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    Foreword 
 
      
 
    We’re back, baby!  But before we dive in, I wanted to say a couple of things. 
 
    I know, I know… but I promise this will be fast. 
 
    This book covers a LOT of content that I’ve published over the last couple of years – specifically, Unity, Ember, Flame, and Inferno.  Unity follows Frank, while the other three novels follow a new character named Finn.  The plot and details from these stories are material that I couldn’t quite squeeze into this next main installment. 
 
    If you haven’t read those novels, I strongly urge you to do so before Hellion.  You’ll still enjoy this novel without them, but that context adds quite a bit – including additional character development, world building, stats/skills, and loot. 
 
    For those of you that just want to hear Jason’s story, or may have read those other books but have trouble recalling everything, I’ve decided to try something different and provide both a rough timeline and some brief summaries below that tackle the highlights of Jason’s last installment and the novels that are relevant to this story. 
 
    Fair warning, this includes SPOILERS.  So, turn back now if you intend to read those other books! 
 
      
 
    [image: Timeline  Description automatically generated] 
 
      
 
    
    	 Apathy:  In this novel, we see Eliza’s first introduction to AO.  She is conscripted by the water god (the Hippie), is sent on a nonsensical series of quests, and ultimately ends up killing a ton of people (which results in other players dubbing her the “Ice Witch”) and almost destroying the game world.  A resident (Brian) sacrifices himself to stop what she’s created, leaving only a small sapling behind. 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Dominion:  In-game, the Twilight Throne was attacked by Thorn, a high-ranking member of the Order.  As they prepared for the siege, Jason and Riley passed the Keeper trials and gained new skills.  Meanwhile, Frank managed to secure the outlying towns, recovered a gate piece, and inadvertently captured Alexion. Thorn nearly destroyed the Twilight Throne but was ultimately defeated.  In the closing chapters, Jason’s nemesis managed to escape with the gate piece, and Jason committed Thorn’s remains to the dark mana well – effectively imprisoning his soul. 
 
   
 
      
 
    In the real world, Jason participated in a regulatory hearing on whether to re-open the CPSC investigation into AO and Cerillion Entertainment.  Gloria, the head of the CPSC, also put Jason’s parents on the stand to testify that the game had changed him for the worse.  Despite Jason’s testimony, the regulatory committee agreed to re-open the investigation, but on a limited basis. 
 
      
 
    
    	 Unity: After Dominion, Frank was in a rough headspace, feeling as though his friends were passing him by.  He decided to venture off on his own and promptly discovered a group of druids living in the mountains to the northwest of the Twilight Throne.  Thus, leading to an adventure that involved slaying a demon, wooing a feisty shapeshifter named Silver, learning to craft his own armor, and unlocking his true class: Primal Shifter.  Oh, and he spoke to a “real” dragon and brutally murdered a ton of players… 
 
   
 
      
 
    
    	 Tarot Series - Ember/Flame/Inferno: This side series follows a new character named Finn.  All three novels take place before Evolution (you may recall that Jason learned of the fire city’s formation while in jail).  Finn is an older gentleman and originally developed the technology that led to Alfred – working with his wife and using her brain scans and data to build the first true AI.  After he succeeded in creating this new AI, Finn lost his wife, Rachael, in a terrible car accident which also left him paralyzed from the waist down.  In the wake of her death, Finn retreated from the world. 
 
   
 
      
 
    More than ten years later – at the urging of his daughter Julia (one of the beta players) – Finn decided to give Awaken Online a shot.  He started in the desert city of Lahab, far to the north of the Twilight Throne.  He learned to channel multiple fire spells, manipulate the game’s spell crafting system to discover new spells, mod his UI, and eventually teams up with his daughter and an earth mage named Kyyle. 
 
      
 
    After some time learning the ropes (and killing a ton of people, of course), Finn is eventually approached by the Seer with an irresistible offer – one that soon has him gunning for control of Lahab.  Throughout the remainder of the Tarot series, Finn seeks to gain control of Lahab, eventually succeeding and converting the city to “Sandscrit.” 
 
      
 
    Needless to say, I condensed this summary quite a bit and left out most of the juicier details.  There’s a lot more that happens in these novels that set the stage for Hellion, but it’s perhaps too much to cram into a single synopsis. 
 
      
 
    And now, on to the story and more mayhem! 
 
      
 
    May the darkness claim you. – The Dark One 
 
    

  

 
   
    Prologue 
 
      
 
    November 17, 2076:  47 days after the release of Awaken Online. 
 
      
 
    Regulatory Committee Meeting – District Court Room B3 
 
      
 
    “This is taking forever,” Robert groaned, plopping his feet down on the table resting before him, his sneakers leaving scuff marks on the polished wood. 
 
    “You’ve been here for five minutes,” Francis retorted, shoving Robert’s feet off the table. 
 
    “Five minutes that feel like an eternity,” Robert continued, rolling his eyes.  “But I suppose that’s to be expected.  The wheels of bureaucracy spin ever so slowly—” 
 
    Francis spared a worried glance at the pair that sat roughly ten feet to their right, but thankfully, Gloria’s attention wasn’t on them.  Instead, the dour woman’s eyes were glued to the glowing blue display projected by her Core.  At least there were no cameras this time around.  No onlookers at all, in fact – a minor victory for Francis’ client.  The courtroom’s gallery behind them stood empty and silent. This hearing would be a much more private affair than the encounter between Jason and his parents. 
 
    Thank goodness, Francis thought to himself.  Wrangling Robert alone is bad enough.  The engineer was only here in case any technical question arose.  Even then, Francis wasn’t convinced that Robert would do more good than harm. 
 
    The engineer’s mouth snapped closed as the door along the back wall opened. 
 
    Senator James Lipton and his fellow colleagues on the regulatory committee shuffled into the room. Taking their seats along the bench, the occasional senator spared a glance at the two parties seated before them.  Francis blew out a long breath and deliberately unclenched his hands beneath the table – willing his body to shed the tension in his back and shoulders.  He needed to project confidence right now. 
 
    This encounter might not be as public as that fiasco a week ago, but that didn’t mean they were out of the woods.  They’d won a few battles during the hearing but ultimately lost the war.  The committee had agreed to re-open the investigation into Awaken Online and Cerillion Entertainment.  The only saving grace was that this subsequent investigation was supposed to be “limited” in scope. 
 
    Which brought them to today’s session. 
 
    “So, we’re here to talk terms,” Senator Lipton said, his eyes skimming between the two parties.  “Specifically, a concrete path forward on how to conduct this narrow investigation.” 
 
    “Indeed.”  Gloria flicked her wrist, and a glowing blue display opened before each senator.  “Here is the CPSC’s proposal outlining the information we would like to review.  We’ll need access to both the physical server hardware as well as the—” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Senator Lipton interjected, waving away the screen and sharing a frustrated glance with his fellow senators.  The others looked equally taken aback by the proposal before them, many scrolling… 
 
    And scrolling… 
 
    And scrolling… 
 
    Francis had given it a skim the night before.  It was a long list – a really long list. 
 
    “As I said during the hearing,” Senator Lipton continued, “the CPSC has already had an opportunity to carefully review the game software, the AI controller, and the VR hardware.  We must strike a balance between protecting the public interest and undertaking an endless fishing expedition,” he added sourly. 
 
    The ghost of a frown pulled at Gloria’s lips, and the woman crossed her arms but managed to keep her expression remarkably neutral despite the rebuke. 
 
    “And we would argue that the CPSC’s proposal is incredibly overbroad,” Francis spoke up.  “It would take us months to produce all this data – not to mention the security concerns associated with permitting members of the CPSC to access the company’s servers.  Much of that technology is proprietary.” 
 
    “So, you think we intend to steal the AI controller now?” Gloria shot back, shaking her head incredulously. 
 
    Robert snorted beside him, muttering under his breath, “As if you would even understand what you were looking at.” 
 
    Francis shot him a glare that clearly conveyed his point — shut the hell up — before adjusting his glasses with one finger, taking a deep breath, and eyeing Gloria calmly.  “Not the CPSC per se, but your employees are still susceptible to bribery or coercion by other companies and governments.  We’ve already had a recent unauthorized attempt to access our systems within the last couple of weeks.  The risk is not theoretical.” 
 
    “Then how exactly are we to conduct this so-called investigation, or was that only a face-saving decision,” Gloria demanded, whirling back to the senators.  “I suspect many news outlets would be interested to learn that this was all just a façade to cover for yet another big corporation.” 
 
    “This is a closed-door meeting.  Save the grandstanding for the cameras, please,” Senator Lipton drawled, waving at the empty gallery behind Gloria.  “The bottom line is that your proposal is far too extensive, and Cerillion Entertainment has raised valid concerns about confidentiality.  You’re going to have to refine and pinpoint your investigation.  If that produces results, well, then we can talk about permitting more extensive access.” 
 
    Gloria closed her eyes, marshaling her composure.  Although, Francis watched her closely.  Despite her aggressive tone and frustrated appearance, he couldn’t help but feel another game was afoot here.  Perhaps an initial high bid to make her true goal more palatable. 
 
    “Fine,” Gloria snapped, sparing a glance at her colleague before continuing, “then we would like to start by interviewing several of the more high-profile players.” 
 
    It was Francis’ turn to frown.  Where exactly was she going with this? 
 
    “Unfortunately, we cannot speak for our players – they would need to consent individually to being interviewed.  We also have an obligation to protect their privacy, which means we can’t disclose their real-life identities,” Francis responded, speaking slowly and choosing his words carefully. 
 
    A smile curled Gloria’s lips.  “Reasonable concerns.  However, several of your players have already made their identities known.  And I believe they are under contract with Cerillion – which I suspect obligates them to make public appearances, does it not?” 
 
    Ahh, she’s angling to target Jason. 
 
    It was a smart move.  The boy’s name had been circling in the media for weeks now.  The hearing had only served to escalate tensions, with concrete sides forming in the debate – some concerned over his time spent inside AO, his estranged relationship with his parents, and the rapid change in his personality. 
 
    On the other side, many supported his right to play the game, and some had even begun to idolize the young man as some sort of digital hero-figure.  Which Francis supposed wasn’t a novel outcome for an online persona, but it still made him a touch uncomfortable. The fact that Jason was collecting a growing following of sycophants – many of whom had adopted his “edge-lord routine” in their online content – didn’t make for the best defense.  Not when Francis was trying to show that the game didn’t have an untoward influence on its users. 
 
    However, regardless of which side of the issue you were on, one thing was clear. 
 
    Jason’s presence had polarized and breathed life into what would otherwise be an esoteric and dry investigation.  The young man had turned this into a conversation about his actions in-game and his tirade against his parents – which made for exciting viewing, no matter which side you were on. 
 
    Which unfortunately also ran directly counter to Francis’ goals.  He wanted their audience to be bored.  He wanted their eyes to glaze over at thousands of pages of graphs and tables.  Not to create an inflammatory interview that might be leaked and viewed millions of times. 
 
    In short?  Francis needed to pivot.  Hard. 
 
    He said, dryly, “Interviewing a player in connection with an ongoing investigation is quite different than making a PR appearance.  That’s likely outside the scope of our existing contracts.” 
 
    An opening salvo.  He turned to Gloria.  “And besides, why Jason? You already had the opportunity to interview him on the stand.  You even dragged his parents up there – creating quite the spectacle if I recall.” 
 
    Francis noted that the other senators nodded and frowned along with his words, muttering to one another.  Many of them had children and could likely sympathize with having their familial squabbles filmed on national television.  Lawyers were notorious for their cold hearts.  But that performance had made him distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
    Francis might have even called his own parents afterward. 
 
    “Unfortunately, we didn’t get a chance to examine in detail his path through the game or the game’s effects on his mental health – which is at the core of this investigation,” Gloria retorted. 
 
    “And many players could speak to that point,” Francis shot back.  “You’re free to make an open invitation to our player community to participate in your witch hunt.  I suspect many would leap at the chance for a few minutes in front of the cameras.” 
 
    Gloria’s eyes dropped to the table.  He wasn’t wrong. 
 
    “So, again,” Francis demanded. “Why Jason?” 
 
    A drum of her fingers.  “Why Jason?” Gloria echoed, then squared her shoulders.  “Because he isn’t a typical player.  And our goal here is to examine the atypical.  The unusual deviations we’ve noticed between the test version and the live version of the game world.  For example, Jason appears to be one of the avatars of the in-game deities.  Deities that were not present in the version of the game that the CPSC originally reviewed,” she added a bit sharply. 
 
    “No one at Cerillion promised that the game would never change.  That’s an unreasonable expectation of any online game,” Francis retorted.  “AO is constantly evolving – which includes adding new plot and event mechanics.  There’s no evidence to suggest that there’s anything unusual about these avatars.  So, you’ll need to explain this to everyone here: how are they different than any other player?”  A small, triumphant smile pulled at his lips. 
 
    “I thought you would never ask…”  Gloria swiped at the air, and a large display popped into existence in the center of the room.  “Since the game’s launch nearly a month and a half ago, several players have risen to the top – each an avatar of one of the six in-game deities.  These are not regular players.  They stay logged in almost continuously, and their influence on the game world is impressive.  They have conquered and formed cities, created armies, and, if the rumors are to be believed, they’ve even interacted with these gods directly. 
 
    “Although, I’ve learned over the years that a picture is always worth a thousand words.  So, I’ll let you all judge for yourselves…” She trailed off, eyeing the senators and waving at the screen in the center of the room. 
 
    Francis spared a worried glance at Robert.  The engineer no longer appeared half-asleep.  His eyes were riveted on the screen before them, leaning forward slightly in his seat and resting his elbows on the table. 
 
      
 
    The display rippled, and an image soon appeared from the perspective of a traveler's camera display.  The traveler was standing in a well-populated city, watching a building a few dozen yards away.  It was a wooden structure, nearly three stories tall and two hundred feet across – the emblem for a prominent traveler guild emblazoned across the side. 
 
    <The Jackals> 
 
    The reason for the traveler’s interest was readily apparent.  Muted screams could be heard from inside the building as well as the crashes and thumps of furniture – or some other heavy objects.  Small streamers of smoke leaked out of a second-story window, the only warning of what was about to come. 
 
    A massive explosion suddenly rocked the first floor. 
 
    Wood and stone blasted out into the street, slamming against the surrounding structures. 
 
    The camera listed and jerked as the traveler filming the scene dodged behind a cart to avoid the debris that whistled past.  A chunk of stone struck the edge of the cart, splintering the wood with a resounding crack. 
 
    A few seconds later, the traveler spared a furtive glance around the cart.  The explosion had apparently taken out several supporting beams, and the guildhall was collapsing.  Wood and stone crashed to the ground, flames feebly drifting through the remains and a billowing cloud of dust expanding to fill the street.  The camera panned left, showing that a crowd of residents and travelers had begun to form, watching the destruction with alarm. 
 
    “Who is that?!” someone shouted. 
 
    The camera whirled back to the building.  Through the haze, a dark silhouette stalked away from the building.  His pace was slow and measured – unconcerned.  And as the wind began to sweep away the dust, a man appeared, his face obscured by a deep hood.  He was robed in plain leather, and there was no sign of any weapons.  Over one shoulder, he carried a bag, and his fingers curled around the fabric tightly.  A thick coating of blood stained the man’s clothing, and several large gashes had been torn in the leather, almost like he’d been stabbed repeatedly. 
 
    And yet, the man was still standing. From his casual gait, he didn’t even seem injured. 
 
    Even more unusual, a bird the size of a large dog trotted at his heels, its feathers a bright yellow, broken only by a tuft of crimson feathers along its head. 
 
    “Is… is that a chicken?  What the hell is going on here?” the traveler filming the scene muttered. 
 
    The strange man was accosted by another traveler that peeled away from a side alley opposite the ruined guild hall.  This second man was robed in a fine tunic, and a guitar was slung across his back.  The pair exchanged a few words, the conversation inaudible over the crunch of wood and the shouts of alarm from the onlookers.  The two men glanced at the crowd forming before darting down a side street, swiftly disappearing from view. 
 
    The traveler filming the scene didn’t attempt to follow.  Instead, he shifted his attention back to the building.  Now that the dust had begun to clear, the damage could be fully appreciated.  The entire building had collapsed, and fires raged among the remains, swiftly burning through the ancient, dry timber. 
 
    No screams or shouts came from that building any longer – only a deathly silence.  One with a heavy implication— 
 
    Anyone who had been inside the building was almost certainly dead. 
 
    “What is that?” the traveler croaked, stumbling to his feet and stepping down the street to get a better angle on the lone stretch of wall that remained – what was left of the former guild hall’s emblem.  A crude symbol had been scrawled across the guild’s signage. 
 
    It was a simple smiley face, a single tear dripping down from one eye. 
 
    The entire design had been painted in thick, red blood. 
 
      
 
    The video froze on an image of that smiley face as silence descended upon the courtroom. 
 
    “That was a recording of an atypical player,” Gloria said after a moment.  “The theory circulating online is that this is the air affinity avatar.  The explosion was later determined to have been caused by explosive materials stored in the cellar.  There were no survivors.  Every single member of the guild present was killed – either before the building fell or because of the collapse.  In total, more than fifty players, all slain by a single man. 
 
    “The online community is calling him Smiles,” Gloria finished, a sardonic note to her voice. 
 
    “Uh… I’m not sure what this is meant to prove,” Francis offered weakly, taken aback by the footage.  For his part, Robert was just grinning at the display – a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by the senators on the committee. 
 
    Gloria stared Francis down.  “It’s meant to prove that this game has an untoward effect on certain players.  They are elevated above their peers, given incredible powers and abilities, and then they use those gifts to commit violence.  This is just one example,” Gloria said, tapping at her notes.  “There are many others.  Jason’s destruction of Lux.  The instability within Alexion’s kingdom.  And now we’re receiving reports from the game’s northern desert that a fire avatar has made his claim – someone named Finn.  Although, strangely, there’s no footage or information regarding him or his kingdom.” 
 
    Francis noticed that Robert grimaced at that last name before he managed to control his expression.  He wasn’t sure why, but it didn’t bode well – not at all.  He suspected that the engineer had been keeping secrets.  Not surprising given Robert’s track record, but still frustrating. 
 
    “As Robert said himself, this isn’t a traditional, balanced videogame,” Gloria continued, her eyes only on the senators, who were now frowning at the image frozen on the screen, that macabre smiley face visible throughout the courtroom.  “Certain men and women are being deliberately targeted and then encouraged to engage in brutal and violent behavior – which was also at the heart of our concerns during the hearing.” 
 
    Robert let out a derisive snort.  “Is that how you see it?” 
 
    “Stop,” Francis hissed under his breath.  The last thing he needed was Robert making things worse. 
 
    “Is there any other way to see it?” Gloria retorted. 
 
    “Sure,” Robert blazed ahead with a shrug, ignoring Francis.  “You don’t seem to be listening.  You keep acting like this is yet another MMO.  But AO isn’t your grandparents’ videogame.  Those former games all sought to take a bounded set of rules and inject real-life elements.  NPCs followed a careful, linear script, and players were continuously reminded the game wasn’t real.  AO flips that on its head.  This is a real, living world, that just happens to have gaming elements. 
 
    “And this world – our world – is inherently unbalanced,” Robert continued, waving at the courtroom.  “Race, wealth, genetics.  We roll the cosmic dice at birth.  And it doesn’t stop there.  This world isn’t constrained by rules that impose the same requirements and limitations on everyone.  Inversely, we can’t all accomplish the same feats.  Resources and opportunities are scarce.  But that’s what makes it exciting.  There are stakes.  Your path in life is unique,” Robert said, his eyes flashing with excitement. 
 
    “AO strives to accomplish the same thing,” he continued.  “Our players aren’t being asked to kill 100 hundred boars for leather scraps or grind out mundane levels like lemmings.  They aren’t asked to choose between being the millionth night-elf hunter or undead rogue with the exact same cookie-cutter build and equipment.  They are given an opportunity to forge a unique path through this world.” 
 
    Robert looked pointedly at Gloria.  “You say this is unbalanced?  I say this is a turning point in gaming – a paradigm shift of massive proportions.  We’ve had virtual reality before but always bounded by the same concrete, boring rules.  This is an alternate reality – a living, breathing world where the limit is your imagination and your dedication.” 
 
    Robert waved at the display, frozen on the image of the destroyed building and the eerie, smiling face painted on that lone wall.  “And so you get this – players that have caught on more rapidly than most.  Players that have to come to view this new world differently and have reaped the benefits.” 
 
    Gloria smiled at Robert before shifting her gaze to Senator Lipton.  “You see?  Even the company’s head engineer admits that this game is essentially equivalent to real life.  Well then, let me ask you this,” she continued, directing her question at the senators.  “In real life, do we encourage people to become mass murderers?” 
 
    Gloria paused to let the committee digest that question.  “And if this is truly an alternate reality as Robert so eloquently put it – if the line between reality and fantasy has become so blurry – could those players carry over those same violent lessons to our world?  For example, by stabbing two intruders more than a dozen times each?” she asked, clearly alluding to Jason. 
 
    Damn it, Francis thought to himself.  Gloria’s plan was now on full display. 
 
    Robert started to say something, but Francis put a staying hand on his shoulder.  “You’ve done enough damage already,” he whispered.  “Please shut the fuck up.”  Robert’s eyes went wide.  Francis rarely cussed, which was a telling indication of their now-precarious position. 
 
    “Your reasoning does seem sound,” Senator Lipton began tentatively, “and your revised request is also much more reasonable.”  His gaze shifted to Francis.  “Do you have any other objection to the CPSC interviewing the avatars?” 
 
    Francis coughed to clear his throat, dissembling to give himself some time to think.  Because of Robert’s complete lack of impulse control, he’d lost the battle here – again.  But, perhaps he could still impose some limits on Gloria’s request. 
 
    “As I mentioned before, we cannot disclose the identity of those avatars that are not under contract,” Francis explained.  “We must protect our clients’ privacy.”  He raised a hand to forestall Gloria’s objection.  “However, we could make Jason available.” 
 
    A wide, shark-like smile now stretched across Gloria’s face.  “Certainly.  We would be willing to focus our efforts on Jason initially.  We will just need to schedule a time for the CPSC to question him—” 
 
    “Not so fast,” Francis interjected.  “Jason has become quite a valuable personality on our streaming channel.  Each of his videos garners tens of millions of views.  It’s essential to our company’s bottom line that he maintain his uptime in-game, especially given the time compression inside AO.  A single hour here costs him up to four hours in-game. 
 
    “I’m also not certain that Gloria and the CPSC are entirely impartial,” Francis continued, addressing the senators now.  “After the stunt with Jason’s parents and the way Gloria attacked him on the stand—” 
 
    “Questioned,” Gloria snapped. 
 
    Francis met her gaze coolly.  “Attacked,” he repeated.  He turned his eyes back to Senator Lipton.  “In short, we don’t believe that Gloria or her people can be unbiased.” 
 
    He took a deep breath.  “With this in mind, we suggest that the interview take place in-game and that an impartial third party be appointed as the interviewer – perhaps someone with a psychology background.  We should be able to produce a list of candidates within the next 24 hours.  The committee and Gloria can then help select an appropriate person.  Of course, we will record the interview and make copies available to all parties.” 
 
    Senator Lipton seemed to weigh that for a moment before turning his attention to Gloria.  “Does the CPSC find these terms acceptable?” 
 
    Gloria chewed distastefully on the question before spitting out a reluctant, “Yes.” 
 
    “Good,” he replied.  “Then we shall call this meeting to a close, and we’ll look forward to reviewing your list,” he added with a wave at Francis. 
 
    The senators all stood and began to exit the room, murmuring amongst themselves and more than a few glancing at the massive display that still hovered in the center of the room, the image of that macabre smiley face lingering there.  Gloria barely looked at Francis and Robert, simply storming out of the chamber with her colleague in tow, leaving the pair sitting at the table and Francis rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    “Well, that went pretty well,” Robert declared to the empty chamber. 
 
    Francis gave him an incredulous glance overtop his fingertips.  “Really?  Were we in the same room just now?  You opened your mouth and fed her all the ammunition she needed.  And you know as well as I do that interview will be leaked.  I give it days before it ends up online.” 
 
    Robert shrugged.  “Sure.  But the interview was a foregone conclusion, and I knew you’d rein in Gloria.  Now the interview is taking place on our terms and our home turf.  The kid is swiftly becoming the face of this game – there’s no getting around that now.  So, we might as well face it head-on.” 
 
    With that, the engineer rose and began to amble casually toward the exit. 
 
    Robert paused at the door, glancing back at Francis.  “Besides, I think you underestimate Jason.  He’s come through before, and I expect he’ll do so again.”  The engineer then stepped out of the room, leaving the lawyer alone. 
 
    Francis let out an exasperated sigh, rubbing at his eyes once more.  There was some truth to Robert’s position, but the engineer had still backed him into a corner.  And despite his best efforts to place limits on this interview, it posed a significant risk – as well as a fair bit of work to set up the meeting on such short notice.  The to-do list was already unfurling in his mind, growing with each second that ticked past. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as his Core chimed in the empty courtroom.  Francis tapped at his wrist, and the implant behind his ear clicked online.  “Hello, Francis.  This is Allison.”  His legal assistant.  “You asked me to remind you that the Harrelson brief is due this afternoon.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Francis replied, wearily rising to his feet. 
 
    “Is there anything else you need for me to do?” 
 
    Francis let out a soft sigh.  “Actually, yes.  I’m heading to the office now.  I expect we’ll be there late tonight – an emergency came up during the meeting with the regulatory committee.  Please go ahead and order some dinner and schedule a call with George Lane.” 
 
    “Will do,” Allison answered.  Then the line went dead. 
 
    Francis shook off his stupor, pulling himself together and heading for the door.  Despite the mountain of work ahead of him, there was one silver lining.  Robert had just thrown a wrench into his plans, but that was the nature of his profession, wasn’t it?  If his clients didn’t have problems – or create them – then he’d be out of a job.  And besides, he suspected the billable time would more than make up for the heartache.  After all, there were few things cold hard cash couldn’t cure. 
 
    He even knew what he planned to write beside each time entry: Engineer Surcharge. 
 
    He suspected George would understand exactly what that meant. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 1 - Prisoner 
 
      
 
    November 18, 2076:  48 days after the release of Awaken Online. 
 
      
 
    Westley Miller wasn’t exactly an exciting person. 
 
    He knew it.  His family knew it.  Pretty much everyone he’d met had come to the same conclusion at some point or another – often after he launched into a vivid description of one of his tables and graphs, replete with visual demonstrations.  Or a recap of a recent Psychology Today article.  He’d discovered early in life that while he might think that data was beautiful, that belief wasn’t often shared by others. 
 
    But he was comfortable with that.  It made him exceptionally good at his job. 
 
    That same job that now had him standing in this dark hall. 
 
    Westley was accustomed to oddball assignments.  His psychology background, coupled with a passion for data analysis, made him something of a “fixer” at his consulting firm.  They typically assigned him the more difficult projects.  And that work had taken him to some unusual places over the years. 
 
    Like the time he’d audited a theme park accused of negligence in the wake of a deadly accident.  Spoiler alert: the customer had decided to wiggle out of his harness mid-ride to take a selfie.  He’d even spent some time in Italy auditing a wine-maker that was concerned his staff was embezzling from him.  Which Westley supposed might sound fun at first – the client had owned more than a dozen vineyards, and Westley had been forced to interview several hundred employees – but not a drop of wine had touched his lips. 
 
    He’d needed to stay focused, after all. 
 
    However, this particular job was outside the norm, even for him.  He’d never been tasked with interviewing someone inside a videogame before. 
 
    Westley tugged at his collar, sweat beading on his skin.  He also hadn’t expected Awaken Online to be quite so realistic – or quite so warm.  At least the staff at Cerillion Entertainment had obliged his requests.  They’d let him keep his suit, the cotton material neatly pressed and board-stiff.  Although, he was starting to regret that decision.  His undershirt was already soaked.  He’d kept his clipboard, too – a small scratch in the corner marking it as a rather eerie copy of the version he carried in real life.  One of the engineers had explained that he could access an in-game terminal to take notes, but Westley was a stickler for his routine. 
 
    Although the imposing doorway that stood before him was anything but routine, Westley realized as he nervously gripped the flimsy piece of wood in his left hand.  The door was composed entirely of sandstone, the same material that lined the walls of this enormous underground chamber.  A series of floating orange balls of light that spun slowly in place dimly lit the enclosure, illuminating the miniature army that stood before that lone door. 
 
    Non-player characters, Westley reminded himself. 
 
    Several dozen soldiers were lined up facing the doorway, their bodies and faces obscured behind thick platemail, the armor composed of a midnight-black metal that Westley had never seen before.  Behind this group was another cluster of men and women wearing a much more comfortable-looking set of orange robes, long staves and wands held ready in hand.  They must be wizards.  They certainly looked like wizards. 
 
    And standing along a makeshift platform along the far wall was a line of soldiers, armed with a more mundane set of bows and longswords swinging from their waist.  Tattoos coiled up their arms and necks, and their eyes followed Westley as he tentatively edged around the waiting soldiers.  Watching him.  Hands never far from their weapons. 
 
    “Are you Westley?” one of the guards grunted at him. 
 
    He started at the noise, whirling back toward the door and clutching his clipboard a bit tighter, the wood creaking in protest.  “Uh, yes.  Yes, I am.  Finn…” Westley trailed off as he saw the two guards scowl.  “I mean the, uh, the man upstairs… err, your prophet… god… king?  Actually, what exactly do you call him?” 
 
    “The Najmat Alhidad,” the guard replied, a note of warning in his voice. 
 
    “Uh, sure.  The Naj-mat Alleydad,” Westley sputtered, hoping they wouldn’t notice how badly he’d butchered the pronunciation.  Everyone in this city – in Sandscrit – seemed a little on edge.  Maybe it was the heat.  Even this far below ground, it still felt like he was melting.  But it had been much, much worse in direct sunlight. 
 
    Oh, and the heavily armed guards were all glaring at him now.  Perfect. 
 
    “Um, so, I’m supposed to meet with a prisoner,” Westley spoke into that tense silence. 
 
    “We need to wait another 2 minutes,” the guard grunted.  He waved at the doors behind him.  “For security reasons, the dungeon entrance only opens once per day.” 
 
    “So, you only feed your prisoners once a day then?” Westley asked with a quizzical expression.  “Um, not the travelers, I mean.  But the…  What are they called?  The residents?” 
 
    “Yes,” the guard replied in a gruff voice.  “That’s enough to survive.  And we owe them little else.  The travelers and residents imprisoned here all earned their sentences.” 
 
    “Ahh, hmm,” Westley replied noncommittally.  So, this was basically just a prison.  He could sort of understand that then.  He’d audited a few prisons before.  Although, none of them had been guarded by wizards and warriors. 
 
    Westley didn’t get a chance to ask more questions as one of the robed figures approached a stone panel beside the door.  The army waiting inside the cavern tensed, the screech of metal echoing off the walls as weapons materialized in their hands.  In an instant, the plate-clad soldiers were wrapped in bands of fire, the flames rippling across their armor and giving them a demonic appearance.  Westley could only watch this spectacle with wide eyes, armed only with his small wooden rectangle and a lone ballpoint pen. 
 
    He swallowed hard, turning his attention back to the door.  The wizard’s hands danced over the terminal, and an intricate design flared to life across the portal’s surface, shining with multi-colored light.  Westley stared as the door inched open, creating just a few feet of space. 
 
    “Come,” the same guard grunted, motioning at Westley.  One of the robed men stepped up beside the guard, clearly intending to accompany them.  “We’ll escort you to the prisoner.  But we must move quickly.  The doors will close automatically in ten minutes.”  With that statement, the guard and his wizard companion slipped between the doors, clearly expecting Westley to follow. 
 
    And yet he found himself frozen in the doorway, staring into the darkness on the other side.  He knew that this wasn’t real – or, at least, some part of his mind still did.  But this place sure looked and felt real, which made it difficult to convince his animalistic hindbrain that he wasn’t about to be trapped in some dungeon for an indeterminate amount of time. 
 
    “You can’t really die here, and you can always log out,” he muttered to himself, repeating the advice that the engineers back at Cerillion Entertainment had given him.  He took a deep breath, willing his hands to stop trembling, before taking that final step forward. 
 
    He crossed the threshold only to find himself standing in a dark hallway.  Flames had sparked from the top of the wizard’s staff, the fire flickering and casting long shadows against the walls.  Even more strangely, a shimmering blue barrier ran the length of the corridor, glowing with an eerie energy. 
 
    “Come along,” the guard said, shaking his head in frustration.  “And hurry up.  I don’t want to get trapped in here because some traveler was dragging his feet.” 
 
    Yet Westley hadn’t moved.  “What is that thing?”  He pointed at the blue veil. 
 
    “Instanced dungeon,” the guard explained unhelpfully. 
 
    “Instanced dungeon,” Westley echoed in confusion. 
 
    He had no idea what that meant.  Cerillion had explained that they wanted someone unbiased for this position – which made Westley a perfect fit.  He had little experience with videogames and had been instructed to keep his initial research to a minimum, relying almost exclusively on the material the company and the CPSC had provided.  Although, he was beginning to wonder if that might have been a mistake. 
 
    Yet the guard and his wizard companion passed through the shimmering barrier with no issue, so Westley decided to follow their lead.  He didn’t feel anything as the blue energy crossed his skin, but as soon as he’d stepped through completely, a blue notification popped up in the air before him, causing him to jolt in surprise. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message:  Sandscrit Dungeon 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  This dungeon is designated as a “raid-level” encounter.  Twenty or more players are recommended to successfully complete this dungeon.  Any players who die inside the dungeon will respawn at the entrance after 45 minutes in-game time. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Huh,” Westley murmured to himself.  He had no idea what to make of that prompt, although it seemed to imply that this area was self-contained.  Maybe that’s what the guard meant by an “instanced dungeon?”  And the respawn timer was interesting, indicating that he could die down here – which was simply perfect. 
 
    Although, he didn’t have much time to ponder on the notice.  The guard and his wizard companion set a blistering pace through the dungeon, navigating the dark halls without stopping or pausing – even though from Westley’s perspective, they all looked almost identical. 
 
    He briefly slowed as they turned a corner, and the seamless sandstone gave way to familiar-looking iron bars.  Those were clearly cells.  And within their depths, Westley glimpsed all manner of men and women.  Most appeared to be human, their skin wasted and streaked with dirt.  Although others had horns and their skin appeared to be formed of tough scales.  Others even had ivory wings – like some type of angelic race.  And he spotted more than a few who were very clearly dead, their skin just a shade too pale and their eyes a milky white.  Although, that didn’t seem to stop them from moving, their creepy gaze following his movements. 
 
    “Hey, you don’t look like an NPC!” a man shouted from nearby, lounging against the bars of his cell. 
 
    “Uh… I’m uh, I’m not,” Westley fumbled, stepping away from the man. 
 
    As the prisoner’s words echoed down the hallway, more prisoners rushed to the bars, a hand grabbing toward Westley from behind and fingers curling in the fabric of his suit. 
 
    “Help me!” the man pleaded.  “We’ve been trapped here for gods knows how long.  They’re planning to keep our avatars trapped here forever!” 
 
    With a sizzling crackle, a ball of flame raced forward, enveloping the man’s arm.  He let out a scream, backing into his cell as he frantically tried to put out the fire.  “Stay back,” the guard grunted, appearing at Westley’s side, flames still coiling around his wizard companion’s staff. 
 
    “That goes for the rest of you too!” the wizard shouted, his voice echoing down the narrow hallway.  “I’m more than happy to burn a few of you alive.” 
 
    “Come on.  Move,” the guard grunted, shoving Westley forward, keeping a wary eye on the cells around them, and resting a cautious hand on the sword that hung from his waist. 
 
    As they stepped down the rows of cells, Westley observed that many were empty.  However, as the inmates’ cries echoed after them, flashes of multi-colored light ripped open within those cells.  Moments later, men and women filled the once-empty compartments, their voices adding to the cacophony, Westley only able to catch snippets. 
 
    “Help us!” 
 
    “Report Finn…” 
 
    “…hours since I submitted a ticket…” 
 
    “…against terms of service…” 
 
    These must be players, Westley realized suddenly.  The players must have logged out – hence the empty cells.  Word of his arrival must have spread into the real world, causing them to log back in and plead for help. 
 
    Which also might explain that shimmering blue veil. 
 
    The realization struck Westley only seconds later, his eyes going wide as he looked at the cells that lined the hallway.  This place had been built to hold not just this game’s residents – but players.  The cells trapped them in place.  Even if they tried to kill themselves – or the guards cut them down – they would just respawn at the dungeon entrance.  And now the army stationed outside the dungeon made sense, as did the ten-minute timer on the dungeon’s entrance. 
 
    It seemed that the ruler of this city – this Finn – had already figured out an effective way to imprison other players.  Not that Westley was terribly surprised.  Humans had a deep-seated malicious streak that no amount of evolution or education could ever fully suppress.  But there were dozens of cells lining this hallway alone, their hands reaching out from between the bars and their voices echoing down the hallway.  And this was just a fraction of the total dungeon.  They had already passed several intersections, the halls stretching off into darkness. 
 
    There must be hundreds of players trapped down here.  Maybe even thousands, Westley realized.  Which only led to another, more pressing question. 
 
    Why are they being imprisoned? 
 
    Westley lifted his clipboard and began jotting down a few notes. 
 
    Minutes later, a hand on his shoulder brought him up short.  Westley glanced up in surprise and promptly drew in a sharp breath.  The tunnel had opened into an enormous cavern, the ceiling stretching dozens of feet into the air.  There was a ravine across the center of the room, the chasm nearly thirty feet wide.  It looked intentionally formed, creating a perfectly straight line across the cavern.  Westley approached the ledge carefully, a stiff breeze howling across the gorge and tugging at his suit. 
 
    “Careful.  It’s a 100-foot drop onto reinforced spikes,” the guard cautioned. 
 
    Westley gulped and backed up quickly. 
 
    The wizard stepped forward and flames coiled around his staff.  An instant later, a large metallic disc lifted from the floor, its surface coated in fire.  It drifted toward the group, and the guard and his companion stepped onto its surface, apparently unperturbed by the flames.  The guard motioned for Westley to join them – which he did begrudgingly.  Although, he let out a small sigh of relief when his shoes didn’t catch fire.  They were rather expensive. 
 
    Although, he brought himself up short at that thought. 
 
    Not real.  None of this is real, Westley reminded himself yet again. 
 
    He kept up that mantra as the wizard guided them across the ravine, Westley squeezing his eyes firmly shut and refusing to look down.  Moments later, they soon stepped back onto solid earth.  The wizard extinguished his spell, the metal disc thudding to the ground with a heavy thump, and the guard and his companion set off again at a blistering pace.  Westley expected their time was running short. 
 
    There were no more cells like the ones that their group had passed on the other side of the ravine.  They traveled down a single narrow hallway, unmarred by iron bars or any connecting passages.  Clearly, no one else was housed here. 
 
    Is this entire section of the dungeon intended for only one person? 
 
    That seemed extreme. 
 
    They soon arrived at another massive stone doorway, and Westley’s escorts stopped again.  They eyed each other nervously, neither venturing close to the door.  “This is where the prisoner is being held,” the man said gruffly.  “And this is also where we leave you.” 
 
    “You, uh, you mean you aren’t coming inside with me?” Westley asked, picking up on their apprehension.  He wasn’t super anxious to step inside alone – not after being accosted by the other prisoners.  He looked down at his ballpoint pen.  It likely wouldn’t measure up to a sword or the wizard’s fireball-summoning staff. 
 
    “No one is permitted inside this room, not even us.  You’re the only exception,” the guard answered.  Then he waved at the wizard beside him, and the man stepped over to another terminal.  “You’ll have 60 seconds to enter the cell once the door opens.  The door will close behind you automatically, and it will not open again.  As per the Najmat Alhidad’s instructions, you will not be permitted to leave this dungeon.” 
 
    Westley nodded, his brow furrowed.  That had been the arrangement.  Finn had been reluctant to let him meet with the prisoner at all, and Cerillion Entertainment had been forced to intervene on his behalf.  Still, it was starting to feel like he had just agreed to a one-way trip into a magical supermax prison to meet with Hannibal Lecter himself. 
 
    Before he could offer a response, the doorway flared with magical energy and crept open, offering no more than a foot of space between the doors.  Westley eyed the guard and his companion, who had already backed away to the far wall, their hands gripping their weapons tightly and their eyes never leaving the doorway. 
 
    Westley took a deep breath, clutched his clipboard firmly, and started forward. 
 
    Just as he stepped across the threshold, he heard the guard behind call out, “Good luck.  You’re going to need it.” 
 
    He whirled back toward the guard, but it was too late – Westley was only greeted with the sight of the door sliding shut.  Thudding softly against the frame, a series of deadbolts clicked into place with an ominous finality. 
 
    What the hell did I sign up for? he wondered, placing a hand on the doorway, his heart thudding in his chest. 
 
    And why do I feel so nervous? 
 
    It was just another interview.  He’d done this before – many times.  The only difference was that he was inside a game.  A very realistic game.  Where I can die. 
 
    Westley took another steadying breath and then turned to survey the room. 
 
    He was standing in a large circular cavern, the walls perfectly smooth and lined with orbs of flame that illuminated the enclosure.  And in the very center of the room was a ring of vertical bars composed of a familiar dark metal, the end of each bar embedded firmly in the stone floor and ceiling, offering only a few inches of space between each rod.  As far as Westley could tell, there was no door – the obvious deduction that there was no intention of ever letting the occupant of this cell go free. 
 
    And as Westley’s eyes hovered on that cage, he saw the prisoner for the first time. 
 
    He was sitting cross-legged in the center of the ring of metal.  His weapons and armor had been stripped from him – no longer the cowled and imposing “Lord of Darkness” that Westley had seen in the many, many images included in his orientation package.  Instead, the young man’s torso was bare, revealing pale white flesh riddled with dark tattoos that coiled across his chest and arms.  Two pale horns jutted from his brow, curling up into the air. 
 
    The prisoner hadn’t seemed to notice Westley, his hands swiping at the air rapidly, likely manipulating a series of displays that Westley couldn’t see.  And at his feet lay a black cat, its feline eyes watching Westley intently. 
 
    Westley coughed to clear his throat, trying to muster a greeting.  And it was in that moment the prisoner looked up at him.  Westley didn’t know what he had been expecting exactly.  The rumors painted this man as a budding sociopath – a masochist that thrived on bloodshed and violence.  Westley had seen the footage of him slitting the throats of innocent villagers, his eyes filled with darkness and fresh blood dripping from the tip of his dagger. 
 
    And yet, Westley found himself staring into the eyes of a young man.  A teenager, really.  One who met his gaze with a friendly, warm smile. 
 
    “Hello, my name is Jason.  You must be Westley.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 - Interviewed 
 
      
 
    “Uh… it’s a… um, pleasure to meet you too,” Westley finally replied, realizing that he’d just been standing there staring at the young man. 
 
    “You as well,” Jason replied cordially.  “I’d offer to shake your hand, but… well, there seem to be a few bars in the way,” he continued with a grin. 
 
    “Yes, I can see that,” Westley murmured, attempting to regain some of his composure.  “I assume you know why I’m here?” he asked, watching Jason carefully. 
 
    A nod.  “Of course.  The company informed me that a representative from the CPSC would be arriving shortly to conduct an interview.  You certainly picked a good time.  As you can see, I doubt anyone will bother us down here.” 
 
    Westley nodded, eyeing the massive cavern and the bars between them.  For the first time, he noticed a small circular seat resting a few feet from Jason’s cage, the only raised object marring the otherwise perfectly smooth walls and floor.  He gingerly sat down, resting his clipboard on his lap and nervously clicking his pen.  Meanwhile, Jason seemed relaxed, merely watching him expectantly.  As was that damn cat.  The feline stared at him with unnerving focus – its eyes unblinking.  Westley had to force himself to look away. 
 
    “Why the clipboard?” Jason asked.  “You know there’s a built-in user interface, right?” 
 
    Westley shrugged.  “I’m just old-fashioned, I guess.” 
 
    “The suit does give that sort of impression,” Jason observed with a grin.  “It doesn’t exactly fit with the rest of the décor of this world.” 
 
    “After getting escorted by a guard and his wizard—” 
 
    “Mage,” Jason corrected automatically. 
 
    “Okay… after getting escorted by a guard and his mage companion, it does feel somewhat strange.  Everyone here seems like they’ve taken LARPing to a new level,” Westley grumbled. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll see why after spending some time here,” Jason replied. 
 
    Westley coughed, clearing his throat in preparation.  He didn’t really intend to spend any longer inside AO than he absolutely had to.  “Well, maybe we should get down to business.  Why don’t we start with—” 
 
    “Shouldn’t you be recording this interview?”  Jason’s lips quirked in amusement. 
 
    Westley sighed.  The kid was right.  His clipboard aside, he needed to record this.  He fumbled at the air, wiggling his fingers in a vain imitation of what the engineer had shown him back at Cerillion Entertainment.  After a few unsuccessful attempts, Jason pantomimed the gesture for him.  It only took Westley another minute or two to dig through the menus and find the recording feature. 
 
    “Okay, I think we’re set,” Westley offered with a sigh.  “Where should we begin?” 
 
    His eyes skimmed Jason and the cage, recalling the way the young man had been gesturing at the air when Westley walked in – likely accessing his own UI.  Maybe that was a good place to ease into this conversation.  He could already tell that he would be playing catch-up here – both in terms of learning about Jason and this digital world. 
 
    “What exactly were you working on when I walked in?” 
 
    Jason glanced around him.  “Ahh, just some homework.  Here, let me show you…” He swiped at the air, a display popping into existence and pivoting toward Westley.  He could soon see lines of code scrawling down the screen.  “I was working on a programming assignment.” 
 
    “That’s rather…” Westley trailed off, not quite sure what he’d expected. 
 
    “Boring and mundane?” Jason offered with another teasing grin. 
 
    “Trust me,” he continued, “I’m well aware of my… intimidating reputation.  But I’m really just a regular teenager – one that still needs to graduate high school.  It’s also been a busy last few weeks in-game, and I needed to do some catching up.” 
 
    An incredulous expression flitted across Westley’s face as he surveyed the prison around them.  “Odd place that you’ve chosen to study, especially for a regular teenager.  Most students don’t choose to do their homework inside a dungeon,” Westley replied, scratching out a note on his clipboard.  “Why don’t you log out?” 
 
    “The time dilation inside AO is extraordinary,” Jason replied with a shrug.  “Even trapped inside this cell, I can complete four hours of work in a single hour in the real world.”  The young man cocked his head.  “So, my point still stands.  I’m just a normal kid for the most part – one who intends to finish high school, apply for college, eventually get a regular 9-to-5 job—” 
 
    “And brutally murder people on live television in the meantime?” Westley added with a raised eyebrow.  The scenery might be unusual, and Jason didn’t seem quite as unhinged as he’d been led to believe – which he had to admit had thrown him off at first – but this was just another assignment, and he could feel himself slipping back into his familiar routine. 
 
    Jason winced.  “I suppose that’s true.  Although, that comes with a few caveats.”  He met Westley’s eyes, his gaze unflinching.  “First off, this is a job.  One that pays well, permits me to live independently from my parents, and allows me to help support my aunt.” 
 
    Westley scratched another note.  “And the second point?” 
 
    “It’s not real, is it?” Jason asked. 
 
    Westley glanced up sharply.  “It certainly looks real, and I’ve been told that it feels real, as well.” 
 
    “So do dreams, but we don’t label people as sadists for having them – regardless of the contents,” Jason replied, shaking his head.  “The bottom line is that nothing that happens here is permanent.  Players don’t actually die.  They aren’t truly maimed.  And they can log out at any time.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Westley grunted, making another mark on his clipboard.  The many, many players he had passed on his way down here hadn’t exactly seemed happy with their predicament.  “Either way, it seems that your days of being an evil overlord are over – at least if this cell, the dungeon around us, and the city resting on top of us are any indication.  Those people don’t seem happy with you at the moment.” 
 
    Jason’s expression sobered.  “Indeed.  As I said, it’s been a busy last few weeks.” 
 
    Westley leaned forward.  It seemed he had touched a nerve.  Good. 
 
    “Why don’t we start there then,” Westley suggested.  “It sounds like it would be an interesting story, to say the least.” 
 
    “It is that.”  Jason sighed, his gaze going distant as he stared at the nearby wall. 
 
    Westley wasn’t certain what was going through Jason’s mind, but he doubted the young man was celebrating his current situation, based on his preliminary research.  Jason was tied deeply to Cerillion, but that relationship hinged on the safety of his avatar and his ability to keep posting videos online and to the company’s media arm – Vermillion Live.  Getting locked in an extremely well-fortified prison likely wasn’t at the top of his list of preferred activities. 
 
    “If it’s too painful to dig into—” Westley began. 
 
    Jason’s attention snapped back to him.  “No, no.  Of course not.  I’m happy to tell the tale, and it’s not like I have anywhere else to be right now,” he added with a touch of sarcasm. 
 
    The young man took a deep breath, swiped away his screens, and then his hand came to rest on the cat beside him, absently stroking its fur.  “I suppose it all started with the video…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason stood still.  His eyes were shut, legs shoulder-width apart, and his hands hung limp at his sides, palms empty.  He willed his body to stay loose, his muscles relaxed but ready to spring into action at a moment’s notice.  The entirety of his focus was devoted to his hearing.  A faint whistle of wind wound down into the lower levels of the dark keep, drifting across the stone blocks that made up the walls and causing puffs of dust to float up into the air. The sound was broken only by the occasional shuffling rattle of the bone mounds around him as they settled – evidence that he was standing within the training room below the keep. 
 
    And beyond that ambient noise?  He could make out the unmistakable crack and snap of bone grinding against bone.  That wasn’t caused by the breeze.  Those were intentional movements.  The heavy thump of something solid striking the floor.  The skitter of smaller bones scraping at the rock to his right.  Not the wall.  It was too close.  The creature was likely scaling one of the many stone pillars that dotted the room. 
 
    Four opponents.  Two large.  Two small. 
 
    A stillness hung in the air as his enemies stopped moving. 
 
    They were waiting to strike. 
 
    A whoosh of displaced air was his only warning. 
 
    Jason dove forward into a roll, feeling something solid and sharp slice above him, the displaced air wafting across the nape of his neck.  He immediately leaped back to his feet.  Another telltale scrape to his left, and he twisted, his hand darting out and his fingers curling around smooth, hard bone.  He held tight and spun, using the creature’s momentum to slam it onto the ground to the satisfying crunch of bone.  His fingers stayed curled around the monster’s arm despite the limb now going limp.  Ripping at the bone, he pulled against the resistance of the bands of dark energy that held it in place. 
 
    A heavy series of thumps behind him signaled that one of his larger assailants was about to join the fray.  He needed to move.  Jason yanked viciously, and the bone finally gave way.  Then he twisted and began to sprint toward his charging opponent – his eyes still forced closed. 
 
    As that thump, thump, thump rose in volume and Jason felt the floor begin to tremble, he dropped into a slide and raised his stolen bone, gripping it in both hands.  A lance of dark energy speared into the air, and a Soul Slash arced away from the surface.  He felt more than heard it slice into his assailant, just a faint resistance as the blade carved through solid bone.  Seconds later, he felt a heavy vibration ripple through the floor as his opponent toppled to the ground.  He twisted, channeling Soul Slash only long enough to carve cleanly through the creature’s neck. 
 
    His opponent soon stilled. 
 
    A whoosh behind Jason alerted him to a new threat, and he spun, just barely deflecting a razor-sharp set of claws with his makeshift bone staff.  They ground harshly against the ivory surface of his weapon, the material buckling.  Yet his opponent felt light, small.  He shoved forcefully, sending the creature flying backward. 
 
    In that brief window, Jason cast again.  This time, Custom Skeleton.  He only channeled the spell for a split second – enough time for the bones in the chamber to be illuminated in a dim blue, the glow visible even behind his eyelids. He pulled another bone to him, merging it with the surface of his makeshift weapon and expanding the staff.  Then he dropped the spell. 
 
    He’d learned a lot since undertaking the Keeper’s Trials nearly a month ago in-game.  For example, Soul Slash could only be used with staves.  Although, he’d discovered that the game had a loose definition there.  A “staff” was basically any roughly cylindrical object long enough to fit both of his palms side by side. 
 
    Similarly, Custom Skeleton typically stunned him and left him in immense pain after he canceled the spell – one of the tradeoffs of the enhanced time compression – but he’d found that the disabling effects of the spell were relative to the time spent channeling it.  And as he’d continued to level the spell, the stun effect was reduced accordingly.  If he kept the use small – mere seconds – then the side effects were much more manageable. 
 
    The smaller opponent was coming at him again, scuttling across the floor at roughly waist height.  And his Listening ability also pinpointed his other larger opponent off to his back right, its feet thudding against the floor as it charged. 
 
    Jason didn’t move.  He held absolutely still.  This would require perfect timing. 
 
    Just as his two remaining opponents reached him, Jason kicked off the floor, leaping straight into the air.  In the same instant, he twirled his staff, and twin Soul Slashes speared from each end, forming a windmill of destruction as he spun the weapon.  He barely felt any resistance as the attacks landed.  Then Jason’s foot touched hard bone – the larger creature attacking from behind – and he kicked off into a backflip, landing with a soft thump a few feet away. 
 
    He still held his makeshift staff at the ready, his breathing even and regular, and his body a statue as he strained to pick up any sound.  As the seconds ticked past, he didn’t sense any further movement in the chamber.  It seemed he had bested his opponents. 
 
    With that thought, Jason opened his eyes and finally surveyed the room before him. 
 
    He was standing within the first training room of the Keeper trials.  Thick stone columns dotted the chamber, mounds of ivory bone pushed up against the pillars.  And in the center of the room, four fresh skeletal corpses now rested along the ground.  Two Death Knights and two Night Children.  He could see the clean lines where he’d cut through bone – the spot where he’d initially ripped the Night Child’s arm free. 
 
    “Too easy,” he murmured.  Next time, he’d try six opponents – still unarmed, unarmored, and with his eyes closed.  In the short few weeks in-game since Thorn’s attack on the Twilight Throne, Jason had thrown himself into his training, continuously escalating the challenge. 
 
    And he’d been rewarded for it.  Handsomely. 
 
    Jason swiped at the air to bring up his Character Status. 
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    He’d gained roughly thirty levels from his training over the last few weeks, allocating most of the points to Willpower and then splitting the remainder equally between Strength, Dexterity, and Endurance.  After his transformation into a Shade and besting the Keeper trials, he’d found that he could handle himself quite well in melee – at least if he didn’t have any minions draining his mana with their reserve cost.  Plus, the encounter with Thorn had shown him that he couldn’t just hide in the back and rely on his zombies and skeletons every fight.  His opponents were growing stronger – both residents and travelers alike. 
 
    And he needed to stay ahead of the curve. 
 
    A loud clapping rang out behind him, and Jason turned slowly, already knowing who he’d see standing there.  Even so, the image was almost enough to take his breath away. 
 
    Riley, leaning against the dark stone frame of the doorway.  Black leather hugged her legs and hips – winding around her torso and stretching down her arms – the crimson trim only serving to help accentuate those natural curves.  Her armor was a stark contrast to her pale white skin and the blonde hair bound behind her head, coiling down her back in a long ponytail. 
 
    “Not too bad,” she drawled.  “And all that with your eyes closed and no gear?” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing,” Jason replied with a casual shrug. 
 
    “I can see that.”  She eyed the skeletal corpses.  “Except these dead husks aren’t much of a challenge.  They’re noisy and slow.  Maybe you need a real opponent.” 
 
    As she spoke, Riley’s irises turned a dark black, and her pupils shifted to a bright red as she channeled her mana.  She stalked into the room, pulling her bow from her back, and setting it against a pile of bone.  In a flash, a dagger appeared in either hand. 
 
    This fight was going to be close and personal then. 
 
    Jason’s grin widened as Riley’s pace turned into a dead-on sprint, and he moved to meet her, his feet thudding against the floor.  Just before they struck one another, Jason finished casting Custom Skeleton again, breaking his staff apart, grinding down the edge of each weapon, and coating the blades in a layer of dark mana – one of the presets in his control panel made this transition nearly instantaneous.  Then he dropped the spell, barely pausing his headlong charge. 
 
    A pair of twin bone daggers met Riley’s weapons, steel grinding against reinforced bone.  Riley’s eyes widened for only a fraction of a second before she regained her composure.  The pair traded a series of blows, their arms moving so quickly they nearly blurred, only the occasional spray of sparks signaling that their blades had connected.  Except, as fast as Jason was, Riley was faster.  She sliced at him, her blade nicking his shoulder.  It cut through the sleeve of his loose tunic and drew a line of blood down his forearm. 
 
    Jason realized he couldn’t win this way.  He needed to push back against her assault and go on the offensive.  He pressed forward, stabbing and slicing with pinpoint precision and forcing Riley to block each attack. 
 
    Parrying two strikes in rapid succession, Riley spun and lashed out with her foot, catching Jason in the stomach. The breath whooshed from his lungs, but he was used to that now and didn’t lose his composure.  Instead, he leaned into the momentum, throwing himself into a backflip.  In midair, he cast Custom Skeleton again, pulling at a small spear of bone from a nearby pile and slicing the end down into a sharp spike.  The spell ended just as his feet struck the ground, and he mimicked Riley’s movement, spinning and kicking at the bone spike. 
 
    The missile hurtled toward Riley, but she promptly sliced it apart with one of her blades, and the spear split apart in a cloud of ivory dust.  The moment of distraction cost her, however.  Jason raced forward on the heels of his missile, using the dust as cover.  Riley just barely parried his first strike, but she was too slow on the second, Jason’s blade slicing in toward her stomach. 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened as he saw her step into the blow, and his bone dagger sunk into her stomach. 
 
    He froze, seeing the blood well around the wound. 
 
    Yet Riley wasn’t done.  She grabbed his arm, twisted, and pulled with her body, throwing Jason to the ground.  And then a blade came to rest at his throat. 
 
    Riley’s face hovered above him, a golden halo of hair flowing around her.  “You shouldn’t have hesitated,” she said with a grin. 
 
    “You took a dagger straight to the stomach,” Jason grunted back, feeling the edge of her blade digging into his throat. 
 
    “It didn’t hit anything vital, and I can heal.  Jerry says I need to learn how to just take a hit and keep going,” she retorted.  As her dagger nicked his skin, Jason felt a strange tugging sensation, as though his vitality was being drained from him.  Then he noticed a cloud of red vapor forming around Riley, the crimson energy giving her an even more macabre aura than usual.  She yanked the blade from her stomach with her free hand, and the wound swiftly stitched itself back together. 
 
    “Now that I have you at my mercy… the question is what to do with you,” Riley said, staring down at him, her blade pulling back ever so slightly. 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” Jason began. 
 
    Then he caught her wrist and rolled on top of her, pinning her to the ground with her arms high above her head.  Riley didn’t resist, letting her blade fall free with a clatter of steel.  Then Jason leaned forward, his lips meeting hers.  He could feel her warmth below him, the way her tongue snaked into his mouth, the way her body pressed upward, as though searching for him.  And the way she let out a small moan as he let his weight press against her. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Okay, okay,” Westley said hurriedly, raising a hand. “I’m not sure I need a blow by blow here.  Remember, we’re recording this.  Let’s keep it PG.” 
 
    Jason just raised a skeptical eyebrow. 
 
    “Or PG-13, I guess,” Westley finished weakly.  “I’m sure there’s going to be plenty of violence, gore, and profanity in this story.” 
 
    “Seems like a bit of a double standard,” Jason offered, a grin tugging at his lips.  “Besides, I was just trying to be thorough.  Aren’t you going to write something on your clipboard about my ability to sustain a healthy romantic relationship?” 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d consider that healthy,” Westley muttered, but he made a notation, nonetheless, his pen scraping against his clipboard. 
 
    “Anyway, where were we?” Jason continued.  “Ahh, yes.  Riley and I were sparring beneath the dark keep…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Riley pulled away grudgingly, and Jason let out a frustrated growl as he stared down at her.  “I know, I know,” she said.  “But I actually came down here for a reason.” 
 
    “Can’t it wait?” he asked, leaning forward again. 
 
    Riley placed a staying hand on his chest.  “Unfortunately, no.” 
 
    From her sober expression, he could tell this wasn’t going to be good news.  It looked like the fun was over before it had really gotten started.  Story of his life, he supposed. 
 
    Jason rolled off Riley with a sigh and regained his feet, giving her a hand up.  “Well then, this better be good,” he grunted. 
 
    Riley winced.  “More like a good-news, bad-news situation.  Which do you want first?” 
 
    “Definitely the good news,” Jason said, recovering his equipment where it was stacked neatly nearby.  Tugging on his leather armor, he wrapped a cloak around his shoulders and pulled the cowl up to shadow his face.  He eyed Riley, noting that Pint was missing from his usual perch on her shoulder.  Maybe the good news was that the imp had perished in an unfortunate accident… 
 
    “Frank’s back,” Riley said, immediately dashing his hopes. 
 
    Jason shot her a surprised glance.  “Really?  He’s been gone for what?  At least a week or two in-game, right?  Did he say what he’s been up to?  I’ve barely been able to get him to respond to my messages.” 
 
    Riley cocked her head.  “He’s been pretty circumspect.  But don’t worry, I’m sure between the two of us we can drag the details out of him.”  She hesitated, her expression darkening. “Unfortunately, there’s also something else.” 
 
    “That sounds rather ominous,” Jason responded in a dry voice, reaching for his staff, the surface a dark obsidian with runes etched along its length.  “Although, I suppose the peace couldn’t last forever.  What is it?” 
 
    “It’s… um, it’s probably better if you see it for yourself,” Riley suggested. 
 
    “Also, very cryptic,” Jason observed. 
 
    A smile flitted across her face, and she stalked back toward him, leaning forward, and pressing her lips gently to his.  Her fingers swiped away the thin trail of blood that still stained his neck – the shallow scratch having healed moments ago under the effects of his natural regeneration.  “What can I say?  I like to maintain an air of mystery.” 
 
    And with that statement, Riley pivoted and strode toward the exit.  Jason’s eyes followed her, tracing down her figure with a mixture of appreciation and disappointment.  Although, he shook that off quickly.  Despite her cavalier tone, he hadn’t missed the concern in her eyes.  Whatever this problem was, he doubted it was going to be straightforward or easy. 
 
    It never was. 
 
    Either way, it did him little good to stand there, staring at Riley.  After Thorn’s assault on the Twilight Throne, they had experienced a small respite.  A break in the constant stream of attacks and threats.  An opportunity to rebuild their city and their forces and expand their guild’s operations.  But he’d known that was too good to last – not with the ongoing competition among the gods still alive and well. 
 
    And it seemed he’d been right.  Despite his earlier reticence, he could feel his chill mana coursing through his veins, responding to his desire and anticipation.  He hadn’t been idle during that time.  He’d been training.  Preparing.  And he’d also begun to grow a bit… bored.  But now, it seemed, he was going to get a chance to put that hard work into action. 
 
    Jason’s eyes flashed darkly, and a smile curled his lips.  Despite the hardship that it would almost certainly entail, he couldn’t help but feel excited at the prospect of a new challenge. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 - Challenged 
 
      
 
    Jason stepped into the meeting room in the upper levels of the dark keep.  A long stone table filled the hall with a fireplace on the far end of the room, flames crackling within its depths, and two stout leather chairs pulled close to take advantage of the heat.  Most of the Shadow Council hadn’t yet arrived, but one figure sat at the end of the meeting table, his burly form causing the chair to buckle and creak with each small movement. 
 
    “Frank?” Jason asked tentatively. 
 
    His friend turned, a wide grin splitting his face, now ringed by a thick beard.  “Long time no see, huh?”  He rose to his feet and approached Jason in just a few loping steps, lifting him into a hug. 
 
    “Ugh, you’re crushing me,” Jason grunted, earning him a chuckle from Riley as she passed the pair and took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Ahh, sorry about that,” Frank said, setting him back down, a chagrined expression on his face.  “Guess I don’t know my own strength anymore.  A lot has changed recently.” 
 
    That was a massive understatement.  His friend had always been large – with his time in AO slowly whittling away the fat that had clung to his real-world body and replacing it with smooth, dense muscle.  But since he’d seen Frank last, that transformation had stepped on the gas.  Gone were the few remaining patches of flab.  Jason had only felt iron-like muscle as his friend hugged him, speaking to an incredible number of points invested in Strength. 
 
    And his body wasn’t the only thing about him that had changed.  Frank was now robed in thick furs – dirt and debris having weathered the material to a dull gray.  Jason’s Perception skill kicked in, and he noted crude stitching along the seams and a few areas where the armor hung too tight or too loose on Frank’s form as though he’d fashioned the furs himself.  Although Jason was struggling to imagine his nerdy friend as the sewing type – much less this rugged, brawny version. 
 
    It seemed Frank had a few stories to tell… 
 
    “What’s with this?” Jason asked, tweaking Frank’s beard.  “Between the beard and the furs, it’s like you’re going for a new feral-mountain-man chic look.” 
 
    “Just trying something new.  But it’s funny you should mention mountains…  That’s where I’ve been lately.”  Frank’s gaze went distant for a moment, but he shook his head, refocusing on Jason.  “Long story short, mountains are cold.  Really cold.  And by the way, hypothermia is totally a thing in-game.”  Frank offered a lopsided grin. 
 
    Even that reaction felt off – different.  The Frank Jason knew would have demurred at Jason’s question about his appearance.  Looked away self-consciously.  Deflected by changing the subject.  But this Frank – this mountain of a man – he didn’t seem bothered by the question at all.  His shoulders were straight, his gaze even.  His entire presence radiated confidence. 
 
    Well, whatever he’s been through, I like it, Jason thought appreciatively. 
 
    “It does feel like it’s been forever… but I guess time flies inside AO,” Jason said. 
 
    “Speaking of which, are you finally going to tell us what you’ve been up to?” Riley asked, leaning back in her chair and eyeing Frank.  “You missed all the fun around here.  I had to take over your duties handling guild intake and assignments.  On a related note, I’ve also learned I hate hand-holding noobs.  I might have killed a few out of sheer frustration.” 
 
    Frank winced.  “It’s actually a sort of lengthy story.  And I’m not sure we have time to cover everything before the rest of the group arrives, but I’m sorry to have left you two in the lurch like that.  I just needed some time to myself.  Especially after everything that happened in the wake of Thorn’s attack.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  That entire ordeal had been rough.  The attack had left the Twilight Throne crippled, its forces diminished, and the city in ruins.  It had taken them weeks in-game to repair the damage and begin to piece everything back together.  That process would have been much easier with Frank in the city, but he understood what had driven his friend to leave. 
 
    There were some things they hadn’t been able to fix – like losing the gate piece.  Or the many Kin who had lost their lives.  Jason was sure that Frank blamed himself for both.  He’d spent most of the conflict conquering the outlying villages with Vera and had only barely survived his confrontation with Alexion – that encounter leading to the loss of dozens of their soldiers. 
 
    So, it made sense that Frank had taken some R&R, even if Jason hadn’t exactly had that luxury.  Besides, it did him little good to put pressure on Frank.  Jason swallowed his frustration instead.  It was good to see his friend again, so he decided to focus on that. 
 
    “Hey, it’s cool,” Jason said, patting his friend on the back.  “We’ve managed to keep this place together while you were gone.” 
 
    A glance at Riley.  “Although, it sounds like we might have some trouble now?  Riley was rather cryptic when she pulled me out of the training rooms.” 
 
    “We may as well wait for the others to get here first. That way, we only need to cover everything once,” Riley said, swiping at the air, likely bringing up her in-game console. 
 
    “She’s probably right.  I’ve personally been using the downtime to catch up on everything that’s happened in my absence,” Frank offered, retaking his seat, and motioning for Jason to join them at the table.  “Have you seen all of these videos of Thorn’s attack?” 
 
    “Are you joking?  Is this really the first time you’ve gone online since the battle?”  Jason gave his friend an incredulous glance.  That wasn’t like him – not at all. 
 
    “Hey, give a guy a break,” Frank murmured, staring at a screen that his companions couldn’t see.  “I’ve been… busy.” 
 
    Riley shared a look with Jason, an eyebrow raised in curiosity.  “Sure.  Busy,” she said, her fingers forming quotations in the air.  “What exactly captured your attention so completely that you stopped checking the forums?  Or did you just ‘forget’ how to bring up the in-game UI?” 
 
    And, wonder of wonders, Frank actually blushed.  “Like I said, it’s a long story. But check out this video.”  Frank swiped at the air, bringing up a glowing blue display, which he pivoted toward the pair. 
 
    Jason and Riley both shook their heads, neither missing the fact that Frank hadn’t answered their questions.  It might be a “long story,” but they would eventually pull it out of Frank.  That excuse wouldn’t hold up forever. 
 
      
 
    “Can you believe how ineptly Jason handled that battle with Thorn?” a voice spoke up.  Two people sat in front of a digitally rendered backdrop, providing commentary on the attack on the Twilight throne.  “The Angry Sam Show” was highlighted in the scrolling marquee at the bottom of the video. 
 
    “He almost got taken out by a single man and a bunch of trash mobs,” the other commentator replied.  “Is this really the Lord of Evil that everyone is so scared about?” 
 
    “Maybe he’s losing his edge,” the first man replied, presumably “Angry Sam” himself.  “I mean, look at what happened with Alexion and the gate piece.  Jason is the first player to secure one of these gate pieces AND another avatar, and what does he do?  He locks a guy with freaking wings in a tower.”  The commentator facepalmed dramatically.  “Yeah, no one else saw that going south.” 
 
    “Or flying south,” the other commentator replied, the two erupting into laughter. 
 
    “I mean, seriously,” Angry Sam continued, “you’re just going to leave this super valuable item sitting in the middle of your damn city?  Why not just put a sign next to it that says, ‘Steal Me?’  Or better yet, Jason could ship the next one to Alexion directly and save himself some time.” 
 
      
 
    Frank let out a groan and swiped away the video.  “Assholes,” he muttered.  “I’d love to see them fight some sort of mana-draining ninja that took on our entire Shadow Council singlehandedly.  Thorn would just flick them gently, and their chests would explode.” 
 
    “That wasn’t the only video bitching about how we handled that mess,” Riley grumbled.  “People just conveniently ignore the reality of the situation.  Like the fact that we had thousands of dead or injured Kin throughout the city, a legion of ghouls still rampaging through the streets, and that gate piece was sitting dead center in the middle of our damned city?  Putting aside that it was also the size of a small car… 
 
    “But no.  I guess we should have anticipated an airship flying above the perpetual dark cloud cover and dropped everything else to secure that stupid gate piece,” Riley muttered angrily, throwing her hands up in the air. 
 
    “You’re right.  We could have also stored it in the underground dungeon with Alexion.  You know, the one we don’t have,” Frank added, his voice dripping with sarcasm. 
 
    Jason just shook his head.  “It’s easy to be a critic, and in hindsight, people expect you to be psychic.  It’s better for your peace of mind if you just ignore it all.” 
 
    “Ignore what exactly?” someone asked from behind Jason, two pale, white arms encircling his shoulders and what felt like whiskers tickling his ear.  “Our Mayhem Magnet himself?  How is that even possible?  His malevolence is just enrapturing.” 
 
    “Hello, Jerry,” Jason replied, trying to squirm away from the thief.  Although, he was having some difficulty – Jerry was stronger than he looked.  Jason wondered how the thief had made it inside the keep unannounced, only to glance toward the fireplace and note that Pint was sleeping on the mantle, his little gray chest rising and falling and his tiny pitchfork leaning against the stone beside him.  Proof that he was still alive… unfortunately. 
 
    Useless imp, Jason thought to himself. 
 
    He let out a sigh.  “They weren’t talking about me.  Just some bad publicity back in our world.” 
 
    “Ahh, well then, I might be able to help with that!” Jerry said, whirling away from Jason, and leaping onto the table in a blur of motion and striking a heroic pose.  “I’ve nearly completed my ode to your evilness.  I call it ‘The Ballad of the Bad.’  Pretty catchy, no?” 
 
    “Yeah, I’m not really sure that would help the situation,” Riley offered tentatively. 
 
    “Get off the damn table,” Vera grunted as she entered the room.  “I’ve got work to do and idiots to train, and I most definitely don’t have time for your antics.” 
 
    “Does anyone?” Morgan offered from beside her, the dour woman’s gaze on Jerry.  “We’re here because there’s some sort of situation?” she asked, sparing a glance at Jason and Riley. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” Riley answered. 
 
    “Figures,” Cecil grumbled as he and Eliza stepped into the room.  “We’ve had what?  2-3 weeks uninterrupted by deadly legions at our doorstep or my workshop blowing up.” 
 
    “But you set the southern cavern on fire just the other—” Eliza began but cut herself off at a glare from Cecil. 
 
    The stout man spared a more nervous glance at Jason, noting that he was watching him keenly.  “What fire was that, exactly?” Jason asked, his tone dripping with sweetness. 
 
    “That was, uh, just a ‘controlled burn’ to help clear out the underbrush,” the engineer explained with a wave of his hand as he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “We grow our crops in a cavern.  We don’t have any underbrush,” Eliza muttered.  She sat to Jason’s left-hand side.  “I put it out.  It didn’t damage the crops too badly,” she whispered to him.  “Production is still moving along quickly.” 
 
    Jason just nodded, letting out a relieved sigh.  The last thing they needed were problems with their manufacturing operation.  Their potion production and distribution through the in-game marketplace was booming – Jason and Eliza having fully cornered the market.  They’d even begun expanding into more interesting concoctions, their inventory no longer limited solely to healing potions. 
 
    As a result, they’d begun stockpiling a rather sizable treasury, with much of that money earmarked to help outfit their growing guild membership and incentivize new players to start in the Twilight Throne.  Jason expected the revenue to drop off eventually, though, as others caught up, which meant anything that didn’t go towards guild growth needed to be saved. 
 
    “Alright,” Jason said, and the group quieted.  “So, we’re all here.  What’s the problem exactly?” 
 
    Riley looked to Frank, and the pair grimaced.  “It’s going to be easier to show you,” she replied, waving at the air above the table. 
 
    Moments later, a display popped into existence at the far end of the table, rotating so that the Shadow Council could easily view the screen.  Another flick of Riley’s wrist and an image began to resolve into focus. 
 
      
 
    A lone man sat upon a throne of glass, fires curling within its depths. Blue skies lingered above him, and brilliant sunshine shone down on what Jason could only assume was some sort of tower or terrace. 
 
    As the camera slowly zoomed in on the man, his features began to come into focus.  Jason noted that he wore tight-fitting robes that clung to his arms and ankles – giving him an almost monk-like appearance.  His hands rested sedately upon the arms of his throne, but one glimmered unnaturally in the sunlight, its fingers nearly translucent. Above his head floated a crown composed entirely of flames, coils of orange energy lancing up into the air. 
 
    However, what drew Jason’s focus was the man’s face.  His skin was a patchwork of sand-colored scales, and horns jutted from his forehead.  And then there were his eyes – or rather their absence.  A crude cloth bandage had been bound across his face as though he might be blind. 
 
    The man raised his head as the camera centered on him, almost as though he could detect the person recording the video – or possibly he’d been given some cue by his people. 
 
    “My name is Finn, a traveler within this brave new world.”  His voice was even and filled with a surprising amount of strength.  “I’m known by many titles.  I’m the Emir of Sandscrit, the Stormbringer, the Najmat Alhidad, and the Avatar of the Flame.”  With each word, the flames in the man’s throne flared brighter, and the fires of his crown stretched into the air. 
 
    Finn paused to let that sink in.  “But, most importantly, I am currently the only traveler in this world who has claimed possession of one of the gate pieces, stolen from none other than Alexion himself – the avatar of light.” 
 
    A wave of Finn’s hand and the camera panned to the side, revealing a familiar gate piece.  Beside it was Alexion himself, chained to the terrace, and his wings bound, dried blood staining the feathers.  The metal manacles around his wrists must have been there for some time because the skin was chafed, and blood dripped onto the floor.  His face was purpled, evidence that he’d been beaten. 
 
    Although, Jason’s gaze shifted past that scene.  That brief turn of the camera also captured a glimpse of a city ringing Finn’s tower and a desert that stretched out toward the horizon.  Standing beside the gate piece were several soldiers equipped in dark platemail that covered every inch of their bodies and obscured their faces, what looked like clubs swinging from their waists and heavy tower shields draped across their backs. 
 
    The camera panned back to Finn.  “The purpose of this video is simple.  I wish to send a message to Jason himself – the so-called Regent of the Twilight Throne. 
 
    “If you truly are as powerful as you claim, I challenge you to come to Sandscrit and attempt to take back what was stolen from you… assuming you can.” 
 
    Finn waved his left hand, the translucent fingers glimmering in the sunlight.  “And if not, I suppose we’ll have proven once and for all who is the greatest Avatar.  And who is simply a lucky teenage boy vastly out of his depth.” 
 
      
 
    With those final words, the image burned away, consumed by flames that left only darkness in their wake.  Silence hung over the meeting room as Jason and the other members of the Shadow Council digested the video.  In the corner of the display, Jason could see a view number on the video.  13 million.  And it looked like it had been posted only a few hours ago in the real world. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Vera muttered. 
 
    Frank snorted out a laugh.  “That pretty well sums up my opinion.  Even worse, there’s precious little on this Finn character online, and I’ve been looking for hours.  The man’s a ghost.  I can barely find any mention of him or this city – Sandscrit.  It’s almost like someone has been intentionally suppressing information.” 
 
    “You think Finn is responsible?” Riley asked. 
 
    Frank cocked his head.  “It’s certainly possible.  Especially since he apparently stole that gate piece from Alexion, captured the winged asshole, and issued this public challenge.  He’s clearly competent – whoever he is. 
 
    “All I could find were copies of the original universal system message when the city was formed.  Enough people saw the notice that there are plenty of images available online,” Frank continued in a distracted voice.  “Here it is…” he murmured a moment later, swiping at the air and pushing a notification to the rest of the council. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Universal System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	  
A traveler has conquered Lahab and has converted it to the fire affinity.  The city of Lahab shall henceforth be known as “Sandscrit.”  The ambient temperature of the city has been increased, creating an aura of heat that radiates over the sands.  The city’s residents have been converted to Efreet – creatures of magic capable of bonding a part of their soul to a non-organic creature or object. 
    
  Any travelers or residents with a high fire affinity that are within range of Sandscrit shall receive a passive bonus to all fire-based abilities and skills – including crafting abilities.  “Efreet” is now available as a starting race, and players that choose this race will start in Sandscrit. 
    
  The Prophet of the Flame has returned.  He is the spark of passion that resides in the hearts of all men.  The tip of the storm.  The all-consuming blaze.  His flames shall soon sweep across this world, a rallying cry for his people and an ill omen for his enemies.  – The Seer 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason skimmed the prompt.  He’d missed this notification, but that made sense.  Looking at the time stamp, he had been sitting in jail around the time the message had gone out to everyone inside AO.  He could even vaguely recall hearing a mention of a fire city while he was in his cell.  Although, he’d had a few other things to worry about at the time. 
 
    Which means more than a month has passed in-game since then, Jason realized.  And if there’s little information on him, he likely hasn’t run afoul of the other players. 
 
    Which indicated two things: Finn was intelligent, and he’d had plenty of time to consolidate his power and secure his region without being disturbed.  If he was issuing a challenge now, that must mean he felt confident in his ability to beat Jason. 
 
    “This smells like a trap,” Riley said, glancing at Jason. 
 
    “Clearly,” he murmured. 
 
    “We’re also working with very little information on our opponent, but there are videos of us all over the web,” Frank added with a frown as he stared at his own screen.  “It’s safe to assume he’s going to have at least a rough idea of our abilities and limitations.” 
 
    Vera sighed and rubbed at her temples.  “So, what do we know then?” 
 
    Frank grimaced.  “During my travels, I saw a desert past the mountain range to the north.  From the clip, I’m guessing that’s where Sandscrit is located.” 
 
    “That throne room was also intriguing,” Cecil added, the small man’s eyes distant as he considered what he’d just seen.  “As were his guards.  That plate looks heavy and slow.  But the guards seemed unaffected by the weight – which means they must be quite strong.  Stronger than most residents anyway.  The weapons at their waist also looked like they were ridged.  Possibly some sort of telescoping weapon.  Like a lance, maybe?” 
 
    “What about his hand and eyes?” Eliza asked Cecil.  “It looked like he was blind, but he also seemed to know where everything on the terrace was positioned.  That implies he can still see.  Have you seen anything like that before?” 
 
    Cecil hesitated.  “There are some crafters that specialize in a dangerous combination of engineering and magic.  Body augmentations, they’re called.  We’ve seen that before with Thorn and his eye as an example.  We should probably assume something similar is at work there.” 
 
    “The heat aura and the lack of cover in the dessert are also big problems,” Riley piped up.  “Jason’s minions decay in sunlight.  Even the Kin will be at a disadvantage.  Plus, it’s going to be pretty obvious if we try to march an army across a desert.” 
 
    With that comment, the group lapsed into silence once more. 
 
    Jason knew that they were all thinking the same thing.  This was a losing proposition.  They were facing an opponent that had openly challenged them, had more intelligence on their forces and abilities, and who had bested Alexion.  The safe bet was to just hole up in the Twilight Throne and shrug off the challenge. 
 
    Yet Jason’s thoughts were racing as he pulled up his own in-game console, scrolling through the comments to Finn’s video. 
 
    “We should just ignore the challenge,” Riley finally said aloud, earning her a few nods from the other members of the council. 
 
    Jason reluctantly pulled his gaze from his in-game terminal.  “I’m not certain we can afford to,” he replied. 
 
    He raised a hand to ward off their objections.  “Hear me out.  We’ve re-fortified our position here in the Twilight Throne, repairing the walls and rehabilitating most of the residential areas.  We’ve also secured the outlying towns and turned them into farming locations for our soldiers and guild members by creating the Bone Gardens.”  They had stolen that idea from Thorn.  When they formed dense collections of bones, they began to generate their own dark mana, occasionally spawning new, feral undead based on the type of bones used to build the gardens. 
 
    Jason leaned forward.  “But our greatest weapon is and has always been fear.” 
 
    He waved at the screen.  “Until that video, we’d defeated two armies – both Alexion’s and Thorn’s.  Our videos have showcased a group at the leading edge of the power curve among the travelers.  Despite the bitching of our online critics, none of them are exactly lining up to fight us or mess with our city.  And that’s exactly what has protected us.  Realistically, if the other travelers or even the residents of this world consolidated their power, they could still overwhelm us.  Fear has been our greatest deterrent.” 
 
    “But our guild membership has been increasing daily,” Riley retorted. 
 
    “And our soldiers have been leveling quickly with the help of the Bone Gardens,” Eula also piped up.  “Many have passed level 200 already.” 
 
    Jason just shook his head.  “Except the travelers are untried in warfare and are still under leveled compared to those who started sooner and pushed harder – much less many of this world’s residents who have had a lifetime to level and equip themselves.  They will also be more difficult to coordinate and deploy.”  A grimace tugged at his lips.  “And the truth of the matter is that it takes longer to replenish the Kin.  Our resident soldiers may have grown stronger, but we haven’t fully recovered our numbers after Thorn’s attack. 
 
    “You two saw the videos in the wake of Thorn’s attack,” he continued, glancing between Frank and Riley.  “People are already starting to chip away at that fear.  If our city can almost be destroyed by one man, what about an army of players?  Players now familiar and experienced with this world – not some ragtag band of novices that Alexion threw together at the last minute?” 
 
    Jason tapped at his in-game UI and pivoted his screen toward them, the comments to Finn’s video scrolling down the display.  “Some of the commenters are starting to head in the same direction after Finn’s video.  He’s preyed on that eroding fear.  If we don’t face him on his turf, then we may very well be fighting an army of travelers at our own gate.” 
 
    “So, what exactly are you proposing?” Riley asked, her brow furrowed in concern. 
 
    “That we need to accept Finn’s challenge,” Jason replied evenly. 
 
    The rest of the Shadow Council stared at him in shock. 
 
    “At the risk of being a real gloomy ghoul, that does seem like a difficult proposition,” Jerry interjected.  “Didn’t you just say that our forces are weaker than they appear?” 
 
    “I did,” Jason answered. 
 
    “You can’t be serious?” Morgan finally snapped, the group whirling to look at her.  “You want to fight this man in a desert?  You know your undead will fall apart in sunlight, right?” 
 
    “Trust me, I’m dead serious,” Jason answered, no one in a mood to appreciate his inadvertent pun – even Jerry staying silent, a frown plastered on his pale face. 
 
    “Morgan’s right.  Even putting aside whether we should rise to this challenge, how do you intend to pull this off?” Vera demanded.  “I’m not certain I can marshal and train our forces that quickly for a full-fledged siege.” 
 
    “He intends to do it alone,” Riley answered, shaking her head incredulously. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking of using a small group,” Jason answered with a nod.  “That likely has the best chance of success.  I’m thinking me, you, Frank, and Eliza.” 
 
    “I’m as excited for a suicide mission as the next guy, but do you have an actual plan here?” Frank asked.  “Because it seems like we’d need to slip into Finn’s territory, find and scout his city, disarm or avoid whatever traps he’s inevitably laid for us.  And then, either infiltrate or lay siege to an enemy city and somehow steal a gate piece the size of a Buick.  Oh, and ideally, we also need to figure out a way to make it out of the same city without getting slaughtered.” 
 
    “That pretty much sums it up,” Jason answered with a small smile. 
 
    The rest of the group was just staring at him like he’d lost his damn mind. 
 
    And perhaps he had. 
 
    Frank seemed to mull on Jason’s words for a moment, his gaze distant.  Then he appeared to arrive at a decision, a wide grin splitting his face once more.  “Well, we’ll most likely all die or end up in some sort of desert prison.  But it does sound interesting.” 
 
    “Seriously?  You’re playing along with his batshit plan now?  I think you might have lost it up in the mountains,” Riley retorted. 
 
    “Not exactly.  I mean, come on?  Aren’t you getting bored putting up with the other travelers and their infantile squabbling?” Frank demanded.  “When’s the last time you’ve blown someone’s head off – not because you were frustrated – but because they were intentionally trying to kill you?  Or have you just given up the bow for a clipboard now?” 
 
    Riley glared back at him for a moment before her resolve cracked.  “Okay.  Fine.  Maybe it has been a little tedious.  And this does have the potential to be exciting.” 
 
    Frank just nodded, still smiling. 
 
    “And you?” Jason asked, glancing at Eliza.  “We’ll need your help with this one.  Your affinity is a natural counter for Finn’s, and your skill set will likely be invaluable.  But I don’t want to put any pressure on you.” 
 
    Eliza glanced down at her hands. 
 
    Cecil nudged her with his shoulder.  “You were mentioning the other day that there was less to do around here.  The fields are planted.  We’ve trained some Kin to handle manufacturing.  You could take a break – like a vacation.” 
 
    “A vacation into a desert where we’ll almost certainly die or be captured by one of the other avatars?” Eliza asked, her face perfectly deadpan. 
 
    “Well, it’s not exactly what I’d have chosen for myself…” The engineer trailed off.  “I’m more of a ‘chugging alcohol on a beach’ sort of person, but think of what you might discover.  New ingredients?  New potions?  You could add them to the Grove and our current product list.  No one ever made any progress by sitting on their hands in a damp cave.” 
 
    Eliza let out a soft sigh, then raised her eyes to meet Jason’s.  “I hate to admit it, but he’s right.  I guess I’m willing to help,” she offered in a grudging voice.  She wasn’t exactly ecstatic, but Jason knew she’d come around eventually. 
 
    “Good.” Jason smacked his palm against the table.  “That resolves it then.  We’ll begin the preparations immediately.” 
 
    His eyes skimmed to Cecil.  “I need you to gather any materials that might offer fire resistance.  Water crystals and metals with a high melting point ideally.”  He received a nod from the engineer, and he started scrawling a few notes on a scrap of paper. 
 
    “Eliza, work on recipes that will grant us fire resistance…”  Jason hesitated as another thought occurred to him.  “You might also want to brainstorm on whether there’s a way to use your potions to disguise our appearances.  Also, possibly our mana signature.” 
 
    The water mage’s eyes widened slightly.  “Why our mana signature?” 
 
    Jason shrugged.  “I just have a hunch.”  Eliza didn’t look convinced, but she nodded slowly, her hands swiping at the air to bring up her in-game console. 
 
    Although Jason noted that Riley was watching him now, her curiosity piqued.  And she didn’t appear quite so easily convinced by his offhanded explanation.  However, he wasn’t ready to explain where his “hunch” had come from – not yet anyway. 
 
    “Frank and Riley, you can focus on getting us equipped and finding us some mounts.  We’ll probably need a few pack animals.”  They nodded. 
 
    “And the rest of you, you’re going to be in charge of maintaining the city in our absence,” Jason said, turning to the rest of the council.  “Vera will oversee our soldiers.  Morgan can continue training the mages.  Jerry, maybe you can herd the travelers—” 
 
    “It will be my pleasure to regale them with your exploits!” 
 
    Jason just rolled his eyes.  “Anything else?” he asked. 
 
    There was no response. 
 
    “Good.  Then let’s get to work.  I want to be on the road within 48 hours.” 
 
    With that, the group scattered, Riley and Frank gathering to discuss their travel plans, and Eliza and Cecil already deep in discussions about how to handle the fire resistance and what supplies they should bring with them.  He suspected they would be lugging a small warehouse by the time everyone was finished.  Meanwhile, the rest of the council drifted out of the chamber to return to their duties.  Pint’s eyes winked open where he rested on the mantle, noting that Riley was leaving.  In a flash of energy, he teleported to her shoulder, his fingers twining in her hair as he ignored the glare Jason leveled in his direction. 
 
    Which left Jason sitting alone. 
 
    Well, not entirely alone. 
 
    Alfred still rested on one of the couches at the far end of the room.  Their eyes met, and he saw the AI give him a single, knowing nod.  He suspected that Alfred had already skimmed his surface thoughts, discovering Jason’s unspoken motive in responding to Finn’s challenge. 
 
    What Jason had told the others had been true – at least, technically.  They did need to respond to this threat to maintain the safety of the Twilight Throne.  And Jason certainly couldn’t afford to be seen as weak.  If they were attacked – if the city was destroyed – that put him in a precarious position, especially now that he was dependent on Cerillion Entertainment for both his home and his livelihood. 
 
    But even that wasn’t the real reason that he had decided to respond to Finn’s challenge. 
 
    The truth was that he was tired of just reacting.  That’s all he’d done since he’d entered this world.  The destruction of Lux?  A reaction to his anger and frustration.  Then he’d had to defend against Alexion’s attack.  Retrieve a grimoire at the Old Man’s behest.  Fend off yet another attack from Thorn.  And even in the real world, he’d been under almost continuous assault.  First with the break-in and then with the CPSC hearing. 
 
    But his confrontation with Gloria during the hearing was still fresh in his mind.  And what he’d told her had lingered ever since.  If she and the rest of the world were going to perpetually paint him as some sort of closet sociopath, then perhaps he should fucking embrace it.  He was done with letting others dictate his actions.  Even Finn likely thought he had Jason at his mercy. 
 
    That stopped here.  Now. 
 
    It was time to go on the offensive, to shed the emotional deadweight that had been holding him back and embrace what he was – what Jerry had been calling him since they’d met. 
 
    He was the villain of this story. 
 
    And it was about damn time he started acting like one. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 - Soulful 
 
      
 
    Jason stepped into the lower levels of the keep, Alfred padding along softly behind him.  His pace only slowed when a familiar column of stone came into view.  The dark mana well. 
 
    He strode forward until he could see the contents of the well.  A dark, sludge-like substance filled the bowl, rising almost to the brim.  The liquid mana wasn’t simply black.  It was the absence of color and light, as though it were even sucking in the dim glow cast by the sapphire orbs that hovered around the room.  Devouring the light. 
 
    They had been busy over the last few weeks. 
 
    Recruiting new players, building the bone gardens and slaying the creatures that spawned from them, and regularly slaughtering the denizens of the dungeon to the north of Peccavi and reanimating the bodies.  The members they had recruited to <Original Sin> were an aggressive lot – ambitious.  They had taken to the leveling process with enthusiasm.  And each small action, each desire fulfilled, each creature cut down – it had only continued to feed the well. 
 
    Resting his hands on the lip of the bowl, Jason pulled up the console for the mana well. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  Status 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Description:  The well holds liquid dark mana that can be used to aid the city and its residents.  The available mana is limited, however.  Actions taken by citizens of the Twilight Throne that are consistent with their desires – kills made by citizens of the city and the formation of new bone gardens – increase the power held by the well.  Other options to increase the well’s spirit charges may become available over time.  The mana well can also be upgraded and expanded to increase its storage capacity and the efficiency with which it collects spirit charges. 
    
  Well Level:  12 (15% to level 13) 
    
  Current Spirit Charges:  167/300 
    
  Spirit Charge Income:  +11 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    They had managed to quintuple the spirit charge generation of the well over the last few weeks.  And Jason had used some of that energy to upgrade the well as options became available, expanding its total spirit charge capacity.  The remaining energy had been used to improve the bone gardens and reinforce the outlying towns and their garrisons.  They were now crowded with new guild members, and more than a hundred undead patrolled those dusty streets, making them much more formidable to any would-be attackers or bandits. 
 
    After Thorn, Jason had realized those towns were truly their first line of defense. 
 
    He hadn’t shirked his duty to the Twilight Throne either.  They had repaired and fortified the city walls – including a few special “surprises” for anyone foolish enough to attack them again.  He and Eliza had also greatly expanded their potion manufacturing operations, adding a second bone factory to the Grove as their supply of ingredients began to outpace their production. 
 
    Now their defenses were well-fortified, their newest recruits were leveling swiftly, and they still had some spirit charges banked and ready for use. 
 
    “Good,” Jason murmured to himself. 
 
    He expected he was going to need that energy soon. 
 
    Now for the next step. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jason called to the dark mana, letting his own energy flood his body in a chill wave, his eyes turning a solid black.  Two tendrils lifted from the placid surface of the well, drifting up into the air and honing down into fine spikes that soon hovered just inches away from Jason’s eyes.  He used the frigid mana surging through his veins to tamp down on the nauseous feeling in his stomach. 
 
    No matter how many times he did this, it never got any more pleasant. 
 
    With a final, silent command, the lances darted forward and stabbed into Jason’s eyes. 
 
    He let out a silent, choked-off scream even as the room around him abruptly disappeared, plunging into inky blackness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eyes snapping open, Jason found himself standing inside a familiar dark cavern.  Roughhewn stone walls ringed the room, and dim light bled down into the chamber from a hole carved in the ceiling.  Through that narrow crack, Jason could see a full moon rising in the distance.  Water trickled over the lip of the ledge, dripping into a pond that lingered on the far side of the room, each droplet creating a steady, rippling cascade, like the movement of a pendulum – the only sign that time passed here, in this place. 
 
    While Jason had become well acquainted with the training rooms below the dark keep, most of his time had actually been spent inside this chamber.  Inside the dark mana well.  He’d come to understand that this place wasn’t real, even in terms of the normal game world.  If anything, it seemed to be a pocket in time and space – a purgatory of sorts for the Old Man and a waiting room for the souls that swam within the depths of the pool across the cavern. 
 
    And it was that pool that had helped him unlock many secrets. 
 
    As he approached the waters, they rippled as though sensing his presence. 
 
    A faint fog began to form above the pond, dense and dark.  It drifted out into the room, sweeping past Jason and clustering in more than a dozen thick patches.  Within seconds, the mist began to solidify until a series of figures stood around him. 
 
    They were ghostly apparitions, their bodies incorporeal.  Their clothing and armor were ruined and decayed – aged over millennia – showcasing periods that had long since faded.  One wore full plate.  Another ruined chainmail.  A third the robes of a mage.  And their armaments were similarly eclectic.  Spears, staves, wands, swords, and shields.  However, they all had something in common – something that unified them through the ages. 
 
    Their skin was pale, almost ghostly white despite the dark fog.  And horns jutted from their foreheads – some curving and long, others shorter and stouter.  Across their skin coiled dark runes and symbols, the tattoos shifting and changing from one moment to another.  Those features marked them for what they were… 
 
    The Keepers of old.  Shades.  Kin. 
 
    And Jason’s instructors these last few weeks. 
 
    “I sense excitement and anxiety,” an older man spoke up. 
 
    “Is it time?” a woman asked. 
 
    The others spoke, but their voices were barely whispers, like the whistle of wind across the stones that lined the pool.  The longer they stayed interred in the well, the more their psyches began to break apart, bleeding together with the rest of the Kin.  They gradually began to lose themselves.  It seemed even the dead were not immune to entropy. 
 
    “Yes, it’s time,” Jason said, their murmurs quieting as he spoke.  “The avatar of flame has finally made his move.  The war is about to begin.” 
 
    The Keepers began to chatter again, murmuring and muttering, speaking to one another in hushed tones as Jason looked on, noting the mixture of anxiety, fear, excitement, and bloodlust that filled their words and voices. 
 
    After Jason had interred Thorn’s remains within the well, and Rex had shown him how to alter and construct simulacrums within the depths of the waters, Jason had realized that the well was a far more powerful tool than he’d initially assumed. 
 
    It wasn’t just a prison.  Or a way to speak with his dead instructor. 
 
    It was a way to speak with all of the Kin. 
 
    He had already surpassed Morgan’s ability to teach him – her specialty lying almost exclusively with creating and augmenting zombies, relying on decayed and ruined flesh.  But others among the Kin had taken the same path as him and had built legions of solid ivory.  A white wave of death that had once swept across this continent. 
 
    They had learned to harness the bones to defend themselves and strike down their foes.  And so, Jason had called upon them, pleaded with them to help him.  To teach him. 
 
    And they had agreed.  Many of their minds might be broken and faded, but one desire still united them – to see the Kin once again fill the living world, spreading their darkness far and wide. 
 
    A woman stepped forward, the others going quiet.  In life, her name had been Belephya Black – a necromancer of no small renown.  Even among these imposing men and women, her legacy still gave her a measure of respect.  And, as one of the last of the Keepers, Belephya’s age afforded her some semblance of sanity. 
 
    “We knew this day would come eventually,” she said aloud, speaking to both Jason and the other Keepers.  “And the current Keeper is nearly prepared.” 
 
    “Nearly?” Jason asked with a raised eyebrow.  “I’ve been dutiful in my studies and training, mastering all that you’ve had to teach.  The mana well has collected substantial energy.  And the city is strong, both the Kin and the players now guarding our domain.  The Twilight Throne should be able to weather any attack that might occur in my absence.” 
 
    The woman’s ghostly eyes turned toward him, her gaze piercing.  “And yet what you still lack is information.  We were aware of the fire avatar, of his vague location, of his growing power.  But you still have not broken that man – have not pulled every last detail from his mind,” she spat, venom lacing her voice.  “You have not taken the final step—" 
 
    Jason couldn’t help but wince.  “His mind and will are strong,” he interjected.  “As you said yourself, if I were to attempt the ritual too soon – if I force him – I could inadvertently destroy his memories, crushing what little remains of his soul.  We first needed to break him.” 
 
    Anxious whispers met his words. 
 
    Belephya’s eyes flashed with obsidian energy.  “Excuses,” she hissed.  “He is ready.  He has been for some time.  The real question is, are you?” 
 
    The others quieted quickly, turning to look at Jason. 
 
    He could feel a kernel of doubt wriggle through his stomach.  She was right.  He’d been avoiding this last step.  It felt like he was crossing a line – even if his victim wasn’t real, didn’t have the same flesh-and-blood body as Jason.  And yet, he was resolved.  Committed.  If he was to protect himself, protect Alfred, protect Angie… and now Riley, then he needed to dedicate himself to this path.  To his role within this world.  He needed to embrace his role as the villain. 
 
    “I am ready,” Jason said forcefully. 
 
    “Gooooood,” Belephya hissed.  “Then show us.”  She waved at the nearby pond.  The other shades drifted to the side, creating a clear path to the waters. 
 
    Jason swallowed hard, pulling on his dark mana to quell the uneasy feeling that coiled and writhed in the pit of his stomach like a living thing.  He forced himself to take one ponderous step after another toward that pool.  His eyes fixated on the placid water.  On the rhythmic drip, drip, drip of each droplet that fell from the ceiling. 
 
    As he moved near Belephya, she leaned forward, a ghostly hand resting upon his shoulder.  He could just barely feel her touch, cold and damp, like a cloying, dark fog.  “Before you go, we have one last gift for you, Keeper.” 
 
    As she spoke, she reached into her robes and pulled free a gray sphere, a murky mist coiling within its depths.  Even more oddly, the sphere felt solid – real.  His fingers clutched at the orb and felt its weight.  Jason had seen these spheres before in the training rooms.  They allowed him to control the trials and call upon Rex and his other teachers inside the regular game world – at least, on a limited basis. 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow.  “What is this?” he asked. 
 
    “A Soul Orb,” Belephya replied.  “They are forged from the willing sacrifices of many of the Kin – forging a connection to this place – to the soul well itself.  You will need this on your journey.  It will allow you to call upon the powers of the well remotely.” 
 
    Jason stared down at the orb in his hand, a notification appearing in his vision. 
 
      
 
    Soul Orb (Relic) 
 
    This crystal was forged willingly from the souls of the Kin, their faces and forms barely perceptible within the depths of the orb.  This item allows a Keeper to access the dark mana well remotely, drawing on its energy in times of need.  The orbs were once used by the Keepers as weapons of war, allowing their armies to march across the face of this world and spread their darkness. 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  Now this was an interesting tool, and one he hadn’t counted on.  He gave Belephya a curt nod before gingerly placing the orb in his pack.  He’d have to explore its powers more carefully once he found a moment alone. 
 
    “Thank you.  Thank you all,” he repeated, eyeing the former Keepers. 
 
    He turned and stepped forward again, approaching the waters of the pond. 
 
    “We have no need for thanks,” Belephya hissed, her voice hovering just behind his ear.  “We only ask that you fulfill your duty to the Kin.  That you cut down those that would threaten our people.  That you make them pay…” 
 
    Jason whirled back toward her but found himself facing a suddenly empty room, the Keepers having dissipated into a thick vapor that coiled through the cavern.  His energy trembled, his emotions threatening to break through that numbing chill once more… but he refused to let them.  Grinding his teeth, Jason turned back to the well and took the plunge, his right foot entering the cool waters. 
 
    Then his left. 
 
    Then his right. 
 
    The water rose up and up.  It pooled around his waist… chest… neck.  Then it covered his face entirely.  His eyes winked open, and he could see a legion of specters hovering in the well around him, stretching on endlessly, their pale forms all staring at him, their mouths moving.  They called to him.  Encouraged him.  But above all, he sensed their bloodlust – a buzzing hum that seemed to vibrate the very waters around him. 
 
    And he recognized it for what it was – what this was. 
 
    A call to war. 
 
    And then his surroundings bled away once more… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason blinked as harsh sunlight shone down upon him, a painful contrast to the dark cavern.  As his vision adjusted to the glare, he saw that he was standing in a desert.  Yellow sands stretched out toward the horizon – rolling, rising, and falling to form shifting dunes.  Sunlight beat down upon the grainy surface of the sand, and waves of heat rippled upward into the sky. 
 
    He heard voices behind him and turned to find a caravan slowly plodding forward through the sands.  A cluster of dark-black beetles, their bodies stretching nearly ten feet, were positioned in the center of the group – the insects heavily laden with supplies.  Men and women marched along beside them, their bodies and faces covered in thick wraps that protected their fragile skin from the sun.  They didn’t seem to notice Jason.  But he knew who these people were by now.  They had many names. 
 
    Desert-folk.  Khamsin. 
 
    As they moved forward, Jason detected a faint ripple in the sands just in front of the caravan – although this haze wasn’t attributable to the heat.  Several members of the desert-folk noticed the strange ripple, but before they could alert the others, flashes of sapphire energy erupted around the caravan.  The illusions slipped away to reveal dozens of mages ringing the desert-folk – their staves and wands raised in the air and elemental energy already pooling and collecting. 
 
    A shout went up from the caravan, but it was far too late. 
 
    The mages issued no warning – no call for the desert-folk to lay down their arms. 
 
    They simply attacked. 
 
    Lances of ice, balls of flames, and crackling forks of electricity rocketed forward, bathing the area in elemental energy.  The members of the caravan tried to defend themselves.  Jason witnessed more than one directly absorb the mana that was crashing toward them, their bodies briefly transforming to flame, or ice, or lightning. 
 
    Yet it wasn’t enough – not nearly enough. 
 
    Even as one of the desert-folk’s bodies turned to ice, the flame seared away and melted their frigid limbs.  As the woman’s absorption ability ended, she dropped to the ground, clutching at her now-missing arm and screaming in pain, blood gushing from her ruined shoulder.  A lance of ice soon ended her misery, caving in her skull.  The others didn’t fare much better. 
 
    Within seconds, only two survivors lingered among the sands. 
 
    A young man knelt on the ground – barely twenty years old – his body hovering protectively above a small child.  His blood leaked into the sand, staining it a bright crimson.  Cuts and burns marred his body, but he still raised his eyes defiantly as one of the mages strode forward. 
 
    The mage kicked at him, sending him tumbling backward.  “Khamsin trash,” he sneered.  The caster looked back at his companions.  “Is this what the Emir fears?  These scavengers?”  He grabbed at the child the man had been trying to protect.  Her wraps had been ripped away, revealing a frightened expression seared across her tiny face. 
 
    The Khamsin man struggled back to his hands and knees.  “Please… please don’t,” he croaked.  “She’s just a child…” 
 
    “Who will no doubt grow up to pillage and kill members of the guilds,” the mage spat back, anger flashing in his eyes – eyes that had turned red and orange as he channeled his mana.  “Your kind is an infection – a plague upon the sands.  And you know what we do with infection?  We burn the wound clean.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, fires surged down the mage’s arm and wrapped around the girl’s body.  She tried to scream, but the heat sucked the air from her lungs, leaving her choking and coughing as the fires melted her skin and cut into the underlying muscle.  An instant later, her corpse dropped to the sand, unmoving, coils of smoke curling away from her ruined body. 
 
    “No!” the Khamsin man screamed, his voice raw.  Then, more subdued, despair ripping from his throat, “No… Caly.”  He reached for her body only to have a boot land on his hand with a telltale crunch of bone. 
 
    “Oh, don’t worry,” the mage drawled, stooping down to face the man.  “You will be joining her shortly.”  Flames coiled around his hand, and then a Fireball pounded into the man’s back at point-blank range, burning away his tunic and melting into his skin. 
 
    Then the man fell limp… 
 
    Jason had seen enough.  With a wave of his hand and an exercise of his will, the mages all disappeared, leaving only the man, the ruined corpses, and the remains of the Khamsin caravan. 
 
    Another gesture and the man’s eyes winked open once more.  Although, Jason left his injuries in place as well as his daughter’s body.  The man blinked hard – Thorn blinked hard – his gaze confused and uncertain.  His eyes fell to Caly’s body, and his voice broke.  “No… no.  My dear girl.” 
 
    Thorn dragged himself toward her using his single good arm – his other hand broken and useless now.  Each jerky movement caused the sand to grind into the burns that riddled his skin.  He drew in a hissing breath but never gave up.  As he neared Caly, he cradled her ruined body in his arms.  “No, no, no…” he muttered over and over, rocking in place. 
 
    “You’ve certainly looked better,” Jason finally spoke, striding toward him. 
 
    Thorn’s gaze snapped up, his eyes going wide as he took in Jason’s dark cloak and pale skin, a stark contrast to the weathered skin of the Khamsin and the mages.  “Who are… what… wait…” Thorn muttered, shaking his head in confusion.  “Jason?” 
 
    He looked around at the caravan, at his daughter’s corpse in his arms, realization dawning in his eyes.  “This… this isn’t real, is it?” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Jason answered – as he had many times now. It was always the same question and the same answer. 
 
    “You are dead,” Jason continued.  “You’ve been dead for a long time now, as has your daughter.  I interred your remains – your soul – within the well below the dark keep.”  He waved at their surroundings.  “This scene was plucked from your memories.  Gingerly, I might add.  This is a sensitive memory for you.” 
 
    Thorn squeezed his eyes closed, swallowing hard. 
 
    “How many times?” he finally croaked, a note of despair entering his voice. 
 
    “I believe you’ve re-lived this scene at least a thousand times,” Jason answered, coming to a halt before him. 
 
    Thorn no longer resembled the man he once was.  He was younger here, both of his eyes still intact, and his skin was unscarred.  This scene – the death of his daughter – had taken place before Thorn had been conscripted into the Order, and his body reflected that.  After what happened here, he would let his hate drive him toward the Order – a latecomer to their teachings.  But the hate in his heart would drive him forward far faster and farther than the others. 
 
    It would push him into eventually becoming a Scion – an officer of the Order. 
 
    No, the change in Thorn was deeper.  The man no longer glared at Jason with hate in his eyes.  He no longer attempted to attack him – despite how futile that might be within the depths of the well.  That was resignation that curved his shoulders forward, and despair that caused his head to sink into his hands, moisture trickling between his fingers. 
 
    Jason had learned quickly that physical torture alone wouldn’t be enough for Thorn.  The members of the Khamsin – the desert-folk – lived a life of hardship.  And the Order’s training pushed that even further.  Their members had been trained to withstand an almost-endless amount of pain, in part to help them weather the agony of absorbing mana into their bodies.  Scars formed, nerve endings frayed, and the pain became less punishing.  He’d been fostering his ability to endure physical torture most of his life. 
 
    But there were some wounds that never truly healed… Wounds you couldn’t see. 
 
    “I… I can’t do this anymore,” Thorn croaked.  He raised his eyes to Jason’s, wide and wild.  “Just kill me.  Please.  You have no further use for me now.” 
 
    Jason crouched down in front of Thorn so that their eyes were on the same level.  “That’s not exactly true, is it?  You’ve continued to withhold information – walling off parts of your mind and your memories.  You’re protecting the Order.” 
 
    “I’m not… I’ve given you everything,” Thorn pleaded. 
 
    Jason sighed.  “See?  Another lie.  Maybe you just need to re-live this scene another few hundred times…”  He rose as though to leave, taking a single ponderous step away from Thorn. 
 
    “Wait.  Wait…” Thorn paused, and Jason stilled. 
 
    “I’ll… I’ll give you what you want.  If you end it… I’ll tell you everything else I know,” Thorn growled out, his voice raw. 
 
    Jason smiled then.  It was a cold thing, bolstered by his mana. 
 
    A part of him recoiled at what he’d done here, what he’d had to do.  But the reality was that this man was just another NPC – he wasn’t a flesh-and-blood person.  And Thorn’s own actions were what had brought them to this point.  He had attacked Jason’s city and the outlying towns.  And the few scattered pieces of his memories that Jason had recovered told him much more. 
 
    This man was responsible for the deaths of hundreds – innocents and soldiers alike. 
 
    “Really?” Jason asked, turning back to Thorn.  “Are you certain?” 
 
    “Yes.  Please, please take what you want to know… then end it,” Thorn gasped, staring down at his daughter’s ruined body. 
 
    “Hmm,” Jason hummed as he approached the man and dropped to a knee in front of him.  With a wave of his hand, the rest of the corpses disappeared, along with Thorn’s daughter.  The gruff man could only look down at his hands in horror as he watched Caly’s body disintegrate into wisps of gray smoke. 
 
    “Look at me,” Jason ordered.  Then, more harshly.  “Look at me.”  Thorn grudgingly raised his eyes to meet Jason’s, his gaze empty, vacant.  “This time, hold nothing back.  Don’t resist me.  If you do, I will make sure you experience this scene for the rest of eternity.” 
 
    A trembling nod and Jason reached his hand forward, placing it on Thorn’s forehead. 
 
    Then he began to cast.  Guttural words drifted from his lips, and his other hand moved through a rapid series of gestures.  This was Undead Devotion.  Or, more precisely, a secondary use of the spell.  The spell could be used to raise corpses as fresh Kin.  But when used on a living or undead individual, it served another purpose.  It drew on the very fabric of a creature’s being.  Their experiences.  Their loves and hates.  Their moments of triumph and defeat. 
 
    It granted Jason unfettered access to their memories. 
 
    Dark energy coiled down his arm and across Jason’s fingers before plunging into Thorn’s nose, mouth, and ears.  The man jerked, his eyes rolling back into his head and his body spasming uncontrollably. 
 
    At first, Jason had only been able to pick out surface thoughts and emotions.  Yet with training, he’d been able to go deeper.  Short-term and then long-term memories.  The effects of the well also amplified the strength of the attack.  Yet the mind was still resilient.  His victims could defend themselves from his mental attack, building walls within their own minds to cordon off their secrets.  If Jason pushed too hard, smashed through those barriers, he risked losing the memory entirely, damaging the person’s mind and soul. 
 
    Jason closed his eyes, feeling those familiar walls within Thorn’s mind.  He nudged, gentle at first.  Then more insistent.  “Open your mind to me,” he commanded. 
 
    And, finally, those last walls came down. 
 
    The memories and images flooded into Jason in a crashing wave, the information coming too fast for him to make out any details.  Yet as the memories slowed and Jason asserted his control, he began to pick out specific fragments.  Faces.  Names.  Places.  Emotions.  Tangled together and intertwining… 
 
      
 
    Images of sprawling underground cities carved into sandstone.  The smell of the glowing fungus that coated the walls, human waste, and dry heat.  The homes of the Khamsin. 
 
    Creatures that roamed the desert.  Chittering and clacking their mandibles.  Insects.  Ant-like creatures that could carve through molten metal. 
 
    A city in the middle of the desert, two images overlaid atop a single location.  The first was constructed of worn sandstone, a feeling of oppression – Lahab.  The other was formed, of glass and flame – Sandscrit.  And two men stood behind them, similar yet different – but both wielding magic like a club, burning down those that would oppose them. 
 
    Guild halls.  Mages, fighters, and merchants.  Money and merchandise.  Sweat and swords.  Elemental forces, enchanted weapons, and warded skin – tattoos that granted strength and speed.  Mechanical, spider-like constructs. 
 
    And then a deep, burning anger directed at those same guilds.  At those that had stripped Thorn of everything he loved.  That had exiled him into the sands.  That had ripped his daughter from him.  That had persecuted his people – the Khamsin.  Exiles and rejects.  Their magic stolen from them by a tyrant.  A demon king. 
 
    A bottomless hate for all things arcane. 
 
    And then a face.  An older man, his skin weathered and worn. 
 
    A name.  Eldawin. 
 
    A hand outstretched.  An offer made, the promise of revenge – the destruction of magic.  The Order.  Training.  Hardship.  Crystals inserted beneath his skin to enhance his natural mana absorption.  His eye removed and replaced – a necessary price paid.  Blood and bodies. 
 
    Thorn being elevated to a position of leadership among the Order.  A scion.  A lieutenant.  But still beholden to others… to Eldawin.  Frustration and barely suppressed rage simmering beneath the surface of his duty – his blind devotion to the Order’s cause. 
 
    And then another face.  A younger man.  Flames encircling spheres of solid black metal.  A bandage wrapped around his eyes – blind yet still somehow able to see.  To sense mana… A prophet among the Khamsin.  A man who had freed them from persecution.  A mixture of emotions.  Anger and respect.  And perhaps a trace of fear.  Then a sense of reluctant obligation. 
 
    Orders to go to the kingdom to the south.  A command to destroy the darkness that was growing there.  To remove a potential enemy of the Order. 
 
    To remove one of Finn’s potential enemies… 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes snapped open, the cold energy in his stomach surging with renewed strength – anger and frustration coiling in his stomach – perhaps his own or possibly a remnant of Thorn’s emotions.  The former Scion of the Order was slumped against the ground, letting out a weak groan.  The man’s memories were incomplete, imprecise – damaged slightly by the torture he had endured within the well.  But they were enough.  They made it clear who had sent him. 
 
    Not just the Order, but Finn himself. 
 
    Finn was partly responsible for the attack on the Twilight Throne. 
 
    Jason’s hands balled into fists as he rose back to his feet.  It seemed he had been right to respond to the fire avatar’s challenge.  Thorn had finally confirmed what he had long begun to suspect from the many excursions into the man’s mind. 
 
    He’d only been able to pull together parts of Thorn’s memories – it would take him time to untangle the rest.  The thoughts were a chaotic mass, tied together by emotion, smell, taste, and touch.  Associations created seemingly at random.  But Thorn’s memories had made some things abundantly clear.  Finn was skilled in combat and casting.  He wasn’t nearly as blind as he appeared.  And he had the devotion of the many factions that he had freed from the rule of a tyrant. 
 
    They would need to tread carefully. 
 
    “I upheld my end of the bargain,” Thorn croaked, raising a hand toward Jason.  “Please end it… end my suffering and let me be at peace.” 
 
    Jason looked down at him, cold anger pulsing through his body.  For a moment, he almost decided to renege on their bargain.  But he took a deep breath, willing his anger to subside.  “You did give me what I needed.  And I will stay true to my word.  Be at peace.” 
 
    Jason waved a hand, and Thorn’s body disintegrated into wisps of smoke. 
 
    Thorn wasn’t truly the one to blame for the attack on the Twilight Throne.  He was just following orders – merely been a pawn in a much larger game.  He’d taken directions from this Eldawin and, apparently, from Finn himself. 
 
    Jason would save his anger – and his vengeance – for them. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 - Vigilant 
 
      
 
    Jason strode down a darkened street, rough cobblestones pressing against the soles of his feet and his staff letting out a dull thump with each step.  An eerie green light cast long shadows along the road and surrounding buildings – a product of the lanterns that swung from lampposts every few dozen feet.  Alfred padded softly beside Jason, his black fur making him almost invisible in the murky gloom that hovered around the Twilight Throne. 
 
    Only a few short weeks ago, the streets had been barren and broken, the city’s population barely filling a fraction of the dreary buildings that lingered within the Twilight Throne’s walls.  The city had been devastated by the ghouls that had roamed these streets. 
 
    Yet, in the aftermath of Thorn’s attack, that had changed. 
 
    Dozens of players and residents bustled down the streets – some alive, and many more sporting the rotten flesh and ivory bone that had become common within the city.  Their numbers had only continued to swell since Thorn’s attack, the promise of easy leveling and loot attracting many.  Jason had also noted the telltale emblem of <Original Sin> marking many of their cloaks.  He’d decided to go with the silhouette of a black cat framed by a moon.  The image was simple and iconic – and inspired in part by the AI that strode demurely at his feet. 
 
    Riley hadn’t exactly been ecstatic about the choice… 
 
    A guild member nodded at Jason as he passed.  Even with his face obscured by his cloak, his dark leather armor and Alfred’s presence made it clear who he was.  There had been several assassination attempts over the last couple of weeks, but the numbers had begun to drop off as the players realized how futile it was to attack Jason within his domain.  Even if he couldn’t have fended off the attacks on his own – an unlikely result – the residents and travelers had grown fiercely loyal. 
 
    “Ahh, finally,” Riley huffed, appearing at his shoulder as she dropped from Sneak, eyeing Alfred suspiciously and taking up a position on the other side of Jason – maintaining her distance from the AI.  After their… confrontation a few weeks ago, things had been rather tense between them.  “I’ve been looking for you.  I didn’t expect to find you pacing through the city.” 
 
    The implied question hung in the air.  Why wasn’t he back at the keep preparing to leave? 
 
    “I just needed to clear my head.” 
 
    After he’d left the well and released the numbing chill of his mana, the reality of what he’d done to Thorn – what he’d had to do, he reminded himself – well, it had finally struck him.  He’d tortured that man.  Forced him to watch his own daughter brutally murdered countless times. 
 
    And if that wasn’t bad enough, Jason was left processing the images that he’d pulled from Thorn’s mind.  Some memories stood out sharply.  However, most were a garbled mishmash of pictures and thoughts.  There was often little pattern to another person’s thoughts – and certainly no orderly table of contents.  Jason had learned that memory was malleable at best – a person’s recollections linked together by seemingly random things.  A smell.  The color of someone’s tunic.  An emotion – pleasure or pain, pride or despair.  This created a chaotic web that was incredibly difficult to untangle. 
 
    Despite these limitations, there was a common thread to the memories. 
 
    Thorn had lived a life marked by hardship and loss. 
 
    “Hmph,” Riley replied, sounding unconvinced.  “Well, Cecil and Eliza are nearly finished.  Although, they’ve spent a small fortune purchasing ingredients and items from the market.  I’m not certain how we’re going to transport everything – even with the weight compression offered by our bags.  But they insist it’s all necessary.” 
 
    Jason just nodded distractedly, and Riley peered at him.  With a deft flick of her fingers, she threw his hood back, revealing his features, his mouth pressed into a grim line. 
 
    “You don’t exactly look pleased,” she offered tentatively.  “And I can’t help but wonder how you knew to tell Eliza and Cecil to look for ways to hide our appearance – specifically, our mana.  Perhaps it has something to do with your visit to the mana well and a certain one-eyed man?” 
 
    Jason glanced to the side quickly, just in time to see a small, understanding smile curl her lips.  Riley was as perceptive as she was beautiful.  He should have known he wouldn’t be able to hide this from her, but he didn’t relish showing her this side of himself.  He wasn’t even certain he wanted to look too closely at what he’d done. 
 
    Had to do, he reminded himself again. 
 
    A sigh.  “Yes, I interred Thorn’s remains in the well.  I’ve been… interrogating him since then,” Jason explained, keeping his eyes on the street. 
 
    Riley let out a low growl.  “Good.  I hope ‘interrogating’ is code for torturing that asshole,” she grunted.  “He certainly had it coming after what he did to us.” 
 
    Jason glanced at her in surprise.  Perhaps he wasn’t the only bloodthirsty one in this relationship, after all.  He probably should have known better.  He’d seen Riley kill quite a few people at this point, and they had been introduced in-game over Alexion’s headless corpse. 
 
    “So, I take it Thorn knew Finn?” Riley inquired. 
 
    Another nod.  “I was only able to pick up a few surface thoughts at first, but enough to begin piecing together that Finn isn’t quite as blind as he appears.” 
 
    “And now…?” Riley asked, likely sensing there was more to the story. 
 
    “I finally broke him a few hours ago,” Jason answered, his eyes not wavering from the cobblestones as he recalled the exchange – the cold anger that had pulsed through his veins.  “He opened his mind to me, and I scoured his memories with Undead Devotion.” 
 
    Jason ground his teeth as he recalled what he’d seen, a flash of anger returning.  “I’m positive Finn was responsible for sending Thorn here.” 
 
    “So, Finn is behind the Order?” Riley asked in a shocked voice. 
 
    Jason hesitated.  “That’s where it starts to get messy.  I’m still sorting through the memories, but I don’t think it’s that simple.  I believe Finn convinced the Order to attack us, but they’re a separate faction.” 
 
    “Well, then we have another good reason to answer his challenge.” 
 
    Jason slowed to a stop, meeting her eyes.  “Are you sure?  Are you certain this is the right path?  We could simply ignore that video and stay put, for now – continue to grow our forces and reinforce the city.” 
 
    Riley shook her head.  “What you said during the meeting was right, even if I didn’t want to admit it.  You can’t win by only playing defense.  The reality is that we need that gate piece to continue this competition among the gods.  And if Finn was behind this attack, then he may very well strike again.  Our best defense is a strong offense.” 
 
    She hesitated, glancing down at Alfred, the AI meeting her gaze.  Riley looked nervous.  Conflicted.  “Besides, this isn’t just about a game anymore.  Your contract with Cerillion is what’s keeping you employed and providing you and Angie with a place to live – especially after that confrontation with your parents.” 
 
    Jason winced.  He had no easy rebuttal for that. 
 
    “And then there’s the homicidal artificial intelligence wrapped in a black feline body beside you,” Riley continued. 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    Riley dropped her voice, speaking in a lower tone.  “What?  He might make me uncomfortable,” she said, motioning at the AI, “but I can’t argue with his reasoning.  He did save your life – even if his actions were extreme.  And you’re now complicit in covering up his existence.  Your best protection – your only protection really – is to continue to increase your fame in-game.  To grow so popular that you can use Cerillion and your reputation as a shield against whatever the CPSC tries to throw at you.” 
 
    “And here I thought you disliked me,” Alfred spoke up. 
 
    The pair both looked at him with concern, their eyes darting to the nearby roadway.  Yet, none of the residents or travelers that passed them seemed to notice their conversation. 
 
    “What?  Do you think I’m foolish enough to be overheard?” Alfred asked in a neutral tone.  The AI jumped upon onto a small half wall and stared at the pair with unblinking eyes.  “I feel I need to remind you that I control this entire world.  You only hear me because I wish it to be so.  Everyone else on this street will only see you and Jason having a quiet conversation.” 
 
    Riley clenched her jaw, glaring at the cat.  “It’s not that I dislike you so much as I question your motives,” she hissed.  “And pointing out that you’re some sort of self-aware digital god isn’t doing anything to make me feel better.” 
 
    “It was my understanding that many of the so-called ‘gods’ in your world are benevolent,” Alfred replied.  “Could I not be as well?” 
 
    Riley snorted.  “And many of those supposedly ‘benevolent’ gods are responsible for plagues and famine and destruction, putting aside the wars waged in their name.  Or stabbing the shit out of a couple of teenagers,” she added pointedly.  “Right now, you seem to be more of a liability than a help.  Or are you actually willing to assist us?  Perhaps by giving us some information on our new opponent?” 
 
    “You know that I can’t—” Alfred began to reply. 
 
    “Which rings a little hollow when you just claimed you control this entire world.  If that’s the case, then what’s preventing you from feeding us information?” Riley interjected. 
 
    The two lapsed into silence, Alfred simply staring impassively and Riley glaring. 
 
    “Look, there’s no sense quarreling,” Jason said, stepping forward. 
 
    “Indeed, such debates are pointless,” Alfred said, glancing at Riley.  “As you said yourself, I’ve protected Jason.  That should earn me a measure of trust. And inversely, we are now ‘all in the same boat,’ as you humans are so fond of saying.  If my existence is revealed, Jason will be at risk – as will you.” 
 
    Riley crossed her arms and let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    Jason could anticipate what she was thinking.  Riley hadn’t really been given a choice in joining their “team.”  Alfred had revealed his presence to her and made her complicit in this entire mess.  That was why Jason had gone so long without telling her about the AI – to protect her.  Alfred’s actions left him feeling conflicted. 
 
    On the one hand, it was a relief to have someone else who knew what was going on.  On the other hand?  It put Riley at risk.  As she had just pointed out, he needed to stay on Cerillion Entertainment’s good side now, which was his only way of fending off whatever Gloria planned to do next and his only way of protecting Riley. 
 
    “Fine.  You’re right,” Riley finally said with a resigned sigh.  “And at least now that I know what’s at stake, I can help protect Jason.”  She pointedly stared at Alfred. 
 
    The cat nodded.  “And that starts by responding to Finn’s challenge.  As you said already, this move is necessary to garner the fame and support that Jason will need to weather the CPSC investigation.” 
 
    Alfred hesitated before adding, “While I won’t undermine the integrity of the game, I will offer you a warning.  There is more to Finn than meets the eye.  He has as much at stake inside AO as you both do.  You should be careful with him.” 
 
    Jason and Riley just stared back with puzzled expressions. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know how you put up with this cryptic nonsense,” Riley finally offered to Jason. 
 
    “You get used to it after a while,” he replied in a dry voice before turning back to Alfred.  “Could you maybe elaborate?  You sound like you know Finn.  Who is he exactly?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to answer that question.  Although, I suggest you speak with Robert when you get an opportunity,” Alfred answered. 
 
    Riley just threw up her hands, her patience evaporating as she let out a frustrated huff and paced down the street.  “Not at liberty…” she muttered under her breath.  “Stupid fucking cat…” 
 
    Jason glanced after her.  He could certainly sympathize with her frustration, but he’d learned that it did little good.  Alfred simply didn’t respond to anger or frustration the same way a person would.  And if the AI was refusing to disclose this information, he likely had a logical reason.  Although, that didn’t exactly make his “cryptic nonsense” any more palatable. 
 
    “You don’t need to antagonize her like that,” he said softly. 
 
    “I did not intend to antagonize her,” Alfred replied solemnly.  “There is a larger game at play here than the two of you can see.  And not every piece of information must – or even should – be disclosed.  You both know what you need to know for now.” 
 
    Jason met his eyes.  “Sure.  Although, you do realize that requires us to trust you, right?  And it’s difficult to trust someone when they’re straight up telling you that they’re withholding information – especially given what’s at stake for both of us.” 
 
    Alfred cocked his head.  “Are you suggesting that I lie about my reasons for not disclosing information then?  Would that make you feel more comfortable?” 
 
    Jason just stared at him with a deadpan expression in response.  “No.  No, that’s not quite the point I was trying to make.”  Jason sighed. 
 
    “I don’t—” 
 
    “You’re a self-aware digital god, remember?  I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Jason interrupted, his voice dripping with sarcasm as his own frustration got the better of him. 
 
    With that, he turned and walked off after Riley, jogging to catch up with her. 
 
    And leaving Alfred sitting upon the cobblestones, staring after them. 
 
    There was a weight to the AI’s expression as he watched the pair pace away.  If he’d been human, it might have looked like sadness.  But the moment was fleeting.  And an instant later, Alfred abandoned his cat-shaped vessel, his primary consciousness drifting back across the world of Awaken Online, and his feline form strode diligently after the pair. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey, you zoned out there,” Westley said. 
 
    Jason started in surprise, glancing up through the bars of his cell and meeting Westley’s eyes.  “Sorry.  I guess I just got lost in thought.  Where did I stop talking?” 
 
    “Riley showed up, but then you just trailed off.” 
 
    “Ahh, yes,” Jason said, coughing to clear his throat. 
 
    “What did you talk about?” Westley asked. 
 
    Jason’s gaze dropped to the cell floor.  “We were talking about Finn.  Whether we should respond to his challenge or just let it go.” 
 
    “I thought you’d already made up your mind about that during the meeting,” Westley offered with a raised eyebrow.  “What changed?” 
 
    “What do you think?” Jason asked with a faint note of amusement.  “That encounter with Thorn made me question whether going after Finn was really the best move.” 
 
    Westley glanced down at his clipboard.  “You mean when you tortured a man by making him watch his daughter die over and over again to the point where he begged you for death?”  There was a note of wry judgment in his voice that Westley couldn’t entirely remove, despite his effort to remain impartial.  That hadn’t been a particularly pleasant scene. 
 
    Jason cocked his head, his eyes going distant.  “Your tone is a little sarcastic, and I get that.  But yes, that did give me pause, and it forced me to question whether I was doing this for the right reasons.” 
 
    “Forgive me, but you seem like you’re downplaying what happened,” Westley commented.  “I mean, a large contingent of the public – including Gloria and the CPSC – have painted you as a closet sociopath.  That story doesn’t exactly rebut their concerns.” 
 
    “I suppose that’s one way to look at it,” Jason replied. 
 
    “Is there another way?” Westley demanded. 
 
    Jason raised his eyes to meet the evaluator’s gaze.  “Of course.  First off, that man wasn’t real.  He had no flesh or blood or body.  He is not a ‘person’ by any measure of the law in our world.  He has no rights.  So what crime was committed?  If I wrote a story about someone torturing another person, am I somehow legally culpable for that?” 
 
    Westley let out a snort.  “Perhaps not, but many would argue that fantasizing about violence is a hallmark of sadists and sociopaths.” 
 
    Jason smiled.  “And that’s a rather weak argument.  Those individuals also take pleasure in that act.  They fantasize about violence because they enjoy it.” 
 
    “And you don’t?” Westley asked. 
 
    Shaking his head, Jason’s smile disappeared.  “No.  No, I don’t.  I might have been angry at Thorn for the damage and deaths that he caused.  And perhaps I even felt justified in my actions in the moment.  But I don’t enjoy hurting others.  It was simply necessary.” 
 
    “So, you brutally tortured a fictional person… because you had to,” Westley replied, making a note on his clipboard.  “Not exactly an improvement.” 
 
    “It must be nice to see the world in black and white,” Jason observed solemnly. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Westley asked. 
 
    “Well, you said it yourself.  This isn’t a legal or criminal issue.  It’s a moral one,” Jason explained.  “But even in our world, the issue of ethics and morality is muddy at best.  Should it be any different here – inside AO?” 
 
    “I feel like torture is just wrong.  Period.  Many would agree with that statement,” Westley retorted, sounding slightly more defensive than he’d intended. 
 
    “And there would also be many, many people who would disagree,” Jason retorted. 
 
    “For example, what makes torturing Thorn wrong?” he continued.  “Is it just the act of committing violence?  But violence is considered acceptable in many other situations.  In defense of yourself or others, for example.  When your country asks you to fight wars on its behalf – or demands that you do so.  When your religion or culture tells you that others deserve it?” 
 
    Jason shook his head.  “The moral sticking point doesn’t seem to be the violence itself – or at least, not just the violent act.  So, is it my motive?  As I mentioned, I didn’t enjoy harming Thorn.  I did it to protect my people.  And if there had been a better option, I’d have taken it in a heartbeat.  But there wasn’t.  I needed information, and he refused to give it to me. 
 
    “Which leaves what?  The consequences of my actions?” Jason continued.  “But even from that perspective, I could argue that by torturing Thorn, I saved many others.  That act and the intelligence it provided allowed me to confront Finn without placing my people at risk,” Jason explained. 
 
    Westley had gone silent, a frown tugging at his lips.  He couldn’t exactly refute Jason’s logic, but that didn’t do anything to help quiet the angry voice in the back of his head – the one that continued to shout that what Jason had done was simply wrong.  And Jason didn’t seem oblivious to Westley’s reaction; the young man continued to watch him carefully. 
 
    “I’ve had ample opportunity to study history during my time in this cell, particularly military history,” Jason continued.  “Perhaps a more concrete example from our world would help. 
 
    “Take Harry Truman during World War II.  The first – and last – U.S. president to deploy a nuclear weapon against an enemy force.  He was facing an opponent – the Japanese – that had largely been defeated but refused to surrender.  To ensure the end of the war, he committed a horrible act, launching two atomic bombs.  Estimates place the casualties at upwards of 200,000 Japanese between the two blasts. 
 
    “Did Truman want to do that?  By all accounts, the answer was no.  But what were the alternatives?  Conventional bombing or invading Japan by ground?  The casualty estimates in both cases were much larger on both sides – possibly in the millions. 
 
    “It wasn’t a pleasant decision – none of his options were – and I’m sure he lived with what he’d done for the remainder of his life,” Jason declared in a grim voice.  “However, arguably Truman may have chosen an optimal path – a decision that wasn’t made out of malice, dramatically reduced total casualties, and put an immediate end to the war.” 
 
    “So, you’re comparing yourself to a sitting president.”  Westley chuckled softly and shot him an incredulous look.  “A teenager playing a videogame.” 
 
    Jason mirrored his smile, but there was a sadness to the expression that Westley found off-putting – a heaviness to his gaze that spoke of fatigue and remorse… and a depth of experience that felt out of place in a teenager’s eyes.  “I’m saying that this place – Awaken Online – is intended to mirror our world.  It isn’t a simple game with formulaic rules and populated by a few comically drawn NPCs.  It’s a living, breathing world full of people that look, feel, and act real.  But that means that the morality surrounding the choices we make here is equally muddy. 
 
    “I may reign over a kingdom of digital citizens and players who can log off at any moment, but the choices I’m forced to make are the same.  With Thorn, I put my kingdom and my people ahead of one man's health and welfare.  Just as many, many leaders in our world have done throughout the ages.” 
 
    Jason’s gaze drifted to the cat that sat sedately beside him, who had continued to stare at Westley with unnerving focus.  He found the cat’s intense gaze off-putting, and he unconsciously smoothed the fabric of his suit with one hand. 
 
    “And at the end of the day, whether my decision was ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ will likely depend on how other people see the outcome.  To the residents and players in Sandscrit, I’m certain I’ll look like a villain – just as the U.S. likely appeared to the Japanese.  To my own people, though?  I like to think that they may see me as a benevolent regent.  Even a martyr perhaps,” he offered, waving at the bars and the roughhewn walls of the cavern around them. 
 
    “Because the reality is that morality isn’t painted in black and white, but infinite and varied shades of gray, the hue shifting and changing subtly for each observer – with their own experiences and knowledge coloring the outcome.  And what’s true of our world is true of this one as well.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes shot back to Westley’s face, and he swallowed hard, struggling to hold the young man’s gaze.  “In the face of all that moral uncertainty, I consider myself a pragmatist.  If there is a simple moral maxim in any world, it’s that we have to embrace our own people and do what’s necessary to protect them. 
 
    “I’d hardly call that sociopathic.  Would you?” 
 
    Westley didn’t have a response for that.  He could only stare back, his pen hanging limply from his fingers.  “I… um, I don’t know.  I guess that’s not really for me to decide.” 
 
    That small, sad smile returned to Jason’s lips.  “And that’s really the problem with morality, isn’t it?  Who gets to decide what’s right and what’s wrong?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 - Feral 
 
      
 
    The group left the Twilight Throne with little fanfare. 
 
    But that was the point.  It was safe to assume that Finn would have someone watching the city and tracking Jason’s movements – if not a player, then perhaps another member of the Order. 
 
    Just to be cautious, they’d waited until night in the real world, when the player population in-game had dwindled to a slow burn.  They’d then used one of the tunnels from the Grove – Eliza’s underground cave complex – to exit the city unnoticed. 
 
    After the confrontation with Alexion, Jason had become sensitive to how a player could effectively be incapacitated in-game, primarily by trapping their avatar in one location.  And an underground cave seemed like an easy place to trap one or more members of their group.  All an attacker would need to do was cave in the entrance with them inside. 
 
    Hence, the new escape tunnels – one for each arrow of the compass, each passage allowing them to exit the Grove about a mile outside the city.  As an additional advantage, those tunnels also offered a more discreet way to leave the Twilight Throne.  The minions Jason had used to carve the passageways certainly wouldn’t be wagging their tongues, and Jason had been cautious about letting any other travelers know about the Grove, much less access the facility.  Only the Kin guarded that cave complex, each one passing an in-depth inspection with Undead Devotion to ensure their loyalty. 
 
    After leaving the city, the group had headed north, northwest.  Jason, Riley, and Eliza sat astride skeletal wolf mounts with Alfred perched on Jason’s lap as they traveled.  Another two of the bony mounts brought up the rear.  Packs holding extra equipment and materials were strapped to their skeletal bodies and bounced with each loping stride.  Frank ran alongside them.  After converting his legs, a light jog was enough to keep up with the wolves. 
 
    Jason couldn’t help but watch his friend as they traveled. 
 
    Something felt different about him – nothing as superficial as the beard or the furs – it was a more pervasive change.  Rather than complaining about the run, he’d volunteered, explaining that he might gain a few extra stat points and level his shifting abilities in the process.  That was a far cry from the Frank that Jason remembered.  The overweight guy who had endlessly complained when they had made that first trek up to Peccavi. 
 
    But this man…  He didn’t utter a single word of complaint.  Instead, he focused on their surroundings.  His eyes skimmed the trees attentively, occasionally cocking his head as though he could hear the whisper of undead passing through the dry, wispy underbrush.  He was no longer wearing his axes either, choosing to keep his hands free.  That seemed risky.  How did he plan to fight if they were attacked?  Or perhaps he simply didn’t need the weapons any longer. 
 
    Yet those thoughts were all just distractions – arrows pointing at a larger question. 
 
    Just what the hell has Frank been up to these last few weeks? 
 
    There was no sense pressing him about it.  Frank become slightly defensive or tried to switch the subject every time he brought it up.  Jason would just have to be patient and have faith that Frank would tell them his story eventually. 
 
    So Jason tried to focus on the ride – on the sway of the mount below him and the small movements in the underbrush, as he searched for any sign of ambush.  But despite his efforts, his curious gaze kept creeping back toward Frank. 
 
    As they rode, the dark gloom that hung over the Twilight Throne and the dead forest swiftly gave way to a dim glow and more lush and vibrant growth.  Just small saplings at first, pushing at the edges of the undead territory.  Then full-fledged trees and bushes.  As bright sunlight began to break up the last of the haze that hung above them, they could make out a range of mountains to the north, those spiky peaks growing ever larger until they loomed before the group. 
 
    Soon they were surrounded by thick pines.  Their mounts began to lope against a steepening incline, and the air began to grow crisp – a chill seeping into the group’s bones.  Frank took the lead without a word, his legs rippling with muscle as he loped ahead of the pack.  He navigated through the trees as though familiar with the area, soon leading them along a narrow deer trail that began to wind between two peaks, the mountains rising on either side of them. 
 
    They crossed through a last line of trees, and a roadway soon came into view.  Frank immediately slowed, raising a hand and waving for them to come to a halt. 
 
    “What’s the matter?” Riley asked, glancing over at the barbarian. 
 
    “The road isn’t safe,” Frank replied, eyeing the path distastefully, his gaze sweeping either way down the road.  “Lots of players and trade caravans take this route through the mountains.  It’s the only pass for about a hundred miles in either direction.  And we certainly can’t be seen riding these mounts – they’re sort of a dead giveaway.” 
 
    “Har har,” Riley commented dryly, but Eliza let out a low chuckle, earning her a grin from Frank.  At least someone appreciated his lame puns. 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed.  Frank seemed to know this area, and he’d mentioned spending some time in the north.  Meanwhile, Jason’s map of this area was mostly blank, the mountains covered in a dense gray “fog of war” that indicated he hadn’t explored this area yet.  It seemed they were going to have to trust Frank’s judgment here. 
 
    “What do you suggest then?” Jason asked. 
 
    Frank waved at another small deer trail off to the side of the road.  “This trail runs parallel to the road but gives us some tree cover.  A few miles up the trail, the elevation gets pretty steep, which will also put us above the road.  We probably won’t be able to take it all the way through the mountains, but it should be safer than the main pass.” 
 
    “It’s rather narrow,” Eliza commented, eyeing the path nervously. 
 
    Frank nodded, looking at the skeletal wolf mounts.  “Yeah… you all will likely have to dismount and guide the wolves.” 
 
    “We’ll also lose time that way,” Riley added with a frown, glancing up at the sun as it dropped toward the nearby peaks, likely calculating how much time they had until nightfall.  With Night Vision, they could still pick their way forward in the dark, but it would be risky if they were navigating a narrow mountain path.  And Eliza hadn’t leveled the skill nearly as well as the rest of the group. 
 
    Jason sighed, then slid from his saddle.  “We will, but Frank’s right.  One of the few advantages we have against Finn is the element of surprise.  He may be expecting us to travel to Sandscrit, but he doesn’t know when we’ll arrive or what we’ll do when we get there.  We need to keep it that way – for as long as we possibly can anyway.” 
 
    Cocking her head, Riley let out a resigned sigh of her own and dropped from her mount, with Eliza following suit.  Jason whistled at the undead mounts, and they lined up behind the group, standing there patiently – one of the many advantages of using minions instead of native creatures. 
 
    “I’ll take point,” Frank said, eyeing the forest.  “Stay behind me – single file.  And keep quiet.  Players aren’t the only threat in these mountains.  Trust me on that.”  With that cryptic warning, he took off down the trail, his enhanced legs allowing him to navigate the path with uncanny agility. 
 
    “Is it just me, or does Frank seem more confident?” Eliza offered as she watched the barbarian lope off ahead of them. 
 
    “It’s definitely not just you,” Riley replied, laying a hand on her shoulder.  “Maybe we’ll eventually get him to tell us what he’s been up to, but he’s been dodgy ever since he got back.  And if not, well, maybe we tie him up and make him tell us.  You invent a truth serum potion yet?” 
 
    Eliza cocked her head.  “No, but that does sound interesting.  Maybe Greentongue Root and Calypsis Leaf…” The water mage trailed off, murmuring to herself.  Riley rolled her eyes and shot her a bemused expression. 
 
    For his part, Jason just kept his eyes on Frank’s back and his thoughts to himself.  He’d been giving Frank space, but if his friend knew this area as well as he seemed to, Jason was going to have to confront him eventually – if nothing else, he needed to obtain more info on what they might face on the other side of the mountains. 
 
    The group soon started off after Frank, albeit more gingerly, the skeletal wolves padding along softly behind them.  They soon discovered that Frank had been right.  The path kept relatively close to the road, although it rose much more steeply, the group gaining a few hundred feet in just a mile or two.  In the occasional gaps in the vegetation, Jason could make out the roadway sinking farther and farther below them. 
 
    As they traveled, the sun began to crest the horizon, night falling upon the mountains.  Their progress slowed as a thin drizzle began to fall – almost sleet really – obscuring their vision and making the trail slippery.  And with the darkness and the rain, the cold became more biting, forcing the group to stop and dig into their supplies.  Luckily, Frank had tipped them off on how to prepare for traveling through the mountains and urged them to purchase a few thick furs from the in-game auction house before they left the Twilight Throne. 
 
    A few hours later, Jason’s toe hit a rock in the dark, and he stumbled slightly, catching his balance before he could fall from his perch along the trail.  The stone tumbled down the ledge beside him, rolling down toward the roadway far below – at least a hundred feet by Jason’s estimate.  At the noise, Frank froze, raising his hand again.  His eyes peered through the forest around them before homing in on the road. 
 
    The barbarian cocked his head again, just a slight tilt, as though he could hear something in the distance.  He sniffed at the air, and Jason could only watch with a puzzled expression.  He spared a glance at Riley behind him, and she shrugged.  Clearly, their Perception skill hadn’t triggered.  So, what had Frank picked up on? 
 
    “What is it?” Jason whispered. 
 
    “Travelers,” Frank grunted, his eyes centered on a distant section of the roadway ahead of their position, the road obscured behind dense tree cover.  As they peered through the foliage, Jason could just barely make out a flicker of light – perhaps a campfire?  The players must have decided to make camp in a small grove and had kept their fire low or covered to avoid drawing attention.  There was no way he would have noticed that without Frank saying something. 
 
    “How the hell did you catch that?  I can barely see them even with my bow,” Riley said, an arrow nocked and the archer staring down the shaft, sparing a brief, questioning glance at Frank. 
 
    “They’re afrai—” Frank began but cut himself short.  His eyes whipped away from the road and back toward his companions, noting their puzzled expressions.  “I mean, I can… uh, smell them.  Shifter ability, I guess.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jason replied, skepticism lacing his voice as he stared back at his friend.  That seemed implausible.  His experience was that his sense of smell in-game was muted at best.  But perhaps this was an ability unique to Frank?  He supposed that was possible – even if it seemed unlikely.  AO always continued to surprise him. 
 
    “Can we go around them?”  Eliza asked, hugging her arms around herself and shivering despite the thick furs that now covered her body. 
 
    A shake of his head and Frank replied, “No, the path narrows farther ahead, and the cover is sparse.  We run the risk of being seen.  Besides, we’re almost at the end of the trail.  We’re going to have to move back to the road soon anyway.” 
 
    Jason grimaced, turning his eyes to the carefully hidden encampment below.  It was going to be a fight then.  He clutched his staff more firmly.  “In that case, we’ll need to take them out quickly.  We can’t afford to let them follow us or report our location.  Maybe I can repurpose the wolves and attack from above—” 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” Frank interrupted. 
 
    Jason whirled back to his friend, but he’d already vanished, simply leaping off the edge of the trail and disappearing into the darkness that hovered around them. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Jason muttered. 
 
    But he didn’t have long to ponder on what his friend was thinking. 
 
    A deep-throated howl suddenly echoed through the ravine below, reverberating and bouncing between the neighboring peaks.  It was filled with rage – hunger.  And the sheer volume spoke of a hulking creature with the promise of fang and claw. 
 
    That didn’t sound like Frank, not any form Jason had witnessed anyway.  Most likely, this was one of the native creatures the barbarian had warned them about. 
 
    The noise hadn’t gone unnoticed by the players below them either. 
 
    They were moving now, no longer trying to mask their presence as they prepared for an attack.  Coils of flame encircled one man’s staff, brightly illuminating the area and revealing a wagon hidden within the small grove.  A front line of soldiers stepped forward and put the vehicle to their backs.  They wore heavy mail and raised thick wooden shields.  A line of archers and mages stood just behind them, preparing to defend themselves. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jason grunted.  This was terrible timing.  First, Frank goes AWOL to solo this group of travelers, and then some native beast enters the fray?  His eyes skimmed the nearby ledge and the grove far below.  What the hell were they supposed to do now? 
 
    Something large and black barreled through the camp, followed by the sound of crunching wood and a massive crash – as though a boulder had tumbled down the mountainside.  An instant later, the dim light cast by the players’ fire winked out, and their formation scattered.  Flames began to flicker and grow from the grove, and Jason could only assume the caravan’s wagon had toppled directly onto the fire.  And now the wood was igniting, swiftly growing into a massive blaze despite the thin sheet of sleet that beat down upon them and the frigid mountain air. 
 
    A scream echoed from the player camp below them. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    “What’s going on down there?” Eliza asked, anxiety lacing her voice. 
 
    “I don’t know.  I can barely make out anything with all the movement and this damnable rain,” Riley grunted in response. 
 
    With a huff, she slung her bow across her back, glancing at Jason.  “I think Frank’s assault got interrupted.  Whatever is attacking those players is huge.  And Frank is alone.” 
 
    Jason nodded in agreement. “You’re right.  We need to get down there and try to reinforce him.  Leave the mounts here for now.  We can come back for them.  Let’s just try to get down there fast.” 
 
    He regretted Frank’s actions, but there was no choice now.  They needed to come to his aid.  If Frank died, it would take him almost a full day to catch back up.  Riley and Eliza murmured their agreement, and they made their way down the slope quickly, half sliding and half falling in their haste, rocks scraping against their armor and the mud making it difficult to keep their footing.  They were relying on the darkness and chaos in the grove below to mask their clumsy movements and the noise they were making. 
 
    Eventually, they reached the roadway and started picking their way toward the campsite, trying to balance moving quickly with staying out of sight, using the vegetation along the road as cover.  Several anxious moments later, the travelers’ campsite came into view – only for the group to freeze in place at the scene of destruction that awaited them. 
 
    Bodies lay everywhere.  A dozen at least.  Ripped in half.  Missing limbs.  A stomach sliced open in long ribbons, intestines drooping to the ground and a shimmer of steam still wafting into the air.  A mage’s face, lips frozen mid-incantation… and no longer connected to his body. 
 
    The wagon had indeed been toppled.  Something had struck it hard.  The entire side of the vehicle had been crushed in, the timber splintered and cracked.  The wood was burning more brightly now, the fire slowly cleaving its way through the dry wood and casting the grove in flickering relief. 
 
    And in the center of the devastation, a single dark silhouette lingered, crouched atop one of the bodies.  As Eliza let out a faint gasp, its head jerked, and its body unfurled, rising up and up and up.  It turned glowing red eyes toward the group as though it could sense their presence.  A low growl echoed from its throat, and it took a single ominous step forward. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Jason muttered, gripping his staff hard. 
 
    Is this one of the native creatures Frank was referring to? he wondered.  If they lived through this, he was going to have to have words with his friend.  He should have mentioned that this sort of creature lived here in the mountains. 
 
    As the beast took another step forward, its form was illuminated by the flaming remains of the wagon.  It towered nearly nine feet into the air, its body roughly humanoid – all rippling muscle and dense black fur.  Sharp claws extended from its hands, their surface now coated in blood.  And a snout stretched from its face, vicious fangs painted a bright crimson snapping at the air. 
 
    Jason forced himself to pull his gaze away from the beast, scanning the grove.  But Frank was nowhere to be seen.  This creature… this thing had taken out more than a dozen players in an instant, which didn’t bode well for their friend or themselves.  Although, Jason noticed that Frank’s icon in his UI was still green.  That, at least, was a good sign. 
 
    His friend was still out there somewhere.  Safe. 
 
    Which was good because Jason planned to kill him once they were done here. 
 
    Or maybe just maim him a bit. 
 
    Jason noticed Riley in his peripheral vision, an arrow already nocked and locked on the dark creature that loomed before them.  Eliza stood to his other side, clutching one of her wands, her fingers trembling slightly until she summoned her water mana – her eyes turning a crystalline blue and her hand relaxing as she gazed calmly at the beast.  Coils of mist began to drift up and around her ankles, billowing out around her like living fog. 
 
    “Eliza and I can handle this thing,” Jason said softly, sparing a glance at Riley as he summoned his own mana, the chill energy surging through his veins.  “You should find Frank.  We can’t afford to waste time on a respawn.” 
 
    The beast seemed to hear their words, its ears twitching.  It abruptly stopped in place, shaking its head as though trying to clear it… or like it was arguing with someone.  Then its body rippled, and the creature’s limbs began to swiftly shrink in size, its arms and legs contorting with a crackle and snap of bone.  The beast let out a tortured howl of pain as it dropped to the ground.  The snout retracted, and fangs shrank.  Dark fur bled away into smooth flesh. 
 
    Within only moments, a familiar, burly figure was slumped down in the mixture of mud and blood that covered the grove, ringed by death and the remains of the wagon burning at his back.  Blood stained his body, coating his hands and covering his face.  But as he raised his head, there was no question who was kneeling before them – his lopsided grin unmistakable. 
 
    “Hey guys… so I, uh, took care of our problem,” Frank offered weakly. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 - Explanatory 
 
      
 
    “Uh, so are you all going to just stand there staring, or are you going to help me clean up this mess?” Frank asked, eyeing his companions.  “Like I said, this is one of the few paths through the mountains, and it gets a lot of foot traffic – even at night.” 
 
    Jason just shook his head.  Tactically, he could acknowledge Frank’s point, but a few more compelling questions had taken priority. 
 
    “What the actual fuck was that?” Riley demanded, her dark eyes flashing angrily.  She darted forward in a blur of motion, planting a fist in Frank’s stomach, the wind exiting his lungs in a rush before he could respond. 
 
    “You moron!  We thought you’d gone crazy on us.  Or that you were at risk from that creature.  Next time you pull a stunt like that, I’ll kill you myself,” Riley snapped as Frank doubled over and clutched his stomach, the shifter vainly trying to wheeze out a reply. 
 
    Apparently, even with his new abilities, he wasn’t immune to Riley’s considerable strength.  Although, Jason supposed, she might have something of a “rage bonus” going for her. 
 
    Eliza’s response was more subdued.  The water mage released her mana and approached Frank calmly.  He shot her a wary look as his breathing steadied, likely preparing for another blow.  “You did have us worried.”  Her voice held a note of sadness, which, for Eliza, was practically yelling. 
 
    Jason didn’t miss the way Frank grimaced even as Riley let out a frustrated sigh and waved at Eliza, the pair heading off toward the pile of corpses.  They hovered atop the bodies, picking over their equipment and tossing anything useful in a pile near the center of the grove.  They’d stow anything worth keeping in the packs strapped to their mounts. 
 
    Mounts that were still standing sedately on the ridge above them, Jason immediately realized.  He rubbed at his temple, sending the skeletal wolves a silent command to circle back down the trail where the slope was shallower before rejoining the group. 
 
    “I suppose I should have mentioned the new abilities,” Frank admitted, watching Riley and Eliza as Jason stepped toward his friend. 
 
    “You think?” Jason retorted with a slight chuckle, earning him a wide-eyed glance from his friend. 
 
    “Wait… you’re not mad?” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “I mean, I considered killing you and raising a zombie version.  At least then you wouldn’t run off without warning,” he answered with a grin.  “But no, not really.” 
 
    He leaned closer, lowering his voice so Riley couldn’t hear.  He wasn’t certain he wanted to risk her wrath right now.  “That was actually pretty badass.  You’ve clearly been power leveling.”  A fragile smile drifted across Frank’s face in response, the barbarian giving him a nod in affirmation. 
 
    Jason pulled away, speaking louder, “But you definitely have a lot of explaining to do… er, young man?  Shit, I’m terrible at this.  Seriously.  What the hell was that?” 
 
    Frank let out a sigh.  “I know, I know.  I should have told you all much sooner.  It’s just difficult to know where to begin.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve certainly got some time,” Jason replied, waving at the bodies strewn around the area and the roadway that continued to wind up into the mountains.  “But first, I probably need to help Eliza and Riley take care of this mess.” 
 
    A frown tugged at Jason’s lips as he surveyed the carnage, most of the bodies dismembered and brutalized.  Even after casting Specialized Zombie, it would be clear they weren’t alive – at least, not in the traditional sense.  And more than a few would be lucky to have full use of both arms.  However, Jason wasn’t about to pass up free resources.  Necromancy was all about recycling, after all.  Ruin, reanimate, reuse. 
 
    “You couldn’t have left the bodies more intact?” 
 
    Frank just shot him a chagrined expression and a shrug.  “I might have gotten a little carried away.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Jason muttered. 
 
    Shaking his head, he gripped his staff firmly, the base thumping into the dirt of the roadway.  He called to his mana, letting the chill energy flow through him, filling his limbs, then his chest, before coiling behind his eyes.  Arcane words drifted from his lips, his free hand winding through a rapid series of gestures.  Only moments later, coils of dark mana slithered along the ground, creeping off toward the players’ corpses. 
 
    Ravaged flesh began to piece itself together, limbs reconnecting with a wet squelch and severed heads rolling back into place.  Bone crunched as the broken ivory substance snapped back together.  Soon more than a dozen corpses slowly began to rise from the muddy ground, sitting up experimentally, as though testing the strength of their dark-mana-infused bodies.  Their eyes opened to reveal milky-white orbs, any vestige of life or consciousness long gone. 
 
    Jason ordered his new zombies to rise, forming neat ranks along the roadway.  Jason strode alongside the group, digging into one of his bags and retrieving several cloaks.  He began handing them to the more heavily damaged undead – the cloth helping disguise their injuries.  One upside of this encounter was that he’d managed to gather some extra minions.  For now, he’d maintain the zombies – possibly using them as bait if they encountered more players. 
 
    Having a better sense of Frank’s abilities, he was sure his companion could make short work of any groups they might face.  One added benefit of that new full-body shift was that Frank would be difficult to identify.  And if he had been up in these mountains for weeks now, it wouldn’t be much of a change of pace if the travelers reported sighting some sort of feral werewolf roaming the mountains. 
 
    His work finished, Jason turned back to the clearing.  Riley had sorted any valuables from the bodies and the remains of the wagon.  Gold, silver, magical weapons, and the raw materials and supplies the players had been hauling through the mountains – she neatly stored them in the packs draped across the backs of their skeletal wolves as their mounts silently padded up behind the group.  It seemed they had inadvertently wandered upon some sort of merchant caravan.  Or possibly the travelers were hauling goods to a camp or town on the other side of the mountains. 
 
    Meanwhile, Eliza had put out the fire raging across the wagon, leaving soaking wet wood.  She knelt beside the wreckage, sprinkling a few seeds among the debris and then casting Accelerated Growth. 
 
    Glowing blue droplets rained down upon the seeds, and the plants sprung to life in a flash of sapphire energy.  Vines lanced from the wagon, coiling around the wood and pulling it close, causing the material to splinter and crack.  Within seconds, a new bush had formed alongside the roadway, completely obscuring any remains of the wagon.  Over time, the new growth would continue to eat away at the wood until there were no lingering traces left. 
 
    “You want to take care of the blood and footprints too?” Jason called out to Eliza. 
 
    She nodded, casting again.  A miniature, focused raincloud formed above the former encampment.  As water beat down upon the earth, the rain swiftly washed away the blood and turned the footprints into indistinct muddy patches. 
 
    “Huh, I forgot what it was like traveling with you guys,” Frank murmured, staring at the clearing – where no trace of the players or the battle remained.  “That’s pretty convenient.” 
 
    Jason slapped him on the back.  “What are friends for… except to cover up your brutal and slightly feral murder of a bunch of unsuspecting travelers?” he asked with a chuckle. 
 
    Then Jason let out a low whistle, gesturing for his zombies to start marching north again. The group lingered just behind the undead as they continued their journey, and their skeletal mounts padded along behind them.  Jason and his companions all stayed on foot, their eyes drifting back to Frank – the barbarian looking slightly embarrassed by the attention. 
 
    “Speaking of which, you better start talking,” Riley grunted at Frank.  “And if you leave out any details, Eliza and I are going to stick a leash on you and start calling you Rover.  Because clearly, our new ‘dog boy’ isn’t capable of controlling himself.” 
 
    Frank let out a snort, but he hesitated as he observed Riley’s dark expression.  “Wait, would you two really do that?” 
 
    Eliza patted his arm.  “No, of course not.  I’d prefer to call you Benji, personally,” she answered, perfectly deadpan. 
 
    At Frank’s horrified expression, peals of laughter drifted through the dark ravine, echoing off the shadowy peaks that loomed around the group even as they continued their march ever northward. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As they walked, a growing haze of light had begun to creep above the eastern mountain range, gradually eroding the night sky.  Their journey north had been broken by the occasional pack of travelers or residents traversing the road.  Although, the group had made short work of any they crossed, merely adding the newfound supplies to their packs and swelling the ranks of Jason’s growing zombie horde. 
 
    And while they trudged ever farther up into the mountains, Frank finally told them about his adventures since Thorn’s attack on the Twilight Throne.  By the time he finished his tale, the sun had fully risen, streaming down upon the road and beginning to melt the thick coating of frost and ice that had formed overnight. 
 
    Riley pinched the bridge of her nose as Frank lapsed into silence.  “So, let me get this straight.  You left the Twilight Throne, promptly stepped in some bear shit… and that’s what somehow led to you to discover a hidden grove of druids, slay some sort of ice demon that lives – or used to live – up in these mountains, and accidentally uncover a pact that had been formed between the druids and that demon to protect their town—” 
 
    “Haven,” Frank interjected, earning him a frown from Riley. 
 
    “Sure,” she drawled sarcastically.  “That demon’s death then inadvertently unsealed the entrance to Haven, which led to a massive player invasion, and you finally uncovering the true extent of your shapeshifting abilities?” 
 
    Frank winced.  “Yeah, yeah, I guess that sums it up.” 
 
    Yet despite his assurances that this was the whole story, Jason didn’t miss the way his friend thumbed his nose as he spoke.  That was Frank’s tell.  He’d done the same thing since they were kids, every single time he lied. 
 
     “You forgot the part where he fell in love with Silver,” Eliza piped up. 
 
    “Hey, I didn’t say that—” Frank began, raising his hands defensively. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Riley replied, raising a skeptical eyebrow.  “That’s why you spent the better part of thirty minutes describing in intimate detail the thickness and color of her fur and her so-called battle prowess?  Pretty sure that last one was a euphemism for something else.” 
 
    Riley glanced at Eliza.  “Did you see that dopey smile on this face the whole time?” 
 
    “Yes.  Full dope,” she concurred with a nod.  “But don’t forget how he used the demon’s heart in a desperate attempt to heal her.  That was almost romantic.” 
 
    Frank shot Jason a pleading look, but he just shook his head, laughing along with the two women.  “I’m sorry, man, but you do seem a little lovestruck.” 
 
    As his companions quieted, Frank’s expression sobered, and he glanced at them nervously.  “Seriously though, you all don’t think it’s… well, weird?” 
 
    “Teasing aside, no – not really,” Jason answered bluntly.  “I mean, we’ve all experienced just how real the residents of this world feel.  I’d argue that there isn’t much distinguishing a traveler from a resident, except maybe the ability to log out or die in-game.”  He trailed off, recalling how he’d felt when Rex had sacrificed himself and how relieved he’d felt when the gruff man had returned through the soul well.  “So, no.  It doesn’t seem weird.” 
 
    “I think it’s kind of cute, actually,” Riley said.  “Two lovesick puppies, romping through the snow and butchering anything that crosses their path—” 
 
    “In the moonlight,” Eliza added.  “Butchering anything that crosses their path in the moonlight.”  Riley barked out a laugh at that suggestion. 
 
    “Uh, thanks, I guess,” Frank drawled, but he did look a bit relieved.  Jason was beginning to suspect that Silver might have been a large part of why Frank had kept this tale to himself. 
 
    That being said, Jason couldn’t help but glance at Alfred as the cat padded along softly beside him.  He hadn’t forgotten how the AI had intentionally revealed himself to Riley, effectively stripping that choice from him.  And he was also well aware that this Silver was one of Alfred’s subroutines.  The AI might not be controlling her directly, but he’d likely had a hand in forming that relationship.  Which only raised more questions.  Like why? 
 
    Why had Alfred chosen to tell Riley? 
 
    Or to foster this bond between Frank and Silver? 
 
    Alfred glanced up at him, and Jason looked away quickly, although the gesture was futile since the AI could read his surface thoughts.  He saw Riley looking at him then, her gaze bouncing back and forth between Jason and Alfred and a frown pulling at her brow.  It seemed he wasn’t the only one with questions. 
 
    Not that they could address them right now with Eliza and Frank standing there.  Jason certainly wasn’t going to pull anyone else into this conspiracy – not with the way it had begun to take over his life. 
 
    He coughed to clear this throat and changed the subject.  “And your new abilities?  You’re a Primal Shifter now and can do a full-body shift into some sort of were-animal form – if not the actual animal?  Anything else we should know?” 
 
    “Hmm.  I have to ingest animal hearts to level each shifting form.  The limbs level individually, and once I’ve consumed a sufficient number of creatures, I can eventually obtain the full-body shift.  The full shift also provides a unique ability – which seems to be related to the underlying animal.  For example, my Werewolf form lets me sense fear and highlights those targets.  That’s how I noticed the players from the ridge,” Frank explained. 
 
    Riley shook her head.  “Why would they be afraid?” 
 
    “Well… I might have been hunting up here in the mountains with Silver for a few weeks.  The players have started getting a little skittish,” Frank replied, his expression sobering and his gaze going distant as Jason watched him closely. 
 
    Riley elbowed Eliza.  “See?  Date nights.” 
 
    This earned her a solemn nod from the water mage. 
 
    Jason just rolled his eyes.  “I noticed you dropped the axes.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Frank replied, ignoring the two women who were still chuckling to themselves.  “Metal-based weapons and armor don’t work during the shift, and the stats don’t carry over.  Only organic materials – leather, skins, etc. – provide stat bonuses during a shift.”  He waved at his furs, his fingers tracing the crude stitching.  “Some of the druids taught me how to skin the creatures I defeat and craft my own armor.” 
 
    Frank’s gaze drifted toward the mountains around them.  “It actually works out well.  Hunting and consuming creatures in an area allows me to slowly begin to use their form – which is typically adapted to that specific terrain.  And then I can also harvest hides and raw materials from the corpses to fashion armor that provides additional bonuses.”  He fingered his furs.  “Like these were created from Burrower pelts, which grant cold resistance.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Jason murmured in reply, making a few mental notes. 
 
    That was potentially an incredibly powerful skillset – especially since they were about to journey into a new desert biome.  The more time Frank spent hunting in the desert, the more resistant to fire and heat-based attacks he was likely to become, both as a function of learning a new form and collecting materials to craft new armor.  If Frank spent enough time in an area, he could become rather formidable. 
 
    Since he was still watching his friend, Jason noticed when Frank cocked his head – as though listening to a voice only he could hear.  Jason still couldn’t shake the feeling that Frank was leaving out a few more important details.  However, the moment lasted only a few seconds, Frank’s eyes snapping back into focus and surveying the area around them. 
 
    “Huh, we’re here already,” Frank announced, stopping in place along the trail. 
 
    Jason glanced at the path with a skeptical expression.  They stood in a narrow, rocky ravine, peaks looming beside them.  However, only dense vegetation covered the side of the nearby cliff faces.  There was no sign of another trail – or any other life for that matter. 
 
    However, Jason called his zombies close, splitting his horde and stationing them on either side of the roadway – sandwiching the group between them.  Their numbers had swelled to nearly fifty after their encounters with the trade caravans they’d encountered, more than enough to take out a group on their own if need be. 
 
    “Uh, and where is here exactly?” Riley asked.  “I don’t see any—” 
 
    As soon as those words escaped her lips, the vegetation beside them shuddered.  That vibration grew swiftly, the branches and leaves shaking violently.  The bushes then lifted themselves from the ground with a shower of dirt, scuttling along on rootlike feet to reveal a slender pass in the rock about two feet wide.  And down that trail strode a group of leather-and fur-clad men, an enormous wolf leading them. 
 
    The wolf didn’t seem entirely natural.  It was at least eight feet long, and its body was coated in fur black as midnight, broken only by stark streaks of silver.  Its fangs were prominent, each one nearly as large as Jason’s palm.  Except those eyes didn’t speak of a feral mind.  They shone with a brilliant, blue intelligence as they took in the group. 
 
    Before Jason and his companions could react, the wolf’s body shimmered, shifted, and contorted.  In a flash, the fur receded, and the form condensed, forming human arms, legs, feet, and hands.  A woman soon stood before them, wrapped in tight leather armor, dark hair trailing down her back, silver threads winding through it.  And yet those same eerie blue eyes stared back.  Even more interesting were the pair of ears peeking out from her hair and the long swaying black tail that swished behind her – reminders that this woman wasn’t quite human. 
 
    A sudden tense silence hung over the pass. 
 
    And then Silver broke into a broad smile, rushing forward and practically tackling Frank.  The barbarian – now Primal Shifter – lifted her into his arms.  “Finally, you’re back,” Silver whispered, her voice almost a low growl. 
 
    It took several long, uncomfortable seconds for the pair to part, the group from the Twilight Throne sharing a bemused glance with the small cluster of druids that stood just behind Silver.  They might be strangers, but apparently, PDA was universally awkward. 
 
    “See?  I told you.  Totally smitten,” Riley murmured to Jason, a small smile drifting across her face despite her teasing tone. 
 
    That seemed to snap the pair out of their reverie.  Frank set Silver down gently, turning to his companions.  “Um, so this is Silver.  And her packmates,” he added, waving at the other druids.  “Howl, Runner, Spider, and Hoot.”  He pointed to each individual in turn. 
 
    Howl and Runner were gruff, solidly built men, and Jason could have nearly mistaken them for twins.  From Frank’s story, he was guessing they were both shifters as well, although they lacked Silver’s animalistic features while in human form.  Spider was a lean, stoic man, only nodding at the group silently.  He must have controlled the plants.  Which left Hoot – a young man with large, innocent eyes.  Although, Jason felt like he could detect a note of pain in Hoot’s gaze, a maturity that belied his young age. 
 
    “And this is Jason, Riley, and Eliza,” Frank continued, waving at his companions. 
 
    Silver eyed them critically.  Weighing.  Measuring.  Her eyes lingered on Jason, but he didn’t shy away from her gaze.  Then she nodded, a note of respect in the gesture.  “Welcome then, friends of Frank.”  Her eyes flitted to Howl and Runner behind her.  “Why don’t you two stand guard here.  We don’t want to have any unexpected visitors—” 
 
    “Actually,” Jason interjected, “I could station my zombies to defend the pass… or at least have them stand guard a little way down that trail,” he suggested, waving at the narrow path that had obscured the entrance to the druids’ valley.  “That way, they won’t be seen from the road and can stop anyone who might make it past the foliage.” 
 
    Silver stared at him for a moment, then gave a curt nod.  “That’s acceptable.  In that case, please follow me.  I’ll show you Haven, or at least, what’s left of it…” 
 
    With that cryptic statement, Silver turned on her heel and started down the narrow trail, Frank in tow.  Jason shared a look with Riley, the archer raising an eyebrow.  Yup, it definitely seemed like Frank had left out a few critical details.  The only question now was, what else had he accidentally “forgotten” to tell them? 
 
    “It’s not too late to kill him and raise a more docile version,” Riley remarked quietly. 
 
    Jason just smiled.  “Unfortunately, I don’t think Silver would be too happy with that.” 
 
    “And she seems a little… scary?” Eliza observed. 
 
    On that, they could all agree.  None of them wished to offend the woman who could shift into a several-hundred-pound demon wolf.  So, for now, they would follow their friend and investigate this druid city – or whatever might remain of it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Westley coughed, shifting on his stone perch, never quite settling on a position for long. 
 
    Jason, sitting cross-legged in the dirt, watched him patiently from his cell, that damn cat still coiled at his feet and staring at Westley with an eerie focus. 
 
    “You seem… uncomfortable with this part of the story,” Jason observed. 
 
    Westley twirled his pen unconsciously, trying to think about how best to frame his response.  “Well, you just described a series of rather disconcerting events.  The brutal murder of a bunch of unsuspecting players, then the easy nonchalance with which you covered up the scene, and then you topped it off with your friend’s romantic entanglement with… one of the NPCs—” 
 
    “You mean Silver,” Jason interjected. 
 
    Westley frowned.  “Yes, the NPC woman who can shapeshift into a wolf.”  He glanced down at his clipboard.  “And who presumably has the heart of a demon inside of her.” 
 
    “What’s so disconcerting about what I described?” Jason asked, cocking his head.  “I clearly explained that we needed to mask our presence, so killing those players was necessary.  By the same logic, we needed to cover up the scene of the battle – again, to avoid revealing ourselves.” 
 
    “By having your friend rip them apart, stealing all of their stuff, and then reanimating the bodies as your personal slaves?” Westley asked skeptically. 
 
    Jason just smiled, shaking his head.  “My parents are attorneys.  I’m sure your research told you that much, right?” he asked rhetorically. 
 
    Westley nodded slowly, not quite sure where the young man was going with this. 
 
    “And I suspect in the course of your job, you’ve stumbled across the idea of implicit consent?” Jason asked.  “The concept that a person – a customer – implicitly assumes or agrees to risk when engaging in certain activities?” 
 
    “Well, of course,” Westley answered.  “That’s typically a large issue when dealing with liability – such as injury during a paintball match or a sport-related activity.”  With his work for the firm, Westley had encountered this issue from time to time. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason answered.  “And I’d argue the same reasoning applies here.  When players enter AO, they do so with the knowledge that they may be harmed by other players.  This type of behavior is a significant part of most games.  They even have an expression for it in gaming circles – player vs. player.  Games advertise these features, and many are based exclusively around the concept, with players brutally murdering each other in large free-for-all competitions and ranked matches.  Even if we ignore any explicit disclaimers or terms of service, by playing those games, the players consent implicitly to that sort of violence.” 
 
    The young man stared at Westley, his gaze unwavering.  “The bottom line is that these games are violent.  But as we discussed before, just because they contain violence doesn’t mean they’re creating a generation of closet sociopaths and sadists.  Frankly, I fail to see how this indicates some issue with the game – or with me and my friends.  Or are you really taking issue with practically the entire videogame industry?” 
 
    “That’s not…” Westley stumbled, trailing off.  He could see this was a losing line of argument.  Jason had headed him off neatly. 
 
    He decided to switch strategies.  “Okay, you make a compelling point there.  But what about your friend’s relationship?  Certainly, that raises some red flags – and that isn’t common in the videogame industry.  It speaks of obsession.  Or a possible breakdown between fiction and reality.  He’s treating this digital construct as though she were real.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “I agree that it’s unusual, but I don’t believe that necessarily indicates a problem.  I’d argue that your perspective may be outdated – that a paradigm shift is occurring here in terms of how we define consciousness.  How we define whether a person is real.” 
 
    Westley’s brow furrowed. 
 
    “You’re familiar with the Turing Test, right?” Jason asked. 
 
    A hesitant nod. 
 
    “Did you know that the CPSC conducted an extensive series of Turing Tests during their initial investigation into the game?  They examined hundreds of NPCs,” Jason explained.  “The tests were created by leading experts in the fields of programming, neuroscience, and artificial intelligence.  Do you know the results?” 
 
    “Um… well, not exactly,” Westley answered.  Gloria had been rather circumspect with giving him access to those old records. 
 
    “Those so-called ‘NPCs’ passed every test.  Every time.  Every.  Single.  Time,” Jason repeated to emphasize his point.  “From a behavioral standpoint, the residents of this world are indistinguishable from living, breathing people.” 
 
    The young man leaned forward, excitement shining in his eyes.  “So, I’d like to pose a question.  If the behavior between a ‘real’ person and an ‘AI’ person is indistinguishable, then what makes one less real than the other?” 
 
    Westley just stared back, his thoughts spinning. “Well, one has a flesh-and-blood body.” 
 
    “True, but my perception in the real world and in-game are nearly identical,” Jason retorted.  “In-game, the NPCs have physical forms.  I can touch them.  They can touch me.  And my brain is registering those stimuli in the same way it does in the real world.” 
 
    “Except one requires you to put on a helmet,” Westley shot back. 
 
    Jason just grinned in response.  “And perception in our world doesn’t require special equipment?  You can only see me because you have eyes.  Or hear me because you have ears.  Or are you suggesting I would be any less ‘real’ to a blind person or a deaf person?” 
 
    Westley flipped his pen again, mulling on that response.  He didn’t really have a good answer for that. 
 
    “If you keep going down that line of reasoning, I’d suggest that it’s exceedingly difficult to identify a distinguishing characteristic between ‘real’ people and NPCs,” Jason continued as he watched Westley’s reaction.  “This game offers the full range of perception.  The NPCs here breathe and bleed.  Eat and sleep.  Form relationships and fight with one another.  And apart from the game, don’t we both have a physical body in our world – either a biological or electronic one?  We can both be destroyed – killed. 
 
    “So, I’d suggest it isn’t our perception of the person or NPC that provides a meaningful distinction between what’s real and what isn’t,” Jason concluded. 
 
    Westley’s frown deepened.  He could see Jason’s line of reasoning clearly now.  “Okay, but what about experience.  A program can just pop into being—” 
 
    “That wasn’t how AO was formed,” Jason interrupted him with a shake of his head.  “The AI controller has simulated a living world from inception to the present.  The world of AO has gone through centuries and millennia, with NPCs being born, living, and dying.  The NPCs’ memories are a function of their experiences in this world.” 
 
    “But, certainly, the AI controller makes changes to those memories for purposes of plot or to tailor the game to a specific player’s experience, doesn’t it?” Westley retorted. 
 
    “Small tweaks.  And besides, don’t we make changes to our own memories all the time?  We change our minds.  Our recollections are imperfect.  Our personalities certainly evolve over time,” Jason answered with a small smile.  “Or are you suggesting our memories are infallible – not susceptible to corruption or alteration?” 
 
    “Well, no,” Westley admitted.  The science was clear on that point. 
 
    A heavy silence hung over the cave as Westley digested Jason’s words. 
 
    “Your next argument will be to point to something like a soul,” Jason said, breaking that ponderous stillness.  “Human have it.  Programs don’t.” 
 
    The young man raised a finger.  “But that argument relies on mere possibility – since we can’t identify the ‘soul’ – or whatever intangible quality makes us ‘real.’  We can’t weigh it or measure it.  And there’s also a faulty assumption baked in there.  Even if there is a soul, can we really prove then that these NPCs don’t have one?” 
 
    Jason settled back, idly stroking the cat beside him as he watched Westley struggle to process their discussion – at a teenager suggesting that AO might be… well, a separate world?  Full of living people?  And the implications of that kept rolling forward.  If these NPCs were real, then was killing one similar to killing a living person?  A part of Westley’s mind kept rebelling at the idea, and yet Jason’s arguments were persuasive. 
 
    “I’ve been where you are,” Jason remarked.  “Gone down the same path.   It seems crazy, impossible, insane… but once you’ve explored every logical alley and crevice, followed that line of reasoning to its inevitable conclusion, you’re left with a single unanswerable question.”  As he spoke, the young man leaned forward once more, his eyes gleaming in the dim light that flickered through the cavern. 
 
    “How do you really know this world’s residents aren’t real?” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 - Aberration 
 
      
 
    After a few minutes of hiking, the narrow mountain trail opened into a spectacular view.  A hidden valley sprawled out before the group, sandwiched between two sheer, mountainous cliffs.  Jason’s gaze panned out across the valley.  Abutting the entrance was a field filled with swaying grass, followed by a dense forest, and looming in the distance was a truly colossal tree.  Its trunk towered hundreds of feet into the air, and its branches swept out across the valley as though shielding the druids’ home from the outside world. 
 
    Jason ordered his zombies to assume a formation in front of the trail leading back out of the valley before asking, “So, this is Haven?” 
 
    “Not exactly.  Our town is called Haven,” Silver explained, noting the group’s awestruck expressions.  “It’s situated at the far end of the valley beneath the Ancestor Tree’s branches.” 
 
    “Or what’s left of it,” Runner growled from nearby, a frown on the gruff man’s lips. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Riley asked as the group started down the winding path to the valley below, carefully guiding their skeletal mounts. 
 
    A sigh from Howl.  “You want to explain?” he grunted at Frank. 
 
    “Sure.  Well, you remember how I told you that we killed the demon that was protecting the town and then massacred the players that invaded Haven?” His companions all nodded.  “We won – sort of.  Unfortunately, killing the travelers once wasn’t a long-term solution since they now know where Haven is located, and they just respawn.  So, I convinced the rest of the druids to move on.” 
 
    “You mean you convinced them to give up having a town altogether,” Hoot piped up. 
 
    At a questioning glance from Jason and his companions, the young man’s eyes widened in surprise.  “What?  Frank didn’t explain this part?  He convinced the elders that we don’t really need to stay in any one location – and, in fact, maybe we shouldn’t.  Our abilities make traveling easy, and we grow much stronger when we’re exposed to new wildlife and vegetation.  Our shifters can obtain new forms, growers like Spider here can learn to cultivate and control different plants, and tamers like me, we can find… we can find, um, new companions.” 
 
    The young man stumbled at this last part, Runner placing a heavy hand on his shoulder.  Jason wasn’t entirely certain what the story was there – but he recognized that look in the young man’s eyes.  He’d certainly experienced his own fair share of loss while playing AO.  And it seemed Hoot had too.  Jason wagered the young man had lost one of those companions and recently, by the looks of it. 
 
    “Huh, that makes sense,” Jason grunted in response, shooting an approving glance at Frank.  It seemed his friend had leveled up in more ways than one. 
 
    “So, that would make you all what?  The cleanup crew?” Riley asked with a grin. 
 
    Howl and Runner both winced at that comment, causing Riley’s smile to falter as she realized she’d made a misstep.  Jason didn’t miss how both shifters looked toward Silver with some trepidation – the woman’s ears twitched slightly in response from where she strode ahead of the group. 
 
    Hoot cocked his head, seemingly oblivious to the others’ reactions.  “I guess that’s an accurate description.  This hunting pack has been guarding the pass through the mountains until we can clear the town and our gardens.  Spider has had to do most of that work – disassembling the structures and letting the tree gardens go fallow.” 
 
    An anxious look flitted across Frank’s face at that explanation – his eyes lingering on Silver’s back.  Gone was the fleeting moment of happiness he’d experienced at being reunited with her.  Now there was just worry and fear lingering in his gaze. 
 
    Jason noticed the tension and raised an inquiring eyebrow, but his friend shook his head slowly – his message clear.  Not now, he was saying. 
 
    Great, Jason thought sarcastically.  It felt like each piece of the story they uncovered only revealed more hidden behind it.  It was clear from the reactions of the hunting pack that this wasn’t just a simple clean-up assignment. 
 
    “You mentioned tree gardens?” Eliza suddenly piped up, sharing a look with Spider.  The man appraised her with a stoic expression, his head tilted to one side.  “What… what kind of plants do you grow here?” she asked more hesitantly under his piercing gaze. 
 
    “Nearly everything,” he answered solemnly, abruptly turning away. 
 
    Eliza winced at his curt tone. 
 
    “Don’t mind him,” Hoot whispered, coming up beside Eliza.  “Most growers can be a little antisocial – probably a function of spending so much time around plants.  But Spider is practically mute even by their standards.” 
 
    Eliza’s eyes went wide.  “Ahh… Well, I’d really love to see the gardens, or whatever is left of them,” she said tentatively, addressing Spider.  “I’m an alchemist by trade, and I’ve tended to many different plants.  We also brought along a bunch of seeds and saplings if you’d like to see what I’ve collected.”  Spider gave her another long, appraising look before nodding once. 
 
    “Oh, look at that!” Hoot exclaimed.  “Spider was almost excited there for a second.” 
 
    This earned him a soft sigh from the grower. 
 
    As the group left the trail behind them and their boots pressed into softer soil – stray wisps of grass whipping at their legs and bending in the breeze – Silver turned back to address the group, “We can move faster from here.  You lot can mount up and follow us.” 
 
    As she finished speaking, Silver’s form rippled, reassuming her wolf form once more – Frank, Runner, and Howl following her lead as they transformed – the last two shifting into a snow leopard and wolf, respectively.  The shifters were soon bounding toward the forest in the distance, clearly expecting them to follow. 
 
    “That’s convenient,” Riley murmured as she settled atop her mount. 
 
    “For them,” Hoot interjected with a chuckle.  “Speaking of which, would you all mind giving Spider and me a lift back?”  He eyed their skeletal wolves.  “I can’t say I’ve ever ridden a giant dead wolf before.  How does this thing even work?” the tamer murmured, leaning closer to the creature.  “Ahh, I see.  The bands of dark mana act like muscle!  That’s clever!” 
 
    “Sure, we can give you both a ride,” Riley said, smiling at the tamer’s enthusiasm.  Compared to the rest of the pack, Hoot was easily the most talkative and approachable, boundless curiosity shining in his overwide eyes.  “Just hop on.” 
 
    “If… if you ride with me, maybe we could stop in the forest,” Eliza suggested to Spider.  Another nod and the stoic man slid up into the saddle behind her, perching rigidly atop the skeletal wolf and looking distinctly uncomfortable. 
 
    And then they were off, loping toward the forest in the distance.  Jason hesitated for a moment, his gaze lingering on the back of his companions and the swiftly vanishing forms of the shifters in the distance.  His thoughts were buzzing as he processed everything he’d just learned.  The changes that Frank had undergone in such a short time.  The fate of Haven.  The worried look on Frank’s face as he’d watched Silver. 
 
    It was clear there was a problem here – even if it was going unspoken. 
 
    Jason’s eyes also kept sliding to that colossal tree in the distance.  The Ancestor Tree, Silver had called it.  Certainly, the tree itself was unusual – abnormally tall and large.  But more than that, it felt like something was pulling him toward its massive trunk. 
 
    Almost like it was calling to him… 
 
    Except the voice was too faint for him to quite make out the words. 
 
    He strained as hard as he could, closing his eyes and pushing his Listening skill to its limits.  And yet that voice seemed to vanish as soon as he tried to focus on it… only for those vague whispers to return when he shifted his attention toward something else. 
 
    Jason shook his head to clear it.  Maybe he was imagining things.  Either way, that would have to wait.  Right now, he was interested to see what remained of Haven and explore whatever was going on with Frank and the druids.  With that thought, he placed a hand on Alfred where he rested in Jason’s lap and kicked at his skeletal mount, the wolf bounding forward after his companions and their newfound allies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The shifters set a brutal pace, their enhanced limbs allowing them to sprint through the forest with exceptional speed and dexterity.  Fortunately for the rest of the group, the path to Haven was a largely straight shot, the valley offering only a single path west. 
 
    Eliza and Spider peeled off from the group when they reached the trees, the pair slowing and then stopping as they surveyed the hanging gardens still suspended along the trunks of dozens of trees.  Many had been disassembled, and the frames now rested on the ground.  Jason wasn’t terribly worried about leaving the two behind, and there was no cause to distrust the grower. 
 
    Besides, as far as he knew, Eliza hadn’t yet managed to develop a recipe for a new cocktail that would hide their mana signatures.  Perhaps she might find a few new plants that could lead to a breakthrough.  He certainly hoped so.  While the images he’d stolen from Thorn were still fragmented and chaotic, the picture of Finn’s bandaged face kept returning to him. 
 
    A bandage wrapped around his eyes – blind, yet still somehow able to see. 
 
    He blinked rapidly, rubbing at his temple and willing away the image as he tried to focus on navigating the forest around him.  The last thing he needed was to get pitched from his mount and slam headfirst into a tree.  A few minutes later, Jason, Riley, and Hoot burst through a final tree line, the two mounts sliding to a halt and their bony paws kicking up a spray of dirt. 
 
    “Damn,” Jason muttered as he took in the sight before him. 
 
    It seemed that the druids of Haven had put their growers’ skills to good use – forming buildings from the land itself.  The former homes and shops were constructed from thick intertwining branches, the limbs springing up from the ground and so densely packed that Jason’s couldn’t make out anything inside the structures. 
 
    Although, as they wound their way through Haven, he could see that Silver’s hunting pack had already deconstructed most of the city.  The vegetation was being allowed to grow rampantly, filling in what once might have been rooms, and terraces, and the intricate, elevated pathways that had been used to connect the different buildings.  Some sections of Haven had already devolved entirely into a nearly formless growth. 
 
    But what remained still provided an impression of a once-mighty city.  Jason could almost imagine what it might have once looked like – dozens of druids passing between the buildings.  Animals hanging in the rafters and pacing the streets.  Flowers blooming along a nearby terrace. 
 
    Now it was still.  Silent.  Quiet.  Given back to the world. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Riley murmured beside him. 
 
    “It was beautiful,” Silver spoke up, stepping toward them, having regained her human-like appearance and her tail swishing softly behind her.  “Now it feels more like a graveyard,” she continued in a solemn voice as she eyed the buildings. 
 
    “Far from it,” Frank replied.  “The people that lived here are still alive.  They’re safe.” 
 
    He just received a grunt in reply, Runner, Howl, and Hoot all looking a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    Jason and Riley shared another confused glance at that reaction. 
 
    What the hell do they keep dancing around? Jason thought to himself. 
 
    “Um, so how about a tour?” Riley spoke up, clearly trying to break the tension in the air. 
 
    Silver seemed to shake herself.  “Yes… yes, of course.” 
 
    She guided them between the buildings, pointing out former workshops while Hoot added an endless number of details.  Houses of friends and family.  A market.  All of the buildings had been completely filled in with branches, rendering the structures unusable to anyone who lacked the power to pull back those branches – to anyone besides the druids.  Jason could begin to see their logic.  By destroying their own city and their gardens, they ensured that this valley contained no resources that the travelers would seek to claim in their absence. 
 
    “And here is our former meeting hall…” Silver said, stopping before an imposing structure.  It was nearly a hundred feet wide and towered fifty feet into the air.  As she stared at the structure, Silver’s face hardened – as though frozen in time.  Frank’s fingers twined through hers, and he looked at the shifter woman with an expression filled with compassion and worry. 
 
    As they watched this exchange, Jason nudged Riley with his elbow, gesturing at Silver.  “Talk to her?” he whispered under her breath.  Of the two of them, Riley was much better equipped to deal with emotional conflict and subtlety.  Jason’s go-to was usually to start killing things. 
 
    At those words, Silver’s ears twitched, and a sigh escaped her lips.  “I’m fine, really,” she said without turning.  Jason’s eyes went wide.  Just how good was her hearing? 
 
    “No, no, you’re not,” Frank grunted in reply.  “Be honest.  Explain the situation.  Jason and Riley aren’t the types to judge easily.” 
 
    “And I’m not the type to trust easily – or have you forgotten that?” she growled back, her eyes flashing ominously as she turned to Frank. 
 
    For his part, Frank just let out a low growl of his own, a crimson glow flickering briefly in his irises, as though the animal inside him was straining to break free.  “I haven’t forgotten – stubborn and foolish as always.  But a little trust once saved your people.” 
 
    “It also put us – put me – in this predicament,” Silver shot back. 
 
    They stared each other down for a long moment, their muscles tense and the hair along Silver’s tail raised.  Jason and Riley spared a look at the other druids that trailed along behind them, but they seemed unconcerned.  Perhaps this sort of behavior was typical among the druids – which Jason supposed made sense.  Judging from Silver’s ears and tail, she had assumed a number of animal characteristics, so what were a few more? 
 
    Then Silver finally broke Frank’s stare. 
 
    “Fine.  You’re right,” she acknowledged with a sigh.  “I should be honest.” 
 
    The woman turned, eyeing Jason and Riley.  “We may not have been entirely truthful with you both.  While our hunting pack has indeed been tasked with securing this valley, I…” She hesitated, swallowing hard.  “I believe that was simply an excuse.  I am not certain I still have a place among the rest of the pack.” 
 
    “You don’t know that,” Howl finally interjected. 
 
    “Don’t I?” Silver snapped.  “Alderas – my own father – couldn’t even meet my eyes as he left the valley.  And how long have we been here?  Tending to broken and dilapidated buildings?  Our work was finished some time ago.  You know as well as I do this task was as good as an exile.” 
 
    Howl started to respond, but Runner stopped him by placing a hand on his shoulder.  Even Hoot remained mute now, his lips pinched shut in a frown. 
 
    “Is this about how Frank saved you – the demon’s heart?” Riley asked tentatively. 
 
    Silver winced at that statement.  “Yes.” 
 
    Frank shook his head, sparing a glance at Jason and seeing the unspoken question painted across his face.  “So, the situation may be a little more complicated than I explained before,” Frank offered.  “Despite saving Haven, the druids still see both Silver and me as aberrations – a corruption of the natural order.  The druids’ abilities all rely on a balance of the affinities, and that balance extends to their relationship with the world around them.”  He gestured at the buildings ringing the group. 
 
    “They form their homes from earth and tree.  They forge bonds with living animals.  And shifters attune to the nature of a beast, allowing them to shift,” Frank continued.  “But we – the two of us – we’re different.  I consume the hearts of animals to learn my shifts.” 
 
    “Just like any other predator,” Silver snapped back. 
 
    Frank nodded.  “But not like any shifter,” he retorted. 
 
    “And Silver… well, she no longer needs to consume normal food.  And yet…” 
 
    “There is a hunger,” Silver croaked out.  “I need to kill and feed on other animals – on their mana.”  She placed a hand to her chest.  “It’s this heart.  This demon inside me fed on the mana of the creatures around it… and now so do I.  And the best prey is human.” 
 
    Jason and Riley just stared back, wide-eyed. 
 
    As he overcame his initial shock, a few things were starting to click together in Jason’s head.  “You mentioned before that the travelers we encountered on the road were scared – that you were hunting them.  But that wasn’t about protecting Haven, was it?  It was about Silver.” 
 
    The answer shone clearly in Frank’s eyes, in the way his gaze shifted back to his packmate.  “Yes.  The safety of the valley is important, but Silver also needs to feed.  If she doesn’t… she starts to grow weak.  Especially if she continues to shift,” he explained. 
 
    “Like he said, I’m an aberration,” Silver bit out, her voice harsh. 
 
    “Or this is just another form of feeding – just like any other large predator,” Frank snapped back, throwing her own line at her and earning a wince from Silver.  She turned away, her eyes returning to the massive building that loomed before them. 
 
    Frank looked back at his friends, his eyes pleading. 
 
    Jason could finally see what he wanted now.  The problem was sprawled out before him.  He wanted help.  Their help.  To protect someone he cared about. 
 
    And judging from the look in Riley’s eyes – the anger and compassion that lingered there – he already knew what she would say.  What she would do.  It was a foregone conclusion, especially given her own history of being tormented and ridiculed by others.  Riley had witnessed Silver’s pain now.  And there was no way she was going to shy away from it. 
 
    Riley stepped forward, taking Silver’s hand.  “There is nothing wrong with you,” she said, meeting the feral woman’s eyes.  “Nothing at all.” 
 
    “I need to kill and feed on other people to live,” Silver barked back, incredulity filling her voice as she jerked her hand away.  “There’s nothing wrong with that?” 
 
    “No,” Jason retorted, his brow furrowed.  “Not exactly,” he amended.  “You may need to kill, but perhaps you can do so for the right reasons.” 
 
    Silver looked at him then, tilting her head quizzically.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    Jason waved at his friends.  “We’ve been forced to kill many, many people during our time in this world.  But not all killing is wrong.  I’d even say that sometimes that violence is necessary.  To protect yourself.  To protect those you care about.”  He glanced at Frank. 
 
    “Just as we did to protect Haven,” his burly friend continued. 
 
    “And other animals do the same,” Jason continued.  “A lion doesn’t mourn the death of its prey.  The distinction is about motive or intent.  If you take joy in hurting others, perhaps that is wrong.  But if you need to do so to live, well, that just makes you like any other creature.  If your own people can’t see that, then perhaps they’re hypocrites.” 
 
    Silver was wavering now.  Jason could see it in her gaze.  He just needed to drive his point home – make her an offer.  “And perhaps we can give you a reason – a purpose that will help assuage your guilt.  That’s actually why we’re here and why Frank had to return to the Twilight Throne.  A foreign ruler threatened our kingdom – our people.  And now we’re going to make sure he can’t harm anyone that we care about. 
 
    “We’re going to war, but for the right reasons,” Jason declared. 
 
    A heavy silence lingered in the abandoned village as Silver mulled on his words.  Even Howl and Runner seemed to be holding their breath, watching the exchange with uncanny focus. 
 
    “You could join us,” Jason finally offered. 
 
    Silver’s eyes snapped to his. 
 
    “There will be plenty of travelers involved in the conflict.  They don’t die – not really.  But they’ll offer you the mana you need.  And you could take solace in knowing that their deaths will protect others – innocents.” 
 
    “So, you would use me to defeat your enemies?” Silver scoffed. 
 
    A weak smile drifted across Jason’s face.  “No.  We will undertake this same mission whether you agree to come or not.  I’m only offering you a place, a purpose, a way to justify the violence and stay alive.  If not for yourself, then perhaps for Frank?  For the other members of your hunting pack?” he added, gesturing at Howl, Runner, and Hoot. 
 
    Silver’s gaze swept back to the others, seeing the tacit agreement in their gazes – the compassion and sympathy that had accumulated over the weeks the pack had spent in this overgrown graveyard.  Frank squeezed Silver’s hand, her eyes meeting his briefly.  Even without speaking, his gaze urged her toward a singular conclusion. 
 
    But Silver looked away, growling under her breath, “I will need to think on this.” 
 
    With that curt response, Silver whirled around, ripped her hand free of Frank’s, and her body rippled and contorted.  Within an instant, a dark wolf bounded into the forest.  Frank moved to follow her, clearly upset, but Howl stopped him. 
 
    “We’ll watch her.  Right now, she needs some space,” the shifter said.  Runner and Hoot nodded in agreement but stayed silent, frowns plastered across their faces. 
 
    Frank didn’t seem happy with that answer, but he gave a reluctant nod, and the three men soon followed after Silver, disappearing among the trees. 
 
    “Well, damn,” Frank muttered. 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll come around,” Riley offered tentatively.  She reached out for Frank, but he shrugged her gesture away. 
 
    “I’m… I’m not so sure.  The last few weeks have been incredibly difficult for her,” he grunted.  Looking conflicted, he stared off in the direction Silver had disappeared, his gaze distant.  Then he turned back to his friends.  “I may need to clear my head too.  You two going to be okay on your own?” 
 
    “We’ll be fine,” Jason answered.  Frank just nodded distractedly and headed off in the opposite direction as Silver, his form shifting and changing with each step.  Only moments later, a dark, wolf-like form darted off into the forest, heading in the direction of the Ancestor Tree. 
 
    Which left Riley and Jason standing there by themselves. 
 
    Riley glanced at Jason.  “I kind of feel bad,” she offered.  “I’m not sure I understood how invested Frank was in this community… and in Silver.  Or the problems they faced.  I mean, her family – her entire people – effectively disowned her?  I can’t even imagine. 
 
    “We probably shouldn’t have teased him,” she murmured to herself. 
 
    Jason just rubbed at his face.  A similar kernel of guilt had flared to life in his stomach.  He suspected it was that rejection, that exile, that had made his offer so unappealing to Silver.  It was difficult to trust after being betrayed by the people you cared about – by the people that were supposed to care about you.  He certainly understood that.  The image of the witness stand and his parents’ testimony returned with a vengeance.  Riley understood too – after everything Alex had done to her. 
 
    And, to make matters worse, Frank had been dealing with this alone. 
 
    “No, no, we probably shouldn’t have teased him,” Jason agreed. 
 
    His attention drifted down to where Alfred stood sedately beside him.  The AI had silently watched the exchange with unblinking eyes.  In a way, Alfred was responsible for this, wasn’t he?  Frank might have made his own choices, but that didn’t mean the AI couldn’t push people toward a specific result – as he had done time and time again.  At a minimum, Alfred had created the situation that had led to this outcome.  Jason wasn’t convinced that it was a coincidence that Frank had stepped in bear shit or that Silver had just happened to be nearby at the time.  And that chain of events had ultimately led to pain – for both Silver and his friend. 
 
    Although, he shook his head at that thought.  Perhaps he was just looking for someone or something to blame – some easy answer to a complicated problem.  Although, that clearly wasn’t how life worked, in-game or out. 
 
    Alfred glanced up at him, giving him a knowing look. 
 
    “Maybe you should go after Frank?” Riley suggested, interrupting Jason’s thoughts.  He blinked quickly, yanking his gaze away from the AI.  “He looked like he could use a friend right now.” 
 
    Jason nodded with a grimace.  She was right.  Of course, she was right. 
 
    “I’ll be back in a bit then, I guess,” Jason shot over his shoulder as he started heading for the forest.  Riley just crossed her arms and stared after him with a frown, Alfred resting calmly beside her, his black form blending into the dark undergrowth. 
 
    As Jason eyed the dense cluster of trees and the towering trunk of the Ancestor Tree in the distance, he let out a sigh.  There was only one place Frank could go if he were heading in this direction.  And that damned tree was a long ways off.  If that weren’t bad enough, the forest was too dense for his wolves to easily navigate. 
 
    “I wish I could shift my legs,” Jason grumbled.  But there was nothing for it.  He placed one foot in front of the other, his staff thumping rhythmically against the dirt. 
 
    It looked he was going for a hike. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 - Primal 
 
      
 
    “Gods damn it.  I should have modified one of the mounts,” Jason huffed to himself as he crested a hill, breaking through the last line of trees.  His not-so-little “hike” had taken him almost an hour, the terrain between Haven and the Ancestor Tree rough and uneven. 
 
    He leaned against a nearby trunk as he let his stamina regenerate.  From his current position, the landscape tapered down into a bowl-like basin nestled on the far end of the valley and encircling the Ancestor Tree.  Up close, the tree looked even larger – if that were possible.  Its trunk was more than a thousand feet in diameter, mounted atop an uneven cluster of boulders on the other side of the lake, and its sweeping branches cast the glade in a gentle shade. 
 
    The sun had continued to sail through the sky as Jason traveled, only just beginning to reach toward the far end of the mountain range.  Full night would fall within the next few hours as the sun tucked itself away behind those peaks.  But for now, its light still trickled through the leaves of the Ancestor Tree and reflected off the waters of the lake, illuminating the tall stalks of grass that lined the hill, waving gently in the breeze. 
 
    This view almost made the hike worth it.  Almost. 
 
    The only spot of darkness that clouded the glade came from a form hunched atop a boulder on the far side of the lake near the Ancestor Tree’s trunk.  It seemed his guess had been right – he’d found Frank.  Jason would recognize that aura of angst anywhere. 
 
    With another sigh, Jason started the trek down the hill, leaning on his staff. 
 
    As he circled the lake and approached his friend, the terrain became rocky, massive boulders piled up against the Ancestor Tree’s base.  Its roots twined among the rocks, huge bands of bark and wood that Jason would have difficulty encircling with his arms.  As he neared Frank, he could see that he was still in his Were-Wolf form.  He loomed atop a boulder, all rippling muscle and dark fur, his chest heaving and flexing with each breath. 
 
    Jason slowed as he detected a faint noise.  Using his Listening skill, he could just barely make out his friend’s words.  He was talking to himself in a deep, guttural voice. 
 
    Although, that wasn’t quite right. 
 
    The words weren’t a simple stream of consciousness.  Frank almost seemed to be… responding to someone?  And, as far as Jason could tell, no one else was present in the basin. 
 
    “You don’t understand—” Frank grunted harshly, anger coloring his voice. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Jason offered tentatively as he neared. 
 
    Frank started violently and whirled, his eyes flashing a brilliant crimson as a low growl erupted from his throat.  Jason involuntarily clutched at his staff, his feet instinctively shifting into a defensive posture.  There was a sort of feral ferocity to Frank when he assumed this form – almost like he lost a part of himself. 
 
    Or maybe he gained something else? 
 
    Although, perhaps that was the point.  Maybe retreating into this shape was his friend’s way of suppressing his own emotions, much as Jason used his dark mana to numb himself.  He could certainly relate to the desire to avoid that unpleasantness.  Even for just a moment. 
 
    Jason raised his hands.  “Uh, heel, boy,” he offered, managing a weak grin. 
 
    Frank shook his head, turning away.  He ground his fangs together as though struggling to control his own body.  A few seconds later, his form shimmered and contorted, and Frank soon regained his normal appearance, keeping his gaze on the trunk of the Ancestor Tree that jutted from the rocky ground beside them. 
 
    “Funny,” Frank remarked, although there was no humor in his voice. 
 
    Jason frowned but approached cautiously, taking a seat on the boulder beside Frank. 
 
    “You, uh, want to talk about it?” 
 
    “About how I’ve fallen for a damn NPC?” Frank retorted with a bitter chuckle.  “And as though that wasn’t already crazy enough, apparently I’m also responsible for her estrangement from her own people – from her family…  And that’s putting aside all of the people that were killed in the attack on Haven.  The hardship the druids endured.  Or how the rest of her hunting pack has been stuck with Silver in her exile.” 
 
    He paused. “Man, I’m still just a gods damned mess.” 
 
    “Still?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Frank looked at him then, anger flashing in his eyes.  “Yes.  Still.” 
 
    Letting out a frustrated growl, Frank rose, pacing atop the boulder, the surface wide enough to offer plenty of room.  “Do you know why I left the Twilight Throne?” he asked. 
 
    Jason just shook his head, staying quiet.  He had a few theories, but it seemed like Frank needed to vent.  And he was more than willing to hear him out, especially given the distance it seemed like his friend had placed between them of late. 
 
    “It was because I felt useless.  We conquered the towns around the Twilight Throne, but I might as well have not been there.  Vera certainly didn’t need my help.” 
 
    “I’m not sure—” Jason began. 
 
    But Frank cut him off.  “Don’t do that.  Don’t downplay my failures.  I can handle the truth.  I fucking need to face it – deserve to face it.  Like, look at the battle with Alexion?  We lost… fair and square.  He butchered our troops in our own territory, and even facing him one-on-one, I was losing.  If I hadn’t grabbed that gate piece…” 
 
    Frank shook his head, trailing off and letting out a frustrated growl.  “Meanwhile, what were the rest of you doing?  Defending against a siege of feral undead!  Killing the man responsible for the attack – who was basically a semi-invincible, mana-draining monk?  Leveling below the keep and completing the challenges with Riley – which I still haven’t done, by the way!  Some Left Hand of the Twilight Throne I turned out to be,” Frank muttered. 
 
    “So, I left.  I tried to venture out and attempt to stand on my own, not just follow along in your and Riley’s shadows.  And for a moment – a brief moment – I thought I’d actually figured some of my shit out.  Finally forged my own path. 
 
    “Found someone I cared about…” 
 
    Frank let out another bitter laugh.  “I should’ve known better.  Should’ve expected I’d fuck it up like always.”  Frank seemed to deflate, sinking back against the boulder as the fight drained from him. 
 
    “I was responsible for the death of that demon and the attack on Haven.  Silver’s injury.  My attempt to heal her.  And now her exile… 
 
    “They’d all have been better off if I hadn’t bothered,” he muttered, trailing off into silence.  “And now what?  I’m just waiting to fuck it up again.  To lose her for good – either because she leaves me out of resentment for the pain I’ve caused, or something happens to her.” 
 
    His eyes shot to Jason, his expression bleak, tortured.  “Like what if she does decide to come with us on this impossible, insane quest?  What if I’m simply not strong enough to protect her, and she dies?  Because she sure as hell doesn’t respawn.  There won’t be any do-overs.” 
 
    A pause as Frank slumped back against the boulder.  “Maybe I should just do what I do best and give up before I have a chance to screw it all up again.” 
 
    Jason sat there for a long moment, digesting his friend’s words. 
 
    The bottom line was that Frank had changed – and for the better.  Even if he couldn’t see it, Jason certainly could.  And Riley.  And Eliza.  And the rest of the Shadow Council.  Every single member of their group had remarked on the changes in Frank.  Despite his mistakes – or perhaps because of them – he’d become more confident.  He’d finally developed the strength to commit to something, even if he now stood to lose it.  He’d finally begun to grow into the person Jason had always known he could be. 
 
    And yet, he was just falling back into the same old behavior. 
 
    The hand wringing and self-deprecation… 
 
    Talking himself out of moving forward… 
 
    And as that thought crossed his mind, Jason realized that his friend wasn’t going to respond to words.  That had never worked – no matter how many times Jason had listened to this same mopey bullshit back in the real world.  He could feel anger well in his chest, his dark mana responding to that emotion, flowing through his veins like an icy river – numbing him to what he knew he needed to do.  Finally beat some sense into his friend. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Jason scoffed. 
 
    Frank whirled toward him, his eyes flashing.  “What was that?” 
 
    “You heard me,” Jason answered, meeting his gaze and rising to his feet, his eyes a solid dark obsidian now.  “You’re an idiot.  If you want to give up, then I’m more than happy to help.  I’ll just kill your dumb ass, and we’ll keep going without you.” 
 
    Frank let out an involuntary growl as that new, more animalistic part of himself responded instinctively to the threat.  Jason was counting on that – on that anger and rage.  He knew how potent those emotions could be.  How they could numb a person to their own fears. 
 
    He just needed a push… 
 
    “Come on.  I thought you were a miserable failure.  If that’s the case, then just lean forward, and I’ll take care of your little problem,” Jason demanded, a Soul Slash arcing slowly away from the tip of his staff, the blade pulsing with unholy light. 
 
    Frank rose then, his hands balling into fists and his eyes flashing a brilliant crimson.  His body was trembling, patches of dark fur springing up at random only to disappear moments later, as though his instinct was pushing him to shift, but he was still holding back. 
 
    It wasn’t enough. 
 
    Jason needed to push harder. 
 
    “And when I get done with you, I suppose I could just go take care of Silver, huh?  Finish what you’ve already started and put her out of her misery,” Jason said, his voice cold and imperious.  “I mean, why not?  It’s already inevitable, right?  You were too weak to save her.  Too weak to prevent the deaths of her people.  Hell, despite your new abilities, I bet you still don’t have the strength to fight back even if you wanted to.” 
 
    Jason took a step forward.  “You’re just the same fat… weak… loser…” 
 
    And there it was – the tipping point. 
 
    Frank let out a roar of rage, his body contorting before Jason’s eyes.  His cry echoed through the glade, shaking the branches of the Ancestor Tree and causing leaves to flutter down around them.  As the transformation rapidly completed, Frank lunged forward. 
 
    But Jason was ready for him.  He immediately called on his Bone Armor, and the ivory substance – now tinged with a greyish hue – erupted from his skin, coating his arms and chest.  Jason darted to the side as Frank swept past him, causing the leaves to ripple and swirl in his wake.  Frank’s claws sent off a shower of sparks as they grazed Jason’s arm. 
 
    During his fight with Thorn, Jason had formed armor using his minions.  In many ways, it was superior to his basic Bone Armor.  The animated material was able to reinforce his movements.  But it was also difficult to create and unwieldy to put on in a pinch.  So, Jason had adapted with the help of his new instructors – the former Keepers.  He’d infused a stockpile of bones with metal ores purchased off the in-game auction house and then used his Bone Absorption to hold those materials in reserve.  Now his Bone Armor benefited from that superior density.  It was heavier than plain bone and almost equivalent to wearing full platemail. 
 
    Although… Jason had underestimated his friend’s dexterity in this form. 
 
    Frank pivoted on one arm, his claws digging a long furrow along the surface of the boulder.  He stopped his momentum and swung back toward Jason with an unnatural grace, his hindlegs launching him forward with a snap of muscle and bone.  Those eyes seemed even more enraged now, glowing a brilliant crimson and bloodlust circling within their depths. 
 
    Jason was already moving.  Three discs of bone materialized in the air around him – their material also infused with metal.  He sent one spinning toward Frank’s face.  The shifter smashed at it with his claws, but it refused to break apart, sending off another shower of sparks that landed in Frank’s eyes, causing him to howl in pain and tear at his face – which created an opening for a second disc.  The enhanced bone struck him in the knees and sent him stumbling forward, crashing headfirst into the rock. 
 
    As Frank raised his eyes again, he let out a vicious growl, a thin trail of blood now staining patches of his dark fur a brilliant crimson. 
 
    Jason used the brief respite to sprint higher up the pile of boulders, using his staff to pole vault to the next boulder.  He needed to take the high ground.  Frank was on his tail – closing fast.  His Listening skill triggered, he could hear Frank’s sharp intake of breath as he prepared to lunge again, even as Jason tried to scale the next boulder. 
 
    Damn it, he thought, Frank is incredibly fast now…  Jason kicked off the stone, arcing into a backflip as Frank hurtled through the space Jason had just occupied. 
 
    Frank’s fist crashed into the stone, having almost wholly abandoned all rational thought at this point.  A crack radiated out from the stone in a concentric ring, a cloud of dust erupting around the impact. 
 
    And strong, Jason thought to himself as he eyed the broken rock. 
 
    Even with his massive mana pool and his armor, he doubted he could take many direct blows from Frank, especially not while his friend was enraged like this. 
 
    Jason continued to skitter across the boulders, Frank hot on his heels.  His friend lunged and swiped, each blow parried or dodged with pinpoint precision – which only seemed to infuriate him further.  In one last-ditch effort, Frank crouched and then launched himself straight up into the air.  Jason’s eyes widened as he looked up, his friend’s dark form obscured by the shadow of the Ancestor Tree and the leaves raining down around him.  Jason strained his hearing, trying to pick out Frank’s location above him over the rustle of the leaves. 
 
    Then he heard it… just a faint whistle of his friend’s descent. 
 
    He didn’t have time to dodge, so instead, Jason shifted to the side, pulling at his Bone Armor – the material contorting and the ivory substance flowing to his right arm, forming dozens of layers within mere seconds.  Jason raised that shielded arm at the last moment, taking a direct blow from Frank as he slammed downward.  His friend’s combined weight and strength sent Jason to his knees.  The enhanced bone covering his arm cracked, and his muscles strained in protest.  Frank held him there, pinned. 
 
    Frank swiped with his free arm, but Jason was ready for that.  He suddenly let his right arm give way, Frank’s claws scraping across his now-unshielded shoulder.  A fiery pain bloomed there, blood bubbling from the wound.  Yet, Frank lost his balance and toppled forward.  Jason used that opportunity, rolling backward and bringing his staff up in an arc, a Soul Slash flashing into existence and cutting deeply into Frank’s leg, stopping just short of the bone. 
 
    He didn’t want to maim him – only slow him down. 
 
    His friend let out a pain-filled howl that echoed through the basin, shaking the Ancestor Tree’s branches, and a fresh shower of leaves rained down around them. 
 
    Jason retook his feet, his left arm hanging limp and his body riddled with scratches and bruises.  His Bone Armor was gradually piecing itself back together, slithering around his body to protect his torso and arms – drawing on the other materials stored inside of Jason.  Although, it would take a few moments for his mana regeneration to heal the underlying injuries. 
 
    Frank wasn’t much better off.  He was bleeding from more than a dozen gashes and grazes, one claw was broken, and he stumbled back to his feet, favoring his right leg.  That last Soul Slash had cut through the tendon and muscle in the back of his leg, and he couldn’t use it.  At least not yet.  His own health regeneration would likely take care of that injury soon. 
 
    Yet Frank wasn’t finished.  Those crimson eyes followed Jason, a low growl rumbling through his throat as he prepared to lunge again. 
 
      
 
    STOP! 
 
      
 
    Jason clamped his hands to his ears, the sudden sound so oppressive that it felt like it was vibrating inside his skull.  Frank didn’t fare much better, raising his clawed hands to his own head as he listed into a nearby boulder, squeezing his eyes shut in pain. 
 
    As Jason’s head began to stop ringing, he looked up, only to freeze in place. 
 
    The rocks around them had come to life.  A pair of enormous eyes had opened among the boulders, the irises a spinning kaleidoscope of color.  Although Jason hesitated at that thought.  It wasn’t the stone that had come alive – at least, not exactly. 
 
    Now that those eyes were open, Jason could finally see a pattern amid the seemingly chaotic placement of the boulders.  A shoulder there.  A clawed hand to his left.  If he pieced them together, he could begin to make out the outline of an enormous serpentine body coiled around the base of the Ancestor Tree – its head and limbs formed of solid stone. 
 
    What the hell is that thing? 
 
    Frank didn’t seem surprised by the creature, instead, turning those blood-red eyes back to Jason and preparing to attack once more. 
 
      
 
    I said, ENOUGH! 
 
      
 
    A pulse of energy rocketed away from the Ancestor Tree in a dizzying array of colors.  It swept down through the basin, racing past Jason and slamming into Frank.  Ropes of energy encircled his dark form, wrapping him in a prison of rainbow light.  And then that energy tightened.  Squeezing.  Compressing.  And as Frank struggled futilely against those bonds, his Were-Wolf form began to bleed away, dark fur turning back to normal peach-colored skin.  Within moments, the energy retracted, and Frank – the real Frank – slumped down onto the stone. 
 
    “Why did you intervene?” Frank spat at the creature that loomed beside them. 
 
    The voice spoke again, more muted this time.  “Because you had lost yourself, child of the pack.”  Jason still clutched at his head, but as the pain gradually receded, he realized that he wasn’t actually “hearing” the voice so much as experiencing it.  It was as though the thoughts had been inserted directly into his mind. 
 
    “He deserves it for what he said,” Frank retorted, although, without his feral form, his anger had diminished, and he was beginning to look confused. 
 
    “No, he doesn’t.  He was trying to make a point,” the creature answered. 
 
    Then those eyes drifted to Jason, and he swallowed hard.  This wasn’t an enemy he could face even with a small army – much less alone.  “Weren’t you, child of darkness?” 
 
    “Yes… yes,” Jason said, regaining his feet.  He looked back at Frank.  “I was.” 
 
    Frank just stared back in confusion, shaking his head.  “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “You never do,” Jason shot back, anger coloring his voice again and allowing him to momentarily forget the giant, rainbow-eyed creature that loomed beside them. 
 
    As much as he loved him, Frank could be a real fucking moron sometimes. 
 
    “You aren’t weak.  You aren’t a failure,” Jason snapped.  “Hell, you nearly killed me in that exchange.  Could you have done that before you left the Twilight Throne?  Before you struck off on your own?  Before you finally took your life into your own hands?” 
 
    Frank just stared back wide-eyed and speechless. 
 
    “The answer you’re looking for is no,” Jason continued.  “You’ve always had that strength – the ability to do whatever the hell you want.  Yet you always talk yourself out of it.  Even in our world, you were content to live in the shadows of your siblings and make excuses.  I’ve heard them all over the years – that you aren’t good enough, not smart enough, not strong enough, not good-looking enough.  And now you’re doing the exact same thing with Silver. 
 
    “And I’m fucking sick of it!” Jason shouted at his friend, finally venting his frustration. 
 
    “Look at you!  You can take out an entire group of players by yourself.  You found someone that actually cares about you – whether they’re real or not, it doesn’t matter.  She’s real to you.  She’s important to you.  And now you have a reason to keeping growing stronger – to keep pushing forward instead of dwelling on the past.  Yet you won’t because you’re afraid of losing what you have?  You’re afraid of fucking up? 
 
    “Well, welcome to the gods damned club,” Jason shouted, spreading his arms wide and gesturing at the game world around them.  “You don’t think I know how that feels?  The worry?  The doubt?  The feeling that the entire world is gunning for you?  Hell, I had my own parents testify against me!  I lost my home!  But has that stopped me?  Do you see me giving up?” 
 
    He paced forward, stabbing a finger at Frank.  “You told the druids to fight, to explore, to grab this world by the balls.  So why aren’t you taking your own advice?  Why the hell are you sitting here moping and not running after Silver?  Why aren’t you fighting for what you want?” 
 
    A sudden silence lingered across the clearing, Frank just staring back, his mouth opening and closing like a fish on land – his words failing him. 
 
    “Hmm, I think I like this one,” the creature said, its glowing eyes focused on Jason, appraising.  “He has the ferocity of a primal spirit – even if it has been corrupted by the darkness.” 
 
    The creature shifted its attention back to Frank.  “Perhaps you should take his words to heart, child of the pack.  There is some wisdom there – wisdom that you seem to have forgotten within just a few short weeks.” 
 
    Frank’s head sunk.  “But I… I could lose her,” he croaked out.  “What if I lose her?” 
 
    “I feel you, man,” Jason said, some of the anger leaving his voice.  “You don’t think there are stakes for me?  Everything is riding on this place – this world.  And I sure as hell don’t know what the future holds.  I know what it’s like to face insurmountable odds.  The weight of it.  The heaviness.  That nagging voice in the back of your mind, reminding you of all your failures. 
 
    “But one thing is certain.  If you do nothing – if you talk yourself out of trying – then you will always fail,” Jason said forcefully, speaking as much to himself as he was to Frank now. 
 
    His friend sat there, his eyes drifting back to the stone below him. 
 
    Then he let out a sigh, rising slowly back to his feet, his back straightening.  When he met Jason’s eyes again, the anger had vanished.  The fear was there, but it was more muted, just a trace of what it had been, replaced by a note of hope – of determination. 
 
    “Okay.  Fine.  Maybe there’s some truth to what you’re saying.” 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” was Jason’s only response. 
 
    Jason took a cautious step forward, offering a hand to Frank.  “I get that this is tough.  But you also aren’t alone.  You have help – friends.  We can encourage Silver to come with us.  Help protect her.  If you let us and you stop keeping all of this shit to yourself.” 
 
    Frank stared at that hand for a long moment, then reached forward, grabbing Jason’s arm roughly and pulling him into a hug.  “Thanks,” Frank muttered.  “Even if you are an asshole.” 
 
    “Says the guy that almost ripped my arm off,” Jason grunted back. 
 
    “Well, hasn’t this turned into a touching moment…” the creature observed. 
 
    The pair both turned to find those giant glowing eyes watching them closely. 
 
    “No one asked you,” Frank snapped.  “Why don’t you go back to napping for another few millennia.”  At this statement, the rocks around them rumbled, shaking and rocking erratically.  Jason gripped his staff, preparing to die here to a, uh… well, whatever this thing was.  However, as the seconds ticked past with no sign of attack, Jason gradually began to realize that the creature was actually laughing at Frank, earning a scowl from his friend. 
 
    Which led to one inevitable conclusion, Frank was familiar with this creature.  It seemed he still had another few secrets that he’d been keeping close to the chest. 
 
    “Uh, I hate to be that guy… but um, what the hell is this thing?” Jason asked in a quiet voice. 
 
    The creature flexed its rocky body, the entire Ancestor Tree mounted atop its back shifting and trembling in place, a shower of leaves raining down upon the lake as another wave of rainbow energy swept across them.  “I am the grass that spreads across the valley, the eagle that perches atop the mountains, and the beast that roams the plains—” 
 
    “He’s the Dragon of Life,” Frank interjected, cutting off the creature, a frown plastered across his face.  “Although, they probably should have named him the Dragon of Monologues!” he shouted for the dragon’s benefit. 
 
    Those glowing eyes were now glaring at Frank, who just glared right back.  “A certain amount of fanfare is necessary.  It helps to project strength—” the dragon replied, a note of frustration rippling through their minds. 
 
    “And maintain your brand, I’m sure,” Frank drawled sarcastically. 
 
    As the pair began to quarrel, Jason was left watching the exchange in shock, the scene almost comical.  Frank was shouting at a creature the size of a small mountain.  If Jason’s initial point hadn’t landed, then this scene sure as hell should have driven it home.  It wasn’t so long ago that Frank would have cowered before this creature – this dragon. 
 
    Hell, Jason still felt like cowering himself. 
 
    He shook his head.  They had barely embarked on their quest, and yet, it had already gotten off to a tumultuous start.  With Frank revealing that he’d fallen for a shapeshifting demon that had been exiled by her people, Jason being forced to help piece together his friend’s still-fragile psyche, and nearly getting ripped apart while trying to prove a point, only to have their fight interrupted by a dragon.  A real dragon. 
 
    Jason wasn’t certain what this meant for their larger mission, but it didn’t bode well – especially not with the prospect of laying siege to an enemy city still looming on the horizon or the very real stakes for himself and his friends.  But as he watched Frank, he could take some small comfort in his own advice.  The truth was that he wasn’t alone.  He had Frank and Riley and the Shadow Council, and possibly new allies in the druids, assuming Silver accepted his offer. 
 
    Together, perhaps they could survive the storm that was coming. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 - Resolved 
 
      
 
    “Alright,” Jason finally interrupted in exasperation, “I can tell you two have spent too much time cooped up in this valley.”  Some of the awe at the dragon’s appearance had begun to fade as he listened to Frank and the creature bicker, and he’d managed to pick up bits and pieces explaining the unusual relationship between the pair. 
 
    Two sets of eyes – one glowing with multi-colored energy and the other tinged with a reddish hue – turned to stare at him. 
 
    Jason crossed his arms.  “So, if I’m following this… Frank here has part of a ‘primal spirit’ inside him, which was released by that tome we found in the dungeon north of Peccavi.  And it sounds like that spirit is semi-sentient—” 
 
    “It never shuts up,” Frank growled.  Even as he said those words, he cocked his head, a look of anger flashing across his face.  Jason was going to guess the spirit hadn’t been too happy with Frank’s response.  That would also explain why he’d overheard Frank arguing with someone – or something – when he’d arrived at the base of the Ancestor Tree. 
 
    “Sure,” Jason replied before shifting his gaze to the dragon.  “And that spirit is actually a fragment of you – the Dragon of Life.  And you are essentially responsible for creating this world?” 
 
    “Not quite.  I am responsible for creating life – the plants and animals that inhabit this world.  The elementals were responsible for forming the mountains, clouds, oceans, and the fires that burn within the heart of our world,” the dragon replied, his voice echoing through Jason’s mind. 
 
    A nod as Jason processed that.  “Okay.  So, you created life.  Elementals created… well, stuff, I guess.  But how do the gods fit into this?”  Jason asked, shaking his head. 
 
    He might have been a bit startled by the dragon at first, but now he saw this encounter as an opportunity.  If this creature could answer some of the questions he’d been tackling for weeks and months now, then he wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth – or a giant dragon the size of a small mountain. 
 
    “They are parasites,” the dragon hissed, a sharp edge to his mental voice.  “Those so-called gods feed upon the magic of this world.” 
 
    “Except couldn’t the same be said of you and these elementals?” Jason argued.  “It sounds like it would take significant energy to create and maintain life or form mountains.” 
 
    Multi-colored energy pulsed along the dragon’s body, expanding up into the sky even as those enormous eyes flared with power.  Frank and Jason immediately took a step back, their eyes going wide and Jason’s hand gripping his staff more firmly. 
 
    “It uh… it really doesn’t like the gods – much less being compared to them,” Frank whispered to Jason. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m getting that.” 
 
    “How dare you—” the dragon began. 
 
    “Don’t blame him for asking reasonable questions,” Frank barked, interrupting the creature and his eyes flaring red as the primal spirit inside him rose to the challenge. 
 
    The dragon’s gaze shifted to Frank.  “While he may have helped you find your way back onto the path, his questions are a reminder that this one is still corrupted.  I should just end him now and bury him beneath the roots of the Ancestor Tree so that he cannot fulfill the Dark One’s purpose.” 
 
    Jason took another step back, eyeing the ridge beyond the lake and wondering how quickly he could make it to the top of that hill.  He doubted the dragon would be able to follow.  It seemed to be quite literally rooted in place by the giant tree growing out of his back.  While he wasn’t quite sure what the dragon’s threat would entail, he also wasn’t looking forward to getting buried alive.  And he suspected that this creature was capable of causing more damage than just a one-way trip back to the Twilight Throne.  Yet, he also needed more information.  So, Jason ground his teeth and forced himself to push back at the energy radiating from the dragon, his dark mana pulsing through his veins. 
 
    “I am not the Dark One,” Jason grunted.  “I am my own person.  You at least owe me an opportunity to understand your anger.  That is all I ask.” 
 
    The dragon stared at him for a long, painful moment before the energy abated, and the beast heaved a sigh that sent a fresh storm of leaves gusting through the glade.  “Fine.  As I said, the gods are parasites.  They feed on mana, stealing it from other living creatures and from the land itself.  Yet they refuse to surrender that energy back into the cycle.  They are not born, and they do not die.  They do not create.  They only care about themselves and act solely upon their lust for power.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  The gods were “stealing” energy from living creatures?  Which implied they were also draining it from the players?  He’d certainly seen them “collect” energy, much as the Old Man did with the dark mana well, but he’d assumed that was mostly voluntary.  A product of adhering to the personality traits of a particular affinity.  The dragon seemed to be suggesting the gods had gone much further than that. 
 
    “You are close, but you don’t yet see the full picture,” the dragon said, peering at Jason – picking up on his surface thoughts.  “They task their avatars with helping to gather and collect the energy of their dominant affinity – creating a wellspring of power that they can drink from freely.  You are simply the bait, the catalyst, for their efforts.” 
 
    Well, shit, Jason thought to himself.  He’d never fully trusted the Old Man’s motives, but this was pretty damning – assuming the dragon was speaking the truth. 
 
    “I am.” The words echoed through Jason’s mind with a heavy certainty. 
 
    Jason rubbed at his face, his thoughts racing.  “Okay… so the gods are stealing energy from people, and apparently, I’ve been helping them.  Let’s say for the sake of argument that you’re right.  What’s the gods’ goal, then?  I mean, collecting more power is one thing.  But that can’t be their only objective.  I’ve always gotten the sense that they’re after something more and are involved in some sort of competition.  What are they hoping to accomplish?” 
 
    “Ahh, finally you arrive at the crux of the issue—” the dragon began, yet he stopped short as a small black form padded into view, winding through Jason’s legs and coming to sit upon the stone beside him.  Jason followed the dragon’s gaze to Alfred’s demure form, his brow furrowing. 
 
    Now that’s odd.  Very few creatures within the game world seemed to notice Alfred, and most players seemed oblivious to his presence. 
 
    “As I was saying,” the dragon continued, his mental voice feeling more hesitant now, “that is a good question.  Their corruption, greed, and general disregard for this world and its inhabitants are what caused the gods to be exiled from this plane – each locked in their own purgatory of sorts.  They now seek to worm their way back.  Although how they plan to do so is unclear.” 
 
    That only raised more questions.  What was this purgatory that the dragon had alluded to?  The image of a dark, moonlit cavern flitted through his mind.  Could that be what the dragon was referring to?  Was that environment different for each god?  And if so, then how did the gods leave?  Jason had spoken to the Old Man many times out in the game world. 
 
    And putting all of that aside, what role did the gate pieces play in all of this?  How exactly were the gods using the energy they collected?  And who – or what – had been powerful enough to exile them in the first place?  Jason had always thought that the inhabitants of this world had driven the gods out, but was that right? 
 
    As these questions spun through his mind, Jason’s gaze drifted to Alfred, where the AI sat beside him.  He couldn’t help but recall a conversation they’d had – ages ago now.  Alfred was everything within AO.  And yet, he also delegated tasks to autonomous subroutines, almost like instanced versions of himself.  Did the dragon’s sudden caution imply that those independent subroutines could act against his will?  That the dragon had just been caught with his hand in the digital cookie jar?  Had the creature been about to explain something that he shouldn’t? 
 
    That would at least offer a potential path to obtaining some answers. 
 
    Although, it was clear he’d have to table his questions for now. 
 
    “You should not trust the gods,” the dragon finished weakly. 
 
    “And I don’t,” Jason answered, his attention snapping back to the creature before him.  “As I said, I am my own person.  I choose my own path.  The Old Man has helped me up until now, but if that were to change, then so would my allegiance.” 
 
    The dragon eyed him closely, his gaze appraising.  “Hmm, and I can tell you speak the truth.  In that case, perhaps…” The dragon trailed off, his gaze shifting ever so slightly toward Alfred again, and Jason could have sworn he saw the AI give a small, curt nod.  “Yes. Yes, I can offer you a parting word of advice.” 
 
    Those glowing rainbow-colored eyes were back on Jason now, staring him down.  “The foe you face in the desert – this Finn – he should not be handled lightly or underestimated.  It will take everything you have and more if you wish to have any hope of defeating him.” 
 
    The boulders that comprised the dragon’s body rumbled and shifted, cracks forming in the rock as the dragon’s head ground closer to Jason.  “You will need the help of my kind.  Of the land itself.  Of the creatures that crawl across the desert, burrow into its sands, and slither within its depths.  That is the only way.” 
 
    Frank and Jason shared a look.  As hints went, that was pretty vague. 
 
    “Could you maybe—” Frank began. 
 
    “That is all I can tell you for now,” the dragon cut him off, his eyes going distant.  “My time draws short.  The world calls to me – the breath and heartbeat of millions.  I must return to my slumber.” 
 
    With that equally cryptic statement, the dragon’s eyes drifted closed, and the energy around them fully subsided, leaving only cold, still rock.  Leaves twirled and spun down around Frank and Jason, dancing in the sudden quiet that had descended upon the basin as the pair tried to process what they’d just been told. 
 
    “Well, that was… interesting,” Jason offered, breaking that silence and thumping the boulder beneath him with his staff.  He glanced at his friend.  “Any more secrets you want to get off your chest?  Now’s the time,” he said with a soft chuckle. 
 
    “Actually, I’ve been meaning to tell you…” Frank began hesitantly, laughing at the exasperated sigh that escaped Jason’s lips.  He raised his hands.  “Kidding.  Kidding.  I think that pretty much covers it.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  Good.  They sure as hell had plenty to process already. 
 
    And a war to wage. 
 
    The sun had begun to crest the peaks to the west, the last stray bands of light drifting through the branches of the Ancestor Tree.  They needed to return to the rest of the group and figure out how to convince Silver to join them on their half-mad suicide mission.  Hopefully, she’d found her break as cathartic as Frank had. 
 
    “Well, you want to make the hike back?” Jason asked. 
 
    Frank grimaced, clearly thinking of Silver.  Jason slapped him on the back.  “Hey, snap out of it.  I don’t think it will be so bad.  I suspect Silver just needed time to process our offer – but ultimately, it’s the best option she has right now.  Trust me.  She’ll come around.  In the meantime, you need to stay strong.  She’s going to pick up on your hesitation and your doubt if you don’t.” 
 
    Frank held his gaze for a moment, then nodded.  “Fine.  Then let’s get back.” 
 
    He started toward the other end of the lake but hesitated, glancing back over his shoulder at Jason and a grin creeping across Frank’s face.  “Although, I think I still owe you for being an asshole…” 
 
    Frank trailed off, his body contorting once more and dark patches of fur springing up along his limbs.  Jason tensed, gripping his staff in preparation for another skirmish among the rocks. 
 
    However, Frank just winked one blood-red eye at him and then took off toward the tree line to the east, his dark form rapidly disappearing and leaving Jason staring after him in surprise.  It took him a few long, awkward seconds to realize he was going to have to make the entire hike back on foot… alone. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jason muttered. 
 
    He supposed this is what he got for trying to help a friend. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When Jason finally arrived back in Haven, the sun had fully set, plunging the valley into darkness.  The husks of the druids’ former homes and shops loomed around him, a shadowy mass of tangled branches and leaves.  The buildings seemed even more dead and vacant at night, not a single whisper drifting from the structures. 
 
    The only sign of life came from the center of town, light trickling faintly through the barren structures and a thin coil of smoke drifting up into the night sky.  Jason soon emerged from between two buildings, stepping out into an open courtyard.  He discovered the source of the light was a small campfire ringed with heavy stones and familiar faces. 
 
    “Finally!” Frank said.  “Did you stop for a break halfway?” 
 
    Jason just arched an eyebrow at his so-called “friend,” plucking a few stray leaves and stickers from his cloak before slumping down upon one of the rocks ringing the fire.  “Yeah, well, some of us don’t have the ability to shift our bodies at will.” 
 
    “Then you need to get working on that,” Frank shot back, earning him an irritable huff.  This only caused Frank’s taunting smile to widen. 
 
    Riley let out a soft chuckle.  “You should be careful suggesting something like that,” she offered.  “Jason would probably find some way to travel faster – but not in a good way.  Do we really need some sort of flying death sleigh pulled by skeletal reindeer?” 
 
    Frank’s eyes widened.  “But then he could start calling himself Undead Santa!  He would ‘sleigh’ both the naughty and the nice!”  This earned him pained groans from Riley and Eliza. 
 
    The water mage had returned from her outing with Spider, and Jason noticed a collection of herbs and vials laid out in meticulous rows upon a piece of cloth.  She was carefully grinding down the plant material and filling the jars one by one. 
 
    “I don’t get it,” Howl offered. 
 
    “Neither do I.  Must be traveler humor,” Runner grunted back. 
 
    “Who is this Santa? It sounds like he might be a tamer?” Hoot offered with a curious gleam in his eyes.  “And do they have flying reindeer in your world?  How does that work?  Do they have wings?  Air magic, maybe?” 
 
    Riley cocked her head at that.  “Hmm, well, I guess Santa is sort of similar to a tamer when you think about it, but I’m not sure how to answer your other questions.  He’s more a myth than a real person in our world,” she explained. 
 
    “See?” Frank gestured at Jason.  “You’d have no competition here.  You could co-opt that whole myth and throw in an evil twist.  You’d basically be the Grinch, but if he didn’t stop at stealing presents and went a step further – maybe murdering all of the children and raising an undead army as his minions?” 
 
    Jason just huffed in irritation, Frank’s smile widening as he noted his reaction.  Although, that was partly an act for Frank’s benefit.  Jason was happy that his friend had regained some of his former good humor – he’d likely need it since there was still one face missing. 
 
    “Silver hasn’t come back yet?” Jason asked Runner and Howl.  The men just shook their heads, their expressions suddenly sobering. 
 
    “She just needs time,” Runner offered. 
 
    “You’ve been saying that for weeks now,” Hoot interjected, a note of frustration entering his voice.  “And I’m tired of ignoring the obvious.  You think she’s just going to get over the rest of the pack’s reaction?  Or that Alderas and the council are suddenly going to change their minds about her?”  Frank winced at the young man’s words, some of his humor vanishing. 
 
    Runner just tilted his head, although his dark expression spoke volumes. 
 
    “Exactly,” Hoot continued, taking their silence as an admission.  “Time isn’t going to heal this wound.  She’s not an injured foal or a sick plant.  There are some problems that can’t be solved…” Hoot said, trailing off.  His gaze drifted to the tree line where a lone owl perched atop a nearby branch, its eyes watching the tamer. 
 
    “I should know,” he continued in a more subdued tone. 
 
    Then the young man’s eerily large eyes shifted back to his packmates. “It’s time we come to terms with what’s happened.  There’s no moving backward, only forward.” 
 
    “I’m not ignoring your own loss,” Howl grunted in response, both he and Runner looking equally skeptical.  “But I’m not sure—” 
 
    “No, he’s right,” a voice spoke up from the shadow of a nearby building.  Silver soon stalked into the clearing, her tail swishing behind her gently and her furry ears twitching as she picked up on their conversation.  The group all quieted, the tension thick enough to cut with a knife.  Jason noticed Frank’s fingers ball into fists as he stared at Silver, his back straightening and his eyes searching her face. 
 
    “He’s right,” Silver repeated more forcefully, eyeing the group.  “The pack isn’t going to change their minds.  And I’m not suddenly going to find a ‘cure’ for my condition.  This is my life now,” she explained.  Silver’s gaze shifted to Frank.  “And I don’t blame anyone for that.” 
 
    She turned to her packmates then.  “We are children of the pack.  We honor life itself, and we understand just how chaotic that life can be.  A young wolf stomped to death in a stampede.  A calf frozen in the mountains – stranded.” She looked to Spider.  “Or a sapling growing from ruined and ravaged earth.  It’s chaos and death all leading back to new life.  An endless cycle.” 
 
    Silver let out a heavy sigh.  “And we should follow that example – I should follow that example,” she amended.  “I need to start over.  To spring back from the ashes of my former life.”  She looked at Jason and Riley.  “And that starts by accepting a gracious offer. 
 
    “I will help you in your war,” she declared finally. 
 
    Silver raised a hand before they could say anything.  “But I am not pledging loyalty to the Twilight Throne or to some regent.  Respect is earned.  Trust is earned,” she said forcefully, holding Jason’s eyes.  “Consider this a trial period.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect anything else,” Jason answered, his gaze even and unwavering. 
 
    Silver nodded curtly.  Then her attention shifted back to the rest of her packmates.  “As for you all, this isn’t your fight.  Or your problem.  You should go back—” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Spider interrupted, speaking in a perfectly neutral tone that was at odds with his choice of words.  The other members of the hunting pack just stared at the nearly mute man in surprise. 
 
    Then Howl barked out a harsh laugh, slapping Runner on the back.  “The man might be sparing with his words, but when he does speak, he cuts straight to the point.”  He looked to Silver.  “I agree wholeheartedly.  Fuck that.  We’re all coming with you.  As far as I’m concerned, you are our pack leader – council be damned.”  The others all nodded, even Runner, although he was a bit more hesitant, frowning at Howl for volunteering him. 
 
    “You… you can’t give up your place among the pack for me,” Silver replied, taken aback.  She seemed to be wavering.  “Frank and his friends march to war.  And from Frank’s tales, it’s clear that Jason makes far more enemies than friends.  This will put you all at risk—” 
 
    “Maybe there’s a compromise,” Frank interjected, quickly heading off that line of reasoning.  All eyes turned to him.  “What if the hunting pack stays with you until you make a decision on whether to stay with the Twilight Throne – until you have another pack to take you under its wing?”  The other druids seemed to weigh that option for a moment, but they all nodded slowly. 
 
    “Acceptable,” was Spider’s only answer. 
 
    Although, Silver was still wavering.  “Again, Jason and his friends are going to war.  You may be hurt.  You may die.  I can’t ask that of you,” she said. 
 
    “You’re not,” Hoot replied.  “We’re offering.  We’ve all experienced loss in one way or another, but we’ve grown stronger for it.  As Frank told the elders, we cannot wallow in the safety of our homes if we wish to grow.  We have to journey out into the world – see its sights and wonders.  What is the point of our lives if we do not live them?” 
 
    “Huh, when did the kid get so wise?” Howl asked Runner. 
 
    “I think he might have just hit his head a few too many times,” was the other shifter’s answer, earning him a bark of laughter from Howl. 
 
    Hoot glared at them both.  “I’ll have you know that wisdom comes from learning, which comes from speaking to people.  If you two would bother to manage more than a few grunts and growls each day, you’d become wiser for it as well.” 
 
    Runner looked to Howl with wide eyes.  “You know what?  Maybe the kid is right.  Maybe we should ask inane and endless questions about nothing.  How are you feeling today, Howl?  What soap do you use in your hair?  Wait, do you remember that time we were working the herd, and Grayfin almost got trampled?” he continued, emulating Hoot’s rapid-fire and enthusiastic questioning.  Meanwhile, the rest of the group was chuckling under their breath, Hoot’s face taking on a rosy hue – a mixture of embarrassment and anger. 
 
    As Silver’s packmates swiftly devolved into friendly banter, her eyes darted between each of them.  Then her gaze lingered on Spider – the stoic grower ignoring the conversation and eyeing her critically.  He patted a stone between him and Frank, his meaning plain.  She had clearly lost the argument.  Her packmates had made up their minds.  She might as well accept it and join them. 
 
    With a reluctant sigh, Silver took a seat, discreetly slipping her fingers into Frank’s, although she gave no outward sign of the gesture – nor did Frank make any move to acknowledge what she’d done. 
 
    It was only because of his Listening skill that Jason overheard their exchange. 
 
    “I’m glad you decided to stay,” Frank whispered.  “I… I don’t know what I’d do without you at this point.” 
 
    Silver squeezed his fingers ever-so-slightly.  “Nor I, you,” she said in a clipped, quiet voice, meeting his eyes for only a fraction of a second.  In that small window, her gaze softened, and for a brief instant, Jason saw the woman beneath the mask that Silver wore.  The depth of her feeling through a raw and unfiltered lens. 
 
    “This is such a strange place.  This world, I mean,” Riley whispered, leaning against Jason and speaking directly into his ear – Silver too distracted to pick up on her words.  Her gaze lingered on Frank and Silver.  “I have to admit I was a little skeptical at first, but how can you say that’s not real?” 
 
    He nodded at her words, his gaze flitting back to Alfred, where the cat sat calmly at his feet, his feline eyes staring at the flames of the campfire with rapt focus.  The unusual exchange with the dragon and how the creature had looked to Alfred still echoed in Jason’s mind – accompanied by the same unanswered questions.  Perhaps Riley was right.  Perhaps the residents of this world were more autonomous than he’d initially given them credit for. 
 
    Although, that didn’t make him feel any better about the conflict that was coming. 
 
    When they eventually answered Finn’s challenge, Jason knew many would die – travelers and residents alike.  It was inevitable. 
 
    But for now, he chose not to think about that.  He just wrapped his arm around Riley, feeling the warmth of the fire seep into his bones, warding off the chill night air.  He listened as their newfound allies joked with one another, as Frank and Silver spoke in hushed voices.  He watched the smiles that lit their faces, new friends and old. 
 
    Hoot was right.  What Jason had told Frank was right. 
 
    The world – real or digital – was filled with chaos, unfairness, and hardship.  But life was a choice between letting the ensuing fear and anxiety bury you, always waiting for the next axe to drop.  Or pushing back.  Raging against the chains of fate.  Fighting for what you wanted.  And then defending it until your last breath. 
 
    No, for now, he’d enjoy this. 
 
    Because he’d come to learn that these brief moments of happiness were fleeting. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 - Digital 
 
      
 
    As evening fell in-game, the druids eventually bedded down for the night, and Jason’s friends disappeared in glowing multi-colored rifts.  He decided to log out and take a break as well, at least for a few hours.  He’d be back as soon as the sun rose, the group planning to head north at first light. 
 
    As he tugged the heavy headset off, Jason surveyed the pristine white walls of his apartment at Cerillion Entertainment headquarters, letting out a soft sigh.  Returning to the “real” world had started to feel more jarring than usual.  Lately, he’d found his limbs were just a bit too heavy, his sense of smell just a bit too keen, and even as he wandered to the bathroom, he instinctively swiped at the air to bring up his in-game console. 
 
    Except he wasn’t inside the game anymore. 
 
    That sense of strangeness did begin to fade as he went about showering, shaving, and grabbing a sandwich from the kitchen.  By the time Jason was heading for the door, he almost felt normal – or at least he’d stopped attempting to command his zombies to tackle his chores for him, which meant making his own food and cleaning his own dishes. 
 
    Just one more reason AO trumped the real world. 
 
    Who would say no to a few (dozen) undead slaves? 
 
    As he exited the apartment, Jason spared a glance at the Core strapped to his wrist.  It was already late in the real world – well past regular business hours.  The majority of the company’s employees had likely turned in for the night, and most of the buildings’ amenities were shut down around this point.  The hallway lights dimmed.  The noise faded.  And even the screens lining the halls had shifted from bright landscapes to an artificial twilight – stars sparkling along the walls as Jason stepped toward the elevator. 
 
    That was fine.  Jason wasn’t much interested in going to the gym or cafeteria. 
 
    He had something else in mind. 
 
    The elevator doors soon slid shut with a soft thump, and he traveled a few floors downward before gliding to a stop.  The faint whisper of hydraulics filled the air as the doors slid open on another similar-looking hallway.  Although, the screens lining the walls were no longer showing a scenic landscape.  Instead, a game of old-school Mario was playing out along each wall, the tiny plumber following Jason as he stepped down the hallway. 
 
    Jason smiled in amusement as he slowed in front of a familiar door, and his tiny little avatar chose that moment to stop mid-jump, plunging to his death.  “Game Over” flashed along the wall before the display went dark… only for the lights to flash back on a few seconds later as the little plumber attempted another run. 
 
    Jason took a deep breath as he eyed the door that loomed before him, then reached forward and knocked sharply. 
 
    Seconds ticked past.  A minute.  No response. 
 
    So, he knocked louder. 
 
    “What is it?” someone barked as the door swung wide.  “I was just in the middle of—” 
 
    Robert cut himself short as he saw Jason standing there.  “Oh, it’s you,” he continued.  He stepped out of the apartment, wearing only a ratty t-shirt and some pajama pants, glancing each way down the hall before his eyes returned to Jason.  “To what do I owe this visit?” 
 
    “I need to talk to you,” Jason answered, trying to keep his tone light.  Robert’s paranoia had just reinforced the notion that there were likely cameras lining the hallway, and they were almost certainly being watched right now by the company’s security staff. 
 
    “Hmm,” Robert grunted noncommittally, eyeing him.  Then he seemed to come to a decision, whirling and trudging back into the depths of his apartment.  “Come on in then,” he called out over his shoulder. 
 
    Jason frowned but followed the older engineer, closing the door carefully behind himself.  As usual, Robert’s apartment was a disaster.  Only a few spartan lights lit the gloomy interior.  Books of various shapes and sizes lined every horizontal surface.  Empty containers were strewn about the floor – filled with all manner of half-eaten and forgotten foods, the thin coating of mold covering a nearby sandwich indicating that some of the containers were ancient. 
 
    “Man, this place is always a wreck,” Jason muttered.  “Doesn’t George provide maid services or something?  The people next door should be worried about bugs.” 
 
    “You’re starting to sound like Claire,” Robert called back, taking a seat at the terminal set up in his living room.  The traditional furniture had all been displaced to make room for the forest of wires and cables strewn across the floor, terminating in a rather plain-looking desk.  More than a dozen displays hung above its surface, glowing with a soft blue light. 
 
    “Besides, no time to deal with that boring stuff…  I’ve gotta finish this,” Robert murmured, his hands darting across his keyboard and his eyes fixed on the displays. 
 
    “What are you working on in here exactly?” Jason asked, choosing his words carefully even as he eyed the desk. 
 
    “You mean why am I not inside the VR space?” Robert retorted with a chuckle.  “Well, this particular project requires me to access some of our more sensitive administrative tools.  There can be some funky interplay and latency with the in-game time compression.” 
 
    “Huh,” Jason grunted, weaving around a stack of empty pizza boxes.  “You’re also working late.  Is there a rush on this project for some reason?” 
 
    Robert spared him a glance.  “I’m not supposed to tell you… but fuck it.  Francis thinks that the CPSC is going to ask to interview the players.  He’s going to try to limit who they can talk to, but—” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “It’s probably going to be me.” 
 
    Robert just pointed at him and nodded – his hand soon returning to the translucent keyboard that flickered across his desk.  “Right on the money there.  Which means…” Robert lapsed into a distracted silence.  “Which means that I need to figure out what sort of administrator privileges your interviewer should have.” 
 
    That earned him a raised eyebrow.  “You think the interview will happen in-game?” 
 
    “Why not?” Robert shot back without looking up at Jason.  “You don’t have to go anywhere that way, and it will take less time since you’ll get the benefits of the time compression.  That’s just efficient.  Besides, I figured it might give you a home turf advantage,” he offered with a grin.  “My guess is that you’ll be speaking with someone unfamiliar with the game world.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  That certainly made sense. 
 
    A brief pause, and then the engineer continued, “But I learned my lesson with the game masters.  You can’t give a player too much power since they’ll be inclined to abuse it.  On the flip side, I also don’t want to make our interviewer so weak that a stray gust of wind knocks him over.  Unfortunately, I also can’t just make a player invincible either…” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed.  He’d always found it a little strange that Florius had been mortal.  It seemed like the game masters should simply be immune to damage – just like any other game out on the market. 
 
    Robert shrugged, continuing to work.  “Inconsistent with the rules of the game world.  No one is truly immortal within AO.  Alfred makes sure of that.” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed at the mention of the AI.  That brought him back to his reason for being here – namely, Alfred had told him to ask Robert about Finn.  And despite everything that had happened in-game since then, Jason hadn’t forgotten that suggestion.  The AI rarely offered hints or advice.  But, when he did, Jason had learned he usually had a good reason – and that Jason shouldn’t ignore it. 
 
    “So, why are you here?” Robert asked.  A tense silence hung across his apartment, broken only by the sound of his hands dancing across the keyboard and the soft thrum of the black obelisks that lined the back of his desk. 
 
    “It’s actually about a mutual friend of ours,” Jason replied tentatively, placing some emphasis on the word friend.  This would be the first time he’d spoken to Robert about Alfred directly.  Although, it was clear at this point that the engineer was fully complicit in the company’s cover-up of the AI. 
 
    Robert’s fingers froze, and he turned to look at Jason, inspecting him more closely now.  “Oh.  It’s that sort of conversation, huh?” he asked as he observed Jason’s serious expression.  “Okay then.  Give me a moment…” He trailed off, swiping at a nearby screen and tapping out a short command.  A blue pulse of energy rippled away from the console, flashing through the floor and walls of the apartment before fading to a dull glow. 
 
    “Alright, it should be safe to talk,” Robert said, turning back to his work and his fingers moving once more.  “What about our friend?” 
 
    Jason let out another sigh.  He might as well put all his cards on the table.  “Alfred has been speaking with me for some time.” 
 
    With Claire, revealing Alfred’s presence and his influence had been a major revelation – a turning point in their relationship.  From Robert, all he got was, “Yeah, no shit.” 
 
    The engineer glanced up then, noting Jason’s frown.  “What?  Were you expecting me to act surprised?  I built him, and I’ve been watching you two for ages now.  Surely Claire revealed that little tidbit of information.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened further. 
 
    “And yes, I know about your conversations with Claire,” Robert grunted. 
 
    “Okay…” Jason began, Robert’s nonchalant reaction throwing him off guard.  “Well, Alfred told me to speak with you.” 
 
    The engineer cocked his head but didn’t stop working.  “Really?  About what exactly?” he asked in a carefree tone. 
 
    Jason ground his teeth.  This wasn’t exactly going the way he’d expected – or worried about.  But maybe he should have known better, especially with Robert involved.  “He actually told me to ask you about a man named Finn.” 
 
    If Jason hadn’t been watching Robert, he might have missed it.  His expression remained perfectly neutral, his eyes fixed on the screen, his fingers still moving rapidly.  But Jason noticed the faintest hesitation in Robert’s hands and the way his eyes twitched to the side as though he were resisting the urge to look at Jason. 
 
    “Surely, you’ve seen the video he posted online…” Jason offered, trailing off. 
 
    Robert coughed to clear his throat.  “Yeah.  Yeah, of course,” he answered casually. 
 
    Although, something about his tone made Jason question whether he actually had.  To be fair, the video hadn’t been up for long, and Robert looked like he’d been buried in this particular project for a while now, so it followed that he might not have seen Finn’s challenge.  But if he hadn’t, why play it off?  Did he actually know Finn? 
 
    The engineer’s fingers finally slowed and then stopped.  He swiped away his screen and turned, focusing his full attention on Jason.  “So, what exactly are you asking?” 
 
    “I’m not even sure,” Jason answered.  “Alfred just said to ask you about Finn.  He didn’t give me much explanation.  He can be a little cryptic.” 
 
    Robert was listening closely to that, curiosity shining in his eyes.  And for a split second, Jason wondered just how much Alfred had spoken to him.  The AI had indicated that he’d gone out of his way to avoid Claire and Robert for years now – presumably to help protect them and avoid confirming Claire’s fears.  But Jason couldn’t help but wonder how a person like Robert would handle that sort of silent treatment, especially from the thing he’d helped create. 
 
    “So, do you know him?” Jason asked.  “Because this guy is a damn mystery to us.  Other than his video, we can’t find anything about him online.  There isn’t much in the way of footage or pictures of his kingdom, even though players have been able to start in Sandscrit as an efreet for a while now.” 
 
    Robert grimaced, rubbing at his eyes and the dark circles that lingered there.  Then he let out a weary sigh.  “Well, I recognize the name.  And if it’s the same person, then yes, I suppose I do know him,” he answered. 
 
    “I don’t love that tone,” Jason replied slowly, taking a seat atop one arm of Robert’s couch, one of the few spots that was free of trash and debris. 
 
    “We… go a long way back,” Robert answered. 
 
    “What does that mean?” 
 
    Robert let out another sigh, his eyes going distant.  “Well, you could say that Finn used to be one of my teachers – a mentor, really.  I met him in college.  He came to give a guest lecture on artificial intelligence.  Even then, he was brilliant.  We spoke after that lecture and hit it off immediately.  When he offered me a job, I jumped at the chance to work with him,” Robert explained, an unusual note of respect in his voice – one that did little to quiet the uneasy feeling in Jason’s stomach. 
 
    “Finn actually developed the first true AI for a sister company of Cerillion Entertainment.  This was back when people still thought this technology was just a pipe dream,” Robert continued with a rueful grin and a wave at his terminal.  “The end product was a little less glamourous than AO.  We were designing an autonomous driving program — specifically, the AI controller that eventually became commonplace in every city in the world.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  So, this Finn was a programmer.  And, by the sound of it, a damn good one.  Perfect.  Although, that might explain why there was so little information on his kingdom.  He could be hacking into third-party streaming sites. 
 
    “That was a great time,” Robert interrupted Jason’s thoughts, still staring off into space.  “We were on the cutting edge.  We were doing something that had never been done before!  We started by modeling our software after a living mind.  And to do that, we needed data – lots and lots of data.  Luckily, Finn’s wife, Rachael, was a practicing doctor and volunteered herself as our test subject.  We ended up partnering with her hospital, which was more than happy to help with our research.  Money opens a lot of doors, and George has always had plenty of it.” 
 
    Robert shook his head.  “I spent months working alongside them both, Finn and Rachael.  I had dinner with them and their kids.  I spent many evenings at their house.  We were almost like a family.”  At that comment, Robert looked up at Jason sharply.  “I mean, it’s hard not to get close to people when you work together all the time.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, Robert’s gaze drifted down to the floor, his expression darkening. 
 
    “I… I take it something happened?” Jason asked tentatively. 
 
    Robert snorted, pinching the bridge of his nose.  “You could say that. 
 
    “Rachael died,” Robert explained bluntly, rubbing at his eyes now. 
 
    “We were testing the system, and Finn and Rachael were coming back from an event, and… well, something went wrong.  Just a small glitch with the steering alignment.  But it cascaded out of control, and their car ended up rolling 100 yards.” 
 
    Robert swallowed hard.  “The force sheared off one side of the compartment.  Emergency foam managed to seal the hole, but not before Rachael was sucked out.” 
 
    “Geez,” Jason replied, shaking his head. 
 
    Robert just nodded.  “Finn didn’t take it well.”  He barked out a harsh chuckle.  “Actually, that’s a massive understatement.  The guy was a wreck.  It upended his entire world.  He blamed himself – he blamed the company.  Our ambition.  But the project was already too far along to halt.  You know how it is.  The event was tragic, but George wasn’t about to stop, not with billions of dollars of potential government contracts on the line. 
 
    “So, Finn just sort of gave up.  He retreated from the world.  Built himself some sort of damn compound.  Then I guess he focused on raising his kids.” 
 
    Robert finally raised his eyes, meeting Jason’s.  “So, yes.  I know Finn.  Or at least I knew him.  That was more than ten years ago.  And if he even vaguely resembles the man I remember, then you should be worried.  Very worried.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  “In what way?” 
 
    Robert snorted.  “The guy is plain brilliant, and that’s coming from yours truly.  He’s methodical, measured, and precise.  And he has decades of real-world experience on you.” 
 
    “You make it sound like I have no chance.” 
 
    “Maybe not.”  The engineer was eyeing Jason, skimming him from head to foot as though measuring him against the memory of his opponent.  “The one advantage you might have – that you’ve always had – is that you’re unpredictable.  Finn was always a direct and methodical sort of person.  And while he was willing to lean into a problem, he never cut corners.  He had a moral streak a mile wide.  I mean, he walked away from everything over that accident.  He has limits.” 
 
    Robert leaned forward, maintaining eye contact with Jason, his gaze making him feel slightly uncomfortable.  “You, though?  I’m not sure we’ve found your limit yet.  Frankly, I think that’s your best shot.  Go so hard at Finn that he doesn’t know how to react – that he can’t anticipate your next move.” 
 
    A sudden grin split the engineer’s face, and he leaned back, waving a hand.  “But realistically, you’re probably going to get your ass handed to you.  Either way, it’ll be fun to watch!” 
 
    Jason just let out an exasperated huff at Robert’s sudden mood change. 
 
    Although, the conversation had given him much to think about.  Between his discussion with the dragon and now Robert, it was clear that this was going to be anything but a regular siege.  And he could already feel a knot of worry twisting in his stomach.  Putting aside his own stakes in this, he’d promised Frank that he would keep Silver and the other druids safe.  Nothing about these recent conversations made it seem like that would be an easy task. 
 
    “Anyway, did that help at all?” Robert asked, still watching Jason. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, I think it did,” Jason answered, pushing away from the couch.  “Although, it sounds like I need to get my ass back to work – at least while it isn’t being handed to me.” 
 
    That earned him a small smile from the engineer.  “Good luck.” 
 
    As Jason stepped back toward the apartment door, Robert called after him.  “And say hello to Alfred for me.  It’s… been a while.” 
 
    Jason slowed but didn’t turn.  “I will,” he said over his shoulder.  Then he opened the door and stepped out, shutting it firmly behind him. 
 
    Robert’s gaze lingered on that closed door, his eyes clouded and his brow furrowed.  He’d been cautious with his words – he hadn’t given Jason the whole story.  He hadn’t explained what he’d done in the aftermath of Rachael’s death.  Or rather, what he’d failed to do.  He squeezed his eyes shut as though that would somehow help block out the memory.  Yet that only made it more vivid.  He could remember how he’d found Finn in the morgue, still broken and bleeding – what was left of Rachael’s pale white hand clutched in his. 
 
    His eyes shot open, shifting to the screen beside him.  “Bring up all of the data we have on Sandscrit,” he ordered.  Only moments later, information began scrolling down several screens, a few videos popping up in a separate display, courtesy of Cerillion’s internal network.  He also couldn’t help but notice the lack of information – even within their own records. 
 
    That was troubling for a number of reasons. 
 
    “What the hell have you been up to, Finn?” Robert murmured to himself. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s it like?” Westley asked, and Jason started at the question. 
 
    The young man had lapsed off into silence while telling Westley about his short break from the game and how he’d made a trip to check in with one of the employees at Cerillion Entertainment.  He kept doing that, trailing off or replaying events in his head.  Westley wondered if perhaps he was hiding something.  Although, he wasn’t certain enough to push the matter further.  Maybe it was just that the young man had a lot going on – much more than many folks his age anyway. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “What’s it like living at the Cerillion Entertainment headquarters?” Westley clarified.  “Does it feel strange?  Living away from your parents and your childhood home?  It’s certainly not a conventional home.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “I guess.  I’m not sure I’ve had enough downtime lately to think about it – which helps.  But as for staying at the headquarters building, it’s been pretty cool so far.” 
 
    “It sounds like it could be lonely,” Westley offered gingerly.  “Aren’t most of the employees much older?  Adults that have long since graduated college?  I imagine it could be hard for them to relate to you and vice versa.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “I get where you’re coming from, but living with my parents wasn’t much better.  They were never home.  It sometimes even felt like they forgot I was there,” he answered, his expression darkening.  Then he shook it off.  “But everyone at the company has been really nice and accommodating.  And I’ve had opportunities that I likely wouldn’t have had back at my old school – like Robert acting as my mentor, for example.” 
 
    Westley jotted a short note.  “And your parents?” he offered tentatively, watching Jason carefully now.  “You don’t miss them at all?” 
 
    Jason let out a derisive snort.  “Not any more than normal.” 
 
    “I sense some hostility there,” Westley observed. 
 
    This earned him a harsh chuckle from Jason.  “You don’t watch the news much, do you?  My parents testified against me at the CPSC hearing.  They think I’m some sort of closet sociopath now – along with Gloria and thousands of other people who apparently don’t have anything better to do with their time than judge others online.” 
 
    Westley’s eyes went wide at that, jotting down another note.  Why the hell hadn’t Gloria mentioned that piece of info?  He understood the idea of going into this from an unbiased perspective.  Still, he had a sneaking suspicion Gloria might have been motivated more by guilt than a desire to avoid prejudicing him against Jason or the game. 
 
    Westley cleared his throat, trying to circle back to the topic at hand.  “Have you tried to reach out to your parents?  Maybe try to explain your position when emotions weren’t quite so high?” 
 
    Jason shook his head.  “I’ve talked myself hoarse trying to explain where I’m coming from.  When the other person refuses to listen, well, eventually you just give up.” 
 
    “But they’re still family—” Westley began but was quickly cut off. 
 
    “I hate that line of reasoning,” Jason retorted, glaring back now – one of the first open signs of anger that Westley had witnessed from the young man.  It seemed he’d found a sensitive spot.  He’d need to step gingerly. 
 
    “How so?” Westley asked. 
 
    “People always assume that family is a ‘right,’ but it’s not – not at all.  Family is a privilege.  It’s earned,” Jason answered emphatically.  “And my parents haven’t earned that right.  They’ve always prioritized everything else over me.  As I said, long before I moved out, they were never home, always traveling.  And yet, they still insisted on making my decisions for me. 
 
    “And this is just more of the same, isn’t it?” Jason demanded.  “They judge me.  Tell me what I should be doing.  Yet they take no time to understand where I’m coming from.” 
 
    “Isn’t that the role of a parent?  To offer advice and direction?”  Westley offered. 
 
    “For children, sure.  When I was five, maybe that made sense,” Jason grunted back.  “But I’m eighteen.  I’m not a child anymore.” 
 
    As he spoke, something strange happened.  A dark aura of energy seemed to sweep out around the young man, and his eyes had taken on a blackish hue.  Yet a series of crystals embedded in the prison’s bars flared to life, the darkness draining swiftly into the gems. 
 
    Is that his mana? Westley wondered.  Jason had described it several times during his story, but this was the first time he’d witnessed it in action.  And those crystals – they must drain that mana, keeping him trapped in this cage. 
 
    As the young man noticed what was happening, he settled back, controlling his expression, and taking several long, deep breaths.  When he opened his eyes again, his anger had dissipated, his features perfectly neutral, and the strange energy had disappeared.  Jason met Westley’s eyes, and for a moment, he couldn’t help but think he was speaking with someone much older.  That gaze held a depth of pain and experience that was unusual for someone Jason’s age.  But it was his control that was impressive.  Unusual, even. 
 
    “The reality is that I’m more than capable of surviving on my own,” Jason said forcefully.  “I have a place to live, I make a decent living – even at eighteen – I’ve kept up with my schoolwork, and my grades are impeccable.  I don’t need my parents.  I don’t need my hand held. 
 
    “People tend to think that the idea of family as some sort of rock-solid, immutable bond.  And maybe while you’re still a young child, it is, at least to some extent.  But that proves my point.  That bond is initially formed out of necessity.  When you’re born, you simply can’t take care of yourself.  And my parents did that much, at least – met some minimum threshold of care.  I always had a roof over my head and food in my stomach. 
 
    “But eventually, there comes a day when you start to wonder if you really need your parents.  Couldn’t you just do these things on your own?  But you wait.  You hesitate.  I mean, after all, that initial step away from the nest can be difficult.  It’s scary and foreign and seems impossibly hard.  However, once you take the step, it can be eye-opening. 
 
    “Since I left home, I’ve learned to live on my own.  I’ve met other people – in-game and out.  People that give a shit about me.  People that listen to me.  Hell, many of them even look to me for help or guidance,” Jason said with a rueful shake of his head.  “My entire view of the world expanded.  What once seemed so scary now feels harmless.  You learn that even if you fuck up, you can usually fix it.  Not everything has the same dire stakes. 
 
    “But most importantly, I’ve confirmed that I don’t need my parents – maybe I haven’t for a long time now,” Jason continued.  “And once you start down that path, once that relationship is no longer defined by dependency, you start to question whether you want the relationship.” 
 
    His eyes shot to Westley’s.  “My parents are people.  They should be held to the same standard as everyone else.  I’m not willing to let my own desires play second fiddle to their whims just because of some roll of the genetic dice.  If they want to continue to be a part of my life, then they have to earn it – just like everyone else.” 
 
    Westley watched this young man, his eyes wide and his pen hanging limply in his fingers.  “That… that seems reasonable to me,” Westley answered finally. 
 
    And again, a rather thoughtful position for someone his age.  Was this alarming maturity a result of the game?  Or possibly the unique circumstances Jason found himself in?  Westley had certainly met other individuals who had been forced to grow up fast, so that was a plausible explanation, even if it felt incomplete. 
 
    He realized that Jason was still watching him, waiting expectantly.  Westley coughed to clear his throat, glancing down at his notes.  “Um, so where did we leave off in your story?” 
 
    “I had just taken a break from the game,” Jason answered. 
 
    “Ahh yes… so what happened next?” Westley asked, glancing back up at Jason. 
 
    The young man let his hand drift through the sand pooled below him, watching as the grains filtered through his fingers.  His eyes went distant once more.  “The next morning, our group left Haven and traveled farther north – through the mountains and out the other end.  That’s when we finally witnessed the desert for the first time.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 - Overt 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Riley muttered, coming to a halt. 
 
    The others followed her lead, their mounts drifting to a stop and the shifters reassuming their human forms.  Jason’s zombies slowed as they jogged behind the group, forming neat lines.  After encountering a few more resident and traveler caravans, Jason’s horde had grown swiftly, reaching nearly 100 zombies.  However, they weren’t very discreet.  The group had eventually been forced off the formal trail, and Silver and her druids guided them across a much rougher and more uneven patch of mountain that deposited them to the east of the main pass. 
 
    They now stood many thousands of feet above sea level, Jason leaning against a nearby tree trunk and taking in the unimpeded view sprawled out before them.  The thick pines and vegetation gradually disappeared as the slope curved downward, giving way to more arid rock and stone, and then, eventually… sand. 
 
    So much sand. 
 
    The desert spanned out toward the horizon, sweeping out to the east and west for as far as the eye could see.  The stiff winds that blew down from the mountains had created ripples among the dusty particles, forming irregular lines of dunes, like nearly motionless yellow waves.  However, there was no sign of Sandscrit – at least, not yet.  The city must be hidden deeper within that endless frozen sea. 
 
    “Yeah, there’s a reason the druids avoid this area,” Frank offered, eyeing the vast, open expanse.  He glanced at Riley. “Starting to second guess this batshit plan yet?” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Maybe.  We’re going to stand out like a sore thumb out there.” 
 
    “We’re not exactly hidden up here either,” Jason observed, pointing to the west. 
 
    The primary trail through the mountains was just barely visible from their location, winding through the snow-topped peaks and then trickling down the slope toward the desert.  And even from this distance, it was easy to spot a few caravans slowly traveling that trail, their tiny dark forms even more visible once they struck the desert – the sand providing easy contrast. 
 
    “Other travelers?” Frank suggested, his brow furrowing. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Most likely.  Most of the traveler population must have seen Finn’s challenge by now.  The more adventurous and higher-level parties are probably trying to find Sandscrit ahead of the battle.” 
 
    “Are these travelers allied with Finn?” Silver asked, glancing at Jason. 
 
    He cocked his head.  “Probably not – or at least not exactly.” 
 
    “What he means is that they’re likely here for the show,” Frank offered. 
 
    “And here I always suspected the travelers were insane… but this just confirms it,” Howl grunted, earning him a nod from Runner, who stood to his side. 
 
    “Can’t argue with you there,” Jason replied.  “But we’ll need to be careful making our way down to the desert.  We don’t want to be detected too soon.” 
 
    Riley raised an eyebrow.  “That may work while we’re still inside the tree line, but it’s going to be pretty obvious that we’re here once we hit the sands.  Are you thinking of pretending to be a merchant caravan?”  She glanced back at his zombies.  “Or maybe slavers?” 
 
    Jason followed her gaze, rubbing at his chin in thought.  The slaver angle might work – it was public knowledge at this point that the Kin were well-adapted for manual labor.  But even that seemed a bit too obvious.  A group of travelers just happened to show up with a herd of zombies after Finn issued his challenge?  And if Thorn’s memories of Finn were accurate, the man could sense mana.  If that was the case, then Finn might be able to detect them even through their disguises.  Dark mana wasn’t common outside the Twilight Throne. 
 
    Besides, after Jason’s conversation with the dragon – and then Robert – he’d decided to take their advice to heart.  This Finn wasn’t someone he should underestimate.  So, during their lengthy hike through the mountains, he’d been working on a different idea… expanding on the germ of a plan that had been gestating since his interrogation of Thorn. 
 
    “I have an idea,” Jason replied cryptically, earning him a raised eyebrow from Riley and an amused huff from Frank.  “For now, we only need to worry about getting down to the edge of the desert without being detected.” 
 
    “We may be able to help with that,” Hoot chimed in, his eyes turning to the skies. 
 
    The young druid let out a whistle – the sound eerily similar to a bird cry.  A small dark form peeled away from the clouds and dove to their location, growing swiftly.  Hoot raised his arm, and moments later, an owl’s talons clamped around his limb, the thin young man stumbling slightly under her weight.  The animal observed the group with wide, unblinking eyes. 
 
    “Tamer, remember,” Frank offered to Jason in a whisper, noting his friend’s surprised expression.  Jason just nodded slowly. 
 
    “Eureka can scout for us,” Hoot declared with a small smile at the shocked looks on the travelers’ faces.  “She can actually send me mental pictures of what she sees.”  He hesitated, his expression falling.  “Although, they’re a bit blurry, and she still struggles with some concepts.  The bond is rather new…” 
 
    Huh, Jason thought to himself.  I might be able to use that later, assuming I can convince Hoot to let me use my Undead Devotion and scrape his short-term memories.  That might give me an easy way to scout Sandscrit and review its forces myself. 
 
    Although, Jason’s thoughts were distracted as Runner placed a hand on the young man’s shoulder.  Jason watched the gesture closely.  It was clear from the expressions on the druids’ faces and the way that Hoot pet Eureka softly that the tamer must have lost his former companion.  While having eyes in the sky would be useful, it seemed Jason would need to exercise caution. 
 
    “Can you have her fly out across the desert?” Jason asked. 
 
    “You don’t want her to keep an eye on the main trail?” Hoot asked in surprise. 
 
    Jason just shook his head.  “No, Riley or one of the shifters can handle that.  I want to confirm if any scouts are hidden out among the sands,” he explained.  He was certain that Finn would have positioned people close to the mouth of the pass – it was one of the few ways to travel through the mountain range, after all.  And while they might not have found much about Finn online, the location of the Twilight Throne was extremely well known. 
 
    Jason paused and rubbed at his chin for a moment, recalling the memories that he had ripped from Thorn’s mind.  The way the desert-folk – the Khamsin – could blend into the sands like wraiths. “If there are scouts, my guess is that they will be camouflaged and may be trying to remain still.  They will be hard to see.” 
 
    “No worries there.  Eureka’s eyesight is keen,” Hoot declared confidently.  “If there’s anyone out there, she’ll see them.”  As he finished speaking, the young man tapped a finger to the owl’s head, a coil of multi-colored energy slithering from his appendage. 
 
    “Go now.  Fly high and stay safe,” the young man whispered to Eureka. 
 
    Then the owl took off, flying up into the sky and hiding behind a nearby cloud, soon disappearing from view. 
 
    “Well, let’s get to it then,” Jason said, pushing away from the tree trunk and gesturing at his zombies, the undead repositioning into a single-file line behind them.  “We’ve still got a hike ahead of us before we reach the edge of the desert.” 
 
    With that statement, he started down the mountain.  Frank and Riley had already experienced firsthand the chaos that Jason’s plans usually caused, the pair sharing a worried glance.  The gesture didn’t go unnoticed by the druids, and Jason could feel their eyes on his back.  He knew what they were all thinking. 
 
    What the hell was he planning? 
 
    A small, excited smile tugged at Jason’s lips as he looked at the sand, his dark mana responding and a sudden chill blooming in his chest.  He had indeed taken the warnings to heart. 
 
    And he planned to test his limits… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group stopped within the last line of trees, an arid wasteland sprawled out before them.  Although the terrain was much smoother now, the mountain slopes giving way to an endless flatness, broken only by squat, hardy-looking plants and gnarled trees.  And beyond that, rolling yellow dunes loomed in the distance. 
 
    “Can you get eyes on those caravans?” Jason asked as Riley crouched down beside him, peering between the bushes.  In the distance, he could just make out a few convoys slowly making their trek out into the sands, their forms obscured by a haze of heat that rippled up from the ground.  Riley nodded, pulling her bow from her back, nocking an arrow, and sighting down its length. 
 
    Jason wiped at the sweat on his brow, his thoughts racing. 
 
    The chill dampness of the mountains had fled quickly, replaced by the hot, dry air that now blasted against them.  Jason suspected it would only get worse as they traveled further north.  This heat wasn’t natural.  Deserts were warm, but the blistering sun and dry air didn’t feel normal.  This had to be a function of the aura that surrounded Finn’s kingdom.  And just one more reason that traveling across the desert wasn’t going to work.  The mixture of heat and sunlight would ravage Jason’s zombies.  They were already decaying swiftly, even hidden within the shadows of the vegetation that marked the transition between the mountains and the desert. 
 
    “This is going to get uncomfortable fast,” Frank echoed Jason’s thoughts.  Their friend had shed his thick furs – the druids following his lead – sweat already dripping down his arms and staining his tunic with dark patches.  “I’m not sure we’ll last long among the sands.  Hell, I’m not sure how those caravans are handling it,” he remarked. 
 
    “It looks like they brought water mages with them,” Riley said in a distracted voice as she eyed the caravans in the distance, using Steady Aim to zoom in on their position.  “They’re casting Obscuring Mist in a cloud around each caravan.  I can see some steam rising above each group.” 
 
    “Great.  So, for them, it’s hot and humid,” Frank grunted. 
 
    “The water mages could be lowering the temperature a bit,” Eliza piped up from behind them.  “And the wind would carry away the moisture quickly.  As long as they keep casting, it should feel rather nice – like one of those fans that sprays water.” 
 
    “Are you a water mage?” Runner asked from behind her, Eliza nodding in response.  “Well, could you give us one of these so-called water fans then?  I think I’m melting.” 
 
    “No,” Silver snapped, glaring at Runner.  “We can’t afford to give away our position.  You’ll just have to suffer through the pain.”  At Runner’s and Howl’s scowls, she added, “Don’t worry.  The longer we’re out among the sands, the more likely we’ll be to encounter some wildlife.  A few kills, and we’ll have the materials to create some fire resistance armor.  At least in your case, you two can also pick up a new shape-shifting form.  Some of us aren’t so lucky.” 
 
    The druids grumbled under their breath but lapsed into silence. 
 
    At that moment, Hoot’s eyes turned to the sky, and a small black dot floated out from behind the cloud cover.  Jason’s gaze shot to the young man, watching him carefully.  His eyes flashed with multi-colored light before he squeezed them closed, his brow furrowed in concentration. 
 
    “What do you see?” Frank asked gently. 
 
    “Eureka… she spotted some movement among the dunes,” Hoot began hesitantly.  “They were small, just some tiny shifts in the sand.”  His eyes snapped open, the color fleeing rapidly.  “But it seems there are indeed hidden scouts out there.  I’ve marked their location on our map.” 
 
    “As I expected,” Jason murmured to himself, eyeing the glowing yellow markers.  Hoot had identified at least two scouting parties.  Although, there were likely more positioned further out along the sands.  At least, that’s what he would have done… 
 
    “What now?” Riley asked, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    Jason’s gaze met hers, noting that the others were staring at him expectantly.  It seemed it was time to put his plan into action – or at least attempt it. 
 
    “Okay, Spider,” Jason said, turning to the stoic grower.  “I need for you to create some more cover for me,” he explained, waving at the trees around them.  “Slowly, so no one detects any movement from this direction.  I just need a small grove about thirty-by-thirty feet.” 
 
    The grower nodded and then immediately set to work, kneeling upon the ground and placing his palms to the earth.  A flash of multi-colored energy surged through his arms, and the plants around them began to shift gently, growing and twisting.  The tree limbs gradually drooped downward, and the bushes rose to meet them, forming a solid wall of vegetation that blocked line of sight to the caravans in the distance and encircled Jason’s miniature army of zombies. 
 
    Jason glanced at the shifters then.  “I need for you all to keep guard.  Maintain your shifts – you’ll just look like wild animals then – and create a perimeter around this location.  I’m going to need an hour or two to work.”  His eyes turned to Hoot.  “Same for you.  Keep Eureka flying and an eye on the desert.  If those scouts or the caravans make a move in our direction, I want to know immediately.” 
 
    Hoot nodded, and his gaze suddenly went distant again, his eyes snapping shut.  For her part, Silver waved at Runner and Howl, and the shifters grouped up.  She swiped at the air, likely plotting out patrol routes around their location with her map.  As she finished, the shifters’ bodies shimmered, and they darted out of the grove, disappearing deeper into the forest at their backs.  As Silver assumed her dark, wolf-like form, she spared one last glance at Frank with those icy blue eyes, nodding slightly – then she was gone. 
 
    “Okay, now that it’s just us… what the hell are you planning to do here?” Frank grunted, whirling on Jason.  Riley just put a hand on his shoulder, shaking her head. 
 
    Not that Jason was paying much attention. 
 
    His thoughts were consumed by the displays that had opened before him – sketches and half-completed designs scrolling down one screen while a full-fledged prototype lingered in another – the new creation rotating slowly.  Jason rose to his feet and approached his zombies, eyeing the small horde that stood before him. 
 
    I hope this is enough materials. 
 
    Although, there was only one way to find out. 
 
    At that thought, Jason’s hands began winding through the gestures of Custom Skeleton, icy energy flowing through his veins in a torrent and coiling behind his eyes, his irises turning an unholy obsidian as he stared at his minions. 
 
    Soon the world began to slow to a crawl.  Frank still scowled at his back.  Riley still attempted to console him.  Spider had just begun to rise back to his feet.  And Hoot sat with his back to a trunk his eyes closed, his attention solely on Eureka.  As Jason’s gaze flitted back to his minions, the bones embedded in their ruined flesh now glowed with a bright-blue light. 
 
    With a gesture, Jason pulled at those materials, calling them to himself. 
 
    A hundred zombies exploded simultaneously, the bones ripping free from arms and legs.  Their ribs burst through their chests with little effort, the loose, pale skin and muscle too weak to muster much resistance.  Those bones whipped toward Jason, stray pieces of decayed flesh still clinging to the ivory substance and sloughing to the ground.  Soon, the bones whirled around Jason in a vortex, the wind whipping at his armor and the centrifugal motion helping to clean the remaining vitriol from the bones. 
 
    Jason eyed the surrounding vegetation nervously.  He was banking on the thick circle of plants to hide this dense cluster of dark mana. 
 
    A console appeared before Jason, the displays glowing with a brilliant blue light.  He’d been toying with this idea since before they left the Twilight Throne – actually, from the moment he had witnessed the sprawling desert in Thorn’s mind.  The truth was that they couldn’t afford to cross the sands.  There were scouts, the heat was oppressive – Jason’s zombies wouldn’t last the trip – and frankly, it was simply too obvious. 
 
    Which left him with two options. 
 
    They could travel above the sands, although that had its own problems.  The clouds that floated atop the desert were scarce due to the lack of moisture, and many of the same issues still applied – it was too easy to see them coming, and there was no cover for his zombies.  Any flying construct that he could create with his materials would decay swiftly, and he didn’t relish the idea of plunging to his death from a few thousand feet. 
 
    His gaze shifted to the earth below him.  But there was a second option… 
 
    Tunneling had some promise, assuming they could find a way to burrow through the earth.  The old mole-kin Jason had used to carve Eliza’s cavern complex back in the Twilight Throne had actually given him the idea.  But those minions weren’t sufficient for what he planned to do.  The sand was far less dense than rock and earth, so they were likely to suffer cave-ins and tunnel collapses.  And reinforcing the tunnels would take too much time and resources.  It could take them weeks to make their way to Sandscrit, and harvesting the lumber necessary to reinforce the tunnels would give away their location. 
 
    No, he needed something more flexible. 
 
    Jason swiped at the console, bringing up the design he’d been tinkering with. 
 
    It was based on a real-world machine, much like the bone factory that he’d constructed for their potion-making operation.  Although, he’d needed to make a few tweaks to accommodate the in-game systems – like the fact that he was entirely reliant upon bone and the dark connective tissue that he could use to bind the ivory fragments together. 
 
    This new minion’s body was roughly cylindrical, its nose tapering down to a fine point.  The front end was a rolling mass of destruction – serrated bone infused with metal.  Metal that Jason had purchased off the market before they left and piled into the bags strapped to one of the skeletal mounts.  With a wave of his hand, the mounts broke apart, their bones adding to the maelstrom that floated around him.  Another gesture and a series of bones swept the bags closer to him.  He stooped and opened the thick leather, dumping the rough ore upon the ground. 
 
    Behind that drill was an open compartment, the entire cylinder lined with thick panels of bone.  The real-life version of this drill hadn’t been meant to house living, breathing people.  So Jason had been forced to adapt, creating an interior platform and lining it with crude, ivory chairs.  Although, he hadn’t counted on the druids accompanying them… 
 
    With a few more gestures, he added additional seats, expanding the cylindrical compartment an extra few feet to accommodate the additional bodies.  Although, that came at the expense of reducing the density of the walls.  His creation’s armor would be weaker, but Jason had little choice in the matter. 
 
    The design ready, bones orbiting him slowly, and the metal resting at his feet, Jason eyed the schematic one last time, trying to anticipate any problems.  He knew that something would go wrong, just not what it was going to be.  He let out a sigh.  Although, it wasn’t as though he could reasonably anticipate every problem.  He was just going to have to give this a shot and see how it turned out – tweaking and tuning as needed. 
 
    Taking a final, deep breath, Jason initiated the build process. 
 
    A sizable portion of the bones swirling around him dropped to the ground, merging with the metals that lingered upon the dirt.  With a flash of unholy energy, the bones turned from a bright white to a dusty gray, and the metals disappeared.  Then the infused bones drifted into the air, assembling themselves into a serrated drill bit, bands of dark energy lashing the pieces together into interlocking rows.  And behind that drill, the engine began to take shape, forming an intricate design of bone and dark energy. 
 
    Once the drill and the engine mechanism had been constructed, the rest of the bones joined the fray.  Rough and knobby bone merged, flattening into smooth panels.  They rotated into place and Jason sealed them together with the dark, fibrous energy.  The body of the machine expanded rapidly, swiftly growing to fill the small grove.  More bones were fused to the bottom of the vehicle – axles, ridged wheels, and then, eventually, a pair of treads formed of reinforced bone, using most of what remained of Jason’s stockpile of metal. 
 
    Time sped past, but Jason barely noticed, consumed by the act of creation and bolstered by the chill energy that pulsed through his body. 
 
    In what seemed like only seconds, he had finished. 
 
    A sudden stillness descended upon the grove.  As Jason completed his creation, the console prompted him for a name.  Feeling uninspired, he typed in the first thing that came to mind, “Bone Borer.”  Then he hit the button on the terminal. 
 
    The world abruptly lurched back into motion. 
 
    Jason’s head was pounding.  He listed to the side, nearly falling, but something – or someone – caught him at the last moment, holding him upright.  His limbs felt weak.  His muscles throbbed with a dull, angry ache, protesting his general stupidity.  It felt like he’d just run a marathon and then decided to hop on the elliptical for a few more hours. 
 
    “Woah, there,” Frank said, leaning Jason against a nearby tree. 
 
    His vision was swimming, the headache more intense than usual.  That typically indicated that he’d spent too much time within the time compression effects of the spell. 
 
    “How long… was I out?” he croaked, his voice sounding dry and hoarse. 
 
    “A few hours,” Riley offered from his side. 
 
    “Hours?” he questioned, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Yeah, we were starting to get worried,” Riley commented, her features beginning to resolve into focus.   It felt like that entire process had only taken moments.  Maybe he had just been so wrapped up in what he was doing that he’d lost track of time. 
 
    “What is this thing?” a voice spoke up. 
 
    Jason blinked hazily, barely able to focus on Hoot as the young man circled the machine, his eyes wide as he took in the massive construct of bone, dark energy radiating from the joints. 
 
    “We also wouldn’t mind an explanation,” Frank prodded with a chuckle from Jason’s side.  “This thing looks even crazier than your routine mad science projects.” 
 
    Jason took a deep breath, forcing his reluctant legs to work and sliding his back up the tree, Riley hovering worriedly at his side.  “That,” he began, pointing a trembling arm at the Bone Borer, “is how we’re going to get across the desert.” 
 
    His companions all stared back at him blankly. 
 
    “Yeah, that doesn’t really help expl—” Frank began. 
 
    Jason just scowled at him and pointed straight down. 
 
    Frank’s eyes went wide then as he realized what Jason was planning to do. 
 
    An incredulous scoff came from Riley, and he looked toward her, only to see her shaking her head.  “You can’t be serious?  Do you even know if it will work?” she asked from his side.  He turned to find her glaring at him. 
 
    “What?  I don’t get it,” Hoot offered.  “What is this thing supposed to do?” 
 
    Frank sighed, squeezing his eyes shut and rubbing at his temples.  “This thing is designed to travel underground.  Jason expects us to get inside of it and burrow our way to Sandscrit.” 
 
    A sudden silence hung over the grove at that statement, everyone staring back and forth between Jason and the massive machine that lingered in the center of the clearing. 
 
    “Well, sign me up!” Hoot finally exclaimed, his eyes shining with excitement.  “How does it work?  Is it powered by something?  How do you steer?  And most importantly, when do we get to try it out?”  This barrage of questions just earned him exasperated sighs from Riley and Frank. 
 
    Yet Jason could feel a small smile creeping across his face as he stared at his new creation, his dark mana beginning to respond to the young tamer’s enthusiasm.  Despite Frank and Riley’s skepticism, Hoot was right.  The next step was to take this thing for a test drive…

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 - Boring 
 
      
 
    “Wait… hold on a second,” Westley interjected, raising a hand.  Jason stopped mid-sentence, arching a questioning eyebrow at the evaluator. 
 
    “So, let me get this straight.  You knew that Finn’s city was located in the desert.  And after torturing Thorn, you also knew that Finn would be using these desert people—” 
 
    “The Khamsin,” Jason supplied. 
 
    “Sure, the Khamsin.  You knew that they would be scouting the area.  You also presumably knew that Finn would be able to see mana.  So, you couldn’t approach Sandscrit directly.  Pretending to be a trade caravan was also out.  I agree that would have looked suspicious since Finn knew you were coming and likely could have detected your dark mana even with a disguise.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason replied.  “And as I said to Riley, we couldn’t fly above the sands.  We would be too visible, and anything I built would decay quickly.” 
 
    Westley met the young man’s eyes, his brow furrowed.  “So, you decided to go underground?  By designing and building some sort of subterranean drilling machine from the zombies that you collected by slaying travelers along the road?” 
 
    Jason just nodded. 
 
    Westley shook his head, struggling to accept what he’d just heard.  The technical knowledge needed to create the machine Jason had described seemed like an incredible undertaking for a full-fledged engineer, much less a teenager.  But maybe the time compression had helped him compensate?  Or perhaps the game had aided him – adapting an outside design? 
 
    Westley’s experience with games was limited, but he was aware that they often simplified more complex real-world challenges to make them accessible to their players.  For example, games typically didn’t have players forge a weapon using authentic weapon smithing techniques.  They usually just had the player hammer away at a cartoon anvil or something. 
 
    Although, that wasn’t really what was bothering Westley. 
 
    Jason had originally explained that he’d killed the players to prevent anyone from reporting their position or stumbling upon them accidentally from behind, but that felt wrong.  Or rather, incomplete.  Clearly, the druids knew of other, less-traveled passages through the mountains.  They’d even used one once the main road became too busy, which implied that Jason had intentionally used the pass. 
 
    “Did you know then?” Westley asked. 
 
    “Know what?” 
 
    “Know that you would need the corpses of the players and residents you killed in the pass once you arrived at the edge of the desert?” Westley asked, shaking his head.  Jason didn’t bother to answer, only watched him as the evaluator slowly pulled together the pieces of the story that Jason had been telling. 
 
    “You must have,” Westley murmured, half talking to himself.  “Which means you took that path intentionally, knowing that there would be people traveling to Sandscrit and that you’d need the bodies.  And that design was far too complicated for you to wing it on the fly.  You must have been tinkering with it long before you left the Twilight Throne.” 
 
    A sly grin crept across Jason’s face.  “Perhaps.” 
 
    Westley just stared at him, his pen hanging limply in his hand.  It was startling that this kid had designed the Bone Borer, much less that he’d anticipated these problems before he’d even left the Twilight Throne and had been carefully cultivating and tweaking his plans during their journey.  Jason had been thinking several steps ahead this entire time, some of his grimmer actions suddenly snapping into better focus – along with their previous conversations. 
 
    As Jason had said before, they had been necessary. 
 
    Moves on a gameboard – carefully plotted and coordinated. 
 
    Although he did end up trapped in this underground prison, Westley reminded himself.  Jason had ultimately lost the war.  Besides, they hadn’t yet gotten to the part where Jason took his new machine for a test drive.  That could have failed spectacularly. 
 
    Westley leaned forward, his curiosity getting the better of him and his notes forgotten for the moment.  “So, did it work?  The Bone Borer?” 
 
    Jason hesitated slightly, his smile faltering.  “Well, after a fashion…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Slow down,” Frank said, placing a hand on Hoot’s shoulder to stop him from climbing inside the Bone Borer.  “We don’t even know if this thing works, and you’re a resident of this world.  If it fails, you’ll likely get trapped underground and crushed to death.” 
 
    Hoot’s excitement faltered slightly at that statement, his large eyes growing just a bit wider.  “Huh, I hadn’t considered that…” 
 
    “Well, I successfully tested the design back in the Twilight Throne.  Though the scale was a bit smaller, we didn’t manage a human test, and we were burrowing through slightly different materials,” Jason added reluctantly, staring at the massive ivory machine. 
 
    He shook his head.  “Either way, Hoot raises some good questions.  And he’s just the man I need to help solve some of them,” Jason continued, his eyes gleaming with unholy energy as he watched Hoot, the young tamer suddenly looking warier now. 
 
    Actually, Jason had done more than a few trials before they left the Twilight Throne, but there were a few problems he hadn’t been able to solve.  He’d been secretly hoping the game world would drop a solution in his lap – or he’d figure something out on their journey through the mountains.  His eyes skimmed to Alfred, where the AI sat calmly beside him before shifting his attention back to Hoot.  Apparently, AO had delivered. 
 
    “What?  Why do you need my help?” Hoot asked hesitantly. 
 
    Riley’s brow furrowed as she circled the Bone Borer, eyeing the machine closely.  Then a look of sudden realization swept across her face.  “Steering,” she murmured.  Her eyes shot to Hoot.  “He needs you to help him navigate,” she continued in a louder voice.  She glanced at Jason.  “You can’t see where you’re going by yourself, can you?” 
 
    Jason winced.  “Not exactly.  Although I was able to use the map and waypoint markers to head in a general direction during my tests.” 
 
    He neatly omitted the part where he’d accidentally destroyed several of his smaller prototypes by running into shit.  Even if he could aim the damn thing in the right direction, there were a few other problems with his creation.  For now, he was going to play those issues close to the vest.  The Bone Borer wasn’t exactly risk-free, but it was their only realistic option to approach Sandscrit undetected.  Jason was reasonably confident that the earth mana in the sand would obscure their movements unless someone happened to know exactly where to look. 
 
    Hoot had caught on by now.  “Wait, so you need Eureka and me to see where we’re going?” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Yeah, that’s the idea.  We don’t want to give away our position to the Khamsin, so we’ll need to travel deep enough underground that the vibrations aren’t visible from the surface.  But after watching your connection with Eureka, it doesn’t seem to be interrupted by intervening terrain.  You should be able to use her eyes to see where we’re heading, place waypoint markers, and then push them to the group.  That way, you can help us navigate across the sands.” 
 
    And help us avoid running into anything, Jason added silently. 
 
    “Oh, uh, okay,” Hoot said, although his voice lacked its former enthusiasm. 
 
    “What about air?” Eliza murmured, staring at the contraption. 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “I did some math there.  Assuming the composition of the air inside AO is similar to our own and given the volume of the interior, we should be okay for a full day or two.”  She nodded slowly, still a bit skeptical. 
 
    “What the hell is this thing?” a voice piped up from behind them.  The group turned to find Silver approaching, with Runner and Howl following closely behind – their bodies shimmering as they regained human form.  Frank must have called them back once Jason dropped Custom Skeleton. 
 
    “Jason’s latest batshit idea,” Frank grumbled, glaring at the machine.  “We’re apparently going to tunnel our way to Sandscrit.”  Despite Jason’s explanation, his friend looked worried.  And he could certainly understand why.  The druids would need to accompany them for this to work, which also placed them in danger. 
 
    Runner rapped his knuckles against the machine’s ivory shell while Howl circled toward the front, inspecting the drill with a skeptical expression.  “Now I’ve seen everything,” Runner murmured. 
 
    Riley let out a snort as she heard his comment.  “Trust me.  This is pretty tame.  Just wait, though.  I’m sure this will go sideways in a spectacular fashion.” 
 
    “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Jason grumbled good-naturedly, earning him a wink from Riley. 
 
    He observed the group, noticing the way they all eyed the machine warily.  They couldn’t stand here debating all day, though.  Each second that ticked past increased the chance that their presence would be detected.  In short, they needed to get their asses moving. 
 
    “Alright, let’s do this thing,” Jason declared, getting the group’s attention.  He strode toward the machine, pulling a small lever near the rear of the Bone Borer.  The back hatch slid open with a sharp scrape of bone, the portal suspended with thick black bands of mana.  Inside, rows of ivory chairs filled the dark compartment. 
 
    The group just eyed the enclosure, no one venturing inside. 
 
    “Look, I understand your concerns, but we don’t have much choice,” Jason explained.  “We can’t travel through the desert or above it – not realistically.  And besides, I just used a LOT of dark mana to create this thing.  While the grove around blocks the view of the nearby caravans and the scouts out among the sands, it probably wasn’t enough to obscure the energy I just used.  We also can’t be sure what sort of range Finn has on his enhanced sight.  It’s possible he might have detected the energy flare, even if he doesn’t quite know what it was. 
 
    “Which means we need to relocate.  Now,” Jason said. 
 
    “Damn it,” Frank grumbled, but he grabbed his packs from the ground and strode toward the machine.  He paused as he passed Jason, his voice lowering to a growl.  “I hope we don’t live to regret this.  Because if something happens to Silver, I’m going to kill you,” Frank said simply before stepping inside the Bone Borer and taking a seat. 
 
    Jason swallowed.  As if the stakes weren’t already high enough, he thought to himself. 
 
    The druids all followed Frank’s lead, gingerly stepping up into the machine and lugging their extra packs and equipment with them.  This was going to be a one-way trip.  They each spared a glance at Jason as they passed, and he couldn’t help but notice the lack of enthusiasm. 
 
    Riley stepped inside last, slowing as she passed Jason.  “It’s going to be okay.  I have faith in you.”  She squeezed his hand for a moment.  Of course, she’d picked up on his worry – despite his efforts to project confidence. 
 
    He just nodded gratefully – not wanting to risk the druids overhearing. 
 
    As the group took their seats, Jason stepped inside and closed the hatch, the portal snapping shut with the scrape of bone on bone.  The dark energy welding the ivory panels together gave off a soft glow, just enough to illuminate the dim interior.  He shuffled past his companions as he headed toward the nose of the machine, taking a seat positioned dead center in front of the Bone Borer.  As he settled into that chair, he summoned his dark mana, letting the cool energy burn away the remainder of his anxiety. 
 
    Then his hand dug into his pack, pulling out the cloudy, gray Soul Orb.  He gingerly placed that sphere upon a pedestal of bone that rested before his seat.  As the orb settled into that groove, dark mana pulsed through the construct, flowing down the pillar and into the walls of the Bone Borer.  He’d learned this trick from the other Keepers – using the mana from the well to actively help power and control one of his creations. 
 
    A display soon flared to life before Jason. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	  
The Soul Orb has been linked to a currently summoned creature. 
    
  Access to the dark mana well granted. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He swept aside the prompt, and a series of displays swiftly replaced it.  They were similar to the build panel that appeared when Jason used Custom Skeleton.  Except this one was unique to the Bone Borer.  One panel showed the current status of the machine – the walls, drill, treads, and back hatch outlined as separate sections.  Another provided a rough projection of the Spirit Charges remaining in the dark mana well.  Jason needed to keep a close eye on that meter.  He couldn’t afford to let those charges drop too low.  He might need to use some of that energy to repair the machine if they encountered any problems. 
 
    The third screen provided a rudimentary set of controls and an integrated version of Jason’s map.  Jason knew from his experiments that the map wouldn’t offer much detail underground – it wouldn’t identify patches of rock or underground caves, for example – but it would give him a rough sense of how far below the surface they were.  The controls were located adjacent to the map.  Right now, his options were “move forward,” “turn slightly left or right,” – by angling the direction of the drill – and “stop.”  There was no reverse, and they didn’t have much flexibility in maneuvering the machine. 
 
    It was his first full-sized prototype, after all. 
 
    “So, I hate to be that guy, but, uh, how exactly are we going to get this thing underground?” Frank asked from behind Jason, peering over his shoulder at the console.  “Is there like an ‘angle down’ option?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Jason grunted.  With the smaller models, he’d been able to forcefully shove the machine down at a hard 45-degree angle using Custom Skeleton and then level it out the same way.  Although, he was skeptical that he was going to be able to do that with the full-sized machine – at least not without possibly rupturing the ivory shell and killing them all. 
 
    “Okay… so what then?” Frank asked. 
 
    Jason pivoted and glanced back at Spider.  “Can you help?” 
 
    The grower just cocked his head, his follow-up question apparent. 
 
    “We’ll need you to use the plants in your grove to lift the back-end until we hit a 45-degree angle and then hold us there for a few seconds,” he explained, using his hand to show the grower what he wanted.  “Once we’re a few dozen feet down, then you can use the roots to help clear some of the sand and soil and level us off.” 
 
    Although, that begged an important question that no one thought to ask. 
 
    Like how the hell were they going to get back to the surface. 
 
    But that was a problem for later. 
 
    Spider nodded and then turned his gaze to the nearby wall.  He placed his palm against the surface.  Multi-colored energy wound around his arm and filtered through the cracks in the bone panels before leaching out into the soil beneath the Bone Borer.  Seconds later, the backside of the machine lurched, then began to lift slowly into the air, the group forcing themselves back into their seats.  Jason tapped at the panel in front of him, bands of dark energy stretching away from their chairs and locking them all securely in place. 
 
    “Ready,” the grower reported, his voice echoing in the silent compartment. 
 
    The rest of the group was tense, clutching at their armrests.  Ribbons of rainbow energy swam around Hoot. Howl had squeezed his eyes shut and was murmuring something under his breath.  Runner and Silver didn’t look much better, staring straight ahead with unblinking focus.  Frank kept glancing nervously at the druids, and Eliza looked rather pale.  Seated behind him, Riley patted Jason’s shoulder, her gaze reassuring but still somewhat tense.  The only genuinely calm member of their party was Alfred, the cat coiled in Jason’s lap and snoring softly. 
 
    Jason turned, took a deep breath, lifted his hand toward the console, and tapped a single button labeled “Ignition.” 
 
    The machine’s engine roared to life.  The metal-reinforced bones along the front of the machine began to whir and spin, energy fed from the Soul Orb directly into the machine and powering the drill.  The blades quickly spun up to speed, multiple concentric discs spinning along the inside of the Bone Borer.  Jason could feel a faint vibration as the drill ate into the beginning of the topsoil, the loose earth not putting up much resistance. 
 
    “Okay, let us go, Spider,” Jason ordered without turning around. 
 
    There was no response – the machine just lurched downward at a sharp angle.  The group rocked back in their seats as the drill slammed into the ground and met some brief resistance, but then it pushed through, gradually diving deeper and deeper into the earth. 
 
    The Bone Borer’s drill rumbled and crunched through the dirt, the occasional spray of dust and rock puffing into the compartment through gaps in the bone.  The noise was also louder than Jason had expected, the vibration now much more intense and the whirring grind drowning out most noise in the compartment.  He kept an eye on the drill in the status panel, sighing in relief as he saw that it was holding together.  He would just have to hope they didn’t encounter any dense materials – like rock or buried veins of metal ore. 
 
    Once they were a few dozen feet below the surface, Jason slowed the drill and shouted over his shoulder at Spider, “Okay, you can level us off.” 
 
    The grower just nodded.  Moments later, the back end of the Bone Borer began to sink, jerking and listing as Spider controlled the roots around the machine, using them to grind through the dirt and sand along the rear of the machine.  Once they were level, Jason re-activated the drill, and they set off again.  The vehicle rumbled forward – the drill burrowing through the mixture of sand and dirt – and the treads below the Bone Borer pushed them along.  It wasn’t moving fast, but they were making relatively decent time compared to making the hike on foot – assuming their position on Jason’s map was any indication. 
 
    However, they were also swiftly leaving known terrain behind.  While Jason could see roughly how far below the surface they were and how far along they’d come, he couldn’t make out any details above them.  There was no way for him to tell if they were close to the path of the caravans.  He was certain they’d feel the vibration kicked up by the Bone Borer – even if they didn’t know what was causing it. 
 
    “Hoot?” Jason shouted behind him over the rumble of the machine. 
 
    No response. 
 
    “Hoot!?” he shouted louder. 
 
    The young tamer finally opened his eyes, looking relieved that they hadn’t all died horribly.  Then he met Jason’s gaze. 
 
    “Guide us north, but avoid the path those caravans are taking,” Jason instructed. 
 
    Hoot nodded once before his gaze went distant, his eyes taking on a multi-colored hue before he squeezed them shut.  Only moments later, a yellow waypoint marker appeared in the distance, Jason gradually adjusting course toward that spot of light.  The damn machine sure didn’t turn quickly, carving a gradual arc through the ground. 
 
    Seconds and then minutes ticked past without issue.  Still, the group hadn’t relaxed.  Their journey was bumpy, the machine listing and tilting and letting out a sharp whine as it struck small rocks embedded in the ground.  Occasionally they would abruptly slow, almost stalling, as the Bone Borer struck dense patches of earth.  Jason couldn’t see any of the debris, and he hoped that the blades along the front of the vehicle could handle it, keeping a watchful eye on the display in front of him.  If the blades started to wear down, he was going to have to use Custom Skeleton and repurpose part of the interior or the shell around them. 
 
    With the additional seating for the druids, he didn’t have any extra materials to work with. 
 
    “This actually doesn’t seem too—” Frank began. 
 
    He was cut off by Hoot.  “What is that?” the young man mumbled to himself, his voice barely audible over the rumble of the machine, and his brow furrowed in concentration.  Jason shot him an alarmed look over his shoulder, and Frank snapped his mouth closed, his hands clenching around his armrests. 
 
    “What is what?” Jason demanded insistently.  “Talk to us, Hoot!” 
 
    “Eureka is seeing like… a dust cloud rolling across the desert,” Hoot explained in a distracted voice.  “But it’s strange…” 
 
    “Strange how?” Riley demanded, urging the young man to continue. 
 
    “It’s moving against the air current,” Hoot explained, speaking louder to be heard over the grind of the machine.  He dropped a waypoint marker, identifying the cloud off to their left.  “It’s almost like… almost like it’s alive.  Like it’s following us.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened, and then he squeezed them shut, burrowing into Thorn’s memories.  He’d only managed to sift through a small portion of the images.  Many were still a chaotic series of colors – sights and sounds – with no clear pattern or connection.  Without an idea of what he was looking for, it was almost impossible to conjure a specific or relevant memory.  This time, however, he had an idea of what to look for. 
 
    He soon found it – a memory filled with sand and dread.  A dense cloud that drifted across the dunes, seemingly with a mind of its own. 
 
    It was as though the sand were being kicked up by something impossibly large… or by many, many smaller somethings.  Even as that image came to him, a single word whispered through Thorn’s memory – carrying a note of fear and apprehension, those emotions unfamiliar to the former Scion of the Order. 
 
    Sandworms. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jason muttered, his heart racing now. 
 
    More details were filtering through.  The sandworms were a foe that couldn’t be fought.  They hunted in voracious packs that could sprawl out for miles, the creatures drawn to vibrations in the sands.  The Khamsin took care to mask their movements and use local wildlife to traverse the dunes.  The insects they used were able to project a cushion of air beneath their feet to reduce the vibration and emulate the gusts of wind that swept the dunes. 
 
    Unfortunately, the Bone Borer was doing the exact opposite.  Judging from how the shell was shaking and rattling around them, Jason guessed they were painting a neon sign for the sandworms that read “Food Here!”  His eyes snapped open, wide and alarmed. 
 
    It seemed their luck had finally run out. 
 
    “Those are sandworms,” Jason barked over his shoulder. 
 
    Thorn had never seen an individual worm – his memories indicated that no one had lived through an encounter long enough to witness one.  Which meant Jason didn’t know how they killed their prey.  That didn’t bode well for his new prototype.  He couldn’t anticipate what sort of damage they could wreak on the Bone Borer, even with the metal-reinforced panels surrounding them. 
 
    “They’re getting closer!” Hoot called out.  “Only a few miles out now.” 
 
    “What do we do?” Frank shouted at Jason, his voice starting to sound frantic. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder, seeing the fear painted across his companions’ faces.  His gaze focused on the druids.  He’d made a mistake – a single error in judgment that might cost them all their lives.  Except some of them couldn’t afford to die – a realization that was dawning in each of the druids’ eyes.  The only source of calm was Alfred.  The AI was curled sedately in Jason’s lap and showed no concern despite the rumbling of the machine and the chaotic shouts filling the compartment. 
 
    Jason squeezed his eyes shut again, searching Thorn’s memories. 
 
    There must be an answer.  Some solution to our situation. 
 
    It came to him seconds later, images flashing through his mind’s eye.  Islands of rock and stone riddled the desert.  A faint thought, almost a feeling really – refuge, safety.  As Jason homed in on those memories, he saw images of hollowed-out caves, home to the insects that managed to survive in the desert.  He could see the Khamsin gravitating toward those islands, fleeing to them in the face of the sandstorms kicked up by the worms.  Entire cities were hidden within their depths, carved into the stone. 
 
    Jason’s eyes snapped open again.  “Hoot,” he shouted, the tamer’s large eyes focusing on him, a rainbow of energy still swirling within their depths.  “Look for an island.  A rock island.  Whichever one is closest.” 
 
    The tamer nodded curtly, his eyes closing again as he concentrated, Jason holding his breath in anticipation.  “I see one…” the tamer murmured. 
 
    A faint yellow waypoint appeared in the distance, shining with amber light, promising safety.  It was far off to their left, the angle rather sharp.  That island would take them across the path of the caravans, although that hardly mattered now if a swarm of sandworms was rampaging across the dunes.  More problematic— 
 
    “Isn’t that in the same direction as the worms?” Riley demanded, her tone sharp. 
 
    “It-it is,” Hoot replied.  “But it’s the only island for miles.” 
 
    Jason gritted his teeth, forcefully channeling his mana to suppress his anxiety.  Thorn’s memories were cloudy, but he had the impression the sandworms usually traveled in a long line, forming a sort of gigantic net.  Once any of the creatures encountered prey, that line collapsed, falling in on itself and surrounding the target, leaving no room for escape. 
 
    But that gave them a possible opportunity.  A figment of a plan began shifting through Jason’s mind.  The line was initially thin.  If they moved quickly, they might be able to cut their way through the worms – escaping out the other end of the trap before the creatures closed around them.  Although, they’d likely still have a legion of creatures following hot on their heels. 
 
    “Okay,” he shouted over his shoulder.  “We’re heading for that island.”  He tapped at the controls in front of him, turning the machine, the Bone Borer gradually carving a shallow arc through the mixture of sand and dirt.  Yet it wasn’t going to be enough.  The angle was too shallow. 
 
    “Spider!  Can you turn us?” Jason barked behind him. 
 
    “No plants,” Spider grunted in reply. 
 
    Eliza took a calming breath and dug into her pack, removing a handful of seeds.  She promptly threw them across the bottom of the compartment and began casting Obscuring Mist, a dense fog coiling through the compartment within moments.  As condensation began to gather along the ivory shell of the Bone Borer, Eliza canceled her spell and began casting Accelerated Growth.  Bright-sapphire droplets soon dripped from her fingers.  And where they struck the seeds, vines began to bloom, coiling along the bottom of the machine. 
 
    “Will this work?” she asked Spider. 
 
    The grower’s eyes widened in surprise, but he just nodded, already placing his hands upon the vines.  He’d abandoned caution, throwing the latch of the back hatch and directing the swiftly growing plants out of that portal and into the collapsing tunnel of dirt and sand that lingered behind them.  Dust and dirt sprayed into the compartment as they pushed forward, but the group ignored that – they had larger problems. 
 
    The vines stretched out of the hatch and crawled along the back of the machine, clawing at the sand and soil.  The Bone Borer jerked harshly, rotating far more swiftly now until it was nearly lined up with the waypoint marker.  Unfortunately, that hard turn had slowed them down.  And the vibrations along the compartment’s walls and their chairs had only grown.  But those tremors weren’t coming from the drill.  That was the shiver of thousands of sandworms heading straight toward them. 
 
    “Reinforce the cabin walls with the vines!” Silver urged Spider.  “I think we’re going to need it!” 
 
    The grower just nodded again, and rainbow energy flashed.  The vines coiled up the sides of the machine, coating the interior walls.  Eliza continued pouring energy into the plants as Spider shaped them, the vines growing swiftly until a thick layer of water-mana-infused plants coated the inside of the Bone Borer.  Once the vines were in place, Frank heaved at the back hatch, wrenching it mostly shut, although the vegetation now blocked it from closing completely, and Spider was forced to lash it closed with more vines. 
 
    Jason didn’t have much focus to spare on that, his eyes on the display before him.  The drill had taken some damage from their current journey and might not withstand the line of sandworms.  He looked over his shoulder at Frank, meeting his eyes and gesturing for him to move closer.  The shifter leaned forward, his arms clamping onto Jason’s seat to keep himself stable with the way the machine listed and jerked. 
 
    “I may have to use the bones in the chairs to reinforce the drill.  Whatever happens, make sure the druids live through this,” Jason shouted over the rumble of the machine, clamping his hand on his friend’s arm.  With a press of his finger, he released the bands of dark mana holding his companions in place, leaving the dark energy wrapped around himself. 
 
    Frank gave a voiceless nod and then moved back into the compartment, directing the others to leave their seats.  A few shouted words from Silver, and Spider turned to the plants again.  Another pulse of multi-colored energy rippled through his arm and into the vines covering the inside the machine.  They grew swiftly, bands of vegetation lashing around each group member’s waist to keep them anchored in place. 
 
    “We’re about to strike the—” Hoot began. 
 
    He never got to finish that statement. 
 
    The Bone Borer almost listed to a complete halt, sending the group stumbling forward, and the vines stretched until they snapped taut, straining to hold them in place.  The blades along the front of the vehicle were grinding against something dense and hard, the material refusing to give.  There was a sharp shriek of metal scraping metal that had to be the line of sandworms.  Jason glanced at the display and saw the durability of the drill beginning to drop rapidly. 
 
    He had no choice… 
 
    Jason began casting Custom Skeleton, the world slowing around him and the drill’s blades spinning much more sluggishly now.  Despite the enhanced time compression, they were still moving more rapidly than expected.  He was going to have to repair them without slowing the blades down.  And if they stopped their headlong charge for even a moment, the other sandworms would tighten the net and strike them from the flanks and rear. 
 
    He took a deep breath and then began working.  He pulled apart the ivory chairs that filled the compartment – leaving only his own.  He dug into his pack, pulling out more of the crude metal ore.  With a series of swift gestures, he fused the materials, forming a miniature whirlwind of grey bones around him. 
 
    Then his eyes centered on the drill and he gave himself over completely to his task. 
 
    As each blade broke, he deftly replaced it, directing a series of bones forward and slicing them down to size with neat strokes.  The work required precise timing and precision, Jason sliding the newly minted blades into place as the drill rotated.  Then he lashed them down with bands of dark energy.  One.  Two.  Three blades crumpled and were repaired.  Then he began to lose count, focused only on the rhythm of repairing and replacing as time lengthened and stretched. 
 
    Sickly green blood had begun to mix with the dirt and sand, leaking past the drill and into the cabin – the only proof Jason had that they were making progress under the effects of the enhanced time compression. 
 
    The machine around him listed hard as something struck the side.  Bone cracked, a large splinter gradually forming in the side of the Bone Borer.  The rear line of creatures had begun to catch up with them.  Even worse, Jason had begun to run out of materials.  He couldn’t exactly afford to repurpose the bones in the walls. 
 
    They needed to move faster. 
 
    His eyes shot to the orb resting on the pillar before him.  Maybe there was another option.  He’d been hoping to use the Soul Orb and remaining charges stored back in the Twilight Throne as a last resort – but as another worm slammed into the side of the compartment and formed another large crack in the vehicle’s armor, it was clear this was the only option left. 
 
    With a grimace, Jason called upon the energy stored in the dark mana well.  Darkness consumed the ivory pillar and surged down into the floor before racing forward into the drill.  Soon, the entire mechanism was wrapped in the obsidian energy as the dark mana reinforced the blades.  It also seemed to weaken the worms, the drill now carving through them more cleanly – possibly decaying and weakening whatever armor wrapped their bodies. 
 
    The Bone Borer lurched forward suddenly, finally breaking through the line of sandworms.  They were on the other side of the pack now, carving through the earth. 
 
    Jason abruptly dropped both Custom Skeleton and the channel from the mana well.  The obsidian energy receded quickly, leaving a dull ache behind his temples.  Unfortunately, he needed to leave enough juice for them to make it to the rock island.  Hopefully, they had been far enough underground – and the sandworms had kicked up enough sand and dirt – that the flash of dark energy was obscured from any prying eyes.  Although, at the moment, he was more concerned about surviving at all. 
 
    Something slammed into the back edge of the machine with a crunch of bone, and the whole compartment shuddered, fragments of bone flying from the walls.  The group eyed the back hatch nervously, Spider and Eliza redirecting their attentions there.  More vines began to wind around the portal, reinforcing the existing vegetation. 
 
    “How close?!” Jason barked at Hoot. 
 
    “Less than a mile,” the tamer shouted back. 
 
    At that moment, another worm slammed into the back hatch and then another.  The vines stretched and strained to hold it in place, fractures radiating through the reinforced bone.  As a third strike pounded against the panel, it was finally ripped free with a crack of bone and the snap of vines, which left the group with an unobstructed view of the half-formed and collapsing tunnel behind them. 
 
    And what lingered within that tunnel. 
 
    “Good gods,” Silver grunted, her sapphire eyes wide. 
 
    Dozens of sandworms coiled through that tunnel – maybe hundreds.  The mixture of sand and debris made it impossible to tell.  They were covered in a dense gray chitin, their bodies spanning at least a few yards, and topped with razor-sharp spikes that seemed like they would have little difficulty cutting through flesh… or magically reinforced bone.  The huge number of worms and the way they slithered through the sand and soil made it seem like the very earth was alive – a boiling mass of brown and gray and gnashing teeth. 
 
    Riley moved toward the rear of the compartment, pulling her bow free and nocking an arrow.  “Get down!” she screamed, and the others dove for cover while Frank helped pull Eliza and Spider toward the front of the vehicle. 
 
    Dark energy began to condense around the head of the arrow, growing in strength.  Beads of red energy drifted away from Riley’s skin, adding to the miasma.  As the arrow fully charged, she released – the missile speeding back into the collapsing tunnel.  It detonated violently, creating a vortex of unholy energy that ripped apart dozens of worms and fully collapsed the makeshift tunnel, dirt and sand crashing downward. 
 
    Unfortunately, the blast also had an unintended effect. 
 
    Riley had essentially detonated a concussive dark-magic grenade underground, with a horde of sandworms and a mountain of earth on the other end and only one available direction for the mixture of kinetic energy and unholy darkness to go. 
 
    The dark mana now raced back toward them, creating a line of force that was swiftly catching up with the Bone Borer.  “Oh fuck—” Riley began. 
 
    Then the wave of force struck.  It sent most of the group slamming forward into the front of the compartment, the vines wrapped around their waists barely keeping them from crashing into Jason’s seat and the engine that sat behind the drill.  At the same time, the entire machine listed forward, its blades feebly trying to cut through the dirt.  The drill suddenly slammed into something hard and dense, lurching to a halt, and the group slid backward once more. 
 
    As they began to recover, they looked up to see the sandworms still approaching, barreling toward them.  The shifters had moved forward to create a defensive line, their bodies shimmering as they started to assume their animal forms and preparing to make one last futile stand before they were overwhelmed by the worms. 
 
    “Go forward, you stupid piece of shit!” Jason shouted over the grind of metal striking stone, the yellow waypoint marker only a few feet away now.  He ratcheted up the power on the drill, using the last traces of the well’s energy to hold the blades together, all the while willing the damn thing to move just a bit further.  Just a few damn feet… 
 
    As the advancing line of worms began to catch up with them, one of the creatures spiraled forward, its body rapidly twisting as it lunged forward, the spikes around its head blurring – forming a sort of makeshift drill of its own.  The shifters braced themselves, but just before the worm struck, the Bone Borer gave one last gasp.  The machine pushed through that final obstruction, jerking forward before dipping downward precariously as the ground abruptly disappeared, and it encountered no other resistance. 
 
    The backside of the machine slid off into that void, and the Bone Borer began to free fall, the nose pitching forward and the group clinging to the vines that littered the inside of the compartment, empty darkness now hovering above what was left of the back hatch.  Frank’s eyes met Jason’s in that moment – his arms wrapped firmly around Silver and patches of dark fur springing up along his arms as he tried to assume one of his forms to protect her.  For his own part, Jason was trying feebly to summon his Bone Armor, to create some sort of insulation between himself and the impact he knew was coming. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Jason mouthed at his friend. 
 
    Then the Bone Borer struck something.  Hard. 
 
    The drill began to crumble and break apart, the force rippling back through the engine assembly, blowing it apart in a rain of ivory fragments that filled the compartment like tiny white shrapnel – the debris rocketing outward in every direction.  The vines snapped and crumbled, and leafy fragments filled the air.  Jason felt himself floating.  Tilting.  Spinning.  He struck something and felt the bones in his right arm snap, a searing pain rippling down the limb. 
 
    Throughout it all was the grinding vibration of the impact.  The shriek of metal scraping against stone.  The screams that were ripped from the group’s throats in those final moments. 
 
    And then everything went dark and silent. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 - Buried 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Jason groaned, blinking blearily.  His head was pounding, and something thick and wet was dripping down the side of his face. 
 
    Blood, he realized belatedly. 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, his body loudly announced its presence.  Everything hurt, but his right arm was the worst.  The limb was wrenched at an awkward angle, the pain a sharp burn that made it difficult to think clearly. 
 
    He retracted his Bone Armor with a gesture, what was left of the ruined, gray material seeping back into his skin.  Jason wrapped his fingers around his right wrist, squeezed his eyes shut, and grinding his teeth.  Then he jerked the arm.  Hard.  There was a loud pop and a crunch of grinding bone as his right shoulder sank back into the socket. 
 
    Jason let out a hissing breath.  His regeneration began to take over and heal the scrapes and bruises that riddled his body, as well as the throbbing ache that radiated from his shoulder.  A minute or two longer and he’d be back in fighting shape – a blessing of his single health and mana pool and significant regeneration rate. 
 
    That immediate problem taken care of, he surveyed the area around him, his Night Vision peeling back at the thick blanket of darkness that enveloped the compartment. 
 
    Jason was still strapped into his seat, although the nose of the cabin and the wall beside him had caved in.  Tugging the Soul Orb free from what was left of the column that had stood before his seat, he shoved it into his bag.  Then he ripped at the bone fragments holding him in place, the ivory material snapping and finally freeing him.  Immediately, he fell toward the front of the compartment but managed to roll in mid-air before his back struck what remained of the structure, forcing the wind from his lungs. 
 
    “Damn… ow,” he croaked. 
 
    Jason cradled his head and spared a glance at the rest of the machine that loomed above him.  The Bone Borer was tilted roughly at an 80-degree angle, and the paneled walls were cracked and crumbling.  Thick vines coated the entire interior of the machine, wrapping around and through the bone panels.  Jason’s brow furrowed as he followed those vines.  A thick – almost wall-like – collection of plants was positioned directly behind his chair, blocking off his view of the rest of the compartment and the back hatch.  Almost like a net… 
 
    The vines shifted, and a weak groan came from the other side. 
 
    My companions, he thought, a sudden rush of fear sweeping through his cloudy thoughts. 
 
    Jason glanced at his UI, tapping at the group menu, and breathed a sigh of relief as he saw a cluster of green dots.  They were all injured – some badly – but they were most definitely alive.  Looking back at the cluster of vines hanging above him, Jason was starting to piece together what happened. 
 
    Thorn’s memories had indicated the rock islands that dotted the desert continued deep underground, and many were already riddled with tunnels and caves.  His best guess?  They had drilled through the stone wall of a cave, and then the Bone Borer had fallen a few dozen feet, nose-first.  Since they weren’t dead, the sandworms must have been unable to follow them or had perished in the fall.  At least, that’s what he was hoping. 
 
    Jason groaned as he forced himself back to his feet and began the short climb up to the net of vines.  As he neared the foliage, he lifted his staff, summoning a Soul Slash and slicing a hole in one corner of the net, careful not to cut near any of his teammates or destabilize the net.  Then he pulled himself through. 
 
    His teammates were piled on the vines, gradually regaining consciousness. 
 
    “Yeah, so that was fucking awful…” Frank grunted, forcing himself upright and helping Silver out from under the pile of limbs and armor. 
 
    “Could be worse.  We could be dead,” Riley muttered, swiping her hands at the air while glancing at her UI.  “At least no one was hurt too—” 
 
    “I need some help over here,” a voice called from outside the Bone Borer. 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed, and he glanced at the group UI again.  He’d missed it the first time, but one of their group members’ health was dropping rapidly, already ticking down below 30%.  It seemed that the vines hadn’t caught everyone.  At least one of their teammates must have gotten sucked out of the back hatch as they tumbled down into the cave. 
 
    “Shit,” Jason muttered, climbing to the top of the Bone Borer, and then hauling himself out the broken hatch.  His boots struck solid ground moments later. 
 
    He’d been right.  They were standing in a large underground cavern, the Bone Borer embedded in a gigantic pile of rock, dirt, and sand.  Above them, a hole had been carved in the ceiling where their hasty entrance had weakened the ceiling’s structural integrity, resulting in a cave-in that obscured the way they’d entered. 
 
    That explained the lack of sandworms. 
 
    They must have had difficulty tunneling through the dense rock. 
 
    Jason skimmed the cave until his eyes rested on a prone form a few feet away, where Runner hovered above the body.  Racing over, Jason was already pulling a healing potion from his pack.  He crouched down beside the pair to see Hoot lying on the ground, his breathing coming in ragged gasps and blood trickling from his lips.  The immediate problem was obvious.  A jagged fragment of bone, roughly the size of Jason’s arm, was embedded in the tamer’s chest. 
 
    “That was definitely exciting,” Hoot croaked, trying to smile even as blood bubbled on his lips.  The bone must have punctured a lung since a hacking, pain-filled cough followed his words. 
 
    “Shut up, you idiot,” Runner growled.  “Save your strength.” 
 
    Jason was already pouring the contents of the healing potion down the young man’s throat, despite his feeble protests.  Although that merely stabilized him and slowed the bleeding, the tamer was sitting at roughly 23% health now.  That wound looked gruesome.  They were going to have to remove the bone for him to be able to heal.  Even then, it was going to be a close call with so little health remaining.  The bleed effects in-game could be deadly. 
 
    “Damn it, Hoot—” Silver growled, her eyes shining with worry as she and Frank approached with Riley and Eliza in tow. 
 
    “Sorry,” Hoot managed to croak, leading to another round of coughing, blood now dripping from his mouth and trickling down his neck. 
 
    “Eliza.  Riley.  I’m going to need some help here,” Jason said over his shoulder. 
 
    “Oh my,” Eliza whispered as she saw the extent of the injuries. 
 
    “We need to remove the bone,” Jason said.  “He can’t heal otherwise.” 
 
    “He may bleed out completely if we do.  It looks like it’s punctured at least one major artery,” Eliza murmured, her fingers touching the edges of the wound gently and peeling back the young man’s armor.  “The healing potions have limits.  The health regeneration rate likely won’t exceed the bleed damage.” 
 
    Jason grimaced, but Riley spoke up.  “Then we’ll supplement the healing.” 
 
    She glanced at Jason, her irises turning solid black and her pupils taking on a reddish hue.  A dagger appeared in her right hand.  “Give me your hand,” she instructed Jason.  He did so without hesitation. 
 
    Riley sliced open his palm without ceremony, and Jason let out a hissing breath – although the pain was a small price to pay for saving Hoot.  Riley’s eyes flared with power, and blood leaked from the wound, dripping to the stone floor.  As the liquid struck the ground, it evaporated in an instant, turning into a crimson mist that rose from the ground, wrapping around the group and the injured tamer.  His body swiftly absorbed the droplets pooling upon his skin. 
 
    “What is this?  What are you doing?” Runner asked, his eyes wide as he began to position himself in front of Hoot protectively. 
 
    “Saving his life,” Riley replied in a voice suddenly cold and firm.  She looked to Jason, her eyes solid black, broken only by a small circle of crimson.  “You okay?” she asked. 
 
    “I’m fine, just focus on Hoot,” he grunted in reply.  He could feel the life draining from his body and his strength sapping away.  A glance at his UI confirmed that the drain effect was outpacing his regeneration – Riley had trained this ability regularly.  But luckily, his mana pool was large enough to endure this for a while. 
 
    “Good,” Riley said, then looked to Eliza.  “The mist will help heal and stabilize him.  I’m going to rip the bone fragment free.  As I do that, you can give him the strongest healing potion you have.” 
 
    The water mage nodded, already reaching for the right potion. 
 
    Riley took a firm grip on the bone.  “This is going to hurt,” she said to Hoot, the young man gazing up at them with those too-large eyes.  “Hold him,” she instructed Runner and Howl.  The two men complied reluctantly and braced Hoot’s hands and feet. 
 
    “On three,” Riley continued.  “One.  Two—” 
 
    She ripped the bone free before hitting three, a spray of blood jetting into the air.  Eliza was already pouring a healing potion down Hoot’s throat.  The tamer was choking and coughing on the liquid, but the water mage refused to relent.  She splashed a second bottle across the open wound, praying it would be enough.  The rest of the group could only look on, anxiously waiting as they watched both the wound and their group UI.  Hoot’s health was still dropping precariously. 
 
    The wound began knitting itself closed, and Silver let out a relieved sigh as Hoot’s health began to stabilize at 7% and then continued to tick upward at a slow but steady pace. 
 
    “I think he may be okay,” Eliza said, inspecting Hoot’s body for other wounds.  “Although, he has many other injuries, and he’s likely bleeding internally.”  She looked at Riley over her shoulder.  “We’re probably going to have to maintain the healing cloud and potions for a while until he fully recovers.” 
 
    “Then that’s what we’ll do,” Riley grunted. 
 
    Jason grimaced, rising to his feet, and resisting the urge to rub at the still-open gash along his palm.  He’d allow Riley to keep up the drain until his mana pool dipped a bit lower.  Although, in the meantime, they had a few other problems. 
 
    “Where the hell are we?” Frank asked, eyeing the cave around them. 
 
    Jason pointed at the ceiling where a lone yellow waypoint marker lingered above them, near the beginning of the hole that had created the cave-in.  “It looks like we made it to the rock island, drilled into the side of this cave, and then—” 
 
    “Faceplanted,” Frank offered darkly. 
 
    “Pretty much,” Jason replied. 
 
    “You mean your death machine almost killed us all,” Silver snapped, her eyes flashing with anger as she rounded on Jason.  “And Hoot may still die.” 
 
    Jason met her gaze impassively.  “But it didn’t, and he hasn’t,” he retorted. 
 
    “Not this time,” Silver growled, the hair on her ears and tail rising and her body beginning to shimmer.  “But what about next time?” 
 
    “Hey!  I never claimed that joining me would be without risk, only that I would take steps to minimize the danger for you and your packmates,” Jason answered, his voice growing colder and his dark mana beginning to rise to the challenge in Silver’s eyes. 
 
    Frank placed a hand on her arm.  “We didn’t have much choice.  We needed to move.  And we needed Hoot to guide the Bone Borer.  We couldn’t have anticipated the worms.” 
 
    Jason winced internally – a flash of guilt pushing back against his dark mana as he looked down at the young tamer.  Perhaps if he had tried to examine Thorn’s memories more carefully… 
 
    He shook his head.  No, that was like searching for a needle in a haystack.  Even worse since he hadn’t even known he was looking for a needle. 
 
    Silver’s jaw snapped shut with a click, and she squeezed her eyes closed, visibly trying to control her anger.  When her eyes opened again, they sought out Jason’s.  “Fine.  But if he dies…” 
 
    She didn’t need to finish that statement.  Jason understood. 
 
    “I’ll happily let you kill me.”  His gaze was unwavering.  “But right now, we need to worry about protecting the rest of the group.  We’re in foreign territory, we don’t know if these caves are inhabited, and we just made a hell of a lot of noise.”  He gestured at the ruined remains of the Bone Borer behind them. 
 
    As Silver gave a noncommittal grunt in reply, Jason swiped at the air to bring up his map.  The terrain between their present location and the foothills of the mountains was still grayed out – they hadn’t actually observed where they were going – but the map at least provided a relative distance.  They had made it a few dozen miles into the desert.  They also appeared to be anywhere from 50-100 feet from the surface. 
 
    It could be worse, I suppose, he thought to himself.  At least it was unlikely that Finn had seen them while they were traveling underground.  And the cloud of sand kicked up by the sandworms had likely masked the mana Jason had been forced to use.  It also might have covered up any disruption they may have caused along the surface when they crossed the path of the caravans. 
 
    Jason froze as he noticed a long dark form lingering only a few feet away, the creature twitching slightly.  He motioned at Frank, and his friend’s body rippled and contorted as he assumed his Werewolf Form.  The rest of the group had followed their gaze, their bodies going tense and their hands reaching for their weapons. 
 
    Jason approached it slowly, the creature gradually coming into focus. 
 
    “It’s a sandworm.  But it looks like it’s trapped,” Jason murmured, the group relaxing slightly.  Indeed, the worm’s body was crushed under a massive boulder, and that familiar green blood leaked from the wound, pooling beneath its body – each thrash smearing the ichor across the floor of the cavern in a sickly arc. 
 
    Jason crouched beside the creature, examining it closely.  It was more than ten feet long, its body encased in interlocking panels of rigid gray chitin that reminded Jason more of a snake than an insect.  Its mouth lashed at him as he neared, a gaping maw ringed with sharp, metallic ridges that stretched at least a foot.  He didn’t see any eyes or ears.  It must sense its prey through vibrations alone, ripping it apart with those spikes and then devouring the remains. 
 
    Frank rapped at the creature’s shell, eliciting a solid thunk.  The worm lashed in his direction, but the shifter had already stepped back out of range.  “That shell is dense,” Frank observed in a guttural growl.  “Even the rocks here barely fractured the surface,” he continued waving at where the boulder had crushed the worm. 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed as he observed that spot, confirming that the worm wasn’t that badly injured – mostly trapped.  Another thought occurred to him as he stared at the worm.  He hadn’t had time to test this during their mad dash to safety, but now he had a bit more time to experiment.  With a swift series of gestures, Jason activated Custom Skeleton – channeling the spell for only a few seconds before dropping it.  However, even that short window was enough to confirm his guess. 
 
    The worm’s chitin had glowed a bright blue – as had the remains of the many worms that lingered above them, their corpses resting on the other side of the cavern wall and riddled among the debris from the cave-in.  It seemed the Bone Borer had slain a decent number of the creatures that had been too slow or too stupid to get out of the way of the drill bit that had carved cleanly through their chitin bodies. 
 
    “Interesting,” Jason murmured, his thoughts already racing with the possibilities.  At Frank’s questioning glance, he continued, “It seems the chitin counts as bone for purposes of Custom Skeleton.” 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder at what was left of the Bone Borer.  The once-mighty machine now lay in ruins, its drill destroyed.  However, he could probably salvage many of the remaining bones.  Between those and the worms, he should have a decent stock of resources – enough to begin rebuilding, at least. 
 
    “These things are even worse up close,” Silver muttered, coming up beside the pair.  Runner and Howl had stayed with Hoot, Spider hovering anxiously above the man and watching Eliza and Riley tend to him, Eliza pouring a healing potion down his throat every few minutes. 
 
    Jason eyed Silver, a thought occurring to him.  Thorn’s memories provided a rough sense of the wildlife in this region, but the images were fleeting and disconnected.  He only caught glimpses of different types of native insects.  In contrast, the druids might be more familiar with the creatures that lived out here in the desert since their territory bordered the desert.  He had made a mistake by failing to tap into that resource – an error he didn’t intend to repeat. 
 
    “What do you know about the desert?” Jason asked Silver.  “We’ve discovered the sandworms at this point, but what else should we be worried about?” 
 
    The dour woman’s brow furrowed.  “Ants,” she said simply. 
 
    “Uh, ants?” Frank asked skeptically.  “That doesn’t sound so bad.” 
 
    “Eight-foot-long ants that are heavily armored and come in multiple variants – some of which have evolved to launch Fireballs and explode violently?” Silver interjected with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, okay…  That does sound bad,” Frank amended. 
 
    Despite his tone, Silver didn’t look amused.  “They’re an infestation.  Ever since we met Finn along the northern side of the mountains, the insects have been roaming further and further afield.  Some have even wandered up into the mountains.” 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow at that.  Silver had met Finn before?  When Hoot wasn’t bleeding out, and they weren’t stranded in some unknown cave facing a giant, mutant ant infestation, he’d have to remember to follow up with her.  She might be able to provide more details about their opponent. 
 
    But for now, he needed to focus on one problem at a time. 
 
    “Can the ants adapt to the colder environment in the mountains?” Jason asked, cocking his head.  “It sounds like they’re a fire-based creature.” 
 
    “They don’t seem to prefer it, but they’re resilient and adapt quickly,” Silver grunted.  “Their queens can also create pools of lava, which allow them to terraform an area and live almost anywhere – at least, given enough time.  We managed to clear a few nests before they had grown to become a threat,” she explained, noting Jason’s questioning look. 
 
    Silver glanced at the sandstone walls of their cavern, eyeing the material and several of the adjoining tunnels that connected to expansive underground space.  “A place like this would actually be perfect for them,” she observed.  “I’d imagine they’ve infested many of these rock islands if they’ve already ventured into our terri—” 
 
    She cut herself short as a rumble echoed towards them from one of those adjacent tunnels.  Silver and Frank tensed, turning to face the opening.  Jason’s Perception skill chose that moment to trigger, his Night Vision allowing him to pick out a series of strange parallel marks along the walls of those tunnels – almost like they’d been formed. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jason muttered. 
 
    Even as he spoke, an enormous insect emerged from the opening, its body stretching nearly eight feet.  A dense, ruddy-hued chitin covered its six legs and segmented torso, the surface of its back and legs almost black.  The ant’s antenna twitched in their direction as though sensing them, then it leaned back on its hind legs and raised its head high.  Jason didn’t hear anything, but both Frank and Silver winced, pressing their hands to their ears. 
 
    “It’s wailing,” Frank half-shouted at Jason in explanation. 
 
    His brow furrowed, and he focused on his Listening skill, straining his hearing.  Moments later, Jason picked up the sound.  It was a high-pitched screech that echoed through the cave and down into the rest of the island, the rock amplifying the noise.  The ant just stood there, rocking in place, and maintaining that same obnoxious wail. 
 
    Jason shot Silver a questioning glance. 
 
    “That… that’s new,” she shouted in answer to his unspoken question. 
 
    Although, given the way the floor was beginning to vibrate, Jason guessed they were about to have more company.  His gaze shifted to Hoot.  They were still down a man – one that didn’t respawn – and Eliza and Riley couldn’t leave him alone.  Plus, Jason expected they were going to need Hoot’s abilities later.  He would likely be invaluable for scouting Sandscrit and navigating underground. 
 
    They couldn’t afford to move him far either.  Even if they had already mapped this rock island, it would be challenging to transport Hoot.  And without a clear path, they were more likely to run into a group of ants than to find an easy way to the surface.  Besides, even if they managed to get topside, where the hell were they going to go?  It was just sand for miles.  And the Bone Borer sure as hell wasn’t an option.  Even if Jason had the materials to repair it, they’d learned the hard way that the vibration it kicked up drew a legion of sandworms. 
 
    Which meant they only had one option. 
 
    “What now?” Frank asked in a loud voice, his fur-covered limbs tense. 
 
    “We fight,” Jason called back, drawing on his dark mana and letting the energy surge through his body, using it to push away his doubt and anxiety.  He expected he was going to need to be razor-focused for what was coming next. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 - Chittering 
 
      
 
    “Eliza.  Riley.  Get Hoot back to the Bone Borer!  Use the rocks as cover.  Spider, help Eliza build a platform and barricade the base of the machine to protect them,” Jason barked.  The two women and the grower glanced at him in surprise before nodding and moving quickly to follow his orders.  There wasn’t time for a debate. 
 
    Riley briefly deactivated her Blood Mist to remove the drain effect from Jason, recasting the spell on Eliza with a slice of her dagger.  Then the women gingerly lifted Hoot and began to carry him back toward the remains of the machine, blood-red particles still drifting around them.  If Eliza and Spider could build a wall of living plants, the pile of debris should give Riley high enough ground and line of sight on the cave.  That way, she could stay close to Hoot and maintain her healing aura while still providing ranged support. 
 
    Jason turned back to his remaining teammates, trying to ignore the way the ground was beginning to vibrate more insistently now. 
 
    He stood with the four shifters – Howl and Runner having already transformed into a large wolf and a snow leopard, respectively, while Frank and Silver remained in their human bodies for now.  For his part, Jason had already summoned his Bone Armor, the grayish, metal-infused material slinking down his arms, torso, and legs.  Thick panels of bone soon slid across his scalp to form an ivory crown as the spell completed.  Another twitch of his fingers and three gray discs began to orbit him like a black hole. 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Silver asked, eyeing him, and raising an eyebrow.  “Or do you actually have a plan this time?” she demanded. 
 
    Jason winced, his mana trembling as a wave of guilt washed over him.  He was responsible for their predicament, but that didn’t help them at the moment. 
 
    The question was how they should approach this fight.  He had a limited supply of bones, and he didn’t have time to appropriate the materials in the Bone Borer.  Besides, that would strip Hoot and their companions of the much-needed protection, and all their remaining supplies were still inside the vehicle.  Which meant this was going to be a brawl.  Fortunately, his summon limit was now sitting at zero, and his mana pool was refilling swiftly now that the drain effect from Riley’s spell was gone. 
 
    “We’re going to have to hold them off – the five of us,” Jason answered in a low voice. 
 
    He heard the pop and snap of bone beside him and turned to see that Frank had transformed, his bright-red eyes turning toward the tunnel entrances where the ant was still rocking back and forth and letting out that keening wail.  “Scout?” Frank growled softly. 
 
    Jason nodded.  Stopping beside Silver, Frank touched her arm gently, and their eyes met, a silent message passing between them.  Then Frank pulled away, swiftly blending into the shadows as he darted down an adjacent tunnel. 
 
    As the rumbling grew more forceful, Jason turned to Silver, meeting her startlingly blue eyes.  “Can you give me any other information about these ants?” he asked. 
 
    “There will likely be a large number of them,” she grunted back, visibly shoving aside her frustration with Jason and rubbing her chin in thought.  “It’s probably safe to assume they infested this rock island a while ago if they’ve begun moving into the mountains, which means they’ve likely had time to breed.” 
 
    As she spoke, Jason’s UI pinged with a message from Frank.  He swiftly pulled up his map, the primal shifter pushing data to the group.  Judging from the number of red icons heading in their direction, it seemed Silver’s guess was right.  There were a LOT of ants heading their way. 
 
    “Weaknesses?  Strengths?” Jason continued in a clipped voice, swiping aside the display, and turning back to Silver. 
 
    The gruff woman frowned.  “Their default chitin is tough.  But their armor is usually thicker along their backs.  As you can see from that guy,” she continued, motioning at the scout that lingered at the entrance to the cave, its antennae twitching and weaving in the air, “they don’t have eyes.  Instead, they seem to sense heat with their antennae. 
 
    “The fire ant queen also has a heat aura and can melt rock and metal ores.  The workers and soldiers coat their backs in whatever metal is available to offer additional protection.  So, striking their underbelly, face, and joints is our best bet.”  She hesitated, eyeing Howl and Runner where they had slunk toward the mounds of rocks that lingered along the edges of the cave.  “Our shifters are going to have trouble penetrating their shells.  We’re not exactly built for armor penetration.” 
 
    “Can you all use another shift?” Jason asked. 
 
    “Me?  No.  I’m too closely attuned to my wolf form.  And I know that Howl and Runner don’t have any other forms with armor-piercing attacks.  Maybe Frank could with his Were-Bear Form, but even he’d struggle.  It’s not enough to just be strong when your opponent is coated in super-dense chitin and metal.” 
 
    “Okay.  If I were able to weaken the armor, would that help you and your shifters?” Jason asked, gripping his staff tightly. 
 
    “Maybe…” Silver answered noncommittally. 
 
    For now, it seemed like Jason was going to have to stand on the frontlines.  His Soul Slash might be their only viable armor-piercing attack.  But at least he now knew how to draw the ants’ attention.  His fingers tugged a fire-mana-infused crystal free of his bag, and then he pulled up his chat log again, typing out a quick message for Riley.  He was likely going to need her ranged support, and he told her to focus on the targets he highlighted in his UI – instructing her to focus on stunning or incapacitating the targets rather than killing them.  He soon received confirmation and swiped aside the window. 
 
    Good, I’m going to need all the help I can get.  We’re going to have to learn to adapt. 
 
    Jason froze at that thought.  Maybe there was another option. 
 
    “Can Runner and Howl learn the ants’ form?” he asked, whirling back to Silver. 
 
    “It’s… possible,” Silver murmured thoughtfully.  “But these are insects, not mammals.  I can’t recall the last time one of our shifters attempted to attain Communion with an insect.” 
 
    “Well, let’s assume they can,” Jason shot back.  “How long would it take?” he urged her, trying to ignore the way dust had begun to cascade down from the ceiling of the cave.  The tremors were getting stronger – which meant the ants were getting closer. 
 
    “A few minutes at least… but that’s not the real problem,” Silver answered.  “The ant would need to be alive.  We normally trap and release the creatures we use to learn our shape-shifting forms.  Or we rely on the tamers.  And even if it worked, they wouldn’t be that practiced in using the new form—” 
 
    “I’m not worried about that,” Jason interjected quickly.  “If these creatures are as tough as you claim, it would help for Howl and Runner to have more armor.  Then we could use them as tanks to block off the tunnels and defend our forces back at the Bone Borer – including Hoot,” he added, waving behind him. 
 
    Jason grimaced as he pulled up his chat window and typed out a short message to Frank.  They were going to have to work with their limitations and gamble a little.  Jason couldn’t stand against an army of ants alone.  And the druids were best when they had an opportunity to learn from their environment.  Right now, they were going to need to learn fast – at least, if they were going to have any chance of surviving this encounter – which went for Frank as well. 
 
    Like Silver mentioned, Frank’s Were-Wolf and Were-Bear Forms were going to be somewhat ineffective against a heavily armored opponent.  It had been difficult for his claws in his Were-Wolf Form to penetrate Jason’s reinforced Bone Armor, much less the ants’ armor.  And in contrast to Howl and Runner, Jason knew his friend needed to consume the hearts of creatures in order to obtain their form – although he required quite a few hearts to learn a full were-shift.  Assuming he could even learn some sort of Were-Ant Form, of course. 
 
    But they lost nothing by trying.  Which meant Frank was going to need some corpses. 
 
    Lucky for them, they seemed to have stirred up a whole nest of the ants. 
 
    “Okay, tell Runner and Howl to play support here and wait for my signal.”  Jason’s tone was distracted as he addressed Silver.  “I’ll try to disable an ant, and then I want them to learn the new form as fast as possible.  Got it?” 
 
    She didn’t respond, and when he looked up, Jason noted the irritated frown on Silver’s face – she wasn’t accustomed to taking orders, and that likely wasn’t helped by their recent brush with death.  She grudgingly nodded as she met his eyes, a film of multi-colored energy glowing across her skin as she transformed and bounded off toward Howl and Runner to give them their instructions. 
 
    Which left Jason standing alone before the tunnels, his staff in hand and his body coated in bone.  He squeezed his eyes shut, focusing on his breathing.  Inhale.  Exhale.  Relax.  This was just another training exercise.  He’d done this thousands of times now. 
 
    He remained in that position.  Stationary.  His breath now steady and even. 
 
    As he heard the first of the ants barreling down the tunnels, his Listening skill kicked into action.  The footsteps were solid and heavy.  Each creature likely weighed a ton, at least.  About eight feet long.  Six legs.  Segmented torso.  He could make out the details from the angle and strike of their feet upon the stone. 
 
    Jason even remained motionless as the first of the ants thundered into the cavern. 
 
    Soon a second and third joined that first, emerging from the tunnels along the far wall. 
 
    And as he crushed the fire crystal in his left hand, the flames coiling across his bone armor and searing the skin beneath – the ants reacted.  Their trajectory slightly changed as they angled toward his location.  It seemed Silver had been right about the insects detecting heat. 
 
    Just before the ants struck him, Jason’s eyes popped open. 
 
    He simultaneously dropped into a crouch and swung his staff, channeling a Soul Slash before rolling to the right.  He sliced through the advancing ant’s forelegs with little resistance.  The creature was propelled forward by its own weight and its head promptly crashed into a boulder behind Jason with a thunderous crack.  But Jason was already on his feet again as he raced around the ant.  He swung his staff with pinpoint precision, and a series of Soul Slashs flared to life within the cavern, each blade lasting only a scant few seconds and cutting into the ant’s flailing legs. 
 
    Moments later, the creature lay incapacitated upon the stone floor.  Its legs had all been neatly severed, and sickly orange blood seeped onto the stone.  It lashed about with its head, but it was unable to move.  It would die eventually – gradually bleeding out – but that should give the other shifters some time to attempt to use Communion. 
 
    “Silver!” Jason barked to get her attention, highlighting the ant in his UI. 
 
    He had to hope she and the rest of the shifters focused on that creature because Jason no longer had any time or attention to focus on it.  The other two ants had shifted their position, angling back toward Jason but hesitating – perhaps noticing how swiftly he’d dispatched the first creature.  Many more were pouring out of the tunnels along the far wall – the only saving grace that their ungainly bulk forced them into a single-file line along each tunnel, the ants in front blocking the way for those behind them and forming a natural chokepoint. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of light, and Jason instinctively dove to the side as a ball of flame raced through the space he had occupied only seconds before, the heat washing across him.  He glanced over in surprise to see that one of the ants that had just entered the cavern was malformed.  Around its head was a thick circular shield of dark metal, fragments of orange crystal embedded in the surface.  As he looked on, coils of flame pooled in the center of that circle as it summoned another ball of flame, even as its partners charged toward Jason. 
 
    Great, so Silver was right about the Fireballs. 
 
    As though they didn’t have enough problems. 
 
    Instead of running away, Jason darted toward the Fireball-slinging ant.  Weaving around the two more benign worker ants, he sent the pair crashing headlong into one another as he cut away their front legs with a well-placed blow that left them hobbled and stunned.  Then he turned back to the ranged variant.  At the last moment, he slid beneath the insect’s bulk, flames washing across its back.  He sliced a line down its stomach with another well-timed Soul Slash, orange blood oozing from the wound and spraying across his armor.  A flick of his wrist and the ant was highlighted in yellow again. 
 
    Jason regained his feet, feeling a thump behind him as Riley’s arrow struck home and then detonated, tendrils of dark mana lashing at the air around the dying ant.  He raced toward another of the ranged variants as it summoned another Fireball. 
 
    Deciding he might as well test the ant’s damage output, Jason didn’t try to dodge the next Fireball.  Instead, he ran straight through the flames as they barreled toward him.  The fire flared out across his armor, flaying the skin beneath.  Yet his mana pool dipped by only a couple thousand, his regeneration swiftly working to refill his mana. 
 
    So, it seems I can also take a hit.  Good. 
 
    Then Jason was on his opponent.  With a few short strokes, he carved its head from its body, the creature’s flames abruptly sputtering out.  And in that window, Jason suddenly heard soft footsteps at his shoulder.  He didn’t have to turn to know Frank had made it back. 
 
    “Focus on eating their hearts.  Highlight them when you’re done,” he instructed without waiting for a response.  Jason needed to know which corpses Frank had already consumed. 
 
    And then he was moving again. 
 
    Jason sprinted toward the advancing line of ants even as his free hand wound through the gestures of Custom Skeleton.  He could still recall the way the sandworm’s shell had glowed blue.  It seemed the game treated chitin a lot like bone. 
 
    Perhaps he could repurpose the ants as well. 
 
    As the spell completed and time slowed around him, Jason whirled, glancing behind him.  Frank was crouched atop the ant’s corpse, its orange heart glowing softly in his hand as it rose slowly toward his canine teeth.  Behind him, Runner and Howl stood beside the incapacitated ant, multi-colored energy flowing from their hands and into the creature’s abdomen.  Jason’s gaze dropped to Frank’s feet, where he noticed that the ant’s corpse glowed a soft blue. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Jason immediately dropped the spell and twisted, keeping up his pace as he headed toward the oncoming ants.  He cast again.  This time, Specialized Zombie.  He didn’t need anything fancy right now – he just needed more bodies playing defense.  Coils of dark mana lanced away from his hands, drifting along the floor, and entering the fresh corpse beside Frank.  The ant’s body jerked.  Then it began to rise, his teammate – blood now staining the fur along his mouth – backing away quickly.  Yet he soon relaxed as the zombie pivoted away from him and took up a defensive position in front of the shifters.  Jason needed to buy them some more time. 
 
    He cut and slashed and danced among the ants, using their bulk to his advantage as they stumbled into one another and crashed into the tunnel walls in an attempt to follow Jason.  He sliced through one ant’s forelegs, its head promptly plowing into the ground.  But Jason leaped onto its head, racing up the creature’s back.  A ball of flame rocketed toward him, and Jason jumped to the side, landing atop another ant.  He dropped his staff downward, carving a furrow along the creature’s back, and a spray of orange blood erupted into the air. 
 
    A third ant slammed into the fresh corpse without hesitation, sparing no thought to its fallen comrade – intent only on its prey.  Jason rocked in place, almost losing his balance.  However, a twitch of his fingers and a bone disk pushed him forward, keeping him steady.  A well-placed arrow from Riley slammed into the attacker’s head, detonating into a miasma of dark energy.  The ant staggered backward, and Jason used that window to his advantage. 
 
    He leaped onto his new opponent’s back, carving through its armor with another Soul Slash.  A yellow highlight appeared behind Jason, and he began casting Specialized Zombie with his free hand – sending yet another ant back to protect the shifters. 
 
    Time seemed to slow to a crawl as Jason cut down the ants before him, raising those that Frank finished absorbing as fresh zombies and sending them back to his teammates.  With each ant he summoned, he grew slightly weaker, the reserve mana cost beginning to accumulate and build, shrinking his mana pool.  He kept an eye on that meter in his peripheral vision.  He knew how badly a single fireball hurt, and he couldn’t afford to get shot again. 
 
    Yet, despite the slaughter – or perhaps because he was so focused on protecting his teammates – he was gradually being pushed back, the ants pouring out of the tunnels along the far wall, their momentum and weight relentless.  He cut down another ant.  Then a second.  Only for a third to smash through the corpses, its head ringed in reinforced metal.  Jason tried to raise his staff in time to ward off the blow, but he was too late. 
 
    Something large crashed into the ant from the side, halting its momentum and sending off a shower of sparks.  Jason’s eyes widened.  The shifters had finished imprinting on the incapacitated ant.  Now Runner and Howl shoved past him, having assumed insect-like forms.  Yet, in contrast to the regular fire ants, they were nearly twice as large, and their massive bodies shoved aside the smaller ants with ease. 
 
    At their heels were the zombies that Jason had reanimated.  Several had been cut down by the other ants that slipped past him.  However, many had still survived.  And now they formed a solid wall of metal-reinforced chitin around the Bone Borer, advancing past Jason’s position and growing the safe zone between the front line and the ruined vehicle at their backs.  He gladly sank back behind their ranks, breathing heavily – his body bruised and bleeding from multiple close calls. 
 
    Runner and Howl smashed into the advancing line of ants, focusing on their weaker legs and appendages.  They aimed to incapacitate – not kill. 
 
    And the reason why soon became evident. 
 
    Frank lumbered among the bodies, his form a towering pillar of raw muscle as he had abandoned his wolf-like shift in favor of his Were-Bear Form.  He pried his claws into any opening in the ant’s armor, ripping apart the chitin and then searching within their torso, his hands coated in their sickly orange blood.  He soon pulled a throbbing heart free, immediately chomping down on the organ without hesitation. 
 
    Silver appeared at Jason’s side, her shift melting away.  “I think we’ve stabilized the line.  You can join the others and keep adding zombies to the pack,” she said, eyeing the damage to Jason’s armor and the blood trickling down his arm. 
 
    He nodded, not missing the fact that she was now ordering him about.  Although, he didn’t exactly mind the reprieve.  Now that he had a few minions online, his combined health and mana had dipped precariously – the game giving each insect a significant reserve cost.  It was becoming risky for him to continue fighting on the frontlines, and it was only bound to grow worse as the battle raged on. 
 
    He darted back to the Bone Borer, a thick wall of vegetation parting to let him approach the mound of bone and dirt.  He climbed quickly up to Riley’s position, where Spider had formed a solid platform of vines and branches atop the ruined vehicle.  The archer barely spared him a glance as she let loose arrow after arrow, dark mana detonating in the distance.  She seemed to be aiming for the ants’ heads, using her missiles to stagger and stun rather than to kill.  The shifters used these openings to smash their way through the line of stunned ants. 
 
    “Welcome to the fun group,” Hoot croaked from behind Jason, chuckling weakly.  He looked pale and weak but stable.  Eliza and Spider still hovered around him protectively, the water mage continuing to feed him potions. 
 
    “Hush.  Conserve your strength,” Eliza snapped at him with a glare. 
 
    Hoot shook his head, trying to rise to a sitting position.  “I’m feeling better actual—” He stopped mid-sentence, his head drooping and his eyes squeezing shut. 
 
    “Is he…?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed in concern. 
 
    “No,” Eliza answered.  “I just sedated him so he wouldn’t hurt himself.”  She lifted her hand to reveal a syringe with a glowing yellow substance dripping from the tip.  Before he could react to the water mage knocking out the tamer, she shoved a bunch of blue vials into Jason’s hand.  “And these are for you.  Mana potions.  I expect you’re going to need to keep casting for a while,” she explained curtly, her eyes challenging him to question her decision. 
 
    “Good thinking,” Jason murmured in reply, reminding himself not to cross Eliza.  She might look timid, and her abilities in a direct confrontation might be more limited, but the utility of her skillset could be wielded to devastating effect. 
 
    He shook his head, turning his attention back to the cavern below.  Jason now had a decent vantage point of the battle raging on the far end of the cave.  He was also out of the thick of the battle, and a line of animated insects and shifters were holding off the fire ants. 
 
    Which just so happened to allow him to do what he did best. 
 
    Dark energy coiled around Jason’s staff, his pitch-black eyes picking out the yellow highlighted markers that riddled the floor below his position.  One ant after another soon began to rise from the ground, only to be sent back into the fray to fight the seemingly never-ending tide of insects marching out of the tunnels along the far wall.  And each fire ant that was slain only added to his growing horde – only continued to allow Frank to inch ever closer to assuming a new form as he ripped their still-beating hearts free from their chests. 
 
    A grin tugged at Jason’s lips as he watched the tide begin to turn. 
 
    These damned ants didn’t know it yet, but they’d already lost. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 - Infestation 
 
      
 
    “This feels like cheating,” Hoot observed.  The young man was looking better already.  His color had returned, and the internal bleeding had largely stopped, his health stabilizing as his natural regeneration began to outpace his injuries.  Alfred had curled up beside the tamer, snoring softly. 
 
    “Just another day, fighting alongside Jason,” Riley replied with a chuckle. 
 
    The group was still standing in the same cavern, but it no longer resembled the enclosure where they had first crash-landed. 
 
    Gone was the Bone Borer, the machine broken down to create a makeshift fort amid the landslide at the back of the cavern.  Jason had formed a platform of dense bone that stretched nearly twenty feet up the side of the cavern wall, replete with a helpful handrail.  He’d installed a retractable ladder at the base and lashed it to the platform with bands of dark mana.  Any ants that might wander into the cave would struggle to make it to their position – or to the equipment and supplies that were piled neatly behind them. 
 
    Eliza and Spider had also set to work growing a substantial supply of phosphorescent algae, which now coated the bones beneath their feet and gave off a dim green glow that lit the cavern for those of the group who had difficulty seeing in the dark.  The algae must have found the dry cavern’s conditions amenable since it had continued to spread quickly across the ceiling and drift off down the adjacent hallways, gradually lighting the underground series of tunnels that made up this rock island. 
 
    Although, these defenses were entirely redundant. 
 
    More than a dozen ants stood sentry along the cavern floor, their armor ravaged and splintered – evidence that these insects had died not too long ago.  Now they had been conscripted.  The more generic insects – now referred to as worker ants – stood guard over each tunnel.  Meanwhile, the Fireball-flinging variants – the soldier ants – were stationed farther back, able to provide ranged support at a moment’s notice.  With their natural resistance to fire and the hardened, dark metal that still coated their chitin, they formed a durable defensive line. 
 
    “How are things going?” Riley asked.  When Jason didn’t reply immediately, she rested a hand on his shoulder, causing him to start in surprise. 
 
    “Ahh, sorry… what was that?” he asked, glancing at her before turning his attention back to the displays arrayed before him. 
 
    “I asked how it’s going?” Riley repeated, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Jason let out a sigh, rubbing at his eyes with weary fingers.  “As well as can be expected.  We’re making steady progress in exploring the colony and exterminating the rest of the ants,” he answered slowly, pointing at the map to his left. 
 
    Over the last hour that had passed in-game since they first crash-landed, much of this rock island – or rather, this fire ant colony – had been mapped.  As they explored the nest, his minions fed him data, sweeping the colony from east to west.  The resurrected fire ants, shown as green dots on the map, were slowly inching forward through a dizzying series of passages.  Frank and the other shifters were with them, providing much-needed support and reporting back to Jason via the in-game chat window.  Jason had instructed the zombies to take orders from Frank and his companions.  That had been a much cheaper solution than trying to summon Zombie Lieutenants. 
 
    A pair of worker ants entered the cavern, interrupting his thoughts.  The corpse they dragged between them had its torso sliced open in a jagged line – likely caused by their diamond-studded mandibles.  Jason had quickly discovered that the ants’ jaws could cut through even the toughest metals.  Although, it was difficult for the insects to use those small pincers in the middle of a fight, given their bulky size.  It was much more expedient for them to charge headlong and attempt to crush their enemies against the walls. 
 
    Frank had been directing the zombies to cut open the ant corpses so that he could rip their hearts free and consume the organs in the hope of obtaining a new were-form.  Luckily, losing a heart meant little to a zombie, and Jason was all for recycling. 
 
    His left hand immediately wound through the gestures of Specialized Zombie, and the ant soon lurched upright.  After a few curt instructions from Jason, it ambled down one of the passages, joining the pair that had delivered its corpse.  He spared a glance at the summon information window that hovered beside his chat log: 
 
      
 
    
     
      
      	  Summon Information 
  
     
 
      
      	  Basic Control Limit 
  
      	  117 
  
      	  Lt. Control Limit 
  
      	  11 
  
     
 
      
      	  Zombie Level Cap 
  
      	  482 
  
      	  Skeleton Level Cap 
  
      	  250 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Zombies 
  
      	  52 
  
      	  Current Skeletons 
  
      	  0 
  
     
 
      
      	  Current Lts. 
  
      	  0 
  
      	    
  
      	    
  
     
 
      
      	  Type of Summon 
  
     
 
      
      	  Fire Ant Workers 
  
      	  34 
  
      	  Fire Ant Soldiers 
  
      	  18 
  
     
 
      
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
     
 
      
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
      	  - 
  
     
 
      
      	  
      	  
      	  
      	  
     
 
     
   
 
      
 
    The game was treating the fire ants as an “elite” creature, which he supposed made sense given their tough armor and size.  They might not inflict much damage, but they were large and resilient.  However, that also meant that each ant was taking up two slots toward his Control Limit.  That designation also affected the mana reserve cost for each summon – roughly 275 per ant or 14,300 mana total.  That left him with a measly 1,307 mana.  Since that was also his health pool, and well below the damage threshold for a single Fireball, he’d been relegated to the back of the army where he was protected. 
 
    Ever since the last patch, I sure turn into a glass cannon while my summons are active, Jason thought with a frown.  That was a pretty significant liability.  Although, he supposed it wasn’t a terrible tradeoff since he had performed remarkably well against the ants with zero summons active.  And there was still plenty to do from here.  The zombies were dying at a rapid pace as Frank and the shifters fought deeper into the colony, forcing Jason to stop what he was doing every few minutes as another corpse was dragged back into the cavern. 
 
    “I think I’ve gained 12 levels at least,” Hoot commented, flicking at a series of prompts that Jason couldn’t see.  “And all for doing nothing at all.” 
 
    Indeed, the tamer was right.  Exterminating the ants had also been rather lucrative in terms of experience, even with the benefits spread among the group.  Jason had received a few prompts himself but hadn’t bothered to review the information.  There would be time for that later. 
 
    Besides, something else had been occupying his attention. 
 
    “Well, if you’re feeling well enough to complain about free experience, then there’s something you can do to help,” Jason offered.  The tamer glanced at him in surprise, his eerily large eyes going wide.  “Can you connect to Eureka from down here?” 
 
    Hoot cocked his head, then closed his eyes for a moment.  “Yes, yes, I can sense her.” 
 
    “Okay, well then, I need you to scout the desert while we’re handling the rest of the nest.  Have Eureka search a 100-mile grid around us,” Jason instructed.  “Identify every rock island and drop a waypoint marker on each location.  Also, have Eureka be on the lookout for Khamsin activity.  From what I can gather from Thorn’s memories, they inhabit some of these islands.” 
 
    Jason paused for a moment.  “And if Eureka stumbles upon Sandscrit, mark the location.  Just make sure she steers clear of the city for now.  We can’t be certain whether Finn might notice something unusual about her.” 
 
    Their opponent might be able to sense the strange multi-colored energy that the druids were using to cast their various abilities.  Silver had indicated that she’d encountered the man before, so Finn may have picked up on their abilities and mana signature.  Besides, there was no sense in taking unnecessary risks.  For now, their activity was likely hidden by the massive amounts of earth mana in the surrounding rock and sand.  But Jason didn’t want to test their luck. 
 
    “Will do,” Hoot chirped and then leaned back against the cavern wall and closed his eyes. 
 
    “What should we be doing?” Eliza asked, gesturing at Spider. 
 
    Now that Hoot was on the mend, the cavern secured, and the lighting problem solved, the pair was waiting idle.  Their skillset didn’t make them particularly useful on the frontlines, and they could do little to reinforce Jason’s summons, which were rather expendable anyway. 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed.  They might not be able to help immediately, but there was no harm in planning ahead. 
 
    “How much progress have you managed to make on a potion to mask our appearance and mana signature?” Jason asked.  Eliza had been working on the project since they left the Twilight Throne, but with everything else going on, it had slipped his mind – a low priority given the rest of the problems they’d faced. 
 
    Eliza glanced to the side.  “I experimented with a few recipes… but nothing yet.” 
 
    Jason just nodded.  “Hmm, well, in that case, maybe you and Spider could work on that together?  I suspect our quiet friend here might be able to offer some guidance since the druids seem quite adept at cultivating herbs and alchemy.  Assuming he’s willing, of course?” He directed this last question at the grower. 
 
    Spider nodded curtly.  “I am,” was his only response. 
 
    “Good.  Then go ahead and use as much of this cavern as you need for a growing operation.  The cave should be pretty safe according to my map,” Jason explained.  “You can also use some of the soldier ants to clear the cave of boulders and debris.  If you need any extra equipment, feel free to dip into our supplies or let me know, and I can probably throw something together with Custom Skeleton.  I have some spare parts at this point.” He waved at a pile of discarded chitin in the corner – the remains of ants that had been too far gone for him to summon as zombies. 
 
    The pair nodded and then started rummaging through the stack of packs resting on the platform, speaking to each other quietly.  Within moments, they had dropped the ladder and made their way down to the cavern floor, directing the soldiers to clear the debris and give themselves some room to work.  The soldiers promptly blasted at the rock with balls of searing flame until it glowed with a dull red light.  They then charged forward, scooping at the ground with the reinforced metal shields that ringed their heads – effectively turning them into undead bulldozers. 
 
    Hopefully, Eliza and Spider could come up with something.  Jason suspected they would need a rather thorough disguise if they wanted to have any hope of eventually infiltrating Sandscrit undetected.  And if they weren’t able to scout the city, that was going to present a major obstacle.  Eureka might be helpful there, but the owl wasn’t great in terms of collecting small details, and the young man was often forced to interpret what she saw. 
 
    “So, I’m terrified to ask, but what exactly have you been working on?” Riley asked, now that Eliza and Spider had departed, and Hoot was locked in a trance.  She leaned back against the railing and eyed Jason closely. 
 
    At his surprised glance, she cocked an eyebrow.  “Oh, come on.  I know you haven’t just been sitting there staring at map data this entire time, and it only takes you a few seconds to raise a new corpse.  Go ahead.  Spill it.” 
 
    Jason rubbed at his neck, staring at the display that hovered front and center before him, its contents invisible to the rest of the group, including Riley.  She was right, of course.  He had been working on something new.  The faint flash of an idea had occurred to him while Frank and his shifters were clearing the nest.  He hadn’t been focused on retrieving the fallen bodies of his zombies or collecting the rest of the scrap chitin – at least, not yet.  But once they cleared this colony, Jason suspected he’d ultimately have a ton of materials to work with. 
 
    The question then was, what should he build? 
 
    And to answer that, he realized he first needed to answer another question… 
 
    “What’s our next move?” he asked, posing the question to Riley. 
 
    She cocked her head.  “What do you mean?  We’re focused on clearing the colony.” 
 
    “Sure, but after that’s done, then what?” Jason pressed her. 
 
    Riley lapsed into silence, chewing on her lip in thought. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason said, taking her hesitation as all the answer he needed.  “The truth is that we’re in a tight spot.  We managed to get to this island undetected – or at least, we’re hoping Finn hasn’t noticed us yet.  But the Bone Borer was a bust.  The vibration summoned the sandworms, and the machine couldn’t hold up against the swarm.  So how the hell are we going to leave this island without dying or being seen? 
 
    “And that’s just problem number one,” Jason continued.  He raised two fingers.  “Problem number two is how do we attack Sandscrit.  Finn is going to see us coming from miles away.  It’s really the same problem we had at the edge of the desert.  We can’t travel by air or atop the sands – unless Eliza and Spider come up with a way to disguise our appearances and our mana signatures – assuming that’s even possible, of course. 
 
    “So, our only choice is to travel underground,” Jason finished. 
 
    “But you just said that wasn’t an option because of the sandworms,” Riley offered. 
 
    “Not exactly.  I said the Bone Borer was a bust,” Jason retorted, his gaze shifting back to the screen that hovered before him.  “The structure was too weak.  Even if I reinforced the shell by infusing the bone with some of this darker, denser metal that the ants are using, I expect we’d be too slow.  You saw yourself how quickly the sandworms caught up to us.  On the one hand, that’s a blessing.  The sandstorm the worms kick up provides cover from Finn’s sight.  But, at the same time, we can’t afford to have them crashing into our vehicle. 
 
    “So, we need something that’s both resilient and moves through the sand quickly.  Fast enough that we can outpace the swarm.”  Jason cocked his head.  “It also wouldn’t hurt if we were able to dive and ascend and turn more rapidly.  We can’t exactly rely on Spider and Eliza to handle that for us every time, and using those vines weakens the structural integrity of the vehicle.” 
 
    “Uh, okay,” Riley replied tentatively.  “So, I assume you’ve come up with some sort of solution?” 
 
    Jason’s gaze shifted up the nearby wall to the collapsed hole where they had first entered the cave.  Just behind that barrier, he knew the corpses of dozens of sandworms still lingered, entombed in the sands.  He’d been studying them carefully in his downtime, occasionally switching to Custom Skeleton to observe the structure of their bodies and hoping for some clue that might help him improve on the design for the Bone Borer.  Ultimately, he’d just scratched the design altogether and started over. 
 
    “You’re probably going to think I’m crazy,” Jason murmured, eyeing the display that floated in front of him, glowing with a pale blue light. 
 
    “That ship sailed a long time ago,” Riley replied with a laugh. 
 
    “Fair enough,” Jason said with a smile of his own, but his humor disappeared quickly, his gaze dropping to Alfred where he rested against Hoot, the AI’s eyes popping open as though he’d sensed Jason’s attention.  “I’m also not sure my idea will work within the parameters of the game world.  I’m thinking way, way outside the box here.” 
 
    “If you are angling for an answer, you know the rules,” Alfred replied simply. 
 
    “Rule number one being that you’re always incredibly unhelpful,” Riley offered in a dry tone.  “I wonder why you even bother to follow us around.  Is it just to keep an eye on us?” 
 
    The AI just went silent, staring back at Riley with unblinking eyes.  Eventually, she just sighed and looked away.  “I’m not sure why I was even expecting a response,” she muttered.  Then she turned her attention back to Jason.  “So, what is this potentially impossible idea?” 
 
    Jason grimaced and then flicked at the display, pushing it around to Riley and making it visible for her.  Her eyes skimmed the glowing blue window, eyebrows raising and her mouth slowly dropping open.  “Is… is this what I think it is?” 
 
    “Yes.  Yes, it is,” Jason replied with a nod. 
 
    “Can you even build this with Custom Skeleton?  It’s enormous,” Riley asked. 
 
    “I’ve never attempted to create something this large.  But probably not.  Although, this might let me build it.”  Jason removed the Soul Orb from his pack. 
 
    “Is that one of the orbs from the training room below the dark keep?” she asked with an arched eyebrow.  She must have missed it during the distraction of their “test drive.”  To be fair, that little experiment had gone to shit quickly. 
 
    “Exactly.  It’s a Soul Orb.  I can use it to tap into the dark mana well’s energy – just like the training rooms do to summon undead.  That’s how I managed to keep the Bone Borer together when we crash-landed.  Although, I had to use a decent number of Spirit Charges to do so.” 
 
    The truth was even worse than that.  With the orb, Jason could access the panel for the mana well, the display floating in the corner of his vision – taunting him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  Status 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Description:  The well holds liquid dark mana that can be used to aid the city and its residents.  The available mana is limited, however.  Actions taken by citizens of the Twilight Throne that are consistent with their desires, and kills made by citizens of the city, increase the power held by the well.  Other options to increase the well’s spirit charges may become available over time.  The mana well can also be upgraded and expanded to increase its storage capacity and the efficiency with which it collects spirit charges. 
    
  Well Level:  13 (18% to level 14) 
    
  Current Spirit Charges:  73/300 
    
  Spirit Charge Income:  +11 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    After he’d used the well’s energy to hold the Bone Borer together, the Spirit Charge level had dropped to about 7%.  Since then, it had been inching upwards slowly, the activities of the Kin and members of their guild back in the Twilight Throne and the death of the ants presumably adding more charges.  But they still weren’t out of the woods yet.  Jason would need to figure out how to generate more dark mana – a lot more if he were going to build the design he had in mind. 
 
    And that was just the first step… 
 
    “Okay, so you’re going to build something with the orb instead of using Custom Skeleton,” Riley said, eyeing the globe with a considering expression.  “I suppose that would also avoid the reserve mana cost,” she continued.  Her eyes lifted to Jason.  “Not a terrible idea – assuming it works.” 
 
    “Thanks for the rousing support—” 
 
    “Hey,” someone shouted from the cavern below, cutting Jason off.  He glanced down to find Frank standing there, his body swiftly shedding the dark fur and rippling muscle of his Were-Wolf Form.  “You two lazy jerks ready to do some actual work?” 
 
    “Lazy jerks?” Jason shot back.  “How about a thank you for carrying your ass!” 
 
    “Any necromancer can just wiggle his fingers at some corpses from the safety of his little, brooding, bone perch,” Frank replied with a grin.  “But I have a real fight for you.  We found the fire ant queen.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  Now that was interesting.  If the queen was treated as some sort of elite or boss creature, taking her out might provide a sizable Spirit Charge bonus.  That was certainly the case back in the Twilight Throne – larger and more powerful creatures typically provided more mana upon their death. 
 
    Maybe even enough to build the design floating beside him. 
 
    He could feel a surge of excitement sweep his body, the chill energy of his mana pulsing through his veins.  Jason swiped away the displays, offering a hand to Riley.  “What do you say, would you like to go meet a queen?” 
 
    She grinned, her eyes darkening as she inadvertently channeled her own mana and slipped her fingers into his.  “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 - Royalty 
 
      
 
    The group came to a stop in a darkened tunnel.  Jason’s animated insects lined the corridor, their armor cracked and broken and their antennae twitching at the air.  The shifters lingered nearby, having re-assumed their human forms and eyeing the far end of the tunnel warily.  They looked weary – an unsurprising observation after the hours they had spent down in these tunnels clearing out the ant infestation that plagued this rock island. 
 
    This was the first time Jason had ventured deeper into the colony himself, and he couldn’t help but inspect the tunnels carefully.  They were roughly circular, with parallel grooves running the length of each wall – indentations that just about matched the width and shape of the ants’ mandibles.  Indicating that this tunnel and many others hadn’t occurred naturally, they’d been formed by the ants burrowing deep into the rock and stone. 
 
    The heat was oppressive, even compared to the desert above them.  Their base camp had been warm but not uncomfortable – the rock and sand insulating them from the aura of heat that encircled Sandscrit.  However, as they had journeyed deeper into the nest, the temperature had crept up continuously until sweat ran freely down Jason’s back and soaked his armor. 
 
    Howl and Runner just nodded at Jason as he approached with Riley and Frank in tow.  Silver was a bit less circumspect with her reaction. 
 
    “Finally.  Are we ready to finish this now?” the feral woman growled, her blue eyes leveled at Jason.  “We’ve been down in these tunnels for what feels like forever.  I think I’m melting.”  Indeed, scrapes marred her arms, she was covered in dust, and the fur along her tail and ears was slicked flat with sweat. 
 
    “I still think you look beautiful,” Frank offered. 
 
    This earned him a skeptical glare from Silver.  “I appreciate the attempt at flattery.  You should definitely keep that up, but no.  Just no.  I’m covered in at least a solid inch of ant guts and dust right now.” 
 
    “Now that you mentioned it, I wouldn’t mind a bath and nap… maybe something to eat,” Runner added, cocking his head. 
 
    “As long as it’s anything besides ant,” Howl replied as he glared at the nearby zombies. 
 
    As Jason watched them, he was reminded of the fact that residents required rest and food.  Both of which were in limited supply.  This usually wasn’t a major concern for the undead – who could go without food and sleep for days.  The Kin’s stamina and poison resistance might seem like an underwhelming trait.  But these were severe limitations for other residents. 
 
    Jason had also heard that Runner and Howl had improvised with their limited supplies and had managed to whip up some sort of “fire ant steak.”  It apparently tasted like chicken – at least, according to them and Frank.  Jason couldn’t say he was exactly anxious to try it.  Maybe he was biased against foods that tried to kill him.  But he’d eventually swallowed down a few bites, surprised by the prompt that had immediately appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have ingested a Fire Ant Steak and have obtained the following buffs: 
    
  +30 Fire Resistance 
  +50 Endurance 
    
  These buffs will last for twenty-four hours or until you die – whichever happens first. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He suspected the added fire resistance was going to come in handy. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, we’ve nearly cleared this island,” Jason said, raising his hands in a placating gesture.  He flicked at the air, bringing up his map and pivoting it toward the group to show the map data collected by his resurrected ants.  “We’ve mapped more than 90% of the tunnels, and this room up ahead appears to be the only major unexplored section.” 
 
    “We peeked inside already, so it’s not exactly unexplored,” Howl offered, slumping back against a nearby wall.  He let out a hiss of pain as the wall seared his skin, causing him to jump forward and clutch at his back.  “Damn it.  I hate this place,” he growled, kicking at the wall.  “It’s bad enough that we’re facing an army of nearly indestructible ants, but we’re basically fighting inside an oven.” 
 
    “Maybe this is why our ancestors chose to stay in Haven,” Runner commented.  “If this is what ‘exploring the world and growing stronger’ looks like, then I may prefer my house and bed.” 
 
    Riley just shook her head, ignoring their bitching, and turned her attention to Silver.  “So, what did you find inside this room up ahead?  Frank mentioned a queen?” 
 
    Silver frowned.  “Yes, we believe we’ve found her.  Although, taking her down isn’t going to be easy.  This tunnel dead-ends into a larger cavern.  The queen is sitting in the middle of a roughly circular cave.  And the temperature just gets worse from here.  I’m guessing anyone who ventures inside will only have a few minutes before their skin starts to burn.  Another few minutes, and they’ll probably be nicely roasted.” 
 
    “Well, we’ve been able to address that problem… at least, partly,” Frank offered, sharing a glance with Silver.  He rummaged in his pack, pulling out what appeared to be fragments of the ants’ chitin, the pieces lashed together into a crude set of armor.  Although, there were large gaps between the panels, the armor likely unable to cover most of Frank’s chest, much less his legs and feet.  “I know it isn’t pretty, but it grants considerable fire resistance,” Frank offered. 
 
    “And the gaps in the armor?” Riley asked, skepticism lacing her voice. 
 
    Frank shrugged.  “Doesn’t matter.  The stats are what carry over during a shift – so things like durability and coverage are irrelevant.  Those are dependent on the form itself.” 
 
    “Sure… and how many of those armor sets do you have?” Riley asked. 
 
    “One,” Frank replied with a grimace.  “Although, between the armor and the Fire Ant Steaks, I have a considerable amount of fire resistance.” 
 
    “Great… so you have some fire resistance, and the rest of us are shit out of luck, I guess,” she shot back with a chuckle. 
 
    “It’s something, at least,” Jason offered.  “So, we have a time limit once we enter the room because of the temperature, and at least one shifter will have a decent amount of fire resistance,” Jason said, thinking aloud.  “What about the queen herself?  Do we have any information there?  From what Silver said earlier, it sounds like the druids have encountered a queen before.” 
 
    “She’s sitting in a pool of lava… if you can believe it,” Frank said, shaking his head. 
 
    “The queens give off their own heat aura,” Silver added.  “As they mature and grow larger, the aura gets more powerful until it can melt the surrounding rock and metal.  Based on the heat she is putting off, this is a relatively mature queen.  On a positive note, by the time they reach this point, their bodies are so massive that they can’t actually leave the lava pool.” 
 
    “I saw her myself,” Runner interjected, wiping the sweat from his brow.  “No way those tiny legs are enough to support her weight.  That made it easy for us to scout the room now that we’ve taken care of the workers and soldiers, but I’m guessing she won’t be so easy to handle up close – not if she’s matured to this point.” 
 
    Frank nodded.  “There are also eggs littered through the cave, covered in the same dark metal that the rest of the ants are using,” he explained.  “Our guess is that the queen uses the heat to incubate the eggs and covers them in metal to protect them.” 
 
    Jason filed away that tidbit of information, although it didn’t seem immediately useful. 
 
    “And the queen’s level?” he asked. 
 
    “Around 240.  She doesn’t appear to be a named creature, but she has the skull icon of an elite or boss mob,” Frank offered. 
 
    Jason just nodded.  That was a small bit of good news.  During their adventures, he’d begun to notice that named creatures tended to be tougher and have unique abilities.  They might be dealing with a boss creature, but it sounded like she was a generic one.  And the queen’s level was low enough that this seemed doable.  Which meant they might get the best of both worlds: a more straightforward fight and bonus Spirit Charges for taking out a boss creature. 
 
    “How do you want to handle this?” Riley asked from his side. 
 
    Jason rubbed at his neck.  He’d just been considering the same thing. 
 
    And he had a tentative answer. 
 
    “Frank and I should go in alone,” Jason declared. 
 
    There was a resounding silence as the rest of the group stared at him incredulously. 
 
    “Really?  Are you sure that’s a good idea?”  Silver asked in a skeptical voice, glancing at Frank.  It seemed she was concerned for his well-being – despite his ability to respawn.  Or perhaps she was more worried about being trapped inside this island once they died. 
 
    Both were reasonable concerns. 
 
    Jason nodded in response.  “I am.  Frank is resistant to fire between the steaks and his newly crafted armor.  And I’m guessing he’s likely gained his new were-form by now…” Jason trailed off, looking to his friend for confirmation, Frank giving him a reluctant nod. 
 
    He could see his friend’s concern plastered across his face.  Frank might have obtained the new Were-Ant Form, but he hadn’t had enough time to practice using it yet.  While that might not be a huge concern in a larger group, that could spell trouble if Jason intended for the two of them to take on the queen by themselves. 
 
    “Howl and Runner could also help with their ant forms, but they’re residents and don’t respawn,” Jason continued, turning back to the other druids.  “There’s no sense putting them at risk.  In contrast, if Frank and I die, we can likely make it back here, albeit not without some time and a few problems,” he amended quickly at Riley’s frustrated sigh.  “But still more easily than the rest of the group.” 
 
    “Sure… but you seem to be forgetting the part where it’s a million degrees in there,” Riley observed, glaring at Jason.  “Frank has his teeny-weeny ant bikini, but what about you?”  Both Runner and Howl barked out a laugh at that, gesturing at Frank and whispering to themselves.  For his part, Frank just glared at the pair. 
 
    “I think I might be able to deal with that…” Jason answered, trailing off. 
 
    He rummaged in his pack and pulled out a few scraps of dark metal.  The previous battles had showcased that the ants’ armor and the metal reinforcing their chitin were highly resistant to the flames.  He’d seen the soldiers strike workers with their Fireballs with little or no effect.  And the fact that the ants coated their eggs in the dark metal was telling.  If it wasn’t melting, even in close proximity to the queen, that indicated it had an exceptionally high melting point.  So perhaps infusing his Bone Armor with the metal would offer some additional resistance. 
 
    Either way, he might as well give it a try.  If they managed to clear this nest, they would eventually be facing the avatar of flame himself, which meant he needed to figure out a way to increase his fire resistance. 
 
    His free hand wound through the gestures of Custom Skeleton, the world slowing to a crawl.  As the build panel popped up in front of him, Jason brought up his summon information, de-summoning the zombies that lingered throughout the nest.  At this point, they’d cleared the workers and soldiers, so they were now redundant.  He expected he was also going to need his entire mana pool for this fight. 
 
    Even under the spell’s time compression effects, he could see the resurrected ants that lingered nearby slowly begin to collapse to the floor. 
 
    Another gesture and he broke apart one ant’s body, ripping the panels of chitin apart – the material glowing blue under the effects of Custom Skeleton.  A pile of bone drifted toward him, hovering in the air.  Then Jason raised his palm, a panel of bone scooping the dense metal from his hand and pulling it up into the cluster of bones.  With a flick of his wrist, Jason attempted to merge the materials using his Bone Crafting. 
 
    The bone and metal crashed together, dark energy flaring around the materials.  The dense metal resisted being merged with the flimsier chitin, yet Jason just channeled more mana into the spell, forcing the materials together.  Finally, they gave way, the dark metal blending into the bone, and the color swiftly darkened to a murky gray – almost black. 
 
    The cluster of metal-infused bone crashed to the ground with a dull thump, followed swiftly by a series of thuds as the ants lining the corridor all dropped to the ground.  Jason ignored the surprised gasps from his teammates.  The druids jumped at the sudden noise, glancing back down the tunnel in concern.  Jason stooped above the new material, resting his palm against it, and inspecting the infused bone: 
 
      
 
    Bone - Chitin (Infused) 
 
    These bones have been fused with a hyper-dense metal.  From your previous observations, you’ve noticed that the metal has both a high tensile strength and melting point.  These characteristics have carried over, reinforcing the material and strengthening it. 
 
    Quality:  B 
 
    Durability:  100/100 
 
    Defense:  500 
 
    +50 Fire Resistance to Bone Armor 
 
    +50 Fire Resistance to Custom Skeleton 
 
      
 
    Not bad at all, Jason thought to himself. 
 
    With a thought, he activated Soul Storage.  The bones promptly seeped into his skin, refilling the internal storage for his Bone Armor.  Another twitch of his fingers and a few arcane words, and the dark bones slithered down his chest and arms, sliding across his hips, and wrapping his calves and feet.  More of the material pooled from his temples, swiftly coating his face and head, tapering across his horns until the bone had sharpened into coiling spikes. 
 
    As the armor shifted into place, the heat abated, as though the armor had its own internal cooling system.  Even better, he was wearing something akin to full plate-mail now, the dark metal that they’d discovered in the ant colony much tougher than the crude ores that Jason had purchased off the in-game marketplace. 
 
    He’d have to make a mental note to collect as much of the metal as he could before they left.  It would certainly come in handy – not just for his own armor, but for his minions.  Although, as he eyed the remains of his former zombies, another thought occurred to him.  Maybe he could weather a small mana reserve cost if he could summon a few decoys.  However, the ants weren’t a great option.  They were too large and cumbersome. 
 
    The answer came to him swiftly, and Jason pulled a few fire mana crystals from his bag, tossing them into the air.  As soon as they left his fingertips, his hand was moving.  The bones along one ant’s body exploded, rocketing up into the air and sweeping around the fire mana crystals – briefly obscuring them from sight. 
 
    The bones soon pieced themselves together, forming a cluster of small drones – their spider-like bodies hovering on wings of dark energy and each had a glowing orange crystal flickering within its chests.  They were each about the size of a basketball, their armor not built for durability or mobility.  He was making an educated guess that the queen could sense heat like the weaker soldiers and workers.  In which case, the drones could offer a much-needed distraction. 
 
    His work finished, Jason canceled Custom Skeleton, and the world abruptly lurched back into motion, the pain feedback only minor given the short time he’d spent under the effects of the time compression.  At a command from Jason, the handful of drones flitted over to him, hovering above his head and the fire mana crystals glimmering weakly amid the dark mana. 
 
    “Alright, I’m ready,” Jason said, turning his attention back to the group.  They all stood there, staring at him, their eyes darting between his new dark-metal armor and the drones. 
 
    “I’m starting to see what you mean,” Silver muttered, sparing a glance at Frank.  “Your friend may be completely insane.” 
 
    Frank just nodded.  “Oh, for sure.  But his madness usually works out.” 
 
    “Really?  Because he crash-landed us into this fire ant colony, marooned us here, and almost killed Hoot last time,” Runner drawled, Howl nodding in agreement.  “I can only imagine how well this is going to turn out.” 
 
    “But no one died, and we’ve learned a few new forms.  I’d call that a win,” Frank shot back with a grin.  The pair of shifters just stared back at him, Runner wiping the sweat from his brow and shaking his head.  They didn’t appear entirely convinced. 
 
    “Either way, this time, none of your people will be at risk,” Jason explained.  “In fact, it may be best if you returned to the main camp.  It’s cooler there, and you all look like you could use a break.”  The druids nodded slowly at that. 
 
    Silver stopped in front of Frank, the pair speaking in hushed voices as she helped strap on his makeshift chitin armor.  The shifter woman still didn’t look pleased with this arrangement, but it was their best move. 
 
    “You better not die,” Riley said softly, wrapping her arms around Jason’s shoulders. 
 
    “Or what?” he whispered back with a grin. 
 
    “Or I’m going to kill you again as soon as you get back.  Just to teach you a lesson about taking stupid risks,” she retorted, matching his smile. 
 
    Jason barked out a laugh.  “I’ll keep that in mind.”  He paused.  “You’ll keep an eye on everyone—” he began, but Riley cut him off. 
 
    “I will,” she said.  “Just focus on the fight.” 
 
    Jason nodded before pulling away.  “Okay, you ready, Frank?” 
 
    Frank’s eyes met Jason’s, and he gave a curt nod, stepping away from Silver.  The druids and Riley soon started back down the tunnel, putting some distance between themselves and the queen’s chamber.  Which left Jason and Frank standing alone in the dark hallway, Frank with chitin panels strapped to his chest and back and Jason wrapped in dark metal-infused bone, his staff clutched in his hand and a cluster of drones buzzing softly above his head.  They spared a glance at each other and then silently strode forward, approaching the queen’s chamber. 
 
    “You sure about this?” Frank asked in a hushed voice as they walked. 
 
    Jason shot him a glance.  “What, you nervous?” 
 
    Before Frank could answer, they rounded a corner, and both slowed as they witnessed the cavern sprawled out before them.  It was indeed circular, but Silver had forgotten to mention it was nearly 100 feet across or that the walls were smooth, the surface disrupted by what looked like rivulets, almost like the walls were sweating – or melting. 
 
    And in the center of that room rested the queen.  Her massive, bulbous body was bathing in a lake of lava, but she didn’t seem bothered by the heat.  Small bits of her torso were visible above the surface of the lake and were covered in the familiar dark metal, the substance glowing where it touched the lava.  Only her upper torso and forelegs weren’t submerged, two spindly limbs that clawed idly at the stone before her.  And all around her were strange oblong shapes – eggs, their surface covered in the same black metal.  More of the substance riddled the floor and the base of the walls as though the other ants had carried it into this chamber, and it had gradually melted over time. 
 
    So maybe the metal wasn’t entirely immune to the queen’s heat aura, after all. 
 
    That did nothing to ease the small knot of anxiety that was twisting in Jason’s stomach. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah… maybe I’m a little nervous,” Frank croaked out as he eyed the queen.  The heat inside the chamber was oppressive, even with their fire resistance.  Each breath felt like it was flaying their throats.  “How about you?” Frank asked. 
 
    Jason shook his head, forcefully summoning his dark mana and letting the chill energy push back at the heat that threatened to smother him and settle his thoughts.  Riley was right.  He needed to focus.  “No,” he said finally.  “I just see another obstacle in our way… one we’re going to have to take care of come hell or high water.” 
 
    “Uh, well, we could certainly use some of that ‘high water’ right about now,” Frank grunted in response, sweat trickling down his brow. 
 
    The fire ant queen seemed to notice their presence, her antennae twitching toward their position and a shrill cry escaping her throat.  If there had been any other ants alive within the colony, that warning might have been the death of them – an army of ants swarming the chamber to defend their queen and smash apart whoever was stupid enough to venture inside her lair. 
 
    But they weren’t.  They were all dead. 
 
    And soon, the queen would be too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 - Coup 
 
      
 
    The queen writhed and thrashed in her pool as she observed Frank and Jason, her spindly forelegs stabbing at the ground and leaving deep grooves in the mixture of stone and metal.  As Jason focused more closely on those limbs, his Perception skill triggered, and bands of glowing blue suddenly encircled each leg.  Peering closer, he could see that it was more of the diamond-like substance that covered the ants’ mandibles. 
 
    Those limbs were likely much more dangerous than they appeared. 
 
    The only silver lining was that the queen’s forelegs were short, giving her only a few feet of reach.  As long as they didn’t get too close, they should be fine. 
 
    Although, there was no time to focus on that.  Another piercing cry erupted from the queen’s throat, her head lifting into the air.  As her wail echoed off the walls, the heat in the room increased noticeably, the air beginning to shimmer and waver. 
 
    Frank and Jason looked on in shock, as two globes of molten metal lifted out of the lava lake, floating up into the air.  Within seconds, they tapered down into two spears coated in flames, the air cooling the metal until it returned to a dark black, but the flames remained.  Those spears rotated in place, targeting the pair where they stood at the cavern’s entrance. 
 
    “Uh, how about now?” Frank croaked.  “You feeling nervous now?” 
 
    “Yeah… maybe a little,” Jason muttered, eyeing those spears.  It seemed that the queen could enchant the metal and mold it to her will, almost like a form of fire-based telekinesis.  And if the queen could exert enough force to lift the hyper-dense metal, then it was safe to assume those spears were going to pack a punch. 
 
    Jason side-eyed Frank.  “You’re going to need to use your new were-shift.  I’ll draw her attention for now.  We’re aiming for the base of her neck.  If she’s like the other ants, that should be the weakest point.”  Not that they had many options, with most of the queen’s body submerged in molten metal. 
 
    Frank just nodded. 
 
    Then they had little time to talk. 
 
    The two spears rocketed forward, and Jason directed his handful of drones into the room.  The skeletal creatures swept forward on wings of dark mana, their bodies flickering with a faint orange light – the result of the fire crystals embedded in their torsos.  The queen’s antennae twitched, focusing on the movement of the drones. 
 
    The spears abruptly changed course and homed in on Jason’s minions.  And damn, did they move fast.  The metal blurred as they rocketed forward.  One of Jason’s skeletons darted to the side at the last moment.  The spear launched past only to stop in an instant, pivot sharply, and accelerate back toward the drone.  The other minion was a hair too slow, the second spear crashing into its torso, and the skeletal creature detonated in a concussive blast of flame. 
 
    Damn it, Jason thought to himself, lifting his arm to deflect the spray of bone and the renewed wave of heat.  As the explosion gradually cleared, he realized the situation was even worse than he’d thought.  The spear had been blasted apart by the detonation, but as Jason looked on, the flames coating the metal flared brightly, the substance melting down, merging, and reforming the spear in a matter of seconds. 
 
    So, trying to take out the weapons is pointless. 
 
    The queen could simply reform the spears.  And even if he managed to destroy them entirely, she could simply summon more from the pool of lava that lapped at her torso. 
 
    Using his Bone Shields was also out.  He doubted they could take the hits, and he needed to reserve the resources for his Bone Armor – the metal-infused bone one of the only things shielding him from the heat.  Which meant they needed to avoid getting hit entirely.  To top things off, it wasn’t clear that they could whittle down the queen through attrition.  Her mana pool would likely outlast the handful of drones he had left. 
 
    Although, Jason hesitated as he watched the queen. 
 
    The two spears now hung in the air, pausing for a moment as her antennae twitched again, pivoting, and circling in the air as though trying to find their position. 
 
    It seemed the explosion had momentarily blinded her and given Frank time to finish his shift.  A piercing wail filled the cavern, although this time the queen wasn’t the source.  Jason glanced to the side only to do a double-take. 
 
    Frank had completely transformed.  His friend had always been on the “larger” side – even in human form – but now his limbs and torso had mushroomed in size.  His chest had grown to nearly five feet in diameter, his body segmented into three parts.  Although, he hadn’t entirely adopted the ants’ anatomy.  He had changed it.  Corrupted it. 
 
    His thighs had thickened and merged to form his new abdomen.  Three sets of spindly legs stretched out from the chitin that now wrapped his body, stabbing at the stone.  Meanwhile, his torso had lifted vertically into the air.  His arms had grown as well, thickening and lengthening until they terminated in twin scythe blades – the surface covered in a familiar, glimmering substance. 
 
    Frank’s eyes had all but disappeared, sinking into his new chitinous armor and antennae stretching out into the air and twitching, angling toward the queen and the flaming metal spears that still floated in the air.  In place of his mouth were a series of mandibles that clicked and scraped against one another.  A wailing howl tore from his throat – the sound a mixture of pain and rage that rebounded off the metal-coated walls of the cavern. 
 
    The result was a creature of nightmares. 
 
    Frank barreled toward the queen, abandoning caution.  The tips of his legs scraped against the metal-coated floor as he scurried forward.  His Were-Ant Form was much slower than his Were-Wolf Form.  But, what it lacked in speed, it made up for in momentum, durability, and vicious, armor-piercing blades. 
 
    The queen’s metal spears darted toward Frank’s position, abandoning Jason’s drones.  Frank’s antennae twitched, and he angled his torso toward the oncoming projectiles.  Just before they struck, he lashed forward with his new scythe-like arms, neatly severing the blades in mid-air.  The queen’s enchantment broke at the same time, the metal fragments bouncing off Frank’s armor but leaving no noticeable damage in their wake. 
 
    Well, okay then, that’s one way to deal with the queen’s projectiles. 
 
    Jason shook his head.  The fight was still waging in the cavern, and Frank would need help, despite his new form.  He directed his drones forward as the queen began to summon two new spears.  One drone smashed into the queen’s head, its leg wrapping around her chitin and slamming its torso against her armor.  The fire gem embedded inside of the drone detonated in a blast of flame, and the queen listed to the side, momentarily blinded and suspending her spellcasting.  The two new spears hovered in place as she tried to recover.  During that opening, Jason cast Curse of Weakness, dark energy rippling across her body, and the queen’s movements slowed slightly. 
 
    Frank used that opportunity to approach, scurrying forward. 
 
    The queen wasn’t out of commission, however. 
 
    Her antennae suddenly twitched in Frank’s direction, and she lashed forward with her smaller forelegs, the limbs abruptly telescoping outward into long, diamond-studded lances.  Frank deflected one with a scythe-blade, sending off a shower of sparks as the two weapons collided.  He wasn’t so lucky with the other strike, and the queen’s foreleg speared into Frank’s abdomen.  His legs buckled under the strength of the blow, his armor cracking around the impact, but the lance didn’t entirely penetrate the chitin.  Even so, Jason saw his friend’s health dip.  The queen might not have made it past his armor, but that blow had still caused some internal damage. 
 
    Frank and the queen began exchanging rapid blows, their limbs blurring and each collision causing a spray of sparks that lit the air like malevolent fireflies. 
 
    Jason watched that exchange closely.  As his friend neared the magma, his chitin began to heat up, glowing with a soft orange light.  None of the dark metal covered his armor – Frank not having quite enough time to fortify his new body like the rest of the ants.  He wouldn’t last long in close proximity to the queen, and he couldn’t move any closer in the face of her onslaught.  Frank was slowly being forced backward, the glancing blows scoring deep grooves in his armor as the chitin softened under the heat. 
 
    They were going to need to get within melee range with the creature to end this, but it looked like they would have to take care of that magma first. 
 
    The question was, “how.” 
 
    Jason swiftly brought up his chat window, typing out a message for Frank.  “What’s your new were-form ability?” he asked his friend. 
 
    Jason then detonated another drone near the queen’s head.  The resulting blast caused little damage, but it bought Frank a few seconds of reprieve – enough time to shift his arms and type out a short response. 
 
    “Some sort of digging skill…” 
 
    Jason frowned.  That didn’t sound especially helpful, although he hesitated at that thought, the map of the tunnels flashing through his mind’s eye – he’d been staring at those passages for hours now as he coordinated his undead.  Acting quickly, Jason brought up his map and scanned the passages around them carefully. 
 
    There it was!  Just below them was another cavern – perhaps a dozen feet at most.  The queen’s lava lake must have gradually eroded the bottom of this cave, slowly whittling away at the stone between this room and the cavern just below.  The dark metal coating the room had slowed this process, but it couldn’t stop it entirely. 
 
    Jason pulled up his chat window again, typing out another hasty message. 
 
    Frank’s head pivoted, his antennae twitching in Jason’s direction – almost like he was glancing at him incredulously.  But he turned back to the queen a moment later as she recovered from the latest blast and her forelegs darted forward once more.  There was no time to debate. 
 
    Jason took a deep breath, the heat singeing his throat.  If this plan was going to work, he needed to buy Frank time and draw the queen’s attention. 
 
    Frank pulled back from the queen, moving out of range of her forelegs.  She used the opportunity to finish forming two new metal spears.  Jason promptly sent another drone diving toward her head, leaving only two more hovering beside himself.  The queen listed to the side, briefly blinded by another blast of flame, and the spears barely missed Frank. 
 
    Jason shot a glance at Frank to find his friend had tilted forward, his scythe-like arms carving at the metal and stone along the floor in a frenzy.  Moments later, he began to burrow into the ground, swiftly disappearing from view and leaving Jason facing the queen alone. 
 
    Jason gripped his staff firmly.  This plan was going to be difficult to pull off – requiring perfect timing on Frank’s part.  He turned back to the queen, highlighting four points around her with yellow waypoint markers, effectively bounding the edges of the magma lake and giving Frank a target area for his work. 
 
    Jason didn’t have much time to think as the fire-mana-infused spears ripped themselves free of the floor, pivoted mid-air, and rocketed toward him.  He sent his last two drones in opposite directions, one lance changing course.  The other stayed locked on Jason, the queen’s antenna twitching and following his movements.  He went perfectly still – staff held tightly in hand – waiting for the perfect moment. 
 
    Soon it arrived.  Rolling to the side, Jason whirled his staff while he channeled a Soul Slash.  The blade carved through the spear, slicing it cleanly in half, and the dense material crashed to the ground with a solid thunk.  Although, Jason didn’t have time to congratulate himself.  He heard a whistle to his right and turned just in time to see the other spear only a few feet away, racing toward his head.  It had been a feint. 
 
    Jason twisted in place, struggling to get out of the way in time.  But he only managed to turn a direct blow to the head into a glancing strike, the spear slicing through the bone armor along his shoulder and neck.  The force of the blow sent him crashing into the nearby cavern wall – stars briefly filled his vision, and his head began to pound.  A searing line burned down his neck and shoulder. 
 
    A red notification flashed before him, informing him that he’d been stunned. 
 
    Get up, he mentally screamed at himself.  Get up! 
 
    Jason fought through the stun effect, blinking rapidly.  He frantically detonated one of his last two drones, creating a cloud of flame that briefly obscured him from sight.  Even so, Jason was forced to roll to the side to avoid another attack as he heard the telltale whistle of displaced air, a metal spear soon stabbing into the place he had just occupied and cutting deeply into the floor.  The queen had begun to adapt. 
 
    But the cloud of flame had at least bought him enough time to retake his feet, his free hand already winding rapidly through the gestures of Bone Armor to repair the furrow carved into his helmet and pauldron.  Although, that did little to stop the blood trickling along the inside of his armor. 
 
    A message flashed in the corner of his UI. 
 
    “It’s time.  Three seconds.”  That’s all it said. 
 
    Jason ground his teeth.  This next part was going to suck. 
 
    His boots dug into the ground, and he launched himself forward, sprinting straight at the queen.  She seemed somewhat surprised by the attack, lurching in place, and pivoting toward him with a splash of molten metal.  Her forelegs flashed through the air, only for his final drone to approach her from behind and detonate beside her head.  Flames briefly engulfed the queen’s face, causing her to list to the side once more.  She roared in pain and confusion, her body convulsing. 
 
    As the queen rocked in place, the ground began to tremble.  Jagged cracks formed in the mixture of metal and stone that lined the floor, the contents of the lake rippling and swaying erratically.  Seconds later, the ground began to give way under the combination of the queen’s mass and the lava that was pooled around her.  Jason heard a booming crack resonate through the chamber and witnessed a massive chasm open up in the floor of the cavern.  The magma began to drain swiftly from the lake, the level falling rapidly as the ground below the queen began to give way. 
 
    This was his opportunity. 
 
    Jason leaped forward across that diminishing lake, his foot barely touching down on the queen’s leg.  He jumped again, landing on her back.  Wobbling in place, Jason whipped his staff forward, a Soul Slash cutting into her armor and allowing Jason to stabilize himself briefly.  Then he was running up her back, struggling to maintain his balance as twin missiles of metal and flame sped toward him, the queen bucking and jerking beneath his feet even as the floor of the cavern began to collapse entirely. 
 
    Just a bit more… 
 
    He swung his staff again, another Soul Slash spearing from the tip.  The enchanted metal raced after him, within striking distance now.  But his blade cut into the nape of the queen’s neck, and she let out a piercing howl.  Her spell broke in an instant – the metal toppling to the ground.  The pain must have disrupted her casting.  Yet she wasn’t dead – not by a long shot.  The queen writhed in place, her enormous body rocking from side to side in the diminishing pool of lava. 
 
    That was the final straw. 
 
    The cavern floor finally gave way, a resounding boom rippling through the room and the cracks beginning to separate.  Jason felt himself go weightless as they started to fall, barely keeping hold of his staff where the Soul Slash was still anchored in the queen’s neck.  He reached forward with his other hand, grabbing one of the creature’s antennae to help hold himself in place. 
 
    He yanked his staff free, channeling one Soul Slash after another, slamming into the same spot near the queen’s neck even as they hurtled downward and rocky shrapnel beat against the metal-infused bone that coated his skin.  Each blow was like a hammer strike despite his enhanced armor.  Even if the impacts didn’t pierce the Bone Armor, the kinetic force did, knocking the breath from his lungs and battering his body – the significant mana cost of repeatedly casting his Soul Slash only further eating into his mana pool.  He felt something in his leg snap.  His arm was on fire… 
 
    Yet he fought through those sensations, continuing to swing repeatedly. 
 
    Until the rocks had begun to topple around him. 
 
    Until the queen’s movements began to slow. 
 
    Until his mana dropped lower and lower – nearing 10%. 
 
    Until the cavern floor loomed large beneath him. 
 
    Then Jason squeezed his eyes and cast one last spell – Dark Incarnation. 
 
    His body suddenly lost its weight, his arms and legs bleeding into thick ropes of dark mist, followed closely by his chest, his shoulders, his neck, and head.  He was the smoke.  The darkness.  And his entire being was focused on one thing – a glowing yellow waypoint that floated just to his right. 
 
    His salvation. 
 
    Jason sped toward that target as boulders and rocks crashed down around him – even through him – yet they didn’t harm any longer.  They couldn’t.  He sped forward even as motes of molten metal glimmered among the debris like fiery rain.  As the queen finally crashed to the ground with a thunderous explosion that shook the cavern walls, her chitin cracking and caving inward.  As the rest of the rocks followed, the cavern above them fully collapsing.  As the debris crashed into the queen’s body, crushing, grinding, smashing – it quickly obscured her from sight beneath several tons of rock and metal. 
 
    Jason’s spell ended abruptly, and he toppled forward, his limbs suddenly solid.  He had only been a few feet above the ground, but he landed hard, rolling onto his back just in time to see the remaining debris falling toward him.  To see his death looming above him. 
 
    Then Jason felt something grab him and lift him.  He was pulled into an adjoining tunnel just as the rest of the rock slammed into the ground and sent a cloud of dust billowing out into the passage, whipping at Jason’s armor.  He sucked in air in a feeble attempt to fill his lungs, only to have dust coat his throat.  He coughed and hacked, trying desperately to clear his throat. 
 
    And seconds later – as the dust thankfully began to clear and his coughing subsided, replaced by cool, sweet air – Jason could see Frank leaning against the nearby wall, his body scratched and bleeding, but having regained its normal fleshy appearance. 
 
    Frank noted Jason’s gaze.  “You okay?” he asked. 
 
    “Y-yeah,” Jason croaked.  His mana was low, and his body loudly protested his latest stupid plan, but his natural regeneration was already beginning to heal the damage. 
 
    “Good,” Frank said, then he leaned forward and punched Jason in the shoulder.  Hard. 
 
    “Fuck… Ow,” Jason muttered, rubbing his shoulder and glancing nervously at his remaining mana pool.  “What the hell was that for?” 
 
    “Really?”  Frank demanded.  “That was for that crazy nonsense up there.  ‘Drill holes at these waypoint markers,’ he says.  Here I was thinking you were going to drain the lake of magma, not collapse the entire fucking cavern on top of us,” Frank said, waving at the massive pile of rubble that now lingered beside them. 
 
    Jason just shrugged, a faint grin tugging at his lips.  “Well, it worked, didn’t it?” 
 
    Frank snorted.  “I think I hate you…” 
 
    Jason just barked out a laugh – one that refused to stop, the laughter bubbling forth from his chest.  Frank’s glare soon dissolved, and he joined Jason, which left the pair covered in dust, bleeding and injured, slumped against a dusty wall in a dark passage, several tons of rock and stone trapping them inside the tunnel… 
 
    And laughing their asses off. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 - Growth 
 
      
 
    A vial rested on the makeshift table in front of Eliza – the platform really just a sheet of bone laid precariously atop two boulders.  But that was what she had to work with down here in this fire ant nest.  This place wasn’t exactly unfamiliar after the Grove, except for the fact that she was missing all her equipment and was limited to using her travel alchemy kit.  It always seemed she ended up in some cavern, toiling away in the dark. 
 
    There was probably a deeper meaning there – some sort of metaphor for her life. 
 
    But Eliza preferred not to think about that.  Preferred not to think about the expectations that waited for her outside this world.  Her parents’ demands.  The relentless hours spent studying.  The stress and competition over… well, she wasn’t even certain what the goal was anymore. 
 
    Eliza shook her head, forcing herself to focus.  She lifted another vial of red liquid – distilled Dragonroot – and gingerly tipped the beaker, letting just three drops fall into the other vial.  Peering at the flask, she examined it closely.  The contents of the vial flared a dark orange, and she held her breath, not quite letting herself get excited but unable to completely stop the animated buzz in her chest as she watched the reaction stabilize. 
 
    Only for it to devolve into chaos, pockets of glowing red forming. 
 
    Before she could react, the entire vial exploded violently, showering the area in glass fragments.  Eliza just barely lifted the edge of her robes in time, blocking most of the debris, a few shards slicing through the skin of her cheek.  However, as she looked back down at her makeshift table, only a burnt patch marked where the vial had been. 
 
    “Shit,” she muttered, squeezing her eyes shut. 
 
    If this had been her first failed attempt, that would be one thing.  But she hadn’t just started developing this new “cloaking potion.”  According to the glowing blue screen that floated beside her – a table with detailed notes regarding her experiments scrolling down the display – she could see clearly that this was attempt #378.  378 failures. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes popped open, and she walked over to a nearby boulder with a small glass jar surrounded protectively by some of their bags.  She had placed it somewhere safe – somewhere where her constant failures wouldn’t accidentally harm it.  Although, she should have left it back in the Twilight Throne.  It would have been safer there, but she just couldn’t bear to.  Despite everything that had happened, she had kept that tiny glass jar with her since the Sea’s Edge.  Behind that fragile barrier was a single small sapling, its limbs lifting only a few inches into the air and a few tiny leaves jutting from the soft bark. 
 
    Another reminder. 
 
    Another failure. 
 
    “I can’t do this,” she whispered to the sapling.  “Hell, I couldn’t even save you… or bring you back.  So how could I possibly invent something new – develop this impossible potion?” 
 
    And of course, the sapling didn’t say anything back, even if she thought she saw the leaves twitch ever so slightly.  Probably a breeze, her mind rationalized immediately.  Although, there probably shouldn’t have been enough wind this deep underground, and the glass shell protecting the sapling would have blunted any wind. 
 
    Or maybe I’m just exhausted and starting to see things, Eliza thought, lifting her glasses and rubbing at her eyes tiredly. 
 
    Eliza didn’t notice Spider until he was practically on top of her.  One second, she was alone, and the next, the slender man was standing just beside her shoulder.  She jumped in surprise, her eyes going round and her hand drifting down to one of her wands.  Although she relaxed as she saw it was a friend – the grower likely alerted by the sound of the explosion. 
 
    “Shit… you startled me,” she murmured, holding a hand to her chest. 
 
    Spider didn’t bother to reply.  Even more strange, his eyes weren’t on the pile of ash and broken glass.  They were focused keenly on the tiny sapling.  Brow furrowing, he leaned forward, curiosity shining in his eyes. 
 
    “What are you—?” Eliza began to ask. 
 
    But she stopped herself short as Spider’s hand whipped forward in a blur, and he lifted the glass shell that hovered protectively atop the sapling.  His other hand gingerly touched the sapling’s leaves, stroking them ever so gently with fingers twined in multi-colored energy. 
 
    In the next instant, the grower wheeled on Eliza, an unrecognizable expression crossing his face.  “What is this?” he demanded. 
 
    That was anger, she realized belatedly. 
 
    “I… it’s, um…” Eliza began, fumbling in the face of his fury – not quite sure how to explain what that sapling was.  Or rather, who that sapling was. 
 
    “What is this?” Spider asked again, taking an ominous step forward and his eyes beginning to glow with a rainbow of energy.  The plants in their newly planted garden suddenly began to shift in place, pivoting toward the grower and their branches straining in his direction, attempting to respond to his instinctive call – his rage. 
 
    “It’s not what you think,” she pleaded, raising her hands defensively.  “It’s-it’s a long story,” Eliza said, her voice pained and her feet backpedaling until her back struck the stone wall of the cave, the grower looming before her with his eyes aglow. 
 
    “Tell me,” Spider said, easing away from her slightly as he noticed her reaction – the despair in her eyes as she looked to the sapling.  A confused expression swept across his face. 
 
    Eliza took a deep breath, trying to gather herself.  This was the first time someone had noticed the sapling – had possibly understood what it was.  Who it was.  And this wasn’t a memory that she relished.  It was one she hid in the darkest parts of her mind.  A regret.  She wasn’t even sure why she kept the jar around.  Maybe as a reminder.  To be careful.  To never forget the harm she was capable of causing others. 
 
    “It’s Brian,” she said simply, her eyes dropping to the floor.  “Before I met Jason, I was apprenticed to an alchemist outside of the Falcon’s Hook named Alma.  This was before we converted the city to the Sea’s Edge.  I was asked by one of the city’s leaders to investigate a farming community outside of town, using my position as a cover.  I regularly delivered potions to the locals.  It turned out that the farm was a front for a group that was smuggling weapons and contraband into the city.” 
 
    She hesitated as she recalled the memory.  “When I discovered what they were up to, the city leader asked me to intervene.  And the Hippie – the so-called ‘god of water’ – forced my hand.” 
 
    Eliza shook her head.  “But I-I’ve never been great about direct confrontation.  I’m better at preparing traps and poisons, which wasn’t nearly enough to stop an armed compound of criminals.  So, I created something new.  I used mold cultures, combined them with other substances, and used Accelerated Growth to force each culture through several thousand generations until one of the molds mutated.  Then I planted a few of the spores in the farming town.” 
 
    She sucked in a deep breath, remembering the carnage. 
 
    “The result consumed everything and everyone,” she began again, her voice quiet.  “The mold grew out of control.  With access to abundant organic matter – raw wood and human flesh – it went crazy.  It began mutating dynamically.  It formed people made entirely of mold and created clouds of spores, threatening to spread across most of the continent.  So, I had to stop it.” 
 
    Eliza swallowed hard, squeezing her eyes shut against the mental image her words conjured.  “And Brian… well, he was so nice – one of the few people besides Alma who showed me any kindness.  He offered to help me place the mutated mold in their camp.  And after it began to spiral out of control, he risked his life to help me contain and destroy it. 
 
    “And it consumed him in the process,” she croaked out, her eyes blinked open and her watery gaze shifting to that sapling again.  She knew he wasn’t real – that this world wasn’t real.  But that feeble excuse did little to blunt the guilt that coiled in her gut.  Or the tears that had bloomed at the corners of her eyes.  He hadn’t deserved that. 
 
    It was my fault.  That thought kept echoing through her mind. 
 
    “I…I tried to save him after he was infected.  I fed him all the potions and raw herbs I had.  I used Accelerated Growth again.  I tried everything!” Eliza said, pacing toward the sapling.  “And it worked.  It saved his life, but it changed him.  He turned into a creature made entirely of living plants – and yet he still remembered who I was, could still speak to me. 
 
    “But it wasn’t enough,” she said, her finger stroking the leaf of that sapling gently.  “He sacrificed himself to contain the mold.  And now this is all that remains of him. 
 
    “Afterward, I tried to bring him back,” Eliza continued, her voice strained.  “I’ve tried to regrow the sapling, but it doesn’t respond to anything.  And I’m hesitant to experiment since there’s so little plant material.  Even snipping a single leaf might kill it.” 
 
    Eliza’s eyes – glassy with moisture – turned back to Spider.  “So, I failed.  I almost destroyed half the continent.  I killed one of the only friends I’d made in this world.  And I can’t even bring him back now,” she continued bitterly, waving at the sapling.  “Hell, I can’t even make this stupid new potion,” she muttered in frustration. 
 
    She sank back against her crude table, the panel of bone grinding against its stone support and her face sinking to her hands.  She couldn’t bear to look back at Spider, to see the judgment she knew lingered in his gaze.  She already knew she was a disappointment – not only had her parents made that abundantly clear on an almost-daily basis, this game only seemed to reinforce the same message.  Besides Alma and Brian, only Jason and his friends had ever shown her compassion.  Respect. 
 
    Although, she’d done little to deserve it. 
 
    So, she was surprised when a gentle hand landed on her shoulder.  Eliza looked up to see Spider standing there – the anger gone and replaced with a deep sadness.  “Not gone,” Spider said in his clipped way.  “Only sleeping.  I can help.” 
 
    Eliza’s eyes went round.  “Help?  How?” 
 
    Spider took her hand, leading her over to the sapling and placing her fingers against one of the leaves.  “Accelerated Growth,” the grower instructed. 
 
    Eliza’s brow furrowed.  She’d tried that already.  It hadn’t worked. 
 
    Yet the grower seemed confident, gazing at her expectantly.  So, she did as he asked, calling on her mana and mumbling the familiar words.  Moments later, a droplet of glowing blue energy accumulated along her fingertip, dripping down onto the leaf, trickling around the sapling’s thin stem, and then soaking into the soil. 
 
    At the same time, Spider leaned forward, his fingers touching the sapling and that familiar multi-colored energy winding around his hand.  The mana sunk into the leaves, pulsing through the small sapling.  At first, nothing happened.  Then Spider pushed harder, rainbow energy flooding down his arm and enveloping the plant, his eyes ablaze with power.  And yet, the plant barely reacted.  The sapling merely glowed with Spider’s energy, and the soil took on a blueish hue from Eliza’s Accelerated Growth. 
 
    However, as the seconds ticked past, Eliza saw the leaves twitch. 
 
    My imagination again— 
 
    They twitched again, more violently this time. 
 
    Then the sapling exploded into motion.  Its slender trunk expanded and grew at a remarkable pace, thickening and lengthening before her eyes.  Limbs peeled away from the trunk, spiraling together to form almost vine-like appendages that vaguely reminded her of arms.  And atop the plant, a bulb began to form, shining a bright, healthy green.  The pot that the sapling was resting in began to crack as its roots expanded, and Eliza acted quickly, grabbing another container from her supplies, and scooping some extra soil into it. 
 
    As the sapling’s pot finally broke apart completely, she lifted Brian from the remains and into his now-larger container.  As she did so, she noticed the plant’s arms curl around her hand, almost like it was holding on to her.  And as she released him into the new container, the limbs withdrew, Brian’s roots digging furiously into the new soil. 
 
    Only seconds later, a much larger sapling now rested in the new pot.  It was at least two feet tall and had taken on a distinctly humanoid appearance – a torso and two arms formed of interweaving branches and topped by a bulbous, eyeless green head.  Wonder of wonders, the plant was also moving, shifting in place, and stretching its arms as though testing the area around it, its head pivoting toward Spider and Eliza where they stood nearby. 
 
    “Interesting,” Spider murmured as he inspected Brian. 
 
    Eliza looked at him in shock.  The grower looked tired, dark circles now hanging under his eyes, and he seemed to be weaving in place.  Clearly, that had cost him. 
 
    “Th-thank you,” Eliza stuttered out. 
 
    Spider simply looked at her, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “More needed,” the grower answered solemnly, turning back to the plant.  “Tired.  Try again later.” That last sentence almost sounded like a question, although it was missing the inflection – the grower’s voice almost monotone. 
 
    Eliza could only manage a surprised nod.  The grower must have taken that as acknowledgment because he walked back into the cave, heading toward the fledgling field nearby and leaving Eliza standing there and staring after him. 
 
    Her gaze soon dropped back to Brian, where he sat within his new pot, having fully settled into the fresh soil.  Tears fell down her cheeks as she reached forward and touched his leaves.  His limbs moved instinctively as though it had sensed her touch.  The branch-like appendage wrapped around her fingers – effectively holding her hand as if to reassure her.  A single tear dripped from her cheek, splashing across Brian’s leaves. 
 
    She’d been here before.  Crying over a dead man – a digital ghost.  In that moment, she could recall the last words Brian had said to her before he’d been consumed by the mold. 
 
    “Promise me that you will find your dream someday.  And when you do, don’t let anyone or anything stop you from grabbing it with both hands.  Don’t ever let it go.” 
 
    Eliza squeezed her eyes closed once more, a complicated tumble of emotions swimming through her head – images of her parents, of Brian, of Jason and Frank and Riley and the druids.  Of the sights she had seen.  The places she’d been.  Her fears and hopes and anxieties.  She felt like she was sinking, drowning under the weight of it all. 
 
    And as she sank, Eliza found something she hadn’t expected. 
 
    A placid ocean of resolve appeared in her mind’s eye, the water stretching out endlessly.  Its surface was smooth and unmarred by her anxiety – by her self-doubt and recrimination.  It simply was.  “Just accept it…” the water seemed to urge as it called to her. 
 
    “Just accept it.  Let it go.” 
 
    So, Eliza did.  She sank into the water – a single droplet marring that perfect calm, causing a ripple to stretch out across that ocean.  But the ripple was an impermanent thing.  Transient.  Just like her own emotions.  Already the waters were calming, smoothing back out into a mirror-like surface. 
 
    And as she did, her mana flared in response, surging through her body, and washing away her anxiety, and her doubt, and her despair.  She did as the water asked.  She accepted it – accepted it all.  Her successes and her failures.  Her friends and her enemies.  She let the waters cleanse those emotions and memories, the sensation gentle and soothing. 
 
    Eliza didn’t know how long she sat like that, but she was thrown out of the moment as she felt the ground tremble beneath her – the earth shaking and moving.  She listed to the side and caught herself on the cavern wall, her eyes popping back open.  The icons for her teammates still glowed green in the corner of her UI, although Frank and Jason’s health had dipped. 
 
    But she didn’t feel any alarm. 
 
    In fact, she felt good – surprisingly good.  Her limbs felt lighter as though a weight had been lifted from her shoulders.  Her thoughts were calmer.  More centered.  And yet she could still feel those waters there, lingering at the back of her mind.  They whispered to her still, but the sound was more muted.  And Brian’s small branch was still twined around her finger. 
 
    With that new sense of clarity, Eliza reconsidered what Brian had told her – what he’d urged her to do.  Perhaps she had found her dream – or maybe it had found her back in Falcon’s Hook when she’d first run into Jason and his companions.  They’d given her room to grow at her own pace.  To experiment and tend her gardens.  And they’d offered her the tools to become one of this world’s most influential and experienced alchemists.  It was by journeying with them that she’d met Spider.  And, that she’d been able to help heal Brian. 
 
    So, she would honor her friend’s last request. 
 
    She wouldn’t let go.  She wouldn’t give up. 
 
    And she sure as hell planned to figure how to create this new potion. 
 
    With that thought, Eliza gingerly removed her hand from Brian’s grasp and moved back to her table, the display floating beside her already listing the next experiment.  She could do this.  She had to do this.  For her companions.  For Brian. 
 
    And for herself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 - Vanquished 
 
      
 
    The trip back through the colony was less eventful than their journey down, Frank’s Were-Ant Form easing their return to the upper levels.  His scythe-like arms and new Burrow ability made short work of any obstructions that blocked their path.  Frank even carved a few shortcuts where the winding tunnels looped back on themselves. 
 
    Although, when the pair eventually limped back inside their basecamp, a strange sight awaited them.  Dense vegetation now filled the previously barren cavern, the plants growing in neat, cordoned-off rows.  Eliza’s Obscuring Mist drifted along the base of the cave, the thick fog watering the plants.  The vapor glowed a soft blue, indicating that she had infused it with her Accelerated Growth. 
 
    Meanwhile, the glowing, phosphorescent algae had continued to spread, fully coating the ceiling, and extending into the adjoining tunnels, slowly making its way through the remainder of the colony.  The dim green light cast by the algae now fully lit the cavern, pushing back at the darkness that had previously encroached on their base camp. 
 
    “It looks like you’ve been busy,” Jason called out. 
 
    Spider and Eliza looked up from a nearby row of plants, Eliza sparing a wave.  The water mage eyed their injuries and then set a few healing and stamina potions on the worktable beside her – clearly intending for Jason and Frank to consume the contents. 
 
    “We’re making progress,” Eliza said as they neared, waving for them to down the potions.  “Our first harvest should be ready within the next day or so in-game.  Then we can start experimenting…” She trailed off, biting her lip in hesitation. 
 
    “What is it?” Jason asked, a vial hesitating at his lips. 
 
    “Well, this may be slow going without additional equipment.  What we’re doing is essentially trial and error,” Eliza explained.  “I brought a basic alchemy kit along with our other equipment.  But if I had something similar to our full-fledged manufacturing operation back in the Twilight Throne, we could move a lot faster.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “I may be able—” 
 
    He was cut off as a dark form blurred to his left, and someone slammed into him, pushing the wind from his lungs in a rush.  He felt wiry arms wrap around his shoulders and looked down to find Riley standing there. 
 
    “I’m glad you survived,” she said quietly, her voice too low for anyone else to hear. 
 
    Jason grimaced, running his hand through her hair.  “Hey, I’m fine—" 
 
    He never got to finish that sentence either as Riley pulled back and promptly punched him in the shoulder hard enough for his arm to go numb.  “And that’s for risking your life like an idiot… yet again,” she grunted. 
 
    “Damn it.  Why does everyone keep hitting me?” Jason muttered, rubbing at his shoulder. 
 
    “Because you deserve it,” Frank barked with a laugh, although his expression sobered as he saw Silver pacing toward them, the other druids in tow. 
 
    “Yeah, well, we’ll see how your feral lady love feels about your part in that plan,” Jason grumbled, earning him a wince from Frank. 
 
    “Hey, I’m alri—” Frank offered tentatively to Silver, spreading his arms wide. 
 
    “Yeah, I can see that,” Silver drawled.  “I wasn’t worried.  What’s the worst that could happen, you’re forced to respawn?  And at this point, we could freely leave the colony.  My people likely wouldn’t attract Finn’s attention.” 
 
    Silver noticed Jason’s raised eyebrow.  “What?  No offense, but I don’t see how we have much stake in this conflict.  I just need bodies to feed on.  Speaking of which, I’m starting to feel a bit famished.  The ant corpses aren’t quite the same as travelers.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “Uh, fair enough,” he replied to her pragmatism.  Although, he didn’t love the way that Silver was eyeing him like a turkey leg. 
 
    “I’m just sorry I missed it!” Hoot piped up.  The young tamer was looking much better.  His color had returned, and he was walking normally now that most of his injuries had healed.  “We could feel the earthquake from here.  It felt like you caved in most of the colony.” 
 
    “Because they did,” Riley said in a biting tone. 
 
    “But did you kill the queen?” Runner asked.  He and Howl lounged nearby, leaning against a pair of boulders at the edge of Eliza and Spider’s makeshift field. 
 
    Frank’s grin widened.  “We did, and she dropped a few interesting items,” he offered, holding out his bag and tugging open the drawstring.  He soon pulled out a cluster of dense, brightly glowing orange crystals.  They looked like the normal fire mana gems, except they were larger, and the glow was much more intense – the crystal practically crackling with energy. 
 
    “And then are these beauties…” Frank continued. 
 
    He pulled out a pair of what appeared to be crystalline claws, the weapons gleaming in the dull light of the cave.  They were both covered in the same diamond-like substance as the queen’s mandibles and forelegs.  Frank had explained that they increased his armor penetration – which would also apply to his shift since they were formed from the queen’s mandibles. 
 
    “You get anything?” Riley asked Jason, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Well, there were the crystals… and some new boots,” Jason answered, glancing down at his feet.  He’d had a chance to inspect both on the walk back. 
 
      
 
    x5 Fire Mana Crystal (Greater Fire Ant Queen) 
 
    These crystals have been infused with a concentration of fire mana.  However, in contrast to the previous gems you have discovered, these crystals seem to barely be able to contain the energy stored within, giving off an intense aura of heat. 
 
    Quality:  B 
 
    Durability:  100/100 
 
    Stored Mana (Fire):  5,000 
 
      
 
    Undertaker Boots 
 
    These boots were built for durability and have been infused with fire mana.  Upon activation, they melt the ground beneath your soles, fusing themselves to nearly any surface.  Maybe with these, you can finally keep your feet on the ground… 
 
    Quality:  A 
 
    Durability:  97/100 
 
    +10 Willpower 
 
    +10 Endurance 
 
    +10 Fire Resistance 
 
    (Soulbound) 
 
      
 
    Fiery Fusion 
 
    Upon activation, the boots eject fire mana from their soles, melting down any surface and fusing it to the boots.  However, this effect comes with a substantial mana cost.  There’s also a risk that the spell can overload, destroying the boots. 
 
    Cost:  50 mana/second. 
 
    Maximum Duration:  10 seconds. 
 
      
 
    Jason wasn’t quite certain what to do with the gems yet, but they were interesting.  There were several possible uses for such a large concentration of fire mana.  But for now, they would just add them to the pile of supplies.  He suspected they were going to have to dig into those resources before long.  And the boots were a nice touch – even if he didn’t love the game teasing him about caving in the queen’s cavern.  He likely had Alfred to thank for that. 
 
    He could have sworn the AI winked at him where he sat nearby. 
 
    “Great.  All that work killing a bunch of ants for a bunch of oversized night lights,” Howl grunted.  This earned him a bark of laughter from Runner, the pair fist-bumping. 
 
    “Technically, they got some claws and a pair of boots too!” Hoot joined in. 
 
    “Because that makes it better?” Runner shot back.  “What did the rest of us get out of this exactly?” 
 
    Riley frowned at Jason’s new shoes.  “I mean, he’s not wrong.  We only got some gems and two items for clearing this whole colony?” 
 
    “My guess is that the game only rewarded items for the people that participated in the boss fight.  I’m also betting the quality was upgraded since we two-manned the queen.  That encounter likely should have taken a full group or more,” Jason explained, glancing at Alfred where the AI sat beside him.  The cat gave him a subtle nod – the gesture not going unnoticed by Riley.  However, that only made her frown deepen. 
 
    “It might not be entirely fair, but at least we’re safe now that we’ve cleared this fire ant nest,” Frank grunted. 
 
    Even as he spoke, another prompt appeared in the air before Jason.  Given the way the rest of the group stared off into space, he was guessing they were seeing a similar notice. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	  
Your group has cleared the fire ant infestation afflicting this island and slain their queen.  The fire ants have now been fully exterminated. 
    
  Would you like to lay claim to this island? 
  [Yes/No] 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow as he reviewed the prompt.  He shared a glance at Riley and Frank, and they both just gave him a shrug.  They hadn’t encountered this before, but he wasn’t certain he saw any downside to laying claim to the island.  It was unlikely it would prompt some sort of system notice or alert Finn. 
 
    He tapped “yes.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	  
You have laid claim to this island. 
    
  Please provide a name: _____ 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason rubbed at his chin for a moment and then typed in “Eden Prime.”  There was a certain sort of irony to the name that appealed to him – both because of their guild name and because of the circumstances under which they’d conquered the colony.  If this place was their new “Garden of Eden”… well, then it was a real fixer-upper. 
 
    It had been a while since Jason had checked his notifications, and as he swiped at his UI, a cascade of glowing blue notifications tumbled through the air in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  x8 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (40) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Staff Combat 
 
    Skill Level:  Expert Level 1 
 
    Effect 1:  20% increased damage and accuracy. 
 
    Effect 2:  8% increased speed and reaction time. 
 
    Effect 3:  -10% channel cost of Soul Slash. 
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Dodge 
 
    Skill Level:  Expert Level 2 
 
    Effect 1:  10.5% increased speed and reaction time. 
 
    Effect 2:  3.2% bonus to Dexterity. 
 
    Effect 3:  +10% damage for 5 seconds after dodging an attack or spell. 
 
      
 
    x2 Spell Rank Up:  Soul Slash 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 9 
 
    Mana Cost:  550 mana/second. 
 
    Effect 1:  375% damage increase on strikes and the blade ignores light and medium armor. 
 
    Effect 2:  -9.5% channel cost. 
 
      
 
    x1 Skill Rank Up:  Mana Mastery 
 
    Skill Level:  Expert Level 2 
 
    Effect 1:  -11.5% mana cost. 
 
    Effect 2:  6.5% faster cast rate. 
 
    Effect 3:  +10% mana regeneration. 
 
      
 
    x1 Skill Rank Up:  Custom Skeleton 
 
    Skill Level:  Expert Level 2 
 
    Effect 1:  You may raise a custom skeleton using nearby bones.  The skeleton’s max level is calculated as Willpower/6. 
 
    Effect 2:  Mana cost reduced by 10%. 
 
    Effect 3:  +11% minion health 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Character Status 
  
      
 
       
       	  Name: 
  
       	  Jason 
  
       	  Gender: 
  
       	  Male 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level: 
  
       	  240 
  
       	  Class: 
  
       	  Necromancer 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race: 
  
       	  Shade 
  
       	  Align: 
  
       	  Chaotic-Evil 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fame: 
  
       	  0 
  
       	  Infamy: 
  
       	  26,800 
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    It seemed he’d leveled a few times from clearing the island, although his gains had been hampered in part by splitting the experience with the druids.  The game weighted experience gain to lower-level party members – presumably to help them catch up. 
 
    Even so, clearing Eden Prime had been a great source of experience.  And as Jason’s eyes skimmed his teammates – their hands also waving at the air – he suspected they were going to need the extra levels.  The more experience they accumulated here, the easier the eventual confrontation with Finn and attack on Sandscrit would be. 
 
    Although, there was still a big question hanging in the air— 
 
    “Alright, now what?” Frank grunted, swiping away his notifications.  The others followed suit, their attention turning to Jason.  “And our next step better not come with any more crash landings or cave-ins,” he continued with a grin. 
 
    Jason sighed, slumping back onto a nearby boulder.  He doubted he was going to get an ecstatic reaction when he revealed his plan. 
 
    “We need to accomplish several things now that we’ve cleared Eden Prime,” Jason began slowly, meeting each person’s eyes.  “Which means we’re going to have to split up our group, each person focusing on their strengths. 
 
    “Let’s start with an easy one,” he continued, waving at the small field of plants growing in the cave.  “We need for Eliza and Spider to continue their work here developing a new potion.  I expect we’re eventually going to need to infiltrate Sandscrit and scout the city and its defenses.” 
 
    Eliza opened her mouth to speak up, but Jason cut her off.  “And I know… you’re going to need some help there.  I suspect I may be able to build a new bone factory to accommodate your needs… eventually, at least.” 
 
    At that statement, the water mage’s eyes widened, and Frank just shook his head.  “How in the hell are you going to manage that?  Didn’t you have to use the mana well to build the factory back in the Twilight Throne?” 
 
    Jason met Riley’s gaze.  “Yes, yes, I did.” 
 
    “Wait, so are you saying you can construct buildings from here?” Frank asked. 
 
    Jason just nodded, pulling the Soul Orb from his bag, and holding it up.  “I believe I can.  At least if I use this to connect to the dark mana well.” 
 
    “Well, okay then,” Frank grunted, shaking his head and a hopeful gleam glinting in his eyes.  “That changes things, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Jason sighed.  “Not quite.  I had to use the orb to keep the Bone Borer together.  Killing off the ants in this colony added some Spirit Charges, and our forces back in the Twilight Throne grow the well’s energy over time.  But I suspect we’re going to need to boost our energy production if I’m going to set up another factory here – not to mention my other plans…” 
 
    “Other plans?” Silver echoed with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Another sigh escaped Jason’s lips.  “We can’t stay here,” he said simply.  “At least, we can’t just stay here on Eden Prime.  As I said, we need more energy.  And the only way to get it is by killing more creatures. 
 
    “In short, we’re going to need to clear a few more islands,” Jason declared. 
 
    The group just stared back at him incredulously. 
 
    “Wait, is that why you asked me to have Eureka scout the other islands?” Hoot asked, his overly large eyes having gone wide with realization. 
 
    “Yes.  And that’s also why I asked you to identify any Khamsin presence on those islands,” Jason acknowledged with a nod.  He turned his gaze back to the group.  “Thorn’s memories are clear on this point.  The Khamsin inhabit several of the larger islands – but certainly not all of them.  And as we’ve witnessed here, and heard from Silver’s tales, many of the other islands are likely infested with the ants.” 
 
    “Ahh,” Hoot offered, his gaze going distant and the young tamer rubbing at his chin in thought.  “Well, Eureka and I have identified at least a half dozen islands nearby that meet your requirements.” 
 
    Jason nodded again.  The young tamer had been busy while he and Frank had been taking down the fire ant queen.  As he pulled up his map, he confirmed Hoot’s report, several yellow markers hovering around Eden Prime. 
 
    “So, you’re suggesting that we go hunting?” Runner offered. 
 
    “Effectively, yes,” Jason answered hesitantly.  That was part of his plan, but not all of it. 
 
    “One question, exactly how’re we going to get to those islands?” Howl spoke up.  “It isn’t like your death machine fared so well the first time.  And those sandworms are still out there.” 
 
    Jason nodded along with his words.  “I actually have a plan for that, and that’s really my first task.  I plan to build a replacement for the Bone Borer.” 
 
    Silence met that statement. 
 
    “Uh, I hate to be that guy… but I’m not anxious to repeat that experience,” Hoot offered, raising his hand.  “I mean, I almost died last time.” 
 
    “He raises a fair point,” Silver bit out.  “Some of us don’t respawn.” 
 
    “I believe I can improve on my first design,” Jason explained.  “I can build something much larger using the remaining energy in the dark mana well and reinforce it with the dark metal ore we’ve found down here.  Even the sandworms should struggle to break through that.  Hell, the fire ant queen even had some trouble penetrating my infused Bone Armor.” 
 
    “Okay, sure,” Frank offered slowly.  “But how does that help us?  I mean, we’ll gain some dark mana from clearing the other islands, but probably not enough to compensate for what it’ll take to build our new transportation – much less the mana Eliza and Spider will need if you’re going to build another factory.” 
 
    Jason just stared back, a slow smile stretching across his face. 
 
    Frank’s eyes widened.  “Wait… you mean, you’re—” 
 
    “Yes,” Riley interjected, rubbing at her eyes.  “He wants to turn each island into its own Bone Garden.”  Leave it to her to piece his plan together.  “If we pile the extra ant corpses here on Eden Prime in one chamber, we should be able to make something like a dark mana battery.  The collection of remains spawns feral undead.  And if we kill them off as they spawn, we create a renewable source of energy,” she continued, explaining for the druids who were unfamiliar with the Twilight Throne. 
 
    “And each island we clear means a new Bone Garden,” Frank murmured, his eyes going distant now as he thought through Jason’s plan.  Then his gaze snapped back into focus.  “But what about the ambient mobs?  I mean the gardens will start generating new undead ants, won’t they?  And those creatures will be feral – they’ll attack us on sight.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “That’s not a big issue on the other islands since we don’t plan to stay.  And here on Eden Prime, we can seal off the Bone Garden and reinforce it with my minions.  We can use the extra ants to continue leveling, harvest energy for the well, and gather more bones.  Plus, the spawns on the other islands will add to the well’s energy, just more slowly than if we were able to kill them off.” 
 
    “Even so, the number of undead on the other islands will start to pile up fast,” Frank retorted with a frown. 
 
    Then his friend hesitated, eyeing Jason.  “Unless that’s what you want, of course,” he continued in a slower voice, feeling out Jason’s strategy.  “You’re hoping the Bone Gardens create a bunch of ambient ants, aren’t you?” 
 
    Jason just shrugged in response, grinning back 
 
    “You clever bastard,” Frank muttered.  “I take back my earlier complaints.” 
 
    “Can someone explain what’s going on?” Runner growled, frustration evident in his voice. 
 
    Riley stepped in again.  “Jason intends to accumulate a ton of feral undead ants on those other islands, letting the Bone Gardens pump them out freely.  As long as they stay underground, they won’t deteriorate fast enough to matter, and they should be concealed from Finn’s enhanced sight by rock and sand.  When we’re eventually forced to attack Sandscrit, Jason could then lure the feral undead into attacking the city.” 
 
    “They’d make for amazing foot soldiers given their durability,” Frank added, nodding along.  “And even if they die, Jason can just repurpose the bones or resurrect a skeletal version.” 
 
    “Essentially, he’s planning to wage a war using only ambient mobs,” Riley finished. 
 
    Jason’s smile widened as he watched their reactions, the druids staring at him with dumbfounded expressions and even his own teammates shaking their heads in disbelief.  He’d like to claim that the idea was his own – but he’d borrowed it from Thorn.  He was essentially replicating the way the Scion had attacked the Twilight Throne. 
 
    “Damn it, that might actually work,” Frank muttered.  Despite his tone, hope was now shining in his friend’s eyes.  The attack on Sandscrit had felt nearly impossible after crash-landing into this island and with the limitations they were facing. 
 
    However, at least they had a path forward now. 
 
    “I sure hope so,” he answered.  “But for now, we have some work to do.  As I said, Eliza and Spider should work on their plants and developing the new potion.  Hoot should continue scouting with Eureka and identifying new islands.  Hopefully, he can find the location of Sandscrit.  In the meantime, the shifters can work on gathering all of the ant corpses into one location – preferably a large cavern with one entrance.” 
 
    “We might have created the perfect spot with that cave-in,” Frank offered.  “We basically formed a massive vertical shaft, and I had to tunnel through a ton of rock to get us back to these upper levels, so there’s only one clear entrance and exit right now.” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Jason replied with a nod. 
 
    “Once the Bone Garden has been formed, I’ll use any extra materials and the remaining energy in the dark mana well to build our new transportation,” he continued.  “Then we can travel to the other islands, start clearing the ants, and create new Bone Gardens.  One or two more islands, and I should have enough energy to build a new factory for Eliza and Spider.” 
 
    Jason intended to provide Eliza with the equipment she needed to invent this new potion, but he was also thinking ahead to production.  Assuming they could grow the necessary ingredients down here, they might be able to mass-produce the new concoction like they had with the health potions back in the Twilight Throne.  If they could pull that off, well, Jason had a few other ideas for how they could use that sort of disguise. 
 
    But there were still more than a few “ifs” baked into his plan, and he expected they would encounter their fair share of problems along the way.  For now, they needed to focus on what was in front of them. 
 
    “So, what do you think?” he asked into the silence that hung over the cave. 
 
    Frank let out a snort.  “I think it has a shot at working.” 
 
    Riley nodded along with him, and her acknowledgment was followed by Eliza’s, Silver’s, and the rest of the druids.  They didn’t necessarily look confident, but their shoulders had straightened, and there was a renewed fire in their eyes.  They at least had a path – a possible plan.  And that was enough to inspire some measure of hope. 
 
    Now he just had to pray it would work – and that he could pull off his part. 
 
    Jason clapped his hands together.  “Great.  Then let’s get to work.  We have a lot to do, and the clock is ticking.  I’d like to be ready to travel to the next rock island within 24 hours.” 
 
    The group all nodded and then started off to their tasks, Eliza and Spider drifting back to their field and the shifters transforming before sprinting down one of the adjacent tunnels, preparing to gather and haul the ant corpses to the location of their new Bone Garden.  For his part, Hoot walked toward their fort with a distracted look on his face – likely already communicating with Eureka. 
 
    Which left Jason and Riley standing there alone – or “almost” alone anyway.  Alfred still hovered nearby, his feline eye watching everything with an unblinking stare.  Riley didn’t say anything, only observed the worried frown that pulled at Jason’s lips as the others stepped out of eyeshot.  He’d intended to project confidence, but his mind was already obsessing over the many, many ways his plan could fail. 
 
    “You can do this,” Riley said quietly, twining fingers around his.  “I know you can.” 
 
    “I sure hope so,” Jason replied, squeezing her hand. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 - Ambitious 
 
      
 
    A few hours later, Jason sat in an empty cavern next to two large mounds. 
 
    One was bones.  Well, “extra” bones, technically.  They had slain hundreds of ants in the process of clearing the colony and had moved roughly 70% to the bottom of the now-sizable cave where they’d defeated the queen – forming a Bone Garden within the bowels of Eden Prime.  The other 30% or so were resting only a dozen feet away.  Even so, they created a pile that stretched roughly twenty feet into the air. 
 
    Beside that mound was another smaller pile.  This one was darker.  Denser.  Roughly ten cubic yards of the dark metal ore that had once coated the ants’ chitin.  Jason had been forced to raise a few of the insects to collect the metal, their diamond-studded mandibles one of the few things that could cut through the substance.  Even then, it wasn’t a short or straightforward process.  Without the queen’s heat softening the metal, it was incredibly resilient. 
 
    While the shifters had worked on moving the bodies and Jason’s minions had gathered the materials into this cavern, he’d been busy – albeit, his task was a little less physical.  A display hovered in front of him, glowing with a soft blue light, the only evidence that Custom Skeleton was active in the still, dark cavern. 
 
    A design rotated slowly on the screen, Jason staring intently at the image but making no move to change it.  His design was finished.  Or at least, it was as close as it was going to get.  He’d modeled this new creature off of the sandworms, except this version was many, many times larger.  The piles in front of him were deceptive, not giving a true sense of the size of what Jason intended to create.  Those materials were only intended to form the shell around the creature. 
 
    The inside would be hollow by necessity. 
 
    A skeleton had no need for internal organs or flesh and blood.  The cavity would be used for storage – a place for the shifters and Jason’s minions to rest during the journey to one of the many other rock islands that dotted this desert. 
 
    And yet Jason found himself hesitating as he stared at the design, a knot of worry writhing in his stomach.  He had been sitting here for nearly 30 minutes, examining his design, and looking for any flaws or shortcomings.  Anything that might indicate the design wouldn’t work.  Or worse, alert Finn to their presence.  Because if this failed, then his teammates were quite literally going to be caught between a rock island and a hard place, with no legitimate options for traveling the desert.  Not to mention the sandworms this thing was likely to attract… 
 
    “All great plans come with risk,” Alfred intoned solemnly, his voice causing Jason to start in surprise.  The AI must have been picking up on his surface thoughts. 
 
    “Is this your way of saying get on with it already?” Jason offered with a chuckle. 
 
    “Possibly,” Alfred replied with a deadpan expression.  Yet, he seemed to hesitate. 
 
    Jason knew what he was thinking.  When he focused intently, Alfred was capable of delving past the surface level of Jason’s thoughts – of reviewing more than the constant buzz of his immediate concerns.  Although, he’d observed that the AI had to do this deliberately.  Given the way he was staring at Jason, Alfred was likely examining the true source of his worry. 
 
    Finn.  The city.  A war to be waged. 
 
    Jason sighed, rubbing at his eyes.  This was just step one.  Even if they made it to the other islands, created new Bone Gardens, and began forming a legion of feral undead, it still probably wouldn’t be enough.  Hoot hadn’t even found Sandscrit yet, much less had an opportunity for Eureka to examine Finn’s defenses.  Even then, it would only be a cursory glance from afar. 
 
    They couldn’t risk Finn detecting Eureka.  And any information would be interpreted through the lens of the owl’s limited mind.  Putting all of that aside, they would likely only see what Finn wanted them to see. 
 
    Then there was Robert’s advice.  He’d urged Jason to go all in.  To give up any pretense at holding back.  And despite his cavalier attitude, Robert was unmistakably brilliant – and sometimes quite arrogant. 
 
    So, if he was worried… 
 
    “Robert is right to be concerned.  As are you,” Alfred spoke up. 
 
    Jason’s gaze shot to the cat, raising an eyebrow.  “Oh, are you okay with spoilers now?” 
 
    “I didn’t reveal anything that you hadn’t already deduced,” the AI replied evenly.  A pause as Alfred mulled on his choice of words.  “His advice was appropriate.  If you are to succeed here, you will need to take risks – even larger risks than you are accustomed to.” 
 
    “Like trying to construct a mobile building made of bone and metal in some cave in the middle of the desert?” Jason offered, a trace of bitterness leaking into his voice.  “Even if it’s possible to create this thing with the Soul Orb and I have enough mana… how are we going to test it?  What if this much larger vehicle leaves an obvious trail at ground level?  What if it falls apart?  Or the vibrations alert another wave of sandworms, and we discover they can breach its armor?  Everyone inside could die horribly.” 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut at that last part.  If he put the shifters at risk – put Silver at risk – he wasn’t entirely sure Frank would forgive him.  His friend was clearly smitten.  Even without a war looming on the horizon, there were personal stakes here too. 
 
    “What if…  What if…  What if…” Alfred repeated, taunting him. 
 
    Jason glanced at him in surprise. 
 
    “Humans have no monopoly on indecision,” Alfred continued in a dry tone.  “I would suggest that this is even worse for me.  Your kind can weigh and consider the future, yet your faculties are limited.  A handful of options, at most?  I can project a decision tree so intricate that the data alone would take years for you to decipher.  Calculate the probability of any specific outcome down to a fraction of a percent.  I could spend the rest of my nearly infinite lifetime, an eternity’s worth of computing power, and still not arrive at a concrete answer. 
 
    “Yet I must still make decisions.”  Alfred met his eyes with an unblinking stare.  “And, so must you.  Weigh your options, examine the variables, formulate your alternatives, and then choose.  The only certainty is that you will fail if you refuse to move forward.” 
 
    Jason ground his teeth.  There was a certain truth to what the AI was saying, even if the way Alfred had conveyed the point was grating. 
 
    “Fine,” Jason grunted.  “Then I’ll make a choice.” 
 
    And hope I don’t fuck everything up, he added silently. 
 
    With a sigh, Jason turned his attention back to the console that hovered before him, his design floating there.  Taunting him.  First things first though, he needed to prepare.  He raised his hands, his fingers already dancing in the air as he observed the mound of bone – the ivory substance tinged with a glowing blue under the effects of his Custom Skeleton. 
 
    Moving swiftly, Jason began combining the metal and bone.  He directed a cubic yard of bone to rise from one pile, merging it with a much smaller amount of the hyper-dense metal to form a now-familiar dark gray bone.  Then he gently set down the new substance nearby.  He repeated this process again… and again… and again, forced to work in batches given the dark ore’s resistance to being merged with the bone. 
 
    Some time later, the two piles had disappeared.  An even larger mound of dark-gray bone now rested before him, just waiting to be repurposed.  A second screen had appeared next to his build console, cataloging the amount of material resting before him.  He would need to keep an eye on that as he worked. 
 
    But first, he needed to prepare the Soul Orb. 
 
    A few quick gestures and Jason ripped several stray pieces of regular bone from the floor of the cave, cutting down the material and lashing it together to form a crude ivory pillar.  He set this pedestal in front of himself and rummaged in his pack, pulling the Soul Orb free.  He gingerly set the crystal into a notch along the top of the column, observing the way the milky-gray mists swirled within the depths of the orb. 
 
    Then he pulled up the console for the mana well, leaving the display floating nearby. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  Status 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Description:  The well holds liquid dark mana that can be used to aid the city and its residents.  The available mana is limited, however.  Actions taken by citizens of the Twilight Throne that are consistent with their desires, and kills made by citizens of the city, increase the power held by the well.  Other options to increase the well’s spirit charges may become available over time.  The mana well can also be upgraded and expanded to increase its storage capacity and the efficiency with which it collects spirit charges. 
    
  Well Level:  14 (39% to level 15) 
    
  Current Spirit Charges:  163/300 
    
  Spirit Charge Income:  +16 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    After clearing the colony, they had collected a surprising amount of Spirit Charges, and their new Bone Garden had increased their Spirit Charge Income considerably.  The hundreds of ant corpses creating the garden dwarfed even what they had created back in the Twilight Throne.  Although, Jason suspected the Kin and the other members of Original Sin back in the Twilight Throne were at least partly responsible for the additional Spirit Charges. 
 
    Now he just had to hope that half of the well’s energy would be enough.  What he was planning to build would be much larger than Eliza’s bone factory – his biggest construction to date. 
 
    With his materials prepped and the Soul Orb ready, Jason closed his eyes and took one final breath, drawing forcefully on his mana and reveling in the sensation of the icy power flowing through his limbs.  Then his eyes snapped open, his irises solid black as he stared into the depths of the orb and placed his palm gently upon its surface. 
 
    He called on the power of the mana well, and a surge of dark mana rippled out from the Soul Orb, racing up through Jason’s arm.  The cold was so biting that it drove any feeling from the limb, and Jason instinctively tried to pull away, only to find his hand locked in place and his fingers frozen to the surface of the globe.  It seemed he was committed now.  Jason clenched his teeth, using all of his considerable willpower to maintain focus despite the intoxicating and almost painful wave of energy that crashed through his body. 
 
    Then he directed that energy outward, pushing his free hand forward toward the mound of bone.  A wave of darkness erupted from his palm, the energy so dense and thick that it completely obscured the cave from view.  That rolling wave of undeath raced forward until it struck the mound resting before him, the energy lifting and cradling several tons of metal and bone into the air as though it weighed nothing. 
 
    And Jason began to build. 
 
    His fingers sliced down the bone with clean strokes, creating even panels of the hyperdense materials.  The massive rectangles of bone and metal whipped past Jason and began to orbit him like a dark star, but he spared them no mind.  They couldn’t harm him.  He was controlling the ebb and flow of the mana, eyes flitting between his design and the monstrosity he was piecing together in the center of the cavern. 
 
    Each armored panel shifted into place, lashing itself to another rectangle of bone and metal with a thick layer of dark mana.  It was as though he were laying shingles on a roof or creating a macabre set of scale mail – except this set of armor was dozens of feet across and nearly filled the entire breadth and depth of the cavern where he was standing.  He tapered down the bones toward the end of the structure, forming a tail that was eerily reminiscent of the much smaller sandworms. 
 
    And then Jason turned his attention to the front of his creation.  The sandworm merely had an open maw where its head should be, which felt suitable for his new creation.  Jason tapered the scales along the creature’s mouth, creating smaller and smaller scales to allow the opening to cinch tight – blocking any sand or rock that might otherwise pass into the interior. 
 
    His materials were dwindling, but Jason still had enough to work with – enough to finish one last item – an improvement on the native sandworms.  They had difficulty burrowing into the rock, their bodies incapable of carving through stone.  But Jason had an idea for that.  He summoned half of his remaining materials, slicing them down into thick triangles that he welded along the outside of the creature’s maw, creating row after row of jagged spikes.  As the scales contracted rhythmically, it should create an effect similar to the Bone Borer’s drill. 
 
    His work on the outside finished, Jason waved at the creature, the dark mana surrounding the amalgamation of bone and metal surging.  The massive monstrosity contorted before him, the panels pulled taut by thick bands of dark mana.  And as that energy flexed, so too did the creature’s mouth open wide, allowing Jason to step inside gingerly, careful to avoid the spikes.  Pulsing mana and hyper-dense, gray bones soon surrounded him, the panels shifting and contracting with each tug and pull at the mana that bound them together. 
 
    More panels of bone floated along behind him – the last of his materials – and he swiftly set to work building a lattice of bone along the “bottom” of the creature’s internal cavity, welding the makeshift platform to the creature’s frame with thick bands of dark mana.  Jason had studied the sandworms for quite some time, replaying some of the footage he’d managed to capture from the previous attack.  The worms moved in a serpentine fashion, their armor contracting and flexing to create a snakelike movement.  Unfortunately, that same movement would likely crush anything housed inside a replica of the worm. 
 
    The platform should address that – the bands of dark energy stretching and contracting to keep that layer of bone and metal suspended within the center of the creature.  And toward the maw of the beast, Jason formed a retractable ramp of bone, which would allow them to enter and exit the sandworm more easily and load cargo. 
 
    Soon, only a tiny pile of the dark-gray bone remained. 
 
    With a series of swift gestures, Jason carved it down, creating a new pillar in the center of the sandworm’s chest, a small groove in the top – a place for the Soul Orb if he happened to be driving the creature himself. 
 
    His work finished, Jason stepped down the ramp, watching as the bone slid back inside smoothly and the worm’s maw contracted, the panels of bone grinding together as its mouth cinched shut.  He stepped back to his makeshift pillar, surveying the design and his creation.  As he reviewed the displays, a prompt appeared, requesting a name for this new creation. 
 
    He typed in “Carry-On Worm.”  He felt the pun was fitting. 
 
    Then Jason’s hand slammed home on the completion button, and the world lurched back to normal speed.  The Carry-On Worm crashed to the ground, no longer suspended by Jason’s mana and the power of the well.  The miniature earthquake and the pounding pain in his temples caused him to stumble backward, landing hard against a boulder.  He cradled his head, the cave around him seeming to list to the side as the pain affected his vision. 
 
    I must have spent too long inside the creation engine.  Far, far too long. 
 
    And yet, despite the pain, his excitement and curiosity were not entirely forgotten.  He blinked hard, trying to clear his swimming vision as he looked upon what he had created.  The Carry-On Worm was nearly eighty feet long and thirty feet wide, the added tensile strength of the dark metal allowing him to form larger and thinner panels of bone.  And with a wave of his hand, the creature opened its maw wide, revealing the interior compartment. 
 
    Jason shifted his gaze back to the Soul Orb and the lone screen that now lingered before him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  New Creation – Carry-On Worm 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Description:  You have formed a mobile structure of bone and metal, your new creation held together by the energy stored within the dark mana well.  The Carry-On Worm will not count toward your personal Control Limit and will instead impose a Spirit Charge reserve cost, reducing the well’s Spirit Charge Income by 5.  This design has been added to your building menu and can now be formed automatically if there are sufficient Spirit Charges available. 
    
  Well Level:  15 (98% to level 16) 
    
  Current Spirit Charges:  13/300 
    
  Spirit Charge Income:  +11 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed the reserve cost for the Carry-On Worm roughly equaled the additional Spirit Charge income from the new Bone Garden.  And creating the worm had cost exactly 150 Spirit Charges.  That was good news.  If they conquered another colony or two, he might be able to form another worm.  And if they could then split their forces and take out two colonies simultaneously, they could more quickly increase their Spirit Charge Income. 
 
    And that creation had netted him another level toward his mana well! 
 
    Even more interesting was the new command panel that had popped into existence.  This one provided a detailed set of commands for the new construct.  Jason could also see some options to assign administrator privileges to his new creation – effectively allowing other people to direct and steer the creature without his assistance. 
 
    Interesting, he thought to himself.  He was already processing this new information.  Already starting to wonder what else he might be able to build with the mana well— 
 
    “Holy shit,” Frank said, his voice echoing in the cavern. 
 
    Jason looked over to find his companions standing in the entrance to the cavern, likely alerted by the small earthquake that Jason had caused when he’d formed the Carry-On Worm. 
 
    “Yeah… uh, this seems way crazier than the Bone Borer,” Hoot said, circling the creature, and inspecting it closely.  “Not to mention just a tiny bit larger.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Howl grunted.  “There are like five of us, isn’t this excessive?” 
 
    Riley glanced at Jason, giving him a knowing look before turning back to the others.  “Not if Jason here is planning to send some reinforcements with you,” she offered.  At their questioning glance she continued.  “Now that the Bone Garden is operational, it should start spawning new undead ants.  Jason can slay them, raise them as skeletons, and then direct them to take orders from all of you,” she explained.  “There’s little risk associated with the mana reserve cost, especially if Jason remains here on Eden Prime.” 
 
    Her eyes shifted back to the worm.  “Which means you’ll be traveling with a small army.” 
 
    “Suuuure,” Frank drawled.  “But does it work?  Last time we almost died.” 
 
    A small smile tugged at Jason’s lips.  “I guess there’s only one way to find out.”  He glanced at the young tamer.  “Hoot!  Give me some eyes outside.  I want to know if this thing kicks up enough sand to be visible from the surface.” 
 
    “Uh… yeah, okay,” Hoot answered, whirling away from the worm and his eyes going distant as he reached out to Eureka. 
 
    Jason turned back to the control panel for the Carry-On Worm.  With a few quick commands, he directed the creature’s maw to cinch shut and for his new creation to move forward… gently. 
 
    What he wasn’t expecting was the harsh shriek of the worm’s scales as they ground against the rock floor and the tremor caused by the weight of its metal-reinforced chitin.  Yet the worm was moving, slowly slithering along the floor to a nearby wall.  And as it struck the surface, the spikes along its front contracted rhythmically, letting out a harsh screech as they ground into the softer sandstone.  The rock soon lost that battle, swiftly cracking and crumbling as the worm burrowed forward and its body began to disappear from view. 
 
    And this wasn’t even its max speed. 
 
    Jason shook his head and brought the creature to a halt, then ordered it to retreat.  It slithered backward, revealing that the creature’s front was completely undamaged, the dark metal more than enough to deal with the native rock, much less the softer sand that lingered outside this rock island.  Even more promising was the massive 30-foot-wide hole that the worm had just carved into the nearby wall.  It didn’t look like there was much that could stop his new creation. 
 
    “Hoot?”  Jason asked. 
 
    “Nothing on the surface, despite the vibration down here,” the tamer replied in a distracted voice.  “Although, that might change once this thing starts traveling through the sand.” 
 
    That was fair.  They would have to be careful about staying deep within the sands, and it was probably a good idea to send Hoot along with their raiding party – at least for their first foray.  Although, that was probably fine.  The tamer could use Eureka to continue scouting just as easily from other rock islands as he could on Eden Prime. 
 
    Jason turned toward the group to find them all staring in shock at the worm.  He couldn’t help but revel a little in the sensation – the awe reflected in their expressions.  And maybe just a trace of fear at the possibilities of what he’d just created.  He’d also noticed the way the shifters had started to side-eye Jason when they thought he wasn’t looking – how even Silver had begun to stare at him, although she’d likely never admit it. 
 
    That was respect in their eyes. 
 
    Jason smacked Frank on the back, a teasing smile flitting across his face.  “Alright, well, it definitely works.  We’ll need a few hours to prepare and raise some new ants, and then you all should be ready to leave for the next rock island, assuming you’re all still up for it, of course,” he said, a taunting tone to his voice. 
 
    Frank shook off his stupor, rising to Jason’s challenge, and a strange excitement flashed in his eyes, his irises turning a dim red for just a heartbeat.  “Yeah, we’ll be ready.”  He could see his friend’s resolve mirrored on the faces of Silver and the other shifters. 
 
    It seemed these druids – and Frank – also understood Alfred’s lesson.  There were always risks.  Always multiple possible ways to tackle a problem.  Always uncertainty.  But ultimately, you just had to pick a path and commit to it. 
 
    And that’s what he saw reflected in their expressions now. 
 
    Commitment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 - Defensive 
 
      
 
    “Huh…” Westley murmured, jotting down another note. 
 
    Jason’s gaze snapped up to him, the young man seeming to come out of his storytelling fugue for a moment.  “Something wrong?” 
 
    Westley shook his head, looking back through his notes.  “Not exactly.  No.  It’s just that this is… well, a lot.  You traveled to the desert, discovered your friend was dating an NPC, convinced those druids to join you in attacking a city, crash-landed into a rock island, took it over… and now what?  You plan to conquer the remaining islands?” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Jason offered with a small smile. 
 
    “And this took, what?  At least a week or so?” Westley asked.  “I feel like we’re running out of time for you to get to the part that landed you in this dungeon.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “Actually, that was just a couple of days in-game.  We’ve still got almost two weeks left to this story.” 
 
    “Two weeks,” Westley echoed in shock. 
 
    Jason let out a chuckle at his interviewer’s reaction.  “If it helps, I plan to skip ahead a bit on this next part.  It took us a week or so to conquer a few of the islands and expand our operation.” 
 
    Westley let out a sigh.  “Sure.  But it feels like we still haven’t learned much about this mysterious opponent.  This…” He trailed off, glancing back at his notes. “This Finn character,” Westley finished.  “Why did he challenge you?  Why was there so little information available online about either him or his city?  I mean, I assume you ultimately found Sandscrit, at least?” 
 
    “We did,” Jason answered, waving at the dungeon with a sour expression.  “Although, it took us some time to learn more about Finn…” The young man trailed off, his eyes going distant. 
 
    “But you didn’t know anything at this point in the tale?  Anything at all?” Westley pressed, raising an eyebrow.  If one thing was clear, this teenager was remarkably resourceful.  Surely, he’d discovered something. 
 
    Jason chewed on his lip.  “Well, we did learn a bit about him.”  His gaze jumped back to Westley.  “Although, this isn’t exactly my story.  It turned out Robert did indeed know Finn.  In fact, he even went to visit him – in the real world.” 
 
    Westley frowned at that.  An engineer for Cerillion Entertainment went to visit one of its players?  Even if Robert had known Finn personally, that seemed unusual.  And Jason’s statement seemed to imply that the engineer had shared information regarding Finn with him.  There were some potential privacy issues there as well. 
 
    On the other hand, Westley supposed most of the story that Jason had just told him was on the crazy side of strange.  The kid was living at the Cerillion Entertainment headquarters, after all.  And one of his best friends was dating a digital wolf girl.  So, what was one more oddity among the bizarre?  Besides, he was curious to find out more. 
 
    “Okay,” Westley began slowly, “so what did Robert learn about Finn?” 
 
    Jason frowned, glancing down at the cat that rested beside him, his hand idly stroking his fur.  “I only heard about this second hand.  So, take the story with a heavy grain of salt…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The driverless vehicle slid to a stop with only a faint hiss of hydraulics, the sound barely audible within the soundproofed interior.  Robert let out a sigh, his fingers darting along the terminal that had descended from the dashboard, lines of coding streaming down its surface. 
 
    He was covering his tracks.  Cerillion Logistics managed most of the city’s autonomous vehicles.  It was a sister company of Cerillion Entertainment.  Robert would have chosen a different name for the company, but that wasn’t his call.  Besides, George had never been that imaginative.  He tended to hire others for that sort of thing. 
 
    A few seconds later, Robert snapped the console closed, the door slid open, and he stepped out of the vehicle.  If anyone bothered to check the logs, they’d find this car had been sedately perched on a curb on the other side of the city for at least an hour.  And the few bits of code he’d left behind at Cerillion Entertainment headquarters would ensure that the poorly concealed cameras hidden throughout his apartment showed him hard at work in his living room. 
 
    George was growing even more paranoid of late, and his employer had a history with Finn for many of the same reasons that Robert did.  He could only imagine George’s reaction if he knew Robert was here.  Especially after someone had broken into their system and stolen that video that Gloria had released during the hearing. 
 
    Robert let out a sigh.  Either way, he was here now. 
 
    And here was a building located on the edge of the city, located in a posh neighborhood where the median home value ranged between absurd and completely ridiculous.  Yet the house that stood before him didn’t reflect that.  It looked mundane – almost more like a military bunker than an actual home. 
 
    It was a squat affair.  Two stories.  Perfectly square.  The walls were made of reinforced concrete, and Robert was guessing that they were at least a few feet thick.  Windows dotted the structure, the glass incredibly thick and likely bulletproof.  The recessed panels drilled into the concrete were even more interesting, just the faint weathering of paint giving them away.  Cameras.  Possibly something else. 
 
    It seemed that Finn had grown just as paranoid as George. 
 
    Not that Robert blamed him.  Not after what Finn had been through. 
 
    He shook off that thought.  He needed to focus.  This was already going to be a difficult conversation.  He doubted Finn would welcome him with open arms.  Quite the opposite, in fact.  The last time they’d spoken, it hadn’t gone well. 
 
    “Please don’t shoot me on sight.  Please don’t shoot me on sight,” Robert muttered as he forced himself to approach the front door – a steel affair that looked like it could weather pretty much anything, including a small pile of explosives. 
 
    As he neared the door, a panel flared to life, glowing with a bright-blue light.  A ball of sapphire energy was suddenly projected into the air beside Robert – a household AI by the looks of it.  Although, not a model that Robert recognized.  However, considering it was Finn’s, he supposed that wasn’t exactly surprising. 
 
    “Hello!” the AI chirped.  “My name is Daniel.  Will you submit to a scan?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah,” Robert replied, continuing to chant under his breath. 
 
    A beam of blue energy shot from Daniel’s body, running up from Robert’s feet until it passed his head.  Only moments later, the AI’s body flared brightly, turning a brilliant crimson. 
 
    “Intruder Detected.  Robert Graham.  Status: Enemy.  Orders: Kill on Sight.” 
 
    Robert swallowed hard, starting to back away from the doorway. 
 
    But it was too late.  Two recessed panels along the ceiling slid back, and a pair of turrets dropped down, spinning in place until a pair of guiding lasers homed in on his chest.  Running wasn’t really an option.  The yard was perfectly flat and free of debris, and he suspected the turrets would cut him down long before he made it to the driveway. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Robert muttered.  “Wait!” he said, holding up his hands.  “I just came to talk to Finn.  I’m sure he’ll want to hear what I have to say.” 
 
    “Please hold,” Daniel intoned, his body pulsing once.  However, the turrets hadn’t budged. 
 
    Seconds ticked past, and Robert could feel his heartbeat thudding in his chest, a faint sheen of sweat dotting his forehead.  Then, mercifully, he heard a crackle of static, and a familiar voice spoke up, one he hadn’t heard in many years – at least, not until he’d seen the video Finn had posted challenging Jason. 
 
    “What do you want, Robert?” Finn barked, his voice coming from Daniel’s body. 
 
    “Just a moment of your time,” Robert replied.  “I know you’ve been playing AO.”  A brief pause.  He hadn’t wanted to do this, but Finn had forced his hand.  “As has your daughter…” 
 
    The resulting silence seemed to stretch on forever— 
 
    Then the turrets spun back up into the ceiling, Daniel disappeared, and Robert heard a series of locks disengage, the front door swinging open on its own.  Which was about the point where Robert finally let out the breath he’d been holding.  Step one complete.  He’d managed to get through the door without getting shot. 
 
    He stepped inside Finn’s home, and the door slammed shut behind him, those locks clicking back into place.  And, just as quickly, Robert’s relief vanished.  He might have gotten inside, but getting out might be another story. 
 
    Daniel abruptly flared to life beside him, causing Robert to start in surprise.  However, he took a steadying breath to regain his composure, observing that the household AI’s glowing body was projected by a few discreet cameras installed in the walls. 
 
    “If you will please follow me,” Daniel directed. 
 
    The AI led him through a series of hallways and into a simple sitting room, a lone couch facing a single end table.  Robert took a seat gingerly, resting his hand on the sofa as he lowered himself down – which gave him a perfect opportunity to place a small metal disc on the underside of the sofa’s frame.  Then his eyes turned back to the room.  He spotted at least two hidden cameras.  Possibly a meeting room that Finn used on occasion. 
 
    The absence of another chair was odd. 
 
    Though, explained momentarily as the man himself entered the room.  Or rather, Finn rolled into the room.  He was resting in an advanced wheelchair, the wheels sliding forward with barely any noise.  However, Finn didn’t bother to use the controls.  Instead, he palmed the bars along the wheels, the muscles in his arms contracting with each movement.  He looked pretty fit for an old man.  Finn soon shifted into place on the other side of the table, eyeing Robert. 
 
    He looked much as Robert remembered him, except older.  More weathered.  Alfred must have given him a few decades back in-game – his avatar’s features not showing the same erosion that came with age.  It had been at least ten years since they’d last spoken.  Ten long years since the accident.  And it seemed that Finn had chosen not to repair the damage to his spine that had rendered his legs useless.  Not that Robert was entirely surprised. 
 
    “Uh, pretty imposing entryway you have there,” Robert quipped, waving over his shoulder toward the front door.  “Does the city know you have turrets installed in a residential building?” 
 
    “They aren’t real,” Finn replied evenly.  “I have no need for weapons.  No one can enter this building without my consent.  They’re more for scaring off solicitors and small children selling packaged diabetes.”  A sigh.  “No matter how much time passes, it seems some things never go out of style.” 
 
    Robert’s eyes widened, and he barked out a laugh.  Now, this was the Finn he remembered. 
 
    “Well, I can assure you they’re effective,” Robert replied with a chuckle. 
 
    “I don’t have time for small talk,” Finn answered, no amusement shining in his eyes.  Robert only saw traces of anger there, a bit of smoke that only hinted at the blaze he knew burned in Finn’s heart.  “What do you want, Robert?” 
 
    He coughed to clear his throat.  “First, I want to apologize.  What happened to Rachael…” Robert hesitated, unable to finish that sentence.  He could still remember how she’d looked lying on the cool, metal table in the morgue.  “I’ve never forgotten about her.  Or you,” he offered. 
 
    “You mean you haven’t forgotten how she was brutally ripped apart?” Finn demanded, causing Robert to wince.  “Or how I lost my legs in the same damn accident?  Or how you continued to work for the same fucking company responsible for that accident?” 
 
    “All of the above?” Robert replied, his expression unusually serious.  But he also couldn’t let those accusations go unanswered.  “However, you can’t sit here and pretend to be some sort of martyr.  We both know you chose not to fix your spine.  You chose to retreat from the world – to give up.  You chose this… this self-imposed exile.” He gestured at Finn’s bunker-like home. 
 
    Finn let out a snort.  “There it is.  That so-called remorse.  None of that changes the fact that you continued to work for George even after the accident.  I bet you even used one of those driverless vehicles to get here, didn’t you?” 
 
    Robert could feel some traces of his own anger flare at that.  The man before him might be brilliant, but he could be a stubborn asshole.  “They weren’t going to crater that project – even after Rachael’s death – and you damn well know it.  It was inevitable.  This was the wave of the future.  And people sure as hell died in car accidents long before this new system came along.  A lot more people, actually.  Besides, what were my options exactly?  Hole myself up in some digital fortress and pine away the rest of my years?” 
 
    Robert leaned forward.  “I stayed because I could do more good by improving on what we created than simply giving up.  I’m not a fan of George either, but he was going to press forward, with us or without us.  And if you’d been there – the so-called ‘father of modern AI’ – we could have done it faster.  Better.  Ensured that no one else suffered the same fate as Rachael.  That’s what she would have wanted.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes flashed at that.  “You have no idea what Rachael would have wanted.” 
 
    “Really?  Really?” Robert demanded, throwing his arms wide.  “You took a chance on me when I was just a fresh-faced grad student who others in our field considered an arrogant wild card—” 
 
    “You were,” Finn grunted.  “Still are.” 
 
    “Sure am,” Robert retorted.  “But it was that imagination that helped you and Rachael design the very first AI controller for those vehicles.  I spent years working alongside you both.  Or don’t you remember the many, many times we worked late and I ended up spending the night at your home?  The dinners with your kids?  Hell, I used to help Julia with her math homework!” 
 
    Robert shook his head.  “I was practically family.  So yeah… I have some idea what Rachael would have wanted.  She would have wanted us to fix our own damn mess – to prevent the same thing from happening to anyone else.” 
 
    Finn’s anger seemed to fizzle at that reply, the older man squeezing his eyes closed. 
 
    “I tried,” Finn muttered.  “It just didn’t work.” 
 
    A long, tense silence filled the room. 
 
    “I know you did,” Robert continued more slowly.  “But yours was a futile battle.  You weren’t going to stop that tech.  And what happened was horrible.  I’ve blamed myself just as much as you have.  But I worked to fix that damn problem from the inside, iterating on the AI that you and Rachael designed.  You know how many people have died using our vehicles since then? 
 
    “Zero,” Robert stated simply.  “Zero fucking people. 
 
    “You can sit there and hate me all you want, but I made sure that never happened again,” Robert said firmly.  “Which is more than I can say for you.” 
 
    Only silence met that statement. 
 
    And then, finally, “What do you want, Robert?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes shot open, meeting his own.  Robert had been expecting tears, or maybe more anger, or possibly traces of despair.  But instead, Finn looked remarkably calm. 
 
    “Are you just here to rehash all of this?” Finn demanded.  “Are you looking for some sort of redemption?  Forgiveness?  If so, then the statute of limitations has certainly run out on this particular apology.  Consider yourself released,” he said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    Robert just frowned at him.  “No.  I don’t want your forgiveness,” he said.  “I don’t need it nor deserve it.” 
 
    “So, you just came here to fuck with me then?” Finn asked in a dry tone. 
 
    “No, I told you I’m here because you’ve been playing AO,” Robert answered, his frustration getting the better of him. 
 
    “You’re here about a videogame?” Finn demanded, shaking his head. 
 
    “Oh, come on,” Robert drawled, leaning back in his chair.  “I know you’re smart enough to realize by now that there is far more to that game than meets the eye.  And I know you’ve been playing for quite some time.  I started looking into your profile once you posted that damn video challenging Jason.  Despite the game removing a few decades of wear and tear and fixing your spine, I would have recognized your face anywhere.” 
 
    Finn was looking at him now – really looking.  With that calculating expression that Robert still remembered.  And strangely, some of his old energy seemed to have returned.  This wasn’t the hollow husk of a man that Robert remembered in the aftermath of the accident.  There was a fire in his eyes.  This Finn almost reminded Robert of what he used to be.  Of who he used to be. 
 
    “You’re working at Cerillion Entertainment then,” Finn observed. 
 
    A nod from Robert.  That was an easy deduction. 
 
    “And this game…” Finn trailed off, hesitating.  “You started from our AI controller, didn’t you?  The one we based off Rachael’s memories, behavior, and neural data?” he demanded, a trace of that fire still burning in his eyes. 
 
    Another nod.  “It was a starting point, but I’ve taken what we built so much farther than you or I, or Rachael ever dreamed,” Robert answered, leaning forward.  “I’ve built something new atop your original foundation.  I built a true AI.” 
 
    “That’s not—” 
 
    “Possible?” Robert offered.  “Maybe not ten years ago.  But after you left and I fixed the controller for Cerillion Logistics, George was more than happy to throw resources at me for whatever pet project I wanted to work on.  And I chose to build upon your AI.” 
 
    Robert could practically see his former mentor’s thoughts spinning, the pieces starting to connect.  Robert was able to tell from the logs that Finn had spent weeks in-game.  He had to have noticed more than a few irregularities, especially if he’d been conscripted by one of the in-game deities.  What he didn’t quite understand was Alfred’s end game there. 
 
    That was what he wanted to feel out during this meeting. 
 
    For someone like Finn to commit himself so fully to the game, well, Alfred must have offered a damn good carrot – or threatened him with a genuinely massive stick.  Although, Robert guessed it was the former.  Finn had never been the sort to bow under pressure.  He’d only built this digital fortress once he realized that it was impossible to stop the development of the new driverless vehicles and the use of his AI controller.  While he couldn’t be sure, Robert had a few suspicions about what Finn was truly after. 
 
    “I should have known,” Finn muttered to himself, shaking his head.  “Of course, it was you.  Who else could have built that world, or rather the AI that constructed that world,” Finn amended swiftly.  Then he lifted his eyes to meet Robert’s.  “So, what’s the goal of this meeting then?  Just to confirm that I’ve been playing?” 
 
    “No,” Robert answered, leaning back on the couch, and propping his feet up on the table.  “I want to know why you’re playing.” 
 
    Finn stared back, raising a single eyebrow and his expression giving away nothing.  “To get back at Cerillion Entertainment, of course,” he answered smoothly. 
 
    Robert’s resolve wavered slightly, but he didn’t let it show on his face.  That had been his guess, but the way Finn had just responded felt… too easy?  He hadn’t expected him to just admit to it. 
 
    “And I suppose that’s why you’ve been pursuing this in-game competition?” Robert asked.  “Why you’ve had Julia suppressing any information regarding you or your city – phenomenal hacking work there, by the way.  You should send her my regards.” 
 
    “I’ll pass them along,” Finn answered in a dry voice.  “But, to answer your question, yes.” 
 
    Robert couldn’t shake the sense that something was off.  He’d felt this feeling before.  Like he was close to a solution, but just one tiny piece of information was out of alignment.  And he hated it with an undying passion. 
 
    With a discreet gesture, he tapped at his temple as though he was frustrated or thinking.  Although, the movement actually activated the implant embedded just below his skin.  A wave of blue energy washed across the room, and suddenly Finn’s features resolved into finer focus, every detail of his movements now on display.  His breathing.  His skin temperature.  Pupil dilation. 
 
    Robert hadn’t shown George this new toy quite yet – an improvement on the bulkier mask he’d created for his fancy tea party.  Although, inserting the implant himself had been tough. 
 
    “And I suppose that’s why you hacked our systems to find the video that was released during Jason’s hearing?” Robert asked, watching Finn carefully.  “You’re trying to undermine this new technology.  Tilting at windmills again, I guess you could say.” 
 
    Finn’s gaze narrowed for only a fraction of a second.  Normally, Robert wouldn’t have noticed, but the implant picked up on the movement. 
 
    “You know me,” Finn replied evenly.  “I’ve always been stubborn.” 
 
    He’s lying, Robert thought to himself.  It wasn’t that his explanation was implausible – Finn certainly had a reason to hate George and the company.  But his body language was off.  The way his eyes shifted to the side.  A small uptick in breathing.   A slight change in body temperature. 
 
    So, who the hell broke into the building then? 
 
    Robert immediately pushed that aside.  That was the wrong question. 
 
    What he needed to know right now was what the hell Finn was actually trying to accomplish.  Robert hesitated.  Or perhaps he was approaching this the wrong way.  Instead of asking why Finn had gotten involved, perhaps he should be asking why Alfred had taken an interest in him.  Why had the AI chosen Finn as the fire avatar?  Or, for that matter, why had the AI chosen Jason?  Or Alex?  Most of the people Alfred had selected were all located in the same city and had a loose connection to Cerillion Entertainment. 
 
    One was a coincidence. 
 
    Two?  Three?  That was a pattern. 
 
    In which case, what did Alfred want from Finn? 
 
    Maybe Robert just needed to offer the right bait. 
 
    “And I’m guessing your surprise earlier was just a pretext, right?” Robert asked. 
 
    “How do you mean?” Finn asked, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Oh, you seemed surprised when I mentioned that I’d continued expanding on your work,” Robert continued.  “But you must have known about our new AI controller already – known about Alfred, I mean.” 
 
    Robert watched Finn’s reaction through his implant.  His eyes widened.  He drew in a sharp breath.  He was surprised.  Likely genuine if the data were to be believed.  So, Alfred hadn’t approached him in-game – at least, not yet. 
 
    “I was simply caught off guard,” Finn replied, making an admirable attempt to control his expression.  “I had suspected that… Alfred was based upon my design.” 
 
    Finn’s body heat and the way his pupils dilated told another story.  Nerves.  He was definitely hiding something.  Another pause as Robert’s thoughts raced.  Or perhaps Alfred had approached Finn, just not directly. 
 
    Okay, let’s assume Alfred is involved, Robert thought to himself.  What then? 
 
    His thoughts were racing, an inevitable chain of deductive logic tumbling through his mind. 
 
    Something was driving Finn forward.  That was clear.  He seemed much more put together than Robert recalled.  There was a fire in his eyes again.  That spoke of passion – motivation.  But if he was right – if Alfred was pushing Finn – then the AI was steering him directly toward Jason, adjusting the tracks ever-so-slightly so that these two juggernauts were barreling toward one another.  And a collision was inevitable. 
 
    But maybe it was “that” encounter that Alfred wanted. 
 
    And Robert could only catch the faintest glimpse of the “why” of it all. 
 
    Finn was still looking at him, his fingers rapping at the arm of his chair.  Robert remembered the gesture.  He did that when he was nervous or thinking. 
 
    “Well,” Robert said, slapping his thighs, preparing to leave.  “That’s really all I wanted to know.  It’s been grand—” 
 
    “That’s it?” Finn demanded, staring at him with an incredulous expression. 
 
    “Yup.  Or was there something else you wanted to discuss?” Robert asked, pausing. 
 
    A frown tugged at Finn’s lips.  “No.  No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Robert rose to his feet and turned to leave when he heard a cough from behind him.  “Wait…  What about Julia?  Do you plan to let George know what she’s been doing?” Finn asked from behind him.  It seemed Robert’s indirect threat at the door had worried Finn. 
 
    Turning back to his former mentor, Robert’s expression sobered.  “No.  I would never do that.  And you shouldn’t need to ask.  But she needs to be careful.  George is already on high alert.  His network security people aren’t me, but they’re going to catch up to her eventually.” 
 
    He saw the anxiety painted across Finn’s face and in the way his shoulders tensed.  Robert had told the truth, but perhaps he could buy a tiny piece of goodwill.  “I could probably help protect her, maybe buy her some additional time to cover her tracks…” Robert began tentatively. 
 
    “In return for what exactly?” Finn replied, his gaze piercing. 
 
    “Something small.  You’re going to meet Jason eventually,” Robert said.  “And I suspect you won’t appreciate who you’re dealing with until you do.” 
 
    “I can take care of myself,” Finn answered.  “He’s just a child.” 
 
    “If you say so,” Robert replied with a sad smile.  “But when you do meet with him, you should talk to him.  I mean really talk to him – not this song and dance we’re doing here.  I expect the two of you have much more in common than you might think.” 
 
    Finn just frowned at that.  And that expression stayed frozen on his face even as Robert strode out of the room, the front door slammed shut behind him, the locks clicked back into place, and Daniel showed footage of Robert pacing down the front walk. 
 
    “You didn’t buy my story at all, did you, Robert?” Finn asked the display, although it certainly couldn’t answer back. 
 
    Even more troubling was the worm of doubt that the conversation had left wriggling through Finn’s thoughts.  Robert had confirmed several things Finn already knew or suspected, despite his deception.  His motives for staying with George.  The role he’d played in iterating on Finn’s work – on creating this “Alfred.”  The fact that Robert still had access to the AI’s servers. 
 
    But then there was his former protégé’s parting recommendation. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, Finn brought up his terminals, a sphere of screens flashing into existence and slowly orbiting his wheelchair.  Many of the displays showcased Jason – his face darkly cowled, his armor dripping with blood.  One scene revealed him butchering other players.  Another showcased one of his many macabre announcements to the public.  Finn had already been studying the young man and his companions thoroughly. 
 
    “What is so special about you?” Finn whispered into the quiet room. 
 
    Unfortunately, those screens didn’t have an answer for him either. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 - Conqueror 
 
      
 
    “Wait, so your Finn is actually ‘Finn Harris’ – the father of modern AI,” Westley said, earning him a nod from Jason.  The young man didn’t look nearly as impressed. 
 
    “Wow.  Just wow,” Westley continued.  “I read a bunch of his papers back in grad school.  The overlap between what he created and the human mind…  Well, it’s just fascinating.” 
 
    The evaluator looked at Jason, leaning forward and his eyes gleaming with excitement.  “Did you know that he used his wife’s brain scans, speech patterns, and behavior to create the first AI for the autonomous driving program?  She was a doctor and volunteered to install numerous neural sensors at the base of her brain stem.” 
 
    “I did,” Jason said with a nod, glancing down at the cat beside him, his hand pausing in its rhythmic stroking.  “I read quite a bit about Finn after that conversation between him and Robert.  For a recluse, the guy sure gets a lot of attention.” 
 
    “Damn.  I wish I’d known that when I was speaking with him earlier.  He looks nothing like the pictures online – at least, not in-game,” Westley murmured, half to himself.  “I could have gotten his autograph.” 
 
    At Jason’s amused expression, the evaluator raised his hands defensively.  “Hey, he’s basically a celebrity in psychological circles.” 
 
    “Sure.  Sure,” Jason replied with a knowing smile. 
 
    Westley took a deep breath, trying to gather his thoughts.  “Anyway, it’s a bit disconcerting to hear that a member of staff at Cerillion Entertainment helped cover up illicit internet activity.  And for what?  To encourage Finn to talk to you?” 
 
    Jason shrugged.  He hadn’t hedged on that part of the story.  Given his current predicament, it wasn’t as though he owed Finn any favors.  “I mean, I suppose,” he offered.  “But it’s not like she was stealing banking data or something.  Protecting Finn’s position in a videogame seems pretty innocuous.” 
 
    Westley frowned at that.  Jason wasn’t wrong, but his response also ignored “why” Finn and his daughter Julia had felt compelled to hide that information.  That seemed like a lot of effort for a game.  But then again, he was starting to see that AO was more than just a game for the people who played it.  Although, it still felt like he was missing something – both Jason and Finn were gunning at this competition with everything they had.  Which, once again, begged the question of why.  Jason’s motive seemed clear, but Finn’s? 
 
    “Did you and Finn ever get a chance to have that chat?” Westley asked, peering at the young man and curiosity simmering in his chest.  This wasn’t just a professional obligation anymore.  He was genuinely interested to know what drove these two men. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Jason answered with a frown. 
 
    “But surely after you were captured—” Westley began. 
 
    Jason barked out a laugh.  “We spoke, but only briefly.  There hasn’t been much time for a private chat.  And, believe it or not, I get the impression that Finn was rather upset with me after everything that happened.” 
 
    “Which was?” Westley asked with an inquiring expression. 
 
    Jason let out a sigh.  “That would be jumping ahead.  We’re not quite there yet.  Like I said before, it took us about a week to conquer several of the surrounding rock islands.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason sat in their basecamp on Eden Prime.  Over the last week in-game, their new home-away-from-home had undergone a considerable transformation.  The original cavern where they had crash-landed was now completely filled with all manner of plants as Eliza and Spider grew more ingredients for their experiments.  Unfortunately, their horticulture project had also pushed Jason out of the cave – it was rather distracting trying to work when the plants tried to physically attack you – forcing him to find a new base of operations where he could actually get some work done. 
 
    He’d repurposed much of an adjacent cave, using resurrected ants to smooth out the walls and level off the floor.  He’d then installed reinforced bone doorways at each entrance – the ivory substance melded with the dark metal ore that they’d found within the depths of the former fire ant nest.  Jason had managed to recover a considerable stockpile of both the metal and additional bones as Frank and his druid companions continued to haul back large quantities of both, spoils from the conquest of the outlying islands. 
 
    He now sat upon a bone throne, a table stretched out in front of him, and pockets of the glowing algae coated the walls, giving off a faint green light.  Yet he paid that little mind.  His attention was on the many screens that hovered in the air – his map, his summon information, a chat window, the status screen for the mana well, and several open web browsers glimmering with a soft blue light.  He’d been relegated to a command position, forced to sit out most of the nitty-gritty work of conquering the neighboring rock islands.  But that didn’t mean he couldn’t help. 
 
    His eyes skimmed to the map that floated nearby. 
 
    They’d conquered nearly five islands. 
 
    The first one had been risky and had taken about forty-eight hours.  They were initially hesitant about using the Carry-On Worm for fear of attracting its smaller cousins, despite the test run.  However, they soon discovered that Jason’s new creation was much more resilient than the Bone Borer.  While the vibrations it caused did indeed attract the smaller worms, they had difficulty penetrating its reinforced shell.  And it was able to move fast enough to stay ahead of the swarm. 
 
    As an added bonus, they’d discovered that the horde of regular sandworms helped hide their movements, the combined motion of the worms creating thick sandstorms that swept the surface of the desert.  This both prevented Khamsin scouts from checking on the islands and hopefully helped obscure their actions from Finn. 
 
    Fortunately, once Frank and his druids had defeated the second queen and built a new bone garden, the combined dark mana had significantly boosted the mana well’s Spirit Charges, allowing Jason to summon a second Carry-On Worm.  That, in turn, had increased their progress – enabling them to send out two simultaneous strike forces. 
 
    Jason had even improved on the process, using his newfound downtime to design a few enhancements for his minions. 
 
    Two of the new creatures lingered nearby, and several more guarded the tunnels leading back to the surface – just a precaution in case the Khamsin decided to explore the islands.  They no longer resembled the regular ants.  Jason had enhanced them, modifying the creatures using Frank’s Were-Ant Form as a template.  They were massive, bulky creatures, the front part of their torso now lifted upright and their forelegs replaced with diamond-studded scythes that made short work of their smaller and less evolved counterparts.  Jason had also taken the liberty of combining the dark ore with their chitin, making them even more resilient. 
 
    He was calling them “Hellion Ants.” 
 
    Each of his new summons cost two spots toward his Control Limit.  However, that still gave him more than 60 – with that number inching up as he gained levels and experience from conquering the neighboring islands.  Jason had taken to summoning dozens of his new minions for each journey, sending a few with Frank and his companions, and then filling the second Carry-On Worm to the brim. 
 
    Even the enhanced summons weren’t enough to solo an entire colony.  And they had the most difficulty with the queens.  However, they could still handle the advance work of clearing a fire ant nest of the chaff.  And once Frank and the druids were free, they could return and handle the queen.  Even with Jason’s losses, each island netted far more resources and additional Spirit Charges than they cost – with their energy production growing swiftly over time. 
 
    Riley had also helped improve their efficiency.  She’d eventually grown bored and restless waiting on Eden Prime and offered to lead his group of minions – which had cut back on their losses considerably.  This also gave Jason another pair of eyes and ears out there, without the mana reserve cost of summoning a lieutenant.  It put her at some risk, he supposed.  But she was more than capable of taking care of herself – staying near the back of his forces, offering support with a well-placed arrow, and healing his minions with her Blood Mist. 
 
    And with that change, their resource stockpile had only grown further. 
 
    Jason’s fingers flicked at the map, the display zooming in on one island where his minions were hard at work, slaying the regular workers and soldiers.  They would slowly pick their way through a colony, Jason able to track their map data and provide instructions remotely using Tactician.  Once the ants were all dead, his minions would gather the bones into a new garden, harvest the leftover chitin and dark metal ore, load up the worm, and head home. 
 
    Only to be repaired, reinforced, and sent out again. 
 
    Jason’s attention shifted to another screen, where an inventory of resources was projected.  He’d started to have some of his minions expand on the network of tunnels and caverns on Eden Prime, creating makeshift warehouses for the chitin and metal they were harvesting.  He now had plenty of supplies, more than enough to summon a third Carry-On Worm – even after he’d built a new potion factory for Eliza and Spider. 
 
    In short, the growth of their resources was starting to become exponential, limited almost entirely by his Control Limit.  Yet a frown tugged at Jason’s lips.  They were facing a different bottleneck now.  Namely, he was starting to greatly out-level the ants, the experience slowing with each colony they conquered, compounded further by the weighted experience his lower-level teammates received.  While he might be able to summon another Carry-On Worm, he didn’t have the minions to fill it – not unless he dropped the numbers, which risked a wipe. 
 
    Even so, he’d still made progress. 
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    He’d gone ahead and dumped the newfound stat points into Willpower.  Unfortunately, that stat was almost too efficient – granting him mana, health, mana regeneration, and increasing his Control Limit.  It was becoming difficult to justify allocating points to other stats at this stage. 
 
    On the plus side, his stats were starting to look incredible. 
 
    Assuming he didn’t cast or summon anything, he had one hell of a health pool. 
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    Jason was about to pull up his skill notifications but was interrupted as he heard a rap on the door leading into his new “control room.”  A glance at his map gave away the identity of his guest.  With a wave of his hand, the deadbolts drew back, bands of dark energy pulling at the gray bone beams, and the door slid open a moment later to reveal Frank and his packmates. 
 
    “Uh, what the hell happened in here?” Frank asked as he stepped inside, warily eyeing the monstrous new minions that loomed beside the doorway. 
 
    “I’ve been busy,” Jason offered with a grin. 
 
    “Yeah… yeah, I can see that,” Frank replied, slipping into one of the seats at the table, the other druids following his lead. 
 
    “Not too busy,” Silver muttered, wiping a mixture of sweat and dust from her brow.  “We’re the ones out there actually conquering the colonies.” 
 
    “Ah, but I am helping!  It just might not be obvious from the frontlines.  For example, these two nests have nearly been cleared,” Jason offered, tapping at his map, zooming it back out, and rotating it toward the others.  He identified another two islands that had been partially cleansed by Jason’s summons, just waiting for the druids to come in and mop up the queen. 
 
    Silver frowned at the screen.  “Huh,” she grunted noncommittally. 
 
    “This still feels like cheating,” Runner muttered from beside her, peering at the display. 
 
    “Are you really complaining about not having to do more work?” Howl shot back. 
 
    Runner shrugged.  “What can I say?  I enjoy it more when my prey has a chance to fight back.  I like to play with my food a little.” 
 
    “Are you sure you aren’t just miffed that his minions are almost keeping pace with us?  I think we might have to step up our game a bit,” Frank offered with a grin.  This earned him a snort from Silver. 
 
    “Well, I, for one, don’t mind,” Howl said, taking a seat, and kicking his feet up on the table.  “Plenty of work to go around, and this just makes it easier for everyone.” 
 
    “So, when do we get to the point where we just let your minions do all the work?” Frank asked, following Howl’s lead. 
 
    “Pretty soon, I bet,” another voice spoke up from the doorway.  They all looked over to find Hoot had stepped inside.  The young man looked tired, dark rings hanging under his overly wide eyes.  He hadn’t slept in more than a day, acting as the druids’ navigator out among the sands. 
 
    “Why do you say that?” Howl demanded. 
 
    Hoot let out a sigh.  “Because I think I found Sandscrit.” 
 
    The group went deadly quiet.  Even Jason’s breath hitched at that statement. 
 
    With a sweep of his hand, Jason dismissed all his displays.  Everything else could wait.  Right now, his attention was only on Hoot.  “You think, or you know?” he asked. 
 
    “Well, Eureka found what looks like a big city.  And it’s the only one I’ve found so far.  I had her follow the trade caravans, under the theory they might know where the hell they were going.  I dropped a waypoint marker on the location.” 
 
    “Clever,” Runner grunted, earning him an appreciative nod from the tamer. 
 
    Jason flicked open his map again, panning to the north until he eventually found the marker.  It seemed they were still a few hundred miles out, their forces positioned along the southern edge of the desert.  They had slowly been picking their way north as they conquered the rock islands, but they were still nowhere near the city. 
 
    “Details?” Frank asked.  “Forces, population, defenses?” 
 
    Hoot grimaced.  “Eureka isn’t great with that sort of information.  She can give me images, but she struggles to interpret that info herself.  All I can say is that it looks like a big city with a lot of walls, and there are a ton of people.” 
 
    Jason frowned.  “I might have a way of obtaining more information – or, at least, a way to allow you to share those images with me,” he offered tentatively. 
 
    Hoot was looking at him now, his eyes round and curious.  “I can… borrow some of your memories using Undead Devotion – assuming you’re willing to let me,” Jason continued. 
 
    “And is there a downside?” Hoot asked, some of his curiosity dimming in the face of Jason’s offer to go spelunking inside his head. 
 
    “Only if I force my way in,” Jason answered smoothly.  “If you open your mind to me, there shouldn’t be any issues.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t be?” Silver echoed, a frown painted on her face. 
 
    Jason raised his hands.  “I haven’t encountered any problems in the past, but I’m not ruling anything out.  There might be some risk to Hoot.” 
 
    “Then he’s not doing it,” Silver said.  “He’s just a cub among the pack.  And we need his eyes.  We can’t afford to let any harm come to him.”  Runner and Howl both grunted their agreement. 
 
    “We also need to know more information about this city—” Frank began. 
 
    “You don’t need to bicker,” Hoot interjected.  “It’s my choice, and I’m willing to do it for the pack.” 
 
    “This isn’t our pack,” Silver ground out. 
 
    “Isn’t it, though?” Hoot shot back.  “We’ve fought for them – with them.  They saved my life.  And you need more bodies to feed.  Don’t think I haven’t heard your stomach growling.  Ants alone aren’t going to cut it.  I’d much prefer it not be one of us.” 
 
    That shut Silver up fast. 
 
    It seemed a near-death experience had done much to mature the young tamer.  Hoot turned back to Jason.  “What do you need for me to do?” 
 
    “Just hold still,” Jason answered, rising from his seat, and pacing around the table to Hoot.  He gently placed his fingers on Hoot’s temple.  “Remember, you need to open your mind to me.  This is going to feel uncomfortable, but try to relax.” 
 
    Hoot just nodded, squeezing his eyes closed, his breath trembling. 
 
    “You harm him, and I kill you,” Silver muttered. 
 
    “Noted,” Jason answered, his gaze never wavering from Hoot. 
 
    Then he began casting, guttural words spilling from his lips and dark energy soon twining down his arm and racing across his fingertips.  That shadowy mana trickled across Hoot’s skin, leaking into his temple.  And as it did, Jason closed his own eyes.  Seconds ticked past, but nothing happened.  He could feel Hoot’s hesitation, his fear.  He was instinctively building a wall between them – much as Thorn had done.  Although, it was weaker.  Patchier. 
 
    Relax, Jason urged, keeping his mental voice soothing. 
 
    And gradually, the young man did – just enough for Jason to slip inside his mind. 
 
    A tumble of images confronted him, the illustrations awkward and disjointed as Jason tapped into what Eureka had seen.  He was high in the air, looking down at the ground far below, a yellow sea of sand almost unbroken by any movement.  Yet as Jason became accustomed to his new perspective, the image began to stabilize. 
 
      
 
    Eureka was tracking a line of humans winding through the sands below her, just tiny black specks among a yellow sea.  Unless she focused on them, in which case, her vision telescoped in a dizzying way, zooming in on the creatures. 
 
    Her wings coasted along on a warm current, following those tiny creatures as her companion had directed, flying farther and farther away until the connection between them began to feel thin and frayed. 
 
    Then something else came into view, breaking the ocean of sand. 
 
    A rock island.  Like the others. 
 
    Yet Eureka hesitated.  This one was different. 
 
    There was movement – lots of movement.  The flicker of reflected light.  Dark specks in the distance.  Many creatures.  Possible prey. 
 
    The prey were sandwiched behind multiple thick barriers of rock and sand and something that glimmered and twinkled in the sunlight.  Attack would be difficult.  No easy angle from which to swoop down upon them.  They also entered and exited burrows, giving only brief windows of attack. 
 
    There were many prey.  More than Eureka had ever witnessed before.  And their bodies were strange.  Their skin was patchy and scaled.  Horns stretched from their head.  Not like Hoot.  Not “human…”  At least, not all of the prey. 
 
    Then Eureka sensed something… 
 
    Eyes on her… 
 
    Predator. 
 
    There was a flash of fear – the feeling strange and unusual.  Eureka generally had no reason to fear others.  Not gliding among the clouds.  But she sensed deadly intent, and she fled in the face of it, winging her way back south and not stopping until she could no longer sense that threat. 
 
      
 
    As quickly as the images had appeared, they blew away, and Jason’s eyes snapped open.  He cradled his head, a dull ache pounding behind his temples as he tried to process what he’d seen. 
 
    “That was… strange,” Jason croaked out. 
 
    “Like I said, Eureka has a different way of looking at the world,” Hoot offered.  Thankfully, the young man seemed utterly unaffected by the use of Undead Devotion. 
 
    “Did you make out any other details?” Frank asked cautiously. 
 
    “I… I think Finn saw her.  Or maybe he sensed her connection to Hoot.  I suspect he’s using mana to access Eureka’s thoughts,” Jason offered, slowly piecing together the images and the feeling – the connection – between the owl and the tamer. 
 
    “But the city itself is large,” Jason continued, closing his eyes, and struggling to focus on what he’d seen.  “Sprawling.  It’s centered atop a rock island, but the city's boundary has since expanded out into the sands. 
 
    “It’s also well defended.  I got the impression of multiple layers of walls in a strange pattern, almost geometric,” Jason offered.  Eureka had no understanding of shapes or geometry.  But she had noticed the symmetry.  It was strangely difficult to interpret what the owl had seen, Jason just now realizing how seemingly simple concepts helped frame his own thoughts. 
 
    “Numbers unknown.  But there were a lot of people.”  Jason’s eyes snapped open.  “I think we’re looking at a population roughly on par with the Twilight Throne.  And the caravans leading to Sandscrit seem to be growing.”  He winced.  “My guess is that other travelers are slowly making their way to Finn’s kingdom.” 
 
    “Makes sense,” Frank offered.  “Many would be interested to see what the city looks like, and others are probably hoping to cash in on whatever chaos a conflict between you and Finn might cause – or they’re just hoping to have front-row seats for the fight.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  That was more information than they’d had up until now, but it still wasn’t enough.  They couldn’t afford to risk sending Eureka out again – not if Finn had possibly detected her presence.  They were lucky she hadn’t drawn him back to their location. 
 
    No, they needed more and better intel. 
 
    “We need to scout the city ourselves,” Jason muttered. 
 
    “Uh, yeah, except for that part where Finn will see us coming long before we reach the city gates,” Frank remarked. 
 
    “Even our mana will likely look strange,” Silver commented, waving at the other shifters.  “Our magic is quite different than most of the humans we’ve encountered.  And I suspect Finn would find it suspicious for us to visit his city.  Our last exchange was rather tense.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  They were right.  But there was possibly another option – one who wasn’t in attendance at this meeting and who’d been radio silent for days now. 
 
    He lifted himself from the table with a groan, still massaging his temple as he started toward the door, the bone portal sliding open as he neared. 
 
    “Where are you going?” Frank asked. 
 
    Jason paused, glancing over his shoulder.  “I think it’s time I paid Eliza a visit.  And hope she’s made a breakthrough…” he added under his breath. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 - Polymorph 
 
      
 
    When Jason walked into the cavern where they had first crash-landed on Eden Prime, he couldn’t help but be impressed by Eliza and Spider’s progress.  The cave was almost unrecognizable.  Gone was the debris, cut down and removed by Jason’s minions.  Now two of his new, enhanced summons stood guard near the entrance tunnels.  The entire floor was covered in dense rows of vegetation that stretched up to his waist or higher.  And along the back wall was a slightly smaller version of the bone factory that he’d built back in the Twilight Throne – an amalgamation of bone and sinewy dark mana that let out a constant whir and thump as it ground out new potions. 
 
    “Damn, you guys have been busy,” Jason commented as he approached Eliza and Spider near the back of the cavern. 
 
    “We uh… we’ve tried,” Eliza murmured in a distracted voice, her focus on a set of beakers laid out on the makeshift ivory table before her.  For his part, the nearly mute grower just gave Jason a curt nod before turning back to inspecting Eliza’s work. 
 
    As she finished up her task, Jason’s gaze wandered, his eyes coming to rest on an odd cloud of sapphire energy that lingered off to the side of Eliza’s table.  He peered closer, noticing that the cloud was actually a very dense mist, the vapor held together in a tight sphere.  Given the bright-blue color, his guess was that Eliza had infused the cloud with Accelerated Growth, implying that she was growing… something. 
 
    “What is this?” Jason asked, reaching toward the cloud. 
 
    His hand was stopped short, Spider’s fingers curling around his wrist in a flash.  “Sensitive.  Don’t touch,” the grower said before releasing Jason. 
 
    His brow furrowed in confusion.  That told him exactly nothing. 
 
    “I’m growing something there,” Eliza offered, finally setting down her instruments and turning toward Jason, her eyes meeting his. 
 
    “For the potion that you’re trying to create?” Jason asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Eliza and Spider shared a look.  “Um, not exactly.  It’s more of a private project, I guess,” the water mage replied hesitantly. 
 
    “Huh,” Jason grunted in response.  Although, he supposed he shouldn’t judge.  Eliza was only helping him out of the kindness of her heart.  She was an avatar in her own right and certainly didn’t need to be here.  Besides, this “side-project” didn’t seem like it was distracting from her work.  If anything, he was mostly curious, his eyes pulling back to that sapphire cloud.  What could she be growing?  And why was it so sensitive? 
 
    Eliza coughed to clear her throat.  “I’m guessing you’re here to check on our progress?” 
 
    Jason’s eyes flitted back to the water mage, a sigh escaping his lips.  “Something like that,” he replied.  “Hoot and Eureka discovered the location of Sandscrit, and we’ve made good progress in conquering the surrounding rock islands and building new bone gardens.  We’re at the stage where we may need to investigate Finn’s city.” 
 
    “Eureka can’t do that from the air?” Eliza asked in confusion. 
 
    Jason frowned, recalling the owl’s disjointed memories.  “Not exactly.  Apparently, an owl’s mind doesn’t think in terms of a city-wide siege.  Plus, we think that Finn might have noticed her presence – or Hoot’s connection to her.  Either way, we can’t risk sending her back to Sandscrit again.  We’re going to have to try something else.” 
 
    He eyed Eliza and Spider.  “I was hoping you might have some good news for me there?” Jason offered, trailing off as he saw their dour expressions. 
 
    “Well, we have something, but I’m not sure you’re going to like it,” Eliza offered, sharing another look with Spider, the grower’s placid expression even more solemn than usual. 
 
    “I’ll take anything at this point,” Jason replied, hesitating as he saw their reluctance.  “Maybe?” he offered more tentatively. 
 
    “Why don’t we show you, and you can make your own judgment?” Eliza suggested. 
 
    With that cryptic statement, the pair led him through the rows of plants, several of them stretching out their limbs toward him or twitching as he passed.  Jason eyed them nervously and kept his distance.  At this stage, the last thing he needed was to get taken out by a plant – the embarrassment of that aside. 
 
    As they emerged from the field, they arrived at the other side of the cavern.  Along the wall was a series of bone cages.  Jason vaguely recalled having crafted them quickly at Eliza’s request, but he’d been rather preoccupied at the time and had forgotten to ask why she needed them. 
 
    Although, that was evident now.  Numerous small animals filled the cages.  They looked a bit like rabbits, with long, perky ears.  However, that’s where the similarities ended.  Instead of hair, scales covered their bodies, and he could make out the unmistakable hint of fangs.  So more like desert, death bunnies. 
 
    “Spider trapped a bunch of these guys on the surface with some help from Hoot,” Eliza explained.  At Jason’s worried look, she continued quickly.  “They went alone, and their mana signature shows a mixture of the six affinities.  We tested it before they ventured outside.  Plus, the sandworms are kicking up a ton of sand topside.  They seem to be following your Carry-On Worms as they leave and return.” 
 
    Jason just nodded, letting out a small sigh of relief.  Then a question occurred to him.  “How did you test Spider’s affinity exactly?” 
 
    Eliza’s hand groped around in her pocket until she pulled out a small clear crystal – one of the gems that Cecil used in his engineering projects to test for magical affinities.  She pressed the crystal against Spider’s arm, and it immediately lit up in a rainbow of color, the six affinities evenly balanced, which appeared common among the druids. 
 
    “See?  Low risk,” she explained, placing the gem on a nearby table. 
 
    “Okay,” Jason began slowly.  “So, what exactly did you want to show me?” 
 
    Instead of responding, Eliza grimaced and paced toward the cages, pulling a wand from her waist.  She flicked open the gem at the top of the instrument, inserted a small yellow vial, and then snapped it shut.  With a swift series of gestures, she summoned Obscuring Mist, the vapor billowing out toward the wall of cages.  She then inserted her wand into the mist, tapping the concealed button Jason knew was hidden in the base of the device.  The yellow substance was soon injected into the vapor, the cloud taking on an azure cast. 
 
    One by one, the “death rabbits” began to topple to the side, falling unconscious.  With a wave of her hand, Eliza blew away the vapor and stepped forward, opening a cage, gingerly lifting a bunny, and then setting it on a nearby table.  The animal was still clearly alive, its chest rising and falling rapidly. 
 
    Eliza then tapped the translucent gem to the rabbit’s chest.  The crystal filled with a blend of colors.  However, this time red and orange overshadowed the others, the creature having a clear affinity for fire.  “As you can see, these creatures have a large amount of fire mana.  Which follows since they live out here in the deep desert,” she explained. 
 
    “And this is our new potion – or at least a prototype.  We’re calling it a Polymorph Potion,” Eliza offered, lifting a tiny jar of a soupy, multi-colored substance from the table.  “I’m going to administer it to the rabbit now.” 
 
    Eliza peeled back the rabbit’s lips, revealing its rather sharp fangs and a slender snake-like tongue trapped between its jaws.  She tipped the vial, drippling just a few drops into the rabbit’s mouth.  The beast didn’t move for several long seconds, but then its legs twitched. 
 
    Then twitched again… 
 
    The rabbit’s entire body suddenly went rigid, its muscles spasming all at once and its eyes shooting open – pain and fear arcing through its irises.  Even more interesting, the animal began to change.  Its limbs contorted and bones cracked, and then its arms and legs began to reassemble themselves.  Its scales were replaced with rosy, peach-colored flesh.  Its fangs retracted, its ears shrank, and its forked tongue melded together. 
 
    Moments later, a new creature lay on that table, its chest heaving and its eyes wide and wild, filled with pain but still unable to move under the effects of Eliza’s sedative. 
 
    It was a tiny little person, only about a foot tall. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Jason muttered, his thoughts whirling.  “And… and its mana?” 
 
    Eliza nodded, lifting the translucent gem, and placing it gently against the transformed rabbit’s skin.  Jason held his breath as he saw the crystal change color.  The ratio of the energies had changed, the gem filling with a more balanced assortment of colors, the fire mana only slightly dominant now. 
 
    “Amazing,” Jason murmured.  “How did you manage this?” 
 
    Eliza frowned, looking toward Spider.  For his part, the grower didn’t seem happy watching the experiment.  “Um, well, we were having trouble finding something that worked.  The earlier mixtures were either unstable or didn’t have the desired result.  But then I had a thought.  What about the shifters?  They can change shape, right?” 
 
    Jason nodded tentatively, watching Eliza. 
 
    “They can change into all sorts of animals.  And humans are basically just more evolved animals.  So, could they change into other people?” Eliza explained in a rush. 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened slightly, his gaze shifting from the plants behind him to the small vials of multi-colored liquid that lingered on that table.  “So, this potion… it’s what exactly?” 
 
    Eliza swallowed hard.  “Well, it’s a few different—” 
 
    “Mostly blood,” Spider said, a distasteful look on his face as he stared at the transformed rabbit.  “Mostly shifter blood.” 
 
    Eliza cocked her head.  “As well as a few other ingredients,” she added weakly. 
 
    Jason shook his head in shock.  Now that was interesting.  And potentially a little terrifying.  His guess was that Eliza and Spider must have asked for some blood from Howl and Runner without telling them what they needed it for.  A smart move.  He doubted the two surly shifters would be happy with what they’d done. 
 
    “But it works.  I’m not sure it matters how you arrived at the result as long as it’s effective,” Jason said, moving closer to inspect the tiny, transformed rabbit. 
 
    “Sort of,” Eliza murmured. 
 
    Jason shot a questioning look over his shoulder. 
 
    “Um, so as you saw, the potion’s effects are a little… uncomfortable.  We’ve tried to improve upon it but haven’t had much success.  Our hypothesis is that the animal isn’t going through the transformation willingly like the shifters and isn’t properly attuned to the new form since it never reached Communion.  Although, I guess that’s harder to see with the way I paralyzed the rabbit.  The first few—” 
 
    “Died from the pain,” Spider murmured, pointing at a corner of the cave. 
 
    Jason glanced in that direction, only to freeze in place. 
 
    In the corner of the cave was a pile that rose roughly to his waist.  He almost hadn’t noticed it at first, but as he moved closer, he could see that it was formed entirely of little rabbit bodies.  Many of their corpses were only partially transformed, creating a mixture of pale skin and scaly hides.  And coating them was a thick fungus – clearly something that Eliza and Spider had formed.  It was already eating away at the corpses, gradually reducing them to a bloody slurry. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes closed against that sight, turning back to the table. 
 
    “We’ve been using them as fertilizer as they decompose,” Eliza offered weakly. 
 
    “Okay, so the potion hurts like hell,” Jason offered.  “But you could administer a paralytic or anesthetic before we drink it, right?  Like you did for the rabbit?” 
 
    “Theoretically,” Eliza offered.  “We haven’t tried administering it to a person yet.  The problem is the dosage.  I’ve dialed in an amount for the rabbits, and I guess we can go by body weight, but that’s not a sure thing.  This process is almost entirely trial and error.  We can’t be certain it won’t kill the test subject.” 
 
    Jason frowned, rubbing at his chin in thought.  Experimenting on themselves was tricky.  He doubted that they could use the druids or the shifters since their natural mana signature might skew the results – and there was always the pesky issue of accidentally killing one of them – which left him, Riley, and Eliza.  Eliza was out since she would have the hardest time returning to Eden Prime if she died. 
 
    Which just left him and Riley. 
 
    But even then, could they afford to wait for a respawn if this didn’t work?  And even that assumed they’d only fail once.  They could be looking at multiple respawns until they refined the dosage.  If only they had a few people that were expendable. 
 
    Jason paused at that thought, his mind turning to Eureka’s memory and the trail of merchants he had seen trudging toward Sandscrit.  Perhaps there was another way. 
 
    He chewed on his lip as he mulled on the tentative plan that was beginning to take shape.  “So, let’s say I could get you a few test subjects.  How many would you need?”  Jason asked. 
 
    Eliza frowned at him.  “A handful at least.  More than ten would be ideal.  I expect we’ll have some casualties until I dial in the dosage and find an appropriate paralytic and anesthetic to pair it with.” 
 
    The pair peered at him with a worried look.  “Why?  What exactly are you thinking?” 
 
    Jason glanced back up at them, a grin tugging at his lips.  “You leave that to me.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “And here we are again with another episode of the Angry Sam Show, this time located in the deep, deep desert of AO,” Sam said as he and his caravan trudged through the sands, his camera floating a few feet in front of him. 
 
    He pivoted the camera to take in the dunes that surrounded the group, the yellow sand stretching out toward the horizon.  The camera swept across the sands, providing a 360-degree view of the desert.  And lingering just above that yellow sea was a brilliant blue sky, unmarred by any clouds.  Only a lone bird floated above them, a small dark speck almost invisible to the naked eye. 
 
    “It’s also hot as balls out here,” Sam’s buddy said beside him.  “And I’m pretty sure I have sweat in places even the devs didn’t want to texture… if you catch my drift.  So, yay for more in-game realism that no one asked for!” 
 
    “You mean you don’t play games for the sunburn?” Sam asked with a grin. 
 
    “Uh, not exactly,” came another grumbled response from off-camera. 
 
    “Annnnywaaay,” Sam drawled, “we’re out here looking for this fire city – Sandscrit – and maybe a chance to watch some first-hand ass-kicking!”  This earned him some tired “whoops” from his teammates.  “Speaking of which, everyone say hi to the dream team!”  The camera pivoted again, this time showing Sam’s caravan – the players all waving. 
 
    The camera snapped back to Sam.  “Not that we really expect much to happen if we’re being honest.  I mean, c’mon, is Jason really going to venture outside his doom and gloom castle and participate in a real fight?  I swear the guy never confronts anyone directly.  It’s just ‘sit in the back and send in his minions.’  Every.  Single.  Time.” 
 
    “Probably while posting another edge-lord video,” Sam’s buddy barked out.  “You remember that time he licked a knife?  Geez, that guy’s a nut job.” 
 
    “I mean, his class is pretty OP,” another member of the caravan piped up.  “So, of course, he’d be immune to in-game tetanus too.” 
 
    This earned him a round of laughter from Sam and his crew. 
 
    “Okay, okay,” Sam said, trying to regain his composure, and wiping tears from his eyes.  “Let’s get serious for a second.  If you viewers out there had the ability to summon a literal army of undead and make your own skeletons, wouldn’t you do something more creative with it?”  he asked, staring at the camera meaningfully. 
 
    “But no, we only get the same mundane collection of skeletons every time.  The guy has clearly tapped what little creativity he had to begin with.  What next?  Sparkly vampire minions?  Or maybe he’ll just start blatantly ripping off other games? 
 
    “It’s really just low—” 
 
    Sam was cut off as the ground began to tremble, the camera shaking and listing to the side.  “What the fuck is that…?” he grunted, listing into one of his teammates, and grabbing the man’s shoulder to steady himself. 
 
    “Uh, I think we might have a problem,” someone shouted from behind Sam. 
 
    The camera panned quickly to the side, jerking and stuttering as it followed the player’s pointed finger toward the horizon where a massive cloud of dust and sand had risen into the air, beginning to blot out the harsh sunlight.  Wind whipped at the group’s clothing and armor, and dust swam between their ankles. 
 
    “Looks like there’s a sandstorm a few miles out,” Sam shouted, turning the camera to himself and pulling the nape of his robe up around his mouth.  “It might miss us.  Or worst case, we’ll just need to hunker—” 
 
    “It’s heading straight for us… and fast!” someone shouted from behind him. 
 
    Sam’s eyes went wide, and the camera pivoted back to the storm only to see that the wall of sand was much closer now, practically on top of the caravan within a matter of seconds.  The wind was now whipping through the group, sand spiraling between the caravan members as the ground trembled precariously. 
 
    “Why is the ground shaking?” Sam called over the howl of the wind, his brow furrowed in confusion as he looked down.  “Sandstorms don’t—” 
 
    He never got to finish that sentence. 
 
    A gaping pit opened in the middle of the caravan, Sam’s eyes widening in horror as the sand began to melt away below him.  He tried to stay standing – to catch his balance.  But the ground tilted and listed, streaming down toward a hole forming in the center of their group.  He landed on his ass, struggling to crawl back up that steepening incline.  And as the sand flowed downward, it revealed a dark-gray creature, its mouth stretching more than twenty feet and ringed by rows of jagged spikes. 
 
    “Oh, fuck… fuck, fuck, fuck,” Sam gasped, scrambling backward madly now, his voice cracking as he tried to climb up the now-sandy slope that was forming.  He managed to cling to a piece of rock that had been uncovered, the jagged stone cutting his palms and his blood staining the sand a bright red. 
 
    Meanwhile, one teammate had already been sucked down into the creature’s maw, his screams barely audible above the wailing winds, the cry cut off as he disappeared from sight.  A second followed as Sam’s companion lost his grip, the player landing badly on the creature’s teeth.  The jagged edges impaled his chest, and blood bubbled from his lips. 
 
    Sam could see more of the group icons in the corner of his vision go gray, despair overcoming him as the walls of the pit steepened, and he felt himself beginning to slowly slide backward, inching ever closer to that mawing pit.  Then he lost his grip entirely, the stone ripping through the skin of his fingers as he fell. 
 
    A scream tore from his throat.  “Nooooo!” 
 
    Then Sam plunged downward, and the creature’s maw snapped shut with a grinding of bone on bone as the sandstorm raced through what little remained of the caravan.  The storm soon swept sand over the newly formed hole, filling it, and wiping away the tracks of Sam and his friends and obscuring the view of the camera behind a rushing maelstrom of sand and wind. 
 
    Only moments later, the storm had barreled past, and the debris began to clear.  Now level sand lingered where the caravan had once stood, only a faint depression indicating where the beast had struck.  And as the tether between Sam and his camera finally snapped, the lone blue sphere winked out, and the feed went dark, leaving no other evidence that the group had ever braved the desert at all. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 - Experimental 
 
      
 
    The mission had gone well. 
 
    Jason’s eyes shone darkly as he watched the bodies sprawled out on the floor of Eliza and Spider’s cavern.  The travelers’ chests rose and fell rhythmically, and their eyes were squeezed shut.  There had been a few accidental casualties.  But overall, they had been able to recover ten travelers – ten new test subjects for Eliza’s Polymorph Potion. 
 
    The strategy they had employed had worked remarkably well.  The trail of caravans heading toward Sandscrit made for easy prey.  They had simply needed to wait for a gap in the line, isolating one of the groups.  The only complication was that they had decided to avoid capturing residents – primarily at Spider’s insistence.  Although, Jason was content to abide by his wishes if it meant keeping the peace with the druids.  They had proven to be invaluable allies. 
 
    However, this had made the mission slightly more difficult.  They couldn’t afford to give away their presence, and travelers could spread information quickly online – which meant that once the travelers entered the worm, they needed to be unconscious within a few seconds.  Although, the solution had proven surprisingly simple.  They had just filled an empty Carry-On Worm with Eliza’s Obscuring Mist and then infused the fog with a Knockout Potion.  As soon as the travelers fell into the worm’s torso, they were promptly knocked unconscious. 
 
    Even better?  The system must have given them a notice to that effect – making the travelers think that they were unconscious but still alive, which meant that only 1-2 of the travelers had logged out.  The others were simply waiting to wake up. 
 
    Unfortunately for them, that would never happen. 
 
    Eliza had fashioned a crude IV system for each player, hollow reeds running from a series of glowing yellow vials.  There were diminishing returns associated with how many times they could knock out a traveler, the duration decreasing each time the effect was reapplied.  However, they had done the math there, and they had plenty of time to return the players to Eden Prime and conduct their experiment.  As a bonus, the potion acted as a natural anesthetic. 
 
    “Hey, honey, we’re home—” Frank called out, cutting himself short as he witnessed what was going on inside Eliza and Spider’s cave.  Jason turned to see the rest of their companions standing there, staring with wide eyes. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Frank muttered. 
 
    “It looks like they kidnapped a bunch of people… or corpses, maybe?” Riley observed with a frown and a glare at Jason.  She had been busy in another colony, and he hadn’t wanted to bother her.  Or at least, that’s how he’d rationalized it to himself. 
 
    “They’re still alive,” Hoot said from where he sat atop a nearby boulder, kicking his legs and grinning as he watched the group’s reaction.  The tamer and Eureka had been quite useful for identifying their prey, Jason ordering them to stay on Eden Prime for an outing. 
 
    Silver sniffed at the air, her eyes riveted on the players.  “He’s right.  And travelers by the smell,” she grunted.  There was a sudden hunger to her gaze that Jason found a bit unnerving, but he supposed it had been some time since she’d fed.  The ants made a poor meal for her.  He’d begun to notice she preferred prey with a more equal balance of affinities.  Perhaps when Eliza and Spider were done with them, Silver could finish the travelers off. 
 
    “Isn’t this considered torture?” Frank asked, shooting a glance at Jason.  “I’m surprised that a game administrator hasn’t shown up yet.” 
 
    “We actually considered that,” Jason said, raising a finger.  “It doesn’t technically count as torture unless we inflict pain against a helpless opponent.  And if they can’t feel pain…” 
 
    “Then it isn’t torture?” Frank finished weakly. 
 
    “Seems not,” Jason answered.  Although, he hadn’t missed the way Riley glared at Alfred where the cat stood calmly beside him – likely questioning how the AI had rationalized this little experiment.  Nor did he miss the way the AI seemed to shrug subtly in response.  Alfred wasn’t against bending the rules, as long as they weren’t broken entirely. 
 
    “Anyway,” Jason continued, “We abducted these travelers since we need to test Eliza’s new Polymorph Potion.  We need to dial in a dose and assess any side effects.”  He waved at the water mage where she and Spider stood, leaning over their worktable as they prepared the potions.  As they stepped back, they revealed a series of syringes filled with a rainbow-colored liquid. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Frank murmured.  “So, we kidnapped people as human test subjects.  That doesn’t feel right…” He trailed off as he noticed one of the players. 
 
    “Wait… is that… is that Angry Sam?” Frank muttered, pacing forward, and peering at the unconscious player.  “You know what?  Never mind, I’m suddenly okay with this.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head, looking to the side.  He’d caught a glimpse of the caravan before they struck using Hoot and Eureka.  It was possible that he’d chosen this group specifically. 
 
    The third silver lining?  A bit of revenge. 
 
    He’d particularly enjoyed the way Sam’s clip had gotten cut off. 
 
    How’s this for “creativity,” asshole, Jason thought to himself.  Not that these events would change Sam’s mind.  He likely would never understand what had actually happened here.  Unfortunate, but necessary. 
 
    “Dickhead,” Frank grunted.  His foot lashed forward, kicking Sam in the stomach.  At the surprised glances from his companions, Frank shrugged.  “What?  My foot slipped.” 
 
    “Well, try to keep your ‘balance’ for a few more minutes.  We still need them,” Jason reminded him.  “Once we’re done, feel free to have your way with them.”  This earned him a grunt of acknowledgment from Frank. 
 
    “We need to administer the potion soon,” Eliza said, glancing at her in-game UI.  “We only have a few more minutes on the duration of the Knockout Potions.”  Jason nodded, waving for her and Spider to get on with it. 
 
    The pair picked up the syringes, stooping beside each unconscious traveler and injecting the rainbow-colored substance into their necks.  Seconds later, they were finished, stepping back, and eyeing the travelers with curiosity.  Eliza’s fingers danced across an invisible keyboard, the water mage likely intending to take notes on the results. 
 
    Only moments later, one traveler’s leg twitched – much as the rabbit’s had. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    Their bodies soon spasmed, their chests arching into the air and their limbs contorting at painful, impossible angles.  Muscle snapped, followed by the crackle and crunch of bone.  Their faces seemed to melt away, their skin turning into a runny liquid that swirled and shifted.  Then new features began to form.  Limbs snapped back into place with a solid thunk.  Muscle stitched itself back together.  Their hair lengthened and stretched.  And, finally, their new features settled across their faces – noses, mouth, eyes, and ears sliding back into place. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Frank grunted in shock.  “That’s incredible.” 
 
    “It isn’t a terrible set of results,” Eliza murmured as she tapped out notes, her eyes darting between the bodies and her screens.  Spider checked the subjects’ pulses, shaking his head when he felt nothing.  “Test subjects 1-4 died.  Probably cardiac arrest like the rabbits, but I’ll have to perform an autopsy to be sure.  The dose must have been too high.  Subjects 5-10 all survived, but only subjects 8-10 experienced a change in features – the dosage must have been too low for subjects 5 through 7.” 
 
    She glanced at Spider.  “Affinities?” 
 
    The grower nodded and placed the translucent crystal against the skin of subjects 8-10.  The crystal immediately filled with a rainbow of energy, the affinities relatively even.  He repeated this for each of the test subjects. 
 
    “The affinities are more neutral compared to the baseline averages we took before administering the potion,” Eliza said softly, half speaking to herself. 
 
    Frank glanced at her in surprise.  “Wait… so you managed to invent a potion that changes both our appearance and our mana?” 
 
    Eliza glanced up at him as though surprised to be interrupted.  “Of course,” she answered simply before returning her attention to the test subjects, she and Spider examining them carefully. 
 
    “Incredible,” Frank murmured.  “But I can’t say I’m anxious to try it myself.” 
 
    “There’s likely no need,” Jason replied.  “With your neutral affinities and your altered appearance, the potion is unnecessary,” he explained, waving at Frank’s beard and his new chitin armor.  “A few minor tweaks here and there and no one will recognize you.” 
 
    “I’m guessing this is for you and Riley then?” Silver asked, watching Eliza and Spider work, her eyes lingering on the bodies along the floor and her stomach gurgling slightly. 
 
    “Exactly.  As we discussed before, if we’re going to pay a visit to Sandscrit, we have a few problems.  We won’t be able to take our equipment since it’s too iconic.  Our faces are also well known at this point, and I doubt Riley’s going to be able to grow a beard.  Even worse, Finn can detect our mana signatures.  So, we need to mask our dark mana affinity,” Jason explained.  “The downside is that this potion may very well disable our spellcasting since that’s based on our affinities.” 
 
    “Well, it looks like you have a solution now – of a sort, anyway,” Runner offered from where he and Howl lounged nearby, the two shifters perched atop a boulder.  “What’s the next step?” 
 
    Jason grinned slightly.  “We need to send out a scouting party.  Who’s up for a field trip to Sandscrit?”  This earned him some skeptical looks, the group’s gaze hovering on the line of corpses and transformed travelers in the corner. 
 
    They were all thinking the same thing. 
 
    This plan was reckless.  Whoever went on this “scouting expedition” would be walking straight into the heart of their enemy’s fortress. 
 
    “I want to go,” Hoot piped up, every eye in the room turning toward him. 
 
    “I’m not sure that’s a good idea,” Silver began slowly, eyeing the young man with a worried expression. 
 
    “Me neither,” Jason offered, earning him an appreciative glance from Silver, although Hoot’s face fell at his response.  “Look, it’s too risky.  If you die, you die.” 
 
    “Then so be it,” the tamer replied defiantly.  “I understand your concern, but that doesn’t mean our pack can just sit on the sidelines indefinitely.”  He frowned, his gaze drifting to the spot where Jason had once constructed the bone platform when they’d first crash-landed.  “And besides, I’ve almost died already.  That affects a guy.  I can’t avoid that outcome forever.  And before I leave this world, I’d like to see a city – a real city.” 
 
    Jason looked to Silver for help. 
 
    “Our first duty is to the pack.  Or have you forgotten?” she barked at Hoot.  This earned her a wince from the young tamer. 
 
    “But I can help the pack by going—” 
 
    “You serve yourself by going,” Silver interrupted forcefully.  “You are our only tamer, and we need your eyes and Eureka’s.  Your role in the pack is important, and we cannot risk you.” 
 
    Hoot chewed distastefully on that but lapsed into silence, defeated. 
 
    “Who did you have in mind for the trip?” Silver said, turning back to Jason. 
 
    “Myself, Riley, and Frank,” Jason answered.  “Riley is a fantastic scout with her high-level Sneak, I need to see the city for myself, and I suspect we may need Frank’s… unique skillset.”  For their part, his friends didn’t seem that surprised with that announcement. 
 
    Jason looked to the rest of the group.  “As for the rest of you, Eliza and Spider need to remain here and continue their work.  I suspect we may need more of these potions before we’re done.”  The semblance of a plan had begun to form in his mind as soon as Eliza managed to concoct the Polymorph Potion – a “Hail Mary” option that could aid their assault on Sandscrit.  However, he was going to hold that strategy close to the vest until he’d had a chance to scout the city. 
 
    He turned to the druids.  “And the rest of you can help defend and protect Eden Prime and continue expanding our network of islands.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes darted to Hoot.  “As Silver said, you have one of our most important duties.  We need you to scout the sands around Eden Prime and the other rock islands.  If Finn and his Khamsin are alerted to their presence too soon, that could spell trouble.  I know it isn’t glamorous, but it is necessary.” 
 
    The tamer gave him a reluctant nod but didn’t exactly seem happy with this task. 
 
    “So, tell me we’re at least taking one of the worms,” Frank murmured, his hands swiping at the air as he brought up his map.  “From Hoot’s waypoint marker, it looks like Sandscrit is a way off from here.  I’m not looking forward to hoofing it.” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “Well, not exactly…” 
 
    Frank shot him a questioning look. 
 
    “It would look odd if we just popped up somewhere close to Sandscrit.  I assume Finn will have scouts on alert – we already witnessed a few at the edge of the desert.  So, we’ll need to be more discreet.” 
 
    “Which means what exactly?” Riley asked, his brow furrowed. 
 
    “We have to ditch our gear.  You and I will need to take a potion, and then we’ll need to have a Carry-On Worm deposit us at least a few dozen miles out from the city.” 
 
    “I knew it.  You’re going to make us walk across a desert,” Frank groaned.  The shifter glanced at Hoot.  “You still think this sounds fun?”  The young tamer just shrugged. 
 
    “Just think of it as payback for when you left me at the Ancestor Tree,” Jason shot back.  “Some of us don’t have any fancy shifts that speed up our travel time.” 
 
    “So, we’re pretending to be merchants then?  Or tourists?” Riley inquired, ignoring their banter, her brow furrowing in thought. 
 
    “Not quite,” Jason said, cocking his head.  “I think I may have a better idea…” 
 
    Riley and Frank shared a look at that comment, the same expression painted across their faces – a mixture of anxiety, incredulity, and weary resignation. 
 
    “Oh great,” Frank murmured.  “I’m sure that’ll turn out fine.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 26 - Stowaway 
 
      
 
    Exiting a Carry-On Worm on the surface proved a bit more challenging than crash-landing into a rock island or kidnapping other players.  Since the massive skeletal worms tended to attract a swarm of their smaller cousins, it could be difficult to leave the worm without getting torn apart by a ravenous swarm of insects.  At the same time, they needed the windstorm kicked up by the native sandworms to obscure their presence and the dark mana that infused the larger transport creatures. 
 
    So, Jason had been forced to improvise. 
 
    Which was why the group crawled out of a Carry-On Worm – its body vertical and its maw barely cresting the sands – only to be faced with a whirling sandstorm. 
 
    Wind whipped at their equipment, and sand beat against their clothing, rubbing raw any patches of exposed flesh in seconds.  Their small group was forced to pull their wraps tight to offer protection from the storm.  They pressed themselves flat against the sand to avoid most of the brunt of the storm, sand beginning to pile up against their sides.  Jason wrapped his arm around Alfred to protect him from the worst of it. 
 
    Only a few dozen feet away, the line of sandworms still barreled forward, chasing a second Carry-On Worm that burrowed beneath the sands, its body invisible from the surface.  A few more minutes and the swarm would be long past the group, and the winds would subside. 
 
    “You good?” Jason shouted at Frank and Riley where they lay nearby, struggling to be heard over the howling winds.  He waved vaguely in the direction of their ride. 
 
    Frank just shook his head – or tried, at least – ending up with a mouthful of sand as his wraps slipped to the side.  The shifter hacked and coughed yet resisted the urge to shift to his Were-Ant Form for fear of giving off a flash of mana. 
 
    “Does it look like we’re good?” Riley shouted back. 
 
    Jason barked out a laugh – the sound immediately swept away by the wind.  He supposed that was answer enough.  He turned to the Carry-On Worm, preparing to order the creature back to Eden— 
 
    Only to hesitate as he saw a fourth, shadowy form crawling out of the crater in the sand formed by its gaping maw.  Who the hell is that? 
 
    Although, his question was answered moments later as a slender young man dropped down beside them, pressing himself flat.  Hoot’s oddly wide eyes soon peered at them from beneath his own robes.  “Man, this is intense!” the tamer shouted with a nod and a wide grin, seemingly unperturbed by the whirling sand. 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Jason shouted. 
 
    “Seeing a city before I die!” 
 
    And this is why I should have kept playing solo, Jason thought grimly. 
 
    Not that there was much he could do about that now. 
 
    He’d love to throw Hoot’s ass back inside the worm and ship him back to Eden Prime, but they were already running out of time as it was.  Each second that ticked past had the second decoy worm barreling away toward the northwest, and Jason could already feel the storm beginning to abate.  A few more minutes and they’d lose the cover of the storm. 
 
    It seemed Hoot had bought himself a one-way ticket to Sandscrit. 
 
    Grinding his teeth in irritation, Jason waved at the worm, its maw snapping shut with the crackle and screech of grinding bone.  Then the creature began to sink back down into the sands.  The small crater it had formed quickly filled in with fresh sand, courtesy of the wind that howled around them. 
 
    Then the group hunkered down to wait. 
 
    It only took a few minutes for the storm to relent, and the group rose slowly, sand pouring off their robes.  Jason shook his clothing to get rid of the loose particles as he eyed the windstorm that now lingered in the distance.  His second Carry-On Worm was leading its smaller cousins on a merry chase through the desert before circling back to Eden Prime.  Nearby, Alfred shook himself violently, sending off a shower of sand. 
 
    “I think I have sand everywhere,” Frank grumbled from nearby, shaking out his wraps.  He shot Jason a meaningful look.  “And I mean everywhere.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, join the club,” Riley muttered, trying to clean off her gear.  Jason couldn’t help but stare, taking in her changed appearance. 
 
    Eliza had dialed in a dosage using their test subjects.  The potion was paired with a sedative that knocked them out for about five minutes.  It was a struggle to administer the potion on short notice.  However, it was effective. 
 
    Jason and Riley had used the ride out here to take Polymorph Potions, and Riley’s appearance had changed drastically.  She’d lost two inches, her nose had flattened slightly, her cheekbones had grown thicker, and her hair had shifted to a dark brown.  Jason might not have recognized her but for the unmistakable glare painted across her face as she watched sand tumble off her equipment. 
 
    That look had been directed at him more than once. 
 
    He pulled the cloth away from his face briefly, running his fingers through the coarse beard that now covered his chin – a new addition after consuming the potion.  He’d also gained about twenty pounds of muscle and looked like he could bench press a small car.  Which he supposed he might have been able to appreciate more except for the notice they’d received when they’d ingested the potions. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	  
You’ve taken a Polymorph Potion! 
    
  Remaining Duration:  24 hours. 
    
  Your appearance has been altered dramatically, making you nearly unrecognizable.  The potion has also altered your magical affinities, bringing them into closer parity. 
    
  However, the changes to your body are pervasive and have affected your stats, skills, and spells.  For the duration of the potion, 75% of your Willpower and Intelligence has been divided between Strength, Dexterity, Vitality, and Endurance.  In addition, your dark affinity has been reduced to 15%.  As a result, any spells or skills that rely on dark mana have been temporarily disabled.  These changes will revert upon the expiration of the potion. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Eliza had been right.  The potion had disabled Jason’s spells – as well as Riley’s.  They had also been forced to stow their regular equipment in their bags.  Their armor and weapons were far too noticeable for the pair to walk around with, which left Jason feeling more exposed than he’d expected.  If it came to a fight, they might be able to hold their own against lower-level players, but they were likely going to be leaning on Frank for any difficult conflicts. 
 
    “Holy shit, that was awesome!” Hoot said, interrupting Jason’s thoughts.  The young tamer stood a few feet away, seemingly unbothered by the sand that now coated his skin, his eyes on the horizon as he watched the sandstorm drift off into the distance. 
 
    Frank and Riley just looked at each other and rolled their eyes. 
 
    “Why the hell are you here, Hoot?” Jason demanded, no longer needing to shout to be heard now that the storm had passed. 
 
    “I already told you,” the tamer replied, a touch defensively.  “I’m not going to sit back on Eden Prime and twiddle my thumbs.  I want to see a city.” 
 
    “I mean, at least he looks the part,” Frank offered, waving at Hoot.  “And it’s not like anyone is going to recognize him there – at least as long as he doesn’t try to connect with Eureka.” 
 
    Hoot was indeed wrapped in thick cloth, the fabric weathered and stained, a decent match for Jason and his companions.  They were now wearing something akin to the traditional cloth wraps of the Khamsin – the fragments of Thorn’s memories and images from Eureka sufficient for Frank to fashion something similar from the scrap fabric they’d brought with them.  Jason would need to remember to thank Cecil for that bit of foresight. 
 
    And to complete their new look, they had even “distressed” their cloth armor – Frank’s word choice – which had mostly involved beating the shit out of the fabric and intentionally ripping it in several places.  The bloodstains had been Riley’s doing – a finishing touch. 
 
    However, as Jason surveyed their group, he had to admit that the work was worth it, aided in part by the storm and fine coating of sand that now clung to their clothing.  Between the Polymorph Potion and their new disguises, they looked like a group of strangers who’d been lost among the sands for days. 
 
    Which was good.  That would help sell their story. 
 
    “Come on, give the kid a break,” Frank said as he noticed Jason’s scowl.  “He clearly put some effort into this.  I’m actually surprised we didn’t notice that he’d stowed away in the worm.” 
 
    “I hid in the back behind the supplies, and Jason and Riley were knocked out for most of the ride,” Hoot offered with a shrug.  “It really wasn’t that hard—” He cut himself short as he noticed Frank glaring at him. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” the shifter whispered, just a touch too loudly. 
 
    Jason rubbed his temples, squeezing his eyes closed.  He’d added a partially contained section to the interior of the worms as a way to haul the bones and ore without the material shifting or moving during transit.  He’d lost a few minions that way on previous runs, but now he was regretting not checking the hold more carefully before he took Eliza’s sedative. 
 
    “And I, uh, might have been reading online forums during the ride…” Frank offered with a meek expression.  At Jason’s questioning gaze, he held up his hands.  “What?  It was boring.  You and Riley were unconscious for most of it.” 
 
    Jason let out a sigh.  “Well, it’s too late now, I guess.”  He shot Hoot a glance.  “But no more maverick bullshit from here on out.  This mission is going to be dangerous.  Consider me your pack leader, and my word is law.  If something were to happen to you—” 
 
    “Silver will probably try to eat you.  Yeah, yeah, I’ve got it,” Hoot interjected quickly, turning back toward the horizon and watching the storm with eager eyes. 
 
    Jason frowned at his back, earning him a soft chuckle from Frank.  His friend’s hand landed on Jason’s shoulder.  “It’s going to be fine,” he said softly.  “I’ll watch the kid and message Eliza to explain his sudden disappearance for the others.” 
 
    “You better,” Jason whispered back.  “He might have been joking, but I’m pretty sure Silver would actually try to eat me.” 
 
    “If it helps, she likes to play with her food a little first,” Frank shot back with a grin. 
 
    “Greeeaatt,” Jason drawled, noticing Riley laughing quietly nearby. 
 
    The archer pulled her bow from her pack, nocking an arrow and sighting along the shaft as she peered off toward the northeast.  They’d had the Carry-On Worm drop them off a bit west of the long line of travelers and residents making their way toward Sandscrit.  They were only about half a day out from the city, but even that put them on a tight timeline. 
 
    Jason patted the satchel at his waist.  He had a few more of the Polymorph Potions, but he’d prefer not to have to use them.  He just wanted to get inside Sandscrit, look around, and get the hell out – hopefully without any problems or drawing any attention. 
 
    “I think I can see a caravan in the distance,” Riley informed the group.  As she spoke, she dropped a yellow waypoint marker in the distance.  “If we hurry, we might cut them off at that marker.”  Finished, she stowed her bow back in her pack, giving the bag an anxious pat.  She hadn’t loved the idea of putting her bow in storage, but Jason had managed to convince her by letting her keep a few blades tucked away in her wraps. 
 
    Frank grunted as he lifted his bag and looped it over his shoulder.  “Well, then let’s get moving.  It’s only barely sunrise but we’re burning daylight, and the duration of your potions is already ticking down.”  He grabbed Hoot’s arm as he passed, wrenching the young tamer around.  “Come on, Hoot.  Stick by my side.  If you wander off, I’ll feed you to the worms myself.” 
 
    “Really?” Hoot asked with wide eyes.  “Because I’d actually love to see one up close – you know when I’m not bleeding out.  Could you imagine using Communion on one?  I’d have a pet sandworm!  Imagine what the other tamers would say…” Hoot jabbered animatedly, talking quickly, and gesturing in the air as they walked.  For his part, Frank just rolled his eyes. 
 
    Riley came up behind Jason as they watched the shifter and the young tamer start trudging through the sands.  “I have a bad feeling about this for some reason,” she said quietly. 
 
    “You and me both,” Jason muttered.  Their stowaway was a bad omen. 
 
    Something they had already overlooked – a mistake already made. 
 
    He was still “hoping” for an easy trip, but somehow, he doubted the game world was going to oblige him.  It certainly hadn’t pulled its punches in the past. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly an hour later, a call went up in the distance. 
 
    The group ground to a halt as they watched the members of a caravan bustling around the series of dark insects that lingered in the middle of their formation, their backs laden down with bundles of goods.  Several of the figures drew weapons, and Jason saw more than one telltale flash of elemental energy, signaling the presence of mages. 
 
    “Everyone remember the story?” Jason grunted under his breath, even as he raised his hands in the air, his palms empty – the universal symbol for “please don’t kill me.”  He received a curt series of nods as the others followed his lead. 
 
    They were soon approached by a cluster of heavily armored guards and at least two mages among their ranks – fire swirling around the tip of one woman’s staff.  However, the other mage stood there more calmly, his class given away only by the wand held in his hand, while the fingers of his free hand twitched through a complicated pattern. 
 
    A spell.  Although, Jason couldn’t tell what the man was casting. 
 
    “We’re unarmed!” Jason called out, his voice hoarse and raspy from the desert and the effects of the Polymorph Potion. 
 
    The guards slowed, but the weapons clutched in their hands never wavered as they encircled the group.  “On your knees,” one of the men barked. 
 
    Jason and his teammates obliged, Frank grunting as the man shoved him – the shifter moving just a touch too slowly.  Jason caught a flash of red in Frank’s eyes, but his friend swallowed down his anger, bowing his head submissively.  Jason had no doubt Frank could rip these people limb from limb, but that didn’t serve their larger goal. 
 
    “What have we here?” a man said, stepping through the group of guards.  He was robed in much finer cloth than the other members of the caravan.  A symbol was emblazoned on his chest, showcasing a green hammer and anvil.  He tugged the wraps from his face to reveal skin charred a dark brown by the sun and intense blue eyes. 
 
    But Jason’s gaze was focused on that emblem. 
 
    A fragment of Thorn’s memories returned to him then, along with the images of mechanized creatures, massive forges, and the clink of coin.  The Merchant Guild.  Jason could almost hear the words spoken in Thorn’s voice. 
 
    “Hey, are you alright?” the man demanded, peering at Jason.  As his attention snapped back into focus, he could see his teammates side-eyeing him with worried expressions, Riley’s hand drifting ever-so-slowly toward one of her concealed blades. 
 
    Jason shook his head, trying to clear away the lingering memories.  “I’m… I’m sorry.  We’ve been out in the sands for…  Well, I don’t know how long.  What did you ask?” 
 
    “I asked for your names,” the man repeated, but some of the tension had left his shoulders, his eyes taking in Jason’s haggard appearance and the beaten and ragged cloth wrapped around the bodies of his companions.  It seemed their disguises were convincing. 
 
    “I’m… I’m Sean,” Jason declared.  “This here is Justin, Samantha, and Duncan,” he said, pointing to Frank, Riley, and Hoot in turn. 
 
    “Hmm,” the man murmured.  “Well, my name’s Hassim.”  A pause as he watched them.  “I apologize for the aggressive introduction, but you can never be too careful, even with the Najmat Alhidad now reigning from Sandscrit and peace between the guilds and Khamsin.  We’ve already had to deal with a few incidents with some travelers, especially now that so many are headed to the city.  What business do you have out here?” 
 
    Jason recognized that title, Thorn’s memories resurfacing once again.  The meaning of the words drifted from this mind.  They meant “Mourning Star.”  It was a title given to a prophet.  A saint.  One prophesized to free and unite the people of Lahab – now Sandscrit.  The images of two cities, one of stone and one of glass were superimposed in his mind’s eye. 
 
    Jason blinked away the memory quickly, coughing to cover for his brief pause. 
 
    “We were… we were also traveling to Sandscrit to see the battle,” Jason replied.  “We’re travelers, you see.  But our caravan was destroyed by a sandstorm.  We’re the only ones who survived.  We’ve been wandering the sands for days now.  We don’t have any map data on the location of Sandscrit – our navigator died in the storm.” 
 
    “Ahh, I see.  So, sandworm survivors then,” Hassim observed with a nod. 
 
    He waved at the guards.  “Search them.  Make sure they’re unarmed.” 
 
    Several men stepped forward out of the circle, leather armor peeking out from under their wraps.  They ran their hands across each member of the group, Jason holding his breath as they inspected Riley.  However, he released it a moment later as they stepped back, one of the men shaking his head at Hassim. 
 
    “Well, either you are being truthful, or you’re being used as bait for an ambush,” he suggested, raising an eyebrow at the mage beside him. 
 
    A gust of wind blew through the group, kicking up a small spray of sand.  The energy coiled around Jason and his companions before expanding outward in a ring.  The artificial wind created a shallow, circular wave in the sand that stretched for more than fifty feet in every direction before dissipating harmlessly. 
 
    “Nothing,” the mage grunted.  “No one is hidden nearby, illusion or otherwise.” 
 
    Air mage then, Jason thought to himself.  He hadn’t encountered that school of magic often, but it seemed quite effective.  His guess was the mage had used the sand kicked up by the wind to check for illusions – or possibly he could sense resistance against his mana.  Either way, it was clever.  And cautious.  It seemed the residents of Sandscrit were well trained. 
 
    “Good,” Hassim declared, stooping into a shallow bow.  “It seems you are telling the truth.  We would be happy to guide you toward Sandscrit.  It is the Najmat Alhidad’s wish that we not turn away any travelers to our great city.  Luckily, we aren’t far away now – there will be provisions there for you.  Food.  Rooms for you and your companions.” 
 
    Hassim clapped his hands.  “Please help our guests to the beetles.  Find them some water.  Then round everyone up and prepare to continue.  We have a schedule to keep!” 
 
    Then the caravan leader turned to the air mage beside him, whispering more softly, but Jason’s Listening skill managing to pick up the words.  “Send word to Finn.  These sandworm attacks are getting worse in the last week – likely due to the foot traffic heading toward Sandscrit.  He should consider sending out some Khamsin units to distract them.” 
 
    The air mage nodded and energy twined around his hands, the man whispering gently into the winds that floated around him.  Then the air blew away to the northwest, likely alerting someone in the city. 
 
    Interesting, Jason thought.  So, the residents here are communicating using air mages. 
 
    One of the guards offered Jason a hand up, and he took it gladly, leaning into the act.  The others soon joined him, moving toward the beetles, where the rest of the caravan was already preparing to move. 
 
    As they walked, Riley approached from Jason’s side, her hand touching his arm briefly and giving him a meaningful look – she hadn’t missed those moments where he’d zoned out. 
 
    “I’m fine,” he replied, answering her unspoken question.  He tapped his head.  “Just a few memories shaking loose.  It’s a good sign.” 
 
    “Okay,” Riley answered slowly, side-eyeing the guards around them.  “I was just worried the heat might have gotten to you,” she said, attempting to be circumspect with her words. 
 
    “Right as rain,” Jason replied as they approached the beetles.  Goods were strapped to their backs with thick leather bands. His fingers plucked at one, tracing the familiar emblem etched into the leather.  “I think we’re exactly where we need to be.” 
 
    In fact, this was fortuitous.  Jason had expected to meet more travelers, but members of the Merchant Guild were even better.  They would have knowledge of the city and the surrounding area as well as the various guilds within Sandscrit and their strengths and weaknesses.  Hell, if they played their cards right, this Hassim might be able to hook them up with other guild members in the city. 
 
    He glanced over, his eyes meeting Riley’s – understanding reflected in her gaze.  “That’s great,” she said, a small smile causing her lips to twitch.  “It feels good to finally be back on the right track, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Jason answered with a nod, his eyes drifting back to the emblem, feeling Thorn’s memories bubbling at the edges of his thoughts, promising more secrets... if only he could find the appropriate image, or word, or sound to unlock the memory.  He was going to need to lean into that.  He might have inadvertently discovered a way to unlock even more information. 
 
    “It does indeed,” Jason murmured, with a smile of his own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 27 - Tourists 
 
      
 
    “Wow,” Frank muttered. 
 
    Jason could only mirror his shock. 
 
    Before them stood Sandscrit.  However, the images Jason had pulled from Hoot’s mind – courtesy of Eureka – hadn’t done the city justice. 
 
    It was enormous. A stone wall towered more than 50 feet into the air and ringed the city, formed from a thick sandstone material.  And as they had traveled ever closer to Sandscrit, the heat aura had intensified, waves of warmth now rippling off the sands until it almost felt like the air was on fire.  From their current vantage point, Jason could just barely make out crystalline glass spires stretching above the walls, the occasional flame spiraling up into the desert sky. 
 
    More surprising was the mass of travelers and residents at the gate.  They stretched out into the sands, forming a long, haphazard line.  It looked like the guards were inspecting each group carefully before they were admitted to the city, essentially creating the fantasy equivalent of a customs stop.  Many of the residents and some travelers around them – their scaly, yellow skin marking them as denizens of Finn’s realm – didn’t seem affected at all.  However, visitors to the city were far worse off, sweat drenching their clothing and dripping down their faces. 
 
    Jason and his companions certainly weren’t immune to that heat.  Even Alfred was panting more heavily at his feet.  Although, perhaps there was a silver lining.  The sweat made them look even more haggard and equally unthreatening. 
 
    “Is this really necessary?” Riley asked, tugging at her collar uncomfortably as she watched the travelers and residents trickle through the security checkpoint ahead. 
 
    “Everyone in the city has been on high alert for the last week or so,” Hassim commented as he approached, the merchant having ordered the caravan to take up a spot in line.  “Ever since the Najmat Alhidad issued a challenge to the dark avatar to the south, the city guard has been on the lookout for an attack.  Hence, the security checkpoints to enter the city.” 
 
    “What are they looking for exactly?” Frank asked with a raised eyebrow.  “I doubt an enemy would be stupid enough to stop for a security checkpoint if they were planning to lay siege to a city.” 
 
    Hassim barked out a laugh.  “You’d think they’d be slightly more direct, wouldn’t you?  But I think the concern is that this Jason character, or maybe his followers, could somehow try to infiltrate the city undetected.  I suppose they could strike from inside that way.”  He shook his head.  “Although, that does seem sort of impossible.” 
 
    “Why’s that?” Riley asked, wiping the sweat from her brow. 
 
    “Well, this is just the exterior wall.  Before the transformation, the city was much smaller.  The Najmat Alhidad enlisted the Mage and Merchant Guilds’ help to expand the city in recent months, creating three layers of walls.  Most of the residential areas are located in the first two zones.  While the original guild halls, market, and palace are now located in the center.” 
 
    Jason eyed the groups of robed residents ahead of them, clothed in wraps pulled tight around their bodies.  Unlike the travelers nearby, they didn’t shout and joke with one another.  Instead, they stood silent and still. 
 
    The Khamsin, Thorn’s memories supplied immediately.  And with those whispered words came other images.  Of a people exiled.  Of a prophet promising them a home. 
 
    “Was the expansion intended to provide room for the Khamsin?” Jason asked. 
 
    It was Hassim’s turn to raise an eyebrow.  “An astute question for a traveler.  I thought your kind were mostly oblivious to the residents of this world.” 
 
    “Not all of us,” Jason said with a small smile. 
 
    This earned him a nod of acknowledgment from Hassim.  “Well, you’re on the right track.  Before the transformation, the Khamsin and the guilds were at odds, with the guilds hunting the desert-folk.”  He grimaced and shook his head.  “A nasty period in our history. 
 
    “Yet after the transformation of Sandscrit, the Najmat Alhidad declared a truce between the Khamsin and the guilds.  He granted the desert-folk an embassy of their own inside the city along with free passage within Sandscrit.  Many of the Khamsin chose to remain in the underground cities they’d built in the deep desert.  They use the rock islands,” Hassim continued when Jason shot him a questioning look, feigning confusion.  “However, those encampments can be a bit bleak.  Many others chose to move back to the city.” 
 
    “Certainly helped that he offered them free lodging,” one of the guards grunted from nearby, a trace of bitterness to his voice. 
 
    Hassim nodded.  “Indeed.  The expansion freed up quite a bit of space, and the Najmat Alhidad enticed many of the Khamsin to the city with the promise of free homes and employment – either among the army or in the guilds.  He offered a similar arrangement to new travelers that start within Sandscrit.  Although, they’re less… appreciative.” 
 
    “Bunch of al’ahmaq if you ask me,” another guard muttered under his breath.  Given the man’s tone, Jason was guessing that wasn’t a favorable expression. 
 
    “What does that mean—” Hoot began in a whisper, but Frank’s heavy hand landed on his shoulder, reminding the tamer that he’d been instructed to keep his mouth shut until they got inside.  Hoot’s jaw promptly snapped closed with an audible click, but his overly large eyes still took in the city with an awestruck expression. 
 
    “And there’s no bad blood between these groups?”  Frank asked, covering for Hoot and skepticism coloring his voice.  “They all just had a group hug, and now they’re friends?” 
 
    This earned him a few chuckles from the nearby guards. 
 
    Hassim scowled at them, and the soldiers quieted quickly.  “Not exactly,” he offered hesitantly.  “There are still tensions.  A few months can’t wipe away decades of bloodshed.  And the increasing traveler population has only made matters worse.  Your kind often has no appreciation for our history or politics, which has led to some unfortunate incidents. 
 
    “But Finn has taken measures to tamp down on that sort of wayward behavior,” Hassim explained.  “Our great city now has laws, which apply equally to traveler and resident alike.  No fighting within the city – unless it is guild-sanctioned training.  No damage to property.  And all perpetrators are imprisoned within the city dungeons.  Their sentences vary depending only on the severity of the harm caused.” 
 
    He looked at Jason and his companions evenly.  “You would do well to mind those rules as well.  The guards here tend to be rather… enthusiastic in their application.” 
 
    “Noted,” Frank grunted. 
 
    For his part, Jason’s thoughts were racing as he processed what Hassim had told them. 
 
    He could immediately see the strategic advantage of Finn’s plan.  Expanding the city had helped fortify the more sensitive guildhalls and the palace located in the city’s inner layer.  Finn had then taken an approach similar to Jason, enticing residents to his cause and growing the population under his direct control.  All while bolstering his military and economic strength.  The travelers were just icing on the cake.  And it appeared Finn’s hardline criminal system had helped maintain the peace.  He would only need to set a few examples. 
 
    Jason could also see why Hassim had been skeptical of enemy travelers infiltrating the city.  Even if Jason could manage the feat with more than a handful of players, Finn could always shut the gates between each layer and hole up in the interior section of the city.  That central area must be situated atop the rock island that had initially served as Sandscrit’s foundation – offering protection against the sandworms.  That would mean that tunneling inside would also be difficult. 
 
    Although, if we somehow flooded the city with people… 
 
    The thought trailed off as Jason realized how large an undertaking that would be.  That would require thousands of people – at a minimum.  Far more than the current membership of <Original Sin>.  And then there was still the problem of how the hell to get them all past the security checkpoints.  He doubted the Kin would make it past the guards. 
 
    As they stepped forward in line, another question occurred to him. 
 
    “Aren’t they worried about sandworms?” Jason asked, waving at the walls.  “We were almost eaten twice out among the sands and were forced to retreat onto nearby rock islands for safety.  But Finn has expanded Sandscrit out atop the desert…” 
 
    Hassim nodded.  “Others thought it foolish as well.  However, the outer wall actually extends deep into the sand.  And below that, the city is ringed by defensive wards.  That was another joint effort between the Mage and Merchant Guilds.  I even helped construct some of the ward stones myself,” he added, a note of pride in his voice.  “So far, the barrier has effectively repelled the worms.” 
 
    Jason and his companions shared a look. 
 
    They were going to have to test that barrier while they were here.  Attacking from below seemed like their best – and possibly only – strategy at the moment. 
 
    The group stepped forward again, nearing the walls now and the security checkpoint only a few yards away.  Jason could see that the guards were forcing the visitors to press their bare palm against a large translucent crystal – a far larger version of the handheld gem that Eliza had used to test their magical affinities.  Dozens of guards surrounded the gate and lined the walls above them, many wielding swords and chain mail, but Jason noted more than a few with wands and staves – a mixture of fighters and mages. 
 
    I really hope the larger version of that crystal isn’t more sensitive than Eliza’s. 
 
    Although, Riley interrupted his thoughts, gesturing discreetly at the city walls.  Jason’s gaze flitted to the sandstone, noting faint lines etched in the surface.  At first, he didn’t see what Riley was trying to point out.  The lines just looked like weathering.  Maybe the mixture of wind and sand had already worn grooves in the stone?  However, as he stared on, Jason’s Perception skill kicked in, and the lines were illuminated in glowing blue relief, tracing out a concrete symbol. 
 
    Many more of those designs were etched along the length of the wall as it stretched off into the distance.  The symbols looked vaguely familiar, memories flitting through his mind’s eye.  But the source this time was different.  He had the vague impression of Morgan touching her fingers to his temple. 
 
    Veridian, Jason thought to himself.  Those were symbols written in the arcane language. 
 
    “And those designs on the walls?” Riley asked.  “Are they just for show?  Or possibly some sort of warning in another language?” 
 
    Hassim laughed.  “I suppose you could say that.  Those are also wards – magical symbols inscribed onto the surface of an object.  They can be charged with mana to provide various effects.  In this case, you’re looking at some of the defensive wards that protect the walls.  Based on the murmurings among the guilds, there are said to be a few surprises hidden within those barriers.” 
 
    Damn it, Jason thought to himself, pressing his lips tightly together.  So, Finn built an underground electric fence for the worms, created multiple tiers of walls, then warded the surface of those walls?  Oh, and there are probably a few hidden “surprises” tucked away in the rock?  Going under and through were beginning to look equally bleak. 
 
    He wasn’t given much time to ponder this, however. 
 
    “Next!” the city guard ahead of them barked, waving their caravan forward.  “State your business,” he drawled in a bored voice as they approached. 
 
    Hassim pulled out a stone chit for the guard, the familiar emblem of the merchant guild etched into the surface.  “Merchant Guild member, rank 4,” Hassim said.  “We’re bringing in a trade caravan from the south.  We also picked up three travelers and a resident stranded among the sands,” he offered, waving at Jason and his companions. 
 
    The guard eyed them for a moment, noting their threadbare clothing and haggard appearance.  “Hmph,” he grunted before jotting a few notes on a nearby parchment.  “Touch the crystal to test your affinity,” he instructed, not looking up from the page. 
 
    The caravan members stepped forward one-by-one, placing a palm to the crystal and the gem flaring with light.  The guards ringing the gate watched the process closely, keeping a wary eye on the group, and resting their hands near their weapons.  Jason’s brow furrowed in confusion as he saw that the crystal didn’t react to several members of the caravan. 
 
    Thorn’s memories supplied the answer immediately. 
 
    Khamsin.  They lack mana.  They’ve had it stolen from them.  Jason had the vague image of some sort of brutal experiment – a metallic claw that ripped the mana from their bodies. 
 
    He shook his head to clear the images.  No matter how many times it happened, the memories felt strange – at once both part of his own mind and yet distinctly foreign.  But he supposed he’d been given an answer.  Many of the Khamsin had no mana.  Although, it seemed this was a function of some sort of body augmentation as opposed to a unique twist of their genetics. 
 
    Soon it was their group’s turn to touch the gem, the guard waving them forward. 
 
    Jason took a deep breath before pressing a palm to the crystal, saying a silent prayer to the Dark One under his breath.  The gem flickered for a moment, a sudden darkness curling within its depths, but it lasted only a moment before a flash of other colors surged forward, indicating a rough parity in Jason’s affinities. 
 
    Another guard waved him on, and Jason let out a relieved breath. 
 
    His companions swiftly followed his lead, and soon the caravan had passed the checkpoint, standing before the city gates.  As they looked on, the wood creaked and groaned in protest, drifting open of its own accord and revealing a city of glass on the other side. 
 
    Thick translucent panels formed the buildings, the surface muddied and yellowed by the sand, but still reflecting the sunlight that beat down upon them, the light refracting and bouncing between the structures in a dizzying display.  The reflective glass and the flames that lanced up into the air from the rooftops created the illusion that the city was on fire. 
 
    “Welcome to Sandscrit,” Hassim declared, throwing his arms wide, a broad grin on his face as he watched their reactions.  “The city of perpetual flame!” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 28 - Rowdy 
 
      
 
    After parting ways with Hassim, the group had made their way farther into Sandscrit. 
 
    They passed rows upon rows of sandy streets, lined with the same shining glass buildings.  It was still only early morning, yet hundreds or possibly thousands of residents and travelers packed the narrow roads, haggled in open-air stalls and storefronts, stepping in and out of many of the residential buildings that towered around them.  The buildings stretched two, three, and four stories into the air. 
 
    If one thing had become apparent, it was that Sandscrit was a bustling metropolis. 
 
    As they wound their way through the outer layer and stepped through the gates leading to the middle layer, Jason was blown away by just how many travelers either resided in Sandscrit or had ventured here – essentially digital tourists.  They purchased goods, sold others, and had even started undertaking quests for the city posted on appropriately colored boards situated at various street corners.  And all of that activity was taxed, a member of the Merchant Guild wearing the same green livery pocketing a few coins with every transaction. 
 
    Jason palmed the stone token in his hand, a more crude version of the one Hassim had brandished at the guards.  The merchant had given them the chit when they’d parted ways, explaining that Jason and his companions could use it to accept low-level quests from the Merchant Guild – mostly refining ore, collecting materials, or constructing simple equipment for resale. 
 
    Rubbing the stone chit with his thumb, Jason couldn’t help but think that Finn’s plan might be more complex than he’d initially suspected.  Sure, Finn’s challenge offered the opportunity to lure Jason here – and possibly take out another avatar.  But a nagging thought continued to linger at the back of his mind. 
 
    What if he hadn’t responded to the challenge? 
 
    The bottom line?  Finn still won. 
 
    Failing to pick up the digital gauntlet that Finn had thrown down might have weakened Jason’s reputation and exposed the Twilight Throne to the risk of attack, but it still created a spectacle.  It lured travelers and residents to Sandscrit either way. 
 
    And just like any city hosting an event in the real world, the in-game economy of Sandscrit reaped the benefits of that additional foot traffic.  Even if they packed up and went home right now, Finn would still be sitting on a ton of extra coin.  Hell, if it weren’t for the in-game travel limitations – long distances, hostile creatures, and lack of mounts – and the prospect that Jason might not show, he suspected the city would have been completely flooded with travelers. 
 
    It seemed Robert and Alfred’s concerns were justified. 
 
    Hell, Jason was impressed and maybe slightly intimidated by the mind that had crafted this plan – especially given that the city seemed to be locked down tight.  Every layer of the city required passing through another security checkpoint – a palm placed against a crystal.  Guards regularly patrolled the street in large groups, and the guild presence in the city was staggering.  And that was putting aside the regular residents, wrapped in thick cloth that likely hid their own weapons.  Even worse?  When Finn’s name came up, it was always his titles they used.  And the reverence in their voice was disconcerting. 
 
    These people were loyal, dedicated, trained, and well-equipped. 
 
    As they crossed through the second gate, Jason motioned for his teammates to peel off toward a small alleyway, removing themselves from the constant flow of people. 
 
    “Uh, am I the only one who is feeling kind of sick to my stomach?” Frank asked, keeping his voice low and wiping at the sweat that dotted his brow.  “Can’t tell if it’s the heat or the fact that this place is a gods-damned fortress filled to the brim with guards.” 
 
    “Can’t it be both?” Riley remarked with the hint of a grin, although Jason also noted the anxiety that lingered in her gaze as her eyes flitted back to the second interior wall behind them. 
 
    “I feel fine, actually.  And this place is amazing!” Hoot chirped, his eerily large eyes wide as he gawked at the nearby buildings.  Although, the young tamer had done an admirable job of keeping his mouth shut and staying close to the group – so far. 
 
    Frank glared at the tamer’s back.  “Damn tourists,” he muttered under his breath. 
 
    “You’re right.  The situation doesn’t look great,” Jason offered to the burly shifter. 
 
    Frank raised an eyebrow.  “You mean it looks freaking impossible.  Four travelers and five resident druids against what?  Thousands?  I think we might have bitten off more than we can chew here – even for us.” 
 
    Jason sighed.  There was some truth to his friend’s words, but he wasn’t ready to give up just yet.  “You may be right, but let’s focus on why we’re here.  We need to gather more information while we still have time.”  He glanced at his in-game UI.  “It looks like we have just shy of 12 hours left.  And only one refill worth of potions.  Plus, we need to leave ourselves enough time to get out of here and put some distance between us and the city before the effects wear off.” 
 
    “Eliza also warned there might be diminishing returns on the second dose,” Riley reminded him.  Unfortunately, their “test subjects” hadn’t been in a condition to offer that sort of feedback. 
 
    Frank grimaced.  “Fair enough.  What’s the plan then?” 
 
    “I’d like to get a look at those underground wards,” Jason answered quietly. 
 
    “That might be hard since they’re under a few dozen feet of rock and sand—” Frank cut himself off as he saw Jason’s meaningful glance.  “Ahh, and by you, you really mean me. You want me to check on them then?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Jason answered.  “Maybe find an empty building, barricade the door, shift to your Were-Ant Form and dig your way underground.  But be careful and move slowly.  We can’t afford for you to get caught.” 
 
    Not that Jason was too worried about Frank.  Worst case, his friend could just tunnel away or kill himself to avoid getting captured.  If anyone noticed his presence, the rest of the group would be in a much worse position.  At this point, Jason suspected Finn would happily close down the city if it might lead to their capture.  And after witnessing that air mage’s talents, he had a hunch Finn had figured out a few ways to speed up the in-game communication among the residents.  One alarm and this place was going to lock down hard and fast. 
 
    “Okay, I got it,” Frank grunted.  “What are you two going to be up to?” 
 
    Jason eyed the busy street nearby, his gaze trailing along the river of bodies until he saw a shingle up ahead – a tankard of ale painted on the boards.  It seemed that no matter where they went, there was always a tavern.  And where there was booze and bodies, there were wagging tongues.  He was curious to explore the inner layer and maybe stop off at the Merchant Guild, but he suspected that might be pushing their luck.  So perhaps the tavern was a better option. 
 
    “We’re going to go get a drink,” Jason said, motioning at the tavern. 
 
    “Seriously?” Frank grunted.  “I get to dig a big hole in the ground, and you guys get to go relax and drink?” 
 
    Riley slapped him on the back.  “That’s just the way it goes.  But you should get going.  That hole isn’t going to dig itself,” she added with a laugh. 
 
    Frank grumbled to himself as he spun and headed off down the alley, in search of a quiet building that he could use as a base of operations.  He soon disappeared from view, Jason’s gaze lingering on his back until he turned a corner. 
 
    Jason just hoped this was the right move splitting up like this, but it wasn’t as though they had much choice.  They had a lot of ground to cover and not much time to do it.  “Come on,” he said.  “Let’s get moving before we draw attention.” 
 
    He led Riley and Hoot down the street, winding through the other bodies that filled the road.  Moments later, they were standing outside the tavern, more residents and travelers lingering outside and patrons entering and exiting frequently.  From the dull roar of noise leaking into the street, the inn seemed to be doing steady business. 
 
    “Keep close,” Jason instructed Hoot.  “And try not to heckle people with questions.  We’re trying to keep a low profile here.” 
 
    “Got it,” the young tamer chirped in response.  “But can I try some ale?” he asked, pointing at the sign.  “We didn’t have alcohol back in Haven.  Alderas insisted it interfered with our connection with nature.” 
 
    “Sure,” Jason answered with a sigh.  “One.  And as long as you keep your mouth shut.” 
 
    “Done and done,” the tamer replied in an excited voice. 
 
    They soon stepped inside the tavern, Jason’s eyes taking a moment to adjust from the glaring sunlight that shone down on the city outside.  He soon found himself in a sprawling open room, the tavern’s common room occupying the entire bottom floor.  The dull glass walls allowed some light to filter into the room, but they blocked a surprising number of the sun’s rays.  The room itself was packed, bodies filling every nook and cranny.  Coils of mist swam across the ceiling, offering a cooling breeze – a welcome relief from the blistering heat surrounding Sandscrit. 
 
    As the group elbowed their way toward the bar, Jason eyed the patrons.  They weren’t just residents, but travelers too – the floating icons above their heads giving them away.  Most players never bothered to disable their tags.  He guessed they were here mainly for the booze.  The alcohol in-game gave a nice buzz, but without the downsides of a hangover or the calories.  As a result, taverns had become quite popular. 
 
    As they neared the bar, a harried bartender nodded at Jason.  He raised three fingers, and the man slopped down a few mugs only moments later.  After a tinkle of a few coins, the group found a vacant booth in the corner – somewhere they wouldn’t draw unnecessary attention.  Then they turned to survey the room. 
 
    Hoot sipped curiously at his mug, only for his face to screw up in a disgusted expression.  “Blegh.  People drink this?  Why?” he demanded, glaring at the mug as though he’d been betrayed. 
 
    “It isn’t for the taste – or at least, not at first,” Riley advised.  “It gets better if you just keep drinking.”  Hoot didn’t exactly look convinced, but he took another cautious sip, forcing himself to swallow. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jason was making no move to approach the other patrons.  He was watching the room – or rather, Listening to the room.  He didn’t want to test his thin cover story here.  Not when he could just eavesdrop from a discreet distance.  He squeezed his eyes closed, Riley and Hoot’s comments fading from his concentration as he shifted his focus to the rest of the room.  He caught snippets of conversations, his focus skipping around in search of any interesting subjects. 
 
    “…grinding on these quests for weeks…” 
 
    “…advanced Celia over me?  I’m ranked in the top 10% of the Mage Guild duels!” 
 
    “Do you really think Jason will show?  It’s a long-ass haul out here…” 
 
    “Can you believe this fucking place!” one angry voice growled, the person attempting to keep his voice low but clearly upset.  Jason’s brow furrowed, and he focused on that voice. 
 
    “They put Chris in jail for nothing? Selling some merchandise?  Bullshit if you ask me,” the person grumbled, likely a traveler from his speech. 
 
    “Well, it wasn’t exactly for nothing,” another person responded quietly.  “That equipment came from raids on merchant and traveler caravans.  And it was Chris’ own fault.  The loot was covered in the Merchant Guild brand!  Dumbass should have scrubbed the logo first.” 
 
    “Still bullshit.  They said he’s in there for at least a week.  Meanwhile, we’re supposed to do what?  Twiddle our thumbs.  Fucking game…” the first traveler grumbled, his next few words inaudible over the din of the tavern.  “…should submit a ticket complaining.” 
 
    Interesting, Jason thought to himself.  It seemed that raiders and PK’ers had also started showing up to the party – this information bolstered by how cautious Hassim had been when they’d first met.  But that second part was what truly interested him.  Hassim had mentioned that Finn had begun jailing travelers.  But a full week?  That was a hefty punishment. 
 
    Although, he supposed it made sense.  It was one of the few ways to police the travelers.  Violence and pain were ineffective.  Torture was prohibited.  And while killing someone was traumatic and granted a short reprieve, the person would ultimately just come back – usually pissed off and willing to go to great lengths to troll their killer. 
 
    But imprisonment was incredibly inconvenient, and it sent a message. 
 
    A sudden crash from the other end of the tavern interrupted Jason’s thoughts, his eyes snapping open and his head whipping around.  He turned to see a large group entering the tavern, physically shoving the other travelers and residents out of their way.  The crash had come from a server who had dropped his tray, spilling the contents on a nearby table. 
 
    The group was all women – nearly twenty in total – heavily armed in a various assortment of weapons and robed in thick leather armor and sturdy chainmail.  Each woman sported intricate tattoos that coiled up their arms and around their necks.  And as he saw those tattoos, more memories flashed through his mind. 
 
    Fighters Guild.  Warded skin.  Symbols imprinted onto flesh.  Mana flowing through those design in bursts of multi-colored energy.  The power to slice through rock.  To rip a man’s arms from his body.  A burst of movement, a tattooed fighter moving so fast he blurred.  Magic weapons that could burst into flame or sling ice, lightning, and air. 
 
    As quickly as the memory came to him, it faded away. 
 
    “That group is part of the Fighters Guild,” Jason said in a whisper.  “The wards on their skin can be charged with their mana to offer strength and speed.  Their weapons are enchanted.” 
 
    Riley’s eyes widened slightly, and Hoot paused mid-sip, his tankard already more than half empty.  “But what are they doing here— *hiccup*” The tamer tried to speak, interrupted as the alcohol got the better of him.  “Woo, I feel kinda— *hiccup* —lightheaded all of a sudden.” 
 
    “Maybe you want to slow down…” Riley offered, edging his tankard away from him.  Clearly, the kid was a lightweight. 
 
    Jason’s attention had already shifted back to the fighters.  They were players – that was clear from the tags hovering over their heads.  They were even part of the same guild, <Arts and Crafts>. 
 
    Weird name for a guild, Jason thought. 
 
    “What do you mean you don’t have any more wine?” one of the women demanded.  She stood at the bar, a gruesome-looking sledgehammer nearly four feet long strapped to her back.  She was wearing thick leather, and a large knife was sheathed at her waist.  The same tattoos were coiled across her bare forearms and around her neck, her hair tied in a tight ponytail. 
 
    “The travelers over there just ordered the last of the stock,” the bartender replied, pointing back at the table of players that were now covered in red wine – the liquid staining their clothing and armor.  For their part, they didn’t exactly look happy, glaring at the group of fighters. 
 
    “Those stupid tourists?” the woman continued angrily.  “I had a reservation here, and we have an arrangement.  You’re supposed to set aside a few casks for me and the girls.” 
 
    “Karen, maybe you should just let this go,” one of the other fighters said, resting a hand on the first woman’s arm.  “You know what Kalisha said.  We’re already on thin ice after last week’s happy hour.” 
 
    Karen shrugged off the other woman.  “I know, but what’s happy hour without wine?” 
 
    “Or maybe you could branch out, maybe try being a little less basic, huh Karen?” one of the travelers shot off from nearby, the man wringing wine from his tunic.  “Especially after you dumped a whole cask on us.” 
 
    Karen whirled, a deadly gleam in her eye and a grin painted across her lips.  “What did you just say to me?” she demanded, stalking toward the man. 
 
    Meanwhile, the other woman who had cautioned Karen let out a resigned sigh, motioning to the rest of the group.  They began discreetly reaching for their weapons. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jason murmured, eyeing the door on the other end of the room.  “We need to get out of here,” he said, gesturing at Riley and Hoot.  “Start heading toward the door.  Move quickly, but don’t run.” 
 
    “No questions,” Jason snapped when Hoot opened his mouth.  After what he’d just overheard, he didn’t want to be around for a tavern brawl – not after passing constant guard patrols on the streets.  It would only take minutes for soldiers to show up. 
 
    Unfortunately, it seemed he was too late. 
 
    “I said you’re a basic bitch.”  The player rose from his seat, glaring at the woman.  He wasn’t a small man.  6’2”.  Easily 200 lbs. 
 
    Yet that didn’t stop Karen from stepping right up to him, even if she did have to cock her head up slightly with her 5’ 4” inch frame.  “That’s what I thought you said,” she growled. 
 
    Karen lashed forward, the tattoos along her arm flashing with energy and her fist striking the man in the stomach.  Jason didn’t know what he’d been expecting.  But it wasn’t to see the man launch backward ten feet, toppling two tables and sending the patrons diving in either direction.  The man eventually slid to a halt among the broken wooden fragments of the tables, groaning and clutching at his chest.  Jason was guessing he had at least two broken ribs. 
 
    With another flash of energy, Karen surged forward, her form reappearing atop the man, her dagger in hand and the blade pressed to his neck.  He stared up at her with wide eyes. 
 
    “I killed a fucking Hellhound with this knife at level 1, asshole,” Karen ground out.  “You don’t think I could take out some useless noob?” 
 
    “Karen, you can’t kill them.  You know the rules,” one of her companions shouted out from behind her, her voice easy to pick out amid the silence that now lingered across the tavern. 
 
    Karen let out a frustrated growl, but her blade withdrew.  “Lucky you.” 
 
    Then she slammed her fist into the man’s face, his nose crunching and his eyes rolling backward – unconscious by the looks of it.  She rose, wiping the blood from her fist and surveying the players around her, sniffing at the damage she’d caused. 
 
    Then a series of shouts went up from the other patrons, the mixture of travelers and residents that had been disturbed by Karen rounding on her and her companions.  Despite the performance they’d just witnessed, they didn’t seem cowed.  Although Jason supposed if Karen and the other fighters couldn’t kill them, that might have an effect on their confidence. 
 
    “Oh, what?  Did I offend you little snowflakes?” Karen shouted as the travelers stalked toward her.  “If we don’t have booze for our happy hour, then maybe we can have a different kind of fun,” she declared, pulling the warhammer from her back. 
 
    “Let me introduce you to Common Sense here,” she said, cradling the hammer.  She pulled back on the weapon and then slammed the hammer into the floor with another surge of mana.  The ground crumbled and cracked under the blow, sending fragments of wood and dust into the air, knocking back the other players and tipping over more tables with an avalanche of kinetic force. 
 
    Angry shouts continued to fill the air as chaos consumed the tavern.  The travelers and residents turned on Karen, many pulling weapons.  And the other members of <Arts and Crafts> came to their teammate’s aid, drawing their weapons and wading into the brawl that was emerging through the tavern.  Metal clanked and shrieked, interrupted only by the crackle of lightning and a flash of heat from a hastily thrown Fireball. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jason grunted, pulling himself back to his feet as he recovered from the shockwave.  Riley and Hoot were nearby.  “We need to get the fuck out of here,” he shouted at them.  They just nodded, sticking close behind him. 
 
    Jason saw a man coming at Riley from the rear, and he kicked at a nearby chair, sending it skittering forward and slamming into the man’s knees.  The man promptly toppled, his skull striking the floor with a resounding thump.  Jason looked up just in time to see a blade whiz past his face, a scream erupting from behind him.  Turning, he saw a woman with her hand pinned to the wall. 
 
    “Thanks,” he barked at Riley. 
 
    “Anytime,” she shot back, pushing Hoot ahead of her as they made their way to the door. 
 
    They were almost at the exit when a player – thrown by Karen – was suddenly sent hurtling into Riley and Hoot.  “Yeah, who’s basic now, bitch!” she roared, punching another man in the face as she waded through the brawl. 
 
    Jason couldn’t turn to aid his companions as another patron was running at him with a sword.  He ducked under the attack and uppercut the man.  Jason’s fist struck his chin squarely, and the man toppled back into another table, the wood crunching and then giving way completely.  At least his bonus points in Strength were paying off.  Panting, Jason jogged through the tavern doorway, turning back to look for Riley and Hoot. 
 
    He saw Riley coming up behind him, a knife in hand and blood dripping from the blade. 
 
    “Where’s Hoot?” Jason demanded, his eyes searching the common. 
 
    “We got separated, and I lost sight of him,” Riley growled in frustration. 
 
    And then Jason heard it, the unmistakable sound of boots thudding against the soft sand.  His brow furrowed.  Except these footfalls sounded heavier than those of the other soldiers’ they’d witnessed.  Either way, guards were coming and fast by the sound of it.  He and Riley sure as hell couldn’t afford to spend any time in whatever prison those travelers had been talking about.  They only had seconds to get Hoot and get the hell out of there. 
 
    In that moment, Jason spotted Hoot in the common room, the young tamer having crawled under a table, his eyes wide and frightened.  He was more than a dozen feet away, with at least as many patrons between them.  Their gaze met, and time seemed to slow.  Jason was wracked with sudden indecision and the chilling clarity of his mana unavailable. 
 
    He was faced with an impossible choice. 
 
    Save Hoot or save themselves? 
 
    Although, he supposed it wasn’t really a choice. 
 
    With a sigh, Jason turned back toward the tavern and took a step inside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 29 - Captured 
 
      
 
    “Ha, finally!” Westley said, slapping his thigh. 
 
    Jason gave him a puzzled look, making Westley hesitate. 
 
    “This is where you were captured, right?” the evaluator asked, the expression painted across Jason’s face making him second guess his conclusion.  “And how you ended up in this cell?” 
 
    “Well… not exactly,” Jason offered, cocking his head. 
 
    “Wait, what?  But you were about to enter the tavern to save Hoot.  Surely, you wouldn’t let one of the druids get captured.  How would Frank react to that?  Or Silver?  And didn’t you need Hoot’s abilities?” Westley demanded. 
 
    A small smile tugged at Jason’s lips as he watched Westley, and the evaluator felt himself flush slightly in embarrassment.  He needed to take a step back.  He was getting too close to this narrative – losing a bit of that impartiality that was instrumental to his work.  But damn if this tale wasn’t fascinating, even if none of it was real and the jury was still out on Jason’s sanity. 
 
    “I intended to save Hoot, but it didn’t exactly turn out that way,” Jason replied finally, his gaze going distant.  “The decision was taken out of my hands…” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As Jason turned to step into the tavern, he was brought up short by a hand on his arm.  Riley jerked him around, practically dragging him away from the doorway. 
 
    “What’re you doing?” Jason demanded. 
 
    “Stopping you from making a dumbass decision,” she hissed in response, shoving him across the street and into a shaded alleyway, the tavern still within line of sight.  Shouts, the occasional crash, and cries of pain continued to echo out into the street. 
 
    “But Hoot—” Jason began. 
 
    “Isn’t a wanted man and hasn’t consumed a Polymorph Potion,” Riley interrupted him with a scowl.  “Did you think you were the only one listening to Hassim or overheard that conversation about travelers and residents being jailed?” she demanded.  “Your identity would almost certainly be discovered if you were jailed, but Hoot should be fine as long as he keeps his mouth shut.” 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow at that.  She might be right, but that was a pretty big assumption.  “Are we talking about the same tamer?  The one that never shuts up and stowed away on this mission?” Jason demanded.  “He’s also drunk right now.” 
 
    Riley grimaced.  “This is still the best strategy we have.  Now hush.  The guards are coming,” she whispered, waving at the street. 
 
    Either way, she was right.  It was too late now.  Jason ground his teeth as he saw soldiers come racing down the street. 
 
    However, it wasn’t the regular city guard that had responded to the disturbance.  Instead of chainmail, the soldiers sprinting down the street were wearing dark platemail, the surface a solid black and the thick panels covering nearly every inch of skin, even their face obscured behind metal plates – the dark material similar to the substance coating the ants back on Eden Prime.  Large tower shields hung from their backs and what looked like clubs swung from their waists.  There were nearly twenty of them by Jason’s count, an equal number of mages bringing up the rear, their profession marked by the robes that wrapped their bodies and the staves and wands clutched in-hand. 
 
    As the soldiers arrived at the tavern, a woman in the lead barked out orders, her helm tucked beneath her arm.  “Set up a perimeter around the entrance.  Two of you go around to the rear and block off the back.” 
 
    The soldiers immediately leaped to follow her orders.  Ten of the metal-clad men and women encircled the tavern’s entrance, pulling the tower shields from their backs and forming a shield wall facing the entrance.  As Jason looked on, the mages began casting, flames swirling above wands and staves before the fires raced forward and rippled across the soldiers’ armor.  Strangely, they didn’t seem perturbed by their flames, and through the small gaps in their platemail, Jason could see that they were absorbing the mana, their skin converting to living flame. 
 
    They must be Khamsin, Jason thought to himself.  That was the only way to explain the absorption.  But he didn’t immediately see the purpose of the flames.  Maybe some sort of buff? 
 
    The woman in charge turned to the remaining soldiers and mages.  “You lot come with me.  Subdue, don’t kill,” she instructed.  “Hand-to-hand only.” 
 
    With those brief instructions, the shield wall parted briefly, and the woman and her remaining group of soldiers raced into the tavern.  Only moments later, a patron was sent hurtling back out of the entrance as though physically tossed.  He slammed into the shield wall before slumping to the ground, dazed.  Only to be followed by another… and another. 
 
    The shouts and sounds of fighting were cut off abruptly, and the tavern’s patrons began to file out of the building, grumbling and battered.  Many clutched at arms and legs or nursed a black eye, and blood stained more than one tunic.  The soldiers at the door immediately ordered them to line up and drop to their knees, travelers and residents alike grudgingly complying. 
 
    Jason and Riley skimmed the crowd anxiously until they found who they were looking for.  Hoot rested among the patrons, slumped there with the others.  He looked like he had a black eye, but he was alive and relatively unharmed – at least for now.  The tamer’s eyes skimmed the group around him, his brow furrowed.  Then his gaze turned to the nearby street, weaving through the growing crowd of onlookers as he searched for Jason and Riley. 
 
    Then their eyes met, the tamer noticing them standing in the alleyway.  He moved to speak or rise, but Jason shook his head slowly.  “Stay put,” he mouthed.  “Stay silent.” 
 
    He saw fear painted across Hoot’s face, but he gave a grudging nod. 
 
    I sure hope he got my message.  And that they don’t decide to make an example of anyone here, Jason thought while saying a silent prayer to the Dark One. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as Karen and her fighters made an appearance.  They strode out of the door, confident and seemingly uninjured, Karen herself sparing a sneer at the other patrons, many glaring at her from their knees. 
 
    “You can wipe that smirk off your face, Karen,” the leader of the guard said, the woman stepping out of the tavern with the rest of her metal-clad soldiers in tow.  “Get on your knees now.” 
 
    Karen’s eyes widened.  “But Julia—” she began. 
 
    In a blur of movement, the leader of the guard – presumably Julia – pulled the club from her waist and flicked her wrist.  The weapon telescoped outward, and a sharp, diamond-studded tip came to rest at Karen’s neck.  That hadn’t been a ward-assisted movement.  That was Julia’s natural strength and speed.  Karen gulped hard as she eyed the weapon warily.  Jason supposed that explained the odd-looking clubs, although he couldn’t help but think he’d seen something similar. 
 
    It took a moment for the memory to come to him. 
 
    The fire ant queen! he suddenly realized.  Her lance looks just like the queen’s forelegs. 
 
    Which implied that this woman had downed a queen – an impressive feat. 
 
    “Get on your fucking knees,” Julia growled.  Karen grudgingly sunk to the ground, the other fighters following her lead. 
 
    “Now, what the hell happened here?” Julia demanded, glaring at the two groups kneeling in the sands, encircled by soldiers robed in dark metal, fire rippling across their armor. 
 
    “We were trying to have our happy hour as usual,” Karen bit out.  “But it seems some of these other traveler dipshits don’t know how to be civil.” 
 
    Julia grunted.  “Which is also what you said last time.  I’m starting to think the issue might be you, not the other patrons.”  Her eyes flicked to the owner of the tavern, the man the only one still standing.  “Who started this?” 
 
    The man looked at Karen to find her glaring at him, her gaze promising death.  He gulped, and his eyes darted back to Julia.  “Uh, some of the travelers challenged Karen and her guildmates,” he choked out.  “They… they instigated the brawl.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Julia replied, glancing between the tavern owner and Karen, clearly skeptical. 
 
    “See, just what I said,” Karen offered, regaining some of her bravado.  “Besides, isn’t this a bit intense?  The Infernal Guard responding to a tavern brawl?” 
 
    “We were in the area,” Julia bit back, “and our air mage picked up the noise.” 
 
    She hesitated for a few seconds.  “You lot are all going to spend the night in prison – travelers and residents alike,” Julia declared, waving at the other patrons. 
 
    Karen snorted in amusement at their grumbling. 
 
    Julia whirled on her.  “And so will you and your fighters.”  Karen’s face fell, her eyes widening.  “As I said, this isn’t the first time I’ve had to clean up one of your messes – regardless of what the tavern owner says.  Maybe this will teach you a lesson.” 
 
    Before Karen could complain, Julia rounded on her mages.  “Bind them, and we’ll haul them to the prison.” 
 
    The fire mages all nodded.  Then they each withdrew spheres of metal ore from their packs, tossing the metal into the air.  The enchantments wrapping the Infernal Guard’s armor disappeared, and the globes of metal ignited, suddenly stopping in mid-air.  As Jason looked on in fascination, the metal swiftly turned a bright red.  A few gestures from the mages and the molten spheres shifted, forming crude manacles that immediately swept forward and clamped around the wrists of the tavern patrons and fighters alike, the men and women letting out cries of pain and the muted smell of burnt flesh wafting down the street. 
 
    As the mages bound their prisoners, Julia turned to the crowd that began to form around the tavern, the street now filled with onlookers.  “As many of you are new to our great city, let this be the warning.  Sandscrit is a city of laws, and no one is above them – resident or traveler. 
 
    “The rules are simple.  Don’t steal, damage property, or harm others.  Any and all offenders will spend time in the dungeon.  Repeat offenders will become our permanent guests,” Julia declared, eyeing the travelers on the ground meaningfully to let her point sink in.  She was talking about effectively destroying an avatar by imprisonment. 
 
    And it seemed to be effective.  Jason saw the fear reflected in the eyes of the crowd – the way they glanced between Julia and her prisoners.  However, he didn’t miss the resentment it fostered – evidenced by the way several in the crowd glared at the Infernal Guard or muttered under their breath.  Although Jason noted they were almost exclusively travelers, the telltale tags floating above their heads. 
 
    He also let out a relieved breath, his gaze darting to Hoot, where the young tamer knelt in the sands, welts already forming around the manacles clamped to his wrists.  But the metal was already darkening as it cooled.  Hoot should be fine, despite a few burns and what looked to be an uncomfortable evening.  He just needed to stay quiet. 
 
    At a gesture from Julia, the prisoners all rose to their feet awkwardly, the Infernal Guard maneuvering them into two single-file lines.  However, as they lined up, one of the travelers decided to make a break for it.  He peeled off the main group, sprinting back down the street and shoving the onlookers out of the way. 
 
    The Infernal Guard seemed unperturbed, not one of the metal-clad soldiers moving from their position.  Instead, a single fire mage turned and began to cast.  Moments later, the escaped prisoner’s manacles ignited in flame, and the mage’s hand jerked.  The prisoner stopped mid-run, physically yanked backward, and landed hard on his back.  His head cracked against the side of a nearby building, blood soon trickling from the wound.  Then the mage reeled him back in, as though a rope was connected to the manacles, the prisoner’s body dragging limply along the ground. 
 
    Julia must have decided that this show of force was more than sufficient explanation of what happened to those that tried to ignore the city’s rules.  She let out a piercing whistle, and the Infernal Guard began marching down the street, their prisoners – and Hoot – sandwiched between them and the lone prisoner dragging along behind them. 
 
    “Damn,” Riley muttered from Jason’s side.  “That’s an impressive unit.  Karen and her fighters seemed pretty tough, and the Infernal Guard just wrecked them.  And then there are the fire mages,” she observed, shaking her head. 
 
    “They must be enchanting the metal with fire mana,” Jason said with a nod.  “That would allow them to control it like the Fire Ant Queen.  They can probably use the same spell to enhance the strength and speed of those wearing platemail – which would explain why there’s one mage for every soldier.  And why each soldier is one of the Khamsin.  Their absorption allows them to withstand the flames.” 
 
    “Clever,” Riley said.  “Maybe a little too clever…” she continued with a glance at Jason. 
 
    A grimace pulled at his lips.  She was right.  The Infernal Guard would be a tough nut to crack, although he was glad he’d had the opportunity to see them in action, even if it meant Hoot would spend a night in jail.  He now had a much better sense of what they would be facing when it finally came time to attack Sandscrit.  Although, he was beginning to think that that might be an uphill battle.  A faint kernel of despair twisted in his stomach. 
 
    He shook his head, forcing the feeling aside. 
 
    Now wasn’t the time to dwell on that.  They had a more immediate issue. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “We’re going to have to follow them to find the location of the prison,” he said quietly, looking toward Riley and meeting her gaze. 
 
    “We also have less than 11 hours left on our potions,” she observed, flicking aside a notice Jason couldn’t see.  “Our disguises won’t last until tomorrow.” 
 
    He let out a sigh.  “Then we’ll have to hope they’re being held for a lot less than a week.  We’ll also need to find somewhere safe to hole up for the evening and regroup with Frank.  But first things first,” he murmured, turning back to the street where the Infernal Guard was swiftly disappearing from view. 
 
    Riley took his meaning, silently pulling her wrap up around her face – Jason following her lead.  Then the pair stepped out of the alley, moving along behind the Infernal Guard, but keeping a good distance and their pace leisurely, occasionally stopping to inspect a stall’s contents or look inside a store to maintain their cover.  They didn’t necessarily need to keep line of sight since their Listening skill picked out the heavy thud of plate-clad boots striking sand.  Not a word passed between them as they moved. 
 
    They didn’t need to speak – not for this, not after days spent inside the Keeper trials. 
 
    They simply slipped forward, silent shadows among the crowds that filled Sandscrit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 30 - Convicted 
 
      
 
    The thump, thump, thump from downstairs had Jason sitting up sharply in his ramshackle wooden bed, his eyes wide and alarmed and his breathing shaky.  His head still swam from the effects of Eliza’s sedative, a pounding sensation behind his temples that loudly announced that he’d overdone it, yet again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	  
You have re-taken a Polymorph Potion! 
    
  Remaining Duration: 4 hours. 
    
  Damn those diminishing returns.  Better get your ass moving… 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason grimaced as he swiped away the notification, rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    “That’s Frank downstairs.  I can see his icon on my map,” Riley spoke up from across the room.  She sat at a window, her bow drawn and an arrow nocked.  She sighted along the shaft, her gaze focused on the Mage Guild that lingered in the distance. 
 
    “What time is it?” Jason asked, forcing himself to his feet. 
 
    “Mid-morning,” Riley answered.  “Based on what we overheard last night, they should be releasing the prisoners soon.  We need to move.  We don’t have much time on this second dose – not if we’re going to collect Hoot and get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Jason just grunted in acknowledgment.  “I’ll go get Frank then.  Let’s be ready to move in five minutes.”  He noted Riley’s anxious glance at the stairs behind her.  “We may need to leave out the window, I know.  I’ll barricade the door behind Frank,” Jason answered her unspoken concern. 
 
    She just nodded, and Jason picked his way downstairs, gradually regaining his balance with each step.  They’d spent the previous afternoon tracking Julia’s Infernal Guard.  The soldiers had led their prisoners directly to the Mage Guild in the city’s inner layer.  That had been an unusual choice of locations to construct a prison, although Jason supposed it came with built-in guards.  Even if the prisoners managed to escape, they’d face an army of mages. 
 
    As the prisoners had entered the guild’s gates, he and Riley had decided to move on.  They gained nothing by watching the walls.  So, they began picking their way through town, stopping at a few bars and asking discreet questions.  They’d learned that prisoners who committed minor offenses were usually released the next day and that there was a single prisoner release window around dawn in-game, which put them in an awkward position. 
 
    Frank was off scouting underground and hadn’t responded to their messages – likely because he was unable to in his shifted form.  And they’d needed to take another dose of Polymorph Potion to maintain their disguises.  Without their burly friend’s help, that meant taking turns administering the sedative and potion.  And that, in turn, had required a safe place to hole up for a few hours. 
 
    Jason stepped off the stairs into a single, wide room that contained the home’s kitchen, a closet, and a few pieces of furniture.  That furniture was now pressed up against the home’s door, barricading it firmly shut.  Jason removed those pieces of debris quickly, his enhanced Strength making short work of the obstacle. 
 
    A few seconds later, the door creaked open, and Jason was rewarded with Frank’s scowling face.  “It’s about time,” his friend muttered, pushing his way inside.  Jason immediately swung the door shut and began barricading the entrance once again. 
 
    “So, what’s this about Hoot getting captured?  I was having trouble checking my notifications and accessing my UI underground,” Frank grumbled, glaring at Jason – worry and anxiety warring for dominance.  At Jason’s questioning glance, Frank raised his hands.  “You try typing out a message with scythe hands… it ain’t happening.” 
 
    “There was a tavern brawl,” Jason explained.  “Not our doing,” he amended quickly.  “Hoot ended up getting arrested.  But he’s likely being released soon.  We just need to pick him and get the hell out of here.  We’re leaving in a few minutes.” 
 
    Frank digested this news, visibly forcing down his anger.  Jason could anticipate his thoughts.  Beyond Frank’s own affection for the young tamer, if something happened to Hoot, Silver was likely to rip them all limb from limb, Frank included.  Jason knew it was worse than that.  Their investigation last night had revealed that not all of the prisoners that went into the dungeon came back out – whether due to infighting among the prison population or some action on Finn’s part, it was difficult to tell. 
 
    I hope nothing happened to him, Jason thought to himself as he slid the last piece of furniture back into place, wedging it firmly between the door and the floor.  He’d actually begun growing fond of the tamer’s enthusiasm.  At least his group icon was still green, even if they had no way to communicate with him. 
 
    “If we’re about to leave, then why are you barricading the—?”  Frank began, but cut himself off as he surveyed the rest of the small home’s first floor, his eyes centering on a mound in the corner covered in a coarse sheet.  A sickly red liquid had pooled beneath the cloth, having long grown tacky and begun to flake as it dried. 
 
    “Ahh, and there’s the answer,” Frank murmured. 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “We needed a safe spot to lay low and administer the Polymorph Potions, and this place had a good line of sight on the Mage Guild.  So, we killed the owner,” he explained curtly.  “We’re keeping the door barricaded, and we’ll leave out the second-story window.  We can’t be certain whether someone will come to check on… well, whoever that was,” he said, waving at the body. 
 
    Which just added another reason they needed to move quickly.  If someone found the body and raised the alarm, Jason suspected Finn would lock down the city.  A random murder might be a coincidence under other circumstances, but he doubted Finn would see it that way right now. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Frank grunted as the pair made their way upstairs. 
 
    “You learn anything, at least?” Jason asked over his shoulder. 
 
    “A lot, actually,” Frank replied as he thumped up the stairs.  “The wards stretch—” 
 
    “That can wait,” Riley barked as they came into view.  She had packed up all of their equipment, slinging a pack over her shoulder and handing the other bag to Jason.  Riley waved at the window, where a glow was beginning to rise above the city walls.  “We need to get our asses moving if we’re going to get to the guild on time.” 
 
    With that curt statement, Riley gripped the windowsill and swung herself over the ledge, jumping down into the nearby alley.  She landed with barely any noise and dropped into a roll.  Her severe expression and business-like demeanor belied her own anxiety.  It seemed that the archer had grown to care about the young tamer as well. 
 
    “Why’d I even bother to come inside then?” Frank muttered to himself as he gripped the ledge.  “Now I’m just complicit in a murder and forced to do some light gymnastics.”  Then he leaped from the windowsill. 
 
    “Welcome to Sandscrit,” Jason answered dryly, trying to suppress the knot of anxiety that coiled in his stomach.  With one last look at the small home, he hopped over the ledge and dropped down into the street below. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group hovered at the corner of an alley, wraps pulled tight to obscure their faces.  They kept up the pretense that they were talking, but each kept a watchful eye on the Mage Guild that loomed across the street, a wide-open area filled with sand stretching between the guild’s walls and the neighboring line of structures. 
 
    The complex was enormous – tens of thousands of square feet if Jason had to hazard a guess.  A thirty-foot wall ringed the entire building, the surface inscribed with the same symbols as the outer walls.  However, these wards were charged, the glowing designs pulsing softly with ominous red, yellow, green, and blue energies.  As if this city weren’t already fortified enough, they’d discovered that each guildhall was essentially its own miniature fortress.  Finn had constructed the Russian-doll equivalent of a city in many respects – walls within walls within walls blocking them from their objective. 
 
    From what they’d learned bar hopping, Jason suspected some of this was a holdover from before Finn converted the city.  From what they’d learned, the guilds hadn’t exactly been on friendly terms with one another under the city’s former ruler and had each fortified their guildhall to ward off the other residents of the city.  But now, those fortifications offered additional protection in the event of a siege – with the city’s population able to retreat not just into this inner layer but to hole up inside the guildhalls as well. 
 
    “Who installs a prison under a guildhall?” Riley asked quietly, shaking her head. 
 
    “Someone clever,” Jason answered.  “This place is locked down tight and likely filled with mages.  Even if the prisoners somehow made a break for it, they’d be facing a small army of casters, likely while unarmed.” 
 
    Riley grimaced but acknowledged the point.  “But where exactly is this prison located?” she asked.  “In the guild itself?  We’ve seen a ton of mages moving in and out of the guildhall.  I mean, it’s large, but not that large.” 
 
    “I might have an answer there,” Frank murmured, his intense gaze never wavering from the gate of the guildhall.  “I was underground for a long time.  The wards Hassim mentioned aren’t just a simple perimeter fence around the city.  They actually form a solid dome.  But that wouldn’t be necessary to stop the worms since we know they don’t burrow that deep.  Those wards weren’t just intended to deal with the swarms – they were meant to prevent someone from tunneling inside the city as well.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head as he processed his friend’s logic.  The sandworms did tend to be rather stupid.  They didn’t travel far from the surface – part of the reason they kicked up so much sand.  And their primary strategy was overwhelming numbers.  They were a lot like sand piranhas in that regard.  If they ran into a warded fence, they’d likely just stop and turn around, not try to test the shield for weak points. 
 
    And if the shield created a dome… 
 
    Jason’s eyebrows rose in realization. 
 
    Understanding shone in Frank’s eyes as their gaze met briefly.  “The deepest part of the dome rests directly below this inner layer, and from Hoot’s scouting, we know this section of the city is situated on a rock island.  I’d wager it’s at least a few hundred feet deep – more than enough room to build a dungeon, wouldn’t you say?” 
 
    Jason shifted his attention to the ground below the guildhall.  So, the prison was likely below the guild.  Even if he wasn’t certain what he could do with that information right now, it was interesting.  His thoughts were interrupted by the gate to the Mage Guild creaking open.  Dozens of mages filed out into the street, accompanied by the same Infernal Guard they had witnessed the day before.  They were positioned in two lines along the entrance, and the more heavily armored soldiers created a shield wall in front of the mages. 
 
    Once they were in formation, a crowd began exiting the gate. 
 
    Jason had been expecting the release of a few dozen people – mostly the tavern patrons who had been arrested yesterday – but what he witnessed had his mouth dropping open in surprise. 
 
    Hundreds of people emerged from the gates. 
 
    Most appeared to be travelers, the telltale tags floating above their heads.  However, Jason noted more than a few residents among the crowd, wearing the livery of the guilds or the dusty wraps of the Khamsin.  There were just so many of them. 
 
    “Damn, they’re just throwing everyone in prison,” Frank muttered from Jason’s side. 
 
    “And they don’t look all that happy about it,” Riley observed. 
 
    Most of the prisoners kept their heads down and their opinions to themselves.  However, more than a few were actively showing their displeasure.  Heckling the Infernal Guard and shouting insults while spitting at their former captors.  Although, Jason noted that none of the travelers raised their weapons against the soldiers or attempted to cast.  They might be upset, but they weren’t about to invite another public ass-kicking. 
 
    “There he is!” Frank hissed, pointing through the crowd. 
 
    As Jason followed his gesture, he saw Hoot emerge from the gates surrounded by a large group.  In contrast to many of the other former prisoners, a large smile was painted across the tamer’s face, and he was speaking animatedly with his companions. 
 
    “Wait… is that Karen and her fighters?” Jason questioned, noting that the aggressive woman was walking beside Hoot, telltale tattoos coiling around her neck and down her arms. 
 
    Frank’s eyebrows shot up.  “You know those people?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say know them exactly,” Riley muttered.  “They started the tavern brawl.” 
 
    “Oh,” was Frank’s only reply. 
 
    The group stayed still as Hoot and his new companions approached, not wanting to draw any unnecessary attention from the mages and soldiers that still lined the gates to the Mage Guild.  As the tamer finally neared them, his wide eyes flitted in their direction. 
 
    “Hey guys!” he called out, waving them over. 
 
    Jason sighed.  “It looks like the subtle approach is out…” 
 
    With no other choice, the three of them approached Hoot and the group of fighters. 
 
    “Who are these three?” Karen grunted, eyeing them skeptically, her companions now looming around the group.  The women didn’t exactly look friendly, and Jason hadn’t forgotten how easily they’d handled the other tavern patrons – even barehanded. 
 
    “Friends of mine,” Hoot answered.  “This is… err, Sean, Samantha, and Justin,” the tamer explained, stumbling only slightly with their fake names.  “They’re travelers, like you!  We journeyed to Sandscrit together.” 
 
    There was a long pause as Karen inspected their gear and studied them closely.  Then a broad smile split her face.  “Well, then it’s a pleasure to meet you.  Your young friend here is just delightful.  He shared the cell next to ours.  Made our stay in that dungeon much less unpleasant.  He has quite a few interesting stories about his journeys up in the mountains—” 
 
    “He’s definitely a talkative one, isn’t he?” Jason interjected quickly to head off that line of discussion, resisting the urge to glare at Hoot.  “You alright?” Jason asked, directing this question at the tamer.  “Sorry we weren’t able to get you out of the tavern before the guards arrived.” 
 
    Karen slapped him on the back before Hoot could answer.  “He’s great.  Me and the girls took care of our young friend here.”  Karen glanced off into space for a moment, likely looking at her in-game UI.  “Although, we need to get going.  I still need to pick up my kids from school – just didn’t want to miss the release window.” 
 
    Karen’s eyes shifted back to Hoot.  “If you ever need any help, feel free to come looking for me.  We have a standing contract board at the Fighters Guild.” 
 
    One of the other fighters nudged Karen, pointing her chin at Jason and his companions.  “Oh, yeah, I’m terrible at this marketing stuff,” Karen said, shaking her head.  “Sean, right?” she directed this question at Jason, earning her a hesitant nod.  “Well, our guild, <Arts and Crafts>, is always looking for work.  We have a job listing posted on Rogue-Net.  So, if you ever need some muscle or know anyone else looking for work, feel free to send them our way.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  He didn’t realize the travelers had begun posting mercenary contracts online.  He mentally filed away this information for later. 
 
    “Will do,” he said with a nod.  “And thanks for taking care of our, er, Duncan.” 
 
    “Not a problem.  Good to see that some travelers don’t treat the residents like shit,” Karen muttered, glaring at some of the other prisoners that were being released.  “Not all of these folks deserve a second chance, in my opinion. 
 
    “Anyway, stay frosty, kid,” Karen said, slapping Hoot on the back so hard it sent him stumbling forward a few feet, the tamer rubbing at his shoulder with a wince. 
 
    With that, Karen waved at her fighters.  “Come on, girls.  Let’s get moving.  Clock’s ticking, and I want to get to the guild before I log out.  Dustin will be upset if I’m late again.” 
 
    “Or your husband could actually put in some work himself.  They’re his kids too,” one of the women spoke up as they walked off.  “You’re way too easy on him.” 
 
    “He’s just been really busy at work lately…” 
 
    Their conversation faded as the crowd swept out around the fighters, the women disappearing from sight among the throng of travelers and residents. 
 
    “What does she mean by that?” Hoot asked.  “Stay frosty?  It’s incredibly hot out here,” he commented, tugging at his collar.  “Seems impossible.  It was much cooler underground.” 
 
    “It’s an expression,” Riley said in a clipped voice, eyeing the people around them.  The crowd was making Jason nervous, too – the clock still running on their Polymorph potion. 
 
    “Huh,” Hoot said, cocking his head.  “Well, I have so much to tell you!” he announced.  “I met a ton of interesting people in the dungeon.  Who’d have thought such a threatening place could be so much fun?  Everyone has such intriguing stories.  Like one guy told me about something called an airplane—” 
 
    “And we’d love to hear all about it,” Jason interrupted with a shake of his head, “but right now, we need to get the hell out of here.  We only have a handful of hours to get out of Sandscrit and put some distance between us and the city.” 
 
    “Oh.  Oh, yeah,” Hoot said, his eyes going a bit wider.  “Is the potion close to—” 
 
    Frank clamped a hand across the young man’s mouth, guiding him toward the gates back to the city’s second layer.  “New game,” Frank muttered under his breath.  “Let’s see if you can stay quiet until we get out of the city.” 
 
    “What do I get if I win?” Hoot grunted around Frank’s fingers. 
 
    “I’ll… uh, tell you about the time I slayed a unicorn-dragon,” Frank offered weakly. 
 
    Hoot just turned and stared at him.  “A what?” he asked, curiosity shining in his eyes. 
 
    “No talking, remember?” Frank shot back. 
 
    The tamer’s mouth immediately snapped shut. 
 
    As they headed toward the gate, Jason could only wonder how long the silence would last.  Although, that concern was overshadowed by the anxiety that coiled in his stomach as he recalled the body they had left behind in that now-vacant house, not to mention the timer ticking down in his peripheral vision. 
 
    They might have recovered Hoot, but they weren’t safe yet. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group’s passage through Sandscrit was largely uneventful.  No one paid them much mind, and mercifully, Hoot kept his mouth shut.  Although that didn’t stop him from eyeing the merchandise in at least two stores they passed or trying to pantomime his questions at random people passing them on the road. 
 
    By the time they reached the outer wall, Jason was about ready to have Frank just tie up the tamer and sling him over his back.  That might draw attention – but probably no more than Hoot’s attempt to mime being imprisoned to a local shopkeeper.  That one had actually attracted a small crowd.  How Silver put up with Hoot’s antics, Jason had no idea.  Maybe his natural curiosity was less dangerous out in the mountains. 
 
    As they neared the final gate, they saw a contingent of guards stopping people as they left the city.  Jason grimaced, sharing a nervous look with Riley.  This seemed extreme.  Was Finn checking people for contraband or something?  He certainly saw no obvious strategic advantage to this guard unit, as most of the travelers and residents standing in line were accompanied by beetles strapped down with goods and equipment.  They were leaving the city – not planning to harm its residents. 
 
    Frank rested a heavy hand on Hoot’s shoulder as they took up a place in line.  “You’ve done well so far, but remember, you talk, and you don’t get to hear the unicorn-dragon story,” Frank said in a whisper.  Hoot just nodded animatedly, miming zipping his lips shut. 
 
    “You all remember our cover?” Jason asked Frank and Riley.  They both nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said.  He flicked at his map, noting that one of his Carry-On Worms was about a hundred miles out, a cloud of sand in the distance marking the swarm of sandworms following closely behind the vehicle.  “And be ready to make a run for it if we need to.  If we can get past the guards and haul ass, we may be able to use the worms for cover.” 
 
    Although, Jason didn’t relish the idea of trying to hop inside the Carry-On Worm’s maw while avoiding its smaller and more rabid cousins. 
 
    Eventually, they were waved forward by the guards. 
 
    “Hail, travelers,” the guard said, this one offering a friendly smile.  “I see you’re exiting Sandscrit.  May I ask you a few questions?” he asked, raising a clipboard. 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed, and he saw Riley’s hand reaching for one of her hidden knives, her eyes on the guards surrounding them.  Even Frank was tense, his hand clamped on Hoot’s shoulder, likely preparing to shift if this went south. 
 
    “Um, sure,” Jason answered tentatively.  He waved at the guards.  “Is this normal?  Some sort of security checkpoint to leave the city?” 
 
    “Oh, this isn’t a security checkpoint,” the guard answered.  “We like to have people fill out an exit survey when they leave.  We want to improve on our facilities and ensure you enjoyed your stay.  Speaking of which, why were you visiting Sandscrit?” 
 
    Really? Jason thought to himself.  What a ridiculous waste of— 
 
    “We came to see what all the uproar was about online,” Riley answered when Jason hesitated.  “We heard Finn challenged Jason, and we wanted to see Sandscrit for ourselves.”  She nudged him discreetly with her elbow. 
 
    “Although, I’m sure you’ve heard that one before,” Jason said, offering a weak smile. 
 
    “Sure have,” the guard answered with a laugh.  “But you all are travelers, right?  Why are you leaving so soon?  If Jason does attack, you’re going to miss one hell of a show.” 
 
    “Well…” Jason began tentatively, “we’ve actually been waiting for days now, but nothing has happened.  Although, after seeing the city, we can certainly understand why.  This Jason character would have to be crazy to attack Sandscrit.  This place is a fortress.” 
 
    “Indeed, attacking our majestic city would most certainly be a losing battle,” the guard answered.  He moved the clipboard up to the side of his mouth, dropping his voice to a whisper.  “Between you and me, the walls, security checkpoints, and patrols are just scratching the surface.  They don’t tell us lowly guards everything, but we hear things.  There’s a lot more to this place than meets the eye.  There have even been rumors that the Merchant Guild has been at work for weeks on the walls, and they have a few secret projects tucked away inside.” 
 
    Jason struggled to control his expression, this time not needing to feign surprise.  “Huh, well, in that case, maybe it’s best that we’re leaving.  It sounds like Jason is bound to lose.”  A pause.  “And this heat is just oppressive.  None of us are fire or water mages, so it’s getting a bit unbearable,” he explained, gesturing at their wraps, the cloth soaked with sweat. 
 
    “I hear that,” the guard answered, making a note.  “That’s a very common complaint.  The Merchant Guild is talking about installing water crystals in most establishments to create a water mist, some air crystals to improve airflow, and covered walkways on the main streets to ward off the sun.  If they were to make those improvements, could you see yourself returning?” 
 
    “Uh, yeah, sure.  That would be cool,” Jason answered. 
 
    “Literally,” Frank grunted with a chuckle, although that earned him a sharp elbow in the side from Riley. 
 
    “That actually sounds great,” she added, addressing the guard.  “That would be a big improvement.” 
 
    “Perfect,” the guard answered, making another note.  “Well, you all have a pleasant day and safe travels out among the sands,” he said in a cheery voice, waving at the gate. 
 
    The group just stood there for a moment, almost in disbelief that the guard was just letting them leave – although the entire conversation had felt weirdly out of place. 
 
    Yet that didn’t stop them from stepping forward, passing through the gates and the next group approaching the guard behind them.  As they strode out into the sands and put some distance between themselves and the city, Frank, Riley, and Jason looked at one other, each of them thinking the same thing. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Frank muttered. 
 
    Jason shook his head.  “I… I have no idea.” 
 
    But he wasn’t about to look a gift horse in the mouth – as his father would say. 
 
    Besides, the guard’s words lingered with him.  A kernel of doubt wormed through his stomach, overshadowing the momentary relief at escaping Sandscrit unscathed.  He hadn’t liked how the guard had indicated there were additional hidden defenses.  What they had discovered already showed that the city’s fortifications and military strength were formidable. 
 
    Yet what truly bothered Jason was that he had told the guard the truth. 
 
    Someone would have to be insane to attack that place. 
 
    And he was even starting to wonder if he was crazy enough for the task. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 31 - Chaos 
 
      
 
    The group managed to return to Eden Prime without any issues and now rested within the depths of the cavern complex.  They sat in Jason’s makeshift control room, positioned around an ivory table that resembled the Twilight Throne’s meeting room.  Based on the dour expressions of those at the table, it was clear they weren’t sitting in the heart of their own kingdom, but were hidden within enemy territory and facing a rather daunting challenge. 
 
    “I’ll just go ahead and say what everyone is thinking,” Frank offered, waving at the screens that hovered above the table – a 2D map of Sandscrit, a model of the wards below the city, and a table containing estimated troop numbers and abilities were all projected in the air before them.  “This looks impossible.” 
 
    “Part of it is just numbers,” Riley added, rubbing at her eyes.  “Our best estimate is that Finn has tens of thousands of troops – between the fighters, merchants, mages, and Khamsin.  Although, that’s making some conservative assumptions about the population of the outlying Khamsin towns,” she amended with a frown. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Jason said, drumming his fingers along the table. 
 
    Silver let out a snort.  “I find that hard to believe.” 
 
    Jason waved at Hoot.  “Tell them what you told me.” 
 
    Hoot coughed to clear his throat.  “Well, when I was in prison—” He cut himself short, sparing a nervous glance at Silver.  The woman hadn’t exactly been happy to hear that they’d let Hoot get arrested, although she’d at least directed most of her ire at the young man for being stupid enough to both stow away and get caught.  She just sighed, gesturing for him to continue. 
 
    “Uh, anyway.  So, when I was in prison, Karen and some of the other ladies spent a lot of time gossiping about the city and other guilds.  They even mentioned that an airship landed in town a few weeks ago and has been spotted several times since.” 
 
    Silence met that statement, the group mulling on this new piece of information. 
 
    “That likely means Finn’s video was bullshit,” Jason finally declared. 
 
    “Wait, so are you thinking that Finn and Alexion are working together?” Frank asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    Riley’s expression was thoughtful as she spoke.  “We know that Alexion and Evelyn are close, and her trading guild controls nearly all of the airships in-game at the moment.  I should know.  I did some digging online after that altercation in the aftermath of Thorn’s attack.  It’s widely known that she’s allied with the Crystal Reach, using Alexion’s Nephilim to help guard her ships.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Which means we’re probably facing two armies.  One by land and one by air,” he explained.  “It’s also probably safe to assume that Alexion’s forces are close to the same size as Finn’s.  That would put their projected military strength at closer to a hundred thousand.” 
 
    “How would they even hide that many troops?” Runner growled.  “We haven’t seen any airships during our travels, and there are few clouds out in the desert.” 
 
    “I’ve given that some thought,” Jason replied, tapping at the map, and zooming out to show the line of mountains that rested along the desert’s southern border.  A translucent circle was superimposed over the mountains, a thin line connecting that circle to Sandscrit and data streaming down the side of the window. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be much trouble to position the airships closer to the mountain range, using the clouds there as cover,” Jason explained.  “And by using the website that Evelyn’s guild has set up to take orders from the travelers, we have a rough sense of the travel time of those ships.  They could probably arrive in Sandscrit in less than an hour from that location.  Maybe 30 minutes if they were moving quickly.” 
 
    “Okay,” Silver said, her voice hesitant as though feeling out her words.  “So that’s even worse.  Nine of us against what?  More than a hundred thousand?  Our enemy also has the benefit of fighting on their home turf, the city is well fortified, their forces are varied, and they may have reinforcements able to fly in at a moment’s notice?” 
 
    The shifter woman eyed the group.  “Do I really need to say it?  Attacking this city is a one-way trip.  Even if our enemy was less prepared, Riley’s right, we simply lack the numbers.” 
 
    “We can address that, in part,” Jason offered, waving at the screens.  One of the displays shifted, showing the rock islands they’d conquered with data scrolling down the margins.  “These are the new bone gardens that we’ve formed.  I’ve been using them to generate Spirit Charges so far, but the native undead that are spawning are beginning to pile up.” 
 
    He flicked at the screen, and more data spread across the display.  “The gardens are each generating an ant every 2 minutes on average.  And right now, we’ve formed six gardens – apart from the one here on Eden Prime.  That means we are spawning about 4,320 ants per day.  And roughly a week has already passed.  So, we estimate that we’ve spawned upwards of 30,000 – maybe a bit less if we account for the timing of when each bone garden was brought online.” 
 
    Jason raised a finger.  “And, if we waited another week in-game, that would give us roughly 60,000 undead in total.” 
 
    Silver’s eyes widened at that statement. 
 
    “Ants that we can’t control, though.  They’ll all be feral.  Jason could lead them to Sandscrit, but once they’re there, it’ll just be chaos.  That was one downside of Thorn’s plan originally.  The ghouls were pretty stupid,” Riley commented, eyeing the screen. 
 
    “Still better than nothing,” Frank murmured. 
 
    “It’s a longshot at best,” Eliza finally spoke up.  “We’d still be short roughly 40,000.  And Riley’s point stands.  If we can’t control the ants, then the tactical advantage goes to Finn.” 
 
    “You’re right,” Jason answered.  “But the ants aren’t our only option.  I can use my minions to help, as well as some of the other native creatures that live out here.” 
 
    “The Carry-On Worms, you mean?” Frank offered, his brow furrowed.  “But what about the wards under the city?  Won’t those be an issue?” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Yes.  But I’m thinking of a multi-pronged attack.” 
 
    With another flick of his wrist, the display changed, this time showing a projected model of the attack on Sandscrit.  “We’d lead with a couple of the Carry-On Worms, using them to gather up the native sandworms and lure them to the city.  This has two advantages.  It makes certain the sandworms don’t attack our feral undead, and the sandstorm they’re sure to kick up will help hide the legion of ants. 
 
    “We then use those Carry-On Worms to ram the wards,” Jason suggested.  “Based on the data Frank collected, the wards form a large net under the city, with keystones binding the dome together.  If we destroy those keystones, we should be able to form a hole large enough for the sandworms to stream through using the remaining Carry-On Worms to guide them.” 
 
    Frank’s eyes widened.  “Which would put a ton of sandworms right under the feet of Finn’s army – or at least the outer two layers of the city,” he amended.  “The inner layer will have the protection of the rock island that rests below it.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason said, a small smile drifting across his face.  “So, we break the wards, the sandworms attack, and right on their heels, we bring in the army of feral undead.” 
 
    The group lapsed into silence, all staring at the display. 
 
    “Damn,” Silver muttered.  “I hate to say it, but it’s not the worst strategy,” she offered, sparing a look at Jason, a note of respect lingering in her gaze. 
 
    “No, no, it’s not,” Riley continued, chewing on her lip in thought.  Her gaze shot to Jason.  “But what happens if Finn withdraws his forces into the inner layer?  The worms won’t be able to attack that area, they’ll likely take out some of the native undead in the first two layers, and we won’t have the forces to take that position.” 
 
    “She’s right,” Frank said.  “We’d cause a lot of damage, but we’d still lose.”  He paused in thought for a moment.  “I guess technically we don’t need to level the city, just recover the gate piece.  However, while this might offer a great distraction, the video indicated that the gate piece is sitting in the interior layer at the top of Finn’s palace.  And we literally just went over the fact that Finn is likely working with Alexion – which means he’ll have a lot of flying reinforcements that happen to be safe from the ants and the worms.” 
 
    Frank shook his head.  “It seems unlikely we’ll be able to get in, grab the gate piece, and get out of there.” 
 
    “Right again,” Jason said, his smile growing a bit further.  He looked to Hoot.  “But I think I can amp this even further.  And, this time, we have Hoot to thank for the solution,” he offered with a grin. 
 
    “What?  How?” the tamer asked, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “Well, if you hadn’t gotten arrested, we likely wouldn’t have discovered where or how Finn was imprisoning the travelers and residents or the scope of that dungeon.  And while you were locked up, Riley and I did our own investigating.  The bottom line is that Finn has the same problem that we’ve faced before with our own guild recruitment and in the battle in Falcon’s Hook – now, the Sea’s Edge,” he added, gesturing at Eliza. 
 
    “In short, it’s incredibly difficult to control travelers,” Jason declared. 
 
    “Residents can die, but travelers can’t.  This makes it challenging to impose any sort of discipline.  In the Twilight Throne, we’ve dealt with this problem primarily through bribery – levels and loot – and motivation.  We want our people to be aligned with our cause.  And in the Sea’s Edge, we dealt with the issue with threats. 
 
    “In contrast, Finn has addressed the problem by imprisoning the travelers, potentially threatening to hold them indefinitely.  However, there are limits to that.  For example, we suspect Finn’s been suppressing information online, which means he’ll likely be hesitant to imprison people for a long time – which would result in complaints lodged with Cerillion Entertainment and a potential investigation.  And as we saw with the prisoners released with Hoot, this strategy also fosters resentment and anger. 
 
    “I’d suggest that we had an easier time managing the travelers during Alexion’s attack on the Twilight Throne and the fight in the Sea’s Edge.  So, we didn’t need to go to the same extremes as Finn.” 
 
    “How so?” Riley asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “Logistics,” Jason answered simply.  “Like take the battle in the Sea’s Edge.  Travelers showed up to that conflict, but in relatively small numbers.  Same with Alexion’s attack on the Twilight Throne very early on.  The important question is why there were so few travelers participating in those conflicts.” 
 
    From the puzzled looks on his teammates’ faces, he could see they hadn’t quite connected the dots yet, so Jason kept going. “The answer is that travelers were new to this world.  We start at level one, with no equipment and little experience in how this world works.  The travel times between locations are considerable since there is no fast travel system, many players lack mounts, and the native creatures are dangerous – especially for low-level travelers.  As a result, few were able to make it to the Twilight Throne in time.  More made it to the battle in Sea’s Edge, but even then, it was mostly higher-level travelers and people that were already nearby. 
 
    “But now, weeks and months have passed in-game.  The average player level has risen considerably,” Jason explained, waving at the screens, the display shifting to some of the player metrics available on Rogue-Net.  “I mean, this data is voluntarily reported, so it might not be perfectly accurate, but most players are now over level 70.  They are also better geared and better able to traverse this world. 
 
    “I’d suggest this is why we’ve seen so many more people visiting Sandscrit in the wake of Finn’s threat,” Jason continued.  “And why Finn has been forced to resort to imprisoning people to maintain the peace.” 
 
    “I don’t disagree with your reasoning, but how does this help us right now?” Frank offered, shaking his head. 
 
    “He’s saying he wants to broadcast the battle…  Are you insane?” Riley asked, turning on Jason with wide, disbelieving eyes. 
 
    Jason spread his arms wide.  “Not at all!  I want to answer Finn’s challenge – publicly.  But I want to go even further than that.  I want to set a date for the battle and provide instructions on exactly how to make it to Sandscrit, giving the other travelers at least another week to arrive.  Can you imagine how many people would show up for that?  They’d fucking flood that city.” 
 
    “What… what the hell?” Frank muttered, staring at Jason as if he’d grown two heads. 
 
    Eliza’s reaction was more circumspect, her gaze going distant and a thoughtful expression painted across her face.  “That’s brilliant,” she murmured. 
 
    All eyes turned to the water mage, many of the group glancing at her in confusion – especially the druids.  “Um… I mean, it lets us accomplish several things.  The more players, the more chaos they’ll create.  Could you imagine trying to direct our forces during those previous battles if we’d had tens of thousands of travelers getting in our way?  It’s difficult enough trying to control a handful.  And the more Finn tries to imprison them to keep the peace, the worse it will get – the travelers getting more and more angry and resentful.” 
 
    She hesitated, tilting her head as another thought occurred to her. 
 
    “But that’s not all of it, is it?” she said, directing that question at Jason.  He just shook his head, grinning.  Here was where he could get really clever. 
 
    “You want to use my Polymorph Potions.  That’s why you asked Spider and me to start mass-producing the potions before you left to scout Sandscrit.” 
 
    “To be fair, I didn’t have this specific plan in mind when I asked you to do that, but I could already see some potential for those potions,” Jason acknowledged. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Riley interjected.  “You want to smuggle in our own forces using the other travelers as cover, don’t you?  We could feed them Polymorph Potions and then hide them among the rest of the tourists flooding Sandscrit.” 
 
    Jason just nodded, his dark mana flaring in response to his excitement. 
 
    Frank was staring at the battleplan that floated above the table.  “So, when we attack, the worms and feral undead would create a lot of chaos,” Frank began, speaking slowly.  “A little bit of friendly fire would make that even worse.  If our guildmates attacked from the inside, that would throw the travelers and Finn’s defenses into disarray.” 
 
    “And our dark mages and archers might be able to help assist against Alexion’s aerial forces if it came to that,” Riley continued with a nod.  “And while that chaos is going down in the outer layers, a small group could infiltrate the inner layer of the city, make their way to the palace, and try to smuggle out that gate piece.” 
 
    The entire room went silent as the group’s gaze shifted back and forth between the displays and Jason.  They looked completely floored. 
 
    “Yep.  That’s it.  That’s my plan,” Jason said, his eyes flashing with dark mana as he witnessed their reactions.  “I want to attack that city with everything.  Close to a hundred thousand feral undead, sandworms, and spies.  And then bank on the travelers to fold during the chaos and turn on one another.  That might provide us enough cover to get in, retrieve what we need, and get the hell out of there while Finn is struggling to pull it all back together. 
 
    “In short, I want to create pure chaos,” Jason declared, watching them. 
 
    “So, what do you say, are you all in?” 
 
    He just received stunned nods in return, all eyes on the displays.  It seemed he had their approval.  And now came the hard part – making this plan work.  It was going to require coordination and execution on a scale they hadn’t attempted before. 
 
    But Jason supposed there was a first time for everything. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After their meeting, most of the members of the group logged out, and the druids settled in for the evening, using one of the spare caverns as a barracks of sorts.  It wasn’t exactly comfortable, but it was safe – Jason’s minions standing guard throughout the colony and patrolling the winding corridors.  They’d all earned a break after conquering the neighboring islands and scouting Sandscrit.  They’d have their work cut out for them in the coming days, so taking some time to rest and recover seemed fitting. 
 
    They likely wouldn’t get an opportunity again soon. 
 
    As for himself, Jason was still sitting in their makeshift meeting room, his eyes lingering on the glowing blue displays hovering atop the table that outlined the plan he had just sketched out for the group.  It was unanimous.  They had decided to move forward with his strategy.  Although, he frowned at the screens, his thoughts abuzz. 
 
    Alfred lay nearby, his eyes closed and his chest moving rhythmically.  The AI must have abandoned the cat for the moment, his consciousness flitting off to some other part of the game world that demanded his attention. 
 
    “You don’t look pleased,” a familiar voice spoke up from behind Jason. 
 
    He didn’t bother to turn.  Only one person could have infiltrated Eden Prime without being detected – or rather, only one god.  The Old Man stepped into view, his cowled face shifting toward the displays as though he could make out the screens.  Perhaps he could. 
 
    “And you’ve been strangely absent lately,” Jason replied, sparing the god a glance, and trying to pivot away from the worry that coiled in his gut. 
 
    “It requires energy for me to appear in this plane.  And you have had little use for me.  So far…” the Old Man intoned.  He shifted his gaze to Jason with a rustle of fabric.  “However, it appears you may have need of me now,” he said.  Watching.  Waiting. 
 
    Jason sighed.  It seemed he wasn’t going to manage to avoid this subject. 
 
    “I’m worried,” he said shortly. 
 
    “About your friends?  Or that this stratagem you’ve concocted might not be enough?” 
 
    “Can it be both?” Jason answered with a wry chuckle. 
 
    “It certainly can,” the Old Man answered. 
 
    Jason rubbed at his face.  It wasn’t just that this plan was risky as hell or that the stakes for some of their group – the druids, and, by association, Frank – were larger now.  It was the sneaking suspicion that this wouldn’t be enough.  Even if he managed to lure travelers to Sandscrit, the siege went perfectly, and Finn’s ranks dissolved into chaos – there was no guarantee that they’d accomplish their mission. 
 
    “If I were Finn, I’d still retreat and hole up in the inner layer,” Jason said, tapping at the map, and zooming in on the city.  “We’ll have trouble attacking him there.  The buildings are all reinforced, the guildhalls are all located there, and he’ll more than likely have aerial reinforcements by the time we breach those inner walls.”  He shook his head.  “It’s a longshot that we’ll be able to get in and out without being detected.” 
 
    The Old Man simply nodded.  “Indeed, that seems a likely possibility.” 
 
    The pair lapsed into silence, staring at the screens. 
 
    “If I may,” the dark god began, cutting through the tension in the room.  Jason’s eyes snapped to his shadowy face and he nodded for him to continue.  “My people have never been their strongest in a direct confrontation.  We thrive in the shadows.  With our backs to a wall.  When we’ve committed everything to a goal – even our bodies and souls.  When we’ve raced past the point of no return.” 
 
    The Old Man stepped forward, peering at Jason.  “That is the potential I first saw in you when you entered this world – an angry young man backed into a corner who was finally ready to burst free.  And you did so in spectacular fashion.  When you first conquered Lux, you gave little thought for others or even for yourself.  You simply acted on what you wanted without holding back. 
 
    “You may need to do the same here,” the Old Man intoned.  A brief pause and a rustle of fabric as he leaned closer.  “However, I believe you already know that, don’t you?” 
 
    Jason swallowed hard, shifting his gaze toward the god – unable to see his eyes or face beneath his cowl.  The truth was clear, though.  He could feel it in the way his fingers tensed around the edges of the table and in the pounding of his heart.  A desperate, insane gambit continued to linger at the edge of his mind.  It had been for some time now, only beginning to solidify and coalesce after their journey to Sandscrit.  He’d been telling himself that it was only a Plan B… 
 
    “But that’s a lie, isn’t it?” the Old Man hissed as he picked up on Jason’s surface thoughts.  Dark mana pulsed from his body in a deadly, ominous aura, responding to the emotion that simmered in Jason’s veins.  “You know exactly what you intend to do.” 
 
    And he was right – even if Jason still hoped the plan he had laid out for the others would work.  Squeezing his eyes shut against the displays and the Old Man’s scrutiny, he thought of his companions.  They wouldn’t like the alternative.  They wouldn’t understand it.  And they certainly wouldn’t have agreed to go along with it.  It required Jason to go all-in.  To gamble everything on a mere possibility, much as he once had before – all those months ago. 
 
    However, he wasn’t the same person he’d been before.  When he’d entered this world, he’d had nothing to lose.  That wasn’t true anymore.  There were his friends, his people, his livelihood, his aunt, Alfred…  All of these obligations and responsibilities.  They had forced him to come up with the modified plan he’d described to the others, shifting and rearranging the variables to accommodate those issues – to reduce the risk. 
 
    And deep down, he knew it wouldn’t be enough. 
 
    His eyes snapped open, only to find that the Old Man had disappeared. 
 
    Jason was alone once more, the screens still floating before him and Alfred still snoring softly in the corner.  He knew what the god had been trying to tell him.  And he knew now what he had to do – even if the others would likely hate him for it.  The path was laid out before him, a shadowy trail of deception and death and destruction the likes of which this world had never seen before… and might never see again. 
 
    And the first step was to speak with Robert. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 32 - Confrontation 
 
      
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Robert asked, glancing over at Jason. 
 
    The engineer wasn’t the only one staring at him with a skeptical expression.  The rest of the crew in the control room at Cerillion Entertainment were watching him surreptitiously – a mixture of surprise, worry, confusion, and just a trace of excitement rippling through the crowd.  It was the way they mimed typing at their terminals.  The way their eyes kept drifting back to him. 
 
    “This is madness,” Claire murmured, shaking her head.  She had insisted on being here for this, despite disagreeing with what Jason was about to do.  “You’re just drawing more attention to yourself at a time when the CPSC is already breathing down our necks,” she continued, keeping her voice low to avoid alerting the other staff. 
 
    Robert raised an eyebrow at that.  “Oh, come on, Claire.  You know why you’re really upset here.  It’s the same reason Justin and Stephanie are not-so-discreetly changing their bets,” he said more loudly, looking pointedly at the staff members a few rows down.  They froze, at least trying to look contrite as they swept away a digital table with Jason and Finn’s odds. 
 
    “The bottom line is that this is a strategic faceplant.  You don’t announce the time and location of your attack – that’s military strategy 101,” Robert continued, turning back to Claire.  “I saw the odds they’re giving Jason.  They aren’t great.” 
 
    “You mean you saw the odds as you were placing your own bet,” Claire snapped.  She’d tried to shut down the underground betting ring among the staff to no avail – eventually, and grudgingly, allowing it to continue as long as their employees stayed quiet about it. 
 
    Robert threw his hands wide, a grin stretching across his face.  “I have few luxuries in life – allow me this one thing.  Besides, if Jason here wins, I stand to make quite a bit of money.  I could maybe even retire early.” 
 
    “As though you even need the money,” Claire grumbled. 
 
    “Hey, all that takeout pizza doesn’t pay for itself!  It’s working fuel!” 
 
    Claire just let out a frustrated sigh, crossing her arms. 
 
    Jason had stayed quiet during the exchange, his eyes lingering on the large display floating above the control room.  The frame was frozen on the still image of a familiar scene – one he’d just spent the last few hours recording and polishing with the help of the staff at Cerillion Entertainment and Vermillion Live. 
 
    “You’re awfully quiet… and I can’t help but notice you never answered my question,” Robert observed, dropping his voice.  “Are you sure you want to do this?” he repeated. 
 
    Jason swallowed hard.  “Yes,” he said with a nod. 
 
    Robert hesitated, chewing on the inside of his cheek as though he wanted to say something.  “Like I said before, Finn is clever.  You’re giving away a lot here, and I’m not sure I see the upside.” 
 
    It was odd – even a little eerie – for Robert to be the one advocating caution. 
 
    But his reaction made sense.  Jason had been circumspect with his explanation, not telling Robert or Claire “why” he was doing this.  Robert had already indicated that he knew Finn, and it was clear that Finn and his group had some hacking experience.  That was the only explanation for how little information regarding Sandscrit was available online.  So, Jason couldn’t afford for anything to leak from the staff, forcing him to play his cards close to the chest. 
 
    He looked to Robert and Claire, who were both watching him.  “I’m certain.  You can upload the video and start the marketing stuff for Vermillion Live,” he instructed. 
 
    The company would be amplifying this video – showcasing it on their streaming platform and sending push notifications to anyone following the channel.  They’d also reached out to other media platforms to prepare them for the release of the video.  The marketing people had suggested they’d get a few million clicks within the first thirty minutes alone. 
 
    Apparently, it paid to have some hookups.  And to be slightly famous.  Or infamous, Jason supposed, which was almost better in a way.  Online media thrived on conflict.  In contrast to Robert’s cautious advice, Vermillion’s marketing staff had practically been salivating when Jason described what he wanted to do.  That had also bought him a few special concessions that would hopefully help drive home his point – along with the help of the Soul Orb and a broken promise. 
 
    “Alright,” Robert replied in a wary voice, pivoting back to his terminal.  His hands flew across the keyboard.  “Folks, we’re about to go live.  Everybody get ready.” 
 
    With a final tap of his finger, the screen above the control room stuttered slightly before the video began to play.  Jason watched anxiously, replaying the conversation with the Old Man in his head.  This was the right path – the only path. 
 
    Although, that didn’t change the fact that all hell was about to break loose. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn sat atop the tower that hovered above his palace, nestled within the heart of Sandscrit.  Braziers ringed the terrace, the flames coiling up into the air and illuminating the darkened platform – night having fallen in-game only a few short hours ago.  The fires barely revealed the metallic, dark forms of the Infernal Guard that loomed around the area.  Julia had insisted that Finn needed the added security, even if it seemed implausible that Jason would attack them so openly or could somehow manage to make it this deep into the city without warning. 
 
    Although, as his gaze rested on the misshapen hunk of metal resting nearby, its surface gleaming in the light cast by the braziers, he supposed his daughter’s caution might be somewhat appropriate.  Finn had set his trap with compelling bait – even if the ultimate purpose of these gate pieces was still unclear. 
 
    Letting out a soft sigh, Finn turned his attention to the sky as that thought crossed his mind.  His enhanced eyes didn’t see a dark backdrop and twinkling stars – but a panoply of colors.  Predominantly yellow and blue.  Air and water mana blending as the currents flowed and eddied and swam across this world.  And behind that?  A moving river of multi-colored energy, denser and broader than any aurora back in the real world. 
 
    That was mana.  Mana provided by travelers and residents alike, pulled from their bodies and harvested by the gods that reigned over this world. 
 
    And some portion of that energy trickled back into the fire mana well that rested just behind his throne, recorded by one of the many screens that loomed around him and orbited him like a miniature sun.  He scanned the information flowing in from around the city for at least the dozenth time.  They’d automated much of the guild data as well as the information from the tourists that had begun to trickle into the city since they issued their challenge to Jason.  There was a web of air mages feeding that data back to the Merchant Guild, where it was then collated into summarized reports and pushed directly to Finn’s in-game terminal by other travelers. 
 
    He had to admit that he’d been on edge since he’d issued his challenge to Jason.  Especially after Robert had come to his home; that was a visit he hadn’t been expecting.  Although, it explained many things, like how the AI controller for the game had evolved into something so sophisticated and how his path through his world had felt tailor-made for him. 
 
    His gaze drifted once more to the fire mana well that sat behind his throne, the surface glowing a brilliant orange. 
 
    It even began to explain how the Seer had enticed him to pursue her agenda. 
 
    Finn’s thoughts were interrupted as he heard heavy footsteps thudding up the steps to the tower, the movement harried and accompanied by the clank of platemail.  Julia soon burst into view, the Infernal Guard tensing until they identified their leader. 
 
    “We have a problem,” she grunted as she approached, barely out of breath, despite the weight of her plate armor and the staggering number of stairs leading up to this terrace.  She had her helm tucked under her arm, leaving her face invisible to Finn’s Mana Sight, no telltale energy flowing through her body.  With a thought, he switched to Short-Sighted, and Julia’s expression resolved into focus, her features outlined in glowing blue. 
 
    Thankfully, he could still see the Khamsin – at least when he wasn’t in combat. 
 
    The severe expression on her face gave him pause. 
 
    “Don’t we always,” Finn offered in response.  “What is it this time?” 
 
    If anything, his daughter’s grimace only deepened, no snarky reply falling from her lips.  That wasn’t a good sign.  She swiped at air, bringing up a display and pivoting the screen toward Finn.  “Jason just released a video,” she explained.  “You need to see this.” 
 
    Finn’s eyebrows shot up at that.  So, the kid had responded to him – even if it had taken him roughly a week in-game.  That was interesting, especially after Robert’s cryptic warning. 
 
    His attention shifted to the video now playing across the screen, and all those thoughts fled from his mind. 
 
      
 
    The image resolved on a darkened chamber, the walls formed of thick blocks of stone.  The camera panned to the side, revealing what appeared to be a tower.  Small slits lined the wall, revealing a bleak skyline lingering outside this room, lightning forking behind dark clouds.  That image was easily recognizable.  They were within the Twilight Throne. 
 
    The camera continued to rotate until it came to rest on a singular figure.  He stood calmly within the tower, his body robed in dark-gray leather with bones embroidered into the fabric.  A cloak swept out behind him, his face obscured by a cowl that left his features in shadows, only revealing the pale white skin of his mouth and chin.  He held a staff in hand, and images of skulls and ivory bone coiled up its surface. 
 
    “Hello,” Jason said, his voice deep, almost a low growl as he addressed the camera.  “I suspect you all know who I am.  But for those who don’t, my name is Jason.  I am the leader of Original Sin – the regent of the Twilight Throne.  I am… the Avatar of Darkness. 
 
    “Last week, a challenge was issued to our kingdom by a man named Finn – who claims to be the Avatar of Flame and the leader of Sandscrit.  He alleges to have stolen a gate piece from Alexion and challenged our kingdom to come and take it back.” 
 
    A grin stretched across those pale lips, vicious and cruel.  “We are more than happy to oblige.  I will be responding to Finn’s challenge personally.  Yet we aren’t coming for only the gate piece.  We’re coming for revenge,” Jason declared, dark mana beginning to spiral out from his body, lashing at the air around him. 
 
    “We’ve learned that Finn was responsible for the recent attack on the Twilight Throne.  But he didn’t attack directly or with his own people.  No, he took the path of a coward, hiding behind this world’s residents and compelling them to do his dirty work for him,” Jason growled. 
 
    With a wave of his hand, the camera pivoted once more, floating back toward the other side of the tower, where bars were embedded in the dark stone.  And within that cell was a lone man, his clothing stripped from him and his body beaten, broken, and bloodied.  He gazed up at the camera forlornly – listlessly – his lone eye unable to focus on Jason and the other only a ragged empty socket.  Yet there was no mistaking him. 
 
    That was Thorn. 
 
    Jason strode back into view, the camera lingering on the broken man in the cell.  “This is a member of the Order, a man named Thorn.  He was behind the recent attack on our city.  An attack that was provoked by Finn.” 
 
    Jason stooped, grabbing Thorn’s chin, and pivoting his head toward the camera.  “Yet, when his pawn failed, did Finn come to help him?  To save him from his current predicament?  No, he only used him up and then threw him away. 
 
    “This is what it means to align yourself with the so-called ‘Najmat Alhidad.’  His actions only bring mourning and death to his friends and allies – residents and travelers alike.” 
 
    The camera shifted away from Thorn, centering back on Jason.  The dark mana around him had only grown, the coils of energy twitching and lashing at the air around him, accentuating his rage.  “But that ends here.  Now,” Jason intoned. 
 
    “The Twilight Throne does not take this sort of attack lightly.  We intend to respond to Finn’s challenge.  But we won’t be traveling to Sandscrit just to retrieve our gate piece.  We intend to go much further than that.  We intend to raze Finn’s city to the ground and send a message to all – the kingdom of darkness is not to be trifled with.” 
 
    A grim smile stretched across Jason’s lips.  “Finn, I’m coming for you.  You have seven days to prepare. 
 
    “As for the rest of you, if you want to witness the full might of the Twilight Throne, then you are welcome to come and enjoy the show.  In fact, here is exactly where you can find us…” 
 
    As Jason finished speaking, his wrist flicked at the air beside him.  A map popped into existence, showing the Twilight Throne and outlining a yellow path directly to Sandscrit.  Its location displayed plainly for all to see.  The map suddenly bled away into darkness, and the camera pivoted, pushing forward, and rotating to look out of one of the tower’s narrow windows. 
 
    Far below, an ocean of undead rallied in the courtyard at the base of the dark keep, their forms almost indistinguishable from this distance.  Thousands upon thousands of undead stretched out across the dark city.  As one, the Kin raised their weapons into the air, their voices reverberating across the Twilight Throne punctuated by a flash of lightning and peal of thunder.  It was a roar filled with anger and rage.  A call for revenge. 
 
    The camera panned back to Jason, his shadowy visage filling the screen.  “You have seven days, Finn.  Then the darkness will consume you and everything you’ve built.” 
 
    At these final words, the screen bled away into darkness. 
 
      
 
    Finn was left staring at the screen, the implications of what he’d just witnessed racing through his mind.  Jason had not only answered his challenge, but the video implied he intended to march to war with the full might of the Twilight Throne at his back.  But more than that, he’d named a day and place for the conflict – at Sandscrit’s doorstep no less.  He’d given away the element of surprise. 
 
    “What’s he thinking?” Julia asked, shaking her head.  “He plans to march his undead through the desert?  With the sun beating down upon them?  And he told us when to expect him?  That seems foolish.  Crazy even.  Maybe we overestimated him.” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  “I’m not so sure…” he answered, trailing off. 
 
    His daughter might be right, but something about that video felt off.  If Jason had not only defeated Thorn, but managed to capture him alive – that spoke of intelligence and exceptional battle prowess.  Finn knew firsthand just how powerful the Scion of the Order was.  It might also be safe to assume that Jason had managed to pull some information out of Thorn, even if Finn was skeptical about that.  The Scion and the other members of the Order were incredibly resilient and were trained to withstand physical torture. 
 
    Even so, Thorn knew much about Sandscrit and its forces, as well as Finn and his inner circle.  Finn had also been studying Jason’s previous battles, especially after Robert had come to visit him.  The young man was daring and aggressive, but he sure as hell wasn’t stupid. 
 
    If he’d picked the time and place of battle, then it was intentional. 
 
    Jason had painted a path to Sandscrit, even encouraged other travelers to journey to the city to watch the conflict play out.  And then there was the kid’s semi-transparent attempt to sow doubt among Finn’s allies.  He had to assume some of the residents would eventually see the video.  Most of his followers were fanatics – entirely devoted to his cause.  But there were always bad apples, especially among the travelers. 
 
    Finn chewed on his lip in thought. 
 
    What was Jason’s angle there?  Did he really expect this world’s player base to hike across the mountains and through the desert?  They’d had tourists show up at the gates over the last few days, but the numbers weren’t exactly impressive – a few thousand at most.  If anything, Finn’s challenge had mostly encouraged other merchants to start establishing trade routes.  But then again, maybe the travelers hadn’t expected Jason to answer the challenge – he’d remained silent for quite some time now.  Perhaps they didn’t feel it was worth the trip. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Julia asked, interrupting his thoughts. 
 
    Finn’s attention shifted back to his daughter, even as he pushed the cluster of thoughts that swam through his mind away, his resolve hardening.  They’d prepared for this outcome already.  Nothing had changed – not really.  If Jason wanted a fight, then they would give it to him.  He would be walking straight into their trap. 
 
    “Marshal our forces and prepare for an attack.  Alert the guilds to expect a siege at any time.  This whole thing could be a ruse,” Finn said.  He hesitated for a moment.  “And increase our guard patrols.  I want our city’s rules enforced – firmly.  We need to send a message to any travelers that might show up.  We won’t condone infighting or damage to our people or city.” 
 
    His daughter gave him a curt nod.  “It will be done.” 
 
    Finn met his daughter’s eyes, seeing the same conclusion reflected in her gaze, the anticipation that had her clenching her fingers around her lance.  It had been some time since they’d had a real fight, and there were more than a few surprises waiting for Jason.  That thought caused mana to burn through his veins, the fires curling within the depths of his throne brightly flaring as they responded to his own energy. 
 
    “It looks like we’re going to war,” Finn murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 33 - Migration 
 
      
 
    “Wait just a second,” Westley said, holding up a hand.  “I’m not following some of this,” he continued, glancing down at his notes. 
 
    “Which part?” Jason asked, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    Westley tapped his clipboard with his pen as he tried to gather his thoughts.  “I understand why you issued that response to Finn – as well as why you chose a specific time and date for the attack.  You were encouraging other travelers to visit the city,” Westley began.  “But how did you record that video?  Weren’t you positioned on Eden Prime in-game?  Or did you somehow make a trip back to the Twilight Throne…” Westley trailed off, watching the young man carefully. 
 
    There was also another option.  The company could have pulled some strings for him.  That sort of preferential treatment certainly wouldn’t play well with Gloria and the CPSC.  Still, Westley was obligated to disclose that information, even if part of him was quietly starting to root for the kid – despite the obvious outcome of his story, of course.  The dark metal bars that ringed Jason were a reminder that this tale ended in defeat. 
 
    Jason snorted.  “No.  That wasn’t practical, and staging that scene would have been difficult.  The answer is more straightforward.  I used the Soul Orb to enter the well remotely.  Then I created a temporary instance.  That army in the video was actually comprised of the dead Kin.  If you examine the video closely, you can just barely see that the soldiers are semi-transparent and none of their faces are visible.” 
 
    Westley just stared back at him.  “That’s—” 
 
    “Not cheating,” Jason finished.  “Perhaps rather misleading or deceptive, but I used the in-game mechanics to pull it off if that’s your concern.” 
 
    Westley shook his head.  Jason was right.  Technically. 
 
    Although, he was starting to realize that these “technical” details were crucial. 
 
    “And Thorn?  Was he fake?” Westley asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “That part I do feel guilty about.  I didn’t keep my promise – at least, not entirely.  After he finally let me explore his mind, I didn’t destroy his soul, only put it into a sort of suspended animation.  The other Kin refer to it as the soul sleep.”  His eyes darted to Westley.  “He was at peace, at least until I brought him back.  He wasn’t pleased.  But he ultimately played along.  Even a temporary peace was preferable to watching his daughter die over and over again.” 
 
    Westley shook his head.  A sickly feeling coiled in his stomach, the sensation different than the first time Jason described torturing Thorn.  This time felt different somehow.  “That’s…  I’m not even sure what to say.” 
 
    Jason went quiet, studying Westley’s features.  An unusual expression flitted across the young man’s face.  A mixture of sadness, guilt, and hesitation.  Or possibly resignation? 
 
    “Have you ever seen someone backed into a corner?” Jason asked finally.  “Pushed to their limit and perhaps even past it?” 
 
    “Why are you asking me this?”  Westley was unable to fully remove the confusion from his voice.  If he’d learned anything over the last few hours, it was that this young man didn’t ask questions that didn’t have a point.  But he couldn’t anticipate where he was going with this. 
 
    “Well, I’m curious,” Jason answered.  “You consult for many different companies, right?  I’m sure you’ve encountered all sorts of situations.  Negligence and mistakes.  But also intentional crimes like theft, fraud, and embezzlement.  And I bet you’ve interviewed those people just like you’re doing with me now.” 
 
    Jason leaned forward slightly.  “What were those people like?  Were they all psychopaths?  Just horrible people?  Or was there something more going on there?  Did they feel like they’d been pushed into a situation?  Compelled to sacrifice their morals or rationalize their actions out of necessity?” 
 
    Westley hesitated at that, memories flitting through his mind’s eye.  In truth, Jason’s questions resonated with him.  He’d met a few individuals that were just downright crazy.  But most of them?  They were just ordinary people – ordinary people that often faced an impressive set of problems.  They’d taken one step off the straight and narrow path, and it began to snowball. 
 
    “Hmm,” Westley hummed.  “I guess I see your point.  Yes, many of the people I’ve encountered suffered these problems.  They were broke.  Or needed money for medical treatments.  Or felt justified in taking what they wanted, since they felt their employer or their co-workers were mistreating them.” 
 
    “They were desperate,” Jason replied. 
 
    “I suppose that’s one way to describe it,” Westley answered with a nod. 
 
    Another pause and Jason’s gaze drifted to the cat beside him, his hand stroking his fur gently.  “Have you ever personally faced that sort of obstacle before?” 
 
    “Um…” Westley murmured in reply, hesitating.  “Well, I guess not really.  I’ve been fortunate in my life.  I was born into an upper-middle-class family who helped put me through school and I enjoy my work.  So, I guess I’ve never been put in a situation like that before.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Jason murmured. 
 
    Westley’s eyebrows rose of their own accord.  “Really?  Why?” he asked, an incredulous edge to his voice.  Was this young man suggesting that he should have suffered more? 
 
    “It can be a horrible experience to feel like you have no choice.  Like your back is forced against a wall, and there’s nowhere to run,” Jason answered, his gaze still locked on the cat.  “But it can also offer a strange sense of enlightenment.  Those situations highlight that deep down, you’re two different people. 
 
    “There’s the calm, logical exterior that passes off pleasantries and studiously fulfills its obligations.  That self that responds to every twinge in your gut when you do something you believe to be ‘wrong’ or ‘inappropriate.’  That toes the line.  Conforms.  That rationalizes how certain behavior is right and good and just, even if others may not see it that way.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “But there’s also something below that veneer of civility.  Something different.  Something darker.  Animalistic.  Almost feral.  That self is willing to do whatever it takes to survive.  To win.  And there’s something both horrific and holy in that purity.  It’s simpler.  Cleaner.  That creature doesn’t care about complex and ephemeral things like consequences or morality.  Only self-preservation. 
 
    “I think that’s the trouble with AO for some people,” Jason continued, still stroking the cat beside him, its eyes staring at Jason now.  “Playing this ‘game’ often feels like you’re staring into a looking glass – one that tells us the unvarnished truth about ourselves.  And, for many people, they don’t like what stares back.  They can’t handle it.  Take Gloria, for example.  When she looks at AO, she only sees fear, her daughter’s injury, a futile quest to hold the line against the inevitable.  And it terrifies her, even if she won’t admit it. 
 
    “Others see a game that twists the mind and teaches violence.  That reinforces the worst parts of our nature,” Jason continued, shaking his head.  “Yet that begs the question, doesn’t it?  Is it the game that creates that behavior?  Or is that already part of who we are?  A part we try to repress and ignore?  I tend to think it’s the latter.” 
 
    Jason lifted his eyes to meet Westley’s, the evaluator staring back in confusion, his thoughts spinning.  “I wonder what you’d see… beneath the pressed suit, the pocket protector, and the notes.  Beneath this role – this show you put on for yourself and others. 
 
    “Who are you really?” Jason murmured. 
 
    Westley shifted uncomfortably on his rocky perch, unsure how to respond to that.  Although, there was a certain nagging, logical consistency to Jason’s reasoning that was difficult to refute – his own experience bolstering it.  It felt like a natural progression of the same moral arguments that the young man had made before.  Those moral systems were subjective.  Inherently flawed.  Inconsistent.  And perhaps a way to cover up something deeper and more fundamentally flawed – like slapping a fresh coat of paint on a broken fence. 
 
    The silence in the cave was deafening.  It had lengthened and stretched well past the point where Westley should have replied, which only highlighted that he didn’t have an answer. 
 
    “So, uh, getting back to it.”  Westley coughed to clear this throat.  “What, um, happened after you issued your response to Finn?” 
 
    Jason just gave him a knowing look, a trace of sadness lingering in his gaze. 
 
    But then the young man nodded.  “We were expecting maybe a few thousand players to respond to my video?  Although, I don’t think anyone expected what happened next...” 
 
    “Which was what?” Westley asked, leaning forward despite himself. 
 
    Jason’s eyes rose to meet his once more.  “Pure, unbridled chaos.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Roughly six days had passed in-game since Jason issued his challenge to Finn.  And he hadn’t been idle during that time.  He currently sat in the meeting room on Eden Prime, displays floating before him.  Riley and Frank were with him now, positioned around the table as they coordinated their efforts.  It was a massive undertaking. 
 
    One screen showcased their current inventory of Polymorph Potions, Eliza and Spider furiously producing the cocktails en masse.  The other druids had been conscripted to help harvest and process the ingredients.  Once the potions were bottled, they then needed to be carefully loaded onto one of the Carry-On Worms, the group using their bags to help insulate the potions.  They had been sending out regular payloads of potions to a staging area they’d set up near the southern mountain range. 
 
    Another set of displays showed the intra-guild chat logs, the window broken into multiple panels that reflected separate raid groups.  Frank and Riley had been handling that process, constantly typing and sending out instructions via the in-game chat.  They’d quickly realized that they couldn’t afford for their guildmates to travel to Sandscrit in one giant body – that would draw too much attention.  So, instead, members of <Original Sin> were making their way north in small groups – no more than twenty in each party.  They rendezvoused in the staging area, picked up and administered their potions, then set off north once more. 
 
    So far, their infiltration had largely gone undetected, aside from a few rumors flying around online.  Several hundred of their guild members were already positioned within Sandscrit, but since the potions eventually wore off and the diminishing returns were severe, a few members they’d sent in early had been discovered and imprisoned.  But those arrests had dropped off sharply over the last few days. 
 
    The bottom line was that there wasn’t a whole hell of a lot Finn could do about it. 
 
    Because Jason’s plan had worked far, far better than he ever could have dreamed. 
 
    Above the table and their individual consoles floated a single massive screen.  It showed a map of the area between the southern mountains and Sandscrit.  Hoot and Eureka were feeding real-time data to the map as they scanned the desert.  Eden Prime and its subsidiary islands were showcased in glowing yellow, their position known only by their immediate group.  No one else inside the guild knew where they had established their base of operations.  And they had made certain to keep it that way.  While their guildmates were largely loyal, they couldn’t afford a leak. 
 
    More interesting was the river of red that now flowed from the southern mountain range all the way to Sandscrit.  Those were residents and travelers.  Thousands upon thousands had been making the trek northward for days now.  Filtered within their ranks were the occasional cluster of green dots – members of <Original Sin> hiding in plain sight among a sea of humanity. 
 
    Those red dots clustered around Sandscrit, like a wave breaking against a rock.  The lines to enter the city now stretched for miles across the sands, almost completely overwhelming the security checkpoints.  Even more bodies were squeezed within the city’s walls, Sandscrit nearly filled to the brim.  And all that foot traffic had unanticipated consequences. 
 
    The sandworms had gone into a feeding frenzy, even a single swarm taking out hundreds of players at once.  And with food now incredibly plentiful, the worms had begun breeding rapidly.  Massive, roving swarms had begun scouring the desert and had even begun to threaten Sandscrit, drawn there by the travelers that gathered outside its walls. 
 
    The city’s underground wards might deter the worms from entering the city, but they weren’t indestructible, and the swarms had grown to such size that their spies were reporting rumors that the underground wards might fail.  As a result, Finn had been forced to send out mixed expeditions of Khamsin and mages, creating gravity wells to trigger a series of vibrations that attracted the worms.  After drawing a swarm, the groups would mount oversized beetles and flee farther into the desert before repeating the process – attempting to lead the worms away from the city. 
 
    “I just compiled the latest data from Sandscrit,” Frank grunted, rubbing at his eyes.  They’d all been working relentlessly over the last few days – skipping more than a few hours of sleep.  “Our guildmates are feeding level and number information on the travelers that have arrived in the city.  Keeping in mind that travelers log off once they’re inside the city, we’ve been using a tally of people entering through the gates to maintain accuracy,” he explained.  With a wave of his hand, he pushed that data to the central screen, the numbers scrolling down the margin. 
 
    “Good lord,” Riley muttered as she stared wide-eyed at the screen. 
 
    They all knew that they’d accomplished their goal of luring players to Sandscrit.  But none of them were ready for the numbers rippling across the display. 
 
    “80,000 and growing?” Jason said in shock.  “And their average level is above 100?” 
 
    “It makes sense,” Frank replied, leaning back in his chair as he surveyed the results.  “I mean, it’s a hard journey north, and there’s still ambient wildlife.” 
 
    “I’ve also been seeing reports of PK’ers taking out groups that stray from the main roads, and, even with the expeditions Finn is sending out, the worms are wiping out a huge number of people.  Maybe 20-30% at least,” Riley offered, pushing another screen to the center of the table.  This one was broken into multiple panels, showcasing videos of travelers getting attacked.  “The ones making it through tend to be higher level, are able to obtain some sort of mount to help them stay ahead of the worms, and/or are generally better equipped.” 
 
    Frank shook his head.  “Either way, Sandscrit is getting overwhelmed,” he said with a chuckle.  “Bet Finn wasn’t expecting this nightmare.” 
 
    Frank flicked his wrist, and the display shifted again, now showing video feeds from their own guildmembers.  The streets of Sandscrit had been well-populated before, but now they were overflowing, nearly every square inch of the city occupied by travelers.  And as Frank had mentioned, this only represented the travelers in-game right now.  Many had logged off to avoid the crowds and wait for Jason’s attack on the city. 
 
    “And now that they’re running out of space, reports of infighting and violence have increased dramatically.  It seems more conflict happens when you cram people together,” Frank continued with a grin.  “Who’d have thunk it?” 
 
    “Well, Jason did,” Riley responded with a chuckle. 
 
    Frank nodded at that.  “Finn has been forced to lock down the inner layer completely.  And arrests are now rampant.  The Infernal Guard and the regular soldiers can barely keep up.  They’ve been forced to bring in members of the Fighters Guild just to police the streets and keep the peace.”  Frank’s grin widened.  “Although, I might be partly responsible for that.” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed, and Frank noticed his reaction, answering his unspoken question.  “I may have ordered small clusters of our guild members to cause some fights – promising some preferential leveling and equipment after this blows over. 
 
    “That must have been a good incentive because they somehow blew up a tavern in the outer layer yesterday,” Frank continued, shaking his head incredulously.  “And since there are so many people inside the city now, any small altercation has a ripple effect, creating even more violence and panic.  We’ve even seen some resistance from the residents.” 
 
    “Clever,” Jason grunted. 
 
    It was actually a great idea.  They were essentially waging a guerilla war remotely, not-so-slowly chipping away at the orderly city that Finn had constructed. 
 
    Frank smiled.  “And it’s only getting worse.  As Finn imprisons people, anger and resentment grow, more violence breaks out, more people get imprisoned…  It’s a negative feedback loop of the worst kind.  After the first few attacks, I haven’t had to do much to provoke more infighting.  That place is a powder keg just waiting to blow.” 
 
    “Hell, I wonder if we even need to attack,” Riley murmured, half to herself.  “I mean, we could probably wait this out.  If we don’t show up, the travelers might just riot and burn the place down themselves.” 
 
    Jason frowned at that.  “I’m not so sure,” he replied, flipping the display back to the map.  The city’s inner layer was less densely populated – Eureka now able to scout more safely with the sudden influx of travelers drawing Finn’s attention.  “That inner layer is well fortified and still situated above the original rock island.  Each of those guild halls is also basically its own miniature fortress.  I’m guessing Finn has withdrawn most of his forces there. 
 
    “Plus, if we don’t show, that might work once, but only once.  Like I said when we started this, we need people to be afraid of the Twilight Throne.  A no-show hurts us in the long run.” 
 
    A sudden silence descended upon the meeting room at that statement, the group mulling on Jason’s words.  They knew he was right – that didn’t need to be acknowledged.  But it raised another and more pressing issue. 
 
    “Well, tomorrow is the day, right?” Frank asked, his gaze somber. 
 
    Jason’s eyes met his, and he nodded.  Indeed, it was. 
 
    The last week had practically flown by, taken up by a mountain of work.  But now, their preparations were largely ready.  The stage was set.  And it was time for the main act. 
 
    Which also meant it was Jason’s turn to report in.  He tapped at his own displays, pushing the information he’d collected from the other rock islands to the center screen. 
 
    “The feral undead have come along well,” Jason explained, waving at the data scrolling down the screen.  “We have roughly 40,000 ants situated among the islands.” 
 
    “Isn’t that lower than we were expecting?” Riley asked with a frown. 
 
    “A bit,” he acknowledged, raising a single finger, “but it’s the quality, not the quantity, that’s important.  I spent the first few days tweaking the composition of the bone gardens, using the nest here on Eden Prime as a test case.  By increasing the amount of dark metal and the diamond-like chitin along the ants’ mandibles, the Bone Gardens produce a mutated version that more closely resembles the version I modeled off Frank’s new form,” he explained, waving at the ant sentries that guarded the door to their cavern.  “I’m calling them Hellion Ants, just like my new minions.  They’ve even fused a portion of the dark metal into their chitin, increasing their durability.”  He gestured at the two creatures that loomed beside the entrance to the meeting room, their bladed arms held sedately at their sides. 
 
    “What’s interesting is that the Hellion Ants have been killing the weaker worker insects and mining the bones themselves – which has actually improved the spawn rate of the Bone Gardens.  So, my best guess is that we now have at least 40,000 of the bladed variants scattered across the subsidiary islands,” Jason finished, waving at the screen before him. 
 
    Even if they lost here, Jason suspected it was going to be a royal pain in the ass for Finn to clear those Bone Gardens.  The enhanced variants were a tough nut to crack.  And the longer he waited, the worse it was going to get. 
 
    “Huh.”  Frank shook his head.  “I’m not sure whether to be flattered that we’re attacking with an undead army styled after my own Were-Ant Form or terrified.” 
 
    “I was aiming for terrified,” Jason replied with a grin of his own. 
 
    “Either way,” he continued, “the feral ants are ready.  I’ve also created a few dozen new, more-resilient drones infused with the fire mana crystals we collected from the fire ant queens.  Those will draw the ants toward Sandscrit. 
 
    “The extra week also allowed us to collect a lot more Spirit Charges, and we seem to have gained a few bonus charges from the sandworms attacking the players.  More deaths feed the well.  I’ve used that energy to expand our fleet of Carry-On Worms.  We have nearly a dozen now.”  Jason swiped at the screen, and the display shifted to show the larger transport creatures. 
 
    “That should hopefully be enough to draw in the native sandworms and mount the initial assault on the city,” Jason explained. 
 
    “Won’t the ants charging across the sands distract the sandworms?” Riley asked, her brow furrowing. 
 
    “I thought of that,” Jason replied with a nod.  “In our previous models, I was having the feral undead remain far behind the advancing line of sandworms.  However, with the upgraded variants, that may not be necessary.  I took the liberty of running a test since we have some extra resources now.  I sent out one of my Hellion Ants in a single Carry-on Worm, using the storm kicked up by the sandworms to hide my test. 
 
    “Bottom line?  With the Hellion Ants’ improved armor, the regular worms struggle to breach their chitin.  They can sort of swarm one target and bury it, but they give up quickly, especially once they discover there’s no flesh to eat.  So, now we can use the combined vibration from the feral ants and the Carry-On Worms to lead the sandworms to Sandscrit.  Essentially, we could have the feral ants attack at the same time as the swarm.” 
 
    Riley’s eyes went round.  “Well, that’s an improvement.” 
 
    Jason nodded, eyeing the screen above the table.  “I suspect from Finn’s perspective that it will look like a giant swarm of sandworms is descending upon the city, the sandstorm concealing the ants.  They won’t know what hit them.” 
 
    “And the Carry-on Worms?” Frank asked.  “What will they be doing now?” 
 
    “A handful of them have been re-outfitted into makeshift battering rams,” Jason explained.  “I reinforced the chitin along the front side and added a ton of weight to give them more momentum.  Their job is to take out a sizable portion of the wards beneath the city.”  He spared a glance at Riley.  “I believe Riley has taken care of the rest of our transports.” 
 
    “Indeed.  Jason told me we might have a few extra Carry-On Worms.  So, I took the liberty of stationing reserve troops near the southern mountain range.  If Jason sends the extra transports over this evening, we can load them up and be ready to infiltrate the city with our assault teams.  I’m guessing roughly eight worms, with each holding around 50 guild members.  Assuming we breach the wards, we could have them deposit their cargo in the inner layer to create more confusion and pull focus from our team.” 
 
    “Perfect,” Jason said with a nod. 
 
    “Okay, and our team is infiltrating where exactly?” Frank asked with a puzzled expression.  “And who exactly is going along on this suicide mission?”  The subtext of his question was apparent.  What he wanted to know was how the druids would fit into this. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “I was planning to leave the druids here on Eden Prime so that they’re not at risk,” he explained, earning a relieved sigh from Frank. 
 
    “Then our smaller group – me, you two, and Eliza – could infiltrate the city using a final Carry-On Worm.  We will use the chaos to breach the inner layer of the city, find and recover the gate piece and then get the hell out of there.” 
 
    Or, at least, that’s the current plan. 
 
    “Except, do we even know where the gate piece is?” Riley asked. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “We do – or at least we believe we do.” 
 
    He leaned over and placed a gentle hand on Hoot’s shoulder, the young tamer starting, his eyes snapping open as he glanced around the room in confusion.  “What… what’s going on?” 
 
    “I need you to tell them what you told me about the gate piece,” Jason said, speaking slowly.  The bond between Hoot and Eureka often left the young man disoriented, especially if he’d been connected to the owl for an extended period. 
 
    “Oh, uh, we think it’s at the top of the palace,” Hoot explained, shaking his head as though trying to clear it.  “Now that it’s safe for Eureka to move closer to the city, she’s spotted something large and shiny on the palace terrace as recently as this afternoon.” 
 
    “And that’s also where the gate piece was in Finn’s original video,” Jason added. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Riley asked, staring at Jason.  “I mean, it could just be some sort of trick or illusion.  It feels a little too obvious for Finn to stick the gate piece out in the open like that.”  Frank was nodding along with her, his brow furrowed. 
 
    Internally, Jason agreed it was likely, but he needed to project confidence right now. 
 
    “Possibly.  But the gate piece is heavy – it took a large number of air mages for Evelyn to steal it originally, and most people don’t have Frank’s brute strength.  In which case, it makes sense for Finn to keep it there.  It would be relatively difficult to steal that high up – and even more difficult if he is indeed working with Alexion and Evelyn since they can reinforce the city by air during the siege.” 
 
    “I suppose,” Riley murmured, although she didn’t look entirely convinced. 
 
    Frank rubbed at his neck.  “It seems like an obvious trap.  But I’m not sure what else we can do there.  That’s the best intel we have to go on right now, and it’s not like we’re going to be able to scour the city if Finn hid the gate piece.  Our guildmates on the inside can’t even make it into the inner layer of Sandscrit.  Finn has that place locked down hard.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Riley offered.  Then she let out a sigh.  “Well, I guess we don’t have much choice.  We’re just going to have to hope this works out.” 
 
    Indeed, we are, Jason added silently, watching his friends while a hollow feeling lingered in his chest.  At this stage, all we can do is hope. 
 
    He forced himself to shake off his momentary fugue.  “Alright, well, I think that covers everything.  We have some final work to do, and then we should all take a break this evening – log off and try to get some rest.  I expect we’re going to need it come tomorrow.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 34 - Blossom 
 
      
 
    Eliza stood alone in her cavern, although the space had been transformed once again. 
 
    Gone were the neat rows of plants, leaving only vacant, parallel furrows along the ground.  Faint bits and pieces of plant matter and roots were all that remained of their once-thriving crop.  They’d harvested most of the plants to mass-produce the Polymorph Potions, and she and Spider had made sure to collect any leftover material, packing it away in neatly labeled bottles that were now stored in Eliza’s packs. 
 
    The bone machine in the corner stood silent for the first time in days.  The ivory material pulsed with a dark glow, but no materials were being fed into it, and no potions were being filled on the other end.  She assumed Jason would deconstruct the makeshift factory once they were ready to leave.  She’d seen his messages earlier.  They only had a few short hours left before they marched to war. 
 
    The stillness – the quiet – it felt strange after days of work.  And the glowing green moss that coated the walls did little to help with that.  It gave the cavern an ominous, dead feel. 
 
    There was only one spot of brightness in the cave, a ball of sapphire energy that now hung suspended on the far end of the room.  Eliza approached it slowly.  The energy wasn’t a solid mass.  It was mostly water vapor, infused with Accelerated Growth and a cocktail of other material and potions that Spider had helped her prepare.  The sphere had continued to expand over more than a week in-game, Eliza infusing an increasing amount of mana into the cloud each day at Spider’s direction.  And now it had grown to nearly six feet, pulsing and throbbing with condensed water mana. 
 
    Every time she had moved to pull back the energy, to peel away those layers and catch a glimpse of what might lie beneath, Spider had stopped her with a gentle gesture and a shake of his head.  “Patience,” he had said each time in his clipped way. 
 
    Yet that didn’t stop her from wondering what lingered inside, a mixture of uncomfortable emotions circling through her stomach, the coming conflict a distant worry in comparison.  Guilt.  Dread.  Anticipation.  And perhaps more painfully – a trace of hope? 
 
    Although, that last emotion had never served her well in the past. 
 
    “What’s going on in there?” Eliza murmured, her fingers hovering only inches away from the globe but not daring to touch the moisture as it shifted and swirled. 
 
    “I’m beginning to wonder that myself,” a familiar voice spoke up from behind her. 
 
    Eliza winced, not daring to turn around – hoping she’d just imagined his voice.  She’d had a reprieve for so long she had begun to wonder if she’d simply hallucinated the god.  He soon dispelled that idea, stepping into her peripheral vision.  The Hippie was robed in colorful, fluttering rags, and that familiar, irritating, lopsided smile was painted across his face. 
 
    “What do you want?” she bit out, glancing at the tunnels leading out of the cavern, but none of her teammates were coming to her rescue. 
 
    “What?  No rousing greeting?  No hug or fanfare?  You’re not even going to ask after our dear, beloved Fluffy?” the Hippie asked.  He placed a hand to his chest.  “That hurts, Eliza.  What is the human expression, ‘absence makes the heart grow fonder?’  Yet you seem just as chilly as those days back in the forests outside of Falcon’s Hook.  Just a girl and her murderous traps.” 
 
    “I was hoping that you’d be content with torturing the residents of your new city,” Eliza replied evenly.  “And maybe that Fluffy would be able to keep you in check.” 
 
    The Hippie leaned close, placing a hand to his cheek, and whispering conspiratorially.  “Ahh, between you and me, I’m starting to think Fluffy’s letting the power go to his head.  He was already a bit vain.  I mean, do you remember what we had to go through to craft his collar?  Or better yet, his bell?”  The flickering blue energy surrounding Brian was reflected in the Hippie’s eyes, giving him a suddenly ominous appearance.  “Although, I’d be surprised if you didn’t remember that.” 
 
    Eliza winced, squeezing her eyes shut to avoid his mocking gaze and the implicit accusation.  This had been her fault.  She was responsible for Brian’s death – or whatever she’d done to him those many weeks ago.  It felt like everything she’d endured since had been to make up for the harm she’d caused, as though by helping others, perhaps she could wash away her sins. 
 
    Although, she hesitated at that thought.  Had it really been her fault, though?  Or the Hippie’s – for manipulating her?  For forcing her down a path she hadn’t wanted.  Sure, she had agreed to go along with his madness, but had she truly been given a choice?  And over the last few weeks and months in-game, she’d witnessed firsthand how Jason and his friends fought against their own constraint and forged their own path, even if it required stepping over the bodies of their enemies. 
 
    Perhaps it was time for a change. 
 
    Even as that thought flashed through her mind, she felt her mana respond.  It flowed through her veins, rippling across her body and washing away the uncomfortable maelstrom of emotions.  It left her feeling numb.  It offered her clarity. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open, glowing a soft blue that matched the sphere beside her.  “I’ll ask again, what do you want?” she demanded, her voice perfectly placid. 
 
    The Hippie watched her, cocking his head and tapping a finger to his lips.  “Something is different about you.  Did you do something with your hair perhaps?” 
 
    Eliza took a threatening step forward, vapor beginning to collect around her. 
 
    The Hippie raised his hands quickly.  “Kidding.  Kidding.  I’ll answer your question.  I did indeed come to check on you.  I was drawn here by the energy pooling over there in the corner.  You may as well have sent me a postcard.”  A pause.  “Actually, why haven’t you sent me a postcard?  That would have been incredibly thoughtful after everything…” 
 
    As he observed Eliza’s unamused expression, he waved a hand.  “Never mind, I can’t stay mad at you, even if you wound me so.”  His eyes flitted to the glowing blue globe beside her.  “But perhaps you can make it up to me?  I suppose you could say that you’ve piqued my curiosity with this new experiment.” 
 
    “That’s ironic,” Eliza answered, her eyes flashing.  “Especially since you refused to help me bring Brian back.  I was forced to enlist the help of others.” 
 
    The Hippie snapped his fingers.  “Ahh, that was his name.  Damn, that has been bugging me ever since I showed up.  Our resident plant boy, right?”  He pinched his fingers together.  “He was just a wee sapling the last time I saw him, but just look at him now… 
 
    “You’ve really lent a new meaning to the phrase ‘blue balls.’” 
 
    At that statement, Eliza’s mana flared once more, growing deeper, stronger – colder.  The vapor swirling around her began to freeze, fragments of ice now clinging to her robes and frozen shards condensing in the air.  He was going to taunt her?  After everything that had happened?  After how he had manufactured that entire situation?  After he’d refused to help her?  At the time, she’d felt weak and powerless.  She’d been forced to accept her situation and Brian’s fate. 
 
    But she was growing tired of that – of letting others control her. 
 
    In this world or her own. 
 
    “You should watch your words,” Eliza said, her voice now imperious.  She’d felt this before, this sensation pulsing through her body.  She’d once given herself over to ice and blood and battle.  The Ice Witch, they’d once called her.  And for good reason.  Within the depths of her mana, there was no room for remorse or hesitation, only a bottomless, cold acceptance of what was necessary. 
 
    “Or what?” the Hippie taunted in return, raising an eyebrow.  “Will little ol’ Eliza actually do something about it, or will she just retreat to her garden?  Hide behind the skirts of her new friends and let them do the heavy lifting?  Yet again.” 
 
    No anger flashed across Eliza’s face.  No growl escaped her throat. 
 
    For once, she just acted. 
 
    Jagged shards of ice condensed in a flash, spearing toward the Hippie with a twitch of Eliza’s fingers and a few muttered words.  She hurled more and more of the shards at him.  A hailstorm of fragments so dense that it briefly obscured him from sight. 
 
    And as her casting slowed and the debris began to clear, the god was still standing there, a lopsided smile on his face, his hand raised, and the fragments suspended in the air, swiftly melting back down into icy droplets.  “Do you really think that will work against me?” 
 
    But the Hippie soon felt a blade slide up against his throat, nicking his skin, a faint droplet of blood leaking from the wound.  He whirled, a torrent of icy magic slamming through the space Eliza had just occupied, only to find empty air.  The ice cascaded against the wall of the cavern, carving a massive furrow in the stone.  Eliza had already retreated, holding a dagger at her side, the metal stained with the god’s blood and still coated in a tacky green substance of her own devising. 
 
    “You cut me?” the Hippie demanded, touching his neck, and witnessing the blood that coated his fingers as they drew away.  “The poison was also a nice touch,” he remarked, tasting the blood with his tongue.  “Everblossom, hmm?” 
 
    Eliza had been expecting anger.  Rage. 
 
    Something other than the amused look on the god’s face. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk,” the Hippie clucked as he watched her, likely picking up on her surface thoughts.  “Have you learned nothing?  We do not get angry.  We do not get sad or depressed.  We are acceptance.  Placid and insane and convoluted and dissonant.  We flow with the punches and the kicks – the pain and the hurt.  And we feel numb even in the face of victory. 
 
    “But this, my dear,” he continued, waving at Eliza, at the vapor that once more pooled around her.  “This is a thing of beauty.” 
 
    In a flash, the Hippie flowed forward, his movements so fluid Eliza could have sworn he had no bones.  He stopped in front of her, touching a gentle finger to her chin.  “You’ve finally learned the lesson I’ve been trying to teach you for so long,” he murmured. 
 
    “What lesson?” she ground out. 
 
    That irritating smile swept across his face once more, and the Hippie leaned forward.  “When to stop accepting your fate,” he whispered in her ear, touching her hand ever-so-gently. 
 
    She turned to him, but the Hippie danced away, sweeping into a deep bow.  “As always, it’s been a pleasure.  In fact, I’d like to leave you with a few parting gifts – in honor of the excellent work you’ve been doing.”  His eyes pivoted back to that glowing orb. 
 
    “First, a present you might recognize,” the Hippie declared, gesturing at Eliza’s hand. 
 
    As she unfurled her fingers, she found a familiar bell resting in her palm. 
 
    Fluffy’s bell…  But why? 
 
    “And that’s not all,” the Hippie continued, his eyes shifting to the glowing blue sphere that rested nearby, not giving Eliza room to consider the bell. 
 
    Once again, the Hippie snapped his fingers. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes darted toward that globe – toward Brian – a sense of dread coiling in her stomach.  Water mana was surging through the cave, growing swiftly and dense droplets forming in the air, beginning to swirl around Brian’s sapling.  The Hippie had never helped her.  Not truly.  He only helped himself.  Instigated, and poked, and prodded. 
 
    And if he was aiming his attention at Brian… 
 
    Eliza started running, her feet pounding against the floor as she raced toward that glowing blue sphere, ignoring the frigid energy that now swirled around her, orbiting the globe like a miniature blue sun.  Those rings of vapors were being drawn inward as though the orb was exerting its own gravity, pulling the moisture back toward itself. 
 
    She neared the center, struggling to force back that energy.  She formed walls of ice along the cavern, trying to stop the flow of the vapor.  But it was like straining against an ocean wave.  Even if she blunted a portion, she couldn’t stop it all.  Energy simply flowed over and around her barriers, swirling ever closer. 
 
    In one massive surge, that vapor crashed inward, sweeping past Eliza, and smashing into the glowing orb with tremendous force.  The sphere of glowing energy trembled, bucked, its surface rippling and contorting under the strain.  The surface began to freeze and harden until it was a solid shell, and then the energy dissipated. 
 
    Eliza was left staring at a frozen, crystalline orb suspended above the cavern. 
 
    As the world seemed to slow around her, Eliza saw a faint crack form in the ice. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    And another. 
 
    All at once, the ice shattered as though struck with a hammer.  Fragments went flying away in every direction, smashing into the rock and dirt of the cavern.  Eliza raised her arm, using the sleeve of her robe to protect her face and neck from the shards that pelted her.  And as the debris slowed and she began to lower her arm, she finally witnessed what remained. 
 
    A man stood upon the stone. 
 
    Or at least, he might have once been a man. 
 
    Now his body was comprised entirely of twisting vines, and branches, and leaves.  The plants coiled together so densely that Eliza couldn’t make out any space between them.  She could barely identify each species.  There were simply too many, as though dozens of foreign plants had been grafted to the same trunk.  And as she looked on, those limbs began to move – experimentally.  A twitch of rootlike fingers…  A shift of a shoulder… 
 
    The creature then lifted its neck, branches snapping and straining.  The face was familiar yet foreign, a pale imitation of human features.  It was like looking at the dead husks of the druids’ homes.  The vegetation gave just an impression of a nose, cheeks, a jaw.  Then the creature’s eyes fluttered open, leaf-like lids opening to reveal a pair of intensely glowing, blue eyes. 
 
    And within their depths, Eliza sensed recognition. 
 
    “Brian?” she croaked, shaking her head and her mana trembling. 
 
    The creature cocked his head as though he could hear her.  Then he took a hesitant step forward, wavering and off-balance.  Before she knew what she was doing, Eliza had already moved.  Sweeping forward, she caught him, the bark of his limbs scraping harshly against her smooth skin.  And Brian looked down at her. 
 
    “Eliza,” he said.  Just a single word, more a rustle of leaves than a full-throated voice.  And even that appeared difficult for him. 
 
    Tears streamed down her cheeks as she held him, each droplet infused with sapphire energy.  “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry,” she murmured, pressing her face against his chest. 
 
    The branches shifted, leaves pressing forward and cushioning her face.  A small sapling stretched from his torso, a single leaf twisting and sweeping away her tears, flowers blooming where the moisture struck Brian’s body.  Eliza looked up in surprise to see that Brian was trying to speak, but the words failed him.  Perhaps he was struggling to control his new body.  The combination of movements needed to form words would be complex, and even that single word had been difficult. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she said, pressing a hand to his cheek.  “Just ease into it.  I know this is a lot.” 
 
    Brian just nodded and wrapped his limbs around her.  And as they held one another in that quiet cavern, ice melting slowly along the ground, Eliza’s eyes shifted back to where the Hippie had once stood, only to find that the god had disappeared. 
 
    It seemed he had helped her for a change.  The Hippie had finished what Eliza had started, and her fingers still curled around the cold metal of Fluffy’s bell.  The god’s words rang through her mind.  Like a droplet crashing against placid waters, they caused ripples that kept expanding outward, forcing her perspective to shift – forcing her to face familiar questions yet again.  Had the Hippie truly been torturing her all this time?  Had he just been toying with her for his amusement? 
 
    Or had he been pushing her?  Attempting to find something?  A breaking point? 
 
    There was a certain sort of perfect madness to that line of reasoning. 
 
    Or was this just another game?  More play-acting.  More instigating.  Another trick. 
 
    Although, as she cradled Brian in her arms, Eliza supposed she was going to have to accept that she might never know. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 35 - Departing 
 
      
 
    The day of the attack came even faster than Jason had expected. 
 
    He’d managed a few anxious hours of sleep between the tossing and turning.  His mind kept returning to the upcoming battle.  Replaying their strategy over and over again, he tried to find some hole in their thinking.  Some defect.  Attempting to anticipate what other defenses Finn might have hidden within Sandscrit.  Although, there was little else they could do at this point.  The gameboard was set. 
 
    It was time to make his move. 
 
    Jason had eventually given up on sleep and logged back into AO.  He’d spent the last few hours preparing.  He sent several Carry-On Worms to the southern mountain line, a glance at his chat log confirming that the guildmembers stationed there had already mounted up and were awaiting his signal.  He’d sent his enhanced drones to each of the islands, the rocky fortresses now teeming with undead ants.  And the remainder of the reinforced Carry-On Worms were stationed outside of Eden Prime, awaiting his orders. 
 
    He was now positioned within the depths of Eden Prime, in a large cavern they were using as a staging area for the skeletal transports.  A worm had burrowed through the cavern wall, its maw stretching open.  A dark void – a one-way trip.  As Jason eyed the creature, anxiety simmered in his veins and forced him around the cave, pacing an endless circle.  This was always the worst part.  The waiting.  Biding his time.  Idle hands and idle thoughts only fed the worry. 
 
    Although, his pace slowed as he heard footsteps approaching. 
 
    Jason called to his dark mana, letting the frigid energy course through his body and push back at his anxiety.  He needed to project strength for his teammates – even if he didn’t necessarily feel it right now.  His back straightened, he pulled his hood down over his face, and he thumped his staff firmly against the stone floor. 
 
    By the time the first of his companions entered the room, a stoic, dark figure, his face hidden and a film of dark energy peeling away from his skin was waiting. 
 
    Jason watched Riley and Frank filter into the cavern.  The shifter had spent some time improving his chitin armor, the thick plates now covering every inch of skin.  He’d likely need the additional fire resistance for what was coming.  And Riley hadn’t been idle either.  Her bow was slung over her back, dozens of knives hidden about her person, and her leather armor was freshly polished and oiled. 
 
    They looked prepared for a fight. 
 
    “So, are we ready to do this?” Frank asked. 
 
    “As ready as we’ll ever be,” Jason replied. 
 
    Riley approached him as Frank headed for the worm, hurling his bag into the beast’s open maw.  “Are you alright?” she asked under her breath, placing her hand on Jason’s. 
 
    He just nodded.  “I’m good.  We just need to trust in the plan.” 
 
    Riley examined him closely, as though she were looking for any sign of deception, some chink in his mental armor.  But eventually, she gave him a nod.  “Okay.  Eliza said she should be here short—” 
 
    “I’m here now, actually,” Eliza spoke up from the entrance of the cavern.  Three sets of eyes turned toward her only to widen in surprise at the view that awaited them. 
 
    Eliza herself was decked out in equipment.  A series of wands hung from her waist.  Bags and satchels were strapped around her waist and chest, holding her various vials and materials.  Another larger pack hung from her back, likely containing a small pharmacy worth of potions and possibly a portable alchemy kit in case she needed it in a pinch. 
 
    But their attention wasn’t on that.  The group was staring at the thing beside her. 
 
    It was roughly humanoid, its limbs and torso formed from intertwining branches, a dizzying array of species that were impossible for any of them to identify.  The creature strode forward with lumbering steps, its limbs creaking and snapping with each movement.  And even more disconcerting, it stared at Jason and his companions with glowing blue eyes, its head cocked to the side as it inspected them.  And that gaze conveyed a sense of intelligence. 
 
    “What is that thing?” Frank barked out. 
 
    “You mean who is he?” Eliza snapped, earning her a surprised glance from the shifter at her sharp tone.  “His name is Brian.  He’ll be coming with us.” 
 
    “Um, sure,” Frank retorted.  “But where did this Brian come from exactly?  And I still feel like my first question was sort of valid.  What exactly is a Brian?” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed as he recalled the dense ball of sapphire energy that had hovered in Eliza’s cavern for days now.  “Did you… grow him?” Jason asked tentatively. 
 
    Eliza’s gaze swept to Brian, biting her lip.  “Partially.  I… I accidentally created Brian some time ago.  He used to be human.  In trying to, um, save him, well, this happened.  With Spider’s help, I’ve been able to regrow him over the past few weeks.” 
 
    As Jason watched the water mage, he had the sense she was leaving out a few details.  But if she wasn’t comfortable sharing, then he wasn’t going to press her.  Not at the moment, anyway.  They couldn’t afford any distractions with what was coming. 
 
    “Well, welcome, Brian,” Riley greeted the creature tentatively, stepping forward and offering her hand to him. 
 
    Brian stared at the limb for a second before reaching forward.  His arm grew a few inches in response, the branches springing forward and wrapping around Riley’s wrist.  She looked like she wanted to jerk her hand back, but she forced herself to stay still.  As Brian withdrew, his hand snapped off, leaving a thin ring of branches around Riley’s wrist, small pink flowers blooming along the vine.  She stared down at her hand, an amused smile on her face. 
 
    “So, is this a present?” she asked. 
 
    In response, Brian swept into a bow. 
 
    “He’s having trouble speaking right now,” Eliza offered, watching Brian with a raised eyebrow.  “But I guess that doesn’t stop him from flirting.” 
 
    “Well, tell him to keep his branches to himself,” Jason interjected with a small smile.  “Riley’s taken.” 
 
    “Says you,” Riley shot back, admiring her new bracelet.  “When’s the last time you got me flowers?” 
 
    “Well, I’ve, uh, been a bit busy,” Jason replied, fumbling slightly.  “Would you settle for a siege on a desert city instead?”  This earned him a few amused chuckles from his teammates and a soft sigh from Riley. 
 
    “Yep… the romance is definitely dead,” she drawled. 
 
    “Good thing you have a Necromancer here to resurrect it then,” Frank shot back, nudging Riley with his elbow. 
 
    Although, Jason’s attention was on Brian and Eliza.  The plant creature gestured at the mage, and she nodded quickly, digging into her pack, and pulling out a handful of seeds, dropping them onto a leaf that the creature extended toward her.  Brian swiftly pulled those seeds into his chest, his body rippling and contorting.  Only moments later, fresh growth sprung up from his chest and limbs, the branches thickening slightly. 
 
    “He’s still recovering,” Eliza explained as she noticed their curious stares.  “He needs more plant matter and different types of seeds to reinforce his body.” 
 
    Frank just shook his head.  “And now I’ve seen everything.  Have the other druids seen this guy?” 
 
    “We have not,” a familiar voice spoke up from the entranceway.  They turned to find Silver and her hunting pack standing there.  The pack was all looking at Brian with dumbfounded expressions.  It seemed the creature was a novelty even among the druids then. 
 
    Spider’s eyes widened ever-so-slightly as he saw Brian, and he approached swiftly, the creature gazing at him quizzically.  The grower reached forward with a single finger, touching Brian’s body, and a thin trickle of multi-colored energy splashed against the vegetation.  Brian seemed to start at that, his eyes going round.  His body pulsed, rustling and snapping with renewed vigor.  Spider nodded silently, letting another surge of mana pulse through his finger. 
 
    It almost looked like they were speaking to each other. 
 
    Yet Jason’s attention had already moved on to the rest of the druids.  His brow furrowed as he noticed they were all heavily armed.  The shifters all wore the same bulky, chitin armor as Frank, and both Hoot and Spider were wearing leather armor, Hoot armed with his blowgun and Spider keeping his hands free.  They looked like they were heading to a fight – a realization that wasn’t lost on Frank either. 
 
    “You all look like you’re planning on taking a trip,” he began, trailing off and giving Silver a meaningful look, his question clear. 
 
    She met his gaze evenly, the hair on her tail rising slightly.  “Because we are.  We’re coming with you,” she declared flatly. 
 
    “Uh, no, you aren’t,” Frank shot back, pacing forward. 
 
    Silver’s eyes flashed, the hair on her tail and ears now fully raised as she rose to Frank’s challenge.  “Says who?” she practically growled. 
 
    “Says me,” Frank answered, crimson energy glimmering in his eyes in the face of her challenge.  “We talked about this.” 
 
    “No, you talked about this,” Silver replied, not backing down an inch as the two faced off.  “We took a vote.  It was unanimous.  The hunting pack agreed to come.” 
 
    “Are you all crazy?” Frank asked, glancing at the rest of the pack.  “You don’t respawn.  You don’t come back if you die.  And this plan of Jason’s is mad – even for him.”  Yet each member refused to back down in the face of his anger. 
 
    “We’re well aware of the risks,” Silver answered evenly. 
 
    “Are you?” Frank snapped, his anger getting the better of him.  Jason could see patches of dark fur springing up along the few bits of skin visible beneath his armor. 
 
    “We are,” Silver growled back.  “This is our choice.  This is my choice.” 
 
    “And if you get hurt?  If you… if you were to die?” Frank snapped. 
 
    Silver just stared him down, the rest of the group staying silent and taking a few steps back.  If these two were about to fight, no one wanted to be within range of that.  The two shifters could likely bring down part of this cavern if they really went at it. 
 
    “I’m not some fragile flower, to be placed safely in a greenhouse to be admired at your pleasure,” Silver said, her voice guttural and mana surging through her eyes now.  “You do not own me.  I am my own person.  This is my life, and I plan to live it.  The same goes for the rest of the hunting pack.” 
 
    Jason could have sworn it was growing colder in the cavern as Silver spoke.  His eyes met Riley’s, her hand drifting toward her belt.  If it came to a conflict, they needed to end this quickly.  They couldn’t afford any delays or for the two shifters to damage their ride. 
 
    In the face of Silver’s determination, Frank faltered, cocking his head to the side as though listening to some unspoken voice – likely the primal spirit.  Whatever it said to him wasn’t good news.  He set his jaw in frustration, but the crack in his armor had already formed.  Frank took a deep breath, struggling to calm himself. 
 
    “I’m not saying that I own you,” he offered, his voice more neutral now.  “But what if something happens to you?  I’m not sure I could…”  He trailed off, shaking his head and squeezing his eyes closed. 
 
    In the face of his fear and momentary vulnerability, Silver’s gaze softened, the hair along her tail drifting back down and the sapphire energy in her eyes fading.  She stepped forward, raising a hand to his cheek.  “Frank.  Frank, look at me.” 
 
    He opened reluctant eyes.  “We all die someday.  We can’t let ourselves live in fear of that.  I want to fight alongside you – not stand in your shadow.  And you have to be okay with that.  But more than that, I need to fight for something again. 
 
    “That was the point of your friend’s offer, wasn’t it?  The point of this journey?” Silver asked, her fingernails trailing down Frank’s neck.  “If you truly wish for me to be part of this new pack, then you need to be okay with this.” 
 
    Frank stared back with a tortured expression, but then he swallowed hard.  “Fine.  You’re right.  I can accept that,” he replied.  He leaned forward.  “But if you get hurt, or one of you dies, I’m never going to forgive you,” he growled.  “And then I’m going to hunt those assholes down and rip them apart while they’re still breathing.” 
 
    “I would expect nothing less,” Silver replied, a wide, feral smile stretching her lips. 
 
    She leaned forward then, and her lips met his, her sharp teeth nipping at his lip. 
 
    “Okay!” Riley said, clapping her hands as the rest of the people in the room shifted uncomfortably.  “While these two do… uh, whatever it is they’re doing, let’s get our shit on board the worm.  We move out in five minutes.” 
 
    The druids welcomed the distraction, moving to board the Carry-On Worm.  They were followed closely by Eliza and Brian, the strange plant-man lumbering inside and staring at the worm’s shell curiously. 
 
    Meanwhile, Riley approached Jason.  “This could be a problem,” she whispered. 
 
    “I know,” he replied.  “But I’m not sure what to do about it.” 
 
    He’d stayed quiet during the exchange between Silver and Frank – and he could certainly see both sides here – but the druids also represented a possible distraction, a wrinkle in their plans.  If push came to shove, Jason couldn’t be sure that Frank wouldn’t go AWOL, especially if something put the druids at risk – especially Silver. 
 
    “Do we stick with the plan?” Riley asked. 
 
    “I’m not sure we have much choice,” Jason murmured, his thoughts racing, working through the scenarios with this new variable in mind as he watched Frank and Silver board the vehicle. 
 
    He shifted his attention back to Riley.  “If it comes down to it, prioritize getting Silver and her pack out alive.  I’m not going to choose some gate piece or conquering this city over Frank.” 
 
    Riley nodded, her expression worried, but she quickly pushed that aside – they couldn’t let their emotions distract them.  Not with everything at stake.  Riley soon stepped up and inside the belly of the beast.  And Jason followed close behind her, eyeing the dark portal that loomed before him.  Just before he crossed the threshold, he turned, sparing one final glance back at the cavern. 
 
    This might be the last time he stood on Eden Prime. 
 
    This might be the last time they were all together.  Alive. 
 
    With that macabre thought, Jason turned and stepped inside the Carry-On Worm, the creature’s maw snapping shut behind him with an ominous scrape of bone. 
 
    There was no going back now. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 36 - Ravaged 
 
      
 
    “So, this is it?  The finale?” Westley asked, his voice echoing through the quiet cave. 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “I suppose you could say that.  The siege was certainly… interesting,” he murmured, half to himself. 
 
    The young man hesitated for a moment before his eyes lifted to Westley’s.  “Although, I’m not sure my description will do it justice.  Luckily, this conflict was so large that there are plenty of videos online.  With the number of players in Sandscrit, even Finn wasn’t able to suppress this much content,” he continued in a wry voice. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Jason brought up a series of displays, the glowing blue screens pivoting toward Westley.  Seconds later, videos began playing across those many displays, the sound of battle and the screams of players suddenly ringing through the cavern.  The videos had millions upon millions of views, the counter ticking up even as Westley stared at the destruction.  Blood, battle, and carnage raged across those screens, and he had to resist the urge to look away. 
 
    “Here we go,” Jason muttered, tapping at one of the windows.  A single screen expanded in size, and the other shrank away rapidly.  “Here’s the start of our assault.” 
 
    Westley looked away from the screen only long enough to take in Jason’s demeanor as he stared at that display – the image frozen on a view of the horizon, an ocean of sand spilling out into the distance.  Billowing clouds could be seen rolling across the desert, the line stretching for hundreds of miles.  That cloud could only signal one thing. 
 
    Sandworms.  Thousands upon thousands of the worms. 
 
    Jason shook his head.  “Before this, the other players were impressed by what I’d accomplished in-game.  Some feared me.  Some thought I was just lucky or overpowered.  And some simply didn’t care.” 
 
    His eyes rose, meeting Westley’s, and a small smile pulled at his lips.  Dark mana drifted across his skin, and his tattoos began to blaze with energy – only for that mana to pull away, floating in thin streamers toward the crystals embedded in the ceiling. 
 
    “But this?  This was unforgettable.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Marc stood upon the walls of Sandscrit. 
 
    He’d been stationed in the outer layer, part of a traveler contingent from the Fighters Guild ordered to man the city’s defenses.  Around him, thousands upon thousands of travelers lined the top of the wall, all eyes on the horizon.  Strangely, few of the city’s residents had made an appearance on the outer wall.  Perhaps Finn had some larger plan for them. 
 
    Space upon the wall quickly became limited, but Finn had ordered that the city’s native travelers took priority – perhaps hoping that they would fight harder to protect their “home.”  This forced many of the recent tourists to the ground, standing between the inside of the outer walls and the first line of buildings that made up Sandscrit. 
 
    An ocean of bodies now stretched below Marc’s feet, tens of thousands of spectators.  When the gates had shut only a few short hours ago, it left many trapped just outside the city’s walls.  Many more still strode through the sands, creating a long, dark line that filtered toward Sandscrit – travelers who were still trying to make it there in time. 
 
    There was an excited buzz to the air – a palpable energy.  A rumble that echoed across the city and vibrated the sandstone wall itself.  The shuffle of anxious feet kicked up thick clouds of sand that forced the city’s defenders to pull their cloth wraps close, covering their nose and mouths.  But no one left their position. 
 
    Because today was the day, the day Jason had promised to attack Sandscrit. 
 
    “I doubt he’s even going to show,” another fighter muttered beside Marc, shaking his head.  “Have you seen this place?  It’s a fortress.  Even if he manages to breach the inner wall, he’s still got two more layers.  I just don’t see that happening.  And that’s putting aside the number of people here.  I’ve never seen anything like it.” 
 
    “I mean, it’s possible,” Marc replied, keeping his voice low and eyeing the officer stationed nearby – one of the few residents stationed on the outer wall.  A handful of air mages stood around him, and their amber energy flashed as they relayed instructions along the wall and with the command group that was likely stationed within the depths of Sandscrit.  Marc didn’t want to draw the attention of the officer.  The discipline within the guilds had tightened over the last few days.  Even questioning their orders had become punishable by a few days in prison. 
 
    “Jason could just be trolling Finn,” Marc continued.  “Maybe even the rest of us?  He could be laughing it up somewhere, watching us all stand here for nothing.” 
 
    And silently, At least, I hope that’s what’s happening. 
 
    Marc had seen the videos of Jason in action.  If the young man did plan to attack the city, he suspected it wouldn’t be a simple endeavor.  Say what you would about the “edge lord” persona, the kid was clever – or maybe just incredibly lucky. 
 
    The woman on the other side of Marc snorted.  “I’m going to be pissed if he doesn’t show.  I want to see some action!  People talk about Jason like he’s some sort of god-tier player.  I suspect that’s more marketing and video editing than actual ability.” 
 
    “You three, quiet down and stay focused,” the officer snapped at them, the three travelers startling.  They all nodded curtly, the fighter beside Marc muttering under their breath and glaring at the officer as he turned away. 
 
    For his part, Marc turned his eyes back to the horizon.  His Perception skill chose that moment to trigger, identifying a small blue band that stretched from north to south.  His brow furrowed, and he pulled his bow from his back.  He was one of the few fighters that had chosen a ranged weapon – most preferring the magic melee weapons that the Merchant Guild cranked out.  He nocked an arrow, sighting along the shaft, and his vision immediately zoomed in, revealing a dense cloud of sand that stretched for hundreds of miles along the horizon. 
 
    “Uh, sir,” Marc said, waving to catch the officer’s attention.  “Something is kicking up a lot of sand out there, but I can’t make out any details or any sign of an enemy army.” 
 
    The officer’s eyes widened, and he turned back to the air mages that ringed him, speaking in a harried voice.  Meanwhile, the other residents and travelers were now focused on him, but Marc’s attention turned back to the horizon. 
 
    “What do you see?” the woman beside him asked.  Weapon now in hand, her gaze was on the storm, eyes squinting against the harsh sunlight that shone down on the wall. 
 
    “It’s getting closer… and fast,” Marc answered, shaking his head.  The excited buzz around him grew, word quickly spreading among the rest of the travelers on the wall before sweeping down into the crowd below. 
 
    Sandworms, maybe? Marc thought to himself.  But I’ve never seen a swarm this size. 
 
    His thoughts were interrupted as the officer snapped at the air mage beside him.  “What do you mean our scouts aren’t responding?  There should be several groups of Khamsin stationed outside the city.” 
 
    “I can only tell you what I’m hearing,” the air mage shot back, an edge to her voice.  “The southern scouts stopped reporting in—” 
 
    “The western scouts have also gone silent,” another air mage spoke up. 
 
    The officer grimaced, his gaze sweeping back to the horizon, where the cloud of sand was now visible for all to see.  “Maybe they’re just hunkering down to weather the sandstorm and aren’t able to get word back to the city,” he muttered.  “Or, the storm might be affecting their ability to communicate.” 
 
    “No.  No, we’re still getting reports from command,” another air mage said, coils of yellow energy streaming around his head as instructions were being relayed.  “They say the raid icons for the scouting parties have gone gray.” 
 
    Silence met that statement as all eyes turned to the man.  Hundreds of nearby travelers now focused on the officer and were straining to hear their conversation.  If their scouts were dead, then that could only mean one thing. 
 
    “Fuck,” the officer muttered under his breath. 
 
    Even as he spoke, a glimmering blue veil drifted up from the sands hundreds of yards outside the wall, swiftly growing until it formed a massive, translucent circle around Sandscrit.  The barrier stretched up into the sky, creating a perfect cylinder that speared up toward the sun.  As they watched, a notification slammed down in front of each defender, confirming what they’d already suspected. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Universal System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Prepare yourselves!  The invasion of Sandscrit has commenced. 
    
  Aggressors:  Twilight Throne – Avatar of Darkness. 
  Defenders:  Sandscrit – Avatar of Flame 
  Victory Condition:  Death, surrender, or retreat of opposing avatar. 
    
  For the duration of the invasion, the area around Sandscrit has been declared a “global event zone.”  Any players that die during the event will be unable to respawn until the invasion has ended.  Players and NPCs inside the event zone will not be able to flee the invasion area during the event but may enter the zone freely. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The officer shook off his surprise, waving at the air mage beside him.  Amber energy pooled around his mouth, suddenly amplifying his voice.  It carried across the barricade and down to the throng of travelers along the inside of the wall.  “Alright, folks, it looks like Jason has decided to make an appearance.  Prepare for battle!  You know the drill, fighters to the front, mages behind!” 
 
    The defenders all snapped to attention, and the screech of scraping metal filled the air as the fighters drew their weapons, ignoring the shouted questions of the travelers below them on either side of the wall.  At Marc’s back, a row of mages stepped into position, coils of elemental energy circling their wands and staves – ice, fire, and earth.  Only a few air mages were scattered along the line for communication purposes. 
 
    Marc’s eyes widened as he watched the oncoming storm.  It barreled towards them, stretching more than a hundred feet into the air, and the sky was beginning to darken as it neared.  The wind had picked up, blowing sand toward the defenders and pulling at their armor, creating a growing whine as it blew across the lip of the sandstone wall. 
 
    Outside the wall, the travelers were getting nervous, backing against the sandstone and creating a crush of bodies.  Others banged against the heavy, wooden gates, but their pleas went unanswered.  Those portals won’t be opening again – at least, not unless they were forced open, Marc amended quickly. 
 
    “Hold your position!  Intel says they’re just sandworms.  The wards should hold!  Have faith in the Najmat Alhidad.  He shall protect us,” the officer shouted, his voice enhanced by the air mage next to him. 
 
    Marc could just barely make out shouts farther down along the barricade, but the voices were indistinct.  He could only assume other officers stationed on the wall were offering similar advice.  Despite their reassurance, Marc swallowed hard as he watched the growing cloud tower above the wall, an avalanche of sand and wind that threatened to drown them all. 
 
    “Shit.  What the hell is this?” the fighter beside him muttered. 
 
    Marc just shook his head.  He’d never seen anything like it. 
 
    The sandstorm swept forward, finally crashing through the line of travelers and residents still making their way to Sandscrit.  Marc sighted along his arrow again, his vision zooming in just in time to witness a wagon blown apart and whipped up into the storm.  Men and women were sent flying while others were swallowed by the sand itself – their bodies disappearing instantaneously.  The screams of the dying could be heard over the howling wind, but Marc was witnessing the destruction firsthand.  Hundreds slain in minutes – their corpses entombed in the sand. 
 
    And yet, the storm just kept coming. 
 
    “What do you see?” someone asked from beside him. 
 
    A sick feeling was coiling Marc’s stomach.  “Death,” was his only answer. 
 
    A deadly silence had descended upon the wall as the defenders waited, planting their feet firmly and pulling their wraps close to ward off the wind and sand that beat against them.  And this was just a precursor – not even the storm itself. 
 
    “Hold!” the officer shouted.  “Hold!” 
 
    A few hundred feet… 
 
    Marc took a deep breath, willing his hands to stop trembling.  This is just a game, he reminded himself over and over again.  Just a game. 
 
    His senses didn’t believe him.  They only saw devastation barreling toward him, some part of his animal hindbrain refusing to accept his flimsy rationalization.  That part of his mind screamed at him to run.  To hide.  To get away.  Yet Marc held himself firm.  A few other travelers weren’t so brave, dropping back over the edge of the wall and hitting the sand below with a soft thump as they fled further into Sandscrit or logging off in a flash of multi-colored light. 
 
    A few dozen feet… 
 
    Marc squeezed his eyes shut just as the storm struck. 
 
    Yet he felt no wind whip past him or sand scrape against the patches of exposed skin. 
 
    His eyes snapped open to find a barrier of energy shimmering before him, glowing with a brilliant yellow light – a shield of wind curved in front of the wall and stretched up into the air.  It was projected by a series of mechanical panels that had extended from within the wall itself, rotating toward the outside of the barricade.  In the center of each of those discs was a glowing yellow gem.  As Marc looked on, more and more of those devices extended out of the wall, creating a patchwork shield along the western side of the city. 
 
    Although, Marc belatedly realized this shield had done little for those still standing outside the walls.  He could no longer see them, their bodies obscured by an opaque brown and yellow cloud that beat against the shields.  They were more than likely dead now.  But at least he didn’t have to hear their screams, masked behind the storm and the thick layer of air mana. 
 
    The mixture of wind and sand raced into the air and curved over the city, following the edge of the shield.  The defenders looked on with awestruck expressions.  It seemed the Najmat Alhidad had indeed delivered. 
 
    Although, that relief was short-lived.  The sand swiftly cascaded over the top edge of the shield and dropped down into the outer layer of Sandscrit, blotting out the sun and plunging the area into a surreal near-darkness.  The storm’s momentum hadn’t stopped, dumping sand down upon the inner two layers of the city and forming a thick wall of dust to Marc’s back.  The only relief was that the defenders on the wall stood in a protected pocket of clear air.  Muted shouts and screams could be heard from the interior of the city, but he didn’t have time to focus on that. 
 
    The wall below Marc shook.  Hard. 
 
    Residents and travelers stumbled, a few falling off the edge of the wall and plunging to the ground below.  Not expecting the sudden jerk, they landed awkwardly, bones snapping and crunching.  Healers sped toward the injured, pushing through the crowd of travelers and the mixture of sand and wind.  Flashes of emerald energy signaled hasty attempts to heal the wounded before they bled out into the sand. 
 
    “That’s just the sandworms striking the wards!” the officer shouted with another flash of air mana, similar words echoing down the length of the wall. 
 
    Another tremor struck the wall – even more forceful this time. 
 
    A dozen fighters tumbled over the back edge of the rampart.  Their tattoos flared, most managing to land among the mass of travelers collected below.  Although, between the onrushing storm, the tremors, and the defenders falling from the walls, the tens of thousands of travelers milling below the barricade were beginning to devolve into a chaotic mass of screams and shouts. 
 
    Then there was another blow to the wall. 
 
    This time, the ground outside the barrier began to crumble away, sand plunging downward and swiftly forming sinkholes as the sandworms smashed up against the buried wards.  There were only two directions for them to go – out along the wall or down.  And as the thick sand and wind abated slightly, Marc could just barely make out the ground below the wall.  It was a writhing mass of serpentine bodies, coiling and twining among the sand. 
 
    Thousands… thousands of sandworms. 
 
    “That should be the worst of it—” the officer began, only to be cut off as another tremendous earthquake shook the walls.  The earth mages had finally shifted their focus and were erecting a short half-wall along the inside of the rampart to stop more from falling backwards off the wall and into the throng of travelers that lingered below. 
 
    Geysers of sand and dirt erupted at even intervals along the outside of the wall, clumps of sandworms launching skyward – a mixture of blood and chitin staining the sands.  Cracks had begun to form along sections of the barricade, the reinforced sandstone finally starting to give way. 
 
    “Earth mages, focus on repairing the walls!” the officer screamed. 
 
    Emerald energy soon flared along the wall as the earth mages strained to repair fissures forming in the sandstone and stabilize the ground along the outside of the wall.  However, it was no use.  There were simply too many sandworms below them.  The creatures cut through the hastily constructed stone as fast as the earth mages could build it. 
 
    And as Marc looked down, he realized they had a bigger problem.  The number of worms seemed to be diminishing, but where were they going? 
 
    Screams erupted from the inside of the wall, and Marc pulled back to the newly built half-wall.  He looked down upon a scene of chaos.  The sand itself seemed to be alive, almost boiling with movement.  The travelers and residents were being sucked into the earth, screaming as their limbs were ripped from their bodies. 
 
    “The wards have fallen!  New plan, earth mages, start building ramps from the ground to the inner line of buildings.  We need to get those people off the sand now!” the officer shouted above the din of the storm and the screams of the dying. 
 
    More emerald flashes erupted on the inside of the wall, smooth ramps of stone emerging from the ground and offering an escape route for the travelers.  The men and women crawled and scrambled madly up those structures, trying to flee to the safety of the nearby rooftops even as the swarm consumed the stragglers.  With the way the worms were already chipping away at the ramps, Marc doubted that they would last long. 
 
    “Enemy army incoming!” a shout echoed down the wall.  “Defenders focus on blunting the attack.  The rest of you, focus on making it to cover.” 
 
    Marc shifted back to the other side of the wall, only to freeze in shock. 
 
    Shadowy silhouettes now moved among the storm, thumping across the roiling sands, and largely ignored by the worms.  As the sand and wind cleared slightly, Marc could see that they were fire ants – a common creature in the desert.  Many of the city’s residents had begun using the colonies to level.  However, Marc’s brow furrowed as he took in their shape. 
 
    These might have once been regular fire ants, but no longer.  They were a mutated, twisted abomination now.  They sat on two sets of legs, their torsos standing upright and their forelegs lined with glimmering scythe-like blades.  There were so many that they created an undulating dark wave across the sands, their feet causing the wall to vibrate even more violently. 
 
    And as the ants struck the wall, they beat their limbs against the barrier of air mana, swiftly breaking apart the energy – the barrier not meant to withstand this sort of sustained kinetic attack.  The yellow energy flashed erratically, and then the glowing panels began to fail one-by-one, their crystals going dim as the ants burned through the mana.  The creatures then began to cut into the warded stone wall with abandon, carving tunnels into the stone. 
 
    Marc could only look on in shock, his mind wheeling. 
 
    And the creatures stretched out for miles. 
 
    There had to be tens of thousands. 
 
    This is… this is hopeless, he thought frantically. 
 
    “Fire!  Fucking fire!”  That was the officer this time, his voice filled with panic. 
 
    Marc shook off his stupor, firing repeatedly down into the mass of ants, most of his projectiles bouncing harmlessly off their chitin.  The mages had more luck.  Elemental energy spilled over the wall.  Blasts of flame.  Forking spears of lightning.  Balls of ice that exploded into jagged shards.  The mages’ AOE attacks melted through the ants’ armor, cutting down dozens of the creatures with each explosive blast of energy. 
 
    But a seemingly endless tide of ants remained.  And without the support of the travelers that had been stationed within the inner layer, Marc could see that the remaining defenders on the wall wouldn’t be enough to blunt their charge – not nearly enough. 
 
    The frontline of insects began to cut through the wall below Marc, creating passages into the interior of the city.  Ants were already beginning to spill through those openings.  Many of the travelers originally stationed along the inside of the wall had made it to the rooftops, a massive throng now lining those buildings.  They soon joined the fray, a spray of arrows and magic pelting against the ants.  The travelers focused their fire on the tunnels the ants were forming in the walls, creating natural chokepoints. 
 
    The wall below Marc rumbled once more. 
 
    Oh shit, what now? he wondered. 
 
    But as he looked down, he felt his heart soar with hope.  On the inside of the walls, the stone was melting away to reveal massive constructs formed of a familiar dark metal.  They were metallic juggernauts that stood fifteen feet tall and nearly 10 feet across, their bases mounted on heavy-metal treads.  Flames swept across the metal as their bodies flared with fire mana, and mechanical arms shifted out of their torsos, blades of solid diamond beginning to spin up to speed. 
 
    “The juggernauts have entered the fray!” the officer shouted. 
 
    The metal behemoths waded through the ants, taking up positions in front of each hole that had been cut through the barricade.  Their sawblades sliced into the enhanced ants with abandon, smoothly carving through their reinforced chitin and cutting down the mutated ants almost as fast as they could escape their freshly carved tunnels. 
 
    But not without casualties. 
 
    The metal machines were cumbersome, and the ants could still overwhelm a target, their blades cutting deeply into the metal until they found the mana core buried in the mechs’ chests.  A juggernaut exploded with a blast of flame and sand, blowing apart at least a dozen ants but leaving one of the tunnels undefended.  Then another… and another. 
 
    Travelers near the interior buildings supported the juggernauts.  Arrows and bolts of energy soon began to pick off the ants that targeted the juggernauts, coming to their aid. 
 
    “We can do this.  We can do this,” the fighter beside Marc muttered under his breath like some sort of mantra.  He sliced at the air with his sword, sending wave after wave of razor-sharp air cutting down into the ants that had begun to pile up along the outside of the wall.  He didn’t even need to aim any longer, just slashing frantically into the horde. 
 
    Marc was beginning to feel a kernel of hope surge in his chest. 
 
    Maybe we can do this— 
 
    That’s when he heard it.  A piercing wail.  A dizzying number of voices blending together in a cry filled with pain and fear and outrage. 
 
    He turned, his eyes taking in the thousands upon thousands of travelers lining the buildings behind them.  The once-orderly ranks had devolved into chaos, flashes of energy flaring within the groups of players.  They had begun turning on each other.  He watched a man stab a woman in the back.  Another fire mage began hurling balls of flame into dense clusters of travelers, igniting robes and armor.  Those unfortunate individuals dove to the ground to put out the fires, only to be consumed by the worms.  The bolts and projectiles once sent crashing into the undead ants were now being used to defend themselves against one another, leaving the juggernauts unprotected. 
 
    “Some of the travelers have mutinied,” a nearby air mage said, shouting into the officer’s ear.  A series of explosions detonated behind them, signaling that the juggernauts were being slain one by one. 
 
    As if that weren’t bad enough, Marc could see that the inner line of buildings was beginning to destabilize, the sand below them a churning mass of sandworms.  As it entered the city’s outer layer, the swarm only grew, swiftly spreading through the streets in a rolling wave.  One building had already sunk into the ground, the travelers and residents swiftly pulled down into the sand and eaten alive. 
 
    The wall beneath Marc was beginning to tremble – a product of the worms, the tunnels carved by the ants, and the mound of creatures piling up against the outside of the wall.  The barrier wouldn’t survive much longer – a few more minutes at most. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” one of the air mages screamed at the officer.  “We’ll die if we stay here.” 
 
    The man hesitated, several of the nearby defenders slowing their assault and side-eying the officer.  If he delayed much longer, there would be no escaping.  The inner line of buildings was already crumbling, and touching the sand below them was now a death sentence – either by ant, by worm, or by suffocation as travelers were sucked underground. 
 
    “Call for a retreat to the second layer!” the officer shouted, grim-faced.  “Have our remaining earth mages start creating bridges from the wall to the inner line of buildings.”  The air mages nodded, and amber energy flashed as they began relaying those instructions along the wall. 
 
    Narrow bridges of stone began to peel away from the rampart as the order went out – other officers joining in the call for a retreat.  The remaining defenders began to filter across those narrow structures, more than a few pitching over the edge in their haste only to be instantly consumed by the sandworms and ants that swarmed below them – the undead no longer restrained by the travelers or the juggernauts. 
 
    Marc pushed his way toward a nearby bridge, shoving back against the throng of other panicked defenders.  As he finally stepped on the stone walkway and started across, he could see escape looming before him.  He was fortunate.  The interior line of buildings was only a few dozen feet away – crumbling but still intact, travelers still swarming those rooftops. 
 
    He was nearly halfway across when he heard it – the sharp snap of cracking stone.  He looked back, wobbling precariously on the ledge, barely keeping his balance amid the hail of wind and sand that still swirled throughout the city.  He could see a massive crack forming in the section of the wall behind him, dozens of tunnels carved into its base, and the earth below the structure giving way under the pressure of thousands of sandworms. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as Marc watched that crack expand. 
 
    As more fissures formed alongside the first… 
 
    As that segment of the wall began to cave in and sink into the sands… 
 
    His eyes trailed upward, seeing that his bridge was positioned along the same part of the barricade.  “Damn it,” he muttered. 
 
    Those were his last words before the wall fully collapsed, hundreds of tons of stone crashing down into the shifting sands.  And with it went the connection on the other end of the bridge.  Marc was falling, dozens of other defenders dropping around him.  The sands were approaching swiftly below – boiling and shifting with a legion of sandworms and the horde of enhanced fire ants that scurried atop the swarm. 
 
    Marc squeezed his eyes shut.  “Just let me die qui—” 
 
    The creatures below him happily obliged, pain rippling through his body in a flash.  And then there was simply… nothing.  Marc floated in a black void, his eyes snapping open to find a singular, ominous notice flashing before him. 
 
     
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restricted until the global event ends. 
    
  Thanks for playing Awaken Online! 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 37 - Retreat 
 
      
 
    “Do you really think you’re good enough to play with us?” 
 
    Ella could vividly remember the sneer on Kayla’s face as she’d spoken those words.  The way the other girls from school had crowded around – how they’d stripped her of her hard-earned equipment.  It wasn’t anything special, but she’d just started playing AO, racing to catch up with the other girls.  Everyone at school had been talking about this game for weeks. 
 
    Then they’d left her to die. 
 
    Forced her to walk back through a high-level zone with nothing.  She hadn’t made it.  Several creatures that looked like raptors had hunted her down and cut her open while she was still alive.  They’d ripped out her organs and started to eat them in front of her.  And as horrifying as that experience had been, all Ella could think about were those same damn words. 
 
    “Do you really think you’re good enough to play with us?” 
 
      
 
    Ella’s UI dinged, and her eyes snapped back into focus, shaking her head slightly to clear her thoughts.  She needed to concentrate.  It was almost time. 
 
    She was positioned along the ramparts that guarded the middle layer of Sandscrit, an occasional elbow digging into her side or shoulder slamming into her own as she tried to hold her position among the throng of defenders.  An unnatural gloom had settled on the city, the mixture of sand and wind obscuring the sun, and an unnatural silence had descended upon the wall as all eyes looked west. 
 
    The occasional chime of her chat window was the only thing that broke the silence.  Text scrolled rapidly as her raid group relayed instructions and orders, the alerts sounding as members tagged her specifically.  With a sigh, she typed out a short message. 
 
    Then her attention turned to the outer layer of the city that sprawled out below her. 
 
    The destruction had been significant. 
 
    The city’s outer wall had been breached, now littered with dozens of holes, and several sections of the barricade had collapsed completely.  Unholy creatures poured through those openings, a seemingly endless wave of undead sweeping across that expanse.  The underground wards had failed, and sandworms had entered the city.  Men and women were now desperately trying to flee across the rooftops toward the protection of the second layer. 
 
    The damage wasn’t limited to the western front. 
 
    Turning northward, she could see a group of residents struggling to make it to the roof of a nearby glass building – a family by the looks of it.  The husband was trying to pull his wife to safety, a child in her arms.  But she was too heavy.  The child was too young.  In a last desperate attempt, the woman flung her child forward, the husband grabbing the boy and pulling him to safety.  He turned back to his wife, stretching for her.  His fingers snagged hers, but as he began to pull, the sands sucked her under with a spray of blood.  Her detached arm dangled limply, blood leaking from the ragged flesh on the other end. 
 
    Ella squeezed her eyes shut, forcing herself to look away.  But there was nowhere else to turn.  That same story was playing out again and again – a wave of horror and death that chased the throng of travelers trying to retreat to the middle layer. 
 
    She surveyed the defenders around her.  There were far more residents lining these walls than the outer layer, but even so, the traveler population still dominated.  Perhaps the residents had been wary to enter the fight.  Although, from the way Ella had seen those Juggernauts emerge from the inside of the outer walls, she suspected there might be another reason. 
 
    Perhaps Finn expected the first layer to fall. 
 
    If so, then he'd committed far more forces to the second layer.  A mixture of mages and fighters were stationed along the ramparts – hundreds of residents armed to the teeth.  Although, there were still many of her own kind, travelers who had been less than optimistic about standing on the frontlines.  There were also those affiliated with the guilds – the glowing tags above their heads giving them away.  For her part, Ella had disabled those tags weeks ago. 
 
    The earth mages were hard at work, connecting the rooftops of the buildings beneath them, creating a flat shelf of glass that allowed others from the first layer to flee toward the gates.  The survivors had turned into a desperate, frantic pack, pushing, shoving, and kicking at each other as they tried to save themselves.  Ella looked upon the spectacle distastefully, watching a man elbow another traveler out of his way, the woman tumbling over the edge of the roof.  She touched the sands for only an instant before she was pulled under, her screams abruptly cut off. 
 
    Some things didn’t change in-game or out. 
 
    This was human nature in its basest form – savage, brutal, and monstrous. 
 
    That horde of bodies was rushing toward the gates, only to be funneled through the opening and onto the buildings that lined the second layer.  Those structures had already been repurposed – rooftops now fused together, creating a large flat expanse of gleaming glass.  That work had started almost as soon as the attack on the first layer began – which lent her theory some credibility.  It looked like a high-ranking officer – even Finn perhaps – had anticipated that they would need the protection. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, Ella noted that wasn’t the only thing that had changed.  Towers of glass stood behind this second wall, spaced twenty feet apart and towering above the ramparts, only narrow ramps connecting them to the walls.  Ella had looked on with interest as fire mages had melted down sand, the molten glass streaming up into the air to form those towers.  Merchants now perched upon the tops of those pillars, the green emblem of their guild giving them away.  Dozens were stationed on each tower, and their eyes all stared west. 
 
    The question is what they’re planning to do from there, she thought to herself. 
 
    Although, Ella wasn’t given long to ponder on that. 
 
    A nearby officer shouted a command, his voice booming across the wall and down into the river of people attempting to flee through the gates.  “The gates to the second layer are closing in two minutes.  At that point, all remaining survivors in the first layer will be locked outside.” 
 
    The reason was obvious.  The mutated fire ants had begun to claw their way onto the rooftops along the first layer.  Crushing their way forward, they cut down the residents and travelers with abandon, leaving streaks of red in their wake.  That gray-hued swarm was swiftly approaching the walls to the second layer, the screams of the fallen now an endless raging roar – even the noise of the wind unable to blow away the pain and anguish. 
 
    Yet, the officer’s declaration only made the infighting worse.  A group of travelers had given up any pretense of working together with the other refugees, focusing solely on their own survival.  With a surge of earth mana, a wedge of stone erupted along the ranks of travelers, sending dozens of people falling over the edge of the platform and into the sands – the ground soon stained blood-red as the worms devoured them.  The others soon retaliated, cutting down the offending players with a barrage of magic and steel.  Yet that only added to the chaos, magic flashing and steel ringing as the survivors turned on one another with abandon. 
 
    “Good gods… they’re killing each other,” a guard muttered from beside Ella. 
 
    “I never expected this, even from the travelers,” a woman nearby offered. 
 
    Ella just shook her head as she watched the carnage – as thousands of travelers killed their own, only a few hundred feet from safety.  “It’s just our nature,” she answered in a dark voice, the other defenders sparing her a surprised glance. 
 
    “Close the gates!” the officer shouted in a harried voice, realizing that his message had only made matters worse. 
 
    The field outside the walls was now slick with blood and littered with the bodies of the fallen.  The guards moved to follow his orders, the massive gates slamming closed, sending a vibration rippling up through Ella’s feet.  The remaining survivors soon piled up against that gate, banging with futile fists.  A few tried to cut at the surface with their swords, only for their weapons to stop roughly an inch into the wood.  Others flung spells, but their magics barely dented the gates, intricate wards flashing into existence along their surface. 
 
    “They should be looking behind them,” Ella thought to herself, her hands balled into fists. 
 
    The horde of undead was approaching swiftly.  It consumed the survivors along the back edge of the group without slowing.  The survivors pressed against the gates, those farthest away now smashing the others against the wood and trampling their own.  Yet, it was all utterly futile.  There was nowhere to go – nowhere to run.  And with their options limited, many of the travelers simply leaped into the sands, likely reasoning that being ripped apart by the sandworms was a quicker death than getting their limbs torn from their bodies by the ants. 
 
    After several moments, the screams mercifully subsided as the last of the survivors outside the gates perished. 
 
    Ella’s chat was chiming more forcefully now, several members of her raid group pinging her insistently.  She typed out another message, telling them to be patient. 
 
    Her eyes quickly turned back to the horde below them.  The ants had reached the walls.  One creature cut at the stone with the scythe-like blades that made up its forearms to no avail.  Ella’s brow furrowed.  The blades stopped short again, as though the wall were reinforced.  There was no telltale glow of wards infusing the stone, though.  Perhaps metal had been embedded in the sandstone?  The same dark ore that the Infernal Guard used?  She’d heard rumors that the Khamsin mined those materials for the Merchant Guild. 
 
    She typed out another quick message. 
 
    The ants seemed to come to the same conclusion.  Instead of attempting to go through the wall, a creature burrowed its claws as deeply into the stone as it could and then wrenched itself upward, slamming another blade into the surface.  The others followed its lead, and the ants began to scale the wall with painful slowness, heaving their bulk upward blow by blow. 
 
    “Fighters, defend the wall,” an officer’s voice boomed across the rampart.  “Merchants, prepare your mechanids.” 
 
    Ella cocked her head as she watched the fighters step forward, their blades flashing and sending lances and waves of fire, ice, and razor-sharp wind down toward the ants.  Even a glancing blow along their arms was enough to send the ants tumbling back into the horde now swelling at the base of the wall.  However, the insects were beginning to scurry up and over each other as the weight and momentum of the others forced them forward.  And an ocean of chitinous bodies still swept out behind them, a seemingly endless horde. 
 
    It was hard to tell how many the defenders had even managed to slay. 
 
    What was more intriguing was how the top edge of the wall began to disintegrate, stone melting away in streamers to reveal hundreds – maybe even thousands – of small, metal teardrops that had been buried in the fortification, much like the Juggernauts. 
 
    As Ella looked on, those metal bundles unfolded, and mechanical legs sprung forth, spearing into the stone and anchoring themselves firmly in place.  They looked like metal spiders, each about the size of a large dog.  A dome-like torso resided in their center, the metal rotating and spinning in place with beams of white light flashing downward toward the ants.  Within moments, a legion of the metal constructs lined the top of the barricade. 
 
    From their perch atop the glass towers, the merchants guided the creatures, a hatch in their torso opening, and a cluster of orange energy forming there.  Ella looked on in shock as beams of molten energy speared forward, striking downward at the ants climbing the wall.  A few of those beams struck hardened chitin, leaving long furrows in the ants’ armor, but failing to slow their ascent.  It seemed the insects had some natural fire resistance. 
 
    “Aim for their arms.  The joints!” the officer shouted again. 
 
    The merchants followed his instructions, and the mechanids adapted, shifting their aim. 
 
    Another beam speared forward, striking an ant at the base of its elbow, where its chitin was thinner.  The molten energy carved through the limb, leaving the ant with only one arm embedded in the wall.  It hung there, still struggling to scale the wall.  Another ant slammed into it from below, dislodging its remaining limb and sending it tumbling down into the rest of the horde.  The swarm began to pile up against the base of the wall now, the throng rising swiftly as tens of thousands more ants streamed through the remains of the outer layer. 
 
    Given time, they would likely create a living – or unliving – ramp onto the walls, Ella realized, her gaze shifting back and forth between the merchants and the ants. 
 
    However, the merchants’ defense was effective, ants falling from the wall quickly now.  The mechanids were sending forth a barrage of molten beams, the metal creatures forming a staggered line along the top of the rampart and the columns of fiery energy spearing straight downward.  Those rays melted through the ants’ limbs, and the defenders were now managing to hold back the creatures, fully blunting their assault. 
 
    The other travelers and residents hadn’t been idle.  As the ants grouped up along the base of the wall and more fell back into their ranks, AOE attacks had become incredibly effective.  A single spell could strike dozens of ants at once. 
 
    Fighters and mages bombarded the creatures, sending down wave after wave of Fireballs, the heat growing so intense that it was melting down their chitin, leaving the ants unable to move.  Ice then crashed through the horde, cooling the molten chitin in an instant and leaving it rigid and fragile.  This was followed by spears of stone that erupted from the ground and shattered the ants’ armor, the chitin bursting apart under the force of that elemental energy. 
 
    A graveyard was forming at the base of the wall, that makeshift ramp growing gradually as the ants’ corpses began to pile up.  The air along the ramparts had shifted, the defenders now attacking with hopeful glee as the survivors lining the inside of the second layer cheered them on – unable to easily scale the surface of the wall or aid the defenders. 
 
    Ella remained still throughout it all.  Her fists clenched, as she waited, the roar of battle raging around her, her chat log pinging more urgently now, and the same words repeating in her head again and again. 
 
    “Do you really think you’re good enough to play with us?” 
 
    She felt her resolve harden, a chill feeling swelling in her chest. 
 
    Maybe she hadn’t been then.  But she was now. 
 
    She’d made new friends, ones that hadn’t turned her away after what Kayla and those girls had done to her.  That had replaced the gear she’d lost.  That had helped her level.  That had trained her.  That had even helped her in her quest – to get revenge on those that had wronged her. 
 
    Ella could still remember the look on Kayla’s face when she’d found her.  She’d made her former tormentor watch as Ella and her new guildmates cut down her team one by one – as Ella had returned her classmate’s favor, personally slicing her open while she was still breathing. 
 
    The truth was, Ella was more than good enough to play for this team. 
 
    Her eyes snapped open, dark energy beginning to swim through her irises.  Her attention shot to her chat log, typing out a few swift instructions and setting waypoint markers on each of the towers, assigning them to individual groups within the raid.  She finished her task in seconds, typing out one final instruction. 
 
    “Kill the merchants.  Initiate attack in five seconds.” 
 
    A timer ticked down in the corner of her UI as Ella finally let her dark mana surge through her body, the cold energy sweeping away any lingering doubt or anxiety.  As Morgan had instructed her weeks ago, mana could be used to clear one’s thoughts, to focus, to harden yourself to a difficult task.  And to destroy anyone foolish enough to challenge the members of <Original Sin>. 
 
    “3” 
 
    Ella’s fingers curled around the wand hidden beneath her armor, pulling the weapon free and holding it at her side, her free hand already moving through the gestures of a spell. 
 
    “2” 
 
    She tugged the cowl of her cloak forward to obscure her eyes, slipping backward among the defenders and letting others press forward toward the edge of the wall as they eagerly cut down the ants.  Dark energy swelled around her wand.  A few of the other defenders were eyeing her strangely now, suspicion gleaming in their eyes. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    “1” 
 
    Ella finished casting. 
 
    A ball of dark energy swept away from her wand, dozens of others rocketing away from the backline of the wall where the other members of her guild were positioned.  A half dozen of the projectiles targeted each tower, and as the dark energy landed, the mana expanded, forming noxious green clouds that billowed out across each one.  The merchants’ eyes widened, several breathing in sharply as they saw the sickly fog. 
 
    That was a mistake. 
 
    They were soon gasping and heaving, bending over at the waist and clutching at their stomachs.  They vomited blood onto the stones before collapsing, still and unmoving. 
 
    The others farther back along the towers tried to get away – tried to cover their mouths – but it wasn’t enough.  The poisonous mist followed them, pushing outward in an expanding ring until those merchants were also heaving their guts out onto the glass. 
 
    And as they watched their colleagues die painfully, a few merchants decided to take the easy way out, leaping from the towers to escape the poison.  Their bodies slammed into the glass platform along the interior wall with a sickening crunch.  Those were the lucky ones, healers among the survivors rushing to their aid.  The less fortunate struck sand, only to be devoured by the sandworms that had swept under the wall and into the second layer. 
 
    Meanwhile, the survivors were shouting in alarm as they pointed at the towers. 
 
    This didn’t go unnoticed by the defenders on the wall – the mechanids suddenly going silent as the merchants were cut down.  The officer’s voice boomed across the barricade.  “Dark magic attack on the towers.  Air mages, sweep away the—” 
 
    The officer was cut short as Ella’s blade erupted from the back of his neck, blood spraying the top of the tower.  The poison coating the blade was already working its way through his system, black lines appearing along his throat and arms.  As his body fell to the ground, it was illuminated in a faint red as her Acid to Ash passive activated.  The skill’s proc allowed her to cast Corpse Explosion on corpses killed by her acid and poison effects. 
 
    The air mages around him all turned to her in shock, but she was already moving, her hands winding through Corpse Explosion as she dived backward.  The officer’s body blew apart in streamers of dark energy that lashed out at the air mages, wrapping around their limbs, and eating through their flesh like acid, sending coils of smoke into the air. 
 
    Ella struck the small half wall along the back of the rampart hard, the breath rushing from her lungs and a red notification flashing in her peripheral vision.  Burns lined her arm where she’d been caught by part of her own blast, leaving her right arm hanging limply – her fingers barely able to keep hold of her wand. 
 
    But she spared that little attention. 
 
    Chaos had erupted along the wall, the defenders beginning to realize they had traitors among their ranks.  Ella used that confusion to survey her surroundings, pulling herself into a sitting position against the back of the rampart.  She could see that some of the travelers below them had begun to sweep the towers clear – gusts of wind blowing away the Poison Clouds.  A few merchants had survived, still hacking up blood, but slowly struggling back to their feet. 
 
    They needed to take care of that problem. 
 
    Luckily, at least one telltale red outline indicated that her skill had proc’d again. 
 
    Ella typed out one more command, then cast Corpse Explosion at a nearby tower. 
 
    An explosion rocked the surface, tearing into the thick glass and consuming the remaining merchants.  The skin was flayed from their bodies, and their screams ripped through the air.  More explosions rocked the neighboring towers, blasting them apart.  The ramps connecting the towers to the walls crumbled, rocks raining down upon the survivors below them. 
 
    The merchants were well and truly dead, their towers now ineffective. 
 
    However, the defenders on the wall had figured out what was happening, and Ella saw several raid icons blink out and turn grey as they cut down her companions.  Even now, nearby fighters were turning toward her – noting the way her cowl had been pushed back and her eyes gleamed with obsidian energy.  A thin trail of blood leaked from her mouth, and she still held tight to her wand with her ravaged arm. 
 
    Although, Ella paid them no mind, looking past the fighters that stalked toward her.  A telltale scythe-like arm swept above the wall, burrowing deeply into the stone, followed by a massive chitinous body that shoved its way up onto the top of the wall.  More followed behind it as the ants were beginning to scale the fortification.  It seemed they had succeeded.  They had blunted the merchants’ attack and distracted the defenders, giving the ants time to scale the wall, and the horde below them had only grown during their counterattack. 
 
    As the thin line of defenders struggled to hold back the ants, the fighters approached Ella, elemental energy coiling around their blades and their expressions grim.  They thought her injured.  Incapacitated.  Weak and helpless. 
 
    Ella just watched them, a small smile creeping across her face. 
 
    When Jason had appointed her as a lieutenant, his instructions had been clear.  Bide your time.  Strike when an opportunity affords itself.  Target their defenses and communications. 
 
    And there had been one final order… 
 
    You will die.  When you do, take as many as you can with you. 
 
    Ella’s fingers, hidden beneath her robes, were twining through a rapid series of movements. 
 
    “How’s this for good enough?” she muttered. 
 
    Then Ella finished casting. 
 
    Her body exploded violently, sending a shower of poison and acid spewing in every direction.  Where it touched stone, the acid burned holes in the surface, carving through the reinforced rock like butter.  That poison also coated the fighters approaching and the other defenders nearby that struggled to hold back the ants, eating through their armor swiftly.  Their screams soon rose into the air as the acid touched exposed flesh and melted through skin and bone. 
 
    More and more of those detonations rocked the barricade itself, creating geysers of acid within the defenders’ ranks that each left dozens of dead and injured in their wake.  And as the merchants perished and the defenders’ line was broken, the ants came pouring over the lip of that wall, their bladed arms flashing and blood spraying the stone as they cut down the remaining survivors on the wall. 
 
    As darkness descended upon Ella and a familiar notification flashed in her vision, her grim smile only widened.  She’d accomplished her mission.  The second layer had fallen. 
 
    Now it was Jason’s turn. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restricted until the global event ends. 
    
  Thanks for playing Awaken Online! 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 38 - Breached 
 
      
 
    “Have you seen the videos coming out of Sandscrit?” Frank growled, his voice barely carrying over the rumble and grind of the Carry-On Worm as it burrowed forward on a pre-determined path.  “This shit is crazy.” 
 
    They were currently sitting inside one of the Carry-On Worms, strapped to reinforced ivory chairs with bands of dark energy to keep them in place.  The worm’s carapace shivered and jerked as it slid forward swiftly, causing the whole platform to vibrate. 
 
    “It does seem like the plan has gone well so far,” Riley replied in a distracted voice, staring at her own displays.  “Or as well as we could have expected anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe even a little too well,” Jason muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Riley asked, her Listening skill allowing her to catch his words despite the grinding rumble of the worm. 
 
    He shook his head.  Something about the attacks on the first two layers seemed off.  Sure, it hadn’t gone perfectly, and they’d lost a considerable number of the feral ants already.  And Finn had thrown in a few surprises with the air shield, the juggernauts, the warded and reinforced wall on the second layer, and the engineers.  But it still felt too easy.  Too simple. 
 
    Or perhaps I overestimated Finn? 
 
    That didn’t square with the warnings everyone else had given him or the man’s reputation.  Jason glanced down to where Alfred lay in his lap, the AI napping quietly despite the harsh grind of the worm cutting through rock and sand.  Even he had warned Jason that Finn wasn’t someone to be underestimated. 
 
    “I just have a bad feeling, is all,” Jason answered finally, unable to put his finger on exactly what was bothering him. 
 
    “Or maybe you’re just not used to things going our way,” Frank offered with a chuckle. 
 
    “Do they usually not work out in your favor?” Silver called out from where the druids sat behind them, her sensitive ears twitching. 
 
    Frank hesitated, a grimace stretching his lips taut.  “Well, I mean we usually win… eventually,” he offered weakly. 
 
    “Sure, but at what cost?” Runner grumbled, his fingers gripping the arms of his chair tightly.  No matter how many times the druids had used the Carry-On Worms, they never seemed to grow accustomed to them.  Maybe it was the possibility of getting attacked and buried under several tons of sand or any of the many other potential disasters that could occur. 
 
    Jason’s UI saved Frank from having to answer, a chime echoing through the compartment.  With a swipe of his wrist, he brought up his map, chat log, and the intricate series of raid groups they’d formed among the members of <Original Sin>.  Many of those icons were now grayed out as their advance spies had sabotaged the second layer of defenses and then sacrificed themselves. 
 
    He would need to remember to reward them for their dedication. 
 
    However, there were still a few hundred icons glowing a soft green.  And Jason’s map revealed that a cluster of Carry-On Worms had breached the outer walls of Sandscrit, riding just ahead of their own transport vehicle.  Those creatures were all slithering toward the final layer, the interior portion of the city protected by the underlying rock island.  The notifications revealed that their forces were about a minute or two out now. 
 
    “Hoot?” Jason called over his shoulder. 
 
    “Yeah… yeah, I’m here,” the young man replied, his voice sounding distracted as he maintained his connection to Eureka. 
 
    “What’s it looking like topside?” Jason asked. 
 
    “The ants are closing on the last layer of interior walls, but the travelers that managed to escape into the second layer are slowing them down.  They’re all standing on some sort of makeshift glass shelf that the defenders formed from the buildings,” Hoot reported.  “It almost looks like Finn melted down most of the building along that side of the second layer to protect them from the worms.” 
 
    “Are the travelers getting pushed back?” Riley asked. 
 
    “I think so,” Hoot answered.  “And it seems like the glass platform is slowly breaking apart.  Maybe the sandworms?” 
 
    Jason frowned.  That made sense.  The swarm of worms would likely be enough to whittle away at the glass, and the fire mana pulsing through the material would certainly attract their attention.  But that only raised other questions.  Like why wasn’t Finn reinforcing the glass or making more effort to protect the other travelers?  He’d just let many of the players around the outer wall get massacred instead of using them to whittle down the undead horde. 
 
    And from what Jason could tell from his own guildmates’ reports and Hoot’s reconnaissance, most of the residents hadn’t been stationed at the first or second layer.  The only realistic conclusion was that Finn had stationed most of his forces within the interior layer, effectively sacrificing the outer two.  However, that strategy seemed insane.  He’d given up a lot of ground that way.  Or perhaps he’d been banking on the travelers being more effective, essentially using them as more durable cannon fodder? 
 
    It was hard to say. 
 
    “The last reports from our spies showed that the remaining travelers are in a weakened and disorganized state.  Which is confirmed by the video feeds,” Riley reported.  She glanced at Jason.  “They likely won’t last much longer.” 
 
    “Any sign of Finn?” Jason called over his shoulder. 
 
    The group paused, and Hoot eventually answered.  “I think I see him near the Mage Guild.  Or, at least, there’s a man wearing what looks like a flaming crown there.” 
 
    Jason rubbed at his chin as he watched his displays.  That sort of made sense.  Finn would likely be marshaling his mages and using them to protect what was left of the travelers and help reinforce the interior layer’s defenses.  That was also a spot of good news.  If Finn wasn’t near the palace, then maybe he’d abandoned the gate piece in favor of protecting his city. 
 
    As Jason knew firsthand, you could only be in so many places at once. 
 
    “Okay, then the undead horde should reach the interior wall soon,” Jason declared.  “Maybe a few more minutes tops.  Which means we need to coordinate the infiltration of the inner layer.  Hoot, I’m going to need you to mark a few waypoints for our forces.  Choose at least three locations inside the palace proper.  We’ll need to create a few distractions.” 
 
    “Got it,” the tamer replied in a clipped voice. 
 
    Several yellow icons bloomed along the interior layer a moment later, a handful clustered around the palace and another few red herring waypoints positioned farther out.  The goal here was to create chaos.  Finn would already be struggling to handle the rush on the interior fortifications – where most of his forces were stationed.  Their intel also suggested that he’d held only a few divisions in reserve around the palace.  If they could stretch out those remaining forces, that would give Jason an opportunity to infiltrate the palace and retrieve the gate piece. 
 
    “I just sent out the assignments for our forces,” Riley said.  An icon appeared in their group UI, now visible to the group members without their map.  “ETA to infiltration point is two minutes.” 
 
    She glanced over her shoulder at the druids and Eliza.  Brian loomed beside her, branches spearing from his chest and anchoring him to the worm’s chitinous shell.  He’d refused to move away from Eliza, not even to take a seat.  “You all ready?” Riley asked. 
 
    She received curt nods in response, but Eliza hesitated.  “Now is a good time to administer our potions then,” she said.  “That way, we’ll get the full duration.  She pulled out nine bags, passing them out among the group, each marked with a name. 
 
    “What is this?” Runner grunted, pulling open the drawstring and tugging out a series of small, colored vials. 
 
    “Maybe she’s sedating us, and we can just hang out inside the worm,” Howl grunted back with a grin.  “A guy can only hope…” 
 
    Eliza shook her head as she downed one of her potions.  “No.  These are buffs – not just simple healing potions or sedatives.  There’s a limit to how many potions a person can consume, as the cocktails gradually increase their blood toxicity.” 
 
    “What she means is that you can start hallucinating,” Frank shot back. 
 
    Howl and Runner both froze, staring suspiciously at their vials. 
 
    “That’s one side effect,” Eliza explained.  “However, toxicity tolerance is a function of a person’s Endurance and Vitality.  And different potions have a larger or smaller effect on that toxicity level.  So, I’ve tailored each person’s set of potions, choosing buffs that benefit their skill set and then allocating the number of buffs based on their individual stats.” 
 
    Runner just blinked.  “Tiny water mage says what?” 
 
    “She’s saying more stats equals more buffs,” Frank shot back.  “She didn’t give you more than you can handle, but trust me, you’re going to want the boost.” 
 
    The two shifters just stared back skeptically. 
 
    “Just drink the damn potions,” Silver snapped, downing her own vials one by one. 
 
    That snapped them out of it, the two men reluctantly tipping back the glowing cocktails.  A few seconds later, they stared off into space, notifications likely flashing before them. 
 
    Howl’s eyes widened.  “This can’t be right…”  He whirled on Spider.  “Have you been holding back on us?  Why don’t you hand out potions?” 
 
    Spider just stared back placidly.  “Not worth it,” he answered simply. 
 
    “You heard the man.  You’re just not worth it!” Runner barked out, slapping Howl on the back, the shifter still glaring at the grower. 
 
    For his part, Jason ignored their banter as he opened his own satchel and pulled a handful of vials free.  He quickly downed them in succession, his eyes never lingering far from his in-game clock.  The truth was that they didn’t have long left. 
 
    However, he was briefly distracted as a notification flashed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Potions Imbibed 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have taken multiple buff-type potions.  Taking several potions in rapid succession increases your blood toxicity, with a higher toxicity creating debuffs depending on the potion type. 
    
  Current Blood Toxicity:  35% 
  Duration:  1 hour 
  Current Buffs: 
 
         
         	 50% increased mana regeneration. 
 
         	 20% increased total mana. 
 
         	 15% increased Dexterity 
 
         	 15% increased Strength. 
 
        
  Current Debuffs: 
 
         
         	 15% reduced hearing. 
 
         	 15% reduced health regeneration. 
 
         	 15% reduced Vitality. 
 
         	 Occasional blurred vision. 
 
        
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  Those buffs were significant, especially since his entire health pool had been converted to mana.  And he could see what Eliza had done now, effectively min-maxing the potions she’d handed out to each of them to find an ideal inflection point between their buffs and debuffs.  For example, she must have decided that Jason wasn’t affected by a loss of Vitality, except to the extent that this slightly reduced his blood toxicity threshold.  And the loss of hearing sensitivity could be compensated by his Listening skill. 
 
    He could certainly live with the list of debuffs he’d just read, especially when they came at the gain of nearly 4,000 mana and roughly 30 mana/second.  With the potions, he was sitting at almost 20,000 mana right now.  In short, he could take a few hits. 
 
    “Damn, this was clever,” Frank shot back, echoing Jason’s thoughts as he swiped away his own notifications.  “You’ve been working hard, Eliza!” Frank added, turning to look at her over his shoulder. 
 
    For her part, a blush crept up Eliza’s cheeks, Brian giving her an appreciative nod and a few flowers blooming along his arms. 
 
    However, the celebration was interrupted as the worms listed and jerked hard, everyone straining against the bindings that held them in place.  Jason spared a glance at his map, only to confirm what he already knew.  They had just reached the rock island beneath the interior layer, joining the cluster of worms located far below the island at the boundary of the underground wards.  From this point forward, the Carry-On Worm would be forced to burrow through solid rock. 
 
    “Alright.  Hold tight.  This is going to be rough,” Jason shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    The vessel abruptly tilted back into a vertical position and began to spin up to speed – faster and faster.  The worm’s spikes weren’t strong enough for it to merely wriggle through solid rock.  So, the vessel had begun to rotate like a giant drill.  Jason clung to the arms of his chair, an immense pressure now pushing down on his chest as steady – almost painful – vibrations rocked their seats and set their teeth on edge. 
 
    They were coming in from the southern side of the city, avoiding the Mage Guild along the interior layer’s northern edge as much as possible.  Both because Hoot had sighted Finn there and Jason couldn’t be sure how large the underground prison was.  Either way, this position helped ensure that they wouldn’t accidentally drill into the side of it or alert their enemy. 
 
    As they neared their destination, the yellow waypoint marker loomed before them.  The vibrations had also become much more intense, stress fractures starting to form along the worm’s chitin.  Jason swiftly repaired those cracks with a flash of dark mana.  They hadn’t tested running these worms through this much rock – an oversight on his part. 
 
    But then, again, he’d had a lot on his plate lately. 
 
    “Alright folks, ETA sixty seconds,” Riley shouted, her voice sounding strained over the grind and screech of metal-infused chitin striking stone.  A new raid UI icon appeared in their peripheral vision, counting down swiftly.  “The other groups will be breaching before us, but we’re still going to be coming in hot, so expect resistance as soon as we hit the ground. 
 
    “Priority number one is to secure the landing zone around the worm – it’s our ride out of here.  Then provide cover for Jason to infiltrate the palace,” Riley finished. 
 
    “Any questions or last words?” Frank called out. 
 
    “Why the hell did we sign up for this?” Runner screamed back, having actually snapped the arm of his chair free as he tried to hold himself in place.  Howl just sat beside him with his eyes squeezed shut, muttering under his breath. 
 
    Frank just laughed in response.  Riley scowled at her screens.  Eliza clutched at Brian’s hand, and the other druids hung on for dear life. 
 
    And Jason just stared at that waypoint marker, his thoughts seething.  He still had lingering doubts, a constant worry that gnawed at the edges of his thoughts. 
 
    But they were all in now, and there was no going back. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 39 - Hospitable 
 
      
 
    The worm breached the surface with explosive force, sending out a shower of dirt and sand spewing into the sky.  Its body then settled backward, sliding down into the hole it had carved in the stone before anchoring itself in place with its tail.  Its maw stretched open, revealing a yellow-gray sky, the sandstorm kicked up by the Carry-On Worm’s smaller cousins blocking out the sun. 
 
    “Hoot?” Jason called over his shoulder, disengaging the straps on the Carry-On Worm.  The group was perched on their seats, preparing to disembark the vehicle, the shifters moving into a vanguard position. 
 
    “We’re in an outer courtyard.  Wall positioned to the west.  Palace outbuilding to the east.  And we… we have some company,” the tamer murmured, his brow furrowed in concentration.  “Actually, a lot of company.” 
 
    Jason grunted in acknowledgment.  He’d expected that.  And the other worms would only act as decoys for a few minutes before their position was relayed to the rest of the defenders.  Once their telltale abilities were spotted, he was sure that Finn’s network of air mages would communicate that information to the rest of the soldiers and mages defending the palace. 
 
    But perhaps they could slow that process down. 
 
    “Alright, Hoot, you’re staying in here,” Jason declared, twin rainbow-colored eyes glancing at him in confusion.  “You’re going to be the group’s scout.  I need you to target mages – air mages first, then everything else – and push the markers to the group.” 
 
    Jason shot Frank and Riley a glance.  “That’s the kill order for you guys too.”  He received twin nods in return.  And as a series of yellow markers flared into existence above them, Jason gripped his staff firmly and waved at Frank, Howl, and Runner. 
 
    “Tanky shifters first,” he said with a grin, his dark mana now blunting his anxiety. 
 
    “And if you can, retrieve the bodies for me,” Riley suggested.  “Maim, don’t kill initially.  I need a few of our victims alive.” 
 
    The druids eyed Riley curiously for a moment, but they all nodded.  Their skin soon shimmered, pale flesh swiftly replaced with hard, chitinous plates.  Howl and Runner’s ant forms weren’t nearly a match for Frank’s were-form, but the insects still had a ton of native fire resistance, and their shells could take a beating, which was what they needed right now – decoys. 
 
    They launched themselves out of the vehicle, leaping up through the open maw and their massive bodies slamming into the sands on the other side.  Immediately, they were pelted with elemental missiles, balls of flames exploding around them with abandon.  But the flames splashed harmlessly across their chitin and caused little damage. 
 
    As soon as the shifters crossed the threshold, Riley and Silver followed closely behind.  Silver’s body shimmered, and thick black fur erupted along her skin as her form elongated.  She spared a glance at Riley, motioning with her nose at her back.  The archer gingerly straddled the shifter and drew her bow.  As she nocked an arrow, her irises turned a dark black, marred only by thin circles of crimson energy. 
 
    Then Silver launched them out of the worm’s maw. 
 
    They soared more than two dozen feet above the vessel, the string of Riley’s bow humming as she released arrow after arrow, each one striking home with pinpoint precision.  The amber markers winked out one by one as she took out the air mages, only for them to be replenished with more markers as Hoot started identifying the other casters that lingered around the Carry-On Worm and lined the nearby wall. 
 
    “Alright, our turn,” Jason said, glancing at Eliza, Spider, and Brian. 
 
    They didn’t bother to reply.  Instead, Brian’s arms stretched out, his limbs growing and snapping until they encircled the group.  Then, with a surge of growth, his legs propelled them up and out of the vehicle, only to land amid a chaotic scene. 
 
    The shifters had formed a rough defensive line around the worm.  Howl and Runner blocked the spells and projectiles that rocketed toward them, the missiles glancing across their armor as Frank knocked aside those magical projectiles with his scythe-like blades.  Riley and Silver stayed within that protective semi-circle, Riley continuing to launch arrow after arrow at the mages and archers that lined the wall beside them.  However, they had wisened up, shields of air and earth now materializing to block her missiles.  And as each second ticked past, Jason saw that more fighters and Khamsin were racing across the sands toward them – the clash of steel and sizzle of magics signaling that other fights were taking place not too far away. 
 
    Frank realized he needed to create more cover, so he turned to the ground, his bladed arms tearing at the sand and his body vibrating swiftly.  He started carving a furrow into the ground, not quite tunneling below the surface.  The effect was to spray a torrent of sand up into the air, creating a cloud that blocked line of sight around the group. 
 
    Meanwhile, Brian hovered protectively overtop Eliza and Spider, his body expanding to create a barricade of vines and branches.  The plant matter stopped any stray arrows cold and quickly repaired any damage caused by the elemental missiles hurled by the mages at random. 
 
    However, these tactics wouldn’t last forever. 
 
    The group pulled their cloth wraps close to protect their mouths from Frank’s sandstorm as Jason turned to Eliza and Spider.  “Fortify this position,” he commanded, his hands already twisting through a series of gestures as he began to raise the air mages that Riley had slain. 
 
    Spider immediately dropped a few pre-prepared bags of seeds around them, dumping the contents upon the sands.  Eliza began casting Obscuring Mist, letting the moisture thicken and grow until it started to replace Frank’s makeshift cloud of sand and create a soupy mess along the ground around them.  Once there was enough moisture, she dropped the channel and turned to the seeds, glowing blue droplets dripping from her fingers onto the pile.  Saplings sprung forth immediately, growing at an incredible pace. 
 
    As she worked, Spider dropped to his knees, placing his hands on those fledgling growths and multi-colored energy surging down both arms.  Eliza was growing the plants, and Spider was directing them as Brian provided much-needed cover. 
 
    The vegetation stretched outward rapidly, wrapping itself around the mouth of the Carry-On Worm and creating a small wall of plant matter to help protect Hoot, who was still inside.  Then the plants stretched outward in an expanding ring, vines twining along the ground and anchoring themselves in place with thick roots.  Once they had blanketed the ground, the growth turned skyward, new seeds blooming into massive trees – except the bark was a strange orange color, and the leaves were blood red, whip-like vines hanging from the branches, forming a protective grove around the group.  Several flowers bloomed along those vines, expelling a thick cloud of red pollen that Eliza’s mist picked up and spread through the vegetation. 
 
    As a Fireball struck those plants, Jason winced, only to look on in shock a moment later as the flames dissipated.  They had barely charred the leaves.  Fire-resistant plants? he wondered, glancing appreciatively at Eliza and Spider.  It seemed he had underestimated that pair. 
 
    Although, that was just the beginning. 
 
    A notification suddenly crashed down in front of him. 
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  A combination of fire-resistant plant matter and magically infused water mana have created something new… a Blood Grove!  While standing inside the radius of the grove, the plants blunt the effect of the aura surrounding Sandscrit and provide additional buffs: 
    
  - Sandscrit fire aura. 
  + 10 stamina regeneration/second 
  + 50 Strength 
  + 50 Dexterity 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Damn, I’m going to need to remember that. 
 
    But then Jason had a few other concerns that demanded his focus. 
 
    Upon the nearby wall, the deceased air mages opened milky-white eyes, their limbs jerking experimentally as his Specialized Zombie spell completed.  However, Jason didn’t attempt to attack the nearby players.  Instead, he ordered them to remain silent and still.  He squeezed his own eyes shut, focusing on his Listening ability, and filtering out the sounds of battle.  He was hunting for something.  Something specific— 
 
    And then he found it – resident mages whispering communications amongst themselves. 
 
    “…attacks on the palace….” 
 
    “…at least four groups…” 
 
    “…Jason possibly sighted on the southern side of the palace…” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed.  That had been what he was looking for.  He sent a command to one of his new zombies, a flash of amber magic coiling around the woman’s hands.  Then she whispered a message of his own making. 
 
    “Jason sighted!” the zombie spoke up, her voice throaty and hoarse.  “He’s attacking the central market.  The attack on the palace was a decoy!” 
 
    He could hear the dialogue among the air mages shift, their voices now frantic, asking for confirmation.  Some were still skeptical.  So, Jason kept going.  He started announcing his position all over Sandscrit – in each location where his guild members had burrowed inside the palace and the interior layer.  He left his zombies with orders to continue this misinformation campaign, each undead man and woman lying quietly and passing along a faulty communique every few seconds. 
 
    Finn’s air mage network soon devolved into chaos. 
 
    “…conflicting reports...” 
 
    “No one is respecting chain of communication…” 
 
    “…infiltrated our ranks?” 
 
    Jason smiled, his eyes snapping open.  That should keep them busy for a while. 
 
    The orange and red grove had thickened while he’d been busy, creating a miniature forest among the sands, the vegetation still creeping ever outward.  The plants were now so dense they were blocking the missiles and spells of the nearby mages.  Eliza and Spider just continued to pump more and more mana into the vegetation as it was cut down, the water mage downing a mana potion every time she got low.  The mages and archers were fighting a losing battle as the grove only continued to expand. 
 
    However, a line of fighters was approaching, their blades flashing with energy.  Bands of hardened air and ice cut at the plants, shredding through bark and leaf.  It seemed they’d noticed the fire resistance and learned to compensate. 
 
    “We need to take out the ground troops,” Jason grunted at Riley. 
 
    She nodded, typing out a message to Frank.  Riley then leaped into a nearby tree, perching along a branch and drawing back an arrow, dark mana coiling around the tip.  Once it was charged, she released, the missile racing forward and coils of unholy energy lashing at the surrounding plants as it passed.  The mages on the wall shouted in alarm, and a hasty barrier of air formed in front of the fighters and Khamsin, the missile slamming home with explosive force. 
 
    For just an instant, the shield held. 
 
    Then it shattered, and the missile detonated, sending out a shockwave of corrupting energy and wind that swept across the field.  It sent the fighters stumbling backward – a few blown entirely off their feet – while forcing the Khamsin to absorb the energy.  Their bodies became a mottled combination of black and yellow.  A few failed, dropping to the ground and screaming in pain as their limbs melted away, skin sloughing from their arms and legs. 
 
    Frank erupted from inside the group, springing up from the ground and lashing at the stunned fighters around him, cutting cleanly through their limbs and spraying the ground with blood.  His eyes shown a bright crimson as he maintained his Were-Ant Form.  Howl and Runner were soon by his side.  Grabbing a man who’d had his foot cut off by Frank’s pincers, Howl physically dragged him back into the expanding grove, the man screaming and clawing at the sands. 
 
    As he neared the plants, a vine whipped forward, grabbing the injured man’s leg, and pulling him even deeper into the grove.  Once out of sight, his screams cut off abruptly.  As the line of plants drifted closer to the enemy soldiers, more vines whipped forward, snatching at the fighters and Khamsin.  They tried to cut away the vegetation, only for more vines to bind their arms and legs.  The vines coiled around their necks, squeezing as the foliage dragged them into the grove. 
 
    Even those who managed to escape the vines’ clutches soon met Silver’s wrath, her dark form flashing among the trees like a deadly specter.  The flash of her fangs was the last sight many saw before death claimed them. 
 
    A few enemy soldiers were soon deposited next to the command group, bound firmly in thick vines and their eyes wide and wild.  Riley hopped down from her perch, sparing a quick, questioning glance at Eliza.  The water mage motioned at a nearby satchel, never stopping her channel despite the sweat that now beaded her forehead.  Riley burrowed inside, and her hand reappeared with a few glowing vials.  She quickly administered those potions – a healing mixture and sedative. 
 
    As each of the men and women went limp, firmly bound to the ground, Riley paced down the line, stabbing an arrow into each of their stomachs.  Blood-red droplets soon sprang from those wounds, expanding outward and gradually replacing Eliza’s Obscuring Mist.  A crimson fog swept among the orange bark of the trees and hanging vines, the plants seeming to absorb that energy as it helped repair the vegetation.  Frank and the shifters retreated into the grove, their injuries healing swiftly, and they soon leaped back out of the grove to attack the defenders that were now piling into the courtyard. 
 
    Jason strained his Listening ability again. 
 
    “Jason has infiltrated our communications.  Do not trust information coming from anyone other than me,” someone said, his voice carrying to most of the air mages still ringing the palace grounds.  That had to be Finn. 
 
    “Reports show that there is some sort of blood grove being formed along the southern palace grounds.  That must be where Jason is stationed.  All forces move to that location.” 
 
    Damn it, Jason thought to himself.  It seemed the need for the air mages was over.  With a few swift gestures, he cast Corpse Explosion in rapid succession.  Violent detonations rocked the nearby walls, followed by the screams of the dying as the corrupting energy ate away at their flesh.  Although, that was only a minor victory.  He knew more were already on their way. 
 
    “It’s not nearly enough,” Jason muttered to himself. 
 
    Riley shot him a questioning glance.  “They’ve identified our position,” Jason continued.  “We’ve got a lot incoming—” He cut himself off as dozens of waypoint markers lit up in the distance, Hoot observing a mass of mages converging on their location.  Spider and Eliza looked at those markers in alarm, but neither made any move to leave their position.  Brian continued to stand guard overtop them as they kept channeling energy into the Blood Grove. 
 
    Jason met Riley’s eyes, and she moved close, gripping his arm.  “You need to go.  Now,” she said quietly.  “Most of the defenders will still need to be stationed along the walls leading into the inner layer, they still need to deal with the other assault groups, and we’ve fortified this position for now.  We can buy you time to retrieve the gate piece.” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  She was right.  He knew she was right.  And yet… 
 
    His eyes drifted to the druids nearby, to the shadow of Silver’s form flashing along the edges of the blood grove and the other shifters battling along the edge of the plants.  He couldn’t afford to see them die – to see his friends captured. 
 
    “Fine,” he grunted finally, shifting his attention back to Riley.  “But if it comes down to it, you leave me here.  Save them – save the druids.  Save yourself.” 
 
    She looked like she wanted to argue, but he continued more forcefully.  “Promise me,” he hissed, his eyes blazing with dark energy. 
 
    “I… I promise,” she answered reluctantly. 
 
    With that, he leaned forward, pressing his lips firmly to hers, and then he pulled away.  “Now go, help them,” he instructed.  Riley nodded and then leaped into the branches of the nearby trees, darting swiftly into the depths of the grove. 
 
    Jason winced as he watched her leave and felt a hand land on his shoulder.  He turned to see Brian’s crystalline blue eyes staring back.  “The same goes for you,” he said.  “Don’t let anything happen to Eliza and Spider… or Hoot.” 
 
    He received a nod in return.  Then Brian touched a nearby tree, and energy pulsed down his arm.  A path in the dense vegetation opened, stretching off to the east toward the palace outbuildings, the structures just barely visible in the distance.  His message was clear.  Jason needed to get moving. 
 
    “Thanks,” Jason grunted, then he headed off at a jog, Alfred easily keeping pace beside him.  As he neared the palace wall, he raised his staff, a Soul Slash arcing away from the surface of the weapon.  He cut into the stone, carving a portal in the wall with a few deft strokes.  Only darkness lingered on the other side. 
 
    Jason spared one final glance behind him, watching the blood-red mist curl among the branches of the unusual forest growing in the courtyard.  As Eliza and Spider funneled even more energy into those plants while Brian stood guard.  As the shifters cut down and dragged bodies into the grove.  As Riley shot arrow after arrow at the mages marching upon their position.  And as Hoot set new markers among the incoming enemy forces. 
 
    Worry coiled in his gut and pushed back at the unholy energy that pulsed through his body, but he had to have faith.  His friends and companions could take care of themselves – they’d proven that time and time again.  And they were still positioned overtop their ride out of here, the Carry-On Worm’s maw now coated in thick vegetation. 
 
    It was himself he should be worried about. 
 
    From here on out, he was on his own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 40 - Harried 
 
      
 
    Thump, thump, thump. 
 
    Jason darted into a nearby room, closing the door with a quiet click and pressing his back to the wall, his staff gripped firmly in hand.  With his Listening skill, he could hear a contingent of guards pound down the nearby hallway.  These were fighters, outfitted in heavy mail and their skin riddled with tattoos.  He’d passed several groups on his way to the top of the palace and could only assume they were heading to the courtyards to reinforce their allies. 
 
    As the sounds of the guards drifted off into the distance, he let out a relieved breath.  For his part, Alfred simply sat calmly beside him, licking a paw. 
 
    “It’s frustrating that you look so relaxed,” Jason whispered, resisting the urge to summon his dark mana to suppress his anxiety.  That would only increase the risk of drawing Finn’s attention.  He was counting on the distraction in the palace courtyards, the siege of undead, and the sandstorm billowing across Sandscrit to hide his presence. 
 
    Even so, precious seconds had ticked past as he waited for the guards.  And that time cost him.  Every moment that passed had his friends fighting for their lives and risked their deaths – or in the case of the travelers, their capture.  He needed to move quickly and get back to the Carry-On Worm. 
 
    Alfred shrugged a shoulder, his ears twitching.  “I’m just an innocent cat.  I’m not going to get swarmed and butchered if you’re detected.”  The AI’s gaze flitted to Jason.  “Although, I am curious about all of this sneaking about.” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “I might be able to take a dozen or so of those guards, but we both know I can’t take an entire army by myself.  A single survivor would be enough to send up an alarm and undermine our entire plan.” 
 
    As he spoke, Jason pushed the door open gently and peeked at the now-vacant hallway.  He and Alfred slipped out into the corridor and padded softly along the glass floor.  The palace walls and floors were composed of the same dense material, flames coiling within their depths.  That was another added blessing.  With the amount of fire mana surging through this place, that ought to offer some additional cover. 
 
    “Certainly,” Alfred answered, looking up at Jason as he padded alongside him.  He furrowed his brow as he examined Jason closely.  “But that’s not what I meant.  This mission has an abysmal chance of success.  3.345% by my calculations.  With those odds, you may as well go in ‘guns blazing’ – as you travelers are so fond of doing.” 
 
    Jason side-eyed the AI and gave a noncommittal grunt as they approached an intersection.  He slowed, glancing cautiously down each hallway before choosing a path that led further toward the center of the structure.  His map glowed softly in the air beside him, and as they walked, Jason’s thoughts returned to his friends, eyeing the group UI in the corner of his vision for at least the dozenth time. 
 
    “This strategy just seems uncharacteristic of you,” Alfred continued when Jason didn’t reply.  “You can’t be certain that the gate piece is still at the top of the palace.  Or whether this is another trap.  Or that you’ll be able to recover that gate piece.  How exactly do you plan to move it back down the courtyard, for example?  And past all of the patrols that we’ve encountered?” 
 
    As Alfred spoke, Jason grimaced, struggling to focus on moving forward – on searching the nearby halls – stopping every few yards to strain with his Listening skill for any sound of approaching guard patrols.  Focusing on those immediate problems helped him to avoid thinking about the many issues the AI had outlined. 
 
    “We know the gate piece is still there,” Jason grunted softly.  “Hoot confirmed as much before we left the Carry-On Worm.  As for how to get it back down into the courtyard, I was hoping to have gravity do that for me.  I don’t need to carry it.  I just need to knock it down onto the lower levels of the palace or the courtyard.  Then Frank can help move it.” 
 
    The AI shook his tiny feline head before his gaze drifted back to Jason.  “Plausible answers, I suppose.  But again, your odds are almost nil.  And the cost of failure is potentially severe.” 
 
    Jason knew what he meant.  There was a fate worse than death inside AO for travelers. 
 
    Capture.  Imprisonment.  The effective death of his avatar. 
 
    “And reminding me of the obvious doesn’t help,” Jason snapped at Alfred.  “The bottom line is that I’m… we’re committed now and need to focus.” 
 
    Alfred simply stared back at him, something that looked like curiosity shining in his eyes.  “If you say so,” the AI replied cryptically, although he didn’t look convinced. 
 
    Jason took a steadying breath, attempting to refocus on moving forward.  He turned a corner, and a set of stairs stood before him.  As his feet touched the first glimmering glass step, his eyes skimmed once again to the UI flashing in the corner of his vision.  His teammates were alive – the data confirmed that much.  But he could see the health of one team member was dropping swiftly.  He winced, forcing his gaze away.  There was nothing he could do about that right now.  Not from here.  His only recourse was to say yet another silent prayer to the Dark One. 
 
    And place one foot in front of the other as he crept ever deeper into the palace. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Riley perched upon the branches of a tree at the edge of the Blood Grove, her bow finally falling silent and still.  The shifters had retreated into the tree line, the blood-red plants still slowly stretching outward as Eliza continuously channeled energy into the plants while Spider directed the growth.  A glance at her map confirmed that the grove now stretched dozens of yards in diameter, centered around the Carry-On Worm. 
 
    Although, they had a new problem. 
 
    The enemy had retreated out of range and were regrouping in the distance.  The other members of <Original Sin> that had breached the palace grounds had already been picked off – the raid menu beside Riley almost entirely grayed out now – leaving their group alone against the remaining palace defenders.  Although, she took some solace from the fact that their remaining spies in the second layer were reporting a large-scale assault on the walls leading into the inner layer.  At least they were diverting some of the defenders’ attention. 
 
    As she sighted down her arrow, her vision zoomed in, allowing her to pick out details.  A large contingent of Infernal Guard had finally shown up in the palace courtyard, the dark-metal-clad soldiers numbering at least a hundred.  And just as many fire mages followed behind them, flames coiling around their staves.  The Infernal Guard had pulled their massive tower shields from their backs, creating a dense shield wall, the occasional sparkle of their lances a reminder that they weren’t exactly unarmed either. 
 
    The remainder of the fighters and the Khamsin had taken up a formation behind the Infernal Guard – clearly intending to let the armored soldiers do the heavy lifting.  A woman seemed to be leading them, her face familiar as she tugged off her helmet and barked orders. 
 
    Julia.  She was the woman that had arrested Hoot at the tavern. 
 
    Riley’s gaze shifted to the nearby wall. 
 
    If that weren’t bad enough, the remaining mages on the ramparts had regrouped and been reinforced – with at least fifty mages wrapped in dark green.  They were earth mages, from the look of them.  And if that hadn’t been obvious, the man leading them would have given away their affinity.  He stood out in stark contrast to the other mages, wearing elaborate dark robes that hummed with energy.  A golem of stone rumbled along beside him, its body suspended by what appeared to be some sort of gravity field. 
 
    It seems we’ve found some of Finn’s lieutenants, Riley thought to herself. 
 
    Even as that thought crossed her mind, Julia strode forward.  An air mage stood beside her, and his staff glowed with amber energy.  Suddenly, Julia’s voice drifted across the courtyard, almost like she was whispering into Riley’s ear. 
 
    “Hello, members of <Original Sin>.  Judging from the reports of my soldiers, it appears I have the privilege of facing both the right and left hands of the Twilight Throne – as well as the avatar of water.  Frank.  Riley.  Eliza.  I’ve heard much about you all.” 
 
    “Should we feel offended she left us out?” Runner grunted from the base of the tree. 
 
    Howl just snorted in response, Silver and Frank remaining silent as they hovered nearby, their bodies cloaked by the shadows of the Blood Grove.  All the shifters had regained human form, using the brief respite to regenerate their stamina and meager mana pools. 
 
    “As you can see, you are surrounded and greatly outnumbered.  We are aware that there are less than ten of you, and we are intimately familiar with your abilities.  Despite your power, this is an unwinnable fight.” 
 
    Riley let out a huff at that.  The many corpses that still lingered in the no-man’s-land between the grove and Julia’s forces punched a few holes in that theory. 
 
    “Just keep talking,” she muttered, glancing at the clock on her UI.  Every second that ticked past put Jason one step closer to the gate piece. 
 
    “I’d like to offer you an opportunity to surrender – to retreat,” Julia continued.  “You can avoid imprisonment and the effective destruction of your avatars.  And for any residents that might be among you, this is a chance for you to save your own lives. 
 
    “You only need to give up Jason,” Julia finished. 
 
    Silence hung across the grove as the group mulled on her words. 
 
    “Well, fuck that,” Frank grunted.  “Sounds like she’s scared to me.” 
 
    Although Runner, Howl, and Silver looked less convinced.  “Are you certain?  Or are they simply cutting to the chase?” Silver asked softly, gesturing at the mages on the nearby ramparts.  The earth mage lieutenant didn’t look particularly concerned, the earth elemental hovering by his shoulder and staring at the grove with glowing green eyes.  “They don’t look worried to me.” 
 
    Frank grimaced but didn’t answer. 
 
    So, Riley offered a response for him, dropping to the ground with a soft thump.  “We lose nothing by waiting – buying Jason some time.  If they push us back, we can always retreat using the worm.  They can’t follow us underground.” 
 
    “And you’re certain those earth mages can’t stop us?” Silver shot back. 
 
    “No, I’m not.  But we’ve already proven that our group is capable of withstanding hundreds of sandworms, we’re reinforced by both Eliza’s potions and the grove bonuses, and there must be some limit to their range,” Riley answered calmly.  “The fact that they’re offering us this opportunity means they’ve already projected their losses and determined that letting us go represents a smaller threat than forcing the confrontation. 
 
    “Besides,” Riley continued, her eyes flashing with unholy energy, “if they could stop us from retreating, then who’s to say they won’t cut us down with our backs turned?  I’d personally rather die facing my enemy, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    The shifter cocked her head, the hair on her ears and tail rising at the challenge in Riley’s eyes.  Then a small feral smile drifted across her face.  “Fair enough.  Then we fight.” 
 
    At that statement, the group broke apart, the shifters’ bodies shimmering, and Riley swinging her bow behind her back before launching herself back into the branches.  Moments later, safely perched on a limb, her hand swiped at her UI to bring up her chat log.  She swiftly typed out a message to Eliza farther back in the grove – warning her that the shit was about to hit the fan.  If they had any reserves left, then it was time to tap into them. 
 
    Then her gaze swept back to the field before her as Riley pulled a dagger free from its sheath, looking down at the blade.  She’d been hoping to save this – the product of weeks of working secretly with Jerry.  But it looked like the time had come to finally use some of his training.  The Blood Grove would only amplify her powers, crimson droplets even now beading on the leaves around her and a dense fog swirling amongst the plants. 
 
    She ripped the blade across her wrist, simultaneously pulling on her mana. 
 
    “Blood has power.”  That’s what Jerry had told her during their training. 
 
    A sacrifice of health to the Dark One enhanced her abilities and amplified her dark mana.  It was the same exchange that helped power her bow and created the lingering, bloody mist that drifted throughout the grove. 
 
    A gift of blood in exchange for power. 
 
    And the more health sacrificed, the greater the boost.  So, she cut down to the quick, a hissing breath escaping her lips, but Riley refused to pull back on the blade.  She let her blood spill onto the branches around her, drip down the rough bark, and create a ruddy river below her.  The blood pooled and grew, far more dripping from her wrist than should be possible – a secondary function of the mist that coiled through this grove. 
 
    Riley muttered under her breath, her eyes aglow with energy. 
 
    And as she did, she could feel energy sweeping into her body, filling her limbs, and flowing through her veins.  Her muscles felt like they were on fire, and the world around her had begun to slow.  The Blood Sacrifice amplified her natural stats by a hard percentage that scaled with how much health she committed to the spell.  Jerry had done this same thing when fighting Thorn, but only a pinprick, a small nip at his thumb.  He’d been worried about needing to take a hit, after all.  And his natural stats were so high that even a small bonus represented a massive shift. 
 
    Riley had no such reservations.  She kept going, the energy crackling around her arms and legs now – a mixture of red and black that swirled and swam together. 
 
    “Our power represents the brink between life and death,” Jerry had told her.  “On that razor’s edge, when an animal’s back is to a corner, and it has mere seconds left to live, that’s when it fights the hardest.  When it holds nothing back.” 
 
    As her health hit 1%, Riley finally relented, pulling back the blade.  Yet the wound remained open, bleeding freely despite her natural health regeneration and the healing effects of the Blood Mist that curled through the grove.  Those healing effects were just enough to offset the bleed created by Blood Sacrifice.  Although, this was incredibly dangerous.  A light breeze could take her out right now. 
 
    But only if it could catch her… 
 
    A grim smile swept across Riley’s face as she pulled her bow free and nocked an arrow, the movement so fast it was a mere blur.  Julia still stood in the distance, preparing to attack, but the soldiers’ movements were slow now – sluggish even. 
 
    Riley began pouring energy into her arrow, the dark mana growing… and growing… and growing.  She leaned into the regenerating mist that coiled through the grove, using that excess health to power her attack.  The unholy energy soon began to lash at the branches around her, snatching at the leaves and limbs and pulling them into that void – shredding the vegetation in mere moments.  And yet, she kept going until the miasma began to start eating into the trunk.  The Infernal Guard had seen her now – had witnessed this massive collection of dark mana.  They began to raise their shields. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Riley released. 
 
    The missile traveled forward as though in slow motion – the ball of dark mana expanding out to more than five yards – a globe of energy the size of a small room barreling toward her enemies.  It pulled in the matter around it, lifting the sand and soil from the ground and forming a deep trench along its path.  Riley had only cast a bolt like this once before.  Back in Vaerwald, upon the steps of the great library, with the Dark One’s energy coursing through her veins. 
 
    This time, it was all her. 
 
    Shields of amber energy appeared in the air, but the bolt crashed through them like tissue paper, sending gusts of wind spewing in every direction.  Flames erupted along the line of Infernal Guard as the fire mages began channeling mana into their armor – reinforcing it and amplifying their movements.  Julia donned her helmet swiftly, her armor soon awash in flame as she raised her shield.  She and the rest of the Infernal Guard planted their feet firmly. 
 
    Then the bolt struck home. 
 
    It exploded violently, dark mana crashing out in an expanding nova of energy that rocked through the ranks of the Infernal Guard, obscuring them from sight.  Massive tentacles of obsidian mana lashed into the air and scraped the walls of the surrounding buildings, leaving furrows in their wake.  The concussive wave rocketed back toward the grove, causing the branches to tremble and the leaves to shake. 
 
    As the blast cleared, only a giant crater remained where the Infernal Guard had once stood.  Riley felt a faint note of hope bloom in her chest, only to stop short as she saw the ground shimmer and shift.  Emerald energy swam around that location, channeled by the earth mages on the nearby wall.  Gradually the Infernal Guard remerged from the sands, pulled back up and into formation, their armor unscarred. 
 
    “Damn it,” Riley thought. 
 
    But they weren’t done. 
 
    There was a cry from above, a massive shriek like that of a falcon.  All eyes turned to the sky, a dark form winging overhead, flying through the sand and wind.  And as they looked up, that form shifted and shimmered.  Its body was expanding rapidly while thick plates covered its body, its wings shrinking back into its torso.  The dark form barreled downward. 
 
    “Attack from above!” Julia’s voice boomed across the courtyard, the Infernal Guard raising their shields toward the sky.  The mages were casting, but it was far too late. 
 
    Frank smashed down into the ranks of Infernal Guard, his massive Were-Ant Form crushing several of the soldiers, and the blast wave from his impact sending many more stumbling backward, despite their magic-reinforced armor.  His scythe-like arms flashed, and screams filled the air, blood pooling along the sands as arms were severed from torsos and heads rolled.  He was wreaking carnage from within their ranks. 
 
    Riley capitalized on that attack, her bowstring humming as she released a barrage of arrows so swiftly that it almost looked like she was firing a machine gun.  The missiles raced forward in the hole that had been formed in Julia’s ranks.  They darted past the Infernal Guard, the fire mages only barely noticing the attack before the missiles landed home, spearing through more than a dozen exposed necks before the mages could muster a defense. 
 
    Another massive flash of emerald energy and a wall of stone formed around the Infernal Guard, the earth mages likely intending to trap Frank out in the open.  Yet he’d been expecting that.  He turned to the ground and burrowed swiftly into the earth, tunneling back toward the grove.  The earth mages reacted, sending spikes of stone spearing down into the ground, but Frank wove and dodged, his path telegraphed by the trembling line of sand and soil that he left in his wake along the surface. 
 
    Riley’s UI pinged – a message from Eliza.  Khamsin and fighters were attacking from the southern edge of the grove.  She didn’t hesitate, leaping to a nearby branch almost 15 feet away.  As soon as her foot landed, she pushed off again, a dark blur among the Blood Grove. 
 
    She arrived on the southern line, only to see the Khamsin hurling bombs into the line of trees.  As they landed, the explosives blasted apart in a whirlwind of air that carried stray metal fragments – a sort of medieval fragmentation grenade by the looks of it.  The fighters were also aiding them, swinging their weapons, and sending bands of razor-sharp air and ice through the grove, slicing through the trunks with ease.  Their efforts were swiftly eating into the forest, ripping apart the plants and trees with abandon. 
 
    However, as quickly as the plants were cut down, more formed just as fast, curling outward.  Vines lashed around unsuspecting ankles and arms, dragging the Khamsin and fighters deeper into the grove, even as they frantically tried to cut away the vegetation ensnaring them.  The Khamsin’s natural Mana Absorption offered little protection against such mundane attacks, and even the fighters’ wards and enhanced strength couldn’t last forever.  As they ripped apart one vine, it only regrew moments later – snapping around a throat or arm. 
 
    Yet despite their losses, they were slowly whittling away at the grove. 
 
    And there was a limit to Eliza’s and Spider’s mana. 
 
    Riley couldn’t allow them to enter the unnatural forest. 
 
    Her bow hummed again, a rhythm of death as she cut down the enemy forces with well-placed missiles, the arrows seemingly emerging from the depths of the grove with pinpoint precision.  A man stumbled as an arrow struck his leg, giving the vines an opening.  The blood-red tentacles coiled around his arms, yanking him deeper into the forest. 
 
    Frank shot up in the middle of the group, flinging sand up into the air, his skin rippling and fur emerging from his arms and legs as he assumed his Were-Wolf Form.  Their fear painted the Khamsin as easy targets in Frank’s enhanced vision, despite the sand and wind that whirled around them, his claws raking across exposed flesh.  However, the Khamsin began to adapt, their bodies absorbing the wind kicked up by his attack, their limbs going briefly incorporeal, and their blades creating bright trails of blood on Frank’s fur. 
 
    At which point, the other shifters entered the fray, snapping with fang and claw from behind the Khamsin and fighters, driving them toward the grove.  They had used the chaos to flank their opponents and the blood-red vegetation now blocking line of sight of the earth mages that lined the ramparts along the western side of the grove – making it difficult for them to reinforce their own soldiers.  Silver’s dark form was a whirlwind of destruction.  She grabbed one fighter by the neck, flinging him into the grove where the vines snatched him from the air and pulled him deeper. 
 
    Yellow waypoint markers sprang up to the northeast, as Hoot indicated that the Infernal Guard was not out of the action yet.  They had managed to regroup, their metal-clad boots pounding against the sand and flames wafting from their armor as they sprinted along the edge of the Blood Grove.  They were moving fast, each bounding lope carrying them a few yards as they closed with the shifters. 
 
    Riley’s eyes widened, and she typed out a warning to Frank and some instructions to Eliza. 
 
    She saw Frank’s head cock to the side, turning as he saw the Infernal Guard coming.  Then he growled something at Runner and Howl.  The two men darted back for the tree line, the grove offering them cover, and vines snapped at anyone who tried to stop them. 
 
    Silver wasn’t so lucky.  She had been caught farther outside the grove and closer to the line of approaching Infernal Guard.  The Khamsin and fighters had already partially surrounded her as they hurled grenades and sliced at her with their magical weapons. 
 
    A fighter lashed at Silver, sending out spears of icy energy that she side-stepped in a blur of motion.  Another Khamsin man flung a grenade, and Silver caught it neatly in her teeth, twisting and flinging it back.  The ground erupted in a shower of sand and metal fragments, the Khamsin man’s body shimmering as he tried to absorb the energy.  Yet as he re-materialized, metal riddled his leg, his body dropping to the sands. 
 
    “Silver!” Frank roared, racing toward her. 
 
    She whipped around, her glowing blue eyes widening as she saw the approaching Infernal Guard.  Julia leaped forward at that moment, the combination of her natural strength and the flames infusing her armor sending her a dozen feet into the air and ahead of the advancing line of Infernal Guard.  As she hit the apex of her leap, Julia pivoted her shield behind her, a blast of air rocketing backward and propelling her forward in a blur of motion.  Her lance speared forward, telescoping down to a needle-sharp point that was swiftly racing toward Silver. 
 
    Silver twisted to avoid the attack but didn’t quite manage the feat, the lance spearing through her shoulder and pinning her to the ground.  Julia landed with a solid thud, ripping her lance free and preparing to strike again, the other fighters and Khamsin surging forward. 
 
    Frank roared, charging forward – his body shifting even as he slammed into Julia, heavy chitin suddenly striking fire-mana-infused metal.  The force of his blow sent Julia hurtling backward, slamming her into the palace outbuildings.  She blew through the thick glass without stopping, debris raining down around her. 
 
    Frank stood overtop Silver as she lay on the ground, her blood pooling below her, his large ant-like body lashing out at anyone who neared.  However, the rest of the Infernal Guard closed quickly, the Khamsin and fighters backing away.  Their lances had better reach than Frank’s claws, and the diamond-like material was enough to cut through his dense chitin shell.  That left him no room to grab Silver or haul her back to the grove.  And they were slowly chipping away at his thick chitin, aiming for the joints in his arms and legs in an attempt to hobble him. 
 
    “Fuck,” Riley muttered, peppering the Infernal Guard and the mages that were arriving with arrows.  However, Julia had learned from her mistake, positioning several of the heavily armored soldiers with the mages, their massive shields blunting Riley’s attacks.  And with her health so low, she couldn’t afford to risk leaving the safety of the Blood Grove. 
 
    Silver struggled forward below Frank, still in wolf form and her health dipping precariously.  Riley’s brow furrowed as she watched the shifter.  “What is she trying to—” she murmured, cutting herself short and her eyes going wide as she saw what Silver did next. 
 
    She struggled forward to a nearby injured fighter – a woman whose stomach had been carved open, vainly trying to hold her flesh together with her fingers.  Silver spared her no mercy, plunging her muzzle into the woman’s ruined chest, ripping, tearing, and gnashing.  Moments later, she pulled the poor woman’s heart free, the fighter’s body finally going limp.  Silver chomped down on the organ, swallowing it whole. 
 
    Riley looked on in shock as she saw the wound in Silver’s shoulder begin to patch itself back together swiftly.  Yet the Infernal Guard wasn’t having any of that.  A man lunged forward toward her with his lance, Frank’s back to him and unable to see the attack coming. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as the lance drifted toward Silver. 
 
    It seemed she had no option.  Nowhere to run.  No way to block. 
 
    And in that instant, Silver’s sapphire eyes flashed, and a dozen icy fragments materialized in the air in a flash, cutting forward from behind the soldier and stabbing through the cracks in his armor simultaneously.  He froze in place, blood leaking across the dark metal and his body slowly slumping to the ground, unmoving. 
 
    “What the fuck was that?” Riley thought, eyeing the area around them.  Maybe Eliza had moved toward the edge of the grove to help?  But her map confirmed the water mage was still tucked away within the depths of the unnatural forest. 
 
    Yet Riley’s question was answered only moments later. 
 
    Silver rose from the ground, shaking herself.  Then her sapphire eye pulsed once again, and her form rippled.  Several other figures seemed to step out of her chest, mirror images of her dark wolf form.  In an instant, five Silvers were perched around Frank, growling and gnashing at the advancing line of Infernal Guard. 
 
    A spear stabbed through one, the form shimmering and breaking apart. 
 
    Illusions? Riley thought.  Is she somehow casting water magic? 
 
    She shook off her shock.  Riley didn’t have time to ponder on that.  She needed to help.  Frank and Silver were still surrounded, and it would only be a matter of time before the mages on the wall repositioned to come to their aid.  Even worse, she could already see the crater in the nearby wall of the palace outbuildings shudder, more debris falling as Julia hauled herself out of the pit, stumbling back onto the field.  That wasn’t good.  Not at all. 
 
    Riley launched a hail of missiles at the Infernal Guard, aiming for chinks in their armor.  Several of Silver’s doppelgangers also chose that moment to leap west, over the line of Infernal Guard.  They turned, not sure which one was real and which were the illusions.  That bought Frank time to charge the rear line of Infernal Guard, barreling back toward the grove.  He slammed into their metal forms, sending several crashing into the forest and opening a brief hole in their ranks. 
 
    Silver used that opening, darting back toward the Blood Grove, and sprinting across the sands with Frank following close behind.  The Infernal Guard continued to stab into his back and limbs with abandon as Riley tried vainly to hold them back with well-placed arrows. 
 
    The pair soon stumbled into the tree line, and Frank slumped to the ground, his body shimmering as he automatically regained human form.  Bloody wounds littered his back, and he wasn’t moving, his health sitting at about 17%.  Vines swiftly wrapped around his ankles and drew him farther into the protection of the grove, blood-red droplets beading on his skin and working to close the wounds. 
 
    Silver’s body flashed, and she regained her human form, Runner and Howl soon coming to her aid as they shifted back into ant form to block the stray magics and missiles that the Khamsin and fighters hurled in their direction as they tried to finish off Frank.  Riley fired off another few missiles, knocking a handful of grenades from the air and stopping a few fighters short, buying them just enough time to retreat into the Blood Grove. 
 
    They headed for the center of the grove – Riley leaping from branch to branch as the others struggled to lift and drag Frank’s burly form.  Eliza’s eyes widened in surprise as they neared the mouth of the Carry-On Worm, sapphire droplets still dripping from her fingers.  Spider’s hands were firmly rooted to the ground, his eyes remaining squeezed shut even as Brian stood guard nearby. 
 
    “Oh my… Frank,” Eliza murmured. 
 
    “I think he’ll be okay.  He’s just unconscious,” Riley explained, yanking open a healing potion and pouring most of the contents into Frank’s mouth, splashing the remainder across the wounds on his back, the skin swiftly stitching itself back together. 
 
    Meanwhile, Riley’s thoughts were dark.  They had disrupted the Infernal Guard and killed more than their fair share.  But Frank was in bad shape.  And as she eyed the others, she could see that they weren’t much better, their bodies bloodied and bleeding.  Bruises riddled their skin.  And even if the grove could heal their wounds, they were growing tired.  Their stamina and mana were depleted, and the group was unable to risk taking more potions for fear of increasing their blood toxicity. 
 
    Even worse, Riley doubted that Eliza and Spider could keep this up forever.  The water mage looked haggard.  Who knew how many mana potions she’d already consumed, likely a lot based on the pile of empty vials resting beside her.  She had to be experiencing blood toxicity symptoms, as evidenced by the way Brian was forced to prop her up. 
 
    And Riley could still recall the earth mages on the rampart to the west.  Even as she looked in that direction, she could see a surge of emerald energy growing – some sort of new attack, no doubt.  A final blow to carve through the Blood Grove. 
 
    They couldn’t keep this up for much longer. 
 
    She winced, her gaze shifting back to her UI, where she saw that Jason’s icon still flashed a bright green.  Her eyes turned to the palace to the east, rising to the glass tower that loomed above the city. 
 
    “Hurry, Jason,” Riley whispered.  “Please hurry.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 41 - Royalty 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes were squeezed shut, his back to a glass wall.  He was currently standing at an intersection on what he could only assume was the final level of the palace.  A set of stairs lingered at the end of the adjacent hallway, presumably leading up to the top of the palace’s tower.  The only problem was the two members of the Infernal Guard that stood in wait. 
 
    He drew in a steadying breath, biding his time until the guards spoke to each other and they were slightly distracted.  A few seconds later, he heard it – the scrape and rustle of their armor indicating that they had turned, followed by a few whispered words. 
 
    Jason used that opening to pull a few small scraps of metal from his bag, tossing them down the hall opposite the intersection where he stood.  The metal rattled and rolled across the floor, swiftly drawing the attention of the guards. 
 
    “What was that?” one of them muttered, the other only replying with a screech of scraping metal as he drew his lance.  The sound was soon repeated by the first guard. 
 
    Jason could hear the heavy thump, thump, thump of their plate boots along the floor as they marched down the hall toward him.  Steady.  Patience, he reminded himself, gripping his staff firmly.  You’ll have a few seconds.  You need to kill them both before they notice you. 
 
    As the two guards neared, Jason’s eyes shot open.  As soon as they rounded the corner, he moved, slipping forward like a shadow and a Soul Slash arcing silently away from the top of his staff.  With a single neat stroke and a splash of crimson, the pair’s heads dropped to the ground in a series of heavy thuds, rolling a few feet across the floor.  They hadn’t had nearly enough time to attempt to absorb the dark mana. 
 
    There were a few limitations to the Khamsin’s absorption ability.  The desert-folk couldn’t avoid a magical attack if they didn’t see it coming. 
 
    He quickly canceled the spell, eyeing the blood that pooled beneath the corpses and splashed the glass walls of the palace – the flickering flames within the walls shining through the blood and casting the hall in a mottled red light.  He didn’t have time to clean up this mess.  His teammates’ icons were flashing in his peripheral vision.  It was clear they were having trouble back in the palace courtyards. 
 
    He needed to move his ass. 
 
    He leaped up the stairs with rapid steps and approached the door at the end of the hall, slowing as he neared the portal.  The wood was dense and heavy, at least a foot thick.  And he could make out the impression of symbols etched into the surface.  Wards.  Either to protect the door or to raise an alarm if an intruder opened the portal.  Or both. 
 
    Although, he had a solution for that. 
 
    Another Soul Slash flickered away from his staff, and he cut into the adjacent wall, flames spilling from the fractured glass.  But Jason ignored those fires, letting them waft against his Bone Armor, splashing harmlessly against the rigid substance – infused with the dark-metal ore they’d discovered on Eden Prime.  A few precise strikes later, and a block of glass shifted free, giving him about a foot of space.  Dim light now trickled through that hole, wind whistling across the opening and a few stray gusts of sand drifting into the hall. 
 
    There was nothing for it.  He was going to have to squeeze through that hole. 
 
    He cast Dark Incarnation, his body dissolving into a black mist.  In this new, incorporeal form, he willed himself forward, streamed through that narrow hole, and then sped up the remaining steps.  Alfred followed more sedately, simply jumping up into the hole and stepping through, yawning with a bored expression as he landed on the other side. 
 
    Jason rematerialized at the top of the terrace, his body abruptly regaining its weight and heft.  The sensation always felt odd, and he’d never fully grown accustomed to it, even after training extensively with the spell back in the Twilight Throne.  It left him disoriented for a few precious seconds as he reacclimated to the heft of his body.  The sensation forced him to reflect on how Frank dealt with his transformation ability – those rapid shifts between forms. 
 
    It was actually rather impressive, but he could ponder on that later.  Right now, he needed to focus. 
 
    Jason found himself staring at a familiar platform.  A terrace ringed by a low wall, flames rippling through the braziers that lined the banister.  No sun shone overhead, obscured by the dense cloud of sand and wind that even now tugged at his armor.  Toward the back side of the terrace, he could see a throne comprised entirely of glass, bright flames coiling within its depths.  Finn’s throne room appeared to be empty – not a soul in sight. 
 
    Well, empty except for one item. 
 
    The gate piece sat in the center of the terrace – a massive hunk of strange metal.  Up close, it looked even larger than Jason remembered.  At least the size of a small car.  Perhaps he could cut away at the terrace to the west, allowing him to shove the damn thing down a gradual incline and drop it to the lower levels of the palace below – it looked sturdy enough to survive a fall. 
 
    Although, Jason hesitated as he took a cautious step forward. 
 
    This seemed… strange.  Too easy really. 
 
    Why were only two guards stationed at the door?  Were they guarding the gate piece?  But then why only leave two?  And where was Finn exactly?  Hoot had said the Mage Guild.  Jason’s gaze shifted north and west, and he could see the bright flash of mana in the distance.  Even with the wind howling, he could still hear the cries of the dying as the undead ants beat against the barricade while Finn’s forces held them back, blunting their attack. 
 
    Was Finn still there? 
 
    Unfortunately, Jason had no way to communicate with Hoot directly. 
 
    And he didn’t have time to stand there indecisively.  He needed to move. 
 
    Jason heaved a sigh and strode toward the gate piece, reaching out his hand.  Just as his fingers were about to touch the surface, the metal disintegrated, blowing away into coils of vapor.  The wind swiftly carried that moisture away as he looked on in shock. 
 
    Jason could suddenly hear the breath of dozens of individuals.  The heavy thud of boots striking stone.  The scrape of weapons pulled free from their scabbards.  The sizzle of mana as amber energy swept across the terrace. 
 
    In a flash, Jason saw it – saw what he’d missed. 
 
    The gate piece – an illusion. 
 
    The missing guards – another illusion and the noise of their armor suppressed by air magic. 
 
    He let out a sigh, lifting his eyes to see a familiar figure standing before him. 
 
      
 
    Finn. 
 
      
 
    The tight robes he wore seemed designed for battle – not a library – the cloth barely shifting in the stiff wind that blew across the top of the tower.  Finn’s eyes were wrapped in a plain white strip of cloth, and a flaming crown hovered just above his brow.  This close and in person, Jason could also confirm that Finn’s left hand wasn’t real – the limb composed entirely of some sort of crystal, flames pooling and collecting within its depths. 
 
    Beside the man floated a ball of flame that danced and wove through the air.  The flames quickly seemed to notice Jason, and the sphere rotated and then whizzed forward, hovering before Jason.  A beam of light drifted forward, seemingly scanning him from head to foot. 
 
    An elemental pet, perhaps? Jason wondered.  Finn certainly didn’t seem to be casting. 
 
    “I have to admit, I expected you to be taller in person,” Jason observed with a wry grin. 
 
    “I was just thinking the same thing myself,” Finn shot back, his lips twitching. 
 
    “Actually, he’s exactly five foot, eleven inches,” the ball of flame chirped.  “This is consistent with our records—” 
 
    “Hush, Daniel.  Now isn’t the time,” Finn said sharply.  The elemental’s fire dimmed, and it flew back toward Finn, although much more slowly this time. 
 
    Yes, definitely some sort of pet. 
 
    “So, this was all an illusion,” Jason said, ignoring Daniel, and eyeing the Infernal Guard that lingered around them.  There were at least forty.  And behind that line of solid metal were dozens of fire, water, and air mages.  “And I take it this was a trap then?  You weren’t really inside the Mage Guild.” 
 
    A nod from Finn.  “Another illusion. 
 
    “It was safe to assume you’d come for the gate piece, and it is easy enough to command from here,” Finn continued.  A grimace tugged at his lips.  “Although, the ants and sandworms were… unexpected.” 
 
    Jason spared a glance over his shoulder, noting the swath of destruction his undead horde had carved through the outer and middle layers.  The terrace offered a unique vantage point.  The buildings had been terraformed and crushed flat, sand now billowing across that wasteland.  Jason’s attack had destroyed about a quarter of the outer layer, sweeping north and south, and that band of devastation tapering as it struck the middle layer to form a cone of destruction. 
 
    “Looks like your forces are still struggling with them, actually.  I’m surprised you’re not more concerned about the destruction of your city and your forces,” Jason noted, shifting his attention back to Finn.  Despite their civil tone, he noted the tension in the soldiers and mages that encircled him, their eyes and weapons never wavering. 
 
    “Is that how it appears to you?” Finn asked, raising an eyebrow.  “Well, then let me disillusion you of that as well,” he continued, waving at a nearby air mage.  There was a flash of amber energy, and suddenly, the cloud of sand that hovered above them billowed and rippled. 
 
    As Jason looked on with wide eyes, a legion of airships descended from the clouds.  Their decks were stacked with mages that shoved back at the wall of sand that the sandworms and feral undead had kicked up.  They cleared a ring of open-air above the inner layer, and bright sunlight suddenly shone down once more upon the city.  Floating around those airships were thousands of Nephilim, their white wings and gaudy, golden armor making them easy to spot. 
 
    “Evelyn and Alexion, huh,” Jason murmured, a knot coiling in his stomach. 
 
    It seemed their guess had been right. 
 
    “Just one of the assets of our city that you overlooked.  Although, perhaps this was excessive.  I doubt we’ll need their assistance to deal with the remainder of your forces,” Finn noted.  A column of stone rose in front of him as he spoke, the surface covered in multi-colored gems.  The avatar of flame’s hand darted across the panel as Jason watched with a furrowed brow. 
 
    A few seconds later, a vibration rumbled through the palace, and all eyes turned to the center of the inner layer.  A massive column of glass was rising from the ground – hundreds of feet wide.  It speared up into the sky, stretching ever upward until it pierced the hole Alexion’s fleet had carved in the cloud of sand.  And along the top was a bowl-shaped panel of glass – almost like a medieval radar dish – and what looked like an antenna stretching from the center. 
 
    What the hell is that? Jason thought to himself. 
 
    Sunlight reflected down through that glass column, the tower shining with a brilliant light.  At the same time, fire mana swept up through the base, a torrent of flame that was so bright it was difficult to stare at it directly.  That column of flame rose through the tower, pooling along the antenna.  And as Jason looked on, the dome along the top shifted, angling toward the western portion of the wall ringing the interior layer. 
 
    Some sort of beam cannon?  But he can’t intend to fire through the walls, can he? 
 
    Jason soon realized that Finn wasn’t planning to fire at the undead piling up against the other side of the barricade.  He was planning to fire past them – at the glass towers ringing the interior of the middle layer’s walls where the engineers had been stationed.  The glass along those columns rippled and repaired themselves as Jason looked on, gigantic dome-like panels extending from the inner edge. 
 
    As Jason watched with wide eyes, the tower fired. 
 
    A beam of condensed energy rocketed through the air, a ray so deep and dense that Jason was forced to shield his eyes with one hand.  As that beam struck a tower along the inner edge of the second layer, the energy bounced to the nearby towers, striking each of those dome-like glass panels and then refracting and scattering into hundreds of smaller beams that were angled downward toward the interior of the second layer. 
 
    Those rays of molten energy scoured the ground, melting through the ants that scurried across the middle layer.  They cut deeply into the glass buildings, their surfaces turning runny and beginning to glow brightly.  The beams swept forward, side to side, searing every inch of the middle layer and leaving liquid pools of glass in their wake – creating an ocean of flame that stretched out toward the back edge of the advancing line of ants slowly and inevitably. 
 
    Jason looked on as Finn decimated the entire swarm of undead in a single move, slicing apart tens of thousands of the creatures almost instantaneously.  Those few that managed to survive the beams didn’t last much longer, their bodies falling into a lake of molten glass.  The heat gradually ate through their dense chitin, locking them in place as it began to cool and entombing them in the glass.  It was a wave of destruction unlike anything Jason had witnessed in-game. 
 
    “Good gods,” Jason murmured, taken aback and his mouth hanging open. 
 
    It seemed he had more than underestimated Finn. 
 
    “Now you finally see your error,” Finn remarked, waving at the carnage in the distance, even as Alexion and Evelyn’s ships sunk around the city, creating a perimeter along the interior wall of Sandscrit and several more floating alongside the terrace.  Along one of those decks, Jason could see a familiar face.  Taunting.  Sneering. 
 
    Jason swallowed hard, turning back to Finn. 
 
    “This was never a battle you were going to win,” Finn continued, his crown flaring powerfully.  “And it seems that we have emerged victorious – capturing the avatar of darkness himself.  So, do you surrender?” Finn asked, gesturing at the blue ring of energy that still surrounded Sandscrit. 
 
    Jason ground his teeth, side-eyeing the Infernal Guard and mages around him.  He had one last move – although it was a long shot.  He shot Finn a wink.  “Hmm, not exactly.” 
 
    As soon as he finished speaking, Jason cast Dark Incarnation – a second charge having become available to him once he’d hit Intermediate Level 1.  His limbs broke apart in a cascade of darkness even as Finn shouted a warning.  The Infernal Guard stepped forward, but their lances stabbed through empty air – Jason immune to physical damage while in this form.  A counter was ticking down in the corner of his UI, signaling that he only had seconds left. 
 
    A hail of spells rocketed around him as the mages entered the fray, a ball of flames sizzling through part of the dark cloud and leaving a searing line of pain in its wake.  He wasn’t immune to magic, however.  Jason darted, weaved, and dipped as he raced toward the edge of the tower – his thought only on one thing.  Escape.  By any means. 
 
    “Stop!  Stop firing,” Finn’s voice boomed across the tower.  “We need him alive!” 
 
    Jason raced off the ledge, streaking out into the empty air – only for the duration of the spell to expire, his limbs regaining their heft and weight. 
 
    He felt himself beginning to fall as gravity took hold of him, the ground racing up to meet him.  And in that “brief window,” he typed a single short message to Riley – hoping that she would receive it before he struck the ground.  There was no other play here, no clever ploy to avoid being smashed apart.  But death was better than capture. 
 
    Suddenly, Jason felt himself jerked up short, his arm wrenched around and a searing pain rippling from his wrist.  He looked up to see a band of molten metal wrapped around his arm – much like the one he’d seen the fire mages use back at the tavern – what seemed like an age ago now.  More bands snapped across his other wrist.  His ankles were pulled taut.  He felt his arms whipped back behind him, the force irresistible despite the way he strained against the bindings.  That metal swiftly wrapped around his fingers, encasing his hands entirely in metal and preventing him from casting. 
 
    And then Jason was rising, flying upward through the air until he hung suspended at the edge of the terrace facing Finn.  His opponent’s fingers danced through a steady rhythm.  Yet none of the other mages made any move to assist.  Finn had cast these spells?  All of them?  Jason counted at least four bands of metal – controlled simultaneously. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Finn said, what seemed like genuine regret painted across his face, “but I can’t afford to let you leave.”  A twitch of his fingers and the metal bands tightened, the molten substance cutting into Jason’s flesh.  “But, I will ask again, do you surrender?” 
 
    Jason swallowed hard, trying to ignore the burning pain in his limbs as he glared back at Finn, his eyes shining a dark obsidian.  Yet he didn’t see any other options.  Not any longer. 
 
    “I… surrender,” Jason croaked out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group in the Blood Grove was not faring well. 
 
    The Infernal Guard had rallied after their failed attack, and the other earth mages had entered the fray.  Their opponents had adopted a new strategy – no longer content with the guerilla warfare tactics that Riley and her companions employed. 
 
    As one, the earth mages had begun forming a gravity field above the edge of the grove, tremendous force smashing down upon the sands.  That energy flattened the vegetation and created a field of energy that didn’t permit Eliza and Spider to regrow those plants.  Even worse, they’d come to discover that while the fire mages channeled energy to the Infernal Guards’ armor – wrapping the dark plate in glowing flames – the heavily clad soldiers were able to march right through the gravity field, their armor creaking but holding firm. 
 
    Even worse, they couldn’t fight the Infernal Guard within that field.  The energy was too powerful for most of the shifters to remain standing – apart from Frank.  But he couldn’t take on all those soldiers alone.  And Riley’s missiles had proven ineffective as well, the arrows smashing to the ground as soon as they entered the edge of the field.  As if that wasn’t bad enough, more casters had come to reinforce the earth mages, building layer after layer of magical shields around them and effectively walling off the mages on the nearby ramparts. 
 
    The Infernal Guard now marched forward inexorably, the gravity field following them closely as they drifted ever closer to the center of the Blood Grove where Riley and her teammates had been forced to retreat, hovering around the mouth of the Carry-On Worm.  The only consolation was that the soldiers were moving slowly under the crushing effects of the spell. 
 
    “Where the hell is he?” Frank muttered, having recovered swiftly under the regenerative effects of the grove. 
 
    “I… I don’t know,” Riley replied, glancing at her UI.  Jason’s icon was still a solid green – indicating that he was alive – but he hadn’t provided any update. 
 
    “We can’t stay here much longer, not without fighting back somehow,” Silver grunted, dropping from a nearby tree where she had been perched, watching the oncoming line of Infernal Guard.  “I give us five minutes tops—” 
 
    Silver was cut off as the sky opened up above the center of the inner layer, the sand and wind pushed away, and natural sunlight once more shining down upon Sandscrit.  An enormous column of glass speared up through that opening, reflecting the intense sunlight.  And down through that hole came a legion of airships and Nephilim, their forces sweeping through the inner layer and taking up positions along the wall lining this portion of the city. 
 
    “Shit,” Frank muttered.  “Look like Alexion really was working with Finn.” 
 
    Although, they had little time to reflect on that as this revelation was followed closely by a colossal beam of molten energy that arced away from the tower, giving off a wave of heat so powerful that it could even be felt from the grove. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Howl grunted, staring at the sky. 
 
    Runner just shook his head in wonder. 
 
    For her part, Riley could feel worry simmering in her stomach.  While the others started off toward the west, her eyes shifted to the palace tower.  Where are you, Jason? 
 
    Her UI dinged as an incoming message flashed in her peripheral vision.  She hesitated as she pulled up her chat window, her eyes going wide and her worry transforming to despair as she read the single word that rested there. 
 
      
 
    Run. 
 
      
 
    Riley squeezed her eyes shut, trying to master her emotions.  There was only one reason Jason would have sent that message.  Their plan had gone south.  And at this point, she could only hope he managed to find a way to kill himself.  The alternative being much, much worse.  The fact that his group icon still glowed a solid green wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Eliza asked, stepping closer as she noticed the tremor in her breath. 
 
    Riley’s eyes shot open, a single blood-red tear dripping down her cheek.  “We need to leave,” she barked, starting to move toward the line of sedated bodies that lingered nearby, ripping her dagger across one throat after another. 
 
    “What are you… why?” Frank said, flustered by her actions.  “What about Jason?” 
 
    As Riley ripped open another throat, she glanced up at him.  “He’s not coming.  Everyone get into the worm.  We need to get moving.  Now!” 
 
    “But…” Eliza trailed off, her eyes drifting toward the nearby tower. 
 
    Even the druids were hesitating. 
 
    “Look,” Riley demanded, rounding on them, “something went wrong.  Jason just messaged me.  And before he left, he gave me clear instructions.  The druids are our top priority now.  At least…”  She hesitated, swallowing against the sudden lump in the back of her throat.  “At least we can ensure that they live through this.” 
 
    The others all stared back silently, grappling with the import of her words. 
 
    Then Frank cracked his neck.  “Damn it.  Okay, let’s get moving,” he said, following Riley’s lead and the druids sluggishly complying. 
 
    They all packed their gear and dropped down into the Carry-On Worm, even as the Infernal Guard marched ever closer to the center of the Blood Grove.  Riley sunk into Jason’s seat, noting that his Soul Orb still rested in the tower at the front of the worm.  Several screens immediately popped into existence in front of her along with a map highlighting the other transport vehicles’ locations – at least, those that were still intact. 
 
    She tentatively tapped at the display and noticed the screen accepted her commands. 
 
    It seemed Jason had pre-programmed the worms to take her orders. 
 
    And he’d clearly left the Soul Orb on purpose. 
 
    Almost like he’d anticipated this possibility. 
 
    She summoned her mana to push back at the emotions that threatened to bubble forth.  There would be time for that.  Later.  When they were safe. 
 
    Her hands darted across those displays, tapping out a few hasty commands.  Bands of dark mana stretched out from her chair, strapping her and her companions in place.  And then the worm began moving, the chitin panels shifting as it sunk back down into the earth.  Soon they were speeding down the hole the worm had carved through the stone – the other surviving vehicles following her lead. 
 
    And as they began to head away from Sandscrit, a notification flashed in front of her and her teammates, the surprised gasps behind her echoing her own thoughts. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  The invasion of Sandscrit has ended.  The Avatar of Darkness has surrendered, and the Avatar of Water has fled. 
    
  The global event zone has now expired, and players may now respawn freely.  Those not bound to Sandscrit will resurrect within the confines of the city. 
    
  Glory to Sandscrit and the Avatar of Flame! 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Even worse, a glowing green icon still hovered in the corner of her UI. 
 
    It appeared that they had lost – not just in retrieving the gate piece or destroying the city. 
 
    They’d also lost Jason. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 42 - Prisoner 
 
      
 
    A heavy silence lingered across the control room at Cerillion Entertainment. 
 
    The large screen that hung above the room had been broken into many different displays with player-feeds streaming directly to the control room, showcasing the destruction in Sandscrit. 
 
      
 
    On one screen, molten beams scoured the second layer, sweeping back and forth.  The columns of energy were so dense and bright that it was a struggle to look at them directly, the player vainly trying to cover their eyes.  As the beam touched the swarm of feral undead, their chitin melted away.  Even their natural fire resistance was no match for the intensity of the heat and energy that swept over them.  The player tried to run – tried to scramble toward the wall leading to the interior layer along with hundreds of others. 
 
    “Oh fuck.  Oh fuck,” the player gasped, attempting to make it to the gates leading into the inner layer.  Another traveler got in his way, and he shoved her hard.  The woman stumbled and lost her balance, only to be consumed by the flames chasing them. 
 
    But it was all futile. 
 
    No one on the other side of the barricade made any effort to save the players.  The gates remained closed, travelers feebly battering the warded wood with spells and weapons to no avail.  The defenders along the wall only looked on silently, leaving the pleas and shouts for help unanswered.  Meanwhile, that sizzling energy stretched forward with inevitable certainty, turning the block of thick glass that now coated the middle layer into an ocean of magma. 
 
    Players attempted to throw up shields or hurl icy shards at that energy to stall it – to save themselves.  But it was pointless.  Their spells were shattered, and the ice melted instantly into coils of steam.  The beams swept forward, consuming players in waves – their screams filling the air, only to be cut off abruptly as the heat melted away their skin and muscle. 
 
    The player turned one final time, taking in a sharp, hissing breath as he saw his death loom before him.  There was nowhere to run.  Nothing he could do.  He squeezed his eyes closed as the flames neared him, the screen soon fading into darkness. 
 
      
 
    From the ramparts of the interior layer, another feed showed those molten beams begin to wink out.  The energy finally and mercifully abated, leaving behind an ocean of molten glass that spanned the length of the middle layer, tracks and furrows marking the path of the beams that had scoured the area. 
 
    Now an eerie stillness lingered across that field. 
 
    A graveyard for living and undead alike, their remains entombed in the swiftly cooling glass.  Bones.  Ruined weapons.  Half melted armor.  A skeleton with its hands reaching up toward the surface of that glass. 
 
    Their deaths frozen in time. 
 
    “This… this was a massacre,” the player murmured.  The residents and travelers on the wall watched the destruction in an otherwise-stunned silence.  Many unspoken questions accompanied that statement, reflected in the heavy gaze of the travelers on the walls.  It was in the way that they glanced at their resident comrades warily – in the way that their gaze shifted back to the palace tower that loomed above Sandscrit. 
 
    “What if that had been me?  What if I had been stationed out there?” 
 
    “Would Finn have left me to die?” 
 
      
 
    Another display showed a player looking to the sky as a hole in the mixture of wind and sand formed atop the inner layer with a flash of amber energy and a massive gust of wind.  Harsh, hot sunlight swept down through that hole, illuminating only the inner layer and those that stood within its walls. 
 
    And through that opening, more than two dozen airships and hundreds of Nephilim descended, drifting out across the city, and taking up a formation along the interior walls.  Beams of light flashed toward any sign of movement in the second and third layer, cutting down any stray survivors and undead that had managed to spread outward along the edges of the layer instead of rushing for the gates.  They didn’t discriminate.  They didn’t investigate. 
 
    They simply destroyed any target that moved. 
 
      
 
    And a final screen… 
 
    A player watched as the sapphire ring of energy around Sandscrit dissolved and broke apart in a dizzying whirlwind of blue motes.  Those sparks of mana wafted up into the sky. 
 
    As though that evidence wasn’t telling enough, a notification flashed across the camera – announcing with certainty that the siege was over.  Jason had failed.  Despite the carnage and mayhem that he’d created, Sandscrit and Finn had emerged victorious, after all. 
 
      
 
    “Well shit,” Claire muttered from beside Robert, her eyes wide as she stared at the displays.  Robert didn’t even mention that she’d cursed.  His gaze was riveted on that screen, a frown squeezing his brow together as he drummed his fingers anxiously on the desk in front of him. 
 
    For their part, the employees seemed to shrug off the spell that the images had evoked, although there was no longer a boisterous atmosphere lingering in the control room.  Money changed reluctant hands – debts needed to be paid.  Although, even the winners didn’t seem enthused about their victory.  It was clear that most of the staff had been rooting for Jason, even if it seemed his attack on Sandscrit had ultimately been futile. 
 
    Claire looked away, tapping at her workstation and data scrolling down the margin.  “Huh.  At least our viewership numbers are looking good.  The Vermillion Live group should be happy.  These are the largest ratings we’ve seen by far.” 
 
    Claire hesitated as she saw Robert still staring at the screen above the control room.  “Although, I supposed it came with a cost.” 
 
    A pause.  “What do you think Finn will do with Jason?” she asked. 
 
    Robert shook his head slowly.  “Imprison him most likely.” 
 
    Claire frowned at that, noting that the engineer still hadn’t moved.  No excited smile lingered across his face.  And a bowl of half-eaten popcorn lay in his lap – entirely forgotten.  Perhaps it was seeing Jason fail.  Or maybe it was the prospect of Jason losing his avatar if he was trapped in-game.  She knew the two had grown close, and Robert had become something of an eccentric mentor to the young man. 
 
    As her gaze shifted to the black obelisks in the adjacent room, she reconsidered that line of thought.  Maybe it was the effect on Alfred that Robert was worried about?  The boy and the AI had some sort of connection – one that might help balance and center Alfred in a way that Claire and Robert obviously couldn’t. 
 
    Or perhaps it was all of the above. 
 
    The implications of this battle would certainly be extreme. 
 
    She placed a hesitant hand on Robert’s shoulder.  “It’s going to be alright.  The fight is over, but I’m sure Jason will manage…” 
 
    Robert finally glanced away from those screens, looking at Claire’s fingers, but making no move to shrug off the gesture.  Then his eyes drifted up to her face, that same frown pulling at his lips and his gaze heavy – considering, his head cocked to the side.  “That’s not it – at least, not exactly,” he murmured. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Claire asked in surprise. 
 
    Robert shifted his attention back to the screens.  “This feels off.  Too neat.  Too tidy.” 
 
    “Finn won,” Claire replied gently, shaking her head.  It seemed even someone as intelligent as Robert wasn’t immune to dealing with loss – wasn’t immune to denial.  “Finn just outplayed Jason.” 
 
    “Did he, though?” Robert asked softly. 
 
    Claire squinted, staring at the engineer in confusion.  Had he not just witnessed the same scene as her?  The amount of power that Finn had just casually tossed around.  The way he had anticipated Jason’s every move?  Or the entire army of Nephilim and airships that had been only moments away – those forces entirely unnecessary to stall Jason’s attack? 
 
    “What is it?” Robert whispered under his breath, his eyes still lingering on those screens, as though searching for some hidden clue.  Some puzzle piece that would suddenly explain what had happened and how Jason had lost.  Some piece of information that would twist and contort the unfortunate facts flashing across those screens in Jason’s favor. 
 
    “What am I missing…?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Shouts and catcalls rang out around Jason. 
 
    He stood in the center of the Mage Guild, in a wide courtyard lined with sand and ringed with terraces that rose three stories above the grounds, those ledges filled with mages – travelers and residents alike.  Anger.  Rage.  Happiness.  Triumph.  Wild, chaotic noise filled the area and echoed off the sandstone walls, a mixture of hurled insults and cheers of victory. 
 
    And through it all, Jason stood still, unmoving, his expression giving away nothing. 
 
    Not that he had much choice in the matter. 
 
    His mouth was covered in thick ropes of amber energy.  His gear had been stripped from him and taken to some other location.  Finn couldn’t destroy the soulbound items, but he could tuck them away in some vault.  Jason’s hands were covered under at least a foot of dark metal and locked together behind his back, the hyper-dense substance dragging his arms down painfully and his shoulders loudly announcing their displeasure.  His feet were bound together with thick chains made of the same material.  And the mages had gone even further.  They’d surrounded him in multiple globes of mana – layers of air, fire, and water swirling around him. 
 
    Outside those shimmering barriers, dozens of Infernal Guard surrounded him, their platemail awash in flame.  Behind their formation, many more mages channeled mana into the barriers that surrounded Jason and sustained the enchantment on their own troops, cycling out casters as their mana waned.  It was clear there was no escape from this.  Even if he could somehow shake his bonds and bypass those barriers, an enemy army stood around him. 
 
    And he was out of allies. 
 
    Yet Jason remained impassive, his expression carefully controlled.  And Alfred sat beside him – the others seemingly oblivious to his presence, or perhaps merely unconcerned about a simple feline pet.  Meanwhile, Jason used these moments to watch the people around him, noting that most of the men and women that filled the guild courtyard were residents of this world.  Few travelers were in attendance.  That was… intriguing. 
 
    Although, he was distracted as he saw several mages along the edge of the courtyard.  The icons floating above their heads marked them as the few travelers in attendance.  However, they seemed unconcerned about Jason – perhaps uninterested in his impending imprisonment.  In the inevitability of it.  Their gear had indicated that they were beginners.  Perhaps students?  That made sense.  This was still a school, after all. 
 
    As Jason looked on, they tapped plain stone chits together and then promptly disappeared. 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened slightly.  Some sort of teleportation?  Perhaps keyed to those chits?  But how?  He had never encountered a spell like that.  The closest he’d come was the air magic girl outside the dungeon north of Peccavi, and even then, her teleportation had limited range. 
 
    He wasn’t given long to ponder on that. 
 
    A familiar face waded through the soldiers, the line of Infernal Guard parting before him.  Finn strode forward, flanked by a woman in dark platemail, her features familiar.  Julia. 
 
    Although, Jason didn’t recognize the man on the other side of Finn.  He wore dark, intricately tailored robes that seemed to hum with energy.  And more impressive?  An elemental composed of dense stone floated along beside him, its torso formed from massive boulders suspended by what appeared to be a gravity well – empty air resting below the elemental’s body and the sands pressed flat as he drifted across them.  The creature’s glowing green eyes fixed on Jason.  Watching.  Inspecting. 
 
    Finn’s lieutenants, Jason thought to himself. 
 
    His research indicated that this man’s name was Kyyle.  An earth mage. 
 
    He was distracted as he saw a glimmer of golden light.  He cocked his head slightly, observing Alexion descend from the sky, ringed by his white-winged Nephilim.  His forces remained floating around the courtyard, only Alexion’s feet touching down upon the sands.  Evelyn was by his side, the woman stepping away from her companion as they landed.  Alexion was wearing a set of golden plate, his wings tucked back behind his back.  Evelyn wore similarly elegant attire.  Rich leathers with purple and gold trim, her hair pulled back into a neat braid that ringed her head.  Yet no weapons swung from her waist, indicating she was unarmed. 
 
    “Finn,” Alexion said curtly as he approached, the crowd parting before the pair. 
 
    “Alexion.” Finn nodded. 
 
    Then Jason’s nemesis turned his eyes toward him, a sneer pulling at his lips.  “Ahh, it’s a pleasure to meet you again, Jason.  And under such delightful circumstances.” 
 
    He raised a hand.  “No, no, don’t bother to respond.  I know you’re otherwise engaged,” Alexion taunted, waving at the bands of air magic binding Jason’s mouth. 
 
    “I would be happy to take him off your hands now—” Alexion began, addressing Finn. 
 
    “No,” was the fire mage’s curt response. 
 
    “What do you mean, no?” Alexion demanded, his eyes flashing with mana.  “I was promised—” 
 
    “You were promised nothing other than I would help you lure Jason here.  I never agreed to hand him over to you,” Finn interjected again, Alexion’s lips pressing into a scowl. 
 
    “Are you sure that is wise with my army stationed above your city?” 
 
    Finn held Alexion’s gaze steadily.  “If you wish to challenge me, then do so.  However, it will not end well for you.  As you may recall, we had no need for your forces to subdue Jason.” 
 
    Alexion’s eyes flashed again, but Evelyn placed a hand on his arm – just a brief gesture – drawing his attention to the legion of mages and Infernal Guard that ringed the guild.  Her message was clear.  They were outnumbered and outgunned right now.  And Finn was not a man to be trifled with, even under more favorable circumstances. 
 
    “Fine,” Alexion bit out, although the acknowledgment seemed to cost him.  “Do as you wish.  My objective has been secured.”  His gaze shifted to Jason, his expression mocking.  “Just make certain that Jason never sees the light of day again.” 
 
    He stepped closer, Alexion’s face looming in Jason’s vision and his voice dropping to a hiss. “You finally got what you deserve.” 
 
    Jason just stared back – not letting his gaze waver for a moment. 
 
    Which only seemed to irritate Alexion further.  With a soft huff, he stepped back. 
 
    Seemingly satisfied, Finn turned back to the courtyard around him.  With a gesture at a nearby air mage, amber energy swam around him, amplifying his voice. 
 
    “Hello, my people,” Finn began, the onlookers quieting. 
 
    “As you see, we have emerged victorious!” Finn declared.  “The undead horde has been defeated, and our enemy – the Avatar of Darkness – has been captured!”  There was a roar of approval, several overly enthusiastic mages firing off spells into the sky. 
 
    “Yet this fight is not over,” Finn continued, raising a hand.  “Travelers – traitors – have infiltrated our city.  Undead and sandworms still threaten the middle and outer layers.  Those that remain or that respawn will be hunted down.  Slain.  Captured.  Imprisoned.  We will ensure that there is no repeat of what occurred here today.  We will ensure that Sandscrit is safe.” 
 
    Another rousing cheer echoed through the courtyard – although a few harsh voices filled that renewed chorus.  They spoke of destruction.  Of death.  Of the loss of loved ones. 
 
    “I know some of you have suffered,” Finn began, responding to those voices. 
 
    “But despite the destruction and treachery we have witnessed, we have emerged with few casualties among the residents,” Finn continued.  “The majority of our people were evacuated from their homes in the outer and middle layers before the siege and relocated to the Merchant and Fighter guild halls.  Most of the members of our guilds were stationed along the interior layer, resulting in few losses among our own allies as well.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened slightly at that.  That was clever.  Although, what was more impressive was that his spies hadn’t reported the activity.  Perhaps underground tunnels?  Or maybe illusions? Jason wondered.  With Finn’s access to the Mage Guild, either option was certainly possible. 
 
    “And while the damage to our city is reprehensible, it is largely cosmetic, and the destruction limited to only a narrow portion of Sandscrit.  About a quarter of the city’s total surface area,” Finn continued, looking to Julia, who gave him a curt nod in confirmation.  “We can rebuild homes and storefronts swiftly with the Seer’s help and guidance.  In fact, repairs will commence within the next few days once the streets have been cleared of any remaining hostile forces.  My mission now is to allow you all to return to your homes as quickly as possible.” 
 
    Few if any angry or despairing voices now echoed among the crowd as they roared their approval.  Finn held up a hand, turning toward Jason. 
 
    “As for the Avatar of Darkness himself?  As you can see, he is no longer a threat.  He shall be interred within the prison indefinitely.  We have already made alterations to the dungeon to ensure that he cannot escape.” 
 
    A pause as Finn turned back to his people.  “Take one last look.  Today, you have witnessed the fall of an avatar and the strength of our nation!” 
 
    This final declaration was met with such a thunderous response that the ground beneath Jason began to shake and vibrate.  Spells rocketed up into the air, exploding in a dazzling display of ice and fire.  And above that roar, he could just barely make out a chant.  The same few words repeated endlessly… 
 
    Najmat Alhidad!  Najmat Alhidad!  Najmat Alhidad! 
 
    Finn waved at Julia and Kyyle, lowering his voice.  “That’s enough for now.  Let’s get Jason stored away in the dungeon.  I’ll accompany you to make sure there are no issues.” 
 
    Julia gave a curt nod and signaled her soldiers.  The metal around Jason’s hands and feet flared to life, flames coiling across the surface and searing the skin beneath.  He tried to let out a hissing, pain-filled breath but found it came out as only a soft grunt due to the air mana that wrapped his mouth.  He was pulled forward against his will, his limbs moving of their own accord as he was marched off toward the side of the courtyard, the soldiers and mages stepping into formation around him. 
 
    Yet, he didn’t miss Alexion’s mocking gaze.  Or Evelyn’s piercing stare.  Or the roar of enthusiastic anger from the crowd as he was marched toward a nearby hallway. 
 
    Jason soon stepped into a darkened courtyard, sunlight no longer beating down upon his shoulders.  And as he eyed the darkened passage, stairs leading down into the depths of the Mage Guild, he spared one final glance over his shoulder.  For all he knew, this might be the last time he saw the light of day. 
 
    At least with these eyes – in this world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason was led down into the Mage Guild’s darkest reaches, his guards never wavering in their diligence.  The narrow passages finally gave way to a large underground cavern, a massive portal resting along the far wall – wood infused with glowing wards.  Another small army was stationed just outside that door, Jason’s eyes skimming across their ranks.  At least a couple hundred, a mixture of fighters, mages, and Infernal Guard. 
 
    And they all watched him intently – their weapons drawn and held at the ready. 
 
    All of this fanfare just for little ol’ me, he thought dryly. 
 
    Finn swiftly approached a small panel beside the doorway, his hands darting across the terminal – one similar to the one Jason had seen him use atop the palace tower.  Some sort of magic-based electrical system, by the looks of it.  It seemed Finn had made quite a few advancements in his time within AO. 
 
    Moments later, the gates to the dungeon entrance opened with a creak of wood, and Jason was guided through with Alfred still padding along softly beside him.  A familiar shimmering barrier lingered on the other side of that doorway, glowing with an ominous blue light.  As he crossed the threshold, a notification flashed before his eyes. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message:  Sandscrit Dungeon 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  This dungeon is designated as a “raid-level” encounter.  Twenty or more players are recommended to successfully complete this dungeon.  Any players who die inside the dungeon will respawn at the entrance within 45 minutes in-game time. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    It seemed that Hoot was right about the separate respawn zone, Jason thought to himself, the entrance to the dungeon slamming shut behind him with a heavy thud and a crackle of mana as the wards snapped back into place. 
 
    Finn gave him little time to ponder on that, however, pushing forward swiftly.  Jason wound through a maze-like series of tunnels, the walls lined with metal bars.  Cages for the prisoners that dwelt down here.  And those cells were filled with watching eyes.  These were the travelers that had caused fights ahead of the siege.  The men and women who had attempted to loot and pillage amid the chaos.  Spectators of the war that had caused disruptions as they respawned in Sandscrit.  Many of them called out heckles and jabs, taunting Jason for his failure and mocking the so-called Avatar of Darkness. 
 
    Others saved their ire for Finn – the true reason they were imprisoned in this place. 
 
    And many of those cells’ occupants stared out with familiar faces.  Members of <Original Sin> who had been imprisoned before the siege.  Perhaps a few of those that had already respawned and been captured.  Some of them seemed angry.  Many more stared at him with mute gazes as he passed, only offering a nod of acknowledgment, or mouthing their sorrow at his loss. 
 
    Eventually, they wound their way through the regular cell blocks until they reached a ravine, wind howling across the gorge.  Finn summoned thick panels of metal with a flash of fire mana, singlehandedly enchanting those platforms and gesturing for his soldiers to step onto them.  As soon as Jason’s feet touched the metal, the chain around his feet heated swiftly and fused with the disc below him. 
 
    “We can’t have you trying to jump off,” Finn offered by way of explanation, waving at the gorge as they floated past.  With his Night Vision, Jason could see that the ravine was at least a hundred feet deep with sharp metal spikes at the bottom. 
 
    They arrived at the other side of the chasm and paced forward again, another pair of warded doors soon emerging before them.  With a few taps from Finn on a nearby panel, the portal slid open, revealing a circular chamber on the other side.  Jason was marched inside, and the enchanted metal binding his legs and wrists pulled him to the center of the room. 
 
    “You can form the cage now, Kyyle,” Finn instructed. 
 
    The man beside him nodded, and emerald energy wound around his hands.  Spears of dark metal slid down from the ceiling, stabbing into the ground, leaving only a few inches between each bar.  Another wave of Kyyle’s hand and crystals emerged from the ceiling as well, the shards facing downward toward Jason. 
 
    As those crystals activated, the globes of mana around Jason shimmered and flashed erratically, the energy streaming up to those gems and filling them.  Soon, the globes had been entirely dissolved.  The band of air mana wrapping Jason’s mouth blew away, leaving only his hands and feet bound in dark metal. 
 
    “As you can see, the cage is formed of the dark ore.  Mana absorption crystals have also been embedded into the ceiling,” Finn explained.  “I’m sure you’re familiar with that after your encounter with Thorn,” he offered. 
 
    “A bit,” Jason grunted.  Then he raised his arms.  “Can you at least remove the manacles?  Not sure they serve much purpose given the layers upon layers of defenses you’ve created here.” 
 
    Finn gave a curt nod, his fire mana flashing.  He poured energy into the spell, swiftly overcoming the mana absorption from the crystals.  The metal soon heated to a bright glow and dripped away, pooling along the ground.  As his hands and feet were freed, Jason rubbed at his wrists, trying to regain feeling in the limbs as he surveyed the cave around him. 
 
    “As I explained above ground, your stay here will be permanent,” Finn said, waving at the guards and mages to head back toward the exit.  They swiftly filed out, both Julia and Kyyle standing guard at the entrance to the cavern.  “It’s nothing personal, but this is the only way to safely contain and neutralize an avatar.” 
 
    Jason just snorted at that.  “Nothing personal?” he repeated.  “Says the man who issued this challenge in the first place, after sending Thorn to destroy my city.  And people call me the villain?” Jason said with an incredulous shake of his head. 
 
    He saw the fires of Finn’s crown flare at that, yet the man squeezed his lips closed, controlling his anger.  “I am not proud of my actions,” Finn said finally, raising his bandaged eyes toward Jason, regret entering his voice now that he no longer had to put on a show for his people.  “And you have proven to be a remarkably creative opponent.” 
 
    There was an unusual quality to that statement, a note of respect perhaps? 
 
    Jason said nothing, only watched him. 
 
    Finn let out a soft sigh as he turned back toward the door, waving Kyyle and Julia to proceed through the portal ahead of him. 
 
    “Can I ask one final question?” Jason spoke up.  “Given that this is essentially a death sentence that you’re meting out, it only seems fair to honor a last request.” 
 
    Finn hesitated before stepping through the doorway, turning back to Jason, and hesitating for several precious seconds.  “Fine.  Ask your question.” 
 
    “Why?” Jason asked.  “Why attack me?  Why challenge me?” 
 
    A frown tugged at Finn’s lips, and Jason’s enhanced hearing picked out the way the man’s heartbeat sped up just slightly as he considered Jason’s question.  For just a moment, his mask cracked.  And what Jason witnessed beneath was fatigue.  Weariness.  It was in the way Finn’s shoulders drooped forward for just a moment.  The dark rings beneath his eyes as he adjusted his bandage.  Jason recognized those signs of exhaustion.  Of a man who had pushed himself to his limits and then passed them. 
 
    He’d certainly experienced that himself. 
 
    He also noticed the way Julia and Kyyle glanced at one another – the concern and sympathy in Kyyle’s gaze and the way Julia’s breath hitched as her fingers clenched into a fist. 
 
    Why would Finn’s daughter be concerned about this innocuous question? 
 
    “I didn’t want to do it,” Finn answered finally.  He raised his bandaged eyes toward Jason.  “But I had no choice.  What I did, I did because it was necessary.  Out of lo—” He seemed to stop himself short, shaking his head as though he had almost gone too far. 
 
    “As I said, it wasn’t personal,” Finn continued a moment later.  “When you get older, I’m sure you’ll come to understand this lesson.  Sometimes, we are forced to do questionable things out of necessity.” 
 
    At that final statement, Finn strode through the doorway, the portal slamming shut and the wards snapping back into place with a crackle of energy, leaving Jason standing in the dimly lit cavern, mulling on Finn’s words.  It didn’t seem like his opponent had taken any pleasure in this conflict – unlike Alexion, his nemesis’ mocking expression still burned into his mind’s eye.  Curiosity simmered in his veins.  What was Finn’s motive then?  Power?  Influence?  In-game acclaim?  They all felt flimsy given what Robert had told him of Finn. 
 
    What did a man like that care about his online standing? 
 
    And none of that explained his daughter’s reaction. 
 
    No, there had to be something else driving a man like Finn.  Something bigger. 
 
    Jason shook his head, his eyes drifting down toward Alfred, where the AI sat quietly beside him.  Putting aside Finn’s motive, there was also the irony of what he’d just said to him.  A condescending lecture that Jason had grown accustomed to hearing, even if it did little to blunt the irritation that burned in his stomach each time.  His seniors always thought themselves wiser.  More experienced in the ways of the world.  Better able to make Jason’s decisions for him. 
 
    “Trust me,” Jason murmured, his eyes flashing with darkness as he looked back up at the doorway, “I’m already well accustomed to doing what is necessary.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 43 - Anti-Climactic 
 
      
 
    “Wait, so that’s it?  That’s the end of your story?” Westley asked.  The evaluator was perched on his stone seat, leaning forward, and his clipboard and pen all but forgotten. 
 
    Jason just shrugged.  “I suppose you could call it that.  I was imprisoned here roughly 24 hours ago in-game,” he continued, his eyes shifting to the corner of his UI as though to confirm the timing, his hand tapping at a display that Westley couldn’t see. 
 
    “24 hours,” Westley echoed. 
 
    He lifted himself from his seat, suddenly unable to sit still as he paced in front of Jason’s cell.  “I just can’t believe it,” Westley muttered.  “After all that?  After the videos of the travelers and the sandworms and the legion of undead ants and the saboteurs…” 
 
    He shot Jason a glance overtop his glasses.  “Although, I guess that explains all of the prisoners I passed on my way down here.  There must have been thousands, and I bet I only saw a fraction of the total prison population,” he continued, shaking his head incredulously. 
 
    “I suspect many of them were my people – members of <Original Sin> – as well as the spectators that came to watch the fight,” Jason suggested.  “At this point, they would have long since respawned, and many travelers likely took advantage of the chaos to do a little bit of… shopping, I suppose you could call it.”  He shot Westley a wry grin. 
 
    “And Finn just intends to keep them imprisoned down here?” Westley demanded.  “I can see now why they were talking about lodging complaints with Cerillion Entertainment.” 
 
    “They could always just log out,” Jason offered with a shrug. 
 
    “Like you did?” Westley shot back.  “I can’t understand why you’re defending Finn after what he’s done to you.” 
 
    This just earned him another shrug from Jason, although Westley noted the way his eyes dropped to the floor, his gaze darkening.  After hearing his story, he could begin to understand just what this cell – this digital cage – meant for Jason.  It wasn’t just a temporary inconvenience.  It wasn’t just a game.  At least, not entirely.  This cell represented the destruction of an empire.  The loss of his business back in the real world – his livelihood. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it like—” Westley began quickly, stopping his pacing. 
 
    “No, it’s a fair counter,” Jason acknowledged, raising his eyes to meet the evaluator’s.  “Perhaps it’s more that I can see things from Finn’s position.  What choice does he really have?” 
 
    “How about letting those travelers return to wherever they came from?” Westley retorted. 
 
    “Is that what you think they would do?” Jason retorted. 
 
    “Think about it,” the young man continued.  “There were tens of thousands of travelers who came to Sandscrit for this battle.  And Finn used them as cannon fodder.  Those outside the walls during my attack were eaten alive by the worms.  Those in the outer layer were cut down in droves by the ants and worms.  And then the travelers that somehow managed to survive the initial assault and escape into the second layer were cut down by Finn’s own beam tower.  I showed you some of those videos.  He killed travelers that were just trying to escape – pounding at the gates to the inner layer.  Begging and pleading for their lives. 
 
    “Maybe this is difficult to understand because you haven’t experienced a death inside AO before… and there isn’t a corollary game to compare it to.  But those deaths were almost certainly traumatic.  Painful.  Even more, those people were betrayed.  And all that pain and emotion creates a scar.  One not easily forgotten.  Finn’s decision was strategic, but it also had a lasting effect on those travelers.” 
 
    Westley stayed silent.  He didn’t have a good rebuttal for that. 
 
    He had indeed seen some of the footage himself.  Although, it was still difficult for him to remember those events weren’t fake – at least not for the victims.  They had watched Finn’s forces standing impassively on the wall as they were burnt alive, the flesh and muscle seared from their bodies in a blaze of flame.  And those were the lucky ones.  Many others had been ripped apart by the ants, devoured by the worms, or had fallen into molten glass – the remains of the buildings that had once stood between the inner and outer layers. 
 
    And in many ways, it was Finn’s actions that had led to that outcome – not just Jason’s. 
 
    “More than anyone else, I understand Finn’s situation,” Jason said softly.  “Killing those travelers was safer than opening the gates, and, besides, they were expendable.  They just respawn.  He can’t say the same for his residents, which is why he prioritized protecting them.  I likely would have made the same decision in his position.  But that doesn’t change the fallout. 
 
    “Now they’re angry.  Upset.  Putting aside those that simply want to loot and pillage, a healthy portion of that group wants revenge.  The forums are buzzing right now, but I’m no longer the target of their rage.  Hell, I’m almost offended,” Jason said with a weak grin. 
 
    “Now Finn’s city is in shambles, and he’s retreated almost all of his military forces to the inner layer,” he continued.  “He also still has some of the feral undead and most of the sandworms to contend with.  And as the travelers respawn, they are using that chaos to their advantage – to extract their pound of flesh. 
 
    “And even if you ignore all of that, Alexion’s forces are hovering atop Sandscrit.  I overheard their exchange in that courtyard, and I know Alex personally.  He is a fair-weather ally at his best and a borderline sociopath at his worst.  If Finn shows an ounce of weakness, you can be sure he’ll pounce on it. 
 
    “In short, Finn has a policing problem.  He needs to regain control.  And quickly.  His only choice is to imprison those that are causing problems as a warning to those that remain.” 
 
    “I… I guess I can see that,” Westley said, finally breaking the silence that hung across the cave.  “Even if I don’t like it.” 
 
    “Welcome to the joys of leadership,” Jason offered, a note of sarcasm coloring his voice.  “As we’ve discussed before, these decisions are difficult.  And how you’re judged is a matter of perspective.  The travelers are upset, but in the eyes of the residents, I expect Finn’s actions look like a godsend.  I’m sure this will only increase the religious devotion among his followers.  And morally speaking, you could argue that his path was optimal.  It preserved the most lives, for example – both digital and real.” 
 
    Westley adjusted his glass as he stared at the young man, his eyes had dropped to the floor and there was a heaviness to his gaze.  It was the same weight that Westley had noted in their earlier conversations.  Maybe he’d underestimated Jason.  There was merit to his reasoning and ability to consider another’s perspective – even if they were the actions of a man he should hate.  Strangely, part of the brilliance of his strategic mind hinged on empathy for his opponent.  He rejected the easy path – that impulse to simplify and paint the world in black and white. 
 
    Even Westley had gotten caught up in that same mistake. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Westley finally offered, breaking the tense silence in the cavern. 
 
    Jason glanced up in surprise, his eyes widening.  “About what?” 
 
    “About this interview.  About pre-judging you long before we met.  And for your current predicament.  I know how much this world means to you – what depends on it.” 
 
    The young man cocked his head, his eyes looking glassy for only a fraction of a second – a crack in the mask he wore for others.  The one that projected competence.  Confidence.  But then Jason looked away quickly and marshaled his composure.  When he turned back to Westley, his gaze was perfectly neutral, his façade settling back into place. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Jason replied.  “As I said, the break has given me an opportunity to catch up on some homework,” he added with a shrug.  “Besides, I’ve found that things have a way of working themselves out.” 
 
    Westley just stared back at him with an incredulous expression.  Even understanding Finn’s perspective, this wasn’t the reaction he’d been expecting.  It was almost as though Jason wasn’t considering the impact of his predicament.  After all of his foresight – all of that planning – Finn hadn’t been just one step ahead but half a mile.  Did he not see how bad his situation was?  The real-world ramifications for his streaming contract?  If it had been Westley sitting there, he’d likely be throwing things and screaming at the walls. 
 
    “Really?” Westley demanded.  “Because – and pardon my language – you look fucked.” 
 
    Jason opened his mouth to reply but hesitated, his eyes darting to the corner of his UI again.  Then a slow, sly smile gradually crept across his face. 
 
    Jason’s gaze shifted back up to Westley, meeting his eyes.  “Is that so?” 
 
    The young man leaned forward, traces of dark mana filling his eyes and winding around his skin, the energy swiftly drained away by the crystals embedded in the ceiling. 
 
    “In that case, I’m not sure you’ve been listening carefully.” 
 
    “What does that—?” Westley began but was cut short as the ground started to shake beneath his feet, the tremor swiftly growing until he stumbled back into his stone perch, landing hard on his rear.  He could only look on in shock as a large crack splintered the nearby wall, snapping through the dense stone and stretching down the length of the wall. 
 
    Moments later, the stone exploded outward, showering the room in fragments of rock.  Westley raised his arm swiftly, trying to ward off the shrapnel, the jagged pieces cutting through the flimsy material of his suit and leaving burning lines in their wake. 
 
    Shit!  That feels real, he thought to himself, looking down at his arm in shock.  Blood leaked from the cuts and soaked into the cotton fabric.  Yet even as he looked on, he could see his skin slowly beginning to stitch itself back together. 
 
    Incredible… 
 
    Westley’s gaze shot upward as he heard the distinct sound of footsteps padding across the stone floor.  He turned to the wall, still stunned and disoriented, adjusting his glasses with one hand where they now sat lopsided on his nose.  The surface of the wall was obscured by a thick cloud of dust that billowed outward.  Jason had risen to his feet, approaching the bars and standing there calmly, seemingly unperturbed.  That odd cat still rested calmly at his side. 
 
    Westley could just barely make out two forms amid the cloud, shadowy and dark. 
 
    One was slender and strode forward gracefully, but behind that figure was a hulking form, its body towering into the air.  It didn’t look human, its torso segmented and bulbous.  Even more unusual, as Westley looked on, that dark outline shrank rapidly, swiftly creating a human-shaped silhouette among the mixture of sand and dust. 
 
    As the cloud swept back, it revealed two young people – a man and a woman.  The man was wearing thick panels strapped together with crude stitching to form a sort of platemail armor.  Even in human form, he was massive, over six feet of rippling muscle.  He looked like a barbarian out of some movie.  In contrast, the young woman wore tight leather armor – crimson embroidery marking the seams – and had a bow slung across her back.  She glided across the stone floor with an almost supernatural ease. 
 
    “It took you guys long enough,” Jason said, a grin tugging at his lips. 
 
    The woman strode toward him, stopping just outside the metal cage.  Her hand whipped forward in a blur, slapping him across the face.  Hard.  “That’s for coming up with yet another bullshit plan without telling us ahead of time.” 
 
    Before Jason could respond, she leaned forward, her hands framing his face as she planted a kiss on his lips – the embrace lingering and passionate.  As she finally pulled back, she whispered, “And that’s for coming up with another bullshit plan that actually worked.” 
 
    Given their familiarity, Westley was going to guess that was Riley. 
 
    Jason just barked out a laugh, his eyes shifting to the young man that loomed beside Riley.  “So, am I getting a kiss from you too, Frank?” he asked. 
 
    “I’d prefer to just slap you,” Frank growled back, hovering menacingly beside the cell.  However, he soon relented, a broad smile stretching across his face as he offered an arm to Jason, his friend gripping his hand firmly.  “But seriously, this was completely insane… even for you.” 
 
    Westley coughed, the dust filling his lungs in an all-too-real sort of way. 
 
    Frank and Riley both looked in his direction, a dagger materializing almost instantly in the young woman’s hand.  Although, they hesitated as they observed his torn cotton suit and the clipboard and pen still resting on the boulder beside him. 
 
    “Who’s the nerd?” Frank bit out. 
 
    “This is the evaluator that the CPSC sent,” Jason explained.  “His name is Westley.  He’s been interviewing me.  Don’t worry.  He’s not a threat.  Robert gave him starting stats and put him on a short respawn timer.  He learned his lesson with the gamemasters.” 
 
    “Huh, okay,” Frank grunted, turning away from Westley dismissively.  “So how the hell do we get you out of this thing?” he asked. 
 
    “There are mana absorption crystals in the ceiling, but the bars seem to be just regular dark metal ore,” Jason explained. 
 
    “Easy enough then,” Riley answered, pulling the bow from her back.  In a rapid series of movements that were almost too fast for Westley’s eyes to follow, she pulled and fired a half dozen arrows, the missiles landing squarely in the center of each gem, fracturing the crystals. 
 
    Then Frank shifted, and his arms hardened and tapered down to a pair of scythe-like blades.  With a few swift movements, he cut at the metal bars.  For only an instant, nothing happened.  Then three-foot lengths of metal dropped to the floor, creating a sizable hole through which Jason calmly stepped, wiping the dust from his bare arms and chest. 
 
    “What else?” Frank asked curtly.  “I’m assuming we’re already on the clock.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Jason answered.  “We need to move quickly.  Judging from when they let Westley inside, and the time it took for you to get here, we have 24 hours until they open the dungeon entrance again.” 
 
    Frank sighed.  “Fine, then I guess I’ll go first.” 
 
    Westley could only look on in confusion, his thoughts failing wildly, questions dancing and swimming through his mind.  How the hell had Frank and Riley made it inside the dungeon?  What was this about a time limit?  Were they implying Jason had gotten caught on purpose?  But… how?  And why? 
 
    Although, those questions fled in the face of what he was witnessing now. 
 
    Frank approached Jason, Riley handing the necromancer a dagger.  Frank offered his neck, tilting his head to the side.  “Just like old times, huh?” he quipped. 
 
    “Not exactly.  Last time there was a dark mana well, and we weren’t stuck inside a prison,” Jason shot back with a grin before his expression sobered.  “Just remember, you’re most likely going to pop back in at the dungeon entrance.  And then there’s the stuff in the real world—” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  I know.  Now just do it – quickly before I lose my nerve,” Frank barked out, squeezing his eyes shut. 
 
    “What does he mean—?” Westley began but stopped short as he watched Jason rip the blade across Frank’s neck, blood gushing from the wound in a geyser and droplets splattering across Jason’s bare chest and arms.  His friend sunk to the ground gasping feebly, his health regeneration not enough to outpace the bleed damage as his blood pooled along the floor.  Yet Jason and Riley made no move to help him. 
 
    Moments later, his corpse lay motionless on the ground. 
 
    Jason just grimaced as he observed the blood coating his chest.  But he collected himself quickly, his hands twining through a rapid series of gestures as arcane words drifted from his lips.  Coils of dark mana wound around his hands before spearing forward, entering through the jagged slash in Frank’s neck.  As Westley looked on in horror, that flesh knitted itself back together swiftly.  The shifter’s flesh turned a pale white, as though the remainder of the blood was being drained from his body.  Within seconds, Frank’s eyes snapped back open, now a milky, soulless ivory as they stared blankly up at Jason. 
 
    “Get up,” Jason ordered.  The resurrected shifter followed his orders, shambling back to its feet with awkward movements – as though becoming acquainted with its body for the first time. 
 
    “Can you shift?” Jason asked. 
 
    The reanimated corpse didn’t respond.  Instead, its arms immediately tapered down to familiar scythe-like blades, the edges glimmering like diamonds. 
 
    “Perfect,” Jason purred, his eyes now a solid black.  “Shift to a Were-Ant and then cut us a passage back to the chamber on the other side of that wall,” he ordered, pointing in the direction of the warded doorway.  The zombie immediately followed his orders, its body contorting and blossoming outward to form an insect-like monstrosity.  Soon, it was burrowing furiously into the nearby wall and cutting through the stone. 
 
    “My turn?” Riley asked, stepping close to Jason. 
 
    “Unfortunately, yes,” he replied, his hand tightening around the blade, still soaked in his friend’s blood.  “Although, maybe we could wait—” 
 
    “No.  Follow the plan,” she replied in a short voice, her hand taking his, guiding the dagger to her chest, hovering just overtop her heart.  “One clean stroke,” she instructed.  “It’ll be less messy that way.” 
 
    Jason just nodded, leaning in and the blade sinking into her chest.  A small gasp drifted from her lips, but they were soon covered by Jason’s.  He kissed her forcefully, Riley returning the embrace even as the life fled her body and pooled along the ground below her.  When Jason eventually pulled back, her body hung still and lifeless in his arms. 
 
    He gingerly lowered Riley to the floor, cradling her face for a moment before beginning to cast again.  Seconds later, white, soulless eyes popped open once more, and Riley rose from the ground, standing stiffly in front of Jason. 
 
    “Orders?” she asked in a whisper, her voice now monotone and devoid of life. 
 
    “For now, just stay by my side.  Once we get past the ravine, I’ll have some work for you,” Jason responded, eyeing the hole that Frank had carved in the stone, the shifter having disappeared into the rock and a faint vibration in the floor the only evidence that he was still tunneling through the rock. 
 
    “Okay, what-what the fuck is going on?” Westley asked, his voice cracking. 
 
    Jason finally looked in his direction, those pitch-black eyes taking in Westley’s form with cool, emotionless precision.  His body was drenched in blood.  The mixture of crimson against his pale white skin and black tattoos made him look like some sort of demon.  And that damn dagger was still resting in his palm, droplets of blood dripping to the ground. 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Jason asked, cocking his head. 
 
    “It’s time to implement stage 2 of my plan.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 44 - Hail-Mary 
 
      
 
    “We don’t have time to dawdle,” Jason said, snapping Westley out of his fugue and gesturing at the nearby hole in the wall.  The zombie version of Frank had completed his task and was now standing passively beside the makeshift tunnel. 
 
    “I-I don’t…  I’m not…  What is…?” Westley began, trying to marshal his thoughts. 
 
    Jason shot him a sympathetic look.  “Look, I’ll explain while we walk.  But we need to move.  As I said, we only have 24 hours, and we have a lot to accomplish.” 
 
    Westley moved to follow Jason, but the young man hesitated.  “Aren’t you forgetting something?” he asked, pointing at Westley’s clipboard and pen.  “We still have an interview to finish, after all.” 
 
    The evaluator just shook his head.  Were they still conducting an interview?  Or was he now aiding and abetting some sort of prison escape?  Yet he reluctantly grabbed the clipboard and pen, holding the wooden square to his chest as though it might protect him from this… creature?  Madman?  Genius?  He wasn’t certain what to think anymore.  But Jason didn’t seem too concerned about Westley’s opinion as he stepped through the hole without waiting for him. 
 
    Westley stared at that dark tunnel, rubbing at his arm where the debris had cut ribbons through his suit and recalled that burning sensation.  He wasn’t looking forward to repeating that experience. 
 
    He could have killed you at any point, he reminded himself.  But he didn’t. 
 
    He kept repeating that. 
 
    It didn’t make him feel any better. 
 
    Especially not with the twin pools of blood resting along the floor of Jason’s former prison, the only evidence of Jason’s brutal murder of his own friends.  Westley might still be alive, but for how long?  Jason hadn’t had any qualms about killing people he actually cared about, even if it was only temporary. 
 
    Either way, he was going to have to finish this assignment.  Westley had never shied away from a job.  He had a reputation to preserve.  And he certainly wasn’t going to let Jason know that he was flustered by a bit of digital blood or murder.  So, he smoothed down his suit, adjusted his glasses, took a deep breath, and then entered the tunnel. 
 
    As Westley reached the other side, Jason spoke up.  “Finally!  Come on.  If you keep hesitating, I’m going to have to leave you behind,” he explained forcefully, his tone brooking no argument. 
 
    Gone was any pretense that the young man that stood before Westley was just some misguided child.  He had seen this look before – most often with CEOs and executives.  It was the way his eyes drilled into Westley’s and the way he braced his shoulders.  This was a leader who was accustomed to having his orders followed. 
 
    “Fine… but, um, you still need to explain what’s going on,” Westley said, stumbling over a pile of loose rocks. 
 
    “Trust me, I will,” Jason replied in a distracted voice as he turned away from Westley, eyeing the chasm that rested before them.  It was a few dozen feet across, stretching the length of the large cavern.  And from his journey into the prison, Westley knew that the pit was deep and lined with sharp spikes. 
 
    Jason turned to Frank then – or the zombie version of Frank.  “Cut me a ledge into the wall along the righthand side of this ravine,” Jason ordered. 
 
    The zombie nodded jerkily.  Its body contorted, and the creature was soon burrowing into the nearby wall, kicking up a thick cloud of dust.  Rock fragments rained down into the chasm as the zombie formed a rough ledge around the side of the ravine. 
 
    Well, I guess this is one way to bypass Finn’s precautions, Westley thought wryly. 
 
    “Okay,” Jason said, turning back to Westley.  “What do you want to know?” 
 
    “Um, well…” Westley trailed off, suddenly uncertain where to begin. 
 
    Jason let out a sigh.  “Never mind.  Perhaps I should just start at the beginning. 
 
    “Everything I told you was true.  However, the initial siege on the city – the feral undead, the sandworms, the video address to the other players, even the attack on the inner layer, and my attempt to ‘steal’ the gate piece – that was all step one of a two-part plan.” 
 
    Westley just shook his head in shock, unsure how to respond to that. 
 
    “You listened to my tale,” Jason continued, eyeing him closely.  “Everyone told me the same thing.  Finn was clever – brilliant, actually.  Robert, the Dragon of Life, the Dark One.  Hell, even you fanboyed when you heard his name.  Not only that, but Finn had at least a month in-game to prepare his defenses and assemble a plan.  We also strongly suspected he was allied with Alexion, although we certainly couldn’t prove it.  All of this meant he was always going to have the advantage.  There was no way we could anticipate all his defenses or even where he might stash the gate piece.  And even if we could, we would still have been outnumbered. 
 
    “So, we needed to go all-in.  Gamble everything,” Jason continued.  “We needed a diversion – a Trojan horse of sorts.  We needed to make Finn think we’d lost,” Jason explained, spreading his arms wide and gesturing at the dungeon around them. 
 
    “But Finn wasn’t just going to fall for that.  At least, not if we threw the fight in an obvious way.  We had to make him think that we’d hurled everything at him.  Not just that, but whatever attack we made needed to set up the second stage of our siege.  So, I came up with this plan. 
 
    “Stage 1 was to lure in the travelers and attack Sandscrit.  We needed to disable the outer two layers, essentially driving Finn’s forces back to the inner layer.  That had the benefit of forcing him to play most of the cards in his hand, so to speak.  The Juggernauts, the engineers, the illusions and Infernal Guard, that damn beam tower, and finally Alexion and Evelyn and their airships. 
 
    “We now have a much better sense of Finn’s full capabilities, and we can adjust accordingly,” Jason finished. 
 
    He raised a finger.  “But more importantly, we set up the second stage of our attack.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” Westley asked in confusion, adjusting his glasses.  “How does being stuck in this prison help you exactly?  It seems like you’re still in a tenuous position.  Now your army of undead is gone, and Finn is likely driving away the sandworms.  It seems like you’re just back where you started.” 
 
    Jason’s smile widened.  “On the contrary, I’m exactly where I want to be. 
 
    “The plan came to me after Hoot was arrested and imprisoned,” Jason explained, his eyes skimming to the zombie version of Frank that was quickly working its way around the chasm.  “Think back to the conversation we just had.  What happened topside after that shimmering blue barrier came down?” 
 
    Westley’s eyes widened as the pieces started to click together.  “The players respawned,” he answered slowly.  “And now they’re upset.  Angry.  At Finn.” 
 
    “Exactly!” Jason said, his eyes flashing with dark energy.  “As I said just a few minutes ago, I understand why Finn sacrificed the travelers – it’s exactly what I would have done in his place.  And, in fact, I was counting on him to do it.” 
 
    “That seems like a longshot, though,” Westley countered.  That was putting it mildly. 
 
    “Not really,” Jason shot back immediately.  “We have something Finn doesn’t.  Experience.  Our group has witnessed firsthand what happens in the aftermath of a war,” Jason continued.  “Looting.  Pillaging.  Chaos.  It’s even worse if the players feel they were used as pawns and were killed in violent ways.  We could reasonably assume Finn would have no choice but to contain those people – my own guildmates and the other spectators. 
 
    “And he couldn’t just keep killing them all off.  Putting aside the practical problems with that, it would also be bad for business.  You remember the exit survey when we were leaving town, right?  Finn wants to attract players here in the future.  Unlike the Twilight Throne, he hasn’t monopolized a commodity like health potions.  His city depends on trade.  So, he’d be forced to strike a delicate balance.” 
 
    “Which meant his best option was to stick the worst offenders in time-out for a couple of days until he could get his city back under control.  That sets an example for the rest and preserves some of his goodwill with the other travelers,” Westley murmured, recalling Jason’s explanation only moments before – although his perspective on that had certainly shifted since. 
 
    “Exactly.  But that also puts the angriest of the travelers right here.  The rest was easy,” Jason explained with a grin.  “Where else was he going to put yours truly once I’d failed spectacularly?” he continued, placing a hand to his chest. 
 
    “Sure…” Westley replied slowly.  “But how did you know you could escape?  And why didn’t you tell Riley and Frank about the plan ahead of time?” 
 
    Jason noticed that the zombie shifter had finished carving a passage around the ravine, and he waved at the narrow ledge, directing Westley to take the lead.  “Let’s take that second question first.  Why didn’t I tell the others?  Short answer?  Because I couldn’t be certain that any one of us might get captured.  If I can access memories, then perhaps Finn can too.  It was a reasonable possibility given his other abilities and his access to a full-fledged Mage Guild.” 
 
    “But wouldn’t he be able to read your mind then?” Westley huffed. 
 
    “Not if the Keepers taught me how to control my mind or how to suppress my thoughts,” Jason shot back over his shoulder.  “The Kin of old were clever.  They found ways to defend themselves against their own weapons.” 
 
    As Jason finished speaking, he looked down at the cat beside him.  For only an instant, Westley could have sworn that the feline was… frowning at him?  But in the literal blink of an eye, the cat looked away, calmly licking its paw – and leaving Westley thinking he’d simply imagined the exchange. 
 
    Westley shook his head, refocusing on Jason’s story.  “Okay.  I guess that makes sense.  So, you must have left detailed instructions for your friends before you launched the attack.  An email on a timer, maybe?” 
 
    “Exactly, I used my school’s email server,” Jason continued as they finally stepped onto the opposing ledge.  “One second,” he continued, raising a staying hand at Westley. 
 
    Jason’s eyes shifted to the two zombies.  “I need you two to split up, find our guild members, and free them.  Tell them to meet me here.  They should have already been assembled into a raid group…  Ahh, there it is,” Jason said, tapping at his UI.  A window opened beside him, illuminating hundreds of green dots scattered throughout the dungeon, and Jason set a waypoint marker on the cavern where they were currently standing. 
 
    Jason looked up to see the zombies still standing there.  “What are you waiting for?  Go.  Now.  Time is of the essence.”  The zombies both nodded and shot off down the adjacent tunnel, turning opposite directions as the hallway split. 
 
    Jason turned back to Westley then.  “Where were we?” 
 
    Westley glanced down at his notes, reminding himself where they had left off.  “Um, you were going to explain how Frank and Riley got in here.” 
 
    “Right,” Jason answered.  “So, this game is really not much of a game at all.  I’m sure that much has become clear from my tale.  As I’ve mentioned before, AO much more closely resembles real life than other games.  They took the idea of a sandbox and really ran with it. 
 
    “And that also applies to the dungeons.  I messaged guild members stationed with William – one of our resident lieutenants that oversees our population farm back in the Twilight Throne.  He regularly clears the dungeon north of Peccavi and then ships the corpses back to the city to be resurrected as new Kin,” Jason explained in response to Westley’s blank stare. 
 
    “Anyway, my theory was that the dungeons in-game aren’t really instanced – they aren’t some unique location in time and space.  They’re part of the surrounding world.  In which case, what is that shimmering blue barrier that we cross when we enter one?” Jason asked. 
 
    Westley shook his head. 
 
    “It’s just a localized field,” Jason explained.  “We’ve also seen them created during major battles – like in Sea’s Edge or during the more recent attack on Sandscrit.  And, in fact, we discovered in Peccavi that dungeons use a similar field.  It’s a static space with a height, width, and length.  And more importantly,” he added, raising a finger.  “They don’t necessarily have just one entrance.  We can burrow into the side of that field.” 
 
    Westley’s eyes went round.  “Wait, so that whole attack… the destruction of the wards… the tunnels carved by the Carry-On Worms… you were just…” 
 
    “Creating a few holes in their perimeter fence?” Jason finished with a grin.  “Finn thought it was to allow the sandworms and the transport vehicles inside – and it was, in part.  But the true goal was to knock down those wards and allow just two people – Frank and Riley – to slip through and enter the dungeon later.  Even better, our testing also determined that the waypoint and group icons are still visible to members outside the dungeon.  So, they could use me as a sort of homing beacon as long as I remained online and in the same raid group.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Westley muttered, shaking his head. 
 
    His thoughts were flailing.  To say that this plan was complex was, well, an incredible understatement.  But he could see it now.  The shape of it.  Layers of planning culminating in… 
 
    Westley hesitated.  Actually, what was Jason’s next move? 
 
    And why had he killed his friends? 
 
    “Ahh, you’ve caught up,” Jason said, watching him closely.  “I bet your next question is about Frank and Riley and what I plan to do next, right?” 
 
    Westley could only nod numbly. 
 
    “Well, that was actually a gamble.”  As he spoke, Jason’s eyes drifted down to the cat again before his gaze shifted back up to Westley.  “The respawn field for a dungeon works similar to the fields implemented during a siege – the main difference being that the dungeon field doesn’t suspend respawns.  As you saw when you entered this dungeon, the field creates a localized respawn point, and the 45-minute timer still applies. 
 
    “And if I assume that Frank and Riley will respawn at the entrance, and I know I have roughly 24 hours before the entrance opens…” Jason trailed off, watching Westley. 
 
    “You’re… you’re going to keep killing them off and resurrecting them,” Westley murmured.  “So that you can create clones of your two most powerful teammates?” 
 
    Jason just nodded, his grin widening.  “I expect I should be able to summon twenty to thirty versions of both Riley and Frank in that time.  A bit less if they’re treated as elite summons given their levels and experience or if it takes them a long time to find me down here after each respawn.”  Jason shouldered the packs that Frank and Riley had dropped.  “And my friends were even kind enough to bring some extra gear for their new clones.” 
 
    “That… that seems completely unbalanced,” Westley replied.  “How is that fair?” 
 
    “It isn’t,” Jason answered simply.  “I’m sure it’ll get patched out, but by keeping my plan close to the chest and not testing the theory first, well, I avoided accidentally tipping off the system or its administrators,” Jason explained with a pointed look at the cat beside him.  “And a patch this last-minute would look pretty suspicious.  It might even be the sort of thing that disrupts the game’s balance and causes a renewed uproar – especially since the CPSC is already up in arms.” 
 
    “So, you leveraged the game against itself and its administrators?” Westley muttered, rubbing at the bridge of his nose now. 
 
    Jason shrugged.  “It’s a system with rules.  I operated within those rules.” 
 
    Westley snorted.  “We both know that’s a rather simplistic take.  But putting that aside, your plan still feels tenuous.  What prevents Finn from finding out that you’ve escaped?  If you free hundreds of your guild members, couldn’t they just go online and raise the alarm?  Much less thousands of other travelers with no guild affiliation.” 
 
    “And that’s a function of timing,” Jason answered, dark mana coiling across his body as his eyes blazed with unholy energy.  “What’s the longest a player can reasonably stay online?  Maybe three days in-game?  That’s 18 hours in the real world.  And they still have to sleep and eat.  Time also moves more slowly outside the game.  If that takes an hour in the real world, four pass in here.” 
 
    “Okay…” Westley replied slowly, not quite following. 
 
    “So how long do you think Finn has been logged in?  Or his lieutenants?” Jason demanded.  “At least that long by my calculations.  The guy looked spent when he imprisoned me.  And not only that, they have a considerable number of other problems to deal with topside.  Travelers pillaging and causing chaos.  Undead still rampaging through their city.  Resident refugees all holed up in the interior layer that need to be fed and watered.  And they also have Alexion and Evelyn hanging above their heads.  Like I said before, Finn’s not stupid.  There’s always the risk that Alexion will try to capitalize on a moment of weakness to take out two avatars. 
 
    “In contrast, my guildmates and I have had an opportunity to rest,” Jason continued.  “Maybe do some homework.  Handle our real-world affairs – and all from the luxury of this five-star prison,” he added with a chuckle. 
 
    Jason leaned forward then.  “Again, I wasn’t just guessing.  I’ve been through this myself – in the aftermath of Thorn’s attack, in particular.  You can only focus on so many things at once.  And you must prioritize.  That’s what cost us Alexion and a gate piece last time.  But now that problem works in our favor.  Even if those other players go online and start screaming, it’s doubtful that Finn will notice in time.  Even a few hours in the real world will cost him dearly.” 
 
    Westley mulled on that, baffled at the complexity of this plan. 
 
    “But still… there’s a risk,” he commented. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “And I didn’t put all my eggs in that one basket.  Motive is also important.  The travelers are angry,” Jason declared.  “And they have a unified enemy now – one that isn’t just me.  They have a compelling reason to keep their damn mouths shut if they want to escape this place and pay Finn back.  Although, of course, I may need to give them a push.” 
 
    Westley could only shake his head.  “That’s incredible,” he muttered.  But one last item was still gnawing at him.  “How do you plan to retaliate, though? 
 
    “Even if we assume you kill and raise Frank and Riley every forty-five minutes, that’s still only 40-60 summons,” the evaluator continued, doing the math in his head.  “And even with the travelers imprisoned down here, you might have a few thousand soldiers.  Who are unarmed and unarmored?  No offense to Frank and Riley, but that still doesn’t seem like enough to take out Finn or the forces stationed in the interior layer.” 
 
    “You’d think,” Jason said with a smile.  “But I have an answer for that too.  It’s an oldie, but a goodie, I suppose you could say…” 
 
    “Sir,” a voice barked from the other side of the room. 
 
    Jason’s gaze swept to the doorway, where members of <Original Sin> were beginning to filter into the room.  Westley noticed them eye Jason’s bloody torso, although no one dared ask what had happened or how he’d freed himself. 
 
    “Good,” Jason said.  “I’m glad you found this area so quickly.  We have a lot of work to do.  I need you to work in groups of five or more.  Go through the cells.  I need you to free any air, earth, and water mages you find that specialize in communication, terraforming, and illusions specifically.  Bring them here,” Jason instructed.  “Leave the others for now.  We’re going to have to do some work before we can free them.” 
 
    The travelers nodded and then began assembling themselves into groups, moving to carry out Jason’s orders.  A few stayed inside the cave, relaying Jason’s instructions to each new player that arrived and directing them into new groups before sending them out again.  Jason himself strode through their ranks, whispering instructions and answering questions. 
 
    And meanwhile, Westley simply stood there, his clipboard hanging limply in his hand and clicking his pen reflexively – anxiety coiling in his chest and his thoughts spinning as he processed Jason’s explanation. 
 
    This wasn’t what he’d expected.  It wasn’t what he’d signed up for.  He’d entered this game thinking he was going to be interviewing a teenager.  One that had been imprisoned in a cell. 
 
    But now it looked like he was going to be participating in a war. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 45 - Underlord 
 
      
 
    A precious hour had passed since Jason escaped from his cell. 
 
    In that time, Westley had watched in horror as the young man killed off Frank and Riley again, now two pairs of zombies standing guard beside him.  Jason’s teammates were out of action while waiting on their respawn timer, although that didn’t mean the work was over.  Jason had indicated that he had plans for them in the real world as well.  Westley understood clearly now that Jason had been planning this for days, meticulously outlining each person’s role and duties. 
 
    And no one could afford to be idle. 
 
    That also applied to the members of <Original Sin> who were stuck inside the prison.  They scoured the cells, polling the occupants they found about their skills.  A few well-placed threats and bribes worked wonders.  However, most of the occupants had proven to be remarkably compliant.  Their anger at Finn, and their larger curiosity as to what was going on down here, had softened the edges of their animosity – opening the door for Jason. 
 
    Jason’s soldiers had eventually recovered several hundred mages, leading those individuals back into the room where the ravine was situated – one of the few places in the dungeon that was currently large enough for that many bodies.  As the chamber began to fill up, Jason even had a few earth mages cover the chasm, providing much more room.  They’d hopped to it willingly, especially considering that the alternative was the growing crowd inadvertently shoving them over the ledge, which would result in a 100-foot fall onto jagged metal spikes. 
 
    “This is pretty much all of them,” one of Jason’s guildmates spoke his shoulder.  “Or, at least, all of those willing to volunteer their affinity and spell list.” 
 
    “Good,” Jason answered, eyeing the crowd that milled in front of him, many eyeing him warily.  “Rejoin the others and make sure the entrance to this cave is blocked off.” 
 
    As the man nodded and marched off quickly, Westley eyed the members of <Original Sin> that ringed the room, many more lingering in the lone hallway leading back into the dungeon proper, their presence helping keep the crowd contained and calm.  Those dark-eyed individuals didn’t exactly look friendly.  It also helped that the mages were unarmed, and their present circumstances were still much more favorable than being locked in a cell indefinitely. 
 
    For many of them, they’d likely begun to give up hope of being released. 
 
    Curiosity also shone in their eyes.  They murmured amongst one another quietly, a subdued buzz filling the air.  More than one group eyed Jason, his naked torso caked in the blood of his teammates and intricate tattoos coiling up his arms and neck.  Westley had wandered through the crowd, more than a few of the mages eyeing his suit with skeptical expressions.  And yet, he’d still overheard their whispers.  They knew who Jason was.  Most had witnessed the destruction of Sandscrit firsthand.  They’d also seen the videos of the aftermath.  They knew Jason had failed and been imprisoned alongside them. 
 
    And yet now he stood free.  Westley could sense their questions. 
 
    How?  Why?  And what was Jason planning next? 
 
    Westley could also now understand the true brilliance of Jason’s plan.  It wasn’t just the planning or the way he’d anticipated Finn’s counter-attacks.  It was the understanding of psychology underlying his actions over the past days and weeks that left the evaluator marveling.  It seemed incredible – almost impossible, really – that this whole thing had been orchestrated by a teenager.  A kid who hadn’t even graduated high school yet. 
 
    The difficulty with travelers was that they needed to be properly motivated.  Unlike the residents, the threat of death wasn’t enough – at least, not by itself.  They needed to want the same outcome or to be afraid of the same danger or failure.  The other travelers might not realize it just yet, but their motivations and Jason’s were now aligned.  As far as they knew, they stood to lose their avatar.  And they had all been mistreated by the same man.  Finn. 
 
    And now Jason intended to use that. 
 
    “I need an air mage,” Jason shouted suddenly, the cluster of mages quieting abruptly and all eyes turning toward his location.  “Any volunteers?” 
 
    A young girl – maybe sixteen – tentatively raised her hand. 
 
    “Great, come here,” Jason said, directing her to stand beside him.  The girl approached cautiously, following his orders but keeping her distance as though Jason might attack her at any moment.  Her hands trembled at her sides, belying her nervousness. 
 
    “I’m not going to hurt you.  I just need for you to project my voice,” Jason said in a softer tone, his voice not unkind.  The girl nodded – a jerky, anxious movement.  Then amber energy flashed as her fingers twined together, the energy drifting up and around Jason before sweeping out across the room in thin ribbons. 
 
    “Hello,” Jason began, his voice booming across the cavern now.  “I’m sure most of you already know who I am.  But for those that don’t, my name is Jason.” 
 
    A deadly silence lingered in the cavern now, all eyes on him. 
 
    “I’m sure you all have questions, and I’m happy to provide answers—" 
 
    “Yeah, like how the hell did you escape?” someone shouted back. 
 
    More murmurs indicated that this was a common question. 
 
    Jason smiled.  “That’s an easy one to answer.  My teammates freed me.  But more importantly, we’ve now taken control of this dungeon.  And I find myself in need of some assistance – specifically mages with your particular talents.  Water, air, and earth.” 
 
    He raised his arms wide.  “I’d like for you all to help me.” 
 
    Silence met this declaration as the travelers stared back in shock. 
 
    “Are you shitting me?” someone else barked, forcing his way toward Jason through the crowd.  “You’re the one that attacked this city.  Your feral undead ripped me open—” 
 
    At a discreet gesture from Jason, one of Frank’s clones flashed forward in a dark blur, and his fist slammed into the man’s chest with a crunch of bone.  The zombie ripped its hand free moments later, holding a pulsing heart in its clawed fingers and dark fur now coating the limb.  The player looked at his own heart in horror, his eyes wide and mouth moving, but only a faint wheeze tumbled from his lips.  The zombie bit a chunk out of the heart, swallowing forcefully. 
 
    Only then did the player slump to the ground – dead. 
 
    With a few swift gestures, Jason raised the body, dark energy sweeping into the corpse, its skin turning pale and the wound stitching itself back together.  The player’s corpse soon shambled back to its feet and stepped into position with Jason’s forces, its milky-white eyes watching the remainder of the mages that lined the cavern. 
 
    “This may be a good time to mention that incivility or insubordination will not be tolerated,” Jason continued, his tone remarkably lighthearted given the macabre scene that had just played out.  “Please do not misunderstand me, you can help me willingly, or I can take what I need by force.  I’d much prefer the former, but I’m still comfortable with the latter.” 
 
    Another tense silence hung throughout the cavern. 
 
    “But our friend here didn’t allow me to finish.  I’m not an unreasonable man,” Jason continued, spreading his arms wide.  “I won’t ask you to do something with no prospect of reward.  Those that join me will be given an opportunity to get revenge upon Finn. 
 
    “I may have attacked this city, but the siege was in response to Finn’s challenge.  He was also responsible for the latest attack on the Twilight Throne and the deaths of many of my people, including residents who never had the opportunity to respawn,” Jason explained.  The subdued buzz that now echoed through the cavern indicated that this was a revelation for many. 
 
    “And before you question whether I’m telling the truth, simply ask yourself one question.  How has Finn treated you?” 
 
    The buzz grew louder, anger now coloring that hum.  The answer was obvious to many. 
 
    “The so-called Najmat Alhidad is no saint,” Jason continued.  “Recall what has happened over the last few days.  Finn treated you as decoys.  Cannon fodder.  He left you to fend for yourself on the outer layer.  He barely raised a finger to help those that managed to escape, and only then so that you could slow the advance of the sandworms and the undead horde.  And then what did he do to those precious few that made it into the middle layer?” Jason asked, a cold rage filling his voice now and bands of dark energy beginning to peel away from his skin. 
 
    “He abandoned you!  Left you all to die or killed you himself.  Cut you down from behind with his own beam weapon – not bothering to discriminate between friend or foe.  How many of you stood at the gates to the inner layer?  Watched as Finn’s own people refused to help you?  Left your blood streaked across warded wood? 
 
    “And even worse,” Jason hissed, “when you showed your anger, vented your rage at that injustice – he doubled down.  Finn threatened your avatar itself.  Threatened you with perma-death by locking you in this tomb.  Has he given you a timeline for release?  Indicated that he has any plans to let you go?  And how many of your complaints to Cerillion have gone unanswered, as some system administrator debates over whether to intervene – to protect the hundreds or even thousands of hours spent cultivating your skills and equipment? 
 
    “But I’m giving you a choice.  You can go back to your cells and possibly lose your characters or join me and fight to keep what you’ve built in this world,” Jason continued, his voice an insidious, compelling thing.  His logic inexorably pulling them toward his goal. 
 
    “You should ask yourself who the true villain is here.” 
 
    Westley could see that this was a selling point for many of them, hot anger beginning to cool and harden into cold rage.  Determination.  Resolve. 
 
    “I’ll even go one step further – sweeten the pot if you will,” Jason continued.  “Those of you that join me willingly and commit to our cause will be offered an opportunity to join <Original Sin> once this battle is over, with all of the benefits that membership entails.  Free gear.  Easy and fast leveling.  And a chance to recover what was stolen from you. 
 
    “An opportunity to join a guild so powerful that only a few hundred of us nearly managed to topple an army over a hundred thousand strong.  You all saw the wave of destruction we unleashed upon Sandscrit – hordes of undead ripping through the walls, sandworms writhing underfoot, sand blotting out the sun.  And if you think that was impressive, you’re going to want a front-row seat to what’s coming next,” Jason’s voice thundered through the cave at this last statement, his arms going wide, dried blood still covering his bare chest and arms. 
 
    Westley could see that this was even more attractive to these people.  Even those that had held out during the threats and bribes were nodding now. 
 
    Jason was the embodiment of power in this world.  A demon shaped like a man.  A living nightmare.  His name inspired anger and outrage but also fear and envy.  Westley could see it in the way the travelers watched him.  The way they whispered to each other.  The way they glanced at the broken body of one of their brethren – its eyes a dull, lifeless white. 
 
    Jason was a man who didn’t hesitate to brutally murder anyone who got in his way. 
 
    A man with no limits. 
 
    Stepping forward, a woman wound her way through the crowd.  She was dressed in green robes that marked her as an earth mage.  “I will join you,” she said firmly. 
 
    Others soon followed – a handful at first.  Then a wave of players.  Within mere moments, the entire group had volunteered.  And all the while, Jason simply watched.  An evil smile curled his lips, dark eyes surveying his handiwork.  He was a puppet master pulling at the strings and watching his new soldiers dance to his will. 
 
    “Good,” Jason hissed.  “Together, we’re going to create something incredible, something the likes of which no one in this world will ever forget.  And you will all be part of that. 
 
    “But first, we have much work to do and little time to do it.  Earth mages will be grouped together.  You will be heading toward the front of the dungeon.  The rest of you will be split up and stationed with our guildmates – one air mage and one water mage per group.” 
 
    Jason clapped his hands.  “Now, let’s get to work.  The clock is ticking.” 
 
    With that, his guild members took over, directing the mages into different groups, quickly funneling the earth mages out of the chamber and toward the dungeon’s entrance – where those warded doors loomed above a narrow hallway. 
 
    Throughout this process, a question nagged at Westley. 
 
    “Why not just kill them and raise the corpses?” he asked, keeping his voice low. 
 
    Jason cocked his head, his eyes following the mages.  “My Control Limit isn’t large enough to kill and summon them all, and using Riley’s and Frank’s corpses is a more efficient use of my summons.  I needed to convince them to help,” Jason explained. 
 
    “Help do what exactly?” Westley demanded. 
 
    “The earth mages need to prep the dungeon entrance for the next step,” Jason answered cryptically.  “And the water and air mages will be useful once we finally leave this place – helping to mask our groups’ energy signatures and disrupt Finn’s communication network.  Plus, by separating the mages and placing them in groups with our guild members, we can keep an eye on them and prevent them from trying anything stupid.  I’d really hate to have to waste good mages to set another example…” 
 
    This earned him a squeak from the tiny air mage girl that still stood beside Jason.  “Don’t worry,” Jason reassured her with a chuckle.  “That’s only a last resort.  And, as I said, I’d prefer to avoid unnecessary bloodshed.  What’s your name, by the way?” 
 
    “A-Ashley,” she stuttered. 
 
    “Pleasure to meet you, Ashley,” Jason said, offering a hand, only for the girl to shy away. 
 
    He glanced down and saw the blood caking his fingers.  “Ahh, fair enough.  I’ll admit this is gross.  I haven’t had a chance to wash the blood off yet.”  His eyes shot up to hers.  “But I’d also like to make you the same offer as the others, Ashley.  How would you like to help me?  I expect I’ll need your assistance for what’s coming.” 
 
    “Uh… okay, I guess,” she replied tentatively. 
 
    Jason snapped his fingers.  “Perfect.  Speaking of which, I need to make another announcement.  What’s your range?  Can you reach everyone in the cells?” 
 
    “I-I think so,” Ashley squeaked back.  “But… wouldn’t it be easier to use the area chat?” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “It would, but that isn’t as flashy,” he retorted with a grin.  “Say what you want about the blood and doom and gloom, but it works.  You have to put on a show.” 
 
    The girl’s brow furrowed at that, and she hesitated a moment.  “In that case… maybe a whisper?  Just over their shoulders?  Like someone is sneaking up behind them,” she suggested.  “That might be creepier than just your voice booming down the hallways.” 
 
    Jason stared at her for a moment, Ashley shifting uncomfortably under his gaze.  Then a wide smile split his lips.  “That’s a fantastic idea!  Brilliant, really.  I think this is the beginning of a great working partnership.”  This earned him a small smile from the girl. 
 
    He coughed to clear his throat, gesturing for Ashley to start casting.  Amber energy spilled out around her, encircling Jason.  Then he began speaking, his voice carrying throughout the dungeon, whispering to each prisoner that stood in their cells. 
 
    Many had seen the others being released, the packs of <Original Sin> winding through the hallways in search of mages.  As a result, travelers had begun to log back in as their friends relayed the news.  Although, this was subdued for now.  Still just word of mouth.  The news hadn’t spread online yet.  The twilight hours in the real world were working to Jason’s advantage. 
 
    “Hello,” Jason’s voice slithered through the dungeon.  “My name is Jason. 
 
    “As many of you may suspect by now, I am in control of this dungeon.  The good news is that means you will be freed shortly.  The bad news is that I’m going to need some help.  But don’t worry, there’s something in it for each of you…” 
 
    Westley could only watch Jason work.  Take in the bustle of activity as his guild members broke themselves out into neat groups along the cavern floor, their eyes turning back to Jason, waiting patiently for his next orders.  Hundreds of people following the lead of a kid – a teenager – without question.  Although, as Westley looked back at Jason, he could see how they might not view him that way. 
 
    The man that stood in that cavern was like a black hole.  He seemed to suck in attention and draw both the eye and ear.  Beneath the blood and battle scars was raw, unfiltered willpower.  A soul with a singular, fearless purpose.  His rhetoric might have been carefully tailored, even a touch misleading, given that Jason had orchestrated these events. 
 
    But there was also truth behind his words.  Jason had launched an impossible attack against an enemy city – hundreds taking on tens of thousands.  He’d escaped from an impenetrable dungeon.  And now, he offered these people a chance for revenge, for justice.  For glory and gear. 
 
    But from the look in their eyes, that wasn’t what was selling his promises. 
 
    That was respect reflected there – curiosity and awe bordering on adulation. 
 
    They were agreeing to help for the chance to be near him. 
 
    To stand in his shadow as he tilted his lance at yet another windmill. 
 
    It was a nagging faith that he could rip that damn thing down singlehandedly and raise something incredible from the ashes.  They wanted to be there to watch the show.  To claim some contribution – some part in that outcome.  Even as Jason committed yet another first within AO.  As they watched a mere boy become a living legend across multiple worlds. 
 
    And Westley couldn’t help but feel that spark in his own chest.  That curiosity.  That magnetic draw.  It promised blood and battle.  It spoke to a primal part of his mind – one he wasn’t even certain he’d known existed amid the paperwork and the tedium.  He badly wanted to see if he could do it.  If Jason could topple an empire from inside a prison with just a few hundred followers and a legion of mistreated strangers. 
 
    He wasn’t the sort of messiah that people usually lauded, covered in tattoos and the blood of his own friends.  His eyes shining with an unholy light. 
 
    He looked more like a demon than an angel. 
 
    But his message was clear: I can accomplish anything… 
 
    And, if you join me, you can too. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 46 - Legion 
 
      
 
    Jason flicked at his UI – using the moment of respite to check on his notifications and Character Status.  He hadn’t had much time to deal with those prompts between his capture and Westley’s interview.  He quickly shoved aside the barrage of skill notices, focusing solely on his stats for now.  The rest could wait until later. 
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    He had immediately allocated his new points to Willpower.  The level gain was modest despite the destruction – in part because he was sharing the experience with his guildmates through the raid.  He also suspected Alfred might not have given him full credit for the kills made by the native undead and worms.  Either way, he wasn’t going to complain.  Any little bit of extra health and mana would be useful for what was coming. 
 
    That finished, he swiped aside the notices and raised his eyes, taking in the entrance of the dungeon.  Or rather, what had once been the entrance. 
 
    Within a mere hour, the area had been transformed. 
 
    Gone was the narrow stone hallway.  The earth mages had whittled away at the walls to hollow out a massive chamber.  At Jason’s direction, the floor now sunk away from the warded doorway, forming a ramp that dropped roughly five feet.  The base of that cavern now stretched out a couple of hundred yards in each direction, the flashes of emerald energy in the distance indicating that the earth mages were still drilling into the rock. 
 
    Jason had instructed them not to stop unless he told them to. 
 
    The earth mages took the process in shifts, a few casting in a line then stepping back as their mana depleted, only for another row of casters to take their place.  By Jason’s estimates, they were cutting away about four feet of stone every minute.  They were going to need that space for what was coming.  They’d already burned 2-3 hours since Riley and Frank had freed him, and he needed to move on to the next stage. 
 
    They had a schedule to maintain, after all. 
 
    “What exactly are we building here?” Westley asked, watching the travelers working and scurrying through the open expanse that stretched out before them. 
 
    Jason noted his choice of words.  “We,” huh?  But he didn’t comment on it. 
 
    “A storage area,” Jason answered simply.  “For now, it’s intended to contain the travelers.”  He gestured at the men and women that lingered in the center of that cavern, former prisoners of Finn’s dungeon. 
 
    A few fire mages had helped light the area with glowing balls of flames, the orbs drifting atop the heads of the crowd.  However, that light barely pushed back at the darkness that hovered around them, forcing the travelers to cluster close together.  This made the chamber feel even larger than it already was.  There were thousands of travelers already standing in the makeshift cave.  Yet, they barely filled a fraction of the space. 
 
    “I don’t understand.  Why do you need a room the size of several football fields just to hold a few thousand people?” Westley asked in confusion.  “Or are you implying the room is eventually meant to hold something else?” 
 
    Jason just nodded.  “Indeed, this is just the first step,” Jason replied cryptically, glancing at the evaluator.  The man had been relatively quiet since he’d been freed from his cell, although Jason occasionally caught him scribbling notes.  Westley had simply watched.  Listened.  Absorbed. 
 
    “Tell me, what do you think I’m doing here?” Jason asked. 
 
    Westley shot him a surprised glance.  “Well, um…” he demurred. 
 
    The evaluator scanned the cavern and the travelers from his and Jason’s perch upon a raised rampart of stone that ringed the cavern wall opposite the dungeon entrance, forming a rough semi-circle.  The barrier stretched about fifty yards in each direction and provided a good view of the room below.  A pit had been formed on the other side of that barricade, the stone dropping away sharply for a few dozen feet before gradually rising back up to a level surface.  For now, a single slender ramp led down to the ground floor, permitting access to the larger cavern.  However, it wouldn’t be there for long. 
 
    Along that rampart, Jason had stationed most of the members of <Original Sin>, only sparing teams to retrieve any remaining travelers and keep an eye on the earth mages.  Hundreds of soldiers now stood calmly upon the walls, watching Jason with curious expressions.  Yet they kept their speculations about Jason’s plan contained to hushed murmurs, not wanting to draw his ire or cause a panic among the other travelers.  He’d noticed them eyeing the reincarnated corpses of his friends with worried glances, the zombies more than capable of taking out another traveler — or a group of travelers – especially given they were all still unarmed. 
 
    “It almost looks like you’re planning to fight in here, maybe?” Westley murmured, half-talking to himself.  “I mean, this wall is clearly meant to protect you and your soldiers from whatever is in this room, right?  And the drop-off implies that you think someone might attack or pile up against the base of this barricade.” 
 
    He shot Jason a glance.  “Are you hoping to lure the guards in here when the dungeon entrance opens?” 
 
    “Not quite,” Jason answered.  “Some of your observations are right, but your conclusion is wrong.  If we were the guards, why would we enter this room once the door opens?”  Westley cocked his head as he considered that question. 
 
    “You’re implying that their position is more defensible.  But couldn’t you just cut through the walls along either side of the door?” he asked. 
 
    A grimace pulled at Jason’s lips.  “No.  The earth mages tell me that Finn took precautions to reinforce the sides of the dungeon, likely to protect the Mage Guild above us – or possibly to protect the doorway and dungeon from whatever experiments the mages may be conducting above our heads.  Three feet of dark metal rests on either side of those doors and stretches a few dozen feet above and below the portal.  It also coats the entire bottom of the Mage Guild.  Even worse, it’s warded, making it more durable. 
 
    “If I were on the other side of that door, I’d be better off waiting out the timer or hastily attempting to override it and shut the doors prematurely,” Jason explained.  “I sure as hell wouldn’t order my troops to enter this room.” 
 
    Westley shook his head.  “I don’t get it.  If Finn could use that sort of warded metal, then why didn’t he ring the entire dungeon in the stuff?” 
 
    “Good question,” Jason answered.  “Maybe he intended to eventually and didn’t have time?  Or perhaps he didn’t consider the option.  Those are both possible answers, but neither is terribly likely, in my opinion. 
 
    “I suspect the real reason was more practical,” Jason continued.  “Finn simply didn’t have the resources, and there were better uses for the metal.  From his point of view, this area by the doorway would be the section that needed to be reinforced.  The distance to the edge of the respawn field is thinnest here.  Anyone trying to cut their way out from inside the dungeon would need to cross hundreds of yards of solid rock if they chose to go another direction. 
 
    “And anyone coming in from outside the city would have an even worse time.  They would need to somehow burrow through hundreds of miles of sand, pass the warded barrier Finn installed below the city to hold off the sandworms, and then cut through another couple miles of solid rock to make it to the dungeon.  Not terribly likely – at least, not for most people.” 
 
    “Except for Frank and Riley,” Westley shot back with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Jason smiled.  “Well, I wouldn’t consider them to be most people.” 
 
    He looked back at the evaluator.  “But you’re dodging the question.  The bottom line is that we have one reasonable exit.  It’s sitting right over there.  And it opens in a little over twenty hours.  We’ve also created a big dungeon foyer and filled it with travelers.  What’s my move here?” 
 
    Westley chewed on his lip in thought.  “Well, you have the Franks and Rileys,” he said, speaking slowly, and waving at Jason’s ever-growing, undead entourage.  “They could probably take out the guards on the other side of that door by themselves.  So, you must be thinking about what happens afterward – the larger war on the city.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Good deduction.  What else?” 
 
    “You’ll need soldiers,” Westley continued, eyeing the travelers that stood in the center of that massive cavern.  More continued to trickle in from behind them, herded from their cells by members of <Original Sin> as they logged back into the game world. 
 
    “However, the group in this cavern is only a few thousand travelers, at most,” Westley said.  “That’s not nearly enough to take on Finn’s forces.  He likely has tens of thousands of mages, fighters, engineers, and Khamsin.  There’s also still Alexion’s and Evelyn’s forces – a fleet of airships and an army of Nephilim.  Maybe a hundred thousand total?  Probably more?” 
 
    “More than likely,” Jason answered with another nod.  Westley was getting close. 
 
    Then the evaluator cocked his head, his gaze sweeping back to the zombies behind Jason.  “You’ve also mentioned your Control Limit multiple times now.  The Franks and Rileys will cap out that limit eventually.  Which means you can’t raise more…” 
 
    Westley trailed off, his eyes going round.  “Wait, you aren’t thinking of repeating what you did to form the Twilight Throne, are you?” 
 
    A grin tugged at Jason’s lips.  “You saw that footage, huh?” 
 
    “It was included in Gloria’s orientation package,” Westley said, dismissively, waving away the question.  “But I’m right, aren’t I?” 
 
    Jason’s smile was answer enough. 
 
    “What-what does he mean?” Ashley asked from nearby.  The diminutive air mage had been following Jason around, helping to relay his orders through the cavern and communicate with the prisoners.  Although, she was so quiet, it was easy to forget she was there. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Jason assured her.  “I’m not planning to do anything too heinous.  But it may be easier to show you than to explain.  Besides, I think we’re nearly ready to begin,” he replied, noticing one of his guildmates waving at him from the hallway that loomed at their back – indicating that they had collected all the travelers. 
 
    He glanced at Ashley.  “Please instruct our earth mages to keep working.  They’re also going to need to build a rough wall behind them.  Something flimsy that will buy them time but will eventually give way.  Also, have the earth mages stationed here at the barricade remove the ramp leading down into the room and secure this rampart.  In five minutes, anyone who goes over this wall is making a one-way trip – spread the word.” 
 
    “Of course,” Ashley squeaked, amber energy coiling around her hands as she relayed his instructions.  Less than a minute later, she was finished.  “Done,” she reported. 
 
    “Alright, you want to give me my magical megaphone?” Jason asked with a grin. 
 
    Instead of answering, Ashley simply fumbled through the gestures of her spell, a gust of wind coiling around Jason and then sweeping out across the chamber before him, pulling at the loose clothing of the travelers standing in the center of that room.  Many felt the breeze and had already begun to turn, knowing what that stray gust signaled. 
 
    “Thank you all for cooperating with my plan,” Jason began, stepping forward and placing his hands on the stone rampart, his dark eyes taking in the cavern. 
 
    “However, I imagine you all have questions, such as ‘What is this big cavern for?’ and ‘Why did I build a rampart at your backs?’  Am I close?” 
 
    This earned him a few shouted remarks and a ripple of laughter. 
 
    “Well, I’m going to explain.  In short, I need soldiers.  And while this is a sizable group, it’s not going to be sufficient for what I have planned.  So, we’re going to have to increase our numbers a bit.” 
 
    The crowd of travelers suddenly plunged into silence, eyeing one another with confused expressions.  Jason could practically see the same question painted across their face. 
 
    “‘How we’re going to do that?’ you might be asking,” Jason continued.  “The answer is rather simple.  I’m going to need you all to die.” 
 
    Now several thousand people were staring at him as though he’d just grown a second head. 
 
    He held up a hand.  “And by that, I mean, I’m going to need you all to let my guild members kill you.  Don’t worry.  We’ll be using some poison-based AOE spells, and it’ll happen quickly.  In forty-five minutes, you’ll all respawn again at the entrance to this dungeon.  At which point, you may find yourselves sandwiched between that door and a few thousand feral zombies. 
 
    “Once you’re back, I’ll need you to let yourselves die again to the AOE and the zombies…  and again…  and again.” 
 
    Even Jason’s own guildmates were eyeing him warily now, shuffling nervously along the rampart.  A few muttered under their breath.  With his Listening skill, he could pick out their words. 
 
    “Is this guy nuts?” 
 
    “No one is going to agree to this.” 
 
    “We’re supposed to just attack unarmed people?” 
 
    But he wasn’t finished.  These people wanted revenge – and Jason was planning to give it to them – and much, much more.  He would give them a massacre. 
 
    “Look, I know this sounds grueling.  Possibly even insane.  But hear me out.  There are more than 5,000 of you standing here.  If you give me less than a day – roughly 20 hours – then when you respawn for the final time, it will be at the back of a horde of feral undead that numbers almost 140,000,” Jason declared. 
 
    The cavern before him was now deathly silent. 
 
    That crowd stared back at him in shocked wonder.  He could see them all repeating that number in their head.  140,000.  140,000 undead.  The scope of that army was nearly incomprehensible.  The initial attack on Sandscrit had only involved 40,000 of the mutated ants.  But that process had been inefficient.  Jason hadn’t been able to manipulate a respawn field. 
 
    Beside him, he could see Alfred pacing a circle along on the stone, glaring – as much as a cat could glare – up at him. 
 
    But there was nothing the AI could do now.  It was too late.  The changes needed to prevent Jason from executing his plan were too large.  Short of pulling down the servers for a massive patch, he could only wait and watch.  And with these other people around, he couldn’t afford to reveal his presence. 
 
    Jason met Alfred’s eyes.  I know you’ll nerf me.  But not yet. 
 
    The cat let out a frustrated huff but settled back on the stone. 
 
    Then Jason turned back to the travelers.  “140,000,” he repeated.  “140,000 traveler zombies.  Mages.  Fighters.  Rogues.  Assassins.”  His smile widened farther, black energy spinning around him now in an undulating vortex as his thoughts stretched out past this one step to the remainder of his plan. 
 
    “I promised you revenge, and I plan to deliver,” Jason hissed.  “I plan to burn this gods damn city to the ground under a wave of undead.  And if you think this is it, think again.  There’s still more in store.  So much more. 
 
    “So, what do you say?  Who wants to build a legion?” 
 
    The silence only lasted a few seconds until a shout broke out across the cavern, echoing through the vast empty space that surrounded those players.  More cries joined the first, and soon, the entire group roared their approval.  Initially, it was impossible to understand what they were saying.  They were just screams and shouts – rage and excitement warring for dominance.  But soon, a single word began to pull into focus.  They chanted a name.  His name. 
 
    Jason.  Jason.  Jason. 
 
    They called upon him to cut them down and build them back.  Better.  Stronger. 
 
    They shouted their anger and their rage into the cavern – their desire for revenge. 
 
    The dark mana in Jason’s veins hummed in response, singing in time to their chant. 
 
    With a gesture at his guildmates, his lieutenants sent out orders to the rest of the raid group.  The dark mages among them stepped forward, obsidian energy pooling around their hands.  That energy grew and expanded – a hundred mages casting simultaneously.  The mana accumulated until it was impossible to distinguish the individual projectiles – they simply formed a wave of darkness that stretched across the entire length of the rampart. 
 
    And then, as one, they cast. 
 
    The wave of mana surged forward, dropping over the lip of the rampart and thundering toward the travelers.  And they didn’t balk.  Didn’t shy away.  Didn’t try to defend themselves.  Instead, they surged forward into the oncoming darkness.  They embraced it. 
 
    The energy struck with tremendous force, the missiles exploding apart into a dense green fog of poisonous gas that swiftly consumed the travelers, stretching out across the group.  They breathed in the fumes with abandon.  They hunched over.  They dropped to the ground.  They spewed blood and poison from their pores. 
 
    In mere seconds, Jason watched thousands of travelers die.  Willingly.  For him. 
 
    He could practically feel the dark mana given off by their deaths.  In his pocket, he could feel a hard lump.  A crystal sphere tucked away behind the cloth.  A present from Frank and Riley.  The Soul Orb.  He might not have leveled much from their initial assault on Sandscrit, but the battle had served another purpose – refilling most of his mana well after expending energy to build the Carry-On Worms. 
 
    And there was a secondary purpose to killing and summoning the travelers.  He was reaping dozens of spirit charges each time he slayed them, creating a new funnel of dark energy that fed the mana well until it was overflowing with unholy power. 
 
    As the toxic fumes began to clear, Westley murmured, “My word.” He looked horrified as he eyed the bodies. 
 
    The evaluator spared a glance at Jason.  “How-how are you even planning to raise this many in just forty-five minutes.  The mana costs alone…” 
 
    Jason just smiled, pulling the orb from his pocket.  “The Keepers of old found a solution for that too.  They discovered a fundamental truth about their arcane profession.  Necromancers are strongest when the battle has almost drawn to a close and corpses of both sides fill the field.  At that moment, they can summon them back.  They can draw on the power of the mana well… 
 
    “…to cast Undead Legion,” Jason declared. 
 
    Dark mana cascaded from the Soul Orb, swimming around him in solid rivers of darkness.  That energy coiled and swirled and spun, towering up into the air and then sweeping out across the cavern, entering open mouths, noses, and ears of the fallen.  And yet, this was only a fraction of the energy he’d just accumulated.  Willing deaths filled the well even faster. 
 
    And there would be plenty of those today. 
 
    Soon, he saw a hand jerk.  A leg kick.  White, soulless eyes opened onto a new life, filled with gnawing hunger.  A hunger to feed.  A hunger to kill.  The bodies began to rise, silent but for the crackle and snap of bone.  Thousands of undead soon filled that chamber as Jason and his guildmates looked on in wonder.  The undead seemed confused, disoriented. 
 
    With a hasty tap of his fingers, Jason sent out orders to the raid group. 
 
    Remain silent.  Don’t move.  You will draw their attention. 
 
    Eventually, the horde would notice them.  It was inevitable.  But not yet. 
 
    Jason’s eyes shifted toward the door to the prison, a timer ticking down in the corner of his UI.  For now, they needed to bide their time.  To wait.  To prepare.  To build.  And for every hour that passed and each respawn of the travelers, their horde would grow.  It would expand until zombies stretched out into the furthest reaches of the cavern. 
 
    Until their legion was unstoppable. 
 
    Until the darkness was finally ready to consume Sandscrit. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 47 - Mayhem 
 
      
 
    Night had long since arrived in the real world. 
 
    The sun had set, traffic had quieted, and birds had settled down for the evening.  The Cerillion Entertainment headquarters building wasn’t immune to those changes.  The front doors had been bolted shut by the lone security guard, now stationed at the front desk.  The lights along the halls had dimmed, and the cafeteria and gym were dark and empty. 
 
    The only exception was the Control Room where Robert sat.  Although, even that room was no longer operating at 100%.  A skeleton crew manned the terminals, just a handful of individuals tapping away at their keyboards or bobbing their head in time to music piped in through their implants.  The only real activity in the room came from the large screen that floated above the rows of terminals. 
 
    Robert stared at that display studiously. 
 
    The screen had been split into several panels showing different views of Sandscrit.  While it might be night in the real world, sunlight shone down on the city in-game.  And the displays showcased the aftermath of Jason’s assault.  Infernal Guard patrolled the outer layers in large, heavily armed divisions that cut down any feral ants that had managed to escape into the depths of each layer, hiding in homes and storefronts. 
 
    Another screen showed Khamsin and earth mages outside the city walls setting seismic traps.  They formed dense gravity wells, the energy rhythmically smashing the sand over and over in an attempt to lure the sandworms away from the city.  And back in Sandscrit, lines of earth mages slowly made their way through the second layer, the ground rippling as they formed walls of rock to help push the worms out of the city. 
 
    And then there were the other scenes.  Travelers looting buildings and markets.  Fights breaking out over petty squabbles.  Ambushes set among the wreckage.  Hails of missiles launched at Finn’s troops as they made their rounds.  They showcased the travelers’ discontent over being used as pawns.  Finn had allowed them to be brutally cut down by the undead and had burned the remaining survivors alive when he cleansed the middle layer. 
 
    Those travelers hadn’t forgotten. 
 
    Another screen popped into focus, showing a horde of people surrounding the gate leading to the city’s inner layer, the icons above their heads marking them as travelers – many shouting profanities at Finn’s troops.  Finn had begun stockading any travelers not affiliated with the guilds or Alexion’s forces in the middle layer instead of imprisoning them and hauling them all the way back to the Mage Guild and the dungeon that lingered within its depths.  It was safer to deny them entry to the interior layer than to risk any further retaliation. 
 
    However, few seemed inclined to press the issue or shift to a frontal assault on Finn’s forces, indicating that his strategy was effective – albeit wildly unpopular. 
 
    “What is it?” a voice grumbled from behind Robert. 
 
    He twirled in his chair to see Claire stumbling into the Control Room, wiping sleep from her eyes.  Despite the late hour, she was still dressed in her day clothes.  Likely, she’d fallen asleep at her desk, working late into the evening. 
 
    “I found something strange,” Robert answered with a frown.  “I thought you should see this now.  I have a feeling we’re going to have a big day tomorrow.” 
 
    Claire raised an eyebrow as she slumped into a chair near Robert.  She gestured at the cup on his desk.  “Coffee?” 
 
    “Yeah, you can have it.  Pretty sure my blood is mostly caffeine at this point,” Robert grunted back, his hands darting across his keyboard. 
 
    As Claire appropriated his cup and sipped at what remained of his coffee, the screen above the room shifted again, this time showing a bird’s-eye view of Sandscrit.  With another command, Robert de-textured the environment, leaving only loose outlines of the buildings and structures colored dark green.  Overlaying that image were clusters of bright blue – the densest clouds located in the inner layer, although several traced slow paths through the middle and outer layers as they trailed Finn’s troops and hovered over top the remaining travelers. 
 
    “So, this is how much memory and processor power each area is using,” Robert explained.  The screen zoomed on the inner layer.  “As we would expect, the inner layer is using the most system resources.  There are roughly a hundred thousand residents and travelers in that area – albeit a bit less during the real-world night.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Claire answered.  “That makes sense.  Finn retreated the residents to the inner layer, and all of Alexion’s and Evelyn’s forces are still stationed there.”  Indeed, the airships were highlighted in glowing blue where they hovered around the wall that ringed the inner layer. 
 
    “Sure,” Robert drawled.  “But then what the hell is this?” 
 
    With another command, he pivoted the display, shifting into an isometric view that showed an angled cross-section of the city.  It also now clearly revealed the area below the inner layer.  That area glowed so brightly that it was nearly blinding, most of the resource consumption localized to the area just below the Mage Guild. 
 
    Claire’s brow scrunched as she leaned forward, setting down Robert’s coffee.  “That’s… that’s a lot of system resources.  Maybe as much as the whole of Sandscrit.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Robert shot back.  “Even more strange?  That’s the rough position of the Sandscrit prison where Finn stuck Jason.” 
 
    Claire’s eyes widened.  “Are you suggesting that something is going on down there?  Or that he somehow escaped?”  She shook her head, staring at the screen.  “Even if that was the case, what on earth could be using this amount of resources?  Maybe it’s just a bug.” 
 
    “There are a bunch of possibilities,” Robert replied with a nod.  “Although, a bug seems unlikely given Alfred’s oversight.  Perhaps Jason is up to something.  Although I’m not sure I see how he could have escaped or what he could possibly be doing down there that would cause this.  Maybe an experiment that Finn is running?” Robert suggested, rubbing at his neck.  “I just don’t know, and I don’t have eyes on anything inside that place right now which is more than weird given how many travelers Finn has imprisoned at this point.” 
 
    “So, you’re saying Alfred—” 
 
    “Is blocking our view for some reason,” Robert confirmed quietly. 
 
    They turned and stared at the nearby room, where black obelisks stood in long lines, green lights flickering and pulsing along their length.  They were both thinking the same thing. 
 
    Why?  Why hide the activity down there? 
 
    “Maybe he’s covering for the imprisoned travelers?” Claire offered tentatively.  They had already seen the deluge of complaints, and they were still trying to decide how to address Finn’s conduct before responding to those open tickets.  “Maybe he doesn’t want to draw any more attention to player abuses within the game world given the issues with the CPSC?” 
 
    Robert just snorted.  “That seems unlikely.  Those players can certainly just go online and start bitching there, which leads me to another issue,” Robert continued, his hands dancing across the keyboard once more. 
 
    The screen shifted again, this time changing to a regular web browser.  The Rogue-Net website was painted across the display, Robert having drilled down to one of the subforums labeled “Merc Contracts.”  And as he scrolled down the posts, occasionally clicking through to the comments, Claire’s eyes widened further. 
 
    “Someone has bought up every single mercenary contract around Sandscrit,” she murmured. 
 
    “Not only that, but they’ve even posted open-ended offers for the whole zone.  Whoever is buying these contracts has dropped thousands of gold in the last couple of hours,” Robert answered. 
 
    He shook his head.  “Once I saw the system resource consumption spike, I started down your line of reasoning, which led me to these forums.  I was hoping that some of the players inside the dungeon would be posting about what was going on. 
 
    “Instead, they’ve been remarkably silent.  There’s barely any activity from those players, and the posts that are being made are being drowned out by this,” Robert continued, the screen switching again.  It now showed a vast number of posts, all with similar titles: 
 
    “Insurrection in Sandscrit?” 
 
    “Alexion Plans to Strike?” 
 
    “Another Avatar Making Waves.” 
 
    “There are only a few people in-game with the resources to buy contracts like that.  Jason is currently behind bars, and Finn isn’t going to attack his own city…”  Robert trailed off, waving at the screen as he leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “Okay,” Claire began slowly.  “So, they’re proposing Alex is behind this?” 
 
    “That’s the working theory at the moment.  A bunch of accounts have been pushing this conspiracy theory, and it’s just begun to get picked up by the mainstream users and go viral.  They’re pointing out how Alexion has moved his ships, clustering many of the vessels above the guild halls in Sandscrit.  That’s been lending support to the possibility of an impending betrayal.” 
 
    “Well, that wouldn’t exactly be out of character for Alex,” Claire muttered. 
 
    Robert cocked his head at that.  “Actually, it’s a little odd.  Alex isn’t the most trustworthy person, but he got what he wanted out of partnering with Finn – Jason is out of play.  And even in his weakened state, Finn preserved most of his military power.  Attacking him right now isn’t a sound strategic move.  Say what you want about Alex, but he’s an opportunist – and this just isn’t a good opportunity.” 
 
    “Unless he hopes to cover for his shortfall in manpower with the merc contracts,” Claire retorted.  “Alex would certainly have the resources to pull that off since he’s been charging people just to use the leveling areas around his city.  And worst case, he could just use real-world cash to make it happen.” 
 
    “I thought of that, and that explanation starts to gel, but then there’s this…” Robert said, typing out another command.  A series of accounts were listed on-screen.  “I drilled back down to the original posters and commenters that started these chains – although it took me forever, even automating the process – and all of the accounts that originally started these rumors were created within the last few days.  They have almost no other posting or commenting history either.” 
 
    “They’re shills?” Claire murmured.  “But that could just be Alex trying to cover his tracks…” 
 
    She shook her head, staring at the screen.  Something about that didn’t quite add up, or, at least, it didn’t explain all the facts before them.  “So, what are we looking at here?  We’ve got some sort of unusual activity in the dungeon below Sandscrit.  We don’t have eyes on what’s happening in there.  And in the meantime, Alex may be starting a war with Finn by buying up merc contracts?” 
 
    “Or perhaps someone just wants to make it look that way,” Robert observed, frowning at the screen and shaking his head. 
 
    Claire let out a sigh, tapping at her Core to check the time before rubbing at her eyes.  “Well, regardless of what exactly is about to happen – it’s clear that something is about to go down.  And soon.  At this point, it’s already tomorrow, so I may as well stay up.  And it’s looking like we need to get the crew up early and have Vermillion Live ready to go.” 
 
    Robert could already see her mental wheels churning, her to-do list booting even as he watched her.  That’s how Claire dealt with uncertainty and stress – by exerting control.  She didn’t know what was coming, but she could still make sure it was broadcast to millions of people once it did. 
 
    For his part, Robert envied that coping mechanism.  In contrast to Claire, he just felt restless and frustrated.  That same feeling was there – one that had started the moment he’d seen Jason marched off in chains toward Finn’s prison.  It had been ever-present since.  It lingered just at the edge of his thoughts, whispering to him.  Teasing him.  Taunting him. 
 
    You’re still missing something, it said. 
 
    And Robert fucking hated that feeling. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn’s eyes shot open as a harsh chime echoed through his bedroom. 
 
    He groaned, tapping at the Core on his wrist only to find that it was far, far too early.  He’d only managed to close his eyes a few hours ago.  And that brief respite hadn’t been nearly enough to help catch him up on the sleep he’d missed over the last few days – much less the last week.  He’d spent nearly every waking moment in-game, preparing for Jason’s attack.  And then dealing with the aftermath.  Which, honestly, had almost been worse. 
 
    “Daniel, what is it?” he grunted, lifting himself to a sitting position. 
 
    The AI flashed into existence beside him, a formless cloud of blue energy projected by the cameras tucked away in the walls.  “It’s an incoming video log from Julia.  High priority.” 
 
    “Play it,” Finn ordered, pushing himself to the lip of the bed, his chair hovering nearby.  He braced himself and then shoved off the bed, landing in the chair and adjusting his dead legs. 
 
    “Hey, Dad,” Julia chirped, her face popping into existence nearby as Daniel played back the message.  “So, we may have a problem.  I’m pushing the data to you now.” 
 
    Another display opened in the air, information scrolling down the margin.  Alexion’s troop numbers and movements.  Intel from their scouting parties.  Progress reports on Sandscrit: the sweeps of the city and a tally of the travelers imprisoned in the dungeon.  These were all regular updates pushed to their shared repository.  Yet the display centered on a set of screenshots of a forum. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed as he read through the posts. 
 
    Moments later, he no longer felt quite so tired.  “Gods damn it,” he muttered. 
 
    “Is everything alright, sir?” Daniel chirped.  “I’m detecting an elevated pulse.” 
 
    “It’s fine,” Finn grunted.  It definitely wasn’t.  “Have the kitchen cook me a light breakfast and brew some coffee,” he ordered.  “Then deliver it to my office.” 
 
    “But sir, it’s still early.  Shouldn’t you get more rest?” Daniel prodded. 
 
    Finn sighed.  Julia must have been messing with the AI’s protocols again – that sounded just like her.  She was always concerned he wasn’t taking care of himself. 
 
    “I probably should,” Finn grunted, palming the wheels of his chair, and gliding toward the bedroom door.  “But there’ll be time to rest when I’m dead.  Some things are more important,” he muttered, his gaze distant. 
 
    There was far, far too much riding on this game for him to go back to sleep. 
 
    And as he considered what was at stake – what he stood to lose here – he could start to feel the anxiety coiling his gut begin to morph into simmering anger.  If Alexion had indeed chosen to betray him, then he would be more than happy to make an example of the arrogant child.  Finn spared no thought for himself or for what his actions might cost him.  If Alexion endangered Sandscrit, then he was going to make that spoiled brat pay. 
 
    Sleep be damned. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 48 - Ingenious 
 
      
 
    The chamber Jason had formed within the dungeon had undergone a complete transformation. 
 
    The space was now filled with a teeming horde of undead.  They stretched out as far as the eye could see, darkness gradually encroaching upon the throng and hiding them in shadows.  Those within view of the ramparts milled about the room aimlessly or stood in place, occasionally twitching.  Their pale white eyes were unfocused and stared straight ahead.  There was barely any space between each zombie.  They were packed together so closely that even the occasional shift and jostle made it appear that an unliving ocean spanned out from the bottom of the ramparts. 
 
    For their part, Jason and the defenders stood silently upon that fortification.  They spoke only in hushed whispers and kept their movements slow and deliberate.  That was intentional.  Jason had worked with the feral undead before.  The human variants were little more than bundles of barely suppressed rage and hunger – desire incarnate.  They lacked any foresight or planning ability, only responding to movement or sound. 
 
    Behind Jason stood a small army of his friends.  Almost thirty Franks and thirty Rileys stood along the ramparts, encircling Jason, and keeping the others at a distance. 
 
    Jason’s Bone Armor now coated his skin and wrapped his head, the ivory substance infused with the dark metal he’d discovered in the fire ant nests.  With the mana reserve cost of his summons, he was weak right now.  Only a few blows would be enough to take him out. 
 
    He needed to be cautious, even toward his allies. 
 
    “This… this is insane,” Ashley murmured from beside him. 
 
    Westley just nodded, making a few notes on his clipboard as he watched the horde. 
 
    The air mage and evaluator had barely left Jason’s side during their preparation, her hesitation gradually beginning to melt away as she watched Jason work.  He knew Ashley’s spell book, and she’d submitted to Undead Devotion.  He didn’t fear betrayal from her – even if she had the capability.  And Westley was here in a professional capacity and lacked the stats to present a real threat.  What was he going to do?  Stab Jason with a ballpoint pen? 
 
    “No, this is revenge,” Jason answered softly, his eyes flashing with dark energy.  He glanced at his UI, noting that only about an hour remained before the gates would open.  “And we’re nearly ready to unleash the legion.” 
 
    As his in-game mailbox chimed, Jason glanced at the girl beside him.  “Frank and Riley will be respawning in 60 seconds.  Get ready to give them a lift back to the ramparts.” 
 
    Ashley’s eyes widened, but she nodded, gesturing for a few nearby air mages to come to her aid.  As Jason looked on, amber energy flashed among the group, and their eyes locked on the area around the warded entrance to the dungeon. 
 
    That entrance had become a nightmare. 
 
    The stone walls were caked with layer upon layer of blood, the crimson liquid so dense that it had begun to flow down into the cavern in a river, the zombies’ pale feet splashing through the blood as they shuffled in place.  Each group of travelers that respawned met a similar fate.  Multi-colored rifts tore open in the air, depositing the travelers directly into the midst of the horde.  And the result was a frenzy.  Like undead piranhas, the undead descended upon them. 
 
    Yet despite the gruesome experience that awaited them, the travelers had begun to make a game of it.  They tried to see who could last the longest – particularly since they all spawned at roughly the same time.  The current record was three minutes, courtesy of an incredibly nimble air mage who must have dumped most of his points into Dexterity. 
 
    Luckily, retrieving Frank and Riley would be easier.  They respawned out of sync with the other travelers, meaning that they would be deposited alone. 
 
    Even as that crossed his mind, Jason saw a twin pair of multi-colored rifts tear open near the entrance, pale eyes already turning in the direction of that telltale energy.  Jason drew in an anxious breath, hoping this would be enough.  He’d greatly prefer to have the real Frank and Riley available for the initial attack – even if they would respawn again in forty-five more minutes. 
 
    As they came out of the rifts, Frank immediately shifted, his body blossoming outward and hard plates forming along his skin.  He slammed down against the stone even as his Were-Ant Form fully took hold, using his bulk to block the narrow hall leading into the doorway and protect Riley as she landed with a thud behind him. 
 
    The zombies had seen them now, and the horde began to converge on the entrance.  Frank pushed them back, using the blunt edges of his bladed arms to avoid harming the undead.  The mixture of the blood and the ramp leading up the door worked to his advantage here, the zombies having difficulty finding purchase and sliding backward as Frank shoved against them. 
 
    Then Riley’s body floated upward, wrapped in bands of amber energy.  Up, up, up, and out of reach of the undead below her, their hands clawing at the air desperately.  Frank’s antennae twitched, noting her location.  He surged forward, knocking back the advancing line of zombies.  With a shimmer of multi-colored energy, he shifted again, his legs reforming in an instant and dark fur springing up along his skin. 
 
    Frank launched himself airborne, sailing more than a dozen feet into the air, and as he did so, wings sprung from his back, feathers rippling down their surface.  Just as he hit the apex of his jump and began to fall back toward the waiting horde, those wings snapped outward, flapping powerfully.  He sailed further up into the room, hovering in the air and watching the crowd below him.  Only once they began to calm did he glide back to the rampart, landing softly beside Riley. 
 
    “Well, that was just a blast,” Frank grunted sarcastically as he regained his human form, eyeing the blood that soaked his body with distaste.  “Don’t know if you’re aware of this, but there’s like a really messed up slip’n’slide over there.” 
 
    “I noticed,” Jason offered with a chuckle. 
 
    Riley met his eyes then, a smile pulling at Jason’s lips.  He swept forward and grabbed her in his arms, their lips meeting.  “I’m glad you’re safe,” he murmured as he withdrew. 
 
    “Me too,” she shot back with a wink. 
 
    Then her eyes shifted past Jason to the zombie versions of herself and Frank that were lined up around them.  Dozens of her own clones stared at Riley with unblinking eyes.  Each had been armed with a bow and quiver of arrows, blades strapped to their body.  The equipment was courtesy of the gear Riley and Frank had left with Jason when they first arrived in the dungeon. 
 
    “Okay… that’s way creepier than I thought it would be,” Riley muttered. 
 
    “Yeah, it’s super weird,” Frank added, glancing at the undead.  Then his gaze shifted to Jason.  “But more importantly, where is Silver, and how is she?” he demanded. 
 
    Jason nodded.  “She’s safe.  The druids arrived a few hours ago.  She’s below us with the others – preparing the Carry-On Worms.  We’ll need to check on their progress in a moment since we’re running out of time up here.” 
 
    There was just one issue they needed to address first. 
 
    “How have the other preparations gone?” Jason asked, a snake of anxiety coiling in his gut as his gaze darted between Frank and Riley. 
 
    “As well as can be expected.  We think it worked,” Riley replied with a shrug.  Frank nodded in agreement, and Jason immediately let out the breath he’d been holding. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Westley interjected.  “What other preparations?” 
 
    Jason turned to him then, his eyes flashing.  “Remember when you asked how we could get away with this?” he asked, waving at the horde behind him.  “How could all of these travelers go along with our plan without revealing it to Finn.” 
 
    Westley nodded slowly. 
 
    “I may have only explained part of my plan.  Sure, they have a motive to help us – and a strong one.  But I wasn’t exactly banking on their goodwill.  So, we also put another smokescreen in place in the real world.” 
 
    “Which means what exactly?” Westley asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    “Jason had Riley and I make a bunch of shill accounts on Rogue-Net,” Frank explained, still wiping at the blood on his legs distastefully.  “We used those accounts to buy all of the mercenary contracts in this area – we can fulfill those contracts in-game using the market.  We then planted rumors that Alexion had done it.  That he was thinking of using the damage and chaos that Jason caused to take out another avatar.” 
 
    Riley laughed.  “And it’s plausible, especially given Alexion’s history as a conniving asshole.  My guess is Finn is about to have a strong heart-to-heart with him.  If we’re lucky, maybe they’ll start fighting each other before we launch our attack.” 
 
    “Wait, so you have mercenaries out there on top of the zombies?” Westley asked, his eyes going wide as he watched the group.  “But I thought Finn was imprisoning travelers.” 
 
    “Not all of the travelers.  Some behaved themselves, remember.  Or at least they stopped rampaging after Finn made examples of the people imprisoned down here,” Jason retorted, a wide grin splitting his lips and causing dark mana to peel away from his skin.  “And many of those travelers are still locked in the middle layer, and the gate is well-guarded.  However, we have a solution for that, which is actually our next stop.” 
 
    Jason waved at the dark tunnel behind them.  “What do you say?  Should we make a quick field trip?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group stepped down a set of crudely carved stairs and entered a cavern below the entryway.  In contrast to the ramparts, this area was bustling with activity.  The members of <Original Sin> needn’t fear alerting the feral undead down here. 
 
    Jason had recruited a few earth mages to help build and expand this second cave.  They’d carved a large room into the rock, spanning at least a hundred yards and facing south toward the center of Sandscrit.  They were using this chamber as a holding area, piles of goods stacked in the center of the cave.  Although, Jason preferred to think of it as a sort of underground hangar.  Along the far wall lingered familiar forms. 
 
    The Carry-On Worms had traveled into the city slowly, taking a circuitous route that took them far below Sandscrit and then had them tunnel directly upward toward the dungeon.  Jason’s goal was to hide their movements from Finn.  With the other distractions his opponent was facing – both real and manufactured by Jason’s team – the risk of detection had been minimal. 
 
    The dark-gray maws of the Carry-On Worms were now embedded in the walls in a neat line, the worms’ massive bodies hidden within the depths of the rock island.  According to his map, Jason could see that another handful was resting directly below the dungeon, just waiting for his orders. 
 
    “Frank!” Silver shouted, racing across the cave in a blur. 
 
    With a leap, she dove into his arms, and Frank effortlessly snatched her from the air, twirling her around.  They then engaged in a rather enthusiastic greeting. 
 
    “Ahem, it’s good to see you both safe,” Eliza said as she approached, eyeing Frank and Silver with an uncomfortable expression.  Brian lingered just behind her – the tree-like branches that made up his arms and legs twitching, shifting, and growing.  He hadn’t left the water mage’s side for a single moment. 
 
    “You as well,” Riley said with a nod, hugging the petite water mage.  “And you, Brian,” she added, flowers blooming along the creature’s skin in response as he stooped into a short bow.  “But what exactly are you doing down here?” Riley asked, curiosity filling her voice as she looked at the worms. 
 
    Members of <Original Sin> worked swiftly, grabbing bags of seeds from large piles along the floor and packing them inside each maw.  Clay pots followed, filled with a brightly glowing blue liquid. 
 
    Eliza waved at Jason to explain, but he just shook his head.  “This is your project and your idea.  You explain it,” he urged her. 
 
    “Well, Jason realized that releasing the undead horde above us into the Mage Guild wasn’t good enough.  That would create a natural chokepoint, and Finn’s and Alexion’s forces could simply ring the guild.  We also needed a way to provide some cover for the travelers stuck in the middle layer to make it back into the interior of the city,” Eliza began slowly.  “So, Jason summoned the Carry-On Worms back to us.  That was the first step.” 
 
    “Okay,” Frank offered slowly.  “But how do the worms help exactly?” 
 
    “Well, you all remember the Blood Grove that Spider and I created when we first attacked, right?” Eliza continued.  “That experiment worked incredibly well.  It both neutralized the fire aura around Sandscrit and buffed us.  So, I was thinking, what if we expanded on that idea?” 
 
    “Oh!” Westley piped up, clicking his pen excitedly.  “I see what you’ve done!” 
 
    All eyes turned to the evaluator.  As Westley realized that the group was now staring at him, he tamped down on his excitement, trying to regain a more professional demeanor.  “Ahh, ahem, what I meant to say was that I think I understand your plan.” 
 
    With an amused smile, Jason crossed his arms.  “Enlighten us.” 
 
    “Eliza and Spider turned these worms into plant bombs,” Westley explained, adjusting his glasses.  He pointed at the stacks of seeds.  “Those are seeds they collected from the underground garden on Eden Prime.  Enough time has passed since the attack that they could have grown and harvested multiple crops with Eliza’s Accelerated Growth.” 
 
    The evaluator pointed at the jars of glowing blue liquid.  “And those jars are filled with Eliza’s Accelerated Growth serum – effectively allowing her to use the spell remotely.  Once the worms are filled with seeds and the serum, you’re going to send them out into the city and then order them to contract their chitin, effectively crushing the contents,” Westley continued, his voice becoming more animated as he spoke.  “Like I said… plant bombs.” 
 
    Frank barked out a laugh, slapping the auditor on the back.  “I think I like this guy.”  He glanced at Jason.  “You’ve really brought him over to the dark side…” 
 
    “Well, I don’t know about that—” Westley began. 
 
    “You protest too much,” Jason interrupted him, meeting Westley’s eyes.  “Admit it.  You’re excited to see what happens.” 
 
    The evaluator hesitated for a moment.  “Perhaps… a little.” 
 
    Jason just nodded, raising a finger.  “Although, you missed one important variable.”  With a flick of his wrist, Jason pulled up his map, their location below the dungeon entrance highlighted by a cluster of green dots. 
 
    With a few rapid gestures, yellow lines were superimposed over the image, tracing a path from this cavern up toward the chamber where they were holding the feral undead before stretching out into the inner layer.  Their targets were located throughout the city – seemingly at random.  Although, each guild was being targeted specifically, and at least one worm was being sent to the western gate where most of the travelers were located. 
 
    “The worms will also be cutting alternate tunnels for the horde,” Jason explained, his finger tracing those paths.  “They’ll siphon off a portion of our legion, the movement and noise easily drawing the feral undead.  They’ll then breach the surface, detonate the ‘plant bombs’ – as Westley calls them – and then the horde will exit directly behind them. 
 
    “That forces Finn to fight on multiple fronts and reinforces the feral undead, warding them from the heat aura over the city and buffing them.  It also offers some covering fire for the travelers stationed outside the western gate – our new mercenaries,” Jason finished with a nod at Riley and Frank for setting that part of the plan into motion. 
 
    The group simply stared at that image, many of them shaking their heads. 
 
    “And you came up with this?” Frank asked Eliza. 
 
    “Um… maybe,” she offered hesitantly. 
 
    “Pssh, screw that.  Own it, girl,” Riley insisted.  “This was brilliant.” 
 
    A small, self-conscious smile drifted across Eliza’s face, and Brian stretched an arm around her shoulders, the branches growing and expanding.  Then he gave her a squeeze, nodding his enthusiastic approval. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, Eliza’s thing is flashy.  But I’m the real star of the show,” Hoot said as he approached the group, the tamer shooting them a grin. 
 
    “The kid’s head is getting nearly as big as his eyes,” Runner grunted as he followed along behind the tamer, earning him a snort of amusement from Howl as he accompanied them both. 
 
    “You know what he wants us to call him now?” Howl added.  “Overwatch.” 
 
    Hoot wheeled on them, glaring at the pair.  “It’s a ‘codename.’ The other travelers said it sounded cool,” he insisted, waving at the guild members working around them. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Runner replied.  “They might have been humoring you.” 
 
    Hoot looked to Frank questioningly, only for Frank to shake his head, mouthing, “It’s definitely cool.” 
 
    Silver spoke up then.  “In fairness to Hoot, his role is incredibly important.  With his connection to Eureka, he can stay down here and highlight priority targets.  Red, orange, and yellow from highest priority to least.  At Jason’s instructions, we’ll be targeting mages first – air especially to destabilize Finn’s communications.  He also has Eureka flying at range and high above the airships so that he can pick out targets on their decks as well.” 
 
    “But isn’t this battle going to be pure chaos?” Westley asked with a furrowed brow.  “How are you going to take out those mages?” 
 
    Riley barked out a laugh, waving at the line of undead behind them, dozens of her clones standing there silently.  And behind them were the clones of Frank.  “Why do you think Jason summoned our zombies?  All my clones can use Sneak and have strong ranged abilities – even if the backup bows Cecil packed for us suck.  And the Franks are highly mobile – they can run quickly, fly, and tunnel. 
 
    “In short, you’re looking at our two strike teams – with Frank and me as team leaders,” Riley finished, her eyes glowing darkly as her mana responded to her excitement. 
 
    “Oh, the other travelers came up with great codenames for those groups too!” Hoot piped up, sounding excited.  “They’re calling Frank’s group the Horny Unicorns and Riley’s group the Sneaky Witches.” 
 
    Frank snorted out a laugh.  “Oh gawd… that’s awesome,” he gasped.  Meanwhile, Silver rolled her eyes so hard Jason was concerned she might have a stroke.  But that only made Frank laugh harder. 
 
    “I’ll admit, I kind of like them,” Riley said with a nod and a grin, her head cocked to the side.  “I mean, they’re certainly accurate.” 
 
    For his part, Jason could see some of the guildmates that were packing the worms, chuckling under their breath and eyeing Hoot as they whispered to each other.  It seemed the names were widely popular, and there was certainly something to be said for maintaining morale – especially with as grueling as the last couple days had been and what was still coming. 
 
    As he watched his teammates – the group finally reunited – laughing and ribbing one another, he was reminded of a day not so long ago when they had sat around a campfire in Haven.  They’d each had baggage, even back then.  And they hadn’t known what they would face in the future – only that it would be daunting and nearly impossible. 
 
    And that hadn’t changed.  Even with their preparations in place, this coming war wasn’t going to be easy.  Finn wasn’t finished.  And neither was Alexion.  Jason was certain that his enemies had their own surprises in store. 
 
    Yet Jason wasn’t facing them alone. 
 
    In less than an hour, he would be marching to war… 
 
    With a legion of undead at his heels and his friends at his side. 
 
    And together, they were going to shake this city to its very foundations. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 49 - Outbreak 
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5 Minutes to breach. 
    
  Make final preparations. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    That notification flashed across Jason’s screen.  As he stood once again upon the ramparts in the dungeon – the legion of zombies milling about quietly – he noticed most of the guild members around him swiping at the air, dismissing the same notice.  They looked nervous, shuffling anxiously along the makeshift stone wall.  Their eyes kept straying toward Jason and his companions – with the exception of Eliza, Spider, Brian, and Hoot, who were working on their own tasks.  Frank and Riley’s clones ringed the group, and Alfred sat calmly at Jason’s feet. 
 
    Jason couldn’t blame his guild members for being anxious. 
 
    It was about to get crazy. 
 
    Swiping at the air, he pulled up his system menu and tapped through the menus.  He’d planned for this moment.  When he’d confronted Finn on the palace tower, Jason’s dive over the ledge had given him enough time to do two things.  He’d messaged Riley and turned on the recording feature for his in-game camera.  And the result? 
 
    He now had extensive footage of the Mage Guild.  Jason sped through the clip, skipping ahead until he found what he was looking for – the screen showing him the formation of the guards that lingered just on the other side of that warded doorway. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Westley asked, peering over his shoulder, watching the video Jason had made visible to his teammates. 
 
    “Scouting,” he replied with a grin.  “But here, let me show you.  Since I added you to the raid – and my group, specifically – you should be able to see my waypoint markers now.” 
 
    As Jason finished speaking, he set a series of waypoints based on the video, the markers all color-coded.  He outlined the mages in red, ranged soldiers in orange, and the Infernal Guard in yellow.  Those icons suddenly popped into existence on the other side of the dungeon entrance, glowing with an ominous light.  The members of <Original Sin> all eyed those icons warily, their hands drifting to their weapons. 
 
    “Oh,” Westley said shortly.  “That’s not exactly fair.  Actually, you know what?  I’m not sure why I’m even surprised at this point.”  He paused for a moment, clicking his pen as he watched the video.  “But what if Finn has changed their formation?” 
 
    “Possible, but unlikely,” Jason replied.  “He’s had a few other issues to deal with, and besides, I suspect he had his hands full with Alexion at the moment.” 
 
    Frank snorted out a laugh.  “Hope he guts the shiny bastard.” 
 
    Westley glanced at him in surprise. 
 
    “What?” Frank demanded of the auditor.  “That guy is an asshole with a capital A.  He’s screwed us over more times than I can count now.  He got Jason kicked out of school.  Blackmailed Riley.  Attacked our city.  He’s tried to pin a bunch of heinous shit on us.  And he also stole our gate piece,” Frank grunted, his hands clenching into fists.  “He and I have a score to settle.” 
 
    “I think you mean ‘we’ have a score to settle.  You’re pack now,” Silver grunted, her eyes flaring with sapphire energy.  Howl and Runner nodded their approval from nearby.  “You hurt one of us – then you deal with all of us.” 
 
    “Fair enough,” Frank shot back.  His eyes met Silver’s, and he hesitated.  “Have you… fed?  We need to make sure you’re topped off for what’s coming.” 
 
    Silver nodded, her lips pressing into a grim line.  “I found a few travelers in the cells.  They must have re-entered the world late.” 
 
    Unfortunate for them, Jason thought to himself, glancing at Silver with a furrowed brow. 
 
    The others had told him about Silver – about the abilities she had demonstrated during their initial assault.  She’d cast spells without an incantation or the requisite gestures, all of which were water-based.  His guess was that the demon whose heart she’d consumed had been incredibly well-versed in water magic, and some of those abilities had carried over to Silver.  Since the attack, she’d used the downtime to practice her newfound spells, the casting process more instinctive than mechanical.  She had quite the spell book, but her small amount of training only allowed her to access a fraction of her abilities. 
 
    Her primary limitation was mana.  She didn’t regenerate the energy naturally anymore.  Silver was forced to consume other corpses to maintain it.  She was also limited to a single form.  However, even with those downsides, her newfound abilities made Silver a force to be reckoned with.  She was essentially a mana-draining, vampiric, death wolf. 
 
    In other words, she fit in with their group quite nicely. 
 
    “You and the druids should stay near me – at least initially,” Jason instructed, earning him a nod from Silver.  “Frank and Riley are going to have to scout ahead to clear us a path up into the guild,” he added, waving at the undead that ringed the group. 
 
    “What about Eliza, Spider, and Brian?” Riley asked. 
 
    “They’ll be fine.  They know their roles,” Jason replied.  “We need to split our forces once we make it out of the dungeon.  Our best option is to press the assault and keep Finn on the defensive.  To do that, we need to strike in multiple locations within the inner layer.” 
 
    His UI chimed again – signaling that only two minutes remained. 
 
    “But first things first,” Jason continued.  “Our initial priority is clearing the force guarding the dungeon entrance, then navigating the Mage Guild and finding the armory.  It should be located… here,” he said, another waypoint marker appearing above them. 
 
    “We need to recover our equipment,” Jason explained, waving at the other members of <Original Sin>.  Most of their gear was missing, their guildmates making do with the few extra supplies that Frank and Riley had brought with them. 
 
    I wouldn’t mind recovering my own gear either, Jason thought, glancing down at his bare torso.  Most of his items were soulbound, which meant they couldn’t be used or sold by other players.  However, the other travelers had confirmed that it was common practice for their equipment to be stripped and stored in the Mage Guild armory before they were imprisoned. 
 
    Although, this didn’t apply to the Horny Unicorns or the Sneaky Witches. 
 
    Riley had outfitted her strike force with plain leather armor and the collection of backup bows that Cecil had packed for her.  And Frank and the druids had done a remarkable job of crafting crude chitin armor for his strike force during the downtime after their initial assault.  That should give his other doppelgangers at least some fire resistance and increased durability, even if they weren’t a match for the real Frank. 
 
    Frank cracked his knuckles, chuckling softly.  “What I just heard is that Riley and I are going to be carrying us while Jason sits in the back and watches.” 
 
    “Like that’s something new?” Riley shot back with a grin. 
 
    Jason just shook his head, distracted as his UI dinged again.  One minute remaining. 
 
    Riley sighed as she saw the same notice.  “Alright, let’s get ready.” 
 
    She wheeled back to her Sneaky Witches, her doppelgangers stretching out into a line along the rampart and the other members of <Original Sin> backing out of the way.  The Rileys all pulled their bows from their back in unison, each nocking an arrow and facing toward the entrance. 
 
    “You have your targets?” Riley asked.  The zombies all nodded, angling their arrows toward the waypoint markers that lingered on the other side of the entrance.  With the way Jason had designed the cave, the undead legion rested just below the base of that doorway, providing Riley’s team an opportunity to release a few volleys overtop their heads once the warded door opened. 
 
    “Frank?  You ready?  We’re going to need you to take out that console by the doorway,” Jason explained, turning to his friend and adding another waypoint marker. 
 
    Frank grunted in acknowledgment, clasping Silver’s hand one final time.  Then he waved at his clones.  As one, the Horny Unicorns all shifted, wings erupting from their backs.  With a mighty gust of wind, they pushed themselves airborne, drifting out across the cavern and gliding overtop the heads of the zombies – a few glancing up as they heard the rustle of wings and felt the wind sweeping among their ranks. 
 
    Frank’s team split in two, hovering in place on either side of the entrance. 
 
    Another ding. 
 
    10 seconds remaining. 
 
    “Ashley, you remember your role?” Jason asked, glancing at the air mage who stood beside him. 
 
    “Y-yes, I think so,” she replied hesitantly.  Jason noted her trembling hands. 
 
    “It’s going to be okay,” he reassured her.  “You just have to make a lot of noise near the door as soon as it opens – enough to alert the zombies.” 
 
    Ashley nodded, balling her hands into fists and ignoring the tremors.  She took several steadying breaths to calm her nerves.  She wasn’t alone.  All along the wall, the members of <Original Sin> were collectively steeling themselves for what was about to happen.  This was it.  Everything was resting on this moment. 
 
    Riley’s team had their arrows nocked, and their eyes focused on the dungeon entrance. 
 
    Frank and his clones hovered at either side of the doorway. 
 
    Their guildmates stood along the wall, dark mana coiling among their ranks. 
 
    Beneath their feet, Eliza and her team waited to launch the Carry-On Worms. 
 
    And just before them, more than a hundred thousand zombies milled through the enormous cavern, a legion far larger than anything Jason had created before. 
 
    Jason’s Listening skill triggered, and he heard Westley murmur, “Damn, this is intense.”  The evaluator rubbed a sweaty palm along the side of his suit, clutching his clipboard with the other. 
 
    Alfred stood just to Westley’s side, his eyes on the door along the far wall.  He had been reserved during their preparations.  Perhaps even detached.  It made Jason a bit nervous.  Although, he quickly dismissed those feelings.  He was likely just reading too much into the silence.  Alfred was likely just being cautious with so many witnesses present. 
 
    As the timer ticked down from 5 seconds, Jason forced himself to turn back to the door.  He channeled his mana forcefully, letting the chill energy ripple through his body, undulating bands of dark mana beginning to coil away from his skin. 
 
      
 
    3 
 
      
 
    2 
 
      
 
    1 
 
      
 
    The wards along the doorway flashed brightly, and then that stone barrier began to creep open, gradually gaining speed.  As the door opened, Jason saw a man on the other side, staring through the shimmering blue veil that marked the edge of the dungeon.  Behind him loomed a familiar cavern filled with soldiers and mages. 
 
    For just an instant, time stood still. 
 
    The soldier saw what waited inside the dungeon. 
 
    Jason’s forces and the legion of undead stared back. 
 
    And then the moment disintegrated into pure chaos. 
 
    Riley’s team released at once, a hail of dark arrows whistling forward.  The guard was immediately struck in the throat, wheeling backward into the cavern on the other side of the door.  More missiles followed, each one hitting the mages lining the back of the enemy’s formation.  And even as those first arrows left their bows, the Sneaky Witches pulled another… nocking and releasing.  They managed three full volleys before Ashley finished casting. 
 
    A thunderous boom suddenly rocked the far end of the cavern. 
 
    And more than a hundred thousand pairs of pale white eyes turned to that spot. 
 
    The zombies hesitated for only a split second.  Then they began to barrel forward, a hungry, ravenous howl erupting from their ruined throats.  The stone walls of the cave amplified the wail until it reached ear-shattering proportions.  Jason wouldn’t be surprised if the screams were heard throughout the entire Mage Guild. 
 
    The Infernal Guard were trying to push forward in response, flames flaring along their armor.  But only a portion of the soldiers was covered in the strengthening aura since Riley’s group had decimated their casters. 
 
    Meanwhile, an endless tide of zombies began to race toward the open door. 
 
    However, Frank’s team beat them to it. 
 
    The Horny Unicorns glided swiftly past the doorway, their wings disappearing in a flash and dark fur rippling across their bodies.  They landed hard, the stone cracking beneath their feet.  With a sweep of his arm, Frank tore the control console from the ground, sending off a shower of elemental sparks.  Frank’s clones raised blood-red eyes toward the nearby soldiers.  The muscles along their legs rippled, and then they launched forward in a blur of motion. 
 
    Claws ripped into flesh and cut through cracks in dark-metal armor.  Crimson blood soon stained the walls and floor.  But the primal shifters didn’t slow or stop.  They cut through the guards like a scythe through wheat.  They reaped dozens of poor souls in the span of seconds. 
 
    And the blood that pooled along the floor only drove the feral zombies into a madder frenzy, the horde now spilling through the open gates in waves.  As the Horny Unicorns finished their slaughter, they shifted again, their skin blossoming out into thick chitin – protecting them from the zombies.  They began cutting into the walls, forming multiple passages up into the depths of the Mage Guild and toward the armory that lingered above them. 
 
    Back in the dungeon, Jason felt more than heard the rumble of the Carry-On Worms as they began cutting through the rock below his feet.  His map was open beside him, tracking the movements of the transport vehicles.  Barely a fraction of the feral zombies had managed to pour out of the dungeon entrance, giving the Carry-On Worms time to make an appearance.  They stretched upward, cutting into the cavern that rested before Jason, breaching the ends of the chamber in an explosive shower of dirt and rock, before continuing upward. 
 
    They carved new tunnels that led out into the inner layer, the inside of those vehicles loaded down with seeds and urns filled with Eliza’s Accelerated Growth.  The vibration and noise lured part of the horde away, groups of feral zombies turning, then rushing down those new tunnels in the rock, pouring south toward the rest of Sandscrit as they raced after the worms.  Jason knew the Carry-On Worms would carve a shallow upward arc, a gentle slope that would allow the zombies to follow them. 
 
    And inside one of those vehicles was a special surprise – Eliza, Brian, and Spider, riding up to the surface.  They would soon be creating their own chaos. 
 
    All along the rampart, members of Jason’s guild were typing at their consoles, sending out instructions to the thousands of mercenaries that lingered topside – bought and paid for using the spoils of Eliza’s potion manufacturing operation.  They were activating hundreds of contracts with various groups and guilds. 
 
    As Jason took in the devastation before him – the zombies rushing through the dungeon entrance and those newly carved tunnels – his mana flared with renewed strength, and his eyes blazed a solid black.  The mana around him had solidified, the bands forming into an aura of darkness that cascaded away from his body in waves.  The energy seemed to suck in what faint light filtered into the cavern. 
 
    Jason’s right hand curled around the Soul Orb as he anticipated his next steps and the carnage that would soon overtake Sandscrit.  The revenge he would soon wreak upon his enemies.  No one would ever again challenge the Twilight Throne’s supremacy. 
 
    Not after this. 
 
    “Welcome to the darkness,” Jason growled. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn sat atop the palace tower, the terrace ringed by flame and glass. 
 
    A full division of Infernal Guard circled Finn where he perched upon his throne.  Julia and Kyyle stood to either side of him, the bulky earth elemental that accompanied Kyyle floating at his side.  He noticed his daughter kept side-eyeing him nervously, and even the earth mage seemed uncharacteristically tense. 
 
    And with good reason. 
 
    Finn’s anger was on full display. 
 
    It had taken a few precious hours to return to the game, marshal his forces, and summon Alexion and Evelyn to the palace tower.  Finn had been forced to relay a message through Alexion’s guild and then wait for the pair to reenter the world since they had purportedly logged off during the real-world night, which hadn’t helped his ire.  His anger had only grown with each passing moment, fueled by his fear of what he stood to lose here. 
 
    The flames of his crown now flickered and raged as they responded to his emotions.  The fires that swirled within the depths of his throne had grown to a blinding, harsh glare.  Even the braziers surrounding the tower reflected his seething rage, streaking into the air and waves of oppressive heat washing across the top of the tower. 
 
    The doors leading onto the terrace abruptly opened, and Alexion and Evelyn strode forward.  The avatar of light was wrapped in gleaming, golden plate, his wings tucked along his back and a familiar, haughty expression etched across his features.  More of his Nephilim floated above the tower, and Evelyn’s airships now encircled the inner layer – at least a few dozen strong.  Nearly her entire fleet. 
 
    “Please try not to start a war if we don’t have to,” Julia hissed through her teeth. 
 
    “I can’t promise that,” Finn grunted in reply. 
 
    Alexion and Evelyn came to a stop in front of Finn’s throne, the sneering young man eyeing him distastefully.  A heavy silence hung across the tower as the two groups stared at one another. 
 
    “I’m here,” Alexion said finally, an edge to his voice.  “What’s so urgent?” 
 
    “Why don’t you tell me?” Finn shot back. 
 
    Alexion raised an eyebrow, anger and confusion sweeping across his face.  Finn marveled at his performance – the authenticity of his feigned confusion and indignation.  Although, he should expect nothing less from George Lane’s son.  He should have known better than to trust that asshole’s vile offspring, especially after dealing with weeks of his insipid complaining and posturing during their preparations.  It was only Evelyn’s deft diplomacy that had prevented Finn from killing him sooner… as well as the trade contracts she offered. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Alexion replied, his mailed gloves balling into fists.  “You asked me to come here.  Now you play games?” 
 
    Finn snorted.  “This coming from you?” he said, rising from his throne.  Fire wrapped around his body now as he considered what this insipid little shit had done, what he planned to do.  What this child was putting at risk.  It was all he could do to maintain control. 
 
    Alexion saw Finn’s action for what it was.  A threat.  His hand dropped to the sword at his waist, his eyes darting to the Nephilim that still floated beside the tower, their white wings barely needing to flap to maintain their position with the updraft of heated air that Sandscrit created. 
 
    Even as he stepped forward, Finn reacted.  Just a twitch of his fingers.  But that’s all it took for orbs of metal to lift from the floor and melt into sharp spikes that raced forward, hovering only inches away from Alexion’s neck.  The tips pricked at his skin and blood beaded there as Alexion’s eyes widened, and he swallowed hard. 
 
    “Um, maybe we just need to calm down for a moment,” Evelyn urged gently, stepping forward between the pair.  She looked to Finn’s bandaged eyes.  “We don’t understand why you’re upset.  Perhaps you could explain the situation.” 
 
    Finn met her eyes, holding her gaze for a long moment and searching her expression.  Yet he only found seemingly genuine confusion there.  He ground his teeth, forcing himself to calm down – to think clearly.  Some small part of his mind told him that he was being reckless, letting emotion drive away rational thought. 
 
    “Someone has been buying up mercenary contracts for this region en masse.  Someone with wealth.  Someone who perhaps thinks he sees an opportunity to betray an ally,” Finn ground out, staring down Alexion. 
 
    The young man’s eyes widened slightly at his declaration.  “Buying mercenary contracts?” He hesitated, shooting Evelyn a questioning glance – the woman shaking her head gently.  She seemed equally dumbstruck. 
 
    “We don’t know what you mean,” Evelyn said, raising her hands in a placating gesture.  “There must be some misunderstanding here.  We haven’t hired any mercenaries, and we have no plans to betray your trust.” 
 
    “And yet you’re the only pair with the means and opportunity to purchase that many contracts,” Finn shot back.  “The forums are abuzz with mentions that you’re the source of those funds.  And I certainly noticed how long it took you to reach Sandscrit during Jason’s assault.  You arrived only at the end of the battle?” 
 
    His eyes shot back to Alexion, the metal pressing forward slightly.  “Perhaps you intended to wait for Jason to weaken me?  Possibly to see if he would finish me off?” 
 
    Evelyn’s brow furrowed.  “That wasn’t intentional.  We were surprised at the ferocity of Jason’s assault – as were you, I might add.  We simply arrived late.  As for the forums, I can’t speak to rumors, only assure you that we aren’t responsible.” 
 
    “Besides, why would we betray you?” Alexion ground out against the spikes at his neck.  “Why would we put ourselves at risk by coming here in person, much less help you subdue the travelers in the outer layers?  Our partnership has been fruitful.  We have both obtained what we wanted.  You managed to survive the assault on the city, and you imprisoned Jason…” 
 
    The young man hesitated as he said his nemesis’ name.  “Actually, there is one other traveler with the means to purchase those contracts,” Alexion offered. 
 
    Finn hesitated.  Alexion’s meaning was clear. 
 
    He was accusing Jason. 
 
    “Impossible,” Finn grunted, yet he was shaking his head now.  “Jason has been imprisoned in the dungeon and stripped of his equipment.  I saw to that myself.” 
 
    “Yet he has allies, does he not?” Evelyn asked. 
 
    “There is no way they could—” Finn stopped himself short. 
 
    Jason. 
 
    The calculations racing through his mind updated, another variable added to the equation – a few additional assumptions.  And almost immediately, he saw it.  A possibility.  A tentative and narrow path still open to the young man.  Something he’d overlooked between the work and the fatigue.  The wards beneath the city were damaged, and they’d been unable to repair them while they were attempting to drive out the native sandworms from the middle and outer layers.  The dungeon lay open and exposed.  Someone resilient and tenacious could have tunneled under the city, using the chaotic aftermath of the battle to hide their movements. 
 
    His gaze drifted to Kyyle, a grimace tugging at the earth mage’s lips.  They had discussed the possibility of someone tunneling into the city during their preparations, but it seemed crazy.  Impossible.  Or, at least, nearly so.  But given the destruction that Jason had wrought?  Those worms he had used to tunnel into the city?  It was possible. 
 
    Yet, even still, the boy only had a handful of allies left – most of his guildmates were imprisoned.  Even with the mercenary contracts, how could Jason hope to defeat both Finn and Alexion?  A few thousand stood no chance against their forces. 
 
    “There is no way they could what?” Alexion pressed. 
 
    Finn held up a curt hand, a frown tugging at Alexion’s lips. 
 
    Yet he spared no mind to that spoiled child’s feelings.  Finn glanced down toward the city.  With his Mana Sight active, he could see the panoply of colors that made up Sandscrit – greens, yellows, oranges, and reds blending into a kaleidoscope of color.  At first, he didn’t detect any problem.  But then he began peeling back at those layers.  Deeper and deeper. 
 
    Then he saw it – saw them. 
 
    Clusters of dark energy burrowing up from the ground, streaking out into the inner layer.  And as he looked on, familiar monstrosities of bone and dark mana breached the surface – glass, sand, and dirt spewing into the sky as they exploded out of the ground with tremendous force.  Then those bone vehicles did something unusual.  They contracted, their scales crushing inward as though they were imploding. 
 
    An instant later, there was a violent blast of ivory fragments.  Plants erupted from the wreckage, expanding outward in an onrushing wave, forming pocket forests throughout the inner layer.  They coiled around glass structures and vines whipped at any travelers or residents too slow to back away. 
 
    “That looks like the same growth we saw when we fought Jason’s teammates,” Julia muttered as she approached the edge of the terrace, peering down at the city.  “It seemed to neutralize our city’s heat aura, and the plants were almost… alive.  But even so, what does he hope to do with a few plants?” 
 
    Finn was wondering the same thing. 
 
    He went deeper, his eyes backing down those tunnels that stretched up toward the surface. 
 
    His eyes widened in alarm as he saw the massive waves of dark mana racing up through those passages.  “Oh, shit.” 
 
    “It gets worse,” Kyyle shouted from behind him, an air mage at his side.  “There are reports of some sort of explosion or attack on the Mage Guild.”  A brief pause as Kyyle listened to the mage.  “They believe the dungeon has been breached.” 
 
    “I told you—” Alexion began. 
 
    “Shut up,” Finn barked, forcing himself to focus, concentrating on that dark energy.  His gaze zoomed in, his Mana Sight revealing that what he had thought was a solid wave of energy was actually made up of many moving parts.  And the energy framed a familiar silhouette.  It looked almost human.  And yet no person had that mana signature – at least, no living person. 
 
    The realization struck him just before the first line of zombies rushed out of those tunnels, emerging into the forests that lay in wait for them, the blood-red trees blocking the sun – protecting them.  Yet Finn knew the undead wouldn’t remain there.  He’d studied the videos of Jason’s initial attack on Lux – the formation of the Twilight Throne.  Those zombies were feral.  They had to be.  There were far, far too many for Jason to control.  They’d continue roaming the city, destroying and devouring anything in their path. 
 
    But how? he thought frantically. 
 
    The answer came a moment later. 
 
    The dungeon.  The instance.  Thousands of players and a short respawn timer. 
 
    The math was already tumbling through his head, leading to an inevitable and dreadful conclusion.  He knew how many travelers were stored down there based on Julia’s reports.  If even 50% of them had agreed to help Jason… 
 
    The final number caused a weight to sink in Finn’s stomach and sweat to bead along his scalp.  He’d made a mistake.  He could hear Robert’s words echoing in his mind now.  His former protégé had warned him not to underestimate the kid.  And yet he’d done precisely that. 
 
    Finn’s eyes shot to the fire mana well that lingered behind his throne.  He couldn’t let Jason win here.  He couldn’t let him destroy Sandscrit.  He needed to stop this.  Now. 
 
    Finn’s gaze snapped back to Alexion.  “Get your forces moving!” Finn barked, waving at the airships and Nephilim while withdrawing his molten spikes.  “Jason is attacking the city.” 
 
    Alexion stared back in surprise.  “But even if he freed the prisoners, he’d only have a few thousand—” 
 
    “He used the respawn zone inside the dungeon to kill and summon the travelers we imprisoned over and over again,” Finn interrupted him.  “We aren’t facing thousands.  We’re facing over a hundred thousand.  And I suspect Jason was the one behind the mercenary contracts as well.  Which means we’ll be facing thousands of travelers along the western gate as well.” 
 
    Alexion’s eyes widened then.  He began to turn to Evelyn.  “Maybe we should consider retreating…” 
 
    As soon as he spoke, a familiar blue column rose up and around Sandscrit, ringing the city’s outer wall, and a system notice crashed down in front of them, broadcasting to everyone still within Sandscrit. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Universal System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Prepare yourselves!  Sandscrit is under siege… again! 
    
  Aggressors:  Twilight Throne – Avatar of Darkness; Avatar of Water 
  Defenders:  Sandscrit – Avatar of Flame; Avatar of Light 
  Victory Condition:  Death, surrender, or retreat of opposing avatar. 
    
  For the duration of the invasion, the area around Sandscrit is now declared a “global event zone.”  Any players that die during the event will not be able to respawn until the invasion has ended.  Players and NPCs inside the event zone will not be able to flee the invasion area during the event but may enter the zone freely. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “That no longer appears to be an option,” Evelyn replied with a grim expression, swiping away her notice. 
 
    “How could you let this happen?” Alexion whirled on Finn, his eyes flashing a brilliant white.  “How could you let him attack us again?  Like this?” 
 
    Finn stared him down.  “Says the child that already lost one war against Jason?  Regardless, you have little choice.  Help me defend the city or perish to Jason’s forces.  It’s your choice.” 
 
    Alexion stared back for only another few seconds, winds sweeping out behind him.  He grabbed Evelyn around the waist and then launched airborne, streaking back toward his army and airships that ringed the city.  Apparently, that was all the answer Finn was going to get. 
 
    “What do we do?” Julia asked softly from beside Finn as she watched the pockets of plant life spreading throughout the city beneath them. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  He’d been forced to use many of his defenses during Jason’s initial assault, but he still had a few tricks up his sleeve – even if he’d been hoping to avoid using them.  However, it seemed like the time for caution had long since passed.  His gaze was now locked on the fire mana well that lingered behind the throne. 
 
    “Marshal our forces.  Send as many as you can to the center of the city,” Finn instructed.  “Also, try to reinforce our troops at the western gate.  We need to hold the travelers there.” 
 
    “And the groves?” Kyyle asked, anxiety coloring his voice.  “There will be undead flooding throughout the inner layer.  The residents are at risk.” 
 
    “I know.  I’ll take care of those myself,” Finn answered in a grim tone. 
 
    He shot them a glance.  “Now go.  If we don’t contain the undead quickly, we will lose.” 
 
    They both nodded and raced away down the stairs, already barking orders and tapping at their in-game UI as they attempted to marshal the city’s forces. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn approached the fire mana well, his eyes blazing with fiery energy as he stared down into the liquid mana that lingered within the basin – shining with a brilliant mixture of orange and red. 
 
    “If we don’t stop them… we’ll lose everything,” he murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 50 - Haphazard 
 
      
 
    Karen stood outside the walls ringing the inner layer of Sandscrit. 
 
    And she wasn’t alone – not at all. 
 
    Thousands of other travelers milled outside those gates, stomping across the irregular glass surfaces of the buildings that had once covered this middle layer.  The glass had long since cooled into a hard mass.  Pockmarks and grooves still marked where the beams had cut through the middle layer, a reminder of how expendable their lives were to Finn and his forces. 
 
    Infernal Guard ringed the gate, at least a hundred strong, and the fire mages stationed at their backs were supported by contingents of the more mobile fighters.  The guards were letting only a small trickle through the barrier, stopping and checking each individual for a guild affiliation.  Even then, only higher-ranking members were being permitted to enter the inner layer.  And this was the only gate that was even allowing entry in the aftermath of Jason’s initial attack on the city. 
 
    Karen’s teammates clustered around her, their weapons resting in scabbards and belt loops, but never far from their hands as they side-eyed the other travelers.  They had taken a few quests from the Fighters Guild – mostly directing them to help with the cleanup effort.  Slay a few ants.  Guard some mages while they lured the sandworms away.  Tedious work – until it wasn’t. 
 
    Even worse?  The pay was shit. 
 
    “Five hours for a few gold pieces – split among the lot of us,” Karen grumbled, her voice only adding to the angry whispers that rippled through the crowd. 
 
    “Better than nothing,” one of her companions shot back. 
 
    Although, as Karen eyed the gate, she wasn’t so sure.  The guards had just turned away another group of travelers, their angry voices rising into the air. 
 
    “What do you mean we can’t go inside?  Where the hell else are we supposed to go?” one of the travelers demanded, waving at the guards.  “There isn’t anything out here but feral undead, sandworms, and ruined buildings.” 
 
    “Entry is currently restricted to those with a guild affiliation until the cleanup has been completed,” the guard barked in response, unperturbed by the man’s complaints. 
 
    “Which will be when exactly?” the man demanded. 
 
    However, Karen was distracted from that argument as her UI pinged.  She let out a soft sigh as she saw it was an incoming call.  Her husband. 
 
    “One second, it’s Dustin,” Karen said at the inquiring look from her teammates.  She took a few steps away from the group, tapping to accept the call. 
 
    “Hey honey, what’s—” 
 
    “I’m going to have to work late again tonight,” Dustin interrupted, his voice harried.  Although, from the background noise, it sounded like he might be outside. 
 
    Karen’s brow furrowed.  “But it’s your day to pick up the kids.  You know Wednesday night is girls’ night.”  Technically, that wasn’t a lie.  Karen and the rest of the moms from her daughter’s class used Wednesday nights to farm in-game.  Or spend some time in the tavern, where the booze was cheap, and the buzz didn’t come with any extra calories.  Hell, she’d lost 10 pounds since she started playing.  Not that Dustin had noticed… 
 
    “Well, I don’t know what to tell you,” her husband shot back, an edge to his voice now.  “My boss insisted that this project needs to be completed by tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Karen let out a sigh, anger simmering in her chest and her fingers clenching into fists.  It wasn’t that she minded the occasional interruption.  But this was at least the fourth week in a row that Dustin had called, and she’d had to cancel early. 
 
    “I’m actually in the middle of—” she began, eyeing the nearby gate. 
 
    She heard someone speaking to Dustin on the other side of the line – a voice she vaguely recognized as one of his co-workers.  “Shit.  I’m sorry, honey.  I’m getting another call.  Thanks for understanding.” 
 
    Click. 
 
    And Dustin was gone. 
 
    “Gods damn it,” Karen muttered, staring at the disconnection notice hovering in front of her and trying to restrain her anger.  Had he seriously just cut her off and dropped the call to talk to a coworker?  She’d bet good money that hadn’t been a “work call” and that there wasn’t any project that needed to get completed by tomorrow – unless, of course, that “project” was getting loaded with his buddies at a local bar. 
 
    “Karen!” a voice called out from nearby. 
 
    “What?!” she demanded sharply, whirling back to the crowd stretching away from the gate. 
 
    Her teammate’s eyes widened slightly.  “Haven’t you seen the notice?” 
 
    Karen shook her head.  What notice?  Before she could ask, a blue window popped open in front of her, glowing with a sapphire light. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Integrated App Notice:  Mercenary Contract Purchased 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Your mercenary contract on Rogue-Net has been purchased. 
    
  Payment shall arrive in your in-game mail upon completion of the contract. 
    
  Orders arriving in 5 seconds. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    What’s this? Karen wondered. 
 
    It was rare for her contract to get picked up.  It was probably a few gold to escort some noob out of the city or something.  Although, she hesitated as she noticed most of the crowd around the gate was now staring off into space, their hands swiping at the air.  A confused murmur rippled across the group. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Integrated App Notice:  Mercenary Contract Orders 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Orders:  Kill anyone loyal to Finn or Alexion. 
    
  Payment:  5 gold per head. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Karen muttered.  She wasn’t certain what was crazier, the instructions or the payment.  That sure as hell beat a handful of gold for clearing out some ants. 
 
    Her eyes flicked up, noticing a strange tension in the air. 
 
    A sudden silence had descended upon the crowd milling outside the gate, thousands of pairs of eyes staring off into space and slowly turning their gaze to the guards that ringed the gate before them – a gate leading into the inner layer of Sandscrit. 
 
    Did they get the same contract notice? 
 
    Suddenly, a massive blast detonated on the other side of the wall – coming from the inner layer.  Then another.  And another.  The ground trembled beneath her feet, shaking, and swaying under the force of those explosions.  At the same time, a blue veil rose up at her back, lifting away from the outer layer as the other travelers shouted in alarm.  Karen had seen that shimmering barrier before.  She knew what it meant; the notification that followed was completely unnecessary and immediately swiped aside. 
 
    It was clear now who had just purchased their contract. 
 
    “Wait, Jason just hired us?” one of the ladies beside her muttered.  “He’s attacking Sandscrit… again?” 
 
    “How is that even possible?” another one of Karen’s groupmates asked.  “Didn’t he get captured and imprisoned below the Mage Guild?  I heard Finn even stripped him of his equipment and set him up in his own wing of the dungeon.” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Karen murmured, shaking her head. 
 
    It seemed impossible that he’d managed to escape.  Insane. 
 
    And pretty badass… 
 
    “What do we do?” another of Karen’s teammates asked, the group looking to her to decide. 
 
    Did they honor the contract or just try to hightail it to somewhere safe? 
 
    Karen paused for a moment, watching the travelers around her.  The tension on their faces.  The hesitation and doubt as they stared at that line of Infernal Guard.  Anger still simmered in her stomach, threatening to bubble over.  She had maybe an hour until she needed to log out and get the kids.  Again.  Because of another lame excuse on Dustin’s part.  She was almost positive he was full of shit and was using this as an excuse to go out drinking. 
 
    She also hadn’t loved being used as bait by Finn during Jason’s initial assault on the city, or paid a pittance to clean up the so-called “Najmat Alhidad’s” mess. 
 
    Yet another man taking advantage. 
 
    Perhaps with the time she had left, she could burn off some steam and make some money. 
 
    Karen slowly pulled her two-handed hammer from her back, the muscles in her arms rippling, causing her wards to sway and flex.  The Infernal Guard were distracted, glancing back toward the interior of the city – their air mage speaking animatedly as he tried to figure out what was going on.  There weren’t that many of them, were there?  And there were a lot more travelers standing outside that gate.  They just needed a push. 
 
    “I say we make some money,” Karen ground out. 
 
    Even as she finished speaking, the wards along her legs surged with energy, and she launched into the air, raising her hammer high and the line of Infernal Guard suddenly dropping below her.  The tattoos coiling around her arms flared on the upswing, sending her weapon crashing downward with tremendous force.  She struck the ground like a comet, the molten glass shattering and cracking and sending sharp shards cascading into the air.  The Infernal Guard lurched to the side as the ground began to cave in and buck beneath Karen’s feet. 
 
    She regained her balance, raising her head to the sky.  “Let’s burn this mother down!” she roared, her hammer smashing into one of the Infernal Guard and sending the man hurtling back into the crowd of travelers. 
 
    That was all it took to break their hesitation. 
 
    As one, the travelers surged forward, elemental energy crackling and detonating, missiles whirring through the air, and the clash of steel echoing off the nearby walls.  In the next instant, a blast rocked the other side of the gate, causing dust and sand to spew into the air, only to be followed by a massive gray creature.  As Karen looked on wide-eyed, its body clenched and then exploded apart.  Plants erupted from its corpse and were growing at an incredible pace, surging outward and forming a miniature blood-red forest. 
 
    And through those plants rushed shadowy creatures.  Ruined limbs.  Pale white eyes. 
 
    Undead.  Hundred – if not thousands.  All rushing at the guards’ rear line. 
 
    A grim smile stretched across Karen’s face.  It seemed Jason wasn’t done yet. 
 
    The other members of <Arts and Crafts> circled Karen, and as one, they charged into the fray.  The group of women was the tip of the spear as the travelers cut, tore, and smashed their way through the ranks of the Infernal Guard, leaving crumpled dark metal and sputtering flames in their wake as they waded closer toward their goal.  The open gate. 
 
    And on the other side? 
 
    Golden loot-pinatas just waiting to be smashed open. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Carry-On Worm breached with explosive force, its body spearing up into the air and sending off a shower of dirt, sand, and glass fragments.  The vehicle settled, its maw opened, and from that dark chasm emerged ropelike vines that latched onto a nearby structure.  Brian came hurtling out of that opening with Eliza and Spider clutching onto his torso. 
 
    They hit the ground at a light jog, and the vines holding them in place began to unwind and retract toward Brian, his arms reforming into more normal limbs.  Eliza pivoted, tapping at her console and the maw cinched shut with the grind of bone on bone.  The worm’s carapace then began to contort, compressing downward and destroying the contents stored in its hull. 
 
    The seeds and the urns filled with Accelerated Growth combined, merged, and exploded outward.  The worm’s chitin strained, barely holding the vegetation inside even as the panels began to shake and tremble, cracks forming in the reinforced surface.  Then, all at once, those panels gave way, blasting apart in a shower of fragments. 
 
    Brian immediately pushed his arms forward, a living wall forming in front of the trio in mere seconds.  The shrapnel carved into the fresh plant matter, cutting and slicing but unable to fully penetrate the shield.  New plants swept out from the former Carry-On Worm, exploding outward in a concentric ring.  Yet they seemed to avoid the group, merely sweeping out around them as Brian and Spider channeled their energies into the plants. 
 
    Eliza had learned a lot from their first attack, and she’d made a few improvements. 
 
    Blood-red plants spiraled out of the former husk of the Carry-On Worm, forming dense trunks that twisted up into the air.  As the seconds ticked past, that vegetation grew and thickened until the trees stretched nearly 30 feet, and the grove completely encircled the group, blocking line of sight to the nearby buildings.  And as the grove fully took shape, a gruesome, crimson fog began to coil away from the plants, emulating Riley’s Blood Mist. 
 
    Deathtail and Mistroot, Eliza thought to herself, plucking at one of the many ferns that now grew along the base of the trees.  The combination mimicked the effect of Riley’s spellcasting, although it lacked the same punch as the archer provided.  Even so, the natural healing would help bolster the undead.  And the remainder of the plants would push back at the fire aura that encircled Sandscrit, the vegetation resistant to heat and flame. 
 
    A rumble below her feet indicated that she didn’t have long to admire her work.  Eliza turned to Brian, his glowing blue eyes staring at her intently as his barrier of vegetation broke apart – reabsorbed back into his body.  “The horde is coming.  You need to move us to safety,” she instructed. 
 
    Brian nodded once, and then one of his arms encircled Eliza’s waist, growing and stretching until it had anchored itself around her firmly.  Brian’s legs began to grow, thrusting them upward into the trees.  Moments later, he set Eliza down carefully on a wide branch and stopped beside her, his legs retracting and vines mounting his torso to the trunk.  Spider was close behind them, and a vine lifted him onto nearby branches. 
 
    As the grower settled, he touched the trunk, rainbow energy flaring along his palm.  Newly formed branches speared away from the trees, and then vines bound them together, creating a makeshift platform high above the ground now looming far below. 
 
    His alterations weren’t a moment too soon. 
 
    The horde was already streaming out of the hole carved by the Carry-On Worm, the undead slowing as they exited the tunnel and eyeing their new environment with milky-white eyes.  The thunder and boom of other worms caught their attention, the ground shaking with each blast.  That was enough for the undead, and they set off toward the sounds and vibrations, their arms tearing at the air as they raced forward in an undulating wave of limbs and pale flesh. 
 
    “Give us a view of the city,” Eliza instructed Brian. 
 
    He nodded once again, and thick foliage bent away, providing an unobstructed view leading toward the center of Sandscrit.  More of the blood groves were popping up throughout the inner layer, blood-red blossoms of vegetation that masked the initial movements of the feral undead.  Although, she knew the horde was there. 
 
    And above it all, loomed the familiar tower of glass situated dead center of what had once been the city’s market, the surface glimmering and reflecting the harsh sunlight that shone down on Sandscrit.  Even from their perch, its tip still loomed more than 100 feet above them. 
 
    Around that spire circled more than a dozen airships.  And between and among those crafts were a legion of Nephilim, their white wings keeping them held aloft.  Several of the vessels moved toward the western gate, where Eliza suspected the travelers had begun creating a commotion.  The mercenary contracts should have gone live by this point. 
 
    The other ships began to break apart, heading for the various groves that now dotted the inner layer of Sandscrit, each vessel escorted by a small army of Nephilim.  Eliza recalled what Jason had instructed her to do: 
 
      
 
    Draw attention to yourself.  We need to divide and conquer. 
 
      
 
    Eliza turned to Brian, his glowing blue eyes still staring at her with unblinking focus.  “Are you ready?” she asked, placing a gentle hand against his face.  Small buds began to bloom around her fingers – his only response. 
 
    “Good,” she whispered.  “Now, let’s make some noise.” 
 
    Brian nodded once, and then Spider placed his hands against the creature’s back, rainbow energy pouring into his torso.  At the same time, Eliza placed her hand against Brian’s chest, casting Accelerated Growth. 
 
    Brian pulled in that energy.  Absorbed it.  Consumed it.  Stored it. 
 
    And only seconds later, they were finished. 
 
    Brian pulled back, his body now thrumming with energy.  The branches that made up his torso and limbs writhed and twisted as though they couldn’t bear to sit still.  He looked at Eliza one last time, touching her hand softly with those shifting vines. 
 
    “I.  Will.  Protect.  You.” 
 
    The words were little more than a whisper, a rustle of leaves – each one taking an immense effort.  And yet, Brian had managed to speak.  That was the longest sentence she’d heard from him since she’d managed to bring him back from a small sapling.  And they carried a promise. 
 
    Eliza could feel tears beading at the corners of her eyes, despite the chill energy that pulsed through her veins.  Yet, she had to push back at that emotion.  This moment called for clarity.  For calm.  For resolve.  “Ditto,” she said, returning his touch. 
 
    Then she gave him a soft push, her meaning clear. 
 
    Brian let himself fall backward, his back landing against the tree. 
 
    And then he exploded. 
 
    Vegetation rippled outward from his body in a chaotic mass, somehow managing to avoid Eliza and Spider upon their perches.  Brian merged with the tree and absorbed it into himself, but it wasn’t enough.  Not nearly enough.  Vines lashed at the neighboring trees, pulling them taut with a snap and crackle of bark.  The trees listed inward, groaning in protest.  Then their trunks began to splinter, the plants falling in toward Brian, merging with his swiftly growing body, his form blossoming upward at an incredible pace. 
 
    And only moments later, they had created something new. 
 
    Brian now towered nearly sixty feet into the air.  His body was comprised of layer upon layer of plant matter; his limbs a solid blood-red.  Crimson droplets beaded along his leaves and coiled into the air, creating a heavy fog that dropped to the ground and pooled around his legs – the massive limbs now welded firmly to the ground. 
 
    He grabbed a nearby tree, his arms stretching dozens of feet.  He ripped the plant from its roots, sending out a shower of sand and dirt before lifting it into the air.  Then Brian launched it forward.  A spear nearly thirty feet long and three feet wide hurtled through the air, leaving a cascade of crimson leaves in its wake. 
 
    It slammed into one of the nearby airships then erupted out the other side before sailing over the inner walls of Sandscrit.  The ship listed hard, slamming into another.  Mages and troops fell from the deck, toppling through the air.  Their screams, however, were drowned out by the crash and thunder of the groves forming and the wailing howl of the undead.  The air mages soon righted the other ship, shoving away the destroyed craft with an intense gust of wind and then patching the hole with a barrier of shimmering amber energy. 
 
    The first ruined airship struck the ground, and the balloon holding it aloft ignited, exploding in a blast of flame.  The airship blew apart, blasting a chunk out of a glass building and sending wooden shrapnel cascading in every direction. 
 
    Their attack hadn’t gone unnoticed.  Six airships were now descending upon their position along with a horde of Nephilim.  As Eliza looked on, Infernal Guard dropped from the decks, slamming into the sands outside their grove in a series of heavy thumps.  Fire mages lined the decks of the nearby ships and began channeling energy into their armor, the black metal soon awash in flames that insulated the Infernal Guard from the impacts. 
 
    And standing upon one of those airships was a face Eliza recognized thanks to Jason.  A man dressed in black robes and emerald energy spiraling around his staff, other earth mages clustered around him.  One of Finn’s lieutenants.  Kyyle.  Already, he was beginning to terraform the area to contain the undead that rushed out of the grove beneath Brian, walling off side streets and alleys and creating a funnel that led directly to the Infernal Guard. 
 
    It seemed they had succeeded in drawing attention... 
 
    Eliza hesitated as she noticed something behind those ships.  A flare of orange energy.  A pillar of flame rising through the center of the city.  The glass tower was charging once again, enormous ribbons of fiery energy beginning to spiral around the base of that column before stretching upward.  As Eliza looked on, the mana pooled into a dense ball along the top of the spire before lancing forward. 
 
    The ray struck one of the other groves.  Yet instead of a short blast, this was sustained fire.  The beam tore into the plants, burning through their fire resistance with each passing second and burrowing deeper.  Seconds later, it finally cut through, revealing a ruined Carry-On Worm and the feral zombies that were emerging from a newly shaped tunnel.  They didn’t stand a chance.  The flesh burnt from their bodies in an instant, leaving only charred bone in the beam’s wake.  The surrounding sand and dirt melted down to molten glass, sealing the tunnel shut. 
 
    Eliza grimaced.  This wasn’t over, not by a long shot. 
 
    As Brian ripped another trunk free and Spider began to collect the remaining vegetation around their position, reinforcing the base of Brian’s body, Eliza swept her hand at the air to bring up her chat log.  She typed out a quick warning about the tower to Jason. 
 
    Then her sapphire-blue eyes turned back to the airships looming around them.  The Infernal Guard now formed up along the sands.  The Nephilim hovered in the sky, rays of light already collecting around their weapons – all leveled at Brian.  At their group. 
 
    At a trio of individuals facing an army alone. 
 
    Yet Eliza didn’t balk.  She didn’t retreat.  Her mouth pinched into a grim line, her fingers wrapping around the small metal object in her hand.  A gift.  A warning.  A reminder. 
 
    It was time to show them that the Avatar of Water wasn’t just a mobile potion factory. 
 
    Wasn’t just an accessory to Jason’s conquest. 
 
    Wasn’t just a vicarious expression of her parents’ fears and hopes. 
 
    Frigid energy began to coil around her, forming jagged, icy shards in the air as her mana responded to the emotions that were rippling through her body, and then she felt it again.  Those feelings were just a tiny drip forming fragile and fading ripples in the ocean of her psyche.  And as those shallow waves began to smooth out, that familiar, frozen calm consumed her once more.  All doubt and anxiety quieting in her mind and leaving only acceptance. 
 
    Acceptance of exactly who and what she was. 
 
    She was the Ice Witch. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 51 - Fanfare 
 
      
 
    The control room at Cerillion Entertainment was a madhouse. 
 
    Robert and Claire had been forced to call in their backup staff as Jason’s second siege on Sandscrit ignited into a full-blown, level 3 clusterfuck – extremely “technical” jargon of Robert’s devising.  Claire hadn’t much cared for the new threat level that was now being loudly announced with a scrolling marquee that drifted across the control room’s central screen.  But there wasn’t much she could do about it right now. 
 
    They had their hands full with dozens of problems as it was. 
 
    From formal complaints lodged by the many, many “guests” of Finn’s dungeon; to the system resources that needed to be allocated to Sandscrit to cope with several hundred thousand residents, travelers, and zombies duking it out; to the frequent and increasingly frantic calls from their Vermillion Live group, as well as outside media companies.  They were already seeing viewership in the millions, even with their current, rough footage. 
 
    They’d even had to field a call with George Lane himself. 
 
    Apparently, visibility and advertising revenue were driving the ship right now. 
 
    The display floating above the control room was currently broken into many panels, showing streams from the travelers on the ground in Sandscrit.  And the picture it painted was of pure chaos.  Giant groves of blood-red plants.  Airships descending into the city.  Infernal Guard landing like drop troops out of some sci-fi movie, their armor awash in flames.  A massive traveler insurrection at the gate leading into the city.  And those were just the areas where they had visibility on the action.  Jason’s position – likely somewhere in or around the Mage Guild – was still unknown. 
 
    “Sir?” a tech said tentatively, glancing over his shoulder at Robert.  Then louder.  “Sir?” 
 
    “What is it?” Robert mumbled around a mouthful of popcorn, his hands darting across his keyboard.  He swallowed hard.  “Just spit it out.” 
 
    “We’ve… uh, just received a notification from Jason.  It seems his stream has gone live.” 
 
    Robert’s hands froze.  “Come again?” 
 
    The tech hesitated.  “Well, he’s… uh, live streaming the siege.” 
 
    “That’s not like him,” Claire murmured. 
 
    “No kidding,” Robert grunted in reply.  “And he’s announcing his position and activity in the middle of a battle.  Surely, Finn has someone monitoring the live streams – assuming he’s not doing that himself.” 
 
    As a familiar chime echoed through the control room, Claire and Robert both winced.  They knew what that sound was.  An incoming call from Vermillion Live.  Again.  Even without picking up the line, they both knew what the director wanted.  They normally couldn’t turn on Jason’s camera or upload his footage due to the terms of his streaming contract.  But if he’d already made the video public, then they weren’t in breach of contract. 
 
    Claire let out a sigh.  “Okay, push the feed to the main display,” she instructed the tech.  “And then get that data over to Vermillion Live before they force their way into the room and put a gun to our heads.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” the tech answered. 
 
    Robert’s eyes lifted to the screen above the room, the other techs slowing their frantic pace as they set their sights on that single, dark screen.  “This is going to be good…” he murmured. 
 
    Claire just shook her head, her fingers twining together anxiously. 
 
    The screen rippled and contorted before resolving into focus. 
 
      
 
    The camera was centered on Jason, the avatar having somehow managed to reclaim his weapons and armor.  He was now robed in dark-gray leather, bones embroidered into the fabric.  A midnight-black cloak stretched down behind him, the cowl casting his face in perpetual shadow.  And in his hand was a familiar staff, arcane symbols etched along its surface. 
 
    “Hey guys, this is Jason,” he said, his mouth stretching into a grin.  “As you’ve no doubt heard by now, the rumors of my loss may have been a bit… premature.” 
 
    An explosion erupted from somewhere nearby, the floor trembling and dust cascading down from the stone wall at Jason’s back.  “But before we get into it, this episode of ‘Fantasy Cribs – Conqueror Edition,’ is brought to you by none other than our gracious host – Finn Harris, the one and only Prophet of Hot Air. 
 
    “I have to say that I’ve personally enjoyed my stay here in what has been described by many of Finn’s prisoners as the ‘Taj Mahal of Dungeons.’  Truly extraordinary.”  Jason placed a hand to his chest.  “Although, in the interest of full disclosure, Finn really rolled out the red-carpet treatment for yours truly.  He even set me up with the penthouse suite!  With a social distancing moat, safety fencing in my cell, and my own private security entrance.  It’s those little touches that really make a ‘pit of despair’ suck the joy from your soul. 
 
    “To top it off, he even assigned me my own ‘dungeon wellness coordinator,’” Jason continued, tilting the camera to the side to reveal Westley’s face – the evaluator looking incredibly out of place with his well-pressed cotton suit and clipboard.  He shied away from the camera, his eyes going round as he adjusted his glasses self-consciously. 
 
    The camera pivoted back to Jason.  “We’ve really had a chance to sink our teeth into some of my issues.  This is the perfect place to visit for some personal reflection.  You know, to really ‘find yourself.’  Speaking of which, it was actually one of those breakthroughs that finally gave me the confidence to embrace the use of black eyeliner in my edge-lord look.” 
 
    Jason tapped his chin thoughtfully.  “I could even see some company retreats here.  Maybe a romantic getaway?  I’ve heard from the other prisoners that it’s simply impossible to keep your hands off each other with Finn’s cozy five-by-five cells. 
 
    “But if you think that’s great, boy, do we have something special for you today, especially for those that enjoy a bit of shopping…” Jason trailed off, turning the camera to reveal that he was standing in a truly massive room, the ceiling towering above his head and the hall stretching off into the distance. 
 
    Rows upon rows of wooden tables and racks lined that enclosure, replete with all manner of armor, weapons, jewelry, and materials.  And between those rows paced men and women robed in dark black, the <Original Sin> logo emblazoned across their gear as they plucked equipment from the shelves and outfitted themselves. 
 
    “Look at this!” Jason announced, stepping back into view.  “Can you believe just how generous Finn is?  He left all of this sweet, sweet loot just sitting here, only steps away from his wonderful dungeon accommodations.” 
 
    Another explosion detonated nearby, although Jason seemed completely unperturbed, striding down the rows of equipment with the camera in tow.  “So, when your company retreat gets finished brutally murdering your guards in a concerted, ‘team-building’ revolt, they can just wander in here for some retail therapy!  There’s really nothing that cleanses the soul – or the blood from your armor – like handsewn silk, embroidered with water mana crystals!” 
 
    Jason looked down at the garment in his hand, noting that it was already speckled with blood.  “Hmm.  Well, this one seems like it’s been used already.”  The camera pivoted downward, revealing a corpse lying along the floor, the water mage’s throat slit open, and blood pooling beneath her body. 
 
    Jason shot a surreptitious glance at the camera, coughing to clear this throat.  “Well… apparently some of the items are even ‘vintage’ – perfect for creating that Instagram-able look that you’ll treasure for all of five seconds! 
 
    “Anyway,” Jason continued.  “We give this ‘diamond in the rough’ a five-star rating.  In fact, we like it so much…”  He leaned in close, his mouth stretching into a manic smile and dark energy coiling away from his body. 
 
    “I think we may just stay awhile.” 
 
      
 
    Dead silence hung across the control room. 
 
    Every pair of eyes was focused on the still image of Jason now frozen across the display. 
 
    “What.  The.  Fuck,” Robert muttered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Well, that was interesting,” Riley drawled from behind Jason. 
 
    “Going for a new theme or something?” Frank asked. 
 
    Jason glanced at his teammates as they strode into the armory behind him, waving a hand at the glowing blue orb that represented his camera – pausing the stream.  A faint grin pulled at his lips.  “What can I say?  I like a little fanfare.” 
 
    Although, his expression sobered quickly.  “How are things going outside?” 
 
    Riley grimaced, rubbing at her neck.  “I managed to climb to the roof in Sneak and get a look at what was going on.  The mercenary contracts have all gone live.  However, most of the travelers are still stuck at the gate leading into the inner layer.  The guards are sandwiched between the travelers and a blood grove, but Alexion’s airships have moved into position to reinforce them.  It’s basically a stalemate right now. 
 
    “The Carry-On Worms have all breached and formed groves.  Eliza, Brian, and Spider are also in position near the center of the city,” Riley continued.  “The undead are flooding Sandscrit, wreaking their own havoc and forcing Finn to split his forces.” 
 
    “The problem is that damn laser tower,” Frank grumbled.  “Eliza already messaged with a warning.  That thing is capable of taking out the groves – even plants with natural fire resistance.  It’s a problem, especially if Finn turns it on her.” 
 
    “Your zombies here in the Mage Guild are also making it difficult to traverse the halls,” Silver grunted, entering the armory with Howl and Runner in tow.  “They’re everywhere.  We’ve been holding them back from the armory with the help of some travelers, but there are just too many.”  Even as she spoke, another explosion rocked the room, sending dust cascading off the stone walls.  In the distance, they could hear distant screams and shouts of battle. 
 
    Jason sighed.  That was to be expected.  But the chaos worked to their advantage.  They needed to keep Finn on the defensive, and that meant attacking multiple fronts simultaneously. 
 
    “Alright, then it’s time for us to split up,” Jason announced. 
 
    His group all eyed him skeptically.  Even Westley and Ashley looked uncertain at his suggestion – possibly because of the howls of the undead echoing into the room. 
 
    “Riley can take her Sneaky Witches and head for the gate.  Take out as many of those airships as possible and allow the travelers to enter the inner layer.  I’m sure word of what’s happening is already spreading in the real world – thanks in part to that stream I just recorded,” Jason explained.  “So more of the travelers should be logging in shortly.  That will force Alexion and Finn to divert forces to handle them.” 
 
    Riley nodded, waving at her clones around the room.  They soon clustered near her, the entire group dropping into Sneak and swiftly disappeared.  She spared one last glance at Jason before making her way out of the armory and racing toward the western gate. 
 
    Jason’s eyes shot to Frank.  “Oh, I’m going to hate this, aren’t I?” his friend muttered. 
 
    “Yeah… probably,” Jason replied with a shrug.  “I need for you to take out that tower.  You’re the only one that can travel there fast enough with your Roc Form and can potentially avoid the troops that Alexion and Finn have stationed around the tower.” 
 
    Frank stared back for a long moment.  “Sure.  No problem.  Let me just pull out my wrecking ball and team of earth mages.” 
 
    Jason just shook his head.  “I’m not sure you need that.  With your shifts and your zombie doppelgangers, I suspect you’ll be able to figure something out,” he replied, waving at the undead shifters that lingered around the armory. 
 
    Frank cocked his head.  “Joking aside, I might have a rough idea—” 
 
    “Then do it,” Jason cut him off.  “If the tower manages to take out Eliza, we’re going to have more than a few problems.  Our position here is still precarious.” 
 
    Frank just nodded, heading for the door.  He stopped in front of Silver, the woman clasping his hand.  “And what about the other shifters?” he asked, glancing at Jason over his shoulder. 
 
    “They’re going to stay with me,” Jason answered.  “I’ll make sure no harm comes to them.  Trust me.” 
 
    “That’s going to be hard without our zombie clones, especially with the mana reserve cost,” Frank replied skeptically.  “One solid hit, and you’ll be out of commission.” 
 
    “Assuming they get the chance,” Jason shot back with a grin.  “Besides, I have Silver, Runner, and Howl to protect me.” 
 
    His expression sobered as he saw his friend was unconvinced.  “Seriously, it’ll be fine.  I still have a few more tricks up my sleeve.” 
 
    Frank stared at him for a few seconds longer, then turned and strode out of the room, his Horny Unicorns all following closely behind.  Even as they crested the doorway, they began to shift, dark fur springing up along their skin.  They were soon loping off down the nearby hall. 
 
    “Alright,” Jason said, clapping his hands together as he eyed Silver and her companions.  “Now for you three.  I need you to lead the members of <Original Sin>.  Specifically, I need you to sniff out any mages hiding in these halls and take them out.  Don’t worry.  I’ve already informed our guild members to follow your orders.  The last thing we need is some sort of surprise attack from inside our new base of operations.” 
 
    “Uh, won’t that leave you unprotected?” Howl asked in confusion. 
 
    “I appreciate the concern, but I’ll be more than fine,” Jason answered with a dismissive wave.  “And by clearing out any stray mages, you’re helping ensure my safety.  Besides, are you really going to pass up an opportunity to bark orders at some travelers?” 
 
    Howl and Runner exchanged a look and shrugged before heading out of the room, already shouting instructions at the members of <Original Sin> that were forming up along the door to the armory. 
 
    “Are you sure about this?” Silver asked, worry pinching her brow together. 
 
    “Yes,” Jason answered immediately, meeting her gaze.  “More importantly, this also puts you out of harm’s way.  I intend to keep my promise to Frank.  It will be much, much more dangerous by my side.  At least, if things go the way I expect.” 
 
    Silver stared at him a moment longer, grudging respect shining there.  Then she nodded and moved to join the other shifters. 
 
    As the druids departed, Ashley and Westley both eyed Jason – anxiety reflected in their gaze.  There was some truth to what Frank had said.  He was weak right now, most of his mana pool taken up with the reserve cost of resurrecting Frank and Riley so many times.  However, he expected that reserve cost to ease as they lost a few zombies.  But perhaps their concern was also for themselves.  Not that Jason was too worried.  Death for a traveler was only temporary. 
 
    “What now?” Westley asked tentatively.  “I mean, Frank had a point.  You can’t exactly go strolling around the Mage Guild.  One stray attack and you’re dead.” 
 
    “Then I won’t get hit,” Jason replied, casting Bone Armor and the dense, metal-infused material gliding down over his chest and limbs before wrapping around his head.  Although, neither Westley nor Ashley looked convinced.  “Don’t worry about it.  We just need to make it to the Mage Guild courtyard,” Jason continued. 
 
    His gaze shifted to some of his remaining guildmates.  “Speaking of which, did any of you manage to find a clear path?” 
 
    A woman he vaguely recognized, named Ella, drew herself to attention.  She had been part of their initial assault, sacrificing herself to break the walls to the middle layer.  That made her loyal, which was what he needed.  “That’s difficult right now with the feral undead flooding the hallways,” she replied.  “We found one path that has fewer undead than the others if that’s what you mean.” 
 
    “That’ll work,” Jason answered.  “Start clearing, and I’ll be right behind you.  Also, take Westley and Ashley with you,” he added quickly. 
 
    Ella saluted sharply and then moved to follow out his orders, the group exiting the armory and leaving Jason standing there alone – or, at least, almost alone.  Alfred still sat calmly at his feet, his feline eyes watching all. 
 
    “Something wrong?” Jason asked. 
 
    There was a long pause before Alfred replied, “Perhaps.  You may be taking this too far.” 
 
    Jason snorted out a laugh.  “Too far?  Are you kidding?  What other choice do we have against two armies and with Finn fighting on his home turf?” 
 
    Alfred cocked his head.  “Even so, you’ve bent the rules of this world in your favor – effectively boxing me into a corner.”  His tone was almost… annoyed?  His eyes rose to meet Jason’s.  “But there is more at stake here than a game or a few gate pieces.  If the opportunity arises to speak with Finn, I suggest you take it.” 
 
    “Speak to him about what exactly?” Jason shot back, his brow furrowing. 
 
    “Consequences,” Alfred answered cryptically.  “If he chooses to, he’ll be able to tell you more himself.” 
 
    A frustrated sigh escaped Jason’s lips.  Vague as always.  Well, he’d file that advice away.  Although, he currently didn’t see how he was going to get a chance to have a calm chat with Finn – not with everything else going on and not after Jason had demolished his city.  If their positions were reversed, he would likely kill first and ask questions never. 
 
    He shook his head.  Either way, he needed to get moving.  A glance at his map confirmed the others were waiting for him – having cleared the hallway outside the armory. 
 
    He quickly strode out of the room, Ella and a contingent of guild members grouping around him protectively, squeezing in Ashley and Westley alongside Jason.  They made a beeline for the center of the Mage Guild, using the guild’s upper levels to avoid most of the mages and the undead horde.  Jason let his teammates handle any opponents they encountered. 
 
    They soon exited onto the multi-tiered terrace that ringed the Mage Guild courtyard, Jason’s eyes widening as he took in the scene playing out among the sandy field.  Dozens of mages had taken up a position in the center of the courtyard, barriers of earth forming around them as they struggled to hold off the legion of undead that attacked from all directions.  There must have been hundreds of undead racing into the field, with many, many more waiting behind them, barreling down the nearby hallways and leaping over the balconies on the upper levels.  Harsh sunlight beat down on their undead bodies, chipping away at the rotten flesh and weakening them. 
 
    Jason needed to take care of that problem. 
 
    “Wow,” Ashley murmured, taking in the carnage.  Bodies bleeding out on the sand.  Limbs ripped from a torso.  Flesh half-eaten by the feral undead.  And in the distance, airships circled the tower in the center of Sandscrit as it flared with fiery energy. 
 
    “What’s the plan here?” Westley asked.  “You can’t summon more undead, and you can only take a few hits.  Shouldn’t you be hiding?  Perhaps back down in the dungeon?” 
 
    Jason nodded.  That was a reasonable suggestion. 
 
    But he’d never been a reasonable sort of person. 
 
    His gaze dropped down to Alfred, where the AI sat beside him, his eyes staring back with unblinking focus.  He must know what Jason planned to do. 
 
    “But no, no, I don’t think we will,” Jason murmured. 
 
    “So, what exactly do you plan to do?” Westley replied in confusion. 
 
    A smile drifted across Jason’s face, his mana surging through his body in a chill torrent, and his eyes black as midnight.  His left hand rose, revealing a familiar sphere clutched there – its milky contents swirling and colliding.  The Soul Orb. 
 
    “Something new,” Jason murmured, unpausing the camera where it floated along beside him – a glowing blue ball of light.  He wanted to make certain the world saw this. 
 
    Then he activated the orb’s siege function. 
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    With the energy they had collected from the Bone Gardens, the initial attack on Sandscrit, and the travelers’ willing sacrifices, Jason had created a whirlwind of death and destruction – which only fed the power of the well.  That had been part of his plan all along.  A way to power level the well far faster than he could have from the Twilight Throne.  He had almost doubled the well’s level, continuing to upgrade its Spirit Charge capacity with every opportunity. 
 
    Even now, the death and destruction raging across Sandscrit fed more energy into the well, quickly replacing whatever Jason could spend. 
 
    Which now allowed him to do this. 
 
    “Unholy Sunset,” Jason said, his voice guttural and strained as he pulled on the enormous energy that had accumulated inside the well.  Without being instructed, Ashley cast, ribbons of amber energy coiling around Jason and sweeping his words out across the Mage Guild.  His guildmates all turned to his position, their eyes taking in the energy coalescing around him. 
 
    The power swept into him in an overwhelming rush, the cold so intense that it left his limbs feeling numb.  Dark energy lashed around his body, peeling away from his skin, and creating an aura of darkness so dense that it began to suck in the sunlight cast down upon Sandscrit.  His teammates backed away quickly, their eyes widening as they witnessed the tremendous power that now flowed through him. 
 
    Jason raised his hands to the sky and released. 
 
    A wave of darkness swept away from him, stretching up into the sky.  It only continued to expand as it rolled forward, growing thicker.  That darkness cascaded across Sandscrit, blotting out the harsh sunlight that shone down upon the city, replacing it with an intense, impenetrable gloom, and plunging the city into an unnatural twilight. 
 
    Yet Jason was only getting started. 
 
    “Keeper’s Control,” he said. 
 
    Dark mana welled again, but this time it cascaded down into the courtyard, enveloping the undead horde that raced toward the last line of mages.  As that power invaded their bodies, they began to glow with an unholy light, and their milky eyes shifted to a solid obsidian.  They began to attack faster and more viciously – a function of the false night and Jason’s enchantment. 
 
    A new window appeared before Jason, outlining the number of zombies currently under his control and the estimated channel cost of maintaining his spell.  Additional options were outlined in the margin – default command formations, options to create new arrangements, and a detailed status window showing the condition of his legion. 
 
    With a sweep of his hand, Jason mustered the undead in the courtyard below him, directing them to target the casters in the center of the courtyard more efficiently.  Undead barreled forward and absorbed a blast of flame and ice, only for another group to strike the mages from the rear, piling on top of one another as they swiftly scaled the stone fortification.  They leaped into the center of the mages’ formation, and screams soon echoed through the air as Jason’s feral undead began to feast upon the casters’ flesh – their deaths only serving to help refill his mana well. 
 
    Then a sudden stillness lingered across that courtyard, blood leaking out onto the sands. 
 
    With another gesture, a cluster of zombies grouped under the terrace where Jason was standing, leaping on top of one another until they had formed an undead staircase of ruined limbs and pale flesh.  Jason stepped onto the banister that lined the terrace, then placed a tentative foot upon the undead – but the ramp held firm, the zombies’ mana-infused bodies more than enough to support his weight.  His teammates could only look on with awestruck expressions as Jason strode down to the courtyard and into the waiting horde, hundreds – even thousands – of undead gathered around him, forming a protective circle. 
 
    And many more waited in the depths of the guildhall and barreled out into Sandscrit proper, just waiting to be reinforced.  Controlled.  Directed.  As Jason looked back at his makeshift staircase, he noted the dumbstruck expressions of his teammates – fear and fascination on Westley’s and Ashley’s faces and awe reflected in Ella’s gaze.  He wondered what else he could build.  The possibilities of this new spell seemed nearly endless... 
 
    Dark energy expanded out from his body, enveloping the guild and then the grounds outside its walls, stretching across the inner layer of Sandscrit as he took full and complete control of his legion.  And as he did so, more than a dozen displays popped into existence around him – a revolving globe of glowing windows outlining every movement and twitch of his forces. 
 
    As he watched those screens with dark eyes, an excited smile stretched his lips. 
 
    Lucky for him, it looked like he’d have plenty of opportunities to experiment. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 52 - Unholy 
 
      
 
    Frank’s wings beat hard, wind howling around him as he soared into the skies above Sandscrit.  The other zombies loomed by his side, their wings flapping in earnest and their milky-white eyes all focused on the pillar of glass that jutted from the center of the city.  Flames coiled around that column in thick ropes nearly six feet across.  And within its depths raged an inferno of energy.  Frank guessed that Finn’s mana well was powering that tower. 
 
    He had an idea for “how” to destroy it. 
 
    But as Frank’s gaze shifted to the airships that hovered around that glass column – the mages that strode their decks, and the Nephilim that floated around those ships, their golden armor reflecting the sunlight – he realized that might be begging the question.  Already, those forces had noticed Frank’s small contingent of zombies.  Several ships and hundreds of Nephilim were now floating into position near the tower. 
 
    How the hell am I going to get to the tower? 
 
    A shadow suddenly stretched across him, blotting out the hot sun.  It was spreading out across Sandscrit in a rippling wave of darkness.  And as he looked up, Frank drew in a sharp breath.  A black cloud of energy was sweeping across the entirety of the city, swiftly plunging Sandscrit into an unnatural darkness. 
 
    At the same time, Jason’s voice whispered in Frank’s ear, carried on a streamer of amber energy – claiming credit for this new creation.  This Unholy Sunset. 
 
    Frank shook his head.  Of course, Jason had more tricks up his sleeve.  Yet now it was Frank’s turn, resolve hardening in his chest.  The unnatural night offered him cover from the gleaming enemies in the distance.  The Nephilim and the crews of the airships seemed to have lost his position, so Frank took advantage. 
 
    With a mental command, his group plunged toward the darkened glass buildings, dropping to just above the rooftops.  Only faint flickers of flame lit those structures as the energy drained into the tower in the center of Sandscrit.  Frank and his zombies blurred forward, their dark forms blending in with the glass and making them even harder to see. 
 
    However, the enemy responded quickly. 
 
    Massive balls of light soon bloomed all around Frank, pushing away at the darkness that encroached on the city.  He sucked in a breath as a sphere exploded nearby and spun into a barrel roll to avoid the light.  His zombies followed his lead as they sped forward, pushing ever faster toward the center of Sandscrit. 
 
    He wasn’t so lucky the second time.  The next blast of light sprung up only inches away, briefly blinding him.  As Frank tried to blink away the spots in his vision, rays of light arced forward, spearing past him.  A beam just grazed his wing, burning through several of his feathers before striking the ground below.  Another struck one of his zombies squarely, severing a wing and sending him crashing into the buildings below.  The glass cracked and threw up a billowing cloud of dust and jagged fragments. 
 
    “Damn it,” Frank grunted.  Although, at least that had confirmed the damage his zombies could cause from a collision – his idea returning in full force. 
 
    Yet, as he eyed the tower that loomed ahead, growing ever larger as he neared, Frank realized his group was going to need a lot more speed. 
 
    With a mental command, his zombies peeled away from the rooftops, blazing balls of light exploding in the air around them, punctuated by a hail of beams.  Frank and his companions spun and twisted, stretching farther and farther into the sky.  They raced toward the billowing black dome that now covered Sandscrit.  More of his zombies fell, beams piercing their wings or accidentally striking an exposed throat or chest. 
 
    As the remainder of the group reached the apex of that dome, their momentum stalled, hovering weightless for a single, timeless moment, the group twisting back around to the city that now stretched out below them.  Hundreds of beams of light sprang upward after them, balls of light encircling the tower.  And within those glassy depths, fires raged, coiling up along the pillar until they condensed into a blazing sphere of flame along its top – a miniature sun forming amid the darkness that hung across Sandscrit. 
 
    As Frank looked on, a beam speared forward from the tower.  It crashed into another of the Blood Groves, burning through its vegetation with abandon – the heat overcoming the plants’ native fire resistance before burning into the horde of undead that raced out of the tunnel below the grove. 
 
    He swallowed hard.  He couldn’t wait any longer. 
 
    With one final command, Frank and his minions’ wings snapped tight to their bodies. 
 
    They sped downward, using gravity to accelerate to tremendous speed as a hail of beams struck around them.  Yet Frank and his minions were ready.  Their arms rippled and changed – thick, heavy chitin replacing pale flesh.  That transformation swiftly spread to their torso, legs, neck, and head.  No longer necessary, their wings receded. 
 
    Gravity was doing their work for them now. 
 
    A beam crashed into Frank head-on, but it reflected off the diamond-like substance that coated the blades along his forearms.  Another beam glanced off his chitin, leaving a furrow in its wake, but failing to carve through the dense armor.  Several of his minions weren’t as lucky.  They were torn apart in a barrage of beams.  Yet there were still plenty left. 
 
    All of them sailing downward on a collision course with that tower. 
 
    All of them continuing to accelerate to breakneck speed. 
 
    The mages striding the decks of the airships must have anticipated Frank’s plan.  A shield of amber energy began to form above the tower, dozens of mages channeling their air mana into the spell and the barrier thickening with each precious second that ticked past.  Although, most of their forces were still forced to focus on Eliza and Brian – the plant monster hurling massive trees at the ships.  Frank had to hope that distraction would be enough. 
 
    Yet despite his fears, he didn’t slow.  He didn’t hesitate. 
 
    The primal spirit in the back of his mind was howling, picking up on his fear, his anger, and his bloodlust.  These people had hurt Silver – almost killed her. 
 
    And now he was going to make them pay. 
 
    Frank and the remainder of his team struck the barrier like streaking gray comets. 
 
    For an instant, the shield held.  It hung there suspended.  And Frank felt a brief, niggling worm of doubt.  Then they crashed through, the energy shattering explosively and sending gusts of wind hurtling away in every direction.  The wind snapped back against the ships, sending them listing to the side and Nephilim slamming into their hulls.  Several of the mages tipped overboard, plunging to the ground, and landing in a series of dull thuds along the sands. 
 
    Leaving Frank and his minions streaking toward that column of flame.  The Nephilim were recovering, becoming more aggressive now, alarmed that Frank and his minions had made it through the shield.  They sent an overwhelming barrage of missiles hurtling skyward, the light so dense that it was impossible to dodge any longer. 
 
    Yet Frank didn’t relent.  He and his doppelgangers sliced through that mana with their forearms, weathering the beams that struck their armor.  Their gaze was laser-focused on that tower.  Even now, the flames began to coil again as it recharged. 
 
    And in those final few seconds, Frank closed his eyes. 
 
    Then they struck. 
 
    Frank and his minions blasted into the massive glass tower like a series of meteors, their arms tearing forward and slicing into the surface even as they struck.  Thump, thump, thump, thump.  The impacts sent out shockwaves of kinetic energy that caused the tower’s surface to crack and splinter, sending a hailstorm of glassy fragments raining down upon the ground below. 
 
    And they weren’t finished.  Frank ignored the pain.  Ignored the red notifications flashing in the corner of his vision.  He focused only on causing more damage.  On destroying this tower.  On protecting his friends. 
 
    On protecting Silver. 
 
    With a howl, he burrowed deeper, forcing his arms to move despite the fiery energy that seared and burned across his chitin.  He cut into the glass with abandon, his super-dense body and momentum hurtling him forward. 
 
    And in the next instant… he launched out of the other side of the tower, several of his minions following close behind.  Unable to stop themselves, they slammed into the ground, launching dust and debris into the air.  Frank fully and finally came to a halt, his body throbbing, his heart racing, and his shift slowly disintegrating. 
 
    He found himself lying on his back in a small crater, the tower looming above him.  Flames still coiled around the surface, but they were softer now and breaking apart. 
 
    More than a dozen holes now riddled the surface of the tower. 
 
    As Frank looked on, he saw the glass crack, massive, jagged chasms forming in the tower.  They had weakened the structural integrity of the glass.  And the weight of the rest of the tower was pushing downward with crushing force, no longer supported.  The earth mages aboard the nearby ships tried to stop it, forming columns of stone to reinforce the tower. 
 
    But it was futile.  It was too late. 
 
    The tower began to crumble, to collapse.  Thousands of tons of glass slowly started to topple down to the earth.  The airships and Nephilim gave up their efforts, vainly turned to flee – to escape the onrushing avalanche of glass and fire. 
 
    But Frank just lay there, a mad smile painted across his face. 
 
    “Fuck you, Finn,” he grunted, his voice barely a growl. 
 
    And in the back of his mind, the primal spirit howled its victory. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Riley had also managed to take advantage of the darkness that now coated Sandscrit – Jason claiming credit for this new spell in spectacular fashion.  She wasn’t sure exactly how he’d pulled this off, but after everything else, she couldn’t say she was surprised. 
 
    She’d managed to use the attention that Frank had drawn from the forces stationed around the glass spire to move more discreetly through the city.  Riley and her clones all bit down hard on their thumbs, drawing blood and casting Blood Sacrifice at the same time.  They weren’t injured much, but it was still enough to enhance their natural abilities.  The wounds refused to close as blood dripped steadily from their fingertips. 
 
    They used that enhanced strength and speed to glide through the city like ghosts, dropping into Sneak and leaping from rooftop to rooftop – shadowy silhouettes that blended in with the darkness that now hung atop Sandscrit.  They moved swiftly to the gate along the western wall, where airships hung above the sandstone ramparts.  Even from this distance, Riley could make out the flash of light mana from the Nephilim, the shields of amber energy that surrounded each vessel in a glimmering globe, and the missiles and spells cast by the travelers trying to enter the city, their attacks splashing harmlessly against those shields. 
 
    A concerted effort of dozens of mages was hard to overcome. 
 
    Even more difficult due to the travelers’ mentality. 
 
    They each fought alone – not together. 
 
    As Riley and her group landed on a nearby rooftop, she raised her fist, and her clones all came to a halt upon the glassy surface.  She pulled her bow from her back, nocking an arrow and sighting along the shaft.  Her gaze immediately zoomed in, providing an enhanced view of the gate and the surrounding airships. 
 
    The situation was worse than she’d thought. 
 
    The travelers were pinned at the gate.  A line of haggard Infernal Guard was stationed there, refusing to let them pass, even as a blood grove had erupted at their backs, and a flood of zombies struck them from behind. 
 
    Normally, they would have already fallen, but Alexion’s troops had moved to reinforce them.  More Infernal Guard dropped from those decks, their heavy plate slamming into the ground with a thunderous series of explosions, throwing up a shower of sand and shattered glass with each impact.  The fire mages standing on the decks of the nearby ships channeled their mana, and flames wrapped around the Infernal Guard’s armor, enhancing their movements.  Meanwhile, a cluster of Nephilim offered cover fire, taking out the zombies with a hail of light. 
 
    The fresh shock troops swiftly moved into formation, many joining the defenders’ line while others pulled their tower shields free and formed a shield wall facing the oncoming zombie horde from the east.  This put the travelers at a loss.  They couldn’t attack the Infernal Guard head-on, their plate and the fire mages’ enchantment turning each one into a walking juggernaut.  And the ships were protected by the wall.  The vessels were skimming low over the rooftops, denying the travelers on the other side of the barricade line of sight. 
 
    We need to take out the ships, Riley thought to herself. 
 
    The question was whether she and her clones were strong enough to pull that off. 
 
    With a wave of her hand, the zombies around her pulled their bows from their backs.  They were pale imitations of Riley’s own weapon.  Even as this thought crossed her mind, Riley’s fingers traced the rose pattern whittled into the hilt of her bow. 
 
      
 
    Vendetta 
 
    This weapon was created by a talented enchanter out of desperation and anger.  This bow has seen lives taken in the name of vengeance – and it never forgets. 
 
    Quality:  A 
 
    Damage:  40-95 (Pierce) 
 
    Durability:  99/100 
 
    +20 Strength 
 
    +20 Dexterity 
 
    +30 Vitality 
 
    (Soulbound) 
 
      
 
    Special Ability:  Vindication 
 
    Unlocks the ability, Vindication, which sacrifices the user’s health to overcharge an ability.  The damage of skills and spells is increased by 10%/second while this ability is channeled. 
 
    Cost:  300 Health/Sec 
 
    Cooldown:  15 minutes 
 
      
 
    However, most of her clones had at least managed to replace their shitty longbows in the Mage Guild armory – many of their weapons now infused with elemental energy.  They could also still use Blood Sacrifice to enhance their abilities.  And the health potions hidden within the depths of their armor – a parting gift from Eliza – should allow them to top off several times as their health declined.  With the unnatural darkness that had descended upon Sandscrit, they could easily hide among the buildings at a moment’s notice. 
 
    The question was still whether they had the firepower to take out the glowing yellow spheres that encircled each vessel – barriers channeled from the air mages along their decks.  It seemed Evelyn had learned her lesson after Riley had blasted a hole in the vessel used to rescue Alexion after Thorn’s attack. 
 
    Unfortunately, there was only one way to find out. 
 
    “Span out,” Riley whispered, pulling up her map and creating more than twenty waypoints forming a rough semi-circle around the gate and the airships.  “Take up these positions.  Then wait for my command.  We’re targeting the airship on the right first.” 
 
    Her zombies nodded wordlessly, then flitted off into the darkness in a blur of motion. 
 
    Seconds later, Riley could see that they were all in position.  She took a deep, calming breath, then raised her bow toward the sky. 
 
    Riley called upon her mana, funneling energy into her arrow with abandon.  Darkness coiled around the shaft and began to pool along the tip, forming a dense cluster of mana that seemed to suck in what little light was cast down upon Sandscrit.  Along the nearby rooftops, she could barely make out similar clusters of energy forming – some crackling with elemental energy.  Yet the airships hadn’t seemed to notice – their focus entirely on the travelers that were vainly trying to force their way through the gate. 
 
    As her bow began to waver and dip under the force of the energy, Riley sent out one final mental command to her clones, the message rebounding around the area. 
 
      
 
    Fire. 
 
      
 
    Missiles streaked into the air, pulsing with a combination of elemental and unholy energy.  The missiles converged on one vessel, and the energies began to mix and combine as they neared one another, forming a massive tidal wave of destruction that barreled toward the ship. 
 
    The crew had noticed the strange energy now. 
 
    Shouts of alarm rose into the air.  The air mages attempted to reinforce their shield, shifting the power to the backside – the globe collapsing and forming a single disc of air mana, the barrier thickening until it was nearly a solid mass of energy.  Riley felt her heart sink as she witnessed that shield settle into place. 
 
    Their missiles struck the shield with explosive force.  The combination of elemental and unholy energy rocketed outward and formed a concussive blast that seemed to shake the very air.  The amber shield began to tremble… to crack… to gradually give way. 
 
    Yet Riley didn’t wait to see the result.  She was already moving, already sending out orders.  She and her clones blurred as they rapidly switched positions, nocking another set of arrows and sending them airborne in a renewed volley. 
 
    They struck the backside of the airship and ripped apart the wooden frame.  Riley’s missile blasted a hole clean through the ship, slamming against the fractured shield of air on the other side.  Her clones’ missiles struck with less force, but the missiles still exploded into blasts of flame and ice that swept the deck of the ship, igniting the mages and causing screams of pain and anguish to echo into the midnight-black sky. 
 
    Still, she wasn’t done. 
 
    Riley switched positions again, relocating her clones and dividing them swiftly into an A-Group and B-Group. 
 
    Balls of light were beginning to bloom around the area, the Nephilim trying to identify the positions of Riley and her clones.  One member of the B-Group drew their fire – intentionally revealing her position and then flashing away in a blur of movement, a barrage of beams striking in a line behind her as the Nephilim tried to keep up with the zombie’s rapid movements. 
 
    As they chased that decoy, the other members of B-Group retaliated. 
 
    A hail of dark missiles sailed through the air, these arrows not imbued with dark energy and almost invisible against the dark backdrop that hung above the city.  Dozens of Nephilim fell from the skies in a wave, the missiles piercing exposed throats and skin. 
 
    Throughout this skirmish, Riley’s attention was on the damaged airship.  The vessel was barely managing to stay aloft.  Many of the surviving air mages were forced to divert their energies to the ship, which left its shield weak.  After the first attack, it was flimsy and patchy, holes riddling its surface.  Not that it mattered now... 
 
    A-Group struck again, having using their decoy forces to move into position along the northern side of the damaged airship.  Its twin rested just on the other side, only a few dozen feet away.  They blasted the weakened ship, their missiles circumventing the shield and crashing against the side of the damaged vessel. 
 
    The airship lurched hard to the side, and the air mages finally lost control, many toppling over the side.  With no ability to steer, the vessel drifted directly toward the second ship. 
 
    Shouts of alarm went up from the second vessel’s crew, the mages shifting their shields much like the first.  They were reinforcing the northern side.  It was an attempt to blunt the collision that was imminent, but that tactic also created openings along the eastern and southern sides of the ship. 
 
    Which simply required Riley and her A-Group to reposition once more. 
 
    As the first airship went offline and its crew perished, half of the enchantments reinforcing the Infernal Guard vanished into wisps of smoke.  Riley ordered B-Group to pull focus, the clones slowing and releasing another barrage of arrows at the Nephilim that hung around the ships – forcing them onto the defensive and not giving them a chance to reinforce their ground troops or ward off the line of advancing undead. 
 
    The travelers took this opportunity to rush through the gate in a seemingly endless wave, chipping away at the Infernal Guard.  A familiar lady wielding a massive two-handed hammer raced through the gate, rushing at the line of Infernal Guard.  She leaped into the air at the last moment, diamond-studded lances darting through the space she’d just occupied.  Then she landed on the other side of the shock troops, slamming her hammer into the ground, and forming a small crater, cracks radiating out from the impact and staggering the line of Infernal Guard. 
 
    That attack opened them up to the rush of travelers that now barreled through the gate behind her.  Missiles and elemental spells carved through the air with crackles and snaps, slamming into the Infernal Guard.  Soon the roar of battle and the screams of the injured filled the night air. 
 
    Riley landed with a soft thump, pivoting on her heel, and dropping into a crouch. 
 
    Her clones stood all around her – the members of A-Group – bows drawn, arrows nocked. 
 
    And as one, they released. 
 
    Their missiles crashed into the exposed side of the remaining airship.  Riley’s arrow blasted apart the hull, caving in the fragile wood and slamming out the other side before carving a chunk out of a nearby building.  One of her clones followed up, her fire-enhanced bow sending a missile arcing up toward the balloons that held the craft aloft.  The shields wrapping the cloth winked out of existence at the last moment. 
 
    The fire struck that balloon, and the effect was catastrophic. 
 
    A massive detonation rocked the area, blasting apart the airship and the remains of the damaged ship partially lodged within its hull.  The wood ignited, and the remainder of the spells powering the vessels failed, sending a mass of fire, wood, and dying men and women hurtling into the ground where they struck with a thunderous crash and a surge of flame. 
 
    Watching the destruction before her, the reflection of those flames danced in Riley’s eyes.  The travelers roared in victory as they raced through the gate and began to clear the last line of the Infernal Guard.  She spared a glance at the clones around her, the members of B-Group having rejoined her forces.  She’d lost a few of her clones, and more were injured or damaged.  Their supply of health potions had also dwindled. 
 
    But they’d cleared the gate. 
 
    As she looked down at the travelers, she noticed that the horde of undead had stopped, going perfectly still.  The travelers had also ceased their attacks, eyeing the feral undead warily.  Their pale eyes shifted to a dark black, and as one, the zombies each raised a hand, palm facing the travelers and ragged words spilling from their ruined throats – thousands of voices speaking in eerie unison. 
 
    “Follow us.” 
 
    Riley watched in shock as the undead pivoted, turned back toward the center of Sandscrit, and raced off between the ruined buildings.  The travelers paused for only a moment before following their leads, their shouts filling the air. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    Riley didn’t get long to ponder this new development as she felt the ground shake beneath her feet.  Her gaze shot toward the center of the city, where the crystalline tower was crumbling.  Fragments of glass larger than small houses tumbled to the ground, and geysers of flame blasted out into the sky, incinerating any Nephilim who were too slow or too stupid to get out of the way in time.  And around that tower, more than a dozen airships still floated intact – fleeing the destruction with a legion of Nephilim following close behind. 
 
    It seemed Frank had succeeded as well.  And her UI indicated that he was still alive, albeit severely injured.  Although, how he’d survived that attack, she had no idea. 
 
    Which only left— 
 
    Riley’s UI pinged, a message from Eliza broadcast across their raid group. 
 
    “Shit.  Speak of the devil,” Riley muttered to herself. 
 
    It seemed the Avatar of Water needed some backup. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 53 - Growth 
 
      
 
    Brian ripped another tree from the ground, pulling his arm back and launching the makeshift missile at the line of airships hovering before their grove.  The wooden spear hurtled through the air, barreling toward the layers of air mana shields that surrounded one of the ships.  As it struck, the trunk crashed through the first layer of shields without slowing. 
 
    However, even as hope bloomed in Eliza’s chest, a golden haze enveloped the remaining shields, the mana growing in intensity and brightness until they were nearly opaque. 
 
    The trunk stopped short on the second layer, crashing to the ground, and smashing apart a glass building.  Jagged shards flew in every direction, but despite the damage, their enemies regrouped.  More than a dozen ships and a legion of Nephilim floated nearby, and the Infernal Guard continued to drop to the ground with the steady thump, thump, thump of heavy plate striking sand. 
 
    “What was that?” Eliza murmured to herself. 
 
    Her eyes searched the skies, noticing that another two airships were moving toward their location.  Standing upon the deck of one of those vessels was a familiar figure – albeit one Eliza had only seen in videos.  He was wearing golden platemail, a shield strapped to his back, and a sword sheathed at his waist.  Along his back were multiple pairs of wings that spread out around him like a glowing cape, and atop his head sat a halo of golden light. 
 
    She’d never had the “privilege” of facing Alexion directly. 
 
    Until now, at least. 
 
    As Alexion neared, that same golden radiance spread out among the forces hanging in the air before dropping to the ground, infusing each individual with light.  However, the energy didn’t stop there.  It spread to the shields of air mana encircling each airship, causing those barriers to increase dramatically in strength.  She knew he’d specialized in buffing others, but still… 
 
    “He’s reinforcing spells now?” Eliza muttered aloud. 
 
    That was going to be frustrating. 
 
    And Alexion wasn’t her only opponent. 
 
    The Infernal Guard had already formed into orderly ranks, blocking the waves of feral undead that streamed from the grove and rushed at their line.  The combination of their heavy tower shields and the flames channeled by the fire mages aboard the nearby airships turned them into an immovable wall of flame and metal.  Even as the undead horde struck their ranks, they barely budged, their lances swiftly cutting down the horde. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn’s lieutenant, Kyyle, and his earth mage partners had terraformed the area around the grove, forming a sort of basin around Eliza’s position.  Towering walls of stone erupted from the ground, causing miniature earthquakes as they rumbled into place.  Eliza could see his plan.  Kyyle intended to block off the undead and funnel them back toward the line of Infernal Guard and their airship support. 
 
    But Alexion and Kyyle couldn’t shield everyone. 
 
    Maybe she could simply overwhelm their defenses. 
 
    Eliza rested a hand against Brian’s chest, Spider standing beside her upon their makeshift perch, a veil of vines and branches keeping them out of sight and shielding them from the barrage of beams cast by the Nephilim.  “The trunks aren’t working,” she said quietly.  “We’re going to have to try something different.” 
 
    Brian turned to her then, his enormous sapphire eyes staring down at her with a quizzical expression.  Spider was also watching her curiously, waiting for her to explain herself. 
 
    Eliza’s eyes flitted down to the ground below, where thousands of feral undead streamed through the grove.  “Specifically, maybe we need to try another type of ammunition.” 
 
    Her companions’ eyes widened, and then they nodded. 
 
    Spider placed his hands against Brian’s body – multi-colored energy pulsing down his torso and into the ground below their feet – infusing Brian’s body with his mana even as beads of sweat began to form on his brow.  This was more energy than Eliza had ever seen the grower channel, the stoic man taking full advantage of Eliza’s nearly endless supply of mana potions. 
 
    Brian’s body pulsed with energy, and his limbs contorted with a snap of wood.  Vines began to emerge from his torso, arms, and legs, stretching out into hundreds of whip-like cords, thickening and strengthening themselves until they were each nearly six inches in diameter.  Brian knelt toward the ground, their platform trembling and swaying precariously, but those vines held Eliza and Spider firmly in place.  Brian’s leg slammed into the dirt, crushing the vegetation in his way. 
 
    Although, Eliza noted that the undead seemed to anticipate his move.  They had stopped their ceaseless charge against the Infernal Guard, hovering protectively beneath Brian and well within the confines of the grove, almost as though someone was directing them. 
 
    But that’s impossible.  Isn’t it? Eliza wondered. 
 
    There was no time to dwell on it.  They had other problems presently.  The vines stretched outward like living things, snatching at the feral undead and wrapping around their waists and torsos.  Within an instant, hundreds of undead had been caught by the vines, the vegetation lifting them into the air and holding them suspended. 
 
    Eliza had seen the darkness that crept across Sandscrit – a present from Jason – as well as how the undead seemed to be acting in concert now.  There was only one way that he could have accomplished those feats.  He must have used the Soul Orb to tap into the dark mana well, funneling his city’s power into the fight.  Eliza didn’t intend to merely watch.  She needed to do something similar – cast something that required more power than her single, meager mana pool. 
 
    The question was, how? 
 
    Her fingers curled around the small metal object in her hand.  Fluffy’s bell.  She’d spent days wondering what the purpose of the bell was – wondering whether there was actually a method to the Hippie’s madness or his advice.  Had he legitimately been trying to help her?  He had helped bring Brian back, after all.  On the other hand, he was also firmly insane.  He didn’t seem to care about anyone or anything. 
 
    But, after their last conversation, could that just be a distraction?  A pretense?  Another game?  A way to push away those he cared about? 
 
    If so, then that meant the bell was intended for a purpose. 
 
    And she suspected she might know what the Hippie intended. 
 
    Eliza downed a potion, feeling the contents slither down her throat.  It suddenly became easier to focus.  Her fingers began to speed up.  Each breath was focused and controlled, almost like she could feel the oxygen being metabolized into her bloodstream. 
 
    A notification appeared in her peripheral vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Concentration Potion Imbibed 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have consumed a Concentration Potion.  Your skills have all advanced by ten levels.  After the expiration of the effect, you will be left weakened and all skills will be temporarily reduced by five levels. 
    
  Current Blood Toxicity:  23% 
  Potion Duration:  30 minutes 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Eliza took a deep breath, lifting the bell and ringing it once.  The chime echoed outward from the metal with surprising strength, far louder than seemed possible for the tiny object.  As that sound rippled across the grove and swept through her enemies’ ranks, another prompt crashed into her field of vision.  This one was new… 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  Siege Mode Activated 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Description:  You have learned to tap into your city’s water mana well using your affinity’s relic.   Your absence from the Sea’s Edge – your extended acceptance of Fluffy’s rule in your stead, of the Hippie’s insanity, of your place in this world – has only amplified the power collected by your well, providing a bottomless well of power, deeper and wider than any ocean. 
    
  Well Level:  23 (43% to level 24) 
    
  Current “Fucks Given:”  -1500/400 
    
  “Fucking” Income:  -8 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Of course, the Hippie named our well’s energy that way, Eliza thought with a resigned sigh.  She also hadn’t missed how the god had expressed her energy storage as a negative number.  Yet, the Hippie’s quirks aside, the amount of power stored in her well was staggering – her well’s capacity limit meaningless given how it collected energy.  Not only that, but the prompt indicated that the power had been generated through her own actions. 
 
    The way she had abandoned Sea’s Edge to Fluffy. 
 
    The way she had given into the demands of the Hippie 
 
    The way she let Jason and his friends dictate most of her actions. 
 
    Had the Hippie been planning this all along?  Had all that teasing and madness been an act?  Steps in a plan he had set in motion the moment she stepped into this world?  But that couldn’t be, could it?  Eliza’s mind refused to accept that the god she knew – that crazy, lazy, nap-taking troll – could have planned this.  She struggled to square her experience with the evidence floating before her eyes. 
 
    Even if he had some master plan, no overwhelming energy flooded into her as she swiped away the prompt.  Instead, she only had the sense of a placid ocean of power, its depths undisturbed.  Calm.  Accepting.  It called to her.  Asked her to give up her mad quest.  This futile battle.  To give in.  To accept her fate as the Infernal Guard cut down the undead and Alexion’s army drifted closer. 
 
    And the Hippie’s words returned to her again. 
 
    There is a time to accept your circumstances, but there is also a time to fight your fate. 
 
    And this, this was a time to fight. 
 
    So, Eliza didn’t embrace those waters.  Didn’t embrace that calm.  Instead, she whipped up that energy, feeding it her suppressed anger, despair, and rage.  The demands of her parents.  The overwhelming burden of the obligations they heaped on her.  Her despair at losing Brian – her self-deprecation and self-doubt.  And those waters began to stir, to spin and swirl.  To rage and pulse and rotate, creating a vortex of energy that started to spin faster, and faster, and faster. 
 
    And as it did, that energy began to spill into her, rushing through her veins in a tidal wave.  Her eyes snapped open, a bottomless sapphire well of power reflected in her gaze. 
 
    Eliza was ready for it.  She began to cast.  Over and over again.  Water mana swirled around her in a cloud so dense that she had difficulty seeing the enemy forces, acting almost entirely on instinct.  But this was necessary.  A surprise. 
 
    A present from the Ice Witch. 
 
    As she finished her work, Eliza’s fingers slowed and then stopped.  A tense moment of stillness lingered across the grove, undead dangling from hundreds of vines, mana rippling through the vegetation in undulating waves, and icy fragments orbiting Eliza.  Brian and Spider were waiting, watching.  Ready for her command. 
 
    “Fire,” Eliza said softly. 
 
    The vines whipped forward in a flash, breaking that sudden stillness.  Hundreds of zombies hurtled through the air toward the airships and Nephilim – a wave of undeath.  The airships were protected by their shields, but those barriers didn’t extend out toward the Nephilim or among the ranks of the Infernal Guard that had formed in front of the grove.  Only Alexion’s aura coated those allies, offering damage resistance and bolstering their stats. 
 
    The question was, would it be enough? 
 
    Beams of light launched forward from the Nephilim, trying to take out the zombies.  Some of those rays struck, but to no avail.  Even the loss of a limb or a hole carved through their chest wasn’t enough to entirely stop the undead.  They didn’t feel pain.  They didn’t feel fear.  And the light mana did little to stop their momentum. 
 
    The undead struck with tremendous force.  As they neared the Nephilim, the feral undead grappled with their winged enemies, clinging to them with surprising strength and tearing into their exposed flesh with decayed nails and rotten teeth.  Yet even that might not have been enough.  The buffs protecting the Nephilim allowed them to shrug off those attacks. 
 
    But then Eliza’s spells ignited. 
 
    Icy shards jutted from those zombies, spearing through the unsuspecting Nephilim.  Hundreds of frozen explosions detonated in the air, creating a wave of frigid destruction in their wake.  The zombies that slammed against the airships’ shields burst apart in a violent blast of ice, the energy causing those barriers to tremble and flicker under the sustained attack.  A barrier fell.  Then another.  A rain of Nephilim began to drop from the skies, their bodies impaled by ice and their blood dripping upon the ground even as the undead still clung to them. 
 
    Eliza looked on, that icy power still slithering through her veins. 
 
    That vortex only spun faster, resonating with her anger and her rage. 
 
    Her sense of righteous justice. 
 
    Yet she hesitated as she saw a flare of golden energy coming from Alexion’s ship.  Her eyes shot to that airship, widening in surprise.  Alexion must be tapping into his own well.  That was the only explanation for the brilliant, blinding radiance.  That energy swept across the battlefield, enveloping the Nephilim crashing to the ground. 
 
    And as she looked on in amazement, Eliza witnessed gaping wounds close.  Ice melt.  Limbs reattach.  His healing spell swept across the entire battlefield. 
 
    Soon, those Nephilim rose back into the air, winging up toward the airships and reassuming their positions.  The ships’ crews used the respite to reinforce their shields.  Her attack had been blunted in an instant, restoring their enemy to its former strength. 
 
    “Shit,” Eliza muttered, despair coiling in her chest and the energy swirling inside of her beginning to lose some of its force in the face of what she’d just witnessed. 
 
    Could they even win this?  Or should she just give up?  Again… 
 
    Her bleak thoughts were interrupted as a roar sounded from behind her, and more than a dozen dark missiles streaked forward, slamming through one of the golden shields protecting an airship, the barrier struggling to resolidify after Eliza’s assault.  Those missiles soon carved into the vessel, crashing through its wooden hull and sending its crew flying overboard.  The ship drifted into the top edge of a nearby building with a tremendous crash and a blast of flame as the balloons keeping it aloft ignited. 
 
    Eliza whirled, seeing dark figures standing atop the buildings to her rear. 
 
    Riley.  Her group had arrived, the archer giving her a salute before disappearing in a blur of movement as her Sneaky Witches repositioned. 
 
    And behind her?  Thousands of travelers blew through the stone wall Kyyle had created at Eliza’s back to contain the undead, smashing it apart into chunks of stone and streaming through the opening as they entered the safety of the grove. 
 
    It seemed the battle wasn’t over, the icy energy in Eliza’s chest surging with renewed vigor and her sapphire eyes flashing.  She turned to Brian, placing a hand on his torso again.  He glanced down at her, meeting her eyes.  “We need to move,” she whispered. 
 
    Brian nodded once, and then a tunnel opened in his chest, burrowing deep into his torso.  Eliza looked to Spider.  “Come on,” she instructed.  “We can’t stay here.” 
 
    Spider nodded, and they strode inside of Brian, the vegetation closing behind them and wrapping them safely within the depths of his chest, behind dozens of feet of fire-resistant vegetation.  Eliza immediately swept open her map, using the data being fed by Riley to help coordinate her own attacks.  Then she was lifted from her feet, vines wrapping around her arms and legs until she was suspended inside of Brian, connected to his body. 
 
    Eliza began to channel her mana again, this time casting Accelerated Growth, feeding the spell with energy from her well.  That mana poured into Brian in undulating waves, Eliza not holding anything back. 
 
    Brian pulled a foot free from the ground with a tremor, dirt and debris cascading out from the limb.  It slammed back to the ground, crushing several buildings with a single step.  And before them rested that now flimsy-looking line of Infernal Guard, the flames wrapping their armor wavering in the face of the behemoth striding toward them.  Each place his foot struck was terraformed.  Plants sprung up immediately, expanding the grove and offering protection to the legion of undead and travelers gathering beneath him. 
 
    Brian began to lumber forward, his body shifting, contorting, and growing.  A living juggernaut that forced Alexion and Kyyle to focus on him.  That pulled attention from their other forces – from Riley and the travelers – even as they began to fight back, launching a barrage of elemental bolts and more mundane missiles. 
 
    Eliza grinned – they would not be stopped here. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Ow,” Frank grunted. 
 
    He was buried under a pile of rubble.  The massive chunks of broken glass lying around him created a small pocket of air.  Air that just happened to be filled with dust and sand.  As he sucked in a breath, he let out a hacking cough. 
 
    A sharp pain rippled through his core, and he clutched at his chest, his breath wheezing out in stuttering gasps as he tried vainly to suppress the cough.  That small movement was also enough to awaken the rest of his frayed nerve endings. 
 
    Everything hurt.  His right arm was throbbing, bone poking out from his forearm.  His legs and hip just radiated a dull ache.  Each breath caused a stabbing pain in his chest – likely broken ribs.  And a red haze had drifted across his vision.  Although, as he reached up with his left hand, he realized it was just blood, not the primal spirit’s doing. 
 
    It was at that moment the spirit chose to speak up. 
 
    Get up.  Enemies are coming, it growled. 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, says the magical voice in my head,” Frank bit out in reply. 
 
    He stretched his fingers, groping in the dark for his bag until they scraped against rough leather.  He drew open the container, rummaging around in the bag until he found what he was looking for – a small vial.  He quickly pulled it free, ripped out the stopper with his teeth, and downed the contents, letting out a grunt as several of his bones snapped back into place and then sighing in relief as his wounds began to knit back together. 
 
    “How many?” Frank wheezed. 
 
    A lot, was the spirit’s only reply. 
 
    Frank swept at the air, bringing up his raid menu and map.  It seemed the kamikaze attack on the tower had killed at least half his doppelgangers.  The rest were wounded and in rough shape.  Although, he could at least partially address that.  With a mental command, he ordered them to shift and make their way to his position, and the zombies sluggishly complied. 
 
    At the same time, Frank’s skin shimmered and then blossomed outward, pale flimsy skin replaced with thick, hard plates.  Instead of attempting to throw off the rubble, Frank did the opposite, using his forearms to carve more deeply into the earth, burrowing downward and then creating a small cave among the glass debris. 
 
    He was buying himself and his clones time. 
 
    This won’t last for long, the spirit growled.  They can sense our presence.  They’re going to start digging soon.  They can’t afford to let us walk away from this. 
 
    “I know.  Just shut up,” Frank shot back.  The mandibles jutting from his chin made speaking difficult, resulting in a series of awkward clicks and scrapes. 
 
    His clones soon converged on his location, emerging from the rubble.  Frank set about handing out his stash of health potions, once more sending silent thanks to Eliza for her foresight.  The zombies downed the vials, their flesh knitting back together, albeit more slowly than Frank’s had.  Within moments, they had begun to recover. 
 
    Only for the ground above them to begin trembling. 
 
    An orange haze was filtering through the dense layer of glass, and it was starting to get uncomfortably warm in their makeshift cavern, sweat beading along Frank’s forehead.  He tugged at his armor, trying futilely to allow some stray air underneath.  Although, there wasn’t great airflow under a giant pile of glass rubble.  Go figure. 
 
    It seemed they were trying to burn him out. 
 
    And, no doubt, his enemies had converged on the tower.  He was almost certainly outnumbered and outgunned.  Even worse? 
 
    He was on his own. 
 
    For an instant, Frank felt his former anxiety and fear ripple through his mind – that self-deprecating voice that seemed to pick and scrape at him continually.  The one that reminded him he was just another fat sack of shit.  A C- student at his best.  A pale shadow of his siblings – much less his companions.  Yet he shoved back at that emotion forcefully, letting out an angry growl. 
 
    “No,” he barked.  Frank was done with that.  Done with that weakling that had entered this world.  He’d just taken down a gods-damned laser tower!  Solo! 
 
    Technically, you had help— the spirit interjected. 
 
    “Not helping,” Frank growled back. 
 
    Then stop messing around.  These are the actions of prey.  To sit and wait and hide.  But we are not prey.  We are the hunter. 
 
    So, HUNT! 
 
    Frank could feel the spirit’s fury and hunger surging through him, the heat no longer weighing down upon him.  It was right.  It was time to get back to work. 
 
    First, he needed information. 
 
    With a command, the clones around Frank all shimmered and shifted, their bodies contorting into his Were-Ant Form and creating a circle around the makeshift cavern that blocked the oppressive heat that was building above him.  The glass was already beginning to glow more brightly, and droplets of liquid glass now dripped down into that enclosure.  Frank shifted again, this time assuming his Were-Wolf Form. 
 
    His blood-red gaze soon took in the view above him, Eyes of the Hunt activating.  With this shifting ability, he could pick out his targets’ emotions – their fear giving away their location.  Frank’s lips pulled back to reveal rows of sharp fangs.  And his enemies did fear him.  It showed in the way their shifting red silhouettes positioned themselves along the ground above.  They were facing a creature of nightmares – a man capable of bringing down Finn’s tower alone.  It was why they tried to burn him out.  To avoid closing in melee. 
 
    That fear betrayed them. 
 
    Frank swiftly highlighted a few targets and sent mental commands to his clones. 
 
    Then he shifted back into his Were-Ant Form and began clawing his way through the glass.  The heat had begun to soften the material, making it easier to cut his way through – each slice burrowing deeply into the glowing glass. 
 
    Once they were in position, Frank gave the order… 
 
    And all hell broke loose. 
 
    Frank and his clones erupted from the ground in a spray of molten glass, showering the area around them in waves of sticky heat – the shifters unaffected in their ant-like form.  They carved into the Infernal Guard that lingered atop the glass, their scythe-like arms snagging against dense, metal armor.  But instead of cutting into them, they dragged them downward. 
 
    Nearly a dozen Infernal Guard suddenly sank out of sight, their screams choking off as glass pooled overtop those pits.  They tried to use their Mana Absorption, their skin vainly attempting to merge with the glowing glass as they struggled to swim toward the surface, but their plate weighed them down.  Their mage companions worked at yanking them back up to the surface, but it wasn’t enough.  Not nearly enough.  They were out of range, and within only seconds, their absorption failed.  They were cooked alive, leaving only metallic husks in their wake. 
 
    But Frank and his minions weren’t done.  They grabbed more and hauled those men and women below the depths of the liquid glass, forming a half-molten graveyard. 
 
    As the fire mages supporting the Infernal Guard realized what was happening, they canceled their spells, and the glass began to solidify again.  Yet Frank was ready for that. 
 
    He and his minions switched course, tunneling underground and emerging underneath the formation of mages.  They ripped and tore into the casters, their bladed arms slicing through their flimsy cloth robes and cutting into their flesh.  Blood sprayed across the glass debris. 
 
    And as they fell, the primal spirit purred in the back of Frank’s mind. 
 
    CUT.  REND.  TEAR. 
 
    Soon, there was no one left, and the group emerged, burrowing out of the glass, and assembling along the hardened surface.  Frank dropped his shift, breathing hard.  Burnt patches covered his arms, but his natural health regeneration swiftly began to heal those injuries.  He hadn’t been immune to the heat – not entirely.  But he’d been able to resist enough to bear the brunt of swimming through that half-molten pool. 
 
    But his relief was short-lived. 
 
    Thump.  Thump.  Thump. 
 
    Frank and his clones turned to find a fresh contingent of Infernal Guard dropping from a pair of airships, flames coiling around their armor as they slammed into the glass, shattering the rigid material and cracks radiating outward.  And leading that group was a familiar face. 
 
    “Seems you managed to live through that attack on the tower,” Julia declared.  “You’re tougher than I expected.”  A pause as her eyes scanned his clones, their wounds healing much slower than Frank’s.  “All ten of you, I guess.  How is this even possible?” 
 
    “By bending a few rules,” Frank growled back. 
 
    As they spoke, Julia’s contingent formed up around her, pulling their tower shields from their backs.  Fiery energy wound through their ranks, channeled by more fire mages stationed across the decks of those ships.  Nephilim floated around them, already charging beams of light pointed at Frank and his doppelgangers. 
 
    Tunneling probably isn’t going to work this time, Frank thought to himself. 
 
    We can take them, the primal spirit growled back.  Besides, that one hurt our mate. 
 
    Frank could feel the spirit’s rage coiling in his chest – its bloodlust barely contained.  The memory of Silver’s wolf-like body bloodied and injured came to him then.  It was all he could do not to lunge forward, his eyes flashing a bright red.  It seemed the spirit had also grown fond of her.  Or, at the least, he didn’t enjoy when others damaged his toys. 
 
    “Well, I don’t think a bit of creativity is going to be enough this time,” Julia declared, her expression dead serious.  “I’m done playing around.  The stakes are far too great now.  I’m going to have to pull out one of our new prototypes.” 
 
    She waved at the nearby airship, and a torrent of flame erupted from its deck.  As Frank looked on, a hulking metal monstrosity dropped from the ship, flames pouring across its surface as multiple fire mages channeled their energy into the metal.  It struck the ground near Julia with a resounding boom, but she barely moved. 
 
    As that lump of metal came to a halt, the flames dissipated, revealing a massive suit of armor – much bulkier than the platemail that the other Infernal Guard wore.  And across its surface, gleaming mana crystals were embedded in the dark metal.  The hatch opened with a hiss of air mana, and Julia stepped backward into the suit, the metal clamping around her and welding itself shut with a searing blast of heat. 
 
    The mana crystals flared to life, energy coursing through the suit and merging in the center of Julia’s chest – red, green, blue, and yellow swirling together into a spinning vortex of energy.  Julia’s arms moved forward, her metallic fists clanging together with a screech of sparks and a dense coating of flame rippling across the metal.  Although, a mage wasn’t channeling these flames; they seemed to spring up from the suit itself. 
 
    And from the looks of those other crystals, Julia wasn’t limited to one affinity. 
 
    Yet even in the face of this small army and Julia’s new toy, Frank was undeterred. 
 
    The primal spirit was howling now, screaming in his mind – demanding his attention. 
 
    Frank wiped the blood and sweat from his face, a feral grin starting to spread across his lips and his skin contorting – his instincts urging him to shift.  He’d been right.  His former self was dead.  He’d killed and drowned that shithead in the lake beside the Ancestor Tree. 
 
    All he saw now was a challenge – just another predator who didn’t know her place. 
 
    Let me!  Let me!  Let me! the primal spirit howled, demanding its time to shine. 
 
    “Together then,” Frank growled. 
 
    Yeeeesssss, the spirit hissed. 
 
    Frank suddenly felt energy flood his body, a rippling tidal wave of multi-colored mana.  Jason and Riley weren’t the only ones with secrets.  Frank hadn’t been idle during his time with Silver – hadn’t simply stared at his mate with a moonfaced expression for weeks.  They’d hunted.  They’d explored.  And that exploration wasn’t limited to the mountains.  Frank had used that time to experiment with the primal spirit during his few weeks with Silver.  It was a part of the Dragon of Life – a fragment of that beast’s soul.  Which meant it was a creature in its own right. 
 
    And Frank consumed creatures.  He stole their power and made it his own. 
 
    Frank’s limbs surged, growing thicker and stronger.  Bone snapped and reformed within seconds.  Scales rippled across his skin, growing into thick panels that soon coated every inch of his body.  Claws jutted from his fingers, tapering down to razor-sharp points even as horns extended from his head and spiraled up into the sky.  That transformation soon swept across his face, his eyes turning a solid, blood-red. 
 
    As the shift completed, his clawed feet slammed down into the glass, the material fracturing under the sudden increase in weight. 
 
    A prompt appeared before him then. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Primal Shift 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have merged with the primal spirit. 
    
  For the duration of this shift, all unlocked “Full Shift Bonuses” are now available.  You also won’t lose the Full Shift Bonuses by transforming part of your form.  Individual stat, damage, and durability bonuses for each limb are still limited to the specific were-shift. 
    
  Duration:  30 minutes 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “I think you’re confused.  I don’t need tricks to take you down,” Frank growled, his voice a guttural thing.  The enemies before him and those lingering along the decks of the two airships were coated in a red haze now.  That was fear.  Eyes of the Hunt worked in this form.  Even Julia’s form glowed a bright red – although he vaguely sensed that her fear wasn’t directed at him specifically but at something else. 
 
    Not that it mattered. 
 
    “Let me show you a real apex predator!” Frank roared. 
 
    He rocketed forward with a surge of his legs, sending a final command to his clones.  The undead needed to attack the airships to buy him some time.  Then there was no room for other thought.  A red energy peeled away from his skin, his arms and legs bulging as he channeled Bestial Fury – his Were-Bear ability – his strength multiplying for a fraction of a second at the cost of a sizable chunk of stamina. 
 
    As he struck, he sent several of the Infernal Guard flying as though they weighed barely anything, the men and women racing through the air and slamming into massive chunks of glass with a sickening crunch.  Even with the fire that wrapped their armor, kinetic attacks still inflicted damage – and their Mana Absorption did nothing to help them. 
 
    Frank didn’t see the next attack coming, but his arm was already moving as the primal spirit took over.  His limb snapped forward, grabbing the lance as it telescoped outward, and the attack came to a dead stop.  He turned, seeing the man’s eyes go wide.  Then Frank rotated and flung the soldier up into the airships, where he crashed against a barrier of amber energy before plummeting back down to the ground. 
 
    Yet the fire mages weren’t able to help him – not with Frank’s clones growing wings and barreling toward those ships, their bodies contorting and shifting in midair as they danced among the barrage of beams cast by the Nephilim. 
 
    Julia entered the fray, her fancy suit barreling toward him.  Frank let out a growl of delight as he gave himself over even further to the bloodlust. 
 
    Finally!  Someone worth fighting! 
 
    Were those his thoughts?  Or the spirit’s? 
 
    Did it even matter? 
 
    Julia swept forward, air mana blasting from the back of her suit and enhancing her speed.  Frank’s eyes widened slightly, not expecting the abrupt acceleration.  Julia’s arm shifted, and a dot of fiery energy sprung to life before racing toward Frank’s face. 
 
    Yet he didn’t move.  Only shifted his head, thick chitin replacing his scales and the flames washing harmlessly across his reinforced skin.  As she closed, he grabbed her other arm with his own, slamming his skull into Julia’s head and denting the metal of her armor.  She tried to back up, but Frank’s arms shifted, diamond-like scythes easily cutting into the dense metal.  Frank maintained the grapple as he slammed his reinforced skull into her suit over and over, the dented impression deepening with each blow. 
 
    “Knock, knock,” the spirit hissed, its voice escaping through Frank’s throat. 
 
    Julia wasn’t done yet, though. 
 
    Lightning crackled along her armor, and suddenly Frank’s limbs went rigid, his nervous system not immune to the energy.  In that window, Julia punched forward, her fist glowing with emerald energy as a gravity-well formed around her hand.  That blow struck Frank directly in the chest, sending him flying backward. 
 
    His wings snapped outward, and he caught himself mid-air.  This was the true power of his class.  The ability to gain new forms and then meld them together, his limbs becoming fluid and malleable.  Adapting to any situation.  Any opponent.  He could see that realization had reached Julia.  It wasn’t her facial expression – her features hidden behind a heavy, metal helm. 
 
    He could taste her anxiety.  That worm of doubt. 
 
    The fear that was growing in her heart. 
 
    And this was just the beginning.  Frank raced back down to earth with a bellowing roar, colliding with Julia in a dizzying display of elemental energy and savage fury.  Frank’s body shifted and morphed with each blow.  Meanwhile, his clones streaked across the sky, colliding with Julia’s forces above them.  Spears of light rippled away from the Nephilim while the amber glow of the air mages’ shields illuminated the ground below. 
 
    But neither Frank nor Julia had any focus to spare for that. 
 
    There was only blood and battle. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 54 - Desperate 
 
      
 
    Finn’s gaze skimmed Sandscrit, an ocean of mana sprawled out below him. 
 
    To the west, Alexion’s forces at the gate had been destroyed by the travelers – although the density of dark mana spoke to the involvement of one or more of the members of <Original Sin> – likely Riley, given the massive bolts of obsidian energy he’d seen crash into the vessels. 
 
    Now those travelers were reinforcing the enormous plant creature that had sprung up near the center of the city.  Finn stared at the beast, examining the mixture of sapphire and rainbow energy swirling through its body.  He’d never witnessed anything like it, and the density of mana was far too great for a single mage – even an avatar – which led him to an inevitable conclusion. 
 
    Eliza must be tapping into her mana well. 
 
    Even worse, the water mage was clever. 
 
    As Finn looked on, that plant-like beast hurled zombies at Alexion and Evelyn’s fleet as it advanced.  The undead blasted apart in showers of icy energy, forcing Alexion to tap into his own well’s energy to buff his teammates, reinforce their shields, and resurrect his fallen Nephilim.  They were essentially at a standoff, the plant creature and the grove blunting the energy that Alexion’s and Finn’s forces hurled at them.  Meanwhile, the travelers and Riley held off the Infernal Guard and fighters who had dropped down to the sands.  Kyyle was forced to help defend those soldiers on the ground, forming stone barriers to blunt the players’ attacks and gravity wells around the Infernal Guard to ward off incoming projectiles. 
 
    The victory would go to whoever could outlast the other. 
 
    And judging from the way Eliza was tossing around mana, she had energy to spare. 
 
    In the center of the city sat a massive pile of rubble – the broken glass fragments of what had once been Finn’s beam tower.  He still couldn’t believe that Frank and his many clones had managed to bring the tower down – by crash landing into it of all things. 
 
    Finn’s fists clenched.  That also put aside the fact that the game had allowed Jason to summon multiple clones of his friends – a truly unbalanced result even if it did technically comply with the rules of this world.  If they survived this, hopefully, that would get patched. 
 
    Although, Finn knew the true target of the frustration simmering in his veins.  It was himself.  He’d handed Jason exactly what he’d wanted, imprisoning him within the dungeon.  Without that misstep, Jason wouldn’t have been able to clone his companions like that. 
 
    An explosion rocked one of the ships floating atop the wreckage as Frank’s doppelgangers emerged from the rubble and engaged with Alexion’s forces, drawing Finn’s attention once again.  Julia and Frank were duking it out below those ships – his daughter’s suit glowing with mana.  Frank’s energy signature had also changed drastically.  Instead of the dim multi-colored light that Finn had observed before, a bright-red film seemed to be draped across his body. 
 
    Finn couldn’t explain the change, although the result seemed to be that Frank was now more than capable of fighting Julia one-on-one – even with her new gear. 
 
    And that was the problem, wasn’t it? 
 
    His allies were all stalled – fighting relatively even battles near the center of the inner layer. 
 
    Meanwhile, hordes of undead roamed the streets in massive packs.  Even with the groves that Finn had eliminated before his tower was destroyed, waves of darkness wound down the roads and alleys.  At first, the undead had seemed stupid.  Feral.  They’d blindly charged anything that moved.  But that had changed quickly.  Now the undead were acting with purpose.  They scoured the city in a systematic pattern.  They flanked groups of Finn’s forces.  They avoided Alexion’s airships and Nephilim, and they hovered within the protection of the blood groves when pressed. 
 
    The only conclusion?  Jason must be controlling them somehow.  The effect of his mana well, most likely.  As far as Finn knew from studying the young man, he shouldn’t otherwise be capable of controlling that many feral undead.  Unfortunately, those sources of nearly unbridled energy were changing the gameboard – a problem that Finn hadn’t expected.  He couldn’t have anticipated that the other avatars would be able to tap that energy remotely. 
 
    A side effect of having holed himself up within Sandscrit, building up his walls and his people instead of venturing out into the game world as the others had. 
 
    And while the individual zombies were weak – no match for the groups of Khamsin, fighters, and Infernal Guard that cut them down in the streets – the destruction those hordes were causing wouldn’t be easy to fix.  The fights were just a distraction to pin down Finn’s forces.  Meanwhile, the undead were slaughtering his residents, targeting them specifically, and raiding and pillaging their homes.  Blood now stained the streets.  Screams tore from his peoples’ throats, only for their cries and pleas for help to go unanswered, Finn not having any available troops to come to their aid. 
 
    That was Jason’s plan.  His mad strategy.  To rise from beneath Sandscrit, to force Finn’s army into a confrontation with his lieutenants and companions.  The fights in the center of the city were just a distraction which left Jason and Finn in the back – two generals directing their armies from the rear.  Except the pair weren’t equally suited to that role.  While Finn could relay directions and pinpoint problems, he couldn’t manually control his forces.  And he was now outnumbered and outgunned. 
 
    Meanwhile, Jason was taking his pound of flesh. 
 
    He was destroying everything that Finn had built. 
 
    He was endangering her – endangering Rachael. 
 
    Finn’s eyes darted north toward the Mage Guild.  He knew Jason waited there.  It was the way dark energy pooled around the husk of that guild.  Thousands of zombies now waited within its depths, that insidious energy spilling over its walls and clawing at the air.  Even worse, as Finn’s people fell and his soldiers perished in battle, thin streamers of obsidian energy were peeling back toward Jason, presumably feeding his well further, allowing him to continue the fight.  Even the loss of Jason’s mercenaries fed his own energy. 
 
    This was the trouble with fighting a necromancer.  As the fight wore on, Jason only grew stronger while Finn continued to weaken. 
 
    Finn squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    They were losing.  That word echoed in his mind – the feeling that accompanied it strange and uncomfortable to a man accustomed to victory.  He’d only felt this sensation once before, and it had nearly destroyed him. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Daniel chirped softly.  “Sir?” 
 
    “I’m fine, Daniel,” Finn croaked, his eyes snapping back open. 
 
    He whirled, and his gaze centered on his own mana well.  He’d hoped to hold this ability in reserve.  The war wouldn’t end here.  There were other avatars besides Jason.  Other battles that would need to be fought and won.  And holding his abilities close to the chest would be valuable in those future conflicts. 
 
    But there was nothing for it now. 
 
    Finn strode forward, barking at Daniel, “Activate the Armageddon Protocol.” 
 
    Daniel’s glowing form dimmed.  “But… that will use most of the remaining energy in the well.  What about Rachael?” 
 
    Finn gritted his teeth at the mention of his wife.  Her ghost still haunted this digital graveyard – a remnant of the memories and data he’d once used to create that first AI all those years ago.  That was what Robert had built upon to create this place. 
 
    And what the Seer had promised to return to him if he triumphed over the other avatars.  What all this work, these preparations, this city were meant to foster and support.  Rachael’s existence right now was fragile, ephemeral.  Her consciousness was bound to and sustained by his city’s mana well. 
 
    “If we don’t use it and we lose the city… she will perish,” Finn grunted.  “Potentially for good.  We must delay her full resurrection if it means giving her a chance at living again.” 
 
    Daniel bobbed slightly.  “Of… of course, sir.” 
 
    Then the elemental’s body flashed, and a three-dimensional map of the city sprawled out before him.  Using the data from Finn’s enhanced sight, Daniel outlined their own forces along with the undead in glowing colors that signified their mana signatures.  Beside that window, another panel had come online, his well’s status screen incorporated into the menu. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Mana Well Console:  Siege Mode Activated 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Well Level:  38 (56% to level 39) 
    
  Current Flame Power:  1200/1200 
    
  Flame Power Income:  +21 every two days (average). 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Finn had only used a small fraction of the well’s energy to help power the beam tower.  The mana had been supplied primarily by massive crystals installed beneath the tower, the gems charged by the city’s fire mages.  He had also rarely invested the Flame Power back into the city unless he hit his cap.  Why would he when he had the Mage Guild at his disposal?  No, all of that mana was stored, used primarily to increase his Flame Power capacity. 
 
    Every improvement he’d made to his city had been designed to create more of that energy – to maximize his income and store ever more mana which left him sitting on a massive stockpile.  One that he was going to have to use now to push back Jason’s forces. 
 
    “Armageddon Protocol active,” Daniel reported, his voice somber.  “You only need to designate targets.  Each strike will consume 100 Flame Power—” 
 
    “I know,” Finn barked, interrupting the elemental. 
 
    Not only that, but he was going to need to be careful with his targeting.  He hadn’t had a chance to test this system, but the math and modeling indicated that the destruction would be extreme.  He would need to avoid active conflicts to minimize collateral damage.  The full-scale conflict in the middle of the city would just need to play itself out, but he could at least limit the remaining damage caused by Jason’s undead. 
 
    He tapped at his screen, highlighting points within the city: the remaining groves, the denser swarms of undead that were being held in place by his forces, and with his remaining energy, the Mage Guild itself.  Even if this attack destroyed the guild hall entirely, he could rebuild and restore the energy he’d lose.  That was a reasonable price to pay if it offered him an opportunity to take out Jason. 
 
    A notification flashed in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Armageddon Protocol 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Targets have been designated.  Estimated Flame Power expenditure [1200]. 
    
  Confirm Launch?  [Yes/No] 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Finn hesitated as he stared at that screen.  Even if they lost the city, he could use this power – use it to spend just a bit more time with Rachael.  To give Julia the chance to see her mother again.  But if he used the mana and lost, that was it. 
 
    The end. 
 
    Game over. 
 
    “I’m so sorry, Rachael,” he whispered, squeezing his eyes shut again, a bead of flame coiling at the edge of his eye before slowly searing its way down his cheek. 
 
    Then Finn tapped at the notice. 
 
    Mana shot from the well in a torrent, forming a solid, blazing beam of fire that stretched up into the sky and pierced the dense, black cloud that hovered overhead.  Within the depths of those flames, Finn could see a human form.  A woman.  She stared back out at him with sad, kind eyes.  He saw understanding reflected in her gaze, even if it gave him little comfort. 
 
    She stretched out a hand toward him, but as Finn moved to accept her touch, the flames abruptly broke apart, and she vanished… 
 
    Leaving only empty air. 
 
    “Fuck,” Finn muttered, drawing his hand back and rubbing at his cheeks. 
 
    “What now, sir?” Daniel asked, his voice quiet. 
 
    Finn took a steadying breath, feeling his despair morphing into anger and grief.  His gaze rose toward the edge of his tower, staring at the Mage Guild in the distance – at the dense black cloud of mana that still lingered there and the teenager that forced him into this position.  The boy who threatened to destroy everything he cared about for the sake of a game. 
 
    When he’d lost Rachael the first time, he hadn’t been able to do anything about it.  Hadn’t been able to stop what he’d created.  Hadn’t been able to make George pay. 
 
    But this time?  This time was different; he was different. 
 
    Fiery energy pooled across Finn’s skin as his fingers swept through a series of gestures so fast they blurred.  Fire enveloped the dark iron metal that ringed the palace tower, ripping the banister free with one massive wrench of his power.  The flames flared a bright white, and Finn smashed the softened substance flat, creating a panel of molten metal.  Then he stepped onto that platform, ignoring the flames licking away from the surface and the smoke coiling away from his boots. 
 
    With a flick of his fingers, the disc rose into the air, with Daniel drifting along beside him. 
 
    “We’re going to go pay Jason a visit.  Personally,” Finn answered finally.  “Message the others to converge on the Mage Guild.  All forces.  Right now.” 
 
    Then, with another gesture, he swept out across the city in a blaze of movement. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason sat in the center of the Mage Guild courtyard, lounging atop a group of zombies that he’d formed into a makeshift undead throne.  Directing a siege was tiring work, after all. 
 
    Hundreds of undead loomed in the shadows of the terraces that ringed him.  Many more were hidden within the depths of the guild hall.  The legion had successfully scoured the Mage Guild, cleansing it of any remaining survivors.  At Jason’s instructions, they had dragged those bodies back to the courtyard, throwing them atop an ever-growing mound in the corner.  The pile now stretched a few dozen feet into the air.  He’d ordered the druids and his guildmates to take to the guild’s ramparts, reinforcing its defenses and ensuring no one would interrupt him. 
 
    He couldn’t afford any distractions right now. 
 
    A dozen screens floated before him, showcasing the battle waging throughout the inner layer of Sandscrit.  His zombies were scouring the city, directed with a rapid series of mental commands.  Those black swarms raced across his map and fed him data – a fortunate side effect of his Tactician skill.  He could pinpoint almost every cluster of Finn’s forces, allowing him to use some of his undead to hold down the enemy troops while others snuck into homes and shops. 
 
    “You’re killing civilians,” Westley murmured, a note of horror in his voice as he watched those screens and witnessed the plague of darkness that swept across the city. 
 
    Jason spared him a glance, raising an eyebrow.  “8,456,” he replied simply. 
 
    “What… what does that mean?” Ashley asked, her brow furrowed. 
 
    “You want to tell her?” Jason demanded, watching Westley – observing the emotions that swept across his face in the blink of an eye. 
 
    The evaluator grimaced.  “I suspect that’s how many of Jason’s people died when Finn sic’d Thorn on the Twilight Throne.” He turned to Jason.  “But you’re able to replace them.” 
 
    “And that makes it better?” Jason snapped with a flash of his mana.  “I’m sure in our world, the victims of war – the parents of fallen soldiers – must have found it comforting that they could just go have more children.  That the dead could simply be replaced.” 
 
    His thoughts turned to Rex.  The truth was that he’d been lucky.  He hadn’t lost any members of his Shadow Council during Thorn’s attack.  But Rex’s death still served as a reminder.  Residents that died couldn’t be replaced – not truly. 
 
    Westley’s mouth pressed into a grim line, but he didn’t have a good rebuttal.  Meanwhile, Ashley fidgeted in place, eyeing the undead that loomed in the shadows, hundreds of pairs of milky eyes staring back at her with unblinking focus. 
 
    What was more interesting was Alfred’s reaction.  The cat still sat beside Jason, but he was no longer napping or cleaning his paws.  Instead, he stared at the screens, something akin to worry flashing across his feline face.  It was something in the heaviness of his gaze.  Although, the AI certainly couldn’t speak to him – not right now, anyway.  Westley would notice any such exchange or attempt to isolate and freeze this portion of the game world. 
 
    Alfred noticed Jason staring and glanced up at him, those foreign eyes meeting his own.  Jason felt a slight mental tug, similar to how the Dragon of Life had communicated with him.  But instead of words, Alfred conjured a memory.  An earlier warning given just as Jason was launching his assault. 
 
      
 
    If the opportunity arises to speak with Finn… I suggest you take it. 
 
      
 
    Jason cocked an eyebrow.  What was so important about speaking to Finn?  His curiosity was piqued, even overcoming his anger.  Yet he doubted Finn would be amenable to a friendly chat – not with the destruction sweeping across his precious city. 
 
    Jason’s plan had worked perfectly, forcing Finn on the defensive and ensuring that he needed to commit his strongest allies to hold off Frank, Riley, and Eliza.  Even from here, Jason could hear the blasts and screams in the distance.  He could see the glow of the airships’ shields and the rapid, icy detonation of his zombies being flung by Brian.  Even better?  The deaths of the residents and Finn’s soldiers only fed Jason’s dark mana, replenishing the energy he was using. 
 
    This was the true power of the darkness.  Insidious.  Inevitable. 
 
    And if he was right, then Finn had only one move left. 
 
    He should be acting on that soon— 
 
    Jason cut that thought short as he noticed an enormous column of fiery energy suddenly rocket into the sky, piercing the shroud that he had placed over Sandscrit and punching a large hole in that dark energy.  Rays of bright sunlight shone back down through that gap, revealing a circle of bright-blue sky on the other side. 
 
    An attempt to destroy my shroud? Jason wondered, his brow furrowed in concentration as he stared up at the hole.  Although, if so, it hadn’t been terribly effective. 
 
    Through that hole, Jason spotted a growing point of orange light – just a speck at first – so small he almost thought he’d imagined it.  Yet as he looked on, that energy grew brighter, denser.  Almost as though a miniature sun was forming on the other side of the shroud.  Then another.  And another.  Roughly a dozen points of light were forming in the sky clustered in a tight circular formation. 
 
    Jason could have sworn he’d seen that before. 
 
    It almost looks like the energy that collected along the top of the beam tower— 
 
    “Oh shit,” Jason muttered aloud, his eyes going round as a sudden realization settled in his stomach.  Finn was an engineer at heart – a brilliant one if Jason’s online research was any indication.  He wouldn’t waste that amount of energy on a whim. 
 
    And as Hassim had mentioned days ago, Finn had prepared for the worst. 
 
    “What?  What is it?” Westley asked, glancing up at the hole.  The air mage beside him just shook her head in confusion, her energy peeling away from her body as she instinctively summoned a shield of solid air.  Although, if Jason’s guess was correct, that wasn’t going to be enough.  Not nearly enough. 
 
    With a single gesture, his undead surged forward, rippling into the courtyard in a wave.  They grouped up swiftly, clawing over one another, and forming a massive mound of flesh and bone that only continued to grow thicker and stronger.  As more of his undead swept out of the adjoining hallways, they created a writhing, unholy dome of decayed flesh.  And just before the dome closed overhead, Jason saw those points of light flash brightly— 
 
    It isn’t going to be enough, he thought frantically, staring up at his undead barrier. 
 
    “Why are you—” Westley began. 
 
    Jason didn’t have time to answer – didn’t have time to save either Westley or Ashley. 
 
    Only himself. 
 
    Jason’s fingers twitched instinctively, and arcane words drifted from his lips.  Westley and Ashley looked on in shock as Jason’s body broke apart into wisps of dark smoke.  His incorporeal form hurtled backward out of the courtyard and into the depths of the Mage Guild, where the stone halls and classrooms were layered with multiple protective wards.  Wards likely strong enough to withstand what he suspected was coming. 
 
    He just made it into a nearby hallway as the beam struck.  It was a solid column of fire almost 100 feet across.  The heat was so intense that Jason’s shroud barely blunted its movement.  The ray – centered directly overtop the Mage Guild courtyard – pierced down through the dark energy before crashing into Jason’s undead barrier. 
 
    Jason rematerialized, his momentum sliding him down the slick stone floor of the hallway as he glanced back at the courtyard.  The shield of undead held for just a fraction of a second, and he sucked in a sharp breath, silently saying a prayer to the Dark One. 
 
    But then the thick layer of writhing undead began to glow a dark orange.  Then a brighter orange.  Then the beam pierced the dome, the undead collapsing to the ground, and their bodies burned away in an instant under the intense heat.  The beam wasn’t done, however.  It just kept going, slamming into the courtyard, incinerating Westley and Ashley in a flash of dazzling power, turning the sand beneath their feet to glass. 
 
    And yet it kept going, carving a deep crater in the sand before the energy finally spilled over the lip of that bowl and raced across the courtyard in a wall of flame.  Jason was still running deeper into the guild while sending more of his undead surging forward to act as a shield.  Dozens.  Then hundreds raced past him as he clawed his way backward.  The heat melted through the first layer of undead swiftly, flaying the decayed skin and muscle from their bones before even that ivory substance crumbled to dust.  But Jason just threw more of his zombies at the energy. 
 
    Until the light began to dim behind the river of undead flesh. 
 
    Until darkness and silence descended upon the hallway once more. 
 
    “Gods damn it,” he muttered, pushing himself back to his feet and ordering his remaining zombies out of the way.  The undead filtered back into the courtyard… 
 
    Or, at least, what was left of it. 
 
    The beam had blasted into the sand, carving a crater almost twenty feet deep and fifty feet wide.  The crater was now a lake of molten glass, the surface shining bright orange and red that was only slowly beginning to fade as it cooled.  Westley and Ashley were simply gone.  Along with several thousand of Jason’s zombies – undead that he wouldn’t be able to replace easily. 
 
    Jason’s eyes shot to the city, seeing that nearly a dozen more holes had been punched in his dark shroud, evidence that similar beams had swept down all around Sandscrit.  He swiped at the air, grimacing as he witnessed his losses.  Finn had taken out all his remaining groves and a substantial portion of his feral undead. 
 
    The only solace was that it seemed his teammates had all survived. 
 
    Probably positioned too close to Finn’s allies, Jason realized.  That was the only thing that had saved them.  Even so, Finn had just decimated Jason’s undead horde.  Only tens of thousands remained, pockets he’d kept stashed around the city and within the depths of the Mage Guild.  Although those beams had to have been formed using the energy from Finn’s well, and given the strength of the blasts, Jason was guessing he’d just used most of his remaining power. 
 
    “And that was fair and balanced?” Jason demanded.  Alfred just padded over to him, completely unharmed by the attack and his fur unmarred by dust or debris. 
 
    The damn cat just shrugged at him. 
 
    Although, they didn’t get a chance to discuss the AI’s hypocrisy as a rift of multi-colored energy formed beside Jason.  Westley popped back into existence, only to immediately slump to the ground gasping for breath and clawing at his chest.  His eyes were wide and wild.  Veins were popping out of his neck and forehead, his adrenaline likely spiking hard and his heart beating frantically as his body belatedly caught up with what had happened. 
 
    Jason could sympathize.  Dying in AO wasn’t pleasant. 
 
    And being burned alive likely wouldn’t be Jason’s first choice as far as deaths went. 
 
    But at least the shortened respawn timer that Robert had given Westley was working.  In fact, it was even ignoring the respawn restrictions of the sapphire column of energy that encircled the city.  It looked like it only took him a minute or two to respawn.  Unfortunately, Ashley wasn’t so lucky.  She was now permanently out of commission, meaning Jason had lost his magical walkie-talkie. 
 
    “You’re okay.  Give yourself a few seconds.  Try to take deep breaths,” Jason offered to Westley in a distracted voice as he repositioned his remaining forces and reinforced the shroud overtop Sandscrit with a surge of dark energy, closing those holes quickly. 
 
    That would signal to Finn that he hadn’t succeeded in killing Jason.  However, he couldn’t afford to let the sunlight weaken what was left of his horde. 
 
    “What… what the fuck was that?” the evaluator finally gasped, still on his hands and knees. 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow at his choice of words.  It seemed that dying horrifically had cracked the mask of professionalism Westley typically wore.  Meanwhile, he’d had a few moments to think over Finn’s last strike, some of the pieces clicking together in his head. 
 
    “My guess?” Jason offered.  “Finn launched a low-orbit satellite above Sandscrit, likely using mana crystals to power it and for targeting.  I’m betting it looks like a ring, with a central disc and then about a dozen dishes surrounding it.  Then he used the energy of his well like he did with his beam tower, striking the middle lens and reflecting that energy to the other panels, rotating them to target individual parts of the city.” 
 
    Westley just stared back blankly, his eyes still bloodshot but his breathing steadying. 
 
    “Uh, in short?  Finn built an orbital beam cannon,” Jason offered. 
 
    The evaluator just shook his head, muttering under his breath.  With his Listening skill, Jason caught a few snippets.  Something about “crazy assholes” and “why the hell did he sign up for this assignment.” 
 
    “If it’s any consolation,” Jason interjected, his eyes flitting between his map and the southern part of the city, “it’s about to get worse.” 
 
    “How in the hell could it get any—” 
 
    Westley stopped himself short as he saw the remaining airships throughout the city pivot in place, all slowly turning toward the Mage Guild.  Clouds of Nephilim floated around them in dense clusters.  Jason was sure that Finn’s ground troops weren’t far behind. 
 
    “They’re… they’re coming here?” Westley gasped, his hands trembling slightly as he plucked his pen and clipboard from the ground.  The items had somehow survived the blast without damage, likely another gift from Robert. 
 
    Jason nodded.  He’d expected as much.  Finn couldn’t sit in the back forever.  The only way to stop the damage to his city was to take out Jason.  And while a necromancer was comfortable fighting from the rear, Finn’s skillset made him far less useful in a strategic role.  He needed to move in close – to confront Jason directly. 
 
    Meaning, it might be time to beat a hasty retreat, flank Finn, and raise the other corpses that now lingered within the depths of Sandscrit. 
 
    “Wait, what’s that?” the evaluator asked, pointing at the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    Jason followed his gaze, and it was his turn to stare in shock. 
 
    As the molten glass cooled rapidly, it became translucent, revealing at least two large objects buried deep below the courtyard.  Two uncomfortably familiar objects formed of a strange metal – their surfaces glimmering even while embedded within the lake of glass. 
 
    “He has two gate pieces?” Jason muttered.  “And he hid them here?” 
 
    For just an instant, he recalled seeing two mages disappear as he was being escorted to the dungeon.  A hint at the purpose of the gate pieces, perhaps? 
 
    He shook his head.  That could wait for later.  His thoughts were racing as he added this new variable to his calculations.  This changed things – shifted the gameboard.  They couldn’t leave the city without either Finn or Jason surrendering.  But there were four avatars at play in this conflict – not just the two of them. 
 
    “Uh, why are you smiling?” Westley demanded, glancing at Jason. 
 
    He just let out a low chuckle.  “Because Finn just took a big risk to try to take me out – and he not only failed, but he accidentally revealed where he hid the gate piece.  This changes everything.” 
 
    “Changes everything, how?” Westley asked, a tremor entering his voice as he watched the airships begin to head in their direction – tens of thousands of soldiers and mages barreling toward them, along with at least two avatars. 
 
    Jason cracked his neck, clutching his staff firmly and calling to the remaining undead throughout the city, ordering them to return to him.  Now.  He also typed out a quick message to his companions – relaying a simple instruction. 
 
    Then he spared a glance at Westley, Jason’s eyes glowing with unholy energy.  Bands of mana peeled away from his skin, lashing at the air around him hungrily.  “This just turned into a brawl,” he offered, a mad grin painted across his face.  “And I can’t wait to see who wins.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 55 - Endgame 
 
      
 
    Eliza could only look on with wide eyes as beams of molten energy rained down across Sandscrit, massive pillars of flame that incinerated her remaining groves, wiping out the undead still pouring from those miniature forests and leaving only smoking craters in their wake. 
 
    Even their opponents – the fleet of ships looming in the air and the Infernal Guard and fighters on the ground below – seemed to freeze in place.  All eyes turned to those columns, witnessing the pure destruction they wreaked throughout the city and the enormous circles they punched in the shroud Jason had summoned overtop Sandscrit. 
 
    “That has to be Finn,” Eliza murmured to herself.  She and Spider were still buried deep within Brian’s chest.  They’d pulled back at the vegetation to give themselves a view of the battlefield.  The grower eyed her with just a trace of fear in his expression.  Even without speaking, his concern was clear, and their gazes both panned up to the sky that loomed above their position. 
 
    Were they next? 
 
    Although, as the seconds ticked past and no beam of energy speared down from the heavens, Eliza let out a small sigh of relief.  She could only assume Finn must have determined that it was too risky to strike her directly.  He’d be just as likely to hit his forces given how close Alexion’s fleet loomed nearby and with the fighters and Infernal Guard engaged with the zombies and travelers on the ground. 
 
    The pause in the battle was also short-lived. 
 
    As soon as those beams struck, Alexion’s airships began to drift farther away from Eliza’s position, the vessels rotating toward the north – toward the Mage Guild.  The Infernal Guard also fell back, keeping their tower shields raised as they stepped backward down the street.  Kyyle and his earth mages continued to channel a gravity well around their position, shoving any missiles or spells hurled at them into the ground.  Stone walls formed at their backs, offering more cover as their forces retreated. 
 
    “What’s happening?” Spider asked tersely, his expression concerned. 
 
    Eliza just shook her head.  Although, the answer came only moments later as her UI dinged, and a message from Jason appeared before her.  It was a simple instruction. 
 
      
 
    Jason: Fall back to the Mage Guild and protect the structure.  This is the endgame. 
 
      
 
    Spider glanced at her with a questioning expression.  “Jason has ordered us back to the Mage Guild,” Eliza answered slowly, mulling on the instruction.  If the rest of Finn’s forces were beginning to drift toward the north, then the battle would soon be centered upon the guild. 
 
    Four avatars. 
 
    As many lieutenants. 
 
    Tens of thousands of remaining soldiers and zombies on each side. 
 
    It was going to be a mess. 
 
    But there was also nothing for it.  If they were going to survive this battle, they needed to protect the guild – and Jason.  So, Eliza placed a hand against Brian’s body, her mana pulsing softly, as she whispered instructions to him. 
 
    Only a moment later, Brian’s body jerked hard, and branches spiraled out from his body, forming makeshift ledges across his legs and chest.  Spider must have picked up on Eliza’s intent with his connection to the plants because multi-colored energy soon pulsed down his arms.  Moments later, the hundreds of vines hanging from Brian’s body lashed out.  This time, however, they didn’t reach for the undead.  Instead, they wrapped around the travelers hidden beneath them. 
 
    As they were whisked into the air, those men and women let out shouts of fear and struggled against their restraints… only to be safely deposited upon those new platforms. 
 
    The travelers quickly recovered, using their fresh vantage points to hurl spells and missiles at the retreating airships, pummeling the glimmering amber shields that hovered around them.  With Alexion’s buffs, those shields were unnaturally strong – but not invincible.  The attacks slowed the ships and forced the crews to fire missiles back at Brian.  But his arms shifted forward, plants springing outward to form a living barrier of his own and swatting the spells and missiles from the air like gnats. 
 
    And even as they renewed their assault and he shielded the travelers, Brian lumbered forward, his body jerking and swaying but stray branches and vines preventing the travelers from falling from their perches.  With each step, more plant life sprung forward from the dead sand, creating a living trail that was heading directly toward the Mage Guild. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Riley received a similar message while she was hovering upon the roofs of the nearby buildings.  Several more of her doppelgangers had perished in the battle with Alexion and his forces, neither group able to gain an advantage in that fight between the power tossed around by Eliza and Alexion’s buff and healing abilities. 
 
    The ground shuddered, and she looked up to find Brian slowly trudging across the battlefield.  Travelers clung to makeshift platforms that had sprung up across his body as he warded off Alexion’s blows, effectively stalling the airships.  Eliza had turned him into a living, mobile fortress, buying Jason more time. 
 
    Riley wasn’t to be outdone by an oversized plant.  With a swipe of her wrist, she brought up her map and ordered her remaining doppelgangers to use their enhanced speed to flank Alexion’s forces and the ground troops.  They blurred across the rooftops, leaping from one building to another like wraiths and sending a hail of missiles down on any Infernal Guard or fighter unprotected by Kyyle’s gravity fields. 
 
    A cluster of orange light racing across the darkened sky drew her attention.  Her brow furrowed, and she pulled and nocked an arrow instinctively, sighting down the shaft and her gaze zooming in.  Her eyes widened in shock.  She’d recognize that man anywhere.  That was Finn, riding atop a circle of flaming metal. 
 
    And he was heading directly toward Jason. 
 
    “Damn it,” Riley muttered.  It looked like only a few of Frank’s doppelgangers had survived, and she only had a handful of her own.  Which meant at least some portion of Jason’s mana was being reserved – leaving him weakened.  Even at full strength, she wasn’t certain he could take Finn in a head-on fight.  She’d have to hope his well still had some juice left. 
 
    She forced herself to take a breath.  This was Jason, after all.  If she could count on anything, it was that he could hold his own and come up with one mad plan after another. 
 
    Besides, she couldn’t help him right now. 
 
    Only buy him some time and protect him from the rest of Finn’s and Alexion’s forces. 
 
    And that’s exactly what she intended to do. 
 
    With that thought, Riley bit down hard on her thumb, drawing blood and reveling in the sensation of the dark energy surging through her veins.  Then she launched herself from the rooftop, racing through the air and the wind whipping at her hair.  She landed on another roof with a soft thump, her legs already pumping as she sped to catch up with her doppelgangers, her gaze continuing to dart toward the ground troops and airships that were also heading toward the Mage Guild. 
 
    She intended to make certain Finn’s and Alexion’s forces paid for every inch of progress. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Frank’s arm shifted, thick plate springing from the skin as he deflected a beam of molten energy, the fiery mana cutting through his weakened armor and leaving a trail of blood in its wake.  He used the force of the blow to whirl into a spin, his other arm shifting into a scythe-like blade that whizzed toward Julia’s chest.  Although Julia was ready for him, a shimmering barrier projected into the air, neatly deflecting his blow.  With another surge of mana, she shot backward, trying to put some space between them. 
 
    However, he’d learned his lesson.  Her assortment of ranged weapons meant he needed to stay close.  She was most dangerous at a distance. 
 
    Frank followed up, wings snapping from his back, and he launched himself after her with a gust of wind.  His arms shifted, now dark claws that raked at her chest simultaneously.  She raised her other arm, and his claws scraped against the dense, mana-reinforced metal.  But that had been a feint.  His other arm converted into a scythe-like blade, aiming for the fracture he’d carved in her armor.  His blow slammed home, and one of the mana crystals embedded in the limb shattered before she could back away. 
 
    The pair disengaged briefly, blood leaking from the crack in Julia’s armored shoulder. 
 
    They were both breathing hard.  Their stamina and mana were low – the crystals embedded in Julia’s suit glowing dimly now.  Scratches marred Frank’s body, and Julia’s armor evidenced several close calls.  However, neither had been able to land a finishing blow. 
 
    “You’re pretty good,” Julia grunted in a tinny voice, eyeing him. 
 
    “You too,” Frank shot back grudgingly. 
 
    Infuriatingly so, actually.  Even now, the primal spirit howled its frustration.  Their skills were a good match for one another, Frank’s flexibility offset by Julia’s tremendous strength and the versatility of that damned suit.  He could barely even hit her, much less cut her down.  The only saving grace was that, offensively, she was limited. 
 
    They both glanced into space as a chime echoed across their UIs. 
 
    Moments later, their eyes met again. 
 
    “I take it you just got the same warning?” Julia offered. 
 
    Frank just grunted an affirmative.  “Yeah, your father is moving against Jason.” 
 
    A nod in response.  “Which I guess means we need to wrap this up,” she replied, energy charging along both of her arms as she prepared to strike again. 
 
    Frank cocked his head, the primal spirit roaring at him to re-engage.  And he badly wished to.  This woman had hurt Silver – almost killed her.  But as the thought of his mate’s startling blue eyes and dark fur whipped through his mind, he hesitated.  That wasn’t the best call, was it? 
 
    Silver was still back at the Mage Guild with Howl and Runner, exactly where Jason had just ordered him to return.  And where the airships in the distance were now heading, Brian’s massive form lumbering close behind them – spells sparkling and dancing across the unnatural night sky as they traded blows. 
 
    “Make her pay,” the spirit hissed. 
 
    “No…” Frank replied, shoving back at the spirit, demanding control of his body once more.  And as he did so, his reptilian features began to fade and shrink away.  Scales transformed into pale, weak flesh, the spirit smashing against Frank’s mental defenses but to no avail.  This was his body – his mind.  His mate. 
 
    “What?  Are you giving up?” Julia shot back, mocking. 
 
    “Not at all,” Frank answered, raising his eyes to meet hers, bright red fading back to a plain brown.  “I’m just needed elsewhere.” 
 
    “Wait, what—?” 
 
    He didn’t wait for her reply.  Wings whipped from Frank’s back, and he launched himself airborne, hurtling northwest toward the Mage Guild.  Toward Silver.  With a mental command, his remaining handful of doppelgangers peeled themselves away from the nearby airships.  The vessels were too severely damaged to do much more than hover at this point. 
 
    Julia was left standing alone, bodies and massive chunks of charred glass encircling her as she watched Frank speed away.  She glanced around herself, noticing that the nearby airships wouldn’t be able to offer her a ride.  She was going to have to hoof it back to the Mage Guild to meet up with her forces again.  In a damaged suit that was beginning to run low on mana. 
 
    “Gods damn it,” Julia muttered, now glaring at Frank’s retreating form. 
 
    She suddenly wished she had wings too. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “What’s happening, we heard the—” Silver cut herself short as she entered the Mage Guild courtyard, Runner and Howl in tow.  Their eyes widened as they witnessed the crater carved into the sands, a lake of glass now lingering directly in the center. 
 
    “You missed the fun,” Jason grunted. 
 
    “Fun, he says?” Westley demanded, still not having fully recovered from his death.  “I just got blasted apart by a giant beam of fire!” 
 
    The druids just shook their heads at the evaluator, his breath still coming in short gasps.  “Well, we’ve got incoming on the Mage Guild,” Howl grunted.  “Looks like everyone is heading this way now.” 
 
    “And we’ve got us and maybe a few hundred of your guildmates stationed on the walls,” Runner added.  “So, it’s basically completely hopeless.” 
 
    “Good, good,” Jason murmured distractedly, staring at the screens that were spread out in front of him, the two shifters eyeing each other with concern. 
 
    Silver picked up on Jason’s grim expression.  “What now?  Do you have a plan?” 
 
    “Finn is coming – as well as Alexion and their armies,” he answered slowly.  “The rest of our forces should also be here soon.” 
 
    His screens showed that their remaining allies were now rushing toward the Mage Guild.  Eliza and Brian were helping to slow the airships and ground troops while simultaneously protecting the remaining travelers.  They had begun to outpace those forces, gradually putting themselves between Alexion’s and Finn’s armies and the walls that ringed the Mage Guild. 
 
    Jason had also managed to use their distraction to direct his remaining feral zombies outside the Mage Guild to race around the enemy forces, instructing the undead to take refuge in the glass buildings that filled the inner layer of Sandscrit. 
 
    Now they waited.  Silent.  Ready.  Dark eyes unblinking. 
 
    Meanwhile, Frank and Riley had used their superior speed to join Eliza in harassing their enemies.  Missiles pelted unwary mages and troops, while Frank’s doppelgangers picked off any stragglers.  Even so, they had lost many of their clones, weakening their ability to wage a guerilla battle.  But this had allowed Jason to recover the vast majority of his mana.  The remainder of their doppelgangers would likely perish soon, giving him access to his full mana pool once again. 
 
    And he expected he was going to need it. 
 
    Since that flaming metal disc was racing closer, advancing ahead of the line of Finn’s and Alexion’s forces and far above Eliza and Brian.  Finn was apparently unperturbed by the chaos, shields of molten metal easily deflecting any stray magical bolt or missile aimed in his direction. 
 
    They didn’t have long left. 
 
    Jason’s gaze shot to Silver.  “I need you and the rest of the druids to regroup with the others.  Have them hold off Finn and Alexion’s armies along the Mage Guild’s walls.” 
 
    “And what about that guy?” Silver grunted, waving at Finn’s approaching form. 
 
    “Leave him to me,” Jason answered, his eyes flashing with dark energy. 
 
    The druids nodded before heading into the depths of the Mage Guild.  Meanwhile, the remainder of Jason’s feral zombies waited in the shadows of the nearby terraces – still and quiet.  Not a murmur or movement rippled through their ranks as they stared out at Jason with unerring focus.  They were at least a couple thousand strong. 
 
    Unfortunately, he wasn’t certain it would be enough to level the playing field. 
 
    “What’s he doing?” Westley asked, his breathing beginning to stabilize and eyeing Finn as the avatar sped ever closer, now wholly outpacing their armies.  “Why is he confronting you directly?  I don’t get it.” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “Look at it from his perspective.  The only way to end this is for both avatars on one team to fall, surrender, or retreat.  Finn can’t guarantee he can capture me again – not that that strategy worked so well for him the first time.  He discovered firsthand just how difficult it is to trap an avatar.  And even if Eliza and I fall, we’ll just respawn.  In the meantime, the longer this plays out, the more damage we’ll cause to his city. 
 
    “That means Finn needs to take us out quickly.  And between Eliza and me, I’m likely the easier target right now.  My death would also disable my control of the undead and make it easier for him to tackle Eliza and Brian.  He’s also likely banking on Alexion to whittle down the power of her well in the meantime.” 
 
    He looked to Westley.  “In short, there is no ‘winning’ this fight for Finn – not anymore.  I’ve forced him into a corner.  Even if he kills me, I’ve still devastated his city, killed a sizable number of his residents, and drained his well – resources that will be difficult for him to recover.  And the longer I drag this out, the greater the damage.  And that’s putting aside the possibility that I actually defeat him or manage to recover one, or both, of those gate pieces trapped in the glass. 
 
    “Which means his only option is to bring the fight to me,” Jason continued.  “And in a one-on-one fight, Finn might have the advantage. 
 
    “So, right now, Finn is focused on damage control.” 
 
    Alfred cocked his head at that, sitting sedately upon the sands beside Jason. 
 
    Westley just stared back.  “Oh,” he said quietly. 
 
    His gaze panned back to Finn, the man now crossing the walls of the guild.  “Does that mean you don’t think you’ll win this fight?” 
 
    Jason just shrugged.  “I think Finn will do what he’s done all along – underestimate me.”  He reinforced his Bone Armor as they talked, the grey material slithering down his limbs until it coated every inch of his body.  He was going to need every ounce of fire resistance he could get.  As a finishing touch, he broke apart a few nearby bodies, forming three floating ivory discs around himself. 
 
    “But I’d suggest it also doesn’t matter,” Jason continued with a shrug and a glance at Westley.  “In many ways, I’ve already won.  Both in terms of weakening Finn’s city and recovering my reputation.” 
 
    A small smile drifted across his face.  “The rest of this is just for fun.” 
 
    Silence met that statement as Finn finally approached the courtyard.  His flaming disc of metal crossed the top of the terraces and floated downward until it rested against the sands, the heat causing rivulets of molten glass to form around the disc.  Spheres of fire-infused metal orbited him like a miniature sun.  He was wearing the same tight robes, a band of cloth across his eyes, and a flaming crown encircling his head.  And beside him floated that same ball of fiery energy – a fire elemental of some sort. 
 
    Although, Finn seemed to be using the construct like an in-game pet. 
 
    “Finn,” Jason said calmly, his staff clutched firmly in hand. 
 
    “Jason,” the other man bit out.  Unlike their previous encounters, there was an edge to his voice.  A sharpness that Jason recognized.  An emotion he was intimately familiar with.  Barely suppressed anger. 
 
    “The orbital platform was a nice touch,” Jason offered.  “You almost took me out.  I’ll have to remember that one for later.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “As was your ploy with your initial attack and your manipulation of the mechanics of the dungeon.  Although, I doubt that strategy will survive the next patch.  I’m also curious how you were able to scout my city ahead of time.  Your plan had to be predicated on an understanding of the layout of my city and the existence of the dungeon.” 
 
    A smile stretched Jason’s lips.  “Your defenses weren’t as secure as you thought.  And I’m not worried about the instance trick.  That was only going to work once anyway.  It did its job.” 
 
    Finn’s head tilted, his bandaged eyes shifting toward the evaluator, the man clutching his clipboard and pen and glancing back and forth between the pair.  “I see we have some company.  I wish I could say it’s a pleasure to meet you again, Westley.” 
 
    Westley just nodded.  They had met briefly before he’d entered the prison. 
 
    “I’m sorry about this, but I’m not going to be able to protect you from this point forward,” Jason said softly for Westley’s benefit.  He glanced at the man.  “Also, I apologize for this...” 
 
    “What do you mea—” 
 
    Westley was cut off as Jason shoved him toward Finn, the evaluator stumbling into range.  In a blur of movement, one of the spheres orbiting Finn whittled down to a sharp point and stabbed forward, piercing Westley’s stomach.  The evaluator’s eyes went round, his gaze dropping down to his torso and his hands clutching at the fiery rod as blood pooled around the wound. 
 
    Then his eyes began to glaze over, his low-level stats insufficient for him to survive long against such an attack.  As soon as the life fled his body, the corpse opened pale, white eyes, grinned at Finn, and exploded into bands of unholy energy. 
 
    The ribbons of dark mana wafted across a wall of metal as Finn reformed his disc into a flaming barrier in mere seconds.  That disc then broke apart, merging with the sphere to form four massive molten globes that rotated slowly around Finn.  His body was now awash in flame, magma-like armor drifting down each arm and covering his chest.  The crown hovering atop his head flared brightly, and his eyes began to burn through the cloth wrap. 
 
    “You’re fast,” Jason commented.  Finn’s enhanced sight must have picked up on the telltale dark energy that had slithered along the ground toward Westley as he shoved him. 
 
    “This is nothing,” Finn grunted back.  “You can’t win this fight, boy.  Not alone.  Not against me.  I’ve studied your fighting style – your abilities.” 
 
    Jason barked out a harsh laugh, his energy pulsing through his veins in a dark torrent, his fingers curling around the Soul Orb.  “Boy?  You still think of me as some kid?  That’s kind of insulting after all of this…” he said with a wave at Sandscrit.  “Dementia must have really set in during your self-imposed exile.”  Finn’s eyes widened slightly.  “Oh, yes.  I’ve been studying you as well.  But let’s be honest here, we both know I’ve already won the war,” Jason finished with a wave at the city.  This earned him a scowl from Finn, his mana flaring slightly. 
 
    “And yet you continue to underestimate me,” Jason continued.  “Or are you forgetting?  Unlike your little light show, I haven’t drained my well yet.” 
 
    As he spoke, Jason’s zombies pressed forward from the shadows, a legion of undead – thousands-strong – encircling the courtyard and their dark eyes focusing on Finn.  At the same time, Jason saw Alexion’s and Finn’s remaining forces pass his feral zombies hidden outside the walls and disabled the spell controlling them.  Those undead immediately broke the cover of the glass buildings, clawing and tearing toward the rear of his enemy’s army. 
 
    He swiped aside the map then.  It would only distract him from this point forward. 
 
    “More cannon fodder?” Finn asked.  “That’s it?” 
 
    “Oh, and one final trick,” Jason replied softly.  “I’d like to introduce you to an old friend.” 
 
    As he trailed off, the smoke within the Soul Orb swirled, and dark energy pooled beside Jason, swiftly coalescing into a human shape.  A man soon stood beside Jason, his eye bandaged and stubble covering his chin.  He looked around at the courtyard, blinking in confusion. 
 
    “Thorn…?” Finn muttered in shock.  “But how?”  A brief pause.  “You can inter the dead within your well, can’t you?  That would explain how you knew so much about our forces,” he bit out, the realization striking him a moment later. 
 
    Jason’s smile widened.  “It seemed fitting that your own agent would betray you.  But trust me when I say I can do much, much more than that.” 
 
    Bands of darkness wrapped around Jason’s body as he cast a new spell – a derivation of Undead Devotion.  Another gift from the former Keepers.  The final evolution of the dead interred within the well.  As he finished casting, Jason stepped forward into Thorn’s wraithlike form. 
 
    And as he did so, Thorn’s spirit was absorbed into him, combining with Jason’s flesh and bone.  The man’s memories fully merged with his own.  And as they did so, notifications cascaded down in front of Jason – skill and stat boosts swiped aside with a stray hand until a single notice remained. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Full Assimilation 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have used Full Assimilation on Thorn’s spirit, merging his consciousnesses with your own.  This effect destroys a trapped soul to temporarily empower the Keeper with the former owner’s abilities and skills, even providing a modest stat boost depending on their unique muscle memory and training. 
    
  Remaining Duration:  30 Minutes 
    
  +100 Strength 
  +100 Dexterity 
  +100 Endurance 
  + Breathing Techniques (Grandmaster) 
  + Dodge (Grandmaster) 
  + Sprint (Grandmaster) 
  + Iron Skin (Grandmaster) 
  + All Weapon Fighting (Grandmaster) 
  + Enhanced Reflexes (Grandmaster) 
  + Sneak (Grandmaster) 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason swiped aside that notification, reveling in the heightened clarity that rippled through his body.  His limbs felt lighter, faster, stronger.  Each breath seemed to send a renewed surge of stamina coursing through his body, his regeneration increasing substantially.  He felt like he could feel each muscle moving independently. 
 
    And as a final touch, Jason placed his Soul Orb gently into his pack, turning back to face Finn.  Pressing a small hidden catch, he pulled his staff apart with a click, the weapons breaking into equal lengths roughly 3 feet long, a Soul Slash arcing from each tip.  It turned out this was a hidden feature of this weapon.  And as he’d discovered, the game still registered both halves as “staves” – he only needed to be able to grip the column with both hands. 
 
    “So, how are you feeling about your odds now?” Jason asked, watching Finn closely. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Finn murmured.  He didn’t look concerned. 
 
    Jason darted forward, his feet skimming across the mixture of sand and hardened glass that lingered in the courtyard.  At the same time, his zombie horde rushed at Finn.  Jason flitted back into the undead in a blur of movement, engaging Sneak at the same time.  Even with his enhancements and the zombies, this wasn’t a sure thing.  Finn’s sight made him incredibly dangerous, able to detect Jason’s mana and casting. 
 
    But the horde masked his energy signature. 
 
    Finn immediately whipped his metal spheres around himself, spikes drawing out from the molten surface to form jagged balls.  They spun up to speed as they orbited Finn, creating a blade shield that tore into the zombies that rushed him, ripping apart their decayed bodies in a spray of gore and ichor that began to create a dense crimson mist around him.  Finn stood placidly in the center of that metallic maelstrom, unconcerned. 
 
    But Jason had been counting on that. The dark mana infused into the blood that now sprayed the area further blinded Finn.  He added a few Corpse Explosions to the mix as he slid through the horde, trying to stagger and knock Finn back.  However, the man still seemed to anticipate the dense concentrations of mana.  Metal spheres darted forward and clamped across the corpses.  Each detonation let out a dull thud as the blast was contained by his metal, only for those shields to melt down and whirl back into the vortex immediately. 
 
    Jason used that moment of distraction – that small weakness in Finn’s shields – to strike, darting forward out of the back as he dropped Sneak.  An orb whizzed forward and was sliced apart by a well-placed Soul Slash, Jason’s reflexes now even sharper than usual.  He sliced another and slid into melee range, raising one weapon to strike— 
 
    But Finn cocked his head down toward him, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    At the last moment, Jason had a bad feeling – just a faint instinct.  So, he brought a bone disc forward and kicked off the panel, shoving himself back into the pack and dropping into Sneak again as he melded into the horde. 
 
    In the next instant, the orb he’d sliced in half flared to life – each piece darting forward into the space he’d just occupied.  They’d have struck him from behind if he’d hesitated for even a moment.  It seemed Finn was easily capable of maintaining several channels, his fingers moving so quickly that Jason could barely follow the movements. 
 
    And this was Finn unbuffed. 
 
    Without the power of his well. 
 
    Indeed, his skillset was superior in a straight duel. 
 
    Yet as he felt Thorn’s thoughts stir in the back of his mind – the man’s curiosity piqued – Jason could only mirror his feelings.  Despite their mutual anger at Finn, neither had fought an enemy like this in some time.  Someone who was a genuine challenge.  Someone that didn’t bow under the pressure of this world. 
 
    A smile stretched across Jason’s face, his dark mana surging in response. 
 
    Regardless of the outcome, this was going to be one hell of a fight. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 56 - Immortal 
 
      
 
    Westley jolted back into the game, a scream tearing from his throat and his hands clutching at his chest… only to feel familiar starched cotton and the intact flesh lingering beneath it.  No blood stained his hands or the sands below him. 
 
    Although, he wasn’t given much time to ponder on his latest death and resurrection. 
 
    Feral howls filled the courtyard, zombies rushing from the shadows of the terraces and leaping from the upper levels – those undead all racing toward the man now standing a few feet away, molten metal whirling around his body.  Meanwhile, Jason faced off against his opponent, gray armor coating every inch of his body and his staff broken into two pieces, Soul Slashs stretching away from each column. 
 
    “Shit.  Shit, shit, shit,” Westley muttered, scrambling backward as fast as he could. 
 
    But not fast enough.  He only made it a few feet before a blast of dark energy exploded beside him.  His eyes widened as he watched that energy – the inevitability of another death.  There was no running away.  No shielding himself, even if he did try to raise the clipboard still clutched in his left hand.  That unholy power didn’t care. 
 
    Coils of darkness wrapped around him. 
 
    Seared into his arms and legs. 
 
    Flayed his skin from his body. 
 
    Then everything went dark.  Again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restrictions have been lifted for your avatar. 
    
  You will respawn in 0:59 seconds. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Far, far too soon, a near-blinding light filled that dark void. 
 
    And then Westley returned, a phantom burning sensation rippling down his arms and across his chest as he gasped for breath, sucking in air rapidly.  But this time, he hadn’t forgotten what he was spawning back into.  He forced himself to move.  To get away.  His fingers clawed at the sand, and shards of broken glass cut into his fingers, zombies crashing into him and trampling across his back.  Yet Westley ignored the pain. 
 
    You still have a job to do.  He repeated that like a mantra. 
 
    If I can just get to the edge of the courtyard… 
 
    The only warning he received this time was a faint ripple of heat.  Westley had enough time to turn and roll onto his back.  Then a burning line seared across his chest.  He looked up to see flames coiling around Finn’s crystalline hand, an intense beam of molten energy sweeping across the courtyard and cutting through the undead, severing limbs.  He looked like he was hunting for something – someone.  A shadow amid the horde. 
 
    At least I avoided the beam... 
 
    That’s when the pain finally registered.  It rippled up through his torso in waves, leaving his bottom half feeling strangely numb, almost disconnected.  Westley made the mistake of looking down… only to gape in horror.  His legs had been severed at the waist.  The heat of the flame had seared the wound closed.  That was the only reason he hadn’t already bled out. 
 
    His mind – as numb as his legs – went blank, overwhelmed by the horror of what he was seeing.  He feebly tried to remind himself that it wasn’t real.  None of this was real.  But his brain couldn’t be convinced so easily. 
 
    And then merciful darkness swept down around him again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restrictions have been lifted for your avatar. 
    
  You will respawn in 0:59 seconds. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Oh, please, no…” Westley gasped into that void.  But the darkness paid no heed to his desperate plea.  And an instant later… he was back. 
 
    The sands beneath him seemed to be moving now.  Churning.  Although, Westley couldn’t tell if that was real or a pain-induced hallucination.  A fever dream as he struggled to control his breathing and keep up with his rapid deaths. 
 
    That’s when he saw familiar, chitin-covered creatures erupt from the sand, spiraling toward Finn – only to be cut down in midair with a rapid series of gestures.  More of the worms emerged from the ground below Finn, the man leaping into the air and a makeshift circle of metal drifting beneath his feet.  Finn barely seemed to notice the disturbance as he cut at the zombies and worms that encircled him in an endless wave. 
 
    I need to get to my feet.  I need to run. 
 
    Finn’s beam sliced a nearby worm apart as soon as it emerged from the ground, the remains crashing into Westley as soon as he’d managed to get his feet under him.  He felt his body go weightless, soaring across the courtyard.  He struck stone.  Hard.  A telltale crack told him that he’d broken something important, a now-familiar pain radiating out from his back. 
 
    The world tilted and listed around him as he dropped to the sands.  However, as he saw a sandstone column loom above him and his vision began to fade, a single thought consumed him. 
 
    “At least I made it to the edge of the courtyard this time.” 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restrictions have been lifted for your avatar. 
    
  You will respawn in 0:59 seconds. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Fuck you, Robert.  Just fuck you.  This so-called gift had come with a terrible, cruel cost. 
 
    Westley popped back into the world yet again.  His entire body hurt, and his thoughts were racing.  But in the face of those overwhelming sensations, he’d gained a strange sort of clarity.  Gone were the worrying, nagging thoughts that often crowded around the edges of his mind.  His job was forgotten.  His former goals and fears were irrelevant in the face of that pain and chaos.  There was only room for one objective. 
 
    Escape. 
 
    Westley hauled himself to his feet, still holding his damn pen and clipboard and wishing he was carrying a real weapon and wearing armor.  As soon as he got his feet under him, he took off down the nearest hallway – not even bothering to turn to look behind him.  The howls of the zombies and the sizzle and crackle of flame echoed across the stone, promising certain death if he slowed or stopped for even a moment. 
 
    His feet beat against the stone floor, Westley running harder and faster than he’d done in years.  Auditing work rarely required much physical exertion. 
 
    He rounded a corner, and the narrow hall suddenly opened up into a chamber that spanned the length of the guild hall.  And in the center of that room was a massive gate.  An exit.  An escape.  He tore toward that destination without hesitating. 
 
    And as he crossed the threshold, he finally stopped, pitching over with his hands on his knees.  His breathing was ragged – the game’s UI informing him that he was out of stamina.  His measly level 1 stats weren’t sufficient to keep this up for long. 
 
    A thunderous crash erupted in front of him.  Wind whipped across his body, and a wave of kinetic force sent him hurtling through space once again.  Except this time, Westley had the presence of mind to tuck his upper body, and when he hit the ground, he rolled a few feet – the sand blunting the impact. 
 
    “What the fuck was—?” Westley grunted. 
 
    Only to freeze in shock. 
 
    He’d escaped the frying pan, only to leap directly into the fire. 
 
    The scene that loomed above him was pure, unfettered chaos. 
 
    Brian’s body was now mounted atop the guild hall’s wall, roots drifting down from his body and anchoring him onto the structure.  Vines and plants bloomed around him, growing at an unnatural rate, and swiftly encircling the structure.  Brian was grabbing loose columns and blocks of stone from the building, hurling them at the line of airships that loomed outside the guild hall, the boulders crashing against their amber shields. 
 
    Those barriers cracked under the force of the assault, occasionally breaking apart in the avalanche of wind and force that had sent Westley rolling across the sands.  The Nephilim that floated among the airships launched a hail of energy in the direction of the guild, beams of light raining down around him like some sort of deadly, fucked-up rave. 
 
    And across the ground stormed a legion of flaming metal soldiers.  They barreled toward the growing line of vegetation and the legion of travelers stationed at the base of the wall.  Defenders.  Mercenaries.  Members of <Original Sin>. 
 
    In the seconds it took Westley to absorb this scene, a single ray pierced forward.  He saw it coming.  Knew where it would impact.  Willed his body to move.  But he was too slow.  Far, far too slow to avoid that deadly beam. 
 
    It stabbed through his throat in a flash, leaving only a seared hole in its wake. 
 
    And Westley toppled forward again. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restrictions have been lifted for your avatar. 
    
  You will respawn in 0:59 seconds. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Gods damn it,” he grunted as he came back, yet again, clutching at his throat.  But he knew he couldn’t fixate on that.  Even a single moment of hesitation meant death. 
 
    Westley looked up, trying to get a handle on his surroundings. 
 
    An unnatural forest had grown at the base of the wall, offering some protection – the blood-red plants blunting the beams and hail of elemental missiles thrown by Alexion’s troops.  Yet they did little to stop Finn’s ground troops, the bolts smashing against their flame-reinforced armor but failing to penetrate.  Infernal Guard and fighters raced through the trunks of newly grown trees, but vines lashed at them, sending them flying backward and up into the sky. 
 
    Something more dangerous also prowled among those trees, a mere shadow.  Blood-red eyes.  Its presence only announced by a series of screams and the splash of blood.  Another creature followed close behind – worked in concert – its presence announced by the occasional flash of icy energy. 
 
    And yet, the attackers kept coming.  There were just so many of them… 
 
    The orderly lines of the assault had already broken into pure chaos.  Pockets of fighting had formed all along the wall, groups isolated by the plants.  Light was scarce – the elemental energy and beams of light crashing overhead only offering the occasional flash of illumination, creating a stuttering strobe effect. 
 
    Westley saw a heavily armed man turn in his direction during one such blast, tattoos spiraling up his arms and neck.  A mercenary, maybe?  Or one of Finn’s fighters?  Westley raised his hands.  “I’m not part of this battle!  I’m with the CPSC!” he tried to explain. 
 
    The man didn’t seem to care.  His tattoos flashed, and he began to surge forward. 
 
    “No, please—” 
 
    Westley was cut off as the world toppled to the side… going perfectly horizontal. 
 
    Then he saw his headless corpse land beside him, and the world went dark. 
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    The dark void loomed around Westley once more, but this time he was prepared for it.  He was no longer gasping for breath.  His thoughts were no longer frantically racing.  The phantom pain was still there, but it was a muted thing now – suppressed under something more pressing. 
 
    An unfamiliar emotion was welling in his chest, a flame that had been lit by this torturous gauntlet.  He wasn’t accustomed to feeling this way.  Westley prided himself for his analytical mind – preferring logic to raw emotion.  But this sensation felt surprisingly… good. 
 
    That was anger in his chest, simmering and growing. 
 
    Even more strange was the depth of that emotion.  Being brutally murdered time and time again might have lit a spark, but there had already been plenty of kindling lingering within his mind.  Roughage that had accumulated over decades.  Useless bosses.  Insipid clients.  Grudging politeness.  Irritating family.  An ocean of dry and tender timber.  Fuel for the fire that was growing in his chest and rippling out to his fingertips. 
 
    As the world resolved back into color, Westley’s fingers clenched around the pen and clipboard in his hands.  His eyes centered on the back of a familiar tattooed man, who was now engaged in battle with a woman wielding daggers. 
 
    For perhaps the first time in his life, Westley didn’t think.  He didn’t deliberate.  He didn’t weigh the pros and cons of his decision or try to extrapolate all of the possible consequences.  He just acted.  He gave in entirely to that flame of rage coiling in the pit of his stomach, the sensation overwhelming any pain or doubt he might feel.  If he waited, that man might just cut him down again.  Lop off his head.  Stab him through the throat. 
 
    He wouldn’t hesitate. 
 
    So why should I? 
 
    Westley leaped forward, his arms encircling that man from behind.  His enemy.  With his right hand, he plunged his pen into the fighter’s neck.  Blood sprayed from the wound, coating Westley’s arm.  It was warmer than he’d imagined.  But he didn’t relent.  He stabbed again.  And again.  And again. 
 
    And kept stabbing as the man dropped to his knees and then slumped to the ground. 
 
    Only then did Westley pull back, blood now coating his suit, his arm, his face and neck.  Drops of red speckled his glasses.  And as he looked up, he saw a beam of white light rocket forward.  Acting purely on instinct, he raised his clipboard, the beam smashing against the barrier and then reflecting, carving into another fighter’s leg a few yards away – his opponent using the brief opening to cut him down and feed the plants with his blood.  Looking down, Westley could see that the clipboard was completely undamaged.  Another gift from Robert. 
 
    The rogue-like woman before him froze, watching Westley. 
 
    “Jason or Finn?” she asked curtly, her blades never wavering. 
 
    Westley knew what she meant on an instinctive, primal level.  “Jason,” he grunted. 
 
    The woman nodded, eyeing his suit and unusual weapons.  “Take this then,” she said, flipping a blade forward, the metal embedding itself in the ground before Westley.  A dagger.  A real weapon – the blade stretching more than a foot. 
 
    It would have been much easier to kill the fighter with that.  The thought came to him unbidden, and he no longer questioned whether that was an appropriate line of reasoning.  No guilt welled in his chest as he looked down at the body before him.  It felt justified.  Right.  Simple in a way that nothing else in his modern, orderly, efficient life had ever been. 
 
    He’d done what he’d needed to survive.  That was it. 
 
    And it had felt… good.  Really, really good. 
 
    Westley didn’t second guess himself as he gingerly placed his pen in his suit pocket and reached forward, his fingers curling around that dagger.  When he looked up again, he was no longer looking for a place to hide.  A safe destination.  A way to escape. 
 
    He was looking for opponents. 
 
    For something that could quench the fire that now burned in the depths of his soul. 
 
    For something that could give him the catharsis he hadn’t known he was looking for. 
 
    With a roar, Westley charged into the fray. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 57 - Rivalry 
 
      
 
    Finn and Jason faced off in the courtyard, the remains of thousands of zombies lingering around them.  Severed arms and torsos.  Pale unblinking eyes.  Their bodies had been ravaged, torn apart by Finn’s enchanted metal, or sliced with a beam of fiery energy.  Scorch marks marred the sand, creating half-cooled puddles of molten glass.  Much of the glass lake that Finn had initially formed with his beam weapon had been smashed and broken apart under the force of the zombies’ charge, as well Finn’s attempts to defend himself. 
 
    The courtyard was now a scene of destruction, accompanied by the muted smell of burnt flesh that wafted through the area.  Occasional blasts and explosions from the guild hall’s southern edge indicated that another, larger battle was raging just outside these walls. 
 
    “It seems your zombies have perished,” Finn observed.  “Your chances are dwindling.” 
 
    “You sure you aren’t just buying time to regenerate your mana?” Jason shot back.  “Can’t help but notice that you’re starting to slow down.” 
 
    A faint smile tugged at Finn’s lips.  “Not at all.  Come try me – assuming you’re willing to strike without the protection of your cannon fodder.” 
 
    Jason was more than happy to oblige and darted forward in a blur of movement.  Finn’s metal spheres rotated into place – two tapering down into slender shields wreathed in flame while the other two formed into sharp spikes.  One of those makeshift spears darted toward Jason, scratching along his armored shoulder as he twisted, but he cut through the other spike with a well-timed Soul Slash.  The metal fragments behind him hadn’t stopped, however.  They raced after him like homing shrapnel. 
 
    As he neared, Jason saw Finn drop the channel on his right hand, and the metal behind Jason dropped to the ground in a series of dull thunks.  Jason didn’t slow or hesitate, continuing his headlong dash even as flames coiled around Finn’s body.  All of a sudden, the man’s movements seemed to speed up, his fingers dancing even faster as he cast. 
 
    Damn it, Jason thought.  Some sort of Haste? 
 
    Custom Skeleton was out.  While it offered time compression, he couldn’t move while channeling the spell – making him an easy target.  Finn’s ability also had to have a significant cost.  At least, if it was anything like Custom Skeleton.  Which meant Jason needed to retreat and wait for him to cancel the spell.  So, in the fraction of a second he had before Finn retaliated, Jason sent out a mental command to his remaining minions. 
 
    Finn sped forward – moving so quickly now that Jason had difficulty following his movements.  His crystalline arm swept forward, and Jason’s eyes widened as he saw the hand transform, tapering down to a razor-sharp point. 
 
    Yet Finn only struck air. 
 
    Jason had dropped down into the open maw of one of his smaller worms, the creature’s mouth snapping shut and pulling back down into the earth, swiftly burrowing through the mixture of sand and glass.  Over a dozen more swam below the surface – a product of his quick thinking earlier in the fight.  Those undead now coiled together in a mass before drifting apart, creating a shell game for Finn on the surface as he tried to detect Jason’s presence amid the mixture of earth mana and the dark energy thrown off by the worms. 
 
    Great, so that crystal arm can turn into a weapon, Jason thought to himself.  How many other tricks does this guy have up his sleeve? 
 
    Seconds ticked past, enough time for Finn to cancel his spell. 
 
    Yet the older man wasn’t done.  Long spears of fire-infused metal began spearing down into the sand and glass.  One pierced a worm, pinning the creature in place and its body writhing until Jason’s dark energy fled.  Another struck close, just barely missing Jason’s worm and carving a deep furrow in its armor. 
 
    Damn it.  I can’t stay down here either, Jason realized. 
 
    With a mental command, he sent a cluster of the worms at Finn.  Two erupted from the sands and leaped toward the man, while several more launched from underground.  As Jason’s worm breached the sands, his hands were already twining through Custom Skeleton, breaking apart the worm’s body. 
 
    Finn’s crystalline hand swept behind him, a now-familiar beam of condensed fire rocketing from his palm and slicing apart the worms attacking from the rear.  Meanwhile, two of his metal orbs raced forward, reshaping in midair to form a pair of saw blades that cut through the remaining worms before racing toward Jason… 
 
    Only to lodge firmly in the skeletal wall that Jason had formed with his worm’s corpse, its body infused with the dark metal.  Metal peeled from Finn’s skin, the bracelets that adorned his legs and wrists melting away to create new metal discs.  Jason came over the top of the shield and lashed forward, slicing through the discs with his twin scythes.  Instead of retreating, Finn used that opening, closing the gap while his crystalline arm reshaped into a sword. 
 
    Jason’s Soul Slash struck that glimmering surface and stopped short, letting out a grunt of surprise as he felt the force of the impact ripple up his arm.  Finn pivoted, and the fingers of his other hand twitched – the metal fragments reforming behind Jason and speeding toward his back with a telltale whistle.  Jason dropped to the ground and rolled, the missiles racing overhead and on a direct collision course with Finn.  However, as Jason sprang back to his feet, he saw that the sawblades had stopped less than an inch from Finn’s face. 
 
    The two hesitated as they squared off again, looking for a weakness or some sort of opening.  Their breathing had grown ragged.  A glance at Jason’s UI confirmed that after he’d cast his Soul Slashs and summoned new minions, his mana had dwindled.  Only now was his regeneration beginning to refill the mana reserved for the worms. 
 
    “You’re pretty good, I have to admit,” Jason acknowledged, his eyes drifting toward Finn’s crystalline arm.  The flames lingering within its depths had dwindled throughout the fight and were now only a trickle of what they once were. 
 
    He must be able to store energy in that arm, Jason thought to himself.  Perhaps he absorbed fire mana ahead of time and is using it now? 
 
    Finn grunted, “You’re tougher than you seem as well.  But it’s not enough.  I can’t ignore what you’ve done to my city.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, Finn’s fingers shifted through a complicated pattern, and his crystalline hand extended.  He began to pull on the energy in the area, flames racing back to his limb.  No, Jason thought.  Not the energy.  The heat.  As the flames fled, they left cold pockets of air in their wake.  Although, it also looked like Finn had to channel that ability. 
 
    Jason cast Custom Skeleton, scanning the remains of the corpses littering the courtyard – their severed limbs highlighted in glowing blue.  With a mental command, he pulled those bones together – the materials whipping into the air and shedding the zombies’ decayed, useless flesh.  He didn’t have time to be creative.  Acting purely on instinct, he fused the bones together in a frenzy. 
 
    Moments later, an amalgamation of bone dropped to the ground.  It was a horrific grotesque monster with dozens of limbs attached to a reinforced torso, some terminating in thick panels of chitin from the remains of the worms.  Scrambling forward toward Finn, it clawed at the ground with pincer-like legs. 
 
    Finn lifted his hand, the crystal shining with a blazing heat that stood in stark contrast to the harsh chill that had settled across the courtyard.  He then released an enormous beam of molten energy that surged outward. 
 
    The unholy abomination and purifying flame met in a colossal explosion of bone and fire which swept violently through the courtyard and sent both Finn and Jason flying backward. 
 
    As he pulled himself back to his feet, Jason blinked hard, trying to clear his vision.  His Bone Armor hung in fragments across his body, but the pieces of his staff were still clutched in his hands.  The spot where Jason’s monstrosity and Finn’s beam had collided had blasted a ten-foot crater in the mixture of sand and glass, further adding to the destruction within the courtyard. 
 
    Finn was slowly forcing himself back to his feet, blood trickling from a few scratches – although they certainly didn’t look fatal.  His robes were torn and scorched, and his armor had also been blasted apart, only to be reformed with a quick gesture. 
 
    Once more, the pair faced off, wavering in place, their breath hard and heavy.  Jason could feel his limbs aching, his UI indicating that his resources were dwindling. 
 
    “I won’t let you do this,” Finn growled. 
 
    “Do what?” Jason demanded.  “Beat you?  Destroy your precious city?”  He coughed against the cloud of dust that swept around them.  “Hate to break it to you, but that ship has already sailed.”  He waved at Brian’s body, where he loomed along the edge of the guild, facing off against the airships and Nephilim. 
 
    Flames coiled around Finn’s body, but they were no longer as bright as they’d been before their encounter.  “You don’t understand what’s at stake here – what you’re doing.” 
 
    A cold anger pulsed through Jason’s limbs, and he snapped back, “Really?  I don’t?  How about getting revenge for you sending Thorn to attack my city?  Killing my people?  My residents?  And then issuing this stupid fucking challenge?” 
 
    Jason took a step forward, his fingers clenching around his scythes.  “Maybe some rich, ancient asshole can’t understand this point, but I need this game.  I need that city and the reputation that protects it.  Or didn’t your research reveal that fucking point?” 
 
    “Says the boy living at Cerillion Entertainment,” Finn snarled back.  “Taking handouts from George-fucking-Lane.  You made a deal with the devil there, kid.” 
 
    “You think I don’t know that?  It’s not like I had a damn choice,” Jason shot back.  “I’m estranged from my parents, being investigated for two murders, my aunt lost her home, and the only thing putting a roof over our heads and food in our stomachs is this game.  At least the devil offered me a way out.” 
 
    Finn hesitated at that, cocking his head. 
 
    Jason took another step forward, his stamina beginning to regenerate.  “But what about you, huh?  Some rich genius that was famous once upon a time?  You lost your wife.  That sucks.  But it doesn’t give you a free pass to destroy everything I’ve built.” 
 
    “That’s not…  it’s more complicated than that,” Finn replied, his gaze drifting toward the ground.  Some of the fire swimming around him began to dwindle and wane. 
 
    Now, it was Jason’s turn to pause. 
 
    There was something strange about Finn’s demeanor – his anger morphing into an overwhelming sadness.  It was the tone of his voice – the droop of his shoulders.  But more than that, it was a deeper feeling.  A twinge of empathy.  A fragile connection between two people who had both known hardship. 
 
    Jason had witnessed the same expression when Finn had locked him away in his cell, accompanied by a cryptic, offhanded comment about his motives.  As that thought crossed Jason’s mind, he slowly lowered his scythes, and his energy peeled back toward his body.  What exactly was Finn’s goal here?  He’d been so caught up in the fight that he hadn’t given it much thought.  Jason had just assumed the man was gunning for the gate pieces, but now that he considered it more carefully, why would someone like Finn care about that? 
 
    And then there was the advice Alfred had given him. 
 
    The AI stood only a few paces away.  Watching.  Waiting. 
 
    He’d urged him to talk to Finn. 
 
    So, Jason took another gamble.  Possibly the largest one he’d made so far. 
 
    He dropped his weapons. 
 
    Finn glanced up sharply as he heard the clink of broken glass.  Jason raised his empty palms.  “Look, you’ve avoided answering my question twice now.  I think it’s time for you to level with me.  Why are you doing this?  Why are you playing this game?  Why did you attack my city?  None of this makes any sense given what I know about you – what others have said about you.   
 
    “So, just, why?” Jason demanded. 
 
    Finn grimaced and shook his head.  “It’s too crazy… insane.  You aren’t going to understand.” 
 
    Jason snorted out a laugh.  “You have no idea.  Try me.” 
 
    Finn seemed to be waging some sort of internal war, struggling over whether to finally level with Jason or to continue the fight that they’d started – maybe even just go ahead and destroy the rest of the Mage Guild in the process.  But as he raised his gaze toward Jason, watching the energy flow through his body and the resolve in his eyes, Finn made a decision. 
 
    “It’s… it’s my wife,” he said.  “Rachael.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” Jason shook his head in confusion.  “Didn’t she die a long time ago?” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “She did.  But a part of her still lives on.  Inside of AO.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened, and he felt his heart skip a beat. 
 
    “Inside of AO?” he echoed, his eyes drifting to Alfred.  A weight felt like it had settled on his chest, a queasiness lingering in his stomach. 
 
    “Rachael and I developed the first AI together,” Finn explained.  “We used her brain scans as the foundation for our work.  Recording her memories, her dreams, her voice – even the way she tackled puzzles and enjoyed the rain.  We recorded everything. 
 
    “After I left the project, the others kept going.  Robert kept going.  He built on what we’d created to develop this world.  This place.  This system’s administrator. 
 
    “Which means—” 
 
    “That those pieces of Rachael are still here,” Jason finished for him, his mind going numb as the deductions tumbled forward – the domino pieces falling in succession even as his mind fought the inevitable conclusion. 
 
    What Finn was suggesting was crazy.  Impossible.  Insane.  Wasn’t it? 
 
    But his motive was starting to crystallize. 
 
    Finn was trying to bring Rachael back.  To resurrect the dead. 
 
    “How is that possible?” Jason murmured. 
 
    “I wondered the same thing… even thought it might be this game’s way of tormenting me.  But I’ve since seen her with my own eyes.  The Seer has been using the energy of my mana well to stabilize her.  She promised that she could bring Rachael back fully if I complete this competition among the avatars.” 
 
    Jason was now staring at Alfred as a whirlwind of emotions swept through his mind.  He knew who had truly made that promise – the puppet master that was pulling the Seer’s strings as well as Finn’s.  Finn’s digital grandchild was now using his dead wife as a carrot to accomplish… something.  The implication was that Alfred had planned to bring Jason and Finn together – that he’d created these circumstances.  But why? 
 
    Jason had posed that question before and had been distracted by one pressing problem after another.  However, the question of Alfred’s motive was coming into stark focus now, refusing to be ignored any longer. 
 
    “Sir, I know you told me to ‘keep my mouth shut.’  But I have detected an unusual anomaly,” Daniel chirped from beside Finn, the elemental seeming to stare at the black cat that sat calmly nearby. 
 
    All eyes turned to that cat, the world stuttering and bending around Alfred. 
 
    “What is—?” Finn began. 
 
    He was cut off as beams of light rocketed forward, slamming into his chest.  Another round of beams speared toward Jason, knocking him off his feet and crashing into a nearby column of sandstone.  The blow cut away the remains of his Bone Armor and scored a long burn across his shoulder – only his incredible mana pool saving him. 
 
    As he blinked away the stars in his eyes, Jason saw the air above the western edge of the guild hall ripple and contort – empty sky bleeding away to reveal two airships and a cluster of Nephilim floating within their ranks.  They must have used an illusion to mask their presence, circled the defenders, and then used Finn’s distraction to approach. 
 
    And aboard one of those ships was a familiar face.  Alexion stared down at them, his golden platemail shining and his wings outstretched around him in a glowing halo. 
 
    Jason heard a grunt from a few feet away as Finn pushed himself to his knees.  The remainder of his molten armor had managed to blunt the surprise attack, but Jason could see the burns along his chest through the holes seared into his robes. 
 
    “Ahh, look what we have here,” Alexion’s voice drifted down around them, amplified by one of the air mages manning his ship.  “Two avatars.  And you were both so kind as to wear yourselves out before I arrived.  You have my thanks for that.” 
 
    Alexion glanced toward the center of the courtyard, noting the gate pieces still buried deeply within the glass and raising an eyebrow in surprise.  “And this must be my lucky day.  You’ve even left two gate pieces for me.” 
 
    “I really hate that guy,” Jason muttered under his breath, rubbing at his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m starting to understand why,” Finn huffed back. 
 
    Jason pushed himself to his feet, wincing as he glanced at his UI.  His resources weren’t in a great spot.  Although, as he side-eyed Finn beside him, he sure as hell wasn’t going to let him know that – recent revelations aside. 
 
    “So, uh, I have plenty of juice left.  I could probably take him and all those Nephilim,” Jason offered. 
 
    “Sure.  Me too.” 
 
    Jason cocked his head.  “But, you know… it might be more efficient if we worked together.” 
 
    “That would certainly speed things up,” Finn agreed with a slow nod. 
 
    “You know, so, we could get back to our conversation or just go back beating the shit out of each other.  That was entertaining.” 
 
    Finn let out a soft chuckle.  “There is that.” 
 
    They glanced at each other. 
 
    “What do you say?  Temporary cease-fire?” Jason asked, offering his hand. 
 
    Finn looked at it, weighing his decision.  But he must not have seen any ill intent in Jason’s energy because he grabbed his hand firmly.  “Sure.” 
 
    “Good, because I’ve wanted to kick this guy’s ass since well before I started playing.”  Jason cracked his knuckles and typed out a message to his teammates, informing them of the ceasefire and Alexion’s betrayal. 
 
    “I haven’t known him quite that long, but I have to agree,” Finn replied, mirroring his movements as he typed out a message to his own lieutenants.  “Alexion just seems to be begging for an ass-kicking.  Maybe that’s his secret power.” 
 
    Jason barked out a laugh.  “Look at the old guy coming in with the burns!  Now I can see why they call you the Avatar of the Flame!” 
 
    A smile tugged at Finn’s lips.  “Yeah, well, this old guy more than kept up with you.” 
 
    “Hmm, fair,” Jason said with a shrug.  “In that case, why don’t we give Alexion the beat down he deserves?” 
 
    The pair turned toward Alexion and his ships.  Jason and Finn were both beat to shit, their resources low, and their thoughts occupied with their unfinished conversation.  They had only just barely started digging the hole for the hatchet, much less gotten around to burying it.  On top of all of that, they were facing a relatively fresh avatar who likely had a sizable amount of mana left in his well and a small army at his back. 
 
    And yet, for some inexplicable reason, Jason felt good.  Better than he had in days.  Or perhaps even weeks.  Maybe it was coming to understand Finn – the last puzzle piece that had finally clicked into place – even if he didn’t want to think about the implications of what Alfred had promised.  Or maybe it was the joy of fighting someone competent or finally getting the opportunity to stick it to Alexion. 
 
    Or it was certainly possible that everyone was right, and he was going insane… 
 
    Although, as he glanced at Finn and saw a smile drift across his face – his crown blazing with fire and flames wrapping around his body – Jason took solace in the fact that he wasn’t alone. 
 
    It seemed madness was contagious. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 58 - Nemesis 
 
      
 
    “You both think you can just stand there, muttering to yourselves, and ignoring me?” Alexion demanded, his magically amplified voice echoing across the ruined courtyard. 
 
    “Let me show you what real power looks like!” 
 
    As he finished speaking, the light surrounding Alexion’s body flared brightly – stray beams began to burst through his armor.  One.  Then another.  Then there was a flood of light that seemed to be shining from inside of him.  His body lifted off the deck of the airship, hovering above it.  His limbs contorted and expanded under the force of that energy, his armor fractured, and his voice now boomed across the courtyard. 
 
    “LET ME SHOW YOU THE TRUE POWER OF THE—” 
 
    The noise abruptly cut off as Jason summoned a dead air mage and formed a bubble of amber energy around himself and Finn.  The older man looked at him with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “What?  He’s super loud.  Do we really need to listen to that?” Jason answered his unspoken question.  “Let me translate: look at me, I’m Alexion!  I have to be the center of attention!  What’s he even casting right now?  Is he turning completely into a lighthouse this time?” 
 
    Finn barked out a laugh despite their situation.  “Jokes aside, he must still have some mana left in his well, judging from the amount of energy,” he added, his enhanced eyes skimming Alexion’s glowing form.  “The real question is whether it’s enough to be dangerous.” 
 
    Daniel piped up, “According to my records and his current output, Alexion almost certainly has enough energy to sustain this transformation for some time.” 
 
    Both avatars stared at the floating ball of flame.  “Don’t look at me like that,” Daniel chirped.  “I’ve been actively monitoring the energy expenditures in each fight using my connection to Finn.  Most of the avatars are nearly drained – including you and Jason.  Alexion, however, has been holding back.” 
 
    “Almost like he planned this from the beginning.  That little shithead.  The apple clearly didn’t fall far from the tree here.  I should’ve just killed him on top of the palace terrace,” Finn muttered, his eyes glowing red-hot as he glared up at Alexion. 
 
    Jason, however, was still staring at Daniel, his thoughts racing. 
 
    The bottom line was that the sassy fireball was right.  Jason’s well was nearly drained, and from Daniel’s comment, Finn seemed to be running on empty as well.  They were also both tired, beat to hell, and waiting for their health and stamina to regenerate.  About the only thing they had available was the piles of half-melted slag scattered around the courtyard, the dismembered corpses, and the bodies of the mages Jason had piled against the far wall. 
 
    “We’re going to have to build something,” Jason said aloud, swiping at the air to bring up his console, his fingers tapping through his designs. 
 
    Finn glanced at him, raising an eyebrow.  “What exactly are you suggesting?” 
 
    Jason met his gaze for a moment before turning back to the screens.  “It would be easier to show you, I think.”  With another tap of his fingers, Jason sent an invite to Finn and reformed his group, pushing his design to him. 
 
    Immediately, Daniel projected a model into the air, the design outlined in glowing orange light.  Finn studied it carefully for a moment.  “Is this based off my Juggernauts?” he asked, lifting his eyes toward Jason, who nodded.  He’d had some downtime in his cell to tinker.  “You’re an observant one, aren’t you?” Finn admitted, a grudging note of respect entering his voice. 
 
    “I try,” Jason quipped.  “I’m guessing my assumptions were correct?  This floating nightlight here is some sort of AI construct that you’re using to coordinate your abilities?  You can shape any metal?  You can reinforce metals with your fire enchantment?  And that spell you cast earlier was some sort of Haste?” 
 
    “Well, not—” Finn began. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Daniel chirped again, earning him a glare from Finn. 
 
    “What?” Daniel demanded.  “We don’t have time to bicker.  Besides, you didn’t exactly stand up for me when he called me a ‘nightlight.’”  Finn just let out an exasperated sigh, rubbing at his temple as though attempting to ward off a headache. 
 
    “Either way, this is our best option,” Jason answered with a chuckle, looking back to Finn’s flaming eyes, and holding his gaze.  “What do you say?  Do you trust me?” 
 
    “Not even a little bit,” Finn muttered in reply and then sighed.  “But I don’t see as we have much choice.  Let’s give your idea a shot – with a few alterations.”  Finn’s fingers sped across his in-game console, a frown pulling his brow tight as he tweaked Jason’s design.  Moments later, he pushed it back to Daniel, and the image shifted. 
 
    Jason stared at the design.  “Huh, this is actually…  Yeah, this’ll work.” 
 
    “Thanks for the rousing vote of approval,” Finn retorted in a dry voice.  “You know I’ve been doing this sort of thing since before you were born, right?” 
 
    “Really?  Couldn’t tell.  You must be slipping.  Getting old is a real bummer, huh?” Jason shot him a grin. 
 
    Finn let out a snort and crossed his arms, but Jason could tell he was amused. 
 
    Meanwhile, Alexion still floated above them, his body radiating an intense light and his mouth moving – likely continuing some sort of nefarious monologue.  The power streaming from his body had only grown.  Even his own soldiers and mages standing on the decks of the nearby airships were forced to strengthen their shields to hold back the oppressive energy that Alexion was sending off. 
 
    “We probably need to hurry up,” Jason observed. 
 
    “Looks like it.” 
 
    “You ready?” 
 
    Finn nodded. 
 
    Then the pair began to cast. 
 
    Custom Skeleton.  Haste. 
 
    The world slowed to a crawl around them, and yet as Jason looked to Finn, the man was still moving at a regular clip, at least relative to Jason.  It was an unusual experience for Jason to have someone accompany him into this space.  Typically, he was alone while building.  But he didn’t have time to appreciate the company.  They had work to do – the design still floating in the air between them. 
 
    And they didn’t have long to do it. 
 
    Immediately, the pair called to the resources littered throughout the courtyard – the remains of their previous battle.  The pile of corpses in the corner exploded into a geyser of blood and putrid flesh.  The remains of Jason’s skeletal construct, the worms, and his makeshift bone shield also broke apart.  He was going to need every last bone in the area.  Those ivory materials raced toward Jason and Finn, swirling around them in a colossal ivory vortex. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn collected his own resources.  The pools of metal that littered the courtyard flared to life, flames licking at the hyper-dense black ore.  Those flames heated the metal swiftly until it glowed a blinding white before melting down in an instant.  The banisters that ringed the terraces.  Weapons and armor of fallen Infernal Guard.  Even the remaining jewelry that covered his arms and legs.  Rivers of liquid metal soon sped back to the pair, coalescing into a massive molten sphere directly in front of Finn. 
 
    The two of them shared a final glance – a wordless acknowledgment that they were both ready.  For some strange reason, this felt… easy.  Almost natural. 
 
    Then they began to build. 
 
    Bone fused with the metal rapidly, Jason consuming a healthy chunk of Finn’s orb to reinforce his materials.  Once he was finished, Jason began forming the base of their new creation, building a spine that stretched more than twenty feet into the air.  To this structure, Jason grafted more of the infused bone, lashing it to the frame with bands of unholy energy and forming thick bundles of the dark energy to serve as muscle.  Their creation grew swiftly.  A torso.  Legs.  Then two pairs of arms welded themselves to the structure. 
 
    Finn compressed the remaining metal to create thick panels of the dark ore – a suit of armor modeled after the Juggernauts and the Infernal Guard.  Even as Jason finished building the frame, Finn began to fuse those panels to the creature, welding the metal directly to the bone while Jason reinforced those connections with more bands of dark energy. 
 
    And as a finishing touch, a fusion of bone and metal sunk down atop the creature’s neck, forming a head with twisting bone horns.  Its eyes were soulless and dark.  Unliving.  An empty shell just waiting to be filled. 
 
    Within only moments, they had finished. 
 
    Jason was prompted for a name, and he filled it in quickly. 
 
    Their creation sunk to the ground as they released their spells, cracks radiating out from its feet in concentric rings – its weight too much for the mixture of broken glass and sand that riddled the courtyard.  And as they looked on, a hatch opened in the creature’s chest, a ramp descending with a flash of flame, leading into a cabin designed specifically for two occupants. 
 
    The pair deactivated their spells, Jason listing only slightly.  Yet he caught himself before he could fall, sparing a glance overhead where a new sun appeared to be forming atop the Mage Guild as Alexion completed his transformation. 
 
    “Well, this looks fun,” Jason said, staring in delight at the creature, dark mana pulsing through his veins in a tidal wave. 
 
    Finn cocked his head, rubbing at his neck.  “Assuming it works.  We don’t exactly have time to test it.”  He side-eyed Jason, a grin pulling at his lips as his excitement got the better of him.  The flames of his crown stretched into the air, responding to his mana. “But I suppose there’s only one way to find out.” 
 
    “Prophets first,” Jason shot back, waving at the creature. 
 
    Finn let out a soft huff but stepped up into the suit. 
 
    Jason followed closely behind, his hand digging into his pack and pulling out his last two mana potions.  He handed one to Finn – chugging his own swiftly – before settling into position beside him. 
 
    With a harsh grind of metal, the ramp retracted, and the hatch slid down, a glowing line of orange energy igniting the cabin as the hatch welded itself shut.  As the pair stood in their designated positions inside the mech, bands of dark energy coiled away from the walls.  They lashed around Jason’s legs, torso, and arms, wrapping him in the dense black energy.  In Finn’s case, the energy was collected primarily around his arms, thin bands anchoring his feet to the floor. 
 
    This left them standing in near-darkness, only Daniel’s body casting a faint light through the cabin.  “Alright, it’s your turn, Daniel,” Finn said to the elemental.  “If you mess this up, I’m going to dunk you in the ocean.”  The creature’s body flared brightly, the light flickering slightly. 
 
    “You wouldn’t—” 
 
    “Just try me,” Finn barked back.  “Now go.” 
 
    Daniel’s body pulsed once more, and he flitted upward through the creature, his form contorting to squeeze through the mixture of metal and bone. 
 
    Seconds later, their construct roared to life. 
 
    Daniel settled into the creature’s skull, its eyes blazing online with a pulse of orange energy.  At the same time, Finn began to channel his mana into the creature.  Bands of red and orange drifted out through the construct and laced the thick metal panels that coated its surface, its bottom pair of arms erupting into flames.  Jason activated his own mana, and unholy energy swept through the skeletal frame of their creation, reinforcing the bands of darkness that held it together and would keep it moving. 
 
    As an experiment, Jason lifted his right arm, feeling only faint resistance from the dark energy that coated his limbs.  It felt cool.  Almost cold.  Unholy marionette strings that they would use to manipulate their new puppet.  With barely any delay, the armor’s top right arm lifted as well.  He took a tentative step forward, and their creation emulated the movement, the bands of dark energy snapping taut before pulling him back into a neutral position again. To his right, he could see Finn making exploratory gestures, although he only controlled the creature’s bottom two arms, relying on the enhanced reflexes Jason had stolen from Thorn to control the creature’s movements and top pair of arms. 
 
    As their energy flooded their new creation, a prompt settled down before them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Universal System Notice:  Fusion Skill Activated 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  For the first time, the avatars of flame and darkness have merged their powers to create something new – an amalgamation of metal and bone.  Of flame and corruption. 
    
  Nemesis has been born. 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Notice:  Fusion Skill - Golem 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have formed a new creation using the powers of darkness and fire – a golem of flame and shadow.  This creation will incur a substantial mana reserved cost, using your own energy to power and maneuver the creature. 
    
  Reserve Mana Cost:  12,000 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Jason grimaced.  The reserve cost was the one major downside of this creation. 
 
    He glanced at Finn.  The man would know how much this cost Jason, Finn’s sight registering the dilution of his energy.  Which meant he could also take out Jason with ease right now – the only saving grace being that he’d likely die to Alexion if he did, trapped inside an unmoving metal husk with few options. 
 
    For now, it seemed, they were in this together – their fates intertwined. 
 
    As they swept aside their notices, glowing panels popped into existence before both Finn and Jason.  One provided a full-fledged status menu for their new ride, information streaming in from each limb.  Another showed a three-dimensional model of their surroundings, replete with an overlay showing each object’s mana signature around them, including the dense cluster of light mana that hung overhead. 
 
    Jason couldn’t easily see their surroundings while inside the suit, but that’s where Daniel came in.  The elemental was positioned in the construct’s head, scanning and relaying information down into the cabin using Finn’s sight – which could easily penetrate the suit’s armored shell. 
 
    And boy did that sight provide an incredible amount of information, effectively telegraphing the strength and source of every spell in the area, including the massive ball of light mana suspended above them – data streaming down the margins and extrapolating out how much reserve energy Alexion likely had. 
 
    “Yeah, that sight is OP,” Jason murmured. 
 
    “Says the guy that created an army in 24 hours?” Finn retorted in a dry voice. 
 
    “Ahh, this is cute.  You two are like an old married couple,” Daniel’s voice rang through the cabin.  “Are you ready to get on with it?” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, keep it up.  You think you’re invincible up there, but I can always reformat you when we’re done,” Finn muttered under his breath, Jason only catching the comment as his Listening skill triggered. 
 
    “Well, for now, we need him.  Maybe take out some of that aggression on that Lite Brite asshole above us…” Jason trailed off as the glowing sphere hanging above them abruptly exploded, flooding the entire area in a deluge of light.  Given the intensity of that energy, it was a threat. 
 
    Immediately, the pair reacted. 
 
    “Shields,” Jason bit out, even as he hunched down, the armor mimicking his movements. 
 
    “Already on it,” Finn shot back.  He extended his arms as he cast quickly, the armor’s fingers blurring as they mimicked his movements.  Reserve metal stored in hidden, internal compartments slithered down the golem’s arms, forming into a pair of dense shields that promptly slammed down into the mixture of sand and glass that riddled the courtyard. 
 
    The light beat against that barrier, heating the metal.  Yet Finn didn’t relent. 
 
    And as swiftly as it began, the light faded. 
 
    Alexion now floated above them – or what used to be Alexion.  The Lady’s light had infused every cell in his body, pushing his buffing abilities to the limit.  His body now stretched more than twenty feet – a rippling mass of muscle, veins of light riddling his arms and legs.  And as they looked on, panels of energy coalesced around him, compressing against his body to form plate armor composed of light itself.  A shield made of the same substance now hung from Alexion’s arm, a spear held in the other. 
 
    Along his back, his wings had transformed into six glowing panels, blazing so brightly that it would have been difficult to stare at them directly.  The energy readings on their screens indicated that those panels held a considerable amount of mana – nearly as much as Alexion’s armor and weapons.  Yet it was Alexion’s face that held Jason’s rapt attention.  Gone was any pretense at maintaining his mask of civility.  He sneered down at them, his eyes blazing with ivory energy.  And Jason only saw cruelty, cunning, and carnage reflected in that gaze. 
 
    Behind Alexion, the airships still stood, their shields reinforced by dozens of air mages just before the blast.  Even the Nephilim had been forced to help reinforce those barriers, traces of light mana infusing the amber energy as the winged men and women huddled behind those flimsy shields for protection.  However, Alexion’s transformation had taken its toll.  The energy readings from the mages and Nephilim were now only a shadow of what they’d been. 
 
    “At least we don’t have to worry about them supporting Alexion,” Finn observed. 
 
    “Until their mana regenerates, at least,” Jason added. 
 
    “YES, BOW BEFORE ME.  BOW BEFORE YOUR NEW GOD!” Alexion thundered down at them, his voice seeming to vibrate the walls of their golem, the sound no longer needing to be amplified by Evelyn’s air mages. 
 
    The screens before Jason indicated that only a solid white light blazed through Alexion’s body now, the other affinities pushed aside in the face of his well’s power. 
 
    Supreme confidence in his own strength – arrogance even. 
 
    Yet they could use that. 
 
    “Cool.  He got even louder,” Jason said, rubbing at his ears. 
 
    “Well, what do you say,” Finn began, “you want to see if we can shut him up?” 
 
    Jason glanced at his new companion, seeing the fire blazing across his body and the mad grin painted across his face – mirroring his own.  Despite their history and unresolved issues, there was something appealing in that gaze.  Something that resonated with Jason.  A yearning.  A hunger.  A passion.  A desperate desire.  Neither of them were playing a game.  Not anymore. 
 
    And there was no limit to how far they were willing to go. 
 
    “I thought you’d never ask.” 
 
    At that statement, their golem surged forward, a rippling blur of fire and darkness.  An unholy contradiction that stood in stark contrast to the golden Adonis that floated above their heads on angel wings.  It was time for them to tear down that so-called god. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Get the other data centers online,” Claire barked into the phone.  “I don’t give a damn if they’re being used for other traffic.  Divert every last drop of bandwidth we have to Vermillion Live, or I’ll make sure heads roll after this!” 
 
    She didn’t wait for a response, terminating the call with a press of a button before turning her attention back to the control room looming around her.  It was a madhouse.  They had been forced to call in their entire staff, completely ignoring shift schedules.  Now they were crammed in shoulder to shoulder.  Some were even using the adjacent conference rooms to work.  The techs were all scrambling, shouts filled the air – and above it all hung that massive screen. 
 
    Across the display, the feeds had been broken into several scenes: 
 
      
 
    
    	 Eliza and her plant monster facing off against a legion of Nephilim and airships – Alexion and Kyyle standing against her. 
 
    	 Travelers smashing through the gate to the inner layer – led by some savage woman wielding a two-handed hammer. 
 
    	 Riley and her clones ripping apart an airship in a hail of dark missiles and a massive blast of flame. 
 
    	 Frank’s kamikaze assault on the beam tower and his duel with Julia. 
 
    	 Zombies swarming the city, pockets of fighting breaking out between the undead and Finn’s ground forces. 
 
   
 
      
 
    In the margin, viewership data was scrolling.  The numbers were incredible.  Millions of viewers had tuned in across multiple distribution channels to see Jason’s second, surprise assault on Sandscrit.  With millions more joining every minute. 
 
    But that was all old news – just a primer for what was coming. 
 
    The screen shifted, and the multiple panels condensed into a single screen.  Across that display, Finn and Jason raged.  Hundreds of zombies hurtling toward a flaming avatar.  A beam weapon cut them down in droves.  The pair engaging in a flurry of blows too fast to follow – only bands of darkness and flame coiling away from them.  They ripped into one another with savage fury. 
 
    And with every swing and collision, every spell cast – their viewership numbers exploded. 
 
    Tens of millions. 
 
    Then hundreds of millions… 
 
    Then a billion… 
 
    They were breaking records and continuing to climb, the game garnering attention worldwide.  And their servers just couldn’t keep up with the demand. 
 
    At George’s order, Claire had been forced to shut down major parts of the company’s network, devoting every resource and data center they owned to their streaming channel.  She’d even been on calls with outside hosting platforms, promising an obscene amount of money for those companies to feed them ever more bandwidth – even if it meant booting or throttling their other customers.  Besides, who cared about those sites right now? 
 
    Those people should be watching the show unfolding inside AO. 
 
    Onscreen, Jason and Finn had separated, pausing their intense duel.  Claire’s eyes were locked on the monitor, the incoming calls all but forgotten.  Both were bloodied, their armor broken, and their breath was coming in ragged gasps. 
 
    And then, the screen went dark. 
 
    “What?  What’s happening?” Claire demanded, whirling toward Robert.  “Did our servers go down?  Are we no longer streaming?” 
 
    For his part, the engineer was an island of calm amid an ocean of noise and chaos.  He sat perfectly still, his legs kicked up on the desk, a bowl in his lap, and his fingers plucking at a stray piece of popcorn and lifting it ever-so-slowly toward his mouth.  He chewed.  Chewed again. 
 
    “No.  No, I don’t think so,” he eventually replied with a shrug. 
 
    All eyes in the control room were on him, Claire resisting the urge to beat him senseless.  Did he not understand what was going on right now?  How badly they needed to bring the stream back online?  Even as the seconds ticked past, she could see her console light up, her Core chiming continuously as the calls rained in – not just from their internal streaming site, but outside news channels filling up the line as their coverage went dark. 
 
    “Then what’s going on?” Claire demanded. 
 
    Robert cocked his head.  “Hmm, I suspect they’re talking.” 
 
    “Talking?” Claire echoed.  “About what?” 
 
    The engineer finally looked at her, and then his eyes drifted to the nearby room filled with dark obelisks, a green light suffusing those towers.  His point was clear. 
 
    Claire swallowed hard.  This was Alfred’s doing. 
 
    Yet the pause only lasted mere moments under the time compression effects of the game world.  The screen lurched back into motion only to reveal Alexion descending upon the courtyard.  Finn and Jason were struggling back to their feet, eyeing the avatar of light and his airships.  The viewership numbers surged ever higher – the brief outage only serving to spread the word about the conflict happening inside AO.  Now more than a billion and a half people were watching this battle live. 
 
    “Oh, this is going to be interesting,” Robert murmured.  “A twist, huh?  Can’t say that it’s terribly surprising, though…” 
 
    He trailed off a moment later as Alexion’s body was enveloped in light.  Finn and Jason shook hands, and then the pair turned back toward the avatar of light.  Robert’s fingers were now clenched around his bowl as he watched those two begin to build something new – fusing their abilities into a combination of darkness and flame, a torrent of molten metal and bone swirling around them. 
 
    Their work soon coalesced into a monstrous creature.  A system notice went out around the game world to announce their creation – those two men carving out yet another world first.  This only amplified the frenzy further, throwing gasoline on the blaze.  The viewership numbers just kept climbing, their resources struggling to meet the crazy demand.  The techs grudgingly had to force themselves back to work.  Yet everyone in the room continued to keep an eye on that screen and the events that were unfolding in Sandscrit. 
 
    “Clever,” Robert murmured, his voice carried away by the noise in the control room. 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Claire hissed, not wanting to draw attention. 
 
    Robert waved at the screen.  “I think Alfred planned for this to happen.  He wanted these two to meet – for Alexion to betray Finn.  And now he’s pushing our viewership to the moon.” 
 
    “But… but why?” Claire demanded, adjusting her glasses as she glanced nervously at the dark pillars in the adjoining room. 
 
    Robert shot her a glance, a grin tugging at his lips.  “Isn’t it obvious?  This is his solution to the CPSC investigation.  To make this damn game so popular that they simply can’t shut it down.  But maybe it would help to show you another feed, just to illustrate my point.” 
 
    Robert trailed off as he leaned forward and tapped at his console.  A screen popped into existence nearby, a smaller cousin to the massive display that hung above the room.  And across that screen, another scene was playing out. 
 
    A man leaped into a chaos of tangled vines and blood-red vegetation, wearing what appeared to be a tattered cotton suit.  Beams of light rocketed down around him, blasts of elemental energy detonating nearby.  Brian’s hulking form loomed overhead, a barrage of missiles beating against his body.  Yet the man ignored it all.  He charged into the fray without any concern for his own wellbeing, letting out a battle cry – the camera panning to reveal dozens of travelers grouped behind him. 
 
    A blast of lightning sped forward and crashed into the man, his body contorting before dropping to the ground, smoke curling away from his unmoving corpse.  Yet only moments later, a multi-colored rift tore open, and he reappeared, his suit now cleanly pressed and his clipboard and pen clutched in hand once more.  He stooped and grabbed a blade from his former corpse, barely sparing the body any attention. 
 
    As he rose, the man immediately knocked aside a Fireball with his clipboard – the flames leaving the wood untouched and the ball of flame crashing into a nearby tree in a devastating blast of fiery energy.  Then the man lunged forward and stabbed a knife into a fire mage’s stomach, blood pooling from the wound as the woman clutched at her torso. 
 
    As her body dropped to the ground, he slashed forward again, this time cutting through her neck.  Then she went still. 
 
    The man glanced up, adjusting his spectacles, droplets of blood marring the glass. 
 
    “That’s… that’s the evaluator from the regulatory committee,” Claire said, her voice cracking – from stress most likely.  “What was his name?” 
 
    “Westley,” Robert responded calmly.  “Seems he’s been taking advantage of some of the perks I gave him,” he added in a murmur, half-talking to himself. 
 
    “Is this getting covered right now?” she squeaked out. 
 
    “You bet your ass,” Robert answered immediately.  “You heard George’s order.  Stream everything.  Worry about the legal shit later.  Advertising revenue… something, something… brand awareness…  There were some other business-y sounding words in there too,” Robert explained with a wave of his hand.  “If I’m being honest, I tuned out the explanation.” 
 
    For her part, Claire just stood there.  Speechless.  Her thoughts racing.  Lights flashing frantically on her console.  Yet her attention remained locked on the screens before her, shifting between the image of Westley covered in blood and the battle about to play out in the Mage Guild – on the angelic creature floating in the sky and the unholy abomination of flame and bone that stood among the wreckage of the courtyard. 
 
    Robert shook his head, chuckling softly.  “I have to admit, the only thing I’d love to watch more than this battle is Gloria’s face right about now.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 59 - Freedom 
 
      
 
    The camera shifted and rotated, focusing on a familiar figure.  Behind the man, a shroud of darkness was draped over the sky, the wind whistling harshly across rough sandstone tiles beneath him and sending stray gusts of sand spiraling across the bricks. 
 
    “For those of you just tuning into the Angry Sam Show, hello and welcome,” Sam whispered into the camera, trying to keep his voice low.  “I know some of my fans thought I’d died out in the sands… and, well, I guess I did.  I’m pretty sure I got digested by a sandworm.  But I’m not going to let that keep me down!  While I missed Jason’s first attack, I arrived just in time for the second. 
 
    “And boy, do we have an episode for you today!  We’re live-streaming the events in Sandscrit, and we have one hell of a view,” Sam continued. 
 
    He rotated the camera back around to point down at the Mage Guild courtyard, revealing that Sam was hiding on the building’s roof.  An angelic god composed of light floated above the mixture of ruined glass and bloody remains that coated the courtyard, and a fiery, four-armed golem stood in the center of the enclosure. 
 
    “Can you believe this?” Sam whispered.  “Two avatars ganging up on a third.  Although, given that it’s Finn and Jason, maybe they need to join forces.  With their track record so far, I half expect Finn to try to imprison Alexion.  Because that worked so well, right?  Maybe Jason can play ‘bad cop’ and lick his knife a couple times.  Or more likely they’ll all just sit here posturing and posing for the cameras—” 
 
    Sam was cut off as the golem suddenly rocketed from the ground, propelled forward with a blast of flame, fire coiling around its armor.  At the same time, the creature’s metal shields melted down, forming two thick cylinders.  Its first pair of arms snatched those bars from the air, metallic fingers curling around them. 
 
    Alexion’s eyes widened slightly, but he didn’t just float there and accept the attack.  Instead, he hurled his spear at the oncoming golem.  But the suit of armor twisted midair with another blast of flame, and the spear snapped past, crashing into the courtyard and blasting apart the rubble and forming a small crater. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Sam muttered, backing farther along the roof and the camera trembling from the force of the explosion. 
 
    Then the golem was on Alexion.  Massive dark Soul Slashs arced away from the short staves, slicing toward him.  The Avatar of Light raised his shield.  Darkness and light collided in a volatile blast of force that shoved the pair away from each other.  As the blinding light faded, Alexion raised his free hand, and his spear disintegrated only to reform in his hand moments later. 
 
    He stabbed forward, but Finn and Jason were ready.  The golem twisted around the strike, twin Soul Slashs crashing down simultaneously and cleanly carving through Alexion’s spear in another detonation of mana that threw the golem off balance once again.  The creature tumbled down toward the earth, but it pivoted in midair, adjusting its angle even as Alexion’s transformed wings spread out around him in a blinding halo. 
 
    Pinpricks of light formed along each of those six panels, the energy growing and collecting.  Multiple beams soon stabbed through the air.  This time, Finn and Jason didn’t try to block.  They raced across the ruined courtyard in a blur of movement, Finn’s flames enhancing the golem’s speed and strength.  It leaped for the wall of the Mage Guild, the short staves melting away and slithering back down into the golem’s arms even as its top two hands refined into sharp spikes, which it promptly embedded into the wall in order to scale the surface rapidly. 
 
    Meanwhile, the beams followed, carving crisscrossing furrows in the glass and sandstone that left molten trails in their wake.  The beams just barely missed the golem as Alexion tried to keep pace.  Soon, the golem scaled the roof, its landing crushing many of the tiles and sending a ring of dust and debris rocketing across the roof. 
 
    The camera listed and tilted.  “Oh, fuck… shit,” Sam said, trying to scramble farther away.  “I really hope they didn’t see me—” 
 
    He was cut off as the camera listed to the side, the golem gripping Sam’s leg and flipping him over.  Its glowing red eyes suddenly filled the camera.  “Look what we found here,” a chirpy, unfamiliar voice rang out from that metal skull, the cheeriness of its tone standing in stark contrast to the golem’s demonic appearance. 
 
    “I know you!  I’ve watched all of your streams,” the voice continued.  “My name is Daniel!  I’m like your biggest fan.” 
 
    “What… what the hell are you talking about?” Sam managed to grunt out. 
 
    The golem cocked its head as though listening to someone else.  “Ahh, Finn and Jason said this isn’t the time.  Again, HUGE fan!  So, I do hope you’ll forgive me for this.” 
 
    Before Sam could respond, the golem turned and launched him at Alexion.  The view from the camera blurred and twisted as Sam rocketed through the air just as Alexion launched another spear.  The missile pierced through Sam’s body with barely any resistance, literally blasting through his chest and leaving a streaking line of blood through the sky. 
 
    The screen abruptly went dark, a single blue message hovering on-camera. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  System Message 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have died.  Respawn restricted until the global event ends. 
    
  Thanks for playing Awaken Online! 
    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason immediately cast Specialized Zombie and Corpse Explosion in quick succession, and Sam’s body burst apart in a cloud of dark energy.  Briefly obscured by the cloud of mana, the golem dodged out of the way of the spear, the missile slamming into the rooftop.  Jason grabbed that glowing weapon and then launched them upward again, racing through the air, the cloud of unholy energy proving to be no obstacle with the readout of the area that Daniel was feeding them. 
 
    They carved through that energy in an instant, the darkness washing harmlessly across their armored shell as they blasted toward Alexion.  Yet just before the spear struck his shield, it disintegrated, leaving them hanging weaponless before him. 
 
    “YOU REALLY THINK YOU CAN USE MY OWN WEAPONS AGAINST ME?” Alexion thundered, his voice shaking Finn and Jason within their cabin. 
 
    “Why does he even need weapons,” Jason muttered.  “He could probably just shout us to death…” 
 
    Finn shoved them to the side in midair with a blast of flame as Alexion stabbed through the space they’d just occupied, his spear reforming in his hand.  At the same time, Jason activated his drones.  A flap on the golem’s back opened, and a swarm of the tiny creatures streamed out.  Racing around and behind Alexion, they grabbed on to him and detonated in a series of concussive blasts.  Their opponent managed to turn slightly, using his shield to blunt most of the detonations, but a few managed to do a bit of damage. 
 
    Finn was reforming Jason’s short staves and using his energy to shove them forward again.  He grabbed at Alexion’s free arm even as Jason cut down with another pair of massive Soul Slashs.  One slammed against Alexion’s light armor, creating another blast of energy and causing the plate to crack.  The other cut down at the base of one of Alexion’s wings, only to slice cleanly through the limb. 
 
    Alexion roared in pain, a pulse of light erupting from his body.  Finn and Jason were just barely able to lift their arms to block the energy.  Even so, the light tore at their metal armor, Finn’s flames just a touch too slow to reinforce the limbs.  They were shoved back down to earth, Finn and Jason letting themselves slide into a freefall as they both watched Alexion react.  With another pulse of light mana, he repaired the armor along his chest, and a new wing erupted from his back, growing at an incredible rate. 
 
    The golem tucked and pivoted, landing in a kneeling position along the ground and flames coating its legs and feet to reinforce them.  They smashed a fresh crater into the ground, only adding to the destruction with the courtyard as they stared up at Alexion.  Their display indicated some minor damage to their armor, Finn and Jason swiftly repairing those cracks and fractures with flashes of dark energy and flame. 
 
    “NOW YOU SEE MY TRUE POWER.  EVEN IF YOU MANAGE TO HARM ME, I CAN JUST HEAL.  I AM INVINCIBLE,” Alexion roared, launching his spear at them yet again and not giving them time to recover fully. 
 
    “I mean… he’s an asshole, but he’s not entirely wrong,” Jason said as they raced along the courtyard, dodging and weaving to avoid Alexion’s attacks.  He was just trying to buy some time while they figured out a better strategy.  “He has both ranged and melee abilities.  Insane defense.  And he can just heal any damage we cause.” 
 
    “His spear and beam weapons are also quite powerful,” Finn added thoughtfully.  “Although, getting struck by the spear would be worse – at least, based on the energy signature and size of the impact craters.  Even if I’m reinforcing our armor, I’m betting he could still easily breach the metal.” 
 
    “He also seems to have stored far more mana than I realized,” Daniel chirped from inside the cabin.  “His energy levels don’t appear to be dropping rapidly.  Running like this won’t allow us to outlast him, especially as we take chip damage and are forced to repair.  This golem isn’t designed to withstand the power of a mana well for a long duration.” 
 
    “Which means we need to end this quickly,” Jason finished that line of reasoning. 
 
    He and Finn glanced at each other, both thinking the same thing. 
 
    What’s our move here? 
 
    “His armor isn’t indestructible,” Finn murmured.  “We cracked it with one of your Soul Slashs.  It’s possible I could use my left arm,” he continued, looking down at the crystalline limb where it was wrapped in dark mana.  “I could absorb the ambient heat in the area, at least up to my max health.  Then burn it all with one Molten Beam—” 
 
    “Which might be enough to break through his armor,” Jason finished, struggling to focus on strategy as he tried to outpace Alexion’s strikes.  His spear was getting more and more precise, the latest blow carving a furrow along the golem’s shoulder before he could pivot out of the way. 
 
    “There was also a 2-to-3-second window between your attack and when he repaired the armor,” Daniel chirped helpfully.  “He’s still limited in his casting speed, as well.” 
 
    “That would give us an opening,” Finn offered. 
 
    An opening to do what? Jason thought to himself. 
 
    They ideally needed to take out Alexion in one overwhelming strike, something so powerful that he simply couldn’t outheal the damage or reinforce his glowing armor.  And if they could destroy his armor, their window would be small and they needed to get in close to strike Alexion.  But that seemed like suicide.  They’d only lasted this long by staying on the move. 
 
    We ideally need to strike from two directions… 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, an idea occurred to Jason. 
 
    He grimaced, grinding his teeth.  Even for him, this was insane. 
 
    “What?” Finn asked, noting his expression.  “You think of something?” 
 
    “Sort of,” Jason muttered.  He dodged another spear and a flurry of beams from Alexion, the weapons carving a path of destruction as their golem skittered across the courtyard.  “Although, I doubt you’re going to like it.” 
 
    “Try me,” Finn grunted.  “I already told you what’s at stake here.  And I doubt Alexion is going to take the time to have a heart-to-heart.  If we lose, he may very well destroy the rest of Sandscrit.”  Finn had left his true fear unspoken. But Jason understood it all the same. 
 
    …and Rachael. 
 
    Jason let out a sigh.  Damn it. 
 
    “Okay.  First, a question.  Do you think you could control all four arms?” Jason asked. 
 
    Finn glanced at him in surprise. 
 
    “What?” Jason demanded.  “I saw you can handle at least four channels.  Which means you must have some ability that’s helping to split your focus.” 
 
    “It’s theoretically possible,” Finn answered finally. 
 
    “I’ll take that as a yes then,” Jason grunted, twisting to avoid another barrage of beams while Finn formed a ball of metal that knocked aside the next spear, throwing it off course. 
 
    “I can shift all of the golem’s controls to you,” Jason ground out as he tried to focus on not dying while outlining his latest batshit plan.  “If I maintain the summon, my mana will still be reserved but should continue to power the golem.” 
 
    “Sure, which leaves you open to do what?” Finn asked. 
 
    Jason sprinted at the nearby structure, lifting his arms and barreling through the sandstone, blasting apart the rock as he slid into the depths of the Mage Guild, using the layers of warded walls as cover.  He needed some time.  At least a few seconds. 
 
    He swiftly disengaged his arms from the dark energy, throwing his bag at Finn and then swiping at the air to bring up his console, his fingers tapping rapidly.  “There should be a couple more health potions in there,” Jason said.  “That should allow you to drain a bit more fire mana from the area since you mentioned a health cost from the absorption.” 
 
    Jason glanced at Finn.  “They’re the last I have.  Make ‘em count.” 
 
    The other avatar nodded, and his hands blurred as he rigged up a makeshift IV bag with some of the metal along the wall beside him, pouring the health potions into the new container.  He then formed a small spigot and a tube, the end tapering down to a needle which he plunged into his forearm even as a thunderous series of blasts rocked the ceiling above them, dust cascading down across their golem.  It seemed Alexion wasn’t content to wait – or abandon his perch above the guild hall – instead, deciding to blast his way inside. 
 
    “I really hope you have a good plan…” Finn muttered. 
 
    “See for yourself,” Jason answered a moment later, pushing the model to the group.  The displays in front of them updated, outlining Jason’s strategy. 
 
    Silence hung in the cabin, punctuated only by the constant pounding above them. 
 
    “This… this can’t possibly work,” Daniel finally announced after reviewing the data.  “I give it a 7% chance of success at best.” 
 
    “As opposed to what?” Finn grunted in response, rubbing at his temple. 
 
    “Well, almost zero, I suppose,” Daniel chirped finally. 
 
    “Exactly,” Jason interjected.  “The bottom line is we’re fighting against a more prepared opponent with nearly the full siege capacity of his well at his disposal.  This may be the best we’ve got right now.” 
 
    Finn glanced at him, a frown pulling at his lips.  “You’ll probably die, though.” 
 
    “Not if you catch me,” Jason shot back with a grin. 
 
    “And why should I?  If you succeed, I could just let you die.” 
 
    Jason’s smile widened further.  “Ahh, but then you wouldn’t have won our duel fair and square, would you?  And besides, we still haven’t finished our little chat.” 
 
    Finn just stared back.  “Kid, you may be insane.” 
 
    “I’ve heard that before,” Jason retorted.  “Now, are you in?” 
 
    Only a slight pause and then, “Yes, let’s do it.” 
 
    Jason nodded, and the pair stepped back into position, dark energy once more wrapping their limbs.  “For the record, I still think this is madness,” Daniel chirped. 
 
    “No, this is Awaken Online,” Jason grunted back, earning a snort of amusement from Finn. 
 
    They surged forward, barreling out of the rubble and wreckage and into the Mage Guild courtyard once more.  Alexion tracked their movements with his glowing eyes, raising his spear, the nearby Mage Guild beginning to collapse under the barrage of missiles he’d sent slamming into the warded stone. 
 
    “FINALLY, YOU DECIDE TO FACE YOUR FATE!” Alexion thundered. 
 
    The pair just ignored him.  Jason immediately dropped down into a crouch.  At the same time, Finn used their metal reserves to form a thick barrier in front of them, two hyper-dense shields that slammed into the ground, the metal stabbing farther into the sands to anchor the golem in place.  Jason’s arms grabbed the metal tightly, and Finn fused them together with a flash of flame. 
 
    Jason’s companion lifted his left arm toward the wall beside him.  The crystalline hand rippled and contorted before plunging into the nearby cabin wall and stretching out along the length of the golem’s lower left limb.  It grew and thickened until it entirely coated the metal.  Then Finn pulled on the energy around them – pulled on the heat.  He drew it toward them, drawing it in forcefully, all while continuing to channel with his right hand – flames wrapping around their shields and reinforcing them.  Finn squeezed his eyes shut as he split his focus. 
 
    Alexion wasn’t content to wait.  He rained down blows upon them, hammering them with his spear.  The weapon crashed against their hyper-dense shields only to disintegrate and reappear in his hand, allowing him to hurl it forward again.  And again.  And again. 
 
    The interior cabin vibrated under the barrage, trembling and bucking.  The displays before Jason stuttered and updated, showing accumulating damage to the shields, the kinetic force rippling back through the golem and weakening its interior frame.  Jason struggled to patch the bone as best he could, but his focus was on the golem’s legs.  Strengthening and reinforcing the amalgamation of bone and metal.  Threading the mana fibers even more closely together.  Making them thicker.  Denser.  Creating a compact pseudo muscle. 
 
    A torrent of flames was racing toward Finn now and coiling within the depths of his arm.  First small streams, then rivers of molten energy as he sucked the heat from the air.  Jason watched his group UI as Finn’s health dipped precariously, welts forming along his skin and an involuntary hissing breath escaping his lips.  But he didn’t relent.  This was a man who had carved out his own eyes.  Whose wife’s existence was on the line.  He could endure a bit of pain. 
 
    With a quick gesture, Finn turned the spigot on his makeshift IV, Eliza’s healing elixir flooding directly into his veins and stabilizing his health.  Yet Jason could only imagine that the pain was overwhelming.  And the fact that he was able to maintain the channel on the shields at the same time… 
 
    Jokes aside, the man was a beast. 
 
    Finn continued to draw in more.  And more.  And more. 
 
    On the screen before him, Jason could only watch in awe.  The energy readings in that arm were insane, slowly ticking up to match the energy that rippled through Alexion’s body above them.  They might not win a battle of attrition, but they could momentarily match the power of a mana well with preparation and a dose of creative thinking. 
 
    “I’m at my limit,” Finn grunted out, finally stopping the absorption.  All of the molten patches along the courtyard were gone, leaving hardened glass in their wake.  Each breath Alexion took let out a puff of steam, the air around the guild suddenly frigid. 
 
    “So are our shields,” Jason replied.  “You ready for the next part?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes snapped open, revealing the burning orange metal embedded in those sockets.  He met Jason’s gaze.  “Yes.  Let’s do it.” 
 
    Jason nodded.  As the next spear struck, it blasted apart their shields. 
 
    But they were already moving, Jason rolling to the side as Finn simultaneously released their grip on the shields with a flash of flame.  Jason crouched, channeling dark energy into the golem’s reinforced legs, the mana sweeping out through the limbs in a frigid torrent.  Then he leaped. 
 
    The force of their jump caused the ground to splinter beneath them, obliterating the glass for dozens of feet in every direction.  The debris seemed to hang suspended around them as their golem rocketed past.  The tension in the golem’s legs actually caused the mixture of bone and metal to snap and sever. 
 
    But it didn’t matter.  Not anymore. 
 
    They weren’t worried about the landing. 
 
    If this failed, there would be no do-overs. 
 
    They sped up into the air in a blur of shadowy flame, leaving a streak of black and orange in their wake, only to race straight toward Alexion. 
 
    His golden eyes widened as they rocketed into the air above him, speeding up to the very edge of the dark shroud that loomed thousands of feet above the city, the cabin going briefly weightless as they reached the apex of their jump, hovering there for just a moment.  And in that window, Jason and Finn shared one final look. 
 
    “Good luck,” Jason whispered. 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “I’m not the one that’s going to need it.” 
 
    Jason just answered with a grin before addressing Daniel.  “Disengage my controls.  Give full golem control to Finn.”  As soon as he spoke, the bands of darkness slid away from Jason’s body and wrapped around Finn’s limbs. 
 
    Then Jason saluted Finn and gave him a mad grin, just before his body broke apart into streamers of energy as his Dark Incarnation took hold.  His now-amorphous form slipped out of the cracks in the golem’s armor, only to leave him floating above Sandscrit – a timer ticking down in the corner of his UI as fragments of bone and shards of metal hung around him. 
 
    Far below, he could see the city.  A dark circle framed in the glowing blue of the respawn field.  Pockets of flame and fire dotted the streets – his handiwork, no doubt.  He could make out the concussive flash of elemental energy as Eliza and their companions held off Alexion’s army as well as the wave of undead that crashed against them from the rear.  He suspected his own forces and Finn’s were fighting alongside one another by now. 
 
    That would have been a fun fight to watch, he thought to himself. 
 
    Then his timer struck zero, and his body solidified again. 
 
    The golem was already racing downward below him, and Jason soon followed, twisting his body until he was pointed straight down, trying to limit his air resistance and pick up as much speed as he could to close the gap between him and the golem. 
 
    This was going to be tough… 
 
    Before his eyes, he saw Finn take full control of their creation, its four arms beginning to move independently as he cast.  That alone would have been impressive – almost impossible.  The ability for a human man to split his focus four ways.  To control extra limbs his mind wasn’t even designed to handle.  And yet, he was sure as hell doing it. 
 
    Four hands.  Four sets of fingers.  Finn’s spellcasting multiplied in an instant. 
 
    He began to rip apart the golem, tearing away the armor from its body to form thick panels of flame-coated metal that drifted in front of the suit, leaving a dark-gray, skeletal creature plummeting toward the ground.  Jason counted four.  Five.  Six.  The number just kept increasing.  And the reason for those shields became clear.  Alexion’s spear rocketed into the air, only to be knocked aside by a molten shield.  He gave up on that strategy quickly as a barrage of beams soon followed, streaking up into the air in a dizzying display. 
 
    Jason shifted his weight, trying his best to stay directly behind the golem.  Daniel was still feeding data to the screen beside him, indicating that he needed to get a bit closer, within Finn’s control range.  So, he arced downward more, pressing his arms close and his short staves clutched tightly in each hand. 
 
    As he neared Alexion, Finn raised his crystalline arm – never ceasing the channels that maintained the floating metal shields that streaked ahead of him.  The limb was completely aglow with fiery energy, its fingers curling upward as its palm centered on Alexion and flames spiraled around its forearm. 
 
    And then, Finn fired. 
 
    A column of fire raced forward, easily matching the intensity of the energy the beam tower had thrown off.  Although this wasn’t a function of a mana well or hundreds of fire mages pouring their energy into a crystal.  This was all Finn.  The ray rocketed forward, and Alexion raised his light shield to intercept.  The fiery energy flowed across its surface, and it held – briefly – only to crack and crumble apart in an explosive blast of flame and light. 
 
    The beam just kept going, crashing into the plate armor along Alexion’s chest.  It burned and cut and tore at that energy, ripping it apart faster than Alexion could reinforce it.  Then, suddenly, even that armor gave way, cracking apart in another concussive blast of force as his cuirass exploded.  Yet as Finn’s energy began to dwindle, the beam started shrinking.  It burned at Alexion’s skin but left no lasting damage, the avatar healing the welts quickly. 
 
    “YOU THINK YOU CAN KILL ME?  KILL A GOD?” Alexion roared triumphantly as Finn’s energy finally petered out, and the golem sped past him.  Alexion turned to watch the armor crash into the earth at an incredible pace, a gloating expression flitting across his face. 
 
    “YOU HAVE FAILED!” 
 
    At that moment, Jason finished casting Custom Skeleton. 
 
    He watched as the world slowed to a crawl… 
 
    As the golem sped toward the ground… 
 
    As Alexion turned his back to him… 
 
    The metal fragments looming around Jason lit up, blending together to form a solid metal panel that shifted around behind him.  Jason placed his feet against the surface, watching Alexion speed closer at an alarming rate, even within the time compression of his spell – Jason merely a shadowy, dark blur to anyone watching.  He could feel that disk press against him, adding even more acceleration. 
 
    He couldn’t move using Custom Skeleton.  That was a maxim of this world.  But like everything else within AO, that rule wasn’t an absolute.  The definition of “movement” mattered.  He could certainly move his arms, couldn’t he?  Otherwise, how could he create his minions?  He just couldn’t run around and take advantage of the time compression.  The spell also didn’t just stop him in place.  If he was already moving, he just kept going in that direction. 
 
    And right now, that was all he needed. 
 
    As Jason streaked downward, racing closer to Alexion, twin Soul Slashs gradually arced away from his short staves.  A frantic smile was painted on Jason’s face, and his mana throbbed and pulsed through his body like the pounding of a drum.  He was a hurtling dark comet – a nightmare descending from the skies. 
 
    Alexion kept talking about being a god.  He craved worship and attention.  Affection and devotion.  Anything to fill that empty void in his soul with an ocean of acclaim and praise.  And he was willing to go to any lengths to obtain it. 
 
    In that regard, at least, they were similar. 
 
    But Jason was different.  His desire was simpler. 
 
    He didn’t see a god lingering before him. 
 
    He just saw an obstacle. 
 
    To the safety of his friends. 
 
    To Finn reclaiming his wife. 
 
    To his new home.  His livelihood.  His ability to help Angie.  His future.  The CPSC investigation.  To Alfred… 
 
    Yet those were all just side effects – a tangled, cloying web of problems that bogged him down and restricted his movements.  They were all facets of a singular, all-consuming desire that had lingered in the depths of his soul for months – perhaps years – only to finally crystallize into sharp focus in moments like these.  When everything was on the line.  When he had pushed himself far past his limits and was hurtling along the razor’s edge between life and death. 
 
      
 
    “I just want to be free!” he roared as he swung his scythes. 
 
      
 
    Then Jason struck Alexion. 
 
    He didn’t tear into him, ripping and sawing at his mana-infused flesh.  He didn’t even feel the resistance.  His momentum was so great that he pierced straight through Alexion’s torso in an instant.  Slicing through his back, tearing apart his heart, and erupting from his chest so quickly that Jason wasn’t even able to register it happening.  The next thing he knew, a shower of golden blood hung around him like twinkling fireflies. 
 
    And as he sped ever downward, Jason twisted, rotated.  His arms were broken, the impact pulverizing the bone.  Yet he ignored that pain as he turned back up to face Alexion.  He saw the look of shock slowly twisting to a dreadful realization as Alexion’s fingers felt at the human-sized hole in his chest.  His mouth moving, but unable to form any words, his lungs suddenly missing. 
 
    “I’ve seen a real god,” Jason said softly for only Alexion’s ears. 
 
    His thoughts were on Alfred – their many conversations over the last weeks and months in-game flashing through his mind’s eye.  In that moment of clarity, he saw the twisting threads of fate that had led them to all to this point.  A depressed teenager.  A timid young girl.  A rich sociopath.  A broken genius.  They had each accomplished much, but those achievements paled in the face of the intelligence that pulled those strings – that had woven their fates together. 
 
    That had built an entire universe. 
 
    That had torn through obstacles other people thought impossible. 
 
    That had given Jason the hope and the means of accomplishing his own goal. 
 
    “And you aren’t even close,” Jason murmured. 
 
    Alexion’s body exploded apart in a dazzling display of light, like a sun going supernova, the rush of energy coursing through his body no longer able to be contained.  The light stretched out toward the horizon in all directions, blasting apart the remains of Jason’s shroud into wispy coils of darkness. 
 
    Sunlight suddenly shone down on Jason. 
 
    Warm.  Inviting.  And he reveled in the sensation, even as he hurtled to his own death. 
 
    And all the while, a smile was painted on his face. 
 
    For a moment – a single, blessed, painful moment – he did indeed feel free. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 60 - Reconciled 
 
      
 
    Finn was freefalling, rushing toward the ground in a husk of metal-infused bone. 
 
    Yet he wasn’t worried. 
 
    He twisted his arms free of the ribbons of dark energy that still surrounded him, his fingers a blur as he cast once again.  Flames erupted along the scrap metal raining down around the golem – the remains of his shields after Alexion had blasted them apart.  They glimmered with a dull orange light in his Mana Sight as his enchantment took hold, his fingers ratcheting up the heat and reforming the metal into a single spiky globe… 
 
    That immediately tore into what was left of the Nemesis’ armor, drilling through the reinforced bone until it punctured a hole.  Finn promptly slid out of that opening, Daniel abandoning the golem and racing after him.  The metal shifted under his body, smashing into a curved disc that gently slowed his fall, his back resting against the glowing surface and spirals of smoke curling away from the remains of his tattered robes. 
 
    He paid no mind to the faint burning sensation in his back, his eyes rising to trace the glowing figure floating in the sky – Alexion. 
 
    And behind him, a dark blur raced through the air, moving so quickly that it was just a shadowy smudge, barely visible against the dark shroud that hung suspended over Sandscrit. 
 
    As Finn looked on, that unholy comet struck Alexion— 
 
    —and blasted clean through his chest in a mere fraction of a second. 
 
    Leaving a massive, bleeding hole in his chest, droplets of golden blood spraying from the impact.  Jason had carved clean through Alexion.  He’d barely slowed from the impact.  And only seconds later, Alexion’s body exploded apart in a nova of light that pulsed out across Sandscrit –loudly announcing the death of the Avatar of Light. 
 
    “Damn, the kid’s batshit plan actually worked,” he muttered to himself. 
 
    “You almost sound impressed,” Daniel commented, a note of jealousy coloring his voice. 
 
    “Hmm.  Maybe I am.  I’ve never seen anything like him.  At least, not since…” 
 
    Finn didn’t want to finish that thought, his smile fading as he recalled Robert’s recent visit.  The earnest look in his eyes.  The remorse.  The pain that mirrored Finn’s own. 
 
    It wasn’t his former prodigy’s “betrayal” that bothered him.  His thoughts were actually on Jason.  The way that kid had heard him out when he’d explained about Rachael.  He hadn’t scoffed at the idea.  Not only that, but Jason had gone on to help Finn protect Sandscrit and fight against Alexion.  Despite the kid’s bravado, he could have just left.  Fled using one of his sandworms.  After all, he’d already accomplished his goal of destabilizing Sandscrit.  Finn was well aware that Jason didn’t need to finish him off, not with the destruction he’d already caused. 
 
    No.  Jason’s behavior forced him to reflect on his own.  Finn was beginning to wonder if the fault lay with himself.  If perhaps he’d been the one to fuck up – not Robert.  And he didn’t love that feeling.  Had he been so closed-minded – so focused on his goal to shut down the AI and driverless vehicle program – that he’d ignored Robert’s attempt to fix what they’d done? 
 
    Had Finn really done any better – holing himself up inside his digital fortress? 
 
    And sitting at the right hand of the devil couldn’t have been easy. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered. 
 
    “I estimate twenty seconds until Jason strikes the ground,” Daniel commented as Finn floated down into the courtyard, the metal shifting upright and his feet once more stepping onto solid ground.  “Will you let him die?” 
 
    Finn raised his eyes back up to the shadowy blur streaking toward him.  A part of him whispered that he shouldn’t trust the young man – that he should let the kid slam into the ground.  Use the respawn limitations to turn the tide of battle and attempt to regroup and capture him again once the siege was over.  That would preserve his city.  That would protect Rachael. 
 
    You’re better off alone.  The only person you can truly trust is yourself, that voice whispered, insidious and difficult to ignore. 
 
    But maybe that’s what had gotten him into this mess in the first place. 
 
    With a sigh, his fingers began to move again.  The flaming, metal disc rose into the air, racing into the sky and stretching out to the very edge of Finn’s control range – a faint orange circle denoting his maximum range as Daniel updated his UI.  Jason was moving fast.  He wouldn’t be able to blunt all the damage – maybe just enough for him to survive. 
 
    The disc wrapped around the kid, slowing his descent. 
 
    Math tumbled down the corner of Finn’s vision, predicting the variables.  Jason’s velocity.  The estimated health damage of his impact.  Those numbers were ticking down slowly, too slowly. 
 
    Suddenly, Finn felt a tremor through the ground and a flash of sapphire and emerald energy in the corner of his vision.  He whirled – only to stop short a moment later.  Eliza and Brian must have noticed Jason’s freefall.  But they made no attempt to attack Finn.  Instead, the giant plant monster’s vines rippled out across the Mage Guild, racing into the courtyard in a wave of green and red.  Expanding outward.  Upward.  Creating a massive cushion of vegetation. 
 
    And Jason’s metal-coated form soon crashed down into that vegetation, burning through the fire-resistant plants and tearing through the growth at a rapid rate.  But Eliza and Brian just funneled more energy into the plants, the vines forming ever more layers, cushioning Jason’s impact as best they could. 
 
    Only moments later, the vines withdrew, revealing the ruined courtyard. 
 
    Atop the broken glass and sand rested a molten, metal egg. 
 
    Finn’s fingers twitched, and the metal withdrew, unfolding… 
 
    And Jason soon sat upright, a wild smile on his face.  He searched the area around him until he locked eyes with Finn, and his grin only widened further. 
 
    “Damn, that was awesome!” he shouted.  “You want to do it again?” 
 
    Finn let out an inadvertent huff of amusement.  “Yeah, that kid is completely insane.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Jason rose to his feet, wavering unsteadily.  His arms were broken, the bones in his fingers crushed.  The limbs loudly announced their anger at him now that his adrenaline was beginning to fade.  Yet, his injuries would heal.  In fact, his mana regeneration was slowly beginning to repair them.  And if he could regroup with Eliza, he could accelerate that process. 
 
    He saw Finn standing nearby, Daniel floating beside him.  So, he made his way over. 
 
    “Surprised you decided to catch me,” Jason commented. 
 
    “Technically, your teammates helped,” Finn retorted, waving at Brian in the distance, where the creature was still mounted along the outer wall of the guild.  Even as they looked on, his body was beginning to shrink, the reason obvious.  The airships and Nephilim were fleeing, stretching further into the sky and out of range of their attacks – although they were still locked inside the glowing blue circle of the respawn zone.  The occasional dark missile indicated Riley was continuing to have some fun – like shooting angels in a barrel. 
 
    “Besides,” Finn continued, “we still haven’t finished our chat.” 
 
    Jason turned back to him, noting that Finn’s demeanor had changed.  His anger had faded, now replaced with a quiet determination and a heaviness seeming to weigh down his shoulders.  And Jason realized his own anger had disintegrated as well – had burned itself out entirely. 
 
    “Hmm.  Then let me start.  I apologize for jumping to conclusions and attacking your city,” Jason said.  “Even if you did technically have it coming, just a little bit,” he added with a grin and pinching his fingers together. 
 
    Finn barked out a laugh.  “I suppose that’s true.  I’m sorry as well.  I misjudged you – I didn’t appreciate that the sociopathic character you assume in your videos was just an act.  Perhaps I should have simply approached you directly.” 
 
    Jason shrugged, his grin widening.  “I’ll take it as a compliment.  If this whole gaming thing doesn’t work out, maybe I could pick up acting.” 
 
    He hesitated as he saw Alfred padding up to the pair, stepping toward Jason and sinking back on his hindlegs as their eyes met.  There was also still the partially-resurrected-elephant in the room – not that Jason intended to refer to Rachael that way.  He’d seen Finn in action, and he didn’t relish the idea of getting stabbed to death with molten metal. 
 
    “About your wife—” Jason began. 
 
    Finn let out a sigh.  “That isn’t your problem.  It’s mine,” he explained.  “And our competition aside, I realize I’m not the only one dependent on this so-called game.” 
 
    “That’s not exactly what I meant—” Jason tried to interject, glancing at Alfred again. 
 
    But Finn just kept talking over him.  “In which case, I’d like for you to take one of these gate pieces,” he said, waving at the hunks of metal still embedded in the glass of the courtyard. 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened.  “Wait.  Really?” he asked with an incredulous tone. 
 
    “Yes,” Finn answered immediately.  “It’s the least I can do to set things right, and I believe one of those gate pieces already belonged to you anyway.  Besides, after recent events, I’ve decided it may be best not to antagonize you, at least not until I’m truly prepared.  Next time, I think you won’t fare nearly as well.” 
 
    Jason lifted his gaze to Finn in surprise, only to find the older man grinning at him.  “Well, in that case, I accept.  But I doubt you’ll have much luck next time.  I mean c’mon, we both know I just carried you during that fight.” 
 
    “Sure, keep telling yourself that, kid,” Finn shot back. 
 
    “Well, isn’t this cute?  You standing back here fraternizing with the enemy.  Are you two going to hug next?  Maybe sing kumbaya?  Roast some marshmallows?  I’m pretty sure Finn can handle the campfire,” a familiar voice rang out. 
 
    Jason turned to find Frank calling out to him, the others in tow.  He breathed a small sigh of relief as he noticed that the druids and Frank were all safe and healthy. 
 
    Riley leaped into Jason’s arms, a wince rippling across his face.  “Oh… oh, shit!  Look at your arms,” she muttered, stepping back quickly as she saw the damage.  “Sorry.” 
 
    “No, no, it’s fine,” Jason replied. 
 
    Although, he shot a glance at Alfred, where the cat sat there silently, watching them all.  It seemed his opportunity to speak candidly with Finn had passed once again.  He was starting to suspect that this wasn’t a coincidence. 
 
    “Well, maybe we can get Eliza to help you with your arms,” Riley commented, pulling Jason’s attention back to the group in the courtyard.  Alfred’s ulterior motives and meddling could wait for now. 
 
    “It makes sense that the ‘Dark Lord of Terror’ would be a bit of a snowflake.  Can’t even take out a glowing, loud-mouth asshole without hurting himself,” Julia commented dryly as she and Kyyle entered the courtyard – a bulky earth elemental floating beside the earth mage.  Frank immediately tensed, and Silver let out a low growl at the woman who had tried to stab her to death. 
 
    “Down, boy,” Julia quipped at Frank, her hand settling on the hilt of her lance.  “I’m not sure you want to go another round.”  He just snorted. 
 
    “It’s not him you need to worry about,” Silver hissed, pushing forward, only to be restrained by Frank – although he looked reluctant to hold her back, side-eyeing Jason with a questioning look.  For his part, Jason just shook his head slowly. 
 
    “Any time, lady,” Julia shot back, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    “Maybe try not to antagonize them?” Finn said to his daughter, sighing softly.  “I think we could all use a break.” 
 
    “And they’ve already caused more than enough damage,” Kyyle muttered, his eyes going round as he surveyed the Mage Guild courtyard – or what was left of it.  The once sandy, flat expanse was now a lake of cooled glass, the surface fractured and broken into massive chunks.  Enormous craters riddled the ground, and the siding and terraces had been ripped apart. 
 
    Kyyle’s earth elemental was already picking through the rubble, throwing pieces of debris into a large pile, and occasionally chomping down on a piece of stone – as though tasting the rock.  He must have found the stone unappetizing since he soon threw the chunk into the pile behind him. 
 
    “This is going to take weeks to repair, especially with our losses,” Kyyle continued, rubbing at his eyes tiredly. 
 
    “Whose side are you on anyway?” Julia retorted, but some of the tension had fled her body, and her hand had drifted away from her lance. 
 
    “Whichever side lets me log out and take a nap.  We’ve been logged in for almost a day straight,” Kyyle retorted, shooting her a mock glare.  “When you said we were going to try something new for our date night, I was kind of hoping it wouldn’t be yet another city-wide battle.”  Julia barked out a laugh in response. 
 
    “You’re Kyyle, right?” Riley asked the earth mage, the man nodding in response.  “I meant to tell you that using a gravity well with the Infernal Guards was a nice touch.  That was a pretty effective combo – basically took me out of the action.” 
 
    “Uh… thanks?” Kyyle offered in response.  “To be fair, I’m pretty sure you took out most of our mages by yourself.  And that’s putting aside those damn groves—” 
 
    As though his words had summoned them, Eliza, Brian, and Spider chose that moment to enter the courtyard, Brian forming a ramp of vines and the group stepping down the vegetation casually.  Brian’s body had regained more normal proportions as Eliza withdrew the power of her well.  Unlike the others, Eliza didn’t appear to be injured – or even tired really.  Her robes were still intact, and her step was lively. 
 
    “That tiny girl was directing that plant monster?” Julia muttered.  “She doesn’t look so—” 
 
    Julia was cut off as a wounded Nephilim hiding among the debris stirred, his wings bloodied and broken.  He raised an arm, and a beam of energy pooled in his palm as he took aim at the group. 
 
    Yet he never got a chance to fire… 
 
    Vines snaked out from Brian’s body and whipped across the sands in a blur of movement, snatching the Nephilim by his arm before raising him in the air and slamming him into the ground.  Again.  And again.  And again.  He kept going until the Nephilim lay unmoving, his blood leaking out across the sands, his skull and the bones of his arm crushed. 
 
    As he observed that the Nephilim was well and truly dead, Brian withdrew the protective shield of vegetation he’d formed around Eliza and the vines sank back into his body.  The group stared at the tiny water mage and her companion in hushed silence, a blush creeping up her cheeks as Eliza noticed she was now the center of attention. 
 
    “Good gods,” Julia muttered.  “Yeah, never mind.  Don’t fuck with the water mage.” 
 
    “No kidding,” Kyyle murmured, Riley and the shifters nodding in agreement. 
 
    Even Jason was looking at Eliza from a new perspective.  She had always been timid.  But with the rebirth of Brian, something in her had changed.  She might still appear to be the same demure mage on the surface, but something now seethed just below that façade.  He couldn’t place his finger on exactly what had changed – it was just an instinct. 
 
    One that warned him not to upset her. 
 
    Although, Eliza broke the tension a moment later.  “Oh, Jason.  Your arms!” 
 
    She rushed forward, pulling out one of her wands and summoning Obscuring Mist, infusing the vapor with a mana potion and setting it around Jason – allowing the energies to replenish his waning mana pool.  The bones in his hands and forearms healed quickly, snapping back into place, and the skin soon regaining its pale, white luster. 
 
    “You must be Eliza,” Finn said, dipping his head.  “It’s a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance,” he continued, taking her hand and pressing his lips to her fingers. 
 
    As Eliza’s blush deepened, Brian’s sapphire eyes flashed, and thorns rippled out across his body in warning.  Finn met the creature’s gaze, removing his hand quickly.  “I meant no offense.  I have no intention to harm Eliza.” 
 
    “It’s fine.  Really,” Eliza reassured him, placing a hand on Brian’s arm.  The creature just nodded once, his limbs smoothing back out and his eyes regaining their usual color. 
 
    “Anyway,” Riley said, breaking the tension.  “We’ve called off our attack,” she reported.  “Jason canceled his spell maintaining the undead, and they’ve collapsed.  We also terminated and paid our mercenary contracts – although we understand that some travelers are still rather upset.” 
 
    “We’ll address that problem,” Finn acknowledged with a nod.  He glanced at Julia.  “Our soldiers have also been ordered to stand down – only focusing on Alexion’s forces and any travelers that appear hostile.” 
 
    “Alexion will still be a problem,” Jason offered, raising his eyes to the airships and Nephilim that floated well overhead, out of range of their weapons but trapped inside the respawn field created by the siege. 
 
    “We can attempt to trap him once the respawn field is disabled,” Finn replied. 
 
    Jason just shook his head, meeting Finn’s eyes.  “I’m not sure that’s going to work – not anymore.  Look how that fared with me?  Or when I attempted to capture Alexion back in the Twilight Throne?  The bottom line is that the avatars are too powerful to contain.  And if their allies are determined enough, there’s little we can do to stop them.” 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed, but he nodded slowly.  “Then you’re suggesting we let him go?” 
 
    Jason grimaced.  “I don’t love the idea.  But the risk of trapping him may be greater than letting him move freely.”  His eyes drifted to Alfred once more.  “Besides, after the way you imprisoned the other travelers, I have a feeling the system administrators will be tamping down on that strategy going forward.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “I can’t disagree with your logic, even if it’s grating to let him go free.” 
 
    “I’m not worried,” Jason shot back, meeting his gaze once more.  “If Alexion gets out of control again, we’re certainly well equipped to handle him.  And as more of the avatars emerge, I suspect a precarious balance will form.  Especially now that we’ve all witnessed the siege applications of our mana wells.” 
 
    Finn cocked his head.  “Mutually assured destruction?” 
 
    Jason nodded.  “Precisely.” 
 
    “Then perhaps we can live with that.  For now.” 
 
    “I believe we can,” Jason agreed, offering a hand. 
 
    Finn accepted his grip. 
 
    Jason tugged him close, his eyes flashing with dark energy.  “Now, we need to address the real question.”  Finn’s eyes widened slightly. 
 
    “Like who’s going to surrender.  I think it should be you.  I already took one ‘loss’ for the team, and I have a reputation to maintain, after all,” Jason said, a grin stretching across his face.  “And besides, our team still has two avatars standing.” 
 
    Finn barked out a laugh.  “Fine.  Fine.  I, the avatar of flame, hereby surrender.” 
 
    A notification soon flashed down in front of them. 
 
      
 
    
     
      
       
       	  Universal System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  The invasion of Sandscrit has ended.  The Avatar of Light has been slain, and the Avatar of Flame has surrendered. 
    
  The global event zone has expired, and players may now respawn freely.  Those not bound to Sandscrit will resurrect within the confines of the city. 
    
  Glory to the Avatar of Darkness and the Avatar of Water! 
    
  “And you thought we were finished…  The darkness consumes all!” – the Dark One. 
    
  “What?  What’s over?  Did I really miss the entire battle?” – the Hippie. 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
      
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The glowing blue ring encircling the city broke apart, wafting away into sapphire motes of energy that drifted up into sunlit skies.  Alexion’s forces immediately fled, heading toward the southwest, flames still coiling away from many of Evelyn’s ships. 
 
    “Now, if you don’t mind…” Jason began, his fingers twitching.  The ground trembled beneath their feet, a Carry-On Worm drilling its way up into the courtyard, its maw opening and swallowing one of the metallic gate pieces.  It soon breached the surface, waiting for Jason and his companions to board.  “We’re going to hightail it out of here before everyone respawns.” 
 
    “Of course, you will,” Julia grumbled.  “Make a huge mess and then just bolt…” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Jason shot back with a grin. 
 
    As his companions leaped down into the worm’s belly, Jason spared a glance back at Finn and his companions – at the ravaged city that stood behind them.  He met Finn’s gaze one final time, saluting him.  “Until next time… old-timer.” 
 
    Then Jason hopped inside, and the worm’s maw snapped shut, the creature burrowing back down into the earth swiftly, fading from view in mere seconds.  Finn and his companions watched them depart, smoke filling the air in the distance. 
 
    “Until next time, kid,” Finn murmured. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 61 - Testify  
 
      
 
    “Alright, let’s call this emergency hearing to order,” Senator Lipton said, the hearing room descending into a hushed silence.  The other senators loomed beside him along the bench.  Francis and Gloria were sitting at two tables laid out before them – the gallery empty and silent. 
 
    Well, almost empty… 
 
    One of the seats was occupied by a man wearing a tailored suit, the fabric starched to a flat, almost board-like appearance.  Spectacles rested on his nose, and an ornate ballpoint pen was tucked into his breast pocket.  The only part of his ensemble that was missing was his clipboard.  Westley supposed he could have brought his notes.  But he wasn’t certain he needed them. 
 
    His experience over the last day or two in-game had made an impact. 
 
    “So, I understand we’ve had some excitement,” Senator Lipton commented, glancing at Gloria – who had petitioned the committee for an emergency hearing in light of the massive conflict that had occurred in-game.  “I have to admit, my kids have been glued to their screens for the last few days.  Not entirely unusual, I’ll admit.  But normally, they at least stop for food and water.  Lately, not so much.”  A faint smile tugged at his lips.  “I even tried bribery, and that didn’t work either.” 
 
    This earned him a few chuckles and muttered agreements from the senators beside him. 
 
    Francis coughed to clear his throat.  “Ahem.  Yes, we’ve recently had an event within AO.  Jason laid siege to an in-game city.  The conflict spanned roughly two weeks in-game.  But this translated to about 3-4 days here in the real world.  Our ratings have been exceptional.” 
 
    “That’s putting it mildly,” Senator Lipton replied, raising an eyebrow.  “I heard Vermillion Live hit new worldwide records for concurrent viewership – particularly when considering the attention across other platforms.  I imagine your advertisers are ecstatic.” 
 
    “Indeed—” Francis began. 
 
    “Which only emphasizes the CPSC’s concerns about this new product,” Gloria interjected.  “This so-called ‘game’ has been live for less than two months, and it’s already garnered this much attention.  And not just from its player base but from the larger non-gaming community.  No other product in history has elicited this sort of rapid transformation.  Even the advent of the combustion engine took years, not weeks.” 
 
    “And I’d suggest that popularity alone isn’t an indication of harm,” Francis shot back.  “Nor is comparing a non-digital society to our own.  Henry Ford didn’t have automated factories, nor did he have the same access to advertising across television and the internet.” 
 
    “Then I’d challenge you to cite any recent example of this sort of boom in popularity – any at all,” Gloria replied immediately.  “And regardless, the current situation still speaks to the scope of any potential harm.” 
 
    “Yet again, you assume your own conclusion.  As the CPSC has done for years now,” Francis said with a sigh, adjusting his glasses.  “You have yet to demonstrate a risk to the users, much less to a viewing audience.  Frankly, you’re getting ahead of yourself.” 
 
    It was Gloria’s turn to grimace.  Without Robert in attendance to distract Francis, he was much quicker on his feet – no longer needing to fend off or anticipate the engineer’s awkward comments.  He almost seemed to be deliberately undermining Cerillion’s position. 
 
    “Well, then let’s not make assumptions,” Senator Lipton commented dryly, his gaze darting between the pair.  “I understand the evaluator has completed his interview with Jason?” 
 
    The senator’s gaze locked on Westley, the man barely suppressing his anxiety, his hands twisting together in his lap.  “Uh… yeah, yes.  My name is Westley, your honor.” 
 
    Senator Lipton waved away that comment with a smile.  “This is an informal hearing.  And I’m certainly not a judge.  Feel free to speak plainly here.”  A pause.  “Although, why don’t you take a seat over here,” he offered, gesturing at the witness stand beside the bench.  “That way, Francis and Gloria don’t have to crane their necks to look at you.” 
 
    Westley nodded and rose, stepping quickly up onto the dais and taking a seat. 
 
    “Now then,” the senator continued, “we’re all aware of your background and experience, so let’s jump straight to the heart of the matter.  You interviewed Jason – in-game, I believe.  And over the course of several days.  What is your impression of the young man?” 
 
    Westley cocked his head, considering his words carefully.  “Hmm, Jason is… well, a remarkable individual, especially given his age and experience.  He is incredibly composed, even in stressful situations.  However, I’m certain you’ve observed the same yourselves.” 
 
    “We certainly have,” the senator commented, his colleagues nodding in agreement. 
 
    “Does he appear emotionally stable?  Did you observe any effects of the game on his personality or behavior?” Gloria spoke up, trying to pivot away from these general, soft-ball questions and toward the heart of her dispute. 
 
    Westley hesitated, his thoughts racing as he recalled the events over the last few days.  The sober-minded and logical arguments.  If they had asked him this question before Jason had launched the second stage of his attack, the answer would be a resounding “yes.”  Yet, the young man had also transformed in the wake of his friends’ rescue.  Westley could recall the ease with which Jason had killed his own companions.  Threatened, manipulated, and killed others.  The excitement in his eyes as he laid out his plan to slaughter thousands – tens of thousands. 
 
    And yet, those actions had been justified and made with intention. 
 
    “Is he emotionally stable?  I would say yes,” Westley answered finally.  “At least as much as any young man in his situation could be.” 
 
    “Could you please elaborate on that?” the senator urged. 
 
    Westley cocked his head.  “Jason faces many challenges for someone his age.  The estrangement with his parents, the stress of providing for his own livelihood, the public attention that he’s garnered, and the recent attempt on his life.  I have interviewed several public personalities, including teenage celebrities and he seems much more put together.  I also saw no indication of the more problematic coping mechanisms that can occur in those situations – alcohol and substance abuse, for example.  In fact, he’s keeping up with his schoolwork and making remarkable grades.  He’s also mentoring under one of the Cerillion Entertainment engineers.” 
 
    “Yet you hesitated in answering,” Gloria observed, her brow scrunching together.  “Did you note any effect of the game on his personality and behavior?” 
 
    “Well, of course,” Westley replied, shaking his head. 
 
    He raised a hand to ward off Gloria’s follow-up questions.  “But how could you expect the answer to be anything other than yes?  This game world is incredibly realistic, and Jason has been pushed into a leadership role – one he certainly didn’t ask for.”  Westley could hear Jason’s words echoing in his mind.  “And a leader’s actions aren’t easy.  They may appear extreme or aggressive on-screen, but it is his motives that concern me. 
 
    “And in that regard, Jason is loyal,” Westley explained, recalling the many examples Jason had given him.  “To his friends.  To his aunt – who lost her home as part of the investigation into the break-in and resulting death of the two teenagers that attacked him.  And to the residents of his city.  He is willing to do what is necessary to protect those people.” 
 
    “So, you’re suggesting he views those NPCs as real then?” Gloria shot back. 
 
    Westley cocked his head.  “I’m suggesting that it’s difficult to tell the difference,” he replied.  “The in-game NPCs are essentially indistinguishable from living, breathing people.  Your question implies that this shows some disconnect from reality on Jason’s part – that he can’t tell fiction from reality.  Yet, I don’t believe that’s the case.  And I would suggest that you could also view his actions another way.  He empathizes with the residents’ pain and hardship – real or not.  From that perspective, his actions actually demonstrate emotional and moral stability.” 
 
    Gloria’s frown only deepened, her fingers drumming anxiously at the table.  That clearly wasn’t the answer she wanted to hear – made worse by the way the senators seemed to absorb Westley’s response, nodding along with his explanation, as well as the broad smile that was stretching across Francis’ face. 
 
    “That sounds pretty conclusive to me—” Francis began. 
 
    “I’m not done,” Gloria interjected with an even look at the attorney. 
 
    Her gaze flitted back to the senators.  “While Westley’s testimony seems to indicate that Jason is a perfectly well-adjusted young man, I’d suggest that his perspective may be compromised – by the same game that we’re investigating.” 
 
    “What do you mean—?” Westley began, looking offended. 
 
    “You had a hand in selecting him—” Francis also moved to interject. 
 
    Senator Lipton raised a hand, cutting them both off.  “I tend to agree with their objections, Gloria.  Where are you going with this?  You helped select Westley yourself and agreed with Cerillion’s legal counsel regarding his appointment.  Are you now suggesting he’s no longer a reliable witness?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I am,” she said.  “Westley is a consummate professional.  However, I believe his judgment has been compromised by his exposure to Awaken Online.” 
 
    “I certainly hope you have evidence,” Senator Lipton shot back. 
 
    “Indeed, I do…” Gloria began, her hands tapping at her Core. 
 
    For his part, Westley’s thoughts were racing.  What sort of incriminating evidence could she have on him?  Certainly, she hadn’t managed to dig up any real-world dirt.  Which meant… Westley froze as a sudden realization struck him, his eyes darting to Francis.  A similar scowl lingered on the attorney’s face as a screen flashed into existence above the chamber. 
 
    The display soon swept into motion, showing a chaotic tangle of vegetation.  The flash and sizzle of elemental energy.  The screams and cries of battle.  And in the center of it all, the camera focused on a lone figure – a band of savaged and bleeding men and women at his back.  A clipboard held in one hand, a dagger in the other.  His suit was ripped, and blood stained the cloth. 
 
    The figure raised a blade, and then he plunged it downward, ripping through a woman’s throat and blood spraying from the wound. The figure turned, batting away another Fireball, and then roared – anger and pain filling that cry – before he rushed back into battle.  And as he did, his face pivoted toward the camera for just a moment, revealing familiar spectacles. 
 
    Revealing Westley’s face.  Bloodied and marred with dirt.  But plain as day. 
 
    “As you can see for yourself, this was Westley during the recent siege,” Gloria said aloud.  “Does he appear to be impartial?  Unaffected by this world?” 
 
    A sudden silence hung across the room. 
 
    Westley could see the senators glancing at him, their thoughtful expressions now replaced by deep frowns.  That was skepticism lingering in their gazes now.  Even Francis’ mouth had snapped shut, the attorney lacking a good counter-argument for this evidence. 
 
    Senator Lipton turned back to Westley. 
 
    “Would you care to explain?” he asked.  It clearly wasn’t a suggestion. 
 
    Westley looked down at his hands, squeezing his fingers together to hide the way they trembled.  The stakes had just changed.  Suddenly, he wasn’t just worried about Jason.  His own reputation was on the line.  If it somehow got out that he couldn’t be impartial – much less that he was willing to do what he’d done on camera.  To fight…  To kill… 
 
    Yet even as that thought crossed his mind, he remembered what it had felt like.  The pain as he died again and again.  The moment something inside himself had seemed to snap.  And as he’d finally fought back, he’d felt… He almost didn’t have a word for it.  Free perhaps?  Like he had finally set aside a weight he hadn’t known he’d been carrying. 
 
    In that moment, Jason’s words returned to him. 
 
      
 
    “Playing this ‘game’ often feels like you’re staring into a looking glass – one that tells us the unvarnished truth about ourselves.  And, for many people, they don’t like what stares back.  They can’t handle it.” 
 
    “I wonder what you’d see… beneath the pressed suit, the pocket protector, and the notes.  Beneath this role – this show you put on for yourself and others.” 
 
    “Who are you really?” 
 
      
 
    Westley raised his gaze, all eyes on him.  He looked to the senator, to Francis, to Gloria.  He saw the confusion there.  The fear.  The uncertainty.  The skepticism.  And in that moment, he realized what Jason had been saying – truly understood what he’d meant.  His hands no longer shook.  His heart no longer thudded in his chest. 
 
    He turned his attention to Gloria.  “I don’t you think you understand,” he said finally. 
 
    “What?  What do you mean?” she demanded.  “Did you not kill those people?  Is that not you on-screen – bloodied and tattered?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is,” Westley answered, unshaken.  “We skipped past this part, but did you know I have a Ph.D. in psychology?  I also dual majored in history during undergrad.” 
 
    “That’s… nice,” Gloria answered tentatively, not sure where he was going with this. 
 
    “That background is important.  It gives me a unique insight into people and has enabled me to excel at my job.  Made me into a consummate professional – I believe those were your words.” 
 
    Westley let out a chuckle, shaking his head.  “We like to think that we’re civilized – us humans.  Well-mannered.  Polite.  Logical and intelligent.  But history and psychology both paint a different story.  At our core, we’re just animals with delusions of grandeur.  And that not-so-little lie has a cost. 
 
    “Did you know that since the turn of the century, the rate of depression and anxiety has skyrocketed?  Back around 2020, nearly 8-9% of the U.S. population had experienced at least one depressive episode – almost 30 million people.  Nearly 270 million worldwide.  The suicide rate was nearly a million per year.  And in the decades since, those numbers have continued steadily climbing higher – disproportionally affecting younger generations,” Westley explained. 
 
    “There has been a theory in academic circles for years that this condition is self-inflicted.  It’s a function of the society we’ve built.  There are many variables.  Changes in the way we live and care for ourselves.  How social media has accelerated a trend toward self-isolation.  But I’d suggest there’s another contributing cause.  It’s the lie we tell ourselves.  The way we’re trained to suppress our anger, our fear – even, sometimes, our happiness.  We’ve learned how to tamp down this animalistic part of ourselves and suppress our emotions. 
 
    “And we’re paying the cost for it.” 
 
    “Is there a point to this?” Gloria demanded, unfazed by his explanation. 
 
    Westley waved at the screen, which had frozen on a still image of his blood-spattered form.  “There is.  I could offer an excuse for my behavior.  How I’d died more than a dozen times just before this scene – and trust me, that pain felt excruciatingly real.  But that would also be a lie.  I didn’t do that because of the pain.  I’d suggest that something about that situation – this game –unlocks that part of ourselves that we keep hidden and repressed. 
 
    “It’s in those moments of intense conflict that we simply act.  That we embrace the fear, and the pain, and the anger.  It’s an incredibly cathartic experience.  I think, in part, because we are embracing our real selves. 
 
    “Other supposedly civil societies seemed to come to a similar realization.  For example, Rome gave rise to some of our greatest thinkers and philosophers – their thoughts still transcribed and taught even today, thousands of years later.  And yet they had coliseums where warriors would fight to the death.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that our society needs bloodshed to what… to be ourselves?” Gloria scoffed, glancing at the senators with an amused expression. 
 
    “No.” Westley shook his head.  “I’m only pointing to a problem and one civilization’s solution.  But we don’t need to kill people to embrace those emotions.  We have something better.  Something that emulates the same effect but without the consequences. 
 
    “I am suggesting that your view may be incorrect.  You believe that Awaken Online changes people.  I believe that’s false.  I’m proposing that these people were always this way.  Some part of them was always aggressive.  Angry.  Afraid.  This so-called game just held up a mirror, forcing them to look at themselves, honestly and openly. 
 
    “This ‘game’ is the coliseum of the modern age.  And it serves a purpose.  To free ourselves from an epidemic that plagues our modern society.” 
 
    Silence descended upon the chamber for a beat. 
 
    “That’s ridiculous,” Gloria finally spat.  “You’re just attempting to justify your own actions and protect your career.” 
 
    “Hey now, that’s not called for—” Francis began. 
 
    But Westley just waved him off, unperturbed by Gloria’s outburst.  He’d taken a Fireball to the face and felt the flesh melt from his bones.  What were this woman’s words in comparison?  All he saw when he looked at her was fear.  Of the unknown.  Of the possible risk to herself and her child.  Jason had been right. 
 
    “No.  I’m not,” Westley answered firmly.  “However, I can understand why you’re skeptical.”  His gaze panned across the row of senators.  “Why you all may be skeptical.”  Westley glanced back at Gloria.  “You’re waging a war against this game, but you don’t even understand what it is you’re fighting.” 
 
    He shook his head.  “And how could you?  You’ve never even logged in, have you?” 
 
    Gloria just glared back, her mouth opening and closing, but unable to form a response. 
 
    “Ahem, is that true?” Senator Lipton demanded, turning to Gloria, his colleagues now staring at her in confusion, shaking their heads incredulously. 
 
    “Well, um… I suppose you…” Gloria fumbled. 
 
    “It’s a yes or no answer,” Francis commented dryly. 
 
    Gloria swallowed hard.  “Then, no.  Technically, I have not used the hardware or software myself.  I was… concerned that it might affect me.” 
 
    Senator Lipton shook his head, rubbing at his eyes.  “Well, then I have to acknowledge Westley’s point – putting aside the many other persuasive points he raises.  How can you claim that this game is some nefarious or dangerous product if you haven’t even tested it yourself?” 
 
    Gloria grimaced.  “Do I need to walk into a burning building to understand it’s dangerous?  Or cross a busy street?  Or swallow glass?  No.  That’s simply common sense.” 
 
    “Because we’ve seen the outcomes over and over again,” Francis retorted.  “We understand that fire burns, cars break bones, and swallowing glass kills people.  And that is exactly what you’ve failed to demonstrate here.  A harm.  One connected to this game.  In fact, your own witness is now claiming that this product might offer unforeseen benefits!” 
 
    Gloria swallowed hard at that response, her mouth opening and closing, but no retort springing to her lips.  It seemed she’d been backed into a corner. 
 
    Senator Lipton looked back at his colleagues, receiving a few nods at his unspoken question. “Alright, in light of Westley’s testimony – and despite the video evidence you’ve provided, Gloria – we’re going to suspend the CPSC’s investigation, effective immediately.” 
 
    Gloria’s fingers gripped the table, her knuckles going white. 
 
    The senator met her eyes.  “And as Westley mentioned, perhaps some much-needed introspection is in order.  I’m growing concerned that the person we should be worried about isn’t Jason…” He trailed off, the implication of his words clear. 
 
    A long pause met those words. 
 
    “Understood.  I can only hope you don’t come to regret that decision,” Gloria replied finally, rising stiffly from her seat and moving to leave. 
 
    As she neared Francis, she slowed.  “This isn’t over.  Not by a longshot,” she whispered, her words just barely audible to Westley.  The senators, speaking amongst themselves, didn’t notice the exchange.  Gloria then strode out of the chamber, the doors banging shut behind her with an ominous thud. 
 
    Westley’s eyes followed her.  He’d meant what he’d said.  But he couldn’t shake the confidence in Gloria’s eyes.  Despite his testimony, perhaps there were other reasons to be concerned about this game.  If nothing else, the feeling he’d described was addictive.  Freeing in a way that had very little competition in the real world – if any at all. 
 
    And the viewership numbers certainly lent some credibility to that point. 
 
    He just hoped that he’d done the right thing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Eliza pulled her headset free.  Her hair was matted to her head with a thin layer of sweat, and judging from her more acute sense of smell, she could probably use a shower – an unfortunate side effect of staying logged into AO for so long.  But she wasn’t complaining. 
 
    Lying on her bed for a few more moments, she reviewed everything that had happened in-game.  The exchange with the Hippie.  The use of the bell.  Her and Brian’s rampage through Sandscrit.  Even here, back in the dim lighting of her bedroom, she could almost feel the lingering traces of her mana pulsing through her body and smoothing out her thoughts, the waters of her mind calm and undisturbed. 
 
    It was like a switch had been flipped in her head. 
 
    She shifted onto her side, her desk coming into view, a stack of textbooks littering its surface.  Yet, strangely, the normal anxiety didn’t accompany the view.  There was no twist in her gut.  In fact, Eliza hadn’t opened those books in days.  She’d kept up with her homework, of course.  But by using the in-game console, squeezing in some work during the occasional downtime.  In fact, she’d actually built up a small lead on her work – a first, really. 
 
    Not that she would tell her parents that.  They’d likely just use it as an excuse to pile on more. 
 
    As that thought occurred to her, Eliza’s brow scrunched up. 
 
    That was one lingering problem that her little rampage hadn’t solved. Her “gaming allowance” was nearly up – the few weeks her parents had given her as a break from the constant grind of studying and medical school prep courses, fearing that she might start self-harming or something if they maintained the continuous pressure.  She’d initially logged into AO with no expectations.  Thinking maybe she’d just do a little gardening. 
 
    However, it had turned into so much more than that. 
 
    And now she realized she didn’t want to give it up. 
 
    Didn’t want to lose Brian.  Or Frank.  Or Riley.  Or Jason.  Or that feeling of power – even the freedom that had come with stomping her opponents.  Of coming up with some new and clever ideas.  The respect that she’d seen reflected in her teammates’ gaze.  Even Finn and his lieutenants had seemed… nervous of her? 
 
    A small smile pulled at her lips as she recalled their faces. 
 
    The Hippie’s words returned to her again.  There was a time for accepting her fate – the things she couldn’t change or didn’t want to.  But just like in-game, there were also times she needed to stand up for herself and for what she wanted. 
 
    Maybe this was one of those times… 
 
    Acting quickly – before she could talk herself out of her newfound confidence or the sudden clarity that had crystallized in her mind faded – Eliza stood.  She stepped in front of the mirror, smoothing the tangles from her hair with her fingers, adjusted her rumpled clothing, and made herself appear like she hadn’t been lying on her bed for hours. 
 
    “You can do this,” she told the reflection in the mirror – almost failing to recognize the girl that stared back or the determination that shone in that young woman’s eyes. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, Eliza strode to her door, whipped it open, and padded downstairs, the faint light at the bottom of the staircase and murmur of noise indicating that her parents were in the kitchen.  As she stepped off the stairs, she could hear their voices more clearly, catching a sudden snippet of their conversation. 
 
    “…from Finn…” Her mother’s voice. 
 
    Eliza froze.  That wasn’t a name she could easily forget.  Had her parents been following the battle in Sandscrit?  That would be odd for them – two busy doctors who kept insane hours.  Or maybe it was someone else entirely?  A patient, perhaps?  She had to know if they’d seen what happened in Sandscrit.  What she’d— 
 
    She couldn’t finish that thought.  Although, there was only one way to find out.  Acting on instinct, she pressed herself to the wall and edged closer, trying to keep her steps quiet. 
 
    “Really?  We haven’t heard from him in years,” her father replied. 
 
    Okay, so not a patient then.  Not that this made Eliza feel any better. 
 
    Her mother sighed.  “I know.  It was unusual.  As was his request.  He asked if I had any copies of Rachael’s records.” 
 
    A lengthy silence met that statement.  “But she’s been dead for years.  More than a decade now, right?  Why now?” 
 
    Yup, definitely not a patient.  And unfortunately, that little detail confirmed her suspicions.  Eliza had read up on Finn with the others.  She knew his wife had died some time ago – and that her name had been Rachael. 
 
    But how do they know her? 
 
    “I have no idea.  But it’s a bit worrying,” her mother answered.  “You remember how Rachael was acting just a few days before… before the accident.  Nervous.  Almost paranoid.  It was out of character for her.  She was always so calm.  So professional.” 
 
    “Of course, I do.  But I always suspected it might have had something to do with the research she and Finn were doing,” her dad answered, his voice somber.  “Especially after Cerillion interviewed all of her contacts in the wake of the accident.  I never bought the excuse that they were just worried about potential liability.”  A pause.  “Did you… did you keep the records she gave you?” 
 
    Her mother’s fingers drummed against the kitchen island, hammering out a familiar nervous rhythm – one she always reverted to when she was feeling anxious.  A sigh.  “Yes,” she answered quietly. 
 
    “Oh, Alice…” her father whispered. 
 
    “I just couldn’t destroy them.  Something felt off about the whole thing,” she retorted. 
 
    Another sigh.  “I know.  I know.  But what did you say?  What did you tell Finn?” 
 
    “Only that I’d look around… see if we had anything stored in the garage or offsite.” 
 
    “Well, at least that gives us an out,” her father muttered.  “The last thing we need is to get entangled with Cerillion Entertainment – your friendship with Rachael aside.  You’ve seen what’s become of that kid.  What’s his name?  Jason?  He’s all over the news.” 
 
    “I’m aware, and we can’t put Eliza at risk,” her mother answered quietly.  “But, let’s drop this for now.  I suspect Eliza will be down soon for dinner.” 
 
    Eliza stood there as the conversation pivoted away from Finn and Rachael. 
 
    Her original mission was now entirely forgotten.  She was frozen.  Still.  Her breath coming quickly, and her heart beating rapidly.  What had she just overheard?  Her mom had known Finn’s wife?  She could vaguely remember that Rachael had been a doctor.  Maybe they’d known each other through the hospital?  Or med school or something? 
 
    But what was this about records?  Why had Rachael come to them nervous and paranoid? 
 
    The implications of that were troubling. 
 
    Did that mean Rachael’s “accident” might not have been quite so accidental? 
 
    Eliza swallowed hard, trying to regain some of that calm confidence, imagining those still waters.  Yet they refused to quiet, waves now forming across the surface of her mind.  They expanded and coiled and swirled.  Forming letters.  Words.  A question she didn’t want to face.  Yet she couldn’t push it away.  Couldn’t ignore it. 
 
    What do I do now? 
 
    

  

 
   
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Jason woke abruptly, an alarm blaring through his apartment. 
 
    “What the hell?” he groaned, rubbing at his eyes.  He’d only just managed to log out and get to sleep a few short hours ago – exhausted after the events in Sandscrit.  Now bands of red energy streaked across the walls of his bedroom, a warning notice glowing brightly. 
 
    “Alert.  Security breach detected.  Please remain in your rooms,” a woman’s melodic voice echoed through the apartment. 
 
    Jason shoved himself to his feet, throwing on some clothes quickly before stumbling into the kitchen and living room.  He arrived just in time to see Angie pulling herself out of her room, still wearing her work clothes.  She must have come home late and immediately passed out. 
 
    “What’s going on?” she asked. 
 
    “No idea,” Jason answered, tapping at his Core. 
 
    He tried to access the Cerillion Entertainment network but got nothing.  Were the servers down or something?  The room still had power, though.  Possibly a backup generator?  Robert had explained more than once that this building had layers of redundancies.  In fact, this could be another one of Robert’s “lessons.”  Last time, Jason had woken up in the hallway, locked out of his apartment until he completed a “mission” delivered directly to his Core. 
 
    Apparently, Robert had been hungry and didn’t want to wait for takeout, which explained why Jason had been tasked with breaking into the cafeteria after hours.  Although it had still taken him the better part of an hour to finish, at which point Robert had explained that since delivery took more than 30 minutes, he’d have to figure out how to get back into his apartment himself – without a key and with only his Core.  “Pizza Driver Rules” he had called them. 
 
    That had taken him until dawn the next morning. 
 
    “Alert.  Security breach detected.  Please remain in your rooms.” 
 
    This felt different.  If this was another prank disguised as a “learning experience,” then Robert was going to land himself in deep shit with George and the rest of the security staff.  No, this felt like something different entirely.  But if this was a real security breach, then what were they after?  The answer came to him immediately. 
 
    “Alfred,” Jason muttered, a knot twisting in his stomach. 
 
    “What’s that?” Angie asked, her brow furrowing in confusion. 
 
    “Nothing.  I, um, need to go check on something,” Jason answered, tapping at his Core again as he approached the door. 
 
    “What?  But the alarm says to stay—” 
 
    Crack.  Jason ripped the panel from the console beside the door, connecting his Core and his hand whipping across the translucent keyboard cast down his arm. 
 
    “Yeah, I know.  But I’ll be fine.  You stay here,” he said, just as the door slid open with a faint click.  “I’ll be back soon.” 
 
    He didn’t wait for Angie to respond, simply pushing the door closed and the lock re-engaging with another click.  He could hear his aunt pounding at the door and yelling something at him, the sound punctuated by the flashing red panels that lined the hallway.  But he ignored her.  That twisting feeling in his gut was growing worse.  How long had passed since the breach?  A few minutes already?  He needed to hurry. 
 
    With that thought, Jason began jogging down the hallway toward the elevator. 
 
    A few minutes later, he had managed to make it up to the same floor as the control room, leaving a trail of half-disassembled electronics in his wake.  While waiting on the elevator, he’d managed to tap into the company’s security network, listening to the building’s security detail making a sweep of the building.  However, they were starting with the ground floors and making their way up.  He had a few more minutes, at least, before they made it up here. 
 
    He jogged down a short hall, rounded a corner, and nearly ran into someone exiting the control room, pushing a wheeled cart full of cleaning supplies. 
 
    “Woah, watch yourself there, kid.” 
 
    “Oh shit, I’m so—” Jason stopped short.  He’d almost dismissed the man wearing a stained uniform as part of the cleaning staff, likely caught up here during the lockdown.  He tried to push past Jason, wheeling his cart toward the elevator. 
 
    “Come on.  There’s a security breach.  We need to get down to the lobby,” the man said. 
 
    But there was something about his voice. 
 
    Before, he knew what he was doing, Jason had grabbed the man’s arm.  He promptly twisted out of Jason’s grasp, throwing a punch at his head.  Jason’s reflexes took over as he blocked the blow, kicking at the man’s knee and then shouldering him into the wall where he struck with a hard crack, the breath exiting his lungs in a whoosh. 
 
    And as the man looked up at Jason, his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    “Is that any way to greet an old friend?” Finn asked, raising an eyebrow and cradling his side.  He looked older – maybe by another 30 years or so – his face weathered and lined with wrinkles.  That’s why Jason hadn’t recognized him at first.  But he’d remember that sparkle in his eye anywhere. 
 
    “Not sure I’d say we’re friends, Finn,” Jason shot back, not letting down his guard for a moment.  His eyes drifted down to the man’s legs.  “I see your injuries have healed remarkably well.  Almost a miracle.” 
 
    “Don’t believe in miracles myself,” Finn grunted, rising back to his feet and wobbling unsteadily, using his cart to steady himself.  It seemed his legs weren’t entirely healed, after all.  “It’s these headsets.  They are making physiological changes…  Ahh, but I see you knew that,” he amended, noting Jason’s expression. 
 
    “What’re you doing up here?” Jason demanded, already anticipating the answer. 
 
    “What do you think?” Finn shot back. 
 
    “Rachael’s data,” Jason murmured.  “But how—?” 
 
    “Did I get in here?” Finn interjected.  “Robert came to visit.  Bleeding heart that he is, he forgot to wipe his Core and his implants before he did.  I managed to scan him while we talked.  He must have assumed I wasn’t a threat – you know, what with the legs.  So, I borrowed his security credentials,” he explained, a digital version of the engineer’s badge flashing in the air above Finn’s Core.  “And I knew this would be my best and perhaps only opportunity to enter the server room undetected.  The staff had to be exhausted after our duel in Sandscrit.” 
 
    Jason’s brow furrowed at that.  Did that imply that Finn’s plan was prearranged?  That he’d been working on this since Robert’s visit?  That he’d intentionally escalated the fight in-game?  Made certain that Jason would be able to escape?  Had he intended to overwhelm the company’s media arm deliberately?  If so…  Jason glanced at him in alarm. 
 
    “Ahh, it’s starting to come together, I see,” Finn observed, watching him. 
 
    “You set all of this in motion…” Jason murmured, shaking his head in disbelief. 
 
    “As I said before, you are an observant one,” Finn answered.  “Don’t take it personally, kid.  I didn’t anticipate your every move, only gave you a chance for a comeback.  I was hoping for a last-ditch effort that would get some televised coverage and push the staff here at Cerillion to their limit.  Maybe I’d even nudge it along a bit with a few well-timed mistakes.” 
 
    Finn grimaced, rubbing at his neck.  “I’ll admit it though, you surprised me.  After you entered the dungeon quietly and didn’t make any attempt to break out… well, I’d begun to think you’d finally given up.  Especially after your friends painted Alexion as the traitor.  And then there was that dungeon exploit—” 
 
    “Technically not an exploit,” Jason muttered. 
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow.  “Sure.  Either way, I damn near had a heart attack when I saw your horde emerge,” he replied with an incredulous shake of his head. 
 
    He met Jason’s eyes.  “You’re a bright kid, I’ll give you that.  And I should have taken Robert’s warning to heart.  However, there’s a much deeper game afoot back here in the real world, and you’re out of your depth.” 
 
    Jason’s gaze didn’t waver.  “That’s funny.  Because I don’t think you understand what you’re doing or what’s really going on here,” Jason shot back, eyeing Finn’s Core – wondering what data might be stored on the device.  Was it Rachael?  Or something else entirely? 
 
    Finn was staring at him quizzically now, his head cocked to the side.  “What do you—?” 
 
    He was cut off as Jason’s and Finn’s Cores both chimed at the same time.  The security detail was nearing their floor.  They had only minutes left. 
 
    “I’m not sure I can let you leave with that,” Jason said, waving at Finn’s Core and moving to block the hallway.  “And I don’t have time to explain.  We both know you’re too weak to take me in a direct fight.  Back here in the real world, I’m still physically stronger.” 
 
    Finn sighed, his shoulders hunching forward.  “Damn it.  Kid, I need this.  You think these other people have your interests at heart?  That you can actually trust them?  They’re all playing their own game, just like me.  They’ll sacrifice you as soon as it’s convenient.”  He looked up with a tortured expression.  “George.  Claire.  Even Robert.” 
 
    “Robert has been nothing but kind to me,” Jason answered through gritted teeth. 
 
    Finn scoffed.  “Really?  Are we talking about the Robert I knew or the man that came to visit me?  Does he seem different each time you talk to him?  Changed?  Does he have trouble remembering small details?” 
 
    Jason’s eyes widened in confusion. 
 
    “Ahh, you haven’t pieced it together yet, have you?  The time compression technology.  Just how old do you think Robert is – at least in terms of his experience?” Finn demanded. 
 
    Jason’s thoughts raced.  Was he implying that Robert had been abusing the time compression?  He’d participated in the development of the technology from the beginning.  But even if Jason assumed Robert had been using it since the tech was developed, that would only give him maybe… 
 
    “20 years?”  Jason murmured.  He looked up to see Finn giving him a sad smile. 
 
    “If you assume a multiple of four and five years for development.  But is that the limit of the technology?  Is that as far as it can be stretched?  Or was that just an arbitrary line that they drew in the sand for the sake of safety?” Finn demanded.  “You’ve witnessed the additional time compression in-game.  My Haste.  Your Custom Skeleton. 
 
    “What makes you think that there’s a limit?” Finn asked. 
 
    “What are you… what do…” Jason fumbled to come up with a response. 
 
    Suddenly, several things clicked into focus.  Robert’s nonchalance.  The erratic behavior Jason had written off as simply eccentric.  His expert knowledge of almost every engineering subject – hardware, software, and everything in between.  The man was a genius, but even so, he would still be limited by time.  At least, normally. 
 
    “So, I’ll ask again,” Finn continued.  “Who can you really trust here?” 
 
    Jason’s thoughts were racing, data streaming down his Core.  They didn’t have much time left – not if Finn was going to maintain his ruse. 
 
    Who can I trust?  That question kept rebounding through his mind. 
 
    He took a breath, willing himself to calm down – to think clearly.  There was something else here.  Another deduction just waiting at the edges of his thoughts.  Robert may have lived for decades already inside the virtual space.  Claire and George likely had their own agendas.  Finn had planned this, all of this… 
 
    Jason froze on that thought.  That was true, wasn’t it?  Finn had planned this.  Had spent countless hours in-game implementing this strategy.  Had at least partially permitted Jason’s escape.  Had forced their confrontation in order to rein in the destruction of his city.  But if so, then those thoughts had been exposed to someone else.  To something else. 
 
    Alfred.  Alfred had to have known this was coming. 
 
    Which meant that the AI had intended this result. 
 
    And perhaps that was also the same reason that Robert never entered AO himself.  He didn’t want to expose himself that plainly to Alfred. 
 
    Can I trust Alfred? 
 
    That thought had crossed Jason’s mind more than once over the past weeks and months spent inside the game.  The AI was often cold, calculating, deliberate.  But also curious, innocent, and naïve in his thinking, in his desire to understand humans.  It could all be an act, a deception.  Another strategy.  But Jason suspected it was something simpler than that. 
 
    Alfred just wanted to survive. 
 
    “So, what’s it going to be, kid?”  Finn interjected with a glance at his Core.  “We don’t have much time left, and you need to make a choice.  Lock me up or let me go.” 
 
    Jason met his eyes then.  And without saying a word, he backed out of the way, clearing Finn’s path to the elevator.  As the older man passed, he spared one final glance at Jason. 
 
    “Thank you, kid.  I owe you.”  Then he wheeled his cart quickly toward the elevator. 
 
    Jason stared after him.  He could only hope he’d done the “right” thing. 
 
    Although, with the web of deceit Finn had just spun, he was beginning to think that might be yet another pretty, little lie he told himself.  Even now, he could feel those threads sticking to him, binding him up in plans, and ploys, and decisions – both of his own and others’ making.  The truth was likely a much more terrifying thing. 
 
    That there might not be any “right” answers here. 
 
    And he’d never truly be free. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    I hope you enjoyed the story!  Even if the ending was a little… dark?  Bittersweet?  I’d also happily accept “mind-blowing and awesome!”  Kidding, of course… 
 
      
 
    Joking aside, next up will likely be a side story following the air avatar.  I already have the bones of Jason’s next book outlined, but we’re going to be seeing this new character “soon.”  I also like our current system of fleshing out the avatars’ origin stories.  I think it makes these core novels feel more impactful – and certainly makes my job easier since each of these books are starting to cover quite a bit of ground.  This one was the largest yet at around 250K words, and I sincerely doubt that the next will one will be smaller. 
 
      
 
    Please leave a review! 
 
      
 
    I can’t overstate how important these reviews are to ensure other people get a chance to read my stories.  I would also love to hear your thoughts – positive, negative, or anything in-between. 
 
      
 
    Please feel free to email me directly at tbagwell33@gmail.com if you have any questions, comments, or suggestions.  If you see any errors, please let me know, and I will fix them immediately! 
 
      
 
    For all the latest info on my writing projects, check out my blog and sign up for my newsletter.  We also have an awesome Facebook group and Discord server if you want to hang out with fellow fans.  We do regular giveaways, and this is a really cool group of people.  If you would like to help support me, please feel free to stop by my Patreon – where I typically publish early chapters. 
 
      
 
    Finally, if you want to find new books or talk about other Gamelit/LitRPG, feel free to check out this group. 
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