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 Prologue 
 
      
 
    13 years before the release of Awaken Online. 
 
      
 
    Finn had never understood farmers markets. 
 
    Rows of haphazardly placed tents filled with fresh fruits and vegetables – that part made sense.  It was the junk crammed between the produce stands that made him scratch his head.  An ancient bicycle, its chain long since rusted into a solid object.  Antiques and relics from a previous century, their surfaces worn down by unfriendly decades.  Poorly printed t-shirts.  A dog constructed entirely of scrap metal, half-heartedly coated in chipped paint – perhaps to showcase that the artificial animal had weathered some sort of apocalypse. 
 
    How many artisanal, locally sourced candles did a person really need? 
 
    And yet here he was. 
 
    Finn meandered down those rows of tents, which seemed to stretch on infinitely, bodies crammed into a narrow passage between the structures.  Every time he paused or dawdled, he was tugged forward – his hand clasped firmly in Rachael’s.  There it was: a reason for being here.  And two more little reasons darted ahead of them to check out the next tent, Gracen and Julia chattering to themselves. 
 
    The next stall appeared to be selling artwork.  Judging from the unusual dimensions of the pictures, Finn assumed he was either looking at the next Picasso – or, far more likely – a student who had decided to peddle their treasured projects to other people. 
 
    Finn felt Rachael squeeze his hand, her fingers absently fiddling with a small white scar at the base of his thumb like she always did.  “You’re scowling,” she whispered, a hint of laughter in her voice. 
 
    “Just properly appraising the majesty of this painting.  The brushwork, the delicate color palette…” Finn retorted.  He paused as he squinted at the canvas.  “If you unfocus your eyes, it actually looks like an evil clown.” 
 
    Rachael snorted out a laugh, but quickly stopped herself as she saw the stall owner’s eyes skim across them.  “Behave,” she snapped at Finn, smacking his shoulder, but there was little force behind the words or the slap. 
 
    “I’ve got a much better idea.  If you buy one of those repurposed bullet necklaces at the stall over there and then one of those antique guns from that guy we passed, you could just put me out of my misery.” 
 
    Rachael shook her head, trying and failing to suppress a laugh.  “You know, this is supposed to be family time.  It’s one of the few times we all get to see you.” 
 
    Finn nodded solemnly.  “You’re right.  Buy a few bullets then.  We’ll die as a family.” 
 
    “Hilarious.  You know what, try this.” Rachael snatched something from a nearby stall and twirled back to him.  He opened his mouth to ask what she was doing, and she promptly shoved a small spoon into it. 
 
    Within seconds, it felt like Finn’s tongue was on fire.  He choked, looking around frantically for somewhere to spit out whatever poison she had fed him.  Not seeing any options, he was forced to choke it down.  The substance left a burning trail as it slid down his throat. 
 
    “What… what the hell was that?” 
 
    “Jam,” Rachael replied, barely holding back a laugh as she watched him. 
 
    “No way!” Finn gasped. 
 
    She glanced over at the nearby stall and the array of samples that were spread out across the table.  “Yep.  Triple Ghost Pepper Inferno… Strawberry.”  Even the owner was chuckling as he watched the exchange. 
 
    “The strawberry is subtle,” Finn bit out, his eyes tearing up as they skimmed the crowd.  What the hell was the point of “lava jam,” anyway?  Only at a farmers market… But now he had a mission, at least.  He needed to find some beer. 
 
    However, Finn was interrupted in his quest as their children came running back, Julia in the lead and Gracen’s taller gangly form trudging along behind her.  Julia snatched at Finn’s hand, peering up at him excitedly.  “Daddy, there’s a band!  Dance with me?” 
 
    Finn followed her finger to see that a clearing opened ahead, the junk-filled tents ringing a makeshift dance floor and the tang of country music drifting through the air.  Finn’s expression softened.  “Sure thing, honey…” He trailed off as he felt the device on his wrist vibrate.  He tapped at the surface and saw a familiar name scrawled across the display. 
 
    George Lane.  Shit. 
 
    “Just one second,” Finn said to Julia, raising a finger.  He could see the light in her eyes dim, a frown tugging at her lips. 
 
    “It’s Saturday morning,” Rachael interjected, glancing at the phone.  “Can’t it wait?”  Finn could detect the sharpness in her voice – all trace of amusement gone in a flash. 
 
    “It has to be some sort of emergency,” Finn replied, glancing back down at the device.  “Otherwise, why would he call?” 
 
    Rachael just stared at him incredulously, giving him that look – the one that conveyed volumes in an instant.  It’s always an emergency, it said. 
 
    “I’ll just be a second,” Finn said, before turning back to Julia and gesturing at the dance floor.  “Your mom can fill in for me in the meantime.  She’s a better dancer anyway.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes lit up, and she grabbed her mother’s hand, tugging her toward the dance floor with surprising strength for a child.  “You owe me,” Rachael mouthed at Finn before the group headed off towards the clearing.  He nodded and gave her a lopsided smile. 
 
    Finn tapped at the implant just below his right ear.  “Hello, Mr. Harris,” a feminine voice spoke up immediately.  “Please give me a moment to connect Mr. Lane.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Finn responded distractedly, staring off after his family.  He watched as his wife spun their daughter around the dance floor.  He saw the smiles on their faces, the way their eyes seemed to shine, reflecting the soft morning sunlight.  Gracen stood on the sidelines.  He was just old enough now to be too cool to join his mother and sister, but he still watched their fun with poorly concealed interest. 
 
    He felt a pang then.  Of regret; of indecision.  He could just hang up the phone, ignore the call.  Blame it on poor reception.  George could survive for a day.  And he almost did… 
 
    Yet before he could move, Finn heard a faint click, and George’s voice echoed across the line, “Hi Finn, do you have a moment to talk?” 
 
    “Yeah… yeah, what’s going on?” Finn asked, turning away from his family. 
 
    There would always be another time – another day, another market.  Rachael and the kids could wait for a few minutes while he took care of this. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 1 - Burning 
 
      
 
    Finn stood still, his palms together, his muscles loose, and his breathing even.  The tips of his fingers slowly traced the faint scar at the base of his thumb.  It was strange how real Awaken Online felt to him now.  Even his scars – nicks and dents earned in the real world – they followed him here. 
 
    A faint dusting of sand drifted across the courtyard, carried by a light breeze.  The particles slid around his ankles, the only movement that broke the tension that hovered over the field.  His eyes shone with a glowing orange light as he took in the three mages surrounding him – their weapons held tightly and their expressions grim. 
 
    At some unspoken signal, they moved in unison. 
 
    A flash of sapphire light signaled an Ice Bolt slicing toward Finn’s head.  Launching himself into a spin, he narrowly avoided the missile, even as his fingers blazed through a flurry of movements.  He fell into the momentum of the spin, and his feet made contact with a lance of stone that erupted from the ground, pushing backward and sliding behind another pillar as it launched from the sands. 
 
    Lightning slammed against the other side of the stone, forks of energy spearing along either side of the column and scorching the sand.  The blast left half-melted puddles of glass in its wake.  Finn tilted his head as he saw the effect of the lightning.  That gave him an idea, and he could feel his blood boiling in anticipation as his mana responded, barely able to restrain the sensation.  He just needed a bit more time. 
 
    A few heartbeats later, he had completed his spell, and his daggers slid from their sheaths, flames rippling along the metal.  His fingers never stopped moving, channeling mana into the spell to keep the blades aloft. 
 
    Finn darted out from behind his makeshift cover.  Leaping into the air, he spun over another bolt of ice and hit the ground with a soft thump.  He kicked at the sand as he landed, sending a spray of loose particles sweeping forward.  Meanwhile, his fingers directed his blades.  They rocketed through the cloud, the flames melting the sand and forming globs of molten glass that hurtled forward. 
 
    The air mage’s eyes widened in alarm, and he began to raise his arm to block the spray. 
 
    It was too late. 
 
    He let out a scream as the searing material coated his face.  Streamers of smoke curled between his frantic fingers, as he clawed at his eyes in a vain attempt to remove the molten glass.  Finn swiftly capitalized on the moment of weakness, his blades slicing through the tendons in the man’s arms.  The mage soon crumpled to his knees, his hands hanging limp and useless, as his blood dripped onto the sand. 
 
    One down.  Two to go. 
 
    Finn hadn’t stopped moving even as his blades cut into the air mage.  He whirled toward the other two mages, who backpedaled quickly.  Clusters of glowing runes appeared along the sands only to vanish a moment later, signaling that the water mage was building a defensive line of traps. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn murmured. 
 
    “I’m on it, sir,” the AI replied from where he hovered above Finn’s shoulder.  Glowing outlines soon appeared in Finn’s vision, marking each trap. 
 
    Without hesitation, he raced forward, weaving a trail between the highlighted patches.  The remaining mages saw that the defenses weren’t working; they were only slowing Finn down.  The water mage began summoning a flurry of Ice Bolts to put more pressure on him, but Finn dodged and danced around the missiles as they raced past, keeping his daggers close in case the earth mage intervened.  He could already see that the other man’s fingers were winding through a more complicated spell. 
 
    Journeyman level, at least.  But he didn’t recognize the incantation or gestures. 
 
    Another barrage of ice soon followed, yet Finn neatly avoided the missiles.  He needed to wait.  His eyes were on the glowing line that marked the edge of his control range as it sped closer to his two opponents. 
 
    Then the earth mage finished his spell, and something unexpected happened. 
 
    A surge of green energy rippled through the air, and Finn felt a forceful tug that continued to grow in strength with each passing second, yanking him toward the mages.  He quickly slid to a halt, resisting the gravitational pull before it could inadvertently drag him across a trap.  Even so, his feet were still sliding along the sand as the pressure continued to mount.  The earth mage must have been actively channeling the spell. 
 
    “Danger!  Attack from 6 o’clock,” Daniel chirped. 
 
    Finn tilted his head slightly.  He could see that the AOE Pull had caught the Ice Bolts Finn had dodged, causing nearly a dozen missiles to pivot in the air and speed back toward him – the projectiles accelerating rapidly.  Even worse, Finn could see the water mage readying another spell. 
 
    Time seemed to slow for a fraction of a second, and Finn’s thoughts raced. 
 
    Then he landed on his only option. 
 
    Finn stopped fighting the Pull and launched himself into the air, letting the gravitational anomaly send him hurtling forward.  He directed a blade downward, and it went skimming along the surface of a trap.  Lances of ice rocketed into the air, just barely missing Finn and creating a frozen wall to his back.  The Ice Bolts trailing behind him slammed against the barrier, and the wall fractured under the combined impact.  Then the icy missiles exploded, forming an even larger frozen block and trapping one of Finn’s blades. 
 
    However, Finn was already gone, speeding directly toward the two mages. 
 
    The earth mage’s mouth dropped open, and his fingers scrambled to construct an earthen barrier as the water mage abruptly stopped her spell.  But Finn knew how to handle the wall after fighting Kyyle.  A molten substance soon coated his left shoulder, spikes of magma arching away from his skin as his Magma Armor slid into place.  He curled and pivoted in the air, his shoulder crashing into the newly formed dirt. 
 
    He exploded through the wall, hit the ground in a roll, and his lone blade arced forward, cutting through the muscle and tendons in the water mage’s ankles.  She went down hard, hitting the sand with a thump.  His follow-up strike left her arms dangling uselessly and her bright crimson blood leaking onto the sand. 
 
    Finn rolled back to his feet, pivoting to avoid a swing of the earth mage’s staff.  He kicked the weapon to the side, stepped in close, and slammed an armored fist against the mage’s stomach.  A soft whoosh of air escaped the man’s lips, and he stumbled backward.  However, Finn pressed forward, grabbing the mage’s free arm, and twisting it up and behind his back until his elbow locked and began to bow.  Finn’s free blade then slid into place, its tip against the man’s neck, just barely scratching his Adam’s apple. 
 
    The earth mage froze, feeling the hot metal sizzling against his skin. 
 
    “Do you yield?” Finn asked calmly. 
 
    The man’s attention flicked to the other two mages, who lay crumpled along the sands, slowly bleeding out.  Resignation soon settled across his face.  “Yes.  I yield,” he choked out, each word causing the blade to slice deeper. 
 
    Finn abruptly released him, giving him a light shove to create some space.  A few quick jerks of his fingers and his dagger slid back into its sheath.  With a glance at the mass of ice that now coated the field, Finn made another gesture.  His other blade swiftly burned through the ice that held it trapped and then rocketed through the air to join its brother. 
 
    It was only then that Finn finally released his mana, letting out a soft breath as the burning energy evaporated.  The loss of the fire mana always left him feeling… weaker, slower.  No matter how many times he went through the process, it was almost painful to let go of the tantalizing energy. 
 
    Without the mixture of adrenaline and mana coursing through his veins, Finn was finally able to focus on the hushed murmurs that drifted across the field and down from the balconies that ringed the courtyard.  Other mages lined the arena, watching the duel.  After the competition, he had hoped his reputation would fade – at least slightly.  Almost two days in-game had already passed since he was declared the guild’s champion, but the crowd hadn’t waned. 
 
    If anything, it had only grown larger. 
 
    Finn grimaced as he followed the gaze of the spectators to where his opponents lay broken and bleeding on the sand.  The man he had left standing hurried over to the whimpering air mage, who still pawed uselessly at his face.  Finn had found that leaving his training partners alive garnered some goodwill from the other novices.  The wounds would heal, and it was better than losing nearly an hour to the deathscape.  Plus, it prevented the faculty from shutting down these informal duels. 
 
    But it didn’t make his actions any less brutal.  Perhaps he’d gone too far… again. 
 
    The question was, why? 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, Finn tamped down on it, struggling to forget – to think of something else, anything else.  Yet it was hopeless.  The image of flaming eyes set overtop purple silks returned, and the Seer’s whispered bargain sliced through his mind like a burning blade. 
 
      
 
    Rachael 
 
      
 
    Finn swallowed hard, forcing aside the memories and emotions that threatened to surface.  Instead, he leaned into the simmering, impatient anger that always came next.  He was anxious to start the next leg of the Emir’s competition and complete his end of the Seer’s bargain… but he had been told to wait. 
 
    Finn had never been much good at that.  Sitting, waiting, hesitating, pacing, and stewing – when every fiber of his being wanted to surge forward at a breakneck pace.  Only the fighting had kept him sane.  In the rush of battle, he had no room for anything else.  Yet now that moment was gone, and he was once again left with his own thoughts. 
 
    A slow clap echoed through the air, and Finn glanced up to see Abbad approaching, the austere librarian’s eyes watching him carefully.  “An impressive display.” 
 
    “Why do I feel like you’re mocking me?” Finn retorted, not able to entirely remove the bitterness from his voice. 
 
    “I offer no judgment.  You seem to be far harder on yourself than I could ever be.”  The librarian’s gaze skimmed to the other mages waiting along the edge of the field, checking their equipment as they prepared to pit themselves against Finn.  “This is what?  Your fifteenth bout this morning?” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  He had no idea.  He had lost count some time ago.  “I take it you’ve been watching me for a while then?”  He hadn’t seen the librarian arrive, but that was no surprise with the way the man could summon a curtain of reflective air. 
 
    “Only a moment,” Abbad replied.  “I’ve actually come to collect you.  Although, I’m certain your would-be competitors and fans will sorely miss you.” 
 
    Finn glanced up sharply, and he could feel his mana flare in his veins like the pop and crackle of a campfire.  “Is it time?”  He had been waiting for this moment ever since he had been crowned champion. 
 
    Abbad nodded.  “Indeed, the Emir has summoned the three champions to explain your next steps.”  A moment’s hesitation.  “Although, there is something I would like for you to see first – assuming you are able to remain patient just a bit longer.” 
 
    “Is that a request or an order?” Finn asked, meeting the librarian’s eyes. 
 
    “A bit of both, perhaps?  We serve at the Headmaster’s discretion.” 
 
    Finn chewed at the inside of his cheek.  He wondered what this could be about.  Perhaps Lamia’s disappearance?  Although, no one had seemed to notice that the water mage master had mysteriously vanished.  Another instructor had simply shown up in her place, and things had continued as normal – or normal for the Mage Guild anyway.  There had been little love lost between Lamia and the students, so maybe no one cared?  Finn supposed he was lucky that someone so reviled had chosen to ambush him. 
 
    Either way, there was no sense raising the issue unless Abbad did first. 
 
    Finn’s eyes skimmed to the corner of the courtyard where a faint shadow lingered beneath the first-floor terrace.  He knew Julia stood there, watching and waiting.  His fingers shifted slightly – a short message in a simple code they had developed during the many attempts on his life.  Then he turned back to Abbad. 
 
    “Well, you know me, I’m never one to ignore an order from Nefreet,” Finn said finally, his voice tinged with sarcasm. 
 
    Abbad arched a lone eyebrow.  “Indeed.”  He gestured toward the edge of the field.  “Then come along.  We have no time to waste.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 - Corrupted 
 
      
 
    Abbad led Finn out of the guild’s inner courtyard, heading directly north.  They soon entered the abandoned section of the Mage Guild, passing through ruined rooms filled with ancient and decaying crafting equipment.  Lonely furnaces, broken tables, and a thick coating of dust were all that filled these halls, and the dull thump of their footsteps was the only noise that broke the heavy silence. 
 
    Finn eyed the shadows cautiously.  It wasn’t that long ago that these abandoned hallways and rooms were a deathtrap for the unwary – a place where players assassinated their rivals to prevent them from participating in the Duels.  Although, the students had little incentive to attack him now, and Abbad’s presence would likely discourage anyone foolish enough to hold a grudge. 
 
    Finn spared the librarian a glance, raising an inquiring eyebrow.  “Are you going to give me a hint as to where we’re going?  The anticipation is killing me.” 
 
    Abbad snorted softly in reply but didn’t offer an explanation. 
 
    Glad to see some things never change, Finn thought sarcastically. 
 
    A faint breeze drifted through the room, and the librarian’s eyes darted to a nearby corner.  A knife suddenly raced through the air behind Abbad – the only warning a soft hum.  Abbad barely moved.  He simply shifted his weight to his right foot on his next step, allowing the blade to pass by him by a mere inch.  Even more impressive, he caught the knife neatly as it passed, trapping it with ribbons of air that glowed with a faint yellow light. 
 
    “Hello to you too, Thief,” Abbad said calmly.  His eyes were ablaze with azure light as they focused on a small spot of darkness.  Only a moment later, Julia materialized from the shadows as she dropped from Sneak. 
 
    “First off, I’m not a thief – we’ve been over that,” Finn’s daughter snapped as she approached.  She snatched her blade from the air, glancing at it to make sure Abbad hadn’t damaged her weapon.  “Second, I almost got you that time.  You’re getting sloppy.” 
 
    The librarian was unperturbed by Julia’s goading, meeting her eyes evenly.  “That is rather presumptuous.  I’ll remind you that you have yet to actually hit me.  The far more likely answer is that I wished to goad you into a false sense of security.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes flashed.  “Or maybe I’ve been doing the same thing.” 
 
    “On the contrary, I’m confident I’ve already ascertained the extent of your abilities.” 
 
    Julia huffed, crossing her arms as she glared at him.  “Well, it’s good to see that scroll is still firmly lodged up your—” 
 
    “Anyway,” Finn interjected.  “You were going to explain where we’re going?”  Julia arched an eyebrow at him, picking up on his blatant attempt to change the subject.  Finn just shot her a look that said, “Behave!” 
 
    “Hmph,” Abbad replied.  He remained silent for a long moment as they stepped quickly through a series of dilapidated rooms.  “As you know, the guild was long ago forced to abandon the art of crafting.  This decision was made at the order of the Emir – the goal being to further weaken and suppress the mages within the city.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  That was consistent with what Brutus had told him. 
 
    Abbad glanced at the pair.  “However, our craft was not lost.  Instead, it was traded away to the Merchant Guild – who eventually evolved from simple tradesmen to something akin to magical mechanics.” 
 
    Julia shook her head.  “Wait, what?  How is that possible?  I thought mages were forced to train here in the Mage Guild.” 
 
    Abbad cocked his head.  “Your response assumes that crafting requires knowledge in the art of spellcasting – which is not always necessary.”  He shrugged.  “Even for those creations that do require a more experienced mage, the Merchant Guild can certainly trade for those services or for the mages themselves.” 
 
    “Uh, what do you mean by trading for mages?” Finn asked, sharing a confused look with Julia. 
 
    “Those with an aptitude for magic are required to obtain their initial training here, but upon reaching journeyman rank, our students and our faculty can be traded between the guilds,” Abbad replied as though this was obvious.  “In fact, the other two guilds often attempt to entice our members away, offering rewards, status, power, wealth – the typical baubles that distract and seduce.” 
 
    Finn’s forehead furrowed as his thoughts turned to the spider-legged woman that ran the guild’s Requisition Hall.  Charlotte had mentioned she represented the Merchant Guild, but he had also clearly seen her manipulate air magic – which had been a point of confusion. 
 
    “Wait, so is Charlotte one of those mages recruited by the Merchant Guild?”  Finn asked. 
 
    “Yes, although her story was a bit more dire,” Abbad answered.  “She suffered an injury as a journeyman, and the merchants offered to replace her legs in return for her lifelong service.”  As the librarian noticed their shocked expressions, he continued, “As I said, their offers can be compelling.” 
 
    He waved a hand.  “The Mage Guild then permits an emissary of the merchants to sell their merchandise within our halls.” 
 
    “But students just buy equipment using made-up points,” Julia pointed out.  “I don’t see what the Merchant Guild gets out of that.” 
 
    Abbad nodded.  “The students use ‘points’ they earn during the Duels to make their purchases, but the Mage Guild pays the real cost.”  He let that statement dangle in the air, as though testing them. 
 
    Finn chewed on the inside of his cheek.  How exactly did the Mage Guild pay for those resources?  All those magical items couldn’t be cheap.  And the guild didn’t really have anything to offer in return… he hesitated at that thought.  Except there was one valuable commodity that the Mage Guild had to trade.  Abbad had as much as admitted it already. 
 
    “Our guild trades people for those items?” Finn asked.  Julia glanced at him in surprise, her mouth pinched into a thin, grim line.  They were starting to realize why the population within the guild remained relatively stable.  Between the students that were purged and those that were traded, the Mage Guild likely lost a considerable number of mages each week. 
 
    “Indeed, our students are our primary export,” Abbad said, gesturing at yet another abandoned room as they passed.  His point was clear – the mages were clearly no longer trading crafted goods.  “We also trade mages and other services to the Fighter Guild in return for the armed guards you see about our halls. 
 
    “Although, it’s not as dire as it sounds,” Abbad continued.  “As I mentioned, our students are often glad to leave.  The other guilds offer enticements since there is little value in a recalcitrant slave.  More interesting is the value of our mages.  The more experienced or powerful the mage, the greater their worth.  And, of course, the Duels are a remarkable mechanism for sorting and weighing the students.” 
 
    Finn felt a few more facts click together in his head – much of the Mage Guild’s systems suddenly beginning to make sense.  The ongoing competition served many purposes.  It kept the students fighting each other instead of focusing on the walls of their prison, and it allowed them to purchase equipment to rack up guild debt.  Then it sorted and ranked the mages for future sale.  Each mage was basically creating his or her own price tag.  And this sort of institutionalized indentured servitude furthered the Emir’s goal, spreading the mages among the three guilds where they were less likely or able to band together. 
 
    “Shit,” Finn muttered as the depth and complexity of this system finally settled in his mind.  He could see the same realization reflected on Julia’s face. 
 
    “Oh, not to worry.  You are now far too valuable to sell,” Abbad added, a hint of amusement coloring his voice. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” the librarian continued.  “After your success in the competition and your nomination as guild champion, Nefreet has ordered that you be promoted to journeyman rank – effective immediately.” 
 
    Before Finn could react, Abbad snatched his left arm, a stylus materializing in his hand.  In a blur of motion, Abbad etched a new tattoo across Finn’s skin.  The image of a set of footprints soon wound their way up his arm, hovering above the marks for his guild induction and class change. 
 
    As Finn surveyed his arm, his fingers traced the five-point star at his wrist.  It was the simple mark that he had received upon first entering the Mage Guild.  Although, it felt like an age had passed since then. 
 
    Finn’s thoughts were interrupted as a prompt appeared before him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  As a reward for completing the first stage of the Emir’s competition, you have been promoted to [journeyman] rank within the Mage Guild. 
    
  You now have access to superior equipment – available for purchase in the guild Requisition Hall – as well as to additional guild facilities. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Ahh, and here we are,” Abbad declared. 
 
    Finn swept the notice aside and looked up to find that the group now stood in front of a rather plain steel door – one that looked uncomfortably similar to the entrance of their former “training room.” 
 
    Even more strangely, Finn noted that this dilapidated area in the far corner of the guild had seen recent use.  A thick layer of dust coated broken furniture and the floor, but the dirt was thinner in a faint band that ran along the center of the room.  As Finn’s eyes followed the trail, he also realized that their footprints were gone – perhaps whisked away by the librarian as they walked?  Either way, that seemed to indicate that this area saw regular foot traffic. 
 
    But why? Finn wondered. 
 
    “Is this another testing room?” Julia asked in confusion. 
 
    “It was once,” Abbad replied tersely.  “However, it has long since been repurposed for a specific use.”  He seemed wary as he eyed the pair, his muscles tense, and his mouth pressed into a grim line.  “What you’re about to see is confidential.  If any whisper of this room passes these walls, you will not enjoy the result.” 
 
    With that ominous threat, the librarian tapped at a section of the wall beside the door.  A glowing panel flickered to life, and Abbad pressed a token into a rectangular slot carved into the stone.  The panel flashed once, and then there was a faint scratch of metal as the locking mechanism disengaged and slid back.  Only a few seconds later, the steel door slid open on well-greased hinges, and Abbad stepped through without hesitation. 
 
    “Murder room.  It’s totally going to be a murder room,” Julia muttered and then followed the librarian inside. 
 
    Finn didn’t feel much better about the cloak and dagger act either – especially not after learning that the Mage Guild traded its students like some sort of currency.  Or the constant assassination attempts.  Or the blatant cheating by one of the faculty in the Emir’s competition.  Or the relentless deathmatch among the students… 
 
    Now that he thought about it, the guild hadn’t really done anything to earn his vote of confidence.  The real question was how they planned to keep lowering the bar. 
 
    Although, he supposed there was one way to find out. 
 
    With a sigh, Finn stepped through the door. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 - Drained 
 
      
 
    Finn was expecting a plain square room like their former training area.  Instead, he found himself standing on a narrow terrace that acted as an observation area for the room below.  Stepping inside, he approached the edge of the terrace, resting his palms on a stone guardrail and peering down into the darkness.  The room was only faintly lit by a single globe of light that hovered near the door. 
 
    He could just barely make out an elevated, rectangular stone slab in the center of the room.  Yet it was the contraption lingering above it that captured Finn’s attention.  Six mechanical arms had been attached to the ceiling; the limbs were retracted into a bundle along the top of the room like a metal spider.  The flickering light cast shadows off the metallic contraption, creating sinister, dark claws along the far wall. 
 
    The metal door slid shut behind them with a thud that vibrated the floor and caused Finn to jump in surprise.  Hearing the deadbolts automatically slide back into place with a faint whir of gears, Finn’s hand dropped to one of his daggers, and he eyed the door warily. 
 
    “What is this—” he began but stopped short at a gesture from Abbad. 
 
    A door leading into the room below them swung open, and a group of four mages strode inside.  Globes of light flickered into existence, filling the area with harsh white light, and illuminating the casters.  Most of the mages wore the neutral green that denoted the guild’s healers – typically earth mages that had specialized in the healing arts.  However, Finn noted that one was a fire mage, his affinity belied by the orange glow of his irises.  The mages quickly took up positions around the stone slab in the center of the room. 
 
    His attention darted to the last man who trailed the group, and his brow furrowed as he realized he wasn’t wearing the robes or the lightweight armor favored by most mages.  Instead, his clothing was riddled with pouches and pockets.  Even more curious, a mechanical lens was mounted to one eye. 
 
    Possibly a member of the Merchant Guild? 
 
    Finn wasn’t given an opportunity to ask.  Suddenly, two more guards entered the room.  They half dragged and half carried a woman between them, her mouth gagged.  Her plain beige robes and the lone star-shaped mark on her left arm indicated that she was a novice and hadn’t yet attained her class.  Struggling against the two guards, she managed to spit out her gag.  “Let me go!” she shouted, kicking at one of the men. 
 
    Then the woman’s attention skimmed across the group on the terrace, a mixture of fear and anger shining in her eyes.  “Help me, please!  I’ve done nothing wrong!” she screamed at Finn and his companions, clawing at the guard beside her. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” Finn asked in a muted voice.  He could see Julia’s hand clench against the stone railing beside him, her limbs rigid and tense. 
 
    Abbad didn’t answer.  He simply watched the scene impassively. 
 
    The woman’s efforts grew more desperate as she caught sight of the slab in the center of the room and the mechanical arms hovering above it.  “No… please don’t!” she cried, kicking at her guards, and straining against their grip. 
 
    In a single swift movement, one of the green-robed mages stepped up behind the woman, pressed a needle to her neck, and depressed the plunger on the syringe.  Her movements slowed and then stopped.  The guards set her down on the slab gently, laying her on her back and stretching her limbs into a spread-eagled position before binding her hands and feet with cuffs of solid stone. 
 
    Finn felt a hollow pit forming in his stomach as he realized that the woman’s eyes were still open and moving, twitching and stuttering as they took in the room. 
 
    They must have administered a paralytic. 
 
    The man that Finn assumed was a merchant tapped at a nearby wall, and a pedestal, covered in multi-colored gems, rose from the floor.  A few swift gestures across the control column and the metallic arms mounted to the ceiling shifted with a faint grind of steel on steel.  The limbs moved and rotated above the woman as she looked on, her eyes wide and her mouth twitching but unable to form a scream. 
 
    The mechanical arms came to rest overtop six positions on the woman’s body: her arms, chest, abdomen, and each leg.  At the tip of each metallic limb, Finn could make out a sharp neutral-colored crystal mounted to the steel. 
 
    That was the only warning he received. 
 
    The mechanical arms darted forward without ceremony, stabbing into the woman’s body simultaneously.  She convulsed, the muscles in her arms and legs going rigid and blood bubbling around the wounds.  No scream escaped her throat, only a soft, choked gurgle.  The green-robed mages hovered around the prone woman, observing the injuries but making no move to heal the wounds. 
 
    A few seconds later, the limbs retracted.  Blood dripped from crystals that now glowed with a vibrant blue light.  The earth mages moved then, ribbons of green energy dancing around their hands and spreading out across the woman’s body until they hovered around each of the six wounds.  Yet the injuries didn’t close.  The mages only slowed the bleeding, leaving gaping open flesh. 
 
    “What are they doing to her?” Finn asked in a choked voice, resisting the urge to summon his fire mana. 
 
    “The purge,” Abbad answered simply.  Julia flinched at the librarian’s words, and her hands gripped the stone railing tighter. 
 
    The librarian looked on without reaction as the merchant began collecting the glowing crystals.  The man wiped the blood from their surface with a cloth, examined them carefully with his eyepiece, and then placed them in a small box. 
 
    Abbad spoke then, so softly that his voice didn’t carry to the room below, “I assume you have read some of Bilel’s writings in the novice spellbooks?” he asked Finn. 
 
    Finn gave a curt nod. 
 
    “Then you perhaps understand that mana by itself is just raw, neutral energy.  Everything in this world then absorbs and converts that ambient mana into a specific affinity – rocks, trees, water… even humans.  In fact, the human body is an extremely efficient and high-capacity mana converter.  The energy is primarily absorbed and processed at six points across our bodies.  We call these points Najima.”  He waved at the six puncture wounds to emphasize his point. 
 
    “I don’t understand.  So, the crystals were used to what?  Drain her mana?” Finn asked.  “That might have a temporary effect, but won’t she simply heal and then be able to regenerate her mana?” 
 
    “Indeed,” Abbad answered.  “Our body’s natural healing and regeneration make it nearly impossible to destroy the Najima. 
 
    “Nearly,” the librarian repeated quietly. 
 
    Finn followed his gaze back to the room.  The fire mage now approached the woman, pulling a bundle of metal bars from a bag at his waist.  They were slender scraps of iron, the length of a finger and the width of a nail.  With a few quick gestures, a bar was soon engulfed in flame, drifting up into the air.  Finn knew that spell well.  The other mage was casting Imbue Fire – or at least a variant of it.  As he watched, the flames grew brighter and brighter until they took on a blue-ish hue. 
 
    In a flash, the heat receded, leaving a glowing glob of molten metal.  With a jerk of his hands, the fire mage set the glob to spinning, the rotation causing it to form a perfect sphere the size of a small marble. 
 
    While the metal still glowed red-hot, the fire mage’s fingers then directed it to the prone woman’s body.  The molten globe darted forward, passing the tendrils of green energy channeled by the earth mages and entering an open wound in the woman’s arm.  The sphere caused the surrounding blood and flesh to sizzle, sending off small streamers of smoke. 
 
    The woman convulsed again, more violently this time, her muscles straining involuntarily against her bindings and her eyes wide and wild.  With one final choked-off scream, she collapsed, finally losing consciousness.  The fire mage barely noticed as he lifted the next bar and proceeded to repeat the process again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    And again. 
 
    When the six metal spheres had all been inserted, the earth mages closed the wounds, their healing energies swiftly mending the broken flesh.  Dark dried blood marred otherwise-intact skin.  The only evidence of the surgery was six white star-shaped scars where the crystals had initially punctured the woman’s skin.  The guards then lifted her unconscious body from the slab and headed for the door with the mages and merchant in tow. 
 
    Finn could only stare in shocked horror as he watched the procedure, his thoughts flailing.  “They embedded molten metal into the Najima to prevent them from healing,” he muttered. 
 
    “Precisely,” Abbad answered. 
 
    “This is…” Finn trailed off.  He didn’t really have any words.  Inhumane?  Sadistic?  Cruel?  They all felt like they fell short of describing the pain and fear reflected in that woman’s eyes or the clinical detachment with which the other mages had administered the procedure.  It was like watching a magical lobotomy. 
 
    The worst part?  Finn had to admit that the procedure was clever.  It took advantage of this world’s systems, effectively neutralizing the natural regeneration that everyone enjoyed.  Yet even as this thought occurred to him, he felt guilt weigh on his shoulders.  Should he be impressed by the mages’ creative cruelty? 
 
    “This is necessary,” the librarian finished for him.  As Finn’s eyes met Abbad’s, he thought he detected a hint of remorse there.  “People are driven by two forces.  Their own passion tugs them forward – their ambition fueling their dedication and loyalty.” 
 
    Abbad’s eyes drifted back to the room, his words echoing faintly in the now-empty room.  “But that alone isn’t enough.  No, you need both a carrot and a stick.  A person also needs to be afraid of failure – desperately afraid.  That fear pushes them forward even when the carrot is taken away or success seems impossible.” 
 
    Finn felt the wavering thoughts bouncing through the back of his head begin to crystalize.  There must be a point in forcing Finn to watch this spectacle, and Abbad had started to reveal a possible purpose. 
 
    “Nefreet wants me to be afraid then?” 
 
    Abbad nodded.  “You have completed the first stage of the Emir’s competition and become our guild’s champion.  The carrot is your promotion within the guild and, ultimately, potential rulership of Lahab.”  The librarian nodded toward the slab.  “Yet the stakes are still real.  Failure will result in what you just witnessed.  Your mana will be purged, and just like that woman, you will be dumped in the desert – letting the sands administer your final judgment.” 
 
    Finn grimaced, but he didn’t falter.  Abbad didn’t know – couldn’t know – why he was really participating in this challenge.  The Seer’s promise overshadowed any possible reward or threat of failure that the mages could offer. 
 
    In his case, the carrot was more than enough. 
 
    Finn met Abbad’s eyes, his expression hardening as he tamped down on the muted anger that simmered in his veins.  “Fine, then consider the threat delivered.  What now?” 
 
    The librarian watched him for a moment as though studying Finn and his reaction.  Then he gave a curt nod.  “The next step is for you to meet with the Emir.  Yet before we do that, you must gather your team.”  At Finn’s questioning glance, Abbad continued, “We were informed this morning that you are permitted to select two companions for the next stage of the competition.  They must be no higher than journeyman rank – by guild rank or level.” 
 
    Abbad’s eyes flitted to Julia, where she stood silently beside them, still clutching at the railing and staring at the room below.  “I assume you will be taking the thief – she is a suitable match.  However, you will need to find a second companion.  You have an hour, and then we are to meet with the Emir.” 
 
    For her part, Julia didn’t react to the thief comment this time – almost as though she hadn’t heard Abbad.  Not that he blamed her.  Despite what they had gone through, the purge of that woman’s mana had been traumatic. 
 
    Finn rubbed at his chin in thought.  He hadn’t realized he would get teammates for this next part.  As Abbad had suggested, Julia was a given.  He also had an idea for their third, but he would need to speak with him first. 
 
    “Ahh, and before I forget, I couldn’t help but notice that your equipment is rather lacking,” Abbad added, sparing a glance at the novice tunic that Finn now sported – his upgraded robes having been destroyed in the encounter with Lamia.  “Given our time constraints, I took the liberty of spending your remaining points.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, Abbad handed Finn a wrapped parcel.  A single plain tome was placed on top, although Finn noted that the book didn’t have the telltale glow that he now associated with a spellbook. 
 
    “You’ll find new robes and blades inside, as well as some other supplies – healing items and miscellaneous tools,” the librarian explained. 
 
    “And this?  It doesn’t look like a spellbook,” Finn said, running his fingers across the book. 
 
    A rare smile pulled at the corners of the librarian’s mouth.  “As I’m sure you are aware, knowledge is often more dangerous than a blade… or some spectacular new spell.  Consider this a gift from me.  I thought you would find its contents intriguing.” 
 
    Before Finn could reply, Abbad turned on his heel and tapped at the wall beside the door and the metal portal swung open.  “With that, I’ll leave you to it.  I have other obligations to attend to before we leave,” Abbad explained. 
 
    A curt glance back at Finn and Julia.  “I assume you two can find your way out?” 
 
    “Of course,” Finn grunted distractedly, still staring at the rather ordinary-looking book and wondering what sort of information could possibly rival new spells. 
 
    “Fantastic.  I will meet you in the courtyard in an hour.  Do not be late.”  With that, Abbad stepped out of the room and swiftly disappeared. 
 
    “Well, what do you think?” Finn asked, turning back to Julia. 
 
    She winced, stepping away from the edge of the terrace.  “About what?  This new mystery competition?  The fact that I get to be directly involved in the crazy-ass magical bullshit this time around?  The threat of some sort of forced surgery?  Oh, or maybe Abbad’s super thoughtful parting present?  Because who doesn’t love a ton of reading with their videogames?” she added in a dry tone. 
 
    She hesitated, eyeing the book cautiously and inching away.  “Wait, you don’t think that’s the one he keeps nestled up his ass, do you?” 
 
    Finn let out a chuckle.  “Probably not.  Besides, wasn’t that a scroll?”  This earned him an amused snort from Julia. 
 
    “Joking aside, we’ve got a decision to make.”  Finn sighed, glancing at Julia.  “Let me refine my question.  Who should our third person be?” 
 
    Julia shot him an incredulous look.  “Really?  We both know who you’re going to pick.  And there’s probably only one person insane enough to go with us anyway.” 
 
    Finn stepped out of the room, Julia in tow.  “Am I really that predictable?” 
 
    “Yep.  100%,” his daughter replied instantly.  “I’m pretty sure if Daniel didn’t change your menu on occasion, you’d eat the same thing for every meal.” 
 
    “I don’t think I’m that bad, and besides, you haven’t tasted my homemade ramen in ages.  The tricky part is the broth…” 
 
    As the pair exited the room and continued bickering, Finn didn’t have a chance to check the spot where Julia had been standing along the edge of the terrace.  If he had, he might have noticed the way the worn stone had crumbled and cracked.  Except this wasn’t the usual wear and tear of age – instead, small indentations had been ground into the surface with incredible force, as though the stone had momentarily turned to putty. 
 
    The marks resembled the impression of someone’s fingers. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 - Recruiting 
 
      
 
    “Here we are,” Julia declared. 
 
    Which was apparently standing outside a classroom located deep within the nearly endless maze of hallways that made up the Mage Guild.  Unlike the other rooms that lined the hall, this one had been blocked off by a solid wall of stone where the entryway should have been.  Finn rapped his knuckles against the rock, and it let out a dull thud. 
 
    Probably a few feet thick, at least.  Finn assumed the instructor had warded the room during their lesson to avoid damage to the guild hall.  It was refreshing to see that some of the guild’s faculty were more conscientious. 
 
    “So Kyyle is in here?” Finn asked, glancing back at Julia.  She was leaning against a nearby wall, picking at her nails with a small knife. 
 
    “Should be,” she answered without looking up. 
 
    Finn cocked his head.  Something felt off here – his “dad sense” tingling – and he couldn’t help the inadvertent grin that tugged at his lips.  “And you just happen to know where he is?  That seems awfully… convenient.” 
 
    That earned him a sharp look before Julia turned her attention back to the knife.  “What are you implying, old man?” 
 
    He raised his hands defensively.  “Nothing.  Nothing at all.  Well, except that you must have been keeping tabs on him.” 
 
    A slight wince. 
 
    “Which is totally understandable.  He could be a potential… threat, after all.” 
 
    She nodded tentatively. 
 
    “He was one of the few novices that made it into the A-listers, and he also managed to guess at what Lamia was up to,” Finn remarked, rubbing at his chin.  “Hell, he could have been conspiring with them.” 
 
    Another nod, this one slightly more enthusiastic although Julia’s eyes never wavered from the blade. 
 
    “He’s also kind of cute,” Finn said. 
 
    Julia began to nod but froze, her knife jerking slightly, slicing through the skin of her thumb, and leaving a thin trail of blood.  When her glaring eyes met Finn’s, he couldn’t suppress the knowing smile painted across his face. 
 
    “You… you suck,” she muttered. 
 
    “That’s actually my fatherly privilege,” he replied, his smile widening.  A brief pause and then, “He’s a nice kid.  I can see why you like him.” 
 
    This was met with an exasperated snort, the blade disappearing as Julia whirled away from Finn.  “I’m not really interested in dating right now, but whatever,” she snapped over her shoulder.  “I’m going to go keep watch.” 
 
    Finn chuckled under his breath as he watched her stalk away.  She disappeared a moment later as she entered Sneak.  Ahh, the joys of being young.  He could remember that same nervous, indecisive flutter in his chest when he had first asked Rachael to dinner.  It had taken him weeks to work up the nerve. 
 
    Although, his smile faded at that thought. 
 
    Secrets seemed to be something they had in common lately.  He hadn’t told Julia the entire story – not yet, anyway.  He had revealed the ambush by Lamia and the other mages, but he had downplayed how many there had been as well as how he had managed to defeat them.  Both of those facts would have led to the giant flaming elephant in the room. 
 
    The Seer’s bargain. 
 
    Finn felt conflicted.  On the one hand, he had only started playing because Julia had mentioned there was something unusual going on inside AO.  A fire god offering to resurrect his wife seemed like a damn good example.  At the same time… what would Julia do if he told her about Rachael?  Would she tell him to stop?  Try to undermine him?  She had a history of flying off the handle, especially where family was concerned. 
 
    Hell, he wouldn’t be here if she hadn’t blackmailed him into playing. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  He couldn’t be sure how that conversation would shake out, but after a few decades of being a parent, he had decided that some things were best kept close to the chest.  This wasn’t quite the same as letting her believe Santa Claus was real, but until he knew for sure that the Seer could deliver on her promise, she might as well be wearing a fake white beard and a cheap red suit.  Better to wait. 
 
    Or at least that’s how he rationalized it to himself. 
 
    With a sigh, Finn abruptly decided he needed a distraction.  He rummaged in his pack and soon pulled out the bundle that Abbad had given him.  The librarian had packed some useful supplies – mostly healing potions and bandages.  Although, Finn soon found an odd-looking stylus similar to the one that Abbad used to inscribe his tattoos.  His forehead wrinkled in confusion. 
 
    What could I possibly use this for?  Maybe he plans for me to draw my own tattoos if I get bored? 
 
    Although, that didn’t seem terribly likely. 
 
    Without an immediate answer, he stowed the supplies back in the bag and turned his attention to the new equipment. 
 
      
 
    Lightweight Serrated Throwing Knife 
 
    While unenchanted, this blade was clearly forged by a master blacksmith.  The knife is perfectly balanced, extremely lightweight yet durable, and the blade has been designed to be thrown easily – the metal serrated to cause bleeding damage. 
 
    Quality:  D 
 
    Damage:  20-35 (Slash) 
 
    Durability:  60/60 
 
      
 
    Fire Zealot Robes (Full Set) 
 
    These robes were designed with a fire mage in mind.  The cloth is a natural fire retardant, crafted from the skin of a young Fire Belcher.  The design and fit are also intended to encourage close-range combat.  There’s no flowing, useless fabric here! 
 
    Quality:  C 
 
    Defense:  35 
 
    Durability:  75/75 
 
    +40 Intelligence 
 
    +25 Dexterity 
 
    +20 Fire Resistance 
 
      
 
    The blades were a minor upgrade in terms of damage.  The primary benefit was the lighter weight – which meant that Finn had greater speed and control while using Imbue Fire.  The serrated edge was also interesting, possibly increasing his chance to inflict bleeding damage in addition to the direct damage of his strikes. 
 
    The robes were another matter entirely.  The material was extremely high quality – almost as thick as leather, although as pliable and loose as cloth.  The natural fire resistance was also a nice touch.  Finn had begun to notice that his abilities tended to wreak havoc on his wardrobe.  All in all, he was surprised.  He expected this piece of equipment alone had likely cost a small fortune. 
 
    It appeared that the Mage Guild was invested in Finn’s success – even if Abbad had gone out of his way to make the price of failure clear. 
 
    Glancing at the hallway, Finn didn’t see anyone in eyeshot, so he proceeded to tug off his novice equipment and pull on the new robes.  They fit snugly, wrapping around his chest and arms like a second skin.  He then strapped on the sheaths for his new knives, although he attached them to his thighs, keeping his original blades at his waist.  As that last duel in the courtyard had emphasized, it was possible he might lose a blade mid-fight.  It would be nice to carry a few spares. 
 
    After donning his new equipment, Finn decided to check his stats.  It was at that point that he realized he hadn’t checked his notifications in days – not since the final competition among the A-Listers and his encounter with Lamia. 
 
    Shit.  Could I have used the extra stat points during those last few duels? 
 
    He sighed in relief as his log confirmed that most of the experience and skill increases had actually come from fighting Lamia and her gang and his training after the competition.  Apparently, he wasn’t a complete moron.  Although, to his credit, it had been a rather grueling last few days, and he’d had a lot on his mind. 
 
    The answer was definitely not that he was going senile… Maybe. 
 
    Re-enabling his system notifications, Finn was met with a barrage of notices. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  x9 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (45) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    x1 Spell Rank Up:  Magma Armor 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 4 
 
    Cost:  105 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Creates a damage shield capable of absorbing 360 damage (180 damage if water/ice). 
 
    Effect 2:  Damage absorption increased by INT x 40%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Repairs the shield at a rate of 70 damage/second at a mana cost of 25 mana/second. 
 
      
 
    x2 Spell Rank Up:  Fireball 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 2 
 
    Cost:  150 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Creates a ball of flame that deals 240 + (INT x 50%) damage. 
 
    Effect 2:  Allows the caster to charge the Fireball, increasing the damage and explosion radius by 20% and mana cost by 50% per charge level.  Max charge level of [2]. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Controls the Fireball within your control range at a cost of 17.5 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x3 Spell Rank Up:  Imbue Fire 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 3 
 
    Cost:  200 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Imbues a weapon with fire mana, increasing the weapon’s base damage by INT x 11%.  Can only be used on unenchanted metal weapons. 
 
    Effect 2:  While channeling, allows the caster to increase the heat in ranks, up to a current max heat rank of [3].  Each heat rank increases damage by INT x 5% while increasing the channel cost by 50%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Allows user to control the weapon within his control range at a cost of 26 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Learning 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 3 
 
    Effect 1:  18% increased learning speed for skills and spells. 
 
    Effect 2:  2% increased experience gain. 
 
      
 
    x1 Skill Rank Up:  Concentration 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 10 
 
    Effect:  Ability to split your focus between [2] tasks. 
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Multi-Casting 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 3 
 
    Effect 1:  -44.0% casting speed on the second spell. 
 
    Effect 2:  -13% reduced channeling cost. 
 
      
 
    x3 Skill Rank Up:  Toughness 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 9 
 
    Effect:  5% reduced damage and increased pain tolerance. 
 
      
 
    It took Finn a while to fully digest all the changes. 
 
    The most important takeaway was that he had hit Intermediate Level 1 in both Fireball and Imbue Fire, which had unlocked a second effect for each spell. 
 
    For his Fireball, it appeared he could now charge the bolt, increasing its damage and explosive radius at the cost of more mana.  He’d have to run some tests to determine how long it took to obtain each charge level.  Even a few seconds could cost him during a fight, and the mounting mana and channel costs could really start to add up in terms of draining his total mana pool.  To be honest, he found the increase a touch underwhelming.  There were few use cases where he’d prefer to cast a Fireball over channeling another blade.  It was almost always better to have 100% uptime on his spells rather than have to recast Fireball. 
 
    More intriguing was the new effect for Imbue Fire. 
 
    A 5% damage increase didn’t seem worth the massive increase in the channel cost.  At only heat rank level 3, the channel cost would be 65 mana/second for a single blade, but he would only gain 15% of his Intelligence as damage.  That didn’t really seem worth it. 
 
    Putting that aside, what exactly was a “heat rank?”  His thoughts returned to the traumatic scene he had just witnessed.  Finn’s default Imbue Fire wasn’t hot enough to melt normal metal.  At least, it had never been an issue with his knives.  Had that been what the fire mage used to melt down those small metal bars – ratcheting up the heat rank on Imbue Fire?  That seemed plausible, although he wasn’t exactly certain how he could use that in combat.  Assuming he found a free moment, he would need to experiment with this new mode.  Maybe there was a possible use case he hadn’t considered yet. 
 
    That left him with 45 stat points to distribute.  Finn grimaced as he tried to decide what to do with them.  His mana regen was sitting at 47.75/second, which meant he was only losing a small amount of mana while channeling two daggers – which cost 52 mana/second assuming zero heat ranks.  That was probably good enough for now. 
 
    In contrast, his Dexterity, Endurance, and Vitality were also all still below 100.  There was some room for improvement there, and the gains from physical training had already started to dwindle.  Not only that, but Finn doubted he would be given extensive time to train during this next leg of the competition. 
 
    Making an abrupt decision, he dumped 30 points into Vitality, 4 points to Dexterity, and 7 points to Endurance to bring them all to 100.  Then he allocated his remaining 4 points to Intelligence. 
 
    Once he was done, he brought up his Character Status to review his current progress. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Character Status 
  
      
 
       
       	  Name: 
  
       	  Finn 
  
       	  Gender: 
  
       	  Male 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level: 
  
       	  66 
  
       	  Class: 
  
       	  Fire Mage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race: 
  
       	  Human 
  
       	  Alignment: 
  
       	  Lawful-Neutral 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fame: 
  
       	  1800 
  
       	  Infamy: 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Health: 
  
       	  1325 
  
       	  H-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  4.80 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana: 
  
       	  2170 
  
       	  M-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  48.35 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stamina 
  
       	  1325 
  
       	  S-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  10.00 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength: 
  
       	  47 
  
       	  Dexterity: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality: 
  
       	  100 
  
       	  Endurance: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence: 
  
       	  319 
  
       	  Willpower: 
  
       	  30 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Affinities 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dark: 
  
       	  2% 
  
       	  Light: 
  
       	  8% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fire: 
  
       	  43% 
  
       	  Water: 
  
       	  5% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Air: 
  
       	  3% 
  
       	  Earth: 
  
       	  10% 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    He didn’t have a great frame of reference, but Finn felt like his stats were respectable.  He was reasonably limber, fast, and could take a hit, but had the raw mana and regen to keep his daggers up and slicing.  His Intelligence had also reached a point where the scaling on spells like his Imbue Fire and Magma Armor had begun to make an appreciable difference.  For example, his Magma Armor could now absorb nearly 500 damage. 
 
    Now there was only one more item to check. 
 
    Finn’s eyes turned to the book that Abbad had handed him, the edge sticking out of his bag where it rested on the floor nearby.  While he was irritated that the librarian hadn’t given him a new spellbook, he was curious to investigate its contents.  What sort of information did Abbad feel was more important or useful than new spells? 
 
    Just as Finn’s fingers touched the cover, the stone blocking the doorway beside him abruptly crumbled and dissolved, breaking away into a glob of liquid rock that was swiftly reabsorbed into the floor. 
 
    As soon as the barrier disappeared, a crowd of mages, many robed in varying shades of green, drifted out of the classroom, chatting with each other animatedly.  At the tail of the group, Kyyle’s face emerged, the young man swiping at the air distractedly as he stepped out of the classroom – likely reviewing and updating his notes. 
 
    In contrast to Finn and Julia’s pragmatic and tight-fitting clothing, the earth mage had opted for more traditional magical attire.  Kyyle had focused on loose robes, and he had a full-fledged staff slung over his back.  Although, Finn supposed that made sense, especially after having fought the earth mage.  Kyyle’s specialty was environmental control, which meant he needed more mana and the ability to use the staff to maintain a channel.  He also cared less about staying limber since he could fortify his position. 
 
    Finn stared at the tome mournfully before stowing it back in his pack and shouldering his bag.  He badly wanted to read the book, but he was under a deadline. 
 
    “Hey, Kyyle,” Finn greeted the young man. 
 
    The earth mage’s eyes shot to Finn, a confused expression drifting across his face before he suddenly realized who was addressing him.  “Sorry, it took me a second to recognize you without that cloth sack you’ve been wearing.  Where’d you get the fancy new gear?” he asked, plucking at the fabric of Finn’s new robes. 
 
    “Killed a man and stole his stuff,” Julia quipped, popping up beside Finn as she dropped from Sneak.  Kyyle glanced at her in surprise. 
 
    “Oh?  Uh, well… that’s interesting,” he offered hesitantly. 
 
    The young man looked tongue-tied, but Finn wasn’t sure if that was because Kyyle was trying to decide if they had really killed another student and stolen their gear or if it was Julia’s presence that was throwing him off.  His teasing aside, Finn was starting to wonder if Kyyle was the best choice for this tournament.  The last thing he needed to deal with was relationship drama in the middle of some three-way deathmatch. 
 
    On the other hand, who else would be crazy enough to join them? 
 
    “She’s just messing with you,” Finn offered, which earned him a snort from Julia.  “Abbad spent the rest of my points to buy some new gear from Charlotte.  We didn’t have time to go shopping ourselves.  Speaking of which… that’s actually why we’re here.” 
 
    Kyyle’s eyes snapped to Finn.  “It’s time, isn’t it?  You’re leaving for the next part of the Emir’s competition?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Finn replied with a nod.  He paused for a moment as he considered how to frame this next part.  He wasn’t sure how to convince Kyyle to go with him – especially if Abbad was threatening to purge their mana if they failed. 
 
    “So Abbad told me that I can bring two teammates who are journeyman rank or lower for the next stage of this competition.  Julia was an obvious choice,” Finn began, glancing at his daughter, who raised a skeptical eyebrow at him.  “And we were actually wondering if you wanted to come with us.  No pressure if you don’t—” 
 
    “Of course!” Kyyle replied with an excited smile, interrupting Finn.  “When do we leave?” 
 
    He glanced at the in-game clock, noting that they didn’t have long before they needed to meet the librarian.  “Actually, we have about half an hour to meet Abbad in the courtyard.” 
 
    Kyyle nodded quickly.  “More than enough time for me to grab what I need and stop by the Requisition Hall.”  The earth mage started muttering to himself, swiping at the air and tapping at a console Finn couldn’t see.  Finn could only assume he was making yet another list – because of course he was. 
 
    “Are you sure?” Finn asked, holding up a hand to stay the young man’s enthusiasm.  “We don’t know what this is going to entail, and Abbad was clear that failure is going to be punished severely.  I imagine that extends to my teammates.” 
 
    “What he’s trying to say is that you’re probably going to die horribly and then get your mana purged when we fail,” Julia drawled, trying to assume a casual demeanor.  Yet Finn had spent enough time with her to see the way she was watching Kyyle carefully out of the corner of her eye. 
 
    “Now that I think about it, why am I doing this again?” she asked Finn.  “Maybe I should ask for a raise.” 
 
    “I’m not paying you,” Finn snapped. 
 
    “Maybe I should ask for a salary then,” she amended with a grin. 
 
    “Or how about you do it out of the kindness of your heart because I raised your ungrateful ass, and you suckered me into playing this game?” Finn retorted, shooting her a mock glare. 
 
    “Well, when you put it that way…” 
 
    Finn just shook his head, turning back to Kyyle.  “Anyway, I’d understand if you want to stay here.” 
 
    Yet Kyyle didn’t seem fazed in the least, his eyes blazing with excitement.  “Are you kidding?  Where you go, chaos seems to follow.  I want front-row seats to watch the blaze!” 
 
    The young earth mage’s enthusiasm was contagious, and Finn found himself matching his smile.  Despite his own concerns and reservations – as well as the very real stakes that now surrounded this “competition” – Finn had to admit that he was intrigued to discover what came next.  His fire mana responded to that excited curiosity, simmering in his veins, and urging him to keep pressing forward. 
 
    “Alright, well, don’t say I didn’t warn you,” Finn grumbled.  He eyed both Kyyle and Julia, unable to miss the way they avoided looking at each other directly.  He just hoped he didn’t live to regret this decision. 
 
    Although, that could be a problem for future Finn… 
 
    “Well, let’s get going.  We’re burning daylight!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 - Wary  
 
      
 
    Only thirty minutes later, Finn and Kyyle arrived at the courtyard.  Julia had disappeared somewhere to make her own mysterious preparations.  Finn was surprised to find not only Abbad but a large entourage of heavily armed guards and mages waiting for them.  A quick headcount revealed that there were more than twenty people waiting with the librarian, the group drawing attention and curious murmurs from the students that paced the nearby halls and terraces. 
 
    “That’s a lot of firepower.  Are they here to protect us or prevent us from making a run for it?” Kyyle muttered under his breath, sharing a look with Finn. 
 
    “Maybe both,” Finn replied quietly.  As with everything the mages did, he doubted there was a single objective.  But Kyyle did raise a good question.  It didn’t hurt to get a sense of what they were getting themselves into. 
 
    “What’s all this?” Finn asked as he approached Abbad. 
 
    The librarian met Finn’s eyes, arching a single eyebrow, before turning his attention back to their entourage.  “Protection,” he replied curtly.  “The infighting you experienced among the mages pales in comparison to the conflicts between the guilds.  While the Emir is usually able to keep the hostilities at a manageable level, this competition represents much more than a mere trade dispute.” 
 
    “Are you suggesting that the other guilds might attack us within Lahab?” Kyyle asked in an incredulous voice.  “Wouldn’t that be rather… obvious?” 
 
    Abbad appraised the earth mage for a moment.  “There are certainly ways of concealing the origin or source of an attack.  I am suggesting that we exercise caution.  A wise man hopes for the best but prepares for the worst.” 
 
    “Or woman,” Julia quipped as she approached. 
 
    Finn did a double take as he took in her appearance.  Julia had given up her ruse, shedding the mage-like robes she had stolen from the novices.  Instead, she was wearing form-fitting sand-colored leathers that covered nearly every inch of skin, yet still accentuated the wiry muscle underneath.  Without the hood, her familiar piercing brown eyes were revealed, and he could see that her hair was cropped short, barely cresting her shoulders. 
 
    The blades strapped beneath each of Julia’s forearms captured Finn’s attention.  There were more weapons sheathed at her waist, across her chest, along her thighs… he soon lost count.  The woman was a walking armory.  More than that, the combined weight of those weapons must have been considerable.  And yet, she seemed completely unaffected. 
 
    Has she been carrying that this whole time? he wondered.  Finn realized that as long as they had been working together, he had never seen Julia drop her disguise.  Not for the first time, he wondered how she had acquired her skills and training.  However, this likely wasn’t the time to pose those questions – not with an audience anyway. 
 
    Kyyle was staring wide-eyed at Julia, and Finn kicked at the young man’s shin.  The earth mage glanced at him in surprise, his cheeks flushing slightly. 
 
    “Or woman,” Abbad conceded, nodding toward Julia.  His eyes scanned Finn and his companions.  “Regardless of our guild’s protections, you should be careful from this point forward.  The other guilds and their champions are your enemies.  And there may also be independent third parties that have a stake in this competition.  Many are displeased to see a traveler vying for control of their homeland. 
 
    “The residents of this world live here.  You are just visiting.  Remember that.” 
 
    Finn and his companions nodded, although he noted the look of concern on their faces.  The librarian made it sound like the entire city was arrayed against them. 
 
    Abbad glanced at the sun, noting the time.  “If there is nothing else, let us depart.  We do not want to keep the Emir waiting.” 
 
    With that, the librarian gestured at the guards and mages, and they broke into formation, encircling Finn and his companions and heading south toward the massive hallway that spanned the entrance to the mage guild.  As they entered the hall, they were met by a horde of students, but the guards parted the sea of bodies with military precision. 
 
    Finn could feel the eyes and hear the hushed voices of the other mages as they passed, their focus trained on Finn and his teammates. 
 
    “Champion…  Finn…  Companions…” 
 
    Finn only caught fragments and did his best to ignore them.  Instead, his eyes were trained on a pair of massive doors along the southern edge of the hall, the portal guarded by nearly a dozen more soldiers and mages. 
 
    It was strange.  Nervous anticipation surged through his veins – his palms sweaty and his heart thumping in his chest.  After weeks spent inside the hall, Finn had never stepped foot into the city of Lahab itself.  He’d only glimpsed the spiraling towers that loomed over the walls of the guild hall and caught the occasional shout or buzz of noise from what he assumed were the city’s residents. 
 
    Yet this was it.  He was finally leaving the guild hall – taking one small step toward his own freedom even as he started the next leg of the Emir’s competition. 
 
    At a gesture from Abbad, the guards beside the door created a defensive line, blocking access to the door from the other students and pinning Finn and his companions between the portal and a row of steel and flesh.  The mages began to cast a series of spells, and as they completed the incantation, a glowing set of symbols appeared along the surface of the door – spinning and clicking into place like magical tumblers.  Within only seconds, the last spell completed, and the massive doorway drifted open with a creak of wood and a shower of dust. 
 
    Is this meant to keep the other residents out or the mages inside? Finn wondered. 
 
    Although he didn’t have time to consider that question. 
 
    “Welcome to Lahab,” Abbad announced. 
 
    Finn passed through the doorway with cautious steps and took in his first real glimpse of the city itself. 
 
    Bright sunlight beat down on buildings crammed together in a haphazard pattern.  Their sandstone walls were colored in varying shades of beige and yellow that merged seamlessly with the fine dusting of sand that coated the roadway.  The stone structures were cobbled together, their stones set so close to one another that it created the illusion that Finn was looking at one continuous structure.  The weathered and pockmarked stone stretched up into the sky, tapering and spiraling up into the air to create the towers that Finn had seen loom above the walls of the guild hall. 
 
    And between these buildings were the residents of Lahab, wrapped in heavy cloths and silks.  The staves and robes normally worn by the mages were gone and replaced with dusty baskets and heavy leather packs.  Their feet kicked up a fine cloud of sand as they trod through the city’s narrow streets, making it appear as though a thick yellow fog had settled across the city.  To block out the sand, the residents had taken to covering their mouths and noses behind thick cotton masks.  The city’s citizens barely spared the group a glance, only a few eyes rising to watch the Mage Guild’s gates open. 
 
    Abbad didn’t give Finn and his companions long to stand and gape.  With a solid thud, the door slammed shut behind them, and the wards snapped back into place with a crackle of energy.  The librarian tugged up the cowl of his robe to cover his mouth and set off toward the south, ignoring the city’s residents who parted before the heavily armed company of mages and soldiers, eyeing them warily as they passed. 
 
    They walked in silence as Finn took in the city around him.  Like Abbad and his two companions, he tugged the hem of his robe up and over his mouth to block out the sand, now realizing why the mages’ robes had all been designed with a hood to block out the harsh sunlight and a loose fold of cloth along the wearer’s neck to offer a makeshift mask.  This had never been an issue among the manicured halls of the guild. 
 
    “What the hell is that thing?” Kyyle murmured as they neared the city center, pointing at a massive creature visible above a nearby building. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Finn replied. 
 
    They got a good look at the creature as they rounded a corner, and the city’s market came into view, a wave of noise breaking against the group – the product of the hundreds of residents squeezed between the narrow stalls.  The monster was at least twenty feet tall, its torso hovering atop six spindly, stilt-like legs covered in thick, plated chitin.  The creature reminded Finn of a giant water strider, eye stalks sprouting from what he could only assume was its face.  Even more strangely, bundles of goods rested along its back. 
 
    “That’s a Sand Strider,” Julia answered softly, eyeing Abbad and the nearby guards warily to see if they were monitoring their conversation.  “The merchants use them to haul goods.  They can step over the buildings, so they’re quite useful for moving inventory between the Merchant Guild and the market.” 
 
    “I would have thought the merchants would run the market, or it would be part of their guild,” Finn offered.  “Is that not the case?” 
 
    “Not quite.  The market is actually open to the public, and residents can set up stalls,” she offered, pointing to a large tent selling sandstone bricks.  The signs seemed to indicate that it was owned by a private quarry. 
 
    “The merchants are really more like crafters with sanctioned monopolies in certain products.  They sell most of the useful equipment and weapons, and the rest of the residents tend to deal in more practical day-to-day items.  Fun fact, it’s actually illegal for anyone else to sell weapons and armor,” she explained. 
 
    “Which would make black market goods that much more valuable, wouldn’t it?” Kyyle observed with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    This earned him a grin from Julia.  “Not that I would know anything about that,” she offered with a wave of her hand.  “Anyway, the merchant stalls are easy to identify since they’re all marked with their emblem.” She gestured further along the row.  Finn could indeed see that the strider was lingering beside a row of stalls all emblazoned with the same logo – a green hammer and anvil. 
 
    “The city itself is roughly circular, broken up into four sections like the spokes of a wheel.  The Merchant Guild is located to the west, and the Fighter Guild is to the east – with the Mage Guild occupying the northern edge.  The palace is located along the southern wall,” she explained. 
 
    Finn glanced at his daughter; his brow furrowed in thought.  “You seem really familiar with Lahab.  Did you spend a lot of time here during the beta?” he asked, keeping his voice low. 
 
    Julia grimaced, and her eyes were distant as she replied.  “I guess you could say that.  Although, I didn’t spend most of my time in the city.” 
 
    “Then where did you—” Kyyle began to ask. 
 
    A commotion suddenly interrupted their conversation, a shout rising across the crowd.  The group turned to the source of the noise.  A resident was shouting at one of the merchants – the man inspecting his stall.  “You akhdir can’t close my stall!” 
 
    “You lack the proper resale certification for this equipment,” the merchant replied calmly.  The green-liveried guards around him reached for their weapons as they created a defensive circle around their leader and eyed the other residents in the market.  “We will have to take your inventory into custody.” 
 
    Finn inspected the other residents carefully.  The surrounding crowd grew more dense with each passing second, their eyes angry.  The silence was unnerving.  They were as quiet as death, watching the scene play out with a tension that was almost palpable.  After having participated in hundreds of duels, Finn could detect an undercurrent of violence ripple through these people, and he had to resist the urge to summon his own blades. 
 
    “I sell only packs and travel equipment,” the man pleaded.  “Those aren’t on the list of restricted goods.” 
 
    “They are now,” the merchant replied coolly.  “The list was updated yesterday and posted at our guild hall by order of the Emir.” 
 
    The man’s eyes widened, and Finn heard a soft murmur ripple through the crowd at this announcement.  “Please.  I didn’t see the notice.  Please, at least let me sell these goods so that I can buy new inventory.” 
 
    “You know the law,” the merchant snapped, waving his guards forward.  “Restricted goods are confiscated for the guild.  Remove yourself from the stall.” 
 
    The man ignored the order and instead sunk to his knees, tears streaming down his face.  “Please… we have nothing else.  Think of my family.”  As the guards neared, one shoved the man to the side, his head hitting the edge of a nearby beam.  Blood soon dripped from his scalp as he cradled his head and groaned in pain. 
 
    The crowd reacted then, surging forward – their murmurs rising into a deadly hum.  The merchant and his guards seemed to realize this, pulling their weapons with a scrape of steel.  “You lot stay back.  This is guild business.  Anyone who intervenes will be cut down where they stand.” 
 
    “This isn’t the time for this,” Abbad said softly, eyeing the crowd that now pressed in around them and locked them in place.  “Damn it,” he muttered, one of the rare times Finn had heard the librarian cuss. 
 
    At a gesture from Abbad, the mages and soldiers encircling them surged forward to reinforce the merchants.  At the sight of the mage guild troops, the residents seemed to draw back slightly, looking on with sullen, glaring eyes.  Abbad received a nod from the merchant but didn’t return the gesture. 
 
    “Greed will be the death of that guild,” Abbad muttered.  “Give me just a moment.  I may be able to defuse this situation, and we can be on our way,” he offered to the group before heading toward the merchant. 
 
    Finn’s hand hovered above one of his blades, and he turned to watch the townsfolk that immediately moved to fill the gap as the mage guards moved away.  He accidentally bumped into an elderly man standing nearby, throwing him off balance.  He immediately grabbed for the man’s arm, holding him steady and giving him a chance to regain his feet.  “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there,” Finn offered. 
 
    The older man clutched at his arm.  “It’s fine—” He cut off sharply as he saw the marks along Finn’s right arm, his robe pulling away from his wrist.  Finn abruptly shoved the cloth back down to cover the Seer’s mark. 
 
    “Najmat Alhidad,” the old man murmured, his eyes going round as he stared at Finn.  At his words, others in the crowd looked at Finn in surprise, and a whisper rippled through the residents like a wave.  He saw more heads swivel to stare at them. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Finn asked the man in confusion, suddenly wary of how many people lingered around them and the sudden lack of guards.  Abbad’s warning was still fresh in his mind. 
 
    “He will come in a blaze of flame and fire and purify the corruption that plagues the sands,” the old man replied quietly, clutching at Finn’s arm with a surprising strength.  “He is the Najmat Alhidad.” 
 
    Julia abruptly stepped forward and ripped Finn free.  “Back away now,” she hissed at the older man, a blade suddenly in hand and pointed at his neck.  The old man was unperturbed by the dagger.  His eyes remained locked on Finn, and he murmured that strange phrase over and over again. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t like this,” Kyyle said, eyeing the crowd nervously as it pushed in closer – the residents attempting to get a good look at Finn.  “Mobs and mysterious chanting are never a good combination.” 
 
    “Back down that alley slowly,” Julia directed, pointing at a space between two nearby buildings and placing herself between the crowd and her companions.  They both followed her instructions, stepping away slowly.  Meanwhile, the crowd surged toward them, the murmurs rising. 
 
    Finn heard those words repeated again and again. 
 
    “Najmat alhidad.” 
 
    Once they entered the alley, Julia glanced at Kyyle with a harried look.  “You want to build us a barrier?  Like right the hell now.” 
 
    With a quick nod, the earth mage’s fingers began moving, green tendrils of energy winding around his hands and curling up his staff.  Liquid sandstone soon drifted away from the nearby buildings, cutting off the crowd and forming a wall that swiftly increased in height.  Only a moment later, they stood in a walled-off alcove. 
 
    Safe.  At least for the moment. 
 
    “We can cut through this alley and then circle back around to the south side of the market to meet up with Abbad,” Julia muttered, her hands swiping at the air as she pulled up her map.  “Hopefully, he’ll have the foresight to keep moving through the market.” 
 
    Finn was barely paying attention to her words – his eyes still on the makeshift wall and his thoughts troubled.  Why had that man reacted to his tattoo that way?  He couldn’t quite place the look in those peoples’ eyes.  It wasn’t the fear and anger directed toward the merchant.  It almost looked like… hope? 
 
    “What were they calling me?” Finn asked Julia.  “Najmat Alhidad?” 
 
    Julia grimaced, glancing away.  “It’s a silly myth.  Part of the lore of this world.” 
 
    “So, you know what it means?” Kyyle asked. 
 
    She focused her attention on them, her eyes hardening.  “It means Mourning Star.” 
 
    Finn stared at her in surprise.  Why would they call him that?  What did it mean?  Was this some sort of ploy by the other guilds?  An attempt to cut them off from the other mages?  Or was there something more at work here?  Maybe the Seer’s involvement? 
 
    Julia shook her head.  “Bullshit legends don’t matter right now.  We need to move quickly before the mages realize we’re gone and decide we tried to escape.  Otherwise, we’re going to have every guard in the city gunning for us.  Let’s move.” 
 
    Without waiting for a reply, she headed down the alley, setting a brisk pace.  Finn and Kyyle shared a confused look but then moved to follow. 
 
    Maybe answers would come in time. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Finally!” Abbad exclaimed.  The normally stoic librarian looked relieved as he saw Finn and his companion emerge from a nearby alley.  The group had circled the market to the west to avoid the crowd. 
 
    “We got pressured out of the market,” Finn offered, not mentioning the strange encounter with the old man or the other residents.  Kyyle and Julia both just nodded and kept their mouths shut, a point that Abbad noted with a furrowed brow. 
 
    “Hmm, well, we are safe now.  At least we made it through the city without shedding any blood.  The palace is not far,” the librarian said, gesturing toward the south. 
 
    A wall was now visible overtop the adjacent buildings, spearing nearly thirty feet into the air but staying below the lip of the fortification that ringed the city proper.  Behind that interior wall was a palatial structure, adorned with curling towers and ornate stonework.  Even from this distance, Finn’s guess was that the palace was at least a few hundred thousand square feet.  Apparently, the Emir felt like he needed some room to roam. 
 
    Abbad seemed to read his thoughts.  “The Emir houses his own royal guard on the palace grounds.”  At Finn’s questioning glance, he continued.  “His servants and soldiers are a mixture of warriors and mages.  He also retains his own merchants and crafters, although the Merchant Guild attempts to keep control of its most talented artisans.” 
 
    “So, he buys recruits from the guilds too?” Finn asked. 
 
    Abbad arched a single eyebrow.  “You cannot purchase what you already own.  As a citizen of Lahab, you are the property of the Emir the moment you set foot here.  This goes for the travelers as well as the residents.” 
 
    “Hmph.  I’d love to see him try to conscript me,” Julia muttered, her fingers lingering on the hilt of one of her many blades.  The guards around them flinched at her words and the implied threat in her voice – a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by Finn. 
 
    Abbad glanced at her evenly.  “I doubt the Emir would have much use for a common thief.”  Her eyes flashed angrily, and she opened her mouth to snap at him, but he cut her off.  “Stop.  That anger you feel boiling in your veins will not serve you well here.  It is important to acknowledge when someone is more powerful than you.  Only the most foolhardy would poke a dragon with a butter knife,” he offered, gesturing at the blade she now gripped in one hand. 
 
    Julia choked back her response and stormed ahead a few steps, putting some distance between herself and Abbad.  Yet Finn’s eyes were on Abbad. 
 
    “Do you need to keep goading her like that?” Finn asked softly. 
 
    Abbad watched Julia’s back, and Finn thought for a moment that he saw a glimmer of compassion in the librarian’s eyes.  “This world has not been kind to that one,” Abbad said simply.  “Trust me when I say I take no pleasure in antagonizing her.  But she must learn to control that anger – or others will control it for her.” 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed at that comment, and he and Kyyle shared a look, relaying the same message.  What the hell did that mean? 
 
    Although, they weren’t given much chance to ponder on yet another of the librarian’s cryptic statements as Abbad rounded on the pair.  “My warning to Julia goes for you two as well.  Be careful what you say and how you act in front of the Emir.  This is a man accustomed to immediate obedience.  He will not look kindly on the attitude often displayed among the travelers.”  The undercurrent of worry in the librarian’s voice was prominent. 
 
    At least that warning was clear, Finn thought to himself.  Although the librarian’s words were unnecessary.  Finn had met his share of self-important assholes and lived more than long enough to know when to keep his mouth shut. 
 
    His eyes drifted back to the palace gates that loomed ahead of them.  As they approached, their guards eyed the gates warily, as though reluctant to enter.  Finn felt a moment of doubt flicker at the edges of his mind.  What had the Emir done to engender such fear?  Perhaps this wasn’t quite the same thing as dealing with an arrogant CEO… 
 
    “Okay, I’m starting to wonder if maybe this was a mistake,” Kyyle murmured, noticing the same tension. 
 
    Finn snorted.  “And I have a feeling it isn’t going to get any easier from here.” 
 
    Dozens of unanswered questions still swam through his mind, the events feeling disconnected and yet oddly related.  The murmured words in the market.  The uncertain meeting with the Emir.  His daughter and her history with this place. 
 
    His bargain with the Seer. 
 
    Finn didn’t enjoy the sensation.  This feeling that he was stumbling around blindly in the dark – not with so much hanging in the balance.  It was enough to leave his palms sweaty and to cause a heavy feeling to sink toward the bottom of his stomach. 
 
    He balled his hands into fists, his fingernails cutting into his palms as he summoned a tendril of his fire mana.  The warmth surged through Finn, burning away his doubt and anxiety.  Now wasn’t the time for those emotions.  He couldn’t let them hold him back. 
 
    He had a mission.  And nothing and no one was going to keep him from his goal.  Not some magical prison-school, not some cryptic myth, and certainly not the ailing and aged tyrant that ruled this city.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 - Royal  
 
      
 
    After the palace gates opened, the group was immediately encircled by a full division of purple-liveried royal guards.  The mage guild’s forces were politely, but firmly, asked to remain beside the gate – although they looked more relieved than offended at the request. 
 
    Abbad, Finn, and his two companions were then escorted by the palace guards through a winding labyrinth of courtyards, halls, and gardens – intricate affairs of rock and sand built into detailed patterns.  The palace sported its own servant quarters, stable, blacksmith and crafting facilities, training grounds and barracks… the list just kept going.  While Finn had noted the size of the palace grounds from a distance, his initial impression didn’t do the reality justice.  It was a city in its own right, brimming with people. 
 
    Abbad explained quietly as they walked that these residents all lived and worked on the palace grounds – most never venturing into the greater city of Lahab once they entered.  In fact, entire families had been born and died on the grounds without ever setting foot outside.  Although, that begged the question of why the Emir felt the need to maintain this separate foothold within his own city. 
 
    Paranoia, a voice whispered in the back of his mind. 
 
    Finn also noted that many of the servants wore a steel neckpiece, a glimmering orange gem affixed to its surface.  When he had questioned the purpose of the device, the librarian had promptly hushed him, sparing a worried glance at the nearby guards.  However, Finn could guess at the collar’s function.  The color indicated fire mana was being used.  And Finn knew better than most that there were few useful applications of his affinity besides blowing stuff up. 
 
    His best guess?  Those were this world’s equivalent of an explosive collar. 
 
    Fantastic.  Finn was beginning to understand why the residents seemed so nervous about approaching the palace gates.  His initial guess was starting to look more likely.  What sort of man felt the need to ensure his staff’s loyalty by strapping explosives to their neck? 
 
    He shared a look with Julia and Kyyle. 
 
    I guess we’ll get to find out. 
 
    Nearly half an hour later, the group was finally deposited at the entrance to a small garden along the fringe of the grounds, a manservant waving at the entrance and then bowing away without a word.  Finn could only assume that their “gracious host” was waiting inside. 
 
    The enclosure was obscured by a series of thick fir trees, the first vegetation that Finn had seen since he had entered this world.  Even if he hadn’t witnessed the size and majesty of the palace, these few plants would have tipped him off to the scope of the Emir’s power. 
 
    “How many water mages would it take to keep these alive?” Kyyle murmured, touching some of the bristles with gentle fingers. 
 
    Finn glanced at Julia, expecting a snarky comment.  However, for once, his daughter held her tongue – which was only slightly disconcerting.  Her weapons had been stripped at the palace gates, despite her protests.  Without a blade, her hands were balled into fists, her fingernails digging into her palms. 
 
    “Nearly a dozen,” Abbad replied curtly.  “All journeyman rank or higher.  The Mage Guild is tasked with helping to tend to this garden.  Now come along.  Let us not keep the Emir waiting any longer.” 
 
    With that, the librarian stepped inside the garden, and the group followed reluctantly.  A heavy silence hung in the air as they entered, broken only by the trickle of water from a makeshift creek that had been carved through the center of the square, the liquid filtering through flat smooth stones.  Julia nudged Finn and pointed to the side, highlighting the dozens of guards that ringed the garden.  They stood rigid and straight, barely moving.  Even more curious, their armor had been painted in varying shades of green and brown, allowing them to more easily blend into the foliage. 
 
    Yeah, definitely paranoid, Finn thought to himself.  The question was what the Emir was so damn afraid of.  The guilds, perhaps?  But would they really be foolish enough to move against him?  That didn’t feel quite right. 
 
    Finn’s eyes turned to the far end of the garden.  A solitary old man sat in a common garden chair, leaning back as he observed a board placed on the small table before him. 
 
    “My Emir,” Abbad said in greeting as they approached, sweeping into a bow. 
 
    Finn and the others followed the librarian’s lead, attempting the same courtly bow – only less gracefully.  For her part, Julia barely dipped her neck and shoulders. 
 
    The Emir turned to face them, and Finn was taken aback by the cordial smile of a friendly old man, his eyes glowing with good humor.  The lines of his face pulled taut as he smiled, making him look much younger than his gnarled skin would suggest.  Finn wasn’t certain what he had been expecting, but it hadn’t been the open friendliness he saw on this man’s face. 
 
    “Ahh, Abbad, it’s good to see you again,” the Emir said as the librarian neared and grasped the regent’s tendered hand gently.  “I’d rise, but my legs seem to be unruly this morning,” he added ruefully, motioning at a staff that leaned against his chair. 
 
    Finn had missed the staff at first and was forced to do a double take as he looked at the instrument.  The staff was extraordinary, apparently having been built more for aesthetics than practicality.  It was made entirely of gold, intricate runes riddling the surface, and crystals were embedded in the soft metal.  Interestingly, Finn observed that the staff’s centerpiece was missing, no crystal or gem adorning the top of the weapon. 
 
    “It is always a pleasure, my Emir,” Abbad answered, dipping his head. 
 
    The older man’s eyes shifted to the group behind the librarian as he released Abbad’s hand, examining each of them carefully.  “And this must be the Mage Guild’s champion and his companions.  An interesting lot – much more eclectic than what the merchants and fighters sent to me.” 
 
    The old man’s attention hovered on Finn.  “I take it that you’re Finn?” 
 
    “Yes, Emir,” Finn answered, bowing his head slightly in imitation of Abbad. 
 
    “So courteous for a traveler,” the Emir observed, a hint of amusement coloring his voice.  “My encounters with your kind have led me to believe that your own world must be a dour and aggressive place – at least if their often-crass behavior is any indication.” 
 
    Kyyle let out a soft snort of amusement.  “I can’t speak for the other travelers, of course,” Finn replied calmly, unperturbed by the regent’s tone.  “All I can say is that the few are not representative of the many.” 
 
    The Emir watched him for a heartbeat as their eyes met, and Finn felt like he detected an appreciative understanding there.  “Indeed,” he murmured.  “Well, then let us prove that you’re not all entitled beasts.  Why don’t you play a match with me?” the Emir said, waving at the board before him.  A soldier stepped forward from a nearby hedge, pulling out a chair opposite the old man while the regent waited expectantly. 
 
    When Finn hesitated, Abbad urged him forward, motioning to the chair. 
 
    Apparently, this wasn’t a request. 
 
    Finn glanced at the group before slowly taking a seat opposite the regent.  As he sat down, the Emir let out a hacking cough, another guard materializing with a handkerchief, which the regent took gratefully.  Even after the fit passed, it left the Emir wheezing, his face pale, and a few droplets of blood now stained the fabric. 
 
    “My apologies,” the Emir croaked at Finn.  “Unfortunately, the rumors of my ailing health are rather accurate – which I suppose is the reason for this visit,” he said, a twinkle in his eye as he met Finn’s gaze. 
 
    “I know firsthand the burdens of age,” Finn replied slowly.  “I have found it to be a slow and painful erosion toward the finish line.”  A small smile tugged at his lips.  “I often wonder if it would be easier to die in battle – a quick strike, and then it’s over.  In some ways, that seems a mercy compared to the purgatory of age.” 
 
    The Emir’s eyes gleamed as he looked back at Finn.  “Ahh, the wisdom that comes with years.  It’s refreshing.  I find I am always surrounded by these young people that don’t appreciate my aches and pains,” he added, waving at Kyyle and Julia as an example.  “Or my occasional masochistic sense of humor.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  He could certainly relate.  “So what game are we playing?” he asked.  The “board” had been etched into the stone table itself, creating familiar rows of squares.  In each was a white or black pebble, the similarly colored tokens facing off against one another on either side of the board. 
 
    “I believe your kind call this game ‘checkers’ – which is a strange name,” the Emir said, waving a wrinkled hand at the table.  “We call it ‘stones’ here.  We’re not much for creativity.  Have you heard of this game?” 
 
    “Yes, I have,” Finn answered.  “I suppose I’ll be black?” he offered, gesturing at his side of the board. 
 
    “Indeed, I’ll even give you the first move – as my guest, it is only right,” the Emir replied. 
 
    Finn’s hand drifted forward, and he shifted a piece. 
 
    Checkers was an interesting choice.  There were fewer possible moves than a game like chess – which had variable pieces.  However, the margin of error was also smaller.  Finn had done some computational programming assignments back in the day using these types of board games, so he knew that the optimal game of checkers played to a draw.  In short, a single mistake could result in a loss. 
 
    The Emir made a move. 
 
    “I find this game refreshing,” the old man commented.  “Straightforward rules, concrete patterns, identifiable variables, and a fast pace of play.  More than that, it is inherently fair.  Each side is given an equal number of stones, and they all move the same way.  It is bounded and codified – a break from the chaos of life.” 
 
    Finn glanced at the Emir as he made another move, his brow furrowing.  Was there some subtext to the regent’s words?  “I suppose I can understand that,” Finn replied noncommittally. 
 
    “A reserved and polite reply,” the Emir said with a snort of amusement.  “Although, I suppose your mind is somewhere else, and I have been peppering you with small talk.”  A glance at Finn.  “Perhaps you’re considering the next leg of my competition?” 
 
    It was Finn’s turn to let out a laugh.  While this man was clearly powerful, his attitude was disarming – not at all the heavy-handed tyrant that Finn had been expecting.  “Well, yes.  I’ll admit I am just a bit curious.” 
 
    The Emir nodded, a smile gracing his lips as he took one of Finn’s stones.  “As I’m certain Abbad told you, this next event is a group activity, and you will be permitted to bring companions.” 
 
    “Yes, Abbad’s instructions were quite clear,” Finn offered as he made another move, and one of the Emir’s stones was removed from the board.  Even without Daniel’s assistance, he could already visualize the next few steps, the patterns flitting through his mind’s eye. 
 
    “Good, then we can skip that step,” the Emir said.  His eyes gleamed as he leaned toward Finn, the game momentarily forgotten.  “As for the goal, you and the other champions are tasked with recovering an object of immense power – a relic from a time before the gods were removed from this world. 
 
    “I suppose you can think of it as a race.  The first champion to recover the object and return wins.”  The regent let out a soft chuckle.  “As I said, I’m fond of simple games.” 
 
    As the regent finished speaking, a notice appeared in front of Finn. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  New Quest:  Do You Feel Like a Relic? 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  The Emir is aging and ill and is seeking a successor.  In his “infinite wisdom,” he has decided to find his replacement by pitting Lahab’s guilds against one another.  While you have completed the first leg of that competition and been chosen as your guild’s champion, your journey is far from finished. 
    
  As the next stage of the Emir’s competition, he will be sending you and your companions to reclaim a powerful magical relic – racing the other champions to accomplish the same goal.  What could possibly go wrong? 
    
  Difficulty:  S 
  Success:  Recover the relic and return to the Emir. 
  Failure:  Lose the relic or allow another champion to return with it first. 
  Reward:  Rulership of Lahab. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Even without the notification’s snarky input, Finn already had a suspicion that this competition would be far from straightforward.  “Since we will be provided with teammates, I assume this relic is heavily guarded?” he asked. 
 
    The Emir nodded.  “The object itself is contained in a region to the north, past the shifting sands.  We refer to that area as the Abyss.”  At the mention of their destination, Finn noted that more than one of the otherwise-stoic guards ringing the garden shuffled in place. 
 
    Okay, that’s a bad sign. 
 
    “How should we find this relic?  Is the Abyss large?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Yes.  Left to your own devices, the search could take weeks.  You will be provided with the location of the vault believed to hold the relic once you arrive at your destination,” the Emir continued. 
 
    He looked up at Finn, giving him a wry smile.  “Consider this insurance.  We wouldn’t want anyone to get ahead of themselves, now would we?  That wouldn’t make for a fair match.” 
 
    Finn made another move, his thoughts whirling. 
 
    So, it was clear that they would need to leave the city.  With Abbad’s warning fresh in his mind, Finn was starting to suspect that the need for companions wasn’t motivated only by the dangers posed by the Abyss.  The journey itself would provide the other guilds with plenty of opportunities to ambush them and undermine their progress – that competition tempered only slightly by the need for the map data the regent had mentioned. 
 
    The Emir seemed to read his thoughts.  “I also understand that the guild leadership can be rather ambitious, and there are other dangers among the sands.  In the interest of creating a level playing field, a division of my royal guard shall escort you and the other champions to the Abyss.  Once you enter, then you will be on your own.  Whoever returns first with the relic will then be escorted back to Lahab,” the Emir offered as he took another of Finn’s stones. 
 
    “What does this relic look like?” Finn asked. 
 
    “A large gem, about the size of my fist,” the Emir answered. 
 
    “That’s our only description?  A gem.”  Finn arched an eyebrow. 
 
    The Emir chuckled.  “Trust me.  You’ll know it when you see it.” 
 
    Chewing on his lip, Finn stared down at the board, mulling over both the Emir’s words and his next play.  He could visualize the next few moves and knew they were heading toward a stalemate.  However, making the wrong move would extend the game and leave the regent the victor, possibly allowing Finn to obtain more information.  Finn only hesitated for a fraction of a second before making his move. 
 
    “Ahh, damn,” he muttered, feigning irritation as the regent removed one of his stones from the board. 
 
    A small smile pulled at the old man’s lips.  “A momentary negligence.  You will need to be more observant outside the walls of the city.  Despite my precautions, the Merchant Guild and Fighter Guild have made it clear that as much as they despise each other, they both agree that a traveler should not win this competition.” 
 
    “And is that your opinion as well?” Finn ventured. 
 
    The Emir looked up at him sharply.  Only a moment later, the severe expression disintegrated into mild amusement, and his attention returned to the board.  “I am interested in seeing the results – whatever they may be.  Does that not fascinate you?  To set a game in motion, to watch the moves your opponent makes, to determine if your guess at the outcome is accurate?  Experimentation is a form of gambling, and the rush can be just as exciting.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Finn murmured, watching the Emir.  Indeed, the old man did look excited at the prospect of seeing the conclusion of his competition. 
 
    “Take this game, for example,” the Emir said as he took another stone.  “It is a simple contest – one I have now played with all three champions.  And yet you all have approached it in radically different ways.” 
 
    Finn took one of the Emir’s stones.  Only four more moves left.  Defeat was inevitable, but he felt no twinge of disappointment – information was power, after all. 
 
    “The merchant actually tried to bargain with me!” the Emir offered, smacking his bony thigh.  “She attempted to gamble on the outcome of the game – a prize to benefit her during this competition.  She took it as an opportunity for advancement.” 
 
    “Did she win?” Finn asked. 
 
    The Emir looked up at him then, a smile tugging at his lips.  “She surely felt that she had – but we shall see.” 
 
    Finn lost another stone as the regent continued, “In contrast, the fighter simply charged from the front.  He played the game intensely and with impeccable focus, intent upon victory.  Yet that ultimately still failed him in the end, wounding his tender pride in the process.  That one would go to great lengths to be the victor – perhaps he would even go too far to recover from a misstep.” 
 
    The Emir shook his head sadly. 
 
    The board now only held a handful of stones, two moves remaining before Finn lost.  Yet the regent stopped, setting his hands on the table and turning his full attention back to Finn, his jovial expression gone and replaced with a severe, penetrating glance, his eyes clinical and filled with an uncanny intelligence. 
 
    “And then we have you…” the Emir murmured.  “Older than the rest.  Prudence and wisdom before pride and ambition.  While the others all fell before me, you are the only one who chose to fail intentionally.” 
 
    Finn froze, held captive by the man’s gaze.  “The game isn’t over,” he offered weakly. 
 
    “Ahh, but we both know that it is,” the Emir replied, arching an eyebrow.  “Of the three champions, you are the only one that put aside his own pride in order to obtain your goal.  That is a rare thing to see.” 
 
    The Emir leaned forward.  “And for that curiosity, I have offered you a reward – a brief insight into your opponents.  Use it well.” 
 
    At that statement, the Emir moved to rise, a guard stepping forward to offer his arm.  The old man struggled to his feet with wheezing breaths and gripped his staff, leaning most of his weight on the ornate instrument.  Then he turned his eyes back to Finn.  “The champions are all meeting at the northwestern gate.  Join them when you are ready to depart.” 
 
    The Emir began to shuffle away but stopped only a moment later.  He turned back to Finn.  “One last thing; while I admire your humility, do not let it blind you.  You were not born to this world and do not fully understand its trials.  I assure you that your opponents will not show any mercy.” 
 
    Then the old man walked away, swiftly encircled by his guards.  That left Finn and his companions standing alone in the garden with their thoughts, a heavy silence lingering in the air as they tried to process the next stage of the competition and the Emir’s words. 
 
    Chewing on the inside of his cheek, Finn watched as the Emir walked away.  His thoughts were troubled.  There was something about this whole encounter that had felt… off.  Perhaps it was how easily the Emir had seen through his ruse.  But that seemed to only be part of it.  This had been a test of some sort, and he couldn’t shake the feeling that there was a much deeper game at play. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Kyyle said, breaking the silence.  “I can’t say that I feel any better about this.”  This was met with a soft snort from Julia and Abbad’s usual stoic silence. 
 
    Finn could only nod.  He had a suspicion that things were about to get interesting. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 - Prepared 
 
      
 
    When the group arrived at the northwestern gate, they were met with a chaotic scene.  Royal guards had cordoned off the gate, creating a line of heavily armed men that effectively locked out the city’s residents – a gesture that seemed rather pointless since the townsfolk did their best to stay well away from the guards and avoid eye contact. 
 
    Abbad slowed as they approached the line of guards, turning to Finn.  “This is where I must leave you.” 
 
    “Oh, darn,” Julia commented sarcastically.  “What ever will we do without your energizing personality to keep us entertained?” 
 
    Abbad simply gazed at her, his expression impassive. 
 
    “It’s not really any fun when you don’t react,” she grumbled under her breath. 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes, offering the librarian his hand.  “Thank you for your help, Abbad.” 
 
    “It is my duty, nothing more,” the librarian answered.  As he accepted Finn’s grip, Abbad pulled him close and whispered in his ear.  “Protect that tome.”  Finn’s eyes widened, filled with a mixture of surprise and confusion. 
 
    Then, just as quickly, the librarian released him.  Abbad nodded at Julia and Kyyle and gestured at the Mage Guild guards.  The group soon set off toward the east. 
 
    Finn watched them walk away, his thoughts troubled as he tried to process what Abbad had told him.  The librarian’s unusual parting message aside, he supposed he should feel relieved.  In some ways, he had finally obtained what he wanted.  He was now free of the guild’s influence, at least momentarily.  Despite how grueling his introduction to this world had been, it felt like the training wheels had finally been removed – leaving him with an unsettled feeling in his stomach. 
 
    “So, what was our favorite sour-faced librarian’s parting words?” Julia asked, interrupting Finn’s thoughts.  “Wait, let me guess!  I bet it was something touching and personal.”  She rubbed at her chin.  “Did he finally reveal the contents of his butt scroll?” 
 
    “I was going to go with declaring his undying love for Finn,” Kyyle quipped in return.  “The guy sure seems obsessed with him.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes went round in mock surprise.  “You’re right.  Wait, do you think… do you think he gave Finn a special library card?”  The pair proceeded to break down laughing. 
 
    Finn just sighed.  “Really?  Are you both done?”  He glanced at Julia, who was rubbing tears from her eyes.  “What’s your problem with Abbad anyway?  He’s been nothing but helpful since I arrived here.” 
 
    Julia shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I just don’t trust him.”  A grin crept across her face.  “Or maybe I’m just jealous of all of that sweet, sweet librarian love you’ve been getting.” 
 
    Finn let out another sigh and just walked away, heading toward the line of purple-liveried guards.  Maybe Julia and Kyyle were following – or maybe not.  He was starting to wonder if he should have picked some older and more serious companions. 
 
    As he approached the line of guards, a man stepped forward.  He appeared to be in his forties, his hair cropped short, and his skin a weathered tan that spoke of a lifetime spent in the desert sun.  “Guard Captain, Altair,” he barked in greeting, bowing his head.  “You must be Finn.” 
 
    “Uh, yes,” Finn replied cautiously, not certain how the guard had identified him. 
 
    “The Emir sent a runner ahead with your description,” Altair explained curtly, addressing the confusion on Finn’s face.  “And these are your two companions?” 
 
    “Yeah, this is Julia and Kyyle,” Finn said, waving at each in turn. 
 
    Altair nodded.  “Alright, come with me, and we’ll get you mounted.  We’re nearly ready to head out.”  The guard captain turned on his heel and headed through the line of guards, who parted before him. 
 
    The heavily armed men and women inspected Finn curiously as he passed, their eyes looking him up and down.  It seemed his reputation must have traveled outside the guild’s walls.  Or maybe they were just curious about the champions.  Although the way their hands hovered near their weapons poked some holes in that theory. 
 
    Behind him, Finn heard Kyyle whisper to Julia, “Uh, what did he mean by mounts?” 
 
    They didn’t have to wait long to find out.  As they passed the line of guards and rounded the wall of a nearby building, they saw that the narrow entrance to the gate was filled with dozens of massive black creatures that resembled beetles.  They were nearly seven feet tall, their bodies stretching approximately ten feet in length.  They each walked on six long, gangly legs, their limbs flattening into broad, almost paddle-shaped feet.  Saddles had been affixed to their backs, along with packs and supplies. 
 
    However, the over-sized bugs were dwarfed by the creature in the center of the group.  Finn found himself staring at what he could only assume was the “mother of all beetles.”  The monster was almost thirty feet long, and its chitin shell rose more than a dozen feet into the air before flattening into a broad surface.  On that living platform, the guards had erected a covered awning and a railing.  Finn could already make out several guards stationed on the creature’s back, bows slung over their shoulder.  Several more carried staves, which marked them as casters. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kyyle had already shaken off his shock.  He was tapping at the air, his eyes darting between the beetles and a screen that Finn couldn’t see.  The young earth mage must have been taking notes on their guards and new mounts. 
 
    Altair wasn’t oblivious to their stares.  “The smaller male Dune Beetles serve as good mounts, but they only respond to the commands of their queen,” he offered, gesturing at the massive creature.  “So, we’re forced to bring a female on every excursion.  Luckily, the males will do almost anything to protect their queen, so they’ll encircle the larger beetle in the case of an attack, creating a natural defensive position.” 
 
    “How large do they get?” Kyyle asked.  “Are these mature?” 
 
    Altair tilted his head as he looked at the young man.  “About this big and yes.” 
 
    “How do they attack or defend themselves?  What do they eat?  What about mating?” Kyyle shot off in rapid-fire sequence.  “You mentioned that they were matriarchal—” 
 
    “And here are your mounts,” Altair interjected, cutting Kyyle short with an irritated glance.  The guard captain waved at a cluster of three beetles near the back of the group.  “As you can see, they’ve already been saddled, and the Emir has ordered that all three champions be provided with basic rations and supplies – apart from what you can carry, of course.” 
 
    Altair turned back to Finn and his companions.  “Any questions?”  He immediately raised a staying hand as Kyyle opened his mouth.  “Does the champion have any questions?” he clarified.  Kyyle frowned. 
 
    Finn sympathized with his young friend.  He had plenty of questions – although perhaps they weren’t all created equal.  There were only two questions right now that warranted Altair’s time. 
 
    “Where are we heading, and how long will it take to get there?” Finn asked. 
 
    Altair nodded, respect shining in his eyes.  Clearly, this was a man who appreciated blunt pragmatism.  “We’re heading to the Abyss, which is located a couple hundred miles to the northwest of the city.  Depending on whether we encounter any issues, the journey should take two days, give or take.” 
 
    Finn glanced at the beetles as they waddled about on their odd feet.  Two days for these fat lumbering creatures to travel a few hundred miles?  Finn could practically feel the questions radiating off of Kyyle as the young man’s eyes darted back and forth between the beetles and Altair…  Yet Finn shook his head.  There was no sense rocking the boat.  Some answers would come in time.  Growing old sucked, but at least it had taught him patience. 
 
    “Alright, then we just need a few minutes to get settled, and we’ll be ready to head out,” Finn finally replied. 
 
    “Good,” the guard captain said.  “You have 15 minutes.  Stow your belongings and get mounted.  We’ve got a long journey ahead of us.” 
 
    With those parting words, Altair left them to it. 
 
    “It’s going to take me at least fifteen minutes to figure out how to climb this thing,” Kyyle muttered, staring at one of the beetles. 
 
    Julia snorted at him, jumping up the creature’s chitin legs with nimble, fleeting steps before settling in the saddle on its back.  “It’s really not that hard,” she taunted from her new perch. 
 
    “Show off,” Kyyle retorted with a small smile. 
 
    Finn was distracted from their banter by a scratch of metal on metal.  He cocked his head, listening for the noise above the din of talking soldiers and the thump, thump, thump of insect feet striking sand and stone. 
 
    Then he heard it again; the noise was unmistakable and out of place. 
 
    Finn scanned the beetles and soldiers around him, stepping away from Kyyle and Julia as he hunted for the source of the noise.  He soon found it.  Mechanical, spiderlike creatures about the size of a dog wandered around and beneath the beetles.  They had eight whirring limbs attached to a flat metal torso.  It didn’t take Finn long to notice the spider-like creatures were funneling toward a single location a dozen yards away. 
 
    He stooped to inspect one of the spiders as it shuffled past, noting that it was hauling a bag that rested on its torso.  Maybe they were being used to help transfer equipment to the beetles?  Up close, he could make out the gears beneath the metal casing that protected its body, the cogs grinding and shifting with each movement. 
 
    “Interesting.  What do you run on?” Finn murmured to himself. 
 
    “Checking out one of our Mechanids?” a voice spoke up from behind Finn. 
 
    Whirling, he found himself facing a woman.  She looked to be in her mid-thirties, her bright-green eyes framed against olive skin.  Her gear was unusual compared to the others.  She wore a simple tunic and trousers, but the clothing had been customized.  Additional pockets had been sewn into the material, and the joints had all been reinforced with thick fabric.  Topping it all off, she had a massive bag slung across her back, the pack overly large for her slender frame. 
 
    “They are certainly interesting,” Finn replied warily.  “I was just wondering what powered them – first time seeing something like this.” 
 
    The woman nodded.  “The answer is pretty simple,” she replied. “Although, it’s probably easier to just show you.” 
 
    She approached the Mechanid, and it immediately slowed to a stop, seeming to sense her presence.  The woman crouched beside it, yanking a tool from one of her pockets.  She tapped at the instrument, and alternating attachments shifted to the top, allowing her to loosen the bolts attaching the cover to the Mechanid and then pry it free.  Her hands were a blur, and within only a few seconds, she had stripped off the metal casing, revealing an intricate system of gears contained within the creature’s torso.  Suspended in the center was a single glowing crystal the size of a golf ball that gave off a bright-yellow light. 
 
    “They’re powered by mana crystals,” she offered, pointing at the gem. 
 
    “Fascinating,” Finn murmured, leaning down to inspect the creature more carefully.  His fingers itched to take the thing apart, but he resisted… barely. 
 
    Although, the Mechanid and the strange young woman raised a different question.  He had seen this sort of mechanical technology twice already – both with Charlotte and when Abbad had forced him to witness the purge of that air mage’s mana.  It had also become abundantly clear that only one group was responsible for crafting within the city. 
 
    “You’re with the Merchant Guild, aren’t you?” he asked, glancing at the woman out of the corner of his eye.  “Which I suppose would make you their champion.”  That last part was more statement than question. 
 
    A smile tugged at her lips.  “I suppose it would.”  She offered a hand – strangely her left – gripping his hand and wrist with surprising strength.  “My name’s Kalisha.  I take it that you’re Finn?” 
 
    “Seems everyone here knows me already.  Although, I guess that makes the introductions easy.” 
 
    She cocked her head as she began to reassemble the Mechanid.  “Word travels quickly within Lahab.  We’re a relatively isolated city, our main exports being sand and gossip.  As a traveler, that may have you at a disadvantage.” 
 
    “In terms of gossip?”  Finn replied. 
 
    Those green eyes flashed.  “In terms of many things.”  The tension left her eyes as quickly as it appeared.  “But yes, it does mean you may have missed out on some of the more… interesting rumors.”  She gestured at a group a dozen or so yards away. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed as he saw blue robes clash against more practical beige that the merchants tended to prefer.  He soon recognized their owner as her cold eyes met his. 
 
    Vanessa. 
 
    The ice mage sniffed derisively and turned back to her mount.  It seemed the Merchant Guild had been more than happy to woo the runner-up in the mages’ competition.  That didn’t bode well.  Her illusions would likely be lethal in a group battle, particularly if they synergized well with the merchants’ talents.  Finn would need to be wary of that group. 
 
    “I understand you two know each other,” Kalisha observed, following his gaze.  “Although, I have to say, my first impression isn’t that you’re an arrogant, sadistic asshole.”  She raised her hands defensively.  “Not my words, of course.” 
 
    Finn snorted.  “What can I say, some people hold grudges.”  He glanced back at Kalisha, giving her a meaningful look.  “And some people let their own pride get in the way.” 
 
    “Finally, a man with some sense.  A rare sight around these parts,” Kalisha replied with a small, teasing smile. 
 
    Finn wiped off the dust on his hands and rose back to his feet, Kalisha following his lead, and the mechanical spider soon drifted off toward a row of nearby beetles.  He’d decided to change the subject.  “Well, thanks for showing me your mechanids.  Although, I’m surprised you were so open about explaining how they work.  You know, being competitors and all.” 
 
    Kalisha laughed.  “The use of mana crystals isn’t exactly a trade secret around these parts.  Besides, these are just being used to haul equipment.  The design of more advanced logistics and weapon systems?  Now those are a bit more proprietary.” 
 
    “Hmm,” Finn hummed to himself, watching the merchant.  She seemed much more friendly than he had expected – especially after the Emir’s warning and having recruited Vanessa.  “Even so, you don’t seem to mind that a traveler is participating in the Emir’s competition.  Forgive me, but I wasn’t exactly expecting a warm reception.” 
 
    Kalisha shrugged.  “Not everyone shares the same view.  Besides, competitors or not, you may eventually become a customer,” she retorted, another smile drifting across her face. 
 
    “Now that’s a mercenary attitude I can understand,” he said, matching her smile.  “So, if you’re in the mood to share, what sort of gossip have I missed?” 
 
    Kalisha pointed at the far side of the courtyard where a cluster of beetles was stationed.  Three serious-faced men stood nearby, checking their equipment and whispering quietly among themselves.  Each carried a different weapon strapped to their back.  “Well, I’m not sure this is much of a secret either, but our stoic friends over there represent the Fighter Guild.  Their champion, Malik, is the one in the middle.” 
 
    Malik was a giant of a man, standing nearly seven feet tall, his body rippling with muscle.  He wore loose flowing cloth, revealing inky black bands that wrapped around both arms and stretched up to his neck.  Strapped to his back was a pair of wickedly curved swords, the steel oiled until it gleamed in the harsh sunlight. 
 
    “Oh, and don’t expect a friendly greeting from them,” Kalisha cautioned.  “The fighters are normally rather standoffish – even when they’re looking to make a purchase – but they seem to be even more tight-lipped of late.” 
 
    As though he could hear them, Malik chose that moment to glance in their direction, his eyes briefly meeting Finn’s.  He saw no fear in the fighter’s eyes, only a calm resolve.  An instant later, Malik turned away, returning to his preparations without any other acknowledgment of Finn and Kalisha. 
 
    “Great.  Looks like it’s going to be a fun trip,” Finn said in a dry voice. 
 
    “Now you understand why I don’t mind the conversation,” Kalisha said with a laugh.  “Although, I do need to get back to it.  Feel free to seek me out during the journey.  I’m not above making some coin – the outcome of this competition be damned.” 
 
    “Not sure I have much in the way of money,” Finn shot back.  “The Mage Guild doesn’t seem to pay that well – or at all.” 
 
    Kalisha just shrugged.  “Merchants also accept payment in favors,” she offered with a wink before turning and walking back toward her group’s mounts. 
 
    Finn watched her as she walked away, trying to process their brief conversation.  Kalisha was definitely not what he had been expecting, although Malik seemed like he would provide sufficient surly tension to compensate. 
 
    “She was flirting with you,” a voice observed from behind Finn. 
 
    He glanced over his shoulder to find Julia standing there.  “Uh-huh, sure.  I’m what? Twice her age – at least?  I’m pretty sure the desert will freeze over before that happens.” 
 
    Julia just raised an eyebrow.  “Remember, you don’t look your age here – even if you do insist on acting like a boring crypt keeper most of the time.” 
 
    Finn snorted, although his brow furrowed in thought, glancing at Kalisha once more.  Perhaps there was some merit to Julia’s observation.  The merchant had seemed overly friendly – particularly for two competitors.  While he doubted her motive was romantic, it did raise the question of why she had tried to ingratiate herself with Finn.  After speaking with the Emir, he suspected the reason was more pragmatic. 
 
    Perhaps to get him to lower his guard? 
 
    “You should be careful with her,” Julia muttered as she followed his gaze.  “It’s clear that they recruited Vanessa for more than just her spellcasting talents.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  Indeed, the ice mage would be a wealth of knowledge about his group’s abilities.  It was a smart move.  As Abbad had said many times, information was power.  He side-eyed his daughter, noting her crossed arms and tense posture.  “Ahh, look at you.  Are you worried about your dear old dad?” Finn asked with a twinkle in his eye. 
 
    Julia gave him a stern glare.  “More like I don’t want to see us lose this thing before we even get to the Abyss.  I don’t trust that merchant.” 
 
    “You know you say that about everyone, though, right?  You don’t trust Abbad, Nefreet, the mages, the guards, the Emir, Kalisha…” He ticked off the list on his fingers.  “Is there anyone that you do trust?” 
 
    Julia’s expression was unusually somber as she answered, her eyes dark and distant.  “No, not really.  And it’s worked out great for me so far.” 
 
    Finn stared at her, about to ask what she meant.  However, he was interrupted as Altair’s voice rose over the crowd.  “Alright, everyone mount up.  We’ve got a long way to go before nightfall.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, the city gate creaked open – a massive doorway nearly fifty feet tall.  On the other side rested more sand than Finn had ever seen before, an ocean of yellow that stretched outward until it touched the horizon. 
 
    Heeding the guard captain’s orders, Julia gave Finn one last glance and then headed for her mount.  Finn watched her as she walked away before his gaze flitted to the merchants and fighters – all eyes now on the gate leading out of the city.  It seemed the time for small talk and preparations was already over. 
 
    Their journey had begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 - Learned 
 
      
 
    Over the last few hours, Finn had learned that “beetle-travel” wasn’t his preferred method of travel.  Translation? 
 
    He hated the damn things. 
 
    Finn had initially found it strange that the creatures’ feet flattened into bony paddles, forcing them to waddle about the city in awkward, jerky movements.  Even more odd?  Despite these limitations, Altair had seemed confident that their mounts would make great time. 
 
    That mystery had been solved within only a few minutes of leaving Lahab.  The beetles projected a thin cushion of air mana below each foot, which effectively caused them to hover atop the sand.  That quirk of physiology also led to his main complaint with riding the over-sized cockroaches. 
 
    They didn’t really walk or run. 
 
    They glided. 
 
    The beetles coasted across the sands like Olympic skiers, sending out soft puffs of yellow particles as they clumped together around their massive queen.  The combined caravan was enough to create a sandy wake, a cloud of particles billowing out behind them.  Perhaps if he had been watching the creatures, he would have been impressed with their grace.  But he wasn’t just a spectator.  He was riding the damn things. 
 
    Finn had come to realize that deserts were sort of like static oceans.  Instead of water, they had sand.  And instead of waves, they had dunes.  Add in gliding beetles, and the result was a rhythmic seesawing motion.  The creatures would crest a ridge and then coast down the other side – that movement repeating infinitely. 
 
    “You don’t look so good,” Kyyle shouted from nearby, his voice muffled slightly by the thick cloth covering his mouth.  Meanwhile, Finn could see that Julia was trying and failing not to laugh at him. 
 
    He spared them both a glare but couldn’t muster the willpower to yell back at Kyyle.  Finn tended to avoid water in the real world.  He could handle sitting in a fishing boat in a placid swamp or river.  But any larger body of water had him clinging to the railing, sick as a dog.  It was something about the rocking motion that did him in. 
 
    As though to mock him, the developers had also apparently felt the need to emphasize his weak constitution.  According to his UI, he was currently “sand sick.”  The bad pun aside, he felt that it was unnecessary to mock him by creating an actual in-game debuff. 
 
    As the group crested another dune, Finn groaned and clutched at his stomach.  He needed a distraction – something to take his mind off the overly realistic bite of bile lingering at the back of his throat. 
 
    His thoughts returned to Abbad’s whispered words.  He still hadn’t told Kyyle or Julia the librarian’s final message.  He suspected they’d have a field day with it.  Besides, Finn couldn’t shake the foreboding nature of Abbad’s tone.  He had sounded nervous, and there were very few things that Finn could think of that would make the librarian anxious.  Which led to an obvious question. 
 
    What the hell was so important about the book? 
 
    Finn rummaged in his pack and pulled out the tome.  Now that he had more time, Finn inspected the cover carefully.  There was no title or other information, but the flap of thick leather appeared almost new – no cracks or wear showing on its surface.  He flipped open the cover with careful fingers, making sure to brace the book so that he didn’t accidentally drop it. He doubted that Altair would pause their progress to let him retrieve it. 
 
    There was no title or designation regarding the book’s content – only a single word scrawled on the blank page. 
 
      
 
    Bilel 
 
      
 
    That name again. 
 
    That same man had been responsible for writing the other novice spellbooks that Finn had studied, using them more as workbooks than formal training manuals as Bilel had struggled through the process of forming the spells.  The mage’s notes had been intriguing, providing limited insight into this world’s magic and mana systems.  Yet this tome didn’t have the same telltale glow of the others – as though simply writing down a spell’s incantation conferred trace amounts of mana. 
 
    But if this wasn’t a spellbook, what was it? 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed as he flipped the page, a familiar lilting text filling the paper in neat rows.  These weren’t hastily scrawled notes or comments.  These were full sentences and paragraphs penciled with painstaking and meticulous care.  His curiosity overtaking him, Finn began reading. 
 
      
 
    I am not certain where to begin.  Perhaps by introducing myself… 
 
      
 
    I may have once had a family name, although it has long since been lost to time.  Now I am known by a single moniker.  I am Bilel – a name that has come to carry both hope and pain in equal measure. 
 
      
 
    And perhaps it is appropriate to start by telling my story, although the reason for that will only become evident as we continue. 
 
      
 
    Finn hesitated. 
 
    He flipped a few pages ahead, noting that this narrative went on for a while.  Was this a personal journal?  Why would Abbad think this would be helpful for Finn?  Perhaps it provided some insight into how Bilel had approached Spellcrafting? 
 
    There was only one way to answer the questions tumbling through his head.  He turned his attention back to the book and started at the beginning. 
 
      
 
    My tale begins more than a decade ago. 
 
      
 
    I never knew my parents and like many children abandoned by the fates, I was taken into the “care” of an orphanage in the city of Lahab.  My earliest memories are of worn sandstone and sun-drenched sand.  However, even at a young age, it was clear that I was special… or, as some have said, “cursed.”  It started small at first, the occasional spark of magic when I was upset or scared.  Yet that soon escalated. 
 
      
 
    At the age of nine, I accidentally destroyed the orphanage.  I have no memory of what happened, but I was later told that no one was harmed.  After that, I was taken into the custody of the Mage Guild.  I had been deemed to be too much of a danger to myself and others to be allowed to live freely within the city. 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t until much later that I began to understand how strange those events were.  It is rare for children to show signs of magic before they reach adolescence.  While young bodies may harbor mana, they lack the mental development to foster the affinities – which, in turn, are a prerequisite to spellcasting.  So naturally, my abilities were met with a mixture of fear and clinical interest by the other mages. 
 
      
 
    Finn shook his head, staring at the page. 
 
    So, Bilel had been special among the mages? 
 
    Even more interesting, the mage had unwittingly answered a question that Finn hadn’t thought to ask.  Although, it now seemed like a glaring oversight on his part.  Why were there no children within the Mage Guild?  Bilel’s answer seemed to be that young children were typically unable to cast spells.  Finn supposed that made a certain sort of sense.  If the affinities were tied to personality traits or actions, and children were still developing mentally and emotionally, then they would have difficulty cultivating the control necessary to formally learn spells. 
 
    Although, that begged the question of how Bilel had been capable of casting spells… 
 
    Finn turned his attention back to the tome. 
 
      
 
    The mages initially treated me as little more than a specimen to be studied.  They kept me locked in the lower levels of the guild hall – for how long, I do not know.  However, I do remember my release.  The flash of light as the door creaked open.  A kindly older man standing in the doorway, offering me food and kindness, both a rarity during my short life. 
 
      
 
    The man’s name was Renquist, and he managed the guild library and its staff.  Renquist pulled me out of the darkness and took me under his wing, perhaps intrigued by my gifts.  Unlike many of the other mages, he still managed to retain his compassion.  He and the other librarians taught me to read and to write.  They gave me some semblance of a home.  And it was also Renquist that first taught me how to use my gifts. 
 
      
 
    I took to magic like a beetle to sand or a bird to the wing.  By the age of 12, I was considered a prodigy, having already obtained the rank of journeyman.  By 15, I was capable of casting a few of the master-rank spells that had been collected by the guild.  And by the age of 20, just a few short years ago, I reached the limit of the guild’s knowledge. 
 
      
 
    That may seem extraordinary – a man barely past the age of maturity mastering an art that others spend a lifetime pursuing.  Yet the lack of family or other distractions served to hone my focus, and I lived among the stacks.  I scoured the scrolls and tomes within the guild library daily and devoured my instructors’ lessons. 
 
      
 
    It was at that point I did something unexpected once again. 
 
      
 
    I cast something new. 
 
      
 
    Finn was staring at the page, his brow furrowed.  What was so strange about experimenting with spells?  Bilel couldn’t have been the only mage to discover various incantations.  Weren’t there others?  Even Abbad and Brutus had seemed to imply as much. 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, Finn hesitated.  He knew personally how difficult it was to create something new.  And if it were such an easy feat, then certainly the other novices would have figured out the process as well – instead of the guild using spells as a carrot to pit the students against one another. 
 
    Maybe the history surrounding the art of spellcasting was a bit more complicated than he had realized… 
 
      
 
    While the library was a refuge, and I had the protection of Renquist, my life wasn’t without its hardship.  As you might imagine, many of the other mages were jealous of my abilities.  I was forced to learn to defend myself, sometimes diplomatically – but much more often with violence. 
 
      
 
    I remember the day I created my first spell vividly.  Two novices, already my senior in age if not experience, cornered me in the crafting ward in the northern part of the campus.  They demanded to know how I had progressed so quickly – to reveal my “secrets.”  They would not listen when I said I had no confidential insight to offer and that my progress was a function only of hard work and natural aptitude. 
 
      
 
    And so, they sought to pull out the answers by force. 
 
      
 
    In my fear and pain, I did something new.  I created something new.  I meant only to defend myself – to ward off my attackers.  Yet the road to hell is paved with good intentions.  Those in the vicinity tell all sorts of tales – of a multi-headed serpent wandering the halls, of the heavens opening and bolts of lightning descending from the sky, of a tremor that shook the entire guild.  Others say I called down a falling star… 
 
      
 
    Parting the myth, the truth is more simple.  I killed those men. 
 
      
 
    “Geez,” Finn muttered.  Although, he supposed he shouldn’t be too surprised with his own introduction to the Mage Guild.  They weren’t much for friendly camaraderie, which apparently wasn’t a new development. 
 
    Finn also hadn’t missed the reference to the “crafting ward.”  He could only assume that Bilel had lived a long time ago, long before the Emir’s reign – since the current regent had clearly stripped the guild of its crafting knowledge.  Yet the journal in his hands looked almost new.  Perhaps the materials had been warded?  That would indicate that the tome was far more important than he had expected. 
 
    His attention skimmed back to the tome, and he flicked forward a few more pages until one passage caught his eye. 
 
      
 
    If you are reading this, you may be asking why I have taken the time to tell my life story.  I can assure you that it isn’t mere hubris.  My writings to date have all been done in the pursuit of the study of magic – specifically, the study of Spellcrafting.  Despite my checkered history, I have now discovered more than two dozen spells and have rocketed to a level of esteem within the Mage Guild enjoyed by few. 
 
      
 
    Yet the magical well has now run dry.  This process has never been easy, as my previous journals have made clear.  Despite my best efforts, I have not been able to discover a new spell in more than a year.  Between my own fervent attempts and pressure from the guild leadership, I have been forced to re-examine my process. 
 
      
 
    I find myself facing many uncomfortable questions. Why am I suddenly finding it difficult to form new spells?  Am I indeed creating something unique, or, as it sometimes feels, am I merely discovering incantations that already exist?  Why was I able to succeed where so many others have failed? 
 
      
 
    In my writings, I have always attempted to approach my studies clinically so as to avoid coloring my conclusions with my own bias or preconceptions.  Perhaps that was misguided.  I fear that the answers to these questions rest partly with an examination of myself and my own history.  I have long been concerned that investigating those questions may overturn a rock; reveal an uncomfortable truth – one that cannot be put back in its place. 
 
      
 
    Yet fear is the death of passion.  I cannot let it prevent me from moving forward. 
 
      
 
    So, good reader, we arrive at the goal of this journal. 
 
      
 
    I intend to investigate the nature of magic itself. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Finn finished reading the last sentence, a prompt appeared in the air before him, the notification flickering with a soft blue light. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  New Quest:  A Spellcrafter’s Tale 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Abbad has given you a strange tome, purportedly written by Bilel – perhaps one of the few, or only, spellcrafters.  The journal tells Bilel’s story and describes his attempt to investigate the nature of magic. 
    
  Clearly, the librarian felt this story was one you needed to hear, and perhaps other secrets or wisdom can be gleaned from its pages.  The only way to discover more is to continue reading… 
    
  Difficulty:  C 
  Success:  Finish reading Bilel’s tale. 
  Failure:  Discard or destroy the tome. 
  Reward:  Unknown. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Finn swiped the notification aside, his forehead wrinkling as he stared blankly at the tome, cradling the leather in his hands as though holding a fragile egg.  Even without the prompt, he had an inkling of what Abbad had given him – or, at least, what he might have given him.  Finn suspected the talented mage had managed to discover more than his fair share of secrets, secrets that would normally be worth their weight in gold. 
 
    His attention drifted to the sands around him, the beetles continuing to glide and coast across the dunes as his thoughts swirled in a chaotic mass.  Finn could also relate to much of what Bilel had written.  Over the last two days, he had spent a considerable amount of time attempting to develop his own spells… with little or no success. 
 
    While he understood many of the rules behind the creation of a spell – syntax, syllables, rhyming requirements, keywords, etc. – there were still hundreds of thousands of possible permutations.  And that was just for the novice-ranked spells.  For higher-tier spells, the number of possible combinations increased exponentially as the incantations grew infinitely more complex. 
 
    If he were able to test the combinations on his personal workstation, he could have possibly “brute forced” the problem in a matter of days or weeks by having Daniel attempt every possible combination.  Although, this ignored the fact that each spell also required a unique set of hand gestures, and Finn had concluded that those gestures were performed more by innate feeling than a technical set of steps.  Either way, it just wasn’t feasible.  He had no choice but to experiment while inside AO, and just a few calculations had indicated that this process could take years. 
 
    Which, of course, was time Finn didn’t have. 
 
    Thinking back on it, there had only been a handful of times – much like the moment of panic or conflict that Bilel had described – where Finn had developed something new.  In those moments, it had felt more like an act of intuition than a comprehensive and systematic discovery.  But how the hell did you summon inspiration on demand? 
 
    The obvious answer was that he couldn’t. 
 
    And so Finn had also reached a point where he had simply thrown up his hands in frustration – too busy with the Emir’s competition to focus on his spellcasting problems.  Although, it seemed Bilel had had a bit more freedom. 
 
    His eyes skimmed back to the book in his hands.  Finn took in the flowing, careful script once more, excitement stirring at the corners of his mind.  Bilel’s approach made sense.  If he intended to figure out how to create spells, he needed to start by better understanding how he was casting spells in the first place.  But had he been successful in his quest?  Had he managed to create more spells?  Discovered something about the nature and source of magic that had finally unlocked the formula? 
 
    Could this book hold the answers Finn had been looking for? 
 
    His fingers gently flipped the page, sheltering the tome from the harsh wind and whipping sand as his eyes began to trace the graceful, flowing writing.  He supposed there was only one way to find out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 - Recharged 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal - Entry 2 
 
      
 
    If our goal is to investigate the nature of magic, we should begin with what we already know.  Unfortunately, the answer is “precious little.” 
 
      
 
    Based on what I could find in the guild library, much of the accumulated knowledge regarding spellcasting and mana has developed over centuries – not as a result of concerted study, but as a product solely of trial and error.  Those few spells were then passed down from mage to mage, largely by word of mouth. 
 
      
 
    To make matters worse, those that took the time to write down their observations did little to explain their process or assist future generations.  Instead, the guild library is filled with more folklore than observable facts.  There are hundreds of tomes and scrolls that allege time and time again that the gods are intrinsically tied to the generation and use of mana, providing what I assume to be allegorical accounts in vivid detail. 
 
      
 
    Except we know much of this to be false.  A mage can cast spells without any divine intervention, as I and many others have proven for much of our lives. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As the sun began to drop toward the horizon, a whistle suddenly pierced the air.  Finn glanced up from Bilel’s journal to see that Altair was gesturing at a rocky outcropping less than half a mile away – a flat table of stone that rose into dozens of worn pillars of rock that had been blasted smooth by wind and sand.  Many more of the rocky outcroppings were embedded in the nearby sand, creating a line of islands that jutted from the dunes. 
 
    At the guard captain’s direction, the caravan shifted course for the rocks, gliding across the sand toward one of the islands. 
 
    Only a couple minutes later, the beetles slid to a stop beside a flat shelf of stone that speared out into the desert.  Finn’s mount hovered in place for only a moment before settling back upon the sand and then shuffling awkwardly onto the worn sandstone.  As soon as his beetle’s feet touched rock, Finn hopped off his beetle, resisting the urge to drop to his knees and kiss the ground.  Focusing on Bilel’s journal had helped distract himself from the nausea. 
 
    But only barely. 
 
    “You’re still looking pretty green,” Julia commented from beside Finn.  Kyyle wasn’t far away, attempting to retrieve his bags as his mount slowly waddled away.  “Don’t like beetle travel?” 
 
    “I’d have much preferred to walk,” Finn grumbled. 
 
    “Actually, I’m not sure you would,” Kyyle retorted, coming up behind them.  “See?”  The young earth mage pointed at the beetles, who were all moving quickly up onto the rock outcropping as though trying to escape the desert sand.  They forced their queen ahead of them, the smaller beetles only scurrying onto the rock once they were certain she was safe. 
 
    Is there a reason they’re avoiding the sand? 
 
    Kyyle answered the question painted on Finn’s face.  “I was talking to some of the guards.  They said the sandworms hunt based on vibration.  That’s what makes the beetles so valuable as mounts.  They don’t actually touch the surface, and the cushion of air mana simulates a gust of wind blowing across the surface of the desert.” 
 
    The earth mage shook his head.  “The indigenous life here is fascinating.” 
 
    Finn turned his attention back to the way they had come. Indeed, the beetles had left little or no trail, what faint indentations their paddled feet created were soon blown away.  Putting aside the threat of sandworms, that would also make it difficult for others to follow them.  Perhaps he had underestimated the overgrown bugs. 
 
    “Fine, but I’d still risk the sandworms,” Finn grumbled under his breath, earning him a grin from the earth mage and an exasperated snort from his daughter. 
 
    “Alright, champions to me!” Altair’s voice carried over the chatter of the caravan and the click of chitin on stone. 
 
    “Looks like we’re being summoned,” Julia said, motioning in Altair’s direction with her chin. 
 
    Finn nodded, and the group headed toward Altair.  As Kalisha and her group approached, the merchant spared him a wink and a smile – a reaction that wasn’t mirrored by Vanessa, who eyed them disdainfully.  For their part, the group of stone-faced warriors didn’t even acknowledge the other champions, standing at attention and their eyes locked on Altair’s face. 
 
    The guard captain glanced at each of the three groups, noting their tense posture and the way they were side eyeing one another.  “Alright, now that we’re outside the walls of Lahab, it’s time to set some rules and expectations for this trip.” 
 
    “Because who doesn’t love rules on a road trip,” Julia muttered under her breath, forcing Kyyle to bite back a laugh as Altair’s eyes drifted toward them. 
 
    “The Emir has tasked me with getting you lot to the Abyss and back safely and without any infighting.  To that end, he has authorized any action that I feel is necessary to maintain your safety – up to and including imprisonment and death.” 
 
    “That doesn’t exactly seem safe,” Julia observed in a dry tone. 
 
    Altair gazed at her evenly, unperturbed by her snark.  “Let me be perfectly clear.  Inside Lahab, the Emir’s word is law.  Out here, I am judge, jury, and executioner.  If you have a problem with that arrangement, then there’s the exit,” Altair said, pointing behind him at the sands.  “I doubt anyone will miss more Khamsin trash.” 
 
    “Some of us aren’t afraid of the desert,” Julia bit back, her eyes flashing and her hand drifting to a blade at her waist.  Altair made no move to rise to her challenge, but Finn noticed the other guards tense and shift their weight – gripping their own weapons tightly. 
 
    Finn rested a hand on Julia’s arm.  “Let it go.” 
 
    She grumbled under her breath and glared at him, but slowly backed down. 
 
    What the hell was that? Finn wondered.  And what is a Khamsin?  He resolved to ask Julia later – assuming they managed to find a moment without prying ears. 
 
    “Good,” Altair continued, unruffled by the exchange.  “I see we all understand each other.  We’ll camp here for the evening and then set out at sunrise tomorrow.  If there are any disturbances, the offenders will be punished swiftly.  Am I understood?” 
 
    There were reluctant nods all around. 
 
    With that parting statement, Altair turned and set off into the interior of their rocky island, weaving a path between the smooth pillars of stone that speared into the air.  Meanwhile, a group of guards herded the beetles toward an adjacent outcropping, the smaller mounts nestling up against their queen’s massive body. 
 
    “Real charmer, that guy,” Kyyle groused. 
 
    Finn eyed the merchant group.  Vanessa met his eyes briefly, her irises pulsing with a soft sapphire light.  “Although, he might have a point,” Finn said softly.  “Even the Emir warned us to tread carefully.  These other two groups would benefit from knocking us off early – or even eliminating a single member of each champion’s group.” 
 
    Julia scowled at Altair’s back.  “I say we need to keep an eye on the guards too.  You don’t know where their true loyalties lie.” 
 
    “Uh, so this is all great.  I guess we’re making camp with a bunch of enemies,” Kyyle grumbled good-naturedly.  “We can sing Kumbaya while stabbing each other in the face.” 
 
    Finn spared a grin in his direction.  “Technically, you’re more likely to get stabbed in the back.  Still excited about coming?” 
 
    “I’m having a few second thoughts,” the young man retorted, matching Finn’s smile. 
 
    With that, the group headed off after the others, winding their way between the pillars of stone.  Finn was surprised by how large this outcropping was, the sandstone ground down to an almost mirror-like shine that reflected the waning sunlight.  Although, his brow furrowed as he noticed markings marring the pillars as they passed. 
 
    He hesitated in front of one column, his fingers tracing a symbol he didn’t recognize.  As best he could tell, it wasn’t Veridian – at least, it wasn’t any symbol he could recall.  The design almost looked like hieroglyphics, a far cry from the smooth lines and angles of the magical language he had spent the last few weeks learning.  He had to resist the urge to summon Daniel and compare the design against the AI’s more complete database. 
 
    “I take it this isn’t the first time someone has visited this place,” he said aloud, half speaking to himself. 
 
    “It’s not,” Julia answered tersely, and both Finn and Kyyle glanced at her in surprise. 
 
    When she saw their expressions, she continued.  “These islands are used as campsites for most groups traveling to and from Lahab – as well as some of the desert’s local inhabitants.” 
 
    “Are you saying people live out here?” Kyyle asked, sounding incredulous.  Finn could certainly understand his skepticism.  They had just ridden through miles of barren sand. 
 
    Julia shrugged.  “As I understand it, yes.” 
 
    “How do you know that?” Finn asked, watching her face in hopes of gleaning some unspoken information.  She had seemed more reserved once they had left the walls of Lahab – her gaze more intense and her mouth often pinched in a thin line. 
 
    “Since the Merchant Guild controls most trade in the city, it’s rather difficult to fence stolen goods,” she explained.  “Most black-market dealers resell the stolen wares outside the city.  Given how much they are willing to pay, my guess is that the communities living outside of Lahab are quite large.” 
 
    “Hmm.  Altair called you Khamsin.  What does that mean?” Finn asked, lowering his voice and eyeing the nearby guards.  It seemed they were out of earshot at least. 
 
    Julia’s eyes darted to the symbols and then back to Finn.  “It means ‘desert wind.’ It’s what the residents of Lahab call those that live in the desert.  I can only guess that Captain Awesome assumed I was one of them,” she offered with a shrug.  “Maybe it’s my breezy and carefree personality.” 
 
    The explanation made sense, although Finn sensed that there was more to that story than she let on.  However, he let it go as the group continued forward, and more royal guards came into view.  The pillars of rock soon gave way to an open courtyard in the center of the island.  The blackened and cold campfires – encircled by rough rock rings – bolstered Julia’s explanation.  Clearly, they weren’t the first group to camp here. 
 
    The guards made swift work of the campsite, setting up loose cloth tents and stoking the fires back to life.  As Finn glanced around the courtyard, he saw Kalisha – the merchant making eye contact and waving them over. 
 
    “Oh look, your new girlfriend is calling us over,” Julia said in a dry voice. 
 
    Finn glanced at her sharply.  “Really?  You’re going to keep that up?” 
 
    A shit-eating grin spread across her face.  “As long as it keeps getting a rise out of you.”  Julia walked away before he could respond, approaching Kalisha as Finn muttered to himself. 
 
    For his part, Kyyle held his tongue, his brow furrowed in thought as he watched Julia’s back.  He didn’t seem entirely convinced by her explanation either, or her thinly veiled attempt to pivot the conversation away from herself.  He just shook his head as he followed after Finn and Julia. 
 
    “Hey there, you all want to join us?” the merchant offered as they neared. 
 
    “Sure,” Finn replied. 
 
    “This is Sadik,” Kalisha said, pointing to an older man that sat quietly on a nearby rock beside a truly massive pack, the bag at least twice his size and weight.  He gave Finn and his group a nod but held his tongue.  “And I believe you’ve already met Vanessa.” 
 
    The ice mage met Finn’s eyes, and he detected a cold anger there.  “We’ve met,” she answered curtly.  “Finn here barely beat me out for guild champion.  He was forced to snatch my token and run – too scared to face me in a fair fight,” she said with a smirk. 
 
    “That was the victory condition,” Finn replied evenly, unperturbed by her glare.  He’d met more than a few people throughout his life that disliked him – usually those that were envious of his position or experience. 
 
    Vanessa snorted.  “We should keep an eye on him.  It seems that is all he’s good for… underhanded tactics.” 
 
    “That’s rich coming from you,” Julia quipped, taking a seat around the fire. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” 
 
    Finn’s daughter rubbed at her chin thoughtfully.  “Well, it looks like you are bought and paid for – a merchant’s lapdog.  And speaking of a ‘fair’ fight, I can’t help but wonder where you got that shiny wand during the duel?  The same wand that’s mysteriously missing now…” she observed with a pointed look at Vanessa’s waist.  “So, I guess your loyalty is up for sale to the highest bidder, huh?” 
 
    The ice mage ground her teeth together, her eyes flashing as she reached for the mundane wand at her waist.  “I earned my place, and I’d be happy to show you how,” she nearly growled. 
 
    “How about we take a breath?” Kalisha suggested, placing her hand on Vanessa’s where it gripped her wand.  “We’re drawing some unwanted attention,” she added, motioning toward the guards that encircled them, more than a few glancing in their direction. 
 
    “That’s right.  Heel, girl,” Julia said with a mocking grin.  Vanessa’s eyes flashed again, and Kalisha’s hand tightened. 
 
    “Maybe you should take a walk and cool off,” the merchant suggested, although it was clear that she wasn’t making a suggestion.  Vanessa abruptly rose and stalked off, small particles of ice slowly encircling her, and the guards making a wide berth. 
 
    “Don’t mind her, I assume she’ll get over the grudge eventually,” Kalisha offered.  “I didn’t realize she was quite so… upset.” 
 
    “I somehow doubt that,” Finn replied with a knowing look.  “I suspect you selected her just because of our history, what better way to understand my abilities.  Or Kyyle’s,” he offered, gesturing at the earth mage. 
 
    Kalisha’s grin widened.  “Perhaps.  Don’t sell the girl short though.  Her particular skill set synergizes quite well with our own.” 
 
    The pair shared a look, clearly understanding the subtext of their conversation.  The Emir had been right; Kalisha was a clever one. 
 
    “Well, our group won’t act against you until we reach the Abyss. This includes antagonizing members of your team,” Finn added, looking pointedly at Julia.  She just gave him a shit-eating grin and a shrug.  He could sympathize with her reaction, but they stood little to gain by pissing off Vanessa.  She’d get what was coming to her eventually. 
 
    “Understood,” Kalisha replied.  “And we’ll reciprocate the gesture… until we arrive at the Abyss.” 
 
    Finn felt a brisk wind tug at his robes, bringing with it a colder current of air as full darkness began to descend on the desert – although the chill might not have been caused entirely by the weather.  He turned his attention to the nearby campfire, the circle of rocks cold and dark.  He could fix that and perhaps garner some goodwill. 
 
    Finn summoned raw fire mana.  The warm energy crackled through his veins and pushed away the cold.  A globe of flame soon erupted in the air, drifting slowly toward the circle as Finn’s fingers twitched.  The fires grew and expanded to fill the stones, burning there despite the lack of fuel.  With his current mana regen, he could maintain the single flame almost indefinitely. 
 
    “Well, that’s one perk of inviting you over that I hadn’t considered,” Kalisha said with a laugh. 
 
    “What can we say, Finn is full of useful tricks,” Julia commented as they settled around the campfire. 
 
    “I’m beginning to see that.” 
 
    Kalisha turned her attention to Kyyle and Julia, asking them questions about themselves.  Finn soon tuned out the conversation.  He was poor-to-terrible at small talk anyway, particularly when it included this sort of posturing and implied threats.  Instead, he turned his attention to the nearby guards.  They seemed on edge, sparing the occasional glance in their direction, as though still expecting a fight to break out between the mages and merchants.  It seemed that they weren’t comfortable with the groups fraternizing. 
 
    For their part, the Fighter Guild group was far less social.  They had claimed a fire pit a few dozen yards away, creating space between themselves and the rest of the caravan.  They didn’t speak much, even to each other, communicating with only a few whispered words and swift hand gestures. 
 
    As Finn looked on, Malik pulled the pair of curved blades from his back.  Finn expected him to sharpen and oil the weapons, but what he did instead caused Finn to stare in shock.  Malik held a single blade in his lap, pressing one hand against the blade and the other against the hilt.  He bowed his head and tendrils of multicolored energy wound around his hands and drifted into the blade, causing the metal to glow with a soft light. 
 
    Finn sat there, trying to process what he was seeing.  Could the warriors cast spells?  That didn’t seem right.  If their affinity was high enough to cast, wouldn’t the Mage Guild have recruited them?  Or maybe they had, and they had been traded to the Fighter Guild?  However, Finn didn’t see any evidence of the small star tattoo that indicated their induction to the Mage Guild, so that didn’t seem likely. 
 
    None of that did anything to explain the color of the mana either.  The tendrils had taken on a rainbow hue, representing all six affinities.  Did that imply that they didn’t have a specific affinity?  Or that they had several? 
 
    “He’s charging his weapon,” Kalisha’s voice broke Finn out of his trance. 
 
    Finn glanced at her and saw she was looking toward Malik, following his gaze.  “What do you mean?” 
 
    The merchant’s mouth pinched into a thin line.  “The fighters can’t cast spells.  Those recruited into their ranks typically lack the affinity needed to be a mage or the fascination with crafting and tradecraft needed to be a merchant.  They are blunt force instruments, training their bodies to withstand pain and wield their weapons with devastating proficiency.” 
 
    “Yet he seems to be channeling mana,” Kyyle observed. 
 
    Kalisha nodded.  “I’m not a mage, of course, but as I understand it, even someone with low affinities still has mana.  And those affinities often exist in a rough balance.  When channeled, they take on that multi-colored hue.  I’ve heard other mages refer to it as raw mana,” she offered, gesturing at Malik.  “That allows them to… well, I guess you’ll see for yourself.” 
 
    As though on cue, the warrior stopped his channeling, rising from his perch and holding the blade in his hand.  With a few quick steps, he approached a nearby pillar of stone.  His arm snapped forward in a blur of motion, the blade arcing through the air.  Finn didn’t see the metal connect, only a faint flash of yellow energy, and then a line was carved in the stone pillar, slicing deeply into the rock. 
 
    Malik moved again, his body flowing through a rapid series of swipes and cuts in a fluid rhythm.  What was most terrifying was the man’s speed and precision.  Each stroke split the stone, slicing through the same exact spot.  Within only a few seconds, a deep furrow had been carved into the pillar, only a faint cloud of dust drifting through the air. 
 
    Finn’s thoughts were whirling as he tried to process what he was seeing.  How was this possible?  Suddenly, he recalled the gems he had seen the mages use to create their scoreboards – the same crystals Kalisha used to power her Mechanids and that Finn had seen used to harvest mana from that woman who had undergone the purge. 
 
    “His weapon must have mana crystals embedded in it,” Finn said quietly.  His eyes shot back to Kalisha.  “He’s charging those crystals with his raw mana and then activating the gems with each strike.” 
 
    The merchant’s eyes sparkled appreciatively.  “The rumors of your intelligence certainly weren’t misplaced,” she observed.  “The warriors are trained to use every aspect of their body, including their ambient mana.  The Merchant Guild supplies specially crafted weapons in exchange for their assistance and protection.” 
 
    She waved at Malik.  “Those weapons are then doled out to the warriors based on their rank and performance.  The quality between weapons can vary a lot – depending on the crafter, weapon type, crystal quality, crystal type, etc.  The master-tier weapons can do extraordinary things…” Kalisha trailed off, watching Malik. 
 
    The fighter had returned to a neutral stance and carefully settled his blades on a nearby stone.  He then removed his tunic, letting the night air cool the sheen of sweat on his skin – skin that was riddled with intricate black tattoos that spiraled up both arms and curled around his torso like tree rings. 
 
    “That’s the second source of the fighters’ power,” Kalisha continued, gesturing at the tattoos.  “Those wards are inscribed by mages and tap into the body’s natural mana.  That allows the fighters to enhance their physical strength and speed during battle.” 
 
    Finn had seen wards inscribed into walls and objects, symbols that enhanced the durability of stone or locked the gates to the Mage Guild.  However, he hadn’t realized that they could be tattooed onto a person’s body.  He suddenly wondered if his own tattoos came with any innate gifts.  If so, Abbad certainly hadn’t mentioned it. 
 
    Although the fighters’ wards had another interesting implication. 
 
    “So, the merchants and mages are actually responsible for a large part of the fighters’ strength,” Finn murmured softly to himself, still watching Malik.  He couldn’t help but recall Abbad’s explanation.  It seemed that the Emir had created a delicate balance of power among the three guilds, forcing these relationships that undermined each guild’s strength and made them reliant upon the others. 
 
    Finn shared a look with both Kyyle and Julia.  Even without speaking, he could feel their tacit agreement.  The fighter group might be far more formidable than they had expected.  With other mages, they could recognize the requisite incantations or gestures of a spell and how long it took them to cast.  However, the fighters’ abilities were all instantaneous and would depend in large part on their weapons and tattoos, making any anticipation of their attacks or abilities difficult. 
 
    As Malik returned to recharging his weapons, the group’s conversation moved on.  Yet Finn’s attention kept returning to Kalisha and her companions.  If the fighters had hidden talents and powers, what sort of secrets did the merchants keep?  He had seen Kalisha’s Mechanids already, and she had mentioned “weapon systems.”  What exactly did that entail? 
 
    He had a feeling he was going to regret finding out, especially with his bargain with the Seer hanging in the balance. 
 
    And yet, Finn couldn’t help but feel a hint of excitement.  He had begun to grow somewhat complacent among the mages, as though he had reached a ceiling.  Almost all of his duels ended one way.  He wondered how he would fare against tougher opponents. 
 
    He supposed he would get a chance to find out before this competition was over. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly an hour later, Kalisha and her companions decided to retire for the evening.  They excused themselves before crawling into their respective tents, the fighters soon following their lead. 
 
    “Well, this looks like a good time to take a break,” Julia said, stretching her arms as she watched the merchants walk away. 
 
    “I think I might sign off for a bit too,” Kyyle added, glancing at his UI in the corner of his vision.  Finn could only assume he was checking the real-world time. 
 
    “Alright, I’ll stay here for a while longer,” Finn replied, his thoughts distant. 
 
    Julia glanced at the nearby tents and then turned her scowl on him.  “Or you could log out.  You know, eat… sleep…  That mundane stuff that keeps you alive.” 
 
    Kyyle barked out a soft laugh at that.  “Uh, are we talking about the same guy?” 
 
    Finn held up his hands defensively while shooting a glare at the earth mage.  “I will.  I promise.  There’s just something I want to do first.” 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Julia replied, staring at him skeptically.  Yet as he maintained his innocent expression, she eventually let out a resigned sigh and pawed at the air to bring up her system menu. 
 
    Finn’s companions soon vanished in a flash of multi-colored energy, leaving him alone.  Despite the events of the day – sand gliding beetles, desert camps, threats of death or attack from all sides, and a litany of magical weapons and tattoos – his thoughts kept returning to one thing. 
 
    He looked at his pack, where it rested beside him, Bilel’s journal sitting on top. 
 
    He had some reading to do. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 - Enhanced 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal - Entry 6 
 
      
 
    Despite poor records and haphazard experimentation, our guild has developed several different forms of mana manipulation over the centuries.  For example, our crafting incorporates crystals imbued with mana, using those energies to power various weapons, armor, and equipment. 
 
      
 
    Of particular note is the art of “warding,” which involves inscribing a person’s skin with Veridian runes and various symbols.  We have long observed that this process allows the use of spell-like abilities without the requisite incantation or gestures.  The cost of using these tattoos can place an extreme toll on the user’s body and drains mana exceptionally fast.  However, since warding circumvents the usual spellcasting process, it is possible that this art may provide some insight into the nature of mana. 
 
      
 
    Unfortunately, information on exactly how warding works is scarce, and I have resolved to study this discipline further.  Perhaps Renquist can help me obtain access to the crafting ward and find a suitable mentor for my studies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn stood on a stone ledge, his eyes taking in the dark desert that spanned out before him, the sweeping dunes illuminated by soft moonlight.  Now that the sun had set, a brisk cool wind blew across the sands, whipping at his robes and leaving goosebumps along any uncovered patches of skin.  It was incredible how quickly the temperature could change in just a few hours.  And how realistic that change felt… 
 
    He had found this secluded spot after a few minutes of navigating the stone pillars that dotted the rock island, guided by the glowing substance that coated their surface.  Finn had been confused when he had first seen the shimmering pillars.  At least, until he drew a finger across the rock, and it came away covered in sticky algae.  As he had passed the makeshift pen for the beetles, he had seen them scraping the substance off the rocks with their mandibles. 
 
    It seemed some creatures had adapted to survive out here in this wasteland. 
 
    Now he stood staring out at the sands.  Alone. 
 
    Finn had wanted to put some distance between himself and the others.  While Kalisha had seemed friendly – perhaps suspiciously so – he didn’t want to be observed for what he planned to do next.  He’d also taken pains to ensure that Vanessa had logged off.  He suspected her anger and wounded pride might lead her to try something stupid. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn said quietly. 
 
    The AI flashed into existence, a harsh ball of flame that cast shadows off the nearby pillars and caused the algae that coated the rock to shrink back into darkness.  “Uh, yes, sir?” Daniel replied, his voice wavering uncertainly as he took in the dark desert sands. 
 
    Finn responded to the AI’s unspoken question.  “We’ve traveled north of Lahab and are camping in this stone outcropping.”  He gestured behind him in the direction where the others were camped.  “The guards and other champions are back that way.  I need you to keep watch for me while I study this journal,” he explained, hefting the book in one hand.  “Shout a warning if you see anyone approaching.” 
 
    “Certainly, sir,” Daniel replied, bobbing in place.  Then the ball of flame shot off toward the rocks behind Finn, his flickering form circling between and among the boulders and columns as he wound a circuitous path. 
 
    Finn settled down, sitting cross-legged on the stone facing the desert.  With gentle fingers, he eased open the cover of the tome in his lap.  He had been riveted by Bilel’s story and notes during their journey that day and was anxious to continue reading.  When he had last left off, the mage had switched his focus, beginning to investigate other forms of mana manipulation.  Perhaps that examination would offer some insight into the warding process, particularly now that Finn would be facing Malik and his group. 
 
    His eyes dropped to the pages, soon skimming across the flowing handwriting and losing track of time as he devoured the mage’s notes and descriptions. 
 
    Bilel did indeed focus his efforts on studying the process of warding.  His investigation lasted for months, and the mage pursued his studies with feverish focus and dedication.  He examined the patterns that the mages etched on to each other’s skin, providing tracings and detailed accounts of his research.  Based on his descriptions, the process seemed more art than science – magical painters drawing upon a living canvas.  However, true to form, Bilel detected patterns in that process, mechanical rules that could be replicated. 
 
    Yet even with those observations, the mage soon hit a wall in his understanding.  It was clear that certain symbols or patterns inscribed onto a person’s body allowed them to effectively channel mana and cast spells without the requisite incantations or hand gestures.  The mage had been able to repeat this process many times and even had some success at creating new designs. 
 
    But why did they work? 
 
    And more importantly, how could Bilel discover that explanation? 
 
    The subsequent passages mostly expressed the mage’s frustration.  He was limited to observing only the effects of the wards, with little or no insight into how the process worked.  No matter what experiment he attempted, he reached yet another dead end.  What Bilel needed was some way to see how the mana fluctuated within a person’s body – the way it twisted and spun its way through a spell or an inscribed pattern. 
 
    If he was going to fully understand magic, then Bilel needed a way to observe it. 
 
    And so, his objective shifted.  The mage gave up on attempting to understand warding and instead focused on utilizing the craft to create something new – a way for a mage to openly observe the mana in the world around him. 
 
    Finn’s eyes abruptly snapped up to the horizon. 
 
    He could sympathize with the mage’s frustration, and his goal made sense.  But more than that, the prospect of being able to see mana… 
 
    It was intriguing.  That sort of ability had more far-reaching consequences than simply studying the art of warding.  It might even help Finn unlock the formula for creating new spells. 
 
    Was Bilel successful?  That question echoed through Finn’s mind. 
 
    He could feel his own mana surging through his veins, crackling and simmering with excited anticipation as his eyes dropped back to the book in his lap.  He failed to resist the incessant pull of his own mana – failed to resist the urge to skim ahead and to quiet the questions that boiled in the back of his mind.  His fingers betrayed him, flipping at the pages until he found what he was looking for… 
 
      
 
    I have done it. 
 
      
 
    After months of study and experimentation, I believe I have discovered a ward that will allow the user to sense mana.  Not through flimsy crystals or by trial and error, but with their own eyes. 
 
      
 
    Despite my dismissive tone above, an intensive study of mana crystals was in fact, what led me to my breakthrough.  I realize that may sound strange since the use of crystals and warding are typically viewed as separate crafts.  However, to understand how I have accomplished this discovery, we must first understand how crystals absorb and retain mana… 
 
      
 
    Neutral gems hold mana, which makes them useful for storage as well as small-scale mana detection.  For example, our bodies exude trace amounts of mana.  So, a crystal placed in a mage’s hand will naturally absorb the spellcaster’s ambient mana, changing color to reflect his or her dominant affinity.  This is often helpful for testing younger mages.  Similarly, crafters often use these gems to sense the innate affinity of certain materials. 
 
      
 
    However, crystals alone were insufficient for my purpose.  While they detect ambient mana, they provide little insight into the “flow” of that energy.  At first, I thought I was grasping at straws – searching for anything that might assist me in my goal.  At least, until I observed that crystals will absorb mana of any affinity.  In fact, crystals may be the only substance we have discovered with this property. 
 
      
 
    For example, sand, when put to the flame, will melt and form glass.  Dirt and water may form mud, and, when heated, harden into clay.  These examples indicate that most substances cannot “absorb” a specific type of mana without “transforming” their underlying nature.  And yet a crystal can.  It can accept the outside energy, hold it, and trap it. 
 
      
 
    Which led me to an intriguing question.  What is it about crystals that grants this property?  The short answer?  Their structure. 
 
      
 
    With the assistance of a light mage, I was able to observe the composition of these gems more closely – starting with basic light refraction and moving on to a minute examination of their structure.  What I discovered was that the crystals all had a similar symmetric hexagonal formation, creating repeating six-sided structures that were stacked on top of one another. 
 
      
 
    My hypothesis was that it was this structure that made the crystals capable of absorbing all six specific types of mana.  If that observation was correct, then this structure – when converted into a ward – might also enable a person to do the same, allowing their eyes to absorb ambient mana and thus to detect or “see” that energy. 
 
      
 
    To test this theory, I resolved to use the same pattern to create a new ward, one that might be able to enable the user to observe mana itself. 
 
      
 
    Finn read hungrily as Bilel proceeded to launch into a detailed explanation of those new experiments.  The mage had started with some sort of monkey-like creature, inscribing different designs in the skin beside the creatures’ eyes and then running a series of tests.  He would then place the animals in a pitch-black room and attempt to strike them with various mana-infused crystals.  The creatures that reacted or avoided the crystals helped him fine-tune the design. 
 
    At which point, Bilel moved on to human tests… 
 
    Finn’s eyes flitted down the page, reviewing the list of instructions that Bilel had left.  He had drawn his final ward, a product of months of experimentation.  It was a hexagonal design with overlapping panes, mimicking the structure of a crystal.  Beside that image was a list of the steps necessary to inscribe the ward. 
 
    Finn chewed on his lip as he reviewed the instructions. 
 
    I think… I think I could duplicate this, he thought to himself. 
 
    Inscribing the ward appeared more complicated than normal, requiring the subject to expel their own mana from their body, hold it suspended during the inscription, and then channel that energy back into themselves – a feat that Finn hadn’t attempted before.  However, the pattern itself was relatively simple, perhaps taking only a few minutes to inscribe the design beside each eye. 
 
    After observing the detailed notes that Bilel had left, Finn felt confident he could pull this off.  The requisite mana channeling and gestures were different and complex, but they seemed manageable, especially after Abbad’s training. 
 
    Speaking of which… 
 
    Finn’s hand rummaged in his pack nearby, sifting through the supplies that the librarian had given him.  A moment later, he pulled out the familiar stylus, the same tool the librarian had used to inscribe the tattoos along Finn’s left arm.  He frowned at the instrument, his thoughts racing. 
 
    Why did Abbad give me the book and the stylus? 
 
    When the librarian had mentioned the power that the book might hold, had he been speaking of the ability to see mana?  Presumably, Abbad had read the journal.  Did that mean he intended for Finn to attempt the ward? 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, taking a deep breath.  The fire in his veins was demanding – insistent.  It urged him to move forward.  And the stylus was certainly compelling evidence of Abbad’s approval.  More than that, and despite the risks, Finn wanted to do this.  Yet he knew he couldn’t do it alone, not if he was going to follow Bilel’s instructions to the letter. 
 
    He would need help. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn called out into the darkness.  A moment later, the AI’s glowing form came flashing back toward him. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” 
 
    “I’m going to need your help with something,” Finn began hesitantly.  “But first things first, can you lift this stylus?”  He asked this while holding out the instrument in the palm of his hand. 
 
    “Um, I’m not certain,” Daniel replied, sounding suddenly uncertain and weaving an awkward pattern in the air.  “I’ve never tried to pick up something before.” 
 
    “Well, why don’t you try,” Finn urged him, trying to tamp down on the impatience that entered his voice. 
 
    “Okay….” The AI hesitated for a fraction of a second before dropping down toward the instrument.  Daniel gingerly allowed the edge of the stylus to enter the glowing orange orb that made up the AI’s torso.  Then he lifted back into the air ever so slowly.  The stylus wobbled, but then gradually began to rise. 
 
    “Perfect,” Finn murmured, a grin creeping across his face as he watched Daniel.  “You did wonderfully.” The AI swiftly set the stylus back down and flashed once, literally glowing in response to Finn’s praise. 
 
    “That was… interesting.  I didn’t realize I could manipulate objects,” Daniel observed, a note of pride coloring his voice.  He dipped and spun in the air happily. 
 
    “Neither did I, but now I have a task for you,” Finn urged him, pointing down to the journal in his lap.  “You see these patterns here?  I need you to use the stylus to carve them into my temples.” 
 
    “What?” Daniel replied, freezing in the air.  If he had a human face, Finn imagined he would be staring at Finn as if he had grown a second head. 
 
    “I’m going to need you to draw these patterns alongside each of my eyes,” Finn repeated more slowly.  “More than that, I need you to break the skin to form the ward.” 
 
    “I just figured out I can lift an object 33.27 seconds ago, and now you want me to cut into the skin around your eyes?  I’m not sure—” Daniel began skeptically. 
 
    “You can do this,” Finn said firmly.  “We can have you practice in the sand a few times.  It will be easy.  You just need to trace the design and keep up the pressure.  Why don’t you scan the image and then start practicing?”  At his gesture, the AI reluctantly floated over to the book, a thin beam of light touching the pages of the journal. 
 
    “And if I accidentally stab you in the eye?” Daniel demanded. 
 
    “Then I’ll heal,” Finn responded in a dry tone.  “You can’t permanently harm me here, remember?” 
 
    “I’m not sure Julia would approve of this,” the AI said.  “Skimming the related text and notes, this appears to be an experimental ward.  We can’t be certain of its effects.  Even the author warns—” 
 
    “Don’t worry about Julia.  All progress comes with risk, and I need your help,” Finn interjected once again.  “I will have to expel my own mana and channel a portion into the stylus at the same time, so I can’t do this by myself.” 
 
    “I don’t know…” Daniel murmured, clearly groping for an excuse not to do this. 
 
    Finn tilted his head, watching the ball of flame.  The AI actually seemed deeply anxious about this task.  “I… I trust you, Daniel.  It will be okay.” 
 
    The AI seemed to freeze in place for a moment, before glowing with a hotter orange fire.  He seemed… pleased? 
 
    “Okay,” Daniel replied finally.  “Just let me practice a few times and then tell me when you’re ready.” 
 
    Despite his assurances, Finn could feel his stomach flip flop as he watched the AI flit over toward the stone embankment, drawing the pattern repeatedly in the sand.  He knew that if Kyyle or Julia were here, they would caution him against performing this strange experiment on himself.  Yet that was also why he needed to do this now. 
 
    If he didn’t act before they returned, he might never get the chance. 
 
    Rachael’s face flashed through his mind, followed closely by the images of Kalisha’s mechanids and Malik’s tattoos and weapons.  Finn had too much riding on this to back down or hesitate.  His opponents were strong, and they had years – possibly decades – of training and experience with this world.  If he was to succeed in this competition, Finn needed to keep evolving.  If this ward might help him unlock the secrets to creating new spells, then it was worth the risk. 
 
    Finn felt his resolve harden even as his fire mana ignited through his body.  He embraced that fiery sensation, feeding it until it simmered in his veins and drove away any lingering traces of doubt – until all he felt was a bubbling excitement. 
 
    At the risk he was about to take. 
 
    At what he stood to gain. 
 
    “Alright, let’s begin,” Finn grunted. 
 
    The AI abruptly stilled, and then drifted toward him, the stylus still embedded in the fiery sphere. 
 
    Without giving himself time to back down, Finn’s hands began to move, twining through an intricate series of gestures as he followed Bilel’s instructions.  For this to work, he needed to remove all mana from his body.  Flames soon appeared around him, shifting and spinning in the air in a dizzying display.  Yet he kept channeling – funneling the mana out of his body in a torrent until the entire area around him was awash in fire. 
 
    Within only moments, the air was beginning to boil, and he shifted the energy farther away, trying to create a small pocket of clear air so he could breathe.  He couldn’t afford to pass out in the middle of the ritual. 
 
    Even at a distance, the heat was oppressive, pushing at him in almost-palpable waves.  It was difficult to control the energy.  These were not the delicate spinning balls of flame that Abbad had taught him to channel.  These were heavy things – boulders of flame that he strained to keep stable and aloft.  The energy bucked against his control.  It felt like he was trying to keep hold of a fire hose. 
 
    Sweat dripped into his eyes, and Finn blinked it away even as he watched his mana finally hit zero.  He was regulating the channel with his fingers so that he was expending an amount of mana exactly equal to his regeneration – allowing him to maintain the channel indefinitely.  That small trickle was directed toward the stylus, the metal instrument now glowing with a soft red light as the AI held it aloft. 
 
    “Okay,” Finn said, his voice strained as he tried to both speak to Daniel and concentrate on controlling the flames.  “You can start now,” Finn gasped. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I suspect you will feel a small burning sensation…” the AI said, sounding nervous as he drifted closer. 
 
    Finn squeezed his eyes closed, waiting for the piercing bite of the stylus.  He felt it only a moment later, a stinging heat located right at his temple, and Finn let out a hiss of pain. 
 
    Daniel hesitated at the sound. 
 
    “Keep going,” Finn ordered.  He was struggling to keep his fingers moving. 
 
    The AI hesitated only a second longer before stabbing forward again, barely piercing the skin as he traced a faint line.  He moved with painstaking slowness, the stylus creeping across Finn’s skin as Daniel focused on replicating the design perfectly. 
 
    Finn felt the metal break his skin, his blood beginning to well and drip down his cheeks.  He heard more than felt a faint hiss and pop as his blood touched the heated stylus, tendrils of smoke curling up into the night air. 
 
    The process seemed to take forever as Finn sat there with his eyes shut, his mana surrounding him in a torrent of flame. 
 
    As Daniel finished his left eye and switched to the right, Finn could feel involuntary tears streaming down his cheeks, mixing with the sweat that beaded on his skin and the blood from the tattoos.  Then another lance of pain shot from his right temple as Daniel started the second design. 
 
    Finn felt himself wavering as the seconds ticked past. 
 
    Notifications were flashing in the corner of his vision, and he was struggling to breathe now, the air growing thinner as his flames consumed the nearby oxygen.  His breath came in rapid, panting gasps.  Yet he kept his fingers moving and his mana flowing out into the ever-growing inferno hovering around him. 
 
    Just a little bit further. 
 
    Finn needed to focus on something else – anything besides the pain. 
 
    His eyes popped open, ignoring the stinging heat and smoke that now clouded the area.  He peered into the flames that roared around him as though he sat within an ocean of orange and red, hypnotized by the crackle and pop of the fires.  In that moment, two eyes seemed to open before him.  The flames curled and bent unnaturally, creating two massive irises composed entirely of the burning energy, streamers of fire spiraling around them like silken bands of cloth. 
 
    Finn recognized those eyes – that face.  The Seer. 
 
    “Hello Finn,” the goddess murmured.  “I know you cannot speak right now, and we don’t have long.  However, I have an important message to impart. 
 
    “A storm is coming, but you cannot be afraid to leap.” 
 
    Finn blinked, struggling to focus on her words.  They were vague… confusing. 
 
    “I know you’re in pain and that my instruction may not make sense now, but you will remember it when the time comes.  You must.  For Rachael.” 
 
    At those words, the eyes transformed.  A face appeared in the flames – so achingly familiar.  Brown eyes and auburn hair.  A glimmering sequined dress that reflected the flickering orange light of the fire.  It was the dress she wore during the accident, Finn realized.  But his attention was riveted on those kind eyes that stared at him, so full of love and compassion. 
 
    And then, in a flash, the face disappeared, and Finn was alone once more.  Alone and surrounded by a sea of flame.  Alone with the burning sensation in his temples, the smell of burnt blood, the heat that caused his skin to welt and blister, and the impossible strain of holding his mana suspended. 
 
    But with a trace of hope… 
 
    Everything he had done so far was for her. 
 
    His training.  The fighting.  The deaths.  The journey. 
 
    And now this experiment. 
 
    It was all for Rachael. 
 
    I won’t give up, Finn thought, forcing himself to continue. 
 
    The spirit was willing, but the flesh was weak.  Despite his resolve, Finn could feel his body reaching its limit.  His fingers were slowing.  His head was pounding.  His vision blurring.  He was having difficulty thinking clearly with the pain throbbing through his temples, but his fingers were still winding through their rhythmic pattern. 
 
    With the pain and fatigue came doubt.  Had that conversation been real?  Or just a pain-induced hallucination?  Even now, he felt like he could hear the muted drone of someone shouting at him, but it sounded so far away. 
 
    “Sir!” the AI screamed more urgently this time. 
 
    Finn’s attention suddenly snapped back into focus, realizing that Daniel was hovering beside his ear, shouting at him.  “Sir, I’m done, but you need to release your mana.” 
 
    He shook his head.  He couldn’t do that.  Bilel’s notes had been clear. 
 
    With a sigh, he closed his eyes, and his fingers twitched.  Instead of sending the flames hurtling away, he pulled them back toward himself.  The flames rushed back to his body with a soft whoosh, enveloping and lapping at his skin before absorbing back into his limbs.  As it entered him, it felt like his entire body was alight with flame.  The fires burned through his muscles and organs in a rush.  And yet, at the same time, his energy began to return, and his limbs began to feel springy and light once more. 
 
    Only a moment later, it was done. 
 
    Finn sat there in the darkness with his eyes closed.  His body was drenched in sweat, and his own blood trickled down his cheeks, a fiery tingle itching along the skin beside his eyes.  He gave himself several long, precious seconds to catch his breath.  And as his pulse and breathing finally slowed, Finn’s attention shifted to the next step. 
 
    This was the moment of truth. 
 
    Had it worked? 
 
    “Mashhad,” Finn murmured, recalling the word emblazoned in Bilel’s journal. 
 
    Light suddenly erupted behind Finn’s eyelids.  It was like staring into a blinding kaleidoscope, a rainbow of colors swimming and running together in a chaotic pattern that was almost overwhelming.  Finn fought the chaos, trying to make sense of the streamers of energy that filled his newfound sight.  Yet as he struggled, it only became more difficult, the bands of light meshing and dividing more erratically. 
 
    Then he did the opposite. 
 
    Despite everything he had just gone through, Finn forced himself to relax. 
 
    He slowed his breathing, un-tensing his muscles and limbs until they hung limp and motionless.  He didn’t try to fight the flow of the near-blinding color and light.  He simply looked with his newfound sight – a passive observer. 
 
    And as he finally let go, the colors suddenly snapped into focus. 
 
    What he had first thought of as chaos actually had a pattern.  In his normal vision, the division between objects was stark – denoted with harsh and concrete lines.  However, in this newfound sight, objects didn’t have clear borders.  They blurred together with the surrounding energy, creating muddy bands of color in so many varying hues that Finn didn’t even have names for all of them. 
 
    He tilted his head down, observing a rock he knew rested beside him.  It glowed with a soft green light, blending into a vast green field below him. 
 
    That must be the stone beneath me. 
 
    Yellow swirls of energy overlaid the emerald, the colors mixing together as though bleeding into one another.  It was like viewing the world as a watercolor painting.  As he studied his surrounding, Finn could make out the rest of the shapes around him, identifying rocks and boulders.  The sand at the edge of the stone was a slightly different shade of green, with tendrils of yellow streaming through it and across it – the wind drifting across the rock. 
 
    Then Finn made a mistake. 
 
    He opened his eyes… 
 
    Suddenly the colors were overlaying his normal sight, blurring together into a double vision that sent his head spinning and caused a sharp pain to arc away from both temples.  He squeezed his eyes shut again quickly, tears streaming down his cheeks. 
 
    Okay, eyes closed while this is on, Finn thought with a grimace, trying to will away the pain.  It took several long moments for the sharp burning sensation to subside. 
 
    I can’t open my eyes, but can I move? he wondered. 
 
    Finn was more cautious this time.  He moved slowly, trying to rise to his feet. 
 
    Only to immediately regret that as well.  The colors blurred together into a now-familiar chaotic, kaleidoscopic rainbow of light.  Objects blended into one another and spun together so rapidly that it made it impossible to distinguish his surroundings.  He immediately began to feel nauseous and disoriented. 
 
    Finn froze in place, slowly lowering himself back to the ground. 
 
    Got it.  I can’t move either. 
 
    “Mashhad,” Finn murmured again, and the colors abruptly bled away, leaving only darkness.  Finn hesitantly opened his eyes.  They ached – deeply and at the root – as though someone had punched him directly in the retina.  Yet his sight had returned to normal, darkness once more filling the world around him. 
 
    Although the move cost him with the way his eyes ached, Finn glanced at the corner of his vision and saw a couple of notifications.  He swiped at the air, moving gingerly to avoid jostling his throbbing head. 
 
      
 
    New Spell:  Mana Sight 
 
    You have gained the ability to see ambient mana in the world.  However, this ability is not natural and is costly to use, interfering with your normal vision.  Further practice will refine the sight, allowing you to sense mana more acutely and at greater distances. 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 1 
 
    Cost:  50 mana and stamina per second. 
 
    Effect:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [poor]. 
 
      
 
    New Skill:  Warding 
 
    You have learned how to inscribe a person’s body with ambient runes.  Masters of this craft are able to turn their body into a living weapon, tapping into their natural mana without lifting a finger or uttering a single word.  However, these gifts come with a cost, putting a significant strain on both the user’s mana and stamina. 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 1 
 
    Effect 1:  Ability to inscribe novice-level spells. 
 
      
 
    It took Finn several pain-filled minutes to read the prompts since he had to keep giving his eyes a moment to rest, squeezing them shut. 
 
    Yet, as he finished, a broad smile stretched his lips. 
 
    “It worked,” Finn croaked.  His voice sounded harsh and dry. 
 
    “Are you okay, sir?” Daniel asked abruptly, his voice thick with concern.  The AI darted around Finn nervously as though inspecting him. 
 
    “Y-yes,” he rasped.  “But please stop that.  The light hurts my eyes.”  Daniel slowed his movements but still stayed close, hovering near his shoulder. 
 
    Despite the pain and the weariness that riddled his limbs, and the strange whispered warning from the Seer, Finn felt a glow of accomplishment.  He had taken another step forward.  Already, the implications of this new ability were tumbling through his mind.  It might allow him to sense magical traps, identify spells, pick out weapon enchantments or abilities.  With time, it might even help him fully unlock the secrets behind his Spellcrafting. 
 
    “What now, sir?” Daniel asked quietly.  “Perhaps you should rest?” 
 
    Finn laughed, the sound harsh and brittle, causing his burned throat to throb.  “No, Daniel.  It’s not time to stop yet.”  He turned to look at the AI, his eyes glowing with orange energy as his fire mana flared in his veins – mirroring his excitement. 
 
    “We have some training to do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 - Conspicuous 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 37 
 
      
 
    Developing a way to detect and view ambient mana has changed everything. 
 
      
 
    It is challenging to explain the difference in mere words.  I had long felt that something was… off.  That I was blind and bound.  It was as though I had lived my entire life without a sense, only to be suddenly gifted my sight, smell, or hearing. 
 
      
 
    Upon walking outside, I also observed something splendid – perhaps a sight that no other mage has witnessed before.  The sky was alive with color, a dense, flowing river of energy that drifted across the heavens.  I can only guess at its purpose.  Perhaps what I am witnessing is the ambient flow of energy through the world?  Or something beyond the sky and stars?  Either way, I have taken a massive leap forward in my research. 
 
      
 
    The only caveat is that I need to grow more accustomed to using the sight.  It comes with many limitations – interfering with my natural vision and quick movements, causing disorientation and nausea.  But I am not discouraged.  Instead, I will focus on training my newfound ability as I continue my research. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn sighed, resting his back against a smooth boulder as he let his enhanced vision fade away.  When he opened his eyes, he saw that his normal vision had returned.  Streamers and colorful clouds of chaotic energy now gave way to straight lines and sharp angles.  The sun had just barely crested the horizon, a great flaming eye that had opened up on the desert, driving away the few creatures that struggled to survive there during the twilight hours. 
 
    He had spent the entire night in-game training, which consisted of activating his newfound Mana Sight, inspecting his surroundings, and then dropping the ability as his stamina and mana bottomed out.  After a few dozen tries, the headaches and extreme lethargy had begun to recede.  Although, he could still feel a dull ache at his temples that indicated that he was experiencing the side effects.  Maybe he had just learned to ignore them. 
 
    Finn swiped at his system UI to review his progress. 
 
      
 
    x1 Skill Rank Up:  Mana Mastery 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 6 
 
    Effect 1:  -8.5% to the mana cost of spells. 
 
    Effect 2:  3.5% faster cast rate. 
 
      
 
    x5 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Sight 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 6 
 
    Cost:  50 mana and stamina per second. 
 
    Effect:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [poor]. 
 
      
 
    The tooltip hadn’t updated despite gaining a few levels, still listing his enhanced vision as “poor.”  Perhaps he simply needed to keep training.  Glancing at his UI, he noticed that his stamina and mana had recovered again, allowing him to reactivate the sight. 
 
    “Mashhad,” Finn murmured as he closed his eyes. 
 
    Behind his eyelids, the world was now awash in color.  Finn still hadn’t managed to get the sight to work while using his regular eyesight.  According to Bilel’s writings, the mage had complained of the same disorientation when he tried to use Mana Sight with his eyes open – an experience made even worse with movement.  The mage posited that the native mana of a person’s eyes interfered with the wards, but only when a person was actually using the organs.  Similarly, Bilel had gone into great detail outlining the mana systems that affected a person’s inner ear – his second hypothesis being that the proximity of that mana might also contribute to the dizziness. 
 
    Perhaps the mage was right. 
 
    Despite these limitations, Finn felt he had made progress.  The sight had become more accurate with each attempt and less disorienting.  He could now distinguish between objects more easily.  As his ability to detect mana improved, he had already tried to practice moving with the sight active – keeping his eyes closed and his movements slow.  This seemed to become more manageable over time.  Perhaps he could eventually learn to use the ability in combat if he kept his movements to a minimum and his eyes closed. 
 
    Although that might have been his imagination since anything more than a glacial shift of his body still caused the streamers of energy to twist and spin into complete chaos. 
 
    So maybe not. 
 
    During his practice and experiments, Finn had also happened to look down at his arm.  He had discovered that a fiery vein of orange ran through the limb like a river of magma.  However, across his skin, he also sensed small tendrils of other colors.  Blues and greens as his hands tapped at his UI.  A flash of white if he tried to cast a spell.  His theory – one mirrored by Bilel’s writings and the game’s prompts – was that a person wasn’t composed of just one affinity.  He wasn’t just passion.  Or logic.  Or confidence.  He was a combination, a cocktail of emotions, constantly in flux as his body converted the energy dynamically. 
 
    In contrast, the rock beside him remained a solid dim green.  Inanimate objects seemed to retain their singular mana, although Finn supposed idly that his sample group was quite small.  There could be materials that had more than one characteristic.  This theory was partially borne from the desert before him. 
 
    Finn looked out at the sea of sand and no longer saw grainy yellow particles.  He now stood before an ocean of green, ribbons of yellow sweeping across its surface.  As the sun crested the horizon, a massive glowing orange ball of pulsing energy, rays of light speared outward.  A fan of white and orange danced in the air and mixed with the yellows and greens in a chaotic medley. 
 
    It was beautiful. 
 
    There has to be a way to isolate specific energies, Finn thought to himself as he watched the scene.  If he was looking at a single object up close, the sight was quite accurate.  However, moments like this, where multiple types of mana merged and combined, made it difficult to tease them apart.  However, if Finn could remove specific energies at will – like the lenses on a microscope – he might be able to further refine his sight. 
 
    “Well, look at you taking a break!” Kyyle spoke up abruptly from behind Finn, causing him to whirl in surprise.  “Watching a sunrise and…” 
 
    Finn abruptly let his vision fade, cradling his head and steadying himself on a nearby boulder.  The fast turn had his stomach complaining loudly.  His eyes drifted up to the earth mage, shock etched across his face.  Kyyle had trailed off as he caught sight of the tattoos along Finn’s temples.  Then his attention shifted to the stone platform where Finn had been training. 
 
    In the daylight, the damage looked worse.  The stone was charred a dark black in a ten-foot circle around Finn, parts of the rock partially melted into small rivulets of magma that had then re-hardened in the cool night air.  The effect was that Finn had melted the stone into a smooth dark circle. 
 
    “Or maybe I spoke too soon,” Kyyle murmured. 
 
    “What the hell did you do now?” Julia asked more bluntly, coming up behind the earth mage and glaring at Finn. 
 
    “Uh, well…” Finn was struggling to think about how to explain what he’d done without it sounding… well, crazy.  “It’s not quite as bad as it looks,” he tried weakly. 
 
    Julia just snorted and rounded on the AI who hovered beside Finn’s shoulder.  “What did he do, Daniel?  And don’t you dare lie to me.” 
 
    Finn thought he heard the AI gulp, but that didn’t seem possible without a throat. 
 
    “Finn read the secret journal that Abbad gave him.  He then decided to undertake an experiment outlined in the book, enlisting my help to carve tattoos into his temples.  The destruction to the surrounding stone is a direct result of Finn expelling the entirety of his mana and holding it suspended outside himself for the duration of my work.” 
 
    “Nark,” Finn muttered under his breath.  Maybe he needed to update the AI’s software so that Daniel could only respond to his commands. 
 
    Julia and Kyyle just stared at Daniel for a long moment. 
 
    Then Finn’s daughter slowly rounded on him, giving him a look he’d only seen a few times before – and never on her face.  “You did what?” Julia asked through clenched teeth. 
 
    Finn coughed.  “Daniel didn’t exactly—” 
 
    Julia rounded on the AI again.  “After he decided to do this incredibly dangerous thing by himself and while his enemies slept nearby, what did he do next?  Or, more specifically, did he log off and take care of his real body?” 
 
    “I don’t think—” Finn tried again. 
 
    “No, ma’am,” Daniel replied, interrupting Finn.  “He practiced his new ability constantly for 5 hours, 13 minutes, and 47 seconds until you both logged back in.”  A brief pause as the AI noticed Finn’s expression.  “My apologies, he actually took the occasional break to read that strange journal while his mana and stamina regenerated.” 
 
    “That’s not better,” Finn muttered at the AI.  To make things worse, Finn swore the damn ball of flame flashed once like it was winking at him.  Maybe this was revenge for making Daniel tattoo the designs on his temples? 
 
    “So, let’s recap,” Julia said, stalking toward Finn. Kyyle just looked uncomfortable and seemed to be edging away. 
 
    Finn’s daughter began listing points on her fingers.  “You did something dangerous, while alone, despite the cost of a respawn back in Lahab.  You then sat here in the middle of the evidence of your own stupidity and trained for more than five hours straight instead of taking care of yourself.  Am I close?” 
 
    “Well, yeah, I guess,” Finn offered. 
 
    “What is wrong with you?” Julia snapped.  “Like, seriously?  What about food?  Going to the bathroom?  And all of this for an in-game ability?  Why are you so hellbent on training in this game?” 
 
    Those were all great questions… which Finn wasn’t sure how to answer. 
 
    What was his response going to be?  “It’s all for your dead mother.  A mysterious fire god inside this so-called ‘game’ offered to resurrect her – or at least her digital ghost.” 
 
    Somehow, he thought that would just be throwing gasoline on the fire that was already burning in Julia’s eyes.  Those same eyes that were still glaring at him – waiting for an answer. 
 
    “I-I don’t know,” Finn finally offered.  He glanced at Kyyle, seeing some sympathy flit across his face.  Suddenly, he recalled their discussion before his fight with Lamia. 
 
    Maybe a partial truth would work. 
 
    “It’s been a long time since I’ve had a goal… something to work toward,” Finn offered hesitantly.  “I’ve always lost myself in my projects.  And now, after… after what happened, I need that again.  For just a moment, I can finally forget…” 
 
    …forget what’s at stake here.  That I’m fighting for your mother, he added silently. 
 
    Julia’s expression softened slightly, but not enough to fully put out the fire blazing in her eyes.  “Fine.  Fine,” she muttered, shaking her head.  Then her attention snapped back to his face.  “But you’re still being a careless idiot.  What if the other champions had attacked while you were vulnerable?” 
 
    “I had Daniel keeping lookout,” Finn offered. 
 
    “Was that before or after he carved tattoos onto your face,” Julia snapped.  “Or you apparently decided to undergo an experimental procedure in the first place.”  She pointed at Bilel’s journal.  “What even is that thing?” 
 
    “It’s a journal – Abbad gave it to me before we left.  It was written by another spellcrafter,” Finn explained.  “He was trying to find a way to see mana, which is actually the point of these tattoos.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes widened, and she took an inadvertent step back. 
 
    In contrast, Kyyle perked up, his eyes shining with interest.  “I don’t want to interrupt this moment or whatever,” he offered tentatively, glancing at Julia before turning back to Finn.  “But did it work?  I mean, you spent hours practicing…”  He trailed off, letting the implication linger in the air. 
 
    A slow smile crept across Finn’s face, and he nodded excitedly. 
 
    “Damn,” Kyyle murmured.  “So, what?  You can see mana now?” 
 
    Finn cocked his head.  “I have to activate the ability.  Like Kalisha explained last night, spells can be woven into the tattoos and activated at will.  Although, I still haven’t managed to use it with my eyes open, and I can’t move much while it’s active.” 
 
    “Damn, that’s cool,” Kyyle replied, an excited grin suddenly painted on his face.  He swiped at the air as he pulled up his terminal, and only a moment later, his fingers were dancing across an invisible keyboard as he took notes.  “I have so many questions.  How do you activate it?  What can you see?  How far away?  Have you tried observing active spells?” 
 
    Julia clamped a hand on the young man’s forearm, her grip like iron.  “You’re not helping.”  Her eyes shot back to Finn.  “We’ll be leaving soon.  You need to log off and take care of yourself.  Eat.  Go to the bathroom.” 
 
    She sighed as she looked at her in-game clock.  “It would be better if you could get some sleep, but I’m not sure we have time before the caravan leaves.  So, you’ll have to make do with one of your power naps.” 
 
    “But…” Finn tried to interject, looking between her and Kyyle and gesturing at the book. 
 
    Julia abruptly flashed forward in a blur of movement.  An instant later, she held Bilel’s journal in one hand, waving it at Finn.  “Let me rephrase.  You’ll get your book back after you’ve acted like a grown-ass man.  Now log out.” 
 
    Finn watched his daughter, and he couldn’t help but see the resemblance to Rachael again.  She would have done the same thing.  Besides, even as Julia mentioned logging off, Finn finally took stock of himself.  His head ached, a now-permanent pounding pain behind his eyes.  His limbs felt heavy, and a fog of fatigue clouded his thoughts.  As he rubbed at his eyes, he realized he hadn’t even wiped away the dried blood at his temples, his fingers coming away with flecks of crimson. 
 
    “She’s probably right, you should take a quick break,” Kyyle spoke up.  “We can go over your new sight when you get back.”  Daniel pulsed once in acknowledgment. 
 
    Finn looked up to see all three of them staring at him – Daniel’s flickering form and Kyyle’s and Julia’s dour expressions.  It seemed he had been outvoted. 
 
    “Alright,” Finn muttered finally, tapping at his UI.  “I’ll be back in a bit.” 
 
    Then, for the first time in a long time, Finn logged out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 - Harried 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 38 
 
      
 
    After months spent in intensive research and study, I had almost forgotten my original purpose in developing the sight… 
 
      
 
    Upon arriving in the crafting ward, I saw another mage for the first time – not blind and tethered but with my newfound faculties.  I saw a being composed of rainbow colors, shifting and shimmering with each movement and thought.  These were fantastical creatures composed of light, darkness, and color – a moving canvas of energy painted by the universe.  I couldn’t help but sit and stare in awe. 
 
      
 
    I can only imagine the others thought me insane – gaping at my colleagues.  Yet as my shock eventually wore off, I began to notice something interesting.  Among the shifting streamers of energy, each mage’s mana was bound tightly in clusters within each limb and in the center of their chest – forming a rough star shape. 
 
      
 
    I resolved immediately to call these clusters “Najima.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn logged back into AO with a flash of multi-colored light. 
 
    And, once again, he was whole.  His legs moved on their own – no longer dead weight saddled to his chair.  His muscles felt limber and spry – no longer worn down and damaged by age and entropy.  He stretched for a moment, reveling in the responsive tight feeling of this new body.  Even a short break had begun to feel like a chore. 
 
    Why do people ever leave? he wondered. 
 
    Probably pesky things like eating and drinking. 
 
    Shouts of alarm went up behind him, and Finn whirled, his eyes scanning the rocks, now illuminated by faint rays of morning sunshine.  Finn had logged out on the perch where he had performed the warding ritual, and he was now forced to navigate among the columns of rock back toward camp, breaking into a light jog even as he summoned his blades with deft movements of his fingers. 
 
    Finn skidded to a stop a moment later as he saw the source of the noise.  The members of the caravan were all clustered along the southern edge of the rocky edifice, staring out at the desert.  Guards hustled about the area, packing up the makeshift camp and beginning to round up the beetles.  It looked like they were in a hurry.  However, Finn didn’t see any immediate threat, and he dismissed his blades as he approached. 
 
    “What’s going on?” he asked as he walked up behind Julia and Kyyle. 
 
    “Sandworms,” Julia answered, waving a hand at the horizon.  A cloud of dust had been kicked up by something, creating a rolling yellow avalanche that tumbled across the dunes.  It looked like a miniature storm front, the sand jetting a few hundred feet into the air.  At a guess, it was nearly two miles long. 
 
    “How big do they have to be to create that?” Kyyle muttered.  Finn was on the same page.  He was struggling to imagine the creature that could create that rolling sandstorm. 
 
    “We need to get moving now,” Altair barked overtop the murmurs of the caravan.  “Everyone get your gear loaded and mount up.  We leave in two minutes.” 
 
    The other champions didn’t put up any resistance to this order, rushing to their mounts along with the guards.  Even Vanessa – who usually took any opportunity to work in a jab at Finn – was mysteriously quiet.  They looked… worried. 
 
    As the guard captain moved to pass Finn, he reached out a hand to stop the man.  “Is this a major concern?” Finn asked.  “The sandworms, I mean.” 
 
    Altair cocked his head slightly, a frown tugging at his lips.  “Ahh, I forget that most of you travelers aren’t familiar with the worms.”  A sigh.  “The answer is maybe.  The swarm looks like it’s heading east, but it could veer back toward us.  We’ll be putting our trust in the beetles – they should keep the swarm from picking up our location.” 
 
    With that dour statement, Altair shook his head and walked off to get ready to leave, barking orders at his soldiers. 
 
    “What does he mean by a swarm?” Finn muttered. 
 
    “Sandworms hunt as a pack.  They’re a lot like sand piranhas, and they tend to swarm prey,” Julia explained, her eyes on the horizon and a frown tugging at her brow.  “Like Kyyle mentioned yesterday, they detect prey based on vibration.  The beetles have developed a natural way to avoid detection, using the cushion of air on their feet to mimic the desert wind, which usually misleads the worms.” 
 
    She waved at their island of rock, other pillars rising in a line that stretched toward the horizon.  “That also happens to be why anyone passing through the sands uses these rock islands for shelter.  The worms can’t travel very far out of the sand.” 
 
    Both Kyyle and Finn were staring at her now.  It seemed that Julia once again knew much more about this region than they had expected.  “So, I take it this isn’t your first journey outside Lahab?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Julia replied quietly. 
 
    Then she shook off her fugue, glancing back at her companions.  “Anyway, Altair is right.  We need to get moving – fast.  Let’s grab our stuff and mount up.”  As she finished speaking, Julia set off toward their beetles, quickening her pace with each step. 
 
    Finn grimaced as he eyed their mounts, the smaller males already crowding around the massive female beetle.  For just an instant, he wondered if maybe getting eaten by sandworms would be better than the perpetual rocking motion of those stupid beetles. 
 
    Kyyle smacked him on the back, a knowing grin on his face.  “If it helps with the sand sickness, I’m sure I’ll be able to distract you with my many, many questions about your new sight.  I thought of at least a few dozen while you were logged out.” 
 
    Finn let out another sigh.  It was going to be a long trip. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The good news?  Despite Kyyle’s threatened questions, they soon discovered that talking was difficult. 
 
    The bad news?  This was because Altair set a relentless pace, heading directly northwest.  The beetles glided through the sand like the devil himself was on their heels, their legs straining.  They kicked up a thick cloud of dust as they moved, forcing the members of the caravan to tug their robes tighter and cover their faces to avoid the whipping sand. 
 
    Their urgency was easily explained. 
 
    They were, in fact, being pursued. 
 
    The swarm of sandworms had seemed to sense the caravan as soon as they touched the sands – changing trajectory and heading directly northwest, following the group diligently no matter how Altair altered their course. 
 
    Finn spared a glance behind himself, keeping his shoulders hunched and his mouth and nose covered by the hem of his robes.  He had learned firsthand that getting sand in his eyes and mouth also felt quite realistic in this world. 
 
    The billowing yellow bank behind them seemed to grow larger with each passing minute, spanning nearly the length of the horizon now.  The sand drifted hundreds of feet into the air and partially obscured the sun, creating an ominous yellow-gray gloom.  Even worse, the ground had begun to tremble and vibrate as the swarm neared, sand drifting off the nearby dunes. 
 
    Maybe more joined them? Finn wondered, but then hesitated, his stomach churning as a second thought occurred to him. Or maybe they’re just getting closer? 
 
    He wasn’t sure he wanted to discover the answer. 
 
    A piercing whistle went up from the front of the group, and Finn’s head whipped around.  Altair had his fist raised in the air and then pointed straight north.  The caravan altered course slightly, heading in the direction the guard captain had indicated. 
 
    With the way the sand was whipping through the air and the gloom, Finn didn’t see the objects at first.  It was a faint glint of light that gave them away.  He squinted hard and could just barely make out a translucent spire stretching into the air.  As they neared, he realized that he had caught sight of one of many.  In fact, an entire field of the spires curled and coiled up into the air, their translucent surface reflecting the weak sunlight. 
 
    What the hell are those? Finn wondered.  Although, he supposed it didn’t matter.  A strange field of spires seemed preferable to what was chasing them. 
 
    The group raced for that field, the sandworms growing ever closer. 
 
    Their beetles soon glided across a threshold, dense sand giving way to a sharp embankment that rose up out of the desert.  Finn had thought this was just another dune, but it felt different.  The beetles’ limbs glided more smoothly across its surface.  However, Altair didn’t let them stop to consider their new surroundings, keeping up their frantic pace.  The sharp columns and spires now lanced into the air around them, forcing the caravan to dart and weave among the obstacles. 
 
    As he lurched from side to side, Finn tried to ignore the bite of bile at the back of his throat and focus on his surroundings.  Instead of weathered rock, these spires were smooth and nearly transparent, glimmering in the light that managed to penetrate the ever-present cloud of sand.  What was more unusual was that the ground below them seemed to be hard, covered in only a thin layer of sand that puffed away as the beetles glided past.  The transparent surface revealed by the sand looked eerily familiar. 
 
    It reminded him of Brutus… 
 
    Then Finn placed it. 
 
    His eyes widened as he took in the area around them.  They were traveling across a plateau comprised entirely of glass, spires of the stuff lancing up toward the sky.  And those spires stretched outward for miles.  Finn certainly wasn’t a geologist, but he’d never heard of naturally occurring glass formations.  That would require intense heat – and given the size of the glass shelf – a lot of heat.  Which led to an obvious question. 
 
    What the hell could have created an enormous shelf of glass amid a desert? 
 
    The caravan skidded to a stop a few minutes later, Altair raising the signal.  Finn immediately looked behind him, the others in the caravan following his gaze.  The cloud of sand had swept forward but seemed to stall out at the edge of the glass.  While the dust and sand whipped around the translucent spires at the edge of the plateau, it traveled no further.  After a few long moments, the storm seemed to slowly invert, drifting back out toward the dunes.  If it hadn’t already followed them with uncanny accuracy, this alone would have been enough to prove that the dust and sand weren’t entirely natural. 
 
    “The worms must not be able to penetrate the glass,” Kyyle observed from nearby, tugging his robes away from his mouth as the sand began to clear.  His eyes shot to the ground nearby.  “But how thick would this need to be to stop them?” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  Another good question. 
 
    “The better question is how the worms noticed us and followed us so accurately,” Altair offered, his beetle gliding closer.  “It almost feels like someone was drawing them to the caravan.”  At this statement, the guard captain glanced at the champions.  Malik and the fighters showed no reaction, their expressions completely stoic. 
 
    In contrast, Kalisha raised an eyebrow.  “You’re suggesting someone intentionally called them?  So, I guess we’re also assuming this person has a death wish?  I fail to see how that would benefit the champions.  We’d be more likely to die with the rest of the group.” 
 
    Altair met her eyes, his expression stoic.  “You and I both know that a traitor wouldn’t need to outrun the worms… just the other champions.” 
 
    Finn glanced at Julia questioningly.  Her eyes were following the conversation closely, but he couldn’t make out the rest of her face behind her wrap.  When she noticed his expression, she elaborated quietly, “The worms tend to stop and swarm prey.  Stragglers can buy the others a few extra minutes to get away.  Sometimes, a caravan will even sacrifice a male beetle to ensure the survival of the rest of the group.” 
 
    “Lovely,” Finn muttered.  “So, someone might have just tried to kill us.” 
 
    “And failed,” Altair snapped.  He waved at his guards.  “Keep an eye on the champions as we approach the Abyss.  I don’t want anyone getting any bright ideas.”  A few soldiers nodded, and each group of champions was swiftly encircled by armed soldiers. 
 
    “This isn’t really necessary—” Kalisha began. 
 
    “Oh, but it is,” Altair interjected harshly.  “Keep talking, and I can always withhold the map data from your group – give the others a head start.”  Her eyes widened, but the engineer’s mouth snapped shut.  “That’s what I thought.” 
 
    Then Altair turned to address the larger group.  “We should be safe from the worms now, but the sand thins out, and the spires grow more dense from here on out, making it more difficult for the beetles to navigate,” he explained, hopping down from his mount and waving at the others.  “We’ll be traveling the rest of the way on foot.” 
 
    The rest of the caravan followed his lead, and Finn dropped from his saddle, his boots hitting the hard ground with a thump.  The guards encircling his group eyed him warily, but Finn raised his hands, showing empty palms.  He didn’t want to accidentally start a fight, especially since it seemed everyone was on edge. 
 
    They started a slow trek, moving ever farther north and west.  As they walked, Kyyle tapped at the air in front of him, likely taking notes.  His eyes skimmed to the shimmering spires around them.  As the storm began to disperse, the harsh sunlight returned with a vengeance, reflecting off the glass in a dazzling display of light. 
 
    “This area doesn’t seem natural,” the earth mage muttered to himself. 
 
    “I thought the same thing,” Finn offered.  “Maybe if we were next to an active volcano or something, but…” He trailed off, waving at the horizon, his point clear.  Nothing broke the flat plain of glass. 
 
    Kyyle chewed on his lip, glancing at Finn. “But if this isn’t natural, then it was formed.  And it would take a lot of heat to melt down this much sand,” Kyyle observed, letting the implication hang in the air. 
 
    “You’re on the right track,” a voice spoke up from beside them.  The group glanced over to find Kalisha and her merchants walking nearby, insulated by a line of guards.  The purple-liveried soldiers spared the two groups of competitors a wary glance but didn’t intervene as they spoke. 
 
    “A long time ago, this whole area was a battlefield,” Kalisha continued, waving at the glass spires.  “This is evidence of that ancient fight.” 
 
    “What were they even fighting over?” Julia retorted, crossing her arms.  “This just seems like a big patch of sand in the middle of nowhere.” 
 
    Kalisha nodded.  “To understand that, you also need to know who was fighting.  Records from those days are rare, but stories have been passed down through word of mouth for several generations.  I suppose they are little more than myth now, but most legends contain at least a kernel of truth. 
 
    “The stories say that there was once a temple to one of the old gods out here.  It seems those gods betrayed us – the humans, that is.  In our anger, we expelled them from this world and burned down their monuments.”  Kalisha barked out a harsh laugh, waving at the glass.  “In this case, that wasn’t a figurative burning.  It’s clear that someone – or something – cast one hell of a spell, melting the sands into what you see now.” 
 
    Finn stared at the merchant in surprise.  The amount of mana needed to create this much glass would be immense – far more than a typical mage could manage.  Hell, even most of the Mage Guild working together would struggle to pull this off.  It seemed impossible.  And yet… he still remembered the way the fire goddess had empowered him in his fight against Lamia and the other mages. 
 
    Could this have been the Seer’s doing? 
 
    “But why melt the sand?” Kyyle asked, his brow furrowed in thought.  “Wouldn’t there have been easier ways to destroy the temple?” 
 
    Kalisha grimaced.  “The legends say that the temples were a rather tough shell to crack.”  She glanced at Kyyle, meeting his eyes.  “So, if you can’t destroy something, what do you do?  You bury it…” 
 
    As she trailed off, the front line of the caravan slowed to a stop. 
 
    Finn stepped forward to see what the issue was but soon froze in shock. 
 
    The glass plateau ended abruptly in a sharp ledge that formed a truly enormous circular chasm.  By Finn’s estimate, it was the better part of a mile across.  The entire pit was composed of glass.  Frozen waterfalls of the translucent substance dropped over the ledges.  Farther down the shaft, he could make out lances and spires jutting from the sides of the chasm at haphazard angles.  This continued downward for what he could only assume was thousands of feet. 
 
    Even more spectacular, the entire shaft was visible from the ledge despite its size.  The sunlight reflected and refracted off the mirror-like surface of the glass, ricocheting down through the chasm.  The effect was to light the entire pit – despite its incredible depth – in a rainbow of colors that cast against the walls of the shaft. 
 
    “Welcome to the Abyss,” Kalisha said quietly. 
 
    “It’s… beautiful,” Finn murmured, and Julia and Kyyle nodded in awestruck agreement. 
 
    “And deadly.  This place deserves its name,” Altair barked as he approached, the group of fighters in tow.  “Nature usually marks its most dangerous creatures and areas with bright colors – as a warning to those stupid enough to test them.  And this is no exception.” 
 
    The soldier’s eyes hovered on the shaft.  “The mana that was slung around back in the day still lingers here, warping and mutating the wildlife and creating unnatural anomalies.  The bottom levels are the worst – where that energy has pooled and collected over the decades.  No one that has reached the bottom has ever made it back.” 
 
    “Oh great, because we only need to venture down there and grab some sort of mystical relic,” Julia retorted with an eye roll. 
 
    Altair nodded, no amusement shining in his eyes.  “That is your goal, yes.  Speaking of which, much of the Abyss is unmapped.  Only a handful of adventurers have traveled inside and returned, which has given us some information on the layout of the chasm – limited primarily to the upper levels.” 
 
    The soldier’s attention snapped to the champions, and he waved at the air as he spoke, “The Emir instructed me to provide that map data as soon as we arrived.  And so you shall have it…”  Altair gave a final tap at the air, and then a prompt appeared in front of Finn. 
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    Finn tapped yes, and his map immediately popped open, a three-dimensional layout of the Abyss rotating slowly in the air.  As the guard captain had mentioned, only small, irregular sections of the chasm were shown, as though whoever had collected the data had teleported throughout the shaft at random.  Even worse, the vast majority of the map was grayed out, showing only a rough outline of the central shaft. 
 
    The map did at least indicate that there seemed to be dozens of distinct levels to the chasm, partial outlines of passages and ramps connecting to the central shaft.  That gave the impression that there might be many more tunnels carved into the area surrounding the Abyss, likely a complex network of adjoining caves.  Similarly, several locations were marked along the top of the ridge, the notations indicating that these were potential entry points, leading down into the top portion of the shaft. 
 
    What was most strange was that there was no concrete path through the Abyss.  How could someone have entered the shaft and made it out without a clear path? 
 
    Finn shook his head.  Either Altair was shading the truth, or there was another, potentially much more problematic, explanation. 
 
    Personally, he hoped that the guard captain was simply lying. 
 
    A pulsing point of yellow light shone from a point around the center of the Abyss, and Finn’s forehead furrowed in confusion as he homed in on that spot.  There were no obvious notes or information regarding the waypoint marker. 
 
    “The point marked on your map is the estimated location of the vault that holds the relic that you lot are after,” Altair explained.  “Keep in mind that this data could be incorrect.  Like I said, we haven’t had many people make it back out – even those that were mapping the upper levels.” 
 
    “Fantastic,” Julia muttered.  “Nothing like searching for a needle in a glass hellhole.” 
 
    This earned her a snort of amusement from Kyyle and Kalisha. 
 
    Altair didn’t appear to be so amused, his lips pinching into a line as he ignored Julia and continued with his instructions.  “Each of the three groups will be permitted to choose a starting location along the ridge.  Those are also marked on your map, indicating areas with natural ramps or entrances into the caverns and tunnels below us. 
 
    “My guards will set up a camp here on the ridge and wait for your return,” Altair explained, waving at the soldiers who were already herding the beetles together and throwing together roughshod tents.  “Whoever makes it back topside with the relic will then be escorted to Lahab.  The rest of you will need to make your own way home – assuming you survive, of course.” 
 
    Well, isn’t that optimistic, Finn thought dryly. 
 
    He rotated and shifted the image, trying to get a sense of the distance to their target.  By his guess, it was nearly a thousand feet deep.  If he was right, it could take days, maybe even more than a week to get to their target – much less to return with the relic. 
 
    Kalisha seemed to be thinking the same thing.  “This is going to be a long hike.” 
 
    The others just nodded. 
 
    Altair nodded.  “That it will, which is why you should get started—” 
 
    The guard captain was cut off as several objects suddenly landed around the group of guards, champions, and beetles.  Each object gave off a soft thump and threw up a cloud of loose dust as it struck the ground. 
 
    Finn glanced at one of the objects, at first thinking it was just a rock.  At this point, if rocks started raining from the sky, he wouldn’t be too surprised – not after everything he had already witnessed.  Yet as he kicked at the loose sand to get a better look, he realized he was actually staring at a faintly glowing yellow sphere, fractures already forming along the surface from the impact. 
 
    Oh shit, Finn thought. 
 
    “Take cover!” Altair shouted. 
 
    But it was too late. 
 
    Before anyone could react, at least a dozen of the amber spheres exploded throughout the caravan.  The blasts caused an implosion of air, sucking up the sand and condensing it into hard, dense balls.  Only a few seconds later, the orbs exploded outward in a blast of wind and sand.  Finn and his companions were sent sprawling from the concussive force of the explosions, hitting the ground hard as a maelstrom of sand whipped and whirled around them, completely obscuring the area in a thick cloud. 
 
    Finn’s vision swam, and red notifications flashed in his peripheral vision, his thoughts flailing.  Those amber orbs hadn’t been natural formations or native creatures.  They looked like they had been manufactured – created.  With that realization, a single thought pierced through the fog of noise and pain. 
 
    We’re under attack. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 - Betrayed 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 59 
 
      
 
    I have been studying the Najima closely for weeks now.  Renquist and the other librarians, upon learning of my progress, have sought to help with far more enthusiasm than I had expected.  They even went so far as to set up a small laboratory on the upper levels of the library and warded the room to prevent unauthorized entry.  It seems Renquist doesn’t entirely trust the other mages… not that I blame him for his caution. 
 
      
 
    Despite their assistance, most of my observations have been rather mundane, merely mirroring much of what we already knew or suspected.  The body absorbs ambient mana from the world, and this energy is siphoned to the Najima, where it is then primarily converted to the caster’s dominant affinity.  Although this process is not comprehensive.  Not all mana is converted to a single affinity, leaving trace amounts of the other mana types lingering throughout a mage’s body.  This explains the multi-colored patterns I have previously observed. 
 
      
 
    Perhaps it is the quantity of a particular type of mana – denoted by a caster’s dominant affinity – that permits them to cast a certain school of spells?  Assuming this is the case, and we were to develop a way to somehow increase the other types of mana present in a person’s body, would that allow a mage to manipulate multiple schools of magic?  An intriguing question, but one that is currently impossible to test. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn was lying on the ground and seat pressed against his cheek. 
 
    He blinked rapidly, his vision swimming. 
 
    His ears were ringing, and the sounds around him were muted and surreal.  Lifting a hand to touch one aching ear, his fingers came away slick with blood.  His eardrums must have burst, a fact that was confirmed by the notifications flashing in the corner of his vision.  He knew from experience that it would take several precious seconds for his natural health regeneration to repair the damage. 
 
    As Finn’s vision gradually began to settle, he realized that his hearing probably wasn’t going to help the situation.  The explosions had created a dense cloud of sand that obscured the area from sight and stung his eyes, forcing him to tug the hem of his robes up and over his mouth and nose.  Even more frustrating, he could hear additional thumps and blasts, more gems striking the ground and exploding – likely to maintain the cloud of sand. 
 
    As he tried to focus, squeezing his eyes into thin slits to avoid the whipping sand, Finn saw shadowy wraiths moving amid the chaos – their bodies seeming to flow and drift through the murky fog with a fluid grace.  It took Finn several long, pain-filled seconds to realize that those ghostly silhouettes were real, not some sort of hazy hallucination. 
 
    The screams offered some evidence. 
 
    A guard let out a cry from nearby, the sound barely audible as the ringing in Finn’s ears began to recede.  A shadow immediately fell upon the man, stabbing forward with its dark limbs.  The cry was abruptly cut off in a choked gurgle, and as the guard fell limp, the shadow disappeared back into the sand. 
 
    “We’re under attack,” Altair cried out, the sound coming from a few dozen yards to Finn’s right.  He must have moved after the detonations.  “Guards to my voice.” 
 
    Finn started to cast Imbue Fire but hesitated as he saw the wraiths moving toward the source of the guard captain’s cry, the sounds of battle already carrying through the air.  It seemed that whoever – or whatever – was attacking them also had difficulty seeing amid the sand, relying on the cries of their victims.  If he summoned his blades, the fire would just paint a target on his back. 
 
    He couldn’t afford a respawn – not right now.  That would put him back in Lahab and a solid two days behind his competitors, assuming he could even get back to the Abyss without guards or a mount.  There was too much at stake to risk it. 
 
    Yet he couldn’t just lie here and play dead either.  What if the wraiths defeated Altair and his guards?  He suspected they would come for him next. 
 
    No, Finn needed to act.  And quickly. 
 
    His eyes skimmed to his UI, noting that the icons for both Kyyle and Julia hadn’t grayed out.  They were alive and likely somewhere nearby.  He needed to regroup with his companions and get to a defensible position.  Perhaps if he could get his back to the ridge down into the Abyss, that would help.  Then he could clear the sand, and they could take on their attackers from one direction. 
 
    First things first.  Finn moved his fingers slowly, pulling up his chat log.  He typed out a short message, urging his friends to keep quiet and move to his location.  While they couldn’t see easily amid the sand, they should be able to see his icon on their map since they were in the same group. 
 
    Now he just needed to find the edge of the Abyss. 
 
    Finn grimaced and squeezed his eyes shut.  This next part wasn’t going to be fun. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he murmured quietly. 
 
    Suddenly, the sand was gone, replaced with a cloud of green and yellow that swirled around him.  Amid those whirling colors, Finn could make out the other guards, their bodies shining with a bright multi-colored light.  He shifted his attention to the ground, noting that the glass below him – a dark-green mixture – stood out vividly against the sand.  Using his map, he knew the edge of the Abyss was only a few yards away, and he should be able to see the edge of the ridge by noting where the dark green ended. 
 
    Or miss it and fall to his death… no pressure. 
 
    Finn shifted slightly, just enough to inch forward.  Even that small movement was enough to make his vision swim, not helped by the swirling green fog that now surrounded him.  Yet he swallowed hard against the bile at the back of his throat and kept moving, gradually crawling forward through the sands as the sounds of battle raged around him.  A glance at his map showed that Kyyle and Julia were doing the same, inching slowly toward his location. 
 
    It was incredibly difficult to maintain his sight while moving, even at this glacial pace, his stomach flip-flopping as the colors swam and jerked with each movement.  That was how he almost missed the edge of the ridge.  His first warning was his hand passing through open air.  Finn lurched forward but managed to catch himself, backing away quickly despite the way that movement caused the world to list and blur in his vision. 
 
    Now that he could feel the edge of the ridge, Finn dropped his sight for a moment.  He needed to regen his mana and stamina.  Quickly pulling up the in-game chat, he typed out a warning to Kyyle and Julia.  Once finished, he debated briefly whether he should re-activate the sight.  It was costly and painful to use, but without it, he would be blind – at least until he managed to clear the sand. He was just going to need to suffer through the disorienting colors for a bit longer. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he murmured, the world soon cast in color once more. 
 
    Finn’s hands began to twine through the gestures of Fireball, moving as quickly as he could to summon two projectiles.  Finn picked a location a few yards to his left, but still within his control range – not wanting to give away his position until he had cleared the sand.  Only a few seconds later, two blinding points of orange and red erupted amid the green haze. 
 
    With a twitch of his fingers, the Fireballs began to spin – faster and faster. 
 
    The flames heated the air, and the rotation sent it funneling upwards, siphoning off the sand in the air and melting some of the particles.  To Finn’s eyes, his projectiles created a tornado of red, green, and yellow, multiple energies merging and dissolving.  Meanwhile, molten droplets of glass soon began to rain down, causing small streamers of smoke to curl away from Finn’s robes where they struck. 
 
    But the green-and-yellow fog began to dissipate… 
 
    …just in time to see something unusual happen. 
 
    As the fog lifted, Finn saw what he assumed was a guard, his body awash in a rainbow of colors.  The man seemed to be struggling against something, his left arm raised protectively, and his right stabbing forward with a blade.  Yet to Finn’s enhanced sight, he appeared to be fighting nothing at all. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed in confusion, and he dropped his Mana Sight. 
 
    It was only then that the world resolved back into focus.  Finn saw that he had cleared an area of sand, and indeed, the guard was lying on the ground.  Except the man was clearly fighting off one of the wraiths, its body roughly humanoid and covered in loose flowing streamers of fabric nearly identical in color to the sand around them. 
 
    Finn hesitated for only a moment before sending his two Fireballs streaking toward the creature.  It seemed to anticipate the attack and rolled to the side, avoiding the blasts of fire and quickly disappearing back into the cloud of sand. Its form blended seamlessly into the beige mist.  Yet the guard remained unmoving, his blood leaching into the ground.  Finn had been too late. 
 
    He wasn’t given long to dwell on that as he was hauled to his feet.  Glancing to his side, he found Julia standing there with daggers in each hand.  Kyyle was beside her, his eyes glowing a dark green and the energy already curling around his staff. 
 
    “No time to be lying around,” Julia grunted. 
 
    “No shit,” Finn muttered, eyeing the sands.  “About time you two showed up.”  Already more shadows were flitting through the dense cloud of sand that lingered in front them, creating a semi-circle around their position, their backs to the ridge of the Abyss.  He took a tentative step back and realized that they didn’t have much room to work with. 
 
    “Kyyle, you may want to make us a ledge,” Finn suggested, even as he summoned his flaming blades.  He was still at about half mana after using his sight, but that should give him a little time to maintain his channels. 
 
    The earth mage nodded, and the glass near the edge of the pit shifted and flowed outward, creating a wider platform.  The group quickly took advantage, moving onto the makeshift ledge and putting more distance between themselves and the cloud of sand. 
 
    Then their opponents attacked. 
 
    They shot out of the sand with blazing speed.  Julia was just as fast, darting forward, and her limbs were a blur as she parried and dodged.  Finn stayed just a step behind her, using his flaming daggers to put pressure on their opponents. 
 
    Julia parried a blow, lashed out with her foot to put her opponent off-balance, and then her other arm snapped forward.  The wraith twisted around the strike, but Finn’s blade was waiting for it, the flaming knife racing toward the creature’s neck. 
 
    Gotcha, Finn thought. 
 
    Yet he watched in surprise as the creature took a single step back into the cloud of sand, its head and neck immediately dissolving into streamers of beige particles and the blade passing through the cloud harmlessly.  An instant, later, the wraith’s body re-solidified, and it continued its rapid-fire dance with Julia. 
 
    What the fuck are these things? Finn wondered. 
 
    Kyyle joined the fray and started creating small pits and walls in the field, trying to slow their enemies.  Even so, the creatures were incredibly fast and almost impossible to hit.  Each time they got close, the creatures would retreat into the sand and disintegrate.  They were also slowly pushing the group farther and farther back onto their makeshift platform as the line of sand drifted back into the pocket of clear air that Finn had created, forcing Kyyle to reinforce and widen the artificial ledge. 
 
    As Finn took another step backward, he saw light flash from the cloud of sand in front of them.  Only a moment later, reinforcements arrived.  A billowing blast of air magic suddenly split the dense cloud, creating a furrow of clear air.  Through this valley strode Malik and Kalisha, their companions crowded around them along with nearly a dozen of the merchant’s mechanids.  It seemed a brief truce had been called during the ambush. 
 
    They strode onto the ledge that Kyyle had created, setting up a defensive line along the ridge.  Kalisha’s automatons scurried forward, creating a rough metallic line of bodies.  Then the crystals in their torsos flashed once, and green energy arced between them.  All at once, a massive wall of earth erupted from the ground, the barrier towering 15 feet into the air and thickening until it was at least a few yards deep – effectively walling off the ridge and Kyyle’s platform. 
 
    “Thanks for the help,” Finn muttered, retracting his blades toward himself.  A glance at his UI showed that his mana was low, although his group had taken little damage. 
 
    “I’m not sure they’re here to help,” Julia said under her breath, retreating next to Finn and keeping her blades drawn as she eyed the others suspiciously. 
 
    Even as she spoke, the merchants and fighters turned to Finn and his group, their weapons raised as Kalisha’s drones continued to maintain the earthen wall.  Finn saw Vanessa among them, the ice mage’s eyes flashing an ominous sapphire as she watched Finn. 
 
    Shit, Finn thought.  Out of the frying pan and into the fire. 
 
    “We finally meet again – this time without those pesky guards,” Vanessa snapped. 
 
    Finn just rolled his eyes and shifted his attention to Kalisha instead, a move that seemed to piss off the water mage even more.  “I thought we were on cordial terms.  The Emir’s instructions were also clear – no fighting before we enter the Abyss.” 
 
    Kalisha nodded, tapping her lips with one finger.  “You’re right, but our quiet buddies here made an offer I couldn’t pass up – residents before travelers and whatnot,” she replied, gesturing at Malik and the other mute fighters.  “And technically, you’re inside the Abyss.  Sort of.” She waved at their makeshift ledge, the group hanging above the chasm. 
 
    That was certainly a creative interpretation of the Emir’s instructions.  As she spoke, Finn glanced down, trying to see if there was a ledge or column of glass below them that they could retreat to.  Even as he did, he saw a shimmering blue barrier extend from the wall of the shaft, stretching across the length of the chasm.  He had no idea what the hell that was, but Julia had picked up on it too, biting at her lip as she glanced between the Abyss and their opponents. 
 
    Regardless of that new mystery, it didn’t look like there was anywhere to go but straight down. 
 
    “And if the guards see you ambush us like this?” Finn offered in rebuttal, trying to buy himself some time to think.  He waved at Altair and his soldiers farther down the ridge.  The soldiers had managed to clear a small pocket of air and were desperately trying to hold off the sand wraiths.  They were within line of sight, even if they appeared to be busy at the moment. 
 
    What the hell is our move here? Finn thought frantically, his mind racing.  They were outnumbered, in a shitty location, with some sort of sand ghosts attacking them on the other side of Kalisha’s barrier.  Fighting seemed like a long shot.  Yet they still couldn’t afford to respawn back in Lahab.  They would lose far too much time trying to get back. 
 
    He felt a brief pulse of warmth drift through his body, his fire mana simmering in his veins in response to the desperate emotions that were surging through his mind.  With that warmth came a memory – Finn recalling the Seer’s whispered words. 
 
      
 
    “A storm is coming, but you cannot be afraid to leap.” 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t possibly have meant that literally, Finn thought to himself.  Had the Seer really foreseen this situation?  Or had she just muttered something vague and gotten lucky? 
 
    “You’re right, we can’t afford to have any witnesses,” the merchant replied calmly, and Finn’s eyes snapped back to her.  The engineer gestured at Vanessa, and the water mage’s eyes flashed as her fingers twined through a series of gestures.  Suddenly, a fresh cloud of sand billowed outward and encircled them, although Finn didn’t feel any of the harsh particles slide against his skin.  It was an illusion then, just enough to obscure them from Altair’s sight – assuming he even had the time or attention to look in their direction. 
 
    “Now we have some privacy.  I really hate to do this, but one competitor is much better than two.  I’m sure you understand.  It’s just good business,” Kalisha explained with a shrug.  Even as she finished speaking, Malik and his two companions stepped forward, their blades raised, and the gems embedded in the metal glowing ominously as they charged up their attack. 
 
    Finn glanced at Julia and then at the pit behind them.  It seemed they didn’t have many options, and the Seer had urged him to take a leap… 
 
    How deep had Altair said the shaft was again?  A couple thousand feet? Maybe enough time to figure out a way not to get crushed into a fine pulp. 
 
    As he met his daughter’s eyes, he saw the same realization blooming there – a stony resignation settling across her face. 
 
    This was going to suck.  A lot. 
 
    Finn and Julia backpedaled as the fighters approached.  Julia sheathed her blades and grabbed Finn’s arm, even as he directed his blades into position, the fiery knives slicing through the fake sand that drifted around them. 
 
    “Grab hold of Julia,” Finn whispered to Kyyle. 
 
    “What?  Why?” the earth mage shot back in confusion.  He looked behind him as he was pushed further back along the ledge, and his eyes went wide.  “Wait!  You’re not really thinking—” 
 
    Finn didn’t wait for him to finish. 
 
    Time seemed to slow for a fraction of a second, and, in that brief window, several things happened at once. 
 
    The fighters all swept forward with their blades, bands of energy slicing through the air toward them.  Grabbing the earth mage’s arm, Julia hauled him backward, while Finn’s blades sheared through the makeshift glass platform they were standing upon.  Meanwhile, Kalisha’s eyes widened as she saw Finn and his group begin to drop into the pit, and Vanessa’s mouth opened to shout her anger as her prey escaped. 
 
    Finn’s stomach lurched as he suddenly went weightless, trying his best to keep hold of Julia even as the fighters and merchants began to grow smaller above them. 
 
    And then they were free falling, downward into the Abyss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 - Weightless 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 64 
 
      
 
    Something unusual happened today.  One of the librarians brought me another mage – a journeyman whose arm had suffered an old injury.  He was complaining that his mana had been behaving oddly and that his total mana pool had been reduced following the injury. 
 
      
 
    I observed the injured mage with the sight and was surprised to see that the mana in the limb had indeed dwindled to very low levels, making it almost undetectable to my sight.  Even more strange, the man had no trouble moving his arm and voiced no complaint of pain or weakness. 
 
      
 
    Upon further study, and with the assistance of a healer, I was able to determine that the mage had inadvertently damaged the Najima in his arm.  A small piece of shrapnel had been embedded in his flesh.  This appears to indicate that these clusters have a physical nexus within the body and that they are subject to manipulation.  Needless to say, this is an intriguing new development which I intend to investigate further. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The wind whistled past Finn, pressing his robes tight to his body but doing little to slow their free fall.  Julia clutched firmly to both Finn and Kyyle, refusing to relinquish her grip.  The earth mage hovered nearby, his eyes wide and panicked as he stared at the ground – a small circle below them that was growing larger with each passing second. 
 
    Only a short moment after dropping from the ledge, the group passed through the shimmering blue barrier that stretched across the Abyss.  As soon as they touched that veil, a notification flashed in front of Finn. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Message:  Entering the Abyss 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  This dungeon is designated as a “raid-level” encounter.  Thirty or more players are recommended to successfully complete this dungeon. 
    
  A two-week reset timer (in-game time) will apply to this dungeon.  Any players who die inside the dungeon will respawn inside the Abyss.  Given the size of the dungeon, multiple respawn locations are available.  Your current respawn location is unknown. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Shit.  Finn swiped away the notification, struggling not to look at the ground.  He couldn’t let himself give in to the fear. 
 
    They didn’t have long. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn barked, and the AI flashed into existence nearby, his flaming body speeding downward through the chasm, creating a line of fire in his wake. 
 
    “Yes, sir… oh my—” 
 
    “Calculate estimated time to impact and damage,” Finn barked, interrupting the AI. 
 
    A brief pause and then, “Based on available map data, the estimated time to impact is 27 seconds.  Considering your current velocity and acceleration, death is imminent – even using your armor and isolating the damage to your legs.” 
 
    Fuck.  Finn’s thoughts wheeled and spun.  They couldn’t die here – the prompt had made that clear.  There was no telling where the hell they would end up. 
 
    Rachael’s face flashed through his mind’s eye. 
 
    And there was far too much at stake to fail. 
 
    Think, asshole!  You need a way to slow down. 
 
    “24 seconds,” Daniel chirped helpfully. 
 
    “You have a plan?” Julia shouted at Finn, her words ripped away by the wind.  He could see the fear in her eyes.  This might be a game, but none of them relished the idea of being pulverized against the bottom of the pit. 
 
    Finn’s eyes panned to the nearby wall.  The edge of the Abyss was solid glass, the smooth surface gleaming as sunlight reflected down through the chasm.  Kyyle’s ledge had also forced them out toward the center of the shaft, the group blurring past the columns of glass that occasionally crisscrossed the pit.  There was nothing out here that could blunt their fall.  Even worse, his abilities offered no help. 
 
    But what about Kyyle and Julia? 
 
    His daughter was strong – he had seen that himself. 
 
    And the earth mage could dissolve different types of earth and form ledges. 
 
    Finn eyed the smooth wall of the chasm again.  They could probably angle themselves toward the sheer side of the pit, and his companions’ abilities did offer one possible way to slow down, assuming they were able to work together quickly… 
 
    A plan was starting to materialize in his head.  It wasn’t great, but anything was better than smashing into the ground at full speed. 
 
    “22 seconds,” Daniel chimed. 
 
    Finn whipped his attention back to Julia.  “We need to angle ourselves closer to the wall and stay together.”  His daughter nodded and started moving, shifting her weight and limbs.  The others followed her lead, and the group drifted closer to the wall of the shaft. 
 
    “Once we get close, you’re going to use your blades to slow us down,” Finn continued, shouting over the wind.  His daughter just stared at him like he was crazy but didn’t try to argue.  He could understand her concern – the glass was thick.  It would likely destroy her blades within only a few seconds. 
 
    But that’s where their earth mage came in… 
 
    “Kyyle,” Finn shouted.  The young man barely reacted, his eyes still staring at the swiftly approaching ground in horror.  “Kyyle, fucking snap out of it!” 
 
    The earth mage finally glanced at him.  “Once we’re in range, I need you to dissolve the wall.  Don’t completely destroy it, just soften it up.  Aim for a spot well ahead of our current position and keep casting!”  A faint nod from Kyyle confirmed he had heard Finn. 
 
    “19 seconds until you all die.” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  This next part was going to require split-second coordination.  One mistake and they were going to be liquefied against the ground.  Even then, it was still a toss-up.  The impact was going to hurt… badly. 
 
    The wall loomed in their vision, the glass reflecting the sunlight from the surface and glimmering in the encroaching gloom of the pit.  Once they were nearly within arm’s reach, Finn shouted at Kyyle.  “Okay, start casting now!” 
 
    Kyyle nodded, and his hands wound through the gestures of Dissolve.  He soon finished his spell, the rigid glass crumbling but not entirely dissolving.  Then he began again.  He cast over and over as he partially dissolved the glass in a line pointed straight down.  The earth mage had to lead the target quite a bit given their velocity, casting at the very edge of his control range and reducing the mana output to avoid completely dissolving the wall. 
 
    At the same time, Finn continuously cast his Magma Armor.  The hot material soon slid up and over his legs and then coated his back.  Yet he continued adding more layers until his legs were almost entirely immobile, and he felt like a dense, molten shell coated his back – like some sort of desperate, magma turtle.  He just hoped it would be enough. 
 
    Then Finn dove forward below his companions, reaching back to loop one arm around Julia and the other around Kyyle.  His arms strained as he pulled them close.  Unfortunately, both of his companions were going to have to keep their hands free – Julia to slow their descent and Kyyle to keep casting Dissolve. 
 
    So, it was up to him to keep them together. 
 
    “10 seconds,” Daniel reported. Even the AI’s voice sounded frantic now. 
 
    “Go, Julia!”  Finn screamed. 
 
    His daughter didn’t hesitate.  She slammed her daggers into the glass wall, and her blades crashed through the softened material.  The entire group jerked hard as Julia’s blades initially tore into the glass, and her arms strained to hold their weight.  Yet she managed to maintain her grip on the daggers – despite the pain and hardship – gradually slowing their descent. 
 
    A shower of jagged fragments rocketed away from her daggers as they slid down the wall, carving deep furrows in the surface.  The shrapnel sliced through her arms, chest, and face, disintegrating her armor within only seconds.  Julia’s blood soon joined the fragments of glass, raining down upon Finn. 
 
    He wasn’t in any better shape than his daughter.  Struggling to keep hold of both Kyyle and Julia, he pushed himself to the very limits of his strength.  Something tore in his right arm – the one that clung to Julia – but he ignored the sensation, keeping his fingers locked in place and grinding his teeth together.  This was just a taste of what was coming. 
 
    Only a few short seconds later, they stabilized, slowing gradually as they continued to fall.  I hope this is enough, he thought frantically. 
 
    “5 seconds until impact,” Daniel shouted. 
 
    Finn saw the ground now looming large in his vision.  With their last few seconds, he shifted slightly, making sure he was positioned directly below Kyyle and Julia so that his reinforced legs and back would act as a buffer. 
 
    “3 seconds!” 
 
    Finn said a silent prayer to the Seer.  “Please let us live through this,” he whispered.  “We have to live through this.” 
 
    Then the group hit the ground. 
 
    Finn felt his legs strike first.  For the barest fraction of a second, his feet and limbs held, reinforced by layers of magma.  But then he felt them give way, his armor and then his feet crumpling under the force of the impact.  He felt Kyyle and Julia ripped away from him and torn out of his grip as his shoulder dislocated.  His skin tore and the bones in his ankles and shins splintered, the process seeming to last an eternity as his Dodge skill activated. 
 
    It seemed a cruel joke.  How the hell did he dodge the ground? 
 
    Yet Finn didn’t have the time or attention to appreciate the irony as the pain completely consumed him, a futile scream tearing from his throat.  Despite the agony radiating upward from his legs, he somehow still had the presence of mind to curl as he felt the limbs fully give way, rotating onto his back to let the armor absorb more of the blow. 
 
    His mind started to drift, overwhelmed by the pain. 
 
    He had felt this sensation before.  Once.  Long ago. 
 
    This sense of being trapped, careening along a path with no control. 
 
    The sharp burning sensation along his spine.  The crack and snap of bone. 
 
    And then the blissful lack of pain. 
 
    His vision blurred and tilted, listing to the side.  He could almost see Rachael again, her face framed with auburn hair, and her eyes wide and panicked.  Could almost hear the hiss and screech of broken hydraulics and tearing metal.  Except, this time, he wasn’t in a car.  And it wasn’t Rachael that flew and tumbled through the air. 
 
    It was Julia, her face bloodied and scratched and her hand reaching for him. 
 
    And then there was only darkness. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn came to with a gasp. 
 
    The world lurched and stuttered around him, cast in a hazy red glaze.  It took him a moment to realize that this was due to the blood that coated his face – his blood.  He tried to wipe at his eyes but found his arms unresponsive.  He barely managed to tilt his head and saw Julia and Kyyle lying beside him, unconscious and bloodied along the floor of the shaft. 
 
    A glance at his UI confirmed that they were still alive. 
 
    Finn was in far worse shape.  Red notifications were flashing in his peripheral vision.  They all said the same thing in different words… 
 
    He was injured.  Badly. 
 
    “Sir?” Daniel chirped, hovering in front of him and weaving in the air anxiously. 
 
    “How… how bad?” Finn croaked, each breath costing him dearly. 
 
    “Um, both your legs are broken – most of the bones have been shattered,” Daniel replied hesitantly.  “You have a spinal fracture and are currently paralyzed from the waist down.  Both of your arms are broken in multiple places, and your shoulder is dislocated.  While most of your major organs are intact, internal bleeding is significant, draining your remaining health in… 13 seconds.” 
 
    “Health potion.  Pack,” Finn managed to grunt. 
 
    The AI flashed once and then darted for Finn’s bag.  He soon came back with a single red vial suspended in his flaming body, the energy already beginning to warm the potion’s contents.  The AI popped the cap and then drained the contents into Finn’s mouth, the substance splashing his face and cheeks.  As soon as he finished off the vial, the AI went to grab another. 
 
    A few agonizing seconds later, Finn’s health began to stabilize and then grow, albeit feebly.  He ventured a look down at his legs and immediately regretted it.  The bones in his feet were starting to snap back together, muscles and tendons wrapping around the ivory frame as the potion’s content accelerated the healing process.  His legs shuddered as the broken bones shifted and popped back into place. 
 
    For once, Finn welcomed the numbness in his spine and below his waist. 
 
    He didn’t want to feel what was happening right now. 
 
    Besides, the pain in his arms and chest was already bad enough.  He felt his arm shift back into its socket with a crunch.  Finn closed his eyes, grinding his teeth together to stop himself from crying out as he waited the slow, pain-filled minutes for his body to fully repair the damage. 
 
    “Sir, you should be okay to move now.  The others require assistance,” Daniel chirped a moment later. 
 
    Finn’s eyes snapped open.  He tried to move again, and this time his arms responded.  He was able to wipe at his face and eyes, clearing the blood and dust coating his cheeks and picking out the shards of glass that were still embedded in his pink, freshly healed skin. 
 
    With a grunt, he even managed to sit up.  His legs still looked awful, covered in blood and dust.  But he could see now that the bones had been mended and flesh healed, healthy skin now coating intact feet and shins. 
 
    If only it was this easy in the real world, he thought grudgingly. 
 
    With that morose thought, he managed to push himself to his feet, wavering slightly but managing to maintain his balance by leaning heavily against a nearby glass column.  He retrieved his bag and supplies.  Daniel already hovered above Kyyle and Julia, administering healing potions.  Finn checked the earth mage first since he would have borne more of the fall, and his health pool was smaller.  His legs were broken, but the damage didn’t look too bad.  Finn must have been able to blunt most of the impact. 
 
    Then he turned his attention to Julia. 
 
    She was a mess, and he could feel his stomach heave as he looked at her.  While Julia hadn’t taken the full brunt of the fall, Finn had underestimated the damage caused by the spray of glass as she held her blades in place.  It had carved up her face, neck, and shoulders – practically pulping her skin.  He looked up and saw the long furrows she had carved in the wall of the chasm, the trenches trailing up for several hundred feet. 
 
    He had no idea how she had managed the feat, much less borne the pain and damage of the shrapnel.  It was a marvel that she was still alive.  Her health pool and natural regeneration must have been incredible to withstand the injuries – even ignoring the damage from striking the ground. 
 
    At that thought, Finn’s tilted his head back toward Julia.  He should check to make sure that none of the shrapnel had damaged her Najima.  After the purge process that Abbad had shown them and reading Bilel’s journal, Finn was sensitive to possible injury to those mana clusters.  The last thing they needed was for any shrapnel to get trapped inside her Najima while she healed. 
 
    Finn tugged back at the sleeve of Julia’s armor, revealing her arm… 
 
    And then he immediately forgot what he had been planning to do. 
 
    His eyes widened in surprise as he took in Julia’s wrist and forearm.  The potion had already begun to heal the most recent cuts, yet her skin was riddled with crisscrossing patterns of white scars that ran across her knuckles and then up her arms, covering nearly every inch of skin.  The injuries didn’t look recent.  In fact, it appeared there were multiple layers of wounds, as though the skin had been torn open, healed, and then been torn open again – causing her skin to feel leathery to the touch. 
 
    Was this just from the fall? Finn wondered, a heavy weight settling in his stomach as he surveyed the injuries.  Or was this something else? 
 
    He felt Julia shift below him, and her eyes suddenly snapped open, her fingers curling around his wrist and a blade materializing in her other hand.  In an instant, the tip was at Finn’s neck, a mixture of anger, pain, and fear flashing in her eyes. 
 
    “Julia, it’s me,” Finn croaked, feeling blood trickle down his neck where she had nicked him.  “It’s your dad.  It’s okay.” 
 
    She blinked.  Then blinked again. 
 
    “I… shit,” Julia murmured, her voice gravelly.  The blade drifted away from Finn’s throat.  She took a deep shaky breath, as though fighting back tears. 
 
    Then Julia saw that Finn had pulled up her sleeve, and she shifted, pulling her armor back into place and not quite able to meet his eye.  “I take it we survived.  How’s Kyyle?” 
 
    “Injured, but not as bad as you or me,” Finn replied.  “He’s still unconscious.” 
 
    Julia moved to sit up.  “Hey, take it slow,” Finn urged her. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she snapped, pushing away his hands.  “I’ve been through worse.” 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed at her reaction, his eyes drifting back to her arm.  Had she really been through worse than that fall?  Those scars had seemed to be extensive, which lent some credibility to her claim.  Although, it begged the question of what she had endured. 
 
    And why she had endured it… 
 
    “Shit,” Julia muttered, interrupting Finn’s thoughts.  He looked up to see that she was swiping at the air.  “We’re at the bottom of this hellhole.” 
 
    Finn assumed she must have been looking at her map.  Although, he didn’t really need to pull up the screen to see the truth of her words.  He only needed to look up to see the open sky shining far above them – a tiny yellow-white circle of light.  He had been so concerned about surviving that he had briefly forgotten about the competition. 
 
    His eyes skimmed the area around them, taking in the massive columns of glass that littered the area along with their blood and piles of glass fragments that were sprinkled across the ground.  Altair’s words were fresh in his mind. 
 
    The bottom levels are the worst – where the mana pooled and collected, Altair’s words echoed through Finn’s mind. 
 
    He also hadn’t missed the notification that he had seen during their free fall. 
 
    This place was a dungeon, and their respawn point had been reset. 
 
    Now that he had more time to think about it, a glimmer of hope flickered through Finn’s thoughts.  Could that be a way back up the Abyss?  Could they simply kill themselves?  Maybe all of that pain they had just endured had been for nothing… 
 
    Yet he immediately hesitated.  It wasn’t clear where they would respawn.  The prompt had indicated that there were multiple respawn locations inside the dungeon.  If they killed themselves, they could end up anywhere – including somewhere much worse than here.  They also couldn’t risk testing the respawn.  What if they didn’t all end up in the same place?  That would just leave them separated and scattered throughout this massive dungeon. 
 
    There were simply too many unknown variables. 
 
    All of this passed through Finn’s mind in an instant – the conclusion inevitable and causing a sinking feeling to settle in his stomach. 
 
    They couldn’t risk dying down here. 
 
    Finn met his daughter’s eyes, seeing the same realization reflected there.  They might have escaped the sand wraiths, the ambush by the other champions, and survived the fall, but it looked like their problems had only just begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 - Elemental 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 65 
 
      
 
    After my encounter with the injured mage, I conducted additional experiments involving the man’s damaged Najima.  In general, these nodes appear to be another type of bodily system, much like our arteries or organs.  Minor damage will heal over time, and the destruction of a Najima requires a permanent physical obstruction within the node. 
 
      
 
    When a Najima is damaged, this reduces a mage’s total mana pool and their regeneration.  Although, as I first noted, this does not appear to have any impact on the mage’s physical body.  If anything, the damaged limb demonstrates surprising strength and endurance.  This is certainly a counterintuitive result, as I initially suspected that there was a positive correlation between the body’s mana and its physical properties. 
 
      
 
    However, this single mage may be an outlier, and the results have not been corroborated.  More troublesome is the lack of available test subjects.  Few mages have experienced the unique physical trauma necessary to damage their Najima; our healers are tasked with addressing such injuries promptly.  Renquist has scheduled a meeting with the guild leadership within the next few days to discuss the possibility of conscripting several novices for this research.  I am confident they will see the importance of my studies. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hey man, you need to get up,” Finn said quietly, shaking Kyyle awake. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn eyed the nearby chasm, his fingers never hovering far from a blade.  The top of the ridge loomed a few thousand feet above them, light cascading down the ravine and bouncing off the glassy surface.  The result was that the bottom of the pit was surprisingly well lit.  Between the noise and light, it was also safe to assume that they might attract whatever the hell lived down here. 
 
    They needed to get to cover – fast. 
 
    The earth mage groaned, his eyes fluttering open.  “The hell is going on?” he croaked.  His brow furrowed as his eyes focused on Finn.  “I had the strangest dream.  You and Julia pushed me off a…” 
 
    Kyyle hesitated as he saw the glimmering glass walls hovering behind Finn.  Julia shot him an amused look as she continued gathering up their equipment. 
 
    “Shit… that was real?” 
 
    “Yeah, sorry about that,” Finn offered with a sympathetic shrug.  “The choices were all awful.  Die to the other champions.  Die to those strange sand ghosts—” 
 
    “Or jump off a fucking cliff?” Kyyle interjected, shaking his head.  “How the hell was that a better option?” 
 
    “We lived, didn’t we?” Julia offered in rebuttal. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’d call that a victory.”  The earth mage groaned as he pushed himself upright.  He held a hand to his side as he retook his feet.  Wobbling slightly, Kyyle leaned against a nearby glass pillar.  His wounds had closed under the effects of the healing potions, but they didn’t have the supplies to heal him fully. 
 
    Kyyle followed Finn’s gaze to an empty vial resting on the ground, its brothers lingering nearby.  The earth mage winced.  “How many potions did we use?” 
 
    Finn ran a hand through his hair.  “Too many.  Pretty much the entire stockpile that Abbad provided.  Julia and I were in a much worse state than you.”  A hesitant pause.  “You wouldn’t happen to have picked up a few healing spells during your classes, would you?” he asked hopefully. 
 
    Kyyle shook his head, his hand swiping at the air, presumably to pull up his in-game console.  He then began tapping at an invisible keyboard.  “Unfortunately, no.  Healers are usually tapped early, typically as novices, and then pushed into their own separate training.  After seeing how… realistic the game can be, I decided I’d rather focus on a different field of study.” 
 
    “What are you doing?” Julia asked, waving at his hands. 
 
    “Updating my inventory of our equipment,” the earth mage said in a distracted voice.  “We’re out of healing potions, and we need to keep a close eye on our equipment and resources.”  He glanced at the chasm, his eyes peering at the small circle of light far above them.  “I suspect we’re going to be down here for a while.” 
 
    Finn grimaced, Kyyle’s words echoing his own worried thoughts.  Without knowing where they would respawn, a single death was risky – especially since it might separate their group, and they didn’t know where they would end up.  Add in the fact that they had no way to heal, and… well, they were going to need to be extremely careful going forward.  It seemed luck just wasn’t on their side lately. 
 
    “Well, hurry up and gather whatever you can.  We need to move out of the bottom of this chasm.  We don’t know what the hell lives down here, and we just made a lot of noise,” Finn offered, gesturing at the two long furrows that Julia had carved into the side of the chasm. 
 
    Kyyle’s eyes widened, and he swiped aside his system console.  “Uh, yeah, I think I see your point.” 
 
    “You good to walk?” Julia asked, hefting her pack, and handing Kyyle his equipment. 
 
    “I can manage,” he replied with a nod.  Kyyle took an unsteady step forward.  Although, Finn still noticed the poorly concealed grimace of pain and the limp that entered his step as soon as Julia turned around. 
 
    Ahh, to be young and stupid again. 
 
    “Good, then let’s head into that tunnel,” Finn said, pointing at a small entrance carved into the side of the ravine.  “If we can at least get out of the open, we can plan our next steps.” 
 
    His companions nodded, and they started off in that direction.  Moving quietly, they made certain to stay under cover, flitting between the glass pillars.  As soon as they cleared the mouth of the tunnel, they all felt the ground rumble below them, shaking and listing to the side.  They immediately shrank against the walls of the tunnel, expecting something big to come ambling into the bottom of the chasm. 
 
    Instead, they stared in shock. 
 
    The columns and ramps of glass crisscrossing the central shaft shifted and moved before their eyes: rotating and spinning, colliding and diverging.  Fragments of glass rained down and bounced against the walls of the pit.  The entire bottom of the chasm was being terraformed.  The shifting glass caused the light to reflect erratically, as though someone had dropped a massive disco ball down into the center of the chasm.  Despite the raw power involved in the process, it was almost beautiful. 
 
    Curious, Finn squeezed his eyes shut and activated his Mana Sight.  The entire bottom of the chasm became awash in a brilliant emerald light.  This was more than just the ambient earth mana in the glass.  The green energy seemed to permeate the air itself, pulsing and throbbing like a living thing.  Each time the glass shifted and moved, the mana flickered erratically. 
 
    Finn saw another telltale flash of green, this time from below his feet.  Acting quickly, he dropped the sight and grabbed Julia and Kyyle, diving further into the tunnel. 
 
    He wasn’t a moment too early. 
 
    Even as they hit the ground, a sharp edge of shimmering glass rocketed out of the floor like a guillotine, slicing through the air before slamming into the ceiling.  A shower of glass fragments exploded outward from the impact, letting out the tinkling sound of broken china as they struck the ground. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Kyyle choked out. 
 
    “Ambient mana.  This must have been what Altair was warning us about,” Finn replied, looking back at the barrier that now blocked the tunnel entrance.  The glass was still shifting behind the translucent wall, more and more panes erupting from the ground.  At a guess, the material was already a few yards thick. 
 
    At least that solves the problem of being out in the open… but going backward isn’t going to be easy unless we get Kyyle to dissolve a path through the glass. 
 
    “Great.  As though being trapped at the bottom of this hellhole with no healing supplies wasn’t bad enough, there’s also a chance we’ll get cut in half by massive panes of glass.  We’re really on a roll here.”  Kyyle grunted, retaking his feet again. 
 
    “It’s worse than that,” Julia spoke up. 
 
    The pair glanced at her, noting the way her hands were waving at the air as she fiddled with her own UI.  With a flick of her fingers, a map materialized in the air, projecting a glowing three-dimensional layout of the chasm. 
 
    “So, we’re right here,” Julia said, pointing at three tiny green dots at the very bottom edge of the roughly cylindrical shaft.  Her finger moved to a glowing yellow point about halfway up the chasm.  “And this is the rough location of the vault that Altair provided.  That puts at least a thousand feet between us and our target.” 
 
    Silence hovered in the air as they all stared at the map. 
 
    “Sounds like we’ve got a long hike ahead of us,” Finn offered, rubbing at his eyes.  He was desperately trying not to give in to the despair creeping at the edges of his mind.  That was quite a hike, even putting aside the strange ambient mana or whatever the hell lived down here. 
 
    Julia grimaced.  “It gets worse – if that’s possible.  You see these map fragments they gave us,” Julia said, gesturing at the adjoining tunnels and passages that connected to the main chasm. 
 
    “Yeah, they’re incomplete,” Kyyle replied.  “Altair said that was because their explorers kept dying.” 
 
    Julia shook her head.  “That’s been bugging me since he said it.  Wouldn’t it be much more efficient to drop something like Kalisha’s drones down the chasm to map it?” 
 
    “Well, now that you mention it, that does make more sense,” Kyyle replied hesitantly. 
 
    “Exactly.  Those Mechanids are disposable, and it doesn’t seem like a stretch that they could be equipped to fly.  So why waste people on that sort of thing?  Unless, of course, Altair wasn’t being candid with us.” 
 
    The group hesitated, staring at the map.  Then Julia continued in a soft voice, “I don’t think the partial data is from dead explorers.  I believe it’s a result of the natural terraforming we just saw.” 
 
    Finn’s mind was racing.  Her logic was sound, but that also had other implications.  “Which means Altair lied to us,” he murmured. 
 
    “That or he’s been kept in the dark too,” Julia said. 
 
    “What would he even stand to gain by lying about the layout and nature of the abyss?” Kyyle asked.  “It seems like he’d be eager to get the hell out of here.” 
 
    Finn and Julia both just shook their heads.  “I have no idea,” Finn said finally.  “Maybe he’s also rooting for one of the champions.  Or maybe the Emir instructed him to be circumspect about what he told us.  Or, like Julia said, maybe he really doesn’t know.  Although, it doesn’t matter.  We should assume that everything he told us is potentially bullshit. 
 
    “For example,” Finn continued, “how do we know the vault is really here.”  As he spoke, he tapped at the glowing yellow icon on the map.  “Even if Altair didn’t believe he was lying, the location could have moved when the ambient mana shifted.” 
 
    Tension lingered in the dark tunnel, the group drifting into silence.  The conclusions were obvious.  They were trapped at the bottom of a really deep hole, the vault holding the relic could be anywhere, there was no clear path back to the surface, the terrain was likely to keep shifting and changing, and they didn’t know what sort of creatures lived down here.  To top it all off, they were still in a three-way race with the other champions – assuming the others had survived the assault by the sand wraiths. 
 
    “Okay, so let’s simplify,” Finn said finally, breaking the tension.  “Our primary goal is still to recover the relic.”  The pair stared at him skeptically.  “However, even if we assume the vault is where Altair indicated, it will likely take us days to get there.  The good news is that the other champions have the same problem since they’re roughly the same distance away, plus they’ll probably need to recover from the attack – if they survived.” 
 
    Finn took a deep breath.  “So, we have some time. 
 
    “Which means we’re going to be down here for a while, and we can’t afford to die.  What we need right now is more information.  We need a better understanding of the layout of this bottom level and what lives down here.” 
 
    “And we also need to find a way up to the higher levels,” Julia observed. 
 
    “I mean, I could carve us a path upward,” Kyyle offered hesitantly, glancing at the walls.  “My Dissolve can handle most types of rock as well as less dense substances like the glass.  The only thing it struggles with is hyper-dense materials – so metals and some types of rock.  Although, it would be pretty time-consuming waiting for my mana regeneration.” 
 
    “If we get trapped in a tight passage, we also run the risk of getting cut in half,” Finn noted, gesturing at the wall of glass behind them.  “And it’s going to make running away from any of the wildlife awfully difficult.  Do you really want to be trapped in a narrow dead-end tunnel?” 
 
    “Okay, fair point,” the earth mage said, eyeing the glass nervously.  “Tunneling is out then…” 
 
    “So, our best bet right now is to explore on foot and find a natural tunnel leading further up the chasm,” Julia summarized.  The other two nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Well, it looks like we’ve only got one path forward then,” Kyyle observed, pointing further down the darkened tunnel that lay before them. 
 
    Finn ran an anxious hand through his hair.  Maybe they could find a safe spot to set up camp and begin exploring.  They needed to find a ramp up and then relocate their base camp gradually.  Of course, that was assuming they didn’t encounter whatever the hell lived down here.  Altair had been awfully clear about mutated wildlife, assuming that was true.  If Finn had to choose, he’d take getting smashed apart by ambient mana over being eaten alive. 
 
    Or hell, maybe they would get lucky.  Considering what they had been through already, they had to have some sort of karmic break coming soon… 
 
    Didn’t they? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 - Molten 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 68 
 
      
 
    After a week of deliberation, guild leadership has refused to facilitate my studies or provide additional test subjects to examine the interaction between the Najima and a mage’s physical body.  They claimed that my proposal was “inhumane” and forbidden by our faith.  Apparently, acolytes from the six temples caught wind of my research and intervened.  An emissary of the Seer was even present during the meeting – compelling evidence that the temples are now meddling directly in the guild’s administration! 
 
      
 
    I fear that the leadership and faculty have let their religious convictions cloud their judgment.  Certainly, they appear unable to appreciate the irony of their own reasoning.  They speak of “inhumanity” while refusing to address the infighting among the students or update the safety protocols in the crafting ward – both of which have resulted in at least a dozen deaths in the last few months alone.  Hypocrites and religious zealots, the lot of them. 
 
      
 
    I cannot – or rather, I will not – allow their fear to hold me back.  I am close to a breakthrough; I can feel it.  If they will not help me, then I will find another way. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Julia abruptly dropped from Sneak, startling both Finn and Kyyle where they lingered in the darkened tunnel.  Within an instant, two flaming blades rose into the air, and streamers of earth mana wound across the floor. 
 
    “Hey, it’s just me,” Julia grunted, breathing heavily as she leaned a hand against the nearby wall.  The pair dropped their guard, the mana dissipating harmlessly. 
 
    “I take it you didn’t find a way out?” Kyyle offered with a small smile.  “Maybe a magical stone escalator?  Or a vent of hot air that would shoot us to the surface?  I’m really not picky.” 
 
    “Actually, I found the bottomless pit valet, except I forgot my ticket,” Julia shot back at him, grinning despite the sweat sticking to her skin. 
 
    “You’re both a riot.  Is it safe to move forward?” Finn interjected before they could get too off track.  Out of an abundance of caution – and, more importantly, since she was the only one who could go invisible – they had sent Julia ahead to scout.  After waiting nearly half an hour, he was impatient to get moving. 
 
    “Not exactly.  That’s why I hurried back,” Julia offered with a grimace, wiping at her forehead.  “I think you guys need to see this for yourselves.” 
 
    Finn squinted at her, noticing that the hem of her armor was drenched with sweat.  “What happened?  You look like you just ran a marathon.” 
 
    “Well, that’s the thing.  It’s sort of hot up ahead.”  She shrugged.  “But like I said, you two need to see this for yourselves.” 
 
    Julia pushed herself from the wall and peered over her shoulder at the tunnel.  “Just try to be quiet and use your map to stay a dozen or so feet behind me as we move.  I’ll come back and get you when we’re close.”  With that warning, she took off down the tunnel, soon disappearing into the shadows. 
 
    Finn and Kyyle glanced at each other, sharing the same thought. 
 
    “What now?” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It hadn’t taken long for Finn to understand why Julia had been covered in sweat. 
 
    The tunnel was sweltering.  It felt like each step increased the temperature by another degree, and Finn had long since grown accustomed to Kyyle’s increasingly short, gasping breaths as they kept moving forward. 
 
    The earth mage seemed more affected by the heat, and Finn could only assume that the fire resistance in his robes was helping to keep him cooler.  Although, that raised some interesting questions.  For example, had Abbad anticipated this trip down the Abyss, or had he just been assuming Finn would eventually destroy his own gear?  And how was Julia faring so well in these inclement conditions? 
 
    He supposed he wasn’t destined to receive answers any time soon.  Not until they got out of this hellhole, anyway. 
 
    On top of the heat, visibility had also become increasingly awful.  The farther away from the central chasm they walked, the dimmer it became.  The light simply didn’t reflect this far into the adjoining tunnels.  After only a few minutes, Finn had been forced to summon Daniel, using the AI’s flickering form to light the way ahead – although he made sure to order the flaming orb to stay well back in case the light accidentally alerted whatever lived in these tunnels. 
 
    “Hey,” Julia whispered, appearing in front of them. 
 
    Finn had a dagger in his hand instantly, but Kyyle reacted more slowly, barely glancing up and wiping away at the sweat on his brow.  When he saw that it was just Julia, the earth mage made the mistake of trying to slump against the nearby wall.  He let out a hissing breath as his bare skin touched the rock, the heated stone leaving a red welt on his palm. 
 
    “You said it was hot in here, not that we were walking into an oven,” Kyyle groused. 
 
    “If this bothers you, then you’re going to hate what’s up ahead,” Julia retorted with a smile despite the sweat running down her cheeks.  “It’s positively chilly here in the tunnel.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes flitted to Finn, responding to his unspoken question.  “This tunnel ends in about 30 feet.  From there, it opens up into a medium-sized cavern – maybe 100 feet across – with three adjoining tunnel entrances,” she reported curtly. 
 
    Finn nodded as he processed that information.  “Enemies?” 
 
    “Just one,” Julia replied.  “That’s actually why I needed you two.  I’m not sure what to make of this thing.”  She hesitated, wiping at her forehead to keep the sweat from dripping in her eyes.  “Well, that, and I’m pretty sure I can’t kill it on my own.” 
 
    Finn raised an eyebrow.  His daughter wasn’t usually one for humility.  Whatever the hell was in this room was probably going to be tough.  They needed to be careful. 
 
    He chewed on the inside of his cheek, looking back at the tunnel behind them.  It was about ten feet wide, with walls composed of a mixture of glass, stone, and dirt.  He’d noticed that the amount of glass had begun to decrease the longer they walked, and the tunnel walls were now comprised of symmetric ridges that ran lengthwise up the stone.  He could only assume that the Seer’s temple had sunk into the Abyss after something had melted the sands.  Although, that only explained how the chasm had been created. 
 
    It did nothing to indicate how this tunnel had been formed… 
 
    His fingers gingerly traced the ridges along the wall, taking care to avoid burning himself.  This didn’t look like the work of the ambient mana.  Nature was a chaotic thing that abhorred symmetry.  It almost looked like something had carved this passage through the stone.  That realization did little to quiet the worried knot in his stomach.  What sort of creature could carve through solid stone? 
 
    Finn shook his head.  He just had to hope he was wrong. 
 
    Regardless, they needed to be prepared for the worst. 
 
    “Kyyle,” Finn said softly. 
 
    The earth mage glanced at him wearily.  “You’re going to send me into the oven room up ahead, aren’t you?” 
 
    Finn gave him a weary smile.  “Not quite.  Good news, I actually want you to head back down the tunnel.  I need you to build some defenses and be ready to wall off the tunnel if we need to make a run for it.” 
 
    Kyyle was now eyeing the passage with an appraising expression.  “I could maybe taper the walls and build a pit trap in front of it,” he offered.  He glanced at Julia.  “How big is this thing?” 
 
    “Pretty damn big,” she grunted.  “If we need to retreat, it’s safe to assume that it’ll fill this tunnel, so don’t skimp on the pit.  It needs to be deep and wide.  With Finn’s blades, we can make it across either way.” 
 
    “Okay, I’m on it then.”  He gave a curt nod before heading back down the tunnel.  Finn couldn’t help but notice that he was moving faster now, likely eager to get away from the heat. 
 
    “Alright,” Finn said, waving at Julia to lead the way, and dismissing Daniel – they couldn’t afford to let the AI’s flaming form give them away.  “Let’s see what we’re dealing with.” 
 
    His daughter obliged him, leading the way down the passage.  Her silhouette was barely visible ahead of Finn as she stepped forward with care, feeling out the ground for loose pebbles or dirt before placing her weight on each foot.  They kept near the wall, touching the warm stone lightly with their fingers and using the surface to guide them forward in the darkness. 
 
    Less than a minute later, Julia slowed and raised a hand.  They came to a halt. 
 
    The tunnel curved up ahead, and Finn could see a faint orange glow drifting around the corner.  Julia glanced back at him, making a quick gesture with her fingers in the simple code they had developed during their time in the Mage Guild. 
 
    Quiet. 
 
    As though he needed to be reminded. 
 
    The pair inched forward now, and Finn soon managed to glimpse around the corner, keeping his body well within the shadows of the tunnel. 
 
    Holy shit, he thought, standing there frozen in surprise. 
 
    The tunnel did indeed open into a roughly circular cavern with several adjoining passages.  Except Julia had forgotten to mention the pool of lava that lingered against the far wall, the substance welling from the floor.  She had also failed to mention the many clusters of crystals that were embedded in the floor, walls, and ceiling.  The gems pulsed with an ominous red-and-orange glow – the smallest crystals the size of his index finger. 
 
    And she had definitely failed to describe the creature in the center of the room. 
 
    The best analogy Finn could think of was an ant: six legs, segregated torso, and waving antenna.  Although, that’s where the similarities ended.  In contrast to its earthly cousins, this creature was about eight feet long, easily rivaling the beetles they had ridden out here. 
 
    Its body was comprised of thick, almost-metallic panels of reddish-brown chitin.  Atop this surface seemed to be a second darker layer.  Although Finn supposed that could have been the poor lighting.  It also looked like a handful of the red and orange crystals that adorned the walls of the cave were embedded in the ant’s back – the gems flaring with a strong light. 
 
    To top it off, the ant’s entire body was coated in a fine layer of orange flame, the heat causing the air around it to ripple and warp.  The effect was rather imposing – a massive, heavily armored insect bathed in flames. 
 
      
 
    Fire Ant Worker – Level ??? 
 
    Health – Unknown 
 
    Mana – Unknown 
 
    Equipment – Unknown 
 
    Resistances – Unknown 
 
      
 
    Well, that doesn’t help at all, Finn thought to himself. 
 
    Since he had been trapped in the Mage Guild, Finn didn’t have any real experience fighting this world’s native creatures – only encountering the occasional beast or monster during the Duels.  However, his guess was that the insect must be a much higher level than him for all its information to be marked out, particularly its level.  Perhaps they would gain more details once they had killed a few. 
 
    Assuming that they could kill the creature. 
 
    As Finn watched the ant, it ambled over to the lake of lava and dipped its mandibles into the substance without any hesitation.  Instead of melting the chitin, the ant’s mouth began to glow with a bright-red light. 
 
    So, it’s safe to assume it’s resistant to fire, Finn thought.  Although, he supposed the flame aura might have also been an obvious giveaway.  Fucking perfect. 
 
    The creature then shuffled over to a nearby wall of the cavern and snapped at the stone, starting at the top and jerking its head downward at a sharp angle.  Its heated mandibles carved neatly through the mixture of loose glass, rock, and dirt, creating a long furrow in the wall alongside several others.  Judging from the pile of debris on the floor, the ant had been at this for a while.  Looking for something perhaps? 
 
    The beast paused on the next stroke, its mandibles striking something solid, and the resistance brought its head to a halt.  It then began to chew around the unknown obstacle, slowly revealing a vein of what Finn could only assume was a dark metal.  It had to be something with a high enough melting point that the ant’s mandibles couldn’t cut into it easily. 
 
    As Finn looked on in fascination, the ant moved back to the lava, reheated its mouth, and then shuffled back to the partially revealed mineral vein, moving much more quickly this time.  It bit at the metal like a jackhammer, chewing around the dense cluster in short, hard lunges.  Once finished, it backed away as Finn looked on in confusion. 
 
    The ant charged the metal and slammed down on it with the dense chitin along its forehead.  Then it struck again.  And again.  And again. 
 
    On the fourth blow, the metal gave way with a snap, and the dark material hit the ground with a solid thump.  Finn could only assume the creature had weakened the metal while its mandibles were heated and then smashed the piece free, demonstrating at least a modicum of intelligence. 
 
    Even better, Finn thought dryly.  Because it being an insanely high level and resistant to fire wasn’t bad enough… 
 
    The ant picked up the ore and carried it over to the shore of the small lava lake.  Then the creature settled the dark lump near the surface and began to knead it with its forehead as it heated – continuing the movement even as the metal began to glow and became more malleable.  Within seconds, the ant had created a dense ball of super-heated ore about the size of a basketball.  It dropped the lump of metal in the corner of the room before shambling back to the lake of magma to begin the process again. 
 
    It’s mining the metal, Finn realized.  But why?  Questions swam through his mind.  Why would the ant need the metal?  What was it used for?  How many more of the creatures were down here?  Was there some kind of colony nearby? 
 
    Then Finn looked at the walls of the tunnel, noting the familiar symmetric pattern along the surface.  He could see now that the ridges seemed about the same width as the ant’s mandibles – confirming his suspicions that the tunnel had been created artificially. 
 
    Or are we already inside the colony? Finn wondered, eyes widening.  Damn it, we need to get out of here. 
 
    He rested a hand on Julia’s shoulder, causing her to start in surprise.  Gesturing back down the hallway, he indicated that they should retreat. 
 
    But before they could move, the ant paused in its next rotation. 
 
    The creature froze, its antenna waving at the air as though it could sense that something was off.  Finn and Julia slinked back into the shadows of the tunnel, keeping their movements still in the hope that the ant wouldn’t notice them. 
 
    Unfortunately, they weren’t so lucky.  The ant seemed to be homing in on their location, tilting its head from side to side and the arc of its antenna becoming shallower and shallower until its head was directly facing Finn and Julia.  It was clear from this angle that the creature didn’t have any eyes.  Its head was just a smooth, dense plate of chitin. 
 
    How can it see then?  Can it sense mana?  Or maybe just heat? 
 
    Although, the answer to that mystery was unimportant at the moment.  The ant seemed to be aware that they were standing in the mouth of the tunnel.  With little warning, it began to shuffle toward them.  Gaining surprising speed as it charged, its feet smashed against the stone floor.  Perhaps the eeriest part was the insect’s silence.  The ant itself made no roar or sound as it barreled toward them. 
 
    “Fight or run?” Julia asked, eyeing the tunnel behind them. 
 
    “We need more info—” Finn began. 
 
    “Okay, fight it is!” Julia barked out, and then she darted forward, running along the edge of the cavern as daggers materialized in her hands. 
 
    The ant changed course as it barreled forward, seeming to sense her.  Just before the ant struck, Julia turned and launched herself at the nearby wall, running a few feet up the stone and then kicking off into a backflip. 
 
    The ant’s head promptly struck the wall, including a small cluster of the glowing red crystals.  As soon as the crystals fractured, an explosion rocked the room, briefly engulfing the ant’s head in flames.  The wall of the cavern shuddered, and a cascade of debris bounced off the ant’s back.  The creature was momentarily stunned, stumbling in place, and its head listing from side to side. 
 
    Julia hadn’t stopped moving, using her own momentum and weight to shift to the offensive.  She fell downward, holding her blades ahead of her and stabbing at a ridge between the panels of chitin along the ant’s back.  Her daggers smashed into the surface with a loud clang – almost as though she had struck a metal shield.  The ant’s armor cracked, but it didn’t appear that Julia had managed to hurt it.  She immediately kicked off the ant, the aura of flame that coated its body searing the leather of her boots and sending tendrils of smoke curling into the air. 
 
    Damn, this thing is tough, Finn thought, his hands already moving through the gestures of Imbue Fire.  Although the effort seemed futile.  If Julia’s attack had barely cracked its shell, Finn suspected his daggers wouldn’t fare much better. 
 
    Even worse, the ant was already shrugging off the explosion, backing away from the wall and beginning to spin back toward them. 
 
    “Okay, information gathering over!” Finn shouted at Julia.  “Retreat!” 
 
    Julia immediately switched course and ran toward the mouth of the tunnel, and the pair were soon barreling back down the hallway.  They could already hear the ant thundering through the cavern behind them, and then there was a crash that caused the floor to list and tremble.  Finn’s guess was that the insect had smashed into the tunnel wall in its haste. 
 
    “Message Kyyle,” Finn managed to gasp as they ran.  His hands were occupied with channeling his blades and holding them at the edge of his control range, using them to light the way.  If the earth mage had managed to finish building the pit, they were going to need the daggers in a few seconds to make it across. 
 
    “Already on it!” Julia said, swiping at the air as she ran. 
 
    There was another crash behind them, closer this time.  Finn could almost visualize the ant charging haphazardly down the tunnel, slamming into the tunnel walls, but he didn’t spare the time or attention to look behind him.  They needed to focus. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn shouted.  The AI flashed into existence beside them, racing through the air and leaving a trail of orange flames in his wake. 
 
    “Um, what’s going on this time?” Daniel asked, sounding confused.  Another crash sounded behind them.  “Is something chasing you?” 
 
    “Yes,” Finn gasped.  “Go ahead and mark the edge of the pit!” 
 
    “Of course!” the AI replied quickly.  Then he shot forward into the darkened tunnel, lingering at a spot just in front of them.  A moment later, a thin blue line jutted crosswise across the floor.  Finn assumed that was the edge of Kyyle’s pit trap. 
 
    He and Julia sprinted toward Daniel, feeling the ground vibrate beneath them. 
 
    The ant was getting closer. 
 
    They pushed themselves harder, their legs pumping, and their breathing ragged. 
 
    As they neared the pit, Finn directed his daggers forward, keeping a careful eye on the glowing ring that marked his control range.  He had to assume the pit was at least ten feet long.  Getting them both across was going to be much more challenging than the trick he had pulled off during his fight with Kyyle. 
 
    “Go right,” Finn grunted at Julia. 
 
    A brief nod in response. 
 
    One blade slammed into either side of the cavern wall, the knives outlined in glowing orange flames.  As they neared the edge of the pit, Julia and Finn didn’t slow or hesitate.  They leapt into the darkness simultaneously.  Their feet both touched a hilt, and they leapt again, running along either side of the tunnel wall. 
 
    Finn strained to maintain his balance while also directing the two blades.  They retracted from the wall as soon as he and Julia kicked off, speeding forward and slamming into the stone again. 
 
    Just in time. 
 
    Their feet touched the hilts again. 
 
    Except Finn’s aim had been a touch off.  It was too much aiming both blades.  He felt his ankle twist, throwing off his balance.  He tried his best to jump again, but he could see that he wasn’t going to make it.  The lip of the pit lingered in front of him, just out of reach. 
 
    Fuck.  I hope Kyyle didn’t make it that deep. 
 
    Finn felt himself beginning to drop into the pit as he saw Julia land on the other side. 
 
    At least she made it… 
 
    Then his foot slammed into hard stone, a thin walkway drifting out of the wall.  Glancing up, he saw Kyyle standing on the other side of the pit between a narrow opening in the stone, eyes glowing a brilliant green and tendrils of emerald energy drifting around his staff.  There wasn’t time to thank him.  Racing along the narrow ramp, Finn sprinted toward the earth mage and his daughter. 
 
    He just barely crested the pit as he felt the ant barrel over the edge behind him.  The creature raced out into the darkness before landing with a massive boom and the resounding screech of metal chitin.  Large clumps of gravel, dust, and dirt rocketed out of the trench, ricocheting off the walls.  The tremor was enough to throw Finn to the ground and send Kyyle and Julia stumbling. 
 
    As Finn struggled back to his feet Julia half dragged him down the tunnel, the walls narrowing into a thin sliver only two feet wide.  She shoved Finn through, and then dove in after him.  Finn saw that Kyyle stood just inside the entrance, already working to seal off the narrow opening by creating layer after layer of stone.  Once the barrier was a few feet thick, his hands finally slowed. 
 
    “Do you think it died from the fall?” Julia gasped from nearby, her chest heaving and sweat streaming down her face.  Finn could only imagine he didn’t look much better as he leaned against the cavern wall. 
 
    A dull thump came from the other side of the barrier, and Finn eyed the unnatural stone wall nervously.  Another thump shook loose a fine dusting of dirt. 
 
    Finn winced.  “Doesn’t sound like it.” 
 
    A tense silence hovered in the air. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Kyyle glanced between Finn and Julia.  “So, I don’t want to be that guy, but… uh, what now?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 - Rash 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 71 
 
      
 
    Since the guild leadership was unwilling to support my research, I have been forced to undertake more extreme measures. 
 
      
 
    In exchange for access to the library’s upper levels, I was able to convince one of the healers to participate in my research.  Renquist was more than willing to accommodate me.  At least someone within the guild understands the importance of my studies. 
 
      
 
    I used myself as an initial test subject.  With the healer’s assistance, we inserted a foreign material into the Najima in my left arm and healed the wound shortly thereafter.  However, I was unable to duplicate the results of the injured mage.  My mana pool was unaffected, and I did not experience any of the physical symptoms that were previously observed.  I suspect the damage may not have been sufficient, although I have some ideas for how to address this issue. 
 
      
 
    I believe there is a fire mage in the guild who may be willing to accommodate my needs.  The promise of additional knowledge and spells serves as a considerable inducement, particularly to those mages who are out of favor with the guild leadership or are unable to easily navigate guild politics. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Thump. 
 
    Finn rubbed at the bridge of his nose, trying to ignore the rhythmic slams.  He needed to think.  What the hell were they going to do now? 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “So, is this a bad time to ask what exactly was chasing you?” Kyyle asked.  “I didn’t get a good look while I was, you know, saving your asses.” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Kyyle’s gaze shifted to the nearby wall he had formed, watching the dust drift off its surface with each slam.  “Some kind of subterranean dinosaur?  Elemental behemoth?  Maybe a fire demon?” 
 
    “It’s an ant,” Julia answered, wiping the dust off her arms and armor.  Despite their hectic dash through the tunnel, she seemed relatively relaxed and rested.  How fast did her stamina regen exactly?  Finn was also impressed with how she had made it across the pit with little trouble, despite his haphazard timing.  He had to admit he was a little jealous of her physical stats at a time like this… 
 
    Not right now.  Focus. 
 
    “An ant?” Kyyle replied, an incredulous expression sweeping across his face as he stared at the nearby wall.  “That thing is an ant.  I don’t believe it.” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “They’re telling the truth,” Daniel chirped.  The ball of flame flashed once, and a three-dimensional model outlining the fire ant’s form appeared in the air beside him.  The shape pulsed with a bright-orange hue. 
 
    “However, it has deviated evolutionarily from native Earth species.  It’s approximately 200 times larger than its earth-born cousins,” the AI continued.  Daniel highlighted its shell and the crystals, information scrolling away along the margins of the model.  “The shell appears to be extremely hard, reinforced with an unknown metallic substance.  Crystals are also embedded in the same metallic armor.” 
 
    “Best guess is that they’re fire mana crystals,” Finn offered.  “Maybe natural crystal formations that absorbed the ambient fire mana down here?  Also, they explode on impact.”  This earned him a grimace from Julia. 
 
    “Ahh, intriguing,” Daniel chirped as he updated his model accordingly.  “Finishing my report then, it also appears that the creature can cover itself in an aura of fire.”  The image of the ant was abruptly awash in a slightly darker-red aura of flames. 
 
    Kyyle just stared at the model of the insect that floated in the air.  “Oh, is that all?”  He peered at the image more closely.  “So, it’s literally a giant, magical fire ant.” 
 
    “Precisely,” Daniel chirped. 
 
    Finn had a few more questions.  Like when had Daniel learned how to project images or catalog other creatures?  That was a rather useful ability, and one that Finn certainly didn’t remember programming.  But he needed to put a pin in that too. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Okay, we need a plan,” Finn interjected.  “It doesn’t look like this creature is going to give up any time soon.”  He couldn’t tell if the ant was just persistent or was somehow still able to sense their presence, but he supposed it didn’t matter. 
 
    “I say we get the hell out of here,” Julia offered.  “You saw what my blades did – or didn’t do.”  She held up one of her daggers, showcasing the broken tip.  “It broke my daggers in one swing, and I didn’t even seem to hurt it.  I’m not sure we have anything strong enough to pierce its armor.” 
 
    “Where exactly are we going to go?  There’s only one other way to get out of here, and it’s through the death chasm of sliding glass,” Kyyle said, gesturing behind them. 
 
    Julia grimaced.  “Well, you’re not wrong…” 
 
    “The central shaft is probably worse,” Finn agreed.  “We were even more exposed out there, and we still don’t know what else lives down here—” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Okay, which leaves what?” Julia demanded.  She pointed at Kyyle.  “He could carve us a path out of here, but we already agreed that would take too long.  We also don’t know how far it is to an adjacent tunnel.  And that ant is going to get through eventually.” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    As though to emphasize her point, a crack rippled through Kyyle’s barrier, a cascade of dust shivering off the wall.  The group eyed the crack warily.  Julia was right.  It was only a matter of time before the ant beat down their defenses. 
 
    “And we don’t know how it sensed us in the first place,” Julia pointed out.  “It could just keep following us indefinitely.” 
 
    “Or call for reinforcements,” Kyyle offered.  They both looked at him in surprise.  “What?  It’s an ant.  I think it’s safe to assume it’s part of a colony.  Haven’t you guys ever kicked an anthill?” 
 
    The group drifted into silence, and Finn felt a pit forming in his stomach.  He had indeed kicked plenty of anthills as a kid, and he didn’t relish the idea of what would happen when the ants were eight feet long, heavily armored, and on fire.  That narrowed down their options even further.  What they really needed to do was figure out a way to kill the damn thing.  And quickly. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    Think, Finn thought to himself.  It must have a weakness. 
 
    His eyes skimmed to Daniel’s model.  It’s possible the joints were weaker.  Or possibly its antenna?  It might be using the appendages to see somehow, although he doubted that would kill the creature – probably only blind it and piss it off.  What they needed was a way to weaken it enough to kill it. 
 
    He shifted his perspective, trying another angle of attack.  How was it so resilient?  Most normal metals should have given way under the force of Julia’s blow.  Hell, she had hit it so hard, the ant’s entire body had shuddered under the attack.  Was something reinforcing its armor?  Finn’s thoughts turned to the crystals along its back and the flames licking away from its shell.  Maybe the creature was actively channeling fire mana?  Those crystals could be powering the flames – perhaps buffing the ant like Finn’s Imbue Fire? 
 
    Finn chewed on the inside of his cheek.  He supposed there was one way to find out. 
 
    “Okay, I have an idea,” he offered, finally breaking the silence. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Well, we’re all ears,” Julia replied dryly. 
 
    “It’s possible that the flames are reinforcing its armor,” Finn explained.  “Most likely powered by those crystals along its back.  If we could knock out the flames, Julia might be able to deliver a killing blow.  Maybe along a joint where the chitin hasn’t been reinforced?”  As he spoke, Daniel highlighted several joints along the base of the ant’s neck, the underside of the creature’s abdomen, and its legs. 
 
    “There are a lot of assumptions in there…” Julia replied. 
 
    Finn shrugged.  “We also don’t have a lot of options.” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Alright, well, what do we do?” Kyyle asked. 
 
    Finn nodded and stepped toward the earth mage’s barrier.  “If we can wall off the tunnel on both sides, maybe the flames will burn off the oxygen in the room.  Even mana-infused spells have to obey this world’s physics.  Eventually, the flames should go out.  Then we drop the barrier and attack as quickly as possible before it can reignite.” 
 
    Kyyle’s brow furrowed.  “How are we going to do that without dropping the wall on this side of the pit?  I can’t exactly see what I’m doing.” 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “But maybe I can,” Finn replied, placing his hand on the wall, and feeling the last blow still vibrating through its surface. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he whispered and squeezed his eyes shut. 
 
    The darkened tunnel was suddenly awash in color, emerald earth mana shining around him.  Finn focused on Kyyle’s barrier, noting that the rock was a slightly different shade than the surrounding walls.  It seemed to glow faintly, likely indicating that Kyyle had formed and sustained it with his own mana.  Beyond that barrier, he could just make out more swirls of green, intermixed with a ruddy orange glow a few feet below them. 
 
    That had to be the ant. 
 
    Finn needed to try something different.  He had noticed before that his Mana Sight didn’t seem limited by distance or interposing objects.  That was part of what had initially been so disorienting.  His natural vision could be blocked by walls and people.  Yet while using the sight, he would catch glimpses of the mana behind and around an object, the colors swirling and blending together in a way that made it hard to distinguish one thing from another. 
 
    The question now was whether he could intentionally ignore the interposing mana. 
 
    Finn focused on the wall, trying to remove the green mana that obscured his view.  It was difficult, like he was fighting the vision, and his temples ached as he tried to tear away at the intervening wall. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “Uh, I don’t mean to interrupt your intense staring competition with the wall, but I’m ready when you are,” Kyyle said from beside Finn.  He could see that the earth mage had already begun casting his spell, streamers of green energy curling around his staff. 
 
    Finn just grunted, frustration simmering in his veins.  He should be able to do this. 
 
    Maybe he was trying too hard?  His natural vision didn’t require him to strain when switching from short to long distance.  His eyes just compensated naturally.  All he did was look at the distant object, and it popped into focus. 
 
    He turned his attention back to the wall, forcing himself to relax.  He could see the dull orange glow on the other side of the green barrier, and he focused on it, following the fiery streamers of energy back to their origin. 
 
    Suddenly, the green wall disappeared, and the orange energy flared more brightly.  The change was so abrupt that Finn accidentally took a step back and lost it. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    “I… I think I’ve got the hang of it now,” Finn murmured. 
 
    He stepped back up to the wall and tried again. 
 
    The ant popped into focus once more, a fiery orange mass of energy that was beating its head against the wall directly below them.  Finn could see denser clusters of orange and red along its back – likely the mana crystals embedded in its armor.  Even more interesting, he could now observe the way that the fiery energy seemed to infuse the creature’s metallic shell. 
 
    Maybe he had been on to something after all. 
 
    “Okay, Kyyle,” Finn began.  “Aim for a spot about twelve feet from our position at the level of our feet.  You’re going to build a wall pointed straight up from that spot.  It needs to be about ten feet wide and eight feet tall – roughly the same width and height as this tunnel.  You got it?” 
 
    “We’ll see in a second,” Kyyle muttered from beside him. 
 
    The earth mage finished casting his spell, and Finn looked on as a barrier of rock and dirt suddenly erupted from the other side of the pit, extending straight up into the air.  Yet the wall stopped a foot shy of the tunnel ceiling. 
 
    “Just a bit taller,” Finn urged him. 
 
    The barrier continued its march upward until it merged with the tunnel ceiling. 
 
    “Okay, I think we’ve got it,” Finn said distractedly, turning his attention back to the ant.  He held his breath as he watched the creature, waiting for some telltale signal that the flames were waning. 
 
    Thump. 
 
    The creature slammed its head against the wall again, seemingly unaffected by the change.  Seconds and then minutes ticked past to the rhythmic thumping of its head against the stone wall.  Finn was forced to drop the sight several times to let his mana and stamina regen.  The crack in Kyyle’s barrier continued to widen with each slam of the ant’s head. 
 
    He reactivated his sight one last time, placing his hand back on the wall.  With his enhanced vision, Finn could see that the creature was slowly creating a massive indentation in the pit’s wall, green streamers of energy curling away from the impact – likely indicating loose debris. 
 
    “Is it working?” Julia asked, her voice sounding anxious. 
 
    “I don’t—” Finn began. 
 
    He stopped speaking as he saw the signal he had been waiting for.  The orange aura around the ant’s shell had dimmed ever so slightly. 
 
    “Yes, yes, I think it’s working,” Finn said, the excitement clear in his voice.  “You two get ready to start breaking down Kyyle’s barrier on this side.  As soon as the fire aura goes out, we’re going to attack.  I’ll aim for the fire crystals, and Julia, you aim for the head.  The armor looks weaker at the base of its neck, and you might hit a vital organ.  We’ll likely only have a few seconds after we reintroduce oxygen to the pit before it reignites. 
 
    “And Kyyle, be ready to put the barrier back up if this fails…” 
 
    “Way ahead of you,” the earth mage answered, his voice sounding strained as he channeled his mana into the barriers. 
 
    Following his own orders, Finn dropped the sight, letting his mana regen.  Then he cast Imbue Fire.  A lone dagger soon floated in the air beside him as he kept a watchful eye on his mana.  The sight was costly to channel, and he needed to leave enough mana to attack.  Or if things went sideways and they needed to make a run for it… 
 
    When his mana hit 70% again, he reactivated the sight.  The fire aura had continued to dim.  He glanced away from the ant for a moment, focusing on Kyyle’s barriers.  He could see that the green energy was becoming less solid, slowly dissolving but not breaking apart completely.  It would be just enough to allow Finn and Julia to burst through when the moment came. 
 
    Finn’s focus snapped back to the ant.  The orange aura continued to grow dimmer.  Interestingly, the creature’s movements also began to weaken, each thump of its head now slower and holding less force.  Maybe the ant’s stamina or energy was tied to those flames somehow… 
 
    “Daniel, mark the fire crystals in my UI,” Finn instructed, anticipating the cloud of debris that he and Julia were going to create when they broke through. 
 
    Another thought.  “Can you also paint a target for Julia or push my highlights to her?” Finn asked. 
 
    There was a brief pause as the AI mulled on that question.  “Yes, I believe I can, sir,” Daniel replied.  The crystals were soon illuminated in a glowing blue light, even without Finn’s enhanced vision, and the joint along the base of the ant’s neck was now outlined in sapphire. 
 
    “Well, that’s a neat trick,” Julia commented. 
 
    Finn only nodded.  It seemed Daniel was full of surprises lately. 
 
    He could feel his fire mana burning in his veins, barely pushing back at his anxiety.  They needed this to work.  Badly. 
 
    Then the fiery aura around the ant disappeared. 
 
    “Go!”  Finn shouted. 
 
    Finn dropped his Mana Sight and opened his eyes.  He would need to preserve the remainder of his mana. 
 
    He looked up just in time to see Julia speed past in a dark blur and crash into Kyyle’s barrier, splitting the earth with incredible force.  Dust, rock, and dirt exploded through the air, creating a dense, almost-impenetrable cloud of debris.  A moment later, his daughter was dropping into the pit. 
 
    Finn hadn’t been lazy either.  His flaming blade followed close on Julia’s heels, hurtling through the air.  Luckily, the ant was well within Finn’s control range, and the fire crystals were still illuminated in a glowing blue light.  He homed in on his targets, the blade crashing through the crystals in sequence as it made a zigzag pattern across the ant’s back.  As soon as one crystal exploded, his blade crashed into another.  Then another.  Each blow caused a miniature explosion of flame to jettison from the ant’s back, melting the rock and stone that drifted through the air. 
 
    He could no longer make out Julia, but he could feel the vibration in the floor as the ant thrashed in the pit, and he could hear the clang of metal – likely as her blades struck at the ant’s armor. 
 
    Finn’s blade smashed against the last crystals, a massive cluster embedded along the ant’s backside, and the gems gave way with one final blast of flame.  The force of the explosion slammed the ant forward, and its head crashed into the wall below Finn’s feet with incredible force.  The ant’s impact sent a massive wave of dust and debris rocketing up and out of the pit, entirely obscuring the tunnel from sight. 
 
    As the floor listed, Finn was thrown into the nearby wall, his head striking the stone and sending his vision swimming.  He glanced up, blinking rapidly to try to clear his sight.  He saw that Kyyle was slumped against the wall beside him, bleeding from several cuts, but still conscious and breathing. 
 
    Then Finn felt a sense of dread. 
 
    Julia! 
 
    She had been inside the pit when the last of the crystals exploded. 
 
    Finn pushed himself to his feet, despite the warning notifications in the corner of his vision and the blood running down his cheek.  His UI stuttered, and he was having difficulty focusing on it, the game kindly reminding him that he was suffering from a status debuff.  Probably a concussion. 
 
    Please be alive! 
 
    He stumbled forward, searching through the cloud of debris.  He could no longer feel the ground tremble, and the constant thumps had ceased.  A sudden stillness lingered in the tunnel, but that didn’t necessarily mean the ant was dead. 
 
    Or that Julia was still alive. 
 
    Finn stopped dead in his tracks as he saw a faint silhouette emerge from the dust.  It shambled forward with a limp, and his daughter soon came into focus.  Her armor was in tatters, and she was bleeding from several small chunks of rock and glass that were embedded in her arms and chest.  Burns littered the exposed skin along her hands and face, leaving gruesome red welts that were already beginning to heal under the effects of her regeneration. 
 
    But she was alive. 
 
    “Hey dad,” Julia croaked as she looked up and caught sight of him.  “I think we killed it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 - Artificial 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 75 
 
      
 
    After multiple attempts, I finally managed to duplicate the injury experienced by my lone test subject.  Although, I will admit that the procedure was quite painful.  I was ultimately forced to have a fire mage melt down a small ingot of metal, effectively fusing it to the bone near the Najima in my left arm.  I suspect I may be able to reverse this process – albeit not without considerable discomfort. 
 
      
 
    More fascinating was the effect.  Unlike my original test subject, I was able to test the pre-damaged state of the limb in order to provide a direct comparison.  Not only did the limb retain its strength, it actually “improved” after the procedure.  On average, I have observed a 20% increase in total strength, speed, and endurance localized to the damaged extremity. 
 
      
 
    I have no hypothesis for why this is happening, but the result is intriguing.  I will need to undertake further investigation of the damaged limb and find additional corroborating evidence of my findings.  Renquist has suggested that I might convince some of the novices to participate voluntarily if I offer to teach them new spells.  What they choose to do with their own bodies is of no concern to the guild leadership… or the temples. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn rushed toward Julia and managed to grab her before she could collapse, easing her against the nearby wall.  While gruesome-looking, he soon discovered that her injuries were rather superficial – more shallow cuts than serious wounds.  Her natural regeneration would take care of the injuries soon.  He knew that.  And yet watching her bleeding and bloodied face and her ravaged body was a trying task.  In just the last 24 hours, Finn had seen Julia come back from the brink of death twice. 
 
    For just a second, he wavered in his resolve.  A mixture of doubt and guilt lingered at the edges of his mind, a small voice that questioned whether this was all worth it. 
 
    “Would Rachael have wanted this?” that voice asked. 
 
    Finn didn’t have a good answer. 
 
    Or rather, that was a question he didn’t want to answer. 
 
    He grimaced, gritted his teeth, and pushed back the doubt at the edges of his mind.  This was worth it if it gave him – gave them – a second chance.  Surely, Julia would want to see her mother returned to her as well… 
 
    Although, that rationalization did little to ease the sense of guilt.  It was one thing for Finn to pay the price for his decisions, but Julia didn’t even know what her sacrifices were for, only that Finn was intent on completing this competition.  She followed him on faith alone, and this was what it had cost her – time and time again. 
 
    Even worse?  He would likely have to ask her to keep making that sacrifice. 
 
    “I guess it worked,” Kyyle observed, interrupting Finn’s dark thoughts. 
 
    The young mage had managed to stumble back to his feet, maneuvering through the debris and faint cloud of dust that still drifted through the tunnel.  He must have struck his head against the wall during the blast.  There was a matted patch of hair along his scalp and blood dripped down his forehead. 
 
    “Barely,” Finn replied. 
 
    “It wasn’t so bad,” Julia croaked, a grin on her bloodied and dirt-covered face as she noted their skeptical reactions. 
 
    “Uh-huh, well, why don’t you say that when you can stand up again,” Finn retorted.  He shifted his attention back to Kyyle.  “In the meantime, let’s go see if we can get a better look at this creature.” 
 
    Kyyle nodded, and the pair pushed farther down the tunnel, soon dropping down into the pit where Kyyle had trapped the ant.  The square and symmetric walls of the enclosure were now in ruins.  They found a massive circular crater in the rock where the insect had continued to smash its head against the stone and dirt.  The edges of the pit weren’t in much better shape, crumbling and blown apart by the explosions as the crystals along the ant’s back had detonated. 
 
    And yet, the creature’s body was still intact. 
 
    “What the hell is this thing made of?” Kyyle whispered in awe as he circled the corpse.  He rapped his knuckles against the metallic shell.  “Even the explosions barely made a dent.” 
 
    Finn just nodded.  “Daniel, can you identify the killing blow?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  Just a moment,” the AI replied.  Then its fiery form spun around the corpse, a thin beam of orange light scanning up and down the ant’s body. 
 
    A moment later, a dagger was highlighted in blue.  Finn stooped beneath the creature’s head to get a better look.  Julia had somehow managed to get up and under the ant’s head and ram one of her daggers through the chitin along its neck, stabbing straight into the creature’s brainstem.  Even so, the heat of the ant’s body and the explosions had melted the blade.  It was now lodged permanently in the ant’s neck. 
 
    She’s not going to be happy about losing another dagger, Finn thought ruefully.  More distressing was the fact that their supply of weapons wasn’t endless.  Even with as many blades as Julia typically carried, there was a limit to how many times they could pull this off.  And that was putting aside how risky that fight had been.  One wrong move and his daughter could have been smashed against the wall of the pit or been blown apart by the explosions as they detonated the crystals. 
 
    Finn’s fingers traced the chitin near the half-melted blade.  It felt different, more fragile perhaps.  Now that he was up close, he could also see that the coloring was off.  While the armor on the ant’s back was a solid black, the chitin along its underside was a dark, muddy orange.  His brow furrowed as he looked back at the ant’s armor.  It seemed that Daniel had been right. 
 
    “The chitin here seems weaker,” Finn noted. 
 
    “Yeah, but this stuff along its back is almost indestructible,” Kyyle replied, walking around to the back of the ant.  “Like, look at this.” 
 
    Finn walked around to stand next to the earth mage.  He could see where his blades had destroyed the crystals.  The blasts had been hot and intense, and yet the energy had barely melted the surrounding armor.  Instead, there were small indentations where the crystals had once stood.  Finn’s blade, however, was destroyed, fused into the darker armor along the ant’s back. 
 
    He rubbed at his eyes.  Forget Julia’s reaction…  he’d lost one of his own weapons, and his supply was much smaller.  The loss of one of his new daggers struck hard.  His equipment hadn’t been that great to begin with. 
 
    Kyyle murmured to himself as he circled the ant.  “Nearly indestructible armor along its back.  Confirmed weak point along the base of its neck… maybe the joints on its legs too – although, that likely wouldn’t kill it, just slow it down,” he noted, observing the black substance along the ant’s legs.  “It’s weakened by extinguishing its natural flames, but that doesn’t kill it.  Oh, and the crystals embedded in its body are explosive.  Looks like most of our guesses were correct.” 
 
    “But I don’t see how we’re going to keep killing these things,” Finn finished for him. 
 
    The earth mage grimaced, glancing at Finn.  “And there are likely more.  A lot more,” he added.  “Have you ever seen a single ant before?” 
 
    Finn rubbed at his eyes.  “It’s worse than that.  I think you’re right, and this is their nest,” he offered, glancing at the nearby tunnel wall above them and waving at it.  “We saw this one mining some sort of metal ore in the cave up ahead.  I think they carved out these tunnels.  They use their mouths as a combination of blowtorch and shovel.” 
 
    He hesitated for a second.  “And this was just a worker.  There may be other types of ants somewhere down here.” 
 
    Kyyle let out a snort.  “Perfect.  Because this was feeling too easy.” 
 
    Finn couldn’t help the amused huff that escaped his lips. 
 
    “So, what do we do now?” Julia said.  As her wounds healed, she had managed to rejoin them, and now sat on the small ledge above the pit. 
 
    Finn glanced around, observing the destruction they had caused.  “First, we need to get the hell out of this tunnel.  We don’t know if the ant sent a warning to the colony, and we certainly made enough noise to alert any other creatures that might live down here.” 
 
    He rubbed at his temple for a second, trying to think.  “The fact that this ant was out here alone seems to point to this being the fringe of the nest.  A scout for the main group, maybe?  If we’re at the edge of the colony, we could possibly move to the room up ahead and fortify that location.” 
 
    “By fortify, you mean…?” Kyyle trailed off. 
 
    “There are a few adjoining tunnels.  We could have you block them off and create more pit traps.  Then we can go ahead and seal this one too.  I doubt it’ll hold off the ants for long – especially if more than one comes calling – but it should buy us some time to get away.  Plus, we’ve learned that they aren’t exactly quiet.  I’m sure we’ll hear it trying to beat down your barriers long before it reaches us.” 
 
    The earth mage nodded. 
 
    Finn’s attention turned back to the corpse in front of him.  “We should take this with us.  We could study it further – cut it apart and test the chitin for more weak points.  We might be able to figure out a better way to kill these things.”  He hesitated a moment, sizing up the insect’s massive body.  “Although, the thing looks damn heavy.” 
 
    Finn heaved his shoulder against the ant’s body, his legs and arms straining.  It didn’t move at all.  He didn’t have any way to measure its actual weight, but he was guessing it weighed at least a ton – what with the super dense armor along its back. 
 
    Kyyle nodded and stared at the body skeptically.  “Maybe we could cut it up into pieces and drag them?” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  He wasn’t sure they had something that could cut through the chitin and armor.  He heard a soft thump behind him and soon saw that Julia had jumped down into the pit.  She paced toward the creature and braced her shoulder against it, setting her feet firmly.  With a deep breath, she heaved, her arms and back straining.  For a fraction of a second, nothing happened.  But then the ant shifted forward a few inches. 
 
    Julia pushed off the ant, wiping her hands together.  “I think I can manage it if Kyyle builds me a shallow ramp back up to the base of the tunnel floor,” she offered. 
 
    The pair just stared at her in surprise. 
 
    “What?” she demanded.  “Let’s get to work.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nearly an hour later, the group had gathered in the lava-filled cavern, which they were now calling the Sauna – a name that Kyyle had invented.  The earth mage had quickly retreated after they arrived, wandering down the adjacent tunnels to start constructing barriers of rock and dirt and escape the oppressive heat.  They planned to fill the tunnels with a dozen or so yards of stone.  That would make leaving a pain, but for now, they just needed a safe place to rest and regroup. 
 
    Julia had also managed to push and drag the corpse into the room, using an amount of strength that left both Finn and Kyyle astounded.  Finn could only assume that she must have spent most of her time during the beta focusing on physical training – or dumped a truly extraordinary number of points into Strength. 
 
    Now Finn sat on a small boulder, glaring at the dead ant and trying to ignore the oppressive heat that lingered in the room. 
 
    “Penny for your thoughts?” Julia quipped, sitting down on a nearby rock. 
 
    “We have some problems,” Finn said quietly. 
 
    “Well, that’s the understatement of the year.  We’re trapped down here in this ant nest, these creatures are clearly much higher levels than us, and our destination is at least a thousand feet above us.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “Exactly.  We’re eventually going to have to leave this cave to search the tunnels.  We need to find a way up to the vault, not to mention a way to get out of the Abyss entirely.  But before we do that, we need a way to kill these things.” 
 
    “Oh, that’s easy,” Julia said, rolling her eyes.  “We’ll just trap each one in a stone pit, seal it off, wait a few minutes for its flames to burn out, then try to stab it in the brain without blowing ourselves up or getting crushed to death.  And then maybe repeat that a few hundred times…” 
 
    “Smartass,” Finn grunted, earning him a smile from his daughter. 
 
    “It’s this armor that’s bugging me,” Finn said, rising to his feet to tap at the creature’s shell.  He’d already tested his daggers, coating the weapons in the flames of his Imbue Fire.  They had barely scratched the surface of the ant’s armor.  “It’s basically impossible for me to help right now.  I could target the fire crystals, but I can’t predict the resulting explosions.  And we can’t risk caving in a tunnel or injuring you.” 
 
    He turned and pointed at the cluster of spherical metal balls near the edge of the lava lake.  “I also can’t help but think that the dark ore the ant was mining looks awfully similar to this stuff coating the top of its shell. 
 
    “See this right here,” he offered, crouching beside the ant and pointing at the edge of its armor, just where the creature’s back and underbelly merged.  “There is a rough, uneven line here, and the coloring changes abruptly.” 
 
    “You’re suggesting that the ants coat each other in this metal that they’re mining?” Julia asked, glancing at the metal balls skeptically. 
 
    Finn nodded.  “I think so.  After examining the insect’s mandibles, they seem to be formed from something similar to diamond.  So, they heat up the mandibles in these molten lakes, harvest materials – natural ores and metals – and then use them to reinforce their own exoskeleton.  I’m guessing they do the same thing with these chunks of crystal.” 
 
    “Okay, but what can we do with that?” 
 
    Finn cocked his head.  There was really only one takeaway.  “I think we’re going to need to create our own weapons,” he replied softly, his voice distant. 
 
    He could feel an idea teasing at the edges of his mind.  Julia’s joking aside, it was clear that attrition wasn’t a viable tactic here.  They needed a way to break through the ant’s armor immediately.  They just didn’t have any weapons that were up to the task.  But the ant did…  Its mandibles seem to be hard enough to cut through anything, and they had plenty of the dark metal coating the ant’s back – the mineral vein still visible through the nearby wall.  There might be a way to use the ant’s own defenses against it. 
 
    His eyes flitted to the crystals embedded in the wall.  The glowing clusters were dangerous, but maybe they could also use them against the ants somehow? 
 
    “You’ve got that look on your face.  You know, that one where you peace out for a few weeks at a time tinkering in your lab,” Julia offered, a trace of bitterness creeping into her voice.  “We don’t exactly have a ton of time.” 
 
    You don’t know the half of it, Finn thought. 
 
    He shrugged.  “We also have no way to get out of here or kill these things, so it’s not like we have much choice.” 
 
    “We could die and roll the dice on the respawn,” Julia offered.  “That might get us a little closer to the surface.” 
 
    Finn glanced at her, raising an eyebrow.  “We’ve been over this.  We fell for about thirty seconds, which puts our depth at a couple thousand feet?  That means this place is huge, and the dungeon prompt said it has multiple respawn locations.  How do we know we’ll all end up in the same place?  Besides, even if we respawned somewhere closer to the top, how do we know that it would be any safer than here?  We could come back to find ourselves completely surrounded.” 
 
    She grimaced.  “Okay, fine.  I hate your reasoning, but it makes sense.  So, we go with your experimenting plan.  What exactly do you need for me to do?” Julia asked. 
 
    Finn gestured at the glowing red fire crystals around them.  “Find a way to mine that stuff or collect smaller clusters without blowing us all up.  Maybe we can find a use for it.” 
 
    “Cool, so Kyyle gets to build stone sandcastles, and I get to fumble around with volatile explosives.  Sounds like you gave me the hard job,” Julia grumbled, although he noted a flicker of amused hope shining in her eyes. 
 
    “Not exactly,” Finn retorted as he stepped forward toward the wall where the ant had been mining.  He stooped and picked up a fist-sized clump of the dark metal.  It was incredibly heavy, his hand drooping slightly as he strained to hold it upright.  If the material was this dense, what was its melting point?  It must be quite high if the ants projected an aura of flame around themselves without melting down the metal. 
 
    Finn’s eyes glowed orange, his fire mana responding as he looked at the nearby pool of lava, feeling the waves of heat radiating against him even at this distance.  Then he glanced back at Julia.  “I’m going to have to figure out how to forge this stuff.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 - Inspired 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 82 
 
      
 
    Several of the novices were more than interested in taking part in my research.  Ambition is alive and well among the mages, I see. 
 
      
 
    After repeating the procedure many times now, I have discovered that damaging the Najima is easier if the mana is first drained from the node.  If left undrained, the cluster of mana will regenerate at a considerable rate, which may explain my initial failures and the need for more extensive local tissue damage.  To this end, I have begun draining the test subjects as part of administering the procedure – rapidly creating a rather sizable stockpile of mana crystals.  Extracted this way, the mana is exceedingly pure and dense, forming rather potent gems.  I have no immediate use for the crystals, but I anticipate that they could be sold or traded to further my studies. 
 
      
 
    Even more intriguing, I was able to corroborate my findings many times over.  It is now clear that the loss of the Najima directly increases the body’s physical attributes.  This is not limited to a specific limb, nor is it unique to a specific person.  It is as though mana somehow physically weakens the body. 
 
      
 
    My hypothesis is that the complete destruction of a person’s Najima might offer a substantial increase to their physical traits, perhaps having a multiplicative effect if applied to someone who had already undergone intense training.  The possibilities are intriguing, particularly for those with naturally weak affinities.  Although, I suspect few would be willing to undergo such an extensive procedure. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn might have been a little overconfident when he claimed he was going to forge the strange dark metal – or at least that was the thought that kept echoing through his head as he stared at the heavy clump in his hand.  After he slowed down and took some time to consider his idea, there were a few problems with it. 
 
    For example, how hot did he need to get this stuff to melt it? 
 
    Finn rose to his feet and paced toward the nearby pool of lava.  He was forced to stay several yards away to ensure his robes didn’t catch on fire.  A frown flitted across his face as he stared at the glowing surface in thought.  Would Imbue Fire be enough? 
 
    Or was he going to need to pull out the big guns like the worker ant – maybe use the molten lake to help heat the metal?  Which begged the question, if he needed the lava to melt down the ore, how was he going to get close enough to use the magma without “re-forging” himself into a puddle of burnt flesh?  And assuming he somehow managed to solve those problems, how was he going to shape the metal? 
 
    Which, again, was putting aside yet another glaring problem: what shape was he even aiming for?  He ideally needed something light enough that he could lift it with Imbue Fire, but strong enough that it would pierce the ants’ armor – or at least the regular chitin on its joints and underbelly. 
 
    He let out a sigh of frustration, pacing back through the cavern.  Then there were the broader questions looming in the back of his mind.  Were they going to have to fight through an entire ant colony to get out of here?  How long would that take?  How much progress had the other champions made?  Why the hell had the Seer urged him to take that tumble down into the Abyss?  Assuming that’s what her cryptic message had even meant… 
 
    He could feel himself getting overwhelmed quickly, each question tumbling through his mind and leading to a dozen more.  The tasks seemed impossible – the mountain insurmountable.  Finn could feel despair welling in his stomach, a sickening, gut-wrenching thing born of hopeless frustration. 
 
    It was in that moment that a telltale flash of auburn hair and familiar eyes swept through his mind’s eye.  He could remember the weight of the hand on his shoulder in the Seer’s tent, and Rachael’s whispered words – her breath hot on his ear.  He felt his heart lurch, his hands balling into fists. 
 
    Could he really win this and bring Rachael back? 
 
    Finn shook his head, forcing himself to stop his racing thoughts and tamp down on the endless stream of questions.  Rachael had always been so good at moments like this.  He often tried to sprint before he could crawl, but she had been his center.  That calming voice of moderation.  She took his boundless enthusiasm, helped him channel it, and broke down a problem into manageable steps.  And then she set him loose. 
 
    “Just focus on one problem at a time,” she would urge him if she were here. 
 
    Finn took a deep, wavering breath.  “Okay, so what’s my first problem?” he grumbled as he glared at the lump of metal.  “Probably how hot you need to get before you melt or at least get to the point where I can mold you into something else.” 
 
    That was something he could answer.  Maybe. 
 
    Finn set the lump of ore down on a nearby boulder and took a step back, his fingers twining through the gestures of Imbue Fire.  It occurred to him that he could kill two birds with one stone – testing the melting point of the dark ore while also experimenting with his spell’s new secondary effect. 
 
    How many “heat levels” does it take to get to the center of this strange, dense metal? Finn thought, chuckling to himself at his own joke.  If Rachael were here, she would have laughed too.  She had always enjoyed his stupid sense of humor. 
 
    As the spell completed, the metal was suddenly engulfed in flame.  The most straightforward approach would be to use the ambient heat of the nearby lava to shape the metal – assuming he could move it.  Although Finn was skeptical that he could raise the dense metal.  With a twitch of his fingers, the ore trembled and then slowly rose into the air.  Finn could feel the resistance as his mana surged. 
 
    Then he let it drop back to the ground. 
 
    Guess it’s too heavy, Finn thought to himself.  Go figure. 
 
    The next step was to test the heat ranks of his Imbue Fire.  Under the default effect of his spell, Finn’s standard iron and steel weapons heated up nicely, which tended to hurt the durability of the weapons in the long-term.  However, his basic Imbue Fire usually wasn’t hot enough to soften those metals to a point where he could mold them.  Even worse, he suspected they likely had a lower melting point than the ore. 
 
    That gave Finn a thought, and he dropped the spell, stepped forward, and tapped a finger to the lump of metal.  Only slightly warm.  If anything, the ore seemed strangely cool to the touch.  Perhaps it conducted heat extremely well?  That would make a certain sort of sense and might help explain why the ants coated their backs in the stuff. 
 
    Okay, time for attempt number two. 
 
    Finn cast Imbue Fire again, but this time he maintained the channel.  His fingers continued to wind through a rapid series of gestures as he poured even more mana into the spell.  Daniel updated his UI dynamically, a flame symbol appearing in the corner of his vision with a ‘x2’ icon beside it.  At least that would make it easy to track his heat level. 
 
    The flames engulfing the ore lengthened and stretched into the air, burning fiercely, and the metal began to take on a faint reddish hue. 
 
    But it didn’t seem like nearly enough. 
 
    Finn dropped the spell, and the metal cooled rapidly, losing the crimson glow.  It seemed he had been on to something with his heat conduction theory.  He waited a few seconds, allowing his mana to fully regen before he made his next attempt. 
 
    As soon as his gauge had refilled, Finn began again.  Flames engulfed the metal, and as he hit heat rank level 2, the ore began to glow softly once again. 
 
    Then Finn poured even more of his mana into the spell, feeling the energy course through his veins in a fiery river.  The flames around the ore surged and then seemed to hit a tipping point as he reached heat rank level 3.  The fire abruptly curled back in on itself, reducing in size and taking on a blue-ish hue.  The metal was now glowing a bright, vibrant red. 
 
    Finn saw he could maintain this single channel for quite some time, the cost just barely surpassing his total mana regeneration.  If needed, he could likely add a second channel, but that would start eating into his pool swiftly. 
 
    He rose to his feet and approached the small clump of ore, shifting the channel to one hand and grabbing a nearby rock.  The heat was almost palpable.  It radiated away from the ore in waves, causing fresh streams of sweat to curl down his forehead and cheeks.  Finn ignored the heat, stooping and smashing the rock against the ore with little ceremony. 
 
    Then he dismissed the spell, and the fire whisked away. 
 
    Finn stared down at the ore and saw that he had made an impression with his blow. 
 
    Okay, so I can get it hot enough to work with it, but it’s going to take a lot of time and effort to mold this into something serviceable. 
 
    Despite the minor victory, Finn grimaced and slumped back onto his boulder.  He could heat the metal, but he didn’t really have the tools to work it.  He wasn’t sitting in a blacksmith shop – he was stuck in this hellhole a few thousand feet underground.  What was he going to do?  Beat it with a rock a few hundred times?  That process could take days – time they just didn’t have. 
 
    Maybe he should try again.  If he held the spell for longer, maybe it would soften the metal further and make it more pliable. 
 
    Finn rose, and his fingers raced through the requisite series of gestures. 
 
    Flames soon engulfed the ore, and he ratcheted up through the heat ranks, the multiplier icon ticking up quickly in the corner of his vision.  As he hit heat rank level 3, he held the heat there, maintaining the channel for several long minutes.  The ore did indeed glow more brightly, but then it stopped – perhaps he’d hit a temperature ceiling due to the enhanced heat conduction, creating a limit on how hot he could get the ore. 
 
    Either way, it didn’t seem to make any significant difference. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    He glared at the ore again, feeling frustrated anger surging in his veins.  Why the hell did this world keep throwing these impossible tasks at him?  Dangling this carrot just out of reach every freaking time? 
 
    Finn’s fingers jerked, and he lashed out with his arm.  He expected to just roll the hyper-dense metal into the nearby lake of lava. 
 
    He wasn’t prepared for what happened next… 
 
    The ore rocketed across the room, smashing into a nearby wall with tremendous force and causing a small avalanche of rock and stone to tumble down into the room.  Abruptly, the spell effect ended, leaving him standing there and staring at the wall, frozen in shock and his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Julia shouted at him, running back from the other side of the room.  Finn also saw Kyyle messaging him through the in-game chat.  Apparently, even the earth mage had heard the crash from down a nearby hallway. 
 
    “Uh… I’m sorry.  I was just testing something,” he murmured, staring at the crater in the wall where the ore had struck. 
 
    “Maybe warn a person next time,” Julia offered in a sarcastic voice.  “We’re a little on edge since we’re setting up camp inside a fire ant colony.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, sorry,” Finn murmured, waving at her distractedly. 
 
    She just rolled her eyes and wandered back off to deal with the fire mana crystals. 
 
    He felt like smacking himself.  He hadn’t considered trying to move the metal while it was superheated.  Maybe his control increased in proportion to the heat of an object?  That would certainly make sense, but it also had some interesting possibilities… 
 
    Finn’s frustration had now transitioned to excitement, his mana crackling and hissing in anticipation.  An idea was tumbling through his mind – suddenly recalling the way that the fire mage had shaped the small ingot of metal during the purge procedure.  What else did that heightened control let him do?  Could he wield it like a hammer?  Smashing the lump of superheated ore into a shape of his choosing? 
 
    He moved forward and grabbed another fist-sized clump of ore and walked through the same process again, waiting until the metal was engulfed in blue flames.  He let those flames linger, the metal beginning to glow with a bright-red light.  Finn maintained the channel, letting the glow grow until he hit the temperature limit again. 
 
    Then Finn did something different.  He inverted his hands, maintaining the channel, and pressing his palms together in a swift movement. 
 
    It was like an angry giant stepped on the chunk of ore.  The metal hissed and sparked, crushed by an invisible force.  It held for only a moment before flattening out into a roughly circular metal disc.  Then Finn dismissed the spell.  The metal tumbled to the ground with a solid thunk and quickly began to cool despite the sweltering heat of the Sauna.  Within seconds, it had returned to a familiar dark black. 
 
    Immediately, a notification popped in the corner of his vision. 
 
      
 
    New Skill:  Flameworking 
 
    With great heat comes great… control?  You have discovered that your ability to control heat-imbued objects allows you to manipulate certain substances and metals, molding them into a more useful shape.  Masters of this skill can create works of art in mere moments – a deadly arsenal of flame and steel that will have your enemies quaking in their boots. 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 1 
 
    Effect 1:  10% increased power when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
      
 
    Finn swiped away the prompt, and his eyes skimmed back to the clump of metal. 
 
    He chewed on the inside of his cheek in thought.  He could work with this.  His initial idea was beginning to blossom into true inspiration, his fire mana flaring into a full-fledged inferno that coursed through his veins.  Finn whirled, and his eyes swept the cavern, searching for the ant’s corpse. 
 
    He strode toward the beast with purpose, walking over to its head.  Then he stooped and examined its mandibles.  They were two large, ridged limbs that jutted from the ant’s head.  The surface was worn and dirty, but they still glimmered softly.  He could see that he’d been right when he had told Julia earlier that the mandibles were super hard – much like diamond.  They formed a serrated, almost saw-like row. 
 
    His eyes skimmed back to the flattened disc that still lay on the ground nearby. 
 
    If he could combine the two, could he create a weapon that could pierce the ants’ armor?  One that Finn could then superheat and send racing through the air with his Imbue Fire?  He might be able to create something similar to a diamond-tipped spear. 
 
    He hesitated at that thought. 
 
    Actually, a spinning motion would be ideal with the way the mandibles were serrated… 
 
    An excited smile tugged at his lips as he looked back at the ant’s corpse, his fingers already tracing the connection between the mandibles and the ant’s head, searching for a more fragile joint that would make them easier to break free.  He wasn’t sure this would work, but there was only one way to find out. 
 
    And besides, what did he really have to lose? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 - Experimental 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 86 
 
      
 
    I experienced another breakthrough today. 
 
      
 
    While administering the mana purging procedure to one of the novices, an accident occurred.  During the process, the novice convulsed, unintentionally destroying a crystal infused with air mana.  This was a clumsy mistake, and I resolved to update the safety protocols for the procedure at once.  Perhaps physical restraints and a sedative or paralytic might help reduce injury or mishap. 
 
      
 
    Yet, from folly sometimes comes revolution!  The novice undergoing the procedure was within the radius of the crystal’s detonation.  However, the air mana didn’t damage the man’s arm, or, at least, the damage was minimal – only minor burns.  Even more interesting, for a fraction of a second, his damaged limb appeared to “absorb” the properties of the air mana.  I honestly have no other word to describe what I witnessed.  The man’s skin and bone turned to crackling energy before my eyes! 
 
      
 
    The question is, why?  I will need to conduct additional experiments immediately… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn set down his new creation gingerly upon a nearby boulder. 
 
    It had taken him longer than he cared to admit to build the thing – a flat disc of metal about the size of a dinner plate.  There was a rough line of glimmering chitin rounding its edge, a gift from their deceased worker ant. 
 
    Crafting the disc had been relatively easy once he figured out how to shape the metal.  It was the mandibles that had proven to be the real pain in the ass.  Somewhat ironically, he didn’t have anything that could cut through them easily.  So, he’d been forced to heat the dark ore and send it crashing against the ant’s jaws until they finally snapped – creating a series of smaller, fragmented pieces. 
 
    Although, that process had been enlightening… 
 
    Finn’s eyes skimmed to the glowing blue graph that was projected into the air beside him – a line tracing the data from his many attempts to smash apart the mandibles.  The dark metal appeared to be more brittle at lower temperatures… a rather counter-intuitive trait. 
 
    Finn had been surprised to find that the metal would break apart much more quickly at room temperature.  Heat rank 1 and heat rank 2 showed an almost-linear increase in tensile strength.  However, moving up to the heat rank 3 had the opposite effect, softening the metal enough that it would start to break apart on impact.  As a result, he’d discovered an inflection point around heat rank 2 – indicating that this was the optimal temperature to maintain the durability of the metal. 
 
    Which would likely explain why the ants maintained the faint aura of flame.  Apparently, they had adapted well to this environment.  They might even be using the flames to help lift and move the heavy metal, which would explain why the worker’s movements had slowed once the fire aura had extinguished. 
 
    Finn swiped aside the graph and turned his attention back to his prototype weapon.  Daniel’s help had been instrumental in creating the sawblade.  While Finn had superheated the dark ore, flattened it into a disc, and then held it at temperature, the AI had attached the fragments of the serrated mandible one at a time.  The process had been slow, forcing Finn to stop in between each fragment to let his mana regenerate, and the result certainly didn’t look pretty.  But it didn’t need to.  It just needed to work. 
 
    Which Finn now planned to test. 
 
    Unfortunately, he didn’t have enough materials to make a second disc.  So, he’d only get one shot at testing this thing in action, and he needed to be careful not to destroy the makeshift sawblade. 
 
    Finn moved back across the cavern, putting as much distance between himself and the nearby ant corpse as he could while keeping it within his control range.  Then he tapped out a short warning message to Julia and Kyyle.  His preparations complete, he took a deep breath, and his fingers began moving. 
 
    Tendrils of flames soon wrapped the disc, growing more dense as the metal began to heat up.  Finn hit heat rank 1 and kept going.  He needed to be sure that the metal was held at the optimal temperature.  He didn’t want to break his only prototype. 
 
    As the icon in the corner of his vision hit heat rank level 2 and the dark metal began to glow an ominous red, Finn’s fingers twitched, urging the disc to rise.  It swept up into the air more slowly than its hotter counterpart, but the temperature was still more than enough to lift the dense metal. 
 
    Finn eyed the floating, flaming disk critically for a moment.  This next part was going to require him to try something different.  He centered his left hand while rotating his right around it, flicking his fingers rapidly.  In response, the disc began to spin in place, gradually picking up speed.  Yet Finn kept going, urging the metal plate to move faster and faster until the serrated ridge was a blur and a harsh whine filled the room. 
 
    Once he was ready, Finn called out to Daniel.  “Highlight the ant’s weak points.” 
 
    “Of course,” Daniel chirped. 
 
    An instant later, Finn could see that the ant’s neck and the joints along its legs were now highlighted in a glowing blue.  He’d had the AI perform a full body scan and analysis while he was busy, identifying a few additional ridges between the chitin that were possibly less durable.  However, the primary target was the ridge just behind the ant’s head.  That strike would be a killing blow since it was lined up perfectly with the ant’s brainstem. 
 
    For now, Finn just wanted to test the blade’s cutting power, so he picked out one of the larger leg joints that was easily visible at this angle – the limb already jutting up into the air. 
 
    Now, let’s see what this thing can do. 
 
    Finn directed the disc forward, and the makeshift sawblade hurtled through the air in a streak of orange and red.  In less than a second, the blade carved into the ant’s leg… then through the ant’s leg.  Yet it had barely slowed, and the blade soon crashed into the wall behind the corpse.  Finn wasn’t prepared for the explosion that rocked the cavern as the sawblade struck the stone, blasting out a massive crater and sending shrapnel flying through the room.  He dove for cover, the ground trembling below him from the force of the impact. 
 
    When he peeked out from behind a nearby boulder a moment later, he could see that a cloud of dust now obscured the ant’s body from sight, and part of the cavern wall had collapsed down onto the corpse. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Finn murmured.  “That might have been too much…” 
 
    “What the hell is going on in here?!” Kyyle shouted from the mouth of a nearby tunnel.  Finn spun to see his two companions standing there, glaring at him.  “You said you were running an experiment – not bringing down the whole cave!” 
 
    Finn’s eyes darted between the ant’s corpse and the pair.  “Uh… well, it was supposed to just be a test, but I might have put a little too much juice into it,” he offered feebly, pointing at the impact site. 
 
    Julia raised an eyebrow as she paced toward the ant.  “You could at least have warned us—” she cut off abruptly, her eyes widened as she took in the damage, holding up the severed limb.  The sawblade had carved a straight line through the ant’s leg, the combination of the heat, spin, and jagged mandible easily carving through the chitin.  Then her gaze drifted to the nearby wall, her mouth dropping open. 
 
    “What the hell did you hit it with?” Kyyle asked in an awestruck voice. 
 
    “I built a sawblade,” Finn explained, stepping toward Julia and recasting Imbue Fire.  He couldn’t actually see the blade anymore now that it was buried in the wall.  Silently cursing himself, Finn whispered a prayer to the Seer that he’d be able to retrieve the blade.  He had vastly underestimated the cutting power of the sawblade. 
 
    “Geez,” Kyyle muttered, shaking his head as he took in the destruction. 
 
    Finn grimaced, eyeing the wall worriedly.  He had finished casting his spell, but the blade wasn’t responding, so he decided to ratchet up the heat.  Maybe he just couldn’t lift the sawblade from underneath the heavy rubble. 
 
    As he hit heat rank 2, Finn urged the disc to return to him – this time much more gently even though the blade shouldn’t be spinning any longer.  He let out a sigh of relief as he saw the heated sawblade drift back out of the hole in the wall, a few more rocks tumbling down as the blade jerked free.  The weapon soon came to a stop in the air in front of him.  The metal was dinged and scraped, but it was still serviceable.  It didn’t seem that the impact had affected the mandibles at all – which were apparently almost indestructible. 
 
    “Holy shit, that’s cool,” Kyyle said in an awestruck voice as he stared at the hovering sawblade, circling it and inspecting it from each side.  “So, you spin it up before attacking, I take it?” 
 
    Finn nodded, an excited grin creeping across his face now that he had determined that he hadn’t destroyed the thing he’d just spent hours building. 
 
    “I’m not sure you should encourage him,” Julia teased. 
 
    “Hey, I found a way to kill these ants!” Finn retorted, pointing at the severed leg.  “It cut clean through the ant’s chitin.”  He hesitated, eying the ant’s more heavily armored torso.  “Although, I guess we’ll have to see how well it fares against portions of their bodies that are covered in that dark metal.  It might be a bit trickier when the ant is alive, moving, and coated in flames.” 
 
    “Yeah, but it looks promising.  Now we just need to figure out a way for Julia to kill some ants,” Kyyle offered. 
 
    Finn cocked his head.  That was a fair point.  He eyed one of the blades sheathed at Julia’s waist.  “It won’t be the same as using the mandibles, but I could probably coat a couple of your knives in the dark ore.  That won’t really make it any easier to cut through the ants’ armor or chitin while they have their aura active, but it might make the weapons a bit stronger and stop them from breaking in a single hit.” 
 
    Julia glanced down at her daggers.  “And ruin a few more of my babies…” she muttered before letting out a sigh.  “But I suppose that’s better than being completely useless.  Here, you can have these,” she offered, handing Finn’s two of her older blades. 
 
    “Well, in other positive news, I’ve also completed our renovations!” Kyyle announced, waving at the adjoining tunnels.  “I’ve blocked off every entrance with a few yards of rock and dirt.  I also installed a tapered entrance and a pit trap in front of each barricade.  Any ant that tries to burrow in here will get dropped in a hole, hopefully making it easier to take them out.” 
 
    He hesitated, grimacing slightly.  “Although, getting out of the Sauna is going to be a real pain in the ass.  I might need to take some time and work on making a more human-sized exit into one of the adjoining tunnels.”  He rubbed at his chin.  “Maybe a vertical shaft with handholds?  That could make it harder for the ants to get in.” 
 
    Finn ran a hand through his hair, his mind already working through the possibilities.  “Not a bad idea.  If I inspect the area with my sight, I might be able to tell you where to start digging the shaft.  There’s probably a tunnel above us that we can connect to.  I figure we can use this as a base of operations and explore the tunnels slowly.  That’ll give us somewhere to retreat if things get hairy.”  This earned him an excited nod from the earth mage. 
 
    Julia raised a hand.  “Hold up.  Before you two launch into yet another project, let’s go over what I’ve been working on.”  She gestured at the far wall opposite the lake of lava, where a rectangular opening had been carved in the stone.  “I had Kyyle excavate a small room to store stuff – keeping it safe and tucked away.” 
 
    “Store stuff?” Finn asked. 
 
    Julia looked at him archly.  “You know, like the explosives you asked me to mess around with?  Or had you forgotten that little homework assignment in your excitement?” 
 
    He did vaguely recall asking her to work on the crystals… 
 
    His daughter just rolled her eyes at him and led them over to her new storage space.  Finn soon saw that Kyyle had actually created an entire room, the area about ten-foot square.  He’d also taken the liberty of creating recessed shelving, glowing clusters of red crystals littering their surface, arranged by size and shape. 
 
    “I scavenged most of the smaller fire crystals and separated them from the larger chunks before storing them back there.  I didn’t want one of us to accidentally step on them… or use them for target practice,” she offered, looking pointedly at Finn. 
 
    Julia pointed at the gems.  “We could probably create some useful tools with the crystals.  Maybe more portable grenades with the smaller chunks.”  She then gingerly picked up a cluster about the size of a melon.  “And these monsters could be used to make something far more interesting…” 
 
    Finn just glanced at Kyyle, slightly unsettled by the gleam in his daughter’s eye. 
 
    “She has a crazy plan,” the earth mage murmured. 
 
    “It’s not crazy if it works,” Julia retorted, rounding on the pair.  “I’m going to have Kyyle help me create a shaped explosive charge.  If he can form walls of rock, my guess is that he can build something more intricate.  Specifically, we should be able to create a small room or pocket in the walls, shaped to maximize the damage to the adjacent tunnels.  Each room could have the crystals below, with a bunch of rocks suspended on a temporary platform.  Kyyle could then activate the bombs by dissolving the platform and letting the debris drop on the crystals—” 
 
    “—igniting them and caving in a portion of the tunnel or cave,” Finn finished for her, nodding along with her explanation.  Frankly, he was impressed.  And only slightly terrified.  That could offer a way to cave in the tunnels leading back into the Sauna if the ants somehow made it past the pit traps. 
 
    He glanced at his daughter.  “Since when did you pick up a fascination with explosives?” 
 
    Julia shrugged.  “I saw how effective those makeshift flashbang grenades you made back in the Mage Guild were, and I’ve been picking up crystals for a while… the thought just came to me.  Besides, you wouldn’t believe the stuff you can find on the internet.  Did you know there are tutorials on shaping explosives?”  She shook her head.  “Crazy.” 
 
    Finn sighed.  “Great.  So, your name is definitely on an FBI watchlist.” 
 
    “That’s a little insulting,” she shot back, mock glaring at him.  “I’m pretty sure I’m on a few of those lists already.”  At his worried expression, she raised a placating hand.  “Chill, chill.  I’m kidding.  I made sure to cover my tracks.  I’m bouncing my IP across at least a dozen other VPNs.” 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn was just rubbing at his eyes tiredly.  “Besides, you shouldn’t be worrying about that,” she continued, her grin widening.  “If you focus on getting more proficient with shaping that ore, I could probably have you create the casing for something much more compact – like real grenades or mines.  Maybe fill them with metal pellets or shrapnel…” 
 
    “Okay, now who’s getting ahead of herself,” Kyyle teased. 
 
    “Fine, fine, I might have gotten a bit excited,” Julia said, matching his smile. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn was surveying the storeroom and the cavern beside it.  It seemed they now had a well-fortified base of operations.  They also had a way to take out the ants with his sawblades, and between Kyyle’s traps and Julia’s new explosives, they likely had an easy way to escape if things went sideways – at least as long as they moved cautiously and built traps at regular intervals along the tunnels.  They could mark their maps with the yellow waypoint markers to keep track of where they had set the explosives. 
 
    Which just left one thing on their to-do list. 
 
    They needed to find a way out of this shithole. 
 
    “Okay, well, let’s put the projects on hold for a bit.  I think we’re ready to go explore and see what we’re really dealing with.  What do you say?” Finn asked, eyeing his companions.  He was anxious to give his new sawblade a real test run.  Plus, if they could take out a few workers, he could harvest more materials – maybe refine his design and ensure he had more than a single prototype. 
 
    “Sound good to me,” Julia offered with a shrug. 
 
    “Yeah, me too.  I wouldn’t mind getting out of this stupidly hot room for a bit,” Kyyle replied, wiping at the sweat dripping down his forehead.  Then he eyed an adjacent tunnel.  “I guess I just need to dig us a hole out of here.” 
 
    “Great,” Finn said quickly, his eyes gleaming as his fire mana surged through his veins.  “Then let’s go hunting.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 - Predatory 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 92 
 
      
 
    I have been able to replicate my test results time and time again.  A limb with a damaged Najima, when exposed to mana of a specific affinity, will take on the physical characteristics of that affinity.  Although this process causes some bodily injury, it is usually nothing more than minor burns or scrapes. More intriguing, I believe this result is consistent with my earlier research regarding crystals, and the development of the sight. 
 
      
 
    As I have previously concluded, some highly specific objects – such as crystals and our Najima – are capable of storing all types of mana.  However, mana interacting with substances that hold a particular affinity “transform” them.  For example, if a mage channeled fire mana into a crystal, it would hold the flame suspended.  In contrast, if a mage channeled fire mana into sand, it would create glass. 
 
      
 
    I believe a similar process is at work when the Najima in a person’s arm is injured.  Foreign mana introduced after the Najima is damaged physically alters the nature of the limb, at least momentarily.  Perhaps this indicates that our bodies, absent the Najima, are inherently inert or lack any affinity at all – causing the flesh itself to attempt to absorb the mana.  This would be consistent with the way a damaged limb appears almost translucent to my sight. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Julia leaned against the tunnel wall, her outline barely visible in the darkened passage.  “There’s another worker up ahead.  Similar cavern to the one where we set up camp,” she huffed, wiping the sweat from her forehead. 
 
    “I think you mean the Sauna,” Kyyle corrected her. 
 
    She just rolled her eyes at him.  “Still a silly name.” 
 
    “I take it that it didn’t sense you?” Finn asked, ignoring their banter. 
 
    His daughter shrugged.  “I’m guessing the answer is no, or we would be getting attacked right now.  I tried to keep my body completely out of line of sight and stand near ambient fire crystals to mask my own heat signature.” 
 
    “Assuming they can detect fire mana,” Finn added. 
 
    “That seems like the most likely answer,” Kyyle offered.  “They don’t have eyes, and during that last fight, the worker still seemed to know we were behind the wall.” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  It was a sound theory, but he was trying to keep an open mind.  So far, the ants had proven to be exceptionally well adapted to their environment.  It wasn’t clear that they had discovered all their tricks.  Either way, he knew they were quibbling about this issue to avoid the giant flaming ant in the room – the question that none of them really wanted to address. 
 
    “Okay, fine.  I’ll say it,” Julia finally spoke up.  “How are we going to handle this?” 
 
    “Well, we’ve got Finn’s sawblade now.  So, we could go in guns blazing,” Kyyle suggested, although his voice didn’t carry any enthusiasm for that plan. 
 
    “Assuming it works as well on the live ants as it did on the dead one,” Finn remarked.  “We blew up the crystals embedded in its armor last time, and we’ve proven now that the fire aura strengthens the metal coating across the ants’ regular exoskeleton.” 
 
    His companions both grimaced. 
 
    Running a hand through his hair, Finn glanced back in the direction of the Sauna.  They weren’t too far away.  Maybe a few dozen yards down an adjoining tunnel.  And Kyyle had already walled off the entrance, carving a single narrow entryway about a foot wide.  The group had all been forced to turn sideways to edge through the slender crack. 
 
    They could retreat to that location if they needed to. 
 
    “Okay, let’s do something similar to last time,” Finn began in a quiet voice.  “Kyyle, you can dig us a pit – although, don’t worry about walling off the tunnel.  If we need to, we can fall back to the Sauna.” 
 
    Kyyle gave Julia a mocking grin at the use of his nickname, which earned him a sigh.  Then the earth mage set off to start building the pit, his hands weaving through the requisite gestures.  Only a few moments later, the stone and dirt along the floor of the tunnel began to ripple and contort, sliding away to create a hole about eight feet wide and ten feet long. 
 
    “You want me to be bait?” Julia asked.  “I could lead the ant back here.” 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “No need. It was a close call last time.  We can use Daniel instead.  That’ll kill two birds anyway – testing our hypothesis regarding the ants’ heat detection while also avoiding unnecessary risk.” 
 
    At the mention of his name, the AI flashed into existence nearby, the light from his body pushing back at the darkness.  “Yes, sir?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “We’re going to need you to lure a fire ant worker to this location.  It should be just up ahead,” Finn explained.  He motioned at his daughter.  “Julia can provide the map data.”  She promptly swiped at the air to bring up her map and push the information to the AI. 
 
    “Wait, did I hear that correctly?  You want to use me as bait?” Daniel asked sharply, his form dancing anxiously. 
 
    Finn gave him a sharp look.  “You don’t have a physical form, and as far as we can tell, you can’t die.  There’s not much risk.” 
 
    “Says the person who will be sitting safely back here in the tunnel,” Daniel grumbled. 
 
    Rubbing at his temples, Finn wondered if Daniel’s emerging intelligence was such a good thing.  The AI used to be one of the few people that simply followed his instructions – with a heavy emphasis on the past tense.  Now it seemed like all three of his companions argued with him at every turn. 
 
    “I think I’m ready,” Kyyle reported a moment later, stepping back from the pit he had carved in the tunnel floor. 
 
    “Which is your cue to get moving,” Finn said, his eyes snapping to the AI.  “Remain close to the edge of the tunnel entrance at first, don’t make any noise, and stay away from any fire mana crystals embedded in the walls.  We need to test whether the ant can detect you based on heat alone.  If that doesn’t work, then draw more attention to yourself.” 
 
    “By doing what exactly?  Dancing in front of its face while shouting insults?” Daniel groused, sarcasm lacing his voice. 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Finn answered with a grin.  “Oh, and make sure you highlight joints and weak points on your way back.  I want to be certain I have a clear target.” 
 
    “Of course, I’ll handle that while running for my life…” 
 
    With that, Daniel pulsed once and then set off down the tunnel.  Although, Finn noted, the AI was moving slowly and weaving more than usual – perhaps a fire elemental’s equivalent of dragging his feet. 
 
    “Is it just me, or does Daniel seem to be getting a bit of an attitude?” Julia asked, sparing a confused glance at Finn. 
 
    Kyyle shrugged.  “Maybe we’re witnessing fire elemental puberty or something.” 
 
    For his part, Finn wanted to deflect this line of thought.  If Julia started digging too hard at how Daniel’s code was being altered, that would lead to quite a few questions that he wasn’t certain how to answer. 
 
    “Isn’t he based on your original programming, though?” Julia asked. 
 
    Finn sighed.  “I’ve actually been messing with his code lately,” he replied smoothly.  “I’ve been trying to make some improvements to my UI.  They might have had some… unforeseen side effects.”  When he looked at Julia again, he saw a skeptical look painted on her face, but she didn’t offer any follow-up questions. 
 
    Good, because we need to focus. 
 
    Finn used their remaining time wisely.  He had Kyyle create a small column of earth and set the sawblade on its surface.  Then he began to pre-cast Imbue Fire, his fingers winding through the gestures but hesitating before completing the spell.  He needed to wait until the ant was nearly within range. 
 
    Kyyle took up a position to Finn’s left, his staff ready.  He’d likely block off the tunnel with a thin barrier if they needed to retreat.  For her part, Julia had pulled her daggers, the metal now coated in the familiar dark ore.  It was a crude smelting job, but it might toughen the blades enough to break the ant’s chitin – or at least prevent her from destroying the knives in a single blow. 
 
    Time seemed to slow to a crawl, the seconds ticking past. 
 
    The only sound in the tunnel was their anxious breathing, the scrape of a foot across the dirt floor of the cave, and a cough as Kyyle cleared his throat. 
 
    Finn felt the ant before he saw it.  It was just a faint tremor, small puffs of dust cascading from the tunnel walls.  Then the rumbling grew more forceful, dull thumps echoing from the darkness.  Suddenly, a ball of flame rocketed around the corner in front of them, streaking back toward the group. 
 
    “It’s coming!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    “Yeah, no shit,” Julia muttered, gripping her daggers more tightly. 
 
    For his part, Finn couldn’t spare the time to speak.  As the ant came barreling towards them – its massive armored body awash in a thin coating of flame – he completed his spell.  Fire soon engulfed the sawblade, and Finn’s fingers kept pushing more mana into the spell, rapidly ratcheting up to heat rank level 2. 
 
    The ant was in a full sprint, its legs smashing against the rock floor in a rhythmic thump that reminded him of a drumbeat.  Its movements were also unsteady, occasionally sending the creature careening into the walls and shaving off chunks of stone.  Finn certainly hoped the ants were deaf.  If not, then this single worker was making enough noise to alert the whole damn Abyss. 
 
    As soon as the insect neared the edge of the makeshift pit, it simply raced out into open air, its momentum carrying its heavy body a short distance before it began to sink, soon crashing against the floor of the pit.  The impact caused an explosion of dirt and debris to jet up into the air in a plume that soon obscured the ant from sight and filled the tunnel. 
 
    Luckily for Finn, Daniel had managed to highlight the ant’s joints.  His eyes focused on the blue node at the base of the creature’s neck.  The ant bucked and moved, shaking off the fall quickly and soon slamming its head against the stone wall beneath them.  Each crash caused the dirt and stone to tremble and the small blue target to shift and jump erratically. 
 
    He’d get one shot at this. 
 
    It needed to be timed perfectly. 
 
    Finn could feel the fire mana simmering in his veins, pushing back at his doubt and hesitation.  It urged him to launch the sawblade. 
 
    Yet he resisted the impulse.  He needed a few more seconds.  The blade began to spin in place, speeding up quickly until the glistening mandibles along its edge were merely a muted blur.  The metal was also beginning to warm, glowing a soft red as Finn’s flames superheated the disc. 
 
    Aiming at a live target was much more tricky than the corpse.  The creature bucked and moved, smashing its head against the wall of dirt below them before retreating.  Finn took a deep breath, his mind going blank as he watched the ant repeat its usual routine.  It head-butted the rock, stepped back, and shook its head as though briefly stunned by the blow. 
 
    Then it recovered and charged the wall again. 
 
    He’d have to time this just right. 
 
    Finn waited for the moment the ant was recovering from its last headbutt and preparing to wind up for another charge… 
 
    Now!  Finn launched the blade. 
 
    The projectile rocketed through the cloud of debris and dust, Finn’s fingers twitching gently as he directed the blade with a delicate touch.  It carved a furrow in the air that briefly revealed the fire ant worker. 
 
    The ant stumbled backward, shaking its head and revealing the armored ridge at the base of its neck.  Finn took advantage of that window, the blade arcing upward slightly in the air.  This shaved off some velocity in exchange for hitting the ant’s weak point.  Then the disc sliced into chitin, letting out a screech of metal on metal.  For a fraction of a second, the reinforced armor held, and Finn could feel doubt well in his stomach. 
 
    Would the sawblade be enough for the fire-imbued metal? 
 
    A moment later, the edge of the blade cut through and kept going, carving cleanly through the ant’s neck before crashing into the hardened chitin of its torso.  The blade continued a few inches before smashing into the underside of the dark metal that coated the ant’s back, where it finally came to a stop, lodged firmly in the ant’s body. 
 
    For a moment, the creature stood in place, its movement stilling… and then stopping.  Its torso and head were still awash in flames, and its antenna twitched. 
 
    Then its head fell free, crashing against the floor of the pit.  Its body soon followed, the ground trembling as it slammed into the dirt and stone.  Only a few seconds later, the flames along its back winked out with a faint hiss and streamers of smoke.  The ant lay decapitated and unmoving. 
 
    “Well, shit,” Kyyle said in shock.  “It worked.” 
 
    “You don’t have to sound so surprised,” Finn grumbled. 
 
    His eyes were on the pit, his thoughts troubled.  Finn hopped down and approached the ant’s body.  It was hot, the ambient heat not having had a chance to dissipate.  Yet he ignored that, crouching beside the creature’s torso and examining where his blade had entered.  With a gentle tug of his fingers, he urged the blade to come free, continuing to channel Imbue Fire. 
 
    Gradually, he managed to pull out the disc and dropped his spell. 
 
    A clump of metal and mandible dropped to the ground with a solid thunk. 
 
    Finn examined it closely.  The mandible still looked like it was in okay shape, and he might be able to salvage it.  Although, that was going to be a pain with the way the metal had melted down and warped around the diamond-like substance.  He didn’t think it was the first strike that had destroyed the blade, but the second – likely a function of how the first blow had slowed the blade’s velocity and spin before it struck the ant’s reinforced armor head-on. 
 
    He bit his lip as he examined the angle of attack.  Ideally, he could avoid the blade slamming into the ant’s torso.  Unfortunately, the angle needed to hit the joint at the base of the ant’s neck made it difficult to avoid that second blow.  He might be able to stop the sawblade just after the first strike, but Finn would only have a fraction of a second after it cut through the ant’s neck. 
 
    That seemed impossible – even with his reflexes. 
 
    Which meant his sawblades were a one-time-use weapon. 
 
    “Shit,” he muttered. 
 
    “What is it?” Julia asked, approaching Finn. 
 
    “Well, the good news is that we have an easier way of killing the ants,” Finn replied.  “The bad news is that taking out a live ant ruins the blade.”  He shook his head.  “Maybe if I made the disc smaller, I could get two blades per ant…” He trailed off, half talking to himself as he glanced at the mandibles attached to the decapitated head resting on the floor.  He was already mentally designing some modifications. 
 
    “Either way, it sounds like there’s only one real solution,” Julia observed, stooping and snatching the ruined sawblade from the ground.  Finn glanced at her questioningly.  “We’re going to have to go hunt some more ants.” 
 
    She waved at the tunnel.  “Lucky for us, there are plenty of tunnels left to explore.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 - Militant 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 95 
 
      
 
    While previously I have concentrated on studying the destruction of a Najima and the effects of foreign mana on the damaged limb, I believe it’s time to shift the focus of my research. 
 
      
 
    My studies have indicated that the Najima are unique in that they store and contain mana without physically transforming the caster’s body.  Yet why is that the case?  And more importantly, why are our Najima capable of converting the ambient mana in the world to a specific affinity?  To-date, I have seen little evidence of this phenomenon in other mundane objects or living creatures.  The best corollary might be a warded crystal, but even then, the passive conversion is painfully slow, taking weeks to charge even a small crystal. 
 
      
 
    I have resolved to study the Najima more carefully in a healthy subject, although first, I will need to attempt to heal my own arm. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Holy shit,” Kyyle muttered, tugging at his collar. Sweat streamed down his face as he scanned the room in front of them. 
 
    “Holy flaming shit might be more accurate,” Julia retorted in a dry tone. 
 
    The group was perched next to a dense cluster of fire crystals that towered nearly six feet in the air.  The ambient heat from the gems was oppressive, but they had firmly established that the ants couldn’t physically see – at least, not in the traditional sense.  They seemed to only be able to sense mana with their antennae.  On top of that, the ants didn’t really respond to noise, so there was little need to conceal their conversation. 
 
    As a result, when the group was near the lava lakes or fire crystals, they were effectively invisible to the ants.  It made the deposits convenient – if a bit dangerous.  If they happened to attract attention, it meant that they were standing beside a mound of explosives… 
 
    “This is bad,” Finn murmured, watching the creatures crawl across the cavern. 
 
    Which might have been the understatement of the day. 
 
    Finn’s map hovered in the corner of his vision, a floating three-dimensional projection of the maze-like series of tunnels they had explored over the last few days in-game.  They had searched a large swathe of passages and connecting caves, all of them residing to the east of the central shaft of the Abyss. 
 
    What was more unusual was that the lower levels of the Abyss all seemed to be comprised exclusively of chambers and passages carved by the ants.  The walls all bore the symmetric marks of their mandibles.  Finn couldn’t help but note the similarities between the structure of the ant-made tunnels and mine shafts.  They were formed in a winding, grid-like fashion, and they had witnessed more than a few of the workers tearing at a vein of the dark ore.  Maybe the ants were searching for that metal?  Although, it wasn’t obvious what purpose the material served other than to reinforce their armor. 
 
    What was unique about the large cavern hovering before them was its size.  It was one of the first major intersections they had discovered, spanning 50 yards across and broken into multiple, tiered levels.  Finn spotted at least six adjoining tunnels, turning the space into a hub of sorts.  The room itself was illuminated in a soft orange glow as a result of a river of magma that ran its length.  The ants had carved out makeshift rock bridges across the chasm.  That showed a level of ingenuity that was at stark odds with the way the workers tended to rush them blindly. 
 
    Oh, and the cavern was literally crawling with the insects.  At least five ants were visible from their position – far more than the group had tried to tackle at once. 
 
    “What are they doing over there?” Kyyle asked, pointing to a cluster of crystals along the far wall. 
 
    Finn could see that three ants hovered near the gems and seemed to be chewing on the crystals.  As they looked on, the third ant shambled over to a nearby lava lake, rolled onto its back, and pushed itself toward the magma, swiftly warming the metal that coated its exoskeleton until it glowed bright red.  A few seconds later, it stood and returned to the crystals.  The other ants promptly began placing gems on the ant’s back, quickly setting the crystals into the soft metal in densely packed rows before it could cool. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Finn replied quietly. 
 
    His fingers brushed the discs attached to his hip.  They had managed to down a few more worker-ants, and he had improved on his design for the sawblades.  The discs were now smaller, and he could usually make two or three depending on the size of the ant.  His ammo was still limited, but he supposed it was a workable solution as long as he was careful. 
 
    “Maybe placing the gems like that makes them stronger?” Kyyle suggested.  “That’s what we’ve seen on the other workers – like they’re using the ambient mana to power that flame aura and strengthen their armor.” 
 
    “That’s a LOT of crystals, though,” Julia replied.  “Usually, the workers only embed one or two clusters.  They don’t cover their entire back.  Hell, that would be dangerous since it would only take one stray brush against a cavern wall to ignite them.” 
 
    “Maybe they’re collecting the gems for some other purpose then,” Kyyle replied slowly, tapping at his console and sparing the occasional glance at the ants.  “They seem to be gathering the ore too.  And that’s pretty typical behavior for ants – they harvest materials and return them to their central nesting area.” 
 
    Finn was nodding along with that explanation.  “If that’s the case, then this isn’t the primary colony.  These seem more like mining tunnels.” 
 
    Kyyle winced.  “You might be right.  We could be at the fringes of the colony.  If they’re anything like earth-born ants, there’s probably a breeding chamber, incubation area, maybe even a few storage caves for food and materials.” 
 
    The earth mage closed his eyes, rubbing at his temples.  “Although, if you keep going down that line of reasoning… shit,” he muttered. 
 
    Finn just nodded.  He’d already reached a similar conclusion. 
 
    “What?” Julia asked, glancing between the earth mage and Finn. 
 
    “Well, real-world ants have multiple roles,” Kyyle offered.  “Like ‘workers’ and ‘soldiers.’  They also typically have a queen.  Except we haven’t seen any eggs or reproductive mechanism.  In short, we haven’t seen any other ant variants.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes widened ever so slightly.  “Okay, but you’re assuming this is realistic.  This is still a game world.  They could just spawn in from nothing when the instance resets, and we might only be facing the workers,” she offered weakly. 
 
    Finn and Kyyle stared at her with incredulous expressions. 
 
    “Yeah, okay.  I get it.  The game is super realistic.  A girl can hope, though.” 
 
    Finn wiped at his brow.  “Either way, we need to decide how to proceed.  I say we draw them back into our typical pit trap.  The narrow tunnel should act as a choke point, regardless of their numbers.  As long as they come at us one-by-one, we should be fine.” 
 
    Kyyle and Julia both seemed skeptical.  They looked worn and tired, sweat dripping down their cheeks.  They had been at this for days already, and they could all use a break.  The relentless stress of searching the tunnels, gradually inching their way forward as they built more traps, had begun to take its toll.  This area was clearly a high-level zone, and they were barely scratching by as it was. 
 
    On the other hand, he doubted it was going to get any easier.  They needed to keep moving.  With the level difference, every dead ant provided a decent amount of experience, which meant better stats and upgraded skills.  Plus, each corpse meant more materials and one less enemy between them and the upper levels of the Abyss. 
 
    This was a marathon – not a sprint. 
 
    “Come on,” Finn urged them, slinking back toward the tunnel.  “Let’s get into our positions.”  With weary nods, the others followed his lead, drifting back into the darkness. 
 
    Finn hesitated near the entrance to the tunnel.  “Daniel,” he whispered, and the AI suddenly flashed back into existence. 
 
    “Oh, fantastic,” Daniel muttered when he saw the room. 
 
    “We need you to—” 
 
    “Act as bait once you’re in position.  I know the drill by now,” the AI interjected in a weary voice.  Finn arched an eyebrow.  Clearly, they were all getting tired – surly pubescent AIs included. 
 
    “Okay, but keep an eye on the ant with crystals along its back,” Finn urged him.  “One wrong move, and we might blow up part of the tunnel.  We also don’t have eyes on most of the room since the terrain is uneven.  Identify and highlight any new threats.” 
 
    “That’s unhelpfully vague,” Daniel retorted. 
 
    “Best I can do,” Finn offered with a shrug.  “Give us 60 seconds and then make the first pull.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the AI replied in a resigned voice. 
 
    Finn rejoined his teammates behind a new pit that Kyyle had carved in the floor.  Tugging a few of the sawblades from his belt, Finn set them on the ground carefully, creating a rough line.  He had more in his pack, but he tried to keep at least a handful accessible. 
 
    “This is my favorite part,” Julia offered, sarcasm practically dripping from her voice as she leaned casually against a nearby wall.  “I get to sit here and do nothing.” 
 
    “Assuming everything goes to plan, yeah,” Finn replied.  He glanced at her with a grin.  “Think of it as free power-leveling.” 
 
    That earned him a faintly amused snort. 
 
    They all quieted as they felt the first tremor.  One ant was bad enough, their heavy bodies cracking the stone floor as they ran.  Six, however, were enough to set the entire tunnel trembling, dust cascading away from the walls.  Within only an instant, Daniel’s glowing form came rocketing into the tunnel. 
 
    “Multiple enemies incoming!” the AI shouted. 
 
    That was Finn’s signal to start casting, his fingers darting through the gestures of Imbue Fire.  A blade drifted up and into the air, hovering in place as he swiftly turned up the heat.  He limited his channel to a single sawblade to conserve mana.  This was going to be a long fight. 
 
    One of the ants rounded the corner and came into view, its body awash in flame.  Finn launched his first sawblade.  Daniel had supplied a convenient blue target along the ant’s spine at the base of its head.  With a few twitches of his fingers, the sawblade struck its mark.  The ant stumbled, and its head dropped to the floor before it neared the pit.  Its now-headless body listed into the nearby wall, shaving off chunks of rock. 
 
    “One down, a thousand more to go,” Julia muttered from beside him, her fingers lingering at the hilts of her blades but unable to offer any help. 
 
    Let’s just hope it stays this easy, Finn thought. 
 
    He was already beginning to ignite another sawblade when he heard a harsh rumble and glanced up sharply at the fallen ant. 
 
    Something slammed into the corpse with incredible force, plowing the decapitated body forward until it hit the edge of the pit and tumbled over the side.  The worker ant’s body soon crashed against the bottom of the chasm, causing debris to jet upward into the air and briefly obscure the tunnel from view.  Finn expected a second crash to follow as the next ant barreled over the edge after the corpse. 
 
    Yet the sound never came. 
 
    Instead, he detected a faint orange glow amid the dust. 
 
    “What the hell is—?” 
 
    He never got a chance to finish.  A massive ball of flame rocketed through the air toward the group, melting the debris that lingered through the tunnel.  Julia swiftly shoved Finn to the side, his shoulder smashing into the side of the tunnel as his daughter used the opposing force to shove herself back against the opposite wall. 
 
    Her quick thinking barely saved them. 
 
    The Fireball rushed past, and the air practically sizzled from the heat before the molten sphere crashed into the ground, creating a swell of flame that seared the dirt and stone black.  On its heels was a small shock wave – the combined speed and force of the blast sending out a blast of compressed air that shot dust back down the tunnel and shoved the group into the tunnel walls. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” Kyyle shouted, his voice sounding muted with the way that Finn’s ears were ringing.  Julia grabbed the earth mage and hauled him to his feet as Finn retook his own. 
 
    “New enemy detected,” Daniel reported belatedly. 
 
    Finn followed the telltale blue glow, his mouth opening in surprise. 
 
    An ant stood on the other side of the pit, waiting calmly on the ledge instead of charging blindly.  This creature looked strange – almost deformed. The ant’s head was even larger than a normal worker’s, spanning nearly four feet across and stretching outward into an armored, obsidian semi-circle.  Even more strangely, small clusters of fire crystals were embedded at regular intervals around the armored ring. 
 
      
 
    Fire Ant Soldier – Level ??? 
 
    Health – Unknown 
 
    Mana – Unknown 
 
    Equipment – Unknown 
 
    Resistances – Unknown 
 
      
 
    As Finn looked on, the crystals around the soldier’s head began to glow brightly, streamers of flames arcing away from the gems and connecting in the center of the disc.  A ball of fire was forming there, growing rapidly in size. 
 
    Oh, shit.  It can shoot Fireballs. 
 
    “Daniel, scan the new ant and then highlight a weak point for me,” Finn shouted.  The AI promptly dove forward, circling the ant as it began to analyze its armor. 
 
    Meanwhile, Finn’s hands were a blur as he brought a second sawblade online and then ratcheted the temperature up to heat rank level 2.  However, he was going to need a few precious seconds to bring both weapons up to speed… 
 
    Time that he didn’t have as he saw the ant’s Fireball condensing. 
 
    Glancing at Kyyle, Finn saw the earth mage had already anticipated the problem, emerald tendrils of energy winding around his staff.  The rock and stone in front of them began to liquefy, a thin wall of earth drifting up into the air.  A second, curved barrier then formed along the ground behind it.  Julia shoved both mages into this little pocket, forcing them to their knees as they struggled to maintain their spells. 
 
    It wasn’t a moment too soon. 
 
    A blast of fire exploded against Kyyle’s first makeshift wall, blowing apart the rock in a shower of fragments that cascaded back through the tunnel.  Flames soon followed, billowing outward around the rock.  The debris and flames struck the second curved barrier, rushing up and over the obstacle instead of breaking it apart.  Meanwhile, Julia pressed their heads down, hovering protectively above them. 
 
    As the heat receded, Julia yanked Finn back to his feet.  He spared a glance at her, but his hands never stopped moving.  His daughter’s face was bloody, stone shrapnel having cut a line across her cheek. 
 
    But he couldn’t focus on that right now. 
 
    “Weak point detected,” Daniel shouted. 
 
    Finn glanced back at the soldier and saw a single small blue target outlined behind its massive head.  However, there was no way in hell that he was going to be able to angle his blade around the massive shield.  The slightest movement on the creature’s part, and it would send the sawblade rebounding off its armor and flying uselessly into the tunnel wall.  More blue spots then dotted the insect’s legs, highlighting extremely slender chinks along its joints. 
 
    Is this entire fucking ant covered in metal? Finn thought. 
 
    Yet he didn’t see many options.  A killing blow was out of the question.  Finn could try to hit the gems around the soldier’s head, but they were small and moving.  He also couldn’t be sure that taking out one or two gems would be enough to stop its ability to cast the Fireballs.  He could hit a leg, which seemed like it was better than nothing – already the ant was charging another Fireball… 
 
    He needed to do something.  Now. 
 
    So Finn launched the sawblade. 
 
    The world seemed to slow, and Finn’s fingers twitched, tugging the blade under the soldier’s domed head.  With its velocity, he didn’t have time to angle it back up toward the ant’s neck, but that wasn’t his target. 
 
    Instead, the blade tore into the joint in the ant’s foreleg, just barely hitting the narrow target.  The disc sliced through the limb, but Finn wasn’t done.  The blade kept going, and he adjusted its course slightly.  It had lost speed, but it would have to be enough. 
 
    The sawblade struck the ant’s second leg on the same side.  Finn missed the mark slightly this time, but it managed to cut into the reinforced metal.  The disc carved through the limb – if only barely – before crashing into the floor with its remaining momentum, now only a mangled hunk of metal. 
 
    Damn, this thing’s armor must be thicker, Finn thought. 
 
    He held his breath as he watched the soldier.  The ant stumbled and then listed to the side, smashing into the wall as it lost its balance.  The next Fireball went wide and struck the ground in front of the fire ant soldier, blasting out a sizable crater.  That was enough for the ledge to begin to crumble and give way, sloping down into Kyyle’s pit and pulling the soldier with it – the ant’s remaining legs struggling vainly to push itself backward. 
 
    Try shooting at us now, asshole. 
 
    Although he didn’t have long to celebrate. 
 
    Suddenly, the entire tunnel shook violently, an explosive blast of fire, rock, and compressed air detonating just to the side of the pit.  Finn and his companions were tossed against the hard-stone wall.  Debris and rocks rained from the ceiling, dust billowing outward and creating a dense cloud. 
 
    Finn groaned as he began to recover.  He was on his knees, his vision obscured by dust, the air so thick with dirt that it was making it difficult to breathe.  He tugged his robe up and over his mouth to try to filter the air before glancing at his UI.  They were all still alive but badly shaken. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    With his normal sight limited, Finn squeezed his worthless eyes shut and murmured a single word.  “Mashhad.” 
 
    The world was suddenly illuminated in varying shades of orange and green, reflecting the ambient rock and heat that now littered the tunnel.  Finn followed the orange streamers back to their source – only for his brow to furrow in confusion at what he witnessed. 
 
    A massive glowing red-and-orange sphere now rested alongside the tunnel, dramatically widening the narrow passage, and carving a second opening into the nearby cavern.  It looked like something had blasted through the cavern wall… 
 
    Even as he looked on, a form charged forward through the new makeshift tunnel entrance.  It was another ant, but this one glowed with an almost-blinding orange light, jagged columns of heat lancing into the air along its back.  Finn had seen that shape before, the other workers piling crystals onto another ant’s back.  Had one of those ants caused that explosion? 
 
    Daniel confirmed his suspicions a moment later.  “New enemy detected.”  The AI soon illuminated this creature in a blue outline. 
 
    Finn inspected the ant. 
 
      
 
    Fire Ant Exploder – Level ??? 
 
    Health – Unknown 
 
    Mana – Unknown 
 
    Equipment – Unknown 
 
    Resistances – Unknown 
 
      
 
    His thoughts were racing.  Maybe the ants weren’t mining the crystals, after all.  As the name implied, these ants must intentionally detonate the crystals along their backs.  That would likely kill the ant itself – Finn certainly saw no evidence of the first exploder’s remains in the tunnel – but the second ant that was charging them seemed to have little regard for its own wellbeing.  It shuffled forward recklessly, the crystals swaying from side to side and nearly colliding with the nearby wall. 
 
    To make matters worse, the first explosion had created a second opening into the tunnel, and Finn could make out more of the ants beginning to charge from behind the incoming exploder even as more barreled through the tunnel’s original entrance.  He counted at least nine before he gave up… 
 
    There was only one option left. 
 
    “Retreat!” Finn shouted.  He stumbled to his feet, dropping his Mana Sight at the same time.  He soon caught sight of Julia and Kyyle farther down the tunnel, Julia half-carrying the earth mage – blood running down from his hairline. 
 
    Finn jogged up to them.  “Kyyle!” he shouted. 
 
    The mage’s eyes were glazed and distant, but his health was still at about 50%.  He must still be shell-shocked from the explosion. 
 
    Finn smacked him.  “Kyyle!” 
 
    His eyes suddenly snapped back into focus. 
 
    “We need you to detonate the tunnel.  Can you do that?” 
 
    Kyyle stared at him for a second and then nodded feebly. 
 
    “Good.  Count to ten, then blow it!” 
 
    “Can you run on your own?” Julia asked Finn, eyeing him breathlessly.  Finn just nodded.  He was in rough shape, but more than capable of getting the hell out of there. 
 
    His daughter then shoved the earth mage’s staff back into his hand.  Without asking for Kyyle’s permission, she lifted him up and over her shoulder and started jogging down the tunnel, Finn following close behind her. 
 
    They moved as fast as they could as the ground trembled below them – signaling that the ants were in hot pursuit.  Finn struggled to cast his Magma Armor, soon feeling the warm energy curl up his arms and shoulders.  Yet it felt frail against what he knew was coming. 
 
    “Get down,” Kyyle croaked, green streamers of energy curling around his hand. 
 
    That was the last warning they had before the entire world erupted. 
 
    A series of torrential explosions rocked the tunnel behind them – the mines Kyyle had embedded in the walls detonating in sequence as the mage crushed the urns manually.  Flames and stone rocketed through the air, and the tunnel lurched as the ceiling finally gave way, hundreds of tons of earth crashing downward with tremendous force.  The ants on their heels were soon buried under an avalanche of stone, the rock crushing their bodies and smashing them apart. 
 
    The blast wave launched the group further down the tunnel, and Finn felt himself crash into a nearby wall, his molten armor tearing against the stone.  Then his head struck a stone outcropping… and the world went dark. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 - Brittle 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 97 
 
      
 
    Rumors have begun to circulate among the other mages that I have been conducting so-called “dangerous experiments,” which has made it difficult to find new test subjects.  I even had an acolyte from the Seer’s temple come to investigate my laboratory today, although Renquist turned her away, rightfully pointing out that the temple has no authority here.  Typical religious meddling.  I’m not certain why the guild leadership permits such involvement from the temples. 
 
      
 
    However, I do know how the complaints arose.  The damage to the Najima is not always reversible, nor is it painless.  Many of my volunteers have either refused to have the obstructing material removed once the procedure was explained or have balked midway through.  Yet, of course, I am at fault for their own decisions.  I clearly outlined the risks in advance.  It seems ambition can sometimes outpace prudence, particularly in those unwilling to accept the cost of progress. 
 
      
 
    It is no matter.  If the other mages will not help me, then I will proceed on my own.  I do not need their assistance to study the way my own body processes mana. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    An hour later, the group stumbled into the Sauna.  Weary, blood-drenched, and exhausted, they slumped down on a clump of boulders near the back of the room, putting some space between themselves and the miniature lake of lava. 
 
    “I never thought I’d be happy to see this place again,” Kyyle grunted, dropping onto the floor, and facing the ceiling.  He idly rubbed at his face, his hand coming away with a mixture of dirt, sweat, and half-dried blood. 
 
    “Home sweet hellhole…” Julia murmured. 
 
    Finn was only half listening as he rubbed at the lump on the side of his head, mentally replaying their last fight. 
 
    It seemed their guess had been largely accurate.  The workers appeared to be scouts for the main colony.  They were expendable creatures that could be used to explore the Abyss and hunt for deposits of minerals and crystals.  The soldiers and exploders must then reinforce larger nodes or hub caverns in the network of tunnels and caves.  Judging from the way they had seen ants placing the crystals on the back of another, Finn’s guess was that the more dangerous species were actually manufactured variants of the base ant workers. 
 
    You toss an absurd number of fire crystals on a worker, and it becomes an exploder. 
 
    And you double (or triple?) dip a worker in molten ore like some sort of insect-candle, and it probably came out as one of the soldiers. 
 
    Not that this revelation helped them much.  They had barely managed to get away with their lives.  The only upside was that the cave-in had worked perfectly, dropping a few dozen feet and a couple hundred tons of rock down into that tunnel.  The remaining exploders on the other end had tried to break through, but the blasts had been distant and chaotic.  Apparently, the ants had difficulty picking up the group’s mana signature through the mixture of rubble and ambient heat from the explosions. 
 
    A small blessing. 
 
    Either way, that whole encounter was a loss.  They had lost materials, sawblades, and, more importantly, time.  Finn rubbed at his eyes, feeling a familiar weight sink in his stomach.  He glanced at the UI in the corner of his vision.  They were moving too slowly.  Each second that ticked by likely had their competition that much closer to the vault. 
 
    And Finn moving one step further away from Rachael. 
 
    “You alright?” Julia asked quietly.  When Finn glanced at her, he saw concern shining in her eyes, despite the blood and sweat that still dotted her face. 
 
    He barked out a harsh laugh.  “No.  Not really.  We’re trapped down here behind an army of mutant ants who can now apparently launch Fireballs and kamikaze into us while strapped with explosive crystals.” 
 
    “You forgot the part where they are all higher levels than us, outnumber us by at least 100 to 1, and I’m pretty much positive we’re sitting in the middle of their colony… oh, and we still haven’t found a path farther up into the Abyss,” Kyyle offered from his prone position on the floor, checking off each point on his fingertips. 
 
    Julia frowned at the earth mage.  “You’re not helping.” 
 
    Kyyle lolled his head toward her.  “Well, I did notice that the ants had trouble picking up our location after we set off the explosives – much like how we’ve been using the crystals to conceal ourselves.  Those antennae are definitely able to detect mana, but my guess is that they’re limited to fire and earth.  You know, what with all the crystals and minerals down here.” 
 
    “Not the most helpful observation,” Julia said tiredly, her fingers running through her hair and pulling out clumps of mud and dirt.  “We’ve got an earth and a fire mage.  So, you’re basically saying we’re going to paint a target on our back every time we cast?” 
 
    “Well, sort of,” Kyyle replied, unperturbed by her tone.  “But that information does seem potentially useful.  My guess is that the explosions created an ambient cloud of mana that blinded them—” 
 
    “That doesn’t really help us kill them, though,” Finn interjected in a gruff voice, pushing himself to his feet.  “What would help is to get moving again.  We can prepare some additional explosives and find a different section of the tunnels to explore.” 
 
    They both stared at him incredulously. 
 
    “I think we need to take a break and regroup,” Julia offered gently.  “We’re all in pretty rough shape, and we’ve been at it for days in-game.  Maybe we’ll get some clarity by putting some distance on the problem.” 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “We don’t have time,” he snapped.  “You’re right, we’ve already been down here for days.  How close are Malik and Kalisha to the vault by now?  There’s too much hanging in the balance…” 
 
    “Like rulership of a fake videogame city?” Julia shot back, her eyes flaring with irritation.  “Seriously?  This is a game.  Why are you pushing so hard?” 
 
    “I—” Finn hesitated.  He still wasn’t sure he wanted to tell her his real reason for winning this competition.  “I just need to do this,” he offered weakly. 
 
    “No.  You need a damn break,” she snapped.  “We all do.” 
 
    He tried to bite back at his irritation – the feeling not helped by the confused glances he was receiving from both Kyyle and Julia.  “Fine, then log off.  I’ll go handle the preparations myself,” he replied, frustration still tinging his voice. 
 
    Julia snorted in disbelief, throwing up her hands.  “You know what?  We will!  Maybe by the time we log back in, your grumpy, stubborn ass will have cooled off.” 
 
    His daughter didn’t wait for a reply, her hands flicking at the air to bring up her UI.  Only seconds later, she vanished in a flash of multi-colored light. 
 
    Finn just stared at the space she had occupied a moment ago, frustration, anger, and regret warring for dominance.  He knew he was being unreasonable, but that just made him feel more irritated.  He squeezed his eyes shut, trying to will away those unhelpful emotions.  Yet they didn’t budge, instead simmering in his mind. 
 
    “I’m not sure how anything could cool off in here… but she does sort of have a point.  I could use a short breather,” Kyyle offered more gently, rising from the floor, and settling a hand on Finn’s shoulder.  “We need to back off for a second and get some perspective.  We can’t keep butting our heads against this problem like those ants.  If we leave right now – like this – we’ll probably just get ourselves killed.” 
 
    Grimacing, Finn didn’t say anything.  A moment later, he felt the hand disappear and heard a faint pop indicating that Kyyle had left him as well.  He slumped back onto the boulder, resting his face in his hands. 
 
    “Damn it,” Finn muttered. 
 
    “If it’s any consolation, I haven’t left,” Daniel chirped from nearby.  A brief pause.  “Although, I suppose I also can’t leave.” 
 
    Glancing up sharply, Finn asked, “Was that supposed to be a joke?” 
 
    The AI bobbed in place for a moment.  “An attempt.  I’ve been studying humor by watching you and your companions.  It seems to primarily involve making uncomfortable factual observations.” 
 
    Finn shook his head, an inadvertent smile tugging at his lips.  “I suppose it does.” 
 
    “What will you do now?” Daniel asked. 
 
    “Figure out a path forward on my own, I guess.”  His good humor was fading as quickly as it had appeared.  The AI’s movements slowed, and he gave off a single weak pulse but remained silent – as though he disapproved of Finn’s method but didn’t wish to speak up. 
 
    Fantastic, now even Daniel is taking their side. 
 
    Finn shoved down his frustration.  Self-pity and anger weren’t going to help him right now.  He needed to think through a strategy for tackling the ants.  Although, as a first step, he supposed he should review where he stood right now.  He hadn’t checked his notifications in a long time – the windows often more irritating and distracting than helpful. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, Finn pulled up his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  x5 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (25) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    x2 Spell Rank Up:  Imbue Fire 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 5 
 
    Cost:  200 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Imbues a weapon with fire mana, increasing the weapon’s base damage by INT x 12%.  Can only be used on unenchanted metal weapons. 
 
    Effect 2:  While channeling, allows the caster to increase the heat in ranks, up to a current max heat rank of [4].  Each heat rank increases damage by INT x 5% while increasing the channel cost by 50%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Allows user to control the weapon within his control range at a cost of 25 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x3 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Sight 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 9 
 
    Cost:  50 mana and stamina per second. 
 
    Effect:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [average]. 
 
      
 
    x6 Skill Rank Up:  Flameworking 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 7 
 
    Effect 1:  22% increased power when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
      
 
    Finn frowned as he surveyed the notices.  He didn’t know what he expected, but he was a bit underwhelmed with the results.  Although he supposed they made sense.  The workers supplied good experience, but it was a slow process to hunt and kill them one at a time.  To make matters worse, Finn was primarily using his Imbue Fire, Mana Sight, and Flameworking down here, so only those skills had leveled up. 
 
    This was indeed a marathon, and the leveling benefits would accumulate over time, but a measly 25 stat points probably wasn’t going to make or break these fights right now.  With a frustrated sigh, Finn allocated all the points to Intelligence.  At this stage, he just needed more mana in order to maintain the higher heat ranks on the sawblades and keep more of the weapons up simultaneously. 
 
    When he was finished, he pulled up his full character status. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Character Status 
  
      
 
       
       	  Name: 
  
       	  Finn 
  
       	  Gender: 
  
       	  Male 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level: 
  
       	  71 
  
       	  Class: 
  
       	  Fire Mage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race: 
  
       	  Human 
  
       	  Alignment: 
  
       	  Lawful-Neutral 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fame: 
  
       	  1800 
  
       	  Infamy: 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Health: 
  
       	  1350 
  
       	  H-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  4.80 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana: 
  
       	  2320 
  
       	  M-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  52.10 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stamina: 
  
       	  1350 
  
       	  S-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  10.00 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength: 
  
       	  47 
  
       	  Dexterity: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality: 
  
       	  100 
  
       	  Endurance: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence: 
  
       	  344 
  
       	  Willpower: 
  
       	  30 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Affinities 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dark: 
  
       	  2% 
  
       	  Light: 
  
       	  8% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fire: 
  
       	  44% 
  
       	  Water: 
  
       	  5% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Air: 
  
       	  3% 
  
       	  Earth: 
  
       	  10% 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Finn stared at the screen wearily.  He had grown stronger, but the process was still slow.  If they weren’t working against a time limit, the Abyss might have been a great place to level.  Hell, most players would probably have killed for their leveling speed.  However, these small incremental increases just weren’t enough – not with the clock ticking. 
 
    They needed a game-changer.  Literally. 
 
    Or maybe two or three… 
 
    Finn swept the notifications aside, his eyes coming to rest on the corpse of the first worker ant they had killed, its body now pushed against a nearby wall.  It wasn’t that long ago that the workers had seemed like unstoppable metal juggernauts, but compared to their enhanced cousins, they were rather flimsy.  The shielding on their heads and covering their body was much smaller, allowing Finn to cut at their weak points with his sawblades. 
 
    Oh, and they didn’t explode or toss around Fireballs. 
 
    “Daniel, please pull up the designs for the soldiers and exploders and show their weak points,” Finn directed. 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the AI replied. 
 
    Only a moment later, the models of the two new variants floated in front of Finn, smaller ghostly blue doppelgangers of the real thing.  The joints at the base of their neck and along each leg were highlighted in a darker blue. 
 
    Finn just didn’t see how he was going to take out the soldiers and exploders.  His group only had one attack that could reliably kill the ants – his sawblades.  However, if the soldiers were facing him from the front, the extended shielding around their heads made it difficult to hit the weak point at the base of their neck.  He’d have to launch the blades below the armor, then force them to stop and carve upward at a roughly 60-degree angle.  That was an impossible move mid-battle. 
 
    Alternatively, he could take out their legs like he had done during the fight, but that didn’t put them out of action, not since they had a ranged attack.  He’d still need to follow up with a killing blow.  And even then, using multiple sawblades cut into his resources and took time – time they often didn’t have in the middle of a fight.  That was especially true now that they were discovering the larger hub caverns and facing multiple ants at once. 
 
    The exploders were even worse.  One wrong move meant he could end up igniting the mana crystals along their back and cave in a whole tunnel.  That might not be a bad plan if he could catch them at a distance or densely packed together with the other ants.  He could quite possibly use the crystals against them in that case.  But up close or in tight quarters?  That was a recipe for disaster.  He was going to need to slice their spinal column at the base of their head without damaging anything else, or he’d blow them all sky high. 
 
    He might be able to pre-place his blades in a tunnel like he’d done on several occasions with the players back in the Mage Guild.  He could then lure the ants into the kill zone and attack from behind.  However, the problem was still time.  He required precious seconds to wind up his blades and ratchet up the heat ranks, making it difficult to leave them lying in wait.  The ants would likely notice and destroy them before Finn could fire. 
 
    No, he needed a way to kill the ants at a distance. 
 
    And, ideally, a way to kill them quickly while conserving ammunition. 
 
    Unfortunately, the two new ant variants effectively had the same problem.  They both required Finn to control the blades with a level of precision and speed that he just didn’t have.  Pushing up the heat ranks might give him the necessary control, but he would still only have fractions of a second to pivot and rotate the blades after they were launched. 
 
    If only there was a way to make himself faster… 
 
    Finn hesitated at that thought. 
 
    That didn’t seem impossible, did it?  The game already had different ways of speeding up his perception of time and his reaction speed.  For example, the way his Dodge skill triggered during moments of intense battle.  So perhaps there might be a way to intentionally increase his action and perception speed. 
 
    Finn’s eyes darted to the familiar tome that lingered atop his pack.  He had been continuing to read Bilel’s writing in his downtime – typically those moments when Julia and Kyyle needed to log off or they were waiting on the earth mage to set up the next group of traps.  One of Bilel’s earliest entries came to mind.  The mage had proposed that there were a static number of spells in the world, which would go a long way toward explaining some of the limitations of Spellcrafting that Finn had experienced. 
 
    The mage’s early successes had been largely trial and error, but over time, Bilel had developed a semi-successful system for approaching the spell creation process.  He had first identified what he wanted the spell to do and then asked himself which affinity could support that goal – with each affinity limited by the nature of its own magic.  For example, light mana wasn’t ever going to produce an Ice Bolt.  Similarly, a fire mage was never going to turn invisible. 
 
    Bilel had used an example of air magic, showing that Blink operated in a manner consistent with that mana type.  The spell actually converted the caster’s body to lightning for a short period of time – which helped explain the sometimes-erratic nature of the teleport. 
 
    What sort of effects could fire mana have then? 
 
    Finn chewed on his lip, racing down this new line of thought. 
 
    If fire mana represented control of heat, then did that also apply at a molecular level?  Finn still remembered his basic chemistry classes.  Heat caused molecules and atoms to vibrate faster – which might translate directly to an increase in speed.  Similarly, from a biological standpoint, heat also had a large influence on the body’s metabolic rate.  Even if Finn couldn’t directly speed himself up, could he speed up his body’s natural processes? 
 
    “Could I create a spell that makes me faster?” Finn murmured to himself. 
 
    He supposed there was only one way to find out. 
 
    With a brief command, Finn brought up his mod interface, rows of glowing grids suddenly appearing in the left-hand side of his vision.  It was safe to assume that the spell would be journeyman rank or higher, and he was already beginning to think through the keywords he might need. 
 
    “Daniel, pull up all of the Veridian characters related to ‘speed.’  Then pull up the symbols related to ‘metabolism’ and run a cross-comparison,” he directed. 
 
    As Finn watched the symbols stream across his UI and snap into place, he could already see a pattern beginning to emerge.  Despite his fatigue, an excited grin crept across his face.  His anger, fear, and doubt began to burn away as his fire mana rippled through his body, automatically responding to his excitement. 
 
    He was going to create something new. 
 
    Or, at least, he was going to try. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 - Hasty 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 101 
 
      
 
    Over the last few days, I have undertaken an examination of how my own body processes mana.  However, I immediately realized that this process was more difficult than anticipated since I cannot easily view my own body while the sight is active. 
 
      
 
    I was forced to conscript one of the crafters to form a simple mirror, and I have taken to sitting alone in my lab, the mirror leaning against a nearby wall and pointing at my arm.  I will squeeze my eyes shut, conjure the sight, and then channel the entirety of my mana into the air around me, letting it dissipate harmlessly against the room’s wards.  I then watch carefully as my arm replenishes its mana – only to repeat the process again. 
 
      
 
    I have not yet noticed anything that would give me pause or greater insight into this process, but I will not be deterred.  I have a sense that there is still something more to be discovered.  Besides, I have found over my years of study that while inspiration is often mercurial and elusive, persistence is often the best way to conjure it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Even with a rough goal for his new spell, the number of possible permutations was still mind-boggling.  It would clearly be a fire-based spell and a personal buff, but there were quite a few keywords related to both speed and metabolism.  Those keywords also gave him no insight into how they should be arranged among the couplets of the incantation. 
 
    It was like trying to find a needle in a haystack.  Except that the haystack was the size of a football stadium, the hay was piled up into the bleachers, and it wasn’t at all clear whether someone had remembered to hide the needle. 
 
    Also, the whole thing was on fire. 
 
    Finn had whittled down the options by directing Daniel to eliminate possible incantations that created nonsensical rhyming couplets – a feature he might need to hardcode into the Spellcrafting mod at some point when he had more time.  That had narrowed the possibilities to a few hundred options using the keywords he had selected.  Which wasn’t bad, actually.  Not when the initial pool of potential combinations had that number in the millions. 
 
    He’d then sorted those selections by removing incantations that weren’t directly related to his goal, but still included all the relevant keywords and were intelligible.  It seemed safe to assume that a rhyming couplet about ‘excitable soup’ probably wasn’t going to get the job done.  Although, the thought of running into battle reciting nonsense rhymes about food did seem like it would be distracting for his enemies… 
 
    That brought him down to ten possible options. 
 
    Now that was a number Finn could work with. 
 
    Except… each spell required specific hand gestures, and there wasn’t really any rulebook for that either.  So, when an incantation failed, Finn didn’t know whether it had failed because the incantation was wrong, or because he hadn’t channeled the mana properly.  As a result, he’d been forced to try every incantation multiple times before setting it aside – making even a list of ten spells take hours to test. 
 
    Finn sighed, looking at the next potential spell on the list.  The text seemed promising.  It was on point, describing both an increase in his body’s innate speed and metabolization. 
 
    But then again, the last five had also seemed decent. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he started reciting the incantation. 
 
    His fingers twitched through a series of gestures, attempting to emulate some of the movements he typically made with his other spells.  He felt a small spark of flame as he spoke the first word, a tendril of fire curling around his index finger. 
 
    Yet a moment later, the flame sputtered out. 
 
    “Damn it,” Finn muttered, abruptly rising from his boulder and pacing the cave in frustration. 
 
    “A break might help—” 
 
    “Shut up, Daniel,” Finn snapped at him.  The AI pulsed once and then drifted off to a corner of the cave, hovering in place and his body glowing dimly.  Finn had come to learn that this was how a fire elemental sulked. 
 
    He ran a hand through his hair, his fingers coming away slick with sweat and dust.  It wasn’t the incantations that were holding him back.  At least one of these ten seemed like it would work.  No, it felt like he was channeling the mana incorrectly.  He could feel his mana begin to respond on that last spell, but it had just… died. 
 
    As he paced, his eyes settled on the ant’s corpse again.  He noted the burns along what had once been the creature’s leg and the crater in the wall from where he had first tested his sawblade.  The heated metal had left scorch marks along the surface of the stone and chitin.  As he stared at the black patterns, he couldn’t help but remember that night the caravan had made camp before reaching the Abyss.  After Daniel had inscribed the wards into his temples, the surrounding stone had been covered in similar dark scorch marks… 
 
    Finn froze.  It was like a fire crystal had just exploded inside his head. 
 
    “I’m an idiot,” he muttered, feeling his mana simmering in anticipation. 
 
    “You’ll get no resistance from me there,” Daniel grumbled from nearby, having drifted over to watch Finn as he paced.  For his part, Finn just glared at the AI. 
 
    Yet he wouldn’t be distracted from his thought… 
 
    Without giving himself time to overthink the idea, he glanced back at the incantation again, reciting each word in sequence.  It wasn’t his most inspired reading.  The entirety of his attention was on his hands.  Instead of turning the mana outward and expelling it from his body, Finn shifted his focus inward.  He replicated the same gestures he had used to pull the mana back into his body after Daniel had inscribed the wards into his temples. 
 
    He knew enough from reading Bilel’s writings to understand what happened when he cast a spell.  His mana was stored in his Najima, and he used his body to channel the energy.  For most of his spells – and even Abbad’s training exercises – he let the energy flow out of him and into the spell, focusing on a point outside himself. 
 
    That’s where he had made his mistake… 
 
    He tugged at his mana, and Finn could feel a faint burning sensation in his limbs, the bite noticeable above the usual warmth of his mana.  Yet it wasn’t enough, and the spell soon fizzled again.  He suspected he needed to pump more mana into the spell. 
 
    He let out a frustrated sigh.  One more time… 
 
    Finn called on his mana, this time insistent – demanding.  He flooded his arteries, muscles, organs, and bones with the energy, letting it simmer and burn and blaze inside him. 
 
    And burn it did. 
 
    He let out a hissing breath, briefly pausing the spell as he felt the mana seep through his body like lava.  The energy slid through him like molten sludge, leaving a burning, stinging, biting sensation in its wake.  An entire colony of fire ants had taken up residence in his veins, and they were all marching in slow motion.  But he refused to let himself stop, fighting through the pain as he forced himself to keep going. 
 
    As the last word left his lips, he felt his mana abruptly stabilize, the pain receding and replaced with a sensation he’d never experienced before.  It was like someone had mixed pure adrenaline and steroids into a cocktail and then injected the solution into every muscle group at the same time. 
 
    He could scale mountains.  Break rocks with his hands.  Start running and never stop.  He could dance with a tornado. 
 
    He was a living flame, energy incarnate. 
 
    It was nearly overwhelming, and Finn had to force himself to concentrate.  He needed to observe the spell’s effects, not just revel in the sensation. 
 
    He blinked hard, returning his focus back to the room. 
 
    Daniel hung suspended in the air, barely moving as he continued his normal dancing pattern a few feet away.  The lava lake simmered, an air bubble breaking through the surface ever-so-slowly.  He could see the individual droplets of magma float in the air as the bubble finally popped, and then the faint ripples as they were reabsorbed back into the lake. 
 
    As quickly as the effect began, it abruptly ended. 
 
    As the heat drained away, it left Finn feeling exhausted.  He slumped back onto a nearby boulder, suddenly too weak to stand.  But he missed his mark, hitting the rock at an angle, and falling off to the side where he landed with a thump.  Red notifications were flashing in the corner of his vision, but he was having trouble focusing on them.  His vision blurred and spun – as though he was trying to move with the sight active. 
 
    Except I didn’t activate the sight. 
 
    “Finn!  Are… okay?” someone shouted. 
 
    Daniel.  That must be Daniel, Finn thought feebly. 
 
    The AI’s voice sounded indistinct and garbled.  Also, just a bit alarmed.  Although Finn was having difficulty caring.  His attention was instead consumed by the way his bones ached.  His head was pounding, but his arms were too weak to rub at his temples.  Already, he could see black blotches encroaching at the edges of his vision. 
 
    Something was wrong.  This response was too extreme to be part of the game. 
 
    My real-world body, he realized feebly. 
 
    “Get… help…” Finn croaked. 
 
    Yet even as he tried to speak, he realized there was no one to call.  Julia and Kyyle weren’t online.  There was only Daniel.  And this in-game instance of the AI couldn’t access Finn’s lab directly.  He could only pray that his home workstation had registered a problem, and Daniel – the real Daniel – would yank him out of the game. 
 
    Otherwise, he was alone. 
 
    That was the last thing Finn thought before the darkness claimed him completely. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn woke with a groan. 
 
    His head was still pounding, and his body felt like it had been passed through a meat grinder.  But he was alive… maybe?  Or perhaps this was the afterlife, and he could finally relax.  It was only a bit worrying that he felt somewhat relieved at the possibility of dying. 
 
    I suppose that would also be an easier way to see Rachael again, he thought dryly.  Surely, I’ve earned some one-on-one time in the afterlife. 
 
    “I’m glad you didn’t lose your sense of humor,” a familiar voice said.  “But I can assure you that you aren’t dead.  Not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes crept open, expecting the harsh glare of the nearby fire mana crystals.  Instead, he was met with the soft glow of lamps that hung from the tented, canvas canopy above him.  His brow furrowed.  He had seen this place before… 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Finn muttered. 
 
    “It’s a pleasure to see you again, as well,” the Seer replied with a trace of sarcasm. 
 
    Finn struggled to push himself upright, his vision swimming, and a dull pain pounded behind his temples.  But he managed the feat, if only by pure, obstinate willpower.  He wouldn’t let the goddess see his weakness – at least, not entirely. 
 
    He soon took in the tent around him.  It was just as he remembered.  Ornate tapestries hung along the canvas walls, streamers of silk drifting down from the ceiling.  Finn was lying on a small podium in the center of the room, the Seer sitting calmly at her table a few feet away, a stack of tarot cards, and a glimmering crystalline ball adorning its surface.  Although, before he could address her, a notification flashed in front of Finn. 
 
      
 
    New Spell:  Haste 
 
    Who doesn’t like going faster?  Well, probably some people… Especially if they were strapped to a rocket or someone just cut their brake line.  Those rare exceptions aside, there’s nothing like the thrill of slamming your foot down on the accelerator.  This spell does just that, with just a minor stamina cost! 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 1 
 
    Cost:  200 mana upon activation.  75 stamina/second sustained. 
 
    Effect 1:  Increases total speed by 30%. 
 
      
 
    “Huh, it worked,” Finn muttered. 
 
    “Indeed, but at a cost,” the Seer replied sourly. 
 
    Somehow, he didn’t think she was talking about the stamina cost… 
 
    Finn glanced at the goddess sharply, recalling the flashing notifications and how he had passed out.  He grimaced as another jolt of pain lanced through his temple.  This reaction seemed intense, even with the massive stamina cost of the Haste spell.  “Is it going to do this every time?” he asked. 
 
    “No,” the goddess answered curtly.  She sounded angry. 
 
    His brow furrowed.  “Then why—” 
 
    “Because you were being reckless,” she interjected, rising from her seat and circling the small table to approach Finn.  “Do you remember the last time you left this world?” 
 
    “It was just…” Finn trailed off, suddenly realizing he couldn’t recall the last time he had logged out.  Maybe two or three days in-game?  He winced again as he immediately did the math to take into account the game’s time compression.  That would have been about 18 hours in the real world. 
 
    “Far too long,” the Seer replied for him.  “You pushed yourself too hard, and this was the result.  You might feel younger and stronger here, but your real body is still that of an old man – one you have begun to neglect.” 
 
    “And you have no role in that?” Finn bit back, glaring at her as he cradled his aching head.  “A storm is coming, don’t be afraid to leap?  Your cryptic advice is what put me in my current predicament.  We’re stuck at the bottom of a hellhole with the clock ticking because of you.” 
 
    “Hmm, I must have forgotten the part where I also instructed you to stop using the restroom… or eating,” she answered sharply.  “Certainly, you have time to handle those mundane tasks if you can also sit for hours reciting nonsense phrases.” 
 
    Finn didn’t really have a good comeback for that, so he ground his teeth together instead.  The fire goddess was starting to sound a lot like Julia. 
 
    “A woman wise beyond her years and with the patience of a saint,” the Seer offered, picking up on Finn’s surface thoughts. 
 
    Then her expression softened slightly, and she offered him a hand. Finn glared at it for a moment before grudgingly accepting her help.  Her skin felt warm – almost hot to the touch – as though she had a fever.  The Seer yanked him to his feet in a single fluid movement, demonstrating an eerie level of strength despite her slender frame.  Finn’s head spun for a second, disoriented by the abrupt change. 
 
    The goddess held him in place. The fingers of her other hand lightly traced the tattoos along Finn’s temples, the touch causing the pain to recede slightly.  “You even abuse my gift to you – this new vessel,” she muttered in disapproval, flames dancing in her irises.  Despite her tone, she led Finn gently to the chair opposite her table and sat him down, soon taking her own seat. 
 
    He remained quiet through this exchange, uncertain what game the goddess was playing here.  If he was really that sick in the real world, then why were they having this conversation.  Why hadn’t the goddess just booted him?  Certainly, she must have some sort of administrative privileges.  And if she hadn’t kicked him out already, then that probably meant his real-world body was fine… 
 
    And that the Seer had an ulterior motive in bringing him here. 
 
    “Do you have nothing to say?” she asked, those eyes watching him above her silken mask. 
 
    “What do you want me to say?” Finn snapped.  “We made a bargain – with my wife as a prize.  That was one hell of a carrot you dangled in front of me.  Do you really find it surprising that I’ve pushed myself this hard?” 
 
    A single arched eyebrow was his response. 
 
    “You are the goddess of passion, after all.  The burning flame,” he added, pointing at the tapestry behind her, the young phoenix pulling itself from its shell, its body covered in a weak aura of fire. 
 
    “Indeed, I am, but a fire needs fuel.  You are useless to me if you burn yourself up in the process,” she responded. 
 
    “Now you’re really starting to sound like my daughter.” 
 
    “Perhaps you should heed her advice,” the Seer retorted.  “Apparently, she was right in advising moderation.” 
 
    Finn winced.  “What is this?  Did you bring me here just to nag me about taking breaks?  I’m too old to need a mother hen pecking at me.” 
 
    To his surprise, the Seer laughed, the sound feeling odd coming from the normally reserved woman.  “You certainly don’t lack for spirit.  That stubbornness is part of your charm, I suppose.  But to answer your question, your real-world body has stabilized.  I am here to offer some help – to nudge you back onto the path.” 
 
    “I don’t need any more of your help,” Finn replied curtly.  He didn’t enjoy her laughter or her condescension.  It felt like she was toying with him. 
 
    “You seem to be making a habit of pushing away those that offer a helping hand – first with Julia and Kyyle and now with me.  An odd choice for someone in your predicament.  I wonder… do you really wish to obtain your goal?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened, glaring at her. 
 
    Before he could speak, the Seer cut him off.  “Let’s see… You’re trapped at the bottom of the Abyss.  You face impossible foes.  You’re racing against the clock.  And your love hangs in the balance.” At this last statement, the Seer waved a hand.  Streamers of smoke curled away from the lamps swiftly morphing a shape beside Finn.  The gray fog condensed quickly, Rachael’s face forming for only an instant, her hand reaching out to Finn. 
 
    Definitely fucking with me, he thought sourly, forcing his eyes closed. 
 
    “Enough,” Finn croaked, his voice hoarse.  “Get to the point.  What do you want?” 
 
    “To give you a simple gift,” the Seer murmured, waving at the crystalline orb in front of her.  Wispy, dark tendrils circled its depths, spinning and dancing. 
 
    “Are you going to read my future again?” he asked, skepticism dripping from his voice.  “Instead, how about you give me some spells?  Or an armory of magic weapons?  Maybe some reinforcements or a way to fly back up the central shaft of the Abyss?  You know, something that’s actually fucking useful.” 
 
    “Unfortunately, those options are all unavailable to me,” the Seer replied tersely.  “Besides, you already have everything you need – you must simply pay attention.” 
 
    “Great, another cryptic riddle then…”  Finn rubbed at his temples in frustration. 
 
    “If you choose to see it that way,” the Seer murmured, cocking her head.  “However, to answer your question, this orb doesn’t foretell the future.  It was a present from one of my siblings, from a time when we enjoyed a more… warm relationship.  It shows one their own memories, diving into their past.” 
 
    Finn gave the sphere an appraising look.  That seemed like an interesting tool, perhaps a chance to re-live a moment with Rachael – the prospect both painful and tantalizing in equal measure.  Even as he stared into the mists, he thought he could see images, fleeting and ephemeral.  He peered closer, his attention unnaturally riveted on the orb.  Yet when he tried to pull his eyes away a moment later, he suddenly realized that he couldn’t. 
 
    “What is the point of this?  Just be straight with me,” he managed to bite out.  He could no longer make out the Seer sitting across from him, her form bleeding away into tendrils of gray fog.  That seemed like a bad sign. 
 
    “To help you find some perspective,” was her only answer. 
 
    Then there was only bottomless gray smoke. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 - Oblivious 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 111 
 
      
 
    I am not anxious to share this experience, but I feel compelled to record it, nonetheless. 
 
      
 
    I have made little progress of late – perhaps only to drive myself half mad sitting in my lab for hours on end.  That may explain why I decided yesterday evening to replicate the mistake of that silly novice who broke one of my mana crystals.  What would happen if I attempted the same thing, but with a healthy limb? 
 
      
 
    The short answer is severe burns and a trip to visit the healers.  My fingers are only now capable of holding this quill – and not without considerable pain.  To make matters worse, the mage that healed my injuries insisted on lecturing me on the wisdom of caring for myself.  He rambled on about how the gods granted me this body and my gifts with the hope that I would treat them well and use them to fulfill my “purpose” in this world. 
 
      
 
    Needless to say, he doesn’t understand my research, nor did he appreciate the irony of his unsolicited advice. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn blinked as the world abruptly popped back into focus.  Even after his experience with the Duels, he found the teleportation abrupt, the world listing and tilting erratically.  He was forced to lean against a nearby piece of furniture, resting most of his weight on his arm and his legs wobbling. 
 
    Maybe I’m more tired than I realized, Finn thought grudgingly. 
 
    “Hello, Mr. Harris.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes snapped up.  “Excuse me—” he began but cut himself short as he took in his unusual surroundings. 
 
    He was standing in a rather mundane office.  The Seer’s tent had completely disappeared.  Even more odd, the furniture appeared modern, carefully polished wood and plastics combined to create a sleek, minimalistic layout.  The piece of furniture Finn had leaned against was actually a bookcase, filled with all manner of books and binders.  The titles along the spines indicated that they were likely riveting reading, at least if you were into “Employee Health Insurance” and “Rules and Safety Guidelines.” 
 
    And the person sitting behind the desk was familiar. 
 
    Although, he never would have expected to see her here. 
 
    Joan Walts.  Finn’s brain supplied the name.  She was in her forties, a veteran school administrator.  He also recalled her fondness for print books – a relic of a dead era.  My daughter’s principal.  Except Julia graduated high school a long time ago… 
 
    Even more strange, Joan wasn’t addressing him. 
 
    Or, at least, not quite. 
 
    “Hello, Joan.  To what do I owe the pleasure of this trip,” another voice replied. 
 
    This one came from a wheelchair parked across from Joan’s desk.  Finn stared in shock as he saw himself sitting there speaking with Julia’s principal.  He looked a few years younger, although dark circles hung under his eyes, and his skin was pale, as though he hadn’t ventured outside in months. 
 
    A few facts began to click into place.  The Seer had mentioned that the orb allowed him to observe his own memories, which meant that he must still be inside the game.  Yet this scene hadn’t taken place before Rachael’s death.  No, this was later – at least a few years. 
 
    “You’re looking well, all things considered,” Joan ventured tentatively, gesturing at the chair that Finn’s doppelganger occupied. 
 
    He watched himself grimace.  “I’m surviving, which is the best I suppose any of us can say,” his clone responded in a dry tone. 
 
    Finn shifted in place, causing the bookshelf beside him to creak.  Yet the pair in the room didn’t seem to notice.  That made sense.  This must be some sort of simulation.  To prove that out, he waved his hand in Joan’s face and then shouted loudly.  No reaction. 
 
    The scene simply continued as though nothing had happened. 
 
    “Let’s not dance around the subject.  Why exactly am I here?” Finn’s doppelganger demanded.  “As I’m sure you’re aware, it isn’t an easy task for me to get around these days.  A call would have sufficed.” 
 
    Joan tilted her head, looking hesitant.  “Well, this is a conversation I felt might be better to have in person.  Technology can sometimes be rather impersonal.  We lose out on that human connection,” she ventured, giving him a meaningful look. 
 
    Finn’s double looked like he would much rather connect with anyone else.  “Well, I’m here now, I guess.  I assume this relates to Julia?  Your call was rather vague.” 
 
    Joan grimaced.  “Yes, yes.  It seems we had something of an… altercation, involving your daughter.” 
 
    “Is she okay?” the doppelganger asked, glancing at the door. 
 
    “Physically, yes.  Emotionally and punitively, no.”  Joan sighed.  “I guess there’s no sense beating around the bush.  Your daughter is in trouble.  She hacked into the administration’s mainframe and altered an upcoming exam.” 
 
    Both copies of Finn were staring at Joan in surprise.  Finn remembered this now, a hollow ache lingering in his stomach.  Julia had only been… 
 
    “She’s only 13,” his doppelganger replied incredulously.  “You’re suggesting that she somehow cracked the school’s encryption.”  He shook his head.  “Do you have any proof?” 
 
    Joan grimaced.  “Yes, actually.  She signed the altered exam and left a personal note for her instructor.  Although, I’m not sure I should repeat her exact wording.  She was quite graphic in expressing her frustration with how easy she felt the course material to be.” 
 
    Silence descended upon the room, the crippled Finn’s eyes widening in surprise before dropping to the floor as he tried to process what Joan was telling him.  Meanwhile, the real Finn was wondering what exactly that note had said. 
 
    Although, he could probably fill in the blanks.  Especially since he had received a similar taunting message on his workstation only a week or two ago. 
 
    To her credit, the principal looked more sympathetic than angry.  “I… I believe that Julia wanted to get caught,” she offered cautiously.  “She made no effort to hide her tracks, and the signature and note suggest that she wanted to announce what she had done.” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  “I don’t understand.  Was she attempting to cheat?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Joan replied.  “Like I said, she altered the exam – she didn’t attempt to steal the original answers or distribute them to the other students.  Julia actually made the exam much more difficult, answered her own questions, and then signed her name at the bottom – with a few emojis.” 
 
    The principal glanced out a nearby window.  “Frankly, this was one of the more unusual examples of vandalism or cheating that I’ve had to deal with during my career.  And trust me, that’s saying something.” 
 
    “Why would she do that, though?” Finn asked quietly. 
 
    “That’s actually what I wanted to speak with you about,” Joan replied.  “As I said, I feel that Julia was trying to get someone’s attention.”  A brief pause and the principal took a deep breath.  “I know things have been… difficult for your family since your wife passed.”  Finn’s double physically winced at the mention of Rachael, his eyes still on the floor. 
 
    With a flick of her wrist, Joan pulled up Julia’s file, several glowing blue displays suddenly hovering in the air.  “Looking at Julia’s records, I can see that the trauma affected her schoolwork initially, but she eventually stabilized.  That is until about two months ago.” 
 
    Finn still said nothing, Joan eyeing him and letting the implicit question hang in the air.  Although, when Finn’s doppelganger made no move to answer, she sighed and continued. 
 
    “My guess is that this relates to her brother Gracen leaving for college,” Joan suggested in a gentle voice.  “Since then, Julia has started acting out.  Little things at first.  Rude or belligerent behavior with her instructors.  A few missed classes.  Yet these smaller outbursts have been escalating, culminating in this.” 
 
    “Get to the point,” Finn croaked, his voice sounding hoarse. 
 
    Joan’s eyes widened, and she coughed to cover her surprise, leaning back in her chair.  “I-I think Julia is trying to reach out.  To you, would be my guess.  Your reputation in programming and artificial intelligence certainly precedes you.  I think she’s looking for a connection…”  Finn’s doppelganger refused to look at her and simply stared at the floor, his fists clenched. 
 
    Joan hesitated as she noted Finn’s tense posture, as though uncertain how to frame her next words.  “She already lost one parent, then her brother, and maybe she feels like she is losing her father…” 
 
    The real Finn sat there frozen and rigid; his eyes firmly fixed on Joan’s face as he listened to her explanation.  This wasn’t what he remembered… at least, not exactly.  His eyes drifted to Joan’s console, circling the desk to look at the results.  That was how he noticed a small prompt open on screen – only to quickly close.  Then the computer’s mic flashed on, a small green dot indicating that it was online.  His brow furrowed. 
 
    “Or maybe the school has failed to challenge her properly,” Finn’s double retorted, finally glancing up at Joan.  There was anger there – and pain.  “Your data would suggest that possibility as well, and that’s also consistent with the alteration of the test questions.” 
 
    “I don’t think—” 
 
    “You said it yourself,” Finn interjected harshly.  “She didn’t attempt to cheat.  She didn’t steal any test answers or affect the other students’ grades.  She set herself a much more difficult obstacle, and she overcame it.  I’d say she’s a far cry from some sort of common thief,” he bit out. 
 
    “Look, I understand your anger, but I’m not trying to ambush you.  I simply see a girl in pain,” Joan retorted, her expression hardening.  “That was the point of speaking with you today.” 
 
    “And I see a girl with exceptional talent, one that is being suppressed by this institution,” Finn bit back, his eyes flashing. 
 
    The two stared at one another, neither backing down.  “Then perhaps we should instead discuss the school’s reaction to this—” 
 
    “You won’t punish her,” Finn snapped.  “Unless, of course, you’d like it publicly known that this school is suppressing its students’ gifts, particularly in the wake of what happened to my family.” 
 
    “Are you threatening me?” Joan asked. 
 
    Finn stared her down.  “I am warning you.  I may be a shadow of the man I once was, but my name still carries weight, especially in academic circles.  I’m more than capable of turning this into a PR disaster for your school.  You will reinstate Julia, let her return to her classes, and try better in the future to tailor her curriculum to her exceptional talents.  Do we understand one another?” 
 
    Anger flashed in Joan’s eyes, but she swallowed it, trying to maintain her composure.  “I understand perfectly.” 
 
    “Then it sounds like we’re done here,” Finn said, rotating his chair to exit the room. 
 
    As his hand touched the door handle, Joan spoke up one last time, “I know you’re in pain, Finn.  And your daughter is too.  Ignoring it or burying it won’t let it heal.” 
 
    He hesitated, a grimace flitting across his face.  Yet he didn’t turn to look back at Joan.  “Next time, a call will suffice,” was his only reply.  Then he opened the door and wheeled himself into the hallway – the real Finn hot on his heels. 
 
    Julia sat just outside the door, and Finn noticed that she quickly shoved a tablet back into her bag as she saw his clone roll out of the room.  Although Finn’s doppelganger didn’t seem to notice the movement.  He also didn’t seem to notice the shadows under his daughter’s eyes or the way her fingers fumbled with the zipper on her bag. 
 
    Yet the real Finn did… this time. 
 
    “Am… am I in trouble?” she asked quietly. 
 
    “No,” Finn’s doppelganger said curtly.  “You can go back to class.  I expect you will find your lessons much more challenging from now on.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes widened, searching his face, and Finn could have sworn he saw a hint of moisture glisten there.  Yet Finn’s clone didn’t give an inch, his expression distant and stony. 
 
    “Fine.  Good.  I’m sorry you had to come down here,” his daughter blurted out quickly, her voice sounding strained.  Then she whirled and charged off down the hall, tugging her bag over her shoulder.  Finn’s double just sat there, staring after her but his eyes unseeing, as though his thoughts were a million miles away. 
 
    Finn remembered this differently – so differently.  He didn’t recall the fight with Joan, or the principal’s thinly veiled concern.  And hadn’t he been proud of Julia?  That hack was impressive.  He could have sworn he had complimented her… yet his doppelganger hadn’t uttered a single word of acknowledgment. 
 
    Finn shook his head, anger flaring in the back of his mind.  Maybe the game world was messing with him.  For all he knew, this could be bullshit, and his memories were accurate.  Maybe the Seer was just trying to get a rise out of him again. 
 
    Yet as he watched his daughter storm away – hiding her tears – Finn wavered. 
 
    Could he have missed these details before?  Had his judgment been clouded by his own anger and pain?  That seemed plausible.  Looking back on it, Gracen leaving for college had signaled a change in his daughter, but he had always chalked it up to the normal pain and growth of adolescence.  Typical teenage stuff. 
 
    He also couldn’t shake the nagging feeling that this could be… true. 
 
    That single whisper of doubt was enough to unwind his anger, making him second guess his own memories.  What if he was wrong?  And worse, if he had been oblivious here, what else had he missed over the years? 
 
    Those two questions danced and spun in his head, even as the edges of the scene began to break apart, drifting away into streamers of gray mist.  At the same time, the edges of his own mind seemed to fray and tatter.  Guilt and regret welled in his chest and fully beat down the feeble flame of anger that had briefly sputtered to life. 
 
    Then the mist consumed him once more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The world soon resolved back into focus, and Finn found himself once more in the Seer’s tent.  The goddess sat across from him, the gray orb resting on the table between them.  As Finn’s eyes focused on the crystal, he could see phantom shapes within the sphere – a hint of a wheelchair and a school office.  Then the images swiftly began to break apart into tatters of smoke.  Finally, there was nothing… only chaotic tendrils of mist. 
 
    “What the hell was that?” he croaked, rubbing at his eyes. 
 
    “One of your memories,” the Seer answered simply. 
 
    “That wasn’t how I remember that scene.  I didn’t fight with Joan.  I-I encouraged Julia…” Yet even as he said it, the words felt weak – uncertain.  Almost like he was asking the goddess for confirmation. 
 
    She appraised him for a long moment, her expression uncannily similar to Joan’s – one of compassion and sympathy.  Pity.  That’s what he saw shining there. 
 
    “I didn’t… I couldn’t…” Finn was struggling to form the words. 
 
    “Your kind’s memories are tricky things,” she said finally.  “They are like oil paintings.  Even the first draft is an impression, an imperfect recreation of the event itself.  Yet each time you access those memories, you paint a new layer overtop the old, adding small changes and tweaks.  Those alterations grow and compound on themselves over time until the current painting almost doesn’t resemble the original.” 
 
    She peered at him, her eyes burning.  “However, the original painting still exists under all of those layers of self-deceit.  The orb strips them away, showing you the truth – or something as close to the truth as you will ever come.” 
 
    Finn squeezed his eyes shut, willing away the tears that he felt coming.  If that was the truth, then he had ignored his daughter’s pain, ignored her cry for help, and ignored Joan’s helping hand.  He also knew the events that came after that encounter.  That had been a turning point.  Julia’s rebellious streak had only gotten worse – her hacks increasingly audacious.  Almost like she was daring the world to catch her. 
 
    Or trying to get someone’s attention… 
 
    He wanted to reject that answer; he wanted to give in to the anger again.  Accuse the Seer of manipulating him.  It was tempting – so much easier than facing the truth.  But he could still visualize the pained expression on his doppelganger’s face.  Hadn’t he already done that?  Turned the situation around on someone else… blamed Joan instead of focusing on the real culprit.  And what had it cost him? 
 
    Besides, a better question now hovered in his mind. 
 
    “Why did you show this to me?” Finn bit out, his eyes snapping up and meeting the Seer’s knowing gaze. 
 
    “As I said before, to help you, Finn,” she replied simply.  “Passion can be a lonesome flame, the heat pushing others away and burning those brave enough to reach out.” 
 
    She rested her hand against his.  “But it doesn’t have to be.  You don’t have to be blinded by your own blaze.  You can embrace others.  You can fix some past mistakes.  You can share that enthusiasm with others.  And together, you can stoke your passion into a truly spectacular inferno.” 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “I’m not so sure I can fix this.” 
 
    The Seer’s eyes crinkled at the corners, the only indication of a smile behind her silken mask.  “Maybe or maybe not.  But you can try.” 
 
    Finn wasn’t so sure.  He still wasn’t certain he believed any of this. 
 
    A sigh and the Seer’s hand left his own.  “But for now, you must rest.  Think upon what I’ve said – and what you’ve seen here.  If you truly wish to accomplish your quest and attain your prize, you will need the help of others.” 
 
    As Finn raised his eyes, opening his mouth to question her, he saw the goddess reach forward and felt her tap his forehead.  Immediately, a prompt opened before him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  A system administrator has frozen your account and initiated a forced logout sequence.  You will be automatically logged out in 10 seconds and will be unable to return to this world for eight real-world hours. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “No, wait… I still have work to do,” Finn pleaded as the world around him began to bleed away into darkness. 
 
    “I know,” the Seer answered, flames burning in her eyes.  “But it will be waiting for you when you return.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 26 - Manufactured 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 114 
 
      
 
    I’ll admit, I was upset after the accident.  Or perhaps “frustrated” is a better word.  It felt as though my progress had stalled completely, that I was pulling at threads that led nowhere. 
 
      
 
    That is, until I had an epiphany today.  My original attempt to destroy the mana crystal failed spectacularly.  But perhaps I was on to something.  In my addled state, I failed to refine the question I was seeking to answer.  That is a mistake I will remedy now: 
 
      
 
    Can a healthy mage with intact Najima actively absorb mana? 
 
      
 
    Our bodies do this normally, that much is certain from my observations of my own Najima.  However, this process is natural – passive.  Could a mage undertake this process intentionally?  It certainly seems possible.  I will need to repeat my experiment, perhaps attempting to absorb different types of mana in differing quantities.  And most definitely with better safety procedures in place… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    By the time Finn could log back in, he had to admit that he felt better. 
 
    Grudgingly.  And only after a lot of cussing. 
 
    He had been in a worse condition than he realized. 
 
    Nearly a full day without food or movement had his stomach rumbling and his muscles groaning in protest at even the slightest shift of his limbs.  His head ached from lack of sleep and what he guessed was stress.  AO might not be real, but his physiological reactions certainly were.  The body didn’t process stress in pleasant ways. 
 
    Speaking of which, his bowels and bladder had apparently gone on a very messy strike while he was logged in.  His joking to Julia aside, he had been forced to have Daniel bring in the old medical equipment he had used during his recovery – replete with a feeding tube.  He suspected this wouldn’t be his last marathon session plugged into the headset, and it was better to be prepared.  He was numb from the waist down anyway and wouldn’t feel the more-unpleasant medical accessories, so he didn’t see the harm. 
 
    And then he had even managed to sleep.  Real sleep.  In a bed. 
 
    His power naps were useful, but he hadn’t realized how much he had been missing those full REM cycles until he experienced them firsthand.  He’d then followed up his six-hour “nap” with a long shower and some breakfast. 
 
    The result was startling.  He almost felt like a new man. 
 
    “Almost,” Finn murmured, staring at the black headset on the table beside him. 
 
    He now sat in his office, a globe of flickering displays slowly circling him, the AO logo emblazoned across the screens.  No amount of sleep or food would make him forget what the Seer had shown him. 
 
    Am I really that guy?  That asshole that was so caught up in his own bullshit that he missed his daughter’s pain? 
 
    He winced.  Even worse, he doubted that was the first or last time he had made that mistake, and it likely wasn’t limited to Julia.  Hadn’t he been just as bad or worse before Rachael passed?  Always buried in one project or another.  Missed family trips.  Missed school plays.  Or even if he was there, was he really there?  Or just his body – his mind focused on something else?  But back then, Rachael had been there to cover for him and reel him back to reality.  Once she had left, it had just created a vacuum… 
 
    How the hell did he make that right? 
 
    Or worse, could he even make that right? 
 
    “Fuck,” Finn muttered. 
 
    He shook his head.  He could already feel the self-pitying bullshit starting to surge in the back of his head – like some sort of depressing mental rabbit hole.  Yet he forced it aside, refusing to give in.  Maybe he couldn’t fix this.  He sure as hell couldn’t change what had already happened.  But he could make a choice about how he moved forward. 
 
    That he could control. 
 
    Finn’s fingers curled around the headset, lifting it from the nearby table.  In some ways, his quest was even more urgent now.  Maybe bringing Rachael back could give him some small chance at redemption – a way to atone for his mistakes.  Perhaps he wasn’t just fighting for himself, but also for Gracen and Julia. 
 
    He had to hope that would be enough. 
 
    With that thought, he lifted the headset over his head, his vision obscured by darkness, and the sound suddenly muted by thick foam insulation.  Only a moment later, a notification popped up in front of him. 
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    *** 
 
      
 
    Only an instant later, Finn was greeted by an oppressive wave of heat, signaling that he was once again standing inside the Sauna.  He blinked as he took in the cavern, the space illuminated only by the glowing red crystals and the pool of magma that hovered off to one side of the enclosure. 
 
    He had already forgotten how damn dark it was down here. 
 
    “There you are!” Kyyle shouted at him from across the cave. 
 
    Finn whipped around to find the earth mage standing near the lava lake next to a rather formidable-looking contraption formed from shallow walls and valleys of rock. 
 
    “We thought you might have died or something.  For real – not in-game.”  A wave of Kyyle’s hand as he navigated the series of trenches, stepping toward Finn.  “You know what I mean.  Anyway, we were a little worried until Julia checked in on you through Daniel.  Finally decided to take a real break, huh?” 
 
    “The game physically locked me out,” Finn grumbled in response, not missing how his daughter had apparently kept a few hooks in his system.  Clever girl. 
 
    “About damn time,” Julia snapped, coming up behind them while carrying a load of red crystals on a makeshift stone tray.  “We’ve only been nagging you for days.” 
 
    Finn did a doubletake as he saw his daughter again.  He knew she didn’t – couldn’t – know what he had been through.  Even so, he felt oddly nervous.  He still didn’t know what the hell he was going to do with the memory the Seer had given him.  There also didn’t seem to be an organic way to transition to that subject. 
 
    “Remember that time when you were 13…” 
 
    “Hey, are you paying attention?” Julia said, snapping her fingers in his face.  “Maybe you need another nap or something?” 
 
    “No, I’m good,” Finn replied, shaking his head.  “My thoughts were just somewhere else for a second.  Anyway, what are you working on here?” 
 
    “Well, I’ll leave that to Kyyle to explain,” Julia said, nudging the earth mage after gingerly setting down the tray on a nearby boulder.  “He came up with a brilliant idea.” 
 
    Kyyle might have blushed, but it was difficult to tell with the mixture of dirt and sweat that covered his face.  “I don’t know about that…” 
 
    “Ahh, shucks,” Finn quipped in a dry voice, earning him a reproachful look from Julia.  “Why don’t you just explain what all this is?” he added, waving at the lake and Kyyle’s equipment. 
 
    “Whew, someone woke up from his nap a little cranky,” Kyyle said, raising his hands defensively.  “Okay, so you remember how we were talking about the ants’ antenna?  That we’re pretty sure they can only detect two spectrums of mana?”  Finn nodded.  “Well, that got me thinking.  The ants seemed to have trouble tracking us right after that exploder blew up the tunnel and when we triggered our own explosives.” 
 
    “I recall,” Finn offered, crossing his arms. 
 
    “Well, my guess was that the explosions created a cloud of earth and fire mana that effectively blinded the other creatures,” Kyyle explained, ignoring Finn’s grumpy demeanor.  He gestured at the contraption he had built in the floor of the cavern.  “Then Julia had an idea.  If we could intentionally trigger an explosion of fire, would that blind them?  Sort of like an ant flashbang grenade?”  He paused for a moment, cocking his head in thought.  “Although, technically, it would act more like an incendiary grenade.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened slightly, his expression now appraising as he looked at what Kyyle and Julia had built.  The earth mage had carved small furrows of earth and stone near the bank of the lake, creating thin trenches that each led to a shallow pit. 
 
    Finn paced over to one of the pits and crouched down, running his fingers along the edge gingerly.  It was still hot.  “You created molds and then filled them with the magma,” Finn murmured, his eyes darting to Kyyle.  “I’m guessing you used Dissolve to turn on and off the shallow trenches like a spigot.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Kyyle said, a grin tugging at his lips.  “My stone-forming ability is getting more precise, but smaller detail work is still a struggle.  So, in the meantime, I’ve had to improvise.  It took me a while to develop a system that worked.  I read a ton of online tutorials and watched a bunch of videos on casting and prepping molds.  The one upside is that my spells at least make it easy to form the molds, and I can get the dimensions extremely precise. 
 
    “With some additional time and practice, I bet I won’t need the molds at all.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  That made sense.  “But, for now, this lets you build a rough casing,” Finn continued, talking out loud.  He glanced at the tray of fire crystals.  “That you could then fill with the crystals…” 
 
    “To create this,” Julia offered, handing Finn a cylinder. 
 
    Finn was smiling now.  “You created an incendiary pipe bomb.”  He shook his head.  “I’ll be damned.  If this works—” 
 
    “It does,” Kyyle said, his smile widening.  “While you were gone, we did some scouting and cornered a lone worker ant.  Detonated the thing in its face, and he lost track of where we were.  Of course, we ran away right after that because we couldn’t actually kill it… but it proved the concept.” 
 
    Damn, that was risky, Finn thought to himself but kept his mouth shut. 
 
    He must have been telegraphing his concern, because Julia was quick to add, “It was my idea, and we were careful.  Either way, we were able to test the pipe bombs.  And they work.  Mission accomplished.”  She grinned at Finn.  “Even better, they can be detonated in one of two ways.  You can just smash them – which means I can use them.  Or Kyyle can crush them at a distance.  So, we can set incendiary traps now.” 
 
    They were both staring at him expectantly as Finn struggled to think of what to say. 
 
    “Well, that’s just awesome,” he said finally, an excited smile stretching across his face.  With a way to blind the creatures, they might be able to put the ants on the defensive and take away the soldiers’ ranged advantage. 
 
    “Oh, and we’re not done,” Kyyle added, glancing at Julia before turning back to Finn.  “I also tentatively designed something new, but I’m going to need some help,” he explained, walking to the other side of the lake, and urging Finn to follow. 
 
    Finn could see that the earth mage had dug out another set of trenches – although these looked much more complicated.  It appeared that Kyyle had created a reservoir area beside the lake, with a small barrier wall of rock.  This reservoir formed a bowl around a circular impression in the center.  This was then connected by a long trench to a small hole – which Finn assumed was another mold, although the shape was obscured since Finn could only view the surface. 
 
    “What am I looking at?” Finn asked, tilting his head.  Clearly, the earth mage had learned a lot about creating molds in just a day or so in-game – a rather frightening amount.  The game seemed to accelerate their learning speed, but this was an extreme example. 
 
    “The reservoir will be filled with the magma once I break down the barrier wall.  We would place a large quantity of the dark ore in the center bowl, using the combination of magma and your Imbue Fire to melt it down to a liquid.  Then I can open up the trench to drain the metal into the mold.” 
 
    The earth mage looked a little contrite.  “I had to get creative since we don’t have actual casting equipment or a real crucible.  I also wasn’t sure how hot you can get the metal with Imbue Fire, so this seemed like a safe bet,” he rambled excitedly. 
 
    Finn shared an amused look with his daughter.  It seemed Kyyle had taken to this new hobby with enthusiasm. 
 
    “That sounds like a plan… which will allow us to make what exactly?” Finn asked, interrupting the earth mage’s jabbering. 
 
    “A shield,” Julia replied curtly.  As Finn glanced at her with a questioning look, she continued.  “For me.  I’m tired of being useless, and this should allow me to play defense and stop the occasional Fireball.” 
 
    “Which means you could block attacks, draw attention, and distract the ants with the new incendiary grenades…” Finn murmured, half-talking to himself.  “That would basically make you our new tank and decoy.” 
 
    “Exactly.  It’s clear we can’t rely on building traps or sitting in the tunnels – not with those exploders,” Kyyle observed.  “So, this was a natural next step.”  He flicked his wrist, and an image of the shield was projected into the air beside him. 
 
    Finn studied it closely.  A few ideas were already tugging at the edges of his mind – possible ways to improve on the simple design.  With his Imbue Fire and a few tweaks, he might be able to turn the shield into something rather devastating. 
 
    “Working together, we also developed some preliminary designs and schematics for more equipment that Julia could use – additional armor and weapons, for example,” Kyyle continued.  “However, that all might be a bit too complicated given the limited tools we have to work with right now.”  He shrugged.  “Future projects, I guess.” 
 
    As he spoke, the earth mage projected a few more of his designs into the air.  Finn saw one outlining a type of plate armor, although the hinges and joints did indeed look a little difficult to pull off.  Fitting it to Julia would also likely be tough.  The other designs were for possible weapons, all of which were incredibly large.  It seemed that the pair were relying upon Julia’s exceptional strength to use this sort of equipment, focusing on weapons that could possibly penetrate the ants’ thick armor. 
 
    The earth mage nudged Finn, drawing his attention away from the schematics.  “More immediately, I’d also like to get some help from you and maybe expand my own arsenal.”  Kyyle swiped at the air, and the image shifted.  Text fragments now scrolled across the screen, forming neat rows; the symbols were painstakingly familiar. 
 
    “A partial incantation?” Finn asked, glancing between Kyyle and his notes. 
 
    “Yeah, for a spell called Stone Coffin,” the earth mage replied with a nod.  “I went back through all my old notes looking for anything that could help us with the ants.  I saw Gaius cast it a time or two, but he never taught me the full incantation.  I wrote down what I could remember at the time.  I figured you might be able to work with a partial spell…” Kyyle trailed off, watching him with a hopeful expression. 
 
    Well damn, the kid’s notes definitely paid off here. 
 
    Finn nodded, chewing on the inside of his cheek.  Creating brand-new spells was a massive undertaking, but working from a partial incantation… that was a different story.  In fact, he could already see how he might fill in some of the holes even without loading it into his spellcrafting mod.  With Daniel’s help, they could probably figure out the rest of the incantation rather quickly – which would leave Kyyle to work out the hand gestures by trial and error. 
 
    “Yeah,” Finn murmured.  “Yeah, I think I can help you with this.” 
 
    Then he looked at his companions – really looked at them.  He saw pride and elation shining on their faces as they surveyed their own work, despite the sweat and dirt on their brow and the dark circles under their eyes that spoke of hours of tireless work.  He saw the glowing excitement of having created something new, and he could feel his fire mana respond, the energy simmering in his veins. 
 
    A smile tugged at Finn’s lips.  “You both did great,” he said, waving at their work.  “Actually, this is outstanding.”  They met his praise with grins of their own.  Suddenly their predicament didn’t seem quite so bleak. 
 
    For just an instant, the encounter with the Seer flashed through Finn’s mind.  Maybe this had been her point.  That he wasn’t alone.  That he had companions that could help him, assuming he could get out of their damn way long enough for them to contribute.  This might not do anything to resolve his personal issues with Julia, but maybe he could work on that. 
 
    Find a way to move forward… 
 
    And maybe take out a shitload of ants at the same time. 
 
    Which reminded Finn that he hadn’t shared his new ability yet.  His fingers twitched, and his fire mana soon responded, the dull simmer shifting to a boil as the energy surged through his body – his eyes alight with fire. 
 
    “That reminds me,” he said.  “I have something to show you too…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 27 - Unified 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 115 
 
      
 
    Only a few moments ago, I had another breakthrough.  My hand is trembling, even as I attempt to write this entry.  Already, I wish to return to my studies… 
 
      
 
    Yet I must record my progress.  All my attempts to absorb mana to date have failed – although, I daresay my testing methods have become safer and more precise.  Initially, I was frustrated in my efforts until I happened to catch a glance of myself in the mirror while my sight was active. 
 
      
 
    My previous attempts to absorb mana were haphazard and used many different types of affinities.  However, what if I were to focus on my dominant affinity?  If that dominance provides greater spellcasting control – which has been conclusively shown time and time again – then that might make it easier for me to actively absorb that type of energy.  For example, attempting to absorb a non-dominant affinity might be much like pouring oil into a vessel of water.  The solution could be mixed, but I simply lack the ability to do so. 
 
      
 
    To perform the experiment, I crushed a crystal holding the appropriate mana.  In an instant, the energy rushed and crackled into the room, and I tried to control it – much as I would my own mana.  My first attempt failed, yet I tried again. 
 
      
 
    And I succeeded… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The group rounded the cavern, keeping to the edge of the wall and flitting between the clusters of fire crystals embedded in the stone.  Finn raised a hand, and they came to a stop beside a particularly dense crystal cluster.  He made a circular motion, and they huddled up.  With a flick of his wrist, Finn pulled up his map, and a three-dimensional outline of the room and the adjacent tunnels popped up in the air.  He rotated the map so that the others could see it clearly. 
 
    They were crouched in a large cavern that acted as a crossroads, with tunnels branching away in a concentric pattern that reminded Finn of a spiderweb.  These hubs were usually highly active, often containing all three ant variants, almost like guards defending a waystation.  This was one of the first hub caverns they had found after upgrading their weapons and armaments. 
 
    And it was time to finally put their new equipment to the test. 
 
    Even as this thought crossed his mind, Finn glanced around the room.  This hub cavern was flatter and less rocky than the last – containing a smaller magma pool.  Yet what it lacked in terms of molten stone it made up for with crystals.  The place was practically lined with the softly glowing clusters of orange gems, the light combining to fully illuminate the cavern. 
 
    Which also made it easy to identify the ants shuffling through the area. 
 
    By his count, there were at least eight.  Some of the workers were busy chipping away at the crystals, slowly turning two more into exploders.  A fully outfitted ant lingered nearby, its back already covered.  Meanwhile, the remainder of the workers were on the opposite end of the cave, mining a vein of the familiar dark ore. 
 
    Two soldiers stood stock-still in the center of the room.  They had observed that the more heavily armored ants acted as something like sentries for the colony, their antennae slowly drifting back and forth and scanning the tunnels as the others worked.  Which made sense from Finn’s perspective.  Their thick shields and ranged attacks made them an ideal sentry and shock troop for the other ants. 
 
    “The tunnels covered?” Finn whispered to Kyyle.  He knew the ants couldn’t actually hear them, but it was more habit than anything else. 
 
    The earth mage nodded and tapped at the map that hovered in the air nearby.  Yellow waypoint markers were sprinkled along each of the adjacent hallways to denote the location of the bombs he had planted in the walls.  The only exception was the way they had come in – that tunnel would be their exit if they needed to retreat. 
 
    “Explosives have been set alongside each entrance,” Kyyle explained.  “Once you give the signal, we’ll blow the tunnels.  That should keep any reinforcements off us – at least for a little while.” 
 
    “And our exit?” 
 
    “Typical pit trap and tapered tunnel,” Kyyle explained, pointing at their escape route.  “Although, I built in a small ledge on either side of the pit.  It shouldn’t affect the ants but should let the less nimble of the group make it across,” he offered in a dry tone, tapping his own chest. 
 
    “You’re getting better,” Julia quipped.  “All that running away has really loosened you up.”  This earned her a mock glare from the earth mage. 
 
    “Okay, sounds like we’re nearly ready,” Finn interjected with a small smile of his own.  “Let’s get our targets lined up. 
 
    “Daniel,” he whispered.  The AI flashed into existence beside them only an instant later.  “Get down and near the crystals,” Finn urged Daniel quickly.  They didn’t want his fiery form to give away their presence. 
 
    “I’m going, I’m going… sir,” the AI grumbled, soon hovering only inches away from the gems.  Finn glanced warily at the soldiers, their antennae twitching, but it didn’t seem they had been discovered yet. 
 
    “Okay, I need you to highlight the exploders and the soldiers.  Identify weak points, please,” Finn instructed, pulling a series of sawblades out of his pack, and laying them in a line along the ground.  A moment later, the ants were all outlined in blue, smaller and brighter targets painted along the ridge at the base of their neck and their leg joints. 
 
    “I take it you’re going to focus on the exploders first?” Julia whispered. 
 
    “Exactly.  I need you to keep the other ants busy – particularly the soldiers.  You’ll probably have about 60 seconds before Kyyle finishes blowing the tunnels.” 
 
    Julia gave a curt nod and pulled down the shield slung across her back.  They had finished construction only a few hours ago – the instrument taking far longer to assemble than Finn had expected.  Kyyle had been right.  It had taken both the ambient magma in the Sauna and heat rank level 4 of Imbue Fire to melt enough of the dark iron ore.  It didn’t help that they had been forced to bring the metal down to a pure liquid in order to fill the mold. 
 
    The result was a shield roughly two inches thick and three feet across, creating a perfect circle.  After they had broken the shield out of the mold, Finn had abruptly decided to dip into his stash of ant mandibles.  He used one of his sawblades to chip away stray flecks of metal, smoothing the surface and edges.  Then, he’d welded the spare mandibles along the edge of the device until the shield’s rim glimmered in the light cast by the fire mana crystals.  Luckily, he’d been able to replenish some of his stockpile on the way here – the group encountering a few stray ant workers in the tunnels. 
 
    “I still have no idea how you’re going to fight with that thing,” Kyyle muttered.  “It’s like trying to move with a boulder mounted to your arm.” 
 
    Julia just grinned as she hefted the shield smoothly, apparently unaffected by its weight.  “I think I’ll be fine.  I’m looking forward to giving it a test run.”  Both Finn and Kyyle eyed her skeptically.  Neither of the mages could easily lift the shield, even after Brutus’ physical training. 
 
    Julia ignored their stares and yanked an incendiary grenade from her pack, palming the explosive carefully.  The group had decided the safest way for her to carry the grenades was in her bag.  The in-game packs seemed to defy normal physics, making it almost impossible to detonate them when they were stored inside. 
 
    Although, testing that particular game feature had been a little nerve-racking. 
 
    “Okay, once Kyyle takes down the tunnels, he can help by altering the terrain.”  Finn glanced at the earth mage.  “Just try to keep the workers off her.” 
 
    His gaze bounced between his two companions.  “We had to retreat quickly last time, but it’s possible that blowing the tunnels and the exploders detonating could summon more of the ants – the heat acting like an alarm bell.  So be prepared to evacuate if the shit hits the fan.” 
 
    Kyyle and Julia both nodded, their muscles tense and expressions grim. 
 
    Finn swiped aside the map, feeling his own mana respond to the tension, causing his limbs to glow with warmth.  This was it.  Round two. 
 
    Hopefully, it would go better than last time. 
 
    With that dire thought, Finn nodded at Julia and began casting Imbue Fire.  His hands moved swiftly, and tendrils of flame soon curled around one of the sawblades.  Finn held the single channel and cast again, more flames enveloping the other blade.  The pair rose into the air until they hovered at waist height, trembling slightly as Finn struggled to hold them in place at the lower temperature. 
 
    Then he started ratcheting up the heat on both channels simultaneously, the fire flaring brightly around the blades and a blue-ish color flickering at the edges as he hit heat rank 2 and kept going.  He was going to need to put a bit more speed on these blades.  The soldiers in the center of the room finally shifted, their antennae drifting toward the group’s location as they picked up on the flare of heat. 
 
    That was Julia’s signal.  She darted forward into the room, her shield mounted along one arm and a grenade resting in her other palm.  As she neared the exploder and workers – still chipping away at the crystals – she hurled the bomb with incredible force.  The grenade rocketed forward and smashed against the wall, promptly exploding in a torrent of flame.  The blast ignited some of the ambient crystals along the wall, creating a cascade of fire that rocked the cave and sent the nearby ants stumbling – suddenly blind and disoriented.  The stone cracked, a massive fissure forming.  But the wall held… for the moment. 
 
    Julia never stopped moving, yanking another grenade free from her pack, and pitching it toward the soldiers in the center of the room.  The heavily armored ants were already beginning to spin toward the source of the heat along the far wall and power up their Fireballs.  The second blast sent them stumbling, followed shortly by a series of detonations along each hallway as Kyyle triggered the mines planted there.  The tunnels soon began to collapse, and rock tumbled to the ground, sending out a cloud of dust from each entrance.  The soldiers spun again, not sure where the attack was coming from and unable to find a target with the massive cloud of earth and fire mana that now permeated the air. 
 
    Perfect, Finn thought, watching the chaos closely. 
 
    He followed up on their advantage.  His sawblades rocketed through the air, his fingers twitching as he guided them simultaneously toward their targets – two glowing blue outlines about the size of his palm. 
 
    A sawblade struck one of the two worker ants that was being converted into an exploder, its neatly severed head soon crashing against the stone floor with a rumble. 
 
    The second strike wasn’t as clean.  The exploder bucked at the last moment, its head pitching forward.  Finn didn’t have time to alter course or cast Haste.  As a result, the blade sliced through the chitin along the corner of the ant’s head, then ricocheted into its shoulder, lodging itself in one of the crystals along its back. 
 
    “The exploder is going to blow!” Finn shouted.  Julia must have heard him, because she made a beeline for the other side of the cave. 
 
    It wasn’t a moment too soon. 
 
    The detonation triggered the rest of the crystals along the exploder’s back.  A blast of flame swirled around the ant, the force smashing it into the other surviving worker and crushing them both against the nearby wall.  The shockwave was also enough to further weaken the rock and stone.  Finn looked on with wide eyes as the fissure along the wall widened and stretched, ripping open the stone and cracking up and across the ceiling. 
 
    “Kyyle, we have a cave-in!” Finn shouted over the noise, sparing an anxious glance at the earth mage.  He was already casting, his eyes glowing a brilliant emerald as tendrils of mana spun around his hands.  A short wall rose up from the ground around them, swiftly stretching up into the air. 
 
    Then the ceiling split open, several tons of rock crashing down into the cave and burying the worker under a pile of rubble.  Yet the avalanche kept going, rocks and debris flying through the air.  Finn and Kyyle ducked behind their makeshift barricade, stone smashing against the other side and causing small fractures to form even as the earth mage struggled to reinforce the wall. 
 
    Finn just had to hope that Julia’s new shield would protect her from this. 
 
    They hadn’t tested it against a cave-in or flying shrapnel. 
 
    He kept eyeing her health bar in the corner of his vision.  Her health had dipped, but she seemed stable. 
 
    Several anxious seconds later, the noise began to slow… then stop.  The pair peeked over their barricade to see that the cave-in had decimated one side of the room. 
 
    Three down, five to go, Finn thought. 
 
    The exploder and the two workers that were being converted were dead, the cave-in having fully buried the surviving worker under a few tons of rock.  Out of the remaining ants, two of them were soldiers.  Daniel automatically highlighted the ants in his vision, making them more visible despite the cloud of dirt and dust that now drifted through the cavern.  With a brief command, Finn pushed those highlights to Kyyle through the group menu, allowing the earth mage to see as well.  He had to do this manually, but it was a useful trick. 
 
    Finn could just barely make out Julia along the far wall, her shield still raised to block the debris.  A glance at his UI showed she’d taken some minor damage, but her natural health regeneration was already repairing the injuries.  Meanwhile, his own mana pool was struggling to refill.  He needed a few more seconds to recharge. 
 
    His attention shifted to the workers and soldiers.  The ants were starting to round on Julia, her body heat likely making her stand out amid all the earth mana floating through the room from the cave-in.  “They’re heading for Julia.  Can you block off the workers?” Finn shouted at Kyyle. 
 
    “Working on it,” the earth mage croaked out before his fingers began twining through another complicated series of gestures.  Pits formed below the workers, sending them tumbling forward and off balance, their legs scrambling at the stone as they tried to pull themselves out of the holes.  It would take them time to recover, even though the pits were hastily constructed and shallow. 
 
    Meanwhile, the soldiers hadn’t been idle.  The mana crystals along their heads were charging, tendrils of flame condensing into thick balls of fire that soon rocketed toward Julia.  She leaped forward at an angle to dodge one missile, rolling and coming up in a crouch with her shield raised.  The other blast struck the metal with terrific force, slamming her backward a few feet and shaving off a bit more health.  But the shield held. 
 
    Then Finn saw his mana hit 50% again. 
 
    That should be enough.  It was time to try out one of their new tools. 
 
    “Julia, I’m going to spin up the disc!” Finn shouted again.  Julia reacted, sprinting along the wall toward the other side of the room – likely trying to draw the ants away from Finn and Kyyle.  It was a smart move, allowing them to cast unimpeded. 
 
    Finn’s hands began moving as he cast Imbue Fire, keeping a watchful eye on his control range.  Except this time, he wasn’t enchanting his own weapons.  His eyes were on Julia’s shield.  Flames soon curled around the metal, but Finn knew that the heat wouldn’t hurt his daughter too badly.  He only needed to maintain heat rank level 1, keeping the temperature at a reasonable level while allowing him to regenerate more mana. 
 
    His fingers twitched, the locking pins jerked out of place, and the shield began to rotate.  He had come up with an interesting idea after reviewing Kyyle’s designs.  The limitations of his sawblades were the mana cost of maintaining the higher heat ranks – which he needed to keep the metal aloft, moving quickly, and spinning.  But Julia solved some of those problems – supplying much-needed force and velocity.  And so, Finn only needed to create some spin.  Which is why he had built and then welded a rotating joint into the base of the shield. 
 
    The metal disc was a blur of orange and red now.  Somewhat ironically, the rotation also made the disc lighter, the centrifugal force actually helping Julia to lift the shield depending on its angle and direction – an interesting result that they had discovered when testing the new weapon.  Although, it only worked so long as Finn kept channeling Imbue Fire and maintained the spin. 
 
    Julia sprinted toward the soldiers as they prepared to fire again.  Kyyle raised a wall in between them, a Fireball slamming against the stone and causing it to crumble and crack.  She darted around the obstacle as she closed, fragments of rock ricocheting off her shield as she eyed the other soldier.  It sent another blast forward, which she intercepted with her shield.  With the rotation, the Fireball struck the metal surface and was sent hurtling into one of the adjacent tunnels, exploding harmlessly against the pile of rubble that lay there. 
 
    Then Julia was upon them.  She slammed the shield forward with terrific force.  The combination of the strength of her blow and the spin caused what was now a massive sawblade to carve through the soldier’s neck, shearing clean through to the other side in one smooth stroke. 
 
    She stumbled slightly, obviously expecting more resistance. 
 
    However, the moment of hesitation didn’t last long.  Julia fell into the stumble, the weight and spin of the shield allowing her to hold it in place and flip over the sawblade, pivoting into another spin as she hit the ground.  It soon sliced through the second soldier’s neck, severing its head just before the ant could launch another Fireball – the flames petering out with a hiss of smoke. 
 
    Julia soon stood above the corpses on the far side of the room, her shield spinning and her eyes on the three workers who were still struggling to drag themselves out of Kyyle’s pits.  It seemed they had turned the tide, and Finn dropped the spell on her shield, preparing to summon his remaining sawblades to take out the workers at a distance. 
 
    That was when he felt it… just a small tremble in the floor.  The slightest shift of the rubble lying across the tunnel entrance behind Julia.  Finn watched as his daughter turned, likely feeling the same movement. 
 
    Oh, shit… reinforcements. 
 
    The debris blew apart, smashing outward.  The last thing Finn saw was Julia raise her shield as Kyyle pulled him down behind their small barrier.  Rocks pelted the other side, and when they slowed, the pair immediately retook their feet. 
 
    An exploder must have blasted open the tunnel because the entire entrance had been cleared of loose rock and flames still coiled in the air.  The stony shrapnel had rocketed through the room, crashing against anything in its path – including Julia.  She had managed to bring her shield up in time, but the blast and the flying rock had still done some damage.  She was on the ground, a lance of stone embedded in her calf, and her health had dipped below half.  She was struggling to drag herself away from the tunnel, her eyes wide as she glanced back toward the gaping opening. 
 
    And Finn could see why. 
 
    Two more exploders were charging through the wreckage, their ungainly forms swaying from side to side and the crystals embedded in their backs glowing an ominous red and orange.  The world seemed to slow as Finn took in the scene. 
 
    His daughter was injured – she couldn’t retreat easily. 
 
    Three workers were to her rear, slowly dragging themselves out of Kyyle’s pits. 
 
    Exploders were charging from the front, and reinforcements were likely hot on their heels.  They inched forward as though moving through molasses, the crystals along their backs pulsing and preparing to detonate. 
 
    And only a single thought echoed through his mind. 
 
    They couldn’t lose her – he couldn’t let Julia die! 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 28 - Explosive 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 117 
 
      
 
    It is now conclusive and corroborated.  It is possible for a mage to intentionally absorb ambient mana of their dominant affinity – which, I suppose, doesn’t seem that unusual upon reflection.  Our bodies perform this process naturally, don’t they?  How else would we replenish our own mana?  Frankly, after further thought, I’m surprised that this was not previously common knowledge.  Perhaps former mages were simply more risk-averse and less patient than myself. 
 
      
 
    Regardless, this latest discovery has also led me to question my earlier assumption about my dominant affinity.  As I have observed, a mage’s body and Najima store mana of all six affinities – although not in equal measure.  Shouldn’t I then be able to absorb all six schools of mana?  Perhaps my previous failures were an issue of “control.”  For example, if my water affinity were quite low, it would be challenging for me to control and absorb a large quantity of ambient water mana. 
 
      
 
    However, if I were to start with something smaller… perhaps I could manage the feat. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Fuck,” Finn muttered.  He needed more time. 
 
    His fingers started moving in a blur, an incantation drifting from his lips.  He could feel his mana surge, a river of magma suddenly flowing through his veins.  It was a sharp, stinging pain, but he was already growing accustomed to it, grimacing as the burning sensation spread through his limbs and organs. 
 
    More problematic was his stamina. 
 
    Haste burned through his body’s energy like it was tinder. 
 
    Finn ground his teeth together, even as the world around him began to slow to a crawl.  The exploders were still shambling toward Julia.  And she was still inching away, her shield clasped in hand.  And Kyyle was still standing beside him, attempting to cast another spell, the energy moving forward at a listless pace. 
 
    The situation seemed hopeless. 
 
    But at least he had a bit more time, and he needed to make the most of it. 
 
    “You can only sustain this spell for 18.9 seconds,” Daniel chirped helpfully. 
 
    “Thanks for that,” Finn snapped.  Less than 19 seconds to figure out how to save Julia.  His thoughts were racing as he eyed his options. 
 
    He couldn’t retrieve her physically.  The area between them was littered with the pits that Kyyle had formed, worker ants smashing their heads against the walls.  They were stupid and slow – but they were also in the damn way.  Even if Finn made it there in time, he wouldn’t be able to drag her out of the way quickly enough to avoid the blasts from the exploders.  They’d just die together. 
 
    Kyyle’s spells also wouldn’t be enough.  A glance to his side confirmed the earth mage was desperately casting, tendrils of green energy encircling his staff.  Finn could already see the stone floor beneath Julia sinking and a wall of stone forming around her as the earth mage cast his new Stone Coffin spell.  But it wouldn’t be enough, Finn could see that clearly.  The stone would barely be a foot or two thick before the ants arrived and would do little to blunt the explosions. 
 
    Maybe he could lift the shield?  Use it to pull Julia back toward him? 
 
    Finn winced.  Except the damn shield weighed a ton, and he’d also need to factor in her body weight.  He’d need to hit heat rank 3 at least to move her quickly, which was enough to begin melting the dark iron ore.  He could only imagine what that would do to human flesh.  He’d probably fry Julia – and her health was already low. 
 
    Killing her himself wasn’t exactly better than letting the ants get her. 
 
    “16 seconds,” Daniel chimed unhelpfully. 
 
    Finn could already see the exploders shambling forward in slow motion.  They were almost within range, and the crystals along their backs pulsed angrily.  The creatures smashed their sides against the tunnel wall, cracks forming along several of the clusters.  He watched helplessly as the crystals began to fracture, flames jetting through the gaps before the entire structure shattered explosively.  Then another.  And another.  A cascade of flame and death that began to tear apart the tunnel walls, adding rock and stone to the avalanche of destruction that was billowing out toward Julia. 
 
    “14 seconds,” Daniel reported. 
 
    Shit, Finn thought, trying to think of something – anything. 
 
    As he stared at the flames, the heat and energy sweeping forward, his brow furrowed. 
 
    He remembered seeing a similar maelstrom before – suspended in the air and moving ever-so-slowly.  At the time, Daniel had been etching tattoos into the side of his face instead of counting down to his daughter’s death.  Finn had been able to control that energy then, feeding his own mana into the flames and forcing it to hover outside himself.  Once he had finished, he had called that mana back – reabsorbed it into his body. 
 
    He eyed the edge of his control range, the glowing circle just sweeping past Julia.  What if he tried to do the same here?  What if he tried to control that fire and flame rocketing toward his daughter?  It was just a form of mana, wasn’t it – at least, in this world?  And he had been reading Bilel’s journal.  The mage had talked about being able to actively absorb mana of his dominant affinity… 
 
    Although he had been vague on specifics, and Finn sure as hell hadn’t tried it before. 
 
    “12 seconds,” Daniel reported, his voice starting to sound nervous.  “If you’re going to do something, now is the time!” 
 
    Julia seemed to sense the wave of fire speeding toward her, slowly rolling onto her back and pulling the shield up to protect herself as best she could even as the tendrils of rock from Kyyle’s spell began to close around her.  Finn could see whole chunks of the wall being ripped free by the explosions, sharp-edged fragments riding along on an avalanche of flame.  Kyyle’s flimsy barrier would be no match for the combination of shrapnel and flames, and neither would her shield. 
 
    She’d die.  It was inevitable. 
 
    “I guess we don’t have anything to lose,” Finn muttered, saying a silent prayer to the Seer.  Daniel pulsed once, as though in agreement. 
 
    Finn took a deep breath.  To do this, he’d need to see what he was doing – to pick apart the fire mana from the earth mana in the rock and debris.  He’d need to activate his sight, even if it cost him a few more precious seconds.  He didn’t let himself hesitate, squeezing his eyes shut and his hands balling into fists. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he whispered. 
 
    The world was suddenly awash in color.  He could see the cloud of orange and red racing toward Julia, chunks and wisps of emerald energy eaten up by the flames as the rocks were broken into smaller fragments and melted down.  Although, the larger metal shrapnel from the exploder’s bodies resisted this process – bright specks of green among the dense cloud of orange flame. 
 
    “10 seconds… no, now 6 seconds,” Daniel reported, adding the stamina cost of Finn’s Mana Sight to his Haste. 
 
    Finn ignored him, his eyes searching the room, trying to find Julia amid the flame and debris.  Yet his brow furrowed in confusion.  He couldn’t see her… there was no multi-colored body.  In his desperation, he hunted the area where he knew she had to be lying, yet he saw only a circular green disc. 
 
    What the hell is going on?  Not that he had time to dwell on that question.  The disc must be her shield, which was good enough to track her location.  The wave of flames was still approaching. 
 
    Finn’s fingers twitched, and he pulled at the fire the same way he did with his own mana.  He felt the energy tug toward him – but only gradually.  The flames were barely shifting, only a thin streamer curling away from the mass of fire. 
 
    So, he did it again, this time insistent.  Demanding. 
 
    He ordered the flame to respond to him. 
 
    The cloud shifted more, but it felt reluctant.  It was fire and flame.  Destruction incarnate, and it was surging forward, consuming all within its path.  It would not be contained or trapped.  It was unbridled chaos.  It almost felt… alive. 
 
    “4 seconds,” Daniel said, his voice sounding distant. 
 
    More.  I need to keep going. 
 
    Finn stopped pulling, and ripped at the mana, clawing at the energy in desperation.  It bucked against him, fighting for control.  Yet he held fast, containing the energy by pure force of will.  It would obey him… 
 
    And finally, it responded. 
 
    The fiery energy broke apart, spearing around the green circle that denoted Julia’s position and surging forward in a torrent.  He didn’t relent for a moment.  Finn yanked, tugged, and pulled with every ounce of willpower he possessed.  He demanded it return to him.  And the energy grudgingly accepted, racing toward him in an avalanche of destruction that suddenly loomed before him, creeping out toward the edges of his vision until the flames filled his entire world. 
 
    Finn braced himself, knowing this next part was going to hurt… 
 
    He wasn’t nearly prepared. 
 
    The flames hit him like a tidal wave, sending him stumbling backward.  Yet Finn resisted, planting his feet and shoving back against the energy.  The mana ripped and burned at his clothes, then ate into his skin, melting his flesh and blood in an instant.  He could see his health begin to plummet rapidly, even under the effects of his Haste.  Red notifications were flashing in his vision, and he struggled to concentrate through the pain… 
 
    “3 seconds,” Daniel said, Finn barely able to focus on his voice. 
 
    There was still so much fire – so much mana.  He couldn’t keep this up.  But if he stopped now, it would likely kill him and Kyyle. 
 
    It wasn’t enough to call the flames to him.  He had to absorb it.  Make it part of himself.  He knew that… 
 
    His fingers shifted, inverting the gestures he used to summon his mana.  The flames soaked into his skin, and it felt like he was burning from the inside out.  It made his Haste spell feel like a faint tickle.  The mana raged through his body like an angry fire god.  It seared his veins and arteries, burned muscle, and ripped through his organs. 
 
    Finn could hear screaming, but it was distant – disconnected.  He only vaguely registered that it was coming from his own throat.  Then the fire burned through his vocal cords, and the screams abruptly ended. 
 
    Shift it to my Najima.  I have to convert it… 
 
    His fingers moved again as he tried to command the energy to those glowing points of light he knew rested in his limbs and torso.  But it was like trying to scream commands at a forest fire.  It just ignored him.  He could only try to divert it in the right direction and channel it into those glowing points.  But he didn’t manage to catch it all, stray bands of energy flaying his body and burning into his flesh and organs. 
 
    “2 seconds!” Daniel shouted.  “Although… your mana is increasing,” the AI murmured in confusion. 
 
    Finn could barely manage to glance at the corner of his UI.  His mana was starting to inch upward – even if his health was beginning to redline – and he was nearly out of stamina. 
 
    It’s working.  I have to keep going. 
 
    He kept channeling the mana, pulling it into his Najima continuously as his body converted it to his own energy and began to store it.  At some point, he had gone numb, as though his body could no longer handle the pain – or maybe he had burned out his own nerve endings.  Yet he kept going. 
 
    Even as his Haste ended and he fell to his knees, his legs suddenly unable to support his weight.  As his enhanced vision faded, the world spinning and swirling in front of him in a dizzying cascade of flame and pain. 
 
    It became difficult to breathe, his chest straining and heaving. 
 
    He kept going until… 
 
    “Stop!” Daniel screamed, the voice suddenly penetrating the fog that now hovered over Finn’s mind. 
 
    And Finn finally let go of the energy, his fingers going still. 
 
    He promptly slumped to the floor. 
 
    He couldn’t feel anything – which wasn’t unusual.  He had lived with that same numb sensation for the better part of a decade.  Although, he vaguely registered that it felt different than normal… This time it encompassed his entire body.  He tried to move, but his limbs wouldn’t respond.  All he could do was glance to the side at his UI. 
 
    He had only a thin sliver of health left, his regeneration barely keeping pace with his injuries.  His stamina was gone.  But his mana… his mana was nearly full. 
 
    “Finn.  Finn!  You still with me?” Kyyle’s face appeared over top of him, inspecting him and eyeing injuries that Finn could neither see nor feel.  “Oh, shit.”  Finn could see the brief look of horror reflected on the earth mage’s face before he turned his attention back to the room and began casting again. 
 
    Finn felt the ground vibrate. 
 
    An explosion?  Maybe Kyyle had detonated more bombs… 
 
    Then he felt himself being pulled and tugged.  He heard voices.  But the world was already swimming, the colors bleeding together – although, this time, his sight wasn’t to blame.  It was a struggle to stay conscious.  He tried to will his body to heal faster so that he could rejoin the fight.  So that he could help the others. 
 
    Julia’s face flashed in front of him for just a moment.  Blood stained her cheeks, and her eyes were wide and wild.  “Hold on.  We’re going to get you out of here,” she muttered, and then Finn was being lifted. 
 
    “You… you were invisible,” Finn muttered, his voice only a crackling whisper.  It hurt to speak, his throat feeling raw and burned.  But the pain was a good sign.  It indicated that he was still alive… that the nerve endings were growing back. 
 
    “Shh, don’t talk,” Julia snapped back at him, racing down a nearby tunnel and jostling Finn with each step.  As she rounded a corner, his head hit an outcropping of stone. 
 
    Then Finn didn’t feel any pain.  One second he was still conscious – if only barely. 
 
    And the next… 
 
    He wasn’t. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 29 - Transparent 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 125 
 
      
 
    I’ve done it!  I managed to absorb mana of a non-dominant affinity! 
 
      
 
    This success was not easily accomplished.  After countless failed attempts, I finally managed the feat.  The trick was dramatically reducing the amount of ambient mana being drained.  However, I was ultimately successful.  That’s what’s important. 
 
      
 
    Even more fascinating, after repeated absorptions, I note that my water affinity has increased slightly.  This effect seems artificial since I have not set out to foster “acceptance.”  However, this might also represent a way to circumvent one of the fundamental tenets of magic upon which we have founded our teachings – that we “need” to foster these specific personality traits in order to gain greater control over our magic.  In fact, this assumption is one of the underpinnings of the temples’ teachings. 
 
      
 
    Can you imagine the reaction if others knew that these so-called gods and their religious babble were not the only source of control over magic?  This is the sort of revelation that might change the world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn slumped down on a boulder, leaning his back against the wall of the Sauna.  The stone was hot – too hot – but he barely registered that anymore. 
 
    By some fluke of luck, their group had managed to survive the last battle.  All three of them. 
 
    It had taken Finn’s body nearly twenty minutes to fully recover – at which point he had woken to find himself being fireman carried over his daughter’s shoulder.  Not the most noble of positions and just a tiny bit emasculating, but he’d take it.  He was alive, after all.  And so was she.  After they realized he was awake, she had set him down and the group had trudged back to their base in silence, too worn and beaten to muster the effort to talk. 
 
    And now they were back in the relative safety of the Sauna. 
 
    “Well, that sucked,” Kyyle grumbled from nearby, trying to beat the dust and dirt off his robes, each blow causing a shower of debris to rain from the fabric. 
 
    Julia grunted.  “We lived, and we have a few more levels under our belt.  We were doing well until reinforcements arrived.  Next time will be easier.” 
 
    Kyyle just shook his head.  “Next time, huh?  You both are relentless.”  His eyes flicked to Finn.  “Speaking of which, what happened with Julia and the flames?  It was like you sucked up that explosion somehow.  You going to share with the group?” 
 
    Julia’s eyes darted to Finn, but she glanced away as she noticed him watching her.  “I tried something from Bilel’s journal,” Finn explained slowly, confused by her reaction.  “He has talked at some length about absorbing mana.  Our bodies do it naturally all the time, but he developed a way to absorb the energy actively – at least in theory.” 
 
    “Wait?  So, you decided to try that for the first time mid-fight?”  Kyyle shook his head.  “Damn.  Well, I’m glad it worked… but that explains why you nearly killed yourself in the process.” 
 
    The earth mage hesitated for a moment, side-eyeing Finn.  “I’ve seen some messed-up shit since I started playing but looking at you after you absorbed all that fire mana… it was like you had been roasted on a spit.  I’m surprised you lived through it.” 
 
    “You and me both,” Finn muttered, recalling the intense pain. 
 
    “Did you at least get a prompt or something?” Kyyle asked, arching an eyebrow. 
 
    It was Finn’s turn to hesitate.  That was a good question.  He probably should check his notifications to see if he’d gained a new ability.  With a flick of his wrist, a barrage of notices suddenly popped into the air in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  x3 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (15) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    New Spell:  Mana Absorption 
 
    After extensive time spent honing your Mana Mastery and mana channeling, you have discovered a way to accelerate your body’s natural mana regeneration.  However, this process is unnatural and overloads the body’s Najima, draining the caster’s health while replenishing their mana.  Be careful, or you might kill yourself in the process. 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 1 
 
    Cost:  80% of mana drained as health damage. 
 
    Effect 1:  The caster can absorb ambient fire mana, adding the energy to their total mana pool. 
 
      
 
    x1 Spell Rank Up:  Imbue Fire 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 6 
 
    Cost:  200 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Imbues a weapon with fire mana, increasing the weapon’s base damage by INT x 12.5%.  Can only be used on unenchanted metal weapons. 
 
    Effect 2:  While channeling, allows the caster to increase the heat in ranks, up to a current max heat rank of [4].  Each heat rank increases damage by INT x 5% while increasing the channel cost by 50%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Allows user to control the weapon within his control range at a cost of 25 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x2 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Sight 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 1 
 
    Cost:  50 mana and stamina per second. 
 
    Effect 1:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [average]. 
 
    Effect 2:  Ability to isolate mana types.  Currently limited to [fire]. 
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Flameworking 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 9 
 
    Effect 1:  26% increased power when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
      
 
    “It looks like I did get a new skill,” Finn murmured, his eyes skimming the prompts.  “And I can see why it almost killed me.  I take 80% of the drained mana as health damage.  It’s also limited to fire mana.” 
 
    “Geez,” Kyyle muttered, shaking his head.  His gaze skimmed to a cluster of fire crystals along the nearby wall.  “Although, I guess that might allow you to use the crystals down here to recover your mana – sort of like a really painful mana potion.” 
 
    Finn grunted distractedly.  It wasn’t a bad idea, although he wasn’t exactly in a hurry to repeat that process again.  He quickly allocated his remaining points to Vitality.  After that battle and with his newfound ability, increasing his health pool was starting to look like a good choice. 
 
    “I’m just surprised Finn managed to figure that out in time to save your ass,” Kyyle offered, gesturing at Julia.  “I was trying to pull you into a Stone Coffin, but it wasn’t moving fast enough.  I need to practice that new spell more.  I’m a bit too slow on the trigger right now,” Kyyle continued with a grimace.  “I honestly thought you were a goner.” 
 
    Finn’s attention snapped to his daughter.  She was being quiet… very quiet.  Maybe she was blaming herself for what happened – she had been overextended in that position.  However, Finn suspected it was something else.  A lot had been going on at the time: Julia about to die, Daniel shouting in his ear, Finn attempting to use a new ability… 
 
    But he still remembered using his vision. 
 
    He still remembered that blank void where Julia should have been. 
 
    Had he seen her with his Mana Sight before?  Surely, he had.  He’d used the ability numerous times over the last few days in-game. 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, it gave him pause.  Had he really, though?  It always seemed like Julia was standing just to his shoulder… or she had backed out of the way or around a corner at the last second.  Or she had volunteered to go scout while he and Kyyle worked on casting her shield and making the new explosives. 
 
    Finn was watching his daughter now, his attention not going unnoticed.  She met his gaze, and he saw confusion morph into uncertainty, then a flash of understanding, then a sudden fear as she raised her hands.  “No… don’t,” Julia began. 
 
    “Mashhad,” Finn murmured, squeezing his eyes shut. 
 
    Despite her natural speed, there was no way his daughter could have moved out of his field of view in time.  And yet, he didn’t see her in the cave – only the circular green shield leaning against the boulder where she had been sitting a moment before.  She had either teleported out of the way, or she was invisible to his sight… 
 
    Finn deactivated the ability, and his eyes snapped open. 
 
    His daughter was still sitting there, but now her hands were twisting in her lap, and she wouldn’t meet his eyes.  If she wasn’t visible to his sight, then the most likely answer was that she didn’t have any mana.  But there was only one group of people with that particular affliction – as far as he knew. 
 
    “Your mana was purged,” Finn said, his voice barely a whisper.  Yet it still drifted through the quiet cavern like a shout, his daughter flinching at the words. 
 
    “Wait, what?” Kyyle asked, his head whipping around as he looked at Julia. 
 
    Finn rubbed at his face.  Several of the unusual facts he had collected over the last few weeks started to click together in his head. 
 
    “What do you mean, purged?” Kyyle pressed Finn when he didn’t respond immediately.  “Was Julia a mage?  I thought she hated the mages…” He hesitated as he saw her shoot him a glare, moisture blooming in her eyes. 
 
    Finn let out a sigh.  Abbad had urged them to stay silent about the purge procedure, but the librarian must have known what they had done to his daughter – that was why he had made that cryptic remark about Julia.  Hell, for all he knew, the stoic asshole had watched as they strapped her to that damn table and inserted molten metal into her Najima. 
 
    Fuck him.  Finn wasn’t going to keep his secret.  What was the librarian going to do anyway?  They were already trapped down here in this hellhole. 
 
    “The mages purge mana by forcibly damaging the body’s Najima,” Finn explained.  “They drain the mana first and then insert molten metal into each node.  The body heals but can no longer absorb or store mana passively.  My guess is the metal stays in place, even after a player respawns – like some sort of permanent body augmentation.  Although, having seen it myself, the procedure would be…” 
 
    “Excruciating,” Julia muttered, her eyes now on the floor. 
 
    For his part, Kyyle’s eyes had widened in shock.  “Those… those assholes,” he spat, anger coloring his voice.  “I fucking hated the guild before, but that’s just…”  He trailed off, shaking his head. 
 
    Finn could sympathize.  He wasn’t sure there was anything he could say that would make it better.  He could already feel fury boiling in his veins, his mana threatening to buck the reins of his control.  Yet he tamped down on the feeling.  It wouldn’t help him.  The real target of his ire was a few thousand feet above them and a few hundred miles away. 
 
    Right now, his only focus should be on his daughter. 
 
    As he watched Julia, Finn saw her crumple in on herself, a single droplet of moisture falling to the stone floor and sizzling on the super-heated rocks – a lone streamer of steam drifting up through the air. 
 
    Her purge had other implications.  It began to explain why she had broken into the guild in the first place – intent on getting him out of there.  Why she had seemed to know the layout of the guild hall.  She must have been a student at some point, likely back during the beta.  It also suddenly explained her unnatural strength and speed.  Why she was familiar with the city and the sands.  How she knew so much about the Khamsin. 
 
    As that last thought crossed his mind, Finn’s brow furrowed.  They had also been attacked at the edge of the Abyss by opponents that had been invisible to his sight – what he had been calling “sand wraiths.”  Had they actually been more of the purged?  The Khamsin? 
 
    And, if so, how had they found the champions and guard caravan?  Why had the sandworms followed them?  He now suspected many of these events were connected. 
 
    Finn closed his eyes, letting out a breath.  Fuck. 
 
    Only a single question lingered in his mind. 
 
    “Why didn’t you tell us?” he asked softly. 
 
    Julia’s eyes shot up, meeting his.  He saw tears and anger there.  “Why didn’t I tell you?” she echoed, shaking her head incredulously.  “Why didn’t I tell you?” 
 
    She rose and stabbed her finger at him.  “Why the hell didn’t you think to ask?  We’ve been together for weeks.  Have you ever really asked me about my time here before I found you in the guild?  How I started playing this game?  How I gained my abilities?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened, taken aback by her anger.  The thought had occurred to him many times, but had he actually asked?  He wanted to say yes but then hesitated.  Or had he been distracted by whatever was going on at the time – telling himself it was an issue he could tackle later?  Always “later.”  That was apparently his M.O., wasn’t it?  Putting whatever it was that was occupying his thoughts ahead of his family? 
 
    “You didn’t.  Not once,” she snapped at him when he didn’t respond.  Finn flinched, unable to refute her.  “You were so absorbed in this gods damned game – for whatever reason – that you didn’t even seem to see me.  Do you know why I really blackmailed you into playing this stupid game?  To get your attention!  I thought maybe if I helped you, stayed near you, you might finally wake the hell up from your self-induced coma…” 
 
    She trailed off, shaking her head.  Her movements quieted as she got a hold of herself, frustrated tears giving way to angry resignation.  “I should have known better.  Since the accident, you’ve been too absorbed in your own shit to see what’s going on with anyone else.  Even your own family.” 
 
    Her eyes pierced him.  He had seen that look before – on a younger face and in a different setting.  Yet it was still the same.  The anger and pain and hurt had aged, become deeper and more refined maybe, but it was the same look she had given him in the Seer’s memory before she stormed out of that school office. 
 
    “I’m not just a travel companion, or a teammate… or some simple thief,” she shot at him, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “I’m your daughter dammit.”  With that, she stormed out of the cave.  As soon as she hit the mouth of the tunnel, she broke into a jog, vanishing from sight. 
 
    Finn sat there in stunned silence, his emotions a chaotic mess.  Guilt settled on his shoulders, the weight threatening to crush him.  He had hoped to “move forward” after witnessing the memory the Seer had given him, but that seemed like a silly goal now.  Julia had lived with his choices her entire life.  There was no “moving on” for her – no resolution. 
 
    Just more of the same. 
 
    And the word she had used.  Thief. 
 
    Finn could remember the scene vividly now, thanks to the Seer.  The flashing icon on Joan’s computer partway through their conversation.  The tablet his daughter had stuffed hastily into her backpack.  Had she hacked into Joan’s computer?  If so, what had Julia heard that day?  Some small snippet of the conversation out of context.  Her dad – her only living parent – calling her a thief?  Maybe Joan had been right.  She had hacked that system to get his attention, just like she had done to get him to play this game. 
 
    And this was how he had repaid her? 
 
    “Shit,” Finn muttered, rubbing at his face.  As he glanced up, he saw Kyyle watching him, the young man biting his lip.  “You can say it if you want, I fucked up.” 
 
    Kyyle cocked his head.  “Those weren’t exactly the words I would have chosen,” he offered diplomatically, although the implication was clear – the young man wasn’t disagreeing with Finn’s conclusion. 
 
    Then Kyyle shook his head, glancing at Finn.  “You should go talk to her.  I’m not saying I understand most of what I just heard, but I also feel like it’s not too late to fix things.” 
 
    Finn snorted out a harsh laugh.  “Is that what you just saw?” 
 
    “I just heard a daughter saying she blackmailed you into playing this game with her as a way to reconnect with her dad,” Kyyle retorted in a dry voice. 
 
    “So maybe go be her dad.” 
 
    Finn looked at the earth mage, some kid with only twenty-something years on him.  Yet there was truth in what he was saying.  Even if he screwed it up even worse – and that seemed likely – he knew he owed it to Julia to try. 
 
    “Damn psych majors.  Always butting in and trying to fix people,” Finn muttered, pushing himself to his feet with a groan as he started for the nearby tunnel. 
 
    Kyyle chuckled softly.  “Or maybe I just want to get out of this place, and I know I can’t do that if you two are trying to kill each other,” he offered, although Finn sensed it was more than that.  The kid might be a little mercenary, but that was compassion shining in his eyes right now. 
 
    Finn just grunted in acknowledgment, drifting down the tunnel and the Sauna soon disappearing from view.  At that moment, escaping didn’t seem quite so important. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 30 - Subtle 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 127 
 
      
 
    I have continued to absorb small amounts of water mana, carefully noting the effect on my affinities, and observing myself with the sight. 
 
      
 
    It is now clear that the absorption is directly increasing my water affinity, albeit slowly.  For now, Renquist has suggested that I keep this information quiet, using myself as a test subject.  He fears that disclosure of this sort of information might cause a panic – with other mages rushing to learn the process and thereby artificially increasing their affinities.  Although, I can’t help but wonder if what he truly fears is reprisal from the guild leadership, who use knowledge as a leash.  This information would likely cause the students to grow in power too quickly and make them difficult to control. 
 
      
 
    In any event, I have noted that my ambient mana has taken on a stronger blue-ish hue, likely indicating my increased affinity.  Even more interesting, my Najima have grown slightly larger – a result that I did not observe when absorbing mana of my dominant affinity.  Curious, I checked my total mana… 
 
      
 
    And indeed, I saw an increase!  It’s a small improvement, but this indicates that the size of a mage’s Najima correlates to their total potential mana storage – a startling discovery.  This may also mean that continued absorption of non-dominant mana might increase both the mage’s affinity and total mana pool.  If so, then I may have found a way for a mage to dramatically increase their own power – at least with prolonged and continuous absorptions and access to a varied supply of mana. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn rounded a corner, a gloom hovering throughout the tunnel.  Many of the passages in this area lacked the reflective glass panels of the central shaft or the telltale glow of the fire crystals.  The symmetric indentations in the wall indicated that they had been created – carved by the worker ants that explored these levels. 
 
    He trod forward with careful steps, a sawblade held in one hand.  His group had long since mapped and cleared these passages – much of this lower level, in fact.  The risk of running into one of the workers was low, but not impossible.  The colony tended to send stray scouts down into these tunnels on occasion. 
 
    The passage soon opened into a small hub cave, a connection point between three adjacent tunnels.  This room was more well-lit, glowing red and orange gems embedded in the walls.  Finn hesitated, noticing the faint scuff marks in the dirt and dust that sprinkled the floor.  He stooped, his fingers tracing a heel-sized indentation. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he whispered, scanning the cave. 
 
    “I know you’re here,” Finn said quietly.  “Can we talk?  Please?” 
 
    A flicker in the shadows and Julia stepped into view.  “How did you find me?” 
 
    Finn cocked his head, releasing the sight.  “Well, your body might be completely invisible to me, but your equipment is a different matter.  Now that I know what I’m looking for, your clothing, weapons and armor all glow with faint traces of mana.  It’s subtle, but still gives you away.” 
 
    Julia grunted, refusing to meet his eyes as she paced the cave and took a seat on one of the boulders in the center of the room.  “What do you want?” 
 
    Finn sighed.  He’d caught her.  Now, what the hell was he going to say? 
 
    He could easily imagine what Rachael would advise at a time like this.  “Start with something simple.” 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Finn said, taking a seat opposite his daughter.  “I know that rings hollow after… well, after years of being a self-centered asshole.  But I am.” 
 
    She stayed silent as he continued, “After your mother died, I-I just lost it.  It’s difficult to put into words how much she meant to me.  She was… my rock, my center.  She was pretty much the only thing that kept me sane.  Hell, without her, I’d have probably killed myself a long time ago.  The maid would have shown up to find some half-decayed corpse still slumped over his desk.” 
 
    A soft snort from his daughter.  Yet she still wasn’t looking at him, her eyes staring intently at the floor. 
 
    “Losing her like that due to something I could have prevented – something I should have prevented – it just broke me.”  He shook his head.  “I turned into this self-pitying wreck of a person.  I blamed myself.  In some fucked up way, maybe I thought that the people in my life were better off without me.” 
 
    Julia moved to say something, but he held up a hand.  “It was stupid.  I know that.  I should have been there for you and Gracen.  You had just lost your mother, and, in many ways, you lost your father at the same time.” 
 
    Finn raised his eyes to look at Julia, seeing some of his own pain mirrored in her gaze.  “If I were a better father, I’d have supported you.  I’d have been there for you.  Really been there.  I’d have told you – shown you – how delighted I was to have you in my life.” 
 
    It was Julia’s turn to shake her head.  “Some hacker, a delinquent – some thief?” 
 
    “Hey, stop it,” Finn snapped.  Her eyes finally met his, moisture lingering there.  “I should have said this back then – back in that damn office talking to your asshat of a principal after you first hacked into the school computers.”  He reached for her hand, and Julia didn’t resist the gesture. 
 
    “I was proud of you, Julia,” Finn said then, his voice cracking.  “Thirteen and you hacked multiple layers of encryption on a government system?  To make the test questions harder?”  He shook his head, letting out a low chuckle.  “I should have yanked your ass out of that school in a flash.  Taught you myself.  Found others to tutor you. 
 
    “I was just too caught up in my own baggage to see you,” Finn said.  “But I do now.  And you are amazing.  I can’t promise that I won’t ever be a self-centered dickhead again – that does seem to be my default.  But I want to try to be part of your life.  For real this time, not because I think you still left some hooks in my system…” 
 
    Julia laughed softly, tears leaking freely down her cheeks.  “I-I think I’d like that,” she offered, meeting his eyes for just a moment.  Then she moved in a flash, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
    Finn held her tightly, trying to will away the moisture in his own eyes.  He honestly couldn’t remember the last time he’d hugged his daughter.  Another flash of guilt swept through his mind.  He had fucked up for so long… 
 
    Over Julia’s shoulder, Finn could see the fire crystals flash against the far wall of the cave, just a faint trickle of fire mana leaking from the gems.  For an instant, it seemed as though he could see Rachael’s face framed in the fiery energy.  An illusion?  His imagination playing tricks on him?  He didn’t care.  He saw her kind eyes and her smile. 
 
    For just an instant, he considered telling Julia about the Seer’s bargain… 
 
    But he hesitated.  It seemed like too much, too soon – especially after everything else they still had to work through. 
 
    His eyes flitted back to the fiery illusion.  Even if I don’t manage to bring you back, I’m going to make this right, Rachael, Finn thought silently.  I have to make this right. 
 
    Only an instant later, the energy dissipated harmlessly, and Julia pulled away, rubbing at her eyes.  “It’s a good thing the ants can’t sense water mana,” she said in a half-hearted joke, but hesitated, glancing at her fingers.  “Assuming my tears have mana…” 
 
    Finn tilted his head.  “They don’t seem to.  Although, since you brought it up, I want to hear your story now – the full story.  How you entered the game, how you landed in the Mage Guild, and then ended up in the sands.  If you’re willing to tell me, of course,” Finn urged her gently. 
 
    Julia grimaced, dropping her eyes to the floor again.  “Well, I managed to score a beta key for the game, although maybe not by entirely legal means.  I had heard AO was exceptional… life-changing really,” she offered with an incredulous snort. 
 
    He had to admit the game had a way of making things rather personal, but Finn stayed silent as she told her story. 
 
    “I ended up in Lahab, in the same courtyard you did.  The beta group was much smaller, so there were fewer of us then.  The Mage Guild had just begun the process of incorporating the travelers among the regular residents.  Our kind weren’t permitted to participate in the Duels yet, and it was clear that the residents didn’t want us there.  Things were… tense, to say the least.” 
 
    She laughed, a harsh sound that echoed off the walls of the cave.  “And then I did what I always do – I got frustrated.  They were slow pedaling those spells, doling them out like some sort of currency to the favored students.  I decided to take matters into my own hands.  I actually broke into the upper levels of the library, hoping to access restricted spellbooks…” 
 
    “And that’s where Abbad came in?” Finn nudged her when she trailed off. 
 
    “Not him specifically,” Julia replied quietly.  “I never ran into Abbad in the library – for a librarian, he was almost always attached to Nefreet’s hip.  However, you heard all his thief comments, so he clearly knew what happened.  Anyway, it doesn’t really matter.  The other librarians caught me, and you know exactly how they punish wayward mages in the guild.” 
 
    Julia tugged back at the cuff of her right sleeve, revealing the layered patchwork of scars that Finn had noticed before.  But below those healed injuries, her fingers traced a familiar star-shaped pattern – the induction mark for the guild. 
 
    “Putting aside what it was like going through that gruesome torture machine, they took magic away from me,” Julia bit out, anger flaring in her eyes.  “Fucking magic!”  She shook her head.  “After they dumped me in the sands, wounded and confused, I almost logged off right there – gave up on this bullshit world.  Who wants to play a game that tortures you and strips away its coolest features?” 
 
    Finn had to nod at that one.  The game didn’t exactly pull its punches. 
 
    “But you didn’t,” Finn observed.  “Why not?” 
 
    “The Khamsin came to me then – the desert-folk.  They are mostly made up of mages who have been purged, but also others that have joined their cause over time.  People the Emir or the guilds have hurt.  They offered to train me.  To give me a chance to strike back.” 
 
    Julia glanced up at him, her lips curling into a grin.  “You know me, I couldn’t resist a chance to cause some chaos and get some revenge – even if I knew it wasn’t real.”  A shrug.  “So, I accepted. 
 
    “That’s how I got these scars,” she offered, running her fingers across her arm, her eyes going distant.  “The Khamsin’s training is brutal.  They throw you in a pit, beat you down to a pulp, let you heal, then do it again.  And again.  And again.  Your skin and bone toughen, the game awards you more and more stat points.  Eventually, you either manage to claw your way out… or you don’t.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment, biting at her lip.  “Out of the group I started with, less than half made it.  Many of the residents died, and most of the other travelers simply logged out and didn’t come back.  But a few of us made it.  Our reward for losing the ability to use magic was to learn to fight without restraint – like some sort of wild animal,” she said, bitterness tinging her voice. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed, thinking back to when he had first encountered Julia.  “So, when you first showed up in the guild, why were you really there?  To break me out?” 
 
    She nodded.  “I didn’t want you to go through the same thing I had.  I’d been scouting the place for days already, looking for entry points, ways to break up their supply lines and grief them.  The Khamsin are devoted to undermining and destroying the guilds as best they can.  In our world, they’d probably be called terrorists.” 
 
    “But then the Emir introduced another option,” Finn offered, starting to see how events had played out from her perspective.  “This competition could possibly allow you to shift the balance of power in a big way, assuming someone sympathetic won.  Someone like me, I take it?” 
 
    Julia nodded again.  “Yep.  The mission was two-fold.  Help you win.  And if you didn’t, then try to learn as much about the Mage Guild as possible.  It was a win-win situation as far as the Khamsin were concerned.” 
 
    “You were in contact with them then?  The whole time?” Finn asked. 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    His thoughts were racing now.  “You sent them a message when we stopped in the desert, didn’t you?  Those strange markings we saw scribbled into the stone pillars?  Maybe before we left as well?  That would explain the way the sandworms chased us… the ambush at the edge of the Abyss.” 
 
    Julia grimaced.  “The worms were intended to distract and alarm the soldiers.  Desperate and confused prey is easier to surprise.  We were hoping to take out the other champions and Altair’s guards at the same time, ease you through this next leg of the competition.  We already knew that the Abyss was going to be challenging – even without a three-way fight for the relic.  At least, that was the plan.  Although, I guess you can see how well that worked out.” 
 
    She waved at the cave around them.  “Now we’re trapped down here, have a shit chance of recovering this relic, and I still can’t cast a damn spell.”  She rose abruptly, pacing the cave with angry steps.  “You’ve seen me so far, I’m more of a handicap than a help down here without buffs from you and Kyyle tripping the ants.  I nearly got us all killed back there,” she bit out, waving at the shield that leaned against her former seat. 
 
    Finn just shook his head, letting out a laugh.  He couldn’t help himself.  The absurdity of her statement was just too much, especially after reading Bilel’s entries. 
 
    “And now you’re laughing at me?” she snapped.  “Did you miss the part where I explained how I was tortured for weeks and stripped of super-cool abilities?  I can blend into the shadows and stab stuff… woo.” 
 
    Finn held up his hands in a placating gesture, trying to tamp down on the laughter.  “You’re selling yourself short.  Did the Khamsin not explain what the purge does to your body?  What about those so-called sand wraiths we fought?  Didn’t you consider that they seemed to be using something that looked like magic?” 
 
    Julia stopped short, glancing at him curiously.  “They’re a tight-lipped bunch and don’t trust easily.  Putting it in Mage Guild terms, I’m still just a novice to them.  I haven’t yet proven my worth.  As for the battle, I figured they must have gotten ahold of some enchanted gear – some of the clans regularly run raids on merchant guild shipments.” 
 
    Finn just shook his head.  “Bilel studied the purge process in detail – he had dozens of passages describing his results.  The removal of your mana actually increases all of your base stats by about 20%.  Add in your intense physical training and the fact that you don’t have to allocate a single point to Intelligence or Willpower…” 
 
    His daughter’s eyes widened slightly.  “… and I would have experienced a massive increase to my physical stats,” she murmured, glancing at the heavy shield that lay against the ground nearby. 
 
    “Yes.  And the effects should scale further as you level.  That’s why you can use that shield Kyyle and I built.  And why your health regeneration allowed you to carve that furrow down the side of the central Abyss shaft without dying.  My guess is that your stats will continue to increase at a ridiculous rate relative to most of the other residents and travelers,” Finn explained.  “Not only that…” 
 
    He rummaged in his pack and tossed her something. 
 
    Julia snatched the item out of the air with nimble fingers.  A small fire crystal soon rested in her palm, his daughter eyeing it quizzically. 
 
    “Crush it in your palm,” Finn urged her.  She looked at him like he was crazy.  “Trust me, it won’t kill you.  Besides, it sounds like you’ve gone through much worse.” 
 
    Julia only hesitated for another moment before curling her fingers around the crystal and squeezing.  The gem fractured, and flame suddenly engulfed her hand.  Julia flinched.  Yet her reaction changed a moment later as she stared at her hand. 
 
    As the flames touched her skin, her flesh changed, turning into orange bands of fire – a limb of living flame that still retained the same general shape as her hand.  Within only an instant, the effect ended, and her skin reverted to normal. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Julia murmured, staring at her hand in shock.  “How the hell didn’t I notice this before?  I mean, we spent days training together.” 
 
    “Probably because you learned how to avoid getting hit,” Finn replied.  “Have I actually ever struck you directly with a spell?  Hell, has anyone else managed to touch you with a spell since the purge happened?” 
 
    Julia bit at her lip as she stared at her hand – slowly shaking her head.  “I guess not.”  Her fingers traced the skin, and she let out a hissing breath, the skin pink and tender.  Although, the effect quickly disappeared as her natural health regeneration repaired the damage.  “It seems like this strange absorption ability hurts me a little,” she murmured. 
 
    Finn nodded.  “From Bilel’s writings, my understanding is that the interaction is similar to my Mana Absorption, except you can’t actually store the mana, so it converts your body instead.  The cost is some minor health damage – which you can compensate for with your enhanced Vitality and regeneration.  The result is basically a form of passive spell resistance… putting aside the other possible advantages of being able to temporarily convert your body into an element.” 
 
    Her attention shifted to Finn, a frown plastered across her face.  “So, you’re saying you just endangered yourself in that last fight for no reason?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly,” Finn offered, running a hand through his hair as he recalled that battle.  “I bet that much energy would have overwhelmed you.  You were already badly injured, after all.  You likely would have died, even with the reduced damage.  But you might be able to take a full exploder blast if your health was topped off – it would just hurt like hell afterward,” Finn offered. 
 
    He hesitated, resisting the urge to summon Daniel as he started thinking through how they could test this newfound ability.  “We could probably run some experiments with crystals of varying size and then use your combat log to get a better sense of the health cost.  We might be able to quantify the percentage of spell resistance that way.” 
 
    She nodded distractedly, a small smile starting to tug at her lips as she glanced back at her hand.  The burns were already gone, her health regen working incredibly fast.  “I could probably even carry some crystals for my own use.  I bet they would make me temporarily immune to certain types of attacks while the effect was in place…” 
 
    “Much like the Khamsin that attacked us at the top of the ridge,” Finn noted.  “My guess is that they were using the ambient air mana from their opening salvo of grenades to help them convert their limbs to air and sand.  It’s a powerful combination with the right setup.  With some practice, you might even be able to control when and how the effect takes place.” 
 
    At the mention of the Khamsin, Julia’s expression hardened, her eyes meeting Finn’s.  “I can’t believe they didn’t explain this to me.  Those… those assholes.” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “That was going to be my next point.  Say what you want about the Emir, but he may have been right about one thing.  Everyone here seems to have their own agenda.  I’m not entirely sure whose side the Khamsin are really on given your story.  They sure didn’t seem to be pulling their punches fighting us when we arrived at the Abyss,” he offered. 
 
    His daughter went quiet for a moment, likely mulling over everything.  Only a few seconds later, she paced toward him, offering her hand and her eyes meeting his.  “In that case, to hell with them all.  I’ve already picked my side.  I’m on your team.” 
 
    Finn accepted her grip, Julia tugging him to his feet.  “Well, then we’re probably going to need a name for our new faction.  Maybe we could get Kyyle to come up with something,” he offered with a grin. 
 
    She groaned.  “If he comes up with a team name, it’s going to be super lame.” 
 
    He chuckled in response, the pair starting to head back toward the Sauna.  “Probably.  Or he’ll just make a list of every possible name and then have us rank them in descending order, likely using a weighted numbering system.” 
 
    “Ugh.  You know what?  Never mind.  The Khamsin training is sounding less painful than that.  At least we didn’t have to listen to horrible puns or review lists.” 
 
    Their laughter echoed softly down the hallway, the sound standing out in stark contrast to the dark and somber setting of the caves.  They might still be stuck in this hellhole, but Finn suddenly felt better than he had in weeks – maybe even years.  Like a weight had been lifted off his shoulders. 
 
    It gave him hope.  That they could make it out of this place. 
 
    That he could bring Rachael back. 
 
    That maybe he could fix his mistakes after all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 31 - Winding 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 132 
 
      
 
    Over the past few weeks, I have continued absorbing multiple types of mana, consuming many of the crystals that I collected from the research participants – luckily, I have plenty to spare.  As a result, my affinities have all begun to increase quite quickly, and my total mana has increased significantly.  Similarly, my sight has revealed that my non-dominant affinities now comprise a larger portion of the ambient mana in my body. 
 
      
 
    However, I noticed something unusual today.  Specifically, I noted a dense cluster of dark mana localized to my head, ribbons of shadow energy that seem to wrap around my skull.  Perhaps I didn’t notice this before because the dark mana was being obscured by my dominant affinity.  Or perhaps my use of the sight has become more precise.  Or this might possibly be some sort of side effect of the absorption.  Although, that last answer seems unlikely.  The energy doesn’t appear natural – not having the same chaotic ebb and flow of the mana throughout the rest of my body.  In fact, it has a symmetric and uniform structure, almost like a spell or ward. 
 
      
 
    Concerned, I undertook to shave my hair, looking for signs of any tattoo or design that would denote a ward.  That was when I found it, a very faint pattern etched across the surface of my scalp, the design worn away by age and time.  I have no recollection of the guild having administered the ward.  Nor do I have any inkling as to its purpose. 
 
      
 
    As you might imagine, this is disconcerting.  Perhaps another mage manipulated me in my sleep?  Or perhaps there is a more benign explanation.  Renquist urged me to visit with a dark mage to remove the ward before taking any other action.  However, given the complexity of the design and my tense relationship with the guild leadership, I anticipate that I may need to travel south to the undead kingdom.  There may be someone there, both knowledgeable and discreet enough to address my problem. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Fireball arced through the air as though in slow motion, twisting and spiraling, as waves of heat rippled the air.  It rocketed toward Finn’s head, on a direct collision course.  He grimaced and prepared to duck without breaking the channel on his spells. 
 
    With a flash of emerald energy, he was abruptly shoved to the side.  A wall of dirt and stone raced out of the ground before swiftly enveloping Finn and shoving him into the nearby wall.  Kyyle’s spell merged seamlessly into the natural cavern, creating a safe pocket for Finn to continue casting.  He knew he had at least a few minutes of air before he would start to have a problem. 
 
    “Mashhad,” Finn whispered immediately, his eyes snapping shut, and his fingers never ceasing their constant rhythm as he maintained his channels. 
 
    The world was suddenly illuminated in color, cascading hues of green outlining the wall and floor of the room that lingered only a few feet away.  This hub was one of the larger caverns they had discovered… and the resistance had been equally intense. 
 
    Although the fight wasn’t over. 
 
    Finn saw Julia – only visible due to the emerald circle of her shield and the faint outline of her clothing – race toward the bright-orange Fireball that had been aimed at his head.  Her arm lanced forward, as though she was punching the ball of fire.  As her hand entered the flame, part of the orange energy swept into the limb, cascading through her upper torso like a flashfire.  He knew if he were watching this scene with his own eyes, he would be seeing Julia turn briefly into a living flame. 
 
    She used the energy to slide forward through the Fireball, and the flames soon slammed against the other side of the cave. 
 
    However, Finn’s attention was no longer on the fiery missile.  He saw the glowing orange-and-green outline of a worker ant to Julia’s left.  The creature had just barely managed to creep above the pit that Kyyle had formed for it.  The angle was perfect.  With a twitch of his fingers, Finn sent a sawblade hurtling through the air.  The spinning blade carved through the base of the ant’s neck, and its head soon struck the ground.  The body followed, listing backward into the pit with a thunderous crash that spewed dust up into the air. 
 
    Julia hadn’t even slowed, continuing her charge toward the soldier ant that loomed before her, its massive plated head swaying as it summoned another blast of flame.  At the last second, a ridge of stone popped up beneath the ant’s forelegs, causing its head and upper torso to jut upward… 
 
    And nicely exposing its neck. 
 
    Julia slid under the edge of its armored head, her shield rotating and cutting through the creature’s chitin like butter, barely slowing. 
 
    The soldier’s head soon joined its worker brother’s.  Its decapitated body fell to the floor, the weight sending a small tremor through the ground and causing a faint green puff of dust to cascade from the wall in front of Finn. 
 
    He turned his attention to the rest of the room, sweeping it with his enhanced vision, although he didn’t pick out any additional targets.  He could see Kyyle’s multi-colored form along the far wall near the tunnel where they had entered, a cloud of green energy floating around him and his eyes skimming the cavern just like Finn. 
 
    Without exchanging a word, the wall of stone in front of Finn disintegrated, releasing him from his makeshift fortress.  At the same time, he dropped his sight and stepped out, recalling his sawblade, and snatching it from the air with nimble fingers. 
 
    “Clear,” Julia called out. 
 
    “Clear.” 
 
    “Clear back here too,” Kyyle shouted. 
 
    It seemed the fight was over. 
 
    Finn looked at the room, witnessing the carnage.  This hub was about ninety feet across and just as deep, with at least a dozen branching tunnels connecting to the chamber.  The ants had also put up an effort to defend it.  He’d lost count at about a dozen before the first round of reinforcements showed up.  Those corpses now littered the room, creating mounds of chitin and dark metal. 
 
    Kyyle jogged up behind Finn, smacking him on the shoulder.  “Good job,” he grunted. 
 
    “You too,” Finn replied with a nod. 
 
    “I’m going to go wall off a few of these adjacent tunnels while you and Julia start harvesting materials,” Kyyle offered.  Julia was already at work, using the remaining spin on her shield to cut the mandibles from each ant, tossing the glimmering materials in a pile.  Finn made a mental note to keep up that channel with his left hand so that she could keep working.  “You guys good?” 
 
    “Yeah, go ahead,” Finn urged him.  “Let’s just try to be quick.  We should keep moving in case more ants decide to show up.” 
 
    Kyyle just shook his head as he jogged off.  “Don’t see how there could possibly be more…” 
 
    Finn had to agree, but he suspected there were still plenty of the insects roaming these tunnels.  They had killed dozens of creatures over the last two days, slowly mapping out the labyrinth that the ants had created in the lower levels of the Abyss.  Yet, no matter how many they slaughtered, there always seemed to be more. 
 
    “These guys are all ready for you,” Julia called out.  She gestured at a cluster of corpses which were all missing their mandibles, while shoving their latest harvest into a bag. 
 
    “Got it,” Finn grunted, approaching the soldier, and dropping one of his own packs. 
 
    He then began casting Imbue Fire, and flames soon washed across the ant’s heavily armored body.  The metallic layer on the surface of its chitin began to glow a dull red as he ratcheted up the heat rank.  Once he reached heat rank 4, the material began to melt down into a liquid, and Finn’s fingers twitched as he gathered it into a giant ball of molten metal.  He then cut and sliced with each twitch of his fingers, forming smaller pieces that he rotated to form baseball-sized spheres.  As his mana finally bottomed out, he slowly lowered the heat, letting the metal balls cool before they hit the ground in a series of dull thunks. 
 
    Once they had cooled completely, he’d pile the spheres into his pack with the rest of his swiftly growing collection of metal.  Luckily, the bags helped dramatically reduce the weight.  Otherwise, he suspected he’d barely be able to move at this point. 
 
    Finn stretched his arms and let out a tired sigh as he waited for his mana to regen.  It would take him a little less than a minute before he could start the process again on the next ant.  He could have crushed a few fire crystals to replenish his mana more quickly, but they were difficult to harvest and were better used for grenades or mines – putting aside that absorbing the flames was a rather painful way to save a few seconds.  He was better off just waiting on his regen unless he was in a pinch. 
 
    While he was waiting, Finn swiped at the air and brought up his notifications. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  x10 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (50) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    x3 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Absorption 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 4 
 
    Cost:  77% of mana drained as health damage. 
 
    Effect 1:  The caster can absorb ambient fire mana, adding the energy to their total mana pool. 
 
      
 
    x1 Spell Rank Up:  Imbue Fire 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 7 
 
    Cost:  200 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Imbues a weapon with fire mana, increasing the weapon’s base damage by INT x 13%.  Can only be used on unenchanted metal weapons. 
 
    Effect 2:  While channeling, allows the caster to increase the heat in ranks, up to a current max heat rank of [4].  Each heat rank increases damage by INT x 5% while increasing the channel cost by 50%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Allows the user to control the weapon within his control range at a cost of 25 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x2 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Sight 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 3 
 
    Cost:  50 mana and stamina per second. 
 
    Effect 1:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [good]. 
 
    Effect 2:  Ability to isolate mana types.  Currently limited to [fire/earth]. 
 
      
 
    x2 Skill Rank Up:  Flameworking 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 1 
 
    Effect 1:  30% increased power when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
    Effect 2:  10% increased control when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
      
 
    Without hesitation, he dumped half the points into Vitality and the other half into Intelligence.  Then he swiped at his UI to bring up his Character Status. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Character Status 
  
      
 
       
       	  Name: 
  
       	  Finn 
  
       	  Gender: 
  
       	  Male 
  
      
 
       
       	  Level: 
  
       	  84 
  
       	  Class: 
  
       	  Fire Mage 
  
      
 
       
       	  Race: 
  
       	  Human 
  
       	  Alignment: 
  
       	  Lawful-Neutral 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fame: 
  
       	  1800 
  
       	  Infamy: 
  
       	  0 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Health: 
  
       	  1815 
  
       	  H-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  6.80 
  
      
 
       
       	  Mana: 
  
       	  2510 
  
       	  M-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  55.85 
  
      
 
       
       	  Stamina 
  
       	  1415 
  
       	  S-Regen/Sec: 
  
       	  10.00 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  
      
 
       
       	  Strength: 
  
       	  47 
  
       	  Dexterity: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Vitality: 
  
       	  140 
  
       	  Endurance: 
  
       	  100 
  
      
 
       
       	  Intelligence: 
  
       	  369 
  
       	  Willpower: 
  
       	  30 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Affinities 
  
      
 
       
       	  Dark: 
  
       	  2% 
  
       	  Light: 
  
       	  8% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Fire: 
  
       	  44% 
  
       	  Water: 
  
       	  5% 
  
      
 
       
       	  Air: 
  
       	  3% 
  
       	  Earth: 
  
       	  10% 
  
      
 
       
       	  
       	  
       	  
       	  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    The experience had begun to slow as his level increased, but the ants were still a great way to level.  Probably because they were a hell of a lot higher level than their group.  They still couldn’t be sure since the ants’ information wasn’t available, despite how much they had advanced.  Frankly, Finn was surprised they had even made it this far.  Without their particular group composition and the creative methods they had developed for defeating the creatures, they would likely have died a long, long time ago. 
 
    Finn’s thoughts were interrupted as he heard Julia shouting, “Hey, come over here and look at this!” 
 
    He hustled over to her location on the far side of the cavern, picking his way through the rocky terrain that Kyyle had created during the battle.  As he neared, his eyes widened in surprise.  Julia was standing beside a massive metallic ball that came up to her waist.  Even more strange, Finn could see that dozens more of the dark spheres filled that side of the cavern, small rivers of magma winding between the orbs and the air rippling with heat. 
 
    “These look like—” Finn began. 
 
    “Eggs, right?” Julia interjected, glancing at him with a worried expression.  “Yeah, that was my thought too.  We’re getting deeper into the colony, and these are ants…  Does that mean what I think it does?” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  He had just been wondering the same thing.  “There’s probably a queen down here somewhere, yeah.”  He glanced at the adjacent tunnels.  “Probably close by if they’re using this room to store the eggs.  This looks like some sort of incubation chamber,” he offered, motioning at the magma. 
 
    “Fantastic,” Julia muttered.  “I take it we’re going to make a wide berth around the queen, right?  We really need to hurry if we want to get to this relic before the others do or this place resets.” 
 
    Finn knew she was right.  They had been down here for more than a week already in-game, and the Abyss was on a two-week timer. 
 
    “What are we staring at?” Kyyle offered as he jogged up to them.  He promptly froze upon seeing the dark orbs.  “Oh, oh shit.  Are those eggs?” 
 
    Julia chuckled.  “Yeah.  Way to catch up with the rest of the group,” she quipped at him, earning a flustered grin from the earth mage. 
 
    “Hey, I was just off making sure we are safe… yet again.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah.  You’re a great human shovel!  The best,” Julia said with a wink. 
 
    “I’ll have you know that what I do takes finesse?” Kyyle retorted. 
 
    “Uh-huh, I’m still waiting on that spiral staircase out of here…”  This earned her a mock glare from the earth mage.  Julia waved a dismissive hand.  “Joking aside, we were just talking about whether this might be an incubation chamber of some sort.” 
 
    As they bantered, Finn’s eyes had been following the river of magma back to its source.  It wound down into the cave from a nearby tunnel, the ground sloping downward and creating a natural funnel.  With a frown, he pulled up his map.  A three-dimensional layout of the area they’d explored so far was projected into the air beside him.  He could see that they had mapped a rough hemisphere of tunnels and hub caverns as they searched for a way further up the Abyss.  It almost looked like they were circling a center chamber of some sort… 
 
    “I think we may be close to the center of the colony,” Finn murmured softly, half talking to himself.  He spared a glance at the nearby cavern wall.  “If I’m right, I might be able to see the queen from here if I use my sight.” 
 
    Kyyle and Julia both rolled their eyes as he wandered off to a nearby wall without another word.  At this point, they were accustomed to his epiphanies. 
 
    Finn placed a hand against the wall to steady himself, sparing a glance at his UI to confirm his mana was full.  With a flicker of his eyelids and a whispered word, the world around him suddenly bloomed into color once again.  This time Finn peered into the cavern wall.  At first, he saw only an ocean of green, undulating outward in the varying shades he had come to associate with different types of soil and rock, the occasional dark-green patch signifying a metal vein that lanced through the earth. 
 
    None of that was what he was looking for. 
 
    He focused on the small winding patch of orange and red – the river of magma.  His guess was that it was being funneled from an adjacent cave.  Possibly even the resting place for the fire ant queen.  Finn followed the river through a twisting series of passages. 
 
    Then he unfocused his eyes, looking deeper and slowly removing the green layers of dirt and rock.  The orange and red were becoming brighter now, radiating through the earth, and filling the ambient air with heat.  He felt like he was on the right track and kept following the glowing orange trail. 
 
    Just one more layer… 
 
    Finn was nearly blinded by the dazzling eruption of orange and red as he penetrated the last wall of dirt and rock.  He let out a hiss of pain as he dropped his sight and rubbed at his aching temples.  It was as though the sun had risen underground, and he had just stared straight into it, the brightness leaving spots in his regular vision. 
 
    “Shit, that hurt…” Finn muttered. 
 
    “What?  What’d you see?” Julia asked from behind him, a note of worry in her voice. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “I’m not sure.  Give me a minute.” 
 
    He took a breath, giving his aching head a moment to recover before raising his eyes again and reactivating his sight.  This time he was more cautious, peeling away at the layers gradually.  The fiery colors soon bloomed once more, growing brighter as he continued removing the dense walls of earth.  As he pushed through the last layer, he kept his gaze averted.  Orange and red energy erupted like a rising sun once more… but it was more manageable this time.  And as he gingerly peeked at the mana, he saw a faint shape form in the cloud of orange and red – the outline of a truly massive creature that glowed with a painful brightness.  It was a monster of pure heat and flame. 
 
    This is an ant? Finn thought feebly. 
 
    “I think I found it,” he murmured, his voice wavering.  “It’s a few hundred feet in this direction.  I think it’s the queen.” 
 
    “Oh, great,” Julia grumbled beside him.  “As though we don’t already have plenty of problems.” 
 
    The ant appeared to be sitting in a pool of orange energy – maybe she was resting directly in the lava?  From the density and brightness of the ambient mana in the room, his guess was that it was going to be hot in there.  Really, really hot. 
 
    Just before he was about to pull his gaze away, Finn saw yellow energy curl below the room – the first air mana he had seen since entering the Abyss.  The energy exploded into the room in a rush, as though some pressure had just been released.  The air mana soon merged with the ambient heat in the room, causing the orange and red mana to pulse even brighter.  Finn was soon forced to avert his gaze again, unable to stare at the room directly. 
 
    That’s when he noticed that the mixture of yellow and orange had merged, jetting upward in a massive column that stretched upward as far as he could see.  He could only stare, his mouth hanging open. 
 
    “What the hell is this?” he whispered. 
 
    The colors abruptly disappeared as Finn’s mana and stamina ran out.  He stumbled, leaning heavily against the wall, and forcing himself to take a deep, steadying breath.  Kyyle and Julia waited impatiently until he had managed to recover from the toll the Mana Sight wreaked on his body. 
 
    “So, what are we dealing with?” Julia asked finally. 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “It definitely looks like the queen is in there – at least, as best I can tell.  She seems to be sitting in a pool of lava.” 
 
    “Of course,” Kyyle offered in a dry tone.  “Because we weren’t getting tired of magma, or fire crystals, or Fireballs… I swear my robes are basically just fragments of singed cloth at this point,” he muttered, picking at his armor. 
 
    Julia rolled her eyes at the earth mage.  “Okay, so it’s the queen.  Why do you look so confused?  Can’t we just go around her?” 
 
    “I think I saw another mana anomaly.”  Finn ran a hand through his hair.  “Air this time,” he added.  “It rocketed up out of the floor, or maybe the walls, superheating the room.” 
 
    “See!” Kyyle said, glancing at Julia. “I told you.  Ant blast furnace!” 
 
    “That doesn’t mean we have to go inside…” she began, before noting Finn’s expression.  “Shit, I hate that look.  You’re going to say we have to go inside the ant blast furnace, aren’t you?” 
 
    “It looked like the hot air shot upward, creating a massive column that stretched up for at least a thousand feet,” Finn offered, running a hand through his hair.  “Given the intensity of the mana, we’re talking some pretty intense wind, maybe even strong enough to propel us back to the upper levels.” 
 
    This statement was met with silence by both Julia and Kyyle, their expression ranging between skepticism, hope, and frustration in the span of a heartbeat. 
 
    “Okay, let’s say you’re right,” Kyyle began slowly.  “The sort of heat you’re talking about would melt us if we get stuck inside the room.” 
 
    “The normal ambient heat is probably manageable, and I could watch the air mana carefully.  There may be a rhythm to it – like pressure being released,” Finn replied.  “If we could time our entry carefully, we might have a chance to enter, take out the queen, and then escape up that shaft on the next blast of air mana.” 
 
    “Sure, but then there’s also the other ants,” Julia chimed in, her brow furrowed in thought.  “And if we attack the queen, you can bet your ass that the others are going to come running.  So far, these damned bugs have operated similarly to real-world ants, and there’s no reason that should change now.” 
 
    Kyyle bit at his lip.  “Well, if Finn can identify the entrances to the queen’s chamber, I could rig explosives before we enter the room.”  He held up a hand to forestall Julia’s rebuttal.  “I could also set a big pile of explosives here.  Maybe use my earth mana to move the clusters along the walls into the center of the room so we don’t have to use our own stockpile.  The heat might act as a decoy and distract the other ants from what’s going on inside the queen’s chamber.  Sort of like how the exploders send up a distress signal.” 
 
    “Except I’m guessing this room is going to be well outside your control range,” Julia retorted with an arched eyebrow. 
 
    “We could probably rig up smaller blasts in sequence,” Finn interjected, his brow furrowed in thought.  “Then Kyyle could trigger the first blast from the queen’s chamber, with the explosions rippling outward until they hit this room and detonate the decoy explosives.  In fact, that would probably help lure away the other ants, since they would see the heat trail of each sequential explosion… followed by the mother of all alarm bells.” 
 
    “It’s still risky as hell,” Julia retorted.  “Even if we get in there, blow the tunnels, set the bait in motion, and somehow time this so that we don’t get charbroiled by whatever air mana is going nuts in there… there’s still the queen sitting in the middle of the room.  So, I’m guessing we have to kill her?” 
 
    “Or incapacitate her,” Kyyle offered weakly. 
 
    “And before the air mana hits the room,” Finn added with a nod. 
 
    “So, this is basically a boss fight on a timer,” Kyyle murmured with a grimace. 
 
    The group drifted into silence, each mulling over the situation. 
 
    Finn finally spoke up.  “Well, this is probably our best way of getting back to the upper levels in time… or we could all die horribly and fail.” 
 
    “Which always seems to be the downside of your plans,” Kyyle grumbled, earning him a nod of agreement from Julia. 
 
    “Nothing ventured, nothing gained,” Finn replied with a grin.  “The only other real alternative is to keep exploring and hope we get lucky enough to find a way farther up the Abyss.  So, let’s hold a vote.  What do you guys say?” 
 
    Another brief silence as Julia and Kyyle glanced at each other. 
 
    “I don’t know about you two, but I’m ready to get the hell out of this place,” Julia said with a shrug.  “I’m in.  Let’s do it.” 
 
    “Me too,” Kyyle said.  “Even though this seems more insane than usual…” 
 
    They both looked at Finn.  He could feel uncertainty flicker at the edges of his mind.  They were right.  The risk was significant.  But if it worked, they could save days’ worth of travel in just a few hours… maybe even put themselves back into the running for the Emir’s competition.  And if they died?  Well, they were already starting to run up against the respawn timer.  It didn’t seem like they had a lot to lose. 
 
    Finn met their gaze, flames dancing excitedly in his eyes.  “Okay, then let’s get to work.  We have a lot to do and not a lot of time to do it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 32 - Breached 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 133 
 
      
 
    It has been more than a week since my last entry, and the discovery of the strange ward etched into my scalp.  Needless to say, this period has been eventful. 
 
      
 
    I had resolved to journey to the undead kingdom through the use of the waypoint system – a costly way to travel, but time is of the essence.  Strangely, upon arriving at the waypoint in Lahab, I noticed acolytes accosting the travelers, and asking after a mage of my description.  This raised several obvious questions. 
 
      
 
    Why was the temple searching for me?  Were they somehow involved with the ward?  If so, that might indicate a leak among the librarians, as only Renquist and several of the senior library staff knew of its existence.  Or perhaps I was simply overthinking things – reading into a coincidence.  It’s possible the temple merely wants to address more of the complaints lodged by my fellow mages. 
 
      
 
    Either way, I decided not to risk an encounter – not until I have determined the purpose and nature of this strange ward.  Instead, I resolved to travel by caravan through the mountains to the south.  I have now ventured several hundred miles and am nearing the domain of the undead.  Unnatural dark clouds are already looming on the horizon. 
 
      
 
    Despite my travels and suspicions, I have continued my research.  Each day, I absorb more and more mana from my stockpile of crystals, and my non-dominant affinities all continue to increase.  In fact, only yesterday, I was able to cast a simple water mana spell… much to my own delight.  Imagine what the guild leadership will say when I return and show them my accomplishment! 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn inspected the room that lingered just a few short yards away with his enhanced sight, green and ruddy orange blending together in a chaotic symphony of color.  He shifted his perspective, the few feet of stone and rock in his way abruptly disappearing and revealing the chamber in its full glory.  The cavern was a rough circle with a vaulted ceiling that stretched upward at least fifty feet in the center before curving back down toward the room’s rim, creating a dome of rock and stone. 
 
    And in the center? 
 
    A creature that glowed like the sun.  This ant was like a living flame itself, painted in bright orange and red hues that blended into faint blue-ish spots where the heat spiked to extreme temperatures.  He could see that the fire ant queen was sitting in a pool of what appeared to be magma, her bulbous abdomen resting directly in the lava.  Even more oddly, there were vents in her side, the ports occasionally flaring with heat.  Finn’s guess was that she was absorbing the heat from the pool.  Only the queen’s thorax and head remained free of the magma, yet even those parts of her body were still superheated compared to her smaller workers and soldiers, glowing brightly in Finn’s vision. 
 
    It’s going to be really hot within a few feet of her, he thought. 
 
    A flash of yellow jutted from crude holes carved around the rim of the room.  Air rushed through those passages and into the chamber, hitting the queen and the magma like a blast furnace.  The temperature spiked, the queen’s body heating even further, and the superheated air condensed before jetting upward in a column that stretched for as far as Finn could see.  And this was only what Finn had started to call a “mini-blast.”  The air mana seemed to be released in a pattern.  Two mini-blasts, followed by a hurricane-level gust of air that melted the walls of the chamber and completely obscured the room from sight. 
 
    Finn gestured at Daniel where the AI floated beside him, updating his data to record this most recent mini-blast.  He’d been timing them for the last hour while Julia and Kyyle handled the remainder of their preparations.  Which was also how Finn knew he had about two minutes before the next one. 
 
    With a sigh, Finn dropped his sight, rubbing at his aching temples. 
 
    “It’s not going to change, no matter how long you keep staring,” Julia said softly, coming up behind him and dropping a pack on the floor of their small hidey-hole. 
 
    Kyyle had suggested that they drill this narrow tunnel directly adjacent to the queen’s chamber, bypassing the other tunnels to avoid running into stray ants before they managed to get inside.  Once they were ready to attack, he would dissolve the intervening rock, and they would charge inside… 
 
    Then all hell would break loose. 
 
    “I just want to make sure the pattern of the air mana blasts is consistent,” Finn grunted in response.  “It looks like we have about two minutes between mini-blasts, then about five minutes before the main blast.” 
 
    “The same as it was thirty minutes ago,” Julia observed with a sour expression.  She shook her head, taking a seat on a small boulder nearby and side-eying Finn.  His daughter looked like she wanted to say something but was unsure how to proceed. 
 
    “Just spit it out.  We’re probably going to die within the hour, anyway.  Might as well get it off your chest,” Finn offered with a small smile. 
 
    Julia snorted.  “You’re just a ray of sunshine…” 
 
    Finn chuckled.  “In my defense, not a whole lot of that down here.” 
 
    A brief pause as Julia tried to collect her thoughts. 
 
    “You… you never told me why you’re trying to win this competition so badly,” Julia said softly.  “I mean, I told you my story.  It’s clear that this so-called game has taken elements of my life and twisted them.  It’s created something like a parallel narrative.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed,” Finn replied, glancing at her.  That thought had definitely occurred to him as he had listened to her story.  It was like the game was giving her the chance to redeem her past actions or find some way to make peace with them.  Or maybe the developers and AI were just trying to fuck with them.  It was hard to say. 
 
    “I take it that’s part of why you started playing?  And pulled me into this thing?” he asked, watching her expression carefully. 
 
    “You’re deflecting,” she muttered. 
 
    “And you’re spending too much time with Kyyle,” Finn grumbled.  The psych major had clearly started rubbing off on Julia. 
 
    A frown and arched eyebrow were all he got from his daughter.  “Well, I’ll answer your question.  You’re right.  I had been hearing rumors about how the game’s AI tailored the game world and content to an individual player.  It knows far, far more about the players than it should.  It’s not picking up this information from the net or our trimmed-down account profiles.  The only conclusion is that the game is accessing both our short term and long-term memories…” She trailed off, as though unable to believe what she was saying. 
 
    “No, I agree with you,” Finn said.  He’d noticed that within the first five minutes in this world, rolling his not-so-crippled ass across the Seer’s tent. 
 
    She glanced up at him sharply.  “Okay,” Julia began hesitantly.  “So, if we assume I’m right – if this world built a story around my own history – what did it create for you?” 
 
    Finn winced, squeezing his eyes shut.  Why did his daughter have to be so damned perceptive?  He knew he owed her an explanation, especially after being such a dickhead for so long.  Except he didn’t even know where to start.  And his thoughts were preoccupied with the fight they were about to face – although, that felt like an excuse… 
 
    “Hey,” Julia said, and Finn’s eyes popped open, observing the concern on her face.  “I’m not pushing you to tell me.  And I know this is a shitty time.  I just want you to know that I’m here when you decide you want to talk about it.” 
 
    Finn looked at her – really looked at her – seeing the compassion in her eyes.  Despite his mistakes and her own loss and hardship, Julia had ended up a genuinely good person.  Maybe a bit of a smartass.  But a good person.  “That’s supposed to be my line,” he grunted, trying to keep his voice even and his eyes dry. 
 
    There was that shit-eating grin again and a shrug.  “Well, what can I say?  I’ve had to do a lot of parenting lately,” she quipped, kicking at his leg. 
 
    “Hey, so I think we’re ready—” Kyyle said, stumbling into the room.  He cut himself off as he saw the expressions on Finn’s and Julia’s faces and noted the tension in the air.  “Am I interrupting something?” he asked, wiping the mixture of sweat and dirt from his forehead. 
 
    “Nah. Just preparing to meet the queen,” Julia said with a regal wave in the direction of the fire ant queen’s chamber.  Although, despite her carefree tone, she spared a final glance at Finn, meeting his eyes.  He doubted this conversation was really over – just paused for now. 
 
    Kyyle grimaced.  “Well, the main cache of explosives is all prepped and ready, and the sequential charges are all in place.  I was conservative, so the blast radius of the charges should overlap quite a bit.  I wanted to make sure our fireworks detonate on time – otherwise, this is going to go south fast.” 
 
    “Good job,” Finn grunted, glancing toward the queen’s chamber. 
 
    “Anything else we need to do before we go inside?” Kyyle asked.  “Last words?  Silent prayer to your gods?”  He glanced at Julia with a grin, a matching smile on her face. 
 
    “I’ve actually been meaning to declare my undying love for you,” Finn said, snapping his fingers in mock disappointment.  “But, you know, it never really seemed like the right moment.  I know it could just be the adrenaline, but I think we have something real here… you mining metals for me, me melting them down…” 
 
    “Har har… shut up,” Kyyle grumbled good-naturedly while Julia laughed at him.  It seemed that a week spent underground fighting for his life had made Kyyle a little less self-conscious.  Go figure.  The earth mage tossed a bag to Finn.  “I bet you’re going to need this.  Julia went back to grab some of our old supplies.” 
 
    Finn pulled the bag open, seeing that it was filled with a considerable number of the smaller fire mana crystals.  He supposed Kyyle was right, he probably was going to need the extra juice once they got inside the queen’s chamber. 
 
    A tense silence now hung over the narrow passage. 
 
    “Okay,” Finn said.  “We’ve got another minute until the next main blast, and the rotation resets.  Daniel, you want to set a timer for us?” 
 
    “Of course, sir,” the AI replied, although his voice sounded nervous. 
 
    “Alright, let’s saddle up,” Finn urged them, and the group began to collect their equipment and ready themselves to make the breach into the queen’s chamber.  He started casting, his fingers twitching, and his Magma Armor soon slid across his shoulders and down his arms.  “While we’re waiting, let’s go through the plan one more time.” 
 
    “I’m going to dissolve the wall, then we’ll break through,” Kyyle said, his hand gripping his staff tightly.  Tendrils of green energy curled around the weapon as he pre-cast Dissolve, preparing to enter the chamber. 
 
    “Once we’ve breached, I lead the charge.  Kill priority is workers and soldiers – if any – then I head straight for the queen,” Julia chimed in.  “I need to get her attention and hold it while we get a rough assessment of her abilities.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “After staring at this room for an hour, it looks like the air blasts force the ants out of the chamber – they can’t seem to handle the heat.  There shouldn’t be anything in there except for the queen after the major blast.  Fingers crossed, anyway. 
 
    “I follow in the second position, spinning up Julia’s shield, providing cover for Kyyle, and letting Daniel conduct a full-body scan of the queen.”  Unfortunately, the fire mana wrapped around the queen’s body was so dense that it was difficult to inspect from a distance.  They were going to need to rely on the AI to identify possible weak points once they made it inside the chamber. 
 
    “Thirty seconds,” Daniel piped up, his fiery form flashing. 
 
    Finn’s fists clenched, and he felt a surge of adrenaline and fire mana course through his veins.  They didn’t have long.  “My guess is that the weak points are going to be located along the queen’s abdomen,” he said.  “There appear to be large vents along her stomach that flare with fire mana.  Also, maybe her mouth and face.  Her neck and joints all appear to be reinforced.  They’re much thicker than the workers and soldiers we’ve encountered.”  That was the best he could manage from this vantage point – just guesswork really. 
 
    Kyyle and Julia both nodded. 
 
    The earth mage spoke up again.  “I move in last, staying in the tunnel entrance initially.  My first priority is detonating the explosives and sealing off the tunnels.  Once that’s done, I need to build a fortification around the back part of the cave near the breach point.  Keep it low and keep it curved to reduce the surface area affected by the heat wave.  That should help get us through the first mini-blast.  Hopefully.” 
 
    “Good,” Finn said with a nod. 
 
    “Ten seconds,” Daniel announced. 
 
    The group all drifted off into silence.  There was nothing more to say. 
 
    They took up their positions near the end of the tunnel, Julia taking the lead.  Her shield was already in hand, a dagger in the other, and her shoulders tense. 
 
    Finn glanced behind him and saw that Kyyle’s hand was moving rapidly, and tendrils of green energy spiraled around his staff as he prepared to complete his spell.  The wall in front of them was already beginning to crumble away into streamers of liquid stone, just waiting for them to burst through. 
 
    “Five seconds,” Daniel reported. 
 
    Julia was bouncing from foot to foot in front of Finn, and he rested a hand on her shoulder.  “We got this,” he said quietly, and with more confidence than he felt.  His daughter stilled and shot him a grin over her shoulder. 
 
    “Oh, I know.  We’re about to kill some ant royalty.” 
 
    “Two seconds,” Daniel said, his voice sounding strained. 
 
    Finn finally gave in entirely to his mana, the fiery energy insistent and demanding.  He let out a soft hiss as it surged through his body, the sensation leaving a tingling ache in its wake.  Yet the crackling mana also ate away at his fear, doubt, and hesitation – replacing it with a boundless, energetic hunger.  His eyes glowed brightly in the dark tunnel, and his gaze fixed on the tunnel wall as it continued to break apart. 
 
    Those last few seconds seemed to stretch on forever, the world slowing to an anxious crawl as they all stood restlessly in the dark.  Then he felt it.  The telltale rumble of the mini-blast searing through the queen’s chamber.  He could visualize what was happening inside that cave, and he took one last long breath – knowing that the chamber on the other side of the wall was going to be sweltering. 
 
    “Go, go, go!” Daniel shouted, his voice echoing through the tunnel. 
 
    The stone in front of them broke apart as Kyyle finally let his spell complete, the rock flowing away in a river of gray and brown.  Julia didn’t wait, launching into a dead sprint, her feet splintering the ground as she kicked off.  She charged through what remained of the wall.  Her shield hit the fragmented rock, literally blasting it out of the tunnel and into the room on the other side. 
 
    And then the group was charging through the breach and into the mouth of hell… 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 33 - Royal 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 134 
 
      
 
    We are scheduled to arrive in the undead capital tomorrow.  Although, I’ve noticed something unusual as we approach the dark city.  The river of mana in the sky has grown thicker the closer we get to our destination.  Even more curious, the composition of the current has changed – it is murkier now, the colors almost washed out by the dark energy.  It is as though the undead city is pulling the dark mana towards itself… 
 
      
 
    I have also been feeling unwell.  Perhaps it is the dead, dry air of the undead kingdom or the lack of sunlight.  I have been suffering flu-like symptoms for days now – alternating between too hot and too cold and experiencing occasional bouts of dizziness.  The other merchants have even remarked that I look pale. 
 
      
 
    I suspect I may have been pushing myself too hard of late.  I have been conducting my research at night after we make camp and so have missed considerable sleep.  Today, I almost fell from my mount – only half-awake in the saddle.  If not for one of the merchants warning me, I might have injured myself. 
 
      
 
    The only silver lining is that my proficiency with water mana has continued to grow.  I was even able to cast an illusion today – the first journeyman-ranked spell cast by a mage with a non-dominant affinity!  Despite my fatigue, I simply cannot stop.  Especially not when my research has produced such remarkable results. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Their group blasted through the wall in a rush, sending shards of rock hurtling through the room.  The first thing Finn noticed was the temperature.  It was oppressive – even compared to most of the hub caverns.  The heat was an almost-palpable thing, slamming into his body and making every pore scream in protest. His body desperately tried to coat itself in sweat – a futile attempt to cool him down.  Even breathing hurt, each lungful of air singeing his throat and burning in his chest. 
 
    They wouldn’t last long inside the chamber, but that had already been obvious from Finn’s earlier inspection.  The good news was that they’d likely die from the ambient air mana blasts long before they suffered a heat stroke or asphyxiated from lack of oxygen. 
 
    Julia hadn’t slowed as she barreled through the wall, using the debris as cover to scan the room and noting that there were no workers or soldiers inside.  Following their plan, she quickly closed with the queen – Finn’s fingers already moving as he cast Imbue Fire on her shield.  Yet his attention was captured by the creature before them.  That was his priority in all of this.  He needed to gather information quickly. 
 
    “Daniel, begin the scan and then give us a count on the first mini-blast!” Finn shouted.  The AI gave a faint flash of acknowledgment before speeding toward the queen. 
 
    Finn immediately realized that his Mana Sight hadn’t done her justice. 
 
    The fire ant queen was at least thirty feet long.  Her massive, bulbous body stretched into the pool of lava, and her abdomen was partially submerged in the molten metal.  Her back was coated in an especially thick layer of the dark ore, the metal stretching the entirety of her body and painting her black against the glowing orange of the magma.  The other fire ants had been covered in a thin layer of flame, but the queen put them to shame.  She was ablaze – every inch of her covered in a fierce fire, the tips of which glowed a soft blue. 
 
    And atop her head sat a flaming crown that floated between her twitching antennae, the fire arching and spiraling into the air to announce that they were in the presence of ant royalty.  Under other circumstances, it might have been a beautiful sight.  However, at that moment, it just represented how out of their depth they truly were. 
 
    Heat rank level 2 at least, Finn thought feebly, trying to focus.  The queen’s fire aura seemed to be hovering just below the temperature inflection point for the dark ore.  Which meant her armor was going to be incredibly durable, more so than the regular ants. 
 
    His gaze snapped to her thorax.  With his sight, he hadn’t focused on the queen’s stubby legs, the limbs clawing at the dirt and rock, glimmering in the glow of the magma in a way that Finn found familiar.  They seemed weak, far too short and thin to allow her to walk – probably even too flimsy to pull her bulk out of the lake.  That must mean she was stationary, locked in place in the center of the room. 
 
    Even more odd, he watched as her forelegs carved furrows in the ground as she lay there, tossing aside clumps of the dark ore that they had seen the ants mining.  His gaze panned across the room.  His eyes widened slightly as he realized that the entire cavern was filled with the stuff, the metal coating most of the floor and stretching halfway up the walls.  It was broken only by the eggs that rested on the ground, likely waiting to be carried out of the chamber by the workers.  His guess was that the other ants must have harvested the metal and brought it here for some reason, the regular superheated blasts of air melting it down into a fine layer and making it impossible to identify with his sight. 
 
    What the hell is their fascination with that metal? he wondered. 
 
    He quickly inspected the queen, hoping for some small bit of information. 
 
      
 
    Sulphera, The Fire Ant Queen – Level ??? 
 
    Health – Unknown 
 
    Mana – Unknown 
 
    Equipment – Unknown 
 
    Resistances – Unknown 
 
      
 
    A named monster? Finn thought weakly.  He’d never seen that or heard of such a creature.  Then again, he’d also never seen the skull symbols beside her name either – although, he supposed the meaning was obvious.  This was an enemy that was not meant to be taken lightly. 
 
    “Holy shit.  We’re supposed to kill that?” Kyyle muttered, charging in behind Finn and his mouth hanging open as he finally caught sight of their opponent. 
 
    “Focus!” Finn snapped.  “Blow the charges before reinforcements arrive!”  The earth mage nodded curtly and turned back to the tunnel entrances, his hands moving quickly as he prepared to detonate the first of the charges he had planted. 
 
    Meanwhile, the queen had reared back, her forelegs smashing into the ground with such force that they splintered the metal coating the floor and sent fragments flying in every direction.  Julia crouched and raised her shield to ward off the shrapnel.  The queen’s movement pitched the creature’s thorax back into something resembling a sitting position, her torso now towering more than a dozen feet into the air.  Her antennae twitched toward their position, likely alerted by the flare of earth mana as they breached the chamber. 
 
    Julia rose and moved quickly toward the queen, keeping her shield raised.  The metal surface was soon enveloped in flame as Finn’s spell completed.  He brought it up to heat rank 2, the barrier already beginning to rotate and come up to speed.  If the queen was sensitive to mana like the other ants, the heat should draw her attention toward Julia and away from Finn and Kyyle.  That was the plan anyway. 
 
    Unfortunately, they hadn’t anticipated the queen’s next move. 
 
    The massive creature did indeed home in on Julia’s position, her antennae twitching toward the superheated shield.  Then her stubby forelegs darted forward. 
 
    Finn frowned.  The legs seemed far too short to reach Julia. 
 
    However, in a flash of movement, the queen’s limbs telescoped outward, lengthening within a fraction of a second.  They stretched at least eight feet, ending in a pair of needle-like points.  Even worse, Finn could now identify the material that coated their length. 
 
    It was the same diamond-like substance that coated the ants’ mandibles… 
 
    Julia dived to the side at the last moment, a foreleg stabbing into the ground where she had been standing.  The spear immediately split through the metal, the dense surface barely putting up any resistance.  Julia hit the ground and rolled, the forelegs slamming into the ground just behind her in a line as she kept rolling. 
 
    Damn it, Finn thought frantically – trying to think of some way to assist his daughter.  The queen had immediately put Julia on the defensive. 
 
    Kyyle came to the rescue as he finally managed to blow the charges.  Both tunnel entrances promptly exploded, and a shower of flame and rubble blasted out of each opening.  The workers and soldiers that had been attempting to enter the chamber were swiftly buried under several tons of rock.  The queen hesitated in her assault, her antennae twitching toward the source of the fire and earth mana – giving Julia a moment to recover. 
 
    Finn crouched in the entrance to their narrow tunnel to avoid the shrapnel, his hand on the wall.  That’s how he felt the series of tremors as the sequential charges blew, each one fainter than the last as they drifted off into the distance.  He braced himself for the blast he knew was coming. 
 
    A massive detonation suddenly rocked the chamber – even the fire ant queen was forced to stab her forelegs into the ground to stabilize her torso.  They had stacked up a truly massive pile of fire crystals a few rooms over and blown the entire thing with Kyyle’s sequenced charges.  Finn just hoped the blast of flame and rock was enough to distract the remaining ants in the colony from the battle raging in the queen’s chamber. 
 
    “60 seconds until the first mini-blast!” Daniel shouted, the AI having completed his rotation around the queen and arcing through the air back toward Finn and Kyyle. 
 
    Finn’s attention shifted to Julia.  His daughter was back on her feet with her shield raised.  She was more cautious now, no longer attempting a headlong charge as she eyed the beast’s forelegs warily.  The queen lashed forward with a lightning-quick movement that Julia intercepted with her shield.  The rotation of the shield sent the blow glancing off to the side, the spear immediately carving into the metal floor and lodging there for a fraction of a second before the queen retracted it.  Although, Finn noted that the hit had carved a shallow line in the spinning shield, creating an off-color blur. 
 
    Shit, she can’t keep blocking like that, Finn thought. 
 
    Julia must have realized the same thing because she avoided the next attack by dodging to the side, even as she threw one of her incendiary grenades.  A blast of flame erupted around the queen’s head, momentarily distracting her. 
 
    Using her momentum and the brief window she had created, Julia whirled into a spin, rotating and slamming the edge of her spinning shield against the queen’s foreleg as it was briefly embedded in the ground.  The edge of the makeshift sawblade smashed into the limb, sending off a harsh shower of sparks as the two materials collided.  Yet, the queen’s leg held. 
 
    Damn it!  That’s not going to work either.  Finn just had to hope Julia could hold out long enough for him to come up with a real plan. 
 
    Although, that might be time they didn’t have… 
 
    He could already see that Kyyle was building up a wall in front of them, keeping the angle shallow and reinforcing the stone in multiple layers to withstand the blast of heat that would be arriving shortly. 
 
    “Sir, I’ve completed a full scan!” Daniel shouted in Finn’s ear seconds later, pulling his attention away from the fight and Kyyle. 
 
    The AI immediately pulled up a three-dimensional image of their opponent, comparing it to the data they had collected on the ants and the dark metal to analyze possible weak points.  Nothing was highlighted. 
 
    “What the fuck is this?” Finn muttered to himself. 
 
    His brow furrowed as he noticed the vents in the queen’s abdomen weren’t highlighted as a weak point either.  His eyes skimmed to her stomach, searching for the openings.  They widened as he saw blueish flames jutting from the vents at regular intervals, the energy pointed straight down into lava. 
 
    His gaze flitted to the lake of magma.  Dark egg-like spheres bobbed in the glowing liquid.  “What is she…?” 
 
    Then it clicked. 
 
    The metal coating the floor of the room and the queen’s body.  The metallic eggs they had seen a few rooms over.  The way the other ants seemed so intent on mining the damn stuff.  His eyes darted to the queen’s body, noticing the blazing aura of flame.  There were no crystals embedded in her armor and no obvious way to explain that coating of fire or the flaming crown that danced above her head.  Except one… 
 
    That wasn’t molten stone the queen was sitting in.  It was a lake of molten metal – an initial incubation bath for her eggs.  Maybe the metal acted as a protective coating once they were removed from the lava.  Even worse, the heat in this room wasn’t coming from ambient mana deposits.  It was coming from the queen herself.  He stared in shock at the monster that loomed above his daughter.  If he was right, that meant the odds were good that the queen could cast fire spells… or at least control the flames. 
 
    “Shit.  Shit, shit, shit,” Finn cursed, his gaze snapping back to the model beside him.  There might not be any obvious weak points in the queen’s armor, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t make one… “Daniel, can you at least identify the location of her brain stem?  Use the other ants as a reference point.” 
 
    “The queen is much larger than the other ants, and her body’s structure is quite different.  However, I believe her brainstem may be somewhere in the highlighted location.  Bold blue indicates a primary target, while dimmer areas indicate an acceptable margin of error,” the AI reported in a rush, his voice sounding harried. 
 
    Finn could see a spot was now highlighted in blue along the queen’s neck and at the base of her skull – a circle with a densely glowing center and a softer ring around it.  Including Daniel’s margin of error, the circle was about three feet wide.  That was a big target… 
 
    “Also, ten seconds before the mini-blast!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    Julia’s head whipped toward Finn’s location.  The move almost cost her life as she only narrowly avoided the queen’s next attack, the forelegs cutting a long bloody line down her back as she twisted out of the away.  Then she was backing away quickly.  As soon as Julia was out of range of the forelegs, she sprinted toward their location. 
 
    “Five seconds!” 
 
    Julia dove over the small wall that Kyyle had formed even as Finn and the earth mage crouched behind the cover.  At the same time, the walls and ground began to rumble softly, the tremors increasing with each second that ticked past. 
 
    Blasts of air abruptly jetted from the openings carved in the walls ringing the room, and the wind whipped through the cavern.  As the air hit the lava, it caused the surface to burn even more brightly.  The fire ant queen hesitated in her assault, the flames enwrapping her bulbous body flaring a bright blue and her armor beginning to glow red as the metal coating her exoskeleton neared its melting point.  She seemed to be reveling in the sensation – almost in a trance-like state. 
 
    A detail that Finn noted with interest before tucking his head behind Kyyle’s barricade.  The artificial wind rippled across the room, carrying the flames with it.  It smashed across Kyyle’s barricade before slamming into the wall behind them and curling upwards back toward the shaft in the center of the ceiling.  They had designed Kyyle’s barrier to avoid a direct blast of heat.  Even so, the superheated air was enough to melt the stone on the other side, and the barrier soon began to glow a soft red on their side of the rock wall. 
 
    While Kyyle and Julia eyed the barrier worriedly, Finn’s thoughts raced. 
 
    Attacking the queen from the front wasn’t an option.  Her legs were deadly, and even if they could get close enough to cut through her armored shell, there was nothing terribly vital that they could hit from the front – at least nothing that would kill her immediately.  Ideally, they needed to puncture her shell in just the right spot and then follow it up with a true killing blow. 
 
    That was their best – and possibly only – option. 
 
    Unfortunately, the target that Daniel had painted on the queen’s back was big – too big for just Finn’s palm-sized sawblades.  He grimaced, his gaze flitting to Julia’s shield, noting the deep groove the queen had scratched in its surface.  He suspected his daughter’s mandible-reinforced shield would be enough to cut through the queen’s armor, even with the creature’s enhanced fire aura.  But that meant he needed to get Julia close to the queen. 
 
    Well, technically behind the queen… except the lava pool was in the way. 
 
    Or maybe above her? 
 
    His eyes shifted to the sloping walls of the cave, noticing the streamers of molten stone and metal that now ran down their surface as the heated air continued to blast the walls.  The metal only stretched upward about five feet – soon giving way to plain stone that had been melted smooth by the regular flares of air mana.  Kyyle could probably build Julia a makeshift staircase, and she could leap toward the queen… 
 
    A plan was beginning to form in Finn’s mind. 
 
    Except he only had a few more seconds to convey that plan before their respite ended. 
 
    “Okay,” he grunted to the other two as they cowered behind their cover, his voice hoarse and each labored breath burning his lungs.  “Here’s the plan…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 34 - Ingenious 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 135 
 
      
 
    I… I am uncertain how to write this entry or to convey what has been revealed to me.  Even as I sit down to pen this entry, my hand trembles, and I can barely resist the urge to rant and tear at the walls…  [the writing trails off into a harsh, jagged line.] 
 
      
 
    I will just come out and say it.  The mysterious ward was designed to tamper with my memory.  As best we can tell, it was put in place more than a decade ago. 
 
      
 
    Renquist’s colleague, a talented dark mage by the name of Krael, helped me to remove the tattoo – a painstaking process that took nearly a full day and wasn’t without its own share of discomfort.  Yet that pain pales in comparison to what was revealed.  Krael explained that the ward’s effects will linger for some time, so my memories are still returning in fits and starts, but what I recall is more than enough… 
 
      
 
    I had always wondered at my origin.  Who were my parents?  What happened to them?  Why was I so gifted with magic?  Now I have at least some answers.  My parents were slain – brutally murdered in a blaze of fire before my eyes, their flesh literally burned from their bones as their shrill screams pierced the air.  I hear those screams in my dreams now…  And I can see the perpetrators – men and women wearing the robes and emblem of the Seer’s temple.  I’m sure of it. 
 
      
 
    Which only lends more suspicion to the acolytes who were present at the waypoint in Lahab.  Were they attempting to cover for the temple’s actions?  In the interest of time, I have resolved to take the waypoint back to Lahab.  I realize this is risky, but I have to move quickly.  I must inform the guild of what I have discovered.  The other mages must know what the temple’s disciples have done… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The air mana began to dissipate from the queen’s chamber, the heat receding quickly as it funneled its way up into the chasm above them.  As they peeked out from behind Kyyle’s fortification, the group could see the destruction that even the smaller blast of air had wreaked. 
 
    The stone and metal along the room’s floor had melted down into glowing red slag, repairing the grooves and holes that the queen had carved in its surface and blasting their entrance tunnel smooth – locking them inside the chamber.  Even now, the molten metal and rock were just beginning to cool, returning to more muted grays and blacks. 
 
    And sitting there in the center of the lava lake was the fire ant queen – her black body glowing a dull red under the effect of the mini-blast of air and her crown flaring.  She tore at the air with her forelegs, the limbs lancing forward and spearing at the ground.  It was like she was overcome with a frenzied rapture, raging against the loss of the heat and flame. 
 
    Finn took a deep breath, channeling his fire mana to quell the worried pit in his stomach.  He felt a hand grasp his shoulder.  “You can do this.  Your plan will work,” Julia said, her grip firm and her eyes unwavering.  “Let’s kill a queen.” 
 
    He nodded and then erupted out from behind cover in a rush.  As he moved, Finn threw two of his sawblades in the queen’s direction, his fingers blazing through a rapid series of gestures.  The blades soon ignited in flames, and Finn immediately ratcheted up the heat. 
 
    This was no time to hold back. 
 
    They rocketed through the air, aiming directly for the queen’s antennae.  The appendages twitched, as though noticing the incoming blades.  Finn expected the creature to intercept the weapons with her forelegs, using the diamond-coated limbs to block the projectiles.  What she did instead left him staring in shock. 
 
    A ball of molten magma rocketed out of the pool, rising rapidly up into the air, and swiftly hardening in the cooler air of the chamber.  As Finn looked on with wide eyes, the blob flattened out into a massive circle and pivoted, the makeshift shield suddenly awash in flame – an effect eerily similar to his Imbue Fire.  The barrier sliced through the air, sliding in front of the sawblades, and the projectiles burrowed into the thick surface. 
 
    They didn’t manage to penetrate the dense shield. 
 
    “Oh shit,” Finn muttered.  His guess had been right.  The queen could control fire mana.  Even worse?  She seemed to be using his same abilities and was lying in a pool of conveniently pre-heated metal. 
 
    The queen’s antennae twitched again, angling toward Finn’s location.  It seemed he now had her undivided attention.  So, mission accomplished, he supposed.  Although, he suspected he wasn’t going to enjoy acting as their group’s tank. 
 
    As Finn looked on, another two globs of molten metal drifted out of the pool, each about the size of a basketball.  The queen set the two blobs to spinning, the material lengthening into hardened metal cylinders – the tips sharpening down to a fine point.  Then the spears launched toward Finn. 
 
    He dove to the side, one of the flaming projectiles missing him entirely and carving into the wall behind him.  However, he didn’t quite manage to avoid the second.  The spear sliced through the molten armor along his shoulder, just barely piercing his skin but tearing apart his armor and sending fragments flying away from the impact.  Then the second projectile joined the first in the wall. 
 
    Finn let out a hissing breath, blood leaking down his arm. 
 
    Yet the fight wasn’t over.  Just as quickly, the queen yanked the spears from the wall and floor.  The flames flared again, the metal shifting in midair to form two flat, circular blades, a jagged ridge forming along each disc – much like Finn’s own sawblades.  They curved toward his position and spun up to speed.  Finn stepped swiftly across the room to put himself in front of one of the eggs that sat along the floor.  Just before the queen’s blades struck him, he sidestepped, and they slammed into the egg, carving it clean in two. 
 
    The queen thrashed in her pool, clearly angered by the destruction of one of her young.  Yet Finn didn’t have time to focus on that.  His fingers were already moving.  Except this time, his focus was on the pool of magma.  There was a giant pool of preheated metal sitting right there – no need to waste his own resources.  He’d use the queen’s own trick against her. 
 
    Two blobs of magma drifted out of the nearby pool and sped toward Finn – this pair of spheres under his control.  He promptly flattened out the metal, squeezing his palms together, and forming two makeshift shields.  Just in time, too, since the queen abruptly reversed the angle of her sawblades and sent them spinning back toward him.  Metal crashed against metal, the fiery weapons merging into a chaotic, molten mass before slamming into the ground with a dull thunk. 
 
    “Julia is in position.  Start casting Imbue Fire,” Daniel shouted from his perch above Finn’s shoulder. 
 
    “The next mini-blast?” Finn panted back. 
 
    “73 seconds,” was the only response. 
 
    His plan required precise timing, and Daniel flitted away almost instantly to go speak with Julia.  The AI had pieced together a rough schedule, including the duration before the next mini-blast, estimated travel times, and their various spellcasting speeds.  He’d indicated that the margin of error was about 5-10 seconds. 
 
    Finn spared a glance toward the ceiling.  He could see that Julia was now perched on a small stone ledge against the back wall.  His other hand was already moving as he cast Imbue Fire on her shield.  He needed to get it up to speed before her attack.  Kyyle had also been busy, shifting his focus to reinforcing the barrier to withstand the next mini-blast. 
 
    In the meantime, the queen hadn’t relented in her assault.  Two more spears were forming in the air, the points angling toward Finn’s position.  He started sprinting along the edge of the cave, weaving between the eggs and trying to buy himself some time even as he tossed a sawblade into the air.  The fingers of his right hand blurred through the gestures of Imbue Fire, as his left channeled mana into Julia’s shield. 
 
    Just a few more seconds, Finn thought frantically.  The spin was slow to ramp up.  He could only use heat rank 1 for fear of drawing the queen’s attention to Julia.  He needed to keep the temperature relatively low. 
 
    His focus snapped back to the queen’s spears as they launched forward at the same time as Finn’s sawblade.  His projectile slammed into the first spear, carving it in two.  The pieces soon clattered against the metal-coated floor.  Finn shifted the arc of his blade and managed to carve off all but a hand-sized length of the second spear, leaving only the tip.  The flames winked out, signaling that the queen had lost her channel, and Finn let out a sigh of relief… 
 
    … relief that was short-lived. 
 
    Flames erupted around that falling spear-tip, and it rocketed forward again, far too fast, and far too close for Finn to do anything but stare, his eyes widening as he realized he couldn’t avoid the attack.  The spear-tip slammed into Finn’s thigh, burying itself deep in the muscle.  He let out a scream of pain, dropping to his knees as he felt the molten metal searing his flesh from the inside out. 
 
    The only mercy was that the queen seemed to lose control of the fragment once it fully entered his thigh.  Perhaps when it was embedded completely, his own body’s mana interfered with her spell?  Although he was struggling to focus on that right now. 
 
    “45 seconds,” Daniel shouted across the room. 
 
    Finn blinked hard, trying to concentrate despite the pain.  He saw that he had lost 25% of his health from that one blow and was now afflicted with a movement debuff.  He couldn’t let that distract him, though.  His eyes shifted to the far wall.  He could see that Julia was ready, her shield now a blur.  Kyyle stood on the other side of the room.  The barricade was as ready as it was going to be, layers of stone reinforcing the sloped barrier. 
 
    They were both waiting for his signal. 
 
    Finn met Julia’s eyes.  “Go,” he mouthed. 
 
    “Kyyle!  I need a Stone Coffin,” Finn shouted, struggling back to his feet, and favoring his injured leg.  He glanced across the room, briefly meeting the earth mage’s eyes.  “You need to buy me some time.  Whatever it takes.”  He received a curt nod in response. 
 
    There just went their margin of error. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  This was it.  They were all in now. 
 
    His fingers were a blur, and arcane words tumbled from his lips. 
 
    A moment later, Finn felt the effects of his Haste take hold, a raging inferno now burning through his veins.  The heat crackled and crawled through his body until it felt like he was being consumed by the fire.  At the same time, he dropped the pouch that Kyyle had given him on the ground, fire crystals spilling out along the mixture of broken rock and metal. 
 
    The world around him slowed to a crawl.  He saw Julia leap from her perch, her shield raised high.  She fell toward the queen’s back – toward the spot that Daniel had marked at the base of the creature’s head.  The spot Finn had pointed out during the first mini-blast. 
 
    He could see liquid stone drifting up out of the floor around him, the metallic coating broken apart by the queen’s own attacks.  The substance curled in front of Finn like molasses, pooling and congealing as it began to form a solid surface, leaving a swiftly closing hole through which he could still view the chamber.  At the same time, he could feel the earth beneath him dissolving, sucking him down into the protective coffin. 
 
    As the hole began to close, he saw Julia strike.  Her shield cut into the queen’s chitin, slicing and carving into the creature’s armor.  However, her blows weren’t hard and frantic.  They were precise – almost tentative.  She needed to cut through the thick layers of metal and underlying chitin, but without going too deep.  As they had discovered over the last week stuck in this hellhole… the ants didn’t seem to have any nerve endings in their armored shell. 
 
    They couldn’t afford to let the queen notice Julia. 
 
    Finn’s eyes darted to the side, noting Daniel’s flaming form racing toward him, leaving a trail of flame in his wake. 
 
    Then the stone closed, and the cave disappeared. 
 
    Finn stood inside the stone prison – the enclosure lit by Daniel’s flaming body.  The AI had barely managed to get inside before the protective barrier closed. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes closed. 
 
    “Mashhad.” 
 
    The world bloomed into color.  Immediately, he ignored the thickening layers of earth mana in front of him.  Kyyle was still adding more and more stone on top of him even as he sunk farther into the floor.  Finn’s attention was on the queen’s glowing orange body.  This was the moment of truth.  Would she turn to Julia or maintain her focus on Finn – a bright pinpoint of heat as he maintained Haste? 
 
    Two more orange-and-red globes erupted from the pit beside the queen, rolling and flattening ever-so-slowly in the air.  They tilted until the spear points homed in on Finn’s location, buried beneath the stone. 
 
    Perfect. 
 
    Finn’s eyes shifted to the lake of magma beside the queen.  He needed to build his weapon now.  He knew he didn’t have long left, even with the time-slowing effect of his Haste.  He began casting Imbue Fire, pulling two gigantic spheres of molten metal from the lake and keeping the heat rank low – relying in part on the ambient heat of the metal and the lake itself.  As they floated into the air, Finn merged the orbs, smashing his hands together to form a single gargantuan metal sphere approximately five feet wide. 
 
    At the same time, he saw Julia pause, her green shield hesitating as Finn’s massive molten globe drifted past her, rising farther and farther into the air as he ratcheted up the heat.  Then he saw her hurl something… faint green fragments flew toward the sphere, embedding themselves in the surface. 
 
    Good job, Finn thought to himself.  Despite everything going on, Julia had managed to throw a bag full of the ant mandibles onto the metal globe.  Gingerly, with just faint twitches of his fingers, Finn tugged those materials downward until they rested at the bottom end of the sphere.  He was going to need them in a moment. 
 
    “25 seconds,” Daniel said softly, his form pulsing tentatively. 
 
    The queen’s spears stabbed into the ground, breaking through the stone, and penetrating the rock in slow motion.  Finn saw one stab just beside his head, lancing through the back of the coffin.  The other went wide, just barely missing his abdomen.  He had stopped sinking.  The earth mage had to keep him close enough for Finn to maintain his control range.  The distances were crucial.  And so Kyyle was forced to add more stone, thickening the coffin.  He also began to construct small walls on the surface in front of Finn’s ever-growing rock fortress. 
 
    He didn’t flinch or stop casting as the spears smashed through the rock around him, putting his faith in Kyyle to ward off the attacks. 
 
    The globe of molten metal lifted farther into the air, until it loomed at the edge of Finn’s control range, far above the queen’s head.  Before it began to cool, he lengthened the metal, rolling it out as though it were dough between his palms.  He needed to form a rough cylinder.  Once that was done, he began the detail work, carving away at the metal gingerly like a sculptor. 
 
    It needed a sharp tip lined with the mandibles…  Flutes along the shaft…  And it had to be done quickly before the metal cooled. 
 
    A notice flashed in his peripheral vision, and Finn winced.  His mana was getting low.  He glanced down at the fire crystals at his feet.  Reluctantly, he slowed the movements of one hand, barely able to keep his creation suspended with a single channel focused along the top part of the cylinder.  Then he stomped with his injured leg, ignoring the pain as his boot crushed some of the gems littering the floor. 
 
    Fire bloomed inside the small room, and Finn channeled it inside himself with his free hand.  He let out a hiss of pain as he felt the flames sear his skin, and his blood began to simmer in his veins.  Yet his mana jumped up even as his health plummeted.  He glanced at the UI in the corner of his vision.  He could risk more. 
 
    He stomped again, triggering another rush of flame. 
 
    That second absorption nearly killed him, the fire racing across his skin before entering his veins in a torrent.  His hair and clothing began to burn.  As smoke filled the coffin, Finn let out a coughing gasp.  More spears rocketed into the earth – the metal rods glowing bright orange in Finn’s vision.  But Kyyle had been prepared.  The layers of rock were too dense now for even the superheated metal to penetrate. 
 
    Finn never stopped casting.  He couldn’t stop.  He needed to finish his work. 
 
    “10 seconds until the next mini-blast,” Daniel said quietly, his voice sounding far away.  Finn only knew pain, and color, and the work. 
 
    His attention was only on the thing he was building, recasting Imbue Fire, and bringing his second channel back online.  He needed to prepare to strike.  He twisted the fingers of his right hand even as he ratcheted up the heat ranks with his left – it was okay to draw the queen’s attention to the weapon now.  There wasn’t much time left.  The cylinder hung vertically, the top part of the shaft almost turning to liquid under the heat of Finn’s spell.  He twitched the fingers of his other hand, focusing on the middle portion of the cylinder as he urged it to start spinning. 
 
    The column of dense metal slowly began to rotate, gradually picking up speed. 
 
    “5 seconds.” 
 
    Finn could see that Julia was retreating now.  Her form was only visible due to the circle of green that denoted her shield.  She leaped from the queen’s back and raced toward where Kyyle stood beside his glowing green barricade.  Finn shifted his attention toward his feet, and he saw a massive cloud of yellow energy pooling far below – just beginning to jet upward through a series of winding passages as it made its way toward the chamber. 
 
    “3 seconds,” Daniel said. 
 
    Finn urged his creation to spin faster, the cylinder nothing more than a brightly glowing red-and-orange blur now.  The queen couldn’t help but notice the cluster of fire mana, her massive head tilting toward the sight, the glowing column hovering far above her.  She was starting to form more discs of metal – shields that would protect her from what was coming.  But it was too late now… 
 
    “2 seconds. 
 
    “1 second.” 
 
    Finn saw the air mana erupt upward.  A dozen columns of yellow speared into the chamber and mixed with the ambient heat in slow motion, a cascade of color that began to create a superhot mass of air.  The queen paused in building her shield – a moment of hesitation that was about to cost her dearly. 
 
    “Fire!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    Finn launched his weapon.  The massive spinning cylinder of metal rocketed downward at an incredible speed, propelled by the heat rank 4 metal at the top end of the rod and the natural acceleration of gravity.  The super dense metal spear crashed through the queen’s shields without even pausing before striking the glowing blue point dead-on, guided by a few gentle nudges from Finn’s fingers. 
 
    The combination of the rotation, diamond-studded tip, and the flutes that Finn had carved in the side, created an enormous, superheated drill bit. 
 
    The drill carved into the panels of dark armor that Julia had already weakened, burrowing through the pre-cut metal with barely any resistance before sliding into the queen’s flesh.  He saw that massive orange rod slam home along the queen’s brainstem, then keep going, the combination of weight and velocity too much for even her enormous strength. 
 
    Her body swayed in place, and she slowly stumbled, unable to keep herself upright. 
 
    Then the queen fell to the side, her gargantuan torso smashing into the metal floor of the chamber and causing the stone coffin around Finn to tremble.  Only a moment later, the entire room went still, lit by an almost-blinding whirlwind of flame and wind.  The heat was so intense that it melted the drill bit in place, locking it securely within the queen’s neck.  There was no surviving that… 
 
    “You… you did it, sir,” Daniel said, his voice filled with disbelief. 
 
    “We did it,” Finn croaked as his spell abruptly ended, his mana and stamina finally bottoming out and leaving him trapped in the stone prison, the only light the flickering orange orb that made up Daniel’s body.  “We did it…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 35 - Fleeting 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 136 
 
      
 
    Several days have passed since my last entry.  Even now, I scrawl these notes not from the safety of my laboratory, but from an abandoned building on the edges of Lahab. 
 
      
 
    My passage back to the city was rocky at best.  Out of an abundance of caution, I cast an illusion on myself before entering the waypoint.  And it was a stroke of luck that I did!  Acolytes were waiting on the other end in Lahab, their robes easily visible throughout the crowd.  They were even passing out pictures of me – although, it seems they weren’t expecting me to be able to manipulate water mana. 
 
      
 
    Alarmed, I continued onward to the Mage Guild.  There I observed more acolytes standing with the guards at the gate.  It seems that the temple’s influence over the guild may be far more pervasive than I expected.  Not to be deterred, I spent a day investigating the outer perimeter of the wall ringing the guild hall.  I believe I have identified a portion that may allow me to pass inside undetected. 
 
      
 
    I have resolved to enter tonight.  While I’m not certain I can trust the guild leadership, Renquist has more than proven his loyalty over the years.  I have faith that I can find refuge with the librarians and reveal what the temple has done to me and my family.  When the other mages see the proof with their own eyes, there will be no way to refute it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The barrier of stone rippled and liquified before breaking apart, even as the floor below lifted him back to the surface.  Streamers of rock soon slid to the side, a wave of oppressive heat making it abundantly clear where he was. 
 
    As though Finn could forget. 
 
    “Good, you’re in one piece,” Kyyle said, his face hovering above Finn.  He offered a hand and helped Finn out of the makeshift coffin. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that exactly,” Finn croaked, his throat raw.  He winced as he put pressure on his injured leg, using Kyyle’s help to settle against a nearby egg.  The material was hot – too hot actually – but Finn didn’t have much choice. 
 
    “Shit, is there something lodged inside?” Kyyle asked, peering at Finn’s bloody thigh. 
 
    “Yeah, one of the queen’s projectiles.  I cut it in half, but she still managed to recast on the spear tip at the last second,” he grunted, looking down at his leg.  There was jagged seared flesh where the missile had entered, and dried blood stained his thigh and pants.  While his natural health regeneration had taken care of his other injuries, his leg couldn’t heal until he removed the shrapnel.  And there was only one way that sucker was coming out. 
 
    Finn’s hands started moving, arcane words tumbling from his lips. 
 
    “What are you—?” 
 
    Kyyle was cut off as Finn finished his spell, barely suppressing the howl of pain that threatened to erupt from his throat as the flames encircled the piece of shrapnel and burned at the inside of his thigh.  Moving quickly, he jerked his fingers, ripping the shrapnel free with a spray of blood.  A moment later, he dropped the spell, slumping back against the egg and nearly falling off before Kyyle caught him.  Through bleary eyes, Finn could see that the wound was already closing.  He just needed a few more seconds. 
 
    “Shit, you could have warned me,” Kyyle muttered.  “I can’t believe you set that on fire while it was still inside you.” 
 
    “Not enough time,” Finn grunted, shrugging off the earth mage’s help as his vision settled once again.  “Where is Julia?” 
 
    “She’s inspecting the queen’s corpse and gathering supplies,” Kyyle said, glancing over at the ant queen’s enormous corpse. 
 
    Although Finn was more concerned with the lake of lava encircling the giant insect, and how the surface was already beginning to cool and harden now that the queen was dead.  That wasn’t good.  That wasn’t good at all.  They needed the combination of heat and air to blast them out of this damned ant colony. 
 
    “Daniel,” he spoke aloud.  The AI promptly raced toward him. 
 
    “What can I do for you, sir?” Daniel asked, spinning around Finn as he inspected his injuries. 
 
    “How much time until the big blast?” 
 
    “3 minutes and 36 seconds,” the AI replied. 
 
    Finn met Kyyle’s gaze, noting the apprehensive look on his face.  “I’m assuming you have a plan for getting us out of here?” the earth mage offered hesitantly. 
 
    “Nope.  I honestly didn’t expect us to get past the queen,” Finn replied with a shrug.  As he saw the horror-stricken look on the young man’s face, he relented and raised his hands in a placating gesture.  “Joking.  Joking.  Of course, I have a plan.” 
 
    “Really funny,” the earth mage drawled.  “Because this hasn’t been stressful in the slightest.” 
 
    “Ahh, you need to lighten up,” Finn quipped with a grin.  “Literally.  It would help if you were lighter for this next part,” he offered, pointing at the hole carved in the room’s ceiling.  The mixture of superheated air had carved an opening nearly thirty feet across.  Kyyle just rolled his eyes in response. 
 
    “Joking aside, I need you to create a circular stone platform – maybe ten feet wide – in the center of the room and directly below that hole in the ceiling,” Finn explained, waving at the queen’s body.  “You can build it above the corpse.  Attach the supports to the queen’s body to help keep it level.” 
 
    Kyyle grimaced but gave a curt nod.  “I can do that.” 
 
    They heard a series of dull thuds coming from two adjacent tunnels that Kyyle had caved in.  The pair glanced at each other nervously.  That sound could only mean one thing; the workers and soldiers had returned.  Which meant they were trapped in this damn room now, injured and weakened and racing against the clock. 
 
    “Good,” Finn muttered.  “Because it looks like our guests have arrived.  And we only have…” He trailed off with a glance at Daniel. 
 
    “3 minutes and 18 seconds until you are all burned alive.” 
 
    The earth mage’s eyes widened, and he promptly jogged off toward the corpse without another word, his hand immediately beginning to conjure green energy.  The earth mana speared into the ground, tendrils of rock drifting from between the cracks in the dense metal that coated the floor.  It slithered across the queen’s body, and then stretched up into the air – creating a series of supports for the massive, circular stone platform that was beginning to take shape above them. 
 
    Finn arched an eyebrow at the AI.  “That was actually pretty funny.  I think you scared the crap out of him.” 
 
    “Like I said before, I’ve been practicing.” 
 
    Finn chuckled and then hauled himself to his feet, testing the weight on his thigh.  It was still sore, but most of the damage had already been repaired.  Not only that, but his mana had also fully regenerated – which was good.  He was going to need it. 
 
    “What are you going to do, sir?” Daniel asked. 
 
    Finn limped toward Kyyle’s platform, sparing a reassuring wave at Julia when she looked over at him.  Once she glanced away, he grimaced in pain and pressed a hand to his thigh.  “The air mana that blasts out of those holes around the chamber is strong.  But it’s the combination of heat and air that will give us the lift we need to get out of this room.  The only reason the queen was able to stay rooted to the floor was because half her body was anchored in this lake of molten metal,” Finn explained, gesturing at the hardening surface of the lake.  “Our platform needs to be pretty thick to withstand that heat, and it needs a protective coating of metal along the underside. 
 
    “So, I need to do two things.  I need to reinforce Kyyle’s platform, and then I need to at least partially reheat the lake,” he added as he stepped up onto the queen’s torso and then climbed up the supports until he was able to grip the edge of the stone disc that was forming in the air.  Kyyle continued to pump mana into the structure, switching back and forth between reinforcing the supporting columns and expanding the disc to ensure it didn’t collapse. 
 
    Finn slumped down onto the platform, sitting cross-legged in the center. 
 
    He began casting again, his fingers a blur as the words for Imbue Fire tumbled from his lips.  He focused on a small patch of the lake at first, fire rippling in a circle around that spot.  He swiftly ratcheted up the heat from there.  As the icon in the corner of his vision hit heat rank 4 and the metal melted down into a glowing red sphere, he lifted it into the air – forming a globe about three feet in diameter. 
 
    He twitched his fingers, shifting the sphere under the platform that Kyyle had created and taking care to avoid the support columns.  He needed to move quickly before his mana ran out, but not so quickly that he inadvertently destroyed their ride out of here.  They didn’t really have time to build another one. 
 
    He gingerly pressed the molten sphere against the stone, simultaneously lowering the heat as the metal spread out across the bottom of the surface.  Once it lowered to heat rank 1, the glowing red substance swiftly turned black as it conducted away the heat into the rock and air.  Only a moment later, he was finished, the underside of the platform now coated in a thick layer of metal. 
 
    “2 minutes and 4 seconds,” Daniel reported. 
 
    Just enough time for my mana to regen, he thought. 
 
    “Alright, everyone get the hell on board!” Finn shouted. 
 
    A column of earth rocketed out of the ground, Kyyle standing on top.  As it neared the platform’s height, the earth mage jumped across and sat beside Finn on the stone surface.  Kyyle then paused his casting, letting his waning mana regenerate.  Finn glanced at his UI and confirmed the young man was running on empty right now. 
 
    “This feels like another batshit plan,” Kyyle muttered, eyeing the entrances to the chamber.  The ants were starting to cut their way inside, smashing through the rubble, and the occasional explosion rocked the chamber as exploders blasted at the pile of debris blocking each tunnel.  Finn could only guess there were dozens more ants trying to smash their way inside but couldn’t spare the mana to check with his sight. 
 
    If this didn’t work, they were going to either get burned alive or smashed to death by an army of angry ants.  Or possibly make it halfway up the chasm and then get smashed apart against the side of the shaft… 
 
    Either way, they were all in now. 
 
    “Well, of course,” Finn replied, eyeing Kyyle with a grin.  With his fire mana surging through his body, there was no room for fear or doubt.  Only a raw, unbridled excitement. 
 
    His attention shifted to an image projected beside him, looking at a snapshot he had taken of the flow of air and fire mana in the cavern during a major blast.  With his sight active, he could see the way the energy condensed along the floor and then spiraled up the walls of the domed chamber. 
 
    “You should go ahead and raise us up with your supporting columns.  We’re going to need to be higher to maximize our lift and keep this platform stable,” Finn instructed Kyyle.  “Try to get us at least forty feet off the ground.” 
 
    Kyyle gave him a nod and began to cast once again.  Only a moment later, the platform slowly started to rise, more and more spindly arms of stone reaching out of the cavern walls and floor to push and pull them into the air as Kyyle burned his mana.  Finn anticipated that the heat from the blast would take care of those support beams quickly, melting them down within just a few seconds. 
 
    There was just one thing missing. 
 
    Finn’s eyes skimmed the queen’s corpse, picking out Julia, still standing beside the queen’s head.  She seemed to be fiddling with something. 
 
    “Julia, we’ve got less than a minute!  You coming or what?” 
 
    “Just give me a second!” she shouted back, not bothering to turn around.  “I’ll make it on board.  Go ahead and start heating the lake.” 
 
    Of course, his daughter already knew what he was going to do.  She was a smart girl.  Although, at that particular moment, she seemed to have lost her damn mind.  Not that Finn had time to dwell on that.  Of the three of them, she was the most capable of getting onto the platform in a hurry – even if the distance between them and the floor of the cavern kept growing.  He just had to hope she didn’t dawdle too long. 
 
    With that dark thought, Finn’s fingers started moving again – his mana once again full.  This time he cast Imbue Fire on the entire metal lake.  He’d never tried casting across something this large before, but he supposed he didn’t need to move the metal, only heat it up.  As his spell completed, a layer of fire rippled across the now-blackened surface of the lake.  Then he cast again, maintaining two channels, and the flames surged higher.  Once the spells had stabilized, Finn started increasing the heat. 
 
    Within only seconds, bubbles emerged from the surface of the lake, and the last traces of black slid down into its glowing red-and-orange depths.  He’d been lucky.  The core of the lake had still been molten, only a thin film of cooled metal resting across the top.  Now he just needed to maintain this for another… 
 
    “30 seconds,” Daniel called out. 
 
    Finn glanced meaningfully at Kyyle and then looked at his daughter, too busy channeling his spell to call out to her.  Luckily, the earth mage had just burned the last of his mana to move them into position and was currently letting his energies regenerate. 
 
    “Julia, we really need to go!” Kyyle shouted, taking the hint. 
 
    “I’m coming,” she yelled back over her shoulder. 
 
    “20 seconds,” Daniel soon reported. 
 
    “Julia!  Now!” 
 
    His daughter finally started turning at what Finn guessed was the 10-second mark, the ground already beginning to tremble.  He knew that if he had the sight active, he’d be able to see a massive cloud of air mana beginning to well below them.  Julia shoved something into her pack and sprinted up the ant queen’s corpse, her shield looped across her back.  With a surge of her legs, she leaped from the queen’s head, grabbing hold of one of the rock supports and scurrying farther upwards – leaping from one column to another. 
 
    Blasts of air rocketed from the holes ringing the chamber floor, signaling the beginning of the major blast of ambient air mana.  The wind howled as it ripped across the rock before colliding with the heat in the center of the room, the air ripping at Julia’s armor as she tried to scramble higher.  As the wind whipped across the surface of the lake, it flared sharply, the air and fire mana merging and beginning to grow in strength below Finn and Kyyle.  A dense mass of superheated air was already smashing through the room and starting to partially melt the metal floor of the chamber. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as Finn watched Julia, her dark form clawing at the stone support columns as she climbed.  The platform was already trembling, and rock beams were beginning to crack as they struggled to hold it in place.  Julia reached a horizontal column spearing out of the nearby wall.  She pulled herself onto its surface, sprinting across the beam, and then leaped, the force of the kickoff causing the stone to fracture and sending her hurtling into the air toward them.  At the same time, the superheated air sent the first wave of flame crashing upward into the bottom of the platform. 
 
    The flames consumed Julia.  Her limbs abruptly transformed, and her entire body shifted as she used her natural absorption.  Her limbs turned to crackling bands of fire that were lifted upward by the combination of heat and air toward the platform.  Yet the stone disc hadn’t stayed put.  It continued to drift upward as the support beams began to crumble and fall away, and the full force of the blast welled below them. 
 
    Damn it!  Finn thought frantically. 
 
    He’d remember to yell at Julia later.  Right now, he needed to save her damn life.  Finn dropped one channel and started casting again, eyeing his mana worriedly.  Only 15% left.  It would have to be enough. 
 
    Julia’s absorption ended abruptly, her body rematerializing and her arms reaching for the platform – still just a yard short.  He saw her eyes widen with the realization that she wasn’t going to make it.  She was already beginning to fall backward toward the maelstrom of flame below them.  Finn knew she’d be incinerated in an instant with the force of that superheated air.  Her natural spell resistance was no match for the elemental fury that raged through the bottom of the chamber. 
 
    Finn’s spell completed, fire blooming across Julia’s shield.  He pulled with everything he had, physically yanking her toward them with pure force of will.  Julia rocketed upward the last few feet, and her hands gripped the edge of the platform.  Then Kyyle was hauling her onboard, rolling her onto the makeshift elevator.  Smoke curled away from her armor, and her skin was welted and red. 
 
    Then the full blast finally struck. 
 
    It felt like they had strapped a rocket to the bottom of the platform. 
 
    The remainder of the stone support columns melted away in an instant, and the group was sent racing upward, the stone disc swaying and tilting erratically for a moment before stabilizing.  Flames raced past on all sides, creating a funnel of orange fire.  Like the eye in the center of a flaming hurricane, there was only a single circle of clear air just above them.  They were accelerating so rapidly that the force pushed them all flat against the surface of the disc.  Finn was guessing they were experiencing at least 2 Gs as they barreled up through the shaft. 
 
    He struggled against the force, lifting his arm, and tapping his UI to bring up his map.  He could see that they were rising rapidly, three green dots racing up through a column adjacent to the central shaft of the Abyss.  His eyes centered on the yellow dot midway up the chasm.  Their target was roughly a thousand feet above their former position, and they’d already traveled a few hundred feet. 
 
    Yet he could feel them slowing, the pressure lessening, and the flames around the platform receding slightly, although the heat was still intense. 
 
    Now came the hard part.  They were going to have to find a way to get off this thing. 
 
    The pressure was less forceful now, and the group sat back up. 
 
    “Okay, Kyyle, you’re going to need to—” 
 
    Finn was cut off as something slammed into the platform, blasting apart the rock beside him.  A shard of stone cut a line across his cheek.  He glanced to the side and saw some glassy-shaped object embedded in the stone of the platform.  Maybe shrapnel that fell from the walls of the shaft? Finn wondered.  Except, then he saw it move… 
 
    His gaze shifted upward, and his eyes widened. 
 
    “What the fuck?” he murmured. 
 
    Dozens of winged creatures were diving downward through the shaft, their bodies comprised of semi-translucent glass that made them difficult to pick out from the flames and heat that lit the shaft and pushed them ever upward.  Even as Finn watched, another creature sped past, the heat of the air rushing beside the disc swiftly, warming its body to a red glow and burning away its crystalline wings. 
 
    “Kyyle, build us a stone canopy, and then keep reinforcing it!  I’ll try to take them out before they hit the platform,” Finn shouted over the howling wind. 
 
    The earth mage nodded, and streamers of stone began to drift out of the platform, swiftly forming into a makeshift barrier above them.  As the glassy creatures slammed into the surface, their bodies exploded, cracking the stone and forcing Kyyle to keep patching the canopy.  Finn knew that wouldn’t be enough, not with the dozens of forms he had seen barreling down the chasm above them. 
 
    They needed some real anti-air defenses. 
 
    Finn yanked two dense black metal balls from his pack.  Then his hands began moving rapidly.  Within moments, the orbs were awash in flame, fire roiling across their surface before the spheres rocketed upward. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn grunted, focusing on his metal orbs and urging them up toward the glowing orange circle.  The AI raced over to his shoulder.  “Paint my targets for me.”  Suddenly dozens of targets were illuminated in bright blue, making them visible despite the barrier of stone that now hovered above him. 
 
    Finn lay down on the platform and went to work. 
 
    The black metal balls sped through the air so quickly that the flames blurred and twisted, creating orange streamers of energy.  A sphere struck one of the glassy creatures, and the beast exploded like it had just been hit by a cannon shot.  Yet Finn had already picked out another target, the orb smashing through the creature’s body before rotating into another.  He kept going, the spheres twisting and spinning rapidly through the air. 
 
    The creatures exploded above the platform, creating a series of blasts that boomed through the chasm.  Glass rained down upon them but bounced harmlessly off the stone canopy that Kyyle was maintaining.  The earth mage had managed to thicken the barrier with the momentary respite. 
 
    “We’re nearing 800 feet,” Kyyle shouted above the explosions and the harsh whistle of wind.  “We’re also slowing.  I’m guessing we only have a few more seconds until we start falling.” 
 
    Indeed, the pressure had completely relented, indicating that they were no longer accelerating.  Finn spared a glance at his mana.  He was at about 50%.  Damn it, he hoped that was going to be enough. 
 
    “Daniel,” he grunted.  “Do you see an adjacent tunnel up ahead?” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the AI chirped, painting a target another hundred or so feet above them. 
 
    Finn blasted apart two more of the creatures, fragments crashing against the stone canopy.  “Show me the inflection point where our acceleration hits zero…” 
 
    A thin line appeared in his vision, just below the tunnel. 
 
    That’ll have to do. 
 
    Finn abruptly dropped his spells, and the two metal balls sped back down into the shaft below them.  “You guys are going to have to hold them off us for a moment,” Finn barked at Kyyle and Julia.  “When we stop, we’ll only have a few seconds to get off this damn thing.  If we miss the window, we all die!” 
 
    They both nodded and turned their gaze upward.  Kyyle’s mana surged as he tried to maintain the canopy, emerald tendrils winding through the air.  However, without Finn blasting the creatures apart, their bodies smashed against the barrier with enough force to crack the rock.  Chunks of stone broke away and fell into the inferno below them.  There were just too many, and the barrier wouldn’t hold forever. 
 
    Meanwhile, Julia hovered above them, raising her shield, and slamming aside the beasts that made it through the stone barrier and sending them careening into the side of the chasm where they burst apart in a shower of glass. 
 
    Finn turned his focus to the metallic shell that coated the bottom of their platform.  He cast Imbue Fire again, flames erupting along the disc even as the superheated air below them began to wane.  He started ratcheting up the heat as fast as he could.  The barrage of the glass creatures was getting worse.  The canopy was starting to crumble and break apart.  Blocks of stone and sharp, jagged-edged shrapnel were soon adding to the beasts already bombarding them.  A shard cut through his sleeve, carving a bloody furrow down his shoulder, but Finn didn’t have time to dwell on the pain. 
 
    Even worse, to hold this much weight, Finn had to bring the metal up to heat rank 4.  Which meant the metal layer along the bottom of the platform would soon melt and slough off into the shaft and begin eating into the stone disc – liquifying the rock.  Already, he could feel the stone warming below him. 
 
    He spared an anxious glance at the line that Daniel had marked.  They only had a few seconds.  That line was approaching quickly. 
 
    Come on… 
 
    Finn squeezed his eyes shut, waiting for that singular moment of weightlessness – that point where their velocity hit zero, but they hadn’t quite yet begun to fall. 
 
    There it is! 
 
    Finn yanked at the heated metal, holding it steady.  “Get off now!” Finn shouted, struggling to rise to his feet while maintaining the channel.  He felt Julia physically lift him, half-carrying and half-shoving him off the platform.  They all leapt from the stone disc, hitting the ground hard as they dove into the adjoining tunnel. 
 
    Glancing over his shoulder, Finn saw their makeshift platform hovering in the shaft for a fraction of a second – glowing red metal dripping away from the bottom as flames curled up and around the edges of the disc.  Meanwhile, more and more crystalline creatures slammed against the stone canopy, completely breaking apart the rest of the barrier before smashing into the disc itself. 
 
    Then his mana finally bottomed out, and his spells failed. 
 
    What was left of the platform sank out of sight, picking up speed as it raced downward into the shaft with dozens of glassy forms rocketing after it. 
 
    Nearly twenty seconds later, they all felt and heard the impact.  It was explosive, sending faint streamers of dust upward for hundreds of feet and causing the ground to tremble faintly even from this distance. 
 
    “Well, that was exciting,” Kyyle groaned from nearby, rolling onto his back.  “You guys wanna go again?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 36 - Legendary 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 137 
 
      
 
    [The lines of each letter are jagged and harsh, as though someone was stabbing at the page with each swipe of their pen, and droplets of long-dried blood stain the page.] 
 
      
 
    They killed him!  The bastards killed him! 
 
      
 
    I entered the guild last night and made my way quickly to the library.  That was when I saw my laboratory.  The entire room had been burned clean, scorch marks marring the walls.  All my research and notes were destroyed.  The only item that was undamaged by the flames was the warded locker that stored our mana crystals.  It is only by a small stroke of fortune that I was able to retrieve the remainder of the gems. 
 
      
 
    When I examined the room with my sight, I noticed faint remains – burnt bone fragments lingering along the edges of the chamber as though scattered by a blast of flames.  The specifics may be unclear, but the conclusion is obvious.  Several people died in that room.  The acolytes must have assumed the fires would be enough to leave no evidence or make the remains impossible to identify. 
 
      
 
    But they were wrong… 
 
      
 
    I found Renquist’s signet ring among the ashes, the metal half-melted but still recognizable. 
 
      
 
    Those zealots fucking killed him… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn groaned and rolled over, pushing himself upright.  They might be out of the frying pan… well, and the fire, but he suspected there were still plenty of other instruments in this particular kitchen that could do them in. 
 
    You know, like the flying glass creatures that had nearly destroyed their platform… 
 
    He took stock of himself and the group, glancing at the UI in the corner of his vision.  They were all injured, but not badly.  Scrapes and bruises, mostly.  His mana was also swiftly regenerating, and he’d be topped off soon.  And, most importantly, they were all alive.  Once he saw they were all in decent shape, he spared a glance at the shaft they had just exited, checking for those strange glass creatures.  A few more were still diving into the shaft, but they were ignoring the group. 
 
    It seemed they were safe.  For the moment, at least. 
 
    “That was some crazy shit… even for us,” Kyyle muttered, dragging himself over to the tunnel wall and leaning against the surface.  He spared a glance at Finn, shaking his head in awe.  “That was quick thinking with the drill.  And the platform.  Actually, I’m surprised we made it out of there at all.” 
 
    “Some of us almost didn’t,” Finn groused, glaring pointedly at Julia.  She was leaning against the opposite wall, elbow-deep in her pack as she rummaged around for something.  “You almost got yourself fried back there with that stunt.” 
 
    “Yeah, yeah, but it was worth it,” she muttered distractedly before glancing up at him, finally noticing his expression.  “Hey, don’t look at me like that.  Weren’t you missing something important amid all that ridiculous planning and bullshit?” 
 
    “Like what?” Finn demanded, crossing his arms.  “The queen is dead.  We managed to get up the shaft.  No one died.  Mission accomplished.” 
 
    “Oh, I dunno.  Typically, in most games, encountering a boss in a raid-level dungeon typically leads to something…” She trailed off, watching his face to see if he understood her implied message.  Yet it was clear after a few seconds that her point wasn’t landing.  She let out a frustrated sigh and gestured at Kyyle.  “You want to help the crypt keeper here?  Apparently, he’s so old, he’s forgotten how to play videogames.” 
 
    Finn looked at Kyyle.  Had his daughter lost her mind?  What the hell was she talking about? 
 
    “Loot,” Kyyle said simply, eyeing Julia with a curious gleam in his eye.  “I’m pretty sure she’s talking about loot.” 
 
    “Shiny, shiny awesome loot from the pits of hell itself!” Julia crowed, pulling a bunch of items out of her bag.  “You know one great thing about this place?  It’s waaaay higher level than us, which means the loot is just that much sweeter.” 
 
    She tossed a flaming item at Finn, and he snatched it from the air before he realized what he was doing – almost dropping it as he realized it was on fire.  Yet strangely, the flames didn’t hurt him, they only felt warm against his skin.  He inspected the object closely and realized that beneath the flames was a metal circlet that was constructed from the same dark ore that the fire ants had been so fond of – except this particular item appeared to be conjuring the aura of the flame itself. 
 
    Then it clicked. 
 
    He was holding the fire ant queen’s crown… 
 
      
 
    Crown of Sulphera 
 
    This crown is crafted from a hyper-dense metal that naturally responds to fire mana.  However, the crown has spent so long underground, that it has become almost one with the flame, creating a perpetual crown of fire.  This item can only be obtained by defeating a fire ant queen in combat… announcing her true successor to the world! 
 
    Quality:  A 
 
    Durability:  Indestructible 
 
    Requirements:  40% or more fire affinity. 
 
    +25 Intelligence 
 
    +25 Vitality 
 
    +5 Mana Regen/Second 
 
    Increases caster’s Control Range by 5 feet. 
 
    (Soulbound) 
 
      
 
    Unlocks the passive skill, Burning Frenzy, which increases the damage and effectiveness of every third fire spell cast by the user by 100%. 
 
    Cost:  NA 
 
    Cooldown:  NA 
 
      
 
    “Damn,” Finn murmured, staring at the notification in shock.  The crown was ludicrous, at least compared to anything he had seen in the Mage Guild.  Admittedly, he had only managed to visit Charlotte’s shop as a novice, and most of the gear that was available to him had been crap.  “Is this normal loot for running dungeons?” 
 
    “Uh, no.  It definitely isn’t,” Julia replied curtly.  Finn looked up at her, and he was forced to do a double take, his brow furrowing in confusion. 
 
    In her hand was a metallic weapon about three feet long, the surface glimmering softly.  He wouldn’t exactly call it a sword since he didn’t see a clear edge.  If anything, it more closely resembled a rapier – except this one had ridges, concentric rings that ran the length of the weapon, and it was wider at the base, which seemed odd. 
 
    It actually… looked rather familiar… 
 
    “What is—?” 
 
    Finn was cut off as Julia snapped the weapon forward with a flick of her wrist.  The rapier immediately telescoped outward, forming a thin lance nearly eight feet long that ended in a needle-like point.  With the weapon fully extended, Finn could also see that a familiar glimmering, diamond-like substance coated its length. 
 
    “That’s… that’s one of Sulphera’s forelegs,” Finn murmured. 
 
    “Indeed,” Julia said, snapping her arm back and the lance retracting in a flash.  “A.K.A., my new, sweet death baby,” she said, stroking her new lance fondly. 
 
    “It doesn’t look very rogue-like.  Or much like a dagger,” Kyyle observed. 
 
    “Well, what can I say, I’m becoming more of a weapon slut… playing the field, you know,” she retorted with a grin.  “More seriously though, ever since Finn told me about the effects of the purge, I’ve been thinking that daggers really aren’t my best choice.  They don’t really give me the leverage I need to take advantage of my strength. 
 
    “Plus,” she added, hefting her shield on the other hand, “I’ve really grown quite fond of this shield, and my daggers are too short to use with it easily.  But my new precious is just perfect,” she said, cooing at the retracted lance. 
 
    Finn couldn’t help but roll his eyes – even if he couldn’t refute her logic. 
 
    “What did you get?” he asked Kyyle. 
 
    The earth mage held up a set of robes, the surface a mixture of green and black.  “The ant queen must have heard me bitching about my robes.  I’m guessing she swallowed this or something?” he observed in a dry voice.  “Otherwise, I don’t see how a gigantic flaming ant was carrying around a pristine robe.” 
 
    “Videogame logic,” Julia offered.  “A chest also appeared after we killed her… that’s what I was fiddling with.”  They stared at her incredulously.  “Come on, it’s not like I somehow pried a flaming crown from her head, and it just so happened to fit Finn.”  A pause.  “Even if he does have an enormous head.” 
 
    “Hmph,” Finn grunted.  That wasn’t entirely realistic, but he supposed he could see the point.  How else would different classes gear themselves?  “Is it any good?” Finn asked Kyyle, waving at the robe. 
 
    The earth mage grinned at him excitedly.  “Uh, yeah.  The stats are great, but the best effect is the increase to my control range.  It adds 10 yards.” 
 
    Finn let out a low whistle.  That was a big damn deal.  It seemed that earth mages had an advantage with range.  That seemed fitting.  Kyyle had very few direct offensive abilities and was primarily relegated to crowd control and environmental manipulation – which were pretty damn useful in their own right. 
 
    “You going to put your crown on?” Julia asked, finally done caressing her new weapon, which was now swaying at her hip, her shield strapped across her back. 
 
    Finn looked down at the flaming circlet and shrugged.  He supposed he might as well.  He settled the crown on top of his brow and then looked at his companions… who were just staring at him blankly. 
 
    “Uh, what’s the matter?” Finn asked. 
 
    “It-it actually projects the crown above your head like Sulphera when you put it on,” Julia murmured.  “That actually looks pretty badass…” 
 
    “So, it basically paints a giant target on my forehead?” Finn groused. 
 
    “Well, technically, it’s more like the crown of your head,” Kyyle offered, barely able to contain his own laughter. 
 
    This earned him a groan from both Finn and Julia.  “Seriously?  We can still push you over the ledge,” Finn pointed out, gesturing at the ledge behind him.  This just made the earth mage laugh harder. 
 
    “Anyway,” Julia began, rolling her eyes, “I think you can disable the headgear in the menu.  Again, not super realistic, but I guess they had to build that stuff into the game, or no one would wear this sort of gear.  In major cities, I suspect wearing a flaming crown would get your ass mugged in about 30 seconds.” 
 
    Finn swiped at his UI and found the option a few seconds later, quickly toggling it off.  While he appreciated how cool the crown might look, he didn’t want the ambient fire mana to draw any of the wildlife – at least, until they managed to get the hell out of the Abyss. 
 
    On that note, he quickly pulled up his map and projected it into the air in front of him so that his teammates could view the image.  He could see their three green dots located directly east of the massive central shaft.  His guess was that over time the mixture of the air mana and the heat from the queen had carved the narrower, adjacent shaft they had used to ascend the Abyss. 
 
    “Looks like we’re only about 100 feet below our target,” Kyyle murmured, tapping at the golden icon located to the west of them.  “The problem is that the vault is on the other side of that main shaft.” 
 
    “Easy enough.  Sounds like we just need to hoof it,” Julia offered, earning her an incredulous look from both Finn and Kyyle.  “What?  Can’t a girl be in a good mood?  Shiny new lance, remember?” 
 
    Finn shook his head.  “Nothing about this has been easy so far.  It looks to be at least a mile horizontally – not accounting for finding a way across the Abyss.  And you remember that place, right?  Giant hole in the ground?  Ton of ambient earth mana and crisscrossed with moving glass pillars?” 
 
    His daughter just snorted at him and continued petting her lance. 
 
    Finn’s gaze shifted back to the ledge behind them, noting a glimmering creature resting along the edge.  “And that’s also ignoring whatever those translucent flying things were,” he murmured, cautiously approaching the pile of glass. 
 
    As he neared the creature, he toed it with his boot, flipping it over.  Whatever it was, it looked dead now, its body half-melted, and its wings shorn off.  An inspection didn’t provide any useful information – not even the creature’s name.  Possibly, it was too severely damaged to obtain any information. 
 
    “Hey, Daniel,” Finn said aloud, and the AI flashed into existence beside him. 
 
    “Yes, sir?  Congratulations on not dying, by the way.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Finn replied sarcastically.  “Did you happen to scan those glass things that were diving down the shaft?” 
 
    “I did, indeed,” Daniel chirped, projecting a glowing orange image beside him.  “I have taken to scanning all potential aggressors immediately.  So, basically everyone and everything you three encounter.” 
 
    “His sense of humor really is improving,” Kyyle murmured with a grin. 
 
    “Why, thank you!” Daniel replied, flashing brightly. 
 
    “Don’t encourage him,” Finn grumbled, and he saw the AI’s light dim.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry.  Good job, Daniel.  We appreciate the scan.” 
 
    “Thank you, sir,” the AI replied, sounding pleased with himself and brightening in response.  Apparently, Daniel had developed a fondness for praise.  Now they just had a sometimes moody and self-conscious AI assisting them.  Perfect. 
 
    Finn and his companions gathered around the model, inspecting it closely. 
 
    “It looks a lot like an ant,” Kyyle murmured.  His finger traced the creature’s wings.  “Except these can fly.  Females, maybe?  And obviously the body is composed entirely of glass instead of the chitin and the dark metal like the others.  Maybe those were males?” 
 
    Even as he spoke aloud, another prompt popped up in front of Finn.  The others’ eyes went distant as well, which told him he wasn’t the only one who had received the notification. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  Local-Area Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  Adventurers have slain Sulphera, the Fire Ant Queen.  The fire ant nest in the lowest levels of the Abyss is now without a ruler, and rival females shall fight for the honor of reclaiming the vacant colony. 
    
  With Sulphera’s death, permanent damage has also been done to the precarious ecological balance within the Abyss.  Rival queens may now colonize other portions of the Abyss or may attempt to roam outside the dungeon, scouting the local region in search of new locations to establish a colony. 
    
  In other words, you should consider calling pest control immediately… 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    “Shit,” Finn muttered, eyeing the floating blue notification in irritation.  It was bad enough that they might have allowed the ants to spread outside the Abyss, but the fact that the notice had been issued across the entire dungeon was a problem.  “That damn notice was as good as a flashing neon sign announcing that we’re still alive.” 
 
    The others looked equally bleak, glaring at the notice.  “I guess the others will know we’re coming now,” Julia muttered. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kyyle had pulled up his personal interface and was tapping away at his notes.  “That sucks, but the prompt did provide some useful information.  I might have been on the right track before.”  He gestured at the limp glass corpse beside them.  “I think these are winged females.  The queen must have been destroying them in waves as they dove down into the shaft – effectively killing off her competition.” 
 
    Julia stared at him.  “Yeah, okay.  Except how did the females get up here when the eggs are all down there?  And why dive into the shaft just to die?” 
 
    Kyyle hesitated, frowning slightly.  “Maybe the females all migrate?  Crawl out of the lower levels and up the walls of the central shaft?  As for their suicide flight, I’m guessing that’s a natural response.  Like a mosquito flying toward a flame.” 
 
    Finn chewed on the inside of his cheek.  “Or a massive surge of fire and air mana?” 
 
    The earth mage nodded.  “That would make sense.”  He paused.  “Although that would also indicate that the females can possibly sense either fire or air mana – or both.  My guess is air.  They’d need to feed on something up here in order to fly, maybe?” 
 
    “How’s that now?” Julia asked.  “I didn’t follow that logic jump.” 
 
    “Well, they can fly,” Kyyle said, waving at the corpse.  “Except they’re made of glass, which isn’t terribly aerodynamic.  My guess is that the wings are more cosmetic.  Or are used to project air mana like the beetles we rode out here.” 
 
    Julia was now looking at him with respect in her eyes.  “Okay, yeah, that makes sense.  Since when did you become the ant expert?” 
 
    Kyyle shrugged and gave her a grin.  “We’ve spent the better part of the last week stuck underground in a giant fire ant colony.  I’ve read a ridiculous number of articles on our earthborn variants at this point.  You probably don’t want to see my internet search history… it looks super weird right now.” 
 
    “Either way, it’s a start,” Finn said, patting Kyyle on the back.  “Good work.” 
 
    “Thanks,” he offered in reply. 
 
    Finn turned to look down the tunnel behind him, the dark passageway heading dead west toward their target.  “Now, we just need to explore again.  And hope these female ants don’t pose a threat.  Well, and that we don’t encounter anything worse than the fire ants, I guess,” he added reluctantly. 
 
    From the expressions painted on his companions’ faces, no one in the group expected that to be the case.  Yet there was nothing for it but to keep moving forward. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 37 - Twinkling 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 138 
 
      
 
    My purpose has changed.  The Seer’s temple is responsible for that. 
 
      
 
    Even now, my earliest memories are returning.  The destruction of the orphanage was their doing – those degenerate zealots reduced it to ash, took me from the grounds, strapped me down, and twisted my mind with the help of a dark mage.  They have taken everything from me.  My family, my friends, my memories, my research.  They even took the one man who had shown me the smallest kindness, the one person who pulled me out of the darkness all those years ago and offered me passion and purpose. 
 
      
 
    I will not forget again.  And I will not forgive.  I do not know why they did this to me, but it doesn’t matter – not now.  Up until this point, my research has been focused on searching for answers to cosmic questions.  It has been a pursuit of learning for learning’s sake.  However, moving forward, my mission is more tangible – more concrete. 
 
      
 
    The temples and their acolytes are a plague on this world.  They toy with our lives in the name of false gods – justifying the harm they inflict with their self-righteous bullshit.  If I wish to help others, the best way to accomplish that is to wipe it clean of these so-called gods and all evidence of their disease.  I will start by erasing the Seer’s temple from the face of this world; tear it down brick by brick if I must. 
 
      
 
    And that journey starts by continuing my research.  By growing stronger.  By studying my enemy and learning their weaknesses.  And when the time comes, I will destroy them all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn peered around the corner of the tunnel, making certain to keep his body concealed behind the stone wall.  He hoped that the earth mana would hide his presence from whatever lived in the massive chasm that lingered just a few yards away.  The group now stood near the edge of the main shaft, having had a relatively peaceful journey after they managed to escape the fire ant colony.  Now they faced just a tiny problem – they needed to somehow traverse the central shaft of the Abyss. 
 
    It must be nighttime above ground, Finn thought. 
 
    Sunlight no longer reflected off the thick columns of glass that crisscrossed the chasm.  Instead, a dim gloom hovered across the massive circular enclosure.  Wind whistled among the pillars, and the screech of grinding glass echoed through the underground shaft.  Finn could only assume the sound was due to the shifts of ambient earth mana, the giant columns growing, twisting, and moving at random. 
 
    His brow furrowed as his eyes began to adjust to the gloom, Finn having only dismissed Daniel’s bright form a few seconds ago.  He could make out clouds of twinkling yellow lights drifting among the columns.  Although he couldn’t see what was creating the lights from this distance, they vaguely reminded Finn of earthborn fireflies – the flicker intermittent as though the clouds were made up of hundreds of smaller creatures.  He had never witnessed swarms of bugs this dense in the real world though.  The lights were so tightly packed that they created glittering yellow smears of colors against the dark backdrop. 
 
    Ignoring the flickering clouds for a moment, he peered at the glass columns.  A gigantic pillar rested near the mouth of the tunnel exit, stretching outward across the central shaft before fading away into darkness.  Its surface was at least six feet wide, and the glass created a flat shelf along its top.  With his regular vision, Finn couldn’t be certain that the column stretched all the way across the chasm – the circular enclosure looked just shy of a mile across – but it certainly seemed promising.  A bridge maybe. 
 
    Finn almost turned to address the others, but hesitated… 
 
    A dark shadow suddenly swooped from one of the glass columns that loomed above the tunnel entrance, its silhouette barely visible.  The blur dove toward a cloud of the yellow lights, the colors scattering in all directions as the creature struck.  A moment later, the swarm recovered and regrouped.  For its part, the shadow creature arced back toward another column, its form pitching forward hard as it struck the glass before locking itself in place, the movement letting out a shrill scraping sound. 
 
    Finn cocked his head as he heard that singular sound repeated – not once, but dozens of times.  His eyes widened as he realized he had mistaken the creatures landing upon the glass columns for the scratch of ambient earth mana. 
 
    Even now, he saw more dark blurs swooping toward the lights, the flickering clouds dancing and spinning across the chasm in a dizzying display of color – dividing and regrouping in streams of yellow light.  It would have looked beautiful, but for the very real risk those movements represented.  He’d been right about the clouds.  They must be composed of some type of living creature – creatures that were currently being hunted by the shadowy predators along the columns. 
 
    “Anything?” Kyyle whispered from behind him. 
 
    “Yeah, I think we have some company,” Finn replied softly. 
 
    “Of course,” Julia quipped from farther back in the tunnel, his daughter watching their rear apprehensively.  “Because we were starting to get lonely after killing off the ants, right?” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  He could certainly sympathize with her frustration, although it did little to address their current predicament.  They needed to get across that shaft – the vault marker hovering on the other side. 
 
    “Let me check with my sight,” he murmured.  “Maybe it’s not as bad as it looks…” 
 
    He braced a hand against the wall, squeezing his eyes shut, and activating his Mana Sight.  Suddenly, the darkened shaft was brightly illuminated – an enormous cylinder of dark-green walls crisscrossed with similarly colored columns.  First, Finn checked their possible path through the chasm.  The column of glass resting against the entrance to their tunnel did appear to stretch across the entirety of the shaft – a stroke of fortune. 
 
    Good, we have a possible way across, he thought. 
 
    His attention shifted to the clouds of flickering yellow lights.  In his sight, they no longer twinkled.  Instead, they appeared as bright collections of yellow air mana that stood out harshly against the green backdrop.  Whatever made up those clouds seemed highly attuned to air magic. 
 
    Finn’s focus lifted to the glass pillars, looking for their shadowy new friends. 
 
    He picked them out a moment later, the creatures glowing with a soft yellow-and-orange light.  They clustered together along teardrop-shaped formations that extended downward from the glass columns.  As Finn’s gaze swept the shaft, he realized that there were dozens of those formations sprinkled throughout the chasm.  The structure almost reminded him of a beehive. 
 
    Or nests for the female fire ants, Finn realized, suddenly recognizing the creatures’ shape from the outlines that Daniel had created during their escape from the fire ant queen’s chamber.  He felt a weight sink in his stomach. 
 
    “Damn it,” he muttered, dropping the sight and retreating into the hallway. 
 
    “That good, huh?” Kyyle offered, before peeking around the corner himself. 
 
    Finn rubbed at his eyes.  “There must be hundreds of those flying glass-like ants that attacked us while we were escaping perched all over the columns.  Female fire ants – assuming Kyyle’s guess is right.  They seem to be eating those yellow clouds, probably clusters of bugs or something, like fireflies.” 
 
    “Shit,” Julia echoed.  “How did we miss that during our fall?” 
 
    Finn shrugged.  “They might be nocturnal.  Or we might have been moving pretty damn fast, and our focus was on not getting crushed to a pulp,” he added in a dry tone. 
 
    “Okay, fair enough,” his daughter replied with a sigh. 
 
    “Well, it may not be so bad,” Kyyle offered slowly.  “We still aren’t sure what types of mana the females can see – either fire or air mana most likely.  And they didn’t really attack us before.  We were just in the way.  What sort of mana are those clouds putting off?” 
 
    Finn looked up, cocking his head.  “Air mana – they practically glow with it.” 
 
    Kyyle nodded.  “So, we could test it.  Maybe send out Daniel and see if they can also sense fire mana?” 
 
    “Not a bad plan.  Worst case, we have to fight them here in the tunnel – which is better than out in the open.  And we can always retreat if we need to…”  Finn trailed off, seeing both Kyyle and Julia nodding along.  It seemed they had an agreement.  Without another word, the earth mage moved farther down the tunnel to start building fortifications, narrowing the rock walls to create a chokepoint. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn said curtly, and the AI soon flashed into existence beside him. 
 
    “Yes, sir?” Daniel replied. 
 
    “Uh… so we need you to fly out into the central shaft and sort of hover there for about 60 seconds.  Can you do that?”  Finn asked, trying to be circumspect about their goal. 
 
    The AI pulsed weakly.  “Am I the bait… again?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly.  We don’t think the creatures out there will be able to see you.  So more like a test subject?” Finn offered. 
 
    If Daniel had had a face, Finn imagined he would be staring at him with an incredulous expression right now.  He could practically feel the AI’s hesitation. 
 
    “I promise nothing will happen to you,” Finn urged.  “And we really need your help.” 
 
    Daniel let out a frustrated sigh.  “Fine.  Fine.  I’ll go save everyone again,” he replied bitterly before darting off around the corner.  “Scan this, highlight this, fly into a death canyon…” the AI muttered as he flew off. 
 
    Julia chuckled from behind Finn.  “He does have a point.  Daniel has sort of been the MVP of our little road trip out of hell.” 
 
    “I’ll be sure to give him a gold star if we get out of here,” Finn replied sarcastically. 
 
    Then he shifted his attention back to the chasm, activating his sight again so that he could stay behind the protective rock wall.  He could see Daniel’s brightly glowing form dart out across the expanse – briefly envious of his ability to fly.  That would have made several parts of their journey a hell of a lot more pleasant. 
 
    He watched anxiously to see if anything approached the AI, Finn’s eyes focusing on the female ants that clustered on their teardrop-shaped nests.  Yet, as a full minute passed, they didn’t seem to make any move toward the AI.  One of the yellow clouds of flickering bugs drifted closer to Daniel, but that was the only reaction to his presence. 
 
    The AI soon swept back into the cave as Finn deactivated his sight.  “I’m sure everyone will be relieved to hear that I wasn’t attacked,” Daniel announced. 
 
    “Overjoyed,” Finn grunted.  In fact, he was relieved.  That meant they might be able to make it across the chasm after all. 
 
    Kyyle seemed to be reading his mind.  “So, nothing responded to the fire mana?” 
 
    “Not really,” Finn said.  “Which means Julia should be good since she gives off no mana signature.  Although, you and I will have some ambient air mana by default.  We might be able to mask that if I cast Imbue Fire on two of the metal spheres and have them circle us slowly as we try to cross the chasm.” 
 
    The earth mage nodded.  “Seems like a good plan.” 
 
    “So, we’re really going to do this?” Julia asked with a frown.  She seemed to be recalling their last visit to the main shaft – the fall that had almost killed them.  Not that Finn blamed her.  He wasn’t in a hurry to repeat that experience. 
 
    “I guess so,” Finn replied evenly, pulling two of the crude metal orbs from his bag.  He’d begun to prefer raw metal to his daggers as his mana regeneration increased, and he became more proficient at reshaping the metal in the middle of combat.  His duel with the fire ant queen had shown him just how powerful that flexibility could be. 
 
    “We’ve got less than a mile between us and the other side of the shaft,” Finn said, glancing up at his teammates and noting their tense posture – both were checking and rechecking their gear.  “I say we take this at a jog and try to get across as fast as possible.  I’ll keep my orbs up and burning.  We also need to watch out for a surge of ambient earth mana.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes darted to Kyyle.  “If the columns start shifting, we’re probably going to be relying on you to build us a bridge across – if not to the other side, then to another column.  Can you work with the glass?” 
 
    The earth mage tilted his head.  “Yeah, but it’s going to be brittle and won’t withstand a beating.  You might give it a few extra seconds before putting your full weight on it.” 
 
    “Understood,” Finn said with a curt nod.  “If we need to retreat and are less than halfway, we head back this way.  However, once we pass the halfway point—” 
 
    “We keep moving forward,” Julia finished for him.  “Definitely not our first batshit, crazy dash for safety,” she offered with a grin, earning her a chuckle from Kyyle. 
 
    “Fair enough.  We ready?” Finn asked, eyeing them carefully. 
 
    They both nodded. 
 
    “Okay… on three,” Finn said, his fingers already beginning to move as he cast Imbue Fire.  “One… two… three!” 
 
    The group raced out from around the corner and started across the glass column in a single-file line, Julia taking the lead – her retracted lance and shield in hand – while the other two brought up the rear.  The pair of metal spheres were awash in flame, and Finn brought them each up to heat rank 2.  They began to orbit slowly around Kyyle and himself – their flames giving off waves of heat and helping to light the gloomy chasm. 
 
    They pressed forward at a steady jog, keeping close together.  Finn spared a glance down and immediately regretted that decision.  All that lingered below them was murky darkness, the ground no longer visible at night.  Although, he knew firsthand exactly how far it was to the bottom and how painful it would be to make that fall – a trip he desperately didn’t want to repeat. 
 
    This almost feels too easy, Finn thought as they neared the halfway point. 
 
    The females hadn’t tried to attack them, and the clusters of flickering lights drifted around them in spiraling azure clouds.  At this range, Finn could finally confirm that the clouds were comprised of small insects.  His guess at fireflies had been close.  Each one was no larger than his pinky, its abdomen occasionally flaring with yellow light.  The sight had been impressive from the mouth of the tunnel, but from out here – suspended over the shaft and surrounded by the dense clouds – it was spectacular, like they were racing across an ocean of swimming lights. 
 
    Then Finn’s brow furrowed as he watched the twinkling clouds… 
 
    Up close, they looked a bit too thick, at least compared to what he had observed back in the tunnel.  The clusters of bugs seemed to squeeze in toward them, as though drawn to the group somehow. 
 
    A shadow abruptly swooped down through a nearby cloud of insects, the female diving only a few short yards away from Finn and scooping several of the flashing creatures into her mouth.  He could feel the wind as she sliced through the pack, the smaller insects breaking apart and curling around the column as the larger ant struck. 
 
    Then another female dove toward the bugs – closer this time. 
 
    He heard a sizzle and pop as some of the insects collided with the flaming sphere beside him.  The sound was followed by another.  And then another.  Smoke curled away from both his orb and Kyyle’s, the bugs now starting to fly directly toward the superheated metal spheres.  Finn watched with a growing sense of dread, noticing the clouds continue to thicken as more fireflies joined the swarm.  The combined light was now bright enough to illuminate most of the shaft around them, likely creating a glowing beacon of air mana. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” Finn muttered. 
 
    “I think the heat is attracting the bugs—” Kyyle shouted from behind Finn. 
 
    The earth mage was cut off as he let out a yelp, surging forward and grabbing Finn’s shoulder to steady himself as a female fire ant dove too close, clipping the edge of the column and shaving off a shower of glass fragments.  Another female swept down to Finn’s left, nearly hitting him as he struggled to maintain his balance and keep moving forward.  Many more shadows were beginning to pull away from the nests hanging above them, circling the group as they tried to cross the glass column. 
 
    Finn could see that Kyyle was right.  And while they might be invisible to the female ants, the hyper-dense cluster of twinkling bugs was starting to paint a massive target – turning their group into collateral damage. 
 
    “Julia, we need to speed this up,” Finn shouted, urging his daughter to move faster.  She promptly picked up the pace, only sparing a brief, worried glance over her shoulder. 
 
    A female fire ant suddenly smashed down directly in front of Finn, the creature missing its mark in its haste and hunger.  Its body exploded apart in a shower of fragments, and Finn raised his arm to ward off the shrapnel, but a few stray pieces still managed to cut bloody lines across his hands and face.  The only saving grace was that the impact had briefly dispersed the swarm. 
 
    I need to break up the cloud of bugs or at least move them away from us, Finn thought frantically.  However, his control range was rather limited, so just moving the orbs away from the group wouldn’t be enough.  He was going to have to get creative. 
 
    Acting as quickly as he could while still maintaining their breakneck pace across the column, he began raising the heat on his orbs, the flames flaring brightly.  The increased heat only served to attract more of the bugs.  The swarm was packed so tightly against them now that they beat against Finn’s chest and face as he ran.  The popping sound became more frequent as the bugs threw themselves into the fire. 
 
    Yet he needed to heat up the metal.  As the temperature rose, the orbs began to glow a bright red.  Once pliable, he flattened the orbs and reshaped them, creating a fluted fin-shape, like a fan blade.  With a twist of his hands, he set them to spinning, using a move similar to the one he had used to break up the cloud of sand when they had been ambushed at the top of the Abyss.  Except this time, his design was more sophisticated, his creations scooping at the air and creating a miniature tornado around Finn and Kyyle as they picked up speed.  The force of the heated air pushed the bugs away and funneled them up into the sky. 
 
    Finn spared a glance upward and saw that he had inadvertently created a massive, twinkling yellow twister of bugs.  The female fire ants swooped through the column with abandon now, gorging themselves on the insects.  As each female struck the column, the bugs splashed out of the way like glowing yellow water, causing ripples along the surface of the glimmering tornado. 
 
    More and more of the shadows were pulling away from the columns above them, dozens – possibly hundreds – of the females beginning to join the feeding frenzy.  However, their angle of attack was now shallower, aiming at the air above the group instead of directly beside Finn and Kyyle.  Fewer of the females were crashing into the column or clipping the sides of the glass bridge. 
 
    “This isn’t going to keep them off us for long!” Kyyle shouted, his voice sounding harried and his breath coming in frantic gasps now.  Indeed, Finn could see that the dark cloud of female ants was becoming incredibly dense.  They would occasionally collide in their craze, and their broken bodies now rained down around the group.  As though on cue, one of the creatures smashed into the ground in front of Finn, its glass body blasting apart. 
 
    “Damn it,” Finn muttered, stumbling but keeping up his headlong pace. 
 
    He just hoped that they could last long enough to reach the other side of the shaft.  The glass wall was beginning to loom large ahead of them.  They were past the halfway point now, so there was no turning back. 
 
    We’re going to make it, Finn thought.  We have to make it! 
 
    It was at that point that he felt a tremble in the glass column. 
 
    Julia let out a shout.  “Ambient earth mana,” she cried.  “To me!  Brace yourselves!” 
 
    He watched as his daughter flicked her lance outward and stabbed it into the glass at her feet, embedding the diamond-coated surface into their makeshift bridge.  Finn and Kyyle rushed to her side, grabbing hold of the lance as the column began to tilt and list below them, shifting slowly to the right.  Finn maintained his channels, creating a massive funnel of twinkling yellow bugs above them.  The twister had become so dense that it now illuminated the shaft for dozens of yards in every direction. 
 
    Raising her shield protectively, Julia batted aside the occasional female that dropped down toward the group.  Finn’s breathing came in ragged gasps, and he glanced around, frantically searching for a path forward.  He picked out the mouth of a tunnel about 50 yards away along the wall of the chasm.  Although, their column was slowly rotating away from the opening, shifting back toward the opposite side of the shaft. 
 
    They were so close.  They just needed to find a way across. 
 
    Finn saw another glass column drifting out of the wall nearby, a third connecting pillar offering a possible path to the tunnel entrance… assuming they could make the jumps.  It was getting closer with each passing second.  Even so, they were going to need to shorten the gap a bit. 
 
    “Okay, you see that column coming up,” Finn shouted at the other two, pointing at the glass pillar.  His teammates both nodded.  “We’re going to have to jump!” 
 
    Kyyle’s eyes widened, and Julia grimaced. 
 
    “Build up a ledge,” Finn shouted at Kyyle. 
 
    The earth mage nodded, swallowing his fear.  His hand began to move, and liquid glass soon drifted away from their column, creating a makeshift ledge that spanned out toward the approaching pillar. 
 
    It thickened swiftly as Kyyle fed it more mana, but the platform was still too narrow.  More and more of the broken female ants were beginning to fall around them – glass now raining steadily down upon the group.  An ant nearly crashed into Kyyle, but Julia smashed it aside at the last moment with her shield, the shower of glass fragments still cutting across the earth mage’s face.  However, Kyyle never slowed his casting. 
 
    Finn saw their moment coming… 
 
    “Now!” he shouted. 
 
    Julia yanked her lance from the glass, and the group raced toward the ledge in a single-file line.  His daughter sprinted up the platform that Kyyle had created and leaped out into open air, hurtling across the divide and hitting the other column in a roll.  Finn soon followed, his stomach lurching as he felt himself race across the expanse.  Then he hit the glass hard and rolled – although less gracefully than Julia.  He spared a glance behind him to see Kyyle making the leap. 
 
    Just as his feet kicked off the glass, it fractured, throwing Kyyle’s jump wide.  Finn felt his stomach drop, seeing that his angle was off… he wasn’t going to make it.  Finn’s fingers twitched.  Maybe he could flatten his metal funnels into makeshift platforms… 
 
    However, Julia’s lance flicked forward, and Kyyle snatched at the metal, his fingers curling around the lance.  He managed to hold his grip, clinging to the metal desperately as he hung suspended above the chasm.  With a jerk, Julia pulled him forward and back onto the column of glass.  Throughout it all, she was still holding up her shield with her other arm to deflect the rain of glass that showered them from above. 
 
    “Fuck… thank you,” Kyyle gasped, clinging to the column. 
 
    “We’re not done!” Finn shouted, pointing at another glass pillar that was approaching.  Their column was still moving, but it wouldn’t put them close enough to the mouth of the tunnel – which still lingered a few dozen yards away.  They needed to make it to the second adjoining pillar… and fast. 
 
    Julia hauled Kyyle back to his feet, and they continued their mad dash across the glass.  Finn’s flaming metal funnels were still creating a whirlwind of sparkling yellow lights above their heads, and the crushed and broken bodies of the female ants still crashed down around them, causing the glass column to tremble with each impact. 
 
    They leaped again, the group hitting the next pillar with a series of thumps before racing into the mouth of the tunnel.  Julia shoved Kyyle ahead of her into the entrance before turning back to face the swarm of bugs.  Finn’s flaming metal fans sliced through the twinkling insects as he tried desperately to funnel them away from the entrance.  The female ants continued to home in on the target the bugs created and were now crashing into the side of the chasm and exploding violently against the thick glass. 
 
    “Get a wall up,” Finn shouted at Kyyle.  The young mage began casting, not bothering to try to regain his feet, and green tendrils twined around his fingers as he lay upon the ground. 
 
    As a stone fortification began to grow behind them, several of the female ants dove toward the cloud that blocked the tunnel entrance, putting them on a direct collision course with Finn and Julia.  His daughter’s lance darted forward in a rapid series of blows.  She impaled one female, slinging it to the side where it collided with another.  A third made it past her lance, and she promptly smashed it aside with her shield, sending its body hurtling into the nearby rock wall where it broke apart in a shower of glass. 
 
    Finn hovered behind Julia, his flaming metal discs racing off to the side of the tunnel entrance as he tried to lure the clouds of bugs away as best he could, keeping them at the very edge of his control range.  However, that was a futile goal with the huge number of glimmering insects in front of them.  The cloud was simply too massive now, spanning nearly forty feet wide.  He spared a glance over his shoulder and saw that Kyyle’s wall was beginning to solidify. 
 
    “Julia!  Retreat!” Finn barked out, his daughter cocking her head and slowly stepping backward even as her lance continued to impale and beat aside the female ants.  When she got close enough, he grabbed her shoulder and yanked her through the opening, the pair falling back into the tunnel as the wall fully closed, and Finn sent his flaming fans rocketing out into the chasm with one final twitch of his fingers. 
 
    Then they lay there in the darkened tunnel, hearing the repetitive pounding of female ants crashing against the cliff face beside them – their bodies exploding apart as they tried to feed off the glowing yellow bugs.  The sound began to slow as the bugs retreated, likely racing after the still-warm metal of Finn’s discs. 
 
    “Yeah… definitely not easy,” Julia gasped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 38 - Gestation 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 140 
 
      
 
    [The journal entries have become more erratic, the previously flowing script now harsh, hastily scribbled lines marred by dirt and sand.  Large amounts of time seem to pass between each entry, the passages losing their uniform structure and becoming more chaotic and disjointed.] 
 
      
 
    Lahab is no longer safe for me.  The acolytes are everywhere. 
 
      
 
    I left the city’s sandy streets days ago, journeying far to the north.  That same river of mana I saw on the way to the undead kingdom looms bright over the desert.  It is most visible at night as I lay awake among one rocky outcropping after another, trying to find some solace from my nightmares.  The colors merge and diverge almost at random.  Yet I sense a pattern in the chaos.  These currents must flow somewhere.  If I can find their source, I may unlock more secrets – more power. 
 
      
 
    During my journey, I have continued to absorb more and more of the mana crystals, now intent on building my affinities as fast as possible.  Strangely, the chills and hot flashes recede after absorbing the mana, as though the process might have some effect on my lingering illness.  I will need to investigate that further once I find more time.  But for now, the focus is on growing stronger – ever stronger. 
 
      
 
    I will need that strength for the war that is coming. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “I think you can stop now,” Finn offered, leaning against the side of the tunnel and watching Kyyle.  The earth mage had reinforced the wall, sealing off the passage until it was at least three yards thick.  “I can see with my sight that the tornado of bugs has already begun to dissipate, and most of the female ants have returned to their nests.” 
 
    “You can never be too careful,” Kyyle grumbled, glaring at the wall, but his hand stilled, and he sunk back against the nearby wall. 
 
    They found themselves in a tunnel on the western side of the central shaft, the dark passage lit only by the flickering light of Daniel’s body.  Finn glanced at the walls, noting that the composition was different than farther down the pit.  The uniform tunnels carved by the ants had given way to a more-natural formation, glass coating the walls and forming haphazard angles and planes that reflected the flickering flames cast by the AI. 
 
    “I just don’t get it,” Kyyle muttered, swiping at the air as he pulled up his in-game console before tapping at a keyboard that Finn couldn’t see, likely updating his notes.  “How did they detect us?” 
 
    “Those fireflies?” Finn asked.  “My guess is that they were drawn to the heat from the two spheres.  We were so focused on the female ants that we didn’t think about drawing their prey.” 
 
    “Yeah, sure.  But we tested that first with Daniel,” he retorted, waving at the AI.  “Why didn’t he attract the bugs?” 
 
    “It might have been my sparkling personality,” Daniel offered. 
 
    This was met with a long pause, Kyyle glancing away from his console to look at the AI with an arched expression.  Yet another near-death experience was apparently enough to blunt some of his good humor.  “Really?  Was that supposed to be a joke?” 
 
    Daniel’s light dimmed as though hurt by the earth mage’s response. 
 
    “It’s a work in progress,” Finn offered with a grin.  And to Daniel, “I thought it was funny…”  The ball of flame flared a bit brighter at his praise. 
 
    “More seriously, though,” Finn continued, rubbing at his eyes, “I think we just didn’t send out Daniel for long enough.  It took time for the bugs to notice us and start to clump up.  We were nearly halfway across before it became a problem.  I’m not sure we could have anticipated that.” 
 
    A sigh from Kyyle.  “Yeah… yeah.  I guess you’re right.  It just feels like we keep stumbling into these situations.” 
 
    Finn shrugged.  “You can’t plan for everything.” 
 
    “Says the guy that seems to have the god of chaos with one hand on his shoulder,” Kyyle shot back, grinning at him. 
 
    “What can I say, I’m just lucky.”  Finn’s gaze swept over to Julia, where she sat nearby, rubbing some of the glass dust and fragments off her new lance.  She had been oddly quiet.  “You got anything to add?” 
 
    “No, only that my baby here did a wonderful job,” Julia replied, her eyes never wavering from the lance.  “It was her first time killing things.  And you did great, my sweet, telescoping death machine,” she cooed at the weapon. 
 
    Kyyle and Finn shared a look.  She might be just a little too fond of her new lance… 
 
    “Alright, well, break’s over.  We’re still on the clock, and we need to figure out where to go from here,” Finn grunted, rising to his feet. 
 
    With a flick of his wrist, he brought up his in-game map, projecting it into the air in front of him so that the others could see.  Kyyle reluctantly swept aside his console and stepped closer, Julia looping her weapon at her waist as she joined them. 
 
    “So, this is us,” Finn said, pointing at a cluster of green dots on the western edge of the central shaft.  “And here is our target,” he offered, gesturing at the yellow dot that lingered about a half-mile farther west and less than sixty-five feet above them now.  The walk toward the central shaft had taken them a bit farther up the Abyss. 
 
    “Looks like we’re getting close,” Julia murmured.  “Although our target doesn’t seem like it’s going to be perfectly adjacent to the central shaft.  It’s buried pretty deep…” 
 
    “Yeah.  It makes you wonder what the hell this so-called vault is going to look like,” Kyyle added.  “And why someone felt the need to bury it in this hellhole.” 
 
    That comment made Finn’s brow furrow.  He’d been so focused on getting to their destination, that he’d given little thought to what the vault might actually be or why it was down here.  Although, given Kalisha’s original story about how the Seer’s temple had been destroyed, buried within the pit, and the Seer’s unusual interest in the Emir’s competition, Finn had a sneaking suspicion about what they would find. 
 
    For now, he supposed it didn’t really matter. 
 
    “Well, I guess we’ll find out when we get there,” Finn murmured, his eyes on the map. 
 
    “I think you mean if we get there,” Julia retorted.  “Our track record so far has been pretty bad.  At the rate we’re going, I’m just waiting for some sort of giant flaming centipede to attack us next.” 
 
    “Speaking of which…” Kyyle began, hesitating as he saw both Finn and Julia wince. 
 
    “Do I even want to know?” Julia asked. 
 
    “Well, probably?” the earth mage replied.  “It’s just that the walls seem strange,” he added, gesturing at the glassy surface of the wall beside him.  “It’s been bugging me since we dove in here – pun intended, I guess.  Although, I didn’t notice until I leaned against the wall.” 
 
    Approaching the wall, Finn inspected the surface.  At first, he didn’t see the issue Kyyle was raising, especially with the flickering light cast by Daniel’s body.  Then he rubbed his fingers across the surface and noticed that it was… rough.  That was odd for glass – he had expected a smooth panel. 
 
    He shifted his position to view the wall at an angle, and his eyes widened as he saw that there were countless thin scratches riddling the surface.  They created long lines that drifted horizontally down the length of the tunnel.  The scratches continued along the floor.  Almost like something had crawled up over the ledge and then clawed its way forward along the floor and walls of the tunnel.  Although, given the size and number of scratches, it was more likely many small somethings… 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    “You see them too, right?” Kyyle asked, watching Finn’s face. 
 
    “See what?” Julia demanded.  “There’s just plain glass here.” 
 
    “Try touching it,” Finn offered, running a hand through his hair.  “It’s rough.  There must be hundreds of scratches etched into the glass.  They look a lot like small claw marks.” 
 
    He shot a look at Kyyle.  “So, as our resident bug guy, you have a theory for this one?” 
 
    Julia let out a snort, and the earth mage glanced at her with an embarrassed expression.  “I’m not sure I’m the bug guy…”  Finn just rolled his eyes and motioned for him to get on with it.  “Well, it’s likely that the female ants have at least two phases, like a butterfly.  That would explain why they started nesting up here. 
 
    “My guess is that they hatch down below, some sort of larval stage crawls up here,” he continued, gesturing at the walls, “and then I bet the larvae create pupae, converting their bodies and growing wings.  The mature females must migrate out into the central shaft after they hatch and set up their nests where they can easily hunt those bugs.” 
 
    Finn nodded along with this explanation. “Waiting until they are fully grown to venture toward the larger blasts of air mana in the queen’s lair,” he added. 
 
    “That’s my guess anyway.  If I’m right, it would lend some credibility to my theory that the former queen basically set up a system where she segregated and then killed off her competition,” Kyyle offered. 
 
    “You’re giving her a lot of credit,” Julia retorted.  “She was a bug.  I mean a really, really big bug… that could cast magic… with a flaming crown.”  She hesitated.  “Actually, you know what, your explanation kind of makes sense as I say it out loud.” 
 
    Kyyle chuckled.  “Especially with the notification we saw.  We threw off the balance down here.  So, my guess is that all those mature females that we saw out there are going to be migrating downstairs pretty soon…”  He trailed off, letting the implication settle in the air of the dark tunnel. 
 
    “And make plenty of ant babies or migrate to find new colonies,” Julia finished.  “Perfect.” 
 
    “Not our monkeys, not our circus, as far as I’m concerned.  We’re not here to do pest control,” Finn said, swiping away his map.  “We’re here to get this damn relic and then get the hell out of here.  It sounds like the main takeaway is that this tunnel likely leads to some sort of gestation chamber,” he said, eyeing Kyyle for confirmation.  The earth mage gave him a nod. 
 
    “Makes sense to me,” Julia said, pulling her shield from her back and hefting her lance.  “Since I don’t have any mana, and everything we’ve encountered down here seems to be able to sense it, I guess I’ll take point,” she offered, gesturing down the hallway.  With that, she set off, clearly expecting them to follow. 
 
    As she walked out of earshot, Finn heard Kyyle grumble to himself.  “Bug guy…” 
 
    “Ahh, don’t worry about it,” Finn said, throwing an arm around Kyyle’s shoulders, as the pair followed Julia.  “I don’t know if you’ve gotten the memo yet, but being a nerd is great.  We get all the girls when we grow up.” 
 
    “I’m 21,” Kyyle responded in a dry voice. 
 
    “Well, maybe you’re just a late bloomer then,” Finn offered with a grin. 
 
    Kyyle’s unamused snort of frustration soon echoed off the glass walls of the tunnel, followed shortly by Finn’s laughter.  Messing with the younger generation was just a prerogative of age, in his opinion. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later, Kyyle and Finn heard a low whistle from up ahead, the sound rebounding down the glass tunnel.  They stopped short, slinking back against the walls and gripping their weapons tightly.  Julia appeared a moment later as she dropped Sneak – possibly a pointless precaution, but they weren’t taking any chances. 
 
    “What are we looking at this time?” Finn asked, his voice sounding more tired than he meant it to.  It felt like they had been sprinting against the clock for days now without a break.  The fatigue was starting to get to him. 
 
    Julia shot him a sympathetic look.  “There’s a big chamber up ahead.  And I mean big.  At least 50 yards wide and deep.  The entire thing is filled with glass fragments – they’re jutting out the walls, floor, ceiling – you name it.  Didn’t see any movement, though.” 
 
    Kyyle grimaced.  “Dense clusters of glass or thin panes?” he asked. 
 
    Julia sighed.  “Dense clusters.  I take it that’s bad?” 
 
    “Probably the pupae,” he offered.  He spared a glance at Finn.  “Although you could likely give us more information if you used your sight.” 
 
    “It’s only a few yards ahead and around the bend,” Julia said, waving into the dark tunnel.  “Might as well take a look.” 
 
    Finn nodded and headed off into the dark tunnel, dismissing Daniel, before the AI could complain.  He moved carefully, keeping his movements slow and his breathing measured.  There was no evidence that any of the creatures down here hunted by sound, but he also didn’t want to accidentally attract unwanted attention.  Like Kyyle had said earlier, it seemed they kept making mistakes – a function of fatigue and ignorance. 
 
    So, better safe than sorry. 
 
    He soon rounded a bend in the tunnel, keeping close to the wall and peering into the room on the other side.  The enclosure was massive – bigger than many of the caverns that they had witnessed so far.  Just like Julia had described, the room was also filled with clusters of glass, jagged shards lancing away from the floor, walls, and ceiling.  Finn could make out patches of smooth ground, but they were rare, not offering any clear path through the debris.  The glass shards were almost entirely opaque and made it difficult to determine if anything lingered in the center of the clusters. 
 
    Even more interesting, the room was dimly lit.  A pale-orange light was being emitted from a substance that coated most of the room, resting on the surface of the cavern between the jagged clusters of glass.  His first thought was that it might be a fungus.  But based on Kyyle’s theory, it was more likely that he was looking at some sort of refuse or waste – a byproduct of whatever sort of larvae had clawed their way into the room. 
 
    Without wasting any time, he closed his eyes and activated his sight. 
 
    “Mashhad,” he whispered. 
 
    The cave was soon awash in color, and Finn gave himself a moment to pick apart the ambient mana floating through the room.  The walls were the typical dark green he had come to expect.  Many of the shards jutted away from the walls, and the ceiling appeared to be ordinary glass.  However, the thicker clusters glowed with an unusual emerald-and-yellow light, the colors blending to create an almost-sickly pale green.  The energy also coated the clusters in dozens of layers – making it difficult for Finn to peel away the mana.  They almost looked like they had been created, and Finn could visualize larvae secreting the many crystalline layers necessary to form the rigid cocoons. 
 
    More evidence that Kyyle is on to something. 
 
    The orange sludge was roughly the same color in his sight.  That signified fire mana at work.  Maybe the larvae shed the fire mana as part of reforming into the more-mature female ants, or used that energy to lure the fireflies inside to provide a source of food?  That seemed somewhat plausible. 
 
    As his eyes skimmed the room, Finn also caught sight of an opening on the far end of the cavern.  He had almost missed it with his regular vision, but it stood out brightly in his Mana Sight.  That passage looked promising.  It was heading in roughly the right direction as the vault.  A glance at his map confirmed that if that passage kept going for a few hundred feet, they’d be almost directly below their target. 
 
    Finn abruptly dropped the sight, rubbing at his chin as his thoughts raced.  He had some ideas for how to deal with the room, but he’d need to talk with the others.  He suspected they weren’t going to like this new plan. 
 
    With a sigh, he turned and made his way back. 
 
    “So?” Julia asked bluntly as she saw Finn reappear. 
 
    “It looks like Kyyle was right.  The room is filled with a mixture of normal glass and more unusual clusters – pupae most likely.  There must be hundreds.  Even worse?  I saw another tunnel on the opposite end, one that’s heading directly toward the vault.” 
 
    There was a short silence as they processed that information. 
 
    “I’m guessing you have some harebrained plan for getting us through this cavern?” Julia asked. 
 
    Finn winced.  “Sort of…  I think we need to blow it up.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, what did you say?  I could have sworn you suggested we should blow up all of those strange ant larvae,” Julia offered in a dry tone. 
 
    “Yeah, I only heard crazy nonsense too,” Kyyle added. 
 
    “Funny.  But I’m not sure we have much choice,” Finn began, ignoring their teasing.  “It would take too long for Kyyle to tunnel through the walls.  The other champions are probably close to or already at the vault by now.  Kyyle could build a platform through the center of the room, but there doesn’t appear to be enough clearance with the way the glass juts into the room.  Also, that would— 
 
    “Take too long,” Julia finished for him, shooting him a suspicious glance.  Clearly, she was still questioning why he was so keen on finishing this competition.  “Yeah, we got that.” 
 
    “Besides, while I bet you could make it through all those pupae without disturbing them, Kyyle and I aren’t that flexible,” Finn continued, ignoring his daughter’s glance.  “And even if we could get past, Kyyle walled off the natural exit to the central shaft.  So, if those things hatch, we’re going to have them funneling up the tunnel behind us.”  The pair looked at each other with a grimace.  Clearly, no one enjoyed that option. 
 
    “Which leaves destroying them,” Finn said finally. 
 
    “How do we even know if they are mature enough to attack us?” Kyyle asked.  “They could be days or weeks away from hatching.  And if they are midway through the gestation process, they might be relatively harmless.” 
 
    Julia and Finn just stared at him incredulously.  “You want to bet on that?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Okay, fair enough,” Kyyle admitted, raising his hands.  “So, we’re going to assume they’re killer larvae then…” 
 
    “And I’m guessing you have a plan for destroying them?” Julia asked Finn. 
 
    He met her eyes evenly.  “Yeah, I think I do.” 
 
    A brief pause and then, “Although, I have two somewhat related questions for you first.  How many of those explosive fire crystals do we have left?  Also, how flexible are you feeling right now?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 39 - Incendiary 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 141 
 
      
 
    I followed the river of mana to the north until I reached its end. 
 
      
 
    You will never guess what I discovered at the end of that rainbow… none other than the Seer’s temple!  Much as I observed near the undead capital, the energy coalesced around that point, fire mana concentrating so densely that it almost entirely obscured the other affinities.  To my sight, it created a whirlwind of glowing orange energy that swirled around the temple. 
 
      
 
    That is curious.  The Dark One’s temple is also located in the undead capital.  Could the temples be drawing the rivers of mana toward them?  Possibly the work of the acolytes?  Yet that seems impossible.  Those currents are so dense and wide that they are entirely solid in my sight and span the sky.  Even hundreds of mages working together couldn’t accomplish that feat… 
 
      
 
    No, something more is at work here – a mystery that feels inexplicably tied to my own research… and possibly the loss of my memories and Renquist’s death.  I have resolved to infiltrate the goddess’ temple.  My water affinity is now more than sufficient to maintain an illusion for days at a time.  And while it pains me to don the robes of my enemy, I will suffer that indignity if it puts me one step closer to my goal. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “For the record, I think this is a risky plan,” Kyyle said. 
 
    Finn spared a knowing glance at him but held his tongue as he gingerly placed a stack of fire crystals into one of their extra packs.  Luckily, they still had a huge stockpile of the raw crystals – on top of their usual inventory of mines and incendiary grenades.  He supposed that was one upside to spending days down in the fire ant colony. 
 
    “This strategy actually has a 13.27% chance of success by my calculations,” Daniel chirped. 
 
    Kyyle gestured at him to emphasize his point.  “See?  We have like a seven in eight chance of dying horribly.” 
 
    “That is, in fact, several times higher than previous strategies employed by the group.  For example, your engagement against the fire ant queen had only a 4.65% chance of success,” Daniel added helpfully, earning him a glare from the earth mage. 
 
    “Well, I still don’t love this plan,” Kyyle replied, glancing nervously at Julia – a fact that didn’t go unnoticed by Finn.  He didn’t love this strategy either.  However, he also didn’t see another way. 
 
    “Sure, but what exactly are our other options?” Julia retorted, echoing Finn’s thoughts.  Kyyle just grimaced, running a hand through his hair as he tried to come up with a rebuttal. 
 
    Finn’s daughter had stuffed her shield and lance into one of her packs and was stretching, preparing for the journey across the glass-coated cavern.  After taking another look at the room, she’d decided she couldn’t traverse the glass with her equipment on – for fear that her shield or lance might snag on one of the living, glass clusters. 
 
    As best they could tell, the pupae didn’t seem to react to their presence.  They had even walked up close to one, hovering a hand only an inch away, and nothing happened.  That was promising, but no guarantee that they wouldn’t hatch if they were disturbed.  To be on the safe side, they had decided that Julia ideally needed to get across the room without touching anything. 
 
    “We could fortify this location and pull them back to here,” Kyyle offered finally, gesturing at the entrance to the cavern a few yards away. 
 
    “Assuming they can even hatch right now – which hopefully they can’t.  And assuming they’re fire ant larvae and not something else – which we don’t really know for certain.  But if we did get attacked, there are hundreds of those cocoons in the cave.  What happens if we were to get overwhelmed and need to retreat?” Finn asked.  “Where exactly do we go?  We’ve got a sheer cliff less than a hundred feet behind us – not accounting for the ambient earth mana or the hundreds of fire ant females nesting in the central shaft.” 
 
    Kyyle grimaced, swiping at the air and projecting his map beside him.  He rotated the display to show the cavern ahead, a small yellow dot marking a waypoint directly in the middle.  “This plan isn’t exactly foolproof either.  Even if Julia gets through the glass shards and makes it to the center of the room, she’ll be out of your control range and at the very edge of mine.  Plus, she’ll be unarmed if something goes wrong.” 
 
    “Well, unarmed is a relative term.  I’ll still have my knives.  And either way, it’s the best plan we’ve got,” Julia replied.  “We can debate about what exactly is living in that cave and how close it is to hatching, but it doesn’t matter.  We’re better off killing everything in there in one move without drawing any attention.  It’s the safer call for the group, even if it means I’ll be at risk.” 
 
    The earth mage grumbled to himself but seemed defeated by her reasoning.  Finn could certainly sympathize with Kyyle.  He didn’t love sending Julia out there by herself, but this was the tactically sound move.  He watched as his daughter drifted back toward the entrance to the cavern, her eyes tracing a path that Daniel had mapped through the clusters of glass – relying on Finn’s enhanced vision to identify the hidden pupae.  Unfortunately, without the sight, Julia would need to avoid all the glass fragments, but at least Daniel had provided her with a safer trail through the cavern. 
 
    As she prepared, Finn noted Kyyle’s eyes following Julia, worry painted across his face.  Finn came up behind him and pulled the drawstrings on the pack closed.  He rested a hand on the earth mage’s shoulder.  “I get it,” he said quietly.  “You’re worried.  I am too.  But we need to press forward quickly, and this is our best option.” 
 
    “I know, I know,” he muttered.  “I just really hope I’m right about the pupae.  If they aren’t fire ant larvae…” 
 
    “Then we’ll deal with that when and if it comes,” Finn replied.  “Hell, in a few minutes, we could be congratulating each other on an easy win.” 
 
    It was Kyyle’s turn to glance at him skeptically.  “Did you hear Daniel?  Should I get him to repeat his numbers?” 
 
    “Well, no.  I heard him the first time,” Finn replied, rubbing at his neck.  “But after everything else, we must have some karma coming our way, right?”  Kyyle didn’t look convinced, a frown pulling at his brow and lips. 
 
    “Alright, you guys ready to do this thing?” Julia called over her shoulder, the pair rejoining her at the mouth of the cavern. 
 
    “No, not really,” Kyyle grumbled under his breath. 
 
    Finn just shook his head and handed off the pack to Julia.  She slung it over her shoulder, taking care to strap it down.  When she was finished, Julia bounced and twisted experimentally – yet all her equipment stayed firmly in place.  With the way the glass shards filled the room, she couldn’t afford for her gear to slip loose. 
 
    “I think we’re good to go,” Finn said.  “You know the plan.  Get to the center fast, dump the crystals, and then get the hell out of there.  Daniel will follow you to light the way since that orange sludge doesn’t make for great lighting.  Once you arrive, Kyyle will build a shaped charge around the crystals, and then he’ll blow the room after you’ve had a chance to retreat – your absorption should get you through any flames that manage to reach you.” 
 
    Despite his reassurances to Kyyle, Finn could feel a nervous pit forming in his stomach.  The earth mage was right about one thing.  This plan put all the risk on Julia.  He looked his daughter in the eye.  “And be careful.” 
 
    “Always,” she replied with a nod, bouncing on her heels in nervous anticipation. 
 
    “If this goes south, I’m going to stick you in a Stone Coffin so that you can get your shield and lance out,” Kyyle offered.  “Remember, don’t go past the waypoint marker, or I can’t support you from the mouth of the cave.” 
 
    “Understood,” Julia said, shooting them both a look and noting their nervous expressions.  “Seriously, you guys need to take a breath.  It’s going to be fine.” 
 
    Okay, now I feel like we might be jinxing ourselves, Finn thought to himself sourly.  He could handle Kyyle’s nervous handwringing, but his daughter’s cavalier attitude made him anxious – it was almost like they were asking the universe for trouble. 
 
    “Uh, huh,” Finn replied.  “Well, whenever you’re ready—” 
 
    Julia must have taken that as the signal. 
 
    Before Finn had even finished the sentence, she launched forward. 
 
    She leaped into the room and soared through the air in a graceful arc, tucking in her legs to avoid several of the shards before hitting a small patch of free ground about eight feet away.  She landed and immediately shifted into a roll, coming up just short of another cluster of glass.  Despite her enhanced agility, her progress abruptly slowed from there – the crystals becoming progressively more dense as she crossed the room.  Julia picked her way through the haphazard shards carefully.  She ducked under a glass fragment, hopped over another, and contorted her body to squeeze through a narrow crack. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kyyle was building a fortification in the mouth of the tunnel, likely expecting the worst.  The glass coating of the tunnel cracked open, liquid stone drifting through the opening and forming into a sloped wall in front of him.  Yet Kyyle’s eyes kept skimming back to Julia, watching her progress anxiously as she leaped, twisted, and spun across the cavern. 
 
    “She’s been circumspect about her time with the Khamsin, but it feels like there was more to it than she let on,” Finn said softly as he watched Julia.  He’d known she was flexible and fast – but nothing like this.  He couldn’t pull off anything close to what she was doing.  “Does that look like the result of some sort of basic survival training to you?” 
 
    Kyyle shook his head.  “No.  I think she’s still holding some stuff back.” 
 
    The earth mage spared a glance at Finn.  “But then again, so are you.”  He noticed Finn’s eyes widen slightly.  “Oh, come on?  Julia’s noticed it too.  It’s clear you don’t really care about ruling some videogame city… which begs the question of what’s really at stake here and why you’re in such a hurry to complete this competition.” 
 
    Finn shifted his weight, glancing back toward Julia to hide his expression.  “I’m not sure I have an easy way to explain that,” he began. 
 
    “I figured.  It’s why I didn’t ask.” 
 
    The pair drifted into a tense silence, watching Julia.  Only a few moments later, Finn breathed a sigh of relief when she finally reached the center of the room, a small clearing among the field of glass shards.  She knelt on the floor and tipped her bag, the crystals tumbling out in a constant stream. 
 
    It wasn’t entirely realistic, but the bags were almost like extra-dimensional portals, holding a far larger volume and mass than should be possible.  Only a fraction of the weight of the goods translated to the pack itself.  They also seemed to delay the decay of organic materials, and minor damage to the outside of the container didn’t appear to have any effect on the contents.  They were truly extraordinary. 
 
    And the result?  They could use the packs to safely store a ton of the explosive fire crystals – enough to blow up a cavern, in fact. 
 
    Kyyle’s hands moved, emerald tendrils of energy drifting around his staff.  The glass around Julia cracked, breaking away to form a shallow bowl in the floor to help contain the fire crystals.  Once she offloaded the contents of the bag and backed away, the earth mage could create a dense shell overtop the newly formed pit – which would increase the force of the blast and add physical shrapnel. 
 
    Julia shifted slightly in the small space as Kyyle created the shallow pit, the bag in her hand drooping slightly.  However, that small movement was enough to send a single orange-and-red gem tumbling erratically.  It bounced off the lip of the stone bowl without detonating but went flying out toward the nearby glass. 
 
    Finn held his breath as he saw the fire crystal sail through the air. 
 
    Julia darted forward, her nimble fingers snatching at the gem before it could touch a nearby cluster of glass, and he could see her breathe a small sigh of relief. 
 
    However, only a moment later, a sharp cracking sound echoed through the chamber, followed by the faint tinkling sound of shattered glass.  Finn’s eyes widened, his attention snapping back to Julia.  He could see that her sleeve had just barely scratched against one of the glass clusters – the surface having fractured from even that slight touch. 
 
    Oh shit. 
 
    That was his last thought before all hell broke loose. 
 
    The glass cluster promptly exploded, blasting fragments in every direction. 
 
    Julia raised her arm just in time, the shrapnel cutting through her armor, but failing to penetrate the skin underneath.  However, the damage was already done.  Even the smallest glancing blow from the debris caused new fractures to form on the nearby clusters, more glass soon exploding outward in an expanding ring – creating a cascade effect through the cavern.  It almost sounded like someone was hosing a glass shop with a machine gun, constant blasts mixing with the chime of broken glass. 
 
    Even worse, Finn could see something crawling out of the original cluster. 
 
    And it sure as hell didn’t look like an ant… 
 
    It was about the size of a basketball, and its body was covered in a dull orange and gray exoskeleton – clearly some sort of insect.  Eight tiny legs sprouted from its abdomen and propped up its torso almost vertically.  Atop that body sat a head that was all teeth – a gaping hungry maw of razor-sharp fangs.  What drew his attention, however, were the arms attached to its chest, scythe-like claws extending away from their surface and tearing at the air experimentally. 
 
      
 
    Cave Grub – Level 50 
 
    Health – Unknown 
 
    Mana – Unknown 
 
    Equipment – Unknown 
 
    Resistances – Unknown 
 
      
 
    At least, it’s relatively low level… 
 
    Although, Finn hesitated as he saw dozens more of the creatures already emerging from their crystalline shells.  It didn’t matter if they were individually weak.  Levels alone weren’t necessarily an indicator of danger in this world – Finn had spent enough time here to understand that.  The horde of grubs was likely more than capable of taking down Julia in her current situation. 
 
    Meanwhile, Julia stomped on the grub beside her, smashing its body flat and orange-colored blood spraying from its corpse.  However, that move seemed to alert the others, and all the newly hatched grubs turned toward the corpse immediately.  Finn couldn’t make out any eyes or antennae, but it was clear that they could sense the blood.  They scurried forward in a rush, their claws tearing at the air before heaping onto the body in a frenzy and shoving the ruined flesh into the maw-like openings in their heads. 
 
    Within seconds, the corpse had been picked clean, and the grubs were turning their eyes in Julia’s direction and encircling her quickly.  She kicked at the small creatures, and one cut into her shin with its forelegs – the blade surprisingly sharp.  That single cut drew bright-red blood that dripped down her ankle.  The other creatures seemed to sense that, and the frenzy grew as they surged forward toward Julia. 
 
    Dread welled in his stomach, and Finn clenched his fists. 
 
    Julia was outside the orange circle that denoted his control range – well past his effective range now.  His Fireballs would likely decay before they made it that far, and even if they reached her, he ran the risk of hitting the gems at Julia’s feet.  She likely couldn’t withstand that explosion, even with her natural absorption. 
 
    There was nothing he could do… 
 
    Julia hesitated, her eyes skimming toward him and Kyyle at the mouth of the cavern before her attention dropped to the heap of fire crystals below her.  He could almost see her mental wheels spinning.  She’d already drawn the attention of at least a hundred of the small creatures – their tiny bodies surging forward in an undulating wave of gnashing fangs and claws.  However, the cascade seemed to have stopped for now – the glass pupae no longer exploding.  Even so, more than three-quarters of the room was still filled with the glass shards. 
 
    She couldn’t blow the fire crystals – not yet.  Without a shaped charge, they couldn’t take out the whole room.  And if she attempted to run, the horde would likely chase her, stumbling into other clusters and spawning more of the grubs. 
 
    And there were still hundreds of glass clusters left. 
 
    “Fuck, what do we do?” Kyyle said, his voice sounding harried as he continued to cast, trying vainly to form the shaped charge around the explosive.  “We’re not ready to blow the charge yet!” 
 
    “Drop her into a coffin,” Finn snapped at Kyyle. 
 
    The younger man hesitated only a moment before following his instruction, canceling his spell and Julia soon dropping from sight behind a thick layer of stone that drifted up and out of the ground, sucking her down into the cavern floor.  Finn’s last glance at Julia confirmed the fear in her eyes – she knew she was trapped, and any attempt to escape risked them all. 
 
    The Stone Coffin didn’t seem to deter the grubs.  They clawed at the mound feverishly as though they could sense Julia underneath.  Even worse, their forelegs carved at the artificial rock with surprising strength, cutting through the material nearly as fast as Kyyle could reinforce it.  Unable to help Julia, Daniel’s flaming form raced back through the room toward Finn and Kyyle. 
 
    It has to be sound or smell, Finn thought as he watched the grubs, knowing Julia would be invisible if the creatures only detected mana.  Although, that realization didn’t exactly help right now. 
 
    “This isn’t a long-term plan!” Kyyle snapped, continuing to channel mana into his spell in order to repair the walls of Julia’s coffin.  “I can’t keep this up forever, and I can’t finish setting up the charge while protecting her.  What do we do?” 
 
    That same question was bouncing through Finn’s head – his thoughts frantic.  They couldn’t – he couldn’t – afford to lose Julia here.  They were so close to the vault, and they didn’t know where she would respawn.  If she died here… they might fail the competition. 
 
    Fail to recover Rachael. 
 
    Julia’s terrified expression flashed through his mind again.  Finn knew what it felt like to be trapped in tight quarters with your life no longer in your own hands.  He’d sat there helpless once before, watching as someone with those familiar eyes and auburn hair had been torn away from him.  He couldn’t do that again – just watch as those grubs ripped her apart… 
 
    His daughter. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    His eyes skimmed the room, his thoughts racing. 
 
    He needed more time, just a little more time. 
 
    Finn’s hands began moving, and he soon let out a hissing breath as he felt fire slide through his veins – it burned him from the inside, the pain a sharp, aching itch.  Yet he ignored the sensation and powered through until the world around him began to slow under the effects of his Haste.  Kyyle’s fingers were barely moving now, and the grubs were a slow-motion avalanche of claws and flesh as they tore at the mound of stone in the center of the room. 
 
    He couldn’t channel this spell forever, and time was still moving. 
 
    He needed to think fast. 
 
    First, he needed to break the problem up into manageable pieces – define his variables.  Kyyle couldn’t stop casting, or Julia would die, so the earth mage couldn’t help him.  Julia couldn’t retreat to their position, or she would aggro hundreds more of the grubs.  It was also unlikely she could fight off the creatures above her, the grubs practically coating the stone mound now.  Finn also couldn’t do anything from his position.  Julia was well outside his control range. 
 
    Finn’s fingers cut into his palms, drawing blood. 
 
    His only real option was to somehow get to Julia and help defend that position.  Together, they might be able to kill the grubs without spawning more, the initial cascade having cleared a sizable circle in the center of the cavern.  But that also meant he needed some way to get to her without drawing more of the creatures or putting Kyyle at risk.  Floating on top of his own metal was out – they had already considered and discarded that idea earlier.  The clearance between the floor and ceiling was too small for him to drift across. 
 
    His eyes skimmed to the ambient glass shards.  Many were disguised pupae for the grubs.  But he also knew that quite a few were still normal glass.  He didn’t have Julia’s flexibility and couldn’t avoid touching the clusters.  There also wasn’t enough time for Daniel to mark them all… but if he was using his sight, he could tell the difference.  He could squeeze against the small patches of harmless glass to avoid the hidden pupae.  That might possibly allow him to navigate the cavern without spawning more grubs. 
 
    The only problem?  He couldn’t move and use his Mana Sight at the same time without becoming horribly disoriented… 
 
    Finn could feel his frustration grow, but he summoned his fire mana more forcefully, using the burning energy to suppress his irritation and fear.  He needed to stay clearheaded – Julia’s life was on the line. 
 
    Think, asshole.  There has to be a way! 
 
    Bilel’s journal entries came to him then.  The mage had experienced many of the same issues with the sight that Finn had – complaining of extreme disorientation if he used the ability with his eyes open.  The mage had theorized that the sight interfered with the ambient mana in his eyes and surrounding organs, most likely the sinuses and Eustachian tube that ran to his ear canal.  That might explain the balance problems. 
 
    Finn hesitated.  But what if Bilel been wrong? 
 
    What if the problem wasn’t an issue of mana interference? 
 
    There had to be ambient mana in Finn’s eyes, even when they were closed.  He had observed Kyyle often enough with the sight to know that.  Maybe it had to do with the fluctuation of mana within the eyes when they were open – as light entered the retina.  It would have been nearly impossible for Bilel to observe the mana in his own eyes when they were open, and the sight was active.  And, by his own admission, his pool of test subjects had been extremely limited. 
 
    If Finn was right, then there might be a way to improve on the sight. 
 
    And there was one way to test his theory. 
 
    Finn squeezed his eyes shut.  “Mashhad,” he whispered harshly. 
 
    Then he turned to look at Kyyle.  The mage’s eyes were open – focused intently on Julia in the center of the room.  Finn could see multi-colored mana drifted through the orbs erratically, shifting and changing rapidly, the shifting pattern more noticeable with the time-slowing effects of his Haste.  That seemed to confirm his theory, and Finn swiftly deactivated the sight, trying to preserve as much of his mana as possible. 
 
    An idea was flitting through his mind. 
 
    It was desperate – insane really. 
 
    What if he replaced his eyes with a material with a constant affinity – maybe embed inert crystals into the substance to make the vision even more stable?  The wards were designed to target the eye socket.  They didn’t need the eyes themselves.  Although, he’d need to create enough of a buffer that the fluctuations in his body’s ambient mana didn’t affect his sight and go deep enough to neutralize a section of his sinuses and the Eustachian tubes that ran to his ears… 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn barked, the AI spinning toward him.  He outlined his plan quickly.  “Show me how far and deep I can go,” Finn ordered. 
 
    The AI simply hovered there, frozen in place, his body dimming as he observed Finn with what he interpreted as incredulous shock. 
 
    “Now, Daniel!” Finn barked.  He didn’t have time for doubt. 
 
    “Yes… yes, sir,” the AI responded reluctantly. 
 
    Daniel shifted in place, scanning Finn’s head with a thin beam of orange light.  Immediately, an image was projected into the air beside him, showing a three-dimensional model of Finn’s head and focusing on his eye sockets.  The answer to Finn’s question was “pretty damn deep.”  And if he went too far, he’d start to affect parts of his brain or might destroy his hearing. 
 
    “Sir, this… this is an incredibly risky plan,” Daniel said, sounding worried.  “You would need to conduct the procedure yourself, without an anesthetic and in the span of only 30 seconds.  You also won’t be able to easily reverse or stop the process.  Your chance of succeeding without permanently affecting your mind or hearing is only 1.68%.” 
 
    “I know,” Finn grunted, his eyes glowing as he stared intently at the image. 
 
    “The procedure would also completely destroy your natural vision—” 
 
    “I’m fucking aware,” Finn barked. 
 
    He looked at Daniel then, the AI’s form only a dull orange – reflecting his anxiety.  Then his attention shifted to Julia, watching the grubs rolling across the stone mound.  Putting aside the horror of watching his daughter being ripped apart and eaten or the ever-present risk of a respawn, the grubs would likely target Finn and Kyyle next.  It was only a matter of time. 
 
    And they couldn’t afford to lose. 
 
    Not after coming so far. 
 
    Not with so much riding on this… 
 
    Desperate flames burned in Finn’s eyes as he turned back to Daniel.  “You can assist me.  If you tell me when to stop, we can reduce the chance of permanent injury significantly.” 
 
    “Sir—” 
 
    “We’re doing this,” Finn snapped, kneeling on the stone floor and pulling a few fire mana crystals and two smaller dark metal spheres from his pack, the metal cool against his palms.  He channeled more of his fire mana, using the energy to push back at the sharp edge of fear that writhed in his stomach like a living thing. 
 
    “We don’t have any other choice,” Finn whispered. 
 
    He wouldn’t let her die – not this time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 40 - Blind 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 142 
 
      
 
    I have successfully infiltrated the temple.  A mid-ranked member of the clergy made the mistake of taking a nightly stroll around the temple’s grounds.  I left no evidence that he had died, and his ashes now drift upon the desert winds.  He was also kind enough to lend me his appearance and credentials, which grants me access to most sections of the temple and its outbuildings. 
 
      
 
    After familiarizing myself with the grounds – those sections available to me, at least – I took to the library, hoping to find some answers there.  All of the writings speak of the Seer as though she exists – as though there is indeed a living being that thrives upon pure fire mana.  At first, I was dismissive.  These tomes and scrolls contain much of the same babbling nonsense that riddled the guild’s library. 
 
      
 
    And yet… perhaps there is some truth to this.  The writings are all so consistent in their description of this so-called god.  A woman, wrapped in purple silks, her face hidden and her eyes ablaze.  A god with many names – the Seer, the Gypsy, the Crone.  A deity with a penchant for prophecy and fortune-telling.  A god that thrives upon the passion of others. 
 
      
 
    Could the Seer be real?  Could she actually exist? 
 
      
 
    And if so… how do I kill a god? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn knelt on the glass floor. 
 
    His daughter lay a few dozen yards away, trapped under a mound of rock, flesh, and rending, ravenous claws.  The horde moved ever-so-slowly under the effects of Finn’s Haste, yet they still tore at the stone, inching ever closer to Julia. 
 
    Kyyle stood beside him, his eyes focused on the center of the room, and emerald energy continued to slowly curl around his staff. 
 
    Hovering beside Finn’s shoulder was Daniel.  The AI’s fiery form pulsed with a dull light, reflecting the anxiety and fear that threatened to overwhelm Finn. 
 
    I won’t fail here. 
 
    I can’t fail here. 
 
    I must save her. 
 
    Finn repeated that like a mantra, even as he placed two metal spheres on the ground in front of himself, and the fingers of each hand curled around a fire mana crystal.  He clenched the gems tightly in his fists, but he didn’t destroy them.  Instead, he pulled at the fire mana that rested inside, demanding that it return to him.  Flames soon erupted from the crystals, encircling his hands, and licking and burning at his skin.  The fire left red, blistered welts as Finn absorbed most of the energy. 
 
    A moment later, his fingers unfurled to reveal two translucent, inert crystals. 
 
    A glance at the corner of his UI confirmed that his mana had been fully replenished.  His stamina continued to creep downward, but he still had enough left for what he planned to do.  He set the crystals down gently beside each metal sphere.  Finn stared at the dark metal for a moment, his stomach clenching, and the fiery energy raging through his body, barely blunting the sharp edge of fear that cut into his gut. 
 
    Once he began this next step, he couldn’t stop.  As soon as he started channeling his mana, he would have to follow through until the end.  And yet he also didn’t have time to second-guess his plan, each second costing him dearly. 
 
    It was now or never. 
 
    “Tell me when to stop,” Finn grunted at Daniel, the three-dimensional image of his head and face still hovering in the air nearby.  “You’ll have to monitor the process closely.  If you don’t stop me in time, I’ll likely kill myself – possibly permanently.  Even a small error, and I’ll lose my hearing or brain function.” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I know, sir,” the AI replied hesitantly. 
 
    He knew he was rambling.  That was nerves – nerves that might get him killed.  He took a deep breath, forcing his muscles to relax and resting his weight back on his ankles.  When he felt his heart rate slow slightly, his fingers began moving, a steady rhythmic motion he had performed hundreds of times.  One metal sphere ignited in flame.  Finn shifted the channel to his left hand, and only a few seconds later, the second sphere joined it. 
 
    He channeled more mana into the spells, ratcheting up the heat quickly. 
 
    He would need to hurry now, finish this before his mana and stamina ran out. 
 
    Finn watched the heat ranks increase rapidly, pulling both orbs up to heat rank 4 – until the metal glowed a bright red and began to soften and liquify.  When they were ready, his fingers twitched, and the two molten spheres rose slightly into the air.  They spun and rotated, a necessary step to allow them to hold their shape without the metal dripping to the floor. 
 
    He needed to move faster.  His mana was plummeting. 
 
    Another twitch of his fingers and the orbs moved overtop the crystals, swooping down in a smooth movement and embedding the gems in the molten metal.  Finn knew the melting point for the crystals was quite high – incredibly high, actually.  There was no need to worry about damaging the crystalline structure. 
 
    Then the spheres were rising again. 
 
    They drifted up into the air until an orb hovered in front of each of Finn’s eyes. 
 
    The temperature fell back down to heat rank 3 to conserve mana, although the metal still stayed soft and pliable enough to shape.  His fingers twitched, the crystals shifting into the center of the spheres.  Another nudge and he tugged a short lance of molten metal from each orb.  The spikes speared toward Finn’s eyes, creating a teardrop shape.  The measurements had to be precise.  The spikes were exactly 1.2 inches long.  Too much, and he’d kill himself.  Too little and he wouldn’t be able to take out a portion of his own sinuses. 
 
    Finn stared at the glowing red lances that hovered in front of him – the tips resting only a scant few inches from the surface of his eyes. 
 
    He could feel the heat radiating off the metal. 
 
    This was it.  He just needed to pull the trigger now. 
 
    The fear in his stomach writhed and thrashed, pleading for him to stop this – to pull back.  This is too much, that nagging voice wailed.  Finn’s breath was coming in ragged, shallow gasps now, his fire mana no longer enough to suppress his anxiety.  This was something deeper, more primal.  An instinct that screamed for survival, the animal-like part of his brain rebelling at what he was about to do. 
 
    He’d only felt that same terrifying, bottomless dread once before… 
 
    This is insane, it shouted and railed at him. 
 
    “Yes… yes, it is,” Finn murmured back. 
 
    Then his fingers twitched again. 
 
    The spikes stabbed toward each eye. 
 
    They moved too fast for him to blink, yet Finn still felt the moment the metal pierced the surface of his eyes.  The sharp, excruciating pain.  It was just a flash, the feeling swiftly burned away as the molten metal seared his nerve endings. 
 
    Then there was darkness… 
 
    And heat… 
 
    And pain… 
 
    And screaming… the sound ripping from his own throat. 
 
    Yet he didn’t let his hands stop moving, his fingers continuing those same gestures.  They tugged the metal deeper.  Compressed it.  Shaped it.  The movements were automatic – the product of hundreds of hours of training.  Because there was no way Finn could have controlled the gestures consciously. 
 
    Suddenly, the sensations all disappeared, replaced with a bottomless darkness.  It was as though he had finally snapped, gone so far behind his body’s ability to process pain that he just disconnected.  Finn couldn’t feel anything, not his arms, or his fingers, or the heat, or the pain.  He drifted in an endless void, his world only blackness… 
 
    Except for the faintest hint of light – a flickering flame amid the abyss. 
 
    Finn focused on that bright spot. 
 
    As he did, a series of images appeared before him.  They were fragmented, the edges tattered… no, burning.  The edges dissolved into darkness.  They drifted away into wispy tendrils of smoke as though they were being consumed… 
 
      
 
    … he saw a man hanging suspended inside a tumbling metal cylinder… 
 
    … he saw Rachael, auburn hair drifting around a face contorted in pain and fear… 
 
    … a glowing crystal awash in flame… 
 
    … a molten egg resting on a frozen plain… 
 
    … a descent into a gaping abyss – a feeling of weightlessness… 
 
    … a buried temple, its walls no longer reflecting the light of the sun… 
 
    … a massive circular lock without a key… 
 
    … a man, his body broken and bleeding – nearly dead… 
 
    … a glowing golden staff, its centerpiece missing… 
 
    … swirling rainbow-colored eyes… 
 
    … a mountain, its snow-topped peaks looming above the entrance to an unknown labyrinth… 
 
    … a storm bank on the horizon, a rolling wave of sand and fire… 
 
    … a desperate crowd that stretched on for miles – calling out a name, chanting in unison, and their voices filled with a painful mixture of hope and anger… 
 
    That chant grew louder and louder, the image stabilizing around the crowd and pushing away at the darkness that encroached at the corners of Finn’s vision.  These people wore the dusty beige clothing of the desert, their weapons held aloft.  The words were familiar but spoken in a language that Finn didn’t know. 
 
    “Najmat Alhidad!  Najmat Alhidad!  Najmat Alhidad!” 
 
    “The Mourning Star,” Finn heard his daughter whisper from his side. 
 
    “You are almost at the Finn-ish line,” Rachael murmured, a hand resting on his shoulder with a physical, palpable weight.  She was alive!  She was there! 
 
    Finn tried to turn, to look, to see her… 
 
    Just one last time… 
 
      
 
    “Finn!  Finn, stop now!” someone screamed in his ear. 
 
    The images and chanting abruptly disappeared, and the pain returned in a rush.  The sensation was so overwhelming that the breath was sucked from his lungs, and he nearly lost consciousness.  Yet the darkness remained.  It was deep – bottomless in a way that Finn had never experienced before, not a trace of light drifting through his eyelids. 
 
    Blind.  I’m blind… 
 
    Although, he could barely focus on that thought amid the pain.  It felt like his entire head was on fire, the burning sensation so intense that Finn couldn’t concentrate, his thoughts fragmenting.  They were being blasted and broken apart by each throbbing wave of anguish.  He couldn’t sense the rest of his body – couldn’t even feel his hands, much less stop them. 
 
    “You have to stop!” Daniel shouted into Finn’s ear.  “Stop!” 
 
    Not seeing any reaction from Finn, the AI must have decided to take matters into his own hands.  Finn only vaguely registered something crash into his fingers repeatedly, forcing them to stop their ceaseless motion.  Then… just a moment later… he sat there motionless, kneeling on the ground, and trying to suppress the agony that radiated away from his eyes and face. 
 
    The metal is cooling, Finn realized vaguely, as the sensation gradually receded. 
 
    “Are you okay?  Speak to me!” Daniel said, back at his shoulder now. 
 
    “I… I’m okay,” Finn croaked, his voice only a hoarse whisper. 
 
    “You sure as hell don’t look okay,” the AI murmured.  “One more second, and you would have killed yourself…” 
 
    Daniel’s voice trailed off, a dull drone as Finn lost focus.  He realized now that he could see red notifications flashing in the corner of his vision – despite the blindness.  At that thought, he glanced up and to the left… or at least he tried.  Without eyes, he simply felt a wave of pain radiating through his eye sockets. 
 
    Yet the UI popped into focus anyway, the game registering his intent.  He could see that his health was at about 20%.  The procedure hadn’t been fatal, even though it hurt like hell.  His mana and stamina were in a worse state.  They were both dropping down below 10%.  That wouldn’t do.  He still had to rescue… 
 
    “Julia,” Finn croaked. 
 
    He still needed to save her.  He needed to get moving. 
 
    But first, he needed to test his new sight. 
 
    “Mashhad.” 
 
    Nothing happened.  There was only that bottomless darkness. 
 
    Finn could feel a weight sinking in his stomach.  Had this been for nothing?  Meant nothing?  Was he simply blind and crippled now?  Unable to help Kyyle and Julia? 
 
    He groaned, settling back on his heels, even as he felt the last traces of warmth in his face fade away.  Without his sight, his other senses seemed more keen – sharper.  Finn could actually feel the skin around his eyes beginning to heal, creeping back into place and the nerve-endings re-growing as his natural regeneration took hold.  The skin itched and burned in an alternating pattern that was starting to drive him crazy. 
 
    Yet he resisted the urge to scratch at his eyes – or what was left of them. 
 
    Blind and useless… 
 
    A notification flared up in front of him, glowing with a strong blue light amid the darkness.  Finn focused on it like a beacon – staring at the sapphire prompt like a dying man lost at sea. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice – Permanent Body Augmentation Detected 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have taken a considerable risk, undertaking a procedure to permanently alter one of your body’s organ systems.  In your desperation, you have burned out your own eyes, replacing them with an amalgamation of dark metal and crystal.  Given the extensive damage to your eyes and sinus cavities, including the way the metal has fused with the bones of your face, this change cannot be reversed and will be present upon any future respawn.  You are now permanently blind. 
    
  In exchange for this considerable cost, you have successfully augmented your body.  The metal-and-crystalline structure embedded in your eye sockets now synergizes with the wards already inscribed into your temples.  Your Mana Sight has been converted from an active spell effect into a passive ability, and its effects and costs have been altered accordingly. 
    
  The system administrator cautions you against such dramatic augmentation in the future.  Your real-world body can still be affected by elevated stress levels within the in-game environment.  Further traumatic injuries of this nature may lead to irreparable physical injury, including but not limited to cardiac arrest, stroke, and pulmonary embolism. 
    
  Although this should be obvious, the administrator feels compelled to remind you that you don’t respawn in real life. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    New Passive Ability:  Mana Sight 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 3 
 
    Cost:  Permanently reduces your mana regeneration by 20 mana/second.  You are now blind to regular spectrums of light. 
 
    Effect 1:  Ability to view ambient mana.  Current vision is [good]. 
 
    Effect 2:  Ability to isolate mana types.  Currently limited to [fire/earth]. 
 
      
 
    As soon as Finn swiped aside the notifications, the world around him erupted into color, his Mana Sight re-engaging.  He could see Kyyle standing beside him, the mage only slowly beginning to turn toward him as though he sensed something was wrong.  And Finn could make out the stone mound on the far end of the room, glowing orange bodies hovering atop the hill and the telltale wisps of mana from Julia’s equipment giving away her location beneath the rock. 
 
    Finn’s UI sounded an alarm as his stamina began to hit zero, and he swiftly dropped Haste.  As the world lurched back into motion, Finn glanced at Kyyle’s mana gauge.  The earth mage still had enough juice to keep reinforcing the Stone Coffin while Finn recovered his own mana and stamina. 
 
    “Finn?  What the fuck are you…”  Kyyle trailed off, his eyes skimming Finn’s face. 
 
    For his part, Finn could see the mana undulating within the earth mage’s body.  The light and fire mana dimmed slightly, darkness swirling through his limbs. 
 
    “What happened to your face?  What the hell did you do?” the earth mage asked, horror tinging his voice. 
 
    “What I had to,” Finn replied in a hoarse voice. 
 
    Finn could see the colors in Kyyle’s body shift further.  Was that shadowy energy fear?  Doubt?  He had never noticed that before, probably because he only channeled his Mana Sight in specific situations and hadn’t focus on observing his companions.  If the mana fluctuated with emotion, could he possibly read the thoughts or feelings of others now, like interpreting colorful tea leaves? 
 
    Yet he pushed that thought aside. 
 
    He still had work to do.  And he needed to test one more thing. 
 
    With a grunt, Finn pushed himself upright, wobbling slightly.  The world listed sideways for just a moment – doubt creeping into the edges of his thoughts.  Would this work?  Could he move with the sight active?  He let out a sigh of relief as the world stabilized a moment later, no longer listing and tilting with each movement. 
 
    Just fatigue then. 
 
    A moment later, Finn stood beside Kyyle. 
 
    “Are… are you using the sight?  How…”  Kyyle was struggling to form his questions while continuing his channel, desperately reinforcing the barrier surrounding Julia.  Although Finn could see his mana was beginning to run low. 
 
    “We don’t have time for that,” Finn grunted back, his eyes turning toward the center of the room.  He could now see the faint difference between the regular glass and the concealed pupae.  Already, he could detect a winding, circuitous path through the cavern. 
 
    He could do this.  He could make it to Julia. 
 
    “Right now, we need to focus.”  Finn glanced at Kyyle, seeing his surprise and confusion reflected in the way the colors swirled throughout his body. 
 
    “We’re going to save Julia.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 41 - Enhanced 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 143 
 
      
 
    The clergy all assemble for mass each morning, prostrating themselves and praying to the Seer as they face the rising sun, the light reflecting through the walls of her temple.  This is one of the few times the great hall is opened to the general clergy.  A simple basin composed of thick, opaque glass lingers on the far edge of the room, ringed by the higher-ranked acolytes. 
 
      
 
    As I watched and mimicked their praise, I thought to activate the sight.  What I saw took my breath away.  Tendrils of fire mana coiled away from each acolyte, winding through the air to collect inside that basin.  Its surface glowed with such strength that it was near-blinding to my sight.  Yet I fought through the pain, and amid the glowing energy, I could make out two eyes wrapped in silk.  They opened as I watched, as though gazing upon the clergy – reveling in their praise and religious fervor. 
 
      
 
    Even though my mind rebels at this conclusion, I cannot ignore the evidence of my own eyes.  This one faint glimpse tells me that the writings must be true… the gods do exist – or at least entities that pretend to be divine. 
 
      
 
    Even more disconcerting, I saw a similar band of fire arcing away from my own body. It curled toward that blazing creature, as though funneling part of my own mana to the goddess.  Is she feeding upon her followers?  Perhaps others like myself?  Would that explain the river of mana that I saw condense and collect here in a whirlwind of fiery energy?  I’m not certain I see any other answer. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finn scanned the room quickly. 
 
    With his enhanced sight, the cave glowed a dark green, the signal that he was looking at glass – a mixture of earth and fire.  His attention shifted to the shards that littered the room.  The clusters containing the hidden cave grubs gave off a telltale signature, just a faint hint of air mana.  That had been what threw Finn off and caused him to assume they were dealing with the larval version of the female ants.  However, now it offered Finn a possible way across the room without attracting more of the grubs. 
 
    “Daniel,” Finn said, his voice still hoarse.  “Can you pick out a path through the room?  Try to minimize contact with the grub clusters, but I can touch normal glass.” 
 
    “Yes… yes, sir,” the AI replied, clearly still taken aback by what Finn had done to himself – and perhaps his role in the process. 
 
    Within just a few seconds, a winding blue line traced a ragged trail between the glass clusters, terminating in the now-clear expanse in the center of the cave.  It was going to be tight, but it looked possible – even if he didn’t quite measure up to his daughter’s flexibility. 
 
    However, the thought of Julia raised another problem. 
 
    Finn swiped at his chat log, bringing up the window and tapping out a short message to his daughter.  She would need to clear any of the fire crystals trapped with her inside the Stone Coffin.  The last thing they wanted was to blow themselves sky-high as soon as Finn made it to her location.  Julia also needed to be ready when he arrived, which meant arming herself, pulling her lance and shield from her pack. 
 
    Finn dismissed the window with a flick of his wrist – not waiting for her reply.  Instead, his attention lingered briefly on the grubs that piled on top of the mound of stone in the center of the room.  With his sight active and now that they were no longer hidden behind the thick glass, they glowed a bright orange, creating a miniature hill of fire to Finn’s eyes.  His forehead wrinkled, and he glanced back at the nearby clusters, quickly removing the ambient earth mana.  That’s when he saw it – a dense pocket of fire mana in the center, hidden behind multiple layers of green and yellow energy. 
 
    Clever little assholes.  The clusters must be some sort of trap. 
 
    Although, the presence of fire mana indicated that they were going to be resistant to his Fireball and Fire Nova – his two most effective ways of clearing the horde.  It was no matter.  He had an idea for how to deal with that, but he would need to be much closer to Julia first. 
 
    Enough.  I need to get moving. 
 
    Finn pulled two fire mana crystals from his bag and promptly crushed them in his fists, forcing the energy into his body to replenish the remainder of his mana.  After what he had done to his eyes, he almost didn’t register the itching burn that swept across his palms.  The pain was nothing compared to what he had just been through, although the absorption pushed his health back down to 20%, his regeneration feebly trying to keep pace.  Then his fingers twitched, summoning his Magma Armor, and the warm energy soon slid across his shoulders and along his arms. 
 
    “I’m going to make my way to Julia,” Finn said to Kyyle, noticing his colorful outline shift, turning to glance in Finn’s direction.  The hue fluctuated in a now-familiar pattern, most likely doubt and anxiety.  “When I make it to the mound, drop your coffin and push the grubs outward in a ring.  We’ll just need a few seconds.” 
 
    “Got it,” Kyyle grunted between casts. 
 
    Then Finn was ready – as ready as he was going to be. 
 
    He didn’t leave himself time to waver.  Instead, he raced out into the cave, kicking off the glass floor and sailing through the air.  He struck a small patch of clear ground and rolled – just as his daughter had.  He pulled up short of the glass and then began winding through the clusters. 
 
    However, where his daughter had avoided every tip and edge, Finn could see now which clusters hid the grubs.  He could slink up against a shard of real glass, edging around another as he made his way forward, following the flickering blue line that Daniel traced through the field even as the AI hovered overhead. 
 
    As he neared the coffin, Finn’s attention shifted to the glowing circle that denoted his control range.  It was edging closer and closer to the mound in the center of the room.  He could make out his daughter underneath the stone, dense green earth mana surrounding her weapons, but her body otherwise invisible to his sight. 
 
    He didn’t see any telltale flicker of fire mana from the crystals. 
 
    Good.  She’s ready to go. 
 
    As soon as his control range crossed Julia’s position, Finn turned to Daniel. “Highlight Julia’s shield.” 
 
    The green circle was suddenly awash in a stark blue that stood out clearly against the ambient mana in the room.  That would make it easier to track the shield as Finn ducked and wove through the glass. 
 
    Finn’s right hand began moving as he started casting Imbue Fire.  He localized the spell to a single hand, keeping his other limb free to navigate the cavern.  Tendrils of fire mana soon wound around his fingers, and he could see flames begin to bloom around the metal shield.  Julia was less than thirty feet away and the distance was closing.  The fire would consume what little oxygen remained in her stone prison, but it didn’t have to last much longer.  And he knew that the spell would tip off Julia that Finn was getting close. 
 
    As the horde of cave grubs began to loom in his vision – only a few scant yards now separating him from Julia – Finn’s other hand started to move.  It wound through the gestures of Haste, and he soon felt the burning energy sweep through his veins, empowering his muscles as the world around him slowed. 
 
    Just before the spell completed, he shouted out a warning, “Now, Kyyle!” 
 
    There was no more room for thought – only action. 
 
    The Stone Coffin around Julia exploded, the rock and stone rippling outward in slow motion and tossing the grubs back.  Their bodies flew through the air, crashing into the glass that lingered along the edge of the clear circle.  Finn could already see fractures forming in the fragile material – signaling the start of another cascade.  He expected this one would be larger.  Much larger. 
 
    But it didn’t matter.  They were committed now. 
 
    Julia came crashing up through the rock, her lance held in hand, and her shield already awash in flame.  Finn ducked under the flying bodies, weaving through the crowd of rock shrapnel and flailing claws that drifted past him even as his right hand ratcheted up the heat on Julia’s shield.  He used his armor to shoulder through the grubs, letting their claws glance along the molten surface. 
 
    As the temperature hit heat rank level 3 and the metal of the shield began to glow with a bright-red light – not quite melting down to a liquid – Finn tugged, pinching with his fingers.  He pulled spikes from the surface of the shield, creating a thorny patch of metal along the front of the barrier.  That step complete, his hands jerked again, setting the shield into a spin. 
 
    Finn dove forward the last few feet, rolled across the broken ground, and came up beside Julia.  She was just beginning to turn in surprise as she sensed him coming through the crowd of flailing bodies and flying stone.  He must have appeared as a human-shaped blur as he maintained his Haste. 
 
    His mana and stamina were dropping fast, and Finn pulled another gem and crushed it in his fist, using the scant energy and his feeble health regeneration to replenish his waning mana.  It wasn’t much, but it was enough for him to finish what he had started.  Even under the effects of Haste, Julia’s shield had begun to blur as it spun up to speed. 
 
    Just before his stamina finally bottomed out, Finn dropped Haste.  Fatigue overtook him, and he fell to his knees, his legs suddenly unable to hold his weight.  Yet he didn’t stop casting.  With his right hand, he tugged the heat rank on Julia’s shield up to level 4.  The fingers of his left hand moved swiftly, layering a second Imbue Fire onto the new spikes along the shield’s surface.  The metal would start to liquify at this temperature, but Finn was going to need that added control given the considerable weight of the shield.  His hope was that the second spell would help the spikes hold their shape despite the heat. 
 
    The world slammed back into full motion.  The grubs flew across the room, crashing into the dense clusters as a machine gun pitter-patter of exploding glass echoed through the cavern – the sound almost deafening.  Finn could see hundreds of the ravenous creatures pulling themselves from the wreckage, their gaping maws turning to face Finn and Julia. 
 
    Within only seconds, a monstrous wave of claws and flesh was barreling toward them from all sides.  They were gnashing teeth and hunger and frenzy.  A wave of death. 
 
    “What are we—?” Julia began. 
 
    “Start spinning and then throw the shield!” Finn shouted over the noise, interrupting her, and letting his own fire mana burn away his own fear and doubt.  Those emotions wouldn’t help right now.  “Then, cover me with your lance.” 
 
    Finn couldn’t see Julia’s reaction, but he saw the whirling shield shift in his sight – a sign she had done as he asked.  The disc rotated in place, and he could almost visualize his daughter’s movements.  She was using her impressive strength to force the heavy, spinning shield to rotate around herself, pulling her entire body into a spin.  It was a tremendous feat given the shield’s weight and the centrifugal force of its rotation.  She pivoted on her heel, ducking into a crouch. 
 
    And at the very end of the arc, she let go… 
 
    The shield arced away from her, and Finn’s fingers trembled as he pulled at the shield with everything he had.  He needed to pivot the metal into roughly a 45-degree angle, using the combination of the jagged saw-like edges and the newly formed spikes to create a blender of destruction that carved through as large a swathe as possible.  Straining against the heavy metal’s spin and momentum, he then forced the shield into a shallow arc that expanded slowly outward in a spiral. 
 
    The flaming shield struck the line of grubs, literally ripping apart their bodies in a shower of glowing orange blood.  They simply exploded, as though they had been shoved into a woodchipper.  Yet the shield just kept going, driven by the force of Julia’s throw, the force of its spin, and the constant pull of Finn’s mana.  It arced through the room like a metallic juggernaut, ripping apart waves of the creatures within only seconds. 
 
    The amount of ambient fire mana in the room was becoming oppressive.  The blood created a cloud of orange in his enhanced sight.  If not for the blue outline around the shield, he would have easily lost sight of it amid the carnage. 
 
    A few grubs made it past the whirling shield.  Their bodies were only faint smudges of color against the horrific backdrop of blood and death.  Yet Julia had no difficulty seeing.  The instant the grubs neared him, her lance speared the poor creatures with uncanny precision and sent their limp bodies flying across the room as she flicked them free of her weapon. 
 
    The shield soon emerged from the wave of grubs and struck the outer edges of the expanded clearing that Kyyle had created when he broke open the Stone Coffin, carving through the remainder of the glass along the floor.  The shield obliterated the hidden grubs before they could even break through. 
 
    As the shield struck dark-green glass, it promptly crushed the substance, the particles blending with the bright fire mana-imbued grubs.  The emerald spirals were soon consumed by the rest of the mixture, creating a single uniform dark orange – a combination of gore and glass. 
 
    Only a few short seconds later, the shield crashed into the outer wall of the cave, slamming to a halt as it burrowed deeply into the glass.  With the last of his mana, Finn called it back.  The heavy metal shield pulled itself free and then rocketed back toward them – no longer as difficult to control without its spin. 
 
    Julia snatched it out of the air and began beating down the remaining stragglers that lingered throughout the room.  Finn could see a low barrier of green earth being pulled out of the ground around them, creating a short half-wall to block off the remaining grubs.  It seemed that Kyyle’s mana had finally regenerated, and he had rejoined the fray. 
 
    Finn pulled another gem from his bag, crushing the crystal between his fingers.  His health was low, but he needed to keep fighting.  The mana soon seeped into his body, leaving the skin of his palms covered in throbbing welts.  He was just reaching to pull two more metal orbs from his bag when something stopped his hand. 
 
    “I think it’s over,” Julia said, her breathing harsh and ragged.  She must have restrained him – her hand and arm invisible.  Well… almost invisible.  Finn could see the faint mana of her armor and a small emerald sphere lodged in her arm, likely the metal used to purge her Najima. 
 
    Finn looked back at the cavern but had difficulty detecting any enemies.  To his sight, the entire cavern was coated in a thick layer of orange – the fire mana in the creatures’ blood, making it difficult to distinguish specific objects.  He would have to take Julia’s word that they were all dead. 
 
    As the adrenaline finally started to work its way out of his system, Finn listed to the side, and the colors swam and danced in front of him.  His health was sitting at 7%, and his stamina was almost completely gone.  After what he had done to his eyes – and casting his Haste twice within the span of just a few minutes – he was on his last legs, both mentally and physically. 
 
    Finn felt Julia catch him, holding him in a sitting position along the ground.  “Hey, are you alright?” she asked.  He could see the mana in her clothing and weapons shift as she turned toward him, even though he couldn’t see her face anymore.  “What is…?” She trailed off as she finally inspected Finn. 
 
    “What the hell have you done to yourself?” she asked, horror creeping into her voice. 
 
    Finn didn’t need to see her face.  He could visualize her expression from her tone.  She was looking at the ravaged, barely healed skin around his eyes.  The soulless black lumps of metal that were now welded to the bones of his face.  She was taking in the blood and the rivulets of metal that had dried against his cheeks, like macabre tendrils arcing away from twin dark suns. 
 
    “What needed to be done,” Finn murmured finally, leaning against her more heavily.  “What I needed to do to save you…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 42 - Passionate 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 144 
 
      
 
    My lingering illness appears to be getting worse.  The fevers and chills have grown more severe ever since my stockpile of crystals ran out.  Some of the other acolytes have even begun noticing my ailment despite my illusion – remarking upon my ever-present cough, the stiffness of my movements, and the bouts of fatigue. 
 
      
 
    I need to find another source of mana.  Something close; something discreet.  Yet the acolytes don’t practice crafting at the temple.  There are no more crystals.  The only mana is that which they store in their own bodies, held in their Najima.  That, and the well inside the great hall, but that isn’t easily accessible to me. 
 
      
 
    Even now, as I write this in my bunk in one of the outbuildings with the stars shining overhead, I can sense the mana in my sleeping neighbors.  The energy calls to me – promising a release from the illness that plagues my body.  There is only one way for me to gather more mana here, and these zealots deserve the pain that procedure would entail.  For what they have done to me; what they have done to Renquist. 
 
      
 
    And for what I fear their goddess is doing to the rest of humanity… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Here, lean against this,” Julia urged, guiding Finn to a nearby piece of rubble. 
 
    He accepted her help gratefully.  Now that she was no longer in danger, the full import of what he had just been through was starting to hit him – a mixture of latent pain and fatigue that left his legs wobbly and his newly enhanced vision wavering. 
 
    Finn felt more than saw Julia reach out tentatively toward his eyes.  It was the way the air around him shifted subtly, sending vibrations spinning through the ambient yellow mana that drifted through the room.  As he watched the effect, he idly wondered if it would be possible to have Daniel mimic his former sight with the blue highlights that he produced.  Maybe he could calculate the rough edges and angles of an object by using the negative space created by the different types of mana… 
 
    “Hey, focus!” Julia said, snapping her fingers in his face as his head listed to the side.  “Are you okay?” 
 
    Finn’s attention snapped back to Julia – or at least where he figured she was standing.  “Yeah, I guess.  I just zoned out for a moment.” 
 
    “What did you do to yourself?” she asked, her voice soft and full of a mixture of reproach and worry. 
 
    “Uh…” Finn hesitated, not sure where to begin. 
 
    Not so luckily for him, Daniel was nearby to help answer Julia’s questions. 
 
    “Finn decided that the only way to navigate the room to your position without drawing more of the cave grubs was to use his sight.  However, since the ability couldn’t be used easily while moving, he developed a new procedure to augment his eyes,” Daniel chirped helpfully, his glowing form spinning around the pair. 
 
    “Augment?” Julia said, with an edge to her voice that Finn found familiar. 
 
    Damn, I wish I could see her.  He was just now realizing how much he relied on facial expressions and body language.  It would be nice to see the storm brewing in Julia’s eyes before she stabbed him to death. 
 
    That would at least give him a chance to run away… 
 
    “Well, replace might be a better word,” Daniel replied hesitantly, flitting around Julia’s head and observing her dour expression.  An image abruptly popped into the air beside Finn, a glowing orange outline that showed the anatomy of his face and an illustration of the combination of metal and crystal he had fused into his eye sockets.  The AI must have improved his projections since this one came with a “helpful” animation of the process. 
 
    I suppose it’s good that I can still see Daniel’s projections, Finn thought to himself.  He stored that helpful fact away for later. 
 
    “Finn absorbed the mana from two fire crystals, and then embedded the crystals in a molten matrix of the dark metal.  He then proceeded to—” 
 
    “I get it,” Julia snapped at the AI.  “So, this means what?  He can see mana all the time now – even while moving?”  She seemed to be pacing in front of Finn, the sound of her voice shifting as she spoke.  “Or can he only see mana?”  She paused, turning toward him.  “Can you even see me right now?” 
 
    “Well, not exactly since your body doesn’t contain any mana,” Finn began hesitantly.  “Technically, I can see your weapons, your clothing, and the small lumps of metal in your limbs, so I have a sense of where you are and what you’re doing.  Although, with some work, I think there might be a way to use Daniel’s highlights to give me something approximating normal vision—” 
 
    “Stop.  Just fucking stop,” Julia snapped. 
 
    Then the dam seemed to fully, and finally, burst. 
 
    “What the actual fuck were you thinking?” she demanded.  “You replaced your own eyes – melted them from the inside out with molten metal?  Who the hell does that?” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “I did it to save you,” he offered quietly.  “I don’t know what other option we had.” 
 
    There was a brief hesitation on her end and then… 
 
    “You could have just fucking let me die!  That was the other option!” Julia practically shouted at him.  He could tell from the way her shield bobbed that she was now furiously pacing the area in front of him again. 
 
    “Seriously, this is a game,” she continued.  “I don’t how many times I have to keep saying that before it sinks into your thick skull!”  A brief pause.  “Or, I know!  Maybe I should write a damn note, attach it to a molten spike and drive it into your fucking temple!  Because that’s just the new normal around here now!” 
 
    She whirled toward him, and he imagined she was stabbing a finger in his direction.  “I didn’t say anything when you started killing hundreds of students in the mage guild, or worked literally all day and night in-game training, or when we jumped off a damn cliff and fought our way desperately through some fucking over-leveled ant hill. 
 
    “Hell, I even went along with it when you seemed oblivious to me or freaking anything else around you.  I also know how long you stayed logged in the other day – I left a few hooks in your home system just to make sure you were eating and sleeping.  18 hours straight?  The system logs say you had Daniel pull out your old feeding tube and catheter…  I thought you were joking before, but it seems I didn’t give you enough credit!” 
 
    She sighed in frustration, some of her anger wilting but seemingly turning into a bitter disappointment that Finn somehow found worse.  “I gave you space, thinking maybe you’d snap out of it.  Maybe you were telling me the truth, and you just needed an outlet after what happened to Mom.  Something to help you reengage. 
 
    “And after our last conversation…” She trailed off, hesitating.  “I thought maybe you could change – that we’d reached a turning point.” 
 
    She slumped down onto a nearby boulder as though defeated.  “But you know what?  You’re doing the same fucking thing now that you did before she died.  And the same shit you pulled after the accident.  You’re distant, distracted, focused only on some bullshit goal instead of the shit standing directly in fucking front of you.  Maybe I was wrong.  Maybe this is just who you are.  The almighty Finn Harris!” 
 
    Finn winced.  That one definitely hurt more than the anger.  Maybe because there was some truth in it.  The Seer’s memory had made it clear that he had been an incredible asshole over the years, and he suspected that hadn’t started when Rachael passed.  It had just gotten worse.  His wife had been a buffer, a tether to the rest of his life.  And once it snapped… 
 
    Hell, even now he could appreciate the bitter irony that he couldn’t see Julia’s face as she shouted at him.  Not that he was certain he had really seen her before. 
 
    But at the same time, he did have a good reason for doing what he had. 
 
    Except, how the hell did he explain that? 
 
    “There’s… there’s more to it than that,” Finn offered tentatively. 
 
    “Really?  Like what?  What could possibly justify going to these lengths?  You wouldn’t tell me before, but now I expect a good fucking answer,” Julia demanded.  She sat there, staring at Finn.  Even now, he could imagine the angry, demanding look on her face. 
 
    He hesitated.  Did he tell her?  There was no going back once he did.  And yet, Finn suspected that if he didn’t share his goal with her, he might lose Julia.  Their relationship already felt fragile.  And yet… his first instinct had been to push her away and ignore the problem by not telling her about the Seer’s bargain.  Even now, he wanted to deflect away from the real answer to her question. 
 
    And maybe that was the problem. 
 
    He had told himself that he was going to move forward – try to repair their relationship.  He couldn’t expect different results unless something changed. 
 
    He owed her more than that. 
 
    “I did it to bring Rachael back – to bring your mom back,” Finn said, his voice hoarse. 
 
    Julia seemed to freeze in place, her body going still. 
 
    “What?  What the hell does that mean?” she demanded, although she sounded more uncertain.  Probably asking herself if he’d gone insane. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “I haven’t been entirely candid about how I started playing this game.  When I first entered this world, I was confronted by a woman that claimed she was the god of fire – the Seer,” Finn explained tentatively.  “She gave me a tarot reading.  She knew things about me… about my history.  Impossible things.  Unless, of course, she was accessing both my short-term and long-term memory.  You mentioned the same thing just a few days ago – how the game creates this narrative around your own personal experiences. 
 
    “Well, in my case, the goddess knew about Rachael.” 
 
    Finn took a deep breath.  “She… conscripted me, I guess you could say.  Branded me with her mark.”  He pulled back on the sleeve of his right arm to reveal the tattoo there, the three cards that had appeared after that initial confrontation.  “That’s how Abbad first found me.  He claimed it was the Mark of the Crone and that I was some sort of ‘chosen one.’  I think it may be tied to a prophecy these people believe in.” 
 
    “I’ve picked up pieces of this already,” Julia replied curtly, “but none of this explains why you’re doing this… or what you mean about bringing Mom back.” 
 
    He shook his head, unable to look up at her even though he knew he couldn’t see her face.  “At first, I was just fascinated by this world.  It was captivating – learning a new language, to cast magic, to fight.  But before the last duel with Vanessa, I was wavering, uncertain if I wanted to keep going.  I saw myself changing.  I had to kill Kyyle and felt his blood run across my hands.  I didn’t… I don’t – want to hurt people, particularly people I care about.  It felt like I was going too far. 
 
    “But then the Seer came to me, and she made me an offer I couldn’t refuse.” 
 
    Finn’s fists clenched, a hollow pit forming in his stomach. 
 
    “If I won the Emir’s competition, she would help me bring Rachael back.” 
 
    A brief silence followed that announcement. 
 
    “That’s… that’s not possible,” Julia suddenly blurted out, her voice disbelieving. 
 
    “I thought so too, at first,” Finn murmured.  “Yet the Seer explained that the AI that controls this game was developed using my original program, a digital-analog for the human mind.  One that was based on your mother’s memories, her brain scans, her speech, and her affectations.  We compiled every ounce of data we could on her and used that to develop the initial prototype.  The first true AI, made in the image of my wife – your mother. 
 
    “The Seer claimed that the data is all still here, buried within the memory of the core AI that controls this world.  Yet I was still skeptical.  Even with the data, it wouldn’t be Rachael.  It couldn’t be… At least, so I thought.  Then I saw what the game has done to Daniel,” he offered, gesturing at the AI that floated nearby. 
 
    “Since I added him to the game world, it has completely altered his programming, and I can view the modified code from my home workstation.  It’s… I’ve never seen anything like it.  Someone took my code and went far, far past where I stopped.  Hell, you can see that for yourself.”  With a flick of his wrist, he brought up his in-game console and projected Daniel’s code architecture into the air beside him – a spiraling column of glowing orange data that revolved in an endless recursive loop of self-improvement. 
 
    “That’s why this version of Daniel keeps developing new mannerisms,” Finn offered.  “That’s not me changing him.  That’s him learning.  Developing a sense of humor.  Emotion.  Empathy.  Hell, he’s even been making changes to my mods, tweaking them, and taking initiative.  He’s like a child, growing and developing at his own pace.” 
 
    Julia was silent, her form frozen in front of him.  There were only minor movements, likely her attention flitting between the image floating in the air and Finn.  Although, he wished he could see her face – her expression.  Was she upset?  Intrigued?  Disbelieving?  Finn was beginning to intensely regret the loss of his eyes.  It made this conversation so much harder… 
 
    “Once I saw Daniel’s code, I knew.  With that kind of architecture and with the remainder of your mother’s data, it’s… it’s possible.  I could bring her back,” Finn croaked.  He’d likely be crying now if not for what he had done to his eyes.  As it was, he only felt a dull ache, his tear ducts fully cauterized and sealed with metal. 
 
    “And I would pay any cost to accomplish that goal – to win this damn competition.  My time, my real body, my eyes, transient pain…  I’d give anything even for just a few minutes with her again,” he choked out.  When he said it aloud, it sounded almost comically insane, the ravings of a broken madman.  There was no way anyone would buy into this fruitless, painful chase. 
 
    He was expecting more angry ranting.  Incredulous questions. 
 
    Maybe she’d push to put him into a home… or a mental ward. 
 
    What he wasn’t expecting was for Julia to dart forward, wrapping her arms around him. 
 
    Finn was so surprised he nearly fell from his perch atop the rubble. 
 
    “You’re an idiot,” Julia muttered into his shoulder, her voice uneven.  “Why didn’t you just tell me?  Did you think I wouldn’t help you bring back Mom – whatever that might look like?” 
 
    “I-I thought you would think I was insane,” Finn replied, his own voice cracking.  He shook his head.  “Hell, I’m not even sure that I fully believe it…” 
 
    He felt Julia pull away from him, and his eyes widened as a blue haze washed across his vision, replacing the colorful energy and rippling and contorting before his eyes.  He could almost make out a fuzzy outline of Julia… 
 
    The energy rippled again, becoming more precise.  Hazy blurs became clear lines, tracing the curve of his daughter’s face, her nose, her lips, and eyes.  In only an instant, Finn could see Julia crouched in front of him, her eyes peering into his.  The tears that ran down her cheeks. 
 
    “How—?” Finn began, raising his hand and cupping his daughter’s cheek. 
 
    “I took your suggestion,” Daniel chirped.  “You were right.  I can use the data from your sight and the in-game highlights to simulate your normal vision.  Unfortunately, the negative space created by the energy you can observe is uneven, the bands of mana merging in a gradient.  This forces me to approximate lines and angles, but it’s a reasonable estimate.  Although I can’t do anything about the color.” 
 
    A brief, almost hopeful, pause.  “Do you like it?” 
 
    Finn and Julia both turned to stare at the AI. 
 
    “Yes, Daniel.  Yes, this is fantastic,” Finn said in a muted voice.  Daniel flashed once brightly, dancing in the air as though pleased. 
 
    “Do you need any more proof than that?” Julia whispered, her brow furrowed in confusion and surprise as she watched the AI. 
 
    “I guess not,” Finn replied. 
 
    They both heard glass crunch behind them, and they whirled to find Kyyle standing there.  His eyes were wide, his jaw hanging open in the most dumbfounded expression that Finn had ever seen.  In that moment, he realized that the earth mage had likely just witnessed the craziest scene imaginable. 
 
    Finn and his daughter were crouched in the center of a cavern, the floor broken and destroyed, glass shards and fragments still littering the room, and the dismembered corpses of hundreds of grubs lingering around them, their blood staining the area a dark orange… talking about resurrecting the dead. 
 
    In a videogame. 
 
    “Kyyle…” Finn began. 
 
    The earth mage raised a hand to forestall his explanation, shaking his head.  “Okay,” he began slowly.  “So, if you’ll let me, I’d like to recap the story I just heard… just to make sure I understood it – and that I’m not dreaming right now.  I’m definitely not dreaming, right?” he added with a tilt of his head. 
 
    Julia shook her head no. 
 
    “Okay, fully awake.  Cool.  Got it.” 
 
    A deep breath and then, “So, first off, if I heard you two right, Finn here is actually Finn Harris, the father of modern AI.  Sound good so far?” Kyyle asked. 
 
    Finn nodded reluctantly.  He wasn’t surprised that the young man had recognized his name.  He was extremely well known.  His story had been plastered all over the news back in the day, and his name was regularly taught alongside most modern programming classes.  That was part of the reason he had retreated into his cyber fortress, to get away from all the recognition and esteem his name conjured.  He just couldn’t take it, the praise only serving to remind him of the very real cost of his so-called success. 
 
    “And Julia is your daughter, which is abundantly obvious at this point.” 
 
    Another nod. 
 
    Kyyle took a deep breath as though steadying himself.  “Okay, so Finn here was conscripted by a fire god, who tasked him with completing an in-game competition to become the ruler of a city, except the prize was actually resurrecting his dead wife – whose memories are apparently all stored inside this same game since the AI that controls it was developed using the same technology that Finn created more than a decade ago. 
 
    “As a result, we have had to fight hundreds of other players in a grueling deathmatch, we have no less than four – no, maybe five – different factions all trying to kill us, we survived a two-thousand-foot drop without a parachute, fought our way through an entire ant colony using tools that we scrounged together MacGyver-style, strapped the magical equivalent of a rocket to our ass to get out of said ant colony, raced across what can only be described as a ‘death chasm,’ and then watched as Finn melted out his own eyes in order to be able to permanently see magic so that he could save his daughter from being torn apart. 
 
    “Because, again, we need to complete this competition in order to resurrect Finn’s dead wife.” 
 
    As he finished, Kyyle glanced back and forth between them, a deadpan expression on his face.  “I cover everything?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I know this is a lot…” Finn began. 
 
    Kyyle held up a hand, shaking his head.  “Don’t give me the whole, hey, I realize this is a lot, you can exit the ride at the next stop. 
 
    “At the risk of sounding a little indelicate, fuck that,” Kyyle said, a broad, excited smile stretching across his face.  “You basically described the most epic story ever.  Hell, I could probably convince my psych professor to just let me stop coming to class in exchange for writing up my notes on the adventure and the effects on you and Julia.  I mean, c’mon?  The possibility of resurrecting someone using their memory and brain scans?  Can you imagine a better thesis, even forgetting who we’re talking about for a second? 
 
    “This could get me published in every major psych journal in the world,” he murmured to himself, turning away from them and swiping at the air.  Only seconds later, his fingers were darting across a keyboard that they couldn’t see, likely typing up notes for later. 
 
    For their part, Finn and Julia just glanced at each other.  Julia gave him a little shrug, and Finn just shook his head.  It seemed that they attracted crazy. 
 
    “Looks like we’re all in,” Julia observed, abruptly rising to her feet and wiping at her eyes with her sleeve.  “And now that I know what’s really at stake, why the hell are we just sitting here?  We have work to do and a competition to win.”  She offered Finn a hand, her eyes locked on his. 
 
    Finn just stared at her hand for a second before glancing up at his daughter.  He could still see moisture glimmering in her eyes, but behind that, he saw a burning, relentless passion and resolve.  He’d seen that look before, but he had always been staring in the mirror.  It seemed that despite his best efforts to fuck it up, his daughter had picked up some of his better traits. 
 
    “Yeah… yeah, I guess we do,” Finn said, finally grabbing her hand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 43 - Adjacent 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 145 
 
      
 
    I had been spending almost every free moment in the library, although I must limit my time now.  The other acolytes have been on edge since several of the lower-ranked clergy having gone missing over the last few days.  Despite these challenges, I have still managed to continue my studies.  Now that I know the gods are real… that changes everything.  What I once mistook for religious allegory and superstition has taken on a different meaning. 
 
      
 
    The Seer is fond of prophecy.  The clergy speak of divine inspiration, the flickering flame that comes to them in their sleep.  Those poor acolytes then write down their visions – foretellings of the future, cryptic riddles that the other clergy spend days, months, and years trying to decipher.  Yet among those writings, I found a common prophetic thread.  The words are often meandering and unclear… 
 
      
 
    Except, the writings all speak of a mage of both youth and experience.  They speak of the death of loved ones, bathed in flame and destruction.  They speak of heresy and inspiration – a threat to the temple and a revolution of magic.  They speak of a man that will master the art of spellcasting, consume that knowledge, and then taint it – his hunger insatiable. 
 
      
 
    I believe the goddess was referring to me. 
 
      
 
    It all suddenly makes sense!  The Seer inspired her acolytes to have my parents killed and my mind enslaved to prevent a threat to her and the temple.  I can only imagine that they kept me alive in an attempt to take advantage of my innate talents.  Initially, this revelation threw me into a fit of rage – this nearly amounts to an indirect confession of guilt.  I wished to immediately throw off my disguise and burn the temple to the ground. 
 
      
 
    But then the writings gave me pause. 
 
      
 
    If the Seer and her disciples went to these lengths to stop me, then that means she’s “afraid.”  Which means she has a weakness.  I need only find it.  As I said at the beginning of this journal, fear is the death of passion – and oh how true that has become. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “We sure made a mess of this place,” Finn said, glancing around the room.  With Daniel’s alterations to his sight, and the cavern no longer obscured behind a haze of fire mana, he could now fully take in the devastation. 
 
    “Probably the understatement of the year,” Julia offered, following his gaze. 
 
    Blood, debris, and fragments of glass filled the cavern.  If any of the wildlife was attracted to fire mana, then they had just sent up a huge signal.  Although, it was at least some relief to know that the remainder of the fire ant colony now lingered more than a thousand feet below them.  They just had to worry about whatever else might be living down here in this hellhole. 
 
    Although, that did raise an interesting question. 
 
    Finn’s attention settled on the dismembered body of one of the grubs.  Its torso had been cleaved in half, soupy blood leaking from the severed portions.  He stepped over to the creature and crouched down to inspect it.  Despite the way his vision was now hazy and cast in infinite shades of blue, Finn could still detect odd fragments along the creature’s back – jagged lumps and obtrusions.  He ran his fingers across them lightly. 
 
    Glass?  It certainly felt hard and smooth to the touch, and his guess was that it was partially translucent – although he couldn’t easily observe that now.  Maybe damage from the exploding clusters and Julia’s shield? 
 
    Except the fragments hadn’t penetrated the grub’s chitin.  Instead, the material was fused to the surface of the creature’s exoskeleton.  Almost like it had grown out of the shell… 
 
    “Shit,” Finn muttered.  This seemed to confirm his earlier suspicion. 
 
    “Is that glass growing out of the grub?” Kyyle chirped from over Finn’s shoulder.  His eyes scanned the room.  “That would mean… Damn it.  This was a trap, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “I’m guessing these little assholes can secrete a substance that looks like glass, making it mimic the energy signature of earth mana and injecting traces of air mana into it.  I didn’t notice it until after I altered my eyes, but each of those pupae were comprised of dozens of layers of the glass, intentionally making it difficult to detect the grubs inside.” 
 
    He spared a glance back toward the cave’s entrance and the central shaft.  “My bet is that they lure the mature female ants from the central shaft in here – chasing after the air mana.  Once they touch the glass…” 
 
    “They explode out of their little cages and devour it,” Julia finished.  “Damn.” 
 
    Kyyle grimaced.  “I should have thought of that.” 
 
    Finn barked out a harsh laugh.  “And I should have looked past the layers of earth and air mana to see the ravenous little nuggets of fire mana in the center.  It was there the whole time.  I was just in too much of a hurry.” 
 
    “And I shouldn’t have dropped that fire crystal and gone full Leeroy Jenkins in here, spawning all of these grubs,” Julia pointed out, eyeing them both.  “Point is, we can play the blame game all day, or we can learn from it and move the hell on.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Finn added with a nod.  “We planned as best we could under the circumstances, but sometimes plans go awry.  Either way, we made it through the fight by working together – the same way we got out of that damn fire ant colony.” 
 
    He hesitated as he saw the doubt flickering across Kyyle’s face.  Clearly, the young man was beating himself up.  However, the Seer’s words were lingering in Finn’s mind.  A fire needs fuel, she had said.  As he looked at Julia and Kyyle, he could start to see what she might have meant.  A lone flame could burn brightly, but a group of people? 
 
    They could build a genuinely awe-inspiring blaze. 
 
    “You can’t plan for everything, and so we need to lean on each other.  It’s the same lesson we learned during Brutus’ first class, remember?  A bunch of novices against those damn fire golems,” Finn offered with a grin.  “Yet we managed to drop his ass in that hole and blow up his golems – with only three spells between us.” 
 
    That earned him a grin and a chuckle from the earth mage. 
 
    “We’re strongest when we’re working together, leaning on the synergies between our skills and abilities.  Hell, I’m pretty sure that’s why the Emir spread out power and knowledge among the guilds.  He wanted to keep each group separate and isolated – individually weak.” 
 
    Finn waved at the cavern.  “But just look at what we managed to accomplish together… how far we’ve come.” 
 
    Kyyle tilted his head.  Then the earth mage glanced at Julia and saw her nod in agreement.  “Fine,” he admitted grudgingly.  “Maybe shit happens.  But I’m still going to take notes, so I don’t make the same mistake again…”  As he spoke, he pulled up his console and began typing away, occasionally glancing at the body of the grub. 
 
    Julia just looked at Finn and rolled her eyes.  Despite Kyyle’s cavalier attitude, Finn could tell that the message had connected.  There was a kernel of truth to what Finn had said, and now that he had revealed the true goal behind this competition, he saw a fire burning in his companions’ eyes – a hunger to finish this.  His own mana was responding to that excitement, simmering in his veins, and urging him to push forward. 
 
    Finn rose back to his feet with a grunt, swiping at the air to bring up his map.  “Anyway, the good news is that we might not encounter our irritating little buddies again.  We’re getting close to Altair’s waypoint – this vault, presumably.  The map has it positioned about 50-60 feet above us and just down that passage.”  He pointed at the tunnel on the opposite end of the cave from where they had entered. 
 
    A glance at Kyyle.  “I suggest you finish up your notes quickly.  We need to gather our stuff and get the hell out of here.  Even with the way you walled off the passage to the central shaft, there’s no telling if the noise and mana will draw anything else into this cave.  I sure as hell don’t want to meet whatever can feed on these grubs.  This place’s ecosystem is just a bit too realistic for my tastes. 
 
    “Once we get into the tunnel, we can set up a small rest area, check our notifications, and plan our next steps.  Sound good?” 
 
    Kyyle and Julia both nodded and promptly set to work scouring the cave, making sure they hadn’t left any stray equipment or materials that could be useful later.  Soon, they were ready – bags and packs strapped down and weapons cleaned and sheathed.  Finn had also taken a moment to reform Julia’s shield to make it less unwieldy, compressing the spikes back down into the surface of the disc. 
 
    With one final look back at the room, they set off down the tunnel, looking for a place to make camp and plan their next move. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After venturing down the adjacent tunnel, they had picked out a clear spot a hundred or so feet away from the grub cavern.  Out of an abundance of caution, Kyyle had opted to drill out a new base camp – a narrow passage leading to a 20-foot by 20-foot enclosure that gave them enough space to spread out, plan, and re-equip. 
 
    Tendrils of liquid stone coiled and surged through the air, connecting with the rock wall on the other side of the narrow entrance to the chamber that Kyyle had carved into the wall of the tunnel.  Within only moments, the stone began to solidify, forming a thick barrier that fully blocked off their new camp. 
 
    The earth mage had clearly improved his stone working skills since they had entered the Abyss.  He automatically pulled a worktable up out of the rock and ringed the table with benches. 
 
    “You’re turning into a real dungeon homemaker,” Julia quipped at Kyyle, shooting him a grin as she slumped down onto one of the benches.  “We just need some tea and pastries.” 
 
    “I could probably make that happen,” Kyyle shot back.  “They might look authentic, but they’ll taste like rock and dust…”  This earned him a pained grimace from Julia. 
 
    For his part, Finn ignored their banter, relieved to have a moment of peace.  Despite his group’s newfound resolve, the events of the last 24 hours were starting to catch up to him.  The fight with the fire ant queen, a mad dash across the central shaft, the procedure with his eyes, that fight in the cave.  There was a limit to his endurance. 
 
    But they had to keep moving. 
 
    First things first, Finn pulled his old novice tunic from his bag.  The cloth was apparently almost indestructible, at least from most forms of attack.  Although, it wasn’t completely impervious to damage, as Finn was able to tear off a rough strip.  He quickly tied it around his head, obscuring his eyes from sight.  He’d already seen how Kyyle and Julia stared at the dead metal, and he suspected it would be disconcerting for others. 
 
    More pragmatically, he also didn’t want to tip off his opponents to his abilities.  If they thought him a blind cripple, all the better as far as he was concerned. 
 
    That simple task complete, Finn’s attention drifted to Bilel’s journal, where the edge of the tome stuck out of his bag.  He hadn’t quite finished the entries yet, although he was nearing the end.  The changes to his sight made it difficult to read, casting the pages in glowing color or a monochromatic blue.  Although, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the mage’s story was important somehow – that he should finish reading it.  With a frown and a flick of his wrist, Finn brought up his UI.  He quickly found the group’s file repository, the folders filled primarily with Kyyle’s detailed notes. 
 
    Finn accessed Daniel’s logs, pushing the AI’s scans of the journal into the repository.  He’d had Daniel back up the journal a long time ago, afraid that he might accidentally damage or lose it during their journey.  Now that foresight made it easier to convert the log into audio files that could be played while he was on the move or during a lull. 
 
    Once he was finished, Finn decided to check his notifications.  He hadn’t examined them carefully since their battle with the fire ant queen.  There had been too many things consuming his thoughts to spare any attention to a few stat points.  With a swipe of his wrist, he pulled up the notices. 
 
    Immediately, a barrage of blue notifications tumbled down in front of him. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  x8 Level Up! 
  
      
 
       
       	  You have (40) undistributed stat points. 
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    x3 Spell Rank Up:  Mana Absorption 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 7 
 
    Cost:  74% of mana drained as health damage. 
 
    Effect 1:  The caster can absorb ambient fire mana, adding the energy to their total mana pool. 
 
      
 
    x1 Spell Rank Up:  Imbue Fire 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 8 
 
    Cost:  200 Mana 
 
    Effect 1:  Imbues a weapon with fire mana, increasing the weapon’s base damage by INT x 13.5%.  Can only be used on unenchanted metal weapons. 
 
    Effect 2:  While channeling, allows the caster to increase the heat in ranks, up to a current max heat rank of [4].  Each heat rank increases damage by INT x 5% while increasing the channel cost by 50%. 
 
    Channel Effect:  Allows user to control the weapon within his control range at a cost of 25 mana/sec. 
 
      
 
    x6 Spell Rank Up:  Haste 
 
    Skill Level:  Beginner Level 7 
 
    Cost:  200 mana upon activation.  75 stamina/second sustained. 
 
    Effect 1:  Increases total speed by 33.5%. 
 
      
 
    x3 Skill Rank Up:  Flameworking 
 
    Skill Level:  Intermediate Level 4 
 
    Effect 1:  36% increased power when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
    Effect 2:  16% increased control when shaping objects subject to Imbue Fire. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  The system administrator has noticed that your pet has begun abusing the in-game “Tactical Highlight” system, attempting to highlight all targets within view simultaneously and continuously in order to allow you to simulate regular vision. 
    
  Apart from the obvious abuse of this mechanic to overcome a limitation of your recent body augmentation, this has also placed an undue burden on system resources.  On the other hand, the system administrator does wish to reward players for the novel use of game mechanics. 
    
  As a compromise, this feature has been adapted into a passive in-game skill, replete with appropriate limitations and tradeoffs.  If you have any complaints, you can lodge them with our customer service department.  Please address your email to: 
    
  Ididntthinkthisthrough@notourproblem.com 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    New Active Skill:  Short-Sighted 
 
    Through the creative use of the in-game “Tactical Highlight” system, you have developed a skill that resembles something like normal vision.  However, this ability comes with many restrictions.  It can only be used outside of combat, its use reduces the user’s mana regeneration to zero, you can no longer detect specific colors, and the vision is inaccurate, with that inaccuracy increasing in proportion to the distance between yourself and an object – the equivalent of a near-sighted individual.  We hope you appreciate the irony. 
 
    Skill Level:  NA 
 
    Cost:  Reduces mana regeneration to zero. 
 
    Effect:  The caster can view the world through a rough approximation of normal vision.  Current vision is approximately 20/40. 
 
      
 
    Finn barked out an inadvertent laugh as he read the prompts.  It seemed that someone on the game’s development team had a sense of humor, at least.  Not that he could blame them for placing some limitations on Daniel’s modifications.  It did seem a little ridiculous to trade his eyes for his improved Mana Sight, only to also have nearly perfect normal vision. 
 
    Although, the passive 20 mana/sec cost of his permanent augmentation was rough. 
 
    That change alone had dropped him to 44.60 mana/second, even after taking into account the bonuses from the fire ant queen’s crown.  While Finn could help compensate for the loss of regeneration with Mana Absorption, that ability ate through his health quickly.  Even the reduced percentage as he leveled the spell added up fast.  If he only burned half his health – which represented a considerable risk – that only gave him back roughly 1,412 mana.  Or about half of his current mana pool.  The effect was to increase his risk and to effectively shift his 8.05 health regeneration/second to mana regeneration. 
 
    If I were being as efficient as possible, I’d always be slightly hurt and burning a fire mana crystal every time I hit full health again, Finn realized. 
 
    On top of that, some of his spells had also begun to cost stamina.  For example, Finn could only channel Haste for about 20 seconds right now, and it took him a little over two minutes to fully recover.  He’d had to make do with a half-empty stamina pool with the grubs.  He supposed that limitation made sense, given how powerful that spell could be, but it also meant that his stat priority was now much more complicated. 
 
    If he put up Intelligence, he added more mana, mana regeneration, and damage.  However, additional health increased his durability and could now be used to recover mana through Mana Absorption.  He also probably needed to consider ways to improve his Endurance to increase his stamina pool and regeneration – which would increase his uptime on Haste. 
 
    Although, as Finn reviewed the data, he realized that Intelligence was probably still the best stat by far.  As Brutus had mentioned a long time ago, it was easier to train some of his physical stats like Endurance.  Although, he supposed he hadn’t had much downtime to do that lately.  Mana could also be used to substitute for low health by keeping his Magma Armor up or using his Imbue Fire to block attacks – especially now that he had become more adept at manipulating the heat ranks and reforming the metal on the fly. 
 
    As a result, he’d found himself getting hit less, focusing instead on using his abilities at a distance or to enhance Julia.  Against a large crowd of targets, it was likely much more efficient for him to enhance her shield and attempt another one of those shield throws – which he was calling a “Shield Spiral” in his head – than to enter the fray directly. 
 
    With a sigh, Finn dumped the remainder of his points into Intelligence.  If they ever got out of this pit, he’d see if he could find some gear to boost Vitality and Endurance… or possibly go back to Brutus and ask for some help with training – as horrible as that option seemed.  Even after the Abyss, he didn’t relish the idea of the fire mage’s instruction. 
 
    As soon as he finished allocating his points, Finn pulled up his Character Status. 
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    Even after the cost of his new augmentation, Finn had managed to bring up his mana regeneration to a respectable level.  It was enough to let him channel Imbue Fire on two objects at heat rank level 2 indefinitely. 
 
    Although, anything hotter than that would start to burn through his mana quickly.  For example, he could only maintain heat rank 4 on two spells for about 40 seconds.  He would need to be careful about raising the temperature to reform the metal and then drop the channel back down to heat rank 2 – which would help him conserve mana while maximizing the durability of the dark metal. 
 
    Either way, it was good enough for now. 
 
    Finn swiped aside his notifications and turned to look at his companions.  Kyyle was still staring into space, but Julia had finished already.  She now had her map pulled up, projecting an image of the Abyss onto the center of the stone table.  With his new passive skill active, her face and body were outlined in a blue glow – along with the rest of the room.  Her eyes hovered on the yellow marker looming just above them.  Strangely, the system prompts, and the UI elements still retained their standard color. 
 
    One small blessing, Finn supposed. 
 
    “It’s so close,” Julia offered when she saw him looking at her. 
 
    “Yeah, it is,” Finn murmured.  Their goal was finally within reach. 
 
    “Do you think the others beat us to it?” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “Maybe.” 
 
    It was certainly possible the other champions had made it to the vault already.  They had been down in this pit for over a week now and were starting to get close to the respawn timer.  On the other hand, the other champions had also probably gone through hell.  Assuming they survived the ambush at the top of the Abyss – a likely outcome – they would have still needed to descend at least 1,000 feet.  If Altair was to be believed, the upper levels might be easier, but after their recent encounter with the cave grubs, Finn suspected the other champions would have encountered their fair share of obstacles. 
 
    Tilting his head to the side, Finn examined the map.  “Although, we still can’t be certain that the vault is at this location.  It could have moved or shifted,” he offered, recalling the ambient earth mana.  “And even if the champions made it to the vault, that doesn’t mean they managed to get inside already or recover the relic.” 
 
    “Or return to the surface,” Julia added, her brow furrowed as she looked at the map.  Her finger traced a winding path through the partial map data they had of the upper portion of the central shaft.  “The hike back topside looks like it will be a pain in the ass.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “So, we may still have some time.” 
 
    Kyyle’s eyes snapped back into focus, and he waved away his own system windows.  “Well, I’m glad you both are looking at the hellhole as half full of lava,” he commented with a grin.  “And here I thought we were turning into perpetual cynics.” 
 
    Finn matched his smile, although his thoughts were distant.  Something Julia had said was bugging him.  It was what she had mentioned about trying to get back out…  The problem was that all three champions were gunning for the same object, located about halfway down the pit.  Julia was right.  Even if they retrieved the relic, reaching the surface was going to be a royal pain.  And the victory condition wasn’t, whoever got to the relic first.  It was, whoever returned to the Emir with the relic first. 
 
    Finn shook his head, shifting his perspective. 
 
    If he had beaten everyone to the relic, what would he do? 
 
    Although the answer came to him almost immediately. 
 
    “Let’s say we were in their shoes – one of the other groups.  And let’s assume we beat everyone to the relic.  You also know you’ve got two other groups hot on your heels since you started off near one group, and you saw a system notice indicating that the second group is still alive,” Finn said slowly, feeling out the edges of the idea that had sprung to mind.  “What would you two do in that situation?” 
 
    His companions both hesitated, their brows furrowing. 
 
    Then Julia’s frown deepened, her lips pinching together.  “I’d set a trap,” she said simply. 
 
    Kyyle glanced at her in surprise.  “How do you mean?” 
 
    “Well, I have to get this stupid relic out of the pit, right?  While fighting off all these other creatures and dealing with ambient mana?” Julia replied, waving at the map.  “Of course, this all assumes that the vault and the relic are actually there—” 
 
    Finn cut her off.  “Well, that might be something we can check now that we’re this close,” he offered.  “Just give me a second.” 
 
    He shifted his gaze to the corner of the room’s ceiling and deactivated Daniel’s Short-Sighted skill.  The room bloomed back into a rainbow of colors, and Finn looked deeper through the layers of dense green earth mana.  In the distance, he could see a hazy orange cluster of energy that was so dense that it obscured the other mana around it.  The energy seemed to permeate a massive chamber – likely a cavern due to the telltale absence of earth mana.  He also detected the impression of symmetric lines and shapes in the fire mana, indicating that he wasn’t looking at just a pool of magma.  Although he was too far away to make out any clear detail. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed slightly.  Straight lines and angles typically indicated the presence of human-created objects.  Nature abhorred symmetry.  That brief glimpse had been enough to raise the memories of the fleeting visions Finn had seen when he augmented his eyes – although, he couldn’t help but wonder if he had simply imagined them.  Had they been real?  Some sort of prophecy like Bilel had described.  Or just pain-induced hallucinations? 
 
    Regardless, one image stood out from the rest: a buried temple, its walls no longer reflecting the light.  After reading Bilel’s journal and Kalisha’s earlier explanation, that could only refer to one thing. 
 
    “The Seer’s temple,” Finn murmured. 
 
    He turned back to the others, noticing that they were staring at him questioningly, the colors in Kyyle’s body swirling erratically.  “There’s a ton of fire mana above us,” Finn explained, rubbing at his temples.  “This has been bugging me for a while, but I think this vault is really just part of the Seer’s temple.  Remember Kalisha’s story – how the temple was buried down here during some battle?  My guess is that the Emir is looking for a relic stored in that ruined temple.” 
 
    “Well, that would make sense…” Julia replied slowly. 
 
    Kyyle just nodded.  “Okay, sure.  So, there might be the remains of a fire temple above us.  It might also contain this vault, which might hold some sort of relic.  It seems safe to assume those facts are true for now.” 
 
    Julia nodded along with the earth mage’s words, chewing at her lip.  “And even if we’re wrong and the vault isn’t there – if I were Kalisha or Malik, I’d know my enemies were going to check out the waypoint marker either way,” she offered.  “And the safest bet would be for me to take out my competition.  So, if I were to lie in wait…” 
 
    “You could pick them off when they arrived,” Kyyle finished for her, understanding dawning in his eyes.  “Okay, I get why you were mentioning a trap before.  That does seem like a safe bet.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “It seems probable.  Assuming, of course, that they beat us there.  We’re making a lot of assumptions here.  But it’s possible – likely, even.  Kalisha’s drones would have given her more flexibility in terms of navigating the central shaft, and the fighters all have enhanced physical skills and the wards.  It’s not too far-fetched to believe both groups were able to scale the Abyss pretty fast.” 
 
    “Okay, so let’s assume at least one group is up there waiting for us,” Julia said, her eyes flitting between Finn and Kyyle.  “What do we do?  We still have to investigate the vault, and they won’t stay there forever.  If they’ve also recovered the relic, they would want to leave before the dungeon resets – using the ambient mobs to slow down our pursuit.” 
 
    “You’re right.  Or we could be wrong, and they already have the relic, and they’re now on the move.  Which would mean we need to pursue them quickly,” Finn replied.  “Either way, we can’t afford to wait them out.  We have to take the offensive.” 
 
    Kyyle was chewing on his lip now.  He abruptly reached forward and pinched at the map, zooming in on their location.  Three green dots lingered just below the vault, the tunnel they had taken arcing upward and back toward the central shaft before disappearing into nothingness – indicating that they hadn’t fully explored it yet.  Although, the tunnel’s angle gave the impression that it would likely offer them a path up to the waypoint marker. 
 
    The earth mage tapped at a cluster of points a couple dozen feet above them, yellow waypoint markers appearing at each location.  “What if we were to set a trap of our own?” Kyyle suggested hesitantly.  The other two just watched him with a curious expression. 
 
    “We’re conveniently positioned below the vault – or at least Altair’s marker,” he continued.  “It would be easy enough for me to drill some holes underneath this location and plant explosives.  We still have a bunch of the mines as well as a ton of the fire crystals since we didn’t have to blow the grub cave.  If we position them right, the explosives should still be within my control range once we arrive at the waypoint marker.  That could at least offer a distraction if things go south.” 
 
    Finn was nodding along now.  Except the explosives likely wouldn’t be strong enough to do much more than cause a minor earthquake. 
 
    Although that thought gave him pause, recalling something he had seen just a moment ago when he had searched for the vault.  He shifted his attention back to the ceiling.  This time, instead of focusing on seeing through the layers of earth mana, his attention homed in on the stone itself.  He followed the ripple and flow of the mana, looking for an irregularity in the sea of green – one he had ignored only a moment before. 
 
    Then he found it.  His finger stabbed forward, tapping the map.  “Here.  It looks like there’s a structural instability in the intervening layers of stone and glass.  Sort of like a fault line in the rock,” Finn offered.  “If we plant the explosives there, we might be able to increase the damage considerably.  It could even be enough to cave in the whole cavern.” 
 
    Finn glanced back at the pair.  “The resulting destruction might kill us all, but worst case, we just respawn.  The other two groups can’t really say the same.  We have that advantage over the residents.” 
 
    Kyyle swallowed hard, probably imagining getting crushed to death under a few hundred tons of rock.  “Okay, a little more extreme than my plan…” 
 
    “But it gives us a real failsafe,” Julia murmured.  “We might risk damaging the vault or the relic, but putting that aside, we could always dig our way back to it with Finn’s sight and your Dissolve ability,” she added, waving at Kyyle. 
 
    The earth mage shook his head, staring at the map.  “I really hope it doesn’t come to that,” he muttered. 
 
    “You and me both,” Julia replied, a weary smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    Finn just kept his mouth shut, a heavy knot settling in his stomach.  He agreed with his companions’ sentiment – he didn’t relish the idea of getting crushed to death or digging through a few hundred feet of rock.  On the other hand, he had a nagging feeling that their enemies were waiting for them, and this wasn’t going to be a straightforward or easy confrontation. 
 
    Although experience told him that the best remedy for anxiety was preparation.  They couldn’t be certain what was up there, but they were damned certain going to be ready for anything. 
 
    “Alright,” Finn grunted, his attention snapping back to his companions.  “We’ve got a plan, and the clock is still ticking.  Let’s get to work.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 44 - Devout 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 146 
 
      
 
    My sickness is spreading.  Today I began coughing up blood.  I can feel this illness eating me up from the inside.  The pain is excruciating, and it is all I can do to keep up the pretense of health.  Even absorbing mana doesn’t completely stop the agony now, it only blunts it and the desperate hunger that accompanies it. 
 
      
 
    In my fear, I found a mirror and activated my sight, hoping the vision would give me some insight into my malady.  The horror at what I witnessed is difficult to describe.  My Najima have grown… mutated. 
 
      
 
    Those once-finite clusters have spread, consuming muscle, bone, and organs.  They fill almost half my body now, my limbs nearly blinding in my own sight.  The energy is quite literally killing me from the inside out.  I can only assume that this is a product of my constant mana absorption.  I have filled the dams to bursting, causing the Najima to stretch and grow.  That would also explain the continuous increase to my mana pool. 
 
      
 
    And yet… I should already be dead. 
 
      
 
    The damage to my internal organs is too severe.  The only conclusion is that the energy is somehow keeping me alive despite the pain.  I need that mana if I am to accomplish my objective: the power that the absorption provides.  There must be some way to stop or stall the progression of this magical disease – to find some relief from the constant pain and hunger.  I believe the secret may lie in the library, among the acolytes’ writings… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Hold up,” Finn murmured, giving a curt gesture, and forcing the group to pause in the darkened tunnel.  “Let me just take a look first.” 
 
    Julia hovered beside him, her lance in hand and shield raised.  Kyyle was to their rear and was gripping his staff tightly.  Both of his companions assumed a formation around Finn, their eyes scanning the tunnel in both directions.  After more than a week spent in the Abyss, they were ready for anything and everything. 
 
    Finn turned his focus to the nearby wall, the surface coated in glass.  As they had ventured farther along the tunnel adjacent to the cave grub cavern, the amount of the hard, reflective substance had increased dramatically – creating a sea of dark green in his sight that didn’t leave room for ordinary rock.  However, he was more interested in what lay beyond the wall, the telltale glow of orange leaking through the barrier. 
 
    With a shift of his eyes, he removed the earth mana. 
 
    His vision was immediately awash in the bright orange and red that denoted fire mana.  The tunnel curved up ahead, opening into a massive expanse of fire mana on the other side.  That began to explain why the tunnel had grown almost sweltering.  The heat was palpable, radiating through the tunnel and causing the air to ripple and shimmer.  It was nearly as hot as in the fire ant colony, and this upcoming cavern was easily on par with Sulphera’s chamber. 
 
    He hesitated a moment, his brow furrowed in thought. 
 
    As he picked out the telltale outline of ruined buildings among the mana, he couldn’t help but feel he’d been right.  It looked like they were approaching the Seer’s temple, or what was left of it – which would explain the vast amount of ambient fire mana on the other side of the wall. 
 
    Although that raised many questions.  Questions Finn wasn’t sure how to answer. 
 
    Had Bilel ultimately gotten his revenge?  The existence of the Abyss seemed to indicate that was a possibility.  Or was there some other explanation?  And if the mage had managed the feat and somehow buried the Seer’s temple, that left the question of how.  The energy involved in creating the Abyss would have been impossibly powerful – far beyond the abilities of one man, even if he was an exceptionally powerful mage.  And if that was the case, what was Abbad’s role in all of this?  Why had the librarian given him Bilel’s journal in the first place?  Was he trying to tell Finn something? 
 
    And why did the Emir now want them to venture to this temple?  What was this relic?  What purpose did it serve?  Was this somehow related to the Seer?  Why was she asking him to complete this competition to recover a relic for a dying tyrant?  Had she given him those visions he had seen when he augmented his own eyes – perhaps one of the fragmented prophecies that Bilel had referenced?  And if so, to what end? 
 
    Overlaying all those questions, Finn also had the nagging sense that he was being manipulated.  He just wasn’t quite sure yet who was pulling the strings.  The Seer?  The Emir?  Abbad? 
 
    All of the above? 
 
    Finn let out a soft sigh, pushing all of that aside.  He supposed none of these mysteries mattered right now.  All that was important was bringing Rachael back.  And to do that, they still needed to recover this damn relic and get the hell out of the Abyss.  There would be time to untangle the mass of questions that were swimming through his head then. 
 
    “I think our destination is up ahead,” he murmured quietly. 
 
    His attention skimmed back to Julia and Kyyle as he reactivated Short-Sighted, noting their tense posture.  “I sense a lot of fire mana in the upcoming cavern.  It’s easily as dense as the fire ant queen’s chamber.  It’s almost a guarantee that the fire god’s temple is buried in this cave.” 
 
    “And here I was getting used to not being permanently covered in sweat,” Kyyle muttered.  “Next time, I say we get trapped inside a nice air-conditioned dungeon.” 
 
    Finn let out a chuckle.  “I’ll try to work on that.” 
 
    “Temperature control aside, I take it that means there’ll be more of those explosive crystals in this chamber?” Julia asked, Finn giving her a grudging nod.  “Great, so we need to be on the lookout for the other champions and also take care not to blow ourselves up if we get into a fight.” 
 
    “You’re forgetting about the explosives sitting below us too,” Kyyle replied with a frown, wiping at the sweat and dust that covered his face – evidence that he had spent the last few hours planting the remainder of their mines and fire crystals along the fault line in the glass and rock below them.  “I really hope this doesn’t get out of hand.  I’m not sure how much of the Abyss we’d destroy if we’re forced to detonate those bombs.” 
 
    “And here I thought you two liked a challenge,” Finn poked at them, earning himself a pair of glares.  He laughed softly, before continuing, “Okay, let’s move quickly and quietly.  Hand gestures and whispers once we get inside the main chamber.  If I sense anything, I’ll raise a signal immediately, and we all freeze.” 
 
    He glanced between the pair.  “We good to go?” 
 
    “As ready as we’ll ever be, I guess,” Kyyle grumbled. 
 
    Julia just nodded, the gesture barely visible as Finn dropped his Short-Sighted ability. 
 
    Without another word, the group crept forward down the tunnel and rounded the bend, the darkened passage soon opening into the cavern on the other side.  Finn immediately realized that his sight hadn’t done it justice. 
 
    The cavern spanned at least a few hundred feet, the ceiling towering above them.  Embedding in the ceiling was a massive cluster of fire crystals.  The gems stretched downward for dozens of feet, creating a natural chandelier that cast the entire chamber in varying hues of orange and red light.  The flickering and pulsing gems created the impression that the whole cave was on fire.  More of the crystals riddled the walls, stretching down through the glass to the cavern floor. 
 
    Where a miniature city stood… 
 
    The buildings were all formed of a thick, milky glass.  Once upon a time, they might have been beautiful.  Finn could still make out the hint of flowing lines and curves that had once reflected sunlight.  They told the story of a city that would have been a marvel to behold more than a century ago. 
 
    What was left was little more than ruins.  Most of the homes and shops had been partially melted – walls and ceilings collapsed into solid, malformed hunks of glass.  The buildings and streets had been broken and fragmented by the ambient earth mana.  From these remains, clusters of fire crystals had sprung, like some sort of magical, gem-like fungus. 
 
    Through the ruined city wound a large river of molten lava, the surface shining brightly.  It drifted through the destroyed buildings before its path sent it crashing – over the edge of the glass on the eastern side of the room – a waterfall of fire that cascaded down into the depths of the Abyss. 
 
    “It looks like that might have been the source of the fire mana in the lower levels,” Kyyle observed in a hushed voice, pointing at the waterfall. 
 
    Finn nodded.  The magma certainly didn’t look natural, otherwise it would have long since cooled.  “Maybe the heat cut through the rock and glass over time and pooled down there…” 
 
    He hesitated.  But what had created the river?  Finn followed the magma back to its source.  It appeared to be running from a massive structure on the far end of the ruined city.  Although it was difficult to see at this distance, the building was eerily familiar.  The structure was set on a rough hill, elevating it above the remainder of the ruined glass city.  The building was roughly rectangular, adorned with ornate and crumbling columns along its front. 
 
    It sure looked like the temple from Finn’s visions, and a glance at their map confirmed the waypoint marker was set near that structure.  If that was the Seer’s temple, then that might also explain the source of all the fire mana.  Finn recalled Bilel’s description of the basin that rested in what he had referred to as the “great hall.”  He also couldn’t help but remember the way Bilel had described the basin draining fire mana from the acolytes… 
 
    That uneasy feeling in the back of his mind grew. 
 
    “Okay, let’s go,” Finn urged.  “Remember, slow and steady.” 
 
    Two nods from his companions and the group set off into the cavern.  They stepped carefully across the glass and fragments in complete silence, acting in concert to navigate the debris quickly and quietly.  After more than a week spent in the Abyss, the movements were natural – a few curt hand gestures more than enough to communicate. 
 
    Soon, they neared the edge of the ruined buildings.  Finn scanned the structures and the narrow passages between them carefully with his sight, looking for any sign of something living among the ruins or traps lying in wait. 
 
    The group moved closer to the stream of magma.  Flat smooth banks of glass had been formed on either side of the slow-moving river.  That made their passage faster and easier than the uneven terrain of the rest of the underground town.  They stayed close to the edge of the ruined structures, far away from the magma – both to obscure themselves from sight and to avoid as much of the intense heat as possible. 
 
    Kyyle tapped Finn’s shoulder and motioned at the riverbank silently.  Even without words, his point was clear.  This river had once been much wider and deeper.  That was the only way to explain how it had carved the flat banks in the glass.  Whatever was forming the molten river had likely dwindled in power over time.  That was some small relief.  Although, it was only a token comfort as Finn eyed the clusters of glowing crystal that sprouted around them.  There was still plenty of fire mana down here. 
 
    As they stepped farther up the bank, Finn noticed a glimmer of white – like a curtain had been draped across the path.  He immediately held up a hand, and the group froze, pushing up against the nearby glass of a ruined building and hiding in its shadow. 
 
    Finn’s eyes traced the glimmering energy.  Light mana? he wondered.  He’d had little experience with that energy during his time spent in the Mage Guild, but that was the only thing that made sense. 
 
    He followed the fan of white back to its source.  It was coming from the building just ahead, a pinpoint of ivory that fanned out in a line toward the river of magma.  He gestured for his companions to hold and then crept forward carefully.  As he neared the source of the light, Finn finally caught sight of the contraption attached to the ruined glass. 
 
    It was a squat hemisphere of metal that glowed a dark green in his sight.  The white light had almost completely obscured the metal casing at a distance.  Although, as Finn stooped and inspected it carefully, he could see fire mana in its core, spheres of an even darker green set around that internal cluster, and then topped with a thin metal casing.  The white beam shone from a gem attached to the surface, the energy radiating out toward the river in a thin fan. 
 
    It’s a mine, Finn suddenly realized, recognizing the design from some of Kyyle’s schematics and notes.  Basically, a form of claymore.  That’s an explosive in the center, surrounded by metal ball bearings.  Which means this light mana must be a trigger – like a laser trip mine. 
 
    With a grimace, he pulled up his chat log and tapped out the explanation quickly for the others.  They soon approached behind him and inspected the device, their expressions grim as they realized what they were looking at.  Finn met their eyes and saw the same realization there.  This was a bad sign for several reasons. 
 
    First off, it showed that their enemies were rather sophisticated.  This wasn’t some homemade pipe bomb fashioned together out of rock and fire mana crystals.  This thing was a work of art, carefully engineered destruction. 
 
    Second, and more importantly, it meant that they had been right.  At least one of the groups had made it to the vault before them. 
 
    And Finn’s guess was that it was Kalisha.  The fighters certainly could have purchased a device like this, but the mine had the same meticulous craftsmanship as the mechanids he had examined on their trip to the Abyss.  The only question then was whether the third group was still in play or not. 
 
    Finn typed out another short message.  They would go around the mine, searching for other traps as they moved toward the temple.  If they were careful, they might be able to catch their opponents unaware.  Kalisha had likely expected the mines to alert her to incoming enemies.  Although, she probably hadn’t been expecting Finn’s sight. 
 
    One small blessing. 
 
    He just hoped that their luck continued. 
 
    With that grim thought, the group circled around the ruined glass building and continued picking their way forward.  Now that they knew about the booby-traps, their progress had slowed.  They were often forced to deviate from the smooth glass of the riverbank and climb over half-melted rubble to avoid the traps.  Each time they found a mine, Finn would stop, pull up his map, and add another waypoint marker.  If they needed to retreat, he didn’t want them to blow themselves up accidentally. 
 
    The oppressive heat only made things worse.  It was intense, almost a physical wave that pushed against them and weighed them down, making each step and movement that much harder.  Sweat beaded on Finn’s forehead, dripping down into his eyes and soaking his armor.  The others weren’t in much better shape, constantly wiping sweat and dust from their faces. 
 
    However, less than an hour later, the group had neared the temple on the far end of the cave.  With a gesture from Finn, they huddled back into the shadows of a ruined building. 
 
    “Fuck this place,” Kyyle muttered, wiping his face with a cloth from his pack.  They had only traveled a few hundred feet, but it had felt like miles – the combination of tension and heat more draining than expected. 
 
    “Rest for a moment.  I’ll inspect the temple,” Finn murmured. 
 
    He turned his attention to the large structure, peeking around the rubble. 
 
    Two massive glass doors stood along the front of the structure, although it looked like they had been blasted inward, the rubble creating a rough circular hole.  The damage didn’t look natural to Finn.  Maybe Kalisha blew them open? 
 
    In contrast, the far end of the structure had nearly been melted off entirely, the glass curving smoothly away to form a massive hole in the side of the building.  Through this cavity flowed the magma, draining down the former temple steps before winding its way through the city. 
 
    Finn tried to get a glimpse inside the temple, but his sight became fuzzy as soon as he removed the earth mana in the walls.  There was far too much fire mana in the room – the structure shining like a miniature sun.  Even when he removed the fire mana, he was left with an orange-tinted haze – as though the heat had so thoroughly permeated everything in the area that it had pushed aside all other mana.  He thought he could detect glimmers of blue and green inside, but they were faint. 
 
    Finn grimaced and settled back behind the rubble. 
 
    “So, how does it look?” Julia asked. 
 
    “I don’t see any traps around the doors, but they also look like they were blasted open,” Finn answered quietly.  “So, probably Kalisha.” 
 
    “Or the fighters used some crystals to blow them,” Kyyle offered.  Finn tilted his head and then acknowledged the point with a nod.  It was certainly possible.  If they’d figured out how to repurpose the gems, it wasn’t that unlikely that the fighters had too. 
 
    “If we’re lucky, one group managed to kill the other by now,” Julia said sharply, no remorse shining in her eyes at the thought. 
 
    “Or they’re working together,” Finn muttered, recalling the way Malik and Kalisha had joined forces at the edge of the Abyss.  “Better a resident than a traveler, remember?” 
 
    They lapsed into silence as they digested that idea. 
 
    Then Julia shrugged, her eyes flashing with anger.  “Well, that’s even better.  I still owe both of our ‘competitors’ for that little trip down the central shaft.  And I prefer to be hands-on with my payback.” 
 
    Finn couldn’t exactly blame her for that anger, his fire mana responding to the spark of vengeance in her eyes and flaring in his veins.  If he were being honest with himself, he wouldn’t mind repaying that particular debt either.  Their experience in the Abyss had been rocky… to say the least.  And they had both Kalisha and Malik to blame for that. 
 
    “Okay, so either one or both groups are here.  They also beat us to the vault and laid traps among the ruins.  That means they’re likely holed up in the temple, and there could be more defenses in there.  How are we going to handle this?” Kyyle asked, posing the question that was simmering in the air. 
 
    Finn chewed on the inside of his cheek.  Kyyle made good points.  Yet he suspected that there was one more element at play.  His thoughts returned to the images he had seen when he had replaced his eyes.  After recognizing the ruined temple, he was starting to give the visions a bit more credence.  Maybe the Seer had been trying to send him a message. 
 
    One of the visions drifted above the others… 
 
      
 
    … a massive circular lock without a key… 
 
      
 
    Putting aside cryptic prophecies, his guess was that the vault was located inside the temple.  That lined up with the waypoint marker and the story behind how the Abyss had been formed.  And yet, everyone kept calling it a vault.  And people locked vaults.  Finn suspected that whatever was hidden in there was a big deal: something worth protecting.  If they had beaten them here, had Malik and Kalisha been able to make it inside? 
 
    That was a damn good question. 
 
    Just like his duel with Vanessa, the victory condition here wasn’t killing the others.  It was recovering the relic and getting back to Lahab first. 
 
    Except how were they going to do that? 
 
    Finn’s attention shifted to his companions as he activated his Short-Sighted ability.  He wanted to be able to see them – not just the energy that pulsed through their veins.  Only seconds later, Finn observed the nervous anger reflected in both Kyyle’s and Julia’s eyes and their tense posture as they gripped their weapons. 
 
    But more than that, they looked like shit. 
 
    Their gear was beat to hell, they were covered in sweat and dirt, and they looked exhausted – mentally and physically.  He suspected he didn’t look any better.  The robes Abbad had given him were torn and ripped in several places and burned in several more – despite the innate fire resistance.  And his eyes were covered in a dirty beige cloth.  He imagined he looked like a blind, homeless man, not some sort of avatar of a fire god. 
 
    Finn grimaced, feeling his fire mana fade slightly as doubt crept into the corners of his mind.  Their opponents would likely be rested.  There was no telling how long they had been waiting in these ruins, but it likely wasn’t a short time given the number of traps.  They’d probably had an easier time traversing the central shaft as well.  Altair had been clear that the lower levels were far more dangerous.  In contrast, their team had been beat to hell and back.  They were tired – likely to make a mistake. 
 
    Yet he hesitated at that thought.  Maybe he was looking at it the wrong way.  They might look like hell, but appearances were deceiving.  He’d learned that time and time again in the Mage Guild, using his opponents’ expectations to turn the tables on them.  No one ever expected the older man in the novice tunic to put up a real fight. 
 
    And their opponents might be expecting the same thing now… 
 
    They might expect them to be weak and tired, barely holding it together. 
 
    Maybe they could use their appearance and their opponents’ expectations to their advantage.  Even as that thought crossed his mind, several more assumptions tumbled into place – a product of a few educated guesses, a mysterious journal, and a series of cryptic visions.  That there was a vault.  That it was locked.  And that his opponents might not have the right key. 
 
    His eyes drifted back toward the river of lava running through the city. 
 
    An idea was starting to form, just a fragile, flickering flame in the back of his mind. 
 
    “Okay, I think I have a plan,” Finn murmured, his attention snapping back to Kyyle and Julia.  “But, as usual, you’re both going to hate it.” 
 
    “Of course, we will,” Julia grumbled in mock irritation, the excited grin that tugged at her lips giving away her true feelings.  “But, it’s also bound to be interesting.” 
 
    “Not too interesting, I hope,” Kyyle added quickly. 
 
    “I guess we’ll see,” Finn replied with a smile before turning his full attention to Kyyle.  “So, I’m curious.  Just how good have you gotten at molding stone…?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 45 - Illusory 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 147 
 
      
 
    I have gone nearly three days without sleep.  It eludes me at every turn, the pain and hunger gnawing at my body and mind – demanding and insistent. 
 
      
 
    In my desperation, I have taken to smuggling tomes and scrolls from the library, reading them in the evenings when I lie awake and am less closely observed by the others.  Despite the hardship I have endured, there is a glimmer of hope.  I believe I may have found an answer: a cure for the illness that racks my body. 
 
      
 
    Some of the writings speak of relics created by each of the six gods.  If the stories are to be believed, they are powerful instruments of magic, capable of performing miracles.  And it seems that the Seer has created her own – a relic with incredible healing properties. 
 
      
 
    This could be my salvation.  I may be able to use the instrument of my enemy against her… 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    “Everyone understand the plan?” Finn asked. 
 
    The group hovered in the ruined husk of a building near the temple.  Kyyle had transformed the structure, quietly reinforcing the walls and forming narrow slits so that they could see the rest of the cavern.  Given the height of the structure relative to the rest of the ruined city, it offered a good vantage point on the cavern and hid the group from view.  The earth mage had then carved downwards, creating a makeshift bunker below the building, and forming a tunnel that stretched out toward the temple to the west. 
 
    “You know that’s only the dozenth time you’ve asked that, right?” Julia replied in a sarcastic voice.  “The answer is still yes.” 
 
    “Says you,” Kyyle grumbled, dismissing his last spell.  A small blob of stone melted back into the floor – signaling another successful practice attempt.  “Your job is easy.  I get to do all the heavy lifting here.  And it’s going to be my first time doing this in a combat situation.  It feels like I’m winging it.” 
 
    “We’ve all been winging it for days now, and it’s worked out okay.  Besides, we’ve been sitting here watching you practice for over an hour.  Trust me, you’re ready,” Julia retorted, the comment only serving to deepen the worried frown on Kyyle’s face as he stared at the unmoving lump of stone. 
 
    Finn glared at her.  She wasn’t helping.  It was clear the earth mage was nervous.  He’d been more cautious since Finn had revealed the very real stakes at play here.  He could certainly sympathize.  AO had stopped feeling like a game to him a long time ago.  But they needed Kyyle to be focused – a lot would be riding on his performance. 
 
    Julia caught his look and sighed.  She moved forward, resting a hand on Kyyle’s shoulder, and his eyes finally lifted to meet hers.  “Hey, you’ve got this,” she said more emphatically.  “We trust you.” 
 
    Finn saw the earth mage’s gaze harden as he met her stare, his shoulders straightening.  “Yeah… yeah, you’re right.” 
 
    “Alright,” Finn said, “I’m leaving Daniel here with you, Kyyle.  He can signal me and Julia when you need to retreat to the temple.  Then your job is to reinforce the building.  Just buy us as much time as you can.”  The earth mage nodded and gripped his staff more tightly, moving toward one of the slits carved into the nearby glass wall. 
 
    “Daniel, you good?” Finn asked. 
 
    “Yes, sir.  I understand the plan,” the AI chirped.  “It only has a 9.63% chance of success, although that’s admittedly better than some of your previous ideas.” 
 
    “Thank you for the vote of approval,” Finn commented dryly.  Then he looked at the group.  They were ready – or as ready as they were going to be.  “Okay, on three,” he said, glancing meaningfully at Kyyle. 
 
    “One…” 
 
    The earth mage took a deep breath and began casting. 
 
    “Two…” 
 
    Several lumps of stone slowly rose from the far end of the city at the very edge of Kyyle’s rather impressive control range. 
 
    “Three…” 
 
    The amorphous blobs contorted in Finn’s vision, the stone drifting together to form torsos and limbs.  Three roughly humanoid figures began to take shape.  Then the rock smoothed out, creating finer details.  Hands and fingers, equipment, and weapons soon coated the statues that were forming on the far end of the cavern – inert doppelgangers of each of their group’s members. 
 
    To Finn’s gaze, the figures glowed with a vibrant emerald light, the energy giving away the illusion.  But he suspected someone without his enhanced abilities would only see a weary group of people – actually, he was counting on it. 
 
    Then Kyyle worked real magic. 
 
    The earth mage continued the channel, emerald energy twining around his staff as his brow furrowed in concentration.  One of the statues suddenly moved, the action jerky and halting.  Then it took a shuffling step forward.  Then another.  And another. 
 
    The others began moving as well.  As he had practiced, Kyyle kept the movements small – as though they were tired and broken from their trip up from the pit.  Finn had a limp and cradled his head, and Julia’s weapons sagged in her grip. 
 
    Not only did they want to appear weary, but those awkward movements also hid the ruse.  Kyyle was no match for Vanessa’s illusions.  The coloring was off – the statues a plain dull gray.  They were relying on the assumption that the group would be covered in dust and sweat.  The process of partially dissolving and reforming the stone to create a sense of movement was also extremely difficult.  Kyyle wasn’t quite proficient enough to mimic the tug and pull of real muscle or Julia’s flowing grace… 
 
    Not yet, anyway. 
 
    If they ever made it out of here, Finn was going to make him practice this trick. 
 
    The statues shuffled out toward the riverbank, as though searching for an easier path up toward the temple.  In contrast to the real companions, the doppelgangers were less careful.  They didn’t stay behind cover and shuffled openly up the bank. 
 
    As the statues neared the first land mine, Finn gestured to Julia, and the pair readied themselves.  Finn’s eyes were on the temple.  Already, he could see faint streamers of energy curling amid the fire mana.  It seemed some of their enemies had already noticed the movements down by the river of mana. 
 
    Then the first of the statues crossed that thin white line. 
 
    They could feel the detonation from their hiding place, the ground trembling from the force of the blast.  Finn whipped his head around, a plume of orange rocketing into the air from farther down the cavern.  The green outlines of the statues leapt to the side, the rock floating for just a second too long in his sight as Kyyle strained to mimic their movements – how they would have dived for cover. 
 
    He had been practicing that move for nearly an hour now. 
 
    Luckily, the mine had decimated the side of the nearby building, the ball bearings ripping apart the glass and showering the area in dust, debris, and glass shrapnel.  This helped conceal the unnatural movements of the lifeless doppelgangers and their gray color.  Not that the real group members looked all that much better, each of them covered in a thick layer of grime that they had carried up with them from the lower levels of the Abyss. 
 
    Their enemies came pouring out of the temple. 
 
    Finn saw three fast-moving forms race out of the entrance. 
 
    The mana in their Najima was dimmer, indicating a small quantity and concentration of mana.  Metallic green weapons were held in their hands, and the shimmers of red and yellow gave away the gems embedded in the hilts.  Even more telling were the intricate symbols carved into the fighters’ bodies, glowing lines of power tracing their wards.  They streaked down into the city, the glowing designs flashing momentarily as they leaped up onto the roofs of the ruined buildings to avoid the traps and jumped from structure to structure. 
 
    Hmm, they must be using the wards intermittently to reduce the mana cost, Finn thought.  That was clever.  It also meant that despite their smaller mana pool, the fighters would be able to use their wards for quite a while before they were running on empty. 
 
    Even more interesting, Finn soon saw three more figures emerge behind the fighters, moving more slowly out of the main doors.  Skittering down the steps, a legion of metallic green spiders crawled out of the hole and gathered atop the buildings that ringed the temple.  Behind those automatons, a massive wall of ice soon erupted from the floor, forming a barrier nearly twelve feet high that fully encircled the temple.  The mechanids were locked outside that wall, creating a thin line of robotic sentries. 
 
    Finn’s fists clenched.  This wasn’t ideal. 
 
    It was clear that Kalisha’s crew were encircling the structure and creating an interior defensive line – using the fighters as a strike force. 
 
    It seemed the two groups were working together after all. 
 
    Whether that was because they couldn’t open the vault or they just didn’t want Finn’s group to succeed, he couldn’t be sure.  But he also supposed it didn’t matter. 
 
    Finn rested a hand on Kyyle’s shoulder.  “Good luck,” Finn said. 
 
    The earth mage just nodded, but his gaze didn’t waver and his hands never stopped moving as he guided the statues, who were now winding through the city streets at a blazing erratic pace, diving between the ruined building as though anticipating an attack.  Although, Kyyle was following a preset path – one that took him near almost every mine.  Luckily, the group had already carefully mapped out the locations of the explosives.  The detonations would help keep the fighters at bay and mask the illusion. 
 
    Finn and Julia raced out of the other end of the ruined building, making a beeline toward the edge of the cavern wall.  As they ran, Finn cast his Magma Armor, coating both of his arms.  Then he pulled two of the dark metal spheres from his pack, tossing them up into the air as hard as he could.  His fingers never stopped moving as his legs pumped, and Julia led them through the ruined debris.  The spheres were soon awash in flame, hovering high in the air at the edge of his control range.  He immediately moved them in front of the clusters of fire crystals that lined the wall, using the ambient flicker of the gems to hide the spheres as they moved forward. 
 
    Meanwhile, he shifted his attention to the line of green mechanids ahead, their bright-emerald outlines standing out in stark contrast to the massive sapphire wall of ice behind them.  Finn could also make out thin white beams projected by each automaton – it seemed they used the same light mana crystals as part of their targeting systems.  If they were relying on a normal spectrum of light, it might also be safe to assume that Julia would still trigger the drones, despite her lack of mana.  So, she couldn’t risk attacking the mechanids head-on. 
 
    Although, there was another way to blast a hole in the line of robotic sentries. 
 
    Finn’s fingers twitched, and his spheres rushed outward and then straight down, making certain to stay perfectly outside the arc of the white mana. 
 
    The dark orbs smashed through the metal casing and crushed the air crystal in the center of two of the mechanids within only a fraction of a second, the machines immediately falling limp.  With his sight, Finn didn’t need to destroy them completely.  Kalisha had already told him how they were powered, and the gems nestled in the center of the automatons glowed bright yellow in his sight.  He idly wished he could collect one of the mechanids to study, but there wasn’t time… 
 
    Finn snatched one metallic orb from the air as the pair approached the ice wall and then ratcheted up the temperature on his remaining sphere to heat rank 4 before smashing it into a long flat panel.  With a twitch of his fingers, he pushed the flaming disc into the wall of ice.  The heat quickly cut a hole through the barrier, and Finn and Julia rushed through.  As soon as they made it to the other side, Finn crumpled the metal back into a ball and then snatched the cooling metal from the air. 
 
    He needed to give his mana a chance to regenerate completely. 
 
    The pair raced along the cavern wall even as more explosions detonated behind them, plumes of orange mana jetting up into the cavern from different spots among the ruins.  It seemed Kyyle had split up the statues and was leading the fighters on a merry chase.  Hopefully, the chaos was enough to absorb the attention of Kalisha and her crew as well. 
 
    Finn and Julia soon circled around to the back of the temple, hopping up onto the glass terrace that ringed the structure.  They edged around the building, their backs to the thick glass and darted from column to column.  As they neared the front of the building, they both hesitated for a fraction of a second.  Julia touched Finn’s arm. 
 
    “You got this?” she asked, panting slightly. 
 
    “We’ve got this,” he said emphatically, looking where he suspected her eyes to be, although she was nearly invisible in his sight.  “Be safe,” he said, and he saw her armor dip.  A nod, most likely. 
 
    Then they parted ways.  Julia knew her job.  She would drop into Sneak for now.  Her goal was to defend the temple, buy him time, and give Kyyle room to retreat.  Once the fighter and merchant groups realized the statues were fakes, they would be headed back to the temple… and fast. 
 
    They didn’t have much time. 
 
    Finn slid around the corner of the building and stepped quickly toward the hole that had been blasted in the main doors.  He saw Kalisha and her group standing atop the remains of a tall building just inside the ice wall – their position offering them a vantage point on the rest of the cavern.  Sadik’s and Vanessa’s outlines stood beside the merchant.  It seemed all three of them were occupied with the explosions farther down the cavern. 
 
    When he was certain that they weren’t focused on the temple, Finn slipped inside. 
 
    He soon found himself inside a massive chamber.  It resembled a church – or it might have a long time ago.  The remains of pews dotted the rectangular enclosure, broken only by a single clear trail among the debris that led to the dais on the other end of the building.  On the center of that platform rested a simple glass column and basin.  Finn couldn’t help but recall Bilel’s entry, remembering the mana that had glowed within its depths.  Even now, the column shone like a divine, flaming pillar in his sight, the orange-and-red light so intense it almost hurt to stare at it directly.  Behind that basin, lava flowed down onto the dais before forming a lake of molten energy. 
 
    Finn made his way forward quickly, jogging down the clear trail through the room.  Within only seconds, he had arrived at the dais.  He spared a glance into the basin, shielding his eyes with one hand against the glare.  Resting at the bottom of the bowl was glowing, liquid mana – no more than a cupful.  A long crack had been formed in the basin, the liquid leaking through and dripping to the floor. 
 
    And where the mana touched the glass, a pool of magma had formed, eating through the floor and creating a sheer cliff on the other side of the basin.  It was that lava that had carved through the wall of the temple and created the flowing river they had witnessed on their way inside the cavern.  The heat was intense, almost pushing Finn away from the basin and causing a renewed layer of sweat to coat his body instantly.  Each breath burned.  He couldn’t stay this close for long. 
 
    But Finn wasn’t here for the basin. 
 
    He was looking for the vault. 
 
    His eyes skimmed the area until they came to rest on the nearby wall.  Faint lines of dark-green energy were superimposed over the glass – although, they were barely visible with the way the orange fire mana permeated the air.  Finn moved closer and away from the intense heat of the lake.  In his sight, it almost looked like metal had been embedded into the glass, the mana standing out clearly against the energy of the temple walls.  Although, the mana was still too dim for him to make out much detail. 
 
    His fingers reached forward, and he touched the wall, feeling the indentations in the glass.  He abruptly switched on Short-Sighted, and the system thankfully marked him as out of combat despite the constant explosions from Kyyle’s ruse.  The blue energy cascaded across his sight, and the mana washed away. 
 
    He could now see what lay before him. 
 
    Although, it didn’t quite match his memory of the vision. 
 
    A massive circular picture had been carved directly into the face of the glass wall of the temple.  However, the pattern was pure chaos, the lines failing to connect and creating an unintelligible combination of shapes.  This didn’t look like any lock he had ever seen before.  He could feel doubt creep into his mind.  Had he been wrong?  Was there no vault here?  Had he made one failed assumption that could cost them everything? 
 
    Even now, he could hear more detonations coming from outside.  Kyyle couldn’t keep up the chase for forever.  Finn needed to move quickly. 
 
    This is it – it must be, he thought frantically. 
 
    Finn peered closer, feeling out the edges of the chaotic patterns with his fingers.  As he inspected the design, he could see that circle was comprised of multiple, concentric rings, creating at least five layers.  Maybe each ring was designed to rotate into place, forming a more concrete design?  He took a step back, reorganizing the patterns in his mind as he visualized rotating each layer.  This would have been easier with Daniel’s help, but he could still see how some of the edges and lines would connect… 
 
    He stepped forward again and shoved at one layer. 
 
    Nothing.  The glass didn’t budge at all. 
 
    “Damn it,” Finn murmured. 
 
    “Have you figured it out yet?” a voice asked from behind him.  Finn whirled, already preparing to cast Imbue Fire.  Yet he hesitated as he saw Julia’s outline, her face and clothing shimmering in the blue haze cast by his sight. 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed.  “What are you doing in here?” he asked.  “It’s too early.” 
 
    A faint pause, and he thought he saw her attention flick to his face, her eyes widening ever-so-slightly as she saw his bandage.  Then it was gone.  Maybe it had just been his imagination, a product of heat and stress.  His vision wasn’t great beyond a few feet, so he might have misread her reaction… 
 
    “Kalisha’s group was pulling back closer to the temple, and it seemed too risky to stay outside with her mechanids.  I thought I’d come to help defend you in case they decided to re-enter the temple,” Julia offered.  Her eyes looked past him to the image on the wall.  “That’s the vault, I take it?” 
 
    Finn nodded, glancing distractedly at the disc on the wall.  “I think so.” 
 
    “You manage to crack it yet?” 
 
    “Not exactly,” Finn murmured.  He had tilted his head to look at the wall, but kept Julia in his peripheral vision, his true focus on her.  Thankfully, the bandage and his new eyes made it difficult to track where he was looking.  “Yet another damn riddle, and we don’t have much time…” 
 
    His daughter’s explanation didn’t make a lot of sense.  Why would the merchants pull back early?  And even if they had, Julia was more than capable of staying out of sight with Sneak.  Then a thought occurred to him, a weight settling in his stomach. 
 
    Unless he wasn’t really speaking to Julia. 
 
    What if he had been right?  If this was the vault, then it didn’t look like it had been opened.  Perhaps the other groups hadn’t been able to get inside.  If that was the case, and Finn was in their shoes, what would he do?  Perhaps accept his ruse, allow him to sneak inside the temple, let him open the vault, and then steal the relic from him. 
 
    Maybe even embed a spy… 
 
    Except Julia was wearing her lance and shield.  How would Vanessa have seen her new weapons?  A worm of doubt squirmed through Finn’s mind. 
 
    Well, there’s one way to find out for sure. 
 
    Finn abruptly reactivated his sight. 
 
    Suddenly, Julia’s form was awash in mana, her body easily visible to him.  Except Julia didn’t carry a wand or wear robes – and there was only one person with that much water mana surging through her body.  Finn kept his face perfectly neutral, staring at the patterns on the nearby wall as the fake Julia approached him. 
 
    The fingers of Finn’s right hand twitched, hidden behind his body. 
 
    “I think maybe the circular layers rotate,” Finn murmured, using the conversation and his own mumbled thoughts to mask his incantation.  He took another step back toward the basin, his face still pointed at the image – as though he was trying to get a better angle to inspect the designs.  “Although, they don’t move.  I think they need to be activated by something… maybe mana?” he asked, half-talking to himself. 
 
    As he finished his spell, his fingers twitched, maintaining the channel and using the nearby lava to mask the flames.  He kept the orb low, ratcheting up the heat and reforming the metal delicately.  He didn’t want to kill – he wanted to capture. 
 
    The fake Julia was close now, only a few feet away as she stepped up beside him.  She rubbed at her chin.  “Maybe they need to be powered with fire mana?” she proposed.  “This seems to be a fire temple, after all.” 
 
    Finn tilted his head.  Despite the deception, that wasn’t a bad idea. 
 
    Although, her comment also raised another question. 
 
    What more did she know? 
 
    “Hmm, maybe,” he said, turning toward the fake Julia.  He saw a smile tug at her lips.  “We’ll have to give it a shot…” 
 
    A final twitch of his fingers and, with his free hand, Finn swept forward, grabbing at the wrist holding the wand.  With a swift jerk, he rotated her arm, breaking her hold.  The weapon rattled against the ground.  Vanessa’s illusion immediately disintegrated as Finn broke the channel.  Yet he kept hold of her, rotating her arm up and backward in one fluid movement until he felt her elbow lock. 
 
    At the same time, his orb had flattened out into a glowing red band.  The metal enveloped Vanessa’s other hand, and she let out a scream as the molten metal seared through the skin of her fingers, locking them in place.  Then the glowing red liquid jerked her limb behind her back.  The metal lanced outward and soon coated Vanessa’s other hand as he helped force it into position. 
 
    Her screams intensified, and his fingers danced, the metal fully encasing both hands and locking them behind the mage’s back. 
 
    Vanessa fell to her knees, her breathing fast and erratic and her eyes wide and wild.  The pain of encasing her hands in the molten metal must have been excruciating.  Her mana fluctuated wildly in his sight, indicating the pain and fear she must have felt.  The makeshift manacles began to cool, swiftly returning to a dark green. 
 
    “Fuck… fuck you,” Vanessa spat, glaring up at him, and her mana flashed red.  “How the hell did you know it was me… or see at all.  You’re fucking blind.” 
 
    “Appearances can be deceiving,” Finn replied calmly.  “You should know that better than most, Vanessa.” 
 
    “I’m going to kill you,” she snarled at him, trying to rise from her kneeling position on the floor.  In only an instant, another orb was aloft, the metal melting down and forming into a miniature spear, one end tapering down into a needle-like point that hovered just at the nape of her neck. 
 
    “Not so fast,” Finn replied. 
 
    He glanced at the group menu in the corner of his vision.  The explosions still echoed from outside, and both Kyyle’s and Julia’s icons looked normal.  His daughter was okay.  Vanessa must have been waiting outside the temple while projecting that illusion of herself near Kalisha – a failsafe in case Finn managed to get inside the temple.  It was the only way she could have seen Julia’s shield and lance before his daughter dropped into Sneak. 
 
    I probably didn’t notice her with the ambient water mana from her ice wall, he thought in irritation.  That wasn’t a mistake he would make again. 
 
    Either way, it was a smart move on Vanessa’s part, but she had overplayed her hand.  She hadn’t anticipated his Mana Sight. 
 
    “If you’re going to kill me, then nut up and do it.  Either way, I’m going to respawn, and then I’m going to fucking kill you.  You have no idea what I’m willing to do to beat you,” Vanessa growled at him. 
 
    Finn watched her in fascination, observing how tendrils of orange and red mana swept through her body.  Resolve and anger, most likely.  Rage had helped her win out against the fear.  He needed information, which meant he needed to break her.  And he didn’t have much time to get it.  She’d likely already alerted Kalisha before entering the temple.  If he was right, the only reason they hadn’t attacked was to give him a chance to open the vault. 
 
    He summoned more of his fire mana, using the energy to numb him to his own actions.  There was no cost he wouldn’t pay when consumed by the flames – no lengths he wouldn’t go to obtain his goal. 
 
    Finn just shook his head and stooped, leaning closer to Vanessa. 
 
    He slowly pulled down the edge of his bandages, revealing the dark metal that had replaced his eyes.  What Finn didn’t know – couldn’t know – was that with his mana active, the metal heated and glowed a dull red, as though he had replaced his eyes with molten metal, tendrils of flame licking across his skin like two miniature dark suns. 
 
    He looked like the devil himself. 
 
    “What… what the fuck happened to your eyes?” Vanessa muttered, horror lacing her voice.  “Is that permanent?”  He could see her energy waver. 
 
    “Yes, yes, it is.  I did this to myself.  I melted down the metal and burned out my own eyes – to improve them.  I can see mana now,” Finn said in an unwavering tone.  He saw her anger fully dissolve then, dark energy coiling in her stomach.  Now that was fear. 
 
    Much better.  She understood. 
 
    “You talk about commitment, but yours is a pale imitation of the lengths I’m willing to go.  Trust me when I say that I will do anything to win this competition,” Finn said harshly, his eyes flaring.  The needle-like lance shifted upward with a twitch of his fingers, the point coming to rest only a scant inch from her pupil.  Vanessa was trembling now, her eyes wide and panicked as she stared at the superheated lance. 
 
    “Now, tell me what you know about this vault,” Finn said quietly.  “And hurry.  We don’t have much time.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 46 - Negotiated 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 147 
 
      
 
    I have scoured the library for any reference to the Seer’s relic.  The texts often refer to it as “two halves of a whole.”  It is said to be the ultimate instrument of healing – an item capable of “true rebirth.”  Although the texts also mention a severe cost, they are, of course, incredibly vague.  The writings only indicate that the relic feeds on passion – on the flame that resides in the heart of each man and woman. 
 
      
 
    What is more, I believe that this relic is stored somewhere here at the temple.  The Seer apparently does not trust this object to venture far from her own wellspring of power and the control of her disciples.  If I can find this relic, claim it for my own, perhaps I can reverse the magical disease that has continued to spread through my limbs. 
 
      
 
    I must live; I must survive.  At this point, the cost doesn’t matter.  I do this not for my own sake, but for Renquist.  For the librarians.  For the parents I never knew.  I do this for all of those that have suffered at the hands of selfish and indifferent gods. 
 
      
 
    I will not stop, not so long as there is breath in my body. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Vanessa gulped, staring at the lance that hovered just an inch from her eye.  “You can’t do this…” she croaked, although the way her voice cracked revealed that she didn’t quite believe her own words.  “There are game masters.  Torture isn’t permitted.” 
 
    Even as she spoke, a notification flashed in Finn’s vision. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  A player in your proximity has indicated that you intend to torture her.  Please note that excessive violence, including, but not limited to, torture and rape, is against the Terms of Service.  If you continue, a game master will be notified and will be forced to intervene. 
    
  In short, kill as many people as you want, just don’t hurt them.  Wait, that might actually be impossible.  Okay, let’s try again.  If you start hurting someone, make sure you go all the way.  You know what?  That’s not really any better… 
    
  Anyway, we realize it’s a fine line, but you’ll know torture when you see it. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    Finn grimaced, in no mood to appreciate the prompt’s fumbling attempt to define torture.  It was clear that this situation applied.  And apparently just saying those words was enough to prompt an automated response since Vanessa’s hands were bound, and she was unable to pull up her system menu.  Although, that thought gave him pause… 
 
    He couldn’t torture her, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have any leverage. 
 
    He knew what Vanessa valued most. 
 
    His fingers twitched, and Finn retracted the needle.  The water mage breathed a small sigh of relief, a smirk tugging at her lips as she glared up at Finn.  He saw her energy waver again, the fear receding.  She thought she had him on the ropes. 
 
    “You’re right,” Finn said, his fingers moving again.  The lance whisked away to the nearby pool of lava, Finn using the fire to reheat and mold the metal.  “I can’t torture you.  But I also don’t have to kill you.  I can just keep you down here, chained up and unable to leave or kill yourself.” 
 
    As he finished speaking, the metal re-emerged from the molten lake, forming a long chain with a spike on one end.  With a vicious jerk of his hand, the spike embedded itself into the floor, tendrils of metal expanding out from the tip to anchor it firmly, and then the chain fused itself to Vanessa’s manacles.  She promptly tugged on the chain, her eyes going wide.  The slack wasn’t nearly enough for her to reach the pool of lava, and her hands were encased and unable to pull a weapon or cast a spell. 
 
    “All of that work,” Finn taunted, circling her.  “All of that effort.  For nothing.  You’ll be stuck down here – your character effectively destroyed.” 
 
    “You wouldn’t,” Vanessa gasped. 
 
    “Oh, I definitely would.  Now tell me about the vault, Kalisha’s plan… everything,” Finn demanded, the metal around his eyes flaring. 
 
    The water mage glared back, but then let out a small defeated sigh, dropping her eyes to the floor.  “Fuck… fine,” she grunted. 
 
    “Our group got here first.  Just a few days ago.  But we quickly realized we couldn’t get into the vault.  The fighters arrived soon after, but we parlayed with them peacefully and explained the situation.  We think the pattern on the wall is the key and that it requires fire mana to activate.  We were about to give up hope, thinking that you and your companions were either dead or too far behind us to catch up before the dungeon reset.  Kalisha wanted to try blasting it open.” 
 
    She glanced up at him, anger shining in her eyes.  “Then we saw that prompt about your team killing the fire ant queen, and we knew the drop hadn’t killed you – that it was only a matter of time before you arrived at the waypoint marker.” 
 
    Finn nodded, motioning for her to continue.  That was consistent with his guess. 
 
    “When I saw your group emerge from the rubble on the far end of the cave, I knew it wasn’t you.  The strategy was too careless and obvious.  It had to be a trick.  So, Kalisha sent the fighters on a merry chase, and we built an interior perimeter around the temple – just enough for you to think we were trying to defend it.  We designed this whole thing to bait you into coming in here and attempting to open the vault.  And you fell right into the trap,” she spat at him, a triumphant gleam in her eye. 
 
    “And then you underestimated me.  Yet again,” Finn bit back. 
 
    The water mage let out a low growl as she strained against the chain.  “Not that it will do you any good now.  You’re surrounded and outnumbered.  It’s only a matter of time before they take out your friends.  Then they will come for you.  You’re alone.” 
 
    “Well, not exactly alone,” Daniel chirped from the other end of the room, the glowing orange orb speeding through the entrance. 
 
    Kyyle fell into the room behind him – almost like he had been shoved – landing hard on his side with a grunt and sliding across the glass floor.  The earth mage lifted himself back to his feet with a groan, leaving a trail of blood along the ground.  Then he limped into the temple.  He was favoring his right leg, and Finn could see blood staining his robes. 
 
    “Damn, what happened?” Finn asked, rushing to his side and helping him to sit on one of the ruined pews. 
 
    “I was forced to use my backup plan – tunnel under that damned ice wall.  Glad I had most of the shaft dug out already,” he muttered, sparing a glare at Vanessa, who just smirked at him.  “Almost made it into the temple without a scratch, and then one of those mechanids got me in the leg.  Julia had to shove me inside,” Kyyle grunted, pulling back at his robes and revealing a gnarled, burned hole in his thigh.  Whatever had struck him had melted clean through the flesh.  The only saving grace was that it had cauterized the wound and kept it from bleeding. 
 
    “So, Julia’s out there alone?” 
 
    Kyyle nodded, and Finn could see the worry in his eyes.  They didn’t need to speak to know what they were both thinking – that she wouldn’t last long.  The earth mage’s eyes flitted to Vanessa’s bound form.  “You make a new friend?” 
 
    “Not exactly a friend, but she’s been informative,” Finn muttered, turning his gaze to the entrance of the temple.  He wanted to get eyes on Julia and see how she was faring. 
 
    He could hear the clash and sizzle of magic and metal outside, and with his sight, he could see green spider-like creatures scurrying across the nearby buildings.  Some were hurling themselves at Julia and exploding, while others shot beams of hot orange energy in her direction.  The fighters used these distractions to pick at her, slices of air magic tearing through the air while the warriors kept their distance. 
 
    His daughter was a one-woman maelstrom, dodging and spinning on the temple steps, reflecting a beam of energy with her shield.  Ducking behind cover, she avoided a slash of air mana, and then speared a mechanid that wandered too close with her lance before hurling it at a nearby building.  The automaton promptly exploded, the blast caving in a side of the ruined glass and taking out another of the damned robotic spiders. 
 
    The merchants and fighters must have decided to press the assault.  But why?  Why attack before he had opened the vault?  Finn glanced back at Vanessa.  Was there something she wasn’t telling him?  It seemed there might be.  It was the way that Vanessa’s gaze shied away from him and the note of nervous fear that coiled through her body’s energy.  He had just threatened her with a fate worse than death… for a traveler. 
 
    It came to him in a rush. 
 
    If we manage to grab the gem, we could always kill ourselves and force a respawn, Finn realized.  That was one thing the residents couldn’t pull off – the one advantage that would let them slink out of this trap. 
 
    It wasn’t a terrible play, although it was risky as hell.  There was no telling where they would end up when they respawned, or if they could easily get out of the Abyss.  Not only that, but assuming he had the relic, he’d have to completely destroy his body to ensure that his corpse couldn’t be looted.  The only thing in here that could pull that off was the pool of lava resting beside the mana well. 
 
    Well… his eyes flitted back to Kyyle. 
 
    Or they could blow the entire cavern sky-high. 
 
    Finn’s mind was racing.  He’d thought of their explosives as a last resort – a failsafe.  However, they might be able to pull off the plan that Kalisha and Vanessa had anticipated.  They just needed to recover the damned relic and for Kyyle to survive.  Their one advantage was that the other two groups couldn’t know they had an ace up their sleeve, one he expected they would never see coming. 
 
    Another explosion rocked the temple, a cloud of dust drifting down from the ceiling.  Either way, he needed to get the vault open.  Now. 
 
    And to do that, he needed some time. 
 
    “Julia needs help,” Finn barked at Kyyle, noting that his daughter’s health was slowly dropping.  “She can’t keep that up forever.” 
 
    “And I can’t poke my head out of that door.  Not like this,” Kyyle grumbled, gesturing at his leg with one hand while he clutched his staff with the other.  “They got my hamstring, and I can’t move quickly.  I’ll be a sitting duck.” 
 
    Finn’s attention skimmed to the entrance of the temple once again.  The mechanids were within Kyyle’s control range.  He just needed visibility.  “Daniel, can you please highlight the mechanid targets in my sight and then push them to Kyyle?” 
 
    A brief pause, then, “Of course, sir.  It’s done.” 
 
    “There you go.  Now you can see through walls too,” Finn said to Kyyle, the earth mage’s eyes widening as he saw the blue outlines.  “Take out those little mechanical assholes and buy her some time.” 
 
    “Time for what?  What are you going to do?” Kyyle asked, glancing frantically at Finn even as his fingers started to move. 
 
    “I’m going to open this vault.  Then we can use our nuclear option to get ourselves out of this trap,” Finn growled. 
 
    “Oh, oh shit…” Kyyle muttered, his eyes going wide. 
 
    “What’s the nuclear option?” Vanessa demanded from nearby, straining against her bindings.  “What the hell are you two talking about?” 
 
    Finn ignored her as he paced toward the image on the wall.  Vanessa’s explanation had also confirmed his second guess.  The vault could only be opened with fire mana.  He was betting that the rings were formed of super-dense metal and needed to be heated and twisted to form a pattern to unlock the vault.  Although, given the size of the design, that was going to take a hell of a lot of mana… 
 
    He suspected he could move each band separately, ratcheting up the temperature to heat rank 4.  But he couldn’t sustain that channel for long, and there were five rings.  They were also completely out of fire crystals, forced to use the rest of their stockpile to create the explosive caches in the fault line below the cavern.  Already, the math was floating through his mind.  Waiting for his natural regeneration would take time – too much time.  Even now, he could sense the mana flying outside the temple and could see Julia’s health continue to gradually fall.  Despite Kyyle’s help, she was fighting a losing battle. 
 
    He needed something faster. 
 
    His attention shifted back to the glowing basin behind him. 
 
    Could he use that energy?  Maybe use Mana Absorption? 
 
    Finn stepped quickly toward the bowl, his eyes drifting down to the nearly blinding puddle of mana that rested in the bottom of the basin.  He suspected that trying to absorb that energy would kill him.  Even small droplets alone were enough to create the river of magma that flowed down through the city. 
 
    Should I risk it? Finn wondered, spending precious seconds deliberating. 
 
    His hand inched toward the energy. 
 
    Before he touched the liquid, Finn saw two familiar eyes open among the energy that permeated the well.  They were wrapped in silken threads of fire.  He had never seen the Seer appear like this when he was around others or in the middle of combat. 
 
    Perhaps her connection to the temple was closer than normal?  The memory of Bilel’s journal flashed through his mind – how he had seen her floating above the basin.  Or maybe it had to do with the concentration of fire mana…?  Although, this clearly wasn’t the time to ponder on that mystery. 
 
    “I can help you,” a voice whispered in his mind – the Seer’s voice.  “You’re not yet ready to channel this energy, but the mana well has been weakened severely by the battle that was once waged here and a century of decay.  With my assistance, you could harness the power and possibly survive the process. 
 
    “But, we will need to amend our bargain…” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  Of-fucking-course.  When she had his back to a wall, the Seer wanted to renegotiate…  “What do you want?” he thought back. 
 
    “Nothing – for now.  I believe you travelers call it an IOU.  A quaint expression.  Suffice it to say that you will owe me a favor.” 
 
    “That wasn’t our arrangement.  We’re only looking for this damn relic because of our bargain – is that not enough?” Finn insisted, anger simmering in his veins. 
 
    “Do you want my help or not?  Or perhaps I should rephrase… do you want to bring back Rachael or not?”  the Seer demanded, her mental voice calm and measured. 
 
    Finn hesitated for only a moment.  What he had told Vanessa was the truth.  He would sacrifice anything to complete his goal, even if it meant altering the terms of the Seer’s bargain.  The goal was important – Rachael was far too important.  And he didn’t have time to deliberate. 
 
    I really hope I don’t regret this, Finn thought to himself. 
 
    “Fine,” he answered.  “You have your favor.  What do I do?” 
 
    “Simply drop your hand into the well, and I’ll take care of the rest.  Although, you won’t have long, even with my help,” the Seer replied.  She sounded pleased, honey dripping from her mental voice. 
 
    Finn stared into that energy and dipped his hand lower.  As it neared the surface, he could feel the warmth radiating from the mana.  It wasn’t hot – not exactly.  It was a comforting glow, like a warm hearth.  It promised power, love, anger, excitement, and creation.  It promised unbridled passion. 
 
    Then he took a final, deep breath and made the plunge. 
 
    As his fingers slid into the liquid mana, it felt like a volcano had erupted along his arm.  The mana slid into his veins in a torrent so thick and strong that his legs buckled, and the air was squeezed from his lungs in a single hissing breath.  It took every ounce of willpower he had to remain standing – to keep his hand frozen in place despite the raging inferno coursing through his veins, circling through his stomach and chest and drifting upward toward his head.  Then it was at his neck, burning forward inexorably. 
 
    For a moment, Finn felt panic flit through his mind. 
 
    He wasn’t sure he could handle this much power. 
 
    Yet it was too late to stop, and only an instant later, the energy entirely consumed him. 
 
    His vision was obscured in a dense wall of orange mana so thick that he could no longer see – the energy overwhelming the wards etched into his temples.  That was only the tip of the spear.  The mana seemed to grow with each passing second, the heat becoming so intense that he trembled in place, barely holding back a scream.  It threatened to explode out of his measly weak flesh. 
 
    He couldn’t control this.  Couldn’t contain it.  It was like trying to hold on to a hurricane or ride a tornado.  He could feel it eating away at him, burning him up from the inside.  This energy was at a scale that he could hardly comprehend. 
 
    An orange notification slid down into his vision, Finn barely able to focus on it. 
 
      
 
    
     
     
       
       	  System Notice 
  
      
 
       
       	    
  You have consumed far more mana than your body is capable of channeling.  However, the goddess of fire has intervened on your behalf, helping you to absorb the energy more safely.  Even so, the fire will consume you eventually. 
    
  A death counter has been added to the corner of your UI.  You have precisely two minutes to channel the energy before it destroys you completely. 
    
  
      
 
     
    
 
   
 
      
 
    As he swept aside the notification, Finn felt the energy begin to relent.  Although, a glance at his UI confirmed that his health was dropping rapidly.  The mana was almost overwhelming, but he was in control once more – his vision beginning to return and with it, the feeling in his limbs. 
 
    All at once, the room popped back into focus.  The battle still raging outside.  Kyyle still desperately trying to assist Julia.  Vanessa still chained to the floor, staring at him as though Finn had grown horns.  His body was now wholly awash in flame, the fire eating away at his robes and licking across his skin.  His eyes were twin glowing suns. 
 
    Finn’s gaze fixed on the design on the nearby wall.  He kept one hand in the mana well and raised the other, his fingers moving of their own accord.  Strange, unfamiliar words spilled from his lips – an incantation he didn’t recognize.  It seemed to come naturally, as though someone or something was whispering it directly into his mind.  And yet as he muttered each word, it disappeared like sand running between his fingers.  He instinctively tried to rebel against that strange otherworldly force. 
 
    “This spell unlocks the vault,” a whisper explained.  “An ancient key to an ancient door that can only be opened under the heat of passion. 
 
    “Raise your other arm toward the vault; don’t fight me,” she instructed. 
 
    Finn did as he was told, raising his palm to face the wall.  A massive ball of fire began to form in his hand, channeled directly from the well, through his body, and into his palm.  It grew by the second, the fire curling back on itself until the sphere glowed white-hot.  Finn could no longer breathe, the heat burning off the oxygen in the air. 
 
    And yet he couldn’t stop. 
 
    Then the spell finally completed. 
 
    A thick beam of fire nearly two feet wide rocketed out of Finn’s palm, striking the disc along the wall.  The only mercy was that this channeled the heat away from him, giving Finn just enough room to breathe – although, the oxygen was still thin, and the air was superheated.  Each gasping breath made it feel like Finn’s lungs were on fire. 
 
    The energy pooled and coiled, quickly turning the center of the disc into a glowing orb of molten metal that shone brightly in Finn’s sight.  As the energy expanded, it began to creep toward the edges of the first ring.  With a twist of his hand, Finn saw the layer shift in place, edging around the center ever-so-slowly.  He could see how far he would need to move it now, matching up the glowing edges of the design. 
 
    He realized then that this would have been impossible with just his Imbue Fire.  Even with the energy that he was channeling into the disc, the first layer barely moved.  The metal was far, far too heavy for any normal spell to work.  This lock could only be opened by using the well – could only be opened by a fire mage attuned to the goddess.  Yet he had that power now, the inferno blazing through his body and screaming in his mind. 
 
    The first layer locked into place, glowing lines of orange energy bleeding out of the central orb and filling in the pattern. 
 
    He began on the second, and it soon followed. 
 
    Then the third… 
 
    Finn could hear shouts and sounds of battle, but they were closer now – much closer. 
 
    He spared a glance in the direction of the temple door. 
 
    Julia was fighting in the mouth of the entrance, using the ruined door as a chokepoint.  Kyyle had moved farther back into the temple, getting as close to Finn as he could without coming into contact with the massive amount of fire mana that was being channeled into the vault.  He tossed up wall after wall of emerald-green stone to block the advancing attackers and buy Julia some breathing room. 
 
    The fourth layer locked into place, and Finn could almost see the image that was beginning to emerge, orange lines of power tracing the start of a familiar design.  He had seen this only a few times, always accompanied by thick canvas, burning incense, and dim lighting – the image of tarot cards filling his mind. 
 
    He wrenched his hand to the side, rotating the beam of fiery energy that tore through the air and blasted into the nearby wall.  He needed to move faster. 
 
    Finn suddenly felt the floor tremble, a massive blast rocking the temple and forcing him to lean against the mana well for support.  Glass sprayed into the chamber, ricocheting off the ruined pews.  Finn turned his head slightly to see that the entire entrance had been blasted apart – likely a final barrage of the mechanids since he no longer saw any of their green spider-like bodies.  His daughter stood among the wreckage, her health at half, and her shield and lance wavering in place. 
 
    Through the larger opening and the cloud of debris rushed the fighters. 
 
    The tattooed warriors raced toward Julia. 
 
    A wall of earth erupted in front of Malik.  The man leaped over the obstacle, mana flaring briefly along the wards in his legs.  Julia’s lance speared forward, crashing against the metal of his swords and halting his advance.  Julia struck him with the lance like a club, sending him arcing away toward a nearby wall before turning back to the other fighters.  Her lance was a blur as more earthen barriers erupted around her.  She used her superior reach and Kyyle’s obstacles to keep pushing her opponents back. 
 
    Finn also noticed that the merchants had moved in behind the fighters.  Sadik stood beside Kalisha in the temple’s entrance, his massive pack swaying and nearly filling the larger hole blasted in the wall.  At a gesture from Kalisha, the man set down the pack.  With a heave and flash of mana from wards inscribed in his arms, Finn saw him rip the bag down the seams, the leather tearing open in a rush. 
 
    What emerged was a massive metal suit of armor, its hulking form springing nearly nine feet into the air.  Its arms and legs were formed of heavy panels of glowing green metal.  Behind that shielding, Finn could see gems glimmering along the interior of the suit – wires, firing mechanisms, and weapons he couldn’t easily identify outlined in a multi-colored rainbow of energy. 
 
    A metal hatch opened along the center of the suit with a hiss of pneumatics that was barely audible over the crash of metal on metal and the crumbling, crack of breaking stone.  Inside was a space just large enough for a normal-sized human. 
 
    If Finn hadn’t been distracted, he might have been impressed by the creative use of game mechanics.  Kalisha must have used the bags’ extra-dimensional storage and weight conversion to haul that monstrosity all the way down here – although, the burden must have still been incredible.  His guess was that Sadik was a former member of the Fighter Guild, bought and paid for by the merchants to act as Kalisha’s pack mule.  And, as the man stepped toward the mech suit’s hatch, Finn realized he must also intend to use his wards to help him operate the suit.  Once that thing came online, they would be in even more dire straits. 
 
    Shit, Finn thought frantically.  Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    His eyes darted to his death timer. 
 
    He had less than a minute now. 
 
    The last layer of the disc was turning ever-so-slowly, much larger than the rest.  It was barely creeping forward in the corner of his eye. 
 
    The fighters were crashing against Julia in waves, pressing her farther and farther back into the room.  She couldn’t keep it up for much longer. 
 
    Kyyle was barely able to assist her, emerald energy cascading around the earth mage in glowing ribbons.  Finn could see that his mana was hovering at 30%. 
 
    Sadik was already climbing inside that massive suit even as Kalisha stepped around to the back, powering up the giant crystalline core in its center, an enormous pulse of air mana surging through the armor and spreading through its limbs as it came online. 
 
    And, in the center of it all, Finn stood near the basin next to a molten lake.  One hand was plunged into the mana well, and the other channeled a beam of pure destruction at the nearby wall.  He couldn’t stop now.  The vault was almost open – the design almost complete.  Once they had the relic in hand, they could execute the next stage of their plan – assuming they could live long enough for that to happen. 
 
    Just a bit more… 
 
    At that thought, Finn finally felt the last layer of the disc click into place. 
 
    Everyone in the room seemed to freeze, all eyes turning toward the blinding light that rippled along the far wall of the temple. 
 
    The entire circle was flooded with orange light, the lines finally connecting and revealing the design emblazoned in the wall.  The center was a massive ball of molten metal, creating a rough glowing red egg, a crack forming down the center.  A phoenix emerged from the vessel.  The firebird arced up and out of the shell with its beak pointed at the sky, its wings awash in flames. 
 
    The design melted apart into a wave of molten metal, the liquid tendrils drifting away and forming a rigid, rectangular frame around what Finn could now see was a small room.  And in the dead center of that room rested a gem about the size of his fist.  The crystal glowed with an incredible brightness, almost like it had been made entirely of fire mana. 
 
    That was it.  That was what they had come all this way to retrieve. 
 
    That glimmering orange gem. 
 
    The relic. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 47 - Death-Defying 
 
      
 
    Bilel’s Journal – Entry 147 
 
      
 
    I believe I now know where the relic is hidden.  The mana well is the key to opening the vault.  Although, I’m afraid that the energy may be too much for me to handle.  There is a risk that the flames might consume me completely.  On the other hand, if I do nothing, then I risk letting this sickness continue to spread. 
 
      
 
    I must accept that risk.  I will not stand down – even in the face of incredible odds. 
 
      
 
    As I said in the beginning, fear is the death of passion… 
 
      
 
    [The remainder of the page has been torn from the tome. It looks to have been ripped harshly from the seams, leaving a jagged edge of paper.  Text dots those fragments, but it is incomprehensible.  The rest of the journal appears to have met a similar fate: the pages ripped out and singe marks marring the back cover.] 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Silence hung across the room, each person frozen in place, and their eyes locked on that glimmering orange gem in the corner of the temple. 
 
    That moment seemed to stretch on for an eternity as Finn’s thoughts raced – a chaotic mass of half-formed ideas, worries, and strategies.  The board was laid out before him, the pieces arranged, the game in play, and a single question echoing through his mind. 
 
    What’s my next move? 
 
    He could already see how each option would play out. 
 
    If he went for the crystal, Julia and Kyyle would die.  Once that mech suit was online, the fight would be over.  Finn would be forced to try to rabbit with the gem.  Stuff it in a bag and then leap out into the lava – kill himself as quickly as possible to force a respawn and destroy his body. 
 
    That might work… 
 
    However, channeling the energy of the well had taken a toll.  A glance at his UI showed his health was on its last legs, less than a minute left on the death timer counting down in the corner of his vision.  If he left the cover of the basin, even a glancing blow would kill him.  And if he didn’t destroy his body completely, his enemies could still recover the gem.  It was just too risky. 
 
    Yet what was the alternative? 
 
    He could help defend Julia and Kyyle.  Try to push back the merchants and fighters.  Except his companions weren’t in much better shape than himself.  Julia’s health was still barely above 50%, but only because Kyyle was running dry on mana, throwing up one wall after another to protect her.  In a straight fight, they would likely lose.  They were outnumbered and outgunned. 
 
    Or he could flip the game board.  Order Kyyle to blow the explosives below them with the last of his mana and blast this place sky-high – the gem with it.  Hope that they killed everyone, and his group could make it back here somehow after they respawned.  Maybe use his sight and Kyyle’s Dissolve to try to find the crystal in the rubble. 
 
    Although that assumed the gem wasn’t destroyed in the blast and that they could actually find it again.  With the amount of fire mana in this temple and the crystals lining the cavern outside, he couldn’t accurately predict the size of the blast.  They could cave in the entire side of the Abyss, burying the gem under a mountain of rock. 
 
    Finn considered and discarded each move in turn. 
 
    They were all flawed.  Terrible really.  The reality was staring him in the face. 
 
    They’d already lost.  He wasn’t strong enough to fix this. 
 
    He was just one man.  Half-dead, one hand dipped in liquid mana, and a death timer counting down to their imminent failure.  Despite how far they had come, he could feel it all unraveling.  Each path leading to a digital dead-end and a taunting system notice.  He couldn’t save his companions.  He couldn’t ensure they’d recover the relic. 
 
    He couldn’t bring back Rachael… 
 
    “Not alone you can’t,” the Seer’s voice whispered in his mind, the goddess still connected to Finn through the well.  “Not alone.  But together, you can build a truly magnificent blaze – a fire so bright that others will turn to watch it in awe.” 
 
    At those words, Finn’s brow furrowed.  His eyes skimmed back to his teammates again.  What did the goddess mean?  Was there another move?  One he hadn’t considered? 
 
    Then his eyes locked on Julia, and his perspective shifted. 
 
    He was still so used to thinking in terms of their individual abilities, like they were participating in the Mage Guild duels.  But that wasn’t how they had made it here – not alone or on the merit of their own unique efforts.  They had done this as a team, combining their strengths to accomplish incredible things. 
 
    An idea came to him – terrible and impossible.  But if they were going to die anyway, then why not go out in style? 
 
    Finn could feel his resolve harden, the fire mana flaring through his body. 
 
    And, in that moment, the world lurched back into motion… 
 
    Finn’s free hand was already moving, winding through the gestures of Haste even as the fighters made another rush at Julia, and Kyyle threw up another wall in their path.  A surge of air mana signaled that the mech suit was nearly online – the core crystal almost fully powered up now and glowing a brilliant yellow in Finn’s sight.  Meanwhile, the mech’s hatch was beginning to close around Sadik. 
 
    Just before his spell completed, Finn shouted over the noise in the room, ignoring the burning in his throat and lungs.  “Kyyle!”  The earth mage’s head tilted toward Finn, his eyes still on Julia.  “I need you to buy her a few seconds.  Give it everything you have left.  Then get her to hold still and stow her gear.” 
 
    A faint nod.  There was no time for questions.  Kyyle just acted – trusting in Finn after days spent down in this hellhole, fighting side by side.  With a renewed surge of emerald energy, the earth mage pumped the last of his mana into a single all-consuming spell.  A massive barrier of earth stabbed out of the ground, rolling outward in a wave that sent the fighters stumbling backward and created a pocket around Julia – her lance raised and her chest heaving.  It gave her a brief window to recover and to make sure her hands were free. 
 
    And most importantly, it allowed her to stand still. 
 
    Then Finn’s spell completed, and the world began to slow around him. 
 
    “Daniel, tell me when my death timer is almost out,” Finn instructed. 
 
    “Of course, sir.  You have 15 seconds.” 
 
    That would have to be enough time. 
 
    Finn swept at the air with his free hand, pulling up his in-game terminal.  With a few quick gestures, he accessed Kyyle’s file repository, the earth mage having long ago linked his meticulous notes for the team – not that Finn and Julia spent much time reading them.  Finn was about to make an exception.  He was looking for something specific, his eyes skimming the carefully labeled and organized folders. 
 
    Only a few seconds later, he found it. 
 
    Smelting schematics. 
 
    With a tap of his fingers and a flick of his wrist, two designs were projected into the air beside Finn.  He’d seen them a long time ago – something Kyyle had been toying with, but they hadn’t had the time or tools to build.  However, Finn planned to make those damn designs work come hell or high water. 
 
    He barely spared the glowing patterns a glance – not yet, anyway.  His hand reached for one of the bags at his waist.  With a quick jerk, he yanked open the drawstring and dumped the contents.  Dozens of the dark metal spheres promptly rolled out, slamming into the glass floor in a series of dull thuds before rolling toward the lake of magma that lingered near the basin. 
 
    “9 seconds,” Daniel chimed. 
 
    Finn needed to move faster. 
 
    He cast his Imbue Fire on one of the orbs.  As the spell completed, he dismissed it and cast it again.  He was borrowing the well’s mana so that he wouldn’t need to use his own, each spell requiring a fixed mana cost to cast. 
 
    Math was tumbling through his head – the hard mana cost of the spells, the channel cost of the various heat ranks, his total mana pool, the time he would need to create the designs that hovered next to him.  He didn’t have the health or the fire mana crystals to recover his mana, and he could already tell this was going to be tight. 
 
    “2 seconds.” 
 
    The second spell completed, and Finn dismissed it. 
 
    “Pull your hand!” Daniel shouted. 
 
    Finn ripped his fingers from the well, the massive surge of fire mana that coursed through his body sputtering out abruptly.  He fell to his knees as a sudden weakness rippled through him – like the fiery energy had been holding him upright.  His chest heaved, and his vision momentarily swam.  His health was sitting at a measly 1%.  Each breath felt like fire in his chest.  That damn mana well had nearly melted his insides. 
 
    Yet he struggled through the pain.  He’d been through worse – far worse. 
 
    He forced himself to focus, raising his arms and his fingers dancing again.  He cast Imbue Fire a third time, saying a silent prayer to the Seer.  This part was a gamble.  If it worked, he was about to save some precious mana, but Finn hadn’t had time to fully test the special effect of Sulphera’s crown.  His eyes were locked on the heat rank in the corner of his vision as fire rippled across the pile of dark metal. 
 
    Then he saw it… 
 
    The Imbue Fire immediately jumped to heat rank level 2, the crown’s effect providing a temperature bonus.  Even better?  The channel cost was still equivalent to a level 1 spell.  A smile stretched across his face, and he cast again with his free hand, more flames soon washing across the metal.  He quickly ratcheted up the temperature to heat rank 2, shifting both spells to a channel and fire consuming the entire pile of metal.  His fingers twitched, splitting the pile into two roughly equal stacks. 
 
    Then he shoved forward with both hands. 
 
    The metal sailed off the glass ledge and into the nearby lake of magma, but his fire mana still stayed wrapped around the ore, holding the material together.  He waited several precious seconds and then began kneading the metal with the fingers of each hand as it heated rapidly inside the lake. 
 
    His eyes flitted to the designs beside him. 
 
    It took every ounce of willpower he had left to re-create those floating images simultaneously, his fingers moving out of sync as he stretched and warped the metal.  It almost felt like his mind was fracturing as he struggled to maintain the two tasks at the same time, pushing the limits of his Concentration ability. 
 
    He sculpted the metal within the lake, using the ambient heat to save mana.  On the left-hand side, curved plates were being formed, merging and diverging to create a series of metallic panels.  On the right, he forced the metal together and then pulled it taut, creating a long cylinder that he then flattened and sharpened.  Once he had the shape he needed, he started adding details.  Curves in the panels for knees and shoulders.  Rotating hinges.  A hilt and grip. 
 
    Within only a matter of seconds, Finn was ready. 
 
    “Your stamina is nearly depleted,” Daniel cautioned, his voice sounding distant. 
 
    But it didn’t matter now.  The designs were complete. 
 
    Finn dismissed Haste, and the world lurched back into motion. 
 
    At the same time, he shifted his attention to his daughter.  She had sheathed her shield and lance like he’d asked – Kyyle had come through again.  Julia simply stood there despite the way the fighters were already cutting through the earth mage’s stone wall with air-mana-infused strikes and beginning to barrel toward her. 
 
    “Julia, hold perfectly still!” Finn shouted. 
 
    Then his arms ripped upward. 
 
    The metal cascaded out of the molten lake, superheated to a brilliant glowing red, and Finn immediately ratcheted up the channels on both hands to heat rank 4 to keep the metal pliable.  A shower of magma rained from each of his two creations, sprinkling the lake and splashing against the glass terrace nearby, causing streamers of smoke and steam to drift up into the air.  Droplets landed on Vanessa, and she let out a scream, unable to wipe the molten metal from her robes. 
 
    Yet Finn ignored all of that, his eyes on his creations. 
 
    On the left side was a full set of platemail built of the dark ore, the metal awash in flames.  And on the right was a massive sword, the blade stretching roughly six feet, the weapon almost comically large and impossible heavy – at least, for most people.  The products were crude, hastily constructed prototypes.  Even from here, he could see dented metal and crooked edges, a product of limited time and attention.  But they were good enough. 
 
    With a twitch of his fingers, the metal flew through the air, barreling toward Julia. 
 
    She stayed still, her feet firmly planted.  The metal cooled slightly as it sailed toward her, but only barely, Finn pumping mana into the metal to keep it heated. 
 
    Just a moment longer, he thought to himself, watching his mana dip. 
 
    The metal plates struck Julia – barely slowing.  The heated armor wrapped around her body, forming itself against her feet, her calves, her thighs.  Two halves of the breastplate pressed against her chest and back, the metal welding together along the seams and fully encasing her torso.  Plates clung to her shoulder, her arms, and then her hands sunk into mailed gauntlets.  Finally, a helm settled across her head, obscuring her face and twin horns jutting into the air. 
 
    As the platemail settled into place, Julia raised her arm, her palm opened. 
 
    She was waiting for her weapon. 
 
    And Finn obliged her.  The flaming claymore smashed down into her grip, the metal of the hilt grinding against Julia’s gauntlets and sending off a shower of sparks.  Her arm buckled for a moment under the weight but held, her other gauntlet coming forward to hold the blade in a two-handed grip. 
 
    Finn immediately dropped his two channels down to heat rank level 2, the metal cooling swiftly and turning a dark black.  Flames coated the armor and sword, flaring brightly and curling into the air. 
 
    The flames also had an added effect – one that Finn had been counting on.  Julia’s body absorbed the fire mana as the armor clung to her form, her skin transforming into swirling bands of flame.  Orange and red mana filled the cracks and crevices between the armor, his daughter finally visible within his sight – a living flame.  He looked at his UI and saw that her health was stable, her health regeneration just barely keeping pace with the damage from her natural absorption. 
 
    Julia turned toward the onrushing fighters, her face and skin gone.  Now only tendrils of flame licked from the gaps between the metal.  She was a walking dark juggernaut, a creature of metal and fire.  Her sword sunk to the ground, the blade’s tip slamming against the glass and creating a small crater in the floor. 
 
    Malik raised a hand, and he and his companions halted their charge as they witnessed Julia’s transformation, backpedaling slightly.  Finn could see faint tendrils of dark energy creep through their bodies.  He knew what that was now. 
 
    It was fear. 
 
    This was what the Khamsin were truly capable of. 
 
    Julia took an experimental step forward, the weight of her armor causing the glass to crumble as she turned her attention to the fighters.  Finn continued to maintain his channels, one on the sword and one on the armor.  The flames not only strengthened the metal but helped enhance her movements.  He could add power to her swings and additional strength and speed to help compensate for the weight of the armor. 
 
    At least that was his theory. 
 
    Julia must have decided to put that to the test.  With a lunge, she surged forward and swung her massive flaming claymore.  The blade arced through the air, leaving a trail of flame in its wake.  One of the fighters attempted to block the blow…  A mistake. 
 
    Finn’s fingers twitched, giving it a little more power. 
 
    The claymore crashed into the fighter’s sword.  For a split second, the smaller weapon held.  Then it blasted apart, the metal crumpling under the force of the strike.  The flaming claymore cleaved into the man’s shoulder, severing the arm and cauterizing the wound in a single blow.  The fighter fell to the ground screaming, cradling his shoulder.  Julia shifted the swing and chopped downward, swiftly decapitating him. 
 
    Malik and the other fighter were stepping back quickly now, their eyes wide and alarmed.  This wasn’t a creature that they were capable of fighting. 
 
    It was at that moment that the remainder of Kyyle’s earthen wall blasted apart, sending a shower of debris rocketing through the room.  Julia barely reacted, the shards of rocks simply bouncing off her armor or passing harmlessly through the flames that curled between the massive dark plates. 
 
    Kalisha’s mechanized suit came barreling through the wall.  The machine moved quickly despite its size – its heavy metal limbs powered by the massive core of air mana in the center of the suit.  That energy pulsed and throbbed along each mechanical limb, fueling what Finn could only assume were pneumatic pistons.  Finn saw a surge of energy spring up along the suit’s forearm, the mana a brilliant sapphire.  The metal casing flipped open, a barrel rotating up and out of the suit’s arm. 
 
    “Water-based attack from its left arm!” Finn shouted. 
 
    Julia was already moving. 
 
    She leaped to the side, kicking off the glass floor and leaving a crater in her wake as she rocketed to her right.  However, it wasn’t quite fast enough, and Finn’s fingers jerked, pushing her farther out of harm’s way.  Not a moment too soon as a beam of sapphire energy arced through the air.  It crashed into the spot where Julia had been standing and trailed after her blurring form, the glass and debris instantly freezing into a solid block of ice. 
 
    Julia slammed into the ground, her mailed boots carving a furrow in the glass floor as she slid to a stop. 
 
    Then she pressed the attack, charging forward toward the mechanized suit and pulling back her claymore to swing.  Sadik raised his other arm defensively, and air mana flared along the limb.  As Julia struck, her sword collided with a shield of solid air, the barrier a shimmering yellow oval.  The force of the shield stopped her sword cold and almost extinguished the flames along the blade.  Yet Julia bounced back in time, dodging to the left again as another beam of ice speared toward her position. 
 
    The raw power of the attacks being hurled across the room caused the entire temple to tremble, forcing Malik and his remaining companion to retreat to the safety of the entrance. 
 
    The other fighter was just a touch too slow, however.  Julia struck again at the mech, and it raised its arm again to deflect the blow.  But this time she tilted the sword at the last minute, causing it to glance off the panel of air – likely hoping to avoid extinguishing Finn’s spell.  The effect was to send a superheated current of air blasting off the side.  It clipped Malik’s remaining companion, consuming him in a wave of boiling air and blasting him back into a nearby wall, his half-melted body hitting the glass with a crunch. 
 
    Meanwhile, Kalisha was eyeing the room with a severe expression.  Finn saw her attention drift toward him, where he kneeled behind the cover of the basin, his eyes ablaze, and his fingers maintaining the channel on Julia’s armor and weapon.  She began looking back and forth between Finn and Julia, and he could almost see her mental wheels turning, likely putting together his abilities with the armor. 
 
    Shit.  If Kalisha managed to have Sadik take him out, Julia would have trouble moving in that armor. 
 
    Except Kyyle hadn’t been complacent either.  Despite the injury to his leg, he had used the distraction to hobble toward the gem in the corner of the room, grabbing the relic and stuffing it into his bag before moving to join Finn.  Using the brief respite to regenerate some of his mana, he began forming a wall of stone in front of Finn, quickly thickening the barrier until it was a few feet wide. 
 
    It wasn’t a moment too soon. 
 
    Sadik blocked another of Julia’s swings, and then the mana in the suit’s right foot flared, a blast of air mana sending the mech rocketing to the side.  At the same time, he brought up the ice cannon on its arm and leveled the weapon at Finn and Kyyle.  A massive beam of sapphire energy crashed into the earthen barrier, cutting through the stone at an incredible pace.  Kyyle dove at Finn, sending them both sliding across the glass.  Only a second later, the ice cut completely through the earth mage’s wall and struck the lake of lava behind them. 
 
    A dense wall of steam jetted up into the air as the ice touched the lava, filling the area around the basin with superheated moisture.  Kyyle yanked Finn to his feet, and the pair raced toward the vault room to escape the billowing wave of death. 
 
    Finn heard screams behind him.  He spared a glance over his shoulder to see Vanessa still chained to the ground, the hot vapor literally burning her alive, and her skin beginning to bubble and peel away.  The screams cut off only seconds later as Vanessa fell limp and unmoving against the glass, her body soon obscured by the thick steam. 
 
    He didn’t have time to dwell on that – as well deserved as her death might have been.  Finn and Kyyle dove inside the vault room as another blast of energy struck the adjacent wall of the temple, forming a thick block of ice and locking them inside the small enclosure. 
 
    Not that it mattered – Finn could still see the battle raging outside. 
 
    And now they were relatively protected. 
 
    “What do you want to do?” Kyyle asked breathlessly.  “Should I detonate the explosives?” 
 
    Finn ground his teeth together.  If they could win this without blowing themselves and half the Abyss to smithereens, he preferred that option.  He didn’t relish the idea of having to find their way back to the surface from wherever the hell they respawned.  “Let’s see how this plays out.”  He glanced at Kyyle.  “If shit goes south, however, don’t fucking hesitate.  You need to destroy your own body completely to protect the relic.” 
 
    The earth mage nodded, his expression firm. 
 
    Finn’s attention whipped back to the room. 
 
    While Sadik had been trying to take out Finn and Kyyle, Julia used the opening to surge forward.  Finn had also managed to maintain his channels despite his latest brush with death.  The mech suit blocked her next attack, but Julia was expecting that.  She simply let go of the claymore as it struck the air shield, Finn holding it in position and his fingers trembling from the effort.  Then Julia slid around the suit, grabbing the cannon on the other arm with both hands and ripping at the device. 
 
    Finn helped, the fingers of his other hand twitching as he momentarily ratcheted up the heat on her armor.  Flames flared around Julia’s gauntlets, and the ice cannon tore free with a screech of metal.  Yet Julia wasn’t done.  She was up close now, using the mech’s bulk against it.  She moved even closer, ducking under a swinging fist, and her own gauntlets slamming into the cockpit where Sadik was hiding, each punch causing the metal casing to crumple.  She slammed it repeatedly with her fiery fists, and the hatch began to cave in. 
 
    In a panic, Sadik activated the air mana thrusters along the mech’s legs, sending the pair barreling across the temple, Julia still furiously beating the hell out of the hatch. 
 
    They slammed into the temple wall, and the glass exploded in a shower of debris.  Glass and stone rocketed through the room, a massive crack forming in the wall, and a billowing cloud of dust and shrapnel cutting across the room.  Yet Finn simply removed the earth mana that briefly obscured his sight.  The mech had Julia pinned against the wall, her health plummeting.  Even the super-dense metal was beginning to chip and crack from the force of the impact. 
 
    Finn shifted his attention to the claymore that still hovered in the center of the temple, flames curling around the length of metal.  He used the remainder of his mana to bring the metal up to heat rank 4.  He knew what Julia would do next, and, with a gesture, he twisted the weapon and sent it spearing toward the mech’s back. 
 
    At the same time, Julia managed to squirm backward, creating some room and kicking at the mech, sending the massive suit stumbling … right into the path of the claymore.  The superheated sword carved through the back of the mech’s armor with barely any resistance, and the tip slid into the core of air mana resting in the center of the suit.  Finn saw the sphere crack, the fracture expanding rapidly and beams of energy streaking through the break. 
 
    “Oh fuck,” Finn muttered.  “Get down!” he shouted at Kyyle. 
 
    They both dove to the ground, but it was too late… 
 
    The detonation of air mana was intense, blowing apart the entire wall of the temple and sending a rippling shockwave of compressed air smashing through the room.  It hurled the pews into the far wall and then blasted a hole in the glass on the other side of the structure. 
 
    The explosion was so violent that it knocked Finn and Kyyle from their feet, slamming them into the sides of the vault and forcing glass and rock through the nearby wall.  Finn felt himself crushed against the glass, and then a searing pain erupted in his thigh. 
 
    Precious, pain-filled seconds passed. 
 
    And then the vibrations began to slow… then stop. 
 
    Finn’s vision was wavering, notifications flashing in the corner of his vision.  He could see a large shard of glass had impaled his thigh and pinned him to the floor.  But Finn ignored that, struggling to get eyes on Julia.  He couldn’t see her.  The air mana filling the temple was so dense that it left Finn momentarily blind, unable to see what was happening in the room.  He was still unable to filter that type of mana. 
 
    Even worse, his UI was flickering erratically, and he couldn’t see her group icon. 
 
    Another flash of yellow light bloomed in front of Finn – this one closer.  Too close. 
 
    The remainder of the ice barrier sealing the vault was cracked open, carved neatly in half, and the frozen chunks smashed against the floor. 
 
    Then a blade slid down, touching Finn’s neck.  “Hands where I can see them.  Don’t move or I’ll slit your throat,” a voice said in an even tone.  Not that Finn could really move anyway, what with glass impaling his thigh. 
 
    He glanced up to see Malik standing above him.  Finn’s fingers came to a standstill, and he raised his hands slowly to show that he wasn’t casting anything.  The man’s face was bloodied, and gashes littered his chest and thighs, evidence that he had braved the explosion and shrapnel to make it over to their position. 
 
    Finn still couldn’t see inside the temple with the massive amount of air mana that was whipping through the room.  Was Julia all right?  Was she still alive?  He glanced to his side and saw Kyyle lying beside him.  The earth mage looked terrible.  His leg was broken, crumpled at an odd angle, and a large purple bruise stained the side of his head, blood leaking from a jagged gash where his head must have struck the wall. 
 
    But he was breathing, barely – possibly unconscious. 
 
    “What’s your plan here?” Finn asked slowly, addressing the fighter. 
 
    “Your friend has the relic.  I saw him take it,” Malik said.  “You’re going to pull it out of his bag and hand it to me.  Slowly.  Or I’ll kill you.” 
 
    Finn snorted, staring at him incredulously.  “Since I’m in no condition to argue, could we just take a moment and address the elephant in the room?  I’m honestly surprised that you can talk.  I thought you were mute.” 
 
    “Relic.  Now,” Malik responded stoically. 
 
    “It’s clear now why you let Kalisha do the negotiating,” Finn replied with a sigh.  “We’re travelers.  I’ll just respawn.  The tough-guy act isn’t exactly terrifying.” 
 
    “You’re right, Malik is something of a blunt instrument, but he means well,” Kalisha interjected, limping up behind the fighter.  “What he meant to say is that the fight is over.  You’re injured, you can’t move, and you must be out of mana.  Plus, your friend there is nearly dead.  You can either hand over the gem nicely, and we’ll just kill you both.  Or you can play hardball, and we’ll gently deposit you at the bottom of the shaft or chain you up and leave you here as you likely planned to do with Vanessa,” she murmured, gesturing at the burnt body behind her, its ruined limbs still chained to the glass. 
 
    Finn grimaced.  Okay, that was a real threat. 
 
    This didn’t look good – not at all. 
 
    If Kyyle died right here, they could still loot his corpse.  Suddenly, Finn was beginning to regret not ordering the earth mage to just blow the explosives… even though that plan wouldn’t have been without its own share of risk. 
 
    “Or how about I just kill you instead,” Julia said, causing Kalisha to whip around in surprise. 
 
    Finn’s daughter stood behind the pair.  She looked like hell.  Only pieces of her dark armor remained.  The cuirass was now fused around her chest, and the gauntlets welded to her hands.  Her left arm hung limp at her side, and her right clutched her lance, the needle-like tip pointed directly at Kalisha. 
 
    However, she was alive.  Finn had to resist the urge to breathe a sigh of relief, although Malik’s blade at his throat gave him pause. 
 
    Kalisha’s face twisted in irritation.  “You travelers really are tenacious.  Okay, so what now?  You’re badly injured by the looks of it.  So, Malik kills Finn, you kill me and then Malik kills you and takes the gem.  You still lose, and I guess Malik wins,” she said in a tired voice. 
 
    That’s when Finn detected a faint hint of emerald energy behind him.  He tilted his head slightly, seeing Kyyle’s fingers twitch and a low murmur escaping his lips.  He had to resist the urge to smile.  The kid was conscious after all and following through on their plan.  He just needed to buy him a bit more time, so that there was no risk that Malik could interrupt the spell. 
 
    “Or we could talk this through,” Finn spoke up.  “There has to be a compromise here – some way we can all walk away alive.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I see it,” Malik said in an even voice, his blade pressing harder against Finn’s neck and drawing a line of blood. 
 
    “I think I do,” Kyyle grumbled from behind Finn.  He pushed himself up against the wall with a wince, raising his hands to show Kalisha and Malik the green energy curling around his fingertips – signaling that he had cast, but not completed, a spell.  Finn could see their eyes widen, the energy in their bodies flashing erratically. 
 
    “Before we came up here, we planted explosives below us.  There’s a fault line that runs just under this temple.  Those explosives happen to be just inside my control range,” Kyyle explained.  “That well over there also still holds a ton of fire mana and this cavern is covered in fire crystals.  I blow our explosive caches, and my bet is we bring down half the Abyss with us. 
 
    “So, this spell right here,” he said, wiggling his fingers slightly, “I complete it, and we all die horrifically.”  The earth mage looked between Kalisha and Malik.  “Except, I already have the gem, I’ll respawn, and there’s no fucking way you two survive that explosion.  So, as I see it, we have two options. 
 
    “I blow us all to hell, our group respawns, and we win anyway. 
 
    “Or you two lay down your weapons, and we let you live,” Kyyle said. 
 
    Kalisha and Malik stared at him, no one moving an inch.  Finn watched the energy spiral through their bodies in a chaotic pattern.  Uncertainty, fear, doubt. 
 
    “You could be bluffing,” Kalisha said a moment later.  “How do we know the explosives are really there?” 
 
    “You don’t,” Kyyle shot back, his gaze never wavering.  “But you’ve seen what we’re capable of already.  We survived the fall into the pit, we clawed our way up through the very lowest levels of this hellhole, and we survived your onslaught on the temple, taking on both the fighters and the merchants at the same time.  And our entire damn group is still alive. 
 
    “So, let me ask you this, do you really think I’m fucking bluffing?  Enough to bet your life on it?” 
 
    Another pause and Kalisha’s gaze swept to Finn and Julia, taking in their stoic expressions.  She was looking for a clue, something that would tip her off to whether Kyyle was really bluffing.  Yet she didn’t find one.  Only a stony resolve.  All three of them were more than happy to die here if that’s what it took. 
 
    Kalisha heaved a sigh.  “Shit,” she muttered and then rested a hand on Malik’s shoulder.  “Let’s give it up.” 
 
    “You’re taking his word?” the fighter asked in an incredulous tone. 
 
    “You’re not?” Kalisha shot back.  “Merchants have to be good at reading people.  Do these three look like they’re fucking around?  And even if you don’t trust my gut, have you seen this place?  Look at what they’ve already done,” she said with a wave at the temple.  “Hell, does it really seem that far-fetched to you?” 
 
    A grimace flitted across Malik’s face, and then Finn felt the sword tip drift away from his neck.  A moment later, the fighter’s weapon clattered against the floor. 
 
    “Okay, you two, up against that wall, hands on the glass,” Julia barked, holding her lance at the ready.  Already, her other arm was beginning to heal, her injuries disappearing at a rapid pace.  Less than a minute more, and she would likely be good as new.  The merchant and fighter followed her instructions, soon kneeling and their hands against the wall. 
 
    Finn ripped the shard free from his thigh and struggled to his feet, leaning against the wall for support and keeping a hand on the wound to stem the bleeding. 
 
    Although, he noticed Kyyle made no move to stand, his eyes on Kalisha and Malik and his hands still holding the spell.  It wasn’t until Finn had melted down some of the dark ore and bound the merchant and fighter in manacles – locking their hands behind their back and their feet together – that Kyyle finally relented and dropped the spell.  Finn helped him out of the vault, settling the earth mage on one of the few stone pews that had survived the battle as his injuries healed. 
 
    The temple itself was in ruins.  The entrance had been blasted open, the doors crumbling and barely standing.  The mechanized suit was embedded in the side of the temple, having crashed through the thick glass, and formed a gigantic crater in the wall of the cavern.  The hall itself was now filled with a series of craters, cracks, and melting chunks of ice – Vanessa’s half-cooked corpse lingering beside the basin. 
 
    Even if Finn hadn’t seen it himself, the devastation would have indicated that one hell of a fight had gone down inside the temple. 
 
    “What do you want to do with them?” Julia grunted, gesturing at Malik and Kalisha. 
 
    Finn frowned in thought.  The safe option would be to kill them. 
 
    And yet, he had a sneaking suspicion that they might be useful. 
 
    A larger game was at play here, and it wasn’t at all clear who the players were or what they each hoped to gain.  The Emir?  The Seer?  Abbad?  The guilds?  After his conversation with the goddess, the way she had pressured him into amending their deal, and the way they had unlocked the damn vault, even more questions were beginning to pile up. 
 
    “We’ll take them with us,” Finn said finally.  “Kyyle made a deal – we should honor it.” 
 
    “You sure?” Julia replied with an arched eyebrow.  “No one would know if we just drop them into that molten lake.” 
 
    At that comment, both Kalisha and Malik shot her a worried glance. 
 
    “No, not really.  But they’re bound.  We’ll strip them of their gear and keep an eye on them.  I just want to get the hell out of here,” Finn said, rubbing at his face. 
 
    “How merciful of you,” Kalisha quipped, shooting a look at Finn. 
 
    “Careful or I might change my mind,” Finn replied calmly.  That earned him a grin from the merchant.  Even imprisonment didn’t seem to faze her.  For his part, Malik had drifted back into silence – his expression stoic, giving away nothing.  Although, Finn noted the kernel of dark energy that drifted through the man’s stomach.  Uncertainty and fear. 
 
    The fighter couldn’t hide his emotions from Finn. 
 
    Julia hauled the pair to their feet, prodding them with her lance to get them to move toward the entrance to the temple.  As Kalisha passed Kyyle, a thoughtful expression flitted across her face. 
 
    “I’m curious, did you really have explosives planted below us?” she asked the earth mage.  “Or were you bluffing?” 
 
    Kyyle looked at her, his face impassive.  “If you’d refused my offer, I’d have blown us all to hell without a second thought,” the earth mage answered without any hesitation.  In Finn’s sight, he didn’t see the young man’s energy waver for even a moment. 
 
    “Huh,” Kalisha murmured.  Then, a moment later, in a quieter voice, “We were never going to win this competition, were we?” 
 
    “No,” Kyyle answered simply.  “Not as long as you were facing the three of us.” 
 
    Finn saw the truth of his words echoed in the destruction around them.  Despite all the obstacles they’d faced, they were still standing – still fighting.  After days and weeks of torment, they had risen from the ashes even stronger than when they had started.  It showed in the way Julia held the limb of a dead fire ant queen, prodding at the prisoners’ backs.  In the way Kyyle had faced down the merchant and fighter without flinching.  In the way that Finn had helped pull them through that battle by the skin of their teeth. 
 
    Alone, they were each powerful. 
 
    But together?  Together, they were fucking unstoppable. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 48 - Manipulated 
 
      
 
    With gentle movements of his fingers, Finn heated the metal along the side of Julia’s cuirass, a line of glowing red soon drifting down the dark metal as his daughter let out a hissing breath.  The fire mana might not do any lasting harm with the way her body absorbed the energy and her enhanced health regeneration, but she had explained that it still stung like hell.  A few seconds later, the metal had heated sufficiently.  Finn gently pulled the seam apart, and the chest plate fell free, falling to the ground with a hollow clang. 
 
    Julia promptly stretched, rubbing at her ribs.  “Thank you.  That damn thing was a little tight.  It felt like it was cutting off circulation to my legs.”  She shot him a glance.  “You trying to tell me I need to lose some weight?” 
 
    “Uh no, I don’t have a death wish,” Finn replied dryly.  “But next time, I’ll make sure to get your exact measurements while we’re getting attacked, and I’m trying to build a set of armor in a grand total of 30 seconds or less.” 
 
    Julia grinned at him.  “Make sure that you do.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted to the armor on the ground as Finn broke the cuirass apart, heating the metal, splitting it into separate lumps, and then forming a series of dark metal spheres that he set to cool on the glass floor.  As the metal returned to a dark black, he promptly stowed the orbs in his pack. 
 
    “Seriously, though,” Julia added.  “When we get back and have some more time, I’d like a real set of that armor.  Although, maybe just a touch lighter and with more flexibility in the joints.” 
 
    “I’m sure we can make that happen,” Finn replied distractedly. 
 
    Julia’s mention of returning to Lahab just made a hollow weight settle in Finn’s stomach, his mind instantly replaying the previous battle and the work they had done since. 
 
    The group had locked their two prisoners in a nearby glass building after carefully stripping them of their weapons and equipment.  Kyyle had shored up the walls of the ruined structure, ensuring that they wouldn’t be making a break for it any time soon.  Not that Finn was too worried, not with their manacles.  Even Malik’s ward-enhanced strength seemed unable to break through the dark metal, but Finn had thickened his bindings just in case. 
 
    They had then canvassed the temple, Finn melting down the fragments of Julia’s armor and her sword, not wanting to waste the metal.  It wasn’t clear if or when they would come back to the Abyss, and he planned to keep as much of the metal as he could.  They’d done the same with the other champions’ equipment, going through their packs and stowing any useful gear.  They’d even found some health potions – truly a treasure after weeks without any healing items – allowing Finn and Kyyle to mend their wounds more quickly. 
 
    After that, Finn had moved on to Kalisha’s mech suit. 
 
    Julia had done a number on the mechanized armor, and the detonation of the air mana core certainly hadn’t helped.  The entire back portion of the suit had been blasted apart, and the front didn’t look much better.  The hatch had been caved in, Sadik’s body crushed behind it, and his blood dripping down the metal. 
 
    However, Finn was able to salvage some materials using his sight.  He melted through the casing, recovering many of the mana crystals and the wiring embedded inside the suit’s limbs.  He’d then had Daniel scan the entire suit and make a log.  It might be useful later. 
 
    Although, Kyyle had still insisted on taking his own meticulous notes.  As far as Finn knew, the earth mage was still inside the temple, staring at the armor and tapping away at his in-game console. 
 
    Which left Finn sitting outside the goddess’ temple with Julia, his eyes drifting across the ruined city.  His gaze hovered for a moment on the structure where they’d locked Kalisha and Malik, his thoughts troubled.  It wasn’t so much what they had just been through that bothered him – or the work of recovering from the battle – it was what lay in store for the future that caused that worried knot to wriggle in his stomach. 
 
    “You wondering if we should have just killed them?” Julia offered, following his gaze to the nearby building.  “We still could.” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “It might be easier, but I suspect we’re going to need them.” 
 
    “How so?” she asked, glancing at him. 
 
    He paused, gnawing on the inside of his cheek. 
 
    “Okay,” he began slowly, “let’s say for the moment that the Emir gives me rulership of Lahab, and we manage to bring back your mom.  We still have to make a life here – we’ll still be dependent on this world,” he added with a wave of his hand. 
 
    “Which means I’m going to have to deal with these three guilds and their constant infighting.”  He gestured at their makeshift prison.  “Those two represent a good-faith gesture.  They might show that things will be different under my rule – and they might speak in our defense.” 
 
    “After we tried to kill them?” Julia offered with a laugh.  Then her expression sobered as she saw the dour look on Finn’s face, no amusement lighting his eyes. 
 
    “I get the sense that you don’t think you’re suddenly going to become the new Emir…”  She trailed off, letting the statement hang there in the air. 
 
    Finn shook his head, rubbing at his eyes.  “I don’t know… it seems too easy.  Too neat.  And there are still a bunch of questions that don’t have answers.” 
 
    “Like, for example, why the hell are we here to recover this gem?” Kyyle offered, coming up behind the pair and taking a seat.  In his hand, he held the glowing orange crystal, the relic nearly blinding in Finn’s sight as the earth mage offered it to him. 
 
    Finn took it with gentle fingers, inspecting the crystal. 
 
      
 
    Heart of Passion (Relic) 
 
    This crystal seems to be composed of dense fire mana, perhaps a crystalline version of the liquid mana that lingered within the Seer’s mana well. 
 
      
 
    Finn didn’t receive any quest update or notification upon receiving the relic.  Apparently, the game didn’t view the Seer’s blackmail as update worthy.  Even more telling, Finn hadn’t received any information regarding the Emir’s competition either.  Although, he wasn’t certain what to make of that mysterious silence.  Did that indicate the quests weren’t real?  That they were a ruse?  That there was something more to be done still? 
 
    Or maybe he was just reading into it. 
 
    Either way, it left him feeling even more unsettled. 
 
    “That’s a good first question,” Finn murmured, glancing at Kyyle as he swiped away the prompt and stowed the gem carefully in his pack.  “Bilel’s journal ended abruptly.  Someone tore out the remaining pages.  Near the end of his writing, the mage had gotten sick and had been looking for a cure.  He described a relic held in the temple, an item that presumably had incredible healing properties.” 
 
    Finn’s companions stared at him, mulling on that “gem” of information. 
 
    “Even worse, the Seer held me up in there,” Finn continued, a low growl rumbling from his throat as he gestured at the temple and recalled their mental exchange.  “She spoke to me before I connected to the mana well, allowed me to channel the energy without dying immediately, and supplied the spell needed to open the vault.  In return, she demanded I amend our bargain in some unknown way. 
 
    “So, I did.” 
 
    “You did what?” Julia snapped, anger flaring in her eyes. 
 
    Finn shrugged.  “I’m not happy about it.  But what choice did we have?  She was only going to help us bring Rachael back if we completed this damn competition, and we needed the gem to do that.  And if we all died, we failed anyway.  She had me between a rock and a hard place.”  His daughter winced and settled back on her perch, some of the fire in her eyes beginning to extinguish. 
 
    “So, we’re recovering a relic that might heal sick people – or something – for an old ruler that is clearly dying.  At the same time, we’re also completing this competition in order to fulfill a bargain with a fire god to bring back your deceased wife,” Kyyle said slowly, running a hand through his hair and his eyes distant as he spoke. 
 
    The earth mage’s attention shifted to Finn, his attention snapping back into focus.  “Sounds like the two things are connected.” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “It feels like it, but I’m just not sure how yet.  What’s worse is that I’m not sure what the Seer’s motive is here.  She sent us down here to retrieve this relic, but if this is her temple, she must have known that only a fire mage could get inside.  So, she set us up to fail?  Or maybe she set this in motion in order to amend our bargain?  Or maybe she’s trying to help the Emir?”  Finn shook his head.  None of those explanations felt right, but he couldn’t see the goddess’ endgame. 
 
    “That doesn’t make me feel any better about her following through on her bargain or how she’ll end up altering your arrangement,” Julia muttered.  Finn just grunted noncommittally in reply. 
 
    “In contrast, at least the Emir’s potential motive is somewhat obvious.  He’s probably searching for some way to heal himself.  But if we do give him the gem, do you really think he’s going to give up rulership of Lahab – especially if this thing is part of some sort of cure-all for whatever sickness he has?” Finn asked bluntly. 
 
    That gave Kyyle and Julia pause. 
 
    “We could just keep the gem,” Kyyle suggested tentatively. 
 
    “Which means we’d have to give up on even the slim chance that the Seer is going to hold up her end of the bargain and bring Rachael back,” Finn retorted.  “Plus, Bilel’s writings mentioned the possibility that the relic had been broken into two pieces.  So, there’s at least a chance the Emir can’t do anything with it – assuming he doesn’t already have the other piece, of course.”  The earth mage grimaced and let out a frustrated sigh. 
 
    “Well, shit,” he muttered.  Finn could certainly sympathize with that statement. 
 
    Then Julia gestured at the structure that they were using as a prison for Malik and Kalisha.  “So, those two aren’t just a goodwill gesture in case you become the new Emir.  You’re also hoping to make some allies in case this all goes sideways.” 
 
    “Pretty much,” Finn offered.  “We have plenty of enemies as it is, and I’m tentatively putting both the Emir and the Seer in that group right now – they could both fuck us royally.  So, we could use a few friends.  Especially if this turns out as badly as I expect it will.  Right now, it feels like we’re just a pawn in everyone else’s game.” 
 
    At that statement, the group lapsed into a tense silence, the same severe expression now lingering across all their faces.  It seemed Finn’s funk was contagious – and perhaps with good reason. 
 
    “Well, on that happy note, what do you say we get going?” Kyyle suggested, abruptly rising and hefting his staff.  “We can’t do anything about that other stuff – at least, not right now.  But we can finally get out of this hellhole!” 
 
    “I second that!” Julia offered, a small smile tugging at her lips. 
 
    She paused.  “Although…” 
 
    “Oh shit, you’re going to raise another problem, aren’t you?” Kyyle muttered, rubbing at his eyes, and sinking back onto his boulder. 
 
    “It’s just that we don’t know who’s waiting for us up there,” Julia said.  “Could be the Khamsin.  Could be Altair.  Could be nobody.” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  “Well, I have some ideas if it’s Altair or nobody.  But I’m not sure what to do if we meet the Khamsin,” he offered.  “I suspect they might not be too happy about us handing over this relic to the Emir, especially if it might heal him.  And I bet they aren’t going to love the idea of letting Malik and Kalisha go either.” 
 
    Julia nodded, a thoughtful expression on her face.  “I think I might have an idea for how to handle that, but we can discuss it on the way back up.”  She rose to her feet, gesturing at the building where their prisoners were stowed.  “For now, I’m going to go see to our guests and get them ready to move. 
 
    “I don’t want anything going wrong on the hike back topside, at least,” she muttered as she walked away. 
 
    “Can’t say I blame her there,” Kyyle murmured as he watched her walk away.  Then the earth mage glanced back at Finn.  “Speaking of which, how exactly were you planning on traveling back up to the top of the Abyss?” 
 
    Finn grimaced and rose slowly to his feet. 
 
    He turned to look back at the temple.  Bilel’s story – and the way the Seer had fucked with his family and memories – was still fresh in his mind.  Finn’s anger flared as he recalled how she had effectively blackmailed him into amending their bargain.  It seemed the goddess was fond of messing with mere mortals. 
 
    Even now, Finn could see the glowing orange mana that lingered within the basin inside the temple.  He knew from firsthand experience that even though the vessel had been cracked and much of the liquid mana had drained away, the remaining energy was more than enough to level the side of a mountain.  Kyyle hadn’t been exaggerating there.  And there was still a cluster of brightly glowing points lingering in the ground below him – the explosives that Kyyle had set before they entered this cavern. 
 
    Bilel hadn’t managed to destroy the temple, only bury it, but perhaps Finn could finish the job.  And if he sent a message to the Seer at the same time – an expression of his irritation? 
 
    That was just icing on the cake as far as he was concerned. 
 
    When Finn turned back to Kyyle, a fire burned through the dark metal in his eyes, causing them to glow behind the thin cloth bandage, flames licking at his skin.  His lips curled into a small, excited smile.  He could see a faint tendril of dark energy curl through the earth mage’s torso as Kyyle took in Finn’s appearance. 
 
    “I was thinking we could bring back one of your favorite modes of transportation,” Finn said softly.  “You know, really go out with a bang…” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 49 - Prophetic 
 
      
 
    Altair had been having a truly awful week. 
 
    Or, at least, that was roughly how long he thought had passed since he had been forced into escorting the three champions out to the gods-damned glass pit that lingered just a few yards away.  It might have been longer, but the days had begun to blend together, filled with hot sand, scorching sunlight, and the ever-present burning pain in his wrists. 
 
    At least it was currently night time.  The glimmering stars overhead were a blissful relief from the sun.  He could feel a cool breeze drift across his sunburnt skin and blistered hands, providing a momentary respite from the pain.  Altair gave the limbs an experimental tug – the movement gentle lest he break the skin, causing them to bleed once more.  Open injuries were awful out in the desert, the stinging sand getting into the wounds, and the sun scalding the newly exposed flesh. 
 
    The metal manacles that held his hands behind his back rattled softly.  The movement shifted the chain that was looped through the manacles attached to what was left of his soldiers.  They were little more than shadowy outlines scattered around him in a circle.  However, even that faint movement elicited muted groans from his men, as the metal brushed against their own blistered wrists. 
 
    The chain still held taut, embedded deeply into the glass plateau beneath them. 
 
    Damn it, Altair thought to himself.  What a terrible fucking way to die. 
 
    He wished he’d never played that game with Kristoff. 
 
    A damn game of cards had resulted in him drawing the short straw – forced into this babysitting expedition out to this cursed wasteland.  A wild goose chase in search of some fabled relic that had caught his Emir’s eye.  As though the man lacked for pretty baubles.  Altair was well aware of how many soldiers and adventurers the Emir had already sent down into the Abyss.  He’d heard the stories and seen the few who had returned.  All the same – empty-handed, with broken bodies and defeated spirits. 
 
    Given how long had already passed, their so-called champions had likely met a similar fate.  There was a sort of morbid irony to that.  At least his Emir would experience some disappointment – a minor consolation for his own pain and torment.  Although, it still felt like a punch to the gut. 
 
    All of this for nothing, Altair thought bitterly. 
 
    Even worse, these desert savages were going to watch him die – watch the water in his body evaporate slowly with each passing day and his skin cook.  They had even been feeding their prisoners some water each morning.  Just a trickle.  Enough to keep them alive and continue their torture.  They likely viewed it as revenge for how the Emir’s guards and the Fighter Guild hunted their kind across the sands. 
 
    His gaze shifted to the nearby tents at that thought.  The Khamsin had established a small camp farther away from the edge of the Abyss, piling up the sand into low trenches and then covering them with tarps.  The structures blended almost seamlessly into the desert during the daylight hours.  The beetles had all been herded into a tight circle and their dark bodies covered in more tarps, content with their new masters, who fed them buckets of lichen they must have harvested from the nearby rock islands.  They were being cautious in case any of the Emir’s soldiers came looking for their lost caravan. 
 
    Not that Altair expected a rescue party.  The Emir’s instructions had been clear.  They were to proceed alone; no help would be forthcoming – the remaining soldiers tasked with ensuring that the guilds didn’t attempt to intervene. 
 
    Yet he had let his soldiers hope, hiding the truth from them. 
 
    He could offer them that. 
 
    Altair would bear the brunt of their ordeal, the truth of their circumstances even now simmering in his gut – reminding him that they were doomed. 
 
    It was as though that dour thought had signaled something.  Altair almost thought he had imagined it at first, just a faint tremble in the ground below him.  Maybe it was his mind playing tricks on him, a hallucination caused by the lack of food and water. 
 
    But then he felt it again, stronger this time. 
 
    The tremble grew, and the ground began to shake in a regular rhythm, as though an angry giant was pounding his feet against the sands.  The other soldiers were becoming aware of the situation now, stirring from their pain-filled slumber and confused groans filling the air.  The Khamsin hadn’t been idle either, the desert-dwellers filtering from their sandy dens, their bodies covered in layers of thick cloth robes and bandages. 
 
    The desert-folk circled their camp, scouts heading to the south in case of attack.  However, the vast majority of the Khamsin turned their attention to the pit as the trembling grew more violent, perhaps sensing that something was coming.  The ground shook harder now, loose sand spilling over the edge of the Abyss. 
 
    Then Altair saw what had caught their attention.  A muted orange glow was coming from the pit.  The light shined up out of its depths as though the sun was rising from the bottom of the Abyss. 
 
    The rumble turned into a violent shake, a true earthquake that caused the world to list and tilt.  Several of the Khamsin were thrown to the ground, and Altair clutched at the chain despite the pain, trying to stay put and eyeing the edge of the pit worriedly.  He could already see cracks forming in the glass plateau that ringed the chasm, one of the fractures spreading slowly toward the cluster of soldiers. 
 
    Black silhouettes rocketed up and out of the Abyss, hundreds of dark outlines framed by the night sky and the glow coming from the pit – the light growing brighter with each passing second.  Their bodies caused the air to whistle and hum as they passed.  Altair could just barely make out their outlines: segmented insect-like bodies and glassy wings that reflected the growing light.  They filled the night sky, creating a vortex of dark shapes that spiraled atop the shaft. 
 
    It was almost as though they were fleeing something… 
 
    Altair soon discovered the source of their fear. 
 
    All at once, a massive column of fire and flame rocketed up from the pit, filling the circumference of the enormous chasm – a column of death and destruction the likes of which Altair had never seen before.  It speared up into the air for hundreds of feet, erupting like a volcano.  The fires filled the night sky, and the light suddenly spilled outward for miles, casting everything in a bright-orange glow.  The firelight refracted off the glasslike bodies of the creatures, the insects now circling the spire of flame, creating a tornado of glimmering lights. 
 
    The fire picked up the sand and fragments of glass along the edge of the pit – or perhaps clumps of glass from the columns that may have once crisscrossed the chasm – turning the substance into molten droplets that were sent jetting up into the air before raining from the sky like hellfire, pelting Altair and his soldiers and stinging their skin.  Screams and cries of pain now filled the night air, mixing with the roar of flame, the crackle of breaking glass, and the whistling whine of the flying insects. 
 
    The heat and force of the flames were also beginning to melt away at the side of the Abyss, and the surface started to glow a bright red.  The fractures along the ledge grew quickly, cracking and zigzagging through the glass of the plateau.  Through those trenches erupted orange and red flames, the pit no longer able to contain the heat and pressure coming from its depths. 
 
    Altair struggled backward with the other guards, trying to put more distance between himself and the edge of the chasm.  As the fractures stretched farther and farther outward, the chain finally ripped free, and he pulled himself to his feet, yanking the other soldiers up around him.  However, their movements were awkward with the way they were bound together.  Altair stumbled and nearly fell as the chain jerked taut. 
 
    “Everyone on their feet!” Altair shouted hoarsely.  “Move away from the pit as a unit.  We all move together, or we all die together!”  At his barked orders, the soldiers’ training took over.  The men began to move as a unit, and they rose to their feet and shambled awkwardly away from the edge of the abyss. 
 
    The Khamsin barely spared the soldiers any attention, the desert-folk standing amid their camp farther away from the ledge and their eyes taking in the glowing column of fire.  Altair and his soldiers slowed as they approached the Khamsin, many turning to witness the raw power being funneled up into the night sky.  There was no fighting without weapons and with their hands still bound.  Yet there was nowhere to run, even if they tried to make a break for it and race for the dunes to the south. 
 
    The flames were mixing with the low-hanging clouds that dotted the sky and the movements of the insect-like creatures, creating a funnel of hot air that caused clouds to form and rotate around the column – a vortex of flame, moisture, and glittering creatures that spiraled across the sky. 
 
    And then the ground near the edge of the chasm began to melt away. 
 
    At first, Altair thought it was the glass finally breaking apart and beginning to cave in, but then he realized it looked too uniform.  The glass was dissolving in straight lines, and the ground sinking down to form a flat ramp nearly twenty feet wide. 
 
    It almost looked like it was being created… 
 
    Then he caught sight of a group walking up that ramp, their dark silhouettes framed by the massive column of fire.  He counted five figures, two bound and shambling behind the others.  And the three in the lead were painstakingly familiar and subtly different at the same time.  A woman holding a massive dark shield and a glimmering lance.  An earth mage, emerald energy spinning around him in streamers as he formed the ramp up from the Abyss. 
 
    And in the lead was a man that Altair almost didn’t recognize. 
 
    His clothing was burnt and singed, his body wreathed in flame, and his eyes covered in a single band of cloth.  Flaming orbs of metal encircled him slowly, like miniature fiery moons orbiting a sun.  And atop his head burned a glowing crown comprised entirely of fire, the flames streaking up into the night air. 
 
    “The Najmat Alhidad,” a voice murmured to Altair’s left. 
 
    He turned to see that the Khamsin had moved forward – barely sparing any attention to the bound and unarmed guards.  They only had eyes for the group stepping out of the pit.  Those same words were echoed by the rest of the desert-folk, a low murmur that rippled through the crowd of onlookers. 
 
    “The blind prophet shall rise from the pit, his brow wreathed in flame, leaving only fire and destruction in his wake,” another man murmured from Altair’s right – one of his own soldiers, he realized suddenly. 
 
    Of course, he’d heard the prophecies too, writing them off as fairy tales of the Khamsin.  Stories they told themselves to stay the course.  To keep going.  To give themselves hope.  Legends and myths foretelling the coming of the Seer’s prophet.  Accompanied by a creature of living flame.  Yet they were children’s stories.  Mere fictions fabricated by the desperate. 
 
    Or, at least, so he had thought… 
 
    But now, staring at the column of fire, at the burning crown adorning that man’s head, at the creatures that spiraled above them, Altair wasn’t so certain.  He could feel his resolve wavering.  That sort of power was beyond anything he’d ever witnessed before.  Even the entire Mage Guild working together couldn’t create that vortex of flame. 
 
    And as the man neared – the Najmat Alhidad – the Khamsin dropped to their knees, their voices murmuring the words over and over again.  A chant that echoed through the air.  That flaming crown drifted among the crowd of bodies, moving closer to Altair. 
 
    It was then that he saw the man.  Even with his appearance changed and altered, his eyes obscured, and his skin covered in dust and soot, Altair recognized him. 
 
    “Finn,” he muttered in disbelief. 
 
    The Seer’s prophet was Finn… 
 
    He had entered the pit and returned. 
 
    Before he realized what he was doing, Altair had dropped to his knees, his voice adding to the chorus that filled the night air – mingling with the roar of the flames that arced above them and the hellfire of molten glass that still rained down among them, those small burning dots of pain barely registering now. 
 
    “The Najmat Alhidad,” Altair whispered. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 50 - Welcomed 
 
      
 
    Finn and his group approached the line of figures in the distance, the fires still blazing out of the pit behind them.  The harsh, bright light filled the night sky, shining down on the ridge that encircled the Abyss and illuminating the dozens of figures that stood there staring.  Most wore loose flowing robes and flaps of cloth.  Yet Finn also saw another group standing with them, their hands bound, and the men and women chained together. 
 
    It seemed the Khamsin had won the fight against Altair’s soldiers. 
 
    That would change how they handled this. 
 
    As they finally stepped off the ramp, Kalisha collapsed to the ground, kneeling in the sand, and kissing the ground despite the sand that coated its surface.  “Oh, you sweet flat hard, unmoving surface,” she murmured.  She spared a glance up at Finn, glaring at his back.  “What the hell was that crazy bullshit?  You had us ride a small fragment of rock out of that hellhole?  We could have died!” 
 
    Even Malik looked pale, his lips pressed into a grim line. 
 
    Finn spared a glance at them, arching an eyebrow.  “But you didn’t.  And it got us to the top of the ridge quickly,” he offered with a shrug. 
 
    Kyyle tugged the merchant back to her feet – the gesture gentle, all things considered.  “I know it’s rough the first time.  But the second time is a little easier.  Well, sort of,” he offered quietly, cocking his head and rubbing at his neck. 
 
    “I actually thought we picked up more speed that time around,” Julia quipped. 
 
    Kalisha just stared, her eyes round.  “You’re insane.  You’re all completely fucking insane.” 
 
    Julia snorted in amusement, waving at Kyyle.  “You want to keep an eye on these two?  I need to go with Finn to touch base with the locals.” 
 
    “Sure thing.  I wouldn’t mind a breather anyway,” Kyyle replied in a tired voice.  His hands moved swiftly, and a wall of glass suddenly erupted from the ground, growing up and around Kalisha and Malik. 
 
    “Hey, I’m not done!  You can’t just lock us in this—” Kalisha began. 
 
    Her voice was cut off as the prison sealed shut, trapping the two other champions behind several feet of solid glass.  As a final touch, a chair formed beside the makeshift prison, and Kyyle slumped down onto his new seat with a weary sigh, his eyes following Julia and Finn as they stepped toward the line of Khamsin. 
 
    “You know the plan?” Julia murmured as she caught up to Finn. 
 
    “Yeah, we go with Plan B.  Altair’s men are alive, and the Khamsin won,” he replied. 
 
    Finn could see the Khamsin hovering around them in stark blue, his Short-Sighted ability active since his sight was nearly useless with the desert-folk.  They were staring and many murmuring under their breath.  Several had even dropped to their knees and seemed to be praying to him like he was some sort of god. 
 
    That was… uncomfortable. 
 
    He could just barely make out their words: “Najmat Alhidad” repeated over and over. 
 
    Finn side-eyed Julia.  “You think maybe we overdid it a bit?” 
 
    “You’ve gotta put on a show,” she whispered back.  “A lot of these people think you’re some sort of messiah.  We should lean into that.  Some of them are much more obstinate than others, and we’re going to need all the help we can get.  This is going to be a tough sell.”  A brief pause and a faint grin.  “Just don’t let the fan worship go to your head.  Kalisha was sort of right, although I’d never admit it to her face.  You’re mostly just insane… and kind of lucky.” 
 
    “I like to think there’s some skill and planning involved,” he whispered back in mock indignation.  This earned him a soft chuckle. 
 
    The pair quieted as they neared the line of Khamsin, a neutral expression settling across Finn’s face.  Julia stepped forward at the same time as one of the desert-folk.  The pair each pressed a fist to their chest. 
 
    “Tahiati lak,” Julia said. 
 
    “Tahiati lak,” the member of the Khamsin replied, her voice distinctly feminine. 
 
    With a swift gesture, the woman pulled away the wraps around her face, revealing dark olive-colored skin and vivid brown eyes.  The scars around her neck and cheeks spoke of frequent battle and made her age difficult to place.  Her robes also hid the arsenal Finn suspected was strapped beneath the layers of cloth, her movements reminding him of Julia’s flowing grace.  He had no doubt this woman could put up a fight. 
 
    “It’s good to see you again, Aerys,” Julia said with a nod, some of the tension draining from her shoulders.  Finn could only assume that meant they had encountered a friendly face.  That should improve their odds.  Even with Julia’s coaching, this conversation going to be like walking a tightrope. 
 
    “You as well, sister,” Aerys replied. 
 
    “I take it you are leading this clan?” Finn’s daughter asked. 
 
    “To the extent that anyone can lead the Khamsin.  They are like wild animals.  They can only be corralled by force or led by their stomachs,” she offered. 
 
    Julia barked out a laugh.  “Good to hear that nothing has changed then.” 
 
    Aerys’ eyes skimmed to Finn, and Julia took the hint. 
 
    “This is Finn, the Mage Guild champion—” Julia began, gesturing for Finn to step forward. 
 
    “—and the Najmat Alhidad if the rumors are to be believed,” Aerys interjected, her eyes skimming him from head to toe, and her voice tinged with skepticism.  He saw her gaze linger on his own cloth-covered eyes, her brow furrowing slightly. 
 
    “I’ve made no such claims,” Finn answered calmly.  “Nor am I responsible for the assumptions of others.  I am just an ordinary traveler.” 
 
    Aerys snorted indelicately.  “That is clearly not the case.  Regardless of who you may be, you are far from ordinary,” she offered with a wave at the flames behind him to emphasize her point.  “Champion of the Mage Guild’s tournament, a man who survived a plunge into the deepest levels of the Abyss, and I see that you have returned with the other two champions as your prisoners…” She trailed off with a glance at Kyyle behind him. 
 
    “Even more curious are your abilities,” she murmured. 
 
    In a blur of motion, Aerys whipped her arm forward, her robes flapping.  A blade whistled through the air, rocketing toward Finn’s face.  With only a faint twitch of his fingers, one of his orbs intercepted the blade, knocking it into the sand. 
 
    And in the same instant, Julia’s lance had telescoped outward, the needle-like tip resting only inches from Aerys’ throat.  Yet the woman’s lips were pulled into a wide smile.  “Interesting,” she murmured.  She waved at the Khamsin nearby, their blades disappearing back into their robes. 
 
    “With sightless eyes, he peers between worlds,” Aerys murmured, staring at Finn and scanning him from head to toe.  “Although, it seems the conversion isn’t entirely complete – not yet, anyway.” 
 
    Finn’s brow furrowed at that statement.  More cryptic prophecy.  More unknown expectations.  And an implication that he was still playing the goddess’ game. 
 
    Just perfect, he thought dryly. 
 
    “Are you done messing around?” Julia growled. 
 
    Aerys shot her a calm glance, despite the blood that trickled down her neck.  She shifted aside the lance with two fingers.  “Good to see your reflexes haven’t gotten rusty.  And it looks like you found a new toy.” 
 
    “If you’re finished testing us, I expect we have much to discuss,” Finn said, unperturbed by the attack.  Julia had explained that this was to be expected.  The Khamsin valued strength and readiness. 
 
    Aerys’ penetrating gaze snapped back to Finn.  “I suppose we do.  I can only assume you have recovered our dear Emir’s precious relic – either that or you decided to blow the gods damned thing sky-high,” she observed wryly.  “The only question in my mind is whether your results are a product of talent or fortune.  I’m still undecided.” 
 
    Finn heard Julia let out a soft huff of amusement, and he had to fight the smile that tugged at his own lips.  It seemed Aerys and his daughter had much in common. 
 
    “I’d say it’s a mixture of both,” Finn replied diplomatically. 
 
    “Which is always the best combination,” Aerys retorted with a glint in her eye. 
 
    The woman sighed.  “Regardless, you’re right.  We need to discuss our next steps.  Why don’t you come with me?  We can find a seat among our camp, somewhere quiet, where we can speak more candidly.” 
 
    Finn nodded, swiping at the air and tapping out a quick message to Kyyle.  It was safer for the earth mage to remain outside the camp and keep an eye on their prisoners.  He didn’t trust the Khamsin – or anyone except his two companions.  Practically everyone he had met in this world seemed to have their own agenda. 
 
    The group filtered among the tents, the eyes of the other Khamsin upon them and murmurs drifting from their lips.  They soon perched atop a small cluster of glass boulders.  With a wave, Aerys sent the other desert-folk scurrying away, silent sentries encircling them but keeping their distance.  For his part, Finn brought his two flaming spheres to rest beside him but didn’t extinguish the channels. 
 
    He’d wait to dismiss his weapons until he knew Aerys’ intentions. 
 
    The woman hadn’t missed that fact either, her eyebrow arching as she took in the flaming spheres.  “You do not trust easily, I see,” she said. 
 
    “I trust those that have earned it,” he answered simply. 
 
    A curt nod.  “A sound policy.  And what can we do to earn the respect of the so-called Najmat Alhidad?” 
 
    Straight to the point and a note of open skepticism. 
 
    He was beginning to like this woman. 
 
    “We would like to return to Lahab.  I assume you still have the beetles that we rode out here.  We’d like them returned as well.” 
 
    “So that I can let you give the Emir what he seeks?” Aerys asked with an incredulous snort.  She glanced at his daughter.  “I’m certain Julia has explained that our people’s relationship with the Emir is far from cordial.  Why would we help him, even indirectly?” 
 
    “For the same reason that you have helped Julia and I so far,” Finn answered easily.  “The Emir has proposed to transfer rulership to the winner of his competition.  I am not a tyrant, nor am I in the pocket of the guilds.  I could see the purge ended, and the Khamsin accepted as full citizens and residents of Lahab.” 
 
    Aerys eyed him, her expression perfectly still.  “You speak as though such things were easy.  Even if the Emir follows through on his promise, the tensions between my people and the guilds have been built over decades.  Blood has been spilled on both sides.  That cannot be resolved in mere moments.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t expect so,” Finn replied.  “But it’s a start.  Better than being hunted through the sands.  Or if it is simply freedom that you wish for your people, that could be arranged as well.” 
 
    “Assuming you can deliver on your promise,” Aerys retorted. 
 
    “Indeed,” Finn said with a nod. 
 
    “Do you believe that the Emir will honor his own declaration?” the woman asked directly, watching Finn with a calculating expression. 
 
    Finn hesitated, debating on how to answer.  He could lie, but his intuition said that wouldn’t help him with Aerys.  She was a straightforward woman.  This world had honed her into a blunt, practical instrument.  He expected she would respect such pragmatism in return. 
 
    “I’m not certain,” Finn answered finally.  “It’s possible he may honor his word.  However, I also have my suspicions that he may seek to betray us.” 
 
    “Hmm, an honest answer,” Aerys murmured.  “Then why should we let you do this thing?  Would it not be better to take this relic and hide it or destroy it?” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “And if you did, the Emir would hunt you down.  He’d claim that the Khamsin had violated his competition, and that would unite the guilds behind his cause.  You would be painting a target upon your back – practically begging to act as his scapegoat – and thereby uniting your enemies against you.” 
 
    Aerys’ eyes widened slightly, and Finn pressed on.  “In contrast, handing the relic to the Emir gives you a chance at freedom, and even if the Emir betrays us, it could actually put your people in a better position.” 
 
    “How so?  As I see it, we would just be handing the Emir exactly what he wants,” the woman retorted. 
 
    Finn had given this quite a bit of thought as they prepared to leave the pit, and he discussed the situation with Julia.  He had played out the various options repeatedly in his head – examining each move upon the game board that the Emir had set.  His gaze drifted to the stone prison in the distance, recalling Kalisha’s mechanized suit and Malik’s weapons.  He expected that suit alone had likely cost the merchant guild a fortune, resources that likely couldn’t be recovered quickly.  The fighters had also lost much.  Weapons and manpower – with the fighters individually taking years to train.  And that was ignoring what they had been forced to trade to the mage guild for the wards inscribed upon their skin. 
 
    “If the Emir betrays me, then he betrays the guilds as well.  That would undermine the Emir’s handhold on them, which is already tenuous,” Finn said slowly.  “They have expended considerable resources for the sake of this competition – they have lost much.  If the Emir were to back out of his offer, I expect there would be a reprisal.” 
 
    His gaze shifted back to Aerys.  “And potential allies for the Khamsin.” 
 
    “He could spin the story, say that you had failed, or run away with the relic…” 
 
    Finn nodded.  “Which is why we kept Kalisha and Malik as prisoners,” he said, gesturing at the stone prison where Kyyle stood guard.  “They are witnesses.  They saw us retrieve the relic, and they will see us return to Lahab with it.” 
 
    Aerys’ gaze drifted to the ground.  “So, you’re proposing to have me set the other champions free as well?”  He could detect the reluctance in her voice. 
 
    “It’s the smart move,” Finn replied.  “If the Emir follows through, your people reap the reward.  If he betrays us, you also stand to help unite the guilds against him.” 
 
    A short pause as Aerys digested this. 
 
    And then a small smile tugged at the woman’s lips, her eyes flashing as they raised to meet Finn’s.  “Intriguing.  You speak and act as though you have been here for years – already, you play the politics of this land with an agile hand.  One would never know you only recently came to our world.” 
 
    A glance at Julia.  “Although, I suspect you have had an astute tutor.”  His daughter just crossed her arms, a smirk on her lips. 
 
    “I use all of the weapons at my disposal,” Finn answered simply. 
 
    Aerys let out an appreciative huff, tapping at her lips with her fingers. 
 
    “I see the logic of your plan as plain as daylight,” she murmured.  “Even the other clans may see the merit of such a strategy – although, some will likely still put emotion before the reality of our situation.  I believe I could sell such an explanation.” 
 
    Finn’s attention drifted to the side, noting the cluster of dark forms slumped against the sand a few dozen yards away.  He had seen Altair and his soldiers as they had approached the camp, the prisoners bound together in chains and manacles.  The Khamsin had quickly herded the soldiers to the far side of the camp as Finn and Julia had entered, kicking and stabbing at them to get them moving.  However, not before Finn had seen their sunburnt skin and the blistered welts along their wrists. 
 
    While he had little compassion for the Emir’s men, they might also be valuable. 
 
    “By that same reasoning, Altair and his men could be useful,” Finn offered. 
 
    Aerys’ eyes snapped to his, anger flashing there briefly.  “Those men are responsible for many of our dead.  They have hunted us across the sands like vermin.  They will die here in the sun – experiencing the same fate as many of our own people.” 
 
    Finn met her gaze calmly.  “Indeed.  And yet… I heard murmurs among them as we entered the camp.  Men and women repeating the name of the prophet.  I see men whose faith has been shaken; that could be broken.  What is more valuable to you?  Short-term revenge or potential converts – spies that may linger in the heart of your enemy’s camp?” 
 
    He saw Aerys’ eyes widen then, even his daughter glancing at him in surprise. 
 
    Finn might have gone a little off-script… 
 
    “Besides, if you were to allow them to return with us, that would also hide the Khamsin’s involvement here.  If the Emir betrays us, that may help keep your people hidden,” Finn offered.  “He would never know that you were here.  Just as you ambushed the caravan at the ridge, your kind are in their element when striking from the obscurity of the sands – when your opponent cannot see you coming.” 
 
    “You think you understand our people after only a few short weeks in this world?” Aerys retorted, indignation coloring her voice. 
 
    “He might not, but I do,” Julia interjected.  “You know as well as I do that he speaks the truth.  Our kind are spread out, disorganized, existing and operating as separate, fragmented clans.  We rely upon discretion as much as raw power and planning.  Remember when Jahal overextended with the merchant trade caravans?  The Emir sent several divisions of soldiers and conscripted a dozen mages, wiping out his clan.” 
 
    Aerys grimaced, chewing on what they were saying with distaste.  However, Finn could still see pragmatism winning out against the anger shining in her eyes.  “Fine,” she muttered, shaking her head.  “I see the logic of your words, even if I wish to cut into their purple necks myself.” 
 
    Her eyes drifted to Finn, and he saw respect there, mixing with the anger and the bloodlust.  “So, you would have us release the champions, release the guards, let you travel back to Lahab to hand our greatest enemy his treasure.  And all for the good of the clans?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, I would,” Finn answered simply. 
 
    “Then perhaps I was right before.  Either you’re a genius or a madman with the gods’ favor on your side,” Aerys said evenly. 
 
    “Why not both?” Finn asked, a small smile tugging at his lips. 
 
    “That would be better.  I have a feeling that you may need both inspiration and fortune for what’s coming next,” Aerys retorted, no amusement coloring her expression. 
 
    She sighed, and then… 
 
    “So be it,” the dour woman snapped.  “You shall have your beetles and your soldiers.  We will smooth your passage through the sands, and you will leave at first light.” 
 
    “Good,” Finn said, rising to his feet, the others following his lead. 
 
    He turned to leave, heading back to Kyyle, but Aerys touched his arm.  He turned back to see her gazing at him intently.  “Prophet or not, do not make me regret this,” she warned.  “You hold the fate of our people in your hands.” 
 
    “Trust me,” Finn replied evenly.  “I do not take any of this lightly, and we have as much or more to lose.  If the Emir betrays us, then we will burn down everything he cares about.  We will make him suffer.” 
 
    I would do nothing less for Rachael. 
 
    Finn felt his fire mana begin to simmer in his veins.  The metal in his eyes heated behind the bandages, flickers of flame licking at his skin.  His fiery crown and the floating metal spheres beside him also seemed to respond to his conviction, flaring brightly and pushing back at the shadows that lingered around the camp. 
 
    A smile slowly stretched across Aerys’ lips.  “Good.  As should be expected of a true prophet of the flame – the Najmat Alhidad,” she said, her voice growing louder. 
 
    As that name echoed across the camp, it was picked up by the other Khamsin that lingered around them.  Their voices rose once more, mixing with the crackle of glass and the roar of the flames that still spewed from the pit.  They beat their chests, the sound like a war drum as they shouted into the night air.  He could hear the anger, pain, and hope in their voices – that passion resonating with something deep inside himself; reflected in the fires of his own soul. 
 
    They called out a name – his name. 
 
    The Najmat Alhidad. 
 
    The Mourning Star. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 51 - Prescient 
 
      
 
    The beetle below Finn slid to a stop, sending up a puff of sand.  With a tug of his wrist, he pulled the wrap down from his face and nose, raising his hand to ward off the harsh sunlight as he peered at the city that lay before him.  The gates of Lahab loomed up into the air, and guards dotted the parapets, hazy black outlines against the worn sandstone walls. 
 
    Finn slid from his saddle, swiftly followed by his companions. 
 
    “Looks like you’re adjusting to beetle travel,” Julia commented in a dry voice. 
 
    Finn shot her a glance and a grin.  “It suddenly doesn’t seem so bad – not after everything else anyway.  Or maybe it’s the change to my eyes and sinuses?  Something to do with my balance?” 
 
    “I’m just glad we made it here without incident,” Kyyle murmured from beside them.  “Our luck doesn’t seem that great lately.” 
 
    “Well, we still need to hand this damn gem to the Emir.  And somehow navigate this city without getting ambushed by the guilds,” Finn observed.  “I’m sure there’ll be plenty of opportunity for this world to try to kill us a few more times.” 
 
    Julia barked out a soft laugh.  “Plus, once Kalisha and Malik catch up, I’m sure they’ll want their pound of flesh.”  This earned her an amused smile from Kyyle. 
 
    They had left the other champions a few miles back, dropping them into the sands, their hands still bound and with no water.  The pair hadn’t been terribly happy with that outcome – Kalisha voicing her complaints quite loudly.  For his part, Malik had just scowled at them, which was as close as the stoic warrior got to shouting.  Luckily, the sand and wind had swiftly carried away their complaints and obscured them from sight. 
 
    Finn wasn’t taking any chance, not at this point.  They couldn’t risk showing up with the pair bound and hog-tied for fear the guilds would intervene, or they might escape.  Besides, the risk that the pair would be attacked or injured was small this close to the city.   
 
    Finn wasn’t happy about traveling with Altair and his guards either – the purple-liveried soldiers swarming around them as they dismounted and started to herd the beetles toward the walls of the city.  Despite having disabled his crown and dismissed his floating orbs, the soldiers’ eyes kept flitting to Finn, the men whispering among themselves.  They had been grateful at not being baked alive out upon the sands, and many had begun to treat Finn like some sort of messiah… but he still didn’t trust easily.  Not anymore. 
 
    Not with what was at stake. 
 
    As though his thoughts had summoned the man, Altair marched toward their group.  He looked better, his skin having recovered during the ride back, and the welts along his wrists had nearly healed.  Although, his tan seemed darker than usual, and he looked worn down.  His shoulders sagged and there was a heaviness to his voice. 
 
    “It appears we made it here in one piece,” Altair observed.  His eyes drifted to the gate.  “And it looks like the Emir sent a full division to escort you to the palace,” the guard captain added.  Indeed, Finn could see a few dozen soldiers had marched out of the gate, now standing with their backs rigid and their armor gleaming in the sun. 
 
    “Fantastic,” he murmured, feeling conflicted. 
 
    Are they here to protect us or make sure we don’t make a break for it? 
 
    “I would like to thank you again – personally – for saving me and my men,” Altair added, his voice lowering.  Finn’s eyes snapped back to the soldier and saw that he had bowed his head.  When he raised his eyes again, Finn saw respect shining there.  “Know that you will have my loyalty until my blood debt is paid.” 
 
    The truth of the man’s conviction swirled through his body, a mixture of light and fire mana flashing through his limbs.  Finn was coming to like his newfound sight. 
 
    “I appreciate that,” Finn replied, bowing his head.  “For now, I only ask that you keep your eyes and ears open.  I’m not certain how this meeting with the Emir will go… but I’m expecting the worst,” Finn murmured. 
 
    Altair’s brow furrowed.  “Which would entail what exactly?” 
 
    Julia just shrugged.  “Hard to say.  We seem to attract trouble.  Somewhere between endless death gauntlet and getting trapped at the bottom of the Abyss is my guess.” 
 
    This earned her a grimace from the guard captain before his attention flitted back to Finn.  “Regardless, we stand with you, Najmat Alhidad.”  He raised a fist to his chest, and then the soldier pivoted on his heel and marched back to his men. 
 
    “I’m not sure I’m ever going to get used to that,” Kyyle muttered under his breath. 
 
    Julia let out a chuckle.  “Ten bucks says Finn lets it go to his head and starts making us beat our chests and chant at him.” 
 
    Finn just sighed and started toward the gate, his companions trailing behind him and chuckling softly.  He paid them no mind, his attention instead on the bright spot of yellow energy that pulsed among the neat ranks and rows of soldiers lining the arch leading into the city.  He knew of only one person capable of that dense cluster of air mana. 
 
    As Finn neared, Abbad approached him, the librarian’s expression perfectly stoic.  The man practically shone with air mana; his body was composed almost entirely of the topaz energy – signifying an incredibly high affinity.  Finn could see Abbad’s attention flit to his eyes, observing the bandage there.  The soldiers around them had also noted that strip of cloth and their eyes widened imperceptibly before they snapped back to attention. 
 
    Finn couldn’t help but recall Aerys’ cryptic words.  Apparently, a dirty strip of his swiftly disappearing novice tunic was described in prophecy.  Go figure. 
 
    “Finn,” Abbad said curtly. 
 
    “Abbad.” 
 
    “Hello to you too, scroll-smuggler,” Julia chimed from behind Finn.  “I’ve been good, thanks for asking.  We only almost died horribly like a dozen times.  It was a great trip.” 
 
    Abbad ignored Julia’s comments.  “I take it you were successful?” 
 
    There was a strange weight to the librarian’s question, an ominous quality to those simple words that made Finn’s brow furrow.  Yet he detected no quaver or ripple across Abbad’s mana.  Strange. 
 
    “We were,” Finn answered.  “We’re ready to complete the competition.” 
 
    He made no mention of Kalisha or Malik – or the Khamsin.  He still wasn’t certain whose side Abbad was really on.  Finn’s?  The Emir’s?  Or was he trying to achieve his own objective – freedom for the mages?  Although, that assumed the man had spoken truthfully back during the Duels.  Finn couldn’t help but wonder if the librarian’s motives were truly consistent with his own.  He certainly hoped so. 
 
    “Good, then we will escort you to the palace,” Abbad answered, waving at the guards. 
 
    The soldiers swiftly encircled the group, and they started to march through the city.  However, Finn and his companions didn’t relax.  They were on edge, their eyes constantly scanning the crowd of residents hovering by the gate and the heavily armed soldiers that marched in formation around them.  It felt like they were walking back into the enemy’s camp, marching toward the stocks, and Finn couldn’t shake the heavy feeling in his stomach. 
 
    Perhaps he could at least glean some information before this fateful meeting. 
 
    “Your parting gift was useful,” Finn offered quietly as they walked, keeping his words circumspect given the number of prying ears nearby.  He noticed Julia and Kyyle perk up, but they kept quiet, listening intently. 
 
    “I’m glad to hear it,” Abbad murmured back, tilting his head slightly.  “Did you complete its contents?” 
 
    “I did.  Although, I was troubled by its conclusion.” 
 
    “How so?” 
 
    “Well, it ended in an unsatisfying way,” Finn replied.  “It left me feeling as though it were incomplete.” 
 
    Abbad nodded.  “That is the way with stories – as with life – we rarely get the closure we desire.  How do you believe it ended?” 
 
    Finn chewed on that for a moment.  Just before Bilel’s passages had stopped, the mage had been sick, slowly dying… He seemed desperate and angry.  A recipe for destruction.  And it was clear that the Seer’s temple had been destroyed by something – or someone.  The amount of power needed to form the Abyss and surrounding plateau had to have come from the mana well, that was the only explanation that made sense. 
 
    “I believe it ended the way it began, in chaos and pain,” Finn replied cautiously. 
 
    There was a pause as Abbad ruminated on that comment, the palace walls approaching ever closer as they marched quickly through the city.  Residents peered at the passing caravan, their eyes hidden behind thick cloth, following Finn and his companions with unerring focus.  They seemed curious; hopeful.  Finn observed the insignia of the merchants and fighters mingled among the crowd, and their stares were more openly hostile.  Julia’s hand hovered at her lance, her fingers gripping the hilt tightly. 
 
    “So, you believe that the story has an ending?  That is curious,” Abbad answered finally. 
 
    Finn’s attention shot back to the librarian.  What the hell was that supposed to mean? 
 
    “The Emir is anxious to meet with you.  He’s been speaking of it for days.  The pillar of flame from the Abyss was visible even here in Lahab,” the librarian continued smoothly, waving at the residents around him.  “It has the people on edge, wondering if they are about to witness a transition of power – one that is a long time coming.  The Emir has ruled this land for a long, long time.  They are filled with fear, anxiety, and hope. 
 
    “Change can be frightening, uncertain.” 
 
    Finn hesitated for a moment, picking up on some subtext to Abbad’s words, but he didn’t feel he understood the man’s intent.  “The future is always uncertain,” he offered tentatively.  “And it typically isn’t a straight sprint to the finish line.  We are not bound to a particular path and are sometimes forced off the road entirely.” 
 
    For once, a snort of amusement drifted from the librarian’s lips, his eyes drifting to walls of the palace – his gaze distant as though his thoughts were far away.  “I wonder if you fully understand the irony of that statement.  For many, we merely have the illusion of choice.  Our path has been laid out for us since birth, the river of time streaming through a carefully constructed channel.  We might struggle at the bank, but our efforts are feeble – fruitless,” Abbad said, a faint note of bitterness tinging his voice. 
 
    “Do you really believe that?” Finn asked, arching an eyebrow.  “That our fate is sealed and certain?  That we have no say in the matter?”  He certainly hoped that wasn’t the case; he didn’t trust the Seer to have laid out a path for him. 
 
    The group came to a stop in front of the palace gates, and Abbad turned to face Finn fully, his expression perfectly neutral and his mana calm.  “I honestly cannot say for certain,” he murmured. 
 
    The librarian paused for a moment, his gaze drifting away from Finn.  “I told you once, long ago, that a man faces two questions in life.  Do you remember them?” 
 
    Finn nodded.  He hadn’t forgotten that conversation.  “What is your goal?  And what are you willing to sacrifice for it?” 
 
    “Precisely,” Abbad said with a curt nod, his eyes shifting back to Finn.  “I believe that if we do have some control over our own fate, then those are the first two questions that we must answer.  A first step in determining whether a man can claim his own destiny – to scrabble and claw at the well-worn banks of his own fate.” 
 
    The librarian peered at Finn as though searching for something.  “What price are you willing to pay for your goal?” 
 
    Finn stared back at him through eyes replaced with solid metal; with flesh, muscle, and bone that had been torn, cut, and burnt; with his skin covered in sweat and dirt accumulated over days and weeks.  He had weathered the flame and the pit, pushed him to the very edge of his own limits, and then passed them.  Searched his soul and been forced to face his own flaws – had sought to overcome them.  And in the process, he had been reforged, a blade tempered by the flames and sharpened by adversity. 
 
    The answer to that question was the same as it had ever been. 
 
    He had proven that to himself already. 
 
    “Anything.  Everything,” Finn replied firmly. 
 
    Abbad hesitated.  For only a fraction of a second, Finn saw the librarian’s mana fluctuate, a faint ray of white light rippling through the yellow energy.  Then the librarian nodded.  “Let us hope it is so.” 
 
    Then with a wave of the librarian’s hand, the gates were split wide, parallel lines of purple-liveried soldiers greeting them and lining the road leading to the palace proper, carving a path straight to the Emir: a perfect channel leading Finn to his destiny. 
 
    Leading him to Rachael. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 52 - Tyrannical 
 
      
 
    The doors to the Emir’s throne room slid open on well-oiled hinges, only a whisper of sound drifting through the enormous chamber on the other side.  The hall stretched on for nearly a hundred feet, soldiers lining its walls – their backs rigid and eyes following the group.  The throne room terminated in a wall composed entirely of multi-colored glass that soared twenty feet into the air.  The windows gave a glimpse of the southern horizon, a sea of sand viewed through a rainbow lens of colors that swirled in a circular, abstract pattern.  The view was only made possible by the height of the structure, the throne room towering well above the city’s walls. 
 
    And sitting before those windows was an ornate throne forged entirely of gold, the Emir perched upon its surface.  The older man wore a velvet robe, and the wrinkled fingers of his right hand curled around the ornate, golden staff that lay against his armrest. 
 
    Abbad ushered Finn and his companions inside. 
 
    They were out of place among the luxury of the throne room, their armor singed, torn, and burned.  Their skin covered in a mixture of sweat and dirt.  They looked ravaged and worn down by their adventure.  Yet despite the fatigue that pulled at their shoulders and the pain they had endured, their eyes scanned the room clinically – marking exits, the number of guards, and then pausing to wonder what threat this single old man might pose. 
 
    Besides the obvious, of course.  A snap of his gnarled fingers could send an army and the combined might of the guilds down upon them. 
 
    The librarian entered behind them, and the group approached the throne.  The doors swung closed behind them, and with a tilt of his head, Finn saw a column of green energy settle on the other side of the entrance.  It seemed they had been locked inside. 
 
    That ominous feeling in his stomach – unhelped by Abbad’s puzzling conversation – grew heavier with each step. 
 
    Finn’s attention skimmed to the Emir.  In his sight, the old man glowed with a multi-colored light that rippled across his body and clustered densely in six points along his limbs.  His affinities were in rough parity, much like the fighters, likely indicating that the older man had no spellcasting talent.  And yet… the energy felt wrong somehow, although he couldn’t quite place why it seemed off. 
 
    Abbad swept into a bow as they neared the Emir, and the others followed suit. 
 
    “Greetings,” the old regent offered, thumping the ground with his staff.  “And congratulations!  It appears that the Mage Guild champion has risen above the rest.” 
 
    The Emir leaned forward slightly, his brow furrowing as he observed Finn’s bandage-covered eyes.  “Ahh, what happened?  It seems you must have suffered a grievous injury.” 
 
    “It’s nothing, a minor sacrifice to recover the relic,” Finn answered simply.  He made sure to keep his head bowed and tilted to the side, not wanting to give away the precision of his sight.  Better that the Emir think him blind for now. 
 
    “Indeed, it seems you have paid a heavy price,” the Emir observed, sympathy shining in his eyes.  “I also note that the other champions have not returned.  I assume they have suffered an even more cruel fate?” 
 
    “We believe they perished in the pit,” Finn answered simply, keeping to the script they had developed on the ride back to Lahab.  Julia and Kyyle stood rigid beside him, their expressions giving away nothing. 
 
    “Ahh, I see.  I see,” the Emir murmured. 
 
    The aging regent leaned forward, a subtle gleam in his eye.  “Despite the costs of the competition, may I assume you were successful in your quest?  Did you manage to recover the relic?” 
 
    Finn stifled a grimace.  He dug into his pack, and his fingers soon curled around the gem.  “We have, my Emir,” he replied with a bow of his head, keeping his attention on the regent. 
 
    There was something about the man’s mana that was still bothering him, a thought lingering at the edges of his mind that stubbornly refused to come into focus. 
 
    What is it?  Why does it feel so out of place? 
 
    Maybe Abbad’s strange conversation had put him on edge, and he was reading into it.  Or maybe he was just looking for trouble where none existed. 
 
    Finn pulled the gem from his bag, the crystal shining with a bright-orange light in his palm.  To Finn’s sight, it shone like a small sun, the energy almost blinding, and he had to force himself not to squint.  The Emir nearly fell from his perch atop the throne as the gem came into view, his eyes widening and his hand clutching tighter at his staff. 
 
    With a deep breath, the Emir shifted on the throne and stiffly pulled himself to his feet, shambling toward Finn and his companions with steady yet pain-filled steps. 
 
    Finn’s attention shifted to the staff in the Emir’s hand.  As the regent neared, it began to glow softly – a combination of orange and red that grew brighter with each shuffling step.  Now that was odd.  It almost looked like the Emir was casting a fire spell, but that was impossible with the way the multi-colored energy superimposed his limbs.  Finn had also seen no words spill from his lips, and the fingers of his free hand hadn’t moved. 
 
    Not a spell, but then what’s going on? Finn wondered. 
 
    As the Emir neared, he reached out and touched the gem.  “It’s beautiful,” he murmured, lifting it gently from Finn’s palm.  He cradled it in his wrinkled hand like a fragile egg.  “I thought I would never see this day…” he said, staring at the crystal in rapt fascination. 
 
    “It’s our pleasure to serve, my Emir,” Finn said quietly. 
 
    The old man’s eyes snapped up to Finn as though remembering that he was still standing there.  “Indeed.  I’m impressed that you succeeded where so many have failed.  I have sent dozens to reclaim this gem, soldiers and adventurers and guildsmen alike.  All of them failed. 
 
    “Yet you,” he continued, gesturing at Finn with the strange staff, “you alone were victorious.” 
 
    “I wasn’t alone.  I had help.  My companions share in the victory,” Finn answered automatically.  That uneasy feeling in his stomach churned and flipped as the Emir clutched the gem in his hand.  As the crystal neared the staff, the instrument glowed even brighter in Finn’s enhanced sight. 
 
    A dismissive wave from the Emir.  “Such humility.  I remember that now – from our brief game of stones.” A moment of hesitation, the ruler’s brow furrowing in thought.  “Although, that trait must have served you well, perhaps offering the insight to identify your own weaknesses and the strength to overcome them?  As I have always said, fear is the death of passion.  The true test of a man is his willingness to stare into the void within his own heart.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened at those words, and time seemed to slow. 
 
    His thoughts raced.  He had heard that phrase repeated before – several times.  Or rather, he’d seen it.  Images and scenes flashed through his mind’s eye in an instant. 
 
      
 
    An ailing tyrant… 
 
    A woman with her mana being extracted by force, the Purge… 
 
    A destroyed temple to the Seer, an act of revenge… 
 
    A sealed vault, a lock that could only be opened with the help of the Goddess… 
 
    A prophecy of a man wreathed in fire, a prophet of the flame… 
 
    A journal inscribed with lilting, flowing text… 
 
    A relic, two halves of a whole… 
 
    A fleeting image of glowing eyes, spiraling in a rainbow of colors… 
 
      
 
    The pieces began to slide into place.  As each image and fact locked together, it led to another revelation – a domino of information cascading through his mind. 
 
    And it all resulted in a final, inevitable conclusion. 
 
    The answer was staring him in the face.  The Emir’s mana looked like the multi-hued energy of a fighter or non-caster, yet Finn could see now what was so unusual about it.  It didn’t move.  Didn’t fluctuate in the slightest.  It was like a painting hung across his body, the energy standing still and undisturbed.  In contrast, Finn could see Kyyle’s mana undulating with each passing second.  It was impossible.  Improbable. 
 
    It was one more piece of proof. 
 
    There was only one man who would need to mask his own mana… 
 
    “Bilel,” Finn murmured as the world lurched back into motion. 
 
    The Emir’s eyes snapped to his, widening ever so slowly. 
 
    That was all the confirmation he needed.  Finn’s fingers were already moving… attempting to cast… his throat trying to yell a warning.  Yet he was too late – far too late. 
 
    The Emir’s hand blurred, and air mana flashed.  Finn found himself bound in place, his limbs no longer responsive.  Ropes of air mana were wrapping around his body and winding around his throat.  He could see Julia and Kyyle locked in place beside him, their arms and legs straining against the bands of yellow energy that were coiled around them. 
 
    “What the fuck is—?” Julia grunted and was abruptly cut off as a yellow gag settled across her lips.  Kyyle strained against his own gag, his eyes wide. 
 
    Finn turned his attention back to the Emir – to Bilel.  The mage’s eyes now swirled in a rainbow of colors.  “How is this possible?  How do you know my true name?” he hissed, staring intently at Finn and his expression flickering through a range of emotions in an instant. 
 
    A grimace finally settled across Bilel’s face.  “There can only be one answer…” he whispered to himself. 
 
    His fingers twitched, and Finn’s bag rocketed through the air toward him.  It hovered before the mage, drifting upside down, and its contents spilling out – suspended in the air. 
 
    Then he saw it – the journal, floating among the other items. 
 
    Bilel noticed it too.  With another flick of his wrist, the contents of Finn’s pack surged back into the bag, and the leather sack dropped to the ground with a dull thud.  Then the journal floated in front of the mage’s glowing, multi-colored eyes. 
 
    A twisted, furious expression warped his face.  “How did you get this?”  Then, more loudly.  “How did you get this?”  His eyes were focused on Finn’s face.  With a flash of air mana, the Emir teleported forward, hovering only inches away.  “Tell me now.” 
 
    “I… I found it in the Mage Guild library,” Finn lied, finding it difficult to speak with the way the bands of air mana twisted tightly around him. 
 
    “The library?” the Emir scoffed, tilting his head toward the librarian.  “An unlikely answer.  Did you help this man, Abbad?” 
 
    “No, my Emir.  If he found that journal, it was through his own doing,” Abbad replied calmly.  The Emir stared at the librarian for a long moment as though trying to detect whether he was lying.  It was then that Finn realized what the older man was doing.  If this was Bilel, then he had the sight… He was reading Abbad’s mana, looking for any fluctuation in his energy.  Yet Finn didn’t detect a single flicker. 
 
    It was almost as though Abbad had been trained to withstand that scrutiny. 
 
    Even as that thought crossed his mind, several more pieces clicked together.  Abbad was unbound and standing there calmly, unsurprised by the Emir’s revelation.  The librarian had supplied that journal… he must have read it.  Which meant he knew what the Emir was.  He had known all along – been working with Bilel all along.  And he had likely been trained to anticipate the Mana Sight.  That was the only conclusion. 
 
    He’d betrayed them… 
 
    And yet that also didn’t feel quite right. 
 
    Why had Abbad given him the journal?  Why let him know what the Emir was?  Their last conversation replayed in Finn’s mind in an instant.  What the hell had that cryptic song and dance on the way to the palace been about?  Was the librarian playing a deeper game here?  Possibly with his own motives? 
 
    “It’s no matter, the damage cannot be undone,” Bilel spat finally, interrupting Finn’s thoughts and apparently satisfied that Abbad was telling the truth.  With a wave of his hand, the book immediately ignited in flames, burning before Finn’s eyes until only ashes remained.  With a flick of his fingers, the Emir sent those faint gray specks tumbling and swirling through the throne room. 
 
    Then Bilel whirled back to Finn, peering at him. 
 
    “You have read my writings then?  My little scribblings from a time long dead?  Which means I suspect you can see perfectly right now…”  Another twitch of his fingers and Finn felt his bandage rip free, revealing what was left of his eyes and the tattoos along his temples.  “Ahh, you used my original wards.  But what did you do to your eyes?” 
 
    Bilel’s spiraling gaze loomed closer.  “A matrix of metal with crystals suspended in the center.  A clever solution – you were attempting to remove the disorientation, I take it?” 
 
    “Yes,” Finn bit out hoarsely. 
 
    The regent nodded.  “It’s crude, but effective.” 
 
    A small smile tugged at Bilel’s lips.  “If you had followed my writings, begun to absorb other affinities, you would have eventually had no need for such a solution.  Once the six affinities are brought into parity, the disorientation disappears.  It’s the fluctuations that cause the dizzy spells, although I suspect you already know that.” 
 
    “How is this possible?  That you’re still alive?” Finn bit out against the mana wrapped around his throat. 
 
    Bilel let out a huff.  “Hmm.  You don’t know the rest of my story then.”  A glance at Finn.  “I suppose I could tell you – reveal the full tale.  I’ve told no one, not even Abbad, and I’ve raised him since he was just a boy, an orphan like myself.  It might be fitting to finally tell my story, especially since I’ve already attained my prize.”  There was a gleam in his eyes, as his gaze drifted down to the gem in his palm. 
 
    “Perhaps the first step is to show you what has become of me: the real me,” Bilel murmured.  He waved his hand, and the illusion fractured and split apart.  Finn suddenly realized that there had been several layers of mana at work.  A sophisticated illusion crafted of water mana wrapped beneath a layer of latent energy intended to mimic the mana signature of a non-caster.  Yet now Finn could see what lay beneath all of those illusions… 
 
    And he could only gape in horror. 
 
    Bilel’s skin had turned a pale, ghostly white, his limbs wasting away until they were nothing more than thin twigs, spindly fingers stretching from each arm.  But it was the energy rippling inside his body that was even more disturbing.  The man’s Najima had expanded, filling each limb and eating into his chest and head.  Barely any free patches of flesh remained.  The mage’s eyes now reflected all six affinities, the energies spiraling in a swirling miasma, framed above an open gaping maw – his teeth having long since fallen out. 
 
    He must only be able to talk by manipulating air mana, Finn suddenly realized.  And to stand… to move.  Those limbs couldn’t possibly support his weight. 
 
    Finn knew what he was looking at – the result of the same sickness that Bilel had described in his journal.  A result of his unrestrained mana absorption. 
 
    “This is the cost of true power,” Bilel said, his voice seemingly coming from the empty void of his mouth – a faint flicker of air mana accompanying the words.  “Constant mana absorption does this to the body, but only if you absorb non-dominant affinities.  It creates a sickness that consumes the body, warping it, twisting it.” 
 
    “Good gods,” Finn murmured in horror. 
 
    Bilel’s mana surged, the energy spiraling faster.  “The gods are responsible for this!” he roared.  “They manipulate and poke and prod at this world.  They treat us like cattle, milking us until we are ready for the slaughter.” 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened. 
 
    “But you don’t fully understand that yet, do you?  My story wasn’t complete.  I made sure of that.  Tell me, Finn – avatar of the Seer: the flame’s prophet – have you seen the river of mana in the sky?  The tendrils of mana that carve away from each person and drift to join that energy?” 
 
    Bilel’s multi-colored eyes flicked to Julia.  “Do you understand why your daughter is endowed with such strength?”  He noted Finn’s surprised expression.  “Yes, yes, Abbad shared that little detail.  He is adept at his snooping and spying – carefully trained in such arts.  I did quite well as an instructor, don’t you think?” 
 
    Finn glared at the librarian, feeling his own anger rising.  How long had Abbad been spying on them?  Reporting to the Emir – to this creature? 
 
    “Focus.  Abbad has no will of his own – only mine.  Do not blame him for what he can’t control,” Bilel snapped, twitching his fingers to loosen the bindings around Finn’s throat.  “You must know the answer by now.  Haven’t you pieced it together?  Why the purged are stronger and faster than their peers.  Do you know?  You must tell me!” he demanded.  There was a desperate quality to the mage’s voice, almost like he was pleading with him, desperate for someone to share his secrets. 
 
    An act of pride, not unlike his journal.  The discovery alone was insufficient, he needed others to see his accomplishments – to praise him. 
 
    Except Finn wasn’t certain how to answer Bilel’s question… 
 
    Then he recalled those fiery eyes within the mana well.  The way the Seer talked about fostering passion.  The tendrils of mana that Bilel had described in his journal, arcing away from the acolytes toward the well.  How had the goddess collected that liquid mana within the bowl? 
 
    Suddenly, it clicked… 
 
    “They’re harvesting mana – the gods,” Finn murmured. 
 
    “Exactly,” Bilel nearly growled.  “They are divine parasites.  Cruel farmers.  They manipulate us and bend us to their will, foster these specific traits to ripen the fruit on the vine.  Then they drain that energy, siphon off a sliver from every person.  And the effect is so subtle and so widespread that we don’t even notice.” 
 
    “The destruction of the Najima cuts it off then,” Finn said slowly.  His gaze swept to Julia, seeing her wide eyes, her limbs straining against her bindings.  “That’s why the Khamsin are stronger.  They’re no longer being drained…” 
 
    “They are the only truly free people in this world.  Yet the irony is that they see me as a tyrant – a malicious despot that stripped them of their magical gifts.” 
 
    Bilel laughed, a cruel, heartless sound filled with a note of madness.  “Not that I’m unaccustomed to such accusations.”  He stared at Finn with those swirling eyes.  “Do you know what the gods call my kind?  That deign to question their rule?  To throw off their yoke? To accumulate power that rivals their own? 
 
    “Demons, vampires, corrupted.” 
 
    Bilel’s eyes blazed.  “And yet I broke the bonds of the Khamsin’s servitude, gave them their will back.  I helped push the six parasites from our world, even if for only a brief time.  They should be thanking me… prostrating themselves at my throne.  The remaining cattle should be lining up to join them.  To be fully and finally free.” 
 
    Finn snorted softly.  That was a simplistic answer.  More facts were whirling through his head now, the mental dominos still tumbling forward – the momentum unstoppable.  He remembered Bilel describing the hunger that accompanied his illness.  “That’s an excuse.  You need them to stay ignorant.  You’ve been harvesting their mana, absorbing it to sustain yourself,” he muttered.  “Using the purge as a way to feed your hunger.” 
 
    “I take, and I give in turn,” Bilel shot back, his mana flaring powerfully.  “A necessary evil.  You know what it is that I fight… what the Seer did to me.  You must if you read my writings.  She took everything that I loved and cared about.  Sic’d her sycophants upon my family and the librarians.  Burned them to ash.  And for that, I will return the favor a hundred-fold,” he roared, flames wrapping around his body but not damaging his pale skin. 
 
    Finn could see it now so clearly.  In his desperation – his rage and anger – Bilel had tried to steal the goddess’ relic.  It was a chance to heal himself, to fulfill his mission.  His eyes flitted to the staff in Bilel’s hand.  “You stole the relic, hoping to cure yourself.  What happened?  Did they lock away the other piece in the vault?” 
 
    Bilel’s eyes blazed as he turned back to Finn.  “Indeed.  I lured the relics out of hiding with a simple ruse.  I brought the acolytes an ailing man – an illusion of my own crafting.  I only managed to secure the staff before the high priest stowed the gem away.  And in my anger, I shoved my hand into the mana well.”  Finn’s eyes widened. 
 
    “I have never felt power like that before.  It nearly consumed me,” Bilel whispered, his gaze going distant.  “I was forced to vent it – spew it across the sands.  And even still, it wasn’t enough.  Not nearly enough to melt down the walls of that unholy abomination. 
 
    “So, I buried it instead,” he growled. 
 
    Finn swallowed hard, staring into the face of this man’s pain and rage. 
 
    He had read the journal.  He knew what the Seer had done to him.  If anyone could understand Bilel’s pain, it was Finn.  The anger and hatred.  The hunger for revenge.  That willingness to pay any price.  Finn had felt that before.  Still felt it now – in the wake of his wife’s death and now with the Seer’s bargain.  But look at what it had cost Bilel?  It had driven him to taint his own body, strip away his own soul. 
 
    What price would you pay for your goal? 
 
    Abbad’s words drifted through his mind then.  Finn’s gaze flicked to the librarian.  He stood there calmly, watching the exchange with those stoic, unblinking eyes.  A boy conscripted by a demon – trained by Bilel himself.  A man who now yearned for freedom, but couldn’t break the monster’s chains.  That conversation outside the palace, it hadn’t been about Finn… it had been about Abbad. 
 
    More dominos were tumbling through Finn’s mind. 
 
    He could see now what Bilel had built up over more than a century.  The guilds, the purge, the staff clutched in that man’s hand – an incomplete half of a divine relic.  The staff must not have been enough to cure him, perhaps only slowing the disease.  So Bilel had sent adventurers down into that pit to recover the other half from a vault that they couldn’t unlock. 
 
    At least… not until Finn had come to this world, with the Seer’s mark on his hand and the demon’s servant ready and standing at the gate.  Bilel had created the competition among the guilds to trick him.  To mislead him.  It had only ever been about Finn – about making certain he entered the Abyss.  Bilel needed him to open that damnable vault. 
 
    The demon had been planning this for a century. 
 
    And he had paid a heavy price, an ocean of blood – residents and travelers alike –spilled for the sake of his revenge.  Sacrificing his own body.  Subjugating generations of people.  Twisting and corrupting a boy into little more than a slave. 
 
    “Look at what it all cost,” Finn murmured. 
 
    Bilel’s eyes shot to Finn, confused – questioning. 
 
    “Look at the price you paid for your own revenge!” Finn demanded more forcefully, meeting the mage’s swirling eyes.  “You had to kill hundreds.  Thousands.  You imprisoned generations of mages, harvesting their mana to grow stronger.  Feeding the crystals into that staff in your hand.  I suspect you used their energy to help fight off this disease of your own making.  And for what?  A chance at revenge?” 
 
    “Collateral damage,” Bilel hissed.  “What are the lives of thousands when the gods manipulate and feed off hundreds of thousands more?  They died for a cause, for the possibility that future generations could be free of the gods’ tyranny.” 
 
    The mage stabbed his staff at Finn.  “And do you think yourself any different?  I know the Seer’s ways.  I’ve studied the prophecies for decades.  I knew you would come to this world long before you did.  You killed hundreds of your own kind, endured pain and agony, burned out your own eyes.  You have sacrificed for something as well.” 
 
    Bilel leaned close to Finn.  “What has she promised you?  What carrot has she dangled in front of you?” he whispered. 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened, earning him a harsh chuckle from Bilel. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter.  Do you think she will follow through?  Truly grant you what you want?  Are you really that blind?  She will keep moving the goalposts, leading you along by the nose.  Stupid cattle that trudges along to her whims.  She will lie and mislead, and you will swallow up her promises like a good little sycophant.  Just as those acolytes once did.” 
 
    The demon leaned closer.  “It is the end that is her focus, never the means.  All she cares about – all she has ever cared about – is mana.  Passion.  Regardless of whether you win or lose, your actions have created a truly fantastic crop that is now ready for the reaping.” 
 
    A wave in the direction of the market.  “Surely you’ve seen it, the way the residents look at you – like a messiah, a prophet.  They live for the day when they can see me overturned, and the Seer has positioned you as a symbol.  She can use that.  I can only assume she wishes to bolster her power for the fight that she knows is coming,” Bilel offered, shaking his head and backing away.  “Not that it will do her much good now…” 
 
    Finn swallowed hard against the lump in his throat, struggling to refute Bilel’s words.  And yet, it felt like there was a kernel of truth there.  The Seer hadn’t told him about the Emir, the prophecy, or the relic.  His thoughts kept returning to what she had done down in the pit, enemies aligned against them, and a vault standing beside him.  How she had forced him to give her free rein to alter their bargain… 
 
    To open a vault she must have known was locked… 
 
    To recover a relic that she must have known he would hand to this creature… 
 
    His fists clenched, his fingernails cutting into his palms despite the bindings of air mana.  She had promised him Rachael! 
 
    Bilel watched him, those glowing eyes piercing Finn’s soul, watching as his mana flickered erratically.  He whispered, taunting and insidious, “She doesn’t care about you.  Only about the power that you can create for her.  The passion you can inspire in yourself and others.  And once she’s done with you – burned you up – she will cast you aside.  A husk of your former self,” he hissed, waving at his own body. 
 
    “Is that the goddess that you would serve?” 
 
    Only silence met that question.  Finn didn’t know how to answer.  He could feel helpless despair curling in his stomach.  He could see it now.  The Seer had set him up to fail – to fulfill her own prophecies and inspire passion in the Khamsin and residents of the city.  Neither she nor Bilel would honor their promises.  Why would they? 
 
    Everything he had gone through had been for nothing… 
 
    I’m so sorry, Rachael, Finn pleaded helplessly, squeezing his eyes shut. 
 
    “Ahh, you see it now,” Bilel murmured.  “I can see it written across your mana.  The shadow of despair coiling through your soul. 
 
    “Unlike our game of stones in the garden, this one is not fair.  The board was set long ago, the pieces arranged meticulously.  Your kind are merely visitors, tourists.  In this game, you are nothing more than a pawn – to be used up and expended.” 
 
    Finn opened his eyes to see that Bilel had drifted closer.  “But I will avenge you.  You have given me the last piece that I need.  The final move that will allow me to finally claim my revenge.”  His gaze drifted to the gem in his hand. 
 
    With a swift gesture, Bilel raised the crystal and set it in the open socket at the top of his staff.  A blinding flash of orange light spewed from the relic, spilling across the room, and filling every corner of the great hall.  The energy was so intense that it left spots in Finn’s vision and created a lingering cloud of mana through the throne room. 
 
    Once the light began to clear, Finn could see that the staff was now whole, a fire burning in the gem along the top of the weapon and flames curling up its length.  It glowed brightly in his sight, a pillar of flame. 
 
    “Oh, my beauty,” Bilel crooned.  “With you, I can once again be whole.  We can wage our final war… but first, first, we need to feed you.” 
 
    The mage turned and pointed the staff at the guards standing along the sides of the room.  Tendrils of flame arced from the gem and wrapped around each man’s body before they could react.  Their eyes bulged and limbs writhed, their mouths opening to scream but no sound escaping as the fire plunged down their throats. 
 
    In Finn’s sight, he could see a kernel of fire flare to life along each man’s Najima, the power growing with each passing second.  It seemed to be consuming their mana, fuel for the fire that raged through the soldiers’ bodies.  And that fire only continued to spread, twisting and consuming them. 
 
    No… transforming them… 
 
    The soldiers’ arms and legs elongated and stretched.  Bones broke and contorted.  Muscle thickened and stretched.  Soon enough, fiery orange veins riddled the limbs.  As the fires reached their head, each soldier’s face melted away – flesh and blood sloughing off on to the floor, even as the underlying bone stretched and reformed into long muzzles. 
 
    As the transformation completed, more than a dozen creatures lay along the floor, the walls singed and stained with blood.  They rose slowly, shaking themselves – wolf-like creatures made of rippling muscle and flames that licked along their limbs.  They turned to look at Bilel, and Finn saw fire burning in their eyes. 
 
    “They call them hell hounds,” Bilel said, his voice colored with excitement.  “Believe it or not, this once used to be an honor – a privilege.  The staff feeds off the passion in their hearts, claiming their memories and their fire for itself.  Men and women used to line up for the opportunity.  It was said the staff could cleanse one of heartbreak and suffering, of any pain.  Instead, they become incarnations of fire, their energy feeding the staff.” 
 
    Finn could see the truth of his words, thick bands of fire mana arcing away from the hell hounds and funneling back into the staff in a torrent of energy.  The gem glowed brighter and brighter.  Then Bilel activated the staff once more. 
 
    The energy coiled around his body, washing his limbs in purifying flames.  His arms and legs began to thicken, growing in size and his skin regaining a normal fleshy appearance.  He cackled, the sound a mixture of triumph and pain.  And yet as fast as the transformation began, it suddenly petered out, the flames extinguishing abruptly. 
 
    “What is this?” Bilel demanded, looking down at himself.  As the flames disappeared, the transformation stopped, leaving thicker limbs, but his arm and legs still insufficient to hold his weight.  His skin quickly paled again, the healthy hue fading rapidly. 
 
    He was still a toothless, soulless monster. 
 
    Bilel glared at the staff.  “It must need more mana.  More power.  It is no matter.  I can always harvest more.  There are plenty more where those soldiers came from.” 
 
    Then his attention shifted back to Finn, noting the fire mana curling through his body.  “In fact, you would do quite well,” he crooned, stepping closer. 
 
    “I bet your energy would go a long way toward powering my staff.  What do you say, Finn?  How would you like to join the fight?  The Seer failed you…  betrayed you.  And you destroyed her temple.  Fully and finally.  But you could help me go so much further.  Together, we could annihilate her completely.”  That glowing staff hovered in Finn’s vision now, swirling rainbow eyes drifting beside it. 
 
    “Abbad told me that you lost your wife.  I know of the pain of loss myself – my family, Renquist, the librarians.  It hurts, doesn’t it?” Bilel whispered, false sympathy coloring his voice now.  “A weight that never fully goes away, sinking across your heart like lead.  I could take that away from you?” 
 
    Finn shook his head ever-so-slightly, struggling against the air mana that coiled around his body.  After watching Bilel convert those guards and in the face of his thin promises, Finn’s wavering resolve had hardened.  Maybe the Seer had screwed him.  Maybe Bilel had a right to be angry – a right to question the gods’ motives… 
 
    But he still refused to follow this path. 
 
    “I don’t want to forget my pain,” Finn croaked. 
 
    “And while I may not understand the gods’ plans, the price for your revenge is too high,” Finn continued.  “You talk of lofty goals… of freeing people.  But you haven’t done this for them, you never have.  Your research… your hunt for magic?  It has only ever been about you.  Your passion.  Your pride.  And you’re oblivious to the pain and suffering that your actions have caused.” 
 
    He raised his head to meet Bilel’s swirling eyes, Finn’s gaze defiant.  “You’re no better than the Seer.” 
 
    Rage contorted the demon’s features, pulling the white skin taut and a whistling howl escaping the gaping maw where his mouth should have been.  “Fine.  If you will not join my cause gladly, then I will take your power by force,” he growled. 
 
    Bilel reached forward and grabbed Finn’s left wrist, flames already coiling away from the staff and across the demon’s body.  That fire soon seeped into Finn’s skin, burning up his arm like lava. 
 
    It felt like he had plunged his hand into the well again.  The power raged through him, overwhelming and unstoppable.  It filled his Najima, and the energy expanded – feeding on the power that swirled within Finn’s body.  The pain was excruciating, and his eyes squeezed shut, his body shuddering as the fire burned through him.  Consuming him.  Stretching up his torso and licking at his neck.  Finally, it wrapped around his head. 
 
    As it did, Finn felt the world wash away… 
 
    He was suddenly floating in a dark void, facing off with the staff. 
 
    The golden weapon was awash in flame, ripping the fire from Finn’s body.  He could feel the relic preying upon his passion, picking apart his memories.  They flitted through his mind’s eyes – his memories of Rachael, each one awash in flame and burning away into streamers of energy that raced back to the staff.  And yet with the good went the bad.  He felt the energy tearing away at his grief, his pain, his hardship – at a decade of despair.  The flames fed on his passion and grew ever stronger. 
 
    And in the wake of that destruction, Finn felt… 
 
    Free. 
 
    Like an insurmountable weight had been lifted off his shoulders.  Like the fires had burned out a poison that had coiled around his soul. 
 
    He almost hadn’t realized how heavy that burden had been or how deeply that poison stung.  What it felt like to be free of it – to simply… not care anymore.  A decade of pain and soul-wrenching hurt had left him a crippled, hollowed-out version of his former self.  Despite what he had said to Bilel, he did feel a sense of relief at finally being able to set down his burden – to get closure on the loss of a woman that had meant everything to him. 
 
    Within only moments, the flames had nearly consumed it all, creating a wall of fire that towered above him in his mind’s eye with the staff embedded in its depths.  Finn was left standing on the other side of that abyss.  Floating.  Free.  Unburdened.  His fire dim and barely flickering as the last traces of his energy were torn away. 
 
    For just a moment, Finn considered giving in completely… 
 
    What did he stand to gain by fighting anymore?  The Seer had betrayed him.  Abbad had betrayed him.  Bilel had the relic.  He and his companions were doomed – standing before a creature that had spent a century devouring the mana of the mages that passed through his city.  And his wife was dead – she had been for a long time.  He had even let the pain of her loss continue to hurt others.  His children.  Julia.  Was he really much better than Bilel? 
 
    Why not simply give up?  Give in? 
 
    A final memory came to him then… 
 
    He could see it now, Rachael being sucked out of that harsh, jagged hole in the wall of the car, being pulled out into the void.  Her hand outstretched, begging silently for his help.  If she was pulled through, he knew she would be gone – destroyed completely.  Already, flames ate away at the edges of the scene, burning and consuming, raging through the car. 
 
    He saw her mouthing that same unknown message to him once again. 
 
    And, this time, his mind supplied the words. 
 
      
 
    I love you 
 
      
 
    Those words echoed through him… through the void… above the crackling of the flames.  In that moment, he considered what he would lose if he let her go.  If he gave up the hurt and the pain, he would also be giving up everything good about Rachael.  Those happy memories.  He would lose her completely, what little he still had left.  He couldn’t accept that – wouldn’t accept it.  If keeping some small part of her meant bearing the agony of her loss, then he would welcome that pain gladly.  With every fiber of his being… 
 
    In that moment, something inside himself snapped. 
 
    NO! Finn roared. 
 
    The flames froze, and Finn could see himself standing there, a single man facing a blazing inferno, the flames fed by his memories and his passion.  He knew Rachael rested in that fire – his fire.  It was his pleasure and pain.  His happiness and heartbreak.  Raging passion and the flickering edge of his own despair.  It was his love. 
 
    And it was all that he had left of her. 
 
    THIS IS MINE! 
 
    Finn stepped into the flames without hesitation.  The fire pushed back at him, hungry and demanding.  Yet he refused to be cowed – refused to be broken.  He kept stepping forward, plunging into the fire even as it ate away at his soul.  His eyes were only on the glimmering, golden staff in the center of the blaze. 
 
    GIVE HER BACK! 
 
    His fingers curled around that hilt… 
 
    And the fire responded… 
 
    It swirled around him, pushing its way back into his body and soul.  It filled him once more with that fiery power.  He could feel that horrible, crushing weight return.  The sadness and heartbreak.  But with it came other memories.  Of Rachael.  Of his children.  Of their life together.  His wife’s face, her smiling eyes… 
 
    … at a farmers market, her face framed in sunshine… 
 
    … setting a cup of coffee on his desk, a hand on his shoulder… 
 
    … standing at their wedding, a silly dilapidated barn beside them… 
 
    … at the births of their children… 
 
    … in a sequined dress, her eyes gleaming as she stared up at him… 
 
    And then Finn’s eyes snapped open. 
 
    His body was still awash in flame, but the fire had halted.  It simmered along his skin and burned through the metal of his eyes – causing the dark substance to glow a dark red. 
 
    “What is this?” Bilel muttered in surprise, his own eyes widening.  “What’s happening?” 
 
    “This fire is fucking mine,” Finn said, his voice hoarse. 
 
    His gaze shifted away from Bilel, searching past Julia and Kyyle, looking for the one man that could help them right now.  He soon met Abbad’s gaze, the librarian’s brow furrowing in confusion, and his mana now fluctuating wildly. 
 
    In that moment, Finn fully understood what the librarian had been asking before.  It had been about himself.  Did he have the strength to break free of a demon?  To carve his own path, regardless of the cost. 
 
    That had been doubt – a flicker in Abbad’s resolve.  He had been looking for confirmation, for assurance that Finn was worth the sacrifice. 
 
    And now he just needed a push. 
 
    “Anything.  Everything,” Finn bit out. 
 
    He saw realization dawn there, light mana flaring through the librarian’s body.  A decision was being made as he watched Finn stand against the overwhelming power coursing through that staff, held captive by a demon.  Finn could see it in the chaotic pattern rippling through Abbad’s body. 
 
    And then he saw what was coming next… 
 
    A flare of air mana so intense that it illuminated the entire room.  A torrential gust of wind that whipped through the chamber and tore at Finn’s robes. 
 
    He felt his bindings disintegrate.  His right hand was already moving, his fingers a blur of motion.  A sphere rocketed up out of his pack in the center of the room, the surface awash in flame.  Melting it down, he reformed it into a blade of molten metal that was soon hurtling directly toward where Finn stood trapped – his left arm locked in Bilel’s embrace, held captive by the power of the staff. 
 
    Finn didn’t have time to hesitate.  He didn’t have time to second guess. 
 
    This was about survival. 
 
    This was about Rachael. 
 
    The metal sheared through his left forearm just below the elbow.  It cut through his skin, muscle, and bone, mixing with the raging torrent of fire mana that was still surging through his body – cutting the connection with the staff.  An explosion of fire mana swept through the room, slamming Finn and Bilel backward.  Finn felt his back crash into the wall, his vision swimming. 
 
    He needed to move.  Struggling to push himself upright, Finn’s left arm was unresponsive.  Only a burning, intense pain radiated from the limb.  Then he felt himself being lifted, Julia at his side.  He heard shouting – Kyyle’s voice. 
 
    Finn looked up and saw Bilel hovering in mid-air in the center of the throne room, the staff still gripped tightly in his hand.  Fire rippled across his pale skin, and he was wrapped in a shield of dense air mana, the wind whipping and spinning around him and sending gusts surging through the chamber.  The demon ripped blocks of stone from the walls, the massive panels of sandstone soon encircling him and creating an impenetrable barrier around his frail, corrupted flesh.  Meanwhile, the hellhounds began to yip and shake themselves off, recovering from the blast of air mana that had blasted through the room. 
 
    Abbad was hurling spell after spell at the Emir, the slices of air mana cutting at his shields as he slowly circled him.  “Run!” the air mage shouted at the group, waving at the glass on the far end of the throne room. 
 
    That was the only instruction they needed. 
 
    They sprinted for the windows, his daughter snatching his pack from the ground as they passed and the hounds nipping at their heels. 
 
    Kyyle let loose a flash of earth mana.  A massive lance of stone jutted out of the floor, crashing through the glass and forming a stone ledge on the other side.  The rock speared out and over the wall at the southern end of the city, hovering more than a hundred feet above the sands below them. 
 
    The group raced down that narrow ledge, never slowing.  And then they leaped.  They jumped out into open air, hot sunlight shining down upon them, and yellow sand lingering below.  Mana flashed and sizzled, bolts of energy rocketing just above their head and the hellhounds lingered just behind them, their paws pounding against the stone floor. 
 
    Then the group was weightless and falling once more. 
 
    And there was only one thought drifting through Finn’s mind, piercing through the haze of pain and noise and color that swirled around him. 
 
    I’m coming for you, Rachael. 
 
    I’ll never stop coming for you. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 53 - Devious 
 
      
 
    Finn’s eyes shot open. 
 
    His body was whole, his breathing even.  There was no pain. 
 
    Thick canvas drifted overhead, streamers of silk spiraling down from the ceiling.  The surface of the tent billowed, and the wooden supports creaked as though an invisible wind pushed against the fabric. 
 
    Above the many, many thoughts, questions, and worries that swam and circled through his head in that moment, Finn couldn’t help but wonder if it was real – the wind, that is.  Was there really anything out there beyond the canvas walls?  Or maybe this was just some sort of unique instance, limited only to the Seer.  He’d never peeked outside the tent; never taken the time to push aside the flap and step out into whatever rested on the other side. 
 
    Even more interesting, the tent was awash in color – not the telltale rainbow energy that Finn had become accustomed to since he had augmented his eyes.  No, these were normal colors, the usual spectrum of light.  He raised a hand and wasn’t entirely surprised to find soft skin where rigid metal should be. 
 
    That lent some credibility to his theory. 
 
    “Get up,” a familiar voice barked.  “We don’t have much time, and we shouldn’t waste it with your musings.” 
 
    Finn pushed himself upright and turned to glare at the goddess.  The woman sat sedately at her table, wrapped in purple silks and her burning eyes focused on her cards.  Her hands were a blur.  The snap of paper filled the tent as she shuffled and reshuffled the tarot deck, her fingers bending and flexing those fortunes over and over. 
 
    “As I see it, I can take my damn time,” Finn said evenly, rising to his feet and approaching the table.  “You haven’t been straight with me.” 
 
    He sat, staring at the Seer across from him.  Waiting.  Demanding. 
 
    “What do you expect me to say?” she asked finally, her eyes still on the cards. “I told you before, my hands are bound by the rules of this world.” 
 
    Finn let out an incredulous snort.  “Don’t feed me that bullshit.”  Her eyes rose to his then, the flames flaring and anger shining, but he didn’t care – not after everything that had happened.  “You knew who the Emir was, what we were recovering from that damn hellhole, and what he planned to do with it.” 
 
    Finn leaned forward.  “You fucked us.” 
 
    “You did it in the Mage Guild’s competition, when you encouraged me to take a leap into the pit, and yet again in the temple when you blackmailed me into renegotiating the terms of our deal.  You fucked me each and every gods damned time you and I have spoken since I entered this world.  You’ve been holding back.  Playing your own damn game at my expense.” 
 
    The fire flared in his eyes, the mana surging through his body in response to his anger.  He’d almost lost his wife…  His memories of her… And it was because of the Seer. 
 
    “And what’s even worse, you did it with my wife – with Rachael – hanging in the balance,” Finn growled, barely able to hold himself back now.  “Maybe Bilel is right.  Maybe you and your kind are just divine parasites.  Perhaps he should destroy you, and maybe I should help him do it—” 
 
    “Are you done?” the Seer snapped, interrupting his tirade.  “You sound like a child, full of self-pity and wailing at the unfairness of the world.  You are far, far too old for this moaning.  The world isn’t fair!  You know that as well as I do.  Everyone has their own motives and their own objectives.  But I have tried my best to help you – to uphold my end of our bargain – all while working against my own limitations.” 
 
    Finn laughed at that, a harsh, bitter sound.  “Really?  Like you helped Bilel?  You had his parents killed, made him an orphan, and perverted his memories.  You tortured that man and drove him to corrupt his own body.  You created this entire situation.” 
 
    “I did no such thing,” the Seer hissed, the braziers around the tent roaring to life, fire licking at the air.  Draco coiled around her neck, the snake’s body tightening and his serpentine eyes glaring at Finn.  “I am not responsible for that man’s choices or the decisions made by my followers.  I showed them a glimpse of the future – a warning of what could come to pass.  They did with that what they damned well pleased.  Just as Bilel chose to murder thousands out of misguided revenge.” 
 
    She stabbed a finger at him.  “Or do you think I somehow pulled your strings – like some woeful, helpless marionette?  Do you have so little faith in yourself?  I only offered you a purpose – a path.  You chose to kill those novices in the guild.  You chose to pursue the Emir’s competition, and you chose to hand him that relic knowing full well what it was.” 
 
    The Seer let out a low, frustrated growl, the flames around the tent surging ever higher.  “Travelers or residents, you’re all the same.  You blame your passions for your own bad decisions, pointing at your anger, pain, fear, hope, and longing and bemoaning your lack of choice.  But that’s just an excuse.  The same excuse you used for ignoring your daughter’s pain – for imploding in on yourself like a dying star in the wake of your wife’s death.  And the same excuse you hurl back in my face now. 
 
    “Because it’s easier than facing the ugly truth. 
 
    “That each and every one of you are responsible for your own decisions. 
 
    “And for your own mistakes.” 
 
    Finn hesitated in the face of her fury.  There was some truth there, enough to make her words sting.  He shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  He could feel his anger rising.  It would be so easy to give in to it, to scream and rail at her.  Yet wasn’t that just more of the same?  A refusal to acknowledge his own mistakes? 
 
    The Seer settled back in her seat, the fires dimming slightly, and her eyes drifting to the cards held frozen in her fingers.  “Even I have made mistakes,” the goddess murmured. 
 
    “I regret what became of Bilel.  He could have been a font of passion, of inspiration, of discovery.  His fire blazed so brightly – even as a young child – that I could see him from this place,” she said with a wave of her hand at the walls of the tent. 
 
    “I saw his path through life fork and twist, like a forest fire burning through the undergrowth.  He could have been a great ruler, a benevolent king – usher in a new era of magic.  Or he could become destruction incarnate, a creature of rage and hate.  That is the trouble with genius.  You never know which way it will turn.”  Her eyes shot to Finn’s face.  “I sent my followers a warning, limited only to cryptic bullshit as you so eloquently put it.  They misinterpreted.” 
 
    The Seer’s eyes drifted to the walls of the tent.  “You wondered what this place is?  It’s a prison.  A purgatory.  A lobby.  I’m allowed a window into the larger world, staring through the glass but unable to touch it directly.  In my desperation to escape, I stumbled.  And it cost me everything.” 
 
    She let out a soft sigh, the fires dwindling further.  “As for your wife… I did withhold information.  Some of that was intentional.” 
 
    Finn’s fists clenched, and he stared her down. 
 
    The Seer raised a hand to forestall the angry outburst she must have sensed coming.  “For your own good.  As I said, I am bound by the rules of this world.  Rules that must be navigated carefully.  Can you fly at will in your own world?  Somehow defy the laws of gravity on a whim?  Or must you first build yourself wings?” 
 
    His brow furrowed at her words… what was she getting at? 
 
    “The relic,” the Seer answered simply, picking up on his surface thoughts.  “It all comes back to the staff and the gem.  My relic is capable of harvesting passion, of storing the resulting fire mana, and, with enough stored energy… it is also capable of bringing back the dead,” she murmured.  Her eyes snapped up to Finn.  “That staff is the only way you will be able to bring back Rachael.” 
 
    “You could have just told me that,” Finn retorted, although his voice sounded uncertain and petulant, even to his own ears. 
 
    “Could I?” she asked, raising a skeptical eyebrow.  “Let me pose it this way, what would you have done differently if I had told you Abbad’s agenda?  What Bilel was?  What the relic could do?  The purpose of entering the Abyss? 
 
    “Would you have been able to avoid venturing into the pit?  You still needed the gem, did you not?  Would you have been strong enough to face down the Emir and claim the staff?  As a novice in the Mage Guild with only a few paltry levels under your belt?  You are facing a demon with the better part of a century of experience.  Would you have had allies in the inevitable conflict that is coming?  Or, would you have been alone, facing an unstoppable tyrant and his armies?” 
 
    Finn grimaced.  He couldn’t deny her logic.  Even if the Seer had told him the larger game at play, he would have still needed to recover that gem.  And even after how much they had progressed within the Abyss, Finn and his companions were still no match for Bilel.  That much had been painfully obvious from that last encounter. 
 
    The Seer nodded as she touched his surface thoughts.  “And was what you told Aerys untrue?  The Emir – Bilel – has now betrayed you and the guilds.  Gone back on his declaration.  Set the stage for a possible union between the Khamsin, the merchants, the fighters, and the mages.  He has made a desperate gambit – a final bid for power – and in so doing potentially united his foes against him.” 
 
    She leaned toward him, her eyes burning, and the truth shining there.  “And you stand in the center of the gameboard now.  Already I feel your name whispered in dark alleys and drifting across the sands, spreading among the guilds, among the clans of the Khamsin.  The man who clawed his way out of the bottom of the Abyss, who stepped from the flames, the sightless prophet who can peer between worlds. 
 
    “I can feel their passion growing.  Burning.  An ember bursting into flame – ready to be fanned into a blaze that could finally wipe the sands clean of Bilel’s influence and allow these people to start anew.  And they all whisper the same name… 
 
    “The Najmat Alhidad.  The Prophet of the Flame.” 
 
    The Seer peered at him, the fires in her eyes swirling and colliding.  “You say I have betrayed you?  I say I have helped you move one step closer to your goal.  Or have you lost your faith?  Lost your passion?  Lost sight of your true goal?” 
 
    “Never,” Finn growled back.  There was no hesitation – no room for doubt. 
 
    “Good,” the Seer said, sitting back in her chair and setting the tarot cards down gently on its surface.  “Then we need only discuss our bargain.  I have a simple amendment – one I expect you will be more than happy to fulfill.” 
 
    A brief pause, the goddess peering at him. 
 
    “I want you to kill Bilel. 
 
    “Then you will have all the pieces that you need to bring back Rachael.  The staff, my relic, and a means to begin generating the mana needed to power it,” she murmured. 
 
    “What do you say, Finn – my prophet?  Do we have a deal?” 
 
    Finn’s eyes drifted to the floor.  He could see the path the Seer had laid out before him, the gameboard growing ever larger – the pieces assembled and shuffled.  And as the goddess had said, he stood in the center of it all, the Seer having positioned him in just a few short moves.  He was poised to start a civil war and to muster those forces to fight a demon. 
 
    And here he was yet again, sitting in this damnable tent with a choice to make. 
 
    Yet he could also feel a spark of hope pushing back at the coil of despair that had encircled his heart since confronting Bilel.  There was still a chance – a possibility to bring Rachael back.  If he could combine the power of the guilds and the Khamsin, they might just be able to face the demon king.  That was enough. 
 
    He felt his resolve harden in that moment, and when Finn finally raised his eyes to meet the Seer’s, his gaze was even.  The flames in his eyes burned with renewed strength. 
 
    “I already gave Abbad my answer, and it remains the same,” Finn said. 
 
    “I will do anything – everything – to bring her back. 
 
    “Even kill a king.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue 
 
      
 
    When Finn opened his eyes again, for just an instant, he missed the calming atmosphere of the Seer’s tent.  Now he knew only a chaotic mass of pain and movement, his thoughts were vague and his body a throbbing, constant ache.  The world listed and tilted around him, sunlight piercing his eyes and sand and wind washing against his skin. 
 
    As his vision began to settle, he could see that a canopy was draped above him.  Not the thick, flawless canvas of the Seer’s tent.  This was worn and threadbare cloth, bleached by years under the harsh desert sun.  He could feel something swaying below him in a familiar way, a lumpy roll of cloth packed under his head. 
 
    “What… what’s going on?” he croaked.  His throat felt raw, hoarse. 
 
    His daughter’s face soon popped up in front of him, her features outlined in a shimmering blue as his Short-Sighted ability activated.  He saw the worry creasing her forehead, her skin dusty and coated in sweat. 
 
    “Good.  You’re awake,” she murmured in relief.  “We were worried.  You lapsed into some sort of coma after the fall, and you have a fever, even after we healed your… your other injuries,” she said, hesitating slightly. 
 
    Julia paused, biting at her lip as she peered down at him.  “I know this isn’t real – not really.  But after everything we’ve gone through, and with what’s still at stake…” She trailed off, the implication clear. 
 
    Finn understood her meaning.  She was worried he might have come close to destroying this body – his avatar.  Not that he blamed her.  Bilel had nearly drained him dry, and the ever-present ache in his limbs indicated that he still hadn’t fully recovered.  His skin seemed to alternate between too hot and too cold, perhaps evidence that he was still feverish. 
 
    “It’s okay,” he said.  “I’m okay.”  Finn tried to raise his arm to take his daughter’s hand, to offer some comfort. 
 
    And that’s when he saw it: witnessed his left arm – or what was left of it. 
 
    He could belatedly remember what he had done.  It had been an act of desperation – an attempt to sever the connection and to stop the energy that had been draining out of his left arm and flowing into that staff.  When Abbad had removed the restraints… Finn hadn’t had time for finesse, or to consider the implications of what he was doing. 
 
    He’d only been thinking of survival… of Rachael. 
 
    Now he saw clearly what that had cost him.  His forearm had been severed just below the elbow.  The metal sphere must have melted fully under the intense heat of the staff and Finn’s own mana, trapped between those two opposing forces, causing the metal to wrap around the stump – merging fully with the remaining fragments of bone and flesh.  Now only a dark metal lump remained where his arm had once been, tendrils of metal coiling around his elbow and up his bicep like dark flames. 
 
    His left hand was gone. 
 
    His tattoos had also been shorn away – his induction mark.  The emblem of a fire mage.  The journeyman tattoo.  And his ability to multi-cast… 
 
    In an instant, he knew it was permanent.  Even if he died, the metal had bonded to the bone, embedded deeply into his ruined elbow.  The arm was gone. 
 
    He squeezed his eyes shut, willing himself to remain calm, his resolve wavering in the face of what that battle had cost him.  Yet the pain still throbbed and ached, refusing to be ignored – forcing him to face the reality of his situation. 
 
    “I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry,” Julia murmured, watching his reaction, the pain and horror in his eyes.  “The only silver lining was that your injury removed the journeyman mark.” 
 
    Finn barked out a harsh laugh.  “How is that a benefit?” 
 
    “Abbad explained that the mark is actually a tracking ward.  You’re merchandise, after all.  The tattoo helps the guild keep tabs on its more senior mages, preventing them from running away.  It’s how the Emir – Bilel – knew we had arrived at the city gates and had soldiers waiting for us.  So now he shouldn’t be able to track you easily.” 
 
    Abbad must have survived then, Finn thought.  That was good, because he still had many things to address with the librarian.  He planned to hold him to account for what he had done, even if he had ultimately chosen to help them in the end. 
 
    Julia hesitated only a moment.  “Kyyle was forced to burn off his own mark.  It was excruciating – although, I suppose your wound is worse…” 
 
    Finn slumped back against the makeshift bed, his eyes open and staring at the canopy above him.  He felt numb after everything that had happened – everything they had gone through.  The Seer hadn’t told him about his arm, he realized belatedly.  She’d held that tidbit of information back as well, relying upon the strange circumstances of her tent to keep that from him – even for a few more minutes. 
 
    Manipulative bitch, he thought bitterly. 
 
    Although this didn’t really change anything.  It was just another problem – another handicap.  It was a price he had paid to take one more pain-filled step forward in the game that was being played.  He still had a mission to complete and a goal to accomplish.  He would have to find a way to hold up his end of the Seer’s bargain – with one arm or two. 
 
    “Are you alright?” Julia murmured. 
 
    He almost said yes but then paused.  “I don’t know,” Finn answered truthfully, his voice full of emotion.  “I spoke to the Seer while I was unconscious.” 
 
    Julia’s eyes flashed, hope and anger mixing there.  “And?” 
 
    Her question hung in the air.  Finn knew what she was really asking. 
 
    Had that been enough?  Was Rachael – her mother – coming back? 
 
    “We’re not done,” Finn croaked, his eyes drifting back to the canopy.  The path the Seer had laid out before him felt nearly impossible – far more challenging than anything they had faced before.  “We still have a long, long way to go.” 
 
    “Then we’ll keep going,” Julia replied firmly.  Finn’s attention snapped back to his daughter, meeting her eyes.  He saw her strength shining there – a determination and certainty that reminded him of her mother.  “And we’ll do it together,” she said, offering her hand. 
 
    A small, pained smile tugged at Finn’s lips.  Then he reached forward with his right hand, accepting her grip.  “Together,” he murmured. 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Thank you for reading! 
 
      
 
    I hope you all enjoyed the story!  I don’t know what it is about this character, but he just resonates with me…  Flawed and competent in a way that makes him incredibly fun to write. 
 
      
 
    Anyway, the plan is to continue onward to book three (AO: Inferno).  That one is already underway.  I’m hoping to get Inferno finished up quickly and then move back to Jason.  The goal is to publish all three books in 2020 – a bit ambitious, I suppose, but we’re currently on track to make it happen! 
 
      
 
    Besides, I’m in a hurry.  I can’t wait to show you all what’s in store next… 
 
      
 
    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 members of <Original Sin>.  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 of my latest work. 
 
      
 
    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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