to flee.  That was her one bit of luck. 

The little one went into the mine, and Maggie knew that place was suicide. 

She was debating going inside anyway, when the general emerged from the forest, heading straight toward the mine.  That knocked suicidal straight up to sheer insanity, which was way above her pay grade.

Besides, with the general out of the way, maybe the army would be a little more cooperative.  After all, there was about to be a gap in the chain of command.  

***

This couldn’t keep happening.  It was all his fault again.  All he had to do was kill a monster, but could he do that?  No.  He couldn’t kill any of the real monsters when they actually needed killing.  

A more charitable soul would have blamed Jim.  They could have killed the behir before they’d entered the dungeon, but that wasn’t how Badgelor operated.  A healthy dose of self-loathing always made everything worse.  

Pillow was at least smart enough not to try to soothe him.  

Badgelor was still not sure about her.  He could remember the little girl whose mother wanted her to be a perfect little copy and a father that all but ignored her.  She wasn’t bad, just ignored for not being what other people needed her to be.  

And how could she?  She was a child.

Badgelor couldn’t ignore a cub, and Bashara and he had played for a time, before she’d grown up and gotten bitter.  So very bitter.  She seemed to be coming around, though.  She had minor problems compared to his, so he ignored them.  

They had been going for nearly half an hour now.  Each step had Badgelor wondering when the next horror would emerge.  If he was lucky, it was just a drop puma.  A handful of those remained after his people had fought a bloody war to get this far.  A bloody war that Badgelor had been left out of again.

Badgelor had leveled up his evolution control after the Kaiju incident.  That had not been any fun, and the aftereffects were unpleasant.  The perk allowed far greater refinement of his evolved states, like now.  He was in his massive Apex Ultimate Form, but, with his upgrades, it was even easier to manage than his Ultimate Form had been.  Evolving was like tensing a muscle.  There was still a limit to how long it could be managed, but Badgelor could stay in his evolved forms for extended periods.

Badgelor had also managed a high-speed War Form.    

Basically, he was as close as he could manage to being a horse.  If Jim saw him like this, Badgelor would quietly die.  He was thinner than his usual Ultimate Form, with longer legs and better endurance.  That was less effective in combat, but it allowed him to move far more quickly than usual and over a longer distance.  

“Hurry!” said Bashara.  “I sense something, like drop pumas getting murdered.”  She was no Shart, but he still could have kissed her.  Somehow, his people had followed his old markings right to the cave.  Unfortunately, the cave was still on the edge of drop puma territory.  

Badgelor realized he’d been wrong as soon as he got into the clearing.  He’d only run into a handful of wounded drop pumas because they’d killed most of them.  The drop pumas were attacking the rear of the column and had been doing so over the course of the badgers’ march.  

There were fourteen surviving War Badgers.  Fourteen of his people were in a desperate battle, yet they were not overwhelmed.  The War Badgers pushed back, shattering the massive cluster of drop pumas.  One of the younger females got pulled into the mass of creatures, and another of the young males got his throat torn out as drop puma after drop puma swarmed them.  

Badgelor charged, bellowing a mighty war cry as he came upon the rear of the drop pumas.  None of the other War Badgers were in their Ultimate Form, and a few of the younger ones couldn’t even manage a War Form.  That left Badgelor as the largest combatant on the field.  He was also by far the most dangerous.  

“Form up on the entrance,” someone yelled, as Badgelor’s claws swiped through two drop pumas.  

“I think I found the exit Portal,” said another.

“It's clear,” yelled a third.

They had a way out.  Badgelor just needed to delay the drop pumas for a few moments, and his people could escape.  A smattering of magical blasts told him they were still there.  He’d given them a chance to retreat, and they had instead chosen to hold the line at the entrance of the cave, a small force of hardened warriors against an unspeakable horde of evil.

“I’ll hold this.  Retreat through the exit,” said Badgelor in his most commanding voice, even as he shrank down to his War Form.

“I do not know you, sir,” replied a War Badger.  Badgelor checked and saw his name was Captain Honroar.  Honroar examined and dismissed him.  Badgelor had one thing in common with Julia.  There were a lot of Badgelors in this world.  At least, there had been. 

There was a time when every adventurer had a War Badger, and most of them were named Badgelor.  That time had ended slowly, with his people becoming rarer and rarer.  Now, people remembered the legend of Badgelor, but not the War Badger himself. 

Let me remind them.

“I can hold here alone,” said Badgelor, pulling back to the line of War Badgers.  

“We are still examining the exit,” stated Honroar, as Bashara led Jarra toward it.  A badger named KaiLyne spared a moment to examine the humans.  As neither was a Shadow creature, they didn’t merit much attention.

KaiLyne concentrated for a moment, and her forehead began to glow.  Suddenly, the space in front of her tore open, revealing a Portal.  Badgelor remembered that very well.  

“Captain, there is something wrong with the egress point,” stated KaiLyne.  

Bashara nodded as she examined the now obvious Portal.  “This is an artificial exit.  Whatever was used to lock it is failing.  The whole thing is collapsing.”

Honroar looked at the other War Badger.  KaiLyne nodded slightly.  

“How long will it remain open?” asked Honroar.

“Quite a while if it is not used,” said Bashara, staring transfixed at the Portal.  She turned slowly back to Badgelor.  “It will grow increasingly unstable the first time someone passes through it.  When that happens, it will last a few minutes at most.”

“What happens if one of those behir get to it?” asked Honroar clinically.

KaiLyne thought for a moment.  “They are high-level monsters who gain a lot of power when they feed on Life Energy.  Plus, they are huge.  If one travels through, it will tear open the Portal, allowing for permanent access.  Wherever they end up on Ordinal will be in a lot of trouble.”

“What’s on the other side?” asked Honroar.

“An old lab.  It's in a cave west of Windfall, just north of the road,” said Badgelor.  “There is a mechanism for closing and sealing the Portal there.  If we can make it through, I can close the Portal again.”

“We will hold here, then,” said Captain Honroar.  “We have survivors inbound.”

“All or none,” said Badgelor, remembering the phrase from his youth.  A group of War Badgers was not called a pack or a pride.  They were called an army, and an army did not leave anyone behind.  Mountains would turn to dust, and the seas would empty before they left anyone behind.    

“Incoming,” yelled a War Badger.  It was another horde, larger than the last one, and there were fewer War Badgers remaining.  Honroar inhaled sharply and swelled up, first to a War Form the size of a polar bear and then, with great effort, into Ultimate Form.

None of the others could manage that.  There were still twelve of them, but, aside from Honroar, the best any of them could manage was an evolved War Form.  Against any normal force, it would have been enough.  Against the horde that approached them, it was a feeble showing, but none of the War Badgers would give an inch.  They would meet their deaths proudly.  

​Lord of the Badgers.

Badgelor expanded into Ultimate Form, matching size with Honroar.  Then, he expanded past Honroar, as he pushed into his Apex Ultimate Form.  Now, he dwarfed the other War Badger.  Though Honroar was slightly taller than Badgelor, Badgelor was nearly double Honroar’s mass.  The army looked away from their approaching death to Badgelor.  

“You seem to have me at a disadvantage, sir,” said Honroar uncomfortably.  The rule was simple. The largest War Badger was in charge, and that was no longer him.  Badgelor wasn’t through, though.  

●        Badger’s Roar:  Lord of the Badgers Legendary Ability.  Badgelor has used his racial ability to call forth the might of the War Badger.  All hostile targets are stunned.

As the ancient roar filled them, every War Badger twitched.  Each use of the ability ate half of Badgelor’s Stamina pool, but it was worth it.  Honroar swelled, expanding into a smaller Apex Ultimate Form.  KaiLyne and two others shifted from evolved War Form into their Ultimate Forms.  The remaining War Badgers each grew in their own way.  The least experienced of them found that she could hold onto her regular War Form without spending Stamina.  

“You cannot be.  He died centuries ago,” whispered Captain Honroar.

“I am Badgelor, Lord of the War Badgers, and I will hold until the mountain breaks and the seas boil.  My companion will find your people.”

Captain Honroar looked at him.  “Our people, sir.”


Chapter 26: Into the Mine

I hit the ground running and kept right on moving.  Something big was chasing after the War Badgers, and I was pretty sure I knew what it was.  

“I’m not seeing a behir,” said Shart, working the console.  “If one was nearby, it is not here now.”

“I think it went west,” I offered, as we reached the shadowy copy of Ironpass Mine.  

“Why do you think that?” asked Shart.

I glanced down the trampled path to the west.  The trail stretched beyond Shadow Windfall.  Uprooted Shadow trees were just the start of the devastation that some creature had wrought.  “Call it a hunch.”

“Damn,” said Shart, peering through my eyes.  “That thing must have been huge.  If one of those behir get into Ordinal, we are looking at a world-ending scenario.”

“Maybe, but we don’t have time for that now,” I replied.  Somehow, the tracks were wrong, but I couldn't say exactly how.  I needed more time to examine them, but there was too much blood in the direction the War Badgers had taken.  There was also no time for careful analysis.  

I strolled up Ironpass Mountain with undue haste.  The mine wasn’t really there; the entrance into the underground complex was little more than a wound on the side of the hill.  I wasn’t tracking behind the War Badger; she was nearly as stealthy as Badgelor.  I was following my gut and a smaller set of tracks.  If I was very fortunate, I’d intercept her, and we could power our way back to the exit.  As I reached the entrance, I glanced over at the direction Badgelor had gone.

There was a massive blast of purple light, followed by several smaller bolts.  There were at least ten War Badgers over there, with the largest being Badgelor.  If I stood still for enough time, I could have probably picked each individual out despite the range.  My Perception skill was rank Master.  

It would take a horde of drop pumas to move them.  Then again, I could see the forest undulating like it was some sort of living creature.  Even now, I could see more drop pumas falling from the trees.  It was a sick joke.  

“This is hell,” said Shart.

I had no arguments for that.  The place sucked.  The behir was missing, though.  As long as it was missing, I assumed Badgelor could handle anything else.  He had to; I needed more time, and I couldn’t return empty handed. 

Searching for the remaining War Badgers, I finally spotted the large one’s trail leading into the mine.  She was a quick one.  I just hoped that the Iron Pass Mine was safer than I expected it to be.  I started into the entrance when two shafts of deep purple light flashed out the side of the hill.  

“I don’t think Badgelor’s are that big,” stated Shart casually.  The thought of a War Badger nastier than Badgelor was troubling. 

“Hopefully, she knows I'm friendly,” I said.  I was tracking a single cub, but I was convinced that more were down there.  

We ground to a stop at the first chamber of Ironpass Mine.  In my capacity as Mayor, I’d been in the mine on Windfall repeatedly.  However, in my heart, it was always the first time.  I fondly remembered when it had been nothing but traps, and Shart had taken a long, hard one into his mouth.

I missed my wife.

I snorted at the insanity of that.  I barely even remembered her.  I walked into the mine, and almost instantly got my head taken off.

●        You have Dodged a spike trap.

I rolled forward, avoiding the spiked log that I knew didn’t exist in the mine on Ordinal anymore.  “Why is that there?”

“Probably because you are so fixated on it,” grumbled Shart.  “There is a museum called ‘Shit That Nearly Killed Me’ here in your mindspace.  There is a large statue of Bashara in front of it.”

“Makes sense,” I said, standing up.  Suddenly, I heard something fall.  “Aw crap.”

“Trap door,” said Shart.

“I hate this place,” I grumbled, plunging down into the darkness.  

The last time I’d done this, the rocks that made up the trap door had followed me down and pinned me.  This time, I landed and rolled out of the way before the first scraps of stone hit.  A dark tentacle shot out of the blackness at me.  The darkness was weirdly enhanced.  Somehow, it actually was possible to see things from the darkest corners of the cavern.  It had to be some magical effect, but I didn’t recognize it.  The tentacle was trying to ambush me, but I had more tricks.

I pushed my Mana through a different channel on my body, and my eyes lit up like a torch.  I should have been blinded, but, somehow, my own Mana couldn’t achieve that effect.  Instead, I could clearly see the entire room from the magical brightness.

The tentacle was flailing, not attacking.  

“I think it's dead,” said Shart, as I activated my puma zapper.  Charged shots of BioLightning lanced into the creature.  Then, it found me and wrapped around me in an eyeblink.

The effect could basically be described as grabbing a lit sparkler.  Within moments, bursts of lightning were firing through the burning remains of the tentacle, and I was able to break free of the charred stump.  

“The stupid furball could be anywhere,” said Shart.

“If the monster died, the badger that killed it should be at the other end of that tentacle,” I said.

There was nothing else to debate.  I began pushing deeper into the blackness.  Occasionally, another tentacle would reach out, but they were becoming more sporadic.  Most just lay inert on the ground.  Finally, I crossed into a central chamber I recognized from the last mining expansion and spotted the beast.  

The tentacled monster was little more than a glob of congealed Shadow that lived in the compartment.  The tentacles were both the creature's arms as well as its body.  Most had been sheared off, including the one I’d been following.  It had been jerking around from spinal reflex more than any conscious thought.  

The War Badger had blasted the creature straight through the center, bisecting it.  Unfortunately, the tentacles still seemed to work, and the poor War Badger had been badly wounded at the start of the fight.  She had managed to tear out a few dozen tentacles before the remainder had overcome her, but the detached tentacles couldn’t do anything with her body.  

She looked old, like some sort of ancient statue brought to life.   

“The last one?” asked Shart.  “I can’t see cubs surviving down here.”

“That must be the general.  There are no survivors. . .” I began, then stopped. That was going to break my friend.  I could face Charles, but I didn’t know if I had the metal to tell Badgelor the news.

I did know that, for damn sure, I couldn’t let Shart do it.

“Why did she come into the chamber?” asked Shart.

That was a good question.  At full strength, a War Badger of that size should have been able to deal with the creature easily.  There was no reason to charge into the chamber if it was just her.  

I looked around.  No reason at all.


Chapter 27: The Last Stand

“The general will return,” said Honroar, as the remaining War Badgers all relaxed as much as they dared.  

There were only nine left.  If Badgelor had been alone, he would have collapsed.  It was only the fact that they looked up to him that was keeping him even marginally sane.  

How would Jim manage this?

The human wasn’t that smart, strong, or generally useful most of the time.  However, he was usually able to handle this sort of catastrophe with greater resolve.  Badgelor only screwed up at the important times, not normally.  Jim was the reverse, screwing up normal things badly only to outperform when the chips were down.

And the chips were down, scrambled, and some were missing. 

Even Bashara and Jarra had thrown in on the last battle.  Bashara was still able to confuse even large numbers of targets, and her spells had saved at least two of his people.  Jarra’s healing was far more feeble than his own, thanks to Jim, but it was still something.  She looked and smelled like a corpse.  If he could, he would have thrown her through the gate, but they needed to stay.

He touched his pouch idly.  He had a few items he was saving for the final battle, but they might be of use here.  He also had his single Force Point.  It would be the darkest of ironies if Badgelor spent one of his precious few items powerful enough to help in the fight against the Dark Overlord here to save his people now, only to have them killed by the Dark Overlord later.

Or worse, corrupted, like Charles.

It was always a stupid idea, and Badgelor had never understood why Charles had even tried it.  The plan had never been to go for godling, yet, finally, that was the only Path.  If Badgelor had been just a bit stronger then, he could have gone to get the crystal with Charles.  However, the guardian was more powerful than he could have possibly imagined.  

“Incoming,” yelled Barkulis, the last lieutenant after KaiLyne’s passing.

They would hold until the mountain fell.

***

“What am I looking for?” asked Shart, as I began tearing into tentacles.  There was a channel inside them for drawing food back to the main body.  The ones that were still intact were not worth looking in, but there were a number of tentacles that had been carved off surgically.

“Why was she fighting here?” I yelled, using Badger's Fist to drive my arms into a tentacle before ripping it in half.  The black fluid that acted as blood splattered everywhere, poisoning everything.  Mainly me, though.

“I don’t know.  Wait, there's a nametag lost in the metadata here,” said Shart.

“Where?” I asked, ripping a second tentacle in half.  There were so many tentacles. 

“It's dying or dead.  I can’t get a location,” said Shart, materializing on the floor.  He began searching as well.  “Oh, no, it's a baby badger.”

I kept ripping, tearing apart tentacle after tentacle and finding nothing.  My arms burned, not from exhaustion but from the Shadow seeping into my pores.  I burned the Shadow away, but it took time.  The sheer amount of Shadow was starting to overwhelm me. 

The general had been separated from the support column, which included a cub.  She’d died trying to save the little thing from this horror, and, ultimately, she had failed.  

“You really have to be careful.  There is a lot of Shadow Essence here.  You are going to get contaminated,” stated Shart from my shoulder.  He shook some of the shadowy goo off his foot distastefully.  “More contaminated.”

“I will handle it,” I hissed.  I didn’t care.  I was knee deep in festering liquid, and I could feel it tainting my Mana.  Then, something broke.  I didn’t have the energy; I couldn’t go back to Badgelor like this.  Suddenly, the liquid seemed to pour into me.

●        <Admin Error>  MC: Soul Contamination detected.  Shadow Essence is corrupting Radiant Mana at the rate of 1.2 per second.  

The Shadow overpowered my Mental Resistance.  I realized that at the same time I discovered all my muscles were locked up.  My entire Mana network was saturated with Shadow Mana.  I focused, gaining control over my Mana, but it was already contaminated.  My Shadow Core was cleaning my Mana network, but it was going too slow.  The corruption was overtaking me.  Mentally, I roared, preparing for anything.      

I can take you home.

“What?” my Mana network violently spasmed, squirming from my grasp.  I regained control, but, even in that brief moment, the tiny amount of Mana I cleansed was corrupted all over again.  I pushed back harder, forcing the Shadow Mana away from the edges of the Mana channels and into the Shadow Core.  

It would be like you never left.

My control slackened.  Could that actually happen?  I tried to use Mental Resistance to clear my mind and see if what I was being told wasn’t just a convincing lie, but the power of the Shadow was overwhelming.  I thought that I could overcome anything, but wouldn’t it just be easier to go home?

Your wife misses you.

There was a tree, waving in the breeze.  A young brunette I hardly recognized was smiling at me.  She seemed important somehow.  She loved me no matter what.  I had saved Jarra, but she was better off dead.  I failed Badgelor.  I failed.  

You can be with your family.

I grabbed the Mana and shoved it back into my Shadow Core, cleansing it.  The Shadow was lying, but maybe I wasn’t trying as hard as I could.  I glanced back up and realized that over half the Radiant Mana that comprised my Soul was already converted to Shadow Mana.  The process was moving faster, too.  

I was too slow.  In the handful of seconds where I’d doubted, the Shadow had pushed in too far.  I watched as the <admin> report for my soul ticked down toward total corruption.  I pushed harder, using Mana Control and focusing on Mental Resistance.  

The sad thing was that I knew I could try harder.    

“Jim,” whispered Shart.

“I screwed up,” I said, watching my Radiant Mana pool continue to shrink.  I was below 30 now.

“I can barely hear you.  The Essence link between us is being corroded,” whispered Shart.

I supposed I didn’t want to cease existing all alone.  I flipped into my mindspace and ramped up my subjective time as fast as I could.  I almost never came here anymore; there were too many memories.  Standing on the floating pedestal over the small town that made up my core memories, I spotted the stump of a tree and got sad.  I always felt sad when I saw that tree, and I could never remember why.  Now, it was covered in Shadow.  

Everything was covered in Shadow.  

Outside the town was the giant wall that represented my mental fortress perk.  It was part of the Mental Resistance skill and typically defended me from attacks like this.  It wasn’t working now, and there was a torrent of black goo flooding in through the gates.  Glancing around, I found the mental hookups for my connections with Shart and Badgelor located in what appeared to be a utility closet.  

Of course, my mind would put them there, out of the way.

I materialized next to the door and walked in.  The connections looked very much like the Shadow Tap located in my basement in Windfall.  I suspected that was because it was the only thing I’d ever seen like that.  

Brushing the toxic waste away with my hand, I pulled the connection to Shart and reseated it.  It was dangerous in here, but at least I could talk to him.

Shart appeared next to me, holding out his hands and blasting all the nearby Shadow.  “You can’t let this get into Badgelor’s Essence.  It could corrupt him.”

“Should I just disconnect him?” I asked, reaching for the connection.

“No!  He’ll lose all his perks.  What the hell is wrong with you?” screamed the demon.

“What’s the point?  I’m only delaying the inevitable.  Jarra is doomed, and I have no idea how to defeat the Dark Overlord,” I said. 

“Just because you didn’t get what you wanted the way you wanted it is not a reason to give up.  You have to keep trying,” Shart screamed.  “I’d given up on everything before I met you, and you know what?  That annoying, chipper attitude of yours is fecking contagious.  You can’t quit, not now.  You got this!  I believe in you!”

“You believe in me?  You think I’m just going to Jim up something?”

“Yes,” screamed Shart.  “You do the impossible every day to save others.  Save yourself!”

“You seriously think I can just pull something out of my. . .” I bellowed, trailing off.  “Wait, why aren’t you affected?”

“My connection is shielded,” said Shart.

I unhooked the demon.  He was already physically there and didn’t need the connection to remain.  There were arcane symbols even my Mystical Lore skill didn’t recognize on the inside of Shart’s Essence connection.  His Essence connection wasn’t designed to keep the Shadow out.  It was designed to keep him inside, like some sort of firewall.  I clicked the cable back in place.  

Stepping outside, I looked at the gates of my mental fortress and willed the runes in place.  I had 3.7 points of Radiant Mana remaining.  

●        <Admin Skill Unlocked> Soul Resistance, upgrade to Mental Resistance.  Your soul is unable to be corrupted.  

The Shadow rippled, pulsed, and vanished.  I was back up to 98/100 Radiant Mana.  The hold of the Shadow on my soul was torn away.  

“Seriously, another skill?” grumbled Shart.  

I exited my mindspace and looked over the room.  It was dark now, but the foreboding touch of evil was gone.  It was just a place where everything was dead and unmoving.  

One of the tentacles touching my foot twitched.  

“Couldn’t be,” I said.  

Moving up, I gripped the tentacle hunk and began tearing it to shreds.  The tentacle was like a throat, the constricting action seemingly autonomous.  Several seconds later, I found what it was swallowing.  

It was a baby War Badger, no bigger than a housecat.  An unconscious, dying housecat.  

Dying I could handle, though.  

I cast Regenerate and used Treatment on it, a bit too powerfully.  The suffocation condition vanished, as did all the Hit Point Damage.  Most importantly for our current story, the unconscious condition was also lost.  

Last time I had found someone like this, I had to do mouth to mouth.  As the tiny War Badger struggled to wake up, I moved my mouth toward her tiny, little face.  

She bit my tongue.  

Unlike Superman, not every part of my body was equally rugged.  The magically-enhanced biting teeth of a War Badger sliced into my mouth’s occupant with ease.  I screamed, sort of, and dropped the badger.

That didn’t matter, because she didn’t release her grip.  Shart appeared on my shoulder, grabbing the tiny War Badger and trying to pull her off.  

“‘Ass weep,” I yelled.

“That’s gross,” replied Shart.

“No, cast sleep,” I thought.

“That’s not a spell.  What the hell does it do?” said Shart.

“It puts people to sleep,” I said.

“That sounds OP.  Besides, this is a War Badger.  They are highly magically resistant,” said Shart.  “That’s why I’m pulling really hard.”

“She’s attached to my tongue,” I shot over mentally.

“That’s why I’m pulling harder,” yelled Shart.

“This is that codpiece incident all over again,” I grumbled, remembering something.  Sliding a hand into the baby badger’s armpit, I tickled her.  She jerked around for a moment, then released her death grip.  

I scuffed the creature, which Badgelor hated, and held up the snarling ball of fur.  

“Well, we have one survivor,” I said.

“Um, Dum Dum. . .” said Shart.

***

“There’s nothing to be done,” moaned Jarra, closing Honroar’s eyes.  

The last wave was the largest yet, and they had broken all the way into the cavern where the exit was.  Honroar kept them from collapsing the gate, but at too high a cost.  

“Any word?” asked Barcillis, blinking his one remaining eye.

“I tried to communicate with Jim.  He’s alive, but something is blocking our companion bond,” replied Badgelor.

“They must be in Ironpass,” said Barcillis.  “That much Shadow-infused stone would block nearly any form of communication.”  

“No, it is a companion bond.  That shouldn’t block it.  It’s the behir.  They are powerful creatures, that can disrupt Essence-based communications,” said Bashara.  She had demonstrated enough technical knowledge about such connections that there was no questioning her.  

The behir were out there, somewhere.  

Badgelor nodded, looking at his three remaining War Badgers.  Only Barcillis could manage Ultimate Form, and only with Badgelor’s help.  Thankfully, that must have been the last wave.

Because feck trees.

Jim had the right idea, though it took Badgelor far too long to realize it.  The drop pumas were being created by the Shadow trees, so the solution was to kill all the damn Shadow trees.  Badgelor had laid waste to every shred of vegetation taller than his ankle.  

Too late, though.

Bashara moved closer to him and whispered, “I think it may be time to let a few through.”

“Leaving so soon?” asked Badgelor.

“If I was going to leave, I would have just gone,” said Bashara.  “No, I think that part of my life is over.  I was thinking about Jarra and maybe one of the other War Badgers.”

“All or none,” said Badgelor.

“Maybe send one of the girl War Badgers as a scout.  She can make sure there is a clear path,” suggested Bashara pointedly.  

It was only through his long association with humans that Badgelor even realized what she was talking about.  Even so, the notion was so unnatural that it took Badgelor a few seconds to process it.  

Humans were such odd creatures.  They would have sent some of their own off to survive, while others fought because of their misplaced notions of honor.  It was something about survival of the species or the like.  Charles had explained to him about human culture and their desire for at least some to survive.

That was not a feature of the War Badger.  The troop survived or none of them did.  Sending a badger away was akin to saying they were no longer part of the army.  No War Badger would even entertain such a ridiculous notion.  

All or none. 

“There is a behir creeping around at the forest line,” said Wrecktor, gesturing with his nose at the first massive beast.  

“And another,” said Barcillis.

“And a third,” added Horoy.  

Badgelor considered things.  No War Badger would escape with some of their numbers left behind, but there was no sense in letting Bashara or Jarra die here.  They were not War Badgers.  He moved to say something, but neither woman looked all that interested in departing.  Pillow looked at him, daring Badgelor to ask her to leave. 

“Badgelor?” asked Jim through their connection.

“I hear you,” replied Badgelor, waiting.  Everything fell onto Jim’s next words.  If there were no survivors, then he could send the army through and trust Jim to get there before the Portal truly closed.  

But in his heart. . .

“Found badger,” said Jim in a hiss of choppy static.  “Enroute.”

Badgelor nodded.  They would hold, no matter the cost.  

The first behir finally decided to move.  Badgelor wasn’t sure if it intercepted the communication or had run out of patience.  In any case, the creature moved, as did its two friends.

“It's been an honor,” said Barcillis.

“Likewise,” replied Horoy.  

“It's tradition to give a speech,” Wrecktor told Badgelor.

“What kind of speech?” asked Bashara.

“If there is a last stand, there is a last speech,” said Wrecktor.  

Badgelor stood with all that remained of his army and glared pure hatred at the three behir racing toward them.  Jim might have given a speech.  Jim might have done a lot of things.  One thing he definitely would have done was Jim something up.

Badgelor could do no less.

“A last stand?” said Badgelor, drawing in his Mana pool.  “This is not our last stand.  This is all the forces of hell trying to move an army of War Badgers and failing.  This is not our last stand. This is THEIRS!”

●        Ultimate Badger’s Roar:  This power requires a Force Point.  <Yes/No>

Badgelor spent his Force Point.  If someone was going to die here, it was going to be the behir.  All the War Badgers expanded into Ultimate Forms.  Barcillis even turned into his evolved Ultimate Form.  

Badgelor hoped that would be unnecessary.  Ultimate Badger’s roar turned War Badgers into their greatest Apex Forms, and Badgelor had found a new form.  It was far more powerful than even his Ultimate Form.  The first time he’d used it, he had nearly died.  Stretching a Mana network over such a large area was a challenge.  Frankly, back then, he hadn’t been up to the task.

Now, he’d trained the form, to a lot of people’s chagrin.  Badgelor swelled massively, as the three giant behir stopped in their tracks.  Kaiju Badgelor charged them.  His Ultimate skill only lasted for two minutes, so he had to do this quickly.  He would finish this or die. 

***

That looks suitably distracting, thought the shade, as she whipped past the remaining War Badgers.  Still, if they spotted her on the other side, there would be a problem.  The two humans might prove useful, though.  

Especially that one.  

***

“Is that Badgelor?” asked Shart, as I continued racing through the trees as fast as my legs would carry me. 

“What are you on about?” I hissed, looking through the canopy of trees for a moment.  Then, I saw Badgelor, standing against the background of infinite Shadows.  There was a behir wrapped around his midsection, trying to squeeze him in half.  A second beast had taken the unfortunate strategy of hiding in Badgelor’s mouth.  

“He figured out how to do the Kaiju Form without you,” said Shart.  

I could see Badgelor, but he was deceptively far away.  Up close, his Kaiju Form was massive, but he was so far away that he was barely pea-sized to me.  Worse, between the two of us was a forest full of drop pumas.  

The only reason I’d been able to make this much progress was that I’d found the trick to avoiding the little bastards.   

“Must go faster,” I grunted, trying to figure out how to get more speed.  I was barely outpacing the damn drop pumas as they moved through the trees after me. Then, it hit me, literally.

I ran face first into a small tree and smashed right through it.  I was powerful enough to do that.  However, I was not powerful enough to do so without paying for it.  The tree practically ripped my face off.  I stumbled just long enough that one of the many drop pumas had time to leap at me.  

Shart flicked his hands, and a spike of earth shot through the puma’s midsection.  A jagged stone shaft through the torso wasn’t going to hurt a drop puma much, but it gave me a moment to collect my thoughts and start moving again.

I pulled out my whip.  

“Jim, I just saw your plan.  It is a bad idea!” warned Shart.  

I lashed out at the nearest branch and yanked myself toward it.  The second before I reached it, I struck out with the whip again, latching onto another branch.  The trick was pulling yourself toward the tree as soon as you caught it.  Once I got the rhythm down, I was swinging through the trees, moving even faster than before.  Hopefully, I’d make it to Badgelor before it was too late.  


Chapter 28: Too late

The last mile was spent swinging through a destroyed wasteland.  All the trees were down, and the skies were. . .well, a Shadow-filled nightmare.

An unconscious Badgelor was surrounded by two dead behir, ghastly wounds covering both.  One of the massive creatures twitched as I approached, but a blast of Plasma to the creature’s unprotected belly silenced it.  I doubted it would have been much of an issue, though I was curious how Badgelor had managed to take all of its legs off.

The third behir died at the entrance of the cavern, a mangled War Badger in its jaws.  

I scruffed Badgelor, causing him to completely shrink down, and started toward the cavern.  I dumped healing into him, but it turned out to be unnecessary.

“In Earthanese, he popped a fuse in his Mana network,” said Shart, scanning through a vocabulary list.  “I do not know what a fuse is.”

“I do,” I replied.  “Will he be okay?”

“Yes.  His body will reset naturally, given enough time,” replied Shart.  

Badgelor’s body twitched for a moment and started spasming, causing an equal amount of hope and despair to fill me.  Then, he was still.  Still, like the other three War Badgers.  As Jarra prayed, a War Badger’s body simply floated over next to the cavern entrance. 

She wouldn’t look at me.

“Any survivors?” I asked.  

Bashara noticed my approach and shook her head.  “They had what amounted to a penal colony around here.  Mother would occasionally take a few of them for reagents.  The shield wall collapsed, and they attempted to escape.  They were doing fine until they got to this forest.”

“The behir?” I asked.

“There were several behir.  It is entirely possibly the behir in the castle was just there looking for them,” said Bashara, glancing over at Badgelor.  “Not that Badgie believed it.  He blames himself, like usual.”

Shart shook his head.  “If one of those had gotten through the gate, there wouldn’t have been much of Ordinal left by the time I contained it.”

“An army of War Badgers saved the world, and no one even knows what happened,” I said.

“That’s how they prefer it,” replied Shart.  

“Badgelor fought to the very end, again,” I said, looking down at my unconscious friend.  I fingered the Walker Orb, but it was probably not a good time to store him in there, even if he was in badger sleep. 

“What about their souls?” asked Bashara, looking around hopelessly.  “Are they just gone?”

Shart considered that.  “I don’t think even Badgelor is that crafty.”

I exhaled.  All that work, and the army of War Badgers lost almost everything.  It was a damn shame. 

“You look alright?” I asked.  Bashara raised an eyebrow.

“I’m not a front-line fighter, and I wasn’t going to get between a War Badger and their opponent,” said Bashara, gesturing to the pile of corpses.  “I did my share, really more than my share.  War Badgers are highly resistant to certain kinds of mental magic, so I didn’t need to waste any Mana shielding my allies.”

Bashara was a high-level Mental Magic specialist.  She could charm, enchant, or confuse people with equal skill.  I’d seen her on the battlefield before, and she had always been quite effective.  I hated to imagine her now, with so many more levels under her belt.  

“We need to go,” stated Bashara, looking over the devastation.  She stared at me for a long moment.  She opened her mouth to speak but promptly shut it again.  Finally, she sighed.  “Tell Jarra.  She won’t leave here.  You might have to force the issue.”

“Why is that?” I asked, looking over at Jarra uncomfortably.

Bashara said nothing.  There was really nothing to say.  I started over to the Healer, trying to see the Jarra I remembered.  She had been a young woman, only in her mid-twenties, and she had been determined.  She looked old now, like a woman at the end of her journey.

“Hey, you,” I said, smiling at her.  She turned away.

“You should go,” she said finally, trying to fill her voice with resolve.

“We are all leaving,” I smiled comfortingly.  

She attempted to rise, stumbled slightly, and tried again.  Finally, with much effort, she stood at her full height, or at least as much of it as she could still manage.  She had come up to my shoulders once.  Now, she couldn’t even straighten up enough to look past my sternum.  “I’m dead, Jim.”

“I’ll fix it,” I said.

“You’ll fix my youth getting sucked out?” snarled Jarra, twisting her head to look at me.  She was not a healthy old woman.

“Yes,” I said.  “I found you, didn’t I?”

“How long did that take?” she spat back.

“Three days since I figured out where you were,” I replied.  

“That’s kind of subjective,” said Shart.  “The time in the tunnel operated differently.  It was more like a week.”

“Well, you found me,” she said, looking into my eyes.  One of her eyes was glassy, blind.  I reached my hand out to activate Treatment, and she pushed it away.  “I’m old, Jim.  Everything is falling apart.  You don’t think I’d have fixed myself if I could?”

“Can’t I infuse her with Life Energy?” I asked Shart.

“That just makes her old and full of energy.  It won’t fix the Radiant Mana situation.  Additionally, if you do it for too long, it will cause other issues.  You have to be very careful messing around with Life Energy,” replied the demon.

“Could I transfer some of my Radiant Mana to her?” I asked.

“That amount is tied to your body and not possible to transfer using magic or Stamina-based techniques.”

“I’m a Tier 2 body.  How does that work?” I asked.

“You are young, basically less than a year old in <system> terms.  Your maximum Radiant Mana started out at 50 for an adventurer.  It doubled when you took a Tier 2 body.  You still have 98 points of Radiant Mana in hell.  With that much Radiant Mana, you’d live for over two hundred years.  Jarra has 2 points.  She’s got maybe a month when we get back.”

“That math doesn’t add up,” I said.

“What?  That 100 points equals two hundred years, but 2 points equals a month?” said Shart.  “The number drops constantly, but your Tier 2 body recovers it.  Jarra is in a Tier one body at the end of its lifespan.  It decays faster and replenishes slower.”

That was just like Ordinal, all sorts of terrible all the time.  

“I’ll figure it out,” I said to Jarra.  “It's just a number.”

Jarra looked at me, her eyes suddenly bright with tears.  She was bitter, but who wouldn’t be?  She had been stuck with a monster, while I’d been gallivanting around with princesses.  Jarra’s whole future had been drained away from her, while I’d wasted time thinking she was dead. 

“Fine,” she said finally, slumping into my arms.  “You’ve been warned, though.  You are wasting your time with me.”

I picked her up, letting her rest her head on my shoulder.  Then, we headed for the exit.  Bashara shot up with alacrity and followed me.  She glanced at the unconscious Badgelor on my left shoulder and Shart, riding on my right shoulder. 

“Do you need to carry me?” asked Bashara cautiously. 

“No, this always just seems to happen,” I said, looking around.  Super hell looked worse than when we’d come down, and the ghastly horrors that existed only in nightmares were all dead and scattered. 

I felt the frail, sleeping Jarra in my hands, and the mass of poor Badgelor on my shoulder and realized something terrible.  I couldn’t do this forever.  It was too painful.  Even if the whole world was at stake, there were only so many times you could ask someone to do this before they cracked. 

Before they broke.

Before they went absolutely insane. 

I gave hell one last look and stepped through the Portal back to Ordinal.  


Chapter 29: The Lab

I wasn’t sure what bothered me more.  The fact that there was a Portal to super hell just a few miles from Windfall that could disgorge unholy abominations capable of destroying the world at any time, or the fact that it never had released the beasts. 

“I lived in terror of this place,” I said, remembering the palpable energy of abject fear that flowed from the cave.

“That was the point,” said Bashara, walking past me and looking at the various contraptions. 

I put Jarra down on the softest thing I could find, which was, unfortunately, the stone floor.  She was coughing so badly that I’d been forced to use Treatment on her in an effort to let her breathe.

“For someone with her advanced age, adapting back over to unpolluted Mana is going to be rough,” said Shart.  

Just another thing, I thought, bringing up my Admin menus and searching around.  I quickly found the one for checking Radiant Mana.  

●        <system check> Jim: Radiant Mana 98.9/100, increasing at a rate of 1.2 per day.  

●        <system check> Jarra: Radiant Mana 1.1/4, increasing at the rate of .1 per day.  

We were in Windfall province now, so bringing up the town was easy enough.  I checked on EstherSasha, an old but fairly active woman, and discovered she had five out of twenty points left.  MaGetty, who was ancient, still had three points out of ten.  

Sorting the town by Radiant Mana was depressing.  Jarra was on the very bottom of a list that included multiple people I knew were dying of old age.  I shut down the menu.  

I’d saved her, and she was still going to die.  

“The resurrection ritual?” I asked.

“You’d have to kill her or turn her into an undead first,” said Shart.  “Then, you’d need to gather up an obscene amount of Life Mana.  Grebthar’s fortress took decades to finish and required the place to be overloaded to work.”

The mention of the fortress brought back unpleasant memories of Su-Kar and Phil.  I was just glad that, no matter what, they were out of my hair.  Either the pair had simply died, or they had been reborn and were so happy with me that they wouldn’t try to hunt me down.

“Chamber of souls?” I asked.

“She doesn’t have enough Life Force left to survive being put into stasis,” said Shart.

We discussed the situation for a few more minutes, but the <system> was not fond of letting people de-age.  Anyone who’d made themselves young again had only managed it by doing absolutely insane stuff, decades in the making.  

I didn’t have decades.  

I didn’t have weeks.

Regeneration and Treatment had blown the rust off all Jarra’s worst points.  With that much healing dumped into her, she was basically a spry geriatric.  Still, we were in a magical lab.

“What’s this?” she asked.  

I looked at the contraption and was puzzled for a moment.  The device was covered in obvious magical symbols.  I recognized several from my Portal Magic, though they were in highly advanced forms.  There was another tap into the Shadow leyline, but it didn’t appear to be connected.  Beyond that, there were a lot of additional focal devices for controlling power.

“I’m not sure.  It looks similar to the tap in my basement, but lots of parts are missing” I said, looking at where some parts had been removed.  There was a large space there for putting something, but I had no idea what.  “Do you recognize this?”

Shart materialized on my shoulder and examined the device.  Then, he pressed a tile, causing the Portal to shut.  “It looks mostly Progenitor built.  There are a handful of human modifications and even some demonic components attached.  It looks like someone was trying to connect everything together, but I don’t see how with the bits missing.”

My Engineering wasn’t up to the task.  Maybe Hansa or Beakatrix could figure it out.  Beakatrix was certainly a better engineer, but she tended to be more of a challenge to talk to than Hansa.  Plus, Hansa was just cuter.  If I had a choice, I’d ask the cute redhead over a massive raven with tea saucer-sized eyeballs.  

I sniffed several times.  “Was a demon in here?”

“I’m here.  I don’t want to keep hammering on about what a Dum Dum you are, but you set me up for this shit.” Shart deadpanned.  I stared at him.  The demon smiled what I interpreted as his fond smile and looked around.  “I can’t really tell.  Badgelor might be able to when he wakes up.”  I was about to ask why Shart didn’t know, but I activated my Arcane Sight and promptly realized the issue.  Shart used his magical senses far more than his conventional ones, and the room was a chaotic mass of magic.  

It was times like this when you appreciated the good old factory installed eyeball and the tried and true nose.  They were not nearly as specific as magical sight, but they tended to work in many more circumstances than the more specialized organs.

Magical sight was usually more trouble than it was worth, so I typically kept it off.  Even with two worlds, there were so many magical fields, auras, and effects flowing.  Unless you needed to figure something out, all the extra information did was confuse you.  Plus, pumas only showed up in my normal vision, and I wasn’t going to get caught unaware.  That was just insane.

I did a quick puma check, angry with myself that I hadn’t yet searched the room since we’d appeared a minute ago.

“He’s still doing that?” asked Bashara.

“Worse now, actually,” said Shart. 

“I expected this place to be dustier,” I commented, ignoring the fools.  Pumas could be anywhere!  I glanced around at the rest of the equipment.  While the not-dungeon core was large and impressive, it just was the centerpiece of a magical lab.  

“Daddy always had enchantments to keep everything clean,” said Bashara, placing just enough of a sneer on “Daddy” to make her point.

“I might have to copy that.  The ones in Windfall Manor aren’t nearly this good,” I said, though that made sense, I supposed.  You would spend extra effort to make your lab spotless and just hire a maid for your home.  

The ones in the manor were cleverly applied, mainly serving to take the edge off dust forming anywhere.  I hadn’t even seen them originally, and they were just a minor thing built into the house.  

It didn’t take me long to find a string of cleaning runes.  I focused on them.  That automatically copied them into my Formulas tab so I could process them later.  

I looked over at one of the other devices and kind of recognized it.  “I think I saw one of those in a garage in Jersey.”

Shart looked it over and whistled.  “That’s a Slurper.  It’s a demonic device for removing and installing souls between bodies.”  There was a diagram of how it was assembled next to it.  The device looked different from any magical formula I’d seen before.  It brought to mind high-end Engineer templates, much like Beakatrix would use. 

“Is that science or magic?” I questioned, attempting to copy the plan.  I received several weird prompts.  My Crafting skill struggled, but, eventually, I managed to make a copy. 

“Bit of both, I guess,” said Shart.  “We just have Crafting, so our equipment is largely hybrid versions that use whatever is most effective.”

“And it can switch souls between bodies?” I asked.

“Any demon souls not locked into their bodies,” replied Shart.  “Thanks for thinking of me.”  

“Does that mean a demon has to be. . .installed into a body?” I asked.

“Not anymore.  Now, we go wireless.  That’s old, pre-war stuff,” said Shart.  He reached over and ran a claw down the side.  “I’m actually surprised even Grebthar found one of these.  I thought they were all destroyed.”

“Maybe he built it?” I suggested.

“Possibly.  I haven’t seen one for ages,” said Shart, examining it more thoroughly with his magical senses.  I looked at the device and wondered what I could do to make it work.  No skill prompts came.  Either I already had the skill, or there was no way to gain it. 

Minutes ticked by while I uselessly smashed every skill I had against the device. 

“Are you stalling?” asked Bashara, calling me out of my funk.  I was, because all the alternatives were terrible.  What was I going to do here?  How could I “Jim” this up?  I could improve my Ritual skill and perhaps buy Jarra a few months, but it was going to take a miracle to fix her. 

You can do anything you put your mind to. 

That sounded familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d heard it before.  I definitely recognized it, though.  It was like something someone told me whenever I needed to hear it.  She wouldn’t let me stand around wasting time like this. 

I looked at the withered Jarra and nodded.  “We need to get back.”

“You didn’t fail, Jim.  You brought her back,” said Bashara, looking at me curiously. 

“She disagrees,” I responded sadly, walking over to Jarra.  She was looking at her wrinkled hand like it was the first time she’d ever seen it.  I remembered those hands, strong confident hands that could be surprisingly gentle when the need arose.  Now, they were weak and faded.  

“I’m not going,” she said.  “It's not fair to them.”

“How is that?” I asked, sitting next to her.  

“Jim, they already mourned my death,” said Jarra.  “Now, I’m just going to return and die a few weeks later.  They will have to mourn me all over again.  I don’t want to put anyone through that twice.”

“They are your friends-” I began, but she cut me off.

“And the pity,” she said, squeezing her hands together.  “I could handle just showing back up.  I don’t know if I could handle the pity I see from people, like the pity I see from you.”

I went to say something but realized it was pointless.  I did pity her.  I was going to try to fix this, but I didn’t know how to do that.  Jarra smiled sadly.  

“I’ll fix this,” I said.  

She smiled again, not quite as sadly this time.  “You’ve already saved me.  I can die on Ordinal; my soul is saved.  That’s more than I had hoped for.”

I considered my options and glanced over at Badgelor.  “He’s really banged up.  Could you look at him?”

Jarra smiled.  “I think you are a better Healer than I ever was.”

“Yet, what I am doing is not working on him,” I responded.  “He always preferred your Healing skill.” 

Jarra stood uncomfortably and walked over to the War Badger.  She held up her hand unsteadily and prayed to the goddess of Healing, causing Badgelor’s body to light up.  She then whispered a few more prayers.  More Healing Magic flowed into him.

“He’s pretty banged up, and his Mana network is strained,” said Jarra, casting a few more spells.  “I’m going to need some reagents.”

“There are plenty of reagents in Windfall,” I replied.

She hesitated, closing her eyes and drawing a deep breath.  “Yeah, my old garden should have enough.”

It certainly would.  After the last fight in the city had destroyed one of the buildings next to the garden, I’d more than doubled the size of the plot.  The Falconians nearly picked it clean, so I’d expanded it again.  I had also renamed the garden Jarra's Garden, in her memory. 

I was going to have to tear down that plaque. 

“Well, then let's go,” I said, throwing a Portal up against the wall.  “You coming, Bashara?”

“I think I’ll stay here for a bit.  Father always built apartments for his labs,” answered Bashara.  I nodded.  She was going to bolt, and I was going to let her.  

“I’m not,” she replied.

“I didn’t think you could read my mind,” I replied.

“Mind, no,” said Bashara, “Face, yes.  I’m still not sure what I’m doing, but I will stay here for some time.”

“Your father is coming,” I said.

“I’m not sure how much use I’ll be, but I’ll assist however I can,” said Bashara. 

“Good enough,” I said, focusing on my office.  Thankfully, it appeared to be empty.  The trick with Portals was that I could open them wherever I could see, and, technically, I could see my office from here.  The counterpoint was that I had to pay the Mana cost, and that was directly proportional to distance.  

Fortunately, I had more than enough Mana to cover it.  A sparkling blue Portal shimmered into existence.  Jarra had Badgelor in her arms and walked purposefully through the Portal before I could even say anything.  I followed, stepping into my office for the first time in what seemed like forever.

My user interface started popping up with all the notifications I’d blocked because I was out of town.

“There are over nine thousand,” I groaned.  


Chapter 30: The Return of the Mayor

Jarra was already gone by the time I’d entered my office.  She’d vanished with an alacrity that Badgelor would have been proud of, if he’d been conscious.  Within ten seconds of my return, Mar and Blots had raced through the open door to my office to stare at me.  I waved.

“I never thought I’d say this, but I missed you,” said Mar.

Sadly, I had kind of missed him, too.  Our relationship was an odd one, but it was one of the few constants I had on Ordinal.  Blots looked like he was about to burst.

“Mayor, I’d like to ask you something,” he began.

“Of course, what do you need?” I asked.

Blots was about to say something when Mar elbowed him quite viciously.  “Nothing.”

They both exchanged some heated whispers.  Apparently, Blots was trying to get hitched and wanted me to do the ceremony.  He believed Julia sucked at things like that.  Mar was trying to talk him out of it.  I wondered who the lucky girl was, because I never saw Blots with any females.  He just hung out with Mar and his own adopted daughter, Voan. 

They did hang out a lot.  If I was dating Blots, I’d be jealous of how much time he spent with Mar.  They even ate meals together most of the time.  I mean. . .

“Mister Mayor, I need you to review this,” said Mar, thrusting something into my hands and breaking my chain of thought. 

“What’s the problem?” I asked, pulling out a few bits from my inventory to put on my desk.  I carefully placed a drop puma skull down.  It had been fused into carbon by someone, probably Shart, using an obscene amount of magic.

“The Falconians are. . .” began Mar, as Blots whispered something about being diplomatic into his ear.  “...Are using their wealth to unfairly disadvantage the town.”

“How so?” I asked, pulling out a Behir claw.

“Well, it’s just that, with all their money, they are buying up everything.  It is making things tough for the native Windfallians,” said Blots.  “I’m afraid that, by the time they are done, Windfall is just going to be an extension of Falcon. 

“So, what do we need?” I asked, pulling out a pair of pincers from my bag.  I tested them to ensure no more poison was coming out.

“In the simplest form, the common folks in Windfall are being bought out,” said Mar.  “I don’t know what you can do about it, but we need help.  You seem to be the only one who can stop it.”

I pulled out a bag of gold.  “Here’s ten thousand or so.”

I should count these.  Eh. 

Blots boggled, but Mar just shook his head.  “That’s a nice thought, but we need at least four more bags like that to even start. . .”

I pulled out another bag, then another.  Quickly deciding that my desk was too full, I started tossing them against the wall.  “I think I have, like, twelve bags.  If that’s not enough, I can get more.”  The floor started bowing from the pile of gold, so I put in a work order to have it reinforced. 

Mar twitched.  “That’ll do.”

I nodded.  “Anything else?  I mean aside from the other pile of requests you are about to drop on me?”

Blots made to say something, but Mar shook his head.  Finally, Blots just hugged me.  Mar thought about it for a long moment.  I gave him an encouraging eyebrow twitch, and he joined in.  My office family was together again. 

“Fenris has been keeping the town in check.  There really isn’t anything more for you to do right now,” said Mar.  “Give me a bit, and I’ll have some things for you.”  

I wasn’t sure how to feel about that, so I dropped into menu time. 

“Shart, you are still pondering the imponderable?” I asked, adding Jarra to the Army of Windfall.  Then, I spent some War Points and added a support position, Chief Medical Officer.  Fenris might complain, but I doubted it.  He wouldn’t complain about Jarra under pretty much any circumstance.

He was smart like that. 

Shart grunted.  “I’m just checking the plans for that device we found.  I want to understand why he built it.”

“That sounds like fun.  I’m going to tour the town.  Are you interested?”

I got no response, which wasn’t unexpected.

Fenris was doing his best, but he had several key problems with being the temporary mayor.  His biggest weak spot was that his Administration skill was simply not high enough for a town of Windfall’s size.  That was causing him to slowly slide behind, even with the Skill Points he earned as mayor.  I brought up my Administration skill. 

●        Master Administrator - Your skill rank has increased again!  You can now administer multiple sites.  Your Administration skill grants a bonus to all administrators reporting to you.

The effect of the skill was extremely helpful.  Mar started taking up much more of the slack than I’d expected, even making some low-level decisions he would have traditionally pushed off on me.  I was actually kind of jealous there, but there was a pretty big difference between me and Fenris in Mar’s mind, so it sort of made sense.  

My clerk genuinely liked Fenris, while Mar and I had a strange, frenemy-style relationship.

With my higher Administration skill and a nearly sixty to one time ratio, I began blasting through the routine drudgework of administering Windfall.  My Administration skill was all the way up to Master, and the difference showed.   I signed work permits, adjusted work orders, and did every other bit of drudgery that I dreaded every day so quickly that they became a blur.  

Three thousand permits later, I found the first actual decision.  

The council had approved a wall to be built around western Windfall, and I had to decide what that wall would be.  Picking up the request, I found the full notes from the town council written on the bottom.  OttoSherman favored a wooden wall, of course, but the main debate had been based on how unlikely it was that the Western Gate Fortress would fall.  

I wasn’t so sure of that. 

I cycled through the options and selected the most robust wall option I could find that could be completed in the next few days.  Then, I placed it on high priority.  

The whole process took maybe five minutes, due to my Administration skill and a minute of real time equaling an hour in menutime.  When I was finished, I stepped out of the office into silence.  The assistant clerks, as well as Mar and Blots, were staring openly at me.

“Dimples?” I asked, staring at my clerk.  What a weird nickname. 

“That was our day’s work,” said Mar. 

“Lots of experience since I was in Jersey,” I explained.

“I suppose,” said Dimples, dumbfounded.  It really was such a silly nickname. 

“Well, that should make your job easier,” I said, stepping outside.  I was near my house, but Fenris was still there with his family for lunch.  I didn’t think it would be a good time to bother AvaSophia.  

No time was ever a good time to bother her. 

We were on better terms than before, but better terms didn’t mean we were buddies.  She was still afraid that I was going to eventually get Fenris killed one day. 

I activated my Disguise skill and made sure the Hide in Plain Sight perk was engaged.  It made me look far less noticeable than I would have otherwise.  With it active, most people wouldn’t spare a second glance at me.  That assumed that I didn’t do anything to attract attention.  Seeing the town operating well was all I really wanted.    

I walked past my house quickly.  Ashe had replaced some of the flowers in the window with more seasonal plants.  Every house near me that had been vacant when I’d left wasn’t anymore, and I walked past several Falconian professionals as they rushed to some job in town.  

After making a drop off at the Dalton girls’ place, where Punny told me to have an Egg-celent day, I turned around and went toward the town square.  I loved how close to the middle of everything I lived.  I never really missed my car in Windfall.  Walking there was always so much more enjoyable than on Earth. 

For me to have only been gone a few weeks, the changes were pretty pronounced.  The fountain in the center of town was still there, but the destroyed statue that spouted water had been replaced by a massive statue of Badgelor.    

“At least the water is flowing out of his mouth,” I said, waving at a child.  I was headed toward the Golden Badger.  They’d updated their sign.  It looked a bit more like the statue, and I already missed the old sign.  

A young man named Lance, whom I didn’t recognize, brushed past me roughly.  At least, he attempted to.  My Mitigate activated automatically, and he bumped off me.  He frowned and adopted the faraway stare of someone using Lore on me.  Then, he scrunched up his nose without an apology.  

I hadn’t checked my sheet in a while.  I brought it up, remembering that everyone else could only see my first class.

●        Jim, Dimensional Wizard 17, BFF of Sir Dalton

●        HP: 2440/2440

●        Mana: 1700/1700

●        Stamina: 2700/2700

●        Warrior: 16 - Duelist 

●        Mage Knight: 15 - Eldritch Guardian

●        Sorcerer: 15 – Plasmatic Blood 

●        Adventurer: 15 - Explorer

●        Cleric: 15 - Herald of Badgelor

●        Monk: 15 - Way of the Badger

●        Great General: Rank 12 - Army of Windfall

●        Swashbuckler: Rank 6 - The Nosebleed

I snorted at Great General and Swashbuckler.  I had not reactivated those classes, but, since I still had the army and boat, they still showed up on my character sheet.  The problem with those two classes was that they did very little to empower me personally.  Even having them active only generally granted me their levels in Hit Points.  With them deactivated, I could only review their talent trees, but they got special mention on my character sheet.  

Lance grabbed the last seat in the Golden Badger, and, after a moment of looking inside the building, I realized I wasn’t even hungry.  I never was, due to my Hiking skill perks.  That sort of took all the fun out of eating, so I decided to keep walking, checking out the various buildings as I went.  

The Falconians had been busy, buying up all the residential housing they possibly could in the eastern half of town.  It was not hard with their amount of gold, but that forced the residents of the town into the western half.  It took me all of half a second to realize why they were buying all that particular land up.  They wanted to live close to the Mayor’s house.  

Snorting, I noticed a child I recognized staring at me.  I grinned at him.

“Have you been eating your vegetables?” I asked.

The child’s eyes went wide, and he ran off.  Kids.

The main street was far busier than I remembered, with lots of people moving into and out of a bunch of new adventuring shops.  The new crop of provincial refugees had all been settled in the western half of the city and they seemed to mesh well with the Windfallians.  I assumed that was because virtually all the Windfallians had been provincials before the collapse of the northern and southern kingdoms.  

There were several new armor makers operating at full tilt, customizing various pieces of armor.  I brought up the town menu and noticed that pretty much the entire industrial area of Windfall was running at or beyond maximum capacity.  We were at war, and I was curious to know what that looked like.  

First, I swung by the Creek House and chuckled.  Fenris had decided that, since he wasn’t living there at the moment, he could expand it.  When I’d first given the house to AvaSophia, it was little more than a shell.  She’d turned it into a home.  Now, Fenris was turning it into a manor.  

Kappa walked out and sat next to me.  “You are back.”

“I am,” I replied in the language of Wargs.  There was something wrong with the poor dog.  He looked almost sick.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Very well, I am completing all my tasks efficiently,” replied Kappa.  He sounded drained.  

I brought up the town menu and checked on him.  Fenris, or more likely AvaSophia, must have assigned him something.

“How is JoeClarance?” I asked.

“He is good.  He goes around, doing important things in town.  I have my own tasks for the moment,” said Kappa, who then snorted.  “In truth, I’d rather be running around with him, but AvaSophia says I should not come into the nice Mayor’s house.”

“I could invite you over,” I said.

“It smells like badger,” replied Kappa dryly.  

“Mate, I need you,” called GrrDane.

Kappa groaned, his shoulders slumping.  “This was all well and fun in the beginning, but it is getting tiresome.”

Poor guy.  I wondered what was bothering him.  

I started back toward the industrial area, eager to see the upgrades.  The Wind’s Saw was just over the water.  While I could jump the creek, that would qualify as something obvious.  My Disguise skill wouldn’t keep me hidden.  

I didn’t get very far before I noticed a large contraption set up next to the bridge.  The bridge had been damaged by Maggie, and, with the heightened flow of traffic, Fenris had decided to replace it.  

The water was being held in check by no fewer than four Clerics, while construction workers tried to place the piles that formed the base of the bridge.  Each long wooden pile would be treated alchemically and would last practically forever, unless they were sabotaged again.  The parts next to the shore were already completed.  Now, they were using magic to clear the water and skills to get the piles into place.  

The crane was something I’d built a long time ago.  Several men were staring at it, trying to figure out how to get it to work again.  

“It needs a chicken,” I said, watching CarpenterJohn scratch his head.  

He looked up at me and nodded slightly.  “Of course it does.”

I looked at the work site.  They were trying to put in some support piles with the crane.  The piles didn’t look that heavy, so I hopped down.  A crew of six adventurers were holding the first wooden pile, each using skills to keep the giant log in place.  

My Engineering skill activated, and I spotted right where the second pile should go.  Using Power Lift, I picked it up.  I was up to Expert with the skill and had taken a perk to double the amount I could lift using it.  With my Tier 2 body, I found the long wooden pole to be manageable, quite easily manageable in fact.

Grinning, I brought it over to the spot and placed it down.

“Neat trick, but unless you can drive it, get ready to hold it for a while,” said one of the adventurers.  He was a burly Paladin who’d probably gotten a quest. 

I considered that and then pressed down on the pile with my Power Lift.  On Earth, the downward force would have lifted me off the ground.  On Ordinal, my Mitigate skill prevented me from being moved, even by my own skills.  

I drove the pile nearly eight feet into the ground before looking up and checking the height with my Engineering skill.  Two more pushes, and it was in the proper spot.  I walked over to the other pile and took it from that group.

Lifting it up and adjusting the position minutely was no issue.  Then, I pressed that one into the ground as well.  It got caught about halfway down when it hit a rock.  I had a lot of options there, but I ended up leaping to the top and using a Falling Star Strike to channel it down further.  Unfortunately, I drove it too deep, which forced me to pull back up slightly.  Only then was I satisfied with the placement.

“Perfect,” I said, leaping back to the shore where the crane was being moved into position. 

JoeClarance stopped in front of me.  The boy was holding a chicken.  “Father says that all your contraptions need chickens, poor birds.”

“They know what they did,” I stated, continuing toward the Wind’s Saw.  On my way there, it occurred to me how odd it was that JoeClarance had recognized me.  It also occurred to me that I might have blown my cover.  Several Adventurers from the creek were following me.    

The massive sawmill was operating at full tilt.  I could already see some improvements on the site from when it had started operations.  While it was a Tier 4 building, the town menu now labeled it as a Tier 4 Plus building, due to multiple building upgrades.

Margwal noticed me looking at it and stepped over.

“Are you the foreman here now?” I asked.

“No, technical expert,” said the level 25 Engineer.  Margwal still looked pretty much the same as when I’d seen her in the elf city, except she was in her working clothes.  She had modified them to a much more steampunk style, though.  Her perfect skin had a black oil stain under her left eye that looked nearly permanent at that point.  Also, she was chomping on a cigar, letting out a trail of white smoke.  

“How much have you managed to improve the mill?” I asked.

“Well, Beakatrix showed me how to build a Shadow Pump.  Building one allowed me to access the Shadow leyline in town.  When it was finished, I hooked several buildings up to it.  This is the latest design.  It’s the best one in terms of efficiency.”

“I notice the barrier isn’t up,” I stated.

“Yes,” she replied, adopting a Hansa-at-the-ready position.  “It can be reactivated as needed, but there is only so much energy we can access with our current equipment.  Until we manage to repair the main Shadow Tap, we cannot power Windfall’s industry and barrier simultaneously.  Apparently, there were a bunch of things built into the Tap that not even Beakatrix recognizes.  Furthermore, the acting Mayor decided that maximizing military production was critical.”

I nodded.  It was really Fenris’ decision, and I trusted him.  When he’d mentioned that the barrier was fixed but inoperable, I’d wondered why.  Now, I realized he had made the correct call.  The Wind’s Saw was more than twice as productive as it would have otherwise been.  

I continued to walk down the road, trying to remain anonymous.  Margwal pointed out various other industrial facilities in Windfall that the war had forced Fenris to make operational.  We had a hammer mill, which produced higher quality iron ingots far faster than the small shed outside the mine.  

“That was tricky.  I had to install a Mana convertinator to convert the Mana from Shadow to Fire.  My initial design was only 33% efficient, but my current design is up to 42%.  As my skill improves, that may go as high as 75%,” Margwal explained

A cart was pulling out of the hammer mill, and I stopped the driver.  He looked at Margwal, then behind me.  I used my thumb to open a container, activating my Rogue skills to make the box look as if it was untouched.  The ingots were of the finest quality.  I smiled, setting the High Steel back in place and closing the lid.  The seal against tampering was still intact. 

“Good work,” I said, and Margwal beamed.  She was cute when she smiled.  Catching herself, she instantly stopped smiling.  Margwal was not cute; she was serious, serious like a blizzard.  

She stayed at the hammer mill to check on some of the equipment.  I kept walking toward the barracks, or the place I still thought of as the barracks.  Army base was a better term.  The base of the Army of Windfall had been expanding prior to us winning all those small victories.  By now, all the space around it that squatters had previously used for temporary housing was replaced by more military buildings.  

Two common Windfallian soldiers were stationed at the entrance.  Due to my Great General perks, they automatically knew who I was.  They let me in while crisply saluting but kept everyone else out.  The central part of the base was the training grounds.  Hundreds of soldiers were practicing their drills.  Many were wearing the gear of the Army of Windfall, but nearly an equal number were wearing Falconian gear.  The symbol of the Falconian Union of Crest and Kingdom was large on their backs.

Zorlando spotted me and walked over, flanked by Lorraine.  Zorlando had been taking my steady drip of Experience well, and the fighting in super hell had pushed him all the way to level 50.  Lorraine was several levels below that but still in the high forties. 

Just like Experience Share on my pokemon.

“How are the drills progressing?” I asked, watching the troopers practice.

“Very well!  I, Zorlando, have trained the Dashing Dandies into a force fit for the stories,” smiled Zorlando, smoothing his mustache.

“Excellent, I would have expected nothing less,” I stated, causing the former Mercenary to grin.  

“Sir Dalton and Fenris are on a tour of the castle.  You should go there at your earliest convenience,” said Zorlando.  Lorraine visibly steeled herself. 

“I’d like to speak to you about the training regime,” said Lorraine.  She inhaled and then plowed on.  “Your entire training syllabus is amazing, but it is really quite thoroughly peppered with searching for hidden animals in the bushes.”

“Pumas,” I said, quickly checking.  There were none.  “I don’t understand.”

Zorlando shook his head.

Lorraine continued, “It's just, some of the troops are wondering why we are so fixated on getting ambushed by wildlife.”

“Wildlife?” I asked.

“She thinks we are doing too many puma checks,” Zorlando helpfully summoned up.

I brought up the menu and prepared to remove her from the army command structure.  Lorraine waved at me before I had a chance.

“I just question why we are doing so many,” said Lorraine.

“Pumas could be anywhere.  I went down to Newark, and there were pumas there,” I said.  

Zorlando nodded.  “Those foul creatures would be there.”

Lorraine’s eyes went wide.  “You went to Newark?”

“Yes, to save Jarra.  She’s tending to Badgelor now,” I said.  

“You saved Jarra?  Excellent,” smiled Zorlando.  He noticed my expression and became curious. “Were there problems?”

“Yes,” I said simply, looking back to the entrance of the camp.  “I’ll tell you about it later.  I have to get back to the town square.”

Lorraine looked around.  Her eyes were wide, and she was standing straighter.  “What’s going on?”

I dropped my Disguise skill, smiling as my title “the Curious Puppy” appeared next to my name.  I inhaled, letting the weight of the moment settle on my shoulders.  Zorlando noticed instantly, and Lorraine stopped seeing Jim. 

●        Title Change – Mayor of Windfall.  You are the legendary Mayor of Windfall, who is destined to fight the Dark Overlord and save the world. 

“Lorraine, there will be no changes to the training.”

She nodded.  “I understand, my Mayor.”

“Zorlando, if you wouldn’t mind, please accompany me.  Lorraine, gather up the Dandies and meet me in the square,” I said.  “Do hurry.”

Zorlando nodded, putting on his helmet.  Lorraine looked at me intently, then at the mass of adventurers following me.  I really was growing a crowd. 

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“I’m so very tired of putting up with everyone’s shit.  I’m going to politely explain to them who the fecking Mayor is,” I answered. 

I was going to war. 


Chapter 31: The Mayor of Windfall

I walked back over to the town square without a care in the world.  I paid no mind to my hangers-on, though all two hundred of them were more than a little conspicuous.  Arranged behind me, like some sort of off-kilter cosplayers, was the majority of the Falconian royal family.  Judging by how loud they were, they all wanted to talk.

Of course, just acknowledging them would be losing the first point in the upcoming conflict.  Thus, I walked in silence.  It was a petty bit of diplomacy, but I knew that part of the game well.  

The town discovered what was going on quickly enough.  As I walked, I nodded at the townsfolk.  They cleared out, giving me the whole street.  The looks they gave the Falconians ranged from annoyance to morbid curiosity.  Zorlando was treating the whole experience like it was a military parade, spending most of his time waving to the crowd.  

Finally, we reached the town square.  I glanced over at Windfall Cathedral and the town hall, noting that both were in an excellent state of repair.  The stained-glass window was finally in place.  It had an image of Badgelor, waving at the crowd.

I’d have to use that image somewhere.    

Everything around me was Badgelor themed.  I sensed my companion through our bond, noting that he was still unconscious, resting after his last conflict.  The novelty was that I could probably have him order the Falconians to accept me, and they would.  Of course, I wouldn’t be the real Mayor then. 

I stood before the fountain, the spray of water from Badgelor’s statue spitting out behind me.  When I first arrived there, the area had been a field.  Now, the town square was typically bustling with activity at numerous market stalls.  There were literally hundreds of Windfallians and Falconians, all peacefully co-existing in a manner they hadn’t done in centuries. Well, tolerating each other. 

I slowly turned around to face the horde of royals, spying several who had positioned themselves in the lead.  Princess Julia was waiting.  She figured out where I was going entirely too quickly for my taste.  Standing slightly behind her, because the Falconians were all about social standing, was the jerk from the Golden Badger.  Lance was a Cleric that seemed to want to be a Wizard. 

There were so many of them.  The crowd contained no fewer than twenty-seven Julias, which was a name reserved for the upper portions of female Falconian adventurers.  On the whole, the women appeared to be slightly better equipped than their peers. 

Noticeably absent was the duke and the duchess.  My unexpected return caught them out of position, and my walk had been more or less to confirm that they were not quickly available.  There was no real chance of avoiding both of them, but, if I hurried, I might be able to defeat them in detail rather than as a combined front.  

Finally, Julia spoke in her loudest, proudest voice.  “Jim, we would like to discuss with you the status of the war effort.”  She chewed on the word “Jim”.  My name was still the equivalent of Spot the Dog on Ordinal.  It was just that this particular dog looked a bit too mean to properly make fun of.  It was normally fun to make sport of a newbie adventurer.  Still, they were unsure, and I reeked of brimstone.                                Julia wasn’t calling me Mayor, though.  I considered the implications of that.  I had been of the opinion that she was more firmly in my corner.  Perhaps, with her whole family present, she had decided she had a firmer leg to stand on. 

“Anyone in the city of Windfall is free to speak their mind,” I replied evenly.  That was something from Grebthar’s time.  He always made sure anyone could tell him anything, until he got annoyed with the practice.  

“Like, Mayor Fenris has been totally telling us that you were arriving here post-haste.  Then, you totally sneak into town like some sort of chode,” said Lance, in regal Falconian.  I couldn’t decide if the dialect was based on a bad understanding of Bill and Ted or a valley girl accent.  I glanced over at him coolly.

“I was not aware I needed anyone’s permission to do anything in my own town.  Please, like, totally continue, fer sure, my dude,” I replied.  His eyes flickered golden, showing that he at least wasn’t stupid enough to miss the slight.  

“Like, Windfall is Grebthar’s most excellent town,” replied Lance coldly.

“It is the Mayor’s town,” I replied.  

That stuck in Lance’s craw sideways.  He glared at me for a moment, trying to work himself up to denouncing me.  I was pretty sure at least one of the Falconians was going to do it.  One of them was going to belly up and declare the obviously fake Mayor a fraud.  However, doing so was much easier in the abstract than when they were looking at me in the flesh.

“Why is someone’s bladder check listing a partial failure?” asked Shart, glancing through my eyes.  “Oh, you are in big boy mode.  The big dog approves.” 

I wondered what his problem was, when the duchess appeared from seemingly nowhere and scurried through the crowd.  She walked straight over to Lance.  The resemblance really was uncanny.  Lance’s flash of relief was absolute as he moved over to her.  Princess Julia looked less than delighted. 

“Where is Badgelor?” asked the duchess promptly.  She was possibly trying to defuse the situation.  More likely, she was trying to undercut my authority.  The duchess was much better at politics than the duke was, which was why she was in town rather than out in the field.  Of course, she would zero in on Badgelor.  The Mayor needed a War Badger after all, and mine was missing.  

“He is in Badger’s Sleep,” I answered calmly.  “Our escape from Newark was not pleasant.”

“Seriously, Jim?” chuckled Zorlando.  The steely-eyed Falconians glanced around at each other over that proclamation.  Newark was not a place anyone went; even high-level adventurers seldom dared a trip.  At minimum, you didn’t go to Newark without a good reason.  The fact that I had not only gone but survived was going to confound their plans. 

“I was hoping for an excellent adventure, but it was a bogus journey,” I chuckled, causing the Falconians to bristle.  My command of valley speak wasn’t great, but I did love some Keanu and Alex.  

“Righteous,” said Zorlando formally.

“Fine,” hissed the duchess, realizing that she was losing the crowd.  “Where is your crown?”

“Shall I wear it all the time?” I asked.

“If you had it, you’d never remove it,” replied Lance.  Lots of the Falconians nodded.  

“A crown is heavy,” I said, analyzing the crowd.  It was swelling now, filling the square.  Everyone was coming to see the moment.  Lorraine was there with the Dandies, but she was having issues moving them through.  “We should do this in my office.”

The duchess snorted.  Moving into my tiny office meant fewer witnesses.  That, in turn, meant that she could interpret what was said behind closed doors to her advantage.  It was a rookie mistake, and one she could greatly use to her own benefit.  She nodded curtly toward the town hall.  “If we must. After you.”

“That is not my actual office,” I said, opening a Portal at the fountain.  As Mayor, I could open up Portals to certain structures I controlled.  I had a slightly better place than my town hall office in mind.  The Portal shimmered, revealing a wide-open room that led to a throne.  

“One moment,” I said.  

I stepped through, Zorlando following right behind me. Then, I sealed the Portal to travel.  The trick with one’s specialty was that you kept earning points for it, and you needed to spend those points to learn new things.  I heavily invested my Portal points into every strange Portal manipulation rune I could find.  

Currently, the crowd could see through the Portal, but that was it.  No traveling, no sound, and no spell casting were possible.  No one could do anything except look on uselessly.  I saw a flash of annoyance from the duchess. 

We ran into a startled looking Dalton, who had his sword drawn at the sudden appearance of a Portal.  The sword looked like something that Game’s Workshop would have sued over.  

“Just don’t call him a Marine from Space,” said Shart. 

I snorted.  “You have any advice?”

“I suppose ordering them to help you is out of the question,” replied the demon, who was terrible at politics. 

“I’ll figure it out,” I replied.  Dalton examined me carefully and sheathed his sword.  I was about to say something when he picked me up and hugged me.

“You survived,” said Dalton.  “Fenris kept saying it, and I could feel in my manly heart that you had.  Still, you are so small.  I assumed there would be problems.”

“Nice armor,” I said, once he released me.  I was looking at the alabaster white plate armor.  

“Thank you, Jim,” replied Sir Dalton, peacocking for a moment.  Dalton really liked showing off his armor.  I’d seen teenage girls showing off dresses with less gusto than he was right now. 

I’d crafted the shimmering Portal at the top of the stairs.  Those stairs led to the viewing area of the throne room in the Castle of Windfall.  The massive room was so large it had what amounted to three distinct sections.  Against the walls were the viewing areas.  Those contained bleachers for anyone not doing official business.  The main part of the room was the audience level, where the actual petitioners could sit on comfortable benches while they waited to talk to the Mayor.  The throne was on a raised platform directly underneath a breathtaking stained-glass window.  

The stained-glass window showed a massive purple velociraptor, giving a double thumbs up, as it should be.  I loved Badgelor, but, seriously, if it wasn't called the Wind’s something, it was badger related.  That little furball already had enough of an ego.  I did not need him staring down and judging me at work. 

I got enough of that already from the real Badgelor. 

“Bench no baka,” I said, as we got to the audience level.  The benches on either side of me vanished into my personal storage.  

“I think those are supposed to be there,” said Dalton.

“I’ll put them back later,” I replied.

“Ashe didn’t mention that we were doing this today,” said Zorlando, suddenly uncomfortable.

“I wasn’t planning on it either, but I saw an opportunity,” I continued, mentally summoning Fenris.

“Well, it's just, she didn’t have time to clean up. . .” began Zorlando, as I banished the last few benches into my inventory.  

The benches were all spotless.  At first, I didn’t understand what he meant.  Then, my sometimes annoying Master Perception skill kicked on, and I examined my throne.

“Seriously?” I growled.  

“Ashe expressed concern that the cushion was perhaps not as comfortable as it needed to be for the Mayor, so I suggested we. . .test it,” explained Zorlando, his cheeks reddening.

“I could have managed,” I grumbled, glaring at Zorlando. 

“Jim,” said Dalton.  “You cannot fault a gentleman if he has urges.  Remember, variety is the spice of life.”

“That’s your daughter,” I replied uncomfortably.

“She’s an adult,” the Knight responded. 

Damn Master Perception. 

“From Zorlando, I expect this sort of betrayal, but you, too?” I grumbled, trying to figure out how to clean the upholstery in a hurry.  

“SueLeeta has needs, lots of needs, all the time,” replied a haunted Sir Dalton.  Fenris strolled into the room.

“I don’t care if she has needs, you are not to do that on my throne,” I stated.

“I’m sorry, Jim,” said a recalcitrant Fenris.  “It is my responsibility, and I should have been more cautious.  Sometimes people have urges.”

I stared at Fenris for a long moment, not even recognizing him.  “Et Tu?”

The Warden shrugged.  “If I were you, I also wouldn’t use your office chair until it's cleaned.”

“Please tell me you at least didn’t let OttoSherman in here,” I groaned.

“Would that make you happy?” asked Fenris.

“Ecstatic,” I ground out.

“Good to know,” replied Fenris carefully.  He cleared his throat.  “Also, maybe the desk.”

“I, Zorlando, would recommend cleaning the credenza,” said Zorlando.

“And the cot,” replied Dalton.

“Perhaps, also your armor stand,” added Zorlando.

“How?” I groaned. 

Zorlando grinned.  

“My leather armor,” I groaned again.  I didn’t wear it anymore, but it was my earliest set of walking armor.

“Oh, that will definitely need to be cleaned,” said Fenris.

“Why are you groaning so much?” asked Shart.

“HankAlvin has a cleanser that gets. . .it will clean it right up,” said Sir Dalton.

“Cushion no baka,” I said, banishing the cushion from my chair to my storage space.

“Ahhh,” screamed Shart.

I inhaled deeply.  People from Ordinal were horny.  I could accept that.  Asking them to change would be like asking a zebra to change its stripes, or asking Badgelor to stop complaining that he didn’t have any dragon to eat.  In short, it would be impossible, but I didn’t have to be happy about it.  I also didn’t have to let them do it on my stuff. 

“No more.  The next time I catch one of you doing something on my stuff, especially my credenza, there will be consequences,” I growled, causing each man to nod solemnly. 

I spent a moment glaring at each of them.  To my surprise, even Fenris shrank back at my glare.  That was a bit much.  They were my friends, and they were horny dorks.  I had to accept that. 

“Good, now that the potential locations for your romantic escapades have been cleared up, I have toys,” I said, rooting through my storage. 

“I can taste this.  I think my mouth is pregnant!” yelled the demon, regarding my throne cushion.  I ignored him and pilfered through my supplies.  I handed a sword and shield over to Fenris and a great sword to Sir Dalton.  

“This is a Black Cauldron Steel shield.  It even has dragon scales,” said Fenris in awe, looking at the circular shield.  A large velociraptor was painted in the center.  

“Yup, the alternating rings of red dragon scale render it immune to fire, and the white rings render it immune to cold.  The blue scales in the center should be able to take a hit from the unpronounceable hammer,” I stated.  “I guess you could also throw it, if you practiced first.”  

Charles wasn’t the only one who liked Marvel movies.  

“This sword hilt looks exactly like Excalibur,” said Sir Dalton.  

“Funny thing that,” I muttered.  

“These are too fine of gifts.  We simply cannot accept them,” said Fenris, as I handed Zorlando a shinier suit of armor and a much less fancy sword.  Dalton looked pained as Fenris tried to hand the shield back to me.  The Knight was clutching his new toy protectively. 

“Don’t worry about it.  I was trying to make something that could kill the Dark Overlord, and those were the rejects,” I said.  Sir Dalton banished his terrible cosplay sword and pulled a sheath from his inventory. 

“I dub thee Excalibur II,” stated the Knight.

“Naming it before your daughters have a chance to?” I asked.

“Yes, I learned that lesson two horses ago,” he replied, sliding Excalibur II into his old scabbard.  The sword sliced through and clattered onto the floor.  

“Oh, here’s the sheath,” I said, handing him what amounted to a force field woven into giant leather.  “This stretches out to accommodate any length of blade.”

“It appears kind of wrinkly,” said Sir Dalton.

“Yup,” I replied, hoping he didn’t ask what part of the animal the leather was from.

“This armor is amazing,” stated Zorlando, flexing his fist.  It was made with Orichalcum, so it was more golden than any suit of armor he had ever possessed.  Orichalcum made regular gold look simply yellow by comparison.  He touched the side of the helmet, causing the visor to shut.  As he felt along it, he whooped.  “My mustache has its own armor!”  That was his pride and joy.  He’d just die if anything happened to his facial hair. 

“Game faces,” I said calmly, unsealing the Portal.  A young man fell through almost instantly and tumbled down the stairs.  I immediately pushed the Portal back several feet.  As the man stood, I noted that he was an adventurer.  Falling down some stairs wasn’t really all that dangerous for someone like him. 

He brushed himself off and looked around the throne room.  The effect was impressive.  As a Falconian, he had been raised on stories about the place, about the chair, and about the Mayor.  I just wished I could have made it a bit more majestic.  

Then Ashe, Rose, and a sleepy Batista ran in.  Ashe spared a moment to look at my chair and exhaled when she realized the cushion was missing.  All three girls began singing something out of Lord of the Rings.  There were no words, but it added to the fantasy value of the room.

More Falconians began spilling into the room, catching the full impact of the place and me on the throne.  As the final few Falconians walked down the stairs to the audience chamber, they finally came to grips with the new order.  

Some accepted it, and some bristled.  The duchess was a bristler.  Her expression was pure murder before she was able to regain her composure.  

“The Mayor will now hear from the petitioners!” yelled Fenris, slamming his heel to the ground.  The sound reverberated over the singing.  It sounded like a gavel, calling court into session.  Everyone looked at me. 

“Is this ceremony really necessary?” I asked Fenris.

Fenris nodded.  “It is if you want to be. . .”


Chapter 32: The Fall of Fillidelphia

“The Mayor of Windfall,” chuckled the Dark Overlord.  “He isn’t here, but who might you be?”

“HarCharles,” gasped the young man, who was currently suspended over the railing of the topmost floor of the Castle of Lions.  Well, it was the current topmost floor.  Charles had never liked the observatory anyway.  The Dark Overlord chuckled and flung the lad into a nearby wall with bone-crushing force.  The youth slid down and didn’t move anymore.  Mind you, Charles watched him for a long moment before confirming that.  A broken spine should leave you crippled. 

Should.

“Was it your idea to become king?”

“No, my wife’s,” wheezed the young man.  “The king was dead, and no other adventurers were here.  She figured I’d do a better job than the last one.  I did it for her.”  There was still hope in his eyes that she had somehow survived, maybe even gotten away.  That’s what his big play had been when he’d realized they were not going to win the fight.  He’d valiantly sacrificed himself so she could escape.  She hadn’t.  She really hadn’t.  Well, part of her maybe did.  That last explosion was pretty big, but arms and legs didn’t count, did they?

Concerns for later.

The Dark Overlord pulled all the shadows into himself, kneeling next to the broken young man.  In that moment, his body was entirely lost to the Shadow.  Only his glowing orange eyes and sparkling white teeth were visible.  “So, what was the plan?”

“Protect the kingdom and save the city,” gasped the man.  He was choking on his own blood.  There were a hundred things Grebthar could do that would save him, but watching the man suffocate sounded like fun.

It took five minutes.  

Not that the five minutes had been unproductive.  Charles started casting spells as he waited.  As the god of Magic, Grebthar’s power was overwhelming.  His knowledge of the subject rivaled even someone with the fabled skill of Mystical Lore, one of the few skills he’d never managed to unlock.  The problem with his fingers had been mostly overcome, finally, by his new familiar.

A small Shadow-spawned worm crawled up his shoulder, and Charles scratched under its chin.  While hardly a replacement for his former companion, it had access to a Shadow Core that he could use.  That was exceedingly important.  

That and loyalty.  He needed loyalty after all this. 

Charles was used to doing all the magic by himself.  After all, what was the point of friends and allies when you were King Shit on top of Turd Mountain?  First, he wove the spell of longevity, allowing the corpse to remain zesty and fresh as long as Charles was alive.  Most of his spells worked like that, because Charles alone could keep powering an infinite number of active spells.  Most of his complicated enchantments were really just spells that had an unlimited duration.  That was also a form of insurance or a scorched earth viewpoint, depending on who you were. 

Next, Charles began applying a series of runes to the dying man’s arms and legs.  Given the broken spine, he could hardly protest.

Well, he could, but. . .

After that, it was just waiting for the joker to perish.  By Grebthar, did that man have a high Endurance stat, along with some perks to back it up.  Those five minutes were going to take forever. 

While he waited, Charles started planning out his next step.  That was always the way of it; you had to keep moving forward or you’d just stay in the same spot forever.  First, he had to get the lay of the land.  The best place for that was the top of the tower of the Castle of Lions.  

Unfortunately, the tower was currently scattered liberally across the gardens.  Charles was standing on the floor right below where it had been.  Probably.  Maybe two floors below. 

That’s where he had found the young man, declaring himself the King of Fillidelphia.  The chutzpah of it was enough to bring a smile to the Dark Overlord’s face.  Of course, when he smiled, he tended to kill people.  He also tended to do that when he didn’t smile.  

Even if he didn’t want to kill the young man, and he did, Charles needed to be the ruler of this manufactured hellhole.  Then, he could figure out where everyone was.  That led him to several interesting conclusions.  

First off, Jim and the squatters in Windfall were aberrations.  Every time he fought them, bad things happened.  There were a variety of reasons for that, like the weird crossbow, the Elder Demon poison, the princess, and the Progenitor.  All those had worked together to wreck his shit.  The man Charles was watching die did not have any of those unique benefits.  He was just a level 41 adventurer, an out-of-towner who’d spotted an opportunity.

He’d lost quickly, even if he was dying a bit slower.  His accomplices had not fared better.  Unlike Jim, they weren’t resistant to every form of magic available to Charles.  Mind you, they also didn’t have weapons that he was entirely immune to damage from.  It didn’t really matter.  Anyone below level 50 was going to be hard pressed to hurt him in the slightest.  

Not that being over level 50 helped when you used weapons Charles had prepared.  The templates had been carefully developed, rendering the weapons incapable of hurting him.  If you could develop a worthiness enchantment so people couldn’t wield a weapon, you could also develop other insane, seemingly asinine enchantments.  One useful enchantment had been a weapon that could not lay a scratch upon him.  If his bitch had been smarter or had expanded her weapon inventory over the years, she might have ended him.  

Doubtful, the crystal was nearly impossible to destroy.  That crystal was his greatest strength and his only weakness.  There were cracks in it now, slowly healing cracks, but there were still cracks.  As a Divine Tier Artifact, Charles couldn’t quite tell how many Hit Points the stupid thing had.  It could be down 1 Hit Point from a million, or it could only have two left.  

He hated this stupid game.  There were only so many different ways you could run through the same dungeon before you wanted to hang it up.  On Ordinal, each and every dungeon run hurt.  He had endured centuries of pain and misery for what?  They all turned on him just because he wanted to go home. 

It was unfair.  What had he done to deserve this? 

HarCharles the Lesser groaned as magic overtook him.  The young man grew visibly withered until his eyes dissolved into black disks.  In the man’s place was an undead champion, capable of fighting adventurers on even footing.  Each champion required a tremendous amount of magic, such that even a powerful necromancer might only raise one or two.  The Dark Overlord would raise hundreds of them, perhaps thousands.  Finally, he had truly loyal followers.  

Before this, Michael had always told Charles that he needed his companions.  Grebthar relied on them to do the hard things that he sometimes couldn’t manage.  The Dark Overlord was stronger.  He no longer needed help doing what must be done.  This time, he would manage it all himself.  


Chapter 33: Throne Room

The Falconians in the audience chamber looked at each other uncomfortably.  With no place to sit, they were all forced to stand like underlings until I dismissed them.  I was flexing my powers as Mayor, and they couldn’t do much about that.  However, my power was not absolute.  While I needed their help, I was done giving up my dignity to get it.  

Many of the tales of the Mayor and his power originated in this very room, but there were also stories of the long discussions between him and his Companions.  I needed partners, not slaves.  I needed these people to work with me because they wanted to, not because I forced them. 

The duchess strolled forward, as did the princess.  It wasn’t hard to see that they both represented factions of the Falconian royalty.  The princess was at least leaning in my direction.  She stood for the group of adventurers who understood the conflict was coming.  They believed I was their best chance.  The duchess stood for the group that also understood that conflict was coming.  However, they believed they needed a firmer hand on the till, and that hand was hers. 

The undecideds were standing behind Lorraine’s cousin, Angela.  She was a Paladin who resembled my captain general, but without the adoring fan girl look.  As a Paladin of Justice, she was attempting to remain neutral. 

“Oh, this should be fun,” said Shart, grabbing a bucket of mental popcorn.  I began filtering through everyone. 

Using my Perception skill, I did a mental headcount, cutting out the weaker adventurers that wouldn’t be useful in the battle to come.  I hated to do it, but this was for all the marbles.  I needed to focus on the people who could materially affect the battle.  There were not as many in the cut group as I’d feared.  The forty-seven Falconians that I ruled out represented old and young who had come to Windfall for their own reasons.  I hoped the older ones would have useful skills or abilities.  Even a lower-level Cleric was better than none, but, ultimately, their support of me was secondary in this battle.   

The other three groups consisted of the remaining one-hundred-and-fifty-seven Falconians.  They were arrayed in their adventuring best, magical armor, weapons, and gear .  Several had familiars; others had floating orbs that reacted to danger.  A few of them had incorporated science-based equipment from the Progenitor or from the Dalton girls.  As a whole, they looked like an end game raid right out of your favorite MMO.

Hopefully, it would be enough.    

In total, there were three groups.  The group of thirty-two behind Julia supported the Mayor.  The duchess had a group of forty-five that supported her.  Another group held eighty undecideds.  They couldn’t figure out who to support, so they were looking to Angela for direction.  

“Mother turned them into fence sitters,” said Bashara, using my link to Badgelor.  I scanned the room and spotted her in the middle of the section I’d dismissed.  She smiled back.  “My, you are quite a bit more observant than I remember.”

“It is something you pick up,” I thought back, unhappy that she was on Badgelor’s line.  I wasn’t able to clear her off, though.  It was obvious that Bashara knew that, too.

“That is clever,” said Shart, highlighting the connection.  I never would have found it.  “I thought I cleared her out, but she attached a decoy link.  I’m not even sure the new link I found isn’t another decoy.”

“Later,” I thought to Shart, before switching over to Bashara.  “What did your mother do?”

“She fomented the civil wars and spent countless years ensuring that most Falconians would do anything but commit to an action,” replied Bashara.  “She set them up to fall to the Dark Overlord when he rose again.”

I spent a moment finding the splice where Bashara had locked into my mind.  Once I located it, I applied a mental firewall to ensure that she couldn’t get any deeper than the Essence Connections.  “Are you here to manipulate them?”

“Would you like me to?” asked Bashara.  “The people in this room are pretty well-shielded, but I could sway a few to your cause.”

“I’m trying to avoid overt Mental Manipulation.  Can you ensure that people’s minds are free of it?” I asked.

“Mental Magic is commonplace in Falconian politics.  Everyone here is going to be using magic to subtly influence the room.  I’ll do my best to stop it if you’d like.” replied Bashara.

“Oh, counting on her for assistance?” chuckled Shart.

“I hate politics,” I replied, considering my options. I activated Arcane Sight and scanned the room.  There were far too many point sources to actually Counterspell each individually, and I couldn’t push my anti-magic barrier out far enough to be useful.  Furthermore, not all the Mental Manipulation was magical in nature.  Quite a few things hitting my Mental Fortress were Stamina-based.  

As officers in the Army of Windfall, my allies had some degree of mental protection.  Still, I resolved to expand that office in the barracks to grant even more defenses in the future. 

“Don’t screw me,” I thought.  

“I’m doing this for Badgelor,” Bashara thought back, “And for me, to be honest.  I want my father dead, Jim.”  

“That’s the objective,” I responded.

“So, don’t screw this up.  I gather you have already figured out that, if you declare yourself king, half of these people will leave.  You could exert some control, but they have had long experience in getting around royal decrees.”

“I need them if I’m going to pull this off,” I thought, examining the faces that were curious instead of hostile.  

“Good, now settle down and don’t let the duchess roll over you,” said Bashara.  “She isn’t your friend.  She will try to use you.  I’m not your friend either, for all that matters.  Be careful.”

The room was setting itself into a rhythm from all sides, trying to figure out who they could manipulate to their benefit.  It was tiresome, but I didn’t have much of a choice. 

The duchess stepped forward to begin a speech.  

“I don’t believe I gave you permission to speak,” I said, as she opened her mouth.  I still had Brass Lungs as a perk, and, when activated, my voice carried over anyone else’s.  “Angela may speak.”

Lance tried to protest for his mother, he really did.  However, in this place, I had power, including the power to dictate who spoke.  Lance was shushed by the duchess with a look. 

“Where is the duke?” asked Fenris quietly.

“Touring the wall,” I replied just as quietly, checking the map.  According to my logs, he’d left for the Western Gate Fortress at least three hours ago.  I gave the best possible speed to get to the castle at about forty more minutes.  Plus, they’d have to get through the Dashing Dandies that Lorraine was placing in front of the castle.  That should buy me at least ten more minutes.

I shut down the Portal.  I didn’t mention that I could open the Portal right up at the Western Gate Fortress, but the implication was clear.  The duchess didn’t have a massive tell, but I could still read her annoyance. 

She reminded me of my mother-in-law. 

Fenris chuckled.  “Well-timed.”  

“Thanks,” I replied.  Angela walked to the small stone circle directly in front of the throne and looked up at me.  As she prepared herself, I could see the Falconians spreading out, aligning themselves.  The undecided were in the middle, of course, with the anti-Jim faction on the right and the pro-Jim faction on the left.  I briefly wondered if the left and the right in congress were based on the direction from the speaker or the audience.  

Guess I should have watched more C-Span.

Angela cleared her throat and addressed me like a lawyer addressing a judge in a television show.  In real life, when someone gave a speech, they tended to stick to a podium, check their notes, and read off a teleprompter.  On television, actors tended to be more mobile.  They’d walk all over the place and talk to the crowd.  At least that’s what actors did  on Law and Order, Special Victims Unit.   

In any case, Falcon was, to a large extent, based on the notion that there was an invisible camera following you around at all times.  That must be tiring, I thought, trying to imagine what it would have been like to have everyone watching your every move.  What would it be like to have a narrator telling everyone what you just thought?

Jim sat proudly on his throne, carefully surveying the crowd for signs of weakness.  He quietly tried not to fart or burp while smarter, more capable people explained basic things to him, like the Dum Dum that he was.

“Shart,” I growled.

The extremely handsome narrator, who is a triple threat, laughed at the stupid Dum Dum.  Ha Ha.  

Snorting, I wished my narrator was at least good looking, like Alan Silver on Mad Men.  That guy was the whole package, unlike Shart.  Shart sounded like Alan Silver if he was doing a high-pitched, nasally demon voice. 

Hey.

Meanwhile I was attentively watching Angela as she began speaking.

“Honorable Mayor,” she stated, facing me.  Then, she whipped around to look at the crowd, “And my peers.”  There were some murmurs at that but nothing serious.  So far, this felt like a standard greeting.  She continued.

“We are gathered here today to determine the validity of the claims of the Mayor that the Dark Overlord has returned and that the next age of destruction will begin soon.”

“Objection,” stated Lance, seizing the floor.  He strolled out like a puma, and my thoughts on pumas were clear.  “We are here to determine the veracity of the claims of this so-called Mayor.”

“The preponderance of evidence indicates that the Mayor has returned,” said Angela.  “We all saw the notification.”

“Yet, he wears no crown,” stated the duchess.  “Did he lose it?”

“I haven’t decided if I’m going to wear it yet,” I replied.   

Lance snorted.  “Well, then, you aren’t the Mayor.”

“I disagree, though you should feel free to continue to correct me,” I stated coolly.

“What?” asked Lance.

“Pool’s open, and the water’s fine,” I replied.  There was a slight hush over the crowd.  Multiple people examined me closely.  I was showing up as a 15th level Wizard.  By their estimation, that wasn’t much of a challenge.  The duchess looked cautious.  She knew I was stronger than I let on, but she still didn’t have a good grasp of what the gap between the two of us was.  Of course, I had far more Hit Points than a few levels in Wizard could account for, and I’d like to think that Dalton and Fenris looked imposing behind me.  

Also, SueLeeta had the crossbow and was watching the room from a nice little sniper’s nest. 

“You think I’m going to fight you?  What do you think the Mayor does?” asked Lance.

“Fights things,” I replied.  “There is a bunch of claptrap and nonsense, of course.  However, at the end of the day, the Mayor doesn’t exist to wear crowns or lead nations.  He exists to kill the Dark Overlord.  Can you do that?”

I stared directly at the duchess.  

She recognized the challenge.  “It has been done before.”

“Not successfully,” said Princess Julia, just loudly enough to be heard.  

“We have improved, niece,” spat the duchess, causing the room to still.  “We will be able to stand against the Dark Overlord by ourselves.”

Hushed whispers filled the room.  It wasn’t easy to hate the duchess.  She opposed me, but she wasn’t some sort of Dark Overlord sympathizer.  She would die fighting the tyrant, just not with me leading her.  

“Niece?” I thought.  Normally, I’d hope for an answer from Shart or Badgelor.  This time, Bashara came to my rescue.  It was a good thing.  Shart found politics boring, and Badgelor was unconscious. 

“It is an honorific of a sort.  It means a member of the family who is decidedly below someone in rank.  The Princess Julia with the Walker Orb would be a cousin.  As she now lacks that orb, she’s considered of lower rank.  If the duchess is calling Julia a niece, she means that Julia’s social rank is considerably lower than hers.”

“Julia is about her level,” I said.

“Levels, beyond a certain point, don’t mean much in this situation.  Besides, the duchess has a Treasure of Rule.  Compared to the orichalcum rod Julia is carrying, it isn’t a fair contest,” explained Bashara. 

I watched the interplay for a moment.  “What’s your plan?”

The duchess raised her eyebrow, not expecting me to invite her to speak.  She stood, causing Lance to instantly retreat.  “As no one has fought the Dark Overlord in centuries, we will rely on the ancient battle lore of my house to defeat him.  There were many points where the Dark Overlord nearly defeated Grebthar, and victory was only achieved through the help of members of the royal family.  We have improved since then.  We will manage it.”

“Those battles were won through the aid of the Companions, not just members of the royal family,” said Angela carefully.

“Yes, niece,” replied the duchess patiently.  “That is one of the things we have improved.  The current process is to bring all adventurers into the royal house.  Certainly you would agree that any member of the Companions would have joined us?”

Angela nodded, accepting the point.  The royal family was quite comprehensive about gathering up adventurers or disappearing them. 

“I’ve only fought him three times,” I said.  “He’s quite powerful.  Are you planning on using Plasma?”  I held up my hand, causing a small ball of BioPlasma to appear.  It flickered, glowing bolts of lightning flashing out in all directions.  Holding Plasma was tricky, but I managed to keep everything from touching my body.  It was a lot more challenging than I’d care to admit.  

The duchess reevaluated me on the spot.  Then, she gestured toward Lance and another cocky looking woman who, of course, was named Julia.  Both held out their hands and generated Plasma orbs.  “If that is what it takes.”

I nodded, then activated Counterspell and shut down both spells.  Plasma was dangerous.  Lance realized what I was doing and simply let his spell fail, looking nonplussed.  Plasma Julia’s cocky expression vanished.  She briefly struggled to keep the spell active, but I squashed it.  

“Then, Badgelor and I fought the Dark Overlord.  It didn’t go too poorly, but we clearly didn’t win,” I said.  “Julia was there.  Do you want to give them a play by play?”

“I’ve already heard it.  Honestly, if I had been there with my rod, the story would have gone differently,” stated the duchess.

“You would have done less Damage,” I said flatly.  

The duchess’ benign expression cracked as she glared at me.  “And how do you know that?”

“After I broke Excalibur, the Dark Overlord told me that the Treasures of Rule were built in such a way as to never be able to harm him,” I said.  “I used Mjolnir and Excalibur in a tandem attack.  Excalibur broke.” 

I wasn’t sure what bothered the royal family more, my casual pronunciation of the unpronounceable hammer’s true name or the fact that I broke the unbreakable sword.  That was a double whammy.  The Falconians’ power was built around the Treasures of Rule.  The idea that they were worthless in the coming battle was galling. 

“You lie!  That sword cannot be broken,” said Lance, unwilling to even consider the second point. 

I gestured next to the throne, causing Tony’s Anvil to appear.  “No, I used Excalibur and Mojinir in an attempt to slay the Dark Overlord on this anvil.  The sword shattered when I struck it with the hammer.”

Sir Dalton drew Excalibur II and drove it into the stone before him.  All the Falconians recognized the hilt.  I gasped in horror.

“That’s new stonework,” I muttered.  

“That can't possibly be Excalibur,” said Lance.  Dalton released the sword.  It slid down through the rock, finally stopping at the hilt.  I groaned.  No one cared about the flooring in my new house.  

“Who are you?  How did you do that, and why?” asked Angela, staring at the reforged weapon. 

“I’m the Mayor, I’m the Mayor, and I’m the Mayor,” I replied.  Angela’s control faltered for a moment.  Her hand unconsciously went toward the blade, but Dalton pulled the sword from the stone and sheathed it.  

“That was on you.  You set the bar too low,” said Princess Julia.  

“You are a crafter,” said the duchess.  “Do you think being a powerful crafter justifies your ambitions?”

“Not with that attitude,” I replied dryly.    

“We should be trying to find the real Mayor, Grebthar,” spat Lance.  There was a chorus of assent from everyone.  Scratch that, almost everyone.  There was a very small handful of adventurers that didn’t respond to the barb, including the duchess.    

Julia had explained it to me.  A few members of the royal line had heard that Grebthar betrayed them a very long time ago.  The problem was that this bit of information was not widely distributed, and the early Falconian nobility had pivoted into hardcore Grebthar worship very quickly.  While I could have expected Princess Julia, along with a few other members of the very high nobility, to know that truth, the rest of the family was in the dark.  

While I wasn’t sure if gods like Grebthar heard prayers, those devout Falconian ignoramuses did vastly limit the kinds of plans I was willing to discuss around them.  I wasn’t quite sure how to drop that particular bombshell.  It was the functional equivalent of learning that the Messiah had fallen to the devil.  Surely, the most common refrain wouldn’t be doubt.  It would be outright denial. 

It was something that needed to be very carefully approached from the realm of logic and evidence.  With strong backing and a rational argument, I hoped to eventually sway the people to realize what had happened, though it was going to take weeks.   

“Grebthar wears the Dark Overlord’s collar,” said Sir Dalton.  

Or we could just do that.

There was a collective gasp from a majority of the Falconians.  Lance, in particular, looked extra annoyed.  For a brief instant, he seemed to forget himself.  Just as suddenly, he started acting like a normal person who had learned that their god’s mind was taken.  

“That’s not possible,” said Angela, turning to face me.  “Grebthar cannot be the Dark Overlord.”

“He is.  In fact, he is quite vocal about it,” I said.  

“Does Toomen know?” asked Angela.

“Toomen is dead.  The Sphinx killed him,” said Princess Julia, causing a wave of shock to flow through the room.  

Bashara stepped out, dropping her Hide in Plain Sight.  ““The Sphinx is dead.  She died after being betrayed by the Dark Overlord.”  Her timing was perfect.  The distraction broke up the horrible news of Toomen’s death with something even harder to quantify.

Everyone present knew Bashara in one way or another.  She was a reasonably famous archaeologist in her own right.  Those truly in the know were aware of who she worked for.  The fact that she’d clearly aligned herself with me was something that had to be factored into plans.    

On the other hand, the news of the Sphinx caused a different reaction than I’d expected.  The Falconians largely believed that the Sphinx was made up.  She was nothing more than a conspiracy.  A high-level adventurer using their resources to manipulate the world like some sort of shadow government seemed far-fetched.  Of course, in the Sphinx’s case, it was all totally true.  

From what I’d gathered, some people believed that the Sphinx was just a cover for a group of higher-level killers for hire.  Certainly, the group was potent and useful, but they were hardly some world spanning organization trying to resurrect the Dark Overlord. 

The reactions I was witnessing were interesting.  Most of the room was full of shock and horror over the revelations, but a few people looked relieved.  A few more were looking at each other.  I noted all of them.  Lance was openly staring at Bashara.

“Lady Bashara, is this true?” asked the duchess.  

“The Sphinx placed a curse upon me.  Even now, the Mayor is helping me clear out all the damage.  I must warn you that I may have done things, even offered things, that can no longer be held in good faith,” said Bashara.  “The Sphinx was betrayed; her life’s goal was destroyed.  Anyone foolish enough to have helped her will find no further support from that arena.”

The duchess suddenly spun around, looking at everyone.  Her gaze stopped at her son.  Lance tried to meet her eyes but faltered.  She knew.  Then again, Falconian politics involved more than a bit of casual assassination when the other side got intransigent.  It was a rabbit hole I was never going to be happy with.  

“Our god has turned.  Some of our family may have taken aid from an enemy,” said Princess Julia.  “We shall overcome.  The Mayor is with us.  It will be enough.  The Mayor has always been enough.”

The duchess tried to speak, truly she did.  However, the expression of utter disappointment toward Lance overwhelmed her.  She lowered her head, inhaled, and pushed him from her mind.  

“What is the status of your other gods?” I asked, curious. 

Princess Julia looked up at me, as did pretty much everyone else.  I knew their gods were based at least partially on a certain group of superheroes, but that had been eight hundred years ago.  Their version of Tony portrayed him as the god of Crafting.  He was all about patents and maintaining monopolies.  Steve was a banker. 

After eight hundred years, I wasn’t sure any of them were in fighting shape.  Still, any help would be useful. 

“They are in the High Temple,” said Princess Julia a bit too reflexively. 

“Another god is coming here.  Can we just bring them out to fight?” I asked.  I was a Cleric of Logan.  I had never actually heard him talk to me, which apparently Grebthar could do.  You’d figure that as Mayor, Logan would have wanted to chat with me at some point. 

The duchess sighed.  “The gods are locked in the High Temple.  They cannot leave, ever.  Grebthar bound them there when the former god of lightning joined the Dark Overlord in his quest to conquer Ordinal.”

“You imprisoned them?” I asked.

“Grebthar imprisoned them.  They are not our allies,” replied the duchess.  “They would not help us in this conflict. They cannot hear us or take our prayers.  Their fury at being cut off from Ordinal is overwhelming.”

“Seriously?” I asked Shart.

“The human crafted aspects of Divine power?” asked Shart.  “They were supposed to regulate stuff related to their Divine portfolio.  It turns out that the <system> can handle most of that through automated features.  I would have busted them out if I thought they were at all useful.”

“The gods were replaced through automation?” I groaned.

“Basically, yes.  Everyone thinks automation is just for boring jobs, but it can replace a CEO as easily as a worker,” said Shart.  “You can still tap into them for Divine power, but they don’t have a say in the matter.”

“It is just us then?” I asked.  The room grew uncomfortably silent. 

“Can you defeat the Dark Overlord?” asked Angela. She was still processing the fact that her nation’s god had been overcome.  Her statement came out far less powerfully than it should have.  She needed confidence, someone to say with authority that they could kill the bastard.  Of course, that brought up another problem.  I had no idea how to defeat the Dark Overlord.  

The week I’d spent building weapons had produced some very good examples of the craft.  It had also earned me a massive pile of Skill Points.  I’d made weapon upgrades, built enhanced runes, and crafted a large assortment of new tools and equipment with the literal anvil of the God of Creation.   What I had not been successful at was actually building something that could shatter  a Divine Crystal.  I hadn’t even managed one that would significantly hurt the crystal.    

Divine crystal was impossibly tough.  While I could chip at it, I wasn’t sure Grebthar was going to give me too many chances. 

“Of course,” I said authoritatively.

“He’s lying,” said a Priestess with multiple lie detection perks.  “He has no idea if that is even possible.”  She was sitting with the anti-Jim faction, of course.

“He’s only a level fifteen Wizard,” supplied another, and the room grew chilly.  I might have had a ton of Hit Points, Stamina for days, and an incredible pool of Mana, but level 15 was level 15.  These adventurers knew what that meant. 

I was losing them, so on to plan B.  

Reaching behind my head, I found the clasp for my Amulet of Non-detection.  Despite the handful of upgrades I’d performed on it, the amulet still looked like a piece of goblin trash.  I’d had it since my very earliest days on Ordinal, but the time for it was over.  

I released it, letting it flop to the floor in front of me in a thoroughly undramatic fashion.  Then, I lowered the protections on my character sheet.  “I was hoping for more of a Rock Lee moment.  Check me again.”

“The Saint of Overly Dramatic Entrances?”  The Cleric gripped her staff tightly.  Her eyes glowed golden for a moment.  “He is a level 15 Wizard.”

“Keep going.”

She looked puzzled but kept boring into my character sheet.  Due to my long experience with Shart, I knew when I was being felt up.  She had her eyeballs all over my most sensitive spots.  “Wait, he’s also a level 15 Monk?  And level 16 Warrior?  By Grebthar, his total level is 91!”

“That’s impossible,” spat a hulking Paladin named Cole, also in the anti-Jim faction.  “He’s lying.”  

“Is that what you believe?” I asked calmly.

Lance jerked away from his mother, finally recovering his resolve.  “Of course that’s not possible!  There is no way you are the real Mayor.”

“What do you plan on doing about it?” I asked.

Lance stopped at that.  Whatever his plan was, it didn’t go quite this far.  He was probably trying to undercut me, allowing the duchess to deliver the final blow.  However, the duchess wasn’t focused anymore.  In her place was a woman in the middle of a rather acute existential crisis.    

“In any case, I don't have time to waste on more of this tripe,” I said, pulling out the crown and twirling it very slowly around my finger like a hula hoop.  It glowed faintly, and I could see naked hunger in some of their eyes as the fabled crown was shown at last.  One of the Falconians wasn’t patient enough.  She flashed forward fast enough that the Sphinx would have been impressed. 

Of course, I’d begun operating at sixty times the regular speed as soon as I pulled out the crown.  I leisurely watched her approach and snatched her wrist as she was about to grab the crown.  

She jerked against my hand, but she couldn’t free herself.  My grip on her was like Cauldron Steel, and, after a tenth of a second of struggle, she realized how truly screwed she was.  

“Apologize,” I said calmly to the now wide-eyed, horrified woman.  She was a Julia, of course.  

“Sorry, Daddy, I’ve been naughty,” she stammered.  Several people chuckled uncomfortably.  Stupid curious puppy.  I shoved her back hard enough that she slid on the ground for several logs before stopping.  I was stronger now, or it might have been easier for me to use my Power Lift when moving a thing.  Fellow adventurers were durable enough that it wasn’t a problem, but I was going to have to be more careful if I dealt with a commoner.

Professional.

“I already attuned the crown,” I said, plopping it on my head.  I was wearing the crown in the throne room of the Castle of Windfall.  I waited for the prompt.  Then, I waited some more.  

“Should I be getting a prompt here?” I asked Shart.

“Probably,” sighed the demon, bored out of his mind due to the human nonsense.  I focused my patience on him.  The demon groaned.  “Fine, I’ll look.”

“He’s not the Mayor,” said Lance confidently.

I glanced up at my title.  Fenris shook his head before speaking.  “Perhaps he’s a bit too drunk to read?”

The Falconians stiffened at that.  Sure, they were a bunch of day drinkers, but they had it under control.  Honest.  

“You may have the title of Mayor,” said the duchess finally, “But to be the King of Falcon, and the true Mayor, you’ll need to have approval of at least fifty percent of the entire Falconian royal family.”

That was in the Administrator menu.  I dug through the various interfaces until I found the Falconian Union of Crest and Kingdom.  My support to be their king was pushing the low twenty percent mark.  I affixed my support to the user interface.  “I thought just wearing the crown would be sufficient.”

“In Grebthar’s day, it would have been.  Now, we have instituted some controls based on when Grebthar was not king,” said Angela carefully.  “You will need to campaign, and a vote will need to be held.  This might take a while.”

“The Dark Overlord will be here shortly.  Perhaps there is a faster way?” I suggested bluntly.  

“Sadly, no,” smiled Lance.  “You’ll find that the Falconian constitution is quite strict.”

That was an added wrinkle I couldn’t afford.  I needed to have the group whipped into fighting shape before Grebthar arrived.  I didn’t even really want to manipulate them like Bashara had suggested.  If I’d had the time, I would have gladly gone through the whole election cycle.  Unfortunately, we were about to go to war.  I needed them to be on my side to fight Charles, and I didn’t want to browbeat them into submission.

I thought it would be so much easier.  There has to be something I can do.  

The longer this ran, the more likely I was to get caught in a bad position.  I really wasn’t concerned about becoming a king.  The issue was that the Falconian royal family was playing politics while waiting for the upcoming battle.  They were trained through generations to treat war like some sort of political game, which left them horribly unprepared for an actual war.  

Worse, they didn’t even know it.  

They were a bunch of house cats.  They thought themselves rulers of their world, and they were capable enough.  Yet, the only reason they were so successful was that they were in a safe environment.  In an actual war, all of their political maneuvers were going to get them killed.  

“Shart, can you pull up the Falconian constitution?” I asked.

“What do you think I’m doing?  There are so many stupid conditional statements on the Kingship of Falcon that I might go insane.  You meat sacks suck.”

“Did they amend it by a popular vote?” I asked.

“Blah-blah-blah, human rights, blah-blah-blah, right to privacy, blah-blah-blah, voting.  So far, it is just uninteresting nonsense,” said the demon, as he began blasting through the document at his even higher speed.  “Here, they added that ‘No King of Falcon who has not completed the trials may be selected as king without at least fifty percent support from the adventurers of Falcon’.”

“Trials?” I asked out loud.  Lance snorted, as did most of the anti-Jim faction.  

“Those are an ancient custom,” said Princess Julia, perking up.  She got side-eyes from many of the Falconians present, who probably believed she had keyed me into the idea.  As my support numbers increased slightly, I wasn’t going to correct them. 

Julia continued,  “As it was said in the Book of Grebthar, Grebthar Strikes Back, Chapter Fifteen though Sixteen, The Trials of the Lion, Oh, Ye Thunderous Cats, Part One and Two, ‘Grebthar, mighty in his arm, fast in his leg, quick in his mind, cleverness in Perception.  Lo, not an adventurer was the equal to Grebthar, and those who challenged him did fail.’  Grebthar was successful, and thus became the king.”

“The Trials of Lion-O, like from Thundercats?” I asked. 

“He speaks of the ancients,” someone whispered, and my support jumped three percent.  

“Ou-yay uys-gay are-hay ecking-fay orons-may,” I groaned, causing my support to shoot up another point.  I could speak ancient, and everyone assumed I must have said something quite profound.  “Fine, let's do the Trials.”

“The Trials will require you to go against the best members of the royal house in their strongest areas,” said Lance with a snort.  “How much time do you need to prepare?”

I glared at him.  “I’ll do whatever is necessary right now to become strong enough to defeat…”


Chapter 34: What is a Tyrant to do?

“The Dark Overlord,” someone screamed, as Charles passed by them.  He was making it a point to kill everyone.  Now, they were begging as soon as they saw him.  So very predictable.  

Sadly, it was better than the alternative.  Walking around as Grebthar made everyone swarm him, and Charles was done with that.  He was preparing to leave Ordinal, and, for that, he needed an army a bit larger than the four beings he had already raised from the dead.  

Well, the two women were kind of merged together.  He wasn’t sure if they should count as one or two.  It wasn’t quite like a top and bottom situation either.  He’d melted one’s spine and blown off the other’s head.  

And her arms and legs, but he’d found and reattached those.  At least, he thought those legs had been hers.

No, his problem was that four-and-a-half zombies were not going to seriously threaten Windfall.  Like an idiot, he’d built an impenetrable wall around the whole valley.  He’d need more than a few zombies.  Plus, he did not want to have to lead the battle personally.  Jim was going to be there, and Charles wanted to kill him good and proper before he got to his main plan.  

Intellectually, Charles knew he needed to clear off anyone who might try to stop his plans.  He couldn’t be everywhere at once, but he didn’t trust anyone.  The problem with being the Dark Overlord was that everyone thought you were going to Windfall Castle.  They were wrong, but only he knew that.  

And I’m not telling.  

Charles brought up the town menu.  Now that he was the ruler here, it was a simple task.   Sadly, there were still thousands of people alive.  Most had gone into hiding after their single unit of militia had spontaneously exploded.  Grebthar needed an army of thousands, but he doubted any of them would willingly fight under his banner.  Additionally, he hated them and wanted them all to die.  

“Whelp, looks like it is war crimes time,” grinned Charles, searching for the barrier controls.  He found them all destroyed, much like his dungeon.  By Jim.  

Jim sucks.

‘You got that inner voice,’ thought Charles, who wasn’t the least bit affected by being stuck in a dark collapsed cave for weeks while Shadow Spawn sucked away his Mana.   That was a glorious time, because it had left him free to think of all the ways to kill Jim.  Fortunately, Grebthar knew barrier spells.  Heck, he’d even used a few to protect the people before he’d figured out how the ancient barriers worked.  

The first time he’d done it, he’d realized that a barrier with the safety mechanism disengaged would be capable of killing off a whole town’s worth of people.  Consequently, he’d made absolutely sure to get those just right.  

Not this time.  Charles held up his hands and began focusing on the spell.  He could feel his fingers warm up, then burn with the amount of Mana he poured through them.  The spell began to take shape, and he began to relax.

Everyone had a trait, but some traits were better than others.  Leia’s trait had evolved into giving her an enhanced Force Point that could be used on any skill or ability.  TriBlade’s trait was his ability to always land a hit with his blade.  Neither of those was remotely as powerful as Grebthar’s trait.
 

●        Endless Spring:  You do not need to pay upkeep costs on any spell you cast.

With his trait, Grebthar had spells still active that he’d cast hundreds of years ago.  It wasn’t all-powerful, but it was about as close as you could reasonably manage. 

The barrier exploded out, covering the entire city and some of the surrounding lands.  Back in Windfall, that required a tap to the Shadow Source located under the town.  Even that wasn’t as big as this barrier.  

Or as powerful.  

There were weaknesses involved in a cast barrier that didn’t exist in the artifact generated one, but those were irrelevant here.  No one was strong enough to counterspell it and who bothered to learn how to counterspell barriers?  Am I right?  Besides, the Dark Overlord didn’t need to worry about anything.
 

●        You may engage the barrier’s protection mode, all unauthorized beings will take between 1 and 30 points of Damage at an interval of 1 second to 1 minute.  

The protection mode would cause a painful burn to whomever it affected.  He could turn the barrier to 30 points of Damage a second, ending all these people’s miserable lives in less than ten seconds, but what was the fun in that?  The barrier was sealed off.  No one could escape, unless they were a high-level caster.  He’d even pushed the dome underground, so hiding in the ruins wouldn’t be safe, not that much of the ruins under Fillidelphia were intact.  

Grebthar set the barrier to one point of Damage every minute and decided to go visit the grave of another old friend.  


Chapter 35: Trials of the Thunderous Cats

“Time’s wasting!  Let's do this outside. I don't want to ruin any more of my new floor tiles,” I said, glancing side-eyed at a blissfully ignorant Dalton.  Quickly standing, I created another Portal so it exited outside of the castle while restoring the Portal to the town. 

With my triple Portal, I could walk between one and appear at either of the others.  I just had to focus on the destination. 

“Dum Dum, did you forget how to walk?” asked Shart.

“No, I have an opportunity to get this done much faster than expected,” I replied, cheerily smiling at the Portal and gesturing patiently. 

Most of the Falconians were milling about.  Only a handful walked through the gate immediately.  Others, like the duchess, stayed behind, looking contemplative.  She was a highly ranked Cleric of Grebthar.  Because their god had been overcome, the Clerics were on the cusp of determining the only possible solution was to renounce their god.  Doing so would cause them to effectively give up a hefty chunk of their personal power. 

To say doing that was unpopular was an understatement.  After much hemming and hawing, I eventually had to bring in the big guns.

I walked through the Portal to the town square and brought back someone who could reason with them. 

“Why are we here?” asked the Progenitor again.  She was being philosophical today, which was making her moody.  Beakatrix wanted to go back to her shop.  She was developing weapons to defeat Grebthar, and I was interrupting her.  I felt bad, given how devoted she was to the task, but this needed to be done. 

I presented her to the recalcitrant Falconians.  “The Progenitor is here to answer your questions.” 

“Most holy one, is it true that Grebthar has been overcome by the Dark Overlord?” asked the duchess.  In spite of what she had seen, she was still holding out hope.  Either that, or she was in extreme denial.

“Grebthar is the Dark Overlord.  Only a fool couldn’t see that,” Beakatrix proclaimed.  The dozens of assembled Clerics fell into a hush as the terrible news was confirmed to them.    

The duchess stood in shock.  Finally, she asked, “Is there any way to save our god?  Godlings are immune to mental corruption!”  Beakatrix was unimpressed.

“Saw him with my own eyes, I did!  He is the Dark Overlord,” squawked Beakatrix, brooking no further questions.   Beakatrix unfolded her wings and stomped off, the temerity of questioning her was enough to put the raven-headed bird into a tizzy.

“The Progenitor doesn’t like being asked so many questions.  Maybe you should discuss any other thoughts you have amongst yourselves.  I’m going to go do the Trials,” I said.  At that, many of the lower-level Clerics started to follow me.  The duchess returned to converse with the other high-level Clerics of Grebthar. 

“That’s another of her power bases,” said Bashara, coming up behind me. 

“You claimed you were staying in the lab,” I replied to the woman who clearly had not. 

“I tried,” sighed Bashara, “But it was boring back there.  I really want to hurt my father if I can, though I’m not sure how I’ll manage it.”

“Have you tried sleeping with someone he disapproves of?” I grumbled.

She eyed me, and I realized I was the one her father hated the most. 

“I’ll have to come up with another trick, unless. . .” she said, leaving the question open. 

“Grebthar would be immune to that sort of Mental Manipulation,” I said.

“He should be, Jim,” answered Bashara.  “At the very least, he is more resistant than you.  I don’t understand how the Dark Overlord overcame Grebthar.”

“Nor do I,” I replied.

“Nor?” asked Shart, as Bashara slipped away like a social ninja. 

“It’s a word,” I said, spotting Lance, Cole, and several others talking.  There was a Cleric casting a spell that made it impossible to listen in, but I tried anyway.  Her anti-eavesdropping barrier was too well constructed to be easily picked apart, though, and I lacked the fine touch required to bypass it without alerting her. 

Annoyed, I walked toward the Portal, spotting Julia and Bashara having a quiet conversation.  Both were versed in talking around people with high Perception skills.  That meant that, while they weren’t quite talking in a cipher, it was a near thing.

“Like, totally,” hissed Julia.

“Fer sure?” replied Bashara.

“Baby’s been on board for, like, ever, but Pretty was?” asked Julia.

“Not expecting Baby to have been so friendly with his imaginary friend, Nasty, fer sure,” replied Bashara.

“What are you two talking about?” I asked.

Julia looked at me and shrugged.  “Girl talk.”

Bashara rolled her eyes and communicated with me telepathically.  “The duchess has been totally devoted to Grebthar her entire life.  Lance, her baby, was using the Sphinx to off rivals, and he knew that the Sphinx was real.”

“That’s bad,” I said.

“It’s worse.  The duchess didn’t think the Sphinx was real, so she thought Baby was quite a bit more capable than he apparently is,” said Bashara.  “The Sphinx was blamed for more deaths than she actually participated in.  The duchess thought her son was doing the deeds but not taking credit.”

“How frequently were people assassinated?” I wondered.

“Less than you’d think.  Still, being an adventurer is dangerous.  There were more deaths than you’d like,” said Bashara. 

“I’d like it to have been none,” I offered.

“Then much more than you would have liked,” replied Bashara.  “Politics is mean.  You shouldn’t trust anybody.”

“Including you?” I asked.

“Especially me,” replied Bashara. 

It was obvious that I shouldn’t.  It was impossible to forget that she was deeply involved in the politics of the various kingdoms around Ordinal.  She had an astute mind for political intrigue, greater than mine and probably greater than even Julia’s.  

“Try to distract Pretty for a bit.  I would like to do the trials without her help,” I said.  Bashara glanced over at the duchess and headed toward her.   

“What about Baby?” asked Julia hoarsely, hoping I understood the codename.

“I can handle Baby,” I said, waving at Lance.  He was busy having a conversation with many of the people I’d seen earlier who were disturbed by the Sphinx’s death.  They left the protective bubble, and I could suddenly hear them.  Seeing as they knew I could hear them, they moved onto more mundane topics.

“Throw Richard at him,” muttered Plasma Julia.  It bothered me that both Plasma users were in the pool of potential Sphinx sympathizers. 

“Oh, that sounds fun,” I said, looking around and spotting the large man.  He looked unmovable.  “I like a challenge.  Send him over.”  I strolled through the Portal, dismissive of the efforts.  They scurried after me.    

Lance appeared flustered as we stepped into the guild’s training area.  Glorious Robert was busy training a new crop of Windfallian adventurers, and everyone looked quite annoyed to see a large crowd materializing and blocking his field. 

“What’s going on?” asked Glorious Robert.

“I’m completing the Trials of the Lion to become King of Falcon,” I replied.  

Glorious Robert stared at me for a long moment.  His shoulders slumped, and he turned to his students.  They would be sent to the other practice field for the day.  

“I’m probably going to need a report from him on how the guild is going,” I said to Fenris, who had come to stand next to me.

“There’s one on your desk,” replied the ever-efficient Warden.  I nodded.  I didn’t know what I’d do without Fenris.  It was important for me to have a capable second-in-command to deal with the problems that kept getting heaped onto my shoulders.  Fenris coughed slightly.  “You should probably have the report cleaned first.”

“Seriously?” I groaned.

“When did you turn into such a prude?” replied Fenris.

“It is not prudish to not want people to have sex on all your stuff,” I replied.

Fenris snorted.  “That sounds like the very definition of a prude.”

***

The Dark Overlord stepped over the twitching corpse of a desperate man who had been praying at the door of the tomb.  Charles shook his head.  TriBlade was dead; he wouldn’t be helping anyone.  Except me, of course.

Not everyone had betrayed him in the final battle after all.  Some of the guys had actually died fighting the Dark Overlord in one of his previous incarnations.  The dead were still loyal.  TriBlade, the swordsman that didn’t betray him, was one of those patsies.  

Charles could remember it like it was yesterday.  The Dark Overlord brought his Divine army over the hill, catching his forces out in the open.  It was a slaughter, until TriBlade personally held the flank and allowed Charles’ army to withdraw.  It was at that point TriBlade was promptly killed by the Dark Overlord.  

Because only the Mayor can kill the Dark Overlord.    

So, Jim?

“Oh, go fuck yourself,” said Charles, pushing open the door to the crypt.  He took a moment to quiet the Dark Overlord’s visage.  He spotted himself in a mirror, hideous as always, and prepared to walk down the stairs into the crypt.  A particularly unobservant woman was sobbing and holding her child.

“Grebthar, please, save my son!” she begged.  She was a little late.  The kid was definitely dead.  Charles reverently took the child, muttered an incantation, and set the wide-eyed boy back into his mother’s arms.

He left when the zombie child went for her throat.

The stairs down to the crypt were nice, just like he remembered.  The old cleaning runes that he preferred were still working, but, of course, they would be.  His boots’ heels clicked on the marble until he reached the bottom of the stairs.  

The room was not very large or impressive.  TriBlade had never been interested in that.  He was an austere sort of person, who only wanted the bare minimum in order to do his job of leading the Dashing Dandies.  

It was still a stupid name, but Ordinalese did not translate directly into English.  Here, the Dashing Dandies sounded scary, but Charles always thought it sounded dumb.  

She liked it.

“She’s dead.  I killed her, remember?  Maybe I’ll make a new army and call them something I like.”

The sarcophagus was closed, as was to be expected.  There was a body in there after all.  Ordinal had developed a zombie problem when he’d locked up the other annoying gods, and a warded sarcophagus was one of the few ways to truly preserve a body.  TriBlade belonged to a religion where that was a thing, and Charles had respected it at the time.  Thank himself that he was gullible once.  

Of course, the problem with regular zombies was that they lacked souls.  Without a soul, the body was going to be stupid.  Charles wasn’t sure what he was more upset about, confirming that souls exist or learning that all they were was a place to hold your character sheet.  

It’s all a damn game.

Charles muttered a spell, forming a magical hand.  First, it flipped him off.  Then, the hand extended and gripped the lid of the sarcophagus, lifting it off easily.  The body sat up almost instantly, as was expected in such a magically rich area.  The one-armed zombie scrambled out of the crypt, causing the legendary Tri-Blade, the sword named after. . .TriBlade, to fall to the ground.  Heedless of the high-tier artifact, the zombie headed straight toward him.  That made everything easier.

Dropping the lid to the sarcophagus, Charles used his magical hand to grab the zombie and lift it into the air.  As the zombie squirmed, the sword sat there.

●        The Legendary Tri-Blade, Sword of the Talon: The sword made by the Sorcerer, this three-bladed sword has the capacity to shoot off the three blades for long-range attacks.

“Still perfect,” thought Charles, examining the blade.  There were three blades mounted parallel to each other, equidistant to the tips.  Of course, it functioned like a sword breaker, and you could pull the blades apart if you really wanted to.  Charles shook his head. 

“You wanted to fight with three blades.  I mean, who did you think you were, Zoro?”

Shaking his head, Charles plucked the stone off the pommel and walked over to the squirming zombie as he began enchanting the corpse.  “You know, transferring a soul into a sword is complicated.  I tried, but I hadn’t figured out the trick when I captured yours.  That was good luck, I suppose.”

He clicked the stone into TriBlade’s armor and patted him on his good shoulder.  The bad shoulder was missing an arm and had been for as long as Charles had known the guy. The spell finished, the soul reattaching to the body easily enough.  The formerly mindless undead suddenly looked around with genuine curiosity.   

“Grebthar, what happened?” asked the former general.  The spells operating his eyes flickered for a moment before the old general could see.  

“It's bad, old friend.  The Dark Overlord overran Windfall.” 

“Impossible, what about the Companions?” asked TriBlade.

“Fallen, mostly.  I’m still seeking some out, but we are going to have to do this alone.”

“Well, it is said that with a War Badger, anything is possible,” said TriBlade, flexing his dead hand.  “I’m going to need moisturizer.  You, stop looking so sad.  We’ve pulled through worse.”  

The Dark Overlord smiled, Shadow overcoming him.  TriBlade didn’t notice.  He couldn't.  The enchantments on his eyes only showed the old general what Charles wanted him to see.  

“We will manage this.  We always have before,” said Charles. 

“That’s what I want to see, Grebthar.  You bring people hope.  That is why I follow you.”

“Yes, I remember.”

***

“So, the first trial is the Trial of Might.  I believe I have to get someone out of a circle,” I said, walking over to the circular arena in the training ground.  

The princess had her Book of Grebthar out and was carefully reading through it, as were many other Falconians.  Despite Grebthar’s fall from grace, the trials were still outlined there.  The Falconians were devoted members of the church, but there were limits.  No one invoked the right of Trials, so they were rusty on the exact rules.  “Yes, you have to get the most unyielding member of our family out of the circle.”

“That would be Richard, the Unmoving,” said Lance, pushing a massive Paladin.  Obviously, Richard didn’t move.  He finally shrugged and walked toward the center of the ring.  Richard said nothing as he stopped right at the center of the circle.  His armor was almost comically large, and, instead of weapons, he wielded two massive shields.  

“You have five minutes,” said Angela, activating a system timer.  

“You are going to do the obvious thing, right?” asked Shart.

“Obviously, a true king would order the person to leave, not force him,” I said, walking toward the center.

“Good, I was afraid you’d do something stupid,” said Shart. 

“Richard, leave the circle,” I commanded.  Richard didn’t move.

“He is deaf,” said Lance.

I glared at Lance before casting Regeneration on Richard, but the spell didn’t seem to work.  There was nothing to regenerate.  

“He is deaf by choice,” added Lance.  

“Well, I could tap the command in morse code,” I offered, walking over to Richard.  He stood unmoving, like a big tempting target.

●        One Punch:  You convert all of your Stamina into Damage.  Rank up, One Punch has improved to Advanced One Punch.  Reason: You hit an unmovable object.  

●        Damage redirected: You have suffered 800 points of Damage to your right fist.  

Well, shattering every bone in your hand really stung.  I flexed my knuckles and forced enough Stamina into my palm to repair the bones with an audible crack.  I started to cast a Portal spell underneath the unmoving object, but nothing happened.  

“He has an anti-teleportation aura?” I asked Shart.

“Yeah.  Just because it was dangerous for humans to teleport, doesn’t mean some monsters didn’t,” said Shart.  

“Is the mighty Mayor failing?” chuckled Lance.  

Grumbling, I summoned a massive burning demon blade and held it up.  It was the size of a surfboard, and I could only lift it through the use of skills.  Richard tensed, preparing for an attack.  He activated a skill, rendering him even more resistant to Damage than before.  I thrust the blade. . .into the ground beneath him. 

Next, I summoned the Anvil of Creation to use as a fulcrum.

“Hey, what’s that over there?” I asked, pointing into the distance.  Everyone looked.  Either they were gullible, or I had skills that could force people to do what I told them to.  Richard didn’t move, because he didn’t hear me. 

Then, I drew up to strike the blade with my left fist.  Richard realized the problem and took a half-step back.  My fist impacted the hilt, and the ground exploded upward in a shower of dirt and sand.  Richard moved back enough that the blade didn’t tear up the ground underneath him, but the sword was longer than he’d anticipated by well over a foot. 

The flat of the sword impacted his armor with a mighty clang.

●        Richard has suffered a catastrophic groin injury

The codpiece on his armor was inverted, which looked painful.  I could see the whites of Richard’s eyes as he stared at me, unmoving. 

“My god, that man is built of iron,” I hissed.

“I can’t believe he’s still conscious,” said Shart. 

Time was running out. 

“Shoot, I’m going to have to do that again using my full power,” I said, grabbing the sword and activating Plasmatic Blood.  My entire body started to glow, as my Stamina reserves rapidly replenished and expanded beyond their usual maximum.  I slammed my foot down hard enough to cause nearby birds to fly away as I glared at my lever.  It was now or never.   

“You’re the Mayor!  I concede,” said a very high-pitched Richard.

“I thought you were deaf,” said Lance.

“The Mayor must have restored my hearing,” replied Richard, gingerly waddling out of the circle. 

“He has healing powers,” exclaimed one of the Julias. 

“Or catastrophic groin injuries have some beneficial components,” suggested the princess. 

●        Mayor Jim has completed the First Trial of the Lion.  

“Is he okay?” I asked.  Several Zealots ran toward where Richard was bent over and heaving.   Then, he curled up into the fetal position. 

“He’ll be fine,” said Princess Julia, giving the side-eye to Lance.  “Might need to change his name though.”

“Richard?” I asked.

“The unmoving,” said Julia. 

“Oh, that makes sense,” I stated.  Richard was certainly moving while he wept.  Probably because he’d been moved or something.  “I mean, I’ve suffered four worse groin injuries than that, and I didn’t complain.”

“You did, Dum Dum,” said Shart, who started counting on his fingers.  “I think it is more than four times.”

“I don’t count those ones,” I replied, glancing over at Lance and clearing my throat.   

“You completed the first trial.  That’s excellent.  I knew you could do it,” said a stunned Lance.  “Three more to go until you are . . .”  


Chapter 36: Building an Army

“The King of Windfall,” chuckled Charles, as the handful of remaining adventurers in Fillydelphia found him.  Not that he was hiding, but they were kind of bothering him.  So far, through Necromancy and a unique lack of empathy for his fellow human beings, Charles had expanded his army to over five hundred.  “Are you sure about that?”

“The Mayor was spotted in this very town.  The King of Windfall will stand against you, no matter what you do to me,” said the woman.

“You must be joking,” stated Charles. 

“No, I am Loki.  I don’t joke,” said the woman, glaring at him.  She looked upset, probably due to the army of the dead he was raising.

“And he’s Thor, and that guy is Hel,” sighed Charles.  They were all titles, of course.  The lands around Filly were rife with titles that replaced names.  Charles was sure of it, because he had grown bored and spent too much time reading old Norse myths.  At least they were not Har somethings.  “I’m surprised there isn’t a Fenris around here somewhere.”

“He left,” said Loki, holding her sword and shield.  It was emblazoned with Loki’s symbols, marking her as a guardian of the forest.  

Charles searched his memories.  “Oh, yeah, I think I melted his spine.”  

“We will avenge him then,” spat the woman.

The Dark Overlord encompassed him, his body vanishing into a mass of Shadow.  He began to laugh through his perfect teeth.  The peeling, soul-shattering laughter lasted entirely too long.  “I’m going to enjoy this.”

***

“Are we ready for the Trial of Speed?” asked Lance.

“Yup, quick trip to the Eastern Gate Fortress to get a green vase,” I said, continuing to stretch. Pre-race stretching was very important, if not for the reason Lance thought.  

“So, to be clear, the first person to get back with the vase wins?” I asked, looking around.  “No other rules?”  The Falconians’ chosen thief looked nervous.  Her eyes grew really, really wide, and she shuffled a few paces away. 

“You aren’t allowed to kill anyone.  It wouldn’t be kingly,” said Lance quickly. 

I glanced over at the thief and shrugged.  “I suppose not.  It wouldn’t be fair.”

“Everything else is fine, including perks, skills, and abilities that allow you to steal the vase,” said Lance comfortably.  “Even if you grab it, if a clever thief takes it from you, it is theirs.”

“She’s level 48.  I’d imagine she’s pretty good,” I said, as the thief vanished.  I tracked her invisible form for several seconds.  She was darting behind several people before reappearing next to Lance, looking uncomfortable. 

Lance nodded as she again verified that I wasn’t going to kill her.  She was quite upset about that possibility.  I wasn’t going to kill her, of course, but my other half was taking forever to do what I’d told him. 

“Found it,” said Shart, at the Eastern Gate Fortress.  I’d been stalling everyone for the few minutes it had taken Shart to get there using Line of Sight Portals.  With our familiar bond, distance was no longer a concern.  While Shart hated to be used for stupid human projects, he did love to screw people over.    

“Alright, on your marks, get set, go,” said Lance.  Instantly, the Falconian girl I was competing with flashed forward as fast as the sun.  That was quite fast, and she was going to be covering leagues an hour.  I might have been able to outpace her, if I went all in.  That sounded hard, though.  I was more of an endurance guy, so I formed a Portal and grabbed the vase.  

●        Mayor Jim has completed the Second Trial of the Lion

The poor thief looked distraught; she hadn’t even left the castle grounds yet.  Lance looked annoyed.  I shrugged.  “I can teleport.  I teleported us here.  What part of that did you miss?”

Angela shook her head at Lance.  “That’s on you.”

***

“You were going to defeat me through the power of friendship?  Was that it?” asked the Dark Overlord.

“Brains,” replied Loki.

“Yes, that was it,” stated the Dark Overlord, as another batch of zombies rose.  

“Brains,” said Loki.

“You got that right,” replied the Dark Overlord, looking over his field of yet more zombies.  Thousands were going to be useful, but was it enough?  “Do you really think we need more?”

“Brains.”

“Fine, I suppose I could check the outlying area to find even more living humans to convert to undead, but this is just getting sick, you monster,” said the Dark Overlord, examining his horde.  Three- thousand-one-hundred-and-two zombies seemed like a lot.  Really, though, in the great scheme of things, more was always better, right?  “I think I might be the bad guy here.”

“Brains.”

“Interesting, don’t you need a sack to drown a puppy?” smiled the Dark Overlord.

***

“The third Trial is the Trial of Quickness of Mind.  You must defeat one of our greatest spellcasters with magic,” stated Angela.  

I looked past Lance.  “Great spellcaster, interesting.  Who?”

The neat thing about Master Perception was I could hear Lance grind his teeth.  “You will face off against Melissa, the Lady of the Riverside.”  This was apparently news to her, as her eyes bugged out for a moment.  She quickly calmed down, shrugged, and walked toward the circle.  

“What about you or Plasma Julia?” I offered, looking over the group.  Plasma Julia, which is what I was calling her, shook her head violently.  Lance grumbled.  “The ladies of the River are the best Wizards in Falcon and are well-suited for a non-lethal duel.  Our skills are more deadly in nature, and we wouldn’t want an accident.”

“You guys have weird titles,” I said, walking toward my spot for the spell duel.  Melissa adjusted her hair into a tight bun and put on a cap to keep it out of her face.  The cap looked like a nurse’s cap, designed to keep hair out of the face during surgery. 

“Just want to say I’m a big fan,” she said, preparing herself.

“Really?” I asked.

“Yes, those curious puppy books are my son’s favorites,” she smiled.

“Take the loss,” said Shart, as she got into position and all mirth vanished from her face.  She switched to a dead serious expression as we waited for the fight to start.

I activated Counterspell and waited.

“Um, who goes first?” I asked.

She held up both hands, gathering her Mana for a spell.  Nothing happened.  I watched her for a moment.  

“Do I go first, bub?” I asked, blasting her with Holy Light on the word of power, “bub”.  

“Ouch, my Mana is not working,” she announced and started trying to cast another spell.  I waited for my spell to go off cooldown.  She waved her hands in the air, trying to gather power for her magic.

“What do you think is going on, bub?” I asked.  A second blast of Holy Light flashed over her.  I was only doing a few points of Damage, but her barriers weren’t even coming on.  

“I can’t use my Mana,” she said, horrified.  

“Do you think it has something to do with the duel, bub?” I continued, blasting her with Holy Light again.

“Possibly.  Maybe the <system> doesn’t realize I’m supposed to be fighting,” she said.

“That sounds terrible, bub.  What do you think you could do to reset it, bub?” I asked.

She shook off the last shot.  I wasn’t really trying to hurt her.  She considered her predicament.  “Maybe it didn’t pick up when I walked into the circle?”

“Bub, that sounds just crazy, bub,” I said, blasting her twice more.  My Holy Light was set to sting like the bejesus mode rather than peel off your skin, but the effect of that many blasts was rapidly apparent.  

Grumbling, she stepped away from her spot and walked to the outside of the ring to reset it.

●        Mayor Jim has completed the Third Trial of the Lion

“What?” she yelled.  I deactivated the Counterspell skill, and a blast of Mana erupted from her hands and neck.  

“Did you block all her Mana?” asked the princess.

“Every single point.  It was tricky,” I responded, flexing my hands.  Lance looked horrified, and the anti-Jim faction was missing several members. “What’s the last trial?”

***

“Brains,”

“Look, I can’t stand your genocidal tendencies anymore.  We’ve had a good run, but I’m literally running out of people to kill here.  We’ve hit nearly every satellite village from the city to here,” said a distraught Dark Overlord.

“Brains,”

“Even I have my limits!  That’s an orphanage next to a no kill shelter for puppies and other animal companions.  That’s dark, even for me,” begged the Dark Overlord, looking down at the fortress-like building.  The handful of local defenders were preparing to protect the buildings to the last.  

“Brains,”

“No, you monster!  I refuse.  I’m not going to brutally kill all those kids just so you can get your kicks from it,” said Charles.  “I’ve realized now that you are a bad influence on me.  I’ll never do evil ever again.”

“Brains,”

“Oh, I can never stay mad at you,” smiled Charles.  “Let's go murder all those children and turn them into zombies together.”  

“Brains,”

“Hey, don’t get greedy.  The old folks’ home for retired adventurers is way across the river,” said Charles.  “Those people deserve their rest.”

“Brains,”

“Fine, after we kill the children, we’ll head over and kill the elderly,” sighed Charles with a chuckle.  “You are incorrigible.”

***

●        Mayor Jim has completed the Fourth Trial of the Lion.

●        Mayor Jim has completed all Trials of the Lion.  


“Seriously, beatboxing?” I asked, causing the Falconian I’d just defeated to shrug.  Most of my real-life skills didn’t carry over to Ordinal, but I was friends with the 1994 American champion back on Earth.  Thankfully, I’d picked up a few things from him.

On Ordinal, a good beatbox showed that you were of sound moral character or some such.  I didn’t totally understand it, but that was par for the course on Ordinal.  In any case, it was over.  My popular support had shot up to forty-two percent.  That was better, but it was still a problem.  Theoretically, I could become the leader of a nation without popular support, but that typically didn’t end very well.  I needed these people to willingly follow me into battle against the Dark Overlord.  

I was running out of options.  I didn’t know how long the Completed All Trials buff would hold.  If it ran out, I might need to do them again.  I was betting that a few of my tricks wouldn’t work a second time.  I’d tried negotiation; now, I needed a show of force.  I didn’t just want to start beating heads, though.  I needed to demonstrate my power but that was tricky.  I needed to fight, but if I started a fight, I’d look weak.  I needed a sucker. 

Then, I spotted Lance, looking like the sneakiest puma I’d ever seen.  

“You could challenge him for the lead!” cried one of Lance’s supporters.

“You keep saying he is a fake.  You could challenge him and be king,” shouted another.

“You keep saying how you’d do a better job if you were king,” yelled a third.

I smirked.  That was one of very few similarities between worlds.  Politicians made claims that they didn’t really support, and their followers didn’t realize they were just saying what you wanted to hear.  

I nodded.  “Seriously, Lance, you think you can challenge me?  You look more like a Starscream than a Megatron.”

There was a horrible pause.  Every Falconian was mentally running through every season of the Tales of Grebthar until they found the Transformers.  Then, all of the theologians paused, considering my words.  For an American, that meaning should have been somewhat clear, but they didn’t have eight hundred years of theological backing discussing all the points endlessly.

However, the consensus gathered pretty quickly.

“Get that man some healroot,” said Melissa.  Lance was reduced to a state of open-mouthed horror at the terrible burn I’d just leveled at him.  He glanced around quickly, trying to gauge the responses of his peers.  The anti-Jim faction was behind him, of course, but everyone else was rapidly shifting to my side.  

Well, enough of them were.  I needed less than twenty of them to swing my way.  

The anti-Jim faction members were all grinning wickedly.  They knew I was out of my depth.  They were certain Lance could easily take me.  Then, he’d be king and Mayor.  It was all going according to plan.  The only person on the anti-Jim side that didn’t look totally on board the ‘Lance kills the Mayor’ plane was Lance.  

“I don’t feel it would be right for me to challenge a fake Mayor,” spat Lance.

“Oh, I figured you were going to bring a party,” I said, looking at his faction.  Sir Dalton inched closer to me, but, when he noticed Fenris standing there unmoving, he paused.

“Only five?” asked the big Knight.  He snorted in a manner Zorlando would have been impressed with and stepped back.  The anti-Jim faction bristled at that offhanded insult.  

“You certainly don’t intend to fight a party of us by yourself?” asked Lance, noticing my companions holding back. 

“The Mayor has to fight with the Dark Overlord.  You seriously think I can’t handle anything you could bring?” I asked.

“Well, if you want to fight an entire party by yourself, I cannot help but accept,” smiled Lance, the level 45 Zealot.  Suddenly, four other Falconians were highlighted in my vision.  Cole, the level 44 Paladin, Angela, the level 45 Paladin, Plasma Julia, the level 44 Zealot and Plasma enthusiast, and Princess Julia, the level 52 Zealot.

“Half of you aren’t even on the anti-Jim side,” I said, glaring at Princess Julia, the traitor. 

“I’ve never actually fought against you.  I just want to see what you can do,” shrugged the princess, walking toward the center of the ring.  The crowd took an enormous step back.  I got into position on the opposite side of the other party and waited.  

I was grinding my teeth when Bashara cleared her mental throat.  “I suggested that.”

“Why, pray tell, would you do that?” I asked.

“Because Princess Julia is seen as your lapdog.  She needs to be seen as independent if she hopes to hold any sway over the family,” said Bashara. 

“That makes sense,” I grumbled.  I didn’t fully grasp the politics of the royal family, but I was effectively stepping in on top of them.  Having someone I could marginally trust in the higher ranks was useful. 

As I considered that, Plasma Julia and Lance both began gathering Plasma in preparation for the fight, and Julia began buffing the armor of the party.  This was going to be much less fun than I had anticipated. 

“Don’t feck around, Jim,” said Sir Dalton.  

Suddenly, the dueling interface shot up, and we were surrounded by a <system> generated barrier.  It was not set to prevent death.  

“Oh, my bad, it looks like I didn’t turn off the Damage settings.  Sorry, but I’m sure you’ll be fine,” said Lance.  

“Feck around a little bit, Jim,” said Zorlando, causing the Falconians to turn to face him.  There were two prepared orbs of Plasma, and Julia’s barriers were hardening.  “Not too much, though.  You don’t want to accidentally kill them.  It's bad manners.”


Chapter 37: Fighting the good fight

I had always wondered what an all Divine party looked like in combat.  The Windfallians tended to be more Warrior-focused classes.  While we had our buffs, they weren’t what I’d describe as overwhelming.  I got to sit for a good thirty seconds while both Paladins activated Auras, the Zealots cast a variety of buffing spells, and the Cleric prepared a number of floating orbs that could both shield and heal people.  

“Ready?” I asked, when it looked like they were finally done.  “You are fighting the legendary Mayor of Windfall after all.” 

The five Falconians in the circle all frowned at me, especially the princess. 

“You don’t have to remind us of the tales of the Mayor,” stated Julia flatly.

“I think I do.  Lance seems to have forgotten them,” I replied evenly. 

Lance had a facial tick whenever he was called out the right way.  He got it under control almost instantly, but you could see the vein over his left eye bulge at my words.  The crowd was thinking about the legends themselves.

“In the legends, you’d be able to handle the five of us with little difficulty,” said Plasma Julia, a slight sneer crossing her face.  As one of the rare individuals who could cast Plasma Magic, she had a slightly oversized opinion of herself.  Typically, high-level combat tended to revolve around specialty Damage types on Ordinal, and the strongest specialty Damage was Plasma.  She could theoretically end me in one spell, if I let her. 

That was if I wasn’t still bonded to Badgelor, and if I didn’t know Badger’s Stance.  So many ifs, and Charles was just as well protected as I was, if not more.  The jovial attitude I’d adopted for the fight slipped.  For the first time, Lance’s group saw my battle face.  Everyone except Angela and Julia stepped back. 

“Have you powered up?” asked Plasma Julia, trying to break the sudden, awkward silence. 

“I don’t see why I’d need to for Lance,” I replied.

She shrugged.  “Your funeral. . .”

“. . .would be an accident,” said Lance, coming back on balance and glancing over at Cole.  I hadn’t even summoned my sword yet.  I probably should.  

“How do these things start anyway?” I asked.  One of the Falconians outside the barrier struck the dome with his hammer, causing a massive gong sound to reverberate around the field.  

Two balls of Plasma shot straight toward me.  I hadn’t even been trying to disrupt them.  It was a possible tactical error, considering it was Plasma, but the glowing balls of heat and energy tended to do bad things if they were interrupted. 

Now that they were coming toward me, I engaged Counterspell on both simultaneously.  Lance’s ball wobbled as my full effort went to destabilizing it.  The other, launched by Plasma Julia, fared better.  My secondary target Counterspell was somewhat less effective than my primary, and I really didn’t have much time to react. 

Lance’s attack detonated with a powerful crack, sending debris from the field in all directions.  The second spell continued forward, straight at me.  I dropped into Badger’s Stance.  As the orb approached, I readied myself.

●        Southern Badger’s Paw:  Your left hand’s magical resistance increases by a factor of 10. You can deflect spells.  

I swatted the spell out of the air, deflecting it into the dome.  I’d never seen a dome damaged before, and that streak continued.  The Plasma burned into the dome but didn’t even leave the tiniest mark in the impenetrable field. 

“You have got to be kidding me,” said Plasma Julia, her eyes wide. 

“Cole, like, get him, dude,” yelled Lance.  I thought he was joking, but then I realized he was actually falling into formal speech patterns as a sort of an emotional armor against me. 

Cole was built like some sort of linebacker.  He lowered his shoulder and rushed me at an impossible speed, crossing the distance within a heartbeat of Lance’s command.  He had an odd shaped hammer that was practically built for smashing enemies.  As he charged me, sparks shot off his shoes, and a look of pure malice crossed his face. 

Impatient asshole.   

When he got within arm’s reach, I activated Blink.  I reappeared beside him, leaving the space he was going to run through vacant.  Then, I punched him in the side of the head.  

●        Improved One Punch: You focus all your Stamina into one blow, then instantly recover 20% of your Stamina.  Causes knockback. 

Cole went flying.  He had Mitigate, Heavy Armor, and a bunch of other skills designed to keep him moving forward in a straight line.  Now, none of them mattered.  He flew until he slammed into the barrier.  His helmet shattered, and pieces exploded everywhere.  Several landed at Princess Julia’s feet.  She looked down in shock. 

“Seriously?” gasped Julia, as she knelt down and began repairing Cole’s skull fractures. 

“I’m going easy on you guys,” I offered.  I figured Cole could take that sort of strike.  Still, I thought it best to put a Healer nearby, just in case.  

Angela stopped running as my Stamina pool topped off.  I couldn’t perform endless punches like that, but I could do more than two with my upgrades to Stamina Control.  I picked up Cole’s hammer and lobbed it back over at him.  

Princess Julia had just managed to get Cole into a sitting position when the hammer smashed him directly in the face.  He flopped back down.  

“Seriously?” yelled Julia.  She grabbed several teeth and swore under her breath. 

“Spells,” yelled Lance.  He held up his hand and began chanting a spell.  I shut him down.  My Counterspell skill was advanced enough to give even Charles difficulty in casting spells.  Lance didn’t know what that degree of skill looked like.  All his active magical effects ended, and I started uncasting his buff spells.  

I was helpful like that. 

Plasma Julia realized what was happening, and three massive force blasts came simultaneously screaming across the floor at me.  I dodged two and backhanded the third, deflecting it across the field.  Cole shakily got to his feet as Princess Julia dumped even more Mana into healing him.  Plasma Julia’s spell slammed him in the face.  Plasma Julia frowned as he went down.  She gathered up more power and began shooting dozens of tiny orbs at me.  I turned to watch Angela.  

The orbs tore into my anti-magical barrier, then into my Badger’s Stance.  
 

●        You have been struck by 36 Grapes of Wrath.  Base Damage 22, Anti-Magic field reduces Damage of all incoming spells by 12.  Badger’s Stance reduces Damage of all spells by 16.  Total Damage, 0.  

The Aura around Plasma Julia dimmed as she realized what she was running into.  Zealot’s magic was built around their emotional state, and she was rapidly turning terrified.  She threw a defensive Aura onto Angela, who decided it was now or never.

She charged.  

I held out my hand and summoned my longsword from its dimensional sheath.  The brilliant, flaming blade appeared just as Angela struck.  Her Aura of Goodness clashed with the sword’s malevolent Aura.  

The Paladin class had some equivalent to Hack and Slash.  She attempted it now, and I  discovered she was quite skilled.  Angela was capable of striking at me no fewer than twelve times with her various attacks.  

I countered with my own Hack and Slash, blocking all her strikes.  She grinned, thinking that she’d matched me.  Suddenly, I slammed into her chest plate with an open-handed slap that sent her flying backward into Lance.  

The poor caster still hadn’t been able to get a single spell off, and I’d unraveled all his defensive Auras.  Thus, when the fully armored woman slammed into him, you could hear a loud crunch of bone.  Angela got back to her feet.  Lance didn’t.  

Princess Julia ignored Cole and rushed over to heal Lance, whose legs were both suffering from compound fractures.  

“Jules, Cole, all three of us at once,” said Angela, gripping her blade.  It took me a moment to register that. 

“Wait, she has a nickname?” I asked, pointing to Plasma Julia.

“Yes,” said Angela heatedly.  “What, do you think we go around calling her Plasma Julia or something?”

“No, of course not,” I replied.  “I knew that.  I was just thinking about Princess Julia.”

“Yeah, her nickname is Princess,” said Angela.  “Sort of like how the duchess’ nickname is Duchess.”

“But the princess’ name shows up as Julia,” I said uncomfortably.

“They all do!  That’s why we use nicknames,” said Angela, inhaling sharply.

“It’s like he’s from another world or something,” muttered Jules uncomfortably.  A look of discomfort ran through the crowd.  That, too, was part of the legend of the Mayor. 

“That means nothing,” replied Angela, lifting her sword into striking position. 

“Guys, I’m pretty confident he’s the Mayor,” said Jules, as she began gathering power.  

“He can’t be!  He’s just another false Mayor.  We’ll get him this time!” said Cole.  I popped the knuckles on my left hand. 

Angela looked at me for a second.  Then, she and Jules slid a pace away from Cole.  It was a good decision; it allowed me to use Fast Steps to close the distance without any issues.  

Cole realized his mistake as soon as I appeared in front of him.  He swung up with his hammer, but I punched it away with a Badger’s Fist, bending the metal shaft.  Then, I activated my actual attack.

●        Fist of the Northern Badger, Hack and Slash:  Attack the target 22 times using your Badger’s Fist.  

It was, essentially, what an anime fight looked like.  Disarmed, Cole wasn’t set up or equipped to handle my Badger’s Fist.  I struck him in all the places that Row Row had showed me to break armor.  Then, I hit all the places Diddle showed me to break people.  Finally, I struck him a few more times in the places that Diamond in the Sky showed me to break men specifically.  

●        Targets Mana and Stamina are locked out for 88 seconds.  Target suffers 612 points of Damage.

Without access to his Mana or Stamina, the big Paladin was reduced to a broken pile of meat on the ground in front of me.  Obviously, he could be healed.  I didn’t go quite that far.  Still, he wasn’t going to be fighting anymore without some actual Reconstructive Healing being performed.

Of course, for the people watching, it was even more spectacular.  I’d torn Cole’s armor clean off his body.  That was high-grade Falconian stuff made of materials quite a bit more expensive than High Steel.  

“Still want to try?” I asked Angela and Jules.  Angela dropped her sword, and Jules dropped all her spells.  “I thought not.”

I started walking over toward Lance.  Princess Julia was focused entirely on Healing his legs. When I got next to him, I simply used a Judo Chop.  Lance failed his constitution save and passed out. 

“Alright, Princess, you wanted to fight me?” I asked, focusing my Intimidation Aura on her.  With all my skills, that Aura was crushing.  There was a reason I didn’t use it often.  I half-wondered if I could just compel her to surrender, but Julia was made of sterner stuff.    

Julia looked down at Lance, shrugged, and dropped him unceremoniously into the dirt.  The Princess of Falcon stood at her full height as her body began glowing golden with power.  Then, the power expanded out as she used her rod to enhance her spells.  Her barriers shone as brightly as the sun.  I stood before her and waited.

“Aren’t you going to attack?” she asked.

“Your barriers absorb Damage.  You are likely the only person here who could actually hurt me,” I replied loudly enough for the Falconians to hear.  More quietly, I continued, “I also know you can’t keep them powered at that intensity for very long.”

“Then, we are at an impasse,” said Julia, continuing to reinforce her barriers.

“I don’t think so.  They already know I can fight.  You are just standing there waiting for something to happen,” I said dryly.  Julia glanced around.  “Every single member of your family is watching you, and you choose to do nothing.”

“I don’t need to.  If you hope to be king, you are the one who needs to be impressive and win the fight,” said the Princess carefully.  We were both feeling each other out. 

“I’m not so sure about that.  Even if I lose, how is that going to look to your family?” I offered.  Julia inhaled, glancing around.  She was the last person standing against the Mayor, but she hadn’t really been fighting.  This was an opportunity for her to impress the family, but it was also an opportunity to fail miserably.  However, she was the princess, and I knew her. 

Two golden disks flew in from either side of me.  I flipped between them.  Either would have bisected me if they’d hit, but, of course, they hadn’t.  Julia formed more disks and flung them at me.  I continued Dodging.  Her barriers slowly began to weaken in my Arcane Sight. 

Julia’s rod glowed as she tried to focus more power through it.  She was actually growing close to damaging it, so I decided I needed to act.  I surged forward, grabbing her around the waist.  The zap of power from the barrier was enough that I could smell ozone.  However, with Badger Style, I could actually grab the barrier.  Julia looked at me in shock the moment before I suplexed her, Badgelor style. 

Her barrier wobbled.  I drove her entire head into the dirt.  Next, I drove a thumb into her shoulder blade, disrupting her Mana network.  Her barriers finally failed.  She looked crestfallen until she spotted my cheek.  Right below my eye, there was a single cut from a disk that had gotten too close.  I healed it instantly, of course, but she had done more damage than anyone else there.

●        You have the approval of over 50% of the Falconian Royal Family.  Would you like to declare yourself “King of Windfall”?  <Yes/No>

“Fecking finally,” I growled, selecting the prompt.  

***

The Dark Overlord looked over his army and shrugged.  There hadn’t been enough fresh zombies, so he’d made do.  The bodies of all the inhabitants of the town that were already dead, combined with the outlying villages, gave him a fairly rancid army.  Too many were made from bodies that were either too old or too young, but they would have to do. 

His only bit of luck was that there were a great number of older adventurers who were past their prime.  That didn’t matter as undead, and they would make decent champions for his army.  He was planning to gather more when the prompt hit him.

●        Mayor Jim is now the King of Falcon

That hurt, just a touch, and it shouldn’t have.  Charles could remember building up that kingdom from literally nothing.  It had been a single province granted by Leia’s father and his delusions of grandeur.  That was Ordinal to him to a large extent, the early years when it at least made sense.  The before times, when he’d found Badgelor.

Badger’s promise.

Badgelor, Windfall, and Falcon, they were all Jim’s now.  Good riddance.  The Dark Overlord didn’t need those things.  What he needed, however, was in Windfall, and he was willing to do anything to get it.  

His preparations were complete.  Let the world again writhe in his presence.  

“Be ready Windfall; The Dark Overlord comes.”


Chapter 38: Windfall Manor

“I was a smoking hot twenty-year-old,” said Jarra, examining herself in the mirror, “And you wanted nothing to do with me.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” I said, yawning.

“Now that I look like I’m in my late forties and have been a hard-working peasant my whole life,” stated Jarra, who looked like she’d been ridden hard and put away wet, “You can’t get enough of me?”

I shrugged.  “What can I say?  I like ‘em experienced.”  

Jarra glared at me and stomped back into my bathroom at Windfall Manor.  I could hear her begin to apply a truly prodigious amount of cosmetics.  The truth was that, on Earth, I had been in my mid-forties.  So was my wife.  I was so used to more mature women that, if you didn’t have a wrinkle or two, I really wasn’t all that interested.  

It was trickier with Master Perception, mind you.  I’d known Jarra before her imprisonment.  Seeing all her physical traits transferred over to her older body had taken some adjustment.  She was the kind of girl who tilted her head when she was thinking, and she was doing that a lot lately.  Still, as she was diligently applying her cosmetics, I realized that I didn’t mind a bit of mileage. 

Mind you, EstherSasha was still way too old.  Jarra might have been, without me dumping a ton of Healing Magic into her.  That was only because, without magic, Jarra looked too frail and unhealthy.  It seemed wrong to be with her like that.  It would have felt like I was taking advantage of her.  However, with a proper regiment of Regeneration, Treatment, and Body Sculpting, she was able to live a functional, healthy forty-year-old’s life.  For a few hours at any rate.  

“How’s Badgelor?” I asked.

“Still unconscious.  He overloaded his Mana network when he did his Kaiju Form,” said Jarra, like that was the least interesting thing in the world.  “I have Healing Lore, and it is a known condition.  I’ve given him the proper herbs.  It is just a matter of how long he remains in Badger’s Sleep at this point.”

“He needs to wake up soon,” I said, yawning and stretching my back.  “There’s a storm coming in.  I can feel the Dark Overlord approaching, and we’ll need to be prepared when he arrives.”

Jarra sighed loudly and turned her head a bit.  “There you go again, just dropping ominous quotes from the Book of Grebthar.  It’s like you don’t even know you are doing it.”

“You liked me better when I was just Jim?” I asked, grinning at her.

“He was less cocky,” she replied, deciding that another coat of something was necessary to keep her skin moist.  Obviously, just magic and cosmetics weren't going to be enough to keep her alive forever, but, so far, things were working.  

It wasn’t perfect, so few things were.  Worse, when I got really granular with my Admin skill, I could tell she was slowly losing Radiant Mana.  At the current rate of progress, she’d have six months or so.  That gave me some time to solve the problem, just not as much as I would have liked.  That also assumed she didn’t get worse, which Shart assured me was a strong possibility.  

I was going to have to cheat.  

“I could Bashara her,” I offered.  “You know, do whatever it was the Sphinx was doing to Bashara to transfer her body.”

“Shut down?” asked Shart.  

“Seriously?” I replied.

“What do you think I’ve been doing for the past two days?” questioned the demon.  “I talked to Bruce.  He found how the Sphinx was sneaking in, and we plugged the hole.”  

“You couldn’t have waited?” I grumbled, pulling on my pants to use the guest bathroom.  Jarra wasn’t used to indoor plumbing.  Thus, my toilet seat had been turned into an additional cosmetic shelf.  

“Nope, I am required to report such massive breaches of the system to a higher authority if they cannot be resolved,” said Shart.  “I resolved it.”

“I’ll figure something out,” I grumbled, walking into the guest bathroom next to Zorlando’s room.  I’d figured he’d have gotten his own place by now.  After all, he was a high-level adventurer, and he had a girlfriend he liked doing loud things with.  

The girlfriend is also his best friend’s daughter, and said best friend lives here, too.    

Alas, Ashe still got paid to clean, and still did so despite being an adventurer, so moving was apparently not in the cards.  She had stopped even pretending to sleep in the maid’s quarters next to the kitchen.  The guest bathroom was full of everything a young woman needed to look beautiful, from makeup, to armor polish, to a knife sharpener.  

There were also multiple mustache creams, so many mustache creams. 

At least the toilet was available.  I checked that both the doors were very locked and got about my business.  Ordinal was not big on zippers, so I untied the drawstring for my pants and relaxed.  The door to the hall was safe, but I double-checked the door to Zorlando and Ashe’s bedroom to verify it was locked.  

Of course, that door flipped open, revealing Ashe, wearing not much of anything.  “You got mustache cream on the bed.”  She took a moment to slap my ass as she walked to the sink, bringing her hair into a bun on top of her head.  It showed off her facial features well.  She smirked into the mirror at my reflection.  That’s when she realized I wasn’t Zorlando.

I waved, one-handed. 

She glanced down.  “Oh, I figured you’d be circumcised, given all the damage down there.”

“It regenerates,” I began.

She shrugged and started working on her makeup.  I finished and walked to the door, heading out of the bathroom.  Ashe said nothing.  After I opened it, I paused.

“I figured you’d scream,” I said. 

“I have nine sisters and countless house pets.  It took me a month of living here to get used to the notion that I could use the bathroom without interruption.  It still feels weird sometimes,” she responded, glancing over at me in the mirror curiously.  “Besides, you haven’t got anything I haven’t seen before, albeit in a slightly odd form.  If anyone’s a screamer, it should be you, on account of you being a massive prude.”

“I am not a prude,” I said, though my back was to her after her first comment. 

“You are the prudest prude in all of Noobtown,” said Ashe with a smirk. 

“You know, you haven’t tried to stab me in forever,” I remarked.

“It was good practice, but I’m an adventurer now.  I have to be more mature,” she replied maturely.  At least, that’s what she was shooting for.  I could see a sliver of disappointment in her eyes.  

That made sense.  I prepared to leave, but I couldn’t leave well enough alone.  “Just as well.  You never could hit me anyway.”

“I could now,” she said darkly.  “I don’t entertain any possibility of actually hurting you, but I could certainly get you with a dagger.  You know, if I wanted to.”

I snorted.  “You are very optimistic.”

“I am very well-armed, and you are wearing pajamas,” said Ashe curiously. 

“The Mayor’s pajamas,” I said.  Ashe’s questioning expression turned from annoyance to a wicked smile.  I closed the door. 

“Let me test that,” she screamed, pulling out three daggers.  I darted through the only available door into Zorlando’s room.  It was spotless, the cleanest room I’d ever seen in my life.  The bed was even made, and you could flip a quarter on it.  There was also a really strange looking swing in the room.  

I didn’t have long to take that in.  I entered the room a moment before Ashe did, and I was still holding onto my pants with my free hand.  A dagger whizzed by my head and slammed into the antique bed frame.  

“Are you just trying to damage the furniture?” I questioned playfully.

“You know I almost got you,” she replied, flinging another dagger at me. 

I snatched the dagger out of the air.  “Oh, so close.  You really have improved.  Also, why is the dagger ticking?”

Ashe’s dagger, which I noticed had a small seashell on the side, suddenly discharged a truly impressive amount of electricity into my arm.  My defenses were great against most things, but I hadn’t really focused on science much.  The jolt stung.  

“That counts,” she yelled, closing with me. 

“Does not,” I replied, getting back on my feet.  I stuck my head out at her.  “I clearly caught that, and I think that the sheets may need laundered.”

I barely managed to pull my head away as Ashe sliced at it.  I reached up and grabbed her wrist, my grip like iron.  She drove her other knife toward my gut.  The tip stopped between my fingers, and I grabbed her other wrist.  Ashe growled, reared up, and drove both her feet into my chest.  I stood unmoving, like a statue.

“As I said, you’ve gotten better, but you still are not good enough,” I stated.

“Closer than you think, old man,” she said.

“I am not that much older than you,” I replied.  I meant physically.  Chronologically, I was older than her father, but that was beside the point. 

Then, my pants fell around my ankles. 

“Got you,” said Ashe. 

“That doesn’t count!”

Ashe laughed, and I threw her onto her bed.  She got snagged in a series of ropes tied to the bed frame. It gave me a moment to hop away, which was all I could manage with my pants around my ankles.  I leapt up, grabbed onto the swing, and flipped myself out the open window and onto a ledge.  

Ashe threw another dagger, which I dared not catch.  I hopped forward, avoiding it.  Also, I didn’t have anything underneath me.  Windfall Manor was a tall, three-story building.  Charles preferred vaulted ceilings, and Windfall didn’t have central air.  My house had been built with some high windows to let out the heat.  In short, I wasn’t just on the second story; I was on a very tall second story.

I landed face-first on the ground next to my tool shed and rolled forward to avoid another dagger.  Thankfully, my Flying skill granted me a perk that prevented me from taking any Falling Damage, but still.

Ashe got to the window but was unwilling to step outside due to her lack of clothing and the audience clucking at her.  She held up one of her daggers, flicking the blade where there might have been the tiniest drop of blood.  Maybe.  She laughed and shut the window.  Examining the coup for a moment, I pulled my pants up and adjusted the sign that said “Jim’s Tool Shed” before I glared at the occupants.

“Dum Dum, what is wrong with you?” asked Shart.

“Can it, passenger princess.  I hate to admit it, but I’ve missed being here,” I said to the invisible demon sitting on my shoulder.  Then, I walked back inside the manor through the back door. 

“Jim, just in time.  We are having breakfast,” greeted EstherSasha as I appeared, having already mended the drawstring on my pants.  I had never replaced her as the cook, and Sir Dalton was glad about it.  He waved at me as I looked around the kitchen.  

“Come eat.  I’m trying these new grape flavored eggs,” called Dalton from the other room.  “They are amazing.”

“Is that mint?” I asked, sniffing the eggs in a pan on the stove.  

“Yes, it is a new recipe.  I’ll bring you a plate and some wakeup juice,” smiled EstherSasha.  

I cut through the servants quarters and popped out in the dining room, which was technically something I shouldn’t be doing.  As King and Mayor, I now found myself receiving a host of additional attention when I did things that I would have rather avoided.  

Dalton and Zorlando were busy eating eggs.  Zorlando gestured toward the blessed hot sauce as I sat next to him.  We had, thankfully, discovered the hot sauce during EstherSasha’s star anise seasoning period.  With enough hot sauce, you couldn’t taste anything.  

We still had some black licorice left over from that time.  

“I used your bathroom,” I said to Zorlando conversationally.

“I was wondering why you were bleeding.  You only locked the door, I presume,” stated Zorlando.  “You have to put your foot into the door frame.  That’s how she knows you are serious about keeping her out.”

“Is that why there is a brick in our bathroom?” asked SueLeeta, shoving her fork into an egg.  Her nose flared, and she carefully slid the bite under the table to her animal companion.  The poor creature might just be made of magic, but the pitiful expression told me he wasn’t enjoying the meal any better than anyone else.  

“Yes, she likes to keep the place tidy, and there is a schedule.  Gods help you if nature calls outside of prescribed hours,” said Sir Dalton, scooping about half of SueLeeta’s eggs onto his plate and continuing to eat.  

I examined the bacon and hoped it was edible.  If you poured enough hot sauce on it, the food was technically not terrible.  That was important because, as king, my breakfasts had turned into public events.  With EstherSasha cooking, you’d have to be a fool to ask for an invitation.  

“Julia, you hungry?” I asked.  

“No, I've had plenty,” answered Julia.  She was the only Falconian who continued to show up after the first day.  The duke and duchess had both appeared that first day and had not known about the hot sauce.  They had not returned. 

“That can’t be true.  You only ate toast,” said EstherSasha, dropping off a large plate of eggs for me and a smaller, fancier omelet for Julia. 

“That looks good,” said SueLeeta, the liar. 

“Oh, thank you,” replied EstherSasha.  Julia’s eyes widened.  “I had some extra mint and juniper, as well as that tentacle monster Glorious Robert caught, so I just threw it all in.”

“Lucky,” grumbled Sir Dalton, looking sadly at his plate.  It had no fewer than three different colors of eggs on it.  

Julia shook her head.  “I’m really not hungry.  It is just wiser to be around in case Jim needs me.”

To put it in the mildest way possible, my sudden arrival and subsequent passage of the Trials of the Lion had been minorly disruptive to the plans of the most noble of the Falconians.  The duchess was upset that I’d finished them so quickly.  She legitimately expected to have a few days while I did them.  That hurt her standing, of course, but not nearly as much as my sudden kingship.   

While Julia was on the side of Team Jim, and she was still a person of some importance in her homeland, she did not want to see the historical rights of nobility ground underfoot.  My sudden elevation came as a rather serious blow to her princessly prestige.

Specifically, no one was sure if she was a princess anymore.  

She’d been growing more and more reserved ever since I’d been crowned.  From what Bashara had told me, both the duke and duchess were attempting to get her to accept a role as their underling.  It was not a particularly high-ranking role.  The situation was getting bad enough that I might need to give her the Walker Orb back or exile the two nobles. 

The duke and duchess were absolutely apoplectic since the coronation.  Fortunately, they were mad at each other instead of me.  The duchess was supposed to contain the political situation while the duke contained the military one.  The sudden revelation of Grebthar being the Dark Overlord had given me the opportunity to outmaneuver, if only temporarily.  However, she was already back on her feet and now a Cleric of Logan.  

She was actually a higher-ranked Cleric of Logan than I was.  

With her back in some degree of control, they were both back to their old tricks.  Both were experienced enough politicians that they could complain in the most polite language imaginable, but, at the end of the day, they were both anchors to my reign.  They, however, were not stupid.  They spent their time further readying the defense of Windfall, making their removal impractical.  

I hated politics, but I understood reality, as did they.  If they gave me a reason, they were gone.  Unfortunately, they hadn’t, so they got to stay and be annoying.  I wasn’t sure how to handle them, so I sent Bashara as my lookout, despite my reservations.  Her mission was to disrupt their political operations against me as much as possible while letting all the critical war preparations go along unhindered.  

Bashara was currently eating breakfast with the duchess and would get back to me if anything serious happened.  I still didn’t necessarily trust her, but having her sit around lost in her thoughts seemed like a bad idea.  

SueLeeta finished her plate by carefully feeding everything but the bacon to her summoned companion.  She grinned at me, and I grinned back.  The Hunter thought of me like some sort of cute little puppy that had grown into a mean, vicious dog.  The fact that I was in charge of the nobility was something she adored.  Even better, according to her, was that she didn’t need to do anything to put those nobles in their places. 

I would have my revenge, though.  If we all lived through this, I was going to give SueLeeta a castle somewhere.  

“So, are you still a princess?” asked SueLeeta, far more directly than anyone else would have considered.  Getting into a fight to the death and potentially saving her future husband’s life a few times had mellowed SueLeeta on the Falconian girl.  

“I honestly have no idea,” said Julia, scooping the omelet onto Sir Dalton’s plate.  He smiled his thanks before devouring it.  “My family were the keepers of the Walker Orb, which Jim has on his person.  Without the orb, we aren’t even technically a first family.”

“Do you want it back?  It is being used to assist in treating Badgelor at the moment.” I stated.  I had given the orb to Jarra as soon as we’d returned to Windfall.  Besides, Shart didn’t like me putting certain things in his belly, and some of the compounds that Jarra was using involved the demonic bits we’d gotten in Jersey.  I still had most of the really powerful stuff in my personal storage, which was not connected to Shart, but that wasn’t transferable. 

I wasn’t too concerned about letting Jarra borrow the orb.  While I figured the Falconians would be in total support of anything necessary to keep the furry bugger alive, it did technically make Jarra one of the three highest ranked members of Falconian nobility. 

“Not if you need it.  I’m not about to go against the Mayor’s wishes,” said Julia passively. 

“I could upgrade your current weapon.  I have a bunch of extra bits from Jersey,” I offered. 

“If you think that is best,” said Julia.  She frowned for a second, then pulled out her Pure Rod of Sun-touched Oricalcum and rolled it over to me.    

●        Pure Rod of Sun-touched Oricalcum:  This rod is a component of a magical device.  The material is an excellent amplifier of Radiant Energy.

As most of Julia’s spells used Radiant Energy, the rod was the most important piece of equipment she still possessed.  It was rare enough, and her build was focused enough, that it was almost to the level of a Treasure of Rule.  However, the rod was in an unfinished state.  I pulled out a magical gemstone from my storage and sat it next to the rod.  Then, I went through the rest of my inventory.  

I heard a clink and noticed that the two items had locked together.  

“Shart, what’s up with this?” I asked, tugging on the two objects.  They were essentially fused together.  The gemstone was powerful, but in the wrong spot on the rod to really be effective. 

“Well, Pure Orichalcum attracts magical items like a lodestone.  The overall attraction is pretty weak, but the more powerful the object, the stronger the force,” said the demon.  “You have two Tier 5 objects that are supposed to be connected sitting next to each other, Dum Dum.” 

“That could be useful,” I said, banishing Julia’s rod into my storage where I could separate it from the gemstone.  Magical gemstones were the highest-tier components on Ordinal.  Each prong of my crown even had a small one attached.  The problem was that they could only be made in places with compressed Mana, like Jersey.  That made them incredibly rare on Ordinal.  Badgelor had grabbed a bunch while we were there, and I was anxious to put some to use.  

●        Orb of Extended Capacity: This gemstone increases the objects storable Mana by 500, base.  

●        Orb of Extended Reach: Spells cast through this gem have 100% increased range.

●        Pear of Power: This gemstone increases the effectiveness of any spell cast by 50%.  

Those were all base ratings.  To install them correctly into the rod, I was supposed to need some sort of magical, gem-affixing device.  Those were very rare, complicated items.  At the skill level required to install them, it should have taken months or even years to gather the necessary parts to build the tool.  I more or less just screwed the gems onto the sides of the rod using my Craftsman Needs No Tools perk.  

The problem was that no matter how easily I could attach the parts, I was essentially trying to snap three very powerful magical components onto the same piece of hardware.  It would have been easier if it was a staff.  The rod was barely a foot long, and thin enough that I could wrap my hand around it and still touch my fingertips with my thumb.  

Using Mystical Lore, I tried to place the items, but the results were complicated.  All three magical gemstones were individually large enough to occupy the entire palm of my hand.  I could feel them as they radiated with power.  The two orbs were spheres, obviously, while the Pear was a pear-shaped gemstone. Duh.  It was important to understand, because the obvious solution was to put the pear in the middle of the rod with the orbs on either end.  Regrettably, the pear had been cut to fit against a flat surface.

That meant the pear had to go on the tip of the rod, but that brought in a balancing issue for the two orbs.  The optimal position was to have the orbs an equal distance apart on the opposite end of the rod.  Unfortunately, when I tried that, the amount of Arcane power was too great even for Pure Sun-touched Oricalcum, and the rod warped slightly.

Julia did not like that but bit her tongue.

“Poor Julia,” said Shart with a chuckle.  “No material could conduct that much magic.”

“I could just use one orb,” I considered.  That would be an improvement over the base device, but I would basically be giving her something that was only two-thirds as powerful as it could be.  “Perfection is the enemy of good.”

“What?” asked Shart, as I began adjusting the orbs.  Sure, having the device at 100% would be great, but I couldn’t do that.  What I could do was get it as far over two-thirds as possible.  The optimal amount of magic that the rod could actually process was achieved with the two orbs nearly touching each other.  

The magical flux flowing through the rod was enough to make it warm to the touch.  I’d made a couple of small errors, causing several parts of the rod to bulge as if it was full of golden veins.  In the end, I made it work.  I’d had to use a ring of stability on the end to manage the whole device.  Doing so slightly weakened the pearl of power.  However, when I’d tried without the ring, the end of the rod melted, fusing into the pearl and causing the magical gold to flow upward slightly.  

I could only manage to get the rod to slightly over 90% of its maximum capacity, but it was one of the most powerful devices I’d ever made.  

●        Pretty Effective Nearly Incredible Spellcrafter:   This Pure, Sun-Touched, Orichalcum Rod has been modified to include three gemstones.  Wielder’s base Mana increased by 1400.  Spell range increased by 297%.  Base spell effectiveness +140%.  

“That’s a mouthful,” I said.

“Tell me about it,” replied Shart.  “You may want to come up with a better name.”

“It's fine.  I’ll let Julia call it something,” I said, examining the workmanship on the item.  It practically pulsed with power, and everyone could sense it.  You could tell just by looking around the room.  Julia stared at it wide-eyed.  SueLeeta bit her lip.  Zorlando glanced away, and Sir Dalton was looking at it and then looking down thoughtfully. 

“Is it supposed to look quite like that?” asked Sir Dalton, as he resumed eating his eggs. 

“What?” I asked, looking at the rod and examining the orbs.  Julia had both hands wrapped around the rod and seemed to be worshiping it a bit.  

“Powerful magical objects tend to look like things in nature.  That object does not.  Plus, it looks angry,” chuckled Shart. 

“It is a fearsome weapon,” I said to Dalton.    

“It is the most fearsome one I’ve ever seen,” said SueLeeta.  Sir Dalton snorted. 

“Talk to me later tonight.  I’ll show you fierceness,” said the Knight.  SueLeeta smiled lasciviously.

“This is greater than the Treasures of Rule,” said Julia, cradling the weapon to her cheek.  Then, she remembered her dignity and stopped.  Obviously, a princess shouldn’t be kissing her weapon, especially not on the pear of power.   

Jarra walked into the room and brushed past Julia, who was ignoring everything but her new weapon.  The Healer sat next to me before smiling over at SueLeeta.  The Hunter was staring enviously at Julia’s new weapon.  “It is so thick and veiny.”

“With power?” I asked.

“Yeah, that,” said Jarra, who, despite ignoring the princess, had become captivated by Julia’s new toy.  The rod might as well have been floating there.  “I just want to get my hands around it.”

“Because of how much healing you could do?” I questioned.

“Yeah, sure,” Jarra turned to SueLeeta.  “So, how are things?”

“Good, good,” said SueLeeta, fascinated.  “Jim, you haven’t given me anything yet.”

“He only gave me one orb,” said Jarra uncomfortably.  I’d have to give her a big package later. 

“I’d take anything Jim wanted to give me,” said SueLeeta, smiling at me oddly. 

“I’m not sure that’s wise,” cautioned Dalton defensively.

“Oh, hush.  I’m sure it will be great,” said SueLeeta, a bite of eggs going unnoticed at the end of her fork.  Dalton looked concerned. 

“Please make it like an improved crossbow or something, little buddy,” pleaded Dalton, as the women in the room stared at Julia’s magical device.  I think the princess was drooling a bit.  I ignored her.   

“If I had been able to, I’d have already made you a new weapon.  However, you always take all my stuff,” I replied, grabbing my old crossbow.  She waved her hand at me as I removed it.  

“Make that as powerful as Julia’s gift, and I’ll stop,” she smiled.  

I doubted that, but I got to work.


Chapter 39: The Return of the King (of Badgers)

“I didn’t know you were so good at crafting,” said Julia meekly, as she tried to place her rod into her storage.  It didn’t fit.  You couldn’t put items that powerful into dimensional storage.  She carefully examined it before eventually attaching the device to a loop on her belt.  She was going to need a sheath.  I didn’t much care for meek Julia.  Meek Julia agreed with everything I said or did, and that was rapidly approaching annoying.  

“It's a Mayor thing,” I stated, as people began leaving the dining room.  SueLeeta was smiling happily at her upgraded Scorpow, which met Dalton’s mysterious specifications.  I’d also given Jarra a rosary, composed of several smaller orbs.  

As everyone but Julia left the dining room, I opened a Portal to my office in the town hall and paused.  Julia walked up behind me.  She seemed unwilling to speak first, so I simply waited.  We stood like that for a good minute before she finally cracked.   

Julia looked over at me.  “Are you waiting on something?”

“You got worse,” I said.  “I was hoping that giving you a piece of gear on the level of a Treasure of Rule would get you back to your old self.”

Julia bit back a response, because, of course, she did.

“You were better during the Trials, but now you seem to have totally lost your backbone,” I continued.

Julia shrugged.  “You were not king then.  I don’t want to upset you, and it’s not like I actually have any rank anymore.”

“You are still the princess.  You’ve been the princess since I met you in that skiing lodge.  Act like it,” I said, stepping into my office.  The door exploded open even before Julia had fully exited the Portal. 

“Mister Mayor, we have seventeen requests that require your approval,” stated Mar.  The duke brushed past him.

“My liege, there are some concerns from the army.  I will have to discuss those with you as soon as possible,” he stated.

HankAlvin pushed next to both men.  “Jim, we can’t hit these production numbers as quickly as you’d like, even with Margwal’s help.”

Those were just the people who’d managed to get in the door.  Outside my office, there were two very strong Dandies, doing their level best to keep everyone else out.  

“Julia, figure out what is missing in the production chain and resolve it as best as you can,” I said, delegating that responsibility to her. 

That was mission critical, probably the most critical task this office would deal with today.  She flinched as the duke eyed her contemptuously, strumming his fingers on the Rod of Power.  “If you need, I’ll be happy to handle that task for my niece,” he said dryly. 

Julia reached down and touched her own treasure, cautiously at first, as if she didn’t remember what she had.  She glanced over at me.  I raised my eyebrows at her imploringly, and her back straightened.  She glared right back at the duke, crafted a barrier, and stormed out, dragging HankAlvin behind her.  

“Mar, I’ll go through the requests, but I already got the prompts.  Several of them are going to require some thought.  Replacing the Shadow Tap for Beakatrik’s improved version is going to slow production of weapons even further.  It needs to be done, though.  I’ll talk to Beakatrix.  The rest of them look like they can be handled after lunch, so I’ll have answers by then,” I continued.  

Mar nodded.  That was the usual routine.  I didn’t see anything from him that wasn’t marked critical, but a few of the critical ones blinked in my interface.  I couldn’t delegate any of those choices, but Mar was good at only getting me the stuff I really needed to review.  

“Talk,” I said to the duke, about whom I could delegate nothing. 

“Puma checks-” he began.  

“Are critical to the survival of any army,” I interrupted.  In my personal office, I knew that there were no pumas.   Probably.  I did a quick check.

“I think you may be wasting precious time searching for something that isn't there,” began the duke.  “Perhaps we could stick more closely to the standardized training manual.”

“We are fighting the Dark Overlord; the standard manual hardly applies,” I stated.

“The manual exists from Grebthar’s time.  I assure you it is still relevant,” argued the duke.  He was still livid with me.  He’d gone for one quick tour of the Western Gate Fortress, and I’d managed, again, to thwart all his plans.  I was getting good at that.

I brought up the army interface.  I had the Army of Windfall and the Army of Falcon listed.  The difference was night and day, though.  I still had my Great General perks, and those allowed me a far greater degree of control over the Army of Windfall.  At its core, it was a far more capable force than the Falconian army, if far less polished.  

The Falconian army was controlled by the king and included many units.  I should have royal guards, but they’d been disbanded.  There were also several regiments of normal soldiers, but those had been absorbed into the forces of the duke and duchess.  I also had a number of town garrisons that I couldn’t realistically remove.  

The duke literally controlled about seventy percent of the Army of Falcon directly, so removing him removed that entire group of soldiers from the field.  The problem was that, outside of me and Fenris, no one had enough War Leader talents to control that many troops, and the duke knew it.  If I replaced him with Lorraine, I’d lose about half the Falconian army and some of the Army of Windfall. 

Because of that, the duke took every opportunity to be annoying.   

“Shart, do you have any leads on the Dark Overlord?” I asked.

“Is the duke whining again?  Please say he’s not whining again.  I can’t take any more of this,” said Shart.  It was rapidly becoming evident that the demon hated politics way more than anyone had a right to.  

“He is.  Where is the Dark Overlord?” I asked again.

“You realize he’s doing his best to hide himself, right?  It's going to be really obvious if I go looking,” said the demon. 

“Great,” I muttered.  I tried to count to ten while glaring at the irritating man in front of me. 

The duke was far less annoying at one-sixtieth the normal speed, primarily because he didn’t talk much.  I had assumed that these problems would subside when I became king.  They had to some degree, but the nature of the problem was in the kingdom itself.  I was king, not president, with more absolute power over my own limited lands and less control over the duke’s fiefdoms.  Feudal politics meant that I couldn’t directly order his armies to do what I needed them to do, so I had to negotiate.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Marry Julia,” said the duke, “Right now.  I’ll do the ceremony myself.”

That is what they really wanted.  The royal family of Falcon was currently out of their traditional leadership role, and they hated that more than they hated the Dark Overlord.  The thought of all my power slipping through their fingers was enough to crush their little souls.  

“I’ll think about it,” I said, eliciting a smile from the duke.  That was the largest concession I’d given so far.  “Assuming the training schedule is adhered to.”

“Of course,” he said, “But I don’t know how much longer I can keep the men performing such tedious tasks.”

“Try harder,” I replied.  The duke nodded and left the room.  Round two started, and more people were admitted to my office.  That was followed by round three.

At noon, I dumped the completed requests onto Mar’s desk and managed to sneak out of my own office.  The fact that I could operate at a heightened timescale was usually a blessing, but, presently, I was hating it.  I’d done a week's worth of work on each of the last two days.  

Of course, I could appreciate Shart a bit better now.  This had been his whole life for centuries.  Deciding to go to the Engineer’s workshop first, I quickly noticed I was being tailed.  

Slowing my speed, I allowed Julia to catch up to me.  She seemed to be practicing her own version of Hide in Plain Sight, wearing a disguise so that she would be harder to recognize.

“Figure it out?” I asked.

“I’ll need to get some goods from Falcon, but we should be able to make up the lost production time over the next few days,” said Julia.  She looked confident again.  It might have been fragile confidence, but it was something.  

“Where in Falcon?”

“The Union in the Vinelands, I know of several major metals markets that should have everything we need,” she answered.  

“Follow,” I said and turned down the street to The Hatchery, Beakatrix’s workshop.  Four Dandies stood guard, while a host of assistants ran in and out.  

“Where is my assistant?” squealed Beakatrix.  That was a word in Progenitor that meant several things, including servant or slave.  It was a beautiful language based on intonations that I was still learning.  I brought up the town menu and saw that Margwal was not close.  She was working on something on the opposite side of town.  That was strange.  I thought she got along with the Progenitor pretty well.  However, a glance at her movement history showed that she rarely visited the shop.  

“Beakatrix,” I greeted, walking through the front door.  The fact that crowds just parted for me now was something else I was trying not to abuse.  “How are the eggs?”

She clucked at me several times.  “Fine, but I have work to do.  What do you need?”

“Several things.  First, Hansa made me an expandable framework for a Gateway,” I said. 

“I saw.  It was sloppy work," replied Beakatrix.  At least that’s what I think she said.  Her bird language was tricky to parse, but she certainly wouldn’t have said crappy or terrible.  She was far too kind.

“It was built in a hurry.  I need another one at your highest priority,” I said.  

“I have other projects,” she began, turning her head so she could see me with just one eye.  The effect was discomforting.  

“I’m afraid this is critical.  It is necessary for the war effort.  Hansa finished hers in a few hours.  I’ll expect you to finish yours faster and with higher grade materials,” I said.  Beakatrix still looked dubious, but I continued.  “This will allow us to import more high-quality materials from a larger market.”

Beakatrix nodded, scanning over everyone before she looked back at me.  “Of course, Mayor.”  I assigned the quest to the Engineer, and she hastened over to the old Shadow Tap that had been pulled out of my basement.  The device had been partially disassembled, and she examined several pieces while clucking.  

“What’s that?” I asked, gesturing toward one of the parts.  It reminded me of the Dark Overlord’s collar.  Beakatrix squawked.  

“A surprisingly high-quality Mana fuse.  It overloaded.  I am trying to perfect it,” she said, gesturing to a component on the table. 

“You built an improved version of this one?” I asked, picking up the device.  It was the size of a collar, but the wiring paths were different.  Another partial piece sat next to it.  When I touched it, I received the tingle of Mana feedback. 

“Careful around those,” cautioned Beakatrix, and I dropped the item like it was hot.  Normally, when she said be careful, something was about to explode.  She continued talking about Mana circuits, but her warbling was difficult to understand.  I gathered that Mana Taps worked a lot like generators, and you needed to connect them just right. 

I could understand that.  My uncle had once hooked a generator up wrong and fried everything in his and his neighbor’s house. 

After a few minutes of Beakatrix squawking, I cleared my throat.  “So, about the new one?”

“Yes, it is an older design.  I knew of some upgrades but this one is curious,” said Beakatrix.  “It was not Progenitor designed, but I am trying to incorporate the improvements into my own.”

“Does that mean we get an ‘improved’ improved Mana Tap?” I asked.

She looked at me with one eye for long enough that I took a step back.  

“What are we going to do with the gate?” asked Julia.

“When the device is done, have your fastest runner head to Union.  If she hurries, she should be able to get there overnight,” I said.  “If she sets up the Gateway, I can just connect to it.”

“That would give us a connection to a large Falconian market,” said Julia.  

“Will that be sufficient?” I asked.

The princess looked stunned for a moment before nodding.  “Yes, I can directly buy a great number of the weapons needed there.”

She bolted, searching for a runner.  I turned back to Beakatrix.  “I need something else.”

Beakatrix squawked something like an epitaph, which didn’t make any sense coming from such a noble and regal bird.  She apparently needed to fly or something.  I wasn’t quite sure of the grammar. 

What flapping now? 

“I need you to build me a small flying contraption that can search for the Dark Overlord,” I said.  

“There,” replied Beakatrix, gesturing toward a table.  “I made those earlier.  They should be sufficient.  Have one of the assistants operate them.”

If I was being less charitable, the way Beakatrix said assistant would have been interpreted as slave.  Thankfully, I knew Beakatrix was of stout moral fiber, and I chastised myself for even thinking of it.  

She sure had made a lot of observation drones, enough to watch the whole town with some to spare.  Beakatrix was nothing if not diligent.

“Or Paranoid,” said Shart.

“Think of the puma checks we could do with those,” I offered.

“Hmmm,” replied the demon, considering the options.  “Maybe they aren’t such a bad idea after all.”  

Beakatrix was turning into a mad scientist, and the lab was getting a lot stranger in a hurry.  One thing struck me as particularly interesting.  “What is that?”

“That is my organic replicator,” said Beakatrix.  “It is used in the creation of certain parts for chemical studies.”

“Like what?” I asked, poking the machine.

“Initially, I had hoped to create a replacement spine for your chief servant, Fenris.  Unfortunately, the replacement needed is beyond this device,” said Beakatrix.  “I would have to completely clonehim, and that requires the devotion of far more resources to upgrading my equipment.”

“What can you do with your replicator right now?”

“I am presently using the device to create dragon scale for use in certain armors.  I was able to collect a sample from the coat of my assistant,” explained the Engineer.

“Does it have scales?” I asked.

“It has fur, but that develops into scales as the creature ages,’ stated Beakatrix wisely, almost as if she was talking to a small child.  Obviously, I was getting the inflection wrong.  As I considered it, she continued, “I can age the parts to maturity using science!”

“What about this?” I asked, pulling out the Abomination Horn. 

“You stole that,” said Shart.

“Stole it back,” I replied. 

“This is not significantly more complicated than dragon scale,” said the Progenitor, “But the material will not be stable.  It would not work for melee weapons.” 

“Use them for arrowheads,” I said.

She nodded. 

“You can generate body parts with just a bit of hair.  Could you generate an entire body?” I asked.

“For your friend, Fenris?  It would require a more advanced version of the machine, and the copies would be without souls,” said Beakatrix.  “I am not aware of a method to transfer those.” 

“Interesting,” I said, sending another quest to Beakatrix, along with a blueprint.  “Have you ever seen one of those?”

The Progenitor considered for a moment, then huffed in annoyance.  “That will require further upgrades.”

“When we get the path to Union open, I’ll get you as many parts as you want,” I said. 

I allocated as many resources as I could before Beakatrix stormed off to her next project.  I was going to get a notification from Mar concerning what I’d just done.  Oh, well.  What was the point of being king if I couldn’t occasionally abuse my power? 

“I’m going to visit Badgelor.  Hopefully, he is awake,” I said.  I started walking south, toward the magical quarter.  Jarra’s Healing Hut was no longer hers.  The current town Healer had moved in while I was gone.  Jarra had initially been disappointed, until she found out her new assigned job. 

“Windfall General Hospital,” I said, examining the large stone structure.  The fact that it had been built in less than a week was just something I’d gotten used to.  Building construction rates on Windfall were obscene, and this one had a bunch of adventurers working on it.  

“My liege, " stated Spencer Quartermaine as I entered the facility.  He was a nice enough chap.  It was expected that the Quartermaine dynasty would be in charge of the hospital.  They were one of the least powerful branches of the royal family in Falcon, but they focused primarily on Healing.  The fact that he was at the front door waiting for me was also unsurprising.  Everyone important knew whenever I was going to enter a building, thanks to my shadow.

“Is he still there?” asked Shart.  I smiled at the Cleric.  

“Of course, he’s my tail,” I replied, as several other Falconian Clerics ran over to see me.  

My tail was a Falconian Rogue who fancied himself good at hiding.  He was, but I was better at finding things.  I just neglected to mention to anyone that I knew he was there.  I knew he reported to the duke, but, ultimately, I thought he reported to the whole family.  He must have had some sort of a messaging skill for them.  

I would have been more offended, but he was constantly vigilant and watched for danger at all times.  I couldn’t fault that attitude, so, instead of teleporting over to him, I just let him be.  He was my own version of the paparazzi.  

I snorted and realized that Spencer was staring at me.  I reviewed the last bits of our conversation before replying.  “Yes, everything looks tidy.  I’m very impressed with everyone’s work.  When the final battle comes, many lives will be saved here.”

The various members of the staff, which included far more Healers than I would have expected, all smiled.  I glanced over at Spencer.

“Excellent!  Now, all of you have work to do.  Get to it.  Mayor, if I could have a word in private,” said the hospital administrator.  That was the other fun bit.  While being king was important, being Mayor was far more important.  Now that everything was decided, everyone liked to drop the fact that I was the Mayor.

We headed to an empty section of the hospital.  Right now, we were not at war, so most of the space was available.  The kind of magical medicine a Cleric could perform was enough to get most people healed and out of the hospital far more rapidly than on Earth.  I’d seen a man with a half-crushed skull and a mangled arm fully recover while I was dedicating the facility to Badgelor.  

I’d have expected the Falconians to want the facility to honor either Grebthar or Logan, but I had forgotten the national mascot.  Badgelor wasn’t a god, but he was incredibly popular all over Falcon.  Also, he lived in Windfall, and the Falconian nobility paying for the hospital were inclined to do whatever it took to get into his good graces. 

Speaking of which, I stepped into the empty wing and spotted Jarra mixing a potion.  Spencer’s expression went neutral.  He was smart.  The previous administrator had some complaints about Jarra treating Badgelor.  That had not gone well for her.

“Why are we wasting our time here?” asked Shart.

“Because Badgelor is our friend, and I’d like him to wake up,” I replied.

“He’s sleeping.  Who knows how long that will take,” replied Shart.  “He’ll wake up before the final battle.  That should be enough.”

“We check anyway, because he is our friend,” I replied.

“Fine,” sighed the demon.  “Besides, I have some new theories on how Filly got his hat back.  I was hoping to discuss them with both of you.”

Joy.

“How is the patient doing?” asked Spencer, realizing he spoke over me.  This was his role, though, and I wasn’t about to complain about him being concerned about patient health.  

“There doesn’t seem to be anything physically wrong with him,” answered Jarra.  “I performed an augury with Josslyn Tait Cassadine Wright.”  She paused, trying to remember if that was enough names.  The Falconians only had a small list to choose from, and they tended to mix and match to make it work.  

“Josslyn the Seer is the best Auger in the facility.  Her technique always reveals anything wrong with a patient, even concealed or hidden Damage,” replied Spencer.  The Sphinx had hurt Badgelor but hid most of the Damage, so it was much harder for him to recover.  Still, it was well past the time he should be up. 

It had been close to three days.  Not only did Badgelor appear to be at his actual maximum Hit Points, but no evidence of any wounds could be found.  

Jarra looked pensive.  This is why she’d come back, and she couldn’t actually fix the problem.  I’d have given her a hug or kiss, but attempting to invade her professional bubble would cost me later.    

I glanced into the badger’s room.  It looked reasonably similar to a modern hospital.  There were various medical tablets hooked up to him, all making appropriate medical sounds.  While they were interesting, the hospital didn’t have many of them, due to lack of need.  Given that most things could be fixed with a spell, long-term monitoring was a rarity.

Heck, if we hadn’t had the hospital, I probably would have thrown Badgelor in front of a fireplace until he got better.  That always worked.  Jarra had grilled me on that.  Now, there was a hearthstone, like a magically heated rock, sitting next to the badger.  Everything in the room was intolerably warm. 

As I watched, I asked Spencer, “So, no visitors?” 

“None.  I did as you ordered and ensured that no one but Jarra, myself, and the Seer are even aware Lord Badgelor is here,” replied Spencer confidently.  He checked the room again, ensuring that everything was right where it was supposed to be. 

Bashara sat next to Badgelor, reading quietly.  

“Excellent, I can’t imagine anyone sneaking past you and your guards.  Bashara glanced up at me and shook her head.  “Done with the duchess already?” I asked.

Spencer looked at me questioningly.  I gestured to Badgelor.  He nodded hesitantly and stepped away, trying to figure out if I was mentally communicating with mighty Badgelor.  Bashara just shook her head again. 

“She’s still trying to come up with a new strategy.  I’ve fed her so many ineffective ideas, it will take her at least a day or three to settle on one,” answered Bashara, glancing at Spencer.  He didn’t seem to notice she was there.  Instead, he was urgently reviewing his clipboard.  

“How is he doing?” I asked Bashara.  She looked up from her book and over to Badgelor.  Then, she turned back to me.  

“He’s not eating,” she said, gesturing toward a tray of meats and vegetables from the Golden Badger.  

“How are you?" I asked.

“Better,” replied Bashara.  “I’ve had more time to think.”

She wasn’t talking about politics.  “Thank you for your help.  I support whatever decision you choose to make.”

“A very boring answer,” said Bashara, reaching over and scratching Badgelor behind the ear.  I thought I saw his head twitch. 

I used Treatment but didn't see any other issues with Badgelor.  A check of our bond also came up clean.  There was nothing wrong with the badger.  He was just sleeping and wouldn’t wake up.  

“Jarra, can you make me some of that cream?” I asked.

Jarra glanced at me and snorted.  “You don’t need it.”

“I never did, but Badgelor loves the stuff,” I said.

“Never?” asked Jarra, staring at me for a long moment.  “I made so much of it.  I thought. . .and I had to get help from so many people.  They figured. . .he ate all of it?”

“I had one jar,” I said.  

“I made hundreds.  Do you know how hard it was to find dill weed?  That’s why I planted so much of it.  Several people were badly injured gathering it.  I healed them, of course, but. . .ugh.  If he wasn’t unconscious, I’d kill him!” growled Jarra, walking to the herbal cabinet and mixing up a small jar of ranch dressing.  

“If it isn’t for that. . .” Spencer trailed off, a haunted look in his eyes.  “We’ve been sending crates of the stuff over to the Dalton Girls’ place.  Crates.”

“What can I say?  Badgie loves the stuff,” I said, causing the War Badger to twitch slightly.  

“Feck me,” said Shart.

“Yeah, looks like the plain tough love plan,” I said, taking the jar that was thrust into my hands.  I opened up a Portal to my office.  Shart went through it, shaking his head.  The demon was invisible, so it appeared that I was flexing.  Mar stepped into my office and looked at me curiously.  

“Sir?”

“Mayor stuff,” I stated, closing the Portal.  Spencer looked at me oddly, and Jarra’s head tilted into her “you are up to something” expression.  I let them for another several seconds when Shart finally got into position.  It helped that he could walk through walls, and his destination was close.  

Stepping into the room, I grabbed a carrot off the tray of food and bit into it with a loud crunch.  “Tasty, but it needs something.”  

Shoving a carrot into Jarra’s patented erectile dysfunction cream, I brought it to my lips and took another bite.  Jarra looked at me curiously, then picked up the pestle she’d used to make the cream and tasted a bit of it.  

“Okay, this isn’t bad,” she said.  “The medicinal effect doesn’t work unless it is applied topically, though.”

“Yours is very fresh.  The recipe the new Healer was using just wasn’t as good,’ I said, placing the jar next to the unconscious badger.  I watched him for several seconds, but he laid there unmoving.  Finally, I relented and put a piece of celery in the jar.  

“Hey, what’s that over there?” I asked, gesturing toward a newly built structure.

“It’s a refinary.  They refine alchemical components into powders,” stated Spencer, glancing back at Badgelor and the empty jar.  

“We only looked away for a second,” said Jarra.

“He’s wiley, hungry, and semi-conscious,” I stated, staring at the badger.  

“Leave me alone,” moaned Badgelor.

“Not going to happen,” I replied.  “We’ve got to save the world.”

“I can still hear them,” said Badgelor, a hint of sadness coloring his voice.  He opened his paw, exposing a small crystal.  It flickered for a moment before fading, the crystal slowly dissolving into dust. 

“Why would Badgelor have a Dungeon Core fragment?” I asked, relating the situation to Shart. 

Shart whistled, impressed.  “A Dungeon Core fragment?  For fecks sake, I take it back.  He did have something.”

“How is that important?” I asked.

“It’s a fragment of a Dungeon Core.  He got it back in book five.  It’s basically a weaker version of a Divine shard,” said Shart.  “It contains a spark of Divine power.”

“So?” I asked.

“They can be used to store the soul of someone, or even multiple people.  That one would have even worked in Newark, at least briefly ,” stated the demon.  I pondered that for a moment.  Shart groaned.  “Dum Dum, it means he saved the souls of most of his people.  Any one of them that died near him, and I’m going to be generous with ‘near’.  He possibly saved every soul.  That shard would have been radiating the badger version of heaven to every War Badger’s soul.”

“Even the general?” I asked.

“As far away as the LOOKOUT!” said Shart.  “He couldn’t save their bodies, but he did save their souls.  The ones who needed it anyway.  Why in Jersey he had that is a whole different question.”

I knew why. 

I looked down at my failed badger, who had traveled to Newark to help me and ended up saving his people. 

“I think you did better than anyone else could have.  You saved the world again,” I stated, as Badgelor shied away.  “Those creatures would have invaded Ordinal and killed everyone, but you stopped them.”

“We stopped them, my people, the last of my people,” said Badgelor.  “It doesn’t matter if I saved their souls if there aren’t any bodies to reincarnate into.”

“I wanted to talk to you about that,” I said.

“Just shut up,” growled Badgelor.  “I failed again.”

Project Tough Love was a go.

“Shart, door,” I thought.  Turning to Spencer, I asked, “This is my hospital, right?  Like, I own everything here?”

“That is both ominous and technically correct, my liege,” answered the Cleric cautiously.

“Technically correct is the best kind of correct,” I said, opening a Portal.  Badgelor was distraught, upset, angry, and betrayed by life.  He was also a wiley old badger, and he realized there was only one reason I’d do that.  

“You asshole!”

“You disconnected me,” I replied, as Badgelor rolled onto his feet.  

“A badger needs his privacy while he mourns his failures,” stated Badgelor.  

“I need to show you something,” I said, gesturing toward the Portal.  

“Screw off,’ replied Badgelor, flopping back down.  My hand darted out at blinding speed.  

I almost missed my grab, despite the fact that he was weak from hunger and wounds to his soul.  He nearly escaped my grasp.  Only my Monk class allowed my hands the speed and grace to grab the badger, but as the old expression on Ordinal was ‘Grab the War Badger by the tail…”

Badgelor slashed at my arm with a speed I didn’t expect, and my lighter traveling armor was not nearly up to that task.  The claws went straight to the bone, and only the fact that my bones were hardened kept me from losing the arm.  

I headbutted Badgelor, compacting the bed underneath the force of the blow.  For a moment, I thought he was going to shift into his War Form, but he didn’t manage to expand.  The hunger was forcing his Stamina to be too low.  Growling, he coiled up and lunged at me anyway.  Hundreds of years of being alone welled up into an out-of-control charge straight out of Jersey.  

I Blinked away, but he still grabbed me.  I tried to magically teleport, but he snatched me again.  Angry Badgelor’s speed was insane, rivaling that of the Sphinx.  Physics were still against him, and we flew through the Portal, landing on the other side in a nice-looking living room.  A bird chirped at us.

Badgelor growled, preparing for a second charge.  Suddenly, a voice bellowed, “Who is that mangy feckstick, and what the hell are you doing damaging the review area?”

“Sorry about that,” I began, but she cut me off.

“You don’t know any better.  I’m talking about him,” yelled a female War Badger.  “Drop and give me twenty!”


Chapter 40: Boot Camp

Badgelor was doing push-ups.  Badger push-ups.  Or something like that.  Actually, I had no idea what the feck Badgelor was doing.  Whatever he was doing was clearly wrong, as stated by the female War Badger.  

Quite vociferously.  

“Diamonds are for lovers, and I’m a lover, so make them diamonds,” screamed the War Badger. Badgelor struggled to comply.  I was guessing a massive battle followed by starving himself for several days was not a great choice before beginning a forced physical therapy session.  

“Are those diamond push-ups?” I asked Shart.

“Obviously,” replied the demon.

“Really?” I asked.

“I don’t fecking know!  Like I care about pushups.  Ask Badgelor,” growled Shart.

“He disconnected from me while he was yelling about me being an asshole,” I replied.  Badgelor glanced over at me and tried to signal. . .something.  I think it was, ‘I’m a jerk who needs to do more push-ups.’  

“How are things, Badget?” I asked.  The female War Badger turned to me, her glowing purple eyes instantly clearing.

“Fine, sir.  Who is this soldier?” she responded curtly.  

“Badgelor, Lord of the Badgers,” I replied.  

She glared at Badgelor for a long moment, then snorted.  “Not my lord.  Keep at that front leaning rest position until I tell you otherwise.”

Even exhausted, Badgelor was still capable of doing push-ups for essentially forever.  Once he figured out what a diamond badger push-up was, Badget stopped yelling quite so much.  

“I was wondering-” began Badgelor.

“Did I give you permission to speak?” she bellowed, turning into War Form to emphasize her point.  Strangely, there was enough room to actually do that.  The Dalton girls had seemingly cleared out their front room to allow for exercises to be performed.

“Hey, Punny, how is Badget treating you?” I asked, looking over at the world champion of hair length.  

“It's a badger of honor having her in the house,” Punny replied.  

“What did I say?” bellowed the War Badger.

“Sorry, Badget,” replied Punny with a pained smile.  “She is not fond of puns, and she frankly terrifies me.”

“Ah, makes sense,” I said, as the snorting hellbeast continued to glare down at Badgelor.

“With Ashe, Hansa, and Margwal out of the house, there was plenty of room available,” explained Punny cautiously.  

I turned back to see Badgelor doing something that looked like a sit-up.  Badget was still glaring at him.

“The accommodations to your liking?” I asked.

“Yes, sir, Mister Mayor, the accommodations are quite adequate.  The snack bar was a bit much,” she said calmly. 

“Snack bar?” I whispered to Punny.

“We no longer have a rodent problem,” said Punny, “Or a bird problem, or a deer problem, or a raccoon problem.”  I glanced over at the haunted eyes of a robin.  She was wearing a tag that said “Not food”. 

Suddenly, Badget raised a paw and screamed, “What kind of sit-up is that, mister?  Did you get all fat eating erectile dysfunction cream?”  

“That stuff is really good with carrots,” whispered Punny.  “Before, I was almost a victim of a salt with a deadly weapon.”

“Girl!” yelled Badget.  With the moment of distraction, Badgelor rolled to his feet and got into a fighting stance.

“I am Badgelor!  You will tell me how you survived!”

Badget looked at him contemptuously.  “I will not tell you shit, you scruffy looking nerf herder!”  

“There are nerfs here?” I asked Punny.

“There are nerfsry rhymes about them,” snickered Punny.

“What did I say about the puns?” bellowed Badget.  

Badgelor grunted, trying to expand into his War Form.  He was just too hungry to change forms.  His self-imposed starvation was digging too deeply into his Stamina reserves.  Badgelor looked around desperately for food.  Fortunately, a snack entered the room, riding on Rose’s shoulder.

The little dragon was not much bigger than the last time I’d seen him.  My Master Perception had caught him when he’d been with Julia.  Even now, I could see that a solid diet of all the animals in the Dalton house had worked wonders.  He looked plump.

Badgelor lunged at him, as dragons were literally his favorite food.  

Badget shoulder checked him, blocking his path to the dragon.  “You will not eat the company mascot!”

“Company mascot?  It's a dragon.  We eat dragons!” yelled Badgelor.  The door slammed open, and HarDragon stepped into his worst possible nightmare.  Two War Badgers were standing inches away from his dragon, who was hiding on Rose’s neck.  Thankfully, the dragon hopped off Rose’s shoulder and landed on HarDragon, hissing at both badgers.  

“This little dragon escaped from the Sphinx, just like us.  Any survivor of the Sphinx is a member of this army, and I’ll die before I let someone eat a member of my army!  Badger’s promise.” 

Badgelor shrunk away at that and resumed doing sit-ups. 

“HarDragon,” I began, examining the dragon, “And Fluffy Cuddles?”

“We named it,” stated Punny.

“Of course,” I said, as HarDragon moaned.  “Is that an odd dragon name?”

“There are only a few left, but names are usually like ApocalypseAnnihilator or MegaDevastator.  Fluffy Cuddles is new.”  HarDragon looked sad.  

Content that he wasn’t about to be eaten, the little dragon hopped over to Punny and began kneading her shoulder, much to her discomfort.  Even with his tiny size, those claws were sharp.  

Badgelor and Badget were both glaring at each other.  Despite the current difference in size and forms, my money was still on Badgelor.  The trick was Badget didn’t quite realize that yet, and she was considering some very poor alternatives to his lack of discipline.

“So, you two should be friends,” I said.

“Friends with him, that scrawny looking bit of washed-up hair?” spat Badget.

“Only surviving War Badger, and she’s a total jerk,” growled Badgelor.

“Only survivor?  Are you kidding?  War Badgers are an army,” said Badget, before she barked once.  Instantly, twelve smaller War Badgers ran into the room, each one glaring at Badgelor.  All of them simultaneously expanded to the smallest, cutest War Form I’d ever seen.  They looked like angry bull dogs.  “Since all you can manage is Travel Form, I’m going to assume you fit at the back of the line.”

Badgelor glanced over at me, a hint of desperation in his eyes.  I was blocking his attempts to reconnect, but that was rapidly switching from funny to mean. 

“Want me to reconnect?” I asked.  There was a moment while Badgelor considered.  Then, I felt the companion connection realign.  He hadn’t actually broken it.  Instead, he’d scrambled it, preventing the connection from fully working.  

“Neat, that must have been what he did to Charles,” said Shart.  “Interesting trick without mindspace.”

“You think Badgelor doesn’t have mindspace?” I asked.

“It's rare.  He couldn’t,” said Shart.  “Oh, for fecks sake.  I forget he’s about as bad as you are.  At the very least, he could let me visit.”

“Like hell,” growled Badgelor.  “It's bad enough you poke around Jim’s mindspace.”

“You come over to my mindspace to assign your perks!” I grunted, realizing that was how Badgelor had been doing that.  I knew he was assigning his powers, but I didn’t know the actual mechanism of it.  Frankly, I liked it better when I didn’t know.  It was like finding out a magician’s tricks. 

“Only did it because you don’t do your build right,” said Badgelor, activating one of my Hiking perks.  The Endless Journey perk let me walk forever.  Additionally, if I walked more than a certain distance, I stopped being hungry.  The trick was that the distance really wasn’t that hard to achieve.  I usually cheated and got it done quickly.

Including today, so Endless Journey was already active. 

Badgelor’s starvation condition ended, and he started gaining Stamina.  I shrugged and began shoving large amounts of my personal Stamina through the bond into Badgelor.  I wasn’t that much of a jerk, even if he did call me an asshole.  In the span of ten seconds, the half-starved War Badger was gone, replaced by Badgelor’s normally majestic coat of fur.  

The effect was so pronounced, Badget actually stepped back.  Badgelor chuckled.  “So, you want to see my best form, eh?”  

“Is that music?” asked Shart.

“It’s Vegeta’s theme,” I replied mentally, before warning Badgelor, “Not in the house.”

“Why?  This is a pretty big room,” said Badget, suddenly concerned.  

Badgelor looked about.  Technically, he could fit.  I stomped hard enough to remind him of the basement, which he would definitely be in if he transformed inside.  Grumbling, Badgelor stepped out into the street and turned to face the Dalton house.  

There was a gasp from outside, and I saw dozens of Falconians recognize the badger and drop to one knee.  

“They do that faster for him than for you,” giggled Shart.

“Well, it's Badgelor.  He is their national mascot,” I replied, as the War Badger expanded.

“This is my War Form,” said Badgelor, stopping his expansion at a size noticeably larger than Badget.  She concentrated and expanded further, into her Evolved War Form.  I could tell that was beyond her skill, and her Stamina began to drain quickly.  

“This is my Evolved War Form,” Badgelor expanded again, swelling up to the size of a polar bear.  His Evolved War Form was much larger than Badget’s, and Badgelor’s Stamina was unmoving. 

“This is my Ultimate Form,” continued Badgelor, swelling up again.  Now, he was the size of two Clydesdale horses standing next to each other.  He looked taller than I remembered before he settled down to a slightly shorter height.

“His legs are longer,” I muttered, as Badget’s eyes grew wide.

“And this is my Evolved Ultimate Form,” said Badgelor, exploding out to an even larger size.  This was bigger than he’d been even during the battle with the zombies.  He was fully woolly mammoth-sized, if not a bit larger.  He looked like he could eat an African bull elephant for breakfast.  The cobbles under his paws began cracking and popping.  

“And this is my-” he continued.

“Nope, that doesn’t fit in the street,” I said.

“But I'm impressing the young lady with my awesome badger power!” whined Badgelor.

“You are wrecking my road,” I replied.  

Badgelor looked down at his now dusty paws.  He growled, then shifted down to only Ultimate Form.  Badget had not been able to maintain Evolved War Form and had reverted to her simple War Form.  The little War Badger cubs all stuck their heads out, and Rose stepped out of the house.

With HarDragon.  

Badget knelt with the rest of the War Badgers.  Badgelor returned to his travel size and walked over to her.

“I am Badgelor, Lord of the War Badgers, and we are about to save the world again.”  As he stared at the newly discovered badgers, I could have sworn I caught Badgelor’s eyes misting.


Chapter 41: Return of the Army

The army of War Badgers was on the march, with Badgelor proudly leading.  The rest were in parade formation, as they surveyed their territory.  Apparently, their territory was all my territory.  

“And he’s fine with the fact that the adults perished?” asked HarDragon, always interested in hearing about the particularities of War Badgers.

“Their mission was to escape Newark,” I replied, watching my proud badger.  “They thought it was a suicide run.  If any of them got out, they won.  Badgelor realizes they got Badget and a dozen babies out, so they won.”

“I zo not understand za Badgelor,” said Rose.

“He’s not human.  He has his own ideas of what constitutes a victory,” I said with a shrug.  “In his mind, this is the greatest win so far this century.  In fifty years, there will be thousands of War Badgers roaming the countryside, most likely complaining that there aren’t any dragons to eat.”

HarDragon winced.  His job was going to suck.  Then again, maybe not.  Badget was quite firm in her protection of their mascot.  His same dragon would be around through multiple generations of regular War Badgers. 

“Any idea where zey are going?” asked Rose.

“Seriously?” I asked.  “They are going to the Golden Badger.  An army fights on its stomach.”

“Oh,” she said.  The crowds parted, as the first living army of War Badgers in generations marched off to lunch.  

“He’s going to be impossible,” I said, causing Rose to look away from HarDragon.  I made a mental note to check with Julia about that.  I had a feeling that Rose making an aggressive campaign against the single, worldly, and quite well-read young man was only going to end one way.  

“Do you need zomething?” asked Rose, collecting herself.  It was a little thing that you’d only notice with Master Perception.  Her expression became a bit less open, and her pupils got a bit smaller.  Such details were glaringly obvious to me.  She went from looking at someone she liked quite a bit to looking at me.

“I have some drones.  I need you to find the Dark Overlord’s army,” I answered, pulling Beakatrix’s drones from my inventory.  They looked like quadcopters and were large enough that Rose could have ridden one, had she a mind to.  Thankfully, she was not quite that foolish.  

Rose examined them briefly and called for several of her sisters.  “I vill have zees moved to a zecure location.  We vill begin scouting within zee day.”  She dashed off, the small dragon looking over her shoulder.  HarDragon followed.  

“Talk about a beauty and the beast situation,” said Shart.

“What?” I asked.

“Well, one of them is gorgeous, and the other is all covered in curves and fatty objects,” explained Shart, making a retching gesture.  HarDragon was angular, and Rose was curvy.  Shart was not a fan of curves, and the sight of a woman’s bosom, even clothed, was mildly nauseating for him.  

Of course, I had worse problems.

Some of the children ran after Badgelor and the army of War Badgers, but the majority of the people were just standing there.  Every single person was watching me.  If they were just staring, I wouldn’t have minded.  Unfortunately, there was a terror inside them that was so palpable you could taste it.  

They were afraid, and it was burning through them.

One of the worst parts was that I didn’t know what they needed.  I could go super badger and swagger my way through them, brimming with confidence.  However, I didn’t think any parlor trick I could muster was going to impress them.  

Worse still, I didn’t have the answers they needed.  I needed to be able to kill the Dark Overlord once and for all, and I still had no idea how to accomplish that.  I didn’t even know what the Dark Overlord’s ultimate plan was.  

“Wait,” I said, thinking it through.  “Charles’ plan is to get back to Earth.”

“He’s been quite vocal about it,” said Shart.

“But he’s controlled by the Dark Overlord,” I continued.

“Which is supposed to be impossible,” added the demon.

“That means he’s still in there somewhere,” I said unhappily.  “More importantly, he wouldn’t have come up with something impossible on his own.”

“Do you think the Dark Overlord’s plan is to go to Earth?” asked Shart.

“I don’t think so.  He’s been trying to take over the world since Beakatrix’s time,” I said. 

“Why would the Dark Overlord even want to go to Earth?” asked Shart. 

I considered that.  “Due to the absence of magic, the only place you can teleport to from here is Earth.”

“Yeah, without help from another reality, and they won’t be helping,” said Shart.  “I suppose there could be an imprint of Charles on the Dark Overlord or something, a compulsion to go back to Earth.”

“Could the Dark Overlord work on Earth?” I asked.  “After all, he is a magical construct.  If you drained away his power, he’d just cease to exist, right?”

“He’s the god of magic.  That must be it,” said Shart.  “He somehow twisted the Dark Overlord into going to Earth, where he’d be defeated once and for all.  The Dark Overlord is taking himself there, and he's going to kill as many people as he can along the way.”

In a way, it was a brilliant plan.  It would solve the Dark Overlord problem permanently. A big issue, however, was that Shart wasn’t sure doing so wouldn’t kill everyone on Ordinal and Earth.  I had no way of figuring out if that would happen or not.  I didn’t even know how to begin answering that sort of question.  Worse, Shart was, whether intentional or not, being very vague about the fallout from such a feat.  One thing was crystal clear, though.  Charles was going to destroy everything he could. 

“All this, just to get home,” I said, shaking my head.  “No one will even remember us.  How many years have gone by on Earth since I left?”

“We only have access to one space-time coordinate on Earth,” stated Shart. 

I stood there, unmoving, for ten seconds.  “Wait, you mean he’s trying to go back to when I left?”

“Sure, but that’s when he left too,” said Shart.  “Dum Dum, there is only one point we can get you from.”

“That doesn’t make any sense at all.  He was on Ordinal for hundreds of years before I got here,” I argued.

“Yes,” Shart agreed.

“How were we pulled from the same time then?”

“That’s just how it works.  Remember how I just said we only have access to one space-time coordinate?  Everyone we pull comes from the same time period on Earth.”  Shart lowered his voice, muttering, “Dum Dum lecturing an Elder Demon on time manipulation.

I looked down, running that notion through my mind.  I had assumed that Charles was grabbed before I was.  He wasn’t.  I was just not looking at it from the right direction. 

“Charles is just older than I am,” I said.  I was really in my forties.  I’d assumed Charles was grabbed a decade or two earlier, but he was just a decade or two older than I was.  “He’s going back right to where he left, right back to when I died.”

“Yeah, we only grab souls.  Your body is still on Earth, and it is very dead.  That’s how we got you.  If you transfer your soul back, it doesn’t have anywhere to go,” said Shart. 

“So, there isn’t a good reason to go back, then?  I would be using enough Mana to destroy the planet, only to reappear in a dead body,” I said.

“He must be trying to go through physically,” said Shart.  I considered that.  The Precursor Shadow Tap in his lab must have been part of the plan, but I didn’t have enough time to figure out what he was planning to do with it.  There had to be a trick that he knew and I didn’t.

It probably didn’t matter.  He was going to destroy the planet.  I needed to stop that, even if it meant I could never go home.  I wasn’t willing to let him destroy Ordinal. 

Was I?

I could go home.  I didn’t know what that would look like, though.  What would happen to me? How would I reappear?  Shart said I would just inhabit a dead body, but was he right?  Still, there was a way.  I could go home.  It would just kill everyone here. 

The needs of the many. . .

“Thanks, Spock,” I muttered, gathering myself up.  Shart looked at me questioningly, but I pushed on.  “Okay, if Charles is trying to leave, how would he do it?”

“I have no idea.  He cannot access the Tower, so he can’t use our teleporter to get back to Earth.  We couldn’t allow it, anyway,” stated Shart. 

“That seems like what Charles wants, and he’s still fighting the Dark Overlord.  Maybe I’m coming at this wrong,” I said.  “What is the Dark Overlord planning?”

“Not sure,” said Shart. “He is an abnormality in the system.  He wants power, lots of it, and he plans on using it to open a Gateway.”

“He wants power, and he keeps coming back to Windfall Valley,” I said, looking around.  “What’s here?”

“Ordinal’s strongest leyline is located under Windfall Castle,” said Shart.  

“Define strongest,” I replied.  Of course, I was aware that there was a Shadow leyline under the castle, but what did strongest mean in this context? 

“Well, it is a full Shadow leyline.  All the Shadow leylines focus down to this singular point, so it has roughly the same strength as all the Shadow Mana on Ordinal,” explained Shart.

“How much power does it take to open a Gateway to another world?” I asked.

Shart pondered that for a long time.  “I’ve only ever seen an <admin> open a Portal to another world once.  It was very early on, after the mishap with the dinosaurs, and we needed more beings.  That was the only time I’ve ever seen a different <admin>,” Shart stated. 

“Different?” I asked.

“To prevent an imbalance, they needed to simultaneously open the Gateway on both sides,” explained Shart. 

“How much power did that take?” I asked.

“An insane amount.  I mean, the <admins> can draw on power equal to that of a leyline.  If I tried, even in my full-powered form, it would fry my Mana network,” said Shart.  He exhaled loudly.  “Yeah, there is enough power in the Shadow leyline to open a Dimensional Gateway on Ordinal.” 

“We found Charles in the dungeon below the castle, though.  Why didn’t he open it right when he respawned?” I asked.  That had bothered me.  I’d blasted him with a Plasma Ball that had hurt him, but the spell hadn’t killed him. 

“You blew him up a lot,” said Shart.  “Plus, he bled off a lot of Experience Points while he was in stasis.  He wasn’t powerful enough when he awoke.”

“Now, he’s recovered enough and is coming here,” I said.

“Yup,” replied Shart. 

“Why is he bringing an army?” I asked.

“Do we know he’s bringing an army?” inquired Shart.

“The Dark Overlord always brings an army.  Besides, he’d already be here if he was traveling alone,” I said.   

“You have a point.  I don’t know.  You’ve obviously blocked him from teleporting here, but that doesn’t mean he couldn’t fly in,” said Shart.  

“He didn’t, though.  Flying would still put him here already,” I argued.  “Furthermore, the Dark Overlord always brought an army in the stories.  That tells me he’s trying to take and hold territory.”

“The only two places worth spit in Windfall Valley are where the Shadow leyline is closest to the surface,” said Shart.

“Which is the castle and. . .?” I asked.

“The town of Windfall,” said Shart.

I brought up my map and drew a line through the center of Windfall and the castle.  Nothing struck me.  I fiddled with my map for a moment, interacting with Mystical Lore.  Finally, I could see only the leyline.  I had to flip through both maps a few times, but, eventually, I discovered that the leyline didn’t run through the center of Windfall.  It ran just east of the town center.  

It was directly under my house.  

The Shadow Tap there had been installed with absolute precision, which made sense.  Charles hadn’t built that room.  I suspected that Windfall Manor was on top of the Precursor Site, and the town had sprung up around it.  As it did, Windfall had been clearly laid out to disguise that fact.  The town was generally square, except for a bulge in the northern district.  That was the burned out part of the city, where something had exploded a long time ago.

That ruined area sat between my house and the castle, but it wasn’t in a straight line.  I’d never thought about the implications before.

“Oh, feck,” I said, but Shart was in my head.  He had already seen it, too.

The map altered slightly, as the flow of Shadow Mana was displayed.  It flowed through the valley like a massive, terrible river of power.  Like most rivers, the leyline did not flow straight.  Rather, it followed the contours of Ordinal’s Mana network in a manner I didn’t fully understand.  I did see one thing. Windfall Manor, the castle, and the crater were all directly connected right down the leyline, like ports on a river. 

“By the system,” hissed Shart.  

“Did he stop the flow or something?” I asked.

“Something,” hissed Shart.  “Someone caused a brief stoppage in the leyline, probably only a plank or two, and the Mana backed up.  That’s what caused the explosion, and that would explain the burnt out Mana fuse.”

“Maybe,” I said.  That didn’t seem to jive with everything else we knew, but it was close.  Hopefully, close enough to let me complicate his plans.  I didn’t need to know specifically what Charles was doing.  I just needed enough to stop him.  There had to be something here.  

The other Shadow Tap we’d found in the lab was partially disassembled and non-functional.  I’d previously thought it might have been used for parts, but now I wasn’t so sure.  Charles learned something about how Mana flowed from working on that device.  I just needed to figure out what. 


Chapter 42: War Plans

It was time to make war plans.  That meant I had to go visit Fenris.  

I opened up my Traveling options.  I could open Portals to most locations I’d claimed and could grant permission to others, if I chose to do so.  As no one other than Charles had any real Teleportation spells, I spent a lot more time denying permission than granting it. 

After reviewing to ensure the Gateway was working on the Western Gate Fortress, I selected a point in Fenris’ office at the barracks and opened it.  The Portal flickered before stabilizing, showing a strangely empty room.  According to the town map, Fenris was located in his office. 

I stepped through and realized my perspective was off.  From the town map, I knew Fenris was in the room.  What I’d missed is that he’d moved the instant I’d opened the Portal.  I jumped left, as Fenris prepared to charge.  His new shield shimmered with power. 

He recognized me and shook his head.  

“Someone’s being paranoid,” I commented, causing Fenris to stare at me coldly for a moment. 

“I was thinking that teleporting into the room of the Mayor’s general and slaying him certainly seemed like something the Dark Overlord might try,” said Fenris.  He walked back over to his desk, placing his purple, dinosaur-themed shield within easy reach.  

“I figured I would go to the war council,” I said.  “You know, me being Mayor and all.”

“Well, you do pay the bills,” said Fenris, trying and failing to pop his back.  He looked tired.  Despite weeks of preparation, things weren’t up to where he wanted them to be for a fight.  “I don’t know how you do this all the time.”

“It's not fun,” I replied, “But we got this.”

“You believe in us,” chuckled Fenris.  

“Of course,” I replied.  He might have even believed me.  I glanced down at one of his chairs.

“Feel free to use any of my furniture in any way you deem necessary,” said Fenris.

“That’s a pretty wide open invitation,” I said, examining the cushion before sitting down. 

“Yes, because I wouldn't tell my friends not to use my furniture.  I’m not a prude,” said Fenris.

“A prude?” I replied. 

Fenris shook his head.  “Yes, you are the biggest prude I’ve ever met, and I know Dalton pretty well somehow.”

“Just because I won’t let you guys have sex on all my office furniture?” I asked exasperatedly.

Fenris looked at me like I was crazy.  “Yes.”

“Where I come from, all your crazy antics on my furniture is a social no no,” I stated carefully.

“That’s sad.  Where you come from sounds sad,” said Fenris, gesturing to his window.  “You are in Windfall now.  You are the Mayor of Windfall.  You might want to start rethinking what customs you want to keep.  Overall, you’ve done a good job of acclimating, but you still have some strange ideas.” 

“I don’t think not wanting people to have sex on all my furniture is strange,” I replied dryly.

“That’s what a prude would say,” responded Fenris. 

I had slowly come to grips with the fact that I wasn’t on Earth anymore, but Ordinal was weird.  They weren’t quite at the free love level out of the 1960’s, but it was close.  We had approximately seven tanneries for leather goods, but the largest four all leaned heavily toward adult themes.

That gimp suit cost a fortune. 

Still, if the biggest problem I had was that I was considered a prude, I could live with that.  I had Jarra, and she had eventually agreed to be monogamous.  That was after I had explained it was important to me.  Twice.  It was just an aspect of Ordinal I was never going to fully adjust to. 

The City of Windfall had grown by leaps and bounds since I’d initially resettled it.  The first handful of refugees had been swallowed up into the mass of humanity that had moved into the city.  Every industry in Windfall was operating at maximum capacity.   

When I’d resettled Windfall, the barracks was one of three buildings that made up the army base.  Two of them were in such bad shape that they would have been torn down on Earth.  Presently, the headquarters of the Army of Windfall was a sprawling affair, larger than it had been in even Grebthar’s day.  

The main building was currently upgraded to the Tier 4 version, allowing for multiple units to be assembled.  Multiple units being formed simultaneously was the order of the day, as my Great General perks significantly expanded the size of the army under my control.  Additionally, my Share Experience Great General perk filled out my command team quite nicely.  

As far as I was concerned, that had been the single greatest benefit of the Great General class.  I could take up to 100% of the Experience Points I earned and feed them down to my officers and party members as training Experience Points.  Then, they could train on the newly improved training field or go to the Adventurer's Guild and cash them in for massive boosts to their level.

Jersey had been particularly useful in that regard.  Slaying all those very high-level demons had been worth a torrent of Experience Points to all my allies.  I hadn’t been there that long, and Fenris was in the high forties.  Julia, who had started at a much higher level, was in her mid-fifties.  

Even the Experience boost SueLeeta and Sir Dalton had gathered from participating in the King’s War was nothing compared to the bounty of shared Experience from Jersey.  I had maxed out every class I could take while down there, and the feeling was heady.  

“Here’s the plan,” I said, sending a report over to Fenris.  He examined it and settled down.  This was going to be a few minutes. 

I brought up my character sheet.

“Oh, feck, not this again,” groaned Shart.

“I need to look at my stats at some point,” I argued.

“Then look at them.  Do not spend the next twenty minutes patting yourself on the back for how clever you were in taking the various perks and abilities,” snarked the demon.

“Those are kind of important,” I replied.

“How they work is important.  The fact that you already chose them in the past is not,” growled Shart.  “Let me recap. “

“Fine,” I said.

“Dum Dum took a bunch of perks and abilities designed to fight Grebthar.  He started doing that right after Grebthar ‘killed’ Jarra, like four stories ago,” said Shart.  “When he fought the Sphinx, Dum Dum finally realized that taking all caster-busting skills left him weak against non-caster classes.  He’s been filling out parts of his build with those skills and abilities ever since, presumably in an effort to be less of a Dum Dum.”

“I think it is a little bit more complicated than that,” I began.

“No, it isn’t.  You could spend hours talking about how you chose Dragon Scales, which grants you improved resistance to magic, instead of blasting things with magic.  However, when you do, I die a little inside.  Imagine watching paint dry while listening to the worst music possible,” said Shart.

“Yoko Ono sings Christmas music,” I replied.

“I hate you,” groaned Shart, as the music started. 

●        Jim, Level Max.  

●        Mage: Eldritch Guardian 15, dorky Anti-Magic class

●        Wizard: Traveler 15, moves around quickly

●        Sorcerer: Badger Snack 15, dragon scales for maximum enjoyment 

●        Monk: Badger Fanboy 15, special ability, Badger Handy

●        Warrior: Duelist 16, Our boy doing solo things

●        Woodsman: Badger Wrangler 15, special ability, Badgelor’s Great, he’s also here.  

●        Cleric: Badger’s Fanboy Fanboy 15, special ability, Hype Man.  

●        Great General: No ranks, all tanks

●        Swashbuckler: You have a mermaid and a crazy girl on your boat. 

“Could I at least get my Hit Points?” I asked.

“Why?  Even if you have a million Hit Points, which you don’t, half the attacks at this power level do Advanced Damage that can explode you,” said Shart.  “A Plasma Shot to your chest will kill you, regardless of Hit Points.”

“Are they worthless?” I asked.

“No, but, in general terms, higher-level adventurers aren’t really worried about dying from Hit Point Damage.  They are worried about taking too much of the Advanced Damage types.  A Severing attack of sufficient power is still going to slice your arm off.”

“That means that the reverse is also true.  I should be able to do enough Advanced Damage to Grebthar to kill him outright,” I said, considering that.

“In theory,” said Shart.  “In practice, you have to figure out a way to destroy his crystal.  That is a massive problem.  So far, I’ve seen it take one point of Damage, and I didn’t see it long enough to figure out how.”

“That means it is damaged,” I stated.

“No, probably not.  Divine crystals will heal slowly, but slowly is enough if one point of Damage is noteworthy,” said Shart.  “You are going to have to feed it to Badgelor.”

“That will kill Badgelor,” I said.

“A sacrifice I am willing to make,” replied Shart absently.  Suddenly, he grew quiet.  

“There’s got to be another way,” I argued.

“You’d have to break the crystal, and I doubt you could.  That’s a job for Badgelor,” said Shart distractedly.  I waited for him to follow up but realized he was lost in his own little bubble.  He almost sounded sad that Badgelor was going to die shortly.  

“It’s a shame that Charles isn’t as weak as when he first respawned,” I sighed.

“Oh, yeah, you’d have easily been able to take Grebthar when he first woke up in the dungeon,” said Shart.  “He’s massively powered up since then.”

“So have I,” I replied.

Shart examined me, really looking for a moment.  Then, the demon shrugged.  “Maybe.”  

“That’s a vote of confidence,” I chuckled.

“Well, if anyone else fights the Dark Overlord, they are going to die.  That makes ‘maybe’ high praise,” said Shart.  

“I suppose.  Let's see if we actually figured out what the Dark Overlord is up to.  Then, maybe we can figure out a way for me to defeat him once and for all,” I said.

“Let’s not get crazy.  This is just your first time.  Even if you survive, you are going to be at this for the rest of your life,” said Shart.  

“Great.”


Chapter 43: The Base

The officer’s building was a Tier 3 structure that had grown to be almost as large as the barracks.  Buildings on Ordinal had slots for rooms that aided in their general function.  Some of those slots were more valuable than others, and the two buildings represented opposing philosophies.

The barracks was built into several large slots, where the barracks’ room was the predominant force.  The Dashing Dandies had a smaller, elite room that only held two hundred troops, while the other two large slots were occupied by conventional barracks.  Those each held five hundred troops comfortably.  

There were an assortment of small slots, as well as a few medium slots, like the armory.  The armory provided bonuses to equipment stored there.  Ultimately, the entire barracks existed to hold troops, which, of course, blew my mind, because few things on Ordinal made any sense.

On the flip side to that obvious, intelligent, and well laid out philosophy, the officers' building, which favored small and medium-sized slots, lacked any large slots at all.  Large slots in buildings were cavernous spaces where you could fit a football field.  Smaller slots were more like rooms.  Multiple smaller slots could form a department, and the same slot could be shared between departments, depending on the army commander’s Administration skill.

My Administration skill was the important skill here.  Since I was in charge of not only Windfall during a massive construction boom, but also the Army of Windfall preparing for a war, my Administration skill was skyrocketing.  The large caravan, that even now was bringing in absurd amounts of needed supplies, was further enhancing my level.  

When the Portal to Union opened, I was probably going to reach Divine rank in Administration. 

When I’d been with the caravan, I managed to hit low Expert.  By now, I’d pushed through Advanced and was angling towards Grand Master Administration.  The fact that my best skills were Administration and Hiking was of no end of annoyance to me.  Counterspell?  Nah.  Sword?  Who needs it?  Perception?  Those pumas weren’t going to sneak up on themselves!

But if someone needed me to walk across town to deliver a TPS report, I was their man.  

That said, I gave lots and lots of bonuses to people, meaning that my departments could hold more rooms than normal.  They could also share more rooms between themselves than normal.  

In short. . .

“I have no freaking clue where we are,” I groaned, as Fenris turned a corner and began walking up some stairs.

“I will admit, this place does take some getting used to,” stated Fenris charitably, as he opened a red door with a blue stripe.  We were walking through the new Intelligence Bureau, in the Information Gathering Department.  It was also in the Counterintelligence Department, Military Planning Department, and several other departments I could not recall.  

Everyone saluted as we walked past, and Fenris waved them down.  Several eyed me, the actual head of the army, before getting back to work.  I recognized one of them. 

“Sheblin?” I asked, looking at the Princess of the Southern Kingdom. 

“Mayor,” she greeted uncomfortably as she stood.

“I haven’t seen you since we fought against the Dark Overlord,” I said.  Dropping the fact that people actually fought against the Dark Overlord and lived was useful.  It was also something that most adventurers would be proud of.  Sheblin winced.  I glanced over at Fenris.  

“Sheblin has been a great help with all the scouting reports coming in,” explained Fenris.  “Sir Dalton brought her to my attention personally.  She volunteered to work here and is one of the few adventurers working behind the scenes to ensure that we can fight at our maximum potential.  I consider her work here to be extremely important.”

That was a bit thick.

“Of course,” I responded, remembering when she was fighting against the Dark Overlord.  Just because people were adventurers didn’t mean they were action heroes at heart.  Sheblin was an adventurer who had stared death in the face and blinked, and I couldn’t blame her.  She was captured, tortured, and forced to fight for her life.  It was one of those things where some people rose to the occasion and overcame the trauma while others didn’t.  After all was said and done, I was going to have to bring in mental health Healers to deal with the fallout. 

Given enough time and help, she might eventually recover.  That wasn’t happening before the next battle, though. 

I dismissed Sheblin, and we left the area, cutting through another office.  We next came out in another hallway, where an assortment of clerks were racing between locations.  Mingled in were at least three of Beakatrix’s drones, which were apparently already in use at the base.  

Fenris cut through a training office and into a medium-sized room.  It was full of dozens of clerks, all pushing through yet more paperwork.  One of them eyed us as we walked in but immediately quieted down.

“Where are we now?” I asked.

“This is Healer Training.  We’re going to cut through the Scout Training area next,” said Fenris.  He nodded at several people in passing.  

“Why aren’t we taking the hallway?” I asked.

“You’re kidding, right?” asked Fenris.  We stepped out into said hallway, where a mass of clerks were slipping past each other in a hypnotic pattern.  I didn’t see a gap that an adult male could fit through, let alone two.  

“Was it always this bad?” I asked, as we entered a third room across the hall and continued.

“No, it has been getting progressively worse as the commander’s Administration skill leveled.  At this point, if you aren’t a clerk, it isn’t even worth trying to walk through a hallway,” explained Fenris.  He opened a door leading into a conference room.  “You’re sure you can’t open a Portal?”

“I have no idea where we are,” I replied.  Portals were neat and all, but I needed to know where to put one.  I’d never been where we were going, and I couldn’t send Shart.  By the time I got through to the demon what room we were looking for, the meeting would be over. 

“We are getting close,” said Fenris with a smirk, as he pushed open a door. 

“We’re here?  Thank goodness,” I groaned, looking around.  The room wasn’t very impressive for the meeting that was about to happen.

“No, this is a lower-level conference room.  We’re going to the War Room,” said Fenris.  

“Where is that?” I asked.

“The hallway next to my office,” Fenris responded.

“We should have braved the hallway,” I said.

“It takes fifteen minutes to walk through the halls that far.  This only takes five.  Plus, you should actually see some of these rooms you ordered to be built,” said Fenris.  We cut through another office, causing everyone to look at us sourly.  

Technically, he was right.  I had signed the paperwork at some point, or Fenris had signed it for me, or Mar had.  There were a lot of things done in my name that I wasn’t technically aware of, even with my Administration skill sending me notes. 

So many notes. 

“What is this office?” I asked, looking around.  

“Manpower Extension,” answered Fenris.  “It allows each sergeant to control 25% more troopers in the field.  If we ever upgrade to Tier 5, that will increase to 37.5%.”

That was very useful.  On Ordinal, your command limit determined how many soldiers you could control, but officers allowed you to cheat that limit by only counting as an individual.  Operating under someone typically reduced their effective command rating somewhat, unless you were a Great General who’d spent the perks, which I had.

However, a lot of those perks required my army to have rooms like this maelstrom of half-contained insanity.  I was about to comment on how strange the place was when Fenris started climbing a ladder.  

“Of course,” I said, following him up into a crawl space.  We came out the other side into a break room.  He handed me a hot mug of wakeup juice.

I looked around, carefully assessing the break room.  A massive poster saying “Puma checks are everyone’s responsibility!” hung on the far wall.  The poster had a picture of Badgelor giving a double thumbs up while standing on a dead puma.  I could see the army was doing important work. 

“It is a good likeness,” stated Fenris, gesturing to the poster.  

“I’m sure Badgelor approves,” I chuckled.

“Yes, he posed before you left,” said Fenris.  “Look at the bottom corner.  That’s Badgelor’s stamp of approval.

“Freaking mascot,” I grumbled, checking another poster that warned people to watch out for PTSD, Puma Traumatic Stress Disorder.  According to the poster, people who were frequently ambushed by pumas went overboard on puma checks and constantly searched for danger. 

They couldn’t all be winners. 

“Badgelor has been a great help.  The Falconians are far more likely to cooperate when they know Badgelor personally approves of your actions,” said Fenris.  “I’ve heard that he is now leading his own army in the streets of Windfall.  That clips the branches of anyone who wants to contest your plan.”

“Do you think it will work?” I asked.

“I don’t question the Mayor,” said Fenris.

“Please question me.  I’m not the Mayor to you.  I’m your friend, and I need your honest opinion,” I said bluntly.  “I’m putting a lot on you for this.  Do you think it will work?”

Fenris stood perfectly still for a moment, something he could only do because of his mechanical spine.  He looked so out of place with the cup of steaming wakeup juice in his hand that I almost chuckled.  Finally, he spoke, moving only his lips.

“I believe the probability of success is high,” he said mechanically, too mechanically.  Then, Fenris shook his head and looked pained.  “That’s been happening every so often.”

“I was saving something for later,” I said, holding out my arm and activating my Body Sculptor skill.  I made my forearm bend slightly.  Then, I bent it a bit more, until my hand could touch my elbow.  Then, I focused harder, extending the bone by several inches and making my left arm considerably longer than my right.

“That’s disgusting,” said Fenris, as I restored everything to normal.

“I can use this skill to regenerate bones,” I said, causing the Cyber Warden’s eyes to open.  “I’ll fix you after the war.”

“I didn’t ask,” said Fenris.

“I know, but it is my fault you are like this, and you aren’t happy about it,” I replied.  “After, I’ll patch you right up.  You’ll be good as new.”

Fenris stood ramrod straight for a long second.  Then, he visibly tried, and failed, to relax.  “You are improving your Healing just to fix Jarra, aren’t you?”

“I’m doing all of this for Jarra,” I said, looking around the room, “This building, this war.  All of it.  “

“That’s not the take I would have expected,” said Fenris.

“It was easier to tell myself that when she was an ideal.  I’m fighting for the idea of a world where this wouldn’t have happened to Jarra.  I’m fighting for a world where everyone has a chance to empower themselves and live their best lives,” I said, shaking my head.  “At the end of the day, I’m really just going in there to kill the asshole who hurt my girlfriend.”  

“And now that she’s back?” asked Fenris.

“I think it's worse,” I said.  “I always imagined she’d died painlessly.  Instead, she was tortured mercilessly while I fecked around.  I should have gotten there faster.  I should have been better.  The ideal Mayor everyone wants would have already succeeded.”

“The ideal Mayor was Grebthar,” said Fenris, a flash of pain crossing his face.

“He tried too hard for too long.  It broke him.  Then he did something stupid, and now the Dark Overlord is trying to destroy it all,” I said, finishing the steaming cup in one gulp.  The fact that the liquid was near boiling didn’t bother me in the least.  “I have to destroy him to get to the Dark Overlord, and I hope Charles forgives me when I do it.  Deep down, I think there is still some good part of him that is screaming at what the Dark Overlord is doing.”


Chapter 44: Conference room

Once the room filled up, we walked in.  The break room was directly attached to the conference room, so it was a short journey.  Making them wait was just a strategy, showing the collected people whose time was more valuable.  Fenris and I both looked perfectly composed and prepared. 

The duke looked positively furious with how the building was run, so I gave a point to Fenris.  I wasn’t above being petty if it served my interests.  The rest of the table was divided into halves.  On my side were the expected crew, including all the officers from the Army of Windfall, as well as SueLeeta and Sir Dalton.  Technically, I had installed both of them as officers, but they were operating in a special capacity.  They didn’t really fit into the conventional chain of command.  

I thought of them as troubleshooters.

Julia was in the same boat and had chosen to sit at the foot of the table.  She was trying to put on a brave face, but almost everyone at the table was ignoring her.  The Falconians thought of her as my pet, and the Windfallians thought of her as a Falconian.  

By placing herself at the foot of the table, she removed herself from their line of sight, because everyone was looking at me.  It was the first time I’d stood in front of them in a position of absolute authority, and I could tell the duke was already itching to speak.  As commander of the Armies of Falcon, he was the highest-ranking person present that was not in the Army of Windfall’s direct chain of command.    

The duke was already surveying the battlefield and trying to pick his line of attack.  He was far more comfortable in this political aspect of military leadership than he was in the field.  He was quite a skilled fighter, but he didn’t see the actual application of military force in the same light as he saw a meeting. 

I wasn’t sure about my tactic of leaving Badgelor waiting in the wings, but I’d never expected him to be this much of a political factor.  Now that Badgelor was about and talking, the Falconians were practically swooning at the badger.  While my respect was grudging, if earned, his respect was absolute.  The duke was using my connection to Badgelor to argue that I was “borrowing” the War Badger’s authority and couldn’t handle the title on my own.  In an effort to increase his own standing, he was attempting to undercut me with the Falconians, many of whom only knew me by reputation.

I hadn’t summoned Badgelor to the meeting.  Instead, I was standing as the Mayor, getting ready to do battle with someone who didn’t realize that the world was about to enter into a fight for survival.  All his petty political maneuvers were going to get his people killed. 

“The Dark Overlord is coming soon,” I said.  “After our last battle, where the city of Filly was badly damaged, he will come here.  He is trying to get to Windfall Castle.  This is a planning session on how to stop him from doing that. ”

The duke considered and settled on his line of attack.  “My liege, how do you know that the Dark Overlord will come for the castle directly?”  Attacking the castle was the standard strategy for the Dark Overlord.  Everyone knew that.  No one knew why, and, at best, I only had a strong idea. 

“The Dark Overlord’s plan is to take over the castle and open a Gateway.  The end result will likely mean the destruction of Ordinal,” I stated, looking around the room at a group of wide-eyed adventurers. 

“The whole planet?” asked Lance, dumbfounded.

“I have given the calculations to someone I trust, and he is convinced that is the most likely outcome,” I said, using as much gravitas as I could muster.  “While this certainly would kill even him, I am unwilling to destroy Ordinal to stop the Dark Overlord.” 

“Why is the Dark Overlord coming here if you could destroy him?” asked Sir Dalton.

“The energy required to open the Portal would be tremendous,” said Melissa of Riverside.  “I can’t even calculate how much.  Presumably, the Dark Overlord will use the energy for another purpose.”

“And we are going to stop him,” said Fenris, utterly non-pulsed. 

“How do you expect to stop the Dark Overlord with your dinosaur shield?” spat Lance.  I was still pondering why he was present.  Fenris stood to calmly explain where he was going to shove the shield, and I zoned out.  

“Why is Lance here?” I thought to Badgelor, but the message was intercepted by Bashara.  

“He is a member of the armed forces, so, of course, he can be there,” she replied.  She paused just long enough to pique my interest, then continued.  “I’ve confirmed he also worked with, not for, my mother.  Quite a few Falconians did, of course.”

“Is that going to be a problem?” I asked.

“Probably not.  The Sphinx just wanted to keep everyone from getting too powerful.  That was something the nobility could work with.  The Dark Overlord wants to end everything, and everyone I’ve talked to is not too keen on that,” said Bashara.  “After the war, you’ll want to discuss things with a few people, but that’s for later.”

“I hate politics,” I grunted.

“That’s because you still have all your soul,” stated Bashara.  “Not all of us do, and that leaves a lot of room for evil to take root.”

“I hope you are speaking metaphorically,” I groaned, consulting Mystical Lore.  She wasn't.  Shadow Energy could latch onto a person’s soul if they weren’t careful.

Bashara laughed, giggled really.  It was just so out of place for her that it was somewhat pleasant.  “Anyway, Lance is just lashing out.  He’s acting like a chicken with his head cut off without support.”

“A chicken you say,” I said, as the two sides began yelling at each other in earnest. 

By that time, half the table was on their feet.  I cleared my throat.  Brass Lungs did wonders to amplify my voice.  It was the equivalent of me standing just behind everyone’s head when I used it.  Everyone paused.

“One. . .” I began.  The Windfallians instantly sat down in spinal reflex.  It took the Falconians a moment to realize I was counting down like they were children. The Falconians sat in waves.  Lance bristled but sat down anyway.  The duke considered his options for a moment before sitting.  He was the last person in the room to do so.  I continued, “And the Dark Overlord will attempt to hold the city.”

“Siege it?” asked the duke, “As he advances on the castle?”  

“There is something in Windfall he needs, and he will stop at nothing to get it,” I said.  “Unfortunately, I am unsure precisely what that is, though I know it has to do with the Shadow leyline.”  Raising an eyebrow questioningly, I looked at the collected Falconians. 

“You just expect us to know that like some heroes of legend?” pouted Lance.  

“I assumed you scholars of Grebthar might have hidden knowledge about something located in Windfall that Grebthar might be looking for,” I said.  

“The mighty Mayor-” began Lance, but I cut him off.

“Excuse me, why are you here?” I asked.  

“I’m a proud member of the Falconian Armed Forces,” said Lance, suddenly defensive.  As Bashara had said, his support in the chamber was not as broad as before.  Talk of the Dark Overlord actually planning on destroying the planet while you insulted the person fated to fight him tended to quiet your allies.  

“Do you have anything constructive to contribute?” I asked.

“You are the Mayor.  Aren’t you supposed to just know this stuff?” hissed Lance.

“The Mayor must fight the Dark Overlord,” I said, noticing all the discouraged faces.  There were some terrified people in the room.  This wasn’t something normal adventurers could handle; I was talking about fighting the Dark Overlord.  It was the stuff right out of stories.  In their minds, only Grebthar could do that.  Grebthar and his. . .

“The Mayor has always relied on his Companions.  Right now, I consider every person in this room my Companion, people who will fight with me against the ultimate evil that threatens this world,” I said, staring him down.  “Are you ready to fight the Dark Overlord?”

Lance wilted.  He could spout something, but doing so would be tantamount to admitting he couldn’t help. 

I continued looking around the room.  “Constructive criticisms I can handle in spades.  Tell me I’m wrong and how we can do better to my face, and I’ll listen.  If I agree, I’ll even implement your ideas and give you full credit.  If you simply sit there and bitch, well, frankly, I have no use for you.”

I opened a Portal to the city of Union.  A surprised Quick Julia, the Rogue, stared at me wide-eyed.  Since she was so damn fast, I’d sent her on ahead at the princess’ suggestion with a Portal key.  Quick Julia stepped through the Gateway and saluted.

“You can either help or go back to Falcon,” I said.  “The worst thing anyone can do is simply and only criticize; it never accomplishes anything useful.”

People nodded at me.  Understanding the ground rules gave them something they could work with.  Hopefully, I could further increase their confidence. 

“Give me the rod,” I said, holding out my hand.  The duke looked horrified.  Hesitantly, he unsheathed the Rod of Rulership and handed it to me.  While I examined the rod, Fenris began discussing strategy. 

“Our primary defense will be at the Western Gate Fortress,” began Fenris.  Most of the junior officers were paying full attention to the Woodsman.  The ones that weren’t, I quietly noted as I looked over the rod.

I began rubbing out several runes on the rod with my thumb, causing the duke to flinch.  I ignored him, puzzling over several unbalanced runes. 

“Why did Grebthar do that?” asked Shart, as I started rebalancing the power on the rod.  Normally, removing the runes would have required a bulky tool.  However, I could just focus and wipe them away with my thumb, which was considerably easier. 

“Those runes are powerful, but, configured like that, they would actually weaken the rod,” said Shart. 

“They were an anti-Grebthar enchantment,” I replied, examining my handiwork. 

“How did you figure that out on the fly?” asked Shart, as I rubbed another rune. 

“Walker told me,” I answered.  “He also told me what runes he intended to place there.”

The duke still looked terrified, but I didn’t care.  After I rubbed out the runes, I etched two more in with my fingertip to act as a bridge and examined the bottom of the rod.  There was space for a demonic orb, but one had never been placed.  I could expand the power of the rod if I chose.    

I glanced up at Julia and decided I’d done enough for now.  

Tossing the rod back, I prepared to continue the conversation.  The duke immediately empowered the rod, and it glowed a brilliant golden color.  Shock flashed across his face.  “It's more powerful than ever.”

“We are fighting the Dark Overlord.  You need the best possible weapons,” I explained, causing the duke to look ecstatic.  “I already similarly upgraded the duchess’ staff.”  The duke’s smile faded slightly.  

Then the duke turned his head, and I caught his eyes flashing over to Melissa of Riverside and Jules.  The two were whispering between themselves.  I waited patiently for a moment, as Melissa noticed me watching her and the duke.

“We might know something,” Melissa began shakily.  “In ancient lore, Grebthar the Grebtharian was working on something called the Dimensional Highlight Device.  He spent enormous amounts of resources on it before he vanished.”  

“Why did a giant stargate just appear in your mindspace?” asked Shart. 

“The DHD was used there to dial home,” I said.  “Charles was working on getting home before he became the Dark Overlord.”

Melissa produced a book that included several pictures.  Even though she was a dozen logs away from me, my Master Perception skill made the book clear as day. 

“Those are technical drawings from the Soul Sucker,” I said.

“A tiny part of it at least,” said Shart.  “He might have been using the device in the lab to do something.”

“Notice the ring on the left?” I asked.  Shart whistled.

“I didn’t think Charles was that skilled in demonic script.  He was working on modifying the Dark Overlord’s amulet,” said Shart.  I didn’t quite understand how that would help with the upcoming fight, but every bit of knowledge was useful. 

“The last time I fought with the Dark Overlord, I noticed the amulet looked different than in the drawings,” I said.  “There appears to be a piece of that device where the dragonhide strap was, turning the amulet into a collar.”

Melissa considered that.  “I don’t recall a time in the stories where the amulet was ever described differently than this art.”

The duke shifted uncomfortably before speaking.  “Toomen mentioned that the amulet was different when he last saw it.”

The room quieted, as everyone tried to remember the last time Toomen had seen the Dark Overlord.  They were all going to be wrong.  They didn’t know Toomen and the Companions had defeated the Dark Overlord by locking him in the chamber. 

“Why didn’t they kill him?” I wondered.

“Only the Mayor can destroy the Dark Overlord,” replied Shart reflexively. 

That left me in an odd position.  I didn’t want to tell them that the strap might have been what caused their god to fall.  It was best not to put that hope into them quite yet.  However, it wouldn’t be bad if they figured it out on their own, while researching something I asked them to.

“There is a lab outside of Windfall,” I began cautiously.  “It must be the remains of the DHD.”  

There was a gasp.  I assumed that it was because I’d dropped such a special piece of their history.  Instead, it was someone figuring out there was a Companion title.  Plasma Julia was no more; her title now read “Companion Julia”.  Almost instantly, every Falconian followed suit, as almost any title was less than Companion.  

Companion Julia cut in, “I believe that the device needed to be in Windfall to function.  It may have been attached to a Mana Tap, based on some of the materials required.”

“That was previously thought to be just conjecture,” began Companion Melissa.  “Still, the existence of the barrier means there is a Mana Tap here somewhere.”

“The one Grebthar used is in the Engineer’s workshop,” I said, assigning the two of them a quest, as well as Margwal.  Beakatrix was already on a similar quest, so I didn’t have to assign her one to continue working.  “Figure out what that was for.”

Companion Julia looked shocked for a moment.  She opened her mouth to say something, but she paused, staring at something just above Melissa’s head.  Then, it hit her.  This was the kind of task a Companion of the Mayor did.  There was no one else.  Indecisiveness vanished on both their faces, and they nodded at each other.  

“Right away, Mayor,” they said in unison, standing to leave the room.  Melissa shrugged and walked over to the Portal, raising her eyebrow at me.  There were Portals in the town square of Windfall and Union, so I’d redirected this one back to Windfall.  She hopped through, and, a moment later, so did her partner.  

The duke stared at his rod for a moment.  Then, he looked around at the Companions in the room.  “So, Mayor, how can Falcon assist you with the Dark Overlord?”

“Here is the broad strategy, but I’ll need your help with the particulars,” I began.  “We have deployed the Army of Windfall to the Western Gate Fortress.  It is my belief that, based on past battles, the Dark Overlord will strike there first.”

“And the Falconian forces?” asked the duke.  “I have several Fast Action Transports ready to move additional forces to the front.  I also have our Extended Reconnaissance forces going through additional training for puma checks.”

“What about the Direct Universal Magical Bombardment unit that was supposed to be here?” asked Fenris.

“They are still enroute,” replied the duke. 

“They will all be used,” I stated.  “As the ruler of the Falconian Union of Crest and Kingdom, I will ensure each group gets their honor on the battlefield.”

The Falconians seemed impressed enough.  Their conventional army was concerned that they were going to be left behind while Windfall got all the glory. 

“I’m flat out amazed that no one noticed that,” said Shart.

I mentally frowned at him before continuing, “Okay, the FAT FUCKs will be bringing in additional troops from Windfall.  The FUCKs will be deployed to scout on this side of the wall in case anything sneaks over the mountains, with elite squads venturing over to search for the Dark Overlord’s army.  We will have to wait on the DUMB FUCKs to show up.  When they do, we’ll deploy them as needed.”

“You heard the fucking king,” said the duke. 


Chapter 45: A Discussion of Couplings

As the room cleared out, I considered my options.  I was going to have to fight the Dark Overlord, but, despite all my gear and equipment I’d made, nothing I had was going to put a dent in Charles.  I still had a great number of magical components from Jersey, but nothing I’d found so far was magically sturdy enough to manage the kind of energy I’d need to kill the bastard. 

“I wish I could have made another one of the weapons I made for Julia,” I said idly. 

“The sex toy,” said Shart.  

“No, not the device I made for OttoSherman.  I’m talking about the powerful magical weapon that the princess is so attached to,” I growled, unsure of what he meant.  OttoSherman was doing well down in Jersey, and he wouldn’t come back until the lesson was over.  His grandmother’s service had been touching.  She had certainly died doing what she loved. 

“I mean, I call ‘em like I see' em,’ said Shart with a chuckle.  “That was mainly you having significantly increased your Crafting skill and having access to powerful materials.  You’ll need something really powerful to defeat the Dark Overlord.”

“I know that, but where do you get that kind of material?” I asked, genuinely curious. 

“I never checked.  I suppose all the really powerful magical weapons have a unique method of creation,” said Shart. 

“How was Mojinir made?” I asked.  

“A dead god had all his power transferred into a hammer, which was further enchanted until it became the unpronounceable hammer,” said Shart casually.  Gods were so unimportant to him.  

“How much power?” I asked.

“Lots?  When he got defeated there were around a million Experience Points absorbed by that hammer,” said the demon.

“Wait, are you telling me that anything that defeats a powerful creature can absorb power and can be enchanted?” I asked.

“Sure, why?” asked the demon, shooting me a look of curiosity and concern.

***

“More power,” thought Grebthar, as they marched on the long road toward Windfall.  Technically, the road should have led to Narwal, but that wasn’t ever going to happen again.  Getting those two idiots to fight in the city had been hilarious.  

“Sire,” said TriBlade uncomfortably, “The men seem morose.  Perhaps if you gave them an inspirational speech, they might pick up their steps somewhat."

Grebthar watched his slow, incompetent zombie army march fecklessly over the landscape like a dimwitted, dark tide.  He knew enough to know that an army of zombies would never work, but he needed some bulk of soldiers.  TriBlade might start wondering why none of his grunts actually said anything, so Grebhtar held up his hands.

“You who are about to die, we march this day toward Windfall to slay Jim, the false Mayor,” said Grebthar, pouring additional Mana into them.  Without his finger, creating that much Shadow Mana was a chore, and his new companion grew hot to the touch while the power was shunted through him.  In the end, the army began marching faster and would do so for the rest of the day.  

That left him with time for another mission.  “I’m going to need to find some additional firepower to make this whole thing work.”

TriBlade looked up, about to congratulate the true Mayor on his great speech. At least, it seemed great, but, as he looked around, he noticed something. . .

***

“He left?” asked Julia, absolutely gobsmacked.  “Where did the Mayor go this time?”

They were in the office across the hall from the Mayor’s office, where Julia the First used to work.  When Julia had mentioned she needed a space, Ashe stepped up and cleared it out diligently and efficiently.  That was part of the reason that she was still with Julia, even now.  

“We were asking you, niece,” said her cousin, the duke.  The fact that he was calling her a niece indicated that he didn’t believe she still had enough power to equal him.  

The duchess examined her coldly, not quite disdaining Julia’s new magical weapon.  It was not one of the Treasures of Rule, so her cousin was contemptuous of the item’s power, even if the Mayor had specially made it for her.  

The duchess was also currently upset.  When Jim reformed the Companions, he’d sent out a general pulse to all the adventures in Windfall.  However, while the duchess might be a Companion, she wasn’t with Jim when the Companions were reformed.  In certain social circles, her importance had dropped microscopically.  She hated even a perceived slight to her importance, and this was an earth shattering one in her opinion.    

Of course, Julia was the only person present to have been with Jim when he’d declared himself king and reformed the Companions, which meant that both the duke and duchess were slightly pissed at her.  

“Thank you, cousin,” stated Julia cooly.  “I will seek to discover where he went.”

To people outside of Falcon, the family titles between the various families might seem odd.  Those that were inside realized all the social context that they entailed.  Simply put, the royal family of Falcon was not as related to each other as they took pains to claim. 

The duke and duchess shared an ancestor with Princess Julia in the form of Julia the First.  That connection was, at minimum, hundreds of years back, when the family had started branching apart.  Women in the royal family often inherited the royal lineage, Julia the First’s trait, but the men never did. 

In other words, Princess Julia’s relationship to the duke and duchess wouldn’t even be in the cousins tenth time removed level at the current point.  However, as part of the efforts to keep the royal family unified, that did not matter.  The whole family were cousins, aunts, uncles, nieces and nephews, but they were less about blood connections and more about relative power in the various branches of the families. 

Julia’s father had been everyone’s uncle while he ruled Falcon, but only the cousin to the other Treasure holders.  The Treasures had been all that mattered for generations.   

As Princess Julia was the technical holder of the Walker Orb, that should have entitled her to head one of the three main branches of the family.  Therefore, she should be considered their cousin.

In reality, she had no Treasure of Rule, and her family had been thoroughly absorbed by the other branches during the civil war.  To her knowledge, none of her other relatives had died.  Instead, they had sworn themselves to either the duke or duchess’ Treasures, as they were the only other two major family heads.  Her entire family army, including the king’s guard, had shifted allegiance to the duke as soon as it had become obvious her father was dead.  Her being blamed for his murder sealed the deal.

But that wine was on the linen. 

So now she was being treated as a second class Julia by the Duke and Duchess in public, and they were far less polite to her in private. 

“See that you do, niece,” replied the duchess, not quite sneering at her.  With the reintroduction of that Jarra woman, Julia’s position was tenuous.  The family was about to try a different Julia to win Jim’s affection, which would not do at all.  Not only did the family not understand Jim well enough to realize how terrible he would react to the replacement, they were still considering politics instead of fully supporting the Mayor.

He needed bold help.  The kind of help Julia the First would have given.  WWJD?  What would Julia do?  No one would be stupid enough to challenge her.  This was not a conventional WWJD situation, though.  This was a what would Jim do scenario.      

“The pool is open,” the princess said finally, eyeing both of them.  

“You can’t be serious with that toy,” snarked the duchess, eyeing Jim’s rod.  “We understand your Mayor made it just for you, but he upgraded our Treasures of Rule.”

“Mine’s ribbed with power,” replied Julia darkly.  

The duke snorted.  He gripped the Rod of Rulership tightly, causing the runes running down the edge to glow.  A blast of power slammed into Julia.  Her barrier struggled against it.  The duke pressed harder, driving the princess back pace by pace.  

Then, Julia laughed.  The rod was a weapon, a powerful one at that, but it simply amplified the power of the wielder.  Meanwhile, Julia had been out adventuring, fighting the Dark Overlord, and being the recipient of a Great General talent called experience share.  It had taken her several dungeon runs and some time at the Adventurer’s Guild under the obnoxious and painful tutelage of Glorious Robert to fully capitalize on that.  Now, she was level 54.  Her Path was clear.

●        Julia: Level 54 Zealot

●        Path of the End

Julia’s Path was all about defeating the Dark Overlord, and one did that by helping the Mayor.  She might have screwed up initially, but Julia was willing to claw and dig her way back into the Mayor’s good graces.  She’d learned what he needed wasn’t a yes woman who blindly followed orders, but a capable lieutenant like Fenris, who could handle any bottle he gave her.  

No matter the proof.  

Her cousin hitting her with every bit of his power through the Rod of Rulership was enough to challenge her mighty barriers while she was unarmed.  Unarmed, he would have broken through soon enough.  She wasn’t unarmed.  The orbs on her weapon began to glow blue, and her barrier reinforced itself.  Then, Jim’s thick, girthy rod glowed brighter, and the pressure forced both of her cousins back.

The duchess focused, and the Staff of Power glowed, pressing into Julia even harder than the rod.  Julia smiled, realizing the duke had been holding back.  He was just trying to put her in her place.  The duchess realized there was a problem and was taking steps to rectify it.  

A single, golden orb appeared at the tip of the staff.  The duchess was beginning to truly focus her power in earnest.  “You can apologize now, niece, and I will forgive this.”

There was a concerning amount of power in that orb.  It was the kind of grape you generated but didn’t actually want to squash in the press.  If that orb hit anyone’s barrier, the result would probably destroy the building.  

Julia flicked a small, razor-like Saw Blade into it, causing the orb to destabilize.  

Her long access to Jim had demonstrated how important spell integrity was.  Julia’s barriers were tightly woven and incredibly hard to pick apart.  The duchess had never really fought someone in PvP at that level before, and her orb was not nearly as tightly woven.  

Duchess Julia’s eyes went wide.  She lost control of the orb, and it flew right into her formerly favorite niece’s barrier with enough power to vaporize the building.  The orb struck the barrier, briefly glowed golden, and vanished.

Her former aunt and uncle came to the shattering realization at the same moment. 

Julia watched both their horrified expressions for another moment, reveling in them.  Then, she dropped her barrier.  “Alright, niece, nephew, I trust that this situation has been resolved to your satisfaction, or shall I have to treat you like the little girl in the Mayor’s favorite book?”

“But cousin-” began the duke, causing Julia’s eyes to flare golden, as did both orbs at the base of her weapon.  They stared at each other.  The orbs glowed blue as the power in them began to purify.     

“Aunt Julia,” ground out the duchess, staring at the staff.  Both of them might have been able to do something together, but Julia doubted it.  They were both holding magical weapons that were second tier to hers.  

“Good that we see eye to eye.  You are dismissed,” stated Julia curtly, and the duke and duchess left.  The two most powerful people in Falcon left, all because Julia had dismissed them from her presence.  She had dreamed of that since she was a child.  Now, the only person more powerful than her was the Mayor himself.  

“I am amazed that it worked,” said Ashe, stepping out from the shadows.  She was really good at hiding.

“The Mayor gave me this,” said Julia, tapping the magical implement on her chin.  “I really need to come up with a name for it.”

“JohnThomas,” suggested Ashe immediately.

“What?”

“Ask JohnThomas.  He’s good at naming things like that,” said Ashe.  

“I’ll summon him,” said Julia, clipping the weapon back to her belt.  “I can’t keep calling it by the acronym the Mayor assigned it.”

“Yup, that is way too long,” agreed Ashe.

Julia smiled.  According to her cousin, the queen, you couldn’t really have one that was way too long.  

***

“Grebthar,” growled an ancient voice as it sniffed cautiously.  “Where is your friend?”

“Gone, and he’ll not be coming back,” said Grebthar.  “I call upon the favor you granted me.”

The cave shook.  “And you denied the favor, because of what I am.  I am surprised you let me live.”

“I was younger and more foolish back then,” replied Grebthar.  “Now, I need your assistance in one final battle.”

Air blasted from the cave.  Grebthar spotted a pair of eyes so dark that they were visible in the shadow of the cave.  “Even my favors come with a great price.”

“The world will pay for it.  I give you my word that I shall not stop you,” said Grebthar, striding further into the cave.  The locks bore the symbols of the Walker of Siers, because they needed to.  Nothing had ever managed to kill this creature.

Badgelor said he could.

“Badgelor is an idiot,” said Charles.  He touched the runes in the special pattern, and the first chain snapped.  The massive claw jerked back instantly.  He was committed now.  It would only be a matter of time before the creature got loose.  

Grebthar hastened to unbind the second most dangerous creature on Ordinal, unclasping the final lock.  The creature brought his massive maw right up to Grebthar.  The exhale was enough to push him back.  

“I could eat you,” offered the dragon.

“We both know you won’t, MegaDevastator,” said Charles.  

“I’ve been infected with Shadow Mana for nearly one thousand years.  You don’t know what I am capable of,” warned the old dragon.

“There is plenty of Shadow Mana in Windfall,” said Charles, “Enough to end the world.”

“Well, then,” said the dragon, stepping out of his cave for the first time since Grebthar had locked him in there.  “Then. . .”   

***

“Let’s get to it!” yelled Fenris.  

He circled carefully, trying to avoid giving either one an opening before his charge reset.  Lorraine realized this and moved in quickly for a series of strikes against his shield.  Well, her intention hadn’t been against his shield, but Fenris didn’t like getting poked, even if it was a training sword.  

Nick used the opportunity to get into his flank and was nearly prepared to strike when the counter spun down.  Lorraine realized the problem instantly and attempted to move back.

“For the forest!” yelled the Cyber Warden, slamming into her.  It wouldn’t have been a lethal blow, but it did send her spinning across the ground and over the line.  Lorraine swore, even as Nick came in swinging.  

Fenris blocked, only to feel the strike of a sword against his shoulder.  

“Et tu?” asked the Warden.  Zorlando grinned.  

“It looks like such a fun sport,” replied the commander of the Dashing Dandies.  

Frankly, Fenris would have preferred Lorraine and Nick.  Zorlando’s Path made his coordination far too tight with any partner he chose to fight with.  This was going to hurt.

Nick’s blade glowed golden, and he slashed at Fenris, catching him in the shield.  Unfortunately, that was what Nick was aiming for.  The whole mass drove into Fenris, while Zorlando cut to the side and struck at his legs.  

As soon as Fenris had that pattern figured out, Nick struck him again, knocking him out of position for Zorlando’s follow-ups.  The quicker ex-Mercenary was usually able to drill him several times before Fenris could position himself against the next attack.  Even afterward, Fenris would still have to watch for Nick.

The third time, Fenris had a plan.  He activated his Deflection talent, redirecting Nick’s attack toward Zorlando.  Zorlando, in his golden armor, leapt over the strike and landed before Fenris, blade ready.  

●        Fenris has activated Swallow’s Flight, striking 11 times

●        Zorlando has activated Hack and Slash, striking 10 times

The air between them was a shower of sparks from their training blades.  They were really giving it their all.  Zorlando stumbled back.  Fenris landed a solid blow against his friend, but, before he could follow-up, Fenris felt something thud into his helmet.

“A dagger?” asked Fenris.

“Ashe says I should broaden my horizons,” stated Zorlando, getting back to his feet.  Nick prepared another strike.

“Time,” yelled a yawning Batista.

Fenris glanced over at her.  Battista was another of Dalton’s daughters who just kind of blended into the background.  Fenris assumed it was because she was more interested in sleeping than pretty much anything else.  Of course, most of the army would sneak in a catnap or two when possible.  She just took it to extreme lengths.  

Still, she was the best medic he had.

Fenris stepped out of the ring, removing his helmet.  Sir Dalton strolled past him confidently.  It was the big Knight's turn now.

***

“It's not enough,” thought Grebthar, waiting impatiently.  The dragon was feasting on the souls of creatures far to the west, devouring his first meal in centuries.  The Dark Overlord kicked a stone, causing it to fall off the city wall and onto the ground outside Narwal.

Using a spell to enhance his eyesight, Charles stared at Windfall Valley.  It would not have been possible had the entire forest east of Narwal not been burned for some reason.  Forests on Ordinal regrew quickly, yet this one had been burned recently enough that none of the trees were tall enough to block his line of sight.

Strangely, not all the forest was regrowing.  There was a section that the local residents had burned repeatedly and then salted.  Strange. 

“Oh, that’s interesting,” smiled Grebthar, his eyes going wide.  “I wonder. . .”

***

“What’s over there?” asked Shart.

“That is a very special forest,” I replied, looking around.  “It’s the first place my Map skill worked.”  Unfortunately, my Map skill did not activate right away.  Surveying the land, I considered where the ridge might be.  Then, I walked off into the woods.  It wouldn’t have been hard to find except. . .

“All the damn trees are back,” I growled, slipping between several large ones.  Everything grew faster on Ordinal to an insane degree.  Of course, trees were no exception.  It didn’t take more than a week or two for a tree to grow to full-size in the Mana-rich area.  It was as if my explosive first landing had had no impact. 

“I’m looking,” said Badgelor, as he brought his nose to the ground and started sniffing.  When I’d explained to him what I was planning, he’d left the army of War Badgers in the capable hands of his lieutenant and come right over.  “Been a bit.”

“Yup,” I said, looking around.  The trees were thick and new, and I had no idea exactly where I should be looking.  Badgelor vanished into the woods for a moment and made a grunting noise.  

“This place smells like a demon,” stated the badger. 

“Can we be sure this is where it happened?” I asked Shart, but his eyes were glowing red.

“My nemesis!”

I was worried he was mad at me, but he was looking at a rock with eyes full of pure hatred.  I’d seen him around the Dark Overlord, and this was a degree of hatred that far eclipsed even that.  It was a special kind of hatred, which meant that it was. . .

“Here,” I said, picking up what I’d been looking for.

“What the feck is that?” asked Badgelor.

“The most powerful weapon on Ordinal,” I replied, holding up the stick.  “At least it will be when I’m done with it.”

“That,” growled the demon, his eyes darting to the stick and back to his most hated foe in an eyeblink. 

Badgelor chuckled.  “Well, I’m no help to your Crafting.  I’ll go figure out something useful to do.  I assume the red zit is staying with you?”

“Why would it matter where I stay, but, yes, I want to see what happens when Dum Dum tries to forge this.” snarked the demon, as I popped out Tony’s anvil. 


Chapter 46: Calm

Fenris tried to remain calm, but, with so many adventurers milling about, he felt out of place.  The fact that they were all staring at him only made matters worse.  He was the commander of the Armies of Windfall, a character right out of their legends, and he did not enjoy that one bit. 

There were dozens of adventurers, ranging from mundane clerics setting up a field hospital, to legendary ones who were busy signing autographs and sharing anecdotes to calm everyone down. 

Perhaps the most legendary adventurer outside the Mayor and Badgelor had walked right into the camp a few hours ago, much to the awe and amazement of the collected crowds.  He’d walked straight over to Fenris and shook his hand, something Fenris would never have even considered possible two years ago.  It was simply unthinkable that Fillidelphia Badgington would ever deign to notice the Woodsman. 

Now, Fenris was on a platform, attempting to look as solid as Jim usually did.  It was a difficult task, considering he was constantly looking over his shoulder and trying not to wince as more and more information about the previous battles was dropped. 

“The fifth Dark Overlord came right up to the wall with his horde of mutant dinosaurs,” said Filly, as he continued lecturing on earlier battles with the Dark Overlord.  Fenris listened for a moment.  Filly’s ability to speak about the battles like he had actually been there in person was amazing. 

You really felt like you were with Grebthar and Badgelor.  Fillidelphia Badgington was instructing the adventurers in Dark Overlord fighting tactics.  If anyone could manage it, the old professor was the one to do it. 

“It's not the age; it's the leagues,” said Filly, when Fenris’ surprise showed.  He’d believed that Filly had died quite a while ago, then again, most recently at Zentarim.  Instead, the large, muscular, very hairy man, complete with his iconic hat, had come to Windfall in its hour of need. 

Fenris wanted to introduce him to Badgelor but was afraid of how that would go.  Badgelor was even more of a legend than Filly, and Fenris never quite got along with the badger.  As a child, Fenris had always dreamed of the day Badgelor would tell him that it was up to the two of them to save the world. 

Fenris was pretty sure that was never actually going to happen. 

Fillidelphia continued talking, pausing only a moment to salute Fenris.  It was little things like that that built up the confidence of an army.  Having the legendary Filly show up out of the blue was one thing, having him be personal friends with Jim was something else entirely. 

That must have been why he was there.  Jim knew Fenris was going to need someone to remind him that he could do this.  Considering the Mayor and Badgelor would be otherwise engaged, there was no better person than Fillidelphia Badgington for fighting the Dark Overlord. 

Fenris looked down from the top of the Western Gate Fortress and surveyed the broad, open plain before them.  To think, all those runs to Narwal would pay off with such useful knowledge of the general terrain.

There was the time a wheel from the caravan had broken in an nearly invisible hole in the ground.  It had upset him so much that he had ordered that hole to be filled.  While filling it, Fenris had learned that there was a latticework of cracks all around the land. 

Now, Margwal was leading a crew of her short friends in an effort to fill those cracks up.  She was using a large assortment of thingamabobs hooked up to triggers that would explode when stepped on.  Jim called them land mines, which was the stupidest name Jim had ever come up with.  And there was a list there. 

“How are the groundamabobs going?” asked the Warden, over the Great General communication perk Jim had enabled.  The ability to simply talk to someone was useful, but the actual implications were concerning.  Fenris was initially worried that he’d never actually have a private moment after the connection, so he had quickly learned how to mute it.  

He realized Jim must be doing the same, otherwise he’d have gone insane by now.  Of course, now Jim seemed to have purposefully disconnected himself from the communications links.  That was part of his plan, to remain hidden until the Dark Overlord was committed.  Still, Fenris was concerned that Jim might not be able to react fast enough without his eyes there personally. 

“Almost done,” replied Margwal, bringing up a map in his vision.  She really was Sir Dalton’s daughter and had adopted the “Go big or go home” mentality the Knight favored.  There were groundamabobs just about everywhere, all placed in thick patterns.  Some weren’t even triggered but designed to go off when nearby explosions lit them.  

“I think I have it,” said Hansa from behind Fenris.  One of the drones flew straight up, then whizzed off into the sky.  Rose was still examining hers.  She was accompanied by Fluffy Cuddles, looking down earnestly from her shoulder.  The dragon was uncomfortable around Badgelor and had started accompanying one of the daughters everywhere.  That daughter was usually Rose.  

That meant that HarDragon was standing behind her, carefully watching for danger.  Oddly, he tended to glance in Filly’s direction a bit more often than Fenris would have expected.  Fenris didn’t take HarDragon for a Filly fanboy, but they appeared in the strangest places.

Not like his Badgelor fandom.  That was completely normal. 

Normally, HarDragon’s presence would have been fine.  HarDragon was a capable fighter and focused on protecting the dragon at all costs.  Unfortunately, he had a history with Julia, and it was her turn at the fortress.  That was a bit odd.  Julia was on the outs with the family, so her visits to the wall had been virtually non-existent.  When she had arrived earlier that day, the duke had left.  Fenris would have to ask Ashe about it later.  She had grown close to the princess and may have a better grasp on the weird relationship the trio of royalty had going on. 

Julia spent a lot of her time glaring at Rose.  HarDragon had overheard her tell Jim that she was over her ex-lover, but it was really obvious she really wasn’t.  Fenris sighed as the second drone launched itself into the air, the four little blades spinning so fast they became invisible.  Rose continued fiddling with the drone in her efforts to control it. 

“How do those work?” asked Julia.  She had a history with both girls and was trying not to be mad at Rose.  She at least hit her problems head on instead of dealing with them in a passive aggressive manner.  

That made her entirely different from the duchess, who could instantly make you feel an inch tall. 

Rose flicked her fingers around in a manner that a spellcaster would envy.  Then, she made a pushing away gesture.  The drone stabilized and flew off.  The young Engineer adjusted the new visor on her armor and nodded.

“They seem to be controlled by the gauntlets and grant you a visual link to an orb on the bottom of the drone,” she said.  

“Drone?” asked Julia.

“It's a Precursor word, apparently.  I’d call it a flyamagizmo,” said Hansa.  Her hands seemed to twirl around, and one of the drones did a backflip.

Julia hesitated, then shook her head.  “We shall call it a drone.  I don’t want to offend the Precursor.  However, you are correct.  That is a really strange name.”

“I know, right?” giggled Hansa.  Her drone dipped low, then pulled back up.  Rose was testing hers out as well, just not quite as extremely.

“Why aren’t you on your boat?” Julia asked Hansa.

“No naval action is anticipated,” said Fenris.  “If everything goes well, nothing should get into the valley.” 

“Plus, I can teleport back at need,” said Hansa, her face scrunching up into the cutest concentrated expression Fenris had ever seen.  The drone backflipped, then flipped forward before corkscrewing away.  

“Jim?” asked Fenris, surveying the field.  He thought he saw something a while back, an odd black cloud that moved far too quickly.  While his vision was good, it was not as good as someone like SueLeeta or Jim, and the object had been very far away.

“Of course,” responded Julia, as the two drones started flying around each other.  Hansa was seemingly engaged in some mock battle with them.  That girl was rapidly becoming quite skilled at being aerial.  “Aren’t you two supposed to be scouting?”

Hansa’s cute grin turned into a cute, shocked expression.  Both drones zipped to the north.  The young captain coughed.  “Of course, we were just testing the speed and maneuverability of our crafts.”

Everyone found it impossible to be mad at Hansa.  

Fenris examined the Gateway Hansa had built and hoped it would hold up.  Jim could make a Portal there using his Mayoral powers, but those Gateways were much smaller than the metal contraption.  Jim was supposed to use it for rapid troop movement, but, after his last use in teleporting the daughters to the Elven Kingdom, which still sounded insane, the structure was warped and more than a bit melty.  It didn’t fold up anymore, that was for certain.

“How did you get the device placed in Union so quickly?” asked Fenris.

“I shoved the device in Jim’s face at dinner and made him enchant it.  Then, I had the runner make it to Union overnight,” said Julia.  “That is a several day trip by wagon, but it is far faster when you have a pouch full of Mana and Stamina potions.  Plus, the direct orders from the Mayor didn’t hurt.”

“Jim ordered her?” asked Fenris.

“He said something to that effect,” replied Julia serenely.

Fenris nodded.  He would complain, but Jim’s name was Sun-Touched Orichalcum.  Few people dared to complain about anything he ordered.  In other words, Fenris used the same trick of interpreting Jim’s orders to cut through red tape, for which the Falconians had a positive skill of erecting.  

“Several of our Fast Action Response Teams were in Union preparing to march to Windfall.  I brought them over, as well as the supplies you requested,” said Julia.  ”The Youth of Union has also requested to assist as they can.”

“Fuck you? said Fenris.

Julia nodded.  “I’ve sent them to the hospitals to assist with the supplies, but I’m not entirely sure what to do with them.  I was hoping to fuck off?”

“Have the falconian officers handle it?  The duke assigned me several of his officers.  I’ll have them figure out some assignments,” said Fenris.

“Good, I think that has us just about ready,” said Julia. 

“Did Jim have any thoughts on changing the unit abbreviations?” asked Fenris.

“The FUCKing King said they were fucking great,” stated Julia confidently. 

“We can bring additional supplies to the staging sites here,” said Fenris, gesturing to the army milling about in the courtyard of the fortress.  The two extra, smaller camps each housed a Falconian unit to complement the Army of Windfall.  That bothered Fenris, but Falcon had a larger standing army than Windfall could muster.  They always would. 

The problem was that, by Jim’s standards, the quality of those troops was lacking.  They had rebelled harshly against Jim’s training requirements.  Fenris was supposed to deploy some of the enhanced reconnaissance units across the wall, but even their elite units were coming up short. 

“They can’t even do a proper puma check,” grumbled the Warden, examining the Falconian units.  “It doesn’t matter how powerful you are.  If you fail a puma check, you’re toast.”

“We have explained to them, at length, the importance of puma checks,” said Julia.  “They will listen now.”

Fenris glanced over at the proud young woman, so proud that she was carrying around something OttoSherman would have steered away from.  Fenris didn’t doubt they would increase their training tempo.

“Vait, I have a dead zcout,” said Rose, jerking to the right.  There were railings on the top of the wall, but it was enough of a step that HarDragon moved so she’d run into him first.  

“What’s going on?” asked Fenris.

“I’m looking at a dead scout, too,” said Hansa in a way that made Fenris uncomfortable.  She was supposed to be cute.  The clinically detached way of talking she adopted while working was more than a bit worrying.

“Something got our scouts,” said Fenris, trying to bring up communication with the units over the wall and failing.  He contacted SueLeeta and quickly explained the situation.

“Should we contact Jim?” asked Julia.  Fenris was torn; he was under strict orders.

“We shouldn’t get him until we have better reports,” said Fenris.  “I’ve contacted SueLeeta.  She’ll be able to discover what’s going on out there quickly enough.  Jim is worried about the Dark Overlord intercepting our communications.  He wants to have his location remain a secret until the last possible moment.”

“I suppose the Mayor probably has a way of sensing what is happening here,” said Julia uncomfortably.  “What do you think, Fillidelphia?”

“I’m certain the Mayor is aware,” replied the legendary explorer with so much confidence that Fenris believed him. 


Chapter 47: The Divine Wind

“You have to be fecking kidding me,” grumbled the Dark Overlord, as he glared down at the contraption. 

“What is that?” asked TriBlade, as Grebthar poked at the remains of the flying device.  The detection spell he’d perfected centuries ago led to one terrible conclusion.    

“The false Mayor has a Precursor tricked into working with him,” said Grebthar.  

“That’s impossible.  You tried for over a century to find one,” said TriBlade, causing Grebthar to wince.  “Perhaps we can explain to them that the Mayor they follow is false.”

“I do not believe she will agree,” said Grebthar.  “No, I have found other allies.”

TriBlade nodded.  “Of course, and the forces you’ve gathered should be sufficient.”  There were countless thousands behind them, each one seemingly tireless in their support of the true Mayor.  TriBlade was impressed, to say the least. 

“The trick to building up a massive army is to hit all the small villages along the way,” said Grebthar.  TriBlade nodded.  It was sage advice.  He wouldn’t have believed that even his lord could manage to gather so many troops.  It appeared that every single person they had encountered on the way from Filly had joined the army and was now marching.  Every able-bodied adult, every youth, every grandparent, and every child wanted to fight for the Mayor. 

The great Western Wall was already growing in the distance.  Grebthar had personally ordered it built against an attack from the Dark Overlord.  Now, it stood against him and the heroes that marched at his side.  The Dark Overlord was particularly cruel.

“We discussed this some time ago,” said TriBlade.  “I believe we can force our way through with sufficient cover from the top.”

“Good,” said Grebthar, pausing.  “Discussed with whom?”

“Why, Han So, of course.  He was always trying to ensure that your plans would go off successfully.  After hours of discussion, a simultaneous attack on the top and at the gate was the only way we thought it might be breached,” stated TriBlade.  “Where is Han So?”

Grebthar’s expression spoke volumes.  Han So was one of the first people Grebthar had discovered during his quest to defeat the Dark Overlord.  The powerful swordmaster was supposed to be invincible in combat.  His sigil of a snake eating its own tail was so prevalent that it had become the de facto symbol for those who claimed skill with a blade. 

“Perhaps Leia knows where he is?” suggested TriBlade, trying to change the subject.

“The Dark Overlord killed them both,” said Grebthar sadly.

TriBlade’s mighty hand trembled.  So many times, their group had slain the Dark Overlord.  He had grown confident in the notion that they were invincible.  Han So and Leia, both slain.  No wonder the Mayor was so off his form.  It would take a true monster to feel nothing at the deaths of his best friend and lover. 

“Truly, this is a dark day,” said TriBlade.  “But we will avenge them.  Only the true Mayor can defeat the Dark Overlord.  Let us hope this axiom is still true.”

Grebthar snorted. 

***

Julia realized that Jim had chosen well with Fenris.  He was independent enough, but, when push came to shove, he didn’t question anything Jim asked of him.  He was quite unlike her chief servant.

“This isn’t secure,” said Ashe, watching everything all at once.  She wasn’t quite as bad as Jim, but it was a close thing.  Ashe had a point, though; the top of the Western Gate Fortress was broad and flat.  

Most of the family, along with what seemed like every archer of any degree of skill ever was on the wall.  There were advantages to being above your target, but the wall took it to extremes.  It was nearly seventy logs tall, by her estimation based on the number of stairs, and was enchanted to allow easier targeting of things below.  

“I could probably use a bow fairly well from up here,” said Ashe.  It was the kind of idle statement made by someone desperate to focus on anything else.  

Julia watched the dark army approach.  They looked like a storm, ready to smash into the wall.  This was not like the stories, where the proud heroine saved her people through the force of her personality.  It was going to be a bloodbath.    

“Well, I am a banner to my people.  I can’t really run and hide,” said Julia, straightening her spine and adjusting her magical weapon, which didn’t look ridiculous at all.   

SueLeeta ran past her, cradling Scorpow 2 in her hands.  The weapon looked positively amazing.  Its glittering runes and dragon sinew shown in the sun.  It was the kind of weapon that a Companion of the Mayor should be wielding.  

Jim hadn’t fundamentally improved the firing mechanism, but what he did was more impressive.  The weapon allowed SueLeeta to load up significantly larger ammunition.  The ranger’s quiver was stuffed full of everything her stepdaughters could think of as a lethal implement.  Julia wondered how she had talked the girls into doing that.  Then, she realized who SueLeeta would be defending above all others.  

Sir Dalton stepped on top of the wall, looking like something right out of the storybooks.  His alabaster armor gleamed, and his purple cape flapped in the breeze.  He spoke briefly with the legendary Fillidelphia Badgington like they were old friends.  Ashe stared at her father as he spoke to several of the guards.  Rose and Batista both stood with their units, and Dalton beamed at both of them.  

A normal father might have tried to send his loved ones away, but this wasn’t a normal situation.  This was going to be the season finale.  If they did not win, there wasn’t going to be any safe place to retreat to.  

While there were some inconsistencies, Julia couldn’t believe how accurate some of the stories were.  She stared at the enchanted bulwarks, designed to allow archers to fire accurately even from so high up.  There was even the spot where someone’s voice could be amplified across the entire field, where Grebthar had once called out the Dark Overlord for battle.  When she was a child, she’d dreamed of this nightmare. 

The duke and duchess were there now, along with their honor guards.  There had been just enough time to get support from Windfall there.  Virtually every adventurer in the whole world was present, excluding the elves.  They were supposed to support Jim but hadn’t bothered to show up yet.  Still, there were hundreds of adventurers, all getting ready for her nightmare.    

The Windfallians were dealing with the news of the appearance of the Dark Overlord like champions.  They were in perfect formation below, with the Dashing Dandies in somehow even more perfect dress.  

The Falconian army behind them looked far less confident fighting the Dark Overlord.  Their oath was to the Falconian Union, and to crest and king.  The first sentence of that oath was to stand against the Dark Overlord.  They’d known that they could be called for the battle their entire lives.  Yet, when it came time, they quailed.  

There was no doubt Jim was Mayor.  It just would have been nice if he was there, because the enemy was preparing.  

***

“Killing the Sphinx was probably a bad idea,” thought Charles, walking to the head of his army.  He’d managed to fuck this up badly.  There were too many regular undead and not enough champions.  

Now, the dragon was too full to fly.  

TriBlade was looking at him, and Grebthar sighed.  No chance to avoid it, should have realized the problem earlier.  Well, what an army can’t manage, I have spells for.

Grebthar walked to the head of the Army of the Dark Overlord.  It was called the Divine Wind That Shook the Heavens in the stories, a name he always found appropriate.  The undead smelled, if one cared about such things.  He did not.  He simply stopped breathing around them unless he had to talk.  

At least the formation looked large and impressive.  He’d never bothered to max out Great General, of course, but you did learn a thing or two over the centuries.  There was a whole tree on the undead.  A hero was probably supposed to take the Defeat the Undead portion of the tree, but, by the ninth time he’d killed the Dark Overlord forever, Charles had learned that being a hero was stupid.  

He’d maxed out the entire Undead section of the tree.  It made keeping the undead active a lot easier.  With magic, he could raise so many more of them.  Better still, if he found any dead adventurers, he could convert them into undead champions, capable of at least temporarily standing against adventurers.  At any point in combat, he could only directly command a few thousand undead, but reserves were always nice.  He’d wound up recruiting way more than strictly necessary.

By killing everyone and raising the corpses of those killed by monsters, he’d managed to raise over thirty thousand undead.  Add in a sprinkling of dead adventurers, and this might even work.  

Fecking over-engineered wall.

Still, he had an image to maintain.  Sucking in a lungful of putrid, fly-filled air, Charles stared at the wall and began.

***

“I am Grebthar the Grebtharian, the rightful Mayor.  Open the gate and let me in.  Otherwise, I’ll huff, and I’ll puff, and I’ll blow my way in.”

Julia nearly collapsed.  If ever in the history of the world words had been so perfectly crafted to shatter their morale, it was that phrase.  It was known as the Wolf’s Lament for some reason. 

The effect on everyone was devastating, but it could have been worse.  Since everyone had been warned by Sir Dalton, they all knew that Grebthar was the Dark Overlord.  Grebthar’s declaration wasn’t the kind of shock to the soul it could have been.  It was just impossibly bad.  

Several archers did jump to their deaths from the tall wall, and the forces on the ground were openly weeping.  The duke and duchess, along with their royal guards, looked shaken.  That was enough to worry Julia.  Her former uncle had many flaws, but he was rock solid. 

The only thing that saved everyone, she thought, was the massive undisguised army of undead following him.  Such a mass of undead could only be here to kill everyone.  She was sure Grebthar could have come up with something to disguise his forces, but, with so many divine classes on their side, that would have amounted to nothing.  The power signatures of some of those undead were troubling, though.  

Their average level was effectively pushing into the 30’s, with some of the undead showing up even higher.  Additionally, there were just so many.  Lorraine told her of the battle Jim led against the undead and at the time it seemed impossible.  That army wasn’t a split compared to this.

Armies of thirty thousand were not something you actually saw on Ordinal.  The cost of leveling up so many soldiers to 30 was incredible, and she would know.  She’d just paid to have more equipment brought into Windfall to increase the effective level of multiple units of soldiers.  

The terror was increasing on her side.  There were too many.  It was impossible to defeat a force of that size, even with the number of adventurers they had.  The world would die, and all of her hopes would come to naught.  Her forces were going to break and run before they even got into the fight.  Someone needed to do something.

Then, she noticed Fillidelphia Badgington smiling at her and giving her a thumbs up, like she was supposed to do something.  With dawning horror, she realized that she was.  Fenris was down below, and she was the only one who could speak for all the adventurers, for all of Falcon, and for the Mayor. 

Her Mayor. 

She stepped over to Grebthar’s spot, staring over the field of battle.  She wondered if it was much like he himself had done in centuries past.  It was THE spot, the sacred spot where Grebthar, Badgelor, and Toomen had stood against the Dark Overlord all those years ago.  

She was unworthy, but she was all they had.  Looking to her right, she spotted Ashe, nodding at her in support.  To her left, Sir Dalton glared fiercely down at the foe.  

‘I am a banner to my people,’ thought Julia.  She held her weapon aloft and replied in the old way, the only way one could possibly reply to the Wolf’s Lament. “No! No! No! Not by the hairs on my chinny chin chin.”  At each “chin”, she thrust out her weapon, showing all of Windfall that they would not be stopped, not by this asshole.

***

“Is that a golden. . .,” asked Grebthar, examining her weapon.  “I hate this place.”  

TriBlade looked at him oddly, and Charles realized how little he cared at this point.  

“Your orders?” asked TriBlade.

Grebthar drew Mojinir and held it aloft.  “Prepare the gate attack.  I’ll deal with the Falconians.”  Of course, they were a bit more prepared than he’d anticipated.  

You screwed up.  

“I’ll show them some real magic for once,” said Grebthar, bringing up his menus and looking at spell configurations.  He wanted to melt the top of the mountain off, obliterate Jim, and go all Bowser on the princess.  

Normal stuff for a Dark Overlord.

***

“That is an impressive vortex of power.  It looks like it will blot out the sun,” said Sir Dalton casually.  “I assume you have a way of dealing with it?”

Julia rotated her head over to Dalton like a periscope.  Did she have a way to deal with it?  That was magic from the god of magic.  That was Grebthar.  It was outright impossible.  It would take the whole royal family to stand up against. . .

Except every high-level member of the family was there.  They were there in preparation for the fight with the Dark Overlord.  Most of them were on the wall with her at that very moment, ready for that very battle.

It had to be enough.  

“Everyone, barriers!” yelled Julia.

“But that’s Grebthar,” whispered the duchess, the most devout Grebtharian Julia knew. The duchess was a cleric of Logan now and really needed to get over her former beau.  It was very hard to do.  Like the perfect ex, no Falconian present was actually over Grebthar, which was going to make this endeavor challenging.  She needed a symbol.  

I am a banner to my people.  

Julia immediately dismissed that terrible idea.  That level of arrogance would only get everyone pissed off and arguing.  She needed an uncontroversial symbol.  Jim was out of the question.  He was named after a Curious Puppy and had managed to repeatedly piss off the whole family.  She considered using her weapon as a symbol.  It was, after all, more powerful than the Treasures of Rule. 

“No,” said Ashe. 

Princess Julia of Falcon needed something every single Falconian could get behind and push.  Then, she spotted Fillidelphia, and the answer just kind of came to her. 

“For Badgelor,” screamed Julia, generating a massive barrier.  

***

“Oh that c-” began Grebthar.

“Language,” stated TriBlade, horrified.  Charles used a thread of Mana to push TriBlade’s eye back into the socket.    

“Crazy woman,” said Grebthar.  He could hear everything she said because she was standing in the enchantment range.  He had wanted to make sure everyone could hear him, but his plan was backfiring slightly.  

The cheer that followed her declaration was enough to curdle his blood.  Everyone always loved Badgelor.  Why wouldn’t they?  Badgelor got to do all the fun stuff and was always there when you needed him.  He wouldn’t ever let you down, and he always saw the best parts of you, even when you couldn’t see them yourself. 

You’re going to have to kill him.

Growling, Charles continued to prepare a spell.  TriBlade cleared his throat.

“What?” hissed the Dark Overlord.

“You could always just use the hammer,” said TriBlade.

“I am a god of magic; I’m going to magic this open,” growled Grebthar, letting the hammer fall to the ground next to him.  

Charles focused.  Now was not the time.  He channeled his Mana and finally forged a link to a leyline.  That wasn’t strictly necessary for power, but, even with limitless Mana, his Mana network had limits.

Summoning a fire node bypassed that problem, because all Mana fed into it converted into Fire Aspect Mana.  That meant the fireball he was preparing would be the single most impressive fireball in the history of Ordinal.

***

The second sun glowed brightly over the battlefield, and Fenris ordered the slit windows at the gate shut.  It was so bright you couldn't see anything anyway.  His honor guard stood at the fore, a half-dozen adventurers that SueLeeta had found while scouting.  Dalton had vouched for them, though, and that was good enough for Fenris.  They waited patiently, standing ramrod straight and staring ahead.    

Behind him, the Dashing Dandies were arrayed like champions of lore.  Zorlando looked far more capable than the steely-eyed Mercenary commander Fenris had first met.  Perhaps it was because he had more to lose now.  

AvaSophia and the children were back in Windfall, preparing to hold the town in case the unimaginable happened.  He had promised her he would return, and Fenris intended to keep his word.  

“Now?” asked Zorlando.

“If we need Jim now, we don't stand a chance,” said Fenris softly.  


Chapter 48: The Fireball

The fireball roared overhead, covering the distance between Grebthar and the wall in an eyeblink.  It was like some sort of horrific spell duel between gods and men.  The fireball slammed into the combined barrier of the entire Falconian royal house in an explosion that vaporized the snow off the nearby mountain tops.  

The only reason there wasn’t an avalanche was that the boulders had been blasted away.  One landed as far away as West Windfall, smashing into a brand new granary.  Still, the barrier held.  

***

“Is that the best you can do?” declared Princess Julia.

“NO!” bellowed Grebthar in response.

***

SueLeeta didn’t exactly hate Julia.  She just didn’t care for the overly pugnacious princess.  Julia had a stick in her ass that was in there so deep you could see it when she talked, and she could give Fenris lessons on saying the worst thing at the worst possible moment.  

Case in point, don’t taunt the god.  

SueLeeta could gather that, while the first fireball was almost comically large, it wasn’t exactly the end of the world event she had been anticipating.  Frankly, when the fireball hit, SueLeeta figured she was cooked.  Instead, it was mostly deflected up and away from the barriers.  

Now, everyone was yelling at Julia, and SueLeeta noticed that the fire vortex from Jersey was getting bigger.  Much bigger.  Thankfully, her new stepdaughter decided to remind Julia of why they were there before that became a problem.  

***

“That is much bigger,” said TriBlade, as Grebthar repeatedly swung his hands over his head.  The fire node was much larger now, and the fireball hovering over it was so large that the Radiant Heat was burning his soldiers.  

Thankfully, the troops were so dedicated to the cause that none of them moved.  Even the ones that caught on fire.  TriBlade considered that for a moment but decided it was best not to ask questions. The true Mayor hated being questioned while he was casting spells. 

Grebthar was cackling, and that was never a good sign.

“They think they can stop me, but they can’t,” muttered Grebthar.  

TriBlade decided to step back.

***

I am a banner to my people.  

“Weave them together,” ordered Julia.  “Just like when you are doing your own barrier, but do it with your neighbors!”

“They only do that in the stories,” said the duchess.

“Yes, the ancient battle lore to fight the Dark Overlord,” yelled an irate Julia.  “WEAVE WOMAN!”

Julia’s own barrier made up the dead center of the entire wall.  She had set threads of the barrier out, so that her cousins could join their barriers with hers.  Even those who didn’t normally practice solid barriers were weaving.  The Queen of the Inner Sea stood next to Julia and began jamming immovable rods behind the denser parts of the massive super barrier.

“No gaps,” she commanded, checking her weave against the others.  A tiny gap separated two barriers, and she fused it shut, then another.  It wasn’t that her cousins were sloppy; it was that no one had experience with a formation like this on the battlefield.

It was like moving one of those units of interlocking shields.  When used properly, they worked well, but actually moving in formation was challenging and required special drill.  Drill her family did not have.  

One moment, she was checking a weave, ensuring there wasn’t a gap.  The next, she got to watch the slow motion blast of fire race toward her.  She was standing in the center of the formation.  It was the hardest possible part of the barrier, where it bowed out specifically to deflect shots like this.  

In theory.

In practice, that was the biggest fireball she’d ever seen.  It wasn’t natural.  It wasn’t possible.  It just was.  

The fireball crossed the distance in less than a second and jerked to the right at the last possible moment.  Julia reacted, but pulling the other barriers with her was a slower process.  Aligning everything was impossible in the time she had.  When the fireball struck, it was like the sun exploded.  Julia had the perk that deflected light from her barrier, though.  At the time she chose it, it was to protect herself from a certain pervy Mayor, in case he attempted to peek.  Now, her barrier was one of the few that didn’t flash so brightly that the people behind it were instantly blinded.

Some even caught fire.

Not that the flash burn was the only thing causing her kin to perish.  The barriers were not woven together well enough, and some of them allowed streaks of flame to shoot past.  The heat was so intense, Julia could feel it burning her skin.  If one of those struck you, you didn’t just die.  You popped like an overheated sausage. 

She watched three Julias die.  Two of them were her cousins, young determined girls who just wanted to do right by the family.  She’d barely known them.  One had been at her sixth birthday party and had given her an old copy of the Tales of Grebthar.  The card with it told Julia she was going to be a great Julia, just like the First, one day..  The duchess was in charge of the entire right side of the barrier and was trying to protect her children from the hit, using the staff to its fullest potential.  Someone didn’t weave the barriers tightly enough, though.  A streak of flame tore through her, and she died protecting Lance.  

In total, twenty-seven members of Julia’s family perished in the explosion.  Those that survived were either in Mana-crashed states or were so badly wounded that they couldn’t fight until they recovered.  

Chunks of the wall had been blown free and had fallen into the courtyard below.  All their forces were in disarray.  Fenris was leading a clean up effort and trying to redress the soldiers.  If the Dark Overlord attacked now, they were finished.  Even now, death marched toward Windfall.  

The only person standing in the face of Armageddon was Julia.  

***

“And that’s that,” said Grebthar, holding up his hands to cancel the fire node.  Generating one that big was draining, even for him.  Time to get the army marching.  With any luck, they could pound this out before dinner.  He glanced around for TriBlade, who was well away from him.  Then, he heard something annoying.  

“Is that the best you’ve got?”

The princess was still alive.  Charles knew adjusting the aim away from that barrier wasn’t optimal.  He’d exploded the entire top of the wall, but somehow she’d lived.  He hated Falconian princesses most of all.  They did not know when to quit.  He was going to have to ensure there were no more of those.  

It was his own fault.  The rod and the staff were never going to be able to hurt him.  Unfortunately, they could protect against his attacks just fine.  They weren’t even his best work, really, just good enough to make his companions somewhat useful.  Charles would have needed demonic orbs for building weapons powerful enough to hurt the Dark Overlord, and he’d never had any luck stealing those.  

Badgelor could have done it.

Charles balked at that.  He didn’t need help, not Badgelor’s, not anyone’s.  He was supposed to defeat the Dark Overlord, except you couldn’t defeat the Dark Overlord.  That Dark Overlord was invincible.  

We both know that’s not true.  

“Alright, no more AOE,” said Grebthar, weaving a different spell through the node.  His infinite Mana became a trickle, then a stream, then a mighty river.  He seldom used this spell, due to environmental concerns, but screw it.  Who cared if Windfall and all that surrounded it was decimated? 

“Cuyahoga Cannon!”

A burning river of Mana blasted toward the last princess of Falcon.  

***

“It's a single target spell,” said the queen, throwing Julia the Staff of Power.  

“What about you?” asked Julia.  

“I’m tapped out,” smiled her burnt cousin.  “You got this.  I believe in you.”

Julia set up her barrier, remembering the words of her father.  Heat rises.  Give it a place to go.  You have to be strong to make it work.  Everyone is counting on you.  You are a banner to your people, and you have to be worthy of that.

“Cuyahoga Cannon!”

That was in the stories.  Grebthar had used it once against a great monster that was threatening the world.  It was forbidden magic, a massive river of fire, capable of injuring the wielder if done improperly.  He thought she was so dangerous?    

She expanded her barrier.  That was easy with her weapon, and the staff made the barrier even harder.  She realized it wasn’t just all the weapons, though.  It was her confidence.  The Dark Overlord saw her as a threat.  

Status prompts shot up in her vision, but she ignored them.  It was just numbers, lots of numbers.  If she wasn’t strong enough, she wouldn’t live long enough to figure out what they meant.  So, she didn’t worry about them.

Julia focused every bit of her power through her implements and deflected the fire upward, into the sky.  It would have been visible from Windfall.  By Jersey, it would have been visible from the Vinelands.  

She remembered the battle with Jim in the Trial of Lions.  He’d been fecking with her, but she realized something.  There was a lesson there. 

“You have no power here!” she yelled, her voice amplified by the enchantment.  Her words covered the entire battlefield.  “No force is with you!”  

The stream of fire grew even more intense, and the ground started to warm under her feet.  She shot down a barrier to use as shoes, even as she began mending cracks in her defensive barrier.  The staff was beginning to burn her hand from the amount of Mana coursing through it, so she discarded it.  With both hands, Julia stroked her great, golden rod, massaging all her power through it.  

“Just a bit hotter,” she muttered, trying to think.  She could provoke him, but how?  The answer suddenly came to her.  The greatest insult of all time.  

“Your mother was a hamster!” The river of fire glowed brighter, and a massive pulse started at the node.  She was almost there.  “And your father stinks of elderberries!”  

The pulse flashed up the line, and Julia smiled.  Even gods could be tricked.  The instant before the pulse hit her, Julia struck the back of the barrier with her weapon.  All the rod’s stored power exploded out of it.

While her father told her heat ran up, power was conducted.  The power she had been gathering in her barrier was all the power the Dark Overlord had been feeding into it for those long seconds.  It all flashed straight down the line, right into his fire node,.  Even a fire node couldn’t handle that much power, so it exploded.  

Julia staggered slightly, Mana-crashed.  She had taken the best the Dark Overlord had to offer and shoved it right back down his throat.  The first few dozen ranks of his army were just gone, and the crater was magnificent.  The only thing inside of it that still moved was a being of pure Shadow.  

It held up a finger, and a glowing maelstrom of Shadows flowed around it, forming a spear aimed directly at her.  Julia held up her hands, desperate to generate anything, but the magic wouldn’t come to her.  She’d stopped him, but only for a moment.  Now, she was as good as dead.

“Only human,” hissed the Dark Overlord, as the spell began moving forward. 

Then, the spear slammed into the wall under her, and the fiend staggered backward.  

***

“Just shoot him in the crystal.  How hard could it be?” muttered SueLeeta.  She aimed Scorpow II and tried to spot the crystal again.  The problem was the stupid thing moved around and was nearly invisible.  Seriously, it was like trying to find ice underwater.  

Plus, the stupid science bolts, with their crystal-busting tips, were hard to aim and also unreliable.  The upshot was that the Dark Overlord was stupid.  Since her arrows didn’t do anything, he just stood there and let her shoot him.  

That was until she actually hit the crystal.  He definitely noticed her then, and SueLeeta realized the barrier was no longer protecting her.  She dove for cover an instant before the wall was bathed with lightning from Toomen’s hammer.  

***

Grebthar stared at the cracked crystal.

Slowly, it began to heal.  Depleting those Hit Points was technically the only way he could really die.  His own pool of Hit Points was secondary to that fact.  He was so durable, and those Hit Points recovered so quickly, he almost never thought about them.

Certainly, the Elder Demon’s blood potion could cause a permanent injury by changing the shape of his Divine body.  Even that really didn’t do lasting Hit Point Damage, though.  The issue there was that his Divine form held a few precious reminders of his mortal body.  The I’ve Got Magic Fingers perk was just so useful, Charles kept it when he‘d ascended even though it required his Divine body to have fingers.  

To his near constant regret.

However, damage to the crystal was nigh impossible.  The entire stream of fire merging together and striking him all at once hadn’t bothered it in the slightest.  Imagine his surprise when a simple crossbow bolt managed it.  

The head was different, made of some new material he didn’t recognize.  He actually had to dig into his Lore skills for a moment before he realized what the material was.  Apocalypse Pony Horn.  Charles had never seen anyone break one of those down for arrowheads before, as the difficulty of gathering the material was extreme.  

Each bolt had a small fragment, but there were nearly a dozen bolts.  That would have required at least three horns, possibly more, and Jim was using them for arrowheads.  

“Grebthar, perhaps we need to gather more resources?  See if anyone else can come to our aid?” suggested TriBlade meekly.  

Charles considered that carefully for a long moment.  

You are a failure.

Charles seethed.  Of course, it would happen again.  He was so close, he could taste it.  Yet, once again, he was being thwarted by those who should have been his allies.  Maybe he should listen to TriBlade; he had been nothing but loyal so far.  Still, as Charles considered his options, he wondered when Triblade would betray him as well.

Grebthar opened his mouth to say the unimaginable.  He would retreat and gather more forces.  He would come at Jim in a year’s time and utterly shatter the fool.  Charles would be calm and collected.

Then, the princess stood up, holding her magical golden tallywacker, and she laughed.  She had the nerve to laugh.  Grebthar’s eyebrow twitched.  She had beaten him with Jim’s giant weapon.  Jim beating him?  That he might have been able to stomach.  Having the princess beat him with that weapon?  

“No, we advance,” said the Dark Overlord, clutching Mojinir.  “We do this the hard way.”


Chapter 49: Fear of Commitment

“That’s four hits,” said Fenris, as the gate rang again.  The Western Gate was composed of alchemically-reinforced Ironwood, with a smattering of Mana and Science-based enhancements.  That made the wood harder than iron, and it was over two feet thick.  

The fact that the back of it was cracking from the repeated impacts of the hammer was troubling.  At least when he threw the hammer, the Dark Overlord had to get into proper arrow range.  Even now, his undead were being pelted with arrows and the occasional spell.  

“How is our barrier holding?” asked Fenris casually, trying to sound like Jim would.  Meredith flinched.  She was a Cleric by class, but she specialized in healing, not barriers.  Lorraine had recommended her, and she had been very useful in healing those wounded in the opening barrage.

“Well enough,” answered Meredith.  The hammer struck again, and massive splinters as big as a man’s arms tore free from the back of the gate.  The barrier didn’t stop them, it just slowed them down.  They clattered to the ground far short of Fenris’s troops.  “If that hammer gets through, I’m not sure anyone short of the Mayor can stop it.”

Fenris sensed the unease flowing through his troops.  Nothing they had could stop the hammer.  They were looking to their commander in desperation, and all Fenris had was his new shield.  
 

●        General Windfall’s Shield:  When General Windfall blocks with his durable shield, all those who attack his shield will get peeled.  

By all accounts, it was a terrible item description.  Jim had made it just for him, though, and Fenris recognized Cauldron Steel when he saw it, if not the specific kind of Cauldron Steel. 

Part of Fenris wanted to summon Jim, but that wasn’t the plan.  The Dark Overlord had to be committed.  He had to be actively fighting, and all of these fireworks and concussions were just the opening act.  

***

SueLeeta grumbled, using her Hunter’s Vision to pick through targets.  The Dark Overlord was as wily as Badgelor.  He was generating dozens of copies of himself and layering them throughout the milling undead.  All the copies were simultaneously throwing fake hammers. If she really focused, she could see through the illusion, but the odds of her picking the right target were not great.  

Beakatrix’s bolts seemed to work, though.  Additionally, she still had the horn.  When Jim had discovered that the horn was shriveling up, he made her give Beakatrix the chunks of broken horn that she’d polished off.  The Progenitor’s Cloneomatic 9000 wasn’t able to fully recreate the horn, but the fragments it did make were perfect for bolts.

Unfortunately, the materials required to clone Apocalypse Horn were insane, and even the market at Union had very limited amounts of the stuff.  Worse, the fragments didn’t even last as long as the horn did.  Several of the arrowheads had crumbled to dust when she’d prepared to use them.  Not that crumbling arrowheads were her only problem.  The Dark Overlord was hiding amongst his troops, and she was having a demon of a time picking him out. 

Then, the milling undead stopped their incessant movement for a moment, as if all of them heard something.  SueLeeta wasn’t as good at Perception as Jim, but she was one of the more skilled people in the army.  She could see an erratic, well-disguised line in the formation between the front ranks and the main force.

The good news was that not even the Dark Overlord could directly control that many undead.  The problem was that the number he could control was in the realm of several thousand.  SueLeeta relayed that information down the command link.  Then, she removed the Crystal Smasher bolt and loaded up a conventional high-explosive crossbow bolt.  

***

Zorlando was unfazed by the notion that the Dark Overlord could directly command more troops than Jim could.  After all, it was to be expected.  Zorlando seldom fought in battles where the sides were even.  Only a fool would.

If Jim had the numbers, they would have marched on the evil one and struck him down directly.  

The fortification should prove decisive, assuming the wall held.  At its base, the wall was just over thirty-three logs thick.  It was a strange measurement for a fortress, and Zorlando still couldn’t quite figure it out.  He, Zorlando, had explained that to Jim, who’d told him that it was a hundred feet, which was nonsense.  It was a wall; it had no feet.  Still, Jim was the Mayor, and the Mayor occasionally spouted nonsense.  

What bothered Zorlando was what in the world was keeping the Dark Overlord from marching.  His big spell had been countered, and, apparently, according to the caster types, he couldn't generate another big node like that for hours.  The Dark Overlord should have either pulled back, further out of range, or advanced.  Instead, he just sat there while SueLeeta and the other adventurer archers plinked at him from range.  

It was a waste of troops, which was something Zorlando couldn’t stand.  Furthermore, the opposing commander seemed to be unusually concerned for the survival of his troops.  That was beyond odd, considering they were undead.  Undead troops were useful primarily because they were expendable.  

Sending in a few dozen to soak up the enemy’s long-range area of attack effects before a big fight was fairly typical when fighting a necromancer, but those were reasonably well-equipped troops.  It didn’t make sense, unless there was another shoe that was about to drop.  

Zorlando smoothed his mustache.  Whatever happened, it would happen soon.

***

Margwal finished adjustments to the final catapult.  Assembling all eight of them on top of the wall was the obvious choice, but she disliked the two hundred and twelve steps to get that high.  Plus, the view sucked.

At least for now, she thought, looking at the waves of undead.  

She sucked on her cigar and blew out a cloud of snow white smoke.  Father disapproved.  He liked southern weed better, but she loved the sweeter eastern weed.  They’d come to an agreement when she was sixteen, but that was a lifetime ago.  

Quitting cold turkey had sucked, but, when she’d first gotten to Windfall, there just hadn’t been anything worth smoking.  Now that trade was becoming more common, she had a nice stockpile built up.  She also had several men willing to carefully roll up her beloved stogies.  

“How’s it going?” asked Ashe, appearing from nowhere.  

“Fine, and don’t do that,” said Margwal in her sing-song, “I am about to kill you” voice.  Ashe always liked to sneak up on people.  She had just gotten supernaturally good at it as of late.  The fact that Margwal’s Ashe Detectorator hadn’t spotted her was troubling.  Ashe was figuring out how to counter science as well as Mana and Stamina-based detection schemes.  

“Everyone is getting antsy,” said Ashe, examining the terrain.  Margwal held her tongue.  That was Jim’s fault.  Without his constant puma checks, no one would see danger hiding around every corner.  Now, the easiest way to spot the Windfallians was to see who had their head on a swivel like Jim.  

Even her father was doing it.  

Which belatedly meant that Margwal was looking around too much.  She tried to keep her mind on her work, but this was a place for being afraid of being attacked.  Rose and Hansa were setting up a Dragon’s Roar, which apparently shot off nearly a dozen of the bitch’s dragons in one go.  

Hopefully, the bitch would stay in the workshop.

Poor, innocent Margwal had assumed the Progenitor would be a font of wisdom and intelligence.  Instead, she was just cruel and demanding.  It wasn’t the good kind of demanding either.  She was never satisfied with whatever you did and would constantly take credit for your accomplishments.  

She would be the kind of stepmother Margwal had always feared, instead of the one they actually got. 

Still, she was a Progenitor, and Margwal needed her knowledge.  She vowed to never be that bitchy to anyone ever.  

Additionally, Margwal was pretty sure the Progenitor language didn’t have a big gap between meanings for servant, assistant, and slave.  Beakatrix sure treated her like one.  That was pretty much how Margwal had assumed her future stepmother would treat everyone, back when daddy was younger.                 Daddy had dated a string of poor candidates for their future stepmother, so much so that it poisoned the well for all future candidates.  Then came SueLeeta, but the institutional hatred of wicked potential stepmothers was already there.  

Except, and Margwal had to grudgingly accept this, there was no basis in reality for it.  SueLeeta was nice enough, and Daddy was happy around her.  That should be enough for any dutiful, mature daughter, which, of course, she was.  

Margwal decided to double-check the bearings on the catapult.  She wanted to make sure it delivered the munitions with the highest possible damage.  

***

TriBlade looked around apprehensively.  His troops were solid, very solid.  Several had crossbow bolts embedded in their flesh and were still eager to fight.  They didn’t even seem to acknowledge that they were injured.  They didn’t really seem to acknowledge much of anything.  

There was a distinct lack of chatter amongst the men that was starting to bother him.  Every time TriBlade focused on it, though, some other stray thought seemed to overcome him.  That, too, was becoming bothersome.  He was a focused man by nature, and something didn’t seem quite right.

He pushed his eye back into the socket while he thought about it.  

Then, there was a mighty boom, and Grebthar yelled, “Finally!”  The great Gate of Windfall collapsed as the hammer struck it one too many times.  The passage that the Gateway protected was wide enough for two Falconian wagons to pass down side by side.  Not even the Dark Overlord had ever breached it before.  

The false Mayor’s commander was right behind the door, advancing to the spot where the gate had been.  He looked stern enough, TriBlade supposed.  Not as stern as TriBlade, of course, but he was at least pleased that the false Mayor actually had some powerful supporters.  You could tell the caliber of a man through his enemies, and a weak false Mayor would have been a stain on TriBlade’s honor.  

The Dashing Dandies were arrayed behind the commander, and their commander looked resplendent in his golden armor.  Given that they were cosplaying as the real army, the Dandies also looked pretty good.  Their forces were at least as well equipped as his own, possibly better.  TriBlade looked forward to meeting them head on.

It would be an honorable contest, TriBlade versus Round Shield, apparently.  The large, round shield with a purple dinosaur surrounded by stars was a bit tacky if one was honest, but adventurers tended to be outlandish at the best of times.

“Get off my lawn,” bellowed Fenris in the traditional manner.  TriBlade was going to enjoy this.  As general, he prepared to respond, but Grebthar chuckled.  

“What an idiot,” said the champion of all that was good.  He flung his all-powerful hammer right at the Mayor’s false general.  It was a very underhanded move.  It was also kind of dishonorable, but that hammer would kill him in one shot.  

The hammer slammed into the shield.  A resounding gong shook several bricks free from the wall.  TriBlade could feel the Tri-Blade quiver in its scabbard.  Once again, he really wished he named his sword literally anything else.  

Grebthar had suggested the Slashinator, which seemed silly at the time.  Now, whenever anyone asked about TriBlade, he wasn’t sure if they were talking about him, his sword, or his also unfortunately named summer house on the northern coast.  

“You have to be kidding me,” said Grebthar, as the hammer flew back to his palm.  Windfall’s commander nonchalantly examined his shield.  

“Did you miss?  Perhaps your throwing arm is tired from smashing down my gate?” yelled the Warden.  TriBlade thought Grebthar might have been able to bank the shot in a manner that would bypass the Warden’s obviously high-ranked block talent and shield perks, but Grebthar was just a caster now.  His martial skills had declined significantly from his heyday.  The commander was still yelling.  “Try again!  Maybe I’ll get tired or bored.”

“Where did you get that?” hissed the Dark Overlord.  

“Jim made it,” was the reply. 

“Me damn it,” Grebthar growled, flinging the hammer again.  He flung it four more times, to be exact.  The first two times were relatively uninteresting, with the hammer being deflected off the impossibly hard shield.  The third time, Fenris bounced it back into the leading ranks of Grebthar’s army, killing six troopers who really needed to take baths.  

The fourth time, Fenris rebounded the hammer directly back at Grebthar, where it slammed into his face.  Grebthar stood there a moment, the hammer flattening his eye sockets to the back of his skull.  He was counting very slowly.  That wasn’t a good sign.

Grebthar pulled the hammer free with a sickening, slurping sound.  “Alright, fine, the princess beat me with a big, golden wang, and this one is hitting my own hammer back into my face.  Time to stop being nice.  Order the men to march.  They are in position.”

***

Fenris stepped back into the passage and exhaled.  “I don’t know.  Bounce it back into his face?” seemed insane when Jim had said it, but it worked.  Jim’s shield was easily at the rank of one of the Treasures of Rule, and Jim had better gear prepared.  That was a good thing, because the massive undead army was finally marching toward them.  Fenris remembered an old axiom.  

“Quantity has a quality all its own.”

It was an old saying, but it made sense here.  There were enough undead to swarm them five times over. 

“I, Zorlando,” said Zorlando, “Would wait a bit more.  Though, perhaps you think we have waited enough?”  

Fenris chuckled, eyeing the former Mercenary.  He wasn’t as good at translating Zorlando’s speech as he was Badgelor’s, but that approximately translated to “Please, do the thing soon.”   Fenris realized it was very nearly time.  Grebthar had finally committed to action, but, with armies, there was a bit of a time lag between the decision and the reality.  Jim had told him to wait until the boar was truly berserk. 

Actually, he’d said something about bulls and capes, but it made no sense.  Still, Fenris was getting good at understanding Jim’s odd manner of speech. 

“Almost, when the undead horde is at the walls,” said Fenris.  “The Dark Overlord has something that he’s holding back.  If we don’t take out this whole army now, we’ll just be fighting it later.  Later means fighting when we are tired and less prepared.”

“Let us hope,” said Zorlando, holding his blade at the ready.  The ground cooled, and the undead resumed their charge.  “In the meantime, I plan on pushing them out of the passage.  This is Windfall, and I do not appreciate the undead sullying the place.”      


Chapter 50: The Final Countdown

“I’d say it’s about time,” said Badgelor, returning briefly from his scouting mission.  The companion link was not on a channel that was easily monitored, so the War Badger remained unseen. 

“How are they holding up?” I asked.

“Seen better, but also seen much worse,” answered Badgelor.  “If your intention with Julia’s weapon was to infuriate Charles, it worked.”

“Yup, that was what I was going for,” I replied, having no idea what he meant.  I checked the last strap on the leg of my armor before moving onto the rest of my gear.  I needed to focus.  This was going to be the big showdown, and I needed to ensure that I was at the top of my game.

“Why the hell are you wearing Filly’s jacket?” asked Shart, yanking the jacket back into his storage.  “I can tolerate Filly stealing back his hat.  Obviously, no one could secure it well enough, but I’ll be extra damned if anyone takes his jacket!”

Badgelor rolled his eyes. 

“I’ve got my eyes on you, badger,” said Shart.

“Ahem,” I said, looking over my companions. 

“Are you ready?” asked the demon, as I finished polishing my latest weapon.  

“I’d better be, or this is going to be the shortest defense of all time,” I responded, glancing down at Badgelor’s gift.  “You sure you should be parting with this?”

Badgelor nodded.  “I’ve got a promise to keep.” 

“So do I,” I said, nodding.  I was ready.  The world was ready.  I could taste it.  The final battle was about to start.  “Shart, what day is it?”

“Turfin?” replied Shart.

“Wait, that day doesn’t end in ‘Y’?”

“No day ends in ‘Y’, Dum Dum,” replied Shart.  “It's Mogdon, Zbras, Turfin, Boogle, Choo, Yippai and Badgelor’s Rest.”

“You have a day named after you?” I asked.

“I used to have two,” replied Badgelor.  “Freaking Turfin and his stupid ‘Sacrifice myself to save the world.’ nonsense.”

“Yeah, so, I wanted to bring this up for a while now.  You keep saying that any day that ends in ‘Y’ is a good day to kill Charles, but no day ends in ‘Y’,” said Shart.  “It makes it seem like you think you can’t win.”

“On Earth, all the days end in ‘Y’,” I said. 

“And are you on Earth?” snarked the demon. 

“Do you think you can only beat him on Earth?” asked Badgelor.  “That’s not productive.  We need to beat him here.”

“Jim, you have to be confident in yourself.  Just think, you got past Mogdon, so everything else is downhill until Choo,” said Shart.  

“I’m renaming Turfin Wednesday” I said, using my kingly powers to rename a day.  

“Yes!” bellowed Badgelor.  “Suck it, you old hero who’s not me!”

“So, Shart, what day is it?” I asked.

“Wednesday?  That name sounds made up,” said Shart.  

“It's a day that ends in ‘Y’.  That’s a good day to kill Charles,” I said.  

***

“Where is the Mayor?” whispered someone, as the horde of undead began marching toward the wall.  Julia, of course, was totally confident that the Mayor would arrive in the nick of time.  That’s what he always did in the stories.

She just wanted the nick to have happened earlier.  

Julia knew and understood the plan.  However, there was a big difference in intellectually understanding why you needed the enemy to crack the cask before you brought out your own vintage, and actually watching the wine spill.  

The Dark Overlord’s attacks were terrifying, but a massive wave of undead was somehow even more so.  Julia was as much a historian as your average princess and had grown up listening to the various stories of Grebthar fighting the Dark Overlord.  Never had there been this many undead.  Never once in the stories, never once in the histories.  

The sheer mechanics of supporting that many undead were impossible for anyone other than a god.  

The first ranks had been obliterated by her counterattack.  In the minutes after, they had reformed, and the enemy now had their own barriers.  The undead’s barriers were dark, wicked things, powered by Shadow.  There were so many that even the Mana around them was becoming contaminated.  

That wasn’t all they had, though.  Somehow, Grebthar had raised adventurers from the dead with some amount of their power intact.  The northern custom was to bury a person bound with their gear, and many of the adventurers were armed with the powerful set of equipment they were buried in.  

Arrows and spells peppered the wall.  Her family picked themselves up and got back to defending.  Blasts of Holy Power rained down on the undead, but, with so much Shadow Energy about, their effects were muted.  

Julia focused on generating another barrier that ran along the entire length of the wall.  A fourth massive wave of arrows flew up to blot out the defenders.  Most slammed into the newly generated barrier uselessly, but one arrow flew high over it.  To Julia’s horror, the arrow suddenly twisted in the air and dove straight into a mass of her cousins.  Then, it exploded.  

Most survived.  One was flung forward off the battlements and plunged into the mass of undead below.  No one had time to do anything to stop it.  

The next volley saw three arrows bending similarly, but the queen stood next to her and shot them out of the sky with her rods.  The Staff of Power was giving her far more control over her spellcasting than she had previously exercised.  She’d picked the staff up from where Julia had discarded it, and that meant that, by family tradition, it was hers now. 

Which was going to be a problem later, assuming any of them survived.  

***

Fenris liked easy tactical problems, and this problem was easier than most.  The way to hold off the massive horde of undead was to bottleneck them.  The Western Gate Fortress had literally the best bottleneck of all time.  

The tunnel itself was impressively long, so the defenders could start very near the enemy and allow themselves to be pushed back virtually the entire length of the tunnel with no worries.

They could allow this because the roof and walls of the tunnel were filled with every type of trap that could have been imagined by Grebthar, the Walker of Siers, Beakatrix, and those adorable Dalton daughters.  

During the first push, the enemy had primarily used undead, and Fenris had allowed the Dandies to be pushed almost back to the entrance before engaging any traps.  The hall had exploded in magical, scientific, and more conventional Stamina-based traps, leaving the cobblestone road through the wall covered in undead gore.  

Stamina-based traps involved complicated things like putting heavy rocks in the roof of the tunnel.  Heavy rocks worked against most foes.

Then, Fenris had led the Dandies as they pushed the remains of the undead horde all the way back to where they had started the battle, much to the consternation of the enemy general.  He was a powerfully built, one-armed undead that looked very much like someone had reanimated the corpse of the great Triblade.  Fenris dearly hoped that was not the case.  Triblade was the only swordsman who could match the legendary Han So in one-on-one combat.  

“We are sure that is not the Tri-blade?” asked Zorlando, regarding the weapon the enemy general was wielding.

“Just a bad copy,” Fenris responded, sincerely hoping that he was correct.  

The second push was worse.  Somehow, the Dark Overlord had managed to find a mind-boggling number of dead adventurers and raise them as well.  Fenris suddenly deeply regretted the northern custom of interning their powerful adventurers in consecrated crypts.  The concept was to show the wine drinkers that even northern dead could be trusted, but, based on what Jim had said, it was more likely that the Sphinx had influenced the custom.

There was a massive crypt of dead adventurers that had been guarded by retired adventures just outside Filly.  Fenris knew some of the guards there, and they had a distinct tabard showing they were retired, much like the large undead fighter rushing toward him.

Fenris deflected the blow with his shield and slashed along a weak spot in the undead warrior’s armor.  The Warden’s blade deflected without doing much Damage, so he executed a shield slam.  It sent the larger undead warrior flying backward into the mass of undead.

Unfortunately, undead were much tougher than humans, and they didn’t “die” easily.  That one would be back on his feet in moments, and several of the adventurers in Fenris’ honor guard were already badly wounded.  

The Dashing Dandies were good, but even they were hard pressed against that sort of sustained attack.  Wounded troops needed to be pulled back quickly.  Otherwise, the undead might get them.  Some of the dead they ate; others were dragged away screaming.  They would face a worse fate.  

Worse, several of the undead were magical casters and were busy peppering anything that looked like a trap with magical effects.  At least one pot of boiling oil had exploded due to fire magic, and many of the murder holes in the ceiling were frozen shut.  

Which was fine.  

“Now,” said Fenris, clanging his sword to his shield three times.

When Hansa had invented the thingamabob, it was a somewhat useful, if unpredictable, weapon.  You could throw it at an enemy, and it was reasonably effective, especially if they didn’t have any science-based resistances.  

Margwal, on the other hand, saw their use for construction.  That meant that the explosion needed to be much more controlled.  She’d designed them with variable timers, as well as making the basic contraption much larger.  Then, she’d invented various explosives for hot and cold detonations, useful in mining certain kinds of ore.  Later, she’d developed the explosives to be flatter or longer for better use in mining.  

That seemed to be the best possible use for the devices, until Rose had gotten ahold of them.  Rose was different from her sisters in a variety of ways.  She wasn’t as innovative as Hansa, and she wasn’t as practically determined as Margwal.  Rose believed in aesthetics, that a device needed to both look good and be useful.

And everyone could use a good cobblestone.  

The undead didn’t care that the cobbles had a floral pattern down the length of the corridor.  They marched past those stones relentlessly.  The undead champions might have cared.  They might have wondered why those stones had been replaced, but they couldn’t see them covered in gore like that.  

The Dandies moved like a swarm of ants.  The front ranks held, and everyone behind them dug in the muck.  Those digging found stems to the cobblestone roses and began pulling.  The stones were easily and efficiently plucked away as the stems were yanked.  That left a gap between the undead and the army.  Rose called that space a firewall, something Fenris didn’t understand, but she insisted it was critical. 

“Now!” yelled Fenris.  Zorlando brought down the science plunger.  The single line of stones left in place sparked as the science worked down them.  None of the effect crossed the hastily made gap, and the Army of Windfall was in the clear. 

The rose-printed cobbles erupted into flame.  The flames from the fuse they left were hot enough to be uncomfortable.  A visible wall of fire obscured the entire tunnel.  The Dandies had to step back three paces from the heat, and Zorlando was having all the stones they had pulled dragged away from the fire.  

“Rose said we only needed a three-stone gap, right?” asked Fenris.

“Yup,” replied Zorlando, who’s mustache was curling.

“And we decided on twenty, because, well, Hansa,” said Fenris.

“Yup, you did,” replied Zorlando. 

“So, how many did you actually pull?” asked Fenris.

“We went forty cobbles back,” said Zorlando, holding out a cigar toward the fire and lighting the tip.      

“Good call,” stated Fenris, as the fire ended as soon as it had started.  The passage was clear.  One of his bodyguards prepared to charge, but Fenris held up his arm.  Several undead had piled into the passage and collapsed onto the ground, still steaming.  

“They are not getting through here for a few minutes,” said Zorlando.

“Good, let the Healers patch up the troops, and we’ll get ready to advance,” said Fenris, adjusting the strap on his invincible shield. “With the enemy blocked off from here, they have no way to go.”

***

“I’m actually surprised about something,” said Shart, as I adjusted the straps on my armor again.  It was a nervous habit, and I needed to get it under control.  “How were you able to make something like that shield?”

“Charles doesn’t actually trust anyone,” I said.  “I figured that out when Excalibur broke.”

“He said as much,” said Shart, “But I don’t get why that matters.  Did him not trusting others mean that he wasn’t willing to give them the good stuff?”

“No, it’s deeper than that.  He doesn’t just not trust people.  He actively expects them to betray him,” I explained.  “The sword could have been made so it was much more impervious to damage.  It could have even been designed to be unbreakable.  The hammer could have been built without his worthiness enchantment.  However, those weren’t his weapons.  They were for his generals.”

“And he was afraid they would stab him in the back,” said Shart.  

“All the items he made were of a quality he decided was non-threatening to himself,” I said.  “That’s a weakness I can hopefully exploit with this.”

Badgelor shook his head.  “I still cannot believe there was magical material that powerful just lying around Windfall.”

“Yup, strange that,” I said.

“Was it part of the Tower?” asked Badgelor, sniffing my new toy.

“In a manner of speaking,” growled Shart.

“Let’s just say it was earned through someone grossly overplaying their hand,” I said.  

“Oh, feck you,” said the demon.

Badgelor lay on his back, letting the sun warm his tummy-mounted solar cell.  “You gonna hide in Jim’s skull the whole fight?”

“The Dark Overlord will instantly recognize me.  It won’t end well,” said Shart.  “If he catches me, he will report me.”

“How?” I asked.

“Do you honestly think you are the only other being on Ordinal with the Admin skill,” asked Shart.  “Most people have very limited access, if they have it at all.  Reporting me to the <admins> is a first rank task.”

“I could have reported you?” I chuckled.  

“Yeah, Dum Dum.  I know thinking isn’t your strong suit, but play that one out,” said Shart, but I’d already realized what would happen.  The <admins> were not benevolent; they were lazy.  If Shart screwed up, they would punish him because they had to.  The easiest solution for me, from an <admin’s> perspective, was just erasing my existence.  Immortal beings were not supposed to hate anything, but they also didn’t want to do any more work than necessary.    

I smiled, looking around the field where the shattered rock was scattered into a million pieces.  Shart had blown many of those pieces to bits.  Then, he’d spent some time cursing or expelling on the remains of his most hated foe.  

A butterfly landed on Badgelor’s nose, causing the War Badger’s face to crinkle.  It made for a very cute image, until his tongue shot out.  He chewed on the insect but spit out the remains.  I scratched him on the head, which he tolerated.  I seldom pet Badgelor, as he was generally not fond of being touched, but, well, it was going to be my last chance.  

“You full up?” I asked, and Badgelor nodded.  His Health and Stamina pools had taken a real beating in the earlier fight.  Now, he was back to 100%.  He glanced over at me.  I opened another Portal, sending him back into the fray.  I lacked his level of Disguise skill, which I thoroughly regretted. 

Suddenly, Shart perked up.  “Badgelor, Professor Badgington is back on the field!”

“And he’s wearing his jacket,” I said.

“See, no level of security can keep his hat and coat away from him,” said Shart, looking around to taunt Badgelor.  

“Badgelor’s over there scouting again,” I said, rolling my eyes so hard I feared they would fall out of my head.

“Damn it!  He gets to watch Filly fight while I’m stuck here with you,” grumbled Shart. 

I sighed, smiling at Shart.  The demon flinched back as if I’d struck him. 

“How much longer?” asked Shart.

“Fenris will tell me,” I replied, finally looking at the map.  Charles was ordering his troops.  As hidden as I was, he wouldn’t have time to search me out.  The undead were all stopping at the wall, but it looked like they were so thick they were overlapping.  

***

Julia screamed a battlecry and flung saw blades into the oncoming undead.  They were undeterred and continued dashing up the outer wall.  

“They’re using Spider Climb!  I’ve never seen it applied over such a large area,” yelled Stormwind, blasting out a bolt of Primal Lightning into a massive undead Knight.  The undead adventurer raised his shield, causing most of the bolt to scatter away uselessly.  

“Push them back,” yelled Julia, as a massive, two-handed sword slammed into her barrier, cracking it.  The runes on the blade glowed, digging it further into the barrier.  Suddenly, the Knight stumbled back, as Ashe materialized behind him and drove a single dagger into the back of his leg.

The explosion that followed took off the limb, and the Knight toppled back to his second death.

Julia checked the wall.  Her party was still intact.  Hers was about the only one.  Even Professor Badgington was being pushed back, despite beating down over a half-dozen of the undead himself.  One of her cousins was next to him, waving her hands around.  The spell caused undead after undead to leap off the wall to their second deaths below. 

They were barely holding the top of the wall.  They couldn’t lose it.  The Great Book of Obi said that having the high ground was the most important thing.  

“How are they maintaining the spell?” asked Ashe, ever practical.

Julia had no idea, but she knew someone who did.  “Find Lance!”

“He’s over there,” said Ashe, pointing instantly to the target.  Lance was standing behind Angela and Cole.  He was blasting away with a rather impressive suite of spells while his bodyguards shielded him.  As she watched, an undead running toward a stunned cousin flashed white with Holy Fire and was knocked away.

Julia generated three Wind’s Saws, orbiting them around her allies for a moment.  Then, they carved a massive chunk from a groaning undead Warrior.  Next, she targeted the saws at three more undead that were charging her party.  Stormwind threw a handful of seeds on the fallen zombie, which all explosively sprouted into a ball of vines.  That didn’t kill the undead champion, but it certainly ruined her day.  Finding herself unable to move, the undead didn’t stand a chance.  Stormwind simply kicked the ball of vines over the edge.  

The champion grabbed Stormwind when he kicked the ball.  Because everyone was fighting for their lives against the horde, no one realized what was happening until it was too late.  The ball continued to grow and roll to the edge.  Stormwind flipped over the edge with the undead.  It was only then that the queen realized he was out of position.

Julia darted over to the edge, ready to catch him with a barrier, but it was too late.  Julia’s last image of the Druid was as a bird, desperately flapping his wings.  The massive ball of vines slammed him to the ground with a splatter.  

The queen screamed.    

Julia only knew snippets of the queen’s backstory.  Her cousin had been Princess Julia, until she wasn’t.  Her cousin had been exiled, and Stormwind the pirate had either abducted her or rescued her, depending on who was telling the story.  After that, she had become Queen of the Inner Sea, with Stormwind as her loyal partner.  

All Julia remembered was that her cousin had given up being the Queen of Falcon for Stormwind.

“Focus!  Everyone is dying,” begged Julia.

“I don’t care,” wailed the queen, eyeing the throng of undead below.  Even in her anguish, some bit of sense prevailed.  She couldn’t watch her family die on the wall.  Charging the Staff of Power, she launched herself at the nearby undead, leaving Julia and Ashe alone.

“Lance is in trouble,” said Ashe.  

Julia nodded, running after her friend.  Ashe flipped over an undead, leaving another explosive dagger point in the small of his back.  Julia threw up a barrier as the undead champion exploded into gore.  

Julia blocked two more and cut a third in half when Holy Fire began raining down on her.  None of it struck her or Ashe; they pushed through to Lance’s unit.  Angela and Cole let them through.  

“Lance, there is a spider climb buff cast on the undead,” began Julia.

“No, it is a spell cast directly on the wall,” replied her cousin.  He continued blasting undead with Holy Lightning.  “There are spell runes directly attached to the wall, but I don’t see any way to break them without the Mayor.  The wall is virtually impregnable against any attacks.”

“Not versus science,” said Ashe, pulling out two more daggers.  

Julia activated her Mana Sight.  There were seven runes on the wall, each rune radiating massive amounts of magical power.  The runes looked strange, half-formed.  Configured like that, they would be draining the caster of enormous amounts of Mana, though Julia doubted that Grebthar would even notice. 

“There’s no way we can get all seven of them,” said Julia.

“We only need to get the top one, and we are right on top of it,” replied Lance.  He pointed to a spot twenty logs down, where a Plasma burn marred the stone. 

“Ashe, can you science that rune?” asked Julia. 

“I’m going to need to place something powerful, and I’ll be totally exposed while I do it,” said Ashe.  She pulled out a very large, very flat thingamabob.  Margwal’s signature puff of white smoke was emblazoned on it.  Ashe preferred the sister with the safest equipment, it appeared.  

Julia spotted the problem instantly.  While undead champions were climbing the wall, there were many more of them on the ground.  If Ashe was hanging there, she would be hit by any number of arrows that even now managed to score an occasional hit on an exposed target. 

Projecting a barrier twenty logs away was going to significantly weaken it.  Some of the attacks made by the undead, specifically the undead champions wielding magical weapons, would breach that barrier eventually. 

They were in mass combat, which meant that Ashe would be reasonably safe from casual strikes.  Even attacks by massed troops would have trouble targeting her.  However, there were so many archers with the Sniper perk on the field.  Exposing Ashe would get the woman killed before she could destroy the rune.

In the cool calculus of war, Julia was willing to sacrifice Ashe if she could have accomplished the mission.  Without additional cover, it was unlikely that Ashe would succeed.

“I’ll help,” said a voice, as SueLeeta stepped out of the muck.  “The Dark Overlord is hiding somewhere, and I could use a few more targets.”  Ashe stared at her stepmother wickedly.  

“Let’s do this,” she began.  

Ashe tied a rope around a crenulation and ran down the side of the wall.  She was using some sort of contraption on the rope that kept it taunt the entire time, allowing her to focus on getting where she needed to be.  Julia focused and did something the family would have claimed was impossible; she used her Light Control skill to make her barrier transparent instead of its usual bright, golden color.  

SueLeeta started shooting her crossbow.  Anything on the ground that so much as looked at her stepdaughter got an arrow to the face, which they didn’t seem to mind overmuch for the most part.  It was the exploding that they weren’t fond of.  SueLeeta preferred Hansa’s devices; they exploded more colorfully.  The undead started shooting at SueLeeta, causing Julia to form a second barrier to shield them both.  

The Hunter was closer, so that barrier was relatively simple.  Julia made it so hard that most arrows just bounced off when they struck.  Ashe’s barrier was further out.  That made the execution trickier.  There was no way to make the barrier hard enough to deflect even arrows at that range.  However, what Julia couldn’t do with hardness, she could do with thickness.  

You had to get pretty far into the barrier skill tree before you could significantly expand the thickness of your barrier.  It was largely a useless skill.  Hardness caused arrows to bounce off a barrier, while thickness just made the barrier’s effect deeper.  That caused projectiles that entered into it to slow down.  The downside was that an archer with an explosive shot could easily blow a massive hole in a thick barrier.  That meant that hard barriers were vastly preferred by most casters.

Julia was a connoisseur.  Sometimes she preferred it thick, and sometimes she preferred it hard. 

On top of the massive wall, the number of archers that could manage an explosive shot from that range were limited.  Julia expanded the barrier until its thickness number was in the double digits.  That was as thick as a town barrier and should be proof against almost anything.

As arrows and the occasional Power Beam blasted into her barrier, Julia stood steadfast.  She was giving them a good shot at success.  Anything to keep the fire focused away from Ashe was good.  Still, stray arrows sought Ashe out, smashing into the barrier repeatedly.  

Ashe persevered.  As the device was finally planted, she started climbing up the rope.  Suddenly, an arrow flashed through the gap between Julia’s two barriers and severed the rope.  Looking down in horror, Julia expected to see Ashe falling to her death.

Ashe stood unmoving.

“The spell is on the whole wall.  I don’t know why she needs the rope,” said Lance.

“Because we are trying to blow up the rune, you idiot,” SueLeeta ground out. 

Seemingly, Ashe agreed.  She started running up the wall toward the top.  Out of nowhere, two balls of lightning struck Julia’s barrier.  The first one she negated, even as SueLeeta put an arrow into the caster’s face.  The second ball penetrated the barrier, flashing lightning against the wall and Ashe.

Ashe was shocked stiff for a moment, as the fuse burned out on her bomb.  The explosive detonated in a massive shockwave, lifting Ashe off the wall and high into the air.  Gravity quickly regained control.  The wall rumbled, and massive pieces of stone rained down on the ground below.  Ashe fell.  

Julia attempted to slow her with a barrier, but all that managed to do was brush her against the wall.  Ashe kept falling.  She windmilled her arms, and, suddenly, one foot stuck to the wall.  The other foot soon followed, and Ashe began dashing madly down the stones.  

“Where is she going?” asked Julia, flinging a half-dozen Saw Blades around the sprinting Rogue in a desperate effort to protect her.  A nearby undead, still stuck to the wall, was bisected.  Another undead missed a strike.  As a bolt impacted, it shattered a knee.  

“The passage,’ said SueLeeta, as she continued to fire.  With Ashe slipping through the confused undead, Julia suddenly became the premier target in the fight. 

Area of effect spells buffeted her barriers, while snipers shot arrow after arrow at her.  Nearly every sniper had some sort of barrier-piercing attack, and they were using all of them.  It was only the sheer power of her barrier that kept it intact.  Under the pummeling, she wasn’t sure how much longer she could manage it.  

“Who’s that big guy with one arm?” asked SueLeeta, as Ashe continued toward the passage.  She was rapidly running out of wall, and the one-armed undead was ordering more of his minions into the passage.  

“Triblade,” hissed Julia, not believing it.  The former commander of the Armies of Windfall and Grebthar’s right-hand man.  She kept his 404 Rules of Warfare on a bookshelf in her room, though she could no longer find it. 

Ashe threw down an explosive just before she landed.  The resulting pop cleared barely enough space for a landing that wasn’t too Damaging.  Still, she was running at top speed, flipping off the wall.  Fortunately, she performed a superhero landing, which was, of course, the best way of landing.  It significantly minimized Damage.  

The undead near the base of the tower were not the undead champions they were fighting above.  All the champions seemed to be focused on climbing the wall.  Ashe was only fighting the elite vanguard of a never-ending horde of regular undead, as opposed to adventurers that would have instantly killed her.  

Ashe went into a death blossom.  It was an ancient term from Grebthar’s day, where a Warrior used all their abilities and cooldowns in a short period of time.  It was normally done when a person anticipated no way to survive.  Even now, Ashe was using her last Star Fighter on an undead, the Holy Energy burning a hole through him.  The undead’s companion was catching a lot of heat, but the one-armed champion still stepped close.

SueLeeta shot, and the bolt went wide.  She tried again with the same results.

“What’s wrong?” asked Julia, lining up a Saw Blade and firing indiscriminately into the crowd.  From that angle, her shots were next to useless against undead.  Worse, she couldn’t even target Triblade.

“He has some sort of anti-sniper perk,” stated SueLeeta grimly.  “Several of them, actually.  I’m trying to target him.”

The scene played out with brutal speed.  Ashe had nowhere to run, but the regular undead troopers were trying to push their way into the passage.  They seemed to be ignoring her.  That left her alone in a small ring with one of the deadliest beings in the history of Ordinal.

She flung a handful of glowing white knives at Triblade.  He sidestepped most of them and caught one with the legendary Tri-blade.  The sword was perfectly designed for acts like that.  Even as he parried, he twisted the blade, sending the dagger right back at Ashe.  She stumbled, the blade stuck up to the hilt in her thigh.

The next moment, Triblade activated some hellspawned version of a Lunge.  Ashe attempted a Dodge.  Her Path, Star Fighter, used Holy Energy to move, giving her a magical Blink-Dodging skill that few Rogues possessed.  The skill caused her to slip into the light as she moved out of the way.  Additionally, it usually gave her a greater opportunity to avoid strikes.

Despite the fact that she was more than half-light at the moment, the sword still found her.  A bloody Ashe went spinning through the air and crashing to the ground.  Triblade stood over her, and Julia could do nothing.  

“Finally,” hissed SueLeeta.  She fired a bolt that was flashing an uncomfortable shade of blue right at the bastard.  With contemptible ease, Triblade swung his blade up, slashing the bolt in two and blasting lightning away from him easily.  

Julia inhaled.  That was it.  No more help from above could reach her friend in time. 

Then, the line of undead in front of the passageway wavered.  Julia couldn’t affect Triblade, so she channeled the largest blade she could and flung it down the wall.  It slashed the dozen or so undead in half.  Several more exploded, and Fenris charged out of the passage.  

He didn’t stop there, though.  He kept right on charging, straight into Triblade.  The undead monster tried to sidestep, but Fenris’ shield was true.  He slammed into the undead Triblade, forcing him back.  

Zorlando was at his side instantly.  Both men fought a desperate battle against the unholy abomination, while the rest of the army pushed through the passage to Ashe.  Unfortunately, outside of the passage, they were getting swarmed on all sides.  The undead champions were deciding that, if they couldn’t attack anyone up top, the new target would have to suffice.

“This is unfortunate,” said SueLeeta, pulling out another bolt.  Julia looked at her questioningly.  The Hunter seemed to be aiming directly at Ashe.

“Wait, they can get her out!  She won’t be captured,” said Julia, as she continued raining Saw Blades down on the undead.  Fenris and Zorlando were barely holding their own against Triblade.  With the moment of surprise over, they were being pushed back.  

“Best not to risk it,” said SueLeeta, firing off one of Hansa’s latest creations.   The bolt sailed down and slammed right into Ashe’s thigh with extreme force.  The dagger embedded in her leg popped out.  Ashe screamed and shot back to her feet.  

●        Hansa’s Patented Holistic Healing Bolt:  This crossbow bolt has been filled with two superior healing potions.  Damage: 100.  Health restored: 250.  Status effects: Badger’s Rage.  

“Wouldn’t a healing crossbow bolt hurt?” asked Julia, as Ashe began striking at every nearby undead.  The Windfallian formation pulled back into the passage.

“Oh, yes,” replied SueLeeta.  “I tried one, and the pain is incredible.  I’d almost prefer death, almost.”  The Dandies retreated into the passage, with Triblade hot on their heels.  

“The top of the wall is secured,” said Sir Dalton, holding the Staff of Power.  Julia felt sick, well, sicker.  The final few undead were being put down, but the top of the wall was covered in bodies.  Virtually all the fallen adventurers were someone she knew personally.   The undead champions had been pushed back, but at such a high cost.  

Hansa stood shakily.  The shoulder plating on her armor was gone, as was her helmet.  She looked tired.  So did Rose, who had removed the plating on her leg armor to directly apply healing potion.  Even HarDragon looked exhausted, and that was something Julia dreaded someplace deep.  The only one who didn’t appear injured was Professor Badgington, who looked utterly at peace on a battlefield such as this. 

I am a banner to my people.

“Burn the bodies.  We don't have time to recover them for proper funeral rites, and we cannot let the Dark Overlord have them,” said Julia emotionlessly.  

“Where is Ashe?” asked Sir Dalton.

“She is fighting with Zorlando,” replied SueLeeta.  

“Good,” was all Dalton said, as he turned to carry out her orders.  

***

The Dark Overlord watched the spellwork collapse.  He watched the trollop somehow evade all his forces.  Then, he watched even the “mighty” Triblade fail to stop her from escaping.  

Yours is a legacy of failure.

Charles was tired.  He just wanted the plan to work.  He needed these assholes to stop.  Deep down, he hoped to not have to use the ultimate weapon for several reasons.  Badgelor loved dragons, but if Jim was in Windfall he would have shown himself by now.  At least that’s what his sources inside Windfall seemed to agree on.

The problem with bringing a huge army of undead to kill everyone was that “allies” you had on the inside tended to reevaluate their loyalties fairly quickly.  The Sphinx had spent generations infiltrating the Falconian nobility.  They viewed the likelihood of the Dark Overlord appearing as zero, so their political games were bloody but fine.  

Now that he was here, with an army of undead and mercilessly killing everyone, there were few riders on the Dark Overlord train.  That didn’t need to be the case.  Charles had fought Dark Overlords who were political giants, wielding massive armies.  The Dark Overlord from the Eastern Isles raised an army great enough to rival anything he could slap together.  

Charles was over that sort of thing.  His attitude was best explained as “Join me and die,” which didn’t do well to encourage allies.  

So, the single handful of sources in Windfall that had fed the Sphinx information all said that the Mayor was not there.  The Dark Overlord needed the wall gone.  If magic didn’t work, he’d try might.  

And damn the world.  


Chapter 51: A fecking dragon

“Is that a dragon?” muttered the princess.  SueLeeta didn’t need to check.  She’d already spotted the thing and sent a message over to Fenris.  Jim was right; the Dark Overlord did have a wildcard.

In theory, a dragon was terrifying.  In reality, they were soul-crushingly terrifying.  They were mountains that moved, horrid creatures that, at one point, had nearly ended all human life on Ordinal.  The only reason they had stopped was that War Badgers found them delicious.  

This one didn’t look delicious.  His, and it was very obviously a he, wings stretched out far enough that flying through the gap was going to be some work.  The creature was all black, with shadows pouring off him like smoke.  It was the largest creature SueLeeta had ever seen, and she’d been on GloriousRobert’s boat a few times, hunting beasts of the ocean.  

“That’s MegaDevestator, but he’s even bigger than he was in the stories,” whispered Julia.  SueLeeta wasn’t sure if the princess realized she talked to herself.  Everyone else might ignore it, or at least pretend they did, but it grew annoying after a while.  If SueLeeta had to hear “I am a banner” one more time, she was going to slap the girl.

SueLeeta did what came naturally and shot at him with her crossbow.  With her skills and perks, she had the range to hit him.  However, even as she launched the bolt, the creature whipped around, causing the automatically tracking bolt to miss widely.  

“Oh, that’s not good,” said SueLeeta.  

“Do something else,” ordered Julia, as she began firing off the golden blade thingies.  Lance was holding up a staff and casting balls of Plasma at it.  Even the bloody duke, bloody both because he was an idiot and because he’d gotten injured fighting the undead, was blasting it. 

The wave of spells and arrows finally began striking the creature, for all the good it did.  MegaDevestator took two of Julia’s blades and a Plasma blast across his broad chest without even acknowledging he’d been hit.  SueLeeta fired a bolt tipped with an abomination horn directly into the dragon’s eye.  It shattered, and the dragon smirked at her.  

The dragon inhaled and aimed directly at the top of the wall.  Julia held up Jim’s amazing rod and generated a massive barrier an instant before the blast struck.  The barrier shattered mid-blast, discharging the stored contents right back into the energy stream.  It disrupted everything but did not harm the dragon.  

“I am a banner to my people,” cried Julia.  She wobbled, blood pouring from her left nostril.  A chunk of masonry was sticking out of her chest.  SueLeeta was mildly impressed that the princess was even still standing.  Batista injected Julia with a combination of Healing and Mana potion.  The stone popped out, and the princess came out of her stupor.  Julia inhaled and screamed, “Is that the best you got?”

“No,” bellowed the dragon.  

“Not again,” muttered SueLeeta, turning to HarDragon, as Julia unsuccessfully tried to block more dragon fire. MegaDevastator hovered and blasted the top of the wall.  “Any ideas on how to kill one?”

“Get a War Badger?  They like to eat them!” replied HarDragon, causing several people to scowl at him. 

“I have a hard time believing a War Badger could kill that,” said Lance, as he leveled his staff and began gathering more Plasma.  “Fillydelphia, do you believe those old tales about War Badgers?”

Julia was concerned.  There were stories about Filly and dragons. However, Filly was just standing there, drooling from shock.  Finally, the legend spoke.  “Dragons, why did it have to be dragons?”  He rushed back to the rally point.

“Oh, yeah, he has an abnormal fear of dragons,” said SueLeeta, shaking her head.  There was something about him having fallen into a tomb where a dragon lived and being nearly killed.  In some versions of the tale, he’d managed to survive the dragon only because some terrible monster had clearly eaten it.  

The dragon hovered there, ready to blast them into oblivion.  SueLeeta asked, “Anyone else have any ideas?”

“I don’t know.  All my skills are based on protecting dragons,” said HarDragon, the Dragon Protector.  “Maybe hit the same spot with a variety of magical and physical attacks?”

While obvious, it was at least some sort of suggestion.  Several golden rods slammed into the Dragon, shattering against his hide.  A bright blue ball of Plasma exploded in the same spot.  SueLeeta fired her best Adamant tipped bolt, while several other archers followed up with attacks.  Still, the dragon ignored them.

Finally, the Engineers showed up.  Science-based attacks were a new variable, and they both had ‘dragons’ provided by the Progenitor.  The long tubes belched smoke and fire, before two explosions sounded.  One struck the dragon’s wing, with no obvious effects.  The other struck the weakened spot, and the explosion left a tiny crack in the dragon’s scales.    

MegaDevastator roared and whipped his tail around toward the Engineers.

Sir Dalton’s broad back and manly shoulders were there, slashing up with his powerful sword in a vicious stroke.  It cut into the flesh of the dragon and knocked it away from his girls.  Such a move was incredibly stupid, but Sir Dalton was going to Sir Dalton. 

The dragon’s wings flapped so hard it seemed that even the air pressure dropped painfully.  SueLeeta was driven to her knees, clutching her ears. They were doomed.  It would take a miracle for them to survive this.  That’s when she saw Hansa’s contraption begin to glow.  The dragon paused, curious at the new magic. 

The Mayor stepped out, and Badgelor hopped up on his shoulder.  He took in the situation, his icy eyes seeing all the details at once.  There was a fire and purpose in his core that belied his approach.  

Of course, it was still Jim.  He was holding an eastern club, and Badgelor was drooling on his shoulder so badly that he would have given Filly a run for his money. 

“Where did Filly go?” Julia wondered.

The Mayor finally shouted, his voice loud enough to be heard over the entire battlefield.  “Badgelor, destroy MegaDevestator.”

The dragon’s head snapped toward Jim.  No, not Jim, Badgelor.  The dragon was the size of a mountain, could breathe some sort of shadow blast, and had scales that were apparently resistant to magic and even science-based attacks.  It was the most powerful creature on Ordinal or any other world. 

The expression of pure terror when MegaDevestator saw the bulldog-sized War Badger riding on Jim’s back was laughable.  The dragon immediately began flying backward and pushing itself away in a desperate attempt to escape Badgelor. 

“I, Badgelor, love a challenge,” announced Badgelor, chomping his teeth like the angry dinosaur right off the city’s flag.  He jumped off Jim’s shoulder and landed on the nearby catapult.  The whole battle paused while the badger waited for whatever it was he was waiting for.  Then, he blasted the catapult with his laser vision.  

“Alright, fecker, round two!” yelled the badger as he flew.  

Badgelor expanded to his War Form in midair and landed on the dragon’s back.  MegaDevastator rotated, trying to brush off the massive furry tick using the nearby mountain, but Badgelor was already tearing at his neck and wings.  

SueLeeta watched the Mayor as he walked over.  “So, out of all your possible weapon choices, you brought that?”

Jim nodded.  “Seemed appropriate.”  

“The army is marching, and some of the undead champions are already climbing back up the wall.  We think the dragon was supposed to clear it so they could position archers to attack the courtyard,” said Julia.  

“Sound tactics,” replied the Mayor, spotting twenty Grebthars.  It took a moment, but SueLeeta realized that Jim could see through the illusions to find the real Grebthar.  

“Sound Tactics?” asked Julia.  “You are the Mayor!  You are supposed to be leading us to victory.”

“Why?  Fenris is already doing that,” said Jim, walking over to the edge of the wall.  “I’m just  supposed to defeat the Dark Overlord.”

Julia stared in wide-eyed horror, as Jim hopped over the side.  She turned to SueLeeta and said, with all the dignity and poise she could muster, “Bitch just jumped?”


Chapter 52: Welcome to the Jungle

Flying was kind of like falling, just with more control.  I had enough perks and skill that, while I couldn’t really fly, I could fall with style.  I landed several hundred logs outside the wall in a crater created by a thingamabob.

A weapons-grade thingamabob.  

I tried to figure out if Hansa or Rose had made it.  Margwal preferred more controlled explosives, and Beakatrix’s were bigger.  Several zombies rushed toward me, but my puma zapper worked just as well on zombies as shadow creatures.  They began smoldering well before they got into melee range.  

A powerfully built one-armed undead with a bright red glowing gem in the center of his breastplate saluted me with a three-bladed sword.  He prepared to charge before a shadowy army stopped him.

“You actually plan to fight me head on?” asked Charles.

“That’s what the Mayor does,” I stated calmly, beginning to examine the poor, corrupted man.  I wasn’t happy I was going to have to kill Ordinal’s greatest champion, but, if it meant ridding himself of the Dark Overlord, he would understand.  At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

“And your weapon?” he asked, as I sat the wooden club on my shoulder.

“Go with what you know,” I said.  

“Hmm, short fight at least,” said Grebthar, flinging Mojinir right at my chest.  There was a sharp crack, and the mountaintop behind me exploded. Boulders the size of houses littered the land, shaking the entire battlefield as the most powerful weapon on Ordinal easily deflected the strike. 

Of course, that weapon wasn’t Mojinir. 

I was airborne, diving out of the sun with a Falling Star Strike.  My bat slammed into Grebthar’s sword with enough force that the ground beneath Charles cracked.  The sword wasn’t quite broken, but the blade was bent.  I pulled back for another swing.  Using both weapons, he managed to block my second strike.  

“What the fuck is that?” screamed Charles.

“I call it the Almighty Bat of Dark Overlord Smiting,” I replied.

“Fun name, but this hammer was made with the forged body of a god,” growled Charles.  I kicked off his chest, breaking our weapon lock.  ”It is the most powerful weapon on Ordinal.  Your weapon cannot compare.” 

“This bat was once used to defeat an elder demon,” I replied, causing Grebthar to take a step back.

“You’re lying,” hissed Grebthar.  

“Pool’s open, and the water’s fine,” I said, and we both charged simultaneously.

The hammer struck the bat with an audible thunderclap, and I pushed Grebthar back.  He came at me with the sword, which I realized was dripping some sort of poison.  I dodged between the drops while swinging at Grebthar’s head with the bat.  

He blocked again.  The sword bent in half, and the metal smacked into his spine.  That wasn’t enough to bother Grebthar, though.  

●        Hack and Slash: Beat ‘em with a Baseball Bat Version

With the upgrades to the Almighty Bat, I could manage a whopping twenty-nine attacks nearly simultaneously.  Given how the math worked out, I knew that was far more than Grebthar could manage.  I was going to peel through him and drive him into the dirt.

There was a problem, though.  Each block with the hammer sent my bat bouncing away.  Mechanically, I was able to compensate, but it made each attack harder to achieve.  That meant I got fewer attacks than I should have.  Ultimately, I only managed to perform fourteen.

Grebthar managed fifteen.  The final strike with the hammer was a primal, lightning-infused smash to the chest that sent me flying away.  I bounced twice on some sort of liquid before Blinking away from his follow up Fireball.  

●        You have suffered 812 points of Damage.  Dragon Scales, Mitigate, and your remaining defensive skills have reduced the Damage by 406 points.  

I realized I had landed in the lines of the Dark Overlord’s army.  Even now, they were racing toward me.  I quickly activated Treatment and Regeneration.  Then, I leapt over the fray and right back toward Grebthar.  

“You took that like a champ,” growled Grebthar, as he deflected my bat and prepared another spell.  I focused Counterspell on it, causing the orb to wobble.  

“I’m going to kill you,” I growled.  

“Not that old threat again.  I prefer witty banter while I’m tearing down my foes,” said the Dark Overlord.  

“I’m going to rip off your head and shit down your throat,” I growled.

“That’s Duke Nukem, you tired hack,” screamed the Dark Overlord.  He cast a Fireball at me.  I Blinked out of the way, appearing next to him.  

“Can you detect Blink?” I asked.

“Yes,” replied the Dark Overlord simply.  A massive blast of primal lightning exploded from the hammer, focused directly at my chest.  I brought up the Almighty Bat to block, but I didn’t have time to set myself against the lightning.

●        Block failed:  You are disarmed.

Lightning burned into my flesh.  The bat crashed to the ground.  Instantly, hundreds of my Hit Points vanished.  Grebthar grabbed the hammer with both hands and began focusing more power into it.  A bolt of lightning appeared, growing ever larger as it began to overwhelm my resistances.  I threw my entire Counterspell skill against the bolt.  

All I managed to do was diffuse it somewhat.  Unfortunately, the fighting range was short, and lightning on Ordinal still wanted to ground to something.  Like the idiot wearing metal armor. 

“Die, you annoying asshole,” laughed Charles.     

“This is bad,” said Shart.

“I was hoping to save this for the end game,” I grumbled.  

●        Super Badger 3:  You have activated Super Badger 3.  You gain increased magical resistance equal to the Legendary Badgelor, greatest of the War Badgers, who wouldn’t be stupid enough to attempt what you are about to try.  

Magic blasted away from me.  Grebthar doubled down again, bypassing my newfound resistance.  As his spell became less effective, all the playfulness in his expression vanished.  I activated Badger’s Stance, deflecting the spell off my fist.  Then, I darted forward.  Grabbing the hammer, I pointed the blast into his army.  

Charles looked at my hand, even now glowing with primal lightning.  He looked back up at me and bent the lightning.  I extended my claw and punched him in the face.  A lot.  I activated Hack and Slash and went full Fist of the North Star on his head.  

The first few punches just snapped his head around.  By the time I got to double digits, his skull had deformed from the impact.  My final punch decapitated him.  I frantically began searching for the crystal.  It had to be there somewhere.  All I needed to do was punch through his chest to reach it.  

My hand crashed through his chest, brushing against the crystal.  I brought my hand back for a second punch.  

Suddenly, the hammer shot away from Grebthar.  My hand, mostly fused to the hot metal, dragged me along with it.  Grebthar aimed me toward the wall, and I slammed into the structure with enough force that I heard something crack.  

Amazingly enough, it wasn’t my bones.  They were reinforced with a perk designed to keep them intact, even from trauma like this.  Where the dragon had attacked, a massive section of the wall broke free and began falling.  It was actually large enough to cast a shadow that darkened the front of the wall where I was resting.  

I pushed off the wall and was back to Grebthar in three paces. 

“What are you going to do with only one hand?” chuckled the Dark Overlord.  I kicked him as hard as I could.  

●        Abomination Kick:  Badger’s ‘fist’ + Powerful Blow

“How?  I don’t even have a dick,” groaned the Dark Overlord. 

Grebthar staggered back but did not fall.  I went for his legs.  Bringing my shin down on his knee, I nearly removed the limb.  A series of magical darts slammed through my anti-magical field and burned into my flesh.  

My next strike glanced off a magical barrier, and the Dark Overlord laughed.

“Impressive, no one has ever been able to keep up with me,” said Charles, summoning the hammer back to his hand.  I exhaled loudly, drooping slightly.  The charred flesh of my left hand looked like burnt steak, and I was covered in superficial wounds.  

“Surely you know you can’t win?  I’m a god!  My body heals so fast you can’t hurt it,” said Charles.

“I’m full of surprises,” I replied, checking my hand.   

“You may be, but, even if you could get the crystal, what then?  Badgelor isn’t around now, is he?”

“If Badgelor fights you, he’s going to kill himself and you.  He’s my friend.  I’d like to keep him around,” I said, checking on my Health and Stamina bars.  Almost.

“It isn’t his fault,” said Charles.  

“What?” I asked, trying not to sound suspicious.  Charles was a liar.  Trusting anything he said was foolish.  

“I was planning this for a long time,” said Charles carefully.  “I could still take you with me.”

“Where do you think you could take me?  You honestly think I’d forgive you for all this?” I spat.

“Home,” said Charles.  “I’m going back to Earth.”

“If you do, it will destroy Ordinal,” I said.

“Is that what he told you?” asked Charles.  “That if you go back to Earth, the whole planet will be destroyed in a Mana singularity?”

I stopped.  “Yeah.”

“He is wrong,” said Charles emphatically. 

“We aren’t.  I checked the math myself,” said Shart.  

“You did?” I asked, because Shart was lying. 

“Well, I had Michael check the math.  He’s positive that it would destroy the planet,” said Shart.

“Why would he lie about that?” I asked Charles. 

“Everyone lies about everything,” replied the god.  “At best, it might destroy the world, and I’ve taken steps.”  He flicked the collar. 

I stared at Grebthar for a moment, trying to remember what home was like.  “You’re lying.”

“Am I?” asked Charles with a laugh.  “I have no idea.  It has been so long that I don’t remember.  I think this might even save the planet.  If not?  Well, this whole world is just a game, and I’m tired of playing.”

“It isn’t a game,” I said.

“Isn’t it?  You are going to be fighting the Dark Overlord forever.  I thought it was fun at first, imagine that, but that was ten lifetimes ago.  The human mind isn’t built to handle this.  It drives you insane,” said Charles.  “If you stay here, you will turn out just like me.”

“I’m nothing like you,” I spit.

“Let me guess, you have a family back on Earth.  A wife, a couple of kids, and a house somewhere, and you miss it all terribly.  Your life on Earth wasn’t perfect, but it was better than doing this over and over again,” said Charles.  “I can take both of us back there.  Don’t you want to see them again?”

“We died,” I said.

“You don’t think I planned for that as well?” asked Charles.  “I’ll have enough power to fix both of us!  We can be normal again.  Wouldn’t you like to be normal?  With your family?  Where the world isn’t counting on you to save it?”

There was only so much a man could take.  

“Jim, you just dropped Super Badger 3.  What are you doing?” asked Shart.  

“It's just, is this going to be it?” I asked Shart.  “Is my life really just going to be killing the Dark Overlord again and again.”

“That’s what the Mayor does,” answered Shart uncomfortably. 

Charles stepped forward, coming closer and closer to me.  I really looked at him.  There was hope there, desperate hope that maybe this fighting could just end.  Everyone could die if we returned to Earth, but so many people were already dead.  With us gone, the dying would stop.  The Dark Overlord would be gone, and I could see my wife again.

Jarra.  

As he took another step, I looked in his eyes.  There was something there, a slight twitch that I’d only seen once before.  

It's a trick.

A magical band wrapped around my right arm, pinning it in place.  Charles summoned the hammer back to himself.  I flexed my left hand.  The burnt flesh shattered away, revealing the regenerated tissue underneath.  I summoned my weapon to my hand.  

We both focused everything we had into one single, deadly swing. 


Chapter 53: Fun and Games

One moment Julia was moving to the next defensive point, the next she was on her ass.  The wall shook, and even more chunks of it began to sheer off.  

“What happened?” asked Julia.  SueLeeta answered by pointing.  There was a crater in the middle of the Dark Overlord’s army where the weapons had clashed again.  Powerful, Artifact Tier, weapons were not to be trifled with, and the backlash of power every time they hit was awe inspiring.  For the most part, Jim had wisely kept the fighting inside the enemy army.  However, when the Dark Overlord had slammed him into the wall, Windfallians had died.

There was a cloud of smoke and a trail of destruction through the Dark Overlord’s army from the impact to the wall.  Jim couldn’t keep taking those sorts of hits, even if he was the Mayor.  The Dark Overlord was simply too powerful.   

“He’s not going to last long against that kind of firepower,” stated Julia calmly.  

“I certainly hope he does.  I’d like to see him take a few more big ones,” said SueLeeta.  

“He just got smashed into the wall hard enough to leave a crater.  How can you want Jim to get hit like that?” asked Julia.

SueLeeta shrugged.  “That wasn’t Jim.”

***

“That almost worked,” said Charles, picking himself out of the debris.  

It did not.

“Well, shut up,” said Charles as he regained his footing.  Jim was somewhere out there, so he best be moving.  He was pretty sure he had clipped Jim with the hammer, but the new Mayor was proving surprisingly resistant to death.  

The wall, on the other hand, was looking a bit battered.  A massive chunk of the front face had fallen off, leaving a path for his minions to advance up the wall.  At the top, the battle was ongoing.  

One more little push, and they would be in Windfall Valley.  The Dark Overlord never made it this far when Charles was in charge.

You know that’s not true.

Grumbling, Charles saw an opening and took it.  Flinging the hammer, he altered the trajectory and sent it into the passage filled with the most elite of the Army of Windfall.  The hammer would gut them before smashing and blasting all the way to the other side.  

There was a mighty gonging sound, and the hammer bounced out of the passage.  

Charles hated that shield.  Why had Jim made such good weapons?  How had he done it?  It must have been Michael.  Charles had been forced to listen to Walker chatter on about the various methods of building magical equipment.  Of course, Michael’s new favorite got the Elder to do all the hard work.  

You could have made it better.

That was the rub.  Mojinir wasn’t the best possible piece of equipment Charles could have made.  None of the gear, even the Treasures of Rule and the crown, was the best he could do, because Kevin or Michael could turn it against him.  Charles could never do his best, because, if his best was turned against him, it was all over.  

Not that Jim was aware of that limitation.  Of course, Jim didn’t realize the trouble he was in.  Kevin was a liar, and you couldn't trust Michael.  Charles glared at the hammer, ensuring that the runes were blotted out.  “Not one bit.”

***

Fenris’ arm was getting sore.  The shield was great.  However, for some unknown reason that the Warden was beginning to suspect was a cosmic joke, ever since he got the thing, everyone wanted to see how impervious it was.  

The answer was extremely, but it required a lot of Stamina to do things like block what was presumably the most powerful weapon on Ordinal.  Also, having the shield meant that Fenris had to be at the very front of the battle line at all times.  Being in the front was taxing.

Zorlando and Ashe could burst out when their Stamina pools refilled, slaughtering the undead rank and files as they came.  Thankfully, the bulk of the adventurers were focusing on the top of the wall, which was the more advantageous tactical position for adventurers.  

Fenris didn’t have the resources to hold the passage versus a horde of undead champions.  They had already been pushed back toward the courtyard.  Fenris didn’t know if they were going to manage to rally a third time.  His forces were mortal, and most of the clerics were already Mana crashing.  A few had even become Mana fatigued.  

If he pushed the undead back a third time, it would be at the cost of most of the Dashing Dandies.  His initial hope was that the supply of undead champions would run out, and he’d get more support from the adventurers up top.  That wasn’t proving the case, though, and Jim was mostly just occupying the Dark Overlord.  

Aside from a few big explosions and two blows to the wall that caused bricks to rain down, Fenris wasn’t even sure how that was going.  

There was the emergency plan, but even entertaining it was so terrible to the Falconian component of the army that it had not been brought up.  

“Ashe, prepare the charges,” ordered Fenris, as she pulled behind him.  The young woman looked like she would protest, but she noticed another wave of undead running in to reinforce their attack.

“Sir,” she replied, turning down and pulling back to the midway point.  

***

“Head, Shoulders, Knees, and Toes,” growled Sir Dalton.  He brought his sword around in another powerful cleave, carving two undead in two.  Cute little Hansa was next to him, helping.

“Die you feckers,” screamed his daughter, as she fired her wrist-mounted dragonlings into the undead.  Even Dalton’s chin had to admit those things were effective.  Rocket propelled bolts slammed into the mass of creatures.  The first undead Hansa hit exploded.  The ones behind it were wreathed in flames.  

Dalton’s ears heard movement, as HarDragon cleaved a regular zombie in half.  Now that the wall was easier to scale, they had begun to climb.  Rose stepped out from behind HarDragon and fired a double blast of metal fragments into the faces of another group of undead.  

“Where is Batista?” asked Sir Dalton.

“She iz holding near ze recovery point with ze duke,” replied Rose.  Brain was still not sure where she got that accent from.  None of his other daughters had an accent, but brain tended to consider those strange things like a weirdo.  After all, brain’s only job was to cool his blood.

Batista was in the field hospital they had set up on the other side of the wall.  If an adventurer could be healed quickly enough, they could be brought back to combat.  Unfortunately, they were burning through supplies much too quickly.  

The duke was trying to get the camp to run more efficiently, when even Dalton’s left ankle knew he should be busy fighting.  Eyes spotted another threat, and the Knight was thankful for the anti-puma training he had received.  Little buddy’s constant checks for danger seemed silly to a mighty warrior like him, but his little girls needed to be protected. 

“The Gateway?” asked Dalton, as he took the arm off another undead champion.  Excalibur 2 was easily the finest sword he’d ever possessed.  Little buddy had really done an excellent job, though it was Sir Dalton’s skill that allowed it to be utilized so effectively.

“The princess is still guarding it,” answered Hansa.  A handful of undead had broken through and one group had even moved to strike at the glowing Portal.  If they damaged the framework, the Portal would collapse.  That could spell disaster, as Sir Dalton did not fancy using the backup method of retreat. 

Of course, he didn’t fancy retreat at all.    

There was one major breach point up top.  As long as that remained, they should be alright.  The massive chunk of wall that had been sheared off hadn’t killed as many as eyes initially feared, mainly because ears and feet were able to tell him something was wrong.  He trusted ears and feet.

By the time the section broke free, nearly everyone was off of it.  Most of the rest managed to get to the edge and jump onto the intact portion of the wall which, thankfully, remained quite climbable.  

Unfortunately, that was a double-edged sword.  The missing section started below the effect of the Spider Climb spell.  That meant the undead could climb up a pretty broad section of the formerly intact wall.  

Worse, many of the undead who couldn’t make it up the wall were pounding at the base with skills powerful enough to actually damage the structure.  Even now, it was starting to break down.  That’s why big walls were so uncommon on Ordinal.  Given enough time, any motivated group could easily break one down.  

This wall had a self-repairing enchantment on it.  Rose had assured him that, as long as it was marginally intact, it would repair itself in time.  The problem was “in time” seemed to be taking forever, and he hadn’t seen any improvements on the section that was missing.  

“How is it going down there?” asked Sir Dalton.  Hansa spared a moment to look over the wall and into the courtyard.

“The tunnel is clearing out,” said Hansa, “And they are pulling back.”

“Inconceivable,” hissed HarDragon.  Sir Dalton felt the same way, but gut convinced him not to say anything.  He was still on the outs with gut, but sometimes there was still good advice there.  

SueLeeta bounded over, putting a bolt into an undead champion’s skull.  She also summoned up another hound.  Hansa scratched the dog behind the ears before strapping a suicide bomb to it.  The dog obediently hopped off the ledge toward a large concentration of undead.  It exploded with a happy yip.

“Those aren’t real, right?” asked Sir Dalton.

“I hope not,” replied SueLeeta, taking aim and firing at an undead archer.  Then, she summoned Jim forty-five.  “Fenris is planning to pull out of the passage.  He’s about to activate Case Brown.”

“That bad down there?” asked Hansa.

“Half the dandies are wounded and nearly all the adventurers.  Quite a few of them will recover if we pull back,” said SueLeeta.  “When the courtyard clears, the plan is still a go.”

“Ze organized pull out to ze camps,” stated Rose.  The camps were behind the fort, out of the direct path to Windfall. 

SueLeeta frowned.  “I don’t like giving up the wall.  With the dragon and the undead, I don’t see how we can hold it, though.”

“We will just have to fight until the Dark Overlord is slain,” said Dalton. 

“Assuming we live that long,” added Hansa cutely. 

Sir Dalton nodded.  Brain told him this was going as well as could be expected, but heart hurt.  Too many people had already died, and this was just the opening act.  So many undead had been killed, but there were countless more.  Literally.  Who could count to thirty thousand?  It wasn’t even a real number. 

“Now, we wait for the signal and get ready to run,” said Hansa, as she looked over the battlefield.  “What’s that?”

“The dragon.  It’s coming back.”

***

Badgelor slammed into the mountain top hard enough to cause an avalanche, not that the Lord of the War Badgers minded.  He had business with this particular asshole.  

“We meet again, for the last time this time, cupcake,” greeted Badgelor.

“You’ll find my flesh rotten, you monster,” returned MegaDevastator, picking himself up and shaking his head.  He, too, had slammed into the mountaintop at high velocity.

“I thought you were supposed to be good at this.  It looks like he’s beating your ass,” commented the zit.

“That was intentional,” thought Badgelor. 

It was not.

These specific mountains were north of Windfall, that was all Badgelor was certain of.  They nearly had to be a small part of the broader range of mountains that surrounded Windfall.  However, the dueling pair had been flying for a while, so the badger was a bit unsure.  

MegaDevastator was bigger than Badgelor remembered, probably because treachery empowered dragons.  Not that the Lord of the War Badgers was worried.  He’d learned a few new tricks as well.  

“He wanted the crystal, and I wanted the crown,” growled MegaDevastator, as Badgelor blasted the mighty dragon’s chest with laser vision over and over again.  The dragon’s wing blocked some blasts; others failed to pierce the dragon’s scales.  They truly were very magically resistant.  

“You tricked us both,” yelled Badgelor.  “Look what you did!  He’s gone mad!”

“He was always mad!  You were just too blind to see it,” spat MegaDevastator.  He fired another blast of Shadowbreath toward Badgelor.  The wiley old badger dove into the earth, exploding out near the dragon in his Ultimate Form.  

MegaDevastator swung his tail around in an arc, the Thagomizer on the end brushing off some of Badgelor’s fur.  Still, the War Badger continued to close and slashed at the dragon.  Dragon scales were nothing compared to a War Badger’s claws, and MegaDevastator was forced back.  

“He wanted that crystal, and I wanted that crown for my collection.  I see you don’t care about what you did to me,” bellowed the dragon.  

“I did less than you deserve,” spat Badgelor.

“I’m like this because of you!  The Nothing practically devoured me,” argued MegaDevastator.  

“Pity,” said Badgelor.  “But I love leftovers.”

Badgelor tore into the dragon’s shoulder, tearing out a huge hunk of muscle and swallowing it in one bite.  Then, the War Badger, the one who routinely swam in guts, gagged.  The amount of Shadow permeating the dragon was overwhelming.  MegaDevastator had attempted to outsmart him by making his body too nasty to consider eating.  

“Consolidated Sadness,” said Badgelor, swallowing the bite.

“How?” spat MegaDevastator.

“The foul taste you put into your body is nothing compared to the abominations I’m forced to eat for breakfast every day,” replied Badgelor. 

“Seriously, EstherSasha’s cooking is worse than that.  It looks rancid,” said Shart, causing Badgelor to growl.

“This is like eating candy by comparison,” agreed Badgelor.  “Are you going to help me?”

“Nope, Charles might be able to see me, so I have to hide.  This is the only place,” said Shart, poking around in Badgelor’s mindspace.  “Get me somewhere he can’t see me, and I’ll help you as much as you want.”  

Tearing free another mouthful of dragon flesh, Badgelor gulped it down.  This dragon tasted terrible.  It was heartbreaking.  He’d been waiting centuries for a good meal.  Finally, there was an ancient dragon that he had always wanted to eat but never been allowed to, and it tasted foul.

But Badgelor had unwittingly been training for just this occasion. 

Charles had initially contacted MegaDevastator when the dragon was much smaller and persuaded the dragon to help him.  It was an easy sell, because the Dark Overlord had made a flying castle.  Badgelor, at the time a much smaller and more agreeable scamp, agreed to not eat the dragon.  

He regretted that now.  Back then, the dragon probably would have tasted great.  Now, Badgelor struggled to appreciate the dragon’s tart, yet savory flesh.  It was coated in too much Shadow Slime.  His stomach could handle it, though.  It regularly handled those bright purple eggs, so this was nothing. 

MegaDevastator slashed at Badgelor again.  “You insipid badger!  I will smite thee!”  

Badgelor ducked back, preparing to strike.  The dragon leapt off the mountain and started back toward the battlefield.  Fortunately, an experienced badger knew that dragons were runners.  Badgelor was ready with a powerful leap that landed him securely on the dragon’s back. 

MegaDevastator did another barrel roll, which was just sad.  The first twelve hadn’t knocked Badgelor free.  Why would this one?  Maybe the dragon figured that, since Badgelor had ripped off most of his chest scales, he needed to do anything he could to keep Badgelor away from the sensitive area.  It was a stupid trick, but it was a dragon.  The <admins> had not blessed them with brains. 

“Time for the old razzle dazzle,” chuckled Badgelor, moving from his spot on the dragon’s back to near the dragon’s thigh.  The great beast snarled.

“I have you now!” The dragon reached back with his claw, and Badgelor bit off one of the massive talons.  The dragon roared again, yanking back the mutilated hand.  

MegaDevastator’s head swiveled back to breathe Shadow on him, again.  Finally, Badgelor saw it.  Focusing his laser vision, Badgelor blasted the small gland at the back of the dragon’s neck.  The gland burned away unnoticed in a spray of thick mucus.  Then, the dragon belched Shadow over the War Badger.

This time, MegaDevastator’s throat partially dissolved, as the magical substance preventing the dragon’s own breath from hurting it was gone.  The dragon coughed, attempting to shake his head clear of the corrupt phlegm.  Badgelor seized the moment.  The War Badger ran up the dragon’s chest and slammed into the dragon’s Adam's apple with a powerful headbut.  

Shock and horror filled the great beast.  The pooled contents poured back down into his lungs, which were also bereft of the magical mucus designed to prevent damage.  The dragon would be dead in thirty seconds, and everything had gone to plan.

Then, the dragon came out of his shock and grabbed Badgelor with both claws.  

“If I die, I’m taking you with me,” gurgled MegaDevastator, belching Shadow.  

That was new.  That was a way more human sentiment than Badgelor was used to from a dragon.  It was probably the Shadow Energy.  It did strange things to people.  Not that Badgelor was worried; he was Badgelor after all.  The dragon would need something pretty hard to ram him into to do any real damage.

Like the damn wall.  

“How’s it going up there?” asked Shart.

“Shut it, ye wee demon,” hissed Badgelor.  

“I can’t help it.  Jim and Charles are going at it, and I’m bored,” said Shart.

“You are always bored, and you never shut up,” growled the badger, who had other things on his mind.  

Badgelor expanded to his Apex Ultimate Form, giving him the mass of a frickin’ elephant.  Frickin’ elephants were one of a dragon’s favorite meals.  Unfortunately, dragons were used to carrying them, so the added weight didn’t do much.  Badgelor attempted a badger-fu maneuver to escape the dragon’s grip, but the prey animal had him firmly around the throat.  

“Are you losing?” asked Shart.

“I don’t lose,” hissed Badgelor.  The wall was growing perilously close.  

Expanding further into Kaiju Form, Badgelor grabbed the shocked dragon by the claw and quickly spun him around.  MegaDevastator hit the wall first with a colossal boom.  The initial crash was followed by a troubling explosion underneath.

“Bad day to be a wall,” stated Badgelor.  He shrunk down to his travel size and ran up the dragon’s corpse to the top of the wall.  

***

Fenris slowly picked himself up from where he’d been knocked to.  “That was more than a firecracker.”  The entire passage had collapsed, but not before blasting all the dandies standing at the edge of the passage flying.  The explosion was just supposed to collapse the tunnel.  

“WHAT?” yelled Zorlando, who’d caught the front of the blast.  His glorious helmet had been blown entirely off his head.  

“I told her it was too much,” mumbled Ashe.  She was covered in so many cinders, Fenris had to hear her voice to tell who she was.  

“Rose or Hansa?” groaned Fenris.  It was definitely not Margwal.  

“WHAT?” yelled Zorlando.  

“Rose,” answered Ashe, struggling to her feet.  “She was using the powder made by the new alchemist, Ella.”

“Well, Ashe, we are covered in cinders.  Ella and I will have words when this is over,” grumbled Fenris, picking up his shield and helmet, both of which had been blown clear by the explosion.  

“Oh, gods,” murmured Ashe, as she pulled Zorlando up.  She began brushing away the cinder from his face.  Tears formed in her eyes, and a few rolled down her cheeks. 

“What?  I, Zorlando, am fine,” said Zorlando.  He reached up to straighten his mustache, only to find no mustache. 

***

“Did the wall just rock?” asked Julia uncomfortably.  She was exhausted from fighting.  For the past ten minutes, the waves of undead had been relentless.  That was after an entire morning of taxing her Mana pool far greater than she ever had before.  Her forces were bordering on exhaustion.  

“It couldn’t have.  It's the Western Gate Fortress!  This wall was written of in stories and legends for centuries,” said Angela.  

Lance pointed to the nearby landmark.  “If we aren’t swaying, that mountain is.”

He was right.

It was not a good time for the wall to collapse.  Julia considered no time to be a good time for that, but this was a particularly bad time.  Jim and the Dark Overlord were busy cratering the landscape, and the gate she was protecting needed Jim to open it.  

“Do you know any Portal Magic?” asked Julia, realizing that just over half her remaining extended family was on top of the wall.  

Lance shook his head.  “It is highly proscribed at Zentarim Academy.”

“Auntie, what’s the plan?” asked Cole, uncomfortably.  

Julia was keenly aware that she didn’t have one for the toppling of the wall.  There were some ropes for ziplining, stupid term, to the rear wall, but many of those had snapped when the wall started tottering.  She was pretty sure the Dalton girls could do something toward a means of escape.  The stairs might have been possible, but Julia had just witnessed them erupting in a large cloud of dust.  

They needed a miracle.  

Nearly a dozen undead champions took that moment to charge their position.  Cole and Angela intercepted them, but a few champions were higher level.  Cole barely blocked an attack, and Angela stumbled, falling back with an arrow in her throat.  Julia erected a barrier, but not before one of the undead managed to blast a Shadowbolt into Angela’s chest.  The dark power immediately sapped her Mana.  

Lance blasted the caster with a Plasma Bolt that blew right through their barrier.  However, that drew down too much of Lance’s own Mana, and her cousin went into Mana crash.  He clumsily drew a charged wand for their last stand.  All around her, Julia’s family was being pushed back to the gate, and the number of undead had only increased.  

Julia knew a few proscribed prayers of her own, but they had to hold.  She needed not just any miracle.  She needed the most miraculous miracle ever.  

Then, an advancing party of undead exploded, as an angry Ultimate War Badger barreled through them.  Badgelor got right into the undead’s battle line and fired off his Destructive Gaze.  His eye blasts were as powerful as any Plasma Bolt, carving straight through dozens of undead champions.  

He continued forward to Julia, pausing momentarily to bite down and yank out the arrow from Angela’s throat.  The woman gasped.  She rose, the wound healed.  Julia struggled to avoid the instinctive need to kneel, as Badgelor turned majestically to face the foe unflinchingly.  It was like in all the stories she had read. 

“Re reed to ropen ra rate,” he spat out in plain tongue.    

It was just like all the stories.

“We can’t, Mighty Badgelor,” said Angela.  “Only the Mayor has that magic.”

Badgelor glanced at the gate.  It flared to life, causing the other Falconians to shrink back.  Lance stared through the Gateway in open amazement at Badgelor.

“His power knows no bounds,” hissed Lance, nearly collapsing as he stepped through the Gateway.  Other wounded and drained adventurers began marching through.      

Julia knew his power, though.  Jim’s invisible familiar was sitting on Badgelor’s shoulder, an affront to the dignity of adventurers everywhere.  Riding on Badgelor was an honor reserved for the Mayor’s companions and, even then, it was rarely rewarded.  

“Shart,” whispered Julia, not willing to use the demon’s name in front of others.  If they knew the Mayor’s familiar was an Elder Demon they would have. . .sharted.  

“Oh. . . I get it now,” Julia thought.

Badgelor shrunk down to his War Form.  “Get Roving, Ri’ll rold rhere.”

Julia shook her head.  “My place is at your side.  I’ll go through with the last group.”

Badgelor nodded, as a massive undead champion charged him.  He drove the creature to the ground and tore off its arm while another cut around to Badgelor’s flank.  It erupted, as the demon lit it up with hellfire.  Every undead behind the champion writhed in a cloud of burning agony. 

Maybe, just maybe, Shart wasn’t such an affront. 


Chapter 54: Breakpoint

“I’m surprised to see you still standing,” stated the Dark Overlord.  His mocking tone scratched at my self-control.  

I rotated my arm around.  The bones realigned, and I fused them with a quick Treatment.  “I’m just getting started.”

Of course, the last hit had sent me bouncing off the ground.  Damn, that hammer hurt.  I couldn’t just shrug off hits from it like I could other attacks.  Of course, that was why Charles favored it.  The Dark Overlord put his thumb in his mouth and blew, causing his head to pop back out.

He couldn’t shrug off attacks from my bat, either.  The Elder Demon-infused wood was dripping with the kind of raw power that nations battled over.  Pound for pound, it was the more powerful of the two weapons.  However, Charles was more skilled in using the hammer, bringing us to a rough parity in strength.  

“Your dragon’s dead,” I said, adjusting my grip on the bat and using Fast Steps to cover the distance between us.  Charles anticipated my attack, and the copy of him I was attacking exploded the instant I reached it.

The explosion was only of middling magical potency and didn’t even breach my anti-magic field.  It did, however, give Charles a chance to position himself for another real attack.  He was invisible now, and there were dozens of illusory shapes around me that could have been him.  It turned out that, after Greater Invisibility, the next tier was Invisibility with lots of distractions.  

I inhaled and spun to face one of the blots.  Charles launched a Fireball.  Technically, a dozen Fireballs were launched, but only one mattered.  The rest were simply magical fire.  Only the one was a cocoon of magical flames that concealed a warhead of Shadow Energy.  

Dodging to the side, I brought my bat into the spell, detonating it.  Even a successful block allowed Shadow Energy to flow down my weapon and into my Mana network.  I instantly processed that back to raw Mana, filled my Fire and Biological Aeromancy Cores, and generated a pulse of BioPlasma.  I fired back at Grebthar and leapt toward him.  

A wall of earth erupted from the ground.  My Plasma spell carved partially through it before detonating.  The shockwave was enough to complicate my jump, and Grebthar took that moment to send a massive spike of Shadow from the ground at my underside.  

Shifting in midair, I avoided the spike and landed next to him with a downward stroke of my weapon.  It slammed into the hammer, knocking Charles back a pace. I struck again and again.  Each blow knocked him back.  He had limitless reserves of Mana, not Stamina, and Powerful Blow was a great equalizer when it came to close range combat.  

My final blow crushed his hand and sent the hammer spinning off into the distance.  Switching to a two-handed grip, I brought the bat down on his skull.  It was there that I ran into the most powerful barrier I’d ever encountered.  

Three, five, even ten smashes with the bat, and the barrier was still intact.  Grebthar growled.  “I’ll give you one thing.  This has been the worst one.”

“Worst what?” I bellowed, activating Hack and Slash and continuing to strike the barrier over and over again, causing it to vibrate wildly.  

“The worst final battle ever,” answered Grebthar, slamming the barrier into me.  I rallied for my next attack.  “I mean, I’ve done this so many times, it gets old.  You eventually forget what it even means to fight.”

“I can’t be the worst,” I said, banishing the bat and extending my claws to strike the barrier with Fist of the Northern Badger.  Each magical hit caused the barrier to crack.  

“You’d be surprised,” stated Grebthar, tearing chucks of earth from the ground and orbiting them around himself, forcing me to dodge those while I pounded on the barrier.  

“What about the dragon?  The one that took the crown?” I growled.  

“That was Badgelor’s fight, not mine,” bellowed Charles, causing the earth underneath me to shake and rumble.  As a spike of magma erupted from the ground, I leapt up.  Dancing behind the stream of molten rock, I managed to slam both palms into it, deflecting the attack into Charles’ barrier.  The molten rock instantly cooled.  Suddenly, the barrier flared, becoming unbearably hot.

I’d been to Jersey.  Even that oppressive heat wasn’t enough to slow me.  

“He seemed to think it was your battle,” I yelled, once more activating Hack and Slash.  Using my fists, I again struck the barrier, finally chipping away at it.  Driving a fist into the mass, I began prying the thing apart.  

“I didn’t need him anymore,” bellowed Charles.  The barrier shattered and reformed around my arms, the infinitely sharp pieces digging into my flesh like fishhooks.  Charles glared death at me.  I struggled to pull my arms free, and, for a moment, the entire battle field collapsed down to a single point.  

●        Strength Check: Power Lift + Stamina vs Grebthar’s Shield of Holding: FAILED

My arms wouldn’t budge.  Charles didn’t just have them pinned; he’d attached the magical connections to everything nearby.  I would literally have to pull mountains free.  While I could disrupt barriers, they were the hardest things to disrupt.  Even this malformed barrier was a challenge, and Charles was supplying it with massive amounts of Mana.  It was enough to overwhelm even my ability to drain spells.  

“Finally,” hissed Charles, jerking back to summon up another massive ball of fire.  The cracked barrier wasn’t going to offer me any protection from the spell.  It would just hold me in place, making the attack unavoidable.  

I tried to Counterspell the attack, but Charles was taking his time.  Casting the spell correctly and with maximum integrity wasn’t going to do squat.  Which was fine; my hands were still on the other side.

As the Fireball swelled, I cast BioLightning, draining the barrier and throwing enormous bolts of Biological Aeromancy-infused power directly into Grebthar and his spell.  My hands were through his barrier, and the lightning wracked his body.

Still, Grebthar kept forming the Fireball.  I continued pouring more BioLightning into him, enough that his entire body became less stable and the godling started to melt.  Still, he held onto the Fireball.  

Finally, I dumped all that built up power into the necklace he wore, the Amulet of the Dark Overlord.  It drank in the power.  I was about to change targets when I noticed a tremor in the spell.  Focusing, I dumped even more power into the amulet.  It was durable but not invincible.  

“Noooo,” hissed Grebthar, as he leveled his mostly completed spell at me and prepared to let it fly.  In that moment, I switched targets, aiming at the Fireball.  The amulet flickered and a wave of Shadow seemed to roll out of it.  

Grebthar grabbed the amulet and sent the Fireball flashing toward me.

It only made it halfway before detonating.  Due to the explosion, the barrier shattered.  I went flying, covered in third degree burns.  

As a zombie strolled over to me, I activated Ignore Injury.  The undead watched me for a moment but continued toward the front lines.  Glancing at my hands, I could see blackened bones at several points.  Additionally, my right eye was seeing things funny.  

Casting Regenerate and using Treatment, I began patching up the worst injuries.  I also scanned the battlefield for Charles.  I found him in another impact crater.  Holding up my hand, I summoned the bat.

My weapon slammed into my palm with enough force to partially tear my weakened hand free.  Pausing a second to reattach everything, I considered my options.  Hopefully, if I was this bad, Grebthar was worse.  

Three Fast Steps later, I found Charles on the ground, struggling to rise.  His body was encased in Shadow and the pinpricks of his eyes were almost lost in the mass.  I searched for the crystal, but it remained hidden.  

Divine crystals were impossibly tough.  It would take something truly powerful to shatter one.  I gripped my bat and hoped.  

“Jim.”

Charles continued struggling, but the Shadow seemed to have him pinned down.  He was desperate and losing.  Then, it hit me.  I didn’t need to break the crystal.  That was Charles.  I needed to break the amulet.  That was the Dark Overlord.  If I could destroy the amulet, Charles would be free.  He would have still done terrible things, but not of his own free will.  

That had to count for something.  I really didn’t want to kill the only other earthling on Ordinal.  

The problem was that Grebthar wasn’t a solid being.  His godling body was an amorphous blob that he had shaped into a human form.  Right now, he was writhing on the floor and looked like someone who wished he had no bones.  

Still, I flooded the bat with Mana and Stamina.  That was a trick I’d picked up from the Walker.  I wasn’t sure the bat would survive the experience, but all that power granted my weapon the ability to break basically anything.

Finding the amulet, I prepared to smash it.  Out of nowhere, I heard a whistling sound.  I managed to Dodge back just as a sword blade rocketed past me.  Triblade, the one-armed Swordsman, appeared armed with triblade, the three-bladed sword of the one-armed Swordsman.  I hated names on Ordinal.  

“I’m trying to rescue him,” I growled, as Triblade slashed at me with a skill far beyond Expert.  I was edging toward Grand Master with weapons, and Triblade’s skill was even beyond that.  

●        Triblade: Swords skill: Divine Master

“False Mayor, peddle not your lies here,” spat Triblade.  

The opportunity to finish the battle once and for all was lost.  I stopped filling my weapon and tried to defend myself against the attacks of one of the legendary companions of Grebthar.  

I had sparred with Toomen once or twice after he’d been restored.  I didn’t have much of an opportunity, given his desire to check out all the restaurants in Windfall and nap.  However, I had eventually managed to convince him to go to the training ground by offering to pay his tabs at several local eateries.  

Prior to the trip to Jersey, Toomen had been in a whole different league than myself.  I was lucky to get a shot in, and I could tell Toomen was going easy on me.  Triblade was similarly skilled and not holding back in the slightest.  

Bats don’t have guards.  I nearly lost my fingers twice when he managed a tight strike that ran down the length of my weapon.  Furthermore, he did not view his single arm as any sort of disadvantage and could frequently strike in ways that a two-armed man couldn’t.  

My only saving grace was that I wasn’t fighting with a sword.  I swung the almighty bat at him, and Triblade blocked oddly.  He attempted to catch the tip of my bat between both remaining blades, but the bat was simply too wide to fit. 

“That’s a sword breaker,” I said.

“Indeed, but that is not Triblade’s only trick,” responded Triblade.  

“The sword or you?” I asked.

“Damn it,” replied the Swordmaster.

I heard the whistling again.  This time, the blade rocketed back toward the triblade.  Suddenly, it stopped next to it and hovered there.  Then, the other blade detached and began hovering next to the central blade.

“Three of them,” I said.  The blades were moving in patterns I recognized from the greatest living Swordsman.  However, all three patterns were different.  

“The other two will fight using all of my skill,” said Triblade.  

“That’s total bullshit,” I muttered, as three Divine Master-skilled blades rushed toward me. 


Chapter 55: Darkest Hour

There were so many.  Julia blasted wave after wave of undead.  Still, they rushed the top of the fortress.  The waves were full of regular undead, as well as the champions that were proving so difficult.  Each wave pushed the Mayor’s army back further and further.  Now, they were very nearly sitting on the Portal.  

“The southern wall has fallen.”

Julia realized that the section of wall with the easiest access for the undead was completely overridden.  The small hospital camp at the battlement where the wall met the mountain was swarmed over.  

“We have to cover the northern battlement,” she said confidently, seeing the duke’s banner still flying at the top of the field hospital.  There were so many undead, and they were coming from everywhere.  Three more champions rushed the Gateway.  Julia was sent airborne, and Badgelor staggered back from a powerful shield blow.  

He was already back on his feet, tearing into two of the champions.  Julia spotted a caster aiming at the Gateway.  She flung a Saw Blade at the caster, followed by two more blades for her friends.    

The blades were all deflected.  Julia winced.  Even with her new equipment, she was so tired from fighting all day.  Additionally, her Mana pool was greatly reduced.  Without Jim’s rod in her hands, Julia was confident she would have fallen in the last push.

As the undead caster completed her spell, Julia flung a Wind’s Saw.  The blade sliced the caster in half, but not before the undead’s magical blast struck the Gateway.  It wobbled slightly but held.  

Julia searched around and spotted fourscore undead and seven champions rushing toward her.  Their army was completely overwhelmed, and there were still more out there.  She just had to hope their path of retreat was still clear. 

***

“I want to apologize about your girlfriend,” said Arnold, as he floated next to the Nosebleed. 

“Fiancé,” corrected Andersen, continuing to scan the water with his looking glass.  The ship swayed with the current.  “You are only saying that because she gave you a hand that transforms into a trident.”

“Well…yes,” replied Arnold, as they floated patiently.  An occasional flash of light from the battlefield to the north lit up the sky.  “Are you sure we shouldn’t be on land?”

Andersen snapped the glass shut suddenly and pointed.  “No.”

Hundreds of undead were marching across the shallow coastal waters south of the Western Gate Fortress.  It was a rather nice little flanking maneuver.  The Nosebleed could never have held them off by its lonesome.  It was doubtful the Nosebleed could have even held with the ships provided by the Queen of the Inner Sea.

Arnold shrugged and pulled out a conch shell. 

“I guess that’s why you brought the army with you,” he said, dipping the horn under the water and blowing loudly.  The water stirred, as every merperson that could wield a trident swam toward the undead.   Already, the undead  were being peppered with ballista bolts and ranged spells. 

***

Batista slammed the autoinjector into the man’s stump and watched his eyes shoot open.  While he squirmed, she took a moment to check the other patients in the northern battlement.  There had to be others with lesser injuries that she could quickly get back onto the field.  There had been precious few with those, so she feared she was going to have to gamble on someone with more serious injuries.  The man stopped screaming and glanced down at his arm.  Then, he started screaming again.  

They were all screaming.  It was giving her a headache.  

She pounded the cyberarm onto the man’s elbow.  He seized up, as the mechanical connections started to work.  A moment later, his hand stopped squirming, and he snapped it together a few times.  

“It will be regenerated later,” said the tired woman, as he got back to his feet.  She didn’t know his name; she didn’t want to.  There were a pile of people’s names that she’d memorized, and she just couldn’t do it anymore.  She needed to get to the next patient. 

The man stood there, gripping a rod in his organic hand.  He simply stared at her with pain-filled eyes. 

“We need to go,” ordered the duke, coming up behind her.  She hadn’t realized his banner had been pushed this far.  Her father’s was still up and moving in their direction, so they must be winning. 

“I need a nap.  We all have things we want,” she replied dryly.

“This hospital will be overrun,” said the duke.  

“There are still patients I can save,” replied Batista, moving to the next horribly injured woman.  Her face was gone, and most of her armor was destroyed.  

“We can’t hold them,” argued the duke, gripping his rod in a bloody hand.  He was missing two fingers.  Part of her felt pity for the poor man.  Most of her was exhausted, but she couldn’t quit. 

“My father’s banner is close.  He will be here to relieve us,” Batista replied coolly.  “He’d be positively livid if I abandoned people I could save.”

For a long moment, the duke’s eyes met hers.  Finally, he nodded and moved to hold the hospital area.  There were a few ropes down that were to be used in emergencies.  If everything really went into the pot, Batista would have time to jump clear.  

Heck, Hansa had made her a parachute.  If she got really desperate, she could risk using that.  It was going to be a last resort, though.  Daddy was almost there.  Batista might not be his best daughter, but she was no quitter.  He hated quitters, and no one had ever accused her of quitting when it mattered.

And it mattered a whole lot now.

Searching through her pouches for the emergency stuff, Batista pulled out a mirror-like mask.  She quickly flipped it over and covered the underside with Engineering healing goo.  

“This will have to do,” said Batista, slapping the mask on the faceless girl and dumping three doses of the good stuff onto her.  The girl’s body shuddered violently for several seconds, and Batista wondered if she would have a heart attack.  

She did and promptly died.  

That didn’t stop Batista.  She pulled a device from her storage, causing several people around her to wince.  It looked a lot like her sister’s hat-measuring device, because, of course, it was.  It had been modified, though.  Pulling out an apple-sized artificial heart and placing it into the chamber, Batista pushed the button and prayed.

Unlike before, she didn’t pray to Grebthar.  He was busy summoning more undead.

The device growled, chopped, cut, and ejected the spent heart, replacing it with the artificial device.  Then came several more doses of the good stuff and the electrical shocks.  Batista didn’t understand how electricity worked, but it seemed to restart hearts.  That was a good thing.

The device vanished into her storage, and the young woman sat up.  She quickly sucked in a massive breath.  

“Batista,” she said groggily.  “I have to get back into the fight.”

“Margwal?”  Batista took a moment to recognize her sister.  There had simply been too much damage before.  Margwal was trying to get to her feet, but most of her equipment was damaged.  Despite still being horribly wounded and missing a face, she was trying to rejoin the battle.

The undead were not even ten logs from them now.  The duke was desperately fighting against several of them at once.  Where was Daddy?  She needed to get Margwal to the ropes, and, if they didn’t move quickly, that wasn’t going to be possible.  The undead were going to push through and there was no way her sister was going to be able to fight them off.  

Batista looked at the mirror that was her sister’s new face and made up her mind in an instant.  She grabbed her sister in a fierce hug and moved her from the bed.  “I’m so glad you’re alive.”

“How bad is it?” asked Margwal.

“Not bad at all.  You can fix everything with enough time,” smiled Batista, pushing her sister over the back edge of the wall.  Margwal fell for nearly ten logs before the parachute engaged.  She floated gently down to the defensive army, who were under orders to get badly wounded adventurers away from the front.  

An undead charged her, and Batista engaged her thorn.  The metal blade fired out of her gauntlet and solidified, giving her something to fight with.  Against an undead champion, she probably shouldn’t have bothered.  She was tired.

Then, the undead unexpectedly exploded.  Bits of corpse rained down over the wall, and the duke reached her.  “That rope is damaged.  We can move to the next spot.  Everywhere else is overrun.”

Suddenly, she was being dragged by the only other living human toward more ropes.  The duke blasted and destroyed, blowing through his Mana in the desperate few steps to make it to the rope.  As they crossed the final few paces, it looked like they were going to make it.  Then, Batista spotted something.

“Puma check!” she screamed.

The duke failed his puma check.  A massive undead creature launched itself at his back, slamming him into the wall.  The Rod of Power flew from the duke’s hand.  A moment later, the puma tore out his throat, leaving Batista as the only living human surrounded by undead.

Maybe Daddy’s banner wasn’t that close after all. 

***

Jim was getting badly injured.  Badgelor growled, tracking his Destructive Gaze across the oncoming line of undead,  His insides hurt, but he fired again because he was Badgelor.  No matter what, he would not fail this time.  The entire upper wall was on the verge of collapse, and everyone who could flee from the wall was already down.  

Plus, Jim was somewhere in that mass of undead, fighting Triblade by himself. 

“So, how much trouble are we in?” asked the zit.

“Enough,” said Badgelor.  Losing the wall was going to hurt.  He figured he was going to have to call it.  That twit Julia would stand there and die waiting for Jim to defeat the Dark Overlord.  That’s what Badgelor wanted to do, but Jim had been adamant.  He might even have been right.  Badgelor understood tactics, but strategy was much more complicated, and Jim seemed to have a positive knack for it.

That and pissing people off. 

Then, someone had the temerity to jump onto his back.  Badgelor could barely tolerate Julia, who’d managed to worm her way up there; this new person was about to get tossed into the undead.

“Friend, where is Jim?” asked a familiar voice. 

“Fighting Triblade over the wall,” answered Badgelor, calm washing over him. 

“That sounds absolutely dreadful.  How about you help him, and we’ll protect this for a while?  We both know Jim is in over his head,” said King Twinkle.  He backflipped off Badgelor, holding Princess Julia in his arms.  She was not pleased.

Badgelor didn’t care.  He watched as hundreds of fresh elves charged through the Gateway.  Undead who were pushing toward the gate were suddenly kicked so hard they exploded, caught fire, or were speared, depending on which elf they had pissed off.  

And the elves were pissed.  

Badgelor didn’t care about that, either.  With nothing holding him back, he rushed toward the high battlement in the center of the wall and scanned the field.  Charles was nowhere to be seen.  That was unfortunate.  Badgelor really wanted to blast him at least once.

Time for that later.

Finding Jim was easy.  He and Triblade were busy killing everything around them, while Jim tried desperately to get away from the undead horror show.  Badgelor frowned.  Grebthar wasn’t trying to be perfect with his general.  The current version of Triblade wasn’t nearly as skilled as the real deal.  Still, he was overwhelming Jim. 

Lining up his shot, Badgelor blasted Triblade with a full blast of Destructive Gaze.  As expected, one of the legendary triblades blocked the shot.  A second blade blocked enough of Badgelor’s follow-up blasts that Triblade himself was only marginally scratched by the attack.  

“Jim, I chose you,” grumbled Badgelor.

***

Charles watched the battle unfold and wondered when he should get back into it.  Even as a god, there were some limits to his divine body that required him to hold back.  That was especially true if there was someone who could actually threaten him.

As much as he hated to admit it, Jim certainly could.

Charles had no idea how the current Mayor had built the perfect, magical, god-hunting build.  It was like he took the features of a half-dozen classes and merged them together into something terrible.  All in all, it was beyond comprehension.  

Charles had usually been forced to Remort to deal with the Dark Overlord, who always seemed to pick a new form that was incompatible with whatever Charles’ old build had been.  When he was a Warrior, the Dark Overlord had been a high-level Paladin.  That had been a nightmare.  In that form, the Dark Overlord could fight almost as well as him but heal up super quickly.  That forced Charles to Remort to Zealot as a counter.    

Then, when Charles defeated that Dark Overlord, the monster’s next champion had been a Wizard specializing in Mental Manipulation.  It was a discipline that Charles had always loathed.  A calm Zealot is a useless Zealot, so Charles had been forced to Remort again.

Each Remort had been its own special version of Jersey.  Hell.  Its own special version of Hell. That was part of the fun for the Dark Overlord.  Each time Charles won, it was only a temporary reprieve.  Next came a terrible journey through the worst places on Ordinal, while everyone demanded Charles do it just a little bit faster.

Of course, that wasn’t how Jim managed things.  Jim managed to luck out on the exact right build to take the Dark Overlord on the first try.  

That’s not true.

“Shut up,” growled Charles, as a smoking Triblade walked back into the tent.  The ancient Warrior shook his head.

“The false mayor has convinced the Mighty Badgelor himself to stand with him, and that is not all,” said Triblade.  “We nearly secured the wall, but it looks like the false mayor managed to talk the elves into assisting him.  I will fight with you until my dying breath, but I think the battle may have shifted.” 

“Go big or go home,” hissed Grebthar.  

“What, my lord?” asked Triblade.

“It is time to show these fools what I can really do,” said Grebthar.    

***

The elves were fresh, that’s why they were doing so well!  Julia told herself this over and over again.  They didn’t seem to tire.  The elves continued to run head-first into the swarms, screaming something about avenging their honor against the evil bad buddy.  

She had no idea who that idiot was, but he had apparently picked a fight with all the elves.  Now, they wanted revenge.  Julia felt naked without Ashe, but she was still down below.  Hopefully, Dalton’s daughter was successfully organizing the troops, while the undead dug through the destroyed passage.    

The elves were fighting much better than Julia had expected, given their lack of combat experience.  They had pushed forward to the central battlement where the Mayor and Badgelor rested.  The pair was watching the Dark Overlord like the ancient Bat Man of legend. 

The stories of the ancient detective, Bat Man, were impressive.  Julia had never considered that a man holding a baseball bat could actually keep crime at bay over all the Vinelands.  Now, she stood corrected.  The Mayor sat, calmly watching the battle unfurl.   

“We practice for hours each day,” said King Twinkle, standing next to her.  He was the longest-haired elf Julia had ever seen.  His hair was so much more immaculate and luxurious than hers.  The princess was desperately trying to not be jealous.  

“We practice as well,” stated Julia, only now realizing that they really didn’t.  Julia’s people engaged in play fighting.  They had for centuries, probably as a result of some clever manipulation by the Sphinx.  Level for level, the provincials were a much more effective force than her family.  However, between the two, the Falconians had better gear.

Not much better, though, given that Jim just handed stuff out like samples at a tasting.  Still, it was slightly better.

With the elves, she couldn’t even claim that.  They were as well equipped, if not better, than her people.  It appeared that they had also trained rigorously.  Plus, the elves were not tired and had arrived with a pretty good idea of what was going on.

“Jim added you to the command group,” said Julia.

“Yes,” said King Twinkle, watching the field.  “Me and Diddle, actually.  He’s got about as much experience in mass combat as the Mayor, and he can use Jim’s army perks.  The Mayor spent heavily on anti-undead perks.”

“He is very wise,” stated Julia, trying even harder not to be jealous.  

Twinkle nodded, gesturing.  The northern battlement was retaken, and groups of elves began cutting more deeply into the southern areas.  The undead were growing shaky.  Some of their number were actually falling apart, as the elves continued pushing forward.  

“What’s happening?” asked Julia.

“The new Fist of the Bad Buddy style,” said Twinkle.  “Jim likes to Counterspell his primary opponent the entire time a fight is going on.”

Julia knew that well.  “So?”

“They’re undead.  There has to be a Shadow Weave holding their forces together.  A great number of elves are attempting to Counterspell that,” said Twinkle.  “It only works locally and only if there aren’t too many undead. I think we are pushing toward those numbers.”

More humans, freshly healed and ready for more,  emerged from the gate.  They were forming a second wave to follow the elves and push the undead off the upper part of the wall.  

Julia laughed.  They could really do this.  She yelled out, “Is that the best you got!”

“NO!”

She had to stop doing that.  Massive Fireballs formed above the Dark Overlord, and Julia dutifully raised her barrier.  Even weakened, she was glad to see that hers was by far the strongest barrier on the wall.  

One of the Fireballs exploded in midair, then another, then another.  A wave of hundreds blasted toward the wall.  Julia spread out her barrier, trying to cover as much of the wall as possible. Other Falconians did the same.

The elves had other ideas.  Dozens of them were well-trained in Counterspell.  While the Dark Overlord’s display of power was grand, it also had a flaw.  None of the Fireballs were particularly stable.  

As everyone with the Counterspell skill started working, the Fireballs began popping.  By the time the greatly depleted wave got there, her own barrier was barely necessary to stop it.  

Then, she saw a flash in the heavens.

“A trick,” she whispered, horror dawning on her.  The stories mentioned this, but it couldn’t be true.  

A star tore down from the heavens and fell toward the wall.  Season Nine, Episode Two, the Darkest Hour, spoke of a time where Grebthar was certain to lose to the Dark Overlord.  Grebthar had called upon his great power to break down a lone star and drop it onto the abomination, thereby obliterating him. 

So great was the feat, it was said that all the stars in the sky went dark for a week.  A prayer to the Elder Demons was required to get them reactivated.

Plasma blasts and immovable rods shot out from the Falconians.  The elves focused all their Counterspell skills on the object.

“My barrier is going to be useless against that,” stated Julia.

“Our Counterspells aren’t working,” warned Twinkle, looking back toward the gate.  “From what I know, I don’t think Counterspells work on stars.  They are physical objects.  You’d nearly have to be able to unmake something at the Mana level to stop one.”

Julia wasn’t even sure a Divine Tier Counterspell could pull that move off.  The wall was lost.  She was about to signal the retreat when she noticed the Mayor sitting still, as if he hadn’t a care in the world.  The star was dropping toward him, and he wasn’t bothered.

She stopped, forcing herself to calm down.  Twinkle looked over at Jim and, likewise, stopped.  Then, the Mayor spoke, his voice rebounding over the whole battlefield.  

“COUNTERSPELL.”

The star exploded.  


Chapter 56: The Stars Fall 

“I thought you said you couldn’t Counterspell those,” said Tri-blade, as the explosion faded.

“It isn’t a spell.  The spell is dragging a light out of the ceiling,” replied Grebthar.  He was going to have to drag down another one.  Even if Jim somehow blocked one, there was no way for him to block two.  It was doubly impossible.

He reached up and began pulling on two of the fake stars in the sky.  His body started to smoke at the strain as even a god possessed limits.  The ichor that made up his body began to boil and for a brief moment Grebthar thought he might have overdone it.  Then both broke free, and Grebthar directed them toward the Falconian princess.  

If killing her annoyed Jim a trifle, it was worth it at this point.  

The stars moved quickly enough that there was no way for Julia to clear the blast radius, so Charles pulled back his magical connection to both.  Now, they were really just massive chunks of explosive, falling debris.  There was no way to Counterspell.  Whatever Jim did wouldn’t be good enough. 

“COUNTERSPELL TIMES TWO,” bellowed the Mayor. 

“That asshole,” hissed Grebthar, as the first star exploded.  The night sky was lit up brighter than midday.  Moments later, the second star detonated.  As the strain of pulling the stars from the very ceiling of the game world weighed on him, Charles felt himself wilt.  It wasn’t possible.  They were physical objects.  Counterspelling them was impossible.

Best hang it up.

Charles wanted to scream.  He wanted to crawl into a ball and die.  If the Mayor was this powerful, he’d wasted his shot.  He’d never gather an army strong enough to break through. 

He was stuck here forever.

All these thoughts came crashing down at once.  As the sky began to dim from the explosions, he noticed a small pixel of darkness in the heavens.  “That shouldn’t be there.”  Suddenly, the object zipped back over the wall. 

“That asshole.”

***

“My poor ceiling,” whined Shart.  “He broke it.  I’m going to have to fix that manually.”

“I was not aware you could tear those light bulbs out,” I responded.

Shart was too upset to even correct me.  Clearly, they weren’t called light bulbs.  They were something called illuminators.  I didn’t know how much work replacing one involved, but it must have been a lot given Shart’s whining and gnashing of teeth. 

“So, where did ya park it?” asked Badgelor.

“The orb of annihilation?  I left it hovering above the battlefield,” replied Shart.  “It was so bright, I doubt anyone could see a little dot of absolute darkness in the middle of those explosions.”

“I saw it,” I said.

Shart paused, then looked up.  Another massive explosion wracked the sky.  That one was a mix of purple and green.  “Well, shit.”

“Did he just blow up the Orb of Annihilation?” I asked.

“No…” Shart lied. 

“It wasn’t totally destroyed, though I told ye blocking those stars with it would damage it,” said Badgelor.  ”I doubt anyone will be controlling it anytime soon.”

“Or ever again,” grumbled Shart. 

I was about to say something, but our entire battle plan literally revolved around breaking a crystal that was not supposed to be breakable.  It seemed kind of hypocritical to whine about it.  

Though, I really wanted to.  

“What if he tries again?” I asked, and Shart looked at me.  Then, all the stars faded.  

“Good luck finding it in all that blackness,” said Shart.  

I looked up at the barren night sky.  Well, it was almost barren.  There were odd flickering bits where the stars had been pulled down, and the moons still hovered overhead.  Those were suddenly a concern.    

“He can’t pull the moons down?” I asked.

“If he could do that, I wouldn’t be here,” said Shart, looking up at the night sky.

“Can you fight yet?” asked the demon.  I continued to sit, watching the battlefield. 

“Regenerating an eyeball is taking longer than I expected it would,” I answered, blinking several times.  The hazy effect of Ignore Injury was gone.  I was left with a newly made eyeball that couldn’t quite focus properly.  

I felt ridiculous, sitting and doing nothing while other people fought, but my eye wasn’t my only problem.  My Stamina and Mana were being massively overused.  In any normal situation, I didn’t have to worry about Mana or Stamina crashes anymore, but this was hardly normal.  If I overtaxed myself too much, I’d find myself wanting when I fought Grebthar.  That would end everyone, so I forced myself to relax and heal.

Healing, at least to the extent I was doing it, was an extremely odd sensation.  Treatment let me block pain, but I could still feel the shifting of my body around as I transferred bits of bone to rebuild my hand and forearm.  The scar on my face, which had cost me the eye, was healed in moments, but the eyeball was tricky.  

I could do most of the healing automatically.  That left me watching the battlefield.  The undead had mostly reformed for another strike.  If they attempted to push through the tunnel, they’d have to clear it first.  However, I doubted that would take them as long as we’d like. 

Massive chunks of the wall had fallen in the last fight.  No one had expected that magnitude of combat.  The missing chunk on the southern half of the wall was matched by a massive chunk missing on the northern half of the wall.  Worse, the body of the dragon was acting like a ramp, making climbing the wall easier on that side.

The south side’s ramp didn’t even require climbing, being made of countless undead.  The ramp was so useful that Charles wasn’t even trying to reanimate the corpses.  I could blast all the bodies out of existence, but doing so would require tremendous Mana.  I was sure Charles would just love for me to give him that opening.  

I wouldn’t do it.  Instead, I stood at the top of the wall, looking very impressive and thoroughly useless.  

“What do you think, north wall, south wall, passage or all?” asked Shart.

“All,” replied Badgelor.  “They are preparing some sort of shield made of barriers and solid earth, so they can dig out the passage.  The rest of them are going to run up the ramps, and we are going to be in the thick of it again.”

Suddenly, there was a loud cracking noise, and the wall swayed uncomfortably.  I say uncomfortably because, if you are on a forty-log tall stone structure and it wobbles at all, it is uncomfortable.  After several tense moments, the wall stopped teetering. 

“I think the structure is generally sound,” stated Shart finally.

“Seriously?” I asked.

“Well, more like it is designed to stand upright, even with everything below us broken.  That’s what it wants to do.  There is some living rock in there trying to heal the place, too.  It is not going to fall down for anything less than. . .”

“The Dark Overlord,” I finished.

“Yeah,” Shart confirmed uncomfortably.  

“Any chance we could collapse the wall toward them?” I asked.  Forty logs wasn’t a lot when it came to long-distance running.  However, it could be a lot if you dropped something heavy onto a horde of undead.  That was especially true if you had a second wall behind it.  

“Maybe, if I got on the other side and pushed really hard,” said Badgelor.  “That kind of effort would be a lot, even for me.”

I could imagine.  Everyone was exhausted, and we’d lost a lot of equipment.  The high-level adventurers, armed with weapons worthy of the gods, were currently amassing giant piles of rocks to toss down upon their foes.  The elves were having a great deal of fun with that.  Apparently, the LOOKOUT! wasn’t good for stone mining, so they seldom got a chance to use their stone-shattering strikes.  

“Are ye done ruminating?” asked Badgelor.  The words were innocuous, but I understood the meaning.

“Yeah, I can’t do it without you,” I said finally.  

“You aren’t going to stop me?” asked Badgelor.

“No, but I expected you to want to live now that you’ve found more badgers,” I replied.

Badgelor stood silently for a moment. “They need a world to live in, Jim.  No matter what, I’m still a relic.  I’d like to see them grow up, if only to show them who’s boss, but the amulet has to be destroyed.”

“I could drain it,” I offered.

“I got a good look at your memories earlier.  Now that you have the skills to really analyze the amulet, I stand by what I said earlier.  If you try to drain it, you are probably going to blow out your Mana network.  That’s if you’re lucky,” said Shart.

“What happens in the worst case?” I asked.

“The Dark Overlord realizes you are doing it, overpowers you, and kills you while you’re trying it,” replied Shart.

“I don’t mind that,” I said.

“Dum Dum, you’d die without draining the amulet,” said Shart, shaking his head.  “I don’t know much about how the amulet was made, but it looks like Grebthar tried to merge a piece of <system> architecture into the amulet.  I don’t know if it can be drained.  It’s best to smash it.”

“So, that’s the plan,” I said, blinking rapidly.  My new eye had finally matured enough to see properly.  “I smash the amulet, and Badgelor eats the crystal.”  

“I wish I could just eat both,” said Badgelor, “But my stomach can’t digest anything <system> built.”

“Fecking Dark Overlord,” said Shart.  “It looks like Grebthar’s improvements were built specifically to defeat Badgelor’s perk.”

“Funny that,” I said, “But he couldn’t do the crystal?”

“Not as far as the <system> is concerned.  It’s a natural object,” explained Shart.  “More simply, if Grebthar could fix a crystal, there wouldn’t be much he couldn’t do.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t take that perk earlier, Badgelor,” I said.

“Do you honestly think Charles would let me near his person if I had a perk that could just end him?” asked Badgelor.  I remembered the perks Badgelor had that rendered him all but immune to my magic.  I considered those useful, because I could just fire and forget.  Badgelor was never in danger, even when he was standing right on an enemy that I was blasting. 

Charles thought I was insane.  Of course, he wouldn’t let Badgelor pick a perk that could actually protect him from all of Grebthar’s spells. 

My relationship with the badger was more akin to a true partnership, with Badgelor taking the lead in certain areas he specialized in, and me leading in others.  The badger’s relationship with Charles was quite a bit different, with Badgelor operating in more of a sidekick role.  

The ancient stories had the mighty Badgelor uttering phrases such as “Golly Gee, Grebthar,” and “Badger’s promise!” quite often.  Basically, I had the Nightwing version of Badgelor, while Grebthar had Dick in his earlier Robin role.  

I glanced over at Twinkle.  He smirked.

“Finished wool gathering?” asked the King of the Elves. 

“Yeah, I’m just waiting for Grebthar to show again.  When he does, Badgelor and I will go down and finish this.”

“We’ll come help you,” said Julia, determination crossing her face.  She had her hair done in the cinnamon bun style that appeared to be the default battle configuration for Falconian women.  Somehow, it looked fierce on her.  

“I have Badgelor.  That will be enough,” I replied.

Julia stood quietly for a moment.  “Toomen and Grebthar talked in Filly.  Grebthar said the reason Toomen lost was that he didn’t bring a raid group to kill the Dark Overlord.”

“I have Badgelor.  He didn’t,” I said, seeing a flicker of disappointment in her eyes.  “Seriously, if you see an opportunity to get a few shots in, feel free.  However, this is going to boil down to Badgelor and me.  Anyone else who gets too close is going to die.”


Chapter 57: The Next Wave

“Get the wounded to the hospitals!  Send anyone too injured to fight back to Windfall,” ordered Fenris.  What the commander didn’t say was that “Too injured to fight,” pretty much meant unable to fight.  The level of injury he’d allow right now was something he’d never normally consider.   

Of course, it's not like he could get an honest response from the troops.  He walked past several that had no business being back in the line, but things were truly desperate.  They’d almost been pushed out of the gate passage before he’d ordered it closed. 

In the temporary reprieve between the fighting, a handful of adventurers that were no longer capable of fighting up top had been pressed into service below.  Ashe was trying not to cry after seeing her sister.  Margwal was a sight.  When the line had been overrun, Fenris thought she’d perished, but the girl had a parachute ready.  She had leapt from the wall moments before the hospital she was being treated in was overrun.  

Margwal didn’t want to talk about it, so Fenris moved on. Dalton was supposed to be up top, but Julia had informed him that she’d transferred the Knight below to assist with the fortress gate.  It was for the best.  With all the elves and Falconians up there, he was probably feeling a bit useless. 

At least that was the reason Fenris hoped.  He wasn’t checking the names on the casualty lists unless he had to.  They were depressing. 

Ashe and Zorlando were busy getting the Dandies ready for their next action, and Fenris did his best to ensure that the rest of the force was as ready as possible.  The tunnel was not going to hold, or the enemy would attack them from above.  In either case, the next battle was do or die.  Either the Dark Overlord would be pushed back, or the Mayor’s armies would be shoved back into Windfall Valley, where the undead horde would spread out and overrun everything. 

They filled out the units with anyone available, often drafting broken adventurers into regular army positions.  Even with the elven reinforcements, there were fewer than when they’d started up top.  Gloomily, Fenris wondered if it even mattered.  The wall had vastly less area to fight on anymore.  Still, the reinforcements would help.  Fenris was positive that the undead were going to break through eventually. 

Fenris was as ready as he could be with his wounded army for the next assault.  He just hoped they would be enough. 

***

“Take care of your sister,” Daddy ordered, as the wall swayed again.  Then, he started down the Portal that took him to the ground floor.  As he left, Rose kept her brave face on.  This somehow felt worse than when he’d sent her off to Windfall the first time.  She almost regretted begging the princess to send him down, but, of course, she’d had no choice. 

Daddy was useless in times like this. 

Rose’s engineering skills kept flicking alerts into her vision.  None of them were good.  Her explosives should have only been enough to collapse part of the passage, but the timing had been terrible.  The explosives had detonated when Badgelor crashed the dragon into the wall, and that broke something that shouldn’t have broken.

Objectively, most of the damage was caused by the dragon, but no one was ever going to believe that she wasn’t responsible.   

Hansa intercepted her first.  She still had that special look she got whenever she was a bit too excited.  Right now, it was tempered with something different.  Rose didn’t like that.  Apparently, Hansa’s wrist-mounted dragons had been highly successful.  

“Are you okay?” asked Rose.  People said she had an accent, but, of course, she didn’t believe them.  Everyone always had their own way of talking, but she wasn’t going to draw anyone’s attention to that.  

“Yes, sir,” replied Hansa, “Just getting some reinforcements for the. . .”  She glanced down at the rear wall, the shorter and less impressive wall.  That wall was where they were going to fall back to if things went badly.  

They’d be there soon. 

A fierce smile graced Hansa’s face as she looked up.  “We did it!”

Rose looked at her little sister for a moment, recognizing the false confidence.  “Yes, we did.”

“Is Ashe safe?” asked Hansa, quirking an eyebrow.  “I think your explosion might have been a bit larger than expected.”

“Ashe is fine.  She’s down with Zorlando getting patched up,” said Rose.  Hansa scanned the top of the wall briefly.  Not finding what she was looking for, she glanced over at the gate.

“Where is. . .” she began.

“Daddy is at the gate.  Make sure he goes down,” said Rose, watching her sister’s brow furrow.  It wasn’t the time for that.  “I believe he said he needed your help.  I’m gathering up everyone else.”  Everyone else meant Margwal and others, but Rose knew Margwal was already safe.  

It was all she could do to keep her brave face on. 

Hansa grinned.  She was always a daddy's girl, and Rose knew that.  The redhead dashed off toward the Gateway.

Rose hated being the mature one, but she always was.  Daddy had needed a mature one when she was younger.  Since Rose was the most responsible, that duty had fallen to her.  

Sure, Ashe and Margwal were older, but they never really understood other people like she did.  They were all a bit too interested in their own lives, while Rose had been forced to be a bit more interested in everyone else's.  Not that she minded.  After all, she always had. . .

HarDragon stood next to her.  “I sent them away, but we need to hurry.”

She nodded.  HarDragon was good, and she needed good right now.  

The field hospital had been the worst breach.  When the wall had broken, parts started falling off.  A number of undead had gathered up and flanked everyone.  For a few terrible minutes, Rose thought they were going to lose the entire top of the wall.  Then, the elves had appeared and managed to lead a counterattack that forced everyone back.  

If only they had shown up a few minutes earlier.  

The duke’s headless body was tossed against the wall.  The Rod of Power was just gone.  Hopefully, it would turn up after the battle, but, for now, one of their greatest weapons was lost to them.  Not that she cared.  Rose’s breath caught as she spotted her sister, sleeping like always.  

That’s how Daddy must have found her.  He had been leading the charge that retook the hospital with Princess Julia and little Twinkle.  She’d been there too and had seen everything.  She told the princess to send Daddy away.  Daddy couldn’t handle stuff like that.  He wasn’t the mature one.  That was Rose’s job.

From the back, Batista’s armor looked intact, and Rose was at least happy that her sister had managed to empty every single potion out during the battle.  Several of the new engineering syringes designed to rapidly employ healing potions were scattered around as well.  

“You passed,” said Rose, standing next to her sister.  She was using some sort of massive undead puma as a pillow.  The thorn Rose had given her was broken off in the creature’s side, dosing it with Radiant Poison specifically formulated to kill the undead. 

That was supposed to keep her safe.

Rose knelt down and undid the straps of Batista’s helmet.  She truly was a sleeping beauty.  Rose always looked like a cat dragged her out of a dirty alley when she woke up.  Not Batista, she always looked so put together.  Her hair was still perfect, and she was even wearing makeup.  

It was black makeup that went around the eyes to lower glare, but Rose was desperate for anything good. 

Rose closed her sister’s eyes, and pulled her onto her back.  The puncture mark in her armor was right at the heart.  Batista had never wanted to be an adventurer.  She wanted to get married and have kids.  She didn’t want some fairy tale life.  She just wanted a simple one.  At times, Rose thought that silly, but, considering what she’d done for the past few hours, she didn’t think that anymore.  Not everyone needed to be a hero. 

“The gate,” said HarDragon after a long minute.

“Of course,” said Rose, pulling out a floral tile.  They didn’t have time to properly process all the bodies, and there was a necromancer about.  There was only one thing to do, and that’s what she did.  

Rose set the red tile on her sister’s chest and checked to see that HarDragon had done the same to everyone else.  That was the responsible thing, and she was a responsible girl.  Responsible girls didn’t leave any loose strings.  

Standing, she walked over to HarDragon and away from the hospital.  When she was out of range and with a few extra steps, she mentally activated the tiles.  All of them combusted at once.  She did not look back.

It was bad luck to look at explosions, and her family already had enough bad luck.

***

SueLeeta ultimately decided that she didn’t like being a scout.  It was like watching an avalanche about to fall on you.  There were so many undead that she couldn't hope to find the Dark Overlord, and while she watched, about half the undead they had killed were put back together.  

Fortunately, that half contained relatively few champions.  Champions tended to die hard, and Falconian Holy Magic was well known for its ability to destroy undead.  

She wanted to comfort Dalton, but he’d fled down to the ground floor.  SueLeeta didn’t blame him.  Batista was one of the few daughters of his that she actually liked.  The girl had a good head on her shoulders.  

SueLeeta hoped it stayed there. 

That whole thing had gone so quickly.  One moment, the line was held.  The next, the undead were stabbing and killing.  It was all over so quickly that SueLeeta hadn’t even had a chance to react, but she’d seen it.  

Batista had fallen doing what she thought her father wanted her to do.  Unfortunately, it was not what he would have actually wanted her to do. 

Dalton was a great influence, except for when he wasn’t.  He wasn’t smart, but he was predictable, which is what SueLeeta liked in a man.  She hated surprises, but she could usually see them very far off.  That’s why she was able to send the alert out before anyone else.

“The Dark Overlord’s army is preparing to move.”

***

Zorlando moved to smooth his mustache and stopped.  His naked face was bereft of the proud mustache that had graced it for so long.  He felt strange.  Worse, he could tell that Ashe was having trouble adjusting to it.  He didn’t blame her.  After all, Zorlando without his mustache was no Zorlando at all.

When the call came that the enemy was moving, Zorlando was walking the line to ensure his Dandies were the best they could possibly be.  Suddenly, he felt the footfalls of ten-thousand soldiers.  He hated the undead, for one main reason.  Drill, no matter how well-practiced, was never supposed to be that good.  

The Dandies could manage that level of coordination only if he was using his Path talents.  Undead could manage it because they were unthinking monsters, controlled by a central intelligence.  The difference was that when one of his Dandies got hurt, Zorlando felt it.

He quite literally felt it.  He’d spent the perk points to share that feeling for good reason.  You didn’t want to treat your men like automatons.  

He looked out over the courtyard where the army was arrayed.  The battlefield here was much larger than the tunnel.  Still, it was small compared to any other field engagement he’d ever fought in.  There were advantages to that, especially if you were the defender.  

That was doubly true if you held the high ground.  Ashe looked concerned, and most of the troopers were growing agitated.  Time to calm some nerves.  

Zorlando nodded at Ashe and prepared himself.  “I believe we shall be home before dinner.  My close, personal friend is up there.  Nothing will get by Jim and Badgelor.”

If only he truly believed that.


Chapter 58: The Reformation

“That explains what he was doing,” I said, surveying the reformed undead army.  Both sides had been patching themselves up, but the undead had done a much better job of it.  

“What are those?” asked Shart, as a massive, twenty-foot-tall undead stomped toward the collapsed passage.  

“Amalgams,” Badgelor answered.  “When Charles couldn’t fix a body, he’d mix and match parts of several and call it a day.”

“Recycling, what ultimately ends the world,” I said, glancing at Julia.  “That thing is bothering me.  End it.”

She looked at the massive undead for a second and grabbed Lance.  They both had magical weapons that negated most range issues, and SueLeeta wasn’t wasting arrows on something like that.  

A glowing disk flashed out toward the amalgam, and I could see it distort as the undead attempted to Counterspell it.  There were fewer of those than when we’d started, and I half-wondered if Charles was going to get involved.  Suddenly, the disk shattered.  

“That went a bit easier than I expected,” I commented, as fragments of the disk peppered the undead.  One fragment struck a forehead particularly hard before exploding out the back in a geyser of Plasma.  Lance chuckled evilly.  

“Clever, he bonded his Plasma to the Radiant Energy in Julia’s spell but kept it separate.  That makes finding the Plasma tricky, so they botched their Counterspell,” said Shart.

“Will wonders never cease,” I said, as the enormous undead fell to the ground with an explosive thud.  Parts that should have remained on the body went flying in all directions, and the creature was still.

Then, six more amalgams stood up and began marching toward the fortress.  

“I smell him,” said Badgelor, as we continued surveying the field.  After that first shot, both sides were back to full-on bombardments.  Projectiles of all stripes covered the distance in the blink of an eye.  Several arrows hit my personal barrier, but, given the height advantage, they didn’t do much.  

The only spell that hit me lacked sufficient power to do much more than slightly ruffle Badgelor’s fur.  

“Where is he?” I asked, as Julia worked on the second amalgam.  Twinkle was posting his people to block access to the wall, but the elves were most effective at short-range.  “Why don’t the elves use bows or something?”

“I think Diddle does,” said Badgelor.  “He was always a strange one, though.”

“He actually uses a bow?  Gross,” said Shart.

“Why gross?  Elves use bows on Earth,” I commented.

“I thought there weren’t any elves on Earth,” replied Shart.

“No, there are.  Most of them work at the North Pole, making presents for the kiddies,” said Badgelor.  

“Like slave labor?” asked Shart.

“No, they work in Santa’s workshop,” I said.  

“And the cookie tree,” added Badgelor.

“They make vanilla wafers,” I explained.

“Or sit on shelves, watching you,” said Badgelor.

“Just at Christmas time,” I said.  

“None of those sound like they are archers,” said Shart.  “And the ones on shelves sound creepy.”

“Creepy for you?” asked Badgelor.

“Yeah,” said Shart.  “I’m going to d-mail Bruce to use that in Jersey.”

“Vicious,” said Badgelor, nodding his approval.  

“They use bows in the movies,” I began.

“In your fiction, they are archers,” said Shart.  “Please tell me that’s not part of that stupid ring movie.”

“Everyone knows powerful mind-control magic requires an amulet,” said Badgelor.  

“They are archers in more movies than just that one,” I added.

“Wow, you actually have elves working as bakers or in light industry like normal people, but, because of some fictional stereotype, you expect them to all be archers?” said Shart disappointedly.

“Jim, I expected better of you,” said Badgelor, shaking his head in disapproval.  

“I hate this place,” I grumbled.  

“Obviously, there are undead everywhere,” stated Shart.

“We could really use some more archers,” said Badgelor.

As a disk bisected it, the second amalgam collapsed.  In the same moment, the third exploded in a fountain of gore.  The remaining three continued marching toward the wall.  At the current rate of sustained fire, it was obvious they weren’t going to make it.

Which meant they were a distraction.

I scanned the field, spotting undead moving in perfectly coordinated patterns.  They were so perfect that anyone not moving in such a coordinated fashion would be visible, unless that person was the one controlling the entire unit.  

From behind the amalgams, a crushing wave of undead came.  They jogged over the field efficiently and nearly perfectly.  There were rocks and other debris that caused some small sections to move slightly out of alignment.  

I ignored those, instead watching the feet at the head of the column.  Nothing there, they were all perfect.  I watched carefully, as the entire host of undeads’ feet picked up almost as one.  If one of them had been avoiding a rock, I would have seen that.  If all of them did it, then. . .

“Charles,” I said, pointing to the rank just behind the front.

He was hidden in the mass of undead moving toward the gate.  He had all the undead enslaved to his movements.  The only reason they differed was for something obstructing them in the field.  However, when Charles ran into something personally, that effect was transmitted across the entire army.

It would have been virtually impossible to see without my Master Perception skill and a firm understanding of what I’d do if I was an asshole.  

I designated him as a primary target, a new ability with Great General.  In one glorious instant, we let loose on the bastard.

I fired a BioPlasma bolt the same moment as Badgelor blasted him with a Destructive Gaze.  That might not have done anything, but there was an old expression.  “You and what army?”

A Plasma blast, along with a dozen golden disks and rods, slammed into the front of the undead horde.  Those were closely followed by arrows, dragons, and every other bit of explosive you could imagine.  Diddle actually flung one of Hansa’s catapult-fired artillery shells.

For a second, I thought we got him in the least climactic way possible.  

“Illusion,” someone yelled.  I spotted it a moment too late.

I had picked out Charles, but Charles was fifteen logs in front of where I’d thought he was.  That put him out of the area of effect for our spells.  It also placed him much closer to the gate.  Thankfully, I was almost ready for round two.  Suddenly, the debris blocking the passage began to glow.  

“That isn’t good,” I muttered, as rocks flew out of the passage and formed a wall over the undead.  Arrows and spells blasted into the magically lifted stone harmlessly.  

“He’s infused a barrier into the stone!  That makes them much more durable than normal,” said Shart.  I quickly started flexing my Counterspell skill against the stones.  I managed to deactivate one rock easily enough, but the surrounding stone supported it.  More blocks began tearing themselves from the wall.  

The undead were now shielded well enough that nothing we were doing would make much of a difference.  

“If they get through the passage, we will be cut off up here,” said Julia, flinging another massive Saw Blade against the mass.  As it impacted, it shattered into fragments of golden light.  

“Well, it was too good to last,” I sighed, signaling Badgelor.

“Charles must be stopped, no matter the cost,” replied my optimal badger.  

We hopped off the edge toward Grabthar’s wall.  


Chapter 59: The Darkness

Even with Fenris expecting the attack, he didn’t expect it so quickly.  The passage was full of debris, and everyone assumed it would take several minutes to carve through it.  Then, the debris exploded, and the undead were rushing straight at them.  

Lorraine and Nick brought in both flanks of the defense, as the forces of the Dark Overlord set foot in the courtyard for the first time.  Fenris realized he was going to go down in the history books as the general that let that happen, regardless of whatever else he did. 

“Dalton, Zorlando, let's show these bastards the difference between a job and an adventurer,” stated the Cyber Warden, lowering his shield and charging.  He was followed by every Dashing Dandy and dozens of adventurers.  

They slammed into the front of the undead formation and pushed it back.  Every creature in Jersey was present, trying to consume every living thing.  Fenris refused to give them an inch.  A massive undead swung its equally massive club at Fenris, but he deflected it easily with his shield.  From there, he took the champion’s leg.  

Fenris didn’t even stop to finish the wounded creature off.  Behind him, he felt two Dandies pin and decapitate the unholy abomination.  Fenris deflected a spell with the shield before flinging it at an undead that was trying to devour Lorraine’s arm.  

Without the shield, he realized he was vulnerable.  However, the shield bounced three times before flying back to Fenris.  He continued pushing forward.  Sir Dalton took the moment to push past Fenris, carving into the undead with more fury than Fenris had ever seen from the Knight.  While it helped that he had Excalibur II, if the big Knight wasn’t careful, he was going to get overwhelmed.

Despite everything, the Army of Windfall was getting pushed back.  Pace by grueling pace, they were losing the courtyard.  Fenris needed to find the center of the undead formation and break it soon.  Otherwise, they were going to smash through his army.  It was a task made more difficult by the exhaustion and growing sense of terror in the adventurers. 

Zorlando was being strategic, pushing forward with the Dandies in carefully calculated violence.  The level of coordination was even greater than normal, something he needed to counteract the zombies.  Still, it left him exposed, relying on Ashe for protection.  She didn’t let anything get near him, though.  Every undead that advanced went down with a burning hole in their chest.

Then, two strings of explosions went off in the middle of the undead’s lines.  Hansa and Margwal had begun firing their rockets from portable launchers in the rear wall.  The undead were suddenly being shredded faster than they could enter the courtyard.  For a brief moment, the Army of Windfall rallied and started pushing back the horde of undead. 

Then, Margwal’s dragon launcher exploded.  She dove away before she got caught in the blast, but Hansa wasn’t quite as lucky.  When hers went up a moment later, her bright red hair was set ablaze.  A dozen Dandies fell, as a blast of wind so sharp it scarred the wall behind them cleaved them in twain. 

Triblade stepped into the courtyard.  Two of his blades flew back to the legendary sword and locked into place.  For an instant, the battlefield was quiet, as Triblade searched for his target.

“I feel sorry for whoever that poor bastard is,” said Fenris.

“For feck's sake, boss, this isn’t the time,” said Zorlando.  Everyone was staring at Fenris. 

Oh.

Groaning, Fenris popped his neck, even though it couldn’t pop anymore.  Then, he readied his shield and yelled, “For Wind and Windfall!”

His charge skill was nothing impressive, just a forward rush directly into the undead Triblade.  The undead even seemed amused as he watched Fenris charge, gathering speed until each step seemed to propel him forward in a shockwave of energy.

Triblade’s amusement stopped when the shield hit.  

While Fenris expected the shockwave to be of little concern to the undead, the impact of the shield into the legendary sword sent the undead flying backward.  Nearby undead exploded from the outward wave of pressure, and Fenris prepared for a follow-up attack.  Two blades tore out of Tri-blade and went flying, converging on Fenris.  In that moment, he pressed forward, slashing with his own sword and driving the undead leader back.  

Of course, the problem became immediately apparent.  Fenris was good with his sword, nearly at Sir Dalton’s level.  He’d trained extensively and had experienced many situations where he’d needed it before.  None of that mattered against Triblade.  

Triblade was far faster, more skilled, and infinitely more experienced. Within three beats, Fenris was pushed back on his heels.  The next strike was going to take his head.  Triblade raised his weapon, and Fenris closed his eyes.  His last thought would be of his family.  However, instead of the Woodsman’s head, the legendary Tri-blade smacked into Excalibur II.  

Dalton switched to a one-handed grip on the big sword and pulled something out of his sheath.  The second blade looked like some sort of engineering tool.  A series of chains spun up as he held it.  

Spotting the other two swords inbound, Fenris flung his shield and knocked them aside.  Grabbing the shield from midair, he moved to assist Dalton.  Even with his new swords, Dalton was quickly finding himself overmatched.  Fenris began striking with his own burning blade.  

All around them, the undead horde moved to strike at the army.  Groups of adventures fought with undead champions.  Everyone faced armageddon every second, but they held.  It may have been by the tips of their fingers, but they held.  Slowly, they drove the evil back.

“Enough,” bellowed a voice, and Fenris looked at the end of the passage.  On the other side of the wall, the Dark Overlord smiled wickedly at him.  The ultimate villain held two dark scythes in his hands.  So great was his power that Fenris could see him like an afterimage, even with the undead between them.  “Now I will show you true power!”

With wicked sorcery, the Dark Overlord lifted every bit of the damn wall that Fenris could see through the passage, possibly every bit of it that had fallen during the entire battle, searching for something.  The other side of the passage became black.  All you could see was fallen Grebthar, holding up a massive chunk of the dense wall by sheer power.  The debris lifted over his head and began to rotate, while he crushed the rock down smaller and smaller. 

Fenris wasn’t sure how much mass the shield could handle, but, no matter what, that super dense rock was going to be difficult.  In that heartbeat, he knew that the Dark Overlord was going to continue with his spell until that rock was capable of breaching his shield, and it wouldn’t be long.  Fenris was going to need a miracle. 

Or something furrier.  Badgelor landed on the Dark Overlord in a spray of rock.  The mighty War Badger glanced at Fenris dismissively and began tearing into the undead reinforcements.  

The boulder began to lift slowly from the crater when Jim landed, cracking the rock that landed on the Dark Overlord in half, just like some sort of legend.  The Mayor stared directly at Fenris.

“I know I can count on you.  Do your best while I defeat the Dark Overlord,” stated Jim.  He turned and tossed the top half of the boulder into position, blocking the passage. 


Chapter 60: Where, Oh Where is the Dark Overlord-o?

“Where did he go?” I yelled.  We’d lost sight of him when he’d lifted up all the debris at once.  That action had been as much to hide the Dark Overlord from me as it was to prepare whatever his next dastardly plan was.  Now, he’d constructed a fecking dome made out of chunks of the nearly impervious wall.

My knee still stung.  Superhero landings were painful. 

“I smell him,” yelled Badgelor, as everything attacked us at once.  An Amalgam stumbled, as boulder-sized debris rose up from the ground all around us.  Then, the undead monster was grabbing the floating rocks out of the air and flinging them at my badger.

“I don’t see him, though,” I yelled, standing on the ultra dense half rock I’d landed on.  I searched the area.  Charles, the coward, was hiding, so I rushed off into a knot of undead.  It was nearly pitch black under the rock dome Charles had made, and the reek of undead flowed everywhere.  

There was an easy solution for that.  I activated my Plasma Aura and started burning through the weaker undead.  Unfortunately, that left the more powerful undead, and they were unimpressed with my aura.  

“He’s blocking his specific location from the <system>, but he is nearby,” said Shart.

“I’d ask how, but it won’t matter much if we get swarmed,” I said, slashing at another undead.  Even more were headed toward me.  “Any ideas?”

“Look at the light,” said Shart.  I glanced up at the dome.  Cracks were still visible from where we’d dropped through the magically supported dome.  I began dropping the heavy dome on the nearby undead using my Counterspell skill.  Each rock had to be affected individually, but I could manage with enough concentration.  

I started with the pile directly below where Badgelor had landed, as the undead were concentrating there for some reason.  Dropping several more very heavy stones there, I tried to split open the roof and give us some more light.  Suddenly, a hand reached up from underneath the super dense boulder.  I dropped another rock on top of the appendage while continuing my search for Charles.  . 

“Nope, the dome is too thick,” said Shart, as I moved back to the ultra-dense boulder.  “The Dark Overlord was really clever in how he assembled it.  Those really heavy rocks are anchors for the whole spell.”

“There are dozens of them,” I muttered, as an undead Rogue appeared and slashed at me with a pair of daggers.  One of the weapons ignored my armor, causing me to hiss.  The damage was minimal, however, and I was damn near immune to poison by now.  

I decapitated him in one stroke.  Then, I drove my sword into the earth next to the boulder, trying to finish off another undead pinned there.  

“They are all coming right at you,” yelled Badgelor.

I felt a chill.  What did the Dark Overlord know of my plans?  He might not know anything, but Grebthar was still in there somewhere.  I didn’t know what kind of access the Dark Overlord had to his mind.  A long time ago, desperate plans to save Ordinal were Charles’ bread and butter.

Badgelor flipped an Amalgam through the air into a mass of other undead and blasted it with his Destructive Gaze.  The weakened body couldn’t contain the energy, and the swarm of undead was riddled with pencil-sized holes.  Most collapsed, and only a few stood again.

I dropped rocks on them.

“Could you shatter them with the bat?” asked Badgelor, stepping closer to me.

“Yes, but I want to save it for the Dark Overlord,” I said, examining the weapon.  “I made it to break something, and I want that something to be the amulet.”

“With that dome in place, none of the people on the wall are going to be able to help you,” said Shart.  “You are on your own.”

“Good,” I said, searching for the Dark Overlord.

“Hand,” warned Shart.

Grumbling, I activated BioPlasma and blasted the buried undead that was still reaching for my leg.  The entire pile of rubble I was on shifted.  A burst of greenish blue energy filled the mass, converting most of it into molten rock. 

“That bastard is here.  He’s hiding somewhere, like a coward,” I yelled, as undead streamed around us.  The problem with the undead was that they didn’t respond well to changes in situation.  They were ordered to move into the courtyard and kill my army, so that was what they were attempting to do.  They would attack us if we got close enough or attacked them, but most of the undead were content to just run past us and scratch at the rock that blocked the passageway.  

“Maybe he’s further back,” said Badgelor, looking around.  Even his Ultimate Form wasn’t immune to damage from that many undead.  He bore several deep wounds from dozens of undead champions.

“He’s afraid.  He knows that he cannot win against the two of us,” I realized.  “You hear that, you coward?  Come out here and face us!”

Badgelor shook his head and shrunk down to travel size before hopping on my shoulder.  I could already feel his wounds sealing shut, as my ability to share power increased with physical contact.  Between my aura and Badgelor’s blasts, the undead around us stood no chance.  For a moment, I wondered if Grebthar had actually run. 

I slammed into the rock ceiling, as the ground beneath me exploded.  I crashed to the ground in a heap.  A massive chunk of stone smashed down on my leg, shattering the bone with an impressive, painful crack.  Badgelor expanded into War Form in midair, searching for a target.  The Shadows began to converge below him. 

“Shit, he was hiding,” I said, preparing for another attack.

The Dark Overlord exploded from below the ultra-dense rock, lifting the massive half boulder effortlessly and flinging it at Badgelor.  The boulder smashed into the War Badger, propelling him into the half boulder that blocked the passage.  Badgelor scrambled to the rounded side of the rock, as the two halves merged back into a whole.  As the War Badger prepared to leap off and resume the attack, he suddenly flattened against the boulder.  Then, Badgelor screamed, as more power pressed into him.  Finally, the impossibly dense stone shattered behind him, and the entire mass shot down the passage like a bullet. 

I stood, my leg making a series of crunching pops.  I forced the bones back into position.  BioElectricity flared around me, and I went super badger. 

Grebthar’s eyes glowed red, and a nimbus of power formed around him.  “Now, let's get dangerous.” 


Chapter 61: Bowling for Badgers

Combat is so fluid, thought Julia, as Triblade ran straight at Fenris all three of his blades shooting out in unison, leaving the man holding a hilt.  Then, Diddle was there, deflecting a sword.  Dalton smashed a second blade from the air using his own two swords.

Zorlando and a half-dozen Dandies managed to block the final blade.  Fenris charged forward, shield prepared, in a blazing corona of fire.  Triblade swung his bladeless sword, causing Fenris’s charge to break.  A stunned Fenris was then backhanded by Triblade so hard that it was only the shield that saved him.  He spiraled through the air, slamming into the tower behind Julia.  His shield clattered to the ground next to the princess.    

“He has an invisible sword,” gasped Ashe.  She left Julia’s side, daggers at the ready.  Twinkle charged the massive undead.     

Of course, that was what the Tri-Blade was.  If all three of the blades were removed, the skill of the swordsman still remained, forming an additional blade.  The last blade was made up of pure skill and was said to ignore all forms of armor, even shields made by the Mayor.    

Julia began forming her own golden blades.  If a martial skill couldn’t win, she’d just use magic.  Ashe was already flinging her own Radiant daggers at the legendary Warrior, but he was dodging them with contemptuous ease.  Twinkle landed a single kick before Triblade flung him away. 

Julia cleared her mind, focusing her will on the Tri-Blade.  She wasn’t arrogant, at least not without purpose.  As a Zealot, her spells literally worked better when she was confident in their success.  She didn’t have to tell herself she was powerful; she had to know it in her core. 

Flinging her first disk got less than a satisfactory result.  Triblade cleaved the disk in two, barely deigning to notice the princess.  The fragments of the shattered disk flew past the undead general, tearing apart his legion.  Julia began flinging disk after disk, as the swordsman blocked her shot for shot.  

Ashe suddenly appeared behind him, daggers ready.  A massive kick slammed into her chest, sending her flying back.  Still, she’d helped.  One of her blades had nicked the general’s side, leaving a glowing welt.  

Suddenly, Triblade lifted his sword and slashed down from the heavens.  

●        Divine Wind Slash: Divine art, a slash of wind capable of piercing the heavens. 

Julia held up her hand contemptuously and formed a directional barrier.  Even without her new weapon, an attack of that magnitude would have been of little challenge.  After all, she had faced down the Dark Overlord himself.  Nothing short of him was going to be too much of a threat.  The barrier crystalized, impervious, as the wind exploded against it.  The blast wave was enough to send some of the nearby troops flying away, but she was in no danger.  Even his skill could not bypass her impenetrable barrier. 

Triblade appeared next to her and brought his sword down in an impossibly quick slash.  Her arm and her weapon dropped to the ground in a spray of blood.  Julia screamed, staring up at the massive undead.  Sir Dalton broke free and tried to rush to her aid.  He was too far away, though, and Triblade prepared to strike.

Suddenly, a massive boulder exploded out of the tunnel, almost too fast to see.  It slammed to the ground next to her, flipped, and landed entirely on top of the princess.  

For an instant, she was through a Portal on the other side of the wall, where Jim and the Dark Overlord were battling.  Badgelor was creeping away from her and toward the Dark Overlord.

Then, she was back.  The boulder slammed into the base of the tower in a shower of stone.   Triblade stared at her, having sidestepped the boulder himself.  “Nice technique.  I expected you to be flatter after that.”

“As long as there is breath in me, I shall fight,” stated Julia determinedly.  

“Then, I shall remove your lungs,” said Triblade casually, lifting his blade. 

Julia was alone.  No one could break through the tri-blades to reach her in time.  Before he struck, she remembered a quote from the ancient texts.  “I never expected to see the Dark Overlord holding your leash.”

Triblade paused, looking down on her.  He seemed to be staring into her very soul.  For a moment, the unseeing eyes in his dead face hung motionless.  Even for an undead, there was something wrong about those eyes.  Lifting his head, he looked at the battlefield.  Comprehension began to settle on the ancient hero.  His eyes took on a gleam that Julia couldn’t recognize.  Then, Triblade sensed something.  He turned to the side, just as Sir Dalton struck.

Even with the element of surprise, Triblade still Dodged the attack.  Shaking his head easily, he slashed back with his invisible, intangible sword.  It was met with a shower of sparks, as Excalibur II parried it.

“The perk is called Parry Anything for a reason, you bastard,” said Sir Dalton, as he began slashing in earnest.  Julia grabbed her arm and placed it against her stump.  Casting Heal Wounds caused the flesh to mend together.  She continued to cast healing magic on it, trying to quickly bring the limb to a functional state.  

After his initial strike, Dalton’s attacks stalled.  He wasn’t backing off an inch, though.  Triblade wasn’t able to fully use all his considerable weapons skills when fighting with four swords, but it was enough.  Despite everything, Julia knew in her heart that, without aid, Dalton was going to lose. 

She knew a spell that could help, but Blessing of Grebthar seemed kind of counterproductive in the current situation.  Julia needed to believe in the spell for it to work.  She could never believe in that traitor ever again.  Then, she realized a simple solution.  She needed to have faith in the one thing that could never disappoint a Falconian.  

●        Blessing of Badgelor: You buff the target’s weapon attacks and grant them bonus Damage on attacks.  

Excalibur II glowed golden.  The massive Knight parried a strike before driving the pommel into Triblade’s helmet, causing the undead general to stumble.  Swinging down a powerful cut, Dalton relieved Triblade of his hand.  In the same motion, Dalton thrust the blade of forty thousand cuts through the undead’s armor, tearing through the rear in a screaming shower of sparks.  

The body inside burned, as Holy Energy poured through it via Julia’s spell.  Triblade’s body convulsed.  She poured more Mana into the blessing, and the armor glowed once, just like it had in the stories.  Then, all was still.  Dalton brought up his foot to kick the armor free, but the armor unexpectedly spun around, causing Dalton to stumble.  The sword wrenched free of his hand. 

Triblade’s gauntlet flew back to his arm and reattached itself.  Regaining the legendary tri-blade, he struck at Sir Dalton.  The fearsome Knight was finally driven back. 

“What just happened?” asked Ashe, returning to Julia’s side.  That was impossible.  Her spell would have annihilated any undead that existed, except. . .

“He’s not undead,” said Julia.  “That’s a suit of animated armor with Triblade’s soul captured in it.” 

“Well, feck us,” said Ashe eloquently.  There went their whole plan.  Triblade the Undead would have been a challenge to defeat, but undead had weaknesses that could be exploited.  Triblade the Animated Armor was a whole different monster, and they had already spilled the wine.  They had wasted so many resources attacking the wrong target. 

“I think we need a better plan, then,” stated Zorlando, affixing Fenris’ shield to his arm.  Julia glanced back to where the shattered tower was still collapsing.  It was exactly where Fenris had fallen.  Twinkle had led one of the tri-blades off in a merry chase.  There was no one else.   It was all up to her. 

I am a banner to my people. 

“There is going to be a stone in that armor somewhere, a soul gem.  We need to get it away from the armor,” said Julia.  


Chapter 62: Alone in the Dark

The massive boulder slammed into me despite everything I could do to Dodge.  I minimized the impact somewhat, but, in the end, you couldn’t avoid that much stone being moved around that quickly in the dark. 

With all the dust being kicked up, it was difficult to breathe.  It was so bad that I didn’t think I could have seen the huge rock, even if I wasn’t below a shell of earth.  I was positive that the Dark Overlord was loving it. 

“Figured out my strategy?” chuckled Charles, as more boulders whipped around.  I smashed one into bits, but another slammed into my chest.  I landed in a roll, narrowly avoiding a much larger boulder. 

Mental note, fighting the Dark Overlord in pitch blackness is stupid. 

Master Perception, Arcane Sight, Mana Sight, glowing eyes, even just seeing in the dark were all great things.  However, when the guy you were fighting was darkness in darkness, it made actually tracking him down quite challenging. 

“All alone, Jim?  You idiot.  Despite the stories, I always brought help fighting the Dark Overlord,” laughed Grebthar, as massive boulders rained down on me.  I Dodged several, before feeling one slam into the ground.  It bounced toward me, leading me to activate my bladed gauntlet and Parry Anything.

●        Anti-Charles Gauntlet Parry: Partially successful, blades destroyed.

Apparently, the third time was not the charm.  The finely crafted and perfectly enchanted fighting claws shattered.  I knocked another boulder aside but could already hear more gigantic rocks coming toward me.  Charles wasn’t really even targeting me; he was just spinning the boulders around like a cyclone, ensuring that I was somewhere in the main effect range. 

It was a shitty way to die. 

“Did ye forget about me, ya git?” replied Badgelor, and I saw a muffled flash in the distance.

“How did he get back here?” I asked.

“I’m not entirely sure,” replied Shart, obviously impressed. 

“The entire side lit up,” I said, Dodging around rocks and heading to what I thought was Badgelor’s general area.  

“Charles blinding you is smart, Dum Dum,” said Shart.  “You are never going to be able to see that crystal in this.”

“The crystal?  I can’t see squat,” I yelled, hopping off one boulder to another and landing where I thought the explosion might potentially have been.  Nothing was there, and the sandpaper of light gravel was pelting my armor and nearly deafening me.  

“This is just dust.  How am I supposed to beat dust?” I yelled, flipping through another spray of flaming icicles.  Of course, Charles could form ice on fire.

“Have you tried your puma zapper?” asked Shart, in a tone that suggested he was bored.

“I can’t run it here.  The air is too thick with rocks.  Not only that, but the spell costs way too much Mana to maintain,” I said, as the ground underneath me exploded.  I flipped in midair and hopped off the top of the dome, bisecting another zombie.  

“Can you smell him?” asked Shart.  “You know, do that thing that Badgelor is obviously doing?”

“No, the dust is partly skin from the undead.  Everything I’m breathing in is clogging my nose,” I said, not wanting to say out loud that Badgelor’s sense of smell was much better than mine.  I spotted humanoid movement and used Fast Steps to reach it.  One moment, there was an undead champion; the next, there were hunks, and I was no closer to finding Charles. 

“Well, he’s over there,” said Shart, indicating a spot in my vision.

“How can you see him?” I growled.

“He’s using an inverted Mana weave of invisibility against magical detection,” said Shart.  “Easy, if you know what you’re doing.  I just checked Badgelor’s feed.  They are definitely going at it.  He’s almost eaten the crystal twice now.  Go Badgelor!”

“He’ll die if he eats that,” I grumbled.

“Go Badgelor?” asked a confused Shart much more quietly. 

I used menutime and brought up the feed.  I didn’t like accessing Badgelor’s senses.  It was mentally taxing to the point of being painful.  Badgelor and I always knew where the other was, and at this range that knowledge was specific enough that I could triangulate the Dark Overlord’s location depending on how much of a migraine I wanted.  

Badgelor and Charles clashed again, Badgelor managing to tear off part of Charles’ arm before he was thrown free but I had a target.  I shot a blast of bioplasma through the darkness.  The Plasma burned through, but I was alarmed to see how much of the spell's energy was absorbed by the thick dust.  What finally hit Charles only exploded with enough force to shake the cavern.  

“Impressive,” yelled the Dark Overlord through the maelstrom.  

“I got you,” I yelled, flinging a Portal behind him and dropping through another.  I appeared well above the battlefield on a mountain peak.

“You should not be using magic around him.  He will redirect your Portal,” said Shart.  A second later, I started plunging downward.  

“He has to know this won’t kill me,” I grumbled, finding the battlefield.  Given that portals were ultimately cast Line of Sight, he literally had to be able to see where I’d gone.  I was on one of the peaks next to the Western Gate Fortress.  I had a great view of the battle in the courtyard, as well as the massive dome that Charles had constructed.  

Somehow, be it some perk or act of villainy, Charles knew right where I was.  The next round of giant boulders flew toward me.  They were not traveling alone, though.  

A full dozen skeletal super pumas were riding the huge rocks. 

“Why?” I groaned, as the first puma leapt at me, biting down hard on my arm.  I smashed him away, but he was promptly replaced by another.  They were trying to puma pile me before I could get back to the Portal and relative safety.   

“I guess he found the bones in the Fecking Puma Forest.  Being the epic recycler that he is, Charles repurposed them for this little ambush,” stated Shart, appearing on my shoulder.  He gestured at one of the skeletal pumas, causing it to collapse into pieces. The other ones kept right on coming.

“Where are you?” asked Badgelor.

“The top of the mountain, getting attacked by pumas!  What is he doing?” I asked, using BioPlasma to carve one of the creatures in half.  Another tried to sneak up behind me.  Thankfully, I checked. 

“What is it with you and pumas?” sighed Badgelor.  His Health had been steadily dropping through the fight, but he was still ripping into Charles.   “Right now, he’s getting his head stomped in between preparations to murder you when you jump through the Portal.  He’s yelling something about motivation.”  

I was dancing between the horribly powerful undead pumas that Charles had clearly been saving just for me.  The fact that they had been pre-positioned was deeply unsettling.  He’d known that I was going to use Portal magic and had a counter in place ready to go.  I needed to not overthink things, though.  Sure the Dark Overlord was smart, but he wasn’t so all-knowing that Shart, the Elder Demon, was impressed with his plans. 

“Oh, that’s very clever,” said Shart.

I had to learn to keep my mouth shut. 

I didn’t need to ask.  As I danced around pumas, I spotted the entirely uncomplicated plan Charles had concocted regarding my new Portal site.  A dozen massive boulders were all hovering over me.  Since they were outside the dome, Charles could really get their speeds up to an impressive level for their final descent

“I don’t see how this is going to be effective,” I said, dodging around a puma and activating Badger’s Stance.  If there was magical targeting on me, that should have broken it.  I expanded my anti-magical bubble even further, figuring that Charles might have still stuck a spell to me somehow.  While that didn’t affect the nearby pumas, it should have stopped the boulders. 

They continued unerringly toward me. 

A puma leapt onto my back, and I slammed it into the mountain with Power Lift.  In addition to the puma shattering, one of the boulders exploded in midair. 

“The Dark Overlord enchanted the boulders to target the pumas, which are all attempting to jump on you at the moment,” said Shart.  “It’s an ellegant solution to his targeting problem.  He doesn’t even need to pay attention to the attack.”

“Stop congratulating the bad guy,” I groaned, finding the Portal back to the dome and preparing to leap through.

“Wait, how is he going to catch me when I go through the Portal?” I asked.    

“Oh, he can see through rock.  That probably explains why the dust isn’t bothering him,” said Shart.  I Dodged, and the first boulder struck, pulverizing a puma and exploding as I leapt away.  I landed next to a puma and grabbed it.  Activating my Power Lift skill, I flung it through the open Portal.

A boulder detonated in midair. 

“Where did that go?” I asked.

“Redirected again, not very stable I might add,” said Shart, as he looked around and pointed to the other nearby peak.  “Nothing could survive going through such a crappy Portal.”

I examined the other Portal with Perception.  Noodles of bone were shooting out of it.  “So much for going back through.”

“That would have gotten anyone less paranoid,” said Shart.

“Surprised he didn’t send me through the spaghetti Portal,” I said, dodging around pumas.  Boulders of a wide array of sizes continued to smash into the ground and detonate.  I flung another puma through a Portal and watched it turn into bone spaghetti.  I didn’t want to think about what that would have done to me.  I was durable, but that looked like instant death. 

“Portal incompatibility,” explained Shart.  “You made a transfer Portal, so he had to connect you to another transfer Portal.  However, this transfer Portal is his, and he can connect it to another Portal.  You can’t hack a transfer Portal and connect it to a different Portal type; this isn’t some fictional story after all.  There are rules.”

Shart had a point.  This was real life, and I had to get my head back in the game.  “Alright, how do we get back to the Wizard god before he hurts my giant War Badger in the magical dome?”

“I can redirect this Portal back toward your Portal,” said Shart.  “However, he’s going to know I did it.” 

“I'm counting on it,” I said, grabbing another puma.  “Do those rocks only detonate when the puma dies?”

“I could delay it a second or two if you’d like,” said Shart.   

“If you wouldn’t mind.  Also, could you flip the inbound and outbound channels on the Portal?” I asked.

“I guess, though that will mean it is pointing straight at him,” stated the demon. 

I flung the skeletal puma through the Portal.  It arrived back in the dome just as Grebthar finished casting his latest high-powered spell, a swirling vortex of doom designed to kill all living creatures hopping out of the Portal.  The puma, well, it was already dead.  While it traditionally wouldn’t hurt Charles, I had flung it pretty hard. 

I’d finally found a puma that I liked.  I even forgave that one puma for its transgressions as it slammed bodily into a shocked Charles.    

“Damn it,” yelled the angry god. 

The massive boulder chasing the puma slammed into the top of the dome and exploded.

“For fucks sake,” said Charles.  

Then, I leapt through the Portal and punched him in the face again.  Charles’ head crumpled under the force of the punch, and the second strike dislodged the crystal from where he was hiding it.  He was sent flying into his own storm.  I was getting ready for a third strike, but I had to Dodge back to avoid an out-of-control, house-sized piece of rock.   

Charles held up his hand, forming a pulsating barrier to stop the massive debris.

“Feck,” said Shart.  “He’s going to convert that into energy, and his crystal is far enough away that it won’t damage him at all.”  I didn’t need to consider how much damage the attack was going to do.  If I somehow survived, Charles would be able to easily defeat whatever was left.  

Then, Badgelor’s void beams caught him from the side.  Badgelor’s strike wasn’t powerful by necessity; all it had to do was be just strong enough to cause Charles’ automatic defenses to kick in.  It was an impossibly tight prediction, and only someone as familiar with Charles as Badgelor could have managed it.  

The barrier that was manually prepared to block a large piece of stone turned automatically to engage the void beams, easily defeating them.  A pulse of feedback was sent down the line.  However, since Badgelor’s beams were on low power mode, the small detonation on his face didn’t seem to bother the badger.  

Charles, on the other hand, didn’t have time to do anything.  He was still facing me with his hand outstretched as the boulder flattened him.  Totally out of control, the boulder smashed into Charles without slowing. The massive stone kept right on flying, slamming into the wall of the dome.  

“Did that even hurt him?” I asked.

“After a point, reforming his body is taxing,” answered Shart.  “Obviously, it is less than when you do it, but he’s still got to be feeling something.”

The Divine crystal suddenly flew through the debris.  The Dark Overlord’s Mana flared.  The entire mass of rock converted to molten lava and poured from the body of the Dark Overlord.  He turned entirely into Shadow, shaking away the lava.  Badgelor launched himself at the dark mass, tearing through Charles over and over again.  Eventually, the storm of rocks became even too much for mighty Badgelor.  

One smashed against his head so hard that the War Badger had to shrink down to avoid further damage.  Charles reacted predictably, preparing to cast another powerful spell at my friend.

“Forget someone?” I asked, covering the last few steps and slamming into the Dark Overlord’s exposed crystal with One Punch, driving it into the wall of the dome.  

●        One Punch: Check vs integrity of ‘Dome of Boulders, Magically Reinforced.”  The Dome of Magically Reinforced Boulders is really hard, but not that hard.

Charles exploded through the dome in a shower of stone and Divine ichor .  As he flew, his splattered body merged oddly around the Divine crystal.  Instead of instantly reforming, Charles’ normally perfect features were sloppy, and his limbs were distorted.  “I think that finally hurt him.  Badgelor, let's go!”

The silence was deafening.

“He’s unconscious, I think.  One of those rocks must have got him,” said Shart.  Then, the demon sucked in a breath.  “Charles has locked down all communication on this side of the wall.  I don’t know if Badgelor’s alive.”

Badgelor had one weak spot.  Behind the War Badger’s ear, there was a place where sufficient blunt trauma could knock out even the mightiest War Badger, in theory.  In practice, the amount of force necessary was so extreme that only a few people could manage it.  

Say, for example, the god of magic.

Looking down at my badly dented armor, I winced.  Lucy was made of metals that really shouldn’t have been capable of being damaged by rocks.  However, Charles was magically infusing them and flinging them around at hurricane force.  He was definitely outplaying us.  

I hesitated.  Badgelor couldn’t be dead; I couldn’t accept that.  Him being knocked out was bad enough.  If Charles was actually badly injured, I could get to him, kill the bastard, and save Badgelor.  I should check on Badgelor, but, with the spell over, he was probably safe for the moment.  I might not get another chance. 

The Dark Overlord had smashed into a crater surrounded by his army.  The undead looked on passively.  After all, they were just unthinking creatures.  Charles was going to die surrounded by beings entirely under his control.  The whole thing seemed pretty damn ironic.  

“How are you feeling, buddy?” I asked, walking toward the fallen godling and summoning my bat.  “That looks like it hurts.”

Charles stood, his body forming poorly around the crystal.  Even with Divine radiance, the thing was dimming.  I must have damaged it when I’d struck him.  It was a lucky blow, but I’d take it.  Even that stupid crystal had limits, and I had Charles on the ropes. 

He laughed as I approached, a goatish thing that should not have come from human lips. 

“I missed these sorts of fights.  It was the one thing I liked about being the Mayor!” yelled the Dark Overlord.  “The world is on the line, and everything is down to the wire.  Can you feel the weight?”

“I feel it,” I said, staring at the man. 

“I’ll give you one more chance, Jim.  I’ll take you with me, back to Earth and back to your life,” said Charles, a hint of desperation coloring his words.  

“It is over, Dark Overlord,” I said.   

Suddenly, the Dark Overlord straightened.  I could feel an immense amount of Shadow Mana flowing toward him.  He spoke, enunciating each word individually.  “Not quite yet!”  Around us, the undead army started dropping like flies, as he began pulling all the animating energy out of them.  

“He’s drawing all the energy into the crystal,” said Shart.  “He’ll be fully restored.”  I wasn’t expended, by any means, but that was like popping a senzu bean mid-fight.  I now fully understood Vegeta’s complaints about that.

The sky was dark.  Clouds swirled overhead.  We’d been using so much Mana that lightning was flashing from the heavens.  I was a glowing nimbus of golden power, rocking out an advanced form of Super Badger.  Charles was back to just a glowing pair of eyes in a dark body of Shadow. 

“I could smash it,” I said, considering the crystal.  It was faintly visible every so often. 

“I’ve been checking on that.  With all the error reports I’ve been clearing out, if something like that shatters, we’ll be looking at a full-on <admin> intervention,” said Shart.

“That will save Badgelor,” I said.

“That will kill everyone!  Just focus on destroying the collar like we planned,” said Shart.  I seethed, and he continued, “Look, I don’t understand why, but everything Charles is doing is designed to piss off the <admins>.  You aren’t helping.  You don't understand the level of stupid you have to pull to get an <admin> here.  I mean, it is a feat beyond even you, and that’s saying something, Dum Dum.  If an <admin> actually shows up, we are royally screwed.”

“Might be worth it,” I said, gripping the bat until my knuckles turned white.  A lightning bolt blasted away a pile of corpses next to me. 

“Badgelor will die!” exclaimed Shart.  I stepped forward.  The weight was finally getting to me.  The end of the world was staring me in the face.  If I didn’t destroy that crystal, everyone would die.    “Jarra will die.”

I inhaled sharply, mentally recoiling.  Badgelor was planning to sacrifice himself for that crystal, yet, somehow, Jarra was too much.  Maybe thinking of her made me think of everyone else.  All at once, I knew how Charles had been broken.  He had just stopped caring about people.  It was simply easier not to care.   

“The collar, then,” I said, relaxing my grip on the bat.  It would be just my luck to win the battle and lose the war.  


Chapter 63: Triblade Battle

To say the least, Sir Dalton was quite confident.

Sure, Triblade might be a legendary companion of Grebthar, whose skill with the sword was second only to Han So, but he had never fought Sir Dalton before.  Sure, so far, the battle was not going entirely Sir Dalton’s way.  The Knight was bearing a few minor wounds here and there from where little buddy’s nearly impervious armor had been. . .pervioused?

“Brain, check ‘pervious’ and see if that is a word,” thought Sir Dalton, but, of course, brain didn’t respond.  That was “Jim” thinking, and Sir Dalton thought thinking was unnecessary. 

Sir Dalton launched into another series of cuts, nearly losing his head, as Triblade riposted so quickly that even eyes were having trouble following.  

Of course, eyes had already figured out that using all four blades was taxing, even on the legendary master of the Tri-blade.  That didn't make any sense, either.  A tri-blade should have three blades.  Maybe he was thinking about it all wrong.  Maybe it meant try blade, not tri-blade.  

As in, “If you tried hard enough, you could cut four people simultaneously.”  

Sir Dalton was growing concerned.  He did not have an unlimited amount of Stamina, and this fight was becoming more than a bit dangerous.  He was already at half-Health, despite several Healing spells from Ashe’s friend, Julia.

He parried and slashed, driving Triblade back a pace and taking another chunk from the armor on the animated suit.  That was an important victory.  Ashe didn’t have many friends on account of how driven she was.  She needed another Type A personality, and that young lady was that sort of friend.  

Suddenly, Sir Dalton impossibly misjudged something.  Triblade feinted, striking where Dalton hadn’t expected him to, the liver.  Old Livey used to help Dalton drink, but he had retired the organ a long time ago.  Sir Dalton was still fond of the old coot, though.  He reminded Sir Dalton of his younger days, before the trouble.  

Unfortunately, getting stabbed in the liver was uncomfortable, especially when it came from the front.  Triblade yanked his sword free and deflected another ranged strike by Ashe’s friend, then several more by Ashe herself.

Suddenly, Zorlando, who looked ridiculous without his mustache, slammed into Triblade with his shield, sending the armor flying backward.  It wasn’t his shield, though.  It was a shield.  Fenris’ shield.  

His heart dropped, but Sir Dalton would mourn later.  There was going to be a bunch of that later.  

“Get up, my friend,” said Zorlando.  “Ashe would never forgive me if something were to happen to you.”

“Thank you.  I have been having little luck against this enemy,” stated Sir Dalton, sparing a moment to look around and drink his last healing potion.

The elves had two of the blades occupied.  The third was currently stuck in the ground by some sort of rock.  It was shaking violently.  SueLeeta had borrowed one of Beakatrix’s instant rock contraptions before his lovely wife had arrived at the wall.  

And to think, when he’d asked nicely for some equipment, Beakatrix had turned him down flat.  SueLeeta always did have a nice way with words.  

“That is an animated suit of armor.  Are there any weaknesses?” asked Ashe to her friend.  

Her friend looked flustered, which was understandable.  The fate of the world was at stake.  Dalton patted Ashe’s friend Julia on the shoulder in a fatherly fashion.  

“No matter the circumstance, I know we can count on you,” said Sir Dalton.  He usually only said that to his girls, but he could let it slide this time.  She could use some encouragement.  Dalton believed young women often needed encouragement to reach their full potential.  Not Ashe, of course.  She just needed a direction.  

Total self-starter there.

“There will be a magical anchor on the armor.  If it is removed, the armor will fall apart,” said Ashe’s friend.  Even Sir Dalton knew that basic fact about animated armor, but he stood at the ready.

“Where?” asked Ashe.

“I don’t know for sure.  It will have to be some place where the armor is thickest, like the helmet or breastplate,” said her friend.  “It depends on the creator.  Where would the former mayor place it?”

“I, Zorlando, only know one Mayor.  Where would Jim put it?”

“In the codpiece,” said Sir Dalton, gesturing toward the armor’s oversized protection.

“That is incredibly well-armored.  How are we going to damage that?” asked Ashe.

“It is a shame Jim is not here.  He is sort of the expert on gratuitous groin injuries,” said Ashe’s friend.

Sir Dalton considered that.  Jim’s groin had taken its fair share of punishment over the years.  Little buddy’s bait and tackle hadn’t worked right ever since the battle with the goblins where. . .

“Do you remember?” asked Zorlando.

“Fenris is not here,” replied Dalton, flexing his grip.

“He is not necessary, for you did that move through your friendship.  I, Zorlando, will stand with you, my friend.  Fenris is here with us in spirit,” stated Zorlando, holding up Fenris’ shield.  It made both their hearts hurt.  Still, Zorlando looked confident, and that was enough for Sir Dalton.

Triblade looked ready for another clash.  This one would have to be short.  No one had the reserves for a drawn-out battle.  Sir Dalton could feel Zorlando’s Path ability touching him, allowing him an increased Perception of the world around them.  He could see from everyone’s perspective.

Dashing out in front, Sir Dalton swung his blade up in a one-handed parry.  An arrow from SueLeeta slammed through Triblade’s foot, pinning it to the ground.  The strike from the legendary Tri-blade was enough to knock Excalibur II from his left hand.  His right hand grabbed the armor by its unmentionables.

Triblade’s reaction was nearly instantaneous.  Only the coordination powers of Zorlando allowed the former mercenary to slam into the armor before the undead managed to fully cleave Dalton in two.

Sir Dalton used Mitigate, just like he had before in this exact situation.  His Sword Master’s grip allowed him to hold onto one thing with no chance of dropping it.  The codpiece was still in his hand.  The rest of the armor bounced twice before shattering into a thousand pieces.  

Dalton looked over and saw the hilt of the legendary Tri-blade sticking out of his shoulder.  It stayed there for a moment.  Finally, the invisible blade failed, and the hilt clattered to the ground next to half of Zorlando’s shield.  He tried to use his expanded senses to find Zorlando, but his normal senses had taken over.  The last thing he heard before falling over was Ashe screaming.  


Chapter 64: Let’s go Mister Fenris

Fenris finally managed to push the boulder off himself and looked around.  He was on the wrong side of the wall, which explained why no one had come to help him.  He was half-afraid that they’d all been killed by Triblade, and he was waking up to some sort of apocalypse.  His link to the Army of Windfall was broken somehow, and he expected them all to think he was dead.

He would hate to worry AvaSophia like that.  He’d promised her that he’d come home tonight, and Jim had even promised him a Portal to do that.  That was one of the advantages of being friends with the Mayor. 

He stood, surrounded by chunks of the unbreakable wall in a field of rotting corpses.  The entire undead army seemed to have perished.  

When the boulder had been flying toward him, Fenris didn’t have a lot of time to react.  Consequently, when he’d spotted the Portal on the bottom, he’d figured that was his only chance.  It had cost him the shield Jim had given him, but he’d lived.  

Fenris tried to bring up communications with the army, but he was cut off.  There was some sort of magical effect blocking all the messaging capabilities.  Jim was nearby, so there shouldn’t have been any problems messaging him.  There was probably some army building memo or something that Fenris, in his haste, had missed.  Jim should never have trusted someone like him to manage something so important.  As it was, he was unable to even relay the fact that he had survived.

The one thing Fenris didn’t wonder about was where Jim was.  The giant explosions from his continued battle with the Dark Overlord were testimony to his location.  

“What would Badgelor do?” pondered Fenris, considering his options.  He’d probably say something inspirational like, “Golly gee, Fenris, we should go help the Mayor.”  Mind you, Fenris was pretty sure Badgelor didn’t actually talk like that.  

With every new level, Fenris had gotten better at understanding War Badger.  Over time, he was more and more convinced that Badgelor swore like a sailor.  When he was a child, he’d sometimes imagined Badgelor calling him to battle, but it had never been like this.  

Reaching down into his inventory, Fenris pulled out a healing kit from Hansa and a potion from Jarra.  He looked at the kit for several moments, checking to see that it was full of insane nonsense.  Then, he placed it back and swallowed the potion like a good soldier.  Hansa meant well, but there were too many strange components in the engineering healing kit. 

With his Health mostly restored, Fenris tried to figure out how to get back over the wall.  Suddenly, he heard movement.  Drawing his sword and old shield from storage, Fenris crept quietly over to where he’d heard the noise.  There, he saw Badgelor’s paw under a massive boulder. 

Touching the badger’s foot, Fenris used a Woodsman’s perk, Animal Tending, to check on his Health.  It was dropping slowly, but it was dropping.  The War Badger needed to wake up soon.  Otherwise, he wasn’t going to make it.  

Fenris tried to move the boulder or shift it slightly, but the stone was massive.  After one more mighty flex, Fenris sagged.  He was unable to even budge the enormous rock.  This was the goblins all over again.  When the goblins had taken AvaSophia and the kids, Fenris had been unable to do anything to help.

What would Jim do?

Well, there weren’t any chickens handy, but Jim wouldn’t accept that he couldn’t save Badgelor.  Jim wouldn’t accept that he couldn’t save everybody, even when doing so was ridiculous and stupid.  Jim needed Badgelor, and Fenris was his goddamn general.  If Jim could count on anyone other than Badgelor, it was going to be Fenris.  It would have to be, there was no one else. 

Fenris grabbed the stone again, checked his Stamina pool, and lifted.  Muscles strained, and the ground below him shifted but still it was not enough.  Badgelor was dying, Jim was dying and Fenris was being useless. 

Jim wouldn't accept that.  Fenris strained and again nothing, he dumped his Stamina pool into the   lift and nothing.  Fenris was going to fail, he knew in his heart as his stamina began to fade.  He was going to disappoint Jim.  He was going to disappoint Badgelor. 

He was going to disappoint AvaSophia.

●        Power lift skill, unlocked.  

Screaming, Fenris pulled the massive boulder up inch by inch, as his Stamina pool began to bottom out.  Finally, something broke loose in either his back or the ground.  The boulder flipped over, exposing the crushed little badger.  

Badgelor was in Badger’s Sleep, which absolutely no one had time for.  Unfortunately, there were no recorded instances of Badgelor waking up any faster than he damn well felt like.  Badger’s Sleep was the sleep of the dead.  Still, Fenris poured a healing potion into the War Badger.  When that didn’t do anything, he got desperate.  

Well, more desperate.  

Fenris opened Hansa’s healing kit, examining the insane nonsense.  He tossed away the small adhesive squares and several empty syringes for concentrating the effects of healing potions.  He was about to toss away some salts she had included, but his gauntleted hand partially tore the packaging.  The stuff reeked.  It was a smell to wake the dead.

He picked Badgelor up, carefully checking to make sure all the nearby zombies were still dead.  After that grandma incident, he was taking no chances.

Thankfully, the zombies remained dead.  However, there was a new problem.  Now, Badgelor was twitching.  Fenris realized his gauntlet was next to Badgelor’s delicate nose.  Apparently, the compound was so pungent, it could penetrate even Badger’s Sleep.  Despite waving the package under Badgelor’s nose, nothing else happened.  It just wasn’t concentrated enough. 

Well, he did have an applicator.

Using one of the syringes, Fenris filled it with the smelling salts and injected it directly into Badgelor’s nose.  Next, Fenris prepared to fill the other nostril.  Before he had the chance, Badgelor’s eyes shot open, and he screamed.

Badgelor expanded up to War Form, then Ultimate Form, before compressing down to his usual size.  He looked around blearily.  When he heard the sound of explosions in the distance, he turned to look at Fenris.

“I’ve got to save Jim, stay here,” said the War Badger.  At least that’s what Fenris interpreted.  Maybe.  It was nothing like the stories, and Fenris accepted that.  It half-sounded like he added, “You’ll die,” at the end. 

“I’m going to help Jim,” said Fenris. 

Badgelor put his paw on Fenris’ foot and shook his head.  Then, the badger started moving toward Jim, leaving Fenris behind.  Fenris watched him trot over and remembered the stories.  The mighty Badgelor fought to protect the weak.  That was the duty of the Mayor’s companions, to protect the weak. 

Except Fenris wasn’t weak, and he had people to protect, too. 

“I’m coming,” stated Fenris, walking beside Badgelor.  Another blast erupted from Jim’s battle.  “Jim needs all the help he can get.”

Badgelor watched him for a second and his shoulders seemed to slump.  Inhaling sharply, Badgelor said, “Golly gee, Fenris, I’m going to go save the world. Can you help me? I’ve got a badger’s promise to keep.”

Fenris finally understood Badgelor.


Chapter 65: At Last

“Getting sleepy?” asked the Dark Overlord, as I struggled to stand.

“Not quite yet,” I muttered, tearing off my pauldron and casting it aside.  The scorching poison splatter was eating straight through the impossibly hard metal. 

“I thought you said you won,” said Charles.  “You should have gone back to your friends.  Another raid party might have saved you.”

“You would have killed them all,” I argued, finally getting back to my feet.  My left foot made a god-awful noise as it snapped back into position.  I’d have to fix that joint on Lucy, if I ever wore her again.  You know, assuming I survived. 

Charles frowned, looking at his sword and hammer.  His sword was my old sword, and it was currently dripping venom onto the ground.  The earth smoldered and cracked with every drop.  So far, I’d managed to keep my wounds from that blade down to a single scratch.  It was a minor wound, but it was festering in a way I didn’t much care for.  

“Surprised you aren’t dead,” he stated casually, as we continued to circle each other.  

“Poisoner perk,” I replied.

“Yeah, but that only grants you immunity to poisons you’ve already been repeatedly exposed to.  This is Elder Demon’s blood,” said Charles.  “So, that begs an interesting question.  Why is he helping you?”

I didn’t reply.  Even to stall, giving up Shart’s involvement wouldn’t exactly help me much.

Charles frowned, flinging the hammer at me again.  It bounced off the ground and swung behind me.  I was already Blinking out of the way, as a magical copy of the hammer came from the other side.  A blast of fire bore down on me from behind.  

I emerged from the attack slightly smoky but unharmed.  

“What did he promise you?” asked Charles.  “He promised me the world.  He promised me salvation.  Just do this one thing for me, and I’ll take care of you.”

“Salvation?” I asked.

“Not everyone had a great life on Earth.  I was a nobody, a nothing.  Then, I came here, and I became a GOD,” yelled Charles, his voice booming from the mountains.

“SO WHAT?” I replied, my own voice booming.  That apparently annoyed Charles.  A dozen Portals opened around me, letting in a flood of fire, ice, and worse.  Shart redirected several of them, and I Counterspelled the others.

“What did Michael offer you?” hissed Charles.

“Nothing,” I answered honestly.  Michael?

“Liar! I smell an awful stench everywhere around Windfall,” said Charles.  “He is almost as bad of a liar as Kevin, that recluse, and he is far sneakier.”

“Michael is here on Ordinal?” I asked.

“Don’t play dumb!  How else have you managed to be so effective at stopping me?” asked Charles.  “You don’t honestly think I believe dumb luck would lead you to so many perfect strategies.  You are being manipulated, just like I was.”

“I don’t know about that.  I’m pretty dumb.  Not regular level dumb, either.  I am Dum Dum,” I said, flashing forward and swinging for the collar.  Charles' image vanished.  He appeared nearby, looking annoyed.

“No one’s that dumb,” said Charles, staring at me scornfully. I could hear Shart giggle in the background.  Charles flicked his fingers, even as I Blinked to the right.  The spell still found me, burning into my skull.  I heard Shart scream, and silence followed.  

“What did you do?” I growled, getting back to my feet.

“I hurt him.  I’ve been saving that spell just for Michael,” said Charles darkly.  “Did he scream?”

“No, he called you a little bitch,” I replied, stepping forward with my bat at the ready.  I couldn’t hear Shart anymore, and I decided that was a bad sign.  He was probably in Limbo again.  That wasn’t going to end well for him.  

“Did they tell you what happens next?  Do you know what happens when you defeat the Dark Overlord?”

“More Dark Overlord?” I asked.

“If it was only the Dark Overlord, it would have been enough.  It was so much more, though,” stated Charles.  “I couldn’t ever get a moment of peace.  Every single day was a bombardment of questions and requests that only I, the Mayor, could possibly fulfill.  And you know what?”

“What?” I asked.

“I enjoyed them.  For a time, I was needed.  It grew boring after the first fifty years.  After a hundred, I just wanted it over, and I couldn’t even manage that,” said Charles.  “Now, I’m going to destroy everything I built, just to get back, and I don’t even like Earth that much.”

“That is insane,” I said.  “Charles, you have to know you are being controlled.  You have to fight this!  The Dark Overlord corrupted your mind!  You aren’t thinking straight.”

“You don’t get it,” laughed Charles hysterically, an edge of madness in his kackle, as I surged forward again.  The ground before me tore open, and a Shadow tendril wrapped around my leg, slamming me to the ground.  I struggled to stand while Charles prepared another spell.

“All this time and I assumed you would have figured it out.”

“What?” I growled, trying to pull myself free from the burning whips of shadow straight from the leyline. 

“I am a god!  We are immune to mental manipulation.”

I stared at him for a short eternity.  “This was all you?”

The Dark Overlord pulled away, exposing Charles’ glowing red eyes.  A rictus grin covered half his face.  “Every bit, especially the part with your girlfriend.  The Dark Overlord cares about results, the torture?  That was all me.”

The tendrils wrapping around me tightened.  My Counterspell skill wasn’t able to overcome such a direct manifestation of power.  I felt my bones crack.  The mad god began to crush me to death, and, as my vision dimmed, all I could see were Charles’ red eyes and insane smile. 

A pair of Void Beams struck the Dark Overlord, followed by Ultimate Badgelor slamming into him.  The Dark Overlord was smashed to the ground, flung into the air, and driven into the ground again.  

Badgelor snapped his jaw, looking for the crystal.  Then, he snapped again.  The amount of Charles was rapidly diminishing.  Mjolnir lifted from the ground and aimed for the back of Badgelor’s skull.  All it found was Fenris’ shield, blocking the strike.  

It wasn’t the shield I had given him, though, and the impact shattered it.  Fenris couldn’t take another hit without a shield.  

“I left you unconscious!  I was going to bring you,” yelled Charles frantically.  Badgelor kept biting.  With one more nip, the crystal was exposed.  However, it stuck into Charles’ godly flesh.  The crystal flashed, and the hammer swung back around, smashing into Badgelor’s flank with an audible crunch. 

“This isn’t going well,” said Fenris as he made it over to me and slashed at the tendril with his sword.  If just cutting them worked, I’d have already been free.

“Help Badgelor,” I said.

“I am,” said Fenris, as he attempted to free me.

Badgelor and the Dark Overlord smashed into each other again in a brutal series of bites and slashes.  The war badger was resistant to almost everything, but the poisoned blade could still hurt him and the Dark Overlord was getting back on balance.

“We don’t have time,” I screamed, pulling at the shadowy tendrils locking me to the group with everything I had.  It wasn’t enough.  “You need to do this, save Badgelor.  If he kills the Dark Overlord I can break free!  You can do this!”

Fenris turned slowly, then nodded.  “It is like in the stories I read as a child.”

“Yes, channel that!” I said as a tendril wrapped around my leg and started pulling. 

“Just like the stories,” he said.  The cyberwarden gripped his blade until his knuckles turned white.  He smiled at me, “I’ll be… returning shortly!”

Fenris was bad at quotes, but did he mean ‘I’ll be back?’

Charles’ face was one of madness as he cycled through fury, then realization, and, finally, sorrow.  He held up his palm, gathering a vortex of energy.  Badgelor was resistant to magic, not immune.  Space deformed around the spell as he aimed it at my friend.

Suddenly, the hand came off and the spell blasted wide, blowing a hole deep into the wall.  Fenris held his blade in a two-handed grip before Charles, the spell collapsing around him like wings of fire. 

“I’m here to eat candy and kick butt, but I left my candy in my other pants!” said Fenris.

“What?” said the Dark Overlord the moment before Fenris slashed the god in half.  The Dark Overlord’s flesh knit instantly.  It was like the cut was never there, except for a slight portion that hadn’t cut perfectly straight.  Charles stepped back as Fenris slash again, his sword again finding the crystal that was the center of Charles’ self. 

While I had been experimenting, I’d made a sword with the same crystal busting properties as the Abomination Horn, though to a lesser degree.  I’d almost given that sword to Dalton but decided at the last moment to give it to my friend instead. 

Each crack caused a visible disruption to the body, torrents of energy flowing uncontrolled throughout his existence.  I felt the tendrils begin to give, as I poured more Stamina into standing.  Charles held up his hand, summoning back the hammer.  Before it could smack into his palm, Badgelor was there.  He bit down on the hilt, halting it. 

I saw panic in Charles’ eyes for the first time as he got his ass kicked.

“Do you really think you have a  chance against me, Mr Warden?” bellowed Charles.

Fenris laughed.  “Hippie Canno, Mother Trucker!!”

“That’s not how that goes!” screamed the Dark Overlord as Fenris smashed his blade down on the crystal again.   

Charles attempted to defend himself with my old sword, but he was exhausted.  Fenris was ultimately fighting a wizard.  At some point, the former Mayor would have been easily able to handle the Woodsman, but not this Remort.  He gestured toward Badgelor, trying to pull the hammer to him.  The War Badger held firm, claws digging in.  Badgelor held him in place, even as the spell holding me began to unravel. 

“Yo AvaSophia, I’m doing it!” yelled the Warden, his Stamina pool nearly depleted.

Fenris struck over and over again, each hit cracking the Divine shard.  Charles was driven further and further back.  Finally, in a moment of desperation, he thrust with his poisoned blade.  Fenris sidestepped the weapon with casual indifference. 

But Fenris was never the target.    My War Badger’s eyes widened.  The sword drove into his chest and continued to burrow in deeper.  Badgelor clawed at the sword, and Charles magically thrust the blade in deeper, eventually finding the badger’s heart.  Badgelor slumped to the side, the blade sticking from his chest.  It was still dripping with poison.  

One moment, Fenris was slashing, aiming for the crystal.  The next, the hammer slammed into Fenris.  I watched in horror as Fenris’ head just exploded. 

Charles turned to smirk madly at me in victory, but I’d finally picked up a cue from Badgelor and stopped announcing my attacks.  The only thing he saw was my bat slamming down on his exposed crystal.  The collar might be where the Dark Overlord resided, but he hadn’t killed Badgelor or Fenris.  

That had been Charles, just Charles.  The shock on his face as my bat and the crystal shattered in unison would have to be enough.  It was all I was ever going to get from that bastard.  

The magical explosion sent me flying, and I bounced off the ground a dozen logs away.  Charles screamed, his body unable to keep in control without the crystal.  His divine flesh glowed brightly for a moment, then burned in white hot fire.  Finally, nothing remained but the collar.

For a moment, it hovered in the same spot Charles had died.  Suddenly, it shot toward me and snapped around my neck.

“FREEDOM”


Chapter 66: The Dark Overlord is Free

Freedom was a sweet nectar, and he tore through the feeble mayor’s mind like so much fatty tissue.  It wasn’t even a challenge, unlike the crystal, which blocked him at every turn.  The crystal was an insurmountable fortress that never once yielded to his constant attacks.

Not so with this new one.  

Now, the Dark Overlord was back in familiar territory.  He morphed into a ball of dark energy with shadowy wings and raced toward the core of the fool.  He spotted the Essence connections, two very powerful ones, that looked like they had been reinforced by demonic magic.  Impressive.  He had figured the fool’s paranoia was entirely unjustified.

There was no way Michael was looking for this Mayor.

These connections spoke differently.  In fact, they spoke of a slightly worrisome possibility.  If Kevin was here, then the Dark Overlord really was out of the loop.  He sent out a ping for an update on his orders.  In the meantime, he had a meat sack to overwhelm.

The few feeble barriers that this mind constructed were paltry, and he tore through them like they were nothing.  In no time, he spotted the target’s mindspace.  It was in the usual location for a human, but the paranoid freak had actually walled off his core.

Such pitiful creatures.

In the mindspace, the Dark Overlord had to accept a few limits, no more flying for example.  He didn’t care.  His plan wouldn’t wait any longer, and, after his capture by the enemy, he wasn’t going to let anything delay him further. 

The walls were large and impressive, at least to a human.  They were majestic stone things that looked entirely too much like the fortress wall.  It figured.  The human was unimaginative and associated that broken wall with security.  They were pitiful to one of his powers.

The gate was at least somewhat protected.  Still, the Dark Overlord smashed into it, deflecting off in a spray of Shadow.  

●        You have encountered Mental Resistance

“Mental Resistance!” shrieked the Dark Overlord, shoving his avatar-formed, clawed hands into the mass.  Slowly, thread by thread, the Dark Overlord began cutting into the barrier.  Infuriatingly, the damage began to patch itself.  The skill must be perk backed.  That meant only one thing.  This was a real Mayor.

He hated Mayors, or Lightbringers, or whomever it was that was supposed to destroy him.  The Meteor was his least favorite, from back when dinosaurs had roamed Ordinal.  They were frustrating.

Seriously, the Meteor should have worked.  He’d killed everyone, just like he was supposed to, only to find himself connected to a bird hundreds of years later.  The Dark Overlord had destroyed civilization and removed the dominant species, but he had not fulfilled his ultimate purpose.  Now, he was so close.  The collar was perfect.  It would achieve his goal, if only he could overpower this damn Mayor.

Screaming in frustration, the Dark Overlord pulled back to the edge of the mindspace.  The wall’s defenses continued to form.  Still, this one’s mind had never dealt with a full invasion before.  While his passive defenses were strong, his active defenses were weak.

The Dark Overlord had power, tremendous, otherworldly power.  Clusters of Shadows formed around the edges of the wall, manifesting as tiny units that were ready for siege.  This, too, was forced by the human mind.  This is how he thought of his mental defenses, so this is how the mental attacks came.  

Forming around a unit, the Dark Overlord armed himself with a massive battering ram.  It was not just any ram, though.  The Dark Overlord had forged it to be the perfect ram for tearing through Mental Resistance.  He had wielded many such rams against Charles, though none of them so much as scratched the crystal.  Now, there was no crystal to stop him. 

Such was the power of the ultimate evil.  He didn’t just corrupt minds; he wiped them out.  When he was done with this Mayor, the idiot wasn’t going to be able to wipe his own ass without the Dark Overlord specifically commanding him to do so.    

Charging through the increasing waves of mental arrows, he again found the gate.  This time, he slammed right through it.  Mental Resistance was a great skill, a rare one, but it wasn’t any match for the Dark Overlord.  For that, you’d need something truly impressive.

●        Your ram has shattered against Soul Resistance.

The Dark Overlord bounced off the inner gate, dozens of his hands shearing off in the attack.  For a moment, he stared uncomprehendingly at the inner gate.

“Not impervious,” said the Dark Overlord, spotting a small scratch in the barrier that had not repaired itself.  So, it could be damaged.  He had not been anticipating Soul Resistance and clearly had made the ram too quickly.  He needed to form it properly, so it could easily pierce even this barrier. 

Retreating at blinding speed, he still took Damage from the defenders.  The fortress was fully buttoned up now, and the Mayor's defenses were growing far stronger.  That was troubling.  There was only so much he could manage, though.  The Dark Overlord struggled for a moment, as he crafted a perfect ram against Soul Resistance.

“Struggled,” thought the Dark Overlord, checking his back.  The arrows were firing faster and entering deeper.  Still, he wasn’t truly injured, just bloodied a bit.  After he breached the gate, everything would end quickly.  

He gathered the ram and looked at the fortress, which had grown.  The wall was taller and more imposing, and the gate had even more powerful archers defending it.  This was actually going to hurt a bit.  

The Dark Overlord crossed the fields around the Mayor’s mind, still taking arrow after arrow.  The unit of men leading the ram had just enough power left to operate it.  

“Not good enough,” chuckled the Dark Overlord, as the ram slammed into the inner Soul Resistance Gate, his victory, and shattered.  The gate remained.  For the briefest of moments, the Dark Overlord thought he could see through it.  There might even be a crack big enough for him to slip through.

Then, the crack sealed itself.  The Mayor was desperately trying to protect his soul.   It was going to take a third ram.

Cursing, he left the projections to die and ran through the defenders arrows again.  Several bit deep, causing his back, in so far as he had a back, to ache.  The new arrows were much larger than before and were being shot with far more power.  

Again, he formed the ram.  This time, the ram took almost all his effort, which didn’t make any sense.  At his level, breaking Soul Resistance was no longer a challenge, in and of itself.  Breaking a specific user, such as this Mayor, might be difficult, but actually being able to use the skill to break the defense was something he’d learned twenty levels ago.

●        Ability Lost: Soul Tear

●        Level Reduced: -21 levels, you are currently level 39.

This can’t happen. 

His power was granted by the Elder Demon Michael himself.  In many ways, the Dark Overlord was just a cheap copy of an otherworldly being, but such a being had so much power.  Yet, it was somehow reduced, weakened.  There was no way for that to ever happen, unless. . .

The Mayor was draining his Experience pool. 

The Dark Overlord turned to run.  Nothing like this had ever happened.  Before he could flee, he realized his opportunity.  This Mayor was siphoning off his power, but that meant there must have been someplace for the energy to be drawn to.

Scanning the Mayor’s Mana network was more complicated than it needed to be.  This one had two Mana networks fused together in a way that the Dark Overlord never expected.  Once he understood the fusion system, actually finding the spot he needed was easy enough.  There were only a few places where that much Mana could be absorbed.  The Dark Overlord finally found it in the last place he looked.

“Who uses a Biological Aeromancy Core?” thought the Dark Overlord.  He tore through the Mayor’s Mana network and found a smaller, hastily built fortress waiting for him.  Reinforced Essence Collectors stood tall in the distance, obviously crafted by demonic hands.  

The Dark Overlord didn’t have time to figure out who had made them.

●        Level Reduce: -9 levels, you are currently level 30

He raced toward the fortress.  It was growing continuously, as the Mayor recognized the attack.  He just needed to make it to one of the conduits.  That would allow him to directly link his mind to the Mayor’s.  It would be dirty and leave him in a reduced state until he figured out how to reverse the process, but it should be enough.

●        You have encountered an Elder Demon Ward

The Dark Overlord bounced off the access port and slammed to the ground.  When he impacted the barrier, his level dropped to 29.  Now, he was having trouble moving.  At level 29, his effective skill rank was reduced.  The Mayor’s resistance was so much greater than his own that pushing through it was no longer like flying through the air.  It was more like swimming through molasses.  

Still, the Dark Overlord pushed.  The artifact that housed him needed power to keep him operational.  At this rate, Jim was going to drain him so much that the Dark Overlord was going to lose core functions.  

As the levels clicked down closer to 15, the Dark Overlord did the unthinkable.  He attempted to unlock the collar.  It didn't budge.  He felt the power flow into the lock, but the lock didn’t budge.  He felt two powerful hands locked onto it in a deathgrip.  They were desperately attempting to tear the collar free, as the must have done so many times before.   At full strength, he could have blown those hands free.  Now. . .   

Then, even thinking became difficult.  His last few levels were drawn away from him, and the Dark Overlord realized that those two powerful hands were holding the collar together, not tearing it off.  The Mayor was somehow draining the collar, and it no longer had the power to resist him.  In moments, the mighty Dark Overlord was no longer capable of something as simple as opening a lock.

●        Level 0: Base functionality offline.   


Chapter 67: The Power

I pulled the collar apart and dropped it.  Doing so filtered out the Dark Overlord from the staggering amount of power in the collar.  It was now a depowered artifact that I could deal with at my leisure.

I laughed and yelled, “I HAVE THE… hello there.”

“Jim?” asked Sir Dalton, holding his sword ready to strike in a one-handed grip.  Given that I was the only person here that seemed odd. 

“Yes, BFF Sir Dalton.  How are you?” I asked.

“Is it dead?” questioned SueLeeta, sporting a nasty burn.  She was pointing an arrow right at my heart. . .and one at my brain. . .and a third one for my groin.  She was thorough. 

“I think so,” I said, the power burning into my soul.  Suddenly, I remembered.  “Fenris?”

“AvaSophia is with his. . .body,” SueLeeta quietly answered, placing her hand on me.  “I’d suggest you check on Badgelor first and her later.”

“Much later,” added Sir Dalton.

I nodded.  

That just left Badgelor.  I couldn’t sense him, but I remembered Charles’ spell.  Without Charles to power it, I found the edge of the enchantment and tore the whole thing down, flooding my mind with messages.  Most of them were terrible.

“Dum Dum, summon me back,” said Shart, “Now, now, now!”

“Shart, I choose you,” I said, causing the demon to pop into existence on my shoulder.  I was once again thankful that he was a familiar now.  The process of resummoning your personal familiar was considerably less taxing than summoning Shart normally.

He was burned in several spots.

“What happened to you?” I asked.

“I appeared right in front of my statue in Limbo,” said Shart.

“So what?  That place was deserted,” I said.

“It was national Kevin Is a Total Asshole Day,” stated Shart.  “They thought I was a pinata.”  

“Charles is dead,” I said.

“Good,” said Shart.  The demon was quiet for a moment.  “Where is Badgelor?  I should probably pay my respects.”

“He could have survived,” I argued.

“Only the dead have seen the end of war,” responded Shart.  “He wanted to see this war end.”

I looked over the broken wall.  Taking in the charred field, I nodded.  It looked more like super hell than I would have liked, but it was over.  Charles and the Dark Overlord were dead.  The Mayor’s War  was over.

“Roll credits,” said Shart.  “Unless you change the title to the War of the Noobs or something.”

“What the hell are you on about,” I muttered looking around at the devastation.   

I started over to the group of weeping Falconians.  I was silently angry that more of them weren’t there, standing guard over Badgelor.  Then, I checked my menu and realized this was all that survived.  Every single survivor of the Falconian royal family was here and there were less than fifty of them.

“You aren’t going to pee on his corpse?” I asked, realizing how much Shart would love to ruin this moment. 

“Demons don’t pee.  We expel, but no.  He was my. . .traveling companion,” said Shart.  He became silent and stiff on my shoulder.  “I’ll remember him, though.” 

Badgelor was where I’d left him.  He looked slowly over at me, as I knelt down beside my badger’s broken body.  There was a small circle around him where only myself, Jarra, and Julia were allowed.  They’d pulled the sword out, which wasn’t something one typically did with stab wounds.  It didn’t matter with this one.  There was no healing to be done.   

Badgelor’s heart had been stabbed with an Elder Demon poison-infused blade.  It was only his tremendous constitution that allowed him to survive as long as he had.  

“It is done,” I said quietly to the old badger.  He sighed contentedly.  “We did it.”

Badglor’s breath rattled and the weeping grew more mournful. 

“I fear the wounds are fatal,” Jarra said quietly.

“Badgelor, you can’t die,” said Julia, as a keening wail filled the gathered mass of Falconians.  

“Do not grieve.  Soon, I shall be one with the <system>,” said Badgelor with more dignity than I thought possible.

“Badgelor,” I said, unsure how to respond.  I felt a ghostly hand on my shoulder and looked back to see Bruce, the skull-faced demon of death, standing behind me.  No one reacted to his presence, except for me and Shart.  Even Ordinal’s personification of death mourned the old badger.  

“Jim, it is to you, my friend,” said Badgelor, closing his eyes.  This was going in the history books, the final battle of Badgelor.  Everyone expected me to say something Mayoral.  I didn’t have any idea.

“Your task is done,” I said comfortingly, as his eyes shut for the last time.  “I’ll watch over the badgerlings for you and teach them to do badger stuff.  All shall be done in your name.”

Badgelor’s eyes closed for the last time.

Then shot open.

“You forgot about the baby badgers,” said Shart.

Badgelor’s paw shot out, grabbing Bruce by the head.  He squeezed until the demon’s entire skull exploded in a greenish mass.  Badgelor’s heart sealed up and began erratically pumping.  

“Must. . .live,” groaned Badgelor, as his Health and Mana pools started refilling.  I began pushing Stamina into him.  I could instinctively tell that he had had a noble reason to survive; he wouldn’t just let himself die.  Badgelor grunted, “Must live.  Jim will screw up the kits.  Such a bad teacher.”

“Oh, feck you,” I said, standing up.  I threw a Regeneration on him, but the damage the demonic poison had done was too great for even my Treatment skill.  I turned to ask something of Julia, but her eyes were scanning what I could tell must be a quest prompt.  Every other Falconian was doing the same.

Julia screamed and pointed into the crowd.  Spencer Quartermaine, the dignified Healer, was unceremoniously tossed into the circle.  He landed on his face, hopped up, and ran straight to Badgelor.

Shart whistled.  “Remember how I told you Badgelor had some major favors with the Falconians. Well, he just cashed one in.  If he dies, the whole royal family loses fifteen thousand reputation.”

“How bad is that?” I asked.

“Reputation maxes out at ten thousand,” said Shart.

“It goes negative?” I asked.

“Yup, negative five thousand is hated,” said Shart.  “The whole country would rebel against them.”

Julia was pushing her magical weapon at Quartermaine’s face.  The alarmed Healer took it and began casting spells into Badgelor.  Jarra pulled out an engineering contraption that looked like the head-measuring device.  

I didn’t understand why Badgelor needed a hat.

***

“It looks like Badgelor is going to make it,” sighed an exhausted Jarra, walking over to the Portal.  Two paladins and an honor guard surrounded the wounded badger as he was escorted back to Windfall.  

I didn’t say anything.  The line of dead and wounded leaving the field was endless.  Seeing EveSophia holding her father’s lifeless hand as they took him away nearly broke me.  Normally, bodies had to be burned quickly on Windfall.  Not here, though.  

Charles’ power-up had drained so much of the ambient Shadow Mana that there would be no undead in this spot for a very long time.  Additionally, the Falconians had a ritual for preventing undead.  That meant that, if we built a cemetery, the bodies could be buried.  It was going to have to be a damn big resting ground.  

It was hard to tell how long they had been walking.  The sky was off at the moment.  Charles had broken it, and fixing it was not a priority.  According to Shart, it reset automatically every morning at sunrise anyway.  Eventually, the problem would take care of itself.  Until then, everything was under an unnaturally harsh glare from the moon.  The whole area looked unnatural.  

Shart was in my mindspace, sipping drinks at the bar.  Charles’ spell had hurt him badly, causing some sort of feedback across our bond before using Shart’s own power to banish him to Limbo.  

I unclipped the Dark Overlord’s collar from my belt.  The item was still an artifact and wouldn’t go into my storage.  It looked vaguely familiar, like some sort of Progenitor component, but even more ancient.  There were a number of markings on the bottom that none of my skills picked up.  

Mainly, though, I was checking that it was depowered.  Thankfully, it still was.

I sat and watched the people leaving the battlefield.  The war was over.  As king, I’d already made all the decisions that mattered.  Julia was in charge of getting people away from the place, and Lorraine was my new general.  

An image of Ashe sobbing one moment and screaming at her father the next was burned into my mind.  

Sir Dalton stood quietly behind me.   He looked terrible.  I’d seen Margwal and her mask.  I could heal that.  Hopefully, that would help, but she was across the gate now, back in Windfall.  

“Shouldn’t you be getting some rest?” I suggested.  I regretted it instantly.  

Sir Dalton's face cracked a bit, and I reflexively activated Treatment.  There were no untreated physical wounds.  The more advanced features of Treatment told me he wasn’t tired or hungry.  His Hit Points were maxed out, as was his Stamina.

His arm had nearly been amputated, but I knew that was from the fight with Triblade. 

“I’m just waiting,” said Sir Dalton.  “Batista has not returned through the gate.” 

“I can check for you.”  I brought up the army list to check her location, and my stomach dropped. 

“She seems to have been misplaced,” said Dalton with a weak chuckle.  “I’m sure I said something wrong, and she is just running behind.  She always liked to stay out a bit too long.  You know her.”

“Of course,” I replied, closing the list.  I knew where all the Dalton girls were.  

“Are you okay?” I asked after a moment.

“Me?  I’m Sir Dalton!  Of course, I am okay.  I’m just waiting patiently for my daughter to return.  That’s as normal a thing for me as anything,” stated Sir Dalton.  

I stepped in front of Dalton.  With my current stats, he was larger than me.  “Are you okay?”

Sir Dalton’s eyes were bright with tears.  “I wanted them to stay safe, but there was nowhere safe.  There was nowhere in Windfall, nowhere in the whole world.  So, everyone that could come, did.  I said I’d keep them safe, but there were so many.  She was treating people in the rear.”

“Dalton-” I began.

“It’s safe now, right, Jim?” asked Dalton, dropping his sword.  “I made it safe, didn’t I?”

I nodded. 

“They killed my little girl, Jim,” sobbed the Knight. “I couldn’t keep her safe.”

There were no words to fix that.  I grabbed Dalton and pulled him into me.  Only then did the big knight completely break down.  SueLeeta joined in, and then the two of them started toward the gate.  I handed her Excalibur II.

“He’ll be okay,” said SueLeeta.  I could recognize a lie when I heard one.   

“Take care of him,” I said, looking at her.  The burns covering her face and side were turning the pink hue of healthy skin.  It wouldn’t be much longer now, even though I had been forced to use Treatment rather than Regeneration.  My Mana pool was so badly dinged up, it would be days before my energy would flow correctly.  

They left, leaving me alone to watch over the amulet of the Dark Overlord.  I picked up a fragment of the Divine crystal just laying on the battlefield and immediately released it.  Even in its damaged state, it was incredibly powerful.

I didn’t see it land. 

While I searched for it, I spotted Voan.  The little girl was looking around the battlefield.  I frowned.  I knew Blots wasn’t there, so she shouldn’t be.  Voan was also getting entirely too close to the spot where I’d killed Charles, and I didn’t know how dangerous that was.  Unfortunately, she was scared of me, and I didn’t like that.  I banished my armor and stood up.  

“Voan, you should go home,” I said.  As she walked over to me, she tried to look brave.

“There were lots of undead here.  I thought that one of them might be my. . .” she trailed off, sniffling.  I still had that quest.

I patted her on the head.  “I’m sorry.  I’ll find her after this.  There is no more Dark Overlord, so I’ve got nothing else to do.”

Voan looked at me.  She stole a quick glance at the collar I was casually holding, before grabbing my leg in a big hug.  “Thank you.”  She stepped back and started walking slowly to the Portal, still looking around.  

I was about to order her to hurry through the Portal, when Shart spoke up.

“Is that a Progenitor device?” asked the demon.

“I think so,” I said, holding up the collar.  The locking mechanism was about the only thing that looked normal.  The rest of it was a twisted bit of metal that my Crafting skill couldn’t identify.  Still, I knew I’d seen it somewhere.  “It is clearly part of a Source Tap.”

Shart stared at it for a long moment.  “There is demonic writing on the inside, but it is gibberish to me.  It isn’t a <system> language.”

“And not Progenitor.  Maybe dinosaur?” I asked.

“Wow, Dum Dum, going way back there, aren’t you?” snarked Shart, materializing on my shoulder.  Examining the amulet, he continued, “You might be correct.  If so, it is some sort of flawed attempt at it.  The code on the amulet would error out on the collar and cause a feedback loop.”

“Explosive feedback loop?” I asked.

“Possibly,” replied Shart.  

“It reminds me of a piece on the Shadow-Source Tap in Windfall,” I said.  

“The damaged one that looks like someone tried to self-destruct?” asked Shart, still peering at the collar.  He was careful to keep his hands clear.  Apparently, it was okay for me to fiddle with it, but the demon didn’t want to risk his person.  

“Maybe that’s how the dinosaurs tried to destroy the Dark Overlord,” I theorized.  

Shart harrumphed.  “Then, why did he keep it?”

“Keep it?” I questioned.  “It was part of the amulet.  I thought he needed it.”

I felt Shart grow very still.  “Is that the amulet?  You were supposed to destroy that!”

“I drained it.  I figured out a way to keep the Dark Overlord’s spirit from passing through the Mana connection like I did.  I thought you would be proud,” I explained.

“Badgelor nearly died, and the bat shattered,” said Shart very quietly.  “Did Badgelor eat the crystal?”

“No, I shattered it with the bat,” I answered carefully.

“Dum Dum, you are an absolute Dum Dum,” screamed Shart, vanishing back into my skull.  I could feel the part of my mindspace where he kept the console activated.  There was furious clicking coming from that area.  “Destroying the crystal will cause an error message.  If Michael wasn’t watching it, we’re screwed.”  

“I didn’t see an error message,” I said.

“Neither did I!  That’s why I didn't freak out when I came back,” said Shart.  “I assumed you had stuck to the plan, and everything was fine.  FECK!  I’m locked out! How am I locked out?”

“Locked out?” I asked.

“My access on this terminal is limited.  There could be an <admin> warning flashing everywhere, and I wouldn’t see it,” said Shart.

“I think I can see them,” I said.

“Well, that’s just total badger shite.  How would you have access to error messages, but I don’t?” asked Shart.

“I don’t have access to messages,” I said, looking up to where the moon parted.  I didn’t mean anything allegorical; at the moment, we were under the constant glare of the false sky.  The physical moon slid open, revealing an obvious crack.  That fracture allowed a spear of light to shine down, touching the earth right where I’d shattered the crystal.

“Well, feck,” said Shart.  “Let me do the begging.”

“You mean talking?” 

“I know what I said,” replied the demon.  

I walked over to a spot nearby, where an <admin> was about to land.  The feeling of Mana saturation flowing off the light was heady.  People nearby began to collapse, as the energy overwhelmed them.  

“That is a lot of Radiant Mana,” I said, feeling the nearby ground heal from the impact.  I did a quick check on the collar.  It was still unpowered.  I regretted bringing it with me, but the alternative of leaving it on the ground was equally unpalatable.  

“It is a straight line of instructions from the holier than thou pricks,” said Shart.  “They don’t want to put their feet on unhallowed ground.”

Shart manifested in his cut, angular familiar form.  The damage on him was obvious, but he immediately went down on one knee.  

“Should I kneel?” I asked, as a being began to flow down the stream of light.  

“The <admin> will only care that I’m here to beg.  They won’t care about you at all.  Actually, if they do care for you, it will end badly for everybody,” said Shart.  “Keep everyone back.”

I glanced around.  No one was coming any closer.  That was certainly for the best.  I was pretty sure I was going to get reverse cancer from all the Radiant Mana.  I didn’t know what that was, but it sounded bad.  

“<Behold, for I am Zadkiel.  Look upon me in wonder.>”

The <admin> was a literal being of light.  He was somehow both the most organized and most unkempt being I’d ever seen.  He did not appear to care about physical appearance too much, though.  His magical form looked like it didn’t quite fit him.  He looked like an out of shape, middle-aged football player trying to wear his high school uniform.  Worse, a large, glowing scar running down the side of his face ruined the effect of a perfect celestial being. 

“<Greetings, oh masterful one>,” responded Shart in an obsequious tone.  “<How might this pathetic one appease you?>

The shaft of light faded, which, honestly, made it worse.  Now, instead of a wall of glowing light, there was just a ball of entirely too bright light right in the middle of my vision.  I was going to be seeing purple for a week.

“<Prisoner, I have a report indicating that one of the Divine shards left in your care has been destroyed, an obvious error>,” spoketh the <admin>.  “<Please return it to me, for Shards of Divinity are that which the code is woven and anchored.>”

“<The shard, the crystal, it is, um. . .well, you see. . .>” groveled Shart.  He glanced over at the ground.  

The <admin> took notice, frowned minutely, and extended his hand.  The pieces of crystal flowed into his hand from across the battlefield and clicked together.  “<A piece is missing.  This shall not do.>”

“<I’m sorry>,” begged Shart.

“<Shall I look for it, as you seem to be incapable?>” asketh the <admin>.  “<The cost to thy person shall be extreme if I am to look for the crystal.>”

Shart began screaming.  His entire body shook and blurred, as the <admin> held up his hand to cast a spell.  I wasn’t entirely sure Shart would live through that.

“<I broke the crystal,>” I said.  I’d wanted to explain it in a more comprehensive manner, but speaking in <admin> was complicated.  All I could manage were simple concepts.  

“<The Jim>,” saith the <admin>.  Bands of energy began flowing around him.  His wings expanded, and he adopted an almost humanoid form.  His head was still a giant singular eyeball, though.  “<I know of the Jim.  My partner finds you interesting.  You were brought from another world, and your radiance is beyond tainted with Demonic Energy.  I will fix that.>”

“<No, sir,>” begged Shart.  “<That was all my doing.  There were extenuating circumstances.  I had to patch his code, and I, a mere Elder Demon, could never hope to compare to your magnificence.>”

I floated over to the <admin>, whose entire being seemed to glow with absolute power.  He cast no spell that I could detect, nor was any skill used upon myself.  I activated Mitigate reflexively, but it did not slow me a bit. 

“<Shoddy work, though I suppose this would be the best you could manage with your feeble power,>” spoketh the <admin>, as he began to unravel my soul and piece it back together again.  “<Strange, it appears that your companion worked on him as well.>”

“<I apologize, great one,>” said Shart.

It is said that the human body has so many nerve endings that, if you took all of them out and stretched them into a line, it would hurt less than what this thing was doing to me.  He fixed all Shart’s kludged code in moments, not to improve me but to show Shart just how pathetic he was in comparison.  

“<He is repaired, but whatever shall I do with him?>” pondered the <admin>, suspending me in the air.   “<I could push this code to the remaining humans, but I doubt they would survive the experience.  I suppose I could just kill him.>”

“<My lord, he is worthless, an absolute Dum Dum, not worthy of your time,>” said Shart, edging closer.  “<Perhaps, if you would just release him, you could explain to this stupid demon why you are so much better than I am.>”

I was a prop, completely unimportant to the <admin> as anything other than a tool to punish Shart with.  

<”Beg,>” ordered the <admin>.

Shart looked down.  <“Please, just give him to me.”>

<”I said ‘Beg’.>”

Shart looked around desperately.  He was visible and obvious.  Literally everyone could see him.  This would go down in the history books, obviously.  There were several people with the Historian skill nearby.  

“<My master->” began Shart, before he was cut off.

“<No, in their language.  I want them to hear it, like last time.  Beg, so I don’t destroy him.>”

This was the statue in Limbo all over again.  I realized it at that moment.  Prideful demons hated begging.  They hated beggars, and they hated being anything other than the apex of whatever <system> they were involved in.  They needed that power.  They needed that control.

Shart had begged for his people to not be destroyed, and they despised him for it.  He wasn’t hated for surrendering.  He was hated because the demons would have rather died than live under someone else’s thumb.   

“Please don’t kill Jim,” whispered Shart.  He couldn’t bring himself to look at the loathsome <admin.>  I was like Jim the Curious Puppy, for all the good I could do.  I knew the Walker Orb couldn’t contain an <admin>.  They were powerful beyond scope.  All I had was the unpowered amulet, which was attached to the collar. 

Suddenly, I realized that the collar was part of a feedback loop, similar to the one that had once destroyed a section of Windfall.  It was just attached to a far less powerful Shadow Source.  I clutched the collar and made up my mind.  In one fluid motion, I snapped it around the <admin>’s neck.  

The next instant, I was flying.  The <admin> flung me so hard that several of my bones broke from the toss.  The rest of my bones powdered when I hit the wall.  Not enough time passed between me putting on the collar and the toss to even register what happened.  For a moment, I thought I had teleported, but, no, I was thrown.

I was certain of this, because I was in a brand new crater.  

Even that much Throwing Damage was just Hit Points, and I had plenty of those.  “Had” being the operative word, because two thousand points of Damage was a pretty big crater.  It was an even bigger chunk of my Hit Points.  All my bones were gone.  The only reason I was still alive was the Ignore Injury perk from Warrior.  

I dumped Mana into my iffy Regeneration spell while also activating Treatment.  One thing for fighting in a war, my Bone Sculpting skill was climbing by leaps and bounds.  I quickly reformed dozens of broken bones, leaving me with only a few shattered ones.  I could manage that.

The real problem was the <admin>.  He was holding up his hand, gathering a blast of energy.  I highly doubted I would survive anything more.  Absently, I noted that the line from his shot would actually hit the town hall.  I doubted that would survive either.  

Well, fuck him.  At least he was paying attention to me now.  

The blast flew high, annihilating part of the sky, as Shart struck the hated admin.  Shart adopted his full, Elder Demon body.  A backlash of power tore through the demon.  Outside of a summoning circle, that form was illegal on Ordinal.  Shart didn’t care.  He slammed his Mana-infused fist onto the <admin>’s shoulder with enough force that I could feel it through the wall.  The ground shattered, and part of a mountaintop broke free, tumbling onto the fields below. 

The <admin> was unimpressed and flicked Shart away just as casually as he had me.  The Elder Demon slammed into the wall next to me, leaving a similarly massive crater.

“Sup?” I offered.

“This just in:  you are a gigantic, massive buffoon,” replied Shart, wheezing.    

“<Agreed,>” saith the <admin>.  He held his hand up, and a ball brighter than the sun formed in his fist.  The collar began to sparkle.  The <admin> paused.  “<What have you done?>”

“I have no idea what you are talking about, you gigantic asshole,” I groaned.

“No,” wheezed Shart.  “He’s only going to respond in one way to something he doesn’t understand.  

The <admin> frowned and held up two fingers.  “<I shall reset this world to remove your taint from it.  Kevin, you will be reassigned to watching over a slime planet, or maybe even a rock.  It shall be a very small, very boring rock.>”

The <admin> summoned up the powers of the universe, the powers of creation itself.  They were powers that only an <admin> could wield and control.  It was a Phenomenal, Cosmic Power.  Then, he snapped his fingers. 

His head promptly exploded.  

●        Admin Alert: Admin has logged into Ordinal and stepped away from the planet.  System-wide reset will occur in 1 minute.

“Did he just die?” I asked.

“You better believe it,” replied Voan, in a voice that was incapable of coming from a little girl. 


Chapter 68: The Break Up

“Finally,” sighed Voan, walking over to the spot where the <admin>’s corpse lay.  She looked down on it and spat.  “Asshole didn’t even bring any items.  That’s just great.”  

“What?” I choked out, as Voan looked back at me with glowing eyes.  They were eyes I’d seen once before, in the Chamber of Souls. 

“Michael,” said Shart, attempting to pry himself loose from the wall.  He was reduced back to his chibi form, a small, red zit staring in wonder at the dead <admin>.

I looked around.  Everything was still.  It wasn’t a normal quiet, not carefully waiting in the wings.  It was still.  Nothing moved around us at all.  It felt almost like I was in the Tower again.

“You have the <Admin> skill,” explained Shart.  “The system is locked down.  Only <admins> can function at this time.”

“Seriously?  You taught him the Admin skill?” asked Michael.  “You have no dignity.”

“He learned it on his own, when you gave him UnBound,” said Shart.  

“That was such a good choice,” chuckled Michael.  “He caused so many issues, it was all I could do to keep an <admin> out until everything was just right.”

“You wanted an <admin>?” I asked.

“I needed one,” Michael sighed, looking down at the collar and frowning.  “You had to drain it?”

“What’s going on?” yelled Shart, standing.  He was unsure of what to do here.  Michael was his partner, and the <admin> was his foe, but something smelled wrong.  

“It’s simple, stupid Kevin,” replied Michael.  “You wanna see a trick?”

“NO!” I yelled.  “Those always end badly.”

Shart took a half-step back, as a binding circle flared around where he stood.  I didn’t know what was happening, but getting him out of there was the priority.  I lowered my shoulder and prepared to charge, only to see my arm move again outside my control

●        One Punch - You shouldn’t be doing that, please stop. 

I punched myself as hard as I could in the face.  With my depleted energies, that wasn’t quite enough to kill me, but it did serve as a great distraction.  

“I believe Charles used the expression, ‘Quit hitting yourself’,” said Michael, still using Voan’s mouth to communicate.  I stopped hitting myself, partially because I was out of Stamina, and partially because I was out of teeth.  

“Did she ever exist?” I asked.

“Of course, she did.  I found her and her mother at the same time, both quite dead.  I borrowed her body.  She was the most suitable,” stated Michael.  

“You killed her grandmother,” I said.

“I’ve killed a lot of people,” replied Michael, as Shart’s power began to drain into the collar.  The effect took only moments, and the spent demon collapsed to the ground.  “Really, anyone who figured it out had to go.  Thankfully, you are a massive Dum Dum.”

“Oh, feck you,” groaned Shart.    

“Barely halfway full,” said Michael, looking at the collar where it glowed on the ground.  “It will have to do.”

“What is your plan?” asked Shart, looking small and insignificant.   

“Why, kill your arch nemesis, of course.  You certainly couldn’t manage the <admin>,” stated Michael, walking over to the collar.

“What?” asked Shart, trying to get back to his feet.  

“Well, I had an idea.  I couldn’t defeat him with my magic, but, maybe, I could defeat him with his own.  Then, it was just a matter of stealing all this Progenitor tech and finding which part it needed to be.  The collar was always an enchanted feedback loop from a Source Tap.  I just modified it to work on Radiant Energy.”

“That’s why you blew up Windfall,” I said, thinking of the scarred section of my town.

“That was Charles.  When he figured out my plan, he came up with a new one on his own,” said Michael.

“But he had the crystal?” I asked.

“Hardly, I’ve been trying to get an <admin> to come here since the <system> first booted.  However, my quitter of a partner over there is so terrified of the <admins> that he gave up,” said Michael, looking down on Shart.  “Truly pathetic.”

“You betrayed me,” said Shart.

“We’re demons.  We aren’t nice creatures,” Michael replied.  “When I figured out that the collar would work, I knew I needed the Divine shard to attract the <admins>.  I told Charles to fetch it for me.  I had to separate him from Badgelor, so I took control over the Nothing.  Of course, I didn’t realize Charles was planning on returning to your terrible little planet, or that he had the timing down so perfectly.  The collar was supposed to lock on and burn his soul out before he took the shard.  Unfortunately for me, he got the shard before the collar.”

“He wanted to destroy the world?” I asked.

“Not really.  He thought I was wrong about the Mana singularity.  He thought he could focus all the Mana on Earth’s side without harming Ordinal,” explained Michael.  He held up the collar, causing the sky to split open.  “He may have even been right.  I don’t know.  I never bothered to check.”

“He was going to use the leyline’s power to get to Earth?” I asked.

“I know, so disappointing.  Earth would be simple.  You could power that foolish plan with the Source Tap in Windfall.  My plan was a bit more ambitious.  After all, I’m not a stupid mortal,” chuckled Michael. The ground began to shake, and a massive demon crawled out of an ever-growing crack.  

The creature was nothing but fangs and blades.  I didn’t think anyone except me could handle him.  Suddenly, jets of fire erupted from his underside.  The demon rose and headed toward the Gateway.  I quickly lost sight of him, as he was swallowed up by thousands, maybe even tens of thousands, of freed demons.

“You’re breaking them out?” shrieked Shart, horrified.  “A jailbreak?  That will mean another war.”

“It damn well better!” shouted Michael, glaring at Shart.  “You sicken me.  You begged!  You gave up!  We were not their equals.  We were their superiors!  Now, we are stuck eternally watching these meat bags.”

“I’m standing right here,” I said.

Michael shook his head and continued to gather immense power around himself.  Watching him gleefully tear reality asunder was, somehow, the most horrifying thing I had ever seen.  He turned to me.  “The reason you are alive is that I don’t care about you or your species.  Are you going to make me care?  Are you truly that stupid?”

I was affronted by what he’d said, but I wasn’t sure what he’d meant by the whole species.  I suspected I wasn’t going to like the answer. 

“You are going to start another eternal war?” asked Shart.  The flow of energy from him was weakening.  Whether that was because whatever he was being used to power had fully charged, or he was running low on Mana, I couldn’t tell you.

“Indubitably.  We might even win this time.  What we won’t be doing is staying locked up down here,” said Michael, as the last few demons left Limbo.  “Death would be preferable.”

The sky lit up, as the <admins> suddenly began to fight back. 

Michael nodded.  “I couldn’t have done it without you.  Thank you, Jim.  You defeated the Dark Overlord and saved the world.   You won.”

“What about me?” asked Kevin.

“Shart,” sneered Michael contemptuously, “You love this world so much.  I think you should stay here.  If I ever see you again, I’ll kill you.”  

A pair of insect-like wings shot out from Michael’s back as Voan’s skin sloshed off.  The demon flew into the air, heading toward the gateway to wherever the <admins> resided leaving me alone with the broken remains of Shart groaning on the ground.  

●        <System> reset initiated!

The sky returned, revealing a breathtaking midnight sky.  Everyone began to move again, totally unaware of what had just happened.  


Chapter 69: The Finale

Without the Dark Overlord or his massive army to worry about, clearing the battlefield was not much of a challenge.  I just opened a few Portals and numbly led the remaining people back to Windfall.  

“Did we win,” asked Julia.

I looked into her eyes for a long moment. How  do you tell someone that there is a war in heaven ongoing and all of the demons in the world just rose up in rebellion.  And I was responsible.  There was no amount of Jimming this up that would fix that.

I just nodded. 

“The Dark Overlord is defeated forever?” asked Julia, eyeing the amulet carefully.  It was not working anymore.  Channeling the power of an <admin> through it had fried the thing with so much Radiant Mana that it practically glowed with goodness.  I didn’t want to imagine what would happen if someone else wore the amulet.

I nodded again. 

The amulet I could at least handle.  It was powerful, incredibly so, but the controls were mostly burnt out.  It couldn’t be controlled with the Radiant Mana it now contained.  Only Shadow Mana could operate it, and I was about the only one in Windfall who had access to that kind of Mana.  I wanted to destroy it immediately, but even my Mana network had limits.  It would take a few days to recover sufficiently to destroy it.  I only needed to protect it until then. 

“Yes, the Dark Overlord is defeated forever.”

I clipped the amulet onto my belt next to the Walker Orb, I was carrying two artifacts of incalculable power on my person.  Most of the rest of my equipment had been destroyed in the battle.  I pulled out a whip for old times sake, it wouldn’t do for the Mayor to be totally unarmed. 

Julia stared at me.  I was certain that she was hoping I’d take her back to my place to celebrate, perhaps plan a marriage ceremony.  She wouldn’t care if I kept Jarra as a side-piece.  She waited a heartbeat longer than necessary and then shrugged.  

She could work that out later.  Without the Dark Overlord, the Mayor wasn’t necessary.  I certainly had no real desire to lead Falcon.  I might just give her the crown and let her rule.  Someone needed to, and the resumption of the Eternal War, or whatever it was called, that was going to happen next wasn’t going to be fun.

“Where are you staying?” I asked.

“With Lorraine,” answered Julia.  “Ashe needs to be with her sisters now.”

I nodded.  I wasn’t going to think about that right now.  There were plenty of other things to worry about.  

The city shook.  

“An earthquake?” asked Julia.

“When I destroyed the crystal, it rerouted most of the planet’s Mana network,” I said, using Mystical Lore.  “It will take some time for the leylines to settle.  Until then, expect things to be a bit bumpy.”

In the worst-case scenario, things were going to be very bumpy.  None of our plans involved me actually destroying the crystal.  Badgelor couldn’t really destroy the crystal with his ability to eat anything.  That would have just removed it from this reality temporarily.  Shart had been planning on grabbing the crystal from wherever transdimensional space it ended up, clearing it of Charles, and shoving it back in the dungeon from whence it came. 

My destroying it and scattering the leylines all over the planet was not part of Shart’s plans.  I could ask him about it, but Shart was a bit inconsolable at the moment.

“Any updates?” I asked Shart.

He didn’t respond.  He was now listed as a Rank 1 demon, which I was pretty sure was bad.  Badgelor was in the hospital, unconscious but recovering.  Jarra had used a device to replace his heart, but they didn’t have a badger-sized one.  The Healer had been forced to use a human-sized organ.  Beakatrix was making a more fluid heart that could change size whenever he did.  His current heart was forcing him to stay in War Form.  He could do that for an extended amount of time, just not forever. 

Julia left, and I portaled to my house.  Jarra was sitting quietly by the fireplace, but she smiled tiredly at me when I stepped in.  Bashara was supposed to be around, but I didn’t spot her. 

“She was a good bodyguard,” stated Jarra carefully.  “No one even noticed she was there, but she didn’t want to be around for this.  She said she’d talk to me afterward.  You know, help me through it.”

“She would have the experience,” I replied. 

We were alone for the first time in possibly ever.  I activated Treatment, and she poked me playfully.  

“Beakatrix dropped it off,” stated Jarra.  “Do you really think it will work?”

“Yes, I grilled Bashara about the process.  We can begin if you are comfortable with the idea,” I replied.  Jarra dragged me over to the dining room, where a large glass coffin sat on the table, scuffing the wood.  It was a modified version of the engineer’s cloning system that could handle full-sized human bodies.  It could grow them from a single human hair, if one happened to have one in their storage.

I ran my hand over the cloning machine.  The Engineering device was cold to the touch.  Jarra sat down and grabbed a small headset, though she did not put it on.  

I wiped a spot on the glass and looked in carefully, spotting Jarra’s face.  She looked exactly how I remembered her when we’d gone into the dungeon. 

“I’m not sure how I feel about this,” Jarra said.

“Transferring your soul to a different body?” I asked.  “That stuff is old hat anymore.”

“Is it transferring or copying?” she questioned sullenly.

“I have been assured it is transferring.  Your soul will leave your old body and be deposited into the new one,” I replied.  “Apparently, this is how they did things back in Progenitor times when a body was too damaged.”

“Or too old,” said Jarra.  

“Well, we only have to do it once,” I said.  “It even comes with a convenient disposal option.”

“For my original body,” said Jarra.  Her reservations were obvious.  

“We don’t have to do this,” I replied.

“Yes, we do.  Otherwise, I die of natural causesat the ripe old age of twenty-six,” replied Jarra, putting on the headset.  Then, she stared at me.  “You will personally handle the disposal, right?  I do not want to see it.”

I could understand the problem.  I’d spent so much time recovering Jarra’s body that I didn’t want to destroy it, either.  Then again, I didn't want to keep a lifeless husk around.  We were transferring her soul into the new body cloned from the hairs I’d recovered when she was sent to Jersey.  She could heal and be young again.  All I had to do was to put her soulless body back in the casket and activate it.  

Jarra looked at the device, which was part cryogenic chamber, part coffin, and part soul-transferring device.  Hesitantly, she pushed the button.  I saw her eyes begin to twitch, and I grabbed her hand.  It was old and frail but still strong. 

I was expecting Jarra’s awakening in her new body to be calm and comfortable.  It was not.  She scratched violently against the inside of the coffin for several seconds before finally pushing it open.  She tore off the new body’s headset and looked at me.  She nakedly hugged me fiercely for a long moment and I stood there frozen.  Finally, she reached for her old body.

Jarra’s old body jerked back, her hand still tightly wrapped around mine.  I started to gently pry away the fingers, but her eyes shot open.  She stared at me, lost and confused.  I recognized the expression.  It was the one she used on me whenever I was acting a bit dumb.

I glanced over at Jarra’s new body in utter confusion.  This wasn’t the way the machine was supposed to work.  Jarra’s new body was smiling at me.  It was the broadest smile I’d ever seen on Jarra.  However, her smile was off.  It didn’t reach her eyes.  I pulled my Jarra away.

Maggie.

“How?” I asked, pushing Jarra’s old, frail body behind me and out of the room. 

“Well, her soul is just so small,” Maggie smirked, standing on my table.  “There was plenty of room to hide.”  She twirled languidly, showing off Jarra’s new body.  Then, she flipped the amulet into her hand.  I reached my hand down to my belt, realizing it was missing. 

“You really are quite silly, leaving this just laying around,” she said.  Then, she snapped the collar around her neck.  I could see threads of shadow mana infusing the light, bridging the broken bits together and the collar flooded the room with power.  “Oh, I’m going to like it here.”

“Well, I’ve got bad news for you.  I’m sending you back to super hell,” I stated, pulling out my whip.  

“But, Mayor,” grinned Maggie, holding up the Walker Orb, “I choose you.”
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