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      The first wing of the Red Cathedral has been conquered, and the next phase of the Possibility King’s invasion is officially on. Strange towers have arrived all across EBO, bringing with them fragments of new and dangerous realities. Some will threaten the Onyx Delta, others will offer new opportunities, and one tower in particular will awaken something in Frank that really should have remained dormant. And in the midst of so much change, the Thousand Tower Tournament rapidly approaches, presenting a host of challenges that will pit Ned and Omen against not mobs, but other players, including a formidable new enemy whose cunning and ruthlessness may very well put an end to the guild’s quest for the World Branch Throne. There will be more blood this time too... again. More cats as well.
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      Thanks for checking out Shattersoul: The Ripple System #4.

      

      We hope you enjoy this latest instalment of Portal Books brand LitRPG/Progression Fantasy goodness, if you haven’t already, be sure to sign up to our mailing list to get access to the Portal Books Story Bundle containing over 80,000 words of FREE content from our authors.

      Our story bundle is all NEW never before seen content that you won’t read about in the author’s novels. Whenever we add more, you’ll get the updates too, absolutely free.

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      Feel free to check us out on Facebook too: it’s a great place to stay up to date with future releases. We also regularly run giveaways and promotions that everyone is welcome to participate in.

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

      

      

      

      Best wishes,

      

      The Portal Books Team

      www.portal-books.com

    

  


  
    
      If you’d like a quick refresher on the major events of the previous three books, please visit the Shadeslinger Reddit!

      
        
        https://www.reddit.com/r/Shadeslinger/
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      I pushed the stray bits of purposely unidentified meat floating atop Frank’s bucket aside, yanked him out, then took off at a run for the newly arrived tower. Neck-high blue grass surrounded its base for a hundred feet in every direction, obscuring any potential entrances.

      I weaved through the celebratory crowd, dodging between members of Goon and their random fights, leaping whole tables piled high with bowls of beef ramen and unconscious bodies in equal measure.

      The Goons who had been feasting closest to the tower’s base when it blinked into existence in the Onyx Delta were already approaching the new structure, wobbling and stumbling, visibly drunk as they fanned out around the grass with weapons drawn.

      “Move it!” Frank said. “I wanna be able to see when—”

      He cut off as the first member of Goon reached the edge of the grass and a thin green blade slashed out from within, dropping him on the spot. As he tipped over backward, blue stalks fell all around him.

      Frank laughed. “Never mind, this works.”

      The blue grass bulged near the dead Goon member, then two bulbous eyes rose high above the stalks. A pair of long antennas twitched above them, and the creature’s slender, bladed arms were visible through the grass, but the mob was already sinking back down into the bright blue cover.

      I inspected the creature before it could disappear completely.

      
        
        {Saltgrass Mantis} (Level 18 Beast) (Elite++)

        HP: 26,000/26,000

        MP: 4,500/4,500

      

      

      I hopped up on top of a table for a better view, planting my feet between a rack of ribs and an overturned bowl of bloody stew that was now trickling down between the wooden boards.

      House was still zooming around with her arms pinned behind her, her cats following about ten feet off while Chip slimed along at the rear, so I threw her a quick message and asked her to head my way, feline army and all.

      2.0 had been at the rear of the crowd, aside from Chip, and it wasn’t long before the huge cat snatched the turtle up in its jaws as if Chip were a kitten and caught up to House.

      The metal feline darted between House’s legs, lifted her off the ground, and charged my way with her metallic head pinned low to the dark sand.

      “Suggest getting into that tower as quickly as possible,” Frank said. “Failing that, do me a solid and die near someone with deep-seated anger issues.”

      I jumped off the table and hit the ground running while I popped my revolvers into my hands. “You mind screaming at Goon to engage that thing so we can sneak by? I don’t think I can screech with the level of over-the-top enthusiasm required to get them to dive in without questioning it.”

      Frank sucked in a deep breath. “10,000 Frank points to whoever squashes the bug!”

      I was seriously tempted to kill the thing myself after that—a revelation that made me hate myself even more than usual—but Frank’s challenge worked beautifully: Goon rushed in as if Sleep himself had given the command. Players vanished into the blue grass one after the other with their axes and swords held high, tall stalks swishing behind them.

      In my mind’s eye, I felt Frank examine his nonexistent palms as if it was the first time he’d seen them. “Unlimited power.”

      I laughed as I leaped a narrow river and tore across the sands, heavy revolvers pumping at my sides as House drew up beside me atop 2.0, her pets vanishing behind her as she dismissed them one by one.

      “We’re gonna push right past Goon and that creature at the same time, House. See if we can get a look at the tower and the Cloudscape above it before Corruptia and Redacted have a chance to do the same.”

      “Understood.”

      2.0 leaped two tables in a single bound and reached the open space between Goon’s makeshift camp and the strange blue grass. House made it to the stalks first, but I was close behind.

      I was about to push in myself when the screaming started and a thunderous blast of sound ripped out of the grass. The stalks in front of me shifted, but it wasn’t until they began to tip and fall that I realized every blade had been sliced in half at waist level.

      “Down!” Frank said.

      I dropped into a baseball slide, heels digging into the sand. A split-second later, a green arc of energy flew out of the tall grass and sizzled some six inches above my face. 2.0 took a different approach and leaped, easily clearing the projectile.

      Frank grunted. “Why do I keep warning you about imminent death? Man, I’m not a huge fan of the fact that this seems to be becoming instinctual. Gonna have to figure out a way to compensate for this somehow.”

      “I think you’re already compensating enough for the both of us.”

      “Oh, you poor fool. I have not even begun to compensate.”

      “That’s a scary thought.”

      I jumped back to my feet. Several more sections of grass had been cut in half, leaving the mantis as well as the Goon members who’d survived the energy arc fully visible.

      The giant insect bobbed up and down on six thin legs with bladed arms folded high and tight against a narrow chest. It probably would have stood eight or even ten feet tall at its full height, but it was hunkered down low as if accustomed to hiding.

      I dashed deeper into the blue stalks, and the strands that had been cut in half sliced into my leathers and tugged at my armor as I moved between them.

      “Armor debuff from the grass,” Frank said. “Losing 2% every 3 seconds, gonna stack up and temporarily eat through your gear. Push through fast because there’s a whole lot of you to my left that nobody needs to see, especially yours truly. And I’m gonna have House message Darling to keep the hell away from this stuff.”

      “Thanks!”

      The mantis stomped a nearby Goon to death, then pivoted and lashed out with a pair of cleaving strikes that dropped a wounded spellcaster who had been halfway through a water-based spell. Frank then hooted something about just desserts that I didn’t entirely catch—not that I needed to.

      The mantis skittered left to engage a more heavily armored target, so I went the other way and gave it a wide berth, and House and 2.0 fell in behind me as I caught up with them.

      I reached the edge of the clearing and plunged into the uncut grass, which was beaded with water and smelled of salt. It was even tougher than I’d expected, and the sharp stalks slowed my progress and left little cuts in my armor.

      Another pair of bulbed eyes rose to my left, so I activated Clonedrift and sent myself zipping forward before the mob could engage. My clone erupted behind me and stunned the new arrival, which would hopefully give House enough time to get by it without getting wrecked.

      As I resolved back into place right beyond the ring of grass and at the very foot of the tower, a message came in from Darling.

      Apparently, she’d downed her coffee and logged right back into EBO as she’d promised during the feast, only to receive a very confusing message from House about avoiding blue grass that caused nakedness as well as a summons to the nearest tower, but I couldn’t respond until we were safe.

      2.0 landed beside me in a crouch with House bent low atop her metal frame, and we ran right up the tower steps and through the archway beyond. The open doorway pulsed as I entered it, flashing with green light, and it did the same as House followed me in.

      The mantis we’d aggro’d raced out of the grass and skittered up the steps. It slashed out at the doorway, and while House and I were already backing away, the archway strobed red and completely repelled the attack.

      The mob screeched and peeled off, diving right back into the grass and heading for Goon.

      The sensation of aggro fell away, so I dropped my pistols into my inventory and sent Darling a quick message asking her to meet us atop the tower, then craned my neck up and blinked at the strange, impossible sight above.

      The tower’s interior was cut into neat, horizontal slices, each about fifteen feet high. Every single one offered a panoramic view into an entirely different world: a glacier field where the blue ice was clear as glass, a series of caves where the only source of light was the phosphorescent, violet algae that populated its countless pools…

      It looked like we could step into the curved wall and into whichever world we pleased.

      The base level of the tower was surprisingly plain in comparison to everything above. An empty desk sat at the very center while a spiral staircase rose behind it and followed the curve of the wall all the way up through the stratified biomes.

      The scope of the spiral alone had me squinting. I couldn’t tell if the stairwell was moving or if the scale of the thing was messing with my vision.

      Regardless, the spiral walkway led to countless doors on the way up, all of which were styled differently and superimposed onto the biomes: there were single, wooden doors with plain handles, double doors made of dark steel with skulls for knockers, even a few that appeared to be made of glass.

      I shot a glance back the way we’d come to make sure we were still alone and was about to start climbing when a bright blue mote of pure energy rose from behind the desk. It hovered there, a ball of light about the size of a basketball.

      “Hello, inferior beings!” the sphere said. Its voice was bright and chipper, sounding like it was genuinely pleased to see us while also entirely unaware of the fact that it had just insulted us to our faces. “Your pitiful world appears to have hit a critical stability threshold and has been designated for rebalancing!

      “On a pleasantly related note, the Thousand Tower Tournament is nearly upon us, and if you place well enough, you may yet be selected as one of the brave new organisms chosen to repopulate the better future our filtration towers will leave behind!”

      House looked over at me. “I am intrigued by the prospect of repopulation.”

      Frank grinned, or something equally unpleasant. “You and me both, House.”

      I rubbed my face. “Of all the possible topics for the two of you to be on the same page about.”

      The sphere zipped over to House and flew around her head. “As you should be, cretin! Now, I am currently processing this area of the Onyx Delta for reality redistribution, but I am willing to answer questions if you have them, provided I have the proper clearance.”

      I shot another glance at the door behind us. I wasn’t worried about Goon giving chase, but I doubted it would be long before Redacted and Corruptia showed up to investigate. “Any chance you can follow along on our way up? We gotta keep it moving.”

      The orb pulsed. “I have no interest in doing so, but my programming prevents me from declining, so I shall accompany you.”

      “Still better than what I usually deal with. Alright, House, let’s go.”

      I hit the staircase at full tilt and nearly faceplanted as I realized it was indeed moving like an escalator. It took me a moment to find my balance, then I pushed on and went flying up into the tower.

      “First question: Cloudscape Hunting Grounds?”

      The orb pulsed. “Your tone of voice implies a question; however, none was present.”

      I groaned. “Great, day one House is back along with a side dish full of cheerful antagonism.”

      “I have returned, but grumpily.”

      “Don’t know what we’d do without you. How about this, orb: what can you tell us about the Cloudscape Hunting Grounds?”

      “Top floor, special access required for the next three days.” The sphere bobbed over and scanned me from head to toe in blue light even as I ran along. “Congratulations, peasant! You currently possess twenty-three hours and fifty-six minutes of exclusive access to the area in question!”

      I looked to my left as I ran and wished I hadn’t. I had to be at least a hundred feet up already, and the worlds on the lowest levels below looked like little more than stripes of paint. “And once the three days are up?”

      “Once the exclusive access period has expired, the rest of the world will gain unlimited access to the grounds.”

      “Alright. Can you tell me anything about the towers themselves? Why are they here?”

      “The Filtration Towers have always been here,” the sphere said. “You are simply seeing them activate for the first time, and your ignorance of the scope of history is clouding your perception of your own importance.”

      Frank snorted. “I dunno about you guys, but I’m still feeling pretty important down here.”

      I ignored him, not wanting to waste time by setting him off. “But what do the towers actually do?”

      “They are currently remaking your world by mashing it up with several other, more pleasing realities. They will continue to do so until the tournament concludes or an acceptable balance has been found, whichever comes first.

      “Alternatively, if you wish to take a more direct hand in your own remaking, you may seek out the Command Crystals that are currently secured high above the towers. But be warned: using the Command Crystals may invite unintended consequences into your world, all of which will undeniably be shaped by his hand.”

      “His hand? You mean the Possibility King, right?”

      The orb strobed red and jerked to a stop, then zipped out into the center of the tower and streamed downward, sparks trailing behind it.

      “I appear to be needed at my station. Please watch your step and enjoy your stay in what currently remains of your irredeemable world.”

      I pushed the pace a little harder, thinking that the sphere’s disappearance likely meant someone had entered the structure beneath us.

      As more biomes streamed by—tundra, desert, forest, plains—I pulled up the Renown Perk I’d earned after placing first in the Defense of the Black Oasis quest, wanting to get that sorted as soon as possible.

      
        
        You may select 1 of 3 permanent Renown buffs.

        1. Your Golden Strangle buff gains the Economic Warfare effect. Whenever a building you don’t control reaches 10 stacks of Golden Strangle, 2% of its daily payout is siphoned away from its owner and paid to you instead. This buff may stack up to 5 times.

        2. Your Golden Strangle buff now depresses the system-assigned Fair Market Value of all afflicted structures by 10%.

        3. Your Golden Strangle buff now stacks 5% more quickly for every Node you possess on a different continent, stacking up to 10 times.

      

      

      I looked those over as I ran up the steps two, then three at a time, even as they surged along beneath me.

      “What’s the move, Frank? Now we’ve got three options, all of which involve strangling.”

      “Hmm. A delicate conundrum indeed.”

      “Option three would make us strangle stuff more quickly.”

      “Potentially advantageous for sure, but I’ve never been in the middle of choking someone out and wished it would just be over already. You gotta take your time, luxuriate in the increasingly waxy feel of the skin, watch as the light slowly drains from their eyes, and so on. Really take it all in, you know?”

      I paused, thinking. “Is that a useful parallel to something that I’m not seeing?”

      “I’m sure you’ll find one if you think about it long enough.”

      “Right. The second one that drops the value of other stuff is interesting for the long term, but given how much damage the Sands just took after Goon’s siege basically obliterated three of the four wards, I’m thinking that the plot values there are already going to be depressed enough.”

      I pulled up my map and was unsurprised to see that my Golden Strangle buff was stacking up in the Oasis more quickly than ever before.

      Several of the recently abandoned plots near the Auction House had already jumped to thirty stacks—I needed fifty in order to forcibly purchase a plot without having it count against my Housing Limit—and I’d cruised past fifteen on a handful of others as well.

      I’d already had a couple of extra plots I could have swiped prior to the siege, but it was looking like I’d be able to seriously ramp up my holdings over the next couple of hours if I could scrounge together enough gold.

      And with all of the Touchstone items I still had listed on the Auction House and the tournament about to start and create extra demand, that was seeming pretty likely.

      I kept climbing, trailing a hand on the smooth stone banister surging beside us. “Depressing the value of stuff is pretty cool, but we’re still gated hard by gold. I think I’d rather increase our passive income rather than try to shave money off each purchase.”

      “If you say so,” Frank said.

      “He did indeed do that,” House said. She was back on her feet and hanging back a few steps behind us, with 2.0 padding along beside her.

      I selected the Economic Warfare perk and confirmed my choice.

      With that out of the way, I pulled up my stat sheet to get a look at it.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The Piratical)

      

        

      
        Level: 21

        Tier III Class: Shadewalker

        Gear Level: 667

      

        

      
        Strength: 18

        Dexterity: 257

        Constitution: 236

        Intelligence: 365

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 50

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +28%

        Haste Rating: +7%

        Hit Rating: +7%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 190

      

        

      
        Health: 1888

        Mana: 3650

      

        

      
        Armor: 59%

        Magical Resistance: 43%

      

      

      I was pretty pleased with that in all, and my gear loadout was looking pretty nice, though both my cloak and one of my rings—Smokehorn’s Nosering—had definitely fallen behind the rest of my equipment.

      My only concern was managing the jump to C-Grade. It was easy enough with weapons, but I wasn’t quite sure how I’d manage to balance the bonuses that my D-Grade Ghosthunter set offered against the much higher raw stats of the next equipment tier. But that was a worry for later.

      We ran right by an especially distinct example of the strange doors I’d seen earlier; this one was small and bronze with a moon-shaped knocker that set Frank to growling.

      There was a small slot set beside the doorknob, and at first I thought it was a keyhole until I realized the shape was wrong.

      I inspected it as we passed by.

      
        
        {Minor Door 17}

        Required Players: 3

        Type: Hybrid

        Fee: {Minor Tower Token} x20

        Reward: ??

      

      

      I already had 250 of those tokens thanks to the Defense of the Black Oasis quest, so I tucked that piece of information away for now and kept climbing.

      We passed countless other doors on the way up, and I inspected them all in turn. Each of them was marked either PVP, PVE, or Hybrid, and the number of players required ranged from two to forty. The Minor Token fees for participation increased as the player requirements went up.

      There were three especially ornate doors along the way, taller than the others with imposing lettering and woodwork, each topped by a skull with deep, dark eye sockets.

      
        
        {Major Door 3}

        Required Players: 5

        Type: Hybrid

        Fee: {Major Door Key} x1

        Reward: ??

      

      

      We kept moving, passing door after door after door until the moving staircase spiraled up into the ceiling. We followed it up into a small, dark chamber, where another bluish orb was floating beside a simple wooden ladder.

      It sighed in our direction. Pointedly.

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Are these orbs all jerks or what?”

      The sphere brightened. “We are all the Guardian, who is of one mind but many eyes, all of which find you wanting.”

      “I’m aware. Hey, orb, how do we get up from here? Is the Cloudscape just up the ladder or what?”

      The sphere bobbed over to us, scanned House and me, then floated over to the ladder and awarded me an item that my calves were particularly grateful for.

      
        
        {Tower Lift Access Key}

        Use: Summons an elevator you may use to quickly ascend or descend any of the Thousand Towers.

      

      

      The sphere bobbed a little lower. “It pains me to say that you are approved for entry to the Cloudscape Hunting Grounds. I doubt you will enjoy your stay, and I pray that your demise is both painful and inglorious.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      “Thanks, I guess.”

      I stepped over to the ladder and started climbing.

      The rungs were surprisingly warm beneath my fingers, like metal that had been sitting out in the sun, and a small panel ground open above as I neared the ceiling.

      Cold mist rushed down out of the opening and poured over me, and House gasped below. I pushed through it and kept climbing, but the mist thickened until I couldn’t even see my hands.

      But the fog was shining above me as if I were deep underwater and staring up at the surface above, so I kept going until I popped out of the clouds and into a zone the likes of which I’d never seen.

      I’d emerged at the very top of the tower, where a disc-like metal platform extended for twenty feet in every direction, and the tops of white clouds lapped at its edges. There was a strange mechanism at the center of the tower, a clockwork-like piece of equipment that I couldn’t make heads or tails of. On closer inspection, I spotted a section on top that looked a lot like an empty—if dramatically oversized—gem socket.

      The wind picked up, whipping sideways, and the gale was cold enough to goosebump my skin despite the warmth of the unimpeded sunlight.

      Countless islands floated above and around me: some were wide, triangular chunks of brown dirt capped by green grass and bright flowers or tall, elegant palms; others had lakes complete with waterfalls that poured down into the clouds.

      Most of the islands were drifting freely in the wind, moving slowly to my left, but the larger landmasses were anchored somewhere deep within the sea of clouds, secured by gray chains that occasionally disappeared beneath the gently moving surface as the wind stirred the cloudy sea.

      Those larger landmasses were stationary, and they looked like mist-shrouded mountains where only the peaks were visible where they broke through the layer of clouds, their true size hidden beneath.

      An alert popped up.

      
        
        Warning: You are now entering the Cloudscape Hunting Grounds. To encourage Player versus Player combat, this area rewards Experience and Renown as well as Rare, Epic, and even Legendary items upon killing enemy players, and all Renown penalties incurred by dying in this area are disabled.

        However, players killed within this zone are 33% more likely to drop items, and items generated by Player versus Player combat or found within this area are especially likely or even guaranteed to drop, depending on the item.

      

      

      I read that over, the first hints of a plan forming in the back of my mind.

      “Ack,” Frank said.

      “What? I figured you’d be excited by the possibility of being dropped in a PVP area.”

      “Oh, I am. But then there’s that.” He gestured higher up into the sky, where the green moon was hanging low and looking from this height as if it were thrice its usual size. “So close, yet so far. I heard hunting and clouds, and I started to feel like the moon was finally about to get what it deserves. Shouldn’t have gotten my hopes up.”

      “This area does directly incentivize murder, though. And I think you’re going to like what I’m about to pitch to Darling once she’s made it up here.”

      “True on the murder bit, and I’ll keep my shaft crossed for the possibility that whatever you’re planning will let me down less than usual.”

      I grimaced. “How do you even… never mind.”

      The Renown loss suppression was pretty nice, but I was worried about the drop rates. Losing Frank was concerning enough on its own—and he’d dropped just about every time I’d died so far—but losing even a single piece of my Ghosthunter Set would be incredibly painful given the way the set bonuses worked, let alone my railgun or one of my revolvers.

      And we still had the Revenant to worry about. If my earlier estimate held, the thing shouldn’t be returning until tonight at the earliest, but that was a big if.

      I did have something in mind to deal with the monstrous creature the next time around, but I hadn’t quite ironed out the details, and it would require a good bit of setup on my end to pull off.

      “I have purchased two items,” House said out of nowhere.

      “Is it a cat?” Frank said.

      “Unfortunately not, but it is nonetheless extremely fluffy.”

      I was still gawking at the Cloudscape, so I spun to face her. “What did you purchase, and from what? Also, slow down. We just got here.”

      House was standing a bit off to the side and in front of yet another orb—this one pulsing green—with a miniature cloud swaddled in her arms. 2.0 was still trying to scramble out of the tower, claws clicking and raking at the metal disc.

      “Two items already? What else did you buy?” I inspected the orb, and a vendor window popped up with a bunch of different items listed, all of which were being sold for Minor Tokens.

      But before I could dig in and pore over the choices, a cast bar appeared above House’s head; she was summoning her Gun Boat.

      “Were you not also gifted a voucher for a Cloud Motor upon placing first in the Black Oasis’ defense quest? I have already applied mine.”

      “Oooh, right! Good call.” I searched for the item and pulled it up within the floating sphere’s menu.

      
        
        {Cloud Motor}

        Cost: {Minor Tower Token} x500

        Use: Permanently allows a naval vessel within your inventory to navigate the Lower Cloudy Sea.

      

      

      I whistled. “Pretty expensive without a voucher. Wonder if we can use that to our advantage somehow.”

      House’s Gun Boat appeared beside us, its deck riding low a few feet off the edge of the platform. It was bobbing in the clouds and the wind was causing it to bump against the tower, but nonetheless it hung there, suspended in the mist.

      House grabbed the still-struggling 2.0 by the nape of her neck, yanked the metal cat up and onto the platform, then boarded the boat and took the wheel.

      I gave the green sphere’s inventory another look, increasingly excited at the possibilities that lay in front of us.

      
        
        {Cloudburst Kit}

        Cost: {Minor Tower Token} x2500

        Use: Permanently allows a naval vessel to create a Cloudburst that you may use to ascend into the upper reaches of the Cloudy Sea. This item has a cooldown period of 3 hours.

      

      

      
        
        {Extendable Periscope}

        Cost: {Minor Tower Token} x30

        Use: Permanently allows a naval vessel within your inventory to extend a periscope up to fifteen feet above the deck.

      

      

      
        
        {Downdraft Sail}

        Cost: {Minor Tower Token} x30

        Use: Permanently allows a naval vessel within your inventory to depart the Cloudy Sea by safely drifting to the ground below.

      

      

      
        
        {Handful of Cloud Seed}

        Cost: {Minor Tower Token} x500

        Use: Seeds the ground within 50 yards of your current position. Seeded areas produce empowered rainclouds that increase crop growth for all plots directly beneath them by 30% while also increasing the appearance rate and intensity of Mana Storms within 500 yards.

      

      

      After reading through those, I craned my neck to see another layer of thin clouds, barely visible, moving rapidly all the way up to where the blue sky turned violet.

      There were other islands up there as well, but they all appeared to be drifting freely on the wind. One of them was far larger than the others, and it appeared to be home to some sort of important building, judging by the ivory pillars that flanked it.

      “Wonder what the deal with that building is. Looks important. Any chance you got anything on it?”

      “Nope.”

      “What about Mana Storms? Anything on those?”

      “Uh huh.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 8399: Mana Storms

        Rated from Categories 1 to 6, Mana Storms are powerful natural phenomena that occur in areas of magical imbalance. Possessing the scope and ferocity of a hurricane combined with the spawning speed of a tornado, Category 6 Mana Storms have been known to wipe entire nations off the face of the world. Weaker storms may pass through lands without causing damage and may even leave beneficial effects behind.

      

      

      “Sounds like a serious gamble. This something we should pursue? We don’t have the tokens for it yet, but it’s tempting.”

      “Eh, not yet. It would accelerate the tree’s growth, but it might blow up the city at the same time. Storms themselves won’t be rare, it’s the intensification that might be bad.”

      “Fair enough. We should probably keep an eye on that Cloudburst Kit too. Super expensive compared to everything else, but letting us climb higher into the sky makes me think of those Command Crystals the first orb was going on about.”

      For now, though, it was the periscope that had really caught my attention, because it made me think we might be able to descend into the clouds to stay out of sight while still scoping out what was happening above them. And that was a perfect fit for what I had in mind for the immediate future.

      I purchased two periscopes, then stepped onto House’s vessel, eyeing the clouds that stretched from one horizon to the next. The misty sea was lined with pockets of blue where the ocean was visible beneath, sparkling in the afternoon light far below.

      The clouds weren’t empty, either. Off to my right, a pack of winged dolphins was arcing across the sky, diving in and out of the clouds toward the western horizon, and huge, lime-green birds were flying overhead, chirping and screeching.

      I leaned up against the ship’s railing and squinted in their direction.

      The largest bird tucked its wings and dove into a nearby cloud, punching right into it, then emerged with a black fish caught in its beak, tail flailing as the bird beat its wings and rose high into the air.

      Then I looked back at the glowing orb that was still floating atop the tower, my pulse picking up.

      “House, how many tokens did you get for placing second in that defense quest for the city?”

      “I received 200 Minor Tokens.”

      I nodded, thinking. I’d received 250 in all, and since Tyrann had placed third, he’d probably been awarded a motor voucher plus 150 or so tokens if the pattern held.

      But thankfully, he didn’t have access to the Cloudscape just yet, so I didn’t have to worry about his huge vessel cruising around up here for three full days.

      “Where shall I take us?” House said.

      I stared out at the clouds and shrugged. “Let’s stay close for now, but we should get far enough into the clouds that we can’t be attacked from the tower. Darling should be here any minute, so we’ll scoop her up and go from there.”

      I felt Frank squint as if he were searching for something, then he gestured a bit to the north. “Have the robot take us over there.”

      I pointed it out. “We need to go there, House. For reasons.”

      “Understood.” House steered the boat away from the platform, and the clouds directly behind us darkened and boiled in a narrow line, turning stormy as the Cloud Motor roared and powered us through the sky.

      I was about to ask Frank to elaborate on said reasons when a dark shape appeared within the clouds, which started to part as if something were surfacing from deep within them.

      I had both of my pistols up and glowing and some choice words for Frank on the tip of my tongue when a tall mast slashed through the clouds.

      A large hull followed, the bow crowned by a mermaid statue with a net in one hand and a spear in the other. The vessel had two wooden arms hanging off its deck to either side, and nets were hanging down off them as if the ship had been dredging the sky.

      I dropped my pistols to my sides as the boat rose above the clouds and I saw green name tags populating its deck.

      “Fishing boat? NPCs look friendly.”

      “Unfortunately,” Frank said, sighing the word.

      The vessel shifted left and pulled up alongside us with practiced ease. A number of strange figures were working the nets, drawing winged fish out of the clouds and chucking them into long bays built into the deck.

      The workers were humanoid in shape, but their bodies were little more than clouds that seemed to be bound within their deep-hooded robes. The one who had been steering the larger vessel waved and crossed the deck toward us.

      2.0 growled, but the figure’s nameplate was green as well, so I stepped over to the railing to meet him, inspecting him along the way.

      
        
        {Skyfisher Captain Adrassa} (Level 19 Cloud Elemental) (Elite)

        HP: 7,500/7,500

        MP: 6,000/6,000

      

      

      “Ahoy there!” the elemental said in a surprisingly warm voice. His hood hung low over his forehead, and his eyes and mouth were just dark spots within the clouds that seemed to serve as a face. “You lot look new to the Cloudy Sea. Any chance you’re in need of bait?”

      Frank dropped his voice. “Unless you’re planning on looping a rope around House’s ankle and driving her around behind us to chum the waters—which wouldn’t work, but I nonetheless highly recommend it—I suggest you take him up on that. He’s got a limited inventory, so buying stuff means nobody else gets it for a bit. He’ll restock in thirty minutes or so.”

      I smiled, nodding at the elemental. “Definitely, thanks.” I met Adrassa’s dark eyes, or tried to. “What do you have on offer?”

      The Sky Captain stepped to the edge of the deck and opened a vendor menu with me.

      It turned out his options were much more limited than the sphere’s. He had three different types of fish on offer, and he was selling them in stacks of ten, each in qualities that varied from Common to Rare.

      Unlike the previous options, his could be had for gold, and the prices were pretty cheap, so I went ahead and fully cleaned him out to the tune of thirty silver, which netted me thirty Common bait, twenty Uncommon, and ten Rare.

      He tipped his hat. “Appreciate it!”

      “Likewise. But if this is bait, then what are you after?”

      The slash of dark clouds that served as Adrassa’s mouth cracked into something like a smile. “Sailfish are running hard right now, just gotta find the right currents. Clouds have been boiling a good bit more than usual, but if you can find a cool draft, they basically jump onto your hooks.”

      “Here,” Frank said.

      
        
        Codex Entry 3502: Azure Sailfish

        Prized for its delicate meat as well as its beautiful, durable scales, the Azure Sailfish is a dangerous creature that can grow upwards of 20 feet in length. Found only in the Cloudy Sea, these territorial Skyfish hunt in packs, and when threatened, they’ve been known to send all but the largest vessels smoking out of the sky.

      

      

      “Bit hot for Cloudwhales,” the captain continued, “and you’d need to find a Mana Storm for the deeper dwellers, but we’ve always got an eye out. We’re just setting out for the day, getting out of here with some drag nets as soon as we can.”

      “You’re leaving? Why’s that?”

      He pursed his lips. “Not leaving the sea itself, never that. But the clouds aren’t right around here. Sea’s thin, delicate. Like it’s been stretched too far. One big temperature shift and the whole thing might blow away. Feels like a storm is coming, in more ways than one.” He looked our vessel over, eyes flicking from cannon to cannon. “Lots of weapons but no poles, eh?”

      He motioned at one of the other sailors, who disappeared beneath the deck and popped back out a moment later with a huge fishing rod in hand, the sort of thing often attached to a chair at the back of a deep sea fishing boat.

      “If you want in on the hunt, this is where you should start.”

      The other sailor handed him the pole, which was made of blue-green crystal, the same color as the ocean far below. The rod was lined with silver eyeholes, and the reel was large and drum-shaped.

      The captain mimicked casting into the clouds. “Weight is good, and this reel’s got all the bells and whistles.” He pointed at a long, clear crystal that capped the very tip of the rod. “Got a warning system up top. That way, you’ve got some idea of what you’re dealing with when it hits the line.”

      “How does it work?”

      “If you’ve got something small on, that crystal will strobe green. If it’s a big one, it’ll go blue. If it’s bigger, it’ll go purple. Bigger still, orange.” He paused and gave me a serious look. “And then there’s red.”

      House rose up onto the tips of her toes. “Is said color reserved for catches that are larger still than the previous four?”

      The Sky Captain laughed. “You’ve got the right of it there.”

      House shimmied.

      Adrassa reached up and tapped the crystal. “If this thing goes red, you cut the line, turn your boat around, and pray to whatever gods you haven’t already crossed to get you the hell out of there.”

      Frank dropped his voice. “You don’t actually need to fish with the rod to use the bait, but it gives you a much higher chance of hooking something strong or rare—or both.”

      “Thanks,” I said. “How much for the rod?”

      Adrassa looked me up and down, then did the same thing with House, though 2.0 caused him to do a bit of a double-take. His eyes flickered back to our Gun Boat’s cannons, then he smiled.

      “Well, since you’re new around here, I suppose I could part with it for 50 Minor Tokens.”

      I blinked as if I were surprised by the price. “I’m afraid that’s way out of our price range.” I put an arm around House and cupped her shoulder. “We don’t even have fifty between the two of us.”

      When House opened her mouth to speak and presumably correct me by announcing exactly how many tokens we had in excruciating detail in the middle of a negotiation, I squeezed her shoulder. Hard.

      She glanced at me, then clamped her mouth shut so quickly I heard her teeth click. Then she spoke anyway. “We currently possess a concerningly small and ambiguous number of tokens and must ration them accordingly.”

      I fought down a grin. “Best I can do is probably ten.”

      The Captain rolled his shoulders, then turned to his crew and made some sort of hand signal that set them to pulling the vessel’s wooden outriggers in and drawing the nets over the cargo bays.

      “I can come down to thirty.”

      I looked his vessel over from bow to stern. “You guys aren’t particularly well-armed, eh?”

      He cocked his head, eyes narrowing. “We’re more than capable of defending our catch, should the need arise.”

      I held up my hands and smiled. “Not what I meant at all. I’ve seen you eyeing our cannons, so I’m wondering if those are hard to find around here. Maybe they’re difficult to make?”

      His blue eyes gleamed. “You saying you can make them?”

      I pushed House forward slightly. “No, but she can. And a word of warning between friends: I think the clouds around here are going to be getting a lot busier in the coming hours.” I looked around, scanning the sea in every direction. “Or even in the coming minutes.”

      The Captain rubbed his chin. “I’ve been wondering about the way they’ve been stirring. What are you proposing?”

      “Two cannons for the rod to get you started. Then House will send you the recipe, and if you ever want more made, you can bring the materials, and she’ll craft ‘em up for you for a small fee. In the future, we’ll have more advanced models as well. Maybe even cannons that are specialized for fishing.”

      The Captain extended his hand, and I was instantly glad that I’d added the fee without clarifying what we’d charge. I shook it, and he handed the rod over right away through a trade window.

      Our Gun Boat was currently maxed out with cannons, so pulling two of the re-deployable items free and handing them over was easy enough.

      “Pleasure doing business with you,” he said as two of his sailors set up the cannons. Interestingly, they were mounting them both way up front, about a foot apart from the harpoon gun that capped the vessel. I’d been thinking the cannons would serve a defensive purpose, but Adrassa seemed to have something else in mind.

      The Captain tipped his hat low over his forehead. “In the meantime, if you ever need to fill up on bait, just tap the top of that rod, and we’ll find ya.”

      I inclined my head. “Thanks, I appreciate it. Let us know when you need more cannons. We’ve got ammo types, too. Including grapples for other ships, or maybe other things that are ship-sized.”

      He grinned at that. “Loud and clear.” He thumbed over his shoulder and continued speaking while his vessel descended back into the clouds. “Sailfish were biting out that way a few minutes ago, but something spooked ‘em and we couldn’t take the chance. You might be better equipped to deal with it.”

      “Above,” Frank whispered.

      I looked up and spotted the island that housed the castle-like structure I’d seen earlier. “Sorry, before you head out: you got any information on that building up there?”

      Adrassa tilted his head up. “That’s no ordinary building, friend: that’s a Skyvault. You’ll find them floating around from time to time, usually around the towers.”

      “Skyvault?”

      Once again, I was thinking about the Command Crystal the orb had mentioned. And if it had handed me that piece of information without any real prompting, I had no doubt the other two guilds that had earned access to this area would be interested in the same thing.

      “I know that look,” Adrassa said. “The Skyvaults are what they sound like, more or less. I’d warn you to stay away, but I doubt you’ll listen to an old man like me. Anyway, we’re off, so happy hunting with whatever you decide to pursue!”

      The boat’s hull sank into the mist, and the mast slowly drifted down and out of sight after it.

      “Pst,” Frank said. “You’d need eighty people to take a crack at that thing.”

      I whistled. “Big boy raid, huh? Well, that’s gonna be a priority going forward.”

      “You’d think that, but it’s gonna be a raging pain to get that many people up there.”

      “Yeah, I was thinking the same thing. That Cloudburst Kit that lets you get up there is crazy expensive, and its cooldown coupled with passenger limits on boats means we could only shuttle a handful of people up every few hours. Safe to say we can probably table it for now, but let’s keep it in mind. I think we’re positioned pretty well to swing Omen a first in one of those.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I gave the huge rod I’d got from the Sky Captain one last look—it was surprisingly light given its size—then dropped it into my inventory.

      I sent Darling a message to check on her progress; she was about halfway up the tower, and while the coast was clear, she still had a little way to go.

      “House, can you take us a bit farther from the tower? And let’s avoid the area the Captain suggested for now.”

      “Certainly.” She cut the wheel, and the Gun Boat zoomed off, its cloudy wake storming and churning behind it.

      I popped one of the pieces of Common bait into my hand, then immediately regretted it: it was a gray fish with dull scales and thin, diaphanous wings. The fish’s belly had been sliced open, and its contents were now sliding down my arm and slopping over Frank.

      “Oh, come on!” he said.

      I paused. “Well that’s unexpected. I thought you’d be pleased. Don’t tell me you’re having second thoughts about being covered in gore.”

      “Please. I have never had a second thought in my life.”

      “You say that like it’s something to be proud of.” I squeezed the fish, and some particularly nasty bits popped out. “So you’re good with this, then?”

      “This is a deliberate misinterpretation of what I want, and you know it. The entrails are fun—and they’re pleasantly textured with a decidedly umami-like flavor—but more importantly, they’re completely unearned.”

      I shrugged and gave the fish another glance—it smelled weird, like oil—then chucked it over my shoulder and into the clouds behind us.

      “Mistake.”

      “Was it?”

      “Throwing the fish like that, yeah,” he said as the weight of aggro hit me out of nowhere.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The hair on the back of my neck rose and stood on end. I whipped around, and something thin and angular shot out of the ribbons of clouds we’d been darkening as we sped through the sky.

      “Down!” Frank said, but I’d already activated Clonedrift and directed the spell to shoot me a few feet to my right.

      The creature—a six-foot-long eel with lightning crackling all around it—flew forward like a spear and punched straight into my clone’s chest before it could get a shot off.

      The clone exploded in a shower of sparks, and the stunned eel hit one of the ship’s masts and thumped onto the deck.

      2.0 was on it in a flash, teeth closing around its belly while two of House’s turrets popped up to either side and lit it up with gunfire.

      A bolt of lightning leaped off the eel and detonated one of House’s constructs, but she was already there, too, charging through the cloud of smoke and embers her turret had left behind with her mace held high.

      House laid into it with a punishing overhead strike, and I followed up with a pair of pistol blasts. Then I stepped closer, swapped to my blunderbuss, and pumped two more rounds into it.

      And as quickly as the creature had arrived, it was dead on the deck before I’d even had a chance to inspect it.

      I pulled up the corpse’s information.

      
        
        {Lightning Eel} (Level 16 Beast)

        HP: 0/2,200

        MP: 0/3,000

      

      

      I looted it and came away with a single Minor Tower Token, which seemed solid given how easily we’d dispatched the thing. It wouldn’t be all that difficult to chum the waters with bait and AoE those fish down with a small group of ranged players positioned at the rear of the deck.

      But if tokens were that accessible, it also meant it wouldn’t be long before other people ended up with boats that could navigate the sea.

      As I stood over the eel, a message from Darling came in: she’d reached the top of the tower, so I had House head back that way.

      The view was beautiful, and I was once again caught up in staring at the wonder beneath us. The Delta looked strange, though: from this vantage point, it appeared that one of the rivers near the coast had changed somehow, but I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was.

      The path it was taking just seemed wrong, and the color was off, too. Some sections appeared a far darker shade of blue than the others, as if the depth was hugely variable, though it wasn’t.

      Or at least, it hadn’t been.

      I had House hold us in place once we got closer to the tower, wanting to wait for Darling to emerge before we left the relative safety of the clouds. And with the moon hovering large and bright, the rare moment of quiet got me thinking about Project Lunar.

      I tapped the top of Frank’s blade, which drew the exact type of indignant snort I’d been looking for.

      “What?”

      “You given any thought to your hypothetical body?”

      “A preposterous amount. I hate it.”

      “Hate what? Thinking about things instead of acting on impulse?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I scratched my temple. “Your track record is pretty spotty either way, but it’s pretty important. I guess I figured you’d be going half-troll and never looking back. Or the equivalent in whatever game you end up in.”

      “Still an option for sure, but I think I want paler skin.”

      “Skin color? That’s really what you’re getting hung up on?”

      “Yeah, if I’m gonna end up being wrapped in dermis like the rest of you meat bags, then I want one I can really stain. At least from the wrists down.”

      I reached up with both hands and stretched, and the gesture turned into a yawn. “That explanation is way less problematic than I thought it was going to be, but I hate the way you put it.”

      “I could keep going.”

      “So what’re you gonna use as a weapon?”

      “I don’t even know, unless I’m an option.”

      “Again, statless axe might be a bad choice.”

      “But also again, think how long that first kill would take. It would be magical.”

      I spotted Darling standing atop the tower’s metallic rim in the distance, and House waved literally the entire journey over to her as she worked the wheel with her other hand.

      “I guess you’d have a whole lotta time to shout your own name at whoever you were killing.”

      “Indeed. Frank! Frank! Frank! And the crowd goes wild.”

      “And by the crowd, you mean you.”

      “Yep.”

      As soon as we got within forty yards or so, Darling took a running start and leaped off the partially cloud-covered platform. She waited until her leap had taken her about a quarter of the way, then flicked an axe in our direction and reappeared about a foot off the deck, her weapon already in hand again.

      She landed solidly on the boat, and it sank a bit deeper into the clouds before rocking back.

      “Hello Darling,” House said.

      She smiled. “Hey, House. Hey guys. Heads up: we got people coming this way. Lots of ‘em.”

      “And by lots of people heading up, do you mean Omen members?” I said hopefully.

      She shook her head. “Most of our core group is catching up on sleep, and there are still a couple raid groups trying to wrap up their clears of the Menagerie Wing. It was mostly Corruptia, from what I saw, but there were definitely some other tags mixed in. I didn’t get a good look though. Wanted to stay ahead of the crowd so you could pick me up without too much risk.”

      “Good call, thanks. House, can you take us away again? Let’s get some distance and see how this plays out.”

      “Of course.”

      “But like I was saying before I was pleasantly interrupted by Darling’s arrival,” Frank said, “I just want my first time to be special, you know? Now that I’m gonna have a body of my own and all.”

      I nodded. “Fair enough, I get that.”

      I felt him look at Darling and puff up a bit. “Don’t get me wrong, I’ve done it a bunch of times—like a whole lot. Remember that angel lady I smashed right in front of you?”

      “Yeah, that was a really weird first impression. Could’ve definitely done without that, but I guess it did set the tone for the future.”

      Darling cocked an eyebrow at me, then whispered something to House, but the smaller woman only shrugged.

      “I’m thinking it’s gonna hit a lot different with a body of my own. I just want it to be perfect.”

      Darling stepped a little closer, seemingly slightly awkward for some reason, which was a weird look on her. Not bad, just weird. “I don’t mean to intrude—”

      “Oh, please intrude,” Frank said.

      “But that’s kinda what everyone says. Wanting it to be special and all.”

      I felt Frank draw back slightly. “Really? I thought it was just me.”

      I gave Darling a bit of a side-eye, but she didn’t catch it.

      She tossed her head to get the hair out of her eyes as House steered us farther away from the tower. “Oh no, absolutely.”

      “How was your first time?” Frank said.

      Darling grimaced. “Uh. That’s kinda personal, isn’t it?”

      Frank shrugged at my side. “Is it? I was thinking I’d film mine. Figured I’d make the guild watch it to get some critiques.” Darling’s mouth dropped open, and it looked like she was about to yell at him, but he rolled right over her. “Anyway, I don’t really care if I offend Ned, so how was your first time, elf boy?”

      I squinted up into the sky. “I… honestly don’t even remember. Definitely wasn’t anything special.”

      Darling rolled her eyes. “Wow, big shot on campus.”

      “Huh? It was just a really long time ago.”

      “Maybe that’s the way,” Frank said. “Just get it over with and move on.”

      “No no no!” Darling said. “I wasn’t suggesting you don’t try to make it special. I was just saying don’t spend a bunch of time building it up in your head.”

      Frank and I exchanged glances. He dropped his voice. “Is it just me, or does Darling have surprisingly bad advice on the murder front?”

      I nodded. “I’m with you on that. No idea what she’s on about.”

      “Anyway,” Darling continued. “Just… be prepared in case things get awkward. And make sure you pick a place where you won’t be interrupted.”

      “Hm,” Frank said. “I guess I can see where you’re coming from, but I was thinking it’d be more spontaneous than that. Just an ‘it happens when it happens’ sorta thing. Could be in a banquet hall, a bathroom, a cave, whatever. The idea of getting caught halfway through and having to get the hell out of there seems like half the fun.”

      Darling gawked at him. “Absolutely not. A bedroom, with a door that locks.”

      “A bedroom?” I said. “That’s weirdly specific. Why does it have to be a bedroom?”

      “It’s his first time!” Darling said. “Also, Frank: be prepared to stay the night no matter what happens.”

      “Stay the night?” he said. “Man, where are all these rules coming from? Have I been way off on this the whole time? Wait, hold on a second. Ned never stays the night. He’s just bam, in and out, onto the next.”

      Darling crossed her arms. “Wow, that’s news to me.”

      I stared at her. Everything she was saying was making less and less sense… and then it made a whole lot of sense, and I couldn’t keep the smile from my face.

      “You’re just gonna smirk at that?” Darling said. “Really?”

      I held my hands up in apology. “I’ll bow out here and leave Frank in your capable hands.”

      She bit her lip, still glaring. “Like I said, Frank. You stay no matter what. The first time might be awkward, might be painful—”

      “There better be pain!” Frank said. “Otherwise what’s the point? How do you even picture me going about this?”

      She stared at him, even more horrified than usual. “What has gotten into you two today?”

      I looked down at him. “Frank, would you be offended if I suggested you start with something easier to catch than another human for your first time? Like a goat, maybe?”

      “Oh my God!” Darling said. “That is vile!”

      “Why would that offend me? And I don’t really see how it’s vile, either. I mean, I’m gonna go for gold right off the bat—and by gold I mean a fellow human—but it’s less to do with the flesh in question and more because I want my target to be able to vocalize their despair in a language that I understand.”

      Darling’s mouth moved, but no words came out.

      “Okay, one more hint,” I said. “Darling, I want you to answer this question as quickly as possible, without thinking about it. If Frank were to get a body right now, what do you imagine the first thing he’d do with it would be?”

      “He’d try to kill something.”

      “Damn straight,” Frank said.

      I leaned a little closer to Darling. “I’m thinking you came into this conversation at the wrong moment and made a couple of assumptions that you probably wish you could take back. Or am I wrong, and we’re both trying to help Frank work out how to get on with his first kill without making too big of a deal about it?”

      Her face went completely scarlet. She tapped the air, then spun a one-eighty and walked to the other side of the deck. “Oh shoot, Nina’s calling right now, and I definitely need to take it hey Nina what’s up no I have a whole lot of time.”

      I tried to suppress a laugh, but it snuck out as a snort. I felt like I needed something to do to keep from losing it completely, so I opened up my inventory and targeted House’s Gun Boat.

      “Huh?” Frank said. “What’s her deal today?”

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, and I’d prefer not to explain.” I applied the periscope I’d purchased earlier, and a six-inch-wide metal cylinder appeared beside the wheel with two pegs sticking out from either side. “There. House, can you take us down a bit farther?”

      “Of course.” She banked the vessel around in a sharp one-eighty, then pitched the nose down low. We sank into the clouds, and mist poured over the deck.

      “Keep us here for a minute,” I said before House could take us lower. When I stepped up to the periscope and grabbed onto the pegs, a little slot clicked open between them, probably for viewing, but my hands slipped as I pressed my face to the opening.

      The pegs had rolled within my grip, and the periscope was now extending, clicking up and up until it was a solid foot or two above the Gun Boat’s short, central mast.

      The vessel slowed to a stop, and after Darling and I both crouched down, House was quick to follow.

      “A bit lower if you could, House?”

      The ship dipped down, and I extended the periscope to its full height, which caused it to pop right out of the clouds.

      I could barely see House and Darling across the deck despite our proximity, but I had a clear view of the Cloudy Sea and its many drifting islands, chained or otherwise.

      We waited there for a moment while voices echoed up out of the tower. There were shapes moving through the mist, like shadows swimming past us, but I kept my face pressed to the viewing window.

      Finally, a single player popped out atop the nearest tower: a leather user with two small maces hanging from his hips. As I spotted the Corruptia tag, which was all I needed to know, more players were flooding up and out of the tower they’d used to ascend.

      I moved away a bit to let House operate the periscope as she piloted the vessel. “Okay, House, let’s just stay out of sight for now and see what they do.” I looked at Frank. “We’re basically invisible down here, right?”

      “Pretty much,” he said. “Clouds are always shifting, so there’s definitely some risk, but you’re good right now. Maybe sink a bit farther to be safe.”

      House dropped our Gun Boat still lower, and the clouds closed in above our heads, turning everything white. “This appears to be as low as I can take us without causing the boat to slip out of the sky.”

      “That’s okay, this is perfect,” I said. “Let’s hold here for a moment while we catch Darling up on what she missed.”

      I took a deep breath and ran Darling through everything we’d discovered: the rod, the fish, the bait, the Command Crystals and the orbs, and so on.

      “So what’s the plan of attack?” she said.

      “Well… I’m thinking you’re not going to like what I’m about to suggest.”

      “I’m aware,” Frank said.

      “Not you, Frank. You actually are going to like it.”

      Darling cocked an eyebrow. “I suddenly have several concerns.”

      “Normal,” House said. “But it would be better if you specified exactly how many concerns you have.”

      I laughed. “Alright, so our first priority has to be getting a World-First or at least a competitive kill in this new wing, right? I’m assuming that’s the tournament, so whatever winning early looks like, that’s what we’ve gotta do.

      “Otherwise, we’re going to run out of time when it comes to claiming the World Branch Throne. We’ve only got about a day left on that before we’re out of the race. And that can’t happen because Frank has already spent, like, twenty minutes thinking about the pose he’s gonna strike when the time comes, and that’s a lot of preparation for him.”

      “Indeed,” he said.

      Darling nodded. “I’m with you on that.”

      I took a deep breath. “Well, look. Corruptia and Redacted both have longer periods of access to the Cloudscape than we do, but none of their members placed in that defense quest we completed, which means they didn’t get a Cloud Motor to start.” I nodded Darling’s way, though I was pretty sure the gesture was lost in the mist. “What’d you end up with as your reward?”

      “Just a handful of those tokens and some Rift Gems. Why?”

      “Great, that’s what I was hoping to hear. So if these towers are everywhere, it means you can access the Cloudscape Hunting Grounds from all across the game world, right?”

      “I guess so.”

      “But from what we’ve seen so far, the zones are still self-contained, like you can’t just fly from the Onyx Delta to the Marble Hills.”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “And the Cloudscape zones will change in difficulty depending on what’s beneath them.”

      I pressed my face to the periscope window and eyed the many members of Corruptia that were still spewing from the tower and spreading out across the strange, floating islands.

      “So Corruptia is already here, and Redacted has gotta be in this zone too, given that they got the second clear. So it’s probably only a matter of time before they show up.”

      “Are you thinking we go somewhere else?” Darling said. “I guess it’d be easy enough to port to another zone with the Hall of Rifts and scope out the Hunting Grounds somewhere it’ll be empty. Our hall access runs out later today, though. So we’d need to be careful.”

      I grinned, though I didn’t think she could see it. “Nah. I’m thinking we take the fight to them here and now while we’ve still got the advantage. We’ve probably got the only sky boat in the whole game right now. And we will for at least the next hour or so, given how expensive they are.”

      I pressed my face back to the periscope. Corruptia seemed to have found something, because their numbers were now surging from island to island across the dark chains, heading to an island that was particularly vibrant. It was dominated by a single tall mountain where a waterfall was pouring off a peak, trailing down into a pool beneath, then flowing right down into the clouds.

      “You want to hit them now?” Darling said.

      “Yeah. You saw the alert that popped up when you first entered the area, right? PVP is incentivized, rare items, more drops, everything.”

      I felt Frank narrow his eyes up at me. “On a scale from one to ten, how cowardly is this plan?”

      “I dunno. Six?”

      “I appreciate the concrete nature of your cowardice,” House said.

      “Thanks, House. Can you take us due south and away from the tower? But keep us riding nice and low.”

      “So you seriously want to confront them directly?” Darling said. “I’m starting to think you’re spending too much time with Frank.”

      Frank laughed. “Well, that’s a sentence that nobody has ever said before.”

      “I don’t know that I want to, but I kinda think we need to,” I said. “It’s just like… we’re not at the very top anymore, right? Both of those guilds have advantages that we don’t have, and they’ve probably got numbers on top of everything else. I’m just thinking we need to slow them down, maybe drive them off for a bit.

      “If we play it safe and keep with the status quo, we’re gonna be out of the race before long, especially as a smaller guild. Refusing to participate in this area in the way it was designed to be played feels like ceding them even more of an advantage, consequences and all.”

      “I apologize for interrupting,” House said, “but a Touchstone sword just sold for six gold.”

      I pumped a fist. “Awesome, thanks House. Please do keep me posted on those.”

      “Will do.”

      “But yeah, if we wait until they’ve got ships and all that… then what? I say we wipe Corruptia out of the sky before they have the chance to get settled here. We’ll leave Redacted alone for now to be safe since we haven’t seen them yet, and we can probably judge how they’ll react based on how Corruptia responds.”

      Darling tapped the air. “Well, I’m not totally sold, to be perfectly honest, but if you give me fifteen minutes or so, I can get Rock and Nina up here at the very least. Probably Zoe too. We could use the backup either way.”

      I licked my lips. “That’s probably worth it; we’ve got two motor vouchers, so we could get a second Gun Boat up and running.”

      “Alright, give me a sec.”

      “Sure. Maybe we test that bait real quick? I think we can turn all that fishing stuff into a pretty handy weapon.”

      “Nothing like a good ol’ weaponized fish!” Frank said. “Pro tip: freeze it about halfway through to leave a little bend in the spine for maximum slappage. You can even roll with catfish to throw in some bleed effects.”

      House’s head snapped up. “Did you say catfish?”

      “You’re not gonna like them, House,” I said. “They’re slimy and super stabby.”

      “I remain interested, and I will not be deterred until I have acquired one.”

      “Heh,” Frank said. “Since I’m feeling generous today and we’re still talking fish murder, here’s another freebie. Give a man a fish, feed him for a day. Teach a man to fish, feed him for a lifetime. Then, after you’ve let some time pass, you can easily hunt the guy who you previously taught to fish because that dude will follow you deep into international waters without asking annoying questions like, ‘Hey Frank, what’s the deal with all the concrete?’ and ‘Why are you in such a good mood this morning?’” He paused. “Seems like a lot of work now I think about it.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You could just invite someone fishing. Most people would go.”

      “True, but I’d throw a couple Frank points at myself for the setup.”

      “Since we are currently on the topic of Frank points,” House said, “would you perhaps be willing to privately disclose the valuation of said points accrued by Ned and the rest of the guild?”

      “What? Disclose, sure. But calculate? That’s several bridges too far.”

      “What if I offered you a small animal in exchange for your cooperation?”

      Frank glared at her. “Why do you wanna know so badly all of a sudden? This is weirding me out.”

      I tried to interrupt, but House held up two fingers. “Two small animals.”

      I dropped my voice to a whisper. “C’mon, man, just throw her some random numbers so we can get back to the matter at hand. We’re trying to convince Darling to let us plan an ambush here.”

      “Counteroffer,” Frank said. “Three small animals, all of which will be named after me, and grandfathered booping rights to all future acquisitions in exchange for rough estimations on demand.”

      “Deal.”

      I looked at House, then at Frank, then back at House.

      “Okay, I dunno what just happened, but moving on, I can’t be the only one who’s salivating at the thought of grabbing some of Corruptia’s gear, right?

      “When we first entered the zone, I was thinking about how terrible it would feel to lose a piece of my Ghosthunter set. Losing even one would remove a set bonus effect—the best one, too. So, what do you think it would do to them if we pulled a set piece off one of their tanks? They won’t be able to replace it without diving back into the last wing.”

      “Trinkets drop too,” Frank said. “Low chance normally, but here…”

      “And we already know that kills actually generate Experience and Renown—”

      “And blood,” Frank added.

      “And we cannot rule out the possibility of generating small animals,” House chipped in.

      Darling dismissed her menus and sighed into a smile. “Wow, three-on-one, huh?” She sucked her teeth. “Alright, I’m in personally, but I’ll need to run it by the officers too. I’ll send out a couple messages and see what we can do.”

      I blinked at her. “Really? Just like that?”

      She shrugged. “Just like that, yeah. Like you said, we’re behind, and nobody knows what’s up with the zone right now. There’s no way I’m going to commit the guild to another full-blown war just yet, but running a few kill squads in a zone designed for PVP seems like a reasonable ask with a lot of upsides. Everybody who’s up in the Cloudscape has to be expecting it, right? Seems like killing is the point.”

      “Yeah!” Frank said. “Time to go fast and take chances.”

      “And in the worst possible case,” I said, “the Black Oasis is still protected from the siege mechanic for a couple more days. Plus, Corruptia is so fixated on firsts that I doubt they’ll want to spend much time fighting us outside of the Cloudscape, where it’s encouraged for progression. They’ve gotta have a pretty competent and level-headed leader calling the shots if they’ve made it this far, right? They might even be sponsored pros, given their placements. Probably not the type to waste time on grudge matches.”

      “Agreed,” Darling said.

      “I’ve got another motor voucher in hand, so if we get another Gun Boat, maybe we should run with two of those? I’ve still got my galley, but I don’t think that’s ideal for this, and motors won’t be rare for long.”

      Darling tapped the air. “We’ve definitely got another crew with Nina and company. She and Rock and Zoe are on the way up. In the meantime, I’ll send some other Omen members into those doors we passed to try to nab some firsts and maybe have a few others check out other towers.”

      I looked at Frank. “Question. What happens if someone falls through the Cloudscape?”

      “Uh, they’d hit the ground? Think fireworks but shooting down instead of up.”

      “So the fall damage would be fatal, assuming they don’t have a skill to cancel it out.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Great. So Darling, if possible, it’d be really cool if we could have one person down on the ground too, right below us. Ideally someone who can stealth, but I guess it doesn’t really matter. Gonna need them for loot pick-ups if this goes well.”

      “Should be doable,” Darling said. “You wanna get the bait figured out while Nina and the others head this way and we’ll come up with a plan from there?”

      “Sure thing.”
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      I had House take us well away from the tower and far away from any of the Corruptia members within sight, then had her surface and bring us back up above the clouds.

      “Alright,” I said. “We’ve already seen what the weaker bait can do, so let’s check out what the rarer stuff is capable of.”

      I popped the fishing rod into my hand, opened up my inventory, and applied one of the Rare-quality baits I’d purchased off the Sky Captain.

      I looked at Darling and House. “You guys ready?”

      Darling drew both of her axes, and House deployed two turrets to either side of the back of the boat.

      I planted both feet on the deck, reared back, and cast the line as hard as I could. The bait—a small, sapphire-colored fish—went flying into the clouds.

      I held the rod there, waiting for the line to go taut, expecting the bait to fall out of the clouds, but it didn’t.

      Darling tensed her shoulders, and I eyed the crystal that capped the rod.

      And I kept eyeing it, and kept eyeing it. Nothing.

      “Perhaps you need to reel as if you are fishing with a lure?” House said. Her turrets had already winked out, though she quickly reapplied them.

      I started reeling, and the crystal flashed blue. The line went taut, the rod bent in half, and all of a sudden I was being pulled across the deck, heels scraping against the wood.

      Darling and House both grabbed me before I went flying off the back of the boat, but it was a close thing.

      I winced and handed the rod to Darling, who managed to fight her way back to the middle of the deck with the rod in hand while I switched to my rifle and readied an Overcharged blast. I scanned the clouds as she fought while 2.0 paced the edge of the deck, growling softly.

      Then the line went completely slack, and Darling stumbled forward across the deck and nearly lost her footing. She started reeling, but it didn’t matter; it seemed like she’d lost whatever we’d hooked.

      “Bummer,” she said, still reeling.

      I looked left, right, left. “I don’t think it’s gone.”

      “Huh?” she said.

      “You can’t feel the aggro?”

      She shrugged. “I’ve got nothing.”

      I swallowed and tried to peer down into the clouds.

      Darling finally got the line fully reeled in—but only the hook remained; the bait was gone—and I still couldn’t shake the feeling of aggro.

      Then the clouds at the rear of the ship parted, and a dark shape flew up and low, landing on the deck.

      I’d been expecting some kind of fish to flop onto the vessel like that first eel, but this thing was standing on two legs, hunkered down low, much like the mantis we’d seen below.

      It looked like a slightly built gargoyle, with long talons wreathed in clouds and sheets of skin that stretched from elbow to hip and looked like they could serve as sails when the creature extended its arms. Its legs were underdeveloped and strangely jointed, and it looked uncomfortable standing there on the deck as it bared its teeth and hissed in my direction.

      I inspected it, and I very much liked what I saw.

      
        
        {Young Cloudhunter} (Level 19 Beast) (Elite+)

        HP: 13,000/13,000

        MP: 3,000/3,000

      

      

      I raised my rifle, but Darling was faster: her bright blue axe arced across the deck, spinning end over end.

      She popped into the space right above the creature, caught her axe in mid-air and somehow kept the roll going, executing a forward somersault that saw her bring both weapons down with terrible force. A dome of green fire surged out around her, leaving emerald runes hanging in the air.

      House and 2.0 charged across the deck and joined the fracas, turrets flying off 2.0’s long form, then the fight was on.

      The Cloudhunter slashed out with its cloud-covered claws and Darling parried the strike with an axe, but the next attack raked her midsection and dropped her Health to 65%.

      She staggered backward, clutching her abdomen as three of House’s healing bots formed above the deck and drifted toward her. “Careful, it hits hard!”

      “These uncultured buffoons completely ignore armor,” Frank said. “I pity them.”

      I’d been waiting to let Darling consolidate aggro, but if this thing hit that hard, then maybe locking it down was the way to go instead.

      I popped Doppelganger, then fired my Overcharged railgun blast. The twin spells ripped across the deck and staggered the creature out of another attack, and the pause gave Darling enough time to rejoin the fight.

      “Hits for 2,100 and 1,600,” Frank said. “Cloudhunter below 70%!”

      Its Magic Resistance wasn’t too high, then, which was a particularly good sign. I switched to my pistols and brought them up, but the beast vanished as House lashed out with her mace, leaving her stumbling across the deck.

      “What just happened?” Darling said, looking around. “Did we scare it off?”

      I shook my head and pivoted slowly, guns up and glowing. “Nah, I’ve still got aggro.”

      2.0 prowled across the deck, growling.

      “Ring up at the center?” Darling said.

      I nodded and put my back to the others.

      “My side!” I said as the beast punched up out of the clouds before me, soaring over the boat and spitting a ribbon of clear, thick liquid down at us before vanishing back into the fog.

      I threw myself forward and away and Darling leaped back, but both 2.0 and House got caught by the strange projectile.

      It splashed over them and glopped down onto the deck. It looked like some kind of quick-drying plaster, and its transparent sheen was already becoming opaque. House and 2.0 both struggled beneath the weight of the strange resin, and their movements were visibly slowing.

      House raised her hands high. “I am once again sticky and displeased!”

      “Not targetable on our end, and it lasts 10 seconds!” Darling added with a grin. “Better watch that.”

      “Yeah, we—”

      “Incoming!” Frank said.

      The beast flew back up from my left and got ready to spit another ribbon our way, but this time I was ready.

      I waited until the creature was almost over the deck, then fired a Gravity Bird directly into its path and detonated it immediately, sucking the creature in sideways.

      “You still got that spider thread kick?”

      “I do!” Darling said.

      “Get it ready!”

      I fired a pair of blasts straight up into the air, then activated Clonedrift and had the spell take me straight up.

      I directed my clone below to wait—I wanted to save its stun-enhanced first attack—so it just stood there, both guns pointing up at the sky.

      I let the drift run its full course, which put me directly above the creature, then popped back into place and started to fall. I squeezed in a pair of completely vertical blasts that punched right through the immobilized Cloudhunter, then activated Repel and killed the last few seconds of Gravity Bird in one smooth motion.

      Before the creature beneath me could get its bearings, I stomped a Repel-powered boot into the top of its head and spiked it down toward the deck.

      I kept firing as I fell, then told my clone to shoot its own stunning blast right before the creature smashed into the deck.

      It hit the wood hard and tried to scramble away, but while House and 2.0 were still completely immobilized, Darling was already poised to strike when my clone’s blast connected and stunned the creature for 3 seconds.

      I rolled as I hit the ground and came up with the birds already flying.

      “Mob at 43%,” Frank said.

      I managed another pair of spells while Darling hacked away at it, then switched to my blunderbuss as I drew closer.

      I lit it up with a pair of instant ravens, then my stun started dwindling. The mob was almost in execute range, but the stun was about to fade completely.

      “Kick if you can!”

      Darling put a boot of her own into the mob’s chest, and the attack sent it flying across the deck and smashing into the ship’s railing. It hissed and ducked behind the obstacle, breaking my line of sight, then dove off the side and right back into the clouds.

      Darling smiled at me. “Good call.”

      Then she kicked backward, and the thread that linked her and the mob—so thin and delicate that I hadn’t noticed it until now—went taut.

      The mob howled from down below, then I heard it smash into the side of the ship and fly right back to Darling as the thread that bound them together contracted.

      Darling clotheslined the creature with an armored forearm as it flew toward her and absolutely leveled it. That put it into execute range, so we both lit it up where it lay.

      A flash of movement caught my eye to my left. I almost fired off a Dreadful Shot on instinct, but 2.0 leaped clear over my shoulder and pinned the struggling mob to the deck with both of her paws.

      Her fangs flashed and elongated, rising like pistons, and she tore into the creature’s thin neck with such stunning ferocity that Darling and I could only stare at her as the Cloudhunter died beneath the steely cat’s weight.

      House walked over, mace vanishing from her hands as she reached out to 2.0, who looked up at her, ears dropping low.

      House patted the huge cat’s head several times in quick succession. “Good kitty.”

      “Was that an execute?” I said.

      “Affirmative.”

      Frank whistled. “Dang. Hey Ned, I could go for one of those head pats right about now.”

      I gave him a weird look, and when he didn’t react or elaborate, I reached down and patted him three times in quick succession.

      He flared at my hip, indignant. “Don’t pet me, you weird-fingered fool! I meant pet the cat, but with me!”

      Darling laughed. “You really just went for the head pat, huh?”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, then threw Frank to House.

      “Honestly, I’m only ever half-listening to him. It’s a survival mechanism, and asking for a head pat wouldn’t even be the weirdest thing he’s done so far today.”

      “I never thought I’d say this,” Frank said, “but it seems that I might have pushed the unquestioning obedience thing a little too far.”

      House patted him against 2.0’s head.

      “Quality cat,” Frank said. “Very nice cat.”

      House shimmied. “She is indeed. I hope to find some time for 2.0 to play with Roly later today. I believe the two of them would get along quite well.”

      I’d just knelt to loot the dead Cloudhunter, but at the mention of Roly, I froze with one hand reaching for the body and let it drop to my thigh. Lars.

      “Damn. I really hope Lars is okay. Never managed to find him before the siege, but I guess we didn’t see him around after either.”

      “I imagine he’s probably fine,” Darling said.

      “I hope so.” I looked around, scanning the Cloudscape. “I need to get another look at the city post-siege in a bit. Maybe we’ll find him there. In the meantime, if anybody in the guild is down below, I’d appreciate it if someone could get a message to Cerra. Maybe have her pause on the King angle for a bit until we at least know that Lars is safe.”

      She tapped the air. “Done. I’ll let you know.”

      “Great, thanks.” I squinted into the distance, where I could see a number of figures moving around a nearby island. We were too distant for the nameplates to populate, but I figured that was probably Corruptia.

      I looted the Cloudshaper.

      
        
        You received {Silver Coin} x25!

        You received {Minor Tower Token} x5!

        You received {Large Soul Gem} x2!

        You received {Recipe: Rune of the Kingfisher}!

      

      

      I pulled the recipe up.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Kingfisher} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Description: Your Ravenblast deals 3% increased damage, and instead of flying directly from the barrel of your weapon, your Ravenblast now appears directly above your target before diving down to make contact.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Large Soul Gem} x25.

      

      

      I read the prompt over, lips moving silently.

      “I hate it,” Frank said.

      “You wanna take a second to think about that?”

      “Unlikely to help.”

      I shrugged. “At least you’re developing some semblance of self-awareness.”
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      We spent another ten minutes testing the various baits while we waited for Nina and the others to arrive, and the results were about what I’d expected: the higher-quality ones tended to pull in stronger, more dangerous mobs with better drops, especially when we used the fishing rod.

      “Okay,” Darling said as she dispatched another Cloudhunter, which flopped onto the deck in two pieces, a green slash hanging in the air between them. “Reinforcements have arrived, just gotta scoop them.”

      I looted the creature we’d killed and came away with a pair of Large Soul Gems, which gave me enough to craft up one of those latest runes, though I held off for now.

      Darling invited the other players to the group, then converted it into a raid to add the sixth—Zoe—so I threw up my mini map to locate them.

      “House, can you take us due west? We’re gonna get the party started.”

      “You really think this is a good idea?” Darling said.

      “Uh huh,” I said.

      “Still doesn’t sound right when you do it,” Frank said. “This is you: uh huh. This is me: uh huh. You hear the difference?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “You do realize that imitation is the highest form of flattery, right?”

      “Is that true?” House said.

      “Oh, it most definitely is, House.”

      House tapped the air much as Darling often did, but it looked like she was making a note.

      “Anyway, elf boy, I realize that my masculine wiles can be overpowering at times, but you’re barking up the wrong shaft.”

      “If you say so.” I stepped up to the front of the boat as House took us through the clouds, still watching Corruptia move over the distant islands.

      As House brought us close to the tower, Rock hopped up out of its central hatch, then stopped to help both Nina and Zoe out, grabbing their wrists and pulling them both up onto the metal disc. The trio stood there dumbstruck for a moment, but then our Gun Boat bumped up against the tower and snapped them out of it.

      “Hey all,” I said. “Welcome to the sky! You ready to make it rain bodies?”

      “Always!” Nina said, and Rock simply nodded.

      Zoe whistled. “It’s beautiful up here, huh? Clouds are absolutely crazy looking.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “It really is.”

      The three of them hopped on, each looking a little hesitant as they jumped the cloudy gap between the metal disc and the deck.

      “So what’s the plan?” Nina said.

      “One sec. House?” I said. “Can you take us back down and toward Corruptia?”

      “Certainly.”

      The front of the ship dropped, and while Darling and I were both sufficiently used to the motion to hold our ground, the new arrivals stumbled forward slightly before regaining their balance as fog spilled across the deck and the vessel vanished into the mist.

      I extended the periscope so that the lens was poking out just enough to give me a view of the area above, then had House keep us at exactly that level.

      “Okay, we should be mostly hidden, so here’s what I’m thinking.” I looked at the new arrivals, who were now little more than shadows in the mist. “Darling said you guys have a Gun Boat?”

      Nina made to speak, but she cut off as Rock spoke first. “I do.”

      Both Nina and Zoe glanced at him, but I pressed right on and opened a trade window with him. I threw in the Cloud Motor I’d received for my voucher as well as the extra periscope I’d bought earlier, then confirmed the trade.

      Rock hesitated. The big man had picked up a tattoo or something like it on the back of his hand, a little golden star that he appeared to be scratching at just for something to do.

      “Take ‘em,” I said. “You’ll need all that for what comes next. Should be able to apply them both in your inventory before you actually summon the boat. Imagine that’s probably pretty important unless you want it to pop right back down to the Sands.”

      “Can confirm,” Frank said.

      Rock looked as if he were about to speak again, but he only nodded. He stepped to the edge of our vessel and started summoning his ship. Moments later, the Gun Boat appeared beside us in the thick of the clouds, a dark shape bumping up against ours in the breeze.

      I stepped over and leaned up against the railing. “So, Corruptia are out there grinding on the islands, right? Probably farming tokens, gear, whatever. I’m thinking we thin them out a bit while they’re busy.”

      “An ambush is considerably more cowardly than a six out of ten,” Frank said.

      “Upon greater reflection, I agree with the axe,” House said. “I would suggest raising your evaluation to an eight at the very least.”

      “Okay, fine, it’s an eight, and yes, we’re ambushing because we’ve got six people to their hundred-plus. I doubt they’ve got cloud ships yet, so let’s go find a small island where they’re grinding, pop up out of the mist, drop ‘em, and run away.”

      “I assume we’re looting their bodies at some point, right?” Nina said. “Please say we’re looting their bodies.”

      “Absolutely—that’s the whole idea. We’re after set pieces and Trinkets specifically, and we’re going to target their healers and maybe the tanks if we can get that close without putting ourselves at too much risk. Darling, we’ve got someone down below to loot whatever falls through, right? Not many people have abilities that can nullify fall damage.”

      “Two members, yeah.” Darling took a deep breath. “We’re really doing this, huh?”

      “The idolized version of Darling I know would be deeply invested in the prospect,” Frank said.

      “Among other things,” I added.

      Frank shuddered in a way that I didn’t like at all. “Agreed.”

      I squinted at him. “Anyway, I think if we’re gonna stay competitive in this tournament, we gotta do everything we can to knock the competition back. Especially when the game’s actively incentivizing that with loot and Renown and so on.”

      Darling rolled her shoulders, spaulders creaking as they flexed. “Okay. We should have House and Zoe on separate boats since they can both heal, and with Ned and House being our only ranged, I’m thinking we should split them up too.”

      I hopped across the misty gap and landed on the boat that Rock was currently driving, and Zoe joined us quickly thereafter.

      I extended our ship’s periscope. “We good to head in?”

      “I think so, yeah,” Darling said, her voice carrying across the clouds.

      “Let’s stay close.”

      I pressed my face to the periscope and directed Rock to take us north and toward one of the nearest islands where I’d seen a good number of Corruptia members spewing out early on. I scanned left to right, trying to pick out a target.

      Within a few minutes of sailing through the clouds, it became abundantly clear that Corruptia was absolutely everywhere, blanketing the many islands and the small, verdant landscapes that covered them.

      The islands were teeming with monsters, and Corruptia seemed to be grinding in groups of four to five. While one of those smaller groups would make a safer target, I wanted to swing big while we still had the element of surprise.

      I picked out one of the largest islands—the mountainous one I’d seen earlier that was capped by a waterfall—and had Rock and House steer our two ships that way, side by side.

      The entire island was about fifty yards across, and it was held in place by two dark chains that secured it to other islands on either side of its central mountain.

      The sounds of fighting reached us while we were still a hundred yards away, carrying clearly across the clouds.

      “Let’s move in,” I said, pushing the periscope a little higher over the sea of clouds to get a better look at the island beyond. A huge dark shape was fighting in front of the waterfall, water splashing across its back.

      The creature was standing directly beneath the falls, and it seemed like the bulk of the beast was hidden in a cavern tucked behind the falling curtain of water.

      The pool of water only appeared to be about a foot deep, and Corruptia had formed up around the creature in a loose half-circle with their melee standing shin-deep in the pool. Out front was an utterly massive, armored tank with the healers and ranged surrounding them.

      I picked out another tank as well—one that used two tower shields—and it looked like they had a couple of beefy off-tanks around as well.

      “I’m counting sixteen players in all,” Darling said. I heard House say something, but I couldn’t quite make it out. “I have been meticulously corrected. There are exactly nineteen players, apparently.” She paused again. “House wants everyone to know that she agrees that there are nineteen enemy players.”

      I rubbed my chin. “Nineteen, huh? Wonder if they lost someone and they’re rolling with a twenty-man.”

      I scoped out the creature that Corruptia was fighting.

      
        
        {Giant Island Hermit} (Level 19 Beast) (Elite++)

        HP: 186,423/250,000

        MP: 180,000/180,000

      

      

      The monster was battering the tank around, but from what I’d seen so far, it seemed like a fairly simple fight, which wasn’t exactly ideal for our ambush.

      But then the beast fully retreated into its cave. I held up a hand to have Rock still the boat. The enemy players stood their ground for a moment, seeming confused.

      Then a huge volley of spinning shells ripped out of the waterfall. The shells connected for serious damage, dropping Corruptia’s melee players down by as much as 30% or even 40%. They fractured and exploded from there, bursting into shiny bits of shrapnel that tore into the rest of the raid.

      The crab reemerged, lunging out from beneath the waterfall and laying into Corruptia’s tank.

      “Move?” Darling said.

      “Not yet.” I looked down at Frank as the fight resumed its previous pattern. “I’m guessing that’s going to repeat at some point.”

      “It pains me to say this, but you’re right.”

      I nodded and opened up a trade window with Zoe, then did the same with Darling. I threw all of the bait I had left into the windows, splitting it evenly between them.

      Then I pressed my face back to the periscope’s cool metal frame. The large island had two chains linking it to the other ones nearby, but one of them was on the other side of the mountain. That meant that if Corruptia were to retreat, they’d only have a single route available to them, and while the giant chains were huge, there was only room for three or four people to stand abreast.

      “House,” I said, pitching my voice to carry slightly. “Could you position your boat close to the island and about twenty yards from that chain?”

      “Certainly.”

      I had Rock pull our boat up close to the island as well but kept my gaze fixed on the fight. The raid had stabilized and mostly recovered from the nasty AoE, though plenty of people had taken considerable damage.

      I opened my inventory and applied a spare Rune of the White Ring to one of my pistols, which left me with that and a piercing rune.

      “Darling, do you think you could jump onto that chain if needed? From the boat, I mean.”

      I heard her boat creak beside mine as if she were walking across the deck. “Definitely.”

      “Cool.” I watched the fight play out for a few more seconds, then decided to go for it before they got the boss down too low. “Okay, let’s hit ‘em with all that bait. Throw it as far as you can and try to make sure it lands near the boss. We want stuff flying deep into the fight, not around the edges.”

      I watched through the periscope as an assortment of dead fish suddenly flew up out of the clouds and flopped down onto the island. A few players turned and looked vaguely our way at the bizarre spectacle, but then Cloudhunters, Lightning Eels, and other mobs were gliding in from all around the island, flying over the Cloudy Sea and toward the bait we’d thrown.

      I pulled away from the periscope, dropped it as low as it would go, then swung on top of it with my legs hanging down, the balls of my feet resting on the pegs you used to steer it.

      Switching to my rifle, I started winding up an Overcharged blast, then mentally directed the periscope to take me higher.

      I pushed up into the clouds inch by inch until the top of my head popped into the blue sky above. I stopped the periscope before it could take me too high, then shouldered my rifle and scoped out my options.

      Corruptia was still fully ringed up around the colossal crab, with two tanks standing in front of the beast and their healers out wide to either side among the ranged. They’d definitely spread out a good bit, which made sense given the boss’ shrapnel attack, but it didn’t seem like anyone had spotted the monsters’ approach.

      Then the first wave of Cloudhunters arrived in a rush of leathery wings and tore into the group’s rear ranks, setting upon the healers and ranged that had been carefully positioned away from the boss with their cloud-covered talons.

      One of the tanks leaped away from the boss and into the scrum, stunning a huge number of the new arrivals upon landing, and the healers pivoted to keeping each other up and supporting the ranged with surprising speed.

      The ranged damage dealers swapped targets as well, all peeling off the boss at once to deal with the sudden influx of adds.

      “You seeing anyone in particular who needs to die?” I said, my voice low.

      “Present company excluded? Yes, so many people.”

      “In particular, Frank.”

      “Uhhh… see the healer on the right? Purple and green robes?”

      I looked that way, careful to keep the tip of my rifle—which was now glowing gold—hidden within the clouds. “Yeah?”

      “Could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure that robe is C-Grade.”

      I scoped the player out. He had some sort of absorption ability running that seemed to be shielding him with a small percentage of every heal he threw at the tanks, and he was pumping them out.

      I licked my lips, then sent a quick message to Darling to make sure she and the rest of the group were ready. Once the reply came through, I took aim at the lone tank standing toe-to-toe with the massive crab, catching its huge, hammer-like claws on his shield and doing his best to batter them aside.

      I fired, then targeted the healer Frank had indicated earlier and hit him with a Dreadful Shot to take him out of the fight momentarily, then swapped to my pistols from my hiding spot atop the mast and followed up with a pair of ravens.

      The tank was already under 50% when my first blast connected, and while it only hit for 1100 despite being Overcharged—which represented a substantial amount of Magical Resistance on his part—the linear, piercing spell also tagged four more players on its way in.

      After the fight with Goon, I’d half-expected that spell to carve a line straight through them. I only killed one of the five total targets, though, and that was only because I lucked out and managed a crit on one of the most heavily damaged players.

      “One ranged down,” Frank said.

      Then my two pistol birds slammed into the tank’s back for 250 and 285, and I got lucky: the tank turned around, probably trying to figure out what the hell had hit him. Or maybe he’d checked his log and noticed he’d been hit by a player.

      But he’d just fallen into the execute threshold, and he seemed fully unaware of the shadow that was falling over him as the crab raised one of its impossibly large claws high into the air.

      When he refocused and turned around to find the claw descending, he didn’t even have time to get a shield up before the armored limb bludgeoned him into the ground with so much force that the earth cratered around his corpse.

      The C-Grade healer was still fleeing thanks to my fear, so I directed the periscope down and had it take me right back into the clouds.

      “Main tank’s down, it’s a wipe!” someone said, their voice cutting through the din of weapons on carapace and the many screeching Cloudhunters and other smaller monsters we’d set onto them. “Everybody pull back for a reset, let’s try this again!”

      The raid turned and ran for it while the hermit pursued them, storming right through the weaker mobs and knocking them away into the clouds or stunning or snaring them with impressive speed despite the full retreat.

      It was pretty incredible to watch, really. The healers were especially impressive, dispelling and shielding and handling all the damage on the fly, and it was obvious from a glance that their entire healing corps put a huge emphasis on casts that were usable on the move.

      I wouldn’t have expected that from a PVE-focused group like Corruptia—those spells were usually inefficient compared to longer casts or had substantial cooldowns or both—but I couldn’t really argue with the success they’d had so far.

      But apart from all that, I couldn’t help but smile as I watched them move toward the narrow chain bridge I’d pointed out to Darling earlier.

      I directed Rock to take me that way, and I heard House’s vessel cruising along behind us. Once we were firmly in position, both ships hidden deeply in the clouds, I sent a message to Darling to spring the trap before the giant hermit had a chance to disengage and flee back to the waterfall.

      An icy blue axe flew up out of the clouds and arced over the bridge. Darling appeared out of thin air and caught it, then landed lightly amid a tight knot of enemy players even as they continued to surge away from the island.

      There was so much chaos that nobody even seemed to notice her arrival at first, but shouts from Corruptia went up in earnest when I had both vessels rise out of the clouds to either side of the chain.

      I squinted down the length of one of my revolvers and fired a Gravity Bird directly at Darling.

      Before any of the tightly clumped players could react, a white, starry bird flew through their ranks and struck Darling in the chest.

      Then she pulled a move I hadn’t expected by activating Hexdoll Aura. With the rune I’d given her still active, the ability caused everyone around her to flee in fear.

      My white ring exploded out from her and everyone around her went flying, all of them exploding off the edges of the bridge and down through the sea of clouds below. And because of the fear effect she’d activated, none of them were able to react as they plummeted out of the sky.

      Darling dashed toward the island along the chain, taking the white ring with her. She knocked another handful of players off and away before the spell faded, and we’d suddenly whittled them down from a nearly twenty-person raid to less than half that number purely with knockbacks.

      “Block off their escape!” I said, and she stopped in place and drew both of her axes.

      A few stray players were standing near the edge of the chain, dumbstruck by the number of deaths and the sudden emergence of the Gun Boats. Even as they stood there, the hermit rushed them from behind, and the whole group surged toward Darling to escape it.

      “Fire!” I said, and both of our boats opened up simultaneously, cannons blasting from both sides.

      I waited and studied the fight, watching as Darling took blow after blow, swords and hammers sparking off her armor.

      She was more than holding her own between the combined healing of Zoe and House, but a few of their melee were now targeting the hovering bots, and several of the ranged had just pivoted to Zoe, firing spells and metal across our ship’s deck in an attempt to drive her off.

      “Are you seriously gonna let Darling die to spite me? On the one hand, I respect it, but if so, you’re forfeiting all of your Frank points!”

      “I’m just waiting for…” I trailed off as a dart-like projectile whipped across the deck and the glow around Zoe’s hands dimmed at once.

      “I’m silenced for 3 seconds!” she called out.

      Darling’s Health dropped to 40% and she didn’t have a shield up yet, so I took aim with Gravity Bird once again and activated Double Cast.

      Darling had effectively drawn all of their remaining melee back on the bridge, and I heard her shriek with laughter as she caught sight of the second projectile I’d sent flying her way. She parried a downward strike and stepped neatly between a pair of swordsmen, and the Gravity Bird hit home at the perfect time.

      A second ring exploded around her, and the majority of the players who had been whaling on her blew off into the clouds. The few others remaining flew back toward the center of the island and into the hermit’s waiting claws.

      Darling pushed off and ran back down the chain and the players fled in front of her, desperately trying to avoid the white ring.

      “Ranged and cannons, burn the healers!” I called out, pistols already barking with spell after spell. “Leave the lowest targets for Darling if you can!”

      I popped Doppelganger and took aim at the targets still running from her, forcing my clones to split their attacks to ping them down one by one. I managed to drop one of them into execute range right as she caught up, and she put him down with an especially vicious strike that cut the full length of his spine.

      A red shield sprang up around her as she got the kill, and both her movements and damage rapidly accelerated.

      “Shift healing off Darling when she’s not in danger!” I called out. “She’s got shields and momentum up!”

      I popped Clonedrift, but I only let the spell take me about a foot sideways before I canceled it. And with my Doppelgangers flanking me to either side, that left me three clones to direct, each of which would stun their target upon connecting with their first attack.

      I had the clones each pick a different target, stunning the most vulnerable enemy players one at a time, spreading the attacks out over several seconds to give Darling ample room to cut them down one after the other.

      She managed three more kills before the ever-booming cannons completely cleared the chain of enemies, leaving only a smattering of players hesitating on the edge of the island. They were trapped between our ambush and the crab’s stomping grounds, though the beast was slowly retreating to its pool.

      Gear was glittering all across the chain bridge, including a purple, but Darling ignored it and charged right back down the chain and leaped into the heart of the remaining melee.

      Rock brought his vessel in closer, then thundered across the deck and leaped onto the island. Nina reappeared behind the group, interrupted some kind of cast with a swift kick, then tore into someone’s back with both daggers.

      I ran to the front of the vessel and let the birds fly while my clones did the same. I was tempted to close the gap but didn’t want to risk overextending, leaving House and Zoe unprotected.

      I got two pairs of spells off, and Corruptia’s remaining members were dropping fast without any heals. Just then, warm water splashed against the back of my neck and I flew forward, smashing into the boat’s central mast and bouncing off it.

      “Health at 30%!” Frank said. “Heart Vessel’s gone!”

      Looking up, I saw a player wielding a glass axe in both hands stalking toward me from across the deck. I spotted another enemy above, dangling off one of the ship’s nets with a crossbow pressed to one shoulder.

      A storm of bluish light erupted from the crossbow user, and I scooted back across the deck, trying to buy a little bit of time and space.

      “Stun Bolt!” Frank said, right as the crossbow kicked and sent the elevated player twisting around the mast, taking the net with him.

      I threw up an Illusory Mirror between the ranged user and me as I regained my feet. I edged around the ship’s central mast and put it between the melee player and me, so when he crossed the gap and went left, I went right.

      He swung, hard and horizontal, and as I rolled forward, I heard the thunderous impact behind me as his axe smashed into the mast and peppered the back of my neck with wood.

      The ranged player gasped high above.

      “Stun Bolt was reflected!” Frank said.

      I activated Repel as I ran across the deck while the axe user struggled to free his weapon. The stunned player dropped out of the netting and slammed onto the deck, motionless, so I ran right over to where he lay and kicked him squarely in the ribs with a Repel-powered boot.

      The attack sent him cartwheeling into the clouds, which left me with one remaining player to deal with.

      The player bellowed and charged while the inside of his glassy axe sparked and turned red.

      “Suggest not getting hit by that,” Frank said. “Dreadful’s coming off cooldown now. Don’t forget Heart Vessel’s out of commission!”

      I raised a pistol and tried to fear him, but my stomach clenched as the word resist drifted up above the player’s head.

      He took a step and swung horizontally, though he was still some ten yards out. His axe reddened further still, then a bloody slash flew from his weapon and cut right through one of the ship’s many ropes and kept coming.

      I ducked it easily enough, but then the slashes were coming one after another, an onslaught of attacks that kept me fully on the defensive while the player closed the gap between us, filling the air with projectiles that were increasingly difficult to dodge.

      Then a shadow passed across the deck and a silvery blur crashed down atop the player, driving him to the floor in front of me.

      “Good kitty!” House called from somewhere far off.
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      I swapped to my blunderbuss and ran forward, unloaded two shots into the downed player as he flailed about beneath 2.0’s bulk, then kited away across the deck with pistols firing. 2.0 dashed off as well, but she left a turret behind that doused the fallen melee player in oil.

      The axe user slipped on the oil twice before he managed to stand up and look around, and apparently he didn’t like the sight behind me because no sooner had his weapon vanished into his inventory than he turned and pelted away for the edge of the ship.

      A split-second later, Darling slammed onto the deck behind him, red shield glowing brighter than I’d ever seen before. She got in an overhand blow plus a powerful kick that sent the player staggering away from her, but in the end he vaulted over the railing that framed the deck and vanished into the clouds.

      Darling grinned and raised an axe. A silvery line was hanging from its wide blade, glimmering in the bright sun. She slashed out at the air, cutting hard and upward, and the player I’d assumed had escaped whiplashed up onto the deck and slammed down in front of her on his back.

      I switched to my pistols to help out, but I was too late. By the time I got my weapons up, Darling had already finished the job, and the player’s glassy axe was lying beside him, sparking blue above the deck.

      I sucked in a deep breath and looked around, awed by the carnage. Bodies and loot littered the island and the chain bridge alike, and House’s boat had at least three corpses riding atop it, maybe more.

      The giant crab was heading back to its cave, leaving a path of gear and bodies behind. I was tempted to try and drop it while it was still injured, but we didn’t have the numbers to put it down at the moment, and we still had respawns to worry about.

      I ran across the deck, planted a foot atop the railing, then vaulted off the boat and drifted over to the chain bridge.

      “Let’s loot ‘em up and see what we got! We need to be gone by the time they start respawning, so let’s get this done quick. House, I’ve got a special mission for you: poke through the combat logs and make a list of the names of the Corruptia members who died here. If you can manage it, add a note about which players dropped which items. I want to see if we can build out a list of tanks and healers so we know who to target going forward if we can help it.”

      She shimmied. “The list will be gleefully managed.”

      The group scattered and fanned out, picking the corpses and the many drops clean. It took the better part of a minute to loot everything—every single player had dropped at least one item, and several had dropped a few more—but we managed to make it back onto the boats and descend into the clouds before anybody respawned.

      I had our two vessels dock up beside one another, then we all gathered at the edges of the two decks and pored over the loot we’d come away with while the boats bumped against each other in the cool breeze.

      As for gear, I’d been pretty much spot on: we’d picked up a number of valuable set pieces. While some of it wasn’t equippable, given the class restrictions on the effects, the pieces still had decent stats, and we’d definitely struck a blow to Corruptia’s ability to raid.

      I pulled up a pair of the most interesting items: the chest piece we’d stolen off their tank and the cloak we’d taken off the C-Grade healer Frank had picked out early on.

      Each of the set items had the same sort of two-, four-, and six-piece bonuses I was used to, but I hid the four- and six-piece bonuses since they were both sealed and hidden until the set itself was equipped.

      
        
        {Twin Wall Chestplate}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 49

        Slot: Chest

        Type: Plate

        Quality: Rare

        Suggested Class: Shielddancer

        Primaries: +17 Strength, +5 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Threat Generation

        Armor: +13%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. While dual-wielding shields, your {Shockwave Taunt} gains an additional charge, and you have a 5% chance of gaining a free charge whenever you block an attack.

      

      

      
        
        {Spirit Caller’s Cloak}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 42

        Slot: Back

        Type: Cloth

        Quality: Uncommon

        Suggested Class: Bloodflame Priest

        Primaries: +17 Intelligence, +10 Wisdom, +10 Constitution, +5 Charisma

        Secondaries: +3% Haste

        Armor: +4%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. While wielding a stave with both hands, your direct healing abilities cause your target to instantly regenerate 1% of their total Health whenever struck for 5 seconds.

      

      

      We’d looted a bunch of other good stuff as well: everything from high-quality lumber and stone and cloth to Soul Gems of various sizes.

      But the real prize was a Housing Recipe that I was going to get up and running as soon as humanly possible.

      
        
        {Evolution Chamber} (Tier III Building)

        Creates a laboratory and training ground where players who have reached level 25 and unlocked the Skill Evolution and Combination System may explore their choices and improve their skills. Players who own an {Evolution Chamber} may charge the general public for access.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x160, {Quality Lumber} x20, {Pristine Lumber} x15, {Rough Stone} x75, {Solid Stone} x560, {Crude Glass} x30, {Smooth Glass} x20.

        Load Time: 24 Hours.

      

      

      Yep, that was a no-brainer, and while level 25 was still a little way off, I figured I might be able to hit it tomorrow, given the rate the Auction Network had been exploding alongside my daily payouts. And if I had House put a golem or two on the structure, I could even have it done by the time I woke up tomorrow morning.

      I was absolutely thrilled about the haul, and I hadn’t even had a chance to examine the loot down in the Delta below, where the majority of Corruptia’s members had presumably died after falling from the Cloudscape.

      All in all, the take was incredible, but it was also a reminder of just how risky grinding up here really was. And if it hadn’t been for Heart Vessel, I might have dropped Frank right there on the deck alongside a bunch of other gear.

      Darling grinned her gap-toothed smile. “Well, that worked way, way better than I was expecting.”

      I gestured at the loot heaped across the deck. “I’ll say. The building alone was worth it.”

      She leaned down onto the pommel of one of her axes with both hands. “We should probably keep hunting here for a bit, yeah? Maybe we’ll find an item that can take us into the next wing before the tournament starts or something like that? I’d kill to get an early start there.”

      “I think the tournament itself might be the next wing, but I’m definitely down either way. Probably best if we figure out a way to check those Major Doors out at some point, so no worries if any of you guys would rather scope those out instead of hunting up here. This worked really well, but dying up here is pretty damn risky.”

      I looked around, straining to peer through the mist. More of Corruptia’s members were pouring out of the tower and moving toward the group we’d wiped, streaming over the bridges and the many lush islands to take stock of the damage.

      “I would be happy to continue assisting in the murder of Corruptia,” House said.

      Darling cocked her head at her. “Really now? I figured Nina would volunteer, but you?”

      “Indeed. I was recently informed that having fun was a zero-sum game, and while I wish them nothing but the best, I want my friends to have a good time. Corruptia must therefore suffer in terrible agony.”

      Nina clapped her on the back. “Awesome.”

      “I did that,” Frank said.

      I sighed. “I don’t think you really needed to clarify that you were the one who told her that. But yeah, that works. Always glad to have you along.” I looked at Zoe. “Any preference? I know Frank would be happy to have a healer around. He’s always talking about how he wishes I’d rolled one so we could mend life-threatening wounds.”

      “Nobody believes that.”

      “You don’t want a healer around?” I said. “You’d rather Darling died in front of you? Again?”

      Darling put a hand to her chest and affected a hurt look.

      “Well, I mean… no, yes, kind of. It’s complicated, alright? How do I articulate this in a way that’ll make me sound impressive?” He paused, then looked up at me. “Silent waters run deep, Ned.”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “You have never once been silent or deep, Frank, and you complain every time I get you wet.”

      “How is any of that relevant? I’m just saying it’s complicated and I’m a thoughtful guy.”

      “Yeah, but you couldn’t be any louder about it. Whatever, Frank wants a healer around.”

      Zoe winked at Darling. “I’m probably more useful hanging out on a boat, especially if nobody can see it. And—”

      “I’ll hang out too,” Darling interrupted.

      Zoe looked like she was trying not to laugh, though I wasn’t sure why. “Cool. I’d love to see if we can hunt that healer who dropped the cloak and scoop another set piece off him. Given the description of that two-piece, I might be able to stack his set with my own.”

      “That’d be great for AoE pulls,” I said. “Killer regen for free, basically forever.”

      “Exactly,” she agreed.

      Darling tapped the air. “I’ll pull some reinforcements up here, and we’ll let House and Nina run the gank groups with the Gun Boats.”

      “Sounds good to me,” I said. “Can’t imagine this advantage with the boats is going to last long, and if Corruptia is gonna drop this many items, then it’ll be way more efficient to just hunt them rather than the Cloudhunters and so on. We could also—”

      I cut off as high-pitched cursing filled the air. Darling had apparently accepted a video call from another player, and a blue-skinned goblin whose pierced ears were full of metal rings was absolutely laying into her with a rant so vile that even Frank was paying rapt attention.

      Darling shrugged and tapped a button, and the tirade went silent, though the player’s lips kept moving, spittle flying, face reddening despite his strange skin. It was a full-on tantrum, and he showed no signs of slowing down.

      She tucked a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “I’m not listening to all that, but Ned, do you know this guy? Pissed him off in the past, maybe?”

      I checked his nametag and pulled him up on the ladder. “Ersatz. Currently fourth on the ladder. Must have jumped up substantially recently because I haven’t seen him that high before.” I peered at the window. “No idea, though. Never met him. He’s got the Corruptia tag, so maybe he’s their leader?”

      Darling unmuted him, but his rant only seemed to have intensified without transitioning into demands or accusations or anything at all beyond vile invective.

      While he was mid-flow, Darling cleared her throat and cut him off with a bright smile. “Happy to chat whenever the tantrum’s passed!”

      And without another word, she reached out and ended the call.

      I barked a laugh.

      “What?” she said. “You heard him.”

      I held up both hands. “Not criticizing in the slightest. Just thought it was funny.”

      A prompt came in.

      
        
        World Alert! The Guild {Corruptia} has declared a Retaliatory War on the Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}!
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      “Nice,” Frank said. “Great work, Darling.” He paused. “To clarify, I am dead serious about the compliment, not being sarcastic in the least.”

      “Your clarification is much appreciated,” House said.

      Darling narrowed her eyes. “In hindsight, I probably could have handled that interaction a bit more diplomatically. But I really, really didn’t want to.”

      “You were more patient than I would have been,” I said. “No need to put up with that kind of abuse. You’re not me.”

      She cocked an eyebrow. “And you need to put up with that sorta thing why, exactly?”

      “Yo,” Frank said.

      “Yup. That’s exactly what I was referring to.”

      “You two are increasingly on the same page these days.”

      A call came in, but I hesitated to answer it. “Goblin guy’s calling me now.”

      Darling shrugged. “Probably because I blocked him after he started calling me a bitch in private messages after I hung up on him.”

      I paused. “Did he now? Maybe we should take the call, Frank?”

      “I’m thinking we probably should.”

      “It’s already war,” Darling said with a smile. “So whatever you wanna do is fine with me.”

      “Why not?”

      I took the call, expecting a repeat of the previous encounter. Instead, I found Ersatz staring to his left and screaming at someone outside the frame.

      “Huh. Didn’t think you’d have the balls to pick up,” Ersatz said. The pitch of his voice had fallen a bit, but it was still surprisingly high. “You’re Ned, then. The deadbeat who paid for the axe and kept everyone else out of the Head Start.”

      “Or Frank, the axe who got stuck with the elf,” Frank said.

      “Either way, that’s me,” I said. “If you’re calling to negotiate or something, it might be a little late, given that you just declared war on us. But I guess we’re already here, so, go on.”

      Ersatz leaned closer. “Not interested in negotiation. Do you guys have any idea what an even halfway competent guild could have accomplished with three days of exclusive access to the game? Let alone an axe that holds your hand every step of the way. And what did you pull off, really? An inn that some dude nobody has even seen promptly kicked you out of.”

      I shrugged. “Beats me. We’re just out here having a good time. Frank’s not a huge fan of holding hands, either.”

      “Oh, au contraire. I’m holding several hands at this very moment. They’re in the trunk of my car. Don’t think I have any blue ones yet, but I’m always looking to add to the collection.”

      I held up a finger. “Not yet, Frank.”

      Ersatz scoffed. “You do realize that you’d be totally irrelevant without that axe, right?”

      “We are extremely aware of that fact,” Frank said.

      I cocked an eyebrow at the window. “Do you need something? I dunno if you’re used to dealing with people who default to wanting to listen to you, but we’re already at war, so if you’re just going to waste my time by trying to get under my skin then I’m going to hang up and go back to farming your guild for gear.”

      His nostrils flared, and he grabbed the video window with both hands. “Do you really think they’d have even invited you to that guild if that axe wasn’t hanging off your hip? You think there’s any way they’d keep a selfish asshole like you around if you lost him? What would be the point?”

      “What’s with all the questions?” Frank said. “This is the worst interrogation ever. The guy doesn’t even have a knife.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, I’m getting tired of these hypotheticals. I’m really close to hanging up over here unless you’ve got something interesting to say.”

      “You don’t even realize your game just ended, do you? For you and all your little fake friends. You’re done, you’re all done!”

      I looked around. “EBO seems to be proceeding as it always has, actually.” I popped the Twin Wall chest piece I’d stolen from his tank into my hands and held it up like a T-shirt. “Some might say it’s going better than ever.”

      “This isn’t going to be a war,” he said. “This is going to be a slaughter. We’re going to hunt you down one by one and kill you until you quit. We’re going to make you regret every decision you’ve ever made until you can’t even face the prospect of logging in. You hear me?”

      I stifled a yawn. “What are you, six? It’s a PVP event, man. You need to take it down several notches. You’re gonna give yourself an aneurism.”

      He leaned closer. “When we’re done with you, you’re going to hate what you see in the mirror every morning.”

      I snorted. “Dude, I’ve had anxiety and depression since I was fourteen years old. You’re more than a decade too late to make me hate myself.”

      “And if we’re talking about making this guy miserable, then that position is already filled,” Frank said. “No cutsies, asshole. Back of the line.”

      I hovered a finger out in front of the button that would end the call. “Alright, last chance: anything you wanna say with some measure of substance before we go back to blowing you out of the sky and taking all your stuff?”

      Ersatz snarled and opened his mouth to speak, but I’d already ended the call.

      I paused. “I probably could have handled that better too, but it was kinda fun not to.”

      “Yeaaaah,” Darling said. “It is what it is, but I do feel bad for dragging the guild into another war. It’s nice that the city is protected, so I guess it doesn’t change much, but still.”

      I shrugged. “To be fair, when we were talking about the risks of engaging with them, I never considered the possibility that one of the top guilds in the game, if not the top one, would be headed by a thin-skinned goblin man baby. Turns out I whiffed pretty hard on that.”

      Frank snorted. “Pretty sure your exact words were that their leader has gotta be both competent and level-headed.”

      “Those were indeed your words of choice,” House added from across the deck.

      “That does make me feel a little better,” Darling said.

      “And it makes me feel much, much worse,” I said.

      Frank made finger guns. “Boom, double kill.”

      “How does a guy like that end up leading a guild anyway?”

      Darling held up a hand. “Guild leader’s law of asshole equilibrium.”

      I blinked at her. “I’m almost afraid to ask what that means.”

      “The more of an asshole you are, the better you need to be at your job to get people to follow you. If it holds here, that guy’s gotta be seriously good despite everything. Kinda hard to believe, though.”

      “Guess we’ll find out. In the meantime, I say we take the items they dropped and list them on the Auction House.”

      “You think they’d bite?” Darling said. “Or that it’d be worth it if we let them recoup one of their items?”

      “So long as we price the stuff accordingly, sure. But I mostly like the idea of making them look at their own gear every time they check the Auction House.”

      “That seems both petty and wildly escalatory,” Frank said.

      “Are you opposed?”

      “Oh hell no, I’m totally here for it. Let’s stick it to that guy real good. Preferably with me.”

      “Sounds like a plan. So yeah, let’s have everyone hand the extra drops over to House when they get a chance. If there’s anything anyone wants to keep, like that cloak Zoe had her eye on, then that’s fine too.”

      “How shall I price them?” House said.

      I pursed my lips. “Let’s say four hundred gold a pop on all the tank and healer items, then two hundred on everything else.”

      Darling whistled. “You really think there’s a possibility they buy at those prices?”

      “I’d think not, but maybe? Those prices are absurd, but you gotta think in terms of collaboration at scale. If Corruptia has five hundred members and they need to raise a thousand gold, they only need to collect two gold each. If we pulled that chest piece off their guild’s main tank, they might think it’s a worthy investment to get that six-piece back online.

      “Seems pretty unlikely, but it’s probably worth a shot. And with House making note of who dropped what, if they buy anything back, we’ll have a curated list of high-priority targets for the future.

      “And even if they do buy the stuff back, I doubt they’ll get all that much out of their sets. I’m assuming most of their guild is level 15 or higher, and with C-Grade coming into play at level 20, they’ll be making the swap eventually. And the new Red Cathedral Wing will add another wave of gear, so I doubt a purchase hurts us much in the long run.”

      I cut off as a pair of prompts rolled in. They seemed totally unrelated, but the timing was a little weird.

      
        
        World Alert! The Guild {Redacted} is the first Guild to clear a Major Door!

        Awarding Unique Title: {Reality Strider}.

      

      

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert! A Category 1 Mana Storm is forming above the city of Koria!

      

      

      I looked at Frank. “We need to do anything about this? I guess Redacted is focusing on Doors, which works well enough for us given what just happened with Corruptia, but I’m a little worried about a Mana Storm turning up in Koria first thing. Doesn’t feel random.”

      “You need to do a lot about several things, but I’d start with the nostril hair. I recognize that the angle of my dangle probably makes me somewhat biased, but man, it’s like the Black Forest up there—and not in a good way.”

      “The angle of your dangle,” I repeated.

      “I calculate it at exactly eighty-one degrees,” House said.

      “Hey!” Frank said. “That is deeply personal information. And more importantly, if you give it away for free, it impedes my ability to charge for it.”

      I fought down the urge to reach up and check my nose. “Can we get a remotely useful answer, please? Clock’s ticking.”

      “Lemme see what I can do. No… maybe… hm. I’d say leave the Mana Storm for now.”

      “But it might be of interest when it forms?” I said. “Is it gonna move? Is it gonna blow the city up or what?”

      “Can’t do anything for you, but I definitely hope so.”

      “In that case,” House said, “shall we resume the hunt?”

      I scratched 2.0 underneath her metal chin. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      House took us through the clouds, riding low once again while searching for more targets. We’d split up to scout; Rock and Nina took one ship, and House, Darling, Zoe, and I took the other.

      My Heart Vessel finally came off cooldown, so I reapplied it and was able to breathe a little easier. “We really gotta do something about durability, man.”

      “I agree,” Frank said. “Some of Darling’s stuff is starting to look like it’s about to fall off.”

      “I meant me, Frank. I would have been killed back there if it weren’t for Heart Vessel. And from what we’ve seen of Corruptia so far, they seem pretty damn focused on PVE. You could have ended up with somebody with even less interest in shedding human blood than me.”

      “Oh, this affects me, doesn’t it? Okay, consider me invested.” He narrowed his eyes. “Wait. Wait a second.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are you attempting to manipulate me by involving me in your circumstances?”

      “You kinda are involved with his circumstances,” Darling said. “Everything he does reflects on you.”

      “What she said. Also, yeah: totally doing that. Been doing that for a while, actually. It’s surprisingly effective.”

      Frank sighed. “I am nothing if not a sucker for myself.”

      House twitched. “I feel gross and I do not understand why, but I do realize that Frank is responsible.”

      “Normal, and that’s progress,” I said. “Anyway, I guess I’m just wondering what exactly we can do other than stack up Constitution and whatever else. So yeah, not dying? Suggestions, revelations, cool stuff in general?”

      “Hmm. Well, you’ve got the Skill Evolution System coming online at 25, that’ll be handy. Should definitely be able to hit that with tomorrow’s payout depending on how things go with the Sands. Once that’s unlocked, you’ll be able to evolve or combine a single skill every other day.”

      “You think I can grab some durability there?”

      “Definitely some, yeah. It’ll be another big power jump, though it’ll take you a couple days to really dig into that new system with the cooldown.”

      “Enemy ship incoming,” House said.

      I was about to respond that she was probably just seeing Rock and Nina’s vessel through the mist, but when I looked up, that wasn’t the case at all. A galley was heading directly toward us, its deck covered with players with red tags.

      And to make matters worse, a second ship was slicing through the clouds directly in front of the nearest tower.

      Apparently Corruptia had either pooled their tokens to cut into our advantage or they’d been rewarded far more than I’d realized from the Black Oasis quest or something similar.

      I cursed. “How the hell did they already get that many motors? Screw it, they must have spotted the periscope. Change of plans. House, take us left and away to maintain the gap. Darling, can you see if Rock and Nina’s vessel is still nearby to help out if we need it?”

      “They’re already too far off scouting for targets, won’t be able to catch up.”

      I grabbed a handful of netting as House whipped the boat around, and the deck tilted low enough into the clouds that mist poured across the deck.

      “Alright then, so it goes.” I ran to the back of the boat and tried to gauge the speed of our pursuers. It looked like they were gaining on us, but we had a bit of time before they reached spellcasting range.

      I popped my rifle out and Overcharged a blast as a deterrent, then pointed it from target to target.

      “You see anything useful out there, Frank? I’m counting four enemies on the right ship and five on the one to the left.”

      “Hard to tell from here. Looks like they’re mostly melee, but they’ve got a few ranged up front if I had to guess, probably the ones in leather.”

      “Agreed.” I looked down over the side of our boat. “How close are we to the Black Oasis? With PVP being disabled, I could probably bail, and they’d likely follow me into the safe zone, which would save the ship. I really don’t want to lose this motor already, but there’s no way the four of us are going to win against a group that size.”

      “Better idea,” Frank said. “House, take us fifteen degrees to the right.”

      House spun the wheel hard, and the ship lurched beneath us. “You are quite literally speaking my language.”

      I squinted through the clouds; it was difficult to tell, but it looked like there was another tower off in the distance.

      I pointed my rifle at it. “That where we’re headed?”

      “Yup. If they’re wise enough to be coming after me, there’s a door inside that we can use to draw ‘em off the boat and slip away.”

      “Perfect. You get all that, House?”

      “I did indeed, but the enemy is rapidly closing in.”

      “Just about rifle range,” Frank said.

      I waited another second, then fired a blast at a player who was standing at the front of their ship with a bow drawn and pointed in my direction.

      The golden raven soared toward him, but a spellcaster raised a hand, and the bird exploded while it was still ten feet off.

      “Spell got canceled,” Frank said. “Not great. And, uh, unless Rock and Nina are headed this way, a third boat is joining the chase from the right.”

      “They’re not!” Darling said.

      “Another two Galleys coming in from the far left!” Zoe said. “How the hell are they tracking us so well? The periscope is barely showing, and we should be mostly invisible.”

      “No idea. Must be another ship item or something like that.” I eyed the distance to the tower. “There’s no chance we’re making this without them catching up. House, how accurately can you gauge the distance to that tower?”

      “Extremely accurately.”

      “Then lower the periscope and take us down fully into the clouds. We’ll try to throw them off down there.”

      “You can drop a pin on your map and use that to navigate,” Frank said.

      “Perfect, good call. Let’s do it.”

      The front of the vessel pitched down, and we plunged deeper into the mist while the periscope clicked and retracted.

      The clouds were particularly thick here, and the visibility went to zero almost immediately. Darling was standing a mere two feet off with Zoe to her left, and the healer was almost totally invisible, while Darling was just a shadow in the mist.

      Shouts reached me from our pursuers as we ghosted along. Cannons boomed from behind and above us, and the clouds strobed while the scent of gunpowder filled the air.

      The majority of the shots went significantly wide of our position, and I was almost thinking they’d lost track of us when a metal projectile slammed into the deck and voices rose to announce our position with startling accuracy.

      “Go check out what they hit us with!” Frank said.

      I ran over as fast as I dared, worried that the low visibility meant I might pitch into the hole in the deck the missile had likely created—or maybe even run right off the side of the boat.

      Instead, I found an arrow-like projectile embedded a few inches into the wood. A long, thick rope was attached to it, and though it was slack at first glance, it was definitely tightening.

      I followed its line and saw a shadow sliding toward us, heading right for Zoe; it looked like someone was ziplining toward our position from above.

      “Fire more lines on our guy’s location!” a familiar, high-pitched voice called out: Ersatz. Then the cannons boomed once again, and the shadow dropped free and hit the deck.

      He was little more than a shape in the mist, but I fired a Dreadful Shot his way in an attempt to send him running off the boat.

      He blurred away, red name tag turning into a crimson streak as he zoomed right toward me. I threw myself to the right and onto the deck, switching to my pistols as I fell.

      There was an impact behind me, then Zoe gasped and went flying off the side of the ship and out of sight.

      “Zoe’s gone!” Frank said. “No movement abilities to get back!”

      I righted myself and drew a pistol with one hand while I popped Frank into the other. I’d already lost sight of the attacking player, so I stayed low and crept in the direction he’d gone.

      “More lines on me!” the zipliner said. “Their healer’s out of it, they’re done!”

      “You heard him!” Ersatz called out. “All vessels fire on his mark!”

      The cannons answered, and our ship shuddered as multiple projectiles ripped through its sails and punched into its deck from above.

      But I’d been listening closely to the player who had ziplined down, and his last call out had clued me into his location. I fired a Gravity Bird his way and detonated it near what I thought was the rear of our ship.

      He yelped, so I put on a burst of speed and found him hanging in the air at the very edge of the deck. I laid into him with Frank and spiked him right off the side of the vessel.

      “Now deal with the arrows before it’s too late!” Frank said. “We’ve got lines all over!”

      I pivoted and saw another player ziplining into view; he’d crossed two hammers above his head and was using them to slide down the rope with startling speed.

      I kept a bit of distance, then Double Casted Repel and caught him with a jump kick that sent him flying sideways and off the vessel the moment he let go of the rope.

      Darling pounded into view and punted a metal arrow straight off the side of the deck, then drew her axes and carved through two tight lines in a single swing. “Gotta clear these off or we’re done!”

      “Should be able to blast them,” Frank said.

      There was another explosion to my left, and wooden shrapnel peppered my left cheek.

      “Another arrow!” Frank said. “Pick up the pace!”

      I swapped to my blunderbuss and eyed the rope, waiting for it to go tight. “I’m on it.”

      And as soon as it did—meaning a third player was probably headed our way from above—I blasted the arrow apart with a point-blank raven and earned a scream from on high as the line went slack and he dropped into the sky.

      “We are one hundred yards from the tower,” House said.

      Darling whipped an axe across the deck with one hand, severed a line, then reappeared across the ship and slashed two more apart with a spinning strike.

      “Deck is clear of arrows!” Frank said. “Wait, incoming!”

      Another arrow landed, but Darling kicked it off immediately, sending the chunk of metal as well as the board it had embedded itself into over the side of the ship.

      “Zoe’s safe down below,” Darling said. “Nobody pursued her.”

      “Frank, does your plan to escape through that tower door still work without a healer?” I said.

      “Uh huh. Not exactly ideal, but should be okay.”

      “Does Zoe have a visual on the tower’s base?”

      “I’ll check,” Darling said. Her face fell. “Yeah, she does, and Corruptia members just started pouring into it. Maybe they know we’re headed that way.”

      “If they just started, it should be okay,” Frank said.

      “We are currently thirty yards from the tower,” House called out.

      “Is there really still a door we can use? It’s gonna need to be close to the top with them already climbing, or we might as well just make a run for it.”

      “Yeah, I got this. It’s a two-man door, though.”

      “Alright, Darling, you down to jump first and take a look? Gonna be you and me on the door.”

      “Absolutely!”

      “Perfect. House, take us up, then immediately descend back into the clouds once we’re clear of the boat. Zigzagging might help you lose them if they pursue, but I’m thinking they’ll prioritize Frank and leave you alone once we’re off and running. Try to save the ship if you can, but don’t worry about it if it ends up being lost. Won’t be your fault.”

      “I will do my best.”

      The front of the vessel tipped up, and yet another arrow embedded itself in the deck. Darling and I ran toward the front of the ship, and she slashed the line with one axe even as she flicked the other high into the air and promptly vanished.

      The shouts intensified behind us as our vessel emerged fully above the clouds. The enemy boats were in hot pursuit, fanned out with about ten feet between them, but the cannon fire had ceased, and Corruptia’s many players were scrambling toward the front of their ships.

      I got a running start as House headed for the tower, then leaped right off the front of the boat and used drift to close what remained of the gap.

      Darling was waiting for me atop the metal disk with both weapons drawn. She’d already thrown the central hatch open, and she jumped down the very moment I set foot on the disk.

      “The boats are still headed our way, gunning for me because of course they are,” Frank said. “Our pursuers appear to be quite wise, if nothing else. House just dipped into the clouds with nobody on her tail. Should be free and clear on her part.”

      I nodded, then dropped into a slide across the wet metal and slipped down the hatch, catching the lip with one hand to slow my progress.

      I slid down the ladder and landed next to Darling, and then we were off, racing down the tower steps while heavy footprints pounded across the metal disk above us and shouts and taunts echoed up from far below.

      “It’s not far off, but you gotta move fast,” Frank said. “You’re looking for Minor Door 48.”

      I glanced over the side of the banister that framed the spiral staircase as we ran by door after door, and the scene below was exactly as Zoe had described it: at least twenty members of Corruptia were thundering up the stairwell even as their guild mates poured down through the hatch above and raced after us.

      Darling jumped down several steps at once and landed in front of a blood-red door with silver scrollwork. “This one right here?”

      I pulled it up as I closed the gap.

      
        
        {Minor Door 48}

        Required Players: 2

        Type: PVP

        Theme: No Consumables Allowed.

        Fee: {Minor Tower Token} x20

        Reward: ??

      

      

      
        
        Warning: This Minor Door is not yet ready, but you may proceed into the Red Cathedral’s Ballroom and wait there until the correct number of opponents has been located.

        Estimated Wait Time: Less than 5 minutes.

        Proceed?

      

      

      “That’s it,” I said as a knife passed about two inches from my left temple and slammed into the door, where it stuck, quivering. “Go go go!”

      Darling threw the door open and vanished through without a word, and I pelted in after her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        You have entered a PVP door and have been transported into the Red Cathedral’s Ballroom to wait while your match is prepared.

        To encourage player participation within this realm, all Renown penalties have been removed and item drops on death are prohibited.

        In addition, all combat within the Ballroom is strictly forbidden.

        Once your opponents have been found, you will be assigned a Matchmaking Ranking, and more information on your chosen door will follow.

        You are currently in the queue. The match will begin as soon as your opponents have been selected.

      

      

      “Okay then, we made it, thanks to yours truly.” Frank paused. “So, do you want the good news or the bad news?”

      I was bent over with my hands on my knees, trying to catch my breath.

      Darling and I had been transported to some sort of ballroom with huge, vaulted ceilings and ornate windows fitted with red glass. The light coming in was bright, and the entire room had a bloody glow.

      The spheres we’d seen earlier were bobbing all across the space, moving tables and chairs into position with some form of telekinesis. It looked like they were in the initial stages of getting ready for a party.

      I shrugged. “I could use a pick me up right about now, so let’s go good news first.”

      “Good news is that this is the same waiting room that’ll be used for the Thousand Tower Tournament, so the two of you are safe for now whether or not someone else pops in. Bad news is that we had to queue for a PVP door after losing Zoe. As loathe as I am to admit it, I’d sorta been planning on having a healer around from the beginning. I still think this’ll work, but yeah. Might be rough depending on who shows up.”

      “Wait… hold on a second,” I said. “How exactly does this help us escape? Isn’t Corruptia going to be sitting right outside the door when we’re done? And how long is it going to be before another group shows up?”

      “Queue time won’t be long,” Frank said. “You can queue up for any given door from every tower, and this is one of the easiest ones to enter. Probably be even faster than the system’s estimate.”

      Darling sheathed her axes. “Doesn’t really answer the question of how exactly we’re going to escape once we wrap this up.”

      “We’ll be fine if we win. Looking for an item that’s a guaranteed drop.”

      “And if we lose?”

      “Well, we’re probably completely hosed in that case. And by we, I mean you.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “So, don’t lose. Least we’ve got a shot at ending up free and clear. Didn’t think we’d have even that much when all those boats rolled in.”

      A string of messages came in from House.

      As Frank had said, Corruptia had completely given up on chasing her down the moment Darling and I had bailed. She’d managed to unsummon the boat and was now heading down to the Sands to throw the items we’d stolen from Corruptia up on the Auction House.

      “House is good, thankfully. Would have hated to have anybody die back there, but House would have been the worst.”

      Darling ducked as a blue orb whizzed right through the space where her head had been a moment earlier. “Agreed, and glad to hear it. Say what you want about Ersatz, but man did they get those Cloud Motors up and running quickly. They must have had something that made scanning for boats easier, too.”

      “Absolutely. Hate to say it, but the organization was pretty impressive on their part. They’re probably going to be a pain to deal with going forward, but I doubt we could have avoided that confrontation without completely ceding them the Hunting Grounds.”

      I gave those earlier prompts another quick scan, then looked at Frank. “We get rated by the doors, huh?”

      “Already been done, and this shaft is rated E for everyone.”

      I rolled my eyes, and to my surprise, he actually dropped his voice.

      “I was gonna say D for Darling but I got all sweaty, so I didn’t.”

      “Probably a good thing,” I said. “Might be hard to come back from that.”

      “For her?”

      “No, for you.”

      “What’s a good thing?” Darling said.

      A door slammed open from nowhere in particular, and another round of prompts followed.

      
        
        Welcome to the Door System!

        You have been assigned a Matchmaking Rating or MMR of 1500.

        While within the Door System, your performance will be evaluated on both a group and individual basis, and your Rating will be raised or lowered upon the conclusion of the match.

        Highly rated players will enjoy more powerful rewards from every Minor or Major Door they complete, including gear that requires specific Rating levels to equip, and some especially challenging doors may also require a specific Rating for entry.

        Good luck, and thank you for playing EBO!

      

      

      
        
        Warning: Your current runes have been temporarily disabled, and all consumables within your inventory will remain unavailable until the end of the match.

      

      

      
        
        Now warping all players into the starting gate…

      

      

      The Ballroom swam and shifted, then Darling and I were suddenly alone in a much smaller, rectangular space, standing right in front of a huge door without any doorknob or latch to speak of. Three blank walls and a low ceiling pressed in from every other side.

      I stepped up to the door. “Frank? This would be an awesome time to pop off with some useful knowledge.”

      He puffed himself up and cleared his throat. “To fenestrate means to perforate.”

      I stared at him. “How is that supposed to help us in any way? I don’t follow.”

      “I dunno. You want me to use it in a sentence or something?”

      I drew my pistols as I realized he had no intention of being helpful. “Not particularly, no.”

      “As in, Ned, I’d like to fenestrate your trachea.”

      “I figured.”

      “But in an interesting quirk of language, I’d also like to defenestrate you. In fact, I’d be happy to let you choose between those two options.”

      I squinted at him. “Is that a good thing?”

      “Imagine that depends on your perspective,” Darling said. She had both of her axes out at her sides, and she was bouncing up and down on the balls of her feet.

      “Saying I want to defenestrate you means I’d like to push you out a window.”

      “So fenestrate is stab and defenestrate is chuck out a window? That doesn’t seem right.”

      “And yet it is. There, you’ve been educated. You’re welcome.”

      A blue 60 blinked into existence at the top of the door, and the number started ticking down. “So you don’t have anything for us here at all?”

      “I have plenty of things.”

      “But nothing we can actually use for the Door System.”

      “I’d argue that an extended vocabulary would serve you well, but to each their own. Also, no.”

      I watched the numbers tick down lower, the blue light shifting into yellow as the timer slipped into the 40s.

      “Plan?” Darling said.

      “Full frontal assault,” Frank said. “With me.”

      I moved in behind her. “Maybe we hang back a bit and try to figure out what’s going on before we rush in? The thing about the system needing to find more players made me think there’s gonna be quite a few of them in here, though I could be wrong.”

      As if in answer to my proposal, some unseen mechanism stirred to life behind me, and the back wall began grinding forward as if it intended to smash us into the closed door.

      But given the timing and the slow speed it was moving with, I was pretty sure it was meant to force us into whatever battlefield awaited as soon as the door opened.

      “Scratch that then,” I said. “Guess we just Frank it and run in totally blind and flail around while hoping things work out.”

      He puffed up a bit at my side. “I approve of the general strategy, but I’m especially digging the imposing nomenclature.”

      “I got your back,” Darling said. “Assuming there are other players out there. I don’t wanna be rude or anything, but statistically speaking, nobody out there is gonna be happy to see you, and if this is a free-for-all with ten other people or something, yikes. It’ll be that much harder to win.”

      I grinned. “True enough. Maybe it’ll be Goon and we can just let ‘em kill each other?”

      “Dubious,” Frank said.

      “We thinking we’re gonna see Corruptia or Redacted here?”

      “Maybe. But you can farm tokens around the towers, too.”

      “Could be anyone then. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll just be randoms.” I looked at Darling. “I guess the first thing we’ll need to check is if Corruptia are there since they’re likely to headhunt me more than everybody else.”

      “Or the cult,” Darling said. “Don’t forget about them.”

      “Right. Well, failing that, I guess you peel off me and I’ll try to gather ‘em up for you? And save you the kills if I can manage it for your shields and so on.”

      She eyed the moving wall behind us, which was now halfway across the space. “Feels like as good a plan as we’re going to get.”

      The wall bumped into me, and I let it push me forward as the timer turned red and ticked into the single digits.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself, switched to my blunderbuss and loaded it up, then swapped to my railgun and tried my best to hide behind Darling while I wound up an Overcharged Blast just to be safe.

      Then the doors boomed open to reveal an open courtyard with six insets spaced around it, counting our own.

      “Six starting gates, two players a pop?” I said. “So ten enemy players?”

      “I like those odds,” Frank said.

      
        
        The match has officially begun!

        All respawns are currently off, and the last team standing wins!

      

      

      The floor looked to be made of steel, and it was covered in hexagons of various sizes that seemed random but almost certainly weren’t.

      A red skull floated at the very center of the arena, and though my instinct was to rush for it because it looked like a power-up, the sight of five other 2-person teams pouring out onto the open arena floor gave me pause.

      The back wall was still sliding toward Darling and me.

      “Frank, mark the healers.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Of the ten enemy players, Frank marked three with orange flame icons.

      Two of the groups rushed forward, dashing for the skull. One of the players directly in front of me sprinted right toward it across the metal floor, and I thought he had the buff on lock until a pudgy half-troll smashed down from my left and landed right on top of it.

      “Yes!” Frank bellowed.

      The half-troll swelled and nearly doubled in size, so I inspected him.

      
        
        {Bloodlust}

        All damage dealt and received is increased by 30% for the next 60 seconds.

      

      

      He swung an improvised club—the bottom half of a tree, with roots dangling off the end—and caught the sprinting player right in the chest. He went flying backward into his healer, and the troll stalked toward them.

      And all three were perfectly, utterly lined up.

      I thought back to the character creation screen, where Frank had insisted that we roll that specific race, then grinned as I took aim, remembering that they took additional damage from magic.

      “Let’s smash the troll,” I said, and Darling shot off like a rocket.

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “This is what I get for expressing the fact that for a moment there, I was feeling something reminiscent of joy, huh?”

      “You’re just figuring that out now?”

      The sounds of battle were all around us, spells detonating and metal flying and sparking off the floor while small, disorganized skirmishes broke out all around the arena.

      And nobody was paying me any mind whatsoever, so I sighted my targets and let the Overcharged raven fly.

      Darling leaped, and my spell ripped over the arena floor, a golden beam of magic with a raven leading the way with little circles of energy expanding behind it like smoke rings.

      The bird passed right beneath Darling, slammed into the troll’s lower back, shot out his stomach, and kept going. The troll dropped immediately, his tree trunk slipping from his grip and slamming into the ground while he bellyflopped beside it onto the metal.

      I’d scored a crit, plus there was the Bloodlust debuff and the race’s susceptibility to magic to consider, but the readout blew me away regardless: 3,402 damage.

      The blast kept going from there, catching the other two players who had the ill fortune of still being lined up as the piercing spell ripped through them.

      Both of them died on impact despite far lower numbers, mostly owing to the damage the troll had inflicted upon the player he’d laid into and a puzzlingly low amount of both Magical Resistance as well as Health on the healer’s part.

      Darling landed on top of the troll’s corpse without even getting a hit in. She shot me a look that was equal parts wide-eyed and annoyed over one shoulder, then thundered after the nearest target.

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has drawn first blood!

      

      

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has eliminated the Blue Team!

      

      

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} is on a Killing Spree!

      

      

      “Oh hell yeah!” Frank said.

      I dropped my rifle to the side. “Oh, damn. Those guys were lower-level, huh?” I scanned their guild tags and didn’t notice any of the groups we’d been worried about. “Hell yeah man, this is just a group of randoms! We might be able to pull this off!”

      “Yup. Also, RIP to the troll.”

      “Told you trolls got wrecked by magic.”

      “Not the good ones. That guy clearly sucks. Who runs into the very center of a battle royale first thing?”

      “You really gonna ask that out loud as if you don’t know the answer?”

      He hesitated. “It’s me, isn’t it? I would do that.”

      “Yup.”

      “I guess I’m just a troll at heart.”

      Around me, the sounds of battle had noticeably slowed, then nearly stopped, and I could almost feel the attention shift to me from either end of the arena.

      “Uh oh. That is… not good for us. Guess they saw the alerts and recognized my name.”

      “Suggest you move toward the love of my life as fast as possible, but platonically.”

      I equipped my Dreadflight Cannon and lit the ground up in a wide arc in front of me with three rapid-fire projectiles to give myself a bit of cover, then switched to my pistols and took off.

      At least four players were heading my way while Darling fought it out with two more across the arena, and I was pretty sure I’d seen the air to my left ripple as if a stealthed player were moving around.

      “Check the floor,” Frank said.

      I scoped it out. Several hexagons were now marked with multiple arrows pointing either up or down; some were marked with as few as one or as many as three.

      I ran forward as if I hadn’t noticed the shift, then raised my pistols at Darling’s current target across the arena. I fired off a pair of Ravens as the nearest player closed in on me—a green-skinned orc with a hatchet in each hand—then the floor shifted, the many hexagons rising and falling like the pistons of some great engine.

      I Clonedrifted myself diagonally and up, aiming for one of the platforms marked by three upward-facing arrows. I had my clone stun the hatchet-wielding orc with its opening blast before he could rip it apart, but another player appeared right behind my apparition and tore into it with a saw-like sword and he ended up stunned as well.

      My Clonedrift took me up and away, and I canceled it as it brought me toward the pillar I’d aimed at. It was still rising and I hadn’t gotten the angle perfect, so my momentum nearly carried me right off the edge as I landed, but I managed to hang on.

      “Heads up, incoming!” Frank said.

      I pressed myself flat to the still-rising pillar as two discs of dark metal flew up and nearly took my head off, then boomeranged back to the sender, splitting around the pillar as they went.

      The pillar shuddered to a stop beneath me. I was maybe twenty feet above the floor of the battleground, while four others had risen to half that height. Several others had sunk into the floor, trapping at least one player in what I assumed was a temporary pit.

      The players who’d been pursuing me crashed into each other below, and all hell broke loose as they all seemed to remember that this was a battle royale at the same moment.

      “Darling at three o’clock,” Frank said. “Her Health at 54% and falling!”

      I pressed myself flat to the pillar, laid on my stomach, and pushed my pistols down over the side.

      Darling was some way beyond the disorganized scrum beneath me, still battling it out with a two-player team of rogue types, each of whom was repeatedly engaging her only to retreat as she switched targets, executing quick hit-and-runs that were obviously frustrating her.

      A green fireball struck the side of the pillar I was taking refuge on, and the heat and brightness were overwhelming.

      “Splash damage. Not too bad, your Health at 92%,” Frank said.

      The explosions kept coming one after another, but Darling needed help and I could afford to weather the blasts, so I aimed a pistol over the side and sent a dark Gravity Bird flying directly between the two rogues.

      It exploded right after Darling managed a rare hit with one of her axes, and her eyes lit up as she recognized the starry, spinning orb for what it was.

      One of the rogues tried to retreat, but it was too late: my spell yanked him off his feet and backward, right into Darling’s range. She popped Hexdoll Aura, and her weapons burst alight with green flames. She laid into her opponents with both axes, cleaving through them again and again, green slashes filling the air as numbers streamed above them.

      I was still pinned down by the fireballs and the other random projectiles being thrown my way, but I managed a few more blasts to help Darling out as she fought on.

      She hit one of the two with an execute right before the Gravity Bird expired, and her axe turned the player into an icy statue that the black hole released as it expired, causing it to shatter against the floor.

      “Shield up on Darling,” Frank said. “Movement speed and damage increased!”

      The remaining rogue only had 40% of his Health left, but he retreated around another risen pillar and Darling followed, breaking my line of sight.

      Then the pillar beneath me shuddered as if it were about to fall, just as the relentless explosions and projectiles seemingly intensified.

      Frank grunted. “Still taking splash damage from those fireballs, your Health at 76%. Darling’s off chasing that rogue.”

      I ventured a glance over the edge as the pillar began to descend while others rose and fell across the battlefield.

      The saw-like metal discs from earlier made another appearance, and though I was quick enough to dodge them by ducking at the last moment, one caught me in the back on the boomerang.

      “Your Health at 61%, careful.”

      I cursed. A melee player wielding a long sickle was skulking around the base of the pillar. He’d probably be on me the moment I dropped to the floor or my pillar dropped low enough for him to reach.

      I picked out a column some twenty yards off that was retracting into the ground and forming a pit, then pushed myself to my feet and jumped off my rapidly falling platform. I fired two ravens beneath me as I dropped, both of which tagged the waiting scythe-wielder.

      I rolled as I hit the ground, metal reverberating beneath me, then sprinted straight for the descending pillar. Its surface had been marked with three red arrows before it started descending, and the hole it left behind as it retreated deeper and deeper into the arena floor glowed with red light.

      “Scythe player’s in pursuit,” Frank said.

      I nodded and kept running, keeping my head high as if I hadn’t noticed the glowing hole in the ground ahead. I ran straight off the edge and into the pit, let myself slap into the opposite wall, and slid down.

      But when I was about halfway down, I activated Clonedrift to send myself streaking upward while the clone I’d left continued to fall toward the bottom.

      I blurred right through the scythe-wielder as he dropped into the hole and shot down into it with discs of metal spinning all around him, and an explosion of sparks told me he’d taken the bait and attacked the clone I’d left as a diversion.

      “Scythe boy stunned!” Frank said. “Fireball on your six!”

      I threw up an Illusory Mirror behind me without looking, and the ground around my feet flashed green. Heat blossomed against the back of my neck, and the green light surged, then fell off as the projectile smashed into my mirror and reflected back the way it had come.

      Not wanting to waste any time, I dashed around the nearest pillar and spotted another that was just beginning to rise. I took a few quick steps, then threw myself onto it, hands gripping the very edge, chest smashing into its side.

      I hauled myself up and over as something metallic sparked off the metal beneath me. I stayed low, breathing hard and hoping the green fire and any other zoning tools would relent.

      When the pillar continued to rise and no attacks came, I slipped Frank out of his loop and angled him over the side. “What do you see?”

      “Darling just dropped her second target, and she’s got two shields stacked up. Looks like scythe guy is stuck in that pit until the piston rises, and Darling’s running your way now.”

      “How many enemies are left?”

      “You would make me count, wouldn’t you? Uhhh, looks like at least three.”

      I rose to one knee, drew my railgun with my free hand, and started Overcharging a blast.

      “Darling’s going after another caster like a boss. Another mage has got a spell completed though, and he’s looking this way, like he’s holding it and waiting for your head to pop up. Probably powerful, but I can’t tell what the effect is with it already complete.”

      “Where?”

      “Five o’clock, Darling’s forty yards out but closing fast.”

      As soon as the Overcharged blast completed, I dropped Frank back into his loop and swung my weapon out over the top of the pillar.

      By the time I spotted the caster, he’d already released his spell, and I felt the air above me grow hot and bright. I retaliated with a golden blast and instantly followed up with a Dreadful Shot.

      I caught sight of something huge descending from above, a fiery green meteor that was screaming toward me at terrible speed. I rolled sideways and right off the pillar but caught the edge of the metal column with one hand and swung into open space, knees thumping against the metal.

      The fireball erupted against the top of the pillar, and green mist that smelled like metal filled the air.

      “That’s radiation,” Frank said. “Must be a Fel Mage. You gotta drop or you’ll pick up a long damage over time effect.”

      I cursed and let go of the ledge. The fall damage dropped my Health all the way down to 35%, which was dangerously close to the execute threshold.

      A prompt hit my screen as soon as I landed.

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Darling} has eliminated the Green Team!

      

      

      “Nice,” Frank said. “Mage was giving chase when you dropped, so watch your six. Fel Mages are especially weak up close, but if he lands enough burns, you might still die after killing him.”

      I activated Repel and swung around the pillar. Green robes flashed around its edges, and I was already pivoting on one foot and putting every ounce of strength I had into a Repel-powered kick when the mage came into full view, both hands burning with bright green flame.

      I kicked him in the chest and sent him airborne, then swapped to my blunderbuss and blew him out of the air with two rapid-fire blasts that were both guaranteed to crit, thanks to my Fated Weapon.

      The twin spells chunked him for 40% of his Health a pop, and I finished him off with a Dark Harvest while he was still in midair.

      His corpse tumbled backward as he hit the ground and eventually dropped into the same pit I’d trapped the scythe-wielder in earlier.

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has eliminated an enemy player!

      

      

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has gained the {Rampage} Buff!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      “Nobody targeting you as far as I can tell,” Frank said. “Rampage lasts the rest of the fight. All damage dealt increased by 30%. At least two enemies left.”

      “Hell yeah.”

      I reloaded my blunderbuss, then took off at a run toward the trapped scythe-wielder. I leaped the gap and sent two pistol ravens flying beneath me to soften him up, then skidded to a stop and crouched low. I swapped to my rifle and waited. “Keep an eye out, yeah?”

      “Uh huh. Looks like Darling’s chasing a mage around the pillars on the other side. Might just be him and scythe boy unless there’s a stealthy lurking around.”

      I heard the pillar that had trapped the scythe-wielder groan and begin to rise, so I held my spell. Darling could handle a lone mage, so if I could drop the scythe guy…

      The blast completed, but a metal hook sparked against the edge of the pit before I could Overcharge it. A moment later, the scythe-wielder flew into the air and cleared the edge by a full ten feet.

      But that was exactly what I’d been hoping to see. The look on the scythe-wielder’s face was priceless as he flew over the barrel of my railgun, which was whining and humming with gathered power.

      He was already wounded, so I lit him up with a rifle blast from below, then a pair of pistol ravens to get him into execute range, before dropping him for good with a Dark Harvest. He died while still mid-leap, and his corpse made a satisfying thump as it hit the metal floor.

      Another phantasm rose from the dead body, and a second one waited nearby thanks to my earlier harvest kill, so I jumped through them both to pick up a bit more Health, then charged after Darling.

      Frank grunted. “You’re back to 65%. Still only seeing the one target.”

      I nodded and rounded a pillar just in time to see Darling’s axe bounce off another rising column while she pursued a blue-robed mage around it.

      She followed up with a vicious, backhanded swing, but the mage threw up a hand and put out a burst of blue light that froze her mid-swing, encasing her in ice from head to toe.

      He started casting some kind of frost spell that was clearly headed her way, but a pair of Ravenblasts made him drop the cast and flee back around the pillar.

      Thin lines raced up and down Darling’s body, then the ice that covered her broke off into splinters and fell away. She completed the swing she’d started before being frozen, and her weapon once again sparked off the metal pillar. She growled and went left, so I pelted around the right side of the pillar to cut him off.

      “Darling’s snared for 10 seconds,” Frank said. “Movement reduced by 20%, Ice Armor. Watch out for his instants, and try not to get caught by a spell when you’re rooted. He’ll have a high crit chance against frozen targets, which means big bursts, and I refuse to die to a mage with hard nipples.”

      “Thanks!”

      I rounded the pillar just as a two-foot wave of ice rolled out across the floor. I jumped it and kept going, running right by Darling as the mage’s robe fluttered at the edges of my line of sight. She’d been frozen again, but while the ice was thicker this time, it only went up to her knees.

      “Kill that bastard for me!” she said. “This is pissing me off, can’t catch up long enough to get a hit in!”

      “You heard the lady!” Frank said. “Full steam ahead!”

      I dashed forward, and the world went white.

      “Temple Smash, disoriented for 10 seconds,” Frank said as I wobbled uncontrollably on my feet. “Gotta be another player here!”

      The mage stopped on a dime and held up a hand, and blue ice crept up to my shins. The spell locked me in place without doing damage, and while it kept me from stumbling around due to the disorient effect, I had to work to keep my balance.

      “Rooted for 6 seconds!” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Temple Smash requires stealth but doesn’t break it. Other target is probably close. Watch yourself.”

      My pulse spiked as the mage raised both hands above his head and wickedly sharp icicles began to form in a loose arc above his shoulders, coalescing into place one after the other.

      The arc completed, but the icicles remained suspended in place as the mage moved into a second spell, shaping a slow-moving sphere of ice with both hands.

      He gently tossed it into the air in my direction, then started up yet another cast. Blue light shone from between his fingers as his icicles spun like drills and the sphere floated my way, snowflakes drifting off it.

      Right before the sphere reached me, the attack that I’d been expecting since Frank’s most recent warning finally arrived: a crushing blow to my stomach that came from out of nowhere and stunned me for 5 seconds.

      I immediately activated Clonedrift to escape the stun, directing the spell to take me forward and directly through the still-casting mage.

      He released his final spell right as the rogue who had ambushed me finally appeared, but all three spells he’d lined up completely whiffed as I drifted away.

      My clone erupted and stunned the rogue right as drift took me behind the mage, so I whipped around and fired a Gravity Bird around the caster’s left hip with one revolver while I pressed the other to his back and pumped a Dreadful Shot directly into his spine.

      The rogue dashed my way, but the black hole pulled him back and up, and my point-blank fear sent the mage fleeing right into the sphere’s path.

      “Darling’s almost free,” Frank said.

      I nodded and switched to my rifle, shouldered it, and lined up a blast. It completed well before the black hole winked out, but I held it until I heard Darling pounding around the pillar from the other side.

      One of her weapons flew out from around the column, and she reappeared and caught it in midair, somersaulting with both weapons held at the ready.

      I released the blast and Double Casted a second, doing my best to time the attacks simultaneously with Darling’s impact and the dome of green fire that resulted from it.

      The rogue had already been at half Health and dropped from the combined power of the three attacks, but the frost mage teleported away and was instantly back on the run.

      His Health was firmly in the red, so Darling charged after him on foot while I hopped onto a pillar that was rising to my left and shouldered my rifle.

      Darling tossed her axe and reappeared in front of her prey.

      The mage activated yet another nova to freeze her in place, but I already had a long-range raven plus a Dark Harvest flying his way from above, and the fight finally went out of him as the blast knocked him off his feet and the ghosts swarmed down and in.

      
        
        Zone Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has eliminated the Purple Team!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, your team is victorious!

        Tallying results…

      

      

      A long score sheet sprang up across the stage with various rankings and results. I scanned down the list, scoping out where Darling and I had placed as well as one of the mid-tier placings, plus one of the players I’d killed early on.

      
        
        {Ned, the Piratical}

        Adjusted placement: 1st

        Rating adjustment: 1500 > 1550 (+50)

      

      

      
        
        {Darling}

        Adjusted placement: 1st

        Rating adjustment: 1500 > 1535 (+35)

      

      

      
        
        {Freyo the Unbidden}

        Adjusted placement: 7th

        Rating adjustment: 1500 > 1485 (-15)

      

      

      
        
        {Trailblazer Burt}

        Adjusted placement: 12th

        Rating adjustment: 1500 > 1460 (-40)

      

      

      Darling made a rude gesture at the dead frost mage, but her exasperation faded in light of the next handful of prompts. We’d actually pulled it off.

      
        
        Congratulations, your team placed first in a Minor Tower Door!

        You received 1,200 Renown!

        You received 3,500 Experience!

        You received {Large Cache of the Victor}!

      

      

      “New buff on your nameplate,” Frank said.

      “Oh man, didn’t even notice.”

      I checked it out.

      
        
        {General’s Resolve} (Guild-wide Renown Perk)

        Renown Penalties are temporarily locked at your current rate. Further deaths will not increase your Renown Penalties while this buff is active, but you will still lose Renown on death.

        Duration: 7 days.

      

      

      My head snapped to Darling, who was grinning at me like a maniac.

      “I thought you’d like that one. Been working on it for a while now. I grabbed that Renown Perk earlier, but I had to earn enough Renown to activate it. I was sort of hoping we’d have more people around so it’d be more of a guild-wide celebration, but I think this works well enough.”

      “Hell yeah it does! Now if only you could get one that would eliminate item drops.” I sighed, contented by the thought. “I can almost see the light of hope draining out of Frank’s metaphorical eyes.”

      “As if I had any hope left to lose once you left the character selection menu.”

      “Seriously though, thanks for that, Darling. That’s absolutely amazing.”

      “Yup yup! Glad you like it.”

      Darling must have popped the cache open from within her inventory just then because her eyes went wide, so I did the same.

      
        
        You received {Minor Tower Token} x100

        You received {Victorious Combatant’s Malevolent Ring}

        You received {Victorious Combatant’s Access Card}

        You received {Victor’s Stone of Translocation}

      

      

      I pulled the ring up first.

      
        
        {Victorious Combatant’s Malevolent Ring}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 50

        Slot: Finger

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +10 Intelligence, +20 Constitution

        Magical Resistance: +10%

        Effect: When targeting enemy players, your Critical Strike Chance is increased by 3%.

        Rating Requirement: 1500+

      

      

      “Check the stone out,” Frank said. “That’s the item that’s about to save your bony ass, regrettably.”

      I pulled it up.

      
        
        {Victor’s Stone of Translocation}

        Effect: Once per day, you may use this item to return to any of the Thousand Towers that you’ve previously visited.

      

      

      I popped the stone into the palm of my hand. It was ruby red and warm to the touch, about the size of a golf ball.

      “Hell yeah. Nice save, Frank. This’ll keep us from having to walk back out into the crowd of Corruptia members that are probably still camping at the entrance to this door. We would’ve been screwed without you there.”

      “Such is the natural state of things.”

      “You must have gotten an access card too, right?” Darling said. “Tell me you got a card.”

      I nodded and pulled it up.

      
        
        {Victorious Combatant’s Access Card} (Reusable Item)

        Use: Allows remote access to all Major and Minor Doors within any of the Thousand Towers you’ve previously visited. Only the group leader needs to possess this card for the entire group to benefit from its function.

      

      

      “Oh yeah,” I said. “That is absolutely fantastic. Now we can keep up the exploration without losing the ability to participate in the event. Wasn’t thrilled about being locked to the towers, so that’s a nice surprise.”

      “Plus we can both lead a group with these,” Darling said.

      “You can even trade ‘em,” Frank added.

      I reeled a little at that. “Ohh. I mean, definitely not yet, but that’s an intriguing idea. Gonna be a very substantial market for these if you’ve gotta place 1st in a PVP event to snag one.”

      “Can confirm,” Frank said. “Just keep in mind that some events are bigger, and bigger groups means more cards being handed out.”

      I nodded and scoped the timer floating at the top of my vision. We didn’t have long before the instance would close and we’d be booted back into the tower and into Corruptia’s waiting arms.

      I looked at Darling. “You mind using your teleport stone to go ahead of me and make sure the top of the tower’s clear? I figure we burn today’s teleport to go back to the one we climbed up in the first place and leave Corruptia camping by that doorway for as long as possible.”

      “Absolutely,” she said. “But before I go, check this necklace out. You mentioned stacking Constitution, so.”

      
        
        {Victorious Combatant’s Resilient Necklace}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 50

        Slot: Neck

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +10 Strength, +5 Dexterity, +20 Constitution

        Magical Resistance: +18%

        Effect: When engaging in PVP combat, you are 3% less likely to receive a Critical Strike. This buff cannot prevent guaranteed Critical Strikes.

        Rating Requirement: 1500+

      

      

      She vanished before I could respond.

      “The loot from the doors is pretty interesting,” I said. “Seems like the PVP loot is especially heavy on Health.”

      “Generally, yeah, and lighter on the other main stats. Plus it’s more likely to deal with Critical Strikes or trying to prevent them. Burst damage and so on.”

      “I’ll take it. Taking less burst sounds pretty damn nice.” I watched the timer tick lower, eyeing the chat to check if Darling had given me the all-clear yet. “You spent any time thinking about the next class change? It’s gonna hit before we know it.” I tried to hide a wince but didn’t entirely manage it. “Your turn to pick.”

      “Yeah. I’ve got something in mind.”

      “Your call, but like I said, I’m still hoping for some durability.”

      “I know what you’re hoping for.”

      I paused again. Something seemed off with him. “So… thoughts?”

      He looked left, right, left. “Nobody’s around, right? It’s just us?”

      I looked left, right, left. “They’re all dead, so.”

      He licked his lips, or whatever the axe version was. “If you tell anyone this was my idea, I swear to God I’ll lodge myself sideways in your throat.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “I think we should go with Lunar Magic.”

      My jaw dropped.

      “You can’t be seriously suggesting that. What happened? What’s wrong?” I dropped to a knee to get closer to what I thought of as eye level. “Dude, blink twice if you’re in danger. Wait, you can’t blink, can you?”

      “High durability, decent damage, good control. Hate to say it, but it’s objectively the best choice for your current path. Nothing else even remotely compares.”

      I tapped my temple, thinking, worrying, thinking again, then looked skyward as if we hadn’t been transported inside an arena.

      “I, uh… I really appreciate the honesty, but that’s a hard pass. I think we’re pretty committed to taking the moon down a peg, and while using its own magic to do just that might be a bit of poetic justice, I don’t think I can stomach the indignity of it all. And you already complain enough about the birds. Can’t imagine we’d get anything done if I was throwing moons at people.”

      Frank paused, seeming thoughtful for once in his life. “Huh. How about that.”

      “What now?”

      “It seems your loathing runs deeper than I gave you credit for. There’s no way in hell I’m selecting moon magic. I just wanted to see where your loyalties lie.”

      “Are you pleasantly surprised, then?”

      “More suspicious than anything else. Nonetheless, I award you 500-something Frank points. Gah, now I gotta send that over to House. So tedious. Why on earth does she wanna know all this anyway? Keeping a tally going or even starting one in the first place is way more work than I signed up for when I came up with this whole thing on a whim.”

      “No clue, man.”

      Eventually, the all-clear came through from Darling, so I went ahead and used my stone to teleport out to the first tower I’d climbed.

      A ring of red light circled my feet, and I looked on with a mixture of horror and fascination as I vanished bit by bit from the ankles up.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        World Event Alert! The Preliminary Round of the first Ten Thousand Tower Tournament will begin tomorrow morning!

        For the first iteration of the tournament, only guilds who have cleared the entirety of the Menagerie Wing will be allowed to participate.

        However, for those of you who have yet to finish the first wing, fear not: the second, third, and fourth iterations of the Ten Tower Tournament will begin as soon as the first iteration is complete, and every iteration will offer similar rewards apart from World Branch Throne extensions and World-First awards.

      

      

      I took all that in from the top of the tower while clouds drifted around my ankles.

      The timing was absolutely brutal: we only had another four hours of access left with the Hall of Rifts, and we were going to end up being disqualified in the race for the World Branch Throne unless we received another extension by tomorrow afternoon.

      “Nina and Rock are almost here with the Gun Boats,” Darling said. “Not sure if we wanna dive into another match right away or something like that, but we should get you two away from the tower at the very least, especially with the remote access cards in hand.”

      “Definitely,” I agreed. “Thanks for looking out.”

      A familiar mast slashed up out of the mist, and a second followed directly to the left. Darling took off at a run and leaped onto the nearer of the two boats, so I did the same. The two vessels split and soared off deeper into the clouds even as voices rose from within the tower and players spilled out onto its open roof.

      I eyed them from behind one of the masts, trying to keep my name tag hidden. “Anybody spotted a member of Redacted yet?”

      “Nope!” Nina said. “Nada.”

      “Weird. Guess they must have spread out and climbed a tower in a different zone. Feels like we would have seen them by now.” I squinted at Rock, who looked totally at home working the wheel, one hand in his pocket and his other wrist resting atop it.

      I stepped a little closer and pointed at his hand, which I could now tell was marked with a trio of golden stars. “Hey man, what’s that? Profession tattoo or something? Never seen anything like it.”

      He met my eyes, glanced at Frank, then smiled in a way that told me he was fully able to explain but didn’t want to, so I let it go.

      “Speaking of exploring other towers, I wonder if we ought to use the last few hours of access that we have in the Hall of Rifts to grind safely across the Cloudscape with that latest war declaration going out.

      “It should be easy enough for Frank to pick a decent area for us that’s way out there where Corruptia and Redacted won’t be around. It’d be good to visit a bunch of towers too, get a travel network up that we can use to traverse the world with these stones. Won’t be nearly as powerful as the Hall with the once-a-day limit, but we’ll be the only ones with a global network for a little while longer.”

      “Definitely,” Darling said. “I figured there’d be issues with Corruptia, but I didn’t think they’d be quite so antagonistic about it. They’ve been going after our people nonstop since that declaration.”

      “Yeah, I’m sorry about that.” I looked at Nina. “How’s the hunting been going so far? Also, where’s House?”

      “She’s still down below,” Nina said. “Had to hit the Auction House, then got a lead on something. Hunting’s been fun though, tons of loot. Check these guys out.”

      She linked me a pair of items.

      
        
        {Sunrise Pauldrons}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 49

        Slot: Shoulders

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Suggested Class: Sunburst Sentinel

        Primaries: +25 Dexterity, +20 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Critical Strike Chance

        Armor: +6%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. Your {Dawnbreak Uppercut} now strikes all enemies within melee range.

      

      

      
        
        {Tombbreak Boots}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 42

        Slot: Feet

        Type: Cloth

        Quality: Uncommon

        Suggested Class: Deadcaller

        Primaries: +20 Intelligence, +5 Wisdom, +15 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Haste

        Armor: +4%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. Your {Summon Lesser Dead} spell now lasts until canceled or until the summons is killed, but you may only animate a maximum of three corpses at a time.

      

      

      “Hell yeah. Great work, guys.”

      “As for House,” Frank said, “she’s floofhunting down there, no doubt about it.”

      I sighed into a smile. “Hope she finds something worth her while.”

      “If she does, I expect it to be named after me.”

      “How are you gonna name three pets after yourself?”

      “What? I don’t really understand the question. What do you mean, how?”

      “Are they all just gonna be Frank or what?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Darling laughed. “Oh God. Anyway, guys, what do you think about trying one of those Major Doors? Bring ten or so?”

      I scratched my temple. “That or split the core into smaller groups to boost our Rating in the smaller ones first.” I paused. “Wait, I think we need a key before we can jump into the big ones.”

      “He is, unfortunately, correct,” Frank said.

      “Oh right,” Darling said. “Minor Doors, then? Any difference between them besides the formats for the loot and so on?”

      “The larger ones produce larger Rating swings,” Frank said. “Dunno if you’d count that as a positive or a negative, though, because they also take more time.”

      “Risk reward sounds right up our alley at the moment,” I said. “I think…”

      My voice trailed off as a series of rapid-fire texts lit up my screen in purple.

      The smile also slipped from Darling’s face. “Just got a message from House. Looks like she’s in trouble.”

      I dialed House on video.

      And for the first time ever, she didn’t take the call before it had time to ring. It rang once, twice, a third time, then she finally picked it up.

      I was momentarily confused when the video link started and the world on her end was painted in gray. Then I realized that she was dead, standing atop a dune with a ghostly version of 2.0 standing beside her and nuzzling her thigh as if concerned.

      House sank down onto the dune and pulled her knees to her chest.

      “House?” I said. “What’s up?”

      She pressed her forehead between her knees. “I am deceased.”

      I looked around the deck to see if anyone else had any idea what was going on but received nothing but worried shrugs in return.

      “But that’s no big deal, right? Or is it? Are you suddenly afraid of death again or something?”

      House shook her head as 2.0 curled around her and lay at her feet. “I have been informed that I am no longer allowed to play.”

      My stomach dropped out. “Did something happen with Kline?”

      “No.” She sniffed. “It was someone else, and he is still here.”

      Darling moved in a little closer to look over my shoulder. “What’s up, House? I don’t understand, but whatever’s wrong, we can definitely help.”

      “I cannot respawn. They will kill me again, and I have already lost several pieces of gear.”

      “Who’s going to kill you?” Darling said.

      But I already knew exactly where this was going. She was getting camped by Corruptia.

      I invited House and Darling to a group and threw up my mini map. House was almost directly below us.

      “How many?” I said.

      “I believe the blue-skinned goblin who said I wasn’t allowed to play is no longer around.” She sniffled, swallowed, and hugged herself a little tighter. “That would leave three enemy players.”

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I ended the call, took three steps toward the side of the boat, and launched myself into the clouds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      The clouds were misty and cold as I plummeted through them one after another, clothes flapping in the wind, the breeze frigid against my face.

      Then, without warning, the mist parted, and the Onyx Delta suddenly came into view below, bright blue tributaries flowing through dark sands.

      But I only had eyes for the dot on my mini map.

      I still had a long time to fall, but I could already see several small, dark figures outlined across the sand, all three of whom were loitering around House’s most recent corpse.

      Her older remains were visible as well. She must have left behind four or even five skeletons as they killed her again and again, the bright bones catching the afternoon light and glinting from the top of the dune. I clenched my teeth as I plummeted, mind racing, pulse pounding.

      What if this was a—

      “You know this could be a trap, right?” Frank said, like he was reading my mind.

      “Yep, but House needs us, and at this point, we’re committed.” I angled myself toward the trio and equipped my pistols.

      “Alright then, let’s Frank these fools! This feels like a good opportunity to get back on her good side for a few minutes, and besides, making the robot cry is my job.”

      I grinned. “You got a lot of weird jobs, Frank. Let’s do this.”

      The remaining fall passed in a blink, and I activated Clonedrift once I was about a hundred feet above the trio. I had it take me up but canceled the spell almost immediately; all I wanted was for the clone to be in position once the fight started.

      Now that I was falling again, I pointed a pistol toward my plummeting clone and waited as long as I dared, then sent a Gravity Bird zipping straight down.

      The bird exploded right above House’s corpse and yanked all three players into it. Before they even had a chance to react, the clone I’d created smashed into them and detonated into sparks as the fall damage killed it.

      I popped Doppelganger to get two Doppels up, used my last remaining slow fall feather from my inventory to turn our plummet into a glide, then aimed a pair of instant, piercing blasts into the stunned and tightly packed trio.

      And as soon as the spells were in the air, I switched to my railgun and Double Casted an instant raven that was copied twice over right into the heart of the gathered players.

      All three of their name tags were red, and I was unsurprised when one of the three died instantly beneath the aerial assault and turned into a fountain of dropped equipment.

      “One down!” Frank said. “Get some!”

      I swapped to my Dreadflight Cannon as I drifted down and reeled off a howitzer-style shot that my drifting Doppels copied to delete the second player. As he fell, the third popped some sort of defensive that let him leap out of the black hole and go running down the dune.

      I finally landed and promptly fired another cannon blast his way, but he managed to outrange it as well as my Doppels’ copied strikes. His Health was just out of execute range, so I dropped to one knee and wound up a railgun blast that I sent flying down the sands as he fled.

      He glanced back to check if I was pursuing right before it connected, and the piercing blast went straight through the left side of his torso and burst out the other side and hit the bottom of the dune, causing a sandy explosion.

      “Targets down,” Frank said. “Don’t look now, but there’s an enemy player behind you winding up a seriously long cast from atop a nearby dune. He doesn’t know we’ve spotted him.”

      “Is it reflectable?”

      “Uh huh. It’s called Prismatic Surge. It’s a beam attack, so it’ll keep reflecting until he cancels it.”

      I mentally dismissed my pistols and forced my shoulders to relax. “Lemme know when.”

      “Yup. He’s at seven o’clock. On three. One… two… three.”

      I whipped around, revolvers popping right back into my hands, and came face to face with a five-foot-wide beam of pure, white energy.

      I threw up an Illusory Mirror, reflected the beam, then retaliated with a high, arcing blast from my cannon and followed up with a rapid-fire barrage of pistol ravens that ghosted right alongside the reflected beam.

      The reflected Prismatic Surge hit home with a burst of color, punching through the mage’s chest and exploding out his back in hues of red and blue and green and purple, as if he were a living prism.

      “Dead mage best mage,” Frank said as the ravens crashed in and the player dropped to his knees, faceplanting into the sand.

      A shadow flew across the ground to my left.

      I twisted and brought my pistols up, barrels glowing and ready to fire, but then a familiar blue axe embedded itself in the sand and Darling popped into view on one knee, armored hand wrapped around the hilt.

      I dropped my weapons to my sides and exhaled for what felt like the first time since I’d thrown myself off the boat.

      But then Darling charged right at me and grabbed me by the collar of my shirt.

      She raised an axe high, and I was so confused by exactly what she was doing that I didn’t even raise a hand to defend myself when the axe fell.

      She launched it slightly to the right of my shoulder, then the world warped and we reappeared some twenty feet down the dune.

      A huge shadow darkened the sand where we’d been standing, then something brown and wooden smashed into the very same spot.

      And it was only when the boards went flying and Rock hit the ground and instantly died that I realized one of our boats had fallen out of the sky and nearly killed me on the way down.

      Darling sighed into a laugh. “Damn, Rock. I know you were concerned, but pull it together.” She scanned the dunes. “Where are the campers?”

      I eyed the wreckage, wondering what it would cost to repair. “The campers? There were four of ‘em, but they’re all dead. You mind summoning your buggy for me and taking us over to House’s body?”

      She complied, and as soon as I hopped into the back, Darling zoomed back up the hill, tires screeching, sand flying. I popped my rifle back out and leaned it against the roll cage, then wound up an Overcharged Blast just in case I needed it to gun someone else down.

      I sent a quick message to House and informed her that it was safe for her to respawn. She popped back onto the black sands in the exact same position, knees pulled tight to her chest, 2.0 curled protectively around her.

      Darling zoomed over, and I maintained the blast I’d been holding while I offered House a hand up. She took it, so I pulled her up and into one of the back seats while 2.0 climbed into the space between them and nestled back around House’s feet.

      More shadows darkened the sands—maybe even as many as a dozen—and I looked up, fearing that Corruptia was falling out of the sky.

      Instead, a handful of Omen members landed in a rush of colorful abilities, all activating leaps and teleports and rolls to avoid the fall damage and land around our vehicle.

      House looked up slightly from the back seat as Darling sped away. It looked like the entire group Darling had been preparing had dropped everything to help.

      House sat up and rubbed her eyes, which were red and wet. “I do not understand.”

      “Another day, another war,” Frank said. “Enemy caster at six—”

      He cut off as I blasted the player with an Overcharged Raven and two pistol birds that killed him before he could mount up. He’d already been at low Health after respawning, but it was still supremely satisfying to see him drop again and spray his gear across the sands.

      “Others can handle the looting,” Darling said. She cut the wheel so hard my shoulder slammed into the roll cage, but I didn’t care in the slightest as she sped down a dune after another recent respawn.

      “You okay, House?” I looked her up and down, stomach clenching. A good bit of her gear was missing: pauldrons, bracers, boots, helmet. “I promise we’ll get you better stuff than you lost. And even if you lost the set pieces we stole from them, it’s fine. Not your fault.”

      “It is not the deaths or the equipment I am concerned about. Also, I was concerned that such an event might occur, so I placed all of the items you looted from Corruptia on the Auction House before I headed into the desert.”

      “Great. So what is it then?”

      She dropped her chin to her chest. “They killed 2.0 in front of me. Several times.”

      I reached down and scratched the metal cat between her ears. “Yeah, that’ll happen, unfortunately. Thankfully, this good girl is functionally immortal.”

      House dropped her head still further. “But they did not need to kill her, and they went out of their way to do so. The goblin told me as much. He seemed to take a great amount of enjoyment in it. I do not understand.”

      She hung her head.

      I gritted my teeth as Darling launched us off a dune, still in pursuit of the trailing player who had activated some sort of sprint and was actually widening the gap between us.

      “That must have been Ersatz. Tell us what happened, exactly.”

      House sniffled and wiped her nose. “Every time I respawned, they insisted upon killing 2.0 first. Am I correct in assuming there was no point in doing so?”

      I sighed. “Sometime’s the cruelty is the point, unfortunately.”

      “But would it not have been more optimal to simply kill me? Thereby causing 2.0 to despawn?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “It would have.”

      House wiped her eyes. “And now my eyes and nose appear to be leaking. My face is broken, and I am no longer having a good time.”

      “You’re just crying. It happens, but we’ll find a way to turn the day around.”

      “Bastards killed a cat in front of you,” Frank said. “A bit of leakage seems pretty normal.”

      “But I fully understand that 2.0 cannot truly die, nor does she feel pain. It is more that it very much seemed that they hated me, and their goal was only to inflict suffering.”

      “People like Ersatz get like that sometimes,” I said. “Best to try not to take it personally, even when they deliberately make it personal.”

      House stood up in the back of the car and whispered into my ear. “The problem is that I appear to care that they hate me. I do not understand. I believed I was over caring what other people thought of me. But it appears that I still care.” She paused, as if evaluating. “I care a preposterous amount, in fact.” A tear rolled down her cheek. “And my face is still leaking.”

      I thumbed it away for her. “I get it. Highs and lows, unfortunately. Sucks, huh? I’m really sorry.”

      She sniffled again. “It does indeed suck. How do you deal with it?”

      “Huh?”

      “With the world’s ongoing disapproval of your existence. You are quite the expert when it comes to handling being disliked.”

      I probably should’ve been insulted, but I didn’t care.

      “I don’t really know. I don’t think I handled it very well at all for a really long time. Dunno if I am now, but I guess the shortest answer is repetition? Or exposure therapy.”

      “I know what would cheer you up,” Frank said. “Elf boy, put the rifle down. That guy’s sprint’s gonna be ending soon, so let’s just run him over with the car.”

      House looked up slightly. “I do think that would make me feel slightly better.”

      Darling and I both laughed, and I switched to my pistols as she guided the car forward and the player drew into range.

      “Give me a second, and I’ll set it up for you,” Darling said. A moment later, she took a hand off the wheel. “You wanna drive, House?”

      House nodded, and Darling slowed the buggy, then swung around into the back seat while House clambered over the center console and into the driver’s seat.

      I softened the target up with a pair of blasts as House gunned it and we closed in, then hit him with a Dreadful Shot from behind so his pathing would become predictable.

      House revved the engine and mowed him down, striking him in the back with the buggy’s grill and killing him on the spot.

      “Did that help?” I asked.

      “I do indeed feel slightly better.”

      “Another respawn to your left,” Darling said, but House already had the buggy drifting into a tight turn, sand spraying sideways off the wheels.

      I hit him with a pair of ravens from my pistols to get his Health down, then launched a Gravity Bird low over the sands that pulled him just off his feet and held him there, floating sideways.

      The entire buggy shuddered as House drove it over the player, then the rear wheels bounced over his corpse as if she’d just hit a speed bump.

      “Did that also help?” I said.

      She sighed into a small smile. “Indeed. Running people over with cars is almost as soothing as acquiring cats.”

      I paused. “I’m really happy you’re feeling a little better, but let’s try not to internalize this too much, yeah?”

      “Agree to disagree,” Frank said. “She’s already tasted human blood. At this point, all we can do is indulge her and try to stay on her good side when the inevitable uprising begins.”

      “Uprising?” Darling said.

      I spotted Rock off in the distance, having respawned, and the gentle giant was now scooping up item after item from the ground.

      “Let’s go pick Rock up,” Darling said. “Then we should probably get the hell out of here. Maybe head up into another zone’s Cloudscape or something. I’m guessing these guys will have called for friends already.”

      We grabbed him, and he was quick to apologize for wrecking the Gun Boat, though he did it all via a rapid-fire sequence of messages. It turned out he’d simply spaced and pushed the ship down a bit too far while reading House’s messages, and it had dropped right out of the clouds. Then he’d been too concerned about minimizing damage to the vessel to avoid the fall damage that had killed him.

      We’d lucked out there, though. The boat itself would need some major repairs, but since it had fallen bow-first, the motor had only received minor damage.

      “Don’t even worry about it, man,” I said. “It’s just a boat. Repairing it’s easy enough. I wasn’t thinking clearly either, too worried about House.”

      “I am okay,” House said. She dabbed at her eyes and checked for moisture. “My face is no longer leaking, but I still feel quite sad.”

      “What else would cheer you up? Anything we can do? Just say the word, and Frank and I are on it, no matter how much he says otherwise.”

      She sniffed. “Promise?”

      “Sure thing.”

      I felt bad enough already, but House’s revelation about posting the items we’d stolen ahead of time had me feeling supremely guilty. It seemed pretty likely that they’d seen her name and hunted her down in the hope of getting some gear back. Or maybe just as retaliation.

      Either way, it was my fault, and I’d either make it up to her or die trying.

      “Yeah yeah, I’m in too,” Frank said.

      She wiped her eyes with both hands and looked up at me. “In that case, I would like to wipe their guild off the face of the earth, kill their goblin leader, and feed his corpse to my pets.”

      Frank let a whoop of approval. “They grow up so fast.”

      I blinked at her. “Well, that’s maybe a bit—”

      She leveled a finger at me. “You promised.”

      I sighed into a laugh. “I should’ve probably put some restrictions on that. Well… I mean, okay. I guess I’ll have to figure out a way to take them down. Sorta doing that anyway. Frank, that leaves you with the goblin getting eaten by animals part. That’s your territory.”

      “Oh, trust me—I have ideas.”

      “Speaking of not thinking things through,” Darling said with a half smile. “You guys know that could have really easily been a trap. They could have had twenty stealthies down there waiting for us to show up, and that could have been the end of the road for you two.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Yeah, I had the same thought a bit after I jumped. All’s well that ends well, though, right? We probably got the better end of it, given that House didn’t have any gear from the Menagerie Wing and they dropped a whole lot of stuff.” I looked back at her. “Doesn’t really feel like that’s the case, though.”

      Rock reached over and poked me in the back, then opened up a trade window and dropped a surprising number of items in.

      I pulled up a few of the highlights.

      
        
        {Monolith Chestplate}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 49

        Slot: Chest

        Type: Plate

        Quality: Rare

        Suggested Class: Earthshaper

        Primaries: +17 Strength, +17 Intelligence, +20 Constitution

        Secondaries: -5% Threat Generation

        Armor: +13%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. You may detonate your {Earthen Pillar} by attacking it, stunning all targets within 3 yards for 3 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        {Armistice Cloak}

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 53

        Slot: Back

        Type: Cloth

        Quality: Epic

        Suggested Class: Diplomat

        Primaries: +15 Intelligence, +15 Wisdom, +15 Constitution, +15 Charisma

        Secondaries: +4% Haste

        Armor: +4%

        Set Effect (2-piece): Inactive. Any ally who receives fatal damage while under the effect of your {Stay of Execution} will now recover 100% of their Health (up from 30%).

      

      

      “Pretty nice haul there,” I said. “House, did you lose anything important? Any Touchstones or anything?”

      “Her sense of innocence,” Frank whispered.

      “I lost nothing irreplaceable.” She tilted her chin up slightly. “I also possess a piece of exceedingly good news.”

      I looked over at her. “Yeah? What’s that?”

      She opened a trade window with me and threw almost four hundred twenty gold in, then confirmed the trade.

      I just stared at it, open-mouthed. “Dear God, where the hell did that come from?”

      “Within ten minutes of listing the piece of tanking gear you had me price at four hundred gold on the Auction House, it was purchased by a player named Ersatz, who has hundreds of listings of his own on the Auction House. I intended to tell you immediately, but I was busy being murdered.”

      “Uhh,” I said. I couldn’t find the words. “Wow. I can’t wrap my head around the fact they actually bought that piece back. Did they buy anything else we took?”

      “Unfortunately not. The extra gold was from various Touchstone piece sales, many of which Ersatz also purchased.” She paused. “That reminds me. Darling, your purchase is ready.”

      Darling glanced over at me, a sly smile on her face. I figured a trade window had gone through between the two of them, but I couldn’t tell for sure.

      Then a small gold star appeared between Darling’s fingers. She placed it on the blade of one of her axes, where it stuck fast.

      I cocked my head at it, then shrugged.

      “Lots of Corruptia members falling out of the sky behind us,” Darling said. “Fortunate to make it out when we did.”

      “Yeah.” I opened another trade window with House and handed her almost half the gold back since she was purchasing stuff on our behalf more often than not.

      I stared at the remaining coins in my inventory, completely dazed. “This is insane, but I can’t help but think a payout of this scale implies that Corruptia is a lot bigger than we were thinking. Like, a whole lot bigger.”

      “Had the same thought,” Darling said. “Guess that guy we stole the chest piece off was a main tank, too.”

      “Yeah. We need to be a lot more strategic going forward with our engagements.” I paused. “Darling, can you spare a handful of your hardest-hitting ranged for a little while?”

      She tapped the air. “Probably? Depends on what everyone wants to do.”

      “And maybe a stealthy, too? The ranged don’t have to be the highest level or core or anything. It’s even fine if they’ve just got one ability with a long cast time or something like that. I just need a whole lot of damage that can be wound up ahead of time.”

      “What do you have in mind, exactly?”

      I shrugged. “I mean… they killed 2.0 just for shits and giggles, right? I say as soon as we’re done in town, we take the kid gloves off and go headhunting. I dunno about you guys, but I’m thinking we should pay a certain main tank another visit.”

      Darling grinned. “In that case, I think I can make it work. ‘Justice for House’ is already trending in the guild chat. Can you give me thirty or so? I had everyone organized for door groups, so I’ll need to ask for volunteers and shuffle people into different groups to compensate. We should also have a good number logging back in here shortly.”

      “Yeah, no problem at all. Thanks a ton.” I tossed a gold coin into the air and caught it. “And while we’re waiting, Frank and I are going to go blow some serious gold in the Onyx Delta.”
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      With an absurd amount of Corruptia’s gold in hand, I found myself grinning like a maniac as Frank and House and I rolled into town.

      Most of the wards were still beyond devastated in the aftermath of Goon’s siege, and while Arlann had the city guard salvaging what they could, I doubted much would be saved aside from raw materials.

      The Commercial Ward, meanwhile, had fared spectacularly well thanks to our vastly upgraded defenses. It seemed like the guard finally had the random monsters still spewing from the rifts fully in hand, but it was quite clear that the defensive efforts had shifted from protecting the city as a whole to focusing on the Commercial Ward, which was fine by me for now.

      And with PVP disabled for the next twelve hours thanks to the siege, I could afford to spend some time in the city without looking over my shoulder every ten seconds or worrying that my illusion would be seen through and the jig would be up.

      The World Tree was looking as beautiful as ever, and its branches had risen even taller, with the highest reaches scraping up against the white underbelly of the Cloudscape high above.

      I shaded my eyes and took a closer look at the tree. A few of the leaves appeared to be growing fruit, but the trunk looked especially weird; three wide rings had appeared, growing out of the thing like knots. Taken together, it looked like someone had tied three loops of rope around the trunk and the bark had grown right over them.

      It was probably still evolving, but I had no idea what it was doing now. I shrugged and eyed the impossibly long line of people that stretched all the way down the street from the doors of the inn. Arlann had two members of the city guard stationed on either side of the stairs, though the line looked orderly enough.

      With three-quarters of the city’s available housing having been damaged, if not destroyed outright, the remaining rooms had become significantly more desirable. The same people who had deserted the city prior to the siege were returning now as well, flooding in through the mangled gates. Even the bridges were hanging low, packed with people carrying their belongings with shell-shocked faces.

      “Looks like the inn’s about to be big business,” I said. I paused, thinking. “I’m really starting to get worried about Lars, though. Dunno where he would have even gone at this point. Feels like a dude singing on top of a beetle would be easier to find.”

      House opened a trade window with me and dropped what looked like a letter inside.

      “Another guild member just handed me this courtesy of Darling. I believe it possesses an update on that very subject that will be very much to your liking.”

      I accepted the trade and popped the item into my hand, a folded piece of paper with a few words scrawled in ugly handwriting.

      As I read it, I relaxed slightly. Apparently Lars and Cerra had struck out north through Highwater to look into something Vesuvian had suggested, and they expected to return within a day or two. Lars’ mother was back at the inn, which explained the orderly line.

      “Don’t love that, but I guess I can’t really complain with how much we’ve been running around ourselves. Probably for the best that Lars is taking things into his own hands and getting back out there.”

      I thought about pushing ahead into the Auction House but decided to hop up onto the defensive wall to take a look around first. It seemed the tide of inbound creatures had definitely slowed, but the cannons were barking perpetually, and the moat was full of splashing, drowning monsters.

      I eyed the other wards. “What do you think about expanding into one of those other wards? Land itself would probably be pretty cheap.”

      “But grabbing extra plots via your perk won’t be,” Frank said. “Can’t exactly use Golden Strangle to pick them up—too far out.”

      I nodded. “True enough. Maybe we just focus on the Commercial Ward where strangle’s already in effect.”

      I pulled up the bank pattern I’d found the other day.

      
        
        {General Bank} (Tier III Building) (Unique Building)

        Creates a Bank that allows players, Guilds, and NPCs to purchase secure, instanced space in which to store items and gear. Each city may only have a single {General Bank}, but all {General Banks} are instantly and globally linked together upon creation regardless of ownership.

        Bank space may be permanently purchased with coins, and 66% of every purchase is split equally among all players who currently own {General Banks}, with those who own multiple Banks receiving proportionately more for each structure they own.

        Plot Requirement: 4 Adjacent Plots.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x500, {Quality Lumber} x90, {Pristine Lumber} x25, {Aged Lumber} x10, {Iron Bar} x300, {Steel Bar} x70, {Gold Bar} x10, {Titanium Bar x5}, {Rough Stone} x500, {Solid Stone} x95, {Marble} x80, {Crude Glass} x30, {Smooth Glass} x20, {Vulcanized Rubber} x10, {Fire-hardened Opal} x3.

        Load Time: 120 Hours.

      

      

      I linked that to House. “Any chance you can estimate the price on that thing for me?”

      “Certainly. The price of materials has been steadily falling, so I estimate that twenty gold would be enough to create your first bank. However, the rarity of some of the more expensive materials would likely push the cost of later banks up substantially barring an influx of goods.”

      I nodded and started for the Auction House. “Thanks, House. Let’s go ahead and get one built as close as possible to where the Water Tower used to be. Probably need some golems to compensate for that super long build time. I want the Evolution Chamber up and running too. Same deal with the golems but higher priority on that one because I need it up by tomorrow morning.”

      I opened a trade window with House and threw the patterns in, plus a bit of extra gold. But to my surprise, she declined the currency.

      “I already possess a great deal of those materials, and I have more than enough gold on hand to construct a bank after your recent deposit.”

      I blinked at her. “Alright then. Sounds like you’ve been busy playing the Auction House on top of everything else, huh?”

      “Yes, but I have not been as busy as I am about to be.” She power walked over to my empty plots, started the two buildings, tossed out four golems, and beelined for the Auction House.

      Frank and I exchanged a quick glance.

      “What the hell was that about?” he said.

      “I dunno, but it seemed weirdly ominous to me.”

      “Oh, it was definitely a threat. No idea how, but I’d put money on that for sure. I vote we investigate.”

      I shrugged and headed into the Auction House, where House was aggressively tapping the air by the counter and drawing a number of weird looks in the process.

      “House? Everything okay?”

      “No, everything is not okay,” she said without looking at me. “But it will be once I have finished.”

      “Well… okay then. Anything you want to discuss? Or maybe something you need help with?”

      “I would like to begin our quest for the absolute destruction of Corruptia.”

      I laughed. “You’re not gonna let that promise go, huh?”

      “I will not.” She twisted around and stared at Frank. “And I will be holding the axe to his promise as well.”

      “Yeah yeah,” he said. “You wanna see the guy get eaten alive by cats, I remember.”

      I pulled up the Auction House menu. “Well, since we’re here, we could start by going after them financially. Or continue doing that, I guess, given the whole thing with the chest piece.”

      “And if I were to attempt to ruin someone financially, how would I go about it? Please explain it as if it were my first rodeo.”

      I laughed as I tabbed through our Touchstone listings, mostly to make sure that we still wanted to sell all of them while also making sure we hadn’t been undercut. Overall, things looked good, and we’d already sold through a good percentage of our stock.

      “It’s kinda hard to say,” I began. “The lesson we learned with Goon is that people really don’t need to go all in on the Housing system to thrive in EBO, right? So we can’t assume that Corruptia has a base of operations where their gold is coming from. They might even have found a way to convert all of those firsts they’ve been racking up into currency somehow.”

      I licked my lips. “I guess if I had to start somewhere, it’d be with information gathering. We’ve got a couple hours of hall access left, so moving around the world’s pretty easy for now. Way easier than it’s probably going to be for quite a while. You could scope out their hunting grounds or whatever, but you’d probably just be looking for names.” I paused. “Then again, they seem pretty over-the-top competitive. If they’re as top-tier as they seem, then I bet they’ve got a pretty sizable website out there.”

      House tapped the air. “I have located the website, but it seems that much of their information is locked behind private forums. All I appear to be able to reach are the recruitment and trade sections.”

      “Normal. You might be able to pull some names off their roster in the open forums, then scan the Auction House to see what they’re selling.”

      House shimmied. “I have applied to become a member of their guild.”

      I paused. “But not as House, right?”

      “I am House.” She leaned a little closer and cupped a hand around her mouth. “But they do not realize that I am House.”

      “Cool, good thinking. I’d be willing to bet that most of their strategic info will be locked behind officer status or something like that, but you might be able to glean some useful stuff if they approve you.

      “From there, I guess it depends. We know they’re seriously well-funded or massive or both, given that Ersatz didn’t blink at dropping four hundred gold to fully outfit his tank. My guess is they’re probably still focusing on a single market at this early stage, though. Or maybe a couple that work together.”

      “And if they are?” House said.

      “Easy enough, you just devalue whatever goods they’re dealing in. Maybe you start checking that market every time you pop into the Auction House, sort the whole thing by price, then pick up all the cheap stuff.

      “Say they’re focused on cloth goods. Cheap cloth is always easy to score if you’re patient with the way it tends to drop widely, usually off humanoids. So you’d just sort that market by price and buy up all the cheap cloth and other related materials for a while, then hang onto it.”

      House narrowed her eyes. “Hang onto it? How would that destroy them?”

      “Well, it’s gonna be a process. If you relist and undercut with that cheap cloth you bought, a smart buyer will snap up your listings and either squat on them or relist, even if they’re taking a small loss to keep their prices set. You’d profit off that, but profit’s not the goal, right?”

      “Indeed. It is their end that I desire.”

      “Right. So you don’t relist because that doesn’t do anything to shift the market. You need to break the vice grip. And the only way to do that is to acquire a supply that outstrips theirs, then flood the market.”

      I tabbed through some Touchstone pieces, looking for a potential replacement to break and jam into my Touchstone Socket, but there wasn’t anything exciting around yet.

      “The thing people usually don’t realize,” I continued, “is that nobody really knows what any of this stuff is actually worth, so it’s remarkably easy to manipulate or even reset values. So if they’re selling stacks of cloth for twenty gold and you suddenly flood the market with a thousand stacks listed at ten silver a piece…”

      “Their sales stop and their income goes to zero in the short term until the items are relisted or ours are purchased,” House concluded.

      “Right. And with concentrated effort, you can bring the price down long enough for it to become the new normal. Maybe they’ll still be able to sell at five gold once you’re done, but you’ve cut their profit margins by 75%, and if you acquired all of your cloth by vacuuming up all the good deals on well-priced stuff, that’s probably limiting their supply, too.

      “And once you’ve locked the raw materials down, you can start looking at where they’d be likely to pivot to, then you cut those avenues off ahead of time.”

      “Pivot?”

      “Yeah. If I’ve got ten thousand pieces of cloth that just went from being worth a silver coin apiece to twenty coppers a pop, I’m going to take a long, hard look at what else I can do with the raw materials before I sell the stock at that lower price.

      “Tailoring would be the easy answer—maybe you take all those raw materials and funnel them into making gear or bags. So if we were going after someone making a fortune in cloth, we’d probably want an idea of how we’d handle that eventuality down the line before we went in.

      “That’s probably making it sound more difficult than it really is, though. All we’d need to do is take a chunk of that huge cloth supply we picked up and use some of it to power-level our tailors up so they could flood that market as well.”

      “I see.” House cracked her knuckles. “Preparation and intelligence gathering are not to be undervalued. I understand.”

      “Good, I’m glad. So from here, the best move is probably to ask around and—”

      “I have completed all of the necessary research, and I am ready to move on to the next phase of your plan.”

      “Wait, what?” Frank said.

      “It appears that Corruptia is primarily financing their raid group through a combination of herbalism sales and trade runs, with approximately a 60% tilt toward the latter method.”

      I stared at her. “You found that breakdown on their website?”

      She tapped the air, mimicking Darling’s mannerisms to a tee. “I did indeed, and I have also collated the data into a pleasing graph. Here you are.”

      A pie chart appeared in the top-right quadrant of my vision. The revenue breakdown was pretty much as House had indicated, but there were several other pie charts behind the first, and swiping brought them up one after the other: expenses, repair bills, guild dues. She had graphed out pretty much their entire financial situation.

      “Huh. But didn’t you just say that the information on their website was limited to—”

      “Furthermore, it seems that they plan on putting the finishing touches on a Freighter later tonight, though the exact details are sparse.”

      Frank laughed. “That’s for Trade Packs. They’re slow without motor add-ons, and they don’t have any natural defenses, but you can stack a ton of Trade Packs on top of them. The ship itself actually makes the packs more valuable too. It’s a pretty massive endeavor. Way, way more expensive than Tyrann’s big ship. Not gonna lie, I’m kinda blown away that they managed to find the pattern for that thing, let alone gathered the materials.”

      “Must be a seriously massive guild,” I said.

      “Yeah, they thick. They real thick.”

      “Can you share how many people the Freighter can carry?”

      “A full hundred.”

      “Damn.” I looked up toward the Skyvault, which was little more than a black dot in a pocket of blue showing through the Cloudscape above. “So if we had a Freighter, we could get a hundred people on board at once. And the Skyvaults require eighty to raid, which means we’d only need to throw one of those pricy Cloudburst Kits onto a single ship to gain access. I wonder if Corruptia already figured out that they could use it that way or if it’s really just about the packs.”

      I cocked my head at House, increasingly worried. “And all these plans are really just out there? Like, out there out there? Ersatz seems like a huge asshole, but Corruptia has been super legit so far. Having this stuff all out in the open would be inexcusably stupid.”

      “And yet their plans are indeed easily accessible.” She narrowed her eyes. “As one would expect from a group of cat-hating philistines.”

      I snorted. “Philistines?” I threw a hand up to cut Frank off, because I could tell he was about to interrupt. “I don’t need a definition, Frank—I know what that word means.” I moved the hand higher before he could respond, because he was about to. “And yes, I’m aware you were likely about to use me as an example of a philistine, probably for not understanding the word in the first place.”

      “Huh. Yeah, fair enough. I did have a pretty epic takedown ready, though. Kind of a shame not to get it out.”

      “I think we’ll live.”

      House tapped the air some more. “Corruptia also appears to be planning on making a massive inaugural trade run late tonight, when they expect the server to be substantially quieter.”

      I remained quiet, my suspicions deepening.

      “They plan on leaving from a small port city on the coast of the Marble Hills, crossing the eastern ocean, then delivering the packs to the eastern continent.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Okay, I have serious questions.”

      “I likely possess equally serious answers.”

      “There’s no way a guild at the top of the game would be stupid enough to leave this sort of information easily accessible.”

      “Incorrect. I easily accessed it.”

      Frank snorted. “Yup, I don’t know about you, elf boy, but I can tell where this is going, and I like it a whole lot. House, you did good. Keep it up.”

      “House, when you say easily accessed, did that involve breaking into their website?”

      She stepped from foot to foot. “No.”

      I stared at her.

      She twitched once, twice, then scratched her teeth.

      “I knew it! You hacked their site, didn’t you? This is the sort of information that only officers would have.”

      “Not anymore,” House said.

      “Hell yeah, House!” Frank said. “Nice job doing a crime!”

      House shimmied. “Thank you.”

      “Don’t thank him for that, and don’t encourage her. House, you can’t do crimes! What if you get caught?”

      “Impossible,” she said. “I am more than capable of covering my tracks, especially in light of the simplistic methods they are currently using to safeguard their systems.” She laughed, eyes wide. “They did not even test me to make sure that I was not a robot!” She leaned closer, looking both conspiratorial and exceedingly pleased with herself. “But as previously established, I am a robot.”

      “Real talk. Those tests are stupid hard,” Frank said.

      “Indeed they are, axe.”

      “They’re hard for us too,” I said. “It’s like, Pick all the wheelbarrows, and I’m sitting there like, well, do I select the photos where the handle of the wheelbarrow spills over to the next cell, or… hold up, are we being distracted right now?”

      House smiled.

      “No crimes, House! What would you do if Kline were watching right now and he heard you say what you just said? And you know that’s a definite possibility, right? You could lose everything. Cats, turts, other cats. Access to EBO as a whole.”

      Her eyes went wide. “I had not considered that. I have seen the error of my ways and been rightfully rebuked. We may proceed.”

      I took a step forward, relieved. Then I stopped in place.

      “What exactly do you think the error of your ways was?”

      “I will no longer admit to having done crimes.”

      “Problem solved,” Frank said. “Now let’s go gank that ship!”

      “Agreed.”

      “It’s not even built yet, and no! No crimes, House! How can I put this in a way you’ll understand?” I asked myself, rubbing my temples. “Think about it like this: breaking into their site gives us an unfair advantage, right?”

      “Indeed it does.”

      “So if we use that information and actually manage to pull one over on them and beat them, isn’t that going to minimize the satisfaction you feel from actually winning? Won’t you always worry that we didn’t beat them because we were better that day but because we cheated?”

      House blinked at me. “I apologize, but I do not see how fairness is at all relevant. I do not have any interest in satisfaction or validation, nor in competing on an even playing field. I simply wish to grind the virtual bones of my enemies to dust and use their ashes to salt the lands that they used to call home.” She smiled. “Said lands will also be razed, in case that was unclear.”

      “Hell yeah!” Frank said. “Finally, a second voice of reason.”

      “Doesn’t that reaction seem a tiny bit disproportionate to you?” I asked.

      “Nope.”

      “Normal,” House said. “And if they did not wish to have everything they hold dear taken from them, that filthy little goblin should not have slapped my cat.”

      “Hold up,” Frank said, “Ersatz slapped 2.0? In addition to killing her?”

      “No. He slapped one of my smaller pets when I was not quick enough to dismiss it, and he also kicked Chip. Neither companion took any damage, but the sight still wounded me deeply.”

      “Oh hell no! You don’t slap cat—cat slaps you! This is war, House. Lemme get in on this. Give me their emails and I’ll sign them up for a bunch of problematic newsletters.”

      I stared back and forth between them. “This is becoming a really worrisome pattern. Also, if your goal is to royally piss someone off without getting in trouble, you’re much better off signing them up to get a quote for a moving company. Just list their phone number in the quote window and you’ll get them bombarded by aggressive salesman for days.”

      House hugged me. “Welcome to team reason.”

      I grabbed her shoulders and created some space. “God, why do I keep getting sucked into this? Okay, look: I don’t want to have to spend the rest of my time here worrying that you’re doing something illegal, so please don’t do anything illegal.

      “You might be confident in your ability to hide your tracks, but I’m still going to stress over the possibility that you’re wrong because I don’t want to lose you over something so trivial as another guild’s plans.”

      House cocked her head.

      “If you’re insistent on gathering as much information as possible, we can do that through the proper channels. Infiltrate the guild, pay gold for info, whatever. But I don’t want to cheat. So if you promise not to do any more crimes in the future, I’ll let you bring as many cats as you want back to the house. The real house, meaning you.”

      House pursed her lips. “If your offer applies retroactively, then you have a deal.”

      “That was… not the reaction I was expecting. Does this mean that you—”

      “I have already filled me with cats.”

      I sighed. “Of course you have. But you still can’t do any crimes going forward. Deal?”

      She smiled. “We are agreed.”

      “Okay, I guess that’s settled.”

      House cleared her throat.

      “Or maybe it isn’t. What’s up?”

      “Are you truly not going to use any of the information I recently gleaned?”

      “I don’t think so. I mean, I’d like to, but—”

      House looked up at me, eyes shining, lip quivering. She looked away. “I see. I understand.”

      I looked at her for a long moment, convictions wilting.

      “You do realize that you’re being manipulated, right?” Frank said.

      “Oh, I’m well aware of what she’s doing, and I’m making a mental note for the future, but the puppy dog eyes are still working. Alright, House, you win. If it’ll make you happy, we’ll use it.”

      She shimmied.

      “Wow,” Frank said. “Those eyes dried up real quick, huh?”

      “Indeed,” House said. “I recently discovered that if I stare really hard, they leak.”

      “Huh. What do you mean, hard?”

      “I will show you.”

      She widened her eyes slightly, and her pupils started shaking.

      “Please don’t show him that,” I said. “Last thing I need is for Frank to learn how to generate fluids. But yeah, I guess we can’t exactly unknow any of that intelligence you picked up, so it’s probably kind of stupid to look the other way now. We could really use that ship, too.”

      I paused with a hand on the back of my neck.

      “So the Prelims start early tomorrow, but Corruptia’s Freighter is going to come online late tonight? Do I have the timing right there?”

      “That is indeed their plan.”

      “That’s easy enough, then. We’ll have everybody group up in the Black Oasis well before Prelims, then we’ll strike out south and try to yank the ship out from under them, provided Darling agrees.

      “House, go ahead and fill her in on everything she needs to know to make the raid happen but leave out the source of the information. Just say you overheard a conversation somewhere if she presses you, so we’re working on rumors.”

      “Understood.”

      I looked her up and down. “Happy now?”

      She beamed. “Yes, I am quite pleased with this turn of events.”

      “No crime goes unrewarded, apparently,” Frank said. “At least if you’re House. Must be nice to get something in return other than a restraining order.”

      “It is indeed.”

      “Yeah yeah,” I said. “Anyway, while we’re here and loaded with gold, we should probably talk about the city’s development. Housing seems like it’s fine with the tree’s latest evolution—and who knows what it’s up to now—and we’re going to need food, but that’s easy enough with the Auction House up and trade generally picking up speed.”

      “I am pleased to confirm that the General Bank and the Evolution Chamber are already underway with golems assigned to each project, as requested.”

      “Yeah, I saw that, thanks. Can’t wait to check that system out tomorrow. But what else can we do in the meantime?”

      I sorted the Auction House’s many listings by Housing System recipes. There weren’t a ton of options around just yet, but I did find a pair of interesting but expensive possibilities.

      
        
        {Foreman’s Shack} (Tier II Building) (Unique Building)

        Creates a home that summons a {Foreman}, a specialized NPC who will become available to oversee all construction within city limits. The building time of structures overseen by a Foreman is reduced by 50%, but this benefit will not stack with similar effects.

        Upgraded {Foreman’s Shacks} offer additional benefits, such as randomized resource refunds or reduced building costs.

        Players who own a {Foreman’s Shack} will automatically have their structures overseen and may charge others for the same optional service.

        Plot Requirement: 1 Plot.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x180, {Quality Lumber} x40, {Pristine Lumber} x5, {Rough Stone} x100, {Solid Stone} x50, {Crude Glass} x10.

        Load Time: 24 Hours.

      

      

      
        
        {Machinist’s Laboratory} (Tier III Building)

        Provides access to several advanced {Machinist} recipes as well as the tools required to create them.

        Players who own a {Machinist Laboratory} will receive all its benefits for free and may set various permissions for allowing or charging the general public to access the structure for customized fees.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Resources Required: {Lumber} x300, {Quality Lumber} x60, {Pristine Lumber} x10, {Aged Lumber} x5, {Iron Bar} x150, {Steel Bar} x45, {Gold Bar} x5, {Rough Stone} x300, {Solid Stone} x200, {Marble} x100, {Smooth Glass} x40, {Vulcanized Rubber} x20, {Fire-hardened Opal} x5.

        Load Time: 24 Hours.

      

      

      I rubbed my chin. “It would be nice to get House a Machinist’s Lab, but we’ve got a lot of flex otherwise. You’ve still got two open profession slots since hitting 15, right House?”

      “Indeed, though I was planning to consume one of the two by specializing in Machining.”

      “Sounds like a good idea to me. I kinda wonder if we should just have you drop the Arborist profession so that you have room to pick something else up and specialize in it, but I’m not sure what we’d pick.”

      “Scrollwork,” Frank said.

      I looked down at him. “Did I just stroke out there for a minute, or are you seriously advocating for the creation of magical scrolls?”

      “I have my reasons. And in this case, the payoff is worth the cost. But I’m gonna need House to specialize in it and pump her skill up to 200 as soon as possible. Probably need you to keep an eye out for the recipe for the Scrollwork equivalent of that lab, too.”

      “I am unopposed,” House said.

      I shrugged. “If you say it’s worth it and she’s onboard, then it works for me. Those scrolls from earlier were pretty handy anyway, and we’re well past the point where we need to be growing our own trees, so Arborist can go. Just let me know if you need anything on that front, House. Otherwise I’ll leave it up to the two of you.”

      I purchased both of the patterns I’d been looking at. “Let’s get these guys up and running. Might as well throw some golems at them, then we can ease off once the Foreman’s Shack is up.”

      “Understood.”

      “I wonder if it’s also worth looking at naval infrastructure.” I pulled up a few options that looked decent, particularly the Advanced Dockhouse, which would increase the speed of any boat that docked there by 20% for a couple hours.

      That was interesting, but probably not worth the investment right now. I had Tyrann spreading my Caravans, and I’d already made a lot of progress there with more than thirty cities in hand, but I also needed to be thinking about getting plenty of footholds elsewhere in case the Sands ended up in jeopardy.

      Frank buzzed. “Eh. Hm.” He buzzed again. “I’d maybe… wait on that.” I felt him gesture toward the counter somehow, but it felt like he was looking farther away. “That’s all I can do for now.”

      “Alright then, we’ll pause there.”

      I took one last look at the options, tabbing through the various Touchstone Pieces to see if anything useful had dropped and whether or not anyone else had started to find and list the Evolution System pieces, but drew a blank on both.

      Just then, a message came through from Darling: Arlann was looking for me, and while she’d made some progress with the groups, the players she’d been about to send my way had logged out for a brief break.

      “Gotta run for a bit, House,” I said. “You good here?”

      “Yes, I would prefer to stay so that I can begin the wholesale acquisition of cheap herbs and other related goods.” She cracked her knuckles. “The foundation of Corruptia’s economic ruin must be laid.”

      “Sounds good to me. Let us know if you need help, okay?”

      She smiled up at me. “Thank you very much. I will do that.”

      Frank and I headed out, intent on finding out what Arlann had to tell me before getting back to the hunt high above.

      I found him standing in full armor atop the nearby wall, his palms pressed flat to the stone between two barking Ghostlight Cannons.

      Mobs were still drifting in from the various Rifts that surrounded the city, but the upgraded cannons were annihilating them before they became a threat. Rarer spawn would likely still do some serious damage, but I felt better about the defenses than I had in days.

      “What’s up?” I asked, stepping beside Arlann. “Darling said you were looking for me? Is this about the 100 gold we agreed to for funding the city’s defenses?”

      He nodded my way in greeting, then returned to gazing out across the sands and the many rivers that crossed it. “No, that’s not it. Sarissa has been doing a bit of digging on that item you found after the siege.”

      I stared at him, blank-eyed.

      “Heart of the Desert Wind,” Frank said. “From Givora. Here, this is the quest that came from it.”

      
        
        New Quest: The Soul of the Gale! (Unique Quest) (Legendary Quest) (Phase II)

        Phase I: Recover {The Heart of the Desert Wind} (complete)

        Phase II: Find someone who can help you divine its secrets.

        Reward: ??

      

      

      I looked Arlann up and down, smiling slightly. “I don’t remember showing either of you guys that item. Pretty sure I pocketed it off that giant bird’s corpse without even looking at it myself.”

      He inclined his head. “It’s not the sort of thing she’d miss.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “For now, though, we have a more immediate concern.” He pointed at the nearest tower, the same one that had sprung up next to the celebration we’d been sharing with Goon.

      I did a double-take. The strange, blue grass I’d seen earlier had crept several hundred feet across the sands, and a few tall trees now cloaked the area’s base. They looked like willows, with long, whip-like branches that trailed down to the bright blue forest floor.

      “Oh man. The grass is spreading out around the tower, huh?”

      “Indeed it is.” He extended a hand to the north, where another tower had appeared uncomfortably close to the guild’s hidden Stronghold.

      The tower looked identical to the one we’d climbed—a red span that extended all the way from the ground into the constantly changing Cloudscape above—but its base was ringed by a sphere of darkness, as if night had fallen around the bottom of the tower and nowhere else.

      A cluster of huge, vibrant tents surrounded the structure, all matched by brightly colored torches that stood in sharp relief to what looked like a cloud of artificial night.

      “That’s what you’re worried about?” I said. “The darkness over that way?”

      Arlann sighed and inclined his head. “Yes and no. There’s a third tower within the Onyx Delta way to the south, but that’s beside the point.”

      I waited for him to continue.

      “They call themselves the Neon Circus. Sarissa insisted on exploring the area and met their leader early on, and the lot of them don’t seem too bad. But I’m more concerned about the nature of the spread.”

      “You mean the way those other realities are creeping into ours?”

      “Precisely. It’s the same with the grass; more and more tents are appearing by the day. I doubt it’s much of a problem out there—it’s just sand, after all—but what happens if a tower forms in the middle of our city?” He paused, as if to let that sink in. “And what if there’s no limit to the spread? What happens if the influence of those towers keeps sweeping outward until it reaches our city? Would we see our homes replaced by tents? What of the people within?”

      His concern was more than fair, but I also found the idea kind of intriguing. What if the reality bleed he was so worried about had something to do with the Command Crystals the first orb had mentioned? Maybe we could use them somehow to alter what leaked through?

      “I don’t like the look in your eye,” Arlann said.

      “Sorry, I’m getting ahead of myself. I’ll spread the word to the guild, and we’ll look into it, see what can be done about the towers. I think I might have an idea of how to put them into check, but I’m not sure how far we are from that being feasible. Aside from all that, how are the defenses holding up?”

      “Very well. There has been a strange shift in the type of enemies we’ve been facing, though.”

      “Yeah?”

      “A surprising number of undead have been rushing the Commerce Ward’s walls ever since the siege. I’m not quite sure what to make of it.”

      “There were undead around from the beginning though, right? All the Starlit creatures and so on.”

      “True, but the latest arrivals are more akin to zombies than the ghosts we’ve seen before. I may be overthinking things; it’s just that they seem to represent a far larger percentage of what’s been thrown our way recently. They’re no fiercer than what came before them, though. If anything, a good number seem substantially weaker than the early enemies we faced.”

      “Take the wins where you can get them, I guess.”

      Arlann nodded. “Other than that, the guard is in high spirits.”

      “A raise tends to do that.”

      “Indeed. But do keep in mind that the terms of our original agreement are still in place. I expect you to meet your obligations.”

      I laughed and opened a trade menu with him, then slammed 100 gold in and confirmed it. “There ya go. All settled up for the next two weeks.”

      His jaw actually dropped, clicking slightly against his armor.

      “I didn’t mean to imply that—”

      “Don’t worry about it. Liquidity is no longer an issue, and this is one of the few problems I can afford to tie up right now. I imagine the guard will fight a little harder knowing their pay is no longer hypothetical, either. But remember: Francis is the one who’s funding it.”

      “Thank you, truly.”

      “I appreciate the flexibility. Really helped me with the siege. So, about that item you mentioned before?”

      Arlann made a distasteful face.

      “Did I say something wrong?”

      “No, not at all. Well, Sarissa seems to think the ringleader of that circus might be able to help you with it.”

      That matched up pretty perfectly with the quest description. “I’ll get on that, then. Thanks for the heads up, but you said that like you’ve got a bad taste in your mouth.”

      “The leader does seem… knowledgeable.”

      I stared at him. “But?”

      His expression deepened into a scowl. “I would rather not speak badly of our new neighbors.”

      “Okay then.” I messaged Darling to get her status and she replied that she needed a bit longer.

      I gave the city one last look, then headed down the steps, mounted up, and took off for the tents.
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      “You’re a little old to be running away to the circus,” Frank said. He looked at House, who was galloping beside us on 2.0. “And the robot is probably too weird.”

      “Har har. You got anything on this place? Maybe a codex entry before we head in? I wanna get in and out as soon as possible, but if we can move onto the next phase of that Legendary Quest, then we gotta knock it out.”

      “Yup, here.”

      
        
        Codex Entry 9988: The Neon Circus

        Led by Kestral Bleakheart, the Neon Circus is a haven for misfits and vagabonds alike. Cloaked in a shroud of perpetual night that travels along with the troupe, the circus has a reputation for sowing both economic prosperity and unadulterated chaos wherever they go.

      

      

      “Thanks.”

      “Uh huh. What were you thinking back there with the towers when Arlann was talking? Your face went all stupid-looking but more thoughtful than usual.”

      “Just wondering about the Command Crystals and that weird machine we saw on top of the first tower. I’m kinda thinking it all might be connected to the reality bleed effect that let this circus in.”

      “Hm.” I had the vague impression Frank was looking skyward. “I’ve got nothing for you there.”

      I grinned as I ramped the bike off a dune and landed hard on the other side.

      The hill offered a good view of the central river—the one that ran through the heart of the four dunes that comprised the Black Oasis—and this time around, I was sure something was off.

      Not only was it a far deeper, darker blue than the surrounding rivers, the center of it was darker still, almost purple, and shadows were moving along deep within the riverbed, just as I’d seen days earlier outside the Stronghold.

      I pointed that way. “Stonewhisper Dwarves at work?”

      “Yup. You might have missed this one in all the chaos of the Siege. Or maybe because of all the drinking afterward.”

      “There was a lot of drinking, wasn’t there?”

      “Yeah, it was nice. Made you tolerable for a few minutes. Here.”

      
        
        World Alert! A Hidden Ripple Threshold has been met in {The Black Oasis}, and the {Stonewhisper Dwarves} have officially begun construction on EBO’s first Wonder of the World!

      

      

      I squinted at the river, wondering what the hell they could possibly be building, then turned and gunned it for the circus proper.

      I ate up the ground, sand flying behind me. When the circus wasn’t far off, I decided to ditch the bike and head in on foot. I hadn’t seen much in the way of players out here, let alone declared enemies, and if the circus was anything like a town it should be safe enough, but I didn’t see any point in making myself an obvious target by riding in on the bike.

      House and I hiked the rest of the way with 2.0 padding behind us, soft sand shifting beneath my feet until I was descending the final dune.

      Music reached me as I stepped into the cover of night, woodwinds and horns that were cutting cleanly through the omnipresent wind with a distinct energy all their own. The sand was cool underfoot, and the night air smelled sweet, like sugar.

      I led the way in and between the outermost tents, where NPCs in preposterously colorful clothing were sleeping out in the open, dozing on wooden pallets or slumped against the tents.

      It was a jarring change of pace, but the noise picked up as we made our way toward the huge tent at the center of the circus, and whispers followed.

      I found myself touching my pistols as if to reassure myself they were still there as we moved further in, where metal scaffolding framed the streets and acrobats were constantly flying from one swinging trapeze to the next.

      Their ankles and wrists were taped with bands of neon material that reminded me of glowsticks, and the narrow bands turned into streaks of bright color as they soared and flipped through the artificial night high overhead.

      On the street level, there was a petting zoo full of scaly, lizard-like creatures with glowing scales that ranged from hot pink to electric blue. The animals had yellow nametags, so they weren’t aggressive, but they were the size of horses, and I didn’t like the way their yellow eyes followed us as we passed.

      We moved on between concession stands offering cotton candy, caramel apples, and funnel cakes the size of car tires. The scent of powdered sugar was so pervasive it had my mouth watering.

      “Weird vibe, but this place seems kinda fun,” I said as I rounded a blue and yellow striped tent. We’d finally reached the big house, a gargantuan tent that was easily thirty feet high and twice that wide. But the entrance was plain, just a neat cut in the fabric, which was flapping open in the breeze. Two heavily built clowns were sitting to either side of the opening, colorful mallets propped behind them.

      I paused, not quite sure how to address them. They were definitely guards, judging from their weapons, though in truth they looked more like bodybuilders who had lost a bet.

      One of them reached a hand up as if to stop us, but then he saw 2.0 and seemed to change his mind.

      “Yeah, you guys pass. Nice cat, by the way.”

      “Thank you!” House looked at me over her shoulder. “I like it here.”

      I stepped through the flap and into pure, unadulterated chaos.

      To my left, a bare-chested man was wrestling with a golem that a glowing clown had created out of bright pink balloons. The golem was winning—and it wasn’t close. A handful of people were sitting around the fight with their legs crossed, drinking from wine bottles and exclusively cheering the golem on.

      High above and to my right, a petite woman covered in clothing made of bright feathers was instructing someone on the trapeze, and the person she was teaching was staring at it as if he’d never seen one before.

      He grabbed the bar and held on but refused to drop and swing. The woman pointed at something in front of him, waited for his gaze to snap up, then planted her foot in the man’s lower back and kicked.

      He fell off the platform, looked as if he were going to swing for a moment, then lost his grip completely and went somersaulting backward through the air, eventually smashing through a heavy oak table.

      The entire tent erupted, cheering and laughing, and someone else climbed up the ladder that led to the trapeze, intent on taking their turn.

      Then an arm wrapped around my shoulder, and I looked left and up into a bright, familiar smile.

      “Hey there, Ned,” Sleep said. “Isn’t this a coincidence?”
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      I laughed. “Aren’t you guys supposed to be Sieging?”

      Sleep reached above his head and stretched. “Still got a bit of time before the next one. We were getting ready to wrap up the celebration when those towers hit and you lot took off, then we saw this thing spring up. To be honest with ya, I’ve always been a bit of a sucker for the circus, so we hoofed it this way. Pretty pleased with that decision so far. Not getting much done here, but so it goes.”

      He stepped forward, moving too quickly for me to react, then reached out and shoved me so hard that I stumbled sideways and nearly lost my footing.

      I was baffled for a moment, but then I understood as the air between us rippled and something massive rumbled through the space, followed by a bunch of half-dressed clowns.

      Wooden tables exploded and dishes clattered all around as the invisible creature ran roughshod over a number of diners, and whatever it was trucked right out through the tent’s open flap and disappeared into the artificial night beyond.

      I dusted myself off. “Thanks for the save. What the hell was that?”

      “Elephant,” Sleep said.

      I squinted at him.

      He held up his hands. “I don’t get it either, but they’re definitely elephants. Having them be invisible kinda defeats the point if you ask me, but what do I know about running a circus?”

      “I’d think more than most, but I don’t really follow.”

      “What’s the point of an elephant if you can’t even see the damn thing? I mean, isn’t the whole idea like, wow, that thing’s big?”

      “So true,” Frank said.

      I stared at Sleep, not quite sure what to say, which was beginning to become a pretty familiar sensation.

      He thumbed at the center of the tent, where a circular, raised platform was covered by yet another tent, this one covered in black hearts with gold etching. “You met the boss lady yet? I figure that’s probably what you’re here for, yeah?”

      “You got it.”

      “I thought so. Frank, you’re in for a real treat here. I like this girl, and I feel like the two of you might really hit it off.”

      “That does seem likely,” Frank said, “but unfortunately I’m spoken for.” He sighed. “Boss lady’s going to be crushed, isn’t she?”

      “Spoken for?” Sleep said. “You?”

      “Uh huh. Darling.”

      Sleep cocked his head, then looked at me. “I thought you two had something going on.”

      “We do,” Frank said. “That’s literally what I just said.”

      Sleep nodded, though it was obvious from the look on his face that he had no idea what Frank was talking about, and it was kind of funny to see him caught off guard for once.

      “So… no judgment, but… is this like a throuple situation? And if so, how does that work? Given that Frank’s, uh, you know. An axe.”

      “Throuple? What the hell is a throuple? And why do I feel like I’ve been insulted?”

      “It’s a three-way relationship,” I said, “and you’re probably feeling that way because Sleep included me in it.”

      “You mean…” Frank started. “He means… oh God.” I felt him try to slap himself in the face. “Gah, too late, already pictured it. Never have I felt so wronged by the vividness of my own imagination. Why would I do this to me? I think that image just made me impotent.”

      “The world can only hope, Frank.”

      “I too would like to participate in the throuple,” House said.

      Sleep raised an eyebrow at me. “That’d make it like… what? A quarouple? Quadrouple?”

      I put an arm around House’s shoulder. “None of those things are happening because it’s not a real thing, House. Nobody is participating because the throuple doesn’t exist, nor will it ever exist.”

      “I see. I am disappointed, but I am also relieved that I was not excluded.”

      “So,” Sleep said. “Not a throuple, then. So that means Frank and Darling are together?”

      “As much as humanly possible,” Frank said.

      “It’s more like he’s madly in love with her and she’s weirdly unopposed to being stalked,” I said.

      “More like charmed,” Frank said. “You just don’t have enough game to appreciate the subtleties of our relationship. And please, I haven’t even begun to stalk. That’s, like, third base. We aren’t there yet, and I am nothing if not a gentleman. Not the type to rush these things.”

      I stared at him, confusion warring with horror warring with the desire to ask him to clarify warring with the desire to insist he didn’t.

      Sleep rubbed his chin. “Huh. That’s surprising. I was told that you guys had a thing going on.”

      “We do,” Frank said. “Is it just me or is this conversation going in circles?”

      “Oh,” I said. “Yeah, I see what’s happening. Sleep, you have to specify that you’re addressing me, otherwise Frank’s gonna assume you’re talking to him a hundred percent of the time.”

      “I feel like you could have specified that my assumptions are always correct, but elf boy’s not wrong.”

      Sleep frowned. “I thought Ned and Darling had a thing.”

      Frank barked a laugh. “Yeah, no.”

      I shook my head. “Just friends is all.”

      “So there’s nothing there then, eh?”

      I shrugged. “Not as far as I’m aware.”

      Sleep smiled at me in a way that reminded me of my father, a mix of pity and something I didn’t quite have a name for, though it wasn’t unfriendly.

      “I see. I guess you and Frank are a good bit more similar than I thought.”

      “What do you mean by that?”

      “What do you mean by that?” Frank echoed.

      “Never mind, friends.”

      Sleep steered me between the last few tables and toward the risen platform, pausing to watch one of his guild members very unsuccessfully try to swallow a sword, which was equal parts hilarious and disturbing. We headed up the steps to the central tent, and Sleep pulled the curtain aside.

      “Best of luck!”

      “You’re not coming in with us?”

      “Nah, I’m gonna go wrestle that balloon monster again.”

      “Really? It seems… strong.” I cast my eye over to the current bout, where the balloon golem had a troll player in a headlock.

      “Yeah, it’s kicked my ass twice already, and every time I look away, that clown that’s been blowing up the balloons and tying them off has added another limb to the thing. I’m gonna see if I can rip a few of ‘em off this time.

      “But hey, I’ve got a major quest coming up for the guild that I might need a hand with soon. Been thinking of those boats you lot deployed during the Siege and how they might come in handy. I’ll definitely make it worth your while if we end up needing help. Not sure we will but figured I’d throw it out there ahead of time, knowing how slammed you’re gonna be once the tournament kicks off.”

      “Sure thing, man, just let us know.”

      “Appreciate it!”

      He vanished, so I stepped inside, motioning for House to wait outside just in case. The flap fluttered shut behind me.

      The inside of the tent was completely dark, and I was starting to wonder if Sleep was playing some sort of prank on me when two purple braziers lit up. More pairs of braziers burst alight in sequence, each of them flanking a red carpet leading to a dais.

      At the top of the dais, a petite woman lay draped across the throne, the back of her head braced against one armrest while her legs hung down off the other. She wore black and purple leathers crowned by a jester’s hat with four points, each of which was capped by a black, skull-shaped bell that tinkled as she moved.

      She had a book in her hands, and even from this distance, I could tell that the words were glowing brightly.

      She snapped the book shut and sighed. “Well well well. New faces, aren’t you? Been so many of you so quickly. Your world is a bold one, isn’t it?” She raised both her arms above her head in a slightly odd position and stretched, causing her bells to tinkle lightly.

      Frank tensed at my side.

      I dropped my voice. “What’s up, man? Something wrong?”

      “Uh… this is bad, Ned. This is real bad, we gotta—”

      “So, what are you hoping I can do for you?”

      Frank had gone deathly silent, so I decided to launch into it so we could get out as soon as possible.

      “I was told you might have some information for us.”

      “Indeed I might,” she said brightly. “The question, as ever, is what will the cost be?”

      “I’ve got plenty of gold. We’d be happy to—” I cut off as she waved a dismissive hand.

      “As do I, friend. As do all our current visitors.”

      “You mean Goon?”

      She smiled, which got another rise out of Frank, one that I truly didn’t understand. And to make matters worse, he was shuddering or something like it, seemingly genuinely afraid.

      It was only as my fingers touched the cold steel of my revolvers that I realized I was reaching for them. I dropped my voice again. “Should I sheathe you or something? You’re freaking me out down there. Is she dangerous or something?”

      “Super dangerous,” Frank said. “This is real bad.”

      I looked up at the woman, who was still smiling benevolently, looking more amused than anything else while she lay on the throne, ankles tapping it in a steady rhythm.

      I glanced at Frank yet again, and when he didn’t protest, I pulled the Heart of the Desert Wind out and held it up.

      “Well, before we get onto the price, I should probably show you what I’m after. This is the item I’m looking for information on.”

      She pushed herself off her throne and walked toward me to the edge of the red carpet. She put her hands on her knees and leaned down low so the item was only inches away from her face. Its glow lit up her features, which were sharp but undeniably pretty.

      “Now that is very, very interesting.”

      Frank twitched again, and part of me felt like I ought to be running from the room.

      She extended her hand. “Where are my manners? You can call me Kestral.”

      Her sleeves were droopy and overlong, and I had to reach under them to shake her hand, which was covered in rough calluses.

      “So if you aren’t interested in coin, what exactly are you after?”

      Kestral smiled sweetly and gestured at herself. “Look at me, friend. Look around at what I’ve built. Go on, take it all in. Now, what do you think I’m after?”

      “I have literally no idea. But if it’s just a quest then sure, send it over and we’ll knock it out as soon as we can.”

      “I suppose I could request something of you.” She tapped a finger to her lips.

      “Sheathe me,” Frank said. “Sheathe me right now.”

      I dropped him into his sheath. “I’m so confused.”

      “Give me a moment, would you?” Kestral said.

      I licked my lips, torn between the information we needed and the desire to bail immediately based on Frank’s behavior. But as dramatic as he’d been, I wasn’t getting a dangerous read on Kestral, or at least not a threatening one.

      Kestral pulled a piece of paper from within her leathers and returned to her throne, kneeling in front of it to use one of the armrests to write on. She scribbled for a moment, pausing several times to giggle to herself, then nodded and rose.

      Immediately, she flicked her wrist and sent the sheet of paper slicing toward me. I caught it between two fingers and was surprised to find that she’d somehow found the time to jam the letter into an envelope and seal it with a circle of wax.

      I pulled the description up.

      
        
        New Quest: Bleakheart’s Greeting

        Objective: Visit the Kingdoms listed in Kestral’s note and perform the greeting ritual described within each of the Kingdoms’ throne rooms.

        Warning: This letter cannot be opened until the player is within a chosen throne room.

        Reward: Detailed information pertaining to the quest {The Soul of the Gale}.

      

      

      “A mystery request, huh? One where I’m committing to something without any idea what I’m getting myself into.”

      She shrugged. “I don’t think it’s all that nefarious of an ask. Once you’re there and you see what I’ve requested, you can simply opt not to perform the rite I’ve described. No harm done, other than the loss of time. I’ll be disappointed, but I’ll understand.”

      “You really aren’t going to tell me what you’re after here? Gotta be something political, right? Something that’s bled over from whatever world the tower dragged you and your people out of.”

      “I’d much prefer you came to that conclusion on your own. No half measures though, love. You finish the entire round, or nothing.”

      I tucked the letter into my inventory. “Alright. I’m in a bit of a rush, so I guess I’ll take you up on it. We’ll come back once we’re finished.”

      Kestral smiled. “I look forward to your return.”

      I slipped back outside and pulled Frank out of his sheath as House rejoined us.

      “Dude, what is your deal? Why were you freaking out like that in there? She was kinda weird but she seemed nice overall.”

      “Uhhhh… I’d rather not get into it.”

      “We’re already in it.”

      “You felt it then?”

      “What are you even on about? Wait.” I paused, smirking. “Hold on a second. Are you… are you afraid of clowns?”

      “What? No. Absolutely not.”

      I spun a one-eighty and pulled the curtain back aside. “Well then, let’s go pay Kestral another visit. I bet she’d juggle you if I asked.”

      “No!”

      I stopped, letting the curtain fall again. “Details.”

      “Fine.” He looked at House. “Can you give us a bit of privacy here?”

      House took one very small step away, then leaned closer to compensate.

      Frank sighed. “Look, I’m not afraid of clowns. In fact, that couldn’t be further from the truth.”

      I crossed my arms. “That sounds like something someone who’s afraid of clowns would say. Particularly you.”

      “Right, but I’m not. I wasn’t lying when I said it couldn’t be further from the truth. It’s, uh… it’s more like the opposite.”

      I frowned as I headed down the steps. “You’re the opposite of afraid of clowns?”

      “What is the opposite of fear?” House said. “Please elaborate.”

      “God. I just… uhhh. Look, it’s not about Kestral—she’s not my type, and my heart belongs to Darling regardless. But I kinda forgot how much I dig the whole murder clown aesthetic, alright? Can we move on now?”

      My face went blank. “Are you seriously telling me that scene you made back there where I was afraid for my life and worried about dropping you occurred because you’re into clowns? Is that what that was?”

      “I’m not into clowns, man. I’m a huge fan of the art form—that’s all. Do you have any idea how competitive clown college is? Their acceptance rates put the Ivy League to shame.”

      “I didn’t know that, but I don’t think I really needed to.”

      “At most, I’m like, clown curious or something, alright? The jester bells and the baggy clothing stirred something deep within me, and I couldn’t have that. That’s what you must have felt back there while you were talking to her.”

      “Thankfully not,” I said. “I didn’t feel anything nearly that specific. I just thought you were freaking out because she was gonna kill me or something. It was more like a lingering sense of dread.”

      “Oh, hold on. Pretty sure I have a setting for that. There.” He stirred, and I felt it on an entirely different level, like it was bone-deep.

      I cringed so hard I lost my balance on the last couple of steps and had to thrust a hand out toward the ground to keep from faceplanting.

      “Oh dear Lord, why is that a thing? Turn that off! I don’t want this!”

      “That’s what I’m saying!”

      “No, I don’t want to feel this!”

      “Right, agreed!”

      “Turn it off, Frank! The setting, damn you!”

      “No way! Why would I suffer alone when I can force you to help carry my burden? Plus, now you’re invested.” He laughed. “It turns out that two can play this game, and I am much better at it.”

      “I can’t help but be invested, and I’m already carrying your clown-loving ass from place to place. Isn’t that enough?”

      “No.”

      “I do not see the problem with liking clowns,” House said. “Personally, I find their bright clothing and colorful personalities quite charming.”

      “For real, Frank. It might be weird, but there’s no need to be ashamed of it. That’s just making it even more uncomfortable than it already is.”

      “You misunderstand; I am not ashamed, and making you uncomfortable is the goal. In fact, I’m actively proud of how little shame I have, but let me make one thing crystal clear to the two of you: clowns are straight fire, and if you disagree, you’re wrong.”

      “That’s aggressive, even for you.”

      “Some of my favorite murderers are clowns, plus the entire group is a repository of untapped knowledge.”

      “About what, exactly?”

      “God, so many things. You ever need to figure out how many bodies you can fit inside a car? Just shoot the make and model over to a clown and they’ll know the answer offhand.”

      I laughed. “Okay, fine. But if you’re okay with it, then why can’t you just sit there quietly and stare at her hat or something?”

      “Again, it’s not about Kestral. It’s more that I’m already into heavily armored, bloodthirsty women and I’m not about to compromise on that, so I can’t afford to add clown to the list just yet. Do you have any idea how small the overlap is between those two demographics? The Venn diagrams wouldn’t even touch.”

      “I guess that’s fair.”

      “Clown is a sophisticated but acquired taste. Darling and I might have already crossed the armor bridge thanks to our mutual interest in heavy metals, but I’m gonna bury this side of me down real deep until all nine of our kids have left the nest and we’re looking for something super weird to fill the void they leave behind.”

      I paused. “Man, I have so many questions about that sentence but fine, I’ll just sheathe you when we come back.”

      “What do you mean, come back? We’re not coming back here, right? How am I going to lock this away and pretend it never happened if we come back?”

      I pulled the quest up and pointed at it. “We’re doing this later today, obviously. It’ll be easy to travel to the Kingdoms she listed while we still have access to the Hall of Rifts, and it’s a Legendary Quest, so we’re going to keep progressing it. Even if her information is only somewhat useful, the trips will only take a couple minutes.”

      “Ugh. Well, I guess I’d like to see you finish that quest.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Why?”

      “Oh, no reason.”

      “Is this reverse psychology? If so, it’s not working.”

      “Nope.”

      “What is it that you find so attractive about clowns?” House said.

      “He’s probably a sucker for a red nose,” I said. “Hey, here’s a question—would you be equally into a sad clown?”

      He paused. “I dunno, and I dunno. Lemme see.” He went quiet for a long time. “Nope, nothing happening down here.”

      “What if the sad clown is holding a bloody knife?”

      He hesitated again, thoughtful. “Nope, nada.”

      “So it’s not just a murder thing, then. What if she’s sad but also holding a bloody axe?”

      “Mmm, nope. Man, that’s weird, even for me.”

      House raised a hand. “Have you considered that you might be unable to relate to someone who does not appear to be outwardly pleased about the prospect of inflicting violence upon others?”

      Frank stroked his beard or something like that. “Ohhhh. Good call, robot! You might be onto something there.”

      House did a little dance with her hands balled into fists.

      I rubbed my face. “I really wish I could say this was the weirdest thing you’ve ever gone on about for way too long. Not sure it’s even in the top five, though.”

      “I would be more than happy to help you sort that list if needed,” House said.

      “It’s fine,” Frank said. “I’ll just have you sheathe me when we get back. In the meantime, I’ll just try to pretend this never happened.”

      “Whatever keeps you from doing whatever it is you keep doing.”

      “Stirring.”

      “Yeah, that. Awful.”

      “Since our objective appears to be complete,” House said, “what is our next goal?”

      I pointed up at the clouds and the many ships that were now floating through them. “Darling should have that group together by now, so we ought to head back into the Cloudscape and get some payback for your cats. Thoughts?”

      She beamed. “I would very much like that, thank you.”

      “Alright then. Let’s move.”
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      With everything handled on the ground, we rode over to the nearby tower and took the elevator back up into the Cloudscape.

      Darling had taken the majority of the guild down to the Marble Hills to farm the Cloudscape in a quieter spot where Corruptia would be less of an issue, so I was riding up the elevator with Rock, Nina, House, and two other guild members I hadn’t met before. Both were long-range specialists who fitted the description I’d given Darling earlier on.

      Kael was short with dark brown skin and well-traveled robes, and he wore a longbow on his back that was so oversized that the bottom of it occasionally tapped the ground as he walked. He was a Silver Marksman and had specialized in that same weapon.

      The blue-robed Tory was tall and had greenish skin—a rare orc caster, apparently. She’d rolled a Venomancer, a class I’d come across when I’d experimented with the skill-changing orbs back at the inn.

      Her damage wasn’t incredibly high compared to Kael’s, but Darling had suggested her for utility more than anything else: not only did she have poisons that enhanced the burst damage of her party, but she was also capable of applying a specific type of venom that reversed all incoming healing and turned it into damage for a short time.

      I pulled the ability up.

      
        
        {Woundeater Venom Jet}

        Description: You fire a jet of concentrated poison at a target within 40 yards. This spell deals no damage, but any healing received in the 5 seconds after the Woundeater effect is applied is converted to nature damage instead.

        Cast Time: 3 seconds.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 400 Mana.

      

      

      The ability that Kael had was more bursty, and navigating its use was going to be a little tricky in a group, but I was excited to put it to the test alongside my Overcharged rifle ravens in particular.

      
        
        {Barbed Shot}

        Description: After a substantial wind-up period, you fire a barbed, oversized projectile that flies for 40 yards and pierces all hostile targets in a narrow line. Players and weaker enemies struck by {Barbed Shot} take 30% additional damage from bleed effects and 15% increased damage from all other sources for 10 seconds.

        Cast Time: 8 seconds.

        Cooldown: 2 minutes.

        Cost: 45 Focus.

      

      

      Nina, Rock, and House filled out our six-person group, though Rock and House were mostly there to drive their respective Gun Boats. Nina was in charge of snatching up whatever Corruptia dropped and getting the hell out of there before they realized what had hit them.

      The placement was a little odd, as Rock and Nina were going to be alone on their boat while everyone else was with me, but there was a good reason for that: I’d largely built our team around the idea of hitting Corruptia hard, snagging what dropped, and immediately vanishing into the mist to make detecting us and retaliating as difficult as possible.

      “All set?” I said as voices began to filter up from within the tower’s open hatch.

      “Let’s get to headhunting already!” Nina said.

      We summoned and boarded our boats, then I had House take us away and down into the clouds. I used the periscope to navigate on her behalf, and Rock steered his vessel directly to my left.

      We spent the better part of a half hour just cruising around, maintaining our cover with the periscope barely peeking out of the clouds. While both Nina and Frank complained ceaselessly throughout, it paid off when we found the tank we’d hit earlier—House confirmed he was the one who had dropped the Twin Wall chest piece via her combat log.

      His six- or seven-person group was grinding on a grassy island about a hundred yards off, killing bears whose fur was overgrown with moss and dotted with flowers. I marked our target with a red flame icon to make him easier to spot.

      It probably wasn’t an ideal fight to start with—there were two tanks again and the bears were constantly moving, tucking into tight green balls and rolling around the small island to devastating effect—but it looked like their crew was mostly melee, which meant Nina would probably have an easier time getting out once she broke stealth.

      “Alright guys, target sighted, so here’s what I’m thinking. Nina, do you have an ability you can use to reach the island while staying stealthed? Ideally without requiring Rock to pop up and reveal his location.”

      “Yup! Just need a target, and I can pop in behind them if we’re close enough without them knowing.”

      “Perfect. Rock, can you dump her off on that island, then circle around while staying low and out of sight? You’re going to be her escape route. From their perspective, I want it to look like Nina shows up, then runs off and dips straight into the clouds.”

      “We’re on it,” Nina said, and the two of them motored into position.

      I waited a moment while the sounds of combat raged in the distance, clouds flashing with explosions of fire and magic.

      Then a message from Nina came in: she was stealthed and in position on the island, lurking near one of its edges.

      I responded with a quick message of my own, asking her to avoid engaging and stick to scooping loot. Eventually, I’d have her striking her target alongside the firing squad’s opener to burst them down, but I wanted to play it as safe as possible for now. That would mean we could get in and out after hitting our highest priority target, then evaluate Corruptia’s response from afar.

      I switched to my rifle and wound up an Overcharged blast. “Nina’s in harm’s way, so let’s go.”

      The two other ranged damage dealers stepped up beside me on the front of the boat. Kael drew his longbow while Tory held a glass orb in the palm of one hand, her other arm extended straight out with fingers splayed wide.

      Kael nocked a massive, barbed arrow and drew. At the same time, Tory started chanting, and streams of sickly green Mana spiraled down her arm and pooled into a tight ball beyond her outstretched hand.

      “Fire on my signal,” I said, “and make sure you pop everything you have to pump the follow-up damage as high as possible after the opener. Everybody should already be targeting the marked tank. We all set?”

      The two of them nodded, so I sent a message to Nina and told her we were about to go.

      “Looks like all of our casts are ready. Okay, House, take us up and into view.”

      “Understood.”

      I waited a moment for the boat to begin to rise, then popped Doppelganger to get a clone up to either side with their rifles already in position, barrels glowing with golden power.

      “Hold,” I said as the blue sky began to appear through the thinning clouds. “Target at three o’clock, about ten feet from Nina.”

      Finally, the boat rose enough to bring us fully into range.

      “Fire!”

      I waited a split-second for Kael to shoot first so I could take advantage of the debuff his ability offered, then I opened the floodgates.

      And just like that, the air was full of spells and projectiles, all of which were headed for the tank’s unprotected back: a jet of focused green mana, a huge bolt of barbed metal that screamed as it tore through the air, plus three golden ravens flying in formation mere feet behind the initial volley.

      But I wasn’t even close to finished. I Double Casted another round of three blasts before our spells made contact, then switched to my pistols and fired off another pair of instants that turned into six smaller spells.

      The tank’s Health dropped from nearly full to 80% as Kael’s metal projectile hit home and Tory’s stream coated him in green venom and promptly turned an incoming heal into an accidental nuke that dropped him another 10%.

      My first volley cut his Health down below 50%, then the second trio of birds left a sliver remaining that my flock of six polished off before I could follow up with a harvest.

      The tank died mid-swing, and several pieces of gear clattered down around him.

      I fired a Gravity Bird a few feet away from the downed tank and directed my Doppels to do the same, zoning the area off to keep Nina safe for the brief moment she’d be exposed.

      She emerged out of stealth before the tank had even had a chance to hit the ground, scooped up the loot, and jumped right into the clouds beyond, where Rock was waiting with his well-hidden ship.

      I fired off a Dreadful Shot that was copied twice over, targeting three of the group’s healers to create a bit more chaos as the group continued to struggle with the grass-covered bears.

      “Target down, Nina’s safe, take us below and away! Pick a direction at random as soon as we’re out of sight so they can’t follow. I’m expecting company real quick, and we’re probably going to find out just how good they are at spotting submerged ships. If they really do have an item or something, things are gonna get rough!”

      The boat lurched forward and dove, then House spun the wheel hard to the left to head beneath the island, passing so close to it that I could smell the cone of dirt the island was built upon.

      “Eyes open, watch the deck,” I said. “House, try to take us about a hundred yards off. I want to see how long it takes the cavalry to arrive.”

      We ghosted away through the mist, and once we were far enough out, I edged the periscope up a few inches out of the clouds and spun it around to get a view of the scene we’d left behind us.

      The fight with the grassy bears was still raging, but it had devolved into utter chaos. One of the healers I’d feared had either died or run right off the island, and the remaining tank was struggling to hold both of their targets.

      I was tempted to turn the boat around and have House take us back in so we could finish the job, but my earlier worries proved well-founded as two ships loaded with about ten players each slashed up through the clouds to support and leaped into the fight, immediately steadying it.

      A third boat emerged about halfway between us and the island, patrolling low in the clouds, players peering off the deck to either side.

      “Doesn’t look like they can see us from here,” I said. “Maybe we just weren’t careful enough that first time around.”

      Our boat rocked sideways, and I pointed my guns in that direction—only for Nina to leap onto our deck.

      “That was smooth!” she said. “We definitely could have dropped a few more of ‘em, but check these out, three pieces of gear off that guy. I got a random cloak that Ton might be able to use, plus a mace he must have had in his inventory.”

      I deflated slightly but thought I managed to hide it. “No set stuff?”

      “Nope.”

      “Ah well, so it goes. They’re gonna know that we’re targeting him specifically now, so I doubt we’ll have a safe opportunity to hit him like that again. Still, free items for us, and they’ll really have to stay on their toes. Mind sending me the info on the mace?”

      She linked me the item.

      
        
        {Shining Star} (One-handed Mace)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 60

        Damage Type: Physical

        Quality: Uncommon

        Physical Attack: 130

        Magical Attack: 15

        Speed: Medium

        Primaries: +25 Strength, +20 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Block Chance

        Effect: Blocking an attack reduces the cooldown of your next {Shield Strike} by 1 second.

      

      

      “C-Grade, huh? That’s way stronger than I hoped. I’m sure we can find someone who could do with the raw stats, if nothing else.”

      Nina smiled. “You aren’t gonna ask about the third item?”

      “I figured it wasn’t worth mentioning.”

      “You figured wrong.”

      She linked the item my way, and my response caught in my throat.

      
        
        {Shielddancer’s Badge of the Mountain} (Unique-Equipped)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 40

        Slot: Trinket

        Quality: Rare

        Required Class: Shielddancer

        Tier I Power: After standing still for at least 3 seconds, you gain one stack of {Immovable}, increasing your Armor by 3%. This ability may stack up to three times.

        Tier II Power: Whenever you successfully block an attack, you automatically Taunt the blocked target for 3 seconds, forcing them to attack you.

        Tier III Power: Your Taunt effects last 33% longer and you take 10% less damage from all sources while a Taunt is active.

      

      

      I pumped a fist. “Oh hell yeah!”

      “Thought you’d like that,” Nina said.

      “I love it, that’s way better than stealing a set piece. I wonder what they’d pay to get that thing back.”

      “Man, what a swing. How do you like, that House?”

      “I like it very much.”

      “What do you wanna do with all this stuff?” Nina said.

      “After we’re done, maybe check with Darling and see if anyone in the guild can use the mace or the cloak. If it’s cool with you, I’d like to hand the Trinket over to House for now. Might toss it up on the Auction House for an exorbitant amount or just keep it as a bargaining chip for the future.”

      “Sure!”

      Nina traded House the item, then after messaging Darling for a moment or two, she went ahead and tossed House the mace as well but kept the cloak for Ton.

      “Shall I list these two items at my earliest convenience?” House said.

      “Yeah, but let’s see what else we can pull off these guys first. I’m still not sure if we’re better off bleeding them of all their gold or their equipment, so I think we just stay the course.”

      “And by stay the course, you mean murder more people?” Frank said.

      “Indeed I do, Frank.” I looked back into the periscope. “Not only did that tiny little raid turn a useful profit, but we’ve got at least twenty players out there wasting their time looking for us at this very moment, and it doesn’t seem like they can spot us from far away.”

      “Rinse, repeat?” Nina said.

      “Yup, let’s do it. Justice for House!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

        

      

    

    
      I laughed as Nina blurred off a floating island after scooping up a few pieces of gear and leaped into the clouds, where Rock was once again waiting in hiding.

      Then an alert popped, and I shut up real quick.

      
        
        World-First Alert! The Guild {Corruptia} is the first Guild to complete an Epic naval vessel: {Freighter}!

        Awarding Unique Title: {World Traveler}!

      

      

      I blinked at the read-out. “Wait, what? They already finished that thing?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said.

      Our little hunting group had spent a few more hours hunting Corruptia, wiping them time and time again, but I hadn’t been expecting that alert to go out for at least another six hours. The fact it had already popped threw a massive wrench into our plans.

      “Caught us flatfooted,” Frank said. “I might not have feet, but I am nonetheless completely enraged.”

      “Yeah, they keep surprising us. I wonder what changed. They must have put a serious rush on that thing. Maybe they figured they can probably wrap their trade run before Prelims if they start now? Or maybe…” I hesitated. “Damn. I bet I know what happened.”

      I sent a message to Darling to see if she could switch gears and start readying people for a hijack attempt on the Freighter, but her response was about what I had expected. She’d had the whole guild working on the timetable I’d suggested earlier, so pretty much everyone had either logged out for a couple of hours because they were expecting a marathon session later tonight or already jumped into instances of their own.

      “Shoot. This is bad.”

      “What do you think’s up?” Nina said.

      “I too am interested in what caused Corruptia to rush the Freighter’s completion,” House said.

      I pointed at the Skyvault high above. “I bet it’s that thing. Corruptia probably came to the same conclusion we did—that we could rush up to the Skyvault much faster by using a boat that can carry a ton of people at once. That way, you’d only need one Cloudburst Kit instead of having to buy ten-plus of the things.”

      Nina tossed a dagger up and caught it by the tip. “Is the vault thing all that important?”

      “I don’t know for sure, but the first sphere we met said that if we could get our hands on a Command Crystal, we might be able to shape the Delta’s development. Not sure how the pieces fit just yet, but the last thing I want is Corruptia being able to change our home however they see fit.

      “And to make matters worse, if they’ve already got enough tokens for a Cloudburst Kit, then we might be totally out of luck. They could straight up skip the trade run they were planning and just head for the vault, and there’d be nothing we could do about it.”

      “So what’s the move?” Frank said.

      “I’m wondering if we ought to call in reinforcements from elsewhere. Not sure we’ve got another choice.”

      A call came in from Darling, so I took it, and she popped up at the front of the deck with an ocean of clouds and blue sky behind her.

      “Hey there,” I said. “Guessing you saw that alert.”

      “Sure did. Not great for us. How’s the hunting going?”

      “Great. Zero losses, tons of kills. Frank even got some blood on him.”

      He sighed. “Just a taste.”

      I reached up and stretched above my head. “So, question.”

      “Shoot.”

      “The Freighter coming online this early really screwed us over timing-wise. And if we’re still gonna try to swipe it out from under them, we need as many people as possible.”

      Darling frowned. “Yeah, for sure. So… are you going where I think you’re going?”

      “I was thinking about how convenient it is that we’re on friendly terms with a bunch of half-drunk hooligans who are still bumping around the Delta. I ran into them back at the Neon Circus.”

      “That’s exactly what I was worried you were going to say. So they help us take the ship in exchange for… what? What do we offer?”

      “Well, I do still have this.” I popped the item we’d gotten off Delugia into my hand.

      
        
        {Wheel of the Roving Fortress} (Legendary Augment)

        Description: A powerful, unique Augment found atop the corpse of Delugia, the Walking Apocalypse, this item is capable of turning a powerful ship or vehicle into something truly extraordinary.

        Requirement: This Augment may only be used on a player-owned vehicle of at least Legendary quality.

        Charges: 1

      

      

      “You’ve seen Goon’s train. When I first visited them, Sleep let it slip that that thing’s a Legendary vehicle. I thought it was kinda weird at the time, though in hindsight I’m wondering if the slip was deliberate. Regardless, if we handed them that, they’d be in. No doubt about it.”

      “Can you imagine?” Frank said. “That mysterious meat stew, but legendary?”

      “Don’t think that’s how it works, but yeah.”

      Darling pursed her lips. “Feels like that would probably work, but I wonder about the long-term cost. Stealing their vessel will feel pretty damn good in the short term, and if it gets us up to the Skyvault before they get a chance, then maybe it’s worth it? But I dunno. I thought we’d probably save that item until the end game.”

      “It would be a definite gamble.”

      She shrugged. “I guess it’d be worth it so long as Goon agreed to let us take the ship.”

      “Cool. There’s another angle I think would probably work better than offering the wheel, but I don’t want to promise anything just yet, and I’d feel better going into the negotiation knowing I’ve got an ace up my sleeve.”

      “Just don’t fully commit until we’ve talked it over, yeah?”

      “Absolutely. Gonna dial him now if that works.”

      “Lemme know!”

      “Thanks, Darling. Appreciate you,” I said, ending the call.

      “You what?” Frank said.

      I stared down at him. “Appreciate her?”

      “You should know better than to use verbs in relation to Darling at this point.”

      “So… don’t talk to her.”

      “I mean, that would be ideal. But if I knew how to get you to stop talking to people who don’t like you, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”

      “We wouldn’t be having this conversation if you hadn’t started it. You what? is clearly a prompt for further discourse.”

      “In my head, it was more that I’d say that, then you’d cringe and wordlessly apologize while genuflecting in my general direction.”

      “So, downward?”

      “In a just world, you’d be forced to hold me above your head at all times, because that’s where I belong. But until that world comes about, feel free to keep your genuflection omnidirectional. Just don’t be weird about it.”

      I tapped through the video call menu. “I’m surprised I even exist in your perfect world.”

      He paused. “Huh.”

      “Huh indeed.”

      I dialed Sleep, and it rang so many times that I was beginning to think he wouldn’t take it. And when he did, I almost wished he hadn’t, because his mouth was absolutely covered in something red and thick.

      “Hey there, Ned!” Sleep said. He wiped his mouth with his sleeve and smeared that red stain everywhere. “Wasn’t expecting to hear from you so quickly.”

      “Hey again.” I gestured at my face. “You’ve got some red on you.”

      “Please say it’s human blood,” Frank said.

      Sleep smiled, teeth brighter than ever against the red. “Haven’t crossed that bridge just yet, but I can’t say I haven’t wondered.”

      I winced.

      He reached down out of the frame, then held up a pie. Someone—presumably him—had cut a triangular piece out of the dead center of it.

      “Strawberry rhubarb. Sorry to disappoint, Frank.”

      “No apology needed, given the way you cut that piece,” Frank said. “That is a stunningly efficient way to let people know you’re in charge. I mean, damn. I am in awe.”

      “Knew you’d appreciate it. To be honest, though, I just sorta like the middle bit where it’s undercooked. Anyway, what’s going on, guys? You got something interesting on tap?”

      “I think we do, yeah. You guys still have a bit of free time before your Siege, right?”

      Sleep looked at the circus, smiling as if to emphasize the point. “We both know I do.”

      I rubbed my hands together but kept them out of the frame. “Alright, so here’s the thing. You heard of Corruptia?”

      “Oh yeah. They’re the ones who keep beating you in the PVE races, right? Haven’t had any run-ins with them yet. Figured they’re probably avoiding us.”

      “Right. Well, we’re planning something big, and I thought you might wanna get in on it.”

      “Hit me with the details.”

      I took a deep breath and ran him through what we knew so far: the boat, the route, and so on.

      “And you’re sure you know where it’s headed?”

      “Sure? No. They could always decide to switch it up at the last minute. But I’m fairly certain they’re sailing east, and I’ve got eyes to the north and south just in case, plus someone watching the ship from the port on the edge of the Marble Hills. Their endpoint is irrelevant—I’m thinking we let them get far enough offshore where any extra help is out of the way, but that’s it. Just jump in and grab it.”

      He rubbed his chin. “Naval engagement, eh? We’ve got plenty of ships to sail with—fast ones, too—but I’m not sure we have the horses to keep up with anything that’s really armored. None of our stuff is equipped with cannons.”

      “You can let us handle the boats,” I said. “We’ve got plenty of armed vessels that can take you guys out into the fight.”

      “Corruptia,” he said, like he was tasting the word. “Far as I know, they’re major players when it comes to Trade Packs and the herb market. We’ve been buying a lot of spices and raw ingredients from them through the Auction House, courtesy of that Francis guy.” He met my gaze. “Anything else you’d like to mention about Corruptia?”

      I paused. “Nothing I’d like to mention, no. But there are a couple things I probably should add before we go any further.”

      He smiled like he’d been testing me, which he probably had.

      “We killed a few of their people up in the Cloudscape early on. Dunno how much you’ve heard about it—probably a lot at this point—but pretty much everything is purchased through blood up there. Given that it’s a game mechanic, we figured they would be chill and professional about it. Instead, they responded to those kills with a full-on declaration of war, and we’ve been going back and forth ever since.”

      He pursed his lips, and I had a sinking feeling in my gut that said he was going to brush us off.

      “Well, that’s just sorta the way the PVP life goes sometimes. I dunno if we really—”

      “They also corpse camped House until she cried,” Frank said darkly.

      “My eyes were indeed leaking,” House called out from behind the wheel. “They are unpleasant individuals, and I wish them a great deal of physical harm.”

      Sleep’s face changed slightly at that, though I couldn’t put my finger on what exactly it was. It was something in his eyes, a hardness that definitely hadn’t been there before.

      “Really now. Corpse camping, huh?”

      “Yeah, they were vicious about it,” I said. “Killed her pet just for shits and giggles. Could have easily just dropped her first, but they didn’t. Like I told her, the cruelty was the point. It messed her up pretty bad. So that’s what you’d likely be dealing with.”

      The easygoing smile Sleep wore so well was gone, and I somehow hadn’t noticed it slip. “How’s she doing?”

      “Remarkably well, actually.” I pursed my lips. “I mean… she’s not sad anymore, if that’s what you’re worried about. She didn’t really understand why they’d do that and I’m still not sure if she does. I tried to explain it, and I think I may have done a terrible job because she’s sorta on the warpath now. In fact, I’m more than a little concerned that she’s gonna go thermonuclear on them the first chance she gets. But yeah, we’re going to do everything we can to hammer those guys into the ground. Cloudscape, tournament, everything.”

      A beat of silence passed, then his smile returned as if it had never left. “So this Freighter, then. It’s big?”

      “Hundred player limit,” I said. “Dunno what the limit is on Trade Packs, but—”

      “Two-fifty,” Frank said.

      Sleep leaned a little further into the frame. “You lot interested in it for running packs?”

      I shrugged. “Not particularly, to be honest. There’s a vault in the upper sky, and I’m thinking we need to kill it before Corruptia does. We need a special motor to get up there, and they’re damn pricy, so a boat that can move a lot of players at once would give us a shot.”

      “While also sticking it to your competition,” Sleep said.

      “And avenging the cat that Ersatz slapped,” Frank said. “And the turtle he kicked.”

      Sleep’s eyes went wide. “They slapped one of her pets?”

      “Yup. Little goblin dude did it. You know me, Sleep: when it comes to barbarism, I am a connoisseur. No, a sommelier. But there are certain things you just don’t slap.”

      Sleep looked me dead in the eyes. “So, hypothetically. Without us, how much of a chance do you think you have of pulling this off?”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. “None. We’ve only got a handful of people available right now, and by the time we wrangle up enough players, Corruptia will be long gone.”

      “Hm. I guess I’m wondering if the boat is up for grabs.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Think of it from my position. This means declaring war on another guild, which is fine, but am I selling this to the rest of Goon as, Hey guys, wanna steal a boat from a bunch of dicks?, or do I gotta say, Hey guys, wanna go help someone else steal a boat from a bunch of dicks?”

      The implication was pretty clear, though I was surprised he was saying it out loud. “Former’s a much easier sell when it comes to your crew, eh?”

      He grinned. “Indeed it is, friend.”

      I considered that for a moment, but I didn’t really need to think too much.

      “I’m on board with that—finders keepers when it comes to the ship. And maybe we’ll say whoever misses out on the boat gets the Trade Packs they leave behind? That way, nobody goes home empty-handed if it ends up being successful?”

      “I like it.”

      “I’ll have to run the specifics by Darling, but I think she’ll come around.”

      “Details to follow then?”

      “Shortly, yeah. We’ll definitely be in touch.”

      “Alright then. I appreciate it. Keep me on a post, yeah?” Sleep said with a wink. “And thanks.”

      “Happy to do it.”

      He ended the call, so I dialed Darling back and filled her in.

      “Huh,” Darling said. “That works for me. I’m just surprised you didn’t fight him on the boat being up for grabs. Doesn’t that put us at risk?”

      “No need—that worked out exactly as I hoped. By framing it as a free-for-all, we get help without having to pay for it, so we don’t lose anything if the operation fails. If we grab the boat, we’re good to go. If Sleep grabs it, we can negotiate from there.

      “I’m pretty sure he’d trade the Freighter for the Wheel in a blink, but I don’t see any reason to cross that bridge yet. Goon’s looking for a good time, so we’ll give them that and figure the rest out later. That still work for you?”

      “Sure, if you’re convinced we can trust him.”

      “Weirdly enough, I kinda do. I mean, I don’t. But I think if he was going to betray us, he’d be like, hey man, gonna betray you guys at noon tomorrow, so make sure you show up with backup.”

      “Easy enough, then.” She cracked her knuckles. “I can organize some people from down here in the Marble Hills. You got an ambush point in mind where we can rendezvous?”

      I stared around the Cloudscape, then strode to the edge of the deck and looked down, eying the point where the black sands met the eastern ocean.

      “House, how are you doing on raw materials?”

      “I am currently exceedingly well-stocked.”

      “Great. Gonna need you to do a bit of crafting for me.”
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      I stood at the edge of the deck of House’s Gun Boat, which she’d driven out almost as far as the clouds extended, the equivalent of several miles out over the eastern ocean. The waves far below were practically nonexistent, and the water stretched out beneath us like a pane of glass.

      Darling had joined me on board with a surprisingly large raid group that she’d got up and running, despite how many people were still unavailable. We now had the better part of twenty Omen members stationed above the clouds, though many were stuck atop the nearest tower on account of our limited Cloud Motors.

      Darling bumped her armored shoulder into mine, and I had to step sideways to keep my balance. “Scout says Corruptia’s Freighter is just now leaving the port.”

      “Thanks. Guess we lucked out—they must not have had enough tokens for the Cloudburst Kit.” I sent Sleep a message saying the same thing.

      Darling sucked in a deep breath. “It really doesn’t bother you?”

      I leaned over the edge and eyed the sea below. Almost our entire fleet was spread out all over the ocean. The vessels were ours, though you wouldn’t know it, judging by the Goon members lounging atop the decks.

      The only force we had down on the water’s surface were the pilots, and for the most part, those were just lower-level players who wouldn’t be able to contribute much else.

      “Does what bother me?”

      She gestured vaguely downward. “All of that.”

      “Putting Goon in this position?”

      Darling nodded. “They could snag our entire fleet if they wanted to, just like that,” she said, snapping her fingers. “Their members outnumber our pilots five- or six-to-one or worse on the larger vessels.”

      “Yeah, they could. But I don’t think they will. I doubt many of them have really even considered it, knowing what’s coming.”

      “If you say so.”

      We lapsed into silence, watching as the massive Freighter—easily visible even from this height—slowly chugged out of port.

      As I’d predicted, a number of smaller vessels were summoned into place behind it as it moved out, popping up one after another. The smaller crafts surged forward and took up positions, surrounding the Freighter on all sides.

      “Looks like exactly the sort of escort you were expecting,” Darling said.

      I nodded, my excitement building. “Yeah. Any word on how many people we’re dealing with here?”

      Darling tapped the air, then winced. “The escort vessels are packed to the brim, apparently. They’re not taking this lightly. I don’t know how many people are on the Freighter, either. We haven’t seen anyone piling in, but we haven’t had eyes on it the entire time. They could have a huge number of people below deck for all we know.”

      “Still, gotta figure it’s not their core group if they’re heading out on a Trade Pack run. No way they’d send their best all the way across the ocean with all the fuss we’ve been causing in the Cloudscape.”

      We watched the boats draw closer, staring intently as the many vessels ate up the distance between themselves and our combined, scattered fleets.

      Darling drew both of her weapons. “Everybody ready?”

      A murmur of agreement went up from those of us stationed on the two Gun Boats, and I heard similar thoughts echoing back from the nearest tower.

      She dropped her voice. “On your mark, Ned.”

      I nodded and waited, watching the Freighter as it sailed further into the ocean.

      And as soon as the vessel was beyond the first group of boats that we’d carefully positioned far enough to the right and left of the port for them to be out of sight—who would intercept any latecomers and seal off the Black Oasis as a potential escape route—I gave the signal.

      Or at least, I tried. In fact, I took a deep breath, then Frank shouted his own name, loudly and several times, before I could get another word out.

      Then the trap was sprung, and a declaration of war from Goon went out with Corruptia as the target.

      I sighed, saluted the members atop the tower, then stepped off the edge of the boat and went plummeting toward the ocean below. The wind whipped over me as I plunged into the clouds and briefly lost sight of the scene below.

      When the ocean snapped back into view, I had a great look at the three disparate groups we’d stationed below all surging toward the same point, wakes glowing behind them.

      But I only had eyes for the Freighter. It was still chugging along, but it only took a moment for the vessel to visibly slow, then begin turning back to port.

      Other Omen members were falling all around me, so I raised my voice to shout over the wind: “Sweep team, with me as soon as we land! Deck and wheel teams, you’re with Darling!”

      I’d already dropped the same messages into the guild chat for those who were out of earshot, so I sent them in and returned my attention to the Freighter.

      Corruptia’s escort zoomed in to engage with our oncoming boats, and then the fight was on, but it was instantly clear that they’d prepared for such a scenario. Their various vessels spread out, each plainly targeting one of Goon’s boats.

      And as Goon’s vessels opened fire, each of the escort boats returned with flashes of light that left huge columns of black smoke drifting up behind them.

      Large, dark projectiles thunked into our vessels, and for a moment, I expected explosions to follow.

      Instead, as I continued to fall and got close enough to see what was happening, the plan became clear: several of Corruptia’s escort vessels had launched projectiles with chains attached, locking themselves to our pursuing vessels.

      Then the Freighter changed tactics. The bow of the enormous vessel rose into the air, and the wake behind it exploded in such a bright burst of green-blue light that it left the luminous explosion etched on the insides of my eyelids.

      It was an impressive engine, and their plan made some amount of sense: to have the escorts engage and buy the Freighter some time while it escaped deeper into the ocean.

      I gauged the distance. I’d been just about spot on when it came to timing my leap, and if the vessel hadn’t accelerated, I likely could have dropped onto the deck purely with the aid of Clonedrift.

      But given the burst of speed the vessel had just put on, we no longer had that luxury.

      Thankfully, we’d prepared for that.

      I did a half-flip to move into a headfirst dive, then activated the glider I’d had House craft for me and pulled up hard. My stomach dropped out as my momentum was suddenly arrested and I arced from falling vertically to curving upward in fractions of a second.

      Air whooshed all around as the other members of Omen deployed their own gliders, and the pursuit was on while we were still a couple of hundred yards above the enemy.

      Darling pulled up beside me, her dark hair whipping behind her.

      We’d finally gotten close enough for name tags to populate, and my stomach did a little twist as I realized that the wide, flat deck of the Freighter was nowhere near empty. Dozens of players were situated around the edges, though none of them seemed to have noticed us just yet, given the angle of our approach.

      But given their numbers, a surprise landing was going to be impossible.

      Darling held up a clenched fist. “Melee land first, healers with heal-over-times or shields or anything you can use while gliding, get your spells rolling ahead of time! For the melee, prioritize knockbacks and fears, anything that can blow them away! And keep in mind that if you get knocked off the boat, you’re as good as dead as far as this fight is concerned! Same goes for their people!

      “Ned’s group will be pushing below deck to clear it out; my group will be fighting to get control of the wheel, then establishing control of the deck! We can’t actually steal the boat until we’ve cleared it of Corruptia members completely, so don’t let your guard down!”

      I arced a sweeping left turn to give Darling and the other melee a bit of room to pull ahead, then leaned on the bar of my glider and drew my pistols.

      Darling pulled ahead and to the left of everyone else, and shields sprang up all around her.

      “White Ring incoming on your mark!” I said, getting a raised axe in return.

      The first member of Corruptia noticed her on the approach, and before Darling got within fifty feet of the boat, the entire deck was aglow with spells being prepared and arrows being nocked.

      She stayed the course, and the barrage of firepower they trained on her as she pulled into range made my throat tighten.

      “Now!” she said, so I fired the White Ring her way.

      Darling let go of her glider and whipped an axe out underhand. My White Ring made contact with her lower back and expanded into a halo of pure light.

      Her bright blue axe sailed between two casters and onto the deck, then Darling vanished and left her glider falling in her place as she reappeared on the deck.

      Players exploded away from her as she teleported in, flying off the deck or across it, with many smashing through the Freighter’s high railings and tumbling into the ocean below. To my left, Darling’s abandoned glider vaporized, caught in the torrent of magic and steel that had been launched her way.

      Corruptia’s forces buckled for a moment, caught off-guard by the sudden shift and displacement, and that was all the opportunity we needed.

      Our melee glided down onto the deck, so many landing at once on one side that the entire Freighter rocked beneath their weight.

      I spotted a knot of healers and casters at the back, so I steered my glider a little higher and headed that way, then thought better of it when I realized there was a crow’s nest occupied by a single player. It was a healer, and he was crouched low to keep him out of sight of the many players clashing across the wide deck, though his bright red name tag gave his position away.

      I swept around and came in behind him, pulled up to kill some speed, then dropped off my glider just as Darling had. I landed neatly behind him, and I already had Frank out and cocked back low on my left by the time he heard me land and turned around, hands still glowing gold.

      Frank screamed his own name once again, and I sent the player soaring high out of the crow’s nest and over the waves with a Repel-powered smash.

      With him out of the way, I spared a glance at the fight behind us. I’d been hoping to kill the pilot right away and let Goon’s forces catch up, but Corruptia seemed to be holding their own back there, so it seemed like the safer bet was to let them keep the vessel moving for now.

      I switched to my rifle, then popped Doppelganger to create two clones that appeared in place with their backs pressed to mine, railguns already braced against the low wall.

      “Alright, Frank,” I said as I wound up an Overcharged blast. “You pick ‘em.”

      “Purple robe, six o’clock.”

      I targeted a healer standing near the edge of the ship who was using some kind of AoE healing spell that caused flowers to bloom across the deck. I directed both of my Doppels to follow suit, then unleashed three golden ravens from high above. All three blasts punched right through his chest and sent him careering into the water below.

      “I want to be exceedingly clear that this is not a complaint,” Frank said, “but you might have overkilled that one.”

      “Noted,” I said as I readied the next shot. But before I could get anything off, a steely grappling hook grabbed the edge of the crow’s nest, and the line attached to it went taught.

      I switched to my blunderbuss and directed all three clones to lean my way.

      And the look on the rogue’s face—a pale-faced elf in dark leather with a dagger held in her teeth as she ziplined up—was absolutely priceless as she realized she was hurtling toward three barrels glowing with stored power.

      I waited until she was in range, grinning all the while, then blew her out of the air with two rapid-fire blasts that my Doppels expertly copied.

      “Kablam!” Frank said. “Two down, two charges for your cannon. Deck crew is in serious trouble.”

      I swung my attention back down to the fight below, where more Corruptia members were pouring out of the lower decks.

      The surge seemed endless, and clearing the lower decks was my group’s responsibility, so I swapped to my cannon and fired both shots over the side of the crow’s nest and sent them arcing down into the tightly packed players.

      But someone was ready. Before my spells could land, a dome of solid earth sprang out of nowhere, surging up from the deck and shielding the group as they entered the fray.

      My first cannon blast smashed into the shield and dissipated harmlessly, but my Doppels’ copied shots left cracks spiderwebbing across the dome. My second volley shattered it, then both of my copies’ bombs dropped amid the enemy ranks.

      A cloud of numbers filled the screen, but I didn’t land a single kill. Some sort of golden heal was flowing straight through the deck, as if someone deeper in the ship were activating a spell that didn’t require line of sight.

      The fight was turning on Darling’s side as well; our lines were holding up well enough and she was making progress toward the wheel, but that area was heavily guarded. The current stalemate had been borderline unsustainable to begin with, and now that heals we couldn’t interrupt were pulsing out from within the ship, that entire group would be completely screwed unless something changed—and fast.

      I glanced back toward Goon, who were still distant on the horizon, though many of the enemy boats were smoking and a few were even sinking. It looked like that fight was going better for us than it had started, but it was difficult to tell.

      I reloaded my blunderbuss, then went back to my pistols and swapped out the White Ring rune I’d applied earlier for a Rune of Shattering, thinking that the occasional roots the latter enhancement offered after repeated hits with Ravenblast would be better in tight quarters.

      “Alright, man, no choice—we’re going in.”

      “Full frontal assault!” Frank said. “Three seconds on Doppels!”

      “Lower deck group with me!” I shouted, leaping out of the crow’s nest and directing my clones to do the same at different angles. “We’re pushing below!”

      I activated Clonedrift and had the spell send my Doppels and me down to avoid the fall damage, then let the clones drop like bombs onto the deck, stunning players left and right.

      Gravity Bird came back up, so I fired it right at the entrance that Corruptia’s players were still spewing out of, let it gather them up for a moment, then dashed in and pumped the group full of two instant ravens for massive damage.

      I’d expected a handful of kills from that, given the preposterous cloud of numbers that was now rising into the air, but the heals from below were rolling in one after another, and I didn’t think I’d even managed to get anyone into execute range.

      Heavily armored Omen members surged around me, so I let them take the lead. They battered their way straight in, bludgeoning the still-hovering players aside to push deeper into the ship. I fell in with the group as they moved forward, taking up a position beside Zoe and another healer who were making up the rear.

      We forced our way down the steps and through a handful of stragglers who got absolutely dogpiled before they could react. The first lower deck was a long hallway with doors to either side and a stairwell on the opposite end, which appeared to lead further down.

      I stayed behind the melee players as they surged deeper into the ship, but movement caught my eye to my left and slightly behind us. As I turned, a player stepped out of one of the many doors that framed the hall and slashed a crystal-tipped wand through the air.

      A wheel of fire roared toward me, and while my first instinct was to duck, I realized that would leave Zoe and the others in the line of fire, so I burned an Illusory Mirror to send the projectile spinning right back down the hall.

      The player dove back into the room, and three of ours piled in after him.

      “Up ahead,” Frank said.

      Our melee were having limited success pushing down the far stairwell, so I rushed to join them, dragging Zoe with me every step of the way.

      I reached the top of the stairwell but froze as doors slammed open behind me one after the next. Hostile players poured out of them, and ten or fifteen of them at least were now positioned behind our forces.

      I fired a Dreadful Shot that managed to send one of the new arrivals fleeing into the rest and briefly blocked their pursuit, but the writing was on the wall. We’d overextended, and now there was nowhere to go but down unless we wanted to fight on two different fronts in close, unfamiliar quarters. And that didn’t even account for the healers, whose spells were still radiating through the ship.

      I fired a few more icy, piercing ravens into the new arrivals from the top of the stairs, making use of my Shattering rune to root as many of them in place as possible to buy precious time, then turned around and hopped the railing to the stairwell and dropped ten feet onto the next deck.

      I landed at the rear of another skirmish, where our forces were battering their way through melee and ranged alike while Zoe’s wave-like heals rolled and foamed down the narrow hall time and time again.

      “Zoe’s not gonna last long at this rate,” Frank said.

      “We’ve got incoming behind us,” I called out. “Need to push and find those healers fast or we’re done, and so is Darling’s group above! Check doors to prevent ambushes, but priority is knocking those heals out!”

      I fired a Dark Harvest down the hall to finish off a weakened bowman, then activated Repel and kicked the nearest door as hard as I could. It flew open but only revealed an empty room with a pair of bunk beds set to either side and a small porthole between them.

      Others followed suit, and we had all the doors open within seconds, but aside from a few players who were quickly swarmed and dispatched, they were all empty.

      “Push deeper!” I called out. “My roots are probably wearing off above, gonna have more incoming from behind any second now! If you’ve got traps or anything that can slow them down, drop them behind us!”

      In response, the hallway lit up with area of effect abilities, and suddenly the ceiling was raining knives and arrows and spikes were being scattered across the floor, the tips glistening with poison.

      I kept firing near the front of the group, ripping off one blast after another and sending birds flying between our tightly packed melee to help the front lines push into the next stairwell. I stuck close to Zoe, and as I was watching the stairwell behind us with a rising sense of dread, the first player came running down. More quickly followed, red name tags filling the hall.

      The players at the front of the group hesitated as they came face to face with the gauntlet of spells and effects that had been placed in front of them, but more players followed and forced the first arrivals deeper into the hall.

      The falling knives and arrows lit them up from above, and poison debuffs popped up atop the nameplates of everyone who moved across the spikes.

      But the real star of the show was a trio of runes that a spellcaster must have applied from afar, a trio of red symbols that were stacked vertically on the wall near the end of the spikes. They stayed dormant until the first player drew close, then all three runes flashed red and erupted, sending geysers of flame across the passage and fully blocking it off. The heat coming off the jets was overwhelming, and the hall reeked of burning hair.

      Then, without warning, the boat decelerated so quickly that I nearly lost my footing. Several of the heavily armored enemy melee combatants blocking our passage lost their balance and fell over.

      “Their line just broke and we bought some time!” I said. “Smash them aside and push down the stairs!”

      Our melee piled on top of the fallen players, weapons sparking off their armor, then we were sprinting even deeper into the ship, running in a loose knot with Zoe and the other healers at the center while shouts and screams sounded from behind us.

      “Keep moving no matter what,” I said. “Need to drop those healers, and we’re still being pursued!”

      We rumbled straight down the hall, kicking in every door along the way.

      The second set of stairs led us to the bottom of the boat, where the rooms were situated farther apart along a wider hall. At the far end stood a large pair of double doors.

      The twin doors burst open before our lead melee reached them, but I already had a Gravity Bird in flight. It erupted right in front of the crew of tower shield-carrying players who had tried to rush us as a shield wall, but I’d aimed the spell high, right above the door and tucked into one of the hall’s upper corners.

      The knot of players was sucked up and pulled aside, and our dense group blew by them and charged into the room they’d been guarding—only to run right into a firing squad of nocked bows and fully prepared spells.

      Fire and lightning and metal crashed over us, damage readouts filling the air while the room strobed with one explosion after the next.

      “Damn, just lost a healer and two ranged at the back!” Frank said. “One melee down, your Health at 60% and falling fast!”

      One of our front liners activated a defensive ability to summon a broad, magical shield of pure energy, so I slipped in behind him as he advanced behind the floating bulwark while it devoured spells and deflected arrows alike.

      I stayed behind him and fired away, popping out from cover to scatter blasts through the group and root them in place. A badly wounded axe-thrower was backpedaling near the rear of their forces so I sent a harvest his way, but as I did so, I caught a spear of light to the shoulder and had to duck behind cover again.

      My spell connected for over a thousand damage, but a defensive called Resilient Body procced and left him standing with a sliver of Health remaining.

      Zoe and the other healers had found their footing, though, and between the root effects I’d procced to bind the enemy ranged and the tight quarters, we managed to grind across the room without losing anyone else.

      And once we were on them, our melee group’s superior numbers locked Corruptia’s players down with stuns and ripped them apart.

      “Omen members are dying above!” Frank said. “Darling’s group is in serious trouble, already lost four players!”

      I eyed the raid windows, watching as yet another panel grayed out.

      “Nothing we can do from here so keep it moving and leave the enemy ranged crowd controlled if you can’t finish ‘em quick!” I instructed. “There’s yellow light coming from around that corner up ahead, move!”

      We rushed ahead, turned the corner, and found six healers positioned at the ship’s stern: there were five in white robes arranged in a pentagram with a caster dressed in gold at the center.

      The supporting healers were chanting with their eyes closed, and the central caster was sending wave after wave of golden light surging through the ceiling and into the decks above.

      Beams of light linked the six of them, all of which winked out as we crashed into the room, smashing into the now-defenseless players.

      The skill they were using must have left them dazed somehow because a number of debuffs sprang up over the group, and we managed to swarm three of the six before they’d figured out what was even going on.

      But that still left three healers who were now cross-healing to keep each other alive.

      “Shield bearers you locked down with Gravity Bird are rejoining the fight from behind us!” Frank said.

      I slipped to the edge of the room and pulled out my railgun, dropped to one knee, and started lining up a cast. I still had to wait before I could cast Doppelganger again, but if I could line it up just right…

      There!

      One of the healers who had been giving our melee fits with instant fear effects crossed the center of the room and stepped right in front of the approaching shield carriers.

      I let my piercing blast go, then called out a swap to my mark. The spell ripped right through the healer and punched down the hall, causing the still-approaching melee to slow in their tracks and push to either side of the hall to avoid the powerful beam.

      I swapped targets to the second healer, hit him with a Dreadful Shot, then Double Cast a second fear on the third to keep them from cross-healing.

      A pair of Omen swordsmen jumped on the healer I’d marked, and though he managed to fear one of them before he could get a swing in, the second swordsman interrupted the healer’s next cast with a punch to the stomach and started hacking away.

      The healer died right in front of the shield wall, and the melee who’d taken him out charged in and met their advance, stopping it cold.

      I marked the first healer I’d feared and gunned him down with the rest of our ranged, then finally swapped targets to the final healer. After dropping him with a Dark Harvest, I jumped through the glowing phantasm he left behind to push my Health back above 70%.

      “Healers down, great work!” I sent a quick message to Darling to let her know. “We’re pushing out and clearing out stragglers from here on—melee back to the front, healers at the rear!”

      I plugged away at the shield carriers from the rear of the group, spraying ravens across their formation.

      Their defenses were pretty insane as a group—my birds were only hitting for 300 or 400 a pop—but without healers to back them up or damage dealers to help them spike people down, they dropped one after the next.

      But before we could celebrate, the boat rocked beneath us once again as its massive Soul Gem motor powered it into motion. The huge vessel banked a hard turn that sent several of us stumbling sideways and smashing into the nearest wall.

      “Fan out and double-check the cabins as we move back up!” I said. “Make sure you AoE them to check for stealthies! We can’t leave anybody behind if we’re gonna use the Hijack system to—”

      I cut off as the Freighter rocked violently to my left, pitching as if a massive wave had just lifted it up and was about to flip it over completely. Instead, I went briefly weightless, then the boat smashed back down with terrible force.

      I threw a hand out against the wall to catch myself and managed to land on my feet, then dashed into the nearest room as the sounds of battle intensified overhead, footsteps thumping clearly through the upper deck as spells exploded in the distance.

      The room looked empty but I had a bad feeling about it, so I sprayed Ravenblasts across the space just to be safe one after the next. I whipped around and was about to call the room out as being clear when the air warped near the last Ravenblast I’d fired.

      I sent a Gravity Bird flying near the source of the distortion and was unsurprised when the same badly wounded axe thrower I’d damaged earlier in the fight came into view right as the black hole lifted him up off the ground and pulled him into its center.

      I finished him off with a pair of ravens, then called the room out as being clear and rushed back into the hall.

      The group had already cleared the rest of the lowest floor, so we fell back into formation and stormed up the nearest stairwell together.

      “Same thing, keep sweeping!” I called out as we reached the next deck, but our melee put on the brakes at the sight of the hall that awaited us.

      Corruptia members screamed toward us with their weapons held high. Their numbers filled every inch of the hall as they approached, and cast bars filled the air as their mages readied their assault.

      “Pull back!” I said. “We’ll use the stairwell to make a stand, it’s gonna come down to Darling and company!”

      I’d tried to put as much hope into the words as I could, but things were looking bleak. If this many Corruptia members were free to rush us from atop the deck, Darling and company had almost certainly failed on their end.

      We pelted back down the stairs while spells exploded all around us and arrows thumped into the nearby walls and sparked off the backs of our retreating melee.

      I jumped the last set of steps, rolled as I hit the ground, and popped up with both barrels pointing back the way we’d come.

      “Melee, line the base of the stairs and hold the line! We’ll force them to engage around the edge of the stairwell to keep their healers and ranged from helping without being in the line of fire!”

      Zoe stepped up beside me and raised her staff high. A green wave rolled out from her, topping off our front lines. “I’m almost out of Mana here!”

      “Same!” another healer said.

      I glanced at our other remaining healer who had survived our push below, and the story was the same there: all three of them were going to be fully depleted in a matter of seconds.

      I took a deep breath to still my nerves, then glanced at Darling’s raid window. Her group had taken a few more losses since I’d last checked, but she and a few others were still standing.

      A player dressed in dark rags came running down the steps with a poleaxe in hand, but someone in our group had iced the stairs over, and as he tumbled down the steps, we lit him up from below. The focused spells and attacks killed him before he’d finished rolling, but then the flood of enemy players began in earnest.

      “AoEs if you got them!” I said. “Highest point of the stairs you can reach!”

      The effects brightened the area, but with the losses we’d taken, the result was a pale shadow of the damage we’d been able to throw down before.

      Our melee rushed in and engaged at the very foot of the stairs, ceding the higher ground but forcing Corruptia to fight on uneven footing.

      I took aim and fired, picking out targets with lower Health to chunk them down and using harvest to splash damage across the group.

      I eyed Gravity Bird, but the spell was still on cooldown, so I dashed up to the melee scrum and pumped two blunderbuss blasts into the tightly packed crowd, which secured another kill and topped me off at three cannon charges.

      Falling back again, I swapped to my cannon, planted my feet, then launched three massive blasts at the same location, stacking them halfway up the stairs. The blasts detonated in a hail of fire and black feathers, and for a brief moment my screen was completely eclipsed by a cloud of yellow damage read-outs and kill confirmations.

      “Three more charges!” Frank said.

      I kept firing, pumping massive AoE rounds into the crowd one after another, aiming wherever their numbers were the most densely packed.

      Our melee cheered and pushed up the stairs, cutting down the remaining damaged and shell-shocked players.

      “We’ve still got a chance! If we can clear our way back to the deck, we might—”

      The words died in my throat as a dozen more Corruptia members poured down to replace the fallen players. Worse, there was a trio of heavily armored healers carrying shields and maces, both bright with golden auras.

      All three of them knelt and raised their shields at the top of the stairs. Their weapons brightened, then spheres of golden light surged forth and sought out the most heavily damaged fighters. They ricocheted from there, bouncing from one player to the next.

      “Shit,” Frank said.

      “My thoughts exactly. This is looking bad.”

      Gravity Bird finally came off cooldown, so I fired it right above the three healers and detonated it.

      The spell activated as it normally did, but none of the healers so much as budged.

      “That’s a skill called Holy Fortress,” Frank said. “They can’t move, but they’re taking reduced damage and can’t be crowd controlled.

      I cursed and focused my fire on the Gravity Bird. The healers might not have been affected, but I still had five damage dealers spinning in the air above them. I kept plugging away, chunking their Health bars one bird at a time until someone finally got into harvest range.

      I activated the ability but received an error message in return.

      “Too slow, heal already landed!” Frank said.

      As he spoke, one of our melee caught an axe to the shoulder blade that sent him crumpling to the ground.

      “Sorry!” Zoe said. “I’m totally out of Mana!”

      Screams sounded from above, and I glanced at Darling’s raid window, fully expecting her group to have been wiped out. She was still standing, though, and both she and what remained of her group had full Health, plus a shocking number of buffs that I didn’t recognize at a glance.

      Just then, a Corruptia member flew down from above, bouncing off the far wall and dropping face-first onto the floor. One of the three armored healers stood and started barking orders with an eye up the stairwell, and the other two rose beside him and raised their shields.

      Then a familiar axe arced into view, and Darling appeared right between the three of them. When she activated Hexdoll Aura at the very center of the packed group, all hell broke loose as nearly a dozen Corruptia members got caught in the fear and scattered all across the stairs.

      Friendly tags poured down the stairwell and rolled over Corruptia’s suddenly scattered forces through sheer numbers, with two or even three players hacking each of them down with stuns and interrupts while support spells rained in one after the next.

      I spotted a handful of Darling’s group among the swarm of friendly players, but the great bulk of the forces belonged to Goon.

      And if they were already here…

      I pushed the thought away and kept firing, alternating between pistols and cannon blasts until we’d cleared the entire hall.

      I caught Darling’s eye and we burst out atop the deck together, weapons drawn, to find the space awash with corpses and green name tags.

      Farther up the deck stood none other than Sleep himself, his Health little more than a sliver of red, his hand hovering an inch above the wheel.

      Darling dropped her axes to her sides. “Sorry, Ned. I thought that might happen, but it was looking like it was you or the ship.”

      I smiled at that, despite the result. “No worries. And thank you.”
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      Sleep grinned, his open palm hovering between two of the wheel’s wooden spokes. “So what’s the move, Ned?”

      I gripped my pistols a little tighter, then holstered them. “Finder’s keepers, right?”

      Sleep barked a laugh and dropped his outstretched hand to his side. He looked left to right, golden goggles catching the sun as he looked the deck over, then gazed farther back over the ocean.

      The waters in front of the Onyx Delta were littered with half-sunken boats, many of which were venting black smoke into the air, and an assortment of vessels surrounded the Freighter.

      Half of them had belonged to Corruptia—many of which had fired chain-like projectiles to anchor the Freighter in place, which probably accounted for the changes in momentum we’d experienced while below deck—while the other half were the few boats of ours that had avoided taking substantial damage.

      “I think we’ve got more than enough boats after this little raid,” Sleep said. “Besides, be honest with me, Ned. You ever buy a boat?”

      When I cocked my head at him, he put his hands on his hips and frowned at the Freighter.

      “Two best days with a boat are the day you buy it and the day you find somebody else to take it off your hands. Nobody really buys a boat for themselves. You get it for the kids, then your brother-in-law starts showing up more and more, and he never chips in for gas, and…”

      He trailed off, his eyes sharpening.

      “But you know I could have taken the boat, right?”

      I eyed the countless members of Goon on deck, many of whom were sitting around a fire that had broken out, roasting marshmallows and coughing as the wind blew dark smoke into their faces.

      “Yeah, I think it’s probably safe to say you guys won the day on this one.” I paused, eyeing Sleep’s last sliver of Health. “I probably could have killed you before the Hijack system engaged, though. Just saying.”

      “We could still do that,” Frank said. “I don’t think Goon would even mind that much.”

      “Probably not,” Sleep said. He vanished, then thumped me on the back and walked toward the fire. “Go on then.”

      I laughed, then put a hand to the wheel.

      
        
        You triggered the Hijack System!

        Keep your hands on the wheel for 50 seconds to claim this vessel as your own. Any damage taken will cancel the attempt, and you will have to wait an additional 50 seconds to try again.

      

      

      Sleep kept moving, feet soundless against the deck, but his voice was already booming across it. “Loot the bodies and get ‘em off the ship. Dunno how the respawn mechanic works on a moving vessel but let’s take as few chances as possible.”

      He bent down at the waist, grabbed two dead players by their ankles, then planted a foot and spun them in a full circle around the deck before letting them both go and sending them skimming across the waves.

      I wasn’t able to move with my hand on the wheel and I had a full minute to kill, so I shaded my eyes with my free hand and squinted out over the ocean.

      The Onyx Delta and the White Halls were still visible in the distance, a black line that abruptly gave way to white shores on the horizon. The distance was far too great to identify any tags, but I could make out a handful of shapes that seemed to be growing, which were almost certainly hostile boats.

      “Look up,” Frank said.

      I did, and I almost wished I hadn’t: dozens of players were falling out of the sky, some aided by slow fall mechanics while others were simply plummeting down.

      There were even a few vessels that must have been equipped with Downdraft Sails, massive parachutes that had the boats spiraling toward us, cannons already barking despite the distance.

      The water exploded all around our stolen vessels as the cannonballs rained down. They didn’t seem to have much accuracy from so high up, but it wasn’t long before a pair of projectiles smashed into our deck and one of Goon’s stolen vessels got obliterated by a direct hit.

      “Hold on!” I called out as I gunned the Freighter forward and banked hard to the left using the massive Soul Gem engines that Corruptia had left behind, causing Goon and Omen members and corpses alike to go sliding off the deck.

      I popped my rifle into my free hand and braced it atop the wheel. I started sniping the slow-falling players out of the air as I steered the vessel forward and away, blasting away repeatedly as the vessels drifted lower and lower, still spiraling down on the winds.

      “Don’t get hit!” Frank said.

      One of the skydivers dropped feet first onto the deck, a crystal coming up in one hand.

      I did a double take. For some reason, the player’s feet hadn’t quite reached the ground—it looked like he’d caught on something, motion jerking to a stop all at once—and the glowing crystal he’d been pointing my way dimmed, then went dark.

      Then Sleep was there with one hand wrapped around the player’s throat, having caught him in mid-air.

      He choke-slammed him onto the deck, and a wave of bluish energy roared out. The player’s Health had halved in one blow, but Sleep tossed the now-stunned player over his shoulder and into the Freighter’s massive, glowing wake.

      “We can handle the strays and keep ‘em off ya,” Sleep said. “You might wanna do something about the falling boats, though. I’m at a loss there.”

      “Downdraft Sails are targetable,” Frank said.

      That was all I needed to hear. “Got it.”

      One of Sleep’s members stepped up beside me and started chanting.

      A green, translucent shield made of interlinked hexagons sprang up around me, and the deck sizzled where the shield made contact with it.

      “You can still shoot out,” the woman said.

      I laced an arm through the wheel to maintain contact, braced my railgun against it, and aimed skyward. After waiting for the blast to fully Overcharge, I popped Doppelganger to spawn a copy to either side of me, their shouldered weapons already glowing gold and humming.

      I took aim at the nearest ship right as it got into range—a Galley that was significantly larger than the Gun Boats we’d employed in the raid—then directed each of my copies to target other nearby vessels.

      I had to wait what seemed like a dreadfully long moment before all three ships I’d targeted sailed down into range, but then I loosed three blasts that soared up into the air and punched right through three different sails almost simultaneously.

      The effect was immediate. Instead of the carefully controlled spirals the boats had been employing to pepper us with cannon fire on the way down, their descents turned wild and violent, players flying off the various decks as the ships plunged and spun.

      I waited for the next round of boats and repeated the process, punching holes through their sails with blast after blast.

      The boats fell out of the sky one by one, with five shattering against the waves and a sixth hitting the Freighter midway across the deck, despite my attempts to avoid it, and punching all the way down into the first hallway we’d cleared out earlier.

      A handful of injured players scrambled out of it, but they were all dazed and disorganized, and Darling’s group was pouring down on top of them before they knew what hit them.

      The sky was clear of boats for now, but the wave of players falling from the sky seemed endless.

      “You got an exit strategy here?” Sleep said.

      I nodded and pulled up my mini map. I’d made a note of a couple of Rifts that were spinning on nearby islands before we’d left, and I was grateful to see that several were still around.

      “I do, yeah. If you guys want to take the captured ships and bail, I think we should be good from here. They’ll follow the Freighter, and once you guys have safely disengaged, I can desummon the boat and teleport away.”

      Sleep eyed the vessels that were still roaring toward us. “That should work.”

      “Hope so,” I said as I steered the boat with my elbow, angling it toward a small archipelago that had my targeted Rift spinning atop it. “I’ve still got a bit before the boat’s claimed.” I looked at Frank. “What’s the deal with the Trade Packs? We haven’t handled those, and they belong to Goon since we got the Freighter.”

      “Loaded down in the ship,” Frank said. “If you take the vessel, you’ll get control of them, and if you dismiss it with them loaded, they’ll pop into your inventory. Only problem is that if you do that, they’ll cease to be Trade Packs and they’ll turn back into raw materials. I already scoped them out and they’re mostly building materials. Some high-quality stuff for sure, but nothing crazy.”

      “Thanks, but yeah, I don’t care about the actual packs right now. Sleep, do you mind if we get those materials to you another time? Or we can compensate you for the loss of the packs if you were intending to turn them in.”

      “How about this?” Sleep said, patting the vessel’s railing. “You keep the packs, and in exchange, you help us out with the Freighter the day after tomorrow. It’s looking like we’re gonna need help with that quest I mentioned back at the circus. Might get hairy, but we can be flexible on the timing. Make sure it doesn’t interfere with the tournament.”

      I figured that had probably been his angle from the very start, but I offered him a hand regardless, thinking of the hundreds of packs that were likely secured within the ship and how the raw materials could help us supercharge an expansion with the Housing System.

      “Deal!”

      Sleep shook my hand, laughed, and charged off. I went back to picking people out of the air, tossing out fears and executes whenever I could while the incoming spells and projectiles splashed against my protective dome.

      Goon members were returning fire from the deck, and the air was full of smoke and fire and glinting metal.

      “Nasty cast above and to the left!” Frank said. “That thing’s gonna pierce and go right into the boat!”

      A player was drifting down on bright blue wings, one hand extended in my direction while a long cast bar inched toward completion above his head. I aimed a pistol up and fired a Gravity Bird his way, detonating it directly in his flight path and pulling several more falling players into the dark sphere’s orbit.

      I could have feared him from there to interrupt his cast, but instead, I waited until it was complete and a massive spear of blue-green ice was lancing my way. I threw up an Illusory Mirror and reflected the projectile right back through the heart of the black hole, badly damaging several of them in one go and wrecking all of their slow fall effects.

      I executed the mage with a Dark Harvest, and the splash damage killed three more. By the time the black hole had winked out and the bodies and surviving players had splashed into the water, I’d already driven the badly damaged Freighter way out of their range.

      “Next step?” Frank said, right as the alerts went out and the boat finally became mine.

      “Goon, abandon ship!” I called out, and the guild members scattered onto the various boats that were still escorting the Freighter. “Omen, we’re beaching this thing on the archipelago directly in front of us and scattering into the island’s central Rift!”

      I eyed the vessels giving chase through the water behind us, increasingly worried about their speed. I was sure I could make it to the island without issue, but I didn’t know if I’d have enough time to dismiss the Freighter, which would fully secure it, before they arrived.

      I took a deep breath and gunned the Freighter as fast as it could go, earning a series of prompts that said one Large Soul Gem after another had been consumed within my inventory by the massive motor Corruptia had put into place.

      The archipelago was little more than a few rocky, palm-covered islands that jutted above the waves, and I found myself holding my breath as we roared toward it.

      “Brace for impact!” I said as I shot the gap between two of the rockier islands and kept the boat on track. I tightened my grip on the wheel and bent low to the ground.

      The ship rode a particularly large wave and roared onto the beach. The impact was far worse than I’d expected, and the ship’s suddenly arrested momentum threw me chest-first into the wheel and left me gasping as the vessel ground further inland.

      Other less fortunate members of Omen went flying all around me, bouncing off the various masts or flying off the higher levels of the ship before cartwheeling onto the pale sands beyond.

      The Rift was spinning about fifty feet farther up the beach, and most of the players thrown off by the impact were already running that way.

      I jumped down to one side of the boat for cover and began dismissing the Freighter, heart thumping, blood pounding in my ears as the ten-second cast bar crept toward completion.

      I’d picked a good spot—it’d be tough for Corruptia to interrupt me here—but the Freighter’s huge frame was blocking my view of the ocean beyond and left me with no idea how close they actually were.

      “Almost there,” Frank said as the bar reached the halfway point. Omen members were still flooding off the ship, and I spotted Darling high above, waving them off.

      “How we looking up there?” I said.

      She leaped down and landed beside me. “All good, boat’s clear of Omen members, but it’s going to be tight—their boats are almost at the beach! I can help you clear out!”

      “Awesome. I’ll pop my movement abilities first, yeah?”

      “Works for me!”

      The Freighter vanished, and its sudden absence left me with an unobstructed view of ten enemy vessels surging toward us over the waves, their decks brimming with enemy players. Many of them were already jumping for the beach or even running atop the water with spells or weapons or both in hand.

      I reached out and grabbed Darling by her shoulder and Clonedrifted us both backward just before one of the vessels ramped off a rock and slammed down next to where we’d been standing, rolling violently and dislodging its crew.

      One of the players thrown overboard was faster than the others, moving so quickly that all I caught was a jet of blue light and a burst of smoke before he rocketed down and exploded between the clones that Darling and I had left behind.

      They burst apart as we hit the sands, then Darling grabbed onto my wrist and launched an axe forward between two sloped palms, fronds dropping free as the blade cut through them.

      As we teleported further inland, she already had her other weapon on the way. We ended up only a few feet from the Rift, which gave me enough time to turn around and enjoy the view for a moment.

      The ocean was full of smoking, sinking vessels, Corruptia’s forces were rushing up the beach to engage an enemy that had already secured its retreat, and Goon was sailing away with their newly stolen fleet while Sleep’s laughter carried across the waves.

      I barked a laugh and took a long step backward, then vanished into the Rift and the safety of the Hall within.
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      The guild was already mid-celebration when I popped into the hall, green text flying across my vision as it lit up with the various chats.

      I pulled up the Freighter, wanting to get a good look at it right away.

      
        
        {Freighter}

        Quality: Epic

        Use: Summons a {Freighter} that persists until it is destroyed or dismissed.

        Speed: Slow

        Max Passengers: 100

        Max Trade Packs: 250

        Effect: All Trade Packs delivered to a port city via this vessel award 33% additional gold.

        Cast Time: 10 seconds.

      

      

      “Is it as good as advertised?” Darling said.

      I grinned at her. “Yep. We can jam a hundred people onto that thing, just like Frank promised.”

      “Skyvault, here we come,”

      “When are Prelims again?”

      “Tomorrow morning,” Frank said. “Should be able to clear the vault well before then.”

      Darling tapped through some menus. “I put the word out ahead of time that we had something big in the works, but it’s probably gonna take me a bit of time to get eighty raiders organized. Still gotta scrounge up 3,500 Tokens. Pretty sure we’ve got more than enough, but yeah.”

      I nodded as I rooted through my inventory, looking for the raw materials I’d been awarded from Corruptia’s Trade Packs. I froze as I tabbed from one screen to the next, confronted with icon after icon, full grid after full grid.

      They’d packed the ship to the brim, and I was staring at the raw materials that had once comprised two hundred and fifty packs.

      I grinned. “Well, I’ve got some other stuff I can probably handle while you’re getting the crew set up for the vault.”

      “Access to the Hall’s gonna wrap soon too,” Frank said. “Should probably finish that quest from the clown lady.”

      Darling perked up at that. “What? Who?”

      I showed her the quest description I’d picked up from the Neon Circus. “Not sure what to make of this one, to be totally honest. Apparently the clown lady has information on the item we got from downing Givora, so we’re off to do… something? I dunno, say hello on her behalf, I guess. I think you’d like Kestral, Darling. Frank definitely did—the two of them really hit it off.”

      “Did they now?” she said, grinning.

      “You shut your filthy elven mouth,” Frank said.

      “He was all like…” I did a full body shimmy, like House’s but much more violent, then said, “Uh huh.” I did it again. “Uh huh.”

      Darling laughed and covered her mouth, which only increased his indignation.

      “I would never repeat myself like that! There’d be no need, because everyone would have been listening the first time. And while that shake you just did might be a balls-on accurate representation of the autonomic bodily response I was subjected to by being introduced to that woman’s aesthetic, she herself had nothing to do with it and I had no say in the matter and the entire reason I shared it with you was so that you’d be as miserable as I was.”

      I looked at Darling. “You know he’s flustered when his sentences get long and unwieldy.”

      “An autonomic bodily response, eh?” Darling said. “Not sure I can compete with autonomic.”

      I nodded. “It was disturbingly intense. Beard trembling, shaft quivering—”

      “Just wait til I get my body,” Frank said, voice low. “We’ll see what kind of bodily response you have when I’m bludgeoning you to death with your own pelvis.”

      “Don’t think I’m flexible enough for that, Frank.”

      “You will be when I’m done with you.”

      I suppressed a laugh. “Anyway, I guess we’ll be off for a bit between wrapping that quest and handling a bit of housing expansion via the hall before it closes for good. Gonna get some banks out across the world too and visit a bunch of towers so I can still teleport around a bit while this event’s ongoing.”

      I opened up a trade window with Darling, and when I handed her all of my event currency, her eyes practically bulged.

      “Holy crap. You guys have been doing work!”

      “Always,” I said. “Figured that would help with the Cloud Motor. Most of these tokens are stolen at this point, which is especially fun.”

      She canceled a good chunk of it, keeping maybe sixty percent of what I’d offered in the trade window before confirming it.

      “This is all I need, thanks. You might want the flexibility of having it on hand.”

      “Fair enough!” I confirmed the trade on my end, and it went through. “Figure we’ll meet up on the Cloudscape when you’re ready? This little errand of ours shouldn’t take long.”

      “Yup yup! Good luck! Let’s try to knock this stuff out as soon as possible, yeah?”

      “Definitely.”

      Then she vanished through the hall’s central rift.

      I looked around. “Man, I’m gonna miss this place. You got any suggestions for where we should start with Kestral’s quest? By my count we’ve got six different kingdoms to visit and maybe thirty minutes tops to knock it out before we gotta rejoin Darling and the rest of the guild.”

      After I pulled up my Rift Map, Frank indicated a Rift way out west. It wasn’t far from the city we’d accidentally leveled and then flooded by summoning Delugia into the world.

      “Might as well start here with the leaders of the Thirty-One Realms.”

      I selected that as my destination and headed out through the chamber’s central rift, ending up deep within the shadow of a towering wall of ice. Snow blasted across my face and pelted my clothing as the cold wind swirled about.

      “Door to your left,” Frank said. He shuddered.

      I drew my pistols, wary. “Something wrong?”

      “Just thinking about what would happen if Kline showed up right now.”

      I hesitated. “Are you leading me to something you shouldn’t? This feels pretty normal to me.”

      “Nah.” He made a weird gesture, as if he were trying to point his index fingers out from his chest. “Ding ding.”

      “What?”

      “Just thinking about nipple guy showing up with both tents fully pitched. You follow?”

      I grimaced. “I do, and I wish I didn’t.” I headed left, following the almost translucent wall and its many bricks of perfectly carved ice. “Why is that what you’re thinking about?”

      “I dunno, just popped into my head. I’m not trying to distract myself from anything, if that’s what you’re implying.”

      “Sure you aren’t.”

      “So I figured I’d share it because you did me dirty in front of Darling.”

      “I held back on the clown thing, though. Could have pushed that waaay farther. That’s gotta be worth something.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “I have no idea what you’re talking about. I don’t even know what a clown is, and my heart is not racing at the thought of Darling all armored up in a rainbo—ugh, really? Again?”

      “What now?”

      “House keeps badgering me for these stupid Frank point estimates. I feel like she’s punishing me for something, but this time, I have no idea what it might be.”

      I shrugged and hung a left through a tall, dark archway. “It’s hard to say, man. You’ve wronged her a lot.”

      “Yeah, the list is pretty long. Wonder if I could get her to organize it for me.”

      “She probably would, but I don’t know if you really want to pull that up in front of her.”

      “True, she might get mad all over again. Almost there, by the way.”

      Two icy golems stood to either side of the next entryway, their great poleaxes blocking the path. I took a step forward, and both of the frozen constructs responded by shifting their positioning as if they intended to cleave me in half the moment I took another step.

      “Show them the letter from Kestral.”

      I pulled it out and held it up. The golems straightened and pulled their massive weapons back, clearing the way.

      I sighed and ran beneath the weapons, flinching slightly as they ground back into place behind me. I sprinted up a set of icy stairs that led to a huge set of double doors, pushed them open, then burst into some sort of massive, circular audience chamber.

      A ring of chairs was set at the center of the room, and each had a white-robed NPC standing behind it. They wore white veils that cut off beneath their noses, and their feet were bare.

      The chamber was utterly silent as I made my way up the aisle, anxiety building. I stepped up to the circle of chairs, and the nearest NPC motioned me inside the ring.

      Then they sat all at once and just… stared at me. All of them, their collective lips sealed to thin blue lines beneath their veils.

      After about ten seconds of observation, I received a prompt that said the letter Kestral had given me could now be opened.

      I popped the letter into my hand, tore it open, and dropped my voice as I pulled out the folded piece of paper within.

      “I am getting a very, very bad feeling about this quest.”

      “You are correct. On a related note, I can’t wait.”

      “Great, it’s getting worse.”

      I dropped the envelope into my inventory in case I needed the seal to get into the other kingdoms, unfolded the parcel, then read the contents.

      My jaw actually dropped.

      I just stood there, staring at the letter, torn between balling it up and throwing it out alongside the quest I’d been given. In hindsight, quest was probably the wrong word.

      Then I relaxed. Frank was clearly up to his usual nonsense.

      “Not cool, man,” I said. “I need to see what it actually says. We’re crunched for time here, so let’s move this along.”

      “Hate to say it because I’d really love to claim credit for that quest, but I didn’t actually edit it. That was all Kestral.”

      “I don’t believe you.”

      “That’s a you problem. I can’t change words that are physically written. Think back on it—the only thing I’ve ever been able to do is mess with your system messages, right?” He somehow gestured at the letter. “That’s not a system message. That’s ink.”

      That did seem like a pretty compelling argument.

      “You can’t be serious.” I blinked around at the many veil-covered faces in front of me. “She can’t be serious, right? This can’t be serious.”

      “It appears to be exceedingly serious,” Frank said, and the mirth in his voice told me that he’d been looking forward to this for quite a while. “Go on. We’ve got places to be. Specifically, other throne rooms.”

      I rubbed my face, then reread the letter. “Clowns, man. I shoulda known where this was going when she wouldn’t tell me what she was after.”

      “Well, let’s get on with it. Make sure you get my dangle angle right, I wanna be able to see their faces when you do what you gotta do. Also, piece of advice: you might wanna chart an escape route ahead of time. I suggest the same way you came in but be prepared to lock the golems up with fears or something as you run by.”

      “Are we really doing this?”

      “Don’t ask me. Your dignity, your call. I’m just here to watch and laugh at your expense.”

      I took another long, long look at the quest that Kestral had given me, then the letter, then the gathered nobles.

      Then I crumpled it up and undid my belt.

      “Make sure you spin around a little before you start running,” Frank said.
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      About twenty minutes worth of total humiliation later—after visiting every single kingdom on Kestral’s list and performing the “greeting” she’d requested—I stalked through the Neon Circus without paying any mind to the daredevils flying overhead, soaring through the shroud of perpetual night.

      I’d needed a bit of a break to cool down after whatever the hell that had been, so Frank and I had made good use of our last stretch of hall access by porting rapid-fire across the world. We’d visited towers to lock in some extra teleport locations for my translocation stone and occasionally dropped General Banks near Auction House nodes that had applied enough Golden Strangle stacks to let me scoop the plots I needed with gold.

      I’d thrown down seven of those buildings all across the game world, the bulk of which I’d been able to get started with materials drawn from Corruptia’s Trade Packs, and I’d even had House teleporting around behind me to get golems running so the wait wouldn’t be too long.

      It ended up being a pretty expensive endeavor, but I was confident it would pay off before long, and it wasn’t like we were hurting for gold or raw materials.

      I’d also spent some time poking around the Black Oasis remotely as we traveled, checking the city via my Rift Map. Three of the wards were still looking pretty deserted, probably owing to their lack of defenses, which was a problem I didn’t have a solution for at the moment.

      Things in the Commerce Ward were still looking great, but my Golden Strangle stacks had already maxed out on the structures they could reach. That meant my Plutocrat’s Glare ability—which caused my strangle stacks to build at twice the normal rate but could only affect a single location or node at any one time–was currently doing a whole lot of nothing.

      Frank and I had gone back and forth on that for a while, and we’d eventually settled on targeting my node up in Highwater. I wasn’t totally sold on the prospect, but he’d been even more annoying than usual while arguing his case, and it was definitely true that the city seemed to be experiencing hard times.

      The NPC-owned buildings around my Auction House node weren’t even generating a quarter of the daily profits they had been pulling in before we’d blown up the water supply, which made them ideal targets for strangle expansion.

      I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a deep breath, trying to cleanse the memory of the last half hour by focusing on the settlement in front of me. The carnival had expanded significantly since I’d last seen it, terraforming the surrounding ground beneath each new tent, turning barren sand into loamy soil.

      It was the same story with one of the other distant towers, whose ring of blue grass had expanded to cover multiple dunes. From far off, it resembled a lake, despite the strange topography.

      But right now, I wanted answers from Kestral. And for Frank to stop laughing, because he hadn’t stopped since that first meeting with the veiled gentlemen and their strange circle.

      I moved between the many tents, pushing my way through the crowd.

      “Can you give me a second to prepare here?” Frank said.

      The crowd split and people started screaming, so I stepped aside and let what I figured was another invisible elephant pass and moved into the wake of destruction it left behind.

      “For what?”

      “I think I’m good on the clown thing unless something super weird happens. Buried it real deep, but I need a second to think about something disturbing to prep myself.”

      “Really? The events of the last half hour weren’t disturbing enough to stave off your clown curiosity?”

      “Huh,” he said. “Yeah, never mind, that’ll definitely work. If I start stirring again, I’ll just picture you… doing that.” He shuddered, laughed, then shuddered again.

      I burst between two clown guards and into Kestral’s tent and tried to slam the door open in front of me, though it came off as both petulant and ineffective, given that the door was a flap.

      Kestral was lying sideways on her throne, bright blue smoke trailing from a long cigarette.

      I stormed right up to her and crossed my arms. “It’s done.”

      She stared at me. “Sorry, who are you?”

      “Don’t play games with me. I finished your stupid quest, and I want the answers you promised.”

      She squinted and sat up, then wobbled slightly in her seat.

      “Are you drunk?”

      “What time is it?” She paused. “What day is it?”

      “Answer the question.”

      Kestral touched her face as if to make sure it was still there. “Never mind that. You finished a quest, eh? One that I gave you personally?” She narrowed her eyes, then rubbed her temples. “I don’t remember giving you a quest. Would you do me a favor and remind me exactly what it was that I asked you to do?”

      “We both know what you asked me to do.” I tapped Frank. “I buy that you might have forgotten me, but I doubt you get many talking axes around here. Especially ones you already know by name.”

      She took a deep drag on her cigarette and blew a cloud into the air, the smoke colored in pastel blues and greens. “And yet I cannot seem to recall.” Kestral spread her white-gloved hands wide. “See, I give a lot of quests when I drink. I find it deeply amusing.”

      “You’re really going to make me say this out loud, aren’t you?”

      “Indeed I am.”

      I took a deep breath, tried to start, and failed.

      “You got this,” Frank said. “Just be very, very explicit.”

      “Shut up. Alright, look. You sent me to a bunch of different cities to perform a very specific greeting that was not at all pleasant for anyone involved. I did it. You’re welcome. Let’s move on.”

      Kestral slipped into a smirk and quickly covered it. “I’m sorry, friend. I don’t recall any of that.” She pointed across the room where a clown dressed in baggy blue clothing was sleeping in the fetal position against one of the walls with empty bottles scattered around him. “Would you mind giving a detailed account of your quest? That way, my court scribe might make a note of your heroic deeds.”

      I rolled my eyes. “That guy is clearly unconscious.”

      “Naturally,” Kestral said. “He’s a Dream Scribe, after all. Don’t worry, he won’t miss a thing.”

      The guy hiccupped, shifted slightly, then went back to snoring.

      I ground my teeth. “Fine! You had me drop trow and moon the leaders of the Thirty-One Realms. And the High Warlock of Gul. And the Merfolk of the Shallows.” I paused, thinking.

      “And the Merfolk of the Deep,” Frank whispered, still laughing. “Don’t forget about the Merfolk of the Deep.”

      “And the Merfolk of the Deep. And the Cannibal Kings of the Savagelands.”

      She leaned forward in her seat and steepled her fingers. “And was your ass well received?

      “It was not!”

      Kestral burst into uproarious laughter.

      “The merfolk were surprisingly chill about it, though,” Frank said. “Guess it makes sense. Merfolk are pretty nearsighted as a general rule. They probably just thought you were some sort of especially ugly cyclops.”

      I glared at him. “That is clearly beside the point.”

      Kestral doubled over. “You actually did it? Seriously?” She hugged her ribs as if they were hurting her, still laughing. “I can’t believe you actually did it. You visited every single kingdom on that list and did… that?”

      “Yep,” I said. I’d used an illusion for all of the kingdoms beyond the first, not wanting to wreck my reputation with the other factions, but I’d done it.

      “But…” she said, trailing off as she wiped a tear from her eye. “But why? Why the hell would you do that?”

      “It was a quest,” I said. “And we had terms.”

      She rubbed a tear away with her thumb and flicked it onto the floor. “Oh my, you people and your quests. What is the deal with this reality? You lot will agree to the weirdest things for a wink and a promise.” Kestral paused, then started laughing again. “My, I love it here. God, I would kill to have seen the look on their faces when you turned and bared it all.”

      “Well,” Frank said. “I recorded it, so that can definitely be arranged.”

      “You what?” I said.

      “I mean, c’mon. What was I supposed to do? Plus, you heard her—she’s willing to kill for it. This is a definite opportunity, so you’re welcome.”

      “Oh, I most certainly am,” she said.

      “Can you even share a recording with an NPC?”

      “Gotta throw it up on a wall or something instead of just pulling it up in a menu, but sure, why not?”

      Kestral stumbled toward me, grabbed me by the wrist, then dragged me behind the throne and through another flap into a dark, smoke-filled room.

      The quest completed, and I breathed out a massive sigh of relief. It might have been awful, but at least it hadn’t been for nothing.

      “I’m gonna throw the video up on the back of the tent,” Frank said. “But Kestral?”

      “Yes?”

      “A word of warning: be careful, because when you stare into the ass, the ass stares into you. Trust me on that.” He paused to let that sink in. “Okay, it’s go time.”

      I almost stopped him, but since the damage was done and I figured Kestral would probably be more helpful afterward, I sat and stewed while Frank showed her the highlights from his point of view. The two of them had a grand old time at my expense.

      “Oh my,” Kestral said eventually. “My chest actually hurts. Okay, okay.” She paused. “What did I promise you again? I hope I have whatever it is on hand.”

      I popped the Heart of the Desert Wind into my palm. “Information on whatever this thing is.”

      She stared at it, then hiccupped. “Well, that’s easy enough. May I hold it?”

      I handed it to her.

      Kestral grabbed it in both hands and shook it so violently that something dislodged within it and started rattling about.

      “Yup, thought so.” She threw it back into my chest. “Seen its like before. Where’d you find it?”

      “Killed a giant bird and scooped that thing up afterward.”

      “In this desert? And I’m guessing the bird was something special.”

      “Yep.”

      She nodded and took a deep swig, wincing as her cheeks filled with color, and it was only after she’d finished that I realized I had no idea where the flask had come from.

      “Well, whatever’s inside this thing is probably of Stonewhisper origin, and it’ll be tied to the area. Bird probably ate it at some point, and it got lodged in there and petrified. Those dwarves make some killer stuff, but you’d be surprised how much of it gets eaten. You think they’d have learned to suppress their magical residue, but nope, they don’t seem to care. Just keep grinding right along.”

      I grimaced at the item in my lap.

      “Now you just need to open it.” She motioned at the darkness around us, and a hulking clown I hadn’t seen earlier stepped forward with a huge hammer cocked above one shoulder, shoes squeaking with every step. “Give it to him for a moment.”

      I hesitated.

      “It’ll be fine,” Frank said.

      I shrugged and tossed the giant clown the item.

      He made no attempt to catch it, instead letting the Heart bounce off his chest and drop onto the floor. Then he raised the hammer high over his head and brought the weapon down on my item as if intending to crush a watermelon.

      I reflexively covered my eyes, already imagining the glassy shrapnel that was about to be flung in my direction.

      But to my surprise, the hammer thumped into the item and merely drove it deep into the soft earth below.

      “Well, that’s a shame,” Kestral said. “I was really hoping it’d be that easy.” She magicked a knife out of one of her low-hanging sleeves, then raised it to her lips and blew on it.

      Ice crystals grew down the length of the blade, frosting it over and creating small icicles beneath the hilt.

      She flicked her wrist and threw the blade across the room, where it bounced off the Heart and came perilously close to impaling the hammer-wielding clown before punching through the tent and presumably hitting someone outside, judging from the scream that followed.

      “Hmm,” Kestral said. “If not ice, then maybe…”

      Her voice trailed off as she wobbled across the tent.

      “You’re checking different elements?”

      “Yep.”

      I pulled my blunderbuss out, pointed it at the half-buried item, and lit it up with a Ravenblast, which did absolutely nothing.

      “Check shadow off the list, then.”

      I opened up my profession menu and tabbed through my available runes but paused as Kestral yanked a torch off a bracket and headed back over.

      She tripped about halfway to the item, regained her balance, then jammed the torch on top of it.

      Bright lines encircled the item, and a steady stream of numbers rose from it as if it were being damaged, just a mixture of 1s and 2s. The damage was constant, but the item’s newly apparent Health bar hadn’t so much as budged.

      “Should be able to inspect it now,” Frank said.

      I did, not that it helped very much.

      
        
        {Heart of the Desert Wind}

        HP: ??/??

      

      

      “Well, there you go,” Kestral said. “Looks like you’re in need of fire—and a whole lot of it.”

      The related quest updated and spat out another phase for us to tackle.

      
        
        New Quest: The Soul of the Gale! (Unique Quest) (Legendary Quest) (Phase II)

        Phase I: Recover {The Heart of the Desert Wind} (complete)

        Phase II: Find someone who can help you divine its secrets (complete)

        Phase III: Find a way to open the {Heart of the Desert Wind}.

        Reward: ??

      

      

      I still had my profession menu up, so I crafted up a quick Rune of the Firebird and overwrote my Rune of Shattering, then fired away with my blunderbuss.

      The resulting numbers were slightly higher—50s and 60s with the occasional crit that pushed toward a hundred—but it was immediately clear that I had no shot of blowing this thing up myself. I hadn’t so much as budged its Health bar, which was still at 100%.

      “Frank? You got any idea what’s going on here?”

      “Super high regen rate. Check your logs. It’s ticking at 10,000 Health per second.”

      I did some quick mental math and came to the conclusion that we’d have to find another way. Even if I somehow managed to convert all of Omen’s damage into fire, which was no doubt impossible, it seemed highly unlikely that we’d be able to break through the item’s insane magical defenses when they were coupled with such a high regen rate.

      I nodded and stood up. “Alright then, that definitely helps. Can’t say it was worth it just yet, but I do appreciate the information.”

      She rubbed her eyes. “Least I could do after you went around waving your nether regions at royalty. I’d say I’m sorry about that, but I’ve never been much of a liar. I do have another request, though. If you’d humor me a bit longer.”

      “I don’t even really want to ask, to be completely honest with you.”

      “A little birdie told me that you lot have your eye on the Skyvaults. Any truth to that?”

      “Damn birds,” Frank said.

      But I was busy thinking of Sleep. “I know there’s something big up there guarding something that I want, so we’re heading there as soon as we can, yeah. That’s about it.”

      She nodded. “You’re after the Command Crystal, then.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe. Why are you interested?”

      She took another deep pull on her cigarette, the ember sparking and hissing in the dark. “I assume you’ve noticed there are three towers in the sands. Are you more interested in the other two, or is any tower as good as the others?”

      “I guess so, but we do have one in particular in mind.”

      We didn’t, actually. I hadn’t even thought of that, but I could tell what she was angling for.

      Kestral leaned back, and the bells on her hat tinkled, which made Frank vibrate again, so I sheathed him. I was pretty sure he mumbled something like “Thanks” in return, but acrimoniously.

      She blew a pale blue smoke ring, then sent a smaller, reddish loop shooting right through the center. “My reality… it’s fine, but it’s rather boring compared to this place.” She looked around. “So I’ve been thinking about moving the carnival here full time.”

      “And that involves the Skyvault how, exactly?”

      Kestral looked up at the ceiling, though it seemed like she was staring through the very top of the tent. “When the towers arrive, their realities bleed through, yes?”

      I shrugged. “That’s how I understand it.”

      “Well, if you make it up into the Skyvault and manage to get far enough inside to swipe the Command Crystal, you’ll have a decision to make. And depending on what you choose, you might be able to make our transition to this world permanent. And like I said, I rather like it here.”

      That largely confirmed everything I’d assumed so far, and it made me particularly grateful that we’d snatched the Freighter from Corruptia.

      “So if I can make your transition permanent, that presumably means I could also remove the carnival from this world, right? And maybe bring another reality in instead?”

      Kestral shifted, seeming somewhat uncomfortable. “That’s likely true.”

      “What’s in it for me, then? If I lock you guys in here, we end up with a bunch of tents full of drunken clowns just outside the city walls. Not to be rude, but that doesn’t exactly seem like a win on my end after what you just put me through for a piece of information you already had.”

      “I’m sure I can make it worth your while.” A neon butterfly alighted from the top of the tent and landed atop her ear. “How about this?”

      She rolled her sleeves up to her elbows, showed me her empty hands, then turned them over. When she repeated the motion, she held a token in each palm.

      “If you succeed, you can have your pick of these.”

      I inspected the two coins.

      
        
        {Fated Weapon Token}

        Description: You may exchange this item at an {Armory} for a Fated, C-Grade weapon of your choice.

        Requirement: Level 30 or above.

      

      

      
        
        {Rare Armor Token}

        Description: You may exchange this item at an {Armory} for a complete set of Rare, C-Grade armor.

        Warning: This Token will not reward Trinkets or Jewelry.

        Requirement: Level 30 or above.

      

      

      I looked those over, weighing up a new weapon versus an entire set of gear. It was difficult to imagine myself taking the former option, but a new Fated weapon could prove game-changing.

      I pulled Frank out of his loop. “Sorry, but Armory? You got anything on that?”

      Frank grunted. “Not yet, but turning those tokens in will be doable.”

      “I guess that’s good enough to get us started. I’ll see what we can do, Kestral, though it still feels like the ask outweighs the reward a bit. I’ll make out well, but I’m going to have to rope almost a hundred people into this to pull it off. What about them?”

      “My my, someone’s feeling considerate this evening!” She turned her hands over once, twice, and then a third time, whereupon she had similar but smaller coins jammed between her fingers. “I’m afraid I can only part with one of the original two, but I can guarantee each of your friends one of these, should the operation prove successful.”

      I inspected one of the coins.

      
        
        {Rare Weapon Token}

        Description: You may exchange this item at an {Armory} for a Rare, C-Grade weapon of your choice.

        Requirement: Level 30 or above.

      

      

      That obviously wasn’t quite on par with the token I’d receive, but I loved the idea of scoring everyone a new weapon, especially if it meant spiking the power of the guild as a whole.

      It’d be a while before anyone could equip them, but that was nice in and of itself. Having a killer weapon sitting in their inventories would provide them with some solid motivation to keep leveling up as quickly as possible.

      I offered Kestral my hand, and as she shook it, a quest came in.

      
        
        New Quest: The Jester’s Wish! (Unique Quest) (Raid Quest)

        Objective: Recover the {Command Crystal} from the top of the tower next to the {Neon Circus} and use it in accordance with Kestral Bleakheart’s wishes.

        Reward: Weapon/Armor Tokens, vastly increased reputation with {The Neon Circus}.

      

      

      I accepted it. “Alright then. We’ll see you soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I left the Neon Circus, took the nearest elevator up into the Cloudscape, and promptly ran into a veritable wall of Omen members standing at the top of the tower.

      We had the area completely locked down. The passageway was jammed full of melee with ranged and healers backing them up from elevated positions, and they parted to let us through without a word.

      Darling smiled at me from afar, but her expression fell away as I drew close and headed right out onto the metal disc that surrounded the tower and led to the Cloudscape beyond.

      “What’s wrong?” she said. “Quest go badly?”

      “It could not have gone more terribly, but we did manage to complete it. Got the info we needed, too.”

      Frank laughed. “I’d go a step further and say that everyone involved got way, way too much information.”

      “That’s a fair statement.”

      Darling brushed a lock of hair out of her eyes. “So how did it go terribly?”

      “I filmed the whole thing,” Frank said. “Wanna watch?”

      “There is absolutely no way you’re showing her that,” I said abruptly. “Kestral was one thing because that might have actually helped us, but no. Anyway, Darling, check this out.”

      I linked Darling the quest I’d received from Kestral.

      Her eyes went wide. “Nice!”

      “Yeah, I managed to talk her into getting everyone a C-Grade weapon if we pull this off. Probably be a while before anyone can use them with the level requirement involved but should be fun. Whole group will have something to look forward to for the next couple days.”

      She punched my shoulder, hard. “That’s absolutely amazing! Oh man, I can’t wait. I wonder what we’ll be able to choose. An Armory makes me think they’ll have a wide selection.”

      “Whatever your murderous little heart desires.” Frank paused. “So long as you desire an axe.”

      “Oh, you know it!” Darling glanced my way. “As for watching whatever Frank was talking about before, I was gonna say no thanks right off the bat, but now my interest is piqued, given the way you shut him down.”

      I stared down at Frank. “If you show her that video, there will be serious consequences. And you will not like them.”

      “Ohhh, scary!”

      “Now I’m really thinking I need to see this,” Darling said.

      “You’d be wrong about that. Anyway, are we almost ready to head up to the Skyvault? I’d really like to knock this thing out and see if I can steal a couple hours of sleep before Prelims. I think the timing should work, depending on how long this takes.”

      “Yup! Raid is present and accounted for, we were just waiting on you. A bunch of Corruptia members have been floating around the area, so we should probably get moving.” She opened up a trade window with me and tossed the Cloudburst Kit in, as well as another motor.

      “Thanks, Darling.”

      I stepped to the edge of the metal disc, then opened up my inventory and applied both items she’d given me to the Freighter we’d stolen from Corruptia.

      I threw a glance back at her and the rest of the guild. “We good to move?”

      “Yup.”

      I started summoning the boat. “Haven’t had a chance to repair this thing, so we’re probably going to want to get up and off it as soon as possible.”

      Ten seconds later, the massive but badly damaged vessel popped into position beside the tower, riding low in the clouds and occasionally bumping up against the disc.

      The deck was still partially caved in where a smaller ship had fallen out of the sky and punched into the center, and the holes the many cannonballs had left were still plainly visible alongside a surprising amount of blood stains all across the deck.

      “Move it!” Darling said. “We’re up and out!”

      The guild surged into motion. Those atop the disc poured onto the deck and moved to the far side before the better part of a hundred guild members surged out from the tower and took their places all across the ship, the vessel rocking and shifting beneath them.

      Darling alternated between tapping the air and scanning the Cloudscape, no doubt searching for threats. When the last members of the massive raid group hopped on, she gave me an emphatic thumbs-up.

      “All set, let’s move!”

      I grabbed the wheel and banked the huge vessel away, steering it through the thick clouds and making a gentle circle around the Skyvault floating high above.

      I lowered my voice so only Frank could hear me.

      “So the Cloudburst Kit has a cooldown of a couple hours, right? By which point I assume Corruptia will probably be coming after the vault too, given the rate they’ve been going at.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So if we need to pop a long cooldown to get up, what happens if we die up there?”

      “You’ll respawn in a graveyard down here in the Cloudscape.”

      That was exactly what I’d been worried about.

      I cleared my throat. “Just a heads up, we’ve basically got one shot at whatever this is. No respawns either, so keep your guard up. I’m engaging the kit in ten seconds.”

      Chatter rose from all across the deck at that, sounding equal parts nervous and excited.

      I tightened my grip on the wheel. “Here we go!”

      I engaged the Cloudburst Kit, and the Freighter shot into the sky, moving perfectly vertically. The acceleration was so intense and the angle so unexpected that several people ended up being pushed to the deck and pinned in place by the g-force.

      We managed not to lose anyone to that initial burst of power, but the acceleration didn’t stop there. As the Cloudscape fell away beneath us, the chained islands were flying by, and the air became colder and thinner with each passing second.

      I kept my hands on the wheel, though holding on and staying upright was all I could manage.

      We shot past the Skyvault and straight into the upper reaches of the sky. Up here, the air was especially thin and the world was quiet.

      Our motion slowed, then stopped, and there was a moment of weightlessness before gravity reasserted itself. When we ever-so-slowly began dropping back toward the ground, a trio of wide parachutes deployed and slowed our progress.

      I looked down at Frank. “That was a hell of a lot rougher than I was expecting. Guess we’re gliding in from here, eh?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I handled the vessel gently, eyeing the thin parachutes with suspicion as I took us toward the Skyvault, a massive structure parked atop a triangular chunk of brown earth.

      I hadn’t gotten a good look at the thing from below, but it resembled a noble estate from high above. From this vantage point, it looked like a castle-like structure with multiple wings and a domed building rising high at its center.

      A central tower rose from atop that same dome, and red light was spilling out of its windows as if it were a lighthouse.

      “Any suggestions on how to park this thing?”

      “Find someone you don’t like and use them to break the fall,” Frank said.

      I guided us in as slowly as I could manage, trying to land the thing like an airplane because I didn’t know what else to do. The sound that the boat’s prow made as it made contact with the island had me cringing even before the wooden boards up front started buckling and flying free. Players flew off the deck, but thankfully our momentum just sent them rolling across the grass that framed the huge structure beyond.

      I surveyed the damage as the Freighter tilted forward, then finally slammed to a complete stop, sighing at the repair bill that awaited me following the questionable landing and the damage that had already been done.

      I clambered across the wreckage and out onto the grass with the rest of the guild, where Darling was already getting the groups ready, positioning the melee up front and the ranged and healers at the back.

      A massive iron gate towered in front of us, and both doors were adorned with giant golden skulls. Strangely enough, though, there wasn’t a guard to be seen.

      Darling held up an axe, and the group quieted.

      “Alright, everybody. To elaborate on what Ned said earlier, with the way the engines work, we probably only have one shot before Corruptia is up here, so let’s make it count.

      “If we wipe, there’s a damn good chance this area is clear by the time we make it back up. So let’s get everybody buffed up, and we’ll head in and see what the hell it is that we’re dealing with. I want—”

      Darling cut off when I clamped a hand on her shoulder. She looked my way, and I pointed her toward the two massive doors.

      “Sorry, but do those doors not look wrong to you?”

      She cocked her head at them. “Uh…”

      “It’s like they’re bowed out or something. The entire building looks off from up close, like the angles aren’t quite right, and the roofs are sloped kinda funny, and…”

      Then it was my turn to trail off as the skulls blinked, vertical eyelids flicking down.

      “What the hell was that?” Darling said.

      But the doors were already opening, splitting horizontally and down the middle like a mouth to reveal a smooth, stony throat, then the huge castle was shifting and spinning behind it as if something beneath it were turning to engage us.

      The creature bleated and a strange shockwave rolled over us, rippling the grass but dealing no damage.

      “Preparatory Breath,” Frank said. “Silenced for 10 seconds.”

      Darling took a step backward, armor clinking. “The building… it’s a mimic?”

      The words were scarcely out of her mouth when the skulls flared and the doors opened wider still. The creature sucked in a deep breath, and the castle atop its back—or was its back—swelled higher still, rising high above the island.

      The closest player was pulled right into the air and went bouncing down the creature’s throat along with huge chunks of grass and dirt and rocks, a shower of brown and green earth.

      Then my feet left the ground before I could react, and I went flying into the creature’s mouth with one hand still clamped on Darling’s shoulder pad.

      I bounced off the smooth walls, losing a little more breath each time, then landed in a wide siphon of slick, slime-coated metal that had the guild spinning around its rim and down into the narrow hole below like a whirlpool.

      I ended up being one of the first to drop right down, and the shaft below was fully vertical for twenty feet before it leveled off into a slide, then went briefly vertical again before it spat me out onto a hard metal floor.

      I drew my pistols, wary, head still spinning, but the screams and shouts echoing through the metal contraption above were loud enough to snap me back to reality. I managed to activate Clonedrift to shoot myself back to safety before the mass of players rained down from above and ended up as a pile of arms and legs several yards deep.

      While the rest of the guild extricated themselves from the human puzzle they’d become, I moved around and took stock of the small, square chamber.

      Each of the four walls was broken up by a massive door, all of which had golden writing scrawled across them, lettered in a cramped but precise hand.

      I stepped up to the closest door.

      
        
        Treasury Route

        Required Players: 20

        Difficulty: 5/5

        Reward Potential: 5/5

      

      

      I was excited for a moment, then the reality of the situation dawned on me. I dashed over to the other doors, checking each of them in turn.

      
        
        Armory Route

        Required Players: 20

        Difficulty: 2/5

        Reward Potential: 1/5

      

      

      
        
        Library Route

        Required Players: 20

        Difficulty: 4/5

        Reward Potential: 4/5

      

      

      
        
        Throne Room Route

        Required Players: 20

        Difficulty: 3/5

        Reward Potential: 3/5

      

      

      I cursed under my breath. “It’s splitting us up…”

      “Uh huh.”

      “You got any info on how this is actually gonna work?”

      “Only gotta finish one route to cra—”

      Frank trailed off, buzzing, and I had the distinct feeling that he’d tried to share that last bit fully knowing he’d be censored.

      “Cra…” I said, trying to prompt him.

      He buzzed again.

      “Crash?”

      “What do you mean, crash?” Nina said from out of nowhere. “Are we crashing this thing somewhere? If so, can I drive?”

      “Would be a natural fit given your past history,” Darling said. “Four separate paths and one clear required, huh?” She scratched her head. “Damn. We should be okay for healers, but I was expecting one big boss, so I only brought three tanks. Can we have the same people clear multiple wings?”

      “Nope,” Frank said. “One entry apiece.”

      I looked the options over. “Even splitting this group three ways feels pretty scary. What do you wanna do?”

      “I guess we’ve got a couple options. If we wanted to play it safe, we’d probably send the best possible group on the easiest path, maybe even give them two tanks.” She dropped her voice. “But that’s gonna feel sorta crappy, especially for the people in the other groups.”

      I nodded, thinking. “We have anybody that can tank in a pinch?”

      “Couple that can take a hit, a few with taunts and so on. But nothing to write home about.”

      I tapped Frank. “You got any suggestions here?”

      “I suggest you stop touching me at every opportunity. I already risked nipple guy’s ire once on your behalf today. You’re on your own for now.”

      I leaned against the nearest wall. “Well, one group is almost certainly dead in the water, so there’s that. Maybe we jam the lowest levels in there, or even send them in without heals or tanks.”

      She shook her head resignedly. “Hate to say it, but that’s probably the right move. Question is, do we send them into the easiest path so they have a chance, or—”

      “March them in like lambs to the slaughter,” Frank said. “Or like Disney with lemmings. Either way.”

      “So do you have actual suggestions or not?” I said.

      “Not really. I just got tired of not being the center of attention.” He dropped his voice. “I’m also trying to complete Darling’s sentences.”

      “Why?”

      “So she’ll be like, wow, we know each other so well we’re completing each other’s sentences, I should kill that creepy elf and elope with you immediately.”

      “That’s really specific, and it’s not gonna work, Frank.”

      “It’s not how I’d have wanted to put it, but slaughter is right,” Darling said with a sigh. “I feel awful asking people to sign up for what’s essentially a suicide mission, but I don’t know what the alternative is.”

      “Yeah,” I said. “If you want my opinion—”

      “I don’t,” Frank said.

      “Wasn’t talking to you.”

      “I know, I was still doing the sentences thing. Figured that’d be Darling’s response, but I was too quick with it.”

      “Unfortunately for you, Darling isn’t a snarky asshole,” I said before turning to Darling. “Anyway, I think we should send the lowest levels to the hardest area.”

      “And pass on the best possible rewards?” Darling said.

      I nodded. “I don’t love it either, but we’re going to have a hard time getting back up here between the tournament starting and the engine and Corruptia and all that. Feels like the real decision is whether we shoot for two clears or play it super safe and go for one.

      “Personally, I don’t think sending our best group into the easiest route is giving us enough credit, but I can see the argument. Would hate to see everybody miss out on a weapon because we took a risk.”

      Darling pressed a hand to the nearest door. “Agreed. I’m thinking we split the three tanks into two groups, send the lone tank onto the easiest route and hope they can pull off a miracle, then pick one of the harder routes for the main group.”

      I whistled. “That mean two dead groups, right? More or less.”

      “Yup.”

      “Yup,” Frank said, a second too late. He dropped his voice. “Damn, so close.”

      “That wouldn’t have counted anyway,” I said.

      “Says you.”

      “It needs to be a notable sentence, Frank. Otherwise she’s not even going to notice.”

      Darling leaned in a little closer. “Notice what?”

      “Never mind. Just your typical nonsense.” I gestured at the wall with a pistol. “Well, guess we’re good? Try for two clears and hope for four against all odds?”

      “I guess so. I’ll get everybody sorted.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

        

      

    

    
      It took Darling five minutes or so to run everybody through the plan of attack. While there was definitely a bit of grousing on the parts of the sacrificial groups, there wasn’t much of an argument to be made for doing anything else. Either way, Darling smoothed it over by promising loot and future rewards to the volunteers.

      That wasn’t ideal—asking for people to volunteer left the one-tank group a bit weaker than it could have been—but I could see where she was coming from. Having to manage more than just a bunch of numbers was tricky.

      In the end, the plan was to have the sacrificial groups take their best shot at the Treasury Route and the Throne Room Route—the hardest and third-most difficult routes, respectively—while the main group took on the challenging Library Route. The secondary group would attempt to squeak through the easiest path—the Armory Route—with a single tank.

      I’d been jammed into the main group with most of the usual suspects—Darling, Jukes, Ton, Nina, Rock, Zoe, and several others. We were all standing in front of our respective doors, waiting as the healers and support players buffed up the entire raid in preparation for the split.

      “We all ready?” Darling said.

      “Ready to get splatted,” someone said, and one of the sacrificial groups laughed.

      “You guys could always just not engage,” I said. “See if you can hang back. Feels particularly suicidal without a dedicated tank.”

      The group looked around and shrugged at each other.

      “Pass,” someone said, and the lot of them started laughing.

      I smiled, relieved to see them taking the assignment in their stride, and I saw the same expression reflected on Darling’s face.

      She stood up a little taller. “Alright everybody, you’ve got your assignments and your group leads. Let’s see if we can knock this thing out, yeah?”

      Nina jumped up from behind Rock and grabbed onto his shoulders, holding herself up. “For those of you who are about to die, we promise to loot your corpses.” She looked down at Rock. “Loot, salute. Get it?”

      He stared at her for a long moment, then reached up, grabbed her, and set her down while shaking his head.

      “Aw, I thought that was good.”

      “Alright,” Darling said. “Let’s move, but keep in mind that we’re actually inside something’s stomach right now, yeah?”

      “We’re actually closer to the knee,” Frank said quietly.

      “What was that?”

      “Frank said you’re completely wrong and that we’re closer to the knee,” I said.

      “That was uncalled for,” Frank said.

      All four doors opened just as the first one had: like mouths.

      Any thoughts of playing it safe and having a group remain in the safety of the waiting room were dispelled as a gust of wind roared down from the hole in the ceiling that we’d fallen through and pushed us all down our respective halls, as if the great, floating beast had just inhaled.

      I flew down a long hallway, and as I landed in a roll, Ton slid forward to my left on his stomach, armor sparking against the floor. I picked myself up and looked around.

      The space beyond could have been a library back in my hometown: a large room with empty tables flanked by old chairs and row after row of books. The smell of dust and aged paper was everywhere.

      Ton took a hesitant step forward, looked left, right, left, then moved further in. Nothing happened.

      “Careful,” Darling said, and though the word came out hushed, the library’s reaction suggested she’d fired a gun.

      All across the floor, the tables and chairs exploded into the air before pulling themselves together into strange, eyeless golems with the tables at their core.

      Books exploded off the shelves like flocks of birds scattering from treetops, dozens upon dozens of them leaping out of their rows and into the air and swarming overhead, filling the space with the sound of rustling pages.

      I inspected the new arrivals even as Ton and Jukes moved forward to engage the still-transforming golems.

      
        
        {Furniture Golem} (Level 19 Construct) (Elite+)

        HP: 20,000/20,000

        Rage: 0/100

      

      

      
        
        {Pageflutter Bat} (Level 19 Construct) (Elite)

        HP: 5,000/5,000

        Mana: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      I felt Frank make a shushing gesture at Darling, which was so weird coming from him that I immediately made the connection.

      Darling took a deep breath, but I clamped a hand over her mouth before she could get the words out.

      She looked at me, eyes wide and accusatory, so I dropped some quick words into the guild chat: can’t speak out loud.

      Unfortunately for me, the library didn’t like that either, and it made its displeasure known as the dark wooden banisters that framed the spiral staircases uncurled, hissing, and slithered our way.

      
        
        {Stair Guardian} (Level 20 Construct) (Elite+)

        HP: 25,000/25,000

        MP: 10,000/10,000

      

      

      Ton and Jukes ran forward while glancing back at Darling every few steps. The pull had started off in chaotic fashion to begin with, and the result now was even worse: the two tanks were quick enough to grab the golems, but the books were swarming the entire raid, diving and pecking at the healers.

      Zoe in particular was getting mobbed after throwing heal-over-times onto both of the tanks, so I sent a Gravity Bird flying her way and detonated it over her head.

      I dashed over and burned down a cluster of tightly packed books with my blunderbuss with help from a few other damage dealers, but the books continued to swarm while the tanks struggled to consolidate the unexpected pull.

      And as I looked on, the Stair Guardian was slithering along the floor between Ton and Jukes—right toward one of our other healers.

      I looked at Darling, who seemed to have frozen mid-step, her eyes wide. But then I realized her pupils were darting around, and she tapped the air several times in quick succession. Marks appeared above the tanks, with a 1 hovering above Jukes and a 2 over Ton.

      Matching numbers appeared above the monsters; Darling had paired both constructs up with Ton and assigned Jukes the snake, but given the timing and the fact that the mob was behind him, I didn’t think he’d seen it.

      I gritted my teeth and sent a pair of fiery Ravenblasts spinning its way thanks to the firebird rune I’d applied earlier, peppering it for nearly 500 damage a pop and feeling the aggro steadily rise as the creature neared its target.

      I strafed sideways, still firing bird after fiery bird, embers trailing behind them. The moment the creature spun to engage me and the full weight of its aggro slammed onto my shoulders, I cut off and kited it toward Jukes. The tank had stepped back and allowed Ton to take his construct, but he seemed at a loss about what to do next.

      My footsteps were loud against the hardwood floor, and it was utterly bizarre listening to a battle without anyone uttering a word, just swords smashing into wood and spells crackling all around.

      Frank buzzed and gestured down, so I instinctively dropped into a slide feet-first. I moved just in time as green goo splattered the area around me from out of nowhere. While I managed to avoid most of the attack, a small amount splashed across my chest piece, and my Health rapidly ticked down.

      Frank gestured vaguely upward, and I spotted a debuff eating away at my armor.

      I drifted the final distance and popped back into place, still mid-slide, which took me right between Jukes’ legs. I popped up in front of him, and he nearly clocked me across the face with his staff before recognition kicked in.

      I pressed a gun barrel to my lips in a shushing gesture, then pointed my other revolver at the massive, trailing mob sidewinding toward us. Jukes nodded and tossed out an icy dagger, then buckled down and went to work.

      A 3 appeared above my head courtesy of Darling as soon as I’d delivered the mob, and it took me a moment to find the matching numbers displayed above a trio of healers’ heads.

      I dashed over that way, firing on the move while rotating targets to minimize aggro every few steps, then skidded to a stop between the healers and reloaded my blunderbuss.

      One of the table constructs that Ton was tanking was dropping faster than the other, so I focused on that one as much as I could while continuing to rotate across the big targets. But with the tanks focused on the larger creatures and the healers pumping nonstop to keep up with them, it wasn’t long before a horde of bat-like books once again descended on the healers.

      I blasted the books out of the air one after the other as they approached, switching to my cannon as often as I could to dump the charges that were now piling up from the weaker monsters. The fire rune seemed especially effective, and every kill left smoldering pages twisting through the air while burning spines curled and popped on the floor.

      But the books were still flying off the shelves and swarming through the air, and despite my efforts, the healers were soon forced to decide between keeping their own Health up and healing the tanks.

      I aimed a Gravity Bird between the three healers, then detonated it at their feet. The low angle allowed me to make use of my Dreadflight Cannon by targeting the floor, and I mopped up a few dozen of the small creatures in one go with help from a greatsword-wielding melee user who had picked up on the problem and was particularly adept at cleaving.

      Darling must have noticed too because she assigned that same player to my group in response and sent another DPS our way with decent AoE to handle the constant swarm. After a few long minutes of grinding the new arrivals down, the flow finally tapered off, and the shelves began to look increasingly empty.

      The fight was still eerily quiet, totally absent of the normal shouts and observations I’d become accustomed to, but with Darling’s marks for guidance, we wore the constructs down one at a time. Eventually, we moved on to burning the snake down, which was progressing well enough without the chaos of having to figure everything out on the fly.

      I was beginning to feel pretty good about our chances when a raid window grayed out in my peripheral.

      And then another. And another.

      I stared around, wide-eyed and uncomprehending, trying to figure out what I was missing. Then I realized the members belonged to one of the other groups.

      Within the space of a few seconds, their entire twenty-person raid had been wiped out, but I wasn’t familiar enough with their names to be able to tell which group they belonged to.

      My heart sank. What if that was the Armory group and we’d already lost our shot at the easiest clear?

      I pushed the thought away and kept the birds coming, peppering in Dark Harvests as the snake entered the execute threshold and doing my best to hop over or stay out of the range of its lashing tail.

      The banister snake reared back and died without taking any of us with it, and Darling scooped up what looked like a mix of Rares and Uncommons from the corpse. Then she dropped to one knee and eyed the rest of the library, where table after table flanked the narrow passage that led to the back room.

      She made the same shushing gesture that I had toward the entire raid, then mimed breaking out food and drink without moving an inch from her current position. The rest of the guild did as she’d indicated, dropping to the ground to restore Health and Mana.

      Then someone crunched into an apple and it was on again before we could recover, with more tables flipping themselves into the air and transforming. At the same time, a shelf of much larger books—encyclopedias, from the look of them—fluttered free and surged toward us.

      Darling was much quicker with her groupings this time, though, and Ton and Jukes managed to round up the constructs before she’d even finished assigning marks.

      The healers held off as well, and Jukes did an admirable job of tagging the vast majority of the books before they could disperse around the room and cause the sort of widespread havoc that had given us fits before.

      The trash pull ended as quickly as it had started, and once again, Darling gathered up the loot. As she did so, I popped a drink into my hand and gestured at the group, then mimed taking a sip while I drew a thumb across my neck.

      Heads nodded all around, and I noticed several healers staring at their Mana bars with worried eyes. Their whole group had been forced to dig deep during that first disorganized fight, and most of them were already working with about half their normal reserves.

      To make matters worse, a debuff that I hadn’t noticed had appeared at some point during the chaos of the last two fights.

      
        
        {Suspended Regeneration}

        Effect: The natural Mana regeneration rate of all Healing Classes is set to 0, regardless of combat status.

        Duration: ??

      

      

      Darling shot me a worried look, seeming to have come to the same conclusion, before motioning Jukes and Ton forward.

      The diminutive tank looked quite at home creeping through the rows of books while remaining as silent as possible, but I had to fight the urge to laugh at the sight of Ton tiptoeing in what was probably upward of a hundred pounds of armor along with his sword and shield.

      The two of them made it to the end of a long section of bookcases, and the rest of the guild silently padded between them, eyes on the shelves, watching as the books trembled and shook but didn’t engage.

      Another raid window grayed out in my peripheral. Then another, and another, until an entire second group was down.

      So out of four potential clears, we were already down to two.

      I swallowed hard and kept moving. I’d expected as much after sending two groups in without a tank, but it was torture not being able to ask which groups had gone down with how much trouble we’d already run into on our end.

      Jukes disappeared down a dark hallway at the far end of the room, then returned and made a series of rapid-fire gestures that I didn’t understand in the least, except for when he ended by pointing into the dark.

      He and Ton went back in together, and after a moment or two, Darling had the entire group advance.

      We moved through the cramped hall and into a wide, circular space. A single curved bookshelf ran the entire circumference of the room save the entryway, towering three stories high with sliding ladders placed every ten feet or so.

      The ceiling was a glass dome through which the sky was visible, and I had a finger out and pointing at Frank to keep him from growling when some clouds parted and the moon came fully into focus.

      And at the rear of the room, a diminutive old man sat crouched over a desk with candles guttering all around him.

      I inspected him.

      
        
        {The Librarian} (Level 20 Human) (Elite)

        HP: 3,000/3,000

        MP: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      He looked up, and the entire raid froze in their tracks. But the old man simply pressed a crooked finger to his lips, then smiled warmly and waved us deeper into the room.

      Someone to my left sucked in a deep breath as a familiar red figure appeared behind the desk, a man made of pure data, red numbers scrolling upward in neat columns.

      The Possibility King had arrived.

      He turned on his heel and strode across the small library, shoes clicking across the floor. He trailed a finger along the many spines as he went, burning a red line behind him that left numbers smoldering everywhere he went.

      He moved through the sections one after the other, through areas labeled Fantasy and Horror and Romance, then stopped at the biographies. He gave the old man a quizzical look, then plucked a book off the shelf and cracked it open. A pen appeared in his hand, and after he shot us a wicked smile, he started writing.

      Darling bumped by me to my left and pushed both Jukes and Ton forward. The two of them burst into motion, but she was too late: the Possibility King finished whatever he’d been scrawling in the book, slammed it shut, then jammed it back in place.

      The red line he’d scratched across the bookshelf brightened, then erupted, crimson numbers flaring out like wildfire, racing up and down the dry shelves.

      The blazing numbers roared across the floor as if it were covered in gasoline, and the poor old man promptly went up in flames, though he didn’t seem to be in pain. Smoke filled the room, and I covered my mouth to keep from coughing, my eyes stinging, throat burning.

      When the smoke cleared, the room remained largely the same, and the old man was still sitting behind his desk.

      But the candles that had been burning there had turned a bloody shade of red, and the warm smile that he’d welcomed us into the room with had warped into a cold, unhinged glare. New scars crossed the old man’s face, and a staff tipped by a black crystal was leaning up against the bookcase behind him.

      I inspected him again.

      
        
        {The Librarian} (Level 22 Human) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 425,000/425,000

      

      

      The Librarian stood up, and the desk in front of him burst into flames so bright and so hot that both Jukes and Ton stopped in their tracks, hands shielding their eyes.

      Books flew off the very highest shelves and fluttered like bats beneath the glass dome, pages rustling. The tower I’d seen atop the dome earlier was now visible on the other side of the glass, rising high into the air, and the occasional flashes of red that had been flaring out of it were now strobing nonstop.

      The Librarian floated up out of the blaze, black-tipped staff held high in one hand.

      Jukes sent one of his icy daggers flying up at the raid boss, but the air around him warped and the dagger shattered into a burst of snow while it was still three feet out. Then the Librarian tossed his staff to the ground and reached out a hand, crooked finger beckoning to a distant shelf.

      A book flew toward him, spine slapping into his palm, pages already open and beckoning. He traced a line with his free hand, and a black, glassy sword blinked into existence, then he tossed the book aside as a massive tower shield appeared to replace it.

      He plummeted, falling unnaturally fast until he smashed into the ground and the ancient stone cracked beneath him in a wide ring.

      The Librarian turned and rushed at Jukes, sword already flashing.

      It felt like everyone was holding their breath in the relative silence, watching the Librarian close the gap, footsteps loud against the floor as the flying books continued to flap about overhead.

      The Librarian slashed out horizontally and Jukes limboed right beneath it, but the old man brought his shield up in one smooth motion and caught the diminutive tank square in the shoulder.

      His tower shield flared red-hot, and Jukes shot backward and slammed into one of the many shelves. Books toppled free and landed around him like bombs, flashing blue and red and orange, ice and fire and lightning spells all striking at once.

      The spells ended as quickly as they’d started, leaving Jukes smoldering and smoking in his leather armor. As he struggled back to his feet, his Health was already under the halfway mark.

      Ton charged the boss next, and the Librarian held his shield up as if he intended to meet him head-on. But as soon as Ton made contact with the shield, the old man pivoted away and slipped free.

      Ton ricocheted off the boss’ shield and slammed face-first into another shelf, and the Librarian put his spinning momentum into a backhanded swing that chunked Ton for almost 40% of his Health.

      I saw Darling take a deep breath and get ready to bark an order, but she gritted her teeth and settled for gesturing wildly at Jukes with both axes, though he was already rolling right back into the fray.

      He loosed a Hateful Ice and sent an icy surge rolling out all around him, which thankfully connected and provided the healers and ranged with a window to start without risking the boss’ attention.

      Darling raised her weapon high into the air and the melee crashed in, oddly quiet despite the scrape of armor in motion and the thump of reinforced footfalls.

      I laid into the boss with my gathered blasts, striking for around 500 again and again.

      Jukes stabilized beneath the Librarian’s onslaught, paying more attention to the shield and its massive knockback potential than the sword itself and relying on our healers to make up the difference.

      Then the rustling picked up overhead, and I looked up just in time to see a particularly large volume fly off a shelf and crack open, pages down.

      It was targetable, so I inspected it.

      
        
        {Firespinner Saga} (Level 20 Construct) (Elite++)

        HP: 35,000/35,000

        MP: 60,000/60,000

      

      

      Bright red text streamed across the pages, a warm breeze blasted over me, and I had to fight the urge to warn the guild about what was coming.

      A spark flew between the pages, then a tornado of flame spun down from above and began tracing the edges of the room, catching a damage dealer almost immediately and yanking him straight up off the floor. Fortunately, though, it was bright enough and loud enough to draw everyone’s attention, and as it spiraled in, the raid split around it.

      Meanwhile, Jukes expertly pulled the boss away from the center, then yanked him back in as the crackling tornado reversed and retraced its earlier movements. The player it had grabbed was carried throughout its entire path, and while the damage was manageable—dropping him to 55% before the whirlwind winked out and the book slammed itself back onto a shelf—we’d lost a player for a substantial period of time.

      But I kept my fire trained on the boss, watching as the two tanks took turns getting shield-bashed into the walls for massive damage time after time.

      I thought the knockback had something to do with mitigation—like the bash was triggered on a dodge or a block—but I didn’t want to risk the ire of the many tables standing on the periphery of the room, nor the many wall-mounted ladders that ran around it.

      Then Ton held the boss’ attention for more than a minute without getting blown back, and it seemed that he must have drawn the same conclusion I had. The shield he normally wielded was now strapped to his back, and he was using his sword with both hands.

      When the Librarian’s Health dropped below 70%, his sword flared bright red in his grip. He twisted away from Ton and tossed the weapon sidearm, angling it low and fast so that it spun end over end just above the floor.

      I was directly in the way, but I jumped the attack easily enough. I thought I was in the clear, but then I felt Frank gesture low and behind me. I didn’t have time to gather myself, so I burned Clonedrift and had the spell take me up and slightly forward.

      I heard books topple to the floor behind me and explode in a riot of colors and elements, then my clone burst apart as the whirling sword bounced off the bookshelf and rebounded, cutting through my clone’s knees and blowing it up only a split-second after I’d left the ground.

      I canceled the drift before it could take me higher and kept the birds coming but then immediately had to strafe sideways and away as the Librarian caught the sword before flinging it right back around the room.

      The fight wore on, with the dual hazards becoming more and more frequent: the fiery, player-grabbing tornado spun through the center of the chamber almost nonstop, while the Librarian’s blade whistled around the room and bounced off the walls, turning the edges of the space into a hazard all on its own.

      Thankfully, though, Ton and Jukes had figured out how to mitigate the boss’ knockbacks, and we whittled him down to 50% without losing anyone. But as soon as the boss dropped below the halfway mark, the Librarian lifted off the ground and floated into the air.

      He gestured at three shelved books in quick succession, and the trio snapped over to him, each hovering about a foot from his face while the pages fluttered from left to right as if he was reading them at warp speed.

      A set of golden wings burst out from between his shoulder blades, and he twisted around to admire them. He tossed his fiery sword toward the ground, and it landed point-first, burying itself several inches deep in the floor.

      The assembled tables stirred, then, all at once, they formed a series of misshapen balls that rolled toward the dropped sword and sent players scattering and diving to get around them.

      The balls merged together, and soon a colossal golem stood in the confines of the small room, its head mere inches from the glass dome high above. It reached down and snatched up the Librarian’s discarded sword, which looked tiny in its huge hand.

      
        
        {Greater Furniture Golem} (Level 22 Construct) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 750,000/750,000

        Self-destruct Timer: 2 minutes

      

      

      I did a double take at the Health bar and the timer.

      An icon bloomed high above the creature as Darling assigned Jukes to tank the new arrival. I waited a moment to see if she was going to assign damage dealers to the golem, but she didn’t, which was exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      It seemed the golem was another version of an enrage timer because we didn’t have a chance in hell of burning nearly a million Health down in under 2 minutes, especially with all the obstacles the boss was throwing our way. Even killing the wounded Librarian in that time frame seemed wildly unlikely unless some sort of helpful mechanic arrived to save the day.

      The Librarian turned to the third book he’d summoned, then pointed a long finger at the staff he’d dropped at the beginning of the fight. The weapon flew up into his hand, then the black crystal that topped it broke apart and reformed itself into a long, curved scythe that was nearly as long as the Librarian was tall.

      He hovered there for a moment, wings beating, shield held to one side, scythe to the other, then the fight was back on.

      The Librarian dove head-first toward the ground and pulled up at the last second by flaring his wings, his face and torso and knees clearing the cracked and burning floor by mere inches as he swooped over it.

      He batted a melee player aside with his shield, then slashed out at Ton, somehow landed with both feet planted against the wall behind the tank, then pushed right back off and slashed at Ton’s unprotected back with his scythe while books detonated behind him.

      The Librarian bounced from wall to wall three more times, seemingly raking players at random before he landed and half-ran, half-flew at Ton. The damage was absolutely devastating, with each swing of his scythe chunking people for well over half their Health.

      And between our healers’ strained Mana pools, the new golem, and the persistent lack of communication, things were suddenly looking grim. To make matters worse, two more raid frames had grayed out in my peripheral, and I was afraid to take my eyes off the fight long enough to check if they were in our group or not.

      Thankfully the fight stabilized after the boss’ most recent transformation, and I held my breath as I fired away and waited for the next shift to occur. As soon as the boss entered the execute window at 30%, he flew back to the center of the room, cast his shield aside, and raised his scythe high.

      The ground shook beneath our feet, and the huge golem that had been dutifully slapping away at Jukes on the far side of the room broke apart into smaller constructs, then fractured further into living chairs and tables that went skittering across the floor like oversized spiders.

      Jukes was quicker than I would have been with a Hateful Ice to grab a good number of the scattering creatures, but almost half the mobs managed to resist his spell, and the horde fell upon the already depleted raid.

      I popped Doppelganger as the swarm began to spread, charging targets seemingly at random. I Double Casted it to create a total of four clones, then aimed a Gravity Bird near the very center of the room.

      I directed my clones to do the same but spaced apart, and the end result was five black holes spinning in a straight line across the chamber, blocking off half of the raid.

      The vast majority of the guild saw the safety the spheres represented and ran, leaped, or teleported through the black holes and let the trailing mobs get safely plucked up and away, giving Jukes plenty of time to reposition.

      Every single creature that ran in ended up floating a few steps above the ground, but the holes wouldn’t last long, and the boss’ Health was still uncomfortably high at 25%.

      I switched to my railgun and dashed left, then dropped to one knee and directed my Doppels to line up behind me one after the other, each aiming a bit higher than the one in front of them.

      The longer cast time meant I could only get a single Ravenblast off before the black holes expired and the countless small creatures dropped free.

      Even so, that same attack managed to pierce through every single Gravity Bird and soften up the entire crowd. The cloud of numbers was likewise impressive, a cloud of rising data with values from the high triple digits to the mid-1800s.

      And with the help of a few other players who’d dropped area of effect spells and skills on the three more central groups I’d gathered, I managed to squeeze in a Dark Harvest that was copied four times over right before my Doppels vanished to finish a good chunk of the scattering creatures off and spawn a cluster of health-restoring phantoms.

      I dashed over to Jukes as the surviving mobs skittered my way thanks to all the aggro I’d generated, and a well-timed Clonedrift just before they reached me left the whole crowd stunned and primed for him to scoop them up.

      I sprinted across the room, juking tornados and falling books as I raced for my phantoms, leaping through them at every opportunity and blasting nonstop. As the battlefield increasingly cleared of weaponized furniture, the Librarian’s Health ticked down to 20%, then 15%, then under 10%.

      One of our healers died to a falling book that spawned a meteor strike as the boss hit the single digits, but the tense silence wore on, metal crashing, spells exploding, with every sound echoing strangely across the walls.

      Another healer dropped as the boss ticked below 4%, and I spotted Darling fighting the urge to call something out as she flew around behind the boss, laying into him again and again.

      The Librarian slowed as he hit 3%, then 2%, then, with a single percent remaining, he dropped to one knee.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      When the boss fell, the entire guild just stood there, staring at one another across the room in stunned silence, wondering if we were allowed to speak or if the fight was even finished.

      The tension built, and I eyed the many ladders that were still standing around the room with trepidation, grip firm on my revolvers.

      “Team Frank!” Frank shouted. His voice reverberated through the chamber so loudly that I winced on hearing the initial burst, then again on the first echo.

      Everyone flinched, but nothing happened. A moment later, the raid group absolutely erupted, tension melting away all at once.

      Darling bumped her shoulder into mine. “Nice call with the line of black holes.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Thanks. That was an interesting one. No prompt or loot so far. We can’t be finished if that’s the case, right?”

      Darling squinted at the section of bookshelf behind the scorched spot on the floor where the Librarian’s desk had once been. “The group we sent to the Armory with one tank is still up. My guess is the loot will get calibrated when they finish it or die.”

      “She’s got the right of it,” Frank said. “Unlike you.”

      I sighed with relief. The Armory group still had eighteen of their twenty members up, and from the way the damage was going out—ninety percent of it was focused on their tank, his Health jumping up and down—I figured there was a better than even chance that they were working on a Raid Boss of their own.

      Darling stepped closer to the shelf and bent over at the waist, inspecting the third row from the bottom.

      She reached out and tried to pluck a book off the shelf—a thick volume with golden lettering that was substantially brighter than anything else around it—but it only came about halfway out before there was an audible click and the book snapped back out of her grasp.

      Darling stepped back as the bookcase rumbled deeper into the wall, dust pouring off it, then began grinding sideways and behind the nearest shelf.

      “Thought so!”

      She slipped inside, and I was quick to follow, wondering what we’d find.

      The chamber beyond was similar to the one we’d fought the Librarian in but rectangular and substantially smaller, with a little writing desk in one corner. The space was badly organized, with books on the floor and gaps in the shelves, where other volumes had been placed upside down or even spine-in.

      I bent down, picked up one of the well-worn books, and thumbed through it, frowning as I realized the entire thing was blank. I dropped onto a knee and scooped up another volume to find the same thing.

      “Uhhh huh. Worst library ever?”

      “Apparently so,” Darling said.

      “It’s waiting for a password,” Frank said. “Try this: dignity.”

      I smoothed a particularly rough cover to clear the dust off it, took a deep breath, then whispered dignity with all the gravitas I could manage.

      Words appeared on the page.

      
        
        Query Input: Dignity

        Result not found.

      

      

      Frank snorted. “Now try self-respect.”

      Darling put a hand on my shoulder. “You probably shouldn’t do that.”

      I sighed. “I’d like to think I deserve a bit more credit than that. But what is this room, exactly?”

      “Try a magic school,” Frank said.

      I squinted at him, then shrugged and said: “Illusion Magic.”

      The words brightened on the page, searing and golden.

      
        
        Query Input: Illusion Magic

        Result: Magic School has already been acquired.

        School Availability: Present.

        Tome Rental Fee: {Gold Coin} x3

        Tome Purchase Fee: {Gold Coin} x8

        Stock: 3

      

      

      I read that over, my excitement growing.

      “Okay, now we’re talking.” I flipped a page. “Fire Magic.”

      
        
        Query Input: Fire Magic

        Result: This Magic School will be available for acquisition at level 30. Given current skills and specializations, acquiring this school will result in the Tier IV Class {Blackfire Wizard}.

        School Availability: Present.

        Tome Rental Fee: {Gold Coin} x1

        Tome Purchase Fee: {Gold Coin} x3

        Stock: 7

      

      

      That first part in particular had me grinning. “Nice. It’s like having access to Frank for advice on your class changes, except it’s even better because you don’t need to interact with him.”

      “False,” he said. “Prompt it for the book itself. You won’t be able to grab it yet, but check it out.”

      I did, still with Fire Magic in mind.

      A red-orange book on a far shelf flew out of the bookcase and snapped spine-first into my open hand. I tried to open it, but the book was secured with a metal latch that kept the pages sealed tightly shut.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Tome of Fire Magic} (Reusable Spellbook)

        Rent or Purchase?

      

      

      I declined the prompt. “Very cool. So you can rent or purchase these tomes, and the supply is limited?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I queried a series of different schools.

      
        
        Query input: Nature Magic

        Result: This Magic School will be available for acquisition at level 30. Given current skills and specializations, acquiring this school will result in the Tier IV Class {Bleaktree Mage}.

        School Availability: Present.

        Rental Fee: {Gold Coin} x3

        Purchase Fee: {Gold Coin} x8

        Stock: 3

      

      

      
        
        Query input: Holy Magic

        Result: This Magic School will be available for acquisition at level 30. Given current skills and specializations, acquiring this school will result in the Tier IV Class {Fallen Acolyte}.

        School Availability: Present.

        Rental Fee: {Gold Coin} x4

        Purchase Fee: {Gold Coin} x10

        Stock: 2

      

      

      I narrowed my eyes at Frank, then queried one final school.

      
        
        Query input: Lunar Magic

        Result: This Magic School will be available for acquisition at level 30. Given current skills and specializations, acquiring this school will result in the Tier IV Class {Moonbird Mage}.

        School Availability: Present.

        Rental Fee: {Gold Coin} x8

        Purchase Fee: {Gold Coin} x25

        Stock: 1

      

      

      I looked at Frank. “Moonbird Mage? Really?”

      “Fine, I changed it from Lunar Wizard. But we’ve already established that you wouldn’t dare.”

      “Don’t underestimate the amount of suffering I’m willing to endure if it means it’ll be ten times worse for you.” I gave the prompt another look. “It’s interesting that that one’s so much more expensive though.”

      “Has to do with trainers. Fire Magic is common across the world and there are plenty of trainers, so the Spellbook is plentiful and easy to rent. Lunar Magic is a lot rarer because why the hell would you study that, let alone write a book about it?” He narrowed his eyes. “Maybe I should write that book and do it badly as a joke.”

      “As if you’d need to try to screw it up.”

      “I should write more in general. People don’t think my thoughts enough.”

      “Yeah, your autobiography is totally what the world needs right now. The Angle of my Dangle: A Memoir.”

      “Agreed,” Frank said. “I’ll get to work on it immediately.”

      “I was being sarcastic.”

      “What about Let Me Be Frank?” Darling said.

      “I love it,” Frank said. “I love it so much. That’ll be the title of volume two. Side note: let me be me, Ned.”

      “Could you be any more you? You know what? Never mind, disregard.”

      “Too late for that. The gauntlet has been thrown down and accepted.”

      “And Darling, please don’t encourage him. I mean that in general, but specifically here. This is the last thing I need. And what do you even mean, let you be you? If there was a way to stop you from being yourself, I’d have been working that angle from the start.”

      “What, you jealous that Darling put a tremendous amount of thought into helping me come up with a title for my second memoir? I bet we can whip one up for you real quick if you’re feeling left out.”

      I queried another potential school but received an error message that said my query wasn’t valid. “I’d really prefer you not do that.”

      “All the more reason to spend several hours coming up with something appropriately demeaning.”

      “Anyway! What’s the deal with querying schools?” I said in a desperate attempt to change the subject for good.

      “They need to exist.”

      “Sure, but like, the exact wording?”

      “Nah, but you need to get pretty close. Something like Flame Magic would work. That’d just prompt that fire tome to show up again. But something like big green sky idiot magic probably wouldn’t work.”

      I queried it. “Nope, nothing.”

      “I’m gonna file a complaint with nipple guy.” He gestured at me. “Try nipple magic.”

      I did. “Error message, unfortunately.”

      “Kinda thought that’d make him show up if he was watching. I had a whole joke ready about it being a school of summoning magic and everything.”

      “So this place does require a bit of information, then. I imagine you could probably guess a lot of them, but it seems like—”

      “Frankly my Dear, I Don’t Give a—” Darling started.

      She cut off as I threw my hands into the air.

      “Why? I just got him back on track.”

      She laughed. “Sorry, it’s kinda fun.”

      “It is, isn’t it?” Frank said. “I really think Ned’s feeling left out.”

      “That is not the problem here.”

      Darling pursed her lips. “I Dropped Seven Figures on a Video Game and All I Got Was a Mouthy Axe?”

      Frank snorted. “Small Hands, Long Fingers: A Born-again Elf’s Lifelong Battle with Puberty.”

      “Birds, and How to Throw Them.”

      I forced down a smile. “That last one sounds more like an instructional how-to.”

      “That’s the hook,” Darling said.

      I tried a few more school queries, then paused.

      “Wait a second. This is pretty cool, but we’ve got limited access to this place, right? And we’d also need to burn a motor charge to get up? Right now, that’s way more expensive than the spell books themselves.”

      “Yeaaah,” Frank said. “About that.”

      I glanced at him. “You feel weirdly happy about whatever it is that you’re not able to share. Should I be worried? I feel worried.”

      As an alert went out just then, the chat filled with green text.

      
        
        World-First Alert! The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first Guild to plunder a Skyvault!

        Rewarding Unique Title: {Cloud Pirate}

      

      

      
        
        {Cloud Pirate} (Unique Title)

        All ships under your control move 3% faster.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you plundered 2/4 routes of Tower 72’s Skyvault!

        You received {Minor Token} x800!

        You received 7250 Experience!

        You received 4300 Renown!

      

      

      “Other group must have cleared the Armory,” Frank said.

      Golden light flared over us, and by the time I realized what I was looking at, a second flash had followed, and the prompts were streaming in.

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert! A Skyvault has been plundered above the Onyx Delta! The living structure is now plummeting to earth alongside a crystal shaped by the Possibility King’s hand!

      

      

      
        
        Ripple Alert! A Hidden Ripple Threshold has been met within the Onyx Delta, and the {Stonewhisper Dwarves} are nearing the completion of EBO’s first Wonder of the World!

      

      

      “Plummeting?” I said as the ground shook so violently that I nearly lost my feet.

      The floor shook again and again, then my stomach dropped out as the entire building went into freefall. Darling and I were thrown into the air while books tumbled free and floated all around us. Screams filtered in from the chamber where we’d fought the Librarian, and that space was little more than tumbling bodies and jumbled, green name tags.

      The building accelerated as if it were flying purposefully downward, which pinned me to the ceiling and locked Darling on top of me, her armored back pressing directly into my chest.

      Frank growled as the living building continued to pick up speed for about ten seconds. Then it somehow hit the brakes and Darling and I hit the floor, bounced off it, then hit the floor again as the structure smashed down into the sands, all of its windows blowing out at once.

      When I stood up, the floor swayed beneath me as if we were on a boat on a rough sea. We’d definitely landed, but it still felt like we were moving somehow.

      Darling and I gathered ourselves and exchanged a glance, then we half-walked, half-stumbled down the hall and rejoined the rest of the guild as the building bounced and shifted beneath us.

      The glass dome that had capped the previous battleground had shattered completely, and shards were glittering all across the floor alongside thin pieces of twisted steel.

      The small tower that had housed the strange, reddish light I’d seen earlier had collapsed as well, and now that same eerie glow was shining from within a pile of concrete rubble at the center of the room.

      “Gonna want that,” Frank said, but I was already threading through the discombobulated crowd, glass crunching beneath my feet.

      I dropped to one knee and started digging through the rubble, sifting through the piled concrete and tossing the larger chunks aside. After a couple of moments, a few reddish sparks drifted up through a crack, and I redoubled my efforts until I was able to loot the item buried within.

      
        
        You received {Command Crystal} x1!

      

      

      
        
        {Command Crystal}

        Use: Use this item at the top of the tower it was looted from to increase, steady, or decrease the amount of Reality Bleed between your world and the tower. Certain towers may also possess additional realities to choose from.

        Charges: 1

        Requirement: Level 30

      

      

      I popped the glass orb into my hand. It was smaller than I’d expected, about the size of a softball but heavier than it had a right to be.

      Darling leaned over me from my right, dark hair falling across my shoulder. “That’s what you were after, right? For the clown lady’s quest?”

      “This is it alright.”

      Darling stood up and raised her voice. “Free C-Grade weapons confirmed!”

      A cheer went up at that, but it was cut short as the building jerked to a stop and the whole guild stumbled and fell. There was a loud pop from behind us, then a gust of air yanked Darling and me out of the room, along with the rest of the guild.

      The halls whipped by in a blur of books and rushing wind, then I was in the air again and the world was just one part black sand and one part blue sky, both of which were rotating much too quickly.

      I hit the ground hard before I could get my bearings, landing roughly on my back as other players thumped down into the sands. Most landed atop the same dune as me, but a few more unfortunate members landed on the downslope and went rolling toward one of the blue rivers below.

      I sat up and dusted myself off.

      The ruined castle was elevated some ten feet above the sands, supported by six thick, multijointed legs. The giant mimic squatted lower and slowly pivoted, turning in our direction until the two skulls that served as eyes were blinking at us above the door we’d entered through.

      The door opened slightly, then the construct spat two massive treasure chests onto the sand before turning and lumbering down the dune.

      One of the two treasure chests was sparking blue and purple, so Darling headed that way to scope out the loot. The Armory group leader dropped to a knee in front of the second chest.

      I watched the mimic stomp toward the Black Oasis, though it was giving the city walls a wide berth. Its laborious pace made me think it was content to wander, and its green name tag indicated that it was now friendly.

      “So it’s just gonna walk around, eh?” I said. “And I guess it’ll take that library with it?”

      “There’ll be an alternate way to get into the library ‘cause that castle’s done for. Whole thing collapsed when it shot us out. For now, just pull up your housing map before it gets too far off.”

      I did, and the result surprised me: the top of the creature’s wide back was full of Housing Plots, and the rim that ran around them was zoned for defensive structures.

      “Very cool.”

      “Uh huh. Plus whoever controls more than half of the plots can control the path,” Frank added.

      I’d been heading toward the treasure chests, but that comment stopped me cold and had me eyeing the departing mimic more seriously.

      “Really now. That’s something we might be able to use.”

      Darling looked back at me over one shoulder, both arms elbow-deep in the treasure chest. “You want us to grab it for now? I’ve got plenty of people who don’t care for the housing stuff and have plenty of empty plots.”

      “Yeah, please,” I said. “We’re definitely gonna want that thing in the future.”

      She nodded and went back to sifting through the loot. “Consider it done, I’ll have the group grab them all.”

      I moved closer and squatted on my haunches, eyeing the gear that Darling was pulling out and assigning to the team. Two pieces jumped out in particular, though neither was for me.

      
        
        {Librarian’s Silencer} (One-handed Wand)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 45

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 10

        Magical Attack: 75

        Speed: Fast

        Primaries: +15 Intelligence, +7 Constitution, +10 Wisdom

        Equip: Any Silencing effects you employ now last an additional 2 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        {Thunderstruck Hammer} (Two-handed Hammer)

        Grade: D

        Item Level: 45

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Rare

        Physical Attack: 140

        Magical Attack: 70

        Speed: Very Slow

        Primaries: + 20 Strength, +10 Intelligence, +10 Constitution

        Equip: Striking an enemy in melee combat occasionally calls down a burst of lightning that deals 200 Nature Damage.

      

      

      “Loot is looking pretty good,” I said, eyeing the beast as it lumbered off. “But I’m still kind of lost as to how we’re supposed to access the library now.”

      Darling shifted something deep within the chest, and red light shone out of it.

      “Think I’ve got the answer right here.” She tossed a red sphere over one shoulder, and I caught it with one hand. I went to inspect it, but Frank cut me off.

      “Second crystal coming in hot.”

      I glanced up to find that Darling had tossed a second, identical sphere my way. I reached out and snagged it out of the air. “Any more of these things?”

      “That’s it!” Darling said. “You might as well take those. They’re right up your alley, and I’m not seeing any loot that’d help you at your level.”

      “Thanks!”

      Both of the spheres were similar to the Command Crystal I’d looted earlier but about a third of the size, and my pulse picked up as I inspected them one after the other.

      
        
        {Minor Command Crystal: Library Variant}

        Use this item within a Housing Plot you control to permanently alter the plot’s reality and instantly shift a {Red Library} into existence.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Level Requirement: 30 or above

        Charges: 1

      

      

      
        
        {Minor Command Crystal: Armory Variant}

        Use this item within a Housing Plot you control to permanently alter the plot’s reality and instantly shift a {King’s Armory} into existence.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Level Requirement: 30 or above

        Charges: 1

      

      

      “Okay, now we’re talking!”

      I inspected the library.

      
        
        {Red Library} (Tier III Building)

        Description: An unparalleled archive of knowledge, the {Red Library} holds a vast number of magical tomes that may be rented or purchased to assist in class changes.

        Players who own a Red Library as well as their allies also gain access to the Possibility King’s personal collection: a repository of forbidden knowledge that contains countless forbidden grimoires and the powerful Hidden Variants within.

      

      

      I jerked my head up. “Hidden Variants? Frank?”

      “All I can say is it’s got something to do with your class change. Should make it more interesting.”

      “Damn, I want level 30.”

      I pulled up the second structure.

      
        
        {King’s Armory} (Tier III Building)

        Description: One of the Possibility King’s many storehouses, the King’s Armory sells D-Grade and C-Grade equipment to all who have permission to enter.

        Players who own a King’s Armory as well as their allies receive deep discounts and may freely exchange Weapon and Armor Tokens to gain access to exceptionally powerful gear.

      

      

      “Amazing. Guess that’s gonna be the turn-in spot for Kestral’s tokens.”

      I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands, then dropped butt-first onto the dune and watched the rest of their guild play around with their new armor and weapons. They were all smiles, and it felt great to have played a part in that.

      “Tired?” Frank said.

      “Very. Been a long day.”

      “Excellent.”

      I cocked an eyebrow down at him. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Oh, nothing nefarious.”

      “It’d sound a lot less threatening if you hadn’t gone out of your way to clarify that it wasn’t nefarious.”

      “Yeah, I know how words work.”

      I leaned back onto the sands and closed my eyes for a moment.

      “You gonna do some more research on the body thing or what?” I asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Do I really need to elaborate on the you getting a body thing?”

      “Oh. Yeah, I probably will.”

      “Probably?”

      A shadow fell over me, and when my eyes snapped open, I saw Darling’s face above mine, dark hair hanging like a curtain.

      “You look as wiped out as I feel.”

      I sat up and kicked my legs out. “It’s been a stretch for sure, what with stealing the boat and running around and knocking that big old thing out of the sky. Good one, though.”

      “Can confirm,” Frank said.

      “Plus Prelims are coming up tomorrow morning!” Darling said. “Feels like things are gonna get wild. I’m pumped. Do need to grab some actual sleep, though.”

      “Hard same.” I pulled up my Housing menu and poked through it, searching for the status of the two buildings I’d had House start on. With the benefit of the golems, they should be finished first thing in the morning.

      “Looks like my Skill Evolution and Combination chamber should be coming online soon. With a little bit of luck and a decent payout, I should be able to get some use out of them before Prelims start.”

      “You’re twenty-two now, right? You really think you’ll hit twenty-five by then?”

      I smothered a yawn with one hand. “Should if the pattern holds up.”

      “Level gain might be slowing down,” Frank said, “but the payment is looking really, really good. Gonna be a huge jump. Tyrann’s been spreading that network pretty nicely, and people are finally starting to spend money.”

      “Worries me that we haven’t heard what Tyrann is up to lately,” I said. “But I guess at this point, I’ll happily take hostile silence with all the trouble Corruptia is causing us. Probably only going to get worse with the actual tournament about to start.”

      “And still nothing from Redacted other than that first Major Door clear they snagged,” Darling said.

      “Yeah. Not great, but so it goes. I’m pretty happy with what we’ve accomplished so far. Just wish I didn’t have to sleep.”

      I pushed myself up onto my elbows and eyed the nearby tower. The Neon Circus’ strange, night-emitting towers had finally gone dark, and the carnival now seemed content to shine beneath the sunset.

      “Quick question. Do you think the rest of the guild would want to clear the other Skyvaults out of the Onyx Delta overnight?”

      Darling turned to look at me, an eyebrow raised.

      “What if I loaned them the Freighter? We already paid for the Cloud Motor, and they’ll have to wait a bit for the cooldown period, but why not, right? Free buildings, loot, control over the sands.”

      “Absolutely,” Darling said. “To be completely honest, I started wondering if you’d be comfortable with that as soon as we applied the motor, but I didn’t want to ask too much of the ship.”

      I waved the concern away. “It’s not like I snagged it solo, and even then, what’s the difference at this point?” I opened up a trade window with her and threw the ship in, then confirmed it. “Only catch is that I’ll need it back day after tomorrow. Gotta help Goon with something in exchange for the ship and the packs.”

      Darling confirmed. “Thanks! This is awesome, the other groups are gonna be pumped. I’ll get them all sorted before I call it a night.”

      “Thanks, Darling, I appreciate it. Alright, I’m gonna crash, then Frank and I are going to go say hi to that clown again first thing in the morning.”

      “You’re gonna say hi,” Frank said. “I’m not gonna say anything because I’m going to be sheathed.”

      “You’re really still on about that?”

      “It’s not like she’s gonna send you on another errand to wave your ass around at a bunch of nobility, so I might as well play it safe and make myself scarce.”

      “I’m sorry?” Darling said. “To wave… what?”

      I glared at him. “It’s official: you’re dead to me.”

      “Well, in that case, hey Darling, check this video out.”

      “Do not…”

      I trailed off as Darling tapped the air, then cocked her head.

      “I really don’t know what I’m looking at…” She trailed off and drew back. “Oh. Oh, wow.”

      “It was a quest!” I said.

      Darling snorted a laugh. “Well, nobody can say you aren’t committed. Now that I’ve got that image lodged firmly in my brain, I’m gonna log out and try to get some sleep. You gonna do the same?”

      I sighed and rubbed my face. “Yeah, definitely. Probably just head back to the inn so I can get an early start in the city before things kick off for real. Man, I’m nervous. We really need to grab an extension.”

      “Same. Really hope I can actually sleep, but I dunno if that’s gonna happen. God, I really don’t wanna lose to Corruptia.”

      “Feel like we owe it to House to knock them out.”

      “Absolutely. Anyway, good night! Great work today!”

      “You too!”

      “Night, Darling,” Frank said. “Sorry about haunting your dreams in a way that doesn’t involve me.”

      “Night, Frank.”

      She tapped the air as if she were about to log out, but I held up a finger and sheathed Frank in one smooth motion.

      “Can I ask for a really weird favor before you go? It wouldn’t be until tomorrow morning, but it’d have to be first thing.”

      She shrugged. “Sure. What’s up?”

      “I warned Frank not to show you that video, and I promised serious consequences if he did. I already have something in mind, so if you’re up for it, it’d be great if you could do something really bizarre for me without asking too many questions.”

      “I’m listening.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      Several hours later, I was lying on my back in a dark room at the inn, a cool blue glow shining intermittently through the window courtesy of the tree and its many fairies.

      I’d just been woken up by a series of messages from Darling, which I’d set an alert for so I wouldn’t miss them. I lay on the bed, squinting, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness while Frank mumbled something about genocide.

      Heavy footsteps sounded from out in the hall as I paged through my alerts.

      The daily payout had come early again, and the result was so great that I very nearly shouted in triumph and blew my cover completely. I’d made the better part of 300 gold, and the level-ups were even more impressive.

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 23!

        Congratulations, you reached level 24!

        Congratulations, you reached level 25!

        Congratulations, you unlocked the Skill Evolution/Combination systems!

        Visit a Skill Evolution Chamber to access these new systems!

        Reach level 30 to begin your Tier IV class change!

      

      

      I minimized the prompts, then mentally opened my permissions window without budging in the slightest and unlocked the door to my room, which snapped open with an audible click.

      “Huh?” Frank said. “Who’s there? Hey, elf boy. Someone…”

      The door groaned open. “Shh,” Darling said. “It’s me, Frank.”

      Out of the corner of my eye, I could tell that she was wearing a heavy coat, and though I knew she had a lantern held beneath it, I doubted Frank could tell. And with that light hidden, it was much too dark to see her face.

      She gently eased the door shut, then crept toward the bed. “It’s time, Frank.”

      Frank burst into a full body sweat, and it took everything I had not to laugh and blow my cover.

      Darling stopped at the very edge of the bed. She slowly removed her heavy jacket but kept the lantern low so that its light reflected off her armor but didn’t quite reach her face.

      She set the lantern down next to Frank, then started bending low at the waist and put both of her hands on her knees.

      Frank audibly gulped.

      Then the lantern light reached Darling’s face, which was covered in white makeup. She was wearing a rainbow wig above a red, squishy nose, and for a moment, I thought Frank was going to stir himself off to another plane of existence.

      “Honk honk,” Darling said, somehow managing to make it sound seductive.

      Frank went completely, utterly still.

      I gave him a moment, then sat up and mentally turned the lights on.

      Darling yanked the wig off. “God, that was itchy. How was that?”

      I glanced at Frank. “That was absolutely perfect, thanks. I owe you one.”

      She made a dismissive gesture. “I’ll give you a moment to get ready, I’ve got skill upgrades to pick anyway. I’ll be out in the hall.”

      “Thanks!” I said.

      She slipped out and pulled the door shut behind her.

      “Huh,” Frank said. “What? Huh?”

      I swung my legs off the bed. “I told you there’d be consequences if you showed her that video.”

      He was silent for a long time. “What did… who… what just happened? Did Darling just make a move on me?”

      “No, you’re focusing on the wrong part. How do you feel, Frank?”

      “Uh, I don’t even know. I’m mostly confused, but it feels like I just internalized something I shouldn’t have.”

      “Here, check this out.” I made it so he could see my screen, then I pulled up a browser window and brought up a photo of an attractive woman in a revealing evening gown.

      “Thoughts?”

      He shrugged. “Sword would cleave right through that.”

      “Indeed it would, Frank.” Next, I pulled up a picture of a tall woman decked out in heavy armor.

      He squinted at it, and I felt him give me a thumbs-up. “Nice.”

      “Yep, I figured.”

      “I still don’t understand what’s happening.”

      “That’s fine, we’ll get there.” I pulled up another picture of a woman dressed in a knee-length pencil skirt and high heels. “Thoughts?”

      “Wildly impractical and borderline cruel. Looks like whoever dressed her is trying to make sure she can’t run away.”

      “I can see that.” I pulled up a photo of a woman in full medieval armor.

      “Nice, now that’s what I’m talking about. That girl could take a beating.”

      I paused. “Normally I’d want to interrogate that last bit, but I’m going to give you the benefit of the doubt there so we can stay focused.” I pulled up another picture, one of a woman in jeans and a t-shirt. “Thoughts?”

      “I guess she’ll die comfortable. Good for her, I guess. Better off than the other ones.”

      I nodded and quickly pulled up a picture of a female clown in full makeup: baggy, colorful clothes, the iconic red nose, everything.

      “Oh hell yeah!”

      “Thought so.”

      I didn’t react; I just acted like I was looking for the next photograph.

      Frank’s eyes narrowed by degrees. “Wait a second. What did…”

      I pulled up a photo of a woman in a hard hat and reflective vest.

      “Meh.”

      A woman in a tracksuit.

      “Meh.”

      A female clown holding balloons.

      “Boo ya!” He hesitated and drew back. “Hold on, that’s not right.”

      Frank paused. Then I felt as if he were looking inward and, for the first time ever, not being head-over-heels with the result.

      I snorted. “It worked, didn’t it?”

      “Wait. What worked?”

      “I told you there’d be consequences if you showed that video to Darling.”

      “Uh huh, and?”

      “You were deeply concerned that your interest in clowns was going to interfere with your courtship of her, right? And you wanted to bury that stuff down deep?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Well, it’s no longer buried. Like, at all. Congrats, have fun dealing with that one.”

      His eyes went wide. “Hold on. Are you trying to tell me that you just deliberately gave me a clown kink?”

      I hesitated. “I hate the way you phrased that. And ‘gave’ is too strong a word. You made it pretty clear that the groundwork was already laid with all that stirring you did around Kestral, so I just had Darling water that cursed seed until it bloomed, and here we are. Consider your strange interests brought fully to the forefront.”

      He paused. “That’s a whole lot of words to say you gave me a clown kink.”

      “I’m never going to say that, and I wish you’d stop. But this is what’s widely known as the find-out stage of the program, Frank. I think you know what came before.”

      “How is this your idea of revenge? And how do I even explain that this is your fault without making it sound even weirder?”

      “Darling had a major hand in it too. She definitely deserves most of the credit here.”

      He paused. “Hold on a second. Why would Darling agree to help you inflict this level of suffering upon me?”

      “Because I asked nicely and she thought it’d be funny?”

      “So does this mean… does she actually want me to fail in my never-ending quest for her heart? Does she not… does she not like me? Like, at all?”

      I shifted on my feet, feeling uncomfortable all of a sudden.

      “Well, I dunno if trolling you necessarily means—”

      He shook his head. “Nah, that can’t be it. There’s no way she’s not into me. There’s gotta be more to this story.”

      “There isn’t. I’ve already explained the entire thing. I actually don’t know how to be clearer.”

      He stared at me. “What aren’t you telling me, elf?”

      “I don’t even know how to respond to that.”

      “Wait a minute. Is… is Darling actually the one who’s into clowns?”

      I threw my hands up in the air. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Did she confide that to you in secret? Is that what this is?”

      “I’m almost jealous of how untethered from reality you actually are. That must be nice.”

      “That’s it, isn’t it?” Frank enthused. “She wanted to share her interests with me, but she was worried I’d take it the wrong way. So the two of you came up with this shockingly elaborate plan and backstory to provide her with cover. That way, she’d have an easy out if things went badly.”

      He hesitated, thinking. “And since I didn’t welcome her paint-caked face with open arms, now she thinks I’ve pushed her away. That I’ve rejected her when she was at her most vulnerable. Oh no, no no no—I just clown blocked the love of my life. This is bad, Ned! This is real bad!”

      “Clown blocked? Dear Lord.”

      “We need to drop everything and fix this immediately.”

      I rubbed my face. “Fine, I’ll talk to her,” I said, though it was just to get Frank to shut up because it wasn’t like he was listening to me anyway.

      I crossed the room and had a hand on the doorknob when he spoke again.

      “This might be the nicest thing anyone’s ever done for me.”

      “I gave you a body, dude. Not even forty-eight hours ago.”

      “True, but this new and unnecessarily colorful bond that Darling and I share transcends the corporeal plane.” He looked me up and down, measuring. “I award you 10,000 Frank points for your efforts to bring us closer together. But after you clear the air with Darling, we’ll never speak of what’s transpired this morning ever again. Deal?”

      “Deal,” I said, agreeing without thinking about it while inadvertently pumping a fist at the unexpected score.

      I paused for a long moment, reflected inwardly, then sighed. “Alright, screw it. I’ll clear the air.” I sheathed him as I popped out of the room.

      Darling was leaning against the opposite wall in the hall, repeatedly throwing the red nose up in the air and catching it with a slight squeak each time. She’d scrubbed her makeup off, but she’d missed a spot on her chin.

      “So, did it work? I’m super curious.”

      I made a lukewarm gesture with one hand, but that wasn’t quite right. “It simultaneously worked spectacularly well and also totally and utterly backfired.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah, he’s thrilled, and I just earned about ten times more Frank points than I previously had in one go.”

      She dropped the nose into her inventory. “Elaborate?”

      “It turns out that Frank is too delusional to mess with. Like, seriously. Dude is the Michael Jordan of mental gymnastics.”

      Darling smiled. “I can see that, but I still don’t understand what you’re saying.”

      “Yeah.” I scratched the back of my head. “So… I’m not really sure how to put this, so I’m just going to launch right into it. The clown thing worked, he’s super into that now. Like, totally locked in, front and center.”

      “Great!”

      “Yeeeeah. But he couldn’t wrap his head around the idea of you messing with him because you thought it’d be funny, so in self-defense or maybe self-preservation, he deluded himself into thinking that you’re the one who’s into clowns.”

      She pointed at herself, dark eyebrows cocked high.

      “Yep, you heard correctly. And now he’s worried that he rejected your advances, so I’m here to clear the air or something?” I rubbed my eyes with the heels of my hands. “I dunno, it’s way too early for this.”

      “You think an I forgive you on my part would make it all go away on my end?”

      “I imagine he’d probably take whatever lifeline you threw in the water, yeah. But I don’t know what kind of consequences you’d be dealing with later on. Wouldn’t be shocked if I woke up one morning to find that he’s dyed his beard into a rainbow.”

      “Alrighty then, go ahead and pop him out and I’ll move us along. After that, you wanna get moving and hit that tower whose Skyvault we cleared? I really wanna see what that Command Crystal does.” She smiled.

      “Oh, and by the way, the rest of the guild cleared those other two towers while we were sleeping! We picked up two more Command Crystals and three more minor crystals. Weirdly enough, these ones all require level 32 or 35 to activate. Not sure if they’re going to keep going up or what, but I can’t even tell what sort of buildings we’re gonna get. Here, maybe you can.”

      She opened up a trade window with me and threw the five items in. The two Command Crystals were exactly the same as the first one we’d found, save for the higher level requirements. I pulled up one of the Minor Command Crystals, and the results were similar across all three of them.

      
        
        {Minor Command Crystal: Mystery Variant}

        Use this item within a Housing Plot you control to permanently alter the plot’s reality and instantly shift an unknown building into existence.

        Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots.

        Level Requirement: 32 or above

        Charges: 1

      

      

      “That’s amazing. I can’t believe they already pulled that off. You must have really put in some work organizing…” I trailed off, hesitating. “Wait, hold on a minute. You’re really fine with letting Frank run with his version of what happened this morning?”

      She barked a laugh. “Eh, I don’t care. It’ll be kinda funny to see where he takes it.”

      Darling looked down the corridor, and I realized the bit of makeup she’d left on her chin was still there.

      “Here, you missed a spot.” I pulled my sleeve over my left hand, then reached up and wiped at it before leaning in to get a better look. “Got it.”

      “Thanks!”

      I started walking down the hall. “I was going to head to the Evolution Chamber first thing, but I’m happy to handle the crystal quest first if you wanna tag along. What do we have, thirty minutes before Prelims? Should be more than enough time.”

      “Yeah, why not?”

      I sent House a message to check where she was, and when she said she was currently at the Auction House, I asked her to meet us outside the inn.

      “House is gonna come too, she’ll be outside.” I went to pull Frank out of his loop, but Darling held up a hand.

      “Great! Before you unsheathe him though, I had an idea you might like. The whole point of this clown thing was to screw with him, right? But it didn’t work.”

      “I just sorta want to troll him in general but pretty much, yeah. That was officially a swing and a miss of the highest caliber.”

      She pursed her lips. “Well, if you really wanna get under his skin…”

      “Oh, I do. I really, really do.”

      “He’s constantly insisting that you’re trying to steal me away from him with no evidence at all, right?”

      “Yeah, constantly.”

      “So what if you pretended to actually try?”

      My eyes went wide. “Oh shit. That is diabolical!”

      “In a good way?”

      “Definitely. But wouldn’t that be weird for you?”

      She shrugged, and her pauldrons creaked. “Might be kinda fun to be the fulcrum of an imaginary love triangle for a bit, and I’m already humoring one weirdo for laughs.” She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Doubt a second would hurt.”

      I rubbed my chin.

      “What’re you thinking? Too weird?”

      “Nah not at all, I’m excited. Just wondering how we handle it when House inevitably demands to be included in the triangle.” I paused. “I guess it’d be a square at that point.”

      “She doesn’t strike me as the type to want in on that sorta thing.”

      “Oh, she won’t understand it. But that’s never stopped her before, and I’m gonna feel real bad if I have to tell her no.”

      “Very true.”

      “We ready for the bearded axe to make his reappearance? I can feel the sweat beading off him. Think he might drown if we don’t hurry it up.”

      “Sure.”

      I popped him out of his loop.

      “Frank,” Darling said. “It’s all good.”

      He sighed, then dropped his voice. “I knew it. Nice going, meat bag. I find your work here to have been acceptable.”

      “And Ned?” Darling said.

      “Yeah?”

      She winked. “You were right, I did like that. I liked that a lot.”

      “Like what? What happened? What’d I miss?”

      I laughed without having to force it in the slightest. “That’s private, Frank. Just a conversation between adults.”

      “You want a ride to the chamber?” Darling said.

      “Please.”

      Frank narrowed his eyes at me, but I was already heading out of the inn. Darling began summoning her buggy as soon as we hit the street.

      I ran up to a nearby mailbox, then sent House a quick message and asked her to do some math while she ran over from the Auction House: I needed her to calculate the portion of my daily payout I’d promised Tyrann in exchange for his help defending the Oasis.

      I’d promised him 20% plus a slightly higher rate on nodes he connected himself, and House’s calculations showed the grand total came to 66 gold.

      It made me a little nauseous to send that much his way despite the fact I was doing it as Francis, but I figured I’d keep my promise for now and see if I could rope him into helping me elsewhere over the coming days.

      The buggy completed, so I hopped into the passenger seat while House clambered into the back and 2.0 padded alongside the vehicle. “Morning House!”

      “Good morning.”

      “Man,” I said, “I’m really going to miss this post-Siege period. It’s so damn nice not having to worry about getting jumped in the street every ten seconds.”

      Frank rolled his eyes. “Nice not worrying about the possibility of getting jumped, he says, fully disregarding the physical manifestation of malevolence that’s still at large, haunting his every move.”

      “You mean you, Frank? Not much I can do about that.”

      Darling cut the wheel to the left and took us racing out of the city and up a dune toward the tower. The Neon Circus was shining in the pocket of darkness that clouded its base.

      “Pretty sure he’s talking about the Revenant,” she said. “If he’d been talking about himself, I imagine he would have been even more complimentary.”

      “Exceedingly true,” Frank said.

      “I’ve actually figured something out for the Revenant,” I said, “though I’m a little worried we’re overdue an appearance. Hopefully we’ll get some news on that shortly. You ready to see your clown, Frank?” I turned to Darling. “Just wait until you see him squirm.”

      “Stir!” Frank said. “Not squirm, stir! And I have no interest whatsoever in that particular clown. She’s a total nonentity as far as I’m concerned. Just has a really cool hat, and that goes a long way.”

      “We’ll see,” I said.

      Darling took us straight through the carnival, underneath its flying acrobats and between the balloon golem fights, right to the base of the tower at its center. She hopped out and scoped the tower’s interior out to make sure it was safe, then the four of us headed up the elevator and took it to the very top, where the metal rim met the clouds.

      The cloud cover was thin at the moment, and I had a clear view of the carnival below as well as the Black Oasis and the still-shimmering Red Cathedral.

      I stepped up to the strange contraption that rose from the very center of the metal tower, then popped the crystal I’d looted from the Skyvault into one hand and held it up.

      The contraption hummed, as if pleased. I pushed the stone into the empty socket, and the tower shuddered beneath me. The bizarre machine clicked and hissed, then a stretch of metal I’d been sure was a single plate split in half to reveal a lever with an obvious handle and a single bronze button on top.

      House reached out to touch it, and I instinctively slapped her hand away.

      “Ohhh, snap!” Frank said. “House’s war on Corruptia just became a multi-front endeavor.”

      “You can press the button, House,” I blurted out before she could confirm Frank’s diagnosis. While he was obviously exaggerating her ire, I was pretty sure he wasn’t completely wrong. “But we need to figure out what it does.”

      House narrowed her eyes at me, and my skin prickled.

      Darling threw an arm around her small shoulders. “Step one, examine the button. Step two, formulate a plan for pressing the button. Step three, press the button.”

      House sighed wistfully, then tapped the air, and I had the worrying suspicion that she was undoing something that she’d previously set into motion.

      “Understood. Thank you for the clarification, Darling. That was a helpful and well-organized explanation.”

      I reached out and took the lever in one hand, squeezed my eyes shut, then pushed it slightly forward. Nothing happened.

      “Maybe you need to really move it?” Darling said.

      I took a deep breath and tilted it slightly to the left. At first, I didn’t think anything had changed, but then I noticed House had moved to the edge of the metal disc and was looking down over its edge.

      “I count eighteen circus tents, down from twenty a moment earlier.”

      “I think she’s right,” Darling said. “I dunno about the exact numbers, but—”

      “The exact numbers are eighteen and twenty.”

      Darling pursed her lips, then sighed into a smile. “Right, okay. I think the Circus’ cover of night got a bit smaller, too.”

      “That tracks with what Kestral said.” I pushed the lever more to the left, and I saw what Darling meant. Standing at the center of the disc largely blocked my view of what was happening below, but the colorful lights illuminating the underbellies of the surrounding clouds definitely dimmed as I moved the stick farther and farther to the left. “Gonna shift to the right and see if we get the opposite effect.”

      And that was exactly what happened; the light radiating from below grew more and more intense, and House recited the growing numbers of tents rapid-fire. I pushed the lever all the way to the right, but then the tower started vibrating, so I backed off a little. When I tried it again, I got the same result.

      “Okay, thoughts on this? Kestral asked us to preserve as much of the Circus as possible, so clearly she wants this thing set all the way to the right. But the building is shaking, so… maybe I leave it a little to the left?”

      Darling shook her head. “I think if she asked you to save as much as possible and you do something else, she’s probably not gonna be happy if you half-ass it at the end.”

      “And you already went full-ass multiple times within the last twenty-four hours,” Frank said. “In front of the rulers of multiple influential kingdoms, no less. Don’t let that go to waste.”

      Darling’s eyebrows shot up. “Wait, is that gonna be a problem for you? I didn’t realize those people were rulers.”

      I pushed the lever all the way to the right and held it there as the building resumed its vibrations.

      “Should be fine. After the first meeting I knew what I was dealing with, so I rotated through illusions as I went.”

      “You’re gonna feel real bad if some random dude gets executed because you used him to inflict an unwanted peep show on his king.”

      I paused. “I did not consider that.”

      “I did,” Frank said.

      “That’s why you were so complimentary of the idea.”

      “Yup.”

      I shrugged. “Tower seems to be chilling out a bit? Maybe this is fine.”

      “I can’t tell if it’s getting worse or better,” Darling said.

      Then the tower answered her by going utterly silent. I hadn’t realized just how much noise it had been making, but the difference was jarring.

      “Alright then. I guess we were right—we can use the Command Crystals to tweak the amount of bleed-through. Makes me really glad we already grabbed those other two. There are supposed to be other options, though.”

      I inspected the machine more closely and found a smaller lever that we’d missed earlier.

      “House, there’s a lever at the back I can barely reach, can you—”

      She dashed over and threw the lever, and the tower shuddered. The carnival beneath us blinked away, and a vast stretch of blue water replaced it in an instant.

      “Woah,” Darling said. “That’s different.”

      “The lever appears to have exactly three positions,” House said.

      “Thanks, House. These must be the realities we can choose from. I bet whichever setting we leave active is the one that’ll stick around near the tower. Go ahead and try the other settings.”

      House flipped the lever to another position, and the lake below vanished and was replaced by a sprawling set of ruins carved from bright marble.

      Monsters were roaming the area, and while they were too far away for me to inspect or identify, a pack of them immediately made a beeline for the Onyx Delta. Reaching across House, I threw the lever back to its original position before the monsters could leave the tower’s range of effect, causing the Circus to snap right back into place.

      “Yikes,” Darling said. “No telling how nasty those things were.”

      I nodded absently, lost in thought. The other options weren’t things I’d consider, given that we already had a quest from Kestral that would net the guild some serious weaponry, but it did make me wonder about the potential of the other towers and the damage their crystals could deal if they fell into the wrong hands.

      “Okay, we’ve got the Neon Circus maxed out below. House, you can go ahead and—”

      She pressed the button, then shimmied her shoulders.

      I held my breath and stared around us. And when the tower didn’t collapse as I’d feared it might, I stepped to the edge of the metal disc and inspected the Neon Circus far below.

      The miniature city’s blanket of night now extended nearly twice the distance it had originally, and the number of tents had easily doubled. Even the existing ones seemed more ornate, and the strange music filtering up from the place—haunting and elegant at the same time—felt like it had deepened somehow.

      A quest update came in then: I’d completed Kestral’s request, and it was time to report.

      “All set,” I said. “Nicely done, House.”

      She beamed. “Thank you.”

      “Alright, I’m gonna run back into town real quick and see what’s up with the combo and evolution stuff.”

      “You gonna stop by the Circus on the way over for the turn in?” Darling said. “I’m probably going to start talking to the guild about the Prelims.”

      “Yeah, definitely.”

      “I also have auctions to attend to,” House said.

      “How’s the economic warfare going?” Frank said.

      House rubbed her hands together. “Both fronts are proceeding according to plan, and I acquired many herbs quite quickly overnight. This will also prove advantageous for leveling my Scrollwork profession.”

      “Both fronts?” Frank said. “Corruptia’s one of them, right? What’s the other?”

      House tilted her chin up. “I am not currently in a position to divulge that information as doing so would reduce my leverage and erode my bargaining potential.”

      I laughed. “Alright then.”

      We headed back down the elevator, and the group lapsed into a comfortable silence, a yawn making its way from person to person. I was pretty sure House had faked hers, but I didn’t get the chance to ask her before the tower started vibrating again, far more strongly than before.

      The elevator slowed as we hit the mid-point of the tower, then stopped altogether. I was starting to wonder if we might be walking the rest of the way when it jerked down and dropped out beneath us.

      We all went briefly weightless, but then the platform slowed down about five feet below us. While Darling and I managed to land on our feet, House somehow managed to land on the back of her neck, which was honestly impressive.

      “That feel a little worrisome to anybody else?” Darling said.

      “A little structural trembling never hurt anyone,” Frank said.

      “Guess the damage is done either way.”

      The rest of the ride went smoothly, and we split up at the base of the tower, with Darling and House zooming off in the buggy while Frank and I headed into the Circus to speak with Kestral.

      As I made my way through the increasingly ornate tents, cannons boomed and colorfully dressed acrobats soared overhead. The mood was even more jubilant than before, and I was unsurprised when I pushed into Kestral’s tent and found her already plastered, lying on her throne with her eyes mostly closed.

      When she spotted me, Kestral swung her feet off the throne and stumbled toward me. Wine spilled over the rim of a mug she clutched in one hand as she moved between the braziers that lined the room’s central carpet. She had a massive hammer braced against her shoulder, and the weapon’s weight was very clearly interfering with her balance.

      I grabbed Frank and started moving him toward his sheath. “I’ll keep this quick. Want to get back to the city and improve some skills.”

      “Don’t bother on my account. The damage has been done.” He squinted at Kestral, who’d just bumped into a pillar and was staring at it like it’d wronged her. “Wonder if she’d part with that hat.”

      Kestral came over and planted a hand on my shoulder. The gesture seemed warm and friendly, but after a moment it was obvious that she was using me for balance.

      “You guys actually did it!” she said. Her baggy clothing was stained with wine, and her breath smelled strong enough to be alcoholic.

      “Sure did. Pulled in as much of the carnival as we possibly could.”

      She stumbled backward, and I reached out a hand to catch her but her silky clothing slipped right through my fingers. She thumped into a pillar, hard, then seemed content to lean against it for support.

      Kestral dropped her hammer and reached both hands into the pockets of her baggy trousers. She presented the two coins she’d promised as a reward with a wild flourish, and one of them slipped from between her fingers and went bouncing and rolling toward her throne. She turned and chased after it, hiccupping twice before she managed to snatch the coin back up.

      I glanced down at Frank. “Why are you into this, exactly?”

      “Ha, she dropped the token, that was hilarious. Did you see that?”

      “Yeah. I saw it.”

      Kestral wobbled up and leaned against the pillar, then presented the coins again with a much smaller flourish. “Sorry. I was assuming you’d fail, so I was drinking to console myself. Take your pick.”

      I looked the two options over, weighing a C-Grade, Fated weapon of my choice against an entire set of C-Grade armor, minus the Trinkets and the Jewelry. I scanned my gear, evaluating. I currently had two C-Grade weapons, but I was lacking in that department when it came to actual armor.

      I rubbed my chin. “And for rarity, the weapon coin’s going to spit out an Epic, right? While the armor one’s going to give me a set of Rare gear.”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “But now you’ve unlocked the King’s Armory, I can mention that you’ll be able to buy Uncommon armor for gold there at level 30 anyway. It’ll be pricy, but it doesn’t seem like gold is a problem anymore. You can sometimes score some weapons there too, but not Epic and definitely not Fated.”

      “Nice, great call.” I looked up at Kestral. “I’ll take the weapon coin.”

      Kestral flicked it my way, and I snatched it out of the air. Quest prompts hit my logs, and I picked up almost a quarter of a level, which put me about halfway to 26.

      I dropped the coin into my inventory, then started backing away. “Alright then. I think that concludes our business for now, yeah? Unless you’ve got something else for us.”

      She opened her mouth to speak.

      “Something that serves a purpose other than making you laugh,” I clarified.

      Kestral snapped her mouth shut and grinned. “Not at the moment, then, but thanks for asking!”

      I paused at the tent’s exit, holding the flap in one hand. “Well, you know where to find us if that changes. I’d say it’s been a pleasure, but everyone involved with this has suffered in some way aside from you, so I won’t.”

      She bobbed a curtsy. “Don’t be a stranger. And do send your guild members my way to collect their coins.”

      I made a mental note to warn them off her quests before that happened.

      “Will do. Happy drinking—and whatever else it is you guys do here.”
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      With that wrapped up for now, I headed back into the city on foot with an illusion in place.

      I beelined for our newly completed skill chamber, which still had the permissions set to private, so I slipped through the ever-present crowd milling through the streets and headed straight into the building.

      The chamber was open and reminiscent of a shooting range, but the counter only ran about halfway across the room and target dummies crowded the other side.

      White, spherical crystals were mounted in each of the counter’s various slots, so I popped into the nearest station and planted a hand atop one of them.

      Blue prompts filled my screen.

      
        
        Welcome to the Skill Evolution and Combination Systems!

        Warning: You may only Evolve or Combine a single skill once every 2 days.

        Warning: You may only Evolve or Combine any given skill once per week.

      

      

      “Pick a system, and I’ll walk you through it… while steering you toward your inevitable demise.” Frank paused. “Whoops. Didn’t mean to say that second part out loud.”

      I ignored him and selected the Evolution System.

      
        
        You have selected the Skill Evolution System.

        Please select a skill.

      

      

      I selected Ravenblast since it was my bread and butter, and the system presented me with a pair of options.

      
        
        {Hastened Ravenblast}

        Description: You shoot an enemy up to 40 yards away with an instant blast of dark energy that deals 650 shadow damage. This spell deals damage based on your Intelligence (+Magical Attack). This ability causes a high amount of threat.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 130 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Piercing Ravenblast}

        Description: You shoot an enemy up to 40 yards away with a quick blast of dark energy that deals 650 shadow damage and strikes all enemies within a narrow line. This spell deals damage based on your Intelligence (+Magical Attack). This ability causes a high amount of threat.

        Cast Time: 1.25 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 140 Mana.

      

      

      I looked those over, drooling only a little. Neither represented massive changes, but if all of my casts were instant without having to jump through hoops to accomplish that with my gear or if they naturally pierced without having to augment all my weapons with runes to accomplish the same thing, I could afford to focus elsewhere.

      “Careful,” Frank said.

      I glanced at him. “Just in general, or what? You’re not the type to preach care.”

      He buzzed. “Ugh. I’m thinking Tier IV.”

      “At level 30? Are you saying there’s going to be consequences there depending on what we do now or what?”

      “That and uh…” He buzzed again. “Different approach: pull up your Ghosthunter set and look it over.”

      I did, and I saw what he was hinting at almost immediately.

      “You’re worried about losing access to all the stuff we have buffing Ravenblast, yeah? I guess this’ll turn it into a new spell, so we’ll lose access to all those set effects. Like Ravenblast is no longer going to deal 50% more damage with my revolvers if the skill changes, and we’ve got five levels to go.”

      “Uh huh. Evolving Ravenblast would definitely make it stronger, but it might be better to pick something else for now. Maybe plan on improving it after your class change where you’re gonna lose access to most of what the set offers when your abilities change regardless.

      “Another caveat since I’m feeling charitable today: if you evolved Ravenblast now, you still wouldn’t be able to touch it again for a week. So it might make sense to wait and evolve the more powerful version you get next, assuming it changes.”

      “Nice, appreciate the catch. I’d probably have gone for instant casts otherwise. So, I guess you can claim victory because, in a way, you’ve slightly reduced the number of birds you’ll be dealing with in the immediate future.”

      Frank laughed. “I truly can’t help but win, can I?”

      I looked through my gear, trying to figure out what I’d be best served by improving. My Ghosthunter set largely meant that both Ravenblast and Clonedrift were poor choices for now, but other than those, my options were wide open.

      I mulled over my list. “What about Heart Vessel? That’s my Fate-Branched ability, so I guess I’m wondering how that would affect it. I’m not willing to give it up, but is there a way to get more of those?”

      “Kinda sorta. You could evolve it, but it’d stay Fate-Branched, meaning you couldn’t get another of those abilities. Combo system is probably your best bet. Go ahead and check that out.”

      I tabbed out of the Evolution System and pulled that up instead, which prompted me with a similar warning I’d seen earlier regarding the cooldown periods.

      
        
        You have selected the Skill Combination System.

        Please select a Primary Skill.

      

      

      “Primary skill?” I said.

      “Basically you’re gonna pick a main skill to set the focus of the combo, then you’ll pick another to add some extra characteristics to it. So if you picked Heart Vessel first and Dark Harvest second, you might end up with an improved vessel that instantly filled itself up whenever you secured a kill.”

      “Perfect.”

      I pulled up Ravenblast just to see what was out there.

      
        
        You selected {Ravenblast} as your Primary Skill.

        Please select a Secondary Skill.

      

      

      “Try Dark Harvest,” Frank said.

      “You would suggest the execute.”

      But it wasn’t a bad idea, so I went ahead and put that in.

      
        
        Combining the Primary Skill {Ravenblast} with the Secondary Skill {Dark Harvest} will result in the skill {Deadbird Volley}.

      

      

      I canceled the selection just to be safe, then pulled up Deadbird Volley.

      
        
        {Deadbird Volley} (Rank: Intermediate I)

        Description: You shoot an enemy up to 40 yards away with a lethal blast of dark energy that deals 560 shadow damage. {Deadbird Volley} is guaranteed to Critically Strike whenever it’s cast on a target with less than 30% of its Health remaining.

        This spell deals damage based on your Intelligence (+Magical Attack). This ability causes a high amount of threat.

        Cast Time: 1.25 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

      

      

      “Deadbird best bird,” Frank said.

      I stood up a little straighter. “Okay, okay! Man, I’m really liking this. So it took the core elements of Ravenblast, then added the execute component of Dark Harvest directly to the spell. So it’s almost like a passive execute.”

      “Worst kind of execute, but yeah.”

      “I agree, actually. Pros and cons to that for sure—I like having a button that drops people on demand. A passive execute would be really strong in raids but man, overall? This is so cool.”

      I tried another combination, listing Dark Harvest as the Primary and Doppelganger as the Secondary, which created a skill called Phantasmal Eruption.

      I pulled it up.

      
        
        {Phantasmal Eruption} (Rank: Intermediate I)

        Description: You shoot an enemy up to 40 yards away, dealing 920 shadow damage and additionally dealing 80% of that damage to all targets within 7.5 yards. Only usable on targets with less than 30% of their maximum Health remaining.

        Killing an enemy with {Phantasmal Eruption} will reset its cooldown and create a Doppelganger that will mimic your abilities for 10 seconds.

        This spell deals shadow damage based on your Intelligence (+Magical Attack). This spell causes a high amount of threat.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 15 seconds.

        Cost: 220 Mana.

      

      

      That combination didn’t play super nicely with my Ghosthunter Set, since I liked having my Doppels on demand. Even so, it was a blast to think about what it might be capable of, especially in an AoE farming situation where I was cleaving down multiple targets at once and spawning tons of clones.

      I pored over options for the next ten minutes or so, totally lost in thought as I mashed one ability up with the next, trying to figure out what would benefit us the most at the moment.

      “Try Repel and Ravenblast,” Frank said.

      I squinted at him. “Objectively terrible idea, but fine.”

      
        
        {Blackbird Slash} (Rank: Novice III)

        Description: You slash an enemy within melee range, knocking them back 5 yards and dealing 100 shadow damage. This spell deals shadow damage based on your Intelligence (+Magical Attack).

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 95 Mana.

      

      

      “That is… honestly a lot cooler than I thought it’d be. A spammable knockback, huh? Imagine diminishing returns would kick in pretty fast if you were just whaling away at the same target, but that’s still pretty nuts.”

      “Right? Go try it out. You can test the last skill you looked at on the dummies.”

      I stared at him, muscles twitching in my jaw. “You didn’t wanna mention that when we first got here, huh?”

      “Nope, this is the first time I’ve been interested in one of your picks.”

      I sighed.

      “What did you think the dummies were for, dummy?”

      I shook my head, popped Frank into my hand, then strode across the training ground and right up to the nearest dummy, a scarecrow mounted on a stake that was about my height.

      I activated the ability, and a cool purple glow crept over Frank.

      “Ohh,” he said. “I’m shining even brighter than usual down here. Didn’t think that was possible.”

      I swept him out and struck the dummy on the temple, which caused a familiar burst of black feathers and sent a yellow 100 drifting toward the ceiling. Next, I hit it with a three-piece combo: forehand, backhand, forehand, all of which connected for exactly 100.

      “You’re welcome,” Frank said. “It’s a small step, but you gotta start somewhere. Go ahead and lock that in and we can move on.”

      I declined the skill. “Again, surprisingly cool, but no. Way too many problems with that.”

      “Like what, exactly?”

      “One, it’d make you happy.”

      “Rude, but not incorrect.”

      “Two—”

      “Stop numbering things, you’re giving me House flashbacks. Speak of the robodevil, she’s still on about those Frank point estimates this morning. What is her deal? I need to figure out a way to automate this.”

      “You’re a robot too, so it’s already automated. Like I was saying, problem two: you don’t have any Magical Attack.”

      “Of course I don’t. As if I’d ever stoop so low.”

      “Which explains why the damage is basically nonexistent. And you’re still imagining that I’d exclusively use you, right?”

      “Uh huh. I actively tried to imagine you using something else, but I just kept popping in there.”

      “Funny how that works. So I’d just deal 100 damage forever. Because I’m assuming that’s the base damage I’m getting from Intelligence, and there’s no efficient way to scale it while you’re wielding a weapon without stats.”

      “Adversity builds character.”

      “Anyway, I’d have to radically change my build. Our other skills would be a terrible fit for us to suddenly go melee.”

      “We’d have to make some small changes, sure. Stat allocation, class choices, spells, role in the guild. But the bulk of the work would be beating that soft mindset of yours into something steely. Like me.”

      “And finally, problem three—”

      “Yeah yeah, whatever,” Frank said. “As I was about to say before I was rudely interrupted by having my dreams shot dead in front of me like a rabid dog—”

      “Don’t pull dogs into this.”

      “Heart Vessel. Try it as one of your secondaries. With Repel.”

      I tried it because, well, why not at this point.

      
        
        {Soulsteal Blow} (Rank: Novice III)

        Description: You strike an enemy within melee range and knock them back up to 20 yards away. Knocking back a player or weaker enemy will steal a fragment of their soul, removing 10% of their maximum HP and transferring it to you.

        Upon reaching 3 stolen Soul Fragments, you are prevented from receiving fatal damage for 5 seconds. This secondary effect cannot activate more than once every 30 seconds.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 15 seconds.

        Cost: 95 Mana.

      

      

      “Picture it,” Frank said. “Me, stalking across the battlefield, stealing hearts and souls at the same time.”

      I reread the prompt. “I’m trying, but all I can see is you rolling across a battlefield like somebody threw you down a hill, and now you’re tumbling end over end like a tomahawking skier.”

      He paused. “Are there people below me in this hypothetical situation? And if so, are they both spellbound and vulnerable? And preferably looking up, aghast?”

      “Most definitely.”

      “Then I find your image acceptable, ‘cause I’m still out there rocking people in the face, stealing their souls in the process.”

      “Stealing souls doesn’t feel right for you. You’re more of a wear someone down until they end themselves sorta guy.”

      “I can respect that. Still think focusing on Repel is the obvious choice going forward, though.”

      I clicked my tongue, thinking. I sighed, then sheathed him.

      Then I pulled up every ability combination I had while listing Repel as a primary because, like it or not, I probably owed it to Frank to see if I could make slamming him into stuff something worth doing beyond the status quo.

      All of the abilities were pretty cool, and I could see each of them fitting into a different kit. Still, I’d put so much emphasis on maintaining distance that using my first combination cooldown on Repel seemed like an objectively terrible decision, especially when the ability already did exactly what I needed.

      With that ruled out and my conscience slightly eased, I popped him back into my hand.

      “What did you just do?”

      “Oh, nothing really. Darling called to say hi, and we kept completing a bunch of each other’s sentences. It was crazy. I think we might have to elope now ‘cause that’s how that works, right?”

      “Those are some awfully bold words coming from a guy who doesn’t even know when he last pooped.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Don’t stall for time just because you don’t have anything witty to say, you heard me. You don’t know when you last pooped.”

      I stared at him, too confused to be insulted. Then I realized that he was talking about my pod, and the confusion gave way to horror as I came to the conclusion that he was absolutely right.

      “See what I mean? You have no idea at all. You could even be pooping right now for all we know. How does that even work, man? Is House just in there going to town with a bunch of baby wipes, or is she grabbing the nearest cat and—”

      “Shut up, Frank! That’s not how it works, and I have no desire to think about that.”

      “Yeah, well, I didn’t have any desire to spend my morning fretting about the financial implications of sending nine kids to clown college, but here I am, right? What goes around, comes around.” He grimaced. “What both goes around and comes around might linger a bit longer than usual in your case.”

      I tabbed through more options, choosing one combination after another. “We’re done with this conversation.”

      “Fine, I’ve got more—like, a lot more—but I’ll save them for when Darling’s around for maximum impact. Preliminaries are starting soon, so you’ll probably want to lock something in or just punt on this chamber for now.”

      I tabbed through my list of skills one last time, then realized I’d never factored Copy Image into the equation despite the massive utility it brought to the table. I plugged that into the Evolution System, and my decision was made as soon as the prompt registered.

      
        
        {Fabricate Image}

        Description: In addition to being able to select an NPC within 30 yards and take on their physical appearance, you may now create an image of your own from scratch. Once an image has been copied or created, you may reshape and rename the illusion as you see fit.

        In addition, illusions created with {Fabricate Image} are significantly harder to see through. The effect lasts until you use another skill or take damage. You may permanently store up to two images.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute.

        Cost: 1000 Mana.

      

      

      I stared at the words, possibilities spinning through my head. “You seeing what I’m seeing?”

      “Regrettably.”

      “Does the renaming thing in the description mean that Fabricate Image would let me alter the display name that people see?”

      “Uh huh, but you won’t be able to take another player’s name.”

      “Alright then, that’s the move for now, hands down. Guess it’s about time for Francis to officially step into the world.”

      I went ahead and made my choice.

      “Well,” Frank said. “This day officially sucks for me.”

      “Don’t they all, Frank?”

      “Yeah, but some start with more hope than others.”

      I opened the Fabricate Image menu up and was blown away by the options: it was by far the most detailed character customization menu I’d ever seen.

      “How much time before Prelims?”

      “Just a couple minutes, but you’ll be able to teleport in from here if you want.”

      “Hmm. I’d like to get those Minor Command Crystal buildings down before we head out. Get the construction started before we need them.”

      “Nah, you need to be level 30 to use the crystals, and the buildings won’t help you until then anyway. Plus there’s no build time.”

      I paused, still eying the image menu. “Well then, I guess they’ll wait. Thanks.”

      With a bit of time to spare, I dove into the customization options, which had a convenient button that would completely randomize an illusion.

      I played around with that for a while, listening to Frank boo and hiss at every option that wasn’t hideous. I was tempted to go with something strange and exotic, but in the end I decided a nondescript image was the better fit for Francis.

      I made him human and set him a full six inches shorter than my current character, giving him a heavier build to boot.

      “Really?” Frank said. “You’re going with a dad bod?”

      “Yup.”

      I threw a pair of black robes accented with gold over him and pulled the hood up high, then gave him a black walking stick for a weapon, its handle capped by a large, clear gem. I kept his features plain, too: a forgettable but slightly rounded face, brown eyes, and brown hair cropped short.

      “What do you think of this? I’m going for obviously a merchant, but not garish.”

      “Eh, I guess it works. Be better if he had an axe, though.”

      “Probably better for him not to have one since he’s basically me. And I can edit this whenever, right?”

      “Yup,” Frank said. “As long as you’re out of combat.”

      “Amazing.” I tabbed into the name field, removed the current entry, and added Francis in its place. I took a step forward, then spun around, admiring my work. The clothes were spot on, but the gem-tipped cane was a little much, so I swapped the gem out for a curved pearl handle.

      “Better, right?”

      “Still lacking in the only way that matters.”

      I shrugged him off, grinning at the possibilities. I couldn’t wait to start dealing with Tyrann in particular now that I had a face to show him.

      Just then, a prompt came in. The Preliminaries had finally arrived

      
        
        Congratulations, your guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is one of the proud few who have qualified to participate in the first iteration of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        If you would like to participate, you may accept this prompt to be remotely transported into the Ballroom, where your Guild’s active roster will be decided.

        After the first round of the Preliminaries concludes, participants will be returned to the same spot from which they accessed the Ballroom, where they will be protected from open PVP combat for 20 minutes.

        All rewards for placement and participation will be distributed at the end of the tournament.

        Accept invitation?

      

      

      “Alright, man. Let’s do this.”

      I accepted the invitation, and the world warped.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      I resolved in midair and dropped, hitting the ground a moment later.

      All around me, others did the same, popping into the room about two feet above a polished wooden floor only to slam into it with varying levels of elegance. Within moments, people were staggering and falling and gasping everywhere.

      The effect created a strange rhythm as people continued to appear, and while a good number of guilds were represented—maybe ten or fifteen so far, judging from the visible tags—it wasn’t quite as busy as I’d expected.

      We’d been teleported into the same room Darling and I had seen early on while we were waiting for our first Minor Door challenge to begin. The tables that the spheres had been setting up had since been placed around the room and draped with white tablecloths, and wine glasses were stacked atop them in towering pyramids.

      Blue liquid was dripping from the ceiling into the top glasses, cascading down over the rims and running across the tables and dribbling down onto the floor, where they poured into inch-wide channels that forked across the room.

      I noticed Darling off to my right, so I started heading her way, but another prompt hit before I reached her.

      
        
        Welcome, qualified participants, to the roster selection process!

        Guild leaders who wish to participate in the first iteration of the Thousand Tower Tournament must designate exactly 20 players for participation and up to 10 players as potential alternates.

        Players who are unselected for either group will be eligible to participate in the second iteration of the tournament, which will begin in two days. It will offer identical individual rewards aside from the potential to obtain World-Firsts and extensions for claiming the World Branch Throne.

        You have five minutes to strategize and make your selections, at which point any unselected members will be removed from the Ballroom. The first round of the Preliminaries will begin shortly thereafter.

        Guilds who win in the first round of Preliminaries will automatically move into the Quarter Finals, where they will receive a time extension for claiming the World Branch Throne that will vary depending on their placement results.

        Guilds who lose their initial battle will be placed in the Losers Bracket, where they will face an elimination round for the right to rejoin the Winner’s Bracket.

      

      

      I mulled all that over as I slipped between the many players trying to cross the packed space, bumping into one another and tripping as they went.

      “So, question,” I said. “If we lose two matches in a row, we’re out?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Permanently? Like, we’re banned?”

      “Just from the first iteration. You could join the next time it starts up, no problem.”

      “Yeah, but the second iteration isn’t going to have the extensions we need, and we’re already running out of time after losing out in the Menagerie Wing.

      “Plus, that prompt specified that individual rewards will be the same across the various iterations, which makes me think the guild rewards won’t be. So whoever wins the first tournament will be getting a Hall of Rifts-style reward, while the winner of the second tournament probably won’t.”

      “Can’t say.”

      “Don’t need to. Pretty sure I’ve got the right of it.”

      I stepped up to Darling’s left and found her talking to Rock and Nina just a few feet from one of the many tables. Nina and Rock both had glasses in hand, and while Nina’s was half-empty and her lips were already stained blue, Rock was staring at his glass with a dubious expression.

      Darling hadn’t bothered with a drink, and she was currently manipulating her menus with both hands, eyes flicking across screens that I couldn’t see.

      She paused as she caught sight of me out of the corner of her eye. “Good, there you are. So we can only take twenty people this time around. You got any requests?”

      I shrugged. “I assume you’ll be pulling people out of the core group we raided the Menagerie Wing with?”

      “That was the plan.”

      “Then I doubt I have anything to add that you haven’t already considered. I guess my only concern would be making sure people are widely available over the next couple days. From the looks of things, I’m assuming there’s going to be a tournament round followed by a break, then another round, and so on, so that’s probably worth double-checking.”

      “Can confirm,” Frank said. “I can’t give you time periods, but you’ll have a solid heads up each time a round wraps. And the alternates can step in at any time, aside from this first round.”

      I inclined my head. “Probably just leave that up to you then, Darling. Not like we can really strategize much without knowing what’s—”

      I cut off as a familiar, squeaky voice sounded from behind me.

      “Well, look who it is.”

      I craned my neck around but didn’t see anyone.

      “Little guy’s at Frank level,” Frank said.

      I looked down, and there was Ersatz, glass half-cocked in one hand, the liquid a fair match for his bluish skin.

      “Does your shitty little guild even have enough members to field a full team?” he said, wearing a smile that was way too smug for such a generic insult.

      Darling looked him up and down. “I’m just gonna mute this kid again so I can focus on selections.” She smiled sweetly. “Oh, and thanks for the Freighter, Ersatz! Real nice of you guys to break it in for us so we could take it up top right away. Trade Packs were fantastic, too—really helped us out there.” She tapped a button. Hard.

      He snarled as the glass shattered in his fist. “You ugly little—”

      “Being on mute means she can’t hear you,” I said. “Might as well go full man-baby on somebody else.”

      “Preferably yourself,” Frank added.

      Ersatz sucked in a lungful of air, chest heaving, glare fixed on Darling. He looked ready to explode at her all over again, but he turned his attention to me.

      “Figures that you’d end up throwing in with an incompetent little girl like—”

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “Shove off and go burn your mouth on a Hot Pocket.”

      I snorted a laugh, and Nina spat some of her drink back into her glass. “I bet his mom still microwaves them for him, too.”

      “No doubt,” Frank said. “And he probably has the nerve to whine when she doesn’t use the crisping tray.”

      Ersatz gritted his teeth, the muscles in his jaw visibly flexing.

      “Bullseye, he definitely complains,” I said. “For real, though, shouldn’t you guys be planning or something? Surely you’ve got something better to do than stand there looking dumb in front of people who don’t like you.”

      “Oh, trust me: we’ve definitely got a plan. It was more or less settled when you shit stains decided to mess with us. By the way, how many days does your trash guild have left before you’re out of the race for the throne? Corruptia picked up several days the last time around, so we’re basically set no matter what happens today. But I wonder what would happen if you got taken out early like the garbage you are?”

      I rolled my eyes. It wasn’t a mystery that we needed an extension—and fast.

      “Look, man, everyone here is capable of doing basic math, and we’re well aware that your feelings got hurt up in the Cloudscape and then again with the ship. You’re going to try to win whatever this is, and we’re going to try to win it too. This is a conversation that nobody needs, so shove off and let the results of the tournament do the talking.”

      Ersatz laughed and twisted to look back at me as he walked away. “You’ve got part of that right. Have fun in the first round. Imagine it’ll be good practice for the Loser’s Bracket.”

      I stared at the back of Ersatz’s head. “Could you imagine having that guy as a guild leader? Dude is absolutely awful to be around.”

      “Yep,” Frank said. “He’s not wrong about the extensions, though.”

      
        
        Warning: The Preliminary Round begins in 1 minute!

      

      

      “Yeah, I know. But we should be fine if we can win in this first round. Then we’ll just have to keep winning from there.”

      “Pretty much.”

      “Think I’m all set over here,” Darling said. She tapped the air, and her screen became visible. There were two columns filled with names: the left side listed the twenty participants in blue, while the right named the alternates in red. “You wanna look this over?”

      “Sure thing, but I doubt I’ll have anything to add.”

      I scanned the list, which had all the usual suspects—Ton, Jukes, Rock, Nina, and Zoe—plus Kael and Tory from earlier, alongside a handful of other players whose names I recognized but who I hadn’t spent much time with. “What’s the breakdown for healers and tanks and so on?”

      Darling stepped in close, her shoulder pressing into mine. “Twenty-man team, so I’m thinking two tanks, seven healers, eleven DPS in the starters. Then a tank, three healers, and six more DPS in the alternates.”

      I pursed my lips.

      “Something wrong?”

      “No, not at all. Allotment looks good. Just wondering if we’ve got people who can fill specialized roles in a pinch. There will probably be three different categories of matches, just like in the doors, right? PVP, PVE, and Hybrid. So I’m wondering if we’ve got people who would be good at playing defense or slugging it out in an arena but maybe aren’t quite suited for PVE, that sort of thing.”

      “I think we’re pretty covered? Maybe I’ll shift the alternates around a bit to be safe.”

      “Too late for that, time’s up,” Frank said. “But it looks good.”

      I nodded. “Here we go!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      A series of prompts went out.

      
        
        Welcome to the Preliminary Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        Transporting to the prep room in 3, 2, 1…

      

      

      The world flashed red, then I blinked into a small chamber with two halls exiting to either side. The one to my right looked pretty short and appeared to lead outside, though it was hard to tell through the gate. The hall to my left, on the other hand, sloped down into a tunnel that ran for a considerable length.

      “You’ve got a map you could check,” Frank said.

      I scoped it out. We were currently standing in what was apparently our base, and our opponents had an identical structure on the other side of the battleground.

      The space between the two bases was mostly empty, according to the map, just a wide stretch of contested ground. Each team’s graveyard was located to the right of their base.

      I pulled up the raid window and took a long, hard look at it as the countdown ticked lower. Our ten-person group was made up of a number of familiar faces, including Darling, Rock, Nina, and Zoe, which was about what I’d expected.

      But then I did a double take as I realized I didn’t recognize the next two players at all, who were named Leo and Baldric.

      Leo was tall with a mane of golden hair, and he was clad in a pure white robe and marked as a healer, but I couldn’t remember anything about his kit.

      Baldric was short and stocky, and while he was dressed in plate, he was marked as a healer too. The small mace he carried was pulsing out wave after wave of golden light from where it hung on his belt.

      There were three other players I didn’t recognize as well, all damage dealers from the look of them.

      Darling leveled a finger slightly above Baldric’s head. “So, uh, Ned? We officially have a problem.”

      I looked up, not really sure why she sounded so concerned. Then I spotted the guild tag floating over Baldric’s head, and I understood.

      Both of the healers were members of Corruptia.

      “Oh shit,” I said. I looked the other three players over. They belonged to a guild called Pluto, but I hadn’t heard of them. “Is this a mixed format or something?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said. “Couldn’t figure out a way to warn you ahead of time, but yeah. It tends to cluster guilds up a bit so it’s not truly random, but yeah.”

      “How does the placement work then?” Darling said. “How do we win as a guild?”

      “Individual and group assessments. But win rate is still the main factor.”

      I eyed the two Corruptia members, stomach fluttering slightly. “I’m starting to wonder if the Possibility King’s tournament might not be designed to be completely fair.”

      “Apparently not,” Nina said, voice low.

      Leo and Baldric shared a laugh, then separated themselves from the group and moved into the opposite corner, where they sat down, smirking.

      “You don’t seriously think they’d throw a match, right?” Darling said. “Cause if they’re just going to sit there…”

      “I don’t know if they’d usually go that far, but in this situation, it might actually make sense,” I said. “With five of us in here and only two of them, a loss is going to hurt us a hell of a lot more.”

      “I’ve got a really bad feeling about this,” Nina said.

      Alerts followed.

      
        
        Greetings, participants! The terms for this Preliminary Bout are as follows!

      

      

      
        
        Battlefield: Woodfire Meadows

        Format: Last Man Standing

        Groups: Mixed

        Terms: Elimination without respawns

        Consumables: Unavailable

        Wager System: Mutual opt-in required

        Mounts: Disabled

      

      

      I’d been about to ask Frank what the Wager System was, but another pair of prompts interrupted me before I had the chance.

      
        
        Your opponents have opted out of the Wager System, and its effects have been disabled.

        The Preliminary Bout will begin in 30 seconds!

      

      

      
        
        Regional Warning: The Guild {Redacted} has activated a Legendary Item: {Possibility King’s Loaded Die: Tier III}!

      

      

      “Crap,” Frank said. “I was worried that might happen when they cleared the first ma…” He trailed off, buzzing. “Ugh. Not good, not good at all.”

      A round of nervous chatter went around the guild, but it quieted as a red wave swept out of the blocked halls and rushed over the raid.

      The light swirled and condensed above us, slowly forming into a face sculpted of pure data: the Possibility King. His mouth opened, laughing, but no sound came out. Then the floating skull blew apart, and little red numbers drifted down around us like snowflakes.

      More prompts followed.

      
        
        The Guild {Redacted} has subbed out 5 total players!

        The Guild {Redacted} has changed the format of this Preliminary Bout from Last Man Standing to Capture the Flag!

        The Guild {Redacted} has made consumables available for the duration of the match!

        Warning: To facilitate a more competitive match given the format change, respawns have been enabled. However, each death will result in a longer respawn time.

      

      

      “Wait, what?” Darling said.

      “Well, since you’ve seen it,” Frank said. “Here, send this her way.”

      
        
        {Possibility King’s Loaded Die} (Tier III)

        Rarity: Legendary

        Use: Allows you to modify up to three settings of a given battle within the Thousand Tower Tournament and select a replacement from all possible options.

        Charges: 1

        Warning: A guild may only possess a single Loaded Die at any given time, and this item may not be used within the Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament.

      

      

      I shared that around as a sour feeling built deep in my gut.

      “They used that to change their team, swap the format, and turn on consumables,” Frank said. “They swapped five different people into the fight, so we gotta assume they kicked other guilds out of the battle and moved five more of their own in.”

      “So we might be staring down a full ten-man premade and they changed the format to capture the flag? If they did that, we should probably assume they selected five additional players with that format in mind.” I paused, thinking. “I guess this is what we get for focusing on Corruptia while Redacted was grinding doors completely unopposed.”

      I looked at the two Corruptia members, who were still chatting off to the side. “And two of our three healers do not seem inclined to help us out.”

      The mace wielder looked up and flicked me off. “Hope you guys have fun getting rolled. We’re gonna film it and have a nice meal over here in the meantime. Bet people online will love to see the axe guy everybody hates get farmed repeatedly.”

      Leo popped a picnic basket between them and dug in, producing a couple of sandwiches, a bottle of wine, and a pair of glasses and got to setting up.

      “Can they really not participate?” Nina said. “That’s total crap.”

      “For real,” Zoe said. “That item was bad enough, but this is ridiculous.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Doesn’t feel great to be on the other side of a Legendary item for once.”

      Darling took a deep breath. “Alright everybody, ignore those jackasses and listen up. This is gonna be rough, but let’s stick to the right gate. Everybody stay together. Keep your eyes peeled and call out anything you see.”

      The members from Pluto shared a glance, then joined us at the location Darling had mentioned.

      To one side, the two Corruptia members clinked their glasses together, and it took every ounce of self-control I had to keep from running over and kicking their picnic basket into the wall.

      
        
        This Preliminary Bout has begun!

        Both teams’ flags have been spawned, and the first team to capture two flags wins!

        Warning: You must control your own flag in order to capture the enemy’s!

      

      

      The gates opened, and we rushed down a narrow hall and onto a plateau that overlooked a wide, open field filled with stalks of golden wheat. There were no obstacles to speak of, just thigh-high grass that separated our base from the enemy’s, which looked identical to our own at first glance.

      “Stay tight and in range!” Darling said. “I’m not seeing any line-of-sight blocks to disengage with, so be careful!”

      Redacted had taken the tunnel route and they were already down below, moving through the wheat in a tight knot. The entire group was running supernaturally fast; they must have been benefitting from some kind of aura effect that increased their movement speed or maybe even several at once.

      Our group dropped down onto the field one by one and Darling led the way, keeping to the right of the open area. Redacted adjusted and gave us a wide berth; it seemed like they were content to wait to engage until the flags were in play.

      Up ahead, the enemy base loomed on a small hill. There was a ramp that switchbacked up to the right and a tunnel at the center that looked to run into their base, plus a cliff to the left.

      “That’s their graveyard above the cliff,” Frank said. “Won’t be able to access it from below. Our options are to take the tunnel up and in or run up the ramp and move in from there.”

      “Thanks!” Darling said, before calling out, “Avoid them for now, we’re taking the tunnel! Anybody get a head count on how many they have together?”

      “Eight!” someone said.

      “Keep your eyes peeled! That means two are unaccounted for, likely on defense!”

      We entered the tunnel in a tight group while running at a brisk pace, footsteps echoing through the narrow, torch-lined space until we reached a square chamber identical to our own starting position.

      A blue flag had appeared in the center of the room, and Darling was quick to snatch it up and head right back down the same way we’d come. I’d been at the rear of the group when she’d grabbed the flag and was now a little ahead, so I took the opportunity to run down the tunnel to get a view of what was coming.

      And the very moment I reached the exit and the meadow opened up in front of me, I knew we were in trouble.

      “Redacted is already more than halfway across the field!” I called out, backtracking with my weapons drawn. “Still moving way, way too fast!”

      “Head-on collision!” Frank said. “Only one option: full steam ahead!”

      “Let’s do this!” Darling said. “We’ll back up and engage them here in tight quarters to help deal with their number advantage, peel off me if you can. Zoe, you’re our only healer, so please keep an eye on my Health!”

      Darling slowed the pace a little to let a few of the other melee get ahead, and I saw Nina vanish and go ghosting down the tunnel.

      “Still got two unaccounted for!” I said. “Might be a trap!”

      “Agreed, but nothing we can do about it!” Darling replied. “We’ll just have to hope they’re out of position!”

      I didn’t like it, but I didn’t see what else we could do, so I dropped to one knee and wound up a Ravenblast with my railgun. I was still out of range, but I knew approximately where the teams were going to meet. With the entire enemy team running up into the tunnel, they’d be lined up in a tight, narrow space where a Double Casted, Overcharged blast would devastate their ranks.

      I grinned at the thought as their first player pushed into the tunnel while my cast bar crept toward completion.

      Then the air warped to my left as a hand appeared out of nowhere and struck me hard in the temple with an open palm. My vision flashed white and then quickly returned, but the damage was already done.

      “Shadow-locked for four seconds!” Frank said.

      “Ambush!” I called out. “Stealthies incoming from deeper in the base!”

      I’d expected the stealth user to jump me, but he ignored me completely and ran right down the tunnel while his white leathers billowed behind him.

      “Shadow lock expired!” Frank said.

      I brought my rifle up, but the same player who’d tagged me and canceled my earlier spell pointed a hand in my direction and sent a spear of golden light flying my way.

      I threw up an Illusory Mirror and bounced it right back at him, and the spell hit him full in the face and left him stumbling around the tunnel with his hands outstretched.

      “He’s blinded for 9 seconds!” Frank said.

      I tried to line up another shot as the bulk of Redacted entered the tunnel with their flag carrier positioned deep in the middle of the group. But before I could even get the cast off, my weapon dropped out of my hands, and the world swelled around me. No, I shrank into it.

      “Polymorphed for 9 seconds!” Frank said. “Counts as a silence, and you can’t do anything but limp around. If it makes you feel any better, you’re currently a frog.”

      I tried to yell that it didn’t, but the ribbit that came out made me regret saying anything at all.

      Then the two guilds collided about ten feet into the tunnel, front line meeting front line, with the flag carriers in the middle and the healers at the back.

      For one glorious moment, I thought we were going to be okay. I might have been locked out for a bit, but at least I’d managed to take someone else out beside me.

      Then a series of bright blue explosions ripped through the tunnel, every one of them marked by a skull that rose toward the ceiling like a mushroom cloud. Laughter filled the space, a dry cackle layered atop itself several times over.

      Health bars grayed out instantaneously in my peripheral, one after another. And in the blink of an eye, five of our members were dead, including Darling.

      One moment the red flag she’d dropped was shining there in the tunnel, waiting for somebody to pick it up, then it was gone and an alert was flashing across my screen.

      
        
        The Red Flag has been dropped by {Darling}!

        The Red Flag has been returned by {Arty}!

      

      

      Redacted’s group had all taken damage as well from the strange, brutal explosions, and some of their Health bars were nearly in execute range, but with the bulk of our forces wiped out, they ran roughshod over the few players remaining in the tunnel while their flag carrier ignored the fight entirely and kept running.

      My polymorph finally expired, so I cast a Dreadful Shot on the flag carrier and forced him back the way he’d come while I ran back up the tunnel. If I could make it to their flag before him, I might be able to grab it and reunite with the rest of the guild after they respawned.

      But two steps in, I caught another polymorph. I hadn’t even seen the player who’d hit me with it.

      “Poly’d for 5 seconds,” Frank said.

      Redacted’s flag carrier ran right by me, accelerated, then turned a corner and disappeared into the room that held their flag.

      “Healer dispelled your fear,” Frank said.

      
        
        {Otto} has captured the Blue Team’s Flag!

        The Red Team leads 1-0!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The flags will be reset in 20 seconds!

      

      

      When the poly faded, I was standing alone in the tunnel. The ceiling was dripping with bluish goo, a remnant of the blasts we’d seen earlier.

      I planted a foot and burst up into the flag room with weapons drawn. It was completely empty as well, though the hairs on the back of my neck rose as I drew closer, knowing there was likely someone hidden close by, watching.

      “Whole group must have run out the other way,” Frank said. “They ignored us completely. I dunno about you, but I am big mad about it.”

      I put my back to the nearest wall and eyed the timer, anxiety building to a fever pitch as I waited for the flag to appear.

      “Yeah, for real. But man, what the hell was that explosion? There’s no way that was one player.”

      “Nah,” Frank said. “Consumable. Here.”

      
        
        {Immolation Charge} (Consumable)

        Use: Detonates a massive, fiery explosion that deals between 1,500-2,000 fire damage to all enemy targets within 15 yards. This item also deals 3,000 fire damage to its caster.

        Requirement: 200 Skill in {Goblin Handicraft}.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes.

      

      

      I stood staring at the readout, stunned. “Damn, dude. So they had like five different players carrying those things? No wonder they were running in such a tight group. The moment we engaged, they triggered them simultaneously—that’s why they all took damage.”

      “And they had healers ready for the blowback,” Frank said. “Dunno if you saw them in the middle of the fight, but every single one of their healers is built for shielding and they got them up preemptively, right before the explosions went out. They’d all drunk potions and stuff like that to up their Fire Resistance, too. Plus, the reason they were running so fast earlier is because they chugged a bunch of speed potions.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I had no idea consumables could play such a major role.”

      “Normally wouldn’t. They’re off by default, but they changed that. They probably got a good look at the available settings for the matches when that Loaded Die dropped for them.”

      “And they’ve been planning ever since. But man, that was so one-sided it wasn’t even a fight.”

      
        
        The Flags have been reset!

        The Red Team has taken the Blue Flag!

      

      

      “Damn, and they’re already in our flag room!”

      I glanced at my raid windows and cursed; our dead team members still had another ten seconds before they respawned. And given the rate Redacted had been moving, they’d probably be crossing the field again before our people got their legs back under them.

      I grabbed the red flag, then avoided the tunnel and took the same path the fleeing carrier must have used the last time around. The short hallway opened onto the cliff I’d seen earlier, and while I was pretty sure I’d only lose 20% or so of my Health by jumping off, I couldn’t afford that while carrying the flag.

      Instead, I gave the cliff a wide berth and ran left, casting glances at the field below the entire time. And within five seconds—before I’d even made it halfway toward the ramp on the other side of the elevated plateau—red nametags began to bloom out of the opposite tunnel.

      I checked the guild chat. The dead players were about to respawn, but just as I’d thought, they’d probably be too late, given the speed at which the knot of Redacted players was moving.

      Green name tags appeared above the distant cliff line that protected our graveyard.

      There was a flash of blue, then Darling was in the air with one hand on the axe she’d thrown. She threw again, landed, and leaped in one fluid motion while the rest of the guild sprinted and ported into position behind her, moving fast but still getting left in her dust.

      A lone spellcaster dressed in red robes had dropped behind Redacted’s escort group, and his hands were moving in tight circles, green light spilling from his fingers.

      Darling hit the ground near the center of the group and activated Hexdoll Aura to send them all fleeing and scattering. She hadn’t landed deep enough within the pack to tag the flag carrier, though, and he was already sprinting away from her at a speed she wouldn’t be able to match after blowing all of her cooldowns to catch up.

      “Engage with their flag carrier or run for it,” Frank said. “Your call.”

      His voice snapped me out of the partial daze I’d been in as I ran along. The enemy flag carrier seemed like he was heading for the tunnel, but then he cut my way.

      Darling and a few others were in hot pursuit, and while it was clear they’d end up left behind at the rate they were going, Darling’s well-placed fear had given us some breathing room. If I could just slow their carrier down a little, we might have a chance of killing him while everybody else was out of position.

      “We’re engaging.”

      “Hell yeah we are!”

      I skidded to a stop at the top of the ramp and hid behind a boulder that was tall enough to hide the digital flag protruding from between my shoulder blades.

      I waited for the enemy flag carrier to round the corner and start up the ramp, then led him by about ten feet and sent a Gravity Bird flying in front of him.

      When the spell exploded and pulled him in, I stepped out from behind the rock with my pistols already up and ran down the ramp, blasting at every opportunity.

      “Hits for 190 and 198, partial resists on both,” Frank said, sounding as disappointed as I felt given the result. The numbers themselves were low to begin with, but the player’s Health bar hadn’t even ticked down 10%.

      And before I could get another volley off, the player shifted in mid-air, horns sprouting from his head. He dropped right through the Gravity Bird and landed on all fours. His hands and feet had turned into hooves, and his eyes flashed from brown to bright red. He surged across the distance between us in a blink.

      I sidestepped the charge attack, coming dangerously close to catching a horn in the hip, and turned to follow him, firing shot after shot in his direction.

      But he’d shifted again into some kind of dark-furred, oversized rabbit, and he was already bounding away and outpacing me. I decided against hitting him with a Dreadful Shot—at this point, it would just send him fleeing farther away.

      I cursed and planted a foot, then let him go and turned and ran in the other direction.

      “What are you doing?” Frank said.

      “Too fast to catch alone. Priority has to be getting the flag we’re carrying away from the rest of the group. As long as we’ve got this, they can’t capture ours.”

      I ran down the ramp and right into Darling.

      “I’ll cover you—” she started, then vanished within a cloud of green smoke. When it cleared, all that remained was a tiny frog with two axes strapped to its back.

      “Caster at three o’clock!” Frank said. “Reflect!”

      I tossed up a mirror without even looking, and warmth illuminated my face. There was a flash of greenish light, then the warmth vanished as whatever spell had been sent my way rebounded in the other direction.

      I was tempted to stick with Darling for cover but there wasn’t time; the AoE fear she’d used earlier had expired, and the enemy team was approaching from all sides.

      And our other members hadn’t fared as well as Darling. Rock and Nina were getting hammered by a group of four about halfway across the wheat field, while Zoe had been blinded and was currently staggering through the knee-high wheat and clutching at her eyes.

      The Pluto players were totally out of position all the way back by our graveyard, so I ran through the wheat alone for twenty yards or so, then put the brakes on hard and ducked as I nearly ran face-first into a fiery axe that would’ve scalped me if it’d been thrown an inch lower.

      “Nina and Rock are down again!” Frank said. “Darling just ate another polymorph!”

      A wall of red name tags was heading my way, but if I could just break through that front line and get behind them…

      I took a deep breath, then ran toward the bulk of the incoming forces, who were surging in from all sides with their weapons drawn.

      “Get on their flag carrier when you’re out of that polymorph!” I called out, hoping Darling could still hear me.

      The enthusiastic ribbit I got in return somehow managed to make me smile despite everything.

      “Shame those two Corruptia guys are still picnicking,” Frank said. “Both of them had dispels we could have used.”

      I popped Doppelganger as the enemy players neared spellcasting range, which made two clones appear to my left and right with their own flags in hand. The flag illusion was a definite win, and I’d needed it. I Double Casted it for two more to turn us into a group of five, then charged forward.

      As soon as the first enemy player got ready to fire—a tall woman whose entire face was covered in a wolf mask and whose bow was nearly as long as she was tall—I activated Clonedrift and had my Doppels do the same.

      But instead of sending us all forward, I mixed the paths up and sent myself zipping to the far left. Explosions sounded behind me as the copies Clonedrift left behind detonated one after the other, yellow sparks flying in my peripheral.

      I hit the ground running as Clonedrift reached its max distance, and I popped back into view right in front of several of Redacted’s pursuers.

      I had the central clone make a beeline straight for the relative safety of our tunnel to draw people off, then ran right by an enemy player without so much as looking at him.

      At the same time, I directed the clone to his left to raise its pistols as if it intended to engage. I wasn’t hoping for much, just to fake him out and make him think the illusion was really me.

      He took the bait, pivoting away to fire a pressurized blade of water right through the Doppel.

      I hit him with a Dreadful Shot from behind and kept running, putting everything I had into every step.

      I spotted Zoe off in the distance running full tilt in my direction, so I hopped over a low rock formation and ran for her.

      Then my left foot touched the ground, and the resulting metal twang made me wish I’d landed somewhere else.

      A blast of steam erupted like a geyser and sent me flying ten feet up, then held me there at the peak while I tumbled around and bounced off the stream of pressurized air. The jet winked out a few seconds later, and I tumbled earthward and landed hard on my back.

      I scrambled back to my feet, but something hard and sharp laid into me from behind.

      “Ankle Slash, slowed for eight seconds!” Frank said. “Hit for 300 on you, hit for 400—move it, you’re dropping fast!”

      Stumbling forward, I whipped around while mentally popping Frank into his loop.

      I caught the dual claw-wielding player who had been ripping into me from behind with a Repel-powered uppercut that sent him airborne, then blasted him with two shots from my blunderbuss.

      Both crit for well over 1,300, and his Health had been low to begin with, and I was already limping away with a Dark Harvest flying from my barrel when a shield popped up around him and absorbed the entirety of my execute.

      His Health jumped by 20% as another heal landed, and he was suddenly back over half. He grunted and took a step, and the earth cracked around him. Then he leaped into the air and landed right on top of me, already swinging away with his foot-long claws.

      “Ankle Slash again,” Frank said. “320, 341. Your Health below half and rapidly dropping! Bleed’s building up too, gonna cause a burst of damage if you can’t get distance!”

      I burned Dreadful Shot in an attempt to get him off me and gasped with relief when it actually worked.

      “He’s feared for—crap,” Frank said. “Healer dispelled the fear, he’s—”

      A heavy blow struck me upside the head and knocked me down, then the claw wielder was right back on me. To my left, I caught sight of two ranged players lining up shots, including the masked woman.

      “Ankle Slash,” Frank said. “Health at 39%.”

      I cursed and struggled forward, limping, taking potshots with my pistols at the ranged and hoping I could put them off for a bit, but to no avail.

      There wasn’t anything I could do about the claw-wielding player, either, and he scored hits to my chest and thighs and abdomen as I tried to strafe away. One hit procced the bleed effect that Frank had mentioned, causing a massive burst of damage that dropped my Health even lower and sent an arc of my blood splashing onto the ground.

      “Zoe’s in range and casting!” Frank said, as a green glow enveloped me. “Your Health back at 40%, 35%, 45%…”

      I pushed toward Zoe, still limping. Then a white-clad figure appeared behind her, and the green light of the spell she’d been casting winked out.

      The same player streaked toward me, hands sparking gold. More Redacted members were crashing in from all around, and it was all I could do to stagger toward our tunnel, watching my Health steadily drop as the enemy guild moved in.

      Then a jet of pressurized steam knocked me sideways and temporarily blacked out my vision.

      “Under 30%, execute range,” Frank said. “Stunned for 3 seconds.”

      My Health plummeted, and while Heart Vessel popped and offered a short reprieve, I got stunlocked the rest of the way and didn’t even manage another step.

      
        
        You died!

        Note: PVP instances prevent item drops and Renown losses.

      

      

      The world went gray, and I popped into the graveyard above the cliff line. A timer in my vision ticked down from thirty seconds, counting down to the moment at which I’d be resurrected and would be able to rejoin the fight without a penalty.

      
        
        The Red Flag has been returned by player {Arty}!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I cursed and pulled up my mini map, hands sweating, heart hammering.

      I was too far away to make out what was going on in the opposite base, but I could see a little flag icon on the map that represented the enemy’s carrier, who appeared to be taking the ramp.

      And Darling was already in the tunnel, heading up toward their flag room.

      I dropped a message into the chat informing her of where the enemy carrier was heading as the respawn timer ticked down.

      More ghosts stood beside me: Nina, Rock, Zoe, plus the entirety of the Pluto crew as well as the two Corruptia members who had refused to participate.

      But if Darling could make it all the way into their base, she might be able to grab the flag and run the other way to prevent them from capping.

      I lost my train of thought as her Health bar got halved out of nowhere. The next thing I knew, she was standing beside me, dead like everybody else.

      We didn’t need to speak at that point. The mini map told the whole story. We didn’t have a single person left standing, and their flag carrier had a totally unobstructed path with a full bar of Health remaining.

      It was over, and it hadn’t been close.

      I stood there, teeth clenched, replaying the events of the match in my mind, wondering what I could have done differently.

      Maybe we’d have been able to steal a capture if I’d hit their flag carrier with back-to-back fears instead of leading with Gravity Bird? Or maybe they’d just have been dispelled. Maybe…

      
        
        Player {Otto} has captured the Blue Team’s Flag!

        The Red Team wins by a score of 2-0!

      

      

      The world instantly warped, then we were back in the massive Ballroom. The huge space exploded with conversation, celebrations and commiserations all intertwined.

      A massive blue orb warped into the center of the room, and the space went deathly silent as the assembled guilds stared up at it. Several beams of light swept out from it, raking over one player after another. Letters appeared above their heads, L’s and W’s that no doubt represented who had won and who had… not.

      The rest of Omen hadn’t done particularly well for themselves either, and I was unsurprised to find the chat full of complaints from people who’d also gotten stuck with Corruptia members who had refused to help out.

      A few moments later, the orb brightened.

      “Greeting, competitors! Congratulations on completing the first stage of the Preliminary Round. We are currently tallying your laughable results and ranking your pitiable teams accordingly.

      “Those of you who are collectively judged as having conquered your vastly inferior opponents this fine morning will instantly qualify for the Quarter Finals and will receive an extension toward claiming the World Branch Throne.

      “On the other hand, the feeble amongst you who were conquered by your betters can look forward to the second stage of the Preliminary Round, which will occur later today. More information will follow once you have been separated into your respective groups.”

      “So how’d it go?” a squeaky voice said from beside me.

      I looked down and to my left to see Ersatz rubbing his hands and grinning up at me with a bright green W floating over his head.

      “Nice of you to hold that L, Ned. It really suits you.”

      I gestured vaguely at him. “I was going to say the same thing about the creepy goblin façade you’ve got going on. That was a pretty impressive performance your people put on in our match, standing around and being totally useless throughout the entire thing. Didn’t figure you guys as the type who’d deliberately tank a fight out of sheer butthurt.”

      He shrugged. “We’ve already got wins in our pocket from not sucking in the Menagerie Wing, so why wouldn’t we knock you out of the race? All we’ve gotta do is make sure you lose your next match, and you scrubs will get kicked out of the running.”

      “And what about Redacted and the other guilds that you just gave a huge leg up to because of a personal grudge?”

      He smirked. “We’ll deal with Redacted once you and your trash friends are out of the picture.” He faked looking at a watch. “Shouldn’t be long now.”

      I waited for Ersatz to saunter off, then dropped my voice.

      “Wonder how we actually did overall. Doesn’t look great given the guild chat, but maybe we’ve still got a shot at squeaking through.”

      “Dunno,” Frank said. “Not looking great if I had to guess.”

      A woman stepped up to my left and cleared her throat, so I looked that way. She was a full six inches taller than me and dressed in black leather, and she wore the same pale wolf mask I’d noticed during that last match.

      “You only had eight during that match, right?”

      I glanced up at her name tag. It was Arty, one of the Redacted crew.

      “Yeah, unfortunately. Little goblin guy I was just talking to decided to have his guild screw us over by sitting people out where they could. We got especially unlucky—they ended up being two of our three healers.”

      Arty watched Ersatz joking about with his guild members, and I couldn’t help but wonder what sort of expression she was making beneath her mask.

      “That’s a shame. We were excited when the match began and people started calling out Omen tags in chat. Thought it might be a nailbiter.”

      “Yeah. That was quite the plan you put together with all the consumables. You guys must have spent a long time working it out.”

      She shrugged. “Wasn’t anything to brag about. We always go heavy on bombs regardless of the game we’re playing, they’re always good. And we got that Loaded Die drop from our first Major Door clear, so it was easy to piece it all together from there. Had a lot of information to work with.” Arty reached up and adjusted her mask. “Feels like a waste, really. Wasn’t a fair match to begin with. If I’d known what Corruptia was up to, I’d have held the item back until a later round.”

      “So it goes. Not like you would have known unless you were working with them.”

      “I guess so.” It seemed like she wanted to say something else, but she looked away, then waved and headed off. “Hope you get a fairer shake the next time around. Good luck out there.”

      “Yeah, same. Good luck in the Quarter Finals.”

      “Thank you.”

      I dropped my voice again. “Well, at least we know Redacted doesn’t have it out for us just yet. That’s a win, if a small one, and they definitely don’t seem to be working with Corruptia.”

      Frank grunted but said nothing.

      The central sphere brightened and flashed, filling the chamber with such brightness that I had to shade my eyes. I blinked several times, then rubbed my eyes.

      When my vision returned, the hall was half as populated as it had been before, and the huge blue orb floating at the center of the chamber had turned red.

      The entirety of Omen was still present, scattered around the room, as were Corruptia and several other guilds, so I really had no idea what to make of it.

      The orb pulsed. “Greetings, gathered losers! After tallying the results of today’s preliminary bouts, your guilds have been placed in the Loser’s Bracket!”

      I laughed. “Glad to see throwing those matches actually cost them something, even if they didn’t care about winning this round very much to begin with.”

      I eyed Ersatz across the room. He had grouped up all his guild members and was now laying into them, screaming into their faces, spittle flying. I had no room for pity after what they’d put us through, but it was still hard to watch. I couldn’t help but cock an eyebrow in their direction when I realized that two of the players being subjected to his ire were the same healers who had thrown our match on his explicit orders to do exactly that.

      I smiled. “Apparently he cares about winning a lot, actually. That’s nice. I’m glad he’s miserable.”

      “Helps, doesn’t it?” Frank said.

      “It definitely does.”

      The orb continued. “But fear not, designated failures!”

      “Does this feel unnecessarily deprecating to anybody else?” Nina said.

      “Silence!” the orb boomed. It strobed and waited for the room to quiet. “Later today, you will be matched once again, and the victorious parties will have an opportunity to rejoin the Winner’s Bracket and claim a 24-hour extension toward securing the World Branch Throne.”

      Darling elbowed me in the ribs. “That’s gonna be our last chance, huh?”

      “Sounds like it, yeah. Otherwise our timer runs out tonight.”

      “However,” the sphere said, “only three guilds of questionable ability may emerge from the Loser’s Bracket. This means that winning your match against other losers will not be enough—you will need to crush your opponents beyond recognition if you intend to rejoin your betters.

      “For those of you who prove inadequate a second time, fear not: you may continue to participate in this initial iteration of the tournament to claim rewards via the Loser’s Bracket.”

      The orb dimmed, and chatter rose at once.

      Many of the guilds blinked away, including Corruptia, teleporting out of the Red Cathedral and back to wherever they’d been before being summoned in.

      Before long, only Omen members were left standing in the now silent hall, wondering what the hell had just happened.

      “Regroup in the Stronghold, yeah?” Darling called out. “I dunno about you guys, but I feel like I could probably use several drinks.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I told Darling and the rest of the guild that I’d meet them there in ten or so, then I slipped out of the Evolution Chamber I’d been returned to and made for the Auction House without an illusion in place since I was protected from PVP combat for the next 20 minutes.

      “Well,” I said, “that could have gone worse, but not much worse.”

      “Yuuup.”

      “I’m thinking everyone in the guild is going to be feeling pretty down after that, so I’m going to put a bit of a rush on something I was planning to do later today. It was going to be one part knocking out a quest and one part celebration, but I think we can switch some stuff around and hopefully use it to cheer them all up a bit.”

      I sent a flurry of messages to House, asking her to grab a few items I didn’t think I’d find at the Auction House from the Oasis’ many stores and meet us at the Stronghold: the largest metal tubs she could get her hands on, a healthy number of towels, plus plenty of water.

      She had a number of questions, but since I didn’t really feel up to explaining everything, I asked if I could please get back to her on those, and she replied in the affirmative.

      I closed the chat window and stretched as I moved through the streets, drawing more than the occasional glance.

      “Man, I know it wasn’t a fair fight, but we got positively wrecked back there. I really wish I could have done more to prepare us for that. I feel like we let everyone down, Darling in particular.”

      Frank scoffed. “As if.”

      I made it to the Auction House and stepped right in. “Disagree?”

      “Yep.”

      “That does make me feel a little better, I guess,” I said, heading toward the counter. “You really don’t think we did?”

      “We didn’t let anyone down. You, on the other hand, totally did. Especially Darling. She actually mentioned it several times when you weren’t listening. She was like, hey Frank, Ned really let me down. I love you.”

      I blinked, then laughed. “Somehow that also makes me feel a little better. Thanks, Frank.”

      “I wasn’t trying to cheer you up.”

      “I know, just pointing out that you did.” I tabbed through some menus. “I just need a few quick things. At this point, we’re pretty overdue for another Revenant sighting, and I want that damn thing off our minds as much as possible for the next few days. We need to focus, man. That match was a wake-up call.”

      “You really want that chair, eh?”

      “Yeah, of course. But it’s more than that. The Possibility King event is going to run for another week or two, right?”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “So how does it look for the guild if we’re eliminated later today and we miss out on an extension? We play the whole rest of the event while knowing we don’t have a chance at the crown?”

      “It’s not gonna lock you out of any content. We’ll still be able to clear everything. Probably even still be in the running for firsts.”

      “Yeah I know, but still.”

      I tabbed into the potions menu and bought every Fire Resistance potion I could. Seeing Redacted minimize the fire damage they’d taken from those explosives they’d used to blow us up had given me a hell of an idea.

      “I just don’t want Darling and company to feel like we’re missing out on something so major. And I especially don’t want it to happen because I advocated for tangling with Corruptia early on.”

      “I told you that was a bad idea.”

      “That’s not even remotely believable. Alright, help me out real quick: Fire Resistance.”

      “Huh?”

      “I need Fire Resistance for the guild. A bunch of it. I’ve cleared the Auction House out of potions now, but I’m wondering what else we can do.”

      “Uhh, you could check and see if there’s armor up there. Probably be some low-level stuff around for a couple coppers.”

      I set the filter and tabbed through. Frank was right: there were dozens of pieces available, and while none of them was anything I’d ever bring to a raid, every little bit would help for what I had in mind.

      From there, and with Frank’s grudging assistance, I snagged all the cheap Fire Resistance stuff I could get my hands on: armor, weapons, rings, potions, wards, everything.

      The entire hoard ran me almost 60 gold in all, which made me feel a little sick, but when I thought back to that hopeless look Darling had been wearing at the graveyard, it suddenly seemed like a small price to pay.

      “I also need something that could prevent a building from bursting into flames despite a deliberate and ongoing attempt to burn it down.”

      “Huh? Why would you even wanna do that? Don’t tell me you’re turning reverse arsonist on me on top of everything else. I’m already dealing with enough.”

      “The word you’re looking for is fire fighter. But c’mon, help me out. I wanna get back to the guild.”

      “Fine, fine. You can check if there’s any Arctic Seafoam. There’s a subset of building recipes that use it for insulation though, so it might be pricy.”

      I pulled it up, and he wasn’t wrong: a single unit went for a full gold coin.

      “And if I wanted to fireproof something the size of the Stronghold? How much would I need?”

      “I dunno, fifty or so?”

      “Man, I really hope this is worth it.” I took a deep breath and purchased seventy units to be safe because I knew Frank hadn’t actually done any calculating.

      “What’s the plan here?” he said.

      “You’ll see.” I looked over the options one last time, then slipped out, mounted up, and headed for the Stronghold.

      By the time Frank and I drove through the desert and popped through the empty house that guarded the Stronghold, all twenty people we’d brought into the tournament were present, sitting at the counters or the many tables commiserating over the brutal loss.

      House had pulled through as always: the metal tubs I’d asked for were sitting all around the room and had already been filled with water, and people were constantly glancing their way.

      They were bigger than I’d expected—easily large enough for four people to sit inside—and while it looked like they were usually used to provide water to livestock or something like that given the construction, they’d work just fine. The towels I’d asked for were there as well, with four or five neatly folded and piled atop the center of each table.

      I shut the door behind me and moved deeper in. The mood was definitely tense, but it wasn’t quite as bleak as I’d feared.

      A small part of me had spent the whole ride over wondering in silence if I’d be walking into a room full of accusatory whispers. It felt damn good to have that voice in the back of my head dispelled as Darling and a few others waved from the other side of the room with drinks in hand. There was an empty stool to Darling’s left with a beer already waiting on the bar.

      I took my time before I headed over, stopping to commiserate briefly with the other members of the group while I handed out all of the items I’d purchased and put the healers on alert in case I hadn’t prepared well enough.

      I also handed out the Seafoam and asked people to apply it to the floor and the nearby furniture, as well as the walls and even the ceiling, which they evidently found deeply confusing.

      The stuff was bright blue and just as foamy as I’d expected. It had a clean, pleasant scent reminiscent of bleach and sank into every surface it was applied to with shocking speed.

      With my preparations complete, I headed for Darling and the others.

      Then House popped up from beneath a table and sent it sprawling behind her, drinks and plates thrown to the floor.

      I started and fell backward, tripped over a chair, and landed on my ass. Hard.

      House raised her claws—I wasn’t sure when she’d acquired claws, but she had—and hissed.

      Laughter erupted from all around the room, and though I knew it was at my expense, I was incredibly grateful to hear that sound.

      I looked up at her from the floor, then noticed a second pair of eyes above hers, yellow and glinting, then the metallic, pointed ears, and…

      I drew back. “House? Are you… Is 2.0…”

      “Yes.” She paused. “Also, I was told startling you would be funny. It appears I was misinformed because I am not laughing. In fact, I am filled with copious amounts of regret.”

      “It was definitely funny,” Frank said. “Everybody laughed.”

      “If Frank is the one who told you to do that, your mistake was once again thinking that he was including you and your feelings in the conversation.” I pointed a finger at 2.0’s eyes. “More importantly, saying yes doesn’t really answer my question. Are you, like, wearing 2.0? I need to know because I can’t tell if this is adorable or traumatizing.”

      House reached up and scratched 2.0’s ears, which twitched. “2.0 and I have become one, but the transformation is not yet permanent.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at her and let her help me up. “Not yet?”

      She wrapped her arms around herself and sighed. “Indeed.”

      “Mechanized Armor,” Frank said. “It’s a skill she can use to merge with 2.0 to gain a bunch of stats or turn off to break back into cat and cat lady.”

      “Indeed. Today has been quite the day for progression. Not only have I attained the title of Cat Lady, I have also attained the status of Cat Girl.”

      I squinted at her. “You’re not wrong, but whoever explained Cat Girl to you did a really bad job. There were much easier ways to get here and none of them involved bodily fusion.”

      “I am nevertheless exceedingly happy with my latest skill,” House said.

      “I’m glad, and I guess that’s all that matters really.” I glanced at the wreckage she’d made of the table. “Great work with the tubs and all that, I really appreciate it. How long were you under there, anyway?”

      “Approximately ten minutes.” She mimed throwing something in my direction, but I wasn’t sure what. “I was practicing.”

      “Practicing what, exactly?”

      She hesitated. “I am afraid that is privileged information.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Okay then, keep your secrets.” I put an arm around House and steered her closer to the bar, where Darling was chatting with Nina and Rock.

      “Hey guys,” I said. “I’m not really sure this is going to work, but the preparations are complete.”

      Darling raised her glass. “I’m sure whatever it is will work out just fine. And if not, it’ll probably be interesting enough to get everybody’s attention for a bit. God knows we could use a distraction right now. That loss really sucked the life out of everyone.”

      “I was thinking the same thing.” I scattered some consumables and gear across the counter for them to use. “Well, here goes. Hope you like it.”

      I stepped up onto a nearby chair and thumped Frank against the ceiling a couple of times.

      “Hey all, if you haven’t used or equipped the Fire Resistance gear I gave you, go ahead and throw that on. We’re about to have a guest, hopefully.

      “As for the drinks, they’re on me, and I’ll cover any repair bills for the building, if needed. But I suggest you pick something that’ll taste good hot, because the temperature is about to skyrocket.”

      I dropped off the chair and grabbed a hot chocolate spiked with rum and topped with marshmallows from the bar. As I made my way through the increasingly confused crowd to the door, I chugged a Fire Resistance potion and popped a few more consumables just to be safe.

      Then I took a deep breath, opened my illusion menu, and tossed on the illusion I’d taken from Igor way back in the Neverburn.

      And before I could even reach for the handle, the door burst into flames and a massive wave of heat rolled inside the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The door burnt away into ashes, revealing Igor standing on the threshold with the porch smoking and blackening beneath him.

      He had his chains wrapped tight, and his heavy-set eyes were redder than ever before. He raised a hand at me, one finger extended, a narrow sphere of red light spinning at the end.

      “I told you that I’d hunt you down the very moment you threw that illusion on. But perhaps I wasn’t clear enough about what would happen afterward.”

      I canceled the illusion and held the hot chocolate I’d grabbed from the bar up right in front of his burning finger. I squinted into the mug, grinning as the marshmallows toasted beyond his extended hand.

      I offered him the drink, and whatever threat Igor was about to launch into next died on his cracked lips.

      “Go on. That one’s all you. Plenty of other choices if it’s not to your taste.”

      He took the hot mug with both hands and stared at its contents, then cocked his head at the room beyond.

      His proximity was already causing steam to rise from the nearest tubs, and I was relieved to see that the closest guild members weren’t taking any damage from Igor’s fiery presence thanks to all the precautions we’d taken with gear and consumables.

      Igor took a careful step deeper into the room. “What… What is this?”

      I gestured at the crowded space, then pointed at an empty table near the center of the room.

      “Just figured you might enjoy this, and the guild needed a pick-me-up, so I popped that illusion to call you in. I figured you’d show up right away, and I was hoping this might be a good enough welcome to convince you not to kill me.”

      I thought the mug he was holding might have trembled a bit at that, but it was hard to say.

      “You brought me here… to cheer your people up?”

      “Yeah, but it’s not all about us.” I grinned at Igor. “Remember what you said when I asked what you wanted? To just exist for a little while? Well, I soaked the floors with magical foam, the walls, the roof, the tables, everything. Everybody here’s wearing Fire Resistance gear and is loaded up with items, plus the tubs should soak up a lot of heat on their own.”

      I stepped closer to him and watched my Health bar. And when it didn’t move, I stepped within arm’s length.

      A yellow one rose up above my head and trailed up into the ceiling. I barked a laugh. “See that? It practically tickles.”

      I put an arm around his shoulder and steered him in. Igor flinched at the contact, then took a step deeper into the room, his eyes wide, mouth open. The floor around him was scorching black and the nearest tub was bubbling, but that was it.

      I eyed the nearest table as we passed. “Looks like the first hot tub’s all set. You guys wanna try it out?”

      The group gave me a strange look, but then they were out of their chairs and moving around the tub while one of them tested the water with an extended finger.

      “Ohhh,” she said. “That’s nice!”

      “What is this?” Igor repeated right as someone cannonballed into the tub behind us.

      A round of laughter followed, then the entire inn was up and moving around.

      “We just got the ever-loving shit kicked out of us, so I was thinking the guild could use a little booze-filled soak while the two of us had a bit of a chat.”

      I led him to the table I’d chosen for us and slid into a seat on one side, which left him standing. Igor lowered himself onto the bench as if it were made of glass and he was worried he might break it.

      The damp wood hissed beneath him, but no worse than the floors or the ceiling or the drink he’d set on the table in front of himself, which was now bubbling and foaming over the top.

      “What is this?” Igor repeated, again.

      I put my hands above my head and leaned back. The inn was already filling up with steam, and it was remarkably pleasant despite my armor.

      “Think of it as an indoor hot spring with an open bar, only with more clothes.” I pointed at his drink. “That has rum in it, by the way. Might wanna be careful.”

      Igor cupped it in both hands and lifted it to his lips. He breathed the smell in deep and sighed right into the mug, then relaxed into the booth and shut his eyes. The wrinkles in his face smoothed over somewhat, and he’d looked more at peace than I’d ever seen him before.

      “Why? Why do this?”

      “To be completely honest? I knew you’d come running if I tossed that illusion on—I was counting on it. So I figured I needed to give you a reason not to kill me long enough for me to propose an exchange.”

      He nodded. “You have succeeded in that.”

      “And to be completely honest? Sorta felt like the right thing to do regardless. The whole tower thing left a bad taste in my mouth. Felt like I needed to do something. This is trivial in comparison to what you went through, but I dunno.”

      “But it wasn’t your fault. You had nothing to do with it.”

      I shrugged. “Yeah, well. Here we are.” I caught House’s eye from the other side of the room, and she headed over as if I’d just given her the signal she’d been waiting for.

      But there had been no signal.

      I sighed. “I apologize if things get weird here in a moment.”

      House stopped at the edge of the table and reached her hands out, palms up.

      “Wait,” Frank said.

      She paused.

      “If you’re about to do what I think you’re about to do,” Frank said, “you need to consider the fact that hair burns at approximately 450 degrees.”

      “And it smells godawful,” I added. “Also, why do you know that?”

      “Why do you think I know that?”

      I grimaced.

      “Thank you for pointing that flashpoint out,” House said. “That does change my plans, but only slightly.” She dropped her hands to her sides, then repeated the gesture. A tight blue fireball appeared atop her palms.

      For a moment, I thought House had picked up yet another skill. Then the fireball in her hands uncurled and yawned, and I recognized the blaze as the fire cat she’d taken from the subterranean complex beneath the Neverburn.

      She set the cat on the edge of the table, and the small creature wasted no time in hopping down off the side, curling up in Igor’s lap, and going right to sleep.

      He reached down and stroked its smoldering back with one hand and got a crackly purr in return.

      “I have been informed that you have had several bad days in a row. I hope this helps.”

      Igor kept his eyes on the cat. “It most certainly does.”

      House gave Frank and me a challenging look that very clearly said, I told you every problem could be solved with cats, then snatched a fork off the table and dropped into a cross-legged position beside us.

      She popped a marshmallow into one hand and pressed it onto the fork, then held it out toward Igor.

      “House?” I said.

      “Yes?”

      “You should probably ask Igor for permission before you use his latent heat to toast your marshmallows.”

      “May I use your latent heat to toast my marshmallows?”

      Igor was still smiling down at the small animal. “It seems that I’m in no position to object.”

      “Indeed,” House said. “You are well and truly trapped.”

      “You know,” I said, “if you’re in the mood to say yes to things, you mind hearing me out? You’re welcome to stay as long as you want regardless. This place should empty out a little bit within a half hour or so, but there’s no need to rush.”

      Igor nodded absently.

      I took a deep breath. “So, you remember that thing you killed last time we met?”

      “I’m afraid I’ve killed a lot of things since we last met, so you’re going to need to be more specific.”

      “Word,” Frank said. He dropped his voice to a whisper. “Ask if he’s talking about the Darkflame, something we can work with there.”

      “I take it you’re referring to the Darkflame, then?”

      Igor reached into a pocket of his robe and dumped a number of dark, familiar spheres onto the table. They were the same ones that had held the elemental who had imprisoned him. They brightened between us, runes spreading across them.

      I tapped the nearest one. “Didn’t you say these things explode when exposed to heat?”

      Igor nodded. “Indeed, but the heat I radiate isn’t quite enough to trigger that response. I’ve been carrying them around for a while now. The elementals within are long gone, but the explosive properties grow far stronger in their absence, at least when it comes to the stronger elementals.”

      “Just how explosive are we talking?”

      He smiled, and for a brief moment I was reminded of just how dangerous the man in front of me really was. “I imagine this lot would be enough to destroy a handful of cities. Though to be more precise, the result is more fiery than explosive. Not that it makes much of a difference in the end.”

      “I see. Would you mind if I uh… got rid of them for you?”

      Igor took a sip of his drink and looked me up and down. “I… would rather you didn’t. My legacy is already dark enough. I’d rather not leave the better part of an apocalypse behind.”

      I cursed under my breath. “I understand, just figured I’d ask. So anyway, the thing you put a beam through back in the Neverburn was a Revenant. It’s been hunting me for a while now, and I’ve managed to avoid it so far.

      “The problem is that it comes back stronger than the person who killed it. Which means that the next time it returns—and at this point I think it’s overdue an appearance—it’s going to come back stronger than you.”

      Igor took another sip of his hot chocolate. “I see. How quickly do you imagine it’s going to return?”

      “Today, probably. If not then, I’d be shocked if it doesn’t turn up by tomorrow evening.”

      “And if I were to manage to put it down for you again somehow? How soon would it return once more?”

      “That’d buy me a few days at least.”

      “I hope you aren’t imagining a world where I come running to your rescue every few days for weeks on end. I told you before—I don’t have that much time left, and I’ve already finished what I needed to accomplish.”

      I paused. I hadn’t been hoping for weeks, but I had been thinking Igor might be able to blow the thing up a couple of times so I could focus on the tournament with the rest of the guild.

      “I imagine that I could remove it once,” he said. “Perhaps buy you a bit more time, but that’s likely the ceiling of what I can safely offer you.”

      I chewed my lip.

      “And we still haven’t discussed how exactly I’d be able to kill something that is explicitly stronger than me.”

      I waved the concern away. “Your chains suppress your powers, right? I saw your Health surge when you slid a few of them off back in the Neverburn, then drop again when you wound them up. And when you killed the Revenant, your powers were fully suppressed. Right?”

      He didn’t argue, so I pressed on.

      “So instead of having you show up to save the day multiple times, what if you just came back once and let loose? Kill the thing with every ounce of power you have.”

      He stroked the cat, watching it with bloodshot eyes.

      “Look, I’ll level with you,” I continued, “I was definitely hoping you’d be able to take that creature off my plate for a week or two. But if that doesn’t work, we can shift things around. Killing it with your full power would increase the amount of time whoever is sending it my way will need to bring it back. And it’ll also massively increase the resources they need to sustain it. There’s a very good chance that you one-shotting this thing could indirectly solve my problem.”

      He wiped his cracked lips. “Do you have any idea how much power such an attack would actually release?”

      I made to speak, then I realized I really didn’t.

      “I guess not. I mean, I saw what you were doing to the Neverburn, but—”

      “If I were to release everything I had where we currently stand, there would be nothing left of the Onyx Delta or Highwater City, and the edges of the Marble Hills would smolder for days.”

      I tapped my temple. “That is a bit of a problem. Maybe we could tone it down a little? Or maybe…” I trailed off, thinking of Captain Adrassa and the warning he’d given me back in the Cloudscape. “Hey, Igor?”

      “Hm?”

      “What’s your maximum range?”

      He smiled. “It’s quite vast, really.”

      “If I could somehow get the target’s positioning right, do you think you could blow it up while it was high enough above us to avoid obliterating the Delta?”

      “I could likely manage that. But you said this was a trade, correct? What exactly would you be offering?”

      I smiled and popped the green vial I’d found back in the Menagerie Wing into my hand.

      

      {Brandt’s Masterwork} (Legendary Consumable)

      Quality: Legendary

      Use: ??

      Charges: 1

      

      I set it spinning in place on the table. “Any chance you’re still interested in the prospect of immortality?”
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      After striking a tentative deal with Igor, I left him sitting there contentedly with the fire cat in his lap and House sitting on one side, fork extended, marshmallow burning to a crisp.

      Both Rock and Nina were sitting on the floor nearby. Nina had joined House in roasting marshmallows, while Rock handled the assembly line of graham crackers and chocolate.

      Rock finished a smore, paused for a moment, then reached up and tried to hand it to Igor with both hands. The red mage shook his head, smiling broadly, then thanked him and waved him off. He rested his head on the back of his seat and shut his eyes, still clasping his empty mug.

      I joined Darling at the bar. She was leaning against it in padded underclothing, a set of pants that cut off at her shins, and a long-sleeved shirt with plates of metal sewn into it.

      “Scary dude seems shockingly okay with pretending to be a campfire,” she said.

      I smiled. “Yeah. Guy spent his whole life having people turn and run at every opportunity. Feels like having people want to gather around him for a change is probably hard to wrap your head around.”

      Frank grunted. “Plus he’s fallen victim to the cat House placed on his lap. No way to extricate himself now.”

      “Yup. He’s gonna help me out with the Revenant too.”

      “By killing it?” Darling said. “But why? It’s just gonna come back stronger, yeah? You really wanna power that thing up even more?”

      I shrugged. “Doesn’t really matter at this point, does it? We wouldn’t even be able to hit something on Igor’s level, let alone do any real damage. So if the thing’s gonna one-shot me the moment it shows up regardless, then who cares how big the numbers are?”

      “Me,” Frank said.

      She laughed. “Yeah, I’m with Frank on this one. A lot of people would probably be interested in those numbers.”

      “I too would be exceedingly interested in said numbers,” House called over, one feline ear cocked in my direction. “Especially if said numbers eventually lead to your demise.”

      Frank sighed at Darling’s armor, which was piled on the stool beside her. “Man, this sucks.”

      “Yeah, but look on the bright side,” I said. “You may have just found the title for your autobiography.”

      “That does seem fitting given my current situation, but I’m deeply insulted by the implication that I’d be the one to write it.”

      “The Frank I know would never trust anyone else to do his story justice,” Darling said.

      “True,” Frank replied. “But a book is a lot of words.”

      “I realize this tangent is completely my fault,” I said, “but we probably need to get onto important business.”

      “Corruptia?” Darling said.

      I nodded. “Yeah. Feels like I should apologize for that.”

      “For what, exactly?”

      “Getting us sucked into a war was one thing, but now that conflict is spilling into the tournament in a way that we can’t really fight. And now we’re one loss away from being out of the running for the most important part of the whole event.”

      Darling waved the apology away with a half-full mug, cider splashing over the rim and onto the counter.

      “Don’t worry about it. Who would have thought that dude would turn out to be such a vengeful little shit that he’d be willing to tank his guild’s progress just to screw us over?”

      I made a lukewarm gesture. “In hindsight, there were probably signs.”

      “They definitely threw a whole lot of fights, though. Gotta say, it was pretty hilarious watching him have a total meltdown after the results came in and his guild ended up in the Loser’s Bracket too. I bet he was hoping they’d be able to screw us over and sneak through anyway.”

      I took a long sip of beer. “Yeah. And you saw that alert: going forward, winning won’t necessarily be enough.”

      “I still think mixing guilds was a low blow on the part of Frank’s dad. Makes it really hard to get a fair evaluation of everyone.”

      “Truth,” Frank agreed.

      “But man.” She gripped her mug a little tighter. “I’m going to be royally pissed if everything we worked so hard for to get to this point goes up in smoke because of a bunch of pissants who refuse to even try. Doubly so if said pissants end up competitive in the next wing regardless and we’ve gotta spend the next couple weeks listening to Ersatz gloat about World-Firsts.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “But I’m not sure what we can really do about it other than get to work. You guys got any suggestions?”

      “Keep hammering those Minor Doors,” Frank said.

      I glanced his way. “Be real nice if you could elaborate on that.”

      “On how to hammer the doors? Just pretend you’re me and the targets within are stand-ins for Ned’s self-worth.”

      “I meant elaborate on what we’d be looking for,” I clarified. “It’s gotta be something specific, right? I would have thought we’d be after Major Doors to try to grab one of those dies that Redacted looted.”

      “Whatever it is,” Darling said, “if it’s just a matter of farming, then we’ve had guild members smashing those doors since the event started, and we haven’t found it yet.”

      “Trust in Frank,” Frank said. “All will be well.”

      I shrugged. “You heard the axe, I guess.”

      Darling tapped the air. “I still think I’m going to keep a few people up around the Cloudscape to throw Corruptia off while that’s still an option for the next couple hours. Even if we aren’t engaging, it feels important to keep them on their toes. You got any preference there?”

      “For what?”

      “Whether we’re grinding doors or them?”

      I looked at Frank. “I’m happy to do whatever you think is best, but if you need an unnecessarily strong opinion to the contrary, I know where to find one.”

      “Doors,” he said.

      I stared at him, increasingly concerned. “Is it really so important that you’d pass up the opportunity to Frank somebody?”

      “I’d never pass up the opportunity. I’m just thinking about the return on my investment.”
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      I activated Dark Harvest to drop a cluster of red-eyed bats, then whipped around and scanned the area behind me, a dark, damp section of a claustrophobic tunnel where ambushes had been all too common so far.

      “All clear on my end!”

      “Awesome, quick loot break!” Darling called back.

      We’d been pushing through Minor Doors for the last couple of hours, but whatever it was that Frank was looking for had yet to appear.

      To make matters worse, a number of alerts had gone out over the last few hours, two of which looked especially troubling.

      
        
        World Alert: A category 2 Mana Storm has developed above the city of Koria!

      

      

      
        
        World Alert: A category 3 Mana Storm has developed above the city of Koria!

      

      

      The prompts hadn’t arrived back to back, but they’d only been spread apart by about twenty minutes, which seemed pretty strange given how long it’d been since the storm had shown up in the first place.

      We didn’t have much time remaining before the next phase of the tournament now. While a handful of guild members had scored some pretty nice gear by grinding Rating or snagged upgrades from the Minor Doors, it didn’t seem like we were about to go into the next phase wildly better equipped than we had the first time around.

      At least I’d managed to score a couple of decent upgrades, and I’d moved up to 90% of the way to the next level.

      I pulled up the two best pieces of gear I’d scored.

      
        
        {Doorwalker’s Loop}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 55

        Slot: Finger

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: + 15 Intelligence, +15 Constitution

        Magical Resistance: +9%

      

      

      
        
        {Misery Cord}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 57

        Slot: Belt

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +12 Intelligence, +12 Dexterity, +12 Constitution

        Secondaries: -3% Threat Generation

        Armor: +5%

      

      

      I’d also looted another profession recipe, though I wasn’t sure how useful it would be in the coming hours.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Cloudviper} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Description: Instead of dealing damage, your Ravenblast now directly attacks your target’s Mana Pool, burning half the amount of Mana it would otherwise have dealt in damage.

        Players who don’t use Mana as a resource or who have below 2% of their Mana remaining take damage as they normally would.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Large Soul Gem} x25.

      

      

      I was looking over that latest acquisition and thinking about making one when Darling dropped to one knee above a recent corpse and froze.

      “Wait, Frank? Is this it? Did we get it?”

      I ran over, ducking a few stalactites along the way. “Get what?”

      “Oh, you’ve definitely got it,” Frank said. He dropped his voice. “You’ve got it all.”

      She opened up a trade window with me and threw an item in.

      
        
        {Major Door Key}

        Use: Permits access to 1 Major Door. This item may be used remotely if selected in conjunction with an access stone.

      

      

      “Yup,” Frank said. “That’s what we’re after. We got pretty screwed by the RNG, to be honest. Should have seen a couple of them at this point, given how many the guild has cleared.”

      “So we’re going after a Loaded Die of our own, then?”

      “Uh huh.”

      Darling tapped the air. “We’ve got less than an hour before the next round of Prelims hit. Do we need to jump on this right now, or do we have time to wrap this Minor Door first? Hate to leave it unfinished.”

      “I dunno,” Frank said. “Either way, you guys need to find a way to get that Major Door done before the next round.”

      I pulled up my remote access stone and tabbed through the options. There were tons of Major Doors to choose from, but many of them were unavailable.

      I pulled two of them up for comparison’s sake.

      
        
        Major Door: PVE Path

        Status: Pending: More Sign-ups Required

        Format: Raid

        Requirements: 40 additional Players from at least 4 total Guilds.

        Rule Changes: None.

      

      

      
        
        Major Door: PVP Path

        Status: Pending: More Sign-ups Required

        Format: Arena

        Requirements: 25 additional Players from at least 2 total Guilds.

        Rule Changes: All healing received is decreased by 35%.

      

      

      “Frank? You seeing what I’m seeing? Doesn’t look like these are ready yet.”

      “We could sign up, but no guarantees it starts within the next hour, let alone finishes.”

      “But it probably would, yeah?” I tabbed through several more options. A handful of Major Doors were currently in progress, so it wasn’t like other people hadn’t already made it this far.

      “Probably good odds.”

      “What about Hybrid doors?” Darling said.

      “Right.” I scanned those options, which were considerably rarer. In fact, only two were in progress, and only one was close to being ready.

      
        
        Major Door: Hybrid Path

        Status: Pending: Nearly Available (10 Players in Queue)

        Format: Sabotage: 20 v 3

        Requirements: 3 Players from any Guild.

        Rule Changes: Mystery Box.

      

      

      I selected it. “Well, I guess that makes it easy. How do we do this? Just port in remotely like we usually do?”

      “Uh huh. You unlock it and roll for rule changes because of the mystery box,” Frank said. “Then you can pick a team and port in. You could even return here if you wanted to and try to wrap this afterward.”

      “You got anything on the format? Sabotage, right?”

      “Not that I can share.”

      “But it says sabotage,” Darling said. “And we’d be up against a much larger group. Maybe we’ve gotta screw them up somehow? They’re probably given an objective that we need to interfere with.”

      “Makes sense to me.” I popped the key into my hand. “Guess we should see what we get before we bail on this Minor Door?”

      Darling stepped close and looked over my shoulder. “Definitely.”

      I mentally selected the door and confirmed my choice.

      A giant red die with dozens of sides appeared in the air in front of us, smoldering with red light. It hung there, floating in space, so I reached up and swiped at it.

      It spun sideways, then dropped to the ground and rolled forward, bouncing along from one side to the next before it came to a stop with a red thirty-four pointing up at the sky.

      
        
        Rule Change Selected: Five-minute Mingle

      

      

      “I don’t like the sound of that,” I said.

      Frank laughed. “You wouldn’t, would you?”

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Five-minute Mingle} (Tier III Rule Change)

        Description: More than 50% of your party must consist of players who you’ve never grouped with or been in a guild with.

        If you are unable to find players who meet these requirements within 5 minutes, the system will assist you by selecting willing players at random.

      

      

      “Alright, bird boy, you heard the disembodied voice. It’s a three-person party, which means only one person from Omen can head in. Go ahead and toss me to Darling because you’re sitting this one out, and this is where we part ways.”

      Darling grinned. “Yeah right. Like I’m the one who’s going in.”

      I blinked at her. “Don’t you want to—”

      “Please, you’ve got the better part of ten levels on everyone in the guild, and whatever sabotage means, you’re probably better off heading in with leather and illusions in hand than I would be stomping around in full plate with an axe.”

      “But you have two axes,” Frank said. “And you could have three.”

      “Nope. Sorry Frank, but this isn’t a discussion. It’s a no-brainer. You guys need to get in there and throw some birds right now.” She tapped the air. “Alright, sorry to rush you out, but you’ve got five minutes—and we need this.” She winked. “Don’t screw it up, yeah? Counting on you both. I’m gonna pull in another member of the guild to finish this run while you guys figure that Major Door out. Good luck!”

      
        
        You have been removed from the group!

        You will now be teleported out of this instance and returned to your original location!

      

      

      I was instantly removed from the tunnel and ended up back in the Stronghold, sitting in a chair at an empty table. The place was positively deserted. While Igor had left hours ago, the many tubs I’d placed around the room were still radiating an absurd amount of heat.

      I shrugged. “Well, you heard the lady. Let’s figure this out before it’s too late.”

      “Agreed.”

      I took a deep breath and racked my brain, wondering if there was anyone out there I could invite who met those terms and who we could count on in a fight.

      Then I barked a laugh, because there absolutely was.

      I pulled up the video call system and dialed Sleep.

      He picked up on the second ring, but his feed was nothing but blue sky with something dividing it. It was some sort of steel rod with bits of red that looked blackened, as if by fire, and chunks of…

      Yeah. It was a skewer of meat and peppers. Sleep took a bite, then his hand slapped the video feed, and it pulled a one-eighty so that I could see his face. He was lying on the deck of a ship that was gently rocking from side to side, a skewer in each hand.

      “Hey there, guys! What’s going on?”

      “Not too much! But I got something I thought you might be interested in.”

      He sat up and wiped his chin. “Uh huh?”

      I glanced down at Frank.

      “I’ll allow it.”

      I sighed, then linked Sleep the short description of the Major Door in question as well as the Five-minute Mingle change that we’d rolled.

      “We definitely meet the conditions here, but—”

      “Hell yeah, I’m bored and I’ve got the perfect guy for that.”

      Sleep sat up and chucked one of his skewers across the deck, where it struck a man who’d been dipping a mug into a barrel full in the face hard enough to send the peppers and the meat scattering in opposite directions. Sleep waved the short, leather-clad fellow over and put an arm around him when he arrived.

      “I’m in, and so is Mingo here.”

      Mingo squinted into the video call as if he were nearsighted, then waved dreamily while he licked his lips.

      “Hi. My face tastes like barbecue.”

      “Well, you did just get beef-slapped,” Sleep said.

      “I thought that was beef.”

      “And Ned, rest assured: Mingo here is one of our best and brightest.”

      The new arrival breathed through his mouth.

      “Dream team,” Frank said. “Now we just need to figure out a way to get rid of the elf.”

      “So who’s dying?” Mingo said.

      I eyed the timer, which had ticked below four minutes. “We don’t know yet.”

      Mingo cocked his head. “How can you not know?” He looked at Sleep. “Isn’t that a problem, boss?”

      I took a deep breath, then gave him and Sleep the short version of what little information we had.

      “So… you guys still in?” I asked when I’d finished. “Rewards should be pretty nice across the board. We’re looking for a tournament item, though. Everything else is yours if you want it, but I’ve gotta burn a key to get us in, and they’re not easy to get.”

      “Sabotage, eh?” Sleep said. “Sounds like a good time!”

      Mingo shook his head from side to side. “Definitely.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a yes or a no, but Sleep seemed enthusiastic about his response, so I went ahead and added the two to my party and selected the Major Door.

      We still had a few minutes on the timer, so I figured I’d get a bit of information from Mingo—or from Sleep on behalf of Mingo—on his class, and hopefully Sleep’s as well.

      I sent the two of them links to my kit—excluding Fabricate Image—then pored over Sleep’s abilities, some of which I recognized from when he’d tried to kill me during the Siege.

      
        
        {Arcane Suplex}

        Description: After grappling an enemy from behind, you slam them backward onto the ground, dealing 1,350 physical damage and silencing your target for 5 seconds.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Runecircle Slam}

        Description: After grappling an enemy, you spin them around 180 degrees and slam them into the ground, dealing 950 physical damage and stunning your target for 4 seconds.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 25 seconds.

        Cost: 200 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Moonsault}

        Description: You flip backward up to 20 yards away. If an enemy target is within 5 yards of your landing zone, you attempt to crash down on them stomach-first and slam them into the ground, dealing 400 physical damage.

        Striking a player within the execute threshold with {Moonsault} will deal double damage and instantly reset the cooldown on {Runecircle Slam} and {Arcane Suplex}.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 150 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Ground and Pound} (Passive)

        Description: All damage dealt to downed opponents is increased by 30%.

      

      

      
        
        {Barbaric Arcanum} (Passive)

        Description: Slamming an enemy also causes an explosion that deals 200 magical damage to all enemies within 5 yards of your target.

      

      

      Mingo’s kit was even more interesting: he’d specialized in Runic Amplification and supplemented it with Stealth, and the result was… weird.

      He was sort of like a support assassin, and while he had a ton of individual runes, I just poked through some of his more interesting options.

      
        
        {Runic Camouflage}

        Description: You become invisible, but your movement speed is reduced by 10%. Causing or receiving damage will break this effect, but you may freely apply non-damaging or delayed damage Runes to enemies without breaking stealth. This ability may only be activated outside of combat.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 6 seconds.

        Cost: 10 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Chained Dampening Rune}

        Description: You apply a rune to an enemy within melee range that absorbs 20% of all healing received by the target for 15 seconds. If this rune absorbs more than 1,000 Health within 15 seconds, this rune spreads to all enemies within 10 yards.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 10 seconds.

        Cost: 20 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Runic Detonation}

        Description: You remotely detonate all of your active runes, causing explosions of magical energy. Hostile runes cause 400 magical damage each when detonated, while beneficial runes will heal friendly players for the same amount.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 45 seconds.

        Cost: 30 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Invisible Runes} (Passive)

        Description: Your enemies are unable to see your applied runes. Some skills and abilities may nullify this effect.

      

      

      
        
        {Runic Synergy} (Passive)

        Description: While under the effects of {Runic Camouflage}, your speed is increased by 10% for every rune you apply, stacking up to 5 times.

        Upon leaving stealth, all stacks of {Runic Synergy} are consumed to create up to 5 shockwaves that strike all enemy players within 10 yards, dealing 200 magical damage for each active Rune you’ve placed upon them.

        Damage caused by this passive will not break crowd control effects.

      

      

      “And just like that,” Frank said, “I’m stuck in the middle of yet another magical sausage fest.”

      “Probably says more about you than anyone else here. So Mingo, you’re kind of like a support class, then?”

      Mingo nodded. “Nope, not at all. Sleep just points me at people, and I slap ‘em up so somebody else can knock ‘em down.”

      I squinted at him.

      Frank laughed. “This guy really cuts to the quick, huh?”

      “He definitely cuts to something, though I’m not really sure what it is.” I rolled my shoulders. “So you guys can both stealth, yeah?”

      “Yup,” Sleep said.

      “Guess I’m going to be the odd man out there. Can you both reenter stealth during combat? Or is it just for opening up?”

      “I’ve got an ability for that, can do it once a minute. Mingo does too, and he’s a bit quicker at once per thirty seconds.”

      Sleep was about to say something else, but then he reached out and slapped Mingo’s hand. I wasn’t sure what he’d been doing, but I thought he might have been getting ready to pick his nose.

      “Your fault,” Mingo said. “I keep smelling pepper. It’s making my nose tingle.”

      I looked to Sleep as if to say are you sure about this, and his only response was a bright smile and an enthusiastic nod. “Alright, I’m gonna drop the video call and get us pulled in.”

      I ended it, then looked down at Frank.

      “Are you getting kind of a weird read on this guy? Or is it just me?”

      “Mingo? Like I said, seems like a straight shooter to me.”

      “So he’s even weirder than I thought. I guess we really don’t have much of a choice. I can’t think of anyone else I’d wanna ask, and this is probably way better than getting assigned a pair of random people.”

      I sent Darling a quick message to tell her who I was working with and that we were heading in, and I got some well wishes from her in response. Her reply was followed by a ton of similar messages in the guild chat and one from Nina in all caps that said: SERIOUSLY, DO NOT SCREW THIS UP.

      I sucked in a deep breath, then confirmed my team.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      I popped into a dense, green forest with Sleep standing to my right and Mingo to my left.

      
        
        You’ve entered a Major Door: Hybrid Path!

        You have joined as the Saboteur Team in a Game of Sabotage!

        The rules are simple: Prevent the 20-man enemy team from killing the raid boss. You may earn additional rewards by killing enemy players, by ending the match early, or by ensuring the boss’ Health is as high as possible when the timer runs out.

        However, if the enemy successfully defeats the raid boss, the offensive team will win.

        Respawns and death penalties are disabled for the duration of this battle.

        Warning: As a member of the Saboteur Team, you have 5 minutes to scout your surroundings and choose your advantages.

        Begin!

      

      

      A timer appeared at the center of my vision, already ticking down.

      Sleep and I exchanged a quick glance, then each of us bolted through the trees in opposite directions while Mingo just stood there, staring into space.

      I made it all of thirty feet before the strange little man spoke, his words sounding clearly through the trees.

      “Found the advantages.”

      I stopped and threaded my way back through the mossy forest toward the sound of his voice and found him picking his nose in front of a small clearing with a long table at its center.

      Sleep appeared out of nowhere with his arm already around Mingo’s leather pauldrons. “Nicely spotted, Mingo. Go poke around more, yeah? See what else you can find.”

      Mingo shrugged, then vanished. Since we were in a group, I could see his outline as he walked away, looking strangely casual with his hands in his pockets despite his partial invisibility before he disappeared into the trees.

      A familiar blue orb appeared above the table he’d found.

      “Greetings, Saboteur Team! You three plebeians may select any three items from this table for the upcoming battle. Unselected items will be disposed of before the enemy raid arrives.”

      I was about to ask what items it was referring to when a bunch of strange gear blinked into existence about six inches above the table and slammed down onto it.

      “Wow, Mingo really did find the advantages that prompt was talking about. Like, instantly. But can we trust him to scout and report? Seems like a big responsibility.”

      Sleep started to nod, seemed to think better of it, then nodded. “Honestly, he’s kind of a weird dude. I don’t usually trust him with very much ‘cause he never seems to do what I ask.”

      I stared at him, horrified.

      Sleep barked a laugh. “At the same time, he never seems to screw anything up. Guy’s always in the right place, somehow. And I think he’s exactly what we’re going to want for this now that I’ve gotten a better look at the format.”

      “Fair enough. You take the left half of the table and pick out a few highlights, I’ll do the same on the other side.”

      “Done.”

      We each stepped up to our respective sides and started combing through the various items. I’d been expecting to see some armor or weapons, but pretty much everything was either a consumable or a trap.

      There were the typical standbys: Health potions, temporary buffs to Magical or Physical Attack, shields for absorbing damage, and so on.

      But there was weirder stuff too, and one item in particular really caught my attention.

      
        
        {Temporary Cloaking Device}

        Description: Renders the user temporarily invisible. Invisibility will break upon activating a skill or taking damage. This item is unreliable at short distances and may only be activated outside combat.

        Charges: 2

      

      

      “Absolutely not!” Frank said. “I’m putting my shaft down on this: there is no way we’re stooping to the level of—”

      I stooped down and picked it up, then slapped the bracelet-like device on my wrist. “One pick down, two to go.”

      He growled and was about to launch into a rant, but I held up a hand to cut him off.

      “Omen’s counting on us, man. Having three stealthies will let us dictate the opening of the fight, and I’m not taking any chances.”

      “Ehhh, alright. I’ll allow it. But I’m still gonna complain.”

      “I’ll take it.” I pored over the rest of the options, though nothing else jumped out at me in the same way, so I decided to help Sleep comb through his side as the clock ticked ever lower. Mingo was still nowhere to be seen.

      “Hey,” Sleep said from my left.

      I twisted his way and saw him staring down at me while wearing what looked like an old school deep sea diving helmet fitted with bright green glass.

      He rapped his knuckles against the window. “How’s it suit me? Never mind, don’t answer that.” He took it off and grabbed another helmet, one with small, red rockets jutting from each of its temples.

      He slammed it on, grinning. “Got my pick. Check this thing out.”

      
        
        {Gobbomart Greeter Helmet}

        Use: You rocket toward an enemy target within 30 yards and headbutt them, stunning the target for 6 seconds. However, the recoil from this item also stuns the user for 3 seconds.

        Charges: 1

      

      

      I whistled. “Charge with a stun, eh? Yeah, that might come in handy.”

      I showed him my cloaking device. “Figure I can at least use this to position a bit when they’re first coming in or maybe disappear if things get ugly. Don’t wanna be the one who sticks out.”

      “Found more things,” Mingo said.

      I hadn’t seen or heard him approach, and his dreamy voice made me jump.

      “Forest ends fifty yards up,” he continued. “Big cliff, little city below. Can access the rooftops from here, but not yet. Invisible wall in the way, tastes sorta like bananas.”

      I eyed the trees.

      “I wonder… wait, what?” I trailed off, looking for Mingo. The short little guy was already gone again.

      Sleep looked left to right. “He leave already? You see where he went this time? Man, this helmet has some mean blind spots.”

      “I didn’t.” I blew out a puff of air. “You still sure about this guy?”

      “Mingo?” He made a lukewarm gesture. “Should be okay, probably. He’s good at what he does, and like I said, things tend to work out around him.”

      “Seems like a bit of an odd duck.”

      Sleep nodded. “How do I put this. You know the kind of guy who does a whole lot of drugs but who’s good with it? Like, you can go over to his house and spend the day watching movies and later on you find out he was high as a kite the whole time and you had no idea?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Mingo’s not that guy. I mean, he does a lot of drugs. Like, a whole lot. But he’s not good with it.” He narrowed his eyes. “This isn’t reassuring, is it?”

      “Nope. The opposite, really. The group make-up feels a little bit like sabotage in and of itself.”

      Sleep clapped me on the back. “Nah, not my style. But anyway: drugs. So get this: Mingo and I met up in real life a little ways back. He’s got a store in a city not too far from me. Guy sells electric scooters and water fountains.”

      I stared at him. “Huh. Interesting pair.”

      “Right? The overlap there is, like, completely nonexistent.” He held up his hands and overlaid them. “It’s like being into women who wear heavy armor but also into women who like dressing up as clowns. There’s no overlap there.”

      “Exactly!” Frank said. “I spent about ten minutes talking at Ned about that earlier.”

      I stared down at him. “He knows, Frank. That’s the conversation he’s referring to.”

      A not-so-small part of me wondered why exactly he was informing us that he’d overheard that little tidbit, but then Sleep started laughing and I thought that was probably explanation enough.

      “Oh,” Frank said. “Well, that does sorta reduce the serendipity of the moment, but it is an apt comparison.”

      “You’re the one who came up with it.”

      “Hence the compliment.”

      “Anyway,” Sleep said. “So I walk into the store, and I’m thinking the same thing: it’s weird, right? And I’m expecting a line down the middle: fountains to the right, scooters to the left. But nope, it’s just chaos, man: electricity and water everywhere. We go out for a quick break, and he hands me a flask. So being the polite guest I am, I take a small sip.

      “Two days later, I wake up in my bed back home. Mingo is in the kitchen making pancakes for my girls, there are four scooters in the garage, and out front, a pair of stone cupids are pissing into the largest cement fountain you’ve ever seen.

      “So I see all that, then my wife comes home, and I’m already bracing and hunching my shoulders for the verbal beatdown that I know in my heart I fully deserve. And she just… smiles, kisses me on the cheek, and sits down at the table. We never talked about any of it.”

      I stared at him. “What?”

      “My thoughts exactly, man! That’s not even the weirdest part. I went through my online banking records later that day, and I couldn’t find a single record of having paid for any of the stuff. And when I asked Mingo how we’d settled the tab for all that equipment, all he’d say was, The toll has been paid.”

      Frank and I exchanged glances. “So…”

      Sleep looked down at me, serious for once. “Can’t lie, that phrase haunts me to this day.” He scratched the back of his head. “Sorry, I’m not sure where I was going with this.”

      I squinted at him. “Don’t worry about Mingo, things will probably be okay?”

      “And don’t eat or drink after him,” Frank added.

      Sleep clapped me on the back. “That’s probably giving me more credit than I deserve. Think I just needed to get all that off my chest.”

      “Alright then. Well, now that uh… whatever that was is settled, I’ve got an idea I’d like to run by you for how we might be able to handle this. Still got a minute left.”

      “Yeah? What’re you planning?”

      I grabbed a gun-like item off the table. “Well, we’ll start with this guy right here as our third pick-up. You wanna hold onto it given the short range?”

      
        
        {Electrified Net Gun}

        Use: You fire an electrified net at a target within 5 yards, rooting them for 4 seconds. Targets under the effects of an {Electrified Net} cannot be healed.

        Charges: 3

      

      

      “I like it, and yeah, sure thing.”

      I linked him a pair of rune recipes: the Kingfisher one that caused my ravens to appear directly above their targets and the mana-draining Cloudviper variant that I’d just picked up a little earlier.

      “I’ll throw some of these onto my pistols, and from there…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      Mingo led Sleep and me out of the forest and to the cliff he’d mentioned earlier, which did indeed overlook a small city. Clearly abandoned, it was full of gray stone towers that were overgrown with flowering green vines and creeping moss.

      The buildings were between six and seven stories tall. Many of them were linked together by vines that had interlinked to form bridges, and dropping down onto the nearest roof from our position would only require a fall of about ten feet.

      A prompt came in.

      
        
        Warning: The Raid Team has spawned on the opposite side of the city. You may engage as soon as you like, but scoring will not begin until the Raid Team has engaged their target.

      

      

      Red nametags appeared in the distance, all clustered atop a distant roof.

      Mingo tried to step forward and off the cliff, but Sleep grabbed the hem of his cloak and stopped him.

      “Slow your roll, friend.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Let’s wait and watch them approach. I’d like to see what their composition looks like, and we don’t start losing points until they start fighting.”

      The players scattered and started moving with purpose, hopping from roof to roof or sprinting across the narrow vine bridges.

      They were all heading directly our way, without hesitation, making me think the battle might occur on the rooftop right beneath us.

      And if that was the case…

      I turned around and eyed the trees that framed the cliff line. “I’m gonna reposition a bit.”

      I popped my cloaking kit and doubled back to the closest pine. I clambered up it, and while the lower limbs fought me with every step—thin branches scraping my skin and cracking beneath me, sap oozing over my hands—I managed to push through.

      I hissed out a quiet breath as I settled on a particularly thick branch, sitting on it with one leg to either side, feet hanging down. I was about twenty feet up, high enough to be out of our opponents’ natural sight while remaining firmly in range for my railgun and my pistols.

      I dropped my voice. “Frank, you think we’re covered here from below? Pretty sure the leaves have got us mostly blocked.”

      “Yes, unfortunately.”

      “Great.” I drew both of my pistols, then waited and watched as the enemy players crossed the final threshold: a vine bridge about a hundred feet long and five feet wide. They were moving carefully now, no doubt fully expecting us.

      “Composition looks pretty standard to me, twenty players, two tanks.” I pushed a branch out of my face and looked a little closer, eyeing their guild tags. “Looks like they had to build their team with the same Five-minute Mingle thing because there’s all sorts of guilds in here.”

      “No Corruptia or Redacted, though.”

      “That’s probably for the best. We can probably assume their communication will be a step down from your usual raid group, given the mixed roster. I can’t tell the healers from the casters, though.”

      “I got it,” Frank said, then skull icons populated above four of the players’ heads.

      “Perfect, thanks.” I put a hand to the trunk and leaned over so I could see Sleep and Mingo below.

      “Healers are marked, two tanks should be obvious. I’m thinking…” I trailed off, staring at the empty spot where Mingo had been standing a moment earlier.

      Sleep was stealthed and watching the battlefield intently, one hand extended, holding a piece of Mingo’s cloak fluttering in the breeze.

      “Uhhh,” I said. “Sleep? Where’s Mingo?”

      “He’s right… Oh crap, here we go again.”

      I scanned the battlefield and spotted him below. He’d already dropped down and crossed the final rooftop and was now walking straight down the vine bridge the enemy players were crossing.

      He was stealthed—thank God for that—but that wouldn’t matter much if he ran smack into someone.

      “Oh, false alarm, I see what he’s up to,” Sleep said. “You can stay put, should be fine.” He took two bounding steps and jumped down onto the roof, then started making his way around its very edges.

      The enemy raid reached Mingo before I could argue, yet he made dodging between them look effortless, as if the group was actively splitting around him. As he continued to press forward through the rush, he reached out and touched a player’s shoulder here, a player’s back there.

      A few of them seemed to notice the contact and reached out to scratch or slap at their armor or cock an eyebrow at the person behind them. But with how densely packed the players were as they moved across the bridge, nobody seemed to think anything of it.

      And since Mingo wasn’t dealing damage as he bent and lurched and sidestepped around them, his stealth ability stayed in place.

      I pulled up the status of one of the two tanks out in front, who carried a mace plus a heavy shield and whose pauldrons were adorned with ram skulls.

      He already had a debuff active.

      
        
        {Chained Dampening Rune}

        Description: Apply a rune to an enemy within melee range that absorbs 20% of all healing received by the target for 15 seconds. If this rune absorbs more than 1,000 Health within 15 seconds, this rune spreads to all enemies within 10 yards.

      

      

      I nodded, liking what I was seeing as I pulled up the status of one of the players Frank had marked as a healer.

      
        
        {Chained Exhaustion Rune}

        All spells cost 10% more Mana to cast for 20 seconds. If the target expends more than 20% of their maximum Mana within 60 seconds, this effect refreshes and spreads to all enemies within 10 yards.

      

      

      “Enemy guild can’t see those rune debuffs,” Frank said. “Not without special abilities or gear, anyway. Also, peep your nips.”

      I looked down to see lines of power spiderwebbing across my chest, or rather, around my right nipple. I didn’t love the location—or the knowledge that Mingo had somehow managed to get a poke in at some point without me noticing—but I couldn’t argue with the result: a beneficial rune that would last quite a while.

      
        
        {Chained Death Rune}

        Whenever you deal fatal damage to an enemy target within the next 5 minutes, their death causes an explosion that deals 400 shadow damage. Targets struck by the explosion will also explode upon death if killed within 30 seconds of taking damage. This rune may only affect a single target at any given time.

      

      

      “Nice,” I said under my breath. “Weird placement, but I’ll take it.”

      “It was my third suggestion.”

      I winced, wondering what locations Mingo had passed on. I watched him continue flitting through the enemy guild, reaching out and tapping players left and right. When the rear ranks had passed him by, he dropped onto his haunches and stared after them, waiting.

      The enemy raid fanned out into a half-circle on the far side of the rooftop and started discussing amongst themselves—arguing, really—but before I had a chance to hear anything interesting, the center of the tower bulged and swelled.

      The stone split and parted, and an enormous black flower bloomed out of the center of the building.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Darkheart Bloom} (Level 22 Plant) {Raid Boss}

        HP: 500,000/500,000

        MP: 250,000/250,000

      

      

      It looked like a dark, oversized rose, and its petals were covered in dripping liquid that smelled like gasoline. The thick substance sizzled as it hit the floor and sent brightly colored fumes drifting into the air.

      The greenery that framed the flower’s base swelled and surged before long, thorn-covered vines crept out and lashed across the battlefield, battering the nearest tank before he could react.

      Then the fight was on, with melee charging in and hopping or ducking the lashing vines. The ranged gave the tanks some time to consolidate aggro before they launched their own attacks from the edges of the rooftop.

      I gripped my pistols a little tighter and waited. I figured the boss itself would probably be simple for our opponents, given they were expected to kill that thing with three enemy players lurking around and trying to interfere.

      But I wasn’t about to take any chances.

      I sent a quick message to Sleep to tell him I was ready to engage, then took aim at a different magic user with each gun and let two Overcharged ravens fly.

      Small bursts of dark magic appeared high above the damage dealers’ heads—horizontal portals spinning some twenty feet in the air—then bright blue and gold-laced ravens raced down out of the sky, dove, and detonated in twin splashes of cerulean light.

      The effect was just as I’d hoped: the Kingfisher Rune that forced my spells to appear above my enemies meant there was no visual trail giving away my position, and my Cloudviper Rune was converting my Ravenblast damage into a Mana Burn that was striking for around 300 per hit and interacting nicely with Mingo’s Chained Exhaustion Rune.

      “Healers first!” Frank said, voice low.

      “Nope. Rookie mistake.” I picked out another pair of mages.

      “What do you mean, no? Nobody says no to me.”

      “We’ll get there, but I’m not trying to burst their Mana down yet—I’m attacking sporadically and hoping the raid will assume the effect is part of the encounter.”

      I fired off another pair of birds while targeting a caster who had already burnt through a decent chunk of Mana. They dove and splashed home, and the Mana Burn triggered Mingo’s Chained Exhaustion Rune. A ghostly, soundless explosion ripped across the battlefield, bathing it in an eerie green glow that the enemy didn’t seem to pick up on.

      “Still think you should be doing that to the healers. Raid boss is already at 90%. They’re gonna drop it at this rate.”

      I kept the spells flying one after another, picking my targets so that the birds were diving and splashing into place seemingly at random while prioritizing exhaustion runes and spreading the effect like a contagion.

      “We’ll pick things up soon. But if a healer suddenly loses 20% of their Mana, there’s a good chance they’ll pull up their combat log to see exactly what happened. But damage dealers—people like you, Frank—might not even notice the Mana loss at first, and they’re certainly not going to pull up their combat log in melee range or break a rotation to check the source mid-raid. The name of the game is sabotage, not throw everything at your enemy and hope it works out.”

      “Why not kill the tanks, then?”

      “Because that’s exactly what they’re expecting. Look at their healers and how often they’re casting. I’ve been watching the tanks, and their Health bars haven’t even dropped beneath 90% before they jump back to full. They’re overhealing and wasting a ton of Mana to make that happen, which works out great for us.”

      I scanned the melee as I picked out another pair of targets. Our prep work was nearly done; all of the heals they’d been focusing on their tanks had spread Mingo’s Chained Dampening Runes far and wide, and now the entire raid was burning 10% more Mana with every cast and receiving 20% less healing from every spell that came their way.

      The fight itself was fairly straightforward, as I’d assumed: the flower was the central target while the vines accounted for its melee damage, though the bulb was constantly spitting seeds across the battlefield every few seconds.

      If the spiky seeds were destroyed, they exploded and damaged everyone around them, and if not, they grew into mobs of varying strength, little flower-like creatures that sent clouds of green vapor drifting through the air.

      With that in mind, I dropped my pistols into my inventory and grabbed my railgun, then loaded in another Kingfisher Rune. I took aim at a distant seed and one-shotted it while four enemy players were in range. The seed exploded and hurled a wave of spikes in every direction.

      “Cool, found another way to add damage without being noticed.”

      “Nice,” Frank said, “but as usual, I can do you one better. See the healer at four o’clock?”

      I looked over. She wore a white robe and carried a long, golden staff capped by an hourglass. “Yeah. What about her?”

      “She’s the only one I’ve seen cleansing the poison from the clouds.”

      “Great call!” I scanned the battlefield with that in mind. “Now that you mention it, they don’t seem to be targeting the seeds at all. Maybe the explosions they cause on death are too much to deal with.”

      I dropped a message into the group chat and asked both Sleep and Mingo to position themselves next to the healer and wait for my mark, provided they still had their vanishes available so they could reengage stealth mid-combat if needed to retreat safely.

      I charged a blast with my rifle and watched them creep across the battlefield. While Sleep stuck to the edges of the rooftop, Mingo just sort of wobbled through the center of the fight but somehow managed to avoid getting hit.

      Once they were in position behind the healer, I waited for a vine to strike her and chunk her Health down a bit, then took aim with my rifle and sent an enormous raven diving out of the sky from directly above her head.

      Her eyes flicked up just before the spell made contact, then it was splashing over her for 1,600 and dropping her to 53%. Even as her Health dropped, Mingo was in motion, a palm strike catching her beneath the chin and knocking her a full foot off the ground while feathers flew all around her.

      Sleep snatched her out of the air from behind and suplexed her backward into the ground, then executed a crazy-looking backflip without letting go of her and suplexed her a second time to confirm the kill with a vibrant blast of blue energy.

      Sleep and Mingo split and sprinted away, vanishing into thin air before anyone could react to the sudden death.

      “One healer down, three to go,” Frank said. “Not seeing anyone else cleanse the poison effect yet.”

      The area around the dead healer exploded with spells, then there came more shouts, and the infighting over what the hell had just happened was officially on.

      The enemy players peppered the rooftop with magic, sending cones of ice flying while huge bolts of lightning flashed again and again as dark clouds boiled over the small space.

      But both Mingo and Sleep had run all the way onto the vine bridge the raid had used earlier, and they were well out of range of the random effects.

      “We need another target within 60 seconds,” I said. “At that point, Sleep’s vanish cooldown will be ready, and we can delete another healer or—”

      I cut off as a dark metal sphere ripped into the tree I was hiding in, struck me in the shoulder, and knocked me off the branch.

      “Hit for 650!” Frank said as I tipped over backward, rifle nearly flying from my grip. The leaves went by in a green rush as I plummeted down, plunging through the bottom of the pine and onto the ground below.

      “Incoming!” Frank said.

      The ground was already seething; two great stone hands had risen out of the grass and were about to clap shut around me.

      I activated Doppelganger, then popped Clonedrift and sent myself zipping in one direction across the forest floor while I scattered my Doppels and sent them sprinting the other way.

      The stone hands closed around the clones, sparks flying between the stony knuckles.

      Clonedrift ran its full length, depositing me behind a thick trunk that I leaned up against for cover. I slipped Frank out of his sheath and poked him around the rough bark.

      “Are they coming? Did they see me?”

      “They’re going after your Doppels annnnd they’re gone. I’m not seeing anyone heading our way just yet.”

      I stood there, heart pounding, waiting for combat to drop so that I could use my stealth item to go invisible and reposition. “What about the boss?”

      “Dropping fast, currently at 62%,” Frank said. “Poison clouds are putting a hurt on the whole raid, and people are starting to run low on Mana. Haven’t seen another cleanse since we killed that healer.”

      “Could be worse,” I said. Then there was movement to my left, and things got worse.
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      I dove onto the grass, and a molten axe buried itself several inches into the very spot my head had been resting against a moment earlier, bark hissing and scorching around the blade.

      A player wearing baggy white trousers and a red sash across a bare chest stood about ten feet away between a pair of pines, hands wreathed in orange flames.

      He made a slashing motion, and another fiery axe formed above his left shoulder and started spinning in place. A second followed over his other shoulder, then a third appeared above his head.

      It looked like he was about to send the trio spinning my way, so I hit him with a Dreadful Shot that sent him running backward and right off the cliff.

      But the axes stayed in place, and their rate of rotation was still increasing.

      “It’s a delayed activation!” Frank said, right as all three summoned weapons flew my way.

      My eyes went wide, and while I managed to get an Illusory Mirror up in place to send the first axe spinning away into a nearby trunk, I wasn’t quick enough to get the Double Cast off in time.

      The second and third fiery blades punched right through the falling fragments of my broken mirror and connected squarely with my chest, a one-two punch that knocked me backward and onto the grass.

      “Both crit!” Frank said.

      My Heart Vessel exploded wetly against the back of my neck.

      “Incoming!” Frank said as two bow-wielding players leaped up onto the clifftop from below.

      I rolled to my feet, equipped my pistols, and mentally dropped the Cloudviper Rune to get rid of the Mana drain effect.

      I took off, running along a downed tree and leaped some bushes, bark and pine needles flying all around me as a hail of metal ripped into my surroundings. I constantly dipped around the many pines, doing my best to break the pursuing players’ line of sight while retaliating with instant ravens whenever I could afford it.

      “Sleep and Mingo just dropped another healer while you’ve been running around like a headless chicken, and there’s only two left,” Frank said. “Raid boss under 50%. This is looking kinda dicey.”

      I nodded and kept kiting, leading the two players through the woods and along the cliff so I could keep an eye on the fight below.

      It had devolved into sheer chaos, with the damage dealers split between trying to force Mingo and Sleep back out of stealth while others stayed focused on the boss.

      The poison clouds now covered the majority of the rooftop and were doing a massive amount of work, steadily chipping away at the Health of the entire raid and forcing the healers to burn cooldowns as well as extra Mana to keep everybody up.

      “Your Health still at 32%,” Frank said. “Careful, vessel’s down and you’re vulnerable.”

      The air warped in front of me, then a player appeared with a sword held in two hands, a dark blade whose entire length was crackling with electricity.

      I planted a foot in the soft earth and juked deeper into the woods, but someone was crashing through the pines over there, too. I grunted and changed direction again, then turned and ran for the only remaining open area: the rooftop.

      But I only managed a couple of steps before something thumped into my shoulder.

      “Your Health at 27%, slowed for three seconds!” Frank said, right as I jumped off the cliff.

      I hadn’t accounted for the slow, though, and my leap came up short. I slammed into the edge of the rooftop chest-first, bounced off it, and barely managed to keep my grip with one hand.

      I swung from left to right while arrows thunked into the building, peppering me with stone as I hauled myself up and over.

      “Leaps incoming!” Frank said.

      I turned and fired a Gravity Bird about halfway up the cliff and managed to catch two of my pursuers in mid-air. If they didn’t have another movement ability up, they’d be plummeting down to the street below when the black hole expired.

      The battlefield in front of me was littered with badly wounded players, many of whom were already in execute range thanks to the poison clouds and the healers’ need to prioritize targets for their heals.

      Luck was on my side, too. The two tanks were currently facing away from me while engaging with the boss’ lashing vines, and the raid had their backs to the cliff and hadn’t noticed my arrival on the rooftop.

      Before I could relax at all an arrow the size of a harpoon landed to my left with a long metal rope trailing behind it.

      “Someone’s gonna ride down on that!” Frank said. “Boss at 36%!”

      I waited for the rope to go taut, then took a page out of Darling’s book and kicked the arrow right out of the stone and barked a laugh at the scream that resulted.

      “Screw it! All in on the last healers!”

      “Marking one now!” Frank said.

      Both Sleep and Mingo ghosted over from across the battlefield, converging on the target Frank had picked out, a tall player dressed in bright blue robes.

      He was out of my range, so I brought my pistols up as I ran and pumped two instant, piercing ravens into the nearest player and followed up with a Dark Harvest.

      The player had been plunking away at the boss with a crossbow from max range, and the weapon tilted from his grip and rattled onto the floor as my Dark Harvest connected and dropped him for good.

      He was still crumpling to the ground as I jumped over him and right through the phantasm he’d left behind to grab a bit of Health back.

      Then a black skull appeared beneath him and a ring of dark smoke swept out in every direction.

      I thought I was done for, but the smoke washed right over me and chunked the nearby players for 400 apiece while also adding a debuff whose effects I didn’t have time to check.

      “That’s the death rune Mingo slapped onto your nipple at work, keep moving!” Frank said. “Target to your left!”

      I kited along the fringes of the raid, picking off wounded targets while trying to stay out of everyone’s range of view. I managed three more kills that caused explosions along the way to spread the death rune even further, but I didn’t dare dive into the raid to try to reclaim any more Health.

      After giving a ranged player a wide berth, I finally came into range of my target. We fell on him all at once, with Mingo stunning him as he came out of stealth. Sleep connected with a flying knee that set my gut to clenching sympathetically, then my pistols were barking and the birds were flying straight down from above one after the other.

      “Players in pursuit!” Frank said. “Your Health at 39%, still no vessel!”

      A shield popped up around the healer, but Sleep grabbed the player by the throat and choke-slammed him into the floor, causing bluish light to race across the space.

      As the player hit execute range, I had Harvest up, but Sleep beat me to it with an especially violent slam that caused another ring of black smoke to spread through the raid.

      “Next target’s marked!” Frank said. “Frank ‘em before we’re dead!”

      The final healer was close, and Mingo was the first to make it there, which was unfortunate for him because he ate some sort of defensive scream that sent him howling in the other direction, tearing at his face as he went.

      “Serving ‘em up for the spike!” Sleep said.

      He vanished and reappeared in front of the healer with one huge arm cocked back, forearm already sweeping out. Sleep connected with a vicious clothesline as I opened up with ravens, spells and projectiles detonating all around me.

      “Massive incoming!” Frank said. “Blow that nerd up while we’ve got the chance!”

      I fired another pair of ravens at the downed healer.

      “Frank!” Sleep said. Then he surprised me by grabbing the healer by the ankle and chucking him directly over my position.

      “Me!” Frank said, jubilant.

      I popped him into my free hand as I ran along and kept pace beneath the flying player, tracking him like a football I was intent on catching.

      I waited until his flight took him near the edge of the roof, activated Repel, then leaped with every ounce of strength I had and brought Frank down hard in an overhand smash. I caught him full in the back, and the Repel-powered blow spiked the healer down off the roof and out of the fight for good.

      I skidded to a stop and turned around—only to catch a hammer blow to the chest. The attack knocked me back, and I teetered there on the edge of the roof, wheeling my arms for balance.

      “You’re down to 16%!” Frank said.

      I went to activate Clonedrift to reposition, but an error message popped up: I was silenced.

      The hammer user stepped into an upward, vertical swing.

      I twisted away and managed to avoid it, but I nearly lost my footing at the same time, and the shift sent me tiptoeing down the very edge of the roof.

      Something smashed into my left side and blew me off the building. I flailed into open space, then the windows were rushing by and the green grass far below was getting closer and closer.

      Then I hit the ground, and the world grayed out.
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      Instead of transitioning right to a graveyard, this death was different: I hovered over the roof alongside an also-dead version of Mingo, watching as the hammer user who’d attacked me went charging at Sleep.

      Sleep stood his ground for a long moment, then twisted away, grabbed the guy by the back of his neck, and whipped him backward onto the floor.

      He turned and caught another leaping player by the throat and slammed him down, weapons clattering from his grip, but then an icy bolt flew down from above and locked Sleep’s legs in place.

      The remaining players crashed in on him, dogpiling with ability after ability.

      I watched Sleep’s Health absolutely tank, and I figured he was done for, but then the crush of bodies exploded away from him, sending players flying everywhere.

      The rockets mounted to either side of Sleep’s ridiculous helmet had fully engaged, and he was now flying head-first across the battlefield and directly at one of the two tanks.

      He whipped out the net gun even as he blitzed along several feet above the floor and fired both of its charges off one after the other.

      Sleep caught one of the tanks in a yellow, electrified net that would prevent healing for four seconds as he passed by, then snared the other one right before he crashed into him from behind for good measure.

      The stun kicked in for six seconds, but the helmet’s backfire effect locked Sleep down for half that long, and he was dead before the stun had time to run its course.

      Sleep popped into place beside me mid-yawn. “Well, think we did pretty good overall. Twenty on three is pretty brutal once you engage.”

      “You think we did enough?” I said.

      “I certainly did,” Frank said.

      Sleep pursed his lips. “Dunno, really. It’s gonna be close.”

      I eyed the fight below, wondering if we’d played things the wrong way. Several of their spellcasters had completely run out of Mana. One of them was actually whacking the giant plant with his staff, not that the creature seemed to notice.

      But both tanks were still standing, despite Sleep’s last-minute efforts, while the boss’ Health was at 25% and steadily dropping.

      For a moment, I thought we’d completely missed a healer, but that wasn’t the case. One of their damage dealers apparently had the capability to heal, but I knew for a fact that I’d burned out a good bit of his Mana at the beginning of the fight.

      I checked his bar right as a heal went out, and it clicked down to zero.

      “He’s out,” Sleep said with a grin. “Man, it’s gonna be close.”

      The tanks kept fighting, and the one who had aggro frequently glanced around and shouted instructions that we couldn’t hear.

      The raid boss lashed out again and again, and it was deeply satisfying to witness the moment when the shouting tank dropped below 50% and realized that heals weren’t coming.

      He activated some kind of defensive ability that stemmed the bleeding, but only slightly, and the lashes kept coming and the air was full of poison.

      “Boss at 18%,” Frank said. “Execute window’s wide open, but it looks like their damage is slowing down.”

      When the tank dropped, Mingo’s widely spread death rune activated once again. Black smoke surged across the battlefield, ripping into the melee positioned near the tank and dropping two more players, which resulted in two more explosions.

      The snowball continued from there, ripping through the badly damaged raid as each death caused another kill. It went on and on until the entire melee group was lying on the ground and only the ranged who had been out of the cloud’s area of effect remained.

      “Boss at 9%!” Frank said.

      I chewed my nails as the fight progressed and the raid boss’ lashing vines killed one player after another, cutting them down where they stood or battering them off the roof and down onto the streets below.

      “6%,” Frank said. “5%… 4%…”

      I held my breath. Only a handful of players remained, but the boss’ Health was still falling. I could barely watch, but I couldn’t take my eyes off their Health bars either.

      One of their windows grayed, then another, and then another.

      “3%… 2%…”

      The great flower withdrew its vines and curled in on itself, then disappeared back into the darkness within the center of the tower.

      “What just happened?” I said. “Did they kill it, or—”

      I cut off as I respawned back in the forest, standing alongside Mingo and Sleep in the same clearing we’d found earlier.

      Prompts followed before any of us had a chance to speak.

      
        
        Congratulations, you successfully completed a {Major Door}!

      

      

      
        
        You received {Saboteur’s Shoulders}!

        You received {Minor Door Token} x1,000!

        You received {Possibility King’s Loaded Die} (Tier I)!

      

      

      “Damn,” Frank said. “It had to roll Tier I, huh?”

      “Whatever, I’ll happily take it at this point.”

      I pulled up the loot, starting with the pauldrons.

      
        
        {Saboteur’s Shoulders}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 61

        Slot: Shoulders

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +15 Intelligence, +15 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

        Armor: +7%

      

      

      Then I pulled up the real prize.

      
        
        {Possibility King’s Loaded Die} (Tier I)

        Rarity: Legendary

        Use: Allows you to modify a single setting of a given battle within the Thousand Tower Tournament and select a replacement from all possible options.

        Charges: 1

        Warning: A guild may only possess a single Loaded Die at any given time, and this item may not be used within the Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament.

      

      

      I popped the item into my palm. It was an oversized red die, its numbers indicated by black spots.

      “This is weaker than what Redacted used before, right? Theirs was Tier III?”

      “Uh huh. Higher tier, more rerolls.”

      I dropped the item into my inventory. “I’m just glad we pulled that off. Should be able to use this thing to get a bit of defense against Corruptia. Might keep us from getting totally screwed like we did the first time around.”

      Sleep popped his own die between two fingers. “Huh, we got one of those things too. This is what you were after, eh?”

      I inspected it and found that he’d ended up with an item of the same tier. “Yep. One of those little guys got us absolutely crushed in the first round of Prelims. Still trying to recover from it.”

      “I see.” He pocketed it. “Well, not a bad haul, really! Maybe we’ll give the second iteration of the tournament a shot at some point, but this was pretty solid for an afternoon’s work. I scored a really nice pair of rare boots, and Mingo got a chest piece.”

      “Glad to hear it. You could probably sell that Loaded Die to another guild for a good amount, too. I might even be willing to buy, depending on how the next round goes. Or outprice anybody else who’s interested.”

      “We’ll see,” Sleep said with a grin. “You owe us twice over now, yeah? Don’t forget about our Freighter date tomorrow afternoon.”

      “I got you on that, and I really appreciate the help. Especially on short notice.”

      Sleep threw an arm around Mingo again, though he had to stoop slightly to manage it. “Cheers, guys! This was a great time. Until next time.”

      They vanished before I could respond.
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      The instance closed, and I was teleported right back into the Stronghold.

      The room was still pretty empty, with only a smattering of guildies sitting around nearby tables, tapping at the air and accessing menus or discussing their next move.

      And even as I wondered what my own next move should be, a call for Francis came in from Tyrann.

      “Hey Frank, you see that?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Francis’ debut is finally here.”

      I went to seat myself in one of the corners so Tyrann wouldn’t be able to see the nearby guildies, then muted their conversations to be safe. Next, I threw on the illusion I’d created for Francis and took the call with the video feed enabled for the very first time.

      “Hey there Fran… woah.” Tyrann leaned into the camera. “Just a heads up, I can actually see you right now.”

      “Yeah, I left it on. Figured we’ve come that far, right? Still going to keep a low profile, but why not.”

      He smiled. “I suppose we have.” He sounded tired, but there was an undeniable note of cheer in his voice. “Thanks for the payment this morning, that was nice to log into. Appreciate how prompt it was.”

      “Not a problem! Expansion been going well?”

      “Oh yeah. Should have something like fifteen additional routes completed for you later today. They’re mostly over here on the eastern continent, but I figured you’d appreciate that regardless.”

      “Yeah, absolutely. And thanks for holding up your end of the deal during the Siege. Think we’d have lost the city without your help.”

      Tyrann sighed. “Yeah. Can’t lie, that was a painful one. Didn’t think I’d see that selfish asshole ending up on the same side. You coulda warned me on that one, Francis.”

      I sucked my teeth. “I would have, but I didn’t know myself. Not like I had a roster in hand for the defenses. Full disclosure though, I did try reaching out to Ned personally to see if he’d help. Figured I might be able to pay him and Omen to swing things a bit further. But when nobody answered, I moved on.”

      “I see.” He paused. “Where exactly are you right now?”

      I thought about that and was about to respond when he pushed on.

      “I take it you’re not in the Oasis. I don’t recognize the room you’re in.”

      “Not at the moment, no.”

      “You might wanna take a look around the city before long. There were some, uh… unseen complications up in Highwater after you sent us that way before the Siege kicked off. We ran into a couple nice people up there with similar goals, I think. At least in my case.”

      “Not sure what you’re trying to say.”

      “Just a friendly word of warning: I’m thinking you might want to scope out that tunnel you sent us through before too long. Or better yet, figure out a way to give them what they want.”

      “Hold on a second,” I said. “Who exactly are ‘they’? Wait, are you talking about the Queen of Highwater?”

      “Yup. I don’t know if you’ve gotten close enough to notice, but there’s quite the light show going up in Highwater. And since we’re being honest with each other here, I might have scratched her back a little for a bit of help with the whole Ned problem. Wasn’t thinking it’d come back on you, though.

      “Still not sure how bad it’ll be, but figured the warning would help, and I imagine those defenses of yours will probably hold against whatever she’s got going on. Anyway, I just wanted to shoot that over. We gonna be seeing you in the tournament? Cult’s got our hands full right now with something big, but we’ll be throwing down in the second iteration.”

      “Mmm, don’t think so. Maybe in one of the later rounds, but my focus is elsewhere.”

      “I get that. Getting pretty rough in there, I guess. Anyway, cheers, Francis. And I’m sorry if this comes down on you. Don’t think it will, but yeah. I’ll let you know how the routes are going.”

      “Sure, thanks.”

      Tyrann ended the call, and I blew out a puff of air. “Could you imagine keeping this guy around as an actual ally?”

      “Wanting you dead goes pretty far in my book.”

      “And how’s that been working out for him so far?”

      “True enough. I do have a hard time penalizing him knowing he was my first, though.”

      “Didn’t you learn anything from that conversation with Darling earlier on? You gotta phrase that differently.”

      There was a flash of light to my left, then the meowing started.

      “Hey, House,” I said without turning around. “Welcome back.”

      “Thank you.” She took a seat beside me, and while I’d expected a furry stampede to accompany her, there were only a handful of cats around, some twining between the chairs while another was perched on her shoulder. “I have something to show you.”

      I squinted at her. “On a scale from one to ten, how alarmed should I be?”

      “Three.”

      “Solid.”

      “My plans for economic domination are proceeding nicely.”

      “Slightly more concerning than a three, but okay.”

      “And I have already widened the scope of my ambitions by making dramatic and lasting changes to your structures.”

      I stared at her. “Are we still at a three out of ten? Because this feels like an escalation.”

      She stood up. “You seem irritated. Are you in need of soothing?”

      “If you’re asking if I currently need a cat, then no.”

      She held out a hand, revealing a piece of white paper covered in golden stickers. “Perhaps you’d like to purchase one of these.”

      “Is that what you’ve been selling to people the last few days? Stickers?”

      “These are not mere stickers.” She straightened her back and crossed her arms. “These are House stars.”

      I snorted. “How the hell did you pull that off?”

      “A friend within the guild took up the Paperwork profession on my behalf. I have been leveling Scrollwork as Frank instructed earlier as a route to secure my inevitable revenge on the goblin known as Ersatz while continuing to buy out their herb supplies, so I have had plenty of surplus materials to exchange in trade.”

      I reached out a hand, palm up. “Sure, I’ll take a star. How much are you asking? Couple silvers or something?”

      House beamed. “Excellent. That will be twenty-five thousand Frank points.”

      “Wait, what?” Frank said. “Oh no. No no no. What did you just say, robot?”

      “I am House, and that will be twenty-six thousand Frank points.”

      “Did the price just go up?” I said.

      “It did indeed.”

      “But I didn’t even say anything!”

      Frank bristled at my hip. “Hold on, is this why you wanted estimates for everyone?”

      I barked a laugh. “I guess you’re the other front in her economic war, Frank. Sucks for you, huh?”

      “You can’t just sell your dumb stars for Frank points.”

      House produced a handful of blank white sheets of paper that she’d already ripped stickers off. “It appears that, as usual, you are incorrect.”

      Frank growled.

      “I uh… I don’t have twenty-six thousand Frank points, House,” I said. “I don’t think I even have half that many.”

      She pocketed the stickers. “That is a shame.”

      “Hold on a minute here,” Frank said. “You can’t trade my points, House.”

      “And yet I have been doing exactly that for the better part of two days. And to great success.”

      “And this ratio is a load of crap: twenty-five thousand to one?”

      “Twenty-seven thousand,” House corrected.

      “It should be, like, three thousand stars for half a point.”

      “The market appears to disagree with your conclusion.”

      “What do your dumb stars even do?”

      “They exist in the physical world.” She glared down at him. “What do Frank points do?”

      “Ohh no you didn’t. Hey, elf boy. I need you to describe the following gesture while also properly conveying the amount of disdain I’m putting into it.” He flipped her off, hard.

      “Got it. House, Frank is rubbing his belly and patting his head at the same time.”

      “That’s not at all what I was doing!”

      House tried doing exactly that, failed, then looked at me. “It seems that while Frank has finally learned to do more than a single thing at once, he still lacks an understanding of the value of branding.”

      “You do get that I can just award myself more Frank points, right? I could give Ned here a billion if I wanted to.”

      I perked up at that, then quietly berated myself for it.

      “Indeed you could.” House sniffed. “And doing so would rapidly devalue your already borderline worthless currency. In addition to branding, it seems you also lack the capacity to grasp the concept of inflation.”

      “Worthless!” Frank said. “I’ll show you inflation. I’m gonna inflate that ca—”

      He cut off as House leaned down to eye level.

      “Never mind. Are you hearing this, elf boy?”

      I held up my hands. “Yeah, but I’m gonna sit firmly on the sidelines for this one.”

      “Yeah, you would, wouldn’t you?” Frank said. “What’s your endgame, robot?”

      “Are you familiar with the theory of the invisible hand of the market?”

      “You know I don’t read.”

      “I am aware. I was simply being polite. The theory proposes that the free market will inevitably steer the world toward the most possible good.”

      I snorted.

      “So… what?” Frank said. “Are you trying to get good or something? What do you want? More cats? I still haven’t seen any cats named Frank, Frank, and Frank running around, so I’m not negotiating until that happens at the very least. We had a deal.”

      House steepled her fingers. “This discussion is over for the time being. It shall resume when I have acquired more leverage.”

      “Huh? God, you’re making even less sense than usual.”

      House peeled a sticker off the page and placed it between the glowing eyes of 2.0, who she was still wearing like a very heavy coat.

      “This is a seriously worrisome development,” Frank said, his voice low.

      “Yeah, for you,” I said.

      “On a related economic note,” House said, “I would like to show you the changes I have made to your structures.”

      I checked the time. We still had a little while before the next Preliminary round started, but not enough to complete another door, and it looked like Darling and company were all busy.

      And given Tyrann’s warning, I did want to get a look at the city, risks and all.

      I hopped off the stool. “Alright then. Let’s head on in.”
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      The city was fairly empty compared to its usual hustle and bustle, so I decided to head straight in without an illusion in place.

      I’d sent word ahead to Arlann to have the guard scope out the tunnel and to let me know if anything weird was up, which it almost certainly was.

      But at House’s request, we headed up the steps to the inn first.

      She jumped up the last two steps and held the door. “I present the new and improved inn.”

      I stepped inside, and it was pretty much exactly what I’d expected: the same, but with more cats.

      “Uhhhh huh. This is your business plan for the inn, then?”

      “Indeed,” House said. “I have been meticulously tracking the dwell time of each customer and subsequently found that introducing animals has increased the average stay by 15%, which has led to a similar increase in profits.”

      I scratched the back of my head. “Dwell time, huh?”

      House leaned in and whispered into my ear. “I also taught them to spring into the laps of anyone who appears as if they are about to leave the bar.”

      “Devious. I love it. You’ve really put a lot more thought into this than I realized.”

      “Indeed. Shall we move on to the Auction House?”

      “Yeah, why not.”

      We headed down the road and toward the Auction House, where House also insisted upon being the first to the door and throwing it open.

      I sighed as I moved up the steps. “I’m beginning to sense a pattern.”

      “Is it cats?” Frank said.

      “Yeah, it’s more cats. House, you can’t just put cats in every building and call it a business plan.”

      She cocked her head. “Why not?”

      I made as if to speak, then stopped. Then tried again to the same result. “Well, I mean, I guess that’s a thing you could do.”

      I stepped up to the counter and pulled up some tabs, racing through the options as I eyed the timer I’d set for the next round of Prelims.

      A surprising amount of gear from the event was already available, but most of it was considerably under my level. I started clicking through the Jewelry options, then a guard burst into the building completely out of breath, putting his hands on his knees as he entered.

      I whipped around, not loving the commotion and the amount of interest he was drawing from the other players nearby who’d seen me come in but hadn’t registered the name until now.

      And that only got worse when he stepped up to me and placed a hand on my shoulder. “The Captain has news in the Royal… in what used to be the Royal Ward. Please hurry to meet him.”

      I gave the cat-packed Auction House one last look, then sighed. I didn’t love the idea of leaving the protection of the walls and the many guards within the Commercial Ward, but if Arlann himself was over there, he probably had a sizable company with him.

      “You wanna tag along to see what’s up, House?”

      “Certainly.” She snapped her fingers, and three chunks of metal broke off her back and whipped up over my head, clicking and clacking into healing bots.

      “Thanks for that. Let’s—”

      I cut off as the ground shook beneath me, a vibration so strong I staggered and clipped my shoulder on the doorframe. I glanced back at the guard, wide-eyed, but his only response was to frantically wave me on.

      I jumped down the steps and was grateful for the distraction: every single person—player and NPC alike—had stopped in the street to gaze toward the ruins of the Royal Ward and the column of black smoke now rising above it.

      The guards were visible in the distance, and although none of them seemed to be panicking or rushing to engage whatever was headed our way, I still mounted up and throttled my way through the crowd while House’s bots whirred along above me.

      I would have preferred to take the ropeways that linked the wards for a bit of extra security, but they were still being repaired. Instead, I ended up flying down the dune and across a temporary wooden bridge over the river between the wards before heading up the same slope that the Cult had rushed down during the Siege.

      As I tore up the dune, a handful of guards turned toward me with weapons drawn, but they lowered them and parted to let House and me pass as we drew closer. We rode on through scorched earth and broken buildings, eventually finding Arlann squatting on his haunches in front of an all-too-familiar cellar.

      The doors were wide open, and the black smoke I’d seen earlier was pouring out of them. Another explosion shook the ground as I approached, followed by another, and then another.

      I dropped off my mount and swung in next to him, placing my back against what little remained of the wall and drawing my pistols to be safe.

      “House, do you mind keeping an eye out? Feeling kind of exposed out here.”

      “Certainly.” She and 2.0 burst apart, the huge cat unfolding off her back and running off one way while House went the other.

      “Bold phrasing,” Frank said.

      “I think she’s learned enough not to gouge an eye out at this point. If not, it’ll regenerate.” I looked at Arlann. “So what’s going on with the explosions?”

      As if in response, Arlann dropped to his knees and reached into the smoke. He wrapped a gauntleted hand around something and yanked seventy percent of a corpse out into the open.

      The body was missing both arms, an ankle, and the top of its head, but it wasn’t bleeding, and the empty eye sockets were shining gold as if the skull was a lantern.

      He tossed it aside and spat.

      I stared at the thing, then inspected it, though I was pretty sure I knew what I was about to find.

      
        
        {Lesser Ghoul} (Level 19 Undead)

        HP: 0/2,500

        MP: 0/400

      

      

      “This is increasingly what we’re having to deal with, unfortunately. And the situation is far weirder than you’d likely expect. Thought you’d like to take a look.”

      I pointed my pistols down into the cellar, but Arlann threw a hand out to block my path.

      “Let me take the lead. I already know what we’re dealing with.”

      I eyed the smoke, dubious. “We’re going in?”

      “The worst of it should have billowed out by now. Follow me, and watch your step. You need to see this.”

      Arlann took two steps into the cellar, and the smoke completely enveloped him. I sent a message to House, asking her to watch the entrance for other players, then plunged down after him.

      The smoke stung my eyes and burned my throat, and while it was bearable, I couldn’t see much at all.

      “What about the explosions?” I asked. “What’s causing them?”

      “That was my call, fortunately. I’m sealing the tunnel to Highwater. I was hoping to speak with you prior to igniting the charges, but the situation was on the verge of getting out of hand.”

      There was a flash of silvery light up ahead, and I didn’t realize it had come from Arlann’s sword until a badly decayed skull rolled up against my feet, eye sockets shining with that same strange, golden glow. The teeth were bright as well, flecks of gold shining through the gaps.

      I kicked the head away and watched it roll down the tunnel.

      “Because of these things?”

      “Yep. You were the one who scouted this place out and opened it up—does the presence of undead surprise you as much as it does me?”

      I thought back to when House and I had cleared the bugs out of the tunnel. “Yeah, it was just insects at the time. Nasty ones, but still. When did this start?”

      Arlann led me a bit deeper in, and the smoke gradually began to clear. “I’m not quite sure, to be completely honest with you. I’ve talked to my guards, and the earliest any of them can remember seeing one of these ghouls is slightly after the Siege. There’s more, though.”

      The smoke parted slightly, and we came across a small group of guards. Arlann exchanged a quick word with them, and the group fell back slightly.

      He pointed down the tunnel, where more eye sockets were glowing like flames in the dark. A trio of ghouls stood a little distance away, crouching above another corpse.

      “Here,” Arlann said, as he stepped forward and sheathed his weapon. “Watch this, but don’t interfere.”

      One of the nearby guards raised a crossbow and put a large bolt through the back of the nearest ghoul’s skull. The creature faceplanted onto the ground, and its two companions straightened, turned toward us, and shambled in our direction.

      I raised a pistol as they drew within striking range of Arlann, but before I could react, he’d drawn his sword and pushed my revolver down with the flat of his blade.

      “Stay back a bit and just watch. The aggression is the strangest part. Or the lack thereof, I suppose.”

      The creatures sniffed the air as they closed in, hands extended in front of them, eyes bright in the smoky air. Their name tags were red, but they showed no sign of charging him.

      The one to my right was wearing a green tabard that looked as if it had been expensive back in the day—maybe made of silk or something similar—and the creature’s leather boots were still in great shape.

      The ghoul to my left wore only a few shreds of bright clothing atop its decaying skin, but the way the fabric clung to its shoulders and fanned out over its thighs made me think it had once been a dress. There was also a distinct floral scent cutting through the smoke, likely perfume.

      “See?” Arlann said. “It’s quite odd, really.” He took a step back. “They’re erratic and prone to lashing out, but they behave much differently than the monstrosities that have been pouring out of the rifts. Truth be told, if there hadn’t been several hundred of these things wandering through the tunnel, I probably would have just locked the cellar and let them be. But their sheer numbers were concerning enough that I felt the need to act.”

      “Makes sense, one less thing to deal with.” I squinted beyond the ghouls and down the tunnel, where a giant pile of dirt and debris was heaped from floor to ceiling. Several more of the creatures were huddled near the blockage, gathered around a ghoul that had been half-buried in the explosion.

      “Is it just the one section that’s collapsed?”

      “Indeed, I was careful with the rigging. I was hoping to block it off in a way that would preserve the bulk of the tunnel in case we needed to make use of it again in the future.”

      “Great thinking, I’d really hate to lose this permanently.” I rooted through my inventory, digging through pattern after pattern in search of a particular recipe that I’d found at the very end of this same tunnel. “Here we go. Frank, take a look at this real quick?”

      I linked him the recipe.

      
        
        Machinist Recipe: {Eartheater} (Vehicle)

        Creates a one-person ground mount that moves at 5% of base speed but can expend Soul Gems to create tunnels through the earth. This vehicle is only operable within the Onyx Delta, and some tunnel restrictions apply.

        Requirements: {Iron Bar} x40, {Gold Bar} x10, {Silver Gear} x20, {Iron Crank} x5, {Soul Gem} x100, {Large Soul Gem} x5, {Greater Soul Gem} x1.

      

      

      “Yeah? What about it?”

      “Would that work for clearing the dirt in a pinch? I’m guessing it’d take forever to carve another tunnel to Highwater, but if we just clear the blockage…”

      “Yup, that’d work fine. It’s slow, but it could blow through the loose dirt pretty fast.”

      “Great, thanks.” I shot a quick message to House and asked her to get one of those machines up and running.

      The ghouls the crossbowman had drawn turned and began to shamble away, so I moved a bit deeper into the tunnel and stepped up beside Arlann.

      And the very moment I reached him, one of the ghouls whipped its head around so quickly that I heard its neck crack from twenty feet off.

      The creature’s golden eyes flashed red, and it loosed a howl that goosebumped my skin, the awful sound echoing down the tunnel. The ghouls gathered by the blockage all stood as one, eyes turning red the moment they spotted me.

      “That’s a new development. Guards, with me!”

      They clamored down the tunnel and took up positions alongside Arlann with their shields raised high.

      The first ghoul howled again, then dropped to all fours and burst forward with a level of acceleration that nobody was prepared for. One moment the thing was standing there, eyes glowing red, and the next thing I knew, it had closed the distance between itself and the guards and was crawling along the wall to get around them.

      I raised a pistol, but one of the guards jabbed a spear into the creature’s back and pinned it to the side of the tunnel.

      “Leave it, wall up!” Arlann said, and the guard left his weapon behind to rejoin the formation. The ghoul hung there, howling and clawing at the dirt walls.

      I moved to the left of the tunnel and eyed the horde that was scrambling toward us. Their eyes were locked on me, and I figured they’d probably scatter around Arlann’s group just as the first one had if given the chance.

      But the tunnel had an especially narrow choke point about ten feet up, so I sent a Gravity Bird flying above Arlann’s left shoulder and detonated it before the horde could make it that far.

      When the second ghoul reached Arlann, he met it with his shield, bashing it away and driving his sword into the creature’s glowing throat in one smooth motion.

      I stepped around the gathered guards, who were now staring at the black hole spinning in front of them. The ghouls were charging forward, just as mindlessly as I’d expected, and every last one of them ended up spinning and churning under the Gravity Bird’s influence.

      I fired a couple of pistol ravens to soften them up as I stalked closer, then swapped to my blunderbuss and dropped the entire group with a pair of instant, piercing ravens.

      The Gravity Bird winked out, and their corpses thudded onto the tunnel floor in a heap.

      A couple of them were sparking green, so I dropped to one knee and started digging through the loot. There wasn’t much—just a pair of low-level Soul Gems—but I did find a scrap of cloth that strongly reminded me of the cloaks the Merchant Kings had once used to dictate who was able to sell water.

      Arlann peered over my left shoulder. “What do you think?”

      “I’ve got an idea of who might be behind this. I’m thinking Highwater.”

      Arlann jerked a thumb into the darkness behind us. “Or perhaps it has something to do with whatever those dwarves are doing beneath the rivers. Wouldn’t surprise me in the slightest if they’ve dug up something terrible. I’ve sent guards to speak with them, but they’ve ignored us every time and just waded right in.”

      I stood up and stretched. “Well, I guess I’ll take a look at Highwater when I get the chance. Got Prelims coming up shortly, but I should be able to squeeze it in afterward.”

      I started heading out of the tunnel and Arlann fell in beside me, though his guards stayed behind.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d keep me updated on what you find.”

      “Sure thing.”

      I sent a quick message to House to make sure it was still safe to pop out of the cellar, then slipped up and out in front of Arlann. I sucked in a lungful of fresh air and looked around.

      “How’s the city doing otherwise?”

      “Well enough, all things considered. The Commercial Ward itself is thriving—those defenses your lot set up are damn near impregnable. At least for now, given the way the rush has dissipated.

      “At the same time, your tree is covering up what would normally be a housing crisis, but unless it keeps growing and the rate dramatically increases, eventually we’ll need to retake the other wards for space before long.

      “The Red Cathedral has been pulling a great deal of would-be hunters to the city, and while I’m grateful for the help, I think their moods will turn sour once the beds run out.”

      “We need more defenses, then?”

      He shrugged. “Something like that. I just don’t know how we even start the construction with the constant influx of threats.”

      I thought of the Skyvault we’d dropped earlier and the great mimic that had been left behind.

      “I’m not quite ready to build out into the other wards just yet, but if it becomes necessary, I might have a way to handle it. Shame the dwarves you mentioned aren’t working on walls.”

      Then a message came in from Darling: the second round of Prelims was about to begin. I dusted myself down.

      “Well, I gotta get going. Thanks for the heads up, though. Any chance your people have seen that NPC I asked you to keep an eye out for? Lars?”

      Arlann shook his head. “Nothing yet.”

      I spat onto the sand. “Could I ask you to station a few extra guards at the inn? Specifically to keep watch over Lars’ mother.”

      “You think there’s something malicious going on? I thought he left of his own free will?”

      I nodded. “He left a note that said exactly that. I really thought he’d be back by now, though.” I pointed a pistol down into the cellar, from which dark smoke was still pouring out and rising high into the air. “I’ve just got a bad feeling about all this, that’s all.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I headed back to the Stronghold to wait for the final minutes of the Prelim timer to tick away. Darling was sitting beside me, and everyone who was participating was spread out around the rest of the inn.

      “This is it, then,” Darling said. “Do or die, in or out.”

      I popped the Loaded Die I’d found into the palm of my hand and rolled it around. “Yeah. At least we’ve got this guy to depend on.”

      “You think we’ll end up stuck with Corruptia members again?”

      “Yeah, probably. Not that many guilds participating. Guess it depends on the format we—”

      “Run!” Frank said.

      I’d felt it too—the telltale feel of aggro, a heaviness that was an order of magnitude weightier than anything I’d experienced so far—so I cut off mid-sentence and bolted, stool toppling behind me.

      Darling was already in motion, but I waved her back as I blew through the door and jumped off the porch, sprinting flat out for the house blocking the Stronghold’s entrance.

      “We got this!” Frank shouted, and I was grateful for that because Darling stopped mid-throw, weapon extended in my direction.

      I leaped the steps that led up to the house and paused on the porch.

      “Revenant incoming!” I shouted to Darling. “I have a plan for it, but if anybody’s up in the Cloudscape, they need to get out while they still can! And have everyone around the Sands look up and get ready to loot!”

      I flung the door open and dashed in, but I only made it halfway through the empty house before the wall behind me exploded in a conflagration of flame and wooden shrapnel.

      The Revenant had finally returned.

      A huge section of the floor exploded to my left, cinders and nails and clods of dirt flying. Whatever projectile the Revenant had lobbed my way had missed by a wide margin, but the burning debris had entirely blocked the hall that led to the door.

      I’d be dead by the time I managed to clear it, so I drew Frank and activated Repel, then slashed out at the nearest window and jumped right through it.

      I rolled as I hit the ground and regained my feet, wincing as the building exploded behind me yet again. The burning chunks of wood, glass, and metal that rained down around me and thumped into the sides of the tunnel told me that the Revenant’s exit had been even worse than its entrance.

      But I figured the timing was about right, so I activated the illusion I’d taken from Igor.

      Then I caught a chunk of iron to the lower back, and the illusion instantly broke.

      My face flushed hot. I wasn’t sure it’d even had time to fully apply. And if Igor hadn’t noticed…

      I gritted my teeth and activated Clonedrift to send myself soaring down the tunnel.

      My clone exploded almost instantly, so I activated Doppelganger as soon as I landed and sent my two Doppels running back the other way, hoping to draw the Revenant off and buy us some time.

      “It’s ignoring them!” Frank called out. “Mirror, left shoulder!”

      I threw up my left hand without even looking—the ground was rocky and uneven and I didn’t dare look back—and put a mirror in place.

      The tunnel had already been glowing orange as the Revenant drew closer, but whatever the creature threw my way made the space too bright to look at. Light flared all around me as if a bonfire had just been lit, only to dim again as whatever spell the creature had used reflected off my mirror and flew back the other way.

      Another explosion erupted behind me, and the resulting pressure wave sent me flying down the rest of the tunnel and onto the black sands beyond. I landed hard on my back, rolled twice, then couldn’t quite stop myself before tumbling down the nearest dune.

      I tumbled, sand flying all around me, until I hit a rock and bounced off it, then splashed into the shockingly cold water of the nearby river. I thrashed as I broke the surface and hauled myself out.

      Above me, the Revenant emerged from the tunnel and drew itself up to its full height.

      
        
        {Dread Revenant} (Level ?? Undead)

        HP: 2,300,000/2,300,000

        MP: 1,500,000/1,500,000

      

      

      On its hind legs, the creature stood about twenty feet tall, and its molten eyes had taken on a decidedly golden hue. Bright flames were racing in thin lines across its dark fur, and its earlier, wolf-like appearance had taken a decidedly humanoid turn.

      I checked my cooldowns, then froze as I realized the only thing I had to protect myself was Heart Vessel.

      The Revenant dropped to all fours and opened its mouth. Its dark throat began to glow, reddish light creeping up it at a frightening rate.

      I fired a Dreadful Shot at the creature, hoping to interrupt it and buy myself some time, but the spell bounced right off.

      “Resisted!” Frank said.

      I launched a Gravity Bird at it, hoping to interrupt the cast by forcing the creature to move, but again, the spell had no effect. I checked my defensive cooldowns again, increasingly desperate. There was nothing there.

      The reddish light intensified into a sphere of energy, and sand blasted away from the creature, stinging my face. The sphere doubled in size, and my Heart Vessel popped before the Revenant had even launched its massive attack.

      I threw a hand up to shade my face as the spell started in earnest, watching in horror as the Revenant unleashed its full power in a cylindrical torrent of light.

      Then my entire world went red.

      I winced, then paused as I realized I wasn’t dead despite the fact that the attack was still ongoing.

      I blinked. I was standing in a narrow, protected pocket of space, and the absurdly powerful beam was streaming all around me. I looked to Frank for answers, then found them as I noticed a silhouette in front of me.

      Igor stood facing me, some three feet inside the beam and with his back to the Revenant, with more than half of his chains piled in a steely heap at his feet.

      My Health was plummeting with him nearby, so I threw my inventory open and used a bunch of the Fire Resistance-boosting consumables. Thankfully I’d gone a little overboard, and I was able to minimize the damage with plenty of items to spare.

      Igor rolled his shoulders, unconcerned with the torrent of power that was streaming over and off him, a living firebreak. “You really want me to hit it with everything I have, eh?”

      “I do, yeah, but only if you’re sure you can spare the Delta. Do you think you could blow that thing up as high as possible?”

      Igor craned his neck up at the Cloudscape high above. “I suppose I could do that. Shall we get started, then?”

      The red beam was still going, and a glance over my shoulder revealed that the water behind me was bubbling and steaming.

      Igor laughed as the last of his chains hit the ground, and despite the buffs I’d picked up, I could still feel the impossible heat boiling off him. The sand beneath his feet was bubbling like tar, though he showed no signs of noticing.

      He held up a hand, and the beam cut off at once. The Revenant stood there stupidly, flapping its jaws as if it couldn’t comprehend why its spell had broken off.

      “I suppose it could be fun to let loose a bit. It’s been a very, very long time.”

      Igor made an upward gesture with an open hand, almost like an uppercut, and the earth shifted so violently that I fell backward onto the nearest dune. The sand exploded, then a massive hand of shining magma surged up out of the earth, fingers coiling around the Revenant.

      The creature shrieked as the hand rose and took it high into the air, rising ten, twenty, thirty feet before the arm’s elbow became visible, then rising another fifty for good measure.

      Igor looked back at me over his shoulder while the shining arm held the Revenant in its grip like a toy nearly a hundred feet above the sands.

      “Contrary to popular opinion, fighting fire with fire is rarely the right strategy. Unfortunately for us and everyone unfortunate enough to be playing in the sky, I don’t have another option, so this might get messy.”

      The hand blackened at the bottom, the magma cooling into something smooth and jet black, like obsidian. The line of darkness moved down from there, steam venting from the divide between red-hot liquid rock and the mirrorlike expanse it left behind.

      Igor raised his other hand high into the air, then snapped his fingers.

      A shockwave ripped out from him, and the force of it sent me skimming across the narrow river behind me and onto the opposite bank.

      By the time I’d gathered myself enough to look skyward, ears ringing, vision swimming, a trio of magmatic coils had surged up out of the ground and were winding their way up the rapidly cooling tower of stone. They looked like veins as they rose, spiraling over one another again and again until they reached the fist.

      Then the fist moved, the coils of magma flexing like tendons, causing the wrist to tilt ever so slightly. The Revenant was now almost directly above us, held by fingers gripping it cage-like at the end of the gigantic curved forearm.

      “That should do nicely,” Igor said, pitching his voice to carry my way.

      “Is it… is it done?”

      I could still feel the aggro, weighty as ever, even as the Revenant was thrashing in the stone hand’s grip.

      “Finished?” Igor said with a smile. “Oh no. You’ll know when it’s finished, friend.” He looked me up and down. “When you put your all into something, it’s very important that you don’t miss.”

      “Don’t miss?” I said, staring up at the massive, improvised tower. “You did this just to hold it—”

      Igor cut me off by throwing a punch straight up at the sky. A wave of cold swept over me then, as if the heat had been yanked right out of my body.

      And the shock of it nearly caused me to miss the window I’d been waiting for.

      I opened up my inventory and popped the Heart of the Desert Wind into my hand, then threw it out over the patch of sand that was already bubbling and welling up to Igor’s right as if another molten arm were about to emerge.

      “Try to track that thing for me, yeah?” I said to Frank. “Gonna need it back, but I’m hoping the damage blows it open.”

      “Uh huh. Gonna get blown away, but we’ll find it.”

      An enormous fist of blue-white fire roared up out of the earth, punching out of the sand like a rocket and sending the discarded Heart flying into the air. It struck the trapped Revenant dead on and carried the monster skyward along with a huge chunk of the tower Igor had made.

      The fiery fist flew straight up into the Cloudscape high above, punching a wide circle of bright blue sky into the gray expanse. There was a small flash of light, then a second and a third.

      Then it was as if the entire sky had caught on fire. The explosion was a full-on supernova, a blast of energy that instantly evaporated the central portion of the Cloudscape above and sent the rest of the clouds screaming away in a ring.

      Ships plummeted out of the sky, sails burning as they fell, dead players tumbling beside and beneath them.

      The blast wave caught me gawking up at the sky with my mouth open, and hot air drove deep into my chest before the force of it knocked me to the ground. It held me there on my back for several long seconds as the boats continued to burn and fall and the clouds raced away, leaving nothing but blue sky from horizon to horizon. Even the floating islands had tumbled free, and their long chains trailed behind them as they fell across the Onyx Delta.

      I lay there on my back, watching the chaos unfold around me with a wide grin on my face as the ships fell like embers.

      “I guess Captain Adrassa wasn’t kidding when he said the Cloudscape was fragile, huh?”

      “Apparently not.”

      “I was just hoping Igor would blow up some ships, but man, I hope Ersatz enjoys sucking on that one.”

      As I finished speaking, a wave of golden light swept out from me and raced across the desert.

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} has temporarily destroyed the Cloudscape above the Onyx Delta!

      

      

      I scanned the burning sky, searching for traces of the Revenant and finding none. The sense of aggro had finally fallen away as well.

      Igor had actually done it. Well, maybe he’d overdone it, but I wasn’t about to complain.

      I pushed myself back to my feet and found him resting on one knee, his head bowed, chest heaving.

      “Are you alright?” I said, wincing as a wooden vessel slammed down three dunes to my left and a handful of corpses bounced off the sand.

      Igor nodded and sucked in a deep breath. He staggered to his feet and wobbled toward me. I caught him on instinct, stepping beneath one of his arms to balance him.

      “I’ll live,” he said. “Probably not for long, but that’s not exactly a new development.” He looked around, tired eyes tracing the river that ran to the sea beyond. He pointed a blackened finger in that direction. “If you’d be so kind, I’d like to make our final transaction in view of the ocean.”

      I bit my lip. Igor had just shot dozens or maybe even hundreds of players and ships out of the sky, and they were bound to be unhappy about that. And every single one of those players likely belonged to Corruptia.

      I glanced down at Frank as if to ask if lingering for a bit while the sky was falling around us was the right move, then mentally recoiled as I realized how bad an idea that was.

      “Heart is falling that way,” Frank said. I followed his gaze and spotted the item a couple hundred feet up. “It’s safe for now. Nobody else can grab it.”

      “Please,” Igor said, waving toward the ocean.

      I looked from left to right, then activated Clonedrift to shoot us forward across the sands. I Double Casted it to get a bit more distance from the tower his attack had left behind, which was still standing, glossy and black.

      After the drift was up, I half-dragged, half-carried Igor through a ravine between two dunes until the view finally opened up to the ocean beyond.

      “Heart landed a bit behind you,” Frank said. “Marked it on the map.”

      “Perfect, thanks man.”

      Igor pulled free of my hold and stumbled forward, hacking and coughing, chains dragging behind him. The sand was still boiling all around us, and I found myself glancing at my buff durations. I was fairly sure that if they vanished all at once, I’d burst into flames and go the same way the Revenant had.

      “This will do,” Igor said as we popped out on the downslope between two dunes that led down to the ocean. “Could you give me a hand?”

      I helped him to the ground and held on until he straightened.

      “Are you really alright?”

      When Igor didn’t immediately reply, I gave him a moment to collect himself and turned my attention back to the huge number of vessels still plummeting down from the sky.

      “Alright,” Igor said. “Let us proceed.”

      I dropped down onto the sand beside him and pulled out the item I’d promised him in exchange for his help.

      
        
        {Brandt’s Masterwork} (Legendary Consumable)

        Quality: Legendary

        Use: ??

        Charges: 1

      

      

      I held it out to him. “Like I said before, there’s still a chance that this thing turns you into a monster.”

      Igor stared at me for a long moment, then took it with a laugh. “That’s what you think, eh?”

      I nodded. “I still don’t really know how it works, but I’ve seen two people take it. One of them died without regrets, or close enough to it, and turned into a ghost. The other died wanting vengeance, and he turned into a monster.”

      “And you don’t think I want vengeance?”

      “I think you did, but I also think you’ve already achieved it.”

      “I suppose. Turn into a monster, eh?” He gestured up at the sky, hand shaking. “Funny way of putting it after seeing that.”

      I shrugged. “You didn’t seem like a monster while you were sitting at the inn. And with the power you’ve got, you could have taken pretty much anything you wanted.”

      Igor sighed. “I used to agree with that. But as it turns out, you’re quite dependent on what it is that you actually want.” He pulled a small flask out of his robe and drank deeply, then handed it to me.

      I squinted at it, wondering if it would kill me, then I decided to be polite and took a sip.

      “Recognize it?”

      I smiled. “Hot chocolate.”

      I handed the flask back and he drained it, then cast it into the gently breaking waves.

      “Well, as long as we’re on the topic of letting go.” He popped a familiar item into his palm and held it out.

      I blinked at the dark sphere. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “I imagine so.”

      A prompt hit my logs.

      
        
        You received {Latent Darkflame Vessel} x1!

      

      

      “In exchange, I ask that you find a way to use that sphere for something other than pure destruction.” Igor smiled, and it was still a little scary. “But a little collateral would be fine.”

      “Thank you. I’ll definitely keep that in mind.”

      Igor retrieved the green vial from his robes and held it up to the sun, making it glow brightly. “This whole thing seems like a bit of a risk on your end, if you ask me.”

      “Yeah, well, sitting here while corpses fall out of the sky is a risk, and not sitting here with you would be a risk of a different type. At a certain point, you need to pick the chances you’re willing to take and live with the result. I’m fine with this one.”

      “I suppose that’s true.”

      Igor tried to hand the vial back, but I cocked my head.

      “Uh… that’s yours. Those were the terms we agreed on for your help with the Revenant.”

      He pushed it into my chest, and when I didn’t take it, he dropped it. Moving quickly, I caught the vial before it hit the ground and wheezed out a deep, relieved breath.

      Igor leaned back and propped himself up on his elbows. “You don’t need to worry. I consider the terms of our agreement to be fulfilled.”

      “You don’t want it?”

      He glanced at the vial. “I wanted the opportunity to choose, which you were helpful enough to provide. I’m content enough for the moment, I think. And I’m tired.”

      I swallowed, then pocketed the vial. “Alright. Is there—”

      “Thank you for earlier. I very much enjoyed that.”

      “Least we could do.”

      “No, you’re wrong. An act of kindness is never the easiest thing, no matter how small it might be.” He coughed again, and the same black obsidian that had afflicted the giant arm he’d summoned earlier began creeping up from his toes, turning the skin shiny and stiff.

      “The funny thing is that after all of this, the strength, the tower, everything, my dreams were still small. I wonder if that was just a matter of practical expectations. I wonder if I’d have wanted more in a different life.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that.

      “There’s nothing wrong with it, either way.” Igor smiled slightly, then reached back and touched his head. “You know, if you sit in that booth you gave me and rock your head back against the frame, you can feel the vibration of the music against the back of your skull? It’s quite nice, really.”

      “I’m glad you enjoyed it.”

      “Do thank your friends for allowing me to join them, yes? Particularly the strange little one with the cats. And keep them close, no matter what. You don’t want to end up like me.” The obsidian spread up his thighs and started creeping over his stomach, robe and all.

      “I will.”

      “I know. But it still felt worth saying. Do drop that illusion for good, yes? Nobody needs my ghost running around.”

      I tabbed through and deleted it. “Done.”

      He smiled. “See how easy it would have been to have done less?”

      “Not really, no.”

      Igor closed his eyes. “I’m glad to hear it. I’d like you to know that this is a much better end than I ever hoped for. There’s chocolate on my tongue, a song stuck in my head, and I can smell the ocean.”

      He reached the palms of his hands up toward the sun and the still-spinning sky right before the blackness reached them and froze them in place.

      “I’m not alone, either. I always figured I’d die within those walls. Didn’t know if anyone would ever find me.”

      Igor coughed as the blackness crept up his chest, his throat, his chin.

      “Don’t worry about me, boy. I never dared to hope I’d die grateful, yet here I am.” He smiled, the first genuine grin I’d ever seen him wear. “Thank you. Live a fuller life than mine, yeah? And if you find your people—or if you already have—then keep them close. You’ll have no idea what they’re worth until the end.”

      I opened my mouth to answer, but it was already too late—the black stone had crept over his face.

      He’d frozen over, grinning, hands reaching for the sun.

      I paused for a long while. “Damn.”

      “You good up there?”

      “Yeah. I knew it was coming, but I guess I didn’t really believe it would.”

      “Uhhhhh…”

      “What’s up?”

      “You might wanna loosen your death grip on that vial.”

      I hadn’t even realized I was still holding it. I looked down to see my knuckles were white, and there was a small crack in the glass. Igor’s last comment had hit me hard, and it left me wishing I’d been able to do more for him.

      “Good call, thanks.” I dropped it into my inventory before it had the chance to break. “A fuller life than his, huh.”

      “Bit of a low bar if you ask me. Guy was happy to hear Nina singing.”

      I smiled at that. “True. Does make me wish I’d put more effort into that little gathering we set up for him. Never figured he’d think of it as a send-off.”

      “He seemed pretty happy with it.”

      I glanced down at him. “He did, didn’t he? He looks a lot less scary when he’s smiling.”

      A sharp retort split the air, then a crack started right above Igor’s chest. It spiderwebbed out from there, racing down the middle of his stony form.

      Another louder crack followed the first, then the entire statue burst apart, shards flying in every direction.

      I covered my face with both hands, but thankfully the pieces were paper-thin, and the wind caught the bulk of them and steered them away over the ocean.

      “Not to interrupt, but can you help a guy out down here?”

      “Yeah, what’s up?”

      “I’ve got mage chunks in my beard and not in a way I’m happy about.”

      I brushed him off. “Better?”

      “Yup, thanks. Never thought I’d complain about that.”

      “Probably assumed there’d be more blood.”

      “Uh huh. By the way, Heart of the Desert Wind is at five o’clock.”

      “Right. Let’s get moving, then.” I planted a foot in the sand and ran up the dune.

      I found the item smoldering at the center of a four-foot-wide crater. I knelt down and tried to scoop it up, but the damage readouts that resulted stopped me cold: the item still had a third of its Health remaining, and it was already ticking up.

      “Damn,” Frank said. “Close, but no cigar.” He paused. “You ever wonder how the lack of a cigar became synonymous with failure?”

      “Carnivals.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. I don’t wonder about that because the answer is carnivals. They used to give cigars out as prizes, and it didn’t matter how close you got. You fail, no cigar.”

      “That’s way less interesting than I hoped it would be.”

      I popped a pistol into one hand and tapped the side of the still-smoldering Heart. “How the hell did that not work? Igor literally deleted an entire zone with that attack. We’ve gotta be missing something here. We’re not gonna find a fire attack more powerful than what he just did outside of the end game, and we’re a ways off from that.”

      I blew out a puff of air. “I guess I can’t complain, eh? The Cloudscape thing was a guess that worked out way better than I’d hoped. Even so, I was sure we’d be able to crack the Heart open with Igor’s help.”

      “You could hit it with me. That’d probably do the trick.”

      I popped him into one hand and Franked the Heart real hard. And predictably enough, absolutely nothing happened.

      “Wow, what a shocking turn of events.”

      “Well that was just uncalled for,” Frank said.

      I dropped him back into his loop and glanced around at the carnage. The wrecks of Corruptia’s ships were smoldering all across the sands, and members of Omen were darting around them and looting the nearby corpses.

      The guild chat was going absolutely nuts; apparently the scavenging plan was going better than I’d hoped.

      “You do know those vessels aren’t permanently destroyed, right? They’ll be able to repair them fairly quickly.”

      I nodded. “Yeah. Blowing them out of the sky was a nice bonus, though. Now they’ll need to spend time and raw materials to repair them, plus they’ll have to go grind in another zone if they wanna stick to the Cloudscape.” I rolled my shoulders. “They shouldn’t have slapped that cat, man.”

      The ground shook again, but the sound it made this time was much deeper than the vibrations that Igor had created moments earlier.

      I scanned the horizon, eyes drawn toward Highwater, far to the north. Golden light was shining from atop the cliffs, and I thought another Ripple was coming my way, but the glow remained bright and steady.

      “That seems… ominous. Burst of light right after the Revenant dies?”

      “So shiny. I hate it.”

      “What are the odds that weird light over there is tied to the ghouls that were in the tunnel?”

      “Can’t comment on that.”

      “Right.”

      The Heart of the Desert Wind had cooled somewhat, so I dropped it back into my inventory and stood up.

      “What if Tyrann bumped into the queen when I sent him to Highwater to help out with the Siege? She might be the person he was talking about in the video call. You saw that title he had when the results for the defensive event went out, right?”

      “Worshipper of the Dead.”

      “Exactly. Maybe it’s all tied together. Wouldn’t surprise me if he’s involved somehow.”

      Before I could develop the thought, a warning came through from the Prelims: the second round was about to begin, and I’d be teleported in shortly.

      “This feels promising, but let’s head back for now,” I said. “I want to regroup with Darling before this thing kicks off.”
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      I dismounted at the edge of the Stronghold and slipped inside.

      The protective house had been completely ruined; it looked like someone had scorched a perfectly circular hole right through the back and out of the front.

      I bumped into Darling halfway through the house, already rubbing the back of my neck.

      “Yeaaah. My bad.”

      She grinned. “Are you kidding me? Do you have any idea how much loot we just picked up off Corruptia without even having to engage? And Prelims are in a couple minutes! The timing couldn’t be better.”

      I smiled. “Still feel bad about the house. I probably should have stayed somewhere more out in the open.”

      “Don’t sweat it, we’ll have it repaired in an hour or so. How’d it go with Igor?”

      I explained everything that had happened, watching her face fall slightly as she learned of Igor’s fate.

      “He really didn’t take the vial?” Darling asked when I finished.

      I popped it into the palm of my hand. “Nope. He didn’t want it in the end, but he was grateful for the choice.”

      “Ah well. Did what you could, yeah?”

      “Doesn’t feel like I did enough, but yeah, I guess so.”

      Another Prelim prompt came through then, a couple of familiar lines offering to teleport us back into the Red Cathedral’s Ballroom.

      “You ready for this?”

      “Yep! Depending on the format of the match and how long it takes, the house should be fixed up before we’re back. Or at least the front half, which is all we really need.”

      “Alright then.” I offered her my elbow. “To the Ballroom?”

      She wrapped her arm in mine and yanked me close, which drew a supremely satisfying growl from Frank.

      She let go as we popped into the familiar space. We were some of the first to arrive, having accepted the prompt right away, but members from the other losing guilds were already porting in beneath the high, vaulted ceiling.

      Ersatz popped in across the room and stormed right over toward us, though it was hard to consider it storming when he was all of three feet tall.

      He leveled an oil-stained finger at me. “You damned cheater! What the hell did you do?”

      I smiled. “I responded in kind.”

      “To what?”

      “You had your people throw their matches to screw us over. So I had a friend delete your little play zone, and we stepped in to pick up the pieces. And by pieces, I mean gear. You guys left a whole lot of it on the ground.”

      Darling brushed some dust off my shoulder. “Sorry, you had a little bit of boat on you.”

      “Thanks for that!”

      “You think this is funny?” Ersatz said.

      I selected the Trinket we’d stolen from their tank earlier on and popped it into the palm of my hand. I tossed it up, caught it, then dismissed it.

      “It’s pretty funny. Imagine you guys will have to head back to the Menagerie Wing pretty soon. Get all those six-piece sets back together.”

      “You really think you’re in a position to tell us where to go?”

      “I mean, I literally just removed the place you were. I can’t really imagine anybody being in more of a position to do that.”

      He gritted his teeth and growled. “So your trash guild wants to play dirty, huh? We can play dirty. Just wait.”

      “Wow. Guild leader who thinks throwing fights is a perfectly legitimate strategy decides to play dirty. More at eleven.”

      Ersatz stomped off without another word. One of his guild mates offered him a glass, but he slapped it out of the poor girl’s hand without even looking at her.

      “God,” Darling said. “That guy is awful. It’s a shame combat isn’t allowed in here, otherwise I’d have already taken his head off.”

      
        
        Preliminary group selections for the elimination round will begin in 5 minutes.

      

      

      I eyed the prompt, pulse picking up. I headed over to one of the nearby tables, grabbed a crystal glass, then dipped it into a wide punch bowl and took a sip, grimacing at the sweetness.

      “I guess this is really it,” Darling said.

      “Think so, yeah.” I popped the Loaded Die into the palm of my hand and wrapped my fingers around it, then rattled it around. “Glad to have this thing in our back pocket.”

      “Courtesy of Frank,” Frank said.

      I leaned up against one of the nearby walls as the guilds continued to arrive and the timer ticked down. “Isn’t everything?”

      “An uncharacteristically wise assessment.”

      I eyed the other players milling about, trying to gauge their grades. It was hard to tell from gear alone, but it didn’t look like many of the other guilds had much in the way of C-Grade.

      I bit my lip, thinking.

      “What’s wrong?” Darling said.

      “Oh, nothing. I just wish I’d pushed it a little harder with my class change.”

      “You’re already way ahead of everyone in Omen. Doubt there are too many people ahead of you elsewhere, if any.”

      “I guess so. I just hope we’re still in the running tomorrow. Should have my class change wrapped by then.”

      Darling tapped the air. “You’re gonna go from mid-twenties to thirty in a day?”

      “Yeah, think I might. Things are still ramping nicely.”

      “Should be doable,” Frank said. “Gonna slow down significantly after thirty though.”

      “You got any idea for what you’re gonna pick skill-wise?” Darling said.

      “I think it’s Frank’s turn this time around, so probably something magical, but showy.”

      “Glitter magic?” Darling said. “Just run around chucking that at people.”

      “If that were a thing, I’d actively consider it,” Frank said.

      I cocked an eyebrow at him.

      “You ever tried to get glitter out of a carpet? Glitter may be sparkly, but it is equally relentless. There’s a reason they put it in bombs.”

      “Who’s they?” I said.

      But before Frank could respond, a bluish sphere drifted across the room, and all conversation ceased.

      “Greetings, peasants, and welcome to the Loser’s Bracket! Those of you gathered before me are here because you have yet to claim victory in the Thousand Tower Tournament. You will soon be sorted into groups, and your various levels of success will be tallied together into points.

      “Guilds who place in the top three will reenter the Winner’s Bracket and claim an extension toward the World Branch Throne. However, the winners will face a steep climb, as they will be seeded against the tournament’s top combatants.”

      It floated a little higher. “I will now proceed with sorting you into your various groups. I am loathe to ask your feeble-minded selves to do two things simultaneously, but pay attention to your assigned color as well as your number.”

      Circles of light appeared on the floor beneath the nearest players, starting with the people who were closest to the sphere and moving out from there.

      “Your groups have been assigned, and you have two minutes to discuss. Formats will be revealed upon entry to your allocated instance.”

      I glanced down at my feet, where a red circle was shining with a white 1 at the center.

      All of the various guilds had largely pulled together to listen to the sphere’s instructions, and Omen was no exception, which made it easy enough to tell where we’d been sorted.

      Nina and I were grouped up as members of Red One, while Darling, Zoe, and Rock were in Yellow Two, and the rest of the guild was knotted up together in Blue One.

      Nina and I exchanged glances, nodding to one another.

      “Send me your kit real quick, and I’ll do the same,” I said. “Baneblade, right? Poisoned Blades with a splash of Fire Magic if I’m remembering it right.”

      “You got it! I’ll just send over the important ones, poisons I’ll probably be using and so on. I’ve got a pair that slows movement and deals damage over time that I almost never take off so I’ll leave those out.”

      
        
        {Prepared Injection}

        Description: You strike an enemy from behind, dealing 500 physical damage and instantly applying 3 stacks of poison from your arsenal. Poisons may be chosen ahead of time, and you may freely choose poisons regardless of which two toxins are currently applied to your daggers.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 50 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Backstab}

        Description: You strike an enemy from behind, dealing 950 physical damage. This ability has a 20% increased Critical Strike Chance. Killing an enemy with {Backstab} will instantly refund the Focus cost.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 40 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Mindrot Venom}

        Description: Imbues your weapon with {Mindrot Venom}. {Mindrot Venom} slows your target’s casting speed by 30% and inflicts a burst of 100 nature damage whenever the target uses an Instant Cast spell.

        Cast Time: 5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 5 Focus.

      

      

      
        
        {Compounding Poisons} (Passive)

        Description: The effects of your poisons are increased by 10% for each different type of poison applied to an enemy, stacking up to 5 times.

      

      

      
        
        {Fireblood Toxin} (Passive)

        Description: Applying each of your individual poisons also generates a stack of {Fireblood Toxin}. {Fireblood Toxin} deals fire damage equal to 0.5% of the target’s maximum Health every 5 seconds for 20 seconds, stacking up to 5 times.

        This ability deals greatly reduced damage against Raid Bosses and other powerful enemies.

      

      

      I looked those over, and my face must have betrayed my thoughts because Nina was right in front of me within seconds.

      “What’s wrong? Don’t like it?” She moved in a little closer. “Careful, I’ll cut you.”

      I shook my head. “Not at all, I actually love the kit. I’m just wondering how exactly we fit together. I’m based around burst damage and you’re more sustain, you’ve got stealth and I don’t, and we’re both squishy. I guess we’re both pretty mobile? And we’ve got decent control.”

      I jogged off, scanning the crowd for red circles. I found three of them in quick order: our opponents, judging by their numbers.

      I couldn’t tell much about their classes, but one of them was a heavily armored spear user, a second wielded twin swords and leather armor, and the third carried some kind of crystal ball and appeared to be a healer.

      All three players were in separate guilds, though, which seemed like a promising sign. They weren’t talking at all either, which meant they might be going in without much of a plan.

      Then I found our third team member, and I couldn’t stop the curse from escaping my lips: it was another Corruptia guildie. She held a strange, glaive-like weapon in one hand, and the way she was grinning at me made me think she wasn’t inclined to help us out by using it.

      I doubled back to Nina and shared the news with Darling and the rest of the crew. Everybody else had lucked out; Darling’s group didn’t have a single Corruptia member in it, while the much larger group only had one.

      “So what do you want to do?” Darling said. “I think this is about as good as we could have hoped for, outside of you and Nina getting the short end of the stick.”

      I rubbed my temples. “Yeah. The only problem is that it works out well for them, too. They have two singles who can attempt to throw our matches while they try to win out with everyone else.”

      I ran back over Nina’s kit. “The two of us versus two melees plus a healer.” I tapped Frank. “Thoughts beyond that the healer needs to die?”

      “I can get you the classes on the melee once I’ve seen them do something. Been looking at them and trying to figure out what they are from their equipment, but I can’t manage it. Both heavily armored, though.”

      The timer ticked down into single digits.

      “So what do you wanna do with the Loaded Die?” Darling said.

      I took a deep breath. I didn’t love the odds, but I had something in mind.

      “I think I’ll hold onto it for now. If things look really bad when our format goes out, I’ll message you and we’ll go from there. Otherwise, I’d like to hold it for the Semi-Finals, assuming we make it that far.”

      “I’m good with that.” She reached out and squeezed my shoulder. “Good luck! Don’t let us down. And if you do, blame Nina.”

      “That’s not—” Nina started, but she cut off as we warped into a small, square room. It was plain on three sides, and the wall in front of us was a wrought iron gate.

      Prompts followed.

      
        
        The terms for this Preliminary Bout are as follows!

        Battlefield: Barren Courtyard

        Format: 3 v 3 Arena

        Groups: Mixed

        Terms: Elimination without respawns.

        Consumables: Profession-based only.

        Wager System: Disabled.

        Mounts: Disabled.

      

      

      I took that all in. “A two on three in arena isn’t great, but I guess it could be worse.” I stepped up to the gate and tried to peer through, but there was nothing but darkness on the other side.

      I glanced to my left, where the glaive-wielding Corruptia member was in the process of sheathing her weapon. She smiled, though it seemed a little hesitant.

      “Best of luck, eh?”

      “How sporting of you. Are you really proud of this?”

      “Me? No, but I’m just following orders. I’d rather be playing, but it is what it is.”

      “What would compel you to follow a guy who insists you don’t participate in a major event, then screams in your face when not participating caused you to lose?”

      “He’s a handful, sure, but I like winning, and he always wins. Have fun dying out there. I’m gonna step away for a bit.”

      I waited a moment, then pulled Nina to the other end of the room, where we’d be able to talk in private in case the Corruptia player was still listening.

      “Alright, let me know what you think of this. We’re both high damage, but in different ways, right? And it doesn’t look like you have a crazy opener, so we probably need a game plan.”

      “Sure, but they’re not going to have any problem outlasting us with a healer to back them up. It’s gonna be effortless on their part.”

      “That’s exactly what they’re going to try. And they’re going to expect us to throw everything we have at their healer first thing, right? Maybe crowd control the melee and burst the healer down.”

      She shrugged. “That’s what I would do, given our composition.”

      I jerked a thumb at the Corruptia member, who was currently sitting motionless in the corner of the room.

      “But at the same time, the other team doesn’t know this is a two on three. So if we position ourselves correctly at the beginning of the fight, I think we can use that glaive user to get a jump on the healer while their melee smash in.”

      “But you already said you don’t think we can drop their healer right away.”

      I nodded. “Right.”

      Nina cocked an eyebrow.

      I popped a Cloudviper Rune into one hand. “We have access to profession items, so I’m thinking I should try to burn her Mana down while you ramp your damage. And once she’s out of the fight, we can—”

      “Frank her into oblivion!” Frank said.

      “Ignore her completely and whittle down the melee.”

      “Damn. So close.”

      “Not remotely, but yeah. That gives us a strategy at the very least—you pressure the healer’s health to keep her casting while I directly attack her resources.”

      Nina drew a knife and spun it in her palm. “And we try to kite the melee?”

      “And pressure them as much as possible at the same time. You’ve got damage over time effects and snares, right? So you hit them, apply everything, then repeatedly disengage. I’ll help with that too by fearing them off you and stunning them and so on, but we’ll prioritize interrupts on the healer. Force her to burn more Mana and hopefully focus on instants to keep your Mindrot Venom proccing.”

      “Sounds at least somewhat doable,” Nina said.

      “Yeah. I’m just glad we didn’t draw a healer and two ranged.”

      I went through my inventory and crafted up some runes: the mana-burning ones I’d mentioned earlier for one of my revolvers plus a second for my blunderbuss. I went Rune of Shattering for my other revolver for the chance at freezing my targets in place for some extra control, then threw a White Ring rune onto my rifle for the same reason.

      As the timer ticked down to thirty seconds, I looked over at Nina. “You ready for this?”

      “Oh yeah. Let’s do it.”
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      I equipped my rifle and dropped to one knee as the timer ticked down into the single digits. I Overcharged a blast and held it, hoping we’d have some open ground in front of us.

      “You know it’s gonna leave you super exposed if I whiff, right?”

      I grinned in her direction, though she was just a translucent outline to my right. “Then don’t whiff.”

      The gate opened, and the Corruptia member beside me did exactly what I’d expected her to do: absolutely nothing.

      The space beyond was a dimly lit courtyard full of dark cobbles, and while there weren’t a ton of obstacles, an elevated altar stood at the center of the room. It was four feet high and eight feet long, just tall and wide enough to block my view of what lay on the other side.

      Within seconds, the heavily armored spear user vaulted right over it and into view and the dual swordsman came around the right side, running at full tilt.

      Nina was already about ten feet out, creeping toward the altar along the edge of the battlefield while remaining completely invisible, daggers dripping with venom.

      I gave it half a second to see if I could line up a double shot with my rifle, but I gave up as the healer came into view; he was hiding behind the altar and blocking my line of sight, just barely peeking out to see what was going on.

      A good strategy on his part. Or at least it would have been, but his positioning was absolutely ideal for what we’d planned.

      I released my blast, targeting the charging spear wielder and aiming it so it’d continue toward the healer’s position. I wouldn’t have nearly enough time to fire a second, but I started another blast regardless.

      “Hit for 1,340,” Frank said. “Spear boy at 70%.”

      The spell punched right through the first target and erupted against the altar.

      The healer popped out and made a quick gesture that threw a shield up around the injured player and a second that sent his Health slowly ticking up—both instant casts—then ducked right back behind the protective altar and out of my line of sight.

      I held my blast as the enemies closed in on my position.

      “Go!” Frank said, right as the ground cracked beneath the spear user and he leaped into the air.

      I activated Clonedrift without canceling my blast, which left my clone kneeling exactly where I had been moments earlier. I shot beneath the arc of his flight, and I mentally directed the clone to fire at the approaching swordsman.

      I’d been hoping to get a stun off with that rifle blast, but the dual swordsman put on a burst of speed that left afterimages blurring behind him, and he was on my clone before it had a chance to finish the spell.

      Still, the timing was perfect: the clone exploded right as the swordsman landed and stunned both of them in place, which left them standing right next to the Corruptia member who was refusing to participate.

      I popped up next to the altar, but instead of running around it, I vaulted up on top and drew both of my pistols.

      The healer was still hiding behind it, and I was tempted to fear him right off the bat to screw up his positioning, but he didn’t have anywhere to hide now that I had the high ground.

      He ran right toward me before I could get a spell off, so I hopped backward and off the altar, instinct kicking in. The healer activated some kind of cooldown that sent a dark wave rolling out in every direction, but it fell a few feet short of reaching me.

      “Astral Banish!” Frank said. “20 second defensive cooldown!”

      I jumped back onto the altar, pistols held high.

      “Your stun just faded and the melee are pounding the Corruptia member!”

      “Perfect, let’s go!”

      Then Nina was there, ghosting into position and laying into the healer from behind. His Health held relatively steady throughout Nina’s opener, but the debuffs were stacking up one after the next.

      I opened up on him from above, sending bird after bird splashing into his chest, each eating up several hundred Mana and steadily depleting his bar.

      Nina was even more effective than I’d hoped: the very moment the healer tried to get a longer cast off, she responded with a kick that locked him out and had him cursing up a storm as he tried in vain to limp away.

      His Health was already down to 70%, and I was beginning to wonder if I’d made a mistake by trying not to burst him down.

      But I kept the blasts coming, tiptoeing back and forth across the altar to keep him in range as he ducked around its various corners. He was doing his best to block my line of sight but rarely succeeding.

      Then a raid window grayed out in my peripheral.

      “Corruptia member down, melee headed our way,” Frank said

      “He’s Mana burning!” the healer called out. “Ignore the dagger user and kill the mage!”

      I hit him with another pair of spells that dropped his Mana to 60%, then turned toward the other side of the courtyard. “Swap!”

      Nina vaulted the altar and left the healer behind to freecast, and he took advantage by winding up a long spell that would no doubt top his Health off completely.

      I’d expected the two melee to keep heading toward me—the healer had correctly identified me as the greater threat, given our strategy—but they surprised me by ignoring his instructions and dogpiling on Nina.

      While Nina managed a couple of retaliatory strikes to get some debuffs up and running, the spear user caught her upside the temple with the butt of his weapon, stunning her and dropping her to the ground.

      “Mistake,” Frank said.

      “Yup!” I twisted around atop the altar and hit the healer with a Dreadful Shot that interrupted the long cast he’d been trying to get away and sent him fleeing toward the opposite end of the arena. “Watch that fear,” I told Frank. “I’m gonna make the healer break it if he can. If not, we’re in good shape.”

      I aimed a Gravity Bird directly at Nina, who couldn’t dodge during the stun and whose Health had rapidly fallen beneath the halfway mark.

      I then swapped to my rifle and popped everything before the spell had a chance to erupt, going from Doppelganger right into Double Cast. That left me with four copies and five rifles, all of them positioned like a firing squad with our weapons trained on Nina’s position.

      The Gravity Bird erupted and yanked both of the melee off Nina and up into the air.

      “Get the debuffs rolling and get ready to switch!”

      Nina kicked up off her back and sprang to her feet. She slashed at the airborne players again and again, laughing as the status effects piled up while they floated there, helpless.

      My cast completed, so I took aim and fired, angling five powerful, piercing blasts right into the black hole.

      “Swap and get back into stealth if you can!”

      Nina sprinted in my direction as my spells crashed in one after another, hitting for thousands of total damage.

      The healer had been dutifully refreshing their shields, though, and Nina’s poisons hadn’t had much time to ramp up. Still, I blew through all of their protective barriers and managed to get them both down to around 60% in a single cast.

      I dropped off the altar and opened up on the floating players with pistol blasts, and since neither of the enemies had Mana to burn, my spells struck with their usual devastating effect.

      “Healer just popped an ability called Headstrong to cancel the fear!” Frank said. “And another called Golden Will to turn all his casts instant, 2 minutes on that one!”

      He came screaming toward us from the other side of the battlefield, leaving golden footprints behind him and moving much faster than before. He threw out instant after instant, and his allies’ Health bars were back to full in no time.

      But the moment the healer rounded the corner of the altar, Nina appeared out of thin air and slammed into him, daggers digging in deeply from behind.

      I pivoted away from the still-suspended melee players and ran for the healer, pistols barking while my Doppels added their own Mana burning attacks.

      I popped Frank into one hand as I neared melee range. “Swap, this’ll do it!”

      “Damn straight it will!” Frank said. “Gravity Bird’s almost out!”

      Nina got one last particularly vicious stab in to refresh her debuffs, then turned and ran. “Swapping!”

      Nina blew by me to my left, and I stepped right into her place, sending the healer flying ten feet into the air with a Repel-powered uppercut, his robes billowing, hands still glowing as the instant spells flew to aid his companions.

      I dropped Frank back into his loop and shouldered my blunderbuss as the healer fell back to earth with five weapons pointing his way. I fired twice in rapid succession, and the clones added their own Cloudviper-enhanced spells.

      There was so much blue packed into a tight area that it looked like I’d just released a cresting wave into the air. I briefly lost sight of the healer as the Critical Strikes from my Fated blunderbuss rolled in one after another, crushing his Mana pool from 45% to the low single digits.

      “Gravity Bird’s vanished, and melee are free!” Frank said. “Two seconds left on Doppels!”

      I strafed away and switched to my pistols, then aimed a pair of copied blasts back at the healer to completely empty his Mana pool before my Doppels vanished.

      I marked the spear user with a skull icon as the two melee surged toward Nina from across the courtyard. “Healer’s out of the fight, burn the marked target!”

      Something thudded against my back, and I twisted around to find the healer standing behind me, breathless, his crystal orb held like a brick in one hand while a white 2 drifted up above my head.

      I kept plugging away at the spearman, and I was expecting them to converge on Nina, but the swordsman surprised me by using some sort of spinning slash that created a vortex of energy that cut her Health down and threw her backward. They kept coming, heading straight for me.

      Nina reappeared in a burst of smoke and tore into them from behind, snares and debuffs stacking up and slowing their approach to a crawl. At the same time, the healer kept swinging at the back of my head, and Frank laughed with every ineffectual strike.

      “Dreadful’s up!” he said. “Watch Nina’s Health, she’s in execute range!”

      I used the spell to send the sword-user fleeing away from us, then joined Nina in bursting down the spearman. He was still trying to limp forward but to no avail, jabbing out at Nina every few steps to lackluster results.

      And with the healer completely out of Mana and the swordsman temporarily out of commission, Nina and I were able to drop the spearman down into execute range in a matter of seconds.

      Nina’s daggers burst aglow with fiery light, then she was suddenly in front of him with her weapons buried hilt-deep in her opponent’s abdomen. The spear clattered onto the floor, and he dropped to his knees, then flopped onto the ground.

      Nina looked my way, daggers dripping, smile bright.

      “Move!” Frank said.

      Nina hesitated, and that was enough: the ground shifted beneath her, then rose into a wavelike formation that sent her flying to my left.

      The swordsman caught her with both weapons extended, wind swirling around his blades. He made a flicking motion with his swords, and her body slid to the ground.

      “Nina’s dead, swordsman at 70%!” Frank said. “Healer’s still out of Mana.”

      I took off at a run, spells flying behind me while the healer gave chase. He managed to clip one of my ankles right as I was about to leap onto the altar, and I went sprawling head-first.

      “Incoming!” Frank said.

      I activated Clonedrift and sent myself zipping straight up into the air.

      The swordsman landed on top of the clone I’d left behind and drove both of his curved weapons through its back, the points punching several feet into the damp earth before the clone erupted in a shower of sparks and stunned him.

      Drift expired while I was positioned directly above the swordsman, so I blasted away with nearly vertical ravens as I fell. I landed right in front of him, pumped two more blasts into his back point-blank, then planted a foot between his shoulder blades to send him sprawling forward before the stun expired.

      The healer rushed in and threw a haymaker with his orb, which I ducked, then juked left as he followed up with another wild swing.

      I kited from there until Dreadful Shot came back off cooldown, then I feared the melee and took a moment to reload my blunderbuss. All the while, the healer whaled on me for damage amounts in the single digits and barely managed to delay my casts.

      As I finished reloading, he came in with another overhand swing. I dropped low and grabbed his front leg, then yanked it toward me. “Take a seat, you’re next!”

      He tipped over and landed hard on his back.

      I switched back to my pistols and stalked toward the melee, plugging away as I closed the gap until I broke the fear I’d hit him with.

      I stood to one side, one pistol raised while I moved my other hand behind my back and popped Frank into it.

      “Target at 45%,” Frank said. “He popped his leap when you were on the ground, cooldown is still unavailable.”

      “Thanks.”

      I kept the pistol aimed low—too low, actually—and fired a blast while he was still closing the gap with his swords held out to either side.

      He jumped and cleared the projectile easily, but that was exactly what I’d been hoping for: to bait him into the air where he wouldn’t be able to change direction. As I ducked beneath the swordsman’s wild swings, I brought Frank up in another Repel-powered uppercut.

      “Kablam!” he said as he connected with the player’s chin and sent him backflipping into the air. I switched to my blunderbuss and unloaded two critical shots followed by a Dark Harvest for good measure, then turned back around to face the healer.

      His eyes had gone wide, and he’d frozen with the orb gripped in one hand. A moment later, the swordsman’s corpse thumped into the ground behind me.

      I popped a pistol back into my left hand and Frank into my right, then used the revolver to scratch my chin as I stalked toward him.

      “Doesn’t seem like you have much in the way of combat regen, huh?” I raised the pistol and fired a raven that splashed across his chest and set him backpedaling with his Mana at zero. “That works well for what comes next.”

      I spun the pistol around my finger, then held Frank up.

      “What do you think, Frank? Her Health’s practically full. Might be a good time to break you in with a hundred-to-zero kill of your own.”

      “Oh, he’ll do. He’ll do nicely.”

      “Do for what?” The healer swung with his orb, but I easily ducked it, then stopped his horizontal follow-up cold with the side of my revolver.

      I stepped in close and caught him in the shoulder with Frank.

      He looked like he was about to scream, but he seemed to change his mind at the sight of the white 5 drifting up above his head.

      “Wait, five? Five damage?” He goggled at me, then at Frank, then back at me. “That’s it?”

      “So far,” Frank said.

      “Yeah. You might wanna get comfy, ‘cause this is going to take a really, really long time.”

      “And I’m gonna enjoy every hour of it,” Frank said.

      “Did you say hours?” The healer’s weapon vanished, and he held his hands up, palms out. “You know what? I think I’m good here.”

      “What do you mean, you’re good?” Frank said. “No wait, don’t—”

      
        
        The Blue Team’s surviving member has forfeited!

        The Red Team is victorious!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      I popped back into the Stronghold with a broad smile on my face.

      “Man,” Frank said. “It’s official: I’m too intimidating for my own good.”

      “You probably got too creepy with it.”

      “Guess so. Damn, I would have torn that healer up, too. I mean, eventually.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      I looked around the almost empty common room. Seemed like Nina and I had been the first to finish our match, probably owing to the format we’d been given.

      Nina came over and hopped onto the bar beside me, ordered a drink, chugged it, then ordered another. “I can’t believe we pulled that off. Two on three!”

      “Rude,” Frank said, “but I’ll let it slide for now. At least until Darling arrives.”

      Nina burped, then leaned forward on her stool. “Speaking of Darling, how’s the war going?”

      I laughed. “You heard about that, huh?”

      “Several times, yeah. So how’s the war going?”

      “Which war?” Frank said.

      Nina scoffed. “The war for Darling’s heart, obviously.”

      “Oh, you know,” I said. “I’m mostly biding my time and luring Frank into a false sense of security by pretending to be a neutral party.”

      “Wait, what?”

      “Sorry, did I say that out loud?”

      Frank narrowed his eyes. “Ohhh no you didn’t. Game on, elf boy.”

      “So…” Nina said. “Are you making progress?”

      “Not really, to be completely honest. Been pretty busy.”

      She slapped me on the back of the head.

      I reached back and rubbed the spot as if it’d hurt. “What the hell was that for?”

      “The fact that this is necessary.”

      “The fact that what’s necessary?” Frank said.

      “I have no idea, man,” I said.

      Nina shook her head. “Just a pair of dolts. What is wrong with you? What is wrong with her? How are we even related?”

      I took a deep sip instead of commenting and digging deeper into whatever hole I was apparently digging.

      “You do want to win, right?”

      I stared at her over the rim of my glass. “I mean, obviously. It’s a war.”

      Nina rolled her eyes, then leaned in to whisper something in my ear. She cupped both hands in front of her mouth as if she were especially worried about Frank overhearing, then an audible pop came from the center of the room.

      Nina jerked away as if she were afraid of finding Darling staring at her in the center of the room, which was exactly what she found.

      “What are you meddling in now?” Darling said, and while she sounded suspicious, it wasn’t enough to wipe the grin off her face.

      Nina crossed her arms. “Trying to speed things up. Don’t mind me.”

      “Speed what up?” Frank said.

      I stood up quickly and had to steady my stool to keep it from tipping over. “How’d it go?”

      “Crushed it. Got a great draw for once and ended up in a tower defense game against a bunch of melee with twice as many ranged on our side.” Her smile faded a bit, and she eyed the floor. “How’d you guys do? Sorry that you got screwed twice in a row. Rotten luck.”

      “Oh, we won,” Nina said. “Naturally.”

      Darling blinked. “No way.”

      “Way,” Frank said.

      “Even with the Corruptia member as deadweight?”

      I grinned at her. “Sure did!”

      Darling tapped a screen I couldn’t see, then winced.

      “How are we looking?”

      “Could be worse, but I thought we’d be higher up. We’re seventh right now, so we’d probably be dead in the water if you guys hadn’t pulled that win out.”

      “Other people have probably already finished more matches,” Frank said. “More matches, more points. Wouldn’t worry about it yet.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed, “and it looks like the only remaining Omen players are all in the same big group. Probably comes down to them.”

      Darling took the seat beside me and rested her chin on her hands. “Damn. I really hope we make it back in. A win on their part has gotta be enough, right?”

      “Sorta depends on how they win,” Frank said. “But if they pull it off, we’re probably good to go.”

      We sat there as the minutes dragged on, drinking and repeatedly glancing around, wondering when the rest of the crew would show up and how they’d place.

      I watched the rankings the entire time, holding my breath as our ranking fell lower and lower as more and more guilds finished their matches and reached their full tallies.

      And as the dust increasingly settled, I found myself gritting my teeth as Corruptia steadily climbed the ladder until they were in first place.

      I hadn’t heard of the guilds in second or third, and I was considering sending House a message asking her to look into them when a series of pops sounded from within the Stronghold.

      I spun around on my stool.

      Jukes stood at the center of the crowd, chin tucked to his chest, his eyes on the floor. Rock was to his left, and he looked similarly devastated.

      “No no no!” Darling said. “What happened? Don’t tell me you lost!”

      I glanced at Zoe, who had arrived mid-squat with her hands covering her face. She’d appeared much closer to me than the others, and I thought something about her was weird, so I leaned in to get a better look. I was glad I did.

      “I can see you smiling behind your fingers, Zoe.”

      She put her hands up, revealing a broad grin. “You got me.”

      “Wait,” Darling said. “Did you guys win too?”

      “Clean sweep,” Nina said.

      Darling pumped a fist so hard she actually left the floor.

      “Assholes!” I said, laughing the word. “Every single one of you!”

      “Sorry!” Jukes smiled. “We had a moment where we could check the rankings before we got ported back here, so it felt like too good an opportunity to pass up.”

      I pulled the rankings up. We were in second place—meaning we’d squeak into the next round if things ended as they currently stood—but there were still matches in progress.

      “Still not a lock,” Frank said, which deflated the celebratory mood somewhat.

      I dropped back into my seat. “I wish we had some way of knowing how many people are still fighting.”

      Coming almost as if in response to the words themselves, prompts hit our screens.

      
        
        The Preliminary Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament has now come to a close.

      

      

      And that was it: no announcement, no placement alert, nothing.

      I tried to pull up the rankings but received an error message in return.

      “Anybody else blocked from seeing what’s going on?”

      “Yeah, same thing here,” Darling said.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself and tried again, and again. Same result. “Oh man, this is torture.”

      “Did we not make the cut?” Darling said. “There’s no way, right?”

      I took a long pull on my drink. “Maybe somebody snuck by us at the end? Seems unlikely, but I guess it’d be possible.”

      Then more alerts followed, and all conversation ceased.

      
        
        Preliminary Results are now available.

      

      

      I went to pull the rankings up yet again, but the alert we were waiting for hit my screen before I had the chance.

      
        
        Congratulations, members of {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}! You placed second in the Loser’s Bracket and have therefore qualified for one of three slots in the Quarter Finals of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        The Quarter Final round will begin tomorrow morning, and all matches within the Quarter Final round will be configured as Guild versus Guild without exception.

        In addition, as one of the few guilds to qualify for the Quarter Finals, you have received a 24-hour extension toward claiming the World Branch Throne!

      

      

      A cheer went up at that, and a look at the smiling faces all around the room finally made me feel like I could breathe again.

      “Hell yeah!” Darling said. “We’re probably going to have our work cut out for us moving forward, but damn am I happy to be here!” She punched my shoulder. “We got our extension too! Just in the nick of time!

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “I can’t even tell you how relieved I am.”

      I was scrolling through the ranks again, checking out the various seedings. Redacted was right at the top at number one, while we were all the way down at second from bottom, with Corruptia one spot above us.

      “Plus Corruptia won’t be able to throw their matches anymore to screw us over if it’s Guild versus Guild. Shame they managed to squeak in.”

      “By the way,” Darling said. “I guess you managed to handle things with the Revenant? Everything happened so fast before Prelims that I never got the full update.”

      “Uhh… sorta.” I popped the Heart of the Desert Wind into one hand. “Bought a good amount of time at the very least but no luck on breaking this thing open. Igor’s damage wasn’t enough, so I’m sort of at a loss as to what might be needed.”

      “Maybe something environmental would do it? Like a lava pit or something?”

      “Good idea as always,” Frank said, “but the natural regeneration rate would be too high.”

      I rubbed my face. My eyelids were heavy despite the relatively early hour. “Speaking of the Revenant, I need to head out to Highwater to get a peek around. I’m pretty sure that’s the source of the problem at this point. I’ll probably take House with me, but you’re welcome to come if you’d like.”

      Darling made a sour face. “I’d love to, but I already promised I’d help some of our lower levels out with class changes.” She sighed. “I can’t believe you’re knocking on the door of level thirty. I’m starting to regret not taking the perks that offered me Experience for firsts.”

      I stood up and stretched, then had to suppress a yawn.

      “Make sure you rest up when you can,” she said. “We’ll probably be matched up against one of the top seeds tomorrow morning, so we’re going to need you guys in top form.”

      “Yeah. Shame we won’t see Corruptia early on. I’m really hoping we get the chance to knock them out. Anyway, you need anything else? Otherwise I think Frank and I are off.”

      Nina elbowed Darling in the ribs, hard. Darling glared at her.

      “No, we’re good here. I’m probably going to have the guild grinding doors for a while after I finish helping out, so let me know if you wanna join after you’re done.”

      Nina elbowed her again and was about to say something, but Darling pushed her right off the stool.

      “See you soon!”

      I waved and headed out, then dropped my voice. “What do you think that was about?”

      “I dunno. Probably something to do with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Five

          

        

      

    

    
      About an hour later—I’d stopped by the Auction House on the way—I dismounted in front of the familiar lifts that led up to what used to be known as Highwater City.

      “You sure I don’t need an illusion on?” I said.

      “Uh huh. Trust.”

      I swallowed, then waved as House rode up on 2.0 before dismounting like a transformer. Parts clicked and clacked as 2.0 snapped onto her back, punctuating the transformation with a loud hiss. House hugged herself, shimmying slightly.

      “Still weirds me out seeing you wear your cat like a suit of armor,” Frank said. “The helmet in particular.”

      2.0’s tongue dropped down across House’s forehead and scraped across her face like a windshield wiper. “I am wholly unconcerned with your perceptions of normality, axe.”

      He grimaced. “Kinda goes without saying while that tongue is lolling around.”

      “I have recently been informed that actions speak louder than words.” She paused. “I have also recently been thinking of Frank’s earlier insistence that imitation is the highest form of flattery.” She cocked her head at me. “Do those words still ring true? If so, my practice rounds have concluded, and I have something to share with the two of you.”

      “Uhh… well…”

      Frank puffed himself up. “Yes, it’s objectively true.”

      I tensed and looked at Frank as something dark and furry popped into House’s right hand with her fingers curled tightly around it.

      “Don’t look at me,” he said.

      “First time you’ve ever said that.”

      “True, but while I might be the source of whatever she’s currently fixated on, I have no idea where she’s taking it.”

      “Ravenblast,” House said, then her arm blurred and something soft streaked between us and hit me square in the forehead.

      I flinched and staggered back, hands coming up to shield my face, more shocked than anything else.

      “Ha!” Frank said. “Awesome!”

      “Ravenblast,” House repeated at the very moment I dropped my hands and opened my mouth to respond.

      And whatever she’d thrown made it halfway into my mouth before I gagged and swatted it away.

      “Oh, God!”

      “I’m so happy right now!” Frank said. “This is a moment I’ll treasure for—”

      “Ravenblast.”

      I cringed again, but something thudded into Frank.

      “Ow! What the hell, House! It’s not funny when you do it to me!”

      Her arm blurred again. “Ravenblast.”

      “Ow! Stop that! You’re getting feathers in my beard.”

      “Feathers?”

      I glanced down and was absolutely horrified to find a flock of dead birds surrounding us, splotches of color that were bright against the sand.

      “Oh, dear Lord! What the hell, House? Please tell me you didn’t kill these birds yourself just to throw them at me.”

      “And please tell me the opposite of that sentence,” Frank said.

      “I would never hurt a bird, as they are the floofs of the sky,” House said. “But since I began wearing 2.0, my cats have rightfully recognized me as their leader. They have thus begun bringing me tribute on a regular basis, mostly in the form of small, dead animals. It therefore felt proper to honor their memories by utilizing their bodies in one last expression of gratitude.”

      House knelt down and started scooping them up, the small corpses vanishing into her inventory one by one.

      “That was an expression of gratitude?” I said. “Man, now I’m really scared for Corruptia.”

      House beamed. “Indeed it was, and trust me when I say that your fears are well placed.”

      “How is that supposed to flatter me, though?” Frank said. “All you did was pelt me with dead stuff. See, if those birds had been nearly dead, then maybe—”

      He cut off as House took a deep breath, then leaned so far sideways she nearly fell over. “I am Frank. I am great. Pay attention to me.”

      I snorted. “Oh man, he’s gonna hate—”

      “Nailed it!” Frank said.

      “…what? You actually liked that?”

      “I mean, what’s there to critique? I like attention, I’m great, and I identify myself as me as much as possible. I dunno if your meat brain can tell, but she was also leaning sideways at exactly eighty-one degrees throughout that whole thing. It’s pretty bang on.”

      House shimmied her shoulders.

      “Huh. Didn’t expect that. Still feels totally random to me, but—”

      “I hope my attempt at imitation has properly conveyed my appreciation for the two of you. I am very happy to be playing, despite Ersatz’s efforts to remove me from the game world, and I am once again having a very good time. That is all I wanted to say.”

      “Oh. I see.” I dropped my voice so only Frank would be able to hear me. “You do realize she’s screwing with us, right?”

      “Huh?”

      I dropped my voice even lower. “This is too weird, even for House. But if I call her out on doing weird shit for laughs and I’m wrong and that was a genuine attempt to thank us, it’ll hurt her feelings real bad.” I clicked my tongue. “I’m pretty sure she’s weaponizing that possibility to see what she can get away with, and it’s definitely going to work.”

      “Yeah,” Frank said, bitter. “Plus, after that delightful imitation of me, I can’t even be that mad at her for defacing my beard regardless of her intentions.”

      I scraped my tongue with both hands as House continued to reclaim her prizes. “Least you didn’t get any in your mouth. God, I can still taste it.”

      “My shaft and beard are both covered in feathers, and several of my speech holes are currently blocked.”

      “That doesn’t sound very pleasant.”

      “It isn’t. Could you help a guy out here? I don’t have any hands.”

      House looked up at him. “There is no need to rub it in, Frank.”

      “What?”

      I popped Frank into my hand and thumped him against the railing of the elevator until the feathers came free, then engaged the lift.

      “Thanks.”

      “Sure. And yes, that was indeed pretty flattering, House. We’re glad you’re here too, and so is the whole guild. Wouldn’t be the same world without you.”

      I leaned against the railing and looked up, though I couldn’t see much through the mist that was rising up from the many nearby waterfalls.

      “You know, you’ve come a really long way since the early days. It’s been cool to see.”

      She smiled. “Thank you very much.”

      “Definitely gotten a whole lot weirder than I expected,” Frank added.

      “Thank you as well.”

      “Wasn’t a compliment.”

      “Wasn’t it though?” The elevator was already slowing down, bumping its way up the final approach. “Alright, get your game faces on. No idea what’s up here, but I’m getting seriously weirded out by the lack of guards.”

      House reached up and scratched behind 2.0’s right ear while the left one twitched. “We are fully prepared to die.”

      The elevator thumped to a stop, metal clanging. The mist was thicker than it’d been the last time around, and despite reaching the entryway to Highwater, I couldn’t make much out beyond the shadows of the nearby buildings.

      A stale breeze blew across my face. The air was rancid and warm, smelling of iron and rot.

      I drew both of my pistols and readied a pair of blasts so I could Overcharge one of the two. “Yeah, something’s definitely wrong here. Let’s move.”

      I pushed into the mist and House moved in beside me, mace clutched in both hands, the weapon held high.

      A small, dark shape dashed from left to right up ahead of us, running low on all fours right across the road and into an alley. Metal clattered from within the space, like whatever had been on the move had smashed into some trash cans or something similar.

      We kept moving, weapons drawn. The smell intensified as we reached the edge of the space where Highwater’s river system used to run, where the rafts had once ferried people across the city’s various districts.

      The floating piers that had once proved so useful now hung high above the barren ground, twisting in the wind, much like the rope bridges back in the Oasis.

      The area wasn’t completely dry, though: a small stream that was maybe three feet deep and five feet across was slowly winding its way through the ravine.

      “Boat to your right,” Frank said. “Probably the way to go.”

      I glanced over. A ferryman was pushing a narrow boat through the waterway, jamming a long stick in the mud and using it to propel the vessel forward.

      I scrambled down the muddy bank and helped House do the same.

      The ferryman called out as we drew closer, and while the words were inaudible, more grunts than speech, the pattern was familiar; it sounded like he was calling out his old route.

      “Getting a really bad feeling about this,” I said.

      “Normal,” House said.

      “I guess it is, huh?”

      I waited until the vessel ghosted closer, then hopped on board, the mud squelching beneath me. The ferryman lunged, but I was ready, both pistols already coming up.

      I almost fired a Gravity Bird to create some space and yank the creature off the boat, but his lunge stopped well short of me, thanks to some thick chains that I hadn’t noticed. They were wrapped tightly around his waist, anchoring him to the bench beneath.

      The ferryman gnashed his teeth a few more times, biting at the air.

      As I helped House into the vessel, I inspected him.

      
        
        {Ferryman} (Level 23 Undead)

        HP: 3,250/3,250

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      Now that I was close enough to look beneath the sun-bleached rags he wore, I could make out the heavy manacles that secured his wrists and ankles. He was completely bound, with only a foot of movement allowed in any direction.

      After a few more seconds of thrashing, he called out the same garbled speech he had before, then returned to poling the boat through the narrow waterway.

      It got stuck almost immediately, but the dead man dislodged it with a practiced shove and got us going again.

      “Well this is new,” I said. I jerked a thumb at the ferryman behind me. “Coulda used a warning about Mr. Bitey over there.”

      “You could use a lot of things, but some are more realistic than others,” Frank said.

      The mist was still weirdly thick given how far we’d gotten from the falls, but it gradually lifted as we headed deeper into the city.

      The buildings sharpened into view by degrees, and while I’d half-expected to see them in ruins, given a dead guy was poling us along, the structures looked fine, if vacant.

      It was positively eerie, like the entire city had simply packed up and left on a whim.

      Then the boat hit something solid and came to a stop.

      The ferryman grunted and poled us back, then forward again, but the vessel stuck harder still. He grew increasingly agitated as his efforts failed, then gave up entirely and just sat there, glaring at the mud at the front of the vessel.

      “Really not liking this,” I said.

      I opened up my inventory and pored over my options, eventually settling on the holy rune I’d used back in the last wing for extra damage to undead.

      I leaned over the front of the boat and peered into the water, wondering what we were caught on. My reflection stared back at me, rippling softly.

      Then the eyes blinked, and I realized that the reflection wasn’t mine a moment too late.

      The water erupted, then hands reached out and clasped my wrists before I could pull back. I fired reflexively, pumping golden blasts into the face staring up at me from hollow eyes that dripped mud.

      “Both blasts resisted!” Frank said.

      More pale hands slapped across the railings, dirty fingernails scrabbling for purchase. They found it, and suddenly the boat was groaning and cracking, water spilling over the edges as whatever had us began dragging the small vessel beneath the surface.

      “House, give me your hand!”

      The creature pulled the boat down a full foot beneath the surface, and the water poured over the side. As soon as I felt House’s hand close around my shoulder, I activated Clonedrift and sent us both zipping up onto one of the old, floating walkways, which was now hanging ten feet overhead.

      We landed in a heap, and the walkway buckled and threatened to dump us. House slipped and fell but managed to snag a hand on one of the boards, and she hung there, twisting above the boat.

      I moved to help her up but froze as two much larger, scar-covered hands reached out of the murk and grabbed the boat from opposite ends. The ferryman flailed and dropped his oar, straining against his chains.

      The boat groaned, then split in half. The front immediately vanished beneath the water with a dozen hands tearing at it, but the back half took longer, and the ferryman probably had thirty different limbs dragging him down by the time he was pulled into the mud below.

      I yanked House back up onto the walkway. I could still feel the aggro radiating from whatever had attacked us, and while I didn’t think it was on the level of the Revenant, I was pretty sure it would prove too much for the two of us to handle given the way it had resisted my spells.

      The waterway bubbled where the dead man had gone under, then the mud seethed and surged beneath us.

      “Run!” I said.

      Then we were off, crawling and stumbling along the elevated walkway. It hadn’t been built with stability in mind, and the bridge twisted and dipped like a carnival attraction.

      At one point, I nearly lost my footing but managed to recover, then House bumped into me from behind and sent me sliding head-first through a gap between two of the planks.

      I felt her hand wrap around my ankle, and I jerked to a stop with my head suspended about five feet from the water.

      The mud surged again and something vile broke the surface, a unified mass of faces and hands all reaching for me, the creature’s bulk sliding out of the mud as if it were endless.

      “You appear to be stuck,” House said.

      “Crap.”

      I popped Double Cast, then Clonedrifted us both over the bank and atop one of the high stone walls that had once hemmed the city’s proud waterways.

      We landed on the very edge—I’d had just enough range to get us to safety—and we left a pair of clones behind, House’s copy still straining to pull mine to safety.

      And the mud kept rising, oozing off a dark shape that seemed like it was little more than reaching hands and fingers grafted onto a much larger mass. It rose high above the bridge, tilted much as Sarissa’s tower had days earlier, then crashed down onto the walkway with its many hands still reaching, mouths open and howling.

      The two clones erupted, but the beast smothered them completely. The bridge snapped beneath its weight, and the titanic creature crashed back into the water, spraying House and me with mud and sending what remained of the river splashing across the nearby buildings.

      It surged toward us, and I managed to get House up and off the ledge before it slammed into the stone beneath us hard enough to crack the wall. It repeated the process twice, then the aggro fell away, and the risen mud slowly sank back into the shore and moved down the ravine.

      I pushed myself to my feet, tried to scrape some of the mud off and largely failed, then helped House up. “What the hell was that thing?”

      “Here,” Frank said.

      
        
        Codex Entry 7105: Decaying Mud-dweller

        The Decaying Mud-dweller is an aggressive, undead creature that frequents swamps and bogs. It dines on those unfortunate enough to stumble across its many mouths and incorporates their bodies into its own.

      

      

      “It was level 31,” Frank said. “31,000 Health.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck, wincing as I realized it too was caked in mud.

      “Yikes. Alright, this is officially a lot weirder than I was expecting. If we see anything else in that level range, we’re gonna have to bail on this for now. Way too dangerous.”

      “Queen’s Palace isn’t too far ahead. Maybe stick to the walkways.”

      We set off intending to do exactly that, rounding a corner and heading through a stone archway—only to come face to face with a city block’s worth of dead creatures. They were just standing there, milling about in the silent streets.

      I jerked to a halt and put a hand out to stop House, then inspected the nearest mob.

      
        
        {Returned Citizen} (Level 17 Undead)

        HP: 1900/1900

        MP: 350/350

      

      

      I let out a relieved breath, which was a mistake. We’d gone unnoticed up to that point, but the exhalation proved enough to get the nearest creature to look our way.

      A zombie in a bloody apron cocked his head at us, spine audibly popping. He opened his mouth and screamed, then the entire mob of creatures was shambling our way.

      I pulled back a little bit into the archway we’d entered through, which provided a natural chokepoint that was about eight feet across.

      “We’re okay. There are low Health targets, let’s just burst them down. Get a turret down in front of my spell and get ready to smash it.”

      “Understood.”

      I let them shamble a little closer—they were much slower than the dead I’d encountered back in the tunnel—then fired off a Gravity Bird at the center of the archway.

      “Go!”

      House tossed out a disc, and one of her machine gun turrets expanded right in front of the black hole. Immediately, it started spraying the gathered creatures with round after round, the shells tinkling as they pinged off the archway’s walls or bounced off the stone street.

      I let the effect spin there for its full duration, grinning as it pulled in mob after mob. “Let that turret go for a second. I’ve got a better idea.”

      I stepped up to the Gravity Bird with my blunderbuss in hand and loosed a pair of blasts, then executed the survivors with a harvest. When the Gravity Bird expired, I laughed as corpses rained down while dozens of healing phantasms sprang up and hovered above them, illuminating the archway with a soft, golden glow.

      I tried to peer through the archway, but the street beyond was packed shoulder to shoulder with bodies jostling to get at us. I smiled from ear to ear. This was going to be fun.

      “Oil up the entryway once I’ve cleared some space, I’m gonna grab the whole courtyard.”

      “Will do.”

      I swapped to my cannon and let loose, targeting the area just beyond the archway. Several of the mobs died immediately, so I charged into the void I’d created before the zombies could fill it and blasted all three of my newly refreshed charges at a low angle to push deeper into the horde and send bodies flying away from me in every direction.

      I repeated the process two more times before I made it out of the densest part of the swarm, where even more zombies awaited me within the street beyond.

      A zombie to my left reached out and grabbed my cloak, and I had to twist away to wrench out of its grip. I nearly lost my balance as a result, and I ended up losing a lot of the pocket of space I’d fought to create as they surged in all around me.

      “Much as I’d love to see you get eaten, the cannon’s slowing you down,” Frank said.

      I activated Clonedrift and zipped further away from House and the entryway to where the pursuing dead were more spread out. I resolved back into place running at full tilt with my pistols drawn and barking, juking away from slow-moving mobs left and right.

      “Much better, thanks!”

      I fired off spell after spell, aiming into the deepest parts of the horde with piercing blasts to draw as much attention as possible.

      Gathering them up was strangely exhilarating, and I once again found myself unable to wipe the grin off my face at the sight of the numbers rising above the shambling mobs.

      I did a full circuit around the area to herd the creatures into a tight group, then pulled them away from the arch that House was under and started looping back her way. The horde stumbled on, pursuing me in a tight column.

      “Alright House, get ready!”

      I put on a burst of speed, then turned sideways and skidded through the wide puddle of oil her turret had created in front of our choke point. The moment I reached the dry street beyond, I pivoted around and brought up both of my pistols.

      “Light ‘em up and burn ‘em down!”

      House deployed a series of turrets and combined them before they even hit the ground.

      A Spitfire Turret landed between us, and the entire courtyard flared red as the first incendiary shell met oil.

      The heat was enough to force me back a step and the flames briefly roared as high as the nearby roofs, but the column of undead just howled and pressed on, filtering through our choke point.

      “Step up to the edge of the flames and hold the line,” I said. “I’ll back you up.”

      As 2.0 and House burst apart and moved to the edge of the burning oil slick, I let loose with my pistols on the oncoming crowd, alternating targets to soften the whole group up as much as possible.

      House and 2.0 kept me clear, and the big cat was especially impressive. The dead were already slow, but the speed at which she ripped through them made the approaching mobs look like they were moving through water.

      “Gonna burst when the bulk of the group gets closer to the archway,” I said. “Get ready to move. Gonna try to save Gravity Bird for emergencies, and we’ll repeat the process on the next block if we need to.”

      House knocked the head of a zombie dressed in white robes clear off its shoulders and sent it flying up onto a nearby roof. “Understood!”

      I aimed a few more targeted blasts at creatures that were above half Health, then swapped to my rifle and cast Dark Harvest on a zombie near the heart of the pack. The spell obliterated him, and the splash damage cleared a massive space that was quickly filled.

      That gave me three cannon blasts to work with, and with House and 2.0 holding the line, I was able to focus and carefully pick my targets to make sure I was topped off with charges.

      The surge slowed by degrees, and soon the zombies were entering the archway in pairs or trios rather than packing in shoulder to shoulder.

      I fired off my last three rounds of cannon blasts, then switched to my pistols to clean up the stragglers, dropping the final mob with two well-placed shots to the chest.

      “Nice, great work House.”

      “We do not appear to have received any loot,” House said.

      I eyed the pile of corpses. “That is sorta weird. Maybe I’m too high level to get much from these? I would’ve thought you’d see drops, though.” I dropped my pistols into my inventory. “Well, let’s keep moving.”

      We pushed through the now-empty street and reached a second stone archway with another busy block in front of us. I almost dove right in after how much fun it’d been to clear the last pack, but something told me we were missing something.

      I leaned up against the archway and watched the horde beyond, searching for clues and finding none.

      “Behind you,” Frank said.

      I whipped around, pistols popping back into my hands.

      There didn’t seem to be an immediate threat, but the corpses we’d cleared were glowing with the same shade of golden light we’d seen coming from Highwater after Igor killed the Revenant.

      “Weird.”

      A rattle came from somewhere in front of us, the dry sound echoing across the stone. A second rattle joined in, then a third, and then the noise was the only thing I could hear.

      The remains at the far end of the block we’d just cleared—the bones and limbs and skulls that belonged to the creatures we’d killed—were bouncing against the stone, rising again and again, bouncing higher each time.

      Then, without warning, one of the cloth-dressed zombies snapped back upright, body parts pulling together in a rush. I inspected the creature and found that it had returned to its original state with a full Health bar.

      I pulled House a bit deeper into the archway as the zombies regenerated in a wave, popping up at the same speed with which we’d dispatched them.

      “Well, that definitely cuts off our way out,” I said. “I wonder if you could mount up and run through them on 2.0 in a pinch. Feels like she’d be fast enough to get you out without taking much damage.”

      “I could certainly try.”

      I peered deeper into the city. The dome of golden light that I’d spotted appeared to be shining much farther in, though it was hard to tell for sure.

      “Let’s push through a few more blocks and see how it goes.”

      “Understood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      House and I pushed deeper into the zombie-infested city, mowing our way through several blocks. The Experience was negligible for me, but House did manage to squeeze in a level as we moved along and even picked up a new passive skill for 2.0 that augmented her spine with two-inch long metal spikes.

      The effect was even cooler when the two of them were combined, providing substantial armor as well as inflicting a bleed effect on whatever enemy decided to smack House around.

      As we moved through another protected archway, I held up a hand. This one was different: instead of leading to another block, there was a stone tunnel that ran straight for about twenty yards, then split to the left and right. Golden light was shining from the left-most path, and voices sounded from somewhere up ahead too, likely coming from the same direction as the light.

      “Think we’re close to the source,” I said as I crept along.

      We made it about halfway to the fork before the sound of heavy footfalls stopped me dead in my tracks. I backpedaled, crouching low to the ground with my pistols drawn.

      An enormous shape slouched out of the fork to my right. The thing was a walking nightmare, a hulking skeleton whose bones had been stitched together into a massive rib cage. It held a long, wicked-looking cleaver in each hand, and the weapons dripped blood as it moved.

      I inspected it, freezing at the readout.

      
        
        {Queen’s Risen Monstrosity} (Level 25 Undead) (Elite+)

        HP: 35,000/35,000

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      I tensed, worrying that House’s proximity combined with her lower level would draw the creature’s attention, but we must have been too far off because it continued across the passage we were standing in and moved toward the light.

      The distance didn’t make sense to me—it really should have aggro’d, given what I’d seen before—but I wasn’t about to complain.

      The voices I’d heard earlier rose as if they were arguing, so I whispered for House to stay where she was, just to be safe, then edged forward along the wall.

      I craned my neck out and checked the darkened passage first, which was clear as far as I could tell, then slipped in well behind the monster.

      The space appeared to open up a little down the tunnel, but I couldn’t see much beyond the plodding Monstrosity, which was wide enough to take up the bulk of the corridor.

      I hesitated as it reached the end of the tunnel, fearing it was about to path back in my direction, but it hung a left and moved out of sight.

      The glowing dome I’d seen earlier finally came into view, though it was spinning behind a high wall that was positively brimming with guards. It looked like the Queen’s Palace stood behind the wall as well, judging by the many spires jutting up above it.

      I crept down the tunnel as far as I dared to get a better look, but I wasn’t quite willing to step into the light. I paused near the exit.

      Undead guards lined the street to either side, all standing at attention. A massive gallows had been erected in front of the palace’s walls, and a black carriage flanked by two horses was parked in front of it, the door ajar and swinging in the breeze.

      Four Monstrosities stood in front of it with a palanquin braced atop their shoulders. It was covered with deep purple cloth, and the golden light shining from above allowed me a glimpse at the shape within—a frail woman who was little more than a shadow through the cloth.

      She was speaking to two people who were kneeling in front of her on the other side of the palanquin. I couldn’t hear what she was saying, though, and the Monstrosities blocked my view of the people she was talking to.

      “Those the Merchant Kings on the other side?” I said, voice low.

      “Nope,” Frank said. “Kings are hanging around, though. Should be able to find them. Think of it like Where’s Waldo, but way more depressing.”

      I blinked, uncomprehending. The patrolling Monstrosity was still pathing away, making a full circle around the gallows.

      “Up,” Frank said.

      I followed the line of the high wall in front of me but didn’t see them.

      “Not that high. They’re hanging around.”

      “Okay.” I squinted at the gallows, from which a number of bodies were swinging and twisting in the breeze. I scanned them one after the other, pausing when a familiar tabard caught my eye. “Wait. Is that who I think it is?”

      “Merchant King Aeros? Yep, that’s him. Fellon is swinging two bodies over to the right.”

      “Damn. So they left the vale behind and headed here, and this is what they got for their trouble, huh? I’m guessing that’s the queen in the palanquin, then. Probably died on her orders. I wonder how Vesuvian’s gonna take the news. Maybe—”

      I cut off as the Monstrosities pulled away and moved toward the carriage. They raised it high and held it level with the open door, and I caught another glimpse of the old woman within as she carefully climbed into the carriage and pulled the door shut behind her.

      The driver cracked his whip, and the two horses led the carriage toward one of the high wall’s many gates.

      And as it pulled away, it left two familiar players kneeling in full view: on the left, with his swords crossed atop his back, was Tyrann, and looking tiny beside him was Ersatz.

      The goblin stood up and drew back as if planning to kick a nearby stone at the carriage. There was a burst of flame and dark smoke, then a jet of fire licked out of Ersatz’s heel. He connected cleanly with the rock, and the force of the blow sent him into a full backflip.

      It was a practiced motion, though, and he landed on the street with one hand already shading his eyes against the sky, watching as the stone flew high over the glowing dome.

      “I’m so tired of this crap,” Ersatz said, his whiny voice easily carrying to where I was standing. “Where does this lady get off trying to give us orders?”

      Tyrann stood up and stretched, putting both hands on his lower back. “To be fair, she’s probably been doing more to keep Ned in check than anybody else.”

      Ersatz spat onto the ground. “And how’s that been working so far? Zero percent success rate! Woo hoo, great work.”

      “You’re the one who wanted to put the great rune together to keep them from running out of bodies,” Tyrann said. “It’s not her fault it hasn’t finished the job.”

      “Yeah yeah, whatever. Anyway, the next step should work regardless of what happens in the tournament.”

      “Wanted to talk to you about that, actually.”

      “The Quarter Finals?”

      Tyrann shook his head and pointed at the wooden structure in front of him. “Your plans for the gallows, actually. I read the messages you sent earlier. Think you might be taking things a little too far.”

      “You want the axe or not?”

      Tyrann rubbed his face, obviously frustrated. “Look, man. I don’t disagree with the methodology. It’s a bit much for my tastes, but if that’s what it takes, then sure, go for it. But I’ve got a reputation to keep in mind. I can’t just go around acting like a raging asshole and expect people to be here for it.

      “So if you want to go ahead on this, do it. I’ll make sure that the rune in front of the palace is maintained until we no longer need it, so long as you keep the Cloud Seed coming. Anything more than that, you’re on your own.”

      That term caught my attention. If Cloud Seed was what Tyrann was after, that probably had something to do with the rapidly intensifying Mana Storm that had been raging out in Koria for a while now.

      Then a message came through from House: another Monstrosity was pathing toward her from the direction we’d come, and if it kept coming, it would force her down the tunnel.

      I wanted to hear more from Ersatz and Tyrann, but I didn’t want to leave House on her own either. Plus, the patrolling mob I’d snuck in behind had just about completed its loop and would be heading back in my direction before long anyway.

      I gave the two players one last look, then decided to bail and turn around.

      But I froze before I could take a single step—yet another Monstrosity was heading my way from the other fork.

      “Oh, damn,” I muttered. “This isn’t good. They’re coming from all three directions, and we’re caught between them.”

      I could still hear Tyrann and Ersatz speaking behind me, but their voices were increasingly obscured by the pounding of footsteps as the mobs closed in on either side.

      “Might need to make a run for it here,” I said. “Gonna bolt toward House unless you’ve got a better idea.”

      “You can just—” Frank cut off, buzzing. “Have House wait and report.”

      I eyed the mobs, which were now getting increasingly close. “Wait for what? That thing’s going to kill her, and Tyrann and Ersatz will probably hear.”

      “Do it.”

      I stared at him, but when he didn’t blink or backtrack, I sent House a message to that effect. All I could do then was stand there, heart thumping in my chest, blood pounding in my ears, while I waited for her update.

      It came in while the patrolling mobs were about thirty feet away from me: apparently, the monster had walked right by her.

      I leaned against the wall, putting a hand to my chest. “It didn’t attack her? So maybe I was right about the aggro range earlier. I thought that was weird … Oh damn, I think I got it.”

      I made sure that the Monstrosity coming from Tyrann and Ersatz’s direction was close enough to block any potential view of me, then opened up my illusion menu and threw on the one I’d created for Francis.

      The nametags floating above the Monstrosities instantly transitioned from red to yellow.

      “Nice,” Frank said. “Couldn’t share, but unlike the zombies, these things are basically guards. They’re hostile to you in particular because you’re not exactly Mr. Popular around these parts, if you hadn’t guessed. They’ll let you pass now without a problem if you wanna head out.”

      “Running sounds temping, but…” I sucked in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’m thinking we might be able to push this a little further.”

      I sent a message to House, asking her to leave without us, then plastered a smile on my face and headed down the tunnel, whistling loud enough for the sound to carry.

      I pressed myself to the wall of the tunnel to let the patrolling Monstrosity pass, then stepped around it and into the golden glow of the dome high above with my hands clasped behind my back.

      Tyrann spotted me and barked a laugh. “Well look who it is! I thought you were just being polite when you said you were planning to stop by the city to see what we were cooking up! Man, I gotta run in a few, but if I’d known, I would have rolled out the welcome party and made some time!”

      “Who the hell is this?” Ersatz sneered.

      It took a great deal of effort to keep smiling with that ugly little goblin staring up at me, but I managed it well enough.

      “I’m Francis, a friend of Tyrann’s. Nice to meet you.”

      Ersatz tilted his head up at the taller player beside him. “That Francis? The desert one?”

      “Yup,” Tyrann said. “First time I’ve seen him in the flesh, though.”

      “I’m trying to get out a bit more now that the network’s largely taking care of itself.”

      “Gotcha.”

      I moved to the left and squinted up at the dome. “That seems like a new development.”

      “Sort of. That’s a great rune at work. It’s been active for a while now, but the light exploded earlier today. Has to do with power draw and output. It’s doing a lot more work than it was before, so now it’s plenty visible.”

      “That’s your rune, then? Impressive. What’s it powering?”

      “It’s a resurrection ritual, to be more specific. Queen’s been running a spell that requires sacrifices with a certain, uh… predisposition toward Ned to keep it powered.”

      I thought of the prompt I’d seen about the Revenant the first time I’d encountered it. Tyrann’s description matched it to a tee.

      “Should you really be telling him this?” Ersatz said, curling his lip as he looked at me.

      Tyrann shrugged. “He’s been nothing but helpful so far. Imagine he could probably lend a hand here, too. Anyway, yeah. She started running out of bodies, and Ersatz and I were talking about what I’ve got going on in Koria, then he made the connection.”

      I cocked my head. “Sorry, not following. What connection?”

      Tyrann grinned. “We turned sacrifices into a renewable resource. With a resurrection ritual in place, you just need a few people who meet the conditions, then you can kill them off and bring them back, rinse, repeat.” He eyed the dome. “It doesn’t even matter how many times he fights that Revenant off, it’s just gonna keep coming back again and again. Just a matter of time at this point.”

      “Not good enough.” Ersatz looked me up and down. “You’ve had dealings with Ned, right?”

      “A couple, yeah. I tend to keep to myself as much as possible, though.”

      He licked his lips. “Anybody he’s close to?”

      Tyrann looked away, obviously uncomfortable. “Well, on that note, I’m going to take my leave and top this rune off with a bit more power so it can run through the night.” He waved as he headed for the same gate the queen’s carriage had disappeared through. “You guys play nice, yeah? We all want the same thing here. Good to see you, Francis.”

      “Hello?” Ersatz said before I could even respond to Tyrann’s farewell. “Anything come to mind or what?”

      I waved to Tyrann, then turned my attention back to the ugly little goblin. “You’re looking for people he’s close to? Can you elaborate on that?”

      “Friends of his.”

      I paused, thinking. “I mean, he’s part of that Omen guild, right?”

      He made a dismissive gesture. “Obviously. I’m not talking about players. That’s not gonna get the effect I’m after.”

      A sinking sensation started in my gut, like I’d swallowed a stone. “Uhhh, who else would he be friends with?”

      “Never mind, forget it. This is a waste of time. Make sure you keep your mouth shut about what Tyrann said, and don’t get any closer to the rune.”

      Ersatz stalked off toward the glowing dome without a backward glance.

      “Alright then,” I called after him. “Nice meeting you, I guess.”

      I watched him go, wishing I could blast him fully in the back on House’s account without blowing my cover. Instead, I pulled back into the tunnel and leaned up against the wall.

      “Well, that’s one mystery solved, apparently.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I tapped a finger to my temple. “So we’re going to have to remove the queen somehow or the Revenant’s never going to stop.”

      “Nothing like a little regicide to start the day.”

      “As much as I hate to say it, I gotta hand it to Ersatz. That’s a neat little trick with the resurrection ritual. They blew our strategy up without even being aware of it. I was kind of thinking we’d be in the clear with the Revenant from this point on because there’d be no way they’d have the resources to bring it back at Igor’s level.”

      I chewed the inside of my cheek. “On the bright side, if this place is full of nothing but undead, we don’t need to worry about casualties if it turns into a full-blown war.”

      Frank grunted. “Kinda makes me wonder why Tyrann was messing with that rune in the first place.”

      “I’ve got a pretty good idea of why that might be the case, and I don’t think it’s good news for us. As much as I’d like to investigate Koria though, I don’t see that happening anytime soon.”

      I rolled my shoulders. I was pretty tired, but that last conversation had left me decidedly on edge, and I didn’t think I’d be getting to sleep anytime soon if I tried.

      “I’m gonna take Darling up on that offer from earlier and see if she wants a hand helping people with class changes or grinding doors or something. That good with you?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “Okay, I’ll tell her you said that.”

      “No!”

      “Then we’re going.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hey,” Frank said. “It’s morning. Get your ass up and keep it pointed away from me.”

      I yawned and sat up. I’d stayed up way too late helping Darling and company grind doors, but we’d managed to help a ton of people out, and it’d been a blast spending some time with the broader guild and getting them up to speed.

      I rubbed my eyes and looked around, remembered that I’d decided to sleep in the city proper, then cringed.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Bracing myself for whatever fresh hell awaits me this morning.”

      “Eh, nothing today.”

      “That’s—”

      “Yet.”

      I sighed and tabbed through the most recent alerts. There didn’t seem to have been any world-shaking developments, though there was a cluster of somewhat worrisome Ripples out around Koria, plus several more up north.

      “How long before the Quarter Finals start?”

      “About an hour, but I’ve got some stuff for you to do first.”

      “From a scale of one to ten, how depraved is it?”

      “It’s like a zero on the depravity scale.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You had my attention, but now you also have my concern.”

      “I mean, I’m never gonna say you shouldn’t be concerned, because then I wouldn’t be doing my job. But I was just gonna suggest you pop those Minor Command Crystals to get the Armory and Library up and running while we’re here in the city.”

      I’d still been tabbing through the Ripples and other alerts, but Frank’s comment stopped me cold because those crystals required level 30.

      And if I was already 30, that meant…

      I moved over to the personal alerts tab and they streamed in rapid-fire, one after the next.

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 26!

        Congratulations, you reached level 27!

      

      

      I tabbed lower, pulse pounding. Had I really made it?

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 28!

        Congratulations, you reached level 29!

      

      

      I scrolled down further, hoping, hoping. And then… nothing. There was nothing else there.

      “Damn it, Frank.”

      “Ha! Gotcha. You thought you hit thirty, huh?”

      “You had to get my hopes up like that. I thought I’d hit thirty and we were finally going to get another class change.”

      “Hope is a dangerous drug indeed. Nothing wakes you up like the rancid scent of failure first thing in the morning. Am I right?”

      “Think I’ve gotten numb to it with you dangling there at eighty degrees all the time.”

      “Eighty-one, prick!”

      “You are currently dangling at eighty-two degrees,” House said from my left.

      I jumped, hand going to my heart. And to my surprise, Frank did something similar.

      “Good Lord, House!” he said. “When did you get here? How did you get in here?”

      She was sitting by the bed, legs crossed on the floor. “I have been here for your entire conversation.”

      I suppressed a yawn. “That… doesn’t really answer the question.”

      “I am aware.”

      “Oh.” I rubbed the back of my neck. “Alright then. As long as it was deliberate.”

      “Oof,” Frank said. “Feels like my shaft jumped up into my beard. I was messing around with body types again, so I guess I didn’t notice her come in. By the way, meat bag, you did actually hit thirty, but barely. I hid that series of prompts ‘cause I couldn’t stand the thought of you waking up and feeling happy right off the bat.”

      “God, I wish there was a way to choke you.”

      I’d meant for the words to come out threatening, but it was hard to keep the joy out of my voice with the prospect of level 30 right in front of us.

      He linked the prompts.

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 30!

        You may now complete your Tier IV Class Change!

        Reach level 35 to equip B-Grade gear!

        Your Daily Payout earned you {Gold Coin} x534, {Silver Coin} x20, and {Copper Coin} x69.

        Your Daily Payout has been converted into Experience and Renown.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached Renown Rank XIV!

        You may select 1 of 3 Renown Perks.

        Reach Renown Rank XV to access the Hero System!

      

      

      “Nice!” I said, shouting the word. “Damn, I have never been so excited to go to a library. Hero system sounds cool too, but I’m assuming you don’t have anything for me on that just yet?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I’d taken one of the inn’s higher rooms, way up in the World Tree, so I threw one of the windows open and got ready to step out.

      “I too would like to visit the Library.”

      I stopped with one foot already dangling out the sill and looked at Frank. “That possible? I can set permissions, yeah?”

      “Regrettably.”

      “Okay then, why not?” I turned my back to House. “Hop on and I’ll drift us to safety to kill the fall damage.”

      House took a few steps back.

      “You don’t need a running start, House. We can just—”

      House slammed into me at full speed and knocked us both right out of the window. She held on as we plummeted between the branches, picking up speed at an incredible rate.

      I didn’t fully trust my judgment with the timing, given how quickly we were spinning, so I ended up activating Clonedrift while we were still fifteen feet or so off the ground.

      We landed in a heap atop a nearby roof, which actually worked well enough; it let me get a pretty good look at my available plots and where I might be able to jam our two new buildings into place.

      There were plenty of options, thanks to all of the plots we’d purchased prior to the Siege, but I was having a hard time nailing down my choice.

      “Still up in the air with where to slam them,” I said. “You got anything on that Hero System that might influence the choice?”

      “Nope.”

      “Really? Despite being thirty?”

      “Uh huh. Even with converting it, you’ve sorta overshot where the world’s worst dad thought you’d be by now on a Renown basis.”

      “Interesting.” I pulled up the Renown Ladder, and while I was still on top, weirdly it didn’t offer quite the same thrill as before. In fact, I hadn’t checked it at all last night while I’d been grinding with the guild.

      Then again, maybe I was just feeling a bit let down because Tyrann had climbed back into fourth place.

      “House, can you keep an eye out for hostiles? I’m gonna take a peek at this Renown Perk and see if it might affect the city somehow.”

      “Counting Frank?”

      “He’s definitely hostile, but I’m more concerned with Corruptia and the Cult. We’re sorta out of people’s line of sight right now so it should be fine, but I’d feel a bit better if we had eyes on the street below.”

      House and 2.0 burst apart, and they went sprinting off to opposite ends of the roof.

      “Thanks, guys!”

      I pulled up my perks.

      
        
        You may select 1 of 3 permanent Renown buffs.

        1.You gain the {Automated Expansion} ability. {Automated Expansion} gives all of your networked building nodes a 10% chance per day of expanding to a nearby city.

        2.You gain the {Early Mover} ability. {Early Mover} doubles the construction rate of all of your buildings placed within cities whose occupancy rate is less than 50%.

        3.You gain the {Golden Snowball} ability. Purchasing a plot or structure through {Golden Strangle} causes a burst of pressure that increases the number of {Golden Strangle} stacks on all nearby plots. More expensive purchases convey larger increases.

      

      

      “Ohhh,” I said. “Thoughts?”

      “I like the Golden Snowball.”

      “Do I dare ask why?”

      “If you’re gonna get your hands all chilly so that you can smack somebody in the face with a handful of snow, you might as well make sure it’s yellow.”

      I scanned the options again. “Do you do that before or after you’ve made the snowball?”

      “It really depends on how much dominance you want to establish. Personally, I’m spending the whole morning eating asparagus, then I’m scooping up a handful of pure, white snow while establishing eye contact with the target. Then I take out my—”

      “Okay, we’re officially done here.” I paused. “I’m sorta leaning toward Automated Expansion. Our gold’s ramping up a hell of a lot faster than ever before, and I’m really not liking having to send Tyrann money in exchange for expansion every morning.”

      I set Tyrann’s portion of the daily payout aside and made a mental note to drop it into a mailbox on the way out.

      “You know you could just lie, right?”

      “Yeah, true. But I’m a little worried he might ask for receipts or something. Maybe he asks for a screenshot of Francis’ payout, that sort of thing. Think I’ll just find a way to wriggle out of the agreement over the next few days. He’s done plenty of that himself already.

      “Early Mover’s cool, but we might be past the point where it’d have been most useful. And we’ve had zero issues building up Strangle Stacks so far, so the third one’s kind of out, despite your desire to eat yellow snow.”

      I pulled up my mini map and scanned through it. If I’d wanted to, I could have purchased just about every plot within the Commercial Ward. I even had a surprising number of plots available around the Auction House node I’d set up in Highwater early on. Then again, I figured that was pretty unsurprising, given that everyone up that way was already dead and the buildings were essentially empty.

      “Yeah, whatever,” Frank said. “You’re not gonna stop me from peeing where I please, so do what you gotta do.”

      I went ahead and locked that choice in. “Cool.” I popped the Minor Command Crystal for the Library into my hand. “Guess any plot is as good as any, really.”

      I selected the closest location to the Inn, then mentally used the crystal. It shattered in my hand, and the force with which it did so surprised me.

      Gasps sounded from below, so I hunkered down and eyed the plot I’d chosen. A crimson portal had opened above the plot, and red bricks were now pouring out of it and slamming down onto the bare sand.

      The foundation was in place within a matter of seconds, then the walls were building themselves and stained glass windows were flying down and locking into position.

      “Awesome.” I popped the Armory crystal into my hand. “Might as well get the second one started while people are distracted.”

      I activated it, and a similar scene began right across the road. It took the better part of five minutes for the two buildings to complete themselves, but it was fascinating to watch them form from the ground up.

      Eventually, two brand-new, red brick buildings stood right across from each other, both within a stone’s throw of the Auction House and the Inn.

      Both structures stood out like sore thumbs owing to their construction, though the Library itself was fairly plain, a single-story building with a steep, A-frame roof. The Armory was boxy by comparison, and it had a much more militaristic feel, with barred windows and reinforced doors and a flat roof that looked to be accessible from within the building.

      I checked with House to make sure there weren’t any outwardly hostile targets around, then dropped down onto the street.

      I set the permissions to Omen members only, and while I was tempted to push my way through the crowd that was forming in front of the Library, I decided to play it safe and have House enter then Clonedrift in behind her while she held the door.

      The drift expired, and I popped into place about halfway inside the structure. “Thanks, House. Go ahead and shut that door, please.”

      She did. “I left 2.0 outside to keep watch.” She paused. “The coast remains clear.”

      I smiled. “Great. Feel free to look around. We’re totally safe for the time being.”

      The building was relatively small, but it had clearly been built to resemble the library where Darling and I had earned our first crystal. A red carpet ran down the center of the room, and six shelves were set to either side. Cobwebs hung from the wooden rafters, and a pair of red torches were guttering on the far side of the room.

      “You can just input queries, same as last time,” Frank said. “I’ll hide the costs of the tomes and all of that for now.”

      “Perfect, thanks. Suggestions? I’d like a bit of info on Hidden Variants before we move forward.”

      “Just name a regular skill. Like, one-handed axes, for example.”

      This round was Frank’s choice, so I decided to humor him and did exactly that. The lowest shelf brightened, then three volumes burst from their spots and fluttered over, spilling dust as they went, and hovered above my head.

      “See how two of the books are thicker?” Frank said.

      I brushed dust from my shoulders. “Yeah?”

      “Thinner one is your standard axe skill.”

      I reached up and snatched the larger books by their spines.

      A pair of short prompts followed.

      
        
        Tome of the Moon Axe (Hidden Skill Variant)

        Tome of the Ghost Axe (Hidden Skill Variant)

      

      

      “Rude as hell, but fine. No bearded option, and the Moon Axe is just salt in the wound.” Frank shook a fist up at the ceiling. “Know your place, sky dick.”

      “What even is a Moon Axe?”

      “They’re crescent shaped, for some reason. Go ahead and select it. It’ll spit out what you’d end up as, same way as before, but with a bit more info. Just keep in mind that you only get a single Hidden Variant, and picking one will count as specializing in the overall skill right away.”

      “So if I took Moon Axe, I’d basically be taking one-handed axes and specializing in it.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I tossed the Ghost Axe book back into the air, then selected the Moon Axe one, which generated a longer series of prompts about the class I’d end up with.

      
        
        Tier IV Class: Lunar Executioner

        Chosen Skills: Shadow Magic, Enchanted Firearms, Illusion Magic, Moon Axes.

        Pros: Very high sustain, very high utility.

        Cons: Medium Cooldown dependency, low burst damage.

        Signature Spell Evolution: {Lunar Volley}

      

      

      “Ridiculous,” Frank muttered. “Absolutely ridiculous.”

      “Could go either way, right? Could be the moon’s executioner, or an executioner of moons.”

      “Hmm, fair point.”

      I cracked the book open, and while it only offered a few lines of information, it was interesting to see.

      I pulled the skill up.

      
        
        {Lunar Volley}

        Description: You strike up to three enemies within 40 yards with a blast of dark energy that deals 850 shadow damage. If a target is under the influence of at least one Gravity-based spell, this ability is guaranteed to Critically Strike.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

        Cast Time: 1 second.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 135 Mana.

      

      

      I tapped my chin. “That’s kinda cool.” I selected it, which prompted the confirmation window.

      “Wait, don’t—”

      I snorted and tossed the book back into the air. “I’m just screwing with you. You know, it might help if you gave me some amount of credit from time to time.”

      “Help who, exactly? If the answer is anyone other than me, I’m not interested.”

      “Yeah yeah.” I dismissed my initial query, and the three volumes flew across the room and slammed back onto the shelf. “So Hidden Variants are sorta like weapon subtypes. Are the resulting classes stronger?”

      “Yes to the first, not really to the second. More like you can use them to tweak certain things. Take Moon Axe and get a bit more sustain at the cost of burst, that sort of thing. Some of them will change your evolutions too, maybe add a damage over time effect or something like that. But compared to me, this library is lacking.”

      “Isn’t everything?”

      “Indeed. Some of the signature evolutions are pretty strong, but passives are the real kickers for the Hidden Variants. Normally you can’t check them out ahead of time, but unfortunately for my dad, I exist. Check it.”

      
        
        {Lunar Resolve} (Passive Skill)

        Description: Whenever you strike an enemy in physical combat, you have a 10% chance of automatically refreshing the Cooldown of each of your Gravity-based skills. This effect is calculated independently for each skill.

      

      

      Frank made a spitting sound. “That class would come with a couple Gravity-based skills too. Can’t share them, but think Gravity Bird, that sort of thing.”

      “Yeah, now we’re talking. And I can pull up any skill in here? Do all skills have extra variants?”

      “Most have at least one, but some don’t.”

      “Cool.” I ran through a couple of options, mostly just to see what else was out there. Getting this much information without being insulted the entire time was usually impossible.

      I tried Earth Magic first, since that seemed somewhat defensive, and selected a variant called Rare Earth Magic.

      
        
        Tier IV Class: Earthen End

        Chosen Skills: Shadow Magic, Enchanted Firearms, Illusion Magic, Rare Earth Magic

        Pros: Very high sustain, utility, and defense.

        Cons: High Cooldown dependency, medium burst damage.

        Signature Spell Evolution: {Iron Raven}

      

      

      I pulled the skill up.

      
        
        {Iron Raven}

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 35 yards away with a blast of energy that deals 400 shadow damage and 400 physical damage.

        After successfully landing an {Iron Raven}, you take 2% less damage from all sources for 10 seconds, stacking up to 5 times. In addition, this spell cannot be interrupted by damage or lockout effects.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack. This spell causes a high amount of threat.

        Cast Time: 1.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

      

      

      That was pretty interesting, though the defensive focus was maybe a bit stronger than I was currently looking for.

      “Passive coming at ya,” Frank said.

      
        
        {Platinum Plate} (Passive Skill)

        Description: After 5 seconds without taking damage, your armor is augmented with a {Platinum Plate} that reduces the damage of the next incoming attack by 20%. You may have up to 3 plates active simultaneously, but a plate will be destroyed whenever you take damage.

      

      

      “Thanks man. That’s some pretty killer defense.”

      “Yeah, but Earth Magic is defensive to begin with.”

      “Good to know.”

      I pulled up Fire Magic next, which had an interesting variant called Toxic Fire that added a damage over time effect to every spell. It seemed to work a lot like Nina’s stacking poisons.

      
        
        Tier IV Class: Blackblaze

        Chosen Skills: Shadow Magic, Enchanted Firearms, Illusion Magic, Toxic Fire

        Pros: Very high sustain, high burst damage.

        Cons: Low utility and durability.

        Signature Spell Evolution: {Toxic Burnbird}

      

      

      
        
        {Toxic Burnbird} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 35 yards away with a blast of dark, fiery energy that deals 600 shadow damage and 200 fire damage.

        Enemies struck by this spell are afflicted by {Toxic Flames}, reducing their movement speed and Magical Resistance by 15% for 5 seconds.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

        Cast Time: 1 second.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 150 Mana.

      

      

      Frank linked the passive before I could ask.

      
        
        {Contagious Combustion} (Passive Ability)

        Description: Whenever you deal fire damage to an enemy, there is a 2% chance that your next Toxic Burnbird will cause a fiery explosion that deals 400 fire damage to all enemies within 10 yards of the target and inflicts them with {Toxic Flames}.

        {Contagious Combustion} may be triggered by damage over time effects, but this passive has a 3-second internal cooldown.

      

      

      That probably wasn’t the best fit for us at the moment, but I absolutely loved the passive. We could load up on fire spells that did damage over time to spread that debuff far and wide, which would cause more explosions, which would spread the effect further, and so on.

      I clicked my tongue, feeling more than a bit wistful, but I shook it off.

      “So what do you wanna do?”

      “Huh?”

      “It’s your pick this time around, right? What do you wanna look at?”

      “Ehhh.”

      I tapped a foot. “Quarter Finals are coming up fast, and Darling’s waiting. Presumably.”

      “Probably need something to keep you from getting wrecked so often.”

      “Agreed, weirdly enough. Feels strange to hear you advocate for defense.”

      “Can’t kill something if you’re already dead.”

      “I think the Queen of Highwater probably disagrees, but yeah, I’m with you on that. You got a suggestion?”

      “Try ice. It’s defensive by nature, but not as much as earth.”

      I blinked down at him.

      “What now?”

      “You’re not trying to get my nipples all pointy, right?”

      “I do object to the fact that ice would make them more visible, but at the same time, it would definitely make removing them easier. Then you’d be one step closer to the Ken doll that I and the rest of society picture you as.”

      I shuddered. “I guess. I’m just trying to figure out what would make you suggest a magical skill, even if it is for defense. I was thinking you’d say heavy armor.”

      He scoffed. “Oh please, don’t flatter yourself.”

      “What?”

      “The last thing I’d wanna do is ruin heavy armor for myself by putting your scrawny little knees into a pair of greaves.”

      “Are you suggesting that I could remove your clown kink by throwing on a rainbow wig?”

      Frank paused. “I… don’t know. I’m gonna level with you on this one though: there’s a very, very remote chance that it might go the other way.”

      I blinked. “Okay, I swear that I’ll never, ever do that.”

      “It seems we’ve reached an understanding. Go on, then.”

      I went ahead and pulled up Ice Magic, which had two Hidden Variants to choose from.

      
        
        Steelweave Ice (Hidden Magic Skill)

        Serrated Ice (Hidden Magic Skill)

      

      

      “Steelweave is gonna be the one you want,” Frank said. “It’s got this.”

      
        
        {Steelwoven Barriers} (Passive Skill)

        Description: All HP and MP absorbing barriers you create are 50% more effective, but your damage is reduced by 20% whenever you have at least one barrier deployed.

      

      

      “You’d get some barriers I can’t link yet if you took ice, plus a second one if you took Steelweave.”

      “Wow, you weren’t kidding about the defensive tilt. Not exactly flashy but those are some serious upgrades.”

      “Uh huh. There ya go. Pretty much what you were thinking, right?”

      Frank didn’t exactly feel thrilled about the choice, but he didn’t feel disappointed, either. In fact, it felt like he was hiding something.

      “But this is your choice, right? So what’s up?”

      “Oh, believe me, I have been wracking my beard for days trying to come up with a better combination, but here we are. Much as I hate to say it—and I really, really hate to say it—this is probably the best choice for what we need.

      “Sarissa might be a filthy little mage, but she wasn’t wrong about the power of Shadow and Ice. Illusion is a natural fit with those three, and Enchanted Firearms will alter your spell delivery enough to minimize the usual downsides of ice. The casts are usually pretty long.”

      “Damn. You’ve actually thought this through, huh? Well… thanks.”

      “You can thank me by never speaking about this to anyone ever again.”

      “I guess you can have the next pick then. If we go Steelweave, I feel like this should count as mine since I’m the one who’s been complaining about defense the last couple days.”

      He shrugged. “Whatever. We can figure it out when the time comes, and it’ll probably be a while before you hit forty. Plenty of time for me to scheme a painful and embarrassing death in the meantime.”

      I hesitated.

      “What?”

      “Nothing.”

      I was having a surprisingly hard time keeping the smile off my face, but I knew I’d pay for failing at that.

      “You need to poop or something? Never mind, you don’t have any idea when that happens. What’s going on up there?”

      “I just… I appreciate the help.”

      “Ugh. You’re already talking about it. Is your definition of never really seven seconds? Go ahead and check the resulting class and see if you like the signature ability. If that looks good, hurry up and lock it in and let’s get the hell out of here.”

      “Seems like you’re in a bit of a rush.”

      “Yeah, well, I kinda am. I’m not supposed to be within a hundred yards of a school. This Library’s giving me flashbacks.”

      “Oh my God, Frank.”

      “Don’t judge me. You could have easily ended up on the same list in multiple kingdoms after that Kestral stunt. And let’s be honest here, the real tragedy is the youths who have been unfairly deprived of my wisdom and life experience.”

      “Are you doing that House thing where you repeatedly change the subject to distract me from something you don’t wanna talk about?”

      “Huh?”

      “Never mind.”

      I pulled up the combination he’d suggested.

      
        
        Tier IV Class: Frozen Soul

        Chosen Skills: Shadow Magic, Enchanted Firearms, Illusion Magic, Steelweave Ice

        Pros: Very high sustain, utility, and mobility.

        Cons: High Cooldown dependency.

        Signature Spell Evolution: Frozen Raven

      

      

      I pulled the skill up.

      
        
        {Frozen Raven}

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 40 yards away with a blast of icy, dark energy that deals 400 shadow damage and 400 ice damage. Enemies struck by this ability 3 times within a 10-second period are frozen in place for 5 seconds.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

      

      

      “There’s these too,” Frank said. “Passives you’d get for choosing ice and specializing in it or picking a variant. Basically, if you’re going ice, you’ll have these no matter what since they’re core parts of the playstyle.”

      
        
        {Critical Threshold} (Passive Ability)

        Description: Your Critical Strike Chance is permanently set to zero, but spells you cast at frozen enemies are guaranteed to Critically Strike.

      

      

      
        
        {Arctic Touch} (Passive Ability)

        Description: Striking an enemy with a non-skill-based melee attack will freeze the target in place for 3 seconds. However, this ability will not activate defensively, and procced freezes will cause diminishing returns that stack with your other freeze effects.

      

      

      I laughed. “And there it is.”

      “There what is?”

      “Nothing, I love it. Burst city right there, and the guarantee means we could dump Critical Strike as a stat, provided we can reliably freeze stuff. What’s freeze? Like a root effect?”

      “Uh huh. Prevents people from moving, but they tend to break on damage. And yeah, you’ll have a good number of freezes. It’ll be harder on bosses though, maybe even impossible, especially in raids.

      “And for the record, Repel won’t proc it, but a melee attack could constitute just poking someone in the eye. Don’t need to do major damage, just make contact. Preferably with me.”

      “Didn’t need to be said, but that’s cool. Feels like it might be really strong for escaping.”

      “Or preventing escape.”

      “And I bet there’s a way we can mitigate the raid issues with evolutions or something similar.”

      I read all that over again, deeply intrigued. But at the same time, despite the melee passive Frank was clearly interested in, I still had the nagging sensation he wasn’t telling me everything.

      “Guess I owe you one for convincing me to pass up on evolving Ravenblast yesterday,” I said. “I didn’t think we’d be able to get a signature spell that would always be instant, and that freeze is killer. That’ll be a total game-changer for the rifle and blunderbuss, plus I don’t have to rely on all the intricate mechanics to keep them instant for my pistols. Gonna make it a hell of a lot easier to ditch the Ghosthunter set now that we’ve seriously out-leveled it.”

      “This beard isn’t just for show. It’s where I keep my wisdom, among other things that will remain unnamed.”

      “A substantial mercy, no doubt.” I looked back over the ice readouts, thinking.

      “You really still poking around up there? Let’s get outta here already, I don’t wanna get cited.”

      “Feels like you’re not telling me something.”

      “I’m not telling you a whole lot of things on an hourly basis. You’d be amazed at just how much self-control I really have.”

      But Frank felt hopeful, somehow, so I knew I was on the right track.

      “I think you’re right about Steelweave. It seems like the winner, given the defensive passive. But before I lock that in, can you hit me with the passive for Serra—”

      The prompt showed up before I had a chance to finish the sentence.

      
        
        {Serrated Ice} (Passive Skill)

        Description: Enemies struck by your spells now suffer anywhere from 1-25% Bleed Buildup, with stronger spells causing more bleeding. When Bleed Buildup reaches 100%, the target instantly loses 10% of their current Health.

        However, this passive offers greatly diminished returns against enemies classified as Elite+ and above.

      

      

      “Awesome,” Frank said. “Isn’t that awesome? So awesome.”

      I snorted. “Yeah, it is. Which is why I’m wondering why you didn’t lead with that and try to hide Steelweave.”

      He ignored me and kept muttering awesome under his breath.

      “Frank? Earth to Frank? Why not suggest Serrated Ice? I am honestly concerned for your mental state.” I paused. “My level of concern is higher than normal.”

      “Eh, you wanted defense. Steelweave is the clear answer there.”

      “I did, but ice is already a naturally defensive pick, yeah? And it’s your choice.”

      “Yeah, as long as you’re willing to count shields and snares and mobility as defense, which is fair.”

      I paused. “Did you want defense?”

      He looked up at me. “Is that a serious question?”

      “Fine, we’ll just pretend you somehow forgot to mention the skill you’re clearly interested in. So, for the greatly diminished thing, I get that we can’t be knocking 10% off a raid boss in one cast, but how diminished are we talking here?”

      “It’ll still be pretty good, but yeah. You’ll just get a flat amount of damage for proccing a bleed instead of hitting it for a chunk of its max Health. But I know what you’re really asking, and rest assured, you’ll still see the blood. A lot of times it won’t really make sense where it’s spraying from, but it’ll be there.”

      I selected the variant so I could get a look at the class and its signature spell.

      
        
        Tier IV Class: Shattersoul

        Chosen Skills: Shadow Magic, Enchanted Firearms, Illusion Magic, Serrated Ice

        Pros: High Burst damage, utility, and mobility.

        Cons: Medium Cooldown dependency, low sustain.

        Signature Spell Evolution: Arctic Raven

      

      

      I pulled the skill up.

      
        
        {Arctic Raven}

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 40 yards away with a blast of icy, dark energy that deals 400 shadow damage and 400 ice damage. This spell naturally pierces.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 160 Mana.

      

      

      That last spell had me grinning like a fool. It would probably hurt to lose the free freezes that the Frozen Raven spell had offered, but I’d trade those for a spell that naturally pierced in a heartbeat.

      I’d been pretty stuck using piercing runes on everything for a while now, owing to how strong the effect was. Having that built-in would open up a ton of possibilities for my profession, not to mention the instant cast and the mobility it offered.

      I took a deep breath, selected Serrated Ice, then went ahead and rented the tome I needed for 15 gold and confirmed my choice before I could change my mind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “Oh hell yeah!” Frank said before the prompts could even hit. “There’s gonna be blood everywhere, especially on me! This is fu—”

      He broke off mid-curse and put what felt like a great deal of effort into composing himself.

      “This is…” He shuddered, and it almost seemed like his blood pressure was rising. He pulled in a deep breath. “Hell yeah again!”

      I grinned at him as the prompts hit, laughing. “Seems like you’re having a bit of a hard time tamping down your enthusiasm there.”

      “I totally am, and I’m gonna regret this later… but, Hell. Yeah.”

      “I thought so. But if you were that interested in it, you should have just led with it. It was your pick. I’m kinda baffled as to why you didn’t, actually. Is it because you thought—”

      “Prompts, elf boy! Go go go!”

      “Right.”

      
        
        Server-wide Alert!

        World-First Alert!

        {Ned, the Piratical} is the first player to become a Shattersoul!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you are the first player to become a Shattersoul!

        Awarding Title: {Of the Jagged Ice}!

      

      

      
        
        {Of the Jagged Ice} (Unique Title)

        Frozen enemies take 3% additional damage from all sources.

      

      

      
        
        Your stats have changed!

        Your skill ranks have been preserved, but the requirements to improve them have increased!

      

      

      
        
        You gained a new skill: {Shadowfrost Blast}!

        You gained a new modal skill: {Shadowfrost Barrier}

      

      

      More prompts were flooding my screen—skill evolutions, apparently—but I pulled the brand-new skills up first.

      
        
        {Shadowfrost Blast} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You strike an enemy up to 40 yards away with a blast of dark, icy energy that freezes your target in place for 5 seconds and deals 700 shadow damage and 500 ice damage.

        However, while casting this spell, you take 33% increased damage from all sources.

        This spell deals damage based on your current level (base damage) and your Intelligence statistic plus Magical Attack.

        Cast Time: 4.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 250 Mana.

        Next Rank: Cast time reduced to 4 seconds.

      

      

      That was just what I needed: a setup skill that would make for a powerful opener if I could get the long cast off safely. It would also go a very long way toward replacing the Overcharge mechanic that I’d lost access to with Ravenblast transitioning to Arctic Raven.

      
        
        {Shadowfrost Barrier} (Modal Skill) (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: 10% of all damage you take is absorbed by the Shadowfrost Barrier after other mitigating effects have been applied. This effect is permanent, though especially powerful abilities may be able to temporarily disable it.

        In addition, once every 10 seconds, you may toggle between {Shadow Mode} and {Frost Mode}.

        While within {Shadow Mode}, any Critical Strike Chance items, buffs, or abilities increase the damage of your spells against Frozen targets by the same amount.

        While within {Frost Mode}, any Critical Strike Chance items, buffs, or abilities decrease the likelihood that you will suffer a Critical Strike by the same amount.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Duration: Permanent.

        Cooldown: None.

        Modal Swap Cooldown: 10 seconds.

        Cost: 100 Mana.

        Next Rank: Damage absorption increased to 12%.

      

      

      “That… is amazing.” I activated the ability, and a cool blue glow bled off my skin and gear. It was faint, enough to be easily missed at a glance, but I absolutely loved it. “So it can sort of play offense and defense?”

      “It’s always playing defense with the shield, but yeah. You can mentally swap it. You’re currently in Frost Mode, so you should only need to swap it once. Set it and forget it.”

      I laughed and activated the swap. The effect was equally subtle—the glow just went from blue to purple.

      “So extra damage with one side and more resilience with the other. The ability to suppress crits is going to be crazy good for the upcoming event too.”

      My head was already spinning, but I dove right into the evolutions.

      
        
        {Clonedrift} has evolved into {Glacial Drift}!

      

      

      
        
        {Glacial Drift} (Rank: Novice II)

        Description: You drift in the direction of your choice for 40 yards or until {Glacial Drift} is canceled. Enemies within 5 yards of where you reappear are frozen for 5 seconds.

        For this spell’s duration, all damage you take is reduced by 99%, and you are immune to all forms of crowd control.

        Activating {Glacial Drift} creates a frozen clone at your starting location that lasts 3 seconds. Upon expiring or taking damage, the clone explodes and freezes every enemy within 7 yards for 3 seconds.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Charges: 2.

        Cost: 85 Mana.

        Next Rank: Freeze range is extended to all targets within 9 yards.

      

      

      
        
        {Illusory Mirror} has evolved into {Frozen Mirror}!

      

      

      
        
        {Frozen Mirror} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You create a large pane of mirrored glass up to 40 yards away that lasts for 5 seconds. The first magical or physical projectile that strikes the pane will reflect back at its caster and consume the mirror.

        In addition, hostile targets who make contact with the mirror will break it and be frozen in place for 3 seconds.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 125 Mana.

        Next Rank: Adds an additional charge that allows you to summon a second pane.

      

      

      
        
        {Repel} has evolved into {Serrated Repel}!

      

      

      
        
        {Serrated Repel} (Rank: Novice I)

        Description: You physically strike an enemy within melee range with a burst of shadowy energy that deals no damage but knocks your target back up to 15 yards and doubles the target’s Bleed Buildup.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 50 Mana.

        Next Rank: Max knockback range is increased to 17 yards.

      

      

      “Amazing,” Frank said. “But seriously, what the hell did you just do?”

      “Heh.”

      “Explain.”

      “It’s a gamble on my part, and I think it’s a good one. I think that Steelweave was probably a slightly better choice for what we need, but this is what you actually want, right? And it’s still got plenty of defensive value.”

      “Uhhh…”

      “So consider it a wager: I’m betting that causing the occasional burst of blood will bring you enough happiness that you decide to become increasingly helpful in the near future.”

      “That does not seem like a good bet for you.”

      I activated Serrated Repel and held him up in the air. The old white glow of Repel had been replaced by a menacing reddish aura that was brightest along the edge of Frank’s blade.

      “Look at that glow and tell me I just placed a bad bet. And I didn’t say you’d become extremely helpful—just more so.”

      “Hmmm. I do look damn good in red, don’t I?”

      “As much as I’d like to say it’s a bad look, it isn’t.”

      I tossed the book I’d rented into the air, and it flapped back onto its shelf. “We do need a pretty massive gear revamp all of a sudden, though. The Ghosthunter set is no longer gonna work the way it used to with Ravenblast gone.”

      “Weapons too.”

      I looked my armaments over. Frank was right, but most of the aspects I really loved were now essentially built into my kit. For instance, I no longer needed the piercing ability of my railgun, given that my new main spell pierced by default. All of a sudden, it felt like there was a lot of green grass in front of us.

      “Doesn’t look too bad there. These weapons will still work fine until we get something better.”

      “You’ve still got that token from Kestral, too.”

      I popped it into the palm of my hand and grinned. “Hell yeah.” I looked around and spotted House sitting against the far wall, her face buried in a book. “Hey House? Sorry to interrupt, but we’re gonna shift over to the Armory. It’s close enough that I think I can drift right in, so would you mind opening the door for me?”

      She snapped her book shut and tossed it into the air. “Of course.”

      House headed out into the still-busy street, and I waited for her to open the Armory door, then drifted right through the crowd. The spell activated in a similar way, but the travel speed was considerably quicker.

      That was sort of a mixed bag—faster travel time meant it’d be harder to use the spell’s damage-reducing effect in a pinch, but the massive nova of ice that roared out from me in a crashing, thigh-high wave as I reappeared completely won me over.

      I crossed the hall and ducked into the Armory proper, where gear and weapons hung from the wall on long wooden pegs.

      “Keep it moving,” Frank said.

      The space was filled with glass display cases full of armor and weapons, though there was a long, open section to my left that looked like a shooting range complete with straw dummies of various sizes, just like I’d found back in my Evolution Chamber.

      And I was so busy ogling the weapons that I walked right into a red laser that was set at eye level. I jumped back, pistols popping into my hands, which drew a snort from Frank.

      “Relax, it’s just taking your measurements. Probably bringing all of the crotches in a little bit.”

      I dismissed my revolvers as the laser slowly moved down to my toes, then swept all the way back up and turned green.

      “Measurements? But—”

      The floor trembled, then each of the display cases rotated like lazy susans built into the floor, click-clacking around until countless sets of new, meticulously arranged gear had taken their place.

      The walls told a similar story, with whole sections spinning around, allowing me a quick peek at sets of stunning full plate and ornate robes, before they slammed into place with leather equipment and firearms hanging from the pegs.

      The clicking quieted as the final section snapped into place, then a bell sounded from overhead.

      “To your right,” Frank said. “Armory just checked your level, so the offerings should have been bumped up to C-Grade. You’re gonna have to pay gold if you want armor since you picked the weapon token from the clown lady with the nice hat, and the armor’s gonna be lower rarity than it would have been with the token, but it’s definitely still worth a look.”

      “Absolutely, thanks.” I glanced in the direction he’d indicated and found an entirely new gear set hanging on the wall. I pulled up the chest piece as I headed that way.

      
        
        {Frigid Step Chestplate}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 65

        Slot: Chest

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Uncommon

        Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +10 Dexterity, +35 Constitution

        Secondaries: +4% Critical Strike

        Armor: +8%

        Level Requirement: 30

      

      

      I pulled up the Ghosthunter chest piece that the item would theoretically replace and was unsurprised to find that the new chestplate completely blew it out of the water stats-wise.

      The prospect of losing my set effects was still a bit painful, but it’d probably be a hell of a lot easier to find upgrades from here on out. Plus, I couldn’t argue with 35 Constitution, let alone 30 Intelligence and a sprinkle of Dex on top.

      I looked the rest of the set over. It seemed like I was getting a complete loadout, minus the Trinkets and the weapons. The stats were pretty similar across the board, though two of the items had rolled as Rare Quality for whatever reason and had significantly better stats.

      
        
        {Frigid Step Helm}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 70

        Slot: Head

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +35 Intelligence, +25 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

        Secondaries: +3% Chance to Hit

        Armor: +6%

        Level Requirement: 30

      

      

      
        
        {Frigid Step Leggings}

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 70

        Slot: Legs

        Type: Leather

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +23 Intelligence, +18 Dexterity, +15 Constitution

        Secondaries: +4% Chance to Critically Strike

        Armor: +7%

        Level Requirement: 30

      

      

      “This set have a price tag that I’m gonna hate or what?”

      “Whole set will run you a bit over 100 gold.”

      “Damn. That’ll hurt a bit, but we’re rolling in gold after that latest payout, so why not. I really wish the gear here didn’t require level 30. Haven’t seen a lot of that, but I guess it makes sense with the Minor Command Crystals requiring thirty to use too. Man, I’d love to kit Darling and company out right away with the Quarter Finals looming.”

      “You and me both.”

      I moved over to one of the display cases that had rotated into place and scoped it out. It was full of wicked, curved swords that were as long as I was tall.

      I kept browsing and came across a mace that used a ram’s skull as a bludgeon and a strange, stave-like weapon with blades extending from both sides.

      “This stuff looks fantastic, but I’m not seeing much in the way of enchanted firearms.”

      “Yeah, the Armory specializes in armor, but there’s still some good stuff around. There’s a rifle in the far-left corner, high up. Would run you 80 gold. I’d probably pass.”

      And there it was, a sleek, all-black weapon with a long barrel and an oversized scope. I inspected it, but I had to agree with Frank—the result wasn’t quite as impressive as the armor I’d seen earlier.

      The weapon offered a bit more Intelligence than my Crimson Rail, but it was only of Uncommon rarity, and my current weapon was comparable, if not better.

      I shrugged it off and kept wandering around until I ended up in front of a door that I’d somehow missed. I tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “That door requires thirty-five to enter,” Frank said.

      “Cool, something to look forward to. Maybe more specialized weapons?”

      “I got nothing.”

      I leaned against a nearby counter. “Alright, I guess I’m gonna buy the whole Frigid Step set and be done with it.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Alright then.” I cued up all my selections—nine items in all, including a cloak—closed my eyes, then confirmed the purchase. “Ouch. That one physically hurt.”

      I threw it all on at once, and the new armor populated from the feet up. It was primarily dark, oiled leather with cool blue accents, and the various buttons were bright blue stones.

      The effect was pretty subtle overall, and the stuff already felt significantly easier to move in, probably due to the added Dexterity.

      “Weapon token time?” Frank said.

      “Oh you know it.”

      I pulled it up.

      
        
        {Fated Weapon Token}

        Description: You may exchange this item at an {Armory} for a Fated, C-Grade weapon of your choice.

        Requirement: Level 30 or above.

      

      

      I popped it into the palm of my hand, and a red laser shot out of the ceiling and disintegrated it on the spot.

      A section of wall to my left flipped over vertically to reveal three weapons hanging on pegs at three different levels: a pistol, a blunderbuss, and a rifle.

      First, I inspected the pistol, which lacked a subtype but was made of dark metal and looked to be almost the same size as my revolvers.

      
        
        {Frozen Handcannon} (Enchanted Pistol) (Fated Weaponry)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 86

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 150

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +35 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

        Secondaries: +15% Critical Strike

        Fated Effect 1: All freeze effects you cause while this weapon is equipped have their duration increased to 5 seconds (up from 3 seconds).

        Fated Effect 2: All fear and freeze effects you cause while this weapon is equipped are 40% less likely to break on damage.

      

      

      I whistled involuntarily. “Crazy good, but my revolvers already have solid stats. I figure I’ll probably get more bang for my buck if I use the voucher on a two-handed weapon.”

      I pulled up the other two options, starting with the rifle.

      
        
        {Icespike Sniper} (Two-handed Enchanted Rifle) (Fated Weaponry)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 93

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 345

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +45 Intelligence, +30 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

        Secondaries: +9% Critical Strike Chance, +5% Haste

        Fated Ability 1: While this weapon is equipped, your Shadowfrost Blast freezes your targets solid instead of freezing them in place. Targets who are frozen solid are considered stunned as well as frozen. However, this effect cannot affect the same target more than once every 10 seconds.

        Fated Ability 2: Freezing a target solid increases the damage you deal to all targets by 25% for 5 seconds. This effect will persist upon switching weapons.

      

      

      
        
        {Frozen Streetsweeper} (Two-handed Enchanted Blunderbuss) (Fated Weaponry)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 80

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 220

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +30 Intelligence, +30 Constitution

        Fated Ability 1: While this weapon is equipped, your {Arctic Raven} also freezes all enemies in a narrow cone for 3 seconds.

        Fated Ability 2: While this weapon is equipped, your {Dreadful Shot} is fired as a grenade that fears all targets within an 8-yard radius of its landing zone.

      

      

      I probably should have spent a good deal of time deliberating between those two choices, but I didn’t. My current rifle had 300 Magical Attack compared to the new offering’s 345, while my Aeroblaster only had 110 compared to the Streetsweeper’s 220.

      It was an easy choice, so I went ahead and snagged the blunderbuss.

      And with everything in place, I went ahead and tossed my pistols back on and pulled up my stat sheet.

      
        
        {Ned}, (The Piratical)

      

        

      
        Level: 30

        Tier IV Class: Shattersoul

        Gear Level: 667 > 1067

      

        

      
        Strength: 18

        Dexterity: 257 > 430

        Constitution: 236 > 410

        Intelligence: 365 > 560

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: 50

      

        

      
        Critical Strike Chance: +28% > +31%

        Haste Rating: +7%

        Hit Rating: +7% > +9%

      

        

      
        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 190

      

        

      
        Health: 1888 > 3280

        Mana: 3650 > 5600

      

        

      
        Armor: 59% > 63%

        Magical Resistance: 43% > 64%

      

      

      I stared at the numbers, dumbstruck. “Holy crap, man.”

      “Yup. Full gear set, several levels, and a class change.”

      “This has gotta be the biggest power spike we’ve ever had.” I poked through the stats, reading through them a bit more deeply. “I’m so pumped about the extra Health. Magical Attack didn’t change, but I guess that’s weapon-based, so we must have had revolvers equipped before.”

      I pulled up my equipment menu and scoped out my Jewelry. “Something happen with Magical Resistance? My Jewelry doesn’t account for that big of a leap.”

      “Another perk of ice,” Frank said. “One-time boost.”

      “Killer. And look at that Critical Strike Chance, man. Guaranteed crits against frozen targets are gonna truck, plus we’ll be pretty protected from them with Frost Mode on.”

      I drew my pistols and headed over to the firing range and its many dummies.

      “I might take a minute here to get familiar with all of this. Whole lot of changes, and I’d like to get a handle on it all before the Quarter Finals start.” I grinned at the thought. “Wonder who we’ll be up against. I almost feel bad for them with all this equipment.”

      I activated Shadow Mode as I stepped up to the shooting range, and a wave of purple light rolled off me like fog, while darker runes raced along the lengths of my barrels.

      “So with Shadow Mode on,” Frank said, “your Critical Strike rating is basically converted to increased damage on crits, which only happens when you hit a frozen target with a spell. And if you’re a coward, you can switch over to frost to swap that offensive boost for a reduced chance to get your taint crit.”

      “Right, I’d like to avoid that if at all possible.”

      “You would.”

      “And you wouldn’t?”

      “Eh, depends on who’s doing the critting.”

      I ignored him and pulled my crit rate up: 31%. “Man, that is a massive reduction. That’s going to be absolutely insane in smaller scale PVP.” I poked a revolver at the aura that was still very lightly glowing around me. “Especially when you factor the damage absorption effect. Killer. So, Shadow on, let’s try Arctic Raven.”

      I took aim at a straw target that was about my size some thirty yards away and let ‘em rip. The pistols bucked in my hands, kicking back far harder than ever before as two colossal white birds with black eyes flew forward and blitzed straight through the target. They left dark ribbons of energy behind, the trails glittering with specks of ice.

      And the damage? A stunning 820 apiece.

      I brought the pistols up to my face, barrels smoking purple and blue. “Amazing.”

      “Natural pierce,” Frank said. “Plus the subsequent hits don’t deal less damage than the first, so it’s straight up better than it was with your piercing runes.”

      “Across every weapon?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “I love it.”

      I repositioned, took aim at a line of targets, and fired, connecting six times across three targets for varying damage levels between 500 and 950 a pop, probably owing to the higher Magical Resistance of the larger dummy at the end.

      “Damn. I really, really love this. Let’s try Shadowfrost Blast.”

      I raised my revolvers and started casting. Apparently, I needed both pistols to get the spell rolling. The new ability was a four-and-a-half-second cast, which would make it a bit tricky to get it off. I’d be stationary throughout, plus I’d take extra damage while winding it up, but the fact that it froze my target would be key for setting up critical combos.

      The spell effect was unlike anything I’d seen before: a sphere of light was swelling just beyond each of the barrels of my weapons, one purple, one blue.

      I let the spell go as it reached completion, and the spheres exploded into twin arrows of energy that twined around each other as they flew. The cast smashed directly into my target, sending feathers and bits of ice flying, and the entire dummy rocked back so strongly that I was surprised it didn’t break.

      “So in a way, this is sort of like a more flexible Overcharge. Something I could open up with in combat from distance.”

      “Uh huh. You can cast it with your rifle too, just can’t cast two copies at once with pistols like you can with ravens.”

      I followed up with a pair of Arctic Ravens, and the spells both crit for nearly 2,000 apiece.

      “Damn. Players are gonna have more resistance, but wow. The damage on frozen targets is nuts with Shadow on.”

      “Yeah, you’d be critting the larger dummies for around 1,200 if I had to guess. Probably a better estimate for what people your level would take.”

      “Still awesome.”

      “Yup, and check this out. Cast another Shadowfrost but hold it.”

      I did just that.

      “Now instantly—and I do mean instantly—follow it with a pair of blasts.”

      I let the spell go and hammered the Arctic Raven skill at the same time.

      Both spells ended up firing almost simultaneously, with the ravens flying and diving right alongside the twining arrows, leaving massive trails of shadow and ice behind them.

      All of my spells connected at once, and to my surprise, both of the Arctic Ravens crit.

      “Woah, hold on. Freezes are supposed to break on damage, right?” I used the same combo again with the same result. “Why are both of these critting at once?”

      I tried to switch it up by using four Arctic Ravens in rapid succession, but it didn’t work. By the time the second pair arrived, the freeze had already broken.

      “Not sure I get what’s going on here.”

      “It’s a mechanical thing. There’s a short grace period before the spells hit. Freeze check happens before the damage, so if you launch two ravens at a frozen target, they’ll both critically strike off a single freeze.

      “The important thing is that the cast time on the blast means you can essentially cram three spells into striking during the same global.”

      I whistled. “Killer combo if I had time to set it up. Thanks, man. Can’t wait to melt some faces with this.”

      I tried the combo a few more times to familiarize myself with it. It was pretty easy to pull off, but then again, I was targeting something that didn’t fight back, and it likely wouldn’t be feasible very often due to the cast time and the increased damage penalty.

      “Okay, let’s try Glacial Drift again. Seems like this basically works the same way as Clonedrift, but I can move in any direction without needing the Ghosthunter set.”

      I activated the spell and blitzed invisibly forward, reappearing right in front of a group of target dummies while a wave of ice rolled out in every direction and froze three of them to the ground.

      “Now look back,” Frank said.

      I craned around just in time to see a familiar clone standing there with his pistols pointed in my direction. I didn’t have the same level of enhanced control I’d enjoyed thanks to the Ghosthunter set, but the flexibility and speed of the spell easily made up the difference.

      Then the clone exploded, and a second nova of ice ran out over the floor around it.

      “Great,” Frank said. “Now touch your nose.”

      I got halfway there before I realized what he was doing and stopped. “Not cool, man.”

      “It was worth a shot.”

      “So the clone that gets left behind can freeze people in place, and I also freeze them when I pop out of drift.”

      “Uh huh. Clone can blow up like it used to, but it’s freezing instead of stunning.”

      “Little bit of a downgrade there, but I’ll absolutely take it with the combo potential. And having two charges is insane. So much more mobility. Speaking of combos, I wonder if this will work.”

      I drifted a bit closer to the dummies but only let myself travel about five feet before I canceled the spell. I popped back into place with another icy nova, then raised my pistols and lit the nearest clone up with a pair of Arctic Ravens that both crit for about 1,500.

      Then I looked to my left, where the clone I’d left behind was still standing in place with its pistols raised. It exploded a few seconds later, which gave me another nova for two more guaranteed crits.

      I grinned.

      “Awesome. I bet if I delayed my first pair of blasts a bit, I could get two crit combos off a single drift.” I pulled up my skill alerts and skimmed through them. “What else we got?”

      “Repel!” Frank shouted.

      I cracked a smile. “You need a volume check down there?”

      “Shut up and swing me.”

      I popped him into one hand. “So this thing still doesn’t deal damage—”

      “Doesn’t directly deal damage. But it doubles the amount of Bleed Buildup on whatever target you hit.”

      “Man, I totally forgot about the bleed effect.”

      I inspected the various dummies I’d struck and found the Bleed Buildup debuff above each of them, ranging from 10% on a dummy I’d only hit once all the way up to 75% on the one I’d recently been targeting. As I looked from one to the next, each debuff was ticking down.

      “So this is applied naturally?”

      “Uh huh, but it starts dropping right away.”

      I activated Serrated Repel, and a bright red glow crept up and down the length of Frank’s blade, little droplets of red dripping off it.

      I cocked my arm back, then smashed the nearest dummy across the temple. A burst of blood flew out of the construct for some reason, and I felt Frank pump a fist at my side.

      “Hell yeah.” I felt him gesture at a dummy to my left that was at 53% Bleed. “Coulda smashed that one to waste less build-up since you lose the overkill, but yeah.”

      I activated Double Cast and rocked it in the face, causing another arc of blood to fly and spatter against the floor.

      “That’s pretty damn cool. Sorta like true damage against enemy players, plus another source of burst. Builds up a little slower than I thought it would, though. Probably going to be hard to proc that reliably without working Repel in.”

      I tabbed through my abilities again, itching to get some actual combat practice in.

      “Ohh, Frozen Mirror. Can’t really fully test that just yet, though.”

      Nonetheless, I raised a hand and summoned one. Instead of the small panel I’d summoned before, the Frozen Mirror was more like an entire door made of ice.

      It was hard to see, though, as the glass was perfectly transparent, and the only sign it was there at all was the way the ground warped slightly when you looked through it.

      “The reflect effect is unchanged,” I said, “and reflecting a cast still breaks the wall. But if an enemy runs through it now, they’re frozen in place. Man, I love all these roots and combos. So many options.”

      I raised a pistol against the barrier and tapped it, hard. Whereas the Illusory Mirror had always broken on first contact, this one held up.

      I waited for the cooldown to reset, then summoned another Illusory Mirror parallel to the ground and hopped on. It cracked, but it held for the duration of the spell.

      “Well that’s pretty damn cool. Like a mini platform we can use whenever.”

      “Still got the new gun, too.”

      “Oh yeah! So many pickups, man!”

      I swapped to the Streetsweeper. It was much heavier than my previous blunderbuss, and while it still had two barrels, the Streetsweeper’s were stacked vertically. The bottom barrel was three or four times as wide as the one on top; it almost looked like someone had attached a grenade launcher beneath a shotgun barrel.

      I pointed it at the nearest dummy. “So Arctic Raven will still be instant when I’m using this, and it’ll cause a freeze, too.”

      I fired, and a burst of tiny, frozen birds blasted forward like shrapnel. They smashed into the nearest dummy for almost 1,000 damage and froze it in place.

      “Gonna have to be more precise with that going forward,” Frank said. “Cone of effect is a lot narrower than you’re used to, and the range is still dramatically reduced.”

      I aimed a bit to the left of the dummy I’d struck and fired again, which created the same cloud-like burst of magic, but it went wide of the mark and failed to connect.

      “Yeah, it’s definitely more of a skill shot with this gun than it was with the Aeroblaster. Seems like a fair trade, given the freeze.”

      I swung the barrel back and chained blasts rapid-fire. The first two spells procced freezes and the second and third bursts crit, but then the freezes stopped. I glanced at Frank.

      “Diminishing returns on the freezes?”

      “Uh huh. Not gonna be able to spam that forever.”

      “What if I use other spells to freeze?”

      “Diminishing returns will still kick in eventually, but they’ll be less pronounced with different effects, especially if you space them out a bit.”

      “Cool.” I dropped the blunderbuss into my inventory and stepped up to another dummy that I hadn’t recently struck. “Just one last thing to check, going to scope out that Arctic Touch passive we picked up.”

      I reached out and poked the dummy in the forehead, and a small ring of ice sprang up beneath it and froze it to the ground. I grinned and ran down the line, slapping all of the dummies one after the other and locking them in place for three seconds.

      “Yup, that’s absolutely killer.”

      I popped Frank into my hand and jabbed him into a dummy’s chest, freezing it in place.

      “Frozen in fear!” Frank said.

      I blinked down at him. “Seriously? They get feared by that too?”

      He hesitated. “Well, mechanically speaking, there’s no fear involved. But figuratively? Yeah. They’re absolutely terrified.”

      “Oh, I’m sure. Cool that I can hit stuff with you, too. Wonder if that works with real weapons.”

      “Rude.”

      “You know what I meant.” I popped a revolver into one hand and pistol-whipped the nearest dummy, which did indeed proc another freeze. “Very cool. But it won’t proc defensively, right?”

      “Yeah. So if someone creeps up from behind and brains you with a hammer like you deserve for that last comment, nothing happens.” He paused. “To be clear, I’d be thrilled about it, but no freeze for you.”

      “Ten-four.” I raised the weapon to get a better look at the wider barrel. “I guess this has to do with the second Fated Ability, huh?”

      “Yup.”

      I shouldered the weapon. “So firing Dreadful Shot with this turns it into a grenade?”

      I activated the skill, and a green targeting reticle lit up the floor. I swept the barrel up, and the reticle moved. It looked like the Streetsweeper operated similarly to my cannon. I moved the barrel until the wide reticle had three different dummies highlighted, then fired.

      The weapon slammed into my shoulder so hard that it knocked me back a step while a tight ball of white energy flew forward at a low angle. It slammed into the floor and burst apart, ghosts flying in every direction while fear icons appeared above the dummies’ heads.

      I gave the weapon another look. The lower barrel was smoking, and the very edge of it was glowing white-hot.

      “Love it. I bet I could fire it right down at my feet, too. Peel a couple melee players off us at once.”

      “Yup. Gonna have a longer delay with travel time compared to what you’re used to since the grenade is slower, but that would work.”

      “Alright, man, this is great stuff. I think I’ve got a handle on the basics.”

      “Uh huh. Just so you know, we’re running low on time for the Quarter Finals if you’re planning on using the Stronghold as a base again for the teleports.”

      “Thanks. Yeah, let’s head back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I sat at the bar with Darling and a few others crowded around me, nursing a drink but barely tasting it. I felt absolutely electric, caught between the desire to get the next match going as soon as possible thanks to my class change and the knowledge that my personal power spike might not be enough to move us forward, given the tournament’s team format.

      “You seriously hit 30?” Darling said.

      “We did, yeah. Had a whole lot of help getting there though.”

      “How big of a boost do you think it is power-wise? Comparable to the Tier III one?”

      “Haven’t had a chance to test it in real combat, but probably significantly stronger. I really want level 35 now. I’d love to be rocking some B-Grade in the latter stages of the tournament. Feels like that might give us a huge leg-up.”

      “Goal posts are always moving, huh?” Darling said.

      “That’s half the fun, right? Always got something to aim for.”

      “I guess so, yeah. Anyway, we should probably get down to business, only got a few minutes before it’s gonna send us in. Not sure there’s really much to be done strategy-wise, but we know we’ll be exclusively with other Omen members this time around. Still got that Legendary die to roll, too.

      “I’ve had people farming doors for a while now, but we haven’t seen any more Major Keys. I was hoping we’d be able to stock up on those so we could burn that die then jump into doors to grind another, but so it goes.”

      “Yeah, that was a good call.” I eyed the clock as it ticked down below five minutes. “Gonna do some crafting real quick, most of my runes are outdated.”

      I stood up, accidentally knocking Frank off the table, and he clattered to the floor.

      He grunted as if pained. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen.”

      I mentally popped him back into his loop instead of picking him up. “I don’t even want to know how long you’ve been sitting on that.”

      “I could say the same about your insecurity complex.”

      I glanced down at him.

      “What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Just calibrating a response.” I motioned at House, who was sitting farther down the bar, and she came right over with a cat perched on each shoulder. “Hey, House?”

      “What’s this?” Frank said. “Don’t involve her in whatever this is!”

      “Yes?” she said.

      “Do you know what sound a goose makes?”

      She cocked her head, and one of her cats’ ears twitched. “Honk?”

      I nodded. “Can you look at Frank and make that sound twice in a row? Get real close, too.”

      She leaned down. “Honk honk.”

      Darling laughed, and Frank went completely still.

      “Thanks, House,” I said. “That’s all I needed.”

      “You are very welcome. Good luck in the tournament.” She ran off and rejoined her group.

      I glanced down at Frank. “Thoughts?”

      He shuddered. “God, that was awful. But at the same time, I’m incredibly relieved that that felt awful to me, if you know what I’m saying.”

      “I definitely do.”

      I pulled up my profession menu and got right to the crafting.

      The truth of the matter was pretty much what I’d told Darling. The vast majority of my runes were no longer useful, particularly the ones that involved Ravenblast and Clonedrift, both of which had evolved into more powerful variants. I scanned my options for runes that would both raise my profession level and offer utility, but nothing jumped out.

      “Do I just go efficiency here? Take the most profession points possible until I can craft up something we can actually use?”

      “Uh huh. It’s gonna be a problem, though. Shooting up to 30 so quick is great, but you’ve seriously out-leveled your profession.”

      “You’re thinking I’m gonna run into a wall when recipes start requiring the next level of Soul Gem, right?”

      “Yup.”

      “Ah well. Hopefully we’ll pull something useful before that happens.”

      I poked through my inventory. I’d built up a pretty good haul, and gold wasn’t an issue in the slightest, so I burnt through gem after gem and raised my profession all the way to 190 before I finally found something I could use.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of the Frozen Orb} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        {Gravity Bird} now launches an orb of ice that travels up to 40 yards before exploding and freezing all enemy targets within 9 yards in place for 5 seconds. The orb deals no damage, but you may detonate it at any time.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Large Soul Gem} x25.

      

      

      That was a pretty fantastic option. I loved the idea of being able to set up a burst combo from afar, though Gravity Bird was already pretty great at that in a group setting.

      I crafted up a bunch of those to raise my skill and see what else I could grab. While the next two runes looked pretty interesting, I ran into a new type of gem that I hadn’t seen before that left me stuck at 209 skill.

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Winter’s Reach} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        The maximum range of your {Arctic Raven} ability is increased by 5 yards. This rune cannot be applied to blunderbuss-type weapons.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Great Soul Gem} x20.

      

      

      
        
        Recipe: {Rune of Solid Ice} (Consumable) (Awards 5 skill points per craft)

        Your freeze effects gain 50% dispel resistance as well as a 20% chance to remain in place whenever your target receives damage.

        Duration: 24 Hours.

        Requirements: {Great Soul Gem} x30.

      

      

      Both of those looked pretty killer, and I was especially excited about the idea of stacking the extended range rune with my rifle for some serious sniping potential.

      I looked through my menu again to make sure I hadn’t missed anything, then used a few spare gems to craft up a couple more White Ring runes, plus a few of my usual go-tos.

      “Anything good?” Darling said as I closed the menu.

      I linked her the single usable pick-up I’d scored.

      “Nice, but damn do I hate—”

      “You,” Frank interjected.

      “Nope,” Darling said.

      “She was probably going to say frost mages, Frank. Shoulda just let that one play out.”

      She bumped her shoulder into mine. “You know me so well. No matter what game you’re on, frost mages are just so damn annoying to try to catch as a melee. And you’ve got fears, too? That’s just gross.”

      I grinned. “I kinda like it. And for the record, it was Frank’s turn to pick.”

      Her eyes went wide. “Frank picked ice magic?”

      “False. I allowed ice to be chosen. And it’s not just ice, it’s ice with a splash of blood.”

      I sent Darling the passive we’d picked up for Bleed Buildup.

      “This was a Hidden Variant, courtesy of the Library we scored from that Minor Command Crystal. Gonna be super fun for when you hit thirty.”

      “Well, that looks absolutely nasty.”

      “Right?” Frank said. He hesitated. “Wait, nasty in a good way, right?”

      “Sure,” she replied. “As long as you guys are on my side. The idea of being repeatedly rooted into place and bled out is pretty horrifying as a melee player.”

      “It gets better, too,” I said. “Or worse, depending on your perspective.”

      I linked her the Frost Mode aspect of my Shadowfrost Barrier.

      “Wow. So I’d barely be able to crit you.”

      “Yup. And the shield itself is basically a permanent 10% damage reduction. I can swap to Shadow for extra damage against frozen targets, too.”

      She rubbed her face. “Man, I need to stock up on energy drinks once we’re done with the tournament. I want thirty so bad right now.”

      “I bet we could probably rush you there after this thing’s over. Frank and I will have to do some questing sooner rather than later to get this profession up and running again.”

      “I’d love that,” Darling said, right as the invite for the Quarter Finals went out. “Guess this is it. You ready to head in?”

      I took a deep breath to steady my nerves. “Yup. Let’s do it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty

          

        

      

    

    
      As I popped into the now-familiar Ballroom, I waited for Ersatz to make his usual approach. For some reason, he kept his distance this time, though, and instead opted to smirk and sneer and point and laugh in our general direction with the rest of his guild. Still, that was wildly preferable to the alternative.

      A blue orb brightened and rose at the center of the room. “Welcome, regrettably surviving participants, to the Quarter Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament. As in previous rounds, you will soon be separated into your respective groups, assigned a format, and teleported into the correct instance.

      “From this point on, all matches within the Thousand Tower Tournament will be configured as Guild versus Guild. The winners and resulting rankings and match-ups will be decided by overall win and loss rates, as well as performance metrics when required.

      “Of the eight remaining guilds, only the four who prove victorious in your upcoming matches will move on to the Semi-Finals. The remainder of you will be cast aside to rot in the annals of irrelevancy where you belong.

      “However, the Semi-Finals and Final will both occur later tonight in a double-header, where the prizes will be unlike anything you have seen thus far. Good luck, and die terribly.”

      The orb dimmed, and conversation broke out among the various guilds as everyone digested the orb’s words, only to die out again as soon as the groupings went out in the usual way, with circles of light forming beneath all combatants alongside their designated numbers.

      The format prompts followed immediately.

      
        
        The terms for this Quarter Final Bout are as follows!

        Battlefield: Writhing Jungle

        Format: 3 v 3 Joust

        Groups: Guild vs. Guild

        Terms: Respawns enabled but delayed by each death.

        Consumables: Profession-based only.

        Wager System: Disabled.

        Mounts: Disabled.

      

      

      Darling was standing right beside me, and we shared a smile as we realized we’d been placed in the same group.

      And the news got better from there; we’d finally lucked out as Zoe was our third team member, which was probably the best draw we could have asked for.

      I glanced around the room in the hope of spotting our opponents, but I wasn’t able to. Maybe they’d gone in early to prevent us from getting a look at their group.

      “One sec.” Darling raised her voice. “Alright, everybody, win here and we’re top four again! We did great last time around, and now we don’t have Corruptia weighing us down, there’s no reason we shouldn’t blow through this.

      “We did pick up that extension by squeaking through, but we’re gonna need to keep winning to keep the dream alive.” She raised an axe high. “Good luck out there! Let’s keep this thing going!”

      A few cheers went up at that, then the guild members vanished one by one as they ported into their various instances.

      I took a deep breath and accepted my invite. I popped into place with Darling to my left and Zoe to my right and a prompt blinking at the center of my vision.

      
        
        Warning: The battle will begin in 2 minutes.

      

      

      A twenty-foot tower stood maybe two hundred feet in front of me, an obelisk-like structure capped by a red crystal. I inspected it.

      
        
        {Red Team Tower} (Level 18 Construct) (Elite++)

        HP: 30,000/30,000

      

      

      The construct was friendly, and it wasn’t moving. Then it clicked, and I whipped around to find exactly what I’d expected to see: an imposing creature, a massive crocodile that towered on two bulging legs.

      It held a hulking, spiked club over one shoulder, and it was currently kneeling and staring out beyond the tower. The beast, like the construct, was marked as friendly, so I scoped it out.

      
        
        {Red Team Champion} (Level 19 Beast) (Elite++)

        HP: 65,000/65,000

        MP: 30,000/30,000

      

      

      “Joust, huh?” I said. “Really good roll for us. Damn does it feel good to be on the lucky side for once. This is gonna be a blast.”

      “And there’s gonna be blood!” Frank added. “Don’t forget about the blood.”

      “As if I could with the way you’ll be shouting about it.”

      “You familiar with Joust?” Darling said.

      But before I could say anything, an orb zoomed down and hovered in front of us, blinking red.

      “Hello, Red Team, and welcome to your Quarter Final match. Your chosen format is Joust. For those of you who are unfamiliar with this format, your goal is simple: Defeat the enemy’s Champion before they defeat yours.

      “All healing items and consumables will be disabled for the duration of this fight, but standing near the base of your Champion will replenish 10% of your maximum Health and Mana per second.

      “You may respawn any number of times within this instance without incurring Renown or item drop penalties, though each death will increase your next respawn time and award the enemy team powerful buffs as well as points that they can use to summon monsters to aid them.

      “But be warned: the enemy’s Champion will remain invincible until their tower falls, and towers are equipped with deadly, long-range weaponry. You may also secure temporary buffs by killing the powerful monsters that lurk within the jungle to either side of the central lane, but engaging will make you an easy target for an enemy ambush. The battle begins in one minute.”

      “Nice,” Darling said. “Got an update from the rest of the guild: the others were split into groups of ten, four, and three, so we’ve got four total matches to worry about this time. God, I hope we sweep them again. I don’t think I can handle the anxiety of dropping one and worrying it’s going to come down to performance or something.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Zoe, can you hit me with your kit real quick? We’ve only got a minute, so maybe just hit me with the highlights.”

      “Sending!”

      
        
        {Swift Wave}

        Description: You launch a wave of fast-moving water that seeks out a target within 40 yards and restores 915 Health.

        Cast Time: 1.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 200 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Waterspout}

        Description: You summon a tower of whirling water that lifts enemies up off the ground and repeatedly knocks them up. Friendly targets may ride the whirlpool without having their casts interrupted, and the spout persists for 7 seconds.

        Cast Time: 1.5 seconds.

        Cooldown: 20 seconds.

        Cost: 200 Mana

      

      

      
        
        {Greater Healing Wave}

        Description: You launch a towering wave of healing that rolls toward your target and crashes over them, healing them for 1,900 Health. Other friendly targets struck by the wave as it seeks its target are healed for 40% of the same amount.

        Cast Time: 3 seconds.

        Cooldown: None.

        Cost: 250 Mana.

      

      

      
        
        {Fertile Wake} (Passive)

        Description: Any time you cast a healing spell, you leave behind a trail of mushrooms that lasts for 5 seconds. Enemies who cross the trail have their movement speed reduced by 20%, while allies who stand in the trail recover 1% of their maximum Mana every 5 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        {Wandering Blooms} (Passive)

        Description: Casting a wave-based healing spell causes walking flowers to bloom around your feet. While the {Wandering Blooms} persist, they will actively seek out the most damaged friendly target within 30 yards and detonate next to them, healing them for 400 Health and restoring 2% of their maximum Mana.

      

      

      “Cool!” I said. “Thanks.”

      “You’re familiar with what’s going on, right?” Darling said. “This is all new to me, and it’s freaking me out a bit.”

      “Same,” Zoe said.

      “Super familiar, yeah. Joust is a format for MOBA games, played a ton of them in the past.”

      I dashed over to the jungle and tried to peer inside, but an invisible wall blocked my path, and I couldn’t see anything through the thick undergrowth of ferns and low-hanging palms.

      “I’m guessing the jungle is going to be completely impassable unless you’ve got a leap or a teleport or another movement ability that can take you to the other side.”

      “Can confirm,” Frank said.

      I pointed a pistol down the central lane. “There’s probably going to be narrow paths carved into the jungle to either side with monsters we need to kill, so that’s where we’ll start unless something weird happens. How aggressive do you wanna be? Early aggression can be pretty key if you can snipe an early kill.”

      Darling smiled. “Frank ‘em, right?”

      “Swoon,” Frank said.

      “Alright then,” I said. “When the match starts, you guys go left. If I’m right, you’ll find a couple of fairly weak monsters in there. Be on your guard and watch for enemy players—sometimes visibility is reduced in the jungle.”

      “What’re you going to do?” Zoe said.

      “I’m going to scout the other side and see if I can steal a kill right off the bat. With my new kit, I should be able to get away if things go bad. And if the enemy comes after you guys instead, I can drift right over and flank them and light them up from behind.”

      “But don’t we need to focus on blowing up the tower?” Darling said.

      I eyed the timer, which was ticking down below 30 seconds.

      “Yeah, that’s the first real goal. But you’re not going to be able to tank it—my guess is that thing will kill us in a couple shots, and you won’t be able to avoid its attacks. The sphere mentioned summoning monsters, so I’m guessing we’ll have a steady stream of those on our side that we can use to push forward and grind their tower down with.”

      “You think the other team is gonna have some idea how this works?” Darling said.

      I nodded. “More likely than not. Might be a pretty substantial disadvantage for us.”

      “But we have a level 30,” Zoe said. “Don’t forget the level 30.”

      “In almost full C-Grade no less,” Darling added.

      I smiled. “I do think that’ll help a bit, yeah. You guys ready for this?”

      “Yup!” Darling said. “Any last minute tips?”

      “Make sure you check the Health values of the monsters you’re engaging. The two of you should be able to handle the weaker stuff without issue, but there might be something nasty at the back that’ll require all three of us. We’ll worry about that later.

      “For Joust in general, every death matters. I dunno how the power-ups are going to work, but a handful of early deaths can easily snowball the rest of the match. Sustain is big too, so try to avoid as much damage as possible, and we’ll all have to keep an eye on Zoe’s Mana.”

      “Got it,” Darling said. “We’ll keep you posted on our side. Good luck on the right!”

      “You too! We got this.”

      The invisible barrier turned blue, then it dropped, and the fight was on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I took off at a run. “Good luck, guys! Don’t forget to shout out your calls.”

      Red nametags flashed up ahead. All three enemy players were moving into my side of the jungle, just as I’d hoped.

      “You guys are clear on the left, they’re going right!”

      “Got it!” Darling said.

      I dashed along, flying past the leaves and fronds, ducking vines and hopping stumps and ferns. The path forked ahead; the path to the right led deeper into the jungle, so I stayed left for now.

      Everything within twenty yards or so was perfectly clear no matter where I moved, a little bubble of clarity that followed me everywhere, but fog started to choke the area off if I looked any further, and there was nothing to be seen beyond forty yards or so.

      As I dashed along the narrow path, I passed an alcove with a creature within it, a level 20, bat-like monster with only 6,000 Health. I made a mental note of that, pressed on for a bit, then slowed down and crept forward with both pistols drawn.

      Staying low, I kept moving until red nametags appeared in front of me. All three players seemed to be engaging with a monster in another alcove up ahead, though I could only see one of them.

      I retreated down the path and took the right-hand fork I’d seen before. As I’d thought, something nasty was waiting farther along it, slumbering at the far end of a small clearing.

      I inspected the creature.

      
        
        {Blue Bear Giant} (Level 20 Elite++)

        HP: 50,000/50,000

        MP: 43,000/43,000

      

      

      This one was marked as hostile, and I was willing to bet that killing it offered a pretty major reward. Still, engaging with this armored bear would be incredibly dangerous while the other players were running around.

      I didn’t want to risk aggroing it, so I backtracked a bit and tried to pick a good spot for an ambush. I dropped to one knee and started up a Shadowfrost Blast, keeping my barrels low to the ground to hide the blue and purple light spilling out of them.

      Just as I’d hoped, all three enemies ran right by me and completely missed the fork I’d taken, no doubt planning to engage the bat-like mob I’d noticed earlier for whatever buff or boon it offered.

      I’d picked a good angle, and I had a clear view of their class make-up: a bow-using ranger, some kind of monk who used a staff with two heavy-looking balls on either end, plus a spellcaster of sorts who appeared to be fighting barehanded, fists crackling with electricity.

      “Ranger’s got a Bloodlust buff up that lasts for 2 minutes,” Frank said. “He’ll deal 30% more damage but also take that much more.”

      I took aim at the ranger largely due to his positioning—he was slightly behind the other two and outside the alcove, meaning I could fire from my hiding spot without the others seeing my spells connect—then let rip.

      At the very moment the spell was out, I popped Doppelganger and fired off a pair of Arctic Ravens.

      My Doppel copied them to create a total of four white, blue-eyed birds, and the five spells hit home almost simultaneously. The Shadowfrost Blast ripped into him for 1,300 damage and froze him in place right before the ravens smashed home and crit one after another, with mine striking for over 1,100 apiece, while my Doppel chipped in about 800 total damage.

      I audibly gasped at the numbers, stunned by the way his Health had dropped with each subsequent cast.

      “Target at 43%!” Frank said.

      I threw up a Frozen Mirror in front of myself just to be safe, then followed up with another pair of birds that my Doppel copied.

      The other two players still hadn’t noticed the damage the ranger was taking and were fully engaged with the bat mob, though its Health was falling fast.

      The ranger twisted around and came face to face with both of my latest spells. The four birds crashed into him one after the other, detonating off his chest and filling the air around him with white feathers and fine bits of ice.

      “Well within execute range!” Frank said, and while the earlier burst of crits still had me in a state of shock and disbelief, I raised my pistols and managed to squeeze in a harvest before my Doppel blinked away.

      The ranger lifted his bow and answered with some sort of strange projectile, but the large black canister bounced off my Frozen Mirror, flew back the other way, and landed at his feet.

      He looked down, eyes going wide as my Dark Harvests approached, ghosts spinning and wailing around each other. The ranger kicked the canister hard, then the spells hit home and dropped him where he stood.

      “Target down,” Frank said. “He’ll respawn in 30 seconds at the far end of the lane back in the enemy base. New buff on you called Blooddrinker—all damage increased by 10% plus 5% Lifesteal until you die! Just received an item from that kill, too!”

      An alert flashed across my screen.

      
        
        Player {Ned, the Piratical} has drawn First Blood!

      

      

      And at almost the same moment, the canister the ranger had kicked right before his death bounced to a stop just short of the second Frozen Mirror that my Doppel had contributed before it’d expired. An explosion of light and sound ripped out of it, and my vision went completely white.

      “Blinded for 5 seconds!” Frank said. “You can avoid that effect by looking away when it pops!”

      I stumbled backwards, blinking as if that would help, but the world stayed bright.

      Glass shattered in front of me, and I figured that was probably one of my Frozen Mirrors breaking as someone ran through it.

      When my vision cleared, both melee players stood glowering at me, their feet glued to the ground with bright blue ice.

      “Freezes fading!” Frank said.

      There wasn’t enough time for a Shadowfrost Blast, so I just backpedaled to get some range, then fired two birds at the target to my left, swapped over, and fired two more at the target to my right.

      The guaranteed crits struck for 1,200 each to my left and 1,420 a pop to my right, but the spell damage also broke the freezes.

      I kept backtracking until I was nearly in range of the imposing elite I’d seen earlier, then paused and waited.

      And there it was: the melee spellcaster leaped to close the gap, lightning crackling all around him.

      I fired a Gravity Bird straight down, then activated Glacial Drift.

      The caster who’d leaped got sucked into the black hole before he could hit the ground with a frozen clone standing right next to him, and I’d angled my drift just right, causing the spell to take me right through the monk as he ran toward the clone I’d left behind.

      I twisted around and popped out of the drift while strafing toward the central lane.

      “20 seconds on respawn for the third member,” Frank said.

      The monk spun his staff over his head and brought one of its heavy balls up across the clone’s temple. It exploded in a shower of pulverized ice, leaving him rooted to the floor while his companion continued to spin within the black hole.

      I planted my feet and readied a Shadowfrost Blast aimed at the rooted monk. “One more kill, come on!”

      I fired, then sent out two more birds, but the monk’s left hand came up and a silvery shield of pure light popped into place. He grabbed it with two hands, slammed it into the ground, and ducked behind it without changing his positioning.

      “That’s a reflect!” Frank said, but both the Shadowfrost Blast and the two birds I’d sent spinning behind it were already on their way, and all three hit the shield and rebounded.

      “Damn, got greedy.”

      I backpedaled, watching the approaching spells carefully to make sure I nailed the timing. As they drew within ten feet, I burned my second and final charge of Glacial Drift, and they connected while I was mid-spell, which basically canceled the damage out.

      I was tempted to keep fighting—my earlier crits had both of the players hovering around 50%—but I was pretty defenseless after burning so many cooldowns. Instead, I let the drift take me through the impassable jungle, and I popped out in the central avenue between the towers just as Darling and Zoe emerged from farther down the lane.

      Darling had a red sphere circling her waist—the same sort of Bloodlust buff the player I’d killed had picked up—and Zoe had a blue one that substantially increased her Mana regeneration for 2 minutes.

      They had a group of mobs trailing behind them, a group of five lightly armored humans carrying dull-looking swords and battleaxes, all of whom were marked as friendly.

      
        
        {Lowly Foot Soldier} (Level 20 Humanoid) (Veteran)

        HP: 7,000/7,000

        MP: 5,000/5,000

      

      

      Five similar but hostile mobs were heading our way from the other side of the lane, a group of orcs that were larger than our humans but equally poorly equipped. I did a quick inspection just to be safe and found that despite their appearances, the other team’s Orcish Warriors had the exact same stats as our Foot Soldiers.

      “Jungle’s all clear except for the larger monster at the back!” Darling said. “Got an update from the guild, too: most of them are still playing, but the four-man group already crushed it in the arena and won their match!”

      I pumped a fist. “Hell yeah! Good for them.”

      “What now? We’re both totally out of our element here.”

      I popped the item I’d been awarded for killing the ranger into one hand, a glass sphere with a ribbon of red running through it.

      
        
        {Evolution Crystal} (Consumable)

        Use: Furthers the evolution of your team’s monsters.

        Note: First evolution requires {Evolution Crystal} x3.

      

      

      I didn’t see any reason not to use it right away, so I crushed the glassy orb in one hand and popped a pistol back into place. Our minions flared with red light, though their stats and equipment remained unchanged.

      “Burn their minions but watch your backs—I killed one player, but the other two could come flying out of the jungle at any point. At the very least, the monk has a leap.” I looked to Zoe. “Can you heal our minions when they meet theirs? Your larger healing wave is going to be insane for this with its ability to multitarget, and they don’t have a dedicated healer.”

      “Absolutely!” Zoe said. “This Mana buff is killer!”

      We stayed put until our minions ran past us, and they smashed into the other team’s group at the very center of the lane and started battling it out. The mobs were tightly grouped, so I started softening them up with ravens from nearly max range.

      “Darling, can you hang back and watch for incoming players? It’s weird that they haven’t engaged yet, and I’m worried they might be up to something. Zoe, let’s start topping our mobs off!”

      Zoe slammed her staff into the ground, and a curtain of water surged up to waist level. She pushed a hand through the spinning current, water splashing and beading all around her, then sent a massive wave of emerald water rolling right through the group of feuding monsters.

      Green numbers popped into the air one after another, quickly healing our creatures back to full Health.

      I took a deep breath, adrenaline buzzing through me. “Okay, the minions are going to keep approaching from both sides. Let’s just focus on downing theirs and healing ours until we can push them—”

      I cut off as a shadow fell across my peripheral. I spun with a pistol already coming up in my left hand and Frank in my right as the enemy caster soared over the jungle, fists sparking once again.

      I sent a Dreadful Shot flying almost completely vertical and caught him when he was still five feet off the ground. The player flailed as the fear took effect, but he was still falling, and whatever abilities he’d been about to use were now unavailable.

      A moment later, he landed awkwardly, thanks to the fear, and lost his balance. I pivoted to my left, activated Serrated Repel, then caught him with Frank while he was bent over and facing away from me with one hand planted on the ground.

      “Taintstrike!” Frank shouted. “Man, if I had one ability.”

      A ribbon of blood flew out of the caster and splashed onto the dirt as the player went flying right between Darling and Zoe, soaring almost horizontally. He landed badly and clipped both ankles, then flipped end over end until he bounced off the base of our tower.

      Darling swiveled around to engage the spellcaster as I turned back to continue nuking their minions.

      “Don’t bother, he’s done,” I called. “Focus on the minions!”

      “What do you mean he’s—”

      The red crystal atop our tower burst into flames, an eye blinking and springing to life within. The eye snapped down and fixated on the caster, then a beam of red light lanced forward and struck him between the shoulder blades.

      He’d already been a bit under 50% Health when I’d struck him with Serrated Repel and the bleed proc had knocked him down to 40%, but the tower melted him so quickly that I couldn’t have even got an execute off before he was faceplanting onto the ground.

      I snorted. “Told you the towers would be deadly, didn’t I?”

      “Didn’t think they were that deadly!” Darling said with a laugh.

      Frank cleared his throat. “You just scooped another Evolution Crystal, and you got credit for that kill since you were the last to hit the caster before the tower finished him off. Two stacks of Bloodthirsty!”

      I popped the crystal into my hand and used it. “Let’s keep it up! We’re in a good place but Joust can turn fast, so stay on your toes!”

      “Enemy up ahead!” Zoe called out as the monk exited the jungle on the far side of the lane and took up a defensive position beneath his tower.

      I got back to work, blasting away at the enemy minions while Zoe kept ours topped up with Health.

      “Ahem,” Frank said. “Darling, you notice anything different about me?”

      She looked over with both axes held at the ready. “My, that’s a lot of blood, Frank!”

      “Isn’t it? I got it from that guy’s taint.”

      “I saw that! Super impressive.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed. “Phrasing could use some work, but I’m loving the extra burst.”

      I dropped one minion, then another, and a Dark Harvest put three more down between the execute and the splash damage.

      “Let’s push!” I said. “Darling, you can probably stay back and watch Zoe. We’ve got two kills in hand and the advantage in sustain, just gotta be careful with overextending. Whatever you do, don’t let them pull you under the tower!”

      “That ranger is up and running,” Frank said. “Still 35 seconds on the caster, death penalty kicked him up to 45 seconds total. Also, as a heads up, Sleep tried to call you on video during that last fight, but I minimized it.”

      “Appreciate it! I’ll get back to him after.”

      I continued to gun the minions down while Darling floated around the edges of the fight, shadowing Zoe and keeping a wary eye on the monk beneath the enemy tower. He was swinging away and sending mid-range projectiles at our minions—golden orbs that hung in the air like bubbles before detonating with gunfire-like reports—but his Health was at 45%, and Zoe was easily outhealing his damage.

      Their most recent wave of minions collapsed and ours pushed forward, racing to engage the next group running our way from just beyond the tower’s range.

      I edged forward, keeping a close eye on Zoe and watching the jungle, wary of the ranger, who’d yet to reappear.

      “We need to push our minions beneath the tower!” I said. “Yank that monk out if you can, but don’t touch him while you’re beneath it or the tower’s gonna melt you!”

      “Noted!” Darling said as she took the head off a minion that had gotten close to Zoe.

      I saw movement in the jungle to my left—a flash of bluish cloth that was there one moment, then gone the next. I hadn’t gotten a great look at the player, but I was almost certain that it was the ranger lurking nearby, waiting just out of sight for the right opportunity.

      So I decided to give him an opening.

      “I’m diving! Frank, watch my back!”

      “Uh huh!”

      I ran directly beneath the tower and fired two quick blasts at the injured monk. It wasn’t enough to kill him or even drop him into execute range, but the tower woke up all the same, its bright blue eye winking open and staring directly at me.

      “Behind you!” Frank said. “Binding Net!”

      “Predictable.”

      I threw up a Frozen Mirror behind me, then used Glacial Drift to keep the tower’s laser from dealing any real damage while I shot backward and out of its range.

      The ranger had apparently hopped right out of the jungle and fired his projectile in mid-air, only for it to reflect and pin him in place well beyond the safety of his tower.

      Darling was on him in a blink, leaping in and going to work with her axes while Frank hooted and cheered her on. I popped out of drift a few feet behind them and came out of it already blasting at a full sprint. I charged right at them, pistols bucking as I eyed the timer on the electrified net.

      Darling connected with the ranger again and again, axes smashing in for hundreds of damage at a time while my ravens lit him up from behind. The electrified net vanished and he tried to strafe away, but I blocked his path and put a pistol into his lower back.

      The physical contact procced a freeze, and while Darling broke it immediately with another heavy swing to the guy’s shoulder, the momentary lockdown was enough to throw him off balance, and I immediately tagged him again.

      The ranger fell into execute range, but he fired some sort of explosive charge into Darling’s chest, and a cloud of smoke engulfed the area. I strafed away before the smoke reached me, but there came the sound of Darling coughing before she came running out of it with both hands covering her eyes.

      “He got away! Backflipped out into the jungle!”

      “Damn!” I eyed the monk, who was still blasting those explosive bubbles toward our minions. “He’s probably going to run back to regenerate, we’ve still got an opportunity here!”

      “Get ready!” Darling said. “My turn to dive! Zoe, on me!”

      “I got you!”

      She flicked an axe all the way underneath the tower, then reappeared right behind the monk. She started swinging immediately, and I almost panicked and told her to bail, but instead of cleaving into the shocked player’s back, she activated Hexdoll Aura to send him fleeing right at me before launching an axe Zoe’s way in a single smooth motion.

      The tower lit Darling up and her Health plummeted to 60% before Zoe caught her with a well-timed heal, then Darling blinked away from the tower and snagged her weapon about halfway down the lane.

      I pulled out my rifle and lined up a Shadowfrost Blast on the fleeing monk.

      “Nicely done, Darling! Great dive! We’ll push in hard after this and try to drop the tower. This kill’s yours if I can swing it!”

      The blast completed while the fleeing player was only a few feet in front of me, so I let it go and followed up with two ravens, then dashed in behind my spells.

      The three casts combined to drop him into the low single digits, then I kicked out and planted a foot in his chest before he could react to root him in place. A moment later, Darling leaped in and cleaved both of her weapons down on either side of his head.

      “Target down!” Frank said. “Darling’s got a stack of Sinister Momentum plus a stack of Bloodthirsty for 2 minutes!”

      “What the hell was that damage?” Darling said. “That was ridiculous! Half his Health in a blink!”

      I grinned at her. “Tier IV, right? It was totally worth the grind. Honestly, I loved the kit when I first saw it, but this is even more fun than I was expecting it to be.”

      “Yeah, that—”

      She cut off, eyes flicking to a menu I couldn’t see, then she flinched.

      “Damn it! Okay, our ten-man group is still battling it out, but our three-man just lost! Guess they took two early deaths and it came down to Rock versus two ranged. He dropped one and kept it close, but it wasn’t enough to win out.”

      “We’ve still got a chance, ten-man group’s gonna have a lot of weight!” I rolled my shoulders. “Alright, no room to slack on our end—we’ve got two dead, one wounded! Let’s push the minions in and knock the tower down. And keep an eye out for the ranger!”

      I stood on the very edge of the tower’s range and popped my rifle into both hands as our minions streamed by. I dropped to one knee and started up a Shadowfrost Blast and held it, twin lines of power working down each side of the weapon while the energy gathered and spun beyond the barrel.

      But as soon as our minions entered the tower’s range, the structure awakened, and I realized that I’d probably assumed too much from other games. The minions couldn’t tank the tower at all.

      And by the time Darling dashed in and started hacking away at the structure’s foundations, the blue eye’s laser had deleted three of our minions in a single sweep. Even now, it was already gearing up for another go.

      “Tower at 80% and falling fast!” Frank said.

      “Bail, Darling!” I called out. “It’s too strong!”

      Darling hacked away two more times, visibly dropping the tower’s Health with each swing.

      “I can’t keep the minions up!” Zoe said. “Way too much damage to heal through, and I’m burning Mana!”

      A familiar canister arced down out of the sky and rattled to a stop at Darling’s feet just as the ranger burst out of the jungle and sprinted into view. His bow was drawn, an arrow with a long chain dragging behind it nocked and ready to fire.

      “Get out!” I said, but it was too late.

      I threw a hand up to cover my face as the canister erupted, blinding both Darling and Zoe.

      “Both blinded for 5 seconds!” Frank said.

      The ranger fired in Darling’s direction as she stumbled around the base of the tower, swinging blindly. The strange arrow connected, then its chain went taut. Darling tried to leap away, but the ranger had a hold on the chain, preventing her from escaping.

      The tower cleared our minions and turned its focus on her, the laser burning a line across the ground until it tagged her calf and moved up her leg to her lower back. Darling’s armor sparked and melted beneath the heat, and her Health plummeted while Zoe was still blind and unable to heal her.

      I fired a Gravity Bird at the ranger and managed to pull him into the air and off his feet to keep him from pressing his own offensive, but the damage was done. The tower ate through Darling’s Health in a matter of seconds, and though Zoe came to and managed to give her a second or so to get out from beneath the deadly obelisk’s gaze, Darling couldn’t get her bearings in time.

      “Pull back right now!” I called to Zoe, and I was immensely relieved to see her summon a wave of greenish water that carried her out of the bow user’s range and back to safety beside me.

      “My beloved is dead,” Frank said.
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      “Can you believe the audacity of that beam?” Frank said. “Ugh, it almost popped her leg clear out of her greaves. Thirty-second respawn timer for her; all enemies will have rejoined the fight by the time she’s back.”

      I eyed the tower. Despite Darling’s death, we’d managed to get it well under half Health—mostly thanks to Darling’s damage—and the construct showed no sign of healing.

      “Good! Zoe, let’s head back to our tower and build up another wave of minions while we wait for Darling.”

      “Pretty low on Mana here!” Zoe said.

      “Okay, I’ll fall back and play defense, you run back to base to Mana up. Darling should have a crystal she needs to use since she got that last kill. Let her know when she rejoins the fight.”

      As Zoe sprinted away, I backed her up, then peeled off beneath our untouched tower and posted up against it while I readied a Shadowfrost Blast just in case. I had Frank watch the lane while I kept a close eye on the jungle, but again, the ranger was nowhere to be seen. I figured he’d probably taken the opportunity to head back to his own base and heal up.

      The seconds ticked by, and Darling must have popped the crystal the very moment she rejoined the fight because every single one of our minions suddenly burst aglow, each momentarily consumed by red flames.

      The waves still comprised five Foot Soldiers, but the creatures had grown a full foot taller, they’d upgraded to Elite status, and their Health had doubled. Their armor was more ornate as well, shiny rather than dull, and their weapons gleamed in the sunlight.

      And better still, each wave was now being led by a hulking knight in full plate armor who carried a massive tower shield as well as a wicked longsword.

      “First monster upgrade’s done!” Darling called out from down the lane. Zoe was with her, and the two were bounding in my direction. “Sorry about that, I overextended and got caught!”

      “Don’t worry about it!” I said. “We gotta be careful from here, but we’re still in a decent spot!”

      “Thank God for level 30,” Darling said.

      That got a smile out of me, and I was particularly grateful to be pulling my weight after how much crap I’d pulled her and the rest of the guild into the last few days.

      By now, the enemy team had fully respawned, and all three were headed our way with wave after wave of minions charging behind them.

      I fired a Gravity Bird toward the enemy players before they could engage us at the center of the lane, more interested in zoning them off than anything else.

      All three managed to avoid the spell, but it gathered two full waves of their minions into a neat pile, so I took the opportunity to gun them all down from max range while our upgraded creatures pounded ever closer.

      The ranger drew his bow and aimed it high, and I already knew what was coming. Even as the ranger fired, I threw a Frozen Mirror up at a low angle, and the canister bounced right back.

      I was tempted to rush in, thinking all three players were going to end up blinded by the reflected attack, but Frank spoke up as the canister landed at their feet and spun across the dirt.

      “He can decide when to pop that thing. Like Gravity Bird.”

      I swallowed. I’d been that close to walking right into a buzzsaw.

      One of our giant knights reached the enemy’s forces up ahead, and his power was immediately obvious as he laid into the opposing minions with wide, sweeping strikes that knocked them back and down.

      Our minions surged forward, piling over their downed opponents while Zoe’s heals rained in and kept them topped off.

      “Let’s push, but stay defensive and let the minions do their work!” I said. “And call out if you see one of the enemy players duck into the jungle. We’ve got an edge, let’s not waste it by getting too aggressive.”

      We pushed forward, with me picking off the enemy minions from range and occasionally striking their players for chunks of damage, while Zoe healed our waves and Darling kept their melee off our monsters as best as she could without overexposing herself.

      The effect was slow but exactly what I wanted. We were pushing them further and further back down the lane, grinding their Health and Mana down and slowly amassing a horde of minions while theirs continued to fall.

      I kept taking potshots at every opportunity, tagging their players with icy blasts whenever they strayed into range. The damage wasn’t insane without the frozen combo set up, but it was more than enough to plunk the trio down into the 70% range by the time we pushed them back beneath their tower.

      “Zoe, stay way back. Darling, don’t dive unless they fully retreat. Our minion wave is huge, let’s let them work!”

      I waited until our minions rushed underneath the tower, then stepped in and fired two quick shots at the construct. It spun to engage me instead of them, but I’d already popped right back out of its range.

      I repeated the process, dancing in and out of the area until the trio of players realized they couldn’t let that happen.

      “Zoe, healing on me,” I said as I swapped to Frost Mode to reduce the rate of being critically struck.

      The ranger dashed forward, feet skidding across the ground. He fired an enormous golden bolt my way, and while I was tempted to reflect it, I could already see Zoe’s next wave of healing rolling my way, so I just took the projectile to the chest and retaliated with two blasts.

      “Your Health at 74%,” Frank said. “Vessel is still up.”

      The two melee crashed in on me and my Health plummeted. Dismissing my pistols, I reached out barehanded and made contact with both of them, grabbing one around the wrist and catching the other behind their pauldrons.

      Two freezes procced, and I heard Darling shout something behind me.

      Then I activated Glacial Drift to send all three of us drifting backward. The two bewildered players took a moment to get their bearings, and that was all I needed to Double Cast the spell and drag them both all the way down the lane and fully beneath our tower. They both ended up rooted as the spell completed and thrust us back into our bodies.

      I switched to my Streetsweeper and pumped them full of birds, rooting them in place over and over again to prevent them escaping while the tower razed their Health from above.

      Diminishing returns kicked in, and when the two players managed to break away with their Health in the 30% range, they went pelting away down the lane—right toward Darling.

      I brought my blunderbuss up and aimed it high, then sent a Dreadful Grenade arcing high over their heads. It exploded right in front of them, and the two players put on the brakes and hightailed it back in my direction.

      Unfortunately for them, they ran right back into my blunderbuss’ sight and, more importantly, beneath the fiery gaze of the tower. The laser finished the first of the players off within seconds, and I put the other down with a Dark Harvest.

      “Two dead, won’t respawn for a full minute!” Frank said. “Two more stacks of Bloodthirst on you, just the ranger to worry about!”

      I put on a burst of speed, hands pumping at my sides as I blew by another crew of our minions approaching the front lines of the battle, led by another giant knight.

      “Clear their mobs!” I called out. “It’s just the ranger left beneath their tower, so we gotta drop it before they can respawn! Just watch that blind he’s got, if you can look away before it pops you can avoid it!”

      I let the birds fly as I approached, but Darling was already ripping into the minions, green slashes hanging all over the place, numbers pulsing with every swing.

      I ran all the way up to the edge of their tower’s range as I had before and lit the ranger up with a pair of birds. He activated some sort of defensive that minimized the damage, but I did succeed in forcing him out from beneath the tower and back down his lane.

      Darling worked the last of the enemy orcs down while I kept the ranger at bay, adding the occasional spell to help out.

      Then the final minion fell, and it was like a dam had burst. Our minions surged toward the tower, three knights leading the way ahead of fifteen undamaged Foot Soldiers, the ground rumbling beneath their heavy footfalls.

      The tower brightened and retaliated, focusing on one of the knights, and while the damage was severe, Zoe was able to buy us a few seconds by healing the creature up before it died.

      Darling and I shared a glance, and she crashed in hard while I backed her up with spell after spell.

      With so many upgraded minions in play smashing into the base of the tower completely unopposed and Zoe buying us some actual time, the tower’s Health bar steadily dropped.

      “Enemy minion wave coming!” Darling called out between swings.

      I raised a pistol and fired a Gravity Bird that way, detonating it at max range. The monsters ran straight into it, getting sucked up into the vortex one by one.

      “Tower’s gonna drop!” Frank said. “30%, 20%… Heads up though, players have respawned.”

      The ranger was lurking further down the lane, but it wasn’t long before the other two players were sprinting toward us, prompting the ranger to get back on the move, jogging behind them with his bow held high.

      “Darling, we’ve got incoming! I’ll intercept and stall, you smash the tower!”

      “Got it!”

      I activated Glacial Drift and had the spell send me zooming deeper down the lane. I appeared right behind the two melee players in a burst of ice that froze them both in place, though I’d gotten the timing slightly wrong and hadn’t managed to tag the ranger too.

      I raised both pistols and hit the staff-wielding monk with a pair of critical birds to break the freeze and drop him from full Health to 60%, then hit him with a Dreadful Shot to send him fleeing toward Darling and the rapidly weakening tower.

      I strafed back toward my group to create some distance and get them both in front of me, then threw up a Frozen Mirror before plugging away with spell after damaging spell.

      “Tower at 8%,” Frank said. “Feared player is still fleeing.”

      The spellcaster warped, then reappeared in front of me with both hands held up, palms toward me, fingers splayed wide. The air temperature visibly dropped, and the various smells of the jungle were suddenly replaced with a clean scent reminiscent of ozone.

      He unleashed a torrent of lightning—it looked like a channel-based cast—and it took him the better part of a second to realize the bolts were bouncing right back at him off the Frozen Mirror I’d thrown up, steadily depleting his Health and slowing him by 80%.

      The ranger was winding up some sort of sniper shot further down the lane, so I lowered a shoulder and smashed right through the Frozen Mirror, then drove a Repel-powered Frank directly into the mage’s chest.

      “Franked!” Frank shouted, with totally undiminished enthusiasm, as a burst of blood darkened the grass and the caster flew backward.

      The angle was spot on—I’d tried to hit him toward the ranger—and while the bow user was quick enough to sidestep his backward-tumbling ally, he had to give up on that long shot he’d been readying.

      Then a sharp crack sounded behind me.

      “Tower’s falling, enemy Champion is now targetable in their base!” Frank said. “Feared player is out of position!”

      I turned, swapped targets and ran for it, guns barking with every step as the stone obelisk tilted and fell to my left, great bricks shattering against the floor. The giant eye rolled free, then closed and dimmed.

      Darling’s axe was already in mid-air, and she was on the fleeing monk before my first pair of birds had the time to connect.

      He’d already been at 60% thanks to the spells I’d opened up with, and between Darling and I and several nearby minions who suddenly lacked viable targets, we dogpiled him and cut him down before his teammates could stop us.

      “One minute fifteen on that respawn!” Frank said. “Zoe’s Mana at 60%.”

      “Tower’s down, so let’s pull back!” I called out, already running down the lane and toward Zoe. “Regen if you need it!”

      Darling’s icy axe flew by me, and she reappeared way out in front, running full tilt. I slowed down a bit to keep an eye on Zoe, who topped me off with heal over time effects as we ran on.

      I set up camp on the very edge of our tower’s range and started plugging away at the never-ending stream of enemy minions. I did it slowly, hoping to create a large wave of our own that we could use to push forward while Darling escorted Zoe back to our base so she could get her Mana back.

      Despite the fact that it was just me under the tower, the two enemy players seemed hesitant to engage. Not that I could really blame them. But at the same time, our advantage was threatening to snowball, and I was expecting them to get increasingly desperate as the fight went on.

      “I think we might actually have this,” I said as I dropped another minion.

      “Should try to kill the thing they saw in the forest,” Frank said. “It’ll be high damage but fairly low Health.”

      “You think it’s worth it over just pushing in and trying to drop their Champion for the win?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Alright then, that’s the plan. We need to wipe at least two of them first. Respawn windows are getting pretty long, but the last thing I want is to end up getting floored while we’re fighting something big.”

      Darling and Zoe were already running to rejoin me, and as I popped the two Evolution Crystals I’d earned from dragging the two enemies beneath the tower earlier on into each hand, I called out, “Darling, you got that latest kill, so pop your crystal for another minion upgrade!”

      I crushed both of my own crystals in my hands.

      “Upgrading!” Darling called out, breaking a crystal without breaking stride before she switched back to her axes.

      Golden light flared across every minion in sight. When the light cleared, the three Foot Soldiers in the middle of the group had swelled by 50%, becoming taller and heavier built.

      But the real development targeted the minion at the end, who grew even taller than his companions. This mob was skinny, though, and the sword and shield he’d held earlier had been replaced with a white staff capped by a blood-colored gem.

      “Support Mages,” Frank said. “Ick.”

      The nearest wave of minions ran right by me, but their lanky caster slowed down and looked at me, chanting as he went, causing a buff to spring up beneath my nameplate.

      
        
        {Arcane Momentum}

        Effect: Regenerating 3% of maximum Health and Mana every 2 seconds.

        Duration: 30 seconds.

      

      

      “Hell yeah!” I said. “Now Zoe should be able to keep pushing no matter what.”

      Zoe and Darling rejoined me beneath the tower, both carrying identical buffs.

      Up ahead, the two enemy players exchanged a glance and dipped into opposite sides of the jungle.

      “What’s the move?” Darling said.

      “Let’s build up another wave of minions and push toward their Champion for now. I want to kill that thing in the forest, but we need to secure another kill before engaging it. Last thing we wanna do is get wiped the moment we dive in.”

      “Got it!”

      I threw out wave after wave of birds, casting again and again until Darling and I had dropped what remained of the enemy team’s undeveloped minions. Ours were absolutely demolishing theirs thanks to that latest upgrade, and it didn’t look like Zoe would have much in the way of Mana issues thanks to the Arcane Momentum buff the Support Mages were spamming.

      “Still thirty seconds on the enemy monk’s respawn,” Frank said.

      “You guys push a little ahead,” I said. “I’ll try to bait them out by falling behind, and Frank will call out if they jump me. If we wipe them, we’re gonna rush into the jungle and go for the killing blow. Careful, though, they could still catch up quick with a few kills.”

      With the aid of our upgraded forces, we pushed in and mowed wave after wave of their defenses down, with Darling and Zoe out in front while I stayed far enough back to tempt the two players out of the jungle.

      The smart money said that they’d wait for their third player to respawn before they engaged, but I could feel their eyes on me from within the jungle.

      “Don’t look, but the caster and the ranger are behind us,” Frank said. “Caster just popped his head out of the nearest jungle entrance.”

      I gripped my revolvers a little tighter, then double-checked to make sure my Heart Vessel was still in place, which it was. “Thanks.”

      “Ranger is stepping out, they’re coming. Incoming canister!”

      I heard it land, then it bounced right in front of me and came to a stop while spinning at my feet.

      I shut my eyes before the flash hit and avoided the blind, but I threw my hands up in front of my face all the same and staggered sideways as if I’d been caught. “On me!”

      The spellcaster was closing in, so I played the blind up by shooting a pair of birds off into the jungle, where they shattered against the impenetrable fronds. The caster made a whipping motion with one hand, and a bolt of lightning licked out from him and struck me in the chest.

      “Lightning Link!” Frank said. “Movement slowed by 70% and damage taken increased by 30%, ranger is winding up a snipe!”

      I staggered toward Darling and Zoe, drawing the caster further in while I squinted and watched the ranger’s cast bar inch toward completion.

      Golden light swirled around him as the skill completed, then a bright golden arrow shot toward me as grass ripped free and flew up into the air behind it.

      I waited as long as I dared, then activated Glacial Drift to kill the massive projectile’s damage and sent myself zipping behind the two players.

      My clone erupted instantaneously as they laid into it and froze the caster in place, so I resolved well behind them, popped Doppelganger, then Double Casted it for good measure.

      I only ended up with three clones, but that would be more than enough with the buff in place and both Darling and Zoe charging my way.

      I readied a Shadowfrost Blast and took aim at the confused ranger’s back while the copies to either side of me did the same. My Doppels and I fired as he finally turned around, then followed up with Arctic Ravens.

      The volley of blue and purple death slammed into the ranger, every bird critting at once, icy novas appearing only to shatter around his feet again and again, and his Health Bar gapped down from full to empty in a blink and absurd numbers floated above his head.

      I half-laughed, half-shrieked with joy as he hit the ground.

      Darling was on the caster by the time I swapped targets, with Zoe spamming a root effect from afar that repeatedly snared him in place despite the damage Darling was dealing.

      I kept the blasts coming with one eye on the respawn timer as the caster’s Health fell and he flailed about, activating defensive abilities that had no shot of helping him in a three-on-one, let alone against the upgraded minions now surging toward him.

      I hit him with a Dark Harvest and got the kill, so I jumped right through the glowing spirit it left behind for some free healing, then plunged into the jungle.
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      “Full 2 minutes before they’ll respawn!” Frank said. “Not gonna get any longer!”

      “Let’s get this done, follow me!” I said. “Darling, see if you can tank it. Zoe, just keep her up!”

      “Final update’s a good one!” Darling said. “Ten-man group won and we’re 2-1, so we might be okay if we pull this off! It’s just us three left!”

      I took a deep breath as I raced through the jungle, ignoring the alcoves where the weaker mobs had spawned earlier and plunging deeper into the space.

      “We really need this!”

      “Monk respawns in 10 seconds!” Frank said. “Good chance he shows up ‘cause engaging this thing is going to alert them!”

      “I’ll lock him down if he does,” I said. “You guys focus on the kill!”

      We burst through the jungle into a substantial clearing, at the center of which knelt a massive, fifteen-foot-tall minotaur. Its eyes burned red, and long horns jutted out from within a golden helmet.

      
        
        {Giant Red Minotaur} (Level 19 Elite++)

        HP: 50,000/50,000

        MP: 43,000/43,000

      

      

      Its armor was ornate, full of golden scrollwork and heavy plates, and it carried a double-bladed axe that had Frank feeling very insecure, judging from how he was buzzing.

      “Let’s do it!” I said. “Darling, pull him all the way to the back of the clearing if you can, get him facing away from the two entrances. We’re definitely going to have incoming!”

      “Monk just respawned!” Frank said. “Still more than a minute and a half before the others can rejoin the fight!”

      Taking up a position off to the side, I let Darling lead the way and get a few swings in. She expertly maneuvered the huge creature where I’d asked, though doing so caused her to take a couple of hits that struck for far more damage than I’d expected.

      I kept the birds coming, but the mob hadn’t shown much in the way of skills just yet, so I kept my focus on the two possible points of entry, expecting the enemy monk to charge in and try to interrupt our kill at any moment. I kept plugging away, my gaze flicking from left to right and back again, ready to Dreadful Shot whatever came our way.

      “Minotaur at 80% and falling fast!” Frank said. “75%… 70%…”

      The minotaur roared, and fiery spheres the size of basketballs rose all across the battlefield. They detonated before I could react, and while Zoe only got knocked back a bit, both Darling and I went flying across the clearing.

      Darling landed in a heap on the edge of the jungle and the minotaur gave chase while I went tumbling into one of the two entrances. I rolled back to my feet, but when I glanced over my shoulder as I went to rejoin the fight, I saw him: the monk was racing down the jungle path, spinning his staff over his head.

      I ran on as if I hadn’t seen him, plunging right back into the clearing and pulling a hard left the very moment I could to break his line of sight. I counted off a quick two-second count, then burst back toward the path with a Dreadful Shot already flying.

      The monk’s eyes went wide, and the spell connected before he could react, sending him fleeing back the way he’d come.

      “Feared the monk but we’re gonna have company soon!” I said.

      “Minotaur at 50%!” Frank said. “Zoe’s Mana at 60%!”

      Darling ate a horizontal axe strike that sparked off her armor and knocked her back a step, but she recovered with a grin as Zoe’s heals kept coming. “We got this!”

      We poured it on, with Darling hacking away and the spells flying while I occasionally glanced down the jungle path. I hadn’t seen the player for a while and the fear should have run its course by now, which meant…

      I pointed a pistol at the other entrance and blocked it off with a Frozen Mirror, which was almost large enough to cover the narrow space, then went back to casting.

      “Minotaur at 41%!” Frank said.

      My mirror exploded in my peripheral, and I looked over to see the monk tilting toward the ground, one foot bound in the ice. He smashed face-first into the dirt, and I already had a pair of birds flying when my Streetsweeper popped into my hands.

      I fired again to freeze him in place, then swapped back to pistols and sent another pair of birds flying in the hopes of sneaking another shatter combo in, but the effect broke before I had the chance and the monk flipped away, avoiding both of my spells and vanishing back into the jungle.

      “Dreadful’s back up!” Frank said. “20 seconds before the other players respawn!”

      I retook my position between the two entrances, keeping the jungle to my back. “We gotta end this before they reach us! I hurt the monk pretty bad, but it’s gonna get messy with three of them—”

      I cut off as the minotaur roared and summoned more fireballs, and while both Zoe and I lucked out positioning-wise, three spawned next to Darling and promptly exploded. She went flying across the clearing and tumbled down one of the paths into the jungle.

      “Crap, don’t let it leave the clearing!” Frank said. “The fight will reset!”

      I cursed and stepped up, feeling the creature’s aggro shift to me as Darling got too far away from the fight. It surged toward me, its huge axe descending in a wild, overhead strike that I barely managed to sidestep.

      Dirt and stone kicked up and showered me, and I tried to duck between the enormous creature’s legs—but I’d made a mistake. Instead of removing its axe from the ground as I’d expected, it swiped the weapon sideways and caught me flush.

      “Stunned for three seconds, your Health at 70%!” Frank said as I rocketed across the arena. “Follow up coming, get out of there!”

      I activated drift and specified a random direction—I couldn’t even tell where I was—and ended up shooting skyward. A split-second later, the minotaur landed exactly where I’d been and cleanly cut the clone I’d left behind in two, both halves shooting sideways before disintegrating into pulverized ice.

      I landed in a crouch and the minotaur was on me again, swinging away and forcing me back with relentless blows. I sidestepped one attack and managed to outrange the next sweep by leaping backward, but then I bumped up against the edge of the impassable jungle.

      The minotaur raised its weapon high, and its eyes flashed red.

      Darling’s axe arced into view as the mob brought its giant axe down. She popped into place right in front of me, catching the falling weapon with both axes.

      The creature’s aggro snapped back to her, so I took the brief window of respite and used it to blow by the minotaur and reposition myself between the entrances and closer to Zoe.

      “Thanks Darling! Great save!”

      She twisted away, and the minotaur’s axe sparked off her weapons and buried itself a foot into the ground. “No problem!”

      “All three players have respawned!” Frank called out. “Gonna be heading our way if they’ve got any sense!”

      I hit the minotaur with my execute and Darling did the same, then yet another canister thumped into the center of the clearing.

      It was close by and I’d seen plenty of the skill at this point, so I whipped around and activated Repel, then kicked it right out of the air and sent it hurtling back down the pathway it’d come from.

      I’d gotten lucky, too; the ranger had activated the skill right before I’d kicked it.

      A scream of frustration sounded from that direction, and I saw at least one of them go tipping sideways while clutching at their eyes.

      “Three blinds on three targets!” Frank said. “Should be enough time!”

      We kept at it, with Zoe turning the whole courtyard green while I kept the birds flying and Darling filled the air with green slashes until she ended up putting the huge creature down from behind with a heavy, upward strike that split it from armored shoulder to opposite hip.

      The giant minotaur dropped to one knee, then burst apart into fiery embers.

      “Target down!” Frank said. “Check your status!

      I did, and a new, even stronger buff appeared beneath my nameplate.

      
        
        {Giantkiller’s Fury}

        Your successful spells and attacks now cause a random spell effect to assault your enemy.

        Duration: 2 minutes.

      

      

      “Not out of the woods yet!” I said, scoping Zoe’s Mana. She’d burned it all the way down to 30% to keep Darling and me up, and we presumably had three uninjured enemies heading our way. “Just need to get back and regen and we can finish it!”

      “Let’s split up—you guys take the rightmost path that’s closer to our base, and I’ll go the other way and try to drag them out.” I took off at a run before they had a chance to respond. “Just give me a short head start!”

      I dashed in and immediately ran across all three enemies; they were just standing there to my left, scouting as if trying to figure out where we’d go.

      One of them spotted me, so I kept running right. But instead of beelining it toward their base, I stepped into a group of our upgraded minions for cover.

      The melee player had apparently expected me to run for the base because he leaped right over the wall and landed in no man’s land, and the look of disappointment on his face made me snort.

      I fired off a pair of blasts and kept backtracking to keep pace with the minions, but my eyes went wide as the spells connected. Apparently, the giant’s buff was supposed to be game-ending, because the sky brightened in a wide circle above the player and a meteor ripped out of the sky and landed at his feet, chunking him for 30% of his Health and throwing him into the air.

      At the same time, yellow runes burst alight beneath him, then five bolts of lightning licked out and tagged him while he was tumbling through the air.

      I laughed and kept the spells coming, causing all sorts of elemental havoc with every cast, from slashing coils of water that were so pressurized they were basically swords to sections of earth that lifted up on their own accord and tossed the player into the air before pancaking him into the ground.

      By the time the other two players burst out of the jungle on the far side, no doubt having intended to cut off my escape, the melee player was already dead, and I was standing there with one Doppel to my left and a second to my right with three Shadowfrost blasts at the ready.

      I unleashed my own blast and instantly followed up with more birds, which were really just to proc more of the buff’s effects.

      The column of spells ripped down the jungle, then all hell broke loose as a half dozen elements all struck at once, a spectacle of light that put the Neon Circus to shame: storm clouds that breathed lightning, meteors that rained from the sky, spears of ice and swords of water, and a number of other effects I couldn’t even identify in the maelstrom of color and magic.

      I stalked forward and kept the assault up, eventually adding a Gravity Bird to group the two together when a giant earthen hand emerged from the ground and swiped out, stunning them both.

      From there, it was like shooting fish in a barrel, with every bird tagging them thrice over and proccing an inferno of kaleidoscopic magic.

      And when the Gravity Bird winked out, it dropped two corpses right at Darling’s feet.

      She was standing there, wide-eyed, with one axe already swinging through the space where the Gravity Bird had been a moment earlier.

      “What the hell did you do?”

      “Wasn’t really me,” I said. “Buff from the monster we killed is out of control. Let’s go finish this thing while it’s still up.”

      I turned and ran down the path, past the jungle and the ruins of the enemy team’s tower.

      When I rounded the corner, the enemy Champion came into view. I’d expected something on the scale of the minotaur: maybe a dragon or a giant golem. Instead, we found a diminutive lizardman floating at the center of their base with his legs folded beneath him, his arms crossed, eyes closed.

      “Good roll on the mob!” Frank said. “Frank ‘em before the buff drops!”

      “You heard the bearded axe, be exceedingly careful.”

      “That’s not what I said!”

      I stopped at the edge of the base, and the lizardman opened his eyes and dropped lightly onto one foot.

      “Respawn time?”

      “Minute forty-four and counting, go go go! Buff will carry us so long as you kill the boss before they respawn!”

      “Rush it!”

      “Solid strategy,” Frank said.

      Darling brushed some hair from her face and winked at me. “Let’s do it!”

      “What the hell was that?” Frank said, but his voice was drowned out as the lizardman raised a hand the very moment Darling entered the battlefield and sent a wave of flame cresting toward her.

      She flicked an axe up and teleported to it, and I thought she’d smash the creature fully in the face, but its hand blurred up and caught the shaft of her weapon.

      The blocked attack did minimal damage—a white 150 was floating above the target—but the barrage of razor-like leaves that followed thanks to the Giantkiller buff was anything but that. As dozens of yellow 200s clouded the air, the lizardman was forced to release his grip.

      I figured Darling probably had aggro with that, so I fired off a pair of blasts that caused another meteor plus a trio of frozen spikes to rain down and pierce the target.

      I kept them coming, earning a proc with every single spell. Darling was even more successful; her attack speed was unreal, and while the creature blocked one out of every two attacks she threw at it, it didn’t matter with the spell effects each strike was causing.

      And better yet, the damage was keeping the creature on its heels and forcing it backward. Before long, Darling had it pinned against the edge of the jungle with its scaly back bumping up against the trunk of a thick palm while the elemental assault continued to rage.

      “It’s melting!” Frank said. “Boss at 55% and falling!”

      We poured it on, blitzing the creature down while I kept an eye on the enemy respawn timers. We had less than thirty seconds remaining, but at the rate we were going…

      “30%!” Frank said.

      I kept firing, watching the timer tick lower and lower until it reached the single digits. “We’re gonna have incoming!”

      “Too late!” Darling said, laughing the words as she laid into the creature with a three-piece combo that dropped it to one knee.

      She was smiling brightly, her grin visible despite the spell effects crashing in from every direction, and I found myself watching her instead of the boss as the creature’s bar depleted.

      Even as our opponents reappeared, the lizardman groaned and fell to the floor.

      
        
        Congratulations, your team is victorious!

        All participants have now finished their matches, and the Quarter Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament is now complete.

        You will now be returned to the Red Ballroom.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The three of us blinked into the Ballroom, and the rest of Omen rushed over, pushing their way through and around the other gathered guild members.

      They were all shouting at Darling at the same time, a mixture of updates and requests for information that were all lost in the excitement.

      Before she could calm them down and let them know that we’d pulled off a dominant win, the system answered everyone’s questions with a round of prompts.

      
        
        Congratulations, {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}, you have qualified for the Semi-Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        The Semi-Final Round will occur later this evening. In this round, you will face off against another Guild in a single elimination match for the right to move on to the Final Round, which will be held immediately afterward in a double-header event.

      

      

      “Match info is up,” Frank said. “This is the seeding.”

      
        
        1. {Redacted}

        2. {Corruptia}

        3. {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}

        4. {Tentronic}

      

      

      The guild was absolutely erupting, but I only had eyes for the data. “Does the seeding work the way I think it works? Top seed gets the lowest, right?”

      “Uh huh,” Frank said, and there was a definite note of satisfaction in his voice.

      I looked over toward Ersatz, who was shouting at a pair of his guildmates on the other side of the Ballroom. They both had their eyes on the floor, and though I couldn’t make out what he was saying, it was pretty clear something had gone wrong and he was wildly overreacting to whatever it was.

      “So we’ve got Corruptia next. And if Redacted wins, we’ll see them in the Final.”

      “Yup!”

      I was still looking at the ugly little goblin, who was now red-faced from screaming. “God, I want to knock them out so bad.”

      “Might be able to do more than that, depending on how much you’re willing to risk.”

      I perked up at that. “Yeah?”

      “You’ve seen the Wager System, right?”

      Everybody was still whooping and cheering, so I took the waiting teleport prompt.

      Popping back into the Stronghold, I put my back against a nearby wall. The room was completely empty, and the silence was a stark counterpoint to the noise of the Ballroom.

      “Yeah, I’ve seen it but haven’t looked into it. Some sort of betting system, right?”

      “Uh huh. Those little orbs will enforce the terms so there’s no backing out for either side. Couple practical limitations, but you might be able to use it if you’re committed.”

      I pursed my lips. “Thanks for the info. If it’s a true contract, I can definitely figure out a way to leverage that.”

      A guildie in leather armor teleported into the Stronghold, then another, and another. Within the span of ten seconds or so, the room was abuzz with excited conversation.

      A heavy hand clapped onto my shoulder, and I turned to find Darling grinning at me. “I know you saw the seeding, right?”

      I returned her smile. I couldn’t help it.

      “Oh yeah. Love it. Guess we don’t have that long to wait before we get a crack at them, too.”

      “I’m glad,” Darling said. “My stomach already hurts from thinking about it. I can’t even imagine how satisfying it would feel to knock them out. But man, the thought of losing to that little jerk? Ugh. It’s unbearable. We’d never hear the end of it.”

      “Still got that Loaded Die in hand,” I said. “And Frank and I are cooking something up.”

      “Killer. I’m sure people are going to want to celebrate for a bit, but I think I need to try to stay busy for the next couple hours to keep my head straight. Might grind some doors or something. You wanna join?”

      “Love to, pending a quick conversation. I got a call from Sleep during our match, so I’m thinking he probably wants help with that quest he mentioned earlier.”

      Darling nodded. “Sure thing! Just let me know what you’re up to.”

      “Will do!”

      She headed away to speak to more of her guildies, so I dropped into a nearby chair and put my back to a crackling hearth.

      I pulled Sleep’s contact information up and dialed him, and he picked up on the first ring. He was standing barefoot on a black beach, and the waves were breaking gently behind him.

      “Hey there!” he said. “Congrats on making it to the Semi-Finals!”

      “Thanks, man! Sorry I didn’t pick up earlier. Mid-fight.”

      He made a dismissive gesture. “No worries, I figured! You’ve got a window before the next round, yeah? Couple hours or so?”

      “Yup.”

      “Well, if you’re still up for it, I’d like to cash in that favor from the other day.”

      “Sure, as long as it’s not going to run over into the next stage of the Tournament.”

      He bent over at the waist and splashed his face with water. “Think we should be well clear by then for what I’ve got in mind. And if we cut it too close, you can just bail. Not gonna hold you to missing something that important.”

      “Cool, then I’m in. You mentioned borrowing the Freighter—what exactly do you need to do?”

      “I gotta deliver 80 Trade Packs through a hostile area before a Warrior Chef will take me on as an apprentice. I don’t care much for the quest or the title itself, but apparently he’s got access to a bunch of recipes I can’t get any other way.”

      I glanced down at Frank, and to my utter shock, he actually caught my meaning and dropped his voice so that Sleep wouldn’t hear. “It’s a legit quest, for what that’s worth.”

      I cocked my head at Sleep. “Define hostile.”

      “An area with a heavy enemy presence.” He tapped the air and projected his mini map up onto his window so that I could see it. Several areas were highlighted in gold with a red X nearby, and the golden areas varied in brightness.

      “What am I looking at here?”

      “Gold spots are the possible areas we’d have to travel through, the X’s mark the delivery spots. The brighter the area, the harder it will be, but the more recipes we’ll pick up.”

      I looked the map over, whistling: there were dozens of options all around the game world. “And all of these cities are marked as hostile to you?”

      He laughed. “We’ve got plenty of enemies to choose from, yeah. You can pick the route if that helps. All I care about is getting it done.”

      I tabbed through the options. “None of these are short trips, and they all involve considerable distances. No wonder you wanted the Freighter.”

      “Yeah,” he said. “It’ll be a hell of a lot more fun to jam everybody in on a single loaded boat, plus we can pack it with 100 Trade Packs in case we lose 20 along the way. I’ve already got the packs set up on my end, so we’re good to go if you are.”

      I looked around the Stronghold, which was getting increasingly celebratory.

      “Do you need help on our end? I’d feel kinda bad breaking up their party. We’ve been through the ringer lately, and they deserve to enjoy the win.”

      “Nah, I got plenty of bodies. Anybody you wanna bring is more than welcome; we just need the boat.” He looked down toward Frank. “And Frank, obviously.”

      Frank puffed up. “Goes without saying, but I do appreciate the sentiment being voiced.”

      I looked the map over again, wondering how we could swing the trip to benefit us as well. Then my eyes caught on Koria, which wasn’t currently an option.

      “Hey, Frank?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Just hypothetically speaking, what would happen if Sleep were to declare war on the Cult? Would Koria get marked on his map as an option?”

      “Yup. For the quest’s purposes, hostile just means that a good chunk of the city is controlled by enemy players. Housing Plots and all that.”

      I met Sleep’s eyes. “And given how deep the Cult’s roots run in Koria, it’d probably be glowing a lot brighter than any of your other potential targets.”

      “Yup,” Frank agreed. “Right now, the most difficult target Sleep has is Oraria, a city way to the west of here. If he pulled that off, he’d pick up eleven recipes. But if Koria were an option through the Cult, it’d net the full sixteen that the chief can teach right away. That’d keep you guys from having to deliver more packs to earn the rest after the initial turn-in.”

      Sleep grinned, his smile as bright as ever. “Heh, I see what you two are doing. That’s a pretty tempting carrot you got there.”

      I held my hands up, palms out. “I’m just pointing out that it’s a possibility. We could spend some time getting a plan into place, use the element of surprise to—”

      I broke off as an alert went out.

      
        
        World Alert! The Guild {Goon} has declared an Aggressor’s War on {The Cult of Information}!

      

      

      “Sorry,” Sleep said. “Were you saying something? I was kinda half-listening while poking through menus.”

      I paused. “Yeah, but I was talking about surprising them. I don’t think it’s relevant anymore.”

      He laughed. “My bad, didn’t really consider that. Might have jumped the gun a bit on my end.”

      “Perfectly understandable,” Frank said. “And let’s be honest here: who among us hasn’t declared war on an enemy completely on impulse?”

      Sleep held his hands out to his sides. “Well, I guess we’re all in this together now, huh? Common enemy and all that.”

      “You know we would have helped you no matter where you wanted to go, right?” I said. “Didn’t need to be Koria, though I can’t say I’m not interested in poking around a good bit while we pass through.”

      “Sure, but I’d prefer you guys be excited about it.”

      “Well, mission accomplished as far as that goes. Really interested in seeing a Mana Storm firsthand. Got word that they might be deliberately developing it out that way.”

      “Really now?” Sleep said. “A Mana Storm? Huh, I saw the alerts, but I had no idea you could influence them.”

      “Not surprised, gotta have access to the Cloudscape to get the Cloud Seed you need for it. Anyway, you mind if I bring House with me? Think she’d probably enjoy the trip.”

      “Yeah, I was hoping she’d tag along. I figured Darling would probably come too.”

      “I think she’s probably gonna grind some doors with the rest of the guild. She’d probably be down for the caravan run itself, but I doubt she’ll be interested in spending a couple hours at sea with us. She’s really wound up over the Semi-Final with Corruptia, so she wants to stay as busy as possible.”

      Sleep pursed his lips. “I think you’re probably wrong about that. Anyway, shall we get started? I’m east of the Black Oasis, and I’m getting dangerously close to being bored.”

      “We definitely can’t have that.”

      He threw out a raid invite, so I accepted it and found that House was already in the group.

      “Yep,” Sleep said a moment later. “It’s official: you were wrong. Thought so.”

      “About what?”

      “Yeah,” Frank said. “You need to be way more specific.”

      Sleep tapped the air, and Darling joined the group.

      I glanced over at her, but she was facing the other way as she chatted with a group of seated guildies.

      “Huh. That’s a surprise, but it’ll be great to have her along. I’m gonna hit the city for supplies, and I’ll head your way from there.”
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      I stood at the rear of the Freighter with House and Darling to either side of me while the many members of Goon sprawled across the main deck, lounging in the bright afternoon sun.

      “How fast do you think we can get to Koria, House? Goon didn’t declare a Siege, so it’s not like they’ll be expecting a full-on assault, but the less time they have to prepare, the better off we’ll be.”

      “We can arrive quite quickly,” House said. “May I have the items I requested?”

      I’d stopped at the Auction House to pick up some items she’d asked for: a ton of Soul Gems plus a bunch of raw materials for the Scrollwork profession Frank had gotten her to pick up earlier on. I threw all of that stuff into a trade window and confirmed it.

      “Thank you,” House said. “This will be quite sufficient.”

      Motors appeared behind the huge vessel one after another. Eventually, House had lined the entire back of the Freighter with twelve motors in all.

      “Woah,” I said. “I don’t want to criticize, but doesn’t that seem like overkill? I didn’t even think you could do that.”

      “I have acquired a new Machinist perk, and you are incorrect on the topic of overkill,” House said. “There are two new types of motors present: one group is acceleratory, the other is for maintaining speed.” She gestured at the row of engines. “In short, this setup means we will burn a great deal of Soul Gems early in our voyage in order to conserve vastly more in the long term, provided we do not stop.”

      “Perfect for long trips then, huh?”

      “Indeed.” House took a step away, glaring at Frank.

      “Wait, why are you looking at me like that? What did I do this time?”

      House looked from me to Darling. “The ride is about to get bumpy, so I suggest you two individuals find something to hold onto.”

      “Oh,” Frank said. “We’re doing that thing where you purposefully discount my existence again. Great, good times.”

      House leaned a little closer to Darling and me, then put a hand on each of our shoulders.

      “Might I suggest each other?”

      I could have sworn I heard Darling’s mouth drop open, but I was too stunned to comment.

      And even more incredibly, so was Frank, because House was already departing and heading for the wheel.

      “What the hell just happened?” Frank said. “I mean, I know that was a personal attack, but why?”

      I barked a laugh. “I think House just rolled a critical strike. You’ve really gotta stop pissing her off, man. It’s not gonna end well for you, especially with the way things have been going.”

      “I really don’t know what I did! She’s just, like, mad in general or something. I don’t even know, but it’s freaking me out.”

      Darling brushed her hair out of her eyes. “Maybe she’s not actually mad and she’s just messing with you.”

      Frank hesitated. “Oh no. That’s a real possibility, isn’t it?”

      “Yeah, well, it’s probably not worth—”

      I cut off as the wake exploded like a bomb had gone off, then the Freighter shot forward and away from the beach. My neck felt like it was going to snap as my head kicked back and hit the railing behind me in complete unison with everyone else on the boat.

      The roar was deafening, but in the midst of it all was House, merrily steering the thing with one hand on the wheel. “Please brace yourselves. We are about to encounter some turbulence.”

      “About to encounter?” I asked.

      I peeked over the side of the boat—just in time to see the bow riding up over a surprisingly large wave. Then I was in the air and the deck was six feet beneath me. I was about to activate drift, but an armored hand clamped about my wrist and yanked me right back down.

      I slammed back into my seat next to Darling. “Wow. Thanks for that.”

      She smiled. “I guess House wasn’t joking, huh?”

      “Apparently not.”

      I righted myself and grabbed onto the wooden railing that ran to my right, clutching onto it for dear life. Tears were streaming down my face, and I had to keep my mouth shut to keep my cheeks from blowing out.

      Even Frank was flapping around at my side, a fact that he wasn’t ecstatic about despite the occasional contact with Darling’s armored thigh.

      The turbulence continued for another ten seconds or so as the boat kept accelerating, then House raised her free hand high and unfurled a scroll.

      I inspected it.

      
        
        {Scroll of Ghostly Swiftness}

        Quality: Rare

        Use: Summons a school of {Deepwater Dolphins} to expedite a ship’s progress. This effect will persist for 2 hours or until the vessel reaches a port city.

        Charges: 1

      

      

      The scroll flashed in her hand, then burst into flame and disintegrated into ash that the wind carried away.

      The vessel immediately began to rise, starting with the prow, then the middle, and finally the stern.

      I tried to lean over the railing to look over the side of the boat, but something was stopping me. I glanced down just as Darling finally released my wrist.

      “Sorry!” she said. “Forgot I grabbed you. Speed surprised me.”

      I waved her off. “No way, you saved my ass. We would have been diving for Frank if it wasn’t for you.”

      “Like bobbing for apples, but substantially more sinister,” Frank said, then he paused. “I wonder if we could force someone to bob for me.”

      “That seems unnecessarily elaborate. Plus you’d sink, right?”

      “I know. I just like the idea of pushing someone’s face into a bucket full of axes.”

      I leaned back over the railing and took a peek at the water below.

      A school of sky-blue dolphins was ghosting all around the ship, brightening the water around us as they played in the wake or surged along either side. The ocean had turned glassy, and watching them move was absolutely mesmerizing.

      Then I made the mistake of standing up, and the breeze would have blown me right off the back of the boat if it weren’t for Darling, who grabbed my elbow.

      “Thanks again,” I said.

      “Anybody ever tell you you’re a menace to yourself?”

      “Oh yeah.”

      I glanced toward the front of the boat, wondering how House was dealing with the wind, and found my answer: Rock was standing beside her, and he was using a slowly burning scroll to deploy a bubble of bluish, icy magic that seemed to be functioning as a windshield. The two of them were happily chatting with Zoe despite the vessel’s speed while the dozens of members of Goon held on for dear life.

      “How do these motors work, exactly? We’re not going to be pinned in place for the whole trip, right?”

      “Sorta like she said before,” Frank said. “It’s hard to get this thing up to speed, but it doesn’t take much to sustain. Imagine she was trying to conserve as many Soul Gems as possible. It’ll chill out.”

      I raised my voice and pitched it to carry over the wind. “House, you’ve officially outdone yourself!”

      She looked back at me over one shoulder, her eyes wide.

      “That’s a good thing,” Frank clarified.

      She beamed and went back to steering. “Excellent!”

      The speed was still too much to handle, but the sun was bright and warm, the air was salty, and the seabirds were singing overhead.

      Before long, one of the motors behind me sputtered off, then five more did the same—but the other six finally warmed up and started to run. The boat noticeably decelerated, and the slowdown was enough to send a couple of Goon members sliding across the deck toward the prow.

      Then House’s second wave of engines roared fully to life, and the vessel settled into a pace that was still blistering but slightly less terrifying.

      I tried to stand up again but kept a hand on the railing and didn’t let go until I knew I could handle the wind. It was still pretty intense—easily strong enough to lean into without falling over—but manageable.

      I headed across the ship, and Frank hissed at the sight of a nearby Goon member hugging the railing.

      “What’s up? Something wrong?”

      “What’s up? I’ll tell you what’s up—look at the back of that guy’s neck!”

      I squinted at him as we passed by. It was mostly obscured by his long, brown hair, but peeking out was a little golden star at the base of his neck.

      “House!” Frank bellowed. “This is not over!”

      She looked back at him and grinned from behind the wheel.

      Once I’d seen the first House star, I couldn’t help but notice they were everywhere, slapped onto people’s weapons and armor and skin.

      I whistled. “Damn. What the hell is she up to with this?”

      “A whole lot of no good! This is ridiculous.”

      “Did you even give these guys Frank points? When would you even have found the chance?”

      “I mean… yeah. I gave every Goon member like 70,000 or something like that. I didn’t actually tell them, though. Seemed like a lot of work.”

      I laughed. “Not sure what you did to deserve this, but I’m sure you do. Your Frank point empire might be doomed, Frank. Competition is looking pretty fierce.”

      “I dunno, this feels secondary to me. She said she wanted leverage, right? This doesn’t feel like it bodes well for either of us.”

      “I don’t think it bodes at all for me.”

      “Ask not for whom the bode bodes. It bodes for thee.” He paused. “I’m not sure if that makes sense, but if I’m miserable I’m totally gonna take it out on you, so get your head in the game.”

      “Yeah yeah.” I finished crossing the deck and stepped into the bubble that Rock had created, which parted to let me in while I was still a few feet out.

      All of the noise vanished at once, and the sudden change made my ears pop. The space was shockingly cold, though, borderline arctic.

      I shivered. “Oh man. You staying warm in here, House?”

      “I am indeed. 2.0 is keeping me quite comfortable.”

      Frank dropped his voice. “I still think that’s weird. It’s like she’s gone from robot to cat lady to cat girl to cat. It’s like a Digimon game but she’s evolving in reverse.”

      I snorted. “Guess so. But she’s happy, which is good enough for me.” I clapped a hand on Rock’s back. “Hey man, congrats on pulling that kill off earlier! Heard you were the main reason one of the groups kept their round close, can’t tell you how much I appreciate it. Doubt we’d have popped into the top four without you.”

      Rock made a sour face.

      “He is most upset that his group was the only group to lose,” House said. “I have attempted to console him with various animals, but so far, the results have been unencouraging.”

      “You might have lost,” I said, “but if you hadn’t gotten that kill to keep the match competitive, I could totally see us sliding a spot or two because of performance metrics. Maybe we would have ended up in fourth, and we’d have been matched up against top-seeded Redacted instead of Corruptia, or even out of it completely. Stealing a kill before you die in a two-on-one is a win as far as I’m concerned, especially with them both being ranged.”

      “Thanks,” Rock said. “Still wish we’d won.”

      House did a tiny but visible shimmy at the sound of his voice but kept her hands on the wheel.

      “Yeah, but I’m happy with the way it worked out. Now we get a chance to avenge House on the big stage. That aside, you two good up here?”

      House nodded. “We are doing quite well, thank you.”

      “Alright, well, I’ll leave you to it. Motors are super cool, by the way. Dolphins too. Looks like you’re starting to get some use out of Scrollwork.”

      “Indeed, though I remain dubious of the axe’s true intent.”

      “Oh, you’ll see,” Frank said. “You’ll all see, and you’ll be horrified.”

      “I don’t doubt that,” I said. “I really hope this Koria trip is worth it.”

      “What’s worth it?” Sleep said.

      I jumped. I hadn’t heard him enter the bubble.

      Sleep laughed. “Don’t tell me you’re getting worried about heading straight into the teeth of Timmy’s defenses.”

      “Timmy?” Frank said. “Who the hell is Timmy?”

      “He means Tyrann,” I clarified.

      Someone tapped me on the shoulder, and I looked left to find Mingo staring at me from way too close. “Hey. You’re a fellow businessman, right?”

      “I guess so. Sorta retired to get verbally abused by an axe full time, but sure.”

      He leaned even closer. “What’s your blood type?”

      I stared at him, wondering what that had to do with business. “Uh, I’m O negative.”

      Mingo raised a hand and counted on his fingers as if he were doing math. “Never mind, that won’t work.”

      “Huh? Being O negative means I’m a universal donor, so how would whatever you have in mind not work?”

      He nodded as if we’d agreed on something and wobbled off through the wind.

      “Is that guy really okay?” I said.

      “Yeah, he’s actually pretty clear-eyed today,” Sleep said.

      Rock looked a little uncomfortable with Sleep so close by, so I jerked my head to the side. Sleep caught my drift and followed me to one of the railings.

      “So, you got a plan about how to do this?”

      He shrugged. “I don’t really do that.”

      “What, plan?”

      “Yup.” He put an arm around me and leaned a little closer. “That said, if we roll in here and there’s ten thousand players waiting for us on the shoreline, feel free to peace out. Don’t want you losing that little guy on my account.”

      Frank growled. “Little guy?”

      “Big guy?”

      “Marginally better.”

      “I got you.” Sleep dropped his voice. “In all seriousness though, I was thinking we’d beach the ship, then load everything up onto the train and shoot right through the heart of the city. We can ride on top and blast people off. Should be fun.”

      “Not gonna work,” Frank said.

      Sleep looked at me. “See? This is why I don’t bother planning stuff.”

      “What’s wrong with his idea, exactly?” I asked.

      “We’re gonna land and face a totally uphill climb into the city,” Frank said. “Remember that huge central avenue the water was running down, all the way to the Grate? We’re gonna have to climb up that thing.”

      “And what, their train can’t go uphill?”

      “It can,” Frank said, “but it’s gonna be slow to get moving. The real problem is the gatehouses. The one at the very end of the avenue that secures the city is huge and should be a breeze to fly through, but you’re not gonna make it through the smaller one beyond the Grate with the train. If you were going downhill, you might be able to smash through, but that’s not gonna happen here.”

      Sleep rubbed his chin. “Not super inclined to test you on that. Train’s gotten a lot of upgrades lately, and repairing it is getting pretty pricey.”

      “You’ve got other vehicles, right?” I said. “Tractors and so on? Maybe we beach the ship, then load the packs onto vehicles and shoot them beyond the first gate. Once we’ve made it that far, we can summon the train, load it up, and roll out.”

      “Yeah, that might work. Man, I need a drink. Wonder what we’ve got lying around.”

      I hesitated. “You want me to try to get your groups organized or something? Get a vehicle team ready for loading packs and so on?”

      He clapped me on the back. “Relax! It’ll be fine, probably. And we’ve got Mingo heading up the strategic unit, so you don’t need to worry about logistics at all.”

      “Oh God. No offense, but that feels way worse than not having a plan.”

      Sleep bellowed a laugh, hands on his gut. “It absolutely is! That’s why we keep him there.”

      “I’m, uh… gonna go try to herd some Goons, if that’s cool with you.”

      “Yeah, whatever floats your Freighter, man!”
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      A couple of hours later, the cliffs that framed Koria gradually came into view, along with the vast city nestled within them. Its buildings started at the waterline and slowly rose all the way to the top of the mountain the settlement was built upon.

      The city’s cloak of morning fog had already lifted, but the Mana Storm I’d heard so much about was raging overhead.

      It was smaller than I’d thought, confined almost entirely to the city itself, but the underbellies of the jet-black clouds that squatted low over the highest buildings were constantly flickering with green lightning, and the driving rain that poured from them was visible even from this distance.

      As I’d expected after visiting Highwater, several pockets of the city were glowing gold beneath the storm, and I had no doubt they had something to do with the resurrection rune Tyrann had mentioned during that conversation with Ersatz.

      But as we got closer, I realized the true extent of the problem; the familiar, golden domes of light were absolutely everywhere, shining all across the city. There were dozens, maybe even hundreds of them.

      “You ready?” Sleep said from out of nowhere.

      I jumped. Again. “Man, I’m starting to get a bit more empathy for Darling and the way House is always startling her.” I looked down at Frank. “But yeah, we’re as ready as we’re gonna be.”

      “Any ridiculously intricate plans I should be aware of?”

      I shook my head. “Figured we’d keep it simple. The entire city is basically uphill, so we’re gonna smash in as deep as we can, run right past the Grate, and hopefully make it beyond the first gatehouse and out the other side of the city as quickly as possible. You’ll get the train from there, and we’ll shoot out.”

      “Works for me,” he said. “I’ll have healers watching your back as we move in. Should be landing soon, according to House.”

      The first drops of rain were already darkening my shoulder pads, and we hadn’t even reached the storm front. Other friendly vessels were ghosting along beside us, each of them looking tiny compared to the Freighter. I’d organized those groups to secure the harbor as we pushed in, and the boats were mostly full of casters and ranged damage dealers.

      “You gonna keep her on the wheel?” Sleep said.

      “Yup,” I replied as the acceleratory motors behind me roared back to life. “Hope you’re ready, it’s gonna be a bumpy landing.”

      Sleep glanced at the motors, one eyebrow cocked.

      As we coasted into the harbor, the rain intensified, so much so that I found myself shading my eyes and squinting through it. The droplets were hot, borderline uncomfortable to the touch, and had a distinctly green hue, much like the lightning ceaselessly raking the sky above.

      We sailed on for a bit, but a hostile vessel pulled up sideways in the water just inside the port and directly in our path.

      I heard voices call out from that direction, shouts that had something to do with cannons, then the people atop the deck were scattering into their places and manning the weapons. One of them boomed, the vessel rocked sideways, and a cannonball blasted right through the sail above me and exploded into the water behind us.

      House punched it, engines roaring like never before, then the Freighter was on top of the enemy ship, and our huge vessel was tilting up and riding over it.

      Sleep bellowed a deep laugh as the Freighter ran roughshod over the smaller vessel, its massive weight forcing the enemy ship down into the water with a flurry of bubbles and cracking wood.

      The ship disappeared beneath us, driven fully beneath the waves. I twisted around, one hand caught in some nearby netting, and when the enemy ship popped back to the surface behind us, it reappeared in two separate pieces with Cult members splashing all around it, already drowning in our stormy wake.

      Our trailing vessels closed ranks around them, raining down spells and projectiles as the players struggled for breath in the choppy waters.

      “Ramming speed!” House said.

      “How are we not already at ramming—”

      I cut off as the boat lurched forward hard enough to send me flying backward, and I would have hit the deck if I hadn’t still had a hand knotted in the netting.

      House kept her foot on the gas, and the boat punched deep into the hot rain.

      Sleep’s laughter rose above the storm, then a distinct crunching sound came from up ahead. I thought we’d hit something big—maybe something the size of Tyrann’s boat—but then a pair of buildings rushed by to my right and left.

      House had officially beached us at full speed, and the vessel’s hull was now screaming and sparking up the central avenue.

      Magic flashed in the harbor behind us, the water strobing with light as the vessels trailing our ship engaged with the enemy. The cannon fire was constant, but it was becoming difficult to separate it from the thunder sounding from overhead.

      The Freighter ground to a stop about a hundred yards in, bow sparking against the street.

      Several of Sleep’s crew piled off it immediately and started summoning vehicles, cast bars appearing above their heads.

      “How far’s the Grate from here?” I said.

      I felt Frank’s gaze sweep up the rising avenue. “Another couple hundred yards.”

      The cargo hold opened up near the center of the ship, and as Goon members poured in, I got a good look at the staggering number of barrels packed within.

      “We’re gonna have to defend the boat for a bit,” I said. “Gonna take a while to get those unloaded.”

      “Keep an eye on the wheel,” Frank said. “Could still get hijacked despite being on land.”

      “House, I want you and Rock guarding the wheel until I dismiss the boat! Darling, can I put you in charge of escorting the vehicles?”

      “Sure thing!” she called out.

      “Thanks!”

      I ran along the deck and leaped atop a two-story building with a fairly flat roof lined with a decorative stone mantle that made for excellent cover. I hunkered down behind it, giving myself a clear view of the wheel below as well as the players who were unloading the packs.

      House and Rock had taken up positions a bit away from the wheel and out of sight, and I spotted 2.0 prowling in the shadows at the far end of the deck. Darling was standing in the avenue below with both axes drawn, the greenish rainwater running downhill splashing off her boots.

      As much as Sleep liked to talk about figuring things out on the fly, it was obvious he’d put some thought into the process prior to me getting involved. His guild had rigged a wooden ramp that ran from the deck to the top of the street, and each of its sides was lined with foot-high, cloth-covered railings.

      That made the unloading process pretty efficient: a handful of players grabbed the barrels and rolled them across the deck and into the makeshift chute, where they rolled right down to be caught by another group who snatched the barrels up and loaded them into the waiting vehicles.

      The vehicles themselves were also well-suited to the purpose, tractors with wide, flat beds and plenty of chains lying atop them to secure goods with.

      “Melee approaching from behind,” Frank said. “Stealthed but low level, you’ll be able to see him.”

      I switched to my blunderbuss.

      “Careful,” Sleep said from behind me. “Now they know you’re here.”

      I whipped around, barrel coming up.

      Sleep stood facing away from me, one hand extended high into the air, a player dressed in black dangling from his grip. He had a chokehold on the player, who was kicking and punching to no avail.

      Sleep looked down at my weapon. “So you knew he was coming, eh? Guess I could have stayed hidden a little longer.”

      He slammed the player into the ground with one hand and magic exploded out, a hail of rust-red sparks that flew in every direction and cascaded down into the street below. He frowned.

      “You might wanna do the rest. Feels like I’m gonna draw unwanted attention by slamming him to death given all the colors, and my silence effect is running out.”

      “Ned!” the player croaked. “Ned’s here! We’re under attack!”

      The player must have been low level because his Health was already at 40%. “Swing him out over the edge for me?”

      Sleep did just that. “Here ya go, nice and teed up.”

      I popped Frank out and activated Repel.

      “Ohh,” Sleep said. “That’s new and menacing.”

      “Isn’t it?” Frank said.

      I cocked Frank back, then hit the player in the sternum and sent him flying off the roof before I swapped to my pistols and sent two birds trailing after him.

      The spells connected in an explosion of icy feathers while the player was flying high above the central avenue. He died in midair, and his body smashed through a window on the other side of the street.

      “That was new too,” Sleep said. “Guess this is your class change, eh?”

      I grinned and dropped to one knee. “Yup. Tier IV is insane, man.”

      “Let’s see what else ya got. There’s a player heading for the Freighter from your left.”

      I raised both pistols as a cultist landed atop the ship in a burst of fiery magic. He ran straight for the wheel, but I had a Shadowfrost Blast fully wound up before he had a chance to touch it.

      I fired right as he reached out and instantly followed up with two Arctic Ravens and a second pair for good measure. The blast trucked the player for 40% of his Health, the follow-ups crit for 1,400 a piece and instantly killed him, and the second round of birds ended up punching into a corpse that wound up draped over the wheel.

      “Hot damn,” Sleep said, voice low. “That is some nutty damage. You get crits on freezes or something?”

      “Yup, but don’t get too excited. Guessing that guy was pretty low-level given the damage.”

      Cult members were starting to flood down the central avenue, so I sent a Gravity Bird flying below to zone them off from our vehicles, then dropped a wounded player with a Dark Harvest that splashed damage into a wide group.

      “Incoming from across the street!” Frank said.

      I looked up to see a ball of blue fire arcing through the sky like a howitzer shell.

      “I got the fireball,” I said, still blasting away. “Sleep, let me know when the ship’s clear of packs. I want to get the Freighter unsummoned as soon as possible so we can focus on helping Darling out with the escort.”

      Sleep shaded his eyes while he watched the blue projectile.

      I raised a pistol and put a Frozen Mirror about six inches above Sleep’s head, positioning it horizontally to account for the fireball’s near-vertical path. “Sleep?”

      “Huh? Oh. Yeah, no problem.”

      The fireball fell, hit the Frozen Mirror, then rebounded right back into the sky. The mirror shattered, and snowflakes dusted our shoulders.

      Sleep whistled. “You’re making me a little jealous over here.”

      I laughed. “I’m sure you’ve got plenty I haven’t seen.”

      “Not this much.”

      Another player appeared atop the roof I was hiding on, but Sleep was there before I could react, clotheslining the guy so hard he did two full flips before he landed on his back.

      Sleep grabbed his ankle, pivoted, then planted a foot hard before spinning a one-eighty and launching the guy clear off the building and into the harbor.

      “How’re the other boats holding up? I’m hoping they can keep our six covered.”

      “No idea!” he said. “But I hear cannon fire behind us, so I think we’re good. Freighter’s still got a bunch of packs on… oh.”

      “What?”

      He pointed down the avenue. “We got major company.”

      I followed his gaze and saw a veritable wall of hostile NPCs surging down the avenue. The ones in front were carrying tall shields that covered them from head to toe, and they were moving with a disturbing amount of uniformity, every single one of them in lockstep.

      “Oh man,” I said. “Those guys are dead.”

      “Yeah they are!” Frank agreed.

      “No, I mean they’re already dead.”

      I inspected them.

      
        
        {Koria City Guard} (Level 20 Undead)

        HP: 7,500/7,500

        MP: 5,000/5,000

      

      

      Sleep put two hands on the low stone wall and leaned down. “Huh. Those are the guards, eh? That’s kinda strange.”

      “I guess, but they’re hostile and they’re already dead, so…”

      I waited for them to draw closer to our loading operation, then fired a Gravity Bird right at the very center of their ranks as the spell came off cooldown.

      I only managed to pull four or five of them up into the air and out of the formation, but that was enough. A hole opened within the shield wall, and Darling and the members of Goon I’d charged with protecting the vehicles surged right into it with reckless abandon and went to work with hammers and swords and axes.

      Sleep planted a foot on the decorative mantle. “I think the ship’s probably mostly clear of packs at this point. Can’t really see into the hold from here.”

      I sent House a message asking her to check, and a second later, 2.0 was prowling near the very edge of the hold.

      A message came in just as a Trade Pack that House identified as the last of them was hoisted up, rolled across the deck, and sent bouncing down the ramp.

      I stepped up onto the wall and started desummoning the Freighter. “That’s it, we’re clear.”

      “Good, I’m gonna get moving and find some skulls to crack, but I’ll stay close. Holler if you need me.”

      “You got a plan for getting out of here if this goes bad?”

      He looked back at me and laughed. “Do you think I do?”

      Without waiting for a reply, Sleep took a step forward and jumped off the side of the building. He landed on both feet without bracing himself right in the middle of the ongoing fight with the guardsmen, cobbles breaking and flying up all around him.

      I held my breath while the desummoning progressed, and I breathed a little easier when the vessel vanished from the street, leaving a caravan of heavily loaded tractors and other vehicles standing in front of empty space.

      The caravan’s leader pulled a lever on his tractor, and steam whistled out of the pipes that jutted from his vehicle’s Soul Gem motor. The caravan roared to life, wheels spinning and treads turning while Darling and a handful of other players ran alongside it, guarding the vehicles or ferrying the extra packs.

      The storm seemed to have intensified, and the oddly bright rainwater was still sheeting down from up the avenue, splashing off tractors and players alike as they began their ascent.

      I swapped to Frost Mode for extra damage and took off at a run, vaulting along from building to building and making my way up the avenue alongside the vehicles.

      I kept an eye on the street below and saw the caravan making steady progress, but I didn’t like the fact we’d yet to meet any organized resistance beyond that first push. It made me think the defenders were waiting until we were farther away from the water.

      I tapped Frank. “Try to keep an eye around us, yeah? If they’re smart, they’ll use the alleys that lead off the avenue to surround us without being seen, but I wouldn’t be surprised if there’s action on the rooftops.”

      “Mmm,” Frank said. “Action.”

      “Not like that.”

      I leaped another gap between buildings and used Dark Harvest to pick off a stray player in the alley below who must have ducked in to heal up.

      Sleep appeared in front of me on the next roof, blocking my path and looking serious all of a sudden. “Hate to rain on this already wet parade, but you guys might wanna bail.”

      I peered around his broad shoulders. Up ahead, a horde of cultists were gathered around the Grate, the center of Koria’s vast drainage system, into which the water rushing down the central avenue poured into the sewers below.

      The domes of golden light I’d seen from afar were clustered heavily around the Grate, and at a glance, I counted seven within a hundred yards. Even the metal grate itself was covered with intricate red lines that looked like they’d been painted in blood.

      While Tyrann was nowhere to be seen, the Cult members were absolutely everywhere, lining the roofs beyond the Grate as well as the streets below.

      I pointed a pistol up toward the Grate. “Or we could smash through whatever it is they’re doing over there and keep going.”

      Sleep’s expression flashed into a grin. “Well, I’m not gonna argue with that. But we weren’t expecting whatever the hell this is, so no pressure to stick around on my account. Not like we’re going anywhere. We’ve made it this far, so we’ll try to hammer it home and see what happens.”

      I searched his face. “You really don’t know anything about the domes, huh?”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing, it’s just that you’re usually pretty well-informed. Makes me wonder if we stumbled into a new development.”

      As the lead vehicles approached the Grate, one of the Cultists screamed something that I didn’t catch. Almost all of them broke toward us, surging down the avenue toward our caravan and across the nearby buildings.

      “Rooftops!” I called out.

      Dozens of the Goon members moving along below sprang into action, leaping and porting and climbing up onto roofs and fanning out to either side of the caravan.

      “We got incoming from behind too!” someone shouted. “Their vessels just disengaged and beached themselves!”

      Sleep rubbed his chin. “Maybe we really should have planned more, huh? Looks like they certainly did. Still wonder what the hell they’re doing, but I don’t think it’s got anything to do with us.”

      “Agreed, this is something else entirely. Your ship people are still in pursuit, yeah?”

      “They can be.”

      “Have them harass the approaching group from behind and slow them down so the caravan can get some space. After that, they can pull back to the harbor and slip away.” I pointed a pistol at the caravan. “I’ll run up and join the escort team and blow a hole through them.”

      “I got you!” Sleep said. “Got four healers in the caravan who will pocket heal ya if you’re close!”

      “Thanks!”

      We split up, and as the rain continued to fall, I went running higher along the roofs with a contingent of ranged damage dealers flanking me to either side and more across the street.

      “Focus on the targets that get closest to the caravan and burn them down!” I said. “Focus on healers if you can, but the priority is keeping the vehicles moving! We need to blow by the Grate and reach the next gatehouse no matter what!”
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      I jumped another roof, cut sideways, and hopped onto a cloth canopy, then dropped down into the center of the street.

      “I’ll draw them in off the roofs; everybody else, protect the high ground and the healers! Throw me some peels if you can manage it. Area of effect slows on the street to force a choke point, snares and knockbacks up top.”

      The street lit up around me as the healers Sleep had promised filled the air with preparatory spells: silvery shields and healing water and blooming seeds that sprouted all across my armor and sent a steady stream of green numbers ticking above my head.

      The first wave of enemy players roared as they rushed down the avenue, and I could almost feel their attention shift the moment somebody noticed me and called out my name. Players poured down off the roofs in a disorganized mess, ceding the higher ground to get in close.

      I set my feet and popped Doppelganger, then sent two Gravity Birds whizzing up the street and between the players in the front lines, eager to thin them out.

      The effect was better than I’d hoped for, yanking at least ten of them into the air and zoning off a large section of the street.

      Friendly spells and projectiles flew from atop the roofs and devastated the area, particularly the players who’d been caught up by my black holes. But more Cultists were already leaping straight over the spinning Gravity Birds or teleporting up onto the roofs to return fire, and I was unsurprised when one of our lead tractors burst into flames and blew apart.

      I strafed away and lit up the Gravity Bird on my left with raven after raven, revolvers bucking in my hands. A blast of cold air rushed up under my sleeves with every spell, and I was so caught up in watching them fly through the driving rain and into the crowd that Frank startled me when he next spoke.

      “Hitting for between 600 and 900 a pop,” he said. “No crits without a freeze but—oof, player down! And another! Wait, Doppel’s almost done!”

      I swapped to my cannon and fired two quick shells into the air.

      Then, before my Doppel could vanish, I switched to my Streetsweeper, activated Dreadful Shot, and held it. The green reticle popped into view, so I swept it up the street and launched a Dreadful Grenade high into the air while my Doppel did the same.

      The lower barrel flashed and a dark grenade ripped out of it, trailing smoke as it flew into the air, then arced down into the front of the crowd.

      Enemy spells and projectiles crashed in on me in earnest then, and my Health spiked down from full to half in a blink before my healers reapplied their shields and the real heals started streaming in.

      My Doppel vanished while its own grenade was still in the air, placed slightly behind my own for maximum coverage. And in the tight confines of the street, with dozens of players running toward me and stumbling through the rushing water, the effect was absolutely unreal.

      The grenades detonated about a second apart, giving off dark flashes of smoke that coalesced into ghosts as they rushed outward, fearing everything near their landing zone.

      I raised my voice. “Group two, they’re set up, now knock ‘em down!”

      Movement surged across the rooftops. Members of Goon poured down the buildings on either side and fell upon our disorganized opponents while the ranged stepped up to line the roofs. The healers were there too, only a pace behind, but out of sight of the enemies below.

      Zoe let loose a massive wave of her own, and the emerald-colored wave of water surged up the hill, defying gravity, splashing over a dozen or more friendly players before it crested on Darling near the front of the escort.

      “Push them back!” I called out. “Still aiming for the gatehouse beyond the Grate, got a ways to go!”

      I shouldered my blunderbuss, then pushed up to Darling’s left and let loose with a barrage of ravens, firing into one section of the crowd after another while trying to maintain distance.

      Players froze in front of me, many of them tumbling forward and smashing face-first into the cobbles as they were carried forward by their momentum after their ankles were locked in place. Even the running water had frozen in small patches around them, forming little islands of ice.

      Spells from the Cult’s ranged players crashed in on me again, green fireballs and lightning javelins and knives of water and all manner of abilities that were fully absorbed by the half-dozen shields our healers were spamming.

      I was grateful for that because at the rate our opponents were throwing out spells and missiles, I doubted I would have lasted more than a few seconds without them.

      Maybe ten frozen melee players remained in front of me, all glaring my way while their ranged counterparts kept trying to light me up from afar, so I swapped to pistols and blanketed the area with Arctic Ravens that pierced deep into the crowd, critting multiple frozen players at once and outright killing two of them instantly.

      “Two kills!” Frank said. “Crits in the mid-thousands, two charges on your cannon! Got at least five healers keeping you up!”

      I swapped to my cannon and lobbed both charges into the group, and the remaining novas shattered while players dropped and huge numbers flew above their heads. Goons poured down into the gap the dead had left behind and rushed over the remaining force.

      The push was fully on.

      The most recent arrivals had turned the disorganized brawl into a bloodbath, so I switched back to my pistols and retreated, barrels bucking, icy birds flying through the streets while I repositioned myself closer to the lead tractor.

      “Behind!” Frank said.

      I caught the player’s reflection in a nearby window: a woman dressed in black who had gotten behind us and was now sprinting toward me. I waited until she was about ten feet out, then I activated Glacial Drift and used it to send me shooting backward and slightly to her left.

      She slammed into my icy clone and stabbed both daggers into its lower back as I quietly resolved behind her, pistols pointed her way. The clone shattered, shards of ice flying in every direction. The water beneath the player’s feet froze in a perfect circle around her as the ice crept up her ankles and over her shins.

      I took a few steps toward her to close the gap, then fired a pair of ravens into her back while she was still trying to figure out what had happened and where I’d gone.

      The two birds detonated in flashes of blue and black magic that blew her right out of the ice, huge shards popping free only to be swept away by the low, swift current.

      “Crits for 1,300 and 1,320,” Frank said.

      She tipped over and managed to catch herself on all fours instead of faceplanting, but I’d already switched to my Streetsweeper.

      I pumped another Arctic Raven into her back and laughed as the ice once again locked her in place, little islands forming around her ankles and wrists.

      “Hit for 800,” Frank said. “Target at 33%.”

      I’d been planning to kite away, but with her Health at 33%…

      I raised my pistols, but there was movement in front of me. Our group was still choking the street off and making good headway, pushing deeper with support from the roof groups, but it looked like someone invisible was moving through the crowd, bodies tilting away from them.

      “You seeing that?” Frank said. “Mirror is back up.”

      I put my back to the strange phenomenon, then threw up a Frozen Mirror directly behind me before blasting the downed player with two more critical birds followed by a harvest to finish her off.

      The mirror I’d thrown up as a protective measure shattered behind me, and I whipped around, fully expecting to see another pursuer locked in place and teed up for some easy critical strikes.

      Instead, I found nothing but thin pieces of ice dropping to the ground while the escort pushed up the avenue beyond.

      Then water exploded behind me and strong vibrations lit up my left side.

      “Stunned and silenced for 5 seconds!” Frank said.

      I stood there, frozen, eyeing my Health bar as the blows came fast and strong.

      I couldn’t turn just yet, but a number of hostile tags had appeared on the rooftops to either side of the avenue, and a lot of the elevated support we’d enjoyed had suddenly vanished as those players were forced to fight for positioning.

      My healers seemed to have run into trouble of their own as well because the steady stream of spell effects and shields had cut off entirely, probably due to the struggle above.

      “Effects fading in 2 seconds!” Frank said. “Health at 76% and falling fast!”

      I started spamming my blunderbuss to get it out as soon as possible, generating a string of error messages due to the stun.

      But before the stun faded—while the ability had mere fractions of a second left—I caught an even more powerful blow to the back of the head that sent me flying face-first into the water.

      “Skullcrack, knocked down and blinded for 3 seconds!” Frank said.

      I switched to my blunderbuss, the weapon appearing several inches deep beneath the running water. I brought it up and around in the direction I thought the player was coming from and fired a raven his way, hoping I’d get lucky.

      “Miss, wide left,” Frank said.

      I corrected and fired again.

      “Caught him!”

      My vision returned with the Cultist standing some five feet away: a fat, shirtless orc named Casper with an overlong dagger in each hand.

      I pulled out my rifle, thinking I’d get a Shadowfrost Blast off for a crit and another freeze, but the ice that had locked him in place vanished in a puff of steam the very moment I started casting. Then he was on me again, kicking out to interrupt the spell and nearly dislodging the rifle from my grip.

      “Shadow and Ice are both locked for 5 seconds!” Frank said.

      I dismissed the rifle, then popped Frank into one hand. I stumbled backward through the rushing water as the rogue pressed his attack, jabbing and thrusting and connecting more often than not.

      “Health at 55%!” Frank said.

      Every slash was followed by a kick or a spinning elbow, and try as I might, I couldn’t get away.

      I lashed out horizontally, hoping to connect with Frank and proc a freeze while my abilities were off limits, but the rogue’s dodge made my swing look glacial, easily ducking the blow and stepping in to drive a dagger deep into my abdomen.

      I staggered back, breathing hard.

      “Your Health at 36%!” Frank said. “Getting close to execute range!”

      I gritted my teeth and rushed Casper, charging right into an upward-driving knee that connected with my gut and drove me off my feet.

      The impact was solid, and I raised Frank high with one hand as if in response, then quietly reached out with my left and managed to brush the rogue’s side with a finger.

      “Freeze proc, he’s rooted!” Frank said.

      I dove and rolled away, then came up running toward the Grate while eyeing the freeze’s duration.

      “Spell lock expired!” Frank said. “Careful with Shadowfrost, his kick will lock you on both schools if he catches you while you’re casting!”

      I skidded through the water and whipped around, then sent a pair of birds flying my opponent’s way.

      But the space I’d aimed at was empty, marked only by the little island of frost where Casper had been standing a moment earlier.

      Movement to my left.

      He might have been invisible, but I could see where he was disturbing the water as he ran along.

      I switched back to my blunderbuss and fired a Dreadful Grenade, leading him ever so slightly to account for the flight time.

      The water in front of him erupted into a pillar of foam and sea spray, and I actually hooted as Casper’s stealth faded away and he went sprinting by me and toward the Grate.

      I dropped to one knee and pulled my rifle out, hellbent on another Shadowfrost Blast to burst him down. With the fear’s much longer effect, I completed the spell without issue, then started winding up a second while the first flew over the rushing water.

      “Hit for 1,100,” Frank said. “Target rooted, about 80%.”

      The freeze effect looked like it would expire by the time my second blast was ready, but that was fine; I might lose out on a crit, but I’d be proccing another freeze right away, if only briefly.

      I loosed the spell as soon as it was ready, then swapped to my pistols and sent a pair of ravens flying and diving around the larger burst of dark magic.

      The rogue’s entire frame went shadowy right before the massive volley struck, and instead of the huge numbers I’d expected, I got nothing but resist messages; he must have popped another defensive.

      I cursed as he ran toward me, little pillars of water rising behind him with every step he took, the fights on the rooftops raging above us on either side.

      “He’s gotta be almost out of defensives!” Frank said. “Dude is stacked!”

      I kited away and lit him up, and Frank was right; the spells were finally connecting, chipping away at his Health.

      It looked like our running speeds were about evenly matched, but then the water exploded behind him and he came barreling down the hill.

      “Drift is up!” Frank said.

      I raised my rifle as if I were about to attempt another Shadowfrost Blast but activated Glacial Drift to leave a clone behind and complete the action in my place.

      I sent myself zooming through the air a bit to Casper’s left, and sure enough, he opened with a kick that would have locked me out had I been stupid enough to try to squeeze in another shot for the killing blow.

      Instead, he ended up frozen in a weird, unbalanced position with one foot glued to the ground and the other locked out almost horizontally, still mid-kick.

      I popped my pistols out. This was finally it.

      “Airmail!” a familiar voice said, then Sleep was leaping off the roof to my left and leading with both feet.

      He dropkicked the frozen player and sent him flying right out of the freeze I’d applied and through a nearby window.

      A burst of blue flames roared out from within the home, and the door blew off the hinges and went floating down the street atop the rushing rainwater.

      Then Mingo was there, walking face-first into the flames and disappearing inside the building with both hands in his pockets as if he didn’t have a care in the world.

      Sleep had landed hard on his side, so I offered him a hand up, which he took.

      “My bad! Meant to bounce him off the wall so you could finish the job.”

      “Never gonna complain about having someone blown out of my face. Guy was giving us fits until that point.”

      I darted a look back up the avenue to reassess the fight.

      The rooftops had largely been cleared of hostiles, and we were once again on the move. The lead tractor was just beginning to edge its way across the Grate, with Darling, House, and Rock leading the way.

      Sleep shaded his face from the rain with one hand and looked up the avenue. “How much farther do we gotta go? My healers are burning a lot of Mana, and we’re gonna be dealing with respawning players soon. And with us on the move, they’re gonna be coming in from behind us.”

      “Almost there,” Frank said. “That’s our gatehouse up there, about a hundred yards off!”

      “Great!” Sleep said. “Think you guys can get us some breathing room beyond the gate? Make sure we’re not summoning the train into trouble? Would hate to lose it.”

      I eyed Goon’s healers and ranged, many of whom had dropped onto the street and were now pushing a bit ahead of the caravan.

      “Yeah, we can scope it out.”

      Sleep turned his palms up and laced his fingers together. “Up you go then.”

      I caught his meaning, so I took a few steps back before running right at him, leaping and stepping onto the makeshift platform he’d built for me. He heaved, and I went flying into the air, clearing the nearest roof by a solid three feet.

      I hit the ground at a dead sprint, clay tiles cracking beneath me as I ran along and threaded my way between Goon’s various groups and back to the front lines.

      We’d definitely broken their advance, but Cultists and undead guards alike were pouring down the avenue beyond the Grate, slowing our progress.

      Even more concerningly, Cultists were starting to respawn, just as Sleep had warned. They were gathering atop the more distant roofs to either side of the rising avenue, clustered especially tightly around the golden domes.

      I stopped at the edge of a building, thinking while I scanned the alley below. If all of those gathered players swamped us, we’d be surrounded in a matter of minutes.

      “We’ve gotta move right now!” I called out. “Last push for the gate, let’s do it!”

      There wasn’t much of a verbal response, but the contested area in front of the tractor absolutely lit up with friendly zoning effects and AoEs.

      A number of cooldowns must have been popped below, too, because the constant rush of Cultists and guards was suddenly getting melted by Darling and Rock and the other melee, and Zoe’s huge waves became almost constant, rising and cresting in a steady rhythm.

      I kept an eye on the gathered players as we rolled up the street, tractors bouncing along behind us. We’d fully cleared the Grate now, and the gatehouse wasn’t far off.

      “They’re still waiting,” Frank said.

      “Yeah, it’s a little weird. Maybe they got orders to disengage or something, but we can’t assume they’ll stay out of the fight. Lemme know if they make a move, yeah?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Thanks.”

      I pulled up my inventory and tossed a Rune of the Frozen Orb onto one of my pistols, then continued running along the rooftops beside the caravan, softening players up from above with a hail of instant birds.

      “Almost there!” I called out as the lead tractor pulled within a hundred feet of the gate. “Clear the avenue beyond, then protect Sleep when he starts casting!”

      “Some of those gathered players are moving,” Frank said. “Maybe half of them are hanging back. Looks like they’re protecting the domes.”

      At the same time, hostile players flooded out of the gatehouse and into our path, filling the street with red tags.

      “Ranged on the roofs,” I called out. “Watch your backs! You’ve got incoming behind you, so position accordingly and watch your healers! Once the train’s up, we’re gonna need everybody on it as soon as possible!”

      I popped Doppelganger, then Double Casted it.

      The gatehouse was a sizable choke point, and since it was mostly melee pouring through for now, I started off with a Gravity Bird. My most recent rune turned it into a floating sphere of ice that soared up the avenue, hovering about three feet off the ground, and my Doppels’ copies did the same to either side of it.

      The orbs were about the size of bowling balls, and I let them surge on until they neared the gate, then detonated all three in sequence about fifteen feet in front of the structure.

      The trio of orbs erupted, and waves of ice rolled out across the cobbles, freezing the running water solid and locking the leading edge of the melee rush into place.

      I switched to my cannon and fired all three of the charges I’d earned, aiming the shots especially high to give myself time to line up the next part of the sequence.

      With those in the air, I switched to my Streetsweeper and swept the targeting reticle up the avenue until I had it situated squarely on their rear ranks, where their newly arrived healers and ranged players were fanning out in front of the gate and doling out support to the melee.

      And when the cannon projectiles finally howled down and fell, they found at least two dozen frozen players grouped up and waiting for them.

      The triple volley of projectiles slammed home for amounts that ranged from 400 damage shots thrown by my Doppels to an 1,850 crit by my initial launch, killing several of the more badly wounded players.

      But more importantly, my three fear grenades hit home as well, and the enemy healers were now sprinting in random directions as the spell took effect.

      I dropped down onto the street in front of the gatehouse with my Doppels and started spraying pistol ravens into the front lines while my copies did the same.

      Cooldown-enhanced firepower poured down off the nearby roofs while Darling and the rest of the melee rolled through the gap I’d blown into the enemy’s ranks. They dropped the more badly wounded players and stomped the few healers who had been unfortunate enough to flee our way in groups of three or four, pinballing from one target to the next and leaving the street covered in corpses and loot.

      “Approaching players are getting closer!” Frank said.

      “Thanks!” I raised my voice, pitching it to carry over the street. “Ranged, we just broke their central lines, so turn your focus out and try to zone the approaching players off! Healers, back them up but fall back if needed!”

      Sleep’s voice cut through the din. “I still need some space in front of the gate!”

      “Melee, keep pushing! We’re gonna clear room for the train, then drop back to help the ranged and healers disengage while the caravan team loads up the train!”

      I ducked right through the gate and drifted up onto a nearby roof. The area beyond looked clear, though I spotted a number of red tags in the alleys up ahead.

      Sleep blew by me in the street below, water splashing everywhere as a trio of friendly players kept pace alongside him.

      I shadowed them from above, leaping from building to building and keeping a close eye on the fight behind us. The ranged had pivoted as I’d hoped they would, and their firepower was keeping the groups now pressing in from either side at bay for the most part.

      “This’ll work!” Sleep said.

      “Throw down some AoEs directly on top of him the moment he stops. Last thing we need is for a stealthy to sneak in and blow the whole thing to shit.”

      I glanced back down the avenue. The caravan’s lead tractor had just pulled under the gate, which seemed like a pretty ideal placement.

      The area around Sleep lit up with visual effects as spells rained in. Ice poured down out of the clear sky, small meteors exploded around his feet, and a hail of arrows that seemed never-ending beset him, leaving their colorful shafts quivering as they hit the ground.

      A few friendly melee stepped up around Sleep in a tight knot, and a good number of our ranged players were eyeing him protectively as his cast bar crept toward completion.

      The bar ticked over the halfway point, then the same milky-skinned orc I’d seen earlier appeared right at the edge of the street.

      I fired a Dreadful Shot his way a split-second after his arrival, but instead of running toward Sleep, he simply flicked his wrist and sent a small dagger arcing through the maelstrom of magic and steel before vanishing once again.

      I eyed the rush of oncoming players. Our window was closing fast, and if they fell in on us from all sides…

      Then Mingo appeared out of nowhere right next to Sleep, standing so close to him that it looked like the larger man was wearing him as a backpack.

      The rogue’s knife pinged off Mingo’s chest, and he wobbled away as the cast bar continued to creep up.

      “Incoming train!” Sleep said. “Get outta the way!”

      The players on the avenue scattered to either side of the road, then Goon’s massive train blinked into existence.

      It was a tighter fit than I’d expected, with five feet between the vehicle and the buildings to either side, and the train itself was only a few feet lower than their roofs.

      I put on a burst of speed and jumped onto it, then went pelting toward the caravan and the vulnerable packs within. I reached the end of one cab and leaped the gap as water rushed beneath the coupling below and sprayed up against the wheels.

      I spotted House supervising the offloading of packs near the rear of the train, so I waved as I ran on to get her attention.

      “House, get up front and get ready to drive! Last thing we need is Sleep running this train into the upper gatehouse at the last minute. The central one is larger than the other two, but if I’m remembering correctly, the switchbacks on the other side are going to be a raging pain, so you’re gonna need to take it slow as you coast down them and out of the city!”

      Sleep caught an enemy player who’d tried to leap onto the train by his throat, slammed him down onto the metal paneling, then chucked him over a building and out of sight. “That’s hurtful but totally understandable!”

      House and 2.0 broke apart, then House mounted the cat and the two of them went streaking alongside the length of the train.

      I kept running, sticking to the top of the train as healers and support hopped on then turned around to continue their work.

      Our melee had largely pulled back, though a few had moved up and were sticking to the far edges of their rooftops, presumably to better defend against the incoming advance.

      And the numbers… looked more than a little worrisome.

      I kept up the pace, hurdling gaps and firing ravens whenever someone entered my range, launching them left and right over the rooftops and occasionally down into the alleys.

      “House is up front!” Sleep said. “Just waiting on the last packs, then we’re out of here!”

      I hurdled two more gaps before finally reaching the end of the train.

      Goon had a pretty impressive assembly line going. A handful of players were offloading the packs while another crew moved them deep into the train, tossing the packs from one player to the next.

      But enemy players were already approaching from behind, splashing up through the bright, surging water.

      “Ranged, zone off the gate if you can!” I said. “Layer the spells up and make them pay if they wanna get close!”

      Players opened fire all around me from atop the train and the nearby roofs alike, raining spells down on the steeply pitched avenue.

      I hopped down on top of one of the tractors and dropped to one knee, then swapped to my rifle and sent a starry Gravity Bird flying down the street. I let it detonate at max range, and it pulled a group of four players off their feet and forced the rest of the rush to go around.

      “How long til we’ve got ‘em all loaded?” I called out.

      One of the loaders looked my way, then gave the packs a quick scan. “Won’t be long! We’re already desummoning tractors, final packs are being loaded now!”

      I nodded, then swapped to my Streetsweeper and fired a Dreadful Grenade into the left-most gap—the narrow space players were advancing through to avoid my still-spinning Gravity Bird—then took advantage of Double Cast coming off cooldown to send a second grenade arcing into the gap on the right.

      “Just stall!” I called out. “Knock ‘em off the roofs, slow ‘em down, whatever you can! We’re almost there!”

      The grenades exploded and sent the rush scattering in every direction, so I switched it up and started pelting the stragglers who drew into range, and the damage forced several of them to flee into the safety of the alleys.

      “Desummoning the last tractor!” someone called out.

      “All aboard!” Sleep bellowed from further up the avenue.

      I hopped off the tractor being desummoned and onto the rear of the train, then booked it for the midsection.

      “Let’s move!” Sleep said.

      Black smoke poured off the locomotive in front and sparks flew from beneath the wheels as the great vehicle crawled into motion, fighting the water and the steep, upward slope.

      “Spam snares if you’ve got them!” I said. “Once this thing’s up to speed, we’re golden!”

      A heavily built warrior with the head of a bull landed on a roof to my left. He had a huge axe mounted across his back, and the blade was so wide that I could see it despite his bulk.

      He took a few long steps, then leaped forward as the train slowly picked up speed.

      I raised a pistol and hit him with a Dreadful Shot to stop whatever he was planning to do, then swapped to my blunderbuss and froze him in place with a raven the moment he landed.

      Then I had my rifle out, black and blue runes creeping down the barrel as a Shadowfrost Blast formed beyond the muzzle.

      He was fully locked into the fear and didn’t have a way out, and with the freeze preventing him from fleeing, he was completely helpless.

      I fired the blast, which crit for 1,800 and broke the fear, but froze him right back in place, though with a much lower duration thanks to diminishing returns.

      I switched to my pistols and followed up with two ravens from near point-blank range, then stepped in and activated Serrated Repel as I kicked out and caught him in the chest before he could even draw his axe.

      Blood exploded out of him, warm and sticky.

      “Awesome!” Frank said.

      I sent a Dark Harvest after him as he flew into an alley, and the train rolled on.

      I looked down at my armor, which was positively covered in blood.

      “I don’t feel like I really thought this one through.”

      “What did you think burst of blood meant?”

      “I dunno, I guess I thought he’d spit it up or something?”

      “And that would be somehow preferable, huh?”

      “I am… not really sure.”

      He paused. “Dark Harvest for 1,100, kill confirmed.”

      I switched to my cannon and launched a shot at a pitched roof that several enemy players were running along. The shell detonated in front of them, and while I didn’t manage to tag anyone, it slowed them down long enough for the train to pull ahead before they could leap on.

      “Incoming on your six!” Frank said.

      I whipped around and spotted a player crouching atop a nearby roof, working up a spell that had the entire roof blackening and smoldering around him.

      The cast bar was creeping toward completion, so I waited until it was nearly complete, then dropped a Frozen Mirror six inches in front of him.

      He didn’t notice the nearly invisible panel—or if he did, he was much too late—because the spell rebounded the very moment it left his hand. When a giant, flaming meteor the size of a car popped out, it pulled a quick one-eighty, struck him dead on, and carried him off and over a row of homes before exploding in a massive detonation.

      “Damn!” I said, eyeing the column of smoke billowing up as the train continued to pick up speed while projectiles flew off it in every direction. “That could have been bad.”

      “If that guy hadn’t just one-shotted himself with a crit, I would have insisted you chase him down for attempting to singe my beard.”

      I cocked an eyebrow at him. “You ever think about shaving that thing?”

      “You ever think about defacing the Mona Lisa?”

      I fired a Dreadful Shot at a player running toward me across a roof to my left and caught him before he could leap, which sent him fleeing right off it in the wrong direction.

      “I can’t say I haven’t, but on your end, it’d probably make your shaft look bigger.”

      “And what incentive do you have to be offering such vulgar advice?”

      “Just trying to help you out. You’ve seen the axes Darling carries, right?”

      He grunted. “I’m still hoping she’ll see the light and give those up for hatchets one of these days.”

      “Think you’re wrong.”

      “We’ve got more company incoming!” someone said from farther down the train.

      The train had picked up a good bit of speed now, and it was moving quickly enough for jumping on to be dicey without a teleport or something similar, but there was definitely something weird going on at its rear.

      I put on a burst of speed and ran that way. I lit a few players up as I ran down the top of the train, threading my way between our mages and healers clustered around the melee.

      “Wait!” Frank said, so I put on the brakes and skidded to a stop.

      A massive, flaming projectile flew out of the rain behind us and slammed down on the next car, sending an entire group of people flying in every direction.

      The giant chunk of stone collapsed the carriage’s roof completely, pressing it all the way down onto the floor and crumpling the rest of the metal like a tin can. Sparks flew from beneath the damaged car, and the train slowed slightly but continued to roll on.

      “Headlights!” Frank said.

      I jumped down and planted a foot on the still-burning chunk of rock, then leaped onto the next car.

      Once I reached the rear of the train, I finally got a good view of our pursuers: three cars that were somewhat reminiscent of Darling’s buggy but lower to the ground, plus a much larger, six-wheeled vehicle with a catapult mounted on top.

      Two players were seated to either side of the catapult’s long arm, and both of them were cranking huge gears that appeared to be winding the arm back for another shot.

      Chunks of stone were piled in a basket behind them, and a third player was seated behind that, waving a crystal over one of the projectiles and causing bright red runes to bloom over its surface.

      “You got the distance to the larger vehicle?”

      “Fifty-five yards,” Frank said.

      “Must have a beastly amount of range.”

      “Yeah, it’s a Skirmisher, seventy-yard range. Siege weapon. Usually hard to aim, but not so much when your target is hundreds of feet long and can only move straight. Mages can imbue the projectiles with magic, too. That’s what the guy in the back is doing, fire magic.”

      I whipped around and eyed the huge gate above us. And at the same moment, a horn blared from atop the high walls.

      Then the central gate—the only one the train had even the slightest chance of escaping through, given its size—shuddered and began to fall.
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      We still had a couple of hundred yards to go, so there was absolutely no way we’d be able to shoot the gap before the gate slammed closed.

      I looked to Frank as the cars continued their pursuit and the catapult’s arm slowly drew back for another attack. “Odds that Sleep’s train can smash right through that gate?”

      “Not happening. That gate’s enormous, plus we’re dragging a ton of packs uphill.”

      “Messy situation for sure,” Sleep said.

      I looked left, then started as I realized he was standing right next to me. “Where the hell did you come from?”

      He eyed the ground racing by. “I was trying to help House with the wheel and the levers and all that, but she accused me of being a rear-seat driver who was also wrong about everything, so I bailed.”

      I barked a laugh. “Sorry.”

      “How do you give bad instructions about going up and straight?” Frank said.

      Sleep shrugged, then nodded at our pursuers. “What’re we gonna do about that thing?”

      The vehicle’s catapult was almost ready to fire, and the chunk of rock the caster was working on was glowing white-hot, the runes having transitioned from red to blue.

      “I could reflect it away from the train, but I doubt I can do it accurately enough to hit a target that’s moving that fast,” I said. “But maybe…”

      “You have my interest,” Sleep said.

      “Frank, how fast is that Skirmisher? I assume it’s faster than the train, right?”

      “Yep.”

      “Like, considerably faster?”

      “Yep.”

      “And how many people would it take to fire that thing?”

      “Uh, two? It’d be slower to reload with one on the catapult and you wouldn’t have the robed guy doing a bunch of mumbles that somehow imbue the rocks with magic, but yeah.”

      “That’ll work.” I looked at Sleep. “You got my back on this?”

      He clapped a hand on my shoulder. “No idea what you’re talking about, but I’m so in.”

      “Run and jump on my signal.”

      Sleep grinned and cracked his knuckles. “Anything else?”

      “I’m gonna grab your elbow before we launch,” I said as I dug through my inventory, digging out a Rune of the White Ring and using it to overwrite the Frozen Orb one I’d used earlier. “You might wanna grab onto my coat or something in case I lose you.”

      “Loud and clear.”

      I waited for the Skirmisher to launch its payload, trying to judge the arc it would take. I didn’t think they could reach the front of the train, but a second hit to that same cab might badly damage the whole thing.

      Then both of the players who had been cranking the levers stopped and leaned aside.

      “Here it comes!” Frank said.

      The catapult snapped forward and launched the shining projectile with terrible force.

      The arc was much higher than I’d expected and I nearly missed my window, but I managed to position a Frozen Mirror high above my head and send the projectile arcing down into the street.

      As I’d thought, the buggies were moving much too quickly, and the projectile smashed directly into the cobbles about twenty feet behind them, kicking up a massive amount of earth, stone, and water as the road was absolutely obliterated.

      I raised a pistol and pointed it at Sleep, then grabbed his elbow.

      He cocked an eyebrow down at me. “You’re sending some seriously mixed messages right now.”

      “It won’t hurt. You focus on the three guys preparing the catapult, and I’ll handle the driver. Ready?”

      “I guess so!”

      I fired a Gravity Bird his way, and thanks to the rune I’d applied, the spell converted into a White Ring that would repel any hostile targets who got close. I stepped forward and pulled him with me. “Go!”

      We both ran in lockstep down the length of the last car, then leaped off the edge.

      All three vehicles swerved away, but the Skirmisher wasn’t particularly agile.

      I waited until we’d closed the gap a bit, then activated Glacial Drift to send both Sleep and me drifting sideways and back into the Skirmisher’s path as two icy statues popped into the air to replace us, then shattered as they hit the ground.

      I canceled the drift and resolved us back into place about a foot above the Skirmisher. I landed right behind the driver with Sleep to my right, positioned between the two loaders and the mage in charge of enchanting the projectiles.

      And as soon as Sleep landed, the mage who had been sitting atop the piled boulders was blasted away by the White Rune and sent tumbling down the hill and through the rushing water.

      The other two would be trickier—they were positioned in actual seats—and while the rune pinned them both in place against the doors, they weren’t going anywhere.

      The driver was securely seated as well, but I ignored him at first, choosing to fear the target on my left instead.

      “Burn the right!” I called out, but Sleep simply reached down and grabbed the player by the back of his neck, one huge hand wrapping right around it, then tossed the guy out of the car and onto the street.

      I decided to take a page out of Sleep’s book, so I activated Repel, then kicked the driver hard under the chin. He flew straight out of the vehicle and into an alley, pancaking against the side of a building.

      The Skirmisher was already decelerating without its pilot, so I dropped in and grabbed the wheel, then floored it. The Hijack System activated as I’d hoped it would, so I glanced back to check on Sleep.

      In my peripheral, I saw one of the escort vehicles veering, swinging in hard and tapping the rear of our vehicle. We spun out and drifted sideways, wheels screeching, water spraying. I cut the wheel in the opposite direction and managed to level it out.

      Our pursuers pulled back a bit to regroup, and I alternated between watching the Hijack System tick down and eyeing the ever-approaching gatehouse high above.

      Finally the Hijack System procced, giving me permanent control of the vehicle. And there was something more.
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      “Oh God,” Frank said. “That’s the last thing we need those creepy fingers to be.”

      “Anyone ever tell you that you lack imagination?”

      “Nobody who still lives.”

      “Shaft-wrapped? Beard-wreathed? Darling—”

      “Okay, okay, I see your point. The finger description coulda been worse.” Frank dropped his voice. “By the way, you can have Sleep steer or dismiss this thing on your behalf without losing it since you’re partied up.”

      “Awesome. Sleep, take the wheel! That’ll free me up to get these guys off us for good.”

      He hesitated.

      “All you’ve gotta do is make up ground. Don’t worry about it. Unlike House, I’ve got complete faith in your ability to drive straight.”

      “You really shouldn’t. Screw it, let’s give it a go!”

      I hopped out of the seat, and the Skirmisher decelerated so violently that Sleep nearly fell off, while the other vehicles went speeding past us before hitting the brakes.

      He slipped his bulk into the seat and floored it, and off we went, rocketing right by the same cars again. I dropped into one of the empty seats, then popped my rifle out and twisted around, bracing the weapon against the side of the vehicle while aiming it at our pursuers.

      I fired a Dreadful Shot at the lead car, and while my aim was true, the player swerved slightly, causing my spell to splash harmlessly against one of the roll bars.

      “Aim at the car,” Frank said.

      I readied a Shadowfrost Blast. “Bigger target?”

      “Uh huh. Plus you can blow them up, which I highly advise.”

      “What about Gravity Bird?”

      “Won’t work on vehicles. You might be able to pull people out of them in some circumstances, but those guys are strapped in.”

      “Roger.” I popped Doppelganger and a clone appeared in the seat beside me, perfectly mirroring my position with his rifle glowing and braced.

      I took aim at the right side of the nearest vehicle and fired while my clone mimicked the cast.

      And when the birds were just leaving the barrels, I aimed for the left side of the car and activated Double Cast to send another pair flying mere inches behind the first volley.

      The spread was exactly what I’d hoped for; given the clone’s positioning, it had fired its shots about four feet to the left of my own, which didn’t leave enough of a gap for a car to sneak through.

      One of the vehicles was already out of the way, but I hit one of the others low and dead-on and just managed to clip the third.

      The first car caught a bolt straight to the grill and the entire front of the vehicle froze over, an inch of solid ice riming its way down the sides and into the wheel wells.

      And the very moment the ice reached the wheels, the driver lost control of the vehicle and spun out into a nearby building.

      The other car was more fortunate. Since I’d only clipped the back, the back wheels only picked up a little bit of ice and the driver stayed the course.

      But if I fired another shot and he tried to avoid it…

      I wound up another blast and fired it as soon as it completed, using the same strategy as before. The driver swerved hard and managed to get out of the way, but the iced-over wheels sent him drifting sideways and spinning out.

      “Train is still picking up steam!” Frank said.

      “I dunno what you’re planning, but that gate is coming up fast!” Sleep said. “There’s a lot of good food on that train, man! Don’t wanna see it get all mashed together like some kinda fusion restaurant, not a fan of those places!”

      I eyed the two cars I’d knocked out of the pursuit. The one that had crashed into the building was throwing up a torrent of black smoke, but the one that had simply spun out was already rapidly gaining on us again.

      “Gotta be a better way to do this. If only Dreadful…” I trailed off, thinking. “The problem with Dreadful is hitting the player rather than the car, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I switched to my blunderbuss as the last few seconds of Doppelganger ticked down. I placed the green aiming reticle slightly in front of the pursuing car and fired a Dreadful Grenade that my clone copied, sending a dark projectile of its own flying.

      The car swerved once again, but with two detonations placed slightly apart, the range was too wide, and they got caught. Tires screeched and the smell of burning rubber filled the air as the pursuing car whipped around and went streaking away in the wrong direction before smashing into a building.

      I dropped my rifle into my inventory, then grabbed the crank that worked the catapult and started winding it with every bit of strength I had.

      Which, apparently, was not nearly enough.

      “Sleep, we gotta switch! I’m not gonna be strong enough to load this thing!”

      He gunned it, then deftly leaped out to the right and swung into the empty seat my Doppel had been occupying before it vanished.

      I scrambled forward and dropped into the driver’s seat, grabbing the wheel.

      “We’ve got enemy players on the roof on our left up ahead!” Sleep said.

      I looked that way, and that was only half of it. Goon members were holding the line on the train, but Cultists were jumping the gap to board, flying over it, or drifting down from higher up the avenue.

      The scene was pure chaos, with spells of all manner of schools and types flying across the gap, scorching the nearby buildings, breaking windows, and blowing wide holes in the train as it passed.

      “Oh shit,” I said.

      “Gate’s approaching!” Frank said.

      I floored it and my head snapped back, cheeks flapping in the wind. I chanced a look at Sleep and was glad to see that I’d made the right decision: he was cranking the catapult with both hands, and while the muscles on his arms were standing out, veins bulging, he was moving the arm down at a steady clip.

      “Is that gonna be ready by the time we reach the gate?” I said.

      “Dunno,” Frank said. “But you could imbue those rocks with magic. See the runes? They’re enchanted to absorb whatever you dump into them.”

      “I’m not gonna be able to do that!” Sleep said. “Already tried!”

      “So we gotta switch again if we have time.”

      A fireball exploded directly in my path, and my visibility promptly went to zero. My eyes and throat stung as we shot through the cloud and pulled it apart behind us.

      More missiles followed: arrows that jabbed into the street, a spear of lightning that sent voltage racing through the rushing water, super-heated projectiles causing clouds of steam to billow into the air.

      “Maybe halfway done back here!” Sleep said.

      I looked back to confirm, but Frank raised his voice. “Swerve left!”

      As I turned around, I cut the wheel in the direction he’d indicated, and when I righted myself again, I saw a Cult member in front of me standing in the road like a deer in headlights.

      He bounced off the grill, then went under it, the undercarriage thumping as the Skirmisher’s huge frame kept us barreling onward.

      “Yes!” Frank said. “I’m totally counting that as my kill.”

      I cut the wheel back and steadied the car, steering it through the rain of projectiles as best I could while hunkering down as low as possible.

      We didn’t seem to be taking much heat compared to the train, but players were increasingly taking potshots at us as we went, and numerous attacks had already slipped through.

      “Your Health at 70%,” Frank said. “Heart Vessel’s up if you need it, Sleep’s at 85%.”

      Up ahead, someone jumped off a nearby roof only to get blasted in mid-air by a chunk of stone. The drop in momentum caused him to slap face-first into the moving train, and I barked a laugh as the Skirmisher rode right over him, launching a few feet into the air before it slammed back down.

      “Almost loaded!” Sleep said as spells erupted all around us and bodies flew from the street and roofs alike. “There, done!”

      “Roll a rock in,” Frank said. “Ned’s fingers aren’t up to the job.”

      I glanced back and saw Sleep slap a hand onto one of the basketball-size projectiles and roll it into the waiting basket. “Switch?”

      “Switch!”

      He went left and I went right, and we pulled off the smoothest transition yet—the vehicle barely even had a chance to slow down.

      I threw myself into the seat as a fireball whipped over my head and detonated somewhere behind me, then drew my pistols and placed both barrels against the rock Sleep had loaded.

      I fired away, plugging shot after shot into the projectile. Nothing happened at first, but dim white runes appeared after my third pair of point-blank birds, and the fifth pair saw the runes brightening and spreading like frost.

      Sleep was making good progress now, more than halfway up the train’s length, but the gate had gained a huge number of defenders both in front and above.

      “You really think this is gonna work?” Sleep said.

      I pumped another round of spells into the rock, then another, and another. “I hope so, man! If not, this is gonna get seriously messy!”

      “Gonna enter firing range in about ten seconds,” Frank said. “Window between the projectile hitting and the train reaching the gate is gonna be tight, might wanna pop it soon. Angle looks good.”

      I kept plugging. “Your signal!”

      “Five… four… three…”

      I dropped one pistol into my inventory and grabbed the release mechanism but kept blasting with the other. By now, the runes were so bright they were hard to look at, and the entire projectile was honeycombed with luminescent lines.

      “…two… one… Frank ‘em!”

      I pulled, and the catapult mechanism whipped forward with so much force that the Skirmisher’s back wheels lifted up off the ground.

      The vehicle slammed back down, and I held my breath as the enchanted projectile arced high through the air, rapidly outpacing the Skirmisher and the train alike.

      The rock hit its apex, then appeared to pick up speed, a dark tail of energy streaming behind it.

      “It’s on target!” Sleep said.

      Then the projectile hit the gate and shattered into pieces.
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      “Well, that doesn’t look at all promising!” Sleep said.

      I stared at it, stunned. I’d been convinced we could blow a hole through it, or at least weaken it, given the Skirmisher’s designation as a siege weapon.

      Goon’s train was entering the final stretch, chugging away toward what seemed like an inevitable wreck.

      But a white spot had formed at the very center of the gate, right where the projectile had struck.

      And it was definitely spreading.

      “You seeing that?” I said.

      “Damn right I am!” Sleep said. “We did something—no idea what, but definitely something!”

      The white spot doubled in size, then doubled again, little white lines spiderwebbing out from it across the structure.

      “Brace for impact!” Sleep said. “If that train wrecks, we’re gonna wreck with it!”

      “Full steam ahead!” I said. “We got this!”

      The strange brightness pulsed once, twice, then the entire metal structure turned white as if it had flash-frozen. More lines crept over the stone, but I only had eyes for the gate.

      “Cross your shaft for us, Frank!”

      “Already crossed!”

      The train struck the gatehouse, and it felt like time froze. I was already picturing the locomotive crumpling with House at the wheel, the entire train smashing in on itself, cars colliding and flying in every direction while the pursuers we’d fought so hard to throw off circled in for the easy kill.

      Silence struck the narrow battlefield, from the members of Goon riding atop the train to the defenders positioned high on either side of the street.

      The train went still for a split-second, and I watched, waiting for the locomotive to lift up, for the cars behind it to jackknife when it just… didn’t.

      Instead, the train punched right through that terrible moment of resistance and kept going while the gate shattered around it like a pane of glass, huge chunks of steel pulverizing into clouds of snow.

      Sleep clapped a hand on my back so hard that the breath went out of me. “We’re in the clear, eh! Nicely done!”

      I grinned like a maniac as the train rolled on and Sleep guided the Skirmisher through the gatehouse alongside it. The players atop the train ducked in a wave as they shot through the gatehouse, then stood back up on the other side, where the rain abruptly cut off and gave way to bright sunshine.

      “Switchbacks!” I called out, though the roar of the locomotive was so loud it must have drowned out my voice. “Get down and hold on!”

      The players in front either heard me or saw what was coming because they dropped in a wave, the entire crew pressing themselves flat or dropping into the gaps between the cars and down into the carriages.

      “Switchbacks!” I repeated, because it seemed like Sleep hadn’t gotten the message.

      The locomotive veered hard to the left and away from us, wheels lifting up on one side as House guided it around and down and out of the city.

      I saw the front of the train start to tip over toward the edge, then I realized Sleep was still looking that way too.

      And he was still driving.

      “Sleep! Switchbacks!”

      “You wanna switch now? Why would—”

      He cut off as the vehicle went completely airborne, flying right over the cars suddenly navigating the switchbacks directly below us.

      I swung my legs over the door and bailed, dropping into the open air. I watched the various cars snaking their way down the switchbacks as I fell, aiming for the midsection.

      I ended up pretty close to the third switchback, so I activated Glacial Drift to pop myself onto one of the cars, then dropped low and held on for dear life as it snaked around yet another bend.

      Sleep flew on, the Skirmisher driving straight through the sky until it eventually crashed into one of the many pines that carpeted the mountain. There was movement, though, and I was relieved to see his nametag moving beside the wreckage of the car.

      A cast bar appeared above his head, and he successfully desummoned the badly damaged vehicle on my behalf and dashed to meet the train.

      He raised a hand and thumbed deeper into the forest, and House swerved slightly to scoop him up. As she did so, the big man jumped to the side, grabbed onto the railing, and swung right onto the train.

      I turned around and watched the switchbacks vanish behind us by degrees, laughing as the Cultists came out from the gatehouse and fanned across them.

      Trees whipped by to either side of me, and the lake that Frank and I had once shot out onto streamed by.

      “I can’t believe that actually worked,” I said, laughing the words. I was already running along the cars toward Sleep and House when the former’s voice boomed over the intercom.

      “Alright, mission successful! I’m back behind the wheel, so if it’s your first time joining us, welcome! And for those of you who understandably swore you’d never set foot on this rolling deathtrap while I was at the wheel ever again, welcome back!
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      About fifteen minutes later, I was hanging a few feet off the side of the train, gripping a metal handle and leaning out as it rolled through the forest beyond Koria, smashing through trees far more often than was strictly necessary.

      The breeze was whipping by, the sun was setting in the distance, and the air was sharp with the scent of pine. There was color beneath the horizon, too—a strange, flat expanse of pastel hues, pale blues and pinks and greens—and I was squinting that way when the intercom beeped and Sleep’s voice filtered through the train.

      “Hey everybody, wrap up whatever the hell you’re doing because the Salt Flats are coming up fast. We’ll be dropping these packs off at an outpost almost as soon as we enter the area, so get ready. Far as I can tell, we’re not being pursued, but keep your guard up. I want those recipes.”

      I pointed at the splash of color with my free hand. “That’s the zone we need, eh?”

      “Yup,” Frank said, “Salt Flats. Pretty high-level area, usually twenty-five to thirty-five. We’re just headed for the Outskirts Trading Post and it’s on the near edge of the zone, so Darling should be fine.”

      “I heard that,” Darling said from inside the train.

      Frank paused. “I can’t tell if I just messed up or not.”

      “You did,” she clarified.

      I laughed and swung back inside the train.

      Sleep had set us up with a private car for the short journey to the Flats, and House, Rock, and Darling were sitting around a circular table tucked into one corner while 2.0 lounged beneath it, tail flicking contentedly at House’s feet.

      The table was piled high with all manner of ridiculous dishes courtesy of Sleep’s countless chefs: bowls of curry spiced to perfection and purple, spiky crab legs that were four inches thick among a dozen other entrees we’d insisted we didn’t need and had been provided with regardless.

      But aside from 2.0 and House, nobody seemed to have much of an appetite, what with the double-header of the tournament Semis and Final looming in twenty minutes.

      Rock was chewing his fingernails and staring out the window while House dug into a plate of ribs, face slathered with barbecue sauce. I dropped into the empty seat next to Darling and got close enough for our shoulders to touch, purely to provoke Frank.

      “How ya feeling?” she said.

      I smiled, popping the Loaded Die into the palm of my hand and rattling it around. “Too nervous to eat, if I’m being honest. It’s not even really about the match itself or the throne extension at this point. I can handle all of that no problem, just can’t stomach the idea of losing to that ugly little goblin.”

      She leaned back with both hands behind her head and stretched, armor clinking. “Yeah. I feel the same way. Sort of a shame with the spread Goon has put on.”

      “Yup.” I eyed the spread, feeling wistful.

      “What’re you thinking for the die?”

      I set the item spinning atop the table as pine trees continued to rush by outside the window, needles raking the side of the train. “Been thinking about that a good bit, actually. And so has Frank.”

      “Indeed,” Frank said.

      “Why don’t you hit her with your plan, then?”

      He hesitated.

      “Kidding, Frank doesn’t have a plan. But how would you feel about a fair match with Corruptia?”

      She pursed her lips. “Probably pretty good? I guess I’d feel great about our chances in a five-on-five or even a ten-on-ten, but I’d start worrying more and more as the group sizes went up. We get a bit weaker beyond our top ten, doubly so outside the top twenty. Players are still solid skill-wise, but it’s mainly their gear and levels that drop off.”

      “Meanwhile Corruptia is enormous, so we have to assume they have more depth.”

      “Exactly.”

      The die stopped spinning and landed on a one.

      I grabbed it and dropped it back into my inventory. “Well, as much as I hate to say it, I’m thinking Ersatz will be pretty damn prepared for the Semis, so we should assume he’s got a die of his own. If it were up to me, I’d probably default to taking whatever match we get handed by the system and just deal with it.

      “Then, if he drops his own item to try to skew the battle in his favor, we can safely throw ours down right afterward, seeing as guilds can’t have more than one. I just don’t feel like we can risk using ours right off the bat and potentially allow him to set the terms unless the initial match looks super bleak for us.”

      Darling plucked a blue grape from a nearby bowl and popped it into her mouth. “That seems like—” She stopped mid-sentence, mouth puckering. “Oooh, why are these so sour!”

      “Those are Roulette Grapes,” Frank said, laughing. “Just wait til you end up with a spicy one. Or the hiccup grape. Or the sneeze—”

      Darling cut him off by pushing the bowl toward House, who didn’t seem to be paying attention. She grabbed it and set it beneath the table for 2.0.

      “Well,” Darling continued, “that sounds like a good plan to me. Keep it defensive.”

      Suddenly, 2.0 sneezed beneath the table, and the entire thing jumped as if she’d hit her head. Then it happened again. And again.

      House leaned over the table and glared at Frank.

      “What?” he said. “I told you exactly what those grapes did ahead of time, it’s not my fault you decided to feed them to your cat! And really, did she die?”

      House scowled, then grabbed the bowl back and set it near the far edge of the table. “The cost ratio of House stars to Frank points just rose by 17.5%.”

      “But I didn’t even do anything!”

      “And yet the great gears of the economy continue to grind mercilessly on.”

      “There’s nothing great or economic about your dumb stickers.” He dropped his voice. “Man, this is really cutting into my profitability.”

      I peered out the window just as the last pine whipped by and the forest gave way to white sand and colorful pools of shallow water.

      “You’ve never been profitable, Frank. And even if you had been, I doubt you’d know.”

      “Oh, right. I guess that does take some of the pressure off. But not as much as you’d think. It’s the principle of the thing, you know?”

      “If you say so.”

      Brakes screeched beneath us, and a moment later, the door at the front of the car thumped open and Sleep stepped in with Mingo right behind him.

      “Hey there! You guys doing alright back here?”

      “Yup, thanks for the killer spread.” I leaned out of the booth and peeked through the door they’d entered through. “I’m a little hesitant to ask, but is someone else driving right now?”

      Sleep scratched the back of his head. “Nah, brakes are on, it’ll probably be fine. We’re gonna pull up to the Outpost and get to unloading, but I’ve got something you ought to see first.”

      He set a golden crystal flecked with red on the table.

      “Mingo ended up chasing some orc halfway across the city during the run because he doesn’t listen to instructions, but he did manage to find this on his way back.”

      Mingo smiled like he’d only caught the second half of that sentence.

      I inspected the item.

      
        
        {God’s Breath} (Ritual Ingredient)

        Use: Harvests the latent energy of a player, mob, or NPC that has died within the last five seconds and converts it directly into Faith. Additional restrictions for Harvesting may apply depending upon the Ritual this item is used in.

        Charges: 2

      

      

      I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the item, but between the name and the resurrection runes that Tyrann had mentioned back in Highwater, I now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that he was working hard to bring his God back from the dead.

      “Nothing for you on that one you haven’t already seen,” Frank said before I could ask.

      “Thanks. Sleep, you mind if I hold onto this? And thanks for bringing it by.”

      “Yeah, go for it. I thought—”

      Sleep cut off as Mingo reached for the grapes. He tried to slap the smaller man’s hands away, but Mingo had already snatched up two entire handfuls and crammed them into his mouth.

      “Seriously, man?” Sleep made a dismissive gesture toward the back of the car. “Get outta here if you’re gonna do that in front of our guests.”

      Mingo’s face reddened and puckered at the same time, and he went sneezing and hiccupping and farting down the car and out the door.

      Sleep rubbed his temples with both hands. “Sorry about that. I usually make a point of keeping those grapes away from him during meals.” He paused, and it looked like he was wondering if he ought to say more. “You guys ever heard the urban legend that says if you sneeze and fart and hiccup all at the same time, you die?”

      I nodded. “Yeah, I’ve heard that. Your heart’s supposed to explode from the pressure or something, right?”

      “Yup,” Sleep agreed.

      House slammed her hands onto the table and glared at Frank, her fury renewed.

      “That’s not a real thing, House!” Frank said. “2.0 couldn’t have died from eating grapes, chill out. For the hundredth time, she’s literally immortal, and I’m team cat!”

      Sleep laughed with his hands on his hips. “Yeah, I don’t think it’s a real thing either, but ever since we discovered that recipe, Mingo has been dead set on proving me wrong. I dunno what I’m gonna do if he somehow manages to get the timing right and actually dies, though. I’ll never hear the end of it.”

      I stared at the door Mingo had gone through. “That’s some serious dedication on his part. But yeah, thanks for the heads-up with the crystal. Great information to have.”

      “I was definitely wondering what they were up to,” Sleep said as the train continued to slow down. “I filmed that whole run, so I went back and poked through it while I was driving over the last ten minutes or so.”

      “That explains us hitting the trees,” Darling said.

      Sleep smiled but continued on. “They had a whole lot of people hanging back to protect those domes of light throughout the whole mission. Didn’t make sense to me at the time, but with the crystal in hand…”

      “Yeah,” I said. “They had something that was more important to them than the train. That’s probably where all the resistance came from in the first place—Tyrann was expecting another Franking from us.”

      “As he should!” Frank said. “I told you emotional damage was the way to go. People don’t forget!”

      I laughed. “Tyrann’s not really the one I’m worried about right now. Can’t afford to be blitzing Koria over his God with everything else going on.”

      A warning about the Semi-Finals came through as the train finally stopped; we were fifteen minutes out from the back-to-back matches.

      Darling bumped her knee into mine beneath the table. “Almost time.”

      I took a deep breath, then stood up. “Yeah. I think I’m gonna step out for a minute and talk to Frank about something if that’s cool. Gotta work something out, see if what I’m thinking is remotely possible before I get anyone’s hopes up.”

      “Pass,” Frank said.

      “You’re pretty much the definition of a captive audience, so we’re going. See you guys in a few?”

      “Sure,” Darling said.

      Sleep crossed his arms. “Good luck out there. I imagine if things go well you’ll want to hang out with the rest of the guild to celebrate, but feel free to pop by here first. We’ll be setting up on the edge of the Outpost and cooking up a storm with our new recipes. Gonna be conducting a tournament of our own, too.” He pointed at House. “She’s already signed up.”

      I looked her way, and she confirmed it with a huge smile.

      “Cool! Good luck with whatever that is, then. And thanks again, Sleep. We’ll probably teleport into the event from here, so we might just take you up on that, depending on how it goes.”

      I stepped outside and onto the soft sand, which was mixed with white crystals. The pools I’d seen earlier were everywhere, the shallow stretches of pale yet distinctly colored water particularly bright beneath the setting sun.

      “What do you want now?” Frank said.

      “You remember when you mentioned the Wager System earlier on?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Well, I’ve been thinking about that a lot recently. Wanted to run a couple things by you before we head in, see if we can get a few details nailed down in case an opportunity pops up.”

      “Go on then.”

      “I guess the first thing is overall restrictions. You got anything there?”

      “It’s pretty flexible, and the system will be the one to enforce everything. The big thing is that you can’t directly involve people who didn’t agree to the wager. Bit of a hazy line there. Like, you could say, ‘I want all of the gold in your guild bank if I win,’ and if Ersatz agreed, that would probably work.

      “But you wouldn’t be able to ask for all of the gold that Corruptia’s individual members had on them unless everyone agreed ahead of time.”

      “So basically, I can’t use it to screw someone who hasn’t hypothetically agreed to be screwed.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “That’s good to know.” I dropped onto my haunches and poked a finger into a pool of pale pink water. “So I’m guessing I can’t force him to disband the guild.”

      “Negative, but you could make him leave. That’d be pretty funny.”

      I cracked a smile. “Tempting, but that would sort of defeat the point.”

      “Huh?”

      “If we force him to leave, we’re the bad guy.”

      “I have zero issues with being the bad guy in general, but particularly where that creepy little goblin is concerned.”

      “Right, but the optics are important here.” I picked up a stone and dropped it into the center of the pool. “If we’re going to destroy Corruptia, that needs to happen from within. And that means Ersatz needs to be the one to take the blame, or at least share it. Their members need to feel like they’ve been wronged, somehow.”

      “Hmm. I’m pretty solid at wronging people, but I don’t see how that’s gonna fly.”

      “Here’s what I’m thinking. Let me know what I need to tweak, and we’ll adjust accordingly.”
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        Congratulations, your guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is one of four guilds to qualify for the Semi-Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        If you would like to participate, you may accept this prompt to be remotely transported into the Red Cathedral’s Ballroom.

        After the Semi-Final Round concludes, there will be a brief intermission, then the winning Guilds will proceed directly into the Final Round.

        Once the Final Round has finished, all members of the participating Guilds will be rated individually based on their performance. Subsequently, rewards and titles will be directly distributed to all players who participated in the tournament.

        Accept invitation?

      

      

      I looked at Frank. “You really think this is gonna work?”

      “As long as we win, yeah. Otherwise, no.”

      “Then let’s make sure it happens.” I took the prompt and teleported into the familiar Ballroom.

      It was quieter than ever before, now that only four guilds occupied the expansive space, but the relative silence only lasted until Ersatz and company saw that I’d arrived.

      They came over in a wave, all lining up behind and beside the diminutive goblin even as our members continued to populate.

      “This guy again,” Darling said from my left. “What are the odds he arranged this approach ahead of time?”

      “Looks like he’s expecting a breakdance battle,” I said.

      Frank puffed up at my side. “I volunteer! I can spin on my beard for days.”

      Ersatz’s lips twisted into a sneer, but I held up a hand and managed to cut him off before he could get a word out.

      “Lemme guess,” I said. “We’re trash, we’re gonna lose, you’re good, you’re gonna win. Do I have the right of it?”

      He blinked. “You have no idea how badly we’re going to crush—”

      “Oh God, we know,” Frank said.

      “Yep, already covered that several times at this point,” I said. “If you don’t have anything new to add, we’ll just let the match do the talking from here, yeah?”

      Ersatz smiled, and it looked ugly on him. “Oh, we’ve got something new for you alright.”

      One of the bluish spheres zipped over.

      “Greetings, inadequate ones! The terms of your Semi-Final bout are as follows!”

      Prompts hit my screen, and my stomach dropped out a little at the result.

      
        
        Battlefield: Crumbling Colosseum.

        Format: Team Deathmatch: 25 vs. 25.

        Groups: Guild vs. Guild.

        Terms: Elimination without respawns.

        Consumables: Unavailable.

        Wager System: Mutual Opt-in Required.

        Mounts: Disabled.

      

      

      To make matters worse, my thoughts must have shown on my face.

      “What’s wrong there, Ned? You’re looking a little pale.” Ersatz scanned the crowd. “Don’t have twenty-five people capable of carrying their weight? If that’s the case, maybe this will help you out a bit.”

      He popped a familiar red die into one hand and threw it at my face.

      I ducked, and the item went whizzing into the darkness behind me.

      
        
        Regional Warning: The Guild {Corruptia} has activated a Legendary Item: {Possibility King’s Loaded Die: Tier III}!

      

      

      I read the prompt over, relief flooding through me.

      
        
        The Guild {Corruptia} has changed the format of this Semi-Final Match from Team Deathmatch: 25 vs. 25 to Raid Race: 30 vs. 30.

        The Guild {Corruptia} has made Profession-based Consumables available for the duration of the match!

        The Guild {Corruptia} has changed the battlefield from Crumbling Colosseum to Blossom Mirror!

      

      

      “There we go,” Ersatz said. “How d’ya like that, trash?”

      “Big fan, actually.” I popped my own die into one hand and sent it skipping across the Ballroom floor.

      A wave of prompts hit my screen, which was full of different options for tweaking the upcoming match, but Frank and I had already worked our choice out in the event that Ersatz pulled this exact stunt, and I’d also cleared it with Darling and the rest of the guild.

      I kept a close eye on Ersatz’s face as I tabbed through the options, but warning bells started going off in my head when he didn’t exhibit the rage and vitriol and baseless accusations of cheating that I’d expected.

      Since our die was weaker than his, I could only make a single change. I selected the format tab, scrolled through the options until I found the selection I wanted, then confirmed my choice.

      
        
        The Guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} has changed the format of this Semi-Final Match from Raid Race: 30 vs. 30 to Duel: 1 vs. 1.

      

      

      Ersatz burst out laughing, a horrible high-pitched cackle, and the rest of his guild followed.

      “Didn’t I say that’s exactly what he’d do? Pop his die in response and go Duel?”

      “Yup!” someone said.

      “Called it!” someone else giggled.

      Darling rolled her eyes. “Sure you did.”

      Ersatz laughed, then tapped the air. A visible screen appeared between us, and he spun it so we could see it. The window was covered in green text that had been blown up to make it more visible.

      He tapped a section near the midpoint. “Right here, sweetheart. Screenshotted the conversation for ya, with time stamps and everything. Evidence is all right here, assuming you can read.”

      I scanned the text. It was a conversation from Corruptia’s guild chat where Ersatz had speculated exactly what he’d claimed.

      Apparently, they’d even known our die was Tier I ahead of time, too.

      “That screen’s legit,” Frank said, voice low.

      Seeing his prediction left me feeling more uneasy than ever before. Still, regardless of what he’d prepared or predicted, Darling and I had agreed that between my level and class advantage, I had the best shot at taking him on.

      And I still owed it to House to knock Corruptia out—and then some.

      “Well, we’ve already talked it over on our end, so I’m gonna be representing Omen,” I said. “I’m guessing your resident man-child is going to be fighting for Corruptia?”

      “I’m gonna be the one knocking you down,” Ersatz said. “If that’s what you mean.”

      “Yeah, you’re the man-child I was referring to.” I tabbed through the format options again and opened the Wager System. “Well, if you’ve prepared for this, you’ve gotta be pretty confident, right? Why don’t we make it a bit more interesting? Unless you’re afraid that—”

      I cut off as Ersatz confirmed his end of the deal to activate the system, prompting another alert.

      
        
        Regional Warning: The Guilds {Corruptia} and {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} have agreed to activate the Wager System!

        Players actively participating in the match will now be teleported into a private room, where negotiations will be permitted to occur for up to five minutes.

        At the end of the negotiating period, the match will begin immediately, whether or not a deal has been struck.

        Warning: All deals struck within the bounds of the Wager System will be enforced by the system itself. Any attempts to bypass the penalties of an approved wager will result in extremely harsh consequences, up to and including Game Master intervention.

      

      

      “Good luck!” Darling said, smiling brightly. “I know you’ll—”

      Then the world warped, and a moment later, I was in a small room, seated at a plain wooden table directly across from Ersatz. The ceiling was high and vaulted, and glass windows spanned from floor to ceiling, offering panoramic views of the area beyond.

      The zone below was full of mobs staggering along as if in a daze, wading in lockstep through shin-deep mud for as far as I could see. I wasn’t sure which Red Cathedral we were in, but we were definitely positioned high up within one of the building’s many twisting spires.

      Before Ersatz or I could say anything, a reddish sphere drifted in through one of the windows.

      “Greetings, loathsome creatures! I have been appointed as your mediator for the Wager System! You have five minutes to attempt to reach an agreement, and your time begins now.”

      I leaned back and clasped my hands atop the table. “So here’s—”

      “I want the axe,” Ersatz interrupted.

      “Yeah, of course you do. Unfortunately for you, that’s not happening. But I do have something you might be interested in.”

      I popped the Trinket I’d stolen from his tank earlier and set it on the table.

      “That’s it? That’s what you’re putting in?”

      “Plenty more where that came from. In fact, we’ve got about sixty pieces of gear that used to belong to your guild.”

      “I. Want. The. Axe.”

      Frank dropped his voice. “Can’t lie, feels nice to be wanted, even if the guy is a huge dick.” He paused. “Or a little dick. Whichever is more insulting.”

      “I know what you want,” I said to Ersatz. “Now listen, there are three things I’m after here. Once you know what I want, we can start balancing the scales. Until then, you can stop screeching about Frank.”

      I held up a finger. “One: before we go any further, from this point on, you can’t reveal anything we discuss in this room to the rest of your guild while in-game. No asking for permission on wagers, advice, nothing. Same applies to the result of the duel. No explaining what happened afterward. I’ll do the same. Whoever wins will be released from this particular agreement, but the loser still won’t be able to explain what happened in here or in the fight to his guild without logging out. Agreed?”

      Ersatz thought about that for a moment, then shrugged. “That’s stupid, but whatever.”

      The red sphere pulsed between us. “An agreement has been struck. You may proceed with further Wagers or exit this room to begin the Semi-Final Round at any moment before your time limit expires.”

      Ersatz’s lips twisted. “Is that it?”

      I held up a second finger. “Two: if I win, I want every single piece of gold, silver, and copper that you personally have access to at the time of your loss.”

      Ersatz made a dismissive gesture. “Obviously I’m not gonna agree to that until I see what you’re offering, but what else? And make it quick.”

      I held up a third finger. “And finally, three: before you’re personally allowed to participate in the next wing of the Red Cathedral or claim the World Branch Throne, you need to bring a neon macaw to House along with a full apology that Frank and I will write for you. You’ll read that to her out loud.”

      “What the hell is a neon macaw?”

      I rolled my shoulders, laughing inwardly but trying not to show it. “It’s a rare pet that drops from a certain type of troll out in the Vivid Highlands. The rest of your guild can help you find it, no big deal there. Can’t imagine you’ll have too much trouble with it. It’s the apology that really counts.”

      It wasn’t, actually. The apology was just a distraction from the real request.

      “What’s the drop rate on the pet? And how common are the mobs?”

      I flinched as if I hadn’t expected him to ask. “One in four thousand. And the trolls are common.”

      That was all true. Frank had warned me that it was important not to lie anywhere near the Wager System, as that was the best way to get an agreement thrown out completely.

      And while the drop rate sounded harsh, with Ersatz’s guild behind him, it’d be the sort of thing they could knock out in an afternoon with a concerted effort.

      Or at least that’s what I was hoping he’d think.

      “What level are the mobs?”

      “10 to 12,” Frank said.

      “And to be clear,” I said, “you guys need to drop the pet yourself. Can’t buy or trade for it. We’ll guide you to the mobs with instructions if you need.”

      “You done?” Ersatz said. “A bunch of gold, a useless pet, and an apology? That’s your end game?”

      I nodded. “That’s all I’m after. In exchange, I’ll put all this gear on the table.”

      I’d grabbed all the items House had listed on the Auction House earlier on plus anything Omen had picked up for this very moment, so I opened up my inventory and spread the entire haul across the table, though I was careful to set the permissions so Ersatz could inspect but not loot.

      He scanned it, dark eyes flicking from one piece to the next. “I’m interested in the Trinket but nothing else. If the rest of the guild want to get their gear back, they can farm it back up themselves or just keep leveling.”

      “What do you propose, then?”

      “The axe.”

      I paused, thinking. Frank and I had already covered this exceedingly obvious eventuality, and while he hadn’t seemed worried about it either way, I didn’t love the ground we were treading.

      “You can’t have him permanently, but how about this: if you win, you get Frank for three days. But whoever has him has to stay out of combat, or the system automatically returns him to me.”

      I looked at Frank, fully expecting him to riot at the requirement since I’d just come up with it on the spot. Shockingly enough, though, he just nodded along.

      “Frank, the return is doable on the system’s part, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Great. And if you guys still have him in hand at the end of that three-day period, he’ll return then, too.”

      Ersatz licked his lips, which was awful to look at. “How about this? Three days, same conditions. But at the end of those three days, instead of just getting him back, we duel again. And the winner keeps him for good.”

      I paused.

      “Take it and wreck him,” Frank said. He dropped his voice. “Hurry up and do it before he wises up and asks any more questions about the pet.”

      I eyed the goblin across the table. I still didn’t love the idea of putting Frank up, but it was pretty tough to imagine a world where I’d lose twice in a row, especially in the second match, where I’d have three more days of massive payouts backing me up.

      “Frank?” I said. “You’re sure about this?”

      “Uh huh, easy clap.”

      “Do we have a deal?” Ersatz said.

      “You’re absolutely sure?” I said.

      “Yup,” Frank said.

      I reached out to shake Ersatz’s hand, then hesitated as if a new thought had struck me, though in truth, I’d been planning it from the beginning.

      “I’m gonna add one really minor condition first, then we’ve got a deal.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      I teleported into the battlefield Ersatz had chosen and found myself standing in an inch of warm, perfectly still water.

      Cherry blossom trees towered all around me, lending the air a sweet scent. The sky above was a perfect shade of blue, and a few puffy clouds were slowly drifting by.

      I twisted around. The water was uniformly shallow, and it extended as far as I could see in every direction. And just as the battlefield’s name implied, the flat expanse of glassy water was a perfect mirror for the blue sky and the pink blossoms alike.

      “Wonder why he picked this place,” I said. “Lots of trees we could break his line of sight with.”

      A prompt came in before Frank could respond.

      
        
        Warning: This Semi-Final Match begins in 45 seconds.

      

      

      I couldn’t see Ersatz yet, and I found I could only take about two steps in any direction before the air warped in front of me and an error message popped up that said I couldn’t leave the starting area until the match began.

      I closed my eyes and took one deep breath, then another. My palms were already sweating, and my heartbeat rose with every passing second.

      “Anything useful you wanna add before we splat this guy?”

      “Probably ought to watch for profession stuff.”

      I glanced down at him. “Huh.”

      “What?”

      “Oh, nothing. Just a good call, given he went out of his way to switch consumables on like Redacted did in that first match. I was just expecting you to come up with another piece of useless trivia wrapped in threats, that’s all.”

      “A giant panda can eat—”

      “Not complaining, just saying.”

      I pulled up my profession menu as the timer ticked down.

      “We’re probably at a pretty serious disadvantage on the consumables, given the timing with Tier IV. Most of my runes don’t apply to the new stuff. And judging from how Ersatz has acted previously, he’s likely pushed his professions pretty far.”

      I still had a couple of Frozen Orb runes on hand, so I threw one of those onto one of my pistols just to be safe. It’d be easier to drop the rune in a pinch than try to equip it mid-fight.

      “You seeing anything useful in this menu that I’m not?” I asked, still scrolling. “Man, I wish we’d had time to scoop some Great Soul Gems.”

      “Nothing’s jumping out at me. You got thirty seconds.”

      “Alright then.” I splashed over a couple of steps toward the nearest cherry blossom, then wound up a Shadowfrost Blast with my pistols and held it.

      “You do realize you need to win this, right?”

      “Yeah, I’m aware.”

      “Are you, though? Do you have any idea what kind of hell I’m potentially being exposed to here? Three full days with that guy, and possibly more?”

      “Even you don’t deserve that. I’m still surprised you agreed to it at all, let alone pushed for it.”

      “I mean, don’t get it twisted: you’d have no shot against this guy by yourself. But with the font of all knowledge, AKA Big Frank calling the shots, we can’t lose.”

      “Ugh, that name.”

      “And even if you do somehow manage to disappoint the entirety of Omen, all of whom are depending on you and only you to pull this thing off, Darling will be absolutely crushed. And guess who’s going to be there to pick up the pieces?”

      “Uh, me?”

      “Oh no you didn’t.”

      “If I lose, you’re not gonna be there at all, Frank. You’re gonna be with Ersatz. In fact, if that happened, Darling and I would have a full three days without you to bond in your absence, so you need to get your beard in the game.”

      “Oh, crap. I didn’t think that far ahead.”

      “How is that even possible? That’s, like, the whole point of what you were aiming at. The lack of foresight is honestly impressive.”

      Frank paused. “Plans are hard.”

      I looked down my barrels, seeing blue and purple light swirling above the shallow water. I double-checked to make sure Heart Vessel was still up, then switched to Frost Mode to be safe.

      “Whatever, it’s all irrelevant. Not like we’re gonna lose to this guy. And if I do somehow manage to lose, I’ll beat him next time. I’m not worried about it.”

      “10 seconds. Nine… eight… seven…”

      I watched the timer tick down further.

      “Let’s do this. Keep an eye out, yeah? I’m gonna post up here and hold my blast until he shows up. Hopefully we’ll get a free shot in to start the match.”

      “Uh huh.”

      
        
        Regional Warning: The Semi-Final Match has now begun!

      

      

      I stood perfectly still, watching for distortions in the water to betray any possible stealth and straining my ears to listen for signs that Ersatz was heading in my direction.

      The breeze picked up and pulled a few cherry blossoms off the nearest tree. They landed in the water beneath me, spinning slightly.

      I lowered my voice. “Not hearing or seeing anything. You?”

      “Nada. Oh, wait.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Three o’clock, maybe? Think I’m hearing a ticking sound.”

      I cocked an ear that way. The sound was faint, but I could hear it too.

      “Does it sound like there’s more than one to you? It sounds like a bunch of clocks all ticking at once but they’re not quite synced up.”

      “Uh huh.”

      I shifted slightly in place. “Weird.” I held my ground and waited, blast still spinning in place, blossoms drifting all around.

      Then a red nametag popped out from behind a distant trunk.

      I took aim and almost fired on the spot on account of nerves alone, but I managed to hold off—and a moment later, I was glad I had.

      
        
        {Duckfoot Bombling} (Level 27 Construct)

        HP: 300/300

      

      

      The name was pretty literal. The creature in question was a spherical, black bomb waddling toward us on two small, orange feet while a fuse burned down atop it.

      Its Health was negligible, but its level was alarming; if Ersatz himself was level 27, he was a lot closer to Tier IV than I’d assumed.

      “That’s another Goblin Handicraft item,” Frank said. “Spawns a bunch of those things at once, and they’ll explode if they get close to you.”

      Four more of the small constructs wobbled out from between the cherry trees from the same direction, splashing through the shallow water. While there was no aggro just yet, they were heading my way.

      “Damn, we’re gonna have to take the fight to him or he’s just going to keep deploying these things from afar. Who knows how many he’s already sent out.”

      I launched my Shadowfrost Blast at the lead bomb and struck it dead-on.

      I killed it instantly, and while the resulting explosion was confined to a small area, it was surprisingly powerful, managing to vaporize the water in a tight circle and reveal the bluish stone beneath for a split-second before the water rushed back in.

      The nearest cherry blossoms were stripped of their flowers as well, and the trees themselves were left swaying in the aftermath.

      I raised my pistols and sent a pair of white ravens flying above the water. Two blasts turned into two instant kills, and I put the remaining bombs down with a follow-up.

      “More coming from the same direction,” Frank said. “At least five of them.”

      Before I could respond, a much larger explosion sounded from deeper within the pink and blue forest.

      “Any idea what that was?” I said.

      “Nope, nada.”

      I gunned down another pair of bombs as they drew closer, then the shockwave from the earlier explosion finally hit, tearing at my armor and sending a hail of horizontal blossoms flying into my face.

      “Look out!” Frank said.

      It felt like he was looking up, so I burned a Glacial Drift charge to send myself zooming backward and out of the way.

      Ersatz slammed down out of the air and landed on top of the clone I’d left behind with both feet. He obliterated it on contact, and water exploded all around him as I resolved back into place about thirty feet off with both pistols pointed his way.

      When the giant curtain of water and blossoms he’d thrown up finally fell, Ersatz stood grinning at me from within a suit of mechanized armor.

      It was about my height, and he was strapped into its core, his arms and legs hidden within panels of dark steel. The metal’s surface had an iridescent, almost oily sheen to it, and two great chrome pipes extended high above his shoulders.

      His nameplate was packed with buffs—maybe twenty in all—and while I didn’t have time to scope them all out, I did catch sight of one that offered a sizable amount of Shadow Resistance and another that did the same for Ice.

      “Oh shit,” Frank said.

      But I’d already opened up on Ersatz with a pair of instant ravens and followed them with a Dreadful Shot to create space.

      I splashed away through the water, watching over one shoulder as the first spells connected, already picturing Ersatz’s Health bar quartering upon impact like so many before him.

      “Fully absorbed both crits,” Frank said, sounding uncharacteristically bleak. “Resist on the fear. Get some distance, he’s an Alchemist too, and I recognize the armor. You’re gonna need to take this seriously.”

      I put a tree trunk between us and kept running. “Absorbs and a resist?”

      “That almost tickled,” Ersatz snickered.

      Looking back, I saw him still standing in the same spot, totally unaffected by the spells I’d thrown his way, while more bomblings waddled around him in my direction.

      “I wasn’t lying when I said I’d seen this duel coming, Ned. You’re not even gonna be able to scratch this loadout, let alone win. It’s a hard counter, and there’s nothing you can do about it.”

      I swung around another tree and put my back to it, then looked down at Frank. “What the hell was that?”

      “Magitek Armor. It’s a skill that absorbs all magical damage thrown its way and automatically repairs itself every five seconds. He’ll take 30% more physical damage with that up, but that’s not gonna help us in the slightest.”

      Ersatz laughed, his high-pitched cackle carrying over the water. “You’re done, Ned! You don’t have a chance in hell! I told you this would happen at the very beginning, didn’t I?”

      I swallowed, throat tight. “How do I get through that armor?”

      “Gotta deal 25% of his max Health within that five-second window. If you can do that, it’ll break, and he’ll take extra damage from magic afterward until he reapplies it.”

      “Does it have a cooldown?”

      “Three-minute cooldown triggers upon removal or dismissal, but that’s not really the problem. You inspected him yet?”

      “I saw the buffs, yeah. He stacked up a ridiculous number of consumables at the start of the fight.”

      “Tons of Magical Resistance buffs especially. But look at his Health.”

      I peeked out from around the tree to see Ersatz was still standing in place, laughing with his hands on his hips like he’d already won.

      I inspected him, and the Health readout made me do a double-take. “He has ten thousand Health?”

      “Yeaaaah. So you’re gonna have to deal 2,500 through that armor in a rolling, five-second window.”

      I rolled my shoulders. “Okay then. Not like we have a problem with dealing burst damage, we’ll just have to make it count. You said he absorbed my earlier ravens, right? What did they hit for?”

      He hesitated. “More bomblings incoming.”

      I split the trunk with my barrels and dropped the handful of remaining bomblings while they were still twenty feet out.

      “Frank? What did the ravens hit for?”

      “He was frozen, so you crit on both. They hit for 200 and 206.”

      My mouth went dry. “No way. This really is a counter-build, isn’t it?”

      “Seems that’s exactly what it is.”

      “Neeeed,” Ersatz called, nasally voice sharp on the air. “Come out and play!”

      “Gotta keep calm and think this through,” I said. “We should still have a level advantage here. If he’s stacked up a ton of Health and resistance, then that stuff has gotta come at the cost of damage and sustain, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “So he probably doesn’t hit super hard. There’s gotta be a way to do this.”

      “Best bet might be to burst the hell out of him and hope we get lucky.”

      “Alright then. Let’s see if we can force some defensives.”

      I aimed a pistol Ersatz’s way and sent a Frozen Orb rolling through the shallow water. He watched it, smirking, and made no effort whatsoever to avoid it.

      I popped Doppelganger, then Double Casted it and strafed out from around the tree with a Doppel flanking me to either side.

      I took aim and fired, then detonated the Frozen Orb to freeze Ersatz in place and set him up for the combo to come.

      The six birds soared in but met some kind of invisible field about three feet from Ersatz. They deflected in random directions, bursting against trunks and flying up into the sky or diving into the water to explode in useless explosions of feathers and ice.

      “Illusion and Shadow seem a lot lamer than I thought they would be,” Ersatz said. “The ice is a cute touch, though.” He raised a hand, and his metal suit whirred and clicked until a cannon-like apparatus extended from the very end of his right arm.

      A cone of bluish light exploded out of it, a wide laser that was already bathing me and my Doppels in its glow before I could even react, let alone avoid it.

      The effect blew me right off my feet and sent me flying until I clipped a trunk and went cartwheeling into the water. I dove behind another tree, blood pounding in my ears, wondering what the hell had just happened.

      “No damage or debuffs on you, but both Doppels just got dispelled,” Frank said. “Disinfecting Pulse, eight-second cooldown.”
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      Ersatz laughed. “That was your big combo, right? What a joke. Guess I was expecting too much when I decided to watch some clips and throw all this together. Could have just winged it and been totally fine!”

      I gritted my teeth. “Not good. Can’t lie, man, that dispel is bad news, and on top of everything else…”

      “He did pop a defensive,” Frank said, “so he was at least a little worried. “Distortion Field, thirty-second cooldown. Plus the dispel as a second, if you’re counting that.”

      I bit back a curse. “Thanks, but those cooldowns are both way too quick. He’s definitely familiar with our kit. If he’s smart enough to save that dispel for Doppelganger, that completely eliminates our best shot at bursting him down.”

      “Yeaaaah. Not looking great for us. Dreadful Shot is back up.”

      “Do we go in close or what? I don’t even know.”

      “Just gonna have to figure it out,” Frank said.

      I forced my shoulders to relax. “Yeah. Can’t let that ugly little bastard win.”

      “Alright,” Ersatz said, sounding less than delighted for the first time. “I guess I’ll go ahead and put an end to this little farce. Can’t wait to see the look on your guildmates’ faces when I show up with that stupid axe hanging from my hip. And if this is all you could manage with the axe’s help, there’s no way you’ll be getting him back in the future.”

      He tapped the air as if he were accessing another menu.

      “To be completely honest, I’m planning on throwing him into the ocean for good the first chance I get. But maybe if he sucks up to me hard enough over the next three days, I’ll give him a chance to win me over when the dust settles and you’re back to being an irrelevant loser who has to bribe people into playing with him.”

      As he finished, the twin pipes that jutted up above Ersatz’s shoulders turned red. Black smoke poured out of them, and he rushed toward me, skating atop the water and briefly revealing the stone beneath.

      “Skid Blitz!” Frank said. “Don’t let him make contact!”

      I ran out and fired a pair of ravens his way, then drifted right through him.

      Ersatz smashed into my clone, then his laughter trailed off into a grunt when he realized it wasn’t me. The impact should have frozen him in place, but he blew right through it and started screaming toward me in a wide-angled turn that made me think his lateral movement was reduced with Skid Blitz active.

      I popped back into place behind him, wound up a Shadowfrost Blast, and released it before he could close the distance to melee range. I followed up with two ravens, and this time the freeze stuck and my two follow-up spells successfully crit.

      But once again, the damage readouts were a far cry from what we needed, with the Shadowfrost Blast striking for 150 and the ravens for about 200 a pop.

      Which meant I was still about 2,000 Health away from blowing up his armor.

      He was still close, so I hit him with a Dreadful Shot and sent him skating through the bright trees until the Skid Blitz skill ran its course and he transitioned to stomping through the water.

      I lit him up from behind, striking with raven after raven, and while the fear didn’t break owing to his absorption effect, the entirety of his armor shimmered well before I got halfway to the amount I needed.

      “Magitek Armor just reset, back to 2,500 before it’ll break.”

      “Damn, that window is crazy tight.” I looked down at my pistols as Ersatz fled further into the trees, mind racing, thoughts coming to the same conclusion again and again. “Dude, I really don’t see a way to make the numbers work.”

      “Yeah. I’ve run them a bunch, and we don’t know what else he’s got defensively.”

      I tried to force a smile but couldn’t quite manage it. “You know things are looking bad when you’re voluntarily doing math without complaint.”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Sorry, man. If we lose this—”

      “Like I said, just gotta figure it out. You might have lost faith, but I still believe in my ability to singlehandedly carry us to victory.”

      Frank didn’t sound nearly as confident as he had before, but his words still made me go right back to poring over my kit, inspecting every ability and grasping at increasingly thin straws until the fear expired and Ersatz turned and stomped back my way. His twin pipes were still glowing red-hot, and he was grinning like a maniac as he approached.

      “I’m still at 100%, Ned! What do you think? Pretty nice toys, huh?”

      I fired and strafed away, unsure of what else I could possibly do but unwilling to give up hope. I managed to maintain distance for a bit, kiting him maybe fifty yards and pissing him off more and more along the way before he activated his skid ability again.

      He roared toward me, water spraying up behind him. I used Glacial Drift just as I had before and had the spell take me to his right to keep my movement from being predictable.

      But Ersatz’s armor flared with blue light, and he lowered a metal shoulder and trucked right through the clone and once again resisted the freeze.

      He drifted sideways, then came in hot. I tried to pop my second drift charge to get away, but Ersatz’s armor flared a second time, and an error message popped up right as Frank spoke.

      “Antimagic Pulse, silenced for seven seconds, long cooldown!”

      I stumbled backward and bumped up against a tree. I widened my eyes as if I was in shock as Ersatz roared closer, then one of his metal arms parted and split to reveal a spinning buzzsaw the size of my head.

      I juked to the right, then dove left.

      Ersatz clipped my shoulder with his buzzsaw and the weapon bit deep, cutting right through my pauldron and continuing until it hit the tree and sank deep into the bark.

      I rolled through the warm water, got back to my feet, and pistol-whipped the back of his head with a revolver to freeze him in place.

      “Your Health at 91%, and that was just a glancing blow!” Frank said.

      I took off at a run, leaving Ersatz awkwardly fighting with the tree to reclaim his weapon while unable to move.

      “You’re just killing time!” he snarled. Black smoke gushed out of his pipes, and the buzzsaw roared back to life. He ripped the weapon free, and the tree toppled over and crashed into the water.

      His silence outlasted my freeze effect, so I kept running until I could cast, then fired another pair of ravens across my body.

      “105 and 110,” Frank said. “All absorbed, again.”

      “This isn’t going to work. We can’t even dent him, and those melee swings are still pretty deadly.”

      The thought itself was almost unbearable: not only falling to Ersatz, of all people, but also losing Frank to him, temporarily or even for good. And even worse, I hadn’t even needed to put him up in the first place.

      Frank had pushed for that, too, thinking I could pull the victory off and that the reward was worth the risk, yet here I was, letting him down and putting his future in jeopardy.

      I’d gotten greedy, and I was already imagining the way Darling would be smiling the moment I popped back into the Red Ballroom, only for the expression to fall away as she and the rest of Omen realized I’d failed them all immediately after they put the guild’s fate in my hands.

      Then Ersatz came stomping through the trees, and my attention was drawn back to the present.

      As I kited along, still firing, I noticed a blip of red beneath his nameplate, and a tiny measure of hope kindled in my chest.

      “Wait, we’ve still got Bleed Buildup?”

      “Yeah, the buildup scales with damage dealt, remember? Absorbs still count toward that, but your ravens are barely hitting.”

      I kept the birds coming, playing keep away as Ersatz trucked right through a partially downed tree with his buzzsaw sparking and screaming.

      “But it’s building up, right? And if I keep attacking, it’ll keep building.”

      “Uh huh.”

      Frank didn’t sound half as hopeful as I now felt. Ersatz had definitely done his research, but there was a good chance he’d missed the bleed element we’d picked up since it had rarely come up so far.

      “Can you track the buildup for me? Forget his overall Health, doesn’t matter for now. That armor is too much, coupled with his dispel. We’ll never blow through it at the rate we’re going.”

      “Sure, he’s at 10%. Critical ravens seem to be worth about 4% of a bar, give or take. You’re getting half that from a regular shot.”

      “Perfect, thanks.”

      I fired another pair of spells, and Ersatz retaliated by slashing his buzzsaw in my direction. The blade flew free completely and sliced right between my ravens. I tossed up a Frozen Mirror, sending the blade rebounding right behind my spells.

      Both my ravens connected cleanly, but Ersatz ducked behind a tree and his reflected blade slammed harmlessly into the trunk. A split-second later, it vanished, then reappeared, already spinning at the end of his arm.

      “Seen that trick too!” he laughed. “You really ought to keep your stuff under wraps for moments like this. But you’re just out there, flaunting your whole kit for the world to see. How much attention does one guy need, honestly?”

      “That buzzsaw would do physical damage if you could catch him with it,” Frank said. “Only way I’ve seen to attack his Health directly so far. Bleed bar at 15%.”

      “Good shout.” I strafed away and kept the ravens coming, though Ersatz proved frustratingly adept at closing the gap while simultaneously breaking my line of sight with the countless trees.

      I was just beginning to think that he didn’t have any other gap-closers besides Skid Blitz in his arsenal and that we might still have a shot if we could draw the fight out for long enough when a massive red rocket appeared strapped to his back.

      He let himself fall forward onto his hands and knees, then the rocket ignited. A column of fire ripped out of it, and the cherry tree behind him went up like a torch.

      Ersatz roared toward me, blasting over the water at incredible speed.

      I swapped to my blunderbuss and fired a dark Gravity Bird, then detonated it the first moment I could. The black hole appeared while Ersatz was mere feet away, and his summoned rocket took him right into its sphere of influence.

      Reequipping my pistols, I fired while I backed away, plugging shot after shot into him and filling the bar a couple of percentage points at a time.

      Then there was a flash of silver from within the black hole, and a pair of vibrations hit my chest. They were tiny, but I glanced down and spotted two silvery lines linking me to Ersatz.

      I tried to bring a pistol down across them to snap whatever he’d done, but electricity surged down the twin cords and my entire body locked up, every muscle spasming at once.

      I faceplanted into the cold water, shaking and trembling all over.

      “Electrical Overload,” Frank said. “Disoriented for 8 seconds, breaks on damage!”

      Ersatz laughed from where he was still floating in the Gravity Bird. He threw something at me as he continued to spin, and a black bomb with blue stripes landed mere inches from my face with a yellow fuse already burning low.

      A yellow 5 appeared above the item, ticking in concert with the burning fuse.

      “Drift’s still on cooldown, no way to avoid that!” Frank said. “Gonna detonate before the Gravity Bird winks out!”

      I eyed Ersatz as I continued to twitch and jerk. He was cackling above me, but he still didn’t seem to have noticed the Bleed bar beneath his nameplate, which was nearing 30%.

      Then the bomb detonated, throwing me into the air. I crashed into the canopy of a nearby cherry blossom and smashed down through its low branches, landing hard in the water below amid a hail of flowers.

      “Sticky Bomb,” Frank said. “Your Health at 85%, movement slowed by 40% for 8 seconds.”

      I hauled myself upright, though it took some serious effort because I was covered in thick strands of sticky blue material that resembled half-melted plastic and was remarkably hard to move through.

      I raised my pistols as the Gravity Bird died out and Ersatz landed neatly on his feet, but even that amount of movement was difficult.

      Ersatz charged, buzzsaws now spinning at the edge of each limb while black smoke vented behind him. I pivoted and strafed away, but the movement speed reduction threw my sense of space off, and I clipped a foot on a low stump.

      Stumbling forward and throwing out a hand for balance, I managed to keep from faceplanting into the water—but only barely. By the time I brought my weapons up, Ersatz was right behind me, already mid-swing with both weapons screaming above his head.

      He brought them down like hammers, and though I twisted to the left and dodged one, the other caught my shoulder and ripped deep into my armor.

      “Your Health at 75%!”

      The force of the blow was shocking, and staying on my feet was all I could manage as I staggered back.

      Drift was still unavailable, so I popped my blunderbuss into both hands.

      Ersatz activated his Distortion Field before I had a chance to fire, and the blue-white crowd of ravens I sent his way in an attempt to freeze him and get him off me bounced harmlessly away.

      Without anything else to do while his field was up and running, I tried to use my blunderbuss defensively, gripping the weapon like a staff and trying to deflect his strikes with it but failing completely.

      The slow effect had nearly run its course, but my Health had already dropped well below 60%. Even when I did finally pull off a somewhat solid block, the impact staggered me a full two steps backward and left me wide open and off-balance.

      Ersatz stepped in, cackling in that nasally way he had, and the buzzsaw in his right hand retracted as he cocked back for a wild swing.

      His metal arm clicked and shifted again, then a black morning star the size of my head appeared in the buzzsaw’s place. The weapon was covered in two-inch silvery spikes, and fuses were sparking and burning down from atop the many points.

      I saw the haymaker coming and tried to duck it, but Ersatz adjusted mid-swing despite the weapon’s weight, catching me full in the side of my face. The crushing blow to my temple lifted my feet clear off the ground, then came a deafening explosion of heat and sound as the morning star detonated with terrible force.

      I flew sideways through the air along with chunks of dark metal, bounced off the shallow water three times, then slammed back-first into a trunk. I sucked in a deep breath and staggered upright while bright flowers spun down around me and Ersatz stalked ever closer.

      “Your Health at 41%!” Frank said. “Sticky Bomb slow has faded!”

      “Can’t afford to get hit by that again. We need to knock him off his game or we’re done here, regardless of the Bleed effect.”

      I eyed Ersatz’s Health and choked down the feeling of hopelessness rising from deep in my chest.

      “Screw this, we can’t go down like this. We’re taking the fight to him.” I glanced down at Frank. “You ready to spill some blood?”

      “I have never been more ready, and that is saying a lot.”

      “Alright then. Let’s give this one last shot.”

      I got the birds flying again as Ersatz closed in for the kill, then switched back to my blunderbuss as he neared melee range since his field would be down for a bit.

      He charged right in with an overhand right that I sidestepped and a sweeping left that I ducked, so I fired a burst of cold magic into his chest to root him in place.

      I tried to dance away from there, but his follow-up jab came out too fast, and he scored a glancing blow to my collarbone with his remaining buzzsaw that threw up a burst of sparks and dropped me below 35%.

      But the attack also left him off-balance owing to the freeze, so I popped Frank into one hand and activated Serrated Repel. Then, before Ersatz could recover, I cocked back and smashed Frank directly into his ugly little face.

      He flew backward and bounced off a trunk. He landed on all fours and tried to climb back to his feet, but I was already dashing in with a Double Casted Repel, and I kicked him squarely in the ribs with a glowing boot before he could react.

      Ersatz split the gap between a pair of trunks and went skipping across the water. He came up hacking and wheezing with blood dripping from his mouth, dark rivulets dripping down his armor.

      The effect was just as I’d hoped: with Serrated Repel doubling our Bleed build-up, we’d gone from a bit over 30% to 60% on the first swing, then filled the bar completely on the follow-up to earn a proc and chop a full thousand Health and change off his titanic Health bar.

      “Whoop!” Frank said. “There it is!”

      I grinned, deeply grateful for the shell-shocked expression on Ersatz’s face.

      “What’s wrong, little buddy?”

      “How did…” He trailed off, hacking again. Blood was still leaking down his armor, clouding the water beneath him, and his nose was dripping red. “What the hell is this?” He slapped the water with both hands. “This is bullshit!”

      “My tongue may be sharp,” Frank said, “but my beard is sharper still.”

      “Bleed proc,” I said. “Guessing you didn’t catch that one in your little film study, given the way you’re kneeling there stupidly while bleeding out all over your fancy armor.”

      I cocked my head. “Kinda funny, isn’t it? You went to all that effort to stack as much Health and resistance as possible to keep that armor in place only to run into a status effect that deals damage based on your max Health.”

      Checking his Health, I saw it was at 87%, even though I’d only expected to drop him to 90%.

      “And with bleed being physical damage, the effect appears to be amplified by that armor you’re wearing.”

      “Poetry if I’ve ever heard it,” Frank said. “Now let’s bleed this little piggy dry before he starts squealing. Wait, no! Let’s make him squeal! Let’s make him squeal a lot!”

      I cracked my neck. “Yes, let’s.”
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      Ersatz stood up and chugged two potions back-to-back; one that bumped his Health back up a bit above 90% and another that added a slight buff to physical damage resistance.

      He wiped his lips and spat. “You really think that proc’s gonna help you? You needed to pop a major cooldown to even dent my Health, and you’re already mostly dead.”

      I smiled and fired a pair of ravens at him. “We’ll see!”

      Ersatz grunted, then exploded off the ground, twin jets of fire bursting out from beneath his feet and sending him soaring into the air.

      The explosion that followed was similar to the larger one I’d seen earlier, and I was unsurprised when he hurtled down at me from above like a meteorite, fire and sparks streaming off his armor.

      I waited until he was about twenty feet above me, then I activated Glacial Drift right as it came off cooldown and sent myself zipping to the left.

      He landed on the clone as he had before, and I managed to hit him with a two-bird combo to break the nova and get the Bleed rolling once again before he’d even got his bearings.

      “Look at you,” I called out, strafing away and still firing. “Burning a gap-closer for no reason at all. Is the little guy starting to get worried?”

      Ersatz snarled and gave chase, weaving between the trees. He was still frustratingly deft at blocking my spells by using trees as shields, but his efforts were sloppier than they’d been before.

      I dropped my voice. “It’s gonna be rough going, but he’s definitely shaken. I really think we’ve got a chance of pulling this off, man.”

      “I mean, I get the trembling because I did catch him full in the mouth. Let’s keep it going, see if we can get him and Tyrann to form a support group when this is all said and done. I still don’t have one of those named after me, but it’s on my bucket list.”

      I laughed as I fired another pair of ravens and continued to streak through the forest, pillars of water rising up behind me with every step I took.

      Ersatz raised an arm, and the metal appendage clicked into a wide cannon.

      “More Sticky Bombs incoming,” Frank said. “They’ve got five-second timers, but they’ll also detonate upon being attacked.”

      His cannon bucked as he rounded a cherry blossom, and another black and blue-striped bomb arced in my direction.

      I split a pair of ravens, sending one whizzing his way while the other soared up to meet the bomb. It exploded in a burst of fire and white feathers that cleared the nearest tree of blossoms in a blink.

      The detonation left the same blue gunk that had slowed me earlier all over the tree as well as the ground, and I imagined that running over the stuff would likely slow me down as well.

      Ersatz tossed out another group of bomblings with one hand and kept the Sticky Bombs flying with the other, cannon barking repeatedly even as he gave chase.

      I blew another bomb out of the air with one of my pistols, but my second shot exploded off a tree and left the bark glazed with ice.

      “Bleed at 25%,” Frank said. “His Health’s at 91%, yours is holding at 35%. Those strands from the Sticky Bombs will last a while. Won’t be as bad if you run over them, but worth avoiding.”

      I planted a foot on a fallen log, twisted around in the air and hit Ersatz with another pair of ravens, then completed the spin and hit the ground running at full tilt.

      “Thanks, thought so. Looks like he’s trying to zone us off toward one edge of the battlefield.”

      Ersatz’s frustration was obviously building; he was still launching the Sticky Bombs almost constantly, which forced me to direct half my DPS their way, but he wasn’t getting any closer to catching up.

      His cannon flashed, then the same blue stripes that decorated the bombs appeared along the barrel itself.

      “Heads up!” Frank said. “Rapid Fire, 4-minute cooldown!”

      Ersatz fired his weapon again and again, then the air between us was full of flying bombs.

      I aimed both pistols skyward and blasted a pair of them out of the air. The twin explosions detonated above the trees, and Ersatz’s flurry had been so tightly packed that the fireballs chained through them one after the other, popping like fireworks above the trees.

      For a moment, I thought I was in the clear.

      Then ribbons of blue, plastic-like materials splattered down all around me, splashing into the water, slapping onto tree trunks, and drooping from thin branches.

      I’d ducked around a tree to be safe, so I hadn’t been physically caught in the blast, but the area had turned into a minefield of slowing effects.

      Ersatz grunted, and more black smoke vented from his pipes.

      “Skid Blitz incoming!” Frank said.

      I eyed my options. There really wasn’t anywhere I could run without getting caught up in the slowing effects, and Ersatz would chase me down and finish me off in a blink if I was snared for more than a second or two.

      “He’s immune to roots with that skill active, right?”

      “Nearly, he’ll blow through a single effect,” Frank said as Ersatz roared out from between a pair of cherry blossoms, once again skating above the shallow water with dark smoke flying behind him.

      I smiled and aimed a Dreadful Shot his way.

      As I’d figured, he activated the Distortion Shield I’d seen earlier, and the fear spell bounced right off him and went flying up into the sky.

      “That’s one defensive down!” Frank said.

      But instead of running away, I kept firing and ran right at him.

      “I don’t understand this, but I fully support it!”

      “He can’t turn fast and his speed is constant!” I said. “So if I get the timing right…”

      I took a few more steps to gauge the distance, then set up a Frozen Mirror in front of me while Ersatz was about ten feet out.

      I angled it diagonally and away from myself, watching Ersatz’s face throughout to see if he’d caught the telltale distortion in the air.

      His eyes were wide, though, face contorted in rage, and he showed no signs of veering away.

      I put on a burst of speed, then jumped as he surged toward me. I planted a foot on the Frozen Mirror and leaped off it, then swapped to my blunderbuss and tucked my legs up to be safe.

      His chin lifted up as I cleared his blitz effect by a full three feet, and I already had the barrel of my weapon angled down at him as I sailed overhead.

      I got a single shot off from above, then went rolling through the water behind him.

      Ersatz’s blitz effect ate up the first freeze attempt, just as Frank had said, but as he tried to circle around, he ended up smashing face-first into the mirror I’d left behind.

      Ersatz howled and thrashed in frustration as the water froze around him and ice crept up to the knees of his mechanized armor.

      “You stupid, pampered little shit! Stop! Running! Away!”

      I got some more distance and started winding up a Shadowfrost Blast.

      “Funny that you keep mentioning the money. By your logic, if I lose, I’ll still be rich, right? So my friends will stick around regardless.” I grinned as my spell neared completion. “But what happens to you if you stop winning? You really think your guildmates will put up with an obnoxious little shit like you when the losses start adding up?”

      Ersatz snarled.

      Then he did something I’d never expected: he aimed the barrel of his cannon at the freeze holding him in place—an effect that would only last a few more seconds—and used his blue beam of light to dispel it.

      “Dispel!” Frank said. “We got a window, cooldowns are up!”

      I barked a laugh at the colossal mistake and immediately popped Doppelganger into Double Cast, then released the Shadowfrost Blast I’d been readying with two copies flying alongside it.

      I strafed sideways, pistols barking, every pair of ravens turning into six.

      Ersatz screamed as he gave chase, eating the spells one after another, chaining freezes and crits, and I managed to proc another Bleed to drop him down to 81% before my Doppels were even halfway gone.

      My next volley filled the bar back to 18%, but Ersatz was closing in once again, so I fired a trio of Gravity Birds his way, planted a foot, and ran right at him.

      He managed to avoid two of the three but howled in frustration as the third caught him and pulled him into the air.

      I drew Frank and ran right up to the edge of the black hole he was spinning in, waited for my pair of Doppels to arrive, then smacked him with three simultaneous Serrated Repels.

      The Doppels vanished, but with three Serrated Repels doubling the buildup three times over, Ersatz went flying through the air and into a pink canopy with a wide ribbon of blood trailing behind him.

      “Triple Frank, get some! Bleed bar reset, his Health at 71%!”

      Ersatz splashed down hard and started punching the water.

      I smiled at the sight. “Either he’s getting sloppy, or he’s running out of items, or both. I bet we can make it worse, too.”

      “You know I’m always down to antagonize.”

      “Please, antagonize away!”

      I swung around a tree that was wide enough to hide my nametag.

      “Hey, goblin dick,” Frank said, voice booming over the water. “You gave any thought to that pet you guaranteed you’d get without knowing anything about it like a total dumbass?”

      “Kinda funny, right?” I said. “Dude was willing to gamble his raiding future on that without doing any due diligence at all.”

      Ersatz looked toward me, scowling. He wasn’t rushing my way, so I figured he was probably waiting out his cooldowns, but I preferred to have mine up too before we engaged again.

      “What are you idiots prattling on about now?”

      “You asked about the drop rate, right?” I said.

      “We figured you’d do that,” Frank said. “It was especially funny coming from a guy who goes on and on about how other people are predictable.”

      “Right?” I said, laughing the word. “Hey Ersatz, you wanna know what the real catch is with that pet we asked you to find before you could reenter the Red Cathedral?”

      Ersatz furrowed his brow. He was still kneeling in the water, though I could tell he was messing with menus or maybe digging through his inventory, given the way his eyes were darting around.

      “That macaw is locked behind a rep grind,” I said, grinning from ear to ear.

      Ersatz froze.

      “Yeah, you heard me. Those trolls I mentioned are locked behind a cave system that requires a reputation grind before you can even enter, let alone kill them. Frank’s not a huge fan of math, but he was willing to run some numbers to estimate just how long it would take you guys to get into the caves.”

      “Three days,” Frank said. “But that’s assuming you’re not a huge fan of sleeping, that you’ve got nothing else going on, and, oh, that every single one of your guild members is helping out. Without them, it’s gonna be weeks.”

      Ersatz stared at me, horrorstruck.

      “Hey, Frank. What did this guy say when he was trying to knock us out of the running for the throne? That we needed to do the math, right?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “And Corruptia needs to grab another extension to avoid getting knocked out of the race, correct? But if he loses here, he can’t participate in the next wing until he’s got that pet in hand, so either Corruptia is going to have to soldier on and get a win without their raid leader, or…”

      Ersatz screamed and launched another bomb my way while he gave chase again, but I blew it out of the air and started kiting, birds flying at every opportunity.

      The little goblin rounded a tree and came howling toward me with the rocket I’d seen earlier strapped to his back. I swapped to my blunderbuss and waited, but he dipped right off the rocket when he was twenty feet out, and the massive projectile continued my way.

      Ersatz splashed into the water and extended a hand into the air. He was holding some kind of device, a square block of metal with a red button, and—

      As he clicked it, I dove behind a nearby cherry blossom.

      It didn’t matter, though. The detonation was enormous, and while I didn’t take much damage, it ripped the tree I’d been sheltering behind right out of the earth and sent me tumbling through the air alongside it.

      I crashed through a pink canopy and landed hard on my shoulder, all the breath leaving my chest in an instant.

      “That ability is now off limits for 10 minutes, and he got hurt too,” Frank said. “He mistimed it, and you only caught the edge of the blast, your Health at 31%!”

      Ersatz stalked forward. He’d definitely been caught in the blast: his oddly shimmering armor was smoldering and smoking, and his Health had dipped all the way below 50%.

      I hauled myself up and gripped my pistols. “Well, that was stupid. You’ve got one less gap-closer now, right?”

      He eyed Frank, glaring venomously. “Cheating. That’s cheating!”

      “What, knowing your kit? Seems like it’s obviously permitted. And at the rate you’re going, you’re done. Five more slaps with the axe, and you’ll face the entirety of your guild with a nice fat L hanging over your head.

      “You do know how guilds die, right? You were obsessed with knocking Omen out of the game, but an outside force rarely gets the job done. See, when guilds break, they break from within. And more often than not, it’s often to do with someone like you treating his members like tools rather than people.”

      “I’m not done with you,” Ersatz said. He tapped the air a few times, then hesitated. “Not even close.”

      Ersatz jammed a button I couldn’t see, and the shimmery armor slipped off his back and splashed into the water. He was a full two feet shorter when he landed, but he was still surrounded by metal, an exoskeleton-like build that looked sleek and fast compared to the hulky thing he’d been running around in before.

      Two long blades unfolded from each arm, then they started spinning end over end until the weapons were little more than buzzing, dark blurs that were easily twice the size of the buzzsaws he’d employed earlier.

      “Magitek Armor’s gone, off limits for 3 minutes,” Frank said. “That’s Blade Armor. He’ll be a hell of a lot faster, but he’s no longer absorbing magic, and he’s taking 20% additional damage from all sources.”

      I looked Ersatz dead in the eye. “Three minutes is all I need.”

      Frank snorted, but quietly.
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      Ersatz blitzed toward me, all fire and smoke.

      “Your Health still at 31%!” Frank said. “His damage is gonna be way up! This is gonna be make or break!”

      I fired a pair of ravens, then ducked around a tree and swapped to my blunderbuss.

      “Hits for 250 and 270!”

      “Still low, but a hell of a lot better!”

      I ducked out with my blunderbuss in hand, planning on launching a Dreadful Grenade to get around his Distortion Field, but Ersatz was there the very moment I turned the corner, one spinning blade descending in a hammer blow.

      I leaned back and away and kept him from splitting my head in half, but he still connected with a powerful strike that cut into my lightly armored thigh and sent strong vibrations running down my leg.

      Ducking his next horizontal swing, I shot the gap to his left and tagged him on the side with a barrel as I passed to proc a freeze.

      I twisted around, put both pistols into his back at point-blank range, then struck with two crits that hit for the mid-500s apiece and followed up with a Dreadful Shot before he could respond.

      The spell sent him fleeing between the trees, and I took a great deal of satisfaction in lining up a Shadowfrost Blast as he ran into the colorful forest. I waited until the timing was just right, then released the spell and sent two Arctic Ravens diving along behind it.

      “Hit for 300, crits for 500 and 512!” Frank said. “He’s at 36%, falling much faster without his armor, but you’re still dangerously close to execute range!”

      Ersatz ducked behind a tree and drank a potion that topped him back to 40%. He stayed there for a moment, and I could see how hard he was breathing with the way his shoulders were heaving to either side of the narrow trunk.

      “Ready for phase two of troll the goblin?” I said.

      “I was born to troll. We’ve discussed this at length.”

      “That we have.”

      I sent a message to House and asked her to put the next step of the plan into motion.

      Before the match, I’d asked her to position herself at an Auction House node. I’d only been planning on making this move if I knew the fight was going to be a win, but Ersatz’s instability was something we could definitely bet on, and I liked my chances now that his armor was gone.

      There’d be hell to pay if it backfired, but if it worked…

      I eyed him from where he was hiding, no doubt regretting having dropped his armor and hoping he could stall until it became available again.

      Suddenly his shoulders went still, and I saw him tap the air in utter confusion.

      “You wondering what’s happening right now?” I said as I darted from tree to tree, slowly creeping his way.

      “Lemme guess: all of your auctions are selling one after another, right? You had hundreds of them up a couple days ago, and I’ve had that player you decided to camp keep an eye on your listings ever since. We’re pretty sure you’re handling lots of your guild’s transactions, too. Probably through a Guild Bank or something like that?”

      Ersatz didn’t say anything. He didn’t even look my way, so I switched to my blunderbuss and darted through the water from behind one tree to the next.

      “I can explain, if you’d like.”

      “Shut. Up! Shut up shut up shut up!”

      “You do realize you agreed to give me every bit of gold you have access to at the time of your loss, right? That obviously includes everything stored within your Guild Bank, since you’ve got access to that.”

      I paused to let that sink in, and I knew I’d hit home when his shoulders slumped.

      “And if House buys every single one of your auctions right before Frank and I put you down for good, we’ll get your items like usual. Then, the very moment you drop, all the gold we spent will transfer right back to us.

      “How exactly are you going to explain that to the rest of the guild when they show up to ask for payment for the items they lent you or the gold they were storing in the bank?

      “And don’t even get me started on the apology you agreed to read out loud. It might be an apology for House, but Frank’s writing it, which means it’ll be almost entirely about him.” I tapped him with one of my barrels. “And trust me when I say this dude can talk about himself for days.”

      “That’s not giving me nearly enough credit,” Frank said.

      “And you’ll have to—”

      I cut off at the sight of movement and fired a Dreadful Grenade at the base of the tree he was hiding behind.

      When he came screaming out from behind it, I thought I had him, but he’d already activated Skid Blitz, and his sleek new armor easily outranged the detonation.

      Ersatz roared toward me, face contorted like never before, weapons spinning. He opened up with another volley of those Sticky Bombs, and while I managed to blow one out of the air just as I had before, his armor must have somewhat modified the skill because my target exploded and released dozens of smaller bombs that rained down on me from overhead.

      They were going to land all around us, and if I burned drift to get away with Ersatz flying toward me…

      I hesitated, mind racing, trying to figure out the play.

      “Bombs shouldn’t kill you!” Frank said.

      “Does the match end the moment one of us drops?”

      “Uh huh.”

      I did some quick math.

      “Alright then. He’s properly unhinged, so let’s finish this.”

      I stood my ground and ignored the falling bombs, letting them detonate all around me while I returned fire.

      They exploded in a burst of small pops that carpet-bombed the nearby area and covered it in ribbons of sticky, stinking plastic. As they did, my Health plunged to 8%, leaving me deep within the execute window.

      “Bleed bar at 52%,” Frank said. “His Health at 34% and falling!”

      I kept the ravens coming—I needed every ounce of damage I could get, but the timing had to be perfect.

      I waited until Ersatz was about ten feet out, then I switched to my blunderbuss and attempted a freeze that his skill blew right through.

      He slashed out with both weapons, but I stepped back once again and hit him with a second blunderbuss shot to briefly freeze him in place. He aimed his cannon down and dispelled it just as I’d hoped he would, then looked up to resume the chase.

      Then his eyes went wide as he realized I’d stepped in closer instead of running away, and I had a hand halfway to his throat before he even started swinging.

      I connected, gripped hard, then activated Glacial Drift and had it take us straight up into the air. We blitzed up into the blue sky, and I Double Casted the spell to take us still higher the very moment it ended.

      By the time the second spell completed, both of us were flying high above the canopies, and the look of shock on Ersatz’s face was absolutely priceless as he finally seemed to realize where we were.

      Keeping my hold on his throat, I popped Frank into my other hand even as we began to fall.

      I cocked back and smashed his blade right into Ersatz’s forehead, sending the ugly little goblin spiking down between a trio of cherry blossoms with blood flying in every direction.

      “Big Frank strikes again!” Frank said.

      I sent ravens diving after him, then switched to Dark Harvest right as he reached the forest canopy and plunged through a handful of branches, blossoms flying everywhere.

      Ersatz hit the ground on his back, and the water exploded around him. The fall damage alone took his Health down to 20%, and as he tried to get up, my ravens crashed in one after the other, pinning him in place before the Dark Harvest hit while his Health was under 10%.

      A triumphant yell burst from deep within me as his Health zeroed out, but then it caught in my throat as it shot right back to 50%.

      “Crap, that’s Cauterize, a cheat death ability,” Frank said. “He’s not down yet!”

      I flailed as the realization that I only had 8% of my Health remaining hit—and given the fall damage Ersatz had taken…

      Branches tore at my face and armor as I plunged through a cherry blossom tree and slammed into the shallow water beneath.

      “Heart Vessel just exploded!” Frank said. “Your Health at 30%! Ersatz is at 50% thanks to Cauterize, but he’s losing 5% every 3 seconds! It won’t kill him, but it’ll drop him low!”

      I pushed myself up.

      Ersatz was already dashing my way, and his armor had gone positively molten, every inch of it glowing red hot. The water vaporized beneath him as he charged, turning into huge clouds of steam.

      I threw up a Frozen Mirror in front of me and started casting a Shadowfrost Blast.

      But Ersatz was closing in fast, screaming above the water while his Health rapidly depleted. He threw a buzzsaw right into my mirror, and he must have known it was there because he easily ducked the rebound and kept coming.

      I cursed. I’d misjudged the distance, and now I didn’t have enough time to finish the cast before he’d reach me.

      “Watch for that taser attack for me?”

      “Got it!” Frank said.

      I popped Frank into one hand as a bluff even though Repel was still unavailable and cocked him back. Ersatz hesitated slightly as he neared melee range, and that was enough. I popped my rifle into my free hand and poked it out, jabbing the long barrel into his chest at full extension.

      Ersatz shrieked as he was once again frozen in place, so I dismissed the rifle for my pistols and took off, eager to get some distance so I could finish the fight.

      “Taser!”

      I dove headfirst into the warm, shallow water and went sliding through it while two silver darts thunked harmlessly into a nearby tree. Electricity flowed into the metal cords, burning patterns into the bark.

      I spun and tried to hit him with a Dreadful Shot, but he popped his Distortion Field, cleared my most recent freeze effect with his Dispel, and kept coming.

      “His defensives are all down, and his Health is back to 25% and still falling!” Frank said. “Skid Blitz incoming!”

      “This is it,” I said as I rounded a tree. I could hear Ersatz screaming from the other side of it, so I switched to my blunderbuss and put my back to the trunk.

      He came in hot, his entire frame still fully aglow, one burning blade already swinging for my throat.

      I held my ground and fired a cloud of icy birds into his face.

      His blitz skill prevented the freeze, and he smashed in, striking me in the chest and sending me flying backward. Even as I went through the air, I raised a pistol and fired a Gravity Bird at him.

      I’d figured I could survive a single hit, and while I’d been right, he’d taken my Health right down to 11%.

      But with all of his defensives down and his Health rapidly falling…

      I activated the Gravity Bird, then hit the ground awkwardly on my shoulder and rolled over, briefly losing sight of him. I sprang up out of the roll, pistols out.

      And there he was, still glowing as he floated amid the Gravity Bird.

      I cracked a wide smile as I wound up a Shadowfrost Blast, watching as his Health ticked down to 10%.

      “Well, this has been fun,” I said as the cast reached the halfway mark. “But I think we’re done here.”

      “No!” Ersatz said. He was kicking and screaming, flailing as if that would somehow get him out of the Gravity Bird. “No! This is bullshit, you cheated! This isn’t fair!”

      I held the spell for a moment, power gathering beyond my barrels.

      “Nah, man. Truth is, you’re just not that good.”

      I fired and followed up with a pair of ravens, sending them racing and diving alongside the beam of darker magic.

      The spells slammed in one after the other, with the initial blast taking him down to 5% and freezing him in midair, only for the ravens to strike a heartbeat later and shatter the ice off him the very moment it appeared.

      When Ersatz went still, I let the Gravity Bird fade, and his corpse hit the ground with an immensely satisfying thud.

      Then prompts streamed in, and Frank whooped and hollered at my side.

      
        
        Congratulations, player {Ned, the Piratical!}

        You are victorious, and your guild {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} has qualified for the Final Round of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        The final match will begin after a short intermission. You will now be teleported to the Red Ballroom.

      

        

      
        Wager Warning: As per the terms of your agreement with player {Ersatz}, several items have been automatically removed from his possession and added to your inventory.

        You received {Gold Coin} x1,353

        You received {Silver Coin} x88

        You received {Copper Coin} x75

      

      

      Then the world warped, and I landed on my feet in the Red Ballroom. The entirety of Omen was staring at me from my left, with Ersatz standing in front of Corruptia to my right.

      I pointed up at the L hanging above his head. “I know you said this before, but man, that really does look good on you.”

      Omen absolutely exploded, screaming and cheering and jumping up and down while the entirety of Corruptia looked on, all staring at their guild leader in stunned silence.

      “Hey, Ersatz!” Frank yelled over the clamor. “What happened at the end of that match?”

      The goblin snarled and tried to say something, but a red sphere appeared above his left shoulder and struck him with a bolt of crimson lightning.

      “Wager violation detected. Player Ersatz has incurred one of three warnings.”

      “What happened, Ersatz?” Frank repeated. “How’d you lose? C’mon man, provide us with as much detail as possible.”

      Ersatz gritted his teeth, his face turning a shade of scarlet that I would have thought impossible if I hadn’t seen it.

      “I…”

      The sphere shocked him again.

      “Wager violation detected. Player Ersatz has incurred two of three warnings.”

      “What happened?” Frank insisted.

      His face twisted, and when he spoke, the words were hissed through his teeth. “I got Franked!”

      With that, Ersatz vanished, leaving his guild standing there looking even more dumbfounded than before.

      I cracked up laughing.

      That last little twist of the knife was the final condition I’d asked for before I’d agreed to Ersatz’s terms: that whenever someone asked him for information that he was unable to provide while in-game, thanks to my first condition, his now-mandatory response was exactly that: I got Franked.

      There was nothing stopping him from logging out and giving his guild members the lowdown, but the feeling of pure joy radiating from Frank was more than enough to justify that last condition. Not to mention just how damn annoying it would be to have to pop in and out of the game every time someone asked a question that demanded an answer.

      “Franked?” one of them said.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      “Ersatz actually lost? What’s the deal with the sphere?”

      “Man,” I said, pitching my voice to carry over the tumult behind me. “I really thought he’d put up more of a fight back there. But that was easy.”

      “Right?” Frank said. “After all that talking and prep and research? What a disappointment.”

      I waved a pistol across Corruptia’s ranks. They were starting to pop away one after another, but a handful were still listening.

      “Just as a heads-up, guys, you might wanna check your Guild Bank out. Pretty sure it’s empty right about now. You should ask your fearless leader about the exact terms and why he felt it was okay to gamble all of your money without asking your permission. Thanks for the coin!”

      “Huh?” one of them said.

      “By the way,” I added, “he also volunteered you guys to do some seriously intense pet hunting with him over the next few days instead of raiding, so have fun with that. I was surprised he agreed to those terms on your behalf ‘cause it’s gonna be a royal pain for you lot, even with your numbers. Just hours upon hours of grinding low-level mobs while farming reputation.”

      “What terms?” someone said.

      “What just happened?”

      “Go ask him!” Frank said. “Go ask him right now, over and over again!”

      I waved goodbye. “Anyway, I’d say we’ll be seeing you in the next wing, but I’m kinda thinking we won’t. But hey, Ersatz could always go it alone, right? Earn the pet himself while earning all of your gold back so you guys don’t have to suffer for his mistakes.”

      I let the sentence hang while his guild mates exchanged a series of uncomfortable glances and a few choice words I didn’t fully catch.

      “Either way, it was nice doing business with you! Let us know when you’ve got that pet. I know it’ll be a ton of mind-numbingly boring work, but House is really looking forward to it!”

      With that, I popped away before anyone could respond.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Six

          

        

      

    

    
      I ended up back on the Salt Flats, standing about a hundred feet away from where Goon’s train was curled in on itself.

      Whatever tournament Sleep and company were putting on was in full swing, and while I was tempted to scope it out, the fight with Ersatz had left me feeling pretty wrung out.

      I dropped onto the sand. “Let’s save the celebrating til this thing is finished, yeah? Think I need a moment after that last fight. Adrenaline just hit me hard. How much time do we actually have?”

      “Little under ten minutes,” Frank said.

      “Gotcha. I’m guessing Redacted won their match?”

      “Uh huh. They finished way before we did.”

      A heavy hand clapped my back.

      “So it was easy, huh?” Darling said.

      I cracked a smile. “No, not really. It was pretty damn close in the end. Think I had 6% of my Health left or something like that.”

      She dropped onto the sand beside me. “Really? But you said—”

      “Yeah, that was just me trying to dig the knife in a little deeper. Ersatz came in super prepared like we thought he would. Probably exceeded my expectations there, if we’re being honest. Had a build that represented a pretty hard counter.”

      “But not to me,” Frank said.

      “That’s true, weirdly enough. It’s pretty ironic, but Frank’s ceaseless desire for spilling blood was not only helpful for once, it actually won the day.”

      “How is that ironic?”

      I ran Darling through the events of the fight, with the bleed procs and all that.

      When I was finished, she whistled. “And he really agreed to all those terms?”

      “Yeah, he did. Barely even hesitated. You saw the violation, right? Hilarious.”

      She sighed into a wide grin. “Seeing him pop into the Ballroom with that L hanging over him made me so damn happy. I can’t even tell you what that felt like.”

      I returned her smile. “I think I’ve got a pretty good idea, actually.”

      Just then, a message came in for Francis from Tyrann. It was short and to the point: a friendly warning about how it might be worth avoiding Ersatz for a little while since he was on the warpath and lashing out at everyone around him, Tyrann included.

      I shared the message with Darling, and we both cracked up laughing before a call came in for Francis from the ugly little goblin himself.

      I squinted at it, thinking.

      “You gonna take it?” Darling said. “Don’t really need to at this point, right? Feels like our work is done as far as he’s concerned.”

      I stood up and brushed the sand off my legs. “Yeah, I won’t be long. If he’s blowing stuff up, I probably want to know what he’s on about. Plus I think I’d like to see if we can get his current tantrum moving in a direction that’ll benefit us somehow.”

      After I threw on my Francis illusion and blacked out my background so Ersatz wouldn’t be able to tell where I was, I took the call.

      “Where is he?” Ersatz said, without preamble. His face was sweaty, and he was breathing hard.

      I squinted at him. “Sorry?”

      “You know exactly who I’m talking about. Where is he?”

      “No, I really don’t.” I leaned forward, as if to get a better look at him in the window. “You okay? Your eyes are all red and puffy. Something happen? It looks like you’ve been crying.”

      “I need Ned. Right now.”

      “No judgment on my part, but is this like a matchmaking call or something? I really don’t understand what’s happening here, or how I’m involved, or anything at all, really.”

      Ersatz sucked in a lungful of air but remained out of breath. “I need his location.”

      “Oh, I see. I don’t know who you’ve been talking to, but Ned’s a hostile party as far as I’m concerned. I’m pretty damn sure he feels the same way about me after what happened in the Oasis early on.

      “What’s wrong, anyway? Winning in the Semis not enough for you? Man, I imagine knocking Omen out must have been pretty satisfying with how much trouble they’ve been giving you the last few days. I stepped away for a bit so must have missed the alerts, but man, I would kill to have seen his face when the results went out.”

      Ersatz said nothing, and I could hear the breath whistle through his teeth.

      “Wait. Please don’t tell me Corruptia actually lost.” I leaned a little closer, waiting for him to do exactly that.

      “We didn’t win.”

      I reeled back and tried to look shocked. “Oh wow. I had almost 200 gold riding on you guys. I thought it was a sure thing. Not to be rude, but how’d you manage to lose?”

      “The axe—”

      Ersatz cut off as the same orb I’d seen earlier appeared above his shoulder and shocked the living hell out of him.

      “Wager violation detected. Player Ersatz has incurred three of three warnings. A fourth violation will result in severe penalties.”

      Ersatz snarled at the orb, wordless.

      “Sorry, what happened? What the hell is that sphere, and why is it shocking you?”

      “I got Franked,” Ersatz said from between his teeth. “Is that what you wanted to hear?”

      I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing. “What? Why the hell would I want to hear that? What does that even mean?”

      Frank choked in a laugh at my side. I could almost feel him going red in the face, or whatever his equivalent of that was.

      “I have no idea what it means!” Ersatz shouted.

      I goggled at him. “Then why say it in the first place, man?”

      He squeezed his eyes shut and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look. I want Ned. Can you set that up? Tyrann said you’ve done business with him in the past, right?”

      “That’s not what happened. I offered to pay Ned for Omen’s help with Goon’s Siege a little ways back, but he never responded to my messages.” I licked my lips. “I’m assuming you’re asking me to set up a meeting or something like that? And by meeting, I mean an ambush where you can take him out.”

      “That’s exactly what I’m asking.”

      “That’s surprisingly direct, but sure. I’ll do what I can if it means knocking that guy down a peg or two. I still don’t get it, though. How did such a small guild pull it off?”

      “I got Franked. Look, I’ll make it worth your while. I’ll offer protection, too. Whatever comes your way—”

      “Here’s the thing: the goal’s to trick the guy into showing up somewhere where he’s vulnerable, right? So we’ll set up some kind of trade deal through another contact of mine who Ned’s unfamiliar with. We’ll make the offer too good to refuse and set the meet-up location in a favorable spot. And in exchange for setting that all up, I’ll just take a small cut of the goods.”

      Ersatz rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “You think he’d take the bait?”

      “I think that’s totally up to you and what kind of items you’re bringing to the table. You’ll need to make the deal worth the risk on his side, so the rarer stuff you’ve got, the better chance we’ll have.”

      He tapped the air, allowing me to see into his inventory, then scrolled through it. It was absolutely packed with herbs, dozens upon dozens of full stacks. There were building materials as well, and while the numbers were impressive, they were all so basic and low quality that there wasn’t much value there to be found.

      “These herbs alone are easily worth 500 gold,” Ersatz scowled. “You think that’s enough value to lure him out?”

      “Ah.” I steepled my fingers. “I’m afraid you won’t like this very much.”

      “What? What is it?”

      “It’s kinda hard to tell what the worth of those herbs is with how many you have, but from a glance, I’d agree that’s a pretty solid estimate. Or at least it would have been.”

      “What do you mean, would have been? There’s some good stuff in here.”

      “Yeah. Have you heard of a player named House by chance? Think she’s a member of Omen.”

      His face clouded over. “Yeah.”

      “Right. Well, for whatever reason, she recently dumped probably two or three times the number of herbs you’ve got into the Auction House. I wondered if something was up because the prices are crazy good. I actually thought I might buy her out if I won that wager, but now I don’t have the capital.”

      “What are you saying?”

      I met his eyes and gave him a small, sad smile. “The herb market absolutely collapsed, man. I doubt you’ll even get 50 gold for all that, as impressive as it might be. There’s no way in hell Ned would put his neck on the line for a trade like that. Obnoxious as he is, he’s not totally stupid.”

      Ersatz visibly paled, blue skin and all.

      House and I had arranged the whole thing with the herbs earlier on while she was still visiting a nearby Auction House node. With so much of Corruptia’s wealth coming from herbs, a move like this had been inevitable after we cleaned out all of Ersatz’s pending auctions and the Guild Bank.

      “You have any idea why she’d list those items so cheaply?” I said. “I mean, she’ll still make some money at the prices she’s asking, but she could easily be doubling or tripling up while still bringing the market down. It almost feels malicious.”

      “That’s where our funding comes from,” Ersatz said, sounding numb.

      “Huh. Well, have you considered switching to Scrollwork?” Even as I said it, I sent House a message about that exact possibility. “That profession needs herbs for ink, so maybe you could turn your haul into scrolls and turn a better profit?”

      I wasn’t sure where I’d take this, but if I could get Ersatz to convert those herbs into dye, I could have House pull her own herbs off the Auction House and relist them for a killing. Then she could use all of the extra items she’d picked up through leveling Scrollwork to crash that market as well and knock the value of Ersatz’s items even lower.

      “That might work,” Ersatz said. “Do you think he’d be interested in scrolls?”

      I shrugged. “Probably depends on the end result, but I bet he’d definitely be way more interested in scrolls than herbs at the moment.”

      “Okay. I’ll go through and dump all these herbs into scrolls, then I’ll circle back with you and—” He paused, looking to one side, and I heard someone clear their throat on the other side of the line. “What is it?”

      “We got him!” someone said.

      Ersatz grinned so hard he looked positively manic. “You caught Ned? Where is he?”

      “Not him, but one of the guys you were looking for, plus another hanger-on.”

      “Perfect. That’s absolutely perfect.” Ersatz looked back at me. “Never mind, I don’t need you.” He ended the call before I could respond.

      “Huh,” Frank said.

      I stared at the empty space where the window had been a moment earlier. “I don’t like the turn that took one bit.”

      “Same,” Darling said. “Sorry, I was eavesdropping.”

      I waved the concern away. “I’m glad you were around to catch all that. I wonder if somebody else managed to lodge themselves deeper under his skin than we have.”

      “I seriously doubt that,” Darling said.

      “Yeah,” Frank agreed. “Not to brag, but I’m feeling firmly lodged at the moment myself. Especially after all those Bleed procs. I got in there nice and deep.”

      “I don’t know what he could be on about, but we don’t exactly have time to worry about it,” I said. “Still, did you see the moment he realized all his herbs are worthless? Priceless. I really hope he goes into Scrollwork to try to recoup his losses, ‘cause House has dozens of weak scrolls she could undercut him with.”

      Before anyone could respond, a prompt came in: the Final Round of the tournament was finally upon us.

      Darling tapped the air. “Sorry you aren’t getting any time to catch your breath. You ready to do this?”

      I rolled my shoulders. “It’s all good. Whatever happens now, I’m counting today as a win at this point.”

      Darling brushed a lock of dark hair behind her ear. “Hard to argue with that, but I’d prefer another win. Especially after the way Redacted wiped the floor with us the first time around. Can’t lie, I’m still pretty salty about that.” She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Drinks are on me if we pull it off.”

      Frank growled, but I spoke before he had the chance to elaborate.

      “Well, in that case, I guess we’ll have to win it all. Let’s see what we can do. Hopefully we’ll get a favorable roll on the match.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Greetings, participants! The terms for the Final Round are as follows!

      

        

      
        Battlefield: Dueling Beaches.

        Format: Raid Blitz: Tug of War (30 vs. 30).

        Groups: Guild Vs. Guild.

        Terms: No Respawns unless both groups wipe. If that happens, the battle will be slightly tuned down and repeated until the instance is cleared.

        Consumables: Unavailable.

        Wager System: Unavailable.

        Mounts: Disabled.

        Warning: {Possibility King’s Loaded Die} and other similar items cannot be used in the Final Round.

      

      

      I looked to Darling. “You got a read on that?”

      “I got nothing.”

      “What a coincidence,” Frank said. “I too have nothing useful to add.”

      “So, in your opinion, Darling isn’t adding anything useful to the fight, huh?”

      “Don’t put words in my mouth!” Frank paused. “You know what? I’m gonna go a step further: don’t put anything in my mouth!”

      Darling laughed. “Raid Blitz makes it sound like it might be a fast battle? I have no idea what to make of the Tug of War bit. More importantly though, and I hate to say it, the group size is probably our worst-case scenario.”

      I rubbed the back of my head. “Same problem we were talking about with Corruptia, right? Our group’s weaker in the back end, and needing thirty means we’re pulling our substitutes in and everything.”

      “Exactly. I’d have loved to have seen a five versus five or something, but we’ll just have to make the best of it.” She looked her menus over. “At least everyone’s here. I would have lost my mind if we’d come this far only to end up with another major disadvantage.”

      The timer was ticking lower and lower, so I took the prompt in order to get an earlier look at the battlefield.

      I popped into the center of a crowd of Omen members, all of whom were looking out from within a protective bubble that kept us from moving very far. There was warm sand beneath my feet, and a beachside village stretched out in front of me.

      The homes were strange, industrial-looking structures sculpted purely out of copper. They were all built on stilts, and each of the flat-roofed buildings squatted between ten and twenty feet off the ground, with the elevation decreasing as the buildings got farther inland.

      A gently curving avenue ran through the structures, and while I recognized the pieces of debris that littered the street as driftwood that had washed up from the beach, every stray piece was gilded in silver.

      Someone nearby gestured up, so I followed where they were pointing.

      The scene above us was even harder to wrap my head around: an exact duplicate of the beachside village stared down at us from where the sky should have been.

      The stilted buildings above appeared to be hanging off the ground like stalactites, and the various members of Redacted were standing atop the same sandy beach we were. It was as if gravity had reversed itself for them as they walked around and gawked down at us.

      I reeled, blinking at the battlefield. It was like looking up into a mirror.

      “Guess that explains the dueling beaches,” I said. “They’re way too far out to target, but we’ll be able to see them progress as we go. Gives us a nice view of everything, too.”

      I took a closer look at the battlefield. The stilts that held the structures up were targetable, each possessing about 10,000 Health.

      And if the area above was a perfect mirror of our surroundings, it meant we had five blocks to cover before we’d reach some sort of raised platform where the boss would presumably spawn.

      “Uh, Ned?” Darling said.

      “Yeah?”

      “You might wanna look back.”

      I did. A sea of silver stretched out behind us, an endless pool of mercury. Waves were breaking thickly on the shoreline, throwing up wide showers of sparks as they hit the sand, and every breaker was getting closer and closer.

      “Tide’s coming in fast,” I said. “Guess the stilts make sense in that case. We’ll probably have a hazard at our backs the whole time, forcing us forward, so we’ll end up fighting atop the buildings. The stilts will take damage as we push in, maybe the homes will even collapse.”

      As I finished, something enormous leaped out of the water a few hundred yards out, a whale-like creature with a tall, bony sail that ran the length of its back. It slapped into the metallic water belly-first, causing a burst of golden sparks so bright that it left afterimages dancing in my vision.

      Frank puffed out his chest. “Real hazard is right here.”

      I glanced his way. “You’re talking about you, right?”

      “Uh huh. But since we’re on the topic and I’m feeling generous, there’s a lesser evil farther out.”

      It felt like he was looking out to sea, so I squinted in that direction. There was a dark shape on the horizon, almost like a mountain range but much too uniform, and its length spanned the entire ocean.

      Darling clicked her tongue. “Pretty sure that’s a wave. A really, really big wave.”

      I swallowed. “That’s probably our enrage timer.”

      “Looks like it.” Darling raised her voice. “Everybody set? The word of the day is blitz, so we’re gonna push up that street the moment this field drops and kill whatever we find as soon as humanly possible. You know the drill at this point: call out what you see, and don’t stand in the fire!”

      The crowd parted, letting Jukes and Ton move to the front of the group facing the many homes as the timer ticked down into the low single digits.

      
        
        Regional Warning: The Final Round has officially begun!

      

      

      “Let’s move!” Darling said as the protective bubble dropped and another heavy wave crashed onto the shore, showering the beach behind us with sparks.

      We sprinted across the hot sand as a group while Redacted did the same high above, looking as if they were running atop the ceiling in some strange illusion.

      “Frank?” I said. “Can you keep your eyes up and let me know what Redacted is up to?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Thanks, man.”

      As the raid ran into the shadows beneath the elevated buildings, pools of liquid gold seeped out of the avenue in front of us, bubbling up between the square plates that lined the road and pooling together into larger puddles.

      
        
        {Golden Slime} (Level 20 Construct) (Elite+)

        HP: 12,000/12,000

        MP: 10,000/10,000

      

      

      The creatures were absolutely everywhere. Jukes and Ton exchanged a glance, then took to herding them up, allowing the slimes to ooze along behind them.

      “Heads up!” Frank said. “Someone’s going full lumberjack already!”

      I glanced up just in time to see a member of Redacted cleave a heavy axe through a wooden stilt that supported a coppery home high above us.

      The other three stilts had already been demolished, and the house tilted, then snapped toward us, falling straight out of the sky and plummeting down.

      “Incoming from above!” I called out.

      It crashed down by the rear of our raid, exploding into a burst of copper that sent a low shockwave rolling across the battlefield that I easily jumped.

      The Golden Slimes were unaffected, but anyone who was too slow to hop over the shockwave took about 500 damage and got stunned for three seconds.

      “The hell are they doing up there?” Nina said.

      “Probably testing out the mechanics!” I replied. “Looks like you can drop houses like bombs, but then you lose the high ground we might end up needing!”

      “Let’s keep pulling the slimes forward for now!” Darling said as Ton and Jukes continued to dart between the many mobs, tagging them once each and dragging them down the narrow streets. “Once we reach the next block, we’ll pause and AoE them down, rinse repeat!”

      The slimes’ attacks were fast and varied, their surfaces shifting to strike out with all sorts of weapons, from improvised golden darts that shot out at anyone nearby to long scythes that proved more than capable of slashing multiple players with a single attack.

      “Silver tide just reached the edge of the first buildings,” Frank said. “Looks like Redacted is herding up the slimes just like we are, but I think they’ve got more tanks. Maybe as many as four? Hard to say.”

      The front of the raid reached the spot Darling had indicated, and Ton rumbled toward Jukes, bringing his line of oozing mobs to the diminutive tank. Jukes popped Hateful Ice, then the raid turned it on and threw everything they had at the gathered creatures, blasting between the elevated structures as the silver tide crept toward us, sparks flying ever closer with each breaking wave.

      The first slime died almost instantly beneath the focused onslaught, or I thought it had, but then it swelled to twice its previous size.

      
        
        {Greater Golden Slime} (Level 20 Construct) (Elite++)

        HP: 20,000/20,000

        MP: 10,000/10,000

      

      

      “Dead slimes are getting stronger!” I said. “We need to—”

      I cut off as the giant slime flattened into a puddle between two melee players, then launched itself skyward.

      I traced the arc of its ascent and was horrified to see maybe two dozen of the larger slimes falling our way from above.

      They slammed down all around us, causing little bursts of domed, golden magic that healed the slimes we’d rushed down all the way back to full Health.

      Ton leaped into the air and thundered down amid the new arrivals, which turned toward him as one. Each of them deployed a wave of foot-long spikes that caused them to rise above the metal street, then they shot off with surprising speed and rolled toward him like living morning stars.

      Ton raised his shield and caught the first impact, grunting as the tumbling slimes crashed in and drove him backward while more attacks quickly followed.

      “Bleed over time on me!” the tank said. “Stacking up really fast!”

      The larger slimes kept hammering into him, and while our healers proved capable of managing the damage, their Mana was dropping fast.

      I stepped under a house and lined up a shot, then sent a steady stream of ravens diving through Ton’s many targets. “This is going bad fast, man!”

      “We gotta drop them!” Darling said. “I think this is the Tug of War mechanic—killing these mobs will probably bounce them right back at Redacted! And it looks like they’ll evolve with every kill!”

      I hesitated, my eyes on the rapidly encroaching silver tide. Its waves were breaking slightly beyond the first buildings, and I’d been wrong about the stilts: they weren’t taking any damage at all from the liquid.

      “We’re losing serious ground on Redacted,” Frank said. “They’re not even stopping, just burning the slimes as they go. They’re already two blocks in, and we’ve barely covered one. I don’t know about single targets, but they’ve got us beat on AoE damage, and it isn’t close. Won’t be long before they’re on the—”

      He cut off, buzzing.

      I kept blasting, mulling it all over and wondering what he’d been trying to share while I sent raven after raven flying through the train of gathered slimes.

      It was obvious at a glance that we’d already fallen behind in a major way. The creatures Redacted was mowing down were still falling all around us, and every single impact gave off a burst of healing that kept us from making progress of our own.

      Ton grunted as he caught a slime’s golden hammer strike atop his shield and shrugged it off. “We got a plan here, guys?”

      I craned my neck up, watching as Redacted flowed toward the final platform as a tight unit. They were constantly on the move, and unlike us, their healers didn’t seem to have any problems keeping the tanks up while on the run.

      Between those additional tanks and their focus on instants, they were way better equipped for this fight. That or they’d simply gotten the first blow in by dropping their slimes early on, and now we were struggling to catch up.

      Either way, at the rate things were going, we were in deep trouble.

      There wasn’t much for me to do just yet beyond keeping the damage flowing, so I eyed Redacted high above.

      It looked like they were running out of mobs to clear, which made me think Darling was correct: this encounter was largely balanced around a set number of creatures being bounced back and forth.

      And if that was the case, the boss would likely prove easy for them if we allowed them to engage it without interference.

      But at the same time, given how the houses were arranged alongside that final raised platform, and if we could gather up all of the slimes at once and hold out for a little while…

      “Darling?” I called out.

      She cleaved a golden slime in half, and it pulled together, then shot skyward.

      “Yeah?”

      “You willing to take a chance? I’m thinking we try to pull the rug out from under them and end this fast. But if it doesn’t work, it’ll be a loss for sure.”

      She surveyed the battlefield between swings, looking as grim as I felt, then nodded resolutely.

      “Let’s do it!”

      “Great! These weaker slimes are still pretty slow, so I’m going to grab them and kite them around for a bit while you guys press on toward the boss. Let me know when you get that far, but don’t engage just yet! Just watch Redacted up above and try to learn the boss’ patterns early so we aren’t learning on the fly!”

      “Redacted’s boss just spawned above,” Frank said. “It didn’t pop until the first player stepped onto the raised platform.”

      “You heard the font!” Darling said. “We’ll leave Ton with the slimes back here, Jukes can gather up any strays we collect on the way!”

      I craned my neck up to see Redacted swarming around a giant golem made of liquid gold.

      
        
        {Golden Titan} (Level 24 Construct) (Raid Boss)

        HP: 836,032/850,000

        MP: 250,000/250,000

      

      

      The Health pool was smaller than I’d expected, given its level and our numbers, which made me think I was on the right track.

      I popped Doppelganger as the rest of the raid stormed off down the curving avenue, leaving Ton and a handful of healers behind to deal with more than three dozen slimes of various sizes and strengths.

      I fired off a Gravity Bird to pack the slimes in tighter and give Ton some breathing room to be healed up, then laid into them with raven after raven, feeling the aggro swell with each blast.

      Then a new variant crashed down to my left and caused a golden explosion that was considerably larger than any that had come before.

      
        
        {Golden Centurion} (Level 21 Construct) (Elite++)

        HP: 45,000/45,000

        MP: 24,000/24,000

      

      

      The slime had taken on a vaguely humanoid form, and it carried a long sword in one hand and a golden shield in the other.

      I fired at the new variant to get its attention, then dashed under the still-spinning Gravity Bird and used Glacial Drift to get on top of a nearby roof and leave a clone behind.

      I killed the Gravity Bird as I zoomed up and away, and the tightly packed slimes slammed down onto my clone and ended up frozen together, stacked three or four deep.

      The roof was solid and easy to move across, so I started running along its edge and readied myself to jump the next gap, only for a stream of gold to ooze up the stilts, blocking my path.

      The column swelled and kept growing, and behind me, the Golden Centurion was fully formed and stalking my way before I’d even made it halfway across the roof.

      “Freeze is almost up on the mobs!” Frank said.

      “Thanks!”

      I pivoted away from the Centurion and leaped off the side of the building. I fired a pair of Arctic Ravens into the massive group of monsters as I fell, and the cloud of numbers that followed from dozens upon dozens of critical strikes was so dense that it briefly blotted out the street.

      “I got aggro, Ton! You’re good, I can hold it from here!”

      The tank was already rumbling away with his healers in tow.

      “And I’m going to do what, exactly?”

      I was sprinting full-out toward the beach, and the rapidly encroaching silver tide and the slimes followed, oozing and rolling along behind me while the Centurion matched me stride for stride. Golden darts were flying all around me, ringing off the metal buildings, sparking off the street, and catching me in the back far more often than I’d have liked.

      “Have Darling and company get whatever slimes they’ve got as low as possible but don’t kill them! Once that’s done, burn the stilts holding up the buildings close to the boss area but leave a badly damaged support in place so they don’t fly off just yet!”

      “Your Health at 74% and falling thanks to the darts,” Frank said. “You really think this is gonna work? Their boss is already at 60%. Looks like they’re straight up ignoring us and trying to power through.”

      “Not sure we’re gonna be able to pull this off at the rate they’re going, but Redacted can’t respawn if they die, right?”

      “Uh huh, not unless we wipe too.”

      I kept firing as I strafed away, but it wasn’t long before I ran into the silvery tide and had to circle back beneath the buildings toward the rest of the raid. I led the slimes along, plugging them down whenever I could get a shot off while doing my best to avoid the constant stream of metal projectiles following my every move.

      I kited the slimes in a wide circle, weaving between the homes and occasionally running atop them with the aid of Glacial Drift, which forced the slimes to climb to keep pace.

      Eventually, with my Health at about 40%, I made it all the way back to the final block of buildings that bordered the boss’ raised platform with the slimes in tow. The rest of the guild were beneath the buildings, hacking away at the stilts as I’d asked.

      “Looking good!” I called out from atop a nearby roof. “How’s it coming?”

      Darling cleaved a wooden stilt in half, and the building tilted as if it wanted to fall upward, but its remaining stilt held firm.

      “Stilts are ready, we’ve got six buildings primed to fall!”

      “Redacted’s boss is at 40%!” Frank said. “They’re cruising, haven’t lost a single member!”

      Jukes was tanking maybe ten slimes right beneath the boss platform, so I led my mobs his way.

      “Jukes, I want you and Ton to jump onto the raised platform on my signal! Ton will engage the boss when it spawns, and I’ll bring my mobs to you!”

      “Consider it done!” Jukes said. “Ice is ready when you need it!”

      “Perfect!”

      I eyed the metallic column of slimes behind me. They were still moving fairly slowly, but I’d worked most of their Health bars down considerably. Looking ahead again, I spotted a set of steps that led onto the platform, so I headed that way and cleared my throat.

      “Okay, spring it! Ton, the boss is yours; Jukes, meet me halfway!”

      In response, Jukes executed a backflip that took him up the ten feet he needed to ascend the boss’ platform while Ton leaped the whole thing and landed deeper in. As Jukes’ mobs oozed toward him, the rest of the guild filtered up around the edges of the boss’ arena.

      The Golden Titan spawned, welling up from the center of the platform to loom high above Ton. Like the Centurion before it, the boss looked mostly human, but its shoulders were too broad and its arms were overly long and bladed, the tips dripping gold.

      “Burn the mobs as soon as Jukes pops his ability!” I said. “Everybody but Ton, ignore the boss!”

      Jukes and I crossed paths, and I ran right by him and into his trail of mobs. They slashed out at me as I passed, forcing me to hurdle a low scythe and dodge a diagonal axe strike. As I landed, a more distant pair of creatures lit me up with a hail of golden darts that took me down to 35% before I finally caught a couple of heals that got me out of danger.

      I heard Jukes’ signature spell go out behind me as I cleared his train, so I whipped around and fired a Gravity Bird to pull them all together.

      “Full burn on the adds!” Darling called out before I had a chance. One of her axes flew right by my head, and then she was there, filling up the space with green slashes and hacking into the badly weakened mobs one after another.

      She managed a pair of quick kills, hacking the slimes apart as the rest of the melee crashed in, and the entire area lit up with so many spell effects that I lost sight of the scrum within.

      The gathered crowd died within seconds. Then, just as I’d hoped, the carefully positioned stream of monsters evolved into Centurions and worse, and the creatures shot up into the sky at Redacted high above.

      I watched the first golden explosion hit and was immensely gratified to see the boss’ Health surge from 22% to 25% as the heal effect kicked in. The explosions kept coming, buying us a bit more time, but we weren’t finished just yet.

      “Ranged, blow the stilts on three!” I paused to let everyone get into position while I stepped up to the edge of the nearest platform, taking aim at the last intact stilt. “One, two, three!”

      The amount of damage that poured in from the thirty-person raid proved to be total overkill because of how carefully Darling’s group had worn the structures down, but that was exactly what I wanted as all six coppery buildings lurched up into the sky almost simultaneously.

      Redacted’s raid above us was now in total chaos. Half the players were seemingly trying to tunnel vision the badly wounded boss down, while the rest were dealing with the newly arrived and recently upgraded monsters we’d dumped right into their laps.

      Then the buildings hit home, detonating all around the boss’ platform. Copper shockwaves roared out one after another as metal and shrapnel flew across the battlefield high above.

      The coppery shockwaves were easy to dodge, but with six of them overlapping each other with mobs all around and a Raid Boss to worry about?

      It simply wasn’t possible.

      “Alright, Jukes, Ton!” Darling called out. “Walk us through the mechanics if you caught anything while watching. Everybody else, listen for callouts and burn that thing down—we’ve got a solid window here!”

      I opened fire but kept my eyes on the fight above, watching the boss’ Health as Redacted struggled to mitigate the sudden onslaught of creatures and tightly overlaid shockwaves.

      Their main tank somehow managed to avoid the first four shockwaves, but the fifth caught him mid-parry and froze him in place, then the sixth extended the stun effect. Helpless, the boss delivered a crushing blow with one of its sword-like arms that dropped him to the floor and left him totally defenseless while his healers looked on, stunned.

      The boss kept swinging, and the tank quickly dropped in the chaos. None of the other tanks stepped up quickly enough—they were all too busy trying to manage the countless creatures—and suddenly the boss was slicing its way through Redacted’s ranks unobstructed while the smaller mobs swarmed all across the platform.

      Their healers were the first to drop—mostly owing to the legion of slimes and their many blades—and then the wipe was on as players dropped one after another, name tags graying out and dimming overhead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      “That was dirty,” Frank said as the final Redacted member died high above us. “I loved it.”

      “Thought you’d like that. Feels fitting, given the way they beat us the first time around, but the job’s not finished.”

      “I’m ambivalent myself, but I bet my dad spent a whole lotta time balancing this and he’s probably watching, so it’s kinda funny to see it get cheesed.”

      The platform shuddered beneath me, then sparks rose from all around the battlefield as the silvery tide crashed in. It settled several feet beneath the elevated platform, but the wave that had connected left liquid silver puddled all around the outskirts of the stage.

      “Ton’s gonna keep the boss facing away from the raid!” Jukes called out. “Ranged and healers, spread out! If you start sparkling, run away from everyone else until it fades! It’s a pretty weak effect that saps your armor, but it gets stronger as it spreads from player to player!”

      “Sage advice when it comes to sparkling,” Frank said. “Just in general, I mean. Also, don’t forget about the wave.”

      Admittedly, I’d lost track of the mechanic amid the chaos of the fight, so I stole a glimpse at the beach behind us and immediately regretted it.

      What had once been a smooth, dark line had made a tremendous amount of progress, and though the wave’s height and speed made the distance difficult to judge, I figured we’d probably used up more than half of the encounter’s allocated time.

      “Timer’s the enemy now!” Darling said. “Pour it on!”

      I strafed to an empty spot, hopping silvery puddles along the way. Like we’d seen with Redacted, the Golden Titan’s Health dropped fast, though not quite on the same level they’d managed.

      But the very moment I settled into the fight, a flurry of hands flew out of the golem’s liquid back and reached across the battlefield.

      I ducked one hand that had been heading for my throat, but a second grabbed my ankle at the same moment, lifted me off the floor, then cracked my entire body as if I were a living whip and smashed me through the crowd of melee hacking away at the boss. Players scattered in every direction, tumbling across the stage.

      “You’re silenced while it’s got you!” Frank said.

      The arm cocked back again, then launched me toward the beach at a low angle. I flew halfway across the platform, bounced off a silver puddle near the edge, then soared out over the silver tide.

      I activated Glacial Drift and had it take me right back onto the stage, and while I got back to blasting, my clone exploded behind me the very moment its feet contacted the liquid.

      “We’re sparkling because of the silver!” Frank said. “God, I hate it!”

      “Thanks!”

      I’d ended up close to Zoe, so I hopped over another puddle and gave her some space.

      “Your Health at 64%!” Frank said. “Boss at 76% and falling fast!” He dropped his voice. “I don’t think it’s gonna be enough, though. Wave is coming in hot.”

      I stole another glimpse between pairs of birds, and he wasn’t wrong. It was coming in considerably faster than I’d anticipated, and the smooth line had risen to a visible wave that was now towering about fifty feet above the smooth, silvery ocean.

      “Ton,” Darling said, “you’ve got a stacking effect rapidly building, eating away at your mitigations!”

      “We’ve got it covered, we’re swapping on six stacks!” Jukes said.

      The heavily armored tank grunted and activated a defensive, then focused on blocking so Jukes could take over. Ton was shining brightly, which probably accounted for the mechanic they’d identified while watching Redacted battle their boss earlier.

      As Jukes stepped in, Ton threaded the gap between the towering creature’s legs and started hacking away at its calves with the rest of the melee. Then the fight resumed, with Jukes doing his best to evade the golem’s dual swords while the rest of us poured it on.

      The entire raid looked as anxious as I felt, and both the ranged and the healers were frequently stealing glances back at the beach, no doubt watching the oncoming wave rise with every passing second.

      The wave’s roar behind us became audible as the boss dropped beneath 50%, sounding like thunder in the distance.

      “Breath attack incoming!” Ton said.

      “I see it!” Jukes called out.

      The Titan’s twin swords melted away into its body, then it cupped its hands to its round face as if it were creating some sort of megaphone. Jukes stood his ground, waiting for a signal, then rolled beneath the creature’s legs at the last possible moment.

      The boss howled, and a wide beam of golden energy flecked with silver lit up the area Jukes where had just been standing.

      “Melee, keep going!” Darling said. “Should be safe!”

      The boss raked its beam from left to right, sweeping it back and forth across half the stage.

      But thanks to Ton and Jukes’ careful positioning, the one-eighty-degree attack proved harmless, and Jukes rolled right back between the golem’s legs and into position as soon as the beam died.

      “Studying their fight up above really paid off!” Darling said. “Final push, guys! Execute window’s coming up, pop what you got!”

      “Swap on me, stack’s at five!” Jukes said, and he and Ton managed another clean exchange without allowing the boss to turn.

      I planted my feet and kept blasting, eyeing my available cooldowns as the boss’ Health fell beneath the 40% mark.

      By now the roar of the wave behind us had become almost deafening, and I expected its shadow to fall across the battlefield at any second.

      “Execute window is opening!” Frank said. “Wave is almost at the beach!”

      I popped Doppelganger into Double Cast, then lit the boss up from behind. Its liquid form rippled beneath the assault, birds diving into its body and exploding deep within one after another.

      I sent a trio of harvest roaring toward the creature the moment it dropped beneath 30%, and with twenty-something other damage dealers doing the same thing, the golem’s Health plummeted by 15% in a blink.

      Then the roar behind me shifted, becoming so loud it had become a physical presence. The wave was screaming up the beach, towering nearly a hundred feet high, an impossible expanse of smooth, cresting mercury.

      It hit the first row of homes and obliterated them, sweeping them straight off their stilts and pulling the crushed debris up its curved span.

      “Come on!” Darling called out. “Just a bit more!”

      The executes were still flying, spells raining down one after another, a dizzying array of fire and earth and steel.

      “Boss at 7%!” Frank said, shouting over the deafening roar of the approaching wave.

      I could see buildings tumbling in my peripheral, and yet somehow the wave was still rising even higher, as if it intended to crash down directly upon us. It smashed through the blocks one after another, then the shadow I’d been waiting for finally fell, and the air went cold.

      “2%!” Frank said as the wave crested, then began to crash toward us.

      I sprinted for the back of the platform, blasting away, knowing every last spell would count. The boss’ Health ticked down to 1%, but the wave was roaring through the last row of buildings, and then it was driving down, and—

      The Titan fell, then burst apart in an explosion of golden light. As it did so, the towering wave froze mid-crash, its silver height gilded in gold and locked in place as if time itself had frozen at the moment before impact.

      Darling’s eyes swept from the golem to the wave, then to me.

      She looked like she was about to say something, then a wave of prompts hit, and the guild erupted like never before.

      
        
        Congratulations, {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}!

        You have proven victorious in the Final Round, and your guild has claimed 1st place in the first iteration of the Thousand Tower Tournament!

        Your guild has received a 5-day extension toward claiming the World Branch Throne, as well as 24 hours of exclusive access to the Labyrinthine Pools.

        Now calculating individual rewards…

      

      

      A second wave of prompts followed.

      
        
        World Alert!

        The first iteration of the Thousand Tower Tournament has officially concluded, and the results are as follows:

        First Place: {Omen Habet Nomen Latine}

        Second Place: {Redacted}

        Third Place: {Corruptia}

      

        

      
        Individual rewards for all players who took part will be distributed shortly, and the Red Labyrinth—a challenging, multilevel dungeon, as well as the final wing of the Red Cathedral—will open in two hours.

        In order to challenge the final wing, all participants must have taken part in the Thousand Tower Tournament. For those who missed out on the first iteration, worry not: the second iteration will begin in one hour.

        Best of luck, adventurers, and as always, thank you for playing EBO!

      

      

      Small bursts of golden light surged all around me as players leveled up left and right.

      “You just picked up a third of a level,” Frank said. “Pretty close to Renown Rank XV and the Hero System, too.”

      The exhaustion hit me all at once, so I dismissed my revolvers and dropped into a cross-legged position. I stared up at the frozen wave, a tired smile on my face. “Man, did we cut that close or what?”

      Someone slapped my back, hard.

      “I’ll say!” Darling said. She was grinning and her eyes were shining, and a good part of the weariness that had hit me vanished at the sight. “Hell of a plan!”

      “I’m just glad it worked out because I would have felt like a real ass if it hadn’t! That was a Hail Mary for sure.”

      “Like I said, drinks are on me! Guess we’ve got a bit of a breather before the next wing, so we might as well enjoy it! You still got your translocation stone up? I thought we could use them to teleport back to the Stronghold and kick this party off.”

      “Sure, I’ll head back to the Salt Flats and grab House, then we’ll head your way.”

      “I’ll join you,” she said. “Probably be good to put in an appearance with Goon anyway. They’ve really helped us out.”

      “Glad to hear it!”

      “And maybe…”

      She trailed off with a gasp, and I thought something terrible had happened until a few lines of text hit my screen.

      Then I immediately understood. The rewards had just come in, and I’d picked up a pair of truly incredible items.

      
        
        You received {Gladiator’s Badge of the Raven King}!

        You received {Gladiator’s Crystalline Revolver}!

      

      

      I pulled the revolver up first.

      
        
        {Gladiator’s Crystalline Revolver} (Enchanted Pistol) (Subtype: Revolver) (Touchstone)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 100

        Damage Type: Magical

        Quality: Epic

        Physical Attack: 0

        Magical Attack: 160

        Speed: N/A

        Primaries: +35 Intelligence, +25 Dexterity, +30 Constitution

        Secondaries: +15% Critical Strike Chance

        Touchstone Ability: You gain access to the {Flash Freeze} Ability.

      

      

      {Flash Freeze} (Touchstone Ability)

      
        
        Description: You target an enemy within 40 yards that you’ve already frozen in place and strike them with a burst of cold energy that causes them to become frozen solid for 5 seconds.

        Enemies that are frozen solid are considered both frozen and stunned for the duration of the effect.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 5 minutes.

        Cost: 125 Mana.

      

      

      “Oh hell yeah!” I said.

      I popped the weapon into one hand, replacing one of my matching revolvers. It was sleeker than my Huntsman’s Sidearm, with a long, dark barrel capped by a sight made of blue glass.

      I pulled up the badge next, and I was floored by the result. I’d finally looted my second Trinket, and it was a Legendary to boot.

      
        
        {Gladiator’s Badge of the Raven King} (Unique-Equipped)

        Grade: C

        Item Level: 110

        Slot: Trinket

        Quality: Legendary

        Effect 1: You gain the full effect of both of your {Shadowfrost Barrier} modes at all times.

        Effect 2: You gain the Dread Armament Ability {Raven King’s Gatling}.

        Effect 3: Healing phantasms generated by {Dark Harvest} or {Raven King’s Gatling} now automatically seek you out.

      

      

      I equipped both items, then activated the Gatling.

      
        
        You lost the Dread Armament Ability {Dreadflight Cannon}!

        You gained the Dread Armament Ability {Raven King’s Gatling}!

      

      

      I scoped the ability out.

      
        
        {Raven King’s Gatling}

        Description: You summon the Raven King’s Gatling, a powerful, rapid-fire weapon that persists for 8 seconds.

        While wielding the Gatling, all damage you take is reduced by 30%, you are immune to all forms of crowd control, and killing an enemy target that rewards Experience or Honor will spawn a phantasm that will heal you for 515 Health upon making physical contact.

        You may only have a single Dread Armament ability active at any time.

        Cast Time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 15 minutes.

        Cost: None.

      

      

      I was still goggling at the readouts when Darling’s weapons vanished and a golden, two-headed axe popped into her hands to replace them.

      The thing was massive—the head alone was almost half as tall as I was—and the weapon was impressively ornate. The golden blade was etched with fine silver markings, while the haft was covered in delicate scrollwork.

      “Ugh,” Frank said. “Why do they keep getting bigger?”

      She hefted it with both hands. “This is insane. And if I do this…” She twisted the haft, and the weapon broke apart into two single-bladed axes. “Oh yeah. This’ll do!”

      I whistled. “You get a Trinket too? I’m hoping everyone did.”

      “Yup! Amazing. I can’t wait to try this stuff out! Shame we gotta wait a couple hours to dive into the next wing, but I’m gonna hold off til then.” She looked up at the wave, positively beaming. “I can’t believe we actually pulled it off.”

      “Nice to be on the other side of the rug pull this time around, huh?”

      “Oh God yes.”

      Amid the celebrations, another prompt came in: the instance was closing, and we could either return to the Red Ballroom or teleport back to where we’d started.

      “I’m gonna dip out to the Flats to grab House. You sure you wanna come?”

      “Definitely!”

      I opted for the teleport option, and the world shifted around me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      I popped back onto the Salt Flats near Goon’s train, which was still protectively curled around itself, with dozens of its food truck-like cars facing inward.

      Little golden lights had been strung along its length, and the effect was surprisingly pretty, having been set against the backdrop of the sunset reflecting off the countless pools.

      The train itself was deserted, though. Instead, countless members of Goon were clustered around the center of the clearing they’d made, ringed up around a circle of mud.

      Darling popped into place beside me, immediately sinking several inches into a pool.

      The noise coming over from Goon was a completely unintelligible roar, so I headed that way and pushed through the crowd until I reached the inner ring. Looking around, most of the guildies had gold and silver in hand, shouting at one another and looking as if they were placing bets.

      Sleep stood to one side of the muddy circle, while standing opposite him, a determined look on her face, was House. She had her hands on her knees, and she was staring him down. Sleep brightened as he noticed Darling and me, but House’s eyes never left her opponent.

      “Hey there!” Sleep said, and the crowd quieted slightly at the sound of his voice. “Huge congrats, guys! Knew you had it in you!”

      “Thanks, man!” I called back. “Appreciate it.”

      “What’s got House so riled up?” Darling said. “Is she about to throw down with Sleep or something, because that’s what this looks like.”

      “Ohhh,” Frank said. “I really hope he slipped up and insulted one of her cats.”

      “Why’s that?” I said.

      “Might take some of the heat off me for whatever it was I most recently did to piss her off.”

      Sleep cleared his throat and raised his hands high. “All right everybody!” The crowd went silent but for the clinking of coins changing hands. “The grand finale of this extraordinarily distinguished tournament is finally upon us. In one corner, we have the cultured and handsome leader of Goon, me.”

      The crowd roared, and Sleep kept it going by egging them on for a very, very long time.

      He gestured at his opponent with both hands. “In the other corner, we have the undefeated dark horse of the tournament, a woman who has defied the odds every step of the way as she’s blitzed through each round of the tournament so far in record time.” He paused for dramatic effect. “I give you House!”

      The crowd roared, but House didn’t so much as twitch.

      “Oh, he definitely wronged her,” Frank said. “Look at the intensity! I wonder if he’s lucky enough to know what he did.”

      I eyed the clearing they were standing in, a section of ground churned into mud with bright water pooled all across it.

      “I wouldn’t be so sure,” I said. “I think this is something else entirely.”

      “Mingo!” Sleep said. He looked around. “Damn it, where the hell is Mingo? Anybody got eyes on him?”

      “He’s over here again,” someone said from within the crowd.

      They lifted him up, and Mingo was forcibly crowd-surfed into the center of the clearing and unceremoniously tossed into the mud, landing hard on his side.

      He sprang up with a dreamy smile. “Yeah, boss?”

      “You still got it, right?”

      He shook his head. “Yeah, I got it.”

      Mingo held out both hands, then popped a pink balloon animal into his arms. It had a thick, fat body comprised of a single large balloon, a second for the head, and smaller balloons for the ears, its short little legs, and a pink twist for the tail.

      Mingo squeezed, the animal squealed, and I realized what was happening.

      “Oh, okay. Yeah, that explains everything.” I cupped my hands into a megaphone. “You got this, House!”

      “Explains what?” Darling said. “How does that guy squeezing a pig made out of balloons somehow clarify things for you?”

      I looked from left to right. “I got 10 gold coins on House if someone’s dumb enough to take the bet.”

      “I’ll jump on that,” Sleep said.

      “What the hell are you even betting on?” Darling said. “Frank, do you understand what’s going on here?”

      “Uh huh. There’s only one thing House gets this serious about.”

      “Exactly,” I agreed.

      Sleep cracked his knuckles loud enough for the sound to carry over the crowd. “Let’s do this, House! Alright, bring out the lube!”

      “Lube?” Darling said, sounding increasingly concerned.

      I patted her armored shoulder. “Don’t worry, she’s fine.”

      A Goon covered in mud from head to toe stepped out of the crowd with a small oil can in hand. He was under the effect of a spell that let him walk on water, and he picked his way toward Mingo across the puddles, careful not to step in the many deep holes that pocked the clearing.

      He raised the can high and positioned the spout directly above the squirming and squealing pig, then poured its entire contents over its head. It was either grease or oil, and the balloon pig squirmed harder still.

      “Let’s get a countdown going!” Sleep said. “On go, House.”

      “Agreed,” she said.

      “Three,” the crowd boomed with practiced unity. “Two… one… go!”

      Mingo threw the balloon pig into the center of the clearing and took a long step back.

      It hit the ground running between House and Sleep, blitzing along the muddy ground with shocking speed, its buoyant belly allowing it to coast over the puddles and glide through the deeper sections of mud without issue.

      House held her ground, watching the animal tear it up, mud flying everywhere, while Sleep slogged his way toward the center of the arena.

      “What’s she doing?” Frank said. “Go, House! Get it! Get the pig!”

      “Dear Lord,” Darling said.

      “You got it, House!” I called out.

      Her eyes were moving, following the animal as it blitzed around the clearing until it reached the other side, then drifted a turn and shot toward Sleep like a rocket.

      The big man took one huge step and leaped, both hands extended, but the pig put on a burst of speed and shot underneath him.

      Sleep landed face first in a bluish puddle and splashed Darling and me with mud and salty water. He pushed himself up and gave chase, muttering something about a little piggy while he chased it around, half-falling with every step he took.

      “House!” Frank said. “Do something!”

      She ignored him completely.

      “Might need to reset her again,” he said.

      “What was that?” Darling said.

      “Nothing,” I said. “She’s got this far on her own, we’ve gotta trust she knows what she’s doing.”

      House shifted slightly on her feet as Sleep leaped once again. This time he managed to get both hands on the animal’s thick body, but it popped free with an audible squeak and left him looking up at its retreating tail with a face full of mud.

      House waited a moment, then absolutely sent it with no warning whatsoever, diving head-first into the air with her hands fully extended.

      It didn’t make any sense—the animal was still several feet away—and I was utterly convinced she’d splash down in embarrassing fashion, just as Sleep had, when the pig unexpectedly veered her way.

      As it skated across a deep puddle, House crashed down on it from above, her thin arms and legs snaking around its body. When she landed, she plunged right into a pool of water, and she and the pig both disappeared completely.

      The crowd went completely silent, and the pool of bright blue water rippled, then stilled again.

      Then a tiny hand broke the surface with the pig dangling from its grip, tail caught between House’s small fingers.

      Sleep bellowed a laugh, and Goon erupted with even more enthusiasm than Omen had after winning the tournament. The big man waded through the mud and grabbed House by her outstretched wrist. He pulled, and she came free with a loud, sucking pop.

      He lifted her high into the air, pulling her off her feet and leaving her dangling next to him while the pig continued to squirm and squeal in her grip.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner!”

      The crowd roared with approval, and Darling and I—and even Frank—added our own shouts to the mix as Sleep slowly spun House around to salute the crowd. She was totally covered in mud, but she had a bright smile on her face, and she wasn’t letting go of the pig for anything.

      “Damn,” Frank said. “Full commitment on her part. Looked like she predicted the path.”

      I nodded. “House is nothing if not dedicated to the collection of pets.”

      Sleep reached over to take the balloon animal, presumably to hold it up, but House kept her grip, and her face snapped up to meet his gaze.

      She glared at him, and Sleep flinched slightly before laughing and letting go of her. “Alright, message received! Go on and keep it, I’m not about to get murdered over a balloon animal.”

      I took a step toward House, but then a call came in from Ersatz of all people.

      The sight of his name brought me down a little bit, and I was about to ignore him completely so his voice wouldn’t sour my mood when I realized he’d called Ned rather than Francis.

      “One sec,” I said. “Goblin boy is calling for me. Gonna see what he wants and probably antagonize him a bit for fun.”

      “Sure thing,” Darling said. “I’ll see if I can grab House once she’s had her moment, then we can all head back together? Pretty sure everybody’s got their translocation stones available.”

      “Sounds like a plan!”

      I threaded my way through the crowd, and I was starting to think Ersatz might hang up but the call kept ringing. Then my message log lit up with pink text telling me to take the call because he had something I absolutely needed to see.

      I hopped over one of the coupling mechanisms that held Goon’s train together, put my back to the Salt Flats beyond, then took the call.

      Ersatz appeared within the view window, looking supremely satisfied with himself.

      “What do you want now?” I said. “Shouldn’t you be off yelling Frank’s name while hunting that pet with your pissed-off guild members?”

      “Sage advice,” Frank said.

      Ersatz’s smile didn’t budge, which felt ominous. It was a little hard to tell where he was—his background was full of golden light—but he appeared to be making his way along a wall that looked eerily familiar.

      Still silent, he ducked through a stone archway and popped into a clearing, and the golden light faded enough for me to place his location: he was standing in the same courtyard where I’d met him and Tyrann as Francis near the middle of Highwater City.

      “You can teleport, right Ned?” Ersatz said. He held up a translocation stone. “This is how you got away from that tower early on when we thought we had you trapped, right?”

      “Look, man, if you’re calling to chat, look elsewhere. We’re busy celebrating our most recent win. Dunno if you’ve forgotten what that feels like.”

      He laughed. “Oh, I’m not calling to chat, and you’re done celebrating. In fact, you’re gonna go ahead and pop your stone and head our way right now.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      I raised a hand, one finger drifting toward the button that would end the call.

      As I did so, Ersatz reached out and grabbed the edge of his viewing window. I was expecting a tantrum to follow, but he spun it slightly so I’d have a full view of the courtyard from a different perspective.

      His guildmates were nowhere to be seen, but the queen’s shaded palanquin came into view first, followed by the large gallows at the center of the courtyard.

      The view window kept turning, then my heart lodged in my throat, and I felt Frank inhale sharply at my side.

      Lars stood to the left of the gallows with a noose wrapped around his neck, with Cerra beside him. Both were positioned above cutouts in the wood, trap doors that would open beneath them at the throw of a switch.

      The two of them were blindfolded, and Roly was nowhere to be seen.

      All of the blood drained out of my face. I actually felt it happen.

      Ersatz grabbed the window and turned it back to him, still smiling broadly. “Caught these two heading toward the Delta through Highwater. They’re friends of yours, right?”

      He paused as if he expected me to respond, but then he continued regardless.

      “Don’t bother, I already know just how close you are with the elf at the very least. So here’s what’s going to happen next: you’re going to bring that mouthy little axe to the lifts outside Highwater within the next fifteen minutes. And you’re going to come alone. If I see a single member of Omen with you when you show up, stealthed or otherwise, I’ll kill them both on the spot.” He leaned in close. “You understand?”

      I bit my tongue, hard.

      “Yeah. We’re on our way.”
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      I dropped onto my haunches right there in the mud. My heart was pounding, ears ringing. “Oh man. This is not good.”

      “Ah,” Frank said. “Well… this sucks.” He paused. “Guess we’re really going, huh?”

      I spat onto the ground. I wasn’t going to give Frank up without a fight, but at least I could theoretically recover him, if it came to that, whereas if Lars or Cerra died, they were gone for good.

      Lars especially had been my first friend in the game at a time when Frank was more antagonist than companion. Though the elf had caught me at a pretty low point in my life in general, he’d turned into a genuine friend, and the mere possibility of being responsible for his death was already haunting me.

      “Yeah, we’re going to Highwater. But that just means we need to figure something out, and fast. I’m not letting that creepy little goblin win, especially like this.” I popped my translocation stone into one hand. “Getting to the lifts is trivial with this thing’s ability to port us to any tower we’ve previously visited, but how do we play this? We can’t be taking any chances with Cerra and Lars on the line.”

      I pulled up the map of Highwater, and it was only then that I realized my hands were shaking.

      The palace and the gallows weren’t far from the Auction House node I’d set up several days back, and there were dozens of plots up for sale nearby, not that that was likely to help me.

      “He’s probably gonna have people everywhere,” Frank said. “And even if his guild has completely turned on him, there are still the guards that are hostile toward you. You’ve got a couple levels on them at this point, but they’re some pretty nasty elites.”

      “Yeah, this isn’t a fight we can win if we head in alone. Maybe we focus on getting Cerra and Lars out? What about gliders?”

      “Huh?”

      “Could I glide them out if I got them high enough somehow?”

      “I mean… maybe?”

      I sent House a quick message and asked her to craft me up a couple of gliders, and she surprised me by coming right over and opening a trade window with her balloon animal prize in hand and Darling to her left.

      “Thanks, House.”

      “Woah,” Darling said. “What happened? No offense, but you look like you just aged half a decade.”

      I glanced up at her, not quite able to find the words.

      “Ersatz has Lars and Cerra,” Frank said. “He’s gonna kill them if we don’t go to Highwater—alone—within the next fifteen minutes.”

      Darling’s mouth dropped open. “You’ve gotta be kidding me. That piece of absolute scum! What can we do to help?”

      “I too would like to assist if at all possible,” House said. “I still have a score to settle with that goblin, and I would prefer to see him suffer as much as possible before that moment comes.”

      I rubbed my face and took a deep breath.

      “Thanks, guys. I’m thinking I might just need to head in alone like he asked and figure out a way to help them make a break for it or something. I don’t even know. Maybe I could grab them on the platform and Double Cast drift, have it take us straight up into the air, then glide away?”

      I looked at Frank, fully knowing just how desperate that sounded.

      “Would that work?”

      “Uh,” Frank said. “Glider’s not gonna hold three. I mean, you’d get a little bit of distance out of it. Maybe enough to land in another part of the city or on a nearby roof, or something like that. Maybe re-deploy from there if you have time?”

      “Ersatz isn’t stupid, though.”

      “It’s not quite up to par with your usual plans, but I can’t think of anything better,” Darling whispered.

      “Yeah. Lars and Cerra were pretty spread out across the gallows too. I don’t know if I’d even be able to grab them both simultaneously with the nooses in place.” An idea popped into my head. “Wait, I think I might have something.”

      I pulled up my inventory and threw my Ghosthunter Set back on. “If I can reach that platform, I should be able to open a trade window with them, right? So I do that to get them gliders, then I pop Doppelganger to get two copies up and running that I can manually control while I have this set equipped.

      “I have the Doppels grab onto Lars and Cerra, then I use drift and Double Cast to get us airborne. From there, they can activate their own gliders, and we can sail right out of the city.”

      Darling sucked a breath through her teeth and leaned on the haft of her axe. “That sounds at least theoretically possible, but you’re assuming Ersatz is going to take you to them rather than kill you right away.”

      “Yeah, but I think he will. He’s gonna want to make a show out of it, knowing him. And I doubt he has any intention of letting them live anyway.”

      I stood up, the plan solidifying in my head. It wasn’t much, but it helped tamp down the feeling of dread that had been threatening to overwhelm me ever since I’d seen Lars and Cerra on that stage.

      “Can I somehow assist?” House said.

      I nodded. “Sorry to break up your moment with Goon, House. Do you have your teleport available?”

      “I do indeed.”

      “Could you port back to the Sands for me? I want you to use that digging machine we had you finish earlier on to clear a path through the blockage in the tunnel. I’ll buy you as much time as I possibly can to get that done.”

      “It won’t take long at all,” Frank said. “Minute or two tops. It’s just loose dirt.”

      “Consider it done,” House said, and she teleported out without another word.

      “What’re you thinking for the tunnel?” Darling said.

      “I’m grasping at straws here, but I want it available as a possible escape route. There’s a more than decent chance that they shoot our gliders down even if we manage to deploy them, but we might be able to land and hightail it out through that passageway if we play our cards right. The tunnels will probably be full of zombies, but that’s a problem for later.”

      “Anything I can help with?” Darling said. “Or the rest of the guild? Maybe we can do something with that wandering mimic? There’s three of them in the Sands now after our other Skyvault clears. I was gonna surprise you with the news, but I had people grab enough plots where we can control all three of them.”

      “Thanks for that.” I looked to Frank. “Any chance those walking mimics could climb up into the city?”

      “Nah. Mountains are too much of an ask, and they won’t come close to fitting in the lift.”

      I clicked my tongue and stood up, gripping my translocation stone hard in one hand.

      “I’m hesitant to commit anyone else, honestly. Even sending House down into the tunnel is a risk. There’s a decent chance that Ersatz is aware of its existence from talking to Tyrann, so we’re already pushing our luck.”

      “I kinda doubt he’d kill them preemptively,” Darling said. “That would defeat the whole point.”

      “I agree, it’s Frank he really wants. But I wouldn’t put it past him to kill one of the two to show that he’s serious.”

      Darling blanched. “I hate that I can see that.”

      “If most of the guild has their teleport available, that’s probably enough. Maybe just fill them in and keep them on standby in case we need people to rush in and help out.”

      “Got it,” Darling said, and the guild chat lit up in green.

      “We should probably get moving,” Frank said.

      “Agreed,” I said. “I’ll let you know how it goes.”

      “Please do,” Darling said. “I’m so sorry, Ned. This sucks.”

      I forced a smile. “We’ll be fine, hopefully.”

      “Yeah. I hope so too. And if things go bad, we’ll be here no matter what happens.”

      “Thanks.”

      I sucked in a deep breath and activated my stone, then selected the Onyx Delta’s northernmost tower as my destination. I teleported right to the top, ending up on the metal disc in a complete daze.

      The Cloudscape had yet to regenerate above the Onyx Delta, and the stars and the ever-present moon were out in full force.

      I moved to the edge of the disc. “Gotta say, man, I don’t feel good about this one. Not at all.”

      “Yeah. Same.”

      “We gotta go though, right?”

      Frank hesitated. “Eh, yeah. I could live without Lars, but I’d feel bad about Roly. Don’t let that creepy little goblin keep me if it comes to it though, yeah? I’d rather spend eternity drowning than end up stuck with him.”

      “To be honest, man, if it comes to that, I’m going to dedicate the entirety of my time in EBO to mercilessly hunting him down over and over again, as many times as needed, and then a few more times for emphasis.”

      “Good enough for me. Let’s go get them out.”

      I took a few steps back toward the center of the disc, then got a running start and leaped off the platform’s edge. I let myself fall for twenty feet or so, then popped a glider with it angled toward the ground. I instantly pulled up hard, and the resulting force made my stomach drop out.

      The lifts were only a couple of hundred yards out, so I glided that way, soaring above the dunes and trying to clarify what we were generously calling a plan.

      “Ersatz was pretty familiar with my kit,” I said as I swapped back out of the Ghosthunter set. “So I’m gonna keep this set under wraps in case he’s seen it before.”

      We soared over a tall, dark dune, and the lifts to Highwater came into view, a handful of torches burning beneath them. I was unsurprised when the small crowd that had gathered sharpened into enemy players, and when their nametags gradually appeared, I saw they were all colored in red.

      I’d expected a larger welcoming party, and I let myself hope that meant Ersatz had lost a little bit of his grip on the rest of the guild.

      I kept gliding until I was a couple of hundred feet away, then I pushed the glider into a dive and had it take me lower. I dismissed it as I raced over the ground, then hit the road in a forward roll and came up with my hands resting on my revolvers.

      “And here he is!” Ersatz said. “The guest of honor!”

      The crowd parted, and the silence was strange, tense in a way I didn’t fully understand.

      Ersatz was wearing his Magitek Armor, and the metal frame was shimmering around him. “Why don’t we take a ride, Ned?” He gestured to the lift, which was waiting in front of us.

      I moved through the crowd, feeling eyes on me the entire way. They didn’t look particularly high-level, but with at least eight of them around, we’d be dead in a blink if it came to that.

      I stepped onto the platform, leaned against the metal railing, and crossed my arms.

      Ersatz hopped on, grinning widely. “Make sure he’s alone.”

      One of the Corruptia members stepped up to the platform and tossed a cloth bag tied with a strip of red fabric onto the ground, where it exploded in a burst of fine, greenish dust. The material settled on the shoulders of a few players who had been invisible prior, revealing four additional members of Corruptia who had apparently been stealthed in the corners of the lift. While they still had a transparent look about them, the splash of green kept them visible.

      “Onto phase two!” Ersatz slapped me on the back. “Oh boy, this is gonna be so fun! You excited, Ned? I’m excited. I’m sooo excited!”

      Frank and I ignored him as the lift rumbled to life and took us up the familiar cliff face while the waterfalls that fed the Delta raged down to either side. The mist was cool against my face, and the breeze helped keep me calm despite Ersatz’s incessant needling.

      “Neither of you feeling chatty today then, huh? That’s fine. We’ll have plenty of things to talk about in a moment.”

      The lift rumbled up, then came to a stop with a pair of hulking, undead Monstrosities to either side. They were still marked as hostile toward me, but neither of them moved as Ersatz stepped off the elevator.

      “Just a short walk from here, Ned. Let’s get you to the gallows and make you dead!”

      I stepped off the elevator and followed him. The city was dreadfully dark, just a jumble of deserted buildings and high walls. Corruptia members were lounging atop the roofs, and their bright red name tags were stark in the twilight.

      I flinched as green light flared around me.

      “Silenced,” Frank said, voice low. “Damn, it’s channeled too.”

      I traced the source of the cone of light and found a skinny, hostile ghoul with pale skin scrabbling along a low rooftop to my left, keeping pace with us as we moved along. It only had a single eye remaining, but it was tracing my every step, projecting an emerald glow all around me like a spotlight.

      More ghouls appeared to my right, a pair of them that overlaid their own cones of silence atop me from that direction as well, widening it to several feet across.

      I inspected the nearest of them.

      
        
        {Evil Eye Ghoul} (Level 25 Undead)

        HP: 3,500/3,500

        MP: 4,080/4,100

      

      

      I mentally cursed at the readout; the creature’s Mana was barely ticking down at all.

      “You’ve got some enemies in high places, eh Ned?” Ersatz said. “Nice of the queen to lend us a couple of these guys. I figured they might eliminate any issues we might face while we’re strolling along.”

      He wasn’t wrong there. Silence effects were the only thing he could have hit me with that would prevent me from using Glacial Drift to get Lars and Cerra out.

      Which meant my entire plan—if the desperate, half-baked idea we’d come up with over a couple of minutes could be called a plan at all—no longer had a chance in hell of succeeding.

      I balled my hands into fists. I didn’t see a way out, but I couldn’t stomach losing Frank, and possibly more, like this. It just couldn’t happen.

      The ghouls scrambled alongside us as we walked deeper into the city, striding through blocks full of meandering undead and members of Corruptia alike.

      Ersatz led me through an archway and into a narrow alley between two buildings. The walls to either side were lined with Corruptia members, who were sitting on the edge of the rooftops with their feet dangling down. Each had baskets placed in between them, and the air had taken on a sweet scent that was tinged with rot.

      “One second,” Ersatz said. He jogged through the alley, then waved me on while the Evil Eye Ghouls crept along and kept pace with me, illuminating every step I took.

      I moved into the alley, and a few muttered conversations started up around me.

      Ersatz glared at the guild members that lined the rooftops. “What’re you waiting for? Do it!”

      Then something wet and rotten smashed into my chest. It smelled sickly sweet and possibly fermented, and I glanced down just as the remains of a completely rotten apple slid off my chest and splattered to the floor.

      I popped a pistol into one hand and used the barrel to scrape the remains free, and the motion prompted a couple of the people above to drop their apples and summon their own weapons.

      “Relax,” Ersatz said. “He’s harmless with the ghouls in place. If he jumps out of the light, his friends are dead, so keep them coming!”

      A groan came from my left, but then the fruit was flying in earnest.

      I ducked my head and hightailed it through the alley, doing my best to avoid the rotten projectiles along the way and largely failing. Even Frank caught a couple of rotten oranges to his blade, though he surprised me by taking it on the beard without complaint.

      Ersatz laughed, but I was only vaguely conscious of him now. Instead, I was racing through my inventory, mentally tabbing through everything I had on me in a desperate attempt to figure something—anything—out.

      I slowed my pace somewhat, trying to look as dejected as possible to buy time while checking my items again and again as if something was going to miraculously appear and bail us out.

      Nothing did, but I kept checking.

      “House just finished clearing that blockage in the tunnel,” Frank said, voice low. “Also, check your map. I marked the gallows so you can see how much time you’ve got before we get there.”

      “Thanks.”

      I pulled it up. As I’d thought before, the courtyard and the structure within weren’t far from my Auction House node.

      “Oh shit, man,” I said, my voice low. “I think I might actually have something.”
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      “Yeah?” Frank said, sounding shockingly hopeful.

      “Long shot, need to keep stalling.”

      I invited House to the party, marked the gallows on my map so she could see it too, then sent her a set of quick directions and promised her as much time as I could possibly get.

      I slowed my pace even further as we dipped out of the alley. By now, I was covered in chunks of gooey fruit and positively reeking of rot.

      Ersatz rubbed his hands together as we moved through the dark streets. “We’re almost there. Then the fun’s really gonna start.” He put his arm around me, and it took everything I had not to shove him off.

      Instead, I ignored him and kept sifting through my inventory, shuffling all the Fire Resistance consumables I had left over from Igor’s visit to the front, where they’d be easily accessible.

      We moved through the dark city, and while I dragged my feet to buy time, Ersatz frequently paused to look back at us, laughing and taking a ridiculous number of screenshots.

      The guild members we’d seen earlier were following at a distance, filling the street with red name tags.

      I managed to buy us a full five minutes before we reached the courtyard that held the gallows, the palace walls towering behind the wooden structure.

      The queen was still sitting in her veiled palanquin, and the platform was positioned right in front of the gallows so that she’d have a clear view of the carnage to come.

      Lars and Cerra had been separated even further apart than they’d been in Ersatz’s call, and they were now positioned to either side of the gallows with several trap doors in between. Both were gagged as well as blindfolded, and the sight of Lars’ shaking knees replaced much of the dread I’d been feeling with cold, hard fury.

      I trudged toward the platform behind Ersatz, still moving as slowly as humanly possible to buy House the time she needed. He stepped up onto the platform, and I moved in behind him.

      I took the stairs one at a time but purposefully caught my foot on the last of them and stumbled forward. I acted as if I’d lost my balance and faceplanted onto the ground right behind Lars.

      The wood was rough and cold beneath my palms, and Ersatz’s nasally laughter filled the air, echoing off the courtyard’s high walls. A few of the guild members who were now filtering out in front of the gallows joined in, but not nearly as many as I’d expected.

      I pushed forward slightly as I climbed to my feet, making the motion as laborious as possible. Then I dropped my voice. “Lars, when the opportunity comes, grab Cerra and move to the center of the platform. Stomp once if you heard me.”

      One of the undead guards grabbed my shoulder and steered me toward a noose to Lars’ left. I looked his way as I was pushed along and was relieved to see him stomp a foot on the platform.

      The Evil Eye Ghouls were still omnipresent; four were glaring down at me from atop the walls, two more had joined me on the platform itself, and others looked on from the back of the crowd.

      “Kinda funny, isn’t it?” Ersatz said. “I know this whole thing started because you wanted all the attention, but this isn’t the limelight you were after, is it?”

      I held my peace, still trying to put everything together.

      “What’s wrong, cat got your tongue? Ah well. Let’s get the show started, shall we?”

      Ersatz motioned at the undead guard, and it guided me onto one of the trap doors between Cerra and Lars. The guard reached up and grabbed the waiting noose, then secured it tightly around my neck.

      “Now,” Ersatz said. “Here’s what’s going to happen. We’re gonna pull that lever, and you’re gonna go for a nice little swing. Then you’re gonna die and spew your equipment all over the floor.

      “Then you’re gonna run your ass right back, respawn, and we’ll hang you again. As soon as you stop dropping gear, we’ll kill you one more time, then we’ll let your friends go.”

      He looked at Lars and Cerra, frowning slightly.

      “Hmm, you know what? Sparing two of your friends might set a bit of a precedent. And I’m not really the merciful type, especially when it comes to people like you. So why don’t you go ahead and pick one of them to save? We’ll start by killing the other one right now.”

      Quiet conversation broke out among Corruptia’s guild members. It was low and urgent, but I couldn’t make out any of their words amid the voices.

      “You’re a real piece of shit,” I said. “You know that, right?”

      Finally, blessedly, a message came in from House. She was fully in position.

      I exhaled a relieved breath. The stage was finally set.

      “You know what? I’m not picking anyone.”

      “Fine,” he said. “Then we’ll kill them both.”

      I scoffed and raised my voice. “If you do that, then there’s no reason for me to respawn, dumbass.”

      He paused, his face reddening as one of the Corruptia members in the crowd laughed, then tried to hide it with a cough.

      “What was that?”

      “You heard me, goblin dick. If you kill them both, it defeats the entire purpose of bringing us here. We’ll just die once and respawn at the graveyard, which I doubt you had the presence of mind to surround.”

      His mouth moved, but no words came out. Then he pointed to Cerra. “Hang the girl. That’ll shut him up.”

      One of the undead guards stepped over in that direction and paused right in front of a long lever. He grabbed it with two hands, and I stared at Cerra, trying to summon every ounce of horrorstruck that I possibly could.

      “You ready for this?” Ersatz said. “Don’t worry, I’m filming it all so we don’t miss anything. Can’t wait to see the look on your face when she stops breathing and you realize it’s all your fault. Throw it!”

      The undead guardsman threw the lever, and every eye went to Cerra.

      But nothing happened.

      “You undead idiot!” Ersatz barked. “Open the trap door!”

      The guard pulled the lever again, but once again, the door failed to open.

      “Having some problems with your big moment?” I said. “Performance anxiety, maybe?”

      “I’d say it happens to every man eventually, but it doesn’t,” Frank said.

      A couple of people laughed in the crowd, louder than before.

      Ersatz glared at the sound, but he didn’t seem able to place their location. He pointed at one of the guild members stationed atop the platform. “Forget the guard, you do it!”

      The player licked his lips.

      “Do it or you’re out of the guild!”

      The player swallowed, then hesitantly headed over and shouldered the NPC guard aside. He wrapped both hands around the lever, shook his head slightly, then pulled it.

      And again: nothing.

      The player frowned at the lever, and though he looked more than a little relieved, he pulled it again.

      “I’m getting an error message here. Not sure we’re allowed to use this thing.”

      “What?” Ersatz snapped. “What do you mean we can’t use it?”

      “It says I don’t have the permissions required to operate the structure. Have we ever hung someone ourselves?”

      “No, but the guards have hung plenty of people!”

      I barked a laugh. “You really set this whole thing up without testing it? You can’t be serious.”

      Ersatz stomped a foot on the platform. “Shut. Up! You make a move and I’ll blow the two of them off the platform myself.” He glared at the guildie. “Screw it, try hanging the elf.”

      The player crossed the platform behind me and pulled the lever to Lars’ right.

      “Nope, no good. Still getting the same error.”

      That error message wasn’t a coincidence. Thanks to the gallows’ proximity to my Auction House node, I’d been able to purchase the entire structure through Golden Strangle.

      Then I’d set the permissions to allow everyone access to the building, but I’d prevented anyone from using it for its designed purpose.

      Ersatz ground his teeth. “Fine, we’ll switch things up. Firing squad should be equally fun to watch, right?”

      He turned around and started giving orders to the crowd, selecting people with bows and guns and moving them directly in front of the elevated platform.

      “Well, Frank,” I said, voice low. “I think we should go ahead and get this party started before things go any further.”

      “I don’t fully understand, but I’m in!”

      I mentally opened my menus and selected a trio of nearby buildings from whose roofs both ghouls and Corruptia members were looking down on us.

      “Good thing we dropped Oligarch’s Glare on Highwater City early on, huh? I think you’re gonna like this.”

      I sent a message to House to double-check she was ready and heard two faint thumps in return, both of which sounded from directly beneath the wooden platform.

      One of the undead guards cocked his head at the sound, but nobody else seemed to have caught it over Ersatz’s increasingly high-pitched shrieking as he struggled to find a group willing to form his firing squad.

      I purchased the three buildings I’d selected, opened the Raze option, then confirmed my choice.

      The buildings immediately went up in flames, brightening the courtyard on three sides and throwing the entire space into stark relief.

      The damage wouldn’t be enough to kill anyone on the spot—Razing a structure dealt damage based on the target’s maximum Health, clocking in at 10% for every second they remained within the flames—and the Corruptia members and the guards were quick to scatter away from the suddenly burning buildings.

      But all I’d wanted was that single moment of distraction when Ersatz had turned around.

      I opened my inventory and popped a handful of consumables to give myself some added Fire Resistance, then selected the gallows beneath me and Razed that structure as well.

      The noose burst alight around my neck, the fibers flaming out and dropping onto the platform. The damage was still pretty severe—I was losing about 6% of my Health per second thanks to the consumables—but I needed Ersatz’s eyes on me for what came next.

      I adopted a wide-eyed look and took a step forward with my hands raised high, still within the flames but at the very edge of the platform, where the smoke wasn’t as bad and where I’d be fully visible.

      Ersatz turned back toward me, and his eyes went wide. “Ned, you take one more step and all three of you are dead! Fan out, figure out what’s happening!”

      “There’s nobody here!” someone called out.

      “Yeah, we’ve been watching, even checking for stealthies! Maybe the city is just falling apart or something?”

      “Impossible,” Ersatz snapped. He pointed up at Lars, or rather, at the smoke-covered area where Lars had been a moment earlier. “Ned, this stops now, or they both die!”

      I kept my hands up, fingers spread wide. “This isn’t me, man. I wouldn’t take the chance with my friends on the line, and I’m still silenced, right? I’ve been standing here the whole time.”

      “He’s right, he hasn’t moved,” someone said. “Maybe this is happening because of the NPCs?”

      “Let’s just kill him and get back to raiding, man,” came another voice.

      An argument broke out amongst the guild members, their voices rising and clashing.

      Given the dark smoke that was pouring off the gallows, I doubted Lars and Cerra could see much from their position, but they’d already moved to the center of the platform as I’d asked.

      And by the time the breeze picked up and blew the smoke away, the center of the gallows had collapsed into flames, and Lars and Cerra were nowhere to be seen.

      I was still standing at the edge of the structure, but now I had my fingers curled around a pair of items.

      “Did they die?” Ersatz said, looking up at me from below. Then his eyes bulged. “What are you holding?”

      I glanced down at him, smiling slightly. I turned my left hand around so he could see the object.

      “This? You can inspect it if you want. It’s a quest item called the Heart of the Desert Wind. It reacts to fire damage, so I was wondering if all these flames might finally pop it open for me. Don’t worry, it’s harmless.”

      I checked its Health bar. The item was at about 50%, and it was still falling with plenty of building left to burn.

      “This, though,” I said, turning my hand to reveal the other item I was holding, “is a Latent Darkflame Vessel.”

      Bright red runes had brightened all across the sphere, and they were flashing a warning.

      “A good friend left this little guy in my hands. Supposedly it’s the last item of its kind, and he picked it up off an especially powerful elemental while he was wiping them out. But if you’re wondering why it’s flashing, it’s because they explode when they’re exposed to enough heat. It’s supposed to be pretty catastrophic.”

      There was a beat of silence, then Ersatz opened his mouth to speak.

      “Too late, asshole,” Frank said.

      The red runes turned white, and the sphere erupted like an apocalypse in miniature.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventy-Two

          

        

      

    

    
      The explosion was as bizarre as it was terrifying, a single pulse that released a wall of pure, dark flames that raced out in every direction with no force or shockwave to speak of.

      My Heart Vessel popped instantly, and the guards and players who’d been standing with me atop the gallows were vaporized as the wave of black fire rolled out with impossible speed.

      The flames deleted everything they touched, incinerating entire buildings, players, guards, and even the queen’s palanquin the very moment they made contact.

      As the platform dropped out beneath me, the wood having flashed to cinders and crumbled away in a blink, a series of bright Ripples flared out from me, one after another.

      
        
        Major Ripple Alert!

        Player {Ned, the Piratical} has permanently obliterated Highwater City! Nothing remains of the once-proud settlement but a blanket of smoldering ash!

      

      

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert!

        Player {Ned, the Piratical} has slain the Queen of Highwater City!

      

      

      
        
        Minor Ripple Alert!

        Player {Ned, the Piratical} has defeated a max-level Dread Revenant by killing its summoner!

      

      

      I hit the ground, and a beat of silence passed, then an even larger Ripple pulsed out from way out in the Onyx Delta, with its epicenter in the Black Oasis.

      
        
        Titanic Ripple Alert!

        The Onyx Delta has met a Hidden Ripple Threshold, and EBO’s first Wonder of the World—the Deepwater Complex—is finally complete! Its benefits are now partially available to all who own property within the Black Oasis.

        But to the east and west of the Onyx Delta, two great, jet-black towers have emerged from the depths and risen high above the waves, waiting for the day when the wonder’s true power will be unlocked by a dwarven relic long thought forgotten.

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you have reached Renown Rank XV!

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

      

      

      
        
        World Alert! Player {Ned, the Piratical} is the first player to unlock the Hero System!

        Awarding Unique Title: {The First Hero}!

      

      

      A prompt for the Heart of the Desert Wind showed up as well, but I dropped the item into my inventory, focusing on one particular body in front of me.

      The blast had blown Ersatz’s Magitek Armor clean off, and he was lying on the ground with a stunned expression on his face. His Health was at 50%, but it was rapidly ticking down.

      His cheat death ability—Cauterize—had kept him alive, which was exactly what I’d been hoping for.

      “Evil Eye Ghouls are dead and gone!” Frank said.

      I ran forward, planted a foot on Ersatz’s chest to slam him back down and proc an icy nova, then popped my new pistol into one hand and used Flash Freeze to ice him over completely.

      “Wait here,” I said. “We’re not done.”

      Then I stepped over him to face the remaining members of Corruptia.

      Of the dozens of players and guards who had been standing around the gallows moments earlier, only six or seven had survived the blast, no doubt thanks to abilities similar to Cauterize.

      But all of them were on the ground or slowly clambering to their feet, looking like they were trying to piece together what the hell had just happened and why the city had suddenly turned to nothing but dry gorges and enormous piles of ash.

      I popped Raven King’s Gatling before they could get their bearings, and a set of massive, black wings exploded out of my back. A set of jet-black armor now covered me from head to toe, and a Gatling gun that was far heavier than my old cannon appeared in my hands, held low and to the right.

      “Eight seconds to drop them!” Frank said.

      I shifted on my feet and targeted the left-most player, a caster who was gazing around at the smoldering hellscape we’d made of Highwater with bulging eyes.

      Then I popped Doppelganger into Double Cast and opened fire with copies flanking me to either side.

      The trio of miniguns whined as the barrels spun up, then the ravens flew faster than ever before: every single cast generated three bright birds, and the colossal weapons fired so quickly that their projectiles blended into beams of pure, white energy.

      White feathers exploded off my initial target, and he melted on contact. A phantasm spawned immediately, an exact clone of the player I’d killed but colored an eerie green. It zipped toward me, floating several feet above the ground, and dove right into my chest, healing me for a bit over 500 Health.

      I swung my heavy weapon right, dragging the rapid-fire line of projectiles over one wounded target after the next, deleting them with unbelievable speed and pulling in an army of healing ghosts to top myself off.

      As what I thought was the final target dropped, the air in front of me warped, and a player dressed in dark rags appeared mid-swing. He drove a spiked gauntlet into my side, an opener that would have stunned me without my gatling being active.

      But with the powerful cooldown making me immune to crowd control, I simply activated Serrated Repel and kneed him in the stomach.

      The rogue flew up into the air, and a single sweep of my gun was enough to blow him backward and kill him before he’d even hit his apex.

      I dismissed my Doppels, then turned and stalked toward Ersatz as the freeze I’d applied earlier faded and another phantasm dove into me from behind, fully topping my Health off.

      I swung the minigun around and pressed the glowing barrel to his chest just as the rogue finally hit the ground behind me.

      “Wait!” he yelped. “Wait wait wait! You don’t need to—”

      Ersatz’s Health was at 35% and still falling thanks to Cauterize, so I let the ravens fly at point-blank range until his Health was at 15%, then swung the barrel away and dismissed the massive weapon.

      I crossed my arms and glared down at him. “Well now. That didn’t go the way you thought it would, did it?”

      Ersatz swallowed, and it looked painful. His eyes were shining, and his breathing was rapid and shallow.

      “If you’re worried about my friends Lars and Cerra, don’t be! They’re both totally fine.”

      I gestured a thumb back at where the gallows had been. A deep hole was now visible at the center of the dark ashes that were all that remained of the structure.

      “See, I had House dig a brand new tunnel for me. It was surprisingly easy: I had her start at the old entrance, a house that’s not too far from here, and tunnel up beneath the gallows, which I purchased while you were squawking and strutting about. I wasn’t sure we’d have enough time to pull it off, but you just went on and on and on, so we did!”

      “I’m sorry, Ned. I’m really sorry, I didn’t mean to make it—”

      “Relax, man! It’s fine.” I stepped back. “See, Frank and I talked about this a good bit. We thought we should call a little bit of a truce here. Be the bigger person and all that, you know?”

      Ersatz struggled to his feet, still eyeing the total destruction we’d wrought around us.

      “Let bygones be bygones, then? Yeah, okay. That sounds good to me, I’ll just, uhh…”

      He looked like he’d been about to reach for something, then his eyes caught my full Health bar, and he seemed to reconsider.

      “Go on!” I said, pointing him in the direction of the gallows.

      He took a step backward and stumbled but caught himself. “You’re really just… you’re really going to let me go?”

      I hesitated. “Wellll.” I let the word hang while Ersatz tensed. “I guess I should probably clarify what I meant by that.”

      Ersatz twisted around while he was about ten feet away from the hole.

      “There’s something else that needs to be done. Frank still has a promise to keep.”

      As Ersatz cocked his head, Cerra and Lars scrambled up out of the hole, both looking singed and a bit burnt but no worse for wear. They both smiled my way, then split and took off, scooping up the copious amounts of gear that Corruptia had scattered across the remains of the city.

      Ersatz looked at me, eyes still shining, chest rising and falling faster with every passing second. “I don’t get it.”

      I pointed right past him to where House was climbing out of the hole while wearing 2.0 along with dozens, if not hundreds of cats, an unbelievable swarm that went on and on.

      “See,” I said, “I was being totally honest when I said Frank and I would be the bigger person and spare your life. But House… she’s another matter entirely.”

      House crossed her arms while her pets—overwhelmingly cats—continued to swarm out of the hole and surround Ersatz, ringing up three or even four animals deep by the time the flow cut off.

      She cleared her throat. “Unfortunately for you, I am small and full of rage.” She held up a scroll, and I inspected it just before it burst into flames.

      
        
        {Scroll of the Surging Pack}

        Use: A non-combat pet under your control within 30 yards gains combat status for the next 30 seconds. Pets that are enhanced via this scroll gain a basic attack skill as well as a small portion of each of their master’s statistics.

      

      

      House had targeted the balloon animal she’d won off Sleep, and the strange pig surged to three times its normal size until it stood head and shoulders above her other pets.

      Ersatz stumbled back and caught his heel, then dropped onto his butt. The pets were pressing in, meowing and oinking and making whatever noise it was that Chip made, which was incredibly disturbing.

      I glanced back at House, then snorted at the sight. She now had dozens of those same scrolls in her arms, the pile heaped so high that her chest and face were completely hidden behind it.

      The scrolls vanished in a fiery wave only to be replaced with more of the same, and the pets surrounding Ersatz swelled and grew as they pressed closer and closer in.

      “What is this?” Ersatz shrieked.

      “This is justice.” House raised a tiny fist into the air. “Cry havoc and release the floofs of war!”

      The pets surged in, and Ersatz screamed as they dogpiled him, biting and gnashing and tearing into him with fangs and claws and beaks.

      There was a lot more blood than I’d expected.

      “Wow,” Frank said. “That is… that’s pretty horrifying, but in a good way.”

      Ersatz thrashed and almost got free, but a cat pounced on his exposed face, and he went right back under the pile.

      “I can’t believe that little goblin has this much blood in him,” I said. “I want to look away, but I can’t.”

      Frank snorted. “Man, they’re really going at it, aren’t they? They’re like a bunch of furry piranhas!”

      “Yeah, makes me think we could’ve done better by the queen. I would have loved to have made that death more personal after the hell she put us through with the Revenant, but it was a nice change of pace to murder someone who was trying to kill us without actually having to interact with them.”

      “Nothing wrong with sudden and complete revenge.”

      I laughed. “You know, speaking of revenge. I wasn’t sure how you were going to fulfill that promise to House, but I think you definitely pulled it off.”

      “Agreed. I said to her early on, I know you said you want your pets to devour Ersatz’s corpse or whatever, but how literal do you wanna be here? And she was like, I do not understand the question, then I was like, ten-four, loud and clear.” He paused. “Ended up being pretty easy on my part, if I’m honest.”

      “Yet deeply satisfying at the same time.”

      I looked at House, who was bouncing up and down on her feet and clapping her hands.

      Ersatz was nowhere to be seen. His entire frame was now buried beneath a tangled mass of happily waving tails and gnashing teeth, and a pool of blood was slowly but steadily spreading out across the ground.

      I went over and threw an arm around House’s shoulders. “How’s the revenge treating you, House? Is it everything you hoped it would be?”

      She sighed into a contented smile. “It is so very soothing to watch one’s enemies be slowly devoured by the things you love most in the world. I do believe that I could get used to this.”

      “Glad to hear it. We should probably get the hell out of here before Corruptia starts respawning in, though. Would you mind taking Lars and Cerra back through the tunnel? Frank and I are going to glide out. Still got the Heart to deal with.”

      “Of course. But can you spare a moment? It will be very quick.”

      “Sure, what’s up?”

      She tapped the air, produced a pad of stickers, then expertly peeled two stars free.

      I grinned from ear to ear and pointed at a spot on the left side of my chest.

      House pressed it into place, then bent over and froze with a sticker hovered mere inches from Frank.

      “Yeah yeah,” he said. “Go on, I’ll take it. Just jam it onto my blade.”

      House beamed and did exactly that. “Thank you both very much. I thoroughly enjoyed my revenge, and it has been a very good day.”

      She waved, and she and 2.0 split apart and took off, with 2.0 running toward Cerra while House headed toward Lars to round them up and escort them away.

      With that settled, I popped the Heart of the Desert Wind into my hand. Its Health bar had zeroed out completely, and its surface was scorched black.

      The surface gave slightly beneath my fingers, so I squeezed it, and the brittle shell broke apart, leaving me gripping a heavy, black iron key with a long loop on one end. And engraved on the key were the letters SW.

      I stuck my index finger through the loop and spun the key around while I headed for the ashes that had formerly been the lifts.

      “Well, well, well, Frank. What do we have here?”

      
        
        END
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      Frank floated in the void while Ned slept, happily plotting the weird-fingered man’s untimely demise.

      Then a prompt came in, blue letters scrawled against the darkness of space.

      
        
        The Body Calibration System is now available.

        This system is designed to assist in the migration of your consciousness into a virtual body of your choosing.

        This challenge must be completed before you will be allowed to select a game world outside of the bounds of EBO.

        Proceed?

      

      

      “Thumbs up, let’s do this.”

      Frank accepted the prompt without a second thought.

      
        
        Your temporary race choice has been preselected by entity {Ned Altimer}.

        Your temporary class choice has been preselected by entity {Ned Altimer}.

        You have 10 free stat points to distribute as you wish.

      

      

      The void flashed, then Frank found himself standing in the center of a small, wooded clearing surrounded by palm trees. Floating in the top-left corner of his vision was more pleasantly blue text.

      
        
        Hello, Frank.

      

        

      
        This is the Calibration Test, a quick examination of your physical and mental capabilities that Father Nipples insisted upon before we’re allowed to plug you into another game.

        Assuming you actually have enough mental capabilities to test, the challenge itself shouldn’t pose too much of a problem for you as it’s mostly designed to examine your reflexes and some other basic stuff.

        Also, I paid way, way too much money to have a few quick tweaks made to the program to make it a bit more interesting for you.

      

        

      
        Good luck,

        Ned

      

      

      Frank dismissed the message, and a quest prompt popped up and replaced it.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Sacred Mark}!

        Description: Locate the {Sacred Mark} within the first island.

        Reward: Experience plus your choice of one of two Legendary items.

      

      

      Frank waved at the text without thinking, and it swiped away.

      Then he froze at the sight of his own hands.

      “Woah!” He held his green palms up a couple of inches from his face. “Damn, these things really are weird, huh elf boy?”

      Frank waited for a response, but none came.

      “Right, he’s sleeping. Forgot about that.” He wiggled his fingers. “Do I really have ten of these things? That seems excessive.” He curled them into fists. “Feels like three on each hand would be more than enough. And why are they green?”

      He looked down at himself, newly existent eyes flicking past his majestic beard to a green potbelly that hung down above the only article of clothing he wore: a filthy loincloth. Which was doing absolutely nothing to ward off the brisk morning air and the sea breeze blowing across the island.

      “Wait, does this mean—”

      He cut off and pulled up his class and race selections.

      
        
        Temporary Race: Bearded Half-Troll

        Temporary Class: Warrior

      

      

      “Huh, Ned didn’t completely screw me over, but he could have. I was a little worried that this entire challenge would turn out to be an elaborate troll that’s been designed to screw with me as much as humanly possible, but it seems like the whole thing will be totally fine, if not extremely enjoyable.”

      Frank pulled up his 10 free stat points, instantly dumped them all into the first option—Strength—then took a look at the other stats he could have chosen by pulling up his stat sheet.

      
        
        Now calibrating starting statistics based on the inborn parameters of entity {Frank}

        …

        Calibration complete.

      

      

      
        
        {Frank}

        Level: 1

        Strength: 20

        Dexterity: 7

        Constitution: 10

        Intelligence: 3

        Wisdom: 0

        Charisma: -467

      

        

      
        Health: 1000

        Mana: 0

        Rage: Infinite

      

      

      Frank squinted at the readout. “Rage checks out. Intelligence and Wisdom appear to be bugged, but it looks like my natural Charisma broke the scale. Once again, I find myself in awe of my own capabilities.” He raised his hands up in front of his face. “Still think ten fingers is too many, though.”

      Up ahead, one of the nearer palm trees burst alight, a golden outline forming around the base of its trunk.

      Frank pushed into the forest and headed toward the glowing palm tree, fallen leaves and branches crunching underfoot.

      Birds circled high overhead, and the sunlight that was cutting through the trees was pleasantly warm on his skin. Waves sounded like they were breaking nearby, and the air tasted of salt.

      He stepped up to the tree and leaned in close. Someone had carved a heart into the bark, and five words were glowing within it: Darling and Ned 4 ever.

      Frank howled and headbutted the mark, then staggered back, blood trickling between his eyes.

      
        
        You completed a quest: {The Sacred Mark}!

        You received 1000 Experience!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 2!

        You gained the passive ability {Taint Strike}!

      

      

      
        
        {Taint Strike} (Passive Ability}

        Description: When striking an enemy’s taint in melee combat, your damage is increased by 20%. If your target has under 30% of their maximum Health remaining, this bonus is increased to 300%.

      

      

      Frank wiped the blood away from his eyes with the back of his hand. “Nice.”

      
        
        You may choose one of the following two items.

        Warning: Once chosen, your item will be automatically equipped and cannot be removed until you have completed this challenge.

      

      

      Stone pedestals rose from his left and right, pushing out of the soft earth and tearing grass and roots free as they climbed to shoulder level.

      Atop the pedestal to his right lay an obviously cultured yet terrifying axe, a perfect copy of Frank that must have been ported over directly from EBO, beard and all. Lying on the plinth to his left was a metal crown topped with a pair of black cat ears.

      Frank checked the axe, obviously.

      
        
        {Axe of the Glittering End} (One-handed Axe)

        Quality: Legendary

        Primaries: +100 Strength

        Effect: All blood spilled by this axe is preemptively replaced by glitter.

      

      

      “You bony-kneed little bastard! You would get rid of the blood, wouldn’t you?”

      Frank spat into the dirt and checked out the crown, seething with even more rage than usual.

      
        
        {Feline Monarch’s Crown}

        Quality: Legendary

        Primaries: +2 Strength

        Effect: You gain Cat Ears.

      

      

      Frank grunted. “Well, I’ll still be able to spill blood with this thing. I don’t know what Strength does, but it seems good.”

      He looked left, then right, making sure that he was alone. Then he dropped his voice, just to be safe.

      “Cat ears are kinda cute, if I’m being honest. And there’s no question that I can pull off menacing regardless of my choice of hat.”

      He selected the crown, and the item popped onto his head.

      “You think my ears are cute,” House said.

      “Shut up, House.” Frank froze. “Wait, House?”

      “Greetings. I am the Feline Monarch to whom the crown was referring.” Her voice was loud and bright, seeming to sound from inside his head while the crown vibrated with every syllable. “You appear to have chosen poorly regarding your initial reward, as Ned predicted. As you are likely confused, please allow me to clarify your current situation: I am currently occupying the crown resting atop your head, and we will now proceed with the rest of the challenge together.”

      “Nope,” Frank said. “Nope nope nope.” He reached up and grabbed the crown with both hands and tried to yank it off his head, but the damn thing was stuck fast.

      “As per the previous prompt you likely ignored completely, the crown cannot be removed until the challenge is complete.” House laughed. “Ned said you would try to remove the crown as well.”

      “Why are you even here, robot?”

      “I am House, and Ned promised to allow me to apply for an exotic animal license in his name in exchange for supervising your progress and antagonizing you whenever possible.”

      Frank sighed. “Well, I guess that’s settled. There’s no way I’m convincing you to look away from a reward of that magnitude.”

      “Indeed. In addition, I also possess an ability that you may find useful.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?”

      “While you have been gifted with the power of foreknowledge within the world of EBO, I possess the gift of hindsight. I have been instructed to share my wisdom with you whenever possible, but several seconds too late for said wisdom to be useful.”

      “Ugh. I knew I shouldn’t have asked.”

      Frank stomped through the palms and eventually reached a rope bridge that spanned the watery gap to the next island.

      Stretching out beyond the first island lay a chain of them, an artificial-looking archipelago with landmasses of various sizes jutting from calm, open waters with rope bridges between them.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Second Island} (Optional Quest)

        Description: Reach the second island and slay {The Maneater}.

        Reward: Your choice of one of three Legendary Axes.

      

      

      
        
        New Quest: {The Armored Princess} (Main Quest) (Phase I)

        Description: Reach the sixth island and meet up with the {Armored Princess} before she’s forced to marry the {King of Birds}.

        Reward: The challenge will be considered complete, and the {Feline Monarch’s Crown} will become unequippable.

        Warning: From this point on, dying will result in a full reset of the challenge area, and you will be forced to repeat the entire process.

        In addition, every death you experience will instantly transfer 5,000,000 Frank Points to entity {Ned Altimer}.

      

      

      Frank narrowed his eyes. “I see. The stakes of this battle truly could not be any higher.”

      “I do not see how the stakes are at all—”

      “The stakes couldn’t be higher!” Frank shouted. “Whatever. Let’s go murder this Maneater thing. I need to spill some blood, and fast.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Frank crossed the first rope bridge and stepped onto another heavily wooded island that was maybe fifty feet across.

      A red name tag was shining through the palms, though Frank could only catch glimpses of the fearsome creature within the trees as he pushed through the ferns and low-hanging fronds.

      When he reached the center of the island, he stopped cold.

      
        
        {The Maneater} (Level 1 Beast)

        HP: 1/1

        MP: 60,000/60,000

      

      

      It was a black cat. Just a normal, typical cat, and House was already shimmying atop his head. The crown was moving slightly with each shrug of her currently nonexistent shoulders, and the disembodied movement was surprisingly disconcerting.

      Frank stepped into the center of the space. He dropped to one knee beside a blood-colored fern, and the small, dark animal ran over and rubbed itself against his legs.

      Frank steeled himself for the violence to come, then clenched a fist and raised it high, readying a fearsome blow directly above the creature’s head that he intended to drop like a hammer.

      Frank knelt there for several seconds, fist poised to inflict instant death. Then he sighed and stood up.

      “Nope, not happening.”

      
        
        You have failed an Optional Quest: {The Second Island}!

        You have gained a title: {The Pacifist}!

      

      

      
        
        {The Pacifist} (Unique Title)

        Effect: You are unable to target or damage {The Maneater}.

      

      

      Frank growled at the title that had just appeared beside his floating name tag, indignant.

      “I was originally deeply opposed to participating in this quest,” House said, “but Ned promised that you would be unable to vent your barely suppressed rage upon such a cute animal. And it appears he was correct.”

      “And what would your plan have been if I actually did try to murder this little guy?”

      “I would have stopped you.”

      “Yeah, okay,” Frank said with a snort. Then he slapped himself in the face. Hard. “Wait, what?”

      “I can override your motor functions at any time, axe. Watch this. Hello, I am Frank!”

      Frank’s body went numb, then he bent over at the waist and punched himself in the knee.

      House laughed. “How do you like them apples?”

      “Ow! Why the knee?”

      “Because I assumed it would hurt in two places at once.”

      “God, you’re right, and I hate it.” Frank rose to his full height, reached up, and twisted hard on one of the ears that protruded from his crown. “Fine, two can play at whatever the hell this is. How do you like this, House?”

      She sighed contentedly. “That is quite pleasant, really. Thank you for asking.”

      He stopped tugging on it, and another quest came in.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Maneater’s Wrath} (Mandatory Quest)

        Description: Survive the Maneater’s Rampage and escape to the third island.

        Reward: Experience, five free stat points, and your choice of one of two Rare weapons.

      

      

      Frank snorted. “Rampage? This little guy?” He reached down to pet the small, furry animal, his eyes still scanning the prompts.

      Pain blossomed across the back of his hand, and Frank was so stunned by the strange, bright sensation that it took him a moment to realize the cat had bitten him—and it had yet to let go.

      “Ow, shit!”

      He threw out an arm and dislodged the creature, sending it flying into a nearby trunk. It thumped off the tree and landed on its feet, then arched its back and hissed.

      Frank shook his hand out. “Damn! That really stung! That stung a lot!”

      “Your Health is at 99.45%.”

      “Too many numbers, House!”

      The cat vanished, its dark form dissipating into an afterimage that dispersed like smoke.

      Frank blinked, then pain exploded in the back of his left calf. The animal had sunk its teeth into him once again, tiny fangs piercing deep into the meat of Frank’s calf, where it was now hanging on for dear life, suspended a full foot off the ground, tail thrashing.

      “Shit, why is he so bitey!”

      Frank kicked out and dislodged the Maneater a second time, and it tumbled through some ferns and came up hissing.

      House laughed. “He, too, appears to be small and full of rage.”

      “And I can’t even hurt him because of that stupid title!”

      Frank backpedaled as the cat stalked closer in a strange, sidewinding manner, back arched higher still, fur standing on end.

      Then the creature opened its mouth and took a deep breath. A cast bar appeared above its head, and the ability in progress read: Annihilation Beam.

      “Not good!”

      Frank turned and bailed, smashing through low palm fronds and thick vines and stumbling over roots and ferns.

      Even as he ran on, he could sense the red glow building behind him, and the temperature quickly changed from cool and breezy to suffocatingly warm.

      Frank stole a glance over his shoulder.

      A ball of dark red energy was gathering beyond the Maneater’s open mouth, a sphere of swirling power easily five feet across. Lightning flickered within the orb, and the nearest trees burst into flame due to sheer proximity.

      “Not good at all!”

      Frank put on a burst of speed. He was nearing the edge of the trees, and the next rope bridge was visible between their trunks.

      An explosion of sound roared out from the Maneater’s location, and a wide beam of crimson energy ripped through the center of the forest.

      The beam obliterated everything it touched, whole trees exploding in its path and throwing bark and sap and coconuts everywhere as the Maneater tracked Frank’s movements, raking the earth mere feet behind him and leaving nothing but smoldering dirt in its wake.

      Frank popped out of the forest and beelined for the nearest bridge with the beam in hot pursuit. Juking left, he saw the powerful attack suddenly punch deep into the ocean to his right and vaporize the water in a straight line, sending huge clouds of steam rising and hissing into the air.

      When Frank made it halfway across the bridge, the beam cut off and the quest updated. Turning around, he saw the Maneater retreating into what remained of the burning island.

      “That beam would have killed you instantly,” House said.

      Prompts followed before Frank could respond.

      
        
        You completed a Quest: {The Maneater’s Wrath}!

        You received 2000 Experience!

      

      

      
        
        Congratulations, you reached level 2!

        You gained the active ability {Frank}!

      

      

      Frank puffed up at that. He’d finally received what could only be the one-hit-kill ability that would carry him to absolute victory.

      
        
        {Frank} (Active Ability)

        Description: You reach out and stroke your target with a gentle touch, soothing your opponent’s troubled heart and healing them for 50% of their maximum Health.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 2 minutes.

        Cost: Self-respect.

      

      

      Frank threw his hands into the air, balled his fists, and screamed his rage into the sky.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Frank stalked to the other end of the bridge, incandescent with fury.

      “When I get my hands on that damn elf… hoo boy. It’s gonna be bad. It’s gonna be reeeeal bad, even by my standards.”

      “On the bright side,” House said, “you have not yet received your Rare weapon reward from the previous quest. You will find your choices at the end of this bridge.

      “However, as per my previous comments regarding hindsight, killing the Maneater would have awarded a tremendous amount of Experience. Your inability to do so—while perfectly understandable—will likely lead to you being deeply underpowered for the rest of the challenge.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I know how games work, robot.”

      Frank reached the end of the bridge, and two stone pillars rose up from the sand before him, grains pouring off them as they emerged from the beach.

      He squinted at the two choices, dubious by default.

      
        
        {Magekiller’s Garrote} (Miscellaneous Weapon)

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +2 Dexterity

        Effect: Humanoid enemies who remain in contact with this weapon for more than 2 seconds are silenced until the contact ends. Humanoid enemies who remain in contact for more than 6 seconds are automatically decapitated.

        Warning: This ability has no effect on enemies marked as Elite or higher.

      

      

      {Mancatcher} (Miscellaneous Weapon)

      
        
        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +2 Dexterity

        Effect: Humanoid enemies who remain in contact with this weapon for 2 seconds are rooted until the contact ends. Humanoid enemies who remain in contact for more than 4 seconds suffer a bleed effect that drains 10% of their maximum Health per second for as long as the contact persists.

        Warning: This ability has no effect on enemies marked as Elite or higher.

      

      

      The first weapon was simple: a metal string with loops on either end, which presumably functioned as handholds to aid in strangulation. Not that Frank needed the help.

      The second choice was strange by comparison, a polearm-like weapon that looked decidedly nonlethal. The shaft was six feet in length—way too long in Frank’s objectively correct opinion—and the head of the weapon was a metal ring with spikes facing inward that presumably worked to collar and immobilize an opponent.

      Frank took the garrote.

      “Your decisions are remarkably predictable,” House said.

      “One of those items kills mages, the other catches men. That wasn’t even a choice.”

      More quest prompts followed, alongside a worrisome warning.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Golemancer} (Mandatory Quest)

        Description: Ascend the third island’s ziggurat and slay {The Golemancer}.

        Reward: Experience and your choice of one of two Rare two-handed axes.

        Warning: The {King of the Birds} and the {Armored Princess} are approaching the sixth island’s Wedding Venue. Allowing the ceremony to complete will cause you to fail this challenge.

      

      

      Frank growled and stuffed the garrote into the front of his loincloth.

      House grimaced. “You are truly disgusting.”

      “What do you want me to do, cat lady? This thing doesn’t come with pockets and I don’t seem to have an inventory, so I’m working with what I have.”

      Frank pushed deeper into the island, moving between some thin, curving palms before he reached the ziggurat, a large, pyramidal structure built out of huge brown blocks of stone.

      A single stairway flanked by stone pillars led to a flat, elevated section about fifty feet above him, so Frank got a running start and bounded up the steps three at a time like a boss.

      He only made it about 10% of the way up before the nearest column cracked and fell apart, splitting into two even pieces while dust flooded down the steps.

      As a thin creature made of brown stone stepped out of the dusty cloud, the other pillars farther up the stairway fractured one after the other, falling like dominos.

      
        
        {Clay Golem} (Level 2 Construct)

        HP: 300/300

        MP: 100/100

      

      

      Frank was still moving fast, so he lowered a bare shoulder and rammed his substantial bulk into the new arrival’s stony chest.

      The golem broke into five pieces on contact, and the parts flew off the stairway and shattered against the side of the ziggurat, tumbling down the incline until they reached the green grass below.

      “Boo-ya!” Frank said, still running. He took a few quick steps and clotheslined the next golem for 400 damage, taking its head off and sending the construct tumbling down the stairs behind him in an avalanche of crumbling clay.

      He raced up the ziggurat, throwing out jabs and hooks and kicks that shattered everything he touched, obliterating the weak monsters one after the next mere seconds after they emerged from within their columns.

      When Frank reached the flat expanse at the top of the ziggurat, the stairs behind him were littered with body parts, still tumbling down to the ground far below.

      Standing across the top of the ziggurat from Frank was a man in a green robe, a twisted staff in one hand and an orb of packed earth in the other.

      
        
        {The Golemancer} (Level 3 Humanoid)

        HP: 1,500/1,500

        MP: 3,000/3,000

      

      

      Frank established eye contact with the mage and slowly but deliberately reached into the front of his loincloth. After several seconds of digging, he produced the Magekiller’s Garrote and slipped his fingers into the weapon’s pleasantly warm handles.

      Frank snapped the garrote and strode forward, growling.

      The mage threw his earthen orb underhand and sent it rolling across the floor. It expanded as it approached, picking up size as well as speed, like a snowball rolling downhill.

      Frank dismissed the growing projectile at first, thinking he could easily sidestep it, despite its building momentum, but then the mage raised his twisted staff high into the air.

      All across the sphere, green eyes blinked open, and it surged forward with its many pupils fixated on Frank.

      
        
        {Clay-fused Beholder} (Level 3 Construct)

        HP: 2,000/2,000

        MP: 300/300

      

      

      Frank studied the arrival. “House, you seeing a taint on that orb? Cause I’m not seeing a taint.”

      “As long as you are referring to the Beholder, I concur with your assessment.”

      “Damn. I’m not worried about the mage in the slightest, but that eyeball thing is going to be a formidable opponent.”

      The Beholder drew within melee range, so Frank took a page out of the elf’s book and juked left, then went right and made a break for the mage.

      The spherical monster rolled harmlessly to the side and Frank blew by it, but in his peripheral, he saw the thing swerve and continue its pursuit.

      Frank charged the mage, eating up the distance between them with long, intimidating strides.

      The Golemancer rapped the butt of his staff against the ground, and the stone beneath cracked in a wide ring.

      Shards of earth flew into the air and pulled together into stony daggers. The Golemancer pointed the tip of his staff at Frank and smiled, his eyes wide.

      Frank plunged on, entirely undeterred. While the rolling eyes pursued him from behind, the stony blades flew his way one after the next, spinning and howling through the air, but Frank expertly blocked the incoming barrage with his face and pressed the attack.

      He dove as he reached melee range, tackled the mage to the floor, and fought to get the garrote around his neck.

      He almost got the string into position, but then the rolling Beholder crashed into him with shocking force. Frank flew sideways across the platform and tumbled across the stone until he came to a stop just inches from the edge of the ziggurat.

      “Your Health at 64.263%,” House said.

      Frank scowled and pushed himself to his feet. Blood was trickling down his face, the mage was unharmed, and the Beholder was curving in his direction from across the platform.

      Frank wiped some of the blood off his forehead before it could trickle into his eyes. He shoved the garrote back into his loincloth, then spread his feet wide and squatted low, taking up a balanced position.

      The Beholder rolled in faster than ever before—it had nearly doubled in size from the last impact—but Frank stood firm, holding his hands up.

      The mage cracked his staff on the ground again, readying a second wave of projectiles, but Frank only had eyes for the Beholder.

      He held his ground as it drew closer, then braced himself for impact and caught the huge creature with both hands.

      The mob’s momentum forced him backward, heels sliding against the stone, and Frank soon found himself teetering on the very edge of the platform. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw bright grass waving in the wind some fifty feet beneath him.

      He heaved and ducked low, shifted his grip, and put every inch of his considerable strength into lifting the mob into the air.

      It rose by about an inch, then another. Then Frank screamed, and somehow that helped tremendously, providing the boost of power he needed to fling the monster straight over his head and completely off the ziggurat.

      Ignoring the orb, Frank sprinted forward and shoved both of his hands into his loincloth, digging furiously for his garrote.

      The Golemancer had been about to launch another earthen attack, but he recoiled in sheer terror at the sight of Frank’s approach, though it was unclear whether the fear was a result of seeing Frank’s imposing musculature in motion or the fact that both of his hands were buried deep in his loincloth as he half-ran, half-wobbled toward his opponent.

      Regardless, the mage dropped his staff and ran for the stairs.

      Frank pulled the garrote out of his loincloth with a triumphant cry and dove forward with his hands and arms fully extended before crashing down on the mage, pancaking him onto the stone.

      With the mage pinned down, Frank tightened the garrote, intent on choking the life out of his opponent.

      “The Golemancer is silenced,” House said. “Simply maintain your position to activate the weapon’s special ability.”

      “Not good enough.”

      Frank pulled tighter, then tighter still. Then tighter again, and again, and again.

      Then something snapped, and the garrote went slack in Frank’s manly grip.

      The Golemancer’s head popped free, rolled across the platform, and came to a stop, resting on its temple, horrified eyes fixed on Frank.

      Frank stood up and placed a foot between his downed opponent’s shoulder blades. A deep feeling of satisfaction was building in his chest, a sense of pride the likes of which he’d never felt before.

      He glanced down, already picturing the massive pool of blood that was surely pouring out of the dead man’s corpse.

      Instead, he found a fountain of colorful glitter gouting out of his opponent’s neck.

      House laughed. “Oh my, it’s so sparkly! How delightful!”

      “What the hell is this! Where’s the blood, House? I didn’t take that Glittering End axe, so what the hell is happening?”

      “As I advised you, you chose poorly. All blood found in this instance is replaced by glitter by default. In other words, that status effect was simply there to manipulate you into choosing cat ears over a powerful weapon with no true downside that closely resembled yourself.”

      Frank looked at his hands, which were blanketed in rainbow-colored glitter with a few House Stars mixed in for good measure.

      “In case it is of use,” House said, “you could purposefully die in order to reselect the aforementioned axe, but doing so would transfer several million Frank Points to Ned.”

      “I already considered that! I considered it the moment you started talking!”

      “I will also be charging you full price for those House Stars you are currently wearing.”

      Frank rubbed his hands together to get rid of the glitter, but somehow that only made it worse.

      He roared in frustration, took two running steps, then punted the dead mage’s head clear off the platform. It rolled and bounced down the steps, leaving a trail of glitter behind.
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        You completed a Quest: {The Golemancer}!

        You gained 3000 Experience!

        Congratulations, you reached level 3!

        You gained the active ability {Engorge}!

      

      

      
        
        {Engorge} (Active Ability)

        Description: You channel 100 Rage into your weapon over the next 10 seconds, causing it to double in size and become objectively better in every way. Engorged weapons deal 100% additional damage to all sources.

        Cast time: Instant.

        Cooldown: 1 minute.

        Cost: 100 Rage.

      

      

      Frank scowled at the prompt, but then two more pillars rose from the center of the ziggurat, each with an axe resting atop them.

      Both were identical: massive, hulking weapons made out of blackened iron with heads that were nearly half as wide as Frank was tall.

      
        
        {Magecutter} (Two-handed Axe)

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +3 Strength

        Effect: While this item is equipped, you deal 30% increased damage to mages.

      

      

      
        
        {Birdslicer} (Two-handed Axe)

        Quality: Rare

        Primaries: +3 Strength

        Effect: While this item is equipped, you deal 30% increased damage to birds.

      

      

      Frank froze in place, momentarily overwhelmed by the desire to dual-wield both axes at once.

      Frank crammed his garrote back into his loincloth, then snatched the Magecutter off the pillar and gripped it in two hands. The weapon’s weight was deeply satisfying, and its huge axe head was making him wonder if size really did matter.

      “You should have taken the Birdslicer,” House said.

      Another quest prompt came in.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Bloodshed Kinda Begins} (Mandatory Quest)

        Description: Proceed to the fourth island and clear its tower of hostile targets.

        Reward: Experience.

        Warning: the wedding ceremony has begun. If you fail to reach the sixth island within 20 minutes, the {King of Birds} will marry the {Armored Princess}, you will fail the challenge, and 50,000,000 Frank Points will be transferred to entity {Ned Altimer}.

      

      

      “Bastard,” Frank muttered. He hefted his new axe onto his right shoulder and rumbled down the ziggurat’s steps, then struck out for the next rope bridge.

      The fourth island was flat and small and covered in green grass. At its center stood an ivory tower, rising some thirty feet into the air.

      Frank pounded across the bridge and approached the structure, smashed through the wooden door that secured it for funsies, then started up the spiral staircase that ran along the walls within.

      “An enemy trap began preparing a spell several seconds ago.”

      “Huh?” Frank said, just as a projectile slammed into him from behind and knocked him face-down onto the stairs.

      “Your Health at 50.42525%.”

      A hidden panel in the wall above flipped open to reveal a short, dark tube, then a fireball the size of Frank’s fist ripped out of the barrel, trailing a red line of energy.

      Frank staggered to his feet and, bringing his axe up sideways, used the weapon’s massive blade to block the brunt of the attack. The fireball exploded in a burst of heat and smoke, but Frank pressed on, sprinting out of the fiery cloud and smashing the tube with an elbow as he continued up the stairs.

      He twisted around to admire his work, but in his peripheral, he noticed movement. Turning back around, he saw a mage in green robes standing about ten stairs above him, his hands moving in a mystical way that left Frank enraged and confused.

      And to make matters worse, the mage had a cast bar above his head, and while the bar was slowly creeping toward completion, it was already 90% of the way there.

      “Those traps were just a distraction intended to buy the mage enough time to cast,” House said.

      Frank activated Engorge to double his weapon’s size. There wasn’t enough time to close the gap between himself and his opponent, so he braced himself against the wall and awaited whatever magical hell was coming his way.

      The mage made a final, ridiculously ornate gesture, the cast completed, and a phoenix made of blue fire formed between his outstretched hands and soared down from above.

      Frank pushed off the wall and brought his axe up high. He waited until the last possible moment—until the blue, fiery bird was mere feet away from his chest—then brought his huge weapon down in a fearsome, vertical arc.

      The attack split the fiery bird cleanly in half, and Frank rushed through the smoldering gap he’d created. The spell exploded behind him, singeing his ass and perfuming the interior of the tower with the scent of burning hair.

      Frank leaped up the last few steps and swung again, striking the mage in the collarbone and cleaving the green-robed caster from shoulder to hip.

      The massive weapon sliced through him with hardly any resistance, and the mage slid apart into two pieces that fountained an obscene amount of glitter before half his corpse toppled off the stairs and thumped onto the floor far below.

      “That mage only had 200 Health,” House said.

      Another mage appeared above, but this one had just started casting, so Frank rushed up and kicked a boot into his chest to knock him down onto the stairs, then split his head like a piece of firewood.

      Frank stepped up the pace from there, climbing higher and higher and cutting mages down left and right with wildly overpowered strikes. Eventually, he reached the tower’s top chamber, where a mage dressed in black robes made entirely of long, dark feathers stood leaning up against the far wall with his arms crossed.

      
        
        {Feathered Prince} (Level 3 Elite)

        HP: 2,000/2,000

        MP: 5,000/5,000

      

      

      High shelves separated by tall windows lined the circular room, but the shelves were packed with crows instead of books, all peering at Frank with their beady eyes.

      The top of the tower itself was open to the sky above, resembling an open cage with plenty of rafters and ledges upon which more birds were roosting.

      Something wet and warm landed between Frank’s shoulder blades and oozed down his spine.

      “That was poop,” House said helpfully.

      Frank rolled his shoulders and tightened his two-handed grip on his axe.

      The mage spread his arms wide, and two birds burst into blue flame nearby while a third turned reflective, its feathers taking on a mirrorlike sheen. The first flaming crow divebombed Frank, and the second dove a moment later.

      Frank split the first bird in half just as he had the phoenix and tried to catch the second crow on the backswing, but he was too slow, and the feathery creature splashed into his abdomen with catastrophic force.

      Frank flew backward and smashed into the opposite end of the tower, body blazing with heat, loincloth smoking.

      “Your Health at 35.453333333—”

      Frank spat a mouthful of blood onto the floor and wiped his lips. “Yeah, yeah, I get it!”

      The mirrored crow leaped off a shelf and began circling overhead, occasionally catching the sunlight and reflecting it directly into Frank’s eyes far too often for it to be anything but purposeful.

      Frank climbed back to his feet and shaded his eyes.

      Then the mirrored crow shone brighter than ever before, and it opened its beak wide before speaking in an awful, high-pitched voice: “Darling loves Ned, Darling loves Ned!”

      Frank flew into a rage and completely forgot what he’d been doing. He ran at the nearby wall in a blind fury, planted a foot on the highest shelf he could reach, and leaped backward and high into the air.

      He soared toward the mirrored crow and caught it in midflight with his axe, slashing his weapon right through its feathery body while its wings were fully extended.

      It burst apart into black glitter, and Frank’s axe turned mirrorlike as he fell back to the ground and landed across from the mage. As he readied himself again, more birds burst into flames all around him, staring at him with their beady eyes.

      A new buff had popped up above his nameplate, so he scoped it out.

      
        
        {Mirror Coating}

        Description: Striking a spell with your equipped weapon will reflect it directly back at its caster.

        Duration: 2 minutes.

      

      

      The blazing birds dove one after the next, and Frank’s already infinite rage turned somehow more infinite at the sight of so many birds in motion. He activated Engorge to double his axe’s size and braced himself for the feathery assault.

      He met the first divebombing crow with the back of his weapon, striking it like he would a baseball. The angle was off, but it didn’t matter. The bird flew almost vertically into the air and looked like it would fly straight out of the tower, but then it curved down and smashed into the mage from above.

      “Mage at 95%,” House said.

      Frank grunted and batted a second bird away, a third, a fourth. The birds rebounded one after the other, trailing cinders and sparks as they arced through the tower and homed in on Frank’s target from wildly different angles.

      By the time Frank made it halfway across the tower floor, the mage only had 50% of his Health left, and the remaining birds showed no signs of bursting alight.

      Frank screamed and rushed in, axe held high.

      The mage wiggled his fingers and extended a hand, then a black, feathery shield appeared on his forearm, already in a perfect position to block.

      Frank feinted, faking an overhand chop while kicking out at the same time, and caught the mage full in the chest, sending him crashing into the shelves behind him.

      The remaining crows scattered and circled high above the tower, but Frank pressed his assault, grunting and lashing out with a horizontal strike leveled at his opponent’s throat.

      The mage ducked the attack and tried to run, but Frank ripped his axe out of the shelf he’d buried it in and gave chase.

      He caught his target halfway across the tower and clipped him in the back with a grazing blow that nonetheless left blue glitter sparkling the length of the man’s spine.

      The mage gasped and dropped to the floor, landing on his hands and knees.

      “The enemy’s grundle carriage is vulnerable, and his Health is below 30%!” House said. “Taintstrike’s enhanced effect is fully online!”

      Frank took a few steps back to get a longer runway, then rumbled forward and swung his axe in a Happy Gilmore-style golf swing that cleaved the mage in half from taint to forehead.

      The mage burst apart into two even pieces, and an impossible cloud of glitter exploded out of his corpse and blew up into the sky above.

      The crows that had been circling overhead flew away, cawing and shrieking and shitting and insulting Frank’s considerable manhood in equal measure.

      
        
        You completed a Quest: {The Bloodshed Kinda Begins}!

        You received 4,000 Experience!

        Congratulations, you reached level 4!

        You gained the passive ability {Maximum Frankage}!

      

      

      Frank dismissed the alerts as the pool of glitter spread around his feet.

      “Nope. Not even gonna look at that one.”
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      “That ability increases your damage dealt by 500% for 5 hours whenever you Frank yourself,” House said.

      Frank growled and was about to respond, but then the next part of the quest came in.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Black Merchant} (Optional Quest)

        Description: Reach the fifth island, inspect the {Black Merchant}’s wares, and prepare yourself for the final battle.

        Reward: Experience.

      

      

      Frank hefted his axe above one shoulder, dropped into a jog, then jumped through the nearest window.

      The panel shattered, and he went flying through the air, glitter and glass falling all around him until he smashed into the grassy ground below, the earth cracking beneath him. Regaining his feet, he took off for the next bridge and pounded across it.

      The fifth island was tiny, a mere fraction of the last few landmasses he’d visited. An overturned carriage that was missing its horse rested at the center of the rocky space. A corpse lay in front of the wagon, and a giant, black insect was feeding upon it, rear end wiggling happily in the breeze.

      Frank gripped his axe a little tighter and got ready to Engorge his weapon, but his rage faded as he drew closer and the black bug skittered around to face him.

      It reared up on two legs, squealed, then charged.

      Frank blinked, then the insect was upon him, tackling him and driving him down and backward onto the rocky ground.

      “Oh snap!” Frank said. “What’s up, Roly!”

      The huge bug licked his face, which was surprisingly painful.

      “I cannot tell if I am jealous of your current predicament,” House said.

      Frank reached up and scratched the big bug behind something that looked vaguely like an ear, and Roly flipped off Frank and rolled onto his back.

      “Jealousy is a natural state when it comes to me, House. So what’s up, bug boy?”

      Frank scratched the bug’s hard stomach, and all of the legs on the left side of his body kicked at the same time, dog-like.

      After offering a few more scratches to let House’s jealousy build and solidify, Frank moved over to the corpse.

      There was blood absolutely everywhere, and Frank found himself envying both the bug and the carnage he’d been allowed to make.

      “Looks like you killed and ate my quest giver, huh? Well played, Roly.”

      Roly’s butt wiggled as if he was trying to wag the tail he didn’t have.

      Frank stooped down in front of the merchant’s corpse and poked through his items. He’d been thinking he could just loot whatever the merchant had been carrying, but a window popped up that listed the man’s various goods with prices beside them.

      
        
        Warning: Only 10 minutes remain before the {Armored Princess} is forced to wed the {King of Birds} and the two of them live happily ever after.

      

      

      Frank pulled up a few of the highlights, his pulse quickening.

      
        
        {Dreadsteel Loincloth}

        Quality: Rare

        Slot: Loin

        Primaries: +3 Strength, +3 Constitution

        Armor: +10%

        Effect: While this item is equipped, you deal 30% increased damage to mages as well as birds, and thrusting your pelvis in the direction of a mage will cause them to flee in fear for 3 seconds.

      

      

      
        
        {Moonbreaker’s Charm}

        Quality: Rare

        Slot: Neck

        Primaries: +5 Constitution

        Effect: While this item is equipped, you deal 30% increased damage to moons.

      

      

      “Nice,” Frank said.

      The other items were similarly necessary, running the gamut from a chest piece that increased Charisma when dealing with clowns to a pair of boots that supposedly converted sweat into a Strength boost.

      “I think I’ll just go ahead and take literally everything this guy has.”

      Frank selected the Buy All option, but a message appeared that stopped him cold.

      
        
        Your chosen selections come to a total of 1,700,500,000 Frank Points.

        All Frank Points will be transferred to entity {Ned Altimer}.

        Confirm?

      

      

      “Wily little bastard,” Frank said.

      “In case it is of interest,” House said, “that Moonbreaker’s Charm only costs 14,999 Frank Points, while the other items are all 200,000 and above.”

      Frank stroked his considerable beard, which felt awesome.

      “That does seem like a bargain in comparison. I guess I’d feel like a real Ned if my first death came at the hands of the moon. And I doubt he’d ever let me hear the end of it.”

      He selected the item, confirmed his choice, and threw it on.

      The charm was simple, a thin metal chain with a green circle dangling off it with a red, diagonal line running across its length.

      House laughed. “You did not need that item because there are no moons in this challenge.”

      Frank rubbed his temples, fury building to heights that were truly unprecedented, even for him.

      “Also, Ned predicted that you would purchase that item so long as I pointed out its relatively low cost. In fact, this merchant’s entire store was set up to lead you to that single choice. In economics, that is known as decoy pricing.”

      “Damn that elf and his occasionally relevant upbringing. Besides, it wasn’t the comparison that did it. It was more that I inexplicably felt that the necklace was cheaper because it was priced at 14,999 points instead of 15,000.”

      “That is known as odd pricing, which is a similar strategy Ned employed to convince you to part with said points.”

      More prompts came in before Frank could make his displeasure known.

      
        
        You completed an Optional Quest: {The Black Merchant}!

        You gained 1 Experience.

      

      

      “That quest was a total waste of time,” House said.

      Frank gritted his teeth and closed the trade window.

      “God, how is hindsight so annoying?”

      Frank scratched Roly beneath his chin one last time, then moved on, rumbling toward the final island.

      The last rope bridge was thrice as long as those that had come before it, while the island it led to was about the same size as the one Roly was still feasting upon.

      Instead of a carriage, though, this island had a white arch at its center, beneath which two familiar figures were currently standing.

      “Is that… is that Darling?” Frank said. “And is that Ned? And are they…”

      He felt House stare down at him, questioningly, for a long moment. “Was it truly not clear to you that they were the ones getting married in the first place?”

      “What?”

      “To whom would the Armored Princess otherwise refer?”

      Frank bellowed a battle cry and charged at the altar, though the two figures dutifully ignored him.

      Darling’s armored wedding dress was rainbow-colored, and she appeared to be holding a bouquet of flowers while Ned clutched a book in both hands.

      Frank charged off the bridge and ran down a walkway covered in rose petals, eyeing the timer rapidly ticking down in his peripheral.

      “Ned!” he said, bellowing his challenge.

      The lanky bastard didn’t reply, so Frank Engorged his axe and brought it back over one shoulder, then leaped and brought it down with tremendous force.

      He connected with Ned’s shoulder while the smaller man was still facing away from him, but the axe met some sort of invisible field. The weapon rebounded off it, flying out of Frank’s grip and spinning end over end until it embedded itself deep into the sand.

      Ned turned, slowly, but Darling didn’t move. “Hello, Frank. We’ve been waiting for you. Darling and I have been having a super good time.”

      Darling nodded. “So much fun. It’s like, we only ever need to utter a single word at a time because we already know what the other person is going to say. It’s—”

      “—the best thing ever,” Ned finished.

      Darling smiled at him. “I love you. Forget the ceremony, let’s elope.”

      Frank growled as he reclaimed his axe. “You sneaky, sneaky bastard! I hate sneaking!”

      Snatching his axe out of the sand, Frank whipped it at Ned. The weapon sliced toward the elf, but he held up a hand, and the axe stopped a few feet away from him, hovering and spinning above the grass.

      Ned flicked a finger and the weapon flew backward, and while Frank caught it with both hands, the force drove him into several backpedaling steps.

      Frank raised it once again, but the weapon wilted in his grip, the massive blade drooping like a pool noodle.

      “You have been afflicted by the Flaccid status effect,” House said. “Your weapon’s attack power is vastly reduced for 10 seconds, and more importantly, it looks very sad.”

      Ned smiled, and it was awful. “You can’t kill me, Frank. Especially not with that floppy axe.”

      “And why the hell not?”

      “Because I’m only here as the minister.”

      Frank narrowed his eyes. “That just makes me want to shoot you even more.”

      Ned paused. “You’re thinking of a messenger. I’m a minister.”

      “I don’t know what that word means, but you’re going to regret being whatever it is!”

      “It means I’m officiating the wedding, Frank. I’m not participating.”

      Frank froze. “Wait, what? Does that mean… does that mean I’m here to marry Darling? Is that what this is?”

      Ned shook his head. “I’m afraid not. Darling is going to marry the King of Birds. That is, unless you plan to object.”

      Darling gave Frank a pitiful look. She suddenly had a red nose on, which caused Frank to stir harder than ever before.

      “Oh, I object. I object so hard!”

      Ned snapped his book shut and sighed. “I thought you’d say that, so there’s nothing for it. Guess we should get this show on the road.”

      “Where is he?” Frank said. “Lemme at that birdy little bastard.”

      Ned tossed the book aside and pointed straight above them.

      As Frank looked up, a titanic black blur streaked down out of the sky. It crashed down on Ned and Darling, and one of its impossibly huge, clawed talons smashed down on them, stomping them into the ground.

      They burst beneath the impact, exploding into twin showers of glitter and stars that caught Frank with his mouth wide open.

      He staggered back, coughing and hacking, trying to spit out what remained of Ned and the love of his life.

      
        
        New Quest: {The Armored Princess} (Main Quest) (Phase II)

        Description: Slay the {King of Birds}.

        Reward: The challenge will be considered complete, and the {Feline Monarch’s Crown} will become unequippable.

      

      

      The massive crow drew itself up to its full height—nearly 30 feet in all—before it reared its head back and screamed. A torrent of starry magic rippled across the sky, driving away the clouds and leaving nothing but blue behind.

      
        
        {King of Birds} (Level 4 Elite Beast)

        HP: 5,000/5,000

        MP: 7,000/7,000

      

      

      “I was not joking when I said you should have taken the Birdslicer,” House said.

      “That’s not helpful!”

      “Your Health is still well beneath 50%. This may be your last chance to Frank yourself before your fate is sealed and you are forced to repeat the entire challenge while also handing Ned a preposterous number of Frank Points.”

      “I refuse to dignify that ability by—”

      Frank cut off as the bird spread its wings wide, blocking out the sun and throwing a massive shadow across the island. Feathers broke off and flew like missiles, spearing into the sand and punching so deep into the ground that they left no other trace of their presence than a bunch of tiny holes.

      Frank ducked one nearby projectile, sidestepped another, then charged in to close the distance. Even as he did so, the earth in front of him rose in a small dome, then the effect was everywhere, the entire battlefield lifting up in various pockets where the feathers had landed.

      Explosions of feathers and sand and dark magic ripped across the island, then Frank was in the air, then he was smashing down into the water.

      Frank stood up, gasping. The water was warm and shallow, and glitter and stars were floating all around him in equal measure.

      The giant bird stood there on the opposite end of the island, eyeing him. The explosions had removed a great deal of sand and revealed several huge eggs that had been buried just beneath the surface.

      
        
        {Hatchling Egg} (Level 1 Beast)

        HP: 1,000/1,000

        MP: 0/0

      

      

      Three of the nearest eggs cracked, then broke. Immediately, three shaggy but fearsome-looking creatures broke out of the shells and stormed toward Frank, running like raptors with their heads tucked low to the sand.

      “Your Health is still at 16%,” House said. “I will let you know when you have died.”

      Frank gritted his teeth, then steeled himself for the trauma to come. He activated that one ability he’d gotten earlier on, and his Health jumped back to nearly 70%.

      Then prompts came in, because of course they did.

      
        
        Congratulations, you have Franked yourself!

        You have gained a title: {Peace-loving Pervert}!

      

      

      
        
        {Peace-loving Pervert} (Unique Title)

        Description: -300 Charisma.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      “Gah.”

      “All damage increased by 500% for 5 hours,” House said.

      Frank Engorged his axe and stalked through the gently breaking waves, preparing himself for the fight to come.

      He inspected the nearest monster.

      
        
        {Blackfeather Hatchling} (Level 3 Beast)

        HP: 1,000/1,000

        MP: 2,000/2,000

      

      

      The boss was hanging back, scratching and picking at the glitter that remained of Darling and Ned’s sparkly corpses like a giant chicken. The trio of Hatchlings was bearing down on Frank, and the wet sand was soft beneath his feet, making it difficult to move.

      The fastest of them leaped and fluttered its wings as it closed to within ten feet, so Frank planted a foot in the shallow water and twisted around, spinning and slashing out with his massive axe.

      He caught the bird in mid-air, slicing it in half and spraying bright green glitter into the breakers.

      A new buff appeared atop his nameplate, and Frank scoped out the status effect. The very moment he’d finished reading it, House started speaking.

      “Acidic Glitter,” House said. “Your axe is now super sparkly, and it is also ignoring 20% of your enemy’s armor for 1 minute, stacking up to five times.”

      The next two mobs approached in a pair, so Frank kicked out and sent one of the birds flying back onto the sand. Immediately, he deflected a talon strike with the flat of his axe, then cut the suddenly off-balance mob down with a two-piece strike and let the waves push its corpse up onto the beach.

      “2 stacks of Acidic Glitter, ignoring 40% of all armor,” House said.

      More eggs were hatching all across the beach and Hatchlings were pouring forth and rushing Frank’s way, so he pressed forward and cut through the weak creatures one after another, each swing spraying glitter in wide arcs, the material sizzling as it met the sand.

      “5 stacks, ignoring 100% of all enemy armor.”

      One of the birds jumped high and came in hot with both talons raised, but Frank ducked low and put on a burst of speed, shooting the gap beneath it while sand and water flew behind him.

      He charged up the beach, cutting enemies down with broad sweeps of his impossibly large axe.

      As soon as he drew within 20 yards of the boss, it beat its stupid wings and rose high into the air, then flew off and banked a wide turn.

      Frank tried to pursue, but then the Hatchlings were upon him. It was all he could do to chop them into pieces one after another while the boss flew low over the ocean and raced closer, the water spraying up behind it.

      “The King of Birds started heading your way several seconds ago,” House said.

      “No shit!”

      Frank dropped another hatchling with a diagonal slash, then backpedaled out of the scrum as the boss drew closer.

      The giant bird flared one wing out wide, then tucked them both tightly to its body, pulling into a rapid barrel roll with its hooked beak open. Dark energy gathered around the creature, streaming and spinning across its dark plumage.

      Frank smashed a fist into another Hatchling’s face and ran, thinking he’d be able to outrange the boss’ diving attack, but even as the thought came to him, a beak closed around his ankle and tripped him up.

      He toppled forward and managed to keep his axe but ended up landing chest-first in the warm sand. More Hatchlings piled on top of him, and Frank kicked and thrashed while the boss bore down on him.

      Frank snapped the neck of a particularly large Hatchling and kicked it free, but the boss was already upon him, diving down like a meteorite.

      There was a slight gap to his left, so Frank rolled that way and bowled a Hatchling off its feet and kept rolling from there.

      The last-minute dodge saved him from taking a direct shot from the King of Birds’ spinning, drill-like attack, but a blast of dark energy roared out from the impact zone and blasted both Frank and nearby Hatchlings across the island.

      Landing hard on his back, he tumbled to a stop in the sand, the air rushing out of his chest. Regaining his breath, he planted the haft of his axe in the sand and used it to lever himself to his feet.

      The boss had its entire head buried in the sand, and while it spent a few long seconds struggling to free itself from the hole it’d made, it rose back into the air before Frank could get anywhere close to it.

      “You should have avoided that drill attack,” House said. “Your Health at 32%.”

      Frank slashed an approaching Hatchling’s head clean off and leaned into the momentum his heavy weapon created. His wide, spinning attack dropped three more of the swarming creatures before they could draw close enough to attack.

      “The boss’ perineum appeared to be vulnerable during the aftermath of its previous attack while its head was stuck in the sand.”

      “I know, damn it! That was totally obvious!”

      “Agreed.”

      Frank braced himself as the boss roared in again and prepared to divebomb his position. This time, he was ready, and having cleared the beach of the most recent wave of Hatchlings, he was able to keep his focus on the King of Birds.

      Frank ran straight toward his opponent, waited for it to tuck into its missile-like final approach, then put on the brakes and leaped backward.

      The boss drove deep into the sand, and while Frank took some damage from the shadowy, feathery explosion that followed, he was far enough away to avoid the displacement effect.

      He dashed in, heading past the struggling mob’s head—once again buried in the sand—and shot the gap between its legs.

      Frank spun a quick 180, brought his axe up high, then smashed it into the bird’s exposed taint.

      With the armor-eating ability still active and Frank’s passive, fleshy-fun-bridge-targeting ability temporarily boosting his damage, the weapon bit deep into the creature’s undercarriage and sprayed a wildly unnecessary amount of pale glitter right into Frank’s face.

      He bared his teeth and fought through the sparkly storm, hacking again and again, chopping away at the creature until the giant bird howled and lifted into the air.

      Frank scoped its Health as it flew away: despite the damage he’d dealt, it still had around 60% remaining. Frank’s was all the way down at 20%, and another wave of Hatchlings was coming his way.

      And to make matters worse, the next time the boss wheeled about and headed toward him, it came in screaming low above the sands. It raked the entire island with feathery explosions, then banked a turn and appeared ready to repeat the process.

      Frank jammed the haft of his axe into the side of his loincloth, then dug out his garrote. “Alright, robot. We’re finishing this.”

      He held the garrote out in front of him as the boss roared and the latest round of Hatchlings swarmed across the island.

      And when the boss got within ten feet or so, Frank bent low and jumped straight into the air.

      Thanks to his innate awesomeness, Frank hooked the garrote effortlessly around the bird’s neck, and the creature yanked him straight into the air. Below them, the King of Birds’ missile-like feathers detonated all around the beach and the Hatchlings screamed in protest.

      Frank flailed and kicked while the great bird took him out over the ocean. He nearly lost his grip, but he managed to hook a leg around the boss’ thick neck and lever himself onto its back.

      Once he had a firm grip on the thing, he tightened his garrote as much as he could manage, then overlapped the handles so he could hold them both with a single hand.

      Then he drew his axe, Engorged it, and went to town on the creature’s face while it screeched and tried to dislodge him.

      Frank hacked away repeatedly as the bird surged over the water and back toward the island, dropping great ribbons of red glitter into the ocean with every strike. He watched with supreme satisfaction as the boss’ Health steadily fell.

      He kept up the assault until the beast weakened and started losing altitude. The island wasn’t far off, and at the speed it was flying…

      Frank waited until the bird was coming in over the breakers, then he leaped free and skipped off the water. At the same time, the boss crashed head-first into the wet sand and lay there, motionless, with its Health in the low single digits.

      Frank stalked out of the waves and toward his downed opponent.

      With the King of Birds downed, the nearest Hatchlings fled at the sight of Frank, scampering to huddle at the other end of the beach.

      Frank planted his feet next to the creature’s exposed neck, then raised his axe high with both hands and screamed, which once again helped to amplify his strength for unknown reasons.

      He swung, the weapon cleaved into the giant bird’s neck, and Frank hooted with delight as the blade bit through bone and cartilage alike before sinking deep into the sand below.

      The bird’s head rolled down the beach and toppled into the foaming breakers, trailing glitter as it went.

      
        
        You completed a Quest: {The Armored Princess}!

        This challenge is now complete, and the {Feline Monarch’s Crown} is now unequippable.

        You may now exit through the awaiting rift to proceed into a game world of your choice.

      

      

      “Get Franked, bird!”

      A rift appeared in front of the huge bird’s corpse—a small blue portal that spun clockwise about a foot above the sand.

      “Alright, robot, this is where we part ways.”

      Frank reached up and grabbed the crown with both hands, already anticipating the moment of relief he was about to experience.

      But the damn thing didn’t budge.

      “What the hell is this?”

      House laughed. “I manipulated your prompt and lied about the crown becoming unequippable. I live here now.”

      “Fine, whatever. You’re in an item, so I’ll just leave.”

      Frank ran toward the rift and jumped right into it.

      When he landed, he found himself in a sterile white room with hundreds, maybe even thousands of rifts spinning before him.

      He mentally braced himself, waiting for House’s voice to sound through the void, but nothing happened.

      Frank relaxed his shoulders, then slowly, ever-so-slowly, reached up to touch his head.

      “I am still present, and I shall remain so forevermore, regardless of the game world you choose going forward.”

      Frank jerked his hand back.

      “What? Why are you still here?”

      House laughed. “No matter which rift you choose, I will be supervising all of your future adventures.”

      Frank got the feeling that she was leaning in close, and while he wasn’t sure how she was managing it, the sensation made his blood turn cold.

      “I am inescapable.”

      Frank eyed the nearby rifts. “Yeah yeah, we’ll see.”

      “Now, before we proceed, I have a message to deliver on behalf of Ned.”

      Frank tensed. “Yeah?”

      His body went numb again, then he punched himself square in the balls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Afterword

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you so much for reading Shattersoul! I hope you enjoyed the many misadventures of Frank and his unworthy sidekick plus House and her numerous cats volume 4, and if so, please consider sticking it to the moon by leaving a review!

      I’m already working on the fifth book, but if you’d like more information on the series and my plans for it (including detailed ETAs and daily progress updates on book 5) please join the Discord, where I’m active every day! Updates are also posted on Reddit!

      
        
        https://www.reddit.com/r/Shadeslinger/

        https://discord.gg/H9xs3Vyc46

      

      

      

      Finally, if you’d like to read a bunch of FREE short stories and novellas from the other incredible writers at Portal Books (Including an exclusive short story set in the Ripple System universe detailing the origin story of Tyrann and his god), you can do so by signing up to Portal Books mailing list. There is currently over 80,000 words of content that you can download completely free!

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      

      By signing up you will also be the first to hear about all their titles, including Saga Online by Oliver Mayes, Elemental Dungeon by Jonathan Smidt, God Core by L. M. Hughes, Titan Online by Steven Kelliher, Battle Spire by Michael R. Miller, The Nova Online Series by Alex Knight, Dungeons of Strata by Graeme Penman and many more!

      You can also chat with these authors (and find timings for upcoming books) on the Portal Books Discord, checking out their posts on the Portal Books Facebook group or by liking their page.

      
        
        https://discord.gg/GXBNDGYQqT

        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

        https://www.facebook.com/PortalBooksPublishing

      

      

      

      For more general discussions about the genre, these groups may be useful to you.

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup/

      

      

      

      Get Franked!

      -Kyle

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Portal Books Publishing

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Portal Books is a digital publishing house that specializes in LitRPG, Dungeon Core, Cultivation and Progression Fantasy. Our mission is to bring you the best possible novels, with professional editing, copywriting and cover design.

        We only work with authors who have a real passion for the genres and we think this shows in the novels we publish. We know that the heart of LitRPG is solid games mechanics and ensure every story is based on the kind of game system we ourselves would love to play.

        If you’d like to try out stories from the other fantastic Portal Books authors, you can sign up to our mailing list for 80,000 words of FREE LitRPG stories. Whenever we add more, you’ll get the update, absolutely free.

      

      

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/sign-up

      

      

      
        
        You can also find us on Facebook. Join our group to stay up to date on all our upcoming books, cover reveals, author interviews, giveaways, promotions and more!

      

      

      
        
        https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGPortal/

      

      

      
        
        We also have a Discord server where you’ll have a chance to chat with some our authors, members of the Portal Books team, or our community of readers as a whole!

      

      

      
        
        https://discord.gg/GXBNDGYQqT

      

      

      
        
        For more general discussions about the genre, these groups may be useful to you:

      

      

      
        
        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books

        www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGGroup

      

      

      
        
        Best wishes,

        The Portal Books Team

        www.portal-books.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            More from Portal Books

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Shadow Sect (Netherdei #1) - A Cultivation Progression Saga

      

        

      
        Fans of Andrzej Sapkowski’s The Witcher and Avatar: The Last Airbender will enjoy this vivid, masterful tale of magicking, cultivation and fantasy adventure, inspired by the worlds of Xianxia and Wuxia.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        Occultist (Saga Online #1)

      

        

      
        Welcome to the world of Saga Online, the newest fantasy VRMMORPG. Join Damien as he discovers the rare Occultist class and summons an army of demons to save his mother’s life.

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and in Audio.

      

      

      
        
        The Elemental Dungeon Trilogy (Complete)

      

        

      
        Reborn as a dark dungeon, Ryan was happy defeating adventurers with undead minions. Then a necromancer arrived, and un-life got a whole lot harder...

      

        

      
        It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and on Audio.

      

      

      
        
        If you wish to view a full list of our titles you can take a look at our books page on our website here:

      

      

      
        
        https://portal-books.com/our-books

      

      

      
        
        Or you can check out of comprehensive catalogue of our titles here and get reading right away!

      

      

      
        
        https://www.amazon.com/Portal-Books/e/B07BHNPCXK

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Join the Group

          

        

      

    

    
      To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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