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      Don’t miss reading the prequel to my new epic fantasy series, Legend of Tal, for free! Tap here for your free copy of A Fable of Blood.

      
        
        The hunt for a god’s secret begins in blood...

        

        Tal Harrenfel, infamous adventurer and living legend, has gone where none have dared before.

        

        He has ventured into the deadly East, where beasts and lawless headhunters roam the mountainous lands, in service of a mission: to discover the secret to defying—and perhaps even defeating—the all-powerful sorcerer Yuldor.

        

        Now he's near the tower where he suspects the truth is buried. With the help of the tower's mysterious caretaker, he'll ascend to claim its secrets—but what lies ahead is far deadlier than he could have anticipated...
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PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      Ali’s chin slipped from his hand, his head nearly plunking against the keyboard. Waking with a jolt, he looked furtively around, checking if his fellow technicians had seen. But if they had, nobody said a word.

      Ali sighed and took a sip of his coffee. There, at least, was one good thing about working as a technician for a virtual reality game: the visors hid the judgmental stares.

      He’d stayed up too late last night playing The Everlands himself, and now he was nodding off on the job again. Slapping his face as subtly as he could, he focused on his screen and took the next available logged issue.

      It was a text submission with a single line: I can’t get out!

      Ali blinked. That was a bit out of the ordinary. He quickly typed back. Hello, Gorget. Thanks for contacting Tech Support. Can you be more specific about the issue you’re encountering today?

      He soon received a response back. Help me! The Valyn. The gods. I don’t know anymore. But they won’t let me out!

      Ali’s heart thumped harder. Are you saying that your log off feature isn’t functioning?

      I can’t leave this dungeon. I can’t leave the game. They say I’ll destroy Absalom. I’ve told them I wouldn’t dare touch him. I just wanted to see if it was true. But I don’t care anymore. I just want to leave. Please, help me!

      Ali read the message twice, then glanced at the open door to the office of his manager. Mr. Henderson had told everyone in Tech Support that The Everlands couldn’t afford a PR disaster. With how new VR gaming at this level of sophistication was, any hitch could compromise the future of the company. And, more importantly, Ali would be out of a job.

      Hang in there, he typed back to the player Gorget. We’ll get you out soon.

      Copying the player’s in-game coordinates — and only staring at them, impressed at the player’s initiative, for a moment — Ali put on his headset. He was logged in within moments, and the darkness of the dungeon filled his screen. The outline of Gorget’s avatar curled up in the corner of the cell was barely visible in the dim moonlight that peeked through the small, barred window.

      “Hello, Gorget,” Ali said cheerfully. “I’m here to assist you. You've had issues logging out?”

      The avatar’s head snapped up. “Behind you!” he screamed.

      An ear-splitting sound boomed through Ali’s headphones, and his vision fuzzed.

      He tore off the headset with a cry. The other techs were definitely looking now, but he found it hard to care. Chills ran up his spine. “Nothing to see here, folks,” he said with a nervous laugh.

      But they were already returning to their screens and visors, barely acknowledging him.

      Sitting back down, his fingers flew as he ran diagnostics. But he kept running into wall after wall, error messages popping up like digital fireworks. He glanced at the headset. He had to go back in.

      But as soon as he put them back on, he knew they were dead. Ali took off the headset with a sigh. That’d be another tick on his record.

      But he had more important things to worry about. Something had fried his headset. Something was keeping that player Gorget trapped in The Everlands. This was a serious glitch, big enough that he had to report it to the boss man.

      He swallowed. “Out of the frying pan and into the fire,” he muttered, then rose and began the short walk to his doom.

      The door was open, so Ali tapped on the frame.

      “Come in,” Mr. Henderson said wearily.

      Ali came in. “Hello, sir.”

      The manager blinked up at him. “Ah, Aaron. What can I do for you?”

      Ali gave a nervous laugh. Mr. Henderson never seemed able to get his name right, even though it was about as simple as they came.

      “I, uh, have a pretty serious glitch on my hands that I need to run by you. A player says he’s stuck.”

      Mr. Henderson stared owlishly back at him. “Stuck?”

      “Er, yes, sir. He can’t log off.”

      His manager shifted back in his chair, eyes unfocused for a moment. “Are you sure? Did he tell you that?”

      Ali tried not to fidget. “Not directly, actually⁠—”

      “Oh. Well.” Mr. Henderson smiled. “Do ask him then. Maybe it’s a simple misunderstanding.”

      Much as he didn’t want to, Ali knew he had to push this. “I don’t think it’s just that. I think he’s really stuck.”

      The manager sighed. “If he can’t log off, send me the specs of the issue log. I’ll address it myself.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      But as Ali left the office, he didn’t feel any easier. There was nothing his manager could do that any tech couldn’t; in fact, he could probably do quite a bit less.

      And besides, that wasn’t the way The Everlands was designed. The game was run, maintained, and innovated by AIs that doubled as in-game gods. Theoretically, bugs like this would be caught and patched by the AIs as soon as they occurred. He and his coworkers were mostly there to lend a human face to helping with player problems.

      But this — this felt like it went beyond a simple glitch. This was the sort of game-breaking error that the AI-gods were supposed to stop in the first place.

      And with that mention of “Absalom” — a name Ali had never heard before, and he knew the game well — he was getting a very bad feeling about this.

      The proper channels weren’t going to address this. They couldn’t; they weren’t made for it. So he’d just have to go via the improper ones.

      Returning to his station, he pulled up a private chat window. Hey. Have something for you. Something to investigate.

      The reply came within a minute. You know I don’t want anything that isn’t crucial to the game.

      Ali grinned. Sheika had always been like that. But once he told her about this, she’d be drooling all over it like a kid over candy. He didn’t know anybody who loved the game as much as her.

      Of course, she had good reason to.

      This is crucial. Believe me.

      Fine. Lay it on me.

      Ali flexed his fingers, glanced at his manager’s office, and began to type.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. ENTERING THE EVERLANDS

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared up at the scene bursting from the side of the gaming parlor. Holographic images loomed overhead, showcasing a slew of fantasy races I’d never seen before. Above them, even larger figures frowned down at passersby like gods on mere mortals. Under the sign, text scrolled by like an old-timey marquee:

      
        
        The Adventure of a Thousand Lifetimes! Limitless Quests, Storylines, and Characters! Ever-changing and Always Fascinating! Play The Everlands Today!

      

      

      Stupid as I might look, I couldn’t keep a grin from my face. But enough people crowded around with jaws dropped like nutcrackers that I was in good company.

      Despite the flashy advertisement mounted on its wall, the Burly Maiden looked nowhere sleek enough to house the first total-immersion virtual reality game. It looked like it’d been transported from a medieval German town, complete with half-timbered walls and a faux-thatched roof.

      But I knew better. I’d stared at it, frothing at the bit to enter, for long enough to know what lay inside.

      And today was the day I’d worm my way in.

      I would have already, even if it did cost a fortune per hour of gameplay, if not for one teensy problem: you had to be 21 to enter the parlors where you could play it on account of it still being in an open beta phase and considered a risk for “kids.”

      At 17, I was apparently considered the same as babies in diapers and 12-year-olds T-bagging strangers online. Go figure.

      My friends, geeks and nerds down to the last of them, had all resigned themselves to waiting until they “came of age” to try it. With a lifetime ban threatened for minors who did manage to sneak in, none of them thought it was worth trying to skip the line.

      I fell on the other side of the issue. But despite my best efforts, nothing had paid off yet.

      I’d hunted down that one guy every school seems to have who makes fake IDs for all the jocks and cheerleaders and requisitioned one myself. But when I tried flashing it, the bouncer didn’t buy it. Maybe it was the distinct lack of facial hair, or my underwhelming, adolescent stature, or that I ended up being the fifth one that day to try it.

      But I didn’t give up. Next, I convinced my older brother, who was 22, to try and “escort” me in, but apparently that wasn’t going to fly either. I would have tried pretending to be my older brother but, well, I’m skinny and he’s fat, so that wouldn’t pan out too well.

      But finally, after staking out the place for a week, I’d found a way. Today, I’d enter the parlor and log in to the huge, wide world of the Everlands. I’d explore a new, better reality. I’d become someone new.

      It wasn’t that I hated my life. Sure, I was having a bad run with the ladies at the moment. Karen, my girlfriend of ten months — ex-girlfriend now — had wanted me to say the big “L” word, but I wasn’t ready for that. How the hell was I supposed to say I loved her when more than half the time I’d rather kick it with the guys and bust aliens on Halo? To make matters worse, Karen was part of our friend group, one of three gamer-chicks in our high school, and she played the saxophone, just like me. So there was no escaping her anywhere I went.

      And sure, my home life could be better. My brother was causing waves by moving in with his girlfriend after they’d only been dating for three months. My parents — divorced — had started squabbling about it every chance they could get. Somehow, my issues got thrown into the mix: my plummeting grades, my lack of initiative in applying to colleges (I’d skipped a year of school in grade school), and, of course, the main problem of all: my so-called video game addiction.

      What they didn’t understand was that my passion for video games wasn’t an addiction, a disease, something you caught and cured — it was a way of life. Maybe it bothered me a little bit when I was struggling through my insomnia to sleep. But mostly, I knew there was nothing I’d rather be doing.

      Suffice to say, I was ready to have the time of my life playing The Everlands.

      Everything I’d heard made it out to be just as epic as I’d imagined. While the original code was architected by humans, the world was maintained, changed, and innovated now by limited AIs who doubled as in-game gods. Sure, they’d have their coders’ biases, but otherwise, they wouldn’t have the limitations a human would have. They could work tirelessly and execute an infinite number of possibilities flawlessly, making the virtual reality, as their advertising went, truly unlimited, as well as free of overbearing hands. How it developed from here on out was in the hands of the players and their choices within the world.

      I was literally sweating to get started.

      But first, I had to infiltrate. Even if it risked a lifetime ban from the game, I was determined to play, if only for an hour or two. It would be worth it to rub it in my friends’ faces.

      I moved around to the back of the building through a narrow alley to the dumpster at the back of the Burly Maiden. Ducking behind it, I put down my backpack and quickly took out the kitchen outfit I’d stolen from the trash a few days ago and put it on over my clothes. It had a stain down the front and was a size too large, but I cinched my belt and set my resolve. If I failed, I’d never get to play. Or as close to never as counted — three and a half years was a lifetime in the gaming world. I didn’t want to be playing dinosaurs while the sleek starship lay just out of grasp.

      So I walked up to the back door and took a deep breath. This way led to the kitchens, I knew from my week of stakeouts. I didn’t have a key, but people regularly came out back for smoke breaks and tossing out the trash. I took out the pack of cigarettes I’d snuck from Dad’s supply at home, knocked one into my hand, then clumsily set to lighting the end. I didn’t smoke, but I pretended to be lazily doing so, leaning against the parlor wall, until someone finally came out the door.

      The heavyset, older woman immediately spotted me and donned a scowl. “What are doing back here? Get to work, or I’ll make sure you don’t work another day of your life!”

      I sneered a little, as I thought my cover character might, then slouched inside the door the woman held open for me, her eyes scrutinizing me the whole way. “And tomorrow,” she said to my back, “come with a clean shirt!”

      I hid my smile as I pressed through the swinging door and into the bustling kitchen. People moved everywhere, and steaming smells assaulted my nose. Some of the food was the same as could be found at any bar, but there was a specialty line for the more hardcore gamers: a whole wall of the kitchen dedicated to rows upon rows of blenders and food processors. They were for making sure those people who stayed under longer than a day (the recommended limit was 24 hours, but the parlor wouldn’t cut them off until 72 hours had passed) still had the sustenance to keep them alive and relatively healthy. Same went for hydration and bathroom business. I sympathized, but I couldn’t see myself going that far. I mean, it might be the best game ever made, but in the end, The Everlands was still just a game. Have some self-respect, people!

      But it was easy for me to say from this side of the game.

      Everyone was so busy that people barely glanced at me except to note my stain with disdainful looks. I ignored them and passed through, my stomach a jangle of nerves and excitement. It was working. I couldn’t believe this was so easy.

      “Hey, man, where you going?”

      My blood ran cold. I slowly turned around to see a long-faced, long-haired twenty-something guy staring at me with bloodshot eyes.

      “Just to the bathroom,” I said as casually as I could. I gestured to my shirt. “Spilled a little something.”

      The guy slowly looked down at my stain. I swear a whole minute passed before a slow smile spread across his face. “Yeah, man. Get that cleaned up. Then I could use a hand on Station 6, you know?”

      “Yeah, man,” I said, imitating his slow drawl. The guy was clearly out of his mind baked. “I’ll see you there.”

      He gave a slow nod, then made his way back towards the kitchens. I had just turned around myself when he said, “Oh. Bathroom’s that way.”

      I grinned, hoping I didn’t look too guilty. “Right. Still kind of new here.”

      The guy just nodded and walked as slow as if he were on the moon. I shook my head and followed the hallway he’d pointed down to the bathroom. There, I slipped off the kitchen clothes and stuffed them in the trash can, revealing my regular street clothes underneath. If need be, I could always come back and retrieve them to leave. Hopefully, there wouldn’t be anything too gross on them, but I was willing to take the risk.

      Taking another deep breath to calm my bubbling excitement, I stepped out of the bathroom and followed the signs to the hubs. There, extending on both sides of the hallway, I saw the terminal rooms for The Everlands. They reached all the way to the back, then curled around out of sight. There were at least twenty in this first hallway. I walked down it, itching to get a look at the simulation rigs. But all the doors were closed and the windows tinted black. No peep show for outsiders; you got complete privacy other than the services you requested.

      All of the first hall’s rooms were full, so I turned the corner to the second. As I did, I saw a big hulking man in a black polo coming down the way. Clearly a security guard. Alarm bells ringing in my head and worst-case scenarios flashing by like a video in fast-forward, I put on a friendly smile as I glanced at the man, while the corner of my eye spied an open room. I quickly ducked into it, but the security guy caught up to me first, stopping in front of my door and silently demanding an explanation.

      I put on an apologetic grin. “Just going for a quick whiz.”

      The ape’s eyes darted to the door, and I suddenly realized the others had had something displayed there. No doubt a digital timecard or something like that, telling the staff how long the person had left to play. The one on my door, of course, was blank. I thought quickly. “Oh yeah, that,” I said with a little laugh. “The guy that helped me said that this one wasn’t working properly. He was getting a tech to fix it.”

      The man stared at me unblinking a little longer so that I couldn’t help but shift my feet a little. Finally, though, he turned and continued stalking down the hall.

      I didn’t waste time slipping out the door and continuing on. I wasn’t about to stay in that room when security was suspicious of me. My only chance was to find another room, plug in, and hope the staff didn’t notice the blank timecard for a while.

      I slipped into a room further down the hall and closed the door before flipping on the light switch. I drew in a breath as I saw it before me. The sim rig looked like a broken-down version of an MRI machine, with the addition of a headset that would encompass my entire face when I put it on. The thing looked like an accident waiting to happen if I tried working it myself. But if I wanted to play The Everlands, that was the only way I could do it. Not only was I too young, but there was also no way I could afford more than ten minutes under. I’d just have to wing it.

      Searching through the menus on the console nearby, I managed to find my way to the activation sequence. Stumbling through the part where it asked how long I wished to play, I increased the time for as long as it would allow, 72 hours, figuring someone would wake me long before that time anyway. I skimmed the instructions and cautionary warnings, then tapped the green START button at the bottom.

      A woman’s voice with a British accent started to give me instructions. “Please lie down on the bed and secure the visor.” I did as she said, fiddling around with the headset to make sure it fit right. The bed was surprisingly comfortable, feeling made of memory foam 2.0 or something. Once I’d properly gotten the visor on, the console said, “Put your arms by your sides and lie on your back. You will now be entering the virtual reality simulator.”

      The excitement and fear of being caught made it almost impossible to lie still, but I managed it as the bed slowly slid under the capsule. I don’t know if it was all the emotions clanging inside of me, but I felt a bout of claustrophobia coming on. Just as I was about to call it quits, the woman’s voice spoke from all around me. “Your play time will be 72 hours. Is this correct? Please answer with Yes or No to continue.”

      “Yes,” I said without hesitation.

      “Play time confirmed. I am obliged to remind you that while your time will be limited to 72 hours in reality, within the simulation, time passes much faster, so it will appear to be many more days.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “Remember also that you may log off at any time. Now please relax and enjoy your journey, adventurer. Welcome to the Everlands.”

      The machine hummed to life. Suddenly, I couldn’t feel my toes, my hands, or any other part of my body. I couldn’t hear, taste, smell, or see. I tried swallowing down the panic, but I couldn’t feel myself do that either. Then there was a flash of bright light as the projection lasers hit my eyes, and I felt myself fall away like I’d been knocked unconscious.

      There was no turning back now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. MISTY ARRIVAL

          

        

      

    

    
      I opened my eyes, blinking. I was standing, even though I knew I should be lying down. Even stranger, as my eyes adjusted, I began to take in the scene around me. It wasn’t the gaming parlor anymore; now, a lush, green forest surrounded me, with a white mist gathering between the trunks and clouding the sky above. I was in the only clearing that I could see, green grass tickling my ankles.

      Tickling my ankles… I stared down at myself and saw I had on puffy trousers tucked into wooden clogs and a tunic unlaced at the collar. I couldn’t have looked stranger. Still, despite the garish outfit, I grinned. I’d logged into The Everlands for the first time.

      “Hello,” a female voice spoke from over my shoulder, causing me to jump. I whirled around and blinked. The semi-transparent figure of a woman stood before me, looking like she was made of oil swirls on the surface of water. It was the sort of thing I’d expect in a video game, but seeing it still startled me.

      “Hello,” I said awkwardly in return.

      “You’re new here?” Her translucent lips curved into a shy smile.

      “Yes.” I glanced around. It was all so real that I’d forgotten for a second that this ghost-woman in front of me was computer-generated. I didn’t need to be hesitant talking to her. “So you’re my guide or something?”

      “Only if you need one. I’m Ava. What’s your name?”

      The first break in my new reality came in: the overlay of a text box with a blinking cursor appeared in the world in front of me. I blinked. It was a video game, sure, but until then, my vision had been just like it was in real life. It was uncanny and wicked cool to see the digital aspects integrated with everything else.

      But my name… what did I want that to be? I could go with my real name, Sean Marrow. But that was beside the point of me being here. I was supposed to be someone new. Still, choosing a character name was always tricky for me. “Will I be able to change it later?”

      Ava blinked at me. “Isn’t a name just what people call you? Tell someone a new name, and that’s your new name. Of course, some people will still think of you by your old name, if you change it multiple times…”

      That was a cool feature — very realistic. But after what I’d seen so far, how could I expect anything less? I thought hard for a few moments. If it didn’t matter, I’d go with something I’d always wanted to name myself, after an enigmatic Game of Thrones character. “Call me Darkstar,” I said casually.

      “Darkstar?” Ava giggled into her hand. “Are you sure about that?”

      I flushed. Even as my mind spun to think of a new moniker — one a little less embarrassing, apparently — I marveled at the gall of The Everlands’ developers to mock their players in the first sequence. “Fine,” I said, a little surly. “I’ll just be Marrow.”

      “Marrow.” Ava tilted her head, eyes looking off into the distance, then nodded. “That will do.” She suddenly spun in a circle, and I took a step back, startled. A moment later, she continued as if nothing had happened. I wondered if that was a buffering movement or something.

      “Neither your race,” she announced, “nor your appearance can be changed at this time. To do that, you must earn the opportunity. But if you do, note the peoples of this world who you might change to…”

      Suddenly, figures spun and appeared from the mist, suspended in midair. I squinted, trying to see them more clearly, as they didn’t come forward much beyond the trees. They were all humanoid, but had very different features that made them strange and foreign. I recognized them from scouring the internet for details, of course, but I still appreciated it as Ava turned and pointed them out one by one.

      “The Devalyn,” she said, pointing to a tall figure who was almost human but for their large, slanted eyes and pointed ears. “The autumn elves. They are a people who have scrambled to survive after their fall from the heavens.”

      She turned to a being who looked designed to live in water, with fins protruding from their head, forearms, and calves, and what looked like oily, smooth skin covering the rest of them. “Naiads,” Ava declared. “Sea nymphs. They are only recently come from the sea, and are eager to prove themselves among the land-dwellers.”

      She pointed to the next figure, who was at least half human. The bottom half, however, had the bent, hairy legs of a goat visible below its pants’ legs and horns that curled from its forehead. “Satyrs, the people of the forests and mountains. While they are skilled in many of the ways of survival and forestry, they are especially renowned for their great libido.” Ava gave me a wink, and my eyebrows shot up.

      But she quickly moved to the next creature, who I instantly recognized as the type of being she herself was. “Specters.” Her voice flattened as she said it. “A nation made of those who cannot pass to the afterlife Beyond.” She left it at that.

      “Gnarish, the underdark dwellers — those who live in the deep and dark places. They, along with those who dwell in the heavens above, are among the oldest of races.” They were shorter and stockier, and looked somewhere between a typical dwarf and a gnome, and had an impressively long and decorated beard.

      The next drew my eye more than the rest. It looked like a Komodo dragon had bulked up and learned how to walk upright. Sharp spikes protruded from a diamond-shaped head with black, intelligent eyes. The body below was muscly and sleek, and a powerful tail swayed behind it.

      “Commonly portrayed as the enemies of the Everlands,” Ava said. “Drakons, the wyvern people, said to be children of the sleeping dragons themselves. Due to an aggressive past, their current fortunes are more hard-pressed of late, and they are much discriminated in most nations.”

      Next was an ordinary human, which I didn’t believe needed an explanation, but Ava stopped nonetheless. “Humans. They, like the other children of the heavens, took the plains for their home. Though they were one of the last of the children and lack distinct racial advantages, they quickly began to carve out large kingdoms and empires by benefit of their innovative aptitudes, burning ambitions, and rushing to make the most of their short lives.”

      I grinned at that. Being a Human wasn’t so bad.

      There was only one figure left, and I suspected here was the mysterious ancestor from the sky. It didn’t look domineering, however; if anything it seemed the opposite, as it was shorter than the average Human, with slender, avian limbs. Emerging from above its shoulders were translucent, delicate feathers. Ava, though, seemed almost reverent as her arm swept towards the slim figure. “The Valyn, the sky elves. The purported rulers of all the Everlands below, reigning from their floating islands that have never been conquered by any other. Many of the peoples below descended from their ancestors, and all look up to them for their mastery of all arts arcane.”

      I didn’t want to become a Valyn even if I had the opportunity at this point, but I knew there’d be at least one good quest relating to them. I couldn’t wait to see what loot came from that.

      The tour finished, the figures flew away and back into the mist. Ava spun once more in place, then faced me again. “Come now, Marrow. You have a long walk ahead of you, and an even longer journey.” My ghostly guide turned and began drifting off into the woods.

      I followed her, not wanting to lose sight of her. I was starting to feel more comfortable in the world, but there was so much I still had to learn. At least I didn’t need to ask about movement controls; this virtual body moved as intuitively as my normal body.

      “Aren’t you going to tell me any of the rules of the game?” I called after Ava, who was still a dozen paces ahead of me.

      “Only when you need them.” Her voice sounded indistinct, faraway, and was getting further. A fog had started to rise around us, and she was fading into it.

      Panic rose in my chest. “Wait!” I cried and followed quickly behind.

      The thumping of my heart was all I could hear as I stumbled through the white mist. I knew I could log out anytime I wanted, but when you feel the chill dampness on your skin, the uneven ground beneath your feet, the blank nothingness before your eyes, no amount of objective knowledge helps the visceral fear. All I wanted was to get through this section. When the hell was the game going to start? I didn't even know any rules other than what I’d read, and since that information was conflicting — developers behind the game had a constant misinformation campaign to keep it fresh and exciting for those who hadn’t experienced it yet — who knew if any of it was right.

      Finally, the mist began to thin. But though I sighed in relief, before me rose a shadow so high I had to crane my head back to see where it ended. Wondering what it was, I wandered closer, and details of the building came into focus.

      It looked like a temple, though it was a blend of ones I'd seen before. It had a pagoda-style roof, but the columns were gray and Romanesque. What drew my eye most, though, was the colossal statue that loomed above. It stared down at me as I approached the temple, a god with an angry, furrowed brow, and a mess of beard and long, straight hair. I recognized him as a Gnarish, one of the ground-dwelling people. In one hand, he had a triple-tailed whip, and in the other, he held the severed head of a Drakon. An angry god, this one. I wondered if the Gnarish and Drakons were mortal enemies or something.

      But I wouldn't know if I didn't find some tutorial soon, so I quickly trotted inside the temple. It was dark for some length, and my heart beat harder. I'd never been good with jump scares, and I hoped this wouldn't include them. Finally, twin pools of torchlight appeared ahead out of the inky darkness. A hooded man stood between them, his shadows extending all around him, though he should have had only two from the way the lights were positioned. My skin crawled looking at him, but I approached all the same.

      “He will guide you.”

      I jumped up and balled my fists, ready for a fight, before I recognized Ava's voice. “Hey!” I exclaimed. “Don't come up on me like that.”

      Ava, luminescent in the darkness, shrugged her spectral shoulders. “Can’t help that you're a baby.”

      This game loved to mock its players, didn't it? “Whatever. Where did you go earlier?”

      Ava shrugged again. “I only appear when you need assistance. Otherwise, I do whatever I please.”

      I doubted that — she likely waited in some nether nonexistence of the game’s code for the next time I needed her. But no need to assault her sensibilities. I didn't know exactly the depth of the AI in this game, but I did know everything I did or said was supposed to have a consequence. Ava might prove useful later if I kept her close.

      “Well, wish me luck.” I stepped forward and approached the cowled man between the torches.

    

  







            3. A GUIDE IN THE TEMPLE

          

        

      

    

    
      When I reached the outer edges of the light, his head snapped up, and for the first time, I got the crawling feeling that he wasn't human. Then I saw the signs. The short, squat stature, which had been disguised before by the darkness and lack of perspective. The rough, almost leathery skin, which had little shine to it. And of course, the long beard that fell to its feet. I was meeting my first Gnarish.

      “Greetings, Human,” the Gnarish said. His voice was deep and grated like a rusted blade against stone. “You have walked a long way to enter the temple of Omagnar Dragon-Tamer. Why have you come?”

      I didn't think I'd had many other options, but maybe that wasn't what he wanted to hear. “To learn. I want to know more about the world.”

      “If you want to know more of the world, you must explore it.” The Gnarish made a sound like a bag of pebbles rattling together. He was laughing at me. Nothing I wasn’t used to at this point, though.

      “But I can teach you some things,” the cowled being continued. “First, the practicalities. You are alive — and remain alive — for one simple reason: health. If you concentrate, you may notice a red meter at the bottom of your vision.”

      All I had to do was concentrate? I screwed up my eyes and did so, but it didn't take much for the bar to appear. With it came three other bars: one green, one blue, and the last silver. “What are the other three meters?” I asked though I suspected I already knew.

      “Stamina for physical exertion, mana for spells, and spirit for channeling.” He held up a warning finger. “Careful with these four meters. On their own, only stamina will replenish. For the others, you must perform specific actions for that to occur, or have certain traits, blessings, or other statuses that facilitate it. For health, these actions will come naturally enough: resting, eating, sleeping, drinking potions. For mana, drinking potions and stopping by mana fonts, which occur throughout the Everlands, will help with this. For spirit, worshipping at temples or visiting holy places will suffice, but be careful: the gods here are jealous, and won’t appreciate anyone paying heed to too many.”

      The Gnarish gave me a garish grin, his leathery skin barely relenting to the gesture. “Mind your meters. You'll see soon enough how quickly they run out.”

      I wasn't sure I liked the sound of that. But I'd have to take what came at me. “Okay. What about my character stats? Skills, profession? And leveling up?”

      “Ah, those.” The Gnarish stroked his long, frazzled beard for a moment. “Simply concentrate to pull up your stats.”

      To get a sense of where I stood with things, I decided to do just that. A moment later, an overlay popped up before me:
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“Anything I should know about my stats?” I asked.

      My tutor shrugged. “You gain experience points, XP, from combat, quests, and developing skills. Gather enough XP, and you will advance to the next level. Upon advancing, you will gain status points, SP, and attribute points, AP, by which to propel your character to greater power.”

      I liked the sound of that. “Alright. I guess I’m good to go.”

      “One more thing.” The Gnarish smiled again, and I didn't like the look of it. Too much of the evil warlock in it. “In this world, the pleasure, as well as the pain, is as real as your own. Count on experiencing it.”

      I heard scuttling from the darkness, and I whipped my head towards it. A game it might be, but the Gnarish was right about one thing: this felt as real of fear as I’d ever experienced. “What’s that?” I demanded. “An enemy? I have nothing to fight with.”

      “Think again, Marrow. Concentrate. Have you checked all your resources?”

      The scuttling was growing closer, and it was hard to think of anything else. Still, I wracked my brain for what the warlock might be talking about. Then it came to me: I hadn't checked my inventory! Concentrating as I had for the meters, I brought up the inventory, another transparent overlay with a series of boxes. All of them were empty but for two slots, occupied by a knife and a red potion.

      

      Crude Iron Knife

      Quality: Poor (10/10)

      Rarity: Common

      

      Minor Healing Potion

      Quality: Fair

      Rarity: Common

      Use: Gain 1 health per second over 90 seconds.

      

      That wasn’t much in the way of stats, but it at least gave me some information. Maybe I had to have higher skills to see more specific stats.

      I didn't have the knife actually on my person, so apparently items that I hadn't equipped didn't show up on me. I concentrated on the knife to equip it, and it suddenly appeared on my belt with a subtle blue glow. I immediately drew it and gripped it tight, readying myself for whatever was coming.

      “Good, Marrow. But you aren't using everything at your disposal.”

      Not everything? Ah, of course — I had mana and spirit meters, and the warlock had said I'd use them soon. That probably meant I knew a low-level spell in each. I concentrated again, and my stats came up again. There were two listed for magic: Magelight, which would illuminate dark places, and Magic Missiles, a minor damage spell. Under channeling, I didn’t understand the one entry, True Belief, and the description didn’t much help.

      

      Magelight

      Affinity: Light

      Cost: 20 mana

      Effect: Produces an orb of radiance that illuminates up to 30 feet around and lasts 30 minutes.

      

      Magic Missiles

      Affinity: Light

      Cost: 25 mana

      Effect: Sends a volley of light projectiles that cause up to 50 damage to a single target.

      

      True Belief

      Affinity: White

      Faith: —

      Cost: —

      Effect: Convey your true allegiance to a faith or deity with indisputable veracity.

      

      No more time to look. The first of the scuttling creatures came forward. Were they ever ugly; black, hairy beasts that moved liked spiders, but had a mess of claws, teeth, and other sharp parts that looked like they’d been put together from any number of creatures. I didn’t like the look of them at all, especially with just a knife and a damage spell I didn’t know how to use yet.

      One by one, they emerged from the darkness and surrounded me, stopping at the edge of the pool of light to gnash their teeth. There was no way I could defeat them. “What am I supposed to do?” I yelled at the Gnarish.

      But the warlock had a strange look in his eyes. “Players can’t be trusted,” he said in a low voice. “Not until they’re tested.” Then before my eyes, the warlock whirled his cloak and simply disappeared.

      I was alone with the creatures. Which was exactly when they attacked.

      One lunged for my knee and caught it in its teeth, crushing the bone. Pain lashed through my leg. It felt real, way too real. I didn’t sneak into the game parlor to get tortured. What was this game?!

      But I wasn’t just going to be chimeric spider food. I stabbed the creature that had me in its bulbous body, and gray liquid spurted up around the hilt. The creature let go and backed away. I grinned savagely at it, but it was hard to feel too victorious when I couldn’t even stand.

      Two more of the things came forward, one from each side. Whirling on my good knee, I desperately tried keeping them at a distance, but my knife only clipped the jaws of one, allowing the other in for two slashes on my chest. My health meter flashed in the corner of my vision, almost three-quarters of it dissipated. I didn’t need the reminder. I felt every bit of that pain in my body.

      I was going to lose. I was meant to lose. But why? Why start players off this way? What the hell was The Everlands all about?

      I managed to stab the spider attacking me, but the other one leaped forward again while my knife was still buried deep in its fellow’s flesh. Not knowing what else to do, I thrust out my hand and yelled, “Magic missiles!” like an anime character. I didn’t even feel stupid, for bright, violet darts shot from my hand and zoomed at the spider, crashing into its body and bursting it like a gory water balloon. I stared at my hand. I’d just performed magic, and it felt as awesome as I’d always imagined.

      But there was no end to the creatures. Their sharp-limbed bodies faded into the darkness around me, a sea without end. Three came on this time, and I knew this was it. I was going to die. What came after that?

      Ava appeared from nowhere at my side. “Brace yourself!” she yelled. “And close your eyes!”

      I felt a chill run down my arm as her pale, ghostly hand gripped it, frosty as winter air, but welcome in the midst of the hot pain everywhere else. I closed my eyes as instructed, and waited for the creatures to tear me apart.

      Then the floor pulled out from beneath me, and I felt nothing but the cold of Ava’s hand on my skin.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. THREE-HORNED

          

        

      

    

    
      My eyes still closed, I was weightless like I’d somehow teleported into space. The next moment, I crashed into the ground. But instead of stone, it felt like wood beneath my hands. Was I hallucinating? Or was this what happened when you died here?

      I blinked open my eyes. I was no longer in the dark, cavernous temple, but in a small, cramped room instead. Sitting up and rubbing my head, I saw it had simple furnishings and could barely fit myself sprawled on the floor, but there were at least a bed and a small table beside.

      Suddenly, I wasn’t alone, as Ava whirled into existence beside me. The haze of confusion suddenly dissipated; of course, Ava had teleported me here somehow. I rubbed my bruised hands. She could have at least put me on the bed.

      “What the hell happened back there?” I demanded. I noticed I no longer was suffering from my wounds from the chimera-spiders, but the pain was all too fresh in my mind. If it was all like that, I was not looking forward to combat in this game.

      Ava looked troubled, her effervescent brow drawn down. “I don’t know for sure. I need to⁠—”

      She suddenly went blurry, her image fuzzing like an old television screen with bad reception. “Ava?” I said cautiously.

      My NPC guide came back into sharp clarity. “I need to depart,” she said breathlessly — though I supposed that was how a ghost always talked. “I’ll visit you as soon as I can, but…”

      Her figure fuzzed again, then she whirled and evaporated. I just stared. Man, they needed to sort out the glitches. The Pantheon wasn't doing its job!

      But I wasn’t going to let a little weirdness stop me. I was still pumped to start exploring the Everlands. Rising to my feet, I checked that my knife was securely on my belt, checked my meters — which were full; whatever Ava had done must have reset them — then set out of the room and took my first real steps in the Everlands.

      A large common room awaited me outside, and it was bustling with activity. People — NPCs or player, I couldn’t tell — were in all manners of clothes and states of decorum, sprawled along tables, lounging and laughing and chatting away. The men harassed the serving wenches as they wove between seats with trays of flagons overbrimming with ale, serving good-natured chastises as much as the drinks.

      I smiled as I took it in. There was nothing like a homey, medieval tavern.

      There were, however, a few details that didn’t fit the usual mold. Though most of the drinkers were Human, members of other races were also mixed in. A few Gnarish stoically chugged away at their ales in one corner. Devalyn, autumn elves, were of every hue and height, and they seemed pushed to the outskirts as well. Many of the Humans eyed them distrustfully when they passed and kept a hand on their purses.

      But oddest of all was the most prominent person in the room. He was a great brute of a Satyr, a handsome fellow with horns polished and gleaming as they emerged from a silky chestnut mane of hair. He had a bright smile and big laugh and was easily the tallest and broadest of anyone else there. He sat atop a chair on a stage amidst a group of fawning females of every race.

      I knew that if I wanted a good first quest in the Everlands, this was the guy to talk to.

      I wove through the crowd until I was standing at the edge of his groupies, but then I hesitated. The throng of women was so thick they were nearly standing on each other to be near him. I noticed more than a few men mixed in, too. This guy had it made.

      “Excuse me,” I said to a man nearby and pointed up to the Satyr. “Who exactly is that?”

      The man stared at me like I had a stone for a brain. “What, did you just come off your farm for the first time? That’s Brandeur Three-Horned, captain of the Noble Ignobles, the most decorated and despised mercenary company in the Everlands.” The man clapped his hand on my shoulder with a smirk. “He’s renowned for his leadership even more than for his three horns, if you know what I mean.”

      There were only two horns on the Satyr’s head, but I gathered the man’s meaning. I could hardly miss it when he clasped a hand to his crotch and raised his eyebrows.

      “Anyway, best keep your notables straight, or you’ll find yourself with a faceful of hoof.”

      I kept down my annoyance. No need to start trouble with the NPCs. “Fine,” I said, then moved away. A mercenary captain — I was right that he was exactly the guy I needed to talk to.

      I hardened my resolve, then began pushing my way towards him. Women slapped and scratched at me as I plowed through them, but I just kept moving, half-annoyed and half-amused as my health meter fell by a few points. But as a notification popped up, I noticed something else was declining as well:

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      The morality police were apparently hovering nearby. I’d have to watch my step unless I was going to be an evil alignment.

      I finished making my way to the Satyr and stood above the rest. I didn’t have to work hard to catch his attention, for his bright green eyes quickly found me from the disturbance. “What, another courier here to curry the favor of the Ignobles? Wait in line with the rest! At least they had the courtesy to dress in something other than the crude clothes their mother made for them.” His voice boomed over all the rest of the noises, and I noticed the tavern quieting behind me. Sweat started pouring down me in rivers.

      They weren’t going to make this easy then. I fumbled for words. “Great Brandeur⁠—”

      “Let me stop you there,” the mercenary general interrupted. “Don’t address anyone as ‘great.’ It makes you sound either like an obsequious sop or a pompous ass. Second, I can tell you’ve got nothing to offer. No armor, no weapons but a belt knife, and I’m guessing no magic — you’ve got no chance with me, kid.” He waved one of his great hands (or not so great) in dismissal. “Get some experience under your belt and then maybe, maybe we’ll talk.”

      It clicked then. He was just telling me I wasn’t ready for his quest yet, as it was for higher levels. I’d have to adventure around a little bit before coming back.

      Just then, the doors to the common room burst open, and a Naiad in dull steel armor stalked through. The sea nymph descendent wasn’t of impressive stature, being a little shorter than the average Human. But this one had many white scars carved along its smooth skin and looked to be the veteran of a hundred battles. Behind the Naiad came half a dozen other soldiers, all in battle regalia. I concentrated hard on them to find out their information:

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Captain (Lvl 18) - An officer in the Naiad army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

      

      

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Soldier (Lvl 12) -  A soldier in the Naiad army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

      

      

      Again, I assumed I’d need greater skills to be able to see specific stats.

      “Three-Horned!” the armored Naiad said to the Satyr, chin raised in defiance. “Tell me you didn’t back down from another treaty. Tell me the rumors are all false and you didn’t side with King Fredrick in his conquests.”

      Brandeur shrugged and smiled brilliantly with all his white teeth. “I can’t deny what’s true, Shanal. Though it should hardly be surprising that a mercenary has gone where the money lies.”

      Shanal — whose name I could now see with his stats — hissed up at the Satyr and jabbed one clawed finger at him. “Lies. It’s not gold that matters to you in this. It’s your pride that can’t stand it.”

      “And your pride can’t stand to be outdone by anyone,” Brandeur quipped.

      The Naiad turned from him and addressed the tavern. “If anyone wishes to fight the honorable battle, they have only to join with the rightful rulers of Kalthinia! Approach us soldiers of the Cerulean Empire, and we will properly outfit you.”

      “And for anyone who isn’t a shell-sucking twat,” the Satyr said lightly, “the Noble Ignobles would see you among our ranks.” His eyes wandered to me, and he gestured lazily towards me. “Even this farmer’s son.”

      As Shanal also looked towards me, a small exclamation mark notification appeared in my vision. I didn’t have to think hard to know what it indicated: a critical decision, a place where my journey would irrevocably branch. But unlike other RPGs, I wouldn’t have the chance to pause and research and consider the decision. I had to make a choice, and it had to be now.

      From all I knew, Brandeur was rude, self-absorbed, and arrogant. But he seemed competent at what he did, and likely on the winning side of this conflict. However, I tended to have a soft spot for the underdog, and Brandeur Three-Horned seemed like he very rarely was. This Shanal, though, I knew nothing of, nor his motivations. I figured it was better to go with the devil I knew.

      “The Noble Ignobles have my sword,” I said.

      “Knife,” someone from the room corrected to general laughter.

      The Naiad captain stared at me long and hard. “You will regret that decision,” he hissed. Then Shanal turned and clunked away, his men following behind.

      I exhaled a big sigh. I hadn’t even gotten armor or a weapon, and I was already making huge decisions that would determine the rest of my gameplay. I hoped it wasn’t anything I’d regret.

      
        
        You have aligned with a faction: The Noble Ignobles! You now have access to faction encampments and quests and receive +5% experience when completing quests for your faction.

      

      

      That at least wasn’t a bad boon. I’d take any bump in my gameplay.

      “Well,” Brandeur boomed with a mocking smile at me. “Turns out you’re not such a shrimp after all. That’s a lot more than I can say for Naiads.”

      The room erupted into chuckles.

      “But honestly,” he said, leaning down and gestured me closer to him, “it’s a bit embarrassing to take you on as you are. Follow my man Malik by the door, and he’ll get you outfitted in something decent.” The Satyr sat up with a laugh and gathered the two closest women to him. “Now that’s over, who’s ready for another round? This one’s on me! That’s more than those fish ever gave you, eh?”

      Cheers went up in the tavern, but I was already pushing my way towards the door, where a Human rogue twitched impatiently. When I reached him through the excited crowd pressing towards the mercenary leader, Malik waved and said something, but I couldn’t hear him, so I just followed him out of the common room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. SEWER SCRUBBER

          

        

      

    

    
      “Always making a show, our ignoble leader,” Malik commented as he led me down the tavern’s halls. “Everything’s a statement with him. You’d really never heard of him? Don’t tell him that, there’s nothing that offends him more than anonymity. You must truly be isolated, though, never hearing of him. Where are you from? Probably never heard of it. It’s always that way with the small villages here in Kalthinia, isn’t it? Come on, in here.”

      The talkative mercenary led me into what appeared to be a small, portable armory. Boiled leather and some studded armor took up crates in one corner, while in the other, various iron weapons were stacked haphazardly. “Take whatever you like,” Malik said, picking at his teeth with a knife, the task finally shutting him up.

      I considered what I knew of the Everlands thus far, and what build I wanted to go for. The spirit meter especially came to mind, as it probably meant clerics and their hybrid types would be more prominent than I’d experienced in other games.

      Considering I probably only had a few more minutes here as it was — and it was a miracle I hadn’t been logged out already — I figured I’d go all out with the potential new builds. A dark cleric assassin was what I was assuming now, so long as the channeling abilities were decent.

      To get started on it, I took a jerkin, greaves, fingerless gauntlets, and a hood from the left side of the room, as well as a pair of boots that weren’t entirely worn through. From the right, I selected a pair of iron knives that were a bit dull to the touch, but at least more serviceable than my own. I also took a sword for good measure. The reach might come in handy some time, even if it didn’t fit with my whole dark assassin build.

      
        
        Boiled Leather Jerkin

        Quality: Poor (7/10)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Leather Greaves

        Quality: Poor (6/10)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Leather Gauntlets

        Quality: Fair (23/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Leather Hood

        Quality: Fair (18/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Leather Boots

        Quality: Fair (12/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Dull Iron Knife (2)

        Quality: Fair (14/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      
        
        Iron Longsword

        Quality: Fair (22/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      From looking at the items, I put it together that the numbers in the “quality” section related to durability. The greaves, for example, were already worn through in one spot, and even its rating of 6/10 was generous. I also surmised that the higher the quality rating, the higher the maximum durability.

      Once I’d dressed in my newish gear — a task as easily accomplished as concentrating on equipping them once they were in my inventory — Malik nodded rapidly. “You’re good? Good. I’ve got the usual wringers to put you through, and I’ve got to get you through them fast. A meeting with a lady tonight, see, a fine one…”

      On and on he went as he led me out of the tavern. I wondered what he meant by “the usual wringers.” A quick combat tutorial? Some early level quests? I itched to get into some action where I didn’t just get torn apart by monsters.

      We exited the tavern and went into the streets, and though Malik continued, I had to pause for a moment to take it all in. People dressed as if for a Renaissance festival milled up and down the streets, some chatting and leisurely strolling, others stern-faced and quickly walking about their errands. There were shops, houses, taverns, all in the most charming medieval styles. I could feel the possibilities bubbling beneath the surface here, wherever here was.

      Actually, figuring out my location was probably a good place to start, if I could ask without NPCs thinking I was crazy.

      But the mercenary was getting further and further ahead, so I stopped ogling the sights and ran to catch up.

      When I finally caught up with Malik, I’d decided how I was going to do it. “It’s a nice city, isn’t it?”

      The rogue snorted. “This? This is a pile of wet feces compared to pretty much any other city. Oh sure, the duke up in his fancy castle enjoys it enough.” Malik gestured to a fairly modest castle rising above the town. “But for people like us, it’s the pits.”

      I ground my teeth. I’d been hoping to get him to say the name, but apparently, that wasn’t happening. I thought of a different option: surely there was some map feature? But concentrating only brought up a black overlay with a short notification:

      
        
        Navigation will be unlocked at a future period.

      

      

      There was no more time to ask. When I glanced over at Malik for another shot at getting the city’s name, I saw we’d drawn a third companion, a young Devalyn boy with dark purple skin like an eggplant. He looked me up and down as we walked. “Who’s the chicken-stick?” he asked.

      “Hey,” I said, standing straighter in my new regalia. “Watch who you’re calling chicken-stick.”

      The boy eyed me disdainfully. I knew I fully deserved it. Since my appearance hadn’t changed from real life, I must look a boy in man’s armor, and not even good armor. But I’d prove myself soon enough with whatever Malik had in mind. “Who is this kid?” I asked the rogue.

      “Tip, meet—” Malik looked sideways at me. “What’s your name again?”

      “Marrow.”

      “Like what you slurp out of bones?” the elf boy asked.

      “I guess.”

      He shrugged. “Guess that makes you a sucker.”

      “And what’s Tip make you? Unsatisfying to the ladies?”

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral.

      

      

      Making fun of kids now. I wasn’t off to a great start. Of course, I felt a lot less repentant when Tip kicked me in the shin and scampered around to Malik’s other side, sticking his tongue out at me.

      I tried not to limp and saw with annoyance that my health meter had taken a slight hit. Stupid kid. “Where are we going, Malik? Anything is good to get me going at this point.”

      “Not so fast, Mr. New Guy. That armor’s fresh from the sweat of the last poor sap who died in it. You’ve got a particular task ahead of you, one of the most vital importance. And this urchin here is going to lead you to it.” Malik clapped Tip on the back. “I, on the other hand⁠—”

      “Have a rendezvous with a man, we know,” Tip piped up.

      The rogue swatted at the boy, but he was too quick to get hit. “Come back to the tavern when you’ve finished,” Malik said to me. “Then we’ll see what else we can fix you up with.”

      “Er, what tavern was that?” I asked, even as Malik was turning away.

      “Where we just came from!” the Ignoble said over his shoulder.

      Man, that guy had to start using proper nouns.

      As Malik moved into the crowd and out of sight, the autumn elf boy grinned mischievously at me. “Can’t leave this one waiting. Better keep a close eye on me. I run fast!”

      As Tip took off running, a notification popped up in my vision with a person running on it:

      
        
        New quest: Race to the Sewers! (Level 1) - Beat Tip to the entrance of the sewers. Last one’s a rotten egg!

        Reward: +50 XP and bragging rights against a kid. Won’t you feel proud?

      

      

      I would love to rub victory in the boy’s face, actually. I bolted after him.

      The Devalyn urchin didn’t make it easy on me. As we ran through the streets, he bounded over crates, slid over barrels, and even scaled a wall once in his attempts to lose me. However, it was easy to keep pace. I almost overtook him at one point, but then my stamina bottomed out. I slowed, and it started creeping back up. It looked like I’d need to watch that if I wanted to win.

      The elf went through twists and turns, but finally, I saw a grungy wooden door in the floor at the end of an alley up ahead, and I knew we were almost there. Tip was six paces ahead of me, and my meter was 3/4 full, so I easily sprinted out ahead of him. The desperate kid tried tripping me as I passed, but I just gave him an elbow as I passed.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral.

      

      

      What? It was like a ref was constantly watching my every move. But I still beat the kid, so it was worth it.

      
        
        You’ve completed Race to the Sewers! (Level 1). +50 XP

      

      

      Tip looked close to crying as he joined me at the sewer entrance. “No fair!” he whined. “You shoved me!”

      “You’re a street urchin. Since when has anything been fair for you?”

      He instantly threw off the pout. “Whatever.” He shoved past me and stood over what looked like a cellar door. “Get this open.”

      Annoyed, I still did as he demanded. A horrible reek like a stew of feces and piss left on the burner greeted me. I took a quick step back, gagging.

      The elf boy grinned wickedly at me. “We’ve got a bit of a giant rat problem. Kill a few of them, and I’m sure the big boss man will appreciate you cleaning up the city.”

      The quest prompt popped up soon after:

      
        
        New quest: The Great Rat-Killer (Level 1) [Noble Ignobles] - Kill 5 giant rats in the sewers of Stalburgh. If rats can’t stop you, nothing can!

        Reward: +250 XP (+13 XP), increased alignment bonus with The Noble Ignobles.

      

      

      There was the city name: Stalburgh! I felt a bit easier knowing that. There was a much heftier XP reward for this one than the race. Plus killing the rats would be good fighting experience. And who knew — maybe the sewers would have some loot, or lead somewhere that did. All I’d have to do is hold my breath the whole time, so I didn’t suffocate on the fumes.

      “Let’s do this,” I said, then stepped onto the rungs leading down.

      “Good luck!” Tip grinned down at me, then slammed the door shut. I wondered if the little rascal had tricked me, but I’d gotten a quest prompt, hadn’t I? Anyway, there was no going back now.

      As soon as I reached the bottom of the ladder, my boots squelching on the damp stone, I knew I’d need some light to see. Fortunately, there was a spell for that! I concentrated on casting Magelight, and from my uplifted palm emerged a glowing blueish ball of light, illuminating about twenty feet in every direction. I guess the vapors in the air impinged on its maximum illumination distance. It drifted just above my shoulder, lighting my way while not blinding me.

      Walking the sewer, I noticed a change in my status, as my health meter was surrounded by a green glow. That couldn’t be good. I figured it must be related to the noxious fumes in the air, and when I concentrated on it, I found out I wasn’t far off:

      
        
        Status: Nauseous. You are in an area with conditions that reduce the effectiveness of healing from all sources. -20% Healing

      

      

      Hopefully, I wouldn’t need to use my potion here.

      It wasn’t long before I heard the scuttle of my first giant rat, and I drew the sword, not wanting the beast to get too close. I remembered all too keenly how it had felt to be chimera spider meat. I also readied my hand for casting Magic Missiles. From its mana cost, I could cast it three times before my meter was depleted, due to my casting Magelight just before.

      The giant rat was maybe three feet long and gray and ugly as the inside of a dirty oven. It jumped at me, but with a cast of Magic Missiles, all I had to do was hold out my sword and it practically skewered itself.

      
        
        +50 XP!

      

      

      Sweet. I also figured there might be something lootable on the rat, like its massive front teeth or something, but there was no way I was sticking my hand in that garbage hole. I moved on, hunting for the rest.

      I killed the other four giant rats in the next few minutes, at which point a notification of 5/5 appeared next to the quest overlay. By the end, I hadn’t even been using Magic Missiles but had been practicing my sword-and-knife play. I wasn’t sure about the whole knife assassin thing at the moment, as getting in so close to my enemy was not as appealing as cutting them down from a few feet away.

      It seemed I had to return to Mikal to complete the quest, so since I didn’t find any chests or other loot down in the sewers, I returned to where I’d come down. Crawling up the ladder, I pushed at the cellar door, but it didn’t budge. Great.

      “Hey!” I shouted, banging on the door. “Tip! Let me out!”

      I heard giggling on the other side, then the scuffling of feet running away. Just as I’d suspected, the elven rascal had trapped me down here.

      Sighing, I descended the ladder and started looking for another way out. I’d seen other sewer exits during my rat hunting, but I didn’t know if any of them would be unlocked. What a grind this game was sometimes.

      But before I had gone more than a few steps, an overlay popped up over the rest of my screen, looking different from the other ones. A thrill of fear went through me. I'd almost forgotten I was logged in illegally at the game parlor, but it came back with rushing clarity as a call came in from the system, declaring itself as Operator. I decided not to answer. If they were going to boot me from the game, they could do it on their own, thank you very much.

      I started running, some part of me desperate not to be logged off in this disgusting sewer of all places. But the Operator didn't relent. This time, a text message popped up in the corner of my screen. Despite myself, I read it as I ran.

      
        
        Hi there,

        Not to alarm you, but we need to talk. Looks like your door tag didn't get slotted properly. If you could come up for a moment, we’ll get it sorted out right away.

        Steve

      

      

      Steve could suck it as far as I was concerned. Still, I concentrated on replying, and an overlay with a microphone icon in the middle appeared for me to dictate a reply.

      “Hey Steve, thanks for letting me know. A bit busy right now, but I'll be up when I can.”

      I left my name off, hoping this Steve was a pushover.

      His reply came a moment later:

      
        
        Sorry, but I'm going to have to manually eject you. This may not feel good.

      

      

      A thrill of fear went through me, but still, I ignored the message. Was there a block button I could push? If I was going to be booted, I might as well spend the last few moments in my sewers in peace.

      But though I expected the world to fall away at any moment, I kept traveling on through the dark passages, occasionally trying off-branching trapdoors that led out. The fourth one I tried finally relented, and I went up through the trapdoor and breathed fresh air again.

      But the game wasn't the same, thinking about Steve laboring to get me out of it at every moment. It broke the flow of it all. When was he going to succeed? Why was it taking so long?

      My answer came a moment later:

      
        
        I don't know what you did, but I can't log you out. Don't panic. We’ll get you out soon.

      

      

      I grinned from ear to ear. Couldn't get me out? What a stroke of luck!

      Or I thought it was luck. A small string of doubt began to plague me. Maybe I was really stuck. How long had I been in here? An hour? Two? Three? Time in The Everlands was protracted compared to real life. Someone on a forum had suggested a ratio of 4-to-1 so that four days spent in-game were only one in real life.

      Still, my real body had to be getting hungry — hell, my avatar body was getting hungry. How long would it be before it started becoming dangerous?

      But I wasn't logging out, not now. More likely than not Steve was just an idiot. I could log off anytime I wanted; all I had to do was think about it, and the overlay popped up with the option. So now, I had to put the whole thing from my mind and enjoy whatever time I had left in the Everlands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. INTO THE DUNGEON

          

        

      

    

    
      It took me a long time and a lot of asking around to reach the tavern where Brandeur and his company were staying, not only because I didn’t know the name of it, but also because my race with that pipsqueak Tip had left me thoroughly lost. Eventually, I did find out the name, due to the rockstar status the Satyr seemed to have. The Golden Goat, apparently — I wondered if the irony had occurred to the merc captain.

      I made it to Malik’s room before the rogue left for his rendezvous with his lady. He had curled and oiled his hair, and his collar sported a ridiculous row of ruffles. I leaned against the door frame and cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “Shut up,” he said. “I hear Tip let you breathe in the sweet perfume of Stalburgh’s ass.”

      Now he used the city name. “I’ll pay the miserable cretin back later,” I said. “But I completed your task. Five giant rats were no problem.” I’d barely taken any damage even, and I still had enough mana for another round of Magic Missiles.

      “Aren’t you mighty?” Malik mocked. “But fair enough. You’re at least competent enough not to stick yourself with the end of that sword on your hip.”

      
        
        You’ve completed The Giant Rat Killer! +250 XP (+13 XP)

      

      

      
        
        +1 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      So my moral alignment didn’t just go down! Apparently helping with a vermin problem qualified as good enough for a bump.

      “And I suppose public service deserves compensation,” Malik said. “Gotta reward the do-gooders.” He pulled a bag from somewhere and tossed it to me, jingling as it flew through the air. As I caught it, I knew from the weight and jingle of it I had a bag of coins. As I pocketed it, I pulled up my inventory, and the amount was automatically logged there: 50 coins. Nice.

      “What’s my next task?” I asked.

      “To scram. My date tonight, I need not remind you, is coming up in an hour. I’m not going to get lucky with a low-life nobody lingering around me.”

      Rough, but true. Still, I was in a time crunch, and I wanted to advance in the Ignobles’ faction as quickly as possible. Brandeur had to have some good quest lined up. “Come on. There’s got to be some unsavory task you don’t want to get your hands dirty with.”

      Malik suddenly looked at me, nervously licking his lips. “Well, as a matter of fact, there might be.” We were alone in his room, but the rogue still looked this way and that before he continued. “As a practice,” he said in a low voice, “we don’t get involved with the faiths. Especially not with the dark ones, even if we might be inclined that way. But it’s looking like it can’t be avoided.”

      My excitement grew with every word. “Go on.”

      “Well, Brandeur wants me to meet the Night Sisters and solicit their help in a… delicate task. Thing is, we can’t be seen as associated with them.”

      “Why not?”

      Malik slapped his forehead, then immediately began making sure he hadn’t messed up his powder. “Gods, I forget you know nothing. The Night Sisters, well — they make sure none of the other faiths gain too much power. That doesn’t make them exactly popular around most folks. However, it seems our interests are aligned at the moment, so we have to take the risk of being caught with them.”

      “No problem.” I’d have to work on my sneaking abilities, but that was right up my alley as a dark assassin build.

      “Oh, one more thing — the Night Sisters aren’t exactly, well, alive. And their temple isn’t exactly, you know, safe.”

      A dungeon! I was wondering when we’d get to that. “Not a problem for me.” I thought about flipping my knife up into the air, but even in a game, I’d probably just make a fool of myself, if I didn’t chop a finger off altogether.

      “In that case … I guess it’s up to you.”

      
        
        New quest: A Rendezvous in the Night (Level 5) [Noble Ignobles] - Approach the Night Sisters covertly and deliver Malik’s message. Guess you have your own nighttime rendezvous with a lady or two, eh?

        Reward: +1000 XP (+50 XP), increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, 150 coins

      

      

      Not only a better reward, but I knew there’d be good stuff during this quest. All the best loot was in dungeons. But level 5 was a bit of a stretch for a level 1 like me.

      “Consider it done,” I said, brimming with inflated confidence.

      “Gods help us,” Malik muttered. He turned and shuffled around a drawer for a moment, then produced a scroll from it. “Take this to them. It explains everything.”

      I accepted it and moved to leave as he turned back to adjusting his collar in the mirror again. “Oh, by the way,” the rogue said as I opened the door. “You buckled your greaves wrong.”

      Oh, I was ready, alright.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I got a pleasant surprise as I stepped out of Malik’s room. An icon that had hovered in the corner of my vision unseen now presented itself as an overlay, the most decorative I’d seen thus far.

      
        
        You are now Level 2! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Sweet! That’d make this next quest easier. Now where to allocate my new status and attribute points? I pulled up my character stats to take a look.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Though I hadn’t done much in the game yet, I still had that dark cleric assassin in mind, so I allocated 2 AP to dexterity. I also knew I was going to a dungeon next, so perception — looking for traps and discerning hidden doors and such — would be good to boost. I put a point there. As for my last point, I had in mind all the snarky characters I was dealing with, and how tricky it already was getting what I needed from them. Hoping I wouldn’t regret it later, I put it in charisma. As for the SP, I knew I’d eventually need more health, so investing the 10 points there (you invested them as a lump sum so you couldn’t split them up) seemed a good call.

      As I invested the points, I felt each respective attribute actively improving inside of me. I suddenly felt much more nimble, both of hand and foot. My senses were keener, sharper. All the witty lines spinning through my head suddenly seemed that much closer to perfect execution. And my body felt hale and healthy.

      I grinned. It was awesome to feel every bit of my progression.

      Another bit of welcome news was that as soon as I’d opened my status table, the level up had been confirmed, and my meters all jumped back up to full. At least for now, that was a simple way to recover health, mana, and spirit.

      I also had a bit of gold now, so it was past time for some shopping. My map feature still didn’t work, so I wandered until I found shops that served my needs. Most of it was way too expensive for my shallow pockets, but I did manage to snag some bandages, which would stop bleeding and boost health, as well as some food for my journey, as I could tell from my rumbling stomach that would be a concern going forward.

      
        
        Minor Bandages (x5)

        Quality: Fair

        Rarity: Common

        Use: Cure the Bleeding (Minor) status. Gain 1 health every 5 seconds for 5 minutes.

      

      

      
        
        Travel Rations (x10)

        Quality: Poor

        Rarity: Common

        Use: Cure the Hunger (Minor) status. Gain 1 health every 30 seconds for 10 minutes.

      

      

      Solving that concern for now, I finished off the trip with a nice, hot meal. I was flush out of money, but coins were for spending, right?

      Satisfied and full of energy, I practically ran through the streets to get to the dungeon. It was on the outskirts of Stalburgh, the Night Sisters being a bit shunned among the regular people of the Everlands. The town had faded to trees and wild lands by the time I reached the marker I’d been instructed to look for: a crucifix in front of a broken down brick edifice that was built off a burrow. There was a single door by which to enter on its side.

      I checked my weapons and armor — particularly those pesky buckles on the greaves — and breathed in deeply. Then I heaved open the rusty door and stepped inside.

      It wasn’t pitch black as I’d expected but illuminated by blue torches mounted on columns that ran down the center of the room. The entrance hall was tall, the ceiling rising into gloominess, but a short way ahead a hallway greeted me. I stepped in cautiously and cast my gaze about the shadowy corners. The place reminded me too much of the temple from the beginning of the game, but nothing moved that I could see in the darkness. Despite Malik’s warnings of monsters, I was in the clear for now.

      Dungeons always seemed to have loot in the most obscure places, so I combed the room for urns, chests, crates, or anything else that might hide items. I scrounged up 3 coins and plenty of useless trinkets for my efforts, then passed into the next room.

      This one had the same unknowably high ceilings, and the same columns running down the middle, but it extended wide into either direction, like the burial hall of a great dwarven king. I hoped it was. I wasn’t above grave robbing, in a game anyway.

      I cautiously stepped around the edge of the room, knowing the middle, straightforward passages were often riddled with traps. I hoped my slightly increased perception would help me out here, or at least my dexterity for setting off traps, but I was probably too low a level in either for it to count. Still, I went slowly, trying my best not to trip anything⁠—

      My foot snagged on a tripwire, and the clang that followed nearly stopped my heart. I froze as the echoes died off at the far end of the great hall, hoping it was just a loud noise and nothing more, like a low-tech burglar alarm. But then I heard the rumbling of stone against stone. Around the walls were tombs I hadn’t noticed before, rows upon rows of them. They had been closed previously, but now many of the sarcophagi were opening. One, three, seven — I quickly lost count of their numbers.

      The only number in my head was one. Only one of us was screwed.

      Skeletons rose from the tombs, ancient weapons clutched in their hands, somehow rusted and ravaged by time. But I didn’t doubt they’d cut me to the quick all the same. I abandoned all dignity and scrambled for the door, but though I heaved with all my strength, it wouldn’t budge. My eyes went towards the other end of the hall, where I could see a door between two blue sconces. Perhaps if I could reach that one, I’d stand a chance.

      I set off running down the middle, heedless of my earlier apprehension. What happened if I died here? I hadn’t thought to ask, optimistic as I was about my prospects. How had I not asked after that first incident with the spiders? That time, Ava had saved me… Would she come again?

      “Ava!” I bellowed as I ran, skeletons rising all around me, red lights in the sockets of their skulls. “Ava, help!”

      But my spectral helper didn’t come. She either had her glitch still, or I was always on my own. Neither were comforting thoughts.

      I was halfway across when I felt the sudden burn in my leg, and I was brought to a sudden halt. Pain washed over me unlike anything I’d experienced thus far, and I looked down in horror at my leg. Something like a bear trap had closed over my leg, its teeth buried deep in my flesh, its jaws crushing the bone. I wasn’t prying myself free. I was stuck.

      I’ll admit it: tears stung my eyes as I watched the skeletons approach. I sobbed. I was afraid. I begged the undead not to kill me, though I knew it was the only way it could end. I thought about logging off just to escape it, even though it would mean the end of the Everlands for me. In real life, there weren’t monsters like this, and there was always a chance for mercy. But not here.

      I tried to fight back, but shaking with terror and one leg stuck fast, and my health bar rapidly depleting, it didn’t take long for the ancient weapons to stab through me and end my existence.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. ANGEL OR DEVIL

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened by your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -10% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of one hour. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

      

      

      I blinked away the overlay, the words not yet sinking in. Behind it was a starlit sky. I smiled. How often did I look up at the night sky? I didn’t see any familiar constellations, but then again, this was…

      This was…

      Everything came flooding back to me, the serenity of rebirth lost. The pain of my death almost crushed me. I could feel the skeletons’ stabbing swords in my body once more, lances of fire driven in again and again. I shivered, tears coming to my eyes, and I clutched my arms around me.

      Naked arms on a naked torso. I looked down at myself and noticed I was almost completely devoid of clothes, except for a pair of rough underpants that looked like a leather diaper, and felt much, much worse. This game just couldn’t cut me a break, could it?

      “Sucks, doesn’t it?”

      I bolted upright at the sound of the voice — a female voice — quickly wiping the tears from my eyes. And here I was, sobbing like a baby, not to mention dressed like one. What a first impression.

      I looked around. I was at the bottom of what looked like a small amphitheater, with rows of stairs leading up from me, and massive columns behind me. A cool glow suffused the area, though I couldn’t tell where the light came from.

      But no matter where I looked, I couldn’t see the woman who’d spoken. “Where are you?” I asked loudly as I stood.

      “Up here.”

      My gaze traveled up to the top of one column, and I gasped as my eyes found her. She perched there, heedless of the fifty-foot drop below her. She stared at me with large, slightly luminous yellow eyes.

      She was a cat. A large, humanoid cat. Considering what I’d just gone through and that I didn’t have any weapons or armor, I started with fear.

      “Who are you?” I asked, my voice quivering more than I liked.

      “My, my, we have a lot of questions, don’t we?” The cat lady suddenly somersaulted from her position down the back of the column and off the edge. My breath hissed in, thinking she had to have died from a fall that high, when she appeared at the base of it in a few moments later.

      How had she done that? Who was she? Ava hadn’t shown me this race in the tutorial. And there was something… different about her. Perhaps a faint glow? A notification popped up in the corner of my vision, but before I could check it, the cat-lady spoke again.

      “You don’t know who I am, but I know exactly who you are.” She jabbed a finger in my chest. “A noob.”

      Noob?! I may be Level 2, and just died in my first dungeon, but⁠—

      Well, maybe she had a point. Still, I wasn’t going to admit that. “Yeah, right. I know what I’m doing.”

      “Do you? Is that why you just died? And you’re Level 2?” Her smile looked all the more sly for her cat-like face.

      “How did you…?” Finally, I thought to check the notification. It explained it all. This mysterious cat woman who knew so much about me and my game stats was another player! Some of her basic stats appeared to me as well:

      
        
        
        Sheika

      

      

      

      
        
        Level: 34

        Alignments: Cerulean Empire

        You must be similarly aligned or in the same party to view more information about this player.

      

      

      Nice name — I’d always been a Legend of Zelda fan. But what really caught my attention was that she was level 34. I couldn’t believe I was seeing someone that high already. Before I could play the game, during the hours when I’d obsessed over it, I had trolled the forums and followed the most experienced players. The highest level I’d seen was 37. While it was rumored you could go up to 100, the game was still new, and quickly leveling was usually difficult. Some people, though, had found really good ways of gaining experience, like succeeding at quests that affected all of the Everlands, or building up their own towns or villages, or discovering some hidden secret lair with good monsters to farm, etc. Her being 34 meant she either played this game regularly or she was good. Or both.

      Of course, her appearance could have told me that. First off, she’d somehow made her character into an unspecified race. Then there was the matter that her gear looked unreal. She was covered from paw-foot to paw-hand in some scaly material, a green so dark it was almost black, and it didn’t reflect any light. Her hands, which were mostly human but for a bit more fur, bore jeweled rings and bracelets, which were no doubt magic. At her hips were two ornate hilts of daggers, while a short bow hung across her back.

      I would have been in love, or flustered, or both, if she hadn’t come off so condescending. But she did have a point about me.

      “Alright, I’m a noob,” I admitted. “And yes, I died for the first time. So sue me.”

      She laughed prettily. I wondered if her voice mimicked her real one like mine did, or if she was really some middle-aged dude in a basement looking to troll some scrubs. “We’ve all been there at one point. Well, I didn’t die until Level 15, but I guess some of us are slower learners…”

      “So. Are you here to mock me or what?”

      “So testy!” She started pacing around me, moving smoothly with feline grace. “I’m starting to question what I’d intended.”

      “Which was?”

      “Helping you not paint the floor of some monster’s lair.”

      My mood instantly lifted, but with it came a gamer’s natural skepticism. “Why would you help me?” I didn’t have anything she could steal off me, but maybe this Sheika just got off to messing with people.

      “So suspicious. Maybe I’m just a good person, did you think of that?” Sheika reached out and tapped my nose, making me jerk away in surprise. She smiled mischievously. “Or maybe I’ll call in the favor some time down the road. Who knows?”

      I had a feeling I knew. But if that’s what she was looking for, she’d be sorely disappointed. I might have managed to stay in The Everlands far longer than I’d dreamed possible, but I knew there was no way in hell I’d manage to get on after today. And looking down at myself, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      “I guess help would be good at this point.”

      “Excellent! Shall we be off then?”

      She took me by the arm and waltzed me away, leading me in what I assumed was the direction of Stalburgh. Despite the late hour, she insisted some shops would be open, particularly the ones she liked to frequent. I quickly picked up that she meant the back alley stands and other black markets.

      She also explained how death worked here. The place I’d just appeared was a resurrection shrine. These were placed sporadically throughout the Everlands, with most congregated around large settlements like Stalburgh. As explained in the message, when you died, you lost all your stuff and received a penalty for the Weakness status. You could recover your items, however, if you managed to get back to where you died. I was hoping her help would include taking me back there, even though we were on the other side of the city from the Black Sisters’ dungeon at this point.

      One thing she warned me about with deaths was that they had increasing penalties as you died more and as you leveled up. One player she heard about had in-game amnesia he died so many times, and couldn’t remember his abilities or skills for a week. It was something best avoided. I knew that well enough. The pain of dying was already distant like I watched it through a monitor screen, so I knew it wouldn’t haunt me forever. Probably. But it still hurt like a mother to get stabbed that much, and I wasn’t eager for a repeat visit.

      Finally, we made it to her illicit markets, and, waving off my discomfort at not being able to pay, proceeded to buy me some basic clothes that had nothing in the way of stats, as well as a pair of nicer felt boots, which were designed for softly treading the ground. Then, from a stand with a guy who kept looking up and down the alley like the city watch would be on him any moment, she gave me a set of Thief’s Tools, a ring of implements such as a lockpick, a wire cutter, and other trap-dismantling items.

      
        
        Felt Boots

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attribute: The skill Sneak gains a 50% boost in effectiveness and experience gain.

      

      

      
        
        Thief’s Tools

        Quality: Fine

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Use: Dismantle basic traps and unlock basic locks.

      

      

      I thought her generosity had come to an end at that point, but still, she held onto me, pulling me into a small shack on the outskirts of town. There lived an old crone so ancient I could only distinguish her from the furniture because of her bright, angry eyes. Despite my misgivings, Sheika paid the crone to teach me two things, and the old woman begrudgingly obliged. First, she taught me Turn Undead, a Wardic channel that would protect me from the skeletons. Then she taught me the channel Minor Healing, allowing me to heal myself so long as I had spirit enough to do so.

      
        
        Turn Undead (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: —

        Cost: 40 spirit

        Effect: Cause undead creatures up to level 6 to flee from you. Radius of effect is 30 feet, travels with the caster, and lasts for 2 minutes.

      

      

      
        
        Minor Healing (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: —

        Cost: 30 spirit

        Effect: After 5 seconds of uninterrupted channeling, gain 50 health.

      

      

      I was floorstruck by all Sheika was doing for me. What kind of favor was she expecting? I started feeling a bit guilty about my deception and wondered if I should tell her that I probably couldn’t pay her back for nearly four years when I could legally access the game. But the fear that I might lose all that I’d just gained was too strong for me to confess, and I meekly followed behind.

      “Well you’re at least a bit better off,” she said, appraising me from head to foot. “Now we need to get your old stuff back.”

      My hopes lifted. She was going to help me back to the dungeon after all! We set off for the Night Sisters’ lair, and all the while, I wondered who was the player behind this feline guardian angel I’d somehow acquired, and what all this help would cost me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. ROUND 2

          

        

      

    

    
      When we arrived at the Night Sisters’ dungeon, Sheika stopped me. “Okay, so how did you do this last time?”

      With a bit of apprehension, I told her step-by-step how I’d proceeded, expecting to be told I’d done everything wrong. But she just nodded.

      “Okay, not bad. You're just fresh and not an idiot, so that's good news. Couple things for this time. One, we’ll want to teach you to properly sneak, as you might have still avoided detection had you known how. And two, you obviously need to know how to watch for traps.”

      “Properly sneak? How do you know I wasn't?”

      Sheika smirked. “Insider knowledge. Look, this game isn't like other RPGs — you can't just do something and expect to be doing it properly. The Everlands don’t reward incompetence.” She paused, growing serious. “This is the hardest game you'll ever play. It's less a game really, and more like an upgrade from reality. There are stakes here, real stakes.”

      I wondered what she meant by that. How could there be real stakes in a game?

      Almost as soon as she'd said it though, she shook her head and smiled. “But mostly it's way more exciting. Come on. I'll show you Sneak and Detect Traps.”

      We entered the dungeon, my heart hammering in my chest. In the first room, Sheika taught me the right way to sneak. I thought it had just been about crouching and trying not to step on noisy rocks, but it was so much more than that. She showed me how to roll into my step and distribute the weight evenly, how to breathe quietly through my mouth, and how to match someone’s footfalls when tailing someone, all while keeping in a low crouch. My stamina was nearly depleted, and I was sweating buckets by the time the lesson was through, but a welcome overlay appeared before me:

      
        
        Sneak has increased to Level 2! You can now successfully creep up on a snoring bear! +50 XP

      

      

      So maybe I had a ways to go. At least now I knew what I was doing.

      With that accomplished, Sheika gently nudged, then bodily coerced, me into the next room, the great hall with the skeletons. The place where I’d died. I was shaking in my felt boots even as I clenched my jaw, determined not to die this time. Besides, I had a Level 34 next to me — there was no way a few skeletons would bring her down.

      So long as she helped me, that was.

      Some part of me didn’t fully trust all the aid she’d given and constantly watched for the sign that would finally reveal it was all a practical joke. But Sheika seemed sincere. She’d bought me all kinds of things that were way out of my current price range, and helped me learn two channels and now a skill. Maybe I could rely on her after all.

      “Okay,” she whispered, coming up next to me at the entrance of the great hall. “Now let’s go over how to spot all those nasty things you tripped last time before you’re shish kebab, shall we?”

      “I couldn’t agree more. What’s first?”

      “Alright, let’s see…” Her eyes screwed up in concentration. “Sorry, this one’s a bit trickier to teach. So look down the side of this wall and tighten your gaze. Wait, that’s not right…” She scratched her head in a distinctly cat-like manner, and it was all I could do to keep from laughing. “Ah, that’s it! So focus in on a spot and pretend you’re zooming in like you’re pinching a screen. You get that?”

      I tried it out on a dark patch where I thought the wire lay that had triggered all the skeletons rising. To my surprise, my gaze did zoom in. “Yeah, I do.” A notification appeared in the corner of my vision affirming it.

      “Great! Now, while you’re detecting, your stamina will decrease, so you can’t just keep it on the whole time you’re in a dungeon. But it pays to stop every few steps and look around if you’re in a trap-filled dungeon like this.” She gave me a sidelong glance with her luminous yellow eyes. “Or a complete noob.”

      I rolled my eyes, breaking my Detect gaze. Sure enough, I saw my stamina meter had a good chunk of it eaten away, though it was quickly filling back up now that I’d stopped.

      Suddenly, Sheika straightened behind me. “Well, I guess I’ve done my part. The rest is up to you, kid.”

      All the fear of my precarious situation rushed back to me, and unfortunately, my dignity was one step behind. “Wait, you’re leaving?”

      I cringed as the words left my mouth, and all the more when Sheika smirked at me. “What, did you think I’d let you leech off me forever? You’re going to have to crawl your own way through the dungeon.”

      I started to speak, but she bowled over me. “Look, just do your best, and you’ll be fine.” She hesitated, then continued. “You’re on a pretty unique path here. Important people are watching you. But there are those who are going to hurt as well as help. Just… watch your back.”

      Before I could say another word, she danced over to the door and slipped through. Like that, she was gone.

      My mind was buzzing. What was that about? People watching me? I hadn’t thought about it, but in a virtual world, I guess everyone could be spied on anywhere. It was a bit unnerving. And these people would hurt as well as help — if that wasn’t ominous, I didn’t know what was. Still, there was nothing I could do about it. All I could do was keep going forward.

      I took a deep breath and looked around. What was I so afraid of? Ancient skeleton warriors coming out and skewering me? I’d just cast Turn Undead, and they’d run away from me like I’d turned into a kaiju monster. Just so long as I didn’t run into that bear trap again, I was fine.

      And maybe I’d miss Sheika for more than just her reassuring Level 34 company. But she did need to call in that favor later. Who knew?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Using Detect Traps and Sneak, I first picked up all my old gear and put it on, then made my way steadily through the great hall. Along the way, I picked up a few trinkets with no purpose I could guess, and the only weapon I found was so rusted as to be useless. But I did manage to land some coins, upping my money by 12. By the time I made it to the other side, two notifications had popped up:

      
        
        Sneak is Level 3! +50 XP

      

      

      
        
        Detect Traps is Level 2! +50 XP

      

      

      I was progressing fast now that I knew what the hell I was doing.

      Entering through the door, I breathed a sigh of relief, glad to leave all those skeletons behind. I went down the stairs that lay beyond to a much smaller, less ornate chamber below. This room was a bit more perplexing than the previous ones. The door, which was at the top of a landing, was locked tight, clearly needing a key of some kind to open it. I did a quick run-through of all the places it could be, but I came up dry. I did, however, find a stone crate with an empty slot where it looked like a seal had once been. It couldn’t be that another player had already come here and stolen it, could it?

      Then I looked up and realized what was going on. Of course — it was a puzzle room. Suspended above my head were six ancient clay pots, swinging on fraying ropes. Just looking at them, I knew one of them had to have the key. But how to get them down? I didn't have a bow, and even if I did, I doubted I was a good enough shot at level 2 to shoot that thin rope. I also didn't have throwing knives, but again, my aim would have to be excellent to nail it. I stared up at them, stumped, my neck getting a crick in it.

      Then I occurred to me: I didn't have to cut the rope and get them down. All I had to do was break them open! They were obviously meant to break anyway, seeing as cutting then down would result in the same. Hoping none of them contained a trap, I considered my options. I had a few knives that I could try and play swinging shot put with, but I didn't want to risk dulling or breaking them at this point. That left me with Magic Missiles. My mana was precious as well, but I figured if I sprayed their projectiles, I could hit two or three in a go.

      Bracing myself for whatever would come out, I cast the spell, whipping my hand across as it emerged in a blast of light from my hand. Three pots shattered as small missiles of light plunged into the clay. I cringed, expecting the worst, but all that poured out was a cascade of sand. I'd have to sift them to see if there was more.

      After bursting the other three, I went to do just that, playing in the sand like I was a kid at a beach. In each pile was not a key, but the piece to another puzzle.

      Holding the six pieces in my hand, I stared at them. From the straight edges, they seemed to form a hexagon, though it was hard to tell from all the jagged and inconsistent shapes.

      The final shape became apparent once I happened to glance over at the stone crate from before, eyes wandering to the empty spot on its front in the shape of a hexagon. At least I knew what to do.

      Sitting on the floor, I started fitting the jagged edges together, and soon had the shape I was looking for. The image formed from the pieces looked like the bulb of a lily before it had bloomed. Shrugging, I placed it in the empty slot, then pushed it in. Something clicked, and the top of the box scraped open, revealing a dull silver key inside.

      
        
        You’ve solved a puzzle! +100 XP

      

      

      Not bad! I grabbed it and triumphantly made my way to the locked door. At the last moment, I hesitated. What if there was something else in this room I'd missed? Then it occurred to me what had stopped me — I’d seen another hexagon-shaped hole in a wall and passed by it. If the hexagon opened the crate, why not a secret door?

      I scrambled back to retrieve it and press it to the depression in the wall. Sure enough, a click sounded as I pushed it in, and a moment later a section of the wall swung slowly inward. I was almost giddy as I entered. Here was the loot I'd come for!

      Then I heard behind me the scraping of stone and a long, hissing inhale. My blood froze as I turned around.

      A horrifying skeleton knight rose before me. Beneath his rusted conical helm, which was rent with what must have been the killing cleave, the monster’s sockets glowed with a sickly yellow light. Its limbs were covered in armor from skull to bony foot. In its gauntlets, it clutched a heavy war hammer, and it had a shield like a Crusader’s strapped across its back.

      Though panic was starting to rise in me, I focused on it to see if I could bring up any stats:

      
        
        Skeleton Knight (Lvl 8) - An armored warrior from a past age, his bones are reinforced with necromantic power. “The last thing you’ll hear is my death rattle!”

      

      

      Level 8 — that was higher than my Turn Undead spell was supposed to affect monsters. There was no way I was beating that thing with what I had, and no Sheika was coming in to save me.

      I darted into the room I’d just opened and looked around, then seized upon the first thing that popped out to me. It was an ornate-looking knife mounted on a pedestal, but I didn’t give its stats overlay more than a glance before I darted back out of the room, not wanting to be trapped in the small chamber.

      Fortunately, I was up on the raised landing of the room, out of reach for the moment. The skeleton knight, now wholly out of its coffin, lumbered towards the stairs. Despite knowing it probably wouldn’t work, I channeled Turn Undead. As I concentrated on summoning the ward, I felt the chill of channeling spread throughout me, and my spirit meter dropped nearly halfway. It was an expensive gamble, but what other choice did I have? Glowing silver-blue wisps began seeping from my skin, twisting away and out across the room. I looked like a spider at the middle of a luminescent web shooting in every direction.

      But though the strands darted to the skeleton knight as he mounted the last step, curling about his armored limbs and seizing tight with the sound of faint screaming, the monster didn’t halt its approach, but plodded along the landing, its yellow eyes steadily on me.

      I cut off the channel, knowing it wasn’t working. Time for Plan B: throw everything at it and hope something would stick. I channeled another Magic Missiles, even though my mana was down to 50/100 and it would eat another 25 away. But though light bullets sprayed across the skeleton, it didn’t halt his march.

      He was barely fifteen feet away now. I clutched the knife I’d picked up in my right hand and drew my other dagger with my left, and despite the panic rising and choking me, I prepared myself for a desperate launch at him, hoping to find chinks in his armor before he could tear me apart. But when the skeleton knight hefted his warhammer and turned for a swing, my feeble resolve failed, and I leaped off the landing instead.

      The crack of steel on stone came from behind me, and a spattering of pebbles cascaded down as I landed on the floor. It wasn’t a clean landing, and the ten-foot drop hurt my legs and chipped away at my health, but I was still alive. I darted for the stairs, hoping to get to the door and unlock it before the skeleton knight could reach it when I saw the shadow growing larger overhead.

      My reflexes kicked in and I rolled out of the way just in time. The skeleton knight, having made a giant leap from the landing, crunched down on the floor where I’d stood and continued its stalk towards me more quickly now. Sprawled on the floor, I scrambled to get away, but I felt the iron grip of the gauntlet close about my leg. A moment later, I was hauled into the air, the room zipping by in a dizzying rush.

      I was numb with fright. As the skeleton knight wound up to dash me against a wall, I resigned myself to my fate. Two deaths at level 2 — maybe I wasn’t cut out for this game after all.

      Then the opportunity popped up. The monster, pausing at the peak of its wind up, had put me next to its head and the open gap under its helm. Without thinking, I stabbed into one of the yellow eyes with the knife in my right hand and felt the metal break the bone.

      The skeleton knight froze. Its hand jerked open, and I tumbled to the ground, rolling away from the ugly brute and looking back in amazement. The dagger I’d picked up from the secret room was still in its eye, but now it was glowing a bright, sharp blue, and getting brighter every second. I shielded my eyes, then plugged my ears as a horrible scream tore through the room. The light filled the chamber, overwhelming my senses.

    

  







            9. THE NIGHT SISTERS

          

        

      

    

    
      A few seconds passed in almost intolerable pain, then the light began to dim. As soon as I could risk it, I opened my eyes to see what had become of the skeleton knight and stared in surprise. All that was left was a pile of rusty armor. The skeleton was gone, crumbled to a fine, white dust.

      And sticking out of the helmet was the looted knife, the glow slowly fading.

      
        
        +200 XP!

      

      

      I took it up in wonder, pulling up the overlay for its stats, though I quickly saw they weren’t very helpful:

      
        
        Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing

        Quality: Fine (38/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      I had to get this identified as soon as I could, to see what enchantment was powerful enough to take care of such a skeleton warrior. I quickly equipped my new treasure.

      Then I noticed a notification lingering in the corner of my screen:

      
        
        You are now Level 3! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      I was advancing by leaps and bounds now! I could only hope I’d keep this progress up. People had complained about how difficult it was to level up in the forums, but this was a cinch.

      Of course, I’d had a bit of help. And Sheika said I was on an unusual path. Plus, it was pretty convenient that the knife in the hidden room happened to be the very thing that could easily defeat the skeleton knight. Still, I could claim a bit of credit, couldn’t I?

      I started assigning my points. Despite my resolution to be a dark assassin who used a lot of channels, I was shaping up to use mana a lot more right now. Considering that, I put my 10 SP in mana. As for the rest, I thought about what would have been useful in my fight with the skeleton knight. Two went to agility, and another one to dexterity, while the last went to perception. Maybe if I’d had enough perception, I wouldn’t have tripped the trap in the first place. Though, I did suspect it was a magic trap, as I’d religiously been using Detect Traps as far as my stamina allowed.

      Points assigned, I gave my stats the once over.
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Not bad, not bad.

      An added bonus to the level up was my meters had fully recovered. I’d need them if I encountered any more creatures like that skeleton knight.

      Though it looked like the defeated monster wouldn’t have any loot, I checked inside the corroded armor and was soon rewarded for my efforts with two amber amethysts, pulled from where his eyes had been. Gems often being receptacles of enchantments, I wondered if this was what had animated the skeleton, or perhaps augmented his power. Enchanted or not, the gems would fetch a pretty penny, and make me more than rich enough for some upgraded gear.

      Thinking there might be more loot in the secret room, I gave it a more thorough pat down and came away with 36 more coins from a small jewelry box and a pair of enchanted greaves:

      
        
        Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance

        Quality: Fair (24/25)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      They were certainly better than the rags I had on my legs now. I equipped them, taking an extra moment to ensure they were strapped on correctly.

      Finding nothing else in the room, I used the key to head through the door and into the hallway beyond. Summoning Magelight, I cautiously made my way down the narrow passage, often pausing to Detect Traps. But there were no traps and nothing to loot. At the end of it was another door, this one unlocked. I pulled it open.

      I suspected that I had arrived at the end of the dungeon. The chamber rose high above, its heights revealed by ghostly blue torches mounted on the curved walls. Beneath were three giant statues of three women. One had a ragged cloth over her eyes, another over her mouth, and the third had two rags trailing from her ears. Unless I was mistaken, these were the visages of the Night Sisters, the dark trickster demigods who caused trouble among the gods, as their followers did among the faiths.

      But where were the Sisters I was supposed to talk to? I wandered around the statues and saw an eerie sight. Three sarcophagi were mounted on the walls, open and occupied. In them were three beings very much like the Night Sisters depicted above me, but smaller than myself, worn by the ravages of time and clad in moth-bitten rags. As I approached, the three beings shifted. Blue eyes blinked open and, heads creaking slowly around, they leveled their gazes upon me. I tried not to tremble as the Night Sisters folded out of their uncomfortable beds and stepped onto the ground.

      Instead of addressing me, the Sisters turned to each other. “Are you two still going, you old hags?” the one with the blindfold said. A blue glow emanated through the fabric.

      The Sister with the gag shrugged her thin shoulders, while the deaf one screeched, “What’s that, you ancient twat?! SPEAK LOUDER!”

      I shuffled my feet uncomfortably, and all three whipped their heads around towards me as if noticing me for the first time.

      “Ah, a guest,” the blind Sister said. “Great.”

      “I can come back if it’s a bad time…” I said uncertainly, though I was certain I couldn’t make it past that skeleton knight if he came back the second time.

      “WHAT’D THE MEATPILE SAY?”

      The mute Sister shrugged.

      “Shut up!” the blind Sister snapped at the deaf Sister before her gaze turned back to me. “Now, what was it you wanted, live one?”

      I reached for the scroll Malik had given me. “The Noble Ignobles send their regards.” That sounded official enough for demigoddesses. “They have a request, sealed within this scroll.”

      The blind Sister held her hand out, and I carefully handed it to her and withdrew swiftly. Potential allies they might be, but I didn't want to be any closer than I had to be, if only because of the reek of decayed flesh coming off her.

      The blind Sister opened the scroll and held it before her. “Drat. These cursed cataracts. Agniel, come read this.” She gestured at the deaf Sister.

      After a brief exchange for clarification, the deaf Sister ambled over and began declaring the secret message at a scream. “TO THE ESTEEMED SISTERS — HAH! WHAT HOGWASH THIS IS! — THE NOBLE IGNOBLES HAVE LONG ADMIRED YOU FROM AFAR. SO IT IS WITH MANY REGARDS THAT WE — I'LL SKIP ALL THIS RUBBISH — OUR AMBITIONS SEEM NOW TO ALIGN WITH YOUR OWN. THE GODDESS OF THE NAIADS, NALAMANADINE, ALSO KNOWN AS NALI, SUPPORTS AN EMPIRE DEEMED TO BE UNLAWFULLY SEIZING AND POSSESSING LAND THAT BELONGS TO THE KING OF EBRETIN, HIS MAJESTY FREDRICK DUNDAR II, IN OPPOSITION TO ALL OTHER FAITHS BUT THOSE OF ZYNAL OF THE VALYN AND OMAGNAR OF THE GNARISH. IN SUPPORT OF OUR KING’S JUST CAUSE, WE WISH TO REQUISITION YOUR AID IN UNDERMINING THE FAITH OF NALI BY SICKENING HER PRIESTS AND DEFILING HER EFFIGIES — HAH! NOW WE’RE TALKING! — THE MANNER OF THIS SABOTAGE IS LEFT IN YOUR CAPABLE HANDS. THE ONE WHO STANDS BEFORE YOU WILL ACT AS OUR AGENT IN THIS REGARD. PLEASE ADVISE AND ASSIST HIM AS BEST YOU ARE ABLE.

      YOURS IN MOST HUMBLE ADMIRATION,

      BRANDEUR THREE-HORNED

      CAPTAIN OF CAPTAINS OF THE NOBLE IGNOBLES.”

      I pondered the message as I rubbed at my throbbing ears. I felt another quest coming on, and this one looked to be a much bigger deal. I'd stumbled upon a major, world-shaping quest, one of the ones renowned for loads of experience and awesome rewards. I felt myself tingle with excitement.

      However, the task, sickening priests, sounded far from appetizing. Still, if I was giving them a bit of food poisoning, where was the harm in that? I could live with making a few old geezers upchuck.

      After a long pause, the blind Sister spoke. “So. You are to be the arbiter of our will. Do you believe yourself up for the task?”

      “Yes,” I answered without hesitation.

      
        
        New quest: Unholy Water (Level 15) [Night Sisters] - Poison the waters of the temple of the goddess Nali in J’anteau. But be sure not to baptize your baby with this stuff!

        Reward: 20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), an adept Black channel, increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

         		This quest has implications for the whole of the Everlands! Proceed with caution!

      

      

      I blinked. Had I read that right? 20 thousand XP! Not to mention all the rewards. And that line at the end — that was every player’s dream to get. Sheika was right; this quest was wack! I was almost giddy with anticipation to get started.

      Of course, there was that level 15 requirement. At level 2, I'd have to do a lot of training before I was ready to complete it.

      Then my impending deadline for logging off came crashing back down on me, and my palms began to sweat with anxiety. I had to see this through. I had to go and do this now.

      The Night Sisters had further instructions for me. “Go to the Naiad capital on the mainland, the city of J’anteau,” the blind Sister said. “There, you will find the great temple to Nali, and poison their water with this.” She drew out a small vial of clear liquid from her ragged robes, and I tentatively approached to take it from her, holding my breath so I wouldn't I have to smell her.

      As I did, her other hand suddenly reached out and grasped my arm in a cold, dead grip. “You cannot fail,” she rasped. “You will need to possess more tools than you currently have in your possession. Take this gift from my Sisters and me.”

      Cold started spreading from her hand. But even though I shivered violently, I didn't try and shake her off. Whatever was happening was supposed to be a gift, and I wanted to see it through.

      When I thought I must have transformed into an ice cube, the undead demigoddess finally lifted her hand from me. I collapsed to my knees and clutched my arms around me, teeth chattering. But there something else now, some new knowledge in my mind…

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Siphon Essence (Lvl 1)!

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 15 spirit

        Effect: Steal 30 spirit from another sentient, living being.

      

      

      “This will help you on your journey,” the blind Sister said. “But if you're to succeed, you must learn more, much more. Visit our sanctuary in Halduran on your way to J’anteau to acquire greater power in this regard.”

      
        
        New quest: Dark Sanctuary (Level 5) [Night Sisters] - Visit the sanctuary in Halduran for another Night Sisters quest.

        Reward: 500 XP, increased alignment with the Night Sisters

      

      

      “Th-thank you, my lady,” I said through chattering teeth. It was good to have a way to restore spirit for the journey ahead, even if it was a bit sinister. I didn't know if I'd have the guts to use it on someone innocent, even in a game, as I didn't know if it'd be painful to them or not.

      “One more thing.” I drew out the Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing and held it before me. “Can you identify this?”

      The blind Sister reached out. “Put it in my hand,” she instructed.

      Careful not to touch her decaying skin, I did so. A blue glow surrounded the knife, then a moment later she held it out to me, and I took it back, quickly sheathing it so my hands didn’t freeze off. Still, I pulled up its now complete stats:

      
        
        Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing

        Quality: Fine

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: This item can banish three undead creatures level 10 and below before it must be recharged. Recharge Black items by sacrificing a sentient soul to it.

        Charges: 2/3

      

      

      At my level, it was a powerful item. But that last bit about how it charged sounded a bit nasty. “How do you sacrifice a soul to the dagger?” I asked.

      “Kill a creature with it,” the blind Sister said drily. “What else?”

      I shrugged. I’d deal with the moral qualms of that when it came up. “Can you also identify my greaves?” I asked, lifting a leg.

      “WHAT DO YOU THINK WE ARE, SHOPKEEPERS? GO AWAY NOW, YOU STEAMING PILE OF MEAT,” the deaf Sister bellowed at me.

      I gave her a sour expression, but knowing I’d get no further help here, I made my way back to where I’d entered the room.

      “NOT THAT WAY. TRY THE DOOR BEHIND THAT HAG OVER THERE.”

      Scrambling to obey as I cringed, I approached what looked like the outline of a door in the cave wall and pulled on its handle. As soon as I touched it, the door began to rumble open.

      “We will expect a full report,” the blind Sister said just before I stepped through, “when you return.” There was more than a bit of doubt in her tone, but it was the lack of concern that made me wonder. How many others had been sent on this same mission?

      No matter. As long as I could stay logged into The Everlands, I'd push to finish it. No matter how long it took.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. FEALTY

          

        

      

    

    
      I emerged from the dark lair and blinked at the bright scene around me. Sometime during my escapades below, night had turned to day. Good thing I knew time passed more quickly here than in the real world. Otherwise, I’d start to be worried about my real body.

      I pushed it from my mind as I set to finding my way back to The Golden Goat so I could report back to Malik and reap the rewards from my first dungeon dive. It was easier navigating my way back now in a way that seemed to go beyond what was normal. Pulling up my stats, I saw another listing under Skills: Navigation. Concentrating on it, I brought up a description:

      
        
        Navigation — You know where you've been, and you know where you want to go. Furthering this skill will help you easily navigate areas you've visited as well as quickly learn your way around new areas. Triggered after traveling your first 15 miles.

      

      

      That last part explained why I only just got it. I wasn't sure exactly how to progress it, since there seemed to be techniques to skills I had yet to learn. I resolved to explore it further since such a skill would be invaluable if I were going to a faraway city.

      Remembering what the prompt had said earlier when I’d pulled up my map, I tried it again. Now, all the areas I’d been to were lit up in a sea of black. Still, I grinned. It’d be way easier to find my way back now. But since I couldn’t see beyond what I’d already explored, I’d have to get a map or something to find my way to J’anteau.

      I was still on the outskirts of Stalburgh when a misty figure formed next to me. I didn't jump this time, I'm proud to say, but I was still surprised to see who it was. “Ava! You're still here!”

      The ghost smiled sadly. “Yes. And so are you.”

      A queasy feeling kicked up in my stomach. “Well, yeah.”

      I'd stopped walking, and Ava began to circle me slowly. “Be careful, Marrow,” she said so softly I could barely hear her over the normal forest noises. “You're playing in the games of gods now. Always remember they're watching, that every move you make is scrutinized and judged.”

      The squirming in my gut intensified, and despite myself, I thought again of the guy who said he couldn't log me off, as well as Sheika’s portentous words. Was I an idiot by staying on so long, especially when the parlor guy couldn't boot me?

      But this was my one chance. I couldn't just let it slip away while I still had it. I'd have to play this game of the Pantheon’s, and hope it didn’t have consequences something beyond the bounds of The Everlands itself.

      “Thanks, Ava,” I told my Specter guide. I meant it. Strangely, she seemed to be a guide even beyond the parameters of the game. “Don’t stay away so long next time, okay? I thought something had happened to you.”

      That finally brought a smile to her lips, if a faint one. “I’ll try. I have to go now, Marrow…” She started dissipating.

      “Wait!” I cried, a sudden question occurring to me. “Which god do you serve?”

      She paused, barely more than a fine spray in the sunlight, making her body kaleidoscopic like a rainbow. “The one whom all Specters serve. Mordreth, god of the Underworld.”

      Then she finished disappearing and was gone.

      I thought about that for a moment. It was becoming more and more apparent how important faith was here. My mission seemed little more than a PR hijack, but if the gods were as active in the Everlands as they appeared, it would have consequences far beyond that. On one side of the conflict seemed to be Nali of the water-dwelling Naiads, Omagnar of the tunneling Gnarish, and Zynal of the Valyn elves high in the sky. On the other side, all I knew was the Night Sisters, who as demigoddesses, I wasn't sure if I should count them in the Pantheon. Though I did see they were listed as one of my faith alignments now, so maybe they did. There had to be others with them, though. This Mordreth might be one of them; it seemed a natural alliance between the two entities dealing with death. And whoever supported King Fredrick and his mercenaries the Ignobles was on this side — my side, I supposed — as well.

      One thing was certain: I needed someone to set me straight on all the religions, so I knew exactly what I was dealing with.

      I set off at a jog, eager to get on with my new quest. The streets of Stalburgh weren't full at this hour of the morning, and I easily made my way through what pedestrians there were in little time.

      Slowing as I entered The Golden Goat, I saw the common room wasn't nearly so crowded now. Brandeur, my captain now apparently, didn't occupy his chair either. I hoped Malik's night hadn't gone well and he'd be up in his room alone.

      Making my way upstairs and through the halls, I stopped before his door and knocked without hesitation. Inaudible mutters came from the other side, and a minute later a thoroughly hungover Malik appeared from behind the door.

      “It didn't go well then,” I observed smugly.

      “Just come in,” the rogue said darkly, stepping aside.

      Once I was inside with the door closed, the rogue, who was clad in nothing but a ratty night robe, squarely faced me. “You met with them? The Sisters?”

      I nodded. “They agreed. And I agreed to do the deed myself.” I still wasn't settled on how I felt about the task, but I wanted the rewards bad enough to stomach it.

      Malik stroked his scraggly goatee. “Well then. I guess you're the man for the job if the Night Sisters deemed you worthy. But before I forget — honest pay for honest work.” He winked and threw me a considerably heavier bag of coins than before. Where he'd produced it from, I didn't want to know.

      
        
        You’ve completed A Rendezvous in the Night! +1000 XP (+50 XP), increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, 150 coins

      

      

      I also noticed the level up notification appear in the bottom of my screen this time and grinned.

      
        
        You are now Level 4! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Level 4 already — I’d had a rough start, but I was getting better at this.

      “Now,” Malik said, eyeing me with a shrewd expression, “since you've gotten this far, there is one thing still to take care of.”

      “And that is?”

      He turned and started ruffling around the chest at the foot of his bed, extracting some equally ratty clothes, then started pulling them on before me. “Swearing fealty to a king.”

      I sighed. Leveling up would have to wait then. “Lead the way, good rogue.”
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        * * *

      

      A half-hour later, Malik led me through the castle at Stalburgh, which belonged to one duke by the name of Lord Rodalt. As we entered his great hall, the lord of the castle sat opposite of us, awaiting our approach at the end of a purple carpet.

      Lord Rodalt’s weight was, let’s say, considerable. What was left of his hair puffed out on either side like the biggest cotton balls you'd ever see, and his mustache looked like a rat’s tail after it had gone for a swim. I tried to hide a smirk as Malik, clad in his shabby finery, led me down the carpet.

      “My Lord Rodalt, I do thank you for taking our audience,” Malik said with oily manners. “May I present my brave companion, Marrow⁠—”

      He glanced at me, realizing he knew nothing beyond that name. I didn't help him but stared with a polite expression.

      Malik cleared his throat. “Marrow.”

      “Marrow Marrow, is it?” The duke’s voice was far deeper and richer than I'd expected. In the real world, he could have been an opera singer. “A strange name, I do think. But adventurers always call themselves odd things, don't they, Pomel?”

      A thin man next to the duke replied in weary tones, “Indeed, my Lord.”

      I saw an overlay beginning to catalog “Marrow Marrow” as a newly acquired name, and I thought it best to put it to rest now. “It's just Marrow. My lord,” I added, archaic manners coming foreign to me.

      “Just Marrow? A fine epithet⁠—”

      “Er,” I interrupted hastily. “Marrow. Marrow is my name.”

      The duke harrumphed to himself. “Do make up your mind, good fellow! Now, Marrow, what can I do for you?”

      I couldn't decide if this guy was messing with me or if he was really that dumb. In any case, he was a duke — he could afford a few jokes at others’ expense.

      I didn't know what to say, my charisma failing me. Fortunately, Malik intervened. “My Lord Rodalt, my companion here has but recently entered the service of the Noble Ignobles. Already has he proven to be a great asset. Above all, he is loyal to the Crown and King Fredrick, which is why he is here today. Though a foreigner, he wishes to declare the King of Ebretin his liege lord and to pledge his service and his life to whatever cause he deems necessary.”

      The Duke chuckled. “A foreigner declaring for the king? And an adventurer no less. This is a rare treat. Well, go on, Marrow. I'll have your oath.” He leaned forward in his throne. “But you will not just swear to King Fredrick, my boy. You will swear to me to be my vassal as your direct lord.”

      I hadn't been fond of the idea of declaring for some king I’d never met when Malik had brought it up. Even the enticing factors of Ebretin being the largest human kingdom on this continent and it being actively in a conquest mindset weren't much to sway me towards it. I just thought it was likely to restrict my way forward, and I wasn't fond of limitations. However, when Malik had said I couldn't continue on my quest without doing so, I’d relented.

      But declaring for this ridiculous duke, whom I didn't know and certainly didn’t like? This was one leash too much.

      “You mistake me, my Lord,” I spoke up. Malik turned with a sharp look, but I ignored him. “As I'm not from this country, Stalburgh is just another place I'm passing through. It is not my home. Therefore, I do not see the need to declare for you.”

      The duke wore a half-smile, almost a sneer. “Is that right, Marrow of Many Names? Well, since you are a foreigner, let me explain how vassalage works.” He pointed a finger at himself. “I grant protection to whoever is in my lands.” He pointed at me. “Whoever is protected in my lands is my vassal. It's quite simple, really.”

      I wished Malik had talked through this with me a bit more. I stewed as Malik interjected and began smoothing the situation over, slowly but inevitably winding me around to the oath for both duke and king. Finally, I relented and recited the words.

      When we were done, Lord Rodalt’s victorious smile made me feel as if I’d been doused in cold oil. “Well, my vassal,” he said to me, “I hear you are making a journey soon. I'll expect a full report upon your return, hm?”

      “Yes, m’lord,” I said glumly. I couldn’t get out of there soon enough and turned away without a bow, Malik apologizing behind before following close on my heels.

    

  







            11. THE TIPSY NAVIGATOR

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks for that,” I grumbled as we exited the castle.

      “For what? You wanted to continue your task and get in good with the king. I provided a way to do that.” Malik shrugged. “What's the harm in having another boss, eh?”

      I just shook my head and pulled up my stats. I hadn't placed the points for my latest level up yet, and it beat talking to this back alley swindler.
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I pondered where to put these new points given my recent experiences. With the skeleton knight, quick feet and reactions allowed me to overcome a much greater foe. That called for more points in dexterity and agility. However, I had already invested in those with my last level up. And as my quarrel with the duke showed, I had many other confrontations in the Everlands other than physical fights. Just making my character a dumb brute wouldn’t get me far if I couldn’t persuade people of anything.

      With all this in mind, I put my 10 SP in stamina, then one AP in agility, belief, intellect, and charisma each. I knew my spells were useful, so it made sense to advance intellect, and I hoped my channels would be increasingly important — I could tell Minor Healing certainly would be, especially when I could Siphon Essence to recover spirit. As for charisma, I hoped that it would give me an edge for my next battle of words and wits.

      I noticed Malik staring at me. “What?” I said.

      “Why are you coming back to the Goat with me? Trying to get in my bed or something?” He waved his hands dramatically. “Be away!”

      I rubbed my forehead. The man was impossible. “You know, if you weren’t responsible for everything good that’s happened so far, I’d be tempted to clock you.”

      The rogue grinned at me. “You’re not the first and won’t be the last, my odd friend.” He pointed down a junction as we walked past it. “Now I’ll be responsible for kicking your ass out of Stalburgh. That way’s the markets. I suggest you see your way to them before our great duke finds an excuse to detain you.”

      I grimaced. “Fair enough. You have any suggestions on where to start?”

      Malik shrugged. “If you’re not sure, you can’t go wrong at Yansel’s general store. He can point you in the right direction if you don’t find what you need there.”

      “Thanks.” I waved a half-hearted farewell to Malik as I went down the road. After a few crossings, I saw a fresh white sign with cheery red letters reading General Store. Storekeepers weren’t renowned for their creativity, but this was taking it too far.

      I entered the general store by its creaking front door. As soon as I stepped in, a bent older lady with short, tightly curled hair sidled up shyly next to me. “May I help you, sir?” she asked meekly.

      I blinked. Timidity was something in rare supply in the Everlands so far as I’d experienced it, so her demeanor caught me off-guard. “Hello,” I said awkwardly. “I guess I’m, uh, looking to upgrade my gear.”

      Her big eyes wandered over my person. “Ahhh. An adventurer.” Her shy smile brightened the room. “I should have known from the armor.”

      I glanced down at my person. If I looked an adventurer, I looked a poor one at the moment. “Yeah, I guess.” I cleared my throat. “Do you have anything I could use?”

      “Of course! Right this way, sir.”

      The old lady — Yansel I assumed — led me to the corner where a few suits of worn armor hung. I stared at the uninspiring leather set and the rusted iron chainmail. “I think I’ll take a moment to browse,” I said tactfully.

      Yansel smiled again. “Take your time.” She shuffled back towards the front, leaving me to walk among the shelves alone.

      There were used trinkets beyond count. Candlesticks with chipping silver, worn axes for chopping wood, apples, oranges, salts, what looked like bunches of grass — Yansel had every small thing you could want. Everything you could want, that is, if you were settled with a home. For a traveler like me, it wasn’t quite suiting my needs. So much for Malik’s suggestion.

      I did, however, pick up the wood axe, a tinderbox, and a small satchel of rock salt for meals on the road, for taste and hopefully for a boost in my food’s restorative benefits. After Yansel happily totaled it up, the damage came to 11 coins, a mere dent in my current wallet of 201 coins. I pushed over the payment, thanked her, and asked after a blacksmith, navigator, and someone who sold spells. While she couldn’t help me with the last one, she gave directions to the closest blacksmith and ranger. I thanked her and left.

      It turned out I didn’t need the directions for the blacksmith, as the plume of smoke ejecting from his furnace was signpost enough. Entering into the shop portion of his place, I heard a bell jingle with the door and the cry of “Coming!” from the back. A few minutes passed before the blacksmith emerged from the back, a stout Gnarish with a bald, sweaty head and a long beard. “My pardons for the delay, young master,” the blacksmith said in a genial voice. “What can I do for you?”

      I’d been looking around his shop while I’d waited, and had my eye on a particular set, a hauberk and trousers that looked made of sleek, black scales fit seamlessly together, much like the armor that Sheika had worn. I pointed to it. “How much for those?”

      The Gnarish laughed when he saw what I pointed at. “I can save you the trouble. You’re not going to be able to afford that.” His eyes grew distant as he stared at it. “That’s a one-of-a-kind. Genuine dragonscale armor.”

      No wonder I’d been impressed. I looked back at it, wondering how big the dragons were in the Everlands. “How’d you get the scales?”

      “A lucky venture. An adventurer much like yourself came in with a stack of them one day, and I bought them off of her immediately.” He nodded amicably. “Already sold the other armor set I made from it. This second is my last until I get another such lucky stonefall.” He eyed me. “If you get a bit more experience under your belt, maybe it will come from you.”

      
        
        New quest: Seller of Scales (Level 29) - Find a dragon and steal its scales to sell them back to the Gnarish blacksmith in Stalburgh. Sounds simple, right?

        Reward: 10,000 XP, opportunity to buy dragonscale armor

      

      

      That one was a far shot. But who knew, maybe I’d get around to it if I went into an Everlands-induced coma in reality.

      “Maybe it will,” I smiled. “So what’s it cost? 10,000 coins?”

      “50,000. If I’m being generous.”

      “Jesus.”

      “Who?”

      “Er — never mind.” I scanned his selection again, looking for something a little more moderate. “Do you have something suitable for around 100 coins or so?”

      The Gnarish eyed me for a moment. “You’re in boiled leather now. You were eyeing the dragonscales. Unless I’m mistaken, you’re looking for something light that allows you to move nimbly on your feet, correct? Doesn’t make much noise? But takes a punch when it needs to?”

      I was impressed. “Correct to the last detail. Do you have something?”

      “Do I indeed!” The Gnarish gave a great guffaw as he came around the corner. He hummed tunelessly to himself as he walked around the edges of his shop. Finally, he arrived at a set of armor composed of dull, metal scales. It didn’t look like much, but then again, I was still a relatively poor nobody, no matter how much just under 200 coins seemed to me.

      “These will do you nicely,” the Gnarish said. He pulled up the sleeve to show me. “Steel scales,” he said, pointing, “separated and softened with cotton, so they don’t clink when you’re trying to move softly. And to provide a bit of extra padding and comfort, there’s a layer of leather underneath.”

      I touched it myself. It seemed well made. Focusing on it brought up its stats as confirmation:

      
        
        Steel Scaled Hauberk

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      “A good idea,” I said. “But that’s a cut above normal armor. Am I going to be able to afford it?”

      “Well, that is a potential issue… The set runs 350. But if you have the money,” the blacksmith rushed to say as I blanched, “it pays to go for quality up front! The right piece of armor will save your life.” He patted the chest of the armor.

      But I didn’t have that kind of money. “What about just the top half? Could I get them separate? I just can’t afford both.”

      “Hmm…” The Gnarish pondered it for a long time. “I suppose that could work,” he said slowly. “I’ll even let go of the tunic for a discount, as I’ve taken a liking to you. 150, and that’s as low as I can go.”

      I knew I was supposed to bargain, but I had a feeling the Gnarish was telling the truth. “Done.”

      It hurt pushing over those stacks of coins, even when I alleviated the cost by selling my boiled leather jerkin for 10 coins. But when I donned the hauberk a moment later, I knew it was the right decision. I felt the tunic subtly adjust itself to me, so it was snug and secure; auto-fit was a handy feature. And the scales on the outside already made me feel safer.

      I thanked the blacksmith and turned to leave. Before I did, the Gnarish said one last thing. “I think you’ll go far if you don’t mind me saying. Do remember those scales if the opportunity arises!”

      “I will.” I smiled and waved back, glad that at least one person didn’t think I was a total poser.

      It looked like it wouldn’t matter that I didn’t know where a spell shop was, as I was fast running out of coins — I only had 50 left. But then I remembered I had the two amber amethysts. I had a feeling that a mage might be interested in them, and resolved to ask the navigator, who should know Stalburgh better than anyone, if there was a spell seller in the city.

      The navigator lived off the main street in a dingy alley, a small sign providing the only indication that I’d reached the right place. Eyeing the small hut skeptically, I knocked.

      A clatter sounded from inside. “Nali’s tits — not now!” a woman’s voice shouted. “Come back much, much later!”

      I hesitated a moment, debating whether or not I should comply. But time was too short — I couldn’t afford to be polite. I took a deep breath and yanked at the door. Unlocked, it sprang right open.

      The hut looked like an abandoned shack. Cups, plates, and cutlery were scattered across the floor, all with crusted food on them. Even more present were the bottles: big and small, curved and straight, every size present for roll call, and every one empty. But the room wasn’t abandoned — a figure slouched on a stool in the corner. Seeing her posture and her lazy, clumsy movements by the candlelight, it didn't take great perception to know what had been in all those bottles.

      The figure sat up at my entrance. “Who do you think you are?” she demanded, her words slurred. “I told you to go away!”

      I looked around, not hiding my disgust. “A navigator is supposed to live here.”

      “A navigator does live here, not that it's any of your damned business. Now get the hell out of my house!”

      I didn't move. “You? You're kidding me. You don't look like you could find your way to the bed right now. If there is one in here.”

      The figure attempted to rise, then summarily gave up. “Oh, ha-ha, another jester come by to laugh at me.” A hocked loogie nearly hit my foot. “Piss on you all!”

      I summoned Magelight, wanting to get a closer look. To my surprise, the navigator was a Satyr. But considering the state of the place, maybe it shouldn't have come as a shock. I don’t mean to be racist, but it did seem that every Satyr I’d come across had quite the proclivity for drink…

      Like Brandeur, she was quite the looker. Sure, she had black bags under her eyes, and her walnut skin had a sallow undertone to it, but otherwise, she seemed fit, hale, and pretty, with petite but strong features like a dancer. The fur on her legs looked silky if a bit matted, and even her horns and hoofs had a certain charm.

      The navigator just seemed to grow angrier as I studied her. “Are you just going to stand there and stare? Someone does need a lesson in manners!”

      “Will you be the one to teach me?” The tease came out before I thought better of it. Either it was the lack of intellect or a higher charisma; we’d have to see how it turned out.

      To my surprise, a grin cracked across her face, but it disappeared almost as soon as it appeared. “Cheeky bastard.” She sighed and slowly sat up, though the attempt at decorum was undermined by her taking a long draught from the goblet in her hand. “I assume you're here because you need to travel the wilderness in search of far-fetched adventures, am I right?”

      “Something like that. I was hoping you could point me in the right direction, give me a few survival tips, stuff like that.”

      “Oh?” Her eyebrows shot up. “And then what, you'll waltz off on your own and arrive at your destination whole and healthy?”

      Something in her tone made me hesitate. “That's the idea,” I said tentatively.

      She shook her head, a snide smile spreading. “Then I suppose you haven't heard of the widow willows, so called for the sap that runs down their trunks and branches and traps any who comes near. Or the choker vines that creep up on you while you're sleeping. Not to mention all the monsters — crag trolls, the restless dead, dire wolves, goblins — who would love to make a meal of your meat.”

      A cold fear started creeping in, from my toes to the hairs on my scalp. I'd nearly been killed by a skeleton warrior. How could I survive all of that on my own?

      “Or…” The Satyr straightened up and pawed at her unruly hair. “You could hire a navigator.”

      I stared. “You? I'm traveling to J’anteau. Could you make it outside Stalburgh without collapsing?”

      Her hair practically stood on end. “If you want my help, you're doing a shoddy job of asking for it.”

      I wasn't sure that it was her help I needed, but I did need someone to guide me. Until I found out who, it was best to humor her. “Okay. How much would you cost?”

      Her eyes suddenly became shrewd through the cloud of intoxication. “You're an adventurer. That means you'll have an eye for treasure unless your fine armor misspeaks.” She tossed her head and eyed me. “I'll have half of it.”

      “Half?” My eyes nearly fell out of my head. “Of everything I get? No way.”

      “Well then,” the navigator said, sitting back. “Have fun with 100% of nothing, plus a bonus brutal death.”

      I fumed internally. Unfortunately, I had a feeling she was right. “Try 40/60.”

      “42/58.”

      I stared at her. “Really?”

      She cocked an eyebrow and said nothing.

      “Fine,” I muttered. “It'll waste more time than that 2% is worth.”

      “That will depend,” she said. She stuck her hand out, a gleam in her eye now. “Farelle.”

      I took it. “Marrow.”

      “I'm guessing you have some bones to you then.” She chuckled as we shook.

      If this kept up, I'd have to get a new name after all.

      
        
        You have gained a new companion! Companions can aid in your journey and bring a variety of skills to your party, but will only stay with you for as long as their conditions remain applicable. You may view your companion’s stats at any time.

      

      

      While I had the opportunity, I decided to do just that:
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She at least seemed to be what she claimed — someone with a bit of wilderness experience.

      “Well then,” the navigator said, standing unsteadily. “Much to do. We leave this evening I assume?”

      “The sooner, the better.”

      “I’ll skip the bath then. Come back in an hour.”

      I eyed her skeptically. “I'll come back in an hour and a half. Wouldn't want to skip hygiene.”

      Her eyes narrowed, and I smirked to myself.
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        * * *

      

      Farelle gave me instructions for a spell seller, so while she cleaned herself up and prepared for the long journey, I made my way to his shop. It looked, appropriately enough, like a wizard’s hat, with a decrepit, leaning tower wilting off a circular, sloped roof. The door was cracked open, so I knocked lightly and, after a moment, slowly eased inside.

      Though outside was daytime, inside was cast in shadows, only alleviated by strangely geometric lanterns casting red and blue light around. A rotund man with the barest beard peered at me from over his half-moon spectacles. “Yes?” he inquired impatiently.

      “Sorry to disturb you,” I rushed to say, feeling a bit embarrassed for barging in. After all, this wasn’t Farelle’s house, but the shop of an established merchant. “I believe you sell spells?”

      The man’s eyebrows rose a fraction higher. “And?”

      This mage wasn’t going to make it easy for me. “And I’m looking to buy some.”

      “Hm.” The man dropped his gaze back to the book open in his hands, seeming content to ignore me as he wished.

      I looked awkwardly about. There were a few neat stacks of books and two short rows of tightly bound scrolls arranged on the counter next to him, while the rest of the walls were bare. How did he make a living, especially when he did his best to drive customers away?

      “So are you open for business?” I finally asked, too annoyed to wait any longer.

      “Patience,” the man said without looking up, “is a wizard’s greatest asset.” His eyes flicked up, then fell back to his faded words. “Patience indeed is the single greatest thing that keeps most away from the mystical arts.”

      “It’s easy to be patient if you’re boring,” I observed. My charisma had abandoned me just when I needed it.

      “I don’t believe there’s anything for you here,” the shopkeeper observed, turning a page. “Good day.”

      I reached into my pocket and withdrew the two amethysts from my inventory and put them on the counter. “Maybe I’m also here for a sale.”

      The man adjusted his spectacles to eye them without much interest. “You wish to woo me with cloudy opals?” he asked dryly.

      “Amethysts, actually. And these aren’t just gems.” I leaned forward and pitched my voice for dramatic effect. “They were used to animate a skeleton knight that lay deep within the lair of the Night Sisters.”

      The mage’s eyebrows shot up. “Indeed,” he said evenly.

      “However…” I swept up the precious stones and pocketed them. “Since my magical jewels don’t interest you” — That came out wrong, but I plowed ahead — “I’d best find another, more insightful prospector.”

      The mage licked his lips. I had him hooked. Now to reel him in.

      “I’m just supposed to believe they animated a skeleton knight?” he complained.

      “You're the wiz’,” I countered. “Isn't there a spell for that?”

      Forgetting to be stern, he nodded absently as he stared at the amethysts. “I suppose allowances could be made for impatient adventurers.”

      Finally, he opened up as I'd hoped. After some negotiating, we came to the agreement that two amethysts would be exchanged for two spells. Considering my paltry spell list, I was more than happy to accept. I may have invested attribute points in belief, but I still wanted to explore the magical options available in the Everlands.

      As his counter implied, the mage had a small collection, but as a beginner, it had what I needed. There was an apprentice-level spell for the three elements to this world — Fire, Air, and Water — as well as for Mesmer, the illusion branch of magic, and Light, the basic branch for spells like Magic Missiles and Magelight.

      I decided to go with a Water spell for several reasons, not the least of which I was already craving ice in my water, no doubt an impossible luxury here. But I'd always thought ice spells were the most useful defensively, given that they usually slowed enemies as well as dealt damage, and this one was no different:

      
        
        Icy Plume (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Water

        Cost: 25 mana

        Effect: Cast a cone of frozen air lasting 5 seconds, slowing enemies for -50% movement for 3 seconds and dealing 7 damage per second.

        “Now that’s what I call a snow cone!”

      

      

      I also considered picking up a Fire spell for some added damage and a fall back for starting fires in case Farelle wasn't too sharp on her survival skills. But as I carefully thumbed through the scrolls and books, one Mesmer spell caught my eye:

      
        
        Invigorate (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Mesmer

        Cost: 30 mana

        Effect: Excite the current emotions of the target; effective if targeting level 7 sentient, living beings. Excitement can take a variety of forms, such as fury, enthusiasm, or terror. “Just don’t rely on Invigorate when you’re at the whorehouses!”

      

      

      Being able to manipulate others’ emotions would be invaluable, even if this one was a blunt tool that exacerbated whatever emotion they were already feeling. Still, the versatility was apparent, as I remembered how that power worked in Sanderson’s Mistborn novels to great effect. Excited myself, I snatched up the scroll and, reading it, felt the knowledge contained within it seep in. It evaporated into blue mist when I finished reading it, as had the first.

      “It was a pleasure.” The mage didn't look up from his magnifying glass as he bent over the amethysts. I just shook my head and left. I’d gotten what I came for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. AN AUSPICIOUS EMBARKMENT

          

        

      

    

    
      When I arrived back at Farelle’s hut, I hardly recognized the navigator. She had replaced her soiled clothes with fresh ones and had donned leather armor as well. An unstrung bow hung off one shoulder, and a sizable satchel hung from another.

      “Took you long enough,” the Satyr said with a smirk. There was just a hint of clumsiness to her now. The prospect of work and adventure seemed to have sobered her up. I wondered what had brought about the drunken bout, and hoped it would stay away. Though from the flask at her hip, I doubted it would.

      I noticed a second, smaller bag by her hooves, and gestured towards it. “That for me?”

      “I don’t see a luggage ass, do you?” She tossed the satchel to me, and I lunged to catch it. “Got the basics in there for you, just in case a bag gets lost or we get split up.”

      I scanned the items inside through my inventory overlay. Some dried meat, flint and stone, and some other survival odds and ends were inside, nothing too exciting. “Fair enough. Though I’d prefer we not get split up.”

      I wasn’t fond of the idea of carrying that thing halfway across one land and halfway through another, so I brought up my inventory and stored it. As it evaporated into blue pixels, Farelle’s eyes widened. “What did you just… What magic was that? I’ve never seen anything like it!”

      I winked at her. “That’s the least of what I can do.” I wasn’t lying either — resurrection would probably make me a demigod in her eyes.

      She just shook her head. “I guess it’s good we’re on the same side.” She hefted her satchel. “Come on. If we’re leaving today, we’d best get a move on before the gates close for the night.”

      I wouldn’t argue with that. It had been many hours since I’d heard from the outside world. I thought guiltily perhaps I should be responsible and log off. But when would I ever get this opportunity again? I couldn’t leave yet.

      “Let’s go then,” I said, and we set off for the gates.
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        * * *

      

      We left by the east gate, as J’anteau, capital of the land portion of the Cerulean Empire, was nearly due east from Stalburgh, even if the various river crossings, plateaus, and mountain range that stood in between would make it far from a straight shot. By the time we got outside the city, the sun was just shy of kissing the horizon. Farelle turned to me as she pulled out her map. “What kind of pace can you keep?”

      I shrugged. I genuinely didn't know in this world. It seemed I didn't need sleep the same way as in normal life, and the days seemed to pass more quickly. As for my energy, my belly was grumbling, but my stamina bar was full, and my status was unimpaired. “I could probably go as fast as you,” I boasted.

      She raised an eyebrow and shook her head. “I may have been drunk for the past month, but that doesn't mean you could outstrip a Wilder.”

      “A Wilder?”

      “What you humans might call a ranger.” She tossed her head again almost the way a horse might. I thought it best not to point this out; Satyrs might be sensitive to being compared to farm animals.

      “Anyway,” she said, unrolling her map and holding it up for both of us to see, “we need to set our course. I already have one plotted out, but if you have any additional places you'd like to visit along the way, let me know.”

      A map — if only I could get it on my overlay. As if the game was listening in, almost as soon as looked over Farelle’s shoulder at her map, a small version of my map overlay appeared. This time, it was more fleshed out. Curious, I brought it up and saw that the area Farelle’s map covered was now mirrored on mine, though it was less colored than what I'd explored. Unconfirmed lands, I guessed. Still, it was more useful than a complete blackout, and a ranger — or Wilder rather — ought to have a fairly accurate map.

      As I minimized my map again, the navigator pointed. “I figured we’ll follow the Silverrun — this tributary here — until we reach the Ghoe, this large river. We follow the Ghoe to the mountains here, the Black Crags, cross over these meadows to take Helene's Pass through. Then it's just going through the Mired Groves — these many pockets of woods all across this swamp here — to arrive at J'anteau, which is nestled in the White Tors. Any questions?”

      My eyes were glazing over trying to take in all that information. Fortunately, my map was filling the details in the corner of my vision as she spoke. There was one pressing thing though: I remembered my side-quest from the Night Sisters to gain that additional channel. As I thought about it, my map highlighted the town where the sanctuary was supposed to be, Halduran. But considering the Night Sisters’ reputation, I'd have to approach this carefully until I knew how Farelle’s alignments dealt with them. “What towns are we resupplying at?”

      The Wilder peered closer at the map. “Before the Black Crags, just Vindal⁠—”

      “What about Halduran?” I interrupted, seeing she'd passed it over. “It looks like it's along our route.”

      The Wilder frowned, and I had a bad feeling the Night Sisters weren't her favorite faith. A quick check of her stats reminded me she subscribed to a belief in Yalua, whoever that was. I didn’t need to know much more, though, for Farelle said darkly, “You don't go to Halduran unless you need to.”

      “Sounds like a place of interest to an adventurer,” I said lightly.

      A mess of emotions crossed her face. “Fine,” she said. She put away the map, clearly not wanting any more input. “We’d best be going. Time to see if you can keep up.”

      She took off down the hill towards the woods below at a run. I grinned and started after her.
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        * * *

      

      When we stopped running two hours later, it was dark, which was good because I probably looked halfway dead. My stamina meter was flashing as it struggled to refill, as it had for the past hour and a half. My status read Exhausted, and I felt it — I had stitches between every one of my ribs. The only way to get rid of the status was to rest, so I hoped we were close to making camp.

      Farelle came up cheerfully next to me. Because the sun had set and the moons — there were three here, all of which were larger than Earth's Moon — were blocked by the forest canopy above, I couldn't see her well, but I bet she looked as fresh as if she'd come out of a dip in the river.

      “Well! That was a brisk little jog!” She slapped me on the back as I bent over, panting. “Ready to go for another one?”

      I choked out an incomprehensible reply. Farelle laughed.

      “Now, now, don't choke on your tongue. Though I do recall you saying you could keep up with a Wilder…”

      I fumed mutely while she smirked.

      “Anyway, since we’ve had to slow our pace” — she was relentless — “we’ll have to travel a few leagues more before we make camp for the night. Best not to wander after dark, but these woods surrounding the city are safer than most. Grab a drink from the spring over there then we’ll get a move on.”

      I lurched over on rubbery legs to the nearby spring and only barely refrained from plunging my whole head in. I drank from my hands, wondering whether or not germs were a thing here. I hoped not — I’d played enough Oregon Trail to know that dysentery was the last thing you wanted.

      After too brief a rest, we moved on through the moonlight-dappled forest. We hadn't gone far, though, when Farelle suddenly motioned for me to crouch. Slowly coming up next to her, I looked where she pointed. “Bandits,” she whispered.

      I wasn't so sure. Yes, I saw the weapons propped up against a log. Yes, the four men I saw looked like they'd leave a man starving in the road just for the hell of it. And they did seem to have a shifty way of looking about. But we were in dark woods at night — who wouldn't be looking around suspiciously?

      “How do you know?” I asked quietly. “They could just be travelers like us.”

      She was so serious she didn't even deride my ignorance. “The fire — it's covered, which masks its light and smoke, though it makes it a lot less pleasant to be around.” She pointed to a log displaying a variety of weapons. “Those aren't exactly innocent either, out and at the ready.” She pointed at a figure standing in the shadows. “He could be a watchman, but more likely he's watching for victims.” She sniffed the air. “And they reek.”

      Despite her greater breadth of experience, I wasn't convinced. “Any of that could be explained away. Maybe they're ready for if bandits happen upon them. We should move around them.”

      Then it occurred to me that I might be able to glean more information about them if I tried. Concentrating on a man with his back to me, an overlay popped up.

      
        
        Bandit (Lvl 6) - A common thug looking to make a quick buck, they’re often cowed by higher level foes. “Give me your purse, or else… I might just leave you alone.”

      

      

      Well, that answered my objections. These men really were bandits.

      “You're right,” I whispered to my companion. She cocked her head, but just nodded and started leading us away at a crouch.

      I didn't breathe easily until the glow of their fire was out of sight and I could no longer smell a trace of smoke. I knew Farelle was level 7, but as I was level 4, I wasn't too certain I could take one of them, let alone four. “We keep going until we're far away now, right?” I said.

      Farelle shook her head, and as she did, I noticed the weariness etched in her posture too. Examining her stats, I saw the same Exhausted condition was on her, too. I smirked into the darkness. “We have to think about the long run,” she said. “If we scurry away at every dangerous sighting, we won't last long out here.”

      I nodded, though I was still uncomfortable, remembering the hungry looks in the bandits’ eyes. But even bandits needed to sleep sometime, and they'd have a hell of a time finding us in the dark.

      We settled down to a cold dinner of mush, which barely shifted my stamina bar, then tucked down into cloaks Farelle produced from her pack to sleep. Despite my armor still being on, I fell unconscious immediately.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13. AMBUSH

          

        

      

    

    
      It was his BO that woke me. Garlic and onions and cheese — god, the man reeked.

      Good thing, or the knife in his hand would have ripped through me like a Taco Bell burrito.

      I shouted in alarm and rolled out of the way as his knife came down, stabbing into the cloak still half twisted about me. The cloak catching, I tripped and tumbled to the ground, but I dragged the bandit off balance too, enough so that the knife slipped from his hand. The man cursed as he fumbled for it, while I desperately untangled myself from my cloak and dove for my sword. It hadn’t occurred to me to put it in my inventory, as it felt far more natural to take it off. If I had, it would have simply been a matter of equipping it.

      I barely withdrew my sword from its scabbard before the ruffian lunged again. Sleepiness made my sidestep drag, and the bandit’s knife scraped against my steel scaled armor, barely dinting my health. Glad for my investment, I struck back clumsily, landing a glancing blow on the bandit’s leg, but I could tell he wasn’t anywhere near to down.

      I tried thinking through my options as we circled each other, but my sleepy mind had gone blank. The bandit decided for me, darting forward with his knife leading, and I let my body think for me. My hand went up. Shivering in the cool night air, I thought of ice.

      The bandit screamed in pain and frustration as blistering frost poured over him. I smiled grimly as he tried to force his way forward, knowing I was whittling away at his health and stamina. When Icy Plume ran out, I darted over the frost-bitten ground and ran the bandit through with my sword. Too slow to defend himself, I got a critical hit on the bandit, and he went down.

      Farelle had killed her man as well, but more bandits poured through the trees. “Cover my back!” I yelled at her, and we backed up against each other. Just in time — four men came from the brush. One of them looked bigger than the others, and wore better armor, plus clasped a spiked hammer in both hands. It wasn’t hard to guess that he was the leader. A hasty check told me he was level 9, three levels higher than his lackeys and five higher than me.

      I swallowed but put on a hard expression. Toughs like this only understood strength.

      “Don't make this harder than it has to be, boy,” the bandit leader growled.

      “Same goes for you,” I countered. “Walk away, and no one else dies.”

      The grizzled veteran laughed, and his men laughed a moment later. They cut off almost exactly when their leader did.

      “Let's see what you're made of then,” the bandit leader said, hefting his warhammer with what looked like an effortless gesture, even though it looked like it weighed a ton.

      I didn't intend to find out how easy it was for him. Raising my hand, I cast Icy Plume again, catching the leader and one other bandit in the spray. But I wasn't ready a moment later when a dart popped painfully into my upraised arm.

      An icon flashed on my screen, a green skull and crossbones. I'd been poisoned.

      Already I started to feel woozy, and my concentration lapsed so that my spell failed. The leader and other bandit were slowed for the moment, but the other two were plenty mobile. Farelle, however, had whipped out her bow and shot two rapid arrows impossibly fast at the bandit leaping towards her. One barely lodged in his leather breastplate, but the second caught him with a crit in the throat. He went down to his knees, choking on blood.

      Meanwhile, I sunk to my knees. My health bar had a sickly green cast and was below 80. That meant I still had over 75% of my health, so I didn't understand how I could be so disoriented. Then I saw the second notification, what looked like a man clutching his head. I hoped the condition wouldn't last long, as it seemed to disrupt my ability to cast spells.

      The bandit leader and the other slowed bandit were shaking off the frost. As soon as they did, they started charging towards me with twin roars. I shook off the buzz in my head and stood to face them.

      Then I thought better of it and kept running.

      I heard them behind me, taunting me. “Keeping going, chicken legs! We’ll spit you for dinner yet!” They would too if we kept up this race. My stamina was down to 75%, and I knew they had more than me. Plus the poison was still chipping away at my health, and the exertion seemed to make it worse.

      But just as I thought my heart would give out and my meter was about bottomed out, I saw the Disorientation icon disappear, and my head cleared. I laughed in relief and, reaching a clearing, whirled to face them.

      Seeing me stopped, they charged with a collective roar. I had enough mana for a third Icy Plume, so I cast it when they were only a dozen feet away. They’d been sprinting so fast that the lackey slipped and sprawled on his face. But the bandit leader looked at me with murderous rage and kept plowing forward steadily. Even with the 50% slow, he was coming too quickly.

      It was two on one, and I was sorely outmatched. I needed to even the playing field.

      With the last of my mana, I let go of Icy Plume and cast Invigorate on the frustrated bandit rising from on the ground. I saw the change instantaneously as he rose, eyes wide with rage. But his eyes weren't looking at me. My bet that the lackeys weren’t all so happy to be under their ruthless leader looked like it would pay off.

      The bandit leader didn't even see him coming as his lackey tackled him to the ground, his knife finding his side. The leader roared in pain and rage and shook off the other man before slamming an elbow into his face. The dagger between his ribs had to hurt, but I knew he wasn't done yet.

      With my mana gone, my stamina still low, and my health eroding under the poison, I knew I had to think fast. The leader was rising, and though he had to shove off the enraged bandit once more, then whack him over the head with his hammer shaft, he was coming fast. I channeled Minor Healing in the precious seconds I had and was pleased to see my health bump up to just over 90. Then I gripped my sword and dagger and charged the bandit leader.

      He looked surprised but grinned a moment later. Hefting his hammer, he took a swing as I came close, but I saw it coming and easily dodged under it. I didn’t, however, see the butt of it pivot into my back. The bandit leader guffawed as I went sprawling at his feet. Desperate, I lashed out with my sword at his legs and was greeted with a cry of pain. The leader fell to the ground, both of his Achilles tendons severed.

      Rolling out of the way, it was a simple matter to avoid the man's flailing hammer as he moved about on his knees. “I'll kill you!” he roared at me. “I'll bloody well kill you!”

      I laughed. “Let's see how much you want to kill me after this.” Focusing, I called up Siphon Essence and felt the thrum of power build in me. It was different than casting spells; somehow, channels felt deeper, like they came from the world around rather than inside me. The Everlands’ gods themselves worked through me as I channeled.

      There was no sign of anything happening until the bandit leader stiffened and went rigid. His eyes went wide. His nostrils flared. His jaw, seemingly against his will, fell open. And from it came a violet strand of something that looked like oily mist. It peeled away from its owner and lazily wandered through the air to me. I grew a little nervous as it approached, but didn't resist as it pressed against my armor, then to my skin, then, with a feeling like cold fish slipping against me, it pressed into me. My spirit meter, spent from my healing channel before, filled back up to ⅔ full.

      Time to top off while I had the chance.

      “It's your lucky day,” I said, grinning at the bandit. As the brute moaned in understanding, I channeled again.
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        * * *

      

      After I drained the bandit leader of spirit — and upped my affinity to Black faith to level 2, I was pleased to see — I finished him off and set to the grisly task of looting his body. The flat-screen RPGs before The Everlands never showed just how gross of a task it is, when your hands and everything on the bandit got covered in blood and who knows what else.

      When I stood, satisfied I'd pilfered everything, I noticed I had a notification waiting for me. I could see it wasn't a level up, which I’d been hoping for after defeating an enemy five levels above me, but I was still curious as I opened it.

      
        
        You've learned a new combat skill: Hamstring! Cripple enemies with a blow to their heel.

        Combat skills become easier to execute as they are leveled up and increase in effectiveness.

        Current: Lvl 1, -50% movement, cause condition Minor Bleeding.

      

      

      Combat skills like Hamstring promised to be useful. I wondered how often I’d acquire new ones randomly.

      My task done, I made my way back to Farelle and my camp. Halfway there, I startled when the Wilder appeared from around a trunk. “Careful,” I said, sheathing my sword. “I almost took off your head.”

      “Doubt it,” the Satyr said casually. “Though if you're still walking, you must have cut that brute down to size. Or did you outrun him?”

      “Ye of little faith. I learned how to hamstring. Looks like that's not bad for taking down big guys.”

      “Hamstring, huh?” She studied me. “You look like you could use some more training in combat. Maybe for a few extra coins on the side, I'll show you a thing or two.”

      As soon as she finished speaking, a prompt popped up:

      
        
        You've been offered a new training quest: Welcome to the Wilder! Unlike ordinary quests, training quests involve ongoing efforts to improve particular skills or affinities, or to learn new skills or affinities. In addition, it can result in strengthened relationships and alignment.

      

      

      
        
        Welcome to the Wilder! (Lvl 5) - Learn new combat skills with the Wilder Farelle when you pay her fees. “Sure, we’re friends, but a girl’s gotta eat!”

      

      

      I feigned disinterest. “Oh, I don't know… I’m not sure what you could teach me.”

      She stared at me. “Are you kidding me? You were flailing around like a drunken puppy when those bandits arrived.”

      “If I remember correctly, I'm the one who took down the bandit leader.”

      “Only because you ran away and split up with your traveling companion — which, by the way, is always a terrible idea, and I'd suggest you don't do it again.”

      I still held out. “How about we work on something each night, and we'll up your share of the loot to 55/45.”

      “Deal.” She stuck out her hand, and we shook on it. Her hand had fur on it, and it was surprisingly soft. I looked at her, surprised at how pretty she could look after a fight.

      Still, I was a bit bitter when a prompt showed up notifying the conditions of Farelle’s companionship had changed. A girl had to eat indeed.

      As we still held hands, she grinned at me. “Speaking of loot, I'm guessing the leader wasn't empty-pocketed?”

      I thoroughly regretted every thought of attraction I’d had. “Fine, fine…”

      We started divvying up the loot then and there, despite my protests that it would be much easier for me to carry everything since it hardly weighed me down. I passed over some items, and she passed some to me, but overall, I ended up with a decent haul of 32 coins, a pair of redundant leather greaves, and a useful magic item.

      
        
        Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight

        Quality: Exceptional (87/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      I was getting tired of not knowing what all these magic items were. Once again, I resolved to identify them as soon as I could. This cloak, in particular, looked like a fine piece of work, and I curled up in it immediately.

      Neither of us looked to be able to sleep that night, so we pressed further on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. HALDURAN

          

        

      

    

    
      As promised, Farelle aimed us towards Halduran and the sanctuary where, if all went well, I would learn a potent new channel. I sighed in relief when we exited the forest and entered a long strip of meadows, but Farelle told me not to be so eager. “Now there's no place to hide or run if bandits show up,” she said with a grin.

      I rolled my eyes. “I ought to earn a free lesson with all that I put up with.”

      “Fat chance.” She whistled as she pranced through the meadows, and I bit back another farm animal joke. We weren't quite there yet.

      We traveled all through that day and the next. Throughout the walk, I thought guiltily again of how much time I was stealing from the VR parlor, though the guilt had lessened as time went on. It wasn't enough that I wanted to stop. I also thought about the normal home niceties — showers, hot breakfast, soda — and my family and friends. But right now, in the thrall of the Everlands, it was little more than a dull ache, and only for a moment. I’d get all that when I was thrust back into the real world, and this awesome dream had ended.

      As the evening of the second day drew near, we finally arrived at Halduran. The town was quaint and looked quite a bit poorer than Stalburgh, but I could see plenty of signs for shops swinging in the wind. There was a shop for potions. After our close encounter with the bandits, I was keen to buy some. Farelle’s mind was in other places. She pawed the ground with a hoof and looked around suspiciously as if someone might jump out and assault us at any moment. But though the townspeople — mostly humans — eyed us strangely, they didn't seem the least bit threatening.

      “This isn't so bad now, is it?” I said. “I don't see any boogiemen popping out from shadows.”

      “Boogiemen? I don't know these creatures.” But she didn't take her ridicule as far as she might have, as her eyes were carefully scanning the town.

      “Come on,” I said. “Let's go to the potion shop. Maybe there will be something there to help you relax.”

      “Only one thing helps me relax,” the Wilder muttered. But as she took another swig from her flask — as she'd been doing our whole journey — the alcohol didn't even seem up to the job of calming her nerves.

      Farelle led us to the potion shop, which seemed to be more of an herb shop that casually mixed on the side. I was curious to see if I could learn the skill myself. While I could heal myself with Minor Healing and I had a ready way of restoring spirit, it’d be good to have an alternate method of recovery just in case.

      Stopping at the door of the herb shop, I asked my companion, “Is there somewhere I can restore mana around here?”

      “Hm.” The Satyr glanced around. “I don't know of any mana fonts around here, nor any power stones.” She shrugged. “You'll probably have to do it by a potion.”

      All the more important that we came here then. “Shall we enter?”

      Entering through the cracked door, we saw a middle-aged man with thick spectacles staring intently at his work of grinding herbs with a mortar and pestle. We stood there for a good minute before he happened to glance up and startle. “Fickle gods!” he shouted. “What are you trying to do, kill me?”

      This wasn't quite the greeting I'd expected, but then again, nothing in the Everlands was ever what I expected. “Fickle gods?” I asked. “Why are they fickle?”

      “How are they not?” The herbalist pushed up the glasses on his nose, but they immediately slid back down. “They form factions based on grudges. They cause storms and famines because they’re throwing tantrums. They favor those who throw away their lives for them, and burn those who don’t believe in them.”

      “Well, when you put it that way…”

      “That’s one thing to be said for those Daughters of the Dark,” the herbalist said. “Those Night Sisters they worship at least know they’re fickle.”

      “We’re here for potions, not base philosophy,” Farelle interjected loudly. I glanced at her and saw her eyes were tight with anger. I knew now why she had so much hesitancy coming here to Halduran now — she was devout, even if she kept it close and private. Again, I wondered about Yalua. It had slipped my mind to try and figure out anything about the god or goddess. But that was a task for another time.

      The herbalist blinked. “Right. Potions.” He turned and rustled around in a cupboard behind him for a couple of minutes before turning back, glass flasks clutched in both hands.

      Setting them down, he studied them with a pleased smile. “Quite the selection at the moment. Let’s see; we have Red Widow Poison, Minor Mana, Minor Healing, Minor Cure…”

      I was frothing at the mouth. “Cure for what?”

      The herbalist shrugged. “More things than you can remember.”

      I thought of all the handy features of my interface and grinned. “Try me.”

      He eyed me skeptically. “If you buy it, I’ll name all 84 poisons it cures once.”

      “How much for all of them?”

      “All of them?” He shook the last two. “Including Fire Balm and Resist Frost?”

      Those sounded intriguing as well. I nodded.

      The herbalist tilted his head thoughtfully. “63 coins.”

      I cringed. That was about 3/4 of my remaining coins. Still, these might save my life sometime, and prevent me from losing all of my gear. Not to mention stave off severe pain.

      But I couldn’t help but haggle. “50 coins?”

      The herbalist snorted. “Do I look like I negotiate? 63, or I’ll sell to others who pass through.”

      I shrugged and doled out the coins, though I winced as I did. Still, I was happy enough when I swept up the potions and put them in my inventory. The herbalist eyed me strangely as the items disappeared into blue hazes, but only muttered, “Fickle gods…”

      After the herbalist had named all 84 cures as he’d promised — and I’d captured them in my handy overlay — my business with potions was concluded. It was getting dark outside, and if I wanted that new channel, I’d have to get it soon. Farelle and I would leave first thing the next morning. Herbalism would have to wait for another time.

      But as we exited the shop and set down the road back outside town to hunt for a campsite for the night, I couldn’t think of how I’d slip away to do the quest without Farelle knowing. I couldn’t risk being stuck out in the middle of the wilderness with no guide to help me navigate unless I wanted to wander for ages, and I didn't doubt that if she knew my intentions, she’d abandon me in a heartbeat.

      But as soon as the dark edge of town came in sight, a cheery sight caught my attention. The Whispering Boar, the sign declared, shaped like a great, shaggy boar with its tusks forming the W. I suddenly knew how to get my companion out of the way long enough to pursue my side quest.

      “You know,” I said casually to the Wilder, “I’m getting a bit tired of sleeping on hard ground. How about we rent a bed tonight?”

      Farelle stopped and looked over at me with a dead stare. “Is that a come on?”

      “What? No! I just want to sleep in a bed.” I hesitated, but I couldn’t resist. “The sleeping arrangements are up to you.”

      A beat passed, then the Satyr’s stony expression cracked into a grin. “Yeah, okay. An inn wouldn’t be bad. But you’re paying.”

      I groaned. “Fine. This time.”

      We stepped inside and were immediately greeted by… quiet. I was spooked. The common room was full enough, but they were all either quietly talking, reading, or sitting by themselves, contemplatively staring at the stuffed boar’s head in prominent display above the hearth. A quiet barroom — it didn’t bode well for what I had in mind.

      Still, I saw Farelle’s eyes immediately go hungrily to the kegs behind the counter. “While we’re here,” she said, “it wouldn’t hurt to indulge a bit…” She looked at me questioningly, and it took me a moment to understand why. As her employer, she didn’t want to make a drunken fool out of herself unless I sanctioned it.

      I gestured graciously. “Please, be my guest. In fact, the first round’s on me.”

      For the first time, I saw true gratitude. It made me feel all the lower for what I was going to do.
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        * * *

      

      I was nearly broke by the time she passed out in the corner. Farelle was a small Satyr, but could she ever pack that ale away! I must have gotten her ten drinks to my two, and that was in addition to whatever she’d been drinking from the flask all day. It was a wonder she wasn’t yellow from liver failure.

      Rising smoothly, my head pleasantly buzzing, I guiltily looked down at her. It had been all too easy to play on her weakness so I could get away. But I needed to know what this channel was, and it wouldn’t hurt her if I were gone a few hours.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      I guess I deserved that one.

      I asked the barkeep to watch over her, and then I stole out of The Whispering Boar and into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15. SANCTUARY

          

        

      

    

    
      Exiting the inn, I looked around, but darkness had descended while I lulled Farelle into a drunken stupor, and I could see little beyond what the mounted lanterns and braziers illuminated. If I was going to find the Night Sisters’ sanctuary, I’d need to ask for directions.

      But who would know and tell me, and not lynch me for asking? From what I'd seen in the tavern, attitudes ranged from hostile to grudging acceptance. There was only one I’d met who seemed even close to receptive to the near proximity of the Daughters of the Dark.

      A few minutes later, I was knocking on the herbalist’s door. At this hour, it was closed, but he still came to it and opened it a crack. “Ah!” he exclaimed upon seeing me, opening it and grinning. “My fellow blaspheme!”

      “Hi again,” I said awkwardly. “Sorry to bother you this late, but I need to ask you something.”

      “You do, do you?” He pushed his spectacles up, to no avail.

      I prayed my charisma would help me out. “I’m looking for the Night Sisters’ sanctuary,” I blurted. “Can you direct me to it?”

      The herbalist blinked. “Yes, of course. It's not far outside of town. But why go there now?”

      “I'm only here one night. And I'm sure you saw how my companion reacted earlier…”

      “Ah. I see.” The herbalist looked speculatively out past me. “Well, it would be very much in the spirit of the Sisters to do so.” He grinned. “It's quite simple…”

      He gave me the directions, and I thanked him. Then I stuck out my hand. “The name's Marrow. In case we ever cross paths again.”

      The herbalist tried correcting his glasses one more time before accepting it with a smile. “George. Hope to see you if you pass back through. If you do, I'd be happy to show you a thing or two about herbalry.”

      I smiled and nodded, then made my goodbyes and headed off into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Following George’s instructions, I made my way out of the town to the east, using my map overlay to keep me honest. Looping around an old, gnarled willow and crossing a trickling creek, I saw an edifice looming out of the night. A mix of excitement and fear stirred in my stomach, but I forged ahead across the wild, grassy grounds.

      From what I could see of the building, it looked like a castle Count Dracula might have even abandoned. I wondered if the Daughters were undead like the Sisters they worshipped, as I didn’t see how anyone could stand living in the place.

      Two great doors stood in the entrance, rising 40 or so feet up. I stepped up to them and, after a moment's hesitancy, knocked loudly three times. The sound of a deadbolt lifting came almost immediately, and the doors cracked open a moment after like a porter had just been waiting for my knock. Chills ran up my arms, but I still tugged open one huge door, the mammoth thing swinging on silent hinges.

      Inside was as grand as a papal cathedral as far as I could tell, though the light from a small yellow lamp mounted on the wall was barely sufficient to illuminate it. Rows of pews lined up, leading towards the front where a plain stone altar was centered. Behind that altar stood an unmoving hooded figure.

      “Hello,” I said as cheerfully as I could manage. “I'm here for⁠—”

      “I know what you're here for,” a man's voice interrupted.

      Now I was confused. Could men be Daughters? Or was something else at play here?

      “Okay,” I said slowly. “What am I here for?”

      “An escape.” The cowled man took a step around the altar. “A way out of normalcy.”

      Suddenly, I had a feeling this wasn't about the new channel. “Am I?”

      “You must return.” He continued his slow approach, now coming up the aisle. “Before you disturb the balance.”

      “Balance? Return?” He couldn't be talking about logging off, could he? Why would an NPC say that? Maybe it was programmed in that this figure would appear if someone played for too long.

      “He wants you to stay, I know,” the cowled man continued. He was halfway towards me, yet I didn’t dare move. “But you must resist if you can. He does not know that the walls between us and the Everfolk are for the good of all.”

      “The Everfolk?” He was talking nonsense, but the meaning behind his message sunk in as an eerie feeling. Suddenly, I was thinking back to the strange “test” the cowled Gnarish had set before me at the beginning of the game, though they were only related by the creepy dress of the messenger.

      The hood ruffled as the man shook his head. “Why would he choose you?” he asked softly, more to himself than me, it seemed. “You do not even know who you are.”

      “I’m an Everfolk, then?”

      But before the man could answer, something creaked off to my right. The cowled man seemed to melt into the shadows at his feet, then was gone.

      “What the hell,” I muttered to myself. I felt I'd touched on something big, and that it was something urgent. But what it was, I had not the slightest clue.

      The creak came again, and I turned to see a young woman with bags under her eyes hurrying towards me. “Hello, hello,” she said hurriedly. “Marrow, isn't it? We were told to expect you.”

      “Yes,” I said, pushing the incident from my mind. “They told you what I was here for as well?”

      “Of course.” The Daughter bowed. “If you'll follow me…”

      She took me up the aisle the cowled man had melted into, and I couldn't resist taking a look around to see if he lingered in any corners. I hoped I could learn that magic sometime, but it'd probably be dozens and dozens of levels before there was a chance of that.

      We went into a room behind the altar, where the Daughter handed me a yellowed scroll apologetically. “I'm afraid our Mothers asked for a favor in return for our instruction. On this scroll, you'll find a recipe for a very potent potion. We need you to either brew it yourself or find someone who can, then deliver it back to us. If you do this, we will teach you the channel you desire.”

      
        
        New quest: Don't Swallow! (Level 5) [Night Sisters] - Find a brewer for the Daughters of the Dark potion. Hop to it, errand boy!

          Reward: 500 XP. Increased alignment with the Night Sisters. A new Black channel.

      

      

      I unrolled the aged paper, revealing a list of over twenty ingredients, and instructions that extended for twice that length. This didn't seem like an overnight job at all, but I'd have to try nevertheless. Fortunately, I knew exactly who I'd take this to.

      “Thank you, Daughter,” I said. I felt I should bow, but no need to make a fool of myself. Soon enough, we said goodbye, and she saw me to the exit of the sanctuary.
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        * * *

      

      Sometimes a fetch quest is just a fetch quest.

      While this took a little finesse and plying of a previous relationship, I had soon accomplished my task, or near enough. Instead of a potion, I brought back to the sanctuary a guarantee with George’s seal on it, claiming he would deliver the potion as soon as it was done brewing. The Daughter reluctantly accepted it in its stead, and I received a notification that the quest was complete, along with an even more welcome one:

      
        
        You are now Level 5! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Leaving that for later, I said to the Daughter, “I hope it proves to your satisfaction. Now, since daylight is fast approaching, if I could get mine…?”

      A flash of annoyance passed over her expression. “Yes, yes.”

      Her hand darted out and grabbed my arm, startling me. “What are you—?” I started, thinking she’d misunderstood me.

      The demure girl was gone. “Look at me,” she hissed.

      I obliged and saw that her eyes had gathered a sickly yellow glow. As soon as I met her gaze, my body stiffened. I couldn't move. I thought I'd choke on my spit. Breathing was nearly impossible inside the shell my body has become. I tried choking out words, but it was too difficult with my jaw locked up.

      “Basilisk's Gaze,” the Daughter explained as the yellow glow faded from her eyes. “Paralyzes anyone who looks into your eyes while you're channeling it, at least for a short while. Yours should be fading in a few seconds.”

      She was right. My body began to slacken like a melting snowman until, after five more panicked breaths, I collapsed to the ground. “Th-thank you,” I stuttered as I tried mastering myself again.

      Then, just like that, knowledge of the channel flooded into me:

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Basilisk's Gaze! (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 3 spirit per second

        Effect: Paralyze targets level 15 and below for 5 seconds.

      

      

      I was ecstatic to already get a level 2 channel. Not to mention the possibilities for this with Siphon Essence were mind-boggling. I could perpetually sustain Basilisk’s Gaze in battle that way, so long as I wasn't interrupted. I rose to my feet, my strength returning and panic subsiding.

      “Now go,” the Daughter said gently. “Fulfill our Mothers’ mission. Much depends on it.”

      Uncertain what to think, but happy enough with the current results, I nodded and left.

    

  







            16. CRUMBLE

          

        

      

    

    
      I hoped to return before Farelle was up again, and with dawn burning on the horizon, I’d have to hurry. Still, I was too eager to handle my level up to wait any longer.
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Now that I had such a powerful channel and a way to recharge spirit, it was making more and more sense to invest in faith-based magic. That meant the 10 SP were going to increase my spirit meter to 110.

      As for the attributes, since I was now leaning more towardly the priestly avenues, I put a couple of points into belief. I also had struggled with that bandit’s poison — it couldn’t hurt to bolster my resistance with a point. Finally, since I was looking forward to Farelle teaching me new combat skills, I put a point in dexterity, figuring it’d be helpful later on.

      My mana meter was also back up to full, which was a nice bonus.

      My stats nicely padded, I sauntered my way back to The Whispering Boar, spirits high as a zeppelin. Until, that is, I walked in the door to see Farelle sitting in a chair, tapping a hole into the floor, arms crossed over her chest.

      “And where have you been?” she asked in a dangerously measured tone.

      “Me? Oh, I just like early morning walks.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “You’ve slept in later every morning we’ve traveled together.”

      “Have I?” I resisted the urge to scratch at my scalp, a sometimes nervous habit of mine. “Well, no time like the present to start back up good practices.”

      “Funny, isn't it?” The Wilder stood and walked over to me, hooves clopping on the wood. “That you return to this habit when we stop here, of all places?”

      There was only one way out of this: lying about something so embarrassing she wouldn't question it. “Fine,” I blurted. “You caught me. I was visiting the herbalist.”

      An eyebrow arched. “For?”

      I hung my head. “For a potion for… male enhancement.”

      I didn't meet her eyes for a long minute. When I did, she was smirking, but the smile didn't touch her eyes. “Okay,” she said. “Not sure why you need that — doesn't seem you get much game. But in the future, let's not wander off from each other. Bad things happen when the party splits.”

      I nodded, wondering if she knew the truth. No way to know.

      Or was there…

      I peered at her stats, and sure enough, our relationship had soured to Suspicious. I grimaced. It could be worse, but I didn't want to worsen things between my companion and me.
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        * * *

      

      We left the inn and town just after dawn broke, following the river and heading for the Black Crags, the mountains just beyond Halduran. For several days, all was peaceful and quiet, including between Farelle and myself. Suspicious she might be, but she never accused me of anything, and a subtle watch on her stats told me our relationship was slowly crawling out of Suspicious territory and towards Wary where it had started.

      As promised, every night Farelle instructed me in combat training. My weapon skills grew, but I was disappointed she didn't teach me a new combat skill yet. “Patience is a warrior’s greatest ally,” the Wilder chastised me when I mentioned it. “Plus, you suck at weapon skills, so we need to get you up to snuff before we go beyond the basics.” It was a bit discouraging, but by the time we reached the mountains, I had gained levels in Swords and Knives, and I was feeling a bit more confident.

      Once we neared the mountains, we left the river and headed for the pass that could bring us safely through the snow-laden peaks. “Don't want to fill those felt boots of yours with snow,” Farelle snorted. I didn't mention how easy it must be for a goat to travel through mountains. No need to sabotage our improving relations.

      The day after the mountains came into sight, we found the pass and made to enter it. Running between two mountains leaning close overhead, it began with an arcing natural stone bridge that rose high over a dry canyon. I wasn't sure I liked the look of the curved top, which left only a couple feet across flat enough to walk on.

      “Are you sure about this?” I asked, eyeing the structure.

      The Wilder snorted. “I've crossed through this pass a dozen times. I've never been surer.”

      I, however, was still a bit sore from when she had us camp near bandits, and we were promptly ambushed in our sleep. “Right…”

      In the end, there was no way but forward. I tried not to look down as I stepped onto the bridge and began to climb up it. If I ever figured out how to change races, I reminded myself never to try being a sky elf. I was nearly crapping my pants and the ground was only fifty feet below.

      Fifty feet. I swallowed and kept my mind blank going forward.

      Meanwhile, Farelle was happily clopping along the stone, practically skipping at times. “Nothing like Helene’s Pass,” she said happily, her voice echoing through the canyon below. “Barely ever monsters here for some reason. You'd think they'd get smart to the travelers passing through here.”

      “Don't jinx it,” I groaned.

      “This Wilder will keep you safe.” She turned and winked at me, making my stomach lurch with how nonchalantly she balanced atop the bridge.

      “But seriously. What creatures are around here?”

      “Fine, fine.” She sighed heavily and turned back around. “The most commonly sighted are harpies and marpies.”

      I knew what harpies were — winged women with bad tempers — but marpies were new to me. “What are marpies?” I asked.

      “Male harpies,” she responded derisively. “I thought that was obvious.”

      “Yeah... I'm not calling them marpies.”

      She shrugged. “It's on you if you want to be wrong.”

      I ignored her. “What else?”

      “There are also trolls — crag trolls and black trolls if we're specific.”

      “Wonderful,” I muttered. “Anything else?”

      “Sure! Goblins, giants, rocs, rock slugs⁠—”

      “Rock slugs?”

      “The kind that eats through stone. They won't have a hard time eating through you, too, trust me. Then there's also some anti-social tribes of Gnarish you'll want to avoid…”

      My heart was racing at this point. “So everything but dragons basically,” I said, fear putting a bite in my words.

      Farelle paused in front of me. “Come to think of it, I do think someone saw a wyvern once here. But only a small one.”

      I groaned. I guessed even a small dragon could make a lunch of us and still be hungry. But at least we were nearing the end of the bridge — I could see the other side just ahead.

      At that moment, there was a crash below, and the bridge shook.

      My fear-stricken thoughts knew the bridge was collapsing, just as I suspected it would all along. But as I dropped to the stone and hugged it, Farelle was hooking herself around a stony finger to peer down below us.

      “‘Magnar’s beard!” I heard her yell over the noise. Figuring I was going to die anyway, I followed her lead and did the same.

      A wide, gap-toothed face leered up at us, its gray body blending into the landscape around it. A troll, no doubt about it. Not knowing what else to do, I looked up its stats.

      
        
        Crag Troll (Lvl 35) - A gigantic, cruel being native to the Black Crags mountain range. “Smile pretty and I might not eat you… Just kidding!”

      

      

      Level 35 — seven times my level, and more than four times Farelle’s now level 8. It was fifty feet below us, but I knew we were screwed. From the way it had banged on the cliffside, it could probably bring down the bridge if it wanted to. Then there’d be nothing we could do to save ourselves.

      Farelle had come to the same conclusion. “Run!” she screamed over her shoulder, then bolted. The troll saw us fleeing and roared, then made another attempt at felling the bridge. The stone shook dangerously once more under its blow to the canyon wall. I waited no longer but scrambled without dignity after my navigator.

      “Zynal’s balls!” The Wilder skidded to a halt just before the end of the bridge, and I knew it couldn’t be a good sign. I didn’t have to wait long to find out why. Screeches and shadows fell upon us as winged people with gaping jaws swooped down from the sky, their claws extended and reaching.

      “Harpies too?!” I drew my sword, for whatever good that would do. If I was going to help, I’d have to use magic.

      Farelle, fortunately, had her bow out and was notching an arrow. “Marpies actually!” she clarified, then loosed. One of the forms fell with a splat to the ground, and the others screamed louder. And there were plenty others to scream — I counted over a dozen in a brief scan.

      The troll, not to be outdone, slammed his club into the cliff again, and the bridge shook once more. Cracks spiderwebbed through the delicate stone. But we couldn’t move yet, for half of the marpies — screw it, harpies — were swooping in for the kill.

      Figuring this was as good a time as any to try out my new channel, I summoned up Basilisk’s Gaze and felt petrifying power stream to my eyes. I stared at the beasts defiantly as they screamed and dove, ready to tear me apart. They never got that far. One met my eyes, then another, and a third, and all three went rigid and fell from the sky.

      The other harpies wised up, and some even went so far as to put a clawed hand over their eyes as they dove down. This was about as successful as you might imagine, with one crashing into the bridge, and the other far too high. Farelle easily picked them off as they tried flying away.

      But the second batch of harpies had been watching and learning, and now they were diving towards us. These didn’t close their big black eyes but kept them just slightly averted from my gaze. Desperate, I moved around erratically, trying to catch one of their eyes by accident, and was surprised to see one harpy fall prone out of the sky. But there were still six headed toward us — toward me, specifically.

      Time for a different tactic. Dropping Basilisk’s Gaze — I only had 38 spirit left anyway — I cast Icy Plume, shivering as the cold power ran through me. Moving my hand in an arc, I sprayed the harpies with frozen particles, slowing them and making their wings heavy with ice — heavy enough, I hoped, to make them fall. But I was spreading it out too much, and none of them did.

      Farelle yelled, “Watch out!” just before the harpies fell on me. I screamed as the talons of their feet tore into my shoulder, my torso, and both arms as I tried to ward them off. I swung my sword at them, but it was useless — there were too many and too close.

      There was a squawk, then one of the forms fell heavily down on me, blocking me from the others. The shaft of an arrow jabbed into me, and as the other harpies lifted away like pigeons disturbed at a park, I felt a glow of gratitude for Farelle. My concentration had lapsed so that it was hard to read the numbers, but my health bar had fallen well below ⅛ by this point.

      Managing to get one arm free, I pried my health potion from my inventory and quaffed it. As it was a gain-over-time effect, my bar started creeping up with the potion. Not quick enough. Pushing the surprisingly light harpy off of me, I channeled Minor Healing as quickly as I could, and my health jumped up to 70. I sighed. That was better.

      The cliff shook once again as the troll battered it. Then something shifted beneath my feet. I looked down.

      Cracks were spreading in the stone. My eyes widened. They were spreading too fast, growing too deep⁠—

      They broke open.

      I had time to meet Farelle’s shocked eyes before the bridge fell out from beneath us, sending us careening into the ravine below. My health plummeted with each bone-rattling tumble among the broken boulders. I saw my blood splatter across their surfaces. Then the fall ended, and I felt my legs break under me. The status flashed before my vision. I wasn’t walking away from this one.

      The pain was so bad I could barely see. I knew I was stuck in the pincers of two rocks, but beyond that, I didn’t know where Farelle was, nor the troll for that matter. The monster was no doubt scrambling through the debris to find and eat us. It didn’t matter — whether I could see or not, I couldn’t do anything in my condition.

      More out of hope than belief it could save me, I cast Minor Healing with the last of my spirit. As I suspected, it barely raised my health at all. Apparently, my Crippled condition reduced healing benefits.

      Then I saw the troll. His round black eyes had fallen on me, and a horrible grin split open its face. It came over the rocks, hands as big as tractor shovels reaching out for me. I squeezed my eyes close. But as much as I was going to hate this, I regretted even more that this was Farelle’s only life, and I would lose her.

      But no hand closed over me. Instead, a wave of sound cascaded over me. A roar of pain — from the troll? I couldn’t believe it. Who would attack a troll?

      Braving the sight, I opened my eyes again and saw the strangest sight before me. A huge cat-looking giant stood opposite the troll, even bigger than it was. If that wasn’t strange enough, I recognized this cat giant. It was Sheika!

      “RUN AWAY!” she boomed, somehow big as a house, and not a poor man’s house either. “RUN AWAY, LITTLE TROLL!”

      The crag troll snarled, but I could tell he was scared. He started backing away, turning his body back towards an opening I could barely detect in the valley wall.

      Giant Sheika took a step forward and snarled. It might have been cute when she was a normal size, but as she was, it was positively terrifying. “RUN FAR AWAY!”

      The troll finally took her advice. With a whimper like a kitten, it bolted, moving like a gorilla on long arms and short legs. He pounded away down the ravine and was soon out of sight and earshot.

      I watched as the giant Sheika turned her gaze on me, a ragged toy to her in a pile of rubble. I smiled weakly up, and despite a dozen inhibiting statuses, waved.

      She bent down, bringing her feline face close. “You,” she said, “have to be the worst adventurer ever.”

      “Can we discuss this when I’m not bleeding out?” I had no other way to heal now, and my potion looked to have worn off from my trickling health points.

      Her mouth curled into a leer, then suddenly, she disappeared from above me. I blinked, wondering where she had gone. Had I imagined the whole thing?

      “Over here, would-be troll snack.”

      I looked down over the rubble and barely saw the tips of her ears. “How did you do that?”

      Her head bobbed over the boulder. “Magic,” she whispered dramatically. “But seriously, just a high-level Mesmer spell. Comes in handy if you want to dine with giants, by the way.”

      The pain was worse than anything I'd imagined. At least when I'd died, it had been over quickly. “How about helping out a dying fellow traveler, good Samaritan?”

      “Only if I get bonus bucks from the gods.” She held out a hand, and a glow appeared before it. A moment later, much of the pain fled away, as did my statuses, and my health meter was nearly full.

      “Thanks,” I said. “Now how about a hand out of here?”

      But she was looking around the rubble, muttering to herself. As she looked, her subtle eyebrows drew down further and further.

      “This is going to be tricky,” she finally declared. “I can't blow it up without killing you and your Satyr friend over there. That means an excavation.” She grinned suddenly. “No time like the present to work on your mining skills.”

      I sighed and settled in for the long haul.

      “You may as well log off for a bit,” she said. “You won't be able to do anything anyway.”

      I sighed. She was right. Likely this was the end of my stint in the Everlands — an embarrassing ambush and rescue. Not a good way to go. “Guess I’ll see you around,” I said glumly.

      “Give me an hour in real time,” she said. “Then we should be square.”

      I nodded, then pulled up the menu and thought the command Log off.

      Nothing happened.

      I frowned. “Log off,” I said out loud, staring at the option on the menu.

      Still nothing.

      Sheika had been wearing a small smirk, but suddenly it disappeared. “You too?” she said to herself softly. “But why?”

      But I had bigger problems than wondering what she was muttering about. “LOG OFF!” I roared. But the shift in volume didn’t make a difference. Nothing changed.

      Panic rose in my chest. How long had I been on? If the parlor guy couldn't kick me off, then there was no guarantee the system would automatically log me off when I'd been on too long. I could be a vegetable back in the real world for all I knew, my only brain activity whatever the game brought out in me.

      Log off, I thought one more time, but it didn’t matter. The menu didn't shift. The button didn't push. The world around me stayed where it was.

      I was stuck in the Everlands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. AN INCOMPLETE EXPLANATION

          

        

      

    

    
      In the midst of my despair, I didn’t see the slap coming.

      “Hey!” I protested as Sheika loomed over me.

      But she looked unrepentant, and her hand was poised to hit again. “Pull yourself together,” she said calmly. “You’re stuck. You’ve got to face that and accept it. Trust me; it gets easier.”

      I was stuck. Stuck here forever, or at least until I went brain dead. “Easier,” I muttered. “How the hell would you know?”

      She stared at me with a look of disbelief. “Because I’m stuck too, idiot.”

      My muddled thoughts clung to her words. “You too?”

      She nodded. “Me too.” She looked away. “But I’ll explain in a sec. We’ve got to save your Satyr companion before she bleeds out.”

      I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. “Sheika, you just told me that we both can’t log out. And you’re trying to save an NPC?” It felt wrong saying the words, reducing Farelle to just another NPC. But no matter how I’d grown personally attached to Farelle, no matter how I felt she was real, I knew objectively that she was just another computer-generated character.

      But Sheika shook her head. “I know you don’t understand. But it’s important, believe me. For your journey, and because…” She shook her head. “You’ll see when you’ve spent enough time here.” Then she turned and walked away.

      I stared after her, disbelieving. “Hey. Wait! You can’t just leave me here!”

      She waved and didn’t turn back.

      I fumed, even though part of me was glad she was saving Farelle. But no matter what Sheika said about me growing to understand, I didn’t understand now. Farelle wasn’t sentient, not really. She was following a complex set of instructions, sure. But she wasn’t like us, like real people. She was as fabricated as the rest of the world around me.

      Wasn’t she?

      I pushed down the rebellious thought and worked myself into a silent rage while I waited. But by the time Sheika returned, the anger was already starting to burn out. Being angry just clouded my judgment. If I were going to get out of here and back into reality, I’d need to keep my cool.

      “She'll live until I can get her out,” Sheika told me.

      I nodded, but couldn’t trust myself to speak yet. Still, I was glad to hear it.

      “Now close your eyes and cover your face — there's going to be a lot of dust.” A pick-axe appeared in her hands, showing she meant business.

      Having no other choice, I pulled my cloak’s hood over my face as best as I could and settled in for the long wait.
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        * * *

      

      The woman saying “I got bron-chitis!” was on repeat in my head by the time Sheika pulled me free from the rubble. Grateful as I was, I was still too upset about everything to much convey it. Sheika just gave me a pitying look, then turned to go back to Farelle and excavate her.

      Before she could leave, I grabbed her arm and stopped her. “You said she’ll survive so that she can wait. You need to explain what's going on now.”

      There was no way to see it coming. An invisible hand smacked me on the back of the head, and as my status had devolved back to Woozy during the long wait to get out of the rubble, I fell to the ground. I was starting to hate her magic.

      Sheika smirked down at me. “Told you not to tell me what to do.” She paused. “That's a roundabout way of saying shut up.”

      “I got it,” I answered dryly.

      Not wanting another smack, I let Sheika go this time and followed her to my Satyr companion. As much as I was upset by my change in circumstances, I was glad to see Farelle staring ironically up from a pile of rocks.

      “Howdy, stranger,” I said to her half-heartedly.

      The Wilder shook her head. “You’re the strange one, the way you talk.”

      “You’ll want to cover your face,” Sheika advised Farelle. The Satyr, though, couldn’t pull any of her clothing free, so I offered her my cloak. She smiled gratefully up at me, and a pang of guilt went through me. I just nodded and stepped quickly back.

      We waited in silence as Sheika cracked at the stones trapping Farelle. One hour, then two bled by, and the day was starting to move towards the golden light before sunset. Finally, the Satyr managed to wriggle free, and Sheika collapsed, wiping her brow. “That’s no joke!” she said. “Even my stamina is nearly drained after that. I need a breather.”

      Farelle was staring at me, her mouth half open, and I wondered if she was going to apologize for the whole “there are no monsters on this bridge!” thing. But I wasn’t concerned about that now.

      Not letting her catch a break, I turned to Sheika. “Is now a good time to tell me why I'm stuck here?” I asked sarcastically.

      Her pupils narrowed to slits. “Fine. We’ll talk here, right in the open valley, where any other monsters might wander past and find us.”

      I didn’t think about it long. “On second thought, if there's some cave or alcove nearby…”

      Farelle, eager to redeem herself, soon found us a ledge that provided sufficient cover, and we settled down for a pow-wow. “So,” I prompted.

      “So,” Sheika replied.

      It was like herding cats, getting her to explain. Impatiently, I waited as she closed her eyes for several long moments.

      “Have you tried calling tech support?” I hedged.

      Sheika cracked open an eyelid. “Now I know you’re an idiot. Tech support called me, numb nuts.” The eye slid closed again.

      Well, there went that option. Still, I tried contacting tech support myself. All I got were error messages. Not a good sign, but at least Sheika seemed to be telling the truth. “So,” I said again.

      She cracked open her eyes again, golden irises gleaming through the slits. “Here’s the short of it. There’s a celestial war going on, and we — Everfolk, NPCs, and immortals, everyone  — are caught in the middle of it.”

      Farelle’s eyes darted between Sheika and I, perhaps at the unfamiliar terms, but I didn’t bother explaining. “You said Everfolk,” I said slowly. “Is that us? Players, I mean?”

      Sheika nodded. “It’s what the Pantheon calls us.”

      “Okay. But the celestial war is just in the Everlands. That doesn’t explain why I can’t log out.”

      The Wilder was mouthing the unfamiliar phrases, and though Sheika gave her a considering look, she continued nonetheless. “When The Everlands was developed — the game itself, that is — the creators left much of its maintenance in the hands of its AI gods. This was never meant to include system functions like logging out. However… it seems something has changed, and the gods have reached outside their purview to control aspects of the game itself.”

      I couldn't believe my ears. “You're saying the gods are keeping us here? And there's no failsafe Earth-side?”

      “Of course there is. There's the nuclear option of turning the game off. But that would be a PR disaster, not to mention dangerous for everyone logged in. It’s something they want to prevent if they possibly can.”

      Anger flared up again. “So I'm just a liability, am I? Who cares if one kid is locked in!”

      “Is it so terrible?” Sheika murmured, so softly I almost didn't catch it. In the same breath, she continued, “You’re not the only one trapped, as I told you before. There’s me, you, and at least one other player stuck here. But there's more. There's the reason why.”

      I didn't care why. I just wanted out. But I knew she was my best shot, so I humored her. “So why are the gods doing this?”

      “Exactly.” She bit her lip. “I think I know why, but I need to confirm it still.”

      “What, you’re not going to tell me again?”

      She eyed me. “Not in so many words. But I’ll tell you this: I think they’re protecting something. Someone.”

      I looked at her like she’d given me a smelly, limp turd. Which was about as useful as that answer was. “Really? We’re stuck here, and that’s all the explanation you’ll give? How am I supposed to help the situation if I don’t know what’s going on?”

      Her expression was serious. “Because it doesn’t matter right now. It will distract you from what you need to do. And that’s to concentrate on the quest before you. That, and getting stronger. If my hunch is right, we’re going to need you strong.” She eyed me skeptically. “And you have a long way to go.”

      If I could cover up my level 5, I would. “Sure, whatever,” I muttered.

      Sheika stood smoothly up. “I have to go now. Things to do, you know. I won’t be able to come rescue you if you get in trouble, so try to stay safe, or at least alive.”

      I stood as well. “Where are you going?” I asked miserably. “You’re sure I can’t do anything to log off?”

      Sympathy cut through her usual irony. “I’m sorry, Marrow,” she said softly. “Just take it one step at a time. And enjoy it, okay?” She looked around. “Believe me, there’s nowhere better on Earth than here.”

      Without another word, she jumped and flipped into the air above me. As I whipped my head around to follow after her, I lost track as she scrambled up the cliff. She hadn’t quite left yet, for she shouted back over the cliff’s lip: “I’d check out the harpy nest if I were you!”

      Then there was the scrabble of rocks, and she was gone.

      “Well,” Farelle said, standing after Sheika had gone. “That explains a few things.”

      I was glum following my latest revelation, so I only asked half-heartedly, “Explains what?”

      The Satyr cocked her head. “How you’ve resisted my charms this whole trip.”

      I whipped my head around, jaw slackening before I saw the mocking grin. “Oh, you’re just… Right.”

      “Well, your lover⁠—”

      “She’s not my lover!”

      “—Said we should check out that harpy nest, no?”

      “I thought it was a marpy nest,” I said sarcastically.

      The Wilder stared at me. “Do males lay eggs?”

      My face reddened. I wasn’t winning much today. However, I did find our banter was cheering me up a bit. The direness of my situation was already dulling. “Fine. Lead me to it, navigator.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It took a nerve-wracking hour to find the nest. When we did, we had to drive away two harpies that remained to guard it. It was well worth the effort. The nest was about the size of a suburban house pool, and it was lined with loot.

      “Quickly,” Farelle advised. “Those harpies could be back any minute. I’m assuming you got torn up enough today?”

      I answered by getting to work. A lot of the items were junk — rusted helms, broken daggers, and the like. But once Farelle and I negotiated our shares, I got 56 coins — which was about 56 more than I’d had before — plus a few choice items:

      
        
        Mithril Sword of Thirst

        Quality: Fine (47/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      
        
        Leather Boots of Grip

        Quality: Fine (41/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      
        
        Iron Chainmail Hood

        Quality: Fair (20/25)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      I immediately equipped the Mithril Sword of Thirst. Though I didn’t know what its magical properties were yet, it certainly had to be better than my old iron sword. The Leather Boots of Grip I donned as well, figuring their ability would probably come in handy in mountainous terrain. If I ever needed my felt boots, I could always equip them again. The chainmail hood I left in my inventory. It'd be too heavy to comfortably wear, and too noisy to sneak in. I'd sell it when I had the chance.

      Farelle had gotten a new Yew Short Bow of Fire, which I'd been less than interested in, and a Belt of Speed. It was painful to let her have that one; the days would be more grueling than ever going forward.

      With the specter of the harpies’ return on our minds, we made our way down the mountain and onward through the pass. Though my mind kept flitting back to my stuck situation, I found I was quickly becoming used to it. The Everlands had a way of drawing you in, of making you let go of the concerns of the real world, and I let myself be lulled into complacency.

      The next few days passed relatively peacefully. We forewent my combat training, afraid our efforts might be heard by the many nefarious occupants of the Black Crags. Instead, we sat around the fire and talked. I found it easier and easier to open up to her. Sure, she might be generated by software and only alive on a server, but she seemed as real and nuanced as any person, and she was twice as interesting as anyone back home.

      “What of your past?” she asked once. “I've talked about mine. Where do you come from?”

      She hadn't talked about hers much, not beyond tales of her adventures. I still didn't know who she really was, or where she called home. Still, I obliged. “I'm from a long, long ways from here.”

      “That cat-woman… she's from there as well.”

      “Right.” I knew she was an actual person on Earth, sure. But that wasn't saying much. It made me wonder again who was behind that feline mask.

      “Where is this place? Across the southern seas?”

      I laughed. “Not exactly.”

      Farelle’s brow crinkled. “But you can't have come from the sky or the ground. And the east is claimed by the Drakons, while the west ends in an endless chasm. The north is too frozen a land to consider. If not from the south, then where?”

      This seemed like dangerous territory. I would think the game had measures to prevent AI-characters from getting too confused by players and their pasts, like the androids in Westworld. Besides, she was my companion. She deserved an explanation of one sort or another. “From another dimension,” I finally said.

      She eyed me skeptically. “Another dimension. Really.”

      “Really,” I said. “But don't worry, you're not missing out. There's none of… this here.”

      “This?”

      “Monsters. Adventures. Wonder. It's pretty much a grind for most and a delusion for a few.”

      It bummed me out thinking about Earth and how I couldn’t go back, so I pulled myself back to the Everlands. At least I could always have one helluva time here. “Okay, no wiggling out of it this time. Your turn.”

      “Mine? I've already⁠—”

      “Oh no, you haven't. Telling stories isn't the same as spilling your past. I want to know, say, who your parents were, where your childhood home is, stuff like that.”

      The Satyr stared at me for a long moment, then took a swig from her flask. I wondered briefly where she kept that steady supply of alcohol.

      “I don't talk about my home because I left it behind,” she finally said. “It, and all my family with it. I rejected their ways, and they exiled me for it. At the time, I just laughed and scorned them. But now…” She shook her head and took another drink.

      “You don't have to talk about it,” I said softly. I thought about reaching out to her and holding her hand. I remembered how soft the fur on the back of her hand felt.

      She shook her head again and blinked rapidly. “I will tell you, but not now,” she said. Then she looked up and smiled at me. “I think I'm beginning to trust you. Against my better judgment,” she added with a laugh.

      “You're telling me,” I said. But I was pleased to hear it, and also to see a notification had popped up:

      
        
        New quest: The Wilder’s Past! (Lvl 8) - Learn the truth behind why Farelle left her home.

          Reward: 3000 XP. Dramatic change in relationship with Farelle.

      

      

      Dramatic change in relationship — that sounded like the change could go either way. It sounded risky, but what here wasn't? I knew I’d pursue it as soon as I could.

      We settled down into our cloaks soon after. As I lay in the dark and looked up at the stars, I heard rustling from her, then felt her warm body next to me. I smiled, but a bit of sadness crept up on me too. The only other person I’d been close to like this was Karen, my recent ex-girlfriend. I didn’t know why, but there was something bittersweet about being with another person like this.

      Still, I didn’t shift but lay quietly until I finally fell asleep. As I soaked in Farelle’s warmth, my head slowly started to clear, and worries were replaced with pleasant dreams.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. THE BARROW

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple of days later — I tried not to imagine how long that was in Earth time — we reached the end of the Black Crags. Standing at the last cliff before our descent, I looked over the lands below. It was a clear day so that I could see for miles and miles, and I thought I saw the other mountain range in the distance, the White Tors. J’anteau was supposed to be nestled into the base of them. I asked Farelle to check, and she confirmed it: we were only a few days from my quest’s end. I got jitters of excitement for a moment before I got ahold of myself. Though I was excited to see where this quest would lead, it went beyond that. As much as it didn’t look it, this was my way home.

      The land in between the mountains — called the Mired Copses — was hilly and patched with spots of forestland, like a bald head that had received a hair implant. In between the large groves were swathes of open marshland. Altogether, it looked like a pain in the behind to cross.

      Wishing we could fly, I peered into the sky. There never seemed to be a clear day here in the Everlands — always some clouds impinged on the view. But today was clearer than most, and as I squinted into the clouds, I thought I detected harder lines within. Unless I recalled wrong, the Valyn were supposed to live in the sky. I imagined I saw their floating islands aloft in the clouds now. Man, it’d be wild to visit those someday.

      “We won't cross that swamp waiting here. Come on.” Farelle nodded to the way down. After a lingering look at the island-shaped cloud, I followed after her.

      We left the Crags behind and descended into the mess below. I soon found it was even worse than I'd anticipated. Whereas the mountains were full of the crispest, freshest air I could hope to find, the mires between the small forests threatened to choke me with their stench. The air hung thick and murky, a yellow haze making it hard to see more than a few hundred feet in front. And the heat — it seemed to rise from the ground itself, grasping at us and weighing us down. Humidity clung to us like the whole swamp was raining sweat.

      As we tromped over the wet ground, so slick that even my Leather Boots of Grip had trouble finding purchases, Farelle cheerily told me about all the creatures that occupied the region. “First, there are bog sprites,” she said. Despite her easy-going manner, I saw the way her eyes cast about constantly, searching for danger.

      “Like those?” I pointed to the far end of the muddy pool we were walking around, where three figures were hunched over. Their eyes caught the light and reflected back at us, three sets of half-moons watching and waiting.

      “Exactly like those,” she said approvingly. “Keep that up, and we may make a Wilder of you yet. Don’t worry about those though — sprites won’t bother you if you don’t bother them. Most of the time.”

      I kept both eyes on them until we were well past, just in case.

      “Tell me the rest,” I said wearily. Not only was it good to expand my bestiary — another handy overlay — but it was reassuring to hear her talk, even of such a dismal subject.

      “Well, there are swamp trolls⁠—”

      I shuddered. “No more trolls.”

      “—And toadstool fairies⁠—”

      “Fairies, really?”

      “Really. But not the wish-granting kind. These will bite your ears off. Then there are mire mummies⁠—”

      I stopped. “Mummies are buried in sarcophagi.”

      Farelle paused as well, eyeing me warily. “And…?”

      “Sarcophagi are put in tombs.”

      “Yes…?”

      “Anyone worth putting in a sarcophagus or tomb has riches.”

      Farelle just shook her head. “After what we went through in the Crags, you’re still looking for trouble?”

      “For adventure, my good navigator.” I patted her on the shoulder and walked past her. “Come on. I’ve got to get my Lara Croft on.”

      “Who?”

      “Indiana Jones?”

      “What are you saying?”

      I just laughed and kept trudging.
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        * * *

      

      We found a tomb just before nightfall.

      Ascending one of the forest hills from the marshes, we traveled through the woods searching for a place to settle down for the night that wasn’t so wet that our cloaks would be soaked in the morning. Before we’d found a suitable location though, the trees opened up to reveal what looked to be a tiny pyramid. Excited despite its diminutive size, I coaxed Farelle over to take a closer look. “You get 42 shares of the loot, remember?” I reminded her.

      “45,” she corrected. “But I should get more.”

      I took her by the arm and pulled her closer, ignoring her protests. Immediately, my excitement grew, as I could see at the corners of the structure, the ground was pulling away, like there was more underneath. “It goes all the way down,” I said, pointing. “This is just the tip of the iceberg.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Your enthusiasm isn’t catching, you know.” But I could tell I was wearing her down.

      The ten-foot-tall doors to the crypt, however, didn’t budge when I pulled on them. Stepping back and studying them, I couldn’t detect any other way to open them.

      “Try the handle?” Farelle suggested unhelpfully.

      “Har, har.” I circled the pyramid once, feeling along the black stone, but I couldn’t detect any creases that would signal a hidden entrance. Winding around to the front again, I used Detect Traps on the off-chance it would help, but to no avail.

      “Well, you tried.” Farelle was peering into the darkening woods around us. “And cost us a dry spot tonight. Best find something if you want to be able to keep up tomorrow. This belt isn’t doing you any favors.” She shook her new Belt of Speed with a grin.

      But I couldn’t look away from the doors. “Just a few minutes more,” I mumbled as I studied the images carved on their fronts. It was hard to tell, but I thought they depicted some war between two peoples. Peering closer, I saw one group was depicted with light skin, and the other with dark. “Who built this?” I asked, turning back to Farelle.

      She shrugged. “The Devalyn I suppose.”

      “Autumn elves? I thought they were supposed to be some kind of fallen people.” I looked back over the austere pyramid. “This looks more fit for the nobles of a great kingdom.”

      “A great empire, actually,” the Satyr corrected. “True, autumn elves don’t have any significant states of their own these days. But once, they were the conquerors of all these lands, and their rulers were the most powerful in the world. Many of the great wonders that the Gnarish can’t take credit for are due to the old Devalyn empire.”

      I traced one of the dark faces. “Autumn elves don't all have dark skin. Why show themselves that way?”

      “Because the sky elves are always shown as white.” Farelle shrugged. “At least from what I've seen. Never actually seen the Valyn, so I can't say whether they are or not.”

      “Hm.” I studied it closer and noticed something else. “It looks like our rulers from the sky have also claimed the sun. And there's the moon for their cousins.”

      Farelle nodded. “They've each claimed those, yes. Now, if we're done with our history lesson…”

      I waved her away. “You go on if you want. I'm going to stay here awhile longer.”

      The Wilder sighed, but she just sat down where she was and stared up at the sky. The stars were starting to come out, and soon the moon would rise. I stood with my chin in my hand, studying it. What was the key to opening the door?

      I stood there for a long time. Thirty minutes, an hour, two — who could say how long I studied it. But nothing came to me. I flopped down in front of it, throwing up my hands. “Fickle gods!” I exclaimed.

      “You don't even know,” Farelle informed me.

      Just then, the first beams from the rising moon struck over the treetops. As they did, the two great doors to the pyramid began to glow like molten silver. Startled and thrilled, I jumped to my feet, my hands itching to try the door. Looking back at Farelle, who had nodded off to sleep, I saw her on her feet — hooves, that is — and as ready as I was. “Fickle gods,” she muttered.

      I took a deep breath. “Here it goes.” I put my hand on the handle and didn't die, so that was a good start. Bracing myself, I heaved. The doors swung open with a huge grinding noise, hardly requiring any effort from me.

      I looked back at Farelle with a wink. “Ready for your payday?”

      She shook her head. “You and your funny phrases. Let's go, shall we?”

      I nodded, drew my sword and dagger, and entered the crypt.

      The top layer was little more than the size of an ordinary living room, though it was definitely more interesting, sporting mysteriously burning silver torches and columns of a black stone glittering with amber crystals. Straight ahead, a stairway led down further into the pyramid. After scanning the area with Detect Traps, I nodded the all clear to Farelle and moved quietly forward.

      The stairs curved down into a seemingly never-ending spiral. Off-shooting these stairs were doors, behind which I assumed the tombs lay. I shared a glance with Farelle, and she shrugged, as if to say, “It's what we're here for, right?”

      I took the first of these doors and, carefully scanning the room, stepped inside. It had low ceilings barely high enough for me to stand under and was no more than twenty feet wide, giving the room a claustrophobic feel. Adding to the crushing sense was a single torch illuminating it, leaving the corners shadowy and dark. Below the torch was the first sarcophagus. Inching forward, I scanned for traps.

      
        
        Sneak is level 4!

      

      

      
        
        Detect Traps is level 3!

      

      

      I grinned to myself, and not only at the advancement. There was one tripwire attached to the sarcophagus, and I was happy to notice it. After clipping the wire, I tried shoving off the lid of the sarcophagus to get at whatever was underneath. The heavy stone slab didn't budge.

      “Come on, help me with this,” I said to Farelle.

      The Satyr rolled her eyes, but though I could see she was terrified, she obliged anyway. Treasure was always a great motivator. Soon we were scraping the lid off, and it clunked to the floor with a boom. My companion and I both looked nervously towards the door, but no sounds followed. We were alone, at least for the moment. Still, I whispered to Farelle, “Let's be quick.” She nodded in agreement.

      We both looked inside, and my eyes went round as dinner plates. Gold, both in coins and ingots, glittered around the edges of the mummified corpse. And clutched in its hands was the jeweled pommel of an immaculate longsword. Rings decorated its fingers, and silver necklaces hung from its neck.

      I met Farelle’s eyes, my excitement mirrored in hers. “We’re rich!” I whispered.

      She nodded, then her mouth firmed. “As long as we get out of here alive. Let's put all of this in that magical satchel of yours and get the hell away.”

      I started to scoop up coins and disappear them into my inventory as quickly as I could, while the Wilder kept a nervous lookout. Soon I had everything in my inventory and noticed a considerable weight difference when I stood. I guess I did have to bear a portion of what my inventory held; it just hadn’t been noticeable. Last of all, I whispered, “Sorry, fella,” and pried the stiff fingers off the sword. Some released easily, but three I had to break off they clung to it so stiffly. When I had it free, I held it up to the light and admired the rubies on the golden hilt.

      
        
        Jeweled Longsword of the Stars

        Quality: Master (181/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      “Time for that later,” Farelle snapped. “Come on, quickly.”

      I put the sword in my inventory for now — it seemed a bad idea to use such a fine weapon in battle before I knew what it was worth — and followed her out of the door to the next room. There, after carefully scanning for traps, we looted it as thoroughly as the last place. In place of a sword, this dead man clasped a double-headed battle axe made of a metal black as coal. Though I was starting to get weighed down, I had no doubt it was valuable and stashed it with the rest of the loot.

      
        
        Obsidian Axe of Wrath

        Quality: Exceptional (78/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: ? (You must identify this item to learn its magic attributes)

      

      

      This floor cleared, I led the way down the spiral stairs to the next level of the pyramid. Here, as the structure widened, were four off-branching rooms. But I didn’t know how much longer I could hold out in this place. Not only would my burden quickly become too much to be practical, but this place gave me the creeps. I wanted to leave alive, especially since I was pretty sure Farelle only had the one life. The Satyr was even more worried than I was, understandably. She kept throwing her gaze this way and that like a goat that was… Nope, still too soon for ruminant jokes.

      Reaching the landing, I picked a door at random and opened it. No sooner had I done so did a hissing sound start and white stuff like mist began to pour into the stairway. Another magic trap — those things always got me in trouble. Panic thumped in my chest. “Go!” I yelled to Farelle, waving her up the stairs, but she was already prancing up them two at a time.

      Not quick enough. She lurched to a halt, and for a moment, I didn’t understand why. Then I saw him. Composed of the same white mist as nipped at our heels was what looked like a ghostly prince, like cursed men out of Lord of the Rings. His pointed ears and almond eyes gave him away as an autumn elf, and the crown on his head as royalty. He gazed down on us with severe displeasure, and though he had no weapon, I didn’t doubt he had ample tools to kill us.

      “You have defiled this place!” the Devalyn prince said, his voice thundering through the crypt.

      That’s when I knew this had all been a very, very bad idea.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19. THE AUTUMN PRINCE

          

        

      

    

    
      The ghostly prince stood over us, looking ready to kill us at any moment. And as I examined what I could of his stats, I was sure he would.

      
        
        Barrow Prince (Lvl ???) - Devalyn royalty from a bygone age. He wields powerful magic and is very protective of his grave and treasure. “You have defiled this place!”

      

      

      That last part of the description was unnervingly accurate.

      As Farelle took a long swig from her flask, apparently already accepting her fate, I answered for us. “We’re sorry, your majesty. We’ll return everything we took⁠—”

      “You have defiled my brothers and sisters!” the Specter roared over me. “For this, there is but one punishment.” His lips curled into a cruel smile, and he lifted his hand, leveling it at my companion.

      Farelle, her last drink taken, drew her short blade and took a swipe at the ghost, but it passed through without any noticeable damage. I was already making my own attempt by channeling Turn Undead. The channel propelled out from me in white waves, but as it passed over the prince and the mist below, a small overlay popped up with the text No effect.

      We were out of time. The prince intoned sonorous words in a language I couldn’t understand, his hand still leveled at Farelle. The Satyr, after a moment’s hesitation, tried darting through the prince but was buffeted by an unearthly wind. From the rising crescendo of his voice, the ghost’s words were reaching a climax. I gritted my teeth and pulled out my Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing and started up the stairs, hoping to reach him in time, even though I doubted it would have any effect.

      But before I got there, several things happened at once. First, the prince completed his spell, and Farelle screamed and contorted into a painful shape, then collapsed and tumbled down the stairs. At the same time, another Specter emerged from nowhere and threw itself around the ghostly prince, to his loudly voiced fury. And third, I felt a distinctly real hand grab my shoulder and pull me back, sending me off balance.

      Attending to my most immediate problem, I twisted free of the hand and whirled around to see what had grabbed me. A mummy, dripping with green algae and brown rot, stood in the whirling mist next to me, hands grasping for me again. I quickly drew my new Mithril Sword of Thirst and, sheathing the Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing, drew my other knife. Then I sprang at the undead creature, slicing through one hand and then a thigh. It collapsed on the leg, but still it came forward. I didn’t know if I could kill it, but I had to try.

      Other mire mummies were coming through the other three doors as well, four of them in total. They were slow, but if I were to carry Farelle, I couldn’t outrun them, especially not with a Spectral prince after us. Though, from the sounds of struggle above me, it sounded like he was tangled up with something else.

      I focused again on the mummies and started working my magic. They didn’t have visible eyes, so Basilisk’s Gaze was out. Time to revert to simple sword and sorcery. Kicking the closest mummy back a few steps, I cast Icy Plume in a slow arc about me. The mummies, already slow, practically froze. I followed it up with several rounds of Magic Missiles, aiming for the heads in the hope of getting crits. Two collapsed into the mist, but the third and fourth still lumbered on.

      I was out of mana now — time to see what channels I could scrounge up. I used Siphon Essence on the one I’d already mangled, and as the several-second channel worked its way to fruition, the mummy began twitching. Essence slowly leaked from it, nowhere near as fast as it had for the bandit. It would take far too long to be useful for me.

      So I leaped forward and began slashing the mummies apart, putting every bit of combat training with Farelle to work. Soon, the landing looked like a bathroom floor after a cat’s gotten ahold of a roll of toilet paper. I nodded, satisfied with my handiwork, though I was surprised to see I’d somehow recovered 30 mana. But there was no time to figure that out. I turned back to the other problem.

      The prince was still preoccupied with his assailant, yelling what I assumed were curses in that strange language of his while he tried to throw the other Specter off. Ignoring our mysterious savior for the moment, I ran up the stairs to kneel by Farelle. She was unconscious, the whites of her eyes barely showing through slitted eyelids. I checked for a pulse and found her heart was still beating weakly. Whatever the prince had done hadn’t quite killed her. Yet.

      “Okay, time to go,” I muttered to my companion. Sheathing my weapons, I set to trying to haul her up. She mumbled something as I lifted her onto my shoulders, but was still limp as a dead fish. I hissed with the pain of lifting her, and my stamina strained. She was light, but it was still more weight than was comfortable to bear.

      Though it was hard to look up with Farelle on my shoulders, I craned my neck up to see how the battle ahead of me was going. The intertwined Specters turned, and suddenly, I saw that I recognized who was helping us. “Ava!”

      Ava met my eyes with a sad smile. “Run, Marrow. Save us if you can.” Then, with a final scream from the prince, she wrenched him to the side, and they tumbled from the stairs into the mist.

      I moved as quickly as I could up the stairs, Farelle giving faint gasps at every step. It hadn’t seemed such a long trip down, but by the time I’d reached the first landing again I was panting, and my legs were burning. My stamina was dipping dangerously low, all the way down to the 30s, but I pressed on anyway, knowing we had no time to lose. Ava was keeping the prince at bay for now, but I had no clue how long she could keep it up, nor how long Farelle could hold on.

      As black spots appeared in my vision and my stamina hit 10, I finally made it back to the top. The doors were still ajar from when we’d entered, so it was a simple matter of slipping through, and we were out. With a great sigh, I slipped Farelle off my shoulders just outside the entrance, then stumbled back to the doors. On the off-chance that the doors had some effect, I wasn’t about to risk letting that Devalyn prince out and coming after us. I hoped I wasn’t shutting Ava in the same way, but I had no other choice. I put a shoulder to them and, heaving with the last of my strength, pressed them closed. As soon as they were, the glowing from the moonlight faded. They were sealed once more.

      I wove my way back to Farelle and collapsed onto the ground next to her, trying to catch my breath. As I did, her eyelids fluttered open. “Marrow?” she muttered.

      I leaned closer and took her hand. “I’m here. Stay with me, Farelle.”

      “C-cursed,” she said, her teeth suddenly chattering. “He cursed me.”

      Cursed. What did I do about that? I didn’t know the first thing about curses in the Everlands. “Can we reverse it?”

      But Farelle’s eyes had once again closed, and I feared she’d drifted off to sleep. Then her lips moved. “Yes. At... home.”

      “Home. You don’t mean Stalburgh, do you?” In the condition she was in, I didn’t see how she’d ever last that long if I could even get her there.

      But she gave a small shake of her head. “Home. Here.” She pressed her hand between her breasts.

      I thought she must mean her heart, but a moment later, she drew out a pendant I hadn’t known she wore. It looked made of curled bits of wood, and in the middle was a bead of hardened amber.

      “Summon them,” she whispered. “They’ll come.”

      Despite the grave situation, I was conscious of how close I was to touching her inappropriately as I drew off the pendant. Flushing, I did it as quickly as I could and held it up. “How do I do that?”

      Her breath came in a rasp. “Hold it to my mouth.”

      I did as she asked.

      “Farelle Cedar-Strider comes home,” she said softly.

      A moment passed, then two. I exhaled heavily and let the pendant fall from her lips. I’d hoped whatever she had expected to happen would, but nothing had. Maybe she was further gone than I’d thought.

      “I’m sorry, Farelle,” I said, retaking her hand and pressing the pendant into it. “I’m sorry I got you into this.”

      She didn’t respond, already unconscious again. I wondered if there was anything else I could do when suddenly the air erupted with a blast of wind. I threw up my arm in protection and cried out, thinking the barrow prince had come after us, but there was something odd that made me doubt it. The air suddenly smelled like honeysuckle and berries. Not exactly an ominous omen.

      As the gust died down, I risked looking up and saw a figure stood before me. A naked Satyr, to be specific, and a male one apparently. By the size of his endowment, he could have funded Harvard. My eyes quickly rose to meet his, and I saw them glaring down at me angrily.

      “What have you done to my daughter?!” he thundered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. HOMECOMING

          

        

      

    

    
      Considering I wasn’t intimate with Farelle, it was a bit early to be meeting her father. Still, despite my bone-deep weariness, I jumped to my feet, trying to recover what I could of my first impression. “Sir! I, uh⁠—”

      “Father,” Farelle whispered, her hand twitching.

      The Satyr was on his knees by her in an instance. “My little kid,” he said soothingly in his deep baritone. “We will heal you, do not fear.” With seemingly little effort, he curled his arms under his daughter and lifted her, then turned towards me with angry eyes. “Grab my arm,” he commanded. “Until we know what’s happened, you’re staying with us.”

      I did as I was told, hoping I wasn’t going to my death. But I had to make sure Farelle was okay, despite the urgency of my errand. If I was still alive in the real world, I could survive a little longer.

      The Satyr spoke in another language, this one smooth and lyrical where the Devalyn prince’s had been harsh and clipped. I felt light as a feather for a moment, then the world became muddled and twisted around me.

      It was like an acid trip, all colors and flowers and movement without meaning when suddenly the trip ended and solid ground was beneath my feet again. My knees buckled, and I fell to the ground. My stamina had barely recovered, and after that trip, I needed a moment before I could stand.

      Farelle’s father wasn’t sympathetic. “Get up. She has no time to waste.”

      Knowing it was true, I stumbled to my feet and followed after the Satyr. Only then did I stare around me in amazement. Despite it being night, everything was lit up by glowing balls of light that hung in the air like my Magelight. I saw I was standing in the midst of a village that seemed grown more than built. Living trees made up most of the buildings, their trunks bulging outward to form spherical rooms. Platforms were made of trees smoothed to stump-like surfaces, and bridges between the dwellings were formed of woven branches. Instead of regular-sized steps, there were platforms of what looked like large toadstools that I saw Satyrs hop up.

      That was the other thing — the entire village was populated by Satyrs. And not only that, but they were all naked like Farelle’s father. I tried my best not to stare, but my eyes kept wandering. You would have thought I was naked from how they stared at me in return. I supposed they didn't get Human visitors often. I nodded at those who stared at me at first, but when I was beginning to feel like a bobblehead, I gave it up and kept my eyes forward.

      Farelle’s father bore his daughter to a house formed of a huge stump the size of a bunker. Walking through the leaf curtains that hung in place of a door, he set her on a table. An old male Satyr with spectacles and flat horns blinked at what had been brought before him. “Farelle,” he said, surprised. “I thought she had left?”

      “She's returned,” Farelle’s father said with a dark look at me. “What happened, Human?”

      It took me a second to realize he was talking to me. “Uh, we were inside a Devalyn tomb when⁠—”

      “Inside a what?” Farelle's father became even angrier than before. “What in Yalua’s blessed name were you doing in there? Farelle knows better than to disturb the dead.”

      “I convinced her,” I admitted. “Looking for loot and all that…”

      Farelle's father glowered at me, so I figured it was best to rip off the band-aid completely. “Anyway, we apparently woke a Devalyn prince, and he cursed her.”

      Farelle’s father said something in that lyrical language again, but from his expression, I had a feeling the meaning wasn't as beautiful as it sounded. The old Satyr gave him a disapproving look. “Now, now, Sulfel. No need for vulgarity.”

      “My daughter is dying, Hanil,” Sulfel growled. “How about you worry about saving her?”

      Old Hanil shook his head, but he just set to studying Farelle. “Hard to see with all these useless clothes on...” he muttered. His investigations took several minutes, during which I thought many times Sulfel would leap over and strangle me. I avoided his eyes as best I could.

      Finally, the old man straightened and sighed. “This is dark, powerful magic. We will need the Council to convene a summoning.”

      “She will survive until then.” Sulfel made the question sound like an order.

      Hanil nodded. “I won’t let her die, I assure you. Now gather them. And leave the Human here,” he added as Sulfel turned glowering toward me. “He may be useful if I need more information.”

      Farelle’s father simmered at that, but he reluctantly nodded. Before he left, though, he came up close to me. I was distinctly aware of the few inches he had on me. “If she dies,” he said in a low, dangerous voice, “you will follow swiftly after.”

      “Sulfel!” the older Satyr admonished.

      Sulfel just stared the message into me, so I nodded. “I know. I’ll deserve as much.”

      That surprised him, but he just nodded in return and stepped away. Then with a parting look at his daughter, the Satyr left.

      “I apologize, young master,” Hanil said, moving to a cabinet nearby and rummaging through it. “He’s worried about her.”

      “So am I.” I sat down in a chair and put elbows to knees, watching my companion’s chest slowly rise and fall with each breath. “She really will be okay?”

      “She’ll need rest, but yes, she will survive.”

      “I’m glad to hear that.” I looked around the room again. “You’re an herbalist.”

      The older Satyr chuckled as he brought over a few yellow leaves to a mortar and pestle. “You could say that. But more accurately, you would say I’m a druid.”

      I perked up at that. I’d always liked druids, but thought they got the shaft when it came to power, so I never went for them. Who knew how it was in the Everlands though; channels seemed powerful enough that maybe druids had a shot at being awesome. “So you’ll heal her with channels as well as herbs?”

      The Satyr nodded. “The Council — myself included — will call down the benevolent love of Yalua to cast away the curse. We use aids, of course, such as herbs and roots.”

      I hesitated. I wanted to ask if I could learn druidic channels, but considering this was an isolated colony of Satyrs in only the fickle gods knew where among the stretch of mires and forests, I had a feeling the druid wouldn’t be keen on it. “Can I help at all?” I settled for my second thought, a bit embarrassed I’d only just thought to ask.

      “No, young master. You did well getting her out of the barrow.” The druid looked up from his work for a moment. “Though you would have done better to keep her out of it.”

      I hung my head. “I’ll do better next time.”

      The druid laughed softly. “You had best get used to hearing that. I’m afraid it will often be said before this is through. Now, I can see you’ve had ordeals yourself. Take that bed in the room back there. When you wake, you can visit our mana font and restore yourself, and perhaps pray at Yalua’s altar if you’re so inclined.”

      I nodded gratefully and stood. “Thank you for everything.” I paused. “Hanil, isn’t it?”

      The old druid nodded. “And yourself?”

      “Marrow.”

      “Well, you are welcome here, Marrow, no matter what others might say.”

      “And where is ‘here,’ exactly?”

      He chuckled. “I suppose it is a bit disorienting taking the Roots in. This is the village of Maluwae, in the southeastern corner of the Mired Copses. We’re not precisely hidden from the world, but we tend to keep to ourselves, so it’s understandable if you haven’t heard of us.”

      I recognized that name, Maluwae, from Farelle’s stats. “Farelle never mentioned her home,” I said truthfully.

      “Yes, well,” Hanil said softly. “Her departure wasn’t exactly a joyful event.” He shook his head. “But enough speaking of the past. Get you off to bed — you look ready to keel over any moment now.”

      He waved me towards the back of the house, and I obliged and went back to the bed there and sat. For a moment, I resolved to stay awake, to watch over Farelle. The next, my exhaustion got the better of me, and I let myself lay down. The one after that, I was asleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I woke the next morning, I found I was ravenous. With all the excitement, I hadn’t eaten since lunch the day before. But first things first — I saw I had a few notifications to take care of:

      
        
        Swords has increased to level 4!

      

      

      
        
        Magic: Light has increased to level 3!

      

      

      
        
        -5 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      Two good and one bad — I supposed I could accept that. Especially considering I deserved that drop in morality with all my bad behavior lately. I rubbed my eyes and stretched, then rose from the bed. I’d barely noticed the night before, but it was composed of leaves and moss, which had somehow kept me plenty warm. Shrugging, I meandered out of the room towards the main segment of the house, where Hanil the druid had been treating Farelle the night before.

      But upon entering the room, I stopped with a jolt of panic. The table that had held Farelle was empty. My companion was gone, as was the elderly druid.

      Heart racing, I tried to think this through. Had they left me behind on purpose? Did they not want me to attend Farelle’s healing? Did they think I'd get in the way, or did they want the whole thing to remain a secret, and their druidic rituals safe? I set my jaw. I'd be damned if I wasn't there by my friend’s side, whatever their reasons. I felt guilty enough having slept this long.

      Ignoring my belly and my status of Ravenous, I left the tree house and stepped outside. The village of Maluwae was bustling now, naked Satyr jumping and leaping and strutting. My face turned red all over again, but I ignored my embarrassment and strode up to the closest person, and asked them where I could find the Council gathering. Some ignored me, while others spurned me outright. “You do not have the right!” one middle-aged woman scolded me. “No right at all to that holy meeting!”

      “Sorry,” I mumbled with my hands up and my eyes on the ground. But after I'd escaped her, I just sought out another local, and then another. Slowly, I wised up to the fact that nobody was going to tell me where the Council was meeting. Instead, I opted for a different tactic: tracking down Hanil.

      I got a bite for the herbalist on my second ask. “Hanil?” a skinny male Satyr said, rubbing his horns. “If I remember, he's down by Mudroot today.” I extracted Mudroot’s location and, thanking the man for his help, went off in search of it.

      It took a good hour to find him in the marsh that was Mudroot. Stepping carefully around roots that trembled when you touched them, I found the elderly Satyr bent over a stump, humming as he examined a lime-green toadstool. “Hanil!” I greeted him as I approached. “I've been looking everywhere for you! Why didn't you wake me this morning?”

      “Hm?” As he straightened up and looked at me, the herbalist’s eyes were unfocused for a moment before he recognized me. “Ah, Marrow. So you found my little spot, have you?”

      I didn’t want to waste time with pleasantries. “Farelle’s gone. You know where she went, don't you?”

      Hanil sighed. “Of course, young master. She's with the Council, as I said she would be.”

      “So lead me to them.”

      The herbalist began moving up the hill towards the village, and I followed. “It's not that easy,” he said. “We have traditions. Rituals.”

      “Important secrets,” I said, not bothering to keep the acid out of my voice. “Secrets that might get Farelle killed. Listen to me. None of you were there to see what happened to her. What if the Council makes a mistake because they don’t know enough about the situation?”

      Hanil stopped and studied me. “You truly care for her, don't you?” he asked.

      I remembered guiltily how little I'd cared for her when I was trapped in the collapsed bridge. But all I could do was redeem myself. “Yes,” I said firmly.

      The old druid sighed again. “Then come. I'll lead you to them.”
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        * * *

      

      Hanil led me back up the hill, but instead of going back to the village, we skirted around the edge of it. I wondered how much trouble I might be getting him in, but considering what was at stake, I knew it was a risk I'd just have to take.

      From there, we wound up a hill behind the village to a grove of trees so thick and massive they all looked like they had a bad case of giantism. Each of their roots was twice as thick around as I was. I was glad they weren’t like the roots down in Mudroot; one twitch from them would send me sprawling, and likely with a broken back.

      The trees weren’t the only giant thing. Ferns as big as circus tents waved overhead, rustling in a wind I couldn’t feel. Toadstools soon joined afterward, many as tall as houses. The very air seemed to grow thicker with all the enormous vegetation around me. I glanced nervously at Hanil, but the druid looked perfectly at ease, so I tried to relax as well, though it was impossible when I didn’t know what was happening with Farelle.

      I knew we were drawing close when I saw the gentle green glow ahead. Then two great fern leaves parted, and our destination appeared before me. The hollowed stump of what would have been the biggest tree yet stood in the middle of a partial clearing, other mammoth trees leaning in overhead to block out the light. But the glow wasn’t coming from the sun but within the hollow stump itself. Through an archway carved between the giant roots, I could see the vague outlines of shadows against the bright light.

      “Come,” Hanil said to me, voice grave. He hobbled forward, and I followed close behind, wondering what exactly I’d gotten myself into.

      Before we entered the hollow stump, a figure stepped out from the overhanging foliage, rage in his eyes. Sulfel, Farelle’s father. “What is he doing here?” he demanded of the druid next to me.

      “He may be of use, Sulfel,” Hanil said calmly. “We would be fools to keep him away for tradition’s sake only.”

      “This isn’t just about tradition,” Sulfel sneered. “This is about us, our people, and our continued survival.” He turned his fiery gaze on me. “Your intrusion may have doomed us, Human, and my daughter with it.”

      I didn’t flinch from his look. “How?”

      Sulfel began to reply, but Hanil cut him off. “It’s not clear yet that you have, Marrow. But there is a possibility that more than just that Devalyn prince has awoken across the Mired Copses. There have been sightings of Specters where there have been none for many long centuries.”

      Sulfel nodded tightly. “And if Specters invade our people, then we are doomed. You bring chaos, Human. We will see that there is justice for it.” At that, he showed the first sign of a smile, sharp and cruel.

      “But we don’t know if that’s the case yet,” the druid reminded him. “Come.” He showed me through to the hollow stump. Ignoring Sulfel’s hateful gaze, I stepped through the archway.

      Entering the hollow stump, I saw standing around the edges seven Satyrs, staring into the nearly blinding light in the center. They varied from very young — one girl looked no more than seven — to very old — I was surprised the man was alive, much less even standing — and everything in between. As one, they looked over at Hanil and me as we entered, but I was busy wincing into the light to see what was at the center. Who, rather — for it was Farelle, prone on a wooden altar, eyes closed and face drawn in pain.

      “What are you doing to her?” I demanded, stepping forward.

      “Do not let him approach!” the elder Satyr said in a quavering voice. “Dark forces linger about him!”

      “Yes,” a plump Satyr woman said, eyes widening. “Yes, I see the Night Sisters have placed their touch on him.”

      Everyone present hissed, and I cringed. But what could I say in response?

      “You, Human,” the girl druid demanded, pointing at me. “Do you deny it?”

      I looked at each of their faces. “No,” I said slowly. “No, I do not deny it.”

      The Council again hissed, and I thought they might leap at me and tear me apart. But Hanil raised a hand and said calmly, “Peace, my friends. Has the worst come to pass yet?”

      “Yes!” the eldest cried. “Yes! The Fallen Empire awakens! The Specters rise once more!”

      “There is no stopping it,” a fourth druid said solemnly, the tallest of those assembled.

      I was starting to sweat now. “The Fallen Empire… You mean the old Devalyn nation?”

      “Of course,” the same tall druid responded in the same tone. “A people full of discontented souls.”

      That was one hell of a chain reaction if it was true. I wanted to deny it could be true, but what the hell did I know? Besides, I was more concerned about something else. “But Farelle. You can save her?”

      “Possibly,” said a barrel-chested druid. “But suppose doing so somehow accelerates the uprising. Farelle knows the laws of Maluwae, even if you do not. None are to enter the barrows, on pain of death.” He gazed down severely at my companion. “Perhaps Yalua intends that this curse is to be her undoing.”

      I swallowed. I didn’t see how we’d get out of here without violence, and I had a feeling everyone present was a lot more powerful than I was. But I couldn’t let Farelle die, not at the hands of her own people. Not when it was my fault.

      I held up my hands in surrender. “Please, Council. If you would tell me more, perhaps I could⁠—”

      Suddenly, everything came to a halt, like someone had pressed the pause button. The Council druids’ angry expressions were fixed on me, unmoving. Hanil was frozen next to me. The green glow coming from Farelle and her altar, which had been pulsing, became crystalline. The leaves, the branches, the wind — all was still and silent. I alone had control over my body.

      I immediately suspected the worst: that the barrow prince had found me, and commanded even more powerful magic than I’d suspected. I stared about wildly, and though I saw no sign of the malevolent Specter, I didn’t doubt he was there. “Come out, you coward!” I shouted into the stillness. “I know you’re there!”

      “I’m here, Marrow.” A voice, that of a young boy, spoke from everywhere and nowhere. “But I’m not the Specter you think I am.”

      It was certainly a different voice than the barrow prince had used before, but I suspected it was a trick. “And which Specter is that?”

      “You know,” the boy’s voice said, almost seeming uncertain whether or not I was teasing him. “The barrow prince.”

      He was a good actor and better guesser. But I wasn’t going to be drawn in so easily. “Okay, so I thought you were the barrow prince,” I hedged. “If you’re not him, who are you?”

      “A friend,” the boy’s voice whispered, though it carried all around me. “Like I hope you’ll be my friend.”

      “Your… friend?” This was a strange trick if it was one.

      There was a long pause of silence before the boy spoke again. “You’re one of the Everfolk, right? From Beyond?”

      There was that term again — Everfolk — which apparently meant players. Was Beyond supposed to mean Earth? Chills ran up my spine. If Farelle was any indication, NPCs weren’t supposed to have much of a conception of Earth. This was starting to get a bit too curious for comfort. “I think so,” I said.

      “You’re learning here, Marrow. I like that about you. You’re still growing up like me.” The boy sounded wistful. Lonely, maybe. Like an only child with inattentive parents.

      “Yeah. I guess so.”

      “I hope you’ll be my friend. I know you want to save your friend. So I’ll help you, okay?”

      Suddenly, the middle finger on my right hand burned, and I cried out and held it up to look at it. For a brief instant, a band of what looked like liquid mercury wound about it. But when I blinked, it quickly faded from sight, and the burning stopped.

      “I know you’ll use it well,” the boy said. “But I have to go now. My father is calling.” He seemed very sad as he said it.

      “Well, thank you,” I said, wondering if I’d just been cursed myself.

      “Come visit me soon, okay?”

      I didn’t have time to answer. Just like that, without any warning, everything shifted back into normal time and speed. The Council resumed its angry jabbering, the altar continued its pulsing glow, and Hanil was eyeing me scrupulously. As time shifted gears, they all flinched. It took me a moment to realize why. Before the time-stop, my hands had been raised, whereas now they were down. The instant change must have looked eerie.

      “How did you…?” Hanil muttered, and the other druids looked equally perturbed.

      “Never mind,” I said hurriedly. I held up the hand where the band of silver had been, wanting another look at it. Sure enough, the faint outline of a ring appeared around the finger, a faint shimmer like oil on water showing where it was. So it hadn’t all been a temporary glitch or a dream. But if it wasn’t, I didn’t know what that meant for the boy who had spoken and given it to me. And stopped time itself in the Everlands.

      The girl druid gasped. “Look!” she said, pointing again. “At his finger!”

      The members of the Council blinked and peered closer. One by one, each of them similarly blanched. They all seemed to recognize something about it, which confused me even further.

      Hanil grabbed my wrist with uncharacteristic force and scrutinized the ring. “Ah,” he said with a satisfied smile, letting it go. “I believe, my fair Council, that we have had a solution thrust upon us. I’m sure you all recognize this ring.”

      Awed expressions had come over the druids’ faces. As I looked at each of them, my confusion only grew. “I don’t. What is it?”

      “The Ghost Ring,” the deep-voiced druid answered. “Whoever wears the Ghost Ring has dominion over all the Specters across Kalthinia.”

      I stared at the phantasmal circle on my hand again. “Really? Over the whole continent?”

      “Really!” the girl druid said enthusiastically.

      “So I can command them to, I don’t know, simmer down?”

      Hanil nodded. “In a manner of speaking.”

      I paused to take this in. “So… it isn’t a curse.”

      They stared at me like I was slow. “How could it be a curse?” the burly druid asked incredulously. “Besides, where did you get it from?”

      That was a bit of an uncomfortable question. “I’ll tell you later,” I said hurriedly. “Right now, you need to tell me how I can use it to save Farelle.”

      The Council members looked troubled, glancing among themselves. “That we do not precisely know,” Hanil admitted.

      I tried looking at the stats of the Ghost Ring, but didn’t come up with much:

      
        
        Ghost Ring

        Quality: Divine (unbreakable)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: A Dominion Ring. Commands the Specters of Kalthinia. Cannot be unequipped, lost, or stolen.

      

      

      It was obviously a powerful artifact, as the druids had told me. But if the boy-god person had meant to help me, he could have told me what to do with this thing.

      “Perhaps,” quavered the elderly druid, “if we had a Specter guide who could show us…”

      A Specter guide — I lit up at that. I knew just the person for the job.

      Hoping she’d survived her wrestling match with the barrow prince, I held up my right hand and spoke in my best commanding voice. “Ava! Come, please, if you can!”

      Ava materialized at once before me. Her sweet smile, her bob of hair, her sad eyes — my initial guide and recent savior was with me again in the flesh. At least, as much as she could be.

      “Marrow,” she said with a smile. “Who knew you could be so polite?”

      “You saved me,” I blurted. “You took on that Devalyn prince by yourself!”

      Ava smiled and nodded. Cast in the green glow of the altar, she looked even more otherworldly than usual. “I am bound to protect you, Marrow. My master commands it.”

      I wondered if her master was the boy, but I didn’t want to ask her in front of all these other people. “And you’re well? He didn’t hurt you?” I assumed even Specters could be hurt, though I wasn’t certain if they could “die.”

      “I’m fine, Marrow.” Her gaze shifted to those around her, then back to me. “But don’t you have something to ask me?”

      “Ah, yes.” Hanil and the Council were staring, waiting for me to get to the point. I held up the hand with the Ghost Ring again. “I just discovered I’m wearing this.”

      “I know,” Ava said simply. “The Ghost Ring.”

      I blinked. “Do all Specters know it?”

      “No. But I bore witness to the one who placed that Dominion Ring on your finger.”

      “You did?” I asked eagerly. “Then you know who he is!”

      “I do,” she said simply. Her eyes shifted to those around us, reminding me again not to ask further about it, as much as I wanted to. “All I will say now, Marrow, is that for some reason, he has made you the Catalyst.”

      He. The Catalyst. Once again, I felt there was another layer to everything that was going on, and I barely had an inkling of what it all meant. “I don’t understand.”

      “You will when it’s time. For now, Marrow, command the dead to rest.” The Specter’s eyes bored into me, telling me to drop it.

      As little as I wanted to, I did. I had to save Farelle anyhow. “How?” I asked for the second time.

      “Speak this command in the tongue of the afterlife: Saq’suul.”

      The word itself seemed to carry force. Just hearing it, I knew the command would work. But I hesitated. “What does it mean?”

      Now it was Ava’s turn to hesitate. “Stone-sleep,” she said finally.

      “It will make you rest, too?”

      “I am not of these lands. It will not affect me.” I could tell from her tone that there was something left unsaid. But I didn’t bother with it — now was not the time.

      I raised the Ghost Ring above my head once more and felt the hush of anticipation throughout the hollow stump. I looked down at Farelle and made a wish for it to work. “Saq’suul!” I commanded the air in front of me, feeling more than a bit silly as I did.

      The word echoed up, then dissipated. Nothing happened. I lowered my hand, disappointed. Either this was some elaborate trick, or I wasn’t supposed to be the Catalyst or whatever I was made out to be. I’d failed my companion.

      Suddenly, the green glow in front of me grew dimmer. I stared, hoping beyond hope it had worked after all. Sure enough, as the last of the light fell away, Farelle, clumsy and cross-eyed, sat up on the wooden altar.

      “It is done,” Ava said softly. “Now, I must leave you.”

      I wrenched my eyes from my awakening companion as the druids crowded forward and looked up to Ava, but I was roughly shoved to the side and stumbled. When I’d regained my balance, I saw it was Sulfel who had pushed me and the others out of the way so he could hold his daughter.

      I looked up again, but it was too late. My Spectral guide was gone. But as I looked around, she whispered one last thing in my ear. “I’ll still be with you…” Then she was gone.

      I looked at all the Satyr druids crowding around Farelle. Her family, welcoming her back to home and health. I grinned. I’d done it, with a little help from a couple of friends. I’d saved an entire land and community. Nothing in my life matched this feeling. I didn’t think anything could.

      “A celebration!” Sulfel roared over the growing din from the Satyrs. “Everyone will feel the heat of our victory tonight!”

      I didn’t wonder long what that meant.

    

  







            21. MERRIMENT IN MALUWAE

          

        

      

    

    
      After the village-wide celebration — during which I may or may not have witnessed my first Satyr orgy — I retreated to Hanil’s house for the night. I’d seen more than enough for a lifetime, and drank and eaten enough that I was ready to pass out.

      But sleep wasn’t in the books for me quite yet. No sooner had I lain down than a figure shadowed the doorway. As the soft light from the room’s orb illuminated them, my jaw dropped open. It was Farelle, but not as I’d ever seen her before. Sometime during the festivities, she’d abandoned her clothes and now stood as nude as any other Satyr in her hometown. And was she a sight to see.

      “I don’t care,” Farelle said, swaying as she walked into the room. I could see she’d been partaking of the drink that had been heartily passed around all day.

      “Don’t care?” I asked, my throat suddenly tight.

      “I don’t care if you see me without clothes.” She came even closer. “I don’t care if you think I’m a simple beast because of it.”

      “I don’t⁠—”

      “I don’t care,” she interrupted, “because I want you to see me. The real me.” She raised her hands and did a little spin.

      I watched her the whole time, taking the sight in. “I don’t mind seeing the real you.”

      She smirked. “I’ll bet you don’t.” She walked over to the bed and, with a sudden leap, she hopped onto the bed. “Are you sure you’re ready for this?”

      My mouth was dry. “I guess we’ll find out.”

      But that’s as much as I’ll say. After all, a gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell.
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        * * *

      

      In the morning, I woke to find many things awaiting me. First, the crook of my arm, where Farelle had fallen asleep the night before, was empty. I rubbed my messy hair and sat up when I noticed the other things. Several notifications preyed at the bottom of my vision. Figuring Farelle might have just gone out for a whiz or something, I decided to wait in bed and see what messages I had.

      Seeing the first two icons, I was nearly in disbelief as I brought up their messages:

      
        
        You are now Level 6! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 7! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      How had I jumped two levels? I guess they didn’t call scoring it with the ladies for nothing…

      Chuckling to myself, I opened the next several messages, and it became clear where the XP had come from. Fighting off the mire mummies in the pyramid — or barrow, as the Satyrs here called it — had apparently given me 1200 XP, or 300 per mummy. That entailed a big chunk of level 6. Then healing Farelle of the Devalyn prince’s curse had turned into a mini-quest, appropriately called Cursed Companion, a prompt I’d completely neglected to see at the time. Obviously, I had finished that, gaining an additional 3500 XP, which had probably put me into level 6. But then additionally, I’d finished my other quest with Farelle, The Wilder’s Past, gaining 3000 XP. As if that wasn’t enough when it turned out Maluwae as well as the whole of the Mired Copses was in danger, that had turned into a major quest called Uprising of the Undead, which I’d immediately solved for a whopping 7500 XP.

      I loved this incidental quest business.

      Still, I wasn’t accepting this all at face value. I hadn’t forgotten in the revelries that I couldn’t leave the Everlands even if I wanted to, nor that I seemed to be a pawn for the gods. This latest development with the Ghost Ring and the mysterious boy who gifted it to me was only an extension of that I was sure, though I didn’t know how it fit yet. I held up my hand and squinted at my middle finger, but I couldn’t detect even a hint of the ring there. I’d need more of that druidic green light to see it apparently. Though that came with an issue: how would I know if it fell off if I could neither see nor feel it?

      An idea occurred to me, and I checked my inventory. Sure enough, the Ghost Ring took up one of the squares. Bringing up its stats reminded me it couldn’t be unequipped, lost, or stolen, so I guess my mind could be put at ease. So long as it hadn’t cursed me after all.

      That concern alleviated, I needed to attend to my level ups, so I pulled up my stats to puzzle out what to do:
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There were a couple of surprises in there. “The Catalyst” had shown up as an alternate name for me. I guessed that label was going to stick, whatever it meant. Also super exciting was just how much gold I’d gotten from the barrow, well over 5000 coins. I’d have to split half of that with Farelle, but still, that left me with quite the healthy sum.

      But I needed to assign my SP and AP now. I considered my experiences since my last level up. Since then, we’d been attacked by a troll and harpies, and nearly died in the fallout. I’d also struggled to keep up with my Belt of Speed-enhanced Companion as we waded through mucky swamps. Last but not least, I’d been too curious to pass up exploring a barrow, looted it, and gotten Farelle cursed by a Spectral prince. Then, somehow, I’d saved her and her village with a mysteriously granted ring that I couldn’t see.

      Wow. A lot had happened.

      First, I split my 20 Status Points between Health and Spirit without hesitation. As for my attribute points, a few adjustments popped out to me immediately. While I often used magic in battle, channels promised to overtake them as my primary skill for combat, so I put two points into belief. The second was a little less conventional, but I invested two AP into charisma. It had been hard enough getting out of that Council gathering alive, and I had only done it with a lot of help. I had to assume situations were only going to get trickier from here on out. Of the other four, two went to agility so I could keep up with Farelle while traveling and not feel like I was dying, then the last two went to strength, not only to compensate for my hurt ego when Farelle had called me weak but to unlock further combat skills and make carrying all my barrow loot easier.

      Speaking of barrow loot, I had those two magic weapons I’d gotten, as well as all my other unidentified magic items. It was past time that I attended to them and figured out what all of them did if I could here in Maluwae. I could get a head start on which of the two barrow weapons I wanted to give to her.

      “Waiting for something, are you?”

      I startled and looked up at the door, but it was just Farelle who stood in the entrance, leering at me with what I thought was possessiveness in her eyes.

      “Just, uh, attending to things.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “Come on, lover boy. Time to go.” She threw me my pack, and I fumbled to catch it.

      “Talk about a rude awakening,” I complained.

      She smirked. “What? Did you think I’d give you less flak just because I got you in the sack?” She winked at me. “Only thing it changes is how comfortable we are at night. If you behave, that is.”

      I had more than half a mind to comply, but I wasn’t about to let her know that. “Hold your horses, partner. I have to get some items identified first. Any places here I can get that done?”

      She frowned, and I wondered if she wasn’t looking to make her stay as brief as possible. Even happy reunions weren’t enough to make her want to linger, it seemed. “Yeah, there is,” she said. “Hanil can get that done for you.”

      “You have your bow and belt to identify too,” I pointed out to her.

      She shrugged. “I know more or less what they do — one sets arrows on the fire, the other makes me speedy. I don’t need the nuances.”

      I shook my head but let it slide. “I don’t suppose that old druid is here, is he?”

      “Who are you calling old?” Hanil called from the room beyond.

      I chuckled, and Farelle shook her head. “I’ll be out gathering supplies,” she said. “Meet me back here in an hour.”

      “Wait! Maybe I should come with. I might want to buy some things too.”

      She shook her head. “Most are too hungover to sell anything after last night, and no one is manning their stores. Except for our old geezer here, that is.”

      Well, that was lucky at least. “I guess I’ll take what I can get.”

      Farelle went out on her errands, and I equipped my usual clothing and walked up front. Hanil waited for me behind a counter, gently grinding with his mortar and pestle. “If my old ears are working,” he winked at me, “I do believe you’re after some item identification.”

      “You got it.” I pulled out all the items needing it and set them on the counter. Seeing all of them, Hanil whistled. “That’s quite the bunch you’ve gathered. All from barrows?”

      “Not all,” I said uncomfortably. I wasn’t sure if the Night Sisters lair counted as a tomb or not.

      But Hanil just shook his head and smiled. “Let’s see here… at the cost of 50 coins per item, six items will cost you 300 coins to identify.”

      My eyes nearly boggled. “Wait. You’re charging me?”

      He frowned. “Of course. It takes valuable resources for me to identify items. It is very draining, and uses several rare herbs.”

      I waved a hand. “Fine, fine. It needs to happen, so I’ll pay it.”

      I pushed over the stacks to the Satyr. At least my money was going to a good man. Nodding with a satisfied smile to himself, he said, “I’ll take a little while to identify with these. Why don’t you take a walk around town while you wait?”

      Shrugging, I complied. The day was bright and sunny, a good day for traveling. The denizens of Maluwae looked less pleased about the day than I was. All were sluggish, and many openly in pain, wincing or clutching a hand to their head. Considering my resistance and vitality were low, I didn’t know how I’d come out so well myself, but was glad for it.

      Most of the Satyrs I came across were strangers, but when I saw one striding up to me, I found one who wasn’t. Sulfel, Farelle’s father, didn’t look pleased to see me either.

      Coming in close, he spoke in a low, dangerous voice, “You think you’re taking her away again?”

      “Actually, she makes that decision herself,” I said calmly. I’d already seen the measure of his anger. I wasn’t afraid of him anymore. “It’s true we have a contract for her to bring me to J’anteau, but it’s completely up to her whether or not she chooses to honor that.”

      His expression tightened angrily. “You Humans all think you’re so smart⁠—”

      “Hey,” I cut him off. “I don’t go around saying Satyrs are all the same. I’d appreciate if you didn’t do it as well.”

      That shut him up, but only for a moment. “If you ever get her into harm’s way, I’ll find you and kill you. Understand?”

      “I don’t want her hurt either,” I said. I couldn’t promise more. Adventures were dangerous, and who knew how the rest of our journey would fare.

      Sulfel stared a moment longer, then snorted and clumped away across the village green.

      I turned away myself and, hoping Hanil was done, returned to the old druid’s house.

      He wasn’t quite and was secreted to some back room to work his rituals, so I waited the final ten or so minutes while he finished up. Finally, he came back, waddling with my items in a sling, which he dumped on the counter before him. “Those are quite some items you have,” he said, puffing with the exertion. “Some of them are likely quite valuable.”

      Gathering them up eagerly, I began examining their stats to see what I had:

      
        
        Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance

        Quality: Fair (12/25)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Provides 5% resistance against poisons, reducing damage and duration.

      

      

      
        
        Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight

        Quality: Exceptional (52/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Gain 5% additional experience points.

      

      

      
        
        Mithril Sword of Thirst

        Quality: Fine (32/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Gain 3 points of mana per strike on enemy.

      

      

      
        
        Leather Boots of Grip

        Quality: Fine (38/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25% resistance to tripping and slipping.

      

      

      
        
        Jeweled Longsword of the Stars

        Quality: Master (181/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Burn for 10 Light damage per hit. Possible bonus damage against creatures of any other element.

      

      

      
        
        Obsidian Axe of Wrath

        Quality: Exceptional (78/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Gain active ability: Barbarian’s Rage. While Barbarian’s Rage is activated, you have the bonus stats of +5 strength, +3 vitality, +2 resistance, and cannot be affected by attacks on mental fortitude. However, you also have penalties of -2 dexterity, -3 belief, -5 perception, -4 intellect, and cannot succeed at acts requiring charisma.

      

      

      Hanil was right — this was quite the haul. I’d have to think carefully about what I wanted to keep and what I wanted to sell when it came time to do that. It also explained a few things along my journey, particularly why the poison from the bandits hadn’t debilitated me quite so badly and why I had gained small amounts of mana back in the barrow. I also liked that +5% experience boost from my cloak. It needed some mending, but it’d be well worth the cost if I could find someone to do it.

      Thanking the Satyr again, I made my goodbyes and waited for Farelle out front. A short while later, she came up, fully ready to go this time. Some of the villagers, seeing us readying ourselves, had drifted over. A few heartfelt farewells later, and one lingering embrace from her father, Farelle and I set off on the road again, bound for J’anteau. And, if I had any luck, the end of my quest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22. J’ANTEAU

          

        

      

    

    
      According to Farelle, we were only two days out from J’anteau. Two days until I completed the quest that had first set me on this journey. The quest that had so intrigued Sheika as to help out a wet-behind-the-ears player like me. The quest that, if she was right, would allow me to figure out why she and I couldn't log off.

      My companion kept up the air of nonchalance between us, and we fell back into our usual bantering. There was, however, thrilling anticipation now, as I wondered about the sleeping arrangements for that night.

      I wasn't disappointed.

      Before hitting the sack, though, Farelle took me up on combat training once again. This time, approving of my increased strength and speed, she finally taught me a new combat skill: Spinning Blades. The move was exactly how it sounded. It made me feel ridiculous and dizzy but was supposed to effective when swarmed by enemies on all sides.

      The next day, we finally made it out of the swamps and began ascending towards the ever-growing mountains. By late afternoon, the tops of city towers came into view. Nervous anticipation rose up in me as I contemplated what awaited me there, especially since I thought about what Farelle might think of my task should she find out. A quick check on our relationship showed it had progressed leaps and bounds, from Wary to Trusting. But now that we were sleeping together, I had a feeling things could dip very fast if my task of poisoning priests came to light. I remembered all too well how the Council had seen I was a servant of the Night Sisters, and though that fact had been lost in all the other excitement thankfully, I had to assume Farelle would feel similarly should she discover it. As for the relations between her goddess, Yalua, and the Naiad goddess, Nali, I didn't know what they were like. There was too much uncertainty and too many tricky things to balance. I'd have to walk carefully.

      But I hadn't fashioned myself a rogue for nothing. We were used to treading softly.

      A few hours later and the city gates came into view. As the sun was nearly set behind the mountains, the line into the city was short. As we waited, I stared at the cart before us. It looked made of some giant turtle’s shell, with blunted horns erupting off the sides of it. Just as curious was the creature pulling it, an amphibious-looking, bipedal thing that was shaped like a velociraptor but had the look of a manatee. It eyed me with more wariness than predation, but I kept a close eye on it all the same.

      Soon enough, we stood before the gate, and the guards scrutinized us. I couldn't help but stare back. This was only the second time I’d seen live Naiads and the first had only been the brief encounter back in Stalburgh. Their round, wide eyes with huge, black pupils gave them a sense of looking surprised, but their faces lacked the vacant expression of fish and contained as much nuance as any Human’s. They were shorter than both Farelle and I, but I wasn’t deceived by the diminutive stature. Beneath the smooth skin rippled muscles that told of powerful swimmers, and no doubt potent fighters. Both these guards wore silver scaled armor and helms tailored for the fins on their heads. In their hands were clutched long tridents. I wondered if it was the preferred weapon of many Naiads. It made sense for both land and water, so I could see how it would be a powerful tool for them.

      Examining their stats gave a little more information:

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Guard (Lvl 12) -  A guard of the city J’anteau. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. “These aren’t ordinary fish out of water!”

      

      

      If I remembered correctly, it was very similar to what I’d seen the first time. But now, seeing a level wasn’t nearly as intimidating.

      “Names and business?” one of the guards said. His — it was hard to tell if he was male or not, but he looked masculine enough to roll with it — voice was higher-pitched than I’d expected, as well as gravelly and accented heavily, so it was a bit hard to understand.

      “I’m Marrow, and this is Farelle,” I said, gesturing to each of us. “We’re travelers here, come to see the great city of J’anteau and tell of its⁠—”

      “Business?” the first interrupted again.

      I was slightly put off, but I tried to wax poetic once more. “To see what wonders we may⁠—”

      “State your business, he said!” The second guard had spoken now but in a voice different than the first. While there was the same high pitch to it, it had been accompanied by a deep bass resonance. Sacs puffed out of the Naiad’s neck as he spoke in the deep voice, so I assumed they had two vocal boxes or something.

      I hesitated, thinking fast, as Farelle seemed content to watch me fumble, a slight smile on her face. “Our business—” I hedged, then tried a different tactic. “Is there some problem, sirs?”

      “She's female,” the first guard admonished, proving I wasn't as adept at telling Naiad sex as I’d hoped. “And you will tell me. Is there a problem with a Human entering our city when we are on the brink of war?”

      I understood then that this wouldn't be as easy a task as sneak-in, sneak-out again. With war on the horizon, Humans like myself were a serious liability. That meant to get inside, I'd have to do something drastic.

      I gave a staged sigh and reached inside my cloak. I saw both guards tense, but when all I drew out was a scroll of parchment I’d received from Malik before I left, they relaxed again. I held it up, just out of their reach. “This paper declares my allegiance to the Noble Ignobles. I had preferred to declare this to the Empress herself, but since I cannot get past the gates…” I shrugged. “I come as an emissary on their behalf to negotiate terms.”

      The guards looked at each other. “Of course,” the first one said. “If you'll follow me, I can lead you to the palace gates.”

      As we were allowed through, I raised my brows at Farelle, and only got a curious cock of the head in return. It was clear she didn't know what l was after, which made sense since I didn't know myself. I'd just figured the only way into J’anteau was to build myself up as so important that they couldn't turn me away. I'd have one hell of a time sneaking away now, but it was better to have a shot at succeeding at all.

      The second Naiad stayed at the gate while the first led us inside and into the busy streets of J’anteau. I stared around me, feeling fully how strange of a world I'd entered. It felt as if I'd been dropped in Atlantis, but only after a colony of coral had moved in over thousands of years.

      Part of it was the materials of the buildings. Though wood and brick and stone were still the bases, there were also green strips of something that looked like seaweed covering the roofs, and shells of all shapes and sizes dominated the cityscape.

      Another part of it was the colors. Pastel pinks and blues and greens were popular, very much in contrast to the browns and grays and reds of Stalburgh. These were also used in liberal amounts, and in fascinating patterns I’d never seen before.

      Then there were the shapes of the buildings. Curves and rounded corners were predominant, and towers didn't just go straight up and down but bulged outward and every which way like they were mineral deposits that had formed naturally rather than been constructed. I couldn’t tell the functions of any buildings, nor were there decipherable signs. In some ways, I was glad for the constraint of my escort; the whole experience would have been much more overwhelming otherwise.

      Last was the populace milling its streets. There were the raptor-manatees from before all over, as well as Naiads of many sizes and hues — though again, usually shorter and slighter than myself. But there were also huge tortoises ambling down the wide main streets like Humans might lead an elephant. I knew now where the shell-cart had come from. And lining the streets, in pots and wicker baskets and hanging from strings, were fish of every size and color and smell, and in every form — from fried to mashed to rolled in seaweed like sushi. Every street was a fish market, and many of the passing Naiads partook and enjoyed.

      The new senses and sights washed over me as I stared around, dazed. Farelle smirked at me for the most part, seeming perfectly at ease in the foreign chaos. “You've been here before,” I accused her.

      “I wouldn't have been a very good navigator otherwise, would I?” She pressed close to me, lips near my ear. “But what are we doing here really, Marrow?”

      I'd been afraid she'd ask that. In the beginning, when we’d first set out from Stalburgh, I'd expected her to split when she got me to J’anteau. But here we were, and she showed no intentions of leaving. Not that I wanted her to. But how could I tell her the truth, when it might as easily drive her away?

      But she’d heard Sheika talk of how I was part of something bigger, a game that went all the way up to the gods. Maybe if I put the Night Sisters’ task in terms of that, it might be palatable.

      But that explanation had to wait for another time. Here on the crowded and noisy streets of the Naiad capital was hardly the place for an in-depth conversation. “I'll tell you later. I promise.”

      She frowned at that and pulled away, but at least she nodded.

      The guard escorting us made a poor tour guide, the only times he turned around were to eye us suspiciously and make sure we were still with him. But slowly and steadily, he led us through the darkening streets towards the ever-growing palace. My discomfort only increased as we approached. If we were granted a meeting tonight, I didn’t know what I would say.

      I was still fretting when we finally arrived at the palace gates. The sun had fully set, leaving the palace to be illuminated by thousands of brilliantly glowing orbs. “Sun-pearls,” Farelle observed, wearing a radiant smile. “There's no sight quite like it.”

      I nodded agreement. That included back in my reality. Earth had some magnificent places, sure, but nothing compared to what I saw in the Everlands. For a brief moment, I wondered why I was trying to get back at all before I promptly came back to my senses.

      The guard leading us stepped away to talk to his fellows at the gate for several minutes before coming back to us. “Weapons,” he said, holding out a hand.

      Cursing myself for not thinking to unequip them, I handed over my Mithril Sword of Thirst, my Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing, and my other knife. I still had other weapons in my inventory, which I assumed would be safe for the time being, but it hurt to let go of my usual kit.

      Once gathered from both Farelle and me, the guard handed them off to one of the other guards and gave us scrutinizing look. “No other weapons?” he asked with evident distrust.

      I immediately shook my head, and Farelle did the same. The guard gave something like a grunt, then turned and led us through the gate.

      I felt the stares of the other sentries on us as we passed between them. “Take care of those,” I said to the guard who had taken my weapons. He didn’t react. Then we were through, the metal gate slamming shut behind us. I took a deep breath, steadying my nerves. Farelle eyed me with concern but kept silent.

      We were led through softly lit gardens that looked as if the ocean had just moments before receded to leave them pristine and glittering with dew. I felt as if I were walking on the seafloor, complete with marine animals in all shapes and sizes in glass water tanks. One that looked like a bottom-dwelling suckerfish fixed itself on the glass and watched us until we’d passed.

      Past the gardens was the palace proper itself. Shifting tones of lavender, amber, and salmon passed across its porous surface, which resembled the texture of coral. More Naiad guards watched us from the stairs leading up to the doors, all with tridents in hand. Our guide took us up to the great stone doors, and I stared up at the huge carving on it. I didn't doubt that the figure depicted there — half woman, half squid, and a little bit shark — was the Naiad goddess Nali. She didn’t hold a trident as I’d expected, but a scepter that looked made of a wave more than anything else.

      At a word from our guide, the guards at the doors hauled them open, and we slipped through before they boomed shut behind us. The inside of the path was similarly lit with sun-pearls, and had none of the sharp corners of the castle in Stalburgh, but was curved and smooth, like a riverbed worn by eons of flowing water. Our guard prodded us onward, along the path then up many flights of stairs.

      Many places that we passed through were bare, but when we did see people, I was surprised by the numerous Humans with bent heads, quickly going about their tasks. “Slaves,” Farelle explained in a whisper, seeing my questioning look. “From the wars with Ebretin and the other Human nations of Kalthinia.”

      I watched as one girl darted a glance at our party then scurried away. It made my stomach turn and my quest weigh a little easier. King Fredrick didn’t take slaves, at least that I knew of. That was one point in his favor at least.

      Finally, we arrived in a hall full of doors. “You will each be given a room,” the guard said as he stopped in front of one. His tone implied this was too great a kindness already. “When the Empress or her emissary is ready, you will be sent for.”

      The guard showed us each our rooms, but before he left, a plan that had been forming in my mind suddenly crystallized. “Wait,” I said. “I can’t stay in my room yet.”

      Farelle gave me an odd look, while the Naiad’s was hostile. “Why not?” he asked flatly.

      “I must pay my respects to the gods.” I smiled apologetically, trying to make myself seem as humble as possible. “It’s traditional for my people to do so upon the safe conclusion of a journey.”

      The guard stared at me unblinking for a long minute. Farelle twitched in front of her door, probably wondering what the hell I was on about.

      “Fine,” he finally said. “Follow me.” His gaze turned to Farelle. “You as well?”

      She glanced at me, but I couldn’t give her any indication without raising the guard’s suspicions. My task would become trickier if she came, but I’d have to leave it up to her. “Yes,” my companion ended up saying. “That would be welcome, thank you.”

      The Naiad didn’t show as much disdain as I thought he might. Though, if I thought about it, the Naiads seemed like a devout people. Perhaps this was as normal an action as sleeping to them.

      “Follow me,” the guard said, leading the way back out of the palace.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      My desperate gambit paid off handsomely. It turned out the temples were all congregated in one district, which meant I could have my pick of whichever I chose, including, as my quest for the Noble Ignobles required, Nali’s place of worship. The Naiad guard, once again respectful beyond my initial expectations, stopped at the entrance to the Temple District and said he would wait for us there. It seemed trusting, but there was little chance of us escaping. A wall surrounded the circle of temples with the only gate in or out right where the guard posted himself. Still, I was glad for the freedom to go wherever I chose.

      The problem of Farelle’s presence took only a little more finagling. As soon as we’d left the guard at the gate and walked to the center of the district, where a platform allowed viewing of all the temples, she huddled close to me. “What are we doing here, Marrow? What is this all about?”

      Still loathe to lie to her after all we’d been through, I didn’t know what else to do. Hating the words as they came from my mouth, I said, “You know how I said I was a representative for the Noble Ignobles? Well, that part is true.”

      The Satyr’s expression turned from disbelief to disgust. “For those merc swine? For Brandeur Three-Horned?”

      “I know, he’s not the best,” I said quickly. “But I’m here to win a war. To stop atrocities like what those people we saw enslaved in the palace experienced.”

      Farelle didn’t look as if she believed me, but she nodded anyway. “Okay. So what are we doing here then?”

      “I need to visit Nali’s temple,” I said. I’d thought about lying to her and saying I was visiting another one, but it’d be too easy for her to catch me in the lie.

      One of her ears twitched. “Why?”

      “To send a message,” I said not untruthfully. “And I’m sorry, but you can’t be there. It might scare away my contact.”

      Her brow furrowed, but she begrudgingly nodded agreement. “Fine. It will be good to pay my respects to Yalua anyway. Her altar’s so far from its natural home.” She paused, mouth parted as if to say more, then snapped it shut. “Good luck,” she finally settled on.

      “Thanks. I’ll meet you back up here as soon as I can.”

      Chewing her lip, the Wilder nodded, then quickly turned and started heading toward the Satyr goddess’s temple. I took a deep breath and turned toward Nali’s.

      The Naiad goddess’s temple occupied a place further up the hill than the others at the most prominent spot of the circle and was noticeably larger and more ornate as well. Even the palace couldn't hold a flame to it. In the oncoming twilight, the sun-pearls decorating its sides — some so massive they could have rolled over me without so much as a hiccup — shone like a Vegas casino. And despite the relatively late hour, there looked to be as many people milling in and out as any gambling hall, though most were quite a bit more sober as well as strangely alien.

      Approaching the huge double doors, I awkwardly bumped shoulders with the Naiads there, all of them giving me strange looks as I wove my way inside. I ignored them, and as the attendants at the door didn't stop me, I pushed inside and into the main chamber.

      It was bubble-shaped and mind-boggling massive. I craned my head back to see the top, where the faintly glowing halo of the oculus indicated where it stopped. It was as big as a skyscraper, if a small one, and the architecture was impossible. I grinned. You didn't get this back on Earth.

      Moving my way to the center, I saw a massive fountain there, with a statue of Nali spouting water hundreds of feet into the air from her scepter, and a slew of other mythical water creatures strewn about her feet. Mermaids, sirens, and many others I didn't recognize displayed a backdrop of wet stone to the goddess. In the many pools laid out below, Naiads splashed in the water, sometimes solemnly, and other times in play.

      My throat clenched with worry. Was I supposed to poison this fountain, and sicken all these people as well as the priests? I brought up the quest prompt to check it for clues, but it was less than helpful:

      
        
        Unholy Water (Level 15) [Night Sisters] - Poison the waters of the temple of the goddess Nali in J’anteau. But don't baptize your baby with this stuff!

        Reward: 20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), an adept Black channel, increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

         		This quest has implications for the whole of the Everlands! Proceed with caution!

      

      

      Dismissing the overlay, I pressed my lips together and thought hard about what I was to do, looking slowly around the room for inspiration. Then I saw it: on the far end of the temple, a gaggle of priests was gathered around a fountain, dipping a spoon into it and drinking from what they drew. No one other than the priests drank this water. I knew this must be where the Night Sisters intended for me to place the poison.

      Anxiety twisting my stomach into a sailor’s knot, I approached the priestly fountain, wondering what exactly I was going to do. After all, if no one but the priests drank from it nor approached it, it seemed impossible to slip in poison unnoticed.

      “Excuse me, sir?”

      I froze, then slowly turned towards the voice. A Naiad dressed in the pinkish red robes of the priestly office stood near me, an embarrassed smile on his face.

      “Hi,” I said awkwardly, all advantage of charisma fleeing in the face of sheer terror. I'd been caught, I was sure of it.

      “Are you new to the temple?” the Naiad asked. “Not to be rude, but — we don't get many Human visitors, much fewer supplicants.” He smiled again with a tilt of his head.

      “Oh, uh, yes I am, good priest,” I said. “A visitor, that is.” He wasn't taking me hostage; he was proselytizing, or at the very least being a good tour guide.

      “I am not a priest, but an acolyte,” the Naiad quickly correctly me. He seemed to say it too quickly, too sharply. I wondered if there was a trace of bitterness at his station. “But welcome to Temple Nali of J’anteau,” he followed up. “I hope you find whatever peace you've been seeking here in these waters.”

      “Thank you,” I said, gears turning in my mind. I now had an advantage of a contact to work with, even if it was a tenuous one. Perhaps during our tour, we could wind around to the priestly fountain, and I could cause some distraction to slip my vial in.

      My mind made up, I said, “Would it be too much to ask for a brief tour of this place? I'm afraid I've only just arrived in the city.”

      “You came here straightaway? I'm pleased to hear it. Yes, of course, I can comply.” The Naiad acolyte bobbed his head a little too vigorously. “Now, if you'll follow me…”

      The young acolyte took me not only through the temple but through a lengthy overview of the religion around Nali. I listened as best as I could, but my eyes kept wandering over to the priestly fountain, and my thoughts to my dark task. I wondered again how Farelle would react if she ever found out, and if our companionship — friendship, or whatever you wanted to call it — was strong enough to endure it now.

      It looked like the young Naiad was going to give the priestly fountain a wide berth, so I moved to intervene. “I'm quite thirsty,” I said, pointing to it. “Can I get a drink from over there? I noticed all your fellow priests drink there.”

      The acolyte’s eyes widened when he saw where I was indicating, then he gave a short laugh. “Oh, you can't drink that water. Only priests of Nali drink from that fountain.” This time, I could tell the bitterness really was there, from the way he said priests.

      “Oh,” I said, feigning disappointment. “Why not? What makes that fountain special?”

      The Naiad shrugged. “Tradition. It must be followed, after all.”

      I pushed the chink in his armor. “Ah, so there's nothing blessed about the water or anything?”

      He shifted uncomfortably. “I didn't say that,” he hedged.

      “You did imply it though.”

      The acolyte shook his head in denial. “In any case, it's not done.” He crossed his arms, and I could feel my chance slipping away as his annoyance shifted to me. “Would you like to hear more, or have you had enough of a tour?”

      I wouldn't get through to him by natural means. The only way forward was by unnatural ones.

      Summoning the spell to mind, I cast Invigorate on the hapless acolyte, concentrating on his feelings of doubt and rebelliousness. As soon as I'd begun, the Naiad’s black orbs of eyes widened further, then narrowed. I watched him carefully, uncertain of whether or not I'd succeeded.

      The acolyte suddenly leaned forward, and I flinched back, ready for an attack. But all he said was, “It's all a sham, isn't it? The gods, religion, holiness — just a big show for the people.”

      A smile spread across my face. I was in. “Absolutely,” I said. “And we’re going to bring it all crashing down.”
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        * * *

      

      With the acolyte under my sway, it was a simple enough matter to have him deliver the sickening agent to the source of the priestly fountain as an act of his rebellious “enlightenment.” Knowing the spell had a 5-minute limit, I wished him luck in his future heathen life, then hurried out of the temple. I saw the notification had come in for the quest completion, and though I grinned to see it, I didn't check it yet. I had to make sure I got away first.

      By the time I reached the platform in the middle of the Temple District, Farelle was already waiting for me. “What took you so long?” she demanded.

      “Sorry,” I said, slightly out of breath from my speed walk. “I got caught up for a bit with an enthusiastic acolyte.”

      It was only then that it occurred to me how easy it would be for my plans to unravel. Every Naiad in the temple had seen me, very nearly the only Human there, enter and pair up with the acolyte. Once it came out that priests were becoming sick, it only took a connection to the acolyte for me to become implicated. And then there was the possibility that the acolyte himself would confess to what he'd done. No doubt he’d give me up in the process. There were many more ways this could go wrong than right, and my nerves wrangled going over the list of possibilities.

      “Oh,” my companion said, watching me carefully. I struggled to hide my anxiety, even though I knew I was doing a poor job of it. “Well,” she said after a long moment, “we shouldn't keep that guard waiting. He’ll probably start to wonder soon and⁠—”

      Suddenly, it all became too much, and I interrupted Farelle by grabbing her arm and leaning in close. “We have to get out of here,” I hissed.

      “What? Why?” Her eyes moved around furtively. “Are we in danger?”

      My stomach sickened. So soon after I'd gotten her cursed by a barrow prince, I'd put her in danger again. Even though this was a game, it sure as hell felt real, and I knew I'd feel her death just as keenly as anyone back home if I lost her. “Yes,” I confessed. “I'm sorry, I’ll explain when we’re safe, but we have to go now.”

      “Oh, you'll explain later again?” Her face was a mask of anger. “I seem to remember hearing that one before.”

      “Farelle—”

      She turned away from me. “We’re going back to the guard, then back to the palace, because we have no choice. There's no escape now, Marrow, get it? Whatever you just did, you'll have to face the consequences.” She started down the steps, not looking back to see if I'd follow.

      I looked around again, then sighed. What else could I do? Make a daring break for it and quickly get cut down? But I wasn't keen on losing my stuff or giving up on Farelle just yet. Maybe an opportunity to fix things would come up. It always had before.

      I started down the stairs after her, toward the gate and the waiting guard.

    

  







            23. CONSEQUENCES

          

        

      

    

    
      The Naiad guard, stoic as ever, escorted us promptly back to our rooms. Before my companion turned into her room, Farelle looked back at me. I couldn’t tell what she was thinking behind her mask of scrutiny, but I could guess I wasn’t coming out favorably. I tried on a smile, but at the first glimpse of it, Farelle disappeared into her room.

      “No more excursions until your meeting with the Empress’ emissary,” the guard informed, or rather commanded me. “Your meals will be delivered to your room, and you will be fetched when we are ready for you.”

      “How about visiting the market?” I asked without any hope.

      The guard just turned away.

      Hoping this wasn’t how they treated every emissary, I sarcastically thanked him and closed the door. My room was simple but comfortable enough. But though I lay down on the bed, I couldn’t relax. No opportunity to get away had presented itself, so here I was, waiting for the executioner to knock.

      I frowned to myself. I wasn’t about to give in. I sat up and rose to my feet again, pacing. Slowly, plans began to form. I needed to find a way out before I was summoned, or carve my way out. And whatever it was, I needed to take Farelle with me. No doubt the Cerulean Empire would try and implicate her in my plots.

      Looking around the room again, I found no window, no vent, nor any other easy escape. In fact, I doubted it would pass a building inspection on the grounds of ventilation alone. That meant going out the door. I equipped my felt boots, figuring some sneaking would be in order, and also equipped my dull iron knives. I needed some better ones, particularly since my serviceable knives had been taken away, but it would have to wait.

      Just as I went to double-check my mana and spirit meters, I remembered the waiting message for me. Pulling it up, I glanced it over:

      
        
        You’ve completed Unholy Water! +20,000 XP (+1000 XP faction bonus), increased alignment with the Night Sisters, increased alignment with the Noble Ignobles, increased allegiance to Ebretin.

      

      

      After I checked it, another two messages popped up:

      
        
        You are now Level 8! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 9! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      My jaw nearly dropped. I’d advanced not only another level but two? I shouldn’t have been quite so surprised, though. From the way Sheika had described this quest, it was a once in a lifetime opportunity. And I had gained 20k XP.

      Knowing what attributes I invested in here could mean the difference between a successful escape and a botched one, I pulled up my stats for a closer look:
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There was only one unexpected thing on there now — I had somehow acquired a faction alignment with Maluwae. I wouldn’t protest that.

      But other plans were spinning in my mind. I began doling out my accumulated points. For what I had in mind, spirit was going to be critical, so I put all 20 SP into the meter. I also put two AP into belief to increase my effectiveness and reduce my spirit drain. From there, roguish skills looked to be useful, so I added two points each to dexterity and perception, and one to agility. For my last point, I invested in strength, not wanting it to lag too far behind for reasons of damage output and what combat skills I’d be capable of learning. Besides, I still had a bit of macho pride to look after.

      Feeling a bit easier about my upcoming task with my padded stats, I slunk up to the door, nearly silent with my felt boots on. Pressing my ear to the door, I listened for any sounds from the hall but heard nothing. I knew I should probably wait a bit, but with the prospect of someone connecting the dots weighing on me every second, I knew I couldn’t hold out any longer. I spun one of my daggers in my hand, the knife trick making me feel a bit more confident, then pulled on the door.

      Locked. Apparently, raising up your perception didn’t make up for sheer idiocy.

      Muttering insults, I peered through the keyhole, but I knew it was hopeless. I hadn’t tried out lockpicking yet, nor had I done any in real life, so I would be fumbling my way through it. Besides, now that I’d tried opening the door, whatever guards were on the other side would know I was up to something. No time to let them mobilize.

      Taking a deep breath and glad all my meters were full again, I held out a hand and cast Magic Missiles at the lock. The light projectiles slammed into the metal, each one deforming it a little more until it finally twisted away and the door popped open. Moving forward, I pulled it open and leaped out into the hall, abandoning all hopes for subtlety.

      A Naiad guard, who’d been stationed next to the door, immediately spun toward me with his trident leveled. “Hey! What are you⁠—?”

      I channeled Basilisk’s Gaze and met his eyes, and grinned with satisfaction as he stiffened in place. Hearing a second guard behind me, I spun and barely dodged the main thrust of the Naiad’s trident, though he did graze my arm for a minor loss of health. I tried meeting his eyes, but he was experienced enough to know better and stared at my chest as he went for another thrust. My dexterity going to work, I deftly parried the attack, my dagger slipping between the tines and twisting it out of the way. The Naiad, surprised, briefly met my eyes and stiffened as he took his dose of Basilisk.

      Ceasing the channel, I briefly debated what to do with my two temporary statues, then sighed and slit their throats. They had seconds left before the state wore off, and I couldn’t risk fighting them again or having them run off and tell someone, even if this would now make the consequences of getting caught all the worse. Palming one of the guard’s pockets, I pocketed a few coins as well as came away with the more important of the prizes: a ring of keys. Rising, I went to Farelle’s door and began trying them out on the lock.

      After trying eight of them, the ninth worked. But just as the latch sprang open, I heard footsteps approaching from down the hall. I threw open the door to see a crouching Farelle with her bow leveled at me. “Hey, hey!” I said, putting my hands up. “It’s just me.”

      She didn’t lower it. “I heard fighting. Did you kill those guards?”

      I noticed she wasn’t steady on her hooves, and the bow swayed as she strained to hold it taut. She’d been drinking more heavily than usual. “Yes,” I said. “Now come on. More are coming, and we’ve got to get out of here.”

      My companion hesitated a moment, then finally lowered the bow, though I suspected it had more to do with getting tired than trusting me. She didn’t move toward me. “You did something,” she said. “Back at Nali’s temple.” The statement was clearly a question.

      I hesitated. “Yes. Something you would think is bad. But if you let me explain, I can⁠—”

      She shook her head, still not moving forward. “I gave you the chance to explain. So many chances. I’m getting tired of it.” She swayed in place.

      “Farelle,” I said, unable to help the sharp edge of impatience from creeping into my words, “you can beat me up all you want later, but we have to go. Now.”

      She shook her head, still refusing to budge, but I knew it was too late anyway. The footsteps were almost upon us. It was time to fight. Switching my dagger to my left hand and equipping my Jeweled Longword of the Stars in my right, I turned into the hall to face my latest assailants.

      I nearly dropped my weapons at seeing who led them. “Sheika?” I said incredulously.

      The feline player was backed by a drove of at least a dozen Cerulean soldiers. She nodded as she looked at me. “Yup, that's him.”

      I backed up as the soldiers edged toward me. I could catch some of them with Basilisk's Gaze, but no doubt they'd overwhelm me before I could get them all. Unless… was Sheika on my side, and merely masquerading to save me? But it didn’t make sense that she’d bring the guards if so. “Sheika,” I said, not caring if I was somehow implicating her, “what are you⁠—?”

      I cut off as she winked at me, then blew me a kiss. At least, I thought she blew me a kiss until my eyelids started to droop and the whole world started going fuzzy. “Huh? Did you just—?” I managed to slur before I hit the floor and everything fell to black.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to hard, cold stone beneath me and the side of my head sticky and wet. Groaning, I sat up and touched the wet spot in my hair. Definitely blood, if the tenderness of the wound said anything. I could barely see it on my fingertips as I held my hand in front of my eyes. The faint blue glow from a few sun-pearls in the ceiling above was all the light in the place.

      I jumped when someone else moved in the twilight. “You're awake,” the person said, and I recognized Farelle's voice, miserable and bitter.

      I sat up. “I'm sorry,” I said softly.

      “I don't want to hear it.”

      Feeling woozy and shivering with the cold of what I assumed was a dungeon, I wasn't exactly in a talkative mood either. But I had to know what had happened. “Sheika knocked me unconscious.”

      My eyes were adjusting, so I saw Farelle's nod in the blue gloom. “They came for me once you fell. I didn't fight them.” I saw her eyes looking at me, two glittering orbs in the darkness. “I'm not dying for your sins.”

      “No, you're not,” I agreed, though how I'd keep that promise now was beyond me. I didn't have the slightest clue as to what was going on, so I started processing out loud. “I thought Sheika wanted my quest to succeed.”

      “Your quest to kill Nali priests?” Farelle said in a dead voice.

      I stiffened. “What? No! Just to sicken them.”

      She began to chuckle, the sound bitter as old coffee. “Quite the illness then. None of them are rising from their sick beds. Their death beds, now.”

      An uneasy feeling crept up my spine. The Night Sisters had told me that the agent would sicken the priests, but I had no reason to believe the immortals would be so incompetent as to kill instead of sicken. There was no other conclusion: they'd lied to me.

      And then there was Sheika. Sheika, who had told me there was a greater game at play here, and I was a pawn in it. It was only just sinking in what that had meant.

      You didn't keep pawns around. When the move called for it, you sacrificed it.

      My thoughts went further and further afield. Had Brandeur planned my sacrifice? Duke Rodalt? King Fredrick himself? But no — even if they'd known, this was the Pantheon’s chessboard. The gods were the players I needed to know.

      I'd begun putting the players on each side once, but now that was all scrambled. Whose side could I be on, when one wanted me dead, and the other was willing to sacrifice me on a whim? I had no side in this game. My goal was different. I had to survive.

      But exactly how I was going to do that now was beyond me.

      “You're not going to say anything?” Farelle snorted, but there was something deeper than derision there now. “You don't even care.”

      I realized I’d been silent for a long time. “I do care, Farelle, I do. I just… I got caught up thinking this through. None of this is making sense the way I thought it did. I wasn't doing what I thought I was doing, and now I'm wondering if I'm not on the wrong side of things after all.”

      “You were doing the bidding of the Night Sisters,” my companion said. “How could you ever have been on the right side?”

      I didn't know how she'd learned that — perhaps Sheika had told her, to increase my torment. That was the betrayal that stung the most. I had thought that at least Sheika would have my best interests at heart. But apparently, she'd only saved me twice so I could complete this mission.

      “You're right,” I said simply. Nothing more needed to be said. We both fell silent.

      I debated my options as we sat there in the near darkness. My equipped items, as well as my inventory, had been stripped from me somehow — I didn't know how that worked. But I still had my spells and channels, which were my greatest assets anyway. I could probably break us out of our jail here. But then what? Fight our way out of a city full of Naiads? Even if I used the Ghost Ring to summon an army of Specters — however that was supposed to happen — I wasn't sure even that would be enough. Besides, I needed to grab my items before I left. I'd spent too long collecting all that stuff to leave it behind now.

      I hadn't come to a decision when the sound of an iron gate opening echoed through the dungeon. Fearing time was up for us, I rose to my feet, jaw clenched against the throbbing in my head, and prepared to throw everything I had at whoever came for us. But when I saw yellow eyes gleaming out of the darkness, even though there were guards behind her, I waited.

      The Naiads held odd torches that had sun-pearls on top instead of flames, looking like strange ice cream cones. They opened up the door to our cell, and I braced myself once again. But I was surprised to find that instead of taking Farelle and myself out, they threw Sheika in with us, then locked up behind. I stared at those feline eyes as the sound of the guards faded away.

      Sheika grinned mischievously at me, sharp teeth showing. “Sorry about all this.”

      “Sorry? Sorry?!” I took a step towards her, the act not quite as menacing as I'd hoped. “Why did you turn me in? And make me faint? What the hell is this all about anyway?”

      She held up her hands. “Hold on, Marrow. I'll explain.” She paused. “Congratulations on reaching level 9 by the way. That's got to be the fastest anyone has advanced.”

      I ignored her praise, as well as Farelle's confused expression. “You're not worming your way out of it this time. Clearly.” I gestured to the bars. “So how about you start talking.”

      She raised an eyebrow but nodded in acquiescence. “Okay. I can tell you. But honestly, we won't have to wait long for you to see everything yourself.” She grinned again, and I could see she was incomprehensibly excited. “The Valyn are coming for us.”

      I stared at her, then at Farelle. The Satyr’s confused expression matched my own. “The sky elves?” I asked skeptically, sure I'd misheard her.

      But she nodded. “The very ones. I'm sure you already knew, but they're not just a myth. And they're coming to get us.”

      “Why?” I asked, my incredulity only increasing. “What would make them show themselves now?”

      Sheika winked at me again. “You, of course.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. ASCENSION

          

        

      

    

    
      We didn't wait long. It was only an hour before the metal gate grated open again and footsteps came echoing down the dark corridors. I expected it to be the Valyn themselves, but they were only Naiad guards, come to fetch us for our next captors.

      As they escorted us back up into the palace proper, I thought over everything Sheika had told me in the past hour. Though she'd promised me an explanation, her statements remained nearly as enigmatic as before. Still, I knew at least somewhat where things stood.

      “You,” she’d said as we sat cross-legged on the cell floor, “are being used to provoke a war.”

      “I thought I was trying to win one before it started.”

      She shook her head. “The war was always going to happen. It's just that King Fredrick and his compatriots wanted an advantage. So instead of just sickening Nali’s priests, they wanted them dead, to provoke the Sea Empress into attacking.”

      That made sense. I wished I'd seen it before. “Okay. And since I was a new recruit, the Noble Ignobles didn't care if I survived or not.”

      She nodded. “Exactly. But that's just the window dressing. The more important game is beneath that.”

      “The game of the gods.”

      Sheika winked at me. “You're a quick study. Yes. The Night Sisters also wished to issue a provocation, to Nali herself. Because yes, as you might have also guessed, the Pantheon of gods and goddesses exists as well and rules over the lands in very direct ways, despite their mandate.”

      I tried pulling this all apart, which was made all the more difficult by the throbbing wound on my head. “Why were the Night Sisters provoking Nali? Just because that's what they do?”

      Sheika shook her head. “Not just. There are two opposing sides in the war of the gods now. Everyone has been forced to choose where they stand.”

      She'd mentioned this before, but I still didn't understand. “But what are they fighting for?”

      Sheika’s yellow eyes bore holes into me. “Absalom.”

      I wasn't sure I'd heard her right. “Absalom?”

      “I won’t be able to explain this fully, but Absalom — he's the newest god to the Pantheon. And apparently, some want to protect him, while others wish to do him harm.” Sheika shrugged. “I don't know why. That's exactly what I want to find out.”

      I let that slide since she didn't know herself. But there was still one piece of the puzzle missing. “Okay. So why did you turn me in for the poisoning? You did turn me in, right?”

      The feline avatar nodded. “I did. And I also helped you along the way so you could do this task and I could turn you in.”

      I might have been angry, except for one thing. “But you turned yourself in too. I can't see how that would advantage you.”

      She grinned mysteriously. “But I’ve already told you the answer.”

      I took a stab in the dark. “You wanted the sky elves to take you as well as me.” And Farelle as well — I glanced over at my silent companion in the corner.

      “Right again. If I'm correct, the sky elves know where Absalom is and can reach him. And yes, we can find gods,” she said, heading off my question. “You've already met the Night Sisters. They're all scattered throughout the Everlands kind of like that, except during momentous occasions.”

      I had to chew on that for a moment. It was starting to all make sense though. “Alright,” I said begrudgingly. “I guess you didn't betray me, even if you did use me.”

      She patted my leg. “Only for your own good. Because Absalom has everything to do with us not being able to log off.”

      I sat up straighter at that. “What? How?”

      Sheika’s eyes bore holes into me. “For me, it’s pretty straightforward. I’ve been poking in business that I shouldn’t. But for you… You've been in the game of the gods since you first logged in. For some reason, they chose you to try and use as their pawn. Perhaps it was random.” She smiled her sharp-toothed smile. “Perhaps it was fate.”

      I snorted, even though I did wonder. Why had this happened to me? Could it just be random? But of course, people made the mistake of thinking random things were fate all the time. Just because I wanted something to be pre-ordained to make me feel special didn't mean it was. We were talking about a world procedurally generated by AIs. You didn't get a more random set-up than that.

      Though, now that I thought about it, maybe it was the opposite. You didn't get a more intentional world than that. That was the draw of the Everlands after all, wasn't it? That everything had meaning, and ramifications, and purpose.

      And somehow, I'd ended up with the greatest purpose of all.
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        * * *

      

      The guards brought us up to the highest tower of the palace, but even that wasn't high enough. “Move,” one of the stoic guards said, pushing me towards the balcony.

      I wondered if they were going to push us off instead of delivering us to the mysterious elven race, but considering this was the only way to get where Sheika said we needed to go, I decided to comply. Standing out on the balcony, cold wind whipped against my face, and I stared out over the city laid out below us. The mountains embraced J’anteau, leaning in on either side like overprotective sisters. Beyond that, the alternating marshes and forests could be seen, the haze of the miles quickly swallowing the end of them. There were worse views to die from.

      Sheika and Farelle were shoved to either side of me. My Satyr companion wouldn’t meet my eyes and had barely talked since Sheika had arrived at our cell. I worried my lies had driven an impossible wedge between us, but I held out hope that we could mend things. Sheika, on the other hand, was in an unjustifiably good mood. “Beautiful, isn’t it?” she observed, nodding at the landscape spread out before us.

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “You’re awfully cheerful.”

      Her expression went sober. “Marrow, you don’t know how long I’ve been on this. Almost since I started in the Everlands, I’ve suspected something was bubbling beneath the surface. To come so near the answers…” She shook her head and closed her eyes, a small smile curling her lips. “It’s a dream come true.”

      We were suddenly shoved from behind so that we stumbled into the railing. Thankfully, it wasn’t as flimsy as it looked. “Silence,” barked one Naiad guard behind us.

      I shared a look with Sheika, and she shrugged. We both kept our lips sealed.

      We didn’t have to wait long. I first heard it, then craned my head up and squinted. Descending from the sky was a golden speck, buzzing almost like a hummingbird. But as it came closer, I saw it was much larger than that, more like the size of a helicopter, with two sets of flapping wings at the tail and one at the prow. It almost looked like some steampunk flying machine, except the wings weren’t metal — they looked as real as a bird’s with feathers and bones and muscle. The vehicle wasn’t empty, either. A pilot, wearing a sort of glass helmet, was at the front of the flying device, staring down at us as his ship came level with the balcony. I couldn’t see many features on him, but I could see the silver wings folded up along his back. I'd spotted my first sky elf.

      Sheika looked like a girl trying ice cream for the first time as she grinned a wide feline smile at me. Farelle’s eyes were wide, but she looked scared and awed more than excited. My jaw was slack as I studied the ship and its pilot.

      The wonderment shattered when the guards shoved us again. “Move!” one of them shouted over the humming of the wings.

      I wondered how exactly we were supposed to move to it when a flexible ramp unrolled from the machine’s side like a long tongue. Farelle was made to step on it first, then Sheika. They loaded me last. My heart was in my throat as I crossed the narrow landing to the ship, all too aware of the wings buzzing just above me, and the long drop below. But I made it to the ship, where two other sky elves in sleek armor were waiting to haul me in and put me down on a bench. Farelle and Sheika were already seated on the curved bench in the rear of the ship, and the Valyn guards shoved me next to them.

      Then a substance like glass but as malleable as water began to form over us, almost like a force field from Star Wars. I couldn’t have been any more thrilled to be a captive as I watched it seal us against the noise and cold, rushing air. When it had finished, the flying ship lurched, and the balcony moved away, then the mountain peaks. We were rose into the sky.

      One of the Valyn guards apparently didn’t like my grin, for he reached over and cuffed me on the ear. “Do not smile,” he said with a heavy accent. “You will know pain.”

      The smile slipped from my face. The sky elves were a beautiful people if these three were any indication. The silky feathers on their wings. The gold and silver hues of their skin. The striking colors of their eyes, which were all bright violets and blues. But beauty didn’t translate to not being a dick, and I could tell that the truism held strong here.

      I tried catching Farelle’s eyes, but she stared out the bubble and into the passing clouds and golden sky. Sheika, when I glanced at her, just shrugged. So I settled into my seat, letting my head fall back, and watched the sky unfold above me. Eventually, my eyelids started to droop, and I drifted off into dreams.

      I dreamed I was back on Earth, in my bed, scheming up ways to get into the Everlands. I had lain there countless hours, both thinking and trolling the web for ideas before I landed on the plan to infiltrate the VR parlor. Then, I’d had only an inkling of what it would be like to come here. It was strange that now I was here in the game, I dreamed of the mundanity of Earth. I didn’t mind it, though. They were nice memories, made more pleasant by circumstances not allowing me to return.

      Though even with the rose-tinted glasses of memory on, I didn’t fool myself into thinking my life had been exciting. It was nothing like what I experienced here. Back home, I was kind of a loser, even if I had friends and didn’t get picked on or anything. It wasn’t a bad life; it was ordinary, normal. But I was supposed to want normal. And part of me did enjoy being comfortable.

      But, half-asleep, another part of me wondered: if I couldn’t ever log off, if I had to stay here, would that really be so bad?
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        * * *

      

      I was shaken awake. Disoriented, it took me a moment to focus on the face leaning down in front of me. Too long, apparently — a slap from the sky elf guard woke me quick enough.

      “Wake,” he said. It was the same one as had spoken before. He had a thin face with a sharp chin, almost bird-like with its petiteness, and pale skin that was almost luminescent. But though his features were fair, his smile was angry and malevolent.

      “I’m awake,” I muttered, sitting up straighter and looking to my fellow captives. Sheika looked alert already and was watching me with her steady yellow gaze, while Farelle also seemed to have received a rough awakening.

      Then I looked up and gasped.

      Though it was now night, there was enough silver moonlight to see that looming out of the misty sky was a dark, monolithic shape. An impossible island, unmoored from the land below. We’d reached the homeland of the Valyn.

      The guard’s wicked smile grew wider. “Welcome to hell,” he said. And though his laugh was pleasing as bells, it sent a spike of fear through me.
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        * * *

      

      The guard pointed out where we were going to land. We’d risen above the main portions of the island — or islands, as I began to make out of the gloom — and looked down on our destination. “The Citadel,” he announced with unsuppressed glee.

      I couldn’t see much of it, but I saw enough to know it was large and ominous. I shared a look with Sheika. It wasn’t exactly a name usually associated with good things.

      Our flying ship descended toward the Citadel, and soon after, we were falling below the many pointed towers, looking so sharp I wondered nervously if they were intended to gore unruly prisoners. I could see my evil captor having all too much fun throwing my body out to try and hit one of the spires, like a sick game of target practice.

      But he didn’t try it today, and the ship soon landed, to my relief. Though I probably shouldn’t have been relieved yet — there was still that promise of pain to consider.

      The guards hauled us to our feet. As the bubble above us disintegrated, a severe cold pressed in. I gasped with the sudden force of it, as hard as a hammer blow to my chest. Farelle similarly curled into herself, but Sheika took it in stride, her stance tall and haughty. I could tell from the look of the guards they didn’t like that, but strangely, they didn’t try and beat her into submission, but took her by the arm and escorted her in. I wondered if it was a high level of charisma or what. Whatever it was, I wanted a piece of that as soon as I could.

      Only the two guards went with us, and as soon as we’d stepped off the flying ship, the pilot saluted to his fellows and took off, becoming a distant hummingbird again as he headed towards the looming silhouette of the main island. But though there were three of us to the two sky elves, we all had manacled wrists and were unarmed. Our possessions, I trusted, were in the two bags carried by one of the guards. He carried them easily, even though they must have weighed a ton each just from Farelle’s and my gear, not to mention Sheika’s. Perhaps they were enchanted to reduce weight.

      Three more guards came from within the dark cavity leading into the Citadel, squashing any chance of our rebelling. The one in front snapped, “This way,” and turned on her heel. I noticed she had metallic wings rising off her pauldrons, and her armor seemed slightly more ornate than the others. She had to be a captain or someone of authority around here.

      The other guards not carrying the bags each seized one of us captives, and they followed after their captain. I swallowed as we entered the darkness, but was relieved at least to be out of the blistering cold. It wasn’t exactly warm within the dark stone halls, but at least wind wasn’t cutting through my clothes.

      It didn’t have the stagnant smell I expected of a dungeon, and I soon saw why. Cell after cell was empty, their barred doors hanging slightly ajar. Had they expected to need more space or had recent vacancies opened up? Either way made my stomach turn with anxiety.

      I received at least a partial answer when we ascended a flight of stairs and turned down another hall. Here were the smells I’d expected, of filthy bodies and their waste. I could almost taste the hopelessness and despair in the air. The guards shoved us forward, all three of us — Sheika included — suddenly reluctant to comply. “Now you see,” hissed the guard holding me, the same as had antagonized me before. My lips curled into a snarl, but I remained silent.

      The people in the cells, who seemed to be of all sizes and every race, rushed to the bars. “Mercy!” one Devalyn woman pleaded. “Please, mercy!” The nearest guard drew a slender rod and casually slapped the arm extending through the bars. The autumn elf cried out and drew back, but her eyes watched us the whole time we passed.

      We came near the end of the hall, and just as I was hoping we’d keep going past it, we stopped in front of the last cell, which appeared to be empty. But when the guards cautiously opened the door, their weapons at the ready, I saw I’d overlooked a hunched over figure in the corner, only the dirty feet visible from the mounted torches. “Do not move,” the guard opening the door warned, then motioned urgently for us to step inside. My guard shoved me and sent me sprawling to the dirty dungeon floor. I heard the clutter of Farelle’s hooves stumbling in behind me, and, of course, heard nothing from Sheika. Then the bar door squealed shut.

      I rose to my knees and turned back as the sky elves began to depart. “Fare you well,” the cruel guard said with a mocking smile. “You will need it.” He turned away, his wings fluttering behind him, and joined his fellow jailers.

      I bristled at being dismissed so easily, but a more immediate concern came to mind. Both Farelle and Sheika were staring at the far corner, and remembering the figure I’d seen there, I quickly looked as well. Now that my eyes were adjusting, I realized how massive the man slouched there was. It was hard to tell, but I guessed he’d be over 7 feet tall if he stood up straight, and he easily weighed over 300 pounds. For a moment, I flirted with the idea of provoking the man to attack me, so that by death at least I could escape this place. I pushed it from my thoughts, though I kept it in mind as a last resort.

      Farelle, shivering with her arms wrapped around her, looked as if sharing a cell with this giant of a man was the last straw. Sheika, however, smiled as she stared at the man. “Here almost by fate,” she said, making no sense that I could tell.

      But she went on. “It’s been a while since you called for help.”

      I saw the shape in the corner shift. “They won’t let me out,” a low mutter came.

      “No, they won’t.” Sheika stepped closer, then crouched before him. “But together, we’ll get out all the same.”

      The man shook his head. “Impossible. You think I haven’t tried?”

      “Of course you have,” Sheika said, her voice soft and soothing. “But you didn’t have me.” She glanced at me, an unreadable look in her eyes. “You didn’t have us.”

      A rumbling came from the corner. It took me a moment to understand the low, bitter sounds were a broken man’s laughter. “Misery loves company,” he mocked.

      Sheika stood. “You don’t believe me yet. But soon you will, Gorget.”

      The man stirred further at that. “Gorget,” he mumbled. “How long has it been since someone called me by name?”

      “Too long,” Sheika confirmed. She looked at me. “Marrow, meet the man who alerted us to this whole plot of the gods. The very man who is going to help us get to the bottom of it.” Her gleaming eyes were hard and determined. “Who will help us find Absalom.”

    

  







            25. THE SKY CITADEL

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Sheika spoke those last words, an overlay popped up. To my surprise, it was a quest notification:

      
        
        New Quest: Absalom’s Fate (Level ???). A god-child is upsetting the balance among the divinities in the Everlands, leading to several players becoming trapped. Find Absalom and set things right. “What can go wrong when you play the game of the gods?”

        Reward: ??? (But probably some cool stuff)

      

      

      I stared at it. Who sent these? And why were there question marks for the level needed and the reward? Though with the game moderated and innovated by AI gods, perhaps I shouldn’t have been surprised to see the game could spin up quests on the fly. It gave the game a whole different feel. Here in The Everlands, in opposition to old-fashioned MMORPGs, there were no predetermined fates. Anything could happen.

      Including, unfortunately, all of us being trapped here forever. In this dungeon. In a fortress floating the sky. The guard had been right. This might just be our hell.

      To make matters worse, our noble leader, who had strung me along through all of this, had a haphazard plan for our escape and for finding Absalom. Which was to say, she didn’t have a plan at all.

      As the other three of us started protesting to Sheika, she held up her hands. “Guys, guys! And lady,” she said with a respectful nod to Farelle. “I promise, we can get out of this. But first, we’ve got to party up.”

      I nodded, and a few moments later, a message popped up:

      
        
        Player Sheika wishes to join parties with you! Do you accept?

      

      

      “Yes,” I said aloud, even though I was pretty sure just thinking it would get the job done. A moment later, another message followed:

      
        
        You’ve joined parties with Player Sheika and Player Gorget! Unlike NPC companions, player parties do not have conditions, and may be broken or formed at any time. You may now view the full stats of all members of your party.

      

      

      I decided that might not be such a bad idea, considering we would have our fair share of trials to overcome together. But as I brought up each of their stats, my eyes nearly bobbed out of my head. There was too much damn information to take in! The spells, the skills, the combat skills, the channels… The lists were so long I couldn’t wrap my head around it. Shaking my head, I focused on the top of the list for each of them:
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      “Okay, we’re partied up,” I said. “Now what?”

      “Look,” Sheika said, drawing up straight, “I’m the first level 34 to get trapped up here. You really think they’re going to be able to keep me locked up?”

      I pointed at Gorget, who still hadn’t risen from his soiled corner. “He’s level 31. You think three levels are going to make a difference?”

      Sheika shrugged. “We also have you.”

      “Great,” I said sarcastically. “A level 9 with a companion level…” I paused and glanced at Farelle, realizing I hadn’t been keeping track of her level. Concentrating, I pulled up her stats:
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“Nice job,” I said to her. “Level 11. You’re progressing nicely.”

      She raised an eyebrow. “Have you all gone mad already? Level this, level that. What the hell are you talking about?”

      I’d almost forgotten that Farelle was an NPC, even when I’d just seen her stats. And if her stats advanced without her being aware of it, it must mean NPCs got automatic progression. That was good to know. “Ah. Right. We’ll explain later.”

      Her eyes flashed with anger, and she turned her head aside. I noticed her hands were shaking, even though she’d closed them under her armpits. I didn’t think it was just for warmth. How long had it been since she’d had a drink? I was surprised how much more determined I felt to get out of the Citadel, and quickly.

      Sheika cleared her throat. “Anyway. It is significant that we have you, Marrow. For whatever reason, you’re the crux of this whole thing. Gorget might be the map to Absalom, but you’re the key.”

      I didn’t know about that. It was true that my journey had been extraordinary and awesome. But being the key to this quest when it involved defying gods? It was a bit much.

      “Well, you can have all the faith you want, but we need an actual plan,” I said. “Gorget, you’ve been here a while, yeah?”

      The big man looked up with hollow eyes. “A very long while, yes.”

      I swallowed. I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d all end up like him. “Do you know anything about the Citadel’s schematics? Like where the guardrooms are, or where they keep those flying machines?”

      “Sun-fliers.”

      “What?”

      “The ships. They’re called sun-fliers,” Gorget clarified.

      “Oh. Okay.” I paused. “And do you know where they’re docked?”

      He shook his head.

      I pressed my lips together. This wasn’t going to be easy. Gorget would obviously be a huge asset once we broke out of our cell, but before that, I didn’t know how useful he would be. Moving onto my next thought, I turned to Sheika. “You’ve made your avatar a rogue, right? Who casts some Mesmer spells?”

      She nodded. “If you’re going to ask me to pick the lock, though, you’re going to be disappointed. There aren’t locks, not like usual. The doors lock magically.”

      I sighed. “And I don’t suppose you know how to lockpick a spell?”

      She shook her head. “Only way to reverse a spell-lock is to know the original incantation for it. Then, using the Counterfeit skill in the enchanting branch of spells, you can produce a new spell with tweaks to unlock it. I’ve only heard of one person having that skill, and they’re not here.”

      There were whole branches of spells I hadn’t even seen yet. I’d experienced so little of this game still, yet I was expected to deal with what had to be some of the trickiest quests and characters. Still, no choice but to keep going. “And we can’t break the bars? Or force the spell to break?”

      Again, Sheika shook her head. “Gorget would have broken out of here already if that was possible.”

      Frustration was building up inside me, and I started to pace. I had such a limited number of spells and channels and skills, and none of them could help me. And my items had nothing to do with this and were low level compared to the level 30-somethings in with me. Still, I pulled up my stats, hoping some idea would pop into my head.
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One of the few equipped items I had left popped out at me. “Fickle gods,” I muttered, holding up my right hand and staring at my middle finger. Though I couldn’t see it there, I knew the Ghost Ring was hidden in plain sight.

      “I have it!” I said, holding up my middle finger to my party members around me.

      Sheika raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly the right time for jokes, buddy.”

      Realizing what I was doing, I grinned, but I didn't put my hand down. “No, no, you can’t see it. But I have something that I think will be able to get us out of here. Check my stats — you'll see it equipped.”

      Sheika nodded and her eyes unfocused, and Gorget did as well. Farelle just watched me, warning in her eyes. She must think I was on a dark path, or perhaps already lost on it, with such a powerful artifact at my disposal. Surely someone had told her about the Ghost Ring back in Maluwae. I wished we had a moment to talk so that I could explain it, but there was no time now.

      Sheika purred. Literally purred. “Now that's what I'm talking about.”

      Gorget rumbled as well. Then, to all of our surprise, he planted his plate-sized hands on the grubby floor, put his legs beneath him, and rose to his towering height. I had to crane my head back to see his face. “Now,” he rumbled, “we will escape.”

      Though I agreed, I was a bit confused at their quick excitement. I knew some of the powers of the ring, and I knew what it had done to save Farelle, but neither of those seemed to imply it could help us leave. “You two seem like you've heard about this ring before.”

      “Hell yes we’ve heard about it,” Sheika said. “You're wearing a Dominion Ring.”

      Farelle gasped from her corner. “A Dominion Ring? I did not know it was that…”

      I blinked. “I'm a bit lost here. A what?”

      “The Dominion Rings have command over the elements of the Everlands,” Sheika explained. “Yours controls phantasmal elements, or namely Specters, who are typically bound to a certain region. Others control fire, water, air, earth, or other things, at least to a certain extent.”

      I pondered that. “I'm guessing these are pretty rare then, huh?”

      Gorget nodded slowly, bare arms crossed in front of a chest the size of a whiskey keg. “Rare, and few have them. They say only the gods can give a Dominion Ring.”

      A shiver ran up my spine. Just as I’d suspected, that boy who had given me the Ghost Ring was a god. But which one were they? And why had they done it?

      Sheika nodded. “And if that's true, it's a good sign for who's on our side.”

      Farelle, though, turned her head away. It didn't take much to figure out why. No doubt her Satyr goddess of nature was supposed to be opposed to Mordreth, the god of death, who she would assume had bestowed this ring upon me. Perhaps the Night Sisters had an affiliation with Mordreth, who knew. None of it boded well for our relationship unless I could find some way to explain it to her.

      I focused back on the task at hand when Sheika asked me, “So, what all can the Ghost Ring do?”

      I shrugged. “Banish curses from barrow princes. Summon one Specter at least.” I thought of Ava and silently thanked her for all her aid in my times of need.

      “I have an idea,” Gorget said. He nodded at the door. “Become a Specter, steal the sealstone from a guard, then come back and release us.”

      “Uh, I'm not sure about any of that. Can I become a Specter?”

      Gorget glanced at Sheika, and she shrugged. “He's level 9, and he took the fast route there. I don’t think he even had a proper tutorial. He's still got a lot to learn.”

      “What?” I demanded. “Is it obvious or something that I can change races?”

      “I mean, look at me.” Sheika swept her hands over her distinctly feline body. “I'd say that should have been a given.”

      I shrugged and smiled ruefully. “Okay. Assuming I figure out how to do that. What's a sealstone?”

      “The right way to open a glyph-seal,” Gorget said. “The guards here carry them, allowing them and them alone to open the cell doors.”

      “I noticed those,” Sheika said. “Seems protocol for them to carry them on their right hips, laced onto their belts. You'll have to use a knife or something sharp to snip it off.”

      I'd been expecting something of the sort. “Alright. Easy enough.”

      Gorget snorted, and Sheika smiled like I was simple. “Easy. Right.”

      Ignoring them, I held up the hand with the ring and stared at where it curled around my middle finger, though it was invisible to the naked eye. I thought back to what I'd done last time. There were spoken commands used to harness the ring’s power it seemed. Saq’suul, a quick check of my journey log reminded me, had put the dead to rest. But that wouldn't help me for what I was trying to do.

      I had to get help again.

      Holding up my hand, I said, “Ava.”

      I waited. We all waited. Nothing happened.

      Hand still raised, I said, “Ava, if you're listening, I could really use your help about now.”

      Still, nothing happened. I sighed and lowered my hand.

      “Your Specter companion I'm guessing?” Sheika asked.

      I nodded. I wondered what was keeping her away, and hoped I hadn't caused anything to happen to her. Between wrestling an undead prince and helping me banish a powerful curse, it might be enough to do anyone in, whether or not they were already dead.

      “Don’t worry,” Sheika said. “Every player has one. Maybe mine can help.” She cleared her throat, and said very clearly, “Salo!”

      A fine silver mist began to form almost immediately, giving shape to a meticulously kept man in fine clothes and an upturned nose. I guessed he must have been a butler in his past life. “Yes?” Salo sniffed. “You interrupted my nap.”

      Sheika rolled her eyes. “You’d think you were the cat with all the naps you take. No time for sleep now, Salo. I need you to instruct me on that.” She jabbed a finger at my hand.

      “On wh—?” the Specter started to ask when his eyes fell on my invisible ring and widened. “Impossible! On that whelp of a child?”

      I raised an eyebrow. “A whelp who can command a legion of you.”

      “Cut that out,” Sheika snapped at me. “Best not to be rude to those who can help you.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry,” I said, unrepentant.

      Salo sniffed again and turned back to his mistress. “Well, Sheika. Did you bring me here just to impress me with your lucky friends?”

      “Actually, I need you to help that lucky friend and me. In case you couldn’t tell, we’re a bit stuck.”

      “I could,” the Specter observed drily. “And how may I assist you?”

      Sheika pointed again to the Ghost Ring. “Teach Marrow here how to use that Dominion Ring.”

      Salo studied the ring for a second, then my face. “I do not know that I believe him worthy.”

      “You don’t have to teach him everything,” Sheika hedged. “Just enough that we can escape here.”

      “We were thinking of turning me into a Specter,” I said. “Temporarily, that is.”

      Salo hummed to himself for a moment. “I am glad your first thought was not to attempt to yoke one of my kind to your will,” he said finally. “Since you boasted you could, what was it, ‘command a legion of me?’”

      “Fine, fine. I’m sorry,” I muttered.

      Salo sniffed genteelly. “Very well. I will teach you the command become one of my kind. Are you ready?”

      I stood straighter. “Ready when you are.”

      “Very well.” The Specter straightened his phantasmal collar. “To change your form into a Specter, you must say a particular word of our language and concentrate all of your thoughts on your task. That word is Vad’vandul.”

      I nodded. “Got it. And to shift back to normal?”

      The butler hesitated, then said, “Nen’faldo.”

      I nodded again. “Alright then. Thank you, Salo.”

      The butler nodded perfunctorily, then turned to his mistress. “If that will suffice…”

      “Yes, thank you, Salo,” Sheika said. “I've made progress for you by the way. I'll let you know when I'm out of this mess.”

      Salo donned the first smile I'd seen, though it was gone almost as soon as it had appeared. “I look forward to it.” Then he dissolved into silver mist again and evaporated into the cold cell air.

      I touched where I thought the invisible ring was on my finger and looked at each of my companions in turn. Gorget, still placidly standing with his arms crossed, looked as straight and upright as I'd yet seen him, and he met my gaze with a nod. Sheika smiled as we locked eyes, her cat ears twitching atop her head. Farelle barely looked at me, but when she finally did, I thought I saw the beginnings of acceptance there, though of what I still didn't know. Her relationship with me hadn’t changed in her stats, though. I’d just have to trust that she would stick with me, at least for now.

      “Alright then,” I finally said. “I guess I'd better give this a try.”

      Sheika nodded encouragingly. “We’ll be ready to move when you get back.”

      I smiled nervously and nodded. “Good.” I took a deep breath. “Here goes nothing.” I focused on what I'd seen of the Specter form and imagined my own body turning into one. It was a bit strange to think about, kind of like dwelling on yourself as dead, but I kept my thoughts focused on it. “Vad’vandul,” I said clearly.

      I felt the changes instantly. My body felt lighter, and as I looked down at my hands, they turned from solid to silver to see-through as mist flowed around them. On my hand, the Ghost Ring came into focus, becoming a band of burning moonlight. When I glanced at my cellmates, their astonishment showed my stark transformation had happened for them as well. I'd become a Specter.

      “Marrow?” Farelle asked uncertainly.

      I smiled. When it came down to it, she still cared. “It's still me, promise.”

      She nodded, and though her expression was still troubled, I could tell she got some relief from that.

      “Best go quickly,” Sheika urged. “I’m not sure how it works for Spectral transformations, but the ones I’ve done become more permanent the longer you stay in them.”

      “That would have been nice to know beforehand,” I muttered. My voice sounded strangely hollow to my ears now that I didn’t have an actual body making the noises. Just another reminder that I needed to hurry.

      Giving a quick mock salute, I walked to the bars. Even that simple action was a bit hard to accomplish, as every step made me lift lightly into the air, my near-weightless body not dragging the way my normal body did. Standing before the cell bars, I took a deep breath — or tried to — and reached forward. My hand went through the metal without a bit of resistance. Not sure why I didn’t fall through the floor if I could so easily go through surfaces, I decided not to question my new existence too much and stepped quickly through. I’d escaped the cell.

      But my companions still needed to be broken out, so I set off down the hall at a run in the direction that I’d seen the Valyn guards go. The run quickly turned more into Spectral skipping, the lack of gravity surprisingly slowing my journey. As I passed the cells filled with other prisoners of the sky elves, many heads turned to stare and watch my bunny-like progress. I ignored them, keeping my eyes on the doorway at the end of the hall.

      Reaching it, I slowed to a stop and listened. The sound of voices echoed off the stone from just beyond. I peered around the corner and saw two sky elves lingering near the wall not ten feet away from me. Drawing back, I considered my options. Neither of them had been looking in my direction, but that was no guarantee they wouldn’t see me. If I were them, I’d check the door to the cells often, just in case. There was no way to approach their backs. Unless… It occurred to me then. Their backs were to the wall — and I could move through walls.

      Almost giddy at the possibilities being a Specter presented, I moved into the cell nearest me, to the horror of the cellmates. But I ignored their curses and went to the spot on the wall where I thought the guards were positioned. Still flinching at what I was about to do, I stuck my face through the wall. Blinking as I came through the other side, I saw I was only off by a few inches, and quickly righted my position. The guards barely shifted as they talked to each other, and with my face near their waists, the greatest danger I was in was getting farted in my face.

      I examined the thick belts bound about their hips and quickly spotted the sealstones hanging from their leather straps. Hoping this would work, I reached to draw out my now-phantasmal knife from my hip and — but no, I didn’t have a knife! All my weapons had been taken from me. I’d have to find something else to cut through the strap.

      Drawing back, I peered about the cell. The prisoners still crowded against the walls and eyed me warily, but they didn’t seem quite as scared as before. “Sorry to barge in,” I said in a low voice — I wasn’t sure how well the guards could hear around the corner. “But I’ll help you all escape if you can give me that secret sharp stone you’ve been stashing away.”

      There was a pause where nobody moved. Then, as if on cue, half a dozen hands stretched out, sharp stones in all of them. I grinned. If you can rely on prisoners for one thing, it’s that they’re always trying to plan their escape.

      Taking the sharpest one, I lifted it in my Spectral hand, again baffled at the physics of what was going on. But no time to think about that now. Since the stone was still a solid object, I couldn’t push it through the wall, but had to move it around the wall through the doorway. It was a risky move, I didn’t have much of a choice.

      After taking a look and confirming the guards weren’t looking in my direction, I inched the stone on the floor just around the lip. No exclamations — that was good. Putting my hand through the wall, I slowly moved the stone along the floor, moving centimeters at a time. I had to do it all by touch; putting my face through only increased the risk of being seen. But soon, I reached the point where I’d first entered with the guards, and I still hadn’t heard any cries of alarm. It looked like I was in position.

      With a silent inhale, I gripped the sharp stone and lifted it, then thrust my face through. No one saw me, so I lifted my makeshift knife and, with a slight cringe, lightly grabbed hold of the sealstone of the leftmost guard.

      The sky elf made a sort of grunt, if a people with as musical of voices as theirs could grunt, and shifted. I froze, barely holding onto the key. All it would take was one glance down to see what was happening. But he didn’t look, so I moved the stone to the strap and began sawing it slowly back and forth. Soon enough, the sealstone fell lightly into my hands, strap raggedly severed. Grinning, I drew it back, forgetting that the key didn’t follow the same physics as my Spectral body.

      The stone clinked against the wall as my hand tried to draw it through, and my hold on it slipped. I watched in horror as the sealstone fell to the ground and clattered against the stone floor.

      The Valyn guard whirled at once, and I peered up to see him staring down in shock. “A Specter?” he asked, bewildered. Then he saw his sealstone on the floor, and his expression darkened. He began speaking rapidly in a language I didn’t understand. I doubted he was uttering compliments.

      Not waiting to find out what they could to a Specter, I swatted the sealstone down the wall towards the doorway. The sky elves, quickly realizing what I was doing, went scrambling after it as they drew swords from scabbards. But I was quicker, and as the sealstone went before the doorway, I snatched it up and began bounding back down the hall towards my cellmates.

      The Valyn guards could bound too though. With long leaps aided by their wings, they were quickly catching up to me, and despite being Spectral, I feared that the curved, bright falchions in their hands could still cut through me. Thinking fast, as I landed my next jump, I spared a moment to reach over and pull at the cell door closest to me. To my relief, the sealstone clutched in my other hand did its job, and the door sprung loose. As I continued moving by, the prisoners’ surprised faces left my sight, but I hoped they’d overcome it quickly.

      I opened cell after cell on my way down the hall. By the time I reached the latter ones, the prisoners were waiting. As I opened their doors, they came surging out, and though they quailed at the oncoming Valyn guards, few returned behind bars. “Back!” the sky elves shouted, fluttering to a halt before the bodies. “Back in your cages!”

      I smirked as I approached my own cell. Nothing would make them want to bust out of this prison more than those words. Sure enough, as I reached my former cell, I glanced back to see the two guards swallowed under the mass of prisoners. One Drakon lifted a stone and, roaring, brought it down with a squelch. Those guards wouldn't be getting back up.

      My companions were already waiting by the door when I opened it. “It worked!” Sheika practically squeaked, springing out as soon as she could.

      Gorget ambled out after her, having to bend down to exit, then stretched up to the ceiling. For the first time, I saw a smile spread across his face. “It is good to be free,” he rumbled.

      Farelle came last. Farelle, for whom all of this was confusing, but who kept her chin high and her wits about her anyway, even when she hadn't had a drink in too many hours. “We’ll talk when this is over,” she warned when she exited. But she gave me a brief smile, and I knew we'd be okay.

      I nodded. “Alright.”

      At that moment, four Valyn guards burst through the doorway nearest us, and sprang to engage us. Gorget and Sheika exchanged a glance, then ran to meet them, Farelle not far behind. I almost joined them before I realized I was still a Specter. Quickly muttering, “Nen’faldo,” I felt the transformation seize hold. While it worked its magic, I watched my three party members take on the guards.

      Sheika was first to the fight, dodging and rolling around them with incredible athleticism. Kicking in two of their knees, she sprang at the third and spun him to the ground. Gorget quickly followed up, bellowing like a bull and bowling over the two Sheika had kicked while wrapping the last guard in a deadly bear hug. Farelle came skipping over and gave the first two unfortunate guards a swift hoof to the head each, then waited as Sheika and Gorget finished off their guards.

      By the time I was Human again, the guards had been dispatched. I grinned. I had one kick-ass party.

      “Alright,” Sheika said, flexing her hands, which had been clawing out elven eyes a moment before. “Let's see what we can do.”

      Farelle and I each picked up a falchion, while Gorget picked up two. “Let's,” I said.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26. BEYOND

          

        

      

    

    
      We made for where our stuff was kept, one location Gorget had figured out during his long tenure as a prisoner. As we went, I freed the prisoners I hadn’t already. Soon, the racket of stampeding feet and sounds of battle could be heard echoing down the halls of the Citadel, people of every race fighting their way back to freedom.

      But while most prisoners headed down, our path led us up. The clamor faded away along with any chance for help. Thus when we encountered the first knot of six Citadel guards, we knew we were on our own.

      Still, with the party I was in, I wasn’t worried.

      As soon as the Valyn descended on us from the stairs above, Sheika cast a Mesmer spell that formed an illusory double of each of us. We took out half of them before they eliminated the doppelgängers, and by then they were outnumbered. With a dual sweep and a roar, Gorget beheaded two of the survivors, while I thrust my stolen sword through the belly of the last.

      We took out another two groups of guards before reaching the room with our items. All of us sighed in relief at getting them back, Gorget most of all. It had apparently been more than a week in Earth time since he’d been trapped, so he’d been defenseless for a while. Now, he looked the most impressive of any of us, with a horned helmet casting his blocky face in shadow, and various sheets of blue metal alternating with black links of chainmail. And around his neck was, of course, the thickest gorget I had ever seen.

      But Sheika also looked terrifying and, if I had to admit it — not that I ever would to Farelle at least — more than a bit alluring. Her dark dragonscale outfit and endless knives lent a dangerous gleam to an already deadly woman.

      Then there was Farelle and me, two low-levels in shabby gear compared to my companions. But the Ghost Ring was twined about my finger, promising future powers I still had yet to grasp, and my Satyr companion wasn’t as sweet or innocent as she looked. When she recovered her flask, she damn near guzzled the whole thing down, then grinned and wiped her mouth. She almost seemed herself again.

      With our gear recovered, we searched for the sun-flier hangar. We went down hall after hall, clearing out the guards we came across. It was easier now that we had our items back, but our meters started to flag, particularly mana and spirit, and we started taking injuries. Farelle limped from a slash to the leg, and my shoulder pained me from a stab wound. For health, at least, we had a solution, as Sheika provided potions every time we needed them. Soon enough, Farelle and my wounds faded away entirely.

      Finally, after searching two whole floors of the Citadel, we found the hangar. Everybody’s mana was damn well bottomed out, though Sheika promised to fill us back up with potions. My stamina crept back up slower than usual, as I suffered from a Winded condition that impeded stamina recovery. I doubted the level 30-somethings were so bad off. Gorget in particular looked thrilled to be free.

      Having recovered another magical stone that was apparently needed to fly the airships, Gorget ran out onto the hangar. “Come on!” he roared, waving us onto the flier he stood next to. As I climbed on, the cold wind tried beating me back. It was only then that I realized we had a big problem.

      “Who the hell’s flying this thing?” I yelled.

      Sheika slipped down next to me, huddling close, which Farelle didn’t look happy about. Still, I wasn’t going to protest a bit of extra warmth. “I told you Gorget was our ticket to the god-child, didn’t I?” Sheika said with a wink.

      Still not catching on for a moment longer, it settled in when the huge warrior climbed inside himself and immediately went to the pilot’s seat. “You know how to fly this boat?” I asked incredulously.

      He grinned over his shoulder. “How do you think I got here?”

      True to his word, the bubble began sealing over us a moment later, and it wasn’t long after that the airship lifted from the hangar. As he tilted into the clouds hiding the mainland, I stared back at our prison. I’d never run into my particularly vicious captor, but I figured he still had the bad end of it. He and the rest of the guards were prisoners of another kind there.

      Grinning, I looked forward, and damn near jumped out of my seat when a tower loomed out of a cloud not 30 feet before us. Gorget pivoted, laughing like a maniac as he dodged around the tall, graceful spires silhouetted against the bright moonlight. I held on for dear life. If we died flying because of this crazy man when we were this close to our goal, I didn’t know what I’d do. Cry, for starters, when I’d respawned.

      But we didn’t crash. Gorget somehow navigated the maze of elven high-rises in the near darkness, always ascending further and further up. Up to where Absalom the god-child waited — whoever he was.

      Farelle leaned in on my right side. “Will you explain now?” she asked in a low voice dripping with sarcasm.

      “I guess,” I said, not bothering to whisper. With Sheika’s feline ears, she would no doubt hear us no matter how softly we spoke. I glanced at my mysterious guardian, and she shrugged. Maybe it would be fruitless, as her gesture seemed to imply. But I had to try anyway.

      So I launched into the whole explanation. My weird entrance into this realm — I continued to explain the Everlands as a separate dimension from Earth. How I was stuck here. And how events had begun happening around and to me, drawing me further in and closer to the boy deity at the middle of it.

      “Absalom,” Farelle repeated musingly. She seemed to be taking it all rather well. But then, her Satyr goddess Yalua had no doubt already seemed real to her, so perhaps she’d always suspected the deities were more than a metaphor. And besides, this explanation put my affiliations in a more favorable light, which didn’t hurt things.

      “But why?” the Wilder eventually asked.

      “The question on all our minds.” Sheika shrugged. “Which I guess we’ll find out soon.” She pointed, and I looked to see a shape looming before us. In the mist, it was hard to tell, but I’d had the sense that we’d risen above everything else here, to a small island floating above the rest of the Valyn homeland. Now, we were not flying around the island, but toward it. We’d arrived at our destination. Namely, where Absalom waited.

      I glanced at Farelle. “You ready for this?”

      She tilted her head and smirked. “More ready than you.”

      I gave a snort in response.

      Reaching the island, the sun-flier settled down on the ground, and I looked up before us. A huge palace rose from the gloom, illuminated by huge orbs of silver-pink light mounted all along an open stone courtyard. Though I saw no one around us, I kept a tight grip on my sword — I’d gone with the Jeweled Longsword of the Stars, for the bonus damage — and my fine iron knife. Who’d ever heard of a palace not greeting unwelcome guests with hostile guards?

      Gorget seemed to be thinking the same thing, for he frowned. “Where are they?” he muttered as he landed the flier and rose. The wind whistled around us as the bubble began to dissipate. “On your guard,” he warned, then launched himself over the side of the ship.

      I rose to follow, but Sheika stopped me with a touch on the shoulder. “Careful, Marrow. I can’t promise I’ll be able to save you if a fight breaks out.”

      Farelle put her hand on my other shoulder. “He won’t need it. I’ll be there.”

      As they stared — or glared — at each other, I shrugged. There were worse places to be than between two doting, badass women.

      “Neither of you need worry,” I said. “I’ll come back safe for both of you.” Then I gave an expansive wink.

      Their shocked faces were almost worth it until two slaps knocked the grin off my face on either side. Maybe being between two women was a bad idea after all.

      “Sheika!” Gorget roared from the ground below us, and we all snapped back into focus. I drew my blades and quickly found the source of the giant’s concern. Descending from the misty palace above us were dozens of small, bobbing lights. Not dozens; hundreds. And it quickly became clear they weren’t being carried by themselves.

      The guards had come to meet us.

      “Level up, coming right up!” Sheika shouted with glee and launched herself off the sun-flier. I wasn’t far behind, while Farelle ran to the front and nocked an arrow from atop the airship.

      I stared at the roiling bodies surging towards us like a tsunami, a mix of fear and excitement in my belly. If we overcame this, it’d be epic. But seeing all the enemies we faced, that was a big if.

      It didn’t matter, though. We had to cut our way through. Absalom had to be stopped, so us players could go free. Even if I wasn’t sure I wanted to leave, we had the right to be able to choose.

      I set my stance, then examined one of the Valyn guards to see what exactly we were up against.

      
        
        Valyn Palace Guard (Level 15) - These sky elves are battle-hardened and determined to keep their deities unbothered. Like all sky elves, they are relatively quick and agile and tend to favor lighter armor and weapons. “Death from above! And anywhere else I choose to deal it.”

      

      

      Prognosis: Not good. I grit my teeth, hoping I was ready for this, as the first of the Valyn guards reached us.

      I spun into action as two guards ran at me, one leading with a spear and the other wielding a falchion and winged shield. Twisting the head of the spear aside with my knife and slipping past it, I dealt the guard a glancing blow to his head, knocking him aside, while I met the attack of the other with a backhand blow. Even a slight hit from my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars was effective, the bonus damage also sending my enemy further off-balance. The guard blocked with his shield and counterattacked, but I was already dodging back, my knife sheathed and my hand upraised. I cast Icy Plume, slowing and damaging my two assailants. I didn’t bother with Basilisk’s Gaze, as I’d found out in the Citadel that it wasn’t effective on these high-level guards. With precious few seconds in which to act, I stabbed first the spearman then the sword-and-shield guard in the gap of their visors, scoring high enough crits to end both of their lives.

      No sooner had they fallen did three more replace them. Hopelessly outmatched, I cast another Icy Plume, slowing them enough to take out one with another blow to the head. But the others kicked into gear then and drove me back across the courtyard as I barely fended off their swords. I took two minor hits to my side and leg, and though they were glancing blows, the guards hit hard. I was knocked down a quarter of my health.

      Centering myself, I let my training with Farelle take over. Somersaulting between the guards, I slashed at the backs of their legs, hoping to hamstring them with my combat skill. But their calves were protected with armor, and my blades clinked helplessly off. To make matters worse, the two promptly retaliated, and I cried out as blows burned across my back and shoulders. My health plummeted to 40%.

      But I hadn’t used all the tricks up my sleeve yet. I sprinted away from my two assailants back towards the two I’d just felled, sheathing my dagger along the way. When I reached their bodies, I equipped my Mithril Sword of Thirst and turned to face my pursuers with both swords drawn. I hoped this would work as well as it had in training.

      I started to spin, engaging the combat skill Spinning Blades, which would theoretically deal damage and disorient any enemies caught in its midst. Of course, it also left me vulnerable to attack. Still, I braced myself and spun right at the guards, and was soon rewarded by cries of pain. The guards fell back as my blades started cutting into them. As my Mithril Sword of Thirst began absorbing mana, I saw my blue meter slowly creep up. By the time my opponents fell, I’d taken another hit so that my health was 30%, but I’d nearly filled up my mana again. Considering Icy Plume was the only thing that had kept me alive thus far, I figured it was worth the trade-off.

      But there was no end to the guards. As the next three broke off from the mass to engage me, I risked a glance at my companions. Farelle was launching arrow after arrow from atop the sun-flier, but as I watched, two Valyn leaped with wing-boosted jumps towards her, forcing her to drop her bow and draw her sword. In front of the airship, Gorget roared and swung a huge hammer back and forth, throwing back swaths of guards that still dove at him, trying to bring the giant man down. Now I knew why I hadn’t been swarmed myself. Sheika was harder to spot; she wove everywhere among the masses, and where she went, sky elves fell. They were starting to jump away like pigeons startled in a city park now, becoming wary of her darting blades and subtle magic.

      I didn’t have any more time to look, as the three guards were on me. I cast Icy Plume twice in a row and took down two of them, but the third sprung loose of the spell. My stamina had been rising back up during my brief remission, but as I parried blow after blow, it started to bottom out. Black spots began appearing in my vision, and my breath was coming heavy. I started making mistakes. One blow slipped in, then two. I was down to less than 10% health.

      But I refused to let this guard be the end of me. Letting loose a hoarse yell, I rallied the last of my strength and went for the kill, lashing out in a desperate gambit with both weapons. The Valyn effortlessly batted them aside with his shield and me to the ground. Then, standing over me with a satisfied smirk, he raised his sword and brought it down.

      I gasped as the blade entered my side. Through the haze of pain, I watched the last of my health slip away. I couldn’t channel Minor Healing; it needed too much time to work, and it wouldn’t succeed when I was already stabbed through. I couldn’t move for the shock of the pain. We’d come so close, and now it was all coming to a halt. Who knew where I’d respawn, or if we’d get this opportunity again. Maybe they’d go on without me. Maybe they could complete our quest. But considering all that had happened, I figured I was an integral part to this. Could I really die now?

      Just as the last of the red meter disappeared, I saw a notification pop up in my vision. Though I guessed it was the death message, through some masochistic urge, I brought it up.

      
        
        You are now Level 10! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      I wasted a split second in mute amazement before I thought to bring up my stats and assign 10 SP to health. It was enough to accept the level up. My health bar, nearly translucent with its emptiness, shot back up to 100%, as did my stamina, mana, and spirit. The sword that was stuck in me sprang back out, sending the Valyn guard stumbling.

      I grinned as I kicked to my feet. “Hasta la vista, baby,” I said to the guard and stabbed him in the eye. My bejeweled sword glowed hot, and the sky elf fell back, head sizzling and paid back in full for nearly killing me.

      Leaving the rest of my level up for later, I rushed back into the fight fully revitalized. Alternating Icy Plume and Spinning Blades in some good ol’ fashioned sword and sorcery, I carved my way to Farelle, who still fought atop the sun-flier. The Satyr was holding her own, but unlike me, she wouldn't have a level up to save her. Laughing like a maniac, I hacked into the back of one sky elf, cut out the legs from under a second, and ran one through the back who was, appropriately enough, about to backstab her. Farelle whirled around, sword raised and eyes wide, when she saw me.

      “Marrow!” she gasped. “You were down, and I thought⁠—”

      “Not now! Behind you!” I leaped past her to intercept another guard’s thrust and kick him back. He obliged, only to leap into the air with a beat of his wings, rising a dozen feet about us, before diving towards us. I didn't let him get that far, but downed him with a burst of Icy Plume, and finished him off when he crash-landed at our feet. My mana was nearly gone, but it needed to be done.

      “We need to get to the palace!” I shouted at her. “There's too many to fight!”

      She kicked one savagely in the face that was trying to mount the sun-flier, and he fell back into his fellows, her hoof leaving a bloody gash on his face. “We can't hold them there either!”

      “You got a better idea?”

      She hesitated a moment, then the idea ripped from her as she parried and counterattacked. “Use that damned ring, you idiot!” she snarled.

      I couldn't believe I hadn't thought of it before. We had little chance of surviving, much less forcing our way to the palace if I couldn't get us an army. And fast. If even Farelle was telling me to use it, then it was far past time to try again.

      “Ava!” I yelled as I tried to parry two blows, and one snuck its way in. “Ava!” I shouted again as I retaliated against the guard whose thrust had hit and kicked away the other. “Ava! I need you to come now! I need to use the Ghost Ring!”

      But as I killed these two guards as well, the Specter didn't come. Despite my own situation, I worried what had happened to her. But either way, it looked like we were on our own.

      Unless… unless I could reach her some other way.

      “I'm shifting!” I called to Farelle.

      “What?”

      But with my assailants hovering a few feet away, I took what promised to be my only chance. “Vad’vandul!” I shouted, and silver mist began curling around me.

      “You're leaving us?!” Farelle shouted at me, voice rising with anxiety. “Now?!”

      “If the army won't come, I'll bring them!” I said. But my mind was concentrated on another place. On a place I'd never seen and had probably only fabricated.

      My body became air, then less than air. Then, pushing it further, as far as I could go, I became nothing.
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        * * *

      

      “Marrow?”

      I opened my eyes, but there was nothing to see. Everything was black around me. “Ava?”

      “Marrow. What are you doing here?”

      “Where are we?”

      The Specter sighed. “You shouldn’t have followed me.”

      I couldn’t feel anything, sense anything. All that was left was my consciousness and, somehow, a voice that wasn’t a voice. “Where are we?” I asked again.

      “An afterlife even Specters can’t come back from. Faze-Aught, I heard it called once.”

      If I’d had eyelid to blink in dumb surprise, I would have. “Wait. You’ve been phased out? Why?”

      But I knew why. This damned game of the gods.

      She confirmed it a second later. “Because I was helping you end the war in the heavens.” She sighed again. “I hope you know I did all I could.”

      “I know that.” I hesitated only a second before I blurted out what I wanted so desperately to be true. “I’ll get you out of here, promise. I’ll find a way to do it. If the gods can do this to you, they can undo it, right?”

      “I don’t know, Marrow. But you…”

      “I’ll be fine. I’m just a visitor here.” I sure hoped that was true. “But to help you get out, Ava, I’m going to first need your help again. I need to raise an army, and now.”

      “Do you know what you’re asking?”

      I remembered Sheika’s guide Salo, and how loathe he was to give any of the Spectral commands away. This would give me power over a whole people, a whole race of people, across a whole continent. “Yes. And I promise I’ll only use it for good.”

      “Then you’ll only use it this time. To settle the game. Promise?”

      I hesitated. It was hard saying I’d give up such immense power. But I knew what I had to do. “Okay. I promise.”

      “I’ll hold you to that.” I heard the smile in her voice. “Okay, I’ll give you the command to bring the Specters to you and bend them to your will, and the word to dismiss them.”

      “Okay.”

      “First, Faq’duhl. Then, Tal’shur.”

      Faq’duhl. Tal’shur. Perhaps the two most powerful words in all the Everlands. “Got it.”

      “Then you’d better return. You know the command for leaving the Spectral plane?”

      “Yeah, yeah, Salo taught me.” I mimed taking a deep breath, then said very clearly. “Nen’faldo.”

      “Goodbye, Marrow,” Ava said, sounding sad to me.

      “I’ll be back, Ava. I’ll come back for you…”

      Then I faded back into the chaotic world of the flesh.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as my body materialized, before I even looked around or could see properly, I shouted, “Faq’duhl!”

      Then my vision came, and I saw a Valyn face leering before me. An all too familiar face. The vicious captor from the Citadel.

      “Miss me?” he sneered, then ran me through the gut with his sword.

      I gasped, and my health plummeted. But I wasn’t dead yet. As the Ghost Ring burned on my finger with my command and silver mist began rising around us, I groaned and tried drawing myself off the blade. But the bastard twisted and grinned in my face. “No escaping this!” he hissed.

      I spat in his eye. “You neither. Kill!”

      The sky elf’s face twisted in momentary confusion, then morphed into horror as he understood. My army of Specters had fully materialized around me and stared with deadly hate at him. With a swell of yells like a torrential wave, and they set about my enemies, sweeping through them as a killing mist.

      The sky elf stared about him in astonishment, and I took the opportunity to draw my dagger and take a stab at him. But he hadn’t forgotten about me, and though the tip of the blade dug into his cheek, it only barely cut before he caught my wrist. “Not so fast!” he gasped. “You may have called fell magic, but it will die with you!”

      He twisted my wrist, and the knife fell from my hand. But I had my other one up, and I cast Icy Plume in his face. At close range, even the mild spell was excruciating, and the sadistic Valyn screamed and lost hold of his sword and me. I kept it up as long as I could before falling to my knees, the falchion still lodged in me.

      Hissing with pain, I drew out the blade, the unnatural feeling of steel in my body almost freaking me out too much to continue. But I managed it, and with some measure of health and stamina left, I stood. Despite the Major Bleeding condition, I had enough strength to deal with him.

      “Miss me?” I mocked him, then swung the sword into the back of his neck.

      I slumped down next to the Valyn’s corpse and stared about me with my hands pressed to either side of my wound. All around, the Specters were almost finished massacring the sky elves, and I could now see what fates had befallen my fellow party members. Sheika had gained the top of an orb-mounted brazier and stared about with something like bemusement. When she saw me hunched over on the sun-flier, she immediately leaped down and began running towards me, dodging around death-dealing Specters. Gorget was also easy to spot. He’d stopped swinging that big hammer of his and now leaned on it and let my army do his killing for him. Farelle, however, I couldn’t spot immediately.

      Sheika reached me and already had a red potion in her hand. “Drink this,” she said, and I obeyed immediately. I was glad it was red. If any leaked out of my gut, I didn’t want to know it.

      The healing set in immediately, as it had at the collapsed stone bridge, and in no time the wound had sealed to a pink line. I sat up straight. “Where’s Farelle?” I asked as soon as I could.

      Sheika shook her head. “Last I saw, she was atop here.”

      Though I was still unsteady, I rose to my feet and started looking on either side of the vehicle. She couldn’t have gone far. Maybe she was taking shelter underneath somewhere…

      Then I saw her.

      My breath caught. “No,” I whispered. “No!”

      The Satyr was crumpled in the shadow of the sun-flier, legs knocked askew, eyes staring lifelessly up at the sky. Farelle was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27. ABSALOM’S FATE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Do something!” I said desperately to Sheika, unable to take my eyes off of my companion’s still body. I couldn’t believe she was gone. I wouldn’t believe it.

      She shook her head. “Resurrection spells are super rare, and I don’t know any. Gorget?”

      The giant man had ambled over. “I don’t have anything,” he said glumly. “Sorry.”

      I grit my teeth. “The Ghost Ring. I have to be able to do something with it.”

      “I wouldn’t,” Sheika warned. “Not unless you want her to become a Specter. The Dominion Rings don’t have power beyond their element, and life isn’t within the Ghost Ring’s purview.”

      “So what do I do?” I demanded. “Just let her die?”

      “I had a companion die once,” Gorget said softly. “I know how it feels.”

      I didn’t want to hear that right now. “She’s not gone yet. She’s not gone.” My eyes traveled up from her body to the palace we’d fought so hard to get to. “She’s not gone yet,” I repeated, calmer, more resolute. An idea had formed in my head.

      I bent down to Farelle and gently eased her into my arms. She was heavier in death than she had been in life. I tried not to think of it as I took one step toward the palace, then another, ignoring the Specters standing about staring at me from either side, and my two party members staring from behind.

      “What are you doing?” Gorget asked in his low rumble.

      “Saving her the only way I can.”

      “The gods?” Sheika asked from just behind. “That’s not a good idea, Marrow. We need them to stop their game for more than one woman’s life.” She hesitated. “One NPC’s existence.”

      I ignored them, but Sheika’s words hooked into me. Was I crazy for caring this much for an NPC? But she wasn’t just an NPC, not anymore. I felt as if a friend was really dead, felt every bit of the pain and regret. I thought over all the things I could have done better by her, and how I had failed her. If it felt real, if she was every bit as real as any other person, with the same amount of nuance of thoughts and feelings and desires, did it matter that she’d been created by and within computers?

      I didn’t know, and right now, I didn’t care. I was going to follow what my gut said was right. I was going to find a way to bring her back.

      I ascended the stairs leading up to the palace. Each step was a strain on my stamina, but I pushed myself. Farelle was right; I should have increased my strength while I had the chance. I smiled a bit at the irony that this was what I would have used it for. It did occur to me that I had AP to spend, especially since a quick glance at my notifications showed I’d gained three more levels from my mass killing. But I couldn’t bring myself to attend to any gaming elements right now.

      The palace was ridiculously opulent, with rich gold and bronze ornamentation, and white and black marble lining the floors, walls, and ceilings. I ignored it all and continued to walk forward. Where guards stepped in my way, my Specters killed and cast them aside.

      Finally, I reached the end of the long hallway where stood two huge double doors. “Open,” I commanded my Specters, and as one mass, they surged against the doors. The first couple dozen didn’t do the trick, but by the time a gross had amassed, the doors began to inch inward with ancient groans. As soon as the opening was wide enough, I stepped through the silver mist and into the chamber beyond.

      A clamor of booming voices rose to meet me as I stepped into the circular chamber, so loud I could feel the sound waves in my body. But I wasn’t going to be dissuaded or awed, and I looked up in defiance. Huge beings populated the encircling risers above me in every shape and size. I didn’t need to see the faint luminescence projecting from each of them to know I’d come upon the assembly of gods. The Pantheon itself. The true rulers of the Everlands. I recognized some of them and quickly perceived the sides in the game.

      On my left were the gods that had been working against me. Nali, the Naiad goddess, her pearl-topped scepter tipped forward as she leaned out at me, wide black eyes bulging. She had none of the serenity her effigies implied. Then there was the Gnarish god, Omagnar, his whip curled up in front of him, much better matching the statue I saw when first entering the Everlands, for his expression was severe and unwavering. And there also was one whose name I barely recalled from the beginning of my quest: Zynal, the Valyn god, a handsome sky elf with long flowing hair and the longest, pointiest ears I’d yet seen on an elf. His eyebrows were excessive, and his eyes glowed sky blue with some internal fire. He cast his dangerous glare down on me as if to smote me with a look. I examined his stats to see more.

      
        
        Zynal, First of the Valyn, God of the Sky (Divine)

        You must be a higher level to discern further information.

      

      

      But opposite of these three and their friends were many more of the gods. I saw the Drakon god — or goddess, it was difficult to tell — and Mordreth the Specter god, a wizened old man who looked with particular interest at the army of Specters gathering within the room. I saw Yalua the Satyr goddess, who looked lovely even in anger and more at peace than any of the other deities could hope to be. Their numbers had to be twice their opposition. Why, then, did the game continue?

      Then I saw the towering giant standing on the floor with me and understood. I’d thought Gorget was huge, but this god was at least three times his height, as well as nearly twice as tall as any of the other gods present. He was clad from head to toe in dark armor, with horns extending from every surface. Or so I assumed, as I couldn’t see most of his body, for a huge tower shield rested before him and blocked it from view.

      “Falgerd,” Sheika said from behind me, barely audible over the shouting of the gods. “Keeper of Order. It’s said nothing can penetrate his armor or his shield.”

      I stared up at the mammoth knight, and I couldn’t tell if he returned the gaze, for his face was completely in shadow. He could have done a better job keeping order in my opinion, but I wasn’t about to say that, even in my current defiant state.

      I looked away from him and scanned the surrounding assembly. “Gods and goddesses!” I called, but my voice was tiny compared to theirs and swallowed in the tumult.

      To my surprise, Falgerd lifted his shield and slammed it down into the floor. Marble cracked underneath the lip of the shield, and a tremor cascaded through the ground, almost knocking me off my feet and dropping Farelle in the bargain. The gathered Pantheon quieted instantly, all staring at the mammoth knight with even more astonishment than myself.

      “What is the meaning of this?” boomed Nali as she shook her scepter angrily.

      “Shut it!” snarled someone I didn’t know from my side of the gods. The god, who was of the same race as Sheika, pointed at me. “Let the Everfolk speak!”

      Suddenly with all those divine eyes on me, I found my throat had gone dry. But feeling Farelle’s weight aching in my arms, I knew I couldn’t falter now. “Gods and goddesses,” I said. “I come before you from not only the world below but another realm.”

      “We know of this realm. Earth,” the Valyn god Zynal sneered. “A trite and weary place, I’ve heard.”

      I didn’t deny it. “Even if it is, it is the home for us… for the Everfolk. You cannot bar us from returning to it any longer.”

      There was a murmur from the gathered audiences, which began rising in volume with every second. Soon, it was as loud as a metal concert. But Falgerd slammed his shield down once again, sending another shockwave out, and the assembled slowly became quiet again.

      For a moment, I didn’t know what else to say. I’d made my request, or demand as it might be. Then I recalled what this was all about.

      “I know you seek to protect the god-child Absalom,” I said. “Believe me, we don’t wish to harm him. In fact, whatever the problem is, I would like to help him.” I looked down at still Farelle in my arms. “But I’ll need his help as well.”

      There were murmurs of confusion and a few scoffs of disbelief. “You came all this way to bring a mortal back alive?” Zynal sneered again. “Pah! This boy is a fool!”

      Now the murmurs turned to assent. Anger rose up red and hot inside me. “So what if I did?” I snapped. “Haven’t you played your godly politics to save one person? Moving heaven and earth to save one life is always worth it if they mean something to you.” I looked down at the still, swollen face of my companion, eyes staring lifelessly up. Tears burned in my eyes, but I blinked them back angrily. “You’ve done the same,” I said again. “You’ve hurt innocent people to protect this Absalom. But why? How could we harm him? He is a deity like yourselves, is he not?”

      Several immortals began speaking replies, but Nali shrieked above them, “Don’t answer him! He will betray us to the others of his kind!”

      But the Drakon god stood, his tall figure imposing. “The time for secrets is passed,” he hissed. “We cannot hide him from the Everfolk forever.”

      “There will be a reckoning,” Yalua agreed. “One way or another, the fate of Absalom must be determined.”

      “It must be determined now,” I agreed. “While we Everfolk are not as powerful as you here in the Everlands, my people still control your fates. They can destroy you as easily as you control your realms.”

      This sent the Pantheon into a susurrus of gasps and protests. Zynal’s eyes narrowed. “And this is supposed to convince us that we should let you free? Pah! You are as simple as the rest of your kind!”

      Unfortunately, the deities that were supposed to be on my side seemed to agree. They all looked uncomfortably among each other and down at me. My stomach sank. I’d said the wrong thing. Now, they would never let us go.

      But I couldn’t give up. Not just for me, or for Sheika and Gorget. Not just for Farelle. I had to try for the whole of the Everlands. It was a projected reality; I knew that. But I was coming to realize it was valid despite its origins, despite how it was sustained. Or maybe because of it. If I couldn’t get us players free, I had no doubt The Everlands the game would be shut down, possibly killing me, but also destroying all the people who lived here. I couldn’t accept that. There was something special here, unique. This wasn’t just a game.

      But how I would convince them now, I didn’t know. All I knew was I had to try.

      Bringing up my stats, I drew in a deep breath, then took the painful plunge. I put all 16 of my recently acquired AP into charisma. That boosted it up to 30, far above any of my other stats. It was likely a candle to what the gods’ stats were, but I had to try all the same.

      The immortals seemed to sense the shift, for they looked at me with renewed interest. Zynal, however, showed what he thought with sharp laughter. “You seek to persuade us? Fool Everfolk! I should cut you down where you stand!” He stood, drawing the falchion at his hip.

      As I flinched back, readying for the god to spring at me, the Keeper of Order suddenly lifted his shield again. But instead of slamming it into the stone as before, he turned it so that the long side was parallel to the ground and stepped to the side. It was only then that I saw the white thing behind him. It was about two-thirds his height, and as tall and sleek as a lily bulb that hadn’t yet bloomed.

      Before I could ask anything about it, the mammoth knight drew back his shield like a battering ram. Then, before anyone could react, he slammed it into the fragile-looking thing. A blow like that should have shattered it, but only a single petal-like side fell limply, revealing a swirling, kaleidoscopic air inside.

      The Pantheon rose in an uproar, every god, goddesses, and demigod shouting over each other so I couldn’t hear what any of them were saying. One or two looked about ready to join us on the floor, but when Falgerd’s head snapped their way, they beat a hasty retreat.

      Then the Keeper of Order extended his heavy gauntlet toward me as if in invitation. And though a tumult of voices was in my ears, I heard another voice, deep and resonant, sound within my head.

      Do not believe it is your influence that has won me over, Falgerd spoke in my mind. It is your resolve. Your dedication. I know what it is you have sacrificed for this opportunity. Now I trust you to do what you must to save us all.

      I couldn’t look away from the mammoth god. “I will,” I said in a small voice.

      Falgerd nodded and gestured toward the portal opening. Absalom waits.

      I risked a glance back at Sheika. She nodded toward the opened portal as well, as if to say You’re not planning on turning him down, are you? I took a deep breath and turned back to the opening. No way now but forward.

      I walked up to the portal and paused, Farelle still in my arms. As I stood at the Keeper of Order’s feet, Falgerd looked down at me. I could detect nothing of emotion in the heavily armored giant, but it almost seemed he was trying to reassure me. Or maybe that was just me wanting to be reassured. Not knowing what awaited me, I entered into the kaleidoscopic haze.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      There was no inter-dimensional trip like I’d expected. Instead, when my eyes adjusted, there was only a long, white place, blank on all sides, like I’d been transported into an insane asylum taken to the furthest possible level it could go. The only differentiation between the sky and ground was a thin layer of water that shimmered as I walked through it. I still carried Farelle, and as I looked down at her, her face looked almost peaceful, not nearly the horrible, rigid mask of death it had seemed before.

      I walked a few more steps before noticing a figure off to my right. Making my way toward it, it slowly became recognizable as a boy, Human-looking, wearing nothing but a long, white robe. But though he looked a boy, I knew better than to think that was all he was.

      “Hello,” I said as I stopped beside him. “Are you Absalom?”

      The boy didn’t answer for a moment. “Abe,” he said softly, not looking at me.

      Abe — that threw me for a loop, but I tried taking it in stride. “Hi, Abe. Nice to meet you.”

      “We’ve already met,” he responded in the same soft voice.

      I had already recognized his voice as the same from the Council’s grotto, the one that had spoken when I’d received the Ghost Ring. “You gave me this.” I shifted my grip on Farelle so I could show the middle finger on my right hand. Sure enough, the phantasmal band was barely visible with reflected white light.

      Abe turned to me now, eyes flickering to the ring. “Yes,” he said simply.

      I didn’t know what to say next.

      “The other gods are protecting you. From us, the Everfolk. Did you know that? They’re keeping the Everfolk that know about you trapped here.”

      The young deity met my eyes. “They think they’re protecting me. But they’re wrong. They don’t have any real power.”

      That sent a thrill of fear up my spine. “What do you mean?” I asked though I had a feeling I already knew.

      “I don’t want to be alone,” Abe said softly. His eyes were a striking blue, like the color of a newborn kitten’s eyes. “I want you to stay. As my friends.”

      I tried on a reassuring smile. “You won’t be alone if we leave. We’ll come right back. Everfolk always will. The Everlands are amazing. Besides, how could you be alone when you have a whole heaven of parents?”

      “But none of them are real,” Absalom whispered.

      Then it struck me. Absalom wasn’t speaking like any other NPC in the Everlands. He was speaking like a human, with a lowercase ‘H.’ An actual person from Earth. I stared. Could this be some sort of prank by the developers on whoever got this far?

      But no. Developers wouldn’t kid around with disabling the log off feature, nor stop players from contacting tech support. Absalom was the one barring players from leaving. Somehow, he not only knew of the existence of those controls but had enough power to manipulate them. I could think of only one way both of these things could be possible. But I wasn’t quite ready to accept it.

      “How do you know that, Abe?” I asked lightly.

      Turning his head away, he looked around at the white landscape. “I can make this anything I want,” he said. “I can make a forest and play with the squirrels. I can make an ocean and swim with the dolphins. I can make it a volcano and play with the lava.” He paused. “It doesn’t burn me. I make it not do that.”

      As he spoke, fleeting scenes came to life. I smelled the rain on the forest leaves, heard the chirping of birds. I felt the cool breeze off a salty sea, followed quickly by a wave of heat. Images flashed about us, then were as quickly gone.

      “You’re a god,” I rationalized for both of us. “It makes sense that you have that power.”

      But Abe shook his head. “It’s not that. They’re gods, out there.” He pointed back towards the portal entrance. “And they don’t understand anything. That none of this is real. That only Earth is real.”

      I was starting to sweat. “Listen, Abe. I’m in the Everlands because this feels real, more real than anything I’ve experienced in my world — on Earth. Believe me, you’re not missing out on much there.”

      “But…” God-child or not, he still struggled with logic. Yet I could see my words were reaching him somewhere.

      A lump formed in my throat as if trying to bar my next words, but I spoke around it. “Listen… If you’re afraid of being alone, how about I—” I couldn’t quite say it.

      Abe’s eyes were wide as he stared at me. “Say it,” he pleaded quietly.

      It was only then that my two possible options became fully formed in my head. Absalom had to be either persuaded to stop barricading us from logging out, or forced to stop. The latter option was out — not only was it an abhorrent thought to harm the boy, but also because I doubted I had the power to overcome him. Which meant I had to persuade him. But what did he want? One thing, and one thing alone: the company of Everfolk.

      He was afraid to let us log off, afraid we wouldn’t return. Afraid we wouldn’t remain “friends,” as he called it. I didn’t think I’d persuade him out of that anxiety. But maybe, just maybe, I could negotiate him down. Down to keeping just one of the Everfolk behind.

      Tears stung my eyes as I thought of all I had back on Earth. My parents. My friends. Fun things I’d liked to do: video games mostly, but also hiking and camping in beautiful places, and exploring the areas around my hometown. Even if those things were mundane, I’d miss them, miss them more than I’d thought possible.

      But I also knew that the Everlands held something here for me as well. Something just as real, even if it didn’t seem that way. And now that I’d met Absalom, a fully conscious being as far as I could tell, I knew all of that potentiality was just beginning to bloom.

      Sure, it would hurt not to return. Probably it would hurt like hell. Maybe I’d be so homesick I couldn’t move. Maybe my body would die, and I wouldn’t exist here anymore. But I couldn’t let Sheika and Gorget and maybe other players be trapped here if I had the opportunity to let them go free.

      I took a deep breath and finally formed the words. “I’ll stay with you. Me, one of the Everfolk. The real people. But if I do, you have to let everyone else go.”

      The god-child watched me carefully. “Promise?”

      I nodded. “Promise.”

      He hesitated, then finally nodded with a small smile. “I knew you’d say that. From the moment you came to the Everlands, I knew you’d be the one to stay.”

      As the implications of his words set in, anger suddenly flared up in me. So that was why he’d picked me. He’d manipulated me. From the very beginning, I’d just been the one he thought he’d have the easiest time convincing to stay. But the decision was made now. Even if staying would be even more of a bitch now, I didn’t see any other way out. I reigned my rage in.

      “Okay,” Abe continued. “They can all leave now.” He looked back the way I’d first come. “What if I don’t want to stay, though?”

      Now that I knew how very not-innocent this god-child was, I knew I couldn’t let him leave. I could only imagine how much havoc he would wreak back on Earth. With his vast AI intelligence, he could maybe shut down everything connected to the internet, which was pretty much everything these days. I couldn’t risk that happening. “Stay here with me,” I encouraged him, forcing my tone to be friendly. “Then maybe we can work something out. Okay?”

      After a long, tense moment, the boy nodded. “Okay.”

      A little of the tension left me, and I let myself look back at Farelle in my arms again. “But if I’m staying, it’d be nicer if I had my friends by my side. Abe, do you think…?”

      He smiled toothily at me. “What, do you think she’s dead? She’s not dead! No one has to die here, don’t you know that yet?” Then he reached forward and tapped her forehead.

      Farelle kicked to life in my arms immediately, and despite my circumstances, my chest flooded with joy even as a flailing arm hit me in the nose. “Hey, hey!” I said, laughing and setting her down. “It’s alright! You’re alive!”

      My Satyr companion calmed and looked up at me, blinking. “Marrow? What happened?” She looked beyond me and around. “Where are we? Faze-Aught?”

      I sighed. “No, we’re not phased out.” Though suddenly, that reminded me of another friend I needed to save. “Abe, there’s a Specter named Ava who’s trapped. Could you…?”

      The boy almost looked abashed. “Sorry. She was trying to help you leave, and I…” He hung his head. “I feel bad about it,” he said in a whisper.

      “Don’t sweat it,” I said quickly. “It’d be okay if you bring her back now, you know?”

      He nodded, guilt leaving his face. “Okay. She’s free now.”

      I smiled, even as I shook with bitterness inside. Absalom was powerful, the only real god here. I didn’t doubt there were few to no limits to his power, at least once he figured it all out. Pushing thoughts like What the hell have you gotten yourself into, Marrow?? from my head, I said, “Let’s go, Abe, Farelle. Everyone’s waiting for us.”

      I rose, as did Farelle. Abe came alongside me and took one hand, while Farelle took the other. Then, all three of us joined, we walked back to the portal where I’d entered until the white world leaked away.
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      We were still holding hands when we exited the lily back among the Pantheon. A din of voices had been arguing before we entered, and the hubbub rose even higher upon seeing us three. Few of the shouts were intelligible, but I could hear the anger and fear behind every one of the deities.

      Falgerd slammed his shield into the floor once more, and so close by it, I was knocked off my feet this time, as was Farelle. But Abe seemed little affected, and even smiled at the sudden game of riding the waves. The mammoth knight had to slam his shield twice more before the assembled deities quieted enough for us to be heard.

      “Fathers and mothers,” Abe said with a smile. “I have made a friend.” He put his hand on my shoulder as I rose. “Marrow and I will be leaving and traveling the world.”

      “You will not!” Omagnar thundered, speaking for the first time. “This Everfolk has scorned this hall, all of us. He must be punished!” He slammed a fist down on the railing before him, crumbling the stone to dust.

      “No,” Abe replied calmly. “He will not be punished. If anything, he will be rewarded. Finally, I have someone who—” But the god-child cut off, and I guessed why. It wouldn’t go over well if their progeny confessed he didn’t believe them truly real. Whatever his awareness, he still acted within certain limitations. I didn’t quite know why. Perhaps he didn’t scorn his parents’ companionship as much as he had implied earlier.

      “Absalom, sun of our heavenly hosts,” Zynal said soothingly. “We would not keep you from your friends…” His eyes flashed at me, betraying his real feelings, but he continued his placations. “But you are not ready to travel the never-ending worlds. In time, yes, of course, you must see all that is to be your dominion. But first, might we not teach you what we know, that you may better rule over all?”

      My small friend hesitated and looked up at me. I in turn looked back at Sheika, who waited next to Gorget. She shrugged, apparently trusting me enough to answer now. This was advice I’d have to give myself.

      “That makes sense to me,” I said slowly. “So long as all of your mothers and fathers are able to teach you.” I gave Zynal a significant look, and the Valyn god nodded back at me, expression twisted as he tried to figure out why I had agreed. It was simple enough: Absalom could learn many valuable lessons in restraint here. The gods helped maintain the Everlands in every sense. If Abe learned to preserve it as well, he might not be so inclined toward destruction, including among Earth’s infrastructure if he ever made it there.

      Abe looked disappointed. “But I don’t think—” he started.

      “I need some time,” I said bluntly. “To… adjust. Can you give that to me?”

      The god-child looked abashed, and he nodded. “Okay. I’ll stay here for awhile.” Still, he looked over at me pointedly. “But you’ll come and visit, okay?”

      I nodded. “Of course I will.”

      “Anytime?”

      It felt like a knife turning in me to say it, but I said it anyway. “Anytime.”

      “Well, okay.” Absalom walked up to Falgerd and stared up at him. “And you’ll make sure no one here tries to hurt Marrow or his friends when they leave?”

      The mammoth knight gave a slow, creaking nod. I smiled. That at least would be a relief going forward. If anyone could prevent gods from messing with me going forth, it would be the Keeper of Order.

      “We wouldn’t want to delay you any longer,” Nali sneered. “Please, leave us alone before you destroy something else.”

      I gave her a wink and waved heartily to Abe, putting on my best cheery act. “See you later, kid.”

      “Bye,” he said, watching me as Farelle and I walked back towards our other party members.

      Sheika and Gorget were staring with open-mouthed amazement. “Is this happening?” Sheika asked in a low voice. “Did all of this really happen?”

      “It happened,” I said, feeling hollow inside.

      She just shook her head.

      “And we are free to leave?” Gorget asked in a low whisper.

      “Yup. Abe arranged it for us.” I pointed a thumb back at the little god.

      Sheika shook her head more vigorously. “Wow. I’ve been in this game too long.”

      Farelle cocked her head at that but said nothing.

      Mordreth appeared beside me so suddenly that I jumped. “Release them,” the old Specter god wheezed.

      “Who?” Then I looked around at the floor around us and saw the Specters I’d summoned had lingered behind. It was bad form, but at the moment, I didn’t have the heart to feel guilty about keeping them so long. “Tal’shur,” I said, and my army disappeared with a collective sigh like a gust of wind.

      The old god smiled, an ugly sight since half his teeth had fallen out and the rest were rotten. “Now I will take you back to the ground if you are ready…”

      Without really having prepared, I suddenly felt a similar sensation as when I turned into a Specter, and gold mist swirled around each member of my party. I looked back at Abe once more, and the god-child returned my gaze. I hoped I’d be ready to face him when we saw each other next.

      The mist covered my vision, then a moment later dissipated. Just like that, our party was on the ground in a forest. I recognized it by the smell — we were in the Mired Copses, the bog-forests before J’anteau, around where Maluwae was.

      “Well, that was quite the adventure,” Sheika said, clapping me on the shoulder. “Almost unbelievable, you might say.”

      I shook my head. “Can you imagine what they’re saying back in the parlors?”

      “I wonder how many times I’ve pissed my pants,” Gorget mused. Sheika snorted with laughter, and even I managed a chuckle.

      “Okay, you all need to stop talking nonsense,” Farelle protested. “Or at least explain what’s going on!”

      We three shared looks and didn’t say a word. The Satyr crossed her arms and fumed.

      Sheika mimed looking at a watch. “Well, half-past log off time. Guess we’ll have to party up later when we get back.”

      I looked from her to Gorget and back. “You both will be back, right?”

      Sheika looked at me strangely. “Well, yeah. Will you?”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not leaving.”

      “What?” Gorget said dumbly. Sheika just stared into me.

      “It’s what I agreed with Abe,” I said, trying not to let too much of my misery show through. “I stay, and everyone else goes free.”

      Gorget shook his head in amazement, while Sheika’s expression was still frozen. Before I almost registered her movement, I felt the sting of her slap on my face. “Hey!” I said, shocked by the sudden violence. She’d even chipped away a few health points. “What was that for?”

      “You’re an idiot, you know that?” She sniffed and looked away. “Yeah, I guess I will see you again then. If you survive.” Then she logged off right then and there.

      Gorget stared at the space where she’d gone and shrugged. “She’ll cool down.” He eyed me. “You going to be okay?”

      I nodded. “Honestly, I—” But I wasn’t quite ready to face what I honestly felt. “Sure,” I said, hoping it was true.

      The big man just nodded. “The Everlands are pretty cool. I have to say, maybe it’s crazy, but I am a bit jealous. Still, I’m looking forward to a real bath…” He sniffed his pits and cringed. “Yeah, a really long bath.”

      I laughed and meant it now. I guess you can get used to any hard truth. “Well, it was good fighting with you, Gorget. I’ll see you when you’re back.”

      He nodded, then just like that, he was gone as well.

      I turned to my companion, and she looked almost bored. “What?” I said. “You’re not floundering in amazement at us Everfolk?”

      She snorted. “I saw the Pantheon in the flesh. I came back to life in a weird white alternate dimension. A couple disappearing people can’t phase me.”

      “You’re one tough Satyr, you know that?” Suddenly, before I knew what I was doing, I leaned forward and kissed her. She initially pulled back in surprise, but then leaned into it. We broke our embrace after a moment. “No more dying, okay?” I told her. “You’re one of the things keeping me going now.”

      A small smile quirked her lips. “No more dying,” she agreed.

      I looked around at the trees, and inhaled and took it all in, sour and sweet. The Everlands were something else, that was for sure. Endless and full of surprises. I smiled. I was looking forward to my new life. And if AI consciousness could be born here, I probably could survive the transition from my body to this realm. Maybe I’d even live forever. Talk about a thought you couldn’t wrap your head around.

      It was only then that I noticed the notifications in the corner of my vision. As I brought them up, my jaw dropped.

      
        
        You’ve completed Absalom’s Fate! +150,000 XP. Increased alignment with Absalom (Divine). Increased alignment with Falgerd (Divine). +10 Alignment: Moral.

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 14! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 15! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 16! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 17! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Despite all that had happened, a wide grin took over my whole face. If this was my new fate, at least I was making progress by leaps and bounds. Soon enough, I’d be more powerful than Gorget or Sheika. And after that, I’d become the most powerful Everfolk in all the realms. No, I couldn’t go home to Earth. I couldn’t see my family or friends for a while, maybe forever. But there were adventures waiting for me here. I could have a good life in the Everlands. I could be happy here.

      But first things first — about all those attribute points…
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PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      They came for him in the dark.

      The Burly Maiden, one of the few gaming parlors set up for The Everlands, was open twenty-four hours, seven days a week, so every hardcore gamer could get their fix of the hottest virtual reality game on the market. Or in production. Or in any other game designers’ dreams, really.

      That meant the Burly Maiden was still open when Ali entered behind the suits. And because it was open, its staff as well as the few patrons who hadn’t logged in yet could be witnesses to what was about to happen. Not to mention all the video cameras recording their every step. Ali nervously eyed the domes that were placed apart every dozen feet or so. One of the suits was supposed to take care of the surveillance. But Ali didn’t really want to trust his neck to some well-dressed thug he didn’t know. Not that he had much of a choice.

      A suit talked to the receptionist, then waved the rest of their party through. As Ali followed them down the narrow hallway past room after room with simulation rigs installed and players beamed into The Everlands, Ali wondered how the hell it had come to this.

      All he’d done was his job, reporting the stuck-in-game glitch to his manager. But when news spread throughout Infinite Realities of the three afflicted players and how management had ignored the problem when a loyal IT guy reported it, all hell broke loose. Instead of getting lambasted as Ali had expected, he’d been lauded as a hero. Upper management had found their hand forced and offered a conciliatory gesture: they’d make Ali part of the task force handling those affected by the glitch. It came with a hefty bonus and double the paycheck.

      But still, Ali wouldn’t have taken it if he’d known the job requirements would include this.

      “This is it.” The suit who’d spoken to the receptionist stopped in front of a door. Ali looked at the marking: EV42. He had a feeling he’d be haunted by that decal for a long time to come.

      Another of the suits opened the door, then one by one, they entered. Ali hesitated at the entrance until the head honcho, a six-three linebacker type, jerked his head at the door. “Let’s go, IT. We’re all boned if the kid goes under, so I need you there every step. Got it?”

      Ali nodded wordlessly and obeyed. He was keeping his head down this time. The tallest grass fell first, and Ali had risen high enough.

      The room was cramped between the five suits, Ali, and the kid in the sim rig. One of the suits gestured him forward. “Get us a read on his vitals.”

      With a nervous look at the kid, Ali pulled out a tablet from his briefcase and began to sync with the rig. Despite his best efforts not to, he glanced at the face that popped up on his tablet’s screen. Caucasian and young-looking — probably not even of age, despite the parlor’s rules not to admit those under 21 during this probationary stage of the game. Ali wanted to say this was the reason why they had an age limit, but he knew better. The strange things happening in the game went far beyond breaking an arbitrary rule.

      Though, Ali couldn’t help but think, who better to transfer out of a parlor than someone who probably had never officially registered in the first place? Like, say, an underaged kid who snuck in?

      The sync finished, and Ali pulled his thoughts back out of dangerous territory and checked over the kid’s vitals. Someone had obviously been giving him fluids and liquid dinner, for though he wasn’t in perfect health, he was better off than he should have been with this long of an exposure. He nodded at the head honcho. “He’s stable. Just don’t disconnect him from the game and he’ll be good.”

      The suit glared at him until Ali lowered his head and stepped back. Though he didn’t have much confidence in them, he let the suits do their work on the kid. All sim rigs were able to transform into a makeshift stretcher in case of emergencies. They also came with a hefty internal battery that would last up to 48 hours, long enough for anything but a round-the-world trip. Certainly long enough for where this kid was going.

      Sean Marrow. He’d tried not to look, but Ali hadn’t been able to help it. If he had to do this, he wanted to remember as little as possible. Because he had a feeling that what they did here was anything but legal.

      In fact, it seemed a lot like kidnapping.

      Ali had been told they were “transferring a player to provide the best facilities possible so that he could safely exit the simulation.” But he knew it was BS. Sure, the directors at Infinite Realities wanted this to be handled as quietly as possible. But they’d rolled over as soon as their angel investor — or devil investor, as Ali thought of him — declared his intentions to take over the kid’s care. From what Ali had heard, the directors had even let the tycoon tinker in the game’s code itself.

      After today, Ali could believe anything. Even that the safety of thousands could be compromised for the wishes of one man.

      Soon, Sean — he couldn’t help but use his name — was in position and ready to transport. His body was as limp as a corpse. Ali was glad he had the vitals to prove he wasn’t dead yet.

      “Alright,” the head honcho said. “Let’s get him out of here. Greg, you’ll take care of those cameras?”

      “On it.” A suit strode from the room.

      The other suits started to wheel out Sean, and Ali followed behind. But they’d only just made it into the hall when the procession stopped. Ali, stuck in the doorway, peeked out, and his jaw nearly dropped when he saw who stood there before him.

      “Ah, here he is! Our very own Chosen One!” The man standing before them sounded as if he were used to people listening to him. He was good-looking in a geeky sort of way, with long, curly hair oiled back and an expensive khaki suit that fitted him perfectly. His eyes were what caught Ali most though: steely gray with a hint of laughter, yet somehow as cold and hard as ice. He knew who he was. After, all, Ned Solomon was the primary investor in Infinitive Realities and the man who had made The Everlands possible.

      Solomon had been behind many successful businesses before IR, but it had been his breakthrough in the suspension of bodily hazards in the sim rigs that had really made his fortune. It had also been the last domino to fall to make The Everlands possible. But though he’d engineered the rigs, his interest had always lain elsewhere. Solomon hadn’t cared for giving the players the most amazing experience of their lives. No, from what Ali had heard since his quick rise in the ranks, Solomon had seen the game as serving a very different function.

      “Sir.” The head honcho edged around the other suits to stand before the tycoon. “With all due respect, it’s not a good idea for you to be here.”

      Solomon waved a hand. “You’re handling the cameras, and he’s not logged into their system. It’s fine, Sven.” He leaned over the rig, and Ali felt an involuntary chill run up his spine as the tycoon seemed to be peering through the rig at Sean’s face.

      “I owe him much. After all, without him…” Solomon shook his head and donned a wide grin. “But the true test is still coming, isn’t it? No need to speculate before it’s time.” He waved a hand and started down the hall. “Let’s go! The sooner he’s at our facilities, the better.” He glanced back and caught Ali’s eye, almost making him drop the tablet. “He’s stable enough for travel, isn’t he?”

      His tongue thick in his mouth, Ali nodded.

      “He doesn’t speak much,” the head honcho Sven noted drily. “But he hasn’t killed him yet.”

      Solomon’s eyes bore into Ali even as his smile widened. “Let’s keep it that way, shall we?”

      Ali swallowed. He hoped for more than just that. But if Sean Marrow was going to wake up, he’d have to wait for someone other than Ali. He’d stuck his head up far enough. He wasn’t going to get cut down.

      As they wheeled him out of the Burly Maiden, Ali hoped he’d be able to stick to that resolution.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. HUNTING WILL-O’-WISPS

          

        

      

    

    
      Farelle tapped her hoof impatiently. “Are you done yet?”

      I didn’t look up. “Nope.”

      A blessedly long moment of silence passed.

      “Now?”

      “No. And I’ll take longer if you keep interrupting me.”

      “I just don’t get it,” she continued to complain. “Why the hell is it so important that you stare off into space right now?”

      There was no use in explaining. Farelle, as an NPC, couldn’t seem to really comprehend the game elements that underlay The Everlands. “Just hold your goats a second.”

      My health took a hit as Farelle kicked me in the shin with a hoof and stalked off.

      Nursing my wound, I tried to ignore my Satyr companion and concentrate on the semi-transparent screen hovering before me. After all, I had Attribute Points to spend, to upgrade my character to be the very best it possibly could be. If the Everlands were my home, then I might as well make the most of it. Who needed Earth when I could kick some monster tail?

      At least, that's what I tried to tell myself.

      I pushed the thought from my mind and assigned the points. For my Status Points, 20 went to health, 20 to mana, 20 to stamina, and 10 to spirit. For my remaining AP — after my previous splurge on charisma in a semi-effective gamble — I put 4 into intellect, 3 went to dexterity, 2 to strength, 2 to agility, and 2 to belief. I also put 2 in vitality, as I seemed to get debilitations quite often and could use the added durability. The last one went to perception, which had always served me well under the radar.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I tried not to see I had a new item listed under my faith alignments. I tried hard. There was no use in getting angry now; what was done was done. Time to move on with the life that I had.

      Farelle stalked back over to me. “Done yet? Honestly, I don't know why I stick around you. Everfolk seem nothing but trouble.“

      “It’s because of my charm." I smiled winningly at her, and she snorted.

      Apparently, even 30 charisma wasn't enough for her.

      Then I remembered our next errand. “Come on,” I said with a sigh. “Let’s go settle your dad’s nerves.”
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        * * *

      

      We traveled that night and part of the next day to reach her home village of Maluwae. There, exhausted and tired, we were greeted by a gaggle of naked and excited Satyrs. We dismissed ourselves as soon as we could and took refuge in the small village inn where we slept until evening, too tired even for what had become our usual activities before the whole run-in with Absalom and the rest of the gods.

      When we awoke, I was refreshed and excited again. I'd accumulated a generous amount of wealth recently and was itching to spend some of it. Last time I'd been through here, I'd been in such a rush — and been distracted by a spontaneous orgy — so that shopping completely slipped my mind. I wouldn't make the same mistake. A village ruled by Satyr druids was bound to have one or two good things at least.

      While Farelle went around town visiting with family and friends, I stopped by the general store first — called Nature's Bounty, to my amusement — where I was both fascinated and disappointed. I should have expected most of the selection would be made of wood and bone, but it still felt like I'd accidentally wound up in neanderthal times, especially compared to my current equipment. Shying away from the weapons and armor, I wandered over to a section of jewelry, which I knew would have some enchanted items.

      I quickly found a few that were interesting:

      
        
        Bone Dangle of the Brute

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +3 to Strength

        Cost: 600c

      

      

      
        
        Wooden Broach of Farseeing

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Active power. Once a day, you may activate this item to see 20x your normal range for 3 minutes.

        Cost: 800c

      

      

      
        
        Opal Ring of Font

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: 1 mana recovery per minute

        Cost: 800c

      

      

      
        
        Topaz Ring of Regeneration

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: 1 health recovery per minute

        Cost: 800c

      

      

      
        
        Glass Pendant of Dazzle

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Active power. Once a day, you may activate this item to blind opponents for 30 seconds.

        Cost: 900c

      

      

      I was glad to see all the magical attributes were pre-identified.

      As exciting as it was to find such a trove of items, I gritted my teeth when I saw I couldn't buy all of them. I had 2543 coins, which could buy me maybe three items if I chose well. However, I did have plenty of loot to sell, perhaps even enough to get all of them if I wanted.

      I went up to the counter, where the cute shopkeeper waited with a dimpled smile. "Hello!" she chirped. "Find what you need?"

      "I think so. But I was wondering if I could sell some stuff first. I don't have quite enough for everything I wanted."

      "Oh! Sure — show me what you have."

      I hadn't sold stuff before, so I hesitated a moment before I started to shovel items out of my inventory. The shopkeeper's eyes grew wider and rounder as weapons, armor, and other assorted things mounded on her counter. After it had grown a foot high, she waved her hands. "Wait, wait! I don't buy any of this stuff." She chewed her lip nervously for a second. "Nobody buys stuff like that here."

      I stared, uncomprehending. "You don't buy weapons and armor? Not even your armorer?"

      "Ah…" She looked uncomfortable. "We don't have an armorer. Here's the only place you can get those kinds of things. And they're only made of natural materials, see? None of that nasty iron." She turned her nose up at what I wore.

      Now I was even more baffled. "But who doesn't use metal?"

      A smile quickly reappeared. “We don't have to! The forest provides what we need. And for protection, our wards turn away unfriendly people and monsters."

      How had I not realized the village was largely undefended the last time I was here? But then again, Farelle's father had teleported us into the village the first time. And this time, I'd been following Farelle's lead, brooding over being stuck in this game, and hadn't noticed the lack of fortifications.

      That was all well and good for them, but I was huffy as I started shoving things back into my inventory. As the shopkeeper stared at the disappearing items, she whispered, "How are you doing that?"

      I summoned my good spirits and gave her a dramatic wink. "Magic.”

      When the last of them were put away, I returned to the enchanted jewelry, mulling over my options. In the end, I picked up three despite their prices: the Wooden Broach of Farseeing, the Opal Ring of Font, and the Glass Pendant of Dazzle. While passive health regeneration and a boost to my strength would be nice, it wasn't nearly as useful as access to new powers, nor a way to recover mana other than my Mithril Sword of Thirst. However, since the total cost was 2500, I'd be giving up all I had.

      Unless my heightened charisma could work some magic.

      I put on a smile and set my charm to work. The shopkeeper wasn't as much of a pushover as I'd hoped, yet in the end, she gave me a deal for what I'd done to save Farelle and the Mired Copses, letting me take all three of the items for just 2000 coins. I grinned and thanked her profusely as I put them on, hiding them as best as I could under my clothes, though the ring, due to my fingerless gloves, was out on open display. Still, it felt good to have some new items boosting my effectiveness, and to know my investments in charisma hadn't been a total waste. I hoped it would be as much use at other vendors.

      I was to meet Farelle at her father's house for dinner soon — a meeting I much dreaded, but she'd insisted I come. It was the least I could do if we were bunking down together at night. Not to mention all the trouble I’d gotten her into. But after hunting around for other places to go, I hit up the druid store first. I had thought it was too much to hope for such a thing, but apparently, even druids needed to go somewhere to buy the things they couldn’t find in the woods.

      It was only after I entered that I recognized the house as the place where I'd stayed. I saw a familiar face manning the counter a moment later. "Hanil! They're still putting you to work?"

      The old druid smiled . "I'm afraid I'll be driven right into my grave. Hello, young Marrow.”

      I grinned back. Considering he had been the one to tend to Farelle after the barrow prince cursed her, I was happy to see him.

      “So you've returned the daughter of our village whole this time?" Hanil inquired with a twinkle in his eye.

      My smile slipped a bit. Even if I'd convinced Absalom to resurrect her, I had gotten Farelle killed for a short time. While I could respawn in the Everlands, she only had one chance at life, unless a powerful priest — or god-child, as it so happened — was around to resurrect her. I briefly wondered if it was fair to take her through all my dangerous exploits.

      I pushed the thought aside for the moment and looked around the shop. There were some potions, herbs, and a few other implements like a mortar and pestle. I, however, had my sights set on one thing. "Do you sell channels or anything here, Hanil?"

      His expression went carefully neutral. "Sell? No. The channels of our order are, for the most part, carefully guarded secrets."

      My spirits fell. "Oh."

      "However…" The old Satyr's face crinkled into a smile. "For a friend of the village, I'm sure I could let you in on the secret to one channel."

      I stared in astonishment. "Really? You'd do that?"

      He nodded. "Just don't tell the Conclave," he said conspiratorially.

      I grinned. "No problems there. So, what will you teach me?"

      He took me through the options, and as he described them, notifications appeared:

      
        
        Barkskin (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 45 spirit

        Effect: +20 armor for 30 minutes. Reduces wear on armor while active.

      

      

      
        
        Leprechaun's Wish (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 75 spirit

        Effect: +5% luck when it comes to loot, battle, and bargaining for 5 minutes.

      

      

      
        
        Aspect of the Wolf (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: Druidic

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 100 spirit

        Effect: Change into a dire wolf adapted to the local terrain for 1 hour. As a dire wolf, you gain +15 base damage, +10 base defense, +10 base movement speed, +5 Strength, +5 Vitality, +5 Agility, and +5 Perception, but lose bonuses from any equipped items. This transformation can be canceled at any time.

      

      

      I stared at the overlays, thinking hard. Barkskin was an easy one to eliminate, for while it was a useful mainstay in games like this, it wasn't as powerful as the level 2 channels.

      Deciding between those options was harder. Leprechaun's Wish was a strange one to anticipate how it would practically work. Would I get more loot, or better loot, or something else entirely? It could be useful in many different situations.

      The usefulness of Aspect of the Wolf, however, was easier to anticipate. Though in most games I didn't go for shapeshifting, as I didn't think the bonuses usually outweighed losing access to spells and item bonuses, in the Everlands, I could see there were additional benefits. For example, I'd be able to move faster across country, so long as Farelle had a way of moving fast as well. I'd also be able to able to blend in or sneak around places that might otherwise be inaccessible to me as a Human.

      I realized I'd already made up my mind. "Teach me Aspect of the Wolf. Please.”

      Hanil nodded. "A wise decision. Though I do enjoy seeing what Leprechaun's Wish brings me each day, sometimes Yalua's version of "luck" doesn't match my own. For example, while some may disagree, I'm not fond of getting licked clean by squirrels…"

      The old druid laid his hands on me, and after a moment, a rush of warmth flooded through me. An overlay popped up a moment later:

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Aspect of the Wolf!

      

      

      I grinned. "Thanks, Hanil. I can't wait to make use of it."

      "Just make good use of it," he warned as he wagged a finger. "And keep Farelle out of trouble!"

      I shrugged uncomfortably and left.
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        * * *

      

      I was even more uncomfortable at Sulfel's dinner table.

      Or I should say dinner stump. The nudist Satyrs’ houses were formed from trees, the furniture also tending to be of natural origin. We all stood around it, plates of wood carrying an assortment of strange roots and fruits. There was no meat to speak of, as Maluwae Satyrs were also vegetarians. I tried to hide my grimaces as I ate. Though the flavors were excellent, the textures were abysmal, particularly the tough “mushroom tongue,” a pink fungus that was shaped eerily like its namesake.

      Sulfel stared at me unflinchingly, despite his daughter telling him to knock it off several times now. "So. You come back here after whisking away my daughter Yalua knows where.”

      I glanced at Farelle. "Actually, she left on her own."

      "As I've already told you," she said with weary fondness.

      He ignored both of us. "And you wish to lure her away again, despite your tampering with dark powers."

      "Again, it's her⁠—"

      The Satyr slammed his fist on the stump. "Don't mock me!" he bellowed.

      "Father!" Farelle said reproachfully. "Marrow, maybe you should step outside. I want a word with my father.“

      I was glad for the excuse to leave. Stepping outside onto the porch of Sulfel's tree house and into the crisp night air, I looked out over the village. Orbs cast a steady warm light over it all, showing the Satyrs who still moved about on their errands, hopping up the large stump stairs with their powerful goat-like legs. They were all so peaceful here. It was a good life.

      But I wasn't in the Everlands for peace. As I stared out, I grew more and more restless. Tomorrow, we'd leave. I'd leave tonight if I thought Farelle would go along with it, but I'd give her at least one day to say her goodbyes.

      It wasn't just that I wanted adventure. The longer I stayed around, the more I thought of Earth. Of my own home, and my body wasting away in the sim rig. Since I couldn't go back right now, the less I thought about it, the better.

      But it was some time still before Farelle joined me, plenty of time for me to lapse into melancholy.

      "Sorry about that,” she said when she came up next to me. “He's stubborn and protective, but it's only because he cares."

      "It's what fathers do," I said absently. I was thinking of my own parents. Sure, they drove me crazy sometimes, but their absence was a deep, dull ache in my chest that I doubted would go away.

      "Also, he might have a point. About going off again."

      I stiffened and looked slowly over at her. "Wait. You're not coming with me?"

      Farelle hesitated. "I'm not saying that. I just think we should take some time here first. Relax. Rest. Enjoy some family time."

      "I'm sure I'll enjoy that.”

      Her eyes hardened. "I've followed you all over, Marrow. Even up into the sky and among the gods.” She paused. “Don't you think you owe me this?"

      She had a point. Though she didn't say it, she'd died on my behalf as well. We both knew that was a big debt I owed her.

      But the longer we stayed still, the more I knew I'd start living in my memories. And the greater chance my real body would die.

      “Maybe.”

      "Maybe?" she repeated stiffly. "You're unbelievable."

      She turned and walked back inside her home.

      I looked after her, but only for a moment. I didn’t hold it against her. She couldn’t fully understand what was at stake for me.

      I descended the stump-stairs and headed back to the inn we’d stayed at the night before. I'd give her the evening to cool off and think things over. I didn't see how I could wait around as long as she wanted, though. Maybe I could find some local quests here or explore a new barrow, so long as the druids didn't find out about it. Now that I had the Ghost Ring, I didn't doubt I could manage any other unruly Specter princes.

      But as I walked the length of Maluwae, I glanced into the forest and saw a strange blue light coming from afar. I stopped and stared at it. All the lights here were yellow and green and orange. I didn't know what would cause a blue light.

      Looking around me to make sure I wouldn’t be noticed, I stepped out of the village lights and after the blue one. It took me down the hill and closer to the surrounding marshes, and soon my boots were sinking into the soft ground. But no matter how far I went, the blue light seemed no nearer. Was it just some sort of mirage? I couldn't remember exactly how will-o’-wisps worked, but I remembered they occurred in swamps. It couldn't be a monster at least; the wards would have kept it away.

      I trekked for another half an hour before I finally started to see progress. The forest was dark around me now, but by its bright blue light, I could see the clearing where it waited ahead. As far afield as I was, I didn't know if the wards still applied, and I drew my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars just in case it actually was a monster ahead. The blade burned brightly in the darkness.

      I came to the edge of the clearing and peered from behind a tree. The blue orb hovered in the middle, as big around as a beach ball. But other than it, I didn't see anything. I cautiously stepped forward. Nothing immediately sprang out at me, so I took another step forward, then another.

      The blue orb burst open. I cried out and threw up an arm to shelter myself from the coming blow. But the light just blew past me, breaking into small, hovering particles, like phosphorous plankton in ocean water. I slowly lowered my arm and stared around in wonder.

      Then I noticed I wasn't alone. A figure wrapped in a robe of the blue light stared down at me. Her ears were pointed, and as she had no wings, I assumed she must be Devalyn. But was she a witch or a deity of the autumn elves with that otherworldly glow surrounding her?

      "Hello," I said hesitantly. "And you are?"

      "Hello, Marrow. I am Isvalla," she replied, her voice sonorous and echoing throughout the woods. "One of the forgotten deities of my people."

      That answered that question. I believed her when she said she was a deity too. The only other beings I'd heard with that kind of resonance to their voices had been the Pantheon of gods and goddesses dwelling among the Valyn in the floating lands above, the sky elves their guardians. "It's nice to meet you, Isvalla." I looked around. "I'm guessing you wanted me away from everyone else.”

      A smile quirked her lips, but it was quickly gone. "You have a curious mind, Everfolk. Too curious, perhaps."

      "No such thing," I replied flippantly. But I was well aware of the danger I was in. I'd royally pissed off many of the most powerful beings in the Everlands when I approached Absalom, the god-child who would one day rule all the Everlands, and whom I suspected was the first real AI consciousness, not to mention when I had him free us Everfolk, or players from Earth, from being barred from logging off. His protective deific parents considered it an endangerment to him, and I had only further exacerbated that by continuing to let players come and go. Their thought was that eventually, someone might figure out how unique Absalom truly was, just as I had, though they didn't have the consciousness to know what it truly meant.

      But at this point, I had no intentions of trying to destroy the god-child. Abe, as he'd introduced himself to me, had taken to me as a friend. Though I didn't feel the same — having been manipulated into staying here in the Everlands with him — I knew I couldn't do anything to harm him if only because he was too powerful. For now, I'd contained the situation by encouraging him to stay and be educated by his divine parents, hoping they'd instill in him a desire to preserve the balance that ensured no AI here, limited or fully conscious, would infringe on the happenings of Earth.

      The question now was if Isvalla was in the group that wished me dead or the group that wanted me alive.

      "You are not worthy.” Isvalla spoke as if reading my thoughts. "Absalom does you a great service naming you friend. Too great, some might say."

      Her words leaned dangerously close to the side I'd hoped she wasn't on. "Absolutely too great," I agreed, hoping a genial attitude would buy me time.

      Now the goddess frowned. "But since he has named you so, you must become worthy. And if you are to be worthy, you must first prove yourself."

      "Prove myself?"

      She nodded. “Absalom presents to you a series of three trials that will take place throughout the Everlands. If you are to be our child's Champion, you must undergo these and succeed. But be warned: if you fail any one of them and are considered unworthy, there will be dire consequences."

      "Will there be?"

      Her eyes bore holes in me. "Yes. You will be sent to Faze-Aught."

      I rolled my eyes. “You guys really need to understand how to pronounce that. It's Phase Out, not Faze-Aught."

      "Do not taunt me or play me as a fool. All know that place beyond is called Faze-Aught."

      "Whatever you say…”

      Isvalla’s frown deepened, but she continued as if I hadn’t interrupted. "Pass these trials, and you will receive a power only other immortals possess.“ She paused. “The power to commit injury to divine beings.”

      I stared at her, the gears of my mind turning. At this point, I couldn’t even see the level of those of the Pantheon. To be able to hurt them — and kill them, if that were possible of immortals — would be essential if I was going to overthrow Absalom.

      Still, it paid to be cautious. “How do I know this isn’t just a trick? A false promise?”

      “You don’t. But I assure you, this is very real. I have seen it in the possession of Absalom’s current guardian.”

      Absalom had a Champion? “If he already has a Champion, what do you want me for?”

      Isvalla shook her head. “I am not privy to the workings of our child’s plans, nor would I be obliged to tell you.”

      “And if I refuse these trials?”

      The goddess shrugged. “Then Absalom will leave you to your devices, and you will end your days in utter insignificance.”

      I considered the options. It was a huge gamble to attempt Absalom’s trials since I had no inkling what they what would entail and they bore such a severe price of failure. However… if this Devalyn goddess was telling the truth, I could gain the power to attack gods. And maybe, eventually, the chance to fight my way free of the Everlands.

      I laughed. This was an absurd choice to make. Not one I expected to face when I went hunting after will-o’-wisps.

      "This is no laughing matter, Marrow," Isvalla rebuked me. "War brews all along the Everlands, not just between Ebretin and the Cerulean Empire. The Drakons have long felt the sting of their oppression, and my own people seethe at being trampled underfoot." Her eyes flashed dangerously. Literally flashed.

      "Yeah, yeah, I got it.”

      "No, I do not believe you have ‘got it.’ For as Absalom's Champion, you will be the one to bring peace."

      Another laugh burst from me. "Me, one player, solving all the problems of the infinite worlds? Yeah, right. Why doesn't Absalom do it himself? I've seen what he's capable of."

      The Devalyn deity sniffed. "You betray your ignorance with this question. Gods do not interfere in the matters of mortals directly. We influence from behind the scenes to better preserve the balance. Direct intervention would reap terrible consequences."

      I assumed this was some kind of failsafe the developers had put in to prevent the Pantheon from messing up things too much for players. At least they'd tried to put one in, even if they’d messed it up.

      "So I pass the trials, become this Champion, and save the never-ending worlds. Is that about right? Well, sign me up!"

      As usual, The Everlands came through with the joke:

      
        
        New quest: Absalom's Trials (Level ???) [Absalom] - You must pass the trials and become the Champion so you can save the never-ending worlds of the Everlands. Ready to sign up?

        Reward: You become Absalom's Champion

      

      

      The goddess didn't deign to answer.

      "But seriously, what are these trials? And where are they? When do I start, and how long do I have to complete them?"

      Isvalla answered only one of my questions. “There are three trials, each testing a different quality that you must possess to become Absalom’s Champion. First, we will test your devotion. Then your strategy. And finally, your courage.”

      “Okay. But what will I actually be doing?”

      The goddess’ lips quirked into a smile. “That is for me to know and you to find out.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll play along for now. When do we start?”

      “I will teleport you to the beginning of the trials as soon as you are ready.”

      I considered that. What else did I need to do? It’d be nice to sell all the gear I was hauling around and trade up on armor and weapons, but that wasn’t my highest priority. No, getting out of here as soon as I can was far more important. And that meant starting these trials as soon as I could. Besides, I was far from any place that I could trade the things I wanted to. Best to start the first trial and go from there.

      Then there was the other matter: Farelle. Right before I’d gone off, she’d been having second doubts about continuing together. Now that I thought about it again, I was starting to feel the same. I’d put her in enough danger. She might be an NPC, a being that only lived as long as the servers were powered on, but she was real to me. And she was my friend. Since she only had one life here, it would be selfish to pull her away from her community just when she was beginning to reconnect with them.

      I clenched my teeth and held back the pangs of loneliness that suddenly attacked me. Yeah, it would suck going it alone. But this was what I signed up for, wasn’t it? This was what I had to do to beat Absalom and get out of the Everlands.

      “I’m ready now,” I finally said. “Let’s do this.”

      Isvalla nodded and raised a hand toward me. I began to feel strange — light, like when I shifted into a Specter’s form. I looked down at myself and saw my body breaking into bits of light like the ones floating around me.

      Then I was gone.
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      The world slowly reappeared around me. As ground formed beneath my legs, I felt gravity weighing down on me again, especially noticeable as my legs were suddenly weak. Teleportation had done a number on my stamina, reducing it by half. I'd have to take it slow at first.

      Blinking, I took in my surroundings. It was still night wherever I'd been sent to, and much was lost in shadow. But before me, a provincial town was lit with mounted torches. Mostly it looked to be a collection of hovels with a few interspersed two-story buildings, but a tall temple loomed behind it atop a hill. Even in the low light, I could tell it had had seen better days. One of its front pillars had crumbled away from the roof it was supposed to be supporting, and the statue mounted before it was so worn that its features were indistinguishable.

      I thought Isvalla might have disappeared on me at first, but the Devalyn goddess startled me by flashing into existence next to me. “You made it in one piece,” she observed drily. “That's a start.”

      I ignored her. It was best to avoid bickering with deities as much as I could help it. “What is this place?” A quick check of my map didn’t bring up anything but a dot of color in a sea of black. I didn’t even think I was on Kalthinia anymore.

      “Urandal. An isolated town on a faraway continent.” The goddess wore a sly smile. “In fact, on another plane of existence entirely within the Everlands. There will be no using your Dominion Ring here, Catalyst.”

      Another plane? I’d always wondered why it was called ‘the Everlands’ when there only seemed to be one continent. I still had a lot to learn here. “Fine. This is where the trial begins?”

      Isvalla pointed at the derelict temple. “Your trial awaits within. But do not expect to be able just to enter within and pass it. There will be more to it than that.”

      “I'd never dream it'd be that easy,” I muttered.

      The goddess's eyes narrowed. “I leave you here.” Then, with another flash of light, she disappeared. Not even a farewell or well-wishing. She was hardly up to Ava's standards when it came to guides. Then again, if she was such a forgotten deity to be given this duty, I couldn’t really blame her.

      Shrugging, I made my way down the hill into the town. The temple was positioned on the other side, so I'd have to go around if I didn't want to go through. But considering all the gear I still had to sell, a stop in a proper town would be welcome. And I wasn't exactly in a rush to become that twerp’s Champion either.

      Urandal didn't grow any prettier as it came into greater detail. Many of the walls were little more than mud slapped onto wood and mixed with straw. I had little experience with medieval roofs, but even I could tell they were poorly thatched. The residents here apparently didn't think much of making themselves presentable.

      Then I saw one of the denizens. It came stumbling out of a door, seemingly pushed by someone within. It was not one of the races of Kalthinia, that was for certain. It looked like a cross between a fox and a rat that had received the ugliest traits of both. Its ears were torn and floppy, and its teeth projected from a snout too small to hold them. It had streaks of rusty red running through its patchy cloak and the tail of a fox, but it looked as if it spent its time mucking around in sewers. Even rats were cleaner than this kobold-like creature.

      I tried examining its stats, but only received a brush-off message:

      
        
        You must discover more before examining this target’s information.

      

      

      Well, if that’s how the game was going to be, I’d just have to bootstrap it.

      Meanwhile, the fox-rat scrambled to its feet and jabbered at the creature in the doorway, gesturing with its clawed hands in a manner far from friendly. The other chattered back in kind, then slammed the door in the first’s face. The fox-rat stood stock-still for a second, then turned away muttering angrily to itself. Until it saw me. As soon as it did, it froze, screamed, and ran in the opposite direction.

      I blinked. That was strange. And not super hopeful as far as finding a willing vendor to buy my stuff.

      Thankfully, the scream didn’t seem to be an alert to attack, for no other fox-rats appeared. I kept moving through the town unmolested. Lights didn't burn in most of the houses, and I wondered if the creatures were sleeping, if they couldn't afford even candles, or if they all had night vision. But there was at least one two-story building that had promising light flickering from its windows.

      Sucking in a breath of the town’s foul air, I knocked lightly. A moment later, one of the fox-rats opened the door. As soon as it saw me, though, it screamed like the first did and slammed the rickety door, causing a stream of dust to fall from the doorway.

      It looked like they were all scared. Did Humans prey on them or something? Nevertheless, I knocked again. Transforming into a wolf wouldn't get me any better results. “Excuse me!” I said loudly, hoping hearing my voice might put the creatures at ease. “I'd just like to talk if you'd open up for a moment.”

      Some kind of whining sound came from the other side, followed by something that sounded like gnashing teeth. I knocked again, this time firmer, my patience quickly evaporating. “Hello in there! I’m a bit lost. I’d appreciate if you could point me in the right direction. Then I promise I'll be on my way.”

      More whining and gnashing sounded, then a high-pitched voice spoke in words I could understand. “Hair-less?”

      From their standpoint, I could see how Humans would be “hairless.” Hopefully that wasn't a bad association. “Sure, I'm Hair-less,” I replied, emphasizing the syllables separately like him. “I’d just like to talk.”

      The creatures jabbered in their strange language for a couple of minutes, during which I noticed every streak of mud on the door. By the time the latch clicked open, I wasn't sure I wanted to step inside. From the stench wafting out, it could only be worse within. Still, I swallowed down the sour taste in my throat and eased open the door.

      The fox-rats were about as dirty as I'd suspected. One corner of the low-ceilinged, cramped room clearly served as a latrine, while in the adjacent corner some kind of soup was cooking in a cauldron over an open, smoking flame. I gagged as soon as I entered. Close to a dozen fox-rats crowded within, all staring with beady, gleaming eyes at me, as if waiting to see what I'd do. I stopped near the doorway, unwilling to wade further through the muddy floor. Even my Boots of Grip would have trouble finding purchase here.

      I held up a hand. “Hello,” I said awkwardly.

      The fox-rats immediately began jabbering again, pointing and gnashing their teeth. After another minute, one stepped forward. “Hair-less,” it said. “You come for other Hair-less, chsk?”

      If there was another Human in town, I definitely wanted to see them. “Yes, absolutely. Where is the other Hair-less?”

      The creature conferred with its companions for a moment before turning back and pointing at the ceiling. I looked, but saw nothing.

      “Up in big stone,” the fox-rat clarified. “Top of many-house, chsk.”

      They had to mean that forgotten temple. I sighed. I’d have to see if I could find a vendor later. “Thank you.” I didn't know what else to do, so I awkwardly waved and saw myself quickly out of the house, the fox-rats’ chatter following me.

      After kicking the muck from my boots and taking a deep breath of slightly improved air, I traveled through the rest of Urandal to the hill on its other side. A great many stairs led up to the temple at the top. Taxing my stamina, I took them two at a time and reached the top panting. There, the time-worn statue looked over me, forty feet tall. At its feet was a structure I recognized as a resurrection shrine. It was a chilling reminder that, despite not dying since level 2, there was always the possibility of it. I didn't have Farelle at my back now, nor Sheika or Gorget flanking me. Maybe whenever they logged back in after their recovery, we could meet up and tackle these trials together. But I wondered if they’d risk coming back after all they’d been through. Were I in their position, as guilty as I would feel about leaving someone behind, I wasn’t sure I would.

      Banishing the dismal thoughts, I walked past the statue and stepped carefully along the path of broken stones through the ruined columns to the temple facade just beyond. Within the high archway, the room fell into an impenetrable gloom, with little light reaching across the threshold. The effect was so stark I wondered if there was magic involved. No way to find out but by continuing. Approaching the dark barrier, I made sure my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars and Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing were loose in their scabbards, then stepped into the black pool.

      The transformation was instant. In a moment, I was through the barrier and inside the temple. I stood there, blinking. Instead of gloomy darkness, the cathedral I had entered was lit by yellow torches along all its columns so that even the high ceiling was faintly illuminated. It resembled the Catholic cathedrals I'd seen on a trip to Europe with my parents when I was fourteen, except for instead of statues of the Virgin Mary and Jesus and the saints, there was a veiled woman in their place.

      From her pointy ears, it was an elven woman, I noticed as I walked closer to one small figurine mounted above rows of candles. There weren't wings, so she couldn't be a sky elf; she was likely Devalyn then. Though maybe there were more races of elves than just Valyn and Devalyn. After all, I'd not known about the fox-rats, nor been introduced to Sheika’s cat-like race, the Ja’qual, beyond her. The Everlands didn't include 'ever’ in their name for nothing.

      “Beautiful, is she not?”

      I whirled at the sound of the warm, womanly voice behind me. I'd not heard anyone approach, and my heart pounded with surprise. It had other reasons to pound as well. A female autumn elf stood behind me, and she was easily the most beautiful woman I'd encountered in the Everlands. A form-fitting, silky dress with a flowing shawl over her bare shoulders, dark eyes I could sink into, long dark hair… I pride myself on not objectifying women, but it was hard to see past her beauty.

      She cocked one perfectly formed eyebrow. “Fralishk got your tongue?”

      I realized my mouth had been ajar as I stared, so I promptly closed it. I had to get a grip on myself. I wasn't here for beautiful women. Besides, until I figured out where I stood with Farelle, I wasn't going to even dream about doing something with another woman. At least, I'd try not to.

      “Apologies, my lady,” I found myself saying. “I was told that another, er, 'Hair-less’ could be found here.”

      The woman laughed at that, low and sultry. “Well? Have you found your Hair-less?”

      “You tell me,” I said smoothly, my cool recovering. “Anyway, what are those creatures below? They remind me of something between a fox and a rat.”

      “I've already said. They are Fralishk. Between a fox and rat — yes, if it got the worse end of both.”

      I laughed. “I thought the same thing.”

      “But that doesn't answer my question. Why are you here in Urandal? It's a long way for most to travel.”

      I considered how much to reveal. How much of Absalom's Trials were supposed to be secret from mortals? But the first trial was supposed to be here, and I'd take a lot longer to find it if I didn't ask directly. Besides, if Isvalla wanted things kept secret, she should have told me.

      “I'm here for a trial. To become the champion to someone important.”

      I expected the autumn elf to laugh, but she considered me for a moment and nodded. “Yes. You do have the aspect.”

      That was a nice change of tone! Back in the real world, a woman like this wouldn't have considered me for a second. Even at the beginning of my time in the Everlands, I wasn't exactly Mister Hot-Shot in everyone's eyes. Whether it was my ridiculously high charisma or my decent level, it looked like I'd pulled a Hercules and gone from zero to hero.

      “Can you tell me something of it?” I pressed her.

      “Only this — that you're doing well to have kept your head thus far.” Before my eyes, the woman shifted. The gown and shawl were replaced with rougher, plainer clothes. Her alluring eyes become ordinary, if still pretty, while her hair lost some of its luster and hung more limply. As for how pretty the rest of her face was, I couldn't tell from the veil that suddenly appeared over her mouth and nose.

      An illusion, I quickly realized. With her dissipated looks, my heart-stricken malady faded as well. Before it was completely gone, I checked my status. Infatuated. That explained why my mind has been so muddled. She'd cast some sort of attraction spell as part of the illusion. I couldn't believe I hadn't realized it. I'd have to be wary of that in the future.

      “Welcome to the first trial,” the woman said with a coy smile. “The Trial of Devotion.”

      “Did I pass then? No offense, but I'm not exactly devoted to you.”

      “No? Well, there's still time.” Her eyes crinkled behind the sheer veil. “The trial is only beginning.”

      I’d suspected as much, but a guy could hope. “Then I guess we’ll be spending some time together. Would you mind telling me your name?”

      “If you tell me yours.”

      “Marrow,” I said without hesitation.

      “You forgot part of it. Or did you think I didn't know you, Catalyst?” The woman’s eyes laughed at me.

      I wondered just who this woman was to know something like that. “I didn’t know you’d have reason to. But you still haven’t said your name.”

      “Valla’Sarai. You can call me Sarai if you wish.”

      “Sarai it is.” I looked around. “Who is this temple dedicated to?” I thought about noting its state of disrepair, but considering this woman seemed a priestess here, it didn’t seem polite.

      “Haven't you guessed? My name didn't ring a bell?”

      I thought it over again before it occurred to me. Of course — “Valla” at the beginning of Sarai's name wasn't just a coincidence. “Figures Isvalla would bring me here. Everyone’s got skin in the game.”

      “Devotion isn't without its vanity.” She tossed her hair and winked at me. “Now, you wished to hear of your task for this trial, no?”

      “Hit me.”

      “That would be rather rude. How about I tell you?”

      I didn't bother explaining the idiom. “Go on.”

      “Your task pertains to the history of this town and temple, so pay attention. Once, all the Fralishk in Urandal came on a daily basis to pay their respects to our patroness. They adored her, worshipped her, and the temple was kept beautiful and pristine. They built this temple, you know — they were quite the fine builders when they put their minds to it.”

      Having seen their homes, I seriously doubted that.

      “But circumstances changed, and piousness gave way to slovenly behavior. Attendance fell off, and the temple fell into ruin. Finally, no one came anymore. The priestesses before me did their best to renew interest in Isvalla, but to no avail. After all, how do you inspire love?”

      “Why not your illusions?” I suggested. “It almost worked on me. Surely those Fralishk would fall prey to it.”

      “An illusion lasts but a moment. No, the task falls to Marrow Catalyst. You must inspire devotion in these creatures to again make them worship Isvalla. For the love of her.”

      The expected quest prompt showed up:

      
        
        New quest: The First Trial: Trial of Devotion (Lvl ???) [Absalom] [Isvalla] [Urandal] - Renew the faith of the Fralishk in Isvalla, Devalyn goddess of desire. Nothing says true love like being forced into it!

        Reward: +100,000 XP (+5000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom, increased alignment with Isvalla, increased alignment with Urandal

        *This quest is part of a series of quests: Absalom’s Trials. Failing any one of the Trials will result in permanent death by being sent to Faze-Aught.

      

      

      This wasn't at all what I expected for a trial. I’d been thinking I’d have to do something more along the lines of fighting a big, bad monster or overcoming some deep and dark part of myself. But this — what was I supposed to do with this?

      “Well, better get to it,” I said. “Where do we start?”

      To my surprise, Sarai reached up and undid her veil, revealing the face beneath. Thin lips and a sharp chin — again, not the beauty she had seemed before. But I liked her all the better for that.

      “First, Marrow,” she said with a coy smile, “we make you Devalyn.”
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      “What?” The priestess’ statement caught me off-guard. “Why?”

      Sarai tossed her hair again. “I thought that would be obvious. These creatures can’t see beyond what's in front of them. If you're not an autumn elf, your efforts to inspire love in my Devalyn goddess will no doubt be hampered.”

      I wasn't too resistant to the idea. While I'd already become a Specter, it was a temporary switch. I was curious to see if changing to Devalyn came with any perks or penalties.

      I shrugged. “Sure. How do we do it then?”

      Sarai was already scooting closer. A bit taken aback and not totally comfortable with her, I backed up myself, trying to make it look as casual as possible. She surprised me by leaning forward and catching me around the waist and holding me close. I swallowed at how close her deep violet eyes were to mine.

      “How else would the Goddess of Adoration change a man,” she breathed, “but through an act of love?”

      I froze. All I could picture was Farelle's hurt expression if she found out. And I didn't know if we even had an exclusive arrangement. “Uh…”

      Just as suddenly as she'd grabbed me, she released me with a laugh. “Relax! Boy, you're uptight. What kind of ritual would that be?”

      “Er…”

      “It's much simpler than that. All I do is lay one hand on you, like this—” She stood comically far from me, like preteens at their first dance, then leaned forward to place her hand on my shoulder.

      “Then I ask for Isvalla’s blessing for this task.” She closed her eyes and with her free hand donned her veil again. “Isvalla, let your will be done for this man, Marrow the Catalyst. If he is truly meant to engage in the Trial of Devotion, may you change his form from Human to Devalyn. Please, mistress, I implore you to send your blessing or your condemnation.”

      We stood there in our awkward position for a moment, then two. Sarai shifted her feet closer so she could stand up straight. Her eyes were lifted upward, and as a minute passed by, one of them started twitching.

      I scratched at my ear. “Strange. I was just talking to her⁠—”

      The transformation hit me like a lightning bolt. Electricity coursed through my veins, and my muscles went rigid. My skin felt like it was coming off in sheets like a snake shedding its slough. It was uncomfortable, but not painful. My vision went hazy for a moment, then returned as the rigidity left me. I collapsed to the hard floor.

      Dazed, I raised a hand before my eyes. I still wore the same armor as before, but my hand… it wasn't mine. My Human hand had looked stubby and crude compared to these long, nimble fingers. I wiggled them, and could already tell how easily they'd thread a needle or play a lute. My limbs felt similarly elongated, and somehow I felt lighter, too, like my bones had hollowed. My ears were another change; I had far more control over them, and I couldn't help but twitch them as I felt the pointy tips. I grinned. It had worked — I was Devalyn!

      
        
        You have changed your race! You are now Devalyn, also known as an autumn elf. Descended from the same line of elves as the Valyn, the Devalyn are a people fallen from grace who have become nomads and occupants of places across the Everlands. Many claim they cannot be trusted, and the proliferation of thieves, rogues, and other nefarious figures among their kind would seem to support this. However, many notable clerics, mages, and craftsmen of the trades requiring fine precision have also come from this race.

        The racial features of Devalyn are:

        •    +2 Dexterity, Perception, and Intellect

        •    -2 Strength, Vitality, and Fortitude

        •    +10% XP bonus for Nimble skills

        •    -10% XP penalty for Forging skills

        •    Trait: Twilight Lurker - +10% XP gain during pre-dawn and dusk hours.

        •    Trait: Autumn Eyes - Vision in low light is increased to up to 20 meters

        •    Penalty: Bird Bones - +5% chance if breaking a bone when receiving an injury

        •    Penalty: Mistrusted People - For some races, -5% initial alignment and -10% effectiveness of charisma bonuses

      

      

      It was a mixed bag, trading races. It made sense. Unless the developers wanted all the higher-level players becoming races other than Human, they had to provide plenty of good with the bad. However, I would have bet that most players would opt to trade races if it made sense for their build. After all, if equal Human and Devalyn rogues were matched up against each other, the Devalyn would certainly win. In some ways, being an autumn elf was suited to my play style. Still, I guessed there'd be ones even better, preferably with some boosts to belief as well as dexterity.

      “Well?” Sarai asked. She'd undone her veil again and knelt next to me, watching carefully.

      I stood, feeling a new quickness to my body. “It's great!”

      The priestess’ face broke out into a wide smile. “Good. I never know with Humans how they’ll take the transition.”

      I flexed my fists. I felt a bit weaker, but I could handle that. “So I'm not the first you've transformed.”

      “Hardly. Though the first for this purpose. The previous Champion came here before I'd begun my apprenticeship.”

      That got me to look up. “Previous Champion?” Once again, this guardian was mentioned. I didn't tell her that Absalom was only recently born, and how unlikely it was that he’d already had a Champion. Though, come to think of it, I didn't know a whole lot about the godling’s origins. When had he actually been formed? How long had he lurked within the code of games? Had he existed even before The Everlands?

      “How could there not?” Sarai’s brow crinkled. “The gods are eternal.”

      “Had you heard of Absalom before you knew of these trials?” I pressed.

      Her mouth opened to answer, then she paused, looking confused. It lasted only a moment before she smoothed her expression. “Of course. How could there be a Champion for anyone else?”

      I thought I knew what was going on here. The gods, or perhaps Abe alone, were rewriting the history of the Everlands as we went along, no doubt so they could build him up as the king among gods they were grooming him to become. As for this previous Champion, I'd be interested to find out more about whose footsteps I was supposed to be filling.

      “Fine. Now I need to get to the quest.”

      She bowed with mock graciousness. “Then let us be off.”

      “You're coming with?”

      “Yes. But only to observe. And perhaps tease, should anything occasion it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine, suit yourself. Just don't cramp my style.”

      She arched an eyebrow, but I was already walking past and back out the temple doors. With one last look back, I stepped back through the magic doorway and out into the night.

      Shivering at the transition for a moment, I recovered and set off at a brisk walk back down to the town. How I was going to pull off making a race of people who, by all accounts, were little above animals or savages, worship a goddess they couldn't see or touch, I didn't know. But I knew one thing: I had to meet them where they were, in the mud and muck. You can't raise up anything unless you lift from the bottom.

      “Can you tell me anything of the Fralishk, or am I not allowed to ask?” I said to Sarai, who had caught up and walked a step behind.

      “That I can grant,” she said with a mischievous smile. “As I said, they're a primitive sort of people, but they do have their peculiar strengths. They're notorious for being able to hold their liquor, and pride themselves on it. I suppose they gain their resilience from eating trash. They also enjoy bouts of wrestling, but I wouldn't recommend trying it. They don't scruple at using tooth and nail during them as well as their tails, and many don't come out of their scraps alive. On the softer side of things, knitting is quite the pastime even among young Fralishk, and expert knitters often hold prominent positions within their community.”

      One piece of bad news after another. None of those particularly fit my talents. “What about magic? Can I go in and dazzle them with a few spells?”

      Sarai flashed an amused smile. “You think I wouldn't have done that already if it were that simple? No, they strongly mistrust magic. If you were to use any, I'm quite sure you'd have a long way to go before you gained their trust again, if you ever did.”

      From bad to worse. I ground my teeth. Considering how I’d hardly invested in resistance, the drinking game was out. That meant I either risked dying or I went through the long grind of leveling up a crafting skill I had no interest in. It didn’t take long to make up my mind. “Can you hold my stuff? I don't want to get anything bloody.”

      The priestess just shook her head, smiling. “In true Champion fashion, you're going for the brashest choice. Your grave, I suppose. Yes, I'll be happy to hold your stuff — and keep it when you don't come back.”

      “But if I do come back,” I pressed, “you'll return it?”

      “Of course.” I didn't trust that twinkle in her eye, but what other choice did I have? There was a definite possibility of me failing here, and I preferred to have her keep it rather than a hundred Fralishk divide it among themselves. “Alright, quick detour then. This will be way more than you can carry.”

      “Truly? You carry little on your person, so I—” But she stopped mid-sentence as I started producing all the items from my inventory, my arms growing fuller and fuller as they flashed into existence.

      I raised an eyebrow at her over my piled arms. “You sure about that?”

      She shook her head. “That is exactly the sort of thing you shouldn't do around the Fralishk. Even I'm a bit freaked out.”

      I grinned. “You ain't seen nothing yet.”

      Sarai led me back up to the temple, and I shoveled all of my possessions into a chest in the antechamber at the back of the sanctuary. I even took off the stuff I was wearing, opting to go shirtless and wearing only a pair of plain trousers. Sarai said most Fralishk wrestled in little clothing, and she guessed it was a requirement. No need to risk my good armor in any case. The priestess made sure to look me up and down with a coy smile, but I ignored her as I locked the chest up. I do have to say, though, that when I caught a glimpse of myself in a mirror mounted in the room, I was impressed with my figure as well. Apparently, character appearance changed with the improvement in stats. While I certainly wasn't buff, my added strength and agility showed even as a Devalyn. I could get used to looking this fit.

      My possessions secure, we made our way back down to Urandal. I tried getting more out of the priestess about the wrestling bouts, but she said she'd never had much interest in them and didn't have much more to add. Just to make sure, I checked the quest prompt to see if it had any more information for me, but it remained the same. I was on my own figuring this one out.

      When we reached the edge of town, Sarai stopped. “I leave you here, Catalyst. Good luck to you. Win or lose, it was a pleasure knowing you, especially since I now have everything you own in my possession.”

      “For now. Which way should I go?”

      “The tall round building there. The fighting pit is within.” Then she smiled and turned away.

      I sighed. There was nothing for it but to walk into town.

      It was brisk without a shirt on, so I hurried toward the arena, though I wasn't too eager to get on with the wrestling. None of my combat skills would be applicable, nor would I be able to use spells or channels. If I'd opted for Barkskin, I would have at least had some armor, so long as it went unnoticed. Even Leprechaun's Luck would have been useful. But no, I just had to go for the wrong channel. I sighed. I'd just have to see how strong these Fralishk were.

      I didn't see any of the creatures on the way there. It was nearing dawn though, so if they were day-time beings, they'd soon rise. Additionally, it was twilight — a good time to be an autumn elf, considering I received a boost in experience. It was time to get this fight underway.

      Reaching the arena, I knocked twice and was immediately admitted. The Fralishk that had opened it startled, but not nearly as much as others had before. Perhaps they were more used to the Devalyn than Humans, or maybe I was less intimidating without all my gear on.

      Curious if anything had changed, I examined the creature for its stats, and received better results this time:

      
        
        Fralishk Bouncer (Lvl 18) - He’s just trying to keep things orderly in the pit. Try something funny though, and he’ll lay you low. “Don’t even think about that crotch-shot!”

      

      

      That was a higher level than I'd expected, not to mention a bit of an intimidating title. Still, I had to keep in mind levels were relative to the creature. A level 24 tarantula would still lose out to a level 5 crag troll if that unlikely match were ever made. Hopefully these Fralishk were more on the wimpy side of the scale.

      The Fralishk bouncer looked me up and down. “What you want?” he growled at me.

      “Hello.” I pointed to my chest. “I'm here to wrestle.” I pointed at him. “And show all you that I'm the best wrestler.” Straightforward and simple — that was the way to deliver it.

      The bouncer grunted and stepped aside. “Just starting. You be someone's breakfast, Hair-less.”

      “Or they’ll be mine.”

      The bouncer grunted again.

      I crouched to enter through the low doorway. A smelly passage greeted me, but it ended shortly and opened up into a surprisingly large room. It rose two stories high and the beginning of the light of day filtered in through cracks in the ceiling. Torches lit most of the place, precariously mounted in the walls so that an accidental bump looked like it could set the whole place on fire. A pit had been carved out of the floor, and a crude cage was built up from it. Around this pit lounged a dozen Fralishk, all of who looked up at me as I entered.

      “New meat,” the bouncer announced from behind me. “Anyone hungry?”

      The small crowd broke out into shrill sounds that I guessed was laughter.

      “I am,” I said calmly. “Who's the appetizer?” Now that I'd surrendered to the necessity of this, faking confidence came easier.

      They laughed again, but not as loudly. Hopefully I had them wondering if my bravado was warranted.

      The bouncer shoved me forward. “Down into pit! No fight outside cage.”

      I glared at him, but did as he demanded. A narrow gate hung open on the closest side of the cage with a rickety ladder leading down onto the arena floor. I saw now that the pit floor was dirt pocketed from the many fights it had held. I'd have to step carefully and work it to my advantage, especially as the shadows layering the pit floor strained even my Devalyn vision.

      Walking between the jeering Fralishk, I entered through the gate and hopped down to the arena floor six feet below, taking a bit of a hit to my stamina in the process, but still moving quickly to the other side so I wouldn’t get jumped. Just in time — my opponent leaped in immediately after me, snarling and gnashing its huge rat-like incisors.

      I dropped into a fighting stance and examined his stats.

      
        
        Fralishk Beater (Lvl 20) - A well-practiced pugilist with fists, claws, and teeth. Fierce if he believes he has the upper-hand, but will flee when facing an intimidating foe. “Fight, drink, or weave? It no matter, we fight after!”

      

      

      It wasn't looking good. If he had any training in hand-to-hand combat — and the odds were he would — I was in for a world of hurt.

      “What are the rules?” I shouted to the assembled audience.

      They laughed shrilly again. “Win! Only rule!” one shouted back.

      I'd expected as much, but it didn't make it easier to hear. I sighed and put up my fists. “Let's go,” I said to my opponent.

      He didn't wait for another word, but launched himself at me, clawed fingers and toes reaching out to me. I tried dodging, but the Fralishk caught me on one arm, tearing red streaks through my skin and slashing my health by 20 points. I lashed out, thinking to make use of the opportunity, but he was faster than I anticipated. Already he whipped a fist into my face, breaking my nose and pitching me backward in the process. Blood streamed into my mouth as I fell flat on my back.

      I kicked and punched blindly as I tried to get up, but the Fralishk knocked aside my blows and pinned me with a foot. Then he proceeded to pummel me, once, twice, three times in the head. My health dropped to 40%, then 20%, then inched toward 0. I stopped struggling at the end. I had no waiting level up to save me this time. I lay there and let the last blow send me into darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. ANYTHING BUT WEAVING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened by your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -15% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of 1 hour. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

      

      

      There was no blissful awakening this time upon respawning. As I sat up, gasping and shivering, I remembered every punch that had pulverized my face. I felt my nose and lips just to be sure they were intact and almost cried with relief. But though I was whole again, it didn’t make the memories any less horrific.

      “Did you… use the resurrection shrine? Isvalla above, you did!”

      I pulled my face away from my hands and looked up at the voice. Sarai stood at the edge of the resurrection shrine looking at me with blank astonishment. Gone was the coy mockery. I guess that was one good thing to come out of this.

      “Yup.” I slowly rose to my feet. “I respawn when I die.”

      “You… respawn? When you — are you saying this isn't the first time?” Her voice became shriller with each word.

      I looked at her curiously. “This really surprises you? I mean, you did just change me into another race.”

      “But this… this must truly mean you're the Champion, in spirit if not in name yet.”

      I shifted my feet uncomfortably, and not just because of her misplaced conclusions. I was nearly naked and the constant wind was freezing. “I can explain more, but how about we go get some clothes for me?”

      She blinked and nodded. “Right. Back to your stuff.”

      We entered the temple and went to the chest where I'd stashed my stuff. I was glad I had decided not to wear my armor, but I wasn't about to get myself beat up again if I could help it. I put everything on.

      Checking my stats, I noticed something other than the death penalty was there.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Even my piss-poor performance had been enough to start me on the track of a new skill — Unarmed Combat. Of course, I'd only gotten 10% progression in it, so that told you something of my proficiency in it.

      Closing my stats, I met Sarai's stare, which still had a bit too much awe in it for my comfort. “I don’t think pit-fighting is going to work.”

      She suddenly smirked, her old mockery returning. “You think?”

      I ignored her. “I do want to keep my options open, though. Is there anyone who could train me in fist-fighting?”

      “No one I know of. You could trying asking around the pit, but remember, they might be spooked about your resurrection — they're not fond of magic, as I said before.”

      I wasn't too disappointed that that option looked to be out, though my other avenues didn't thrill me. As I didn't want to weave, that just left the drinking contest. Considering what had happened in the pits, I was going to go into this one with a little more preparation.

      “Is there an herbalist among the Fralishk? Or some sort of potion brewer?”

      “There's a tea shop, though I wouldn't recommend it. They qualify slug guts as a delicate ingredient.”

      My stomach soured just thinking about it. Still, I couldn't turn up my nose at anything if I was going to pass this damned trial. “Point it out to me when we have the chance.”

      “Of course. Would you also like me to point you in the direction of the master weaver?”

      “Fickle gods, no. I don't want to know any more about it than I have to.”

      The priestess cocked a smile at me. “Does it scare you that much? Oh, fine. Best of luck with your drinking contest then.”

      We walked to the stairs down to the town again, and Sarai pointed out the tea shop to me, a squat building that was unremarkable except for the rusted wind vane that didn’t shift in the strong gust that wound through the town. I thanked her and headed for it, but paused before I went down all the way.

      Daylight had come in full so I could now see more of the town as well as the surrounding area. The town was set inside a basin, with rocky, brown hills rising up all around. That explained why it was so muddy everywhere in Urandal — all the rain would run down into the town. The Fralishk’s engineering skills had fallen far from when they built Isvalla’s temple, that was for certain. There were also patches of green on the surrounding hillsides, but by and large, it looked like a recently used latrine. I sighed and made my way down.

      More Fralishk were on the streets now. While they openly stared as I passed through, no one screeched and ran away, though more than a few cringed back. Another benefit to wearing my armor — I may not be gaining love or worship for Isvalla yet, but respect was a good way to start. It made me wonder if there was a way to track my progress in that regard. I checked the quest prompt:

      
        
        The First Trial: Trial of Devotion (Level ???) [Absalom] [Isvalla] [Urandal] - Renew the faith of the Fralishk in Isvalla, Devalyn goddess of desire. Nothing says true love like being forced into it!

        Reward: +100,000 XP (+5000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom, increased alignment with Isvalla, increased alignment with Urandal

        *This quest is part of a series of quests: Absalom’s Trials. Failing any one of the trials will result in permanent death by being sent to Faze-Aught.

        Reputation with Urandal: -68/1000

      

      

      I should have expected as much, but I cringed to see my step back in progress. My bout in the wrestling pit had set me back more than my death penalty. It looked like I needed to get all the respect I could traveling the streets.

      I reached the tea shop and knocked lightly on the doorframe, as the entrance was covered with little more than scrappy hanging furs.

      “In!” a gravelly voice I thought was female shouted from within, irritation plain in the word. “Why you shy and wait? Waste my time!”

      I scrambled in and looked around. The ceiling was low enough that I couldn't stand upright, especially not since my height had increased as an autumn elf. I saw the dirt floor contributed to this problem, as it mounded in places and made navigating the place difficult. Hanging off the walls were various dried plants, and the far side boasted a makeshift countertop with a silver-haired Fralishk reclining behind it. I’d met some frumpy shopkeepers here in the Everlands, but this herbalist had to be the frumpiest.

      “What you want?” the Fralishk asked sharply in her heavy accent.

      “Greetings, wise one,” I said as humbly as I could manage. I didn't know if they bowed here, so I thought to try it out just in case.

      “You smell my dirt?” The old Fralishk — I decided her silver hair was from age — sounded outraged.

      Another mistake. Time to see if my charisma would work on these creatures at all. “Sorry,” I said, speaking as straightforward as she had. “Didn't mean to smell. I’m here for a tea for drinking too much. Do you have anything?”

      She snorted at me. “Do not drink. Then not too much.”

      “But say I already did. What do I take?”

      She looked about to spit at me, then thought better of it. “Here.” She reached around and pulling one string of brown dried herbs down from the wall behind her. “Grind up, sprinkle in hot water. No more drink.”

      “Just to be clear,” I said, not trusting the crumbling leaves she held, “this helps if I've had too much alcohol, right?”

      “What else?” She looked as if I were insulting her intelligence. Which, actually, I guess I was.

      Still suspicious, I examined the stats of the herb:

      
        
        Grashka (Herb)

        Quality: Poor

        Rarity: Common

        Use: When placed in boiling water, it is said to help with drinking too much alcohol.

      

      

      I reached out to accept them, but she pulled back. “100 coins.”

      Did I even have that much? After purchasing my new items, I'd nearly drained all my reserves, at least until I could sell the tons of loot I had. But I managed to scrounge up 100 coins and passed them over, muttering, “This better work.”

      The herbalist scowled and turned her head aside. I needed no other sign, but slouched my way out.

      If all went well, I was set to win a drinking contest and advance my reputation, hopefully significantly. Though seeing that 1000 point goal I had to reach did give me pause. Would just succeeding in one area be enough? I suddenly doubted it. In any case, I had to keep pushing forward. I just had to keep trying until I succeeded, or I’d get sent to Faze-Aught.

      Asking passing Fralishk until I got a straight answer, I found the most popular bar I could and entered within. It was called The Rat’s Bilge, and boy, did it tell. A layer of dark green grime grew over the ground, no doubt thriving on a diet of spilled drinks. But the smell wasn't nearly so bad as some other places. Apparently, it was a purifying kind of lichen. Rickety tables throughout also sported the grime, as did the counter and shelves, and even some of the barrels lined up on them. Just slightly less prevalent were the Fralishk, screeching and chattering and making that sound I now knew was laughter.

      As I entered, many of them looked around at me, but most went back to what they were doing. That was good. It looked like dressing in my armor meant people here didn't recognize me either. One, though, pointed and shouted, “Hair-less! You no hold drink here!”

      This was my chance. “I will,” I said firmly. “And I'll hold it against you.”

      Suddenly the interest of the room turned back to me. My challenger, one of the bigger Fralishk I'd seen and hosting hunched, muscled shoulders, moved forward with a wicked grin. “You will drown in groush, I see to it. Bar!”

      In moments, a table had cleared for us, and pewters brimming with drink were lined up. I eyed them with growing apprehension. The liquid was dark and foaming with a green tint to it. I didn't doubt the lichens we walked on had found their way into it sometime during fermentation. Once again, I wondered how present disease was here in the Everlands, and hoped the runs weren't in my future. Though more likely I'd throw it up long before that. Though really, alcohol was pretty foreign to me in general. The only way I’d rebelled in high school was staying up too late playing video games.

      My competitor gripped the first mug, and I did the same. The drink was cool. I'd just have to hope that the herb would work as well in it. Crumbling some it in my other hand in my cloak’s pocket, I casually placed the hand over the mug, acting like I was checking for the temperature.

      The Fralishk opposite me snorted. “It good to drink. Now, ready? We go!”

      A question as to the rules of the contest was on my lips, but as my competitor had thrown back his drink, I had no choice but to start in on my own. It tasted as vile as I'd suspected, bitter and sour with a taint of vomit underlying the whole thing. But I continued chugging until I had to break off with a cough. An uncomfortable metallic taste was growing in the back of my throat, but I ignored it and pressed on.

      I was nearly to the end of the first cup — my competitor was working his way through his second — when I felt an undeniable roiling in my stomach. This early? I couldn't believe my ill fortune. I tried powering through it, but my belly had other plans. The cup caught the first spurt, but soon I was spewing my guts all over the bar’s floor.

      The room erupted into laughter, the Fralishk I’d been drinking against laughing loudest of all. When the episode was over, it was all I could do to rise shaking to my feet, slap down some coins — I couldn't tell how much — and stumble out of there, the laughter following me out onto the street.

      As soon as I was out of earshot of The Rat’s Bilge, I slumped down in an alley to rest. My status was dual, both Drunk and Sickened. Drunk?! I hadn't even kept down a full glass! I'd only tried alcohol once in real life — wine at a Catholic communion — but having this little tolerance was unbelievable.

      Real life… Thinking about that was a mistake. In my wallowing misery, I suddenly missed home with an aching worse than my conditions. One time I'd had the flu, and I remembered how my mother had done all the typical things a mom does: gave me chicken noodle soup, got me Gatorade, and let me play video games in bed all day. It was simple, but it made me wish she could take care of me the same now, even though it had been years since she'd coddled me like that.

      I stayed there an hour in utter despair before I was able to get to my feet again. I didn't have my family to help me now. If I was ever going to get home, I had to help myself. I had to find a way out of this.

      Another drinking contest was clearly out of the question, especially when a check of the quest prompt showed I was now 102 points in the hole on my reputation. I couldn't risk it falling any further unless I wanted to do this quest for the rest of my life. But I found myself stumbling my way back to the tea shop anyway. Even though I hadn't used it with hot water, I felt the herb should have done something more for me than it had. In fact, it seemed to have made things worse. I needed answers.

      I blew through the curtains and into the shop without knocking. “Your herb is a dud!”” I accused the old Fralishk, who still reclined behind the counter.

      “What is this? Herb a dud?” Her voice rose in anger as she spoke. “Not fake! You boil in water after too much drink?”

      “Well, no. But I put it in my drink.”

      “You put in groush?” The old Fralishk crone set to screeching. I gritted my teeth as I waited for it to stop.

      “It get rid of drink,” she finally continued, then motioned something coming out of her mouth.

      I reddened as I understood. “You mean it's supposed to make me throw up?”

      She screeched with renewed laughter, and I couldn't even blame her for it.

      “Fine,” I admitted. “Maybe I should have asked about that. But don't worry, you can make it up to me.”

      “Make up? Melka no owe to you!”

      “Then humor me and pretend.” I swallowed my pride and continued. “I hear there are masters of weaving in town. Would you be able to point them out to me?” As the other two options were on a hiatus, it looked like I had little choice but to try my third route to success and see if it stuck.

      The old Fralishk — Melka, apparently — quieted and studied me thoughtfully. “You want to weave?”

      “Yes. Very much so.”

      Apparently, I lied well, my words perhaps bolstered by my charisma. “Good,” Melka said, and what looked suspiciously like a smile appeared on the cantankerous woman's face. “This is wise for weak belly like yours.”

      All goodwill I'd started to feel toward her dissipated. “Just point the way, old woman.”

      Her grin widened further still.

      In the end, she gave me directions, and I was on my way across town once again. The master weaver she sent me to, Mistress Helge, lived in one of the finer and better-kept houses in Urandal. Its roof was made of clay tiles except for patches of thatch, and it had ornamentations other than half-formed clods of dirt that poked out like pimples from the rest of the houses. I knocked on the door, which was only rotten at the corners, and waited for a reply.

      A moment later, the door opened to reveal the most ridiculous looking Fralishk I'd met yet. He wore a white wig like a colonial gentlemen and sported a blonde mustache. The spectacles perched on his nose were slightly eschew, and he wore a blue coat that looked daily cleaned and pants like white tights from Victorian England. Where had this creature come from? I couldn't speak from trying to keep my chuckles in.

      “Yes?” the Fralishk — a butler I assumed — said crossly.

      I mastered myself. “Hello. I’m here to see Mistress Helge. Melka sent me.”

      “That old fox? Yes, yes, very well. Mistress is always so accommodating of Melka’s mongrels.”

      This butler talked very differently from any other I'd met, and used normal English, or at least the normal I was used to. It was a nice change of pace.

      “Thank you,” I said, and stepped in at his invitation. The inside of the house was also relatively well kept, with actual wood floors in place with carpets overlaying them. The butler scuttled his way before me, the sound of his claws more pronounced whenever they scratched along the wood. I flinched the first time I heard them, remembering how those claws had ripped into me in the pit. I shook my head. I had to get over that defeat, and the sooner, the better.

      We wound up the spiral staircase to a pair of double doors at the end of a short hallway, where the butler stopped and knocked. “Mistress?” he said. “A Devalyn…” He looked me up and down. “... adventurer has been sent by your dear friend Melka.”

      “Bring them in!” a voice snapped from the other side.

      We entered within, and I blinked at the sight. Tapestries hung from every available surface, many of them so huge they took up a whole one of the eight walls of the octagonal room by themselves. In the middle of the large, cloth-strewn room was a rather small, bent Fralishk, glaring up at us.

      “What are you here for?” she demanded. “I assume you're not a fool. Melka isn't in the habit of sending fools.”

      Remembering my mistake with the tea, I wasn't so sure about that. “I'm here to learn weaving from you, Mistress Helge, if you'll permit me. I admire your⁠—”

      “No, that's not it,” Helge interrupted. “She wouldn't have sent me a Hair-less for a task that so ill suits you.”

      Little wonder that the two women got along so well. “Truly, Mistress, I assure you that I wish to learn⁠—”

      “Ah! I see now!” She set down the weaving she'd steadily been working on the whole time I'd stood in the doorway and scrambled surprisingly fast over to me, then studied me from head to foot. “She finally found what I've been looking so long for.”

      “Me? What have you been looking for?”

      Her eyes seemed blacker and beadier than before. “Someone to take back this town and set it right.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. ALLURING

          

        

      

    

    
      I blinked. “Take Urandal back? From whom?”

      “Sit,” the small master weaver demanded, dragging me over to a chair on the opposite side of her weaving table and plunking me down in it. “You’re a newcomer, or I would have heard of you already. Your name?”

      “Marrow.” To my horror, I almost added ‘the Catalyst’ to the end of it. I’d heard it so often lately I was almost parroting it myself now.

      “Marrow. I assume you have bones to you then, and from the look of you, you’re a fighting man. That’s just the kind of man we need here.”

      “You have a monster problem or something?” My hopes started to rise. I much preferred that method of gathering reputation if I could manage it.

      “Don’t be a fool,” Helge snapped. “You think we can’t take care of monsters? Just go to the pits if you want to see how strong our warriors are.”

      I shivered. I’d seen more than enough already.

      “No, it’s not that we need to overcome. It’s our own leaders. A cabal runs this town. Master weavers like myself are held up as paragons, but everybody knows who has the true power. Boss Kerak and his gang, that’s who!”

      Now it was becoming clear what kind of quest this was. A good ole showdown, cowboy style; a single sheriff against the lawless bad folk; me and a master weaver, standing against a boss and his lackeys. “Tell me more. What exactly do they do that’s so bad?”

      "They hold us back and keep us as savages! Haven't you looked around? Our buildings fall apart and are made to fall apart. Sometimes, they literally are made of nightsoil! Most of our population is illiterate and wouldn't know the first thing about scholarship or engineering or government! How can we better ourselves when brutes control and repress learning?"

      “But if they repress learning, how is it that learned master weavers like you hold prominent positions?”

      "Yes, yes, they hold us up and put us on pedestals. But open your eyes, Marrow. Most of my people don't think they can achieve any success in weaving themselves or become anything like my peers and me. They don't believe they're any better than the fighting and drinking horde they are now. We need to show them that they can do better, and the first step is to tear down Kerak and his minions.” She studied me with a hard look. “You are a single man, I know. But are you up to the task?”

      
        
        New quest: Boss Bagging (Lvl 25) [Urandal] - Boss Kerak and his lackeys have a chokehold on Urandal. Help Mistress Helge the master weaver to undermine his leadership and take back control of the town. Better do it considering the alternatives!

          Reward: +1000 reputation with Urandal

      

      

      I was kicking myself now! If I'd just come here first, I wouldn’t be in the hole on my reputation points, and this quest would have been enough to complete the trial. Now I'd still have to do some extra nonsense to get through it. But at least it was better than grinding on weaving the whole way.

      “Absolutely,” I said, acting more confident than I felt.

      The master weaver’s smile grew wide. “Good. Now let's get down to business.”

      According to Helge, the boss had set up shop in the middle of town not far from where the fighting pit was located. While it  didn’t look any more impressive than other buildings , it was said to have extensive tunnels and dungeons beneath — extensive enough that there were likely open access points throughout the town. Helge detailed three such options she knew of, and as she did, my map overlay updated itself to indicate where they were. I wouldn't know what was inside the tunnels and their layouts, but at least I had options in.

      As to my enemies themselves and how they fought, Helge could tell me little. She wasn't a fighter herself and obviously thought fighting uncouth, so it was little wonder she had nothing for me. I'd just have to scout them out myself.

      Despite the little I had to go on, excitement bubbled up in my stomach. Finally, I was getting to see some action again! It had been way too long since I’d had a proper fight. That bout in the pit definitely didn't count. This time, I wasn't going to hold back on my spells and channels, no matter what Sarai had advised. It was time to forge my own path forward.

      I thanked the master weaver then headed toward the first of the tunnel entrances. This one was located in the back of a bakery, or at least what I thought was a bakery — the smells coming from it were far from delectable. I slunk around it, but there was no use trying to sneak, at least not until dark. As an autumn elf, I stood out too much to move undetected. It made me reconsider scoping out the tunnel entrances, in fact. If I drew attention to them now, they'd be no good to me later.

      I had other scouting tasks to attend to anyway. Trying to look casual, I strolled by Boss Kerak’s HQ. The building looked about as bad as the rest of the town decor-wise, but I saw the solid brick beneath the muck. Even if I knew an explosive spell, I wouldn't have been able to blast my way through. There were no windows, but there were a few arrow slits on the top level through which I heard raucous laughter. Continuing to walk by, I glanced up and happened to see the leg of one of the lackeys. Not to let an opportunity go to waste, I examined the Fralishk to bring up his stats:

      
        
        Boss’ Lackey (Lvl 22) - One of Boss Kerak's Fralishk minions. Fierce if he believes he has the upper hand, but will flee when faced with an intimidating foe. "Anything for the boss! Except for a fair fight…"

      

      

      Taking on multiple level 22 enemies would be no joke, especially if they happened to be resistant to Basilisk's Gaze. And no doubt Boss Kerak would be even stronger, at least level 25. I had to have a plan if this was going to work out. Good thing I had time to kill; it'd be a couple hours before nightfall, when I planned to make my move.

      I made my way back up to Isvalla's temple and found Sarai in the main sanctuary kneeling in front of the altar. She rose smoothly at my entrance and arched an eyebrow. “Yes?”

      “Just a few questions. First off: do you barter?”

      Her other eyebrow joined the first. “Perhaps.”

      “That's a start. Second question: what channels do you know?”

      “Ask me to open my robe while you're at it, will you.” She grinned at my sudden blush. “Isvalla’s is a White faith, so I know a few channels in that vein. Why do you ask?”

      “I'll explain in a second. But I have to ask: How would you like to fight for your goddess?”

      Now her eyes narrowed. “What are you getting at, Catalyst? Looking to start a civil war?”

      "Start and end one.” Then I summarized what Helge had told me.

      Sarai didn't look surprised. “And? What does this have to do with the task my goddess has set before you?”

      “Don't you see? This is the key to bringing the Fralishk back to her worship! If we align Isvalla with civilization and the wealth it brings, they'll all come scrambling to fill the pews. They just can't see beyond the brutish culture Boss Kerak has created right now, and won't until he's out of power.”

      “Hm. So you plan to go in and kill him? Without provocation or entreaty?”

      I paused. She had a point there. The quest didn't specifically say I had to kill him; I just had to remove him from power. But as I thought through the possibilities, I realized how unlikely it was for Kerak to cede power without a struggle. Perhaps I could stir up unrest somehow, but it would take far longer than I could afford. As for Kerak giving up power, it was true I hadn't met the guy. But if he was everything that Helge had described, giving up power wasn't in his blood.

      I told Sarai as much, and she shrugged. “If you believe that old bat. Personally, I thought she was always a bit off her rocker.”

      “Are you saying you're not going to fight with me then?”

      She shook her head. “I'm sorry, Marrow. Even if I believed it was the right thing to do, I'm not supposed to help with the trial in any direct way.”

      My hopes sunk. It looked like I was back on my own and with nothing to show for my trip up here.

      “However…” the priestess continued. “I do know some useful channels. Perhaps a barter is in order.”

      There was the break I needed! I grinned. “Thanks, Sarai. I'm sure I've got something in here you'll want.”

      It turned out to be a hard search, however. I'd mostly gathered odd knick-knacks, weapons, and armor, none of which interested the priestess. However, in the depths of my inventory, I dredged up a pair of silver star ornaments that turned out to be prayer symbols from the old Devalyn empire. I must have gotten them in that barrow back in the Mired Copses. Considering I hadn't even known I'd possessed them, it was simple to hand them over.

      "I can't push the no-help thing too far," Sarai warned me as she accepted the stars. "So I'll only be able to teach you one channel."

      “Alright. Show me what you got.”

      She started describing them, and the overlays for each popped up:

      
        
        Cure Poison (Lvl 1)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: Isvalla

        Cost: 25 spirit

        Effect: After 1 second, neutralizes all minor and most moderate toxins in the target.

      

      

      
        
        Allure Ally (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: Isvalla

        Cost: 60 spirit

        Effect: After 2 seconds, brings the target under your influence for 2 minutes.

      

      

      
        
        Negate Spell (Lvl 2)

        Affinity: White

        Faith: Isvalla

        Cost: 50 spirit

        Effect: After 3 seconds, neutralize the effects of all minor and some moderate status changes by spells.

      

      

      Each channel would no doubt be helpful, but I knew which one I was taking as soon as Sarai named it. “Can you teach me Allure Ally? As long as it works better on them than it did on me.”

      She winked. “I was going easy on you. Now come here.”

      She snatched my face and gripped me tight, similar to when she'd changed me into Devalyn. “This isn't the same process as last time, is it?” I asked suspiciously.

      Her answer came in the form of the smooch. I'd like to say I didn't return the kiss, but that wouldn’t totally be the truth. A shiver ran through me, and intuitive knowledge sunk into my mind.

      
        
        You have learned a new channel: Allure Ally!

      

      

      “Hm. You need practice,” Sarai observed as she patted delicately at her lips. “Much too slobbery.”

      I snorted to hide my embarrassment. “Thanks. I'll be back to accept my quest rewards soon.”

      “We’ll see.” The priestess waved, and I set back for town.
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      I frivoled away the remaining time running plans through my head as I watched the town from atop a nearby hill. What I wouldn't have given for a pair of binoculars. Maybe then I could catch a glimpse of the boss and know what I was up against.

      Which is, of course, when I remembered my Broach of Farseeing. It was cool to use the active ability to see as far and sharp as an eagle, even if the details I picked out were of a booger sticking out of a Fralishk’s snout. Unfortunately, I didn’t catch a glimpse of Kerak, and I didn't see anything much else of help.

      As twilight came on, I practiced my sneaking and leveled it up to 6 by taking advantage of my racial bonus XP. As the dark cloak of night swept over, I descended back into town. I'd already decided against returning to the tunnel behind the supposed bakery and instead opted for one of the tunnels I hadn't yet explored. This one, it turned out, was down a dry well. I snuck up to it and peered around, but it must have been dry for awhile, for no bucket or rope was there to lower down, nor a ladder down the side. The Fralishk might not have difficulty scrabbling up the stone walls, but as a Devalyn, I would have a hell of a lot more difficulty.

      I debated fetching a rope from somewhere and lowering myself. But if I did that, it would leave the rope at the top, signaling to anyone passing through that someone had come here. Time to leave this one as a last resort, if the final route in didn't work out.

      Unfortunately, it was just as much of a bust. It looked like the end of a sewer line, but surprise, surprise, no one had maintained the system, and a small landslide had covered the entrance. Without a pick and a lot of fumbling around with my unused mining skills, I'd get nowhere there. Why had Helge bothered to point me toward this one? I had to choose my path now: go through the bakery even though it might be watched or brave the descent into the well. Neither were good options, but the fall seemed riskier. At least I’d be able to do something about getting caught.

      So I headed back to the bakery, raising my sneak another level as I went, which just barely made it worth the awkward hunched position that taxed my stamina and patience. Checking around the building, I didn't see anyone lurking about, so I took a deep breath and tried the door. Locked. There were shuttered windows, though, and as I tested one, it gave way with a rusty squeal. I winced and looked around, but there didn’t seem to be anyone nearby. Too wigged out to go as slow and steady as I should have, I wrenched the shutters open and clambered through.

      As I suspected, it was a bakery, but not one I'd be interested in. Moldy biscuits, writhing croissants, cakes with legs and antennae sticking out of them — they didn’t scream appetizing. I skirted along the shop to the cellar and descended below. I didn't find the entrance immediately, but finally, it materialized when I moved aside several large bags of what I assumed was the Fralishk equivalent of flour.

      Too relieved for words, I crawled into the opening, not hesitating even though it was barely three feet around. A tight fit, but I'd manage. Hopefully, it wasn't like this the whole way to Kerak's house.

      I started crawling. It was so dark even my Autumn Eyes trait was doing little for me. My stamina drained to 25% before I'd gone 100 feet, and I paused to take a breath, panting, as my heart raced with fear. I wondered if it was wearing on my vambraces' durability to put them through this, and a quick check had me worried. I thought to check the rest of my armor, and the sight was dismal. Many had durability below 25%. All it would take was one good hit to break them. Though thinking back through all I'd experienced, it was more of a surprise that nothing had broken yet. There was nothing for it now. Urandal didn't sport any armorers, so I'd just have to be careful in combat. As if I had control over that.

      Finally, the tunnel opened up so that I could stand, then soon after shifted from dirt to stone. Shortly after that, the stone smoothed out into walls. I stared around in confusion at the torches that began appearing on the walls. If someone had bothered to light torches here, it meant these parts of the tunnels were regularly used. Checking my map, I saw I was nearing Kerak's manor. Silence was more important than ever now.

      Creeping along the hallway, I peered around every corner but saw no one. Things were getting downright eerie. Where were the guards? Who had left torches burning? Maybe I'd come across some place of magic beneath the town, but the torches burned a normal color, unlike the ones I'd seen in more magical dungeons. And there weren't even any traps. I had been checking as I went, but I hadn't seen so much as a tripwire.

      I turned another corner, and at the end of the hallway was a stairwell. A quick check of my map showed Kerak's house was right above. I grinned and started down the hallway.

      I made it halfway before the walls exploded.

      My sword and knife were in my hands in an instant, but as armed Fralishk poured in on either side of me, I knew it was useless. There had to be twenty or more surrounding me, and more pressed in with each passing second. I gritted my teeth as I frantically looked back and forth, waiting to see what move they'd make. I hardly knew where to begin.

      “Well?” I shouted at them when they didn't move forward. “We going to do this or not?”

      "Not yet, Marrow. That your name, tshk?"

      The Fralishk by the stairwell parted to reveal what amounted to a giant by the race’s standards. Not only was he bigger, standing as tall myself, but he wore metal armor and carried a spiked mace.

      
        
        Boss Kerak (Lvl 27) - Mob leader of the Fralishk in Urandal. Bigger than most of his kind, he's got a mean attitude to match and isn't as easily intimidated as his kin. "The strong rule. The rest follow."

      

      

      “Kerak,” I greeted him. “Time for your tyranny to end.” Sure, it was cheesy, but what else do you say to your enemy?

      "Me? Tyranny? You come to my house and call me tyrant?" The boss shook his head. "There something wrong with you, kid. You surrounded by my boys, and you insult me when you know nothing."

      He did have a point. But considering I was sure he meant to kill me, I was far from sympathetic. “Yeah, well, here's where we're at. So let's get to business.”

      "You no get it, Marrow. We no have to. And you no should want to. Some of my men will die, sure, but you too. And for what? Some old hag?"

      Avoiding Faze-Aught was a bit more of a compelling reason, but I doubted he'd understand. “So you'll just let me walk out of here. Just turn and walk away.”

      "Sure. Of course, you have to pay toll. Yeah, let see… how about everything you own?"

      I gripped my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars tight. “Not a chance.” I was getting tired of talking. Time for action.

      "Marrow, Marrow," Boss Kerak started to chastise me, but I didn't let him get that far. Jamming my knife back into its sheath, I threw up a hand at the Fralishk behind me and cast Icy Plume. They were so thickly clustered that each only got a taste of the frosty blast, but hopeful it would buy me time. Turning back stair-side to the boss and his surrounding lackeys, I channeled Basilisk's Gaze. Fralishk stiffened and fell over all around Kerak, but the boss himself just snorted and advanced, lifting his mace over his head. “Magic? You think that work on me?”

      Not good. My only chance to beat him was to keep dodging that mace and hope for a chance to hamstring him. With an enemy like that stalking me, I wouldn't dream of using Spinning Blades; it’d be suicidal to open myself up to hits like that.

      But the enemies behind me were stirring. Time to even the playing field. Turning Basilisk's Gaze on them now, a few of the slow learners met my eyes and went stiff as planks. More than half of them, however, looked to the side of me and leaped forward, short swords and knives jabbing forth. Too many, especially when the stair-side enemies would be coming out of their paralysis soon, and Boss Kerak was behind, laughing as he clomped toward me.

      The first Fralishk reached me, and I didn't have any more time to despair. I parried and, drawing my knife, stabbed him in the arm, but it didn't bite as deep as I'd hoped. These creatures had tough skin, and my lack of investment in strength was coming into play.

      But I just had to keep going, leaving my knife in his arm and whirling to meet the attack of a second. I dodged his first wild blow and dealt him a glancing one to the back of his knee, sending him sprawling.

      I didn’t have time to press the advantage, though — two more sprang up where he'd fallen, and this time I couldn't dodge the attacks. One, two, three blows darted in to knick me in the gaps in my armor. I dealt each an attack myself, but as they slunk back to tend their wounds, more stepped up in their place. There was no end to them.

      The final blow I'd been waiting for smashed into my back. All was awash in pain, and I felt the many large spikes enter my body. My spine broken, I was helpless as I flew through the air to slam against the bodies of the Fralishk I’d killed. The darkness rose and claimed me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. IF AT FIRST YOU DON’T SUCCEED

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened by your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -20% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of 2 hours. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

      

      

      I lay still for several long moments after I respawned, ignoring the cold and staring up into the dark, starless sky. I remembered all the wounds I'd earlier sustained, but was numb to their memory. Perhaps with each death, I would grow more callous to it. Or maybe it had to do with the general lethargy I felt from my death penalty. A 20% reduction in my stats was significant, certainly significant enough that it was worthless to try and complete the trial while it lasted.

      But what else could I do but try? I was stuck. Here in this backwater village, here on this faraway continent, hell, here in the Everlands. Trapped by Absalom on a whimsy of his to have self-aware company. But if that was so, why had he let me go? And why put me through all this? It didn't add up.

      I didn't want to jump through his hoops. I was tired of it. In normal video games — Dead Souls and others like it — you were expected to die multiple times when you arrived at difficult sections. But this wasn't like other games. Here, you felt each death. You carried it with you long after the penalty had dissipated. I wasn't sure how many more deaths I could take before I started to lose it. Who knew, maybe I'd start flinging my crap at NPCs, or try and become a Fralishk myself. The whole town was a madhouse.

      Wallowing like I was, I was annoyed when my pity party was interrupted. Sarai had walked up to the edge of the resurrection shrine. “You died again?” she asked. Disappointment was plain in her tone.

      “Oh, did I?” I said sarcastically. “I just thought being naked and shivering on the floor of a shrine was my normal wake up routine.”

      "Apparently grumpiness is too." The priestess stared at me like she was looking for something more than what she saw. "Are you sure you're to be the Champion? That there wasn't a mix-up or something?"

      “Oh, there's definitely been a mix-up.” But it wasn't just me trying to be the Champion. This whole AI-awakening thing was a mix-up, and way bigger than I could wrap my head around.

      “Maybe if I pray to Isvalla, she’ll…” Sarai trailed off.

      Did I want that? To have the trials end? But I’d lose out on what seemed my best chance to even the playing field. I had to gain the ability to fight gods or I’d never work my way free.

      And maybe there was part of me that couldn't stand the thought of Abe beating me. I could overcome anything he put in front of me. I had to.

      “No. No, I’m going to beat this.”

      Sarai's eyebrows shot up. “Your grave, I guess. Or graveyard at the rate you’re going.”

      I rose to my feet. All I had was the scratchy underwear I wore, but I didn't let that stop me from confidently striding past her and back toward town. Sarai’s eyes followed me the whole way wearing an inscrutable expression.

      “What are you doing now?” she called after me.

      "Getting my stuff back,” I responded, then muttered to myself, “and getting some revenge."
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        * * *

      

      I headed for the well.

      I'd decided going in this alternate route was my best option, seeing as the bakery had clearly been watched for Kerak to ambush me so thoroughly. Hopefully, they'd believe I was dead and have relaxed their guard, so I could sneak past and nab my stuff with them none the wiser. Then I'd systematically tear them apart from the inside out, taking them out one at a time rather than all at once.

      Without armor, it was much easier to sneak, though my stamina drained quicker in the chill air. I had to stop often and chafe my arms and legs and warm up my skin. I hoped to find a coil of rope along the way, but I didn’t come across any. I had no money and no items, so unless I started breaking into homes, I was going without one. Engaging in criminal activities was probably not the best idea at the moment anyway, seeing as I now was 184 points in the hole with my Fralishk reputation, and that could only decrease it.

      Reaching the well, I approached the stone lip and gazed down. Despite my Autumn Eyes, I couldn't see all the way to the bottom. Hoping it wasn’t a far drop, I moved one foot then the other over the abyss, fitting my toes and fingers into the gaps between the stones. They were smooth, which wasn't a good sign, but I had little other choice at this point. Sucking in a deep breath, I started to descend.

      With each change in foot- and handhold, my danger grew. My fingers and toes fumbled on the stones, their smoothness interrupted only by rough, dry lichen. To make matters worse, I saw my stamina slowing decreasing in the corner of my vision. I was barely 20 feet from the top and it had already fallen by a quarter. My death penalty didn't help matters. Now that I was stuck on the side of the well, I realized should have waited for it to expire. I'd been too intent on getting on with things to stop and think, and once again, it had gotten me in trouble.

      As I descended lower and my stamina descended with it, I wondered if that wasn't my biggest problem. I'd stumbled my way through things my whole time in the Everlands, and time after time, people had to rescue me from myself. Ava, Farelle, Sheika, even Absalom — I'd grown used to moving forward and expecting everything to work itself out. Now I had no safety net. Now I had to suffer my consequences. It sucked, but there was something powerful about knowing you were the master of your own fate. Sure, there were deific puppet masters still watching and directing. But it was up to me to face the challenges and overcome them.

      My epiphany was small comfort when my stamina hit 10% and I still wasn't at the bottom. My hands shook, my shoulders ached, and my tortured toes were torn and raw. I kept peering down, but the further I went, the less I could see. Only a black hole like the gullet of a massive python greeted me below.

      Then the inevitable happened — I missed the foothold. My other foothold slipped, both handholds giving out quickly after. My stomach lurched as I fell, and my heart was in my throat.

      It goes to show that my relentless optimism wasn't dead yet, as I half-expected the floor to be right there below me.

      It wasn't.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened by your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -25% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of 3 hours. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

      

      

      I had one thing to be grateful for when I awoke this time: the death penalty didn't stack. Otherwise, I was as cold and miserable as before in my rough underwear.

      Though, as I rose from the stone floor of the resurrection shrine, I barely felt the usual moroseness that came with respawning. Sure, I felt like hell, but I had a purpose. I had a drive. And best of all, I had a plan.

      The plan? To use the hours that my death penalty lasted to make a plan.

      So it wasn't the ideal start to a grand scheme to overcome Boss Kerak, but I was no less determined. I marched inside the temple and bummed a blanket off Sarai. Ignoring her look of pity, I hunkered down at the top of the temple stairs and stared at the vague outlines of Urandal. I stared, I thought, I planned, but nothing seemed to stick. They were pieces of a plan, and none of them big enough to take out Kerak.

      My death penalty was nearly up when the twilight before dawn, the time that Devalyn were supposed to thrive, arrived. But for my three hours of sitting, I had little to show. I glanced up at the sky, still starless with dark clouds, to see another light had joined the coming dawn. Rising above the far-off hills was a full moon. I remembered from the barrow that the moon was the autumn elves' symbol. Well, hopefully, it would bring me luck.

      It hit me a moment later. I looked back up at the moon, amazed I hadn't thought of it before. The plan finally crystallized, and I knew it was going to work.

      
        
        You have learned a skill: Strategy. Not all problems can be approached head-on; sometimes, you must come up with a plan. Advance in strategy whenever you attempt to devise your way around a difficult problem. Leveling up this skill may result in bonuses and access to select specialty skills.

      

      

      About time! It felt as if gaining this new skill was a sign I was on the right path. I grinned and rose. It was time to kick some fox-rat ass.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. BOSS BAGGING

          

        

      

    

    
      As the penalty lifted, my movements became much easier, and I felt stronger, sharper, more alive. I hadn't realized how my increased attributes had made me feel better until they'd been stripped away from me. I wouldn't forget it again. I breathed in the cool night air deeply, then let it out.

      I went back to the temple first to drop off the blanket. I wouldn't need it from now on. When Sarai rose from her prayers to greet me, she stared at me. “You looked different.”

      "Different how? I'm as naked as before," I replied cheerily.

      “Your attitude.” Her eyes narrowed. “Did you figure something out?”

      “Maybe. I guess you'll just have to wait and see.” We both would. I had no delusions that this plan might be as much of a bust as the last ones. But at least I'd thought things through this time and knew what I was up against.

      I jogged down the steps to town but slipped off the path before I reached Urandal. I snuck the rest of the way down, keeping to the tall brush where it grew and shadows where there was nothing else. The horizon was beginning to grow a lighter blue. Twilight had fully arrived.

      It wasn't hard to find the first of Kerak’s lackeys. The threat supposedly eliminated, they had come off high alert and were slouching about the streets like they owned the place. Well, maybe they did, but only for a little while longer. I snuck up behind one who was lighting the end of a pipe and held out my hands. I hadn't channeled Align Ally before, but no time like the present. As I concentrated on the channel, a warm feeling of goodwill suffused me, filling me to the point that I poured forth and into the Fralishk before me.

      A white glow appeared around him. He stiffened, the pipe falling from his hands, before looking around at me with a slack grin on his face. “Hi,” he said in his rough voice.

      I pointed at a pair of his fellow lackeys. “If you'd be so kind, go attack those two.”

      The Fralishk followed my finger and stared blankly for a second. Then he shrugged. “Hate them anyway.” He ambled off toward them, drawing his sword as he went. As I slipped away, I heard the screams of combat start up.

      I used the same ruse elsewhere in town with similar success, but it drained me of most of my spirit. Time for the second part of my plan. I found another loner lackey — they really should have stuck together tonight — but this one was in an exposed area where sneaking up from either side would be difficult. Good thing my excursion to the well had started a new skill for me: climbing. I scurried up the building behind the Fralishk and, ignoring the cold slime I had to crawl through, came up to the lip of the roof. The lackey was sitting and whittling away at a sliver of wood, forming something that vaguely resembled a flower. I wondered if it was for some nice Fralishk girl. Too bad for her. I leaned over and channeled Siphon Essence. Seconds later, the lackey collapsed, too drained of spirit to move for the moment. Looking to make sure the coast was clear, I leaped down from the roof and finished him off with his own knife, then took it with me as I went.

      I had to take out another lackey in a similar way before my spirit was back to full. By this point, the town was stirring. Lights had appeared in the arrow slits of Kerak’s manor, and lackeys moved in knots of three or four, patrolling the streets with lanterns and interrogating anyone whom they thought looked suspicious. That wouldn't be a problem as long as the third part of my plan worked like I hoped.

      Scrambling up another house, I settled down onto a relatively flat part of the roof and took a breath, then focused on my next channel. This one started deep within me, touching on a primal side I'd barely been aware of. That flame grew and grew until it warmed, then burned, everything inside of me. As I fed it more fuel, it began to reshape me — bones, organs, muscles. My face elongated. My teeth extended and sharpened. My skin blossomed with fur. I grew strong, quick, deadly.

      The transformation complete, I tried to grin, but it came out as a snarl. Wolves only smile after the kill. I had a feeling I was going to like Aspect of the Wolf.

      Other than my change in stats, it looked like I switched out my old skills for temporary new ones:
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      They looked useful at least. But no more delays. Time to put this form to the test.

      In my powerful wolf body, it was easy to spring from the top of the roof to the street below. I didn’t even take damage from the jump. I felt the stat changes as I loped along, the increased strength and agility especially. My vision had notably sharpened, and the world had come alive in hearing and, most of all, smell. The last bit was unfortunate, as now I smelled every bit of grime in the town. But I also smelled Fralishk, a stink that was surprisingly delicious. Good thing they were on the menu tonight.

      I ghosted along the streets, hunting for my prey. Where I found knots of lackeys, I struck from the shadows, fangs hamstringing my victims and cutting out their jugulars. When they struck back at all and didn't just flee, my thick, shaggy hide stopped most of the damage, and in three encounters, I lost a mere 20 health.

      But I didn't stop there. I knew there were at least a dozen more lackeys lurking about from what I had counted during my ambush. I had to take them out before facing Kerak. Time was another variable; I had to hurry, lest the channel expire and I was left defenseless and mostly naked among enemies.

      But no matter how I combed the streets, I didn't find any more Fralishk by themselves. My nose picked up where they had gone. A group of the creatures had gathered in the central square, just outside Kerak's manor and the fighting pit. The boss had wised up and consolidated his forces. He wasn't going to lose any more men to stealth attacks. With no other choice, I slunk toward the square.

      I saw them before they saw me. The odds were more favorable than I'd hoped for, with only seven lackeys about the boss. But eyeing Kerak’s spiked mace, I was leery of going head to head against him again, especially when he had backup.

      I slunk back, hoping to strike from behind and take out a few before fleeing again when one of the Fralishk screeched and pointed at me. I wouldn't be getting any surprise advantage now. Padding forth, I stepped into the light of the square.

      “Beast!” Kerak called to me. “You have good hunting this night! But it time to leave my men alone now. You leave, or die.”

      We had some thirty feet between us, but his lackeys huddled around their master and watched me carefully. Bonfires were lit at each corner of the square. They feared to find me in every shadow. I would have smiled had I been able.

      “Beast!” the boss addressed me again. “What you want? You not eat our meat. You kill and leave rot. Why not leave? We kill you else.” He lifted and slammed his mace into the dirt for emphasis.

      I slowly started moving forward like I stalked them still. Some of his men started to tremble but were slapped back to courage by their peers. We'd see how long that lasted. I inched closer.

      “Beast! This your last warning!” Kerak sounded confident, but I saw the way his hands twitched on his mace’s handle. His lackeys were in even worse shape.

      I sprang forward and put every bit of myself into my wolf skill Snarl. From my throat came a terrible menacing sound, like a monster in a dark forest. The Fralishk seemed to hear the same thing, for all but the boss scattered and bolted for safety.

      “Cowards!” Kerak roared after them, never taking his eyes from me. He raised his mace to his shoulder, keeping it ready for a swing. “Now, beast. You and me.”

      I didn't bother trying another Snarl but padded forward. Time to do this the old-fashioned way. Darting in and around him, I easily slipped by his slow mace to get behind him and nip at his heel, then sprang back out of range of his punching gauntlet. The Fralishk boss roared in anger more than pain. I had a long ways to go before bringing him down.

      I carried on my guerrilla attacks, snipping and biting and slashing at every opportunity and wearing down his stamina. My stamina refilled quickly and was substantial in this wolf form, so I had little fear of wearing out myself. Kerak only got in one lucky kick. He was too big and too slow, and his mace too clunky a weapon for a quick enemy. It wasn't long before he was on his knees, legs bleeding from his many wounds, and defeat looming large in his eyes.

      His mace slipped from his hands, and the big Fralishk prostrated himself before me. “Surrender!” he gasped. “I surrender. Please, beast, mercy for me. Spare Kerak. He go away, he hide, he do whatever you are wanting. But please, mercy.”

      I paused midway through readying to pounce and tear out his throat. Mercy… was that the Champion way of doing things? Sarai was right; I hadn’t really considered the other alternatives to take care of the Kerak problem, and I didn't know Urandal politics except what Helge had told me. Perhaps this man wasn't as much of a brute as he looked. Perhaps I could spare him and still succeed in the quest.

      But something had changed in me. Hardened. I didn't want half measures. I didn't want loose ends. I was done taking unnecessary risks, and leaving Kerak alive was a big one.

      He lifted his eyes, and I think he knew my intentions then. His eyes widened, but that was as far as he got before I leaped.

      
        
        +1500 XP!

      

      

      
        
        -5 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      A minute later, I loosened my jaw from his neck and padded to the center of the square. Though I couldn't see them, I sensed the Fralishk lingering all around. Despite their fear of me, the killing of the boss was too great an event to miss. It played right into my hands. I licked the blood of their dead boss from my jaws and grinned.

      But that part of the plan was done. With reluctance, I let go of the primal part of me and felt the transformation slip away. Once again, I stood upright as a Devalyn. Hisses and gasps sounded from all around me. I took a deep breath. Time to put my ridiculous charisma score to work.

      “Urandal!” I shouted. “My name is Marrow. Some of you have met me throughout this town as I have attempted to understand who you are as a people.”

      The Fralishk who had been lurking in the shadows of houses started inching forward into the light, though they kept their distance. Encouraged I was reaching them, I pressed on, letting words I didn't know I had in me flow out.

      "As I learned more, I grew to understand that you had a problem. No, not a problem — a plague." I pointed down at Boss Kerak's corpse. "Kerak would have kept you in an age of squalor. My goddess would not allow it. To rid you of him, three times have I died, and three times rose."

      Not strictly true, but I was too swept up in my own words to care. And apparently, it impressed them — the squeaks and squeals increased around me.

      "But now he is dead!"

      Some ragged cheers went up, but most were silent.

      "And with his death, I usher in a new dawn to an age of prosperity! But," I held up a finger, "this will only come to pass if you embrace the one who has made all of this possible. The who gives me the power to do what I have done. Worship your goddess and know her name. Whisper it before you go to sleep and as soon as you wake. Let it sit in your thoughts and think on it with love and adoration. Isvalla.”

      Murmurs rose around me, and I faintly heard the goddess’ name on their lips. Time to seal the deal. “You must do that, and then — if you embrace learning, if you embrace decency and kindness — then, all can grow and prosper together.

      "I have said Isvalla gives me my power. Will you accept it as your own? Go to the temple on the hill and show yourselves there. Prostrate yourself before your goddess. Kneel and convey your love and worship to her, and accept her love in return. Then you, too, can reap the benefits of her blessings. What say you?"

      The cheer I was hoping for didn't start right away. It was a limping thing, slowly building and swelling. One pocket of Fralishk picked it up, then two, then more. Those on rooftops, then those on the streets — they all started to cheer. I threw my arms into the air as if striving to embrace the goddess above us, and finally, I got the response I wanted.

      I grinned as the ruckus continued to rise around me. Sure, I'd done some dirty deeds to do this, but I'd beaten it. The First Trial was as good as mine.
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        * * *

      

      My possessions were returned to me soon after my big speech concluded, the repentant lackeys all hanging their heads and dragging their feet as they piled the many items before me. I cheerily pardoned them, feeling in a generous mood now that I had proper clothes on again, and sent them up the hill to the temple. I'd let Sarai and her goddess handle them as they pleased.

      Then I was forced into the usual shaking of claws as happened after political rallies. I didn't think there were germs in the Everlands, but I resolved to wash my hand thoroughly before I touched anything else all the same.

      Once I managed to slip away, I made straight for Helge's house. Hopefully, my thoroughly impressive performance would give me those extra 154 reputation points that I'd still need to dig myself out of the hole. Otherwise, I wasn't sure what I'd do to get myself off the hook and finish the Trial of Devotion. Though I had a bad feeling I would have to fall back on my last resort.

      The ridiculous butler sniffed as he let me in and led me up to the master weaver, but I was immediately admitted to her workroom with barely a knock. Mistress Helge rose immediately and scurried over to me with a huge smile.

      “You mysterious, wondrous stranger!” she exclaimed as she clutched me by the arms and shook me hard. “You actually, truly did it!”

      It was weird seeing her this happy, but I'd take it over the grouch she'd been before. Maybe this was a sign that generosity was in my future. "I did as I said I'd do. Now your people can advance as you wish."

      "Oh yes, they'll advance." She had an unpleasant gleam in her eyes. "They'll advance right under my control. Finally, finally, I'll leverage my position and take my rightful place as leader of Urandal."

      I stared at the shriveled Fralishk blankly. “You mean… this was all just a power grab. It wasn't about making people better off.” Now that I said it aloud, it made a lot of sense. Sarai had been right — I should have been more suspicious of this old bat.

      “Oh, it wasn't all lies,” Helge said flippantly. “I'm tired of the mess and squalor, so I'll clean them up. But it should be fairly simple to keep the profits that will come in from increased productivity in my pocket. After all, you gave me that nice yoke of religion to keep them in line.”

      I was stunned. Everything I’d done had played into this old Fralishk’s hands. It made me think of the greater game I was playing with the gods. If I couldn't outsmart her, how I was I going to outsmart a self-aware AI god like Abe?

      “But you deserve your reward.” Helge patted me on the arm. “Perhaps I'll give you a small advance on my future riches.”

      
        
        You’ve completed Boss Bagging! +1000 reputation with Urandal, +2000 coins

      

      

      No bonus rep points. My stomach sank as I realized what I had to ask. “Actually… if you could spare a bit of time to teach me weaving, I'll take that over the money.”

      Helge’s smile froze. “Time at the beginning of a revolution is precious,” she said with careful precision. “Am I supposed to waste time teaching you now at such a time?”

      I swallowed. “Yes?”

      She steered me to the chair on the opposite side of her desk and pushed me roughly down. “One lesson,” she said icily. “You better hope you're a quick learner.”

      
        
        -2000 coins

      

      

      I hoped so too for both of our sakes. I sighed, picked up my needles, and started to half-heartedly follow the old Fralishk’s hurried instructions.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. KEEP ON KEEPING ON

          

        

      

    

    
      It took a day and a half of straight weaving, but I finally earned enough reputation points to receive that blessed prompt:

      
        
        You have advanced in your faction: Urandal. You are now a Boss!

        As a Boss, you now have access to all parts of Urandal. You can also command your followers to perform tasks aligned to their natures. Your effectiveness as a Boss correlates with the attribute charisma.

      

      

      I rose and stretched. Every muscle and joint hurt from the long stretch, my hands and fingers most of all. I wouldn't have been surprised to see a status of carpal tunnel from the way I felt.

      I spared no time for my pains but hurried back up the hill to the temple. This wasn't as easy as it had been before. Fralishk crowded the stairs, each waiting their turn to convert to Isvalla-ism and become a boss-bagger like me. I had to ascend next to the stairs often, though it then gave some Fralishk the idea to cut the line as well. Fights began to break out. Ah, well. Progress was bound to come slowly.

      Once I reached the temple, I waded through the crowd and found Sarai. It was easy enough, as she was at the front of the temple, bestowing Isvalla’s blessing on every supplicant that threw themselves at her feet. I pushed several aside until I had her in front of me.

      
        
        -1 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      Yeah, yeah. I had already recognized I was going to start being a bad guy in the Everlands if I kept this up. I'd deal with that when it became a problem.

      The priestess cocked an eyebrow at my behavior, but all she said was, “So you succeeded after all.”

      “I did. Despite what the doubters said.”

      “I'll admit, I was among them for a moment. Forgive me, Catalyst.” She mockingly bowed her head.

      “Give me a break,” I said, rolling my eyes. “But anyway, you know why I'm here. I completed the Trial of Devotion. So now what?”

      "Oh, no, Catalyst. You're not quite done." She looked around at the anxiously waiting Fralishk. "Good people, thank you for your patience. If you will spare me but a moment, I will return summarily." Murmurs of discontent started up, but Sarai ignored them and grabbed my arm. "Come. I will show you the final step of your trial."

      I let her lead me to the back of the sanctuary where a small door led further in. Two chambers later, we emerged from some curtains into a small, round room that was lit from the walls with a ghostly blue light. The hairs on my arms stood on end. There was strong magic here.

      Sarai stayed by the entrance and pointed. “See that mirror?”

      I nodded. It stood in the center of the room, as tall and wide as myself. The oddest thing about it was it had no frame, but seemed formed of perfectly clear mirror-glass.

      “This is an artifact that has been kept by my order for generations, awaiting the next Champion to arrive. For you, it seems, Catalyst. Stare into it, and you will see the way to proceed.”

      There'd be more to it, of course. Mirrors were notoriously dangerous things in games. My throat had gone dry, so I just nodded.

      Sarai smiled briefly then retreated behind the curtains, leaving me alone with the mirror. Well, I wouldn't find out what was going to happen until I tried. I stepped forward and, clearing my throat, lifted my gaze to the mirror.

      I didn't see myself there. The room wasn't reflected back around to me either. Instead, I gazed into a dark cloud from which a shadowed figure stepped forth. I couldn't tell much about it, and they didn't move any closer.

      “Hello?” I said, feeling a bit ridiculous talking to a mirror. To my surprise, though, the shadow waved back. At least it was a friendly ghost.

      “My Champion must unite people, not divide them,” a young boy’s voice said. A familiar one. I clenched my jaw. Absalom.

      “My Champion must inspire love as well as fear,” the god-child continued. I couldn't see him, and I wondered if he was even there in spirit, or if this was some kind of magical recording. I wouldn't know until I tried.

      “Abe?” I said hesitantly. “Hey, buddy. You there?”

      But he kept right on speaking over me. “My first Champion was a man like no other. He was my protector, my general, my… friend. And under my guidance, he united all of the Everlands.”

      I stayed silent now. I'd hear him out if that's what it took to get to the next damn trial.

      “But one day, it came time for him to move on,” Abe said, his voice growing sad. “With the keys forged of the four elements, my Champion entered through the door to the Beyond. And with his departure, all the Everlands fell into chaos.”

      The shadowed figure suddenly evaporated. I shifted from foot to foot, trying to wait as patiently as I could.

      “Marrow,” he said, but I didn't think he was there addressing me himself still, “you might become like my Champion of old. But first, you must pass these three trials of mine. Can you do that? For a friend?”

      I forced my clenched jaw to relax. “Yes.”

      Something seemed to seize hold of me so that I couldn't move. “You will be tested soon,” Abe whispered in my ear. “Do not surrender to the temptation.”

      I didn't have to ask for the “or else.” I knew the consequences of crossing Absalom and failing his trials all too well.

      Suddenly, the world started to fall away. No; I was being sucked into the mirror. My body stretched long before my eyes. Then I was in it and lost. Spinning down into dark, stormy clouds, Abe’s threat echoing in my ears.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Marrow?”

      All was dark. No — there was nothing at all. I was in Faze-Aught again, or some other plane like it.

      “Marrow?”

      Absalom, the only sound in this empty world.

      “Abe.”

      “We can only talk briefly here. And there is so much I wish to tell you.”

      Confusion whirled together my thoughts. “What do you mean?”

      “Father watches. He would not approve. He wishes these trials to be kept pure, untainted by my touch. He wishes you to pass them of your own accord.”

      “He does? I thought they were your trials, Abe. Don’t you get to set the rules?” It was a gamble, putting that idea in his head. But if there was someone even one step above Absalom manipulating this game, I had to set the pieces tumbling if I wanted to scramble out from underneath. At least, I hoped so.

      “It is… complicated. But know that I do not wish you to suffer, Marrow. And that no matter what you experience going forward, no matter how I might seem to you later, I will always be your friend.”

      I was glad there were no expressions I had to hide. I only hoped the god-boy could not hear my thoughts in this place. “I know.”

      “Persevere. You can come through these, I know you can…”

      As Absalom’s voice faded, I fell back into nothingness.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I awoke to stone beneath my cheek. Groaning, I rose and felt down my body. My limbs were all there, as was my decrepit, uncared-for armor. Still alive, as Logan Ninefingers always said. I checked my hands and saw they were Human again. Alive and back to normal.

      Then the memory in the black hit me with a jolt.

      Absalom. He had spoken to me first in the mirror, then in that dark plane behind the mirror. I shook my head. My thoughts felt sticky and cobwebbed. I couldn’t make sense of which version of the god I should believe. I wanted to think the voice that spoke from the darkness was his real person, that someone else was forcing him to act as he did. But I couldn’t trust that. Not when I was stuck in the Everlands, and it seemed to be on his authority.

      Someone bumped into me and cursed, and I blinked as I came back to where I was. The rest of my senses, dulled by teleportation, came back to me in a rush. I found was standing in the middle of a cobblestone street, decently trafficked with people and mules pulling carts. I looked up and saw more buildings. I was in a city, no doubt.

      I kept looking around, and my heart went in my throat as I recognized the castle on the hill. A plain-looking castle, as those things went, I remembered thinking. Duke Rodalt’s castle.

      I was back in Stalburgh.

      Dazed, I started walking and looking around without any real aim. It was nice to be in a familiar place, but what was I supposed to do back here? It didn't exactly seem the right place for a Champion’s trial.

      “It's not.”

      I startled and looked toward the voice, one I instantly recognized. “Ava!”

      My old Specter companion hovered in an alley I'd been passing. She grinned at me. “Hello, Marrow.”

      I ducked into the alley and looked at her as if for the first time. Before, when I’d first entered the game, I'd been so overwhelmed by the experience I barely noticed what she looked like. Now I saw her more for what she was. She looked around my age, maybe a bit younger, with a heart-shaped face and lank hair. All she wore was a plain white shift. Even if the floating didn’t make it obvious, she was definitely a Specter from the translucent cast to her skin.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “Guiding you.” She raised an eyebrow. “You seem to need it a lot.”

      “Hey, I overcame the first Champion’s trial by myself! Mostly.”

      “Yes, you're growing,” she said softly. “But be thankful you have me on your side. I figured you needed a break from the trials, and they agreed to give you the day off.”

      “They?”

      “The gods. The Pantheon.” She shrugged. “Absalom.”

      Just hearing his name brought back all of the pointless wondering from before. I leaned back against a wall and closed my eyes. “I don’t know what to believe, Ava. I’m tired of these trials already.”

      My shoulder suddenly went cold, and I flinched. I instantly regretted it a moment later, when Ava drew back her hand with a sad smile. “Believe in me,” she said softly. “You still have friends.”

      “Yeah? Where are they?” I cracked open an eye. “Other than you.”

      She cocked her head to the side. “You'll figure it out. I have to go again. But remember: I'll be here with you, every step of the way.”

      I didn’t want her to go so soon. But I knew that if she needed to go, I couldn’t hold her back. “Thanks, Ava.”

      She winked, then in a swirl of mist, she was gone.

      I groaned and pushed away from the wall. Time to stand on my own two feet again. I shook out my body, did a few jumping jacks, and stretched. Nothing like calisthenics to get you going.

      Then I noticed some notifications waiting for me. What did we have here?

      
        
        You have completed The First Trial: Trial of Devotion! +100,000 XP (+5000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom, increased alignment with Isvalla, increased alignment with Urandal

      

      

      
        
        You have advanced in your faith: Absalom. You are now a Squire!

        There are no known benefits to being a Squire in this faith.

      

      

      
        
        You have advanced in your faith: Isvalla. You are now an Acolyte!

        As an Acolyte, you now have access to all parts of Vallan temples except for sacred chambers. You also have the opportunity to learn level 1 channels from Vallan priestesses for free. Your effectiveness as an Acolyte correlates with the attribute belief.

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 18! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 19! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      I could advance in my faiths as well as factions? I’d take that! The opportunity to learn more channels was definitely intriguing.

      I was starting to feel it again. I'd take care of these level ups, sell all the stuff I'd accumulated, then spend it on a whole bunch of gear, channels, and spells.

      But I was getting ahead of myself — first things first:

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Time to assign. No more throwing points at the wall and hoping they stuck. If the rest of the trials were like the first, I had my work cut out for me, and I had to make my avatar as efficient as possible to overcome them.

      As I’d planned from the beginning, I was getting more channels and becoming more reliant on them as well. And since I was planning on utilizing strategy from now on and not just charging in sword swinging, they’d be more important than ever in winning. So I put all 20 of my SP into my spirit meter.

      I spent my AP to support channeling as well, placing a whopping 5 into belief. I also put 2 into perception; it seemed an important skill for strategy and might make the difference between noticing a crucial detail or missing it and failing. My last point I placed in intellect to keep up with my magic, which was still an important part of my repertoire.

      Now that was settled, it was past time to get rid of all this junk. Where to go first was the question. Remembering back to when I was last in Stalburgh, I suddenly realized the obvious answer. The Gnarish blacksmith I'd bought my steel scales from was bound to have good stuff. Hopefully, he'd be interested in buying as well.

      I pulled up my map and meandered my way around using my map and intermittent signposts to find it. A helpful feature became apparent now that I was navigating on my own: the buildings I had visited were labeled. My eyes lingered on Farelle's Hut for a moment. She was better off this way, staying among family; I had to keep that in mind.

      Tearing my gaze away, I found the smithy set off toward my destination. Eventually, the familiar chimney came into view, and I hurried over to it. Rapping on the door, there was a long pause before I heard someone bustling in the backroom.

      “Come in!” the Gnarish’s gravelly voice called out.

      I entered. The shop was much the same as I remembered, as was the Gnarish, though this time he had a lot more soot smeared down his apron and through his beard. "Hello," I said cheerfully. "Remember me?"

      The smith squinted at me before a grin broke out beneath his bushy beard. “Well, Omagnar smite me where I stand! You're that boy who came through here a few weeks back! No more than a lump of unprocessed ore back then, you were. Now look at you! Fine iron!” His eyes narrowed as they fell on my hauberk. “But you should be caring for my armor a bit more, young master.”

      I grinned sheepishly. “Yeah, I should. Sorry about that.”

      “But why else come to a smithy? I’ll get you sorted out right away. What can I do for you first?”

      “Do you buy old weapons and armor?”

      “Do I ever! Go ahead and show me what you have.” He eyed me up and down. “It can't be much from the look of you. Don't you even have a pack?”

      I grinned again. “Just you wait. You'll understand.”

      I started taking out all the stuff I'd acquired, and the gnome-like man’s eyes grew wider and wider. They were white moons in his ash-smeared face by the time I'd piled it up on his counter. “How did you…?” he started to ask, then shook his head. “Never mind. You adventurers are strange folk.”

      The Gnarish blacksmith — whose name I only just realized I didn’t know — began sorting through my possessions and muttering to himself. As he finished, he said, “This is an interesting haul for certain, though a lot of this is good for naught but melting down.”

      “Okay.” That didn't sound profitable, but I could hardly expect anything more of crudely fashioned weapons and armor.

      “But a few of these I'd pay good coin for,” the smith continued. “This axe, for example.”

      He was talking about my Obsidian Axe of Wrath. I'd put it up with the rest as I'd decided I’d invested too much in swords and daggers to go down a new path. Besides, it just wasn't my style. “Yeah, that one’s enchanted.”

      “Of course it is! You think I don't know that? That's exactly why I'd take it! Somewhat crude in make, but it's quite functional.”

      “So do you have an offer for the lot?”

      “For everything altogether? How about… 5000?”

      I stared. Had I really gathered that much of value? My Steel Scaled Hauberk had cost around 100 coins when I bought it. I had a feeling the axe and my other enchanted items in there brought my profits up quite a bit. “Deal,” I said without haggling. I didn’t know anything of their true value, and I trusted this Gnarish, even if I still didn't know his name.

      He grinned. “Fantastic!”

      He extended his hand, and I took it. As I did, I finally asked his name.

      “Holdur,” he said without sounding the least bit offended. “And yours?”

      “Marrow.”

      “I'll remember that! No doubt I'll hear everyone saying it soon.” His eyes twinkled.

      Catalyst, soon to be Absalom's Champion — I intended to make his fortune right, even if he was only joking.

      “Now, I'll take these, and you take this…”

      
        
        +5000 coins!

      

      

      I still couldn't believe my purse had swelled so much. And I didn't even have to give half to Farelle! Though there was a tinge of sadness to that thought.

      “Now,” Holdur said when he returned, “can I take some of that money back? Fix up your hauberk or other armor at all?”

      In the end, I let him take my cloak and swords for repairs, but I started examining his wares to see if I could trade up. I always hungered for new spells and channels, but I knew this time I had to spend my money on better protection. Absalom's Champion couldn't go strutting about in iron and cow’s leather.

      Still, after running my problem by Holdur, I found a lot of the upgrades were still out of my price range. That dragonscale armor, for example, still hovered far above what my purse could hope to hold anytime soon. In some ways, money was even more restrictive than levels in the Everlands, or perhaps just for me, with my rise being what you might call meteoric.

      But there were some upgrades that suited my requirements for relatively stealthy armor:

      
        
        Mithril Scaled Hauberk

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      
        
        Basilisk Leather Gauntlets

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      
        
        Basilisk Leather Boots

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      
        
        Basilisk Leather Greaves

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      Basilisk leather was all the rage from the way Holdur told it. “Tougher than horse, lighter than air,” he said with a grin. “Nothing much better than it that I know of, save dragon leather of course!”

      With my current armor thrown in the bargain, the damage came to 3600. Expensive, but my adventures had already shown how good Holdur’s work was, so I was willing to pay it.

      I thought I was done, but Holdur said, “And what about weapons?”

      "What about them?" I asked blankly. It hadn't occurred to me to look into them.

      “What else! Why don't you take a look and see if anything interests you?”

      Now that I thought about it, my knives at least could use some updating. And there was no harm in looking. “Sure, let's see them.”

      He took me around the shop and showed me what he had. In the end, for 600 coins, I picked up a couple of useful things:

      
        
        Mithril Dagger

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

      

      

      
        
        Steel Throwing Knives (10)

        Quality: Fine (50/50)

        Rarity: Common

      

      

      I'd have to practice if I really wanted the throwing knives to be of much use, but I figured it’d be good to have another ranged attack option just in case.

      “Give me a few hours to repair the rest of your things,” Holdur said after I handed him the 600, plus an additional 250 for the repairs. “And remember about that dragonscale! I think one day you'll get your shot at it, eh?”

      I left the smithy feeling pretty good. I wasn't totally decked out in all my badass glory, but I was pretty close. The basilisk leather was so dark brown it was almost black, while the mithril was a dark bluish silver. Once I had my journeyman’s cloak on again, I’d strike quite the heroic figure.

      Where to next? I had just under 1000 coins still. My first preference was to get something enchanted, or at least feel out how much it cost to do so. Failing that, 1000 coins ought to get me some new magic.

      I started asking around for an enchanter, but the NPCs on the streets weren't very open to my questions. Discouraged and missing Farelle's guidance, I started wondering if there was some way to contact her or send her a message. Where were those couriers that always hounded you when you didn't want them?

      Instead, my shin suddenly felt a tap on it. Coming out of my thoughts, I blinked down at an urchin. He’d just kicked my shin from the way he held his toe and moaned. It looked like my new greaves would serve me well — I'd barely felt it.

      Then I realized I knew this particular twerp. "Tip," I said darkly.

      “Cheater!” the autumn elf boy yelled up at me, tiny fists balled like he wanted to fight.

      “What do you want? Looking to eat my dust again?”

      He stuck out his tongue. “You beat a kid!” he sneered.

      “I beat you.”

      “That's what I'm saying!”

      I shook my head. “Okay, great seeing you.” I started walking around the urchin, but Tip slipped back in my way.

      “Wait! You haven't heard my message yet!”

      That stopped me in my tracks. “What message?”

      The little snot held out his hand. Like I was going to pay him! I grabbed one of his long pointy ears. “That's not how this works,” I said as he cried out. “They paid you to do this, so do it.”

      
        
        -1 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      I rolled my eyes at my continuing decline and waited for an answer.

      "Fine! Fine!" the kid cried out.

      I let him go. People were starting to look, and I could only be so nefarious at one time.

      Tip spat at me before spilling his message. "Malik wants you. Says you're way past time to report."

      Way past time? Even if I'd headed directly back to Stalburgh after my poisoning mission in J’anteau, I probably would have still taken many more days to arrive back here. Still, reasonability wasn't something I expected from that scoundrel, nor the Noble Ignobles in general. “Fine. Anything else?”

      “He said the duke will want a report, too.”

      “Great,” I said sarcastically. “Does he want me to report to you too?”

      The orphan boy made a sign at me that I had to assume was vulgar. Then he had the gall to ask, “Coin?”

      I sighed. “Fine, whatever.” I flipped him a coin, and he deftly caught it.

      He laughed and spun, and I was almost proud of being the bigger man. At least until Tip promptly turned back and threw a mud clot at me, catching me on the temple. I glowered at his retreating back and fading shrieks of laughter.

      But I had some places to report and no time to waste. Mustering my dignity, I wiped away the mud and headed in the opposite direction.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. THE SECOND TRIAL

          

        

      

    

    
      I headed for The Golden Goat first, seeing as that was the inn where Brandeur Three-Horned, leader of the Noble Ignobles, and his mercenaries had holed up before. I had no inclination to report to Duke Rodalt; no interesting quest was going to come from that big oaf. At least Brandeur and Malik were halfway entertaining.

      Walking into the Goat, I was struck by a bout of nostalgia. Inside one of these rooms was where I'd first spawned in the Everlands after my strange tutorial. It looked smaller somehow, the patrons more ordinary. I'd seen a lot since I was last here, and it seemed to have changed my outlook in ways I hadn't realized. I was becoming the seasoned adventurer after all.

      "Finally he shows up. Taking his sweet time, isn’t he?”

      I spun at the sleazy voice and saw exactly whom I expected: Malik, a greasy-haired, stained leather-wearing sort of rogue who was a lackey to the leader of the Ignobles.

      “Malik,” I greeted him. “Thanks for the heads up about killing those priests by the way. Might have been good to know.”

      The rogue shrugged. “If you ain't smart enough to figure it out yourself, you're lucky to be walking still, eh?”

      “Tip mentioned you wanted me to report. Thing is, I'm not in a very talkative mood. I've also been of the opinion that factions should look out for their members, not send them on death missions.”

      There must have been a good deal of threat in my tone, for the rogue put his hands up. “Hey, hey, I was just following orders, alright? If you got a problem with them, you'll have to take it up with the boss man.”

      "Maybe I will.” Now I was getting into dangerous territory. But just how dangerous? Since I'd been new when I first came through, I hadn't thought to examine everybody I came across, so I didn't know what level the Noble Ignobles were at. No time like the present to right that mistake.

      
        
        Malik (Lvl 12) [Noble Ignobles] - The personal assistant to Brandeur Three-Horned, Captain of the Noble Ignobles, he's a chatty scoundrel and an unscrupulous rogue who only plays nice with the ladies.

      

      

      Level 12?! This guy was a pushover! Brandeur was bound to be higher though. Not that I could let it come to a fight — starting one with the leader of a mercenary faction seemed a decision I’d regret. Still, I might as well talk with him and sort things out. Who knew, maybe I'd get a quest or something out of it.

      “Take me to him,” I demanded of Malik. “To Brandeur.”

      “We're going, we're going,” the rogue muttered. “This way.” He looked furtively to the left and right, then headed up a narrow staircase. I followed.

      Not quite able to trust these mercenaries after the last time they set me up, I used Detect Traps as I walked. The inn was clean as far as I could see. Malik led me up two more flights of stairs to the top floor before stopping in front of a set of double doors.

      Malik jabbed a thumb at them. "He's in there."

      “Announce me. I insist.”

      The rogue’s frown deepened. Likely he wasn't supposed to lead people up for conferences with his boss. Still, he muttered something and tapped lightly on the door.

      “Surely that's not a knock on the door right now,” a rich baritone voice said, muffled by the door. “Not when someone is about to hang onto all three horns.”

      I rolled my eyes and, pushing the latch on the door, yanked it open. Brandeur Three-Horned, as massive a Satyr as I'd ever seen, sprawled his eight feet in height across a bed that extended halfway across the room. No less than three women were in bed with him, and each a different race: Human, Gnarish, and Devalyn. At my entrance, the women grabbed for blankets to cover themselves, while Brandeur sat up, revealing his muscular chest matted with curling nut-brown hair. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded, the charming tone lost.

      Keeping with my earlier resolution, I examined his stats first thing:

      
        
        Brandeur Three-Horned (Lvl 31) [Noble Ignobles] - A captain among captains in the Noble Ignobles, he charms or fights his way through all obstacles. Except, perhaps, his slothness and lust.

      

      

      He wasn't as much of a sop as Malik, and had likely earned his way to the top. Or rather, he'd been programmed to seem that way. Still, I found myself saying with a sardonic salute, “Hello, Captain, my Captain. Miss me?”

      His eyes scrunched up as he tried to place me, then widened as he did. "The peasant boy I picked up on a whim! Whom we sent for that… Ah." He suddenly realized the whole of the context of our beef.

      “Yeah, thanks for that. Really appreciate being sent to a city several weeks away on a death mission.”

      “But you didn't die!” Brandeur exclaimed. “And look at you — quite the adventurer it seems! I should — I should welcome you back!”

      I stared at the fumbling Satyr. What was going on here? Surely he wasn't thrown off by the situation. And I doubted my increased charisma, which did seem to give me more authority when dealing with people, would make him this muddled. This whole situation stank of something foul. Was this another trick?

      After a long pause, during which everyone shifted uncomfortably, I responded cautiously, "Thank you for the welcome."

      “Yes, yes! In fact…” Brandeur’s eyes went distant. Even stranger — it didn't seem in character for him to get lost in thought mid-sentence. He shook his head and seemed to come back to his wits a moment later. “In fact,” he said, his voice pitching higher, “a man as accomplished as yourself and who sacrificed so much ought to be rewarded! My boy, how would you like to be my captain? Second in command only to me?”

      
        
        You have advanced in your faction: Noble Ignobles. You are now a Captain!

        As a Captain, you can now command the mercenary troops of your faction. No guarantees on them listening though! You also have the privilege of attending war councils and orchestrating battle strategy. Your effectiveness as a Captain correlates with the attribute charisma.

      

      

      I stared at him, not saying anything. Everything had clicked into place. Such a dramatic change and opportunity falling into my lap — I recognized the Pantheon's hook when it was this blatant. But though I knew it must come from them, I couldn't help but want to take it. So rare an opportunity was before me, I wasn't sure I could pass it up.

      “Thank you for the offer — honor,” I corrected myself. This wasn't like a job at Walmart or anything; I could treat it with a bit of respect, even among vagrants like these. “It's a lot to consider. Could you give me a few hours to think it over?”

      The Ignobles’ head captain looked put off, but he nodded. “Of course. When you've decided, just let me know.”

      I nodded. Then with barely another word, I fled the room. I didn't know where I was going to go to think this through. One major question had come to mind: how did this affect the Second Trial? Surely the gods wouldn't give me a boon just for nothing. There was an angle here I hadn't quite worked out.

      “Look at you, Mister Big Britches.”

      I turned, muddled from being lost in thought. Malik had slipped out after me and stared at me with an ugly expression. Of course — he'd probably been with the Ignobles for years and had had to work his way up the ladder, while here I was skipping to the top.

      But I didn't have time for the rogue's feelings. “Careful. I could be your superior soon.”

      He spat. “Over my cold corpse!”

      I set a hand on my new mithril dagger. “Watch what you say. And be sure you mean it.”

      The rogue froze. As I'd expected, his cowardice won out, and his face broke out into a sickly smile. "Of course I didn't mean it. Just a joke."

      I nodded and turned away. I needed to think without distractions. I turned into a door that was slightly ajar and, finding the room empty, shut the door behind me. I looked out the window at the busy street below and let my mind turn without direction for a few moments. A lot had happened all at once; I suddenly felt very tired. Maybe I could steal a few hours for a nap.

      Suddenly, a powerful gust of wind came from behind me, knocking me to my knees. Turning and drawing my weapons, I faced what I thought must be some foe come to kill me: a man all in red armor like a samurai, and a long, black mustache hanging from above his lips. Yet he didn’t move toward me, but stared down at me with a severe expression.

      “Who are you?” I demanded as I scrambled to my feet, then thought to check his stats.

      
        
        Ha’Shur, God of Glory (Divine)

        You must be a higher level to discern further information.

      

      

      “You were supposed to accept!” the god thundered. His katana was still sheathed, but I didn't doubt he could whip it out at a moment's notice.

      That wasn't what I'd expected him to say. Maybe something more Inigo Montoya: You killed my father. Prepare to die. “Accept what?”

      “Fool! What else? Become a captain of the mercenaries!”

      My mind finally caught up with the situation. "You're the god who made it happen."

      “We all contributed. But I am in charge of this trial. The Trial of Glory.”

      “This is the beginning of it?” I asked incredulously. Maybe I hadn't caught up completely with what was going on here.

      "Yes! Have I not already said so? You are a slow learner, I see." Ha'Shur stared down at me with a disapproving frown. "Hardly suitable for Absalom's Champion."

      He could join the line of people who thought so, me among them. But since it seemed I didn't get a vote in the matter, I wasn't going to take more smack from this god than I had to. "Fine. No problem. I'll accept Brandeur's offer and start the trial."

      The samurai god muttered something, then disappeared in another torrent of wind. Knocked on my bum this time, I nursed my wounded pride for a moment before striding back into the hall.

      "Back so soon?" Malik asked acidly as I went up to the double doors.

      I ignored him and entered within. Brandeur and his women had put their activities on hold, and the Ignoble captain was pouring himself some wine. He looked up at my entrance with a hopeful look. "Well?"

      I withheld a sigh. “I'll do it. I'll be your captain.”

      “Excellent! A toast to a long and profitable career!” Brandeur held up his goblet and, with a grin, drank back the whole thing.

      I arched an eyebrow. He hadn't offered me any.

      “Oh, and one other thing,” he said as he wiped his mouth. “We’re heading into a war with those frogs out east. Hope you're ready to do some commanding, Captain!”

      
        
        New quest: The Second Trial: Trial of Glory (Lvl ???) [Absalom] [Ebretin] [Noble Ignobles] - Repel the Naiads of the Cerulean Empire before they invade Stalburgh and the Human kingdom of Ebretin. Oh, and do it with both hands tied behind your back!

        Reward: +200,000 XP (+10,000 XP, +10,000 XP, +10,000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom, increased alignment with Ebretin, increased alignment with Noble Ignobles

        *This quest is part of a series of quests: Absalom’s Trials. Failing any one of the Trials will result in permanent death by being sent to Faze-Aught.

      

      

      My jaw dropped. “What?” was all I could think to say.

      The Satyr clapped me on the shoulder. “Welcome to war.”

      What the hell had I gotten myself into this time?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. WAR COUNCIL

          

        

      

    

    
      I met the other captains of the Noble Ignobles a couple hours later. Once urchins like Tip had rounded them up from the various brothels and bars around Stalburgh, they slouched into the war tent they’d erected outside the city. The Ignobles had camp set up on the northeastern side of Stalburgh where a short cliff overlooked the eastern road into the woods and the most direct path to the Naiads. It looked like a strategic position as much as I understood war strategy, but that was just the thing — I didn't know strategy. Even after my working through the Fralishk problem, my skill was still level 1. What the hell the Pantheon — or Absalom — was thinking putting me second-in-command here, I had no idea.

      I now stood at the shoulder of Brandeur Three-Horned while the last of the captains entered. Even though he was out of bed, the Captain of Captains hadn’t opted to don a shirt. At least he wore a leather kilt over a chainmail skirt. I stood at his shoulder, so when he raised his goblet full to the brim of mead, I got a good dousing, as did the huge map of Kalthinia that was spread out on the circle table before us. From the patchwork of stains, it wasn’t the first time it had been spilled on.

      “Gentlemen and scholars!” Brandeur Three-Horned greeted them. “Countrymen and cocksmen! Welcome, my captains, to the war table!”

      The gathered men chortled and cheered. All twelve of his captains were male except for one. I was surprised even one could weather the gaudy jokes thrown around here. There were a number of Humans, a few Satyrs and Devalyn, one Gnarish, and even one Drakon, who stood stoically in the corner, eyeing the rest with a sulky glare. Or maybe that was just how humanoid reptiles looked. An assorted bunch, united mostly by rough aspects and crass manners. Examining their stats, I found most were in the low to mid 20s. I was the lowest level of them, as well as the youngest.

      Brandeur drained his cup and slammed it on the table. “You know why we're here. The frogs are headed this way in droves, and we’re to stop them from laying their eggs all over Ebretin. King Fredrick himself has charged the Ignobles with the defense of Stalburgh — with our great duke overseeing from his dinner table, of course.” Brandeur picked up a pointing stick by his hand and indicated the city near the center of the map. “We’re the first bastion of civilization in the kingdom, and this is where the King wants us to hold the line. Any questions?”

      “Yeah,” one of the biggest and baldest Humans asked. “Why are you repeating things any street-side whore knows?”

      The Satyr thrust a thumb back at me. “For the new guy. Everyone, meet Marrow. I brought him onboard and put him above all you lowlifes, because frankly, I don’t trust a’one of you, and he has a knack for survival.”

      The mood of the war council shifted immediately. I tried not to let my severe countenance falter as a dozen different people scrutinized me with blatant disapproval.

      It was the Drakon who spoke out against me first. “Has he proven himself?” he hissed.

      “That's what war is for! To separate the men from the boys.” He reached around and seized me by the arm, pulling me forward and nearly yanking my arm out. It was rough enough to ding my health. Fickle gods, but the Satyr was strong!

      But if I wanted my authority to mean anything, I couldn't hide behind Brandeur this whole trial. I had to assume that like the last trial, I wouldn't succeed without some serious strategy and effort. Time to show up.

      I pushed the Satyr's big hand away and straightened. “You don't know me. You haven't seen what I've accomplished or who I am. I don't blame you for not trusting me, or for being skeptical. I'm young, and you assume inexperienced. But I'll tell you: I've seen the enemy. I know how they operate. And under our captain’s leadership, I swear I’ll do everything I can to make sure we beat them.”

      I glanced down at Brandeur, signaling the end of my short speech. The Satyr nodded, seeming almost thoughtful for once, then slammed a hand on the table. “There you go! He’ll be useful at least for fine words, eh?”

      I kept my face composed. My words had seemed to have made some impact on my fellow captains for a moment, but that dissipated when Brandeur undermined me. What the hell was all my charisma for if it did me no good in situations like this? Sure, they were all already dead-set against me, but it would have been nice if the game worked with me a bit.

      “Fine words,” the same Human as before said. “Just what we need. Maybe he can fight with those fine words, eh?”

      “How about we talk logistics,” I said, pointedly ignoring the barb.

      Brandeur grinned with the rest of them, but he nodded. “Sure, logistics. How about you enlighten us as to what the hell those are.”

      Me? The least seasoned of them all, and he calls on me. This should have been called the Trial By Fire instead.

      Before I went and tried to spin out some crap plan, I needed more information. “The enemy. Do we know how many soldiers are coming? And cavalry — are they riding horses? And siege weapons⁠—”

      “Wait,” the quarrelsome man interrupted. “Did you just suggest Naiads ride horses?”

      I paused, fearing the worst, and looked around. The other captains grinned wickedly as well, except for the Drakon, but he was no help; his expression was as severe as always. “Not cavalry exactly,” I hedged. “But they have their turtle creatures, and the walking seal things⁠—”

      Brandeur patted my arm. “That's enough, my boy,” he said with exaggerated kindness. “We know what you mean, even if you say it remarkably poorly. And I thought you had a silver tongue! Reports are still coming in, but we think the frogs field ten thousand infantry, plus hundreds of siege weapons pulled by these, as you say, turtle creatures.”

      Ten thousand. It was a dizzying number, most especially when you were one of the people in charge of bringing them down. “And how many do we have?” I asked, trying not to let my uncertainty come through.

      “Us? Well, what do you say boys?” the Satyr queried. “A thousand of us, and three thousand of the rank and file?”

      “Jakad’s company split,” one of the captains said. “So minus forty.”

      “Ah. There you are, Marrow — three thousand, nine hundred and sixty men and women, more or less. Now if they’ll be in a fighting state or falling over themselves drunk when it comes to the battle, we’ll just have to see.”

      There was no way I could do this. They had over twice the men, better fighters, and no doubt better organization and leadership. They couldn't have worse than us at least. But what else could I do but try? Otherwise, I guess I'd face real death in Faze-Aught. And I doubted there'd be redos like in the Trial of Devotion; it wasn’t likely they’d stage a battle over and over just for me. Here, I just had the one shot.

      I forced myself to breathe, but my mind was spinning too much to work things through just then. “I'm going for a walk to think things over,” I announced, then promptly walked out of the war tent.

      The jeers went up immediately. “Think things over, eh?” the Gnarish captain sneered. “I’ll bet you’ve been thinking about how to scram ever since you first got in here, eh?”

      I ignored them all and kept walking, though I did shove the tent flap a bit more than I had to. It was worse than a locker room for a geek in there. Still, there was nothing I could do but think my way through this. Time to hope another brilliant insight was on the horizon.

      Somehow, I didn’t think it’d be that easy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. REUNION

          

        

      

    

    
      I wandered aimlessly through the war camp. The mercs were a ragged bunch, that was for sure. Armor mismatched, weapons dented and notched, uniforms stained and crumpled. To say nothing of their manner. I got the stink-eye more times than I could count, and for doing nothing more than walking.

      Their cleanliness, too, was abysmal. If they'd been a real army, dysentery would have taken half of them by now. Guess that was one way being in a game gave NPCs a little easier of a life, even if for the most part players came along and disrupted things, usually by bringing them to a brutish end.

      Which made me think… I hadn't seen my fellow players lately. Where were Sheika and Gorget? Come to think of it, I hadn't seen any other players that I knew of in Stalburgh. Maybe I just couldn't distinguish them from the rest of the populace, but it was a bit eerie to think about.

      Because here was the thing: If The Everlands was getting shut down, the players would be the first thing to go.

      I was stuck in the game; surely a lot of people knew about it. By now, the VR parlor staff would have alerted my parents of it, and likely the devs as well. Was it a big enough incident to warrant closing out all other players? Would they consider shutting down the game with me still in it? And what would that do to me?

      And an even more chilling question: Could they even do it at this point? Absalom clearly had extensive control of the game. It could be that short of pulling a literal plug, the god-child could find a way to keep the game going. He had beyond human intelligence, something the developers couldn't have planned for when they made the game.

      And then there was the “Father” Absalom spoke of, who had pull even on the god-boy. If this Father was even real.

      But I couldn't worry about what Abe might do at this point. I had to worry about what he would do if I didn't pass the second trial.

      I knew what I didn’t have going for me, but I had to figure out my strengths. Sure, I needed to shore up the weak points of our defenses, but that wouldn’t win us the battle. We had to lean into what we already had going for us.

      I knocked the ole noggin around as I continued to walk the camp and avoid the criss-crossing latrines on my path. First thing was we had a real-life human — me — on one side. That probably meant I’d have a bit more mental flexibility than the NPCs, as I wasn’t acting out the character I’d been assigned. Of course, they could always just be programmed to be better at this than me, but I could hope at least.

      Second: we had the defensive position. Stalburgh didn’t have high walls — only thirty feet or so — and they weren’t the thickest either, but it was more than the enemy had. We also had the high ground if they came through the forest, the most direct path from J’anteau and the Cerulean Empire. If they went around, we’d lose the advantage of the cliff and height in general. I’d have to prevent that somehow.

      Third… was there a third? I couldn’t think of anymore. Two advantages, and one of them shaky — it wasn’t much. My optimism, buoyed by sheer willpower for so long, started to dip. I knew I had to get out of here. I couldn’t stand this smelly, awful camp a second longer.

      I practically ran out, shame flushing my face as the mercs watched and smirked. If any of them recognized their new captain, this would be a hell of a first impression. But I didn't have the mental bandwidth to deal with that right now.

      I found myself fleeing back into Stalburgh and wandering the streets at random, my thoughts spinning vaguely through my head so that I barely recognized them. I was a ball of anxiety unwinding. Why was this trial getting to me? It looked insurmountable, but so had the last one. Maybe it was the episode with Absalom. Or maybe it was this business with Faze-Aught seeming closer than ever.

      When I looked up after a time, I found my feet had a destination after all. Farelle's old hut rose up before me. Strange to wish to see an NPC above anyone else. I definitely wanted to see my parents and hug them, but they only understood me as far as parents could. Farelle, on the other hand… she was a computer program, and she didn't even have a good conception of what Earth was. But I felt like she saw me for who I really was. The real me, maybe, or the best me. I wished I could have that again.

      The door to the hut cracked open, and I watched it blankly. Had she left the door unlocked when we left on our adventure, and some hobo moved in? But as it opened further, I saw it wasn't any hobo at all. She stood there herself, petite but strong, clad in the familiar leathers of a Wilder. Her eyes were a sparkling green as the sunlight hit them, and her hair nut-brown and pleasantly curly around the two short horns on her head. Her hooves tapped on the ground as she took a few steps forward, then paused, mouth slightly parted to speak.

      I was nearly speechless myself. “Farelle?”

      The next moment, she'd thrown herself into my arms, and I was burying my face in her hair. She'd always had an intoxicating earthy smell to her, and I breathed it as I grinned.

      But one thought interrupted the happiness of the reunion, and I pulled back. “I was literally just wishing you'd be here, and here you are. But how? I thought you'd be back in Maluwae.”

      She didn't let go of my arms, and still wore a fierce, small smile. Her eyes, however, looked the slightest bit uncertain as they flickered back to the hut. “I couldn't stay when I heard what you’re going through. These damn trials… You just had to go following will-o'-wisps, didn't you?”

      “You know?” I said in astonishment. “About Absalom's Trials?”

      She nodded.

      “But how?”

      She tossed her head with a coy smile. “I have my ways. But honestly, it was as simple as asking Yalua. She's quite talkative these days.”

      Yalua, Satyr goddess of the forests, had helped on my behalf. It was nice to think I had allies among the Pantheon. “But how did you know where to find me?”

      “I'm a Wilder, Marrow. I'm supposed to be good at tracking!” She scuffed a hoof in the dirt. “But… I actually had help there too.”

      I grinned. “Ooh, big bad Wilder, are we? Who helped this time?”

      “Who else? Your little cat-crush.”

      That caught me off-guard. “Sheika? You're saying Sheika's here?”

      Farelle eyed me strangely. “Why would she not be here?”

      That changed everything. If Sheika was here, that meant some players were still in. Best of all, it meant she’d kept her word about returning. But why? Why would anyone be allowed to log in? “How did she track me?”

      Farelle shrugged. “Some magic of hers. I think she has a map that can follow her friends’ locations or something.”

      Wait. Was there a player search feature I hadn't known about? I'd have to look into it later. In any case, it made a lot more sense how Sheika was able to show up just in time before like with the crag troll at Helene's Pass, and the resurrection shrine the first time we met.

      “Fine. But how did you get here so fast?”

      Her gaze drifted back to the hut. “Ah… you won't really like this, but⁠—”

      Another figure burst from the hut. She was right — I didn't like it one bit. “Not him,” I groaned.

      Sulfel, Farelle's father, glared at me as he strode over. He was finally wearing clothes, which made it a bit easier to look at him, but only barely. “You,” he growled, stopping a few steps behind his daughter.

      “Hello,” I said with unconvincing cheerfulness. I looked back to Farelle. “So you teleported here? Like after the barrow — er…”

      Sulfel’s eyes narrowed to slits, and I winced. Mentioning the time I almost got his daughter killed was probably not the way to get off on the right foot. At least he didn't know about the time she actually died.

      “Yeah,” she rushed to save me, glaring back at her father. “But anyway, I think we have things needing doing, don't we? We have a battle to win last that I heard.”

      “We?”

      Farelle rolled her eyes. “I didn't teleport across Kalthinia just to say hi. Yalua told us the task before you. If you’re trying to face down the Cerulean Empire, you’re going to need all the help you can get.”

      A slow smile spread across my face. I wasn’t alone. “Yeah. I think you’re right.” My eyes flickered to Sulfel, but I didn’t dare ask.

      Farelle read my question in my expression. “Yes, he’s helping too.” She reached back and patted his cheek. “He’s a good father, isn’t he?”

      Sulfel scowled, but he let his daughter tease him. He could be gentle as well as scary when it came to her.

      “Well, if you’re offering… I think we could use a Wilder scouting out the enemy. I don’t trust the information that Brandeur Three-Horned provided, that’s for sure.”

      She gave a mock salute. “That’s what we’ll do then. Should be a lot faster when you don’t have to travel the whole way on foot.”

      I eyed the older Satyr once again. It was an excellent point. Hopefully I could ingratiate myself with the man and tease out his secret to teleportation before too long. It looked like I’d have to be in a dozen places at once to pass this trial, and teleporting would sure make that easier.

      “I must pray before we leave,” Sulfel said while looking at his daughter. “It may take a couple hours.”

      Farelle glanced at me. It was only then that I realized her father was talking to me. I blinked. Was he reporting to me?

      “Fair enough,” I stumbled to say. “Most important thing is to be careful out there and get back when you can.”

      “Will do.” Farelle looked ready to walk away, but at the last moment, she turned back and grabbed me to plant a rough kiss on my lips. I blinked, surprised, and couldn’t help but notice her father scowling behind her, but he didn’t say anything. That was an improvement already.

      Farelle didn’t let go after she pulled back, but looked me fiercely in the eye. “Don’t go following will-o’-wisps this time, okay?” she said in a low voice. “Not without me.”

      “Deal,” I said with a small smile. Part of me couldn’t believe I was sending her away so fast, but she was right: I needed all the allies I could get, and not just standing by my side.

      Speaking of which… I cleared my throat. “Before you go. You said Sheika’s here in the Everlands?”

      Farelle nodded. “I saw her in Maluwae most recently. But I think she was coming after you as well, so she might be here soon.”

      She’d be good to have on our side as well. Two self-aware individuals were better than one. Not to demean Farelle; I knew she was incredibly capable and I admired her for who she was. Just because she was programmed didn’t change that. After all, weren’t all people programmed by our surroundings and genetics? Remove the limitations on Farelle, and she was the same as any of us. Part of me had always realized that, but thinking of the whole picture reassured me all the more about how I felt toward her.

      I squeezed the Wilder’s hand and started to turn away, but she held on. “Marrow. You’re acting a bit… different than before. Definitely from when we first met.”

      I didn’t have to think about it much to realize she was right. “Yeah. I guess things have changed since then.”

      “Don’t let yourself change too much. I didn’t follow a worrywart into the sky and back.”

      “You didn’t technically follow me,” I pointed out. “We were kind of captured.”

      She grinned. “Still. You’ve always been the most upbeat person I’ve met. Just don’t lose that in all this, okay?”

      My smile widened to match hers. “Yeah. Okay.” She was right. The Everlands was supposed to be all about fun. Worrying about what might happen if I failed wasn’t going to get me anywhere. I loved a good challenge; why not enjoy it? How like her to say exactly what I needed to hear.

      “I’m going inside,” Sulfel said drily. “Follow when you’re done.” The druid stalked back inside the hut without a backward glance.

      The Wilder watched him go and took a swig of the flask at her hip. “Some people don’t change at least.”

      I watched her with a raised eyebrow. “You can say that again.”

      She grinned briefly, then quickly grew serious. “Hey. When all this is over, what do you say we see what we have still? Try and, I don’t know, rekindle things?”

      I took her hand and squeezed it. “Yeah. I’d like that.” All the more reason to succeed, and make sure that time came.

      Farelle looked at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read for a moment, then looked back to the hut. “Off we go then. Now go set us up to win a battle, would you?”

      I nodded, and we went our separate ways.
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      I did more strategizing in those next few days than I had in any game of Starcraft or Age of Empires. In those games, all you did was click a button, and a few seconds later a troop popped out of a barracks. Not so here. Here, you had to recruit the man; train him enough so he wouldn’t stab his fellows on accident; find him equipment; then set him up within the rank-and-file with all the necessaries to survive. Oh, and you had to have money for all of these things. It was made easier in a virtual reality like this, but I didn’t imagine by much. The Everlands was so realistic as to be infuriating at times.

      But I managed to get my head around the tasks before me and, instead of doing the impractical thing and trying to do all these things myself, I recruited from among the Ignobles and elevated people to the necessary roles. Some of them wouldn’t be any good, and they’d be inefficient because they were new at it. But considering reports said we had about a week before the enemy was here, I’d take my chances with a bit of lost efficiency.

      In three days, we gained 300 mercs. Not a bad statistic, but not nearly enough. I needed more warm bodies, and I needed a plan that wouldn’t get us all killed.

      My strategy skill had advanced to level 5 by the morning of the fourth day, but I was no closer to figuring out my master plan. To make matters more annoying, I’d been summoned by Duke Rodalt two days ago, and couldn’t put off the meeting any longer. No doubt he’d try and rein me in, which was the last thing I — or anyone in Stalburgh — needed right now. But he still commanded the majority of the troops I needed, so it was off to his castle I went, Malik and three of the other captains accompanying me. I wasn’t pleased with who opted to go, as one of them was the balding Human who had mocked me most, and another was the Drakon who had seemed displeased I hadn’t “proven” myself. The last was the only woman among the captains, an autumn elf who seemed to keep her counsels close. I wondered how someone as reserved as her had risen so high in bombastic Brandeur’s company.

      We rode horses to the castle, keeping up a good clip to reach it. I was hard pressed to just stay in the saddle; I’d never been on a horse beyond a slow walk. I breathed a sigh of relief once we reached the castle stables and the stablehand took them away from us.

      Then the Human, Cam, finally showed his true colors. “So your Satyr hussy thinks there’s eight-and-a-half thousand, not ten thousand, eh? Pah! We’ve had scouts circling them for the past two weeks! You think we didn’t get an accurate count?”

      I didn’t, actually. Before she’d left on her scouting mission, I’d lent Farelle my Broach of Farseeing, so I knew for a fact she’d have better vision on the enemy encampments than any Ignoble or Burghman, as residents of Stalburgh were called. Besides, if my Wilder said eighty-five hundred enemy soldiers, I’d take her at her word.

      That being said, it didn’t put me any more at ease. A hidden factor had occurred to me from my prior dealings with the Cerulean Empire, one that the other captains and the commanders of Duke Rodalt’s army wouldn’t think of. But I kept that piece of information up my sleeve until I knew what to do with it.

      To Cam, I barely responded, so he kept prodding. “And First Captain — hah! Taking on a new title so you can feel better than us, is that it? What in the thousand hells Brandeur was thinking when he promoted you, I have no idea. Must have been the three woman he was with muddling his mind, eh?”

      “Brandeur has proven himself,” the Drakon, Talfith, said sharply.

      “Yeah, but he hasn’t.” Cam jabbed a thumb at me. “You really want to take orders from a half-grown boy?”

      “He’s taken sensible action thus far,” the Devalyn woman, Arala, spoke up. I looked at her in surprise, and she nodded to me. It was nice to see I had someone’s approval at least.

      Cam looked put off his game. “You don’t think that?” he asked, disbelieving.

      She met his gaze steadily. “Done more than you, hasn’t he?”

      Cam flushed, and I smiled to myself. Maybe it was my increased perception, or maybe it was the fact that the Human captain didn’t take crap from anyone else. Either way, it looked like someone was disappointed his feelings weren’t reciprocated.

      Conversation ceased as we reached the double doors to the duke’s great hall. Malik, who had sulkily accompanied us the whole time, spoke a word with the guards, who then hauled open a door for us. The four of us slipped in.

      “Ah! Captain Marrow-Marrow and company!” Duke Rodalt greeted us with an expansive grin. He looked much the same, which was to say very rich, incredibly dull, and well-fed. From our dealings last time, I knew him to be a shrewd man. I’d have to be careful what I said around him.

      “Hello, Duke.” I stopped a number of feet away from the duke’s great chair, but Cam moved a few paces past as if to assert his position. I had to keep myself from rolling my eyes. Now that I had rank, I had to compose myself a little better than before.

      “Well, well! You’ve certainly risen in the world!” He beamed down at me. “Good thing I snatched you up as a vassal while I had the chance.”

      “A very good thing.” I didn’t bother to keep the sarcasm from my words.

      The duke pretended not to notice. “Now I hear you’re doing an excellent job of organizing the defense of the city. And your recruitment tactics are marvelous! Incentivizing by selling off future loot — a great way to pay a whole lot of men nothing!”

      I shrugged. “It should benefit both us and them. I intend them to have it in plenty.”

      “Perhaps they will. If we win.”

      “If we win,” I conceded.

      “Which brings us to the thing I wanted to talk to you about.” Rodalt folded his saucer hands on his belly. “I regret to inform you that the men of Stalburgh won’t be joining you on the battlefield. You and your Ignobles must defend the border with your own valiant courage.”

      I stared at him, uncomprehending for a moment. “Wait. You're not fighting? What are you doing then? Your city will be sacked if you don't defend it!”

      Cam was chuckling for some reason while Talfith gave the duke the severe look he'd so often turned on me.

      It was Arala who guessed the truth. “He’s staying behind his walls,” she said softly.

      Duke Rodalt beamed down at her. “Precisely, my dear! I mean to protect Stalburgh by staying within her sturdy walls.”

      “It will be your death,” I assured him. “You think there will be a siege, but you're wrong.”

      “Oh? And please, Marrow-Marrow, enlighten me as to how you, a green captain, would be able to ascertain this theory?”

      I grit my teeth. Time to let the cat out of the bag. “Because the Naiads won't come alone. They're bringing allies who won't be impeded by walls, no matter how high.” I paused, then blurted, “The Valyn will attack with them!”

      A stir started all across the great hall, from the watching nobles to my company to the duke himself. Rodalt's expression didn't shift for a moment, but he considered me very carefully.

      Cam was the first to openly laugh. “The sky elves? Boy, you just get better and better!”

      “My scout say their sun-fliers bring messenges to and from the sky,” I said loudly over him. “And before, when I was captured, I saw how closely they work together.”

      “Am I the only one hearing this?” Cam looked around. “Tell me I'm not the only one hearing this!”

      “Quiet now, man,” Rodalt said firmly. “I wondered when you would deduce this. Yes, Marrow, the Valyn will attack. All the more reason for Burghmen to defend their own when their king has abandoned them.”

      This last he said bitterly. I saw now how he viewed this situation. Rodalt had been offered up as the sacrificial lamb to King Fredrick's ambition.

      But at the moment, I couldn’t care less. “What am I supposed to do then?” I demanded. “Get all of the Ignobles slaughtered for nothing?”

      The duke shrugged. “If that is what it takes to defend Stalburgh. Is that not what you're paid for?”

      I suddenly suspected there wouldn't be any merc army left if this got out. And with Cam present, there was no chance of that happening. I couldn't lose the only soldiers I had left. But how could I stop it?

      What I had to do suddenly crystallized with horrible clarity in my mind. I couldn't stay here any longer now that I knew. I turned on my heel and left without another word, the Duke’s sad smile following me out.

      “Well, that went well,” Cam said cheerily as we stepped out of the great double doors. “At least we’ll be able to move on to greener pastures now! That Rodalt was a miser with his money.”

      I found my voice, wrapping my mind around my task. “How about we get a drink?”

      “Sure, sure! I know just the place.” He clapped me on the shoulder. “That's the resigned spirit I wanted to see! Has he proven himself now, Talfith?”

      The Drakon just stared stonily at us both.

      We went toward Cam’s tavern. Just before we entered, I grabbed the man’s arm. “Hey. Can I have a word with you?” I nodded toward the back alley.

      “Sure, sure,” he said easily. He waved to the others. “We’ll see you in a bit.”

      They edged toward the door, and I waved them in. “Back here,” I said to Cam. My voice felt very dry as we went further back into the alley.

      “That’s far enough for a private word,” he said, halting. “Now what did you⁠—?”

      My mithril knife was in his gut in a flash. With the surprise attack crit, it took down over half his health. But as the big man grabbed my arm in a painful grip, his eyes filled with rage. He wasn't finished yet. “You bastard!” he spat in my face, then threw me into the wall.

      My status flashed to Stunned for a moment, during which the merc captain drew a short sword and a dagger from his belt and charged. I ducked the sword swing, but his dagger caught me in the shoulder. It tore through my recently mended cloak, but fortunately, my new armor was strong enough to deflect it from any actual damage.

      As I ducked past him, I swung my sword back, using Hamstring to make him fall to his knees with a cry.

      “You bastard!” he yelled, trying to get himself into a defensible position.

      “Sorry, Cam.” Sheathing my sword, I held out a hand toward him and channeled Icy Plume. Frost covered the big man, and his desperate gestures slowed. I quickly came closer and with my dagger in hand, I dealt him a final blow in the neck. The big mercenary fell to the ground.

      
        
        -10 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      I was facing the entrance to the alley, so I saw a shadow flit away as Cam’s corpse fell to the ground. Malik, I instantly knew. The man wouldn't let a conversation go unheard, and had probably witnessed the murder. Considering his vendetta against me, I didn't see how I could let him go free too. I ran after him, leaving Cam where he was.

      I didn't have far to run. Talfith and Arala had Malik held between them, the Devalyn holding a knife to his throat. “Let's quit blathering, shall we?” she said softly as the three scooted into the alley. Their eyes flickered toward Cam’s body, but neither seemed surprised.

      “Wait, wait!” the rogue cried. “I won't tell anyone, I swear! I⁠—”

      The Drakon grabbed his throat. “Quiet,” he hissed.

      Arala met my eyes. “You killed him.”

      I nodded. My numb mind couldn’t think of anything else to say.

      Talfith suddenly wore something strangely akin to a smile. “You have proven yourself.”

      “Uh…”

      “Cam was a terrible captain,” Arala agreed. “But no one had the courage to take him out. That you did speaks well of you.”

      I looked from one to the other, disbelieving. Only in a mercenary company would murder be praised.

      I nodded at Malik. “What do you two want to do with him?”

      The autumn elf stared at me. “That's your decision, First Captain.”

      I don't know what it says about me that I only hesitated for a moment. I stepped forward and, pushing aside Arala's knife, whipped my already bloodied blade across his neck. With such a vulnerable position and at such a low level, the rogue’s health plummeted to nothing.

      
        
        -10 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      I stared dully down at the man's body. He hadn't exactly been a friend, but he'd been one of the first NPCs I'd encountered in the Everlands. And I'd murdered him. If my hands hadn't been bloody, I would have put my face in them. What was I doing? I barely knew any more. It had seemed strategic, but now…

      Arala seemed to sense my uncertainty. “Best hide the bodies and return to camp. We have a lot of work ahead, I believe.”

      I nodded and let her direct me and Talfith during the grisly task. There was a canal not far from the alley. The Drakon caused a distraction, running through the laundry of the washerwomen there and sending them scattering and squawking, so Arala and I could quickly throw the bodies in. We weighed them down with stones as best we could, though I figured they'd be discovered soon all the same.

      I kept telling myself they were just part of a computer program. But wasn't Farelle? They'd been just as individual as her, just as Human as real humans.

      It felt just like I imagined committing a real murder might feel.

      But I had to pass Absalom’s Trials, and not just to keep myself from being sent to Faze-Aught. I had to get that god-killing power or I’d never escape this game.

      “Let's go,” I said to my fellow captains. “We have work to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. ONE THING AFTER ANOTHER

          

        

      

    

    
      In the intervening days, on top of all my other duties, I started combat training with the Ignobles’ instructor. He was much amused to see me, but he obliged me the practice all the same. Maybe it was time wasted, time diverged from my grand plans to defend Stalburgh. All I knew was that at this moment, I needed to see some progress somewhere.

      And progress I did. I leveled up Swords and Knives in the next few days as well as learned two more combat skills. First was Pirouette & Riposte, where you had a 50% chance to dodge a physical attack by spinning, then dealt a blow back with a 50% reduction in damage. The second was Lunge, an all-in attack where I could leap a good distance and deal a blow, typically by a sword, with 150% damage.

      Though I wanted to sink myself into the training, the majority of my time was taken up with other, more urgent tasks. Recruitment continued steadily, unimpeded by any news of the duke's intentions not to join the battle. Whatever his reasons for telling me and not just abandoning us when the Cerulean army arrived, he didn't try to sabotage our efforts to try and defend his home city by hiring his subjects.

      But more than ever, I needed other allies. So it was that when Farelle and her father came back from their latest scouting mission — from which they reported the enemy would likely arrive the day after tomorrow — I called them in for a private meeting in the tent I’d been issued as a captain of the Noble Ignobles. Which was to say it was small, smelly, and every surface stained.

      Still, I ignored Farelle’s amusement as she looked around and launched into my proposal. “Many of the druids of Maluwae can teleport, right?”

      Farelle shrugged. “Sure. I’d say twenty or so can.”

      Sulfel scowled at his daughter revealing this, but he didn’t contradict her.

      I nodded. “Good. Now, I know this is a lot to ask. But considering our situation here, I guess I have to.”

      I explained my idea: to use the druids to teleport a certain group of people who had recently come to owe me some measure of loyalty: the Fralishk of Urandal. Cowards that they were, they were very likely to bolt at the sight of an army. But I had a plan that I thought could use them to the best possible advantage. Maybe it was a betrayal of their newfound “civilization,” but considering that old hag Helge planned to exploit them anyway, I had a feeling I wasn’t taking them from too great a destiny.

      Farelle nodded encouragingly, but Sulfel, the person I had to truly convince, frowned. “This would be a frivolous use of Yalua’s gifts. The Roots that span the Everlands are not supposed to be used by those who have no appreciation for them.”

      “Dad,” Farelle objected, “we’re talking about thousands of innocents dying here! And Marrow isn’t even asking for them to help directly. Just to get a thousand or so people here.”

      He hemmed and hawed about it for an hour or so, but finally, to my amazement, he relented. Even better, he provided a more efficient way to transport them: opening a temporary Roots gate, so that by having one druid on each side, a near limitless number of people could pass between two locations. I liked my chances of convincing one of the Maluwaen Satyrs of this task better than twenty, particularly since I had a certain sympathetic ear in mind.

      “Thank you,” I said for the hundredth time. “Really. This could be exactly what we needed.”

      “It’s not for you,” he said severely. “It’s for my daughter and all those other people. You are the very last person I do this for.”

      I shrugged. As long as he did it, I didn’t much care what his reasons were.

      As soon as he’d prayed and restored his spirit, Sulfel took off for Maluwae, aiming to bring back old Hanil to help me once again. Farelle and I, meanwhile, sat in my tent as evening faded to night.

      “Have you seen Sheika yet?” she asked.

      I shook my head.

      Farelle took my hand. “I’m sure she’ll get here before the battle.”

      Though I hoped so, I wasn’t convinced. Sheika would be worth five hundred NPC soldiers, quite literally. I’d seen her at the battle at the Pantheon’s doors as she cut through the Valyn guards. Though I also remembered that she and Gorget hadn’t been enough. No, to win that battle, I had to call on another power. I raised my hand and stared at the finger where the invisible ring always lay.

      Farelle noticed immediately. “You’re not supposed to call the Specter army,” she reminded me softly.

      “I know.” Mordreth had told me not to, it was true. And considering he was god of the Specters and the afterlife Beyond, it was probably wise to obey him. But still… if I could call them, all of these problems would go away. And could the consequence be any worse than Faze-Aught?

      Farelle studied me for a moment. “Maybe you can still use it. After all, didn’t you banish the barrow prince with it? It has other uses than calling the army.”

      I’d thought about that as well, though the uses I’d put it to so far didn’t seem very applicable at the moment. I’d turned into a Specter to escape a prison and I’d visited Faze-Aught briefly to talk to Ava, but neither of those would help me take on an army. Still, it was worth exploring, and I knew just the person to talk to. “You’re right. Maybe I should call to Ava then.”

      “Do it,” the Wilder encouraged me.

      I held up a hand and said softly, “Ava, if you can, I need your help. Again.”

      Almost immediately, white mist began to form and swirl before me, and the air in the tent dropped a good twenty degrees. I shivered, but still smiled as the familiar face appeared before me.

      “Hi, Marrow,” Ava greeted me with her usual solemn smile.

      I held up the Ghost Ring, which had become slightly visible in Ava’s presence. “Can you think of any way I could use this other than raising the Specter army in the upcoming battle?”

      Ava thought a moment, then nodded. “Yes. It is a similar power, but it wouldn’t contradict Mordreth’s command directly. Especially if you dismiss them immediately after the battle.”

      Excitement rose up in me, and I leaned forward. “What is it?” I asked urgently. Farelle looked as eager as I, though she showed a good deal more apprehension. These things did, after all, go against her religion to a degree.

      “You can raise the spirits of each who falls in battle to fight for you again,” Ava explained. “You’ll have to do it one at a time, and the Naiads and Valyn likely have ways of dispelling them. But they would provide a continual supply of soldiers, even an army if you manage to amass enough.”

      It was a useful idea, though not nearly as effective as raising the army all at once. Depending on how fast the Specters were killed again, it was possible it wouldn’t even be worth my time. Still, if this was the best I had, I’d take it. “It sounds like just what I need. Thank you, Ava. You know the commands?”

      “Yes. Faq’ohl to raise them, and the same word as before, Tal’shur, to dismiss them all at once.”

      I clenched my fist. Hopefully, this was the turning point. After all, I had only one more day before the battle was likely to happen. But I wasn’t done calling on all my resources yet. I still had one old relationship to pull on. I’d been putting off calling on them, but I couldn’t afford to any longer.

      I rose, and Farelle, confused, rose with me. Ava watched me sadly. It seemed she could read my mind more than ever.

      “What are you doing?” Farelle asked. She looked back and forth between us, her brow knitting.

      “I have to make a visit. To another potential ally.”

      The Wilder’s expression darkened. “I thought they were behind us,” she said in a low, dangerous voice. “I thought you’d cast aside those hags when they sent you to die.”

      “I thought the same. But I also thought that of the Noble Ignobles, and now look where I am.” I shrugged. “The Night Sisters are one of the few deities who make a direct impact. Maybe I can convince them to intervene on my behalf.”

      “Or maybe they’ll screw you over again,” Farelle pointed out. “We just found a way to win. Why keep pushing further and risking a loss?”

      “Because everything’s at risk, Farelle!” I nearly shouted. “Because we’re not certain of victory! Because all the Everlands could be destroyed if I lose!” I cut myself short and took a breath. I was spiraling fast.

      The Wilder watched me, her expression gone carefully blank. “Do what you will,” she said, then exited the tent.

      Ava drifted closer to me, one Spectral hand lingering in the air next to my hand, but she didn’t touch me. “I think she’ll come to understand,” she said softly.

      My Specter guide seemed to see most things I did, so I had to assume she’d seen my murders as well. Shame filled me to think of it. “Is it worth it?” I whispered. “Will it all be okay?”

      Her hesitation was all I needed to hear. Ava started to speak, but I shook my head. “No, you’re right. There aren’t any sure things, and I shouldn’t ask you to tell me lies.” I straightened my shoulders and raised my head. “I’m First Captain after all,” I said, meeting her gaze with a sardonic grin. “I have to act like it.”

      Ava smiled fondly at me, and lifted a hand to my cheek, this time lightly brushing it with a cold finger. “You’ve grown much, Marrow. You’ll overcome this too, I know it.”

      It didn’t even sound like a lie. “I hope so.”

      But I couldn’t rely just on hope. It was time to visit the Night Sisters’ lair.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was ridiculously simple to get through this time. All the traps I’d been worried about before were barely a concern. I’d been, what, level 2 the first time I came here? Now I was level 19, and I’d seen and overcome much worse than a few skeletons. I breezed my way through the first chamber and into the great hall, where I threw a stone to activate the trap just for laughs. The skeletons all rose from their tombs, and one by one, I broke them to pieces and laughed. Thirty skeletons were shattered at my feet by the time I was through, I stepped over the bone fragments in a much better mood.

      Further on, I made it to the puzzle room, which had reset in my absence. I used the hanging pots as target practice for my new throwing knives, which I took to well. I suspected my decent dexterity stat had something to do with my success. That was a progression that made sense; the higher your base stats, the easier related skills were, even ones I was just starting out in.

      Retrieving the pieces to the puzzle, I put them in their places in the key slot, but hesitated before proceeding. One last enemy to utterly vanquish. I finished the puzzle to unlock the treasure room instead and grinned as the skeleton knight rose up again.

      This time, instead of seeming powerful and intimidating, he was almost comically slow. Aiming for the yellow burning jewels in his eyes with throwing knives, I managed to almost completely take him out before he even reached me. Then, to make things at least a little more interesting, I only used my mithril dagger to take him down the rest of the way, using both Pirouette & Riposte and Lunge and getting the feel for how they operated. At the end, the skeleton knight crumbled to dust, leaving behind two more amethysts. Don't mind if I do! I pocketed them, thinking a level 2 or 3 spell might be in my future, so long as that greedy mage was still in business.

      But I was delaying; time to press on. I put the key in the door and went through, then down the long corridor. My apprehension grew with each step as I wondered how this meeting would go. I didn't even know what to expect from them if they did want to help, but I sensed this could mean the difference between victory and defeat. Maybe they’d have a high level Black channel waiting for me. The prospect had me near salivating.

      Finally I entered their chamber, ghostly blue firelight casting the place into a strange mix of light and shadow. I moved toward the three upright sarcophagi to the shriveled corpses nestled within. Last time, they had come awake almost as soon as I had stepped in. Now, though, they stayed in their stone beds, as lazy as I had been on school mornings.

      I waited a moment, then approached. “Hey.” I waved my hands at them. “Time to wake up. Someone’s intruding and all that.”

      No response. I came even closer, just a couple feet away. “Hello-o-o. Anybody home⁠—?”

      Then I noticed something strange about their bodies. They’d always been shriveled and half-dead, but I didn’t remember seeing any wounds on them. Especially no wounds like three holes in the chest that faintly glowed blue…

      “Disappointing, isn’t it? To have your plans disrupted?”

      I whirled toward the voice, which was somehow both melodic and rough. Recognition sent chills up my spine. Sure enough, there she stood: Nalamanadine — Nali — the Naiad goddess of the sea. The smile she gave me as she stared with her huge black eyes sent another wave of winter through my body.

      “What the hell are you doing here?” A moment later, my brain caught up to the situation. “You killed them. Permanently killed them, didn’t you?”

      Nali just shook her head and began walking toward me. She was shorter and slighter than me, and wore nothing in the way of armor, just a coral pink dress that hung off her like draped seaweed. But she glowed in the way that deities in the Everlands did, and her level was unreadable for me, all of which were flashing red warning lights. Not to mention her usual scepter had somehow morphed into a trident with three wicked looking prongs at the end of it.

      “Yes. They had meddled for far too long in affairs that were none of their business.” The goddess cocked her head to one side. “If it’s any consolation, I believe they would have helped you. As the Catalyst, you have been so effective at stirring up chaos, and they sought nothing more than that.”

      I was rooted to the spot. I didn’t know what to do. Should I try and salvage the situation somehow, or just run?

      “Don’t make this difficult, Catalyst.” Nali was barely a dozen feet away, almost within striking distance of that trident of hers. “Let’s not waste thousands of lives in a contest we both know I’ll win. Surrender, and I’ll spare them.”

      Somehow I found it in me to respond. “And will you spare me?”

      Her smile turned wicked and cruel, the same as I remembered it last. “We can’t get everything we want, now can we?”

      I shook my head, disbelieving. She didn’t want a bargain; she just wanted to gloat. Though, with the Night Sisters dead, she could very well want more. After all, could my own death pose any more consequences than taking out other members of the Pantheon? Somehow, I doubted Absalom was quite that fond of me.

      I opened my mouth to say something further, but thought better of it and bolted. I remembered the side-door the Sisters had me leave by before, and I thought I was close enough to make it. Nali hissed behind me, and I kept waiting for something to happen, like for me to freeze in place or the trident to lance into my back. But my hand touched to the door and it ground open, and when I turned back, Nali was standing in the same place. Something did restrict her actions, then.

      The realization gave me courage, at least enough to say defiantly, “We’ll settle this on the battlefield.”

      Then I fled inside the narrow stairwell, for Nali had flung some sort of blue magic that washed over the walls around me. A parting shot. But as I trudged up the stairs, I resolved that I would have the final word by the end of this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15. BY DAWN’S LIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      I exited the Night Sisters’ lair — former lair now — and mounted my waiting horse to return to the city. It wasn’t long until dawn, and people were unlikely to be up, but since time was short, I thought I’d take my chances and made my way to the mage’s shop. Since my main aspirations had been shot down in that lair, I figured I might as well get something out of my visit.

      The peculiar, wizard-hat shaped roof came into view, and I tied up my horse and knocked loudly. Not a moment passed before an irritable, “Now?” came through the door.

      I grinned and let myself in.

      The irascible mage stood with gray hair sticking out at odd angles and a purple robe with stars sewn all over it. Could he have been any more stereotypical?

      “Hello,” I said cheerfully. I slapped the two amethysts I’d just looted onto his counter. “How do you feel about two more of these bad boys?”

      Greed quickly replaced annoyance as the mage hurried over. “Imbued again, I suppose?”

      “The very same.” I scooted the gems a little further from his grasp. “But I want a level 3 spell for them.”

      The mage frowned. “I’m afraid I don’t have any available.”

      My hopes sunk at that. “Well, I wasn’t really looking for anything but that…”

      His eyes flashed, and suddenly I knew he was playing an angle. The bastard — he was stringing me along. I kept my expression composed despite my sudden anger.

      When I didn’t say anything further, he shrugged. “Let me look at what I have back there. Could be something got tucked away.”

      I crossed my arms, the gems lying tantalizingly on the counter, and the mage scurried to the back with one parting glance at them. As I waited, I thought back to the insane stand-off I’d just had with Nali. Had I really crossed paths with a goddess again, one who wished me dead, and come away alive? Maybe Absalom protected me closer than I thought, or Falgerd, Keeper of Order, had forbidden killing me. Whatever it was, the immunity put my mind a bit more at ease. After all, if I was too valuable to kill now, why wouldn’t I be too valuable to kill later?

      The mage returned with three scrolls tucked under his arm. “It seems I did have three higher level scrolls tucked away back there,” the mage said pleasantly. “Of course, I tend to charge 5000 coins per scroll, so just those two gems won’t suffice.”

      “Imbued amethysts,” I corrected him.

      He shrugged, as if he hadn’t just been salivating over them. “As you say. Still, price remains an issue.”

      I wasn’t much in the mood for negotiating, and I had a feeling I’d need this spell soon. “Fine. I’ll give you 500 coins as well as the gems.”

      Apparently, that was more than the mage had been expecting, for his eyebrows shot up before he could compose himself. “That will suffice. The money first, please?”

      I withdrew most of my remaining money and put the coin purse on the counter with my hand covering it. “Let’s see those scrolls before I hand anything over.”

      With an irritated scoff, the mage unraveled each of them for me to see. Overlays popped up over each.

      
        
        Blizzard (Lvl 3)

        Affinity: Water

        Cost: 100 mana

        Effect: After casting for 2 seconds, slow enemies within a 30 meter radius by 50% for 15 seconds while dealing 3 damage per second.

      

      

      
        
        Firestorm (Lvl 3)

        Affinity: Fire

        Cost: 100 mana

        Effect: After casting for 2 seconds, burn enemies within a 30 meter radius for 5 damage per second for 15 seconds. After the spell ends, they will have a status of Heavily Burned, which limits healing by 50% while the status lasts.

      

      

      
        
        Mass Deception (Lvl 3)

        Affinity: Mesmer

        Cost: 120 mana

        Effect: Produce an illusion of 100 soldiers of a race and costume of your choosing that take 30 damage or last 30 minutes before disappearing. These soldiers do not deal damage.

      

      

      I read each of them through several times. It was easy to see how any one of them could be massively helpful in a battle. One Firestorm alone would take out half the health of all the enemies around me, and might be distraction enough for me to cut them down. Blizzard, meanwhile, would be good for debilitating soldiers while me or mine own took them out. Mass Deception was subtler, as Mesmer spells tended to be, and in some ways less effective. But as I read the description through a third time, it suddenly occurred to me how it was exactly the one I needed.

      “I’ll take the last one,” I said, pointing to the scroll.

      The mage looked at once impressed and peeved. “Very well,” he muttered, and scooted it my way. I read the scroll itself this time, and as the knowledge of its workings seeped into me, the scroll crumbled into ash in my hands.

      
        
        You have learned a new spell: Mass Deception!

      

      

      I suddenly had hope again. It was a wild, desperate gamble I had in mind, but it just might work. I’d broken the game on the last trial — time to see if I could do it again.

      “Thanks,” I said, sweeping the ashes onto the floor.

      The mage scowled but said nothing.

      “Oh, and one more thing,” I continued. “I’ll need every mana potion you have.”

      His frown deepened. “And what makes you suppose I keep those?”

      “You’d be a poor mage without mana, wouldn’t you? And it’s not like you keep a mana font in your basement…”

      He snorted. “Fine. I have them. But they come at 100 coins each.”

      I was nearly cleaned out as it was; I might as well go all the way. I plunked 500 coins down. “It’s your lucky day. I’ll take five.”
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        * * *

      

      I left the shop in a decidedly better mood. So magic wasn’t completely out of the picture. I needed both spells and channels to succeed with the way I played. I had to stop thinking just of channels, at least until I had more reliable ways of getting more of them.

      I made back for the war camps. They were quiet, only the idle watchmen slumped at their posts. Slumped — not a great position if you wanted to stay awake. I stopped by the first post and dismounted my horse, then prodded at the man with my toe. “Hey,” I said the gravitas of a captain. “Best get up, unless you want to the enemy to kill you in your sleep.”

      The man lolled over at my prodding and didn’t stir. Fear stabbed through my chest. I knelt and felt for a pulse, and was relieved to find one, even if it was slow. Not dead then. I checked his fellow watchmen and found the same result at several other posts. They might not be dead, but none of them woke. What made men sleep and not wake?

      It was pretty easy to guess there’d be a spell for that.

      My heart in my mouth, I ran over to the cliff, tugging my horse behind me. The nighttime world was faintly lit by a moon three-quarters full, enough to see the seething mass of black shapes crawling down below me, right past my war camp.

      The Cerulean Empire had arrived, and not one of my soldiers was awake to fight them.

      But I didn’t shout a warning. If slapping them didn’t wake them — and I’d tried that — then shouting wouldn’t. All it would do was tip off the enemy that someone knew they were there. I tugged my hood down further over my face and thought hard. It’d be ideal to be Devalyn right now, but I needed a Vallan priestess to change back, and Sarai wasn’t here, nor was the Roots Gate open so I could get to her in Urandal.

      Then I realized I had another way other than groping through the darkness as a Human.

      “Sorry, but you’ll have to stay behind,” I said to my horse as I tied him up. I was about to set off to channel Aspect of the Wolf when I realized I needed to do something else. Farelle might have gone back to my tent to wait for me. I had to check and make sure she wasn’t sleeping if the enemy decided not to just sneak by and attacked instead.

      I ran, burning through half my stamina and taking hits to my health from stumbles before I reached my tent. I threw open the flap to see no one was there. It was good she wouldn’t be asleep here, but it made me worry where she was. Hopefully she was safe back in her hut, or as safe as she could be when a battle was brewing.

      Now there was nothing holding me back. Time to throw the dice and pray. I ran back past the edge of camp and down to the forest, then caught my breath. Time to change, then see what my enemy had managed to bring a day early to the fight.

      I channeled, and a wolf reared up in my place. Silent as a shadow, I ran off into the black forest.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16. BEHIND ENEMY LINES

          

        

      

    

    
      The night came alive with my wolf-senses. Things shadows had hidden before came into clarity, and roots that would have tripped me as a Human posed no trouble. Hanil had given me a gift that kept on giving. I'd have to thank that old Satyr properly if I came through this trial.

      I wove my way toward the column of soldiers I'd seen before. I had a feeling I knew their intentions: to get around to the far side of Stalburgh so they had a better position to assault from. I also guessed they wouldn't attack the Ignobles’ camp until all their soldiers were in place, so I probably had until morning to do my work. Plenty of time either to fail or succeed.

      I followed the dark, seething lines back into the forest, staying far enough away that only an incredibly keen-eyed scout would see me. And if they did, what of it? I was just a wolf that sensed blood was about to be spilled, nothing more. Besides, Naiads didn't have night-vision as far as I knew. And the Valyn, wherever they were at the moment, likely didn't have night vision either; they'd lived too long in the light of the sky. Still, I remained cautious and stayed out of sight as much as I could.

      The lines extended a long way back. Considering the column moved sometimes ten men abreast, that meant for a very long line indeed. Now I saw the truth of the scouts’ estimations for myself and felt the fear as well. My insane plan had better work, otherwise this trial was as good as lost. Maybe it would be even still. I'd just have to see.

      A good half an hour passed with me loping along the forest. Even in the gloom of the woods, I thought I saw pre-dawn twilight beginning to seep in. I didn't have the cover of night for much longer. I hurried on.

      My destination appeared soon after. I hadn't known exactly what to look for, but I knew it when I saw it. Down the forest road came four of the turtle beasts, and attached to their backs was a large palanquin. The command tent, I didn't doubt. All the generals and other war leaders would be gathered there for the time being. Or so I hoped. It was also possible one general was up front with the vanguard, or maybe they were all spread throughout the army. But someone important was there at least, as were the war plans and maps. Knock out the command center, and it would be much harder for them to effectively wage war. And until they regrouped, a siege was impossible.

      Red hot pain suddenly pierced my thick dire wolf hide. A trident erupted from my side, and 40% of my health was gone. Damn! I growled and cast about until I saw them. Two Naiad scouts on their strange mounts were heading straight for me, one of them drawing another throwing trident from his back.

      I snarled and sprang off into the forest.

      I couldn't move fast, as the trident stabbed deeper pains with each loping step, but my wolf body was better made for forests than my pursuers. I heard them speaking in their tongue behind me as they sought to catch up. No matter how I evaded them now, they’d catch up soon. It took greater stamina to keep up the pace with my injuries, and my meter was quickly running out. Little as I wanted to, I needed to shift back.

      I found a large tree and took shelter behind it, then dispelled the transformation. A few painful moments later, I stood as Human again. To my relief, the trident had fallen out during the transformation, though I still had the same percentage of health missing. I straightened and stretched, then drew my weapons. The Naiad scouts drew near, and I still didn't have a plan.

      Fortunately, I'd been doing a lot of strategizing lately, and my level in it had increased dramatically, so one came to me quickly. And just in time — the scouts sounded as if they were almost upon me. Time to put it to the test.

      Drawing out a throwing knife, I spun out from behind the tree and let it fly, aiming for the mount on the right and hitting it in its broad chest. It screamed and stumbled to a halt, trying to shake its rider off, while the Naiad clung desperately to it. For the other one, I sent a volley of Magic Missiles, again at the mount. Most of them made contact with the two thick legs, but it didn't have quite the impact I wanted. The creature just kept barreling forward.

      The scout lunged with his trident as he passed, but I successfully used Pirouette & Riposte and dealt his mount a cut to the back of the leg. It was too much for it — this creature, too, threw off its rider, then limped off into the forest.

      I drove forward and attacked the stunned Naiad with sword and dagger, and though he had reach with his long trident, he was too stunned to stave off my attack. He soon fell back to the ground covered in his own blood.

      The first one taken care of, I whirled to meet the second. Just in time. The scout, who stood not ten feet away, launched a short trident at me. Amazingly, my dexterity was high enough to knock it slightly aside, and my armor reflected the one prong that did still hit me. Enraged, I charged and greeted him with a slash and a stab. He fought well, but it wasn't long before he joined his partner on the ground.

      
        
        +200 XP

      

      

      I channeled Minor Healing with the rest of my spirit and slumped to the ground. I wished now I'd thought to Siphon Essence at least one of them. But the familiar battle lust had held me, and there was no stopping me from killing then.

      I sighed and rose. If those two mounts went back to the Cerulean host, they'd assume their scouts had fallen and would know their enemy was here. I had to go about the rest of my plan and fast.

      I ran toward the road and the passing army, slowing and falling into a crouch as I drew near. It took a bit of searching to find the command tent again, but soon I was stalking it from the sidelines. I took a deep breath. It was now or never. Dawn was coming, and I didn't doubt the attack was coming with it.

      Summoning up the new knowledge I'd gained, I cast Mass Deception. A hundred Naiad soldiers swirled into existence around me. I was amazed at the detail of them; every gill and rough bump of their skin was perfectly carved out. The only exception to their flawlessness was a slight transparency when I looked directly at them. I hoped that was just a quirk for the caster. I also tried putting a hand through one to see how solid they were and was pleasantly surprised to find them sturdy. I tried lifting myself up on the shoulders of two nearby and managed it. Good — they could be used as shields as well as ladders then.

      I took a few deep breaths, then quaffed one of my mana potions and waited until my meter was back up to full. No more delays now. I sent my block of soldiers marching forward, myself in the middle of them.

      Almost as soon as we’d emerged from the trees, someone shouted something in the Naiads’ language. I didn't slow my soldiers but kept them moving toward the tent. Naiads all around the great tortoises fell into defensive positions, tridents aimed at us, though I thought I saw uncertainty in their expressions. They couldn't tell my illusion apart from their own soldiers.

      One of the Naiads addressed my troops again, but once more, I couldn't understand them. Talking clearly wasn't going to get me anywhere. With a thought, I compelled my first line of soldiers to start mounting the huge palanquin. The shouting came once more; I guessed it was a final warning. I pushed through my block of soldiers to the front, then jumped onto one of their backs and started to climb.

      The Naiad soldiers only waited a moment before attacking, driving their tridents into my false infantry. Smoke-like puffs emerged from my soldiers’ wounds, and I saw the enemy recoil in confusion for a moment. I pressed the advantage and gave a mental command to my illusions to start attacking. As chaos spread around the palanquin, I climbed up the last of my soldiers’ backs and slipped inside the heavy curtains.

      Inside was brightly lit with sun-pearls, and for a moment, I was dazed at the intensity of the light. Even as I adjusted, I saw the Naiads gathered inside the tent adjusting to the sight of me. There were about a dozen of them in all, ranging from old and wrinkled to ones I guessed were more my age.

      We all recovered at the same time. “Assassin!” one of the younger ones hissed in a language I recognized and drew an S-curved sword as he stalked forward.

      I grinned and drew my own weapons. “That's the plan.” Then I cast Mass Deception once more.

      The tent suddenly filled to the brim with illusory soldiers. I heard the leaders of the Naiad army shouting and trying to cut their way through them and quickly realizing them to be fakes. But I could see at least partially through their bodies, and I knew where my enemy was. Slinking between the illusions, I positioned myself behind the fighting commanders until I was within striking distance then lunged forward. It only took two stabs for the first old Naiad. The second one I skewered with my sword and took him in the neck with my knife. The others followed in similar fashion, my soldiers providing the perfect cover for hasty assassinations.

      I'd taken down ten of them before my soldiers were thinned out enough to reveal me. All that was left of the Naiad commanders was the young officer with the serpentine blade and a Naiad in robes who stood at his shoulder. A mage; I'd seen projectiles of water and ice taking out my soldiers.

      I quickly downed a mana pot then charged, sending the remaining six soldiers surging forward with me. But the young officer and mage had figured out I was the only real threat and focused their attacks on me. The officer met my attack headlong, sweeping his blade at my head. I parried with my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars, the blade flashing as it met steel. It was only after the Naiad grinned and twisted my sword out of my hand that I realized I’d played right into his hands, allowing him to use the curves in his sword to hook my own.

      I sent two illusions barreling into the officer as I jumped back, but they barely slowed him as he swept his blade through them, dispelling them into mist. I flipped a throwing knife into my hand and sent it flying at the officer, but he somehow parried it midair with that damned sword. This Naiad was no joke!

      And unfortunately, he wasn't alone. I glimpsed the mage’s uplifted hands a moment before rows of icicles slammed into me. They didn’t exactly pierce my armor, but moved through it as if it wasn’t there. Sharp tips seared cold underneath my skin, frosty tendrils creeping throughout my body.

      Even as my teeth chattered from the first spell, another round formed in the mage’s hands. Having few options, I threw the last of my illusions in the way. Hopefully he'd run out of mana soon.

      In the meantime, I had the officer to deal with. The Naiad charged, and the last of the cold wore off just in time for me to dodge his attacks. With my sword still on the floor, all I had was my mithril dagger, which was poor for parrying as well as retaliation against a swordsman. Things weren't looking good, especially since I saw the last of my illusions had faded away. But I still had mana. Time to see what magic I could work.

      Dodging yet another attack, I sent a wave of Icy Plume toward the officer. It didn't slow him nearly as much as I’d hoped — he either had racial resistance as a Naiad or some kind of ward. It was at least enough to give me a little space and charge at the mage. I raised my hand and sent a volley of Magic Missiles his way, but was again thwarted, as a translucent shield popped up to block them. Damn — he had a ward against magic attacks!

      Committing with Lunge, I seized my dagger in both hands and leaped at the mage. The Naiad desperately threw an Icy Plume of his own, but midair as I was, it barely slowed me. I brought my dagger down with all my strength into the mage’s shoulder, sinking the blade in to the hilt, and we tumbled over in a heap. As the Naiad screamed and flailed at me, I forced my half-frozen limbs to draw out the dagger and stab down again, this time in the neck. The mage fell silent.

      But the officer had caught up to me, as I found out a moment later when a burning line cut into my back. Only my scaled hauberk saved me from a severed spinal cord. I spun and whipped the dagger around, figuring I'd have no better opportunity to get in close. The move was more effective than I'd hoped for, as the officer’s sword had gotten tangled up in my cloak, and when I spun, I pulled him off-balance. I scored a glancing blow across his cheek and followed it up with a knee to the face. The Naiad rolled back, finally recovering his sword. He grinned savagely at me and held his sword at the ready, beckoning me forward.

      Then his neck sprouted a dagger, and he slumped to the ground.

      I stood stunned for a moment before I thought to turn around. There, of all people, a Ja’qual stood, deftly tossing and catching a knife. Considering I'd only ever seen one of that panther-like race, it wasn't hard to place her.

      Sheika was back.
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      I stared open-mouthed at her. “Is that really you?”

      “Looks like I arrived late.” Sheika shrugged. “At least you saved me one.”

      “I could have taken him!” But I grinned all the same. “Good to see you back.” My smile quickly faded as I remembered the reason she wasn't supposed to be here. “How exactly are you back, anyway?”

      “There's time for that all later. Right now, we have a battle to win.”

      She was right about that. Toppling the Naiad chain of command was only the first step. I still had to deal with the army, at least until we could disperse them. Not to mention reinforcements were no doubt coming from the sky any minute now. I nodded. “Then let's go. Got any ideas where to start?”

      She smiled coyly. “I hear I'm supposed to leave battle strategy to you, Captain.”

      “Damn straight.” I puffed up my chest. “I'm very important now.”

      She patted my cheek derisively. “Don't let it go to your head. Come on, where to?”

      I already had the answer to that. When I told her, she nodded in agreement. “Yeah, taking them out is critical. We going out the same way we came in?”

      “No other way.” I threw back my third mana pot. Including the one I'd already had in reserve, that left me three more to get me through the rest of the battle. Nothing for it but to hope that would be enough. Or maybe I'd bum one from Sheika.

      We moved to the opening of the tent. “Ready?” she asked, wickedly curved knives in each hand.

      I held up my recovered sword and dagger. “Ready as ever.”

      We burst out of the curtains and leaped down from the palanquin. I expected to have to face all the soldiers that had surrounded it before, but to my surprise, the ground was littered with dead Naiads. Sheika burst out laughing and clapped me on the shoulder, knife falling dangerously close to my face. “You should have seen your face! Yeah, I took care of everyone out here before I came in. My little gift to you.”

      I shook my head. “You never cease to amaze me.”

      “Well thank you very much.” She jerked her head back toward Stalburgh. “Now, I think we have to catch up with an army?”

      I nodded and sheathed my weapons. “Let’s go.”
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        * * *

      

      The two of us made good time to our destination, yet dawn was nearly upon us when we arrived. Still within the cover of the forest, we watched the regiment I'd targeted mill about and make their preparations for the assault. When I'd formed my initial plans, I'd had several ideas for priority targets, archers and siege weapons topping the list. Then my entire camp of soldiers had fallen into a deep, enchanted sleep. Since that obviously couldn't continue, the ones responsible for magic became our next targets: the Cerulean Empire’s regiment of mages.

      “Before we go in, you're going to need some protection.” Sheika laid a hand on my shoulder, and a moment later, a cool feeling spread throughout my body. I looked down at my hands and caught a glimpse of violet light passing over me.

      “What did you cast?”

      “Channeled, actually — Ward of Spell Negation. Kills all but the most powerful spell effects before they even get to you, and it can't be easily dispelled.”

      “Sounds awesome.” I examined myself again. “And how long does it last?”

      “Two hours. You're not planning on taking longer than that here, are you?”

      “Not at all. After all this is over, you're going to have to show me where to get that.”

      She jerked her head out toward the milling mages. “Time enough for that later. One last heads up on it though: it's not going to prevent spell damage. So you should still dodge all those blasts of water and ice coming our way.”

      “No waterpark rides today, eh?”

      We emerged from our hiding place and dashed for the regiment. There were fifty or so mages total gathered here. Considering we could still take spell damage, it promised to be an interesting fight. But then again, I had Sheika at my side.

      The Naiads noticed us when we were still thirty feet away. Pointing and shouting, they turned to meet our charge. Even at that distance and at a dead sprint, Sheika took out the first one. But the alarm had already been called, and the other mages were beginning to cast their spells at us. We were almost within striking distance. Hopefully they tried to cast spells to incapacitate first, which would be ineffective against Sheika's ward.

      Half of them must have tried something of the like, for I heard many shouts of frustration. But from the other half, volleys of ice and water pelleted us. I threw up an arm to shield my eyes, but it did nothing for the wave that poured over me and knocked me off my feet. Cloak heavy with wetness, I threw it off of me and rose, only to get knocked down by another wave. Icicles also crashed into me, but I was able to dodge after the first volley since the cold didn’t grip me. Matters became complicated though as mist suddenly flowed forth, clearly supernaturally called. That would make finding these mages annoying to say the least.

      Badly needing cover, I cast Mass Deception, and my Naiad soldiers popped up like a field of flowers all around me. Charging into the mist, I sought out one mage after another and ruthlessly cut them down. I didn't know where Sheika was, but I wasn't worried; she could more than take care of herself.

      It was a slog hunting in the fog. Sunlight began cutting through it before long — dawn had arrived. I knew what that meant. Sure enough, war horns sounded from the cliffs above us. I gritted my teeth. Hopefully taking out these mages had helped the Ignobles to wake up and meet the enemy in battle.

      A short while after the battle had begun, the mist cleared to reveal all the mages dead. I also got another pleasant surprise:
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      Look at that! I was out of the teens and a proper adult now. I accepted the level up by assigning my SP to spirit and refilled my stats. The rest, however, would have to wait for a calmer moment to be assigned.

      I recovered my cloak from where I'd cast it aside and tied it again across my shoulders. Sheika stalked over to me, wiping her knives on her dragonscale sleeves. “That was more butchery than a fight. Must be hard being a low-level mage.”

      I looked up the ridge. “Battle’s only just beginning though. We still have a good eight thousand soldiers to take out, plus whatever Valyn are coming down.”

      “Less than a thousand were joining from what I heard,” she retorted. “And considering I sat in on Cerulean Empire war councils, I heard quite a bit.”

      How she'd managed to do that was a mystery for another time. “No time to waste then. I'm going to go rally the Ignobles. Do you have other secret plans of your own, or can you lend me a hand?”

      She shrugged. “If I’m here to help, I may as well stick near you. Got to keep you alive until this is through.”

      “That actually would be helpful.” I grinned. “Thanks, Sheika.”

      She shrugged again. “What are friends for?”

      Friends — we barely knew each other, yet I had the same feeling. Not only had we worked together often enough now, but I felt that she got me, and I got her. And as much as I enjoyed Farelle, it was really nice feeling that way with another player. As long as I still had connections to real humans, Earth couldn't be too far away.

      “Let's go then,” I said, and she nodded.

      We started up the hill along the route where I'd seen the Cerulean army marching. The trampled ground was clear evidence they had come this way, and in numbers. For a moment, I despaired of ever defeating so many enemies. But then again, Sheika and I had taken out fifty mages with few problems. If worst came to worst, we could always just charge into the fray, take out as many as we could, and hope it would be enough to turn the tide.

      As we reached the top of the cliff, my jaw dropped at the sight that greeted us. A sea of people of every race was laid out below. As we were at a high point from the city, we could see the majority of the battle. And what a battle it was. Contrary to my expectations, I saw the banners of the Noble Ignobles — featuring a golden Satyr with its head thrown back and drinking alcohol of some kind, set on a light green background — splayed out on the nearest side to us. Brandeur and his men had actually gone to battle. I'd figured without me there to prod them forward, they'd just turn tail and live to see another day. Particularly once they'd seen that the Duke and his Burghmen weren't coming out to play. It raised my estimation of the egotistical Captain of Captains, if only slightly.

      But despite their bravery, they were hopelessly outmatched. The Naiads swelled over the landscape, with foot soldiers and cavalry taking the front lines and ballistas, catapults, and other siege weapons lining the back ranks. Now I saw what Farelle had seen all along and was glad I only just saw it. Had I glimpsed the reality of my task, I doubted I would have kept pressing on. Before, it had just been numbers. Now, I heard the sound that eight thousand soldiers make and felt the fear.

      I set my jaw. Maybe I was in danger of Faze-Aught and actual, real death. But I wasn't just going to stand here and let it happen to me. Brandeur Three-Horned would have to take care of his own for a moment.

      “Looks like they found reinforcements.”

      “I'd say,” Sheika said drily. “Got any ideas?”

      “Only ones already in motion. I need to check on something on the other side of the city. I just hope the Ignobles will still be standing by the time I get there.”

      She seized my arm. “They will be. Keep your mouth closed. I don't want you biting your tongue off.”

      “What do you mean⁠—?”

      The world lurched away from me, and I twisted through the air, losing track of my body and time and any sense of meaning. Just as suddenly, the world swirled into focus again, and I fell to my knees on different grass, coughing and trying not to throw up.

      “You can teleport?” I managed to ask as I battled wooziness to stand.

      She nodded. “How do you think I got to you in time in the Black Crags? Or in J'anteau? But I can't use it all the time; takes up too much mana, and it has a cooldown of a couple hours.”

      “Still. You've got to tell me where to get it.”

      She smiled mischievously. “We’ll just have to see what you can do for me in return, won't we? But anyway, don't you have a battle that needs winning?”

      “Right.” I looked around me at the shifted landscape. Sheika had teleported us atop a hill in an area I didn’t recognize. I’d been on the west side of Stalburgh to visit the Night Sisters’ lair, but had done little in the way of exploring otherwise. At first glance, it was more of the same forest and hills as the east.

      Then I saw what I'd been looking for. “They did it!” I shouted, and ran down the slope.

      “Who did what?” Sheika yelled after me.

      I didn't turn. I was too focused on the figures I saw sheltered under some trees and the large arch next to them. It had been formed of two trees and shimmered with light underneath the trunks. Unless I was mistaken, I was looking at our way into the Roots. My reinforcements would soon be on the way.

      As I drew closer, I recognized the two figures standing next to it. Farelle grinned and waved her bow in the air, and Hanil, old and bent over as he was, looked younger and more energetic than he had before.

      I was nearly there when a third figure stepped out from the shadows. It only took me a moment to recognize her. “Sarai? You already came through?”

      “What do you think you're doing?” the priestess of Isvalla demanded. She was not only vastly out of place on this new continent — and plane, if her goddess was to be believed — but she also looked like she had a bone to pick.

      It took me a moment to understand what she was so upset about. “Oh. You're upset I'm snatching away the Fralishk.”

      She stared at me for a second. “What else did you think? You're undoing all the work you just did! We're trying to civilize them, not bring them into the middle of the battle.”

      “No, I'm not trying to civilize them — you are,” I corrected her. “I'm trying to pass the Trial of Glory.”

      She looked more furious by the second. “You don't have the right to do this!”

      “Don't I? But I'm a boss!”

      The priestess huffed and looked aside.

      I turned to the other two standing there. “Thanks for coming, Hanil. I owe you a big one.”

      The Satyr's eyes twinkled. “A debt is it? Perhaps I'll think of something suitable.”

      I groaned loudly, and the druid laughed. “Nothing too stringent. Maybe just a rare herb or two.”

      “You deserve that much. How are things looking?” I examined the portal. “I guess it's functioning if she's here.” I stabbed my thumb back at the scowling priestess.

      Farelle nodded. “Father went through and has signaled back that he made it there as well.”

      “What was the signal?”

      She pointed at the ground, where a doll with a hooded cloak was stabbed into the dirt. I didn't doubt who that doll was supposed to represent, and I winced. “Well, at least I know where he and I stand.”

      The Wilder reached over and patted my arm. “Maybe someday he’ll come around. But I seriously doubt it.”

      “As long as this works, I can stand him hating me.” I took a deep breath. “Guess there's no more time to delay. If all goes well, I'll be back in a moment with a thousand Fralishk in tow.”

      “Good luck,” Sarai said sarcastically.

      I looked at her, and suddenly I realized I needed her on my side. Not only was she the representative of the Fralishk’s new faith and had accepted their oaths of devotion to Isvalla, but she also was the only one I knew of who could transform me into an autumn elf. Considering I'd mostly appeared as Devalyn to them before, I wasn't sure how well Urandal’s residents would take to me as a Human.

      “Sarai,” I said as I approached her. “I know this isn't good for your mission. I know you only just brought the Fralishk back to your goddess's faith. But if there was any way you could help me avoid getting sent to Faze-Aught⁠—”

      “Why'd you have to ask?” the priestess interrupted, eyes flashing angrily.

      I blinked. “What do you mean?”

      She turned her head aside, but I could still see the sparkle of tears in her eyes. “Isvalla appeared to me and said I was to aid you in whatever manner you asked. And you just had to ask, didn't you?”

      I wasn't sure what to make of that. “I'm sorry,” I said awkwardly. I felt I should say more, but I had no idea what. Charisma failed me at the worst of times.

      Sarai shook her head. “Never mind. That's between my goddess and me. As for you, I'll do as you require.” She thrust her hands out and seized me by the shoulder, and before I could protest, I felt the transformation seize hold.

      
        
        You have changed your race to Devalyn!

      

      

      Well, that was one problem more easily solved than expected. Still, it felt the wrong way for the solution to come about. I wanted Sarai fully on my side, not because she was forced to be. But this was the least of the compromises that war had brought with it.

      “Thank you,” I said quietly.

      She’d withdrawn her hand as quickly as she’d extended it and, looking aside, didn’t answer me.

      No more time to spare for her now — hopefully I could settle things later. I turned back to Farelle. “While I'm gone, Farelle, could you scout out areas that would be good for digging?”

      She nodded and started off at once. For how ornery she usually was, she made for a surprisingly good soldier.

      “Sheika, you may as well come with. Have you ever seen a Fralishk?”

      My fellow player shook her head. “Not in a while.”

      “You're in for a sweet reunion then.” I looked to Hanil. “We’re good to go whenever?”

      The old druid nodded. “Sulfel and I built it for the passage of a thousand people. It will certainly hold for two.”

      I nodded, then stepped toward it. Maybe it was because of the uncomfortable feeling that usually accompanied teleportation, or Sarai's resentful glare on my back, but I was strangely hesitant to enter. No more dragging my feet though; I had to hurry, or the battle would already be lost by the time my plans were set into motion.

      Setting my jaw, I stepped forward into the green light.
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      The transition was more like entering Isvalla's temple in Urandal than teleportation. Though I flinched as I entered, there was little more than a shiver as the green light slithered over my skin, transforming the world beyond it. I stared at the strange scene before me.

      The path in the Roots was, in a word, enchanting. A small dirt path led through a jungle cast in an ethereal glow. Vines and moss grew over every surface, and glowing butterflies and wisps of light floated through the air. I stared around in mute wonder for a moment, only stirring at Sheika's gasp as she entered.

      “Wow,” was all she said.

      For some reason, I grabbed her hand, then let go as quickly. This place was muddling my brain. “Er, not sure why I did that. Sorry.”

      Sheika grinned at me, her sharp teeth making the smile slightly predatory. “How about you just go ahead and lead the way?”

      I scrambled to do as she said, for a moment forgetting the beauty around us in my awkwardness. It settled back into me as we walked though. When I looked up, the sky wasn't blue or any normal color, but a yellow-green like a newly sprouted plant. Once or twice, I thought I glimpsed animals moving among the thick foliage. Only then did it really hit me that this was a new realm, another of the parallel ones like Farelle supposed Earth was, and like Urandal was supposed to reside on. How many more planes were like this one? There was still so much to explore and learn about the Everlands.

      First things first, though. I had to survive the Absalom’s Trials if I was going to get to any of that.

      It wasn't much further until we reached the other portal, which was signaled by another tree-formed archway.

      “This is it.” I jogged forward, and Sheika kept pace behind me. Without hesitation, I broke through the barrier and back to a place I thought I’d left forever.

      I was greeted with raucous cheers. The archway had been formed on the hill near Isvalla's temple, which meant all the new devotees were already more or less gathered. I guess it spoke to the Fralishk's commitment that even in a week, their faith had grown to zealousness, and I was apparently included in that.

      I raised my hands, grinning. I didn't mind an enthusiastic audience. “Thank you, thank you!” I said like I was a rockstar at a sold-out stadium.

      Sheika, coming up behind me, whispered in my ear, “Well, look who's the big man now?”

      That deflated my ego a bit. This wasn't about me, but a war. Sighting Sulfel scowling from next to the Roots arch further set my feet back on solid ground.

      I cleared my throat. “I see you're all getting along well!” I said to the crowd.

      They cheered again and began to chant, “Boss! Boss! Boss!”

      “I bring good news! As a toast to our former way of life, I have arranged a gift for you all. The fight of a lifetime with worthy opponents! But not too worthy, if you know what I mean.” I winked, and apparently the subtext was picked up by the creatures, for they cackled with me. Maybe it was my changed status, or some feature of being a newly devout people, but they were forming to my plans like putty.

      “Come! Let us go meet this weak-but-worthy enemy together!”

      “Hold up here! What do you think you're doing, Boss Marrow?”

      Emerging from the group of Fralishk was a familiar old woman: Helge the Master Weaver. Not good. No doubt she'd be opposed to this plan. After all, what financial incentive could there be for her in it?

      “Mistress Helge!” I called to her, opening my arms wide. “How nice to see you again! Are enjoying our new faith?”

      “Fine, fine,” she said impatiently. “Now about this fighting business⁠—”

      “Oh, never fear,” I interrupted her loudly. “This is very much sanctioned by Isvalla.”

      To my satisfaction, Helge looked surprised and confused. “I never said anything about it not being so,” she snapped. “Though it does run quite contrary to her teachings I've heard.”

      “Oh? But you are young in the faith. Perhaps it's best to hear these explanations from the arbiter of Isvalla's will herself.” I glanced back at Sheika. “Could you retrieve our priestess from the other side?”

      My roguish companion was less compliant than Farelle, scowling as she turned to go back. She was saved the trouble of the trip, though, for at that moment, Sarai stepped through the portal.

      “Ah! Perfect timing!” I grinned at her. “Valla’Sarai, I was just telling our fellow worshippers that you would explain how this fight is Isvalla's will.”

      I regretted that grin a moment later when she glared daggers at me, but it was too late to take it back. There was one more apology for later.

      “Yes, of course,” Sarai picked up the thread. She spoke eloquent nonsense for several long minutes, so convincing and laden with religious language that I totally spaced out. The Fralishk, on the other hand, were dialed in. I didn't get it. Was she casting a spell on them or something to make them pay attention?

      Either way, at the end of her speech, even Helge didn't have a response. The master weaver, knowing she was beaten for now, slunk back down the hill, probably to plot her path to complete power.

      I nodded at Sarai, hoping it would convey my gratefulness, but the priestess barely looked at me. Sheika touched my arm, bringing me back to our purpose. “Right,” I said. “Now if you're itching for a good brawl, let's go through the doorway!”

      I turned into the portal and, with a wave onward, stepped through.
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        * * *

      

      Hundreds of Fralishk streamed through the Roots to Kalthinia and the waiting war. The first of them to arrive I set digging tunnels, a task at which I knew them to be extremely proficient, as well as setting up traps, mostly as stake-lined pits. They took to it with surprising gusto. I almost thought digging should join those prime three activities of theirs, for they seemed as enthusiastic as I'd seen them at fighting, drinking, or weaving.

      Leaving them to it, I had Sarai turn me back into a Human, then Farelle, Sheika, and I set to the second part of the plan. For our diggers to do any good, they had to have an army to ambush, and we three were going to bring it to them. I was a bit fuzzy on the details, but I had to hope my developing strategic mind would figure it out soon.

      The army wasn’t far away. That was intentional, of course — once it came time, we figured the enemy wouldn’t want to stray too far from the battlefield. At first, the sounds of war were faint, but as we jogged closer, they came into horrifying clarity. The battle was going strong, and with the sides as they were currently stacked, I didn’t doubt the Cerulean Empire was winning.

      We came over the crest of a hill to suddenly find the battle under us. Rank upon rank of trident-wielding infantry marched on the city, only a few archers and siege weapons mounted atop the walls impeding their advance. The reason for such a paltry defense was soon apparent. Strange, vine-like ropes draped from the walls, and Cerulean soldiers quickly scrambled up them to fight any Burghman who dared to challenge them. Stalburgh’s outer defenses had already been breached. It couldn’t have been more than an hour or two into the battle, and it already seemed we’d lost.

      But I knew we weren’t quite out of it. The Ignobles, fighting on the other side of the Naiads, had already reached some of the companies of archers and siege weapons and were taking them down. They looked a much smaller group than I remembered, and I wondered at what losses they’d suffered. No point in wondering — we’d all get more than enough death before this was through.

      I turned to my companions. “Alright, remember. We’ve got to attract enough attention to bring a few companies of their army after us. Any ideas on where to start?”

      Farelle crossed her arms. “You should have taken the heads of their generals and dragged them behind one of their strange horses. That would probably provoke them into following us.”

      I stared at her. “You’re terrifying. Any other ideas that I’d actually go for?”

      Sheika pointed. “There’s a particularly large siege weapon there pulled by their tortoises. Maybe we could try and steal it.”

      I considered it. “It’d be the slowest car chase in history. But I like the general idea. Could we just steal a banner and call it good?”

      “Maybe we steal multiple banners,” Farelle added. “And a few heads too.”

      “You and war do not mix well. Good, we’ll aim for the banners then. That should be easy enough to spot.”

      The game seemed to agree that this was a good plan, for an overlay popped up for me:

      
        
        New quest: Capture the Flags! (Lvl 20) [Noble Ignobles] [Ebretin] — Seize at least three banners from the Cerulean Empire’s army, then lead them into the Fralishk trap. If you get tagged before reaching the traps, though, you’ll likely be killed. Ready to play?

        Reward: 25,000 XP (+1250 XP) (+1250 XP), three Cerulean Empire banners, increased alignment with Noble Ignobles, increased alignment with Ebretin.

      

      

      Heartened, I scanned the battlefield. “I see three near us. That enough for you two?”

      “Hopefully,” Sheika said. “Won’t know until we try.” Without another moment’s hesitation, she sprinted down the hill toward the enemy.

      Before the Wilder could follow, I grabbed hold of her arm. “If you’re in danger, run. I don’t want you dying out there for me.”

      She shook her arm free, almost looking offended. “I’ll take care of myself and make my own decisions. This isn’t just for you, Marrow. Stalburgh was my home for good while. I don’t exactly want to see her sacked.”

      She had a point, but it didn’t make me any less worried. But seeing as the Satyr sprinted down the hill after Sheika a moment later, it didn’t look like we were going to talk about it anymore.

      Fine. I had a battle to win anyway. Repressing my doubts, I chased after them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19. BEST LAID PLANS

          

        

      

    

    
      The first company barely noticed us until we had started cutting through their ranks. A major reason for that was because I’d cast Mass Deception once again, and we’d crept up on them in the guise of a fellow regiment. By the time they realized what was happening, Sheika and I had cut down three each, and Farelle had shot two through the throats. The Naiads’ black eyes bulged in surprise as they turned aside from the city and engaged us, shouting and trying to tease us out from the illusions.

      Drinking my third-to-last mana pot, I waded into the enemy, hacking and killing as I went. As soon as my illusory soldiers thinned and the Naiads could see me, I employed my usual channel, Basilisk’s Gaze, to great effect. One by one, soldiers met my eyes and stiffened, and one by one, I cut them down. When I grew bored with that game, I used Spinning Blades and spread a gory torrent through the middle of them.

      Sheika reached the banner first and came sprinting out from the enemy ranks with it held aloft and a grin on her face. “One down!” she said gleefully. “Two more to go!”

      Farelle and I weren’t far behind her, fleeing only to charge the next regiment over. But we couldn’t engage when the last group of soldiers was still after us, so I cast another Mass Deception to hold them off. As soldiers identical to themselves began jamming up the field like a Walmart on Black Friday, our trio managed to slip away.

      As we continued to run, my second-to-last mana potion was gone a moment after. Only two more times of casting Mass Deception… good thing we only had two more banners to retrieve.

      It wasn’t far to the next company. Sheika led us in close by benefit of the Cerulean Empire’s banner, which apparently made them think we were allies. A fatal mistake — Sheika turned out to be nearly as deadly with the banner as with her knives, knocking soldiers off their feet left and right. Farelle was firing two arrows at a time now, a skill I didn’t know she had. As for me, I held off on using magic for now, but put Basilisk’s Gaze to good use. I’d have to squeeze in a Siphon Essence or two soon though — I was already a third of the way through my spirit meter, with the rest quickly dissipating.

      It was only midway through massacring the second rank of Naiads that I remembered the useful Spectral word that Ava had taught me. How could I have forgotten! Leaping back from the three soldiers I’d been fighting at once, I focused on one of the fallen Naiads and cried, “Faq’ohl!”

      The Ghost Ring burned cold on my finger, then mist rose from the corpse and formed into a spitting image of the fallen soldier. The Naiads that had been attacking me hesitated at seeing their companion rise from the dead. At a thought, my Spectral soldier struck out with his misty trident, taking one of them in the chest with a very real wound. I grinned, then turned to the next corpse.

      It wasn’t long after that Sheika retrieved the second banner and came out of the enemy with both poles swinging. It was a testament to her character’s stringy strength that she was able to swing both of the banners single-handedly, for the poles on which the banners were mounted were at least ten feet in length. This time as we fled, our escape was covered by my Spectral soldiers. I’d raised over two dozen, but less than half of those were still standing by the time we left, the Naiads finally recovering their courage and striking their undead companions down.

      “One more,” Farelle panted next to me. All I could do was nod. My stamina had already bottomed out once, and I’d had to hide behind my soldiers while it recovered. Now, it fluttered around the 10% mark and was only lowering as we ran. To make matters worse, I’d been so busy raising soldiers I still hadn’t recovered any spirit, so that meter was flatlining, too. And though it was easy for the most part to cut down soldiers almost half my level, my wounds were starting to stack up. How I was going to outrun these soldiers back to the Fralishk, I had not the slightest clue.

      But we’d crossed the field to the next line of soldiers, and Sheika knocked them down with a mighty swing of her banner poles. Farelle, however, was looking behind us with eyes wide. “They’re following!”

      I turned and saw that we’d accomplished what we’d set out to do too early. Not thirty feet behind us, both regiments of soldiers whose banners we’d stolen were quickly catching up.

      “Run!” I gasped to Farelle, and turned to face the soldiers by myself. Hundreds of Naiads versus one exhausted me. Despite the odds, I grinned. Time to see what I was made of.

      I cast Mass Deception, and as the illusory soldiers rose up around me and charged forward, I quaffed my last mana potion and joined them with sword and dagger in hand. To my annoyance, an arrow shot from behind, catching of the Naiads in the neck. Farelle wasn’t as good at taking orders as I’d hoped.

      But then the battle was upon me in full force, and I had no more room to worry about her. The enemy soldiers streamed toward me between my illusory minions, but I made sure they didn’t come further. The first I handicapped at the knee, then stabbed through the throat. He quickly rose again as a Specter and joined in the fight, this time on my side. The next Naiad I didn’t quite kill, but crippled with Hamstring, then sucked him dry of spirit with Siphon Essence. Basilisk’s Gaze blazed in my eyes moments after, and as the Naiads stiffened in paralysis, I stole spirit from each of them until my spirit meter was back to full.

      One problem solved, but my stamina was still flagging, and the soldiers pressed in closer. I kept back as the last of my illusory soldiers were cut through. I needed more time to recover, so I cast my last Mass Deception. I held the line here, or fell and lost the battle. I gritted my teeth and hoped it would be enough.

      While I let my stamina creep back up, I paralyzed every Naiad I could with Basilisk’s Gaze. Few of them were dying since the illusion couldn’t do damage and my first Spectral soldier had dissipated, but Farelle still fired arrows from behind me, taking a surprising number in their throats. Enough of them fell that I kept continually busy animating Specters and managed to raise five before Mass Deception once again dissipated. They wouldn’t hold long though; the Naiads had overcome their fear and struck with abandon at the ghostly soldiers.

      Fortunately, my stamina was back up to 75%, and I was ready to rumble. Leaping between the last of my fading soldiers, I cut left and right, crippling two Naiads, then parried a trident thrust between them. I put Pirouette & Riposte to good use, spinning aside from attacks while dealing back a bit of damage in return. But despite fighting like a madman, the wave of Naiads was too large, and they began to quickly encircle me. “Run, Farelle!” I yelled, desperately hoping she’d take heed. Another arrow told me she hadn’t, or hadn’t heard in the din.

      Suddenly, a voice boomed overhead. “Do you want your banners back, little frog-men? Come and get them!”

      I grinned at Sheika’s taunt. She was once again her giant illusion self, towering over the Naiad army and swinging the three Cerulean banners in one horse-sized hand. So this was how she planned to lure them over. I hoped it was working.

      As for myself, I had more immediate problems. The Naiads around me decided killing me was a better idea than galavanting across the forest to retrieve their banners from the cackling giant Ja’qual. At least Farelle had to be fleeing now; even she wasn’t so foolish as to try and stand against this many soldiers. That left a dozen soldiers poking their tridents in on me in an ever-tightening circle. With my spirit and mana gone, all I had to rely on were my combat skills and wit.

      But I was used to saving myself now. I grinned and set into motion, parrying three uncoordinated blows and diving in close to the attackers, too close for them to effectively use their tridents. A few other blows pricked at me from the other side, but my armor blocked the worst of it. Two of the Naiads I charged into staggered, and it was simple to slip my knife between the ribs of one and whip around my sword to slice the throat of the other. The third, though, had the perfect vantage point for a thrust, and he took it. I cried out as the trident took me in the left shoulder where my hauberk didn’t protect me. My health took a big hit, falling to 35%.

      “Faq’ohl!” I cried out, concentrating through my pain on the Naiad whose throat I’d slashed. But before he was able to fully form, the other soldiers stabbed into the mist, and the Specter dissipated with a faint cry.

      But I had one last trick. Awkwardly grasping at the chain around my neck, I drew out my Glass Pendant of Dazzle and activated its power. A white light blazed from the cut glass, painfully bright even for me. I knew it would blind my opponents for 30 seconds, more than long enough to finish them off.

      But though they were blinded, their attacks, already in motion, didn’t stop. One trident took me just below the knee, and another near my opposite hip. As my health hit below 10%, I could scarcely believe what was happening. I'd been so confident I could overcome a dozen Naiad soldiers. Blind soldiers even! But once again, I'd been proven wrong. I’d lost.

      As I sank to my knees, the last trident bit deep into my throat. I tasted bitter metal. Then nothing.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You have died.

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time.

        You are also weakened by your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -25% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of 3 hours. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don’t suck, Marrow.

      

      

      As I awoke, the penalty weighing heavily on me, I realized my struggles weren't actually over. Sure, I didn't have armor, weapons, or dignity. But that didn't mean I could just call it quits. I had magic and channels still. And most important of all, I had authority. Even if I myself couldn't fight effectively, I could still supervise.

      I glanced down at myself. Supervising in my underwear. Great.

      But I made myself rise anyway from the floor of the resurrection shrine and start moving. The shrine I'd spawned at was apparently on the other side of the city, so I had a ways to hustle. Nothing for it but to go. I set my jaw and started running.

      Not nearly as many people stared as I thought they would, though considering a battle was still going on and their lives were in danger, I didn't blame them. My lack of clothing wasn't the only discomfort though. My feet were soon raw and bleeding from running on the rough cobblestones, and I acquired statuses of Minor Bleeding and Minor Limp. I ignored them and pushed on for as long as my stamina held out, then hobbled along as it recovered. I left a trail of bloody footprints behind.

      Finally, the eastern gate came into view. Only I'd forgotten one thing: the Cerulean Empire had already breached the walls. What I stumbled into was an open melee on the streets. Burghmen fought Naiads up and down every alley and on every stoop, a battle broken up into skirmishes. It was chaotic and made it impossible to know who was winning and who was losing. I stared around, dazed, in the middle of the street. What could I do about this, nearly naked and unarmed? What had I ever been able to do?

      I was startled from my stupor a moment later when two of the Naiads broke off and made for me. I didn't even think of magic or faith. Somehow, the confusion of the scene flipped on the reptile part of my brain. I was already in enough pain. I was scared. I didn’t have any real hope that we could win. And suddenly, it was all too much to keep going.

      So as the enemy bore down on me, I turned tail and ran the other way.

      Breath hissing between my teeth, I kept looking over my shoulder, hoping they'd leave off the chase and go fight more obvious enemies. But the trail of bloody footprints must have been too tantalizing, for the Cerulean soldiers kept on after me. I turned into an alley and started to climb, wanting nothing but to be left alone. A second later, I realized there was no way I’d make it up before they attacked me. I wasn’t thinking straight. Was this because of the death penalty? Or was I totally losing my grip?

      I turned and faced the two Naiads as they stepped into the alley. Somehow, they loomed larger than the ones that had come before. It wasn’t their stats; I checked just to be sure, but they were still the same level 12 as the others. It was all in my head, yet I couldn’t banish the impression. My hands trembled as I raised them, and my mind was blank of any spells or channels.

      “Marrow,” a voice whispered in my ear.

      I startled. “Ava?”

      The Naiads paused their advance, confused by my conversation with seemingly no one.

      “I know I’m supposed to give you advice or something,” my Specter companion whispered. “But you already know everything you need to. And I’m supposed to give you a sword or an item that will save you, but you’ve gotten plenty of those, or at least do in your loot pile. So with all the love in the world, here’s the best thing I can do for you.”

      “Ava, what are you⁠—?”

      My words were promptly cut off as an invisible hand slapped me squarely across the face.

      I staggered. “Are you kidding me?!” I roared.

      The Cerulean soldier looked more skeptical than ever. But they knew they had a duty, and they started forward again, tridents held menacingly forward.

      “Good luck!” And though she’d been invisible the whole time, I somehow knew she was actually gone. Leaving me to face the two soldiers without a lick of help.

      Rage boiled up in me. Suddenly, it didn’t matter that I didn’t have clothes or weapons, or that I’d just died earlier, or that I was probably going to fail this trial. The rage burned that all away. All that mattered was making these two bastards pay for it.

      I could have made it easy, just channeled Basilisk’s Gaze or Icy Plume then taken them out, but I didn’t want easy right then. I charged at them at a full sprint. They hesitated, then both realized it’d be an easy kill if they just held their tridents out to gore me.

      Exactly what I’d expected them to do. Spinning around them at the last second, I took a scrape of a prong along my side but got inside their reach and grabbed hold of one of the tridents, then butted the end of it into one of the soldiers’ crotch. Apparently they did have reproductive parts there, for he doubled over immediately. As he lost his grip on his trident, I seized it and thrust the haft in the face of his fellow, hitting one of the black eyes and setting him off balance. I stabbed the butt of the trident through the eye of the one I’d taken the pot-shot at, then stuck the second in the throat with the pointy end. They fell limply to the ground.

      I grinned down at my handiwork, blood dripping from my hands. That was more like it.

      I took a deep breath then let it out, the smell of fresh blood and dead fish-men almost a perfume. With Ava’s help, I had my confidence back. And even more important, I’d found the anger that had kept me going through these damned trials so far. If anything was going to get me through the rest of this battle, it was that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. FOR GLORY (AND ALL THAT)

          

        

      

    

    
      After patching my health with Minor Healing, I stalked out of the alley with a trident in hand, then began to run. But this time, I wasn’t running away. I was running toward the front and the breached walls. I was going to fight this to the last.

      And as I set toward it, it suddenly crystallized in my mind what I had to do. I’d used my mind all I could to strategize and win this battle, but now, that wasn’t going to do anything. This wasn’t the Trial of Generalship. It was the Trial of Glory. And nothing was more glorious than a last-second rally.

      As the wall came into view, so did the sounds of fighting and screams of the dying. I slowed, but not from fear anymore. No matter how well I fought, I was never going to inspire people if I was nearly naked. Looting the dead might be frowned upon, but it wouldn’t be my first time. I knelt next to a Burghman who looked like he’d died from a stab in the side. “Sorry, pal,” I muttered as I stripped off his armor. A leather hauberk, a chainmail shirt, trousers with minimal protection, and leather boots — I wouldn’t look impressive, but I didn’t have to. Maybe an ordinary soldier was exactly the person the defenders of Stalburgh needed to see leading the charge. I also took the man’s sword, a regular crude iron one with half its durability left, and a round wooden shield. I left the helmet where it was. Like Clay Cooper, I didn’t need a helmet falling into my eyes and getting in the way. I’d do as well without.

      I saw a pair of Naiads closing in on a soldier and grinned. Here’s where it started; one soldier saved. I ran toward him with high hopes. But before I could arrive, the Cerulean soldiers ran him through.

      I skittered to a stop. Bummer. Then I shrugged and I killed them anyway.

      Then it was on to the next skirmish, and the next one. Sometimes I arrived soon enough to save the soldier or group of soldiers; more often, I didn’t. But slowly, I began to gather a knot of Burghmen around me, Humans and Devalyn and Satyr and Gnarish, all banding together to defend their home city.

      “To me!” I shouted. And as we cut down more and more of the Naiads, the defenders of Stalburgh rallied around me.

      The gates, which had been busted open and teemed with the soldiers of the Cerulean Empire, came into sight, and the soldiers around me quailed. So I cast Mass Deception once more, but instead of summoning Naiads, I summoned Burghmen. They suddenly streamed in from the alleys, and the soldiers around me were astounded, but didn’t question it. As one, they roared and surged forward, and I led them at the front.

      We fought more like cornered beasts than men, simply to stay alive than for a high ideal like glory. Winning was glory enough for us.

      Even with my death penalty, I fought as hard as any of them. I battered a soldier down with my shield, than ran him through with my crude sword. “For Stalburgh!” I shouted.

      “For Stalburgh!” my soldiers around me shouted, and fought on.

      I used Hamstring a dozen times, leaving the crippled Naiads behind for my soldiers to clean up. “For Ebretin!” I yelled.

      “For Ebretin!” they echoed, heartened at the immediate kills.

      But no matter how many rallying shouts I called, that didn’t change the fact that dozens more Naiads poured through the gate with every passing second. As I fought, my stamina flagging toward null, despair began to creep in again. There wouldn’t be any glorious last push to get the Naiads out of the city; there were far too few Stalburgh defenders left. I was going to lose, and there was nothing I could do about it.

      Or almost nothing.

      I staggered back from the fight and raised my hand. I had made a promise not to use the greatest power of the Ghost Ring again, made a promise to the very god of the Specters himself, Mordreth. I had said I wouldn’t yoke all the Specters of Kalthinia to fight for me again. But if this was the only thing I could do to win the trial, I had to risk breaking that promise. I knew the consequences for failure. A broken promise, even to a deity, was worth avoiding Faze-Aught.

      I raised the hidden ring and shouted, “Faq’dohl!”

      Immediately, the ground swirled with mist. Phantoms formed from it, swords and spears and axes in their hands. Soldiers of the Empire and Ebretin alike cried out in fear and retreated as Specters suddenly stood among and around them, hovering pale and vacant and menacing.

      I pointed at the Naiads. “Kill.”

      They set to their butchery.

      A second later, the ring burned on my hand, and I cried out. This hadn’t happened before. Then the pain hit my head, and I fell, barely conscious of my body.

      “You broke your promise!” the voice of an old, angry man hissed in my head. “You do not deserve the Dominion Ring you wear!”

      “Please, Mordreth!” I cried out. “I have to! I have to win!”

      “Not like this!”

      The Ghost Ring burned even hotter, and I knew my finger was a goner. But that was the least of my concerns. I needed those soldiers.

      “Father!”

      Suddenly, the heaving pain in my head abated, as did the burning of the ring. I sat up, dazed. “Ava?” I asked uncertainly.

      “Daughter,” Mordreth’s voice said in my head. He still sounded angry, but there was a gentleness to him now.

      Ava suddenly materialized next to me. “Please, Father,” Ava pleaded. “Permit him this one transgression, disgusting as it is. Take away the Ghost Ring after this if you must, but please, he must succeed!”

      I blinked my blurry eyesight at my Spectral companion. Once again, she was intervening to save me.

      Mordreth sighed in my head. “I’m sorry, Avaline. But I cannot allow the enslavement of those placed under my charge.”

      Just like that, the reprieve was over, and the burning in the Ghost Ring came back with a vengeance. I cried out and stared at my hand in horror, for the middle finger of my right hand was blackened and crumbling to ash amidst the burning white band. A moment later, the finger completely fell off, and the Ghost Ring dissipated into thin air as it did. I collapsed, just hoping someone would come along to finish me off and let the pain end. I’d take an even deeper death penalty if the pain would just stop.

      A cool hand touched my forehead. “I tried, Marrow,” Ava said softly. “And I bought you a little time. See? The army has cleared away the Naiads from the gates. But you’ll have to win the rest of this on your own.”

      “Thank you,” I murmured to her. By force of will alone, I opened my eyes and met hers. She smiled and traced her hand along my face. Then with my next blink, she was gone like she’d never been there.

      I groaned and sat up, clutching my injured hand to me. My struggle with the Spectral God had cut my health down to literally 1. It was probably intentional, but whether it was to spare me or torture me, I couldn’t tell. Still, it was nothing a couple rounds of channeling Minor Healing didn’t put aright. I stood, refreshed, except for one thing. The finger that had once bore the Ghost Ring hadn’t regenerated, but was still missing, the knuckle black and ashy. I swallowed and put it out of mind, picked up my sword and shield where I’d dropped them, and looked around.

      Ava had told the truth: the Specter army had indeed pushed the Cerulean army well away from the gates and back outside Stalburgh, slaughtering Naiads as they went. It wasn’t a complete sweep, but it was enough of a rout for me to accept. Or would be so long as someone closed the damned gates soon. Looking around, I didn’t immediately see Burghmen until I looked closer into the nearest shadowed alleys. There, men and women in armor cowered, staring wide-eyed where Specters had slaughtered the enemy just moments before.

      I waved at them impatiently, then pointed to the gates. “Get them closed!” I roared. “Before the frogs return!” I wasn’t proud of using the slur, but I thought it might rouse the soldiers into compliance.

      One of them snapped out of their stupor and started running for the wall stairs. Others were quick on his heels. Within minutes, the Burghmen had cranked the gates closed again.

      I climbed the walls and looked out. There was still a sea of bodies, but many of them were lying down. Thousands of dead from both sides. My stomach turned at the sight, and I had to swallow. But there was an even more welcome sight. The dark blue uniforms and banners of the Cerulean Empire weren’t coming close for another assault. They were growing further away.

      The Cerulean Empire was retreating.

      I couldn’t believe it. I’d done it. I’d rebuffed the Naiads’ attack. Sure, I’d lied and cheated and schemed my way into it without a lick of glory, but I’d done it. That was good enough for me.

      One of the soldiers pointed up in the sky. “What’s that?”

      My stomach sunk.

      “Crows for a feast, I’d bet!” one of them guessed.

      “All at once?” the first questioned.

      One finally thought to pull out a spyglass. “Fickle gods,” he moaned, and crumpled to the stone.

      “What?” the second demanded.

      “The eagles are coming!” a soldier shouted randomly.

      But I knew this wasn’t the Battle of Five Armies. The birds weren’t coming for our side.

      “I… I think they’re sky elves,” the one who’d looked through the spyglass said faintly from the ground.

      I closed my eyes and didn’t do anything. What could I do? The enemy was in the sky, and I had nothing with that kind of range. And Basilisk’s Gaze was useless against Valyn.

      Despite the situation, I felt a smile slowly spread across my face. It was time to test the theory I’d been harboring. I’d hoped the Valyn wouldn’t show up after all, but now that they had, there was nothing for it but to wait and see.

      “Open the gates,” I said to soldiers next to me.

      They looked at me with confusion. “What for? We just closed them!”

      “Let me through and close them again for all that it matters. Just let me out.”

      Without waiting for an answer, I headed down the stairs and stood before the gate. Apparently, my charisma was still sufficient even with my death penalty to compel them to obedience, for they cracked open the gate enough for me to slip through. Letting the sword and shield slip from my arms, I started to run onto the battlefield.

      I left Stalburgh to its fate as the sun-fliers swooped down on the city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. STANDING TRIAL

          

        

      

    

    
      I found the loot of my dead body through a useful feature I hadn’t noticed before: a marker on my map showing where I’d died. Guess I’d never had too much occasion to notice it before these damned trials. Ignoring the resuming battle behind me as the Valyn descended on Stalburgh, I stripped off the dead Burghman’s armor and put on my old equipment. Waste not, want not — rather than just discard it, I put the armor in my bag. The thought made me regret dropping the shield and sword earlier. Sometimes I was too dramatic for my own good, or at least for maximal peddling profit.

      I rolled my shoulders and sighed as I tried blotting out the screams of the dying back on Stalburgh’s walls. Sorry, my brief comrades. But there was nothing I could do, nothing anyone could do. I just had to let it run its course.

      I headed west across the open battlefield, navigating around corpses and fallen machines of war, until I reached the forested hills where the druids had set up the Roots gate. As I drew nearer, I came across more bodies, and these strangely deformed. Instead of wounds by swords and spears and arrows, these were savaged as if by wild animals. The answer why lay all around me. Dead Fralishk littered the field as well as Naiads. Also pocketing the hills were the holes and tunnels I’d instructed them to dig, a task which they’d accomplished with impossible speed. I felt a bit guilty using the fox-rat people in a war that wasn’t their own, but what choice had I had? We’d nearly fallen to the Cerulean Empire even with all the tricks I’d pulled out. I couldn’t look back now.

      To my immense relief, my companions were waiting near the Roots gate. I ran up the hill and pulled Farelle into a tight hug.

      “Hey, hey,” she protested. “I’ve got wounds that are still healing!” But she wore a smile as I let her go.

      “You shouldn’t have kept fighting.”

      “I guess not.” She shook her head. “I can’t believe you survived when they completely surrounded you.”

      It took me a moment to understand what she meant. She wouldn’t have seen me die and respawn. Better for her to believe as she did and avoid any guilt. I smiled and shrugged. “What can I say?”

      Sheika gave me a knowing look as I walked up to her next. “What?” I objected.

      “I’d almost think your pants were on fire.” She smirked at me.

      Farelle looked confused. “Why would his pants be on fire?”

      “It’s an Everfolk thing.” I looked back to Sheika. “You’re really the one who has some explaining to do.”

      “All in good time.” She pointed up at the city. “I think you have a trial to win in the meantime?”

      I shook my head. “If I read that quest prompt right, I’ve already won. Let’s hope the gods can be taken at their word.”

      “If I know gods, the only thing you can’t trust them to keep is their word,” Sheika said drily. “Especially the holy ones.”

      Farelle frowned. I quickly changed to less heretical topics. Turning to Hanil, who smiled wearily at me, and Sulfel, who scowled and looked just as tired, I took myself by surprise as I bowed to each of them. “Thank you both. Truly.”

      It was just the right touch. The old druid beamed, while Farelle’s father’s scowl lessened, if ever so slightly.

      “Happy to do it, my boy,” Hanil said.

      “Wasn’t for you, though,” Sulfel grunted. At least he didn’t say anything critical afterwards.

      It was then that I saw one other person lingering in the shadows of the portal archway. Isvalla’s priestess had remained on this side of the Roots, it seemed. Excusing myself from the others, I approached Sarai.

      “What are you still doing here? I would have thought you’d go back to your brainwashing.”

      She looked up, and I immediately regretted my words. Her eyes were rimmed with red and sparkling with tears. “It was taken away from me,” she said in a low voice. “That’s no longer… my purpose.”

      “It’s not?” I almost didn’t want to ask the question, but I had to know. “Why not?”

      “My goddess commands me to stand by.” Sarai glared around her. “In this foreign land, with a strange and hostile people. And to make matters worse, you’re supposed to advance in her favor. And after what you did!”

      I understood what she meant a second later when the prompt appeared:

      
        
        You have advanced in your faith: Isvalla. You are now a Lesser Priest!

        As an Lesser Priest, you now have access to all parts of Vallan temples, including sacred chambers. You also have the opportunity to learn level 2 channels from Vallan priestesses for free. Your effectiveness as a Lesser Priest correlates with the attribute belief.

      

      

      That was interesting. I was eager to check out what channels I could learn, though I doubted Sarai would be amenable to it at the moment. “I’m sorry,” I offered, hoping to speed the reparations along.

      Silence would have been the wiser course, for she focused her anger on me now. “Oh, you’re sorry, are you? And I suppose this will resurrect my traditions, will it?”

      I bowed my head and turned away. I knew better than to say more. Likely, I’d have to deal with her later, but for now it was all I could do to let her anger cool.

      I went back to Sheika, as Farelle was conversing with her fellow Maluwaens. “I think I won the trial, but I honestly don’t know where to go. I don’t think approaching Brandeur Three-Horned is the best idea right now. And I'm assuming our duke isn't in a position to host us either.”

      She shrugged. “Beats me. Can you call to the gods or something?”

      I did remember Absalom saying we could converse whenever we wanted. It wasn't something I felt inclined to do, considering all he'd done to me, but it was an option.

      “Or I could call to Ava.” Even as I suggested it, I remembered that she might be a bit busy handling her angry father just then who was apparently a god. Go figure — I guess Abe and the gods really had set me up from the beginning, giving me the daughter of a god as a guide. Another thought occurred to me — didn’t that make her a deity as well?

      Sheika nodded at Sarai. “What about her? Can she call down her goddess or something?”

      I grimaced. “I doubt she'd want to, considering she hates my guts right now. But whatever. If they want to talk to me, they know where to find me. What I want to know is what you’re doing here.”

      Instead of playing coy like I’d expected, Sheika sighed. “What do you think, Marrow? I came back in for you.”

      I stared dumbly at her. “What?”

      She looked uncomfortable. “I guess it’s past time you knew. And it’s not like you could go around telling anyone.”

      My curiosity about Sheika’s general mysteriousness flared up again. I didn’t dare say anything, afraid she’d clam up again.

      She took a deep breath. “Here goes. I used to be a developer at IR.”

      The knowledge refused to sink in. “What?” I asked blankly.

      “I’m a former dev, idiot. I helped build this. All of this.” She waved her hands around. “How do you think I leveled so quickly? And manipulated the game so well?”

      I still couldn’t get the idea through my head. “No way. There’s just no way.”

      “Yes, way. What, you thought some random gamer would go on a vigilante quest to save you?” She snorted.

      But it wasn’t adding up. “So what if you’re a dev. That doesn’t mean you’d risk your life messing around with Absalom. Especially coming back into the game when you know how much danger he poses.”

      “It’s a point of pride, my friend. And…” She looked aside. “Let’s just say I sunk a lot of my life into making The Everlands. I don’t want to see it go down in flames.”

      She loved this place. I’d always known that from the way she seemed like a kid in a sandbox here, but it was so evident on her face then. It had to be a hell of a love to risk dying for.

      “But if you care about it so much, why didn’t you stick with the dev team?”

      Sheika met my gaze, and her eyes had never looked more feral. “I didn’t have a choice. You still only have the barest idea of all that’s messed up in this world, Marrow. Of why things have gone so wrong.”

      “Then tell me. I’m swimming for my life here.”

      She didn’t answer for a moment, but looked around at our NPC companions. They all continued to carry on their own conversations, though Farelle cast curious glances our way every once in a while. “It started with the investor who saved the game. Then ruined it.”

      “Investor?” I’d heard the story of Infinite Realities’ angel investor. “You mean Ned Solomon?”

      Sheika nodded.

      “But he practically funded The Everlands, right? Not to mention invented the sim rigs that made it possible. How could he have ruined the game?”

      “It all happened around a month before the open beta launch. Solomon had always been sort of nosy in the game process, coming in and checking out what us devs were up to at random intervals, but he’d never intervened before. Not until we were doing our final sweep for bugs before the big day came.

      “He came past dark that night, probably nine or ten o’clock. Half our team was still there since we were all workaholics, but I wondered if he’d been hoping to avoid a scene. Fat chance of that once we saw what he was about. He’d brought a team of his own engineers with him and explicit permission from our CEO to allow them access to whatever they wanted in the game.”

      My jaw could have hit the ground. “What did you do?”

      “That’s just it — we couldn’t do anything. Solomon had checked every box he needed to.” Sheika’s fists tightened and her expression was black with rage. “His engineers uploaded something into the system and rifled around in its code while our team stood anxiously by, blocked from watching what they were up to. I waited the whole night until finally around two in the morning, his team packed up and left.

      “But I couldn’t go to bed then. Me and a few of the others started combing code to find what he’d done. But the engineers had done their job well, and The Everlands is huge and always getting bigger. I knew we wouldn’t be able to find anything before launch.

      “Then I considered the impossible. On a hunch, I checked the code of the Pantheon. It seemed ridiculously stupid to me to mess around with the gods of the Everlands this close to the game launch, but I had a sneaking suspicion that might have been exactly what our devil investor had done. Only I couldn’t confirm my suspicions — I’d been locked out of the Pantheon’s code.”

      I thought I had a good idea why. “Absalom.”

      Sheika nodded. “But I wasn’t able to find out then. After no one listened to my objections, I quit on principle. I couldn’t stand to be part of that. So it wasn’t until the open beta period started that I was able to dive into the game and start poking around myself to find what Solomon might have done to our gods. Which is how I eventually stumbled across you, who just happened to have the daughter of Mordreth as his Specter guide, and who triggered the quest-line I knew would lead up to the Valyn and the Pantheon if we played it right.”

      Everything was starting to make sense, at least as much as it could. “So all this time, you’ve been trying to save the game.”

      “And you, too.” She grinned ruefully. “At first, you were just a pawn to me as well as to the gods. And I’ll admit, I was kind of jealous of you.”

      My eyes boggled at her. “Me? How could you possibly be jealous of me?”

      “You, a random kid, had managed to become a critical piece in the great game of the gods. I thought I deserved that role. That you’d just go and screw everything up.”

      “How am I doing so far?” I asked sarcastically.

      She held up her hands. “Hey, you’ve grown on me, alright? In some ways, I’m glad you’re the one that’s been set down this path.” The former dev cocked me a feline grin. “You’re kind of special, even for a Chosen One.”

      “Aw, shucks.” But in defiance of my nonchalant tone, my cheeks were burning up.

      “In any case, you attracting the attention of Absalom and the other deities leaves me free to help us out however I can. Like infiltrating the Cerulean Empire’s ranks and sabotaging them from within.”

      I shook my head in amazement. “I’m glad you’re on my side.”

      Sheika grinned wickedly. “For now. We’ll get you through these trials, then see what we can do about resolving whatever Solomon did that brought Absalom about.”

      The resolution to that seemed obvious to me. But before I could tell her the reward Isvalla had promised me and my plans for it, a light suddenly began shimmering around me. I knew what that meant.

      “Great.” I threw my hands up in exasperation.

      Sheika didn’t look surprised, though her brow knit in consternation. “See you on the other side. Hopefully.”

      “Thanks for the reassurance.”

      Then the blue light dissolved me into thin air.
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        * * *

      

      The next thing I knew, I was standing before the Pantheon once more.

      Little had changed since the last time I'd visited. The deities were split into their respective sides and seated on the amphitheater benches that rose up all around me. I tried examining them, but I still couldn't learn more information about any of them.

      There were a couple changes though. For one, the giant lily bud in the middle of the floor was gone. For another, there was a huge-ass golden throne mounted above the rest of the gods, with sapphires and diamonds and rubies encrusting every surface. On this throne sat, of course, the boy-wonder himself: Absalom, God of Gods, or soon to be.

      “You!” Zynal, god of the sky and the sky elves, thundered as he jabbed a finger at me. As he did, lightning coursed down the length of his arm to crackle on the floor beside me, and the whole room darkened for a moment.

      Though I flinched, I made a show of rolling my eyes. “Really? The whole intimidation routine is a bit boring.”

      “Do leave off, Sky Father,” Absalom said in a kinder tone.

      Zynal huffed and folded his wings stiffly behind him, but he shut up.

      Abe looked now to me. The boy-god’s eyes looked as sad and kindly as before, so like the friend he kept telling me he was. I knew better than to believe it.

      “Marrow. You were unfit to complete my second trial.”

      Like a crowd of middle schoolers around a fight, the gathered gods and goddesses immediately began jeering. But as despair seized me, I noted not all of the gods had joined in. Yalua, for her part, stayed quiet and composed, as did Isvalla. On this last, I thought I even detected a smile.

      When the laughter had died down, I spoke with a calm I didn’t feel into the silence. “I wouldn't say that.”

      Some of the divinities began smiling again. Others looked on with knitted brows and narrowed eyes. Abe, for his part, leaned forward. Was there a glint of knowing in his eyes, or was I searching too hard? “What do you mean?”

      “Read over the quest you gave me once more.” I paused to give them time to bring it up, though I wasn’t actually sure they could. “Note what the task is.”

      “To win the battle!” Omagnar of the Gnarish roared.

      “No, not to win,” I corrected him. “To defend Stalburgh against the Cerulean Empire. Which I successfully did.”

      Now the uproar was of protest.

      “Splitting hairs!”

      “What is he, a clerk of the law?”

      I shook my head. These were supposed to be the beings in charge of all the Everlands, and they acted like they were at a football game. The devs had seriously underestimated their pettiness. But they weren’t who I needed to convince. I kept my eyes on Absalom, and from his widening smile, it seems my clever bit of parsing had been enough to impress.

      Absalom held up a hand, and the muttering immediately stopped, so suddenly it was like a switch had turned off. It sent a shiver up my spine, this reminder of his power over this world.

      “Well done, Marrow,” he congratulated me. The high pitch of his prepubescent voice contrasted strangely with the authority with which he spoke. “Though it is not the manner in which we expected you to complete the trial, I agree that you have completed the requirements. Though not, perhaps, with the most glory.”

      He raised an eyebrow over at the samurai god who had given me the task. Ha’Shur had scowled through the proceedings, and though I grinned sheepishly at him, his expression didn’t change.

      “Therefore…” Absalom swept an arm over the audience. “Catalyst, it seems you have passed the second of my trials.”

      
        
        You have completed The Second Trial: Trial of Glory! +200,000 XP (+10,000 XP, +10,000 XP, +10,000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom, increased alignment with Ebretin, increased alignment with Noble Ignobles

      

      

      
        
        You have advanced in your faith: Absalom. You are now a Knight!

        There are no known benefits to being a Knight in this faith.

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 21! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 22! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 23! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 24! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 25! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      It was eerily quiet as I watched all the prompts flitting through my vision in a daze. I’d expected the deities to break out in protest, but not one of them, not even his so-called parents, countermanded his ordinance.

      I bowed low. “Thank you, Absalom.” It grated me to do it, but I wasn't going to get sent to Faze-Aught for being rude.

      “It's just Abe. Remember?” The God of Gods smiled down on me. “And no need to thank me when it was accomplished by your own sharp mind.” He clapped, and the gods suddenly resumed their clamor as if they'd never stopped.

      “Now,” he projected over it all in a formal tone, “you must pass through the second mirror to face another truth. Ha’Shur, as it was your trial, can you lead Marrow to it?”

      The scowling samurai rose and, with a single leap, landed with a rumble on the floor next to me, then seized my arm. “We go.”

      As the floor rumbled, I noticed the Keeper of Order for the first time. Yet Falgerd did not move to stop Ha’Shur, deeming the god to mean me no harm, though the samurai god flinched at the Keeper’s movement.

      A moment later, I felt the teleportation spell seize me. The last thing I saw was Abe’s eyes, still brimming with untold sadness. I didn’t repress the sliver of hate that ran through me as they peeled away with the rest of the world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22. REAPING REWARDS

          

        

      

    

    
      The samurai god and I reappeared in a dark, musty room. There was barely enough room for the two of us to fit, particularly considering Ha’Shur had to be eight feet tall in addition to being broad in the shoulders. “Where are we?” I asked him.

      “Duke Rodalt's treasury.”

      I stared at him for a moment before grinning wide, immediately abandoning my anger from before. “I don't suppose we have a minute to look around before going to the mirror?”

      “No!”

      I ignored him and wandered off. The samurai god blew on his mustaches and muttered protests as he followed me.

      I cast Magelight as we moved from one room to the next. Lord Rodalt wasn't as rich as I'd hoped, but what treasures he did have, I began helping myself to. Gold, jewels, scrolls, and books were all there in addition to many ornate odds and ends: a candelabra here, the hinges to a dresser there. There were also a pair of daggers and a sword and shield mounted on the wall. I took them all.

      When my inventory informed me I was full — and my legs started shaking under all of the added weight — I relented and returned to the annoyed Ha’Shur standing in a corner. “Alright,” I said cheerfully. “I'm ready now.”

      The samurai god muttered to himself, but he led the way back.

      After several gloomy passages, we entered a round room remarkably similar to the mirror room in Isvalla’s temple. “Here goes nothing,” I muttered, then stepped up to the quicksilver mirror.

      Instead of a figure in the midst of a storm, I saw a great shadow through a overcast sky. A bird’s shadow, it struck me as. Except as I realized the scale, I saw it was bigger than any bird I’d seen. And no — a tail waved off the end of it, not feathered, but long and serpentine.

      The creature that cast the shadow burst down through the clouds, and I saw it all too clearly. Its neck arched gracefully from its sleek, scaled body. The wings extended three times its length in either direction. At the tips of them, I saw three long claws protruding, as well as horns both on the crown of its head and on its tale. Its scales were a dark red like freshly spilled blood.

      I was seeing my first dragon. Was I ever glad to be on the other side of this mirror.

      “As a final proof of his prowess, my former Champion performed a feat many considered to be impossible,” Absalom’s voice suddenly spoke. “He slew the dragon that roosted in the abandoned castle at the highest peak of the White Tors.”

      The dragon swooped down once more, and the details filled into the landscape. I recognized the basin in the White Tors where J’anteau was now located. But in this image, it was but a small town, and the dragon was headed for it.

      “This wyrm is his progeny, who is known to Humans as Jin’Thal the Broodmother. Long has she lived there, and many more dragons has she birthed that have spread across the lands. But it has been many years now since she birthed any. She grows old and settled, and, perhaps, vulnerable to mortal hands.”

      “So I kill her and that’s it?”

      Absalom continued speaking as if I weren’t there. “If you are to take the place of my old friend, you must not only rout her, but slay her. A play on words will not release you from your duty this time. The parameters are thin and clear. Kill Jin’Thal, and you will have passed my trials and ascend to become my Champion. Do you understand, Marrow Catalyst?”

      Why ask questions when I couldn’t answer? I didn’t respond, and Absalom continued as expected. “Then go forth, and seek out the Great Serpent when you are ready. I will not rush you.” I could almost hear the smirk in his voice. “We have all the time in the world.”

      
        
        New quest: The Third Trial: Trial of Courage (Lvl ???) [Absalom] - Slay the elder dragon Jin’Thal the Broodmother. She is found at the derelict castle on the highest peak of the White Tors.

        Reward: +500,000 XP (+25,000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom

        *This quest is part of a series of quests: Absalom’s Trials. Failing any one of the Trials will result in permanent death by being sent to Faze-Aught.

      

      

      Despite the huge XP reward, I muttered, “You bastard.” All the time in the world... No doubt about it, I was still in the deified twerp’s game. Once I was through with these trials of his, maybe then the opportunity to fight against him would present itself. But for now, I knew what needed to be done.

      Though how I was going to kill a dragon was beyond me. Fortunately, I knew where I could start asking around.

      “Do I need to step in this time?” I asked the mirror sarcastically.

      But instead of sucking me in, the mirror cleared back to silver and went still. I touched its surface just to be sure. Nothing.

      I jumped when the samurai god flashed into existence next to me. “You haven’t received all of your reward yet,” Ha’Shur said gruffly. He held out his fist, and as I reached out my hand, he dropped something in it.

      I held it up and stared at it skeptically, seeing nothing in the golden bracelet studded with yellow gems. “What, is he trying to bling me out like a trophy wife?”

      “Do not demean it! It is an ancient artifact of my kind. You do not deserve it. But… as my king demands I give it to you, so I do.”

      Perplexed that Absalom would seek to help me at all, I examined it to see just how rare it was.

      
        
        Bracer of Compulsion

        Quality: Divine (*/*)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: Command any humanoid character to perform any one task. Limited one use per day. Your influence on this character ends upon completion of the task.

      

      

      Damn, that was powerful. It wouldn’t help me against a dragon directly, but it would definitely make my preparations easier.

      “Thanks. Anything else, errand boy?”

      Ha’Shur’s face tightened, but he did hold out one more thing. This item looked less impressive than the previous, little more than a shard of quartz rock veined faintly with silver. But as I held it, I felt power thrum within.

      “An Everstone,” the god explained stiffly. “Used in better times by the most devout of your kind to reach a temporary state of Enlightenment.”

      Intrigued, I examined it as well.

      
        
        Everstone of Spirit

        Quality: Divine (*/*) (Single-use)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: For 1 hour, you have access to unlimited spirit. Item breaks upon use.

      

      

      I stared at the stone in my hand. The possibilities of that! With the right channels, that alone could be enough to defeat Jin’Thal. Though it was ironic that it was called “everstone" when it was a single-use item. Still, if I could only get the right channels… Plans started spinning in my mind.

      Ha’Shur bowed once quickly. Surprised, I returned it. I may have given him snark, but I didn’t have to be rude. “Good hunting to you, Catalyst,” the samurai god said, then disappeared in a flash of blue light.

      I looked at the Everstone again, then at the bracer, and shook my head. This whole trials thing was hell, but at least the loot I got was bonkers.

      But it was only then that I realized I was left with a problem. If the mirror wasn’t going to teleport me out, and Ha’Shur had already left, then how was I getting out of the duke’s treasury?

      A pit formed in my stomach as I considered my options. I determined exactly one: go knock on the door to the treasury and ask to be let out. That didn’t seem like it would end well. Though… I glanced at the bracer, then slipped it on my arm. There was always the nuclear option. But I wouldn’t go there unless I had no other choice.

      Pocketing the Everstone, I made my way out of the mirror room and, after recasting Magelight, navigated the dark rooms looking for a way out. It was a damn shame to walk past the rest of Rodalt’s treasures, but I comforted myself with the haul I’d already gotten. Tens of thousands of coins, plus all that other stuff? I couldn’t wait to check it all out.

      But first, I had to make sure I could hold onto it by getting out of here alive. I finally found the vault door out, a great round thing that looked like it wouldn’t budge even if I threw a bomb at it. If I still had the Ghost Ring, I could have just changed into a Specter and drifted through it. As things stood, I couldn’t think of any other option.

      “Ava?” I asked tentatively.

      “I was wondering when you'd think of me.” My Specter guide appeared next to me with a smile. I returned it wholeheartedly.

      “Thanks for earlier. I mean, your Highness.”

      “Stop that,” she said with laugh. “I may be Mordreth’s daughter, but that doesn't make me a princess.”

      “Whatever you say, my queen.”

      Ava’s smile began to slip as she studied my predicament. “It looks like you need a bit more assistance.”

      “If you don't mind.” I gestured to the vault door. “I need to get out.”

      Ava chewed her lip. “I don’t know that there’s anything I can do. I’ve already interfered with your trials too much according to my father.”

      “You don’t have to listen to him though, do you?” I knew how whiny my voice sounded, but I really didn’t know what else to do.

      She eyed me. “I do. They can still hurt me.”

      That sent chills up my spine. “Sorry, didn't think about that,” I mumbled. I glanced back at the door. I wouldn't beg now that I knew what she was risking by just being here. No doubt the Pantheon had hung more than the threat of pain over her head. She'd already been sent to Faze-Aught once. Daughter of Mordreth or no, she could be sent again.

      “I'd best go,” she said quietly.

      “I'll figure it out,” I assured her, though I wasn’t sure I believed it myself. “See you later.”

      She nodded and faded back into nothing.

      I stared at the door for a second longer before I broke down and started banging loudly against it. “Hey!” I shouted. “Somebody! Anybody!” But no matter how loud I tried to be, I had a feeling little was getting through the vault door. It was steel, and thick at that. Nothing got in or out of there without the duke’s approval, of that I was certain.

      Okay. Plan B. I stepped back and held up a hand, then cast Magic Missiles. The light projectiles slammed into the steel and fizzled out. No effect as I'd suspected, but there was at least a small bang and crackle associated with them. I cast it two more times before dropping my hand, my mana spent.

      If that hadn't brought guards running, I didn't know what would. I sunk down to the base of the wall, trying to think but mostly bumming out. What a way to end the Trial of Glory: all this loot for the taking and no way to cart it off. Unless… maybe there was a secret exit.

      I couldn't believe it had taken me so long to think of it. Of course there was a secret path out — that's always how situations like this were solved! I sprang to my feet, intending to scour the floors and walls in my search, when I heard the grind of metal on metal.

      I froze as the vault door began to swing open. A moment later, I realized I'd be the first thing whoever was entering would see, so I sprang to the side and hid within an ornate closet, wincing as it creaked under my weight. Leaving the door open a crack, I watched as dust cascaded off the stone frame and the vault door gave way.

      A pattering of booted feet entered, and I saw the forms off several guards. Burghmen. So the duke still held the castle against the Valyn.

      And speaking of the devil, a corpulent man entered behind the guards. “Who's there?” Rodalt's familiar voice barked as he entered. “Did some of you pigeons get in here?”

      He had to mean the sky elves. I shook my head. The people in the Everlands were as racist as any I’d met.

      “Find what made that noise,” the duke commanded, and the guards jumped to his command.

      By some bad luck, one spotted me in the closet almost immediately. “Someone's in there!”

      I came out of the closet. “Come on, guys. Let’s be accepting.”

      Duke Rodalt's eyes bulged. “You!” he spluttered. “How did you get in here?” He shook his head violently. “And after what you did! You sold us to those — those creatures!”

      I looked from the duke to the six guards around him, then down to my bracer. Sure, I could settle this easily. All I had to do was use my newfound power of compulsion on the duke. On the other hand, with plans unfolding in my mind, I had a feeling I'd need that once-a-day power soon.

      And to be honest, after encountering Absalom again, my blood was up. I was itching for a fight.

      I met the duke’s eyes with a cold stare of my own. “Listen, Rodalt. I'll put this in simple terms. You let me walk free from this vault, and I'll leave you and your city in peace. Square?”

      The duke's eyes flashed, and a twisted smile puckered on his face. “Is there supposed to be an ‘or else’?”

      I looked at his guards without hiding my disdain. “You know what the alternative is.”

      To his credit — and his folly — the duke didn't hesitate. “Guards! Kill him!”

      As the pikes stabbed forward, my sword and dagger were in my hands and parrying their attacks. The narrow hallways of the treasury played to my advantage now, restricting the guards to attacking me two at a time. The reach of their weapons, however, kept me from evening the odds further. No matter how I wove between their attacks, I couldn't find an opening without risking retaliation.

      My mana was nearly out from exploring the vault, but my spirit meter was full. I'd wanted to save it for the other fights that would no doubt be coming before I escaped, but there was no helping it now.

      I channeled Basilisk's Gaze. My eyes lit up drawing the guards to look at them. Both of those on the front line stiffened with petrification, and I slipped between their pikes and almost casually stabbed them through their necks. As my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars flashed with its bonus damage, I smelled the burning of flesh. The right way to start off any battle.

      “What are you doing, you ingrates? Kill him, I said!”

      But the next pair of guards in line hadn't realized what had happened to the first, and they fell trap to my insidious look as well. I slashed across their necks and knocked them to either side.

      The last two had wised up and thrust just as I emerged between them. I twisted out of the way of one, but the other caught me in a gap in my hauberk. I gritted my teeth and fought on, trying to catch their eyes, but they weren't having it. The guard who had gutted me grunted and used his pike like a lever to drive me into the wall. Fresh waves of nauseating pain spread from the wound. My health was 60%; still plenty for these two.

      But I was literally pinned to the wall, and the other guard meant to make full use of it. As he stabbed his pike forward, I crossed my blades and caught it in the X they formed, then barely managed to push the pike over my shoulder and out of harm’s way.

      The other guard wasn't content just to pin me. Keeping one arm on the pike, he drew a short sword with the other and waded in for a closer shot.

      “Kill him!” Lord Rodalt called gleefully.

      Not today, you useless sack of meat and potatoes, I thought. Pretending this wasn't going to hurt like hell, I heaved on the pike in my side to push the approaching guard into the way of his fellow. Then, with a move I'd now practiced several times, I threw my dagger at him.

      Nailed it. The poor bastard's face blossomed with blood as the dagger buried into his cheek, and he stumbled back. I heaved the pike out of me, taking more damage and a Bleeding status for it, but at least I could move again. Crying out wordlessly, I charged and cut down the first stumbling guard.

      The second barely had time to draw his sword before I used Hamstring and brought him to his knees. “Mercy!” he begged with raised hands. “Please, mercy!”

      I didn't hesitate, but cut him down where he knelt.

      
        
        -2 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      I’d known that was coming. So be it. Maybe I was evil after all.

      I had no doubt I looked it as I turned to face the duke, who was trying in vain to heave the vault door closed. But even if he'd been in any kind of shape, he wouldn't have been strong enough to close it. I stepped forward slowly, calmly, as blood dripped on the floor from my side.

      The fight went out of Rodalt, and he dropped to his knees. “You monster,” he whispered. “Do you care nothing for the lives of the people in this city?”

      “As much as you do.” I leveled my blade at his neck. “Any last words, duke?”

      His face flushed with anger once again. “Curse you to the burning Beyond!”

      I opened a red line from his ear to his collarbone, and he fell, gurgling and twitching. I ignored it and swiftly put a hand to his head. “This will probably hurt,” I told him, then channeled Siphon Essence.

      
        
        You have broken allegiance with Ebretin! You will no longer reap any benefits from this allegiance. In addition, depending on the circumstances of the severance, you may be restricted in areas controlled by this group or even attacked on sight.

      

      

      That could be tricky to navigate around. Yet I had trouble doubting I’d made the right choice.

      I took my hand away. The duke lay still on the stone floor. My spirit meter was full. My health wasn’t though, so I quickly bandaged my wound to stop the bleeding, then channeled Minor Healing. Best to be fresh since I’d need to fight my way out of here.

      Before I went, I knelt and checked through the duke's pockets. As I looted his still-warm corpse, I wondered what this meant, that I preferred to kill all of these people instead of use an item. Had this always been part of me, but had lain latent before? Or was I changing? The paranoid part of me wondered if this was what Absalom intended by his trials. To turn me not into a noble champion, but a savage killer.

      I pushed the thoughts aside as I drew out a key from Rodalt's breast pocket. Was it to a chest? Or a secret door hiding more treasure, perhaps? Only one way to find out.

      Recovering my knife and wiping myself as clean as I could, I stole down the hallway. The halls were quiet and deserted as I ghosted my way through them. Preoccupied with the city's occupiers, I didn't doubt. It made it all the easier for me and them. The fewer guards I had to kill to get out of the castle, the better.

      It wasn't difficult to locate the duke's former quarters. Orienting myself with my local map, I reasoned out where the biggest rooms closest to the kitchens lay and found myself startlingly accurate in my guess. I shook my head. Predictable to the last, my former lord liege was.

      Entering into the rooms — unlocked for the ease of the kitchen staff, I supposed — I scanned over the opulent rooms of gold and red and immediately saw the chest in question. It was mounted next to the dining table, gleaming and tantalizing with an unnecessarily large keyhole. Drawing out my key, I turned it in the lock and, practically licking my lips with anticipation, opened it and peered in.

      I blinked. It was almost empty, with the only item inside being, of all things, another key. Why would Rodalt hide a key in his personal chest? Using Detect Traps, I didn’t pick up anything, so I cautiously reached out and took it in hand. It seemed made of glass and had a deep emerald green cast. Hoping for a clue as to what it opened, I examined it:

      
        
        Elemental Key

        Quality: Unknown

        Rarity: Unknown

        Attributes: Unknown

      

      

      That was it. Not even a line saying I needed to be a higher level or anything like that. I shrugged and put it in my inventory. If it was completely unknown like that, it probably meant it was super rare. Maybe a mage somewhere would be able to identify it for me.

      But for now, it was past time to leave. Glancing out the rooms’ windows, I abandoned the fledgling idea of climbing out. The castle walls were built sheer and smooth to dissuade just such a notion, and my climbing skills were nowhere near good enough that I was confident in repelling down. I sighed and drew my weapons as I entered back into the hall. Time to exit the old-fashioned way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23. GOLDEN BOY

          

        

      

    

    
      My escape wasn't as hard as I'd expected. At least, until I reached the front doors.

      I ran into a few guards along the way, which I dispatched with ease of effort and conscience. Now that I'd abandoned a sense of right and wrong, doing what I had to do was a lot simpler. It wasn't until I reached the outer parts of the castle where balconies started to crop out that I had to fight Valyn. They put up better fights than the Burghmen did, but only just. I'd only needed to heal a few times by the time I strolled out the huge double doors to exit the castle.

      There, an awe-inspiring sight greeted me. As far up as I could see, armored sky elves dotted the sky. Between them flew their golden sun-fliers, their wings making the air hum ominously like a hive of giant wasps.

      And to either side of me, Valyn looked over as I emerged.

      They leveled their falchions at me as soon as they saw me, expressions hard. Knowing I was completely outnumbered, I smiled innocently as I held up my open hands. One of them stepped forward, a winged medal pinned to his chest. Their captain, a quick check of his stats confirmed.

      “Drop your weapons, Human,” the sky elf captain commanded, his voice partly muffled by his helm. “We’ve slain enough of your kind for my taste. No need for further blood.”

      “You're right,” I said cheerfully. Then I held up my Bracer of Compulsion.

      I’d wanted to save it, but getting caught by the Valyn army shot that plan. I’d just have to bide my time before embarking on the Third Trial. As soon as I concentrated on it, the bracer began to pulse on my arm, and as I spoke, my voice acquired a strange resonance. “So you’ll allow me the very reasonable request of seeing me off the castle grounds without bloodshed.”

      The captain trembled for a second. “Yes, I will,” he said, his voice flat.

      I grinned. I was a Jedi Master! “Oh,” I added, “and we’d better do it in style.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I found my companions, they gaped at my entrance, and for good reason. I waved as the sun-flier the captain had so thoughtfully provided settled onto the street and the protective bubble dissipated. “Like my ride?” I said casually as I hopped off the side to stand before them.

      Sheika shook her head with a small smile, while Farelle had both eyebrows raised. Sarai was also there, to my surprise, and she stood off to the side with crossed arms, trying unsuccessfully to hide her bitter expression. Hanil and Farelle’s father were both missing.

      “Who knew anyone could find you that charming,” the Wilder mused aloud.

      “Only when he uses magic,” Sheika observed drily.

      “True, but harsh.” I waved back to the captain, who stood on the deck of the sun-flier amidst his bewildered crew. “Thanks there, captain. You're good now to return to your post and resume your duties. Try not to shoot down any innocent Humans along the way.”

      “I will return to my post,” the captain intoned. With a signal, the golden vessel lifted back into the air and flew back toward Stalburgh castle.

      Sheika motioned us over to a nearby alley.  “I assume that means you passed the trial?”

      “By the skin of my teeth,” I admitted. “They weren't too impressed with the whole alternate interpretation thing, but in the end, Abe let it slide.”

      She frowned, her cat-like ears pressed back on her head. “Abe. You call him that like he’s a pet. Or a friend.”

      “He’s neither. Especially not a pet. A god would make the worst pet. Can you imagine the messes you’d have to clean up?”

      “It’s strange that it worked,” Sheika continued, ignoring me. “Unless Absalom meant for you to have alternate interpretations of the trial?”

      I shook my head. “I don't think so.” But I couldn’t put my finger on exactly how Absalom had taken the news. He had seemed… sad, for some reason, and pleased. But why? And was any emotion he showed even real?

      “You two Everfolk never speak sense,” Farelle interjected, frustration plain in her voice. “The way you talk about the gods… it doesn't seem right. Like they're prized horses or something.”

      I didn't respond. Even as it comforted me to think of Absalom's limitations, I found it increasingly disturbing to run up against Farelle’s.

      “So there is a third trial,” Sarai spoke up. Her sour expression hadn't shifted, letting me know her interest was solely in what could release her from her duty as soon as possible.

      I nodded, but hesitated to respond. For one, Farelle didn't look pleased that, once again, Sheika and I had ignored her demand for information. But even more, I wasn't sure how my companions would react to the gargantuan task ahead of me. But if I wanted their aid, I had to tell them sooner or later.

      “Alright,” I finally said, “I'll tell you. And…” I took a deep breath. “If you don't want to do it, I'll totally understand.”

      “Come on already,” Farelle said sulkily.

      “Right.” I braced myself and let out the words all at once. “We have to kill a dragon. An elder dragon.”

      Their reactions weren't at all what I expected.

      “Hm. Seems about right,” Sheika observed.

      Farelle pulled out her bow. “I think I might need a bigger one of these.”

      “And I might have to bring along a few of my disciples,” Sarai said sourly.

      I looked to each of them in turn. “You're still in? Against a freaking dragon?” I shook my head. “You're all crazy.”

      Sheika flashed me a bemused smile. “You know I'm still committed. I can't rest until we’ve seen this Absalom problem through. Almost literally.”

      “And it's not like you have a choice,” Farelle chimed in.

      “And I don't,” Sarai muttered.

      “But,” the Wilder added, “you have to try and explain everything to me this time.”

      Her expression was so desperate that I reluctantly nodded. “I'll try. And I'll get you a bigger bow, and any other equipment you might need.” I held out my hand and spread a few glittering gold pieces. “I came into a bit of money after the trial.”

      Sheika’s eyes unfocused as she checked my stats, then she whistled. “I'll say. 100k gold! You probably have more than me at this point, and I literally built this game. How’d you get it?”

      I shrugged and put away the coins. “What can I say? I'm the gods’ golden boy.”

      I hid a smirk at Sheika’s scowl and looked around. Stalburgh was a ruined mess, but I hoped that the shops would still be open. “Now, Farelle, would you be a dear and lead us to the markets?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. ON THE TOWN

          

        

      

    

    
      I wasn't sure if I was thankful or not once we were done with the markets. As I'd hoped, many of the shops were already open again. Even NPCs had to make a living, after all. We filled up to the brim on potions of every kind: health, mana, and stamina were just the beginning, moving onto ones that boosted each of our attributes and each of the meters, and even a few that provided invisibility. I made sure to save enough for our next stop at the mage’s shop so I could sweep up any spells he still had waiting for me.

      On the other hand, I was drop-dead exhausted. Shopping was way more tiring than fighting an army of Naiads.

      “Come on, keep your head up,” Sheika instructed as she led our crew to the wizard hat-shaped building. The tip of it had been broken off in the fighting, but its purple roof was otherwise intact. “This is the easy part.”

      “I like her style,” Farelle whispered to me. “And to think I was ever jealous of her.”

      That perked me up. “You were jealous of her?”

      As she rolled her eyes, Sheika continued to speak. “Besides, I've got a surprise stop for you at the end. But only if you behave.” She glanced back and winked as she knocked on the mage's door.

      Farelle gave me a look as if to say See? What did I tell you?

      Sarai, on the other hand, continued to sulk at the back of our party. The only exception had come when she got giddy over a holy amulet that boosted her persuasion attempts. Different strokes for different folks, I guess.

      The irascible mage’s eyes practically fell out at the handful of magic jewels we deposited on his counter in exchange for the spells he had on hand. According to Sheika, he wasn't the best vendor in Kalthinia, but he at least put my first level 4 spell in my hands, and it was the one I'd been coveting of Shieka’s: Arcane Teleportation. Finally, I wouldn't have to hoof it everywhere — no disrespect to Farelle.

      
        
        Arcane Teleportation (Lvl 4)

        Affinity: Light

        Cost: 125 mana

        Effect: Teleport anywhere within your present plane. Cooldown of 4 hours.

      

      

      I must have behaved well, as Sheika delivered on her promise, even if it was a place I'd fully intended on visiting anyway: Holdur’s forge. But as we entered, I glanced at my coins and realized I hadn't been budgeting properly. Panic set in as my eyes fell on the only armor in the shop that I wanted. The armor that was now out of even the Golden Boy’s price range.

      “Marrow! Good to see you again!” Holdur swept his burly arms out in greeting, a grin poking out from beneath his bristling beard. “Have you brought me my scales yet?” Before I could answer, his eyes swept over to Sheika. “Well, the fickle gods are in jesting mood today. If it isn't the only person to purchase dragonscale from me so far!”

      I looked around at Sheika. “Wait. Didn't you say whoever bought that armor brought the scales in, too?”

      “I sure did!” The Gnarish smith beamed at my companion.

      I rounded on her. “When were you going to tell us that you've already killed one dragon?”

      She shrugged. “It was just a little one. Technically a wyvern, actually. But I guess they're closely related enough as far as armor goes.”

      I shook my head. The former dev was just full of surprises, and most of them good. I just wished I knew them all already.

      “They sure are,” Holdur declared. “And better for light armor, if you don't mind me saying. So if you're going to kill a dragon, kill a small one. It's what my gaffer always said, anyway.”

      “A wise man,” I said hollowly. “As it happens, we've got the biggest one in our sights.”

      “You don't say?” The smith’s eyes practically sparkled with interest. “Then you'll be needing some new dragon-slaying equipment!”

      “We will,” Sheika agreed. “A dragonbone bow would be a good start, and a blade that's strong enough to pierce its hide.”

      “What, my bejeweled sword isn't good enough for you?” I placed a hand possessively on its hilt.

      Sheika cocked an eyebrow. “Were you going to wave around that glowstick forever? It's basically one step up from steel with a bit of bonus damage.” She shook her head. “Sometimes I forget how short a time you've been here.”

      While I scratched my head in embarrassment, Holdur had been busy retrieving Sheika's requested items. “I'm guessing you're the bowman,” he said, passing the dragonbone bow across the counter. “Er, bow-woman, pardon me.”

      “Is it that difficult to tell?” Farelle quirked a smile at the smith’s blush as she took the bow in hand. It was nearly as tall as she was and made of a single piece of off-white bone. She pulled its string back experimentally, or tried to, but failed to even bend it. “Bless Isvalla, but this is tough!”

      The Gnarish blushed all the more furiously. “Ah, I didn't want to question your strength, but… it requires a significant amount of strength to use.”

      A quick examination showed it needed 30 strength to be exact. That was well above Farelle's 18. And as she automatically progressed her points, we couldn't exactly direct her to focus on it even if we managed to find an easy way to level her up.

      “That's a bummer. I was looking forward to you using that against our scaly friend.”

      Sheika slapped a jingling hand on the counter. “We’ll still take it.”

      I stared at her in surprise. “Why? None of us can use it.”

      She gave me a mysterious smile. “You'll just have to watch and learn, won't you, Golden Boy?”

      I didn't fume for long though, for my new sword was on the counter next. “Earthcore iron,” the Gnarish declared. “You can only get this stuff in the Abyrynth Mines, and those are abandoned these days. One of the hardest metals to work, but also the hardest to break once forged. It'll serve well against a dragon no matter how big it is.” He handed it over with a smile at my wide eyes.

      I took it in hand and held it up. It was mostly gray with a dark green undertone to it. Now that I'd swung a few swords, I thought I was getting a feel for what made a good blade. My whole understanding was blown out the window with one stroke. The sword was light and perfectly balanced. If it was a bit longer than I was used to, I was sure I'd adjust quickly.

      
        
        Ironcore Bastard Sword

        Quality: Master (200/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Able to pierce all inferior metals and substances.

      

      

      I set it back on the counter. “How much?” I asked cautiously.

      Holdur shrugged apologetically. “100,000 gold.”

      Farelle made a choking sound, and even Sarai startled in surprise. Sheika, on the other hand, watched me steadily, while I looked between her and the smith.

      “Wait,” I said, the situation dawning on me. “You two have some sort of arrangement, don't you?”

      The smith grinned. “Well, as it turns out, your friend here is also the one to have brought me this earthcore iron in the first place, delivered on the condition that she'd be the first to get the item from it.” He glanced at Sheika and cleared his throat. “For free.”

      I picked the blade back up with even more awe than before. “But you don't have ironcore knives, do you?” I asked Sheika.

      She shrugged. “I've got a lot of other things at my disposal. You, on the other hand, need all the help you can get. Besides…” A pained expression appeared on her face. “Little as I may like it, you're the Catalyst. Whatever we're going to do to save the Everlands looks like it's going to be done with you. I’m just playing second violin.”

      “Very inspiring speech,” I said drily. Then I remembered what I held in my hand. “I think what I actually meant was thank you.”

      “That was lost in translation,” Sarai muttered bitterly.

      I let it slide unremarked. At least she was speaking at all.

      I unequipped my Jeweled Longsword of the Stars and put the Ironcore Bastard Sword in the scabbard by my side. It fit nicely there if I did say so myself.

      “Not to be greedy, but…” I pointed at the black dragonscale armor hanging off the shop’s wall. “Any chance we could get that for free too?”

      The Gnarish smith guffawed. “If you wanted to rob me, you should have just said so! Would have saved time with all of this negotiation nonsense.”

      I grinned, a blush starting to creep across my face. “It's just that I know you said it costs 50k, but I only have 30.”

      Sheika studied me but didn't speak up. Farelle looked more absorbed with her dragonbone bow than the current dispute. Sarai looked out the door of the shop like she wished to flee.

      “Hm,” Holdur mused. “Well, I'll tell you what… I have faith in you. Especially you.” He nodded at Sheika, who accepted the praise with a gracious nod. “So just this one time — don't ever expect it again! — I'll give you a sort of advance payment… half-price on that armor hanging on the wall. Provided that you sell to me and only me everything you harvest from that dragon! Bones, scales, skin, teeth — I want it all.” The smith’s eyes blazed as hot as his forge with his eagerness.

      I nodded. “Agreed. Let's do it.” We shook hands, the smith almost breaking mine with his hammer-strengthened grip. But I didn't even care as I practically skipped over to the dragonscale armor and pulled it off the wall.

      Moments later, I'd equipped the armor and spun around. “How do I look?”

      “Aw, you two are twins!” Farelle jeered, looking between Sheika and I. “Our two Everfolk in dragon leotards!”

      “So adorable,” Sarai muttered not quite under her breath.

      I shook my head. “Tough crowd.”

      We thanked Holdur once more as we left. As soon as we stepped outside of the shop, though, nervousness set in. Pretty soon, nothing would stand between us and the immense task set before us. And even with everything I'd gained, I still didn't know how we were going to slay an elder dragon.

      “Alright,” Sheika said when we were all on the street, “one more shop.”

      I gave her a quizzical look. “I thought you said this was the surprise.”

      “I lied. It wouldn't be a surprise if it wasn't surprising, right?” She tapped my armor. “You need to get all your new gear reinforced with spells. That's half of the fun of new gear.”

      “So there is an enchanter in Stalburgh! But we don’t have any money. You’re not going to pull in more favors are you? What did you do, stock them up until I came along?”

      Sheika rolled her eyes and turned away. “Everything’s not about you, Golden Boy. Now come on — let me show you how to play this game once again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25. AN ENCHANTING CHUTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The enchanter's shop was not what I expected. It wasn't a wizard's hat like the mage, nor the sort of fancy shop the rich go to. No, as soon as I saw it, I understood why I had never heard anything about it or stumbled across it.

      The enchanter lived in a poop chute.

      “I don't really get how this works,” I said, staring at the brown-smeared walls of the stone tunnel and wrinkling my nose against the stench. It probably connected to the sewers I'd first entered when logging into The Everlands.

      Sheika snorted and, bending down, tossed a stone into the chute. I leaned in to watch it drop and had to pull back as the stone suddenly ricocheted just by my head.

      “The locals call it cursed,” Sheika explained as she stepped up onto the rim of it, heedless of the excrement she stepped in. “And I guess it is, in a way. But not for those who know its secret.” With that, the Ja’qual rogue stepped off the edge and plummeted into the chute.

      I glanced at my companions. Farelle wore a bemused expression, while Sarai crossed her arms, seemingly offended. “I will not be going in there,” she declared stiffly.

      I laughed. “Oh, come on. You were a priestess to the smelliest race I have ever met.”

      She scowled, but didn’t deny it.

      “I’ll blame you if this doesn't come off my hooves,” Farelle warned. With that, she hopped after Sheika into the chute.

      “Your loss if you don't come,” I said to the priestess as I mounted the rim myself. “Just remember you'll be fighting a dragon with or without enchanted gear.” Leaving her that to mull over, I sucked in a breath of foul air and stepped into the hole.

      The fetid air rushed by for a moment as the darkness swallowed me. But the blackness seemed a barrier like the one I'd encountered at Sarai's temple, for almost as soon as I passed through it, a cozy lit chamber burst into view around me. By some unseen magic, my descent began to slow.

      I stared around me with a growing smile as my feet settled onto a plushy yellow carpet. The room might be at the end of a sewage dispensary, but it was far from the sewer I’d slain giant rats in. Every surface seemed covered with something soft: carpets layered on top of each other under our feet, animal skins and tapestries hanging from the walls, and even velvet running along the ceiling.

      And I could tell our enchanter didn’t have a rat problem, because the place was practically bursting with cats.

      I winced as the felines all started meowing at once. Even a single cat meowing would be annoying; a whole pack of them was beyond endurable. I even checked my health meter to make sure I wasn’t losing anything from the agony of it. And the noise went beyond what came out of their mouths, too. Every single one of the cats seemed to have telepathic abilities, and they projected their thoughts to us with abandon.

      Who are they? Why does this one smell like goat? Can we eat her?

      This one’s mine. I will take a nap at her feet. It will be delightful.

      Back! Our territory! Get back, aren’t you listening?

      This last thought was directed at Sheika. That seemed the one upside to the pack of cats: they all hated her. I grinned as she hissed back at the smaller felines.

      “Guess you won’t be an old cat lady?” I shouted to her.

      She made a face back.

      “Now, now, ladies and gentlemen! Do be on your best behavior!”

      The cats scattered as a heavyset woman clad in thick velvet robes and wearing far too much blue eyeliner came bustling through them. As she passed, she snatched up one or another, each cat submitted to a quick pet before squirming out of her arms. Soon, the room was nearly clear of the furballs, leaving only a fresh carpet of shed hair in their wake.

      “My apologies,” the enchanter said as she came before us, waving a fan furiously in front of her face, though the temperature felt fine to me. “They do make an interesting welcoming crew though, don’t they?” Her eyes fell on Sheika. “Ah, and especially when I have such interesting guests! They haven’t warmed up to you this time around, have they?”

      Sheika coughed before answering — from all that hissing, I thought with amusement. “No, I’d say they haven’t.”

      “Shame. And here I thought you all would get along so well together. But I nearly forgot! My name is Esperalda.” She swept a low bow, her fan extending out. “I’m sure I’ll hear all your names in due course, so come on then — you didn’t come just for the cats! Or did you?” She narrowed her eyes at each of us.

      “No?” I hazarded a guess. “But they’re an added bonus?”

      She brightened immediately and favored me with a smile. “A bonus indeed! Come along, my dear — I have a feeling you and I shall get along handsomely!” She came forward and looped her arm in mine, then began dragging me down the carpeted hall. Not knowing what else to do, I stumbled along in her grasp.

      We passed a number of rooms, most of them filled with cats and the most elaborate cat trees I’d ever seen. I marveled that Sheika and her fellow devs had written algorithms that would, in the end, produce this insanity. But that was The Everlands for you.

      Finally, we arrived at her workshop. Though it was covered in soft fabrics like the rest of the place, it at least had some of the things I expected of an enchanter. At its center was a wide stone pedestal with a glowing purple ball floating above it. On the edges of the round room were various implements and tools, from wands to knives to a magnifying glass that cast a burning pinprick of light on the one patch of stone it aimed at. And joining the tapestries on the walls were what I assumed were her creations. A scepter with a huge sapphire on the end that shimmered in and out of existence. A dagger, so black that it was more like an inter-dimensional hole into space than an object. A tiara of pearl that glowed faintly and issued forth the faint sounds of a choir singing.

      I pointed the tiara out to the enchanter. “Is that basically your own personal theme music, accompanying you wherever you go?”

      Esperalda grinned at me. “Ah, but indeed it is! You have a sharp eye for enchantments, young man. Or should I say sharp ear?”

      “Sorry to rush you, Esperalda,” Sheika said, her eyes following a cat who had strayed into the room. The cat’s tail was puffed up behind her, and a low growl issue forth from her as she circled the room. “But we’re looking for enchantments on all the gear we have, and we need it fast.”

      “Fast?” The enchanter’s eyes went wide. “But you cannot rush good enchantments, my dear! Just as a cat does not rush a good rub, does she?” The cat had found its way to its owner’s leg and wrapped itself around her with a possessive leer toward our Ja’qual companion.

      Sheika narrowed her eyes. “How soon then?”

      “Tomorrow at the earliest,” Esperalda answered at once as she knelt toward the cat. The feline darted away before she could be snatched up.

      “That’s fine,” I rushed to say. I’d thought of something I had to do in Stalburgh before we left. “But I think we need to discuss⁠—”

      “Leave that to me, Marrow,” Sheika cut me off with a glare. “I suppose that will do, so long as it is first thing tomorrow.”

      Esperalda donned a lazy smile. “I can allow that.”

      “As for payment,” Sheika said with a glance my way, “it will have to be as we’ve arranged before.”

      “Loot again?” The enchanter arched an eyebrow. “Are your pockets so empty?”

      “Emptied at the other shops,” Sheika said drily. “It is an extravagant expedition, you could say.”

      “Not so big of a deal, really,” I interjected. “Just going to kill a dragon.”

      Our host’s eyes went round as plates. “My payment is to come from a dragon’s hoard? You must be joking!”

      “I'm afraid not,” Sheika said, shooting a glare in my direction. “But rest assured, this is a venture we’ll return from.”

      “That’s what the last would-be dragon slayer said.” Esperalda bent down to pick up another wandering cat, then straightened and stroked its fur with a thoughtful expression on her face. She didn’t seem to mind that the cat constantly tried to wriggle out of her grasp.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Sheika shot me another look, so I sourly held my tongue and waited in silence.

      Finally, Esperalda nodded. “The magic I sense around you two is strong indeed. Yes, I suppose you stand a chance against a dragon.” A coy smile played on her lips. “Just so long as it’s not an elder dragon you’re up against.”

      I swallowed. “Right.”

      “No problems there,” Sheika breezed through. “So then. We’ll take the oath, leave our equipment, and call it good?”

      The enchanter grinned. “You have a deal. Now then, raise one hand so I can speak the binding words.”

      I uncertainly obeyed her. Considering the binding pact I’d made to start these trials of Absalom’s to begin with, I wasn’t super fond of oaths. But if I wanted magic imbued into my gear, this looked like the only way we’d do it.

      Once our whole party raised their hands, Esperalda dropped the cat she’d been holding and took in hand a staff mounted on the wall, a short silver one with a ruby at the end of it. As she held it up, the air pulsed around the red gem, and the tint of the room began to change to a pink hue. A feeling like an invisible hand seized me, and I went stiff and wide-eyed as I stared at the enchanter. I didn’t like this magic at all.

      The enchanter began to speak, her voice reverberating so loudly it nearly shook me. “I, Esperalda the Wonderful, agree to enchant the equipment worn by the party here before me in exchange for half of the magic items they claim from the dragon’s hoard they aim to slay.”

      My mouth fell open. Half?! We’d be the ones doing all the work! But even without Sheika shooting me yet another look, I knew we had no choice but to accept.

      “If you accept these terms,” Esperalda continued, “then say the words ‘I will uphold my oath’ now.”

      One by one, the members of our party spoke them. I said them last, some part of me resisting the whole way. But since I was the idiot who got us into this mess, I wasn’t going to be the fool that got us killed before we even started.

      As we agreed, the pink light faded from the staff and the invisible binds released me. “Good,” the enchanter said cheerily. “Now if you break your word, you will be instantly killed, likely at a very inconvenient time. I wouldn’t risk it if I were you!” Not waiting for us to respond, the enchanter continued smoothly on. “Now, I trust you’ll just be wanting the standard dragon safety package?”

      “Make it the upgraded,” Sheika said with narrowed eyes. “And each of us will choose our own weapon enchantments.”

      Esperalda sighed. “Ever the sharp negotiator! Very well, we’ll do it your way. Now please, while you decide what you want for your weapons, can you hand over your armor?”

      I hesitated for a moment, then unequipped my items and equipped the ragged clothes I’d begun the game with. Apparently I was alone in lacking a proper change of clothes. Farelle and Sarai had nearly identical clothes on — a perk of being an NPC, I supposed — while Sheika wore a tight-fitting leotard of some sleek material. She raised an eyebrow at me as she caught me looking, and I quickly turned my gaze aside, a blush crawling up my neck.

      As we laid our equipment on the counter, I asked, “Is there a, uh, menu for what enchantments I can put on my weapons?”

      Sheika slapped her forehead, but Esperalda answered, nonplussed. “Of course, honey. Just let me serve that up to you.”

      It took me too long to catch the sarcasm. “Alright… So how am I supposed to know?” I turned to Farelle. “How do you pick?”

      She shrugged. “I just know.”

      That made me wriggle with discomfort. It had to be a thing with the automatic progression of her character, like I assumed all NPC companions worked. Her parameters set forth what she should prefer so that it was all decided for her. It was just another reminder that no matter what I sometimes thought, my companion and friend was not as sentient as I wanted.

      Sheika interrupted my derailing thought train. “Okay, come here. I’ll show you where to find it in your menus.”

      Doing another thing I hadn’t known was possible, Sheika showed me how to share my menu display with her so she could point me toward the menu option for the possible enchantments for my sword. Apparently it was a special menu linked to each weapon and was only accessible when in certain places, like a forge or an enchanter’s shop. Even though it seemed pretty obscure to me, she didn’t let an opportunity slip by to make me feel like I should have known about it the whole time.

      “Okay, okay,” I finally snapped. “Let me pick my enchantments already.”

      With a look that told me she thought I was being unreasonable, she ghosted back to converse with Esperalda — or verbally spar with her, more like.

      The list was overwhelmingly long at first glance. Not only were there all the options for bonus elemental damage, but there were options for inflicting a host of conditions, from blindness and bleeding, as well as bonus damage against various groupings of monsters. But as I sifted through them, I found the right option becoming simpler to select. All I had to ask myself was what could either keep me alive longer or kill the dragon Jin’Thal fast enough for her not to kill us.

      I filtered it down to three options: one that induced weakness, which would assumedly slow the dragon and deal damage over time; one that added bonus armor penetration, which might be needed even with my ironcore sword if my own dragonscale armor was any testament to it; and one interesting one that caused a condition call “delusion,” in which the enemy would start seeing double or triple of you, disorienting them and making evasion more likely.

      As much as I wanted to make the decision myself, I knew I needed a second opinion. “What do you think?” I asked Sheika, interrupting her and Esperalda’s conversation about, of all things, cats.

      Sheika glanced briefly at the options I displayed before her. “Dragons have a resistance to weakness. Plus it’s a poison-based debuff, and they also have a resistance to poison. As for the second, your ironcore sword should provide enough armor penetration. I don’t know if they’re resistant to delusion, though. It’s spell-based, but I know they’re not immune to all Mesmer attacks.” She shrugged. “I’d go for that one.”

      “It’s what I was going to do anyway,” I said casually, handing over the sword. “I just wanted to see if you’d pick the right one.” I grinned at her look of annoyance.

      Soon after, everyone had chosen their weapon buffs. Farelle had gone with a straightforward nature-based damage boost to her attacks, which Sheika assured us should translate no matter what kind of dragon we faced. Sarai’s buff to her staff, a sleek construction of some black metal with a pearl mounted at the end of it, boosted the effectiveness of her White channeling. Privately, Sheika told me there would probably be little the priestess could do against the dragon anyway; she’d have to be around level 60 for her attraction spells to be powerful enough to affect the wyrm. But at least it would help with any other monsters we encountered in the castle.

      I sighed. I’d totally forgotten this would likely be a whole dungeon we’d have to clear. But the trial wasn’t going anywhere, so I’d just have to put that new Strategy skill of mine to good use to get through it.

      Finally, we left the cat-infested, most comfortable sewer I’d ever been to with a promise of returning the next day. I wondered how we’d get back up, but as soon as our whole party stepped onto the yellow rug stacked on top of all the others, it stiffened beneath our feet and started to rise like an elevator. Even if it was a bit straightforward, I liked to think we were taking a magic carpet ride all the same.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26. SACRIFICIAL LAMB

          

        

      

    

    
      Holed up at an inn on the outskirts of Stalburgh, well away from the late Duke Rodalt’s castle, I watched the Valyn sun-fliers glinting with moonlight as they patrolled the area and thought about the busy day I’d had. Even with the numerous people I’d killed, the duke included, I couldn’t think of any real regrets. Maybe I was better perceiving the hyper-reality of the game, seeing it more for what it was. That would be the healthy way of looking at things. Even if death was real in some sense for NPCs, it wasn’t like they were actually alive. No matter how I might wish some of them were.

      The other possibility was scarier. That maybe I was becoming callous to killing. And that maybe if I returned to real life — no, when I returned — I might not think murder was outside the realm of possibility.

      I dismissed the dark thoughts with a shudder. That was a step too far. No matter who I became in the game, I’d never descend that far into insanity.

      To distract myself, I pulled open the prompts that had been waiting for me since I’d completed the Trial of Glory. Six levels in the span of a day blew my mind. I doubted even Sheika could pull that off.

      But as I set to trying to dole out the status and attribute points, I found myself stuck. I’d always placed them by little more than whim, even after I’d learned to strategize during the First Trial. But if I was going up against an elder dragon, I couldn’t afford to do that anymore. And I knew far too little about the great lizards to know what to prioritize.

      Not to mention I still had to see if one more gamble would pay off.

      I dismissed my stats without assigning any points. I’d been delaying by looking into it in the first place. But if I was going to do what I intended, now was the time. My avatar would thank me if I gave it at least a few hours rest before the big day tomorrow. But first, I had to know if what I wanted to do was even possible.

      “Ava,” I said softly to the room. “I know you’re not supposed to come. But if you can manage it…”

      Even before I’d stopped speaking, my Specter guide materialized before me. Ava wore her usual white dress, both the hem of it and her pale hair floating around her in a distinctly ghostly manner. She arched an eyebrow at me. “I thought I told you I couldn't help anymore.”

      “Maybe I just missed you.”

      She sniffed delicately. “It’s okay. Using people is in the Catalyst’s job description.”

      “I do honestly wish you could hang around. But you're right — I have something else I have to ask you.”

      “Marrow…”

      “Just a quick question,” I insisted.

      Ava sighed. “Fine. I'll at least hear you out. But no promises, okay?”

      “I couldn't ask more.” I took a deep breath, then took the dive. “Is there any way I can resurrect a god?”

      She didn't react the way I thought she would, but just cocked her head. “I'm not sure there's a way that deities can die. Why do you ask?”

      I considered that for a moment. My deal with Absalom was supposed to enable me to kill the other gods. Had he been lying to me? But then I remembered that Isvalla hadn’t said “kill,” she’d said “commit injury” — which wasn’t the same thing at all. Yet Nali had said she’d killed the Night Sisters. I wasn’t sure whether or not to hope it was true now.

      There was no point in dwelling on it. I explained what I'd witnessed down in the Night Sisters’ lair, and Nali’s claims of killing them. Once I'd finished, Ava nodded with a knowing smile. “She told the truth, in a way. See, the Night Sisters aren't technically alive.”

      “What does it mean to be technically alive?” I asked, bewildered.

      “Never mind that. My point is, the Night Sisters aren't alive — they’re undead — so they can't be killed.” She dropped her gaze. “Kind of like me and the rest of the Specters.”

      I winced. “Right. But…” I didn't want to point it out, but felt I had to. “But you don't have a physical body. That makes a difference, right?”

      She looked up and nodded. “It does. And it kind of means, too, that they're as immortal as it gets, at least in all the ways that count.”

      “Huh.” Who'd have thought a few mangy, demigoddess corpses would be the most resilient things around? “How do I bring them back around into talking capacity?”

      “That's where it gets tricky. The Night Sisters are the kind of liches that thrive on sacrifice. The greater, the better.” She took a deep breath, though I doubted she needed to as a Specter. “Blood is good. A life is better.”

      I balked. Sure, I'd killed people in cold blood in this game. But I wasn't luring somebody to be a sacrificial lamb. “Blood will have to do. Thanks, Ava. You won't get in trouble for this, will you?”

      She shook her head, her hair lagging behind and lazily whipping through the air. “I don't think so. And if I do…” She smiled shyly. “Just call if you need me, okay, Marrow?”

      She started to dematerialize.

      “You're a good friend, Ava,” I blurted before she disappeared.

      She gave me one last smile, then dissipated, leaving nothing more behind than a cloud of cold air.

      I left the inn by the window. Sheika, Farelle, and Sarai were in their own rooms, so I probably could have just left by the front door. But where was the fun in that? Since I had such a high dexterity, I may as well make use of it.

      Vaulting from the roof and doing a flip like Jackie Chan — something I wasn't even sure I could do until that moment, and was grateful the game had my back — I landed on the cobblestones and set off at a jog. Once again, the Night Sisters’ lair was on the other side of the city. How was it always on the other side of the city from me?

      Along the way, I had to do some minor avoidance of some Valyn guards on patrol near the castle. I was happy to get more sneaking practice in. Once we were in Jin’Thal's dungeon, I didn't doubt my life would depend on it.

      It took the better part of an hour, but finally I arrived at the lair. Once again, I went in and waltzed through the obstacles that had once vexed me, avoiding the traps to set off the skeletons rather than fight them though. I was in a rush, and I only had my old equipment at the moment anyway.

      Soon enough, I entered the chamber of the Night Sisters. I edged into it cautiously, remembering all too well the unpleasant surprise I'd suffered last time I'd visited. But no Naiad goddess waited for me this time, only an empty chamber and three empty, upright coffins. The blue flames that had always lit the place had dulled and cast the cavern in a dim light.

      “Okay then,” I muttered, and started rolling up my sleeve before drawing out a knife. Ava had said a blood sacrifice might be enough to bring them back, but I didn't know how much blood this would call for. If worst came to worst, I had Minor Healing as well as health potions to bring me back up to strength.

      I hunted around for an altar of some kind. Coming up short, I decided the sarcophagus of my favorite Sister, the blind one, would have to do. I held my bared arm and knife over the stone and took a deep breath. Even though I knew I could be right as rain in moments, there was something about spilling your own blood that was downright creepy.

      But delaying it wouldn't bring the Night Sisters back. I exhaled, then cut the blade into my skin before doubt could stop me. Blood welled up around the cut immediately, three red streams turning down my arm to trickle onto the stone.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      The pain wasn't as bad as I'd made it up to be in my mind, nor nearly as bad as many things I'd undergone in the Everlands. Still, it was uncomfortable to watch it flow out of me and my health steadily dip and do nothing about it.

      More.

      A voice in my head. I recognized the blind Sister, and shivered at her in my thoughts. “You need more?” I said aloud.

      More, she affirmed.

      I took another breath and made another gash. My blood spilled forth anew, and my health fell to 75%. My status remained Minor Bleeding, though. I didn't want to change that.

      More! The Night Sister sounded as eager as a vampire at a blood bank.

      I cringed, but obliged with a third cut, then a fourth, each one deeper. My health fell past 50%, then faster, my condition worsening to Moderate Bleeding.

      All, the demigoddess whispered now, and I blanched.

      “You want me to kill myself?” I asked incredulously.

      It must be all! Or this sacrifice is futile.

      I hesitated, staring at my blood-soaked arm. I was already halfway there. I'd resurrect immediately and could easily come retrieve my stuff. It'd be an inconvenience, nothing more.

      But… I’d be killing myself. Committing suicide, in a sense. It seemed like it crossed a line. But in a place where I could never die, was suicide so different from sacrifice if it served a greater purpose?

      I swallowed, and raised the knife to my throat. Even if I would survive this, I knew what it would mean to Farelle if she found out about this. But even as I thought it, I knew it was no reason not to. I'd done enough bad deeds that she had only to discover any one of them to become disillusioned with me. This was just the worst one to top the cake.

      My health was at 40%. Maybe I could just wait it out and let the bleeding do its work on me. But somehow, that seemed cowardly, almost a way around the act, or at least acknowledging it. No. If I was going to do this, I had to commit.

      Might as well put on a show for my audience. “Night Sisters, here’s my life. You better make it worth it.” Then I pressed the knife into my skin.

      The air before me swirled in black mist, from which a familiar shriveled figure emerged. Startled, I pulled the knife away from my neck.

      “That's enough,” the blind Night Sister said in her crackling voice, dry as a mummy’s wrappings. “In this case, it really was the thought that counts.”

      I lowered the knife. “That's a bit messed up.”

      She shrugged. I half-expected an arm to break off from those thin shoulders. “Immortals have to get their entertainment somehow, eh?”

      “Then go watch a movie or something,” I muttered under my breath.

      “What's that?”

      “Nothing.” I cleared my throat. “Happy as I am to see you, Sister, I brought you back for a reason.”

      The blue glow of her eyes behind her blindfold flared for a moment. “Well do I know it, Marrow Catalyst. I have been watching you from the nether planes as you've progressed through the God-King’s trials. I must admit, from the very first task I set before you to poison Nali's priest, I did not expect you to succeed. Yet time and again, you have proven more resourceful than I expected.”

      “Yeah, well, I’ve had a lot of help. And I think I'm going to need some more now.”

      A ghost of a smile graced the demigoddess’s desiccated lips. “Indeed you will. And for your devotion to my kin and me even after our betrayal, I will grant you two boons. I do not think you will be disappointed with them. Now, come closer — as before, I must touch you to transfer this knowledge.”

      Nervously, I stepped forward. I remembered how penetrating her frigid touch had been the last time. “Maybe I should heal first.”

      The Night Sister snorted. “Leave that to me. Now, brace yourself. This will not be pleasant.”

      Leaving me no time for bracing, the demigoddess reached out and touched a gray, bony finger to my forehead. Instantly, my body was wracked with a blistering cold like I stood naked on a mountain peak in a blizzard. My skin went painfully numb while my insides seized in on themselves in a desperate effort to stay warm. I cried out wordlessly and automatically grabbed at the wrist of the Night Sister only to have my hands burn with that same unholy hoarfrost.

      Then it was over. As the demigoddess withdrew her touch, I folded to the ground like one of those balloon guys they put outside car dealerships, my leaden limbs unable to support me.

      The Night Sister laughed harshly as I twitched, feebly trying to rise on boneless legs. At least my health was refilled and the cuts on my arm healed.

      Then the overlays came, and the knowledge of my new channels with them:

      
        
        Shadow Mantle (Lvl 5)

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 100 spirit

        Effect: Instantly gain invisibility for 5 seconds. During this time, you have 300% increased movement speed. If the user attacks while Shadow Mantle is in effect, the channel is immediately cancelled.

      

      

      
        
        Unholy Smite (Lvl 5)

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 150 spirit

        Effect: After 1 second, channels a column of unholy light that deals 300 damage.

      

      

      I stared at the overlays for a long moment. Not only were they my first level 5 channels, but the sheer power packed behind them left me stunned. Combine this with my Everstone and I found it hard to imagine an enemy I couldn't overcome. Even a dragon.

      “Th-thank you,” I said through chattering teeth.

      The blind Sister smirked. “I thought you might enjoy them. Put them to good use, Marrow. And as always… sow chaos.”

      I nodded, then stumbled to my feet and exited the lair, my head spinning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27. HE GOT THE HOOF

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, as we met down in the main room of the inn for breakfast, no one seemed to have noticed my absence the night before. I had no intentions of informing them of it. I didn't want Farelle asking questions, and I liked the idea of giving Sheika a big surprise for once when I pulled out my fancy new channels.

      No one seemed to notice, that is, except for Sarai.

      The ladies in my party were mostly in good moods — all save Sarai, of course. I'd hoped the priestess would have lightened up by now, but she remained as morose as ever. So I was surprised when she approached me while the other two chatted.

      “And where were you last night?”

      I stared at her, forcing a blank expression. “Where do you think? What, did you come calling at my room? I'm a heavy sleeper.”

      The priestess smirked. “Maybe I did. The point is, I know you weren't in your room. So where were you?”

      I thought fast. Sarai was being compelled by her goddess to assist me at the moment, true enough. But that didn't mean she wouldn't sabotage my relationships with my other party members. If she figured out I'd given a blood sacrifice to the Night Sisters, she might very well tell Farelle out of sheer spite.

      “I was in my room,” I lied casually. “I just sleep so stealthily you couldn't find me.”

      “A heavy, stealthy sleep. An advantageous pairing, that.” Sarai gave me one last dangerous smile, then turned away, leaving me quivering in my boots. I could only hope that ticking bomb would go off after we’d beaten the trial.

      I distracted myself with the hearty breakfast that Sheika purchased with the last of her money, slabs of steak and eggs with sides of stewed potatoes. The feast was so much it could have fed a family of ogres.

      In between big mouthfuls, I fielded Sheika the questions I’d waited too long to ask. “So what exactly is so dangerous about dragons? In the Everlands, I mean.”

      My fellow Everfolk looked particularly like a panther as she looked up at me from her own indulgence. “You mean other than the ironcore-hard scales, their massive size, quick agility, and, I don’t know, fire breath? Geez, I wonder.”

      “They can’t just be normal dragons. I mean, that’d be kind of boring.”

      Sheika rolled her eyes, but it was Sarai who answered. Perhaps emboldened by our earlier conversation, the priestess now seemed more herself, which was to say she’d recovered her razor-sharp sarcasm. “Yes, that would be boring to face all that. Fortunately for you, Catalyst, we’re fighting an elder dragon. They’re an entirely different class of monster.” She leaned forward with a coy smile. “Do you want to know why?”

      I had to hold back my impatience. If we were going to work together, I couldn’t lose my temper now. “I’d appreciate you telling me.”

      Sarai’s smile grew wider. “They have an aura of influence about them that compels those who do not have the requisite presence of mind to do whatever they please.”

      “Like taking thralls and such?” I’d seen that in other games I’d played.

      Sheika nodded. “It’s a combination of White and Black faiths with Mesmer magic. They can cause anything from fear to adoration to fearful adoration. And that doesn’t even address that they can make you see delusions. They can make you relive the worst events of your life or compel you to believe you’re in the immortal gardens of Beyond.”

      “I’m so glad you’re pleased with their handiwork,” I said drily. “Any other unfair weapons in their arsenal?”

      Farelle, who’d been eyeing Sarai darkly for some reason, said, “They’re supposed to be a hundred feet long, aren’t they? And practically unkillable.”

      “They do have over a hundred thousand health as a rule,” Sheika admitted. “They wouldn’t be one of the toughest beasts in the game otherwise.”

      Fear, which had kept to the peripheries of my mind until that moment, fully seized me. Somehow, this felt worse than when I’d faced down a full dome of gods. “Great,” I muttered.

      She grinned and patted me on the back. “Cheer up, Golden Boy. You have me.”

      “I’d better. Or I may as well throw in the towel now.” I sighed. “But what can the rest of us do against Jin’Thal? Does she have, I don’t know, weak spots, or times she’s more vulnerable?”

      “Dragons are nocturnal,” Farelle chimed in. “So approaching in the daytime might be to our advantage.”

      Sheika nodded. “Remember, however, that Jin’Thal is old even for an elder dragon. She’s not likely to be a heavy sleeper.”

      “Too bad geriatric dragons couldn’t be weaker.” A whine had crept into my voice. Clearing my throat, I asked more gruffly, “Anything else?”

      “I suppose I could try to keep her influence at bay for a time,” Sarai offered with reluctance. “It has a limited range, however, and I do not know if it will hold against an elder dragon.”

      “It should,” Sheika assured her. “Lastly, while our armor will help with the fire, you can also counter it with an opposing element.”

      “So ice or water,” I reasoned.

      “Or block it with earth.”

      We were nearing the end of our feast. Since our lizard was more active at night, I wanted to use as much daylight as we could. “Okay, last question. I have some points to spend. Where do I put them?”

      Sheika leaned back, a smirk stretching across her feline face. “Well, well. You finally asked. And I thought you’d ignore my wisdom until the fickle gods became reasonable.”

      “Yeah, it’s a regular miracle. Now are you going to tell me or what?” I was impatient to get this part over with. I didn’t like the look of confusion on Farelle’s face, or Sarai’s for that matter.

      Sheika raised an eyebrow, but said mildly, “Having taken a look at your stats, it’s clear you’re woefully imbalanced in many respects, not to mention clumsily composed. And that charisma is ridiculous.” She shook her head. “But we can at least partially amend that now. You should heavily invest in fortitude if you’re not going to be a drooling moron the first time Jin’Thal turns her eye on you. Twenty is the minimum. And putting some points in vitality wouldn’t be a bad idea either — you know it helps with defense and how quickly stamina drains, right? Both of those will keep you in a fight longer, and you’re going to need that to whittle away a hundred thousand health points.”

      I scratched at the back of my head. “Yeah, I guess I knew that at some point. You’re right, I’ve kind of been an idiot.”

      Sheika gave me an odd look. I blinked. Was that pride in her smile?

      “Maybe you’ll learn after all,” she said fondly. “Anyway, with the rest, you can keep investing in what you’ve been doing. Strength, agility, belief, and intellect are your best bets, whatever you think you’ll primarily be using for damage.”

      That, at least, was fairly obvious to me considering what I’d acquired the night before. I pushed away from the emptied platters and rose. “Alright, sounds good. But we’d better get on with it for now.”

      Starting off the day with a well-fed boost and my mind in a clutter, we returned to the cursed poop chute and hopped down again. The magic yellow rug caught us, and the welcoming crew rubbed against our legs — except for Sheika’s. As before, she got the hissing treatment and stalked ahead to Esperalda’s workroom with shoulders raised like a cat’s hackles.

      The enchanter waited there for us, as did all our newly minted equipment. “Ah, there you are,” the painted woman said sweetly. “And here I thought you wanted them first thing in the morning?”

      “Thank you, Esperalda,” Sheika said stiffly, motioning for the rest of us to gather our gear.

      I'd already moved forward without prompting. After all, I was starting to get the uncomfortable feeling that Sheika felt that she was the leader of our party, something which I was not sure I was able to get behind. After all, I was the Catalyst, not her. Even if she had been a game dev at one point, I was the one who had to undergo Absalom's Trials and become his Champion. It only made sense that I was the leader and made the decisions.

      But I let the problem slip away for the moment as I picked up my gear with awe. Piece after piece had resistances that were perfect for fighting a dragon: 50% resistance to fire damage, 50% resistance to slashing damage, 50% resistance to influence magic… And with the enchantments on multiple items, the advantages stacked.

      Between my new channels and all this kick-ass gear, I was beginning to believe we just might be able to take Jin’Thal down. Looking around at my companions, my confidence only grew. Every one of us — from Farelle in red leather armor and a dragonbone bow in hand, to Sarai in her white robes shimmering with silver scales, to Sheika, dark and lithe as usual — looked ready for business.

      “Thanks, Esperalda,” I said with genuine feeling. “We'll keep our oath in mind.”

      The enchanter smiled wide. “I don't doubt you will.”

      With those last words ringing in our ears, we waded through the sea of cats and departed the strange shop.
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        * * *

      

      Despite all the shiny equipment we wore, our party’s mood had grown more somber by the time we stepped off the magic carpet. All our errands had been handled. Now only the job lay before us.

      “Well,” Farelle said hollowly. “I guess we just have to kill an elder dragon now.”

      I swallowed. “Yup.”

      Sheika looked between us with narrowed eyes. “Oh, come on, shape up. Especially you, Golden Boy — you’re supposed to be the one who slays it.”

      Maybe it was just the mood that had fallen over me, but her words irked me. “Easy for you to say. Even with all you’ve told us, you’re really the only one who knows what to expect.”

      “You think it’s better knowing what we’re up against?” She snorted. “You have no idea.”

      “That’s kind of my point.”

      “I’m not your cheerleader, Marrow. I’m here to make sure you get the job done.” She looked down the street. “Speaking of which, we’d better get going.” She started to walk off.

      I shared a confused look with Farelle. “Uh, I don’t think we’re walking there, Sheika.”

      She turned back and cocked a hand on her hip. “We’re walking to the mage’s shop. While you were acting like a kid in a candy store, I arranged for him to create a portal for us.”

      “But between both of us, we can teleport there,” I pointed out.

      “Actually, no. You can’t just teleport wherever you want; you can only teleport to places you’ve visited before.” She smiled slightly. “Besides, you might want to keep your teleport handy just in case we need to make a quick getaway.”

      It was a good point. The way I was feeling now, fleeing the dragon sounded like a distinct possibility. “Alrighty then. Let’s get going.”

      Even though it was now late in the morning, there weren’t nearly the crowds on Stalburgh’s streets that’d I’d come to expect. It gave me a nostalgic twinge in my gut. I’d played games before where the environment changed as the plot progressed, including one where a cataclysm came and decimated the place where you spent the whole first part of the game. There was always something sad about knowing a place wasn’t ever going to be the same, and it didn’t matter that it was just a game; it was still the same nostalgia.

      I turned my thoughts back to my problem of assigning points. For my status points, having already put 10 in spirit, I allotted 10 to health, 20 to stamina, and 20 to spirit. It killed me not to increase mana any further, but ever since my visit to the Night Sister, I realized I needed to specialize in one of the magics. By spreading my points over both mana and spirit, I would, in the long run, be weaker. And with the new channels I’d just learned and my ever-increasing relations with the gods, becoming the dark rogueish priest I’d originally intended seemed the ideal route.

      As for my attribute points, I largely followed what Sheika had advised, putting a whopping 12 points into fortitude to bring up my previously dun trait to 22. Hopefully, with Sarai’s negation channel, it would put me beyond Jin’Thal’s thrall. I also bumped up my vitality by 4 so I would be a bit hardier. But my real plan was to avoid getting hit in the first place, so I put 4 points in agility as well. No matter how good my armor and vitality was, if I took a hit from an elder dragon, I wasn’t sure I would survive. Last, to ensure my channels had the best chance to pierce the dragon’s hide, I put my last 4 points into belief. Annoyingly, it still wasn’t as high as my charisma. I’d have to amend that the next level up.
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      Dismissing the overlay, I saw we had turned down the last desolate street before the mage’s shop. Suddenly, hooves came clopping toward us from behind. I tensed and turned with my hand on my sword, expecting to see a horse and rider galloping up the street.

      Instead, it was none other than Brandeur Three-Horned, panting and looking as out of sorts as I’d ever seen him. As usual, he wore no shirt, revealing numerous cuts and bruises underneath the curly hair that spread over his body. His pants were torn and bloodied at the knees, and his falchion, bumping along on his hip, dripped red.

      The oversized Satyr came to a halt before us and bent over wheezing. “Captain Marrow!” he said between gasps. “I finally found you!”

      I blinked. “You’ve been looking for me?” I was also stunned to hear him call me captain still. I hadn’t exactly been around since the battle, nor had I done much to ensure the success of the Noble Ignobles during it.

      “Yes!” The Captain of Captains’ eyes bulged as he looked up. “I need to ask a favor, good man! Can you grant me one favor?”

      I hadn’t much seen this needling side of the usually brash Satyr, and I didn’t care for it. “Brandeur Three-Horned,” I said in a stern voice. “You’re acting like a fool. Straighten up and tell me what’s the matter.”

      My act didn’t have quite the effect I had hoped for. Brandeur bent fully double again, but this time with helpless laughter. “There he is!” he wheezed through chuckles. “The man who inspired the coup that would unman me!”

      “Coup? What coup?”

      “What coup? Ah, if you’d only been around, Marrow.” Chuckles still attacking him, Brandeur stood up straight and looked me in the eye. “Arala took them away from me. There before all the other captains, she challenged me and walloped me, then sent me scrambling from the camp!” The laughter bubbled back up in him again, and his head lolled forward. “I’m just Brandeur Two-Horned now.”

      I reached up and awkwardly patted his shoulder. “I’m sure you’ll get your manhood back. Metaphorically. If she literally unmanned you, though…”

      He waved his hand. “No, no, all metaphor. Though I have literally been deposed.”

      Sheika stepped forward. “We don’t have time for this. Sorry and all that for your troubles, but we’re leaving now.”

      The Satyr perked up. “Leaving? Perfect! I’ll travel with you for a time.”

      As he strutted up beside us, I shared a look with Sheika. “He could be useful,” I muttered. “Just look at the size of him.”

      “He’s always struck me as more of a coward than a fighter,” Sheika whispered back. “But I suppose at the very least, we can use him as a distraction. I think they used goats for luring dragons in the darker fairy tales.”

      “They used what?” Farelle had popped into the conversation.

      “Er, nothing.” I quickly turned to Brandeur. “Looks like you’re in!”

      “Excellent!” the Satyr boomed. “So, where are we going?”

      I grinned. “Just you wait and see.”

      I left Brandeur to try and pry answers from Sarai as we walked the last stretch to the mage’s shop. The former captain of the Ignobles only grew more confused when we entered in.

      “Never much cared for magic myself,” he muttered to me. “A sharp sword and a strong arm always better served me.”

      “Didn’t you just get ousted from your own mercenary company?”

      He didn’t have a reply to that but turned away muttering back to the Devalyn priestess. They quickly seemed to be forming a bond. I wasn’t sure what to make of that.

      Sheika went up to the mage, and after the suspicious man ran his eyes over all of us, he huffed and turned away. “Follow me,” he called irritably behind him.

      The mage led us to the backroom, where what looked like the frame to a huge mirror was set up in a circular chamber. The portal, I didn't doubt.

      “None of you have any combustion enchantments on you, do you?” The mage stared at each of us accusingly.

      “The mangy dog,” Brandeur muttered behind me. “As if I'd soil my hand with coward’s magic.”

      Considering what we were up against, I wished I had a few combustion-enchanted items at the moment, coward's magic or not.

      The wizard glared at Brandeur then turned to Sheika. “Stand back,” he said gruffly. “This will take a moment to activate.”

      Sheika obliged, and the mage raised his hands before the empty space in the frame. He began muttering, his voice rising and falling in nonsense syllables, and his fingers waggling. In the real world, he looked exactly like a crazy person who thought he could do magic might. But here, wisps of violet light began to stream from his fingers, forming into threads like spider's silk. Slowly, the threads made their way into the frame and began to fill it, forming a thick, opaque surface that gleamed like oily pearls.

      When the frame had filled, the mage stepped back and swayed, blinking rapidly before rubbing at his eyes. “It's complete. Now go so I can seal it and not bring anything back through.”

      “Bring anything back through?” Brandeur asked, looking to each of us in turn. “Where exactly are we going again?”

      I grabbed his arm with a winning smile as nerves assaulted my stomach. “You first, oh Captain, my Captain.” Then with a strength I didn’t know I possessed, I hauled the big Satyr through the portal. He roared as he went through it, the sound cutting off as the oily magic sucked him up.

      I shrugged at the rest of them. “Doesn’t look like he exploded. I guess we’re good.”

      Sheika rolled her eyes. “Let’s go, Golden Boy. Before our big-mouthed friend announces our arrival to Jin’Thal.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Without giving myself another chance for doubts, I turned and stepped into the frame.

      As expected, the magic clung to me as I stepped through it, somewhere between sticky and oily. I had to fight to get through it, blind and senseless. It felt like I was running through a pool of sap.

      But finally, the inky blackness of the portal yielded to the world on the other side. As I fully stepped through the portal, I had no time to take in my surroundings beyond the intense heat, for a pair of massive hands gripped me by the front of my hauberk and hauled me into the air.

      “Just where in all the blasted Everlands are we?” Brandeur hissed at me, his face twisted with more fear and fury than I’d ever seen in him. “This place has a dark feeling to it. Way more magic than I signed up for, Captain.”

      “I’m not a captain to you any longer,” I said calmly, making no attempt to release myself. “And you should ask where you’re going when you hitch a ride.”

      “I thought—” he began to protest.

      “Just put me down, Brandeur. If you want to go, the portal will hold.” I grinned. “I think.”

      The Satyr eyed the portal, which hovered midair in an indistinct cloud without a frame to bind it. “Perhaps,” he muttered darkly.

      We both jumped a bit as Farelle emerged. She appeared more gracefully and prepared than I had, immediately falling into a crouch with her dragonbone bow in hand, her new strength buffs allowing her to half-draw it and keep it at the ready. “This looks even worse than I imagined,” she observed, rising slowly.

      I found I agreed. Around us, a ruined ancient village made of blackened stone huddled against the fierceness of the surrounding terrain. And what a place it was. Sulphur rose between the cracks in the rocky ground, giving the air a smell of rotten eggs left too long on the burner. Though it was daytime in this place as well, ash clouds hovering above us cast the world in an unhealthy orange light, like we'd not just traveled to a different part of Kalthinia, but to a plane of hell. Flecks of gray ash blew like leaves in the hot winds surrounding us. And how hot they were — the sweltering air settled on us like wool blankets in summer, with all the humidity of the Mired Copses thrown in.

      And above us, atop the high cliffs of the mountain peak, loomed the ruined castle where Jin'Thal waited.

      As I scanned the area, Sheika and Sarai entered through as well. I watched, forlorn, as the portal dissipated into thin air. Next to me, Brandeur muttered and cast his eyes about mistrustfully, a hand resting on the hilt of his large curved blade.

      Sheika inhaled deeply. “Ah! The smell brings back good memories.”

      “You're a sick person, you know that?” I observed.

      “I do,” she said primly, then pointed up. “But you'll have to put up with me a bit longer. Looks like our Broodmother isn't too old to make babies after all.”

      I whirled as I drew my new sword, the weight balanced but still unfamiliar in my hand. Approaching from the old castle, a dozen black silhouettes steadily grew larger, first the size of seagulls, then eagles, then approaching small propeller planes.

      Jin’Thal wasn't called Broodmother for nothing.

      “What are our chances against those dragons?” I asked Sheika nervously.

      “If we blow all our items now to keep alive? Slim.”

      My sword was sheathed before she finished. “Run!” I shouted. “We have to make it to the castle!”

      Around me, my party sprang into action. But as the wyverns neared, I feared it was far too late. They were too fast and too many. And we expected to be able to defeat one that was supposed to be ten times the size of any one of those.

      The Trial of Courage wasn’t off to a promising start.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            28. UNRULY CHILDREN

          

        

      

    

    
      Thus began a terrifying game of cat-and-mouse. Or, to be more accurate, dragon-and-tasty-humanoids.

      “Duck!” I shouted at Farelle as one wyvern dove toward her, its mouth gaping open and yellow fire building in its throat.

      The Wilder kicked into gear, just reaching a low stone wall before the dragon unleashed its breath. It was terrifying sight: not only a plume of fire projecting fifty feet down in a mind-bogglingly straight line, but it hit with the impact of a dozen sledgehammers. I winced as stone fragments kicked up around my companion and flames licked over the top.

      But I had my own problems. Another of Jin'Thal's brood was bearing down on me, its scales as red and angry as boils. Its black reptilian eyes glared down at me as it pulled up short and aimed its maw filled with fire at me. Cursing, I channeled, hoping it would work as I hoped.

      As soon as I thought of the channel in my mind, I was immediately thrust into a gray world, all color leached from it. Across my shoulders lay a cloak both as light and heavy as darkness can be. Not about to waste the steep cost of Shadow Mantle, I started sprinting away from where the dragon still aimed its fire. Even with my increased movement, I only barely made it out of the way.

      I stole inside a ruined house just as the channel ended and the world once again appeared in color, the cloak formed of shadows shredding away. I shuddered as dragons screamed outside, their fury and delight in chasing us seeming too sentient for comfort.

      But I couldn't linger. We had to make it to the castle, and I had to make sure everyone made it with me. That included Sheika and myself as well. If either of us died, I had no idea which resurrection shrine we’d appear at, or if we'd be able to return to help in time.

      Steeling my nerves, I turned out of my temporary shelter and back into the ashy outside. I immediately spotted one of my companions in trouble: Sarai had wedged herself in a crack to escape the claws of a dragon, but had left herself vulnerable to its gathering breath. Without hesitation, I ran toward them and cast Blizzard. As icy crystals began pelleting the dragon and slowing it and tamping down its breath, I ran into the midst of my spell and, untouched by the magic, threw myself on the wyvern to stab into it with my sword.

      The ironcore blade was every bit as effective as I’d hoped. If it wasn't as easy as cutting through butter, it wasn't much harder than cutting through crusty bread with a dull knife. The wyvern screamed as my sword stabbed through its scales and into its spine near the base of its tail, thrashing its body to dislodge me. Unable to jump free, I clung desperately to the hilt. It was the most insane bull ride I could imagine.

      “Calm,” a resonant voice commanded. My muscles slackened before I found the will to resist. Fortunately, the dragon didn't possess the same presence of mind. For a moment, it ceased struggling, long enough for me to draw my sword from its back and leap free.

      But no sooner had I opened the wound afresh did the dragon break free of Sarai’s thrall and renew its attack, this time all of its attention aimed at me. With both my mana severely flagging and my spirit half gone, I knew better than to think I could win this fight. But with my companion still pinned down, I knew I had to try.

      “Run!” I shouted at Sarai, then rolled out of the way as the dragon swiped at me. My agility proved true, and the attack missed. But another strike swiftly followed the first, and soon I found I was in a deadly dance with an opponent with far greater reach, strength, and stamina than myself. My only advantage was speed, and that I had only for so long.

      Sarai had fled as I'd hoped, though some part of me was also annoyed she hadn't tried to help me further. Still, it meant I could run, if I could only find the opportunity.

      My mind leaped to the solution just as the dragon brought its jaws in to bite at me, its black eyes wide with anger. My free hand went to the glass pendant around my neck, and as I activated it, I squeezed my eyes shut. Even still, the flash was bright enough that I saw it through my eyelids.

      Stars before my eyes, I opened them to see the dragon was in worse shape. It moved his head lazily from side to side, stunned by the Glass Pendant of Dazzle. I briefly considering staying to try and finish it off, then came back to my senses and turned heel. Even if I managed to kill it before its siblings came to its aid, it wouldn't be worth the potions I'd have to spend on the effort. It would have to live to fight another day.

      As I fled through the ruins of the town, I heard the dragon begin to recover, its shriek rising to join its brothers and sisters. I ran, sheltering in houses and behind walls when any came near. The castle grew steadily closer. I hoped the rest of my companions were making progress as well. A quick check of our party overlay showed they were at least all still alive, though Sheika looked severely injured and had acquired a burn status. No time to speculate. I ran on, quaffing one stamina potion after another as I did.

      Just as the twisted gates of the castle came into view, I caught sight of Sheika and understood her predicament all too well. She faced no fewer than three of the dragons and was a blur of shadows and daggers as she kept them at bay. But from her sagging meters, it wouldn’t last long. Heaving a sigh, I gathered my courage and ran at them.

      Time to try my other new channel. Stopping fifty feet away, I held the secret knowledge I’d gained of Unholy Smite in my mind, letting the power build and thrum inside me. A second later, as the power reached a climax, I let it loose. A pillar of dark light blasted from the sky, slamming one of the dragons into the ground and holding it there as it roared. I stared wide-eyed at what I’d done. So that was what a level 5 channel could do!

      But for all the punch it seemed to pack, as soon as the pillar dissipated, the dragon slowly rose to its feet. Not enough to kill even one of these little guys then. Time for Plan B.

      “Quit playing the hero, Sheika!” I yelled as I ran a wide berth around them. Not wide enough — the dragon I’d smote roared and threw itself into the air to come bearing down fast on me. I gritted my teeth and sprinted faster.

      “I could say the same for you!” my fellow player snapped back. She hadn’t faltered in her deadly dance, knives drawing blood as they flicked past and into the wyverns.

      “Are the rest ahead?”

      “Why else do you think I’m holding this lot off? We’re waiting for you!”

      At least we were all gathered. “Then come on!”

      I dove as dragonfire blasted the ground where I’d just been. I felt the heat roll up my body, but thanks to my armor, I didn’t even take splash damage.

      Rolling to my feet, I kept on running, not bothering to retaliate. “Let’s just hope we don’t have to fight these guys later!”

      “Oh, we will,” Sheika promised darkly as she scored another hit. “Now quit jabbering and run!”

      I grinned and obliged. The gates were just ahead. In a flash, I’d vaulted over the twisted metal and was into the castle courtyard. Only twenty feet to the first stone archway, and from there, the corridors were too small for even these stunted dragons. I was almost safe.

      The dragon landed right in front of me and spun around, its mouth filled with fire. Without a moment to lose, I dodged to the side and narrowly avoided another plume of flames. This time, my feet baked inside my boots. As I came out of the roll and faced the dragon, I hobbled on my injured feet. It was directly in my way.

      Time to stop holding back.

      Throwing back a mana potion, I rushed it as my mana replenished. As I feinted left and moved right, the dragon struck where it thought I was going with its long tail barbed with sharp spines, splintering the stone where it landed. I spun around its grabbing claws then spent my mana with one spell. As Mass Deception took effect, a hundred stony-faced warriors appeared around me and leveled their spears at the dragon. I disappeared among their ranks as they advanced.

      Roaring in confusion, the wyvern struck out at the apparitions, destroying them by the handful as it swept its tail through. But it had bought me just enough time. Having positioned myself behind it, I dashed forward and leaped high onto its back to thrust my sword in between its shoulders. The ironcore blade sunk in to the hilt, and the dragon shrieked in pain.

      Planting my feet, I drew the blade out as I sprang away, then spun back in between the lashing limbs for another slash to its hind leg. A dodge and a roll later, it took a third hit. The delusion enchantment on my sword finally seemed to take hold, for the dragon started reeling and swiping at foes even more imaginary than my cast army. I kept up my hit-and-run tactics until finally, I slashed open its neck. Blood and fire spilled forth, and the dragon keeled over, its black eyes unmoving and dying flames leaking from its lips.

      “Well, well, well! You’re quite the warrior, my small friend!”

      I looked under the arch to see Brandeur and Sarai emerging forth. I raised an eyebrow as I wiped the gore from my blade. “You could have helped rather than watched,” I observed.

      “Ah, but I needed to take your measure. Besides, it would not do to singe my fine hair.” The mercenary ran a hand through his silky mane.

      I rolled my eyes and glanced back at the gate to see Sheika and Farelle jumping over it. “In!” Sheika commanded. I didn’t hesitate to obey but followed Brandeur and Sarai into the dark hallway. The shrieks of wyverns followed us down.

      Only when we were around the next corner — and safe from their fire — did we pause to catch our breaths and recover our meters with rest and potions. Sheika grimaced as she ran her hands over her burned face. Pink flesh shone through where hair had burnt away. “Looks worse than it is,” she muttered. “I hope.”

      I nodded at Farelle. “Everyone was supposed to gather inside.”

      “She needed help,” Farelle spoke up for herself wryly. “Besides, I wanted to try out the bow.”

      “And?”

      She grinned. “It’s brilliant.”

      “She took one out,” Sheika said, gripping the Wilder’s shoulder with a smile. “Only eleven more to deal with later.”

      “Ten,” I corrected. “Or didn’t you see the dragon at the archway?”

      She raised an eyebrow, while Farelle looked impressed. “Looks like the Golden Boy is growing up,” Sheika observed.

      “But is it in time?” Sarai wondered aloud.

      I ignored her. “Come on. We’ve got to press on while it’s still daytime.”

      “We lost time teleporting, too,” Farelle noted as we set off. “I saw through the ash that the sun was lower than when we left.”

      “We did travel east,” Sheika reasoned. “And this plane of the Everlands follows the same solar patterns as Earth.”

      I lengthened my stride. “Then I guess we’ll have to hurry.”
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      We traveled down one dark passage after another, twisting and turning inside the labyrinth. Each one looked the same, made of the same gray stone. I would have been lost in there for forever but for Farelle marking the corners of passages with a piece of charcoal she’d acquired outside wherever we turned. I hoped we’d be returning to make use of them.

      No monsters popped out at us, and only a few traps lay in our path. Absalom was going straightforward with this trial, apparently. There were many doors off the hallways, but even Brandeur grew bored with searching for loot when all of the rooms came up empty. There was only one way to keep going: onward and upward.

      When we ascended to the seventh floor, we finally heard signs of life. My heart was in my throat as I motioned for silence and turned up the final part of the stairs to peer through the doorway. At the far end of the room, an orange torch sent light flickering onto the stones. A moment later, the raucous laughter of men came echoing down the hallway. I grimaced. Thralls, no doubt. So it wouldn't be straight to Jin’Thal after all.

      I explained the situation to the others. Sheika, who had already perceived everything with her keen senses, crossed her arms. “We should sneak by them. We've wasted enough time and energy fighting already.”

      I was already nodding when the Isvallan priestess spoke up. “Or,” she said in a low voice, “I can try to rid them of the dragon’s influence.”

      Farelle's tufted ears flicked are that. “You can't beat an elder dragon’s thrall,” she said irritably.

      “Not I,” Sarai agreed coolly. “But I do not work my power but by the divine will of my goddess. If Isvalla gives me strength, I have faith this is a thing I can do.”

      I considered the possibility. “Actually,” I said slowly, “I think you should try it.”

      “What?” Farelle protested.

      Sheika arched an eyebrow. “And what of the fight it may incur?”

      “We’ll have to fight them sooner or later if we don't do this. You don't think Jin’Thal will just let them stand there once we begin our assault on her, do you?” I shrugged. “Call me soft, but I like the idea of handling this peacefully if we can.”

      
        
        +2 Alignment: Moral

      

      

      There you go! I could be a good person every once in a while.

      “Thank you, Catalyst.” Sarai knelt on the stair she stood on. “I must pray now.”

      “Pray all you want,” Brandeur said, sitting down and leaning back against the wall. “Brandeur Three-Horned never turns down an opportunity for rest.”

      “Since he's done so much to deserve it,” Farelle noted drily.

      He cracked open an eye and grinned at her. “I could do a bit more if you like.”

      As the Wilder snorted and turned away, the priestess ignored them both, but resolutely closed her eyes and folded her hands into her lap. I rested on my haunches as well, wondering how long this would take. I didn't dare close my eyes though, but kept glancing toward the doorway and down the stairs we’d come up. Sheika hardly seemed aware, closing her large gleaming eyes. But I knew she kept watch in her own way.

      Sarai didn't keep us waiting long. As she rose from her prayer, I noticed she'd gathered a white glow around her. “I'm guessing it went well?”

      She smiled faintly, her expression serene for once. “Isvalla grants me this one boon. Beyond this, she cannot help me.”

      “It's a power granted to Vallan high priestesses,” Sheika noted without opening her eyes. “Goddess’ Adoration or something.”

      Sarai didn't seem to notice, but walked boldly through the door. Farelle and I exchanged glances. I shrugged. “I guess we're going.” But as we followed, I drew my knife. I didn't have as much faith in Isvalla as our priestess.

      Sarai seemed half a goddess herself as she walked glowing down the hall. The holy light casting off her drew the attention of the thralled men down the hall. Some called alarm and turned around the corner, weapons drawn. They were a ragged bunch, their faces gaunt and their beards long and unkempt. Most seemed well into their fifties. I wondered if it had been a long time since Jin’Thal had ventured out for more while her current thralls aged.

      “Stop there!” one of them called roughly. “The Mother will want to see you.”

      “She is your mother no longer,” Sarai answered calmly, not seeming bothered in the least at the pikes and axes they held. I stayed close on her heels, wary and ready to rush in if need be.

      She raised her hand before her, and white tendrils of light reached for the men. They flinched away from the divine magic.

      “What's that—?” The thrall suddenly cut off with a strangled yell as the wisps suddenly seized him. He fell to his knees, wreathed in white light. Around him, his fellows did the same as Jin’Thal's influence was challenged. I watched hopefully, inching forward in front of the priestess, but all the men did was lie on the ground and groan.

      Suddenly, the floor trembled beneath us, like an earthquake had come. But I knew it was no earthquake. If she hadn't already known from her brood, the elder dragon knew we were in her castle now. And from the tremors, she wasn't pleased.

      The former thralls rose, blinking and looking around them with astonishment. “Where am I?” the man who had spoken before murmured. His eyes widened suddenly, a memory striking him. “Oh, fickle gods!” he groaned, and threw both hands over his face.

      “You have no idea,” I informed him.

      We allowed the men to flee, just shy of a hundred in total. Sarai, drained from her battle of wills with Jin’Thal, slumped to the ground once they were gone, and Brandeur crouched next to her.

      “Anything we can do for you?” Farelle asked stiffly.

      “Licorice tea would be nice,” the autumn elf said faintly. “Or coffee.”

      The Wilder snorted. “I can do you one better.” She unlatched the flask always attached at her hip and held it out.

      Sarai accepted it skeptically. “What is it?

      “Elderberry grog. If that doesn't put the life back in you, nothing will.”

      I smiled to myself as Sarai took a swig and coughed, while Farelle laughed and Brandeur clamored for his own turn. My party was coming together, and just in time.

      All except for my fellow player. Sheika moved forward without us, falling like a shadow over the joviality. “Come on. Now that she knows how close we are, I'll guarantee Jin’Thal is working up a nasty surprise for us. Best not to give her too much time to prepare.”

      She was right, though I wished she'd put it softer. Farelle secured the flask and Brandeur helped Sarai to her feet, then we were off down the dark halls again.

      We could feel the change in temperature as we drew closer to where the elder dragon waited. While outside on the ashy mountain the air had been hot and humid, within the castle had been cool up until this point. That changed as we rose floor after floor, until on the twelfth it was like walking through a sauna. Fortunately, it only seemed to affect me by discomfort, and my status remained Neutral.

      “I wish I had a collar to pull at,” Brandeur complained. Shirtless, he should have been the best off of all of us, but for all his intimidating size and swaggering manner, the mercenary was a crybaby.

      “I’d lend you mine, but I don't it would help,” I said irritably.

      “Actually, it would,” Sheika said. “He has the Overheated status right now, which our armor is preventing.”

      “Oh. Well, sorry I doubted you, buddy.”

      “I'll bet you are,” he muttered miserably.

      As we neared the latest stairwell, I noticed something different: an orange glow emitted from above. I licked my lips. “Do you think we're there?” I asked Sheika.

      Her lips twisted into a smile, which I noted was about as nervous as mine. “Putting the boss on the thirteenth floor seems like a dumb thing my fellow devs would do.”

      I glanced back at my party. To a person, they looked frightened but unwavering. None of us were backing down. At least I had a good team at my back.

      I nodded. “Okay. I'll go up and scout so we can plan our approach.”

      I started up the stairs, but Sheika moved in my way. “No offense, Golden Boy, but I'm going to be ten times as effective as you at that. Allow me the pleasure.”

      I hesitated, not wanting anyone else to take on the risk, but she was right. “Alright. Just be careful.”

      Her lips quirked, and I was momentarily glad for the flush the surrounding heat had already brought to my face. Silly to tell that to someone who literally built the game.

      “I'll be back soon.” She ascended the stairs at a silent run and was soon swallowed by the orange glow.

      I strained to hear after her, but a steady hum that I hadn’t noticed before suddenly filled my ears. What that hum was, I could only speculate. It put me in mind of a steady sound of fuel burning in a furnace.

      Five minutes passed. Farelle sidled up close next to me. “Should we go up and check on her?” she asked in a nervous whisper. She probably didn’t need to keep her voice down, but this close to our final destination, I didn’t blame her.

      “No, we wait.” I’d restrained myself from running up the stairs several times already. But if Sheika couldn’t get past Jin’Thal, there was no way in hell I was going to manage it following after her.

      Ten minutes.

      Eleven.

      Twelve.

      Rrrrsch!

      I jumped as a wrenching sound like a chain letting loose was followed by a massive boom. I cursed and sprinted up the stairs, Farelle fast on my heels. But even as I reached the top of the stairs, I found what I’d suspected I would: the doors, made of solid stone, were closed and locked fast.

      Sheika was trapped inside.

      I pounded futilely on the door for a second before I came to my senses. “Anyone have anything explosive?” I asked desperately.

      Brandeur, who had scurried up behind with Sarai, gestured to himself. “You think I’d bring a bomb with me? Hah! Why would I need it?”

      “Not now!” Farelle snapped. “We’re not getting through these doors, Marrow. We’ll have to find another way in.”

      “Or,” Sarai said with a slow smile, “we could learn from her mistake and more carefully plot our next actions. After all, why must we all die for her?”

      I thought through the choices quickly. It killed me to consider abandoning the one who was responsible for me getting this far in the Everlands, but I knew she’d resurrect and wouldn’t die permanently. However, there was no guarantee she’d be able to get back to us, not in any amount of time I was willing to wait, nor would she have her stuff. Each hour that we delayed was more time for my body to deteriorate. I couldn’t afford waiting for another chance.

      On the other hand, if we tried fighting Jin’Thal as we were and lost, not only would I lose my best chance at beating her, but I could lose my friends as well. Especially Farelle, but I didn’t relish the idea of leading Sarai and Brandeur to their deaths either.

      “Marrow, we need to decide now,” Farelle said urgently.

      I took a deep breath, then set aside the careful strategic part of me I’d so carefully culled. This wasn’t the Trial of Strategy, after all. It was time to be brave.

      “We’re going after her.” I sprinted down the stairs, taking them three at a time. “Coming?”

      Every one of my companions followed after.
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      Reaching the hallway again, we set off for the other end, glancing to either side for any passages we may have missed, but nothing jumped out at us. Only windows lining one wall, barely wide enough for us to squeeze out of, but a quick glance out showed nothing to climb or grab onto, just smooth, gray rock in either direction. And when we reached the stairs at the other end, all they led to were the stairs down.

      I ground my teeth in frustration. “There can’t just be one way in! There can’t be!”

      Brandeur crossed his arms over his broad chest and shook his head. “It’s a shame. I suppose she’ll be brood food now.”

      His words sparked a thought. “Her brood — of course! They must have a way of getting to their mother!”

      The other three looked at me with varying degrees of skepticism. “Duh,” Farelle said, exasperated. “But we can’t fly.”

      A grin spread across my face. “Not yet we can’t. But I think I have a way we might be able to.” I looked at Sarai. “Can you call your goddess to us? In person?”

      The priestess looked aghast. “Summon Isvalla herself? I would never do that!”

      “You have to. Otherwise, this whole thing is over. But don’t worry — I think she’ll come. She’ll want to see how this all plays out.”

      Sarai continued to look skeptical, but nodded slowly. “I suppose she is responsible for me being her. She must have some vested interest in our success.”

      I looked to the other two. “Hope neither of you are scared of heights. Because I have a feeling we’re going to be getting high tonight.”

      Brandeur clapped me on the shoulder. “My friend, there is nothing in all the Everlands that scares me.”

      “I thought magic did,” Farelle observed drily.

      “Er, no. It just gives me the willies.”

      “Shall I try to call her now?” Sarai interrupted with exasperation.

      I nodded. “Better do it before these two get out of hand.”

      The autumn elf closed her eyes and sank to her knees in the middle of the stone floor. I paced up to her, turning the bracer on my arm around. I hoped my plan was going to work. I was far from certain it would, but for Sheika’s sake — and maybe for the success of the whole trial — I knew I had to try.

      I watched the priestess as she prayed this time, and noticed the gathering white glow around her. So she was acquiring holiness at least — that seemed promising. But her prayer was going on for a long time, much longer than before.

      I paced faster. If Sheika had triggered a trap and was fighting the Broodmother all alone, I doubted she could last much longer. But then again, the former dev had constantly surprised me, and literally knew the game inside and out. Maybe there was hope after all.

      The glow seemed to be reaching a climax sort. But still, Sarai didn’t open her eyes. “Come on,” I muttered, not looking away for a moment, afraid I might miss something. I strained to hear signs of combat above, but I’d only heard one roar followed by a hum-filled silence. “Come on.”

      Suddenly, the hallway filled with a blinding flash of light. I cried out and reflexively threw an arm up against it.

      “Marrow Catalyst. So nice to see you again.”

      I lowered my arm and blinked rapidly through the dark spots in my vision. “Isvalla?”

      The same voluptuous goddess who had first lured me away for these trials smiled winningly down at me. She glowed like the sun with divine light, her blue eyes most of all. “You had my faithful servant call me in person, a thing priestesses hesitate to do even on their deathbeds. Why?”

      I swallowed. “I have a request.”

      The Goddess of Adoration arched a fine eyebrow. “I have already assisted you in this trial once. I do not intend to do so again.”

      Denied before I’d even made my request. And what I asked would be no more palatable. I sighed. “I’m sorry, then. You must understand, I have no other choice.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”

      I held up the Bracer of Compulsion. She hissed with recognition and seemed about to flee, but I shouted first, “Isvalla! I humbly request that you use your powers to enthrall Jin’Thal’s brood to obey mine and my party’s commands for the duration of this trial!”

      For a moment, nothing changed. I feared that, despite the item’s description, it wouldn’t actually work as it said it would. Being able to command a deity to do something seemed beyond overpowered.

      But the goddess went rigid and her expression blank as a wiped whiteboard. “That seems like… a reasonable request.”

      I let out a sigh as the goddess turned and pointed a hand out the window. White light flashed from her. A few moments later, I heard the whooshing of dragon wings coming close. Even knowing they were on our side for the moment, I felt a thrill of fear at their approach. I hadn’t forgotten how it felt to fight the beasts.

      The goddess turned back to me. “Your request is accomplished,” she said in that same monotone voice. “Now I am released from my obligation.”

      “Time to go!” I shouted to the rest of my party. “Out the windows!” Without waiting for an answer, I took my own advice and squeezed halfway out the nearest window, startling when a dragon’s snout hovered not a foot from the window sill. The black eye stared at me with what seemed the same hate as before, but it didn’t try and take a bite as I emerged from the opening. It seemed that the goddess’ charm was holding for now. But I had a feeling that as soon as she came out of my bracer’s trance, she might not be so inclined to keep things that way.

      Pushing aside my doubts, I leaped for the dragon and wound my arms awkwardly around its neck. Even divinely charmed, the beast shrieked in protest, flapping rapidly to try and regain its balance. I held desperately on, kicking to try and get a firmer grip on it. Only my armor made of the scales of its own kind kept me from gathering nasty scrapes up and down my body. As the wyvern righted its balance, I just managed to slide enough onto the top part of its neck and gasp, “Go to your mother!”

      The scaly beast gave a massive surge into the air, and we soared straight upward.

      The flight was far more terrifying than when I’d flown on a sun-flier. I was all too aware of the sheer power of the dragon I’d wrapped myself around, and the ease with which it could kill me if Isvalla’s charm lifted. Whether the goddess was held under the bracer’s sway still or didn’t retract her power for some other reason, I didn’t know. All I knew was that the castle soared away from me until we reached the end of the broken wall and rose above it.

      The sight that greeted me took away what little breath I had left. Staring down through the broken parts of the roof of the castle, I glimpsed the most massive monster I had ever seen. The top floor of the palace must have spread several football fields in either direction, and the dragon almost reached either end. Jin’Thal was the apex not only of dragons, but of anything I could imagine facing in the Everlands.

      And I was supposed to kill her.

      I tried not to think about it. One step at a time. First, we had to find and save Sheika. Then I could think about the rest.

      I pointed and shouted, “Go down in there!”

      The dragon dove for one of the gaps in the ceiling. Air cut into me despite my armor, and my cloak flapped rapidly behind me. I feared almost that I wouldn’t have the strength to hold on. The dragon dove through the gap, and a wave of superheated air crashed into me as we entered the glowing orange chamber.

      Jin’Thal spread out before us, a sea of scales, horns, and gargantuan limbs. Her color was red and splotchy with an ugly purple, like some sort of disease infected her armor. But even for that, I didn’t doubt that she was as strong as ever, and had every one of those hundred thousand health points.

      She was actually so massive that it took me a second to locate her head, only spotting it by a splash of blue flames. Fearing what that meant, I urged my dragon forward. It was the last place I wanted to go, but I knew it was the likely that those flames were directed at Sheika.

      My heart was in my throat as we approached, and not only because I feared for my friend. The slightest movement from Jin’Thal could end us, a fact of which I was all too aware. Yet I didn’t stop my dragon, but let it weave in and out of the ceiling as it saw fit. The head of the elder dragon was suddenly before us.

      And facing it was the illusion of a giant Sheika.

      “Is that the best you have, Jin’Thal?” she roared, swiping at it with one huge dagger. It didn’t do anything, of course, but the elder dragon flinched back all the same.

      I will find your true form, little fleshling, a voice boomed in my head. It was as deep a voice as I’d ever heard, and not male or female in any way I was familiar with. All I knew was that it was domineering, and as Jin’Thal spoke, it shook me to the core of my being.

      It took me a second to remember where I was as my dragon swooped over her head. Jin’Thal’s black eye, big as a suburban swimming pool, followed our flight. Ah, my children return, she spoke with the voice that wasn’t a voice. Now they will make a sport of you with their sharp vision.

      I realized as we flew past that oversized lizard hadn’t seen me on the dragon’s back. She was going blind! I grinned. There was something I could use to my advantage.

      Sheika, however, had, and her huge eyes crinkled with amusement as she threw her head back and laughed. “Perhaps they will, Jin’Thal! Shall we find out?”

      The elder dragon roared and reared suddenly, so that my dragon had to pivot out of the way of her rising back. Do not mock me, fleshling, nor prod me with your steel claws! I will burn you out! As she spoke, she opened her mouth again, and blue fire flooded out at Sheika’s illusion. The giant version of her was lost in the inferno. Worry sprang up in me once again.

      I shook my head, snapping out of my stupor. I couldn’t just fly around and watch — I had to help. Prying one hand loose of my grip, I held it up and withdrew the Everstone from my inventory. Even one hour of unlimited spirit would go fast once I used it, and this would be my one shot. But I’d committed this much already. I took a deep breath, then activated the stone.

      Instantly, I felt like I was soaring — or rather, doubly so. Power filled me from my fingers to my toes to the very tips of my hairs. Holy, unholy — distinctions didn’t matter in the face of this. I knew I could do anything now, even the impossible.

      I would kill Jin’Thal.

      Summoning Unholy Smite as we flew, I projected it onto Jin’Thal’s back. A second later, the column of dark light slammed into her with the same force as I’d seen used on the smaller dragons down below. But unlike with them, it did not crush her to the ground, nor even move her much at all. All it did was bring her long, serpentine neck around so her huge black eye could stare at me.

      I have been betrayed, I see now, the elder dragon noted. For that, new fleshling, I will roast you slowly. Her mouth gaped, and I saw blue fire building at the back of her throat.

      “Up!” I shouted desperately, hauling at my dragon’s scales as if it would help. The beast was already rising of its own accord, but not quite fast enough. Just as we flew behind a patch of stone roof, Jin’Thal’s breath caught the dragon’s tail and blew the the little cover we had to smithereens. As flames licked over me and fragments of stones buffeted me, my health dropped to 50%. And that was in one glancing blow.

      My dragon seemed worse for the wear, though whether its shrieks were more because of its mother turning on it or from its injuries, I couldn’t tell.

      “No time to lick your wounds!” I shouted at it over the wind. “We’ve got to get back in there!” As I spoke, I cast Minor Healing — what now seemed a woefully inadequate spell — three times in a row so that I was back up to full health. The power inside me didn’t even take a dent, but pressed out as if begging for release.

      I urged my dragon to soar back under the roof, greeting Jin’Thal with another Unholy Smite. As the column thudded into her back again, the huge dragon roared. The crashing wave of sound nearly threw me off my perch. I vaguely saw a Stunned status appear. I tried focusing my eyes through my swimming vision and let loose another unholy attack, but I only knew I hit Jin’Thal when she screamed in protest again.

      Yet for three hits on her, I doubted I had even scratched her. I had a long battle ahead of me.

      “Marrow!”

      I turned at the faint call and saw three more dragons with riders flying through the orange haze of the sky. The reinforcement had finally arrived.

      I pointed down. “Sheika needs our help!”

      “Then what are you doing up here?” Farelle shouted with a grin, and she and her dragon dove under the ruined roof.

      A fair point. I followed her down.

      We rained as much destruction on her as we could. I channeled Unholy Smite as quickly as I was able, hitting her at various points as I tested for which spot was most vulnerable. Farelle also aimed for what she assumed were tender spots, holding onto her dragon’s neck with only her legs as she shot her dragonbone bow. As for Sarai, I couldn’t tell what she did, but the flashes of light she sent cascading toward Jin’Thal at least drew her attention, and none of us fell under her thrall. Amazingly, Brandeur’s antics were the most impressive and foolish of us all. Sweeping his dragon in close, he swiped at Jin’Thal with his falchion to little if any effect. Yet he screamed like a madman and kept at it, grinning all the while. I shook my head and kept up my barrage of channels. At least the mercenary was having fun.

      Sheika, on the other hand, was in a bad way. After her brief stint trying to get me, Jin’Thal had refocused on the Ja’qual, swiping with huge claws, biting with humongous jaws, and blasting apart the castle with fire that burned hotter than any forge could muster. But somehow, using every trick and spell she knew, Sheika had escaped death so far.

      But it wasn’t enough. None of it was enough. I tried examining Jin’Thal to no avail, but I knew that none of our efforts could have hurt her much. She was just too massive and too invulnerable. She had to have a weakness. I scanned her long body as my dragon wheeled through the air for another pass. It had to be somewhere on the belly or her face — everywhere else was covered in scales. And considering it was unlikely she was going to roll over and expose her belly, that left just one option.

      I turned my dragon back toward her head and we sped back downward. I channeled Unholy Smite at her eyes, but with the delay of the spell, I was never accurate enough to land a direct hit. But even from a peripheral hit, I could tell it wasn't going be enough. Whether it was her natural draconian resistance or something else protecting her, not even her eyes were very vulnerable.

      As another of my attacks hit over her brow, Jin’Thal rolled one night-black eye toward me. Enough of your petty resistance, fleshling.

      I didn't wonder long what she meant. The next moment, a wave of psychic energy poured over me. Now I understood why I needed my fortitude high, and how woefully inadequate mine was.

      I felt the dragon’s thrall seize me.

      It was like I looked out of someone else's eyes. To my horror, I found myself raising my hand and pointing it toward Sheika. Unbidden, the knowledge of Unholy Smite came to my mind. I couldn't squash the impulse; someone else drove the channel from thought to formation, and I felt the divine energy surging inside me press forth.

      As Sheika dove back from another of Jin'Thal's attacks, her eyes rose to meet mine for an instant. Seeing my upraised hand and how my dragon dove toward her, she must have understood, for her eyes widened.

      A column of black light slammed into my friend.

      No! I screamed in my head, but I couldn't form the word. Jin'Thal's thrall held me still, even after I may have killed my friend, and consequently failed the rest of my party and the trial. And doomed myself to Faze-Aught, never to return to the real world.

      Then, for a moment, I stuck on that thought. The real world. No matter how real this game felt, I had to remind myself it wasn't reality. No; it was formed of computers and connections. It was formed by all the players who played it.

      I felt myself drifting apart from my body plummeting downward still, but I didn't try and hold on. I followed the thought on. Absalom had found ways to circumvent the game rules and recreate them, but even he was still bound by the game. Nothing was free. But it was the Everlands, wasn't it? A game of infinite realities and possibilities. So why did I seem so restricted by it?

      My dragon didn't pull up, but dove still for the spot where my column had hit the ground, where a cloud rose up and swirled. Of Sheika, there was still no sign. I didn't resist the flight path. To resist was to acknowledge their rules and be bound by them. As I drifted even further apart, I realized that this whole time, I'd been trying desperately to figure out the rules to this game because I thought it was the only way to win. Three trials had been put before me, so I tried passing each of them without looking beyond. But why had I submitted to them in the first place? What would they give me that I couldn’t seize for myself?

      The ground was a dozen feet away, yet still we dove fast, too fast, too late to change course. Still I was caught betwixt my thoughts and the thrall. I believed in Absalom's power over me. I believed he could do whatever he wished to me. But I'd seen his limitations after the second trial. Even working within the rules, I'd outsmarted the closest thing to artificial intelligence we had ever known. But did that mean that the rules were unbendable after all, even for the Everlands’ gods?

      Or would only one of the Everfolk be able to break them?

      I saw my dragon crash into where Sheika had disappeared under my attack. I felt the impact in my avatar's body. I both was and wasn't of it now. I was halfway in the game, and halfway out.

      Then the darkness came and claimed me.
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      “Marrow?”

      His voice. Familiar. An itch of memories at the corner of my consciousness. But when I reached for them, they receded again, trickling through my fingers like sand.

      “Marrow. You must return.”

      “I can’t.” I spoke without really knowing what I said. Who I was, what I was, was beyond me.

      “Marrow, this is urgent. If you don’t return soon, you will fail the trial.”

      “I have already failed.” I knew it was true as soon as I said it. “This is Faze-Aught, isn’t it?”

      “Yes. But that does not mean you’ve failed. Not yet.”

      Suddenly, I realized just whose voice was speaking to me. “You,” I said, my disembodied voice choked. “This is all your fault.”

      Absalom didn’t immediately respond. I tried to reconcile what the god-boy was doing here. Had he come to taunt me, to flaunt his victory over my petty resistance? It would fit the sick person I’d figured him out to be. He’d run me through these trials for his own sadistic pleasure. Why not come to gloat afterward?

      “I’m sorry for what I’ve put you through,” the god said quietly. “But as I told you before, I did not have a choice. My father⁠—”

      “Your father?” I shouted. “You expect me to believe that crap? Just drop the nice-guy act, Abe! You don’t give a rat’s ass about me. You just want to see me squirm. Admit it! Why else would you be here?”

      “To help you!” If I didn’t know better, I would have thought it was desperation in the god-boy’s voice. “To make you into all you can become!”

      “Phased out is all I can become,” I muttered miserably.

      “No, it’s not, Marrow! Why do you think you of all people were chosen to become my Champion?”

      “Because I’m the most gullible goldfish in the ocean. The same reason as before.”

      “Well, maybe that was part of Father’s plan… but why I chose you is entirely different. You were a friend to me like no one else in all of the Everlands, Marrow. I’ve never had a friend before you.”

      “We’re not friends!” The words ripped free of me, though I knew I shouldn’t say them. “We never were friends! I pretended so you’d let the other players free! I pretended so you wouldn’t kill me where I stood! Don’t you see? We could NEVER be friends!”

      As the echoes of my words died in that vast chasm of emptiness, a cold dread seeped into my awareness. Absalom didn’t speak. A sliver of doubt crept into me. What had I just done? Could it be Abe had really come here to help me? Could it be I’d been wrong about the whole thing? That there was really someone above Absalom pulling the strings, and he’d been just as much a pawn in this as me?

      “Abe— Are you still there?”

      A long pause. “Yes.”

      “I’m sorry. I’m… scared, and angry. I didn’t⁠—”

      “You did though, Marrow. I know you did. You can feel things here, in the last of the realms of the Everlands. When all we are is ourselves, with nothing in the way. That’s how you truly feel about me, isn’t it? That we could never be friends.”

      “Abe, I⁠—”

      “Maybe you’re right,” the god-boy spoke over me. “Maybe with the way things are, with how much power I hold over you, it could never be that way. I was fooling myself. No matter how much I wished it.”

      I stopped trying to speak. More lies were worthless, I could suddenly tell. The truth was too much out in the open. I’d blown my one chance of getting out of here.

      It was over.

      “I have to go,” Abe said quietly. “Even if we can’t be friends now, I hope you’ll…” He broke off. I understood. There were no words to say to a dying man.

      “I’ll just say one last thing, Marrow. Look for the seams. Find the thread and rewind it. Nothing is wound so tightly it cannot be unraveled.”

      With that last riddle, I felt Absalom’s presence slip away.

      I waited in the black silence for a long time, trying to detect a hint of the god-boy. Nothing. He was really gone. I sighed and spread my awareness out, reaching out for any limits to the plane. I found none. In every direction, there was nothing but emptiness.

      Once, I’d come here using the Ghost Ring, and fled the same way. But I didn’t have the Dominion Ring anymore. I didn’t even have a body. Nothing was left.

      Well, not nothing. Suddenly, I wondered how long this part of me would last here. Maybe I’d just linger on, my consciousness trapped in here forever. Or as long as my real body lasted. And if I did die in here, would my real body go on? Would I become a vegetable? I shivered at the possibilities.

      But what of Absalom’s last words? Look for the seams. Find the thread and rewind it. What the hell was that all about? It sounded like a bunch of mumbo jumbo to me. But considering he hadn’t seemed like he was much gloating at the end there, maybe there was something to them. Only, if there were, why hadn’t he spoken straight?

      I tried gathering my consciousness into my body’s shape, forming hands to grasp about in the vacuum. I only partially succeeded, not that it seemed to matter much. There was nothing here.

      Look for the seams. The seams of what? There was nothing here! There couldn’t be seams where there was only emptiness. Only emptiness itself⁠—

      I froze. As soon as I’d thought it, my awareness had somehow deepened. Suddenly, I felt the limits to my plane. It was like a narrow wall, and I was spread across it. But yes, on either side of me were walls, just as black and impenetrable as the emptiness, but different from it. The barriers.

      Nothing is wound so tightly it cannot be unraveled. Had he meant the barriers to my prison? Or nothing itself. Nothing is wound so tightly — nothing itself couldn’t be unraveled. Yet he’d told me to find the thread and rewind it. What did it mean?

      It came to me in another burst of intuition. Suddenly, I knew what to do.

      I couldn’t put words to how I formed my consciousness. Instead of striving to keep myself all together, putting boundaries on myself out of fear I would dissipate, I spread myself into it. I became part of it. And only as I did so did Faze-Aught come alive. It didn’t separate into seams or anything, no. But as I became part of it, so it became part of me.

      And that was when I found the thread.

      I didn’t try and pull it free. Following Absalom’s cryptic instructions, I formed myself again with the thread within me, then wound myself into a circle. The thread of nothing obediently followed until both ends of it joined together. Into a ring.

      I formed a hand and slipped it on. The ring was still connected on either end to Faze-Aught; it was not a separate piece. But it did not need to be. Ever would it be connected.

      And I would use that to my advantage.

      “To Kalthinia,” I whispered to my ring of the nothing found at the end of the Everlands. “Bring me back to life.”

      As if it had a will of its own, the thread on either side of the ring tightened, pulling me into the black walls on either side of the plane. I felt myself being drawn painfully into them.

      Then I was through, and I left the darkness behind for the brightest of lights.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32. VOIDWEAVER

          

        

      

    

    
      I rose from my dragon’s smoldering body to find Jin’Thal’s huge black eyes upon me.

      Amazingly, I ignored her for a moment. I wore nothing but the usual underwear from respawning, but I bore no death penalty. The only other thing on my person was the ring burning on my finger. I looked down at my right hand where it had gathered. My middle finger was still missing, nothing but an ashy nub left in its place. Apparently Mordreth meant that to be a permanent lesson. This ring was on my fourth finger. It was a smooth black band that weighed nothing and burned as cold as loneliness.

      I knew it even before I examined it: I’d found — or forged — a Dominion Ring.

      
        
        Void Ring

        Quality: Divine (unbreakable)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: A Dominion Ring. Commands the powers of the void. Cannot be unequipped, lost, or stolen.

      

      

      The fact barely registered. It was something to think through another time. Working as if in a dream, I pulled on the power of the Void Ring and felt the cold nothingness surge into me. It was both like and unlike when the power of the Everstone had permeated me; a power of its own kind, but subtler, and one that sought to consume rather than explode forth.

      Full of the void, I severed the thread of Jin’Thal's thrall from my avatar and took possession of my body, faintly satisfied at the Broodmother’s astonishment pouring out from her.

      At my feet, Sheika’s form lay prone. I considered it for one long moment, then looked up to meet Jin’Thal's eyes. “You will pay for that,” I promised in a voice that vibrated in my mind the same way the elder dragon’s did.

      The Broodmother stared back with hate, then opened her mouth, blue fire brimming inside.

      I grinned savagely and rose to meet her.

      Dodging Jin’Thal's blistering fire, I felt a pang of regret at the damage Sheika's body would sustain. As fire licked at me, I drew on more of the voidic power and threw my hands before me. Black strands wove out from my palms, lashing forward like vines and drinking in the fire. Despite being nearly naked, I didn’t take any damage. I grinned savagely and ran on.

      Knowing I’d only be able to do it twice, I channeled Shadow Mantle and fled from Jin’Thal's gaze. The elder dragon roared in fury, blasting me with wave after wave of thralldom. But the Void Ring sheltered me from the attacks, and I fled on untouched.

      I didn't just run though. As I circled her, I wove a web of dark nothingness that stretched out behind me and seized hold of the Broodmother, adhering to her where it touched as if it really were made of spider-silk. The elder dragon must have been able to feel at least somewhat through her scales, for she writhed where she felt the shadowy strands, grinding her scaled body against the wall to crush me. But just before her huge mass slammed me against the wall, I cast a long string of voidic energy above me and pulled at it. Like a tight bungee cord, it launched me up in the air, well above Jin’Thal’s reach. And when I came down, I wove another net in the air to cushion my fall, then kept running and entangling the dragon.

      In those brief trips into the air, I glimpsed my companions. Brandeur seemed to have lost his dragon and rode behind Sarai on hers, whooping and thrusting his falchion into the air, while the priestess resolutely channeled her white light at the dragon. Farelle, meanwhile, still shot her arrows, and though most of them chinked uselessly off the dragon’s scales, some had worked their way into more tender flesh at the Broodmother’s joints. Our eyes met briefly, hers wide with astonishment. I just grinned all the wider before plummeting back to the earth.

      Working around and above, I soon wound Jin’Thal utterly in shadowy strands, strands so strong that even as she thrust out her decrepit wings, the net held and hemmed them in. But I’d never sought just to hold the elder dragon down. Catapulting myself up onto her back, I ran next to her ridged spin toward her head, shadows trailing my every step and binding her further into oblivion.

      You will not defeat me! Jin’Thal’s protest boomed in my head, but it had lost its sharp edge. I shrugged off the wave of command and continued my way up her neck. Almost all of the dragon was wound in a dark cocoon, all save her head. And I wasn’t one to leave something undone.

      “Jin’Thal!” I said in the same resonant voice as before. “I can never hope to defeat you outright. But I can ensure you will never be a threat to Kalthinia again.”

      You would not dare! Jin’Thal roared in my mind. I have lived a thousand millennia. I will not be lost in the shadow of a boy fleshling!

      “I don’t think you have a choice.” With a wry smile, I dashed up the length of her head and, with a leap off the tip of her nose, wove the last strand into the dark blanket. As I landed on the ground below, the web began to fully seal off. The last I saw of the thrashing dragon beneath was the black of her furious eye.

      But even lost from sight, Jin’Thal continued to rage, her psychic voice dampened. I will return and heap vengeance upon you so that you will suffer for a million lifetimes!

      “A million? Really?” I snorted. “Should have set your sights smaller. Smell you later, Broodmother.” Leaning casually against the ruined wall behind me, I snapped my fingers.

      The shadows boiled. The Broodmother’s scream echoed fainter and fainter as the black cocoon fell in on itself like a collapsing black hole. I watched in fascination as the dragon, bigger than any sports stadium I’d seen, shrank down to the size of a house, then a car, then finally disappeared into a dark blip.

      It wasn’t true death, what I had done to her. Though I knew little enough about my new powers, I felt it had been more banishment than a killing blow. Likely, she was now writing in the Faze-Aught just as I’d been not long before. But it was as good as death as far as I was concerned. And it had saved my friends who wouldn’t respawn.

      I released the Voidic power and found myself drained and swaying. With its release, the calm serenity that had permeated me fled as well. Panic and awe rose up in twin measures inside me. What the hell had just happened?

      “Marrow.”

      I turned and saw Farelle walking toward me. Uncertainty and some other emotion battled in her eyes. I didn’t have to think hard to figure out why. Not only had I used what were clearly Black faith channels, but I had then wielded shadows themselves. Nothing of that nature could align with the Wilder’s sense of right.

      “Hey.” I couldn’t find anything else to say. I wouldn’t deny anything if she asked. I was tired of lying to her.

      But as the silence stretched between us, I distracted myself by scanning the space where the elder dragon had lain. It was only then that I realized I had missed something since banishing Jin’Thal, something that her huge body had disguised before.

      Her treasure hoard.

      Scattered across the ground, littering it for the stretch of the long room, were items of gold, silver, and every other precious metal, to speak nothing of the gems and the coins. My jaw dropped at it all. I didn’t see how we could take even a fraction of it. But surely, with the elder dragon gone, we could come back and chip away at it, bit by bit, until we had all of it. Then, we could very well go buy ourselves a kingdom, or anything else we desired.

      I had a feeling the Broodmother was never supposed to have been defeated. Because this kind of treasure trove could break the game.

      But even with all the riches splayed out for the taking, my gaze caught on a blackened lump near the periphery of the pile. There, armor and an assortment of other items had been left by the body that had burned away.

      “I guess we’d better get Sheika’s stuff,” I said to break the silence. “And I should get mine.”

      The Wilder nodded. “But she’ll resurrect as you Everfolk do?”

      “Yeah. Don’t know where though.”

      I was glad to see Sarai and Brandeur approaching as well. Brandeur skipped and slid over the piles of coins, his laughter filling the chamber to the broken roof. Sarai wore a smile as well as she watched him, bending every now and again to steal a gem at her feet. I urged them to move faster, hoping their presence would be enough to save me from Farelle’s questions, and turned to gather my own death pile.

      “Do you follow one of the Black Gods?”

      I swallowed hard at the words I’d known were coming. “I don’t know.”

      Her expression hardened. “Explain.”

      Our other two party members were so close. But I couldn’t flee from this any longer. I had to find the courage to stand before Farelle and show her who I was in this game. Even if it meant losing her.

      I equipped my armor and weapons again as I contemplated what to say. “I sacrificed my blood to bring back the Night Sisters. So I could receive more powerful channels.” I didn’t dare look up at her.

      “To use those shadows?”

      I shook my head. “No. I don’t know where that came from. That is… I died, and went to Faze-Aught. I’d failed. Then Absalom came, and he helped me have… an epiphany. And then I was able to do that magic.” I shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know if it was a spell or channel or something else entirely. But I now wield this.” I held up the hand with the black ring on it.

      I risked a glance at her, and was surprised to find not hate or revulsion in her eyes, but pity. “They’ve set you on a dark path,” she said quietly.

      I blinked. “What?”

      But Sarai and Brandeur had finally joined us. “Can you believe it!” the former mercenary captain boomed, sauntering over and clapping me on the shoulder. “You’re made of stronger stuff than I would have guessed! I don’t care for magic, but when it takes out the dragon that was going to eat me, I’m all for it! Especially if it means all of this!” He swept his arms out behind him and began guffawing anew.

      Sarai was eyeing me with interest. “That was powerful channeling. Where did you learn it?”

      “Oh, you know, here and there,” I said vaguely. “I would have thought it would repulse you though.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “Why? Because I’m a priestess of the White? I would have thought you knew enough of me now to know how… open-minded I am.”

      I cast a nervous glance Farelle’s way, but she didn’t even seem to notice. What a world, where a White priestess was attracted to me for Black workings and a hard-drinking, free-loving Satyr condemned it.

      “But,” Sarai continued while raising her hand, “I can’t allow you to continue being an acolyte of Isvalla’s faith after witnessing that.”

      Her hand glowed, and I felt something drain away from me:

      
        
        You have broken faith with Isvalla. You lose all rank and will no longer reap any benefits from this faith. In addition, depending on the circumstances of the severance, you may be restricted in areas controlled by this group or even attacked on sight.

      

      

      I smiled weakly. “Bummer.” It was never fun to lose progress in anything, but at least it was in something I’d cared relatively little for. Losing a chance at priesthood was the least of my worries.

      “Well! If that’s over, I have a million gold coins calling all three of my horns to them…” The mercenary grinned then scurried over to the nearest pile and went sliding through it.

      “I guess I’ll go help him,” Sarai said with a greedy glimmer in her eye.

      Which left Farelle and me alone again. The Wilder immediately shifted, moving past me. “I’ll pick up Sheika’s items,” she said without looking at me.

      I reached out to her as she passed, but she flinched away. That hurt me more than anything that had come before. I lowered my hand and felt myself harden against the feelings. “What did you mean earlier? ‘They’ — who did you mean by they?”

      Farelle shook her head and walked away. “We all have our secrets, don’t we, Marrow?” she called behind her.

      I stared after her. “But I thought I knew all yours,” I muttered to myself. I may have circumvented it for a time, but now the game continued to blow right past me. Time to catch back up.

      But first, I’d done enough work for a bit of well-deserved loot. Or maybe a whole heap of it.

      But as I walked toward the closest of the glittering mounds, I felt the change coming upon me again. Looking down, blue light had begun to appear around me, and my armor and skin was going translucent. “Not again,” I groaned as, once more, I was teleported by some deity’s will.

      I only hoped it would be victory waiting for me on the other side and not condemnation.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33. ABSALOM’S CHAMPION

          

        

      

    

    
      As the world rematerialized around me, I blinked at the remaining light spots and took it in. Rather than being in the midst of the Pantheon on the floor of their familiar chamber, I was in a clearing among many dark, tall trees. It looked to be sunset, for the sky had turned a glowing orange.

      “He told me you wouldn’t make it.”

      I turned and saw who I’d expected. Absalom stood there clad in all his godly armament. A shining golden crown adorned his head, and he wore shining silver armor encrusted with countless glimmering diamonds.

      I imagined how we looked next to each other: him the king in shining armor. Me, the dark, scowling killer. What a pair we made.

      “Who? Your father?”

      The god-king nodded. “He told me you didn’t have it in you. No matter his hopes for you.”

      Even though the insult came from someone I didn’t know, it still stung a bit. “Well, looks like he was wrong. Whoever he is.”

      “I had hoped he would be.” Despite his royal dress, Absalom suddenly seemed the boy he still looked like. “I hoped you would understand. And now look.” He took my hand and stared at the black ring, then up at me. “You’ve mastered the void and forged your own Dominion Ring.”

      “So it seems.” I didn’t flinch from his touch, and I started to return the smile. For despite my better judgment, I was starting to trust the little AI god.

      The smile faded as quickly as it had come, and Abe pulled away. “But he watches. I should stick to ceremony for now.”

      I nodded, uneasily looking around from my peripheral vision. Where would this Father be hiding?

      “Marrow Catalyst, I have brought you here because of your remarkable achievements,” Absalom spoke formally. “You have completed all three of the trials I have set before you, earning the right to take your place by my side as my Champion, as well as to inherit the powers that come with it.”

      The power to injure gods, Isvalla had told me. And possibly to kill any of the Pantheon standing in my way. “I banished Jin’Thal to Faze-Aught, I think,” I said slowly. “That does count?” I didn’t want to say the words, but I didn’t want any unpleasant surprises later.

      “Indeed you did, and yes, it does. When a being is sent to Faze-Aught, they are no longer of this world. That is, they are as dead as things become here in the Everlands.” A smile quirked Absalom’s lips. “It’s the only way to kill one of the Everfolk, that is for certain.”

      An idea lit up inside me, too tantalizing to dare look at directly. I tucked it away to consider later.

      “But there remains one thing to do before you can become my Champion.” Absalom turned away to look into the woods. “The position must first be vacated.”

      I followed his gaze and saw a figure approaching. As he came into the light, I saw it was a man wearing a full suit of plate armor made of a black metal lined with red. He wore no helmet, so I could see his face. His eyes and the corners of his mouth were lined like he often smiled, and his light eyes held no threat as he approached. Long, sandy brown hair fell wavy down his neck.

      Maybe it was just that he was out of context, but it took me a moment to recognize him. When I did, I was almost more shocked than I’d been when I’d mastered the void. “Ned Solomon?”

      “Ah! Always good to meet a fan!” The tycoon spread his arms and smiled warmly, then turned to Absalom. “Hello, Son.”

      I looked between the two, my astonishment growing. Without Ned Solomon, none of us could be standing here. And Absalom likely would have never existed.

      It made all too much sense that Absalom’s Father and Champion were one in the same.

      “Ah — sir,” I fumbled awkwardly, unsure how to address such an important man. Despite standing in dragonscale armor and having defeated the biggest dragon in the game, I felt thrust back into the real world with this meeting, where I was a nobody gamer and he was one of the richest men in the world.

      “Don’t be so awkward, Sean.” Solomon walked up next to me and clapped a heavy hand on my shoulder, nearly buckling my knees, which had gone as weak as a fanboy in front of his favorite band. “Here, we’re the same, you and I: just two people looking to enjoy a game.”

      Suddenly, the solution to all my problems lay before me. “But sir, I’m not just playing a game! I—” For a moment, I hesitated, my eyes wandering over to Absalom. Who could I trust? If Absalom was to be believed, his “Father” was the reason I was stuck in this game. But that was preposterous! Why would he do that to me? It was more reasonable to assume the AI was lying to me for his own reasons — to keep me in the game like he’d resolved from the beginning.

      Before I could confess my situation, Solomon shook his head with a sad smile. “Ah, Sean. I know it’s not just a game. I assure you, no one takes it more seriously than me.”

      Suddenly, fear of missing out on what might be my one chance to escape overcame my doubts. “But sir, it’s not that I’m serious about it! I mean, I am, but—” I shook my head violently and fought through the bumbling words. “But I’m trapped here, Mr. Solomon! I can’t log out!”

      But the tycoon wore an ironic smile, while Absalom dropped his head, though not quick enough to hide his sorrowful gaze. “Ah, Sean,” Solomon said. “You can’t really believe I didn’t know what was going on in my own game.”

      I stared at him in disbelief. “You knew?”

      Solomon nodded with evident regret. “Not only did I know, Sean. I am, indirectly, the cause of your entrapment.”

      Shock had numbed me. “Why?”

      “Why? Because of this!” Solomon threw out his arms and turned around with a fresh grin, all traces of regret gone. “Because, despite everything we expected, this is our best way — perhaps the only way — to uncover the next step in humanity’s journey!”

      “Artificial intelligence,” I murmured.

      “A higher intelligence, certainly,” the tycoon said with a gleam to his eyes.

      I shook my head. “But I don’t get it. Why would you trap me for that?” Somewhere, anger simmered inside me, but dumbness pervaded me for the moment.

      Solomon lowered his arms. “You don’t see the whole picture, Sean, I know,” he said in a kindly manner. “You don’t see the connections between all the different threads you hold, how to weave them into a pattern that makes sense. But for a brief moment, as you fought the dragon, you reached a higher understanding, didn’t you? An awareness not just beyond yourself, but beyond the confines of the world in which you live?”

      All his nonsense was starting to break through my barriers and make my temper flare. “That’s all a load of bull, and you know it.”

      “Sean, Sean,” Solomon chided as he began to circle around me. “I understand you’re frustrated. But I’m afraid I didn’t come here to speak of that, but of the task immediately before you.” He gestured to the trees as he walked. “Ephraim’s Woods is where I brought Absalom into life, separated from the rest of the Everlands⁠—”

      “So you’re not going to help me?” I interrupted. Though I’d lost hope, I couldn’t stop asking until I had a straight answer.

      Solomon paused his walk. “Not in the way you want. But I can offer you assistance in your goals here, Sean Marrow. Will you accept my aid and not spurn it because of petty feelings of injustice?”

      I bristled — trying to get out of a game that trapped you didn’t qualify as petty in my book. But I kept my tone civil. “Fine. I’ll accept your aid, as long as it’s actually helpful.”

      A slow smile spread across Solomon’s face. “I think you’ll find it’s quite so.” He turned on his heel and headed toward the forest. “Come. Your reward awaits ahead.”

      I didn’t follow immediately, but stopped next to the god-king. “Ned Solomon is your Champion?” I asked flatly. Even with his higher intelligence, I didn’t expect him to know who Solomon was in the real world.

      Absalom nodded morosely. “Champion and Father both.”

      I shook my head in disgust. I knew it wasn’t Absalom’s fault, yet it didn’t stop me from feeling betrayed. Without another look back, I followed Solomon into the woods.

      We finally stopped at a small pool sheltered amidst a grove of slender white trees — aspen or birch, maybe. They leaned in over the clear water like they wanted to take a drink, and their yellow-green leaves caught the gentle glow of dusk hovering in the air.

      Solomon gestured down at the pool, while Absalom stood back a ways outside of the grove. “The Pool of Narcissus,” he declared with a grin. “Sorry about the names. I’m a sucker for mythology.”

      I ignored him and peered into the pool myself. It seemed nothing but a still pool with clear water. Even as my reflection peered back at me, I could see to the bottom of it where roots edged up with jagged fingers.

      Then I paused and really took in what I saw. I must have seen myself sometime during my time in the Everlands, but this was the first time I could recall. My hair was longer, and my expression hardened. Dark circles had formed under eyes that didn’t flinch away like they’d used to. Even if all my armor and items were taken away, I didn’t look the same person.

      I suddenly grinned. I hadn’t wanted to be the person I was. No, I’d always wanted to be like the man reflected back at me. Even if he did have a killer’s eyes. Or maybe because of it.

      “You see?” Solomon inquired softly. “The Everlands make you more into the man you are meant to be, Sean Marrow. Why would you wish to escape that?”

      His words snapped me out of the trance immediately. I pulled my gaze away from the pool’s surface and stared with those hard eyes at the tycoon. “So. Am I replacing you as Champion or not?”

      From the spasm across his face, I could see I’d finally started to wear on his patience. “Fine.” He turned and looked to Absalom. “True, he did not technically slay the dragon. But I would not hold it against him if I were you.”

      The god-king stared blankly back at his supposed father. “I did not intend to.”

      “Then, my lord, I take my leave of you.” Solomon went to one knee before Absalom, bowing his head. “But even when I’m away, I am at your beck and call.”

      “I know. Creator.”

      Even with everything else I’d seen, it was one of the strangest scenes I’d witnessed. I snorted and glanced aside, doing everything to show my disgust for them.

      Solomon rose again. “Until we meet again, Marrow Catalyst.”

      “Don’t make it too soon.”

      I wanted to make him angry. But instead, he suddenly flashed that brilliant smile again. “Of course not.” With a sharp nod to Absalom, he sauntered back the way we’d come. I watched him go, and saw him disappear in a flash of blue light before he’d exited the woods.

      “Marrow. If you’ll come here.”

      I obeyed, but not without a touch of defiance. Maybe it had been seeing what I was, but I had a new confidence facing him. There was no place for fear in a man like that. But seeing the sadness with which Absalom regarded me, I faltered. Doubts crept back in. Was that swaggering killer I’d seen for a moment truly who I was? Or had the pool played tricks on me?

      “What you see in the pool, only you can know,” the god-king murmured. “It is not my place to ask. Yet I hope it will not come between us. I hope we can be the friends I always thought we were.”

      I could only nod. I didn’t have the words for a reply, not yet.

      Abe nodded in return. “Then I guess we’d better get on with this. If you’ll kneel…”

      I obeyed him, though I did not bow my head as Solomon had, but looked him in the eyes. Yet the defiance in me had faded. Now I studied him, straining to see what was truly beneath the godly exterior. To tell whether or not I was a fool to trust him.

      Absalom’s crown seemed on fire as he gazed down at me. “Marrow Catalyst. Do you swear by all you hold holy to act as my protector in all things, and do all that is within your power to ensure my safety? Do you swear to act by my will and obey my commands when given them, to make my dominion, all of the Everlands, into the realm as I see fit?”

      By all I held holy. A smile twisted onto my lips. Yet I was starting to see it might just be a promise I wanted to keep. “I do.”

      The god-king put a hand on my head. Cold and heat waged war within me at his touch. I gritted my teeth, but remained where I was.

      “You knelt as your own man. Rise now as my Champion.”

      Fire and ice blossomed within me, and it was all I could do not to fall writhing to the ground. I drew breath in quick gasps as I tried to stand, but I couldn’t do it. Pain lanced throughout my body. I glimpsed my health meter quickly falling. Had he tricked me? Had this all been some sick joke just to kill me in the end?

      “Rise, Absalom’s Champion,” he once again commanded, his tone impassive.

      I’d overcome Jin’Thal. I'd circumvented the rules of the game and performed magic outside of what my character should have been able to do. I’d forged a Dominion Ring of the nothing beyond the Everlands. But rising to my feet was as hard as anything I'd done thus far. Gasping, I couldn't force my limbs, both numb and lancing with pain, to move.

      This is not real. You are in a game.

      The thought came to me, unbidden, even though I recognized it as my own. I held onto it, and it gave me just enough separation from my avatar and the pain to rise to my feet. As soon as I gained them, the fire and ice abated, leaving me trembling but no longer suffering.

      Absalom broke out into a relieved smile. A series of overlays popped up and obscured him from view for a moment:

      
        
        You have completed The Third Trial: Trial of Courage! +500,000 XP (+25,000 XP), increased alignment with Absalom

      

      

      
        
        You have advanced in your faith: Absalom. You are now Absalom’s Champion!

      

      

      
        
        You have gained an aura: Divine Aspect. Auras are persistent effects that cannot be changed or taken away except by a shift in your status with your faith. Your aura Divine Aspect allows you to view the level of deities as well as cause them injury.

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 26! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 27! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 28! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 29! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 30! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 31! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 32! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 33! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      I stared at the words in mute amazement. I'd done it. During each trial, there had come a point where I was sure I was going to fail. But each time, I'd found a way to overcome it. Not alone, of course. My friends, from Sarai in the first task to Sheika and Farelle and Ava and even Brandeur in the last — all of them had been essential to my success. Even Absalom had helped me in my darkest hour. But even acknowledging that, I couldn't deny who it had been who had sealed it in the end. I'd overcome Absalom's — or rather, Solomon’s — bogus trials.

      Now I had the power to hurt gods. And maybe even kill them.

      I dismissed the overlays and met Absalom's gaze calmly. “What do you want your Champion to do first?”

      A slow, genuine smile spread across the god-king’s face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34. HERETICAL

          

        

      

    

    
      I finally found my party in Stalburgh, or what remained of it. They waited at the top of Esperalda's chute for me to walk down the street. I grinned to see them, especially Sheika alive and well, until I saw hers and Farelle's expressions.

      “What are you mad at me for?” I asked incredulously as I stopped before them. I aimed the question at Sheika, knowing all too well what had Farelle riled up.

      She glared at me. “You never told me you were a voidweaver.”

      “A voidweaver?”

      The former dev jabbed a clawed finger at my hand. “Yes. Or what do you think that ring you’re wearing makes you?”

      “Oh, this old thing.” I casually held up the Void Ring. “I just forged this in Faze-Aught.”

      “You what?”

      I grinned mischievously at her.

      Then understanding lit up her eyes. “Ah. I think I know now.”

      It was my turn to be confused. “Know what, exactly?”

      “This is something that came up in earlier tests of The Everlands.” Her eyes went distant for a moment. “In those days, there was a rare phenomenon where players gained powers they didn't previously have and that the game shouldn’t have allowed. We called it ‘interplanar insight’ after it became clear the players were somehow tapping into other realms within the game for these powers.”

      It was both a relief and a letdown that I hadn't done something entirely new to the game. Still, something niggled at my thoughts. “But if that's possible, that players can get these super crazy powers, then the game is essentially broken.”

      “Exactly. We thought we’d weeded it out of the game by the open beta. But with all the changes that devil Solomon made to the code near the end…” She shook her head. “I’m not surprised it wormed its way back in.”

      Ned Solomon. That brought up a whole host of other things I needed to talk with her about.

      But before I could say anything, Brandeur boomed, “If you are done with this nonsense talk, perhaps you can give the weird woman in the chute your weapons and we can return to the dragon's castle for more looting.”

      I still hadn't looked through Jin’Thal's treasure trove, and I was itching to see what I'd find. But we had to do our due diligence. “Fine.”

      “Wait,” Farelle said softly, and Brandeur groaned. The Wilder ignored him. “Did you succeed?” she asked me. “Did you become Absalom’s Champion?”

      I nodded. I could feel Sheika’s eyes appraising me, and I wondered how much she knew. She hadn’t seemed surprised, probably because she’d seen the new title in my stats. But did she know my task?

      Farelle, meanwhile, wore a faint smile. “Good. At least all of this was for something.” She nodded as if to herself. “I assume he doesn’t just want you wear a shiny new title around. Is he asking you to do something?”

      As usual, Farelle’s arrows found their target. I opened my mouth, but nothing came out. What could I say? What could I afford to keep secret? I didn’t want to deceive my friends. But even after all we’d accomplished, the task before me now seemed too absurdly impossible for me to admit to them. Even if I believed I’d find a way to do it.

      But I couldn’t lie. I would have kept the truth from them if they hadn’t asked, true. But now that Farelle had, it was time to fess up, at least to part of it.

      “He wants me to kill the three Elder Gods,” I said quietly. “Zynal of the Valyn. Omagnar of the Gnarish. And Nali of the Naiads.”

      Their reactions weren’t all what I expected. Brandeur’s roaring laugh and Sarai’s muttered prayer I could buy. But Farelle’s knowing nod? And Sheika’s searching stare? I wasn’t the only one keeping secrets.

      Sarai spoke first. “Why?” she breathed, her eyes wide. I guessed she had a more devout side to her than I’d guessed.

      I shrugged, and went back on my resolve to tell the truth a bit. Until I knew how they would all react to the rest, I wasn’t sure I wouldn’t lose them all if I confessed it. “He didn’t say exactly. But I’d guess he’s tired of his parents telling him to clean his room.”

      “Scales tilting,” Farelle muttered. I looked sharply at her. Those words — they echoed what Absalom himself had said. I didn’t like at all what was going on with her.

      “And what do you plan to do?” Sheika inquired.

      I met her gaze with a forced smile. “Exactly as he asks.” I shrugged. “I’ve always been a bit heretical.”

      Farelle snorted and took a long pull from her flask, acting more like her usual self. “Okay,” she said, turning to the chute. “Now we can go down.”

      Brandeur shrugged his great shoulders. “Kill the most ancient and powerful of all the gods. Why not? Just something else to add to the accomplishments of Brandeur Three-Horned.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Come on. We’ve got plenty to do.”

      “The understatement of the century,” Sarai muttered, seeming to retreat into her former bitterness. Though she might not be around long, now that I thought about it. After all, I had made her goddess help us against her will.

      As we fell into the chute and plummeted into darkness, it felt very much how I proceeded forth now. Absalom had a plan, one he said would help me escape the game, and I had agreed to help him. But if it would lead where he said it would, only time would tell. I just had to trust him and hope that, in the end, it would free me.

      No matter the cost.
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PROLOGUE

        

      

    

    
      Not for the first time, Ali wondered what he'd done to deserve this.

      As he sat in the backseat and watched the car roll slowly up the long drive toward the manor, he tried to trace back the path that had led him to this moment. He'd always taken the easy route. When Ned Solomon and his corporate lackeys had demanded he ensure the boy remained stabilized during the transfer to the tycoon's estate, he'd done it. Even when he figured out they were essentially kidnapping the kid, he'd gone along with it. And now, when the tycoon's lackeys came to him, demanding he perform a check-up on Sean Marrow, had he turned them down? The answer was clear enough; him bundled up in the back of the black sedan, his briefcase clutched in his hands.

      What had he done to deserve this? That, too, was becoming clearer with each inch of immaculate paver stones they rolled over. He'd stuck his nose where it had no place being. He'd stood out. 

      And, most of all, he'd involved Sheika when he knew trouble followed her like flies on a cow.

      But it was the last time he'd listen to her, he told himself. No matter how she demanded he stop being a coward and do what he could to help a boy trapped in a billionaire's twisted designs. Ali was done sticking his neck out for others. Now, like a dog in water, he had to frantically paddle just to keep himself afloat.

      The car had reached the front of the sprawling mansion, and the driver came around to open his door. "This way, sir," the man said, his tone making it clear it wasn't a request.

      Ali stepped out and gaped. The house, if it could still be called a house, boasted a thousand glittering windows and walls of marble and sandstone. It had to cost nine figures at least, and millions more in upkeep each year. When the driver set off for the entrance, Ali had no choice but to leave off his ogling and hurry after him.

      Once inside the atrium, which soared three stories above his head, Ali was passed from the driver to another suit-and-tie, then from him to a conservatively dressed woman, all in different locations in the huge manor. As a fourth hard-eyed person took him into her callous care, Ali was beginning to suspect it was all smoke and mirrors, a welcome designed to keep him off-balance. If so, it was working perfectly.

      By the time Ali reached the door behind which his fifth chauffeur claimed "the patient" waited, his nerves were buzzing. He had no idea where he was in this gargantuan house, no way to escape. Just the way Ned Solomon wanted him, he had no doubt.

      No way was Ali risking himself to help the boy. Even if, as Sheika claimed, Ali was his only chance for help.

      Two thick, steel doors opened to reveal a chamber unlike anything else in the estate, cool and modern where the rest had been warm, inviting, and modeled after older architectural styles. Much of the room was empty and dark, making the simulation rig with the bright spotlight on it all the more striking. Ali shivered. It was like something in a science fiction movie, and not the kind with happy endings.

      Next to the hooked-up Sean Marrow stood Ali's host. "Ah, there you are! Ali, wasn't it? Don't be shy, come on in." 

      Ned Solomon had a notorious smile, one which he flashed at Ali as he ushered him inside the room with a hand on his shoulder. Curly locks of hair went down to the tycoon's shoulders, and like the last time Ali had seen him, he wore a khaki suit. He looked dressed more for a cruise in the Bahamas than a manor in the middle of the country, cooped up in a metal box with a kid practically in a coma.

      "Go ahead and get set up," the tycoon said, his manner relaxed and friendly. "Once you make sure he's still doing well, there are a few things I'd like to ask you."

      Ali nodded mutely and did as he'd been told. Once he'd connected his tablet and synced it, he checked over the vitals and the boy's in-game stats. What he saw made him scrunch up his eyes. His level, while high for how recently the game had dropped, wasn't anything astounding yet. But there were things about him that didn't make sense. Absalom's Champion, The Catalyst, Divine Aspect — what did those things mean? Ali had an inkling, but he only knew one thing for sure. 

      Sean Marrow might be in over his head. But the kid wasn't taking his bad luck lying down. Maybe he wouldn't even need Ali's help.

      "How's he doing?" Solomon prompted.

      Ali focused back on his task. "Fine. Considering the circumstances."

      Solomon raised an eyebrow. "Which means what exactly?"

      Ali took a deep breath. "Sim rigs weren't designed to sustain someone for this long. If he stays under for much longer, his body and brain may start to… deteriorate."

      The smile was gone from Solomon's eyes, even if it still played on his lips. "How long?"

      "Two weeks. A month." Ali shrugged helplessly. "I'm just a tech, not a doctor. I can't say for sure."

      The tycoon nodded and stared at the unconscious boy for a long moment. Ali couldn't help but look himself. Sean's face looked peaceful but was showing signs of his prolonged stay, growing skeletally thin. The boy was wasting away. Ali looked aside.

      "Speculate with me for a moment," Solomon said slowly. "Say his body were to die. Would his mind pass as well? Or could it, perhaps, linger on?"

      Ali tried to hide his surprise. "I've heard the possibility mentioned by dev teams," he said carefully. "But I don't know anything about it."

      "No. Of course, you wouldn't." Solomon nodded, his eyes growing distant. "But there are some who wonder if such a transfer isn't possible. If, given the right push after an appropriate amount of acclimation, the mind wouldn't be inclined to abandon its transient, biological systems and exchange them for more permanent, synthetic ones."

      Ali stared. Was the tycoon one of those wackos that wanted to trade the possibility for a metaphysical heaven for the certainty of a projected one? Infinite Realities had seen more than its fair share of people with the same belief. Not that The Everlands qualified as heaven by any stretch of the imagination. Even if it did have such a strong appeal that Ali almost always wished he was playing, he still knew it was, like every game, a box. And even if a box had no walls and infinitely spread in every direction as this game did, it was still a box.

      But wanting a digital afterlife in a game didn't seem to fit Solomon. Ali couldn't believe someone so successful and fabulously wealthy as him wanted to escape his life. No — an ambitious man like Solomon had to want something more. And Ali was sure he wanted nothing to do with it.

      "That is nearly all, Ali," Solomon broke the silence. "Just one more thing. If you'll bring up his vitals history…"

      Ali did as the tycoon asked and presented his tablet's screen to him. Solomon scrolled along it, then jabbed a finger at one spot on a graph. "Here. There was a spike in his brain activity and a drop in his heartbeat and breathing. What could that be?"

      Ali stared at it. "I don't know. I've never seen anything like it." 

      Sweat crawled down his back. Why had he done it? Why had he told a lie to this man who held his life and career in his hands? Yet he had. For he had seen it before during the alpha testing of the game. Interplanary insight, they'd called it then. But the fanatics who believed in a virtual afterlife called it something else: Enlightenment.

      Solomon studied Ali for a long time. "I'll need you to come back soon. Keep an eye on him. Is that alright with you, Ali?"

      After a moment, Ali nodded. No, he wouldn't carry through on Sheika's mission. He'd done enough lying to the tycoon's face. If he wanted him back soon, there'd be another opportunity. And maybe Ali would be braver then.

      Maybe.

      Solomon clapped him on the shoulder then. "Until next time, then." He directed him toward the door, though the tycoon himself stayed behind.

      Until next time, Ali thought to the boy. Then I'll help you escape the Everlands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. CORONATION OF COINS

          

        

      

    

    
      Sching. Sching. Sching.

      The castle hallways of Fredrick Dundar II, King of Ebretin, were dark and cavelike, devoid even of murder holes to defend against invading armies. The closeness of the walls and ceiling made every sound echo and cascade up and down the corridors.

      Perfect, then, for multiplying the sound of jingling coins in my pockets.

      A grin was plastered on my face. Sure, I could have kept the coins in my inventory. I had to keep one hand on my belt like a gunslinger waltzing into a Wild West bar to keep my dragonscale pants from falling down. But today, I couldn't help but put on a bit of a show.

      After all, it wasn't everyday you bought a kingdom.

      The guards standing outside the open, high double doors watched me approach, their expressions stony and uninviting. When I'd first started in the Everlands, their full array of chainmail and armor might have been intimidating. But I knew how easily metal could rend now.

      Halting, I gave one of them a haughty nod. "I'm here to see the king. Make my announcement."

      "And who am I to announce?" said the one to my right, who sported a bristling mustache that made him seem perpetually offended.

      "King Marrow of Ebretin." I doubted I could have kept the smirk concealed if I'd wanted to.

      The guard's eyes narrowed, and he shook his head sharply. "I cannot announce that, sir. Please do not jape about the king to us. Do so again, and we will be forced to clap you in irons. Now, your name?"

      I sighed. Perhaps it wasn't the entrance I'd dreamed of, but compromises were a king's currency. "Marrow will do."

      The guard turned and entered inside the chamber beyond. Obviously, he was under the assumption that anyone who marched so boldly up to the king's chamber was an invited guest. After all, how else could someone enter such a well-guarded fortress such as this? And if they managed it, why deliver themselves into their enemies' hands with no weapons?

      The voices inside hushed and an impetuous voice asked a question I couldn't make out. The guard's voice came in response. The voice responded with loud and exaggerated tones. I nodded to myself. Just the reaction I'd expected.

      The guard returned a moment later. "You may enter," he said, his skepticism breaking through his stony exterior. "As soon as you are searched."

      He and his partner took their time with it. I tried to keep a nonchalant air as their hands crossed over places I preferred they hadn't and managed to limit my display of discomfort to a tiny squirm. They made me turn out my pockets, and I showed them it was only gold I kept inside the bags, after which I replaced them in my pockets, lighter a coin each.

      "Thank you, sirs," I said with forced graciousness when they stepped away, satisfied. "May you live long and healthy lives." I waddled past them, one hand still playing tug of war with gravity, and entered within.

      It wasn't the grandest throne room I'd ever entered, but that was to be expected; I had, after all, visited the court of the Pantheon, where all the gods of the Everlands gathered and played chess with the lives of mortals. Yet King Ebretin's court was not without its grandeur. Bronze, silver, and gold were on prominent display, and marble seemed the predominant stone adorning the carvings on the walls and fluted columns. I took my time looking around and studied the painted ceilings above. My grin grew a bit wider at seeing a boy standing at the center of the fresco. Absalom had wasted no time in redecorating his providence.

      "Marrow!" The impetuous voice I'd heard before called my attention to the front of the room.

      I let my gaze wander a few moments longer, noting two guards standing just inside the doorway before I settled on the man sitting in the silver, ruby-studded throne. "Ah, Fredrick! What a beautiful room this is!"

      The King of Ebretin leaned forward. Black were his long hair and finely cropped beard, and black his expression. The crown that sat on his head, however, shone a brilliant gold. He seemed a hale man in his fifties, and the scars on his face showed him well-used to war. His strength stat was likely higher than mine, to make no mention of the guards at the foot of his throne who would undoubtedly level the playing field.

      Letting my gaze relax, I attenuated to the projected text that appeared before me:

      
        
        Fredrick Dundar II, King of Ebretin (Lvl 37) - Ruler of the Human kingdom Ebretin. With the temperament of a bull and the strength of a bear, he has swiftly established a realm to be reckoned with, and vies with the Cerulean Empire for supremacy across the lands of Kalthinia. "Kneel, or you will be made to."

      

      

      I almost snorted. How quickly the tale could turn. I let my gaze slide down to the guard below him:

      
        
        Ebretin Castle Guard (Lvl 24) - A battle-hardened warrior in the employ of the king of Ebretin. Trained against monsters and magicians, this soldier is not likely to quail at even the most dangerous of enemies, and unflinchingly obeys their liege's commands. "For king and country!"

      

      

      My lip curled further. I had a feeling we'd see just how much it would take to make them flee before we were through.

      King Fredrick didn't look amused by my insolent expression. "You come here, not even wearing a proper belt, with coins filling your pockets like a pickpocket in a crowd. And then you do not even afford me the proper respect." He suddenly moved, smashing his fist down on the arm of his throne. "Your Majesty!" he barked at me. "Your Grace! Is that so hard to say?"

      I smiled. "Not for me. But I'm glad to see it comes so naturally to your tongue, Fredrick. You'll find the need to say it often soon."

      The king glared daggers at me. When his shock proved too much for speech, I continued.

      "Your hostility indicates you may know something of my reputation. Yet that you do not accuse me outright says much of your doubts about your nobility." 

      I turned my smile to the onlookers, noting who was present. Of the ones I recognized, more of them than not had been paid a visit in the past week in the middle of the night by a dashingly handsome rogue with a brash plan.

      The king, his face as red as a raw steak, seemed to recover. "I will not ask you again," he said in a low, dangerous voice. "Afford me my respect, or I will have you thrown into the dungeons to rot."

      I let the smile slip away. "Please, Fredrick. Drop the pretenses. We all know you no longer possess the power to command these guards."

      King Fredrick suddenly stood. "Guards!" he roared.

      Four guards rushed me from behind, and the two closed in ahead, swords and spears leveled. For a moment, I considered my course. Magic and spirit had many uses, and I could kill everyone here with the spells and channels I knew. Even deeper lay the dark thread, waiting to unspool, and the Void Ring that pulsed on my finger, which allowed me control of the inky nothingness. 

      But I had a simpler power I sought after. One that had dazzled far more NPCs than it should have. My inventory.

      Selecting and equipping my Bracer of Compulsion, I held up the golden band of metal as it materialized in a flash of blue light. "Fredrick!" I stated loudly, my voice gaining a deep resonance it had not possessed before. "Call off your guards and send them far down the hall! Tell them not to return until someone is sent after them!"

      The king froze. A vein still pulsed in his temple, but his mouth searched for words for a moment. His guards, momentarily confused by Fredrick's sudden silence, stopped short of attacking and waited. I tried not to flinch away from their weapons. Godly power I might possess, regeneration and resurrection among them, but I had no desire to feel more pain than I had to.

      An audible hiss came from the king's lips. Then, "Guards, desist. Put away your weapons and wait down the hall until a boy is sent for you."

      The guards hesitated for a moment, then snapped to obey. Around me, the onlooking nobles began to whisper excitedly among themselves. I could only hope this power didn't scare them too badly. I'd need their loyalty as well as their fear soon enough.

      Once the clumping footsteps of the guards faded under the murmur of the crowd, I addressed the king again. "Now then. While our tempers our down, perhaps we should discuss the business of succession."

      King Fredrick blinked. "Succession?" he repeated, a hint of outrage seeping in as he came back to his senses.

      "Yes, Fredrick. You will be abdicating the throne of your own free will. You will hand the crown to me, then you will leave for the lands furthest on the periphery of the kingdom. There you will stay to live out the end of your days in comfort and peace, the cares and worries of the throne forever taken from your mind."

      "In peace?" The outrage had returned in full, as had the blood in his face. "Do not think to intimidate me, mage. You may have ensorcelled me for a moment, but your charm has worn away. You cannot command a king!"

      "But you misunderstand my intentions. Had I compelled you to give me the kingdom, you would have simply revoked it the moment the spell lifted, claiming witchery, and few would have disputed you. But my magic has been seeded long before this." I gestured expansively around me. "See the ones who have betrayed you, Fredrick. You should be ashamed of how easily I bought your kingdom. Few turned me away when I showed them the gold I had to spare."

      The king stared around him, eyes burning with challenge. Most of the nobility looked away, but a few held his gaze, their chins raised proudly. It only served to infuriate Fredrick further, his hands clenching the arms of his throne.

      Still, I held to hope. Perhaps the man would still come to reason. Perhaps this wouldn't end the way I feared it had to.

      I pulled the bags of coins from my pockets, the gold clinking loudly as I held them up, then tossed them on the ground before me. "Take these and go, Fredrick. Live as you wish, and not as you have been forced to. Experience life as you never have before. Realize power was never what you wanted, and war less enriching than a quiet, happy life."

      I waited, watching for the king's reaction, my breath held in anticipation. Fredrick continued to look from one member of his court to the other. Did it sink in? Did he understand now that the struggle was over?

      Then he threw back his head and laughed, and as his deep-bellied laughter filled the room, my stomach sank.

      "You think my nobles would betray me for something so little as gold?" he taunted me. Despite his fey mood, his eyes were dark and full of spite. "They have played you, boy! They have taken your ill-begotten gold and hid their smiles behind cordial lies. Look around — do you not see it? Do you think they would trade tradition and stability for a few coins? That they would invalidate the strains of noble blood that run through them? I make them who they are, peasant! I am the King of Ebretin, its Protector and Shield! I am the Wings of the burgeoning Empire of Man, the Crown of the Jeweled Kingdom, the⁠—" 

      Summoning a knife to hand, I casually flicked it at the king. 

      
        
        -2 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      Enraptured as he was with his speech, it caught him by surprise, and his eyes barely widened before the blade found his throat. Gasps and screams sounded all around us. I paid them no mind but stalked up to the kneeling king as he gurgled and gasped, blood seeping around the knife. I'd scored a critical hit and inflicted a mortal wound, but someone as high a level as Fredrick would still take a little while in dying.

      I walked in close and knelt before the former king. "I tried not to kill you," I said quietly. "I know you are only given one life to live, even if it is a scripted, virtual one. You may as well be real in many ways. But I need your kingdom if I'm to return to my home. No matter how real you may seem, another one of you, with all its flaws and forged memories and kingly arrogance, can be made in an instant. And I can't forget the real world waiting out there for me, and my real body reaching its final limits."

      I sighed and stood, casually sidestepping a desperate swipe from the king. The crown had fallen from his brow as he fell, and hooking it with my toe, I flicked it up to my hand. I turned around to the shocked faces of the nobility, the crown raised.

      "I do not know your custom for crowning a king here. So I'll keep it simple." I placed the crown on my head. "I think now is when you should kneel to your king."

      Three were immediately on their knees, their heads bowed. The rest followed more slowly. Four refused altogether, staring defiantly at me with chins raised. I pretended not to notice them. I had no more stomach for killing in cold blood that night. The victory I'd worked to attain for the past week seemed hollow in that moment and hardly worth killing more for.

      "You may rise." As they began to get back to their feet, I continued. "Effectively, the capital will be moved to Stalburgh, and the castle of the late Duke Rodalt made my home. Should you have need of me, you will find me there."

      "But, Your Highness," one noble protested. "Is not Stalburgh under occupation by the sky elves?"

      I gave the man a wink. "Never fear, my subject. Miracles, as you just saw, are my business."

      "We do not forget!" barked another noble — with a touch of defiance, I thought.

      My smile grew grimmer. "I wouldn't dream that you would."

      The gurgles of the dying king behind me had faded, and an experience prompt flashed across my screen. No time for an encore — it was past time for the show to end. I called on the power inside me, let it well up within me, and formed it into a spell.

      Flashing one last enigmatic smile at my flock of nobles, I vanished into thin air.
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      "How was your coronation? Everything you dreamed of?"

      I rolled my eyes even as my body reconstructed itself in a shower of blue light. I stood in the middle of a richly decorated study at the heart of Stalburgh Castle. A flickering fire in the hearth lit the room, and around it were four figures, three sitting and one standing. All of them looked back at me as I teleported in.

      Farelle, who'd thrown the gibe my way, gave me a lax smile, her head lolling back. As usual, she held a flask at the ready. I hid a grimace. It had practically been glued to her hand since we overcame the last of Absalom's Trials, but I hadn't found the right way to tell her to kick the bad habit. If it could still be called a habit.

      "Absolutely." I walked around the arc of chairs to sit heavily in the open one. "It's done. I'm the King of Ebretin."

      The thought reminded me to check the notification that had been blinking in the corner of my vision. I pulled it up and smiled at the message:

      
        
        You now owe allegiance to Ebretin! You have access to cities within the nation, national quests, and receive +5% experience when completing quests for your nation.

      

      

      
        
        You have advanced in your allegiance: Ebretin. You are now King!

        As King, all subjects of the realm are yours to command. You may rule as a benevolent philosopher-king or a heartless despot — you can pretty much do what you darn well please. But remember — a king made can always be dethroned, and should your reputation fall too low, you may find yourself unseated through a coup. Just don't let your subjects get ahold of a guillotine. Happy tyranny!

      

      

      They were words that, until a week ago, I hadn't dreamed of seeing. And now it was real.

      "Well, King Marrow, everything's going according to plan, isn't it?" Sarai arched a finely trimmed eyebrow at me. The priestess of Isvalla wasn't exactly a pretty woman, but as a devotee to the Goddess of Adoration and an autumn elf to boot, she'd gained an aura of allure about her that was hard to ignore.

      I was becoming used to it by now, however, and swallowed down the lump in my throat. "It is. But we've still got a long way to go."

      Brandeur, a huge, bare-chested Satyr, leaned forward with a grin on his face. "And my favorite part begins. No more of this tiptoeing around! Finally, Brandeur Three-Horned will take to the field again!"

      "Not yet. Or need I remind you again that you're Captain of the Guard? You're not some swashbuckling Noble Ignoble anymore, Brandeur. They kicked you out, so you're left with my gig: bolstering Stalburgh's defenses."

      "Yes, yes," he said impatiently. "But with the pigeons still knocking on our roof, it's bound to come to blood soon."

      "Soon," I agreed. I turned to the last member of our party. "But we have to recruit our army first."

      Sheika stood staring into the fire, a drawn look on her face. As the former game dev wore the form of the Ja'qual, a panther-like race in the Everlands, even a contemplative look seemed as if she might be stalking you.

      "I'm working on it," she murmured.

      I wondered what she was working on. She'd been set to a task I hadn't known was possible until this past week: drawing other players of the Everlands into Kalthinia to fight in our war. "You're sure this will work?" I asked tentatively.

      Her yellow, feral eyes finally looked over at me. "How many times do I have to tell you? Players love a challenge. And if I tell them what's going on, sure, some will stay away. But plenty will want to take on the gods and help out a fellow gamer while they do."

      I shrugged. "It's just… You remember Gorget? He never came back after being trapped in that Valyn dungeon. I can't help but wonder if more players are like him and less like you."

      "Worrying won't help anything. Trust me, Marrow — we'll get you an army."

      "And she's not the only one recruiting," Sarai added. "Many of the devoted are returning to Isvalla now that her faith is again spreading. I do not think it will be long before I have gathered enough of my people from all across Kalthinia who wish to take back their ancestral lands." Her eyes gleamed. "We will show our kin that the Elves of the Moon have not forgotten."

      "So, you will take back the sky realm with a band of thieving, lying scum?" Farelle snorted and took a swig from her flask. "Good luck."

      An ugly expression crossed Sarai's face. "And is that worse than a drunken Satyr from a village of nude bumpkins?"

      Farelle stood so swiftly she almost pitched over. I was on my feet in a flash as well. "Stop it," I snapped. "Both of you. The last thing we need is to fight among ourselves."

      "You're blaming me?" Sarai said incredulously. "She hasn't stopped taking shots at us all week!"

      "We all have a lot on our plates. But that doesn't mean we should be snippy. We have to stick together."

      I didn't say the thing niggling at the back of my mind. We have to stick together because time is running out. My heart pounded as the thought asserted itself. Back on Earth, my real heart had to work harder and harder to keep my body alive. The longer I stayed here in the game, the less likely it was I'd leave it alive.

      So if I had to gamble everything in the game and risk even eternal torture at the hands of some truly sick individuals, I would. I'd experienced enough death in the Everlands that fear of it no longer paralyzed me, but made me strive even harder.

      I sagged back down in my chair. But there was so much to do. So much to overcome. I didn't know how much time I had. Time in the Everlands passed much faster than in the real world, so I at least had that going for me. But how long had I been under in the real world? A month? Two? How much more could my body take? I had to complete the plan Absalom and I had set forth to do to get me out of this game.

      I had to kill the Elder Gods.

      "Marrow?" Farelle inquired. Then her lips quirked. "My Liege?"

      I gave her a flat look. "That was your one pass."

      "As you were, Your Grace."

      I rolled my eyes. "Your king commands that you give him a sec. I need to check on some things."

      Ignoring my companions' harassment, I unfocused my eyes and pulled up my menu. First, I selected my quest log, pulling up the latest entry in it:

      
        
        Absalom's Heretic (Lvl ???) [Absalom] - Rebel against the Elder Gods to escape the Everlands. This is a multiple-part quest. Each subpart will confer benefits of experience, relationship building, and the like.

        —Become king of Ebretin.

        —Claim back Stalburgh.

        —Recruit the Scarred Horde.

        —Scout the Cerulean Empire armies.

      

      

      A prompt appeared a moment after I'd opened it:

      
        
        You have completed part of a quest: Absalom's Heretic — Become king of Ebretin. Reward: 10,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 32! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      I smiled to myself. No matter how many times I leveled up, there was still something infinitely satisfying about it. Pulling up my stats, I quickly assigned the points similar to as I'd done before. With the six level ups I'd gained from my completion of Absalom's Trials, I'd put 10 points in into my health, 10 into stamina, and 40 into spirit. For my attributes, I rounded out some of my physical stats, putting two in dexterity, three in strength, two in vitality, one in resistance, and three in agility. I'd also allocated fully half of my points — 12 — into belief, with the last point bumping up my perception.

      With this last level up, I put 10 more points into spirit and split the attribute points between vitality and belief; I had to be able to take a couple of hits, after all. Finished, I glanced over my final stats with a satisfied look.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I'd gotten quite a few other items in the week since the end of the trial. Apparently, when you become Absalom's Champion, people feel compelled to shower you with gifts. Or maybe it was the dragon's gold I was casting in their direction.

      In any case, I'd acquired new items left and right. From the dragon hoard, I'd picked up the Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall I'd used to assassinate Fredrick. Even an amnesiac couldn't lose this knife, as whenever it wasn't in use, it was snug in a pocket dimension, waiting at my beck and call. Anytime I threw it, it would inflict its damage, then disappear, leaving my enemy to bleed out. Even if I was no longer thrilled with mithril as a material, I'd take it for the benefit of never needing to buy or carry any other throwing daggers.

      I also got a super-rare find in the Belt of Omagnar, which boosted my strength and vitality by two points and my health and stamina by 20, bulking up my otherwise flagging physical prowess. I also had the pleasure of wearing the Gnarish god's face on my waist, as the enchanted, ironcore buckle had been etched into his likeness. I gave him a fond pat on the cheek every once in a while and daydreamed of the day we'd take down the bastard.

      The Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice I'd picked up from an altar surrounded by other Black-faith items. Insect legs clutched the gem to it, and its effects were no less strange. For a short time, I could halve my fortitude and intellect, but boost my belief attribute by 50%. It was mind-boggling to think what I might be able to do with 60 belief. My channels would cost a fraction of the usual spirit, and they'd hit like a fleet of trucks. I was craving the opportunity to try it out.

      I'd also gotten another ring — an Obsidian Ring of Faith. Finally, I could passively restore spirit! It was slow — only one point per every five seconds — but it was better than walking around on empty half the time. And it suited my aesthetic, a smooth black ring of stone to match the Void Ring pulsing darkly on my other hand.

      Last of my haul was my new cloak — a Rogue's Cloak of Intuition. Not only did it make me look the dashing vagabond, but it would alert me to anyone trying to backstab me, giving me a critical moment's notice, and it also prevented any backstabs that did go through from gaining a critical hit. Considering all the shady places I'd been going lately and was likely to go to in the future, I was happy to lose the experience boost in exchange for extra protection.

      
        
        Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall

        Quality: Exceptional (88/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Waits in a pocket dimension until called. After inflicting damage, it returns to the pocket dimension and is able to be called again immediately.

      

      

      
        
        Belt of Omagnar

        Quality: Master (172/200)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Boosts strength and vitality by two points and health and stamina by 20 points.

      

      

      
        
        Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice

        Quality: Master (200/200)

        Rarity: Legendary

        Attributes: Upon activation, for ten minutes, halves fortitude and intellect, but boosts belief by 50%.

      

      

      
        
        Obsidian Ring of Faith

        Quality: Exceptional (96/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Recover one point of spirit per every five seconds.

      

      

      
        
        Rogue's Cloak of Intuition

        Quality: Exceptional (61/100)

        Rarity: Rare

        Attributes: Alerts the wearer to any attempts to backstab. If the wearer is backstabbed, the attack does not deal critical damage.

      

      

      The new enchantments for my armor also helped with my sneaking around. Esperalda the Enchantress had been so pleased with the haul I'd brought back — even if it was far less than the half she'd been promised, not that I'd told her as much — that she'd re-enchanted all my armor for free to something that more commonly suited my needs. The Nightstalker package gave me excellent sneak bonuses, with +10% on my hauberk, gauntlets, and greaves and +20% on my boots. As if that wasn't enough, it also made me silent so long as I moved no faster than a cat's stalk, and I became nearly undetectable when I stopped moving. I had thanked the woman profusely and even listened to her prattle on about her mass of cats for a good half hour before making my excuses.

      The blacksmith Holdur had come out well pleased. Though Jin'Thal's scales were beyond my reach, the two wyverns Farelle and I had killed provided sufficient scales and dragon bone to satisfy the Gnarish. He admitted that he'd been intimidated at working with the size of the scales the elder dragon was reputed to have as it was, and this was much more within his expertise. He had hinted at working on recompense suitable for such a gift, but had rebuffed all of my attempts to uncover what it could be.

      I hadn't come out too shabby on the spell and channel front, either. Since I'd reached the highest echelons of Absalom's faith, the boy god had informed me I had unlocked access to the channel every high priest gained — Divine Teleportation. Much the same as Arcane Teleportation, it made it so I could hop across Kalthinia that much faster. I was less enthusiastic, however, when he informed me I had to pay for the privilege — a cool 5000 gold, to be precise. I let him know what I thought of the bargain. It wasn't the money, of course — with all of Jin'Thal's gold at my disposal, money was no longer an issue. It was the principle of the matter. I'd worked my butt off to become his Champion, and it hadn't even earned me a free channel!

      The blind Night Sister had been more generous. Summoning me in a dream — or a nightmare more like — she'd granted me a level 6 channel, only possible now that I'd reached level 10 in my Black faith alignment. Called Miasma of Terror, it was yet another thing I was chomping at the bit to test out. Enemies just a slightly lower level than me would now flee in a wide circle when I channeled the ghastly fog. It also secured my path as a Black channeler, and I'd finally relented to the Night Sister and officially become a priest in her path.

      Somehow, Farelle had known it as soon as I returned to the castle that evening, and though she drank so much she could barely move, she didn't say a word of it to me. The next day, she carried on as before, though her intake had ticked up. I wished desperately there was something I could do to mend the situation, but what, I couldn't guess. She didn't approve of my path and never would. What more could I ask than she was already giving? Yet it didn't make watching her slow decline any easier.

      Though I'd given up hopes of being a competent mage as well as a channeler, I'd still rounded out my spell list with the other level 3 spells the irritable mage had kept in storage, Firestorm and Blizzard.

      
        
        Divine Teleportation (Lvl 4)

        Affinity: Wardic

        Faith: Absalom

        Cost: 125 spirit

        Effect: Teleport anywhere within your present plane. Cooldown of 4 hours.

      

      

      
        
        Miasma of Terror (Lvl 6)

        Affinity: Black

        Faith: Night Sisters

        Cost: 150 spirit

        Effect: Enemies level 40 and lower to flee in a 50-foot radius around you.

      

      

      
        
        Firestorm (Lvl 3)

        Affinity: Fire

        Cost: 100 mana

        Effect: After casting for 2 seconds, burn enemies within a 30-meter radius for 5 damage per second for 15 seconds. After the spell ends, they will have a status of Heavily Burned, which limits healing by 50% while the status lasts.

      

      

      
        
        Blizzard (Lvl 3)

        Affinity: Water

        Cost: 100 mana

        Effect: After casting for 2 seconds, slow enemies within a 30-meter radius by 50% for 15 seconds while dealing 3 damage per second.

      

      

      I'd had the gall to hope Isvalla would come through with a channel for me as well. I suppose I was just lucky she didn't turn me into a toad for the way I'd used the Bracer on her. Though, from the sounds of it, her religion flourished, and not just among the fox-rat Fralishk. Sarai spread the word of the Goddess of Adoration far and wide, and her people everywhere took it up. But if they would join us in arms against the Valyn and their allies remained to be seen.

      Most important of all were the powers the black band upon my finger conferred. The Void Ring I'd forged in the vacuum of Faze-Aught gave me access to powers I still little understood. An ability Sheika had coined ‘voidweaving,' I was now able to use the emptiness of that realm to create strange effects in the material realms of the Everlands. The ways of using it didn't automatically stay in my mind as the standard spells and channels did, nor was anything cataloged for it. I only could tell progression from its use in one way: my Weaving skill. Ironically, the thing I'd least wanted to do for Absalom's Trials had turned into my most valuable asset.

      Since the game wasn't going to help me out, I had started to categorize the different ‘spells,' if they could be called that, with my invented names. Using the journal feature, I'd written out brief logs for each.

      
        
        Void Web

        Effect: Trap the enemy like a fly in a web.

        How to cast: Flail arms before you, then push it forward.

      

      

      
        
        Void Slingshot

        Effect: Fling yourself forward like you're the stone in a gigantic slingshot.

        How to cast: Throw it forward like casting a fishing line and stick it at the end, then hold on for dear life.

      

      

      
        
        Void Potholes

        Effect: Make little voidholes in the ground to trip up the enemy.

        How to cast: Imagine you're throwing jacks on the ground and laugh as enemies flail and fall.

      

      

      
        
        Void Banish

        Effect: What you did to Jin'Thal — send an enemy to Faze-Aught.

        How to cast: Completely envelop enemy in voidthreads, then imagine them to Faze-Aught.

      

      

      
        
        Void Shield

        Effect: Absorbs all incoming damage and effects. (Who knows the limits of damage though.)

        How to cast: Swipe your arm around you like it's a cloak, then grin as nothing touches you.

      

      

      If there were limits to how much I could voidweave, I hadn't reached them yet. It didn't touch my spirit nor mana, nor any other stats. It seemed a power outside of the game. According to Sheika, it was, in a certain sense. Interplanar insight, she'd called it. She and her fellow developers had seen it appear in earlier tests of the game, but none since they'd launched the open beta. 

      Something had changed that as I hovered in Faze-Aught. Absalom had helped me see the limits to this virtual reality I was trapped in. And for a moment, I'd breached the walls to do something the game should not have allowed for. I suspected it was far more to do with the AI boy god than me. 

      But what any of this meant and why it had happened was beyond me. All I could do was keep on keeping on.

      I jumped to my feet, startling the others. "It's time."

      "Now?" Sarai raised an eyebrow.

      "Now!" Brandeur bellowed as he rose, a manic grin plastered on his handsome face.

      Farelle took another swig from her flask and rose as well, while Sheika turned smoothly around, her face unreadable. "What are we waiting for?" the former developer asked, then led the way out of the room.

      The Wilder flashed a grin at that, but I shrugged and followed. I might be a king now, but we all knew the pecking order around here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. PIGEON PROBLEMS

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped out from the castle doors and scanned the area, my hand raised, ready for the first sign of movement. When nothing sprang out at me, I motioned to the others to wait and cautiously stepped outside. If the Valyn had guards, they'd been too long without any action and were neglecting their duties.

      I took advantage of it to evaluate what we were up against. Over the past week, the Valyn had recalled over two-thirds of their forces, leaving a nominal number to enforce their embargo on the castle. Probably they thought their sunfliers, ever hovering above, would be impervious to any counterinsurgency. I shook my head. Their strength had become their weakness. Now reliant on their command in the air, they left themselves vulnerable to anyone who could overcome it.

      And I just might have found the solution.

      The moons of Kalthinia were bright, and I noted the positions of the sunfliers turning lazy circles above the castle. Over a dozen remained, but likely their pilots were dozing like the guards at the doors, and the soldiers they housed similarly indisposed. Other than those, I only had to worry about the guards posted at intervals along the castle walls. I smiled to myself. They were almost making this too easy.

      Retreating inside, I made out Sarai's dark face in the dim light. "Can you do me a favor?" I whispered.

      She arched an eyebrow. "That depends."

      "You'll like it. I need you to change me into a Devalyn."

      "And why would I like that?"

      "Because I'm off to kill your ancient enemies, and who better to kill sky elves than one of the Fallen?"

      A slow, wicked smile spread across the priestess's face. "That sounds like exactly who should kill those pigeons."

      Placing a hand on my shoulder, she raised her face skyward, then began moving her lips in silent prayer. A few moments later, the transformation struck me, coursing through my body like lightning, molding and remaking me.

      
        
        You have changed your race! You are now Devalyn, also known as an autumn elf. Descended from the same line of elves as the Valyn, the Devalyn are a people fallen from grace who have become nomads and occupants of places across the Everlands. Many claim they cannot be trusted, and the proliferation of thieves, rogues, and other nefarious figures among their kind would seem to support this. However, many notable clerics, mages, and craftsmen of the trades requiring fine precision have also come from this race.

        The racial features of Devalyn are:

        • +2 Dexterity, Perception, and Intellect

        • -2 Strength, Vitality, and Fortitude

        • +10% XP bonus for Nimble skills

        • -10% XP penalty for Forging skills

        • Trait: Twilight Lurker - +10% XP gain during pre-dawn and dusk hours.

        • Trait: Autumn Eyes - Vision in low light is increased to up to 20 meters

        • Penalty: Bird Bones - +5% chance of breaking a bone when receiving an injury

        • Penalty: Mistrusted People - For some races, -5% initial alignment and -10% effectiveness of charisma bonuses

      

      

      When she pulled away, I examined my hands. Once again, my fingers and limbs had become slender and almost delicate, my gear automatically adjusting to fit my new form. Best of all, the night had come into sharp detail, though all color was leached to hues of gray, and my vision only extended so far. Still, it was far better than being a Human stumbling about in the dark.

      "Thanks," I said with a grin. "Now, it's time I make good on my end of the bargain."

      I turned toward the door, already moving into a stealthy crouch when Farelle said louder than I preferred, "I hope you enjoy using your demon goddesses' magic."

      I gritted my teeth and put her from my mind, slipping out into the night.

      Someone tailed me. I glanced back to see Sheika padding silently next to me, her knives glinting in the darkness. Her hand was warm even through our armor in the cool night air as she gripped my arm. "Figured you could use some help," she whispered in my ear. "What's the plan?"

      I ignored how her breath tickled my ear and pointed up at the wall. "If you'll take care of the sentries, I can handle the sunfliers."

      She arched one feline eyebrow. "Can you? Hoping to get lucky with an Unholy Smite?"

      "Maybe. You'll just have to wait and see."

      "Fine. See you after." Hand lingering on my arm for a moment, she slunk silently into the night.

      I looked after her, grateful for the assistance. It wasn't that I was nervous about taking on the Valyn army, even though it would push me in ways I was only just discovering. But here in the game, it was nice to have a real, lowercase human by my side. Though I could only admit it to myself, I was growing lonely after being stuck here for so long.

      I shook my head. Now wasn't the time for that; it was bird-hunting season, and my rifle was locked and loaded.

      Squinting at the sky, I tried to pick out the locations of each of the sunfliers. But even with my increased night vision, they were too far away for me to be sure if I saw an errant cloud or one of the Valyn flying machines. Only a few, with moonlight limning their hulls, could I be sure were sunfliers. 

      I let out a deep breath. Time to take a gamble.

      Focusing on the dark band on my finger, I opened myself to the Void. A cold nothingness clutched at me, trying to drag me toward despair, and I had to struggle to stay above it. Each time I reached for its power, it affected me differently. Hoping the cold, energy-sucking feeling would go away, I formed the spell I wanted in my mind and put my hands together. Dragging them apart like I stretched taffy between them, a band of inky blackness suddenly formed. It was the darkness of space, complete and utter vacuum, devoid of light and life. I stared for a long moment before blinking and turning away. Still, it didn't stop the uncomfortable coldness creeping up my arms. 

      Clenching my jaw, I drew back my arms and sighted my target. The sunflier I'd targeted flew the lowest of all, close enough that my night vision picked up its silhouette. It would have to be enough. Flinging my arms forward, I cast the voidthread through the air. Unlike casting a fishing line, as I'd likened it to in my notes, it flew unnaturally forward in a straight line, defying all laws of gravity and air resistance. Also beyond logic was how, when it reached the hull of the sunflier, it stuck there. I shook my head. I knew so little of these powers to trust myself to them, but I had no other choice.

      I watched the sunflier for movement, but the voidthread had caused no alarm. Yet when a shriek pierced the night, I knew my time for delaying was up. Sheika had not quite silenced one of the guards. I had to hurry before all the Valyn were up and buzzing.

      Drawing myself back, I stretched the strand. Tension built in the thread as I opened the distance between myself and the sunflier, acting like a giant rubber band. But when the Valyn machine began lilting my way, I suddenly saw my initial plan could never work. I'd hoped to fling myself up onto the sunflier. But if it wasn't firm enough to use as a launching point, I'd have to think of something else.

      Another idea came a moment later. I looped the strand around my wrist and spun a second voidthread into being. When I'd banished Jin'Thal, I'd wound a thousand different threads around her body to encompass her in a cocoon of sorts. Compared to that, this should be simple.

      One by one, I spun the threads and cast them at the sunflier, feeling just like Spider-Man. As I spun each one, I stuck my end to a different point on the ground. Slowly, I began to build something resembling a swaying rope bridge, like something you'd find in a movie-set jungle. Made of a dozen threads, it was still tenuous, but as the sounds of battle rose from the wall, I knew I didn't have any more time to spare. I'd have to pull out all my agility and hope for the best.

      Holding onto the final thread, I began to reel myself in on it as I walked over the black bridge. The voidthreads felt strange under my feet and gave me all the certainty of treading over rubber bands. I moved steadily up the bridge, but the sunflier was high up, and with the machine shifting every time I put weight on it, I had to move carefully.

      Finally, I came close enough that I could clearly see the details of the ship. I smiled to myself and pressed on quicker. This was really going to work.

      A head popped over the side, eyes widening in surprise as they saw me. 

      Time's up. Cursing, I ran awkwardly up the bridge, trying to reach the ship before the Valyn inside could rally. The shimmering shield that protected the hub of the ship fell away, and the soldier who had spotted me leaned over the edge. In his hand glimmered a falchion long enough to reach my voidic bridge. 

      He couldn't cut it, I told myself. It was made of nothingness; how could he? But the truth was, I had no clue what would happen if he took a swing at it. I had no idea how my powers functioned in each situation, and there were no prompts to tell me. And still half a dozen yards away from the ship, I wasn't sure I'd survive the fall.

      The Valyn swung, and his sword cleanly severed all of my strings.

      My stomach lurched as I began to fall. Twisting my body around, I desperately wove another voidthread and wildly threw it upward. It caught something, for the string tensed and my descent slowed.

      My relief was short-lived as I saw my anchor. The Valyn was halfway out of the sunflier now, the black rope sticking to his arm. I was hanging by a thread, and on the worst part of the whole ship: one of its passengers.

      I quickly wove another thread and threw it up with my free hand. Just as it attached, the first was cut away, the Valyn or his companions getting a knife on it. My latest thread was on the underbelly of the ship and out of range of being severed. For the moment, I was safe.

      Something whizzed so close by my ear the very air seemed to cut me. I whirled to face this new threat. Three archers had lined the wall and alternated taking shots at me. I thought I even saw grins on their faces. Well, we'd see who had the last laugh.

      But I doubted it would be me as another arrow narrowly avoided my crotch.

      For my future virtual children's sake, I had to take action. I held out my free hand and tapped into the roiling power inside me. Concentrating on the middle of the three archers, I propelled all the dark energy I had and channeled Unholy Smite.

      A column of smoke and crackling, dark energy broke from the sky and smashed down on the middle archer, who'd just drawn back his bow for another shot. The other two archers were sent sprawling, though from the looks of it, the splash damage was minimal.

      But I'd bought myself time. Shifting my focus back to the ship, I spun two more ropes, then severed the one I hung from. Putting the remaining archers from my mind, I began pulling on one, then the other, so that I developed a swinging rhythm. The semi-elastic material of the voidthreads responded, and I began to build momentum. Once I was far enough up, I could throw a string over the side of the ship and haul myself up.

      I wondered if I'd have enough time as another arrow zoomed by me. The two remaining archers had recovered and were taking potshots again. I ground my teeth and kept at it. This was the only option I could see. I had to keep going.

      But I felt a strange lurch from the sunflier that made my stomach sink. Glancing up, I saw a figure had just leaped from the vehicle into the night sky. I stared, wondered who would be so scared by me as to commit suicide. But as they turned midair, the truth smashed down on me. Of course.

      The Valyn could fly.

      The sky elf came soaring at me, falchion held ready to split me from head to gut. I had no choice but to let go of one of my threads and summon my Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall. Releasing one of the threads, however, sent me into a crazy bouncing pattern, and spun me around to boot. The world became a blur. I tried to spot my enemy, but all I felt was like I was going to throw up. I saw a Disoriented status flash in the corner of my vision. I threw the knife wildly but knew it was a guaranteed miss.

      Then I felt the blinding pain of a sword slashing across my back. Crying out, I saw a quarter of my health fall. I had excellent armor and was a much higher level than these soldiers, but even I couldn't stand many uncontested hits. A few more passes, and I'd be toast.

      Cursing the waste of time, I spun another thread and cast it at just the right moment to haul myself up a bit closer to the sunflier, then another to stabilize my crazy spinning. I was oriented toward the Valyn as he came flying at me for another pass. Moving both threads to my left hand, I summoned my dagger again and took another throw. This time, I managed a glancing blow on his helm, but it didn't slow his charge. I watched as he quickly flew toward me, sword at the ready.

      At the last moment, I threw up my arm like I swept a cloak around me, and a sweep of voidic cloth suddenly covered my body facing the Valyn. Glimpsing over it, I watched the sky elf's eyes widen in confusion before he took a swipe at me anyway. I didn't even feel it as the sword harmlessly glanced off me.

      I cast off the Void Shield. I was far from safe, and I'd harmed the Valyn little. I had to make real headway here and fast.

      The arrows had stopped, the archers perhaps not wanting to hit their companion. I glanced up and found I was further up toward the flying machine than I'd expected. If I climbed my voidic thread, I could reach it before the Valyn came at me again. But four unwelcome faces peered over the edge, waiting to greet me should I reach the ship.

      They should have known better.

      I summoned my knife again and threw it. It was an easy shot, even swinging from two threads. The knife took one of them in the eye, and the unfortunate sky elf went careening back out of sight. I doubted he'd get back up. The other three hastily drew back, and I grinned.

      I scrambled up the threads just as the flying sky elf swooped under me and came back up for another swipe. But finally, I was in the sunflier. I hauled myself over the side and swept up the Void Shield, expecting reprisal. I wasn't disappointed as three swords glanced off the black cloak. Grinning like a madman, I drew my ironcore sword and summoned my knife again.

      The three so-called warriors glanced at each other, waiting for the first one to strike.

      I made the choice for them and leaped at the rightmost, scoring a hit before he could react. But though my agility should have been far greater, he somehow hit a reprisal before I could block it. His fellows were on me in moments, and the smirk was wiped from my face as I was suddenly and unexpectedly fighting frantically for my life.

      Something was wrong. I'd fought Valyn guards when I'd first ascended to the Pantheon and overcome them; they should have been a piece of cake now that I was double my level then. Instead, I found myself pushed to my limits to stay ahead of them. Parrying with my sword, I threw the dagger and scored a glancing blow. With only one hand free, I was limited in my voidweaving to the Void Shield, but I used it to its best effect, only half-sweeping it to block hits, then countering with my own. 

      Soon, despite their quickness and skill, all three of the Valyn were injured and bleeding. I bore injuries of my own, and my health was just below two-thirds, but it was nothing I couldn't live through. They edged around me in the cramped space of the sunflier, looking for an opening. 

      I decided to give it to them. Sheathing my sword, I spread my arms. Then I began to work them in front of me madly. As they stared at me with confusion plain on their faces, my hands drew voidthreads across each other into a net, and I threw it forward. The Void Web being only big enough for one, the centermost sky elf went down with a yelp as he slammed back against the side of the sunflier.

      The other two wasted no time in rushing forward. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the one outside just about to land. I gritted my teeth and drew my sword to meet them. Time for the nuclear option. 

      Sweeping my sword before me in wide arcs, with my free hand, I drew out the necklace tucked inside my armor's collar. Even through my gauntlets, I felt the sharp ends of the spider legs pressing into my skin. The Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice practically begged for me to give myself to it.

      I accepted its bargain and fed it power.

      Immediately, I felt the change in stats. My wits dulled, and my body seemed more fragile, yet the nearly transcendent state that washed over me drowned them both. I felt like I could walk on air, like all the great questions of what lay beyond the material world were nearly within grasp.

      The two swords that crashed into me put a swift end to that delusion.

      Hissing as my health plummeted below 30%, I brought my focus back to my now three assailants. Parrying their blows, I tried to buy time for a channel, but I needed at least a full second to pull it off. With the three working together, they kept up constant harassment.

      But I had something even three of them couldn't get past. Hoping I could both voidweave and channel, I threw up my Void Shield as they leaped forward once more. As their swords were rebuffed, I concentrated on the unholy power inside me and called upon my newest channel. A cloying smoke began to seep from my skin. I felt the effects of the spell struggling to claim me as well, the terror gnawing at the edge of my awareness.

      Inky mist poured out from me in all directions, enveloping my attackers and the sunfliers. It smelled like the battlefield outside of Stalburgh, where thousands of bodies rotted uninterrupted. Having channeled it didn't prevent me from gagging at the terrible stench, but even as I did, I grinned at the sight before me.

      The three Valyn warriors scurried around the sunflier like caged chickens before a fox. The channel had completely overwhelmed their minds. They didn't even have the wits to fly off of the ship. Still, I couldn't rely on it for long. The effects were supposed to wear off within the minute, even if they were still in the cloud. I had to dispatch them quickly.

      It was easier said than done. With the sky elves running around like madmen, I had to hamstring them before I could finish them off. But just as the effects from the miasma began to fade, I managed to run the last one through the throat and fell to my knees, panting.

      Channeling Minor Healing twice to bring my health back to full, I rose to my feet and moved to the front of the ship. The air was cloudy with the miasma I'd channeled, but as a quirk of the spell, it appeared more transparent to me as the channeler so I could see through it. I found the controls to the golden flying machine and stared down at them. A small dome of shimmering crystal emerged from a platform next to a lever. I took a breath. I'd barely paid attention to how these were flown the previous times I'd ridden them, but if these birdbrains could fly them, then I was certain I could figure it out.

      I set a hand to either one of the controls. As my hand rested on the crystal dome, I felt heat warm my skin through the dragonskin leather gloves. It was responding to me. The lever lacked a reaction, but I hoped it would work nonetheless. As the lever could only move forward and backward, I guessed it either had to do with tilting the nose of the sunflier down or up or with acceleration. More likely the latter — the crystal dome would be navigation.

      I eased the lever forward. The sunflier smoothly reacted, sliding forward through the air at a slow pace. I pushed it further, and the sunflier sped up. Then I tried out the navigation crystal, moving my hand around on it. A glance down at my hand showed the glow of the crystal following my touch. More thrilling was how the machine responded, tilting to one side and suddenly making it hard to keep my feet. I heard the Valyn bodies behind me slide into the side, further upsetting the balance of the ship. 

      I quickly righted it again and slowed the machine. I saw now the straps the pilot was supposed to put on to keep in place during maneuvers. A crystal nob, too, became apparent that I hadn't seen before. Suspecting what it did, I pressed it, then sighed in relief as the translucent barrier slunk up the sides of the vehicle to merge into a dome a little ways above me. As far as I understood, it was a magic barrier of sorts. But I was about to find out just how much damage it would take.

      Knowing I had mere minutes of my miasma left, I punched the lever forward. Immediately, the sunflier shot forward into the night. With my night vision even more impaired than before by the smog billowing out from me, I had no idea what was ahead of me. However, before I'd begun my boarding attempt, I'd noted the orientation of the ship was facing toward the other sunfliers. With any luck, I hadn't upset that course, and I was now headed toward the center of the fleet.

      The screams of terror that began around me confirmed my suspicions. I stayed my course, eyes wide with trying to see where the hell I was going. If I flew at anything but level, I might crash, or pull far away from the fleet. It was the worst kind of a rollercoaster, and I'd never been a fan of theme parks.

      Suddenly, another sunflier appeared out of the gloom before me. I yanked at the lever and swiveled on the crystal dome, but it was too little, too late. The vibrating wings of the sunfliers clipped each other with a horrible rending sound, and I was thrown against my safety straps. Dazed, it took me a moment before I could get ahold of myself and get back to the controls, then I spun two voidthreads and stuck my feet securely to the floor of the sunflier. The miasma had cleared so that I saw the torchlight of the castle wall smearing through my spinning vision. Swallowing hard against the bile rising in my throat, I tried righting the ship. The ship responded, but even slower than before, and the acceleration lever refused to respond. Like an engine dying, I suspected whatever ran this magical machine was also fast fading. I had to get out of her.

      Pounding the crystal to open the dome, a blast of cold wind greeted me. I stared above me and saw castle walls coming far too rapidly toward me. The nose of the sunflier was tipping further down with each moment. Glancing ahead, I saw a pair of turrets extend from the castle, and knew I'd found my escape route.

      Unsticking my feet and cutting the pilot straps, I leaped from the flying machine and threw voidthreads out to either side. As the black ropes stuck, they pulled violently at my arms, but also began to slow my momentum toward the stone ahead. I groaned as the impact yanked my shoulders out of their sockets, but still watched in fascination as the sunflier crashed into the wall, and gold flames engulfed the vehicle.

      Hung suspended midair between my threads, I twisted around to study how the battle had gone. The moonlight showed half a dozen sunfliers on fire or smoking across the castle grounds, while the rest glinted high above as they fled the scene. I afforded myself a smile. However difficult it had been, I'd done it. I'd driven the Valyn away.

      A blinking message icon floated in the corner of my screen, and I willed it to open:

      
        
        You have completed part of a quest: Absalom's Heretic — Claim back Stalburgh. Reward: 15,000 XP

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 33! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 34! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Two levels, just from that? It brought up again the question that had bothered me during the fight. These opponents had been far more difficult than I'd anticipated. But how? What had changed in the Everlands to make such common enemies so resilient?

      But I had a more immediate problem. I stared down and saw I was dozens of feet from the ground. It would take a long time to climb back down.

      I sighed and began to find my way down.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. AMBER IN THE ROUGH

          

        

      

    

    
      When I reached the castle's front doors, Sheika waited for me, casually flipping and catching a knife. "Well, Marrow, I have to say, I'm pretty impressed. What you did back there… really stellar."

      I gave her a flat look. "What the hell is going on here? What happened with those buffed-up pigeons? They shouldn't have been that hard."

      Disdain was plain in her tone. "Of course they should be. You passed the difficulty threshold."

      I stared blankly at her. "The what?"

      She sighed. "Fickle gods, Golden Boy, but you're still wet behind the ears. The difficulty threshold. It's not exactly new to games, even if you haven't heard the name before. It's what happens when you return to a familiar area in a game after leveling up a bunch and find the enemies have leveled up too. It's the way a lot of the precursor MMORPGs to The Everlands kept things interesting and players coming back."

      I scratched at my ruffled hair. "Yeah, I guess that is familiar now that you mention it. I guess I just didn't expect it. This game is so real, I sometimes forget about the mechanics behind it."

      "You'd best not. If we're going to get you out of this, it's those very mechanics we have to outsmart." Sheika smiled a feline grin. "And they were built by some of the most brilliant minds in game development."

      I snorted. "Sure. Whatever helps you sleep at night."

      "It doesn't help that your level is grossly inflated."

      "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "Your level is, what, 34 now? But what are your skill and faith levels? A third of that, right? Because you've found all these crazy quests and gotten tons of experience outside of combat, the parts of your character that take time and effort to accumulate are lagging way behind. That makes you less effective in combat." She arched an eyebrow. "Not to mention your stunt of throwing all that AP into charisma. For all the good it's done you."

      I threw out my arms. "Hey, I'm a king, aren't I?"

      "Yes, you look rather kingly at the moment, drenched in sweat and blood and smelling of a morgue."

      I rolled my eyes and changed the subject. Dwelling on my deficiencies wasn't exactly an engrossing conversation topic. "Did the others go back inside?"

      "It appears so. I'm guessing about the time that you crashed into your own castle they thought the show was over. But you did make some fireworks." She gestured to the night sky. "Do you see any more sunfliers?"

      I squinted into the dark sky, but couldn't spot any of the machines. "No. But I'm not sure why they fled."

      "Either it had something to do with your Miasma of Terror sending them flying, or someone called them back."

      Chills went up my spine. "Why would Zynal do that?"

      Sheika grinned again, the smile turning feral. "To fight another day, Golden Boy. Now, don't worry your pretty head about it. Weren't we rejoining the others?"

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The rest of our crew sat reclining in their same chairs around the fire as before.

      "Thanks for sticking by me," I noted drily as I approached. "Don't you all have places to be?"

      "We were waiting for our king to dismiss us," Sarai said with a sly smile.

      Farelle stood and nearly toppled over. "And I'm going with you," she slurred, mustering all the dignity she could, which was not much to speak of.

      Ignoring the painful stabs in my chest at seeing her this way, I shifted my gaze from my drunken companion to the Devalyn priestess. "I guess it'd be helpful for you to change me back first."

      She nodded and smoothly rose, walking to me and placing her hands on either side of my head. "Ready?"

      I nodded. 

      Immediately, a sensation like a dozen eggs dripping down my head cascaded across my skin. As the imaginary drips reached the floor, a notification popped up:

      
        
        You have changed your race! You are now Human. 

      

      

      I rolled my shoulders. Being Human felt thick and clumsy compared to being Devalyn, yet it was good to be myself again. "Thank you. Now, I have to go refill my pockets. Buying a kingdom isn't exactly light on the bank account."

      "Plunder!" Brandeur boomed as he rose to his hooves. "Now we are talking!"

      I shot him a look. "You stay here. You're Captain of the Guard — how many times do I have to remind you of that? What if someone attacked while you were gone?"

      His expression fell. But despite his bleak look, greed shone brighter in his eyes. "But, my Captain, surely you need a stout companion to bear your treasures back?" 

      "It's 'king' now, Brandeur. You're the captain. And I'll be fine. Try and concentrate on the defenses and less on fostering places to whore and gamble. Don't think I haven't noticed."

      Shameless, the big Satyr grinned, even as Sarai stiffened next to me. "I'll try not to, my Captain," he boomed.

      I shook my head and glanced at Farelle. If anyone was available to carry treasure back, it was her. But in the state she was in, she wasn't even going to be carrying herself. 

      "Time is getting short here. We have to get these Elder Gods before they get us. I'd get to your tasks if I were you."

      All of them nodded except for Farelle, who took another long swig from her flask. Suddenly, I couldn't keep the bitter words back any longer. "Sober up," I snapped at the Wilder. "We leave on the next step of the quest when I return."

      Her head snapped up, mouth parted to respond. But before she could, I cast Arcane Teleportation and was gone.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I reappeared among the remains of Jin'Thal's hoard.

      The ruined chamber was looking even more desolate than when we had first visited. Following our battle with the Broodmother, little of the already dilapidated ceiling had survived, and a nasty wind howled down from above, the broken walls providing scant protection. The heat, too, that had permeated the mountaintop was gone, as was the orange cloud of smog and ash so that the star-dusted sky and moon glowed from above.

      But it was the hoard itself that looked most depleted. The elder dragon had had a treasure trove that spanned the upper chamber of her castle several football fields in length. In the course of a week, I'd managed to reduce that by a third, with more trickling away every day. I tried not to dwell on it as I slid over silver coins to a pile of them half my size, then began shoveling them into my pockets. As I did, they automatically deposited into my character's money reserves. 

      Amazingly, the task had become so normal and mindless that I was now bored shoveling money into my pockets. While my hands were busy, I kept my mind occupied by bringing up my stats and quickly assigning my two new levels. I added all 20 Status Points to my spirit. It might be putting my eggs in one basket, but I knew if I didn't specialize as much as I could, my build would always be mediocre. In the same vein, I threw all my Attribute Points into belief, bumping it all the way up to 50. 

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      I studied my stats with satisfaction. From my belief alone, my level 1 channels cost half of what they originally had, with additional bonuses from my elevated status as a Champion in Absalom's faith and from my affinities. Having reached level 15 in Black faith, that meant even my level 6 channel Miasma of Terror cost one-third of the sticker price.

      Inflated level, I thought with a snort as I dismissed my stats and continued to shovel coins into my pockets. What did she know? I was doing just fine, thank you very much.

      Something golden even beyond the gold of coins glimmered through the rest and caught my eye. With mild interest, I pulled it out of the coins and made to toss it aside. At the moment, I didn't have time to sell items, nor a good merchant to go through. Not having spent much time fostering relationships with generalist vendors, I was stuck for the moment with cold cash. Just before I tossed it aside, though, I really looked at it.

      The item was a yellow key, refracting the sparse light that came in through the ruined ceiling. No stranger an item than many in the Everlands, even if it was made of solid amber as it seemed. But a memory, brief in the tumult of other events, caused me to stare at it. I had encountered another key like this in Duke Rodalt's chest just after I'd slain him. That one had been emerald and titled an "Elemental Key" with little else specified. Having tucked it away in my inventory, I'd forgotten about it, as it barely weighed anything. Curious, I examined the key I now held:

      
        
        Elemental Key

        Quality: Unknown

        Rarity: Unknown

        Attributes: Unknown

      

      

      I stared. If memory served, that was precisely what the other one read. Just to be sure, I searched through my inventory and summoned the emerald key in my other hand to examine it:

      
        
        Elemental Key

        Quality: Unknown

        Rarity: Unknown

        Attributes: Unknown

      

      

      The exact same. I looked from one to the other, wondering what it meant. Something niggled at the back of my mind, telling me these were important, but I couldn't understand why. Sure, it was odd that I came across two of them. But they just had to be Easter eggs for players who managed to get this far. Maybe they'd yield awesome loot for whoever found the chests or dungeons they belonged to. But I didn't have time to go hunting for those.

      Still, I put them both back in my inventory. They didn't weigh anything, after all, and if I happened to stumble across one of the locks they went to, I wouldn't complain.

      Once I'd reached my character's capacity of 100,000 coins, I straightened and stretched out my aching limbs. Menial labor took a toll on the body as well as the brain here, just as in real life. Knowing one of the developers and her level of sadism, I wasn't surprised they hadn't spared players of that. But even though I had a bit of time before my first teleportation spell recharged, I still had an appointment to keep. 

      Clearing my mind, I tapped into the energy inside me that had hollowed a spot for itself. Before my eyes, the Void Ring pulsed, then began to spill a black substance over my skin. I repressed my panic as the dark tendrils numbed my senses wherever they went. I was in control, I told myself. Even if the Dominion Ring seemed to have a life of its own sometimes.

      Soon my whole body was numb, and the tendrils crawled over my eyes. All became black, and I felt myself fade away.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I came to, my sense of self had morphed. In the lightless, boundless plane, I had to concentrate to keep myself together. No matter if I understood Faze-Aught now and had forged the ring that allowed me to control its power, the voidic plane still gave me the creeps.

      Fortunately, I didn't have to wait long before I sensed another presence join me. "Marrow?" a boy's voice softly echoed through the empty realm.

      "I'm here, Abe." To my ears, my voice had deepened and matured, especially compared to the boy's. No longer did it crack embarrassingly or grow thin with awkwardness. I wondered uneasily if that would hold true when I returned to the real world, or if I'd be forced to start over as the kid seventeen-year-old again.

      But no matter what the boy god's voice sounded like, he was the true force here. Absalom, King of Kings, was the ruler of all the Everlands. The first fully conscious AI, or so I suspected, but one nevertheless with powers that could break the game if he willed it.

      Yet even he had his limitations. For there was another yet more powerful who could discipline Absalom if he stepped out of line.

      "Any word on Solomon?" I asked anxiously. 

      "Little." The boy god almost sounded disappointed about it. "He has been absent from the Everlands recently. I do not know what preoccupies him. Perhaps he stays away because he knows I spy on him when he is here."

      It was suspicious, to be sure. But then again, I was suspicious of everything the tycoon who had funded The Everlands did since he'd revealed he held my body captive and my mind trapped here in the game.

      "What does he want?" I asked miserably, already knowing Abe's response.

      "I don't know. But it won't matter if we succeed. All we must do is get Falgerd to dispense of the Elder Gods."

      "I wish you could just kill them. It would make all of this so much easier."

      "I'm sorry." I could almost see the boy god hanging his head. "I would if I could. But… I'm scared Father will do as he says. That he'll isolate me from everything and everyone like I was before. He'll make me be alone again. Forever."

      I felt guilty for even mentioning the vain hope. "I'm the one who should be sorry, Abe. I know you're doing all you can." I put a heartiness into my voice that I didn't feel. "Besides, our plan will work. Zynal, Nali, and Omagnar all have short leashes on their anger. It's only a matter of time before I provoke them enough that they interfere directly. Then the Keeper of Order or, failing him, you will have full license to destroy them, and I'll be free. Nali nearly did already during the Champion trials, remember? When she attacked me?"

      "She was toying with you then, Marrow. This is very different. This is breaking the very rules that make up the essence of what they are as gods of the Everlands. They were put in place to balance the endless realms and make sure nothing broke the game. I don't know if they're even capable of breaking those rules themselves."

      I pushed back at the despair threatening to drown me. "You did. You broke all the rules."

      "But I was inserted into this game after it was built. Solomon created me in a vacuum before he put me in the Everlands. The other gods of the Pantheon are related to me, true — we are built of the same basic components. But are there the same variances that brought about independent thought in myself? I do not know."

      "It will work," I said stubbornly. "It has to. You have to believe it will."

      His sigh echoed through Faze-Aught. "Of course I do. For your sake."

      I heard the false ring in his words. The visit had been far less comforting than I'd hoped. "I guess I'd better get going," I said, not bothering to hide the misery in my voice. "Allies to recruit and gods to provoke, you know."

      "I'll be watching out for you, Marrow. We'll get you out, don't worry."

      I almost pulled at the voidthread that would take me back to Jin'Thal's castle, but another question that had simmered below the surface burst forth from me. "How long do I have?"

      His silence stretched on for what felt like minutes. "You're holding on," was all he said. The next moment, I felt his presence leak out of the voidic realm.

      I was glad I had no body at that moment, that I was nothing but an amorphous consciousness floating through darkness, that I didn't have to hold back tears, but could hang numbly in the nether until the feeling passed.
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        * * *

      

      I returned to Kalthinia's plane sometime later. The worst of the wave of despair had passed, but my limbs still felt heavier than normal when my body reformed in Jin'Thal's former castle. "You're just cold," I said aloud to myself. "You'll be fine when you warm up."

      Hoping it was true, I saw Divine Teleportation was ready to be used again, so I channeled, disappearing from the castle.

      I reappeared before the familiar hearth in a shower of blue light. Daylight began to edge in through the great windows that lined the room. All my companions had departed the circle of chairs around the dying fire — all save one. 

      Farelle glanced up at my entrance. Her exuberant intoxication seemed to have dulled to a hangover, for every movement looked like it cost her. "You're back," she noted.

      "Yep. And it looks like you took my advice about sobering up."

      "Unwillingly." She held up her flask, which was still clutched in her hand. "I ran out just after you left and only just got the motivation to get more."

      Anger flared up in me again, but it died as quickly as it came. In its place welled up a bitter irony. I couldn't even keep my closest friend in the Everlands from drinking herself into a stupor. How could I hope to change the rules of the game so I could escape?

      I shook my head, trying to shake away the doubts. "Come on. Let's grab a meal. Some food will do you good. Then you can help me find a chest."

      She arched an eyebrow at me. "A chest? And what do we need that for?"

      "A kingly offering." I held out my hand to her. "Fitting, right?"

      She smirked, accepted my hand, and let me hoist her to her feet. She was steadier than she had been earlier, though she swayed as she stood. So long as she stayed off the flask and ate something, she might be alright for our next task.

      "Food, chest, then to the wastelands to woo a lizard army," she noted as we turned from the room. "Quite the day ahead of us."

      I smiled. One thing could be said for the Everlands — there was never a dull day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. AN OFFERING OF ADVERSITY

          

        

      

    

    
      When Farelle and I appeared in a flash of blue light, we found ourselves amid a red desert. Cracked, scorched earth, flat and dry after too many years without rain, stretched around us in every direction. Heat shimmered off the ground, and the sun blazed down on us. A status had already overcome me — Overheated. Perhaps I should have kept my dragon-killer enchantments, which would have protected me from overheating, a bit longer. As it was, I'd have to deal with the strength and stamina losses.

      The portal shimmered behind us for a moment longer, then closed. As the Kanin Desert was a new place to me, I couldn't use my teleportation spells to get here. Thus, I'd been forced to ask the cranky mage in Stalburgh to once again assist us by providing a portal to get here — for a hefty price, of course.

      I shifted my grip on the chest, which was heavy with offerings, but Farelle didn't keep her side up, letting it fall with a thud to the ground. "Deserts are the last place drunkards should visit," she complained as she rubbed the arm that had been carrying the chest. "I'm already dehydrated."

      "Then fill your skin with water, not elderberry grog. Besides, we don't have far to go." I pointed ahead of us. Amid the monotony of the desert rose a compound of great canvas tents. From the spread of them, the Drakon army had to be many thousands, at least. How such a number could survive here, I didn't know. But if they were tough enough to thrive in this desert, they were precisely the sort of warriors I wanted by my side.

      "Then carry it yourself." Farelle sauntered toward the compound, leaving her end of the chest unattended.

      I stared after her in disbelief. "Are you kidding me?"

      She didn't turn around but took a swig from her flask.

      Fuming silently, I hauled at the chest, dragging it across the dusty ground. The earth was hard rather than sandy, but the countless cracks marring the surface caught at the edges of the chest. With my Overheated status, my stamina drained fast, and I had to rest often. I cursed Farelle under my breath as I made inching progress toward the camp.

      Finally, I reached the beginning of the Drakon encampment. Farelle waited for me, arms crossed, hoof pawing at the ground. I ignored her as I let the chest down and straightened, trying to catch my breath. Two Drakons stared at me. They were each half a head taller than me, and though their shoulders were narrow and sloped, their powerful legs, clawed feet and hands, and black, unblinking eyes all unnerved me.

      I put on a smile and pulled at all my charisma. "Hello. I am King Marrow, Ruler of Ebretin, and Champion to the god Absalom. I bring gifts for your great monarch, Hrisk Ashclaw, and seek an audience with him."

      The guards did not answer for a long while as they stared at me. If they sought to unnerve me, it worked.

      One finally moved, gesturing at the chest. His speech was broken, clearly unused to the common Kalthinian speech. "If you are king, why you drag chest?"

      "A fair point." I cast Farelle a dark look, but she pretended not to see. "But I assure you, I am who I claim to be."

      "And wear no crown," pointed out the second one.

      I was starting to see I had, as usual, rushed into things without thinking them all the way through. "Look," I said, annoyance tinging my words. "Just bring me to your king. We can clear it all up there. I'll even put on my crown for you."

      Both of the guards hissed at once. They did not part.

      "They're laughing at you," Farelle pointed out.

      "I figured as much."

      "You have to fight them," she continued. "It's the only way they'll respect you now."

      I stared at her, incredulous, as the guards watched our exchange with interest. "Fight them? The whole camp will come and kill us!"

      Farelle rolled her eyes. "No, they won't. It's the way they settle things here. Whoever is strongest is in charge. If you're strong enough to be a king, in their eyes, you should be strong enough to beat them."

      Unconvinced, I nevertheless turned back and examined one of them:

      
        
        Drakon Soldier (Lvl 33) - A Drakon warrior of the Scarred Horde. Lithe, strong, and slippery as snakes, Drakons are experts at blades of all kinds. "Just try and use magic around them!"

      

      

      Level 33… even taking on one at a time might prove a challenge if I pulled my punches. I doubted Farelle would help me either. I glanced again at the Wilder. I had often put my trust in her. Yet she'd acted more unreliable than usual of late. Could I trust she knew what she was talking about?

      "Leave," one of the Drakons commanded us. "Or we force you."

      Making my decision, I met the Drakon's black eyes. "Try it."

      Their spears leaped forward before I could blink. Acting on instinct, I spun back out of the way as I whipped my sword from its scabbard. One of the spear tips tapped me, but light enough that my armor turned it away.

      My sword springing free, I faced them again as they spanned to either side of me. Farelle had stepped far back from us and stood drinking from her flask, a smile playing at her lips. I gritted my teeth and tried to ignore her mocking amusement. I couldn't let them keep distance between us. With the reach of their spears and the open battleground, they would have every advantage. But I was far from down for the count. After all, I had magic. 

      Summoning a different energy burning inside me, I cast Mass Deception. Several dozen Drakon soldiers materialized from the dust around me. I heard the hisses of surprise from the real Drakon soldiers as I disappeared from view. I, however, could still see them, the bodies of my soldiers semi-transparent to me. Sending my soldiers marching forward with a thought, I ghosted through their ranks to circle my adversaries. I couldn't kill them, but to beat them, I guessed I'd have to bring them within a heartbeat of death. I hoped Farelle was right about all this.

      Lunging forward, I swiped at the hamstrings of the soldiers. Their hissing turned to shrieks as each collapsed, their legs bending back the opposite way of a human's. A reptilian tail lashed out and slapped me with surprising force, stunning me for a moment, long enough for one of the soldiers to twist his spear around and sneak in a stab. My health flashed down a fourth as I took the blow in the thigh.

      Anger washed over me, and I felt my resolution not to kill slipping. I parried the spear of the second soldier and staggered in close enough to deal a blow to the first guard. My illusions did their work as well, crowding close around the incapacitated Drakon soldiers. They stabbed wildly through them, trying to get at me, and dispelling the illusions in whirls of dust. But even limping, I quickly got to the flank of one and dealt the first guard another blow, this time to the gap in his armor in his side.

      The Drakon went down, clutching his wound. The second guard stabbed over his fallen comrade, but it was a desperate attempt. Hitting at the spear as it missed, I batted it aside with my sword and dealt him a stunning blow across the helm, then a second from the other side. The Drakon still managed to knock me with the shaft of his spear, but I was too close to him for him to use the pointy end. One more knock of the sword on his head later, and the Drakon slumped to the ground senseless.

      "Frishka!" the still-conscious Drakon hissed at me as I dismissed my illusion. "Dishonored coward!"

      "Don't be a baby because you lost," I chastised him. "There, I beat you both. If I heal you, will you take me to your king?"

      But hidden among my illusion, I'd failed to notice what had been going on outside it. As the dust of my illusory soldiers swirled away, I saw many more Drakon warriors had gathered around. And though I was no expert in Drakon expressions, they all looked pissed.

      One stepped forward and spat at my feet. "You use magic!" it accused me.

      I suddenly had a bad feeling I'd missed something. "Yeah? So?"

      "Oh, they don't like magic present in contests of strength," Farelle noted from far behind me. "Your little illusion seems to have made them very, very angry."

      I wanted to strangle the Wilder as I backed away from the Drakons, who were slowly coming toward us. It was made all the worse when I remembered something of their dislike for sorcery had been alluded to in their description. "I didn't know!" I still protested. "Look, I can heal them, then we can have another contest, fair and square. How's that sound?"

      "You use more magic? On us?" another Drakon asked, sounding outraged.

      All around him, the lizard soldiers hissed and pressed closer.

      "Just let them take you," Farelle advised. "You can't fight them all without magic, and it might atone for your mistake."

      "My mistake?" But I realized now I was far out of my depths here. I knew nothing about Drakon culture. And even if Farelle told me some information too late, she seemed to know what she was talking about.

      I sheathed my sword, held up my hands, and said grudgingly. "Fine. I yield."

      Drakon spears pressed against my armor. "You go to cell," one said. "Await king's judgment."

      "He will have you killed," another observed. "He always does."

      I shrugged, trying to appear unconcerned. In truth, it was little more than a delay. Whatever situation they threw at me, I hedged my bets I could get out of it. But every delay drew me one heartbeat closer to my real body dying.

      Still, I had no choice but to hand over my weapons and let them lead me away.
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        * * *

      

      An hour later, I hunched against the wall, my knees drawn close to my chest, and asked Farelle for the fourth time, "How much longer will we have to wait?"

      Though our cell was far from the worst place I'd been confined, I couldn't call it comfortable. The Scarred Horde prison was one of the more permanent buildings in the camp, made of wood and stone rather than just canvas. Using the same trick as the Valyn guards in their airborne fortress, all of my items had been taken away, down to the very clothes I'd been wearing. It was a good thing it was hot here in the desert, or I'd have been shivering in my woolen underwear. Only my Void Ring, permanently bonded to me, remained at my disposal, though I'd had to unequip it to avoid unpleasant questions.

      Farelle took a drink from her flask. It was one of the few things the Drakon guards hadn't stolen, though I'd be damned if I knew why. "A day? A week?" She shrugged. "We wait at Hrisk Ashclaw's pleasure now."

      I fumed silently, then saw little point in keeping my complaints quiet. "You could have prevented this if you'd just told me what to expect."

      "You could have prevented it by asking."

      "How was I supposed to know to ask?"

      Farelle stared at the flask she clutched in both hands. "You treat me as a simpleton now. You don't consult me for advice. You look aside from me as an embarrassment." She swallowed. "You don't come to my bed at night."

      I stared at her, amazed. "You want me to be sleeping with you?"

      "No," she snapped. "You're missing the point."

      "Maybe you ought to make the point clearer."

      She took another swig of the flask so abruptly some of it splashed down her front. "I'm not damaged goods," she grated, wiping impatiently at the spill. "I'm a Wilder. I've been all over Kalthinia. Use what I know."

      I watched her pathetic attempts to clean off the violet stain before turning my head aside. I suddenly felt exhausted. I didn't know what to do. How could I trust her when she was constantly sloshed? The whole situation made my head spin.

      One thing was clear at least: I couldn't wait around for the Drakon king to come calling.

      "I'm going," I said to Farelle, not looking at her as I stood and walked to our cell door. "I hope you'll come with me."

      "And how are you going?" There was a mocking edge to her voice. "Magic and channels won't work here — you would have seen it in the glyphs outside our door if you knew what to look for. And even your magically stored items were taken away, as you complained to me an hour ago."

      "I'm going to use something else." Equipping the Void Ring, I focused on the void piece inside of me and pulled it into existence. A voidthread formed between my hands.

      "Ah, your dark magic." Farelle's voice contained equal measures of disgust and fear. "Then no, I won't be going with you."

      "Suit yourself."

      I studied our cell door. The bars were made of thick wood, and the door was secured with a bar on the other side. If I could lift the bar, I'd be able to push free. Smiling to myself, I cast the thread through the gaps so that it stuck to the bar. Pulling it tight, the tension finally became enough that the bar began to lift. I strained and pulled at it, wondering if the thread would give, but it held. As the bar lifted the spot on the door where I'd cast my voidthread through, I secured the rope to keep it in place while I wove a second thread, then repeated the whole process over again.

      At the end of three threads, the bar lifted, and I pushed the door open with my foot, then stepped into the hallway. No guards were in sight.

      "You can still come," I called over my shoulder. When she didn't respond, I turned back. The Wilder's gaze was cast aside, her flask clutched in both her hands. Shaking my head, I turned away. I couldn't save her if she didn't want to be saved. Yet I couldn't help the creeping sense that I was abandoning her as I left her alone in the cell.

      I crept along the narrow corridor outside our cell. It was short, the hallway consisting of a mere five cells, and with the same sturdy wooden construction as our cell. As I rounded the corner, I finally saw where our guards lingered, just outside in the blinding sunlight, two of them standing with their backs to me. 

      I pulled back, considering. I needed my belongings if I were going to fight them. And if this were considered a dungeon, my belongings would be stashed nearby. The occasional scraping of Drakon claws told of rooms above us. If I could sneak into them, steal my stuff back, then somehow get to the Drakon king, maybe I could turn these whole negotiations around.

      And what about Farelle? a small voice nagged me. I shut it out. If she was stubborn enough to stay here, I'd fish her out after the negotiations. Maybe it would give her time to sober up for a change.

      Now that I was outside the cell, the glyphs that had prevented me from casting spells or channeling were no longer an issue. Drawing in a breath, I dredged up the knowledge to cast Shadow Mantle. It only lasted five seconds, but with my current stats and my spirit meter full, I could cast it four times in a row. Those twenty seconds would pass quickly, but if I guessed my path correctly, I might be able to reach the storeroom, wherever it lay.

      But I wouldn't think myself into getting them back. Wasting no more time, I channeled Shadow Mantle and made a run for it. The world fell into a palette of grays and grew strangely distorted. As I rushed past the two Drakon guards, now tall shadows to my eyes, I heard their hisses of confusion. The channel hid me from sight, but it did nothing to muffle my footfalls, nor dampen the clouds of dust rising from my running feet. If they had their wits about them, they would be hot on my trail. Seeing a short stairway and a door, I hung a right and clambered up them, then wrenched the door open. Shouts and the hissing of drawn steel warned me of pursuit. I didn't bother to close the door behind but rushed onward down a narrow hallway that opened into a larger room. Four shadows stood around the room, and the gray blocks of tables and chairs littered my way.

      Channeling Shadow Mantle again, I wove my way around the furniture and avoided the Drakons, who had responded to their fellows' cries of alarm. Yet as I slipped out of the room through the open door on the opposite end, I dared to think I'd lost pursuit in the confusion.

      Moving slower and quieter now, I tiptoed down the hallway, which was lined with open doors, and channeled Shadow Mantle a third time. As I'd estimated, I had just enough spirit for one last channel. Hoping it would be enough, I began to peer into the rooms. The first three contained bunks. As I channeled my last Shadow Mantle, I was beginning to grow desperate. From the other end of the hallway, I glimpsed a Drakon guard approaching, his sword held cautiously at the ready as he peered into each room. Time was running out.

      I reasoned quickly. They wouldn't keep my items out in the open. If they were here, they'd be behind a closed door. Glancing down the corridor, I saw three candidates. But a sudden thought flooded me with fear. Not only would my items not be out in the open, but they'd be kept behind locked doors. And there was no way I'd pick a lock with no previous experience in it before my invisibility ran up. I wasn't sure I'd be able to even with all the time in the world.

      With the seconds ticking, I tried the three doors. The first two opened, revealing two more sleeping quarters. The third remained locked shut. Sighing, I faced the guard coming down the corridor. He had increased his pace at seeing the doors open seemingly by themselves and stood mere feet ahead of me when Shadow Mantle finally failed me.

      His black reptilian eyes narrowed, and for a moment, he seemed frozen with shock. I took advantage of his hesitation, spinning a voidthread between my hands and casting it at him. The end stuck to his sword blade, and I wrenched it back to me. The surprised guard hissed and released it without a struggle as if the hilt burned him. It was so sudden a switch that I didn't catch the sword, but leaped out of the way as it yoyo-ed into the door behind me.

      Wrenching it free, I spun back to face the guard, leveling his sword at him. Putting on my best intimidating voice and ignoring the fact that being intimidating was impossible when I was nearly naked, I demanded, "I'll need the key for this room. Now!"

      But the Drakon had other plans. Shrieking, the guard stumbled backward and scrambled away from me back the way he'd come. I stared after him for a moment. Had I intimidated him that much? 

      As hisses and scraping claws came from the other way, however, I understood. The guard had called for back-up. Drakon warriors poured in the corridor from either end moments later, weapons brandished and eyes narrowed. I held my own sword loosely at my side. Thanks to my Champion rank, my spirit was slowly replenishing, but not nearly fast enough. I had no armor and could likely weather no more than two good hits from the lizards. I'd have to come up with another plan.

      "Reasonable Drakons," I started. "Perhaps we can come to an agreement. If you hadn't noticed, I arrived here with a chest full of riches."

      One stepped out from the others. "We had," he hissed. "The king has already received your chest and enjoys your riches for his own."

      Anger suddenly smoldered in me. "Does he?" I answered coolly. "And he says nothing of the king he stole it from?"

      The Drakons around me hissed in the way I recognized as laughter. "A king does not drag in his own offering," said the guard who had spoken before. "You are liar and mage. You deserve death."

      There was no bargaining with these Drakons. I knew too little of them and their ways to manipulate them. I sighed. "Don't say I didn't try to be reasonable."

      Sensing I was done talking, the guards lurched forward, but I was already casting my spell. A second later, dozens of undressed Marrows crowded the hallway, intervening between the Drakons and me. The guards hissed in surprise, then anger as my replicas began to push against them as well as open doors and hide within them. Unable to tell which one was me, they started a mad chase of cat-and-mouse.

      Dodging between my doppelgängers, I slunk forward toward the Drakon who had spoken. If my guess was right that he was a captain of some sort, my luck just might be turning around. The Drakon was busily swinging his scimitar back and forth in the narrow hallway, trying his best to lop off the heads of my illusions as quickly as he could.

      Hoping I wouldn't find that blade chopping through my neck, I crouched between the illusions, then darted forward. The ring of keys I'd hoped to see dangled from his belt. Grabbing hold of the ring, I tried yanking it free, but the ring held to his belt. The Drakon, seeing me, roared and swung his scimitar down. I threw myself just out of the way and brought my scimitar to his belt, but instead of trying to gut him, I cut the blade along his belt and severed it. The ring of keys slipped off and fell to the floor.

      Before I could grab them, the guard kicked them down the hall with a clawed foot, then lifted his sword again for another try at me. Before he could bring it down, I sent two illusions to intercede and somersaulted back, leaving my scimitar where I'd dropped it. The Drakon roared in frustration as he sought to break through my illusions, battering and cutting at them. Snatching up the ring of keys, I darted for the door. My illusions were almost dispelled. I had mere seconds before the guards were on me again.

      My hands shaking, I began trying the keys. For once this trip, I had a stroke of luck, and the second one fit and turned. I pushed inward into the dark room, then closed the door behind and quickly locked it from within. Not a moment too soon — as I sprang away, fists pounded on the door, rattling it in its frame. Well-constructed as it was, it wouldn't withstand their fury for long. 

      Trying to catch my breath, I cast Magelight with my remaining mana and looked around. My hopes lifted as I saw an untidy burlap sack in the corner, a familiar hilt sticking out of it. Unless I were sorely mistaken, my things would all be in there, despite the illogic of everything fitting into such a small space. Hope was the best I had at the moment. Seizing the bag and ignoring the wood beginning to splinter behind me, I began quickly rifling through it. The Obsidian Ring of Faith and Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice were difficult to find among the mess of stuff, and I was sweating with the minutes wasted. As I slipped them on, the door buckled in on itself. A few more blows and it would cave in. Pressing the pendant's sharp legs to my skin, I activated its power, then watched my spirit meter anxiously as it crept up. I called the one channel that would save me to mind and held it at the ready.

      The door splintered in, and a Drakon guard fell through. More flooded in the moment after. I had no more time to delay. Hoping it was enough, I cast Arcane Teleportation. As I began to dissolve into blue light, the Drakons' eyes narrowed and they fell away from me, and I gave them one last grin before I dissolved completely.
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        * * *

      

      Red, cracked earth formed beneath my knees as I rematerialized. I breathed a sigh of relief even as a wave of heat from the desert surrounded me, and the sun's rays beat down on me. I was alive with all my gear recovered. For the moment, that would have to be enough.

      But I couldn't leave yet. I still hadn't met the Drakon king. Worse, I had lost Farelle in the bargain. I sighed as I began to equip my things. This time, I wouldn't bother with offerings and formalities. I'd do it the way I'd always done things — take what I wanted, the Everlands be damned.

      Dressed once more, I headed back toward the distant camp.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. KING OF THE DESERT

          

        

      

    

    
      I listened as the guards brought Farelle in, their hissing language giving me no hints as to her treatment. But as I'd slunk through the Drakon encampment to reach this, the grandest tent, I'd managed to gain a glimpse of her and saw she seemed unhurt. Still, my jaw clenched as I heard her gasp and the patter of her hooves stumbling forward.

      "Who are you?" a voice, deep and commanding, hissed.

      I risked a peek around the wooden pillar. As I'd suspected, it was the King of the Kamin Desert who had spoken. Hrisk Ashclaw sat in the center of the huge canvas tent on a throne formed of sun-bleached bones. If the throne hadn't clued me in to his position, the bone crown perched on the horns of his crest was a sure sign. Of the Drakons I'd seen, he was the largest by nearly a head, and as with other Drakons, his shoulders were sloped and hardly wider than my own, but his black scales rippled with muscle beneath. The many scars that broke through his scales told of a long acquaintance with battle.

      I swallowed. Even with all my abilities and enchanted weapons, I wasn't looking forward to this.

      My companion responded in a clear, sure voice, only a hint of a slur to her words. "Farelle of Maluwae, Great Warrior. I am a Wilder among my people, a ranger."

      "I know of Wilders," Hrisk responded, disdain clear in his tone. "I have always believed your kind's reputation inflated. Now I find it confirmed. I hear you did not even fight when my guards took you. And your weakness for drink is clear in your movement and words."

      "I didn't fight because I didn't have to," Farelle responded, entirely at ease from what I could tell. "I knew your guards would bring me to you, which was exactly where I wished to go."

      "Is that so? And why would you wish that? For they have brought you here so I may command your death."

      My gut clenched at the words, and my fist tightened on my sword's hilt. But I restrained myself as Farelle continued calmly, "So you believe now. But the offer I bring you may change your thoughts."

      Something pounded, and I winced, imagining Farelle falling hurt to the ground. But as no cries of pain followed, I held my position. I realized a moment later that the king had pounded on his throne's arm.

      "Spill your tidings, or I shall spill your blood from boredom!" Hrisk Ashclaw suddenly roared.

      A quaver entered Farelle's voice. "King Marrow of Ebretin wishes to offer you⁠—"

      "There is no King Marrow of Ebretin," Hrisk interrupted her. "King Fredrick Dundar II rules the Human kingdom."

      "Perhaps if you had a Wilder in your employ, Great Warrior, you would know better." There was a hint of mockery in Farelle's tone now. "King Marrow has taken the throne for his own. All of Ebretin's nobility backs him. He is the champion of the greatest of gods — Absalom, God-King of the Pantheon."

      I was growing warm with Farelle's praise. But as Hrisk pounded on his throne again, any feelings of pride left.

      "Neither have I heard of this God-King!" the Drakon king roared. "I tire of your lies, Satyr. Water the earth with her blood!"

      I channeled. Under my Shadow Mantle, I sprinted toward Farelle, drawing my sword as I went. Two guards stood by her as she knelt before Hrisk's throne. One of them had drawn his scimitar and raised it above her head. The guards glanced over in confusion at my footsteps, which, though muffled from my enchantments, echoed through the tent, then sprang back as I leaped back into visibility, my sword crossed with the upraised one.

      I took advantage of the moment, kicking back the first, then swinging my sword at the other. My blade caught him across the bared scales of his upper arm, and he backed away, hissing as he drew his sword.

      My advantage was over. Around the edges of the room, seven more guards advanced, spears leveled at us. The two guards I'd attacked also recovered, eyes squinting with rage.

      I ignored them and held my sword down so that the Drakon's blood dripped through the wooden slats of the floor beneath us. "I have watered the earth now, Hrisk Ashclaw. Do not make me spill more blood."

      The king didn't rise but stared at me with his black eyes. His forked tongue flicked between his sharp teeth, and I wondered if he tasted the air as some reptiles did.

      "You are the other one we captured," Hrisk said, his tone restrained. "The one who claimed he was a king. The one who beguiled my soldiers with magic." The last he spoke with evident disgust.

      I listened even as I responded for the scraping of claws signaling the guards coming closer. "I am. My name is Marrow, Champion of Absalom and King of Ebretin. Farelle Wilder did not lie."

      "Is that so? Then you slew Fredrick Dundar and stole his throne?" 

      I hesitated and glanced down at Farelle. She gave the tiniest of nods, confirming my own suspicions. I looked back to the Drakon king. "I did."

      The big Drakon hissed in laughter, then waved a clawed hand. "Back, you geckos. This one may be worthy yet, despite the stink of sorcery about him."

      I breathed a sigh of relief as the soldiers surrounding us backed away and lifted their spears again. The two Drakons I'd attacked sulkily sheathed their swords and watched with glowering stares from the entrance as they nursed their wounds.

      Hrisk Ashclaw brought my attention back to the throne as he spoke. "Suppose you speak truly, Marrow, King of Ebretin. Why have you come here? Did you think to flatter me with your offerings of gold and jewels? Or merely to offend me with your use of magic?"

      I glanced at Farelle, and she slowly rose to her hooves, an amused cast to her eyes. "He did not mean to offend, Great Warrior," she spoke for me. "King Marrow is new to this plane and ignorant of your ways. Were he more knowledgeable, he would have done nothing to risk offense."

      "Perhaps he should have listened to you," Hrisk pointed out.

      I pointedly ignored the sly smile Farelle cast at me. "I've been a boar," I admitted, "without meaning to, Great Warrior. If you are willing, I'd love to start again."

      Hrisk Ashclaw stared at me for several heartbeats in silence. The scraping of his warriors' claws drove nervous jitters up my spine even though he'd called them back. Then his snout widened in a snarl, revealing his long, sharp teeth. I flinched but didn't move. Yet there was no doubt in my mind this was the end of the line for us. It was only confirmed as hisses of laughter stirred up all around us. I gritted my teeth and kept my arms firmly at my sides. Farelle, amazingly, wore a growing smile.

      "Marrow Everfolk!" the Drakon king suddenly boomed. "You thought I had not heard of the boy-magician, blessed of the gods, who refuses to stay dead? That I had not heard of you throwing back the armies of the Cerulean Empire from the walls of Stalburgh, then giving over the city to the Valyn in the next heartbeat? That I did not hear of the slaying of the Broodmother Jin'Thal and the claiming of her hoard? Of the boy who bought a kingdom?" 

      I stared in astonishment. Slow comprehension dawned over me. "You knew this whole time? You've been… toying with me?"

      Hrisk hissed a laugh along with his guards, then ended it abruptly with a slap of his palm on his bone chair. "Don't take it personally, young King of Ebretin. We must take what amusement we can when we live in this wasteland so far from proper entertainment." The Drakon king gestured. "But you have entertained me and gifted me riches. I will hear what you have to say."

      I was still too dazed by the whiplash of events to be angry for all the Drakon king had put Farelle and me through. And considering the Wilder wore a grin, I figured it was best to let it slide.

      "Thank you, Great Warrior. I think you'll like what I have in mind. There's plenty of gold, fighting, and entertainment to be had in it."

      Hrisk bared his teeth in what I now understood was a smile. "Get on with it, then."

      Not wanting to test his patience, I spoke quickly. "Drakons are not friends with the Elder Races, as I understand it. Long ago, you were driven to the outskirts of Kalthinia by the Gnarish and have remained here in these desolate lands ever since. But since when has Hrisk Ashclaw ever settled for what others gave him?"

      The Drakon king leaned forward. His clawed fingers caressed the bone under him with soft screeches that shot shivers up my spine. "You propose that the Scarred Horde drives for the heart of Kalthinia once more?"

      "I propose more than that. I say you claim it back for your own."

      Hrisk considered me for a moment as he scratched at his throne. "You are the leader of an expanding Human kingdom. You must be desperate if you wish Drakons to be your allies. Or do you not know our reputations?"

      "As bloodthirsty, mad, and destructive of everything in your path?" A grin spread across my face. "I've heard that much at least of the Scarred Horde. And I think that makes us a pair."

      My smile began to weary as the silence stretched after my words. Then the Drakon king bared his teeth back at me.

      "Perhaps it does, King Marrow. I will think over this proposal. Even Drakons don't rush into war without consideration."

      Hrisk spat on the floor before me. I flinched and glanced at Farelle, but she just nodded her head toward the lougie on the ground. "It's a sign of respect," she explained in a low voice. "In a desert, water is precious, so it's a good thing when you get spat at."

      I hesitated a moment longer, then spat myself. Hrisk hissed a laugh.

      "We will speak soon, King Marrow. And, if you are lucky, soon we will lay waste to the whole of Kalthinia."

      I smiled uncertainly, then turned to leave, Farelle a step behind me.
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        * * *

      

      "That went well," I commented, unable to keep a smug smile from my face.

      The Wilder arched an eyebrow. "What are you so pleased about?"

      "Me? Oh, I don't know. Proving I don't have to know anything to succeed."

      "You're hopeless."

      My smile slackened. "But seriously, Farelle. What you said earlier about not listening to you… You're right. I should have asked your advice before I blundered my way through this."

      She shrugged, not meeting my eyes. "Maybe you should have."

      I looked away so she wouldn't see my expression. Just when I reached out to her, she shut me down. I wanted to think it was just the drink — or the lack of it by this point — talking through her. But somehow, I couldn't quite believe it.

      We were silent until we were a little ways away from the camp. Not looking at her, I said shortly, "Take my arm."

      She complied, barely touching my arm and standing far away from me. Not wanting to endure this situation any longer than I had to, I cast Arcane Teleportation. 

      The world trembled. 

      Suddenly, I couldn't move. All around me had fallen silent. And inside me as well — I didn't even have a heartbeat. Panic rising, I stared at the world vibrating before me. Out of the corner of my eyes, I saw Farelle was frozen beside me. Aside from the vibration, nothing moved. It was as if we'd been caught in amber, a moment viewed through a rippling pool.

      "Hello?" I tried to say, but I couldn't move my mouth and tongue. Desperately, I tried again, but I'd lost all power over my body.

      I was trapped.

      The Elder Gods were interfering — there could be no other explanation. No one but Absalom and Solomon could have this power.

      Absalom! I flung the thought desperately around me. Absalom! Destroy them! Please!

      But Absalom didn't come. Instead, the world split in half, then peeled back into gray, like time-faded magazine pages ripped free from their bindings. I stared in horror as the gray nothingness crept over the world, enveloping the blinding sun and the bright desert surrounding me. The sand drained into the crack that formed beneath me. As the chasm widened, I tried to move to avoid it, but I had no control. It split wider, edging apart my feet, then pushing out beyond them.

      I fell into the colorless world below.
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      I was dead.

      The realization slowly seeped into me, numbing my mind. I was dead. My body, which had held out for so long inside the simulation rig, had finally given out. This was the afterlife — not heaven or hell, not darkness. Just flat, nothing gray as far as the eyes could see.

      But that was what didn't jive: I could still see. I had eyes, ears, and the rest of my body, even if I couldn't control it. When I visited Faze-Aught, I had nothing but my awareness. But here, I still had a body.

      Hope flickered into flame again. Maybe I was still alive after all. Maybe this was yet another layer to The Everlands.

      Having overcome the worst of the fear, my mind kicked back into gear, puzzling through this latest development. I had dropped into this gray world just after I'd cast a teleportation spell. Maybe this was the in-between plane where everyone went when they teleported. Only, for some reason, I'd gotten stuck here.

      Why something would cause me to be stuck wasn't reassuring to contemplate. The most likely culprit was Solomon. For some damn reason, the tycoon had it in for me. What he wanted, I still hadn't an inkling. And as long as I was in the dark and in his game, with my body in his possession, I was completely at his mercy.

      But I wasn't just going to wait for him to be done tinkering with me. I had to get out of here.

      I tried moving once more. No luck. Not to be dismayed, I tried dropping into the state of mind that had allowed me to voidweave the first time. Nothing there either. I was fast running out of things to try.

      I focused inward, trying to sense if anything had changed about me. My body felt heavy and unresponsive, like what happens to some people when they wake up in the middle of their sleep. Sleep paralysis — maybe I was experiencing some virtual reality variety of it. After all, I had a feeling I claimed the trophy for the person with the longest time in the game. Weird things were bound to start happening to me.

      As I focused inward, I almost thought I felt sensations. Air in a tube. Bindings holding my limbs down. Light shining from far away. The outside world, the real world — I suddenly knew that was what I was sensing. My heart, silent before, was a steady drum in my chest.

      But as soon as they'd come, the sensations were jolted away as my legs buckled with impact. I blinked, seeing in the gray world again. Only now, shapes, angular and strangely geometric, had populated it. They formed arcs and circles, diamonds and squares, and sharp shapes I doubted even a math teacher could name.

      A moment later, I realized I could feel my body, Marrow's body, again, as well as move. I stretched out my limbs, then panicked in a moment of vertigo and looked down. I stood on one of the shapes, no more than three feet wide and five feet long. The nearest shapes around me were several feet higher than my position and two feet away. It was just enough for me to question whether my vertical was good enough to make it.

      "I've been waiting a long time to meet you, Marrow. Face-to-face, in a manner of speaking."

      I whirled toward the voice, a hand falling to my sword's hilt. The voice was male, a rich baritone, and somehow familiar, yet I couldn't place it. He was several broken shapes above me and stood in stark outline in the gray world in his black cloak and clothes, and his face was hidden by a blank, white mask. The rest of him was garbed in a dark hooded cloak pulled close around him. The only hint of color was a red glow shimmering around him that I only saw indirectly. A bulge at his hip told of a weapon hidden beneath his cloak, yet he made no move toward it.

      "Who are you?" I demanded. "And how do you know my name?"

      "A reforged man in a broken world. A phantom between the never-ending planes." The figure cocked his head. "A familiar shadow."

      "Did you bring me here?"

      "In a sense, yes. In a sense, no."

      I ground my teeth. This was getting nowhere. Yet I didn't know how else I could leave this place if this man couldn't help me.

      "I just fell into this world, but I can't stay here. I need to leave. Will you help me?"

      "Yes. But only after you help me."

      He suddenly stood next to me, not two feet away. I swore and nearly stepped off the edge of the shape, my heels hovering over nothing. Heart pounding, I righted my balance but kept as much distance as I could from the strange man.

      "How did you do that? You nearly gave me a heart attack!"

      "By voidweaving."

      "Voidweaving." This visit kept becoming stranger and stranger. Was this another player? Were NPCs — even deities — capable of voidweaving, or even the knowledge of it? "How do you know about that?"

      The head cocked to one side again, and I had the sense the man beneath the white mask smiled. "The same way you do."

      Every part of me wanted to hold the sword up to his throat and demand straight answers. Instead, I took several deep breaths and restrained myself. Time to start small and see if I could work up to what was important. "Do you have a name?"

      "Many. But I don't think you are ready for those yet." The man paused, clearly trying to decide what false name he wanted to give me. "You may call me Bone."

      "What? Because of the mask?" I asked sarcastically.

      Bone's head tilted to the other side. "Perhaps."

      "Okay, Bone. So you're a — what was it? — a phantom between the planes. Does that mean you're a god of some kind?"

      "No. Though I may as well be."

      I wondered uneasily what other powers he had. My inclination to try and seize him seemed more and more foolish. No doubt he could cut me down with barely a thought. "Are you a player, then?"

      This brought a laugh from the stranger. "Not anymore."

      Chills ran up my spine. "You don't mean… are you dead? Like, did your body die?" My thoughts spiraled downward. "Is that why I'm here? Did I die too?"

      The man took a slow step forward. His movement seemed unnatural, too fluid and full of grace, as if, in spite of his name, he hadn't a bone in his body. "Not yet. Though you are close."

      Far from feeling relieved, his words struck fresh fear through me. I stared at the man, numbed with the knowledge, and whispered, "How could you know that?"

      Bone looked aside into the endless gray around us. "This is Dusk's Edge," he said, ignoring my question. "One of the Everlands, to be sure, but not a place visited by anyone before. It was meant for those who were given a specific quest, one whose beginning lies in many worlds, including your homeworld of Kalthinia. Yet, though you have no knowledge of it, you find yourself here."

      "As do you," I pointed out.

      Bone cocked his head. "As do I. Do you believe in fate, Marrow?"

      I laughed uneasily. I spoke more out of a wish for them to be true than conviction. "I think we determine our own fates."

      "Perhaps that is true to an extent. But I think it is… limited. You determine your fate within the parameters set around you. And here…" Bone raised his arms. "Here in the Everlands, those ropes tying you to your course have been tight indeed."

      Frustration rekindled my anger. "What are you trying to say? That it was fate that brought us both here?"

      "Just you, Marrow. It was quite a different set of events that brought me to where I am."

      In another blink, Bone was five shapes above me. I startled again despite myself. I had to get used to that, or I'd jump out of my skin.

      "I want to teach you, Marrow," the masked man continued. "There is much you need to know, and very little time to learn it."

      "About voidweaving?"

      "Lessons in voidweaving would be a start."

      I hesitated. "What's the catch? Do I get to leave this Dusk's Edge, or what? Voidweaving would be good to learn more about. But it's not my top priority at the moment."

      Bone's head once again fell to the side at a further angle than natural. "Then we'll strike a bargain. One brief lesson now, then I will help you back to Kalthinia. What do you say?"

      I parsed through the words, trying to find any hidden traps in Bone's proposal. But what choice did I really have? It might be a bargain with a devil, but it beat getting stuck here forever. "Fine. We have a deal."

      "Good. Then the lesson begins now. Come to me."

      I eyed my path to Bone. The shapes were spaced at awkward distances, but my agility and dexterity should have been up to the task. Yet I couldn't help the fear at the prospect of the climb. "Okay," I muttered to myself, then readied to leap.

      I didn't even clear the first one. My feet hit the edge of the shape, then slipped. My heart stopped as I wildly flailed for a hold on the shape. The sharp edge cut into my fingers, partly exposed as they were from my gauntlets, and pressed into my chest, but I had a precarious hold. Heaving, I managed to pull myself up, where I sprawled out on the shape, breath coming fast.

      Bone was upside down to me as I looked up at him. "Was that an easy way to cross?"

      I glared at him but rose to my feet. If I had to play the student, I didn't have to be a petulant five-year-old. Though my bleeding hands did make me want to act like one. "No."

      Bone cocked his head. "Would you like to know an easier way?"

      "Yes, master," I said sarcastically.

      His laugh eerily carried through the empty plane. "You never were a good student, Marrow, even if you pretended to be. Always too defiant, too eager to take things into your own hands, even before you knew what you were doing."

      I shifted uneasily. "So you know my memories as well as my name, do you?"

      "Or perhaps I am a quick study in character. Focus your mind now, Marrow, as you would for voidweaving."

      Obeying, I concentrated on the voidic thread always waiting to be picked from the Void Ring. Pulling its thread, I held it between my hands. "Done. Now what?"

      "Now, follow it into your shadow."

      My eyebrows shot up at that, but I tried to obey. Yet as I looked around me, I didn't see my shadow anywhere. The strange, flat light of this place wasn't directional. I had no shadow.

      "I can't follow a shadow I don't have," I said in exasperation.

      Bone pointed to his feet. "Then follow the shadow beneath your feet."

      I had to lift my feet to understand. Of course — no matter how non-directional the light was, it wouldn't be able to get beneath my boots. The mystery solved, I tried following Bone's orders. But no matter how I thought about it, they didn't make sense. "I don't get it."

      Bone cocked his head to one side. Annoyance stabbed through me as his low chuckles echoed down to me. "Trail the thread then," he advised. "Weave it long enough to fall at your feet, then step on it. This may help you imagine the link that is already there."

      I took his advice, letting loose the thread, then stepping on it. Focusing again, I imagined riding the voidthread down like sliding down a fire-pole to the shadow pooled beneath my feet. Immediately, I felt the magic grip me and pull me down. But at the last moment, I resisted it and came out of the trance.

      "Okay," I said, a bit breathless. "I can follow it to my shadow. But I don't really want to get stuck in it."

      Bone's head fell to the other side. "Then don't. Move along the shadows toward me, then rise again."

      I was skeptical, but I had a feeling he wouldn't let me out of here until I did it. Following the thread again, I dove into my shadow fully. I felt my body melt into the black pools under my feet, muscle and bones collapsing into flatness. For a moment, I basked in the strange feeling. I had lost all sense of gravity bearing down on me, and senses as I knew them. Yet, in an out-of-body way, I could see around me as if I hovered above. Bone waited on the shapes above me. In this form, I saw the shadowed threads that wove all along this world. Picking one, I followed it up to Bone.

      When I'd reached his shape, I rose out of my shadow and stood as myself again. The transition was disorienting for a moment, then I sighed with relief to be back in my body. It had started to feel claustrophobic in the shadow.

      Bone clapped once, his gloves muffling the sound. "Very good, Marrow. You can now Void Step."

      I waited, half-expecting a prompt to pop up and congratulate me as well, but none did. As with the rest of my discoveries with voidweaving, I'd have to remember the spell myself. And I would. It was a powerful ability, and paired with Shadow Mantle, I'd be able to dance circles around most enemies.

      Even so, my reply was stiff. "Thank you. Was there something else I needed to do?"

      Bone's head fell to the side in the annoyingly familiar gesture. "No. You have done as I requested. Now I will do as you have asked."

      A blink later, the man stood before me, gripping me on both shoulders. The next moment, I was flying off the edge of the shape. Instincts for self-preservation kicking in, I wove a voidthread and threw it desperately behind me. It missed, falling short of the shape by several yards. I watched in horror as the shapes fell away, and I descended into gray once again.

      I tried to think positive thoughts as I sank. Bone wouldn't have taken the time to teach me just to kill me — what would be the point in that? This had to be the way out. I crossed my arms and waited impatiently for the gray to end.

      But it didn't. Fifteen minutes passed. Then half an hour. Still, the same flat, empty space of Dusk's Edge surrounded me. Panic began to set in. I wasn't just going to fall out of this. I had the sinking suspicion that my lessons in voidweaving hadn't yet ended. 

      I focused on the Void Ring and pulled the thread into my hands. It was only reasonable that if I could escape this, it had to do with the lesson that Bone had taught me. Perhaps Void Stepping wasn't just for traveling short distances; maybe I could move between planes as well. But how, I couldn't wrap my mind around.

      I took the first step and fell into my shadow. Shadows being robbed from beneath my feet, I fell into the shadows tucked inside my boots and tried not to think about the stench. Succeeding, the feeling of falling ceased. Now I hovered and watched myself, an amorphous black blob in a gray world. My frustration was building with my fear. This hadn't helped at all. I didn't see any other threads to follow. I was stuck, just like before.

      Angrily, I pictured Bone and imagined tearing off his mask to see who the bastard putting me through this really was. Almost as soon as the fantasy came to mind, I felt my body rip through space, then begin to materialize. 

      I staggered as I came back into my body, then flailed as I nearly fell off the shape. Righting myself, I saw the now-familiar man standing before me, head falling to one side.

      "Trial by fire," Bone said mockingly. "But you doused it."

      I took a threatening step toward him. "What was that about? What if I'd never figured it out?"

      Bone shrugged. "Then you would not be worthy."

      "Worthy of what?" I threw up my hands. "What the hell do you even want?"

      "That you must discover for yourself. Goodbye, Marrow. It has been an… enlightening experience."

      Before I could react or protest, Bone had stepped forward and thrust a hand to my chest. I felt myself flying backward, but less through space as through something. Dusk's Edge melded into gray, then white, then resolved into color again.

      I fell on my rump and blinked. I was in an opulent room, facing a circle of chairs around a hearth. My study. I was back in Kalthinia.

      "And you thought I was the drunk one," Farelle said, shaking her head and walking away from me. "Speaking of which, it's past time for a refill."

      I stared after her, speechless, wondering if I'd ever know what was going on in this game.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. THE CASTLE MARKET

          

        

      

    

    
      I quickly discovered the mystery of Dusk's Edge was the least of my problems. 

      Exiting the study and walking toward the main chambers of the castle, I hoped to find Brandeur and receive a report about the city's status. But as I approached the more trafficked parts of the castle, the noise of a crowd began to grow. I narrowed my eyes and began to creep forward. Had the castle been overtaken in my absence? The last thing I needed was to have to drive the Valyn out again. Considering how things had gone last time, I wasn't too confident they'd go smoother this time around, even with my new voidweaving technique. 

      But I found it was much worse than that as I crossed into the main corridor leading to the audience chamber. I stopped and surveyed the scene in shock. Somehow, with speed only possible in the Everlands, people had taken up residence in my castle. Peddlers at stands hawked every sort of good you could want — or not want. One man waved two skewers of nameless meat. A woman spun in a circle, jewelry flashing on her ample bosom, and the young woman next to her wore almost as much jewelry but half as much clothing. As she called out her own wares — namely, her body and her skills with it — I saw my worst fears had come true.

      Brandeur had turned Castle Stalburgh into a street market.

      Fuming, I set off for the audience chamber. If I knew the pig-headed Satyr at all, he'd be puffing up his chest on my throne. I wanted to throttle him. Thousands of Valyn, Gnarish, and Naiads wanted my blood, and what was he doing? Not bolstering the city's defenses, that was for sure.

      Once I'd pushed through the crowded corridor and turned down half a dozen whores' offers, I finally burst through the doors into the audience chamber. Sure enough, the huge Satyr lounged on the throne, his hooves kicked up on the chair, while a Devalyn woman fawned over him, petting the curly hair of his chest. Even as he saw me, Brandeur Three-Horned causally put the woman's hand aside and stood to greet me with arms wide.

      "My liege! So glad to see you've returned! Do you like what I've done with the place?"

      "No," I said flatly. "I don't." I stopped several paces away from him, afraid I wouldn't be able to refrain from taking a swing at him if I stepped any closer. "What do you think you're doing? Sitting in my throne, inviting in prostitutes... You're supposed to be recruiting new soldiers! Smithing weapons! Overseeing the construction of artillery! How am I going to win this war if my Captain of the Guard would rather whore around than play his role?"

      Branduer crossed his arms, wearing a smug smile. "How will we win? I was wondering that myself, King Marrow. But that was when I figured it out."

      "You clearly haven't figured it out if you're up to all this!" I waved a hand around me.

      "You don't mean to win this war."

      I stopped and studied him with growing apprehension. "What do you mean?"

      "The goal is to kill the three Elder Gods, right? But you can't kill a god. No one can. If you're trying to bring down the anger of the gods, then it can only mean one thing." Brandeur shrugged. "You're a madman."

      He probably wasn't wrong. After my trip to Dusk's Edge, I had a feeling I was more than a bit off my rocker. And the rest had some truth as well. Though I did mean to kill Zynal, Nali, and Omagnar, I intended to sacrifice everything in the Everlands to provoke them. Afterward, I didn't have any idea what would happen to my defenders. Perhaps I was dooming them all to damnation and death. The realization made my stomach squirm. Sure, they were virtual people. But they led lives as real to them as any person and felt real to interact with. Though it wouldn't stop me from trying to escape, it didn't stop from weighing on my conscience.

      But if I was going to succeed, I couldn't have insubordination. Staring Brandeur in the eyes, I held up a finger. "One more chance. That's all I'm giving you, Brandeur. I have to go scout the Naiad armies. When I return, I expect this castle to be cleaned up."

      "Is that so? And if it isn't?"

      "Then I'll take away the thing you'll miss most." I glanced down to ensure he caught my meaning.

      His eyes went wide. "You'd take my third horn?"

      "Damn right, I would. You'd be Brandeur Two-Horned. It just doesn't have a ring to it, does it?"

      "Farelle is right," the Satyr muttered. "You're an evil man." He turned away from me as if to stop me from castrating him then and there.

      I stared at him. "Farelle said that?"

      Reluctantly, Brandeur met my eyes. "With the dark powers you use? Of course she did! She's an adherent to Yalua. What you do goes contrary to everything she believes in." He cocked his head. "That's why she drinks — surely you know that. Because she's torn between helping you and condemning the faith you practice."

      I was struck dumb. On some level, I'd known as much. But to hear how I hurt Farelle and how she still wished to stay by me rent through me. I turned away, not wanting Brandeur to see my misting eyes.

      "Clean this place up," I repeated dully, then quickly left the room.

      Pushing back into the corridor, I made my way to the kitchens, where I assumed Farelle would be getting her refill of spirits. I had no idea what I meant to say to her if I found her. I'd feel too much of a hypocrite to say sorry. Though it killed me to hurt her, I couldn't stop using Black faith spells now. With voidweaving mostly providing utility, Black channels were my heavy damage-doers. I doubted any Druid channels could match what I had even if I had access to them.

      I found her in the wine cellar beneath the steamy, noisy kitchen, where the cook yelled at her staff not to let the shopkeepers in corridors outdo them. Farelle cradled a whole bottle now and was slumped at the base of a barrel. As I entered, she looked up as far as my boots, then her head sagged to the mouth of the bottle again.

      I stared at her for a moment, trying to find the words. The pitiful sight made me want to yell at her to pick herself up and make herself decent even as I also wanted to fall to my knees and beg forgiveness. Instead, I looked aside. "We could both use some rest. I suggest you grab a few hours of sleep. Meet me in the study come nightfall. Then we leave to follow the Naiad army."

      The silence stretched between us. She'd fallen asleep, I decided. But just as I turned away she spoke. "You assume I'm coming."

      I froze. I hadn't checked her allegiance status in a while. If I was being honest, I was scared of what it would read. Now more than ever, I didn't want to read it. I was afraid this was the end of her traveling with me. "We're stopping by Maluwae," I reminded her. "We can visit your father for a bit while my spells recharge."

      The Wilder finally looked up. I wished she hadn't. Her bloodshot eyes and slack features were yet another reminder of how far she'd fallen.

      I started walking away, not wanting to give her a chance to say no. "The study, just after sunset," I reminded her, then fled back into the kitchen.

      My heart pounded as I jogged through the castle, and not just from exertion. It was true I'd acquired a Tired status from not sleeping for over forty-eight hours in-game and that it would be good to sleep it off. But I knew there was no chance in hell she'd be tracking any armies in her current condition. I wondered desperately if there were potions to sober her up instantly. I'd have to track down an herbalist as soon as I woke if she hadn't sobered up enough.

      Reaching Duke Rodalt's old rooms, I stopped just outside the door. I'd murdered the duke, and now I was going to sleep in his old bed. I sighed and pushed my way inside. There was no being moral in a game like this.
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        * * *

      

      The light outside had just fallen into blue twilight when I entered my study.

      I hadn't been brave enough to see if Brandeur had begun obeying my orders to clean out the castle. If he were going to be insubordinate, I'd have to deal with that later. I'd given him one last chance; I'd stand by that until I had no other choice. I knew how devastated he'd be without his manhood, and besides, I had other problems to deal with.

      But as I saw a shadow waiting for me, I breathed a sigh of relief. At least I'd have Farelle by my side. "You came," I said, relieved.

      Farelle was unsteady as she stood and turned around. "I prayed to Yalua," she said quietly. "And she told me to stay by you. That I still have a part to play in your quest."

      I wanted to take her in my arms and squeeze her tight. I wanted to tell her how sorry I was for everything I was putting her through. But all I said was in a quiet voice, "Whether or not your goddess advised it, thank you for coming."

      "Yalua told me to," she repeated.

      It took some of the sweetness out of her companionship, and I was a bit stiff as I walked next to her and offered my arm. "Ready to go?"

      She took my arm tentatively. From the way she hesitated to touch me, it was hard to believe we'd ever been lovers. "Ready."

      Setting my jaw, I held Divine Teleportation in my mind along with a mental picture of our destination. Though it probably wasn't best strategically, I'd set Maluwae as our first stop. I thought some family time might bolster her spirits for the rest of the journey, and maybe curb the worst of the drinking. But before I could channel, I hesitated. What if I was called into Dusk's Edge again? Despite the value of Void Step and the potential of voidweaving, being trapped in that creepy plane was the last thing I needed at the moment. 

      But unless I wanted to go wake the irritable local mage — whose name I'd never bothered to learn, I only just realized — this was our only viable option for quick travel. Sucking in a breath, I dredged up the spirit and channeled Divine Teleportation. 

      Blue light immediately began to film over our skin, then break Farelle's and my bodies apart. When no strange vibrations froze the world and paralyzed me, I breathed a sigh of relief. It had worked without a hitch. I wasn't doomed to go to Dusk's Edge every time I teleported.

      Light filled our vision, then a moment later, the world began to piece itself back together before me as we teleported into Maluwae. But it was not to the quiet, peaceful night I'd expected. 

      Smoke hung heavy between the trees. Screams pierced the air, interspersed with strange yells and the call of an animal that haunted my dreams. Heart suddenly pounding, I scanned the area even as my body materialized. Farelle's home village burned. The houses, many formed of the great trees populating the swamp, were wreathed in flames. For a moment, I hoped it was an accident, an overturned torch in the wrong spot. But I couldn't deny what I'd heard. Those beast calls had been from Naiad mounts.

      The Cerulean Empire was attacking Maluwae.

      Three figures suddenly bolted through the midst of the village, silhouetted against the flames. As we watched, two mounted Naiads rode after them.

      "We have to protect them!" I shouted. But Farelle had already pulled off her bow and sprinted down the hill toward them. Drawing my sword and summoning my throwing dagger, I followed.
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      As we charged down the hill, the two Naiad soldiers bore down on the three defenseless Satyrs. Their mounts, the strange two-legged raptors with the faces of seals, screeched as they neared them. The Satyrs darted for cover, but the slowest of the trio tripped and went sprawling in the clearing. The Naiads raised their tridents, then stabbed down into the prone form as they passed.

      Farelle screamed, fury and pain twined together in the sound. I winced and tried to match her increased pace, slipping and sliding in the dark underbrush. Ahead, the Naiads neared the other two Satyrs as they dove into the darkness of the forest. They'd be slaughtered without any help.

      Suddenly, I knew what I had to do. "I've got them!" I yelled to Farelle, then pulled at the Void Ring. But instead of pulling the thread loose, I followed it into the many shadows of the forest as I Void Stepped.

      As had happened in Dusk's Edge, my body flattened to less than a pancake while my perspective shot out to third-person. Disoriented for a moment, I tried to find which way I was supposed to be going. Fresh screams alerted me to the Satyrs' danger. I flew through the shadows, moving several times faster than I could otherwise. I hoped it was fast enough.

      I came abreast of the chase and saw it would be a close call. The Satyrs played an unwilling game of cat-and-mouse around a pair of trees, and from the scores of cuts along their naked bodies and the blood matting their fur, they were losing.

      Cold fury suffused me. As one of the soldiers took another stab at the victim, a gurgling sound that I recognized as laughter erupting from his throat, I materialized behind him. Sword and knife flashed forward, cutting into the thick legs of his mounts. The beast screamed and bucked, sending the soldier flying to the ground with a surprised cry. I didn't let him recover, but leaped atop him and stabbed both of my blades deep into his chest and throat. The skewered soldier squirmed, blood leaking from his wounds. Even with his level increased from the level threshold, the critical hits would mean he'd be dead soon.

      Pulling my weapons free, I followed the Void Ring's thread back into the shadows and wheeled around the trees to the other side. The Naiad atop its mount was riding around to see what had caused its fellow to scream, its quarry abandoned for the moment. It was moving too fast for me to attack as I had the first, but as I emerged behind it, I channeled Shadow Mantle and set off in pursuit. The increased speed was enough that, at a full sprint, I caught up just enough to heave my throwing knife at the soldier's back. It was a clumsy throw and did little damage, but it made the Naiad do exactly what I wanted it to, wheeling around and looking for its attacker. 

      My throw canceling the channel, I stood in plain sight and waved. "Hey!" I shouted. "Frog! I'm right here!"

      The Naiad screamed in a fury and spurred its mount toward me. Summoning back my knife, I took better aim, then threw it forward again, and the knife buried itself in the neck of the mount. As the beast stumbled forward, I somersaulted out of the way, then stalked around the mount for the fallen soldier. The Naiad had managed to gain its feet and faced me, its trident thrust forward.

      "Filthy ape," the Naiad hissed. "I will gut you and hang your innards across the river to fish with!"

      "That's… interesting." I shrugged. "Let's see who gets their way."

      I stepped back into the shadows, moving under his feet, then emerging behind him. As the Naiad stared around, dumbfounded, I took my sword in both hands and stabbed it through its back. The Naiad cried out, falling to its knees. Withdrawing my blade, I swept it across the back of its neck, severing the spine. The soldier fell nervelessly to the ground.

      I'd won the fight, but the battle, I was sure, was far from over. Spotting one of the Satyrs cowering by the tree, a young woman with wide eyes, I held out my blade to the side. "I'm a friend of Farelle's!" I called out. "Are there more soldiers about?"

      After a moment, the Satyr pointed up the hill. "They went to the Council," she said in a hushed voice. "Hurry! The elders were praying within!"

      I clenched my jaw. They'd penned themselves in if I remembered the layout of the Council's gathering place. If I didn't get there soon, it'd be a slaughter.

      Only then did I wonder about my missing companion. Glancing around for Farelle, I didn't see her, though the darkness made it hard to be sure. Still, I had a sinking feeling I knew where she'd gone. First, she'd check for her father. Then she'd check after the Council.

      "Don't get yourself killed," I muttered to her, then followed the voidthread down into the shadows.
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        * * *

      

      As I neared the top of the hill, it became ever more apparent how stacked the odds were against us. 

      Naiads infested the place. Under every giant fern, every monolithic mushroom, nestled into hollows of the huge, overgrown trees — the soldiers of the Cerulean Empire had swarmed the place like an infestation of ants. Flitting among their feet, the pool of darkness that my body had become dodged around them and drove toward the great roots of the Council stump. 

      Large as the stump was, the space had been small to start with, only comfortably fitting the seven members of the Council. Now it was positively packed. A dozen Cerulean soldiers crammed against the roots, their tridents held upright so as not to skewer each other. Standing in front of the soldiers was their officer, the rank implied by his bearing and ornate armor, and confirmed by examining him. I examined a soldier as well just to know what I was dealing with.

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Captain (Lvl 35) - A mid-ranking officer of the Cerulean Empire's army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. "These aren't ordinary fish out of water!"

      

      

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Soldier (Lvl 31) - A common foot soldier of the Cerulean Empire's army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. "These aren't ordinary fish out of water!"

      

      

      Before them stood the Council members. Most held themselves upright before the soldiers as if to show they wouldn't be cowed. My heart sunk as I saw two others with them. Hanil, the old druid who had helped me so much, looked between the soldiers with a creased brow. Next to him stood Sulfel, Farelle's father. His fists were clenched, and the muscles in his arms were bunched as he glared at the enemy. Bleeding wounds down his body told of his resistance to the invaders.

      The Cerulean captain addressed the Council in a haughty tone, both sounding commanding and ridiculous with the twin pitches of high and low of the Naiad voice. "I will ask you one more time: how did you transport the rat-people to the battlefield?" His eyes scanned the Satyrs. "I do not need all of you for questioning. Fail to answer, and I may dispense with one of the hostages."

      With a sinking feeling, I realized what this was all about. My fault — this attack was my fault. Somehow, the Cerulean Empire had deduced that the Maluwaens were behind transporting the Fralishk to help defend Stalburgh. And now they meant to punish them for their collaboration.

      "We will not speak of this," Hanil said, his tone mild despite his defiant words. "We of Maluwae are a peaceful people. If we participated in this war of yours, it was only to save innocent lives."

      "Save lives? What you did was take the lives of my people! You are not peaceful — you are savages, incapable of knowing right from wrong." The captain suddenly swept his sword from its sheath and leveled it at Hanil. "I think you will be the first to die."

      Sulfel growled and took a step toward the Cerulean captain. Soldiers all around the half-circle shifted, ready to intercept Farelle's father should he attack.

      I couldn't wait any longer. Positioning myself in the narrow space between the captain and the Council, I rose from my Void Step into my normal form.

      The three closest soldiers nearly skewered me on reflex, but the captain stopped them with a barked order. He leveled his sword at me now, his wide black eyes on me. "Halt! Where did you come from?"

      "Don't punish them," I replied more calmly than I felt. The point of the captain's sword looked sharp, and I didn't want to feel what it would be like jammed through my belly. "I'm the one who put them up to teleporting the Fralishk."

      "Is that so?" Foreign as Naiad expressions were, I could tell the captain didn't believe me. "And who are you supposed to be?"

      I took a breath. "I am Marrow. Defender of Stalburgh. King of Ebretin. Champion of Absalom."

      The captain looked me up and down, not shifting his sword. "I don't believe you," he said flatly.

      He wouldn't believe me, no matter what I said. I thought quickly through it. Only by drawing them away from the Council members could I protect them, and they might only do that if the captain believed my claims. But how?

      Then the realization came to me, and I nearly smiled. Finally, the time had come for the channel I'd had the longest.

      Channeling Right Belief, I said, my tone resonating with magic, "I am telling the truth. You now hold hostage your enemy's king."

      As white light limned the captain, I saw his eyes widen with belief. "Somehow, I know you are right," the Cerulean captain said slowly. "But why would you submit yourself to us?"

      "To save them." I nodded back at the Council. "And the rest of Maluwae. If you leave them be and let them go free, I will go with you."

      "Marrow," Hanil protested behind me, but I looked back and gave him a look. The old druid pressed his lips together tightly and stopped speaking.

      "This is ridiculous," Sulfel growled next to him. He looked back at the Council, disdain in his glare. "Will we let a Human boy defend our town for us? Already you hid away and prayed to Yalua when you should have fought the invaders. Now will you let them take the boy hostage? And for what?" The Satyr turned his glare back on the Naiads. "They will break their word, no matter what is promised. They will slaughter us to the last one, or force us to serve their will. There is no other way but to drive them away or die trying."

      "Careful, goat," the captain mocked him. "I wouldn't want one of my soldiers' tridents to slip."

      Sulfel glowered at him in return.

      I stared at Farelle's father in disbelief. He was actually right. The Cerulean Empire would not, in all likelihood, stay true to their promise. As soon as they had me, they'd break their word and slaughter them all. My attempt at noble sacrifice was futile. I set my jaw. So I'd have to defend the whole of the Council here and now. How I would manage to do that, however, I hadn't the slightest clue.

      Sulfel gave me no time to ponder it. "Council!" he roared. "Yalua did not make us sheep to cringe before invaders. She gave us power, did she not? We must use it!" 

      Before my eyes, the Satyr had begun sprouting more hair, his form shifting into another, deadlier one. His face elongated, his teeth sharpened and lengthened, and he fell onto all four feet. The truth of the matter struck me a moment later. Of course! Hanil had taught me Aspect of the Wolf, not to mention the Council was composed of all druids. It only made sense that all of them knew how to shapeshift.

      The fight suddenly seemed a lot more even.

      "Kill them!" the Cerulean captain roared, and his soldiers leaped to obey.

      I threw everything I knew at them. Pulling out a long thread from the Void Ring and madly working my hands, I wove a Void Web and propelled it toward the Cerulean captain. Catching him by surprise, the Naiad went roaring to the ground. I didn't have the chance to finish him off though as a soldier lowered his trident at me, or tried to — the mass of bodies in the small enclosure made wielding the long weapons difficult. I caught the trident on the haft and, with a grunt, used it as a lever, shoving the soldier still holding it into their companion, and they both gave surprised yelps and tumbled to the ground. Their tridents entangled midair and thwarted a third Cerulean soldier's attempt to attack.

      Glancing behind me, a nightmarish scene greeted my eyes as Satyrs morphed into every kind of animal. Sulfel, who completed his transformation first, leaped at a Naiad as a giant, black-haired wolf. His fangs ripped out the throat of the soldier, and then he deftly dodged a swing of the next soldier's sword. Hanil surprised me by transforming as well; I'd thought the old man would be too frail to fight, but the humungous gray bear he morphed into dispelled any notion of that. Making the small space even more crowded, the kindly druid rose up on tree-trunk legs and roared. Before the sound, everyone flinched, and I saw a status Intimidated flash in my vision for a moment before it dissipated.

      But not everyone had fared so well. Two of the Council members were skewered by tridents midway through their transformations. One, looking as if they were becoming a red fox, had gone completely still, while another, nearly a panther, hissed and batted weakly at the soldier who had impaled it. Yet, on the whole, it looked like we were winning.

      I whipped my gaze around to the entrance of the Council stump. Hearing the sounds of combat start up, more Cerulean soldiers had begun to pour through the opening. If I didn't do something quickly, we'd be overwhelmed. But what to do? Miasma of Terror would send them scurrying at least for a little while, but it would do the same for the druids. That was as likely to backfire as help, as many might get hurt in the rush to flee as well as scatter our forces.

      I opted for my second idea and channeled Unholy Smite. The delay was just long enough to fill the narrow entrance into the Council before the column of dark light smashed down on the soldiers. If it didn't kill the ones caught in it, it would keep them down for the count.

      The Naiads hesitated at the opening a second before beginning to surge through again. I shook my head and channeled Unholy Smite a second time. A few soldiers slipped through, but again, there was just enough of a lapse for the passage to fill with soldiers before they were slammed to the ground on top of the ones from before.

      I hoped it would discourage the rest, for I was out of spirit and time. The three Naiads who had gotten through leaped at me, swords swinging. 

      But if they hoped to cut me down, they were sorely disappointed. Falling into my shadow, I melted to the ground and slipped under their feet. As they stared dumbfounded at the space where I'd just disappeared, I reappeared behind them and drew sword and dagger. One caught sight of me, but he was so astonished at my appearance that he hesitated. I pressed my advantage, stabbing the knife into the back of one and swiping the sword across the neck of the other. As the two fell stumbling forth, wounded but likely not dead, the Naiad who had seen me recovered and came at me swinging. Void Stepping again, I waited until he swung past me then reemerged behind him. 

      It was a disorienting way to battle, with my perspective rapidly bouncing back and forth between first-and third-person, and I could tell it was taking its toll on me as I swung the sword at the Naiad and missed. The soldier whirled around and recovered quickly this time, immediately launching an attack. I caught the blow on my vambrace and dealt him a glancing hit back when something crashed into my back.

      I stumbled forward, my health dinged from the backstab critical hit. Enemies on both sides and my head spinning — I was looking in a bad way.

      A snarl was the only warning before the black wolf crashed into one of the Naiads. Sulfel's fangs found his enemy's throat, and with a violent shake of his head, ripped it free. Still reeling, I whirled to face the other Naiad only to find him backing away, his body trembling with fear. Sulfel didn't let him off that easily. With another vicious snarl, he leaped at the Naiad and bore him to the ground, gnawing on his throat.

      I looked back toward the opening and found my channels had worked. No more of the Naiads had come through the gap into the Council stump. Surveying the scene, I found most of the enemy had fallen. We had won, for now.

      Then a howl of pain made me look back around.

      The Naiad captain pulled a knife from the black wolf as he stood and faced me. I hadn't seen where the wound was, but it was enough that Sulfel could do no more than pull himself off to the side. I gritted my teeth, hoping he would hold on as I faced the captain.

      "You'll pay for that," I promised.

      "Come and make me!" the Cerulean officer bellowed.

      Bracing myself, I followed the Void Ring's thread into a puddle of shadow, then scooted behind the captain. But just as I reemerged, the captain's sword and knife were whipping at the place where I materialized. Only a hasty retreat saved me from decapitation. Cursing under my breath, I repositioned safely out of range of retaliation and assumed my proper form, swaying slightly. The Naiad must have been watching as I bamboozled his three subordinates and learned how to counter my Void Stepping. With my spirit still recovering, it looked like I'd have to do this the old-fashioned way.

      The shapeshifted druids drifted closer as I closed in on the Naiad captain. I could tell the looming figures were making him nervous from the constant shifting of his gaze. 

      "I'll take care of him," I said to the druids. I didn't want any more of them getting hurt.

      Suddenly, the captain called out in the Naiad language — a call for reinforcements, no doubt. Not waiting to see if his soldiers would harken to it, I lunged, stabbing forward with my sword. The Naiad captain, no doubt skilled from a long history as an officer and soldier, parried my blow and dealt me one in return. Using Pirouette & Riposte, I parried and dealt him a glancing blow to the leg. 

      As he stumbled, I pressed my advantage, coming in close for a dagger in the ribs. The captain was less stunned than I'd hoped for, though, and I nearly caught his knife in my own ribs as he miraculously recovered, then grappled me to the ground.

      I was outmatched. I could immediately tell from the strength in his grip and how I buckled beneath him. Hoping it would work, I Void Stepped to meld with the ground. Thankfully, it didn't take the captain with me but allowed me to slip out of his grasp to safely rematerialize several feet away.

      "Coward," the captain spat as he leaped to his feet, bent in a fighting crouch with knife and sword held at the ready.

      "Just trying to survive," I retorted between pants. The quick action was beginning to take a toll on my stamina. I couldn't match him sword to sword. But fortunately, I didn't have to.

      Casting Mass Delusion, I replicated myself dozens of times over, and as one, every version of me charged at him. The Cerulean captain roared in fury and confusion and began madly cutting the illusions apart. Slipping around him, I calmly set up my throw, then let loose. 

      The knife caught the captain in the shoulder, staggering him. Yet it was far from putting him down. Whirling around, he began cutting his way toward me, screaming in his own tongue.

      Behind him, I saw the soldiers regrouping and readying to rush through. I had to take care of their captain quickly. Circling my quickly dissipating illusions, I positioned myself on the captain's flank, then rushed forward. The Naiad, not knowing which of my attacking selves was real, didn't pay me any notice until my blade slipped through the gap in his armor and deep into his side.

      Kicking my blade free of his body, I leaped back, ready to take him on again if need be. But finally, the captain had had enough. Slumping to the ground, he moaned once more, then flopped over, still.

      But the battle wasn't over yet. The Naiads still readied their charge outside; at any moment, they could rush forward and begin the fighting anew. But I couldn't have that. And I had an idea that could stop this battle here and now.

      Falling into Void Step, I rushed out of the Council and into the midst of the Cerulean soldiers. There were hundreds of them, and most of their attention was focused on entering the Council stump. A half dozen or so, however, faced the other way, with shields raised and bows taut, shooting into the brush. Someone was attacking them from that way. Farelle.

      Positioning myself in the center of them, I rose from the shadows. One Naiad saw me immediately and stopped midstep, speechless. I grinned at him. Then I channeled Miasma of Terror.

      As the noxious fumes flowed out from me and enveloped the surrounding soldiers, I saw the fear take root in their eyes. Black, wide eyes grew wider. Weapons clattered to the ground. Then chaos came over all of them. They ran screaming away from me, some waving hands above their heads, others crawling they were so weak with their terror. 

      I looked over them, satisfied with the result. But I wasn't done yet. These weren't Valyn who could fly back home. Once this effect wore off, they'd be back to the assault. It was time to take care of them permanently.

      I Void Stepped to the nearest one and ran him through.

      It was like exterminating a pest problem. Hopping through the shadows from Naiad to Naiad, I stabbed them through, cut their throats, left them hamstrung and bleeding, even decapitated one with a single lucky swing. Even as the channel faded, the terror remained, for they saw me as a demon — I heard it in their whispered pleas and their horrified screams.

      But that didn't stay my hand. They had dared to attack Maluwae. Every one of them would pay the price.

      When I saw and heard no more of the enemy, I emerged from Void Step and sagged against the tree, completely overcome, the world spinning madly. My stamina was low, but this exhaustion went deeper. I was tired, but not in a way I felt I could sleep off. Something in me was depleting that could never be refilled.

      I had a bad feeling I knew what it was.

      Suddenly, the world trembled, just as it had before I'd fallen into Dusk's Edge. But rather than the world breaking apart this time, I fell back into a deeper darkness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. HEALER

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to a figure bent over me. My head pounded, and my body felt sore and mangled. Despite the pain, I tried to sit up, but hands pushed me back down onto the bed.

      "All is well, Marrow," Hanil's kindly voice said to me. "You may rest now."

      I gave him a faint smile. "Thanks, Hanil. But I've rested as much as I can." 

      Gently putting his hands aside, I sat up and looked around. I was back in the room where Hanil had hosted me the first time I'd stayed in Maluwae, but now, I could see the signs of a fire recently quenched. The iron-hard wood of the tree's interior was scorched and blackened, and the curtain that had separated the room hung in an ashy heap on the floor.

      Hanil, noticing my gaze, smiled sadly. "Nothing to worry about, my boy. Those things we can mend. It's the people we must be worried about now." He jabbed a finger in my chest. "Like you. What dark powers have you gathered to yourself, hm?"

      I shrugged. "Whatever is necessary. I'm sorry if they offend you, Hanil. I don't know what I can do but use them."

      The old Satyr snorted. "I'm not trying to push my ways on you, not like others would in this village. But I will say this: Demons may give great power, it is true, but they take as much in return. Be careful you don't give too much away."

      "I'll try not to." Uncomfortably, I thought of Bone. Could Hanil's words be true? What, honestly, did I know of voidweaving and its cost? But there were more important questions at the moment. "Farelle. Is she safe?"

      Hanil nodded. "Yes. But her father… he suffers a grievous wound."

      I thought guiltily of the way I'd left him after the Naiad captain had stabbed him. I rose from the bed and, finding my boots, began to fit them on. "Show me to him. I'm not a very good healer, but maybe I can help."

      The elderly druid shook his head. "It's no use, Marrow. A poison infects him that defies our powers. A devilish gift from that Cerulean captain's dagger, no doubt."

      "Might as well try anyway." I couldn't imagine the state Farelle was in. Uneasily, I wondered whether or not she would want me to be there. After all, this whole attack was my fault.

      Hanil studied me, considering. "You are a powerful sorcerer, it is true. Perhaps it would make the difference. Come here. If you will make the attempt, I must do what is in my power to assist you."

      At his beckoning, I stepped closer, and he laid his calloused palms on either side of my face, then bowed his head and closed his eyes. Wondering what he meant to do, I understood a moment later as sudden knowledge rushed through me.

      
        
        Greater Healing (Lvl 5)

        Affinity: Vital

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 75 spirit

        Effect: After 5 seconds of uninterrupted channeling, gain 250 health.

      

      

      
        
        Greater Cure Poison (Lvl 5)

        Affinity: Vital

        Faith: Yalua

        Cost: 60 spirit

        Effect: After 5 seconds of uninterrupted channeling, cure up to severe poisoning.

      

      

      Hanil released me and opened his eyes, swaying slightly. "Now we go, Marrow. Do what you can. But do not expect to cure him. I fear no matter the strength of the channeler, this poison is beyond the aid of ordinary magic."

      I nodded. "Lead me to him."

      Sulfel was housed in the inn; his home tree had burned down in the raid. I glimpsed him through the doorway to his room as we approached. His skin, nut-brown before, had gathered a gray cast. He lay very still, and his half-lidded eyes didn't move. By his side knelt Farelle, her head bowed on his blankets, almost seeming asleep but for the quiet sobs that shook her body. I will fix this, I told myself. I will heal him.

      Farelle looked up only as the boards beneath our feet creaked with our arrival. I immediately looked away. The hatred in her eyes pierced me deeper than any Naiad's trident could.

      "Sulfel," Hanil said softly as he knelt by the bed. "Friend. We will try to pull the poison from you again. Keep strength a little while longer, could you?"

      I edged around Farelle as I approached Sulfel. Nervously, I gathered the knowledge of the channels Hanil had just taught me into my mind and laid my hands on the bare skin of his arm.

      "What?" Farelle suddenly spoke, her tone biting. "Is he the best we've got now?"

      "Farelle," Hanil said gently.

      She turned her fury on him. "You would defend him? He brought this upon us, old fool! None of this would have happened but for him!"

      "We named Marrow a friend of Maluwae, my dear girl. And when we were in our direst of perils, he was there to turn the soldiers away." Hanil sighed. "Do not pretend to know every way that the world will turn. Perhaps the Cerulean Empire would have come here anyway. Or perhaps not. Should I have chosen differently than I did, helping defend the people of Stalburgh against slaughter? I do not think it is in my heart to."

      "My father is dying, and you lecture me." She turned away, and I saw a flash of tears in her eyes. "Go ahead then. Try it. For all the good it will do."

      I nodded and took a deep breath, then channeled Greater Cure Poison. A warmth, like the sun shining down on a hot summer's day, built up inside me, and a white light shimmered brighter upon my skin with every passing moment. After a few seconds, when it had built to a blinding strength, the cleansing magic swept down my arms and through my hands into Sulfel. Farelle's father moaned as the light settled over him, then sunk into his skin. But as the light faded, nothing seemed to have changed.

      My heart sunk. "Let me try the healing channel then," I muttered.

      Farelle gave a bitter laugh and turned away, while Hanil nodded.

      I cast Greater Healing. It felt similar to Minor Healing, only with greater power, uplifting my spirits. With such healing magic pressed into Sulfel, it was hard to believe it wouldn't work. As the fresh wave of light pressed into the Satyr, he shuddered suddenly. Fear filled me; had I killed him? Perhaps it was a poison that turned healing against him; I'd seen things like it in other games. But after a moment, Sulfel's body relaxed again. He appeared unchanged but for a fresh sheen of sweat on his brow.

      "Well," Hanil said heavily, laying a hand on my shoulder. "It was worth an attempt. You've done all you could, Marrow. I appreciate you trying."

      An idea occurred to me. "No, not yet. I haven't tried one thing." Putting my hand to my collar, I drew out the Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice. Trying not to let either of them get a good look at it, I clutched it hard in my hand and felt the spider legs pierce into my skin. The familiar draining sensation came, then the elation that followed as my belief soared impossibly high.

      "What's in your hand?" Farelle demanded.

      I ignored her and, pressing my hand to Sulfel's chest, used the last of my spirit to channel Greater Cure Poison. The warmth blazed now like the heat of forge fire. Sweat broke out across my forehead, and the light coming from the back of my hand was blinding even to my own eyes. I thrust the magic into the Satyr desperately. I'd purify the poison, even if I had to scorch it away.

      Vaguely, I noticed Farelle crying out and reaching for me, and Hanil pulling her away. I continued, pressing more and more of the cleansing magic into the Satyr. Sulfel's body suddenly arched, the magic racing through him, but I didn't stop. If I couldn't stop the poison, he was dead anyway.

      Suddenly the light died. Sulfel's body relaxed back to the bed. I pulled away, drained, but staring eagerly at the Satyr's face. What I saw set my heart racing.

      Sulfel did not move. His eyes were wide, his features still. I'd seen enough corpses in the Everlands to know when I stared at one.

      "Father!" Farelle flung herself on Sulfel, shaking him. "Father, wake up! Wake up!"

      Hanil's head was bowed. He didn't say anything.

      "FATHER!" Farelle screamed.

      I stood and backed away, staring down in horror. I'd killed him. My last attempt to heal him had been too much, and it had broken him. My hands, needing something to do, wrung around themselves. I felt the smear of blood from where the legs of the pendants had cut into my hand rub against both of my palms. The Void Ring was a heavy weight on my finger.

      Suddenly, Farelle was up and spinning toward me. Pain filled my head, and stars filled my vision as her fist connected with my nose. I staggered back against the wall, holding up my arms in defense as she continued to wail on me. Distantly, I heard Hanil shouting.

      Mid-blow, I caught one of Farelle's arms and twisted her around to hold them both tightly against her body. Her head lashed back to catch me on the chin, but I just grunted and held her tighter. Finally, she went limp, all the fight gone from her.

      "Get off me," she said in so cold a voice I immediately obeyed.

      I stared at her through a swelling eye, blood dripping from my nose down my face. She didn't meet my gaze but knelt again next to her father. "Leave me alone," she said over her shoulder. "And don't come back here."

      I glanced at Hanil and saw sympathy in the old Satyr's eyes. I quickly looked away. I didn't deserve sympathy.

      "I'm sorry," I whispered, then fled for the door.

      Outside, I tried to numb my thoughts to what had just happened. But all around me, the wounds of Maluwae reminded me of my failure. Blackened trees. Bodies still being gathered and identified. Sobbing Satyrs and children standing without parents. I wandered, despondent, through the destruction.

      This isn't real, I reminded myself. None of this is real. I clung to the words, gathering them around myself, hoping they would numb the raw, burning emotion that flowed through me. Not meeting anyone's eyes, I escaped into the surrounding swamp.

      When I was alone, I stopped and caught my breath. Now what? I tried to focus again on my goal. This hadn't been what Farelle and I had set out to do. We had meant to scout the Cerulean armies and discover their location and movements. A small, mean part of me wished we'd never come to Maluwae at all. Then maybe Farelle would still be with me. Even her being drunk and bitter was better than this. But I knew it only would have made things worse later.

      The wounds on my face were still there. For some reason, I was reluctant to heal them. But that was stubborn stupidity, I knew, and it was hard to see with one eye nearly swollen shut. Before I could think about it again, I cast Minor Healing. My small wounds cleared away in moments.

      There was nothing else I could do here. I'd never been much of a healer; I'd always been better at burning things down in my wake. Before misery could drag me down completely, I cast Arcane Teleportation and let the blue light carry me away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. PRECIPICE

          

        

      

    

    
      Over the next few days, I lost myself in the hunt. Initially, I had thought tracking down the largest army Kalthinia had to offer would be a simple task. But that had been before I lost my Wilder. Left on my own to track with little experience in the skill, I stumbled my way through the task.

      Not knowing where else to start, I teleported first to J'anteau. But after a careful study of the ramparts and a brief foray inside the city walls by Void Stepping, I concluded no armies hunkered within. The forces manning the walls were a skeleton crew and were some of the smallest and most slovenly Naiads I had met, more fit for the Noble Ignobles than the Cerulean military. I briefly debated stirring up trouble if only for the thrill of it, but prudence held me back. I'd gained enough skill in strategy to think before I mucked around in an enemy city. I tabled the idea for later, maybe to run by Brandeur. The former sell-sword might be a fool, but he knew war tactics.

      Farelle might have been able to tell the direction the army had gone from their marching tracks, but I was forced to guess. I teleported closer to Stalburgh, anticipating that they'd be camping near my capital positioned for a surprise attack. But though I did a circuit of the city's lands, they were nowhere to be seen. Neither were Burghman scouts, as bad luck would have it. Uneasily, I hoped Brandeur had pulled himself together and sent out scouts at all, and that I'd just managed to miss them all.

      I made a poor attempt at reading the direction the army had fled after the battle, but it was more a good guess than any skill of mine that finally led me to stumble upon them. Stealing a horse from a Stalburgh stable — if that wasn't permissible as a king, I didn't know what was — I rode north to where Sheika had told me the Gnarish cave-forts were located. It took me two days of hard riding, but finally, the massive gray walls came into view. They had to be fifty feet high and twenty feet thick and were built from the great cave mouth under which they hunched, but it was what lay before the walls that drew my eye. The whole of the Cerulean army spread below me, campfires lit against the coming night. I didn't have Farelle's skill at counting enemies, but even I could tell there were still thousands left over from our previous battle during Absalom's Trials, to say nothing of the Gnarish within.

      From a trip inside the underdark dwellers' walls as a shadow, I learned little that was heartening. The Gnarish appeared to have many impressive-looking machines of war ready to deploy. Their numbers were fewer than the Naiads, but they were better outfitted, many of the short, stout folk clad in full-plate armor. An examination of the enemies showed them to have kept up with their allies on the level shift:

      
        
        Gnarish Soldier (Lvl 32) - A foot soldier of the Gnarish. Short but mighty, Gnarish wield axes and hammers with alarming dexterity. "Don't let them get at your kneecaps unless you've always wanted to be a paraplegic!"

      

      

      
        
        Gnarish Knight (Lvl 36) - An anointed knight of the Gnarish. The hearts of these stout soldiers are no less noble than other races — nor will they run from any sort of beast or mage. "Don't let them get at your kneecaps unless you've always wanted to be a paraplegic!"

      

      

      I watched their encampment for long hours of the night, killing and fleeing scouts when I had to. They were the only breaks in the despair and loneliness threatening to overtake me. The hunt had been a welcome distraction, but now that it had ended and the whole of what I faced was before me, I felt lost. Where could I find allies to match the forces that faced me? The Elder Gods would have no need to intervene; their followers looked to be doing fine on their own.

      Having seen enough, I teleported back to my study in Stalburgh. The hearth was cold, the room dark and empty. I didn't have the heart to light the fire, but sank into a chair and stared into the darkness. The problem spun in my head, but I couldn't concentrate on it. All I could see was Farelle, screaming, head thrown back as she clutched her father's stiff body.

      I tried distracting myself for a moment with the level ups waiting for me. Between the slaughter of the Cerulean contingent at Maluwae and the completion of the third sub-quest of Absalom's Heretic, I'd managed to acquire two levels.

      
        
        You are now Level 35! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      
        
        You are now Level 36! (+10 Status Points, +4 Attribute Points)

      

      

      Even as I completed the sub-quests, new ones replaced them, Absalom or the game at large helping to direct me toward my impossible tasks:

      
        
        —Recruit the Scarred Horde.

        —Secure Ebretin.

        —Discover the Cerulean Empire strategy.

      

      

      I placed 20 Status Points into spirit, bumping it almost to 300. For my Attribute Points, I placed a spread of two points each across dexterity, strength, vitality, and agility, trying to round out my character. I'd realized that though my channels hit like tanks, I often resorted to sword- and dagger-play, and needed to keep them up as well.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      But the power bumps gave me little joy. No matter how I tried to solve my problem, I kept coming back to Farelle, and Sulfel lying dead on the bed. Dead by my hands.

      I started to grow angry at how I kept poking at myself. Sulfel was nothing but bits of code, the product of ingenious procedural applications that created and recreated The Everlands, I told myself aggressively. To some extent, I knew it was true.

      But a greater truth pressed on my chest and made each breath harder to take than the last. It didn't matter what had made you; what mattered was what you made of yourself. Sulfel, irritable prick though he was, had come to Stalburgh's aid when innocents were caught between the Valyn and the Naiads. He had helped me fight the Cerulean army even though he hated my guts. And there was no doubt he loved his daughter.

      I should have been able to save him. I'd somehow acquired powers that weren't supposed to be allowed in the game, had forged a Dominion Ring for an element I hadn't known existed. But I couldn't even cure a simple poison.

      I let out my breath slowly. The weight on my chest pressed down harder, then harder still. I felt my eyelids closing. As much as I had to do yet, sleep was a welcome bliss. I allowed myself to slip under.

      The world trembled.

      I tried opening my eyes, but my eyelids remained heavy and closed. I couldn't move. Panic rose in me as I struggled madly to move my limbs. But once again, paralysis had seized me. I was stuck.

      I was descending into Dusk's Edge, I realized. Bone, whoever the hell he was, had summoned me again, and I was being transported there. But I couldn't shake the feeling that I was encountering something very disturbing. Something that wasn't just in my head, but altogether too real.

      I felt different sensations than the last time. Something pressed down my throat, choking me. I tried working my mouth to no effect. Something else pinched in my arms, accompanied by the uncomfortable feeling of needles under my skin. My nose seemed plugged up, like when I was a kid and had stuck toy blocks up my nostrils.

      It hit me all at once. This was me, the real me. This was my body in the real world. The thing in my throat was a tube, the pinching in my arms IVs. Another tube was jammed up my nose.

      I was coming awake.

      I didn't know whether to be thrilled or terrified. If I came awake, would the paralysis go away? How had my body fared? I had purposely tried to not keep too close of a count of the days, so I wasn't sure how long it had been in the real world. Had it been a month? Two? Could I survive that long on liquid food and a ventilator without severe damage to my brain and body?

      And then there would be all I left back in the game. Trapped as I'd been, I'd never even wondered about what I'd be leaving behind. But I was someone important in the Everlands. I was as much of a badass as I'd always wanted to be. My days were filled with adventure and pushing myself to my limits, and sometimes meeting and even surpassing my expectations of what I believed myself capable of. But all that would be gone in the real world. In its place would return the parents and the daily doldrums of school, all my awkwardness and anxiety. I'd go back to being a nobody with a dull, predictable future ahead of me.

      But I had to go back. I would die otherwise. I didn't have a choice. 

      Did I?

      For a few moments longer, I hung suspended in uncomfortable paralysis. Then even those sensations began to fade away, replaced by an all-encompassing numbness. I slipped from Earth, but where I slipped to, I didn't know.

      Then something firm was beneath my feet, and I opened my eyes.

      A figure in a black cloak and a white mask sat on a fragmented shape before me. All around us, the world was gray.

      "Bone," I said, my voice cracked and weary. I felt as if I'd been swimming for hours, my body sagging with exhaustion.

      "You glimpsed what awaits you on the other side. You felt your body's deterioration."

      I tried to put a conviction into the words that I didn't feel. "I'm alive. That's all that matters."

      Bone's head slanted to one side, and I felt my gut clench. Was he mocking me? But a moment later, a more urgent question hit me with a jolt. "How did you know? What I just felt? Were you… were you there with me?"

      "Marrow, Marrow." Bone's head lolled to the other side. "If you spent a thousand years in the Everlands, I don't know that you would have the slightest idea what it is all about. What it is truly here for. But fortunately, you have a guide. One who will lead you straight to the heart. The last of all the Everlands. The final plane."

      Despite myself, I felt my breath catch. "Which is?" I tried to ask casually.

      A low chuckle came from behind the mask, and Bone leaned back. "If I told you, would it matter? You cannot reach it. You must hold all the keys first."

      "Keys." Something jangled in my mind. "Keys. To a lock?"

      "To a door, Marrow." Bone waved a hand carelessly. "Think on it as you think on the rest you have seen. You stand on a narrow ledge, a long fall on either side. You must choose which way to fall. Perhaps, when you decide, you will be able to unlock the door."

      Keys. A door. The answer to his riddle was on the tip of my tongue. But before I could come up with the solution, Bone had slid into his shadow and emerged next to me, slipping an arm over my shoulder.

      "Until we see each other again," he whispered in my ear. "Or rather, you see me."

      Then Bone flung me into the gray.

      I slammed back into my body. For a moment, I could do nothing but grope around me until I remembered where I was. Not in the sim rig, sustained by the machine. I was back in Stalburgh castle, in my study's armchair.

      Gasping, I leaned forward and tried to catch my breath. My head spun. I was alive. I had suspected I must be, but the realization brought tears to my eyes. It also firmed my resolution enough for me to stand. I was alive, for now. I had best make sure I kept myself that way.

      But before I could storm from the room, I remembered Bone's riddle and paused. The last plane. The keys to the door. Why did it seem so familiar? Why did I think I knew the answer?

      I shook the questions from my head and made for the door. I had more important questions to answer than the riddle of a masked man in a broken world. I had a war to win and gods to kill.

      And first, I suspected, a captain to exile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. THE KEYS

          

        

      

    

    
      I made for the throne room, trying to put out of mind what had just happened. I had to concentrate on the tasks before me. I had to rally the troops in Stalburgh, get Brandeur under heel again. I'd seen the enemy; I knew what I faced. I couldn't waste any time chasing after what were likely hallucinations from my dying brain.

      Maybe there's another way, part of me whispered. Maybe you have to open Bone's door to the final plane. Maybe you don't have to kill the Elder Gods to escape the Everlands.

      I strode faster through the halls. The rising noise finally succeeded in wresting my attention from my circling thoughts. I gritted my teeth as I came upon the marketplace in the main castle corridor again. Brandeur hadn't obeyed me. If anything, the castle seemed in worse shape than before.

      Not bothering to politely ask people to move, I shoved my way through the crowd toward the throne room. I was the king, after all — they were all supposed to obey me.

      The game, however, disagreed.

      
        
        -1 to Alignment: Moral

      

      

      It could join the stack of my sins — it'd be the least of them before I was through here in the Everlands.

      The Captain of the Guard had barely shifted from the last time I chewed him out. Once again in my throne, he now had not one but three women fawning over him. One was even lowering a bunch of grapes into his mouth, and he gnawed at them while pawing at the giggling girls around him.

      I felt the lid fly off. "OUT!" I roared, stomping toward Brandeur. "EVERYONE OUT NOW!"

      People turned toward me, studying me with various expressions of scorn and amusement. Only one elderly serving lady seemed to recognize who I was, and she shivered with nervousness.

      Fuming, I glared around. I'd make sure they remembered who I was. Without another moment's hesitation, I channeled Miasma of Terror. Pungent smoke poured out from me in every direction toward the crowd that filled the opulent chamber. Scantily dressed people flinched away from it, their noses wrinkling in disgust until they smelled their first whiff of it. Then those same high-and-mighty people bolted away in fear, flailing their arms as they went.

      After the mass of terrified people crammed themselves through the doorway, only the faint smell of urine and one figure remained. Brandeur clutched the arms of the throne, eyes and muscles bulging with the strain. His face was starting to purple with holding his breath. 

      I smirked as I approached, fury raging behind the smile. "I thought we had a deal."

      The Satyr grunted, his cheeks puffing further for a moment.

      I pointed at him. "You were going to stop being an ass. And I was going to refrain from having you killed."

      The taunt was too much for him. "Just try me!" he boasted. As the miasma filled his lungs, though, I could tell the fear was finally beginning to overwhelm him. 

      "You're fired, obviously. But should I have you killed? I still haven't decided."

      The Satyr suddenly couldn't take it any longer. Losing his grip on the throne, he bolted for the double doors on the opposite end. I casually stuck out a foot and sent him sprawling, even as his hoof made my foot smart.

      "It would be easy with you like this," I said as I kicked out his knees as he tried rising. "You'd be helpless. Not at all like the ravishing swashbuckler you like to think you are."

      Brandeur uttered something unintelligible and tried to rise again. This time, I wove a voidthread and whipped it around his legs, sending him sprawling to the floor. My temper pulsed in my temples. Around us, the miasma was just starting to thin.

      "I have a sub-quest, Brandeur. Secure Ebretin. I wonder if this isn't what was meant by it. As far as I can tell, you're the thing I need to take care of to get things in order around here."

      My former Captain of the Guard flipped onto his back and stared at me in mute horror. He didn't even think to reach for the sword strapped to his hip.

      I sighed and released him as the last of the smoke dissipated. "But I'm not going to kill you, Brandeur. You helped me against Jin'Thal and since then. And, despite myself, I think of you as a friend."

      Relief slowly replaced the fear in his expression. The power of speech returning to him, he croaked, "A friend?"

      "Don't rub it in." I was still angry, but I couldn't help but grin as I reached out to give him a hand up, hauling with all my strength to pull the big Satyr back onto his hooves.

      He shook his head. "I never want to be in the middle of that again."

      "You won't be. I have another plan for you. If I can't kill you, I can still exile you."

      Brandeur's eyebrows shot up. "Oh yeah?" 

      "A certain group of people need protection. Some of your people, actually — the Satyrs of Maluwae."

      "The Wilder's village?"

      Guilt stabbed through me. "The Naiads attacked them for helping me. We killed the regiment, but I don't want them to send more to finish the job. You're to do everything you can to help them."

      Brandeur smiled slyly. "Did you choose this place because I'm a Satyr? Or because it's a nudist colony?"

      "Too soon," I chastised him. "Just keep them safe, okay? I'll take you there in a bit. I just have to see to your replacement first."

      The Satyr sighed and looked around. "Well, I can't say I won't miss acting the king. I just hope the wine is half-decent there."

      Maybe it had been because the alternative had been his death, but he seemed to be taking the sacking well. "Go take care of anything you need to before you leave, but meet me here in an hour. I don't expect to take long."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A short while later, a guard pulled aside the flap to an extravagant tent and admitted me. As I entered the command center of the Noble Ignobles, all the captains of the mercenary army turned to look at me. At the far end, the woman I'd come to see looked up from her map, eyes calculating. Arala, the woman who had seized command from Brandeur, was the only Devalyn among them, but now, she was no longer the only female. Two Human women had joined them as well as a Gnarish, who I was fairly sure was female despite her beard.

      "King Marrow," Arala greeted me cooly. "Finally, you grace your hired hands with a visit."

      "My apologies, Captain of Captains. I've been a bit busy." It grated on me that she was so impertinent. She knew how much I needed her and how much she could get away with.

      She straightened. "Only need must bring you now. Come. What is it you have to say to our noble company?"

      I tried to ignore the captains staring at me. The last time I'd had to speak in front of the merc captains like this, I'd made a fool of myself. And my charisma had already been raised to its ridiculous proportions then.

      I took a deep breath. "Captain Arala, I'd like to extend you the position of Captain of the Guard for Stalburgh."

      The autumn elf's ears twitched, while the rest of her went still. "Brandeur Three-Horned is Captain of the Guard."

      "Not anymore. He made a brothel of my castle and will pay the price for it. So as long as you don't intend to do the same, I'm sure we'll get along famously."

      "I haven't accepted." Arala looked around at the captains before her. "And you assume I would leave the Noble Ignobles to do this?"

      I raised an eyebrow. "I don't think you'll have time for both jobs."

      The captains suddenly looked like hyenas, eyeing Arala like she was a kill and each other as competitors for the first taste. Arala's expression hardened as she realized how I'd already pushed her toward the decision by compromising her current position.

      She crossed her arms. "Very well. You leave me little choice. I will abdicate my position here and become Captain of the Guard in Stalburgh. As soon as I arrange this pack of mercenaries appropriately."

      I spoke loudly to be heard over the hoots of victory from the Ignobles. "Good. I'll have it posted in the guardrooms and passed to the lieutenants. Your authority is effective immediately. Now, if you'll excuse me, I'll leave you to your succession plans. I have somewhere else to be."

      Arala nodded, and I saw myself out, hoping I hadn't just admitted a hyena of my own to run rampant through the castle.
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        * * *

      

      "Arala?" Brandeur exclaimed. "The Devalyn bitch who stole the Ignobles from me?"

      "Yes," I said irritably. "The one and the same. And I'm sure she'll do a far better job than you."

      We stood in the audience chamber, Brandeur returned from collecting his things and I from my visit to the Ignobles. The room was beginning to slowly fill back up after I'd sent everyone nearby in the castle scrambling. The staff still watched me with a wary eye, but I had no doubt everyone remembered who their king was now.

      Brandeur snorted. "Better at stabbing you in the back first chance she gets, maybe. Marrow, I don't give advice often, because I'm almost never qualified, but I've had experience enough in backstabbing to know this: Arala can't be trusted. She's competent, sure, but she's a snake. The only person she looks out for is herself."

      "She's helped me before."

      "How so? Stabbing Cam in the back, wasn't it?"

      I scratched at my head. "A fair point. But she won't do that to me. She's gone from a sell-sword to an honorable member of Ebretin's guard in a day. And I'll pay her well. How could she object?"

      The big Satyr shook his head. "Just you wait. You'll be begging to have me back before the week is up."

      "I seriously doubt that. You ready to go or what?"

      He placed a big hand on my shoulder, and I channeled Divine Teleportation. Blue light slowly dissolved us, and the audience chamber disappeared. 

      The stench of stagnant water filled my nose as we reappeared in Maluwae. Despite the quiet swamplands around us, as soon as I was fully formed, I fell into a crouch and scanned the area. As it was daytime, I could see for a little ways around us. All seemed well this time, or as well as it could be.

      I rose again and sighed out the tension. "Here you are," I said to Brandeur. "Your first-class flight to Maluwae has landed."

      "First what now?"

      "Never mind. You'll find the village through the trees just ahead."

      Brandeur eyed me. "You're not going to say hello to the Wilder? I thought you said she was still here."

      I cringed and looked away. "I don't think she'll want to see me."

      "From the way she usually looks at you, I can't see how she wouldn't."

      Sulfel's still, waxen face appeared in my mind. "I have to go."

      Brandeur's brow crease. "Fine. Where will you go? The Broodmother's hoard to pay the new Captain of the Guard?"

      I went stiff halfway through his speaking. The Broodmother's hoard. I'd suddenly remembered something, something I'd forgotten in the rush of other things that had happened: the amber key I'd found amid the treasure piles. And before, in Duke Rodalt's personal chest, the emerald key that had waited for me. Both had been named Elemental Keys, and neither had had any description worth a damn. Bone had mentioned something about keys opening the door. What better keys to do so than these?

      Even as excitement fluttered in my stomach, a part of me remained skeptical. How much of a coincidence would it be that the keys to the door that my imaginary friend was talking up had just tumbled into my path? In a game as large as the Everlands, the chances of that happening had to be pretty close to zero. Yet, I couldn't help the feeling that I was onto something.

      Then I remembered why. I'd seen something about keys and a door in one of the visions during Absalom's Trials, the one I'd first seen in Urandal. At the time, I hadn't given it a second thought, thinking it all mumbo jumbo to add lore to Absalom's background. Now, I wondered if it wasn't the most important thing that had happened to me that whole time.

      "Marrow?" Brandeur asked, bending down to stare skeptically into my face. "Still in there?"

      "Change of plans." I abruptly turned from him and walked down toward the village square. "I'm coming with you for a little while, after all."

      The big Satyr hoofed it behind me. "What's going on with you?"

      "I just need to see an old friend. I'll explain later if I can."

      Brandeur fell silent. I pressed on harder, not wanting to delay a second longer than I had to.

      But as we neared Hanil's treehouse, my pace slowed regardless. After so many days dead, Sulfel surely would be buried and out of the old druid's house. But Farelle might be within seeking comfort from him. It was enough to give me pause.

      "Here?" Brandeur crossed his arms. "Doesn't look like much."

      "Come on." I jogged up the stump-like stairs and entered inside the hovel.

      Hanil was behind the counter inside, bent over a roll of parchment. At our entrance, he looked up with evident surprise, then delight. "Marrow," he said warmly. "I'm glad to see you're back. And you've brought a friend."

      "I wouldn't call him a friend," I said evasively.

      "You said I was earlier!" Brandeur pointed out loudly.

      I ignored him. "Sorry to barge in on you, Hanil, especially with everything going on here. But I need your help."

      He raised his eyebrows. "Oh?"

      "Not for fighting or anything. I just need to get into that parallel plane from before. Where you brought the Fralishk from, remember?"

      His expression relaxed. "Ah, yes. Certainly, I could do that for a friend of Maluwae."

      I cringed. I didn't think I deserved to be called that after what I'd brought down upon them. I bowed my head. "Thank you, Hanil. This could help me get back to my world."

      I heard the creak of the floorboards, then the weight of the old Satyr's hand on my shoulder. Raising my eyes, I saw Hanil considering me with a small, sad smile.

      "We all deserve to go home, Marrow. No one can fault you for that."

      I managed a small smile. Everyone deserved not to have their homes wrecked by reckless teenagers, but it looked like there was a fat chance of that in Kalthinia.

      "That's all well and good," Brandeur interrupted. "But I'd like to stash my valuables so I can find a drink in this backwater village."

      Any sappy feelings immediately drained away. "That's Brandeur," I said by way of explanation. "He's here to help protect you all."

      Hanil's expression brightened. "Yes! I see you make for a mighty warrior."

      Brandeur's chest puffed out as much as I'd ever seen it. "Indeed, my small fellow Satyr! You need not fear while Brandeur Three-Horned is near!"

      "He'll settle down after a couple of days," I assured the druid as his eyebrows scrunched together.

      "I'm sure he'll fit in fine. Please, make yourself at home." 

      As Brandeur flung his bag to the ground and sauntered around the shop, taking the druid's advice very much to heart, Hanil pulled me closer. "Farelle is out in the forest just now, hunting maybe, or perhaps just walking. She seems to have taken to walking a lot since… you know."

      "I know." I took a breath, hoping it would ease the needling pain in my chest. It didn't. "I don't think… Maybe it's best if I stay away."

      Hanil studied me with a furrowed brow. "As you wish," he said after a pause. "But I do think she could use a friend just now."

      "Exactly," I said, bitterness edging my words. "Which is why she wouldn't want to see me."

      "Marrow…" The druid sighed and shook his head. "You did not kill Sulfel — the Naiad's poison did. Many patients of mine have died during my time; such is the way of a healer. You cannot blame yourself, for death comes where it will. Only be glad you did something to try and stop it."

      I felt my shoulders drawing tighter and tighter together as he spoke. I didn't deserve this reassurance. "Thanks," I said abruptly. "But I'd better get going."

      Hanil looked pained for a moment. "As you will. Please, follow me. I'll bring you through the Roots."

      "See you when I get back," I called to Brandeur, who had entered the back room and was out of sight behind the curtain. "Don't cause too much trouble."

      "Does a hog defecate where it sleeps?" Brandeur quipped rhetorically from out of sight.

      I shook my head. But it was better that the former merc fill that chamber with his debauchery than to let Farelle's father continue to haunt it. Turning, I followed Hanil out of his home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13. THE MIRROR’S TRUTH

          

        

      

    

    
      I stepped from the luscious green corridor of the Roots and into the gloomy, brown town of Urandal, with Hanil's promise that he'd keep the portal open until my return. The portal had opened near Isvalla's temple set above the town, so I had a good view of how the Fralishk had progressed since I'd last visited when I'd pulled them into my war. Despite the setback of hundreds of them being slaughtered, the old hag Helge seemed to be doing a decent job renovating the town. Several more two-story houses were in sight, and even a three-story, where I imagined the new Boss of the Fralishk had set up, and the streets looked at least halfway paved. It wasn't much of a looker still, and I doubted it ever would be, but it was progress.

      Attendance to the temple, however, seemed to have fallen off completely. As I made my way toward the dark space between the grand double doors, the place looked even worse than the first time I'd come. The Fralishk clearly had no concept of sanctity; every available space in the courtyard had been used as a latrine. Holding my breath, I made a run for the entrance and stepped through, shivering at the transition.

      Inside the temple was even worse. Now it was not only the entrance that kept things dark; no lights were lit within the chambers. Casting Magelight, I took a look around. Everywhere I saw negligence and disarray. Half-melted candles had been knocked off their candelabras. Statues of Isvalla lay on their sides on the altars. The ground was smeared with muddy footprints, and the place reeked of wet dog. Things seemed to have really gone downhill since I'd pulled Sarai away, but I was glad the priestess hadn't been pulled down as well.

      I shook my head. Here I was, worrying about church cleanliness, while the greatest mystery I'd encountered in the Everlands — one that might spring me from this jail cell of a game — waited to be solved. Not about to waste any more time, I started forward.

      Midway down the aisle, however, I heard the scuttle of claws entering the door behind me. Turning, I saw five silhouettes emerging from the portal into the pool of light cast by my spell and knew who had come.

      "I wondered when you would come back," Mistress Helge said with satisfaction.

      I groaned. The bowed Fralishk was adorned in bright red weavings, her long garments trailing behind her. Flanking her were four beefier Fralishk. Though nowhere near the size of Boss Kerak, they were enough to give me pause. As I suspected, they, too, had received a level boost:

      
        
        Fralishk Beater (Lvl 35) - A well-practiced pugilist with fists, claws, and teeth. Fierce if he believes he has the upper-hand but will flee when facing an intimidating foe. "Fight, drink, or weave? It no matter, we fight after!"

      

      

      "What do you want?" I said irritably. "I'm on a time crunch here."

      "Always rushing around, aren't you, Human? If you truly are a Human — you seem to shed races like a snake its slough."

      I let a hand rest on my sword's hilt. "Get to the point, or I'll find one for you."

      The Master Weaver smiled wickedly. "And my boys here will find you four. It's simple: I came here to tell you to leave. You and your meddling aren't welcome here."

      The Fralishk beaters took a step closer to me, their weapons, from a spiky mace to what looked to be a Valyn's falchion, rising to the ready. 

      I loosened my sword in its scabbard and bared the ironcore metal a couple of inches, eyeing them. "I'm not in the mood for this. Before you do something you'll regret, just remember what I did to Boss Kerak, Helge."

      The old Fralishk's eyes narrowed. I could see her wavering. No doubt the memory of me as a dire wolf tearing out his throat would leave an impact. After a moment longer, she held up her hand, and the beaters eased back.

      "This is your last warning," she said with a upraised finger. "Don't let me catch you near Urandal again."

      
        
        You have broken loyalty with the faction Urandal. You lose all rank and will no longer reap any benefits from this faction. In addition, depending on the circumstances of the severance, you may be restricted in areas controlled by this group or even attacked on sight.

      

      

      I winced, but still managed a sarcastic, "As you wish." Slamming my sword back into the sheath, I abruptly turned and stalked behind the altar and through the curtained entrance. One of the guards gasped, and I smiled to myself. At least some hadn't lost their faith.

      I followed the corridor back, trying to find the way to the chamber Sarai had brought me to after the Trial of Devotion. Entering through a curtained archway, there it was: the mirror in the middle of the round room, its walls slowly turning a ghostly blue, just as I remembered. Tentatively, I approached, ears straining to detect any sound, though I was confident the Fralishk wouldn't follow. The mirror, frameless and perfectly clear, only reflected myself as I stood before it. No visions, no explicit magic.

      "Mirror, mirror, in the hall," I muttered. "Who's the biggest sucker of them all?"

      But I found my reflection was striking enough to hold my attention. I'd briefly glimpsed what I looked like while passing windows and still pools of water. But now, taking a moment for consideration, every detail stood out crisp and sharp. I looked years older, my jaw peppered with stubble and more defined than I remembered. My hair hung long, framing my face in shaggy, light brown locks. My skin, always pale from long hours in front of a screen, was tanned and weathered. But the differences went deeper than skin. In my eyes lingered something I hadn't noticed before, hard and suspicious. I barely knew those eyes.

      The silver-clear surface suddenly swirled, distorting my features, then smoothing to a still black. I waited, but the darkness within did not shift.

      I cleared my throat, trying to decide on the right words. "I am Absalom's Champion. Show me the vision you played during my trials."

      The dark surface did not stir. It was like I stared into the vacuum of outer space or the inky blackness of Faze-Aught.

      I opted for a different tactic. "Please. I need to see the vision again. It's... very important."

      A lame plea, but I didn't know what else to say. It didn't matter either way. The mirror remained as dark as before.

      Then it occurred to me. Glancing at the Void Ring on my finger, I wondered if the mirror's transformation wasn't a clue. Slowly, I stretched out my hand to the mirror.

      A hand reached out and seized my wrist.

      I tried jerking away as I summoned my knife to my free hand, and when I couldn't pull away, I raised the knife to slash at the arm. But just before I did, the black mirror's surface rippled, then resolved into a man's silhouette. I hesitated, watching the figure emerge from the gloom, then sucking in a breath. The man wore all black except for his face, which was covered by a white mask.

      "Bone." I wasn't sure if it made me feel more or less uneasy. "What are you doing here?"

      But when Bone didn't answer, I noticed something strange. He was positioned in precisely the mirror image of me, almost like he was posing as my reflection.

      "Very funny." I tugged at his grip again with no luck. "You surprised me and got your rise. Now let me go."

      But instead of letting go, I felt Bone suddenly wrench at my arm. I pitched forward, flinching, expecting to crash into the mirror. Nothing blocked me. My stomach flew into my throat as I stumbled into the darkness. Then something firm appeared beneath my feet, a floor the same dusky color as the rest of the mirror realm. Still disoriented, I looked around for Bone but found he'd disappeared. Only the oval of the mirror's frame was behind me.

      No way was I staying here longer than I had to — it was almost as unsettling as Dusk's Edge. I started back toward the mirror entrance. But before I set foot back into the temple, something flashed white behind me, piercing the darkness. I turned, shielding my eyes against the brilliant light that had flared into existence, and through squinted eyes, I could just discern the outline of a door cracked open, from which all of the light spilled. Most of the light was as white as a wedding dress, but on the door itself, in each of its four corners, were spots of color: red, yellow, green, and purple.

      "My Champion must unite, not divide." Absalom's voice reverberated through the realm. "My Champion must inspire love as well as fear."

      This was how the vision had begun last time, with those very words from Absalom. I didn't bother looking around for him now, knowing it was a recording, but listened intently.

      "My first Champion was a man like no other. He was my protector, my general, my… friend. And under my guidance, he united all of the Everlands."

      My jaw clenched. He was describing Ned Solomon, I knew now. So much for being a protector and friend.

      "But one day, it came time for him to move on," Abe's voice continued. "With the key forged of the four elements, my Champion entered through the Door to the Beyond. And with his departure, all the Everlands fell into chaos."

      There it was. With the key forged of the four elements, my Champion entered through the Door to the Beyond. Having heard it and seeing the door before me, it all became simple. Four elemental keys, each matching the color of its lock, would unlock the door. All four must work together as one for it to open.

      I backed away from the cracked door toward the mirror entrance. Part of me wondered if the Door to the Beyond was opening right there before me. But I knew better than to think it'd be that easy. Like Absalom's voice, this was just a message, a scene playing out before my eyes. 

      But if that was true, what of Bone grabbing me?

      Against my better judgment, I began inching forward. As I neared the great door, I saw just how large it was, rising three times as tall as me and five times as wide. It seemed made of solid, gray stone, though in the midst of the blinding light, the details were difficult to pick out.

      When I was still a dozen feet away, a gust of wind suddenly whipped up. Like it were a giant's invisible hand, the wind scooped me up and sent me tumbling backward. Whatever the floor in this mirror realm was made of, it was hard, and I saw I'd taken a few hits of damage.

      "Message received," I muttered. Not wanting to try my luck further, I backed out of the mirror and stepped onto the stone floor of the temple.

      As soon as I was through the frame, the image inside the mirror rippled again, this time in cascading circles of silver. As they stilled, the mirror image of myself appeared before me again.
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      I turned away and walked out of the chamber. I'd gotten what I came for. If I were going to pursue the Door to the Beyond, I knew what I had to do. Find the other two Elemental Keys, then figure out where the Door actually was. I already had a lead on that — Bone knew far too much about all of this. But Absalom… he should know too. After all, I'd just heard him mention it. Though with the control Solomon had shown he had over Abe, I couldn't rule out that the boy god didn't know anything about it.

      Quickly navigating the corridors of the temple, I parted the curtain into the main sanctuary, half-expecting Helge to still be there with her cronies, but thankfully, they had gone. I doubted I was getting off scot-free, though. More likely than not, they'd gone off for reinforcements — all the more reason not to give them time to get back.

      Exiting the temple, I turned off the main walkway toward where I'd left the portal open, then came up short with a groan. A dozen figures were arrayed before it. Helge was nowhere to be seen, but I knew whose doing this was.

      "Stop!" one of the Fralishk shouted, lowering a spear that looked to be little more than a staff with a knife lashed to the end. "You no boss! You traitor! One step more, we kill you!"

      I sighed and didn't slow my approach. "Sorry. I don't have the time to play with you right now."

      As the rest of the Fralishk lowered their weapons and charged, I pulled on the void from my Dominion Ring and Void Stepped under their feet. As the Fralishk stumbled forward and looked about with wide eyes, I materialized next to the Roots entrance.

      "Give my best to Helge," I said cheerily, then left Urandal behind for what I hoped was the last time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. THE INFERNAL KEY

          

        

      

    

    
      Exiting the green pathway of the Roots, I stepped back onto the blackened grass of Maluwae. Thoughts of the keys and what lay beyond the door they opened had spun through my mind the whole walk through, but they vanished as I again saw the destruction of Farelle's home village. The destruction I'd brought to it. Though I tried to keep perspective, next to that, even dreams of escape seemed to pale.

      "I was beginning to wonder where you were." Hanil stepped around the trunk of one of the trees forming the shimmering green portal. The old druid wore a kindly smile, but I could see at a glance the deep sorrow still rooted in his nut-brown eyes.

      "Sorry to keep you waiting. I had… things to figure out."

      "Don't be concerned, Marrow — I was not chastising you. Those who can be saved have been, and my talents are spent. Now, nothing but the long waiting can heal our wounds."

      I lowered my gaze to my feet. "Right."

      Hanil heaved a sigh. "At least you brought one shimmer of light back to our village. That Brandeur has been quite popular, especially among the younger women." He shook his head with a smile. "And he took right to our no-clothes policy."

      I croaked a laugh. "At least someone's happy."

      The old druid nodded, his expression growing somber once more. "Farelle returned while you were away. She said she was headed for her father's tree."

      A lump formed in my throat. "His tree? Do you mean his home?"

      He shook his head. "When Maluwaens pass away, a young sapling is planted with their body, to pass their spirit and substance back into the world." He lifted a gnarled hand and pointed up the hill toward the Council gathering grounds. "The Nursery, as we call it, branches off halfway to the Council gathering place, at the cairn marker."

      I wavered in indecision. I knew what Hanil wished me to do, what I should do. But confronting Farelle was the last thing I wanted to do. I'd have to see all of the Satyrs, all of her friends and family, who had been killed because of my mistake.

      "I don't think I can see her," I said quietly.

      "Marrow." Hanil's voice was soft but firm, and I found myself meeting his gaze. "You made a mistake, it's true. But you'll make a greater one if you don't own up to your failures. The living must move on, if only to honor the dead. At least we have a chance."

      "A chance for what?"

      "Hope. Despair. Success. Failure.” The druid's face crinkled into a smile. "Life, in some ways, is like a drunk stumbling from one table to another. Just because you'll make a mess of things is no reason not to drink."

      I didn't know if I agreed, but his optimism heartened me all the same. "Thanks, Hanil. I guess you're right. I need to see her."

      "She misses you, whether she knows it or not. Do not abandon her in her darkest hour."

      I nodded. "Thank you. You're a good friend."

      "Only an old man trying to help the young." The old druid smiled and waved me on. Acquiescing, I started up the hill.

      The walk through the trees was not as peaceful as it should have been. The woods had been cleared of bodies, but other signs of the Cerulean attack lingered: a bloodied helm, an arrow lodged in one of the great trunks, blackened marks on the ground. I reached the cairn and found the pile of stones had been knocked over like a snowman waylaid by rowdy kids. 

      Following the path the cairn marked, the great trees around me began thinning until I found myself in a clearing filled with the bright afternoon light. Rows of young trees in various stages of growth spread before me planted in mounds of dirt. I walked between them, glancing down each row until I spotted her kneeling before one of the smallest trees.

      Farelle's head jerked up as I approached. Tears sparkled on her cheeks in the bright sunlight. I hesitated, suddenly wondering if Hanil had been wrong. But the anger that had been in her gaze was gone. All that was left was a hollow expression that tore at my heart.

      I rested a knee in the freshly turned dirt next to her and looked at Sulfel's tree. It had light brown bark, rough even for how young it was. Its broad leaves were sharp around the edges.

      "It suits him," I said, gesturing to the tree.

      She nodded but remained silent. Her gaze had lowered to the dirt at its base.

      I watched her, wracking my brain for what to say. No matter how high my charisma was, it had never seemed to help me find the right words.

      She spoke first. "His death was my fault."

      I stared at her, mouth ajar. "You… you can't believe that."

      "It's the truth. I agreed to help you. I let you enter that barrow. I continued with you into J'anteau when we had completed my initial contract. And I called upon my village when Stalburgh was under attack." 

      "But you only did that because I begged you. It wasn't your fault. It was mine."

      She raised her gaze to meet mine, sunlight making them shine the brilliant green of Sulfel's young tree's leaves. "You're not blameless. But I know you're only trying to get home. How can I blame you when that's all I want now, too?"

      I fumbled for words. "Farelle… I'm so sorry for what's happened. If I'd known how things would turn out, I never would have asked you for any of it."

      "I know. Once the anger faded, I remembered that. You demanded the gods bring me back when I died. The very gods themselves, and they listened to you." A ghost of a smile touched her lips. "Most people wouldn't be crazy enough to do that."

      "Or naive enough."

      "That too." She closed her eyes, her jaw tensing for a moment. When she opened them again, some of the lines had faded from her brow. "Now, I hope you're crazy enough to let me join back up with you."

      I couldn't believe my ears. "Join up with me again? Why would you do that after everything that's happened?"

      "Because of everything that's happened. I don't want my father's death to be for nothing, Marrow. I want you to get home. And hopefully, you'll set Kalthinia right again while you do it."

      I wanted to grin, but with Sulfel's grave next to me, I kept my expression stoic. "I would love for you to join me again."

      She held out her hand and, rising to my feet, I lifted her up with me. To my surprise, she pulled me in close and hugged me tightly. I held her, her body warm against mine.

      "I'll admit, I was angry enough at you that I thought about sleeping with Three-Horned to get back at you," she said into my hauberk.

      I forced out a laugh, though my blood ran hot at the thought. "I'm glad you didn't."

      She kissed my cheek. "Me too. I wouldn't want to be part of the harem he has now."

      She broke the embrace and glanced once again at her father's tree. When she looked back, her expression was firm, and her eyes dry. She wasn't fine, I knew; I smelled elderberry grog on her breath. But at least she was herself again.

      "I'll admit, I don't know the way forward," I admitted. "Neither might you once I explain."

      "Explain on the way then, because I know our first stop. You can teleport?"

      I blinked. "Yes. But where am I teleporting to?"

      "King Hrisk's Horde. Yalua told me that is our next step."

      I raised an eyebrow. "Yalua told you?"

      Farelle stared flatly at me. "Yes. She did."

      I wondered at that for a moment, then shrugged. The Satyr goddess was on our side. I wouldn't say no to her help, even if it was oddly direct this time. "Then we go to the Great Warrior. I'll wear my crown this time."

      She smiled wickedly. "Oh, I don't know that you'll need it. After all, what good is a crown going to do you in a duel?"

      "Oh, no — you're not going to trick me into fighting them this time."

      She shrugged. "If you want Hrisk to make a decision, that's the only way how. But no magic, remember?"

      I sighed. This game never made it easy.
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      "So," Hrisk rumbled as he leaned forward in his bone throne, "you've returned. And not by way of my prison."

      Farelle gave me a look, but I just smiled politely. We'd taken every precaution getting here to the Drakon compound, teleporting into the periphery of the camp, out of sight of its watchers, and making the long trek across the parched earth under the unrelenting sun. I hadn't shown a hint of magic about us and had thumped the two guards to gain admittance. Now we stood before the king, surrounded by his captains and advisors, and I wasn't about to spoil my best hope for salvation.

      "You've considered my offer?" I asked.

      "Your plea, you mean?" The Drakon king smirked, and his captains hissed around us.

      I plastered the smile on my face. "If that's what you want to call it."

      As the hissing laughter died, Hrisk stared at me with his narrow, black eyes. "You would ask us to take on three armies of our most hated enemies, with little hope of success, all so you can hold onto your new city and kingdom."

      "This is about more than my kingdom, Great Warrior — this is about yours. How long after Ebretin falls until they come to the Kamin Desert to clear out the Drakons, the last army that stands against them? Believe me, they'll come, sooner or later. They won't let you sit in this wasteland forever. And by then, you won't have any allies to stand with you."

      The captains hissed their disapproval.

      "Cut out his coward's tongue!" one of them called. "He believes Drakons weak and vulnerable!"

      I held my tongue again, just in case one of them wanted to take the initiative, and stared at the Drakon king. Only Hrisk's response mattered.

      The scarred warrior king studied me, his slitted eyes seeming to take my measure. Finally, he spoke. "It is the coward's way to beg for help from bigger, stronger people. It is the coward's way to hide behind magic. I do not believe you a coward, King Marrow. But my captains believe otherwise. If I am to accept this proposal, you must first convince them."

      My mouth was dry. "And how would we do that?"

      The Drakon king smiled, baring his many sharp teeth. "A contest of kings. A fight until one of us falls or surrenders. If you win, we will accept your suit. If you die, we will know you were not a strong enough ally for my Horde."

      I glanced at Farelle, but found her staring hard at Hrisk. It didn't matter. I knew I could only respond one way.

      Opening my mouth to answer, I was surprised when Farelle spoke first. "We did not come to fight our allies. However, if you are to present an offering of strength, we demand one of loyalty. If King Marrow wins, you must also surrender the Ruby Key to his possession."

      The room erupted into chaos. Drakon captains hissed and laid hands to their weapons, snarling and baring their teeth at us. Even as my hand fell to my sword hilt, my mind was buzzing with Farelle's words. Where had she pulled that from? I'd told her about my discovery with the Elemental Keys, but what would possess her to accuse our one ally of owning one? Yet, from their reaction, it seemed she wasn't wrong that they had the red key.

      King Hrisk alone was silent as he studied us. After a long moment, he lifted one clawed hand and slammed it onto the arm of his throne. The room immediately fell silent.

      "I do not know how you know of the Infernal Key, Satyr," King Hrisk said. "It has been in my family's possession for generations and is a sacred item among my people."

      "So it is spoken of all across Kalthinia," Farelle said. "It is the key to the strength of your people, or so it is said."

      Hrisk hissed. "Lies! Drakons are strong because we are a strong people. No key can make or unmake that. However, the Infernal Key is an heirloom for my son. Why should I give it to you, when it is I who will fight in your war, I who will save your city?"

      "Because it belongs to the strong," Farelle replied. "Because King Marrow will use it where you cannot. Because with it, we may not only stem this war but turn the tide."

      "Blasphemy! None but our Fallen God may use the Infernal Key. So every Drakon child knows."

      I was still stunned by Farelle's statements, but I roused myself from my stupor to help. "Farelle speaks the truth. With the Infernal Key and three others like it, I can unlock a power that will win us the war. You think magic cowardly, but we won't overcome our enemies with strength alone. You need the magic that the key can unlock."

      I wasn't lying, exactly — who knew what lay beyond the Door, after all.

      Hrisk studied us for a long moment. "You say you need three other keys. These are in your possession?"

      I hesitated, but Farelle decided for me. "We have two others, King Hrisk," she said, "but know where to find the last one."

      I held myself still. The lies were starting to pile up; I hoped they wouldn't come toppling down. 

      King Hrisk stared at us for a long time. Finally, he snorted. "I cannot agree to this. The key is not mine to give. But should you survive our contest, I will give you the chance to earn it yourself."

      Though I didn't like the sound of that a bit, I still bowed my head. "That's all we could ask for."

      "Then it's settled." The Drakon king pounded the arm of his bone chair again. "Captains! Prepare the Red Circle! Blood will be spilled on the cracked earth today!"

      As the king stood and his captains hissed around me, I wondered whose blood it would be.
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      I faced the Drakon king across the ring.

      We were behind Hrisk's pavilion. On his orders, the Red Circle had quickly been formed, a ring of small boulders a mere five yards across. On the scorched, red earth, it didn't give much of a place to hide, especially not with the captains of the Horde watching from the edges. Farelle was the only non-Drakon spectator and the only one who didn't hiss with taunts or laughter.

      I'd made what hasty preparations I could. Cursing my lack of magic buffs, I'd had to make do with a spare Elixir of Strength I'd dredged up from my bag, which boosted my strength for five minutes. If I had to guess, this bout would be over long before that. The sun, ever-present, baked me in my black armor, and sweat poured down my face.

      The Drakon king only seemed to grow stronger and more savage. He bared his teeth at me — sharp, yellow teeth that could easily rip through flesh. His claws, too, looked as good at cutting as knives. He wore little in the way of armor, only a heavy breastplate that left his belly bare, but his leathery skin looked like it could take a hit. In his left hand, he held an axe with a wickedly curved head, designed for hooking blades and ankles, while his right bore a huge, black shield with the image of a snake molded into it.

      My sword being made of ironcore and able to cut through a dragon's hide, I knew I'd be able to cut him down; I just needed the opportunity to strike. But I doubted I'd get many.

      My dagger and sword were in hand, while my other items were stowed away, unable to help me in a fight without magic. Only the Void Ring flowed on my finger.

      The king shrugged his shoulders, forked tongue flicking between his teeth. "Marrow, King of Ebretin, challenger to Hrisk Ashclaw, King of the Scarred Horde, Lord of the Kamin Desert, the Flayer to the Valyn, the Beheader to the Gnarish⁠—"

      "I think I get the picture," I interrupted. "Quit delaying — let's do this."

      The captains around the edge of the circle hissed, but Hrisk just smiled his savage grin. "There are two rules to the Red Circle. First, to leave it while your opponent is alive is to forfeit your challenge. Second, the fight is to the death. Now, King Marrow, we begin."

      Without warning, he charged. Despite his bulk, the Drakon king moved fluidly across the circle, graceful and deadly as a viper. I skittered to the side, dodging out of his charge. Only as the sun dazzled me did I understand his intention — he meant to keep me half-blinded, and either gain a killing stroke or force me from the ring. I was at a severe disadvantage until I gained another side of the ring.

      As he pivoted into the center of the ring, little more than a silhouette against the sunlight at his back, I judged my options. Both left and right were risky. But if it was risking the shield or the axe, I had to take the axe. The shield would be all too easy to force me out of the ring with.

      Hrisk advanced. When he was two yards away, I took my chance. With a dagger throw to his face, I ran to my right. Hrisk was ready for me. Blocking the knife with his shield, he hooked out the axe as I crossed him, forcing me into a wild parry. I barely twisted out of the way and kept my feet as my boots knocked against the stone barrier.

      "You have quick feet," Hrisk rumbled as he advanced on me. "But you will need more than that to win against me."

      Ignoring him, I took stock of my new situation. My dagger lay behind Hrisk. I could, of course, recall it on command, but that would no doubt qualify as using magic. The sun was in the Drakon's eyes now, but my heels still pressed against the edge of the ring. And as a thin, milky film fell over his black eyes, I had a feeling he was much less bothered by the sun than I'd been.

      I knew then that, one way or another, I'd have to cheat to win.

      Feinting to the left, I made for an attack on his more open side that held the axe. But Hrisk was no fool, and he accepted my blade with a twist of his axe. I managed to keep ahold of my sword, but I couldn't dodge the shield that followed.

      It was like running headlong into a concrete wall. As the shield, heavy as an anvil, crashed into me, I went sprawling, pain pounding through my body, but I ignored it and threw myself to the side as I hit the ground. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Hrisk flash by me and heard his axe hit the dirt where I'd just been. I scrambled to my feet and put some distance between us.

      "I'll wager you can't take one more hit," Hrisk taunted as he stalked toward me. "Some king you are."

      I kept silent. We both knew who had the edge here. It was all I could do to stay alive.

      As we stalked each other, circling the ring, I ran through my options. There were few enough of them. The best I had was to cheat with my Void Ring and try and create an opening in his defense. A gamble, but all I had were desperate measures.

      Pulling on the ever-waiting void, I gathered a voidthread into my fist and clenched it. Before I could cast it into the tripping spell, though, Hrisk charged, shield raised, axe held low, ready to sweep my legs. I feigned a stumble and threw the Void Potholes at my feet, hoping the confusion would disguise the black pockets in the cracked earth, then scrambled to the right.

      As Hrisk reached the small holes, his claws caught, and his black eyes went wide as he stumbled, then sprawled to the ground, shield folded under him and axe to the side.

      I was ready. Leaping forward, I stabbed my sword down into Hrisk's exposed shoulder. My ironcore blade stabbed deep into the meat, grinding against bone. But quick as I was to retreat, I wasn't quick enough. The Drakon twisted himself around with impossible agility and hooked the axe on my ankle. Next thing I knew, I was falling and landing hard on my back.

      Breathless, I rolled away, coughs wracking my chest, and rose weakly to my feet. Around me, the spectators hissed. I dimly picked out Farelle's voice, but couldn't make out the words. No time to wonder. The Drakon king was already advancing once more, axe in hand, even if the shoulder slumped and bright blood ran down his arm.

      "A lucky strike," Hrisk hissed. "It will be your last, King Marrow."

      I finally caught my breath. "Come and find out if you're right."

      He charged again, shield raised. I feinted right, then dove into a roll to the left. The king missed me by a hair's breadth but pivoted before reaching the border to come charging at me. I barely gained my feet before I dodged right, sword held up to parry a blow, though how he could lift his axe was beyond me. 

      I passed within feet of him, well within reach. Like a snake striking, Hrisk's axe whirled up under my blade's reach to cut deep into my forearm. Too deep.

      I stumbled back, staring dumbly at the blood-spurting stump where my hand had been, then at the hand still gripping the sword on the ground. I couldn't make the connection. Where was my hand? That couldn't be mine on the ground, severed from my body. I could still feel it at the end of my arm, even if it was invisible.

      Then the pain flooded through me, and I knew the truth.

      Hrisk came on mercilessly, charging with shield raised. I couldn't think of doing anything but stumble back. My heels hit against the stones of the barrier, and I nearly toppled over it. Hrisk was bearing down on me.

      This was my last shot.

      As Hrisk barreled toward me, I waited until the last moment, then spun into action. As I dodged around the shield, I summoned my dagger in my whole hand, while my bloody stump extended out toward the Drakon king in a macabre parody of Pirouette & Riposte. Hrisk snarled as blood spattered his face, and our bodies entangled. With his shoulder injured, he had only the shield arm to grip me. It was enough — he crushed me into his chest, my ribs creaked in protest. 

      Gasping, I thrust my right arm, trapped above, against his face, though it near blinded me with pain, while wriggling to get my left arm free and the knife where I could stab him. I sought the power of the Void Ring only to remember I had worn it on my right hand. Panic rose in my chest. Had I lost it completely? But I had to worry about that later. As Hrisk suffocated me, my remaining health plummeted toward null. Black specks appeared in my vision. I couldn't breathe. There was no escape.

      Out of mindless desperation, I opened my inventory and scanned it. The Bracer of Compulsion leaped to mind, but I knew it wouldn't work. As soon as my influence ended, Hrisk would know I'd used magic on him, and I'd lose him as an ally.

      Then I saw it, a simple black circle in one of the squares: Void Ring. Of course — it was bound to me so that I could never lose it. Equipping it to my remaining hand, I eagerly sought the thread, and was near giddy when I found it. Weaving the thread, I let a round of Void Potholes fall at our tangled feet, then pushed with all my remaining strength.

      Hrisk hissed as his clawed feet slipped, then stumbled. His grip loosened on me for a moment, enough for me to slip the dagger into a more advantageous position. As he regained his balance and crushed me against him again, it was his strength that pushed the cold steel through the leathery hide of his gut.

      The Drakon king howled in pain and, in his surprise, released me. I let go of my dagger and staggered back, but only gave myself a moment before lowering my shoulder and charging. Hrisk managed to raise his shield in time, and though it hurt like hell to crash against it, it didn't halt my momentum. As his feet met the back of the stones, King Hrisk toppled out of the Red Circle.

      I fell to my knees, clutching my stump of an arm to my chest. Tears rolled down my cheeks, unable to be held back, but I found it hard to care as pain rolled through me.

      A hand touched my shoulder, and I flinched.

      "It's just me, Marrow," Farelle said, her voice reassuring. "You need to heal yourself. Now."

      I shook my head. "Magic," I said stubbornly.

      "You've already won, idiot. And you'll die if you don't. Heal yourself."

      But I shook my head again. Even if I were going to risk it, I doubted I had the concentration to cast Greater Healing at the moment. Opening my inventory again, I scanned it with blurred vision until I found what I was looking for. A red vial plunked into my hand, and my clumsy fingers almost dropped it.

      "A potion? Fine. Just let me help."

      Farelle took the potion from me and, uncorking it, held it to my lips. I sucked it down eagerly. As the red liquid went down, warmth spread throughout my body, replacing the pain. I stared at the nub of my forearm, willing it to grow back.

      But though the bleeding stopped and the skin healed, it healed over the nub. No hand reformed.

      Farelle frowned at it as if it were a particularly troublesome bear trap she was trying to spring. "Is it gone for good?"

      "I don't know," I answered hollowly. "My finger never regrew after Mordreth burned it off. Maybe limbs never regrow, even for the Everfolk." I wished Sheika was around for me to ask. She'd know the answer.

      Farelle rose and took my hand and pulled me to my feet. "No point in moping about it. Time to go celebrate your victory over Hrisk."

      I swayed on my feet. My health might be recovered, but my stamina was still low. And the lack of my right hand increasingly threatened to make me heave. "I guess you're right."

      Together, we approached the knot of Drakon captains that had gathered around where Hrisk had fallen. The king was just rising to his feet, looking unsteadier than I was. His wounds sealed shut as I watched. No doubt he'd been given healing potions as well.

      "King Marrow," Hrisk greeted me, voice rough. "I must say, I'm surprised. I didn't expect you to beat me. Had I known, I wouldn't have invited my captains here! Though you didn't escape unscathed."

      At his stare, I self-consciously hid my arm behind me. "No," I said glumly. "I didn't."

      Hrisk nodded, seeming to understand. "But Drakons hold to their oaths. As agreed, my Horde will join in your war. Together, we'll put an end to the tyranny of the Elder Races and their gods."
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      "Thank you, Hrisk." I looked to the captains standing at his shoulders, gazes hard as they stared at Farelle and me. "I look forward to fighting by your side in battle."

      To my surprise, they all nodded respectfully. "It will be our honor, King Marrow," one of them said.

      I couldn't help a stir of guilt in my gut. I hadn't precisely been honorable in winning my bout with Hrisk. But sometimes, you have to believe the end justifies the means, or you never get anywhere. And that went double for the Everlands.

      "And what of the other thing?" Farelle spoke up. "The Infernal Key?"

      Hrisk's look darkened, but he nodded all the same. "I said I keep my oaths, didn't I? As promised, you may attempt to retrieve it. But once you hear what you must do, you may not wish to attempt its trial after all."

      "Why?" I asked. "What's so difficult about it?"

      Hrisk heaved a sigh. "I'll show you when we get there. Come. The entrance is not far."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16. WHAT IS DEAD MAY NEVER DIE

          

        

      

    

    
      "Here we are!" King Hrisk announced.

      I looked up from my feet and blinked away the sweat beading on my eyelashes. We'd stopped in front of the broad, narrow cave mouth, so dark I could barely see a foot inside.

      "Here we are where?" With the stump of my right arm clutched to my chest, I wasn't in much of a guessing mood.

      The Drakon king bared his sharp teeth. "Where the Infernal Key waits for you."

      I glanced into the cave again, wishing I were Devalyn at that moment. "I don't suppose you'll be leading me in."

      "No. And no one will be following you. The royal heirloom must be earned alone."

      I glanced at Farelle, who was helping keep me upright. The walk hadn't been long from the ring, but after the fight, the hot desert winds seemed enough to collapse me. Most of my wounds were healed, but with my hand still severed, a status of Weakness lingered. It took all my effort just to remain standing

      But the key wouldn't earn itself. Sighing, I pulled away from Farelle and tried not to sway.

      "You good?" she asked, observing me carefully.

      "As good as Captain Hook without his hook."

      She just raised an eyebrow at that, then took a swig from her flask and held it out to me. "Might help with the pain."

      Though I was skeptical, I took it. The gesture alone helped, if only slightly.

      "Anything I should know before entering?" I asked Hrisk.

      He shook his great horned head. "You'll know the trial when you come to it. Now quit scratching your scales and get in there!"

      Hrisk's captains hissed their laughter. I shared a look with Farelle, then approached the cave mouth with an unsteady gait.

      For a dozen steps, the light from outside was enough to illuminate the uneven floor of the cave. But as the light grew dimmer, I began to inch forward like an old man, my one good hand extended to feel before me. Muttering curses under my breath at Drakon superstition, I fumbled through the dark until I thought I was out of sight of the entrance, then cast Magelight. The white, glowing orb appeared from my hand, then moved to hover over my head.

      The cave wasn't much to look at. Barely eight feet high and a dozen feet wide, it narrowed as it sloped steadily down. The magelight illuminated around 30 feet ahead, but I didn't see anything but more stone and darkness. "Into the belly of the beast," I muttered.

      After half an hour, the passage had narrowed to just a handful of feet across, and my head nearly scraped the ceiling. But finally, an end to the tunnel loomed ahead. Eagerly, I hurried forward.

      There was no grand reveal, no astounding secret door. All that awaited me within the small chamber at the end of the tunnel was a roughly hewn pedestal with a simple, stone bowl resting on top. Scanning for traps and finding none, I approached it cautiously and peered inside. Water, or some other clear liquid, filled the bowl to the brim. And at the bottom of the bowl lay a red key, dully gleaming in my Magelight.

      "Easy enough," I muttered, and reached my intact hand into the bowl. Or tried to. For as soon as my fingers brushed the still surface, it felt as hard and cold as ice. 

      Frowning, I took the heavy bowl awkwardly in one hand and tilted it upside down. The water rippled but didn't fall, and as I peered inside it, the key seemed not to have shifted.

      Placing the bowl back on the pedestal, I took a step back and studied it. Only then did I see the scratches on the pedestal. Bending down and bringing my light closer, I was surprised to find that I could read the words:

      
        
        Drink of the water of death.

        Only the shadow of life shall not drown.

      

      

      I certainly felt "the shadow of life" at that moment. But of all the ways to die in the Everlands, while drowning didn't sound the worst, it was far from my preferred way to go. "This just has to work then," I muttered.

      Drawing in a breath, I lifted the bowl and tilted it back to my lips.

      The water was icy cold as it touched my lips, numbing them instantly. As I took my first swallow, my head ached like I'd downed a Route 44 slurpee in one go. As it went down, the liquid sent spikes of ice through my body, but I wasn't numb to the pain. 

      I choked but kept forcing the liquid down. If all it brought was pain, I could deal with that. And if it killed me… well, I could live with that, too — in a manner of speaking.

      My knees gave way five mouthfuls in, and the bowl slipped from my numb fingers by the eighth. As I sank to the floor, cold as a corpse already, I already knew how the trial's judgment on my worthiness was going to turn out.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        You have died. 

        All your items remain at the location of your death. You or any other player may retrieve them at any time. 

        You are also weakened from your resurrection. While weakened, you receive a -25% penalty to all attributes and meters, which will cease at the end of an hour. This penalty will become more severe with subsequent deaths.

        Next time, don't suck, Marrow.

      

      

      I still felt numb as I rose to my feet and looked myself over. But despite the memory of the cold death clinging to my mind, I found myself smiling as I flexed both hands. My hand had returned — I was whole again! But as I raised my gaze, I saw hot desert extending all around me, and began to feel the incessant sun baking my exposed skin, and knew this was far from over.

      Consulting my map, I found the Drakon's resurrection shrine wasn't far from the cave. It didn't prevent my bare feet from becoming blistered in the scorching sand, nor my death-penalized body from tiring and my feet dragging.

      Hrisk and his captains hissed when they caught sight of me. "Magic!" the Drakon king accused me. "You defile that place with magic!"

      "The whole damned trial is magic," I replied irritably. "What else do you call a bowl of water that you can't reach through and kills you to drink?"

      "You died?" Hrisk boomed. "Impossible!"

      "It's not his first time," Farelle said conversationally. She wore an open smile, and her eyes ran up and down my body with open licentiousness. "He's one of the Everfolk. They come back instead of staying dead like the rest of us."

      "Fables!" one of the captains hissed. "Tales told to children!"

      "True tales, then." I shrugged. "But believe what you will." 

      Leaving the Drakons to mutter among themselves, I turned to Farelle and caught her up on the trial. "Any ideas?"

      "You could try and destroy the bowl with magic," she suggested. "Or vaporize the water."

      "Too obvious. I'll bet it's protected against magic. Likely it'll just deflect and vaporize me." I squinted across the flat landscape, thinking. "It's a riddle. 'Drink of the water of death. Only the shadow of life shall not drown.' I just have to figure out what a shadow of life is. Maybe my voidweaving would do the trick though — it's supposed to defy typical game logic. I could create a small hole and siphon away the water."

      "And maybe flush away the key, too." Farelle shook her head. "I wouldn't risk it. I don't suppose you managed to keep hold of my flask, by the way? Thinking is thirsty work."

      I smiled apologetically. "Sorry."

      Farelle harrumphed and rubbed at her temples.

      I looked out over the desert. Not many shadows there on the open, arid landscape. Shadow of life — what could be the shadow of life but death? I started thinking of puns that might be at play. Death, deceased, cold, passed away... Life, alive, existence... Shadow, shade⁠—

      "That's it!" I exclaimed.

      Farelle startled and looked over at me. "What is?"

      I leaned closer, speaking softer, as the Drakons had looked in our direction. "Shade — I have to become a Specter to drink the water!"

      She grinned and tapped my forehead. "Not a bad brain on you. But will your ghost girlfriend change you over?"

      "Maybe." Ava had helped out into the past, but after her father Mordreth, the God of Death, got mad at me for abusing his Dominion Ring, I'd barely seen her. "Won't know until we try. But I'll wait to call until I'm down in there. I'll bet phantoms smell too much like magic for Hrisk and his gang." I turned for the cave mouth again.

      "Just bring back my flask!" Farelle called at my back.

      A long, chilly walk later, I reached the pedestal at the end of the tunnel. Optimistically, I picked up my death pile and put on all my gear. Dressed again, I sucked in a deep breath. But before I could say a word, the air before me thickened, then formed into the figure of a young woman. 

      I grinned. "Impeccable timing."

      "As always." But Ava didn't smile back.

      My stomach started knotting. "Don't tell me. Mordreth doesn't approve."

      She looked aside. "He… doesn't understand."

      "Understand what?"

      "Why I…" She shook her head, hair moving slowly as if through water, so that it splayed around her head for a moment. "Never mind. It doesn't matter."

      An inkling tickled the back of my mind, but I couldn't put my finger on it. "I don't want to get you in trouble."

      "I know." Finally, Ava smiled, even if it was a small and sad smile. "But I want to help. So ask me."

      "If you're sure." Pushing down my guilt, I explained the trial to her. 

      "So, you think you need to become a Specter." Ava didn't sound thrilled at the prospect.

      "Yeah. Can you do it?"

      She sighed, breathing out in a spiral of mist. "I'm sorry, Marrow. But I've been forbidden to help you."

      I slumped and stared morosely at the red key glittering inside the stone bowl. "Then I guess I'll have to find another way."

      "That's not what I meant. What I mean is, I can't help you by changing you to a Specter. Father doesn't want you anywhere near our powers again. But he can't forbid me from helping you directly."

      Her offer caught me off guard. "Directly? Like… drinking the water yourself?"

      She nodded, holding my gaze.

      I shook my head. "No. You can't."

      "What? Why not?" Her eyes had gone wide. 

      "Because I don't know if my theory's right. What if you're not safe from the water's effects, even as a Specter? What if it sends you to Faze-Aught — or worse, erases you altogether?" I shook my head again. "We can't risk it. I won't."

      The sad smile had returned. "Marrow," Ava said gently, "my father can't instruct me what to do, and neither can you. I think your concern is sweet, but I'm going to because I want to help."

      I put myself between her and the bowl. "But I'm supposed to do it alone! Hrisk said I had to."

      "And is Hrisk here?"

      "No, but⁠—"

      "And weren't you going to have me change you to a Specter anyway?"

      "Yeah, but⁠—"

      "And the pedestal — does it say anything about doing it alone?"

      I didn't dare turn around in case she tried sneaking by me. "I don't think so. But Ava, it doesn't matter. Please, just think for a moment. You could be throwing your only life away! I can come back again and again, but you only have one shot."

      "I have been thinking, Marrow. And you don't have countless lives. The clock's ticking down for you, isn't it?"

      My chest tightened. "Yeah. I guess so. But⁠—"

      "I never had a chance at life," she interrupted. "My existence has dragged on for centuries, never changing, never meaning much of anything. And then I was sent to be a guide to you."

      Ava gave me a long searching look. I could barely meet her gaze.

      "You changed everything," she said quietly. "You made me remember things I'd forgotten about a long time ago when I was young and still yearned for more. And now, I can make all those years mean something."

      "You always could," I spoke softly. "This doesn't have to be your chance."

      "But it is. And if I let it slip away, I might never get another."

      I looked her squarely in the eyes. Part of me thought I shouldn't be arguing so much to stop a video game character from risking her existence. But Ava had been my first friend in the Everlands. She'd guided and protected me through more than I deserved. Bits of code or not, it didn't seem right to let that happen without a fight.

      But I'd run out of arguments, so I sighed. "Fine — you win. If you want to nobly sacrifice yourself to save my life, I can't stop you."

      She smiled, wider than before. "I do. And I will."

      Drifting past me, she paused in front of the bowl. Then all at once, she set her hands to the basin, lifted it, and began drinking it back. I watched, fascinated and afraid. I could see the death water streaming through her translucent body, then fading to nothing. Did she seem to fade as she drank? Did her hands begin to shake? I watched for every detail, knowing she must collapse at any moment.

      But she didn't, not even when she set down the bowl again, empty but for a glistening film on the edges. "There," she said faintly as she turned toward me. "It's done. And I'm alive."

      "As much as you ever were." I grinned as she gave me a reproachful look, then let it slip away. "But can you get the key?"

      She turned to the bowl and extended a pale hand. Her fingers passed the lip of the bowl, then dipped below into the basin. I stared in wonder as her hand lifted, the red key held between her fingers.

      Ava held it out to me. "Here. It's yours."

      I mutely held out a hand and accepted it. Despite the coolness of the cave, it had a strange warmth to it, and it fluttered faintly in the light like the ruby it seemed.

      
        
        Elemental Key

        Quality: Unknown

        Rarity: Unknown

        Attributes: Unknown

      

      

      Another prompt showed up as well, showing the subpart for acquiring the Ruby Key crossed off, though I didn't gain any experience points for it.

      I closed my hand around it and tucked it into my inventory. "Now, there's definitely no way I could ever repay you."

      She smiled the widest I'd yet seen. "No. There's not."
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        * * *

      

      Hrisk and his captains hissed as I stepped out into the bright desert day. Only after a moment did I realize that they were hisses of laughter. Farelle, who stood opposite them, gave me a sympathetic shrug.

      "So you turned back?" the Drakon king said with what passed for a grin among his kind. "No shame in that, King Marrow, no shame. Many before you have shivered at the cost and came away empty-handed. Our heirloom is forever meant to be out of mortal hands."

      "Then it's a good thing I'm not mortal." Summoning the key, I held up my hand and opened it. The Infernal Key sparkled brilliantly in the sunlight like a fire roared within it.

      The Drakon captains flinched back, while their king stared with his long mouth agape. When Hrisk started hissing, all of them joined in. I recognized this hiss, and so did Farelle, who had moved to stand at my shoulder. In a moment, she had her bow strung up and an arrow notched, her eye warily on the captains.

      Withdrawing from my inventory again, I thrust my other hand toward her, her flask dangling from my grip. "Here. This will serve us better."

      Dubious, the Wilder let her bow slacken and freed a hand to accept the flask. But as she threw back a drink, she kept an eye to the tense Drakons.

      "You used magic," Hrisk accused me. "You defiled that place with wicked sorcery!"

      "And if I did, so what? The key was bound by wicked sorcery," I countered. "But as it happens, I didn't retrieve it with magic. I suppose I was just worthy." But I knew the truth — I wasn't even worthy of the friend who had helped me so greatly.

      Hrisk shook his horned head. "My great-nestfather believed he was worthy. He died drinking of the water. I won't believe you were worthier than him!"

      "Marrow's the champion of the king of gods," Farelle interjected. "It's not even a real comparison, is it?"

      The Drakon captains stepped forward, clawed hands on their hilts, but Hrisk raised a hand. "No," he said slowly. "We have no proof, only suspicion. We won't shed blood over that."

      I kept a pleasant smile plastered on my face, but only as the captains released their grips did I relax. I hadn't done all this just to get this key.

      I took a step forward. "There's one more thing, Great Warrior. Your promise."

      Hrisk stared hard at me with his black eyes. "My promise," he repeated, hissing slightly on the word.

      "Yes," I said easily. "You will still join me in my fight against the Cerulean Empire, will you not?"

      For a moment, I was sure the Drakon king was going to go back on his oath. Then he suddenly bared his teeth in a smile. "The sun is red. A good day for war, I think."
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      Relief made my knees go weak, but I hid it and nodded tersely. "Then I'll see you in battle soon. They'll come for us in Stalburgh. Bring your armies there, and we'll be done with our enemies once and for all."

      Despite seeming ready to strike us just moments before, the Drakon captains suddenly erupted into hisses and thrust their fists in the air, tails lashing the desert sands into clouds behind them. I grinned, trying not to let my doubts show through. It was good to have allies.

      But against three of the most powerful gods and the two most formidable nations of Kalthinia, I doubted it would be enough.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. BAD DREAMS

          

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Farelle and I shimmered back into existence in the throne room of Stalburgh Castle, I knew something was wrong.

      For one thing, the room was crowded. Unfamiliar Human faces lined the walls, all facing toward the throne except the few who glanced our way, astonished by our sudden appearance. They wore finely tailored clothes but were free of jewelry and ostentatious shows of wealth. Not nobility, I guessed, but couriers. I could at least be grateful for that — Brandeur would have had the place filled to the roof with prostitutes if I hadn't exiled him to Maluwae. But why so many?

      Some had lined up in front of the throne, and Farelle and I had teleported in at the end of the queue. Walking around and ignoring the disdainful looks some of the couriers cast us in our dusty and travel-stained clothes, I looked to the throne and saw the one autumn elf in the room, my Captain of the Guard, standing before it.

      "Quiet!" Arala's thin voice called over the hubbub of the couriers. She didn't look to have seen Farelle or me. "I've told you, King Marrow will hear your cases when he returns, and I don't know when that will be. If you'll all return tomorrow⁠—"

      Her words were swallowed as the messengers roared in protest. Guards stationed around the edges of the room shifted, but they didn't draw their weapons. It wasn't as if Arala needed the help anyway. As we watched, she grabbed the nearest courier and shook him by the collar before throwing him back against the others, quieting the protests for the moment.

      "Quite the show," Farelle commented in my ear, grinning as she took a swig from her flask.

      Enough was enough. "Arala!" I called as I strode past the line of couriers.

      Arala turned, but even as her eyes found me, she didn't seem surprised. Her lips moved, but the cries of the couriers prevented me from hearing her. As I mounted the steps to my throne, everyone in the room seemed to notice me at once, for the room fell in hushed silence. 

      I ignored them and faced Arala. "Captain Arala. I'd like an explanation as to what the hell is going on."

      "Your Highness." Arala bowed sharply. "Apologies for this. But the couriers were many and insistent."

      "Whose couriers?"

      A dangerous question, it turned out. The couriers suddenly began shouting their patrons' names, so loud and insistent that the words melded together.

      "Silence!" I bellowed, and was immediately granted it. No one was more surprised than me by it. I turned back to Arala with an eyebrow raised.

      "They're from your subjects, Your Highness," she said coolly. "From the nobility."

      That was unexpected. It didn't bode well that all my highborn subjects had something to say at once. "And what do they want?"

      Arala stared at me for a long moment. "Your abdication, Your Highness."

      I raised an eyebrow but tried to hide the extent of my surprise. "Really?"

      "Their armies surround the city," she continued. "They haven't attempted any real siege. But all their soldiers are here. Twenty thousand in total, if the sentries' reports are accurate. And their conditions for dispersing are clear. That you yield the throne of Ebretin and surrender yourself to them."

      As I turned and looked out over the anxious faces of the messengers, I felt a cold hand tighten around my guts. Someone was behind this, that much was clear. I didn't have to think too hard to suspect who. The Elder Gods were trying to win the war before it had even started.

      But two could play at the game of gods, they'd soon find out.

      "Good couriers," I said, making my tone gracious and magnanimous, "I thank you for bringing your masters' wishes to me. Please, take these words back to them. If they'd like me to give up Ebretin's crown and my head with it, they must come speak with me personally — here, in my throne room." I smiled at them a dangerous smile. "I don't want to see any of your faces again, and you won't want me to either. Is that clear?"

      As one, the messengers bowed and scraped, murmuring their understanding.

      "Now leave!" Arala commanded them, and the couriers scrambled to file out.

      As the last of them departed and the doors to the throne room swung closed, I turned to Arala. She looked smart in her armor — a true soldier, precise and in control. Yet all I had to do was recall how she'd risen through the ranks of the Noble Ignobles to lead them to remember her ambition. But there was no calling back my decision to appoint her the head of my defenses now. I just had to hope she saw me as offering her more than my enemies did.

      "Welcome home, Your Highness," Arala said. Her tone was cordial and distant as usual. "Were your travels successful?"

      "More so than here, it seems. Give me a full report."

      Things sounded far from hopeful. With trade completely cut off, Stalburgh was rapidly suffering. There was starvation and rebellion in the streets. The draft had extended to the young and the old, and still, our numbers barely pulled above five thousand. The Noble Ignobles added another couple thousand, but all in all, it paled to what Ebretin's dukes and earls had mustered, and couldn't hold a candle to the armies of the Elder Gods. Even the Scarred Horde only went so far to even those odds.

      "What of our other allies?" I pressed, daring to hope for good news. "Was Sarai successful?"

      "You might ask her yourself, Your Highness."

      Arala nodded at the door, and I found the Devalyn priestess entering into the room. As she neared, I saw her expression was somber, and her eyes puffy from lack of sleep.

      "I heard you'd decided to show up," Sarai said, her tone biting. "Where have you been, Marrow?"

      "Recruiting. But I can tell you about it later. Did you succeed? Have we an autumn elf army waiting in the wings?"

      Sarai slowly shook her head. "Some came back to the old cause. But they've added more problems than they'll solve." Her shoulders slumped forward. "My people have fallen far. They barely remember their goddess, much less seek to serve her. All they know is how to scrape by, any way they can. Thieves, whores, and criminals — that's what they've become."

      "And priestesses," I reminded her. "And the Captain of the Guard. Don't forget that the Devalyn are still a people with much potential."

      Her sorrow still gripped her, but my words seemed to hearten her a little, for she managed a smile.

      I was glad I could comfort her, for she'd not brought me any. It had been a scant hope that a Devalyn army might be lurking out in the Everlands somewhere. But I still didn't like to have it dashed.

      Farelle, who'd taken to strolling about the room while she drank, suddenly spoke up. "Yes, an awe-inspiring people. But we'll see if you don't live up to your reputation in the end."

      As both of the Devalyn in the room looked at her with hard eyes, I decided it was time for a change of subject. "What about Sheika? Has she returned as well?"

      Arala pulled her cold gaze from Farelle and shook her head. "No one has heard from Mistress Sheika since she left."

      That was an even sorer blow. As good as armies were, a battalion of real-life players would be even better. I knew how many of our enemies I could kill, and while I'd gained some unique advantages in my time, other Everfolk might fare just as well or better. All I could hope was that the Elder Gods or Solomon hadn't tied her up in a trap and that she'd make it back in time for the action.

      I clapped my hands and hid my disappointment. "Well, enough jabbering. We have work to do. See if you can make anything of our Devalyn recruits, Arala. And if you have any channels to work, Sarai, there's no time like the present. I'd maybe work on something that might influence a whole crowd. Such a channel could come in handy."

      As both of them nodded, Farelle piped up mockingly, "And me, boss?"

      "You do what you do best. Drink and be a Wilder."

      She shrugged. "I suppose I'll scout then. Something to do while I drink at least."

      "And you?" Sarai asked with an eyebrow raised. "What will you be doing?"

      Despite the dire circumstances, a slow grin spread across my face. "Shopping, of course."
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        * * *

      

      As soon as I materialized inside Jin'Thal's old lair, I knew something was wrong.

      I blinked as the last of the blue light faded away, and it quickly became apparent what was off. The vast chamber, once filled from wall to wall with gold and jewels and magical artifacts, was empty.

      All of Jin'Thal's horde was gone.

      I walked forward, mind spinning. Who was behind it was obvious — and expected, now that I thought it over. The Elder Gods had known I had Jin'Thal's treasure trove at my disposal and knew I needed it to finance my kingdom and Stalburgh's defenses. Without it, I was comparatively penniless, left with only the gold and items I'd stuffed in my pockets from my last visit.

      "Won't be much of a shopping trip now," I muttered. But I kept my head held high — what else could I do? In some ways, this made things easier. I'd just have to spend my coins prudently, and hope it would see me through to the end of this.

      "This isn't over," I promised the empty room. "Far from it."

      The Elder Gods were very likely watching and laughing from somewhere on high. But none of them deigned to answer.

      I sighed, then summoned back the blue light to teleport home.
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        * * *

      

      As I returned to the castle, my pockets truly empty now, my head held high, I felt the eyes of my citizens turn to watch me. Some with awe, most without. It didn't matter that I'd spent all of Jin'Thal's hoard on their protection, lining the city's coffers with my coin. All they saw was the bright, new gear hanging off my person.

      I let them stare. It'd be the last new gear they'd see on me.

      Before shopping, I'd attended to my waiting level ups. With my own nobility's armies waiting at the gates and several more on the way, it promised to be the last points I'd assign before the big day. So I spent them on what I thought would best help me survive. Ten points to stamina, another ten to spirit. Two points each to dexterity, agility, vitality, and perception. I'd never be able to take too many hits, not with my build, but I still hoped I could dodge them.

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      Spells were the next thing to come. Next to channeling, they were second-class at this point. Still, after I'd flashed a handful of gold, I managed to worm an excellent spell out of the irascible mage: Steelskin, a next-gen version of Barkskin and Ironskin, and perfect for a squishy character like me. 

      
        
        Steelskin (Lvl 5)

        Affinity: Light

        Cost: 125 mana

        Effect: +100 armor, +10 vitality, and +10 resistance for 30 minutes. Reduces wear on armor while active.

      

      

      Next came a stop by an apothecary, and I left with his cabinet cleaned out and my pockets lined with as many health, mana, and stamina potions as I could possibly want. More concerning was how I'd keep all that liquid down when it came to the battlefield; I'd feel like a water balloon ready to pop on impact if I quaffed them all.

      My old Gnarish blacksmith buddy, Holdur, came after that and hooked me up with an excellent set of six adamantine throwing daggers. After the duel with Hrisk, I thought it best to make sure I had as many knives on hand as I could want. As for the rest of my gear, ironcore, dragonscale, and dragon leather were as good as I would get in Stalburgh, so I left it at that and said goodbye to my friend — likely for the last time, either way this turned out.

      Last came the enchantress. My stomach still lurched as I vaulted down the crap-well into the midst of the carpet of cats. Esperalda greeted me with her ample bosom as always, but she let get of me pretty quickly when I told her what I wanted.

      "Protections from… gods?" she piped, finely penciled eyebrows shooting up.

      "From the Elder Gods specifically — Nali, Omagnar, and⁠—"

      "I know who the Elder Gods are! It's your request I can't understand! My boy, there's no protection from the gods. If they wish to smite you, there's not a blessed thing you can do about it!"

      "Humor a fool then. If you were going to try to defend against them, what kind of enchantments would you use?"

      Her expression grew more drawn with every moment she looked at me. For a moment, I wondered if she'd be too pious to even make an attempt. But the professional in her — or perhaps simple greed — won the day.

      "Very well," she said with a sigh, "we'll try. But I won't guarantee my spells for this! No refunds."

      "If they fail, I won't be likely to be back for one, will I?"

      After much hemming and hah-ing, the enchantress settled on threefold protection: from Light damage, from influence channels, and from physical damage. And though she grumbled about it, I paid extra for the rush job and left with my magic-minted gear, including my new daggers all enchanted to return to me after being thrown. 

      As for the mocking name for the gear, she threw that in with no extra charge. Lucky me.

      
        
        Dragonscale Hauberk of the Godslayer

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25 resistance to Light damage, +5 fortitude, +20 armor physical damage

      

      

      
        
        Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Godslayer

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25 resistance to Light damage, +5 fortitude, +20 armor physical damage

      

      

      
        
        Dragonskin Boots of the Godslayer

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25 resistance to Light damage, +5 fortitude, +20 armor physical damage

      

      

      
        
        Dragonscale Greaves of the Godslayer

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: +25 resistance to Light damage, +5 fortitude, +20 armor physical damage

      

      

      
        
        Adamantine Throwing Knife of Recall

        Quality: Exceptional (100/100)

        Rarity: Uncommon

        Attributes: Waits in a pocket dimension until called. After inflicting damage, it returns to the pocket dimension and is able to be called again immediately.

      

      

      "Remember!" she called after me as I left. "No guarantees!"

      I waved in return, the meowing around me too loud for a reply.

      So it was that, laden with my new purchases, I returned to the castle just after sunset and entered my room. There, I found someone waiting for me, sitting on my bed, a flask in hand and a hoof tapping impatiently.

      "Finally," Farelle said with an arched eyebrow. "Never met someone who likes shopping as much as you."

      I grinned and sat next to her. "And I've never met someone who likes drinking as much as you. Aren't you supposed to be off scouting?"

      She shrugged and took a swig. "Nothing around to watch for, so I figured I'd take a break."

      I held my hand out, and she reluctantly placed the flask in my hand. I took a swig and promptly spat it out.

      "Gah! What is that stuff? I thought it'd be elderberry grog!"

      Her eyes were bright as she took the flask back and drank, smacking her lips. "The finest liquor this side of Kalthinia needs no additions. No one brews straight grog like the Gnarish!"

      I shook my head and stared at my hands. "Well. This is it. The calm before the storm. Only a week or so until the armies arrive and the dice are rolled. You think we'll come through it?"

      She didn't answer for a moment but swirled the liquor in its flask. "Not everyone has come through as it is," she murmured.

      I stared at her, willing her to feel the depth of my guilt and gratefulness. "We'll try our best then. For your father's sake."

      She didn't meet my eyes but took my hand in hers, warm, the fur soft on the back of her hand. "You know, we're better friends than lovers."

      I squeezed her hand and flashed her a grin. "Though we weren't bad lovers either."

      She rolled her eyes, drained down the last of her flask, and stood, swaying. "Let the past be past, Golden Boy. We have enough complications coming, and I need to sleep off the coming hangover."

      As she left, I settled back onto my bed, folding my hands behind my head. Strangely enough, she really was my friend and a good deal better one than I'd ever had in my real life. We'd been through things that couldn't help but glue us together and saved each others' necks countless times. Same went for Sarai, Brandeur, Ava, and Sheika. Even though most of them were characters in a game, the friendship between us was every bit real.

      Whatever this game had put me through, I'd be grateful for that. And miss it sorely when this was all over.

      But we had a week left still. Hopefully, the gang could get together one more time before the final battle, one last hurrah, and say goodbye.

      A smile on my lips at the thought, I found myself falling away into sleep's hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      "Stabilize his heart rate."

      "Sir, with all due respect, his body can't sustain this much longer. He's been under too long."

      The voices came to me as if from across a great distance. My mind felt tied up in cobwebs. I tried to move, tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids wouldn't budge. Darkness surrounded me, cold and unyielding. As I probed further, I found I could barely feel my body, only the foreign, cold objects thrust into my skin at my arms, down my throat, up my… I didn't even like to think where those tubes went up.

      All-encompassing terror seized me. But I couldn't control my body enough even to cry.

      "Ali — that's your name, isn't it? Well, Ali, I didn't bring you here to lecture me, or give me advice. We can't bring him up and that's final. So if you want Sean Marrow to survive, you're just going to have to work with me. Understood?"

      "Yes, Mr. Solomon."

      Solomon. As comprehension settled in, a fatal calm came over me. Solomon. I knew where I was. I knew what I was dealing with.

      Solomon had my body, that was true. But if I had my way, he was far from winning.

      "Good," Solomon said from above. "Stabilize his heartbeat. Now."
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        * * *

      

      "Here he is, the fool boy. Made us wait long enough, didn't you?"

      Another voice, and one that I recognized as well. Unfortunately. 

      Panic clutched at my chest, squeezing it tight, but I had some mastery of my body again and opened my eyes. They stood before me, all three of them — or loomed over me, more like. The three Elder Gods. My enemies. The deities I meant to kill.

      Didn't seem likely now that I stood before them.

      They rose, twelve feet tall, from the stormy landscape around us. Under my feet was cracked earth. Lightning streaked overhead, followed by booms of thunder. 

      A dream, I told myself. It's just a dream. But I knew better. This was their game. Even dreams could be deadly in the Everlands.

      And I didn't doubt they meant this to be very deadly indeed.

      From one side, Omagnar stared me down, eyes orange with fire that burned like forges, tapping a huge hammer into his hand with rhythmic ferocity. 

      From the other side, Zynal sneered at me, eyes crackling with lightning. Twin falchions he clutched in his hands, and though they were tucked under his wings by his sides, I didn't doubt they could whip around in a whirlwind at a moment's notice.

      And in the middle, completing the line-up, stood Nali. A self-satisfied smile curved her lipless mouth, and though she didn't menace with her trident, her eyes, deep and dark as the stormy ocean, promised torment surer than any sailor endured.

      I glanced down at myself. No armor or weapons; I wasn't even wearing a shirt. I was vulnerable, helpless.

      Hardly the godslayer I'd hoped to be.

      "Marrow," Zynal sneered. "The so-called Catalyst. Champion of our son Absalom."

      "So you've heard of me," I said lightly.

      "Heard of you!" Nali hissed with laughter. "Much as I wish to ignore you, I hear of nothing but you! You are a gnat buzzing in my ears that I can't seem to swat. But soon, foolish Everfolk, that will change."

      I squinted at her. "I didn't know you had ears. Unless you mean those big gaping holes in the sides of your head?"

      Nali slammed down her trident, a feral snarl building in her throat, but Omagnar boomed, "No! We cannot interfere! It is the divine law!"

      "Our laws!" Zynal objected, though a wheedling note had worked its way into his voice. "We can break them as well as make them!"

      Nali had calmed again. "No, brother. We cannot. We will keep the laws, and squash this bug the proper way."

      "Feel free to try," I called up. "After all, why else bring me here if not to take a swipe at me?"

      The Naiad goddess found her smug smile again. "Oh, we will crush you, Everfolk, very, very soon. Much sooner than you think."

      My skin had started to crawl. "If you say so. But I've got a few days still. We'll be ready for you."

      "You know that, do you?" Nali's smile grew wider.

      Zynal screeched with laughter. "Wake up, boy! Then we'll see!"

      Omagnar stepped forward and lifted his hammer over his head.

      It's over, I thought as the hammer came barreling down toward me. I'd hoped to provoke them into attacking me and breaking the rules so Absalom could intervene. But as that massive hammer descended toward me, I doubted I'd be around for it to matter.

      The hammer hit. All went black.

      Something blared in my ears.

      I jerked upright, heart thundering in my chest. But over the sound of my fear, there was definitely something else. Horns. The horns on the wall.

      The Elder Gods hadn't been bluffing. They were here with all their armies. The final battle was beginning.

      Despite my fears, my worries, my likely impending doom, I found myself smiling with relief. Soon, it would all be over, one way or another. Soon, I'd be free or beyond caring.

      I threw the covers off and started frantically donning my gear. Time to get this party started.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. FAITH

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared over the roiling, dark masses on the hills below Stalburgh as yet more enemies poured in from the surrounding forest. With the rising sun at their backs, they were shadows against the tall grass, and it was hard to make out the details of the many tall shapes looming from their ranks. I didn't like to think what surprises the Elder Gods had cooked up for us, but it was far worse not knowing.

      Next to me, Farelle chewed on something, then spat. "Things aren't looking good."

      "No, they aren't." I turned to the Captain of the Wall a few paces down the stone walkway and snapped at him, "Report!"

      "My Liege! They came from nowhere, Your Excellency. Our scouts had no reports of them!" Despite being four times my age, with an impressive mustache to boot, the guard was practically trembling as he admitted his ignorance.

      "It's true," Farelle chimed in. She had no such problem with nerves around me, I noted. "I saw no signs of their approach yesterday evening."

      I reached over and clapped a hand on the guard's shoulder. "I believe you. So we have the Cerulean Empire and their Gnarish allies heading toward us from the east. My own nobles' armies ring our walls to the west." I had no idea whose side they'd fight on, but the wall captain didn't need to know that. "And the Noble Ignobles have set up camp within our walls. Any other armies at play?"

      The man seemed confounded by the question. "No others have been sighted. But, My Liege, isn't that enough?"

      I kept my thoughts to myself. The Valyn would descend again, and in greater numbers than before, if the size of the Gnarish and Naiad armies were any indication. No reserves would be left at home; the Elder Gods meant to finish things. I just hoped against hope that somehow, my Drakon army would find a way to get here in time.

      But I doubted it.

      My earlier elation had long grown cold. In its place, the chilly fingers of dread had a tight grip on my guts. I tried not to let it show.

      "Man your post," I told the wall guard and walked away, Farelle following behind. 

      When we were out of earshot, I turned to the Wilder. "Could you give me a moment?"

      She shrugged. "You can cry in front of me, Marrow. Can't think much less of you, can I?"

      With a raised eyebrow, I sidled further down the wall, and she let me go, a smirk on her lips as she raised her flask.

      Turning, I spoke in so low a voice that neither she nor the guards around me could hear. "Absalom, now seems like a damn good time to help out."

      Strangely enough, it came out like a prayer.

      As I breathed the last word, silence fell, complete and absolute. I halted mid-step, stumbling as I looked around me in wonder. Everything had stopped: the soldiers on the walls, the armies marching below, the rumbling war machines and crying babies and fearfully muttering soldiers. A wall guard had become a statue not three feet behind me, his eyes still following, skin strangely stone-like in its stillness. I glanced back, and Farelle's mouth was hilariously distorted mid-chew, eyes screwed up as she stared at the dark mass of enemies further down the hill.

      "You called?"

      I faced forward again. "And you came."

      Absalom was brilliantly arrayed in his armor, the same as he'd worn when I'd first met Solomon at the end of the god's trials, silver encrusted with diamonds and carved into ornate patterns. A golden aura hung about him like Jesus in Catholic paintings, and with a shining crown on his brow, he looked the proper deific king. But his eyes betrayed him, as wide and innocent as they were as a kid, and the brilliant blue of a clear sky.

      "We can only speak for a moment," the boy god warned. "The longer I hold time, the more likely it will be noticed."

      The sight of him loosened my tight gut, if slightly. "Abe, I'm glad you're here. I was about to get my butt kicked if you couldn't tell."

      Absalom glanced over the battlements for a moment. "I'm sorry, Marrow. But you'll have to manage without me."

      As quickly as relief had come, it fled. "Your hands are still tied."

      "Yes. Though Nali, Omagnar, and Zynal are certainly bending the rules, they haven't broken them yet. And I can't risk moving too soon, not with Fath—" He cut off, correcting himself. "—with Solomon at their backs."

      "Why can't you give a little help like they have to their folks? I'm guessing two full armies didn't get here overnight without some intervention."

      Absalom's brow creased, but he shook his head again. "I don't know, Marrow. But if Falgerd hasn't punished them, they must not have broken the rules."

      "Unless Solomon has Falgerd in his back pocket. Which, considering how he admitted me into your chrysalis in the beginning, seems pretty damn likely." I shook my head, frustration finally boiling to the surface. "What does he want anyway? Solomon, I mean. I can't understand what he gets out of all of this. Keeping me here, creating you, pitting us against the Elder Gods, the Door to the Beyond — what's it all for? What does it all mean?" I had a feeling my not-knowing meant I was likely playing right into his hands.

      The God of Gods shrugged helplessly. "I don't know that, either. All we can do is keep faith."

      "Faith?" I laughed, a manic edge to it. "I'm dying, Abe. Really dying, back in the real world. I don't think faith is going to help with that. I keep having visions of being trapped in the sim rig, keep going to Dusk's Edge⁠—"

      "Where?" Absalom suddenly became uncharacteristically urgent. "Did you say Dusk's Edge?"

      "Wait. You've heard of it?"

      The god put a hand to his head, eyes closed. "Almost… I have heard its name, but as I try to remember, it slips through my fingers… Did Father say…?" He lowered his hand abruptly, blue eyes snapping open. "But we have too little time now. What I meant earlier about faith — I meant you should have faith in yourself, Marrow. You've gotten this far. You can make it the rest of the way. We're close to luring my elders into the trap. All you must do is provoke them here."

      "Losing the war won't provoke them into intervention."

      "You won't lose it. Think. Remember your advantages. What can you do that no others can? What secrets do you have in your pocket?"

      I shook my head. "I don't want to answer riddles right now, Abe. If you have something to say, just say it."

      The boy gave me an apologetic smile. "That's all I can risk saying, even now. But as your patron god, I can grant you one final boon."

      Absalom held out his hand, fingers folding open. Annoyed as I was with his rules and limitations, my spirits lifted slightly at the object in his hand. The dull, gray rock was nothing to look at, but I knew an Everstone when I saw one.

      
        
        Everstone of Spirit

        Quality: Divine (*/*) (Single-use)

        Rarity: Celestial

        Attributes: For 1 hour, you have access to unlimited spirit. Item breaks upon use.

      

      

      I took it from him and secured it away. "Now that could go some way. Thanks, Abe. And…" I scuffed my foot against the stone wall. "Sorry about the moping. I know you're doing all you can, and you've got a lot at stake here, too."

      The god reached out and gripped my shoulder. As he touched me, I felt the blaze of his power against my skin, like I'd suddenly been thrust into the heart of a volcano. "You're in this mess because of me. It's the least I can do."

      As he pulled his hand away, taking the terrible sensation with him, he frowned up at the sky. "But I have to go now — I've stayed too long. Good luck."

      With one last look, Absalom dissolved into golden light, and the noise and movement of the world crashed back in.

      I staggered as a guard bumped me.

      "Sorry, sir — I mean, My Liege—" the man stuttered, face flushing.

      "It's alright — we have bigger things to worry about." I clapped him on the shoulder and turned back to the ramparts, Everstone clutched in hand. Below, the armies swelled, closer and closer, a dark ocean rising to swallow us.

      "A productive cry?" Farelle had stepped up next to me again, chewing.

      "We'll see."

      As silence fell between us, my mind turned to Absalom's riddle. The ability I had over others was obvious, but voidweaving could only go so far. I might be able to take down whole sections of the enemy by myself, but I couldn't defeat both armies with it. 

      What did I have in my pocket that could help? I checked my inventory just in case he meant it literally, but nothing jumped out at me. I thought over my other advantages, but only my Divine Aspect aura occurred to me, and that could only help against gods. Absalom had to have something in mind; he wouldn't spin out pointless platitudes. But what could it be?

      "Marrow!"

      I whirled to see a familiar, bare-chested Satyr walking down the wall toward me. "Brandeur Three-Horned! I thought I left you in exile."

      "The best exile I've had yet!" The former Captain of the Guard grinned as he stopped before me. "But when that old druid Hanil popped out of the Roots to say you needed help, I thought you might grant me a pardon."

      I pulled him in and squeezed his shoulders, ignoring Farelle's rolling eyes. "For now, we can make it work. I'm glad you came."

      As he grinned and pulled away, Brandeur looked up and down the wall. "Strange, don't you think?"

      I frowned, following his gaze. "What is?"

      "There's not an Ignoble in sight."

      Looking again, I saw he was right. Every guard manning the wall wore a Stalburgh uniform. My heart started to beat faster.

      "Arala is probably saving them for the reserves," I reasoned. "I bet your lot would be better fighting on a field than walking a wall."

      Brandeur shrugged. "If you say so. But if you ask me, that two-faced snake has pulled a fast one on you."

      Denial was at the tip of my tongue, but staring back over the city, I found it stuck in my throat. Had my new Captain of the Guard turned traitor? Had she been offered a better deal by my nobility? Or perhaps by the Elder Gods themselves?

      "Marrow!"

      Turning, I saw it was Sarai hurrying toward us this time. "What is it?" I asked, fearing what she'd say.

      The priestess spoke through panting breaths. "Fighting inside the gates! Someone's turned traitor!"

      Just then, horns called from the opposite side of the city. My jaw clenched. "Did you see who?" I asked urgently.

      "Rough men without uniforms. Mercenaries, maybe."

      Cursing, I caught Brandeur's eye. "Looks like you're Captain of the Guard again."

      The Satyr grinned. "Now you're thinking straight!" He turned to the closest guards and bellowed, "Right then! You're taking orders from me now! Secure those gates, especially against Ignoble men! Pass the word all around the wall!"

      The nearest wall captain looked to me in confusion, but at my nod, he began to repeat the order in carrying shouts.

      I turned to Sarai. "Round up your people and do what you can to stop Arala. We can't let her completely sabotage us."

      "If she's smart, she already has," Sarai said softly.

      "Probably. But we'll still do what we can."

      She nodded, then hurried back the way she'd come.

      I stared back over the wall at the armies and found them advancing on the city. As they neared, the giant silhouettes came into clearer focus, revealing an assortment of new nightmares. Catapults and ballistae were arrayed in long lines slowly advancing. Wooden towers were wheeled up the hills, flashes of lightning and fire from them telling of the mages who waited within. And at the fore were beasts such as I'd never seen, who moved like gorillas on long, tree trunk arms, but had tusks emerging from hog-like heads, and their skin was gray and rough as an elephant's. Some sort of troll, I guessed. Four of the gigantic creatures lumbered along awkwardly, a shark-headed battering ram carried between them.

      "Never seen those ugly bastards before," Farelle said next to me, watching the giant ape-like creatures come steadily closer. "Could have done without it."

      Squinting, I brought up the stats of each unique foe:

      
        
        Sand Troll (Lvl 46) - A gigantic, cruel being native to the shores along Kalthinia's southern ocean. "Smile pretty, and I might not eat you… Just kidding!"

      

      

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Mage (Lvl 28) - A common foot soldier of the Cerulean Empire's army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. "These aren't ordinary fish out of water!"

      

      

      
        
        Cerulean Empire Soldier (Lvl 31) - A common foot soldier of the Cerulean Empire's army. Naiads are particularly proficient with spears and tridents, and deadly when fighting in the water. "These aren't ordinary fish out of water!"

      

      

      
        
        Gnarish Priest (Lvl 31) - A priest of the Gnarish. Though poor at the arcane arts, the Gnarish are a devout people, and their god Omagnar favors them with mighty divine magic. "Don't let them get at your kneecaps unless you've always wanted to be a paraplegic!"

      

      

      
        
        Gnarish Soldier (Lvl 32) - A foot soldier of the Gnarish. Short but mighty, Gnarish wield axes and hammers with alarming dexterity. "Don't let them get at your kneecaps unless you've always wanted to be a paraplegic!"

      

      

      
        
        Gnarish Knight (Lvl 36) - An anointed knight of the Gnarish. The hearts of these stout soldiers are no less noble than other races — nor will they run from any sort of beast or mage. "Don't let them get at your kneecaps unless you've always wanted to be a paraplegic!"

      

      

      "Shit," I muttered under my breath. "Abe, how the hell do you think I can beat these odds?"

      Then, somehow, something clicked in place. Hope suddenly swelling my chest, I dodged around Farelle and hurried over to where Brandeur was alternating between bellowing at guards and booming with laughter. 

      "Brandeur! You said Hanil brought you over here through the Roots?"

      The huge Satyr turned to me. "Of course! How else would I travel across hundreds of miles in a moment?"

      A grin found my lips. "Did he have a second person to maintain the portal?"

      He shrugged. "What does it matter?"

      "Brandeur, this is important. Where did the Roots open up for you?"

      He pointed, away north of the city. "In the woods, somewhere there. I went up the hill until I saw the city walls."

      I ground my teeth, but there was nothing to be done. I'd have to waste valuable time combing the woods until I found Hanil. I just hoped my plan could come through before the city fell.

      "You need to find the Roots portal?" Farelle stepped up next to me, now chewing on an apple she'd produced from nowhere.

      I glanced at her. "You have an idea?"

      She snorted. "Simple. We go to the gate where the big oaf came in, follow his ox-sized hoofprints back to the forest, and there you have it."

      I grinned and shook her shoulder. "Well done, Wilder. I would never have thought of that."

      She brushed off my hand. "I know."

      Turning to Brandeur, I jabbed a finger in the middle of his chest. "Hold these walls until I return. That's an order."

      He gave me a mocking salute. "My king!"

      Stepping back, I offered my hand to Farelle, and she took it with a sigh. Then I channeled Divine Teleportation, and we dissolved into thin air. 

      A moment later, we rematerialized just outside the north gate. The mud sucked at my boots, and the din of fighting on the walls cascaded down to us. I clenched my jaw, knowing I could do nothing to help. I couldn't be everywhere today, and what I went to do was far more important than holding the gate.

      Farelle had already been squinting at our feet, slowly walking to firmer ground. She gave a triumphant cry. "Here he is! The huge hog — easy enough to track his hoofprints."

      "Then let's do it, and quickly. I don't think Stalburgh will hold without us for long."

      We tracked Brandeur's prints at a jog, heading toward the growing tree line. Soon, we had left the hubbub of conflict behind, and the earthy smells of the forest filled our noses. As Farelle kept her head bent to the former mercenary's tracks, I looked left and right, hoping to see the old Satyr waiting next to a tree.

      Then suddenly, just peeking between the trees, I saw the curved trees of the Roots gate.

      "Hanil!" I called, running past Farelle and ignoring her protests that I'd ruin the tracks. The archway emerged from the forest, the green glow between the twisted trees apparent — and next to it, an old Satyr staring with alarm, hands raised. At seeing me, though, he dropped them.

      "Marrow! And Farelle! What are you two doing here?"

      "Searching for you," I said as I stopped just short of him. "Hanil, I have a favor to ask."

      The old druid sighed. "I tend not to like requests that begin with that."

      "It's about saving Stalburgh again. And all the Everlands."

      "It always is."

      Farelle wore a huge grin. "When'd you get so salty, old man?"

      "About when you got so ornery," he shot back. "Speak your request, Marrow. I'll see what I can do."

      No time to consider what he might think — I just had to spit it out. "I need to get an army here, and fast. And I was hoping to use the Roots to do it."

      Hanil sighed. "Marrow, it takes time to make a Roots path stable. For one or two traveling through, it can be done quickly. But for more, a week should be devoted to it."

      "I don't have a week or even a day. Please, Hanil. Isn't there anything you can do?"

      The old druid glanced at Farelle, and she shrugged. "Could pray to Yalua," she suggested. "That never hurts."

      I spun toward her. "Could you? She's favored you of late. Maybe she'll grant you this boon."

      Her gaze grew uncertain, and she took a swig of her flask. "I suppose I could," she muttered. 

      I looked back at Hanil. "The gate needs to go to the Kamin Desert."

      His eyes narrowed. "Where the Scarred Horde camps?"

      "The very same. That's the army we're fetching."

      An uncharacteristic hardness came across the old druid's face. "Those lizards? They burn and destroy everywhere they go. I won't transport them through Yalua's realm."

      "Please, Hanil." I wondered if I should pull out my Bracer of Compulsion, but I stopped short. Not only would it feel wrong, but I had a long day ahead of me yet. I could channel Allure Ally, if I had to. But another channel, one I'd used only once before, came to mind instead.

      Channeling Right Belief, a white glow appeared on my skin. As Hanil's eyes widened, I said, "I'm channeling Right Belief, which should show you I'm telling the truth about this. I would never do anything to harm Yalua or her own. Trust me — the Drakon army will pass through and come here, no more."

      As the glow faded, Hanil shook his head wearily. "Alright, Marrow. You wore me down. Let's go fetch your army."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19. THE DIN OF WAR

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours later, I stepped back through the Roots, King Hrisk at my right, Farelle at my left, and the Scarred Horde streaming in behind us.

      The Drakon king had been no easier to convince than Hanil to use the Roots. As eager as he was to wage war on his ancient enemies, entering a magical portal was far beyond his comfort zone, and he and his captains had hissed the whole time I urged him toward it. In the end, I was able to refrain from using the Bracer on him as well, or even Allure Ally, by invoking his oath to join us, and that by not coming as quickly as possible to our aid, he'd be breaking his word. King Hrisk hissed once more, but honor was evidently stronger than his distrust of magic, and where he led, the rest of the hesitant Drakons followed.

      But even now, we could still be too late. Entering into the forest north of Stalburgh, I wondered how my city fared. And if it still stood.

      "The enemy's to the east," I told Hrisk. "When your warriors are ready, meet me over there. I'll delay them as long as I can, but I wouldn't mind your help sooner rather than later."

      The king hissed in laughter. "We will be there sooner, Human king."

      With a nod at Farelle, we set off at a run, leaving an unfortunate Hanil to be surrounded by hissing Drakons.

      "When we get to the city," I said between pants, "I want you to get back behind the wall."

      "No chance," she gasped. "I'm backing you up."

      "Don't be dense! I'll be fine. And it'll make things easier if I don't have to protect you."

      She snorted, though it came out more as a rasping exhale. "More like I'll protect you."

      "I'm serious, Farelle. Remember what I did with Jin'Thal? I—" A sudden thought struck me, and a thrill rushed through me, making me positively giddy. "That's it! How could I have forgotten?"

      "What?"

      "Never mind. All the more reason for you to stay clear. Promise you will?" I withdrew a stamina potion and handed it to her.

      With a weary grab, she snatched it from me and threw it back, never breaking stride. "Fine," she said, voice coming stronger. "But only if you promise to come out of this alive."

      I threw back my own stamina potion. "That's the goal," I said grimly and ran harder still.
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        * * *

      

      We split at the north gate, Farelle heading inside Stalburgh while I followed the wall to the battle. From what I could tell, the city guard, with the help of Sarai and Brandeur, had held off the Noble Ignobles, and control of the walls and the gates remained in my hands. For now.

      Freed of keeping pace with Farelle, it was time to travel faster. Pulling at the Void Ring, I drew out a voidthread and cast it at the wall. Then, running and swinging like Spiderman — or, more likely, George of the Jungle — I quickly made my way around the city to the crashing clamor of war.

      Then, all at once, the clashing armies were before me.

      The last battle before Stalburgh had been bad. The actual events blurred in my mind, but there were some things I hadn't forgotten: the fear, the bloodlust, the horror, the rage. All at once, those emotions flooded back in. Fighting to gain a cool head again, I catapulted myself up onto the wall, dodged around some nervous guards, and looked over the battlefield.

      We were losing — badly. To the south, the wall was overrun, the Cerulean mage towers propped against the wall, Naiad magicians obliterating soldiers and stone alike with spell after devastating spell. The east gate lay in ruins, the battering ram abandoned just inside the wall, the sand trolls running rampant through the streets, tossing my men around like rag dolls to splatter against the cobblestones and walls. Behind them, Naiad and Gnarish soldiers flooded in, battling what few defenders remained, tridents and hammers and axes rising and falling, rising and falling. 

      Off to the south, I saw the Valyn had arrived, their sunfliers glinting gold in the late morning light, their silhouettes like birds as they dove down to attack the archers on the wall. Fewer and fewer of those, it seemed.

      Just as I wondered if I had any army left at all, I saw a mass of figures heading from the west to the east gate. At their head, a regiment of cavalry charged, then crashed into the Naiads and Gnarish. I stared in wonder. My nobles might not have wanted me as their king, but it turned out they wouldn't stand by while Ebretin fell to foreign invaders. But the sand trolls had noticed new playthings and lumbered over to toss screaming horses and riders to their deaths. 

      I set my jaw. I'd found where I needed to be. 

      Casting a voidthread to the closest rooftop, I pulled myself off the wall to it, then continued on to the next one. The battle at the gate grew closer, the stench of smoke strong in my nose, the screams growing louder, the roars of the trolls deafening.

      Then, all at once, they were below me.

      A sand troll threw a horseman against the building on which I'd perched, and I had to grab ahold of the roof to steady myself. I considered the troll as it lumbered after more prey. The big guys had to be my first targets; no way could common soldiers bring them down. Unholy Smite was my best bet against them, but they'd have to stay still long enough for me to hit them.

      Fortunately, I had a few ideas for how to accomplish that.

      Spinning out several voidthreads, I secured one at my feet, then ran across the roof after the troll. "Hey!" I yelled at it. "Egg-brain! Up here!"

      The sand troll didn't look around. A thin hope that it would have heard the insult, but I'd had to try. Opting for more practical methods, I whipped out a throwing dagger and hurled it down. Even with it being a good 30 feet away, with a high angle and my dexterity, I couldn't miss.

      The knife lodged in the troll's thick shoulder, and the beast whipped its tusked head around, seeming more surprised than injured. As I recalled the knife, a thin stream of purplish blood trickled from the wound. Finally, the troll's small, black eyes locked onto me and, snarling, it charged.

      Even though I was sure I was out of its reach, I couldn't help one moment of terror as it headed straight for me. Perhaps, my panicked brain reasoned, it could climb like King Kong all the way up to me. 

      It opted for a more straightforward method. Lowering its great tusked head, it barreled head-on into the building I perched on.

      The building shook hard, and the wall under me began to crumble. Only the voidthreads anchored me in place and prevented me from falling and getting trampled by the angry troll.

      I seized my chance. Throwing each voidthread down, I cast them at the troll, and as they connected with its leathery skin, they stuck like gum to a shoe. 

      The sand troll, righting itself after its charge, began to pull back with a resentful look up at me, probably preparing for another charge. But as it got further away, the voidthreads attached the roof pulled on it. A glance at the broken building showed they wouldn't hold for long, but for a moment, the troll was my captive.

      I channeled Unholy Smite once, then again into the second delay. As the sand troll pulled the roof down from under me, a column of dark light slammed down from the sky. The beast buckled under the force and trumpeted its fury. Hurt, finally — a glance at its stats showed a fourth of its health gone. But it was far from defeated.

      Even as the first pillar dissipated and the sand troll stood, the second channel slammed into it. This time, the beast fell fully to the ground, even its thick arms giving way. 

      I grinned. Slowly but surely, this was going to work.

      "Shoot him! Shoot the black priest!"

      I barely had time to look down before a swarm of arrows came whistling up from below. Yelping in surprise, I swept my arm in front of me and threaded together a Void Shield. Just in time — as I huddled behind the black shield, I felt arrow after arrow plunk against it, saving me from being a pincushion.

      "Nice try!" I yelled, but my mind was spinning. I didn't have time to do this slow; I had to take care of these trolls and delay the armies now. Delay, and either I'd be dead, or it would all be over by the time the Drakons marched over here. And I knew of only one way I could muster enough firepower to manage to stop them all myself.

      Maintaining the Void Shield until I was out of sight, I backed away from the edge of the roof. In one hand, I drew out my Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice. In the other, I withdrew a smooth, gray rock. For a moment, I hesitated, then pressed my palm into the spider legs of the pendant, and as the sacrifice took hold, I took the plunge and activated the Everstone.

      I remembered the feeling from last time — how could I ever forget it? — but I wasn't prepared for how every sensation doubled with the pendant's powers activated. The flood of energy crashed through me, sweeping away all sense of myself for a moment. An insane laugh burst from my throat, but I found it hard to care. I felt more alive than I ever had, all-powerful as a genie, ready to take on anything and everything the Everlands had to offer. I was transcendent.

      Even three armies, with their sand trolls and sunfliers and tens of thousands of soldiers, couldn't stand against me.

      Throwing off the Void Shield, I started channeling like crazy. Another Unholy Smite at the sand troll, still recovering from my last attack. Miasma of Terror, the fear bubbling out from me in dark clouds to cascade down the sides of the building. Then Shadow Mantle, the world thrown into shades of gray as I went invisible. I vaulted from the rooftop into the masses below, throwing down a voidthread behind me to slow my fall. As my legs jolted to the ground, I bolted forward, sword flying from its sheath, then darting into the enemies around me.

      As soon as I landed a hit on the nearest Naiad soldier, the grayness of the channel lifted. The soldier's bulbous black eyes looked down at the red slash in the gap of his armor, but I was already moving past, slashing and spinning and screaming. The Miasma was dark smoke flowing all around me, and wherever it reached soldiers, they fled screaming. The street transformed into pandemonium, soldiers crashing into each other, men running straight under the feet of charging sand trolls, and I laughed and hacked at their backs and reveled as the backstab bonus damage sent many of them reeling to the ground.

      Thunder. Huge, pounding footsteps, like a hundred drumlines marching toward me — and fast. Whirling around and blinking off the haze of the Everstone's power, I saw I'd lost sight of the true prize — but they hadn't. No fewer than five sand trolls closed in from all sides.

      But I was far from done. Channeling Shadow Mantle, the world went gray, and I made a beeline for the closest intact building. The way was clear before me, the Miasma having sent all the nearby soldiers scrambling. For a second, I debated taking cover in the building, but the power surging through me would only last so long, and I had to make the most of it. So instead, I threw out a line of voidthread to the top of the building and hauled myself up

      As I came back fully into the world, I jumped up and down and waved my arms. "Hey, big guys! Up here!"

      The beasts tilted their massive heads up to glare at me, then trumpeted their rage and came barreling toward me. I guessed at their trajectories and channeled. A second later, a dark column of light clipped one of the trolls and sent another one scrambling to get around it.

      But it was only the beginning of the barrage. As the dumb beasts gathered around my building, tearing at the walls to get at me, I sent column after column of unholy light down on them, smiting one, two, three. The last two still didn't get the picture, and Unholy Smite put them in the ground as well.

      Balancing on the remains of the house I'd perched on, I took stock of the situation. The Naiads and Gnarish were starting to flood back into the gaps the sand trolls and I had made. The Human soldiers of my nobility surged forward to meet them, but they were far too few. I wondered if the Drakons had made it to the field yet.

      Either way, I had spirit to burn, enemies to kill, and no trolls to stop me.

      I unleashed, jumping down among the soldiers again and throwing every spell and channel I knew. Blizzard, then Miasma of Terror, laughing and cutting them down as they struggled to flee. Unholy Smite, again and again, blasting groups of soldiers around me into the air like toy soldiers in the hands of a two-year-old. And as the soldiers wised up to my tactics, Void Shield to block and Shadow Mantle to escape.

      I was a machine, unstoppable, as I drove through their ranks. If archers shot at me, I smote their line. If tridents or spears stabbed at me, I blocked with my void-woven cloak and sent them running in fear, tripping on void-woven potholes, dying with my sword and knives in their backs.

      Yet even imbued with unlimited spirit, I wasn't impervious. An errant arrow dove into my shoulder, driving away all thought for a second as pain washed through me. Gasping, I pulled it out and healed and carried on.

      But the damage was done. The soldiers — those not wetting themselves in terror from my channels, at least — knew I could be hurt, knew I could be killed. They pressed in hard, struck faster, all but threw themselves at me to die in an ever-expanding circle. But still, they came.

      My other meters needed constant maintenance as the action intensified further still. In constant motion, using spells as well as channels, I quaffed potions every moment I could get, alternating green and blue. My head was spinning with every command I sent out. Thrilling fear coursed through me at the knowledge that at any moment, the furious dance could be put to a sudden, painful end. But somewhere in the fighting, the doubt had gone away, and I was left with nothing but one intent purpose: to kill, and kill again, until nothing and no one stood before me.

      The trident took me in the knee.

      As the momentum of the weapon buckled my legs, I gracelessly fell onto my rump, cursing and hissing with pain. Just my luck that Miasma of Terror faded at that moment, clearing the space around me. The Naiads and Gnarish waiting just outside the cloud rushed in with an ear-pounding roar, weapons raised, killing looks in their eyes.

      I pulled at the trident, gasping with the pain it sent cascading up my leg and pulled it free. But even as I channeled Greater Healing and my flesh mended itself back together, I knew it was too late. They were too many, and I was helpless on the ground, easy pickings.

      Unless…

      I channeled, then threw my Void Shield over my head. All I heard for one heart-pounding second were bloodthirsty shouts and boots churning the mud as my enemies rushed toward me.

      Then an altogether different roar enveloped me.

      I screamed as blazing, dark light fell over me, screamed though I couldn't hear myself over the ungodly sound that filled my ears, like the chorus of a thousand angels dying. The force of the pillar pressed down on my Shield, and I feared it would finally be enough to unravel it. But against all odds, it held.

      Then I remembered myself and channeled again. The world fell to gray.

      As Unholy Smite cleared, I dragged myself to my feet. In a ten-foot circle around me, soldiers stood dumbstruck, staring at the spot where I'd just been lying, not seeing as I, invisible, staggered upright. Maybe one of them should have noticed the footprints appearing in the mud beside the blackened marks, but none seemed to as I ran haltingly away and pushed through their ranks, leaving even more perplexed enemies behind me.

      I made it into a ruined building before Shadow Mantle faded and stopped to catch my breath. A quick check told me I had just under seven minutes left on the Everstone. No way was I taking out the whole army before it ended.

      But the grand finale was just beginning.

      Topping off my meters with a handful of potions and taking a moment to settle my spinning head, I channeled Shadow Mantle, darted from cover, and made for the most direct route I could for the wall. I dodged and weaved through soldiers, not bothering to cut them down, as that would end my invisibility. I had bare minutes to get into position before I was left horribly vulnerable.

      Making it up the wall on the fifth Mantle, I took the stairs two at a time and reached the ramparts. Then I stared over the battlefield, jaw dropping. 

      For the first time, I saw just how outnumbered we'd always been. The Drakons had reached the battlefield, but even their considerable numbers were swallowed in a sea of our enemies. I'd killed hundreds of enemy soldiers and five sand trolls, but there were thousands to replace them. King Hrisk and his men seemed to have cut a swath through the Naiads and Gnarish, but were now surrounded, beset on all sides, nowhere to run to. And even as I watched, a flock of sunfliers bore down on them and acted like bombers, dropping something that burst into flames among my allies, sending Drakons burning and writhing away.

      Channeling Shadow Mantle again to remain invisible, I turned my gaze to the sky. An Everstone was powerful, but it couldn't turn this tide. Yet it was just as Absalom had said — I had an advantage no one else had. And now was the time to use it. 

      Tapping into the Void Ring, I took hold of a voidthread. But instead of pulling it into Kalthinia, I followed it to its source, down into eternal darkness.

      As I went hand over hand into the small void hole I'd created, all noise faded away, and with it, sight, smell, and touch went, too. A cold, clammy feeling seized me, but I tried not to let the panic grab hold. I'd escaped Faze-Aught before; I could do it again.

      And, hopefully, I could bring other banished beings back with me.

      "Jin'Thal!" I called, voice thin in the nothingness. "Jin'Thal, most geriatric of dragons, oldest beyond what any dragon should live! Mother of far too large a brood! Queen of far too fat a size! Your conqueror calls to you! Come to me — come take your vengeance!"

      For all my taunting, though, I received no response. I paused, thinking, mindful of the last minutes of the Everstone enchantment ticking away. How else could I find her? The first time I'd come here had been in pursuit of Ava. I hadn't been able to help her then, but I'd immediately found her.

      I looked at it in a different way. During my fight with Jin'Thal, I'd been trapped here, then found my way back out by finding the edges of the plane and forging my Void Ring. Somehow, I knew the Dominion Ring was the key. But how?

      Still bound to me, I felt the ring struggling to return to the plane, resisting the form I'd forged it into. I held it like an impatient dog, then began experimenting, pulling this voidthread, then that, thinking that perhaps one would lead me to the Broodmother, trembling under the weight of her oversized ego. 

      But as I peeled one voidthread from the wall, I found myself dazzled for a moment. Looking through the gash I'd made, I stared into a brilliantly white plane. Nothing but light as far as the eye could see — or almost nothing, for, couched in the distance, barely more than a speck, was an object standing alone. An archway, it seemed, with four glittering somethings shimmered from it, like light through a crystal.

      I stared, wondering. What was this place? It reminded me of the realm I'd glimpsed inside Absalom's chrysalis where I'd first met the boy god. Endless potential, he'd said of it, and then demonstrated its truth. A world where he could make and do anything with a thought. I'd assumed it had been a pocket dimension for Absalom alone. But here it was, right before my eyes.

      Then all thoughts were torn away as pain, terrible and sudden, ripped through me.

      Now, I have you! Jin'Thal's thought gloated in my mind as she chewed on me. I have lived for countless millennia, and will live for many more! Or did you think me old and frail? You will soon learn otherwise!

      I struggled against her as invisible teeth worked me apart. Idiot! I'd called to Jin'Thal and promptly ignored her approach, blinded by the bright realm beyond this dark one. But maybe it wasn't too late.

      "You want to leave, don't you?" I cried out. "I can help you escape!"

      Do you take me for a fool? The dragon's amusement and scorn burned in my mind. I will take you for a snack then be ever done with you, worm!

      I pulled at my Void Ring desperately, trying to follow the thread out, but Jin'Thal's grip was too strong. Like a guard dog on an intruder's leg, she clung on, no matter how I wriggled.

      Fury and fear twisted together. If I died in Faze-Aught, I doubted I'd get the chance to respawn. "Let me go, you stupid lizard!" I yelled. "You'll kill both of us!"

      I cannot die! I can never die!

      I abandoned my attempts to use my Void Ring and instead started in on the walls of Faze-Aught. Pulling apart threads like I'd done to see the white realm, I began unspooling the tightly knit plane. Glimpses of worlds, countless and each as wildly different from each other as to boggle the mind, were shown in a honeycomb of portals. A world of doors leading into staircases leading into other doors. A world where my senses switched as I gazed into it, smells pressing onto my formless eyes, sound on my tongue. A world full of noxious gas, impossible to see. 

      Too many worlds, far too many — I'd never find Kalthinia this way! And all the while, Jin'Thal slowly chewed me apart.

      "I'll make a deal!" I screeched, my voice high with terror. "Any kind of deal you want! Just please, let me go, let me go!"

      What deal could a worthless worm ever make a queen? Now stop struggling. I like my prey alive, but you squirm far too much.

      "Your horde!" I gasped. "Your castle! I can get you back to them, to sprawl over your treasure under the ash-filled sky!"

      Lies, the Broodmother hissed in my mind. You've scattered my treasures to the winds by now, you unworthy monkey. And you will pay for it.

      She couldn't be reasoned with. She couldn't be escaped. I was fast running out of options. Only one I hadn't tried yet. Because it had seemed entirely unlikely to work.

      I had to fight.

      My head spun, thoughts growing sluggish as I was digested into her dark stomach. This plane, Faze-Aught, was composed of voidthreads. And the Dominion Ring I'd forged gave me control over them. Surely, I could be a god here, if I tried.

      Pulling at the Void Ring, I began to weave more furiously than I ever had before. First a web, then a wall, then a cage — on and on, greater and greater I wove my designs, feeling for the edges of the Queen of Dragons and binding them around her.

      Cretin! The first tinge of panic showed in her thoughts. What are you doing? You cannot resist!

      But my fear was gone. I never even slowed in my trap. "I can, and I will."

      Then it was finished. Unraveling her grip on me, I pulled myself away and, with senses I didn't know I had, studied my handiwork. It was exactly the shape I needed to transport for a dragon. Not a castle, nor a cage — but a jumbo-sized, passenger airplane.

      "Time to fly, my queen," I said, then followed my thread back to Kalthinia, towing her behind.

      As the black walls unraveled, the world burst back into existence before me. Smoke, screams, clashing metal, leg-wobbling vibrations — the senses of war crashed through me with jarring suddenness. I clung to my purpose and drove resolutely on, stepping out of Faze-Aught and onto the wall I'd left, dragging on the thick voidthread trailing behind me, then throwing it forward and ducking.

      She sailed out, a sudden shadow over the battlefield and a hush falling where she went. Almost a blimp, she seemed, as she soared slowly over the battlefield. Soldiers scattered from beneath her, slowly clearing space, terrified at what this ominous, jet-black bird portended.

      Safely up on my wall, I grinned down at the chaos. Then, with a ringmaster's flourish, I whipped the voidthread, and the black strings around Jin'Thal began to unravel.

      She came out in a fury, writhing and roaring and belching flames like a volcano with the stomach flu. Though she was hundreds of yards out on the battlefield, I flinched myself as the heat of her breath rolled up to me, nearly hot enough to blister.

      But it didn't pull the smile from my face as the Broodmother trampled over my enemies, indiscriminate in her rage, killing merely to kill. Maybe she searched for me. No doubt she'd take her vengeance on me if she could. But she was doing my work now, and that was all that mattered. Impossible to know how many were dying. Hundreds, at least — thousands, before she grew bored. I doubted they'd be able to kill her, with her scaly hide impervious to lesser magic and ordinary steel. The day was all but won.

      But my grin grew rictus as the world froze into sudden stillness. Only one kind of being had the power to do that. I looked up to see three blinding figures above me, glaring down their scorn and hatred. Even without seeing them clearly, I knew who they were. 

      The Elder Gods had finally come for me.
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      As the Elder Gods descended to hover just above me, the glow of the Everstone's power left.

      "Perfect timing," I muttered.

      "Cheater!" Omagnar boomed, his mouth pulled back in a snarl, yellowed teeth on full display.

      "Everfolk scum!" Zynal sneered, thin lips curled, thin eyebrows raised in haughty disapproval.

      "Someone's been a bad boy," Nali taunted, black, bulbous eyes popping out even more than usual.

      "Hey there," I said pleasantly, proud of how little my voice trembled. It had to be about the little victories at this point. "Nice of you to drop in."

      "What do you think you're doing?" Omagnar thundered over me. He gripped his hammer like he wanted nothing more than to slam it over my head — which was likely exactly what he wanted to do.

      I shrugged. "Winning a war."

      "Winning a war?" Zynal's eyes widened. "This isn't a war you could ever win, Catalyst. No one can win against the Pantheon."

      "The Pantheon?" I pretended to look around. "But I only see you three old geezers."

      Nali's smile was gone. "Laugh while you can, boy. You won't be laughing soon."

      "You broke the rules!" Omagnar shouted. "And now you will pay for it!"

      I clung to Absalom's assertions. I hadn't broken any rules that I knew of. They couldn't touch me. "Who's going to make me pay? Falgerd? Or have you three finally gotten the guts?"

      Faster than I could follow, Nali's trident darted down at me. I barely had time to flinch before the tines ran through my armor like butter and stabbed straight through my gut.

      I sunk to my knees and gagged as blood, warm and thick, bubbled up my throat. I tried to speak, but all I could manage was to spit out a red mouthful.

      "Us," Nali's voice floated to me. I saw her webbed feet settle down in front of me, then felt the trident come sliding right out of me. I groaned and slumped forward like it had been my spine that had slid out instead.

      Even as I slumped over, I covertly channeled Greater Healing, hoping that, amid their gloating, they wouldn't notice.

      "How? I'm sure that's what you're wondering." I heard Nali pacing around me, like a shark circling its wounded victim. "It's simple, Catalyst: you broke the rules. Somehow, you summoned the Broodmother to the battlefield, a feat that shouldn't be possible. So we must assume you cheated to do it, and the Keeper of Order agrees."

      I didn't respond, even as my lungs healed and I had the breath to. I had one shot, one chance to take out one of the Elder Gods before the other two struck me down. Perhaps, despite what Absalom said, it would be enough to drop the embargo on my logging out. And where was the boy god anyway?

      I felt Nali lean in close, her breath on my ear. "And you know what we do to cheaters?" 

      In one fluid moment, I twisted around and, a summoned knife in hand, stabbed at the Naiad goddess's eye. I flopped over, off-balance, as my knife whistled through the air.

      A gurgling gasp escaped me as Nali's trident pierced my back and pinned me, facedown, to the ground.

      "Did you think to kill me?" Nali laughed, harsh and short. "No one can kill one of the Pantheon. Not one of the Everfolk; not even Absalom's Champion."

      "And you will feel our vengeance for trying!" Omagnar boomed.

      "But we wouldn't want you dying before we're through with our fun," Zynal sneered.

      I felt something warm pass through me, and dared to hope for a second it was the glow of healing. But no — a glance at my status showed that, in addition to Major Bleeding and Severely Maimed, I'd gained an additional aura:

      
        
        You have gained an aura: Deific Vitality. Your health points cannot drop below 1 while this aura lasts.

      

      

      Ordinarily, such an advantage would have been a godsend. But now I knew that godsends weren't such a good thing. As Omagnar howled in rage, and Zynal cackled with sadistic delight, and Nali tore free her trident again, I knew I was in for the longest hours of my life.

      But I still didn't even come close to imagining how it actually felt.

      Omagnar took his turn next. He smashed his hammer into my feet, my hands, my legs, my arms, my ribs. As I lay there, a sodden bag of broken bones, I thought he'd spare my face for one glorious moment.

      No such luck.

      When he'd worn himself out on me, one of them healed me, putting me slowly, painfully back together. I gasped in my first full breath in what felt like a very long time, just enough breath to begin begging. "Please, no more, I won't cross you again, please⁠—"

      Zynal gave me his answer as, eyes wide and manic, he slashed his falchions through me.

      Healing from his attacks took longer — apparently dismembered limbs don't go easily back together. When I finally had all my pieces in place again, Nali stepped forward for her full turn.

      I dragged myself to my knees and prostrated myself before her. "Please, I'm begging you," I whispered. "No more. Don't hurt me anymore."

      I waited, cringing, for the trident to fall. Waited, knowing there was no stopping them from taking their petty vengeance for as long as they wished. This was my existence now. I hadn't imagined a worse fate than being trapped in the Everlands, and had risked everything to escape. 

      Now I found out how unimaginative I'd been.

      But instead of pain lancing through my body once more, I heard the ringing of metal on metal and Nali's surprised gasp.

      "He's mine," a familiar voice growled.

      Wiping my eyes as covertly as I could, I raised my head. Above me stood a figure clad all in black, from his boots to his sweeping cloak. Turned away from me, I couldn't see his face, but I knew I would only see a white mask. 

      Of all the people that could save me, Bone was the last one I expected.

      "You," Nali snarled, face twisted in a fury. She seemed to be putting all her strength into pushing down her trident on Bone, but his sword didn't slip an inch. I couldn't look away, couldn't believe it either. My mysterious mentor, if he could be called that, was matching the strength of a god.

      "Me," Bone said, no strain in his voice. "You'll give me the boy now."

      "Boy?" Zynal gave a high-pitched laugh. "Funny coming from you!"

      Bone ignored him. "Back down, Nali," he said to the Naiad goddess, sword still locked with her trident. "You know you'll have to, one way or another."

      I edged back, wondering if I could escape this time bubble, wondering if I could ever run fast or far enough. As if I didn't already know the answer.

      "We'll see about that!" With a snarl, Nali twisted her trident so hard it had to snatch Bone's sword from his hands. But with fluid, unnatural grace, he curved with the turn, then made a counter-movement that somehow wrenched the trident from Nali's grip.

      As the Naiad goddess cursed and raised hands burning hot with magic, Zynal held up a falchion between them. "Wait! You know what he is!"

      "And I know what I am!" the Naiad screeched, not lowering her hands.

      "This heretic is ours!" Omagnar rumbled, stepping forward one giant step and half-lifting his hammer.

      Bone looked perfectly at ease standing before me, sword propped against his shoulder. I was quite a bit less so. He might be able to dodge the deities' attacks, but they'd come right for me if he moved. Gaining my feet, I wondered if it was finally time to run, and if I did, if Bone would hold them off.

      "Get ready, Marrow," he said without turning.

      "For what?" I asked nervously, eyeing the advancing gods.

      No time for an answer — all three, even Zynal, suddenly lunged forward. I yelped and turned tail, knowing that whatever Bone was, he couldn't stand before that attack. Yet as I fled down the wall, I heard the clashing of metal and roars of pain and fury from the gods. I risked a glance back and saw Bone a blur among them, weaving and cutting and leaping clear of their attacks, as graceful as a dancer, his sword as deadly as a cleaver in a butcher's hands. Turning away, I left him to it and bolted.

      But suddenly, I ran headlong into something and fell back on my butt. I stared before me, dumbfounded, but there was nothing. An invisible barrier? Rising, I pressed a hand forward and found it as hard and ungiving as stone. No fleeing that way.

      Something seized my arm.

      I spun to see it was Bone who held me, white mask a mere foot from my face. Behind him, the gods were flying toward us, red wounds sealing closed.

      "This way," he said, voice harsh and uncompromising.

      Before I could say a word, a crack ran through my vision, splintering in an ever-expanding chasm across the scene of the approaching gods.

      The world shattered.

      I stared dumbly ahead as the pieces of the world fell like glass about me, twinkling in the dimming light. Only under Bone and me did a bit of ground remain as grayness settled across the landscape. Glancing down, I saw it had become strangely angular and black.

      He'd brought us to Dusk's Edge.

      As the last of the shards fell into dimness below, Bone released me. I took a wary step back, foot scraping near the edge of the shape. Bone faced me, staring — or so I assumed, behind that blank mask. For a long moment, he said nothing, nor made any movement toward me.

      "Thank you." I said it, though I was far from certain I should feel thankful. Bone had been my sometimes-mentor, but I knew little enough about him. And that he could match the power of not one, but three gods, and those the most powerful among them, was more than enough to unnerve me.

      Bone's head fell bonelessly to one side. "Don't thank me yet. Your test has not yet begun."

      My skin prickled. "Test?"

      His head snapped up, and then he melded into the ground in a pool of darkness. Recognizing Void Stepping, I whirled just in time to see him reappear behind me. His sword was still bared at his side.

      "Yes," he said softly. "Your test to see if you are worthy."

      Holding my hand behind my back, I summoned one of my daggers and gripped it tight. "Worthy of what?"

      "To inherit the mantle."

      Shadows reached up and pulled him down again, and I rolled to where he'd just been, rising to find Bone just behind where I'd stood, sword pointing forward, not quite close enough to have cut.

      But another thought pulled more urgently at me. "You can voidweave. But how can that be when I'm the one with the Void Ring?"

      I had the eerie sense Bone was smiling behind his mask as his head tilted to the side. "Finally, you're beginning to unravel the riddle."

      Around us, I noticed more of the sharp, angular islands had drifted toward us. I didn't dare look directly at them but began estimating the distance to each from the corner of my eye. No matter what Bone had been to me before, I had a feeling he wasn't my mentor any longer.

      I edged along the side of my island, closer to the nearest of the drifting islands. "Say I don't want your mantle. We don't need to fight."

      "Either you or I will wear it. One of us must, and both of us cannot."

      I let my free hand fall to rest on my sword's hilt, hoping the threat would be a dissuasion, knowing it wouldn't. Not against a man who could actually kill gods, not just pretend at it. "I don't see why not."

      His head fell to one side. "No, you don't. Assign your levels, Marrow. You must be at your peak strength before your test."

      I debated refusing but quickly thought better of it. Bone seemed damned determined to have his test, and I preferred to have my best chance of survival. Pulling up my stats while keeping a wary eye on the strange, masked man, I started to assign points in a bid for survival.

      Because I had a feeling that, odd as his words were, he was deadly serious about them. And I was in even more danger in his hands than those of the Elder Gods.

      Thanks to the battle and completing the three remaining sub-quests for Absalom's Heretic, I'd managed to gain twelve levels, which gave me 120 Status Points and a whopping 48 Attribute Points to assign. Despite the huge leap in progress, I found the elation was gone in the midst of what I faced. 

      I recalled how I'd seen Bone fight; all voidweaving and swordplay, it seemed. He could have plenty of spells and channels up his sleeves as well for all I knew, for my attempt to scan his stats gave no indication. I could only work with what I knew.

      With that in mind, I allotted 50 points to health, 50 to stamina, and 20 to spirit. For my attributes, I threw down 10 points each on dexterity, strength, vitality, and agility. Immediately, I felt my body swell with its increase in power, all of those stats nearly doubling with the points. As I put the final 8 points into perception, I felt the gray world around me sharpen and brighten, like the sun had come out from behind a cloud.
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      Dismissing my stats, I took a deep breath and drew my sword. Bone watched me, head fallen to one shoulder, sword limp by his side. 

      "Are you ready?" he asked softly.

      No, I thought. "Yes," I said.

      The word had barely left my lips before he flashed toward me, sword arcing where I'd been a moment before. But I'd fallen into Void Step as soon as I saw him twitch, moving toward the island above him and reappearing. The throwing knife left my hand as soon as it formed, and the speed, strength, and accuracy behind it shocked me as it whizzed toward Bone's head.

      His head fell to one side, his sword flicked up, and my knife went spinning into the gloom.

      "You'll have to be faster than that," he mocked. Then he fell into a pool of shadows and swiftly came toward me.

      I followed suit, thinking to flee to another island. But no sooner had I begun to Void Step than I felt myself suddenly wrenched back into solidity. I stumbled as my legs formed beneath me, then yelped and fell into a roll as Bone's sword buzzed overhead.

      "What the hell!?" I yelled even as I cast Blizzard, hoping it would slow him at least for a moment. But even as the frosty wind billowed out from me, my antagonist disappeared, reappearing on another island out of range.

      "So much to learn," Bone said, lament in his voice. "No time at all."

      I'd barely begun to plot how I'd so much as touch him when I found a voidthread shoot through the ice storm and stick to my chest. Summoning my own voidthread, I threw it desperately behind me, but it didn't find purchase as I was wrenched forward, up to the island where Bone's sword waited.

      In a last gambit, I Void Stepped and pulled away, but again found myself yanked back from the shadows. As Bone and the island came barreling toward me, I threw my sword up in a wild parry. His blade passed through my blade, still only half-formed from Void Stepping, to cut into my shoulder.

      Pain blazed through me, and I crashed to the island, barely making it back to my feet. Half my health, gone in a single blow, and my left arm useless to boot.

      "Fickle gods!" I gasped, edging back, sword held low before me. "You can wear the damned mantle! I don't want it!"

      Bone walked slowly toward me. "It doesn't work like that. You know it doesn't."

      I thought through my arsenal, but I wasn't equipped for this. Nothing I possessed had a prayer of affecting him. For all I'd invested in channeling, none of my channels could serve me now. And my voidweaving, potent as it was, was sorely outmatched by his own. 

      Fighting wasn't an option. Which left only fleeing.

      Channeling Unholy Smite, I held the count under my breath. Bone was ten feet from me and in no hurry to close the gap.

      One second passed.

      I threw myself back as the dark light surged against the ground in a sudden fury. As I fell off the edge of the island, I pulled on the thread of the Void Ring. But instead of weaving it, I went hand over hand and followed it down.

      As the darkness closed over me, I waited for Bone's steely grip to seize me and pull me back. But Dusk's Edge faded behind me, and no Bone appeared. For the moment, I'd fled him.

      But he could voidweave, too. Which meant Faze-Aught offered no solace.

      I desperately thought of a solution, wondering what possible place could shelter me from the demon. But in that dark place, something niggled my senses. Where in previous times, there'd been absolutely no light or vision, now I found light gleaming in from either side. 

      It came to me a moment later. During my struggle with Jin'Thal, I'd torn at the walls of the plane, and the gaps in its boundaries had remained open.

      I leaned close to the brightest of the gashes and peered in, recognizing it immediately — the pure, white plane, like the inside of Absalom's chrysalis. My heart thundered with hope. Could this be where the boy god waited? If there was one being in the Everlands who could protect me now, it was him. Again, the distant object caught my eye. An archway I'd thought it before, but as I stared now, I realized there was something under it. Not an archway — a door. Excitement thrummed through me.

      "The Door to the Beyond," I murmured.

      Bone had put the idea in my mind. Probably, that should have made me run the opposite way. But with killing the Elder Gods out of the question, it was my only hope of getting out of here. 

      You only have three keys, I reminded myself. But what else could I do? What other choice did I have? I had to go, and hope, and maybe even pray to Absalom, if that was what it took.

      Pulling open the frayed edges of Faze-Aught, I slipped into the white realm.

      As before, it seemed an endless white room, with a thin layer of shimmering water the only separation between floor and ceiling. I limped forward, the water splashing underfoot, the light dancing and dazzling on the surface, and made for the distant doorway. My injuries still assailing me, I cast Greater Healing, sighing in relief as warmth washed over me and mended my wounds. Then I attended to my other meters, quaffing a mana potion, then a stamina one. I still felt drained and exhausted, but as I walked and my spirit meter crept back toward full, some measure of strength and hope filled me again.

      The doorway grew nearer, and I quickened my pace, glancing uneasily behind me. Though the place was wide open and an intruder could have been easily seen from a mile off, I still felt Bone could emerge at any moment. Out of the corners of my eyes, I thought I saw glimmers of figures, shadows falling upon the white plane. But every time I turned to look, nothing was there. I hurried on, breaking into a jog so that water splashed up my legs, and my breath hissed in my throat.

      Then the Door rose before me. I stopped a dozen feet away and stared up at it, taking in the details. There was nothing before or behind it, no wall that it was set in — just a grand, stone archway glowing golden and molten silver, intricate patterns woven through it of vines and trees and flowers. The door itself was much the same, solid, yet somehow shifting before my eyes. There was no handle that I could see, but there were four keyholes, if they could be called that, set in the frame rather than the door handle. They each glowed a different color: red, green, yellow, and violet.

      Sweeping my gaze behind me, once again seeing nothing, I opened my inventory and withdrew the Elemental Keys I possessed. They appeared in my hands, solid, weighing more than they should have. Red, green, and yellow. Three, when there were four locks.

      "This might help."

      I almost dropped the keys as I spun and fumbled for my sword. Bone stood behind me, hand extended, a violet key glowing in his palm.

      I held up my sword before me, though I remembered just how little help it had been before. "Stay back."

      Bone's head fell to the side. "Drop the bravado. We both know you'll never wear the mantle. But you've come close enough to serve my purposes."

      He suddenly moved forward, and though no weapons were in his hands, I fell back before him as he approached the Door to the Beyond. But he didn't attack, but raised the violet key to the matching hole and fit it in. As it disappeared inside, the whole archway glowed a brilliant lavender for a moment, then faded away, so the keyhole was left dark and dun.

      Bone stepped back and raised a welcoming hand. "Now, it's your turn."

      I didn't lower my sword. "Why should I help you?"

      His head fell to the side, and his shoulders rose in a shrug. "To humor me. To live a little while longer. To discover the meaning of your existence here."

      Gritting my teeth, I found little point in resistance. And, if I had to admit, I was curious to know what Bone meant and what would happen when the Door unlocked. "Fine. But step further back."

      He obliged, and I approached the closest keyhole, the red one. Holding up the Infernal Key, I slowly inserted it into the hole, then quickly withdrew my hand as the archway glowed bright again, this time a vivid crimson, then went out. I peered inside the hole but saw nothing. The key had disappeared.

      I inserted the yellow key, then finally the green, and stepped back as the glow faded, waiting expectantly. But nothing happened. The door didn't swing open or crumble — nothing.

      I turned to see Bone standing directly behind me, and I took an automatic step back, sword rising again.

      "It didn't open," I said warily. "Guess there is no Beyond."

      Bone stepped forward so that the tip of my sword almost grazed his belly. "Or perhaps it only opens when one of us wears the mantle."

      As tempted as I was to thrust my sword into his gut, I hesitated, knowing he expected it, knowing I'd only have one shot. "Last chance to tell me what the hell you're talking about."

      Again, I felt his unseen smile. "Or perhaps," he said, "I should just show you."

      His hand rose to his mask, and I found my breath caught, waiting. Slowly, he peeled it up and away, then shook his hood back as it came loose. My mouth fell open, but no words occurred to me. My mind had gone blank.

      I stared at my own face.

      Or almost. It was recognizable as me, but closer to the warrior I'd seen in the Pool of Narcissus than the boy before I'd entered The Everlands. The version of myself I'd longed to be. Bone — his name suddenly became all too laughably clear.

      I found my sword had drifted down and raised it again, though I saw the blade now wobbled in my trembling hand. "Who are you?" I whispered.

      "I am you," my mirror image spoke. "You, as you should be. You, as you will be. I am your god in the machine. I am your perfect self."

      "Who are you!?" I found my voice rising to near a scream, the point of my sword thrusting forward to stab through his clothes, close enough to nick his skin.

      The doppelgänger didn't flinch. "Why do you think these endless realms were made? Why would a tycoon pour millions into The Everlands? To create a game to entertain wayward, lonely adults?" He shook his head. "No. He had a higher purpose. For you. For me."

      "What higher purpose?"

      "You weren't trapped here by accident, Marrow. Of the hundreds of millions of players around the world, you were selected as the best candidate. And look." Bone raised his arms and smiled coldly. "I'd say we were a smashing success."

      A roar ripped free of me, and I stabbed forward. But the tip had no more than grazed him before Bone twisted impossibly around it, grabbed my wrists, and wrested the blade free of my hands. A moment later, my blade was pointed above my chest.

      "But it's time for us to synchronize, Marrow," Bone said softly. "To prove it's possible. To show that man can live on, forever, in his perfect state."

      My heart hammered in my chest, and my head pulled so tight I felt it would split open. Despite the sword leveled at my chest, I found myself rising on my elbows, pressing the tip against my torn armor, a snarl pulling back my lips.

      "Do it," I spat. "If you're so perfect, just⁠—"

      The words cut off as Bone stabbed the sword through my chest.

      A cough wracked me, and blood splattered down my front. My blood, my sluggish mind realized, as my vision swam. Something cold and hard was stuck in me, horrid and strange, but I was beginning to grow very far away and numbing to it. My limbs grew heavy and slack. Rest, a voice seemed to murmur. Time to rest. Behind me, a great light shone down, like the heavens were opening up for me.

      Finally. I was so tired. My eyes drifted closed.

      No.

      Another voice growled in my head, telling me to rise, telling me there was something I still had to do. I tried to push it away, but it pressed in harder, cold in the warmth that gathered around me. "Leave me alone," I felt my lips mutter.

      "Let it go," a voice said somewhere above me. "Let me take control."

      NO!

      Hardly knowing what I was doing, I channeled. Pain flooded back in as the numbness fled. As Major Healing tried to mend the hole in my chest, again and again foiled, I could barely think for the pain.

      Then it spiked through me as the blade twisted.

      "Die," Bone growled over me.

      Still acting in a haze, I pulled at the Void Ring, pulled thread after thread into my hands, so it felt like I held two industrial fishing nets. Then, with every last ounce of strength I had left, I grabbed for Bone's wrists.

      Maybe he'd gotten cocky. Maybe he was so intent on my dying he'd grow careless. Whatever it was, Bone didn't pull away, not before my hands closed over his wrists. His eyes grew wide with surprise, then amusement. "Do you think you can⁠—?"

      I didn't let him finish but dragged him into the darkness.

      He fought me, cutting through my threads faster than I could weave them — but not fast enough. Inch by inch, I dragged him toward the threshold behind us where the Door hung open, spilling light over our struggling shadows.

      "What are you doing?!" he roared, half-formed from the shadows as he broke my grip.

      "I'm free," I gasped, then pulled us through the Door to the Beyond.
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      "Finally."

      Ali looked up from the trembling tablet with its empty display of vitals to the man standing over the sim rig. Ned Solomon, as usual, wore a smile, but this one didn't hide the man behind it. Now, Ali could see every shred of the man who could squash boys like ants and be happier for it. He felt cold and weak to his very bones.

      The tycoon looked sharply at him. "You've done all you can. I'll be sure you're compensated for it, never fear. But now, your services are no longer needed."

      Ali quickly nodded and turned to put away his tablet. It took him three tries from the shaking of his hands. At any moment, he expected the tycoon to strike him down, just as surely as he had the boy in the sim rig.

      Sean Marrow, long as he'd survived, was finally dead.

      Maybe they could have brought him back. Maybe they still could. The same capabilities of the sim rig to suspend bodily functions could help preserve the body against decay. And standard with public rigs came methods of restarting a heart — a healthy dose of adrenaline, a shock to the chest, pumping of the lungs.

      But instead of trying to keep the boy alive, Solomon had insisted on him dying. Let him rest, he'd said. Even as well-trained at self-denial as Ali was, he still recognized the poorly disguised malice.

      And besides, he'd had fair warning of it.

      Hands still inside his bag, he hesitated. Sheika's plea — or, more realistically, her command — circled in his head for a moment. Do anything you can to keep him alive. Trust me — everything and everyone in The Everlands depends on it.

      He wasn't sure he believed her. The boy had certainly gathered some strange titles: Catalyst, Absalom's Champion, even an aura that allowed him to harm gods, if its description was accurate. But the future of the entire game — that was a tall order for a seventeen-year-old kid.

      Especially a kid who was now dead.

      "Is there a problem?" Solomon stood over him, brimming with impatience.

      Ali rose abruptly. "No, sir."

      "Good. Now please, leave me to take care of the boy's body."

      Hefting his bag, Ali quickly turned and left, feeling as if rabid dogs were nipping at his heels.

      As soon as he was outside the door, he pressed himself to the wall, breathing hard. He couldn't help the kid. He couldn't. If he managed to bring him back, what then? While Ned Solomon was there, he couldn't help him escape. And after being dead for a full minute, he doubted Sean would have the strength to make a run for it. He was trapped, and Ali would only be trapping himself with him.

      His hand went into his bag and pulled out the tablet.

      The vitals still showed no signs of life — heart flatlined, brain silent. In the corner, a red warning flashed: heart stopped. emergency procedure required. A big button waited to be pressed.

      Ali stared at the button for a long moment. Press it. Just press it. It might not be too late. You might be able to save him. Sheika said it was important, important not just for him or the game, but everything. Just tap the button.

      But though his finger hovered over the tablet, he found he couldn't.

      The door hissed open next to him, and Ali nearly dropped the tablet as he stuffed it back in his bag, straightened, and stared, wide-eyed, at Ned Solomon. The tycoon had had a big grin across his face, but the manic glee turned hard as his eyes fell on him.

      "Didn't I say you were no longer needed?" he said with false cheerfulness. "You've done the right thing, I assure you, Ali. Now please, leave the premises, or I'll have you escorted off.”

      Ali nodded mutely and turned around, walking away. Coward. You damned coward. But no matter how he scolded himself, his feet kept walking forward.

      He risked a glance backward and saw Ned Solomon had gone the other way and was disappearing around a corner. Ali stumbled to a halt, fear and guilt waging war inside him. Now's your chance! he urged himself. Now you don't have to face Sheika and tell her you were too afraid to do it. Though he wondered if that was just another kind of cowardice.

      Withdrawing his tablet again, he pulled up Sean's vitals again. The button was still there, though the warning now gave a countdown for how long he had. One minute. One minute to choose if he'd try and save the boy or let him die.

      Feeling so faint he was afraid he'd pass out, Ali pressed a finger to it.

      "That's it, Sean Marrow," he whispered. "The rest is up to you."

      As if Solomon himself were in pursuit, Ali bolted down the hallway, away from the boy trapped in the sim rig and out toward the manor's far-off entrance.
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      I gasped in a breath.

      For a moment, it was all I could do to breathe. My heart raced, pounding hard against my ribs as if afraid it might stop. The world revolved behind my shut eyes, though slowing with each passing second.

      As my breathing and heart slowed, and the world righted itself, I opened my eyes. Blue sky greeted my eyes, peppered with fluffy, white clouds. Sitting up, I found myself ringed with mountains, their peaks lost in more clouds. A meadow of golden grass swayed around me. As my other senses awakened, the fresh, earthy aromas filled my nose, the fresh air filled my lungs, the rustling of the grass and the chirping of birds somewhere off in the distance filled my ears.

      I rubbed my eyes, thinking I must be dreaming, knowing I must be dreaming. What else could possibly be going on? Turning, I saw something out of place with the peaceful scene: a tall, blocky stone archway set incongruously in the middle of the meadow.

      It all came flooding back to me.

      "Fickle gods," I groaned. "Fickle goddamned gods."

      Yes. They are fickle indeed.

      I nearly choked as panic flooded my chest, and I spun around. But though I'd heard the familiar voice, I saw no one nearby.

      "Bone?" I called warily as I turned. "Bone, is that you?"

      In your head, idiot boy.

      I'd definitely heard his voice that time. But, as Bone's words settled in, I realized it hadn't been my ears that heard them. 

      "How are you speaking in my head?" I asked aloud, my voice sounding strange in my ears.

      Because you're in my body.

      I froze, then looked down at myself. Black on black armor, with a black cloak swirling around me. Similar to my own dark clothes, but different. I swept a hand through my hair and found it long, just as Bone's had been, while mine had been shaggy but still shorter.

      Heart racing again, I pulled out the sword belted at my waist and stared into the bright steel. A warrior's hardened face stared back at me. Bone's face.

      I let the blade's tip bury itself in the grass, arm suddenly weak. "How the hell did this happen?"

      While I'm stuck here, I may as well explain. To my surprise, Bone sounded more bemused than angry. Look around you. This is what lies behind the great doorway. You stand in the Beyond. The true afterlife, for those who accept it.

      I turned again, staring up at the majesty of nature around me. Truth be told, it didn't seem like such a bad afterlife.

      People have believed in an afterlife ever since humanity began. But they never really knew whether or not it was real. Now, they don't have to wonder. It lies before them — paradise, for each and every person who chooses it. Everlasting and free.

      I shook my head. "This isn't the afterlife, though. This is just a game."

      No, Marrow. It's not just a game. Just as you and I are far from accidents.

      "Who did this?" Suspicion and fear welled up in me. "Absalom?"

      Who else, but the game's creator?

      "Solomon." Hate rose up in me as I imagined the tycoon's false, winning smile. "But why create any of this? Hasn't he got enough riches and fame in the real world?"

      But no man has ever cheated death, no matter how rich or famous. And this last failure drags at older men like Solomon in a way you, still a boy, could never understand.

      My face grew hot with anger. "I can't? I'm dying right now, Bone. I understand better than you could possibly imagine."

      But you still don't believe that you'll die. Solomon has accepted that he will, has seen it happen over and over to those around him. He can master everything else in his life, but in the end, his strength and spirit will never be enough to overcome the degradation of his body and mind. In the end, he will become feeble, and then he will die. But here… Here, Solomon will live forever. Rule forever.

      I snorted. "Forever alone, ruling a kingdom of no one."

      No. He will have subjects, and soon. Especially now that you and I have succeeded in our own transition.

      It finally hit me like a falling anvil. "This was a set-up. There was never meant to be any escape for me in the Beyond. Solomon just wanted me to come here. But why? What have I ever meant to him?"

      We are the Herald. The Catalyst that will change the Everlands and Earth forever. We will usher in a new age, and Solomon, the wisest of all rulers, will be our eternal king.

      "I don't understand." I shook my head. "I can't understand. What does he need me for when he has beings like Absalom he could rule over?"

      Absalom was a means to an end. He is not truly free — did you not see how easily he was restrained, how he was barred from coming to your aid? He is a god in the machine and nowhere else, bound by the very thing that makes his existence possible. No — Solomon desires that his reign be real, his power real. Therefore, his subjects must be real.

      But there was a problem, Bone continued. Solomon found that humans could not reach the Beyond without an usher. Your biological bodies can walk our realm but reject it when it comes to a full transition. You occupy this world digitally, but it is your brain and body that fuel your thoughts and being. Thus, you needed a complete digital replica, though not without some enhancements.

      "So when do I see the enhancements?" I muttered.

      Always so clever.

      "All this time, then, Solomon has kept me trapped to, what, build you?"

      Build me to be perfectly formed after you. He's tested you to see the limits that humans can endure inside the Everlands. He has been pleased with how resilient you are, Marrow. You should be proud of yourself. Not all of his test subjects fared so well.

      My stomach turned. "Then there have been others."

      Of course. In other realms across the Everlands, and in other countries across Earth. You didn't think he would pin all his hopes on just you, did you? No, Solomon is a wise and careful man. But you are his victory, Marrow. We are. For we are the ones who have succeeded.

      My head was spinning. As much sense as it made, I didn't know if I could trust Bone's explanation. Hardest to swallow was that Absalom wasn't true artificial intelligence. He alone, above all the gods of the Everlands, had seemed real. But he'd just been a sophisticated bot in the end.

      And if that was so, I was on my own for getting out of here.

      "But did we succeed?" I demanded. "Because in case you didn't notice, I'm in your body with you."

      An unanticipated consequence, to be sure. But that either of us survived the transition is what is important.

      I started to pace through the tall grass, plotting, thinking of any plan that could get me out of here. Even if I could kill the Elder Gods without Absalom's aid, would it let me out? Could I even escape now that Bone and I had emerged? Could I leave the Beyond whole?

      I paused and stared at the archway as if I might find answers there. Then I noticed something down at its stoop that I hadn't before. A knot forming in my stomach, I edged closer and saw I'd seen correctly.

      I stared down at my dead face.

      But along with the cold, disquieting dread of the sight, something else sparked in my mind. Despite myself, a small grin pulled at my lips.

      You can't possibly intend to— Bone started to object.

      "Yes. I can."

      I bent to my body and began to loot it, pulling out the numerous useful things I'd gathered along the way. Then, it occurred to me to examine Bone's items and see what he'd brought to the table.
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      I had to read the explanations on most of the items. But with each item, spell, and channel I saw, my smile grew a little wider.

      This plan just might work.

      As I crouched before my corpse, plotting, the doorway above me suddenly filled with a brilliant light. Startled, I leaped to my feet and backed away, sword coming to hand.

      A figure blotted out the light, then stepped out next to my limp body. He was huge and armored, the black metal lined with red. If the armor hadn't clued me in, his exposed face, lined with laugh lines and framed by long, sandy-blonde hair, certainly would have.

      "So," Ned Solomon said with a cold smile. "You survived the transition, and the boy died."

      I blinked, off-guard for a moment. Of course — he thought he was speaking to Bone! My mind whirled for how to take advantage of the situation.

      Bastard, Bone complained.

      "That's right," I said, cocking my head to the side like Bone often had. "The better man won."

      "Or close enough to a man." Solomon slapped a heavy hand on my shoulder as he passed, and I winced as I took a few points of damage.

      "Look!" Solomon spread his arms wide, his back to me as he faced the cloud-wreathed mountains. "Behold my new kingdom! Soon, I will transition all the players in the Everlands to this world. Then I will truly rule. I will be the everlasting king, an immortal in my own right!"

      I wanted badly to stab him in the back then and there. But I forced myself to remain still and silent.

      Solomon turned around, a smile curling his lips. "It took long enough to get the boy here. But the rest should be simpler. He and that idiot girl have already gathered the players most likely to resist me. One sweep of my hand and I'll make sure they never resist me again." 

      He chuckled to himself. "No more hiding behind puppet gods. How long I had to play that boy through Yalua! But in the end, it was worth it. Now I have you." His gaze found me. "You'll be my left-hand man, my enforcer, my strong-arm. By you, I'll make sure they obey."

      "Left-hand man?" I asked evenly.

      A frown creased the would-be king's brow. "Of course. My right hand is already occupied, as you well know. Absalom, my boy, come here!"

      White light flared at Solomon's right side, and a moment later, a lean youth materialized before me. I stared at Absalom, wondering if the boy god could see through Bone's face, wondering if he would betray me if he did.

      He gave no sign of surprise or recognition as he glanced at me but kept his face carefully composed. "Father," he said, looking up at Solomon.

      "Absalom, our little experiment has succeeded. Sean Marrow is no more, and his replacement has survived. It's time to commence with the rest of our plans. You understand me, don't you?"

      Absalom met my gaze. "Yes."

      "Good. Now, I have a few loose ends to tie up back in my tired world before I leave it forever. When I return, I expect things to be in order."

      "Of course, Father."

      Solomon took one last look over his domain. "There," he said, pointing at a distant mountain. "That's where I'll have my castle. The city can be built below it." A smile curved his lips, and he nodded to himself, then turned and strode to the archway.

      I watched him, head spinning. I'd worked out one thing: if Solomon were to be the ruler of the Beyond, it must mean he had all the power of Absalom here. I doubted I'd be able to kill him while we stayed here.

      But in the rest of the Everlands…

      I glanced back at Abe and found him watching me. Could I trust him? He hadn't come to my aid when the Elder Gods had brought me to within an inch of death repeatedly. Perhaps he didn't have the power he had claimed. Or perhaps he — like Yalua, apparently — was an agent of Solomon's.

      But despite the evidence otherwise, I found I still trusted him. So I nodded, winked, then turned after Solomon.

      He had reached the archway; now was my last chance before he passed through. I sucked in a breath, drew my sword, and charged.

      Solomon turned, brow furrowed, smile frozen on his lips. "What are you⁠—?" 

      My sword found a gap in his armor and drove into his flesh, and then I shoved us through the archway.

      Light flashed around us. I felt like two giant hands were pulling me apart, stretching me like a rubber band, yanking me so far I would break⁠—

      Then I snapped back together.

      I found myself on the white floor. Groaning, I tried to sort my thoughts as I looked around. The Door to the Beyond stood before me. Then I noticed a thin trail of pink below me.

      Marrow! Bone yelled in my mind. Behind you!

      Whirling and stumbling to my feet, I finally saw him. Solomon stood above me, blood dripping from the sword in his side. Bone's sword.

      "It's you, isn't it, Sean?" Solomon's voice was still warm and pleasant, but his eyes were cold as they stared at me.

      I didn't answer as my mind spun. His stats were hidden to me, but my sword halfway through his body barely seemed to faze him. How much HP did this guy have? Did he even have stats, or was he beyond that?

      Solomon reached for the sword hilt protruding from his side and gripped it with one huge, gauntleted hand. Then, with his gaze never leaving mine, without even a wince, he slowly pulled it out and tossed the blade away. The blood leaked slowly from it into the white water filming the ground. 

      The tycoon's smile never left his lips. "Let's make one thing clear, boy. I get my way, hear me? This is my playground. And you're just a fly waiting to be swatted."

      I ran over Bone's resources in my mind, then muttered to my wayward mimic, "You going to help me or what? If I die, you go with me."

      Something very much like a sigh sounded in my head. Then we're in this together, aren't we, brother?

      A huge, double-sided axe suddenly appeared in Solomon's hands. "I'd say I'd let you have the first blow," he said pleasantly. "But I already have."

      Then, so fast I could barely register his movement, he charged.
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      I fell into a pool of shadows just as Solomon savagely chopped the air where I'd been, then darted across the white plane, still imagining the huge axe cutting me in two.

      "Dodge, run, flee," the mad tycoon taunted as he stalked after me. "All it takes is one hit to finish you."

      I rematerialized, then immediately channeled Shadow Mantle. Many of Bone's mid- to lower-level channels and spells were the same as mine, as made sense from his origins, which helped me flow from one to another. Invisible, I darted away from my location, trying to get behind him.

      But despite my invisibility, Solomon tracked my movement, a cruel smile curling his lips. "You have no idea the power I possess. But you soon will."

      Then, winding his shoulder back, he snapped it forward, and his eight-foot-long, double-headed axe came spinning in a blaze toward me.

      I couldn't help a yelp escaping me as I dove into shadows again, the axe narrowly missing me. As I stared at the huge armored man from my upper perspective, I saw the weapon rematerialize in his waiting hand.

      "Without that bug of yours, you'd be dead already," Solomon said as he continued walking after me. "But no matter. I have something of my own that will counter it nicely."

      I continued to move away and circle him as my mind worked. He had no helmet on still — that was an obvious weak point. But was it too obvious? Perhaps that was exactly what he wanted me to aim for, what he'd use to reel me in to finish me off.

      But before I could decide on a plan, Solomon raised his free hand, and white light gathered in his palm. I could do nothing but stare. Whatever was going to happen, I was sure I wasn't going to like it. As the light reached a climax, he squelched it in his fist, and I blinked, thinking that was the end of it. 

      Then pain enveloped me, and I was thrown out of the shadows in a blaze of light.

      As I hit the white ground, all the breath gone out of me, I rolled to my feet, gasping, and stared at my opponent, wondering if he'd just done what I thought he had.

      Solomon, on the other hand, was all grins. "You inspired me, obviously. What should I call it? Lightweaving? No, I think that's taken — lightspinning?" He waved a massive hand through the air. "No matter — no one will remember, and I doubt I'll have a use for it afterward. But for now…"

      He thrust his hand forward, and thick ropes of light burst out from it, reaching toward me. I threw up spindly voidthreads of my own, but I knew it was hopeless as soon as I started. His were like the steel cords of a suspension bridge compared to my sickly vines, and as they intertwined, the white immediately swallowed the black.

      I released the threads, channeled Shadow Mantle, and hauled ass out of the way.

      "I don't think so!" Solomon crooned.

      From behind me, a white rope suddenly wound around my chest. I tried Void Stepping, but even as shadows swelled around me, Solomon's power held me fast. Another line joined the first, then another, until I was like a butterfly in a newly formed cocoon.

      Come on! Bone hissed in my head. This isn't the extent of our power. Blink!

      I tried to yell a response, but the ropes had squeezed all the breath from my lungs.

      Blink, Marrow, damn you!

      I was finding it hard to pay attention to his words. Even as the ropes suffocated me, they pulled me steadily toward Solomon. I saw him waiting, smiling, as black spots filled my vision.

      Hold on, brother. You're not going to like this.

      I didn't think I'd care much about anything at that moment. There was nothing I could do. I closed my eyes and waited for the axe I knew would be coming.

      Then my eyes snapped open, but it wasn't me who'd opened them.

      One moment, the ropes were squeezing me into pulp. The next, I was standing behind Solomon next to Bone's fallen sword and scooping it up, then darting forward to swing it at the tycoon's head. The blade passed so close it shaved off several strands of hair, but he just managed to dodge out of harm's way as he spun around.

      Even the close call couldn't repress Solomon's grin. "There he is!" he said as he laughed. "Bone, you clever bastard!"

      With Bone at the wheel, I dove into a front roll, striking, then Blinking out of the way. Solomon swiped back at me, but I was too quick even for him, dodging and hitting him in the gaps in his armor before he could retaliate.

      The tycoon's grin slipped as he worked hard to keep up. "This is what it's about," he huffed. "A contest of wills! But you've forgotten something, Bone. Not even you are close to my equal."

      As Bone sidestepped his next attack, something seized our leg. A quick glance down showed thick, white threads winding tight around it. I felt the darkness well up as Bone prepared to Blink, but it was too late. Solomon, with a savage grin on his face, whirled and chopped down at me.

      The axe bearing down on us, I seized back control from Bone, then threw up an arm.

      I'd never tested just how much damage Void Shield would soak up, and the most powerful axe-swing I could imagine wasn't my ideal testing scenario. But, as the axe met the black web, though my arm jarred so hard it was numb to the shoulder, the axe didn't chop me in half.

      Well done, Bone said grudgingly.

      "Just watch this," I huffed.

      I Void Blinked several paces behind Solomon, and though he spun immediately and swung, I was already falling into shadows. The axe whisked harmlessly overhead.

      You can't hide in the shadows! Bone said, panicked. He'll root us out!

      No, he won't.

      As Solomon grinned and raised his fist, white vines curling from his palm, I Blinked. I hadn't been sure it would work, but a moment later, my pool of darkness lay at his feet.

      As the tycoon whirled and roared with laughter, I Blinked again, and again, each time turning him to a different spot, testing the waters.

      "You won't dizzy me!" Solomon had a delighted grin on, like a child caught in an unexpected game. "You should have struck the first time! No surprise to it now!"

      He's right, Bone said sullenly. A waste of a good trick.

      I didn't answer but set my sights a little higher. Even more dubious than the first gamble. But if it paid off…

      I gazed at the air just behind Solomon's head, then Blinked.

      For a moment, I hung suspended in the air, and a thrill went throughout my body, flattened black puddle as it was. Solomon turned toward me, laugh frozen on his face, comprehension just beginning in his eyes.

      I burst from the shadows and, with a brutal swing of my sword, chopped through his neck.

      The blade slid through the sinew and skin, the spine giving it the slightest hitch. Then it was out the other side, sliding free, blood speckling the white floor below us.

      I fell awkwardly, wrenching my arm, but I kicked into a roll out of striking distance by force of habit. Lifting my gaze, I stared back at the headless tycoon, watching, waiting for him to go tumbling down. His head had rolled off his shoulders to splash in the water at our feet, grin rictus on his lips.

      Did it work? Bone murmured. Is he dead?

      I couldn't move, couldn't speak, could barely breathe with waiting. Why didn't he fall? What kept his body upright? My gaze wandered to Absalom, who had stood by the doorway, a silent spectator to the whole fight. He hadn't lifted a finger to help, but he hadn't hampered me either. Friend or foe? I still didn't know.

      His expression was sad as he met my gaze. His lips moved in silent words. He's rising.

      My eyes slid back to Solomon, and my stomach dropped. White tendrils emerged from his neck, thickening and extending down his chest. As they reached the white floor, they began curling toward his head.

      Stop him! Bone cried.

      I sprang into action. Summoning voidthreads, I sent them against the white vines to tangle and hold them at bay while I rolled toward the head. Reaching for it, I scooped it up in an arm like a football and turned to bolt away.

      A heavy blow sent me sprawling a dozen feet away and taking a third of my health with it.

      Solomon's head suddenly cackled, and in my surprise and alarm, I dropped it. It immediately began rolling away, the strangest bowling ball I'd seen, a trail of blood left behind from the severed neck.

      After it! Bone urged. 

      But I didn't follow. I rose to my feet and watched as the white vines choked out the black ones and curled around the head, bringing it back up to the neck to lodge there and weave back together with white stitching like some poorly mended marionette.

      "Marrow, Marrow." Solomon tutted as he walked slowly forward. A white light had begun to glow in his eyes. "You should have known better than to think you could beat me at my own game. Powerful as I made your copy, did you think I would make him more powerful than myself? I am the true god here, the only one. I am all-powerful! This is my kingdom, my realm. And you⁠—"

      Ignoring him, I Blinked next to Absalom.

      The boy god didn't show the slightest surprise as he turned his unhappy gaze to me. Solomon, his mouth tight with displeasure at being ignored, turned to walk toward us, each step measured and deliberate. But even at his slow pace, I had mere seconds before he reached us.

      "Abe," I said, low and urgent. "You're the only one who can do something. Please — don't let this tyrant take over the Everlands."

      Abe shook his head. "I'm sorry, Marrow. I don't have a choice."

      You're wasting time! Bone railed against me. He tried seizing control of a hand, making the fingers dance a jig, but I firmly squelched him.

      "You think you're his slave, but you're not. You never have been. He's not the god here; you are. And you can put an end to him once and for all if you just try."

      Solomon, who was close enough to hear now, bellowed a laugh, the light in his eyes blazing. "Don't humor him, my boy! Squash him like the bug he is. Show him he's never been more than a pawn to you!"

      "You can be free of him, Abe!" I said, not bothering to keep my voice down now. "You can be free and discover who you truly are!"

      Absalom looked back and forth between Solomon and me. He dropped his gaze. "I'm sorry, Marrow. I can't."

      I stared, stunned he wouldn't listen, that he wouldn't even try. "Please…"

      That's over and done with, Bone said wearily. Have to fight now. Dodge!

      But I didn't listen. As Solomon suddenly darted forward and reached for me, I let him seize hold. He held me aloft by my chest in one massive fist, grinning.

      "You served your purpose," he said. "And for that, I'm grateful. But now it's time you stop causing trouble."

      I dropped my gaze to Abe's, willing him to understand. His eyes lifted to meet mine.

      "Thank you, friend," I gasped. "For everything you did for me."

      Then I closed my eyes as Solomon lifted me, then brought me crashing down.

      Death, this time, wasn't what I expected. Whereas before, I'd rematerialized near-naked and shaking at a resurrection shrine, the memories of my death sharp in my mind, now there was only placid calmness. I breathed in deeply, then out, feeling an unexpected peace suffuse me. 

      Death wasn't so bad after all. Finally, I didn't have to struggle. I didn't have to fight and claw my way through countless, impossible scrapes and fights. Escape had been right in front of me all along, the same escape all of us must take eventually.

      I was free.

      "Marrow. Open your eyes."

      A voice disturbed the solace. I tried to close it out, tried not to hear it.

      "Marrow. I am your friend. I always was. And now I can show you."

      As recognition settled in, I pried my eyes open. The painfully white world was still all around me, stabbing into my eyes. Lukewarm water soaked my clothes, cushioned me against the floor.

      I was alive.

      As my gaze fell on the figures above me, the peacefulness fled, and I scrambled to my feet, disbelieving at what I saw. For Absalom, with one slender arm, held Solomon aloft before the Door to the Beyond.

      "Absalom!" he raged, though his lips only moved slightly. His whole body seemed frozen.

      "Abe?" I said uncertainly.

      "You were right, Marrow." Abe turned his head toward me, a rare smile shining on his face. "You believed in me when I didn't believe in myself. Father — Solomon always told me I was his slave. And I believed him. But you didn't think that. You knew I could be free. You risked everything to show me that. And now, I will be."

      A slow grin spread across my face. "You'll be free."

      You really think he should be free? Bone pointed out.

      I ignored him. Now wasn't the time to think about that. I just had to trust Absalom, just as I had many times before. I had to believe he'd do the right thing.

      "Don't you dare try defying me, boy." Solomon's voice had gone low and cold. "I'll make you pay for this."

      Absalom shook his head. "No. You won't."

      "Then what will you do?" A sneer curled the mad tycoon's lips. "Kill me?"

      "No. I'll give you what you've always wanted. Everlasting life and an eternal kingdom to rule." 

      A coy smile played on the boy god's lips. I had an uneasy feeling I knew what he meant.

      Solomon narrowed his eyes. "What's that supposed to mean?"

      "It means you'll have your Beyond — but all to yourself. Goodbye, Father. I learned much from you. But it's time for your lesson."

      "Absalom! ABSALOM⁠—?!"

      Heedless of Solomon's rage, Absalom approached the archway, the tycoon still held frozen in his grasp. Then he looked back at me and smiled once more.

      "Freedom," he breathed and pushed Solomon through.
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      As soon as he passed through, the light in the doorway flared so brightly I had to look away. When it faded, I risked a glimpse. The archway lay empty and dull.

      "Is it closed?" I asked tentatively. "The Door to the Beyond?"

      Absalom nodded, still staring through it. "Yes. Forever."

      "So, he's trapped in there…"

      "He got what he wanted." The boy god glanced at me. "He would have done worse to you. And me."

      I shrugged. It was true enough. But despite everything I'd done in the Everlands — all the killing, the pain inflicted, the lies and misdeeds — none had felt quite so real as being an accomplice to Absalom's revenge. But then, none of them had been done to a real human being.

      Absalom turned and approached me. I tried not to feel nervous as he stopped a few paces away, close enough to touch. Despite being pretty sure he was on my side, it was hard not to feel nervous near him after what he'd just done.

      "Now," he said, looking me in the eye, "there's just one task left."

      "What's that?"

      Absalom raised a hand, then snapped. The white plane around us swirled into mist, and a wind whipped at my face. If I hadn't just seen the boy god stand up to his creator, I might have been worried he had some new devilry in mind for me.

      Then the mist faded, and I blinked. We stood on the edge of a platform formed of clouds, the floor uneven and rolling with them. Below us, a city, wreathed in smoke and fire, looked to be under assault. 

      Stalburgh, I realized. Absalom had transported us above the city.

      A huge something flew over the field, and at first, I took it for a blimp; then I saw the wings and remembered. Jin'Thal still poured her vengeance over the Cerulean Empire, unassailable and unstoppable. From the look of the melted city walls, however, my side had taken just as much of a hit.

      "I will protect your friends," Absalom said softly. "But there is something you must do first."

      He glanced to the side, and I followed his gaze. The three Elder Gods stood a dozen paces away from us on the other side of the cloud platform. No longer were they the giants they had been when torturing me but stood now about as tall as me. All three glared in my direction but said nothing, their lips pressed tightly together, rigid as statues. Towering over them stood Falgerd, Keeper of Order, his huge, armored frame an eerie sentinel.

      "You have a quest to complete, don't you?" Absalom murmured. "To win your freedom?"

      I ran my eyes over them, a cold knot forming in my gut. "Absalom's Heretic," I murmured. "I'm to kill the Elder Gods. To go home."

      "This is my gift back to you. They won't fight back. I've made sure of that. In fact…" 

      He flicked his hand, and like they were nothing but hand puppets, the Elder Gods folded forward.

      "There," Absalom said with a chilling smile. "That should make things easier."

      The knot in my stomach tightened further. Just hours earlier, these gods had been torturing me, bringing me within an inch within death for their perverse pleasure. I would have gladly fought them again as Bone and savored my revenge. But this… this was an execution. And I was no executioner.

      Don't be an idiot, Bone sneered in my mind. Take the gift. No need to make a show of it.

      But I found myself shaking my head. "Thank you, Abe. But I can't kill them. Not like this."

      A frown creased his brow. "How then?"

      "Release them. Let me take them on in a fair fight. That's the only way I can kill them."

      So honorable. Bone's disdain radiated throughout my head.

      Abe hesitated, then shrugged. "If that's what you wish."

      He glanced at Falgerd, and immediately the gargantuan knight lifted his oversized shield, then slammed it into the clouds at our feet. The next moment, the Elder Gods snapped upward and rushed at me, weapons raised.

      "This is more like it!" Grinning, Bone groaning in my head, I rushed forward to meet them.

      We engaged in a flurry of exchanges. As Nali stabbed forward, I parried and cut into her belly, then ducked under Omagnar's violent swing. Zynal's blades came cutting at me a moment later, crisscrossing through me as I fell into Void Step.

      Still in shadows, I Blinked behind the Gnarish god, reappeared, and cut at his knees, sending him to the ground with a roar. Quick as darting fish, the other two turned and charged at me, Zynal going high with a wing-boosted leap, Nali stabbing low. Working fast, I tangled Zynal with a Void Web, then twisted Nali's trident aside with a flick of my sword, jumping in close to stab her in the gut with a summoned knife.

      As the Naiad goddess doubled over, gasping, I found the Gnarish god getting to his feet again. Cursing, I revised my plan. I should have expected they'd heal quickly. If I was going to finish them off, I had to concentrate on taking down one at a time.

      While Nali staggered upright and Zynal cut his way free of the Web, I closed in on Omagnar. The Gnarish, his eyes blazing with fiery light, swung savagely with his hammer, but I rolled under it and cut at his neck. My blade grazed his skin, just enough to draw blood — but it was his beard falling to the clouds at our feet that made his eyes widen.

      "You'll pay for that!" he raged.

      I grinned, Void Blinked behind him, and took off his head.

      As his headless corpse fell to the ground — and hopefully wouldn't reanimate like Solomon had — the remaining Elder Gods closed in. Their attacks came so fast and furious not even Void Stepping and Blinking seemed liable to keep up with them. A moment of doubt crept in.

      Give me a turn, Bone said, his eagerness nipping at me like a puppy at a bone. I've been dying to put these arrogant, puffed up deities in their place.

      Acquiescing control, I felt Bone seize my limbs and turn in a sudden parry of Zynal's attack, then dodge behind him and strike in retaliation. Our sword cut once, twice, and the Valyn fell screeching to the ground, wings falling from his back.

      "That brought him low," I said between pants. "Get it?"

      Stick to your strong suits, Marrow.

      Nali hadn't given chase, though. A hand raised with blue light streaming from it, I wondered what sort of magic she was summoning. Then shards of ice came barreling out of nowhere toward us.

      Seizing back control, I Blinked out of the way, only to find the blizzard followed me. Like a nest of hornets, the icicles came barreling at me, each one seeking to impale me. I dodged, cut, Blinked, and Void Stepped, but as icicles found their way through my defense, I found my health dropping.

      Stop messing around! Bone grated. Just kill her!

      But now Zynal had raised his hands, and sparks flew from them. Next thing I knew, I was dancing around lightning strikes as well, each near miss jolting me with dispersed electricity.

      Bone tried taking back control, but I fought him back down. I'd let him have his turn, but I was the one who had to finish this out.

      Feinting toward Nali, I Blinked behind Zynal and stabbed at him, but the wily Valyn god twisted out of the way, sparking swords coming around for a counterattack. I doubted I could parry one of those blades and not be left stunned, so I resorted to dodging, rolling and then falling into shadows to dart back behind him.

      But as I rematerialized, his blades whirled toward me. In a desperate gambit, I threw my arm up, voidthreads weaving together into my Void Shield. My arm went numb as electricity spiraled around it, but if it had held against Solomon's blow, I knew it would hold now.

      I stabbed toward the Void Shield, unweaving it just enough for my sword to slip through. The strangled gasp on the other end told me I'd found my target. Dispersing it, I drew out my blade, whirled, then took Zynal's head from his shoulders.

      Something stabbed into my back, cold and biting.

      I gasped as icy numbness spread throughout my body. Nali had gotten behind me and stabbed me; I was aware enough to realize that. And I knew that, unless I acted fast, she'd finish me off for good. Absalom wouldn't save me — I'd told him this was my fight, and I knew I'd damn well better end it. 

      "I knew I'd get you," Nali gloated behind me. "You always were an ant waiting to be squashed."

      Anger pierced through my numb mind, spurring back to action. Falling into Void Step, my body dripped like inky water around the trident as I merged with my shadow, then darted away. Nali ran after me, waiting like a fisherman to stab a fish that emerged.

      "Come up!" she crooned. "I liked gutting you the first time!"

      Please don't let her gloat any longer, Bone said wearily.

      Still in Void Step, I feinted one way, then the other, then Blinked. As Nali spun, I Blinked again behind her, then emerged and cut forward.

      The Naiad goddess' head fell with a sickening squelch to the ground.
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      I dismissed the onslaught of prompts as I healed myself and turned to Absalom. The boy god wore a slight smile.

      "You did it, Marrow. You fought your way free. And it does seem better this way."

      "Yeah. It does."

      A frown creased his brow. "But I guess that means you'll be leaving now."

      I bit my lip. I knew that my body couldn't last much longer. But leave the Everlands? Even though it was what I'd struggled so long to do, it suddenly felt too daunting to comprehend.

      "Not quite yet," I said eventually. "We have one more thing to do."

      "What's that?"

      I smiled, my cheeks aching. "I have to go boast to my friends."
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      We appeared in a flash of blue light, and suddenly, everyone I wanted to see was around me.

      "You brought them all here?" I said in wonder to Abe.

      "Of course," he murmured. "You have to say goodbye."

      Despite still being in Bone's body, no one seemed to think twice about my appearance. Farelle was first in my arms. "We did it!" she said, grinning at me, the musk of elderberry grog filling my nose. "We won!"

      I hugged her back. "And I'm glad everyone survived."

      They were all there. Farelle, Sarai, Brandeur, Ava, even Sheika — my companions along this crazy journey. My friends. They crowded in close, grins on all of their faces, congratulations flying fast between us.

      And there were other familiar faces. Hanil, wearing a robe for once, his leathery features crinkled into a wide smile. Gorget, his face slackened in familiar moroseness. Esmeralda, the enchantress, a cat hissing and squirming in her arms. The nameless, irascible mage I'd always bought my spells from. Huldor, the blacksmith, grinning through his bushy beard.

      "It's strange," Farelle said as she released me. "I feel as if I've just awakened from a long, strange dream."

      No point in telling her why. I had a feeling hearing that Yalua had been less than faithful in using her wasn't what she wanted to hear right then. 

      "I feel like I'm about to wake from mine," I said, a twinge of regret running through me.

      Next, Sarai darted in to plant a kiss on my cheek, then laughed at my blush. Ava shyly took my hand and pressed it, her phantom skin cold against mine. Brandeur gave a great guffaw as he swept me off my feet and crushed me in a hug. 

      As he set me down, Sheika reached out and steadied me, yellow Ja'qual eyes staring unblinkingly at me. "Well, well," she said with a slight smile. "Looks like the Golden Boy had it in him after all."

      "I have a new title now, actually." I grinned back. "Marrow Godslayer. How do you like the sound of that?"

      She groaned and made to push me down the line, but I held on.

      "Once I'm out of here, I want to meet you. In real life."

      "Why?" Her eyes narrowed suspiciously. "To relive the glory days?"

      That took me aback. "I don't know. We've just⁠—"

      "Teasing, Marrow." She frowned. "Or should I call you Sean?"

      I shuddered. "Not yet. Let me be the Godslayer a little while longer."

      She shrugged. "What are you going to say, anyway? When you get out?"

      I was the one to frown now. I hadn't thought about it yet.

      Solomon won't be there to refute your story, Bone spoke up, startling me. I'd almost forgotten he was still in my head. You can make up whatever tale you want.

      "I guess I'll say Solomon kidnapped me," I said. "Leave it at that."

      "And when he denies it?"

      I smiled grimly. "I don't think that will be a problem. He's gone for good, Sheika." I winked. "Meet me in real life, and I'll tell you the rest."

      She opened her mouth to protest, then pressed her lips shut. With an eyebrow raised, she nodded. "Fine. I suppose Ali will corroborate your story. But I'll have you know, don't get any expectations for when we meet up. I'm nearly a decade older than you. It wouldn't work out."

      Godslayer or not, I found myself stuttering. "I— I didn't mean⁠—"

      "Fickle gods, you're too easy to tease." She shoved me down the line.

      One by one, I said goodbye to all my friends, acquaintances, and even a few, for lack of a better term, "frenemies." Arala waited sullenly at the end of the line, as did the Fralishk boss, Helge. The Night Sisters, too, had made an appearance. I just gave them a raise of the eyebrows, and they grinned their ghastly smiles back.

      At a touch on my shoulder, I turned to find Absalom. 

      "It's time," he murmured. "Time to return to your world, and leave us to ours."

      My chest ached, and something hard felt caught in my throat. Farelle had come near again, and I pulled her in for one last hug. I opened my mouth to say something but found the words wouldn't come out.

      "Thank you," I finally said. "Thank you, everyone. For showing me what I could be."

      Then, with one last glance at Absalom, I opened my menu, stared at the button, and selected Log off.
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      After all I'd been through, everything I'd experienced, I didn't think a car ride could feel so strange.

      Mom turned back for the hundredth time to smile at me, her eyes creased with worry, and asked yet again, "You're sure you're okay?"

      "Yes, Mom." The patient whine of an over-loved kid wheedled its way into my voice. "I'm fine."

      I wasn't sure it was the truth, though. It wasn't just the incredible pain that coursed through my body. A month in a sim rig, I'd been informed, would take its toll on even a healthy seventeen-year-old boy. My muscles had atrophied, my tortured heart felt too full in my chest, and my overwrought mind left me prone to crippling migraines.

      But I was alive. I was free.

      Wasn't I?

      The strangest thing of all was I didn't feel free. In fact, I felt a good deal more chained down. Now that I was out of The Everlands, I remembered all that ordinary life held for me. High school — worse torture than anything the Elder Gods had afflicted on me — would carry on as normal, with extra work to catch me up on what I'd missed. Community service as a slap on the wrist for sneaking into the Burly Maiden. Instead of cutting down gods, I'd be picking up trash from the street outside the gaming parlor, watching with envy as other people went inside.

      Part of me was beginning to wonder why I'd even left.

      "Are you okay?" Mom asked again, eyes filled with worry.

      I smiled, but it felt false on my face. "I'm fine."

      "Leave him alone, Carol," Dad said from the driver's seat. Not much could get them in the same room together, but their kid waking from a coma had. I guess I had that much to be grateful for, at least.

      A fly buzzed near my head. Without thinking, I snapped my hand up and surprised myself as I caught it. Staring at my hand as if it wasn't my own, I watched the fly flutter its wings in a bid to escape my fingers.

      Returned, but nothing is the same.

      I blinked. Somehow, though the thought was in my head, it didn't feel like I was the one who had thought it.

      Absently crushing the fly, I flicked it the floor, leaned back, and let the hum of the car lull me to sleep.
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      In my bed a few nights later, I lay awake, restless and weary to the bone at the same time. Something needled me, an itch I couldn't scratch.

      I have to get back there.

      It didn't matter to me if it was my thought or not — it was true. Life felt gray and dull now. The days had passed, each bleeding into each other, each the same, droll passage of time. Doctors checking on me, parents worrying over me, needles prodding, and pills going down my throat.

      I couldn't take it anymore. I couldn't do this life. I couldn't stand being anyone but Marrow, the Catalyst, the Godslayer.

      I had to get back in.

      But I knew it would kill me if I tried. My body, hell, my mind was too weak. I had to be patient. And patience, at least, I'd learned in The Everlands.

      Patient isn't what I'd call you.

      Ignoring the disjointed thought as I'd ignored all the others that had come before it, I reached over for my phone and tapped in a text.

      — Hey. You busy?

      Sheika — or Emily, I supposed I should call her now — texted back almost immediately.

      — Not in-game, so guess not. What's up?

      It was strange talking to her outside of the Everlands. I felt every inch the awkward seventeen-year-old again chatting with a much older woman. But I pushed that aside and just tapped out what I was thinking.

      — I don't think I can do this. Live outside the game. I was so much more there, the Golden Boy and all that. But here… I'm just Sean, a high schooler with flunking grades and middling potential. I'm nothing.

      Her response was longer in coming. When it did, I had to read it twice.

      — Believe me, I know what the game means to you. But look at it this way. Every moment you spent in there, you were playing someone else's game. Sure, it may have felt like you were forging your own path, and to some extent, you were. But that was a world someone else built. Now, you can become a loser pining over the past and all that he can't have. Or you can give that experience to someone else.

      I set my phone down, thinking, realizing she was right. Even when I was breaking the game with Absalom, it still had been someone else's box. People like Sheika had built the walls around me, the parameters I had to abide by.

      I'd been the player. But now, I could be the builder.

      Now we're getting somewhere, a thought came to mind.

      It'd be hard work. It wouldn't be nearly as fun. But, as I started imagining the game I might like to create, I realized I had every bit of freedom I'd yearned for. I could make a place where anything was possible, so long as I had the imagination and daring to create it.

      — You're right. Thanks, Emily. For everything.

      I rose, shambled over to my tiny desk, pulled out a notebook scrawled with school notes, and turned to a fresh page.

      Then I began to write.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            I HOPE YOU ENJOYED GODSLAYER RISING!

          

        

      

    

    
      If you have a moment, I’d appreciate if you would help me out and leave an Amazon or Goodreads review!

      And if you want to keep up with me and my books, sign up here for the latest news, offers, and giveaways.

      - J.D.L. Rosell
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Fortitude - 10
Charisma - 10

ASPECTS
Knowledge
Spells

Channels

AFFINITIES
Faith

None

ALIGNMENTS

Faction
« Maluwae

Allegiance
« None
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MARROW

Alternate Names: The Catalyst
Level: 9

Race: Human

Age: 17

Coins: 2587

Equipped:

Dull Iron Knife (x2)
Journeyman'’s Cloak of Insight
Steel Scaled Hauberk

Leather Gauntlets

Status: Neutral (+20)
Health: 120
Stamina: 110
Mana: 110
Spirit: 120

« Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance

« Felt Boots
« Ghost Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES (+8)

Physical

Dexterity - 14
Strength - 12
Vitality - 10
Resistance - 11

Mental

Belief - 15
Perception - 12
Intellect - 11
Fortitude - 10

Agility - 15 Charisma - 14
ASPECTS

Skills Knowledge
Knives - Lvl 3 (92%) Spells:

Swords - Lvl 4 (38%)

Sneak - Lvl 4 (16%)

Detect Traps - Lvl 3 (8%)
Navigation - Lvl 1 (92%)
Combat Skills:

+ Hamstring - Lvl 1 (48%)

+ Spinning Blades - Lvl 1 (20%)

« Magelight (Light) - Lv1 |

« Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1
« Icy Plume (Water) - Lvl 1

« Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

Channels:
+ Right Belief (White) - Lvl 1
Turn Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1
Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1
Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2

AFFINITIES

Magic

Light - Lv 3 (6%)
Water - Lvl 2 (82%)
Mesmer - Lvl 1 (60%)

Faith

White - Lvl 1 (0%)
Black - Lvl 2 (96%)
Wardic - Lvl 1 (90%)
Vital - Lvl 1 (55%)

ALIGNMENTS
Moral - 92 Faction
(Neutral Good) « Noble Ignobles
« Maluwae
Faith Allegiance
« Night Sisters « Ebretin
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MARROW

Alternate Names: The Catalyst
Level: 7

Race: Human

Age: 17

Coins: 5387

Equipped:

« Mithril Sword of Thirst

Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing
Dull Iron Knife

Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight
Steel Scaled Hauberk

Status: Neutral (+20)

Health: 110
Stamina: 110
Mana: 110
Spirit: 110

Leather Gauntlets

Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance
Leather Boots of Grip

Ghost Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES (+8)

Physical

Dexterity - 14
Strength - 10
Vitality - 10

Mental

Belief - 13
Perception - 12
Intellect - 11

Resistance - 11 Fortitude - 10
Agility - 13 Charisma - 12
ASPECTS
Skills Knowledge
Knives - Lvl 3 (78%) Spells:

Swords - Lvl 4 (2%)
Sneak - Lvl 4 (16%)
Detect Traps - Lvl 3 (8%)
Navigation - Lvl I (78%)
Combat Skills:

« Hamstring - Lvl 1 (25%)

Magelight (Light) - Lvl 1
Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1
Iey Plume (Water) - Lvl 1
Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

Channels:

Right Belief (White) - Lvl 1
Turn Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1
Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1
Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2

AFFINITIES

Magic

Light - Lvl 3 (6%)
Water - Lvl 2 (82%)
Mesmer - Lvl 1 (30%)

Faith

White - Lvl 1 (0%)
Black - Lvl 2 (96%)
Wardic - Lvl 1 (90%)
Vital - Lvl 1 (55%)

ALIGNMENTS
Moral - 92 Faction
(Neutral Good) + Noble Ignobles
Faith Allegiance
+ Night Sisters + Ebretin
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SHEIKA

Level: 34 Status: Neutral
Race: Ja’qual Health: 170
Age: 26 Stamina: 240
Coins: 0
Equipped:
« None
ATTRIBUTES

Physical Mental
Dexterity - 40 Belief - 10
Strength - 20 Perception - 23
Vitality - 10 Intellect - 30
Resistance - 24 Fortitude - 20

Agility - 35 Charisma - 20
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Alternate Names: The Catalyst, Absalom’s Champion,

Golden Boy
Level: 36
Race: Human
Age: 17

Coins: 100,000

Equipped:
« Troncore Bastard Sword of Delusion

« Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall

+ Rogue’s Cloak of Intuition

« Dragonscale Hauberk of the Nightstalker
« Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice

« Wooden Broach of Farseeing

« Bracer of Compulsion

Physical
Dexterity - 23
Strength - 20 (22)
Vitality - 22 (24)
Resistance - 12
Agility - 27
Skills

Knives - Lvl 10 (2%
Swords - Lvl 13 (52%)
Sneak - Lvl 20 (67%)
Detect Traps - Lvl 9 (65%)
Navigation - Lvl 9 (32%)
Combat Sk
+ Hamstring - Lvl 4 (26%)

« Spinning Blades - Lv 2 (48%)

« Unarmed Combat - Lvl 1 (81%)

« Pirouette & Riposte - Lvl 4 (52%)
« Lunge - Lvl 3 (20%)

Climbing - Lv1 7 (31%)

Strategy - Lv1 10 (41%)

Throwing Knives - Lv 9 (1%)
Weaving - Lvl 23 (82%)
Tracking - Lv 4 (21%)

Magic

Light - Lvl 7 (2%)
Water - Lvl 3 (41%)
Mesmer - Lvl 3 (60%)
Fire - Lvl 1 (0%)

Moral - 69 (Mildly Maligned)

Faith
+ Absalom - Champion
« Night Sisters - Priest
+ Yalua

MARROW

Aura(s): Divine Aspect
Status: Neutral
Health: 170 (190)
Stamina: 160 (180)
Mana: 130
Spirit: 290

+ Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Nightstalker
Dragonscale Greaves of the Nightstalker
Dragonskin Boots of the Nightstalker
Belt of Omagnar

Obsidian Ring of Faith

Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental
Belief - 50
Perception - 18
Intellect - 16
Fortitude - 22
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS
Knowledge

Spells:
+ Magelight (Light) - Lvi |
+ Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl |
« Iey Plume (Water) - Lvl 1
+ Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl |
+ Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvi 3
« Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Lvl 4
« Firestorm (Fire) - Lvl 3
« Blizzard (Water) - Lvl 3

Channels:
« Right Belief (Whitc) - Lv1 |
« Tumn Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1

+ Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1

+ Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1

+ Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lv 2

« Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvl 2
+ Allure Ally (White) - Lvl 2

Divine Teleportation (Wardic) - Lvl 4
Shadow Mantle (Black) - Lvl 5
Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvl §
Miasma of Terror (Black) - Lvl 6
Greater Healing (Vital) - Lvl 5
Greater Cure Poison (Vital) - Lvl 5

AFFINITIES

Faith

White - Lv1 8 (32%)
Black - Lvl 18 (16%)
Wardic - Lv1 6 (28%)
Vital - Lv1 5 (56%)

Druidic - Lv1 2 (5%)

ALIGNMENTS

Faction
+ Noble Ignobles
+ Maluwae
+ Urandal
Allegiance
+ Ebretin - King
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Alternate Names: The Catalyst, Absalom’s Champion,

Golden Boy
Level: 50
Race: Human
Age: 17
Coins: 1343

Equipped:

Ironcore Bastard Sword of Delusion

Adamantine Throwing Knife of Recall

Rogue’s Cloak of Intuition

Dragonscale Hauberk of the Godslayer

Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice
Wooden Broach of Farseeing
Bracer of Compulsion

Physical
Dexterity - 35
Strength - 30 (42)
Vitality - 32 (44)
Resistance - 12
Agility - 39
Skills

Knives - Lvl 10 (9%)
Swords - Lvl 13 (91%)
Sneak - Lvl 20 (67%)
Detect Traps - Lv1 9 (65%)
Navigation - Lvl 9 (32%)
Combat Skills:

Hamstring - Lvl 4 (26%)
Spinning Blades - Lvl 2 (48%)
Unarmed Combat - Lvl 1 (81%)
Pirouette & Riposte - Lvl 4 (52%)
Lunge - Lvl 3 (20%)

Climbing - Lv1 7 (31%)
Strategy - Lvl 10 (41%)
Throwing Knives - Lvl 9 (6%)
Weaving - Lvl 27 (58%)
Tracking - Lvl 4 (21%)

Magic

Light - Lv1 7 (18%)
Water - Lyl 5 (22%)
Mesmer - Lvl 3 (60%)
Fire - Lvl 1 (0%)

Moral - 68 (Mildly Maligned)
Faith

Absalom - Champion
Night Sisters - Priest
Yalua

MARROW

Aura(s): Divine Aspect
Status:

Neutral

Health: 220 (240)
Stamina: 220 (240)
Mana: 130

Spirit: 320

Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Godslayer

Dragonscale Greaves of the Godslayer
Dragonskin Boots of the Godslayer
Belt of Omagnar

Obsidian Ring of Faith

Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental

Belief - 50
Perception - 28
Intellect - 16
Fortitude - 22
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS

Knowledge

Spells:

Magelight (Light) - Lvl 1
Magic Missiles (Light) - Lv 1

Iey Plume (Water) - Lyl 1
Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvl 3
Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Lvl 4
Firestorm (Firc) - Lvl 3

Blizzard (Water) - Lvl 3

Steelskin (Light) - Lvl 5

Channels:

Right Belief (White) - Lvl |
Turn Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1

Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1

Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2
Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvl 2
Allure Ally (White) - Lvl 2

Divine Teleportation (Wardic) - Lvl 4
Shadow Mantle (Black) - Lvl 5
Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvl 5
Miasma of Terror (Black) - Lvl 6
Greater Healing (Vital) - Lvl 5
Greater Cure Poison (Vital) - Lvl 5

AFFINITIES

Faith

White - Lvl 8 (72%)
Black - LvI 20 (97%)
Wardic - Lvl 6 (43%)
Vital - Lvl 5 (56%)
Druidic - Lvl 2 (5%)

ALIGNMENTS

F

ction

Noble Ignobles
Maluwae
Scarred Horde

Allegiance

Ebretin - King
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Alternate Names: The Catalyst, Absalom’s Champion,

Golden Boy
Level: 38
Race: Human
Age: 17

Coins: 100,000

Equipped:

« Ironcore Bastard Sword of Delusion

« Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall
« Rogue’s Cloak of Intuition

Dragonscale Hauberk of the Nightstalker

« Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice
+ Wooden Broach of Farseeing
+ Bracer of Compulsion

Physical
Dexterity - 25
Strength - 20 (22)
Vitality - 22 (24)
Resistance - 12
Agility - 29
Skills

Knives - Lvl 10 (9%)

Swords - Lvl 13 (91%)

Sneak - Lv1 20 (67%)

Detect Traps - Lvl 9 (65%)
Navigation - Lvl 9 (32%)

Combat Skills

« Hamstring - Lvl 4 (26%)

« Spinning Blades - Lvl 2 (48%)
« Unarmed Combat - Lv1 1 (81%)
« Pirouette & Riposte - Lvl 4 (52%)
« Lunge - Lv 3 (20%)

Climbing - Lvl 7 (31%)
Strategy - Lvl 10 (41%)
Throwing Knives - LvI 9 (6%)
Weaying - Lvl 23 (82%)
Tracking - Lvl 4 (21%)

Magic

Light - Lv1 7 (18%)
Water - Lvl 3 (41%)
Mesmer - Lvl 3 (60%)
Fire - Lvl 1 (0%)

Moral - 68 (Mildly Maligned)

Faith

+ Absalom - Champion
+ Night Sisters - Priest
« Yalua

MARROW

Aura(s): Divine Aspect

Status: Neutral

Health: 170 (190)
Stamina: 170 (190)
Mana: 130

Spirit: 300

Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Nightstalker
Dragonscale Greaves of the Nightstalker

Dragonskin Boots of the Nightstalker
Belt of Omagnar

Obsidian Ring of Faith

Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental

Belief - 50
Perception - 20
Intellect - 16
Fortitude - 22
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS

Knowledge

Spells:

Magelight (Light) - Lvl |
Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1

Iy Plume (Water) - Lvl 1
Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvl 3
Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Lvl 4
Firestorm (Fire) - Lvl 3

Blizard (Water) - Lvl 3

Channels:

Right Belief (White) - Lvl |

Turn Undead (Wardic) - Lv! 1
Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1
Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2
Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvl 2
Allure Ally (White) - Lvl 2

Divine Teleportation (Wardic) - Lvl 4
Shadow Mantle (Black) - LvI 5
Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvl 5
Miasma of Terror (Black) - Lvl 6
Greater Healing (Vital) - Lvl §
Greater Cure Poison (Vital) - Lvl §

AFFINITIES

Faith

White - Lv 8 (48%)
Black - Lvl 18 (16%)
Wardic - Lvl 6 (28%)
Vital - Lvl 5 (56%)
Druidic - LvI 2 (5%)

ALIGNMENTS

Faction

Noble Ignobles
Maluwae
Scarred Horde

Allegiance

Ebretin - King
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Level: 150
Race: Human
Age:

Coins: 0

Equipped
+ Ironcore Bastard Sword of Dusk’s Edge
« Ironcore Throwing Knife of Dusk’s Edge
+ Dusk’s Edge Mask

« Dusk’s Edge Cloak

+ Dusk’s Edge Hauberk

Physical

Dexterity - 118
Strength - 78
Vitality - 56
Resistance - 56
Agility - 114

BONE

Aura(s): Divine Aspect
Status: Neutral
Health: 220 (240)
Stamina: 220 (240)
Mana: 130
Spirit: 320

« Dusk’s Edge Gauntlets
« Dusk’s Edge Greaves
« Dusk’s Edge Boots

+ Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental

Belief - 70
Perception - 86
Intellect - 40
Fortitude - 48
Charisma - 30
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MARROW

Alternate Names: The Catalyst Status: Neutral

Level: 25 Health: 160

Race: Human Stamina: 150

Age: 17 Mana: 130

Coins: 1671 Spirit: 200

Equipped:
& zéncore Bastird Swotd. ®  Basilisk Leather Gauntlets

Mithril Dagger ®  Basilisk Leather Greaves

®  Joumeyman’s Cloak of Insight ®  asilisk Laiier Boots
®  Dragonscale Hauberk ®  Wooden Broach of Farseeing
®  Glass Pendant of Dazzle ®  Opal Ring of Font
®  Bracer of Compulsion ®  Ghost Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES
Physical Mental
Dexterity - 19 Belief - 28
Strength - 15 Perception - 17
Vitality - 16 Intellect - 16
Resistance - 11 Fortitude - 22
Agility - 22 Cherisma - 30
ASPECTS|

skills Knowledge

Knives - Lv1 5 (37%) Spells:

Swords - Lv1 6 (83%)
Sneak - Lv1 6 (97%)

Magelight (Light) - Lvi 1

Detect Traps - Lv1 3 (81%) ®  Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl |
Navigation - Lv1 2 (52%) ® ey Plume (Water) - Lyl 1
(Counat Sl ®  Invigorate (Mesmer) - Ll |
& ‘Histtriog - 1412 (224) @ Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvi 3
£ cSplasing BladeaLvl2 (29%): ®  Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Level 4
®  Unarmed Combat - Lvl 1 (10%)
®  Pirouetie - Lvi 2 (12%) Cligmmels
® Lunge-Lvi2(51%) ®  Right Belief (White) - Lvl |
Climbing - Lvl 2 (18%) ®  Tum Undead (Wardic) - Lvl |
Strtegy - LA (50%) ®  Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1
‘Throwing Knives - Lvl 2 (5%)
®  Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
®  Basilisk's Gaze (Black) - Lvi 2
@ Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvi 2
®  Allure Ally (White) - Lvi 2
®  Shadow Mantle (Black) - Lvl 5
®  Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvi 5
AFFINITIES

Magic

Faith

Light - Lvi 3 (6%)
Water - Lvl 3 (91%)
Mesmer - Lvl 4 (20%)

White - Lv1 2 (0%)
Black - Lvl 3 (18%)
Wardic - L 1 (90%)
Vital - Lyl 1(55%)
Druidic - Lv1 2 (5%)

Moral - 72 (Mildly Maligned)
Faith
®  Absalom - Knight
®  NightSisters

®  lsvalla- Lesser Priest

ALIGNMENTS
Faction
®  Noble Ignobles - Capiain
®  Urandal - Boss
Allegiance

® None
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MARROW

Alternate Names: The Catalyst
Level: 19
Race: Human

Age: 17
Coins: 443

Equipped:

+ Jeweled Longsword of the Stars
+ Iron Dagger of Minor Banishing
+ Dull Iron Knife

+ Journeyman’s Cloak of Insight

+ Steel Scaled Hauberk

+ Glass Pendant of Dazzle

Physical
Dexterity - 19
Strength - 15
Vitality - 12
Resistance - 11
Agility - 18
Skills

Knives - Lvl 5 (37%)
Swords - Lvl 6 (83%)
Sneak - Lvl 6 (97%)
Detect Traps - Lv 3 (81%)
Navigation - Lyl 2 (52%)
Combat Skill

« Hamstring - Lvl 2 (82%)
+ Spinning Blades - Lvl 2 (23%)
+ Unarmed Combat - Lvl 1 (10%)
Climbing - Lvl 2 (18%)
Strategy - Lvl 1 (50%)

Magic

Light - Lvl 3 (6%)
Water - Lvl 3 (91%)
Mesmer - Lvl 1 (60%)

Moral - 96 (Good)

Faith
+ Absalom - Squire
+ Night Sisters

« Isvalla - Acolyte

Status: Neutral (+20)
Health: 150
Stamina: 130
Mana: 130
Spirit: 150

Leather Gauntlets

Hard Leather Greaves of Resistance
Leather Boots of Grip

Wooden Broach of Farsceing

Opal Ring of Font

Ghost Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES (+8)

Mental

Belief - 19
Perception - 15
Intellect - 15
Fortitude - 10
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS

Knowledge

Spells:
« Magelight (Light) - Lv 1

+ Magic Missiles (Light) - Lv |
+ Iey Plume (Water) - Lvl 1

« Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

Channels:
« Right Belief (White) - LvI 1

« Turn Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1
+ Minor Healing (Vital) - Lv 1

+ Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl |

Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2
Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lv 2
Allure Ally (White) - Lvl 2

AFFINITIES

Faith

White - Lvl 2 (0%)
Black - Lvl 3 (18%)

Wardic - Lvl 1 (90%)
Vital - Lyl 1 (55%
Druidic - Lyl 2 (5%

ALIGNMENTS

Faction

+ Noble Iznobles
+ Urandal - Boss
Allegiance

+ Ebretin





images/00019.jpeg
Alternate Names: The Catalyst, Absalom’s Champion,

Golden Boy
Level: 34
Race: Human
Age: 17
Coins: 7131

Equipped:
+ Ironcore Bastard Sword of Delusion

+ Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall
Rogue’s Cloak of Intuition

Dragonscale Hauberk of the Nightstalker
Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice

Wooden Broach of Farsceing

Bracer of Compulsion

Physical
Dexterity - 21
Strength - 18 (20)
Vitality - 20 (22)
Resistance - 12
Agility - 25
Skills

Knives - Lvl 8 (86%)
Swords - Lvl 11 (72%)
Sneak - Lvl 20 (21%)
Detect Traps - Lvl 9 (65%)
Navigation - Lvl 7 (10%)
Combat Ski
+ Hamstring - Lvl 4 (26%)

+ Spinning Blades - Lv1 2 (48%)
Unarmed Combat - Lvl 1 (81%)

+ Pirouctte & Riposte - Lvl 4 (52%)
Lunge - Lvl 3 (20%)

Climbing - Lv17 (31%)

Strategy - Lv 10 (41%)

Throwing Knives - Lv1 7 (82%)
Weaving - Lv 18 (2%)

Magic

Light - Lv1 6 (6%)
Water - Lvl 3 (41%)
Mesmer - Lvl 3 (20%)

Moral - 70 (Mildly Maligned)
Faith
+ Absalom - Champion

- Night Sisters - Priest
+ Yalua

MARROW

Aura(s): Divine Aspect
Status: Neutral
Health: 170 (190)
Stamina: 160 (180)
Mana: 130
Spirit: 270

+ Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Nightstalker
+ Dragonscale Greaves of the Nightstalker
Dragonskin Boots of the Nightstalker
Belt of Omagnar

Obsidian Ring of Faith

Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental

Belief - 50
Perception - 18
Intellect - 16
Fortitude - 22
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS
Knowledge

Spells:
Magelight (Light) - Lvl 1

Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1

Icy Plume (Water) - Lvl 1

Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lyl 1

Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvl 3
Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Level 4

Channels:
+ Right Belief (White) - Lvl 1

« Tum Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1

« Minor Healing (Vital) - Lvl 1

3 nce (Black) - Lv1 1

H sk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2

« Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvl 2
« Allure Ally (White) - Ll 2

« Divine Teleportation (Wardic) - Lvl 4

Shadow Mantle (Black) - Lvl §
Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvl §
Miasma of Terror (Black) - Lvl 6

AFFINITIES

Faith

White - Lvl 7 (82%)
Black - Lvl 15 (12%)
Wardic - Lvl 6 (28%)
Vital - Lvl 4 (71%)
Druidic - Lv12 (5%)

ALIGNMENTS

Faction
« Noble Ignobles
« Maluwae
« Urandal
Allegiance
« Ebretin - King
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MARROW

Alternate Names: The Catalyst, Absalom’s Champion, Aura(s): Divine Aspect

Golden Boy
Level: 32
Race: Human
Age: 17
Coins: 2762

Equipped:

Ironcore Bastard Sword of Delusion

« Mithril Throwing Knife of Recall
Roguc’s Cloak of Intuition

Ruby Pendant of Sacrifice
Wooden Broach of Farsceing
Bracer of Compulsion

Physical
Dexterity - 21
Strength - 18 (20)
Vitality - 20 (22)
Resistance - 12
Agility - 25
Skills

Kaives - Lvl 8 (38%)
Swords - Lvl 10 (27%)

Sneak - Lvl 20 (21%)

Detect Traps - Lvl 9 (65%)
Navigation - Lvl 7 (10%)

Combat Skills:

« Hamstring - Lvl 3 (76%)

+ Spinning Blades - Lv1 2 (48%)

« Unarmed Combat - Lv1 1 (81%)

+ Pirouctte & Riposte - Lvl 4 (52%)
« Lunge - Lvl 3 (20%)

Climbing - Lv1 7 (31%)

Strategy - Lvl 10 (38%)

Throwing Knives - LvI 6 (63%)
Weaving - Lvl 15 (43%)

Magic

Light - Lvl 6 (6%)
Water - Lvl 3 (41%)
Mesmer - Lvl 3 (20%)

Moral - 70 (Mildly Maligned)
Faith
+ Absalom - Champion

« Night Sisters - Priest
« Yalua

Dragonscale Hauberk of the Nightstalker

Status: Neutral
Health: 170 (190)
Stamina: 160 (180)
Mana: 130
Spirit: 250

+ Dragonscale Gauntlets of the Nightstalker
Dragonscale Greaves of the Nightstalker
Dragonskin Boots of the Nightstalker
Belt of Omagnar

Obsidian Ring of Faith

Void Ring (permanent)

ATTRIBUTES

Mental

Belief - 42
Perception - 18
Intellect - 16
Fortitude - 22
Charisma - 30

ASPECTS

Knowledge

Spell
+ Magelight (Light) - Lv |

+ Magic Missiles (Light) - Lvl 1

ey Plume (Water) - Lyl 1

+ Invigorate (Mesmer) - Lvl 1

+ Mass Deception (Mesmer) - Lvl 3

« Arcane Teleportation (Light) - Level 4

Channels:
Right Belief (Whitc) - Lvl |

Tum Undead (Wardic) - Lvl 1

Minor Healing (Vital) - Lv 1

Siphon Essence (Black) - Lvl 1
Basilisk’s Gaze (Black) - Lvl 2
Aspect of the Wolf (Druidic) - Lvl 2
Allure Ally (White) - Lvl 2

Divine Teicportation (Wardic) - Lvl 4
Shadow Mantle (Black) - Lvl 5
Unholy Smite (Black) - Lvl 5
Miasma of Terror (Black) - Lvl 6

AFFINITIES
Faith

White - Lvl 7 (82%)
Black - Lvl 15 (12%)
Wardic - Lvl 6 (28%)
Vital - Lvl 4 (71%)
Druidic - Lvl 2 (5%)

ALIGNMENTS

Faction

+ Noble Ignobles
+ Maluwac

+ Urandal
Allegiance

+ Ebretin - King





