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Chapter One



“Speaking of penetration,” Frank said. “I need to get in there.”

I leaned out over the railing that ran around the lower edge of our turtle-ship’s shell, watching the waves foam by.

We were currently sailing north at Frank’s suggestion, the afternoon sun was hot on the back of my neck, and seagulls were circling and screeching overhead.

“Get in what, exactly? Or who?” I paused, increasingly horrified. “God, it’s not a who, right?”

Frank shrugged, then startled when his new, green frame followed suit. He looked from left to right. “Whoa. Wasn’t expecting these things to actually move.”

“You mean your shoulders?”

“Yup.” He shrugged a second time, then a third. “Huh. I’m just used to mentally shrugging, you know? This is blowing my mind.”

I smiled. “I get that.”

He shrugged a fourth time. “No wonder House is always shimmying. Shoulder stuff really does hit different when you have the requisite parts.”

“It’s nice, right? Being corporeal.”

“Definitely, but having a body is gonna take some getting used to. Cool as it is, it’s kinda spooky at the same time.” He raised a hand in front of his face and spread his fingers, which were still coated in Ton’s blood. “Never thought I’d end up piloting a meat mech of my own, but here we are.”

A shadow wheeled across the deck. Frank squinted, and when he spoke, the words were a bit more rushed than usual. “I’m not complaining, for the record. Just saying that having a body feels surprisingly weird.”

“Normal,” House added from somewhere high above.

I craned my neck up and peered through the afternoon sunshine. I spotted her sitting on one of the raised edges of the turtle’s colossal shell with an emerald jellyfish jiggling atop her palm. When she poked it with her index finger, it jiggled harder, and she shimmied.

Frank snorted. “Two peas in a very strange pod.”

House and her jellyfish synced up, both of them shimmying left to right with mathematical precision, and I burst out laughing.

Then an alert went out, and all three of us looked up simultaneously.

System Alert: Greetings, Adventurers!

The Lunar Emperor’s Endgame content patch is currently processing and will be rolling out in full later this afternoon!

In the meantime, {The Occulted Lands} are now available for exploration, but be warned: the most difficult parts of this area have been balanced for level 50 players in full A-Grade, with the Outskirts balanced for those in the low 30s.

For many of you, venturing into such a zone may sound like too much of a challenge—but take heart, adventurers, for a new figure is rising within the world of EBO; a would-be ruler who is intent upon lifting up those who have been left behind and arming them for the war to come.

We hope you enjoy this new adventure, and as always, thank you for playing EBO!

Sunlight flared off something metallic overhead, then Darling landed a few feet to my left. The metal walkway rang beneath her. “Hey, guys. What do you make of that?”

I dismissed the alert and rapped my knuckles on the railing. “Lifting up those who have been left behind, huh? Definitely going to be some kind of catch-up mechanic. Probably a pretty intense one, too.”

She brushed a dark lock out of her eyes, then started tying it up with both hands, a hair tie appearing out of nowhere and already pinched between her teeth. “Sort of a must with the level requirement on the new area. Otherwise, everybody other than you is gonna be locked out for at least a week, if not way longer. The bit about arming those same people is sort of worrisome, though. Makes me think whatever’s coming will be a lot more involved than a double Experience event or something like that.”

“Agreed. I think the most likely scenario is⁠—”

“Anyway,” Frank broke in, “let’s circle back to our previous talk about penetration.”

Darling sighed. “That’s what you guys have been talking about while I was gone? I figured you’d have been planning our next steps, but in hindsight, this makes a lot more sense.” She scrunched up her nose. “I guess, in fairness, it would have been both.”

I held up both hands, palms out. “No, I never said anything about penetration in the first place. I never said anything at all, actually. I was just standing here looking at the ocean and minding my own business, then out of nowhere, Frank started going off about⁠—”

“I wasn’t referring to penetrating anything or anyone in particular.” He stabbed the air with a green, blood-caked finger. “I just need to get in there in general, you know what I mean?”

I laughed under my breath. “Well, you’ve got hands now, so stabbing’s more on the table than ever before.”

He nodded sagely. Tried to, anyway. “And by stabbing, you mean pen⁠—”

I raised my voice and rolled over him. “Your first class change is at level 7, right?”

“Huh? Oh, yeah.”

“The second happens when you reach level 15, then the third at level 30. You can pick up a Subclass at Renown Rank XV and enhance it at level 40…”

“Not sure that’s going to be super relevant for him,” Darling said.

“Ohh, I didn’t think about that, but you’re totally right.”

He bristled. “I find it impossible to imagine myself not being Renowned. How is that system not relevant?”

“Because you’re obviously going to die too often to progress.”

“Exactly,” Darling agreed.

Frank furrowed his newly existent unibrow. “Dubious.”

“I guess we’ll see,” I said, “but that’s a worry for another day. Putting the Subclass stuff aside for now, you’ll get your Tier V class change at 45, then at 50…”

I pulled up one of the notifications I’d received after hitting that same level back in the Sands, right after torching everything I’d ever built.

You may now begin your Capstone Trial at any time, after which you will be able to equip S-Grade Gear, begin your Tier VI class change, and enter into the endgame of EBO in search of powerful new abilities, class-defining spells, and a challenging new level bracket where advancement comes with vast risks and even greater rewards!

Begin Quest?

“Hey, Frank? Any downside to accepting this quest?”

“Nope, might as well.” He pulled his loincloth up with a wildly unnecessary amount of force. It was awful. “You should take your Subclass Quest too while you’re at it. Here’s the original prompt you got earlier on. This quest’s simple compared to the Capstone, but it might take a while to wrap up.”

You may now begin a quest to enhance your Subclass, after which you may either choose to raise your current Subclass beyond level 10 or select a second Subclass.

“Thanks.” I accepted both quests, and another pair of prompts followed.

New Quest: {A Myriad Approach} (Subclass Quest)!

Description: Defeat 500 level 35+ enemies.

Warning: If you die while this quest is in progress, your kill count will be reset to 0, and the kill count requirement for completing it will be doubled. This effect can occur an unlimited number of times.

New Quest: {The Broken Altar} (Capstone Quest)!

Description: Obtain and sacrifice several powerful Reagents found within {The Occulted Lands}.

Requirements: {Bloody Ear} x25, {Ghoulish Eye} x2, {Tear of Ascension} x1.

The Subclass Quest would complete naturally over time, so I minimized that one and linked the items I needed for my Capstone to Frank. “You got sources on that stuff?”

“Yup. Ghoulish Eyes will drop off particularly strong stuff in the new area, and we can scoop the Tear by killing a raid boss out that way, doesn’t matter which. Bloody Ears will probably be the biggest problem. Those will come from killing enemy players, but I’m not really sure how that’s going to work.”

“Why’s that?” Darling asked.

“They only drop from enemies the system considers to be worthy opponents. And that’s a problem, because it means we need to kill people within 15 levels of you.”

Darling adjusted her gauntlets. “And those people definitely don’t exist. Maybe Tyrann is closing in on 35? Ersatz, too, and maybe Arty? That’s probably it.”

“True,” I agreed, “but everyone’s headed to the Occulted Lands, so we’ll just have to keep an eye out for a solution there. Plenty of stuff to do in the meantime.”

I rubbed my chin, wondering about our next move.

The problems we were facing were myriad. The Oasis was dead to rights, the Auction House network was toast, the Renown Perks I’d worked so hard for were largely useless, and the fact that I’d been using Illusion Magic to prop Francis up as an influential figure within the Black Oasis was now known the world over.

On the flip side, though, we’d come out of that last confrontation with a city that could swim, and while I hadn’t gotten a good look at what the giant turtle could do just yet, the clean slate in front of us had me feeling pretty damn good.

“Alright, we should probably start leveling you up, Frank. Gotta get your troll up to snuff as soon as possible, especially if you’re gonna start tanking for the guild.”

He crossed his broad arms. “I cannot imagine a nobler cause.”

“Oh, I definitely can. Several causes, actually. But noble or otherwise, power-leveling Frank seems fun. And if whatever’s coming really is a catch-up mechanic, maybe we’ll be able to leverage it to get him up to speed even faster.”

“That’d be nice,” Darling said. “He’ll definitely need some levels before we can introduce him to raiding.”

I inclined my head. “Consider it done.”

Frank jerked his loincloth up again, winced, then slowly backed it down.

I tried to look away but couldn’t manage it. It was like driving by the scene of a car accident—I couldn’t help but rubberneck at the carnage.

“Please stop.”

He froze with his hands on his hips. “What?”

“It’s just… we can’t unsee this, man.”

“May I make a suggestion?” House asked from above.

“Shoot.”

She hesitated, and I was about to clarify what shoot meant when she continued. “Could we also make it a point of emphasis to get Frank some pants?”

I pointed a pistol up at her. “Yes, House. A thousand times yes. We can and should do that.”

Darling tapped the air. “Heavy armor to start, right? I’ve definitely got a couple old sets lying around.”

Frank’s breathing became noticeably heavier.

The three of us stared at him for a moment, and I was the first to speak up. “You might wanna give him literally anyone else’s armor.”

“Hey, no, it doesn’t make a difference whose armor I’m wearing. It’s just armor that’s already gotten bloody is easier to put on and move around in and it smells nice and⁠—”

Darling interrupted him with a thumbs-up. “Message received. But yeah, we’ve definitely got some E-Grade gear banked that we can use to get him started. I’ll have somebody bring it your way. Won’t be anything special stat-wise, but at the very least, it should reduce the psychological damage he’s dealing with that loincloth.”

“Thanks, Darling.”

“Yeah,” Frank agreed. “Thanks.”

She made a dismissive gesture. “Please, it’s the least I can do. Two-handed axe? Dual wield? Sword and board? What do you want?”

“Two-handed for sure,” Frank said. “Maximum damage. Nothing else matters.”

She tapped the air, probably messing with her inventory. “I like it. I might even have one of my old axes lying around.”

“Hey,” I said, “if the gear’s just sitting there, could you get him a one-hander too? And I guess a shield wouldn’t hurt. Better to have options.”

“Sure thing.”

“Appreciate it.”

The clouds parted overhead, and that ugly, emerald bastard drifted out from behind them and turned the entire ocean a sickly shade of green.

The single eye that had briefly revealed the moon for what it truly was had slammed shut mere seconds after appearing, but now the entire celestial body was sinking closer and closer to the earth.

I didn’t trust myself to estimate distance when dealing with something on the moon’s scale, but at the rate it was going, it seemed like it’d be making landfall within a couple of days at most.

I swung my revolver up at the sky. “I bet that if we play our cards right, we can probably get this guy into position to Frank that thing out of existence before it does whatever the hell it’s trying to do. In an ideal world, we’d power you to level 20 by tomorrow evening, but I dunno how realistic that is.”

“Doable, given that I am completely unfettered.” He flexed, startled again, then flexed with renewed confidence. “There’s an Experience penalty for questing with someone way above you in level, but I’ll still be leveling crazy fast with how little Experience the early levels require. I bet I could hit level 7 within a couple hours if we really push it. Get that first class change done ASAP.”

I holstered my pistol. “Then let’s get to it. We might as well sprint straight to the Occulted Lands, and we can grind you out some levels along the way.”

“Oh, we’re already doing that.”

I cocked a dubious eyebrow.

“We’ve been doing that. We’ve done been doing⁠—”

“Wait, really?” I asked. “I thought we were just going north to make sure nobody was following us from the Oasis.”

“I had House chart the actual course a little while back because sailing north seemed like the obvious move. I’ve already picked out a couple secret spots to hit along the way for loot, too.”

I shaded my eyes and peered in the direction the ship was heading, where there was nothing but sunlight playing across gentle waves.

“Damn. I wouldn’t have thought you could become any more invested in your own existence, but I’m glad to be wrong. If we’re already moving in the right direction, then I wanna double-check something real quick.”

I pulled up another prompt I’d seen shortly after torching the Oasis and riding away to safety.

Crimson Ripple Alert!

The Possibility King may be dead, but his masterwork lives on and is intent on picking up the apocalyptic torch its creator left behind!

And as it approaches, a fearsome tide is rolling across the land, bringing with it a new foe, a new continent, and a new era.

Welcome, adventurers, to the first content patch in EBO’s history: The Lunar Emperor’s Endgame!

I dismissed the prompt, excitement buzzing through me. As much as it had hurt to raze everything we’d built—especially the World Tree, which still stung more than anything else by far—for the first time since the launch of EBO, it truly felt like we had a whole new world in front of us.

Darling put her back to the railing to my left. “So, Frank.”

“Yes, Darling?”

“If you’re unrestricted on sharing information with Ned at 50, does that mean you’ve got the lowdown on the entire patch?”

“The full patch isn’t live yet, so I can’t tell if I’m restricted. It’s all blank on my end. I do have access to all the pre-launch stuff, though. Plus everything prior to level 50.

“As for the parts that’ll be level 50+, I assume I won’t be able to share much on any of that until elf boy finishes his Capstone Quest and starts moving through the next level bracket.”

I watched a seabird dive into the water and fly away with a small fish caught in its beak. “Cool, so we’ve got a ton of info in hand, but it’s business as usual for the latter expansion stuff. That sound about right?”

He nodded.

“Nice. I’m glad you’ve already got the location for the new continent. Should give us a bit of a leg-up there.”

“Yup. But it’ll probably be a little while before we arrive and get to putting that spider egg in its place.”

“Spider egg?”

Darling leaned forward. “You mean the moon, right?”

“Uh huh.”

She squinted. “Is that a hint or something?”

“Nah.” Frank pointed up at the moon. “This is just an educated guess on my part, but I’m pretty sure that thing is full of spiders.”

“I can totally see that,” I said. “By the way, we’ve still got a solid item sitting around from killing Gulgos a while back. Probably a good idea to keep it in mind along with everything else.”

I dropped an item link into the chat.

{Gulgos’ Prized Bracelet} (Two-way Teleporter) (Consumable)

Description: A giant bracelet cast in gold and etched in silver, this magic item is capable of granting anyone with the proper credentials direct access to the vast riches of {The Vault of Giants}.

Requirements: This item can only be engaged by a level 50 player who has slain {Gulgos, Shaper of Dragons}.

Use: Teleport yourself and your party members into {The Vault of Giants}.

I dismissed the prompt. “I figure Omen’s probably not ready for that level-wise, but I’d like to knock that out at some point. Super convenient with the teleport. We can just focus on the upcoming event for now and shoot out whenever the moment’s right.”

Frank grunted. “Probably not as far off as you think with the levels and all that. With you at 50, I can finally say that the vault’s a Challenge Dungeon. Only one of its kind so far.”

“And that means what, exactly?” Darling asked.

“Difficulty of the area shifts with the levels of the people we bring in.”

She leaned forward even further, eyes glittering. “Like, the rewards get better if we bring in higher-level players? Difficulty scaling and all that?”

Frank waggled another fat, bloody finger. “Nope. Actually, it’s kind of the opposite. That raid requires a level 50 with the right credentials to get it started, but the average player level for the raid itself has to be level 15 or below.”

“So everyone ought to be 15?”

“No,” Frank said. “Not everybody. The average player level for the raid has to be 15 or under. Say you bring three level 50s to a 10-man raid, and the rest of the crew are all level 10. That would average out to…” He trailed off, waggling his fingers, then eyed his feet.

“An average player level of 22,” House finished for him.

He dropped his hands to his sides. “Thanks, House. But yeah, that team wouldn’t be able to run it. You’d need to drop some of the 50s in favor of lower players to get the average level down.”

Darling reached up and stretched with both hands above her head, her armor creaking. “So it’s a do more with less sorta thing.”

He pointed at her. “Yup, exactly.”

“I could see the level limit being 30 or something,” I put in, “but 15 seems absurd, right? Pretty sure all of Omen’s raiding groups are way, way past that already.”

Frank shrugged. “Don’t look at me. I didn’t build it, and my nipples are exactly where they ought to be.”

I rubbed my temples, thinking hard so I wouldn’t have to picture that. “I guess the idea would be to roll some low-level alts and run it with our higher-level players alongside them? A 15 would have their second class change done already, so that might be a decent place to start.”

“If an average level of 15 or below is necessary,” House said, “then running level 15s would never bring your average down to a suitable level, assuming your participation is a given.”

“Oh, you’re right. So… maybe we’d go 15s for the tanks and healers, then 7 for the DPS?”

Frank grunted. “Tanks will probably need to be on the higher end. I think the raid itself is doable in the next couple days, assuming I’m provided with unfettered and unquestioned authority every step of the way.”

“You’re definitely gonna need to be fettered or questioned. Pick one.”

“Oh, that’s a tough call. I really, really don’t like being questioned.”

House leaned forward, her small shadow falling between us. “But you also do not like being sheathed, which could be seen as a form of fettering.”

He rubbed his chin, and some crumbs tumbled out of his beard. “That is technically true, House. Good point.”

I held up a hand. “Okay, whatever. Let’s put a pin in this and just keep the vault in mind, yeah? Seems really cool, but we’ll need to find a way to do it in parallel with everything else. Otherwise, it’s probably too much of a lift with the new event going on and pulling us the other way with leveling.

“For now, it’s probably more important to get a fast start on the new continent and complete as much PVE stuff as possible before other people start arriving. There’s gonna be a lot of competition for spawns if the whole game world is heading to the same place, especially if we’re all locked into the outskirts early on before the full patch goes live.”

Darling sighed. “Well, if we’ve got a bit of a break before all that, I should probably take advantage of it and dip for a little while. Got some errands to handle, then I should be ready to marathon the launch. Can I safely assume you guys can handle both of Ned’s new quest chains without adult supervision?”

I started to give her a thumbs-up, then turned it upside-down. “Absolutely not. But we’ll definitely give it our best regardless.”

“That’ll do. See you guys in a bit, then! And Ned?”

“Yeah?”

“I’m looking forward to it.”

She smiled brightly, then popped away.

Frank whirled on me. “It? What did she mean, it? What is it, and why is it so vague?”

She had obviously been referring to our coffee date—not that I was about to say that out loud. But I couldn’t come up with a good lie in time, so instead, I decided to go with something really, really stupid.

“I think she was probably just telling me that she’s looking forward to seeing you the moment she logs back in, Frank.”

He instantly and completely relaxed. It was honestly a little scary, like his brain had visibly shorted out. “Oh, right. That makes sense.”

It didn’t, but I’d happily take the win. I leaned back against the smooth shell and shaded my eyes.

“So, House? We’re gonna follow Frank’s lead and hit a couple leveling spots while powering toward the new continent. You wanna tag along for some free Experience? I could probably use your heals for sustain, too.

“I’m thinking the going might be pretty rough at first because my gear is awful for a level 50, and that prompt recommended full A-Grade for the tougher bits. And I’ve got…” I scanned my inventory, “…exactly one piece of that. And it’s a Siege Rifle that needs to be deployed, and it roots me in place. Ouch. New zone seems a lot more daunting after saying that out loud, but so it goes.”

She tapped the air. “A single moment.”

I smirked. “One moment, House.”

“Agreed.”

“It’s… okay.”

“Leveling beyond 50 is gonna be brutal at first for sure,” Frank said. “As far as the endgame is concerned, you’re basically wearing rags aside from that rifle you picked up from the Pirate King. That prompt was just talking about the harder stuff, though. Should still be plenty of 30- or 35-plus places to scope out before we get that far.”

“Yeah, but difficult or not, I’m pumped, because it’ll also mean we get to pick up some gear upgrades we can actually feel. We could have a completely new kit in a day or two. Really feels like a fresh start, man. I’m excited.”

House tapped the air with finality. “I apologize for the delay, but yes, I would very much like to accompany you.” She pulled her feet up and slid toward us on her butt, yelping slightly as her rear end bounced over the octagonal gaps in the turtle’s shell. She landed between us, the metal walkway ringing beneath her just as it had for Darling, which was probably intentional.

“How’s that sea cat treating you?” Frank asked.

House beamed and held it up. She had it cupped in both hands, its tentacles dangling off her fingers like a slimy curtain. “She is extremely spicy and I love her.”

I was pretty sure that was just a regular jellyfish she was holding—Frank had scooped it out of the ocean for her right after we’d kicked Ton’s body overboard—but she seemed happy with it, and that was good enough for me.

“You do realize your Health is falling, right, House? I think it’s stinging you.”

“That is how this one shows her affection.”

“Fair enough.” I dropped my voice and looked at Frank. “Not like she’s alone on that.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Nothing, Frank. Go on, consider yourself unfettered for the time being.”

He straightened and puffed out his chest. “Hm, alright then. We’re gonna be passing through the Weaver’s Reef in about ten minutes. The turtle’s autopilot function is solid with the pirates helping out, but we probably want someone directly on the wheel until the three of us are ready to split off.”

“House, you mind helping us out there? I’ve got one last thing I wanna check before we get started, but we’ll come grab you before we go.”

“Of course.” She slapped the jellyfish on top of her head like it was a hat, its tentacles trailing down her face, then took off running down the narrow path, her arms thrown out behind her, the gelatinous creature undulating with every step.

“I’ve dropped some pins on your map for navigation,” Frank called after her. “And don’t crash the big guy into any of the white arches! They’re made of petrified silk, and they’re a lot stronger than they look.”

“Understood!”

“The turtle will walk if the water’s shallow enough and swim when it isn’t, but walking’s faster!”

“Also understood!”

I watched her run with a grin spreading across my face.

“Alright. While House is getting us where we need to be, let’s go see what we’re working with inside the ship. I’m dying to get a good look at this thing.”


Chapter Two



Frank pointed down the walkway. “There’s an entry hatch a little bit to your left.”

“Thanks.” I started moving that way but paused when I realized Frank hadn’t budged. “So… you coming with me or what?”

“Huh?”

“Are you coming with me? Inside the ship?”

“Yeah, obviously. Why do you ask?”

“I thought so. Hate to be the bearer of bad news, but if you’re coming along, you need to actually walk, Frank.”

He looked down at his legs. “Oh, right. I forgot about that.” He jogged to catch up.

I found the hatch and gave the spoked wheel a quick spin with Frank looming behind me—way, way too close behind me, which made me wonder if that was an AI thing—then ducked inside.

Frank didn’t duck, though, and judging from the ringing sound that followed and the string of curses that came after that, I knew he’d smashed into the doorframe.

I twisted around and found him reeling away, blood dribbling from his nose.

“Huh.”

“You good back there, Frank?”

“Yeah, just feeling everything out, you know?”

“With your face?”

“Not willingly, but yeah. Apparently that’s what I’m doing.”

I squinted into the entryway and down the dark hall beyond. It was warm and humid and smelled of salt. The walls were smooth and stone-like, but snarls of copper piping crowded the ceilings, dripping and venting steam.

I headed into the vapor and beneath the warm, artificial rain. And once again, Frank just stood there. “Frank?”

“Uh huh?”

“You’re still forgetting to walk.”

“Damn!” He jogged over, again. “Operating a flesh prison is a lot more complicated than I thought it’d be.”

One of the pirates happened to be walking toward us down the steamy corridor, carrying a heavy chest in both hands. He gave Frank a look that was both confused and mildly disgusted, then passed to our left.

We soon passed another pirate, then two more who were carrying a heavy cabinet wrapped in iron chains.

“Where are these guys going?” I asked.

“Pirate King is riding off into retirement with your money in hand. These guys are just hauling his stuff out.”

I darted beneath a pipe that was hissing more than most, and a blast of steam snuck beneath the collar of my leathers.

“Does that mean we’re losing our crew?”

“Nah, we’re good there. He’ll be taking a handful of them with him, but we’ll have plenty left over. Anyway, I know I’m harping on about this, but I can’t get over how weird it is to be moving through EBO on my own instead of just sorta bobbing along like a boss.”

“It’s really that different, huh? Is it just a realism thing, or is it more that you’re used to being carried?”

“I think the main difference is philosophical.”

“I shouldn’t have asked.”

“It’s like… I’m not sure how to explain it.”

“Great, then don’t⁠—”

“Oh wait, yes I am! It’s like this: instead of having the world literally revolve around me while I’m carried from point A to point B, all of that is still completely true, but now it’s slightly more metaphorical.”

“Wouldn’t the increased literality make it less metaphorical?”

He hesitated. “Maybe. I’m not totally sure. Real talk?”

“Yeah?”

“Mostly it’s the walking.”

“I could always get you one of those kiddie harnesses. You know, the little rubber ones they use with six-year-old skiers? I could throw it on and give you a little tug whenever you start spacing out.”

“Would also definitely make it easier to drag you toward competence. Two birds, am I right?”

“Yeah, maybe.”

We went back and forth as usual while navigating the twisting, pipe-filled corridor until it spilled out into a walkway that framed a deep, wide space that was almost identical to the open-air levels the vessel had sported prior to its evolution.

There was one key difference, though.

Whereas before, the ship’s many levels had been full of shops and forges and so on, every layer bustling with activity, the floors were now completely empty. It seemed like we had lost all of that when I’d forced the ship to evolve back in the Sands.

Empty floors were totally fine by me, though. It just meant we had a blank slate to work with, which was exactly what I needed after all the damage I’d done to my Renown Path.

“So how does the whole ship-city-house thing work? I’m also curious about where the pirates fit in.”

“The pirates themselves are easy. You can assign them to help with building structures like you would with golems or have them guard certain levels of the ship, staff your shops, whatever.

“They’ll also keep themselves busy on their own. Like when House lets go of the wheel to join us, one of them will take over and try to match whatever course she was taking. Won’t be foolproof, but as long as they’re happy, it’ll be smooth sailing.”

“No need to worry about mutinies, then. That’s nice.”

“Oh, you should definitely worry about mutinies. They haven’t had a chance to get to know you yet, so we should be safe for now, but once that happens? I dunno. Could get ugly fast.”

I pursed my lips. “Keep the pirates fed and drunk and happy, then. Duly noted.”

“Just pretend they’re Goon and we’ll be good to go. As for the Housing stuff, it’s probably better for you to see for yourself. Throw your Housing Menu up.”

I did, and the entire vessel lit up with layer upon layer of green.

Personal Alert: As the owner of this Vessel, you may claim all of its available Housing Plots regardless of your current plot limit.

However, if claiming these plots puts you over your Housing Plot limit, you will be unable to claim additional plots under any circumstances until your cap is raised.

Claim all available plots?

I tabbed over to the Sands and was glad to see that I was clear there. Apparently Arlann had already scooped up everything I’d left him.

I did, however, still own the General Banks I’d placed all across the game world with the aid of the Hall of Rifts, and those buildings were looking like some pretty good footholds, even if they would never pay out the way the Auction House had in its heyday.

Tabbing through the Housing Menu a little more closely, something strange caught my attention. I could have sworn I had another five banks, but I must have miscounted, because a quick check for any bank-relevant plots came up empty.

I shrugged the concern off. “Any problem with just grabbing all these plots and distributing some spots to the guild later on?”

“Nah, but you’ll definitely want to snag at least one. That’ll get you a recipe you’re gonna want ahead of time.”

“Alright, then I’m just gonna go for it. I’m sure there will be some land up for grabs in the new zone, but I like the idea of keeping our holdings on the move.”

You claimed multiple Naval Housing Plots!

You gained a Naval Housing Recipe!

Warning: You have exceeded your current Housing Plot limit, and you may not take additional plots until your cap is raised.

“There it is. You see the recipe? You’ve picked up a plot that qualifies, so it should have been automatically added to your options. Top left, second from the top.”

I tabbed that way, and there it was: a recipe that had me grinning from ear to ear and thinking—hoping—that I hadn’t damaged my Renown prospects quite as much as I’d feared.

{Recipe: Naval Converter} (Tier V Building) (Nautical Building) (Unique Structure)

Description: Creates a mechanical converter that allows you to convert Housing Recipes you already possess into their nautical equivalent.

Recipes may be lost upon conversion, and some recipes may gain, change, or even lose their original functionalities entirely.

In addition, converting Housing Recipes that lack an ideal naval counterpart may instead unlock rare and powerful options, but their conversions also have a chance to fail completely, destroying your recipe in the process.

Plot Requirement: 1 Naval Housing Plot atop a Legendary Vessel that you control.

Resources Required: {Quality Lumber} x200, {Pristine Lumber} x200, {Aged Lumber} x10, {Steel Bar} x20, {Gold Bar} x15, {Titanium Bar x15}, {Solid Stone} x95, {Crude Glass} x30, {Smooth Glass} x20, {Widow Joint} x6, {Black Pearl} x3, {Monstrous Heart} x1.

Load Time: 72 hours.

Note: You may assign up to 10 of your personnel to speed up this structure’s creation, with each NPC reducing the completion time by one hour.

“Oh ho! Yeah, now we’re talking.”

I clicked the little note at the end, and a slider appeared. I currently had 200 personnel to spare—no doubt the system was referring to the pirates—but obviously I couldn’t max it out until the building’s construction was actually underway.

Then, out of nowhere, Frank swung the axe version of himself in a horizontal arc for no reason whatsoever. Even worse, he would have caught a nearby pirate in the throat if the slender man hadn’t ducked out of the way at the last possible second.

“Sorry,” I said on Frank’s behalf. “He’s new to existing in space.”

The pirate gave us both a weird look and disappeared down the hallway.

“Would you stop playing with yourself over there? You’re gonna put someone’s eye out with that thing.”

He swung again. “I will never, ever stop playing with myself! And the possibility of eye gouging is not the cautionary tale you think it is.” He swung again. “That recipe, though. You’re gonna want that done soon, right?”

“Yeah, I want the Converter finished yesterday.”

His next errant swing tagged my shoulder, and at first, he seemed somewhat alarmed, but his surprise quickly morphed into irritation when the strike didn’t so much as scratch my leathers.

“Man, I need some levels. Like, 49 of them, bare minimum.”

“The recipe, Frank? I want to rush that as soon as physically possible.”

“Right. House probably has all of the common materials, so it’s mostly the Black Pearls and the Widow Joints we need to worry about. We’ll scoop them on the way north under the guidance of the illustrious beard, aka me, Frank.”

“What about the Monstrous Heart?”

He pursed his lips. “I’m 50/50 on how to approach that one. I’ll let you know when I’ve got it figured out.”

That was a bit of an odd response coming from him, but with Frank actually trying for once, I wasn’t about to push it.

“Sure, that’s fine. So we’ll get that Converter up and running as soon as possible. Once that’s done, it’ll probably give us a good idea of what we need to do Renown-wise going forward. Anything else I should know about the turtle ship in the meantime?”

“Yeah, it’s got a couple of default functions that’ll be pretty handy.”

He pointed a fat finger at the very bottom floor, which we didn’t have much of a view of due to our current height. In fact, the only thing I could really make out about it at all, aside from the empty part in the center, was some greenish light spilling out of the far corner.

“See the glow?”

“I do.”

“That’s a Quickstop room. There’s a Soul Gem-powered machine in there that will let anyone with the proper permissions teleport to the ship once per day. Then they can teleport back if they use it again within thirty minutes. Only works in that direction, though. No teleporting out to random areas or any of that.”

I leaned over the railing, trying and failing to get a look at the actual machine. “Hell yeah. So we can send the ship somewhere, grind some levels in another area, then port right in?”

“Uh huh. But it’s got a 24-hour cooldown.”

“Cool. It’s nice that it’s available to start. Should be really handy.”

“Yup. A couple other rooms like that will be available for construction once you finish the Converter.”

“Why do I have to finish the Converter first?”

“Not that recipe in particular. You just need to build something of high enough quality to unlock the ship’s Tech Tree. Any qualifying pattern would work, but that recipe is the lowest level that qualifies, so we might as well start there.”

“Makes sense to me. So the big turts has got a Tech Tree too? How’s that work?”

He shrugged but didn’t startle. “Once the Converter’s up and running, you’ll unlock the Research Room. That will let you choose abilities for the turtle depending on the path you take. Options are Warfare, Trade, and Logistics.

“I can’t share any of the actual abilities just yet, but you’ll pick a path, and the upgrades will complete over time. You can jump between them, too. Start with Warfare, shift to Trade, progress them all at once, whatever.”

“Love it.”

I swept a look over the many floors, my mind racing at the possibilities.

And I was about to dive into the Renown System and see what kind of perks I had on offer when a dry pop stopped me cold, my index finger hovering in the air.


Chapter Three



Kline rubbed his temples with both hands. “I suppose this is what I get for saying I didn’t think anyone would hit the initial level cap for several weeks.”

“Yeaaaaah. Sorry about that. I mean, not really, but you know what I’m saying.”

“It’s fine this time, actually.” He smiled, and despite his obvious and perpetual exhaustion, the expression came across as more than a little scary. “This entire event was always meant to function as a catch-up opportunity for those who fell behind the leveling curve, so the timing works well enough.

“I’ll have to accelerate the player base’s growth much more quickly than I’d planned, but I imagine they’ll enjoy the result quite a bit. You, on the other hand, might find it a bit rough.” He pointed at Frank. “But more importantly, I’m here about him.”

“I figured,” Frank replied.

Kline peered up at the dome above us. The light filtering through the shell was oddly patchworked, with only one out of every ten octagonal panels having been fitted with glass. But those clear tiles were glowing in the afternoon light, and despite the empty floors below, the entire interior of the ship felt surprisingly warm and inviting.

Kline muttered something that I didn’t catch. “Moving on. I mentioned a few restrictions you’d have to deal with back at the Sands when we first discussed Frank’s body, correct?”

“You did.”

“Right. Those changes are now live. I do reserve the right to make alterations as needed, but I believe this will work well enough.”

“Watcha got for us?”

He raised a finger. “One: both of you are going to be capable of dropping the axe upon death.”

Frank squinted. “Huh?”

“He means you can drop you, and so can I.”

Frank put a hand to his own chest. “I, Frank, can drop the axe that is also me?”

I made a finger gun at him. “Exactly.”

Kline sighed. “I’m tired, and I can’t tell if either of you actually understands what I’m saying, so I’ll clarify. If Frank dies from this point onward, there’s always a chance he’ll drop the Axe of Unbridled Knowledge, regardless of who’s holding the actual item. The same rule applies to your drop table as well.”

“I, Frank, will be holding onto me.”

“Regardless of who’s holding onto who’s what,” Kline continued, irritation creeping in. “If the axe drops, Frank’s body will despawn, and his next wielder will be able to decide if they’d like to allow him access to it.

“Alternatively, they can keep him as an axe to minimize the risk of dropping him. Also, if they opt for the body, that will be a permanent choice. Once he’s got a physical form, it can’t be desummoned to head into town or anything like that. Same rule applies the opposite way. If the body is declined, it’s out of bounds until the axe changes hands.”

Frank laughed. “I feel like that’s supposed to sound like a difficult choice, but who among us would object to double the Frank?”

“You’d be surprised, man,” I said. “I feel like there are a lot of people who’d probably go halvesies if they could.”

He scoffed. “I have never once been surprised nor halved in my entire life.”

“So we can both drop him. Fine, we’ll make it work.”

I did my best to sound unconcerned, but in truth, the fact that Frank could drop himself was pretty terrifying. Between that restriction and with him starting at level 1, my exposure to losing him had just shot through the roof.

And preventing him from rushing into every possible fight with the new body he’d just inherited? That wasn’t going to be easy.

“Aside from that additional limitation, your drops will function as normal.” Kline threw up a second finger. “Two. I mentioned this before, but I’m also implementing a distance restriction between the two of you. I’m unsure exactly what the limit should be, but for now, I’m going to set it so that Frank will begin to take damage if he moves more than a hundred yards away from you.

“The damage will be slight at first, but it’ll eventually ramp up to the point where it’s not survivable. That said, a hundred yards should be more than enough of a buffer where you don’t need to worry about his status interfering with raid mechanics and the like.”

Frank groaned.

“What?”

“What do you mean, what? A hundred yards of breathing room isn’t nearly enough.”

I leaned against a nearby railing. “You know, I didn’t think about that. I guess now that you’ve got some legs of your own, you were planning on taking off at the first opportunity, huh?”

“Oh, you know I would have bailed on your elven ass at the first opportunity.”

He scratched his teeth—and I burst out laughing.

“Oh, mother fu⁠—”

“Third,” Kline continued.

“No no no, hold on a second here! My damn teeth are itching! This doesn’t work for me! I am not House, and this is not normal!”

I doubled over, laughing so hard it hurt.

Kline frowned at him. “I’m not sure why you’re telling me that, and I don’t particularly care.”

I wiped a tear away before it could run down my face. “Whoa… oh man… I really enjoyed that.”

“Is that all you have to contribute?” Frank exclaimed. “This is serious!”

“The teeth stuff happens to House, too,” I put in, knowing that’d get Kline’s attention. “But only when she’s trying to be dishonest.”

The annoyed look Kline had been wearing ever since he’d shown up softened a bit, revealing genuine interest beneath.

“It happens to her too, eh? Then it’s probably got something to do with how we ported over her consciousness. But why the teeth? I wonder if something got crossed with…”

Kline trailed off, mumbling and tapping the air rapid-fire.

“I’m pulling up Frank’s biometrics.” He made a few practiced motions with one hand. “It’s likely a parallel conversion issue. Frank? Do this.”

He pointed his index fingers at each other and lined them up so the tips were a few inches apart. Then he made some small, repetitive loops with both fingers going in the same direction.

Frank squinted at his hands, then mimicked the gesture. “Like this?”

Kline glanced at a panel I couldn’t see, and I figured he was studying some kind of graph, given the way his eyes were darting around.

“Yes. Now, reverse one of the two loops so your fingers are making circles in opposite directions. Like so.”

He reversed the motion of his left hand but kept his right going in the same direction.

“Easy enough.” Frank tried it and promptly screwed it up by reversing both loops at once. “Bam, nailed it.”

Kline mumbled something else I didn’t catch and stooped closer to his panel.

“You changed them both,” I said.

“No I didn’t, you filthy little…” He broke off, eyes on his hands. “Oh. When the hell did that happen?” He reversed them both again. “There we go.”

“Still going the same way, man. Just in the other direction.”

“No, they’re… Wait. What the hell kind of witchcraft is this?” Frank tried again, and again, and again, but with the same result. Finally, he got both hands going in the right direction for a quarter of a second before he froze completely. He growled. “This is obviously impossible.”

I made the exact motion Kline did. “Works for me.”

He stared. “Well, color me befuddled. I guess my fingers just don’t do that.”

“It’s a parallel issue for sure,” Kline said. “Likely something to do with multitasking. One last test. Please rub your stomach and pat your head at the same time.”

Frank did just that. Then he dropped his hands and put them on his hips, triumphant. “One for two. Not so bad, eh? Still rounds up to a 100% success rate.”

“That’s a big round.”

Kline stared at him. “Keep rubbing and patting. We’re not finished yet.”

He did, and I started laughing, but quietly.

“Now lie to me.”

“Huh? You want me to lie down or something? At the same time as all the hand stuff?”

“I want you to keep doing what you’re doing with your hands while telling us a lie. If you do that while the scanner’s up, I should be able to isolate the feedback. It’s a massive oversimplification, but we’re basically trying to activate several parts of your processor at the same time. That way, I can see where the noise is coming from.”

“Right. So I just… lie, then. In other words, you want me to say something that’s not true.”

I pulled myself together, but only barely. “Just make something up, Frank. You do it unconsciously all the time. You ought to be an old hand by now.”

Frank paused, his eyes on his dad, his green face turning ever so slightly red while he continued to pat and rub. “Uhhhh… I…”

“Anything false will do,” Kline said. “But please hurry it up. I do have an event to get running.”

Frank looked my way, then sucked in a deep breath. “Uh, okay. I’ll just utter a falsehood, then.”

Kline inclined his head. “Right.”

“An obvious lie. While I continue to do things with my hands.”

I slapped him on the back. “Why are you still stalling? C’mon, man, lies are the air you breathe. You want this fixed, right?”

“Fine! I… don’t have elaborate plans for my first class change that I plan on concealing from Ned until the moment comes and the decision is made and it’s too late to go back.”

He sucked in a deep breath, then scratched his teeth.

“There it is.” Kline made a reverse pinching motion like he was zooming in on something I couldn’t follow. “Yeah, I see it. Give me a moment.”

I gawked at Frank. “Why wouldn’t you just say something obviously false? Like, hey, you know what? The moon might not be so bad?”

He glared at me. “Is that a serious question?”

“Yes, yes it is!”

“Because if I were to say something like I think we should give the moon a chance⁠—”

He screamed and cut off, green hands flying to his face, fingers reaching for his teeth.

I jumped back.

Frank scratched at himself with both hands, and when he stopped, his fingers came away dripping with fresh blood.

“Holy shit, dude. Why did you scratch that hard?”

“I couldn’t help it! See, this is exactly what I was worried about with the lying thing.”

“Apparently your concerns were well-founded. But look on the bright side: at least I know you mean business when it comes to the moon.”

“That should have already been obvious!”

I put a hand on his broad shoulder. “Okay, question.”

He shook me off. “I refuse.”

“If you were worried about gouging out your gums if you told a really powerful lie, then why didn’t you just lie about something innocuous? Say the sky is purple or something.”

He hesitated. “Because it’s blue.”

“Right. But if you’d told a meaningless lie, you could have lied without revealing information you were trying to keep secret. Like the class stuff, which I’m now aware of.”

He kicked a toe into the floor. “Yeah, well, you know me: I do one thing over and over until people complain about it, then I double down on that same thing. I don’t do two things! Especially not at the same time. Coming up with a spontaneous lie while patting my head and rubbing my stomach? That’s too much.”

“That’s actually three things.”

He cocked his head. “Oh, you’re right.”

“Why are you even hiding whatever you’re planning for level 7? Darling and I already told you that you can make whatever you want, man. It’s your life.”

“Have you ever heard the phrase: it’s easier to ask for forgiveness than permission?”

“Sure.”

“That’s one of the tenets I like to live by. Mostly because I never apologize in the first place, so it’s pretty much pure upside from there.”

“But you never ask for permission, either.”

He gave me a thumbs-up. “Now you’re getting it.”

“I feel like you’re missing the spirit of the thing.”

Kline was still poking around with menus I couldn’t see, so I decided to broach the conversation Darling and I had had about Frank and this very change.

“Speaking of Darling…”

Frank growled. “Tread carefully.”

“She and I were just talking⁠—”

“Tread more carefully!”

“About how there’s a giant, Ton-sized hole in the guild. We were thinking about who would be manly enough to fill that hole by rolling a tank, and you were obviously the first person she thought of.”

He stood up a little straighter and puffed up his already outrageously muscled chest. “That’s completely understandable, and while accommodating Darling will require giving up on the class change of my dreams, I’m willing to help her out despite the immense personal sacrifices required.” He scratched his teeth. “Oh, give me a break! How are you supposed to escape this hell? Where’s House when you need her?”

“I’m unclear about which part of that was a lie. Are you not willing to accommodate her or what?”

“No, I can do that.” He scowled. “I just don’t need to switch my class choices up. What I was going to roll will work just fine.”

I waited for him to scratch, and when he didn’t, I pressed on.

“So does that mean you were planning on taking a tanking skill to start? That’s a surprise. I would have bet my life on you going damage from the very beginning. Probably some kind of glass cannon type thing.”

“And if you had made that bet, I would have known true peace. Shame on us both, am I right?”

“But why hide it in the first place?”

He looked away. “Eh, it’s just that I know it’s not the best choice, you know? I’m not gonna be mobile like a damage dealer, not gonna have a lot of sustain or CC or any of that. And soloing stuff will be slower than usual.”

“Are you worried about slowing me down?”

“Absolutely not.” He scratched again. “Oh, God. The road to hell isn’t paved in good intentions; it’s enameled.”

“You’re gonna wear your teeth down to the roots at the rate you’re going. Anyway, I get it, but really: do what you want. We’ll figure the rest out. And while I find it both weird and concerning that you felt the need to hide all of this, I’m not sure what else I was expecting.”

“Thanks. But man, I gotta say, I have a newfound respect for House and the fact that she’s been dealing with this existential nightmare since day one.”

Kline put both his hands on his lower back and stretched, wincing in the process. “I’ve got it isolated. What a fascinating bug. You said that House has been dealing with this too, then? I did notice her doing that early on but assumed it was just a nervous tic that would pass as she got more comfortable.”

“Nope, it’s definitely a thing. I’m sure House wouldn’t mind telling you all about it, especially if you bribed her with an animal.” I paused, thinking. “In the game, I mean. Please don’t give her anything that’s actually alive. And if she does ask you for anything living, please tell me. If I ever do log out, I really don’t wanna wake up and find that my toes have been chewed off.”

“Have there been any other complications with her introduction to the world?”

I thought back to the early days with House, and there was a second parallel. “Ohhh, wait! Frank, does this mean you have anxiety now, too?”

“What? No.”

“Oh. Well, okay then. Must be nice.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Wait, hold on. I think I may have had that at one point.”

“Had?”

“Yeah. A couple minutes ago, I was walking around, and all of a sudden, I was just like, hey, Frank! What if you’re not quite as great as you think you are?” He burst out laughing. “Isn’t that hilarious? The sheer ridiculousness! Oh man, absolutely sent me. Didn’t really think anything of it, but yeah. In hindsight, that was probably my battle with anxiety.”

“You didn’t think anything was off when something negative popped into your brain? About you?”

“Nah. Looking back on it, I obviously agree—that’s definitely weird. But that’s pretty much how all of my thoughts work, so it just kind of blended in with the rest of them.”

“You mean they’re intrusive?”

“Uh huh.”

“Okay,” Kline said. “I’ll put some techs on this and see what they can do.”

“Do you think you could help a troll out now, if possible?” I asked. “Frank’s entire psyche depends on the principle of self-delusion, so we really need to do something about this as soon as we can.”

“Hell yeah it does!” Frank paused, hand hovering in front of his teeth. “I’m not itchy? Wait, does that mean I really think that? How exactly does this work?”

“I can tweak it from here,” Kline said, “but it’ll be a stopgap. And there might be complications.”

“We’ll take it,” I said.

Kline snapped his fingers, and Frank reeled like he’d been hit in the mouth.

“Again, this is a temporary solution, but it’ll work for now.”

“Bwalalala.”

I blinked at him. “What?”

“That doesn’t help at all!” Frank shouted. “That just makes my whole mouth numb!”

Kline sighed. “Fine, here.” He tapped the air. “I’ve adjusted the output, so you should be clear of the numbness aspect.”

Frank sighed. “Bah. Well, thanks. That’s something, at least.”

“Yeah, thanks for that,” I said. “Any other restrictions before we get back to work?”

“I do have a third condition,” Kline said, “but it won’t affect the two of you in a meaningful way. I explored having Frank’s body tied to the Summon System, but classifying him in that way would create quite a bit of work for my staff.

“It has to do with stat advantages the Summon designation gets, and from a balance perspective, I’d rather the system treat him as a player, even if he explicitly isn’t. So for now, we’ll be going with an alternative system purely for classification purposes.”

A label popped up above Frank’s head. And while he hadn’t noticed—he was distractedly poking at his teeth—the change was definitely going to be a problem.

“Oh, hell. Really?”

“It’s just a cosmetic thing, but yes. Like I said, it shouldn’t affect either of you in a negative way. What else, what else… Ah. And if the two of you decide to raid, he’ll take up a player slot like anybody else would. I think that’s it for now. I’ll let you know if anything requires further tweaks, but that should be enough to get you up and running without further interruptions.”

I took another look at the subtle change Kline had made to Frank’s status and cringed when I saw it was still there. I guess I’d been hoping that I’d somehow hallucinated the whole thing.

But at least Frank hadn’t really been paying attention, while Kline had already moved on.

A beat of silence passed, and Frank broke it.

“Huh.”

“What?” I asked.

“I’ve got this weird but insistent feeling that something just went terribly, horribly wrong, but I have no idea what it might be.” He shrugged. “Oh well, it’s probably nothing.”

“Yeah, totally. Let’s…” I trailed off. I’d been about to say we needed to get to grinding, but seeing Frank go to town on his front teeth had given me an idea. “Hey, Kline, one more thing.”

I mentally jammed Frank into his sheath, and his body vanished.

Kline sighed. “That… shouldn’t happen anymore. Hm, I’ll have to hotfix that too. Can’t have his body vanishing whenever it’s convenient.”

“Sure, but look. I have a quick trade I’d like to propose.”

“A trade?”

“I wanted to offer a bit of funding in exchange for a very specific item within the game.”

He looked like he was about to shoot me down, as I’d expected he would, so I kept going before he had the chance.

“It’s not an item that can be equipped. And it won’t be able to do anything that interacts with the game in any way, shape, or form. It doesn’t even need to have a physical model, though I’d prefer it if it did.”

Kline raised an eyebrow. “So the item you want… is useless?”

“Worse than useless. Also, it’ll be of no in-game value whatsoever. In fact, I think me having it at all is going to slow us down, and it might make my life way, way worse in the long term. But I definitely want it.”

He narrowed his eyes. “What do you have in mind?”


Chapter Four



After I finished up with Kline, Frank and I headed back to the top of the turtle ship’s skull at his request. The breeze was strong and warm, and the turtle was surging through several feet of ice with House behind the wheel, frozen crystals churning around its legs.

Thankfully, Darling had come through on the pants front, and Frank was now decked out head-to-toe in a set of burnished iron armor. He had a simple but predictably massive axe hanging between his shoulder blades, and he had his axe form dangling at his hip.

Frank squinted into the bright distance and stroked both of his beards, which made me more than twice as uncomfortable as it had before.

“Okay, here’s the deal. Given that I’ve suddenly reached a state of total and utter enlightenment thanks to Ned burning down that city full of children⁠—”

“We evacuated the entire⁠—”

“—I’m thinking we put my beards to the test. Like I said, most of the materials for the Naval Converter are the sort of things House already has stacked up in her meticulously organized inventory.”

House grinned as she worked the wheel. “I do indeed possess the things, and they are even more organized than you likely expect.”

“Cool.” He dropped his voice. “I mean, not really, but whatever.” Raising his voice again, he continued, “Anyway, as long as we’re traveling, we’ll focus on the rarer ingredients while picking up copious amounts of Experience for me, Frank.”

“Sounds good. Where to first?”

He gestured north, where smooth, white arches were rising from the waves like the ribs of some half-drowned giant. “First up is the Weaver’s Reef. We’re just gonna follow the turtle through the ice there and hunt in the path it makes. Should be able to grab the Widow Joints we need pretty quickly.

“After that, we’ll have our first real test: we’ll shoot through Deeprock Channel and see if we can loot the Black Pearls and maybe even the Heart we need for the Naval Converter. If we can manage all that, that’ll bring us to the edge of the Occulted Lands with everything we need to get construction started.”

I pulled my Siege Rifle out of my inventory and braced the butt against the ground, aka the turtle’s skull. Standing up, the weapon was almost as tall as I was.

“Sounds like a plan. But if we’re not stopping in the Reef, then how do we handle the loot? Somebody swimming or what?”

“We’ll be counting on House for that.” He raised his voice. “Hey, Crazy Cat Lady!”

“Yes?”

“We need a couple of loot guns. Two would probably be ideal. You should already have the pattern—it’s just a trainer recipe.”

“Is this what you are referring to?”

She flicked the air, and a link hit my screen.

{Dragnet Gun} (Engineering)

Use: Target a 5-yard circle up to 60 yards away and fire an expansive net in that direction. Upon striking a lootable item or currency, the gun will automatically drag it toward the caster.

This item has no effect on hostile targets or other players.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 2 seconds

“Yup, that’s it,” Frank said. “Wow, okay. That was fast.”

I was about to ask what he meant, but House answered for him by throwing a trade invite my way. She slammed a Dragnet Gun into her side of the window and hit confirm.

I took it. “Thanks, House.”

“Yeah, thanks,” Frank said.

“You are both very welcome.”

“We gotta get behind the turtle for this to work,” Frank continued, “so we’ll take House and jump out onto one of the pirates’ skiffs. They’re lightly armored, so they’ll break easily, but we’ve got an entire fleet of them.”

“Free to use?” I asked.

“Well, yeah. They’re yours. They regenerate when destroyed, too. Takes a while, but it doesn’t really matter when you’ve got a ton of them. Only catch is that you can’t send them more than a couple hundred yards from the big turt, otherwise they’ll despawn.”

“Fantastic. You got a link?”

“Uh huh, here. You can summon them whenever you’re onboard or within forty yards.”

I scoped it out.

{Skiff of the Northern Fleet}

Quality: Epic

Use: Summons a fast, maneuverable skiff that persists until it is destroyed or dismissed.

Speed: Fast

Max Passengers: 8

Max Trade Packs: 0

Effect: While within the {Northern Waters}, this vessel’s movement speed is increased by 15%.

Cast Time: 10 seconds

Warning: This vessel will despawn if it gets too far from the {Glassback Titan}.

I eyed the wheel that House was still handling. “We good to leave the big turt on his own?”

“Course has been charted so the pirates can manage it,” Frank said.

“Alright then.”

I mentally deployed one of the skiffs, and it came racing out of the shadow cast by the turtle atop the waves. One of our pirates was behind the wheel far below, waving and hollering in our direction.

I motioned House closer, then steered her and Frank toward the railing. “Okay, don’t let go.”

“Let go of what?” Frank asked.

I threw my arms around their shoulders and tipped all three of us over the railing and off the turtle’s skull.

Frank screamed the whole way down, and House didn’t. About five feet before the three of us smashed into the skiff’s deck and instantly died, I used drift to kill our speed and glide us right onto the moving vessel.

Frank landed heavily on his feet, and the sides of the skiff pushed down so hard under his weight that a few inches of seawater rushed into the ship. Then the vessel rebounded, water sloshing back and forth.

“Oh, I did not like that.” Frank stared up at the turtle’s pale, armored underbelly that was now passing directly overhead. “I did not like that at all.”

“The stomach does not appreciate vertical travel,” House said. “Especially when said travel is of an unexpected nature.”

Frank rubbed his facial beard. “I guess that’s⁠—”

“Normal?” she interrupted with a broad grin. “It is indeed.”

The pirate who’d come racing out with the ship pulled up and away somehow, and I only caught a fleeting glance of the rope ladder that had been lowered his way before he swung into an open, octagonal panel in the turtle’s underbelly and passed out of sight.

“Okay,” Frank said. “House, go ahead and let the big turt get a head start. We’re letting him carve the path, but stay on your toes, ’cause the ice he’s breaking won’t be empty.”

She raised herself up.

“House, he’s just telling you to stay sharp.”

She narrowed her eyes, and 2.0’s ears flicked up atop her head.

“The elf is saying that I was telling you to pay attention.”

House relaxed, and her heels clicked against the deck. “Excellent. That was extremely uncomfortable.”

She eased off the gas and brought us up the rising barrel of an oncoming wave. The water was brutally cold, and our breath hung in the air as we sailed on and let the turtle bludgeon a path through the intermittent ice so we could easily sail through it.

About a hundred yards away and moving at a speed that belied its true size, our moving city walked through a twenty-foot-tall glacier like it was a sandcastle, great pillars of ice toppling all around it. Bright blue icebergs flipped and bobbed in its wake, sparkling in the sunlight.

The channel it left behind was wider than I’d expected—forty, maybe even fifty yards across—and air bubbles the size of basketballs were rising and exploding all across it.

Frank shaded his eyes and watched the churning ice while House steered us around the largest chunks and thumped us right over the rest.

Then something green flared overhead. I glanced up, and my eyes went wide.

The moon must have officially entered the atmosphere, because countless pieces of its lower edge were breaking off and lancing across the sky. But instead of disintegrating over time like a meteorite would, the pieces flared and doubled back to rejoin the moon in great, bright loops.

Within the span of a few seconds, the sky was full of emerald orbits that had the stray clouds overhead glowing a sickly shade of green.

“Shooting stars during the day, huh?” I said. “Might as well make a wish, House. Pretty sure it still counts.”

“I am familiar with this tradition.” She nodded. “Wish complete.”

“Wow,” Frank said. “That was fast. More cats?”

“No.”

“I always think it’s gonna be cats, and I’m never right. If not cats, then what?”

She looked at me as if for permission. I shrugged. “Your call. Normally, you’re not supposed to tell someone what you’re wishing for because supposedly that’ll keep your wish from coming true, but given that you’re wishing on pieces of the moon, I think you’re probably free to do whatever you want.”

“I do not mind exposing the nature of my wish.” She smiled. “Furthermore, I will not be leaving its fruition up to chance.”

Frank and I exchanged glances, and I was borderline shocked to find that his expression was even more concerned than mine.

“So what is it?” He forced a laugh. “It doesn’t have anything to do with me, right? Or my imminent demise? Any of that?”

“It does not.”

“Oh, great. So what is it, then?”

She hugged herself and smiled dreamily. “I wished that whenever Ersatz goes to parallel park, a crowd gathers to watch and laugh.”

I reeled back. “Damn!”

“Vicious.” Frank squinted. “I think it’s vicious. I’m not really sure.”

I turned slightly away from him and reached into a pocket.

“I have a hard time imagining people watching me and it somehow being a bad thing,” Frank continued, “so I’m going from context here.”

He scratched his teeth, then stared at his fingernails.

“Wait, what? I really was working from context on that.” He scratched again. “Uhhh, hold up. What’s happening?”

“You’re lying, apparently,” I said. “And that’s making your teeth itch.”

“Normal.”

“That’s not normal at all, House! I’m not lying, either. And isn’t this supposed to be completely fixed?”

I suppressed a laugh, but it was a close thing. “Try resetting that kill switch that Nipple Guy gave you. He probably updated it or something like that.”

“Alright, I’ll give it a shot. There, done. Let’s try this again.” He took a deep breath. “I, Frank, aka The Axe of Unbridled Knowledge, aka the Twice-bearded Axe, aka⁠—”

“Is now really the time to give yourself a bunch of nicknames?”

“—aka Big Frank, aka Bigger Frank, was telling the truth when I said I had to work from context to understand House’s threat.” He paused, then nodded in satisfaction. “Thank God that actually worked. For a second there, I was starting to think this whole itchy teeth thing was going to haunt me for the foreseeable future.” He laughed. “Man, it’s nice to be wrong for once. Great change of pace.”

I pulled my hand free from my pocket. “If you say so. Hey, do you guys mind keeping watch for a second? I’m gonna race through my Renown stuff and check the damage before we dive into combat. See if any of the new options will help us out in the Reef and beyond.”

“Sure, but get that rifle deployed ahead of time,” Frank said. “There’s a lot of different stuff trapped in the ice. I dunno what will actually dislodge and float up, but most of it will be too much for House and me to deal with alone.”

I dropped onto my stomach at the front of the vessel and got a rifle raven ready to go. “Will almost certainly get uglier than you, ten four. Just shout if you need me.”

“Uh huh.”

I pulled up my menus with a weird feeling in my gut, a mixture of curiosity and hope mingled with a sense of loss.

As it turned out, burning everything down back at Highwater—excluding the children and other civilians— had led to a stunning amount of Renown. I’d launched all the way from Renown Rank 15 to Rank 19 in that single fight, and I was already knocking on the door of Rank 20.

But at the same time, we’d created a serious problem. Every available option from Ranks 16 to 18—nine potential perks in all—either scaled directly off my Daily Payout or aimed to increase it multiplicatively, and we no longer had much of a base value to work with there.

Or a base value at all, really.

My General Banks would definitely provide some gold over time, but those structures were going to be slow to come online in terms of profit, especially now that the entire player base would be leaving the older areas and flooding toward the new continent.

And compared to the Auction House in general…

In short, tomorrow’s earnings weren’t going to be pretty.

I picked the three options that had the best chance of being relevant and locked them in.

“Almost done here,” I said to Frank. “Perks from 16 to 18 are all set, not much wiggle room to adapt there. I could use some help with the Rank 19 choice, though.”

“Lemme see what you picked, might change how we head in.”

I sent the three perks I’d already selected his way.

{Golden Deferral} (Renown Perk)

You gain the option to defer your Daily Payout until the following day. Deferred payments are increased by 5%, and the new total is added to your next Daily Payout.

You may defer your payments any number of times, but each individual payout can only be increased by a maximum of 25%, and this multiplicative bonus can only apply to a given payout a single time.

{Loanshark’s Gamble} (Renown Perk)

You instantly gain 25% of the sum of all gold you’ve earned in the last 24 hours.

However, 100% of your future Daily Payouts will be garnished until you have paid back twice the amount you gained, and gold earned via this perk cannot be converted into Renown or Experience.

This ability also has a 5-day cooldown.

{Sacrificial Key} (Renown Perk)

You gain the ability to open {Locked}, {Trapped}, and {Soul-Sealed} containers by making an offering of gold or other relevant currency. The amount of currency required to unlock a container will scale with the item’s Level and Quality.

Those all seemed solid enough in the long term—the locked container perk was especially interesting, though we hadn’t seen any of those just yet—but Loanshark’s Gamble had immediate potential. Given our massive payout prior to the Siege, that perk represented a loan of around 200,000 gold, assuming I activated it before tomorrow morning.

Having to pay back twice the initial amount, though… That would probably mean giving up on payouts for a very, very long time.

I took a quick look at my inventory. I’d been left with about 50,000 gold after buying the Pirate Ship, which made the obviously double-edged loan moot for the time being.

“Hm,” Frank said. “Solid enough.”

“Yeah, agreed. I think⁠—”

I cut off and whipped around, swinging the rifle barrel with me. But there was nothing there, just a line of broken ice with bright blue water running through it.

“What was that?”

“Thought I had aggro there for a second.”

“Nah, nothing yet. Most of the mobs should be concentrated up ahead. You should probably hurry it up.”

He was obviously right. The uneasy sensation had passed, so I tabbed out and pulled up the three choices for Rank 19 while linking them his way at the same time.

{Gilded Guarantee} (Renown Perk)

All vehicles under your control gain the passive effect {Gilded Plating}. While this effect is active, for every 10 {Gold Coins} earned by your last Daily Payout, your vehicles gain a damage shield equivalent to 1% of their maximum Health, capping at 150%.

This effect is refreshed whenever your Daily Payout is tallied, but the prior day’s shields are lost before the next one takes effect.

{Midas’ Bargain} (Renown Perk)

You gain {Midas’ Shadow}, an aura that extends to all friendly targets within 200 yards. Friendly targets within range have their Experience and Reputation gains altered by anywhere from -20% to +20%.

The aura starts at 0% effect and scales with your Daily Payouts, either increasing by 5% every day your payouts increase or decreasing by 5% whenever they drop. This aura is permanent, and it cannot be toggled off or dispelled.

{Coin of Fortune} {Renown Perk}

Whenever your Daily Payout arrives, you may choose to flip a coin and call the result. If the coin comes up heads, your Daily Payout is increased by 20%. If the coin comes up tails, your payout is reduced by the same amount.

Winning or losing multiple flips in a row will cause the buff to stack, capping at a 60% increase or decrease.

That trio of options gave me pause. Not because they were different, but because it was more of the same.

And if we were truly stuck in a payout-based rut, that meant we had a decision to make: assume our future payouts, and by extension, my future perks, were dead to rights for the foreseeable future and direct our efforts elsewhere, or otherwise try to create a new, mobile empire with the gold we had left.

I did a quick second pass, then decided to lock in Gilded Guarantee, mostly because it would help us immediately. The other two perks were much too conditional.

“We’ve got incoming from the right!” Frank announced.

I swung my rifle that way, and a moment later, a Health bar appeared above a heaving glacier that was still partially underwater. I inspected it.

{Crystalline Lurker} (Level 27 Beast} (Elite) (Rare+)

HP: 4,000/4,000

MP: 2,000/2,000

I smiled at the Rare+ designation, but I wasn’t sure what I was looking at until the glacial churn the turtle ship was leaving behind had a little more time to settle.

When it did, the bluest section of the frozen field—a smooth chunk of ice whose underbelly was an even brighter shade of cerulean than the afternoon sky overhead—broke in a pattern that was much too perfect.

The iceberg broke apart, cracking like an egg and revealing the long, curled limbs of a giant, snow-covered spider. A spider that was both incredibly pissed off and now skittering in our direction right atop the icy waves.

“God, I hate bugs,” Frank said.

“Technically,” House put in, “spiders are arachnids, a classification⁠—”

“I don’t care, squish it! Squish it real good!”

I took aim, waiting for the creature to skitter into range. It was moving a lot like a water spider, darting atop the surface with little compression discs beneath its many feet. “Surprised you didn’t plan this so you’d be the trigger guy,” I said.

“Oh, trust me, if that thing gets close, I will absolutely drop the hammer.” Frank drew himself and raised his axe’s beard high above his head. “And by the hammer, I mean me.”

“I’d caution you against that, given that you wouldn’t do any damage to a level 27 Elite, but you’re not gonna listen.”

“Nope.”

“So I guess, if it happens, I hope you have a fleeting moment of glory before you inevitably die and drop yourself.”

“Thanks.”

I braced the butt of my rifle against my shoulder and rested the barrel on the side of the boat.

The moment the spider was in range, I let the spell fly.

The Bloody Raven soared low across the waves, the water brightening and rippling beneath it, before it crashed in and blew one of the creature’s legs clean off. The spider skipped backward across the water and sank beneath the surface.

I thought I’d one-shotted it for a second, but then it scrabbled back onto a chunk of floating ice, its thin legs struggling for purchase. It hissed and bared two bright blue fangs.

I switched to my pistols and hit it with a barrage of birds, and the damage was so high that I managed to keep the creature off balance all the way down into execute range. I didn’t even have a chance to throw a harvest that way, though, because a lucky crit finished the spider off, scattering its loot across the ice atop the waves.

Golden light pulsed behind me, and by the time I craned my neck around, Frank was already mid-flex, biceps bulging, potbelly sagging into view beneath his chestplate.

“Oh yeah! Level 2, get some!”

“Some of what?” House looked from left to right, her concern obvious. “What exactly are we getting?”

“Experience, House,” I said. “One kill, one level, eh, Frank? Can’t imagine that’ll last for long, but congrats.”

Frank grinned. “Number went up, feels good. Feels real good.” He narrowed his eyes. “Concerningly good, if I’m being honest. This seems like it’s going to be extremely addictive.”

“Normal.”

I nodded with a laugh. “It really is, House.”

Frank equipped his net gun and took aim at the spider’s corpse, which was now drifting to our left. The loot had slipped off the ice and was floating in the water just behind the body.

The net gun was huge—almost as long as my rifle, but with a barrel that was thrice as wide—and the oversized projectile up front made it look like he was about to launch an RPG.

Then the cannon kicked, and the strange, conical object was launched toward the floating loot with a steel cord trailing behind it, whining like fishing line.

When Frank pulled the trigger again, the projectile exploded. A white net expanded outward, the edges tipped with lead weights, and plunged right over the loot and sank around it.

He pulled the trigger a third time, and this time, the line whizzed in, dragging the net atop the waves like he was reeling in a lure. Finally, he yanked the haul onboard and left it heaped in the center of the skiff.

“Alright, House, take us in a little closer behind the turtle. Gonna be a little riskier to fight that close, but if Ned can drop mid-20s that fast, we might as well take advantage of it.”

“Understood.”

So with the world sparkling all around us and the huge turtle carving out our path onward, we knuckled down and got to work.


Chapter Five



I gunned down another giant arachnid the moment it roused itself. Then I dropped a second and a third, all while House steered us through the frozen flotsam and Frank kept the net gun whizzing in and out with every kill.

By the time Frank gave us the all-clear, the bottom of our skiff was covered in several inches of coins and gems, and he was already halfway to level 4.

I gave the loot a quick scan, identifying a piece that House could probably use right now and an upgrade that Frank would have to look forward to for a while yet.

{Dronesplitter} (Two-handed Mace)

Grade: C

Item Level: 80

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 120

Magical Attack: 60

Speed: Slow

Primaries: +20 Strength, +20 Constitution, +10 Dexterity

Effect: Upon destruction or expiration, your summoned drones and turrets now split into two copies of themselves that persist for 3 seconds.

Summons produced this way deal 30% reduced damage. They may also be destroyed or sacrificed, but they cannot be combined, split, or copied.

{Hatespike} (One-handed Axe)

Grade: C

Item Level: 75

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 75

Magical Attack: 30

Speed: Medium

Primaries: +25 Strength

Secondaries: +4% Critical Strike Chance

Effect: Your damage and Threat Generation are increased by 5% for every enemy currently targeting you, up to a maximum of 20%.

We found a single Touchstone item within the haul as well, a spear with a movement ability attached to it. It wasn’t the luckiest break, given that none of us could actually equip it, but it was still a nice pickup.

I handed those two weapons out and dropped the spear into my inventory, then we split the gold three ways. I let House hold onto the bulk of the Soul Gems owing to their lower level.

As for the Widow Joints we needed for the Converter, we actually overshot and scooped 12 in total, twice the number we needed. Then an item caught my eye: a small blunderbuss that had fallen beneath one of the benches and ended up mostly out of sight.

{Crystal Cannon} (Two-handed Enchanted Blunderbuss)

Grade: B

Item Level: 93

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 240

Speed: N/A

Primaries: None

I held it up for the group to see. It was a slender weapon, and, like the name implied, it had been forged out of a single piece of blue crystal. “I guess these guys can drop B-Grade.”

“Uh huh, they’re sort of on the edge level-wise. I wouldn’t expect much, though.”

“Roger.” I pulled up my Frozen Streetsweeper. Despite being C-Grade, it was still the better gun by far. The Crystal Cannon did have slightly higher Magical Attack, but without any Primary Attributes or skill modifiers, it ended up a fair distance behind overall.

I was a little disappointed that we’d lucked into a piece of B-Grade only to have it roll something that ended up as Common Rarity, but at the same time, I was pretty happy that I’d already had a realistic shot at picking up some upgrades despite the area’s relatively low level.

I dropped the weapon into my inventory.

“Okay, two options now we’re past the Reef,” Frank said. “Option A. We⁠—”

“I would strongly prefer a numbered list,” House said.

He clicked his tongue, then rolled his eyes. “Fine. Option one.”

She shimmied slightly from behind the wheel.

“We could veer off to the left from the big turt and ransack the hidden treasury of a city deep within the Deeprock Channel. That’d be the quicker route to the Occulted Lands overall. Danger, rewards, exhilaration, titillation, ejac⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah,” I interrupted. “You’ve already mentioned Deeprock Channel, so that’s clearly your preference. We both know you’re gonna sandbag whatever the second option is, so let’s just skip all that and do the Channel since we’re gonna end up heading that way regardless.”

He chopped the air. “The Channel it is! Full steam ahead, House!”

She hit the gas but stopped shimmying.

Frank seemed to notice this, and he sighed before continuing.

“Option two would have been to follow the big turt and take the long way around, House.”

She perked up. “What does the long route contain?”

“Huh?”

“What advantages does it possess that differentiate it from option one?”

“Oh.” He glanced up. “Probably some sort of moonlit lovers’ cruise. I dunno, I wouldn’t risk it.”

She smiled. “Thank you very much.” She looked back at me over one small shoulder. “I, too, agree with selecting the first option, but only because I assume that Ned would rather wait until Darling logs back in before venturing into a place so obviously coded for a lover’s tryst.”

“What the hell is that supposed to mean? And what’s a tryst, anyway? That word sounds hard to spell, and I don’t like it.” He growled. “I don’t like it at all.”

House tried to respond, but I jumped up and covered her mouth from behind. “House was, uhhh… she was just pointing out that Darling would definitely want to be here for our very first look at the abilities you picked at levels 2 and 3, but sadly, given how important your progress is to the team, we probably can’t afford to wait until she gets back.”

He furrowed his unibrow, and I could have sworn I heard his brain rattling around in his skull as the fact that my statement made no sense at all warred with his desire to talk about himself.

Eventually, the latter impulse won out.

“Right, makes sense. New skills, here you go. Nothing too flashy just yet.”

“Holy shit,” I mumbled to myself. “I think I might have cracked the code.”

“What was that?”

“Nothing. Drop your links so we can see them.”

“Right, here ya go. Two levels, two new abilities.”

{Opening Blitz} (Active Ability)

You charge at an enemy up to 30 yards away, rapidly closing the distance and stunning them for 3 seconds on contact. If the stun is successful, you also gain 25 Rage.

However, this ability cannot be used if you’re already in combat.

Cooldown: 5 seconds

Cost: None

{Iron Skin} (Active Ability)

You harden your skin, nullifying 15% of all damage taken over the next 10 seconds. Nullified damage is prevented prior to mitigations, but some especially powerful skills and abilities will ignore this effect.

Cooldown: 1 minute

Cost: 10 Rage

“Solid opener and a defensive cooldown, huh? Nice pickups. Guess you’ll be getting some pretty standard stuff until level 7, at which point I figure everything will get weird.”

“Not standard at all. Watch this.”

He activated Iron Skin, and his entire body went metallic, with every inch of him soon covered in what looked alarmingly like a thin layer of mercury. Then the liquid metal surged to one side until it covered his left arm, all the way from his shoulder down to his hand, and nothing else.

“Oh, you can have it focus on a specific area? Pretty handy.”

“Right?”

I thought about that for a moment. “Wait… is that actually handy? Doesn’t limiting the affected area for a spell like that just make the ability worse? It’s not like you’re reflecting a set amount of damage and… oh.”

I’d cut off because Frank was admiring the reflection of his beard on his own metallic bicep.

I sighed. “I really need to stop giving you so much credit. I guess it could be worse—at least the abilities you’ve chosen so far are functional.”

Up ahead, our turtle ship had just started pushing through another massive glacier field that spanned three-quarters of the horizon.

From our current viewpoint, only the great creature’s head and shell were visible, and even then, our view was intermittent, with us catching glimpses only when the vessel dropped to swim through deep water or clambered atop some ice it couldn’t bash apart.

Then a small vessel unlike any I’d seen before coasted in to the turtle’s right. I couldn’t get much of a look at it given the angle of approach, but I was positive that it wasn’t one of our skiffs.

I braced myself, waiting for our pirates to blow the strange vessel out of the water. Instead, a panel opened in the turtle’s underbelly, and the huge creature lowered its stomach to the waterline so the smaller vessel could cruise right inside.

When the panel slid closed, the turtle raised himself back to his full height and continued on like nothing unusual had happened.

“Frank? That definitely wasn’t one of our skiffs, but they’re treating it like one. Any idea who’s on that boat?”

“Nope, nothing for ya. Can’t have been hostile, though.”

“House?”

She shook her head, eyes forward and focused on the waves.

“Weird. Maybe they’re just resupplying or something?”

I opened up the guild roster, but none of Omen’s core members were still on the ship. I also didn’t feel like I could ask someone I didn’t really know to drop whatever they were doing and investigate something that was probably just another part of the Pirate King’s exit.

“More importantly,” Frank said, “you’re gonna need to trust in Frank for this next part. And yes, I know that putting your trust in me has become as natural for you as breathing at this point, but this might require a bit more belief.”

The prow of our skiff smashed through another cold, foamy wave. I stood up and moved toward the front of the boat, an inch of saltwater sloshing around my feet. “That doesn’t sound promising.”

As House steered us out of the turtle ship’s icy wake and into a deep inlet, for some reason, the waves got worse, frequently overtopping the sides of the small vessel. The shore was weird, too: the inlet’s crescent-shaped, white sand beach was only a few feet wide, and a towering wall of ice rose behind it and blocked our view.

I scanned the inlet from left to right. “You said we’re looking for a fissure, right?”

“Deeprock Channel, yeah. Headed there right now.”

I stared at the icy expanse in front of me, a frozen wall that was easily thirty feet high and chock full of jagged ice. “I’m not seeing a channel. I’m not even seeing a crack, actually.” I leaned forward with both hands on the edge of the boat. “And it looks like the wall in front of us is rising. I realize that’s because we’re getting closer, so it’s just a perspective thing, but…”

Frank nodded, sage-like.

Then our skiff’s Soul Gem motor roared to life, and the wake behind me bubbled and brightened.

I looked from the icy wall to him, then to House. “It really seems like we’re racing toward a super pointy glacier. And aren’t we going a little fast?”

“Full speed ahead, House!”

She floored it, and the sudden burst of acceleration pulled me off my feet. I landed on my ass, sprawled between two empty benches in the center of the boat. I used the rear one to leverage myself up while we screamed right at the glacier.

“Frank, that’s a wall! House, why are you suddenly listening to anything he⁠—”

The skiff launched up and off a wave, then careened down the back side. And by the time we hit the next trough, I was still airborne. Then I wasn’t, and that didn’t feel great.

The vessel roared forward despite my protests, wake glowing, looking like it was about to smash into the leading edge of the massive glacier and crumple with all three of us still inside. The icy wall loomed in front of us, suddenly close.

Then the temperature plummeted, and my vision went blurry and watery.

Everything snapped back after a second or two, and to my surprise, we were coasting through a waterway that was so narrow we didn’t even have six inches of clearance to either side of the boat.

“Damn,” Frank said. “I was really hoping you’d jump out. That or piss yourself. Either way.”

“Probably not something you wanna encourage when we’re sharing a small boat.”

He grimaced. “Oh, I did not consider that.”

I twisted back the way we’d come. The illusory wall we’d entered through was nowhere to be seen, and sunlight was shining down through a crevice. From here, it looked like any other crack in the ice.

But up ahead, the fissure deepened into a low, smooth tunnel, and it wasn’t long before we left the sunlight behind. We ended up sailing through the dark, using my rifle to light the way with a held raven illuminating the tip of the barrel.

Even with the Bloody Raven’s reddish glow, there wasn’t much to look at; just some strangely frothy water and cramped, icy walls covered in red writing.

Then the front of the boat tipped up, and I expected it to drop like we were riding over a wave. It didn’t, though; in fact, the angle steepened.

“Are we… pitching up somehow? And also picking up speed at the same time? What’s happening?”

“It’s the walls,” Frank said. “There’s little holes in the rock down beneath the waterline. This whole area is volcanic, and the steam rushing out of the gaps is pushing us forward. Naga use it to push ships through the glacier. Sorta like a pully system, but with geothermal energy.”

I dropped onto the nearest bench and grabbed onto the sides of the boat with both hands. We were definitely picking up speed, and the vessel had already tilted back so far that it was starting to feel like I’d inadvertently signed up for a log flume.

“Alright,” Frank said. “We’re coming up on The Spoke, the last city before the Occulted Lands.”

“Are we heading in?”

“Nah, this area’s got a weird rule in place because of boats. Long story, but it relates to a quest line that we’re skipping.”

“Sure, but what’s the rule?”

“Basically, we can’t summon or desummon our boats here, so we rode in on the skiff to get around that. As long as we don’t dismiss it or leave, we should be fine.”

I leaned forward. “So we can’t leave the boat at all?”

“Not all three of us at once, no. Unless you feel like spending the next two hours swimming to the new continent, because your normal boats won’t work in here either.”

“I do not. What’s the move, then?”

He pointed a thick finger up ahead, though all there was to see was just more upwardly sloping tunnel and more foaming water, all eerily lit by my raven’s red light. “You smash, you grab, I sit.”

“What shall I do?” House asked.

“You’re going to keep the boat from hitting the walls and breaking into pieces. These skiffs aren’t durable at all, so be careful.”

“Ned smashes, Ned grabs, Frank sits, I prevent the boat from being smashed.”

“Exactly.”

“Hold on, what exactly am I smashing?” I asked. “And what am I grabbing?”

“We’re going after the Black Pearls for the Converter. The Spoke is a trading outpost, so they should have a handful of pearls locked up in their Treasury.”

“That’s good to know, but it doesn’t really answer the question.”

The tunnel finally flattened out, and the prow of the boat slapped the water reassuringly again. But at the same time, the strange, underwater jets intensified, and the water went from bubbling and hissing to positively boiling.

“I feel like we’re in a rocket ship, and I don’t love it,” I said.

“Just gotta navigate the loop, then we’ll be cruising by the edge of the city. House, try to keep us as even as you can, but we’ll be taking some damage here. You’ve got some wiggle room thanks to that Golden Guarantee Perk that Ned took, but still.”

“Understood.”

“Loop? Did you say loop?” I asked.

The strange jets suddenly quieted all at once, leaving us drifting through still water. A shrill whine sounded from deep within the walls. It built in pitch and volume as we ghosted through the icy passage, eventually becoming so loud and sharp that it had House pressing one ear to her shoulder and covering the other with her hand while she worked the wheel.

Then something gave, like the pressure had found a crack to burst through, and the water beneath us exploded forward. And like it or not—I didn’t like it—we were along for the ride.

My eyes were already watering by the time the vessel started to pitch back, but then the speed and force became so great that I couldn’t move. My entire body was pinned to the base of the vessel as it shot up into a full, frozen loop.

We hit the highest point, and for a moment, I thought I glimpsed a city through the ice beneath us, an entire settlement arranged in a loose wheel, its edges flanked by dock after dock.

Then we were rushing down and flying along again, riding up the banks of a sloping curve and threatening to pitch over it again and again. Finally, light brightened in front of us, and House sighed as she steered us out of the dark.

A settlement had indeed been carved into the ice, nestled along the banks of a winding river. The icy homes were sparse and simple but absolutely gorgeous, all smooth lines and blue curves.

There weren’t many defensive structures to speak of, though, just a single, icy tower posted at the back of the village. I was pretty sure there was some kind of metal gate behind it as well, and while I couldn’t say for sure, I figured the massive city I’d seen through the ice was probably looming deeper within the glacier.

As for the citizens—Naga with ice-blue skin and even bluer claws—they were positively everywhere, working up and down the length of the pier in an assembly line that moved goods all the way back to the tower hand by fishy hand.

I inspected the nearest of them.

{Glacial Dockworker} (Level 35 Humanoid)

HP: 6,500/6,500

MP: 3,000/3,000

Frank pointed at the settlement. “The Spoke, as promised. Or at least part of it, I guess. This is the first depot. There are a hundred and twenty-eight in all.”

“An excellent number of depots.”

“Uh, sure, House. Anyway,” Frank continued, “the whole thing is arranged like a wheel with docks on the outside. Might be a hundred-plus of them, but we’re only hitting three.”

“Cool. Mobs look like they’re level 35?”

“On the dot, yeah. There should be some Elites peppered in, and those will be higher, but I figured these guys would be easy targets for your Subclass Quest.”

“Minimum acceptable level for that, yeah. Good call.” I scoped out the mass of red names. “Probably ideal, but I’m still dead if I get ten of them on me. Maybe less, given that my gear’s still in bad shape for my level.”

“We can only hope. So here’s the plan: House is going to drive right by the pier, and you’re going to hop out and immediately aggro everything in sight.”

“Everything?”

“Yup, then you kill them all. Preferably fast and with me in range so I can get a few more of those sweet, sweet levels.”

“Is not massacring the entire city an option? ’Cause Subclass Quest or not, that’s a lot of mobs.”

“Eh, depends on who you ask.”

“So it’s not necessary at all.”

He motioned at the tower I’d spotted earlier. “See that watchtower thing at the back of the settlement? Top level’s got a key we need for the Treasury. You run there after murdering everything, break in, grab the key, then rejoin House and me on the boat before we shoot into the next tunnel.”

“Please keep in mind the fact that I possess very limited control of the skiff in this current situation. And owing to the geothermal jets, I will not be able to stop and wait for you.”

“Right,” Frank agreed. “Boat’s gonna keep moving, so you need to get in and out before we’re off down the next tunnel, or⁠—”

“I’m swimming.”

“Uh huh. If you manage all that, we hit the second area, grab the second key, rinse, repeat. Then on the third go-around, we’ll have everything we need to rush into the Treasury and grab the pearls, and hopefully some gear, before we catch up with House and get the hell out of there.”

House opened her mouth as if to speak.

“Yes, House. As promised, there’s a unique pet inside the Treasury.”

She shimmied behind the wheel.

I glanced at the two of them, sighing as I realized why she’d been willing to plow us straight into what had appeared to be a wall a few minutes ago. “Is it just me running in every time, then?”

“First two times for sure, but I’ll have to join you on the third. Treasury needs the two keys to be put in at the same time from different locations. Can’t be helped.”

The skiff slowed somewhat as we rounded a bend and joined the queue of unmanned boats that were drifting toward the pier.

The other vessels were fully enclosed, their contents sealed with thick blankets tied down with cording. The Naga in front of us were ripping the blankets off, hopping into the boats, unloading them, and jumping back onto the pier, all while the boats continued on.

“You ready for this?”

I eyed the pier and the sea of red tags around it, as well as the watchtower looming beyond, and shrugged. “I really have no idea, but I’m down to give it a shot. See you guys shortly!”

I took a deep breath, waited until we drew even with the edge of the pier, then took two quick steps and leaped for solid ground.


Chapter Six



I landed on my feet and promptly tumbled sideways. I’d misjudged the momentum—apparently we’d been moving a lot faster than I’d realized—and I would have gone right back into the water had I not tumbled into a stack of boxes.

I scrambled up with pistols drawn, palms prickling at the thought of an ocean of red name tags bearing down on me from across the pier.

Instead, the humanoid mobs were just going about their business like they hadn’t seen me at all. With them only being level 35, I apparently had a good amount of leeway when it came to aggro.

“Get moving!” Frank said, his voice fading while he and House rushed away on the skiff. “Those mobs have social aggro, too! If you pull a Naga who’s in range of another NPC, the whole area’s gonna alert!”

“Thanks!”

I put on a burst of speed and raced down the wooden pier, zigzagging between mobs as best as I could while trying not to lose too much time in the process.

I zipped over to the left-most edge of the pier, took two quick, ascending steps up some stacked boxes, then leaped onto one of the tall poles that anchored the structure to the seabed beneath.

The moorings were about six feet above the walkway, and jumping between them gave me enough of a buffer that I managed to clear the entire structure without drawing aggro or wasting any more time.

“Watch the dog on your left,” Frank said, voice low. “That’s one of the patrolling Elites I mentioned earlier. Huge aggro radius. Social with everything else, too.”

“Thanks.”

I gave the level 40 monster a wide berth and pelted up the central avenue, still trying to maximize the distance between me and every mob.

Then I realized Frank was banging against my hip with every step I took.

“Wait, when did you⁠—”

“I jammed myself inside you from behind right before you jumped off the boat.”

I grimaced. “Into my belt loop.”

“What?”

“You jammed yourself into my belt loop.”

“That’s what I said.”

“No, you… never mind.”

I kept running, turned a corner lined with sparkling domes of ice, and slammed right into another Elite dog with the tower looming directly behind it.

It erupted, barking on sight, and the aggro chain that followed was nothing short of spectacular.

The entire settlement converged at once, aggro rippling out in every direction. Mobs poured off the pier and the trading vessels and down the streets and even the two-tiered switchback that the watchtower rose from just a little ways ahead.

That gave me an idea… If those mobs were willing to leave the tower and head my way, maybe pulling everything down would work just fine?

I doubled back the way I’d come and swapped to my blunderbuss mid-sprint. “Let me know when the upper level of the tower’s clear!”

“You got it!”

A wall of monsters screamed toward me, so many Nagas that they were filling the avenue, running shoulder to shoulder ten creatures deep.

I skidded across the avenue and cocked my blunderbuss up slightly. I launched a Dreadful Grenade a little ahead of the crowd, and they ran right into the targeting reticle.

The coverage was solid but imperfect; the center of the rush scattered under the fear effect and got tangled up amongst themselves, but the monsters who’d been to either side of the stampede popped free and clear.

Backpedaling, I swapped to my pistols and lit them up one at a time. Four birds were apparently enough to zero them out from full Health, and even my errant shots picked up kills when they punched deep into the column.

“Top level of the tower’s clear, but those mobs are pressing in from behind you! Still more funneling down, too!”

I picked off a wounded target who’d almost managed to reach melee range, then popped Doppelganger and raked the crowd from left to right.

The press was going to be too much from here—that was clear immediately, with three mobs stepping in for every one I dropped—but the kills were adding up, and the corpses were already piled knee-high.

I craned my neck up between kills, straining to get a good view of the onslaught of mobs pouring out of the tower and surging in our direction.

There were so many of them that a few were even being pushed off the sides of the ramp and landing in the crowd, dying when they hit the ground and injuring whoever they landed on in the process.

But the fastest among them was already sprinting my way with surprising speed, less than fifty yards off and with plenty of backup.

“Second level of the tower just cleared out!” Frank said. “But more importantly, I’m about to hit level 4!”

Over on the skiff, Frank pulsed with golden light.

“Boom! Three more levels to go before the next class change!”

“Congrats, man!”

I eyed the monsters, still backpedaling, still blasting away. My initial plan had been to buy time until the monsters’ pursuit cleared the tower, then shoot past them and grab the key before rejoining Frank and House.

But I also had my Subclass Quest to worry about, and if Frank could gain Experience from that far away…

“Change of plans, Frank.”

I targeted the nearest corpse and got an Adaptive Bloom up and running for the buffs the bright flower offered, then followed up with a Razorbriar Field to create a choke point that would slow and bleed the oncoming rush as they funneled toward me.

Then I strafed between two domed buildings and ducked into the alley between them. There wasn’t much space to work with—the alley was barely four feet across and maybe ten feet deep—but it would funnel everything right into my Razorbriar Field and prevent me from getting overrun from behind.

“Lemme know when I’ve pulled everything and it’s all in front of me. I want the entire city in here before we send it.”

“That’ll take fifteen, maybe twenty seconds,” Frank said. “You’re gonna be cutting it close with making it back to the ship.”

“I think I’ve got it.”

I one-tapped an injured monster, and it fell forward, nearly landing at my feet. That bought me a bit of breathing room, but then I had to split my pistols to drop two more of the front-runners. After a few more similar kills, I bumped up against the back wall of the alley.

I’d run out of room, and the Naga were still pouring into the choke.

“I’m stacking defensives. Gonna try to keep the offensive cooldowns ready for up top in case I need ’em.”

I activated Dreadbone Plating, and the five nearest corpses exploded into a knot of vines that surged beneath the rush’s collective feet and wound their way up my legs and thighs and waist and chest, armoring me up along the way. I followed up with Arctic Juggernaut, then popped Frozen Heart for good measure.

With all of those effects combined, I was going to be pretty damn tanky for the next fifteen seconds or so. Dreadbone Plating offered a 20% damage reduction along with immunity to knock-ups and snares, Frozen Heart gave me an aura that massively reduced the damage dealt by anything that got close and would eventually freeze them solid, and if I lived long enough, Arctic Juggernaut would double my existing mitigations by converting my damage dealt into armor.

I put a red bird through a Naga’s forehead, then sent two more flying through its chest for good measure. I needed some more firepower, so I targeted a corpse with Bonepetal Burst to clear some space, then summoned my minigun and raked the channel from side to side, chaining bird after piercing bird into the gap.

Three more Naga crashed into melee range, and I took a glancing blow to the shoulder before I managed to regain some breathing room. Then three became five, and five became seven. The front was breaking. I was about to be overrun.

“Best weapon for Final Charge if I’m fighting my way out of here? Maybe with reach in mind?”

“Blunderbuss!”

I summoned that weapon, then immediately tossed it into the air and switched my grip, placing my right hand beneath the barrel and my left on the stock.

Then I activated Final Charge.

I wasn’t really after a damage increase. I really just wanted the skill active because it rendered me immune to crowd control for the duration and kills would reset the buff.

Still, the effect surprised me.

The first time I’d used the ability back during the Siege, I’d had my rifle equipped, and the huge weapon had turned into a powerful axe. This time, I got something totally different: a glaive whose dark blade was easily twice as long as my blunderbuss.

I stepped forward and threw out a quick swing, mostly just trying to buy myself some space so I could follow up with a powerful strike. But the effect was devastating. Even without much power behind it, the dark, crackling blade evaporated the front line of the rush.

From there, Frozen Heart shone through, reducing the rush’s speed even further and allowing me to weave through and around them, laying waste to five or six creatures with every strike and quickly pushing Final Charge’s duration to the max.

The powerful defensive even froze several of them solid, and a single swing shattered a quarter of the remaining group into blue, icy dust.

“Casters loading up on you at the far end of the alley! Those guys are from the top of the tower, bit higher level!”

I eyed them off in the distance, but there wasn’t anything I could do about it from afar; I was locked into Final Charge unless I wanted to lose my crowd control immunity.

Unwilling to die to a single stun, I just kept swinging while Frank and House sailed further and further into the distance.

And speaking of distance, Frank’s Health had just started to drop. Apparently, we’d reached the edge of the limit Kline had set.

One of the casters hit me with a bolt of electricity, and my Health barely budged. For a moment, I felt invincible. Then a second bolt crashed in, followed by a third and a fourth, and the illusion of safety passed because my Health was already down to 70% and falling.

Then the air was full of electricity, and my defensives were winding down even as the monsters continued to freeze and shatter all around me.

“Every nearby mob is now on this level!” Frank said. “Tower is totally clear!”

“Perfect! Gonna reset the pull!”

I carved a path through the monsters, eating bolts to the chest and back with every swing until I’d fought my way out of the alley and returned to the base of the switchback.

I dropped my blunderbuss-turned-glaive into my inventory, used drift to shoot myself up to the base of the tower, then Doublecasted my way to the very top and resolved into place in front of a heavy, iron gate.

The lock that secured it had a Health bar, so I equipped a pistol and blew it apart, then dashed inside. The room was empty save for a single item: a glowing golden key positioned atop an altar at the very center of the space.

I snagged it and threw it into my inventory, then doubled back and threw myself onto my stomach at the front of the room. I equipped my Siege Rifle and deployed it.

“Boat’s getting some serious distance,” Frank said, and I realized his Health was all the way down at 80%. “You’re gonna miss it if you don’t clear out soon.”

“Gonna take a few more out and I’ll head your way. Got any suggestions for my next Augment?”

“Rifle would give you the most power on top of some pretty solid defense.”

I nodded and popped Augment Firearm for only the second time.

A heavy iron shield appeared at the end of the barrel, with the muzzle poking through. It had a Health bar of its own that sported almost as much HP as I did, and the shield extended practically the entire width of the gate.

And best of all? In place of the usual single barrel was a triangular apparatus that looked capable of rotating.

“Every cast is gonna get you three shots with that! Single burst with extra coverage!”

I grinned and waited, watching from above as the mobs stormed up the switchbacks. Thanks to how long we’d held out below, the creatures were densely packed, which was exactly what I needed. I held my spell and watched them clear the ground level as well as the first floor.

And the very moment the first Naga rounded the bend and came into view, I fired a Corpsebelcher and started winding up a raven.

The Corsebelcher surged beneath the ground and erupted right as the bulk of them turned the corner. My timing was a little aggressive—it only tagged the mobs at the very front—but the AoE stun succeeded in packing the group in even more densely than before, turning them into a churning mass of limbs and claws and teeth.

I popped Wings to amplify my damage and add a damaging nova on kill, then let my first augmented raven fly.

The spectacle that followed was more like fireworks than an actual fight. The massive, triple-barreled cannon fired all three of its shots at once in a triangular pattern, and the hitbox was deceptively wide.

The crimson blast punched through the first enemy’s chest, and since the novas from my wings buff scaled off the hit that procced them, the Naga instantly popped and put out a damaging explosion that splashed upwards of 5,000 damage across the monsters nearby.

And as the beam continued on, blowing straight through one creature after the next and annihilating the group’s center, novas triggered in sequence until the entire flood fell like a row of dominoes from front to back.

“Time’s running out!” Frank said. “House’s healing is starting to fail over here!”

I eyed his Health bar, which was at 40% and falling much faster than I’d expected, especially with House helping him out.

There were still a few stragglers coming up the ramp, and while I hated leaving the Experience on the table on Frank’s behalf, I needed to get moving. I cancelled the Augment Firearm buff and took off running, then swapped to the net gun that House had given me earlier.

The creatures had left a preposterous pile of loot behind, so I strafed right past the densest part, fired my net gun, then threw myself off the highest point of the tower. I let myself fall until I was in range of the pile of gear I’d left in the alley below, fired again, then deployed a glider.

I pulled up hard with one hand while the Dragnet Gun whined in the other. I soared up and out, electricity crackling around me as the few remaining casters fired away unimpeded.

But I’d miscalculated; I’d assumed the river would be at least slightly open the rest of the way around The Spoke, but the skiff was hurtling toward another dark tunnel at the far end of the ice cavern.

And to make matters worse, the two giant piles of loot I’d shot with the net gun had just started to retract.

The lines went taut, and the glider’s wings buckled beneath the strain. My altitude dipped, but I managed to steady the craft and steer myself mostly straight despite the twin piles swinging like glittering pendulums beneath me.

I pushed the glider lower, diving to pick up speed, and shot for the tunnel right atop the water. The piles synced up and swung in tandem, skimming the water.

“Uh,” Frank said. “My Health just stabilized, but…”

“I’m gonna end up short,” I finished for him. “You guys are already going to be heading down the passage by the time I get there.”

“Yup.”

“Shit.” I eyed my cooldowns, ticking through the options as we soared ever closer and the skiff pushed toward the tunnel. “No, I got this!”

I pulled up the spear we’d looted off the spiders.

{Quickstrike} (Spear) (Touchstone)

Grade: C

Item Level: 72

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 125

Magical Attack: 40

Speed: Medium

Primaries: +20 Dexterity, +10 Constitution

Secondaries: +10% to Critical Strike Damage

Effect: Your melee range is increased by 25%.

Touchstone Ability: {Quicksilver Thrust}

{Quicksilver Thrust} (Touchstone Ability)

Description: You surge 40 yards forward, or until you make contact with a hostile target. Upon contacting an enemy, you deal 1,400 Lightning Damage and inflict a single stack of {Primed} that lasts 5 seconds. Mobs who are {Primed} will be stunned for 5 seconds upon taking additional Lightning Damage.

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 100 Mana

Cooldown: 30 seconds

I’d partially discounted the item at the time since none of us could actually use it, but the ability itself could still work. It hurt me a bit to burn a useful Touchstone, but I threw the item into my Touchstone Socket and destroyed it in exchange for access to its skill.

That didn’t require much, thankfully. I’d been using Fated End for a while now, but that ability had become totally useless after my last class change.

With something that only loosely resembled a plan in mind, I pushed the glider forward, fighting to keep the massive piles of loot dangling beneath me from hitting the water.

I banked a turn and waited until both piles were swinging forward, mere inches from the tunnel’s entrance, and the timing coincided perfectly with House and Frank shooting through the entryway and out of sight.

I cancelled the glider, activated Frozen Heart for its water walking component, then went into freefall. I waited until my heels were mere inches from the surging river, then activated Quicksilver Thrust.

I shot forward, eyes widening, going from falling vertically to surging horizontally in an instant. My eyes watered, tears streamed down my cheeks, and my stomach felt like it’d been left behind.

The movement skill hit its full range almost instantly and ended just as abruptly, which left me lurching toward the boat in midair. I still came up some twenty feet short, but thanks to Frozen Heart, instead of plunging into the river, it froze beneath me, and I skated forward with way, way too much speed.

“Gonna need some help with the loot when⁠—”

My shins clipped the back of the boat, and I flipped in head over heels.

I landed on my back, hard, then scrambled up and turned around. I kicked my feet out to either side, bracing them against the nearest benches. Then I dropped the net gun and grabbed the attached wires with both hands.

Frank jumped over me and grabbed the lines as well. We held on for a long, breathless moment, watching the slack tighten.

I braced for impact; the twin hauls were about to slide off the last of the ice I’d created, and we were about to bear their full weight for the first time. The moment came, and I tensed every fiber of my being.

The line went tight… and nothing happened. The piles just lifted up and skimmed the surface behind us.

“Damn I’m strong!” Frank said. “I can’t even feel the weight!”

“Same here, man! I really thought that was going to be rough.”

“Same, but we got it done.”

House cleared her throat behind me. I spun around and realized she was holding onto the net gun I’d dropped with one hand while she worked the wheel with the other. She stared at us like we were stupid.

“Oh,” Frank said.

“Yeah. That makes a lot more sense, actually. I probably should have just held onto the gun, too.”

We both let go of the line, and it made no difference at all.

“Shall I pull in the loot?”

“Please do, House.” I jumped up and took the wheel so she could move to the back of the boat and more easily work the net gun. “I can’t lie, I totally forgot that we don’t really have any Strength between us.”

“I resent that.”

“House is like, ten times stronger than us, bare minimum. It’s just straight numbers, man.”

“Doubtful, because I’m now level… wait, what level am I?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“Oh, right. I have agency now. Blam!”

He pulled up his stat sheet and inflicted it upon me.

{Frank}

Level: 3 > 5

Tier I Class: Fighter

Gear Level: 35

Strength: 21 > 23

Dexterity: 9

Constitution: 18 > 20

Intelligence: 7 > 8

Wisdom: 10 > 11

Charisma: 6

Physical Attack: 22

Magical Attack: 3

Health: 220 > 240

Mana: 80 > 82

Armor: 25% > 24%

Magical Resistance: 30% > 29%

“House, what’s your Strength at currently? Counting your gear.”

“247.”

I snorted. “She’s got you by more than a factor of ten, actually.”

“That’s just not cool,” Frank muttered.

“The factor is actually 10.739,” House supplied.

“That’s even less cool.” He stepped up beside her at the back of the boat. “Here, move over and lemme help. I’ll pick the items out once you’ve pulled the piles in.”


Chapter Seven



We cruised into the second depot, which was a mirror image of the first settlement, save for the key being one level higher within the watch tower. But having seen the previous layout firsthand, the result was a hell of a lot smoother.

I still threaded my way to the base of the switchback by the watchtower, but this time I ducked inside one of the domed buildings for cover. Once the entire pull had consolidated, I blew out a glass window, jumped through it, and doubled up on drift to send myself zipping toward the top floor.

Then I raced up the remaining bank, grabbed the item we needed, and laid waste to the oncoming rush. When Frank’s Health started dropping in the distance, I finally doubled back to the skiff before it could enter the next tunnel without me.

Once that was all behind us, we wound up hurtling down another icy chute with a second skiff’s worth of gear and gold. The equipment we’d picked up wasn’t relevant to me, given its low level, but the two massive pulls had already put me 75% of the way toward earning my next Subclass.

We’d even picked up one of the Black Pearls we needed for the Converter during that last pull. Apparently, they had less than a 1% drop rate on the monsters here, which was why Frank had suggested the whole heist thing instead of grinding them out individually.

But more importantly, at least according to Frank…

He raised a hand and clenched it into a fist. “Finally. Level 7.”

“Finally? It hasn’t even been two hours since you started playing.”

He gave me an annoyed look. “Finally,” he repeated, but louder. “Level 7.”

I rolled my eyes, smiling despite myself. “Congrats on level 7, Frank.”

Frank looked up at his name tag, spotted a buff icon, and froze. “Wait, I have a minion?” He looked from left to right, then again. Then again. “Did I get that at level 7? Where the hell is it?”

I sighed. The moment I’d been dreading since that previous conversation with Kline had finally come. “Yeah, no. You did not get a minion at level 7. You don’t have a minion, either.”

“Then why the hell do I have a minion buff? It doesn’t seem like it makes me stronger. It’s not a debuff, either. I’m not seeing any stat changes at all, and I definitely can’t summon anything.”

“You might wanna sit down for a minute, Frank.”

He straightened completely, wobbling in the center of the boat while it navigated a dark curve. “I refuse!”

“Okay, fine. This is what your dad was talking about with the whole summon thing, man. Being labeled as a summon didn’t work out because it came with all sorts of buffs he’d have to manually remove from you. So instead of introducing you into the game as a summon, he used a different classification system, and that ended up⁠—”

Frank nodded, and the gesture was surprisingly sagacious. “Identifying you as my minion. And as a result, that designation is now literally codified into my being.”

I opened my mouth to correct him and let him know that he’d actually been designated as the minion, but then I realized that I could avoid the problem instead of solving it.

“Yes, Frank. That’s exactly what he did.”

“From the phrasing of Frank’s minion buff, is it not clear that Frank is actually⁠—”

“Hey Frank,” I said, speaking over House so loudly my voice echoed back several times. “You’re finally level 7, right?”

He puffed up. “I sure am!”

“What’re you gonna do for your first class change? It’ll be a minute before we hit the third depot. We can probably get that locked in before we start.”

He shifted uncomfortably but didn’t respond.

“Frank? Class change plans?”

He pointed down the tunnel behind me. “Look, baby wolves!”

I twisted around on my bench. “What? Where are⁠—”

House blew by me and clipped my left shoulder so hard that she sent me sprawling into the center of the boat. I lay there on my back, stunned, while she stood at the stern with her hands clamped to either side of the motor, scanning the water behind us.

When House turned back, she did so gradually. “Where are the baby wolves, Frank?”

“Uhhh… there aren’t… any wolves. But…”

He looked down. He’d summoned a pet at some point, a white spider the size of a baseball. It was almost cartoonish, with short but thick little legs and oversized eyes.

I really had no idea what the two of them were doing, or what Frank had been trying with the wolves thing, or even what was happening in general, but it was obvious that Frank needed a hand with whatever the hell he’d just screwed up.

“It’s a baby wolf spider, House. He’s giving you a baby wolf spider.”

“Oh! I see.” She spread her hands wide. “Then I am ready to receive it and will honor the terms of our previous deal.”

“Wow, it works on her too.”

“What does?” Frank asked.

“Nothing.”

The chunky little guy sprang away from Frank and landed on House’s face, causing her head to kick back like she’d been punched in the forehead.

She shrieked with delight, clapping. She was completely cross-eyed—the spider seemed content to squat on the bridge of her nose—and jumped up and down hard enough to rock the entire boat and send little waves rippling out from it.

“Wow,” Frank muttered under his breath. “Thanks for the save.”

“You’re welcome. Think that was probably one of my prouder moments, which is kind of sad, but so it goes. Why wolves?”

“Just a distraction. There aren’t any actual wolves back there.”

“Yeah, I’m aware that this half-frozen river doesn’t have wolves, Frank. Why’d you have to make them babies?”

“I mean, wolves are one thing, but wolf puppies? Who wouldn’t look at that?”

“I guess. But what were you even trying to do?”

“Ugh. I was just trying to distract you. I promised House a pet in return for some of the Tomes she’s carrying from our library. I was just trying to get the one I needed from her before you noticed.”

“So the plan was to shout baby wolves, and I’d be the only one who looked?”

“Yep.”

“Do you not see the problem here?”

“Yeah, I didn’t think that far ahead. I stopped at the you looking part.”

“Why would you need to hide the Tome from me in the first place?”

“I dunno, it’s not really about you. Giving her stuff just makes me feel weird. And it’s not good for my image.”

“What, it makes your insides all fuzzy or something?”

“I dunno.”

“Did you think I’d tell you to stop or something? If anything, you really ought to keep doing that. Like, literally all the time.”

“Doing what?”

“Giving House pets. It’s maybe the best thing you could possibly do for self-preservation.”

“Self-preservation, huh? Go on, you’ve piqued my interest.”

“I mean, you’re a habitual line stepper, right?”

He laughed. “Yeah.”

“It’s worse than just stepping, though. It’s more like you’re riding a unicycle down the line at all times, and⁠—”

“Am I good at unicycling in this extended metaphor?”

“No, you’re terrible at it, but that doesn’t stop you.”

He folded his arms across his chest. “Never has, never will.”

“So you’re just bumbling along, right? But eventually, you’re going to go too far, and you’re gonna cross that line in a major way.”

He furrowed his singular brow. “You lost me there. I don’t see the problem.”

“The problem is that eventually the person whose line you cross will be House.”

He shot her a look, his green face paling slightly. “Oh.”

“You heard what she said about Ersatz and parking, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“I’ve been curious about the fact that she said she’s not leaving all of that to chance for a while now, but I’m afraid to ask how she’s doing it.”

“There’s a nonzero chance that looking into that would make you an accomplice.”

I pointed at him. “Exactly. But what do you think is going to happen when House has finally sated her rage with Ersatz and there you are, unicycling badly in her direction?”

He gulped.

“If I were you, I’d be gifting her pets left and right. That way, when the day inevitably comes and you’ve gone too far and House is weighing whether or not she wants to continue to let you exist, she has to weigh your possible annihilation against the fact that she’d also be cutting off her top supplier.”

“Damn. You skipped straight to annihilation, huh?”

“Does that seem unrealistic to you?”

“It does not.”

“Right? Seriously, though, you ought to consider making this a daily routine for self-preservation if nothing else.”

“Yeah, noted.”

“I’d even make it an actual routine. Time stamps and everything. Maybe a punch card or something. She’d probably be super into that.”

“She would, wouldn’t she? New pet at 10:13 AM, every day.”

“The more specific, the better.”

Something heavy thumped into Frank’s lap, and he grunted.

“Thank you for the spider,” House said from behind the wheel. “I love her. In exchange, that is the Tome you requested.”

“Thanks, House.”

“You are welcome.”

The item vanished, presumably into his inventory. “Anyway. The third depot.”

“What the hell do you mean, anyway?” I said. “You’re level 7 and you’ve got the Tome you need. Go! Class change, now!”

“Fine, fine. I was planning to make my first class change a private moment so Darling and I could enjoy it without…”

He broke off while looking my way.

“Ned’s presence?” House finished for him.

“Exactly, House. But since Ned has already prostrated himself before the altar of Frank, I guess we can indulge him.”

“Prostrated?”

The book reappeared in his lap. “Some of the abilities might be pretty handy for the next depot anyway, since you’ll need a hand with the keys at the very least.”

When he cracked the book open and squinted at the first line, I cracked up laughing.

“What?” he asked.

“Oh, nothing.” I took a deep breath and got myself under control, but the pressure was still building deep in my gut.

Frank squinted at the text a second time.

And once again, I completely lost my shit. It was bad; I could barely breathe.

He closed the book. “What’s your deal?”

“I’m sorry, man, I just can’t get over the image of you holding a book and trying to read. It’s just… it’s so incongruous. Your hands are so big, and the book is so small, and you just look so… I don’t even know. It’s the dissonance, Frank. It’s too much.”

“I wasn’t trying to read, you absolute buffoon. Your dry cackling just interrupted me before I got far enough into it to activate the Tome.”

He opened the book a third time and scanned a line of text. This time, the book burst into flame, pages whipping and cinders climbing high on the breeze, only to be pulled away as the skiff continued rushing down into the dark.

He pumped a fist. “And there… we… go! Boo yah! Tier I Frank has officially arrived!”

I clapped, and House joined in a solid few seconds later.

We let him have his moment—honestly, it dragged on for a very long time, like, probably a full minute—but eventually I realized he wasn’t going to stop.

“So, are you gonna share what skill you picked with the rest of the class or what?”

He flexed. “Two words: Iron Mime!”

My mouth dropped open. I wanted to speak, but I had no words.

Frank’s only response was to cycle into a different flex.

“You’re really just gonna drop a skill name like Iron Mime without elaborating and expect us to accept it?”

“Yeah, why not? You said I could pick whatever I wanted, so I picked wisely.”

“Yeah, no. That’s not the problem. You can definitely roll whatever you want, but I thought you were gonna go tank? For the guild? And Darling?”

He looked at me like I was the idiot. “I did go tank. I’m an Iron Mime.”

“Oh. Iron, huh?”

“What? No, the iron part isn’t relevant to tanking at all. I mean, sure, I’ll still be using heavy armor, but it’s the mime bit that makes me a tank.”

“I’m so confused. How does becoming a mime have anything to do with tanking whatsoever?”

He gave me a scornful look. “Is that a serious question?”

I stood up involuntarily and had to duck a low stalactite before it took my head off. “It obviously is! How could it not be serious? What possible tie to tanking could a mime even have?”

“Barrier specialists.”

“What?”

“Mimes are barrier specialists. It’s common knowledge.”

I dropped into a crouch and covered my face with both hands. “Oh man. I just can’t. Iron Mime? What the hell even is that? How is that an actual skill you can take? Nope, I can’t.”

“You can, and you will. Check it!”

He dropped a couple of his abilities into the chat.

{Notice Me!}

Description: You taunt an enemy within 40 yards, forcing them to target you for 8 seconds. If this ability forces the target to switch off a friendly player, you also gain 20% increased Threat Generation for the ability’s full duration.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 15 seconds

Cost: None

{Ragebox}

Description: You encase a single enemy in an intangible, invisible box for 10 seconds. Enemies encased within the box suffer no ill-effects, and the box moves with them wherever they go, but 25% of all Threat generated against them is automatically transferred to you or another target of your choice.

However, if you select a redirection target other than yourself or your {Number One Fan}, the amount of Threat redirected is reduced by 33%.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 1 minute

Cost: 25 Rage

{Don’t Worry, Be Happy}

Description: You or a target of your choice gains a barrier that persists for 8 seconds and absorbs 50 damage for every point of Rage you’ve generated over the last 10 seconds.

The barrier cannot exceed 50% of your maximum Health, but if the target has been designated as your {Number One Fan}, this limit is raised to 75%.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 20 seconds

Cost: 10 Rage

{Sixth of a Box}

Description: You create an intangible, translucent wall up to 20 yards away that redirects up to four enemy projectiles at random angles. These projectiles will still deal full damage to your allies, but if you are personally struck by a deflected projectile, 100% of its damage is converted into Health.

However, some especially powerful skills and effects cannot be reflected or absorbed.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 15 seconds

Cost: 10 Rage

I groaned and massaged my temples.

“Wait, there’s more!”

“Of course there is…”

“Here’s the passives.”

More links flooded the chat.

{Here to Help} (Passive Ability)

All friendly players affected by at least one of your barriers have their movement speed increased by 10%.

If the player is designated as your {Number One Fan}, their movement speed is increased by 10% at all times, but they do not gain additional speed from your barriers.

{Strong Arm} (Passive Ability)

You may wield two-handed weapons in your right hand. Your offhand cannot use shields or weapons other than {Armored Gloves}.

I perked up slightly and stopped massaging my skull. Those really… weren’t all that bad. At the very least, the movement speed was super nice.

“And finally, the actives that really clinched it for me. Got these from specializing in the same skill.”

{Monochrome Barrier}

You apply a barrier to a friendly target within 40 yards. 50% of all incoming damage is then converted into physical damage prior to mitigations.

However, the shielded target also takes 20% increased damage from all physical sources while the barrier persists.

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: 10 seconds

Duration: 5 seconds

Limit: 1

{Number One Fan}

Description: You designate a single player within 40 yards as your biggest fan, reducing their Threat Generated by 10%, increasing their damage dealt by 5%, and reducing their damage taken from all sources by 10%.

This designation also allows them to benefit from many of your abilities’ more powerful synergies. However, you may only designate a single player at any time.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 2 minutes

Duration: Permanent until toggled

Cost: None

I went right back to rubbing my temples. “Number One Fan. So that’s me, then.”

“Probably most of the time by default, yeah. Though if Darling’s around, you’re obviously gonna be on your own.” He puffed up. “I imagine she’ll probably want that buff up on her at all times purely as a matter of principle, but some of the synergies are top-notch.”

“I’m pretty annoyed by how good those skills look,” I said. “Especially the one that converts magic to physical damage. I love that sort of thing. Always lets you build around them in cool ways.”

“That was pretty much the whole rationale right there,” Frank said.

“But the number goes down,” House said.

“What number?” I pulled Monochrome Barrier back up. “Oh, you mean that he takes more damage with that active up and running?”

“Indeed I do. Is that not a downside?”

“Yeah, he wouldn’t use that right now.” I looked him up and down. “He might, actually. But he shouldn’t, or at least he’d need to be careful about it. That’s the sort of ability you have to build around before it gets really useful.”

“Uh huh. Remember what you said back when we first met? Don’t go Troll unless you wanna get rocked by magic owing to the racial? Something like that. I can’t remember your exact words because you were crying at the time.”

“What? No, I⁠—”

“But basically, House, I’m gonna build this character purely for tanking physical damage. So while I’ll take more physical on paper, I’ll be able to make up for that with gear because I won’t need to worry about Magical Resistances or any of that. I can just stack more Armor and Block and whatever else, then convert whatever magic comes my way into something I can easily deal with.”

She nodded, but slowly. “So the number is not actually going down.”

“In the end, mitigation goes up.”

She smiled. “That makes much more sense. Thank you for clarifying.”

“I still can’t wrap my head around the fact that you went clown straight from the jump,” I said. “I figured that day would come, but I thought you’d probably build up to it somehow.”

He blinked, suddenly confused. “Huh?”

“What do you mean, huh? You got your first taste of freedom and you immediately went clown. You don’t see how that’s surprising?”

He cocked his head. “I didn’t go clown at all. Clown comes later.”

“How is this not⁠—”

“I’m a mime!” he shouted.

I winced as his voice echoed through the narrow space. “Kind of ironic to be yelling that.”

“And I’m made of iron. None of those things are clown-related, and neither I nor either of those proud and storied disciplines will tolerate your disrespect.”

“Isn’t it basically the same thing? At the very least, mimery seems like a subset of clowning.”

“Mimery and clowning are entirely different art forms. I mean, just look at the color schemes. One’s black and white, one’s every color at the same time. One’s silent, one’s loud. One puts themselves into a box, the other opens boxes.”

“Do clowns have a box gag that I’m not aware of?”

“I’m not sure, I ran out of steam at the end there. But the point stands: clowns and mimes could not be more different.”

“Does the point still stand? ’Cause it kinda seems like your first class change turned you into a clown that doesn’t talk.”

“I can still talk, dick.”

“It would be more accurate to say that Frank is a clown who is not supposed to talk but continues to talk at length.”

Frank paused for a long time. “Yep, that’s insulting. And you’re the one who said I could pick whatever I wanted.”

“Yeah, of course you can. And again, you can continue to do just that. But I didn’t say I wouldn’t mock you for it. And I didn’t say House wouldn’t join in, but I’m happily surprised.” I reached over and patted the top of her head. “Good job, House.”

She beamed. “Thank you kindly.”

Frank pretended that he was in a box for a couple of seconds—badly—then flipped us off with both hands. And I somehow felt like his hip-mounted form was making the same gesture.

“Tell her about what I’m doing with the shaft. I know you can feel it.”

“Frank is also flipping us off with his shaft.”

She grimaced. “I am deeply uncomfortable with the suggestion that his shaft is capable of moving on its own accord.”

“Normal. But seriously, I can’t believe you went clown, man. That class choice makes so much sense and no sense at all at the same time.”

“I do not follow,” House said.

“Same here, robot.”

“You need attention basically all the time, right?” I said.

“I wouldn’t say I need it. It’s more about feeling entitled to attention while being objectively correct.”

“So you’ve got abilities like Notice Me, right? That makes perfect sense, given your personality. But at the same time, you’re also a mime who shouldn’t talk by definition. Then there’s stuff like Here to Help. You are many things, Frank. But you are not here to help. If anything, you’re here to harangue and… hamper.”

“And he often shouts when we would prefer he not,” House added.

I pointed at her. “Not super relevant, more of a general dig, but I completely agree, House.”

She smiled. “I am not entirely sure of what is happening, but I still wanted to participate.”

“That’s okay, House. I appreciate you chipping in either way. But look: Frank wants attention because he’s Frank, but he can’t ask for it because he’s a mime. But he does ask for it. Like, all the time.”

“And?”

“You’re using heavy armor for tanking, but that’s completely unrelated to you becoming a tank. It’s the mime bit that handles that.”

“Jukes wears leather as a tank, and I’ve never heard you complain about that.”

“And to top it all off, we haven’t even touched on the fact that you’re suddenly okay with being a mage who casts barriers, some of which are essentially capable of healing.”

Frank stood up so fast that the boat tilted hard to the left, causing House to topple out over the side. “I am nothing of the sort!”

I reached over and grabbed House’s wrist before the current could separate her from the skiff. “You’ve chosen to be a spellcaster who specializes in barriers, Frank. On purpose.”

“They’re abilities, not spells! And instead of using Mana—like a spell would—I’m creating barriers out of sheer anger! I am quite literally weaponizing my distaste for you and turning it to our advantage. And, technically speaking, it’s an absorption effect, not a heal.”

“It’s the same thing in the end, though, right? It’s all effective Health.” I heaved and pulled House partially into the boat while she kicked her little feet at the surface. “Would you hurry up and give me a hand with⁠—”

2.0 split off from House’s back and sprang into the boat, then she snatched House up by her collar and dragged her to safety. The giant, armored cat gave Frank a stern look, then recombined with House.

“What was that look for?”

“Probably because you were just standing there bragging about your healing capacity instead of summoning a group of balloon animals to get House out of the water.”

He narrowed his eyes. “How’d you know Iron Mime gets a balloon ability?”

“I didn’t.” I reached into my pocket. “Is there really a balloon skill, though? Seems borderline clownish if you ask me.”

“No, there obviously is not.” He scratched his teeth, then froze with his offending hand an inch from his mouth. “Oh shit.”

“There appears to be a balloon ability,” House said.

“Agreed, House.”

He sighed. “I mean, there isn’t not a balloon ability in EBO as a whole. But I’m not planning on taking it, so I don’t see how it’s relevant to—” He broke off and scratched again. “This is driving me insane. I’m not lying about the balloon stuff, and I didn’t even get to⁠—”

He broke off again, scratching even harder this time.

“Finish your sentence before the itchiness kicked in?” House finished for him.

“Exactly.”

“Normal.”

He threw his hands into the air. “Still not normal, House! Two people experiencing the same thing is not enough to make that thing normal!”

“Statistically, I agree,” she said, “but anecdotally speaking, it appears quite likely to be normal.”

“I’m with her, man. We’ve got a 100% hit rate on the teeth stuff so far. Anxiety’s still at 50%, but that rounds up to 100%, am I right?”

House cocked her head.

“None of this is normal, and you know it,” Frank mumbled, still scratching.

Before I could reply, the familiar rhythm of the jets rose, and the nose of our skiff slapped the water. It seemed like we were finally about to drop into another chute and hit the third depot.

“Okay, for now, we’re just going to have to put a pin in Frank becoming a clown with extra steps. Third enclave is coming in hot. Frank, you said the Treasury is up ahead, right? And you’re tagging along for some reason?”

He scowled. “Yeah, I’ll be helping you with the keys this time around.”

I pulled one of the keys I’d looted from the two towers out of my inventory and threw it in a trade window. “Anything we need to change up for the last depot? Or can I just sorta gun them down like before? I’ve almost got my Subclass Quest wrapped up, so I’d be down for another repeat.”

“Probably be a lot harder to pull the whole group. Levels are the same, so the aggro radius hasn’t changed, but these guys are Elites. On the plus side, they don’t have social aggro, so the whole place isn’t going to come running if you pull one.”

The ramp suddenly leveled out and left us staring down a spiral chute with a small settlement below. Then the jets roared, and around and down we went.

Once we’d made it through and splashed down, I scanned the dockworkers. The Nagas were identical, but as Frank had said, every single one of them was designated as an Elite, and each of them had at least triple the Health of their counterparts back in the previous depots.

“Do the dockworkers here have similar abilities? Or do the Elites have different stuff?”

“Nah, they’re just a lot beefier. No guard dogs here either.”

“Cool.” I looked from Frank to the mobs and back again. “Yeah, I think we can still pull the whole place pretty easily.”

“No social aggro,” Frank repeated, but slower, like he was mocking me. “You’d have to pull them all one by one. And since we can’t stop the boat, that’s not happening. It’d take way too long.”

I took a quick look at the geography of the third depot. It was even simpler than the others; the dock led to a long, straight avenue, a watchtower looming at the far end. I cracked a smile.

“I don’t think we’re gonna need the social bit this time around. I’ve got a better idea. Frank?”

“Yeah?”

“Can you do me a favor?”

“What favor?”

“Let me get that buff.”

He crossed his arms. “What buff are you referring to?”

“You know exactly what I’m referring to.”

“Oh, you mean this?” He wiggled his fingers unnecessarily, and a dim, dark barrier settled on top of me. It didn’t feel like anything, and it was almost invisible, but it was definitely there.

I clicked the buff off. “That’s Monochrome Barrier, and no, I did not mean that.”

“Well, I’m not sure what buff you’re asking for, then. It seems we’ve arrived at an impasse. Why don’t you specify exactly what you want?”

“Do you really want me to ask for this out loud? Is that what this is?”

He cracked a smile before House twisted around from behind the wheel and whispered something to him that I didn’t catch.

Frank instantly stopped smiling.

“Oh, you want Number One Fan, presumably for the movement speed. Sure, here you go.”

He applied it, but it didn’t have a visual effect.

I suppressed a laugh. “Yeah, thanks. And I don’t know what you just did, House. But I appreciate it. Now, Frank, we’re gonna get started, so I need you to stand up.”

“What for?” he asked, but he did stand.

I dashed along the base of the boat, dropped low, and scooped him up with one arm hooked beneath his knees and the other behind his shoulders. He gasped and kicked, but to no avail.

He was surprisingly strong for a level 7—granted, I had basically no added Strength—and he was definitely going to slow me down, but holding on was simple enough.

“Would you stop squirming?”

“No! Don’t do this! Don’t carry me like a princess!”

“That’s really what you’re concerned about?”

I stepped to the edge of the boat and waited for the vessel to drift closer to the final dock.

“Yes! Obviously, yes!”

“If you’re worried about that, then you definitely haven’t considered why I’m carrying you like a princess. If I were you, I’d be way more alarmed by the latter point.”

Frank froze, suddenly deep in thought, at least for him.

While both of his brain cells were locked in mortal combat, I took a deep breath, jumped out of the boat with Frank in my arms, and hit the dock running.

“You said it yourself, man: these mobs don’t have social aggro. But I don’t need social aggro to pull the entire place if I’m carrying a level 7 aggro magnet!”

As if to prove the point, ten or so of the nearest Naga converged on us from both sides of the dock, aggroing from a distance that easily outranged my ravens.

“Stop kicking, I’m still stronger than you!”

“I object to both the carry and the style!” He kicked even harder. “Come on, at least make it a fireman’s carry!”

I split the gap between two oncoming Naga, then accelerated and continued down the pier with mobs aggroing from both sides with every weighted step.

“I would, but the princess carry is funnier.”

“Just let me run already!”

“No can do, m’lady.”

He thrashed even harder. “No no no no no!”

“Pipe down. We’re almost done, and House is the only one who can see you anyway.”

I reached the end of the avenue and finally hit the brakes. The small hill above us only had a pair of gentle switchbacks for us to navigate, and well over a dozen creatures were already streaming down them in our direction.

That was a win I hadn’t been counting on. Apparently, Frank’s aggro distance was so great that he was pulling monsters deep out of the heart of the tower, which was absolutely fantastic.

I waited for the stream to stop growing—meaning we’d gotten the attention of everything inside, or close to it—then rolled my shoulders. “You’ve got your key, right?”

He popped it into a clenched fist. “Yeah, now put me⁠—”

He cut off because I’d just activated drift, sending us zipping almost completely vertical, shooting right up the side of the tower. I let the spell hit its full height, then Doublecasted just as I had before to take us to the edge of the highest floor.

And there it was: the Treasury. A huge set of golden doors with a silver-plated keyhole set off to either side.

I landed lightly on my feet, let Frank go, then summoned my key and dashed over to the keyhole on the right.

Behind me, Frank landed on his ass, hard. At least I assumed he did, because I was pretty sure I heard the air rush out of him.

“Oh, you bony little bitch.”

“Get it together, man!” I said, laughing the words. I jammed my key into the slot. “All that whining about wanting me to put you down, but seems you got pretty comfy there at the end.”

He scrambled back to his feet and ran over to the opposite door. He jammed his key in. “I wasn’t ready, ass!”

I pinched my key between thumb and forefinger. “Ready to turn them?”

“On three?”

“Sure.”

“One… two… three!”

We turned our keys and were rewarded with a pair of satisfying clicks. Machinery roared to life deep within the room, then both of the golden doors groaned inward, moving slowly and laboriously.

I glanced inside to make sure there weren’t any enemies within the Treasury itself. The room was too long for me to get much of a view, but I didn’t see any hostile tags.

I stepped over to Frank and, in one fluid motion, drew the axe that was also him, activated Repel, smashed him in the chest, and sent him somersaulting deep into the room.

“I’ll handle the mobs, you loot everything as quick as possible! Smash and grab, Frank!”

He bounced off an expensive-looking display of armor, then crashed through a bookshelf, tumbling out of sight and into a cloud of dust and shredded pages. Tempting as it was to move a little closer and watch him pinball off some of The Spoke’s most valuable possessions, I had a job to do.

First, I tested one of the heavy doors to see if I could move it. It was slow going but doable, so I pushed one of the pair back into its original position, then locked it in place. I posted up behind it for cover, pistols raised and glowing while I waited for the oncoming flood.

Another rumble filled the room, deeper than the first, and I spent a few seconds wondering if I’d triggered something within the Treasury until the truth of the matter became obvious.

That second, deep rumble wasn’t coming from a machine but from the dozens of Elites racing our way. They rounded the switchback’s final curve in a wild rush, some of them sprinting on all fours with short blades held between their teeth. The larger variants slouched forward, running upright with long claws pumping at their sides.

A crossbow bolt thumped into the door and bit a solid inch into the metal. The projectile had landed mere inches from my right eye, and I decided I really, really didn’t want to get hit by one of those.

I went with Corpsebelcher to start, sending the worm-like creature surging beneath the ground, causing the floor tiles to crack in a narrow line.

I had it erupt at the very front of the oncoming surge, locking the fastest of the Naga in place for a few seconds. Then I swapped to my blunderbuss and sent a Dreadful Grenade into the same location.

The result was pure chaos. Instead of a group of a hundred-plus creatures all surging toward us in lockstep, we now had a tangled mass of monsters falling all over each other.

I fired into the group from behind cover, focusing all of my fire on one of the leading creatures. It had a longsword gripped between its teeth, and it was blasting toward me on all fours a good bit faster than the rest.

{Level 37 Humanoid} (Elite) (Rare)

HP: 6,953/7,800

MP: 2,000/2,000

I cursed under my breath. I’d been hoping to focus the thing down and use its corpse to get a Razorbriar Field up and running, but that was too much Health to deal with, given everything else that was rushing my way.

So instead, I swapped targets and started bursting down a Naga directly behind it who’d caught some piercing birds thanks to sheer proximity.

I kept plugging away, and the moment the Rare reached melee range, it sprang up out of its four-pointed stance and drew its weapon in one smooth motion. It swung hard and heavy, a horizontal blow intent on taking my head off.

I ducked the wild swing, then reached out and poked a barrel into the monster’s chest.

Thanks to the Frozen Touch passive I’d picked up a little ways back, the creature froze in place, ankles suddenly locked in several inches of thick ice.

I backpedaled out of melee range and left the Rare Elite swinging at the air. I finished off a weakened target and used its corpse to summon a Razorbriar Field, then went right back to nuking the frontrunners with bird after bird.

Between the monsters I’d already feared and the Razorbriar snare, as well as the general chaos of the engagement, the rush slowed to a crawl, bottlenecking at the foot of the stairs.

The Rare Elite was about to pop free, so I swung a pistol his way and used Flash Freeze to encase him fully in ice and lock him up for another five seconds.

Then a prompt came in, so I spared it a glance between piercing volleys.

Personal Alert: The Subclass Quest {A Myriad Approach} is nearly complete!

Level 35+ Monsters slain: 480

Requirement for completion: 500

I scanned the timers for my stun and fear. The former effect had all but run its course, and the latter was halfway there.

“How’s it going in there, Frank? They’re moving through my snares pretty quick.”

“Lots of stuff to grab, but not as much to smash as I’d like… oh crap.” The sound of something that sounded expensive breaking came from deep within the vault. “Whoops. I’m good, almost done.”

“Run out and make a right when you’re ready. Pop that glider and I’ll be right behind you. Toss me your loot gun if you can, too!”

“Yeah, yeah, I got it.”

A crossbow bolt caught me in the wrist, and three more thumped into the door I was hiding behind. My Health dropped a solid 20%, and I picked up a debuff that slowed my movement for the next five seconds.

“Found the pearls! I’m heading your way!”

I eyed the crowd. The ones at the back were mostly untouched, but stray piercing ravens had taken five closer targets down into execute range. “Alright, I’ll clear you a path!”

As Frank thundered closer, I ducked out from behind cover and fired a Gravity Bird into the center of the group. I took a pair of bolts to the chest in the process, which dropped my Health below half for the first time.

Frank exploded out from between the double doors with the net gun tucked beneath his arm. There were still stragglers on the stairs, so I got in front of him with my pistols out.

I popped Doppelganger to get a copy running beside me, Doublecasted it for a second copy, then swapped to my blunderbuss and lit up the frontrunners who had outpaced my Gravity Bird with three cones of overlapping damage.

They died instantly, leaving only a single Naga free at the base of the stairs. I jumped down the final four steps and activated Repel, then planted a foot in its chest. The blue-skinned creature tumbled backward and flew right off the edge, cartwheeling high above the switchbacks before slamming into the ground far below.

Once I was in range, I aimed my weapon up at the fully deployed Gravity Bird and the dozens of densely packed monsters floating within it. I popped my wings and followed up with an execute on the mob with the lowest Health right before my clones ran their course.

There were plenty of targets to choose from, and both of my clones picked their own.

My own harvest instantly picked up a kill, resetting its cooldown, so I threw out another one but couldn’t quite get it out before the copies fizzled at my sides.

The result of all those spells crashing in at once was devastating. Not only did we have multiple executes splashing damage across the group, but the dark novas from my wings absolutely popped off while chaining from target to target.

Frank reaped the benefits, strobing with golden light twice in quick succession. Just like that, he’d jumped from level 7 to level 9.

By the time the dark explosions stopped, the only thing left floating within the black sphere’s event horizon was a churning pile of gold and gear.

Frank hit the edge and leaped, tossing me the net gun at the same time. I dismissed my blunderbuss and caught the item in both hands, then sprinted Frank’s way. I jumped off the ledge, spun 180 degrees, and fired.

The Gravity Bird collapsed, and my net punched around the pile of loot the skill had left hanging in the air.

And as I deployed a glider and zoomed away with the loot gun’s wire whirring out behind me with a whine, a lovely little message blinked in my peripheral.

Congratulations, you completed the Quest {A Myriad Approach}!

You may now choose between acquiring a brand-new Subclass or raising the level cap on your {Corpsebloom} skills to level 20.

Both options will require the same amount of Experience to level up.


Chapter Eight



A couple of minutes after gliding away and rejoining House in the skiff, Frank and I were sitting in the bow of the boat, picking through the loot. House had us sluicing down some icy tunnels and finally, at least according to Frank, toward the exit and the new continent beyond.

As much as I wanted to get my new Subclass locked in, there was a big problem. I already knew what route I wanted to go, but revealing my hand was going to set Frank off in a major way.

I wasn’t about to miss out on any Experience to avoid that, but if we were sailing for a bit, I figured I’d hold off until the two of us were alone.

Or until he was sufficiently distracted.

Frank thrust a green hand into the pile of coins and assorted weapons. And when he didn’t find what he was after, he grunted and pushed in deeper. Finally, he yanked something out of the pile.

“Hold out your hand.”

“What are you gonna do with it?”

“Hold out your damn hand before I cut it off.”

“Fine.”

He reached over and dropped twelve small, black spheres into my palm. “Should be more than enough Black Pearls for the Converter.”

They were cold and surprisingly heavy, like they were made of lead. “Yup, we only needed six, so that’ll do it and then some. Thanks. Good to have a few extra for the future in case we need ’em.”

I hunkered down a little lower as House guided us around a banked wall, the skiff riding halfway up it. “Pearls are a wrap, and we’ve already got the Widow Joints in the bag. That wasn’t so bad. I think the only item we still need is the Monstrous Heart. How’re we looking on that?”

Frank looked away. “Yeah, yeah, I’m still working on that. Hearts are easy enough to find, so I’m trying to figure out the best place to snag one.”

“I’m guessing it’ll be harder than the pearls?”

He made a lukewarm gesture. “Kinda. Real problem’s logistics. I haven’t been able to figure out a way to do it without getting an entire raid together.”

“I mean, they only drop on raid bosses, right? So I kind of figured that was the way it would go. Or is there a way to cheese it?”

“What?”

“What indeed,” House echoed.

“I was just wondering if there was something weird we could do to make a raid boss easy enough that a small party could handle it. Maybe stack a bunch of frost gear to trivialize a specific freeze mechanic, that sort of thing.”

“Hmmm.” He ran his fingers through his beards. “Maybe if I pass on the Cone of Shame and go Knowledge instead? That’d be a pretty big loss, though.”

House whipped around and glared at him from behind the wheel, but he was so deep in thought he didn’t notice.

“Oh shit, maybe Cone of Knowledge could actually do the trick. It’d take a bit of legwork and the cooldown is kind of ridiculous, but if we go under the ice later on…”

“What could work? What are you even on about?”

“Skill choices. I picked up a movement ability at level 8, but I’m trying to figure out what I should choose for level 9.”

“What’d you get?”

“For the mobility skill? Here.”

{Carousel}

Description: You target an allied player within 30 yards and instantly trade places with them. You may also target a hostile player or monster with this ability, but doing so will temporarily double its cooldown and cause a high amount of Threat.

Some especially powerful monsters may resist this effect.

Cooldown: 20 seconds

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 30 Rage

I sighed. “Why does a mime get an ability called Carousel? Whatever. At least it seems useful.”

“But yeah, prior to the cheese talk, I was thinking I might go Cone of Shame. But now I’m wondering if Knowledge would help us out more.”

“I don’t even know what you’re referring to, so if you’re expecting me to help or argue or both, I’m gonna need a little more info.”

“Here’s Cone of Knowledge.”

{Cone of Knowledge}

Description: You illuminate a hostile target with the {Cone of Knowledge} for 10 seconds. If the target dies while this effect is active, you gain access to one of their skills.

However, you can only have one ability stored via {Cone of Knowledge} at any time, and gaining a new ability will replace your previous one.

Cast Time: 10 seconds

Cooldown: 24 hours

Duration: 1 hour

Cost: 40 Rage

“And here’s Cone of⁠—”

“The Cone of Shame shall not be discussed in present company!” House said, with surprising volume.

We both looked her way, and Frank spoke up first. “I’m sorry, what?”

“The Cone of Shame is the bane of animals everywhere, and the mere mention of its name already has 2.0 on edge.”

As if to corroborate her words, one of 2.0’s ears flicked with irritation atop her head.

“Oh,” he said. “I see what she’s on about. It’s not a cone in the way you’re thinking, House. It’s just a conical skill that shines down from above, like a spotlight. The Cone of Shame⁠—”

“Shall not be discussed in present company,” she finished for him.

Frank and I exchanged a glance.

“I think we take the L on this one and you just message me the skill privately,” I said.

“Yeah, good call. Here.”

{Cone of Shame}

Description: You illuminate a hostile target with the {Cone of Shame}, reducing the damage they deal to all targets by 15%. However, enemy players, raid bosses, and other powerful enemies will only have their damage reduced by 5%.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 3 minutes

Duration: 1 minute

Cost: 70 Rage

I whistled. “Wow, that’s a wild ability for a tank. The whole raid takes 5% less damage? That’s crazy, especially for a 40-man. I see what you mean… Not taking that really would be a pretty massive loss.”

“Huh? Oh yeah, I guess it does do that. I was just gonna throw that thing on you and leave it there.”

“So basically you’re saying that you were going to employ the Cone of Shame in the same way a vet would toward an animal.”

“I sure was! Figured it’d be funny, and that it also might keep you from gnawing at your more sensitive bits in public.”

House tightened her grip on the wheel, so much so that I actually heard the material creak under the strain.

“Shit.” He dropped his voice. “So that was a trap, then.”

“It was indeed, Frank.”

“That’s fine, I can come back from this.”

“Can you, though?”

“Yup, give me another 30 seconds.”

“Okay, I’m starting the clock. But that first ability is a Blue Mage sorta thing, right? You can steal a skill from a monster. Shame it doesn’t let you collect a bunch of them at once. Guess it’s sort of like a more flexible Touchstone Socket, huh?”

“Pretty much, but there are a ton more skills to choose from. If anything, that’s gonna be the hard part: narrowing down the focus from literally all the abilities in the game to one.”

“Isn’t that kind of the wrong angle, though? It’s the flexibility that’s strong. With enough foresight, you could slightly adjust your kit before every raid.”

“What? No. I’ll just get the single best ability and keep doing that over and over, forever.”

“But you could get a bunch of different skills for different⁠—”

“No!” he shouted. “Alright, time’s up. Hey, robot.”

“Careful, Axe. You are on thin ice, and I am not making a pun.”

“Nobody thought you were making a pun, House.”

He jerked a thumb over one shoulder. “Move to the front of the boat for a second. As far up as you can get, just to be safe. Boat will probably bounce off the walls when you stop steering, but you’ve kept us pretty unscathed, so it’s got plenty of Health, and we’re basically done here anyway.”

She gave me a questioning look, but I had no idea what he was up to. “Your call, House. Personally, I’d ignore him completely⁠—”

“Which would inevitably lead to peril, and perhaps even your doom. House, move it! You’re probably fine there, but it’d be better to have you all the way at the front. Calculation for this is a little imprecise on the system’s part.”

She narrowed her eyes, and I was pretty sure the fact that he’d just used the word calculation was the only thing that had pushed her curiosity over the edge.

Sure enough, she took a few quick, short steps forward, leaving the wheel spinning slightly. The boat bumped against the next wall, but kept moving without losing much speed.

House looked up at nothing in particular, then an alert came in.

Personal Alert: Now entering {The Occulted Lands}!

A second alert followed, one that went out to the entire game world, and I assumed that crossing the invisible boundary from one zone to the next had triggered it.

World First Alert!

Player {House, Crazy Cat Lady} is the first to enter {The Occulted Lands}!

Awarding Unique Pet: {Shadow}!

House gasped. She raised a hand, and a tiny, jet-black slime appeared atop her palm. It had a single jade eye, which blinked up at her with strange intelligence.

“Oh shit, you really did come back from that,” I said.

Frank crossed his arms. “Yeah, I had that one lined up in advance.”

“Well played.”

I put a hand on House’s shoulder because it seemed like she had completely forgotten what we were doing, then guided her onto the bench beside Frank. I took the wheel, mostly to stop the skiff from bouncing around.

Despite all the Health House had left the boat with, guiding it was nerve-racking; the walls were insanely close, and even the slightest miscalculation resulted in a surprisingly strong impact.

I got the hang of it after a few bumps, each of which left Frank grumbling, and eventually, the ice brightened and the tunnel split into three separate routes.

“Three openings up ahead. Which do we want?”

“Middle tunnel’s the exit, should just be a straightaway.”

I steered us that way, shoulders relaxing slightly.

House suddenly squealed with delight. Her strange little slime had turned into a snake and was currently coiling its way up her arm.

“That thing’s pretty cool, House. You happy?”

She beamed. “I am exceedingly pleased.” She let the weird little creature spiral up her neck, but then she cocked her head.

“Something wrong?”

“Not particularly, no.” She smiled down at the snake, then glanced my way.

“What’s up?”

“Nothing worrisome.”

“That’s probably the most worrisome thing she could have said,” Frank muttered.

She looked like she was about to say more, but then the skiff exploded out of the ice and into warm sunlight and the open ocean.

We were still a ways out from the new continent, so I hadn’t been expecting much of a view. Just a dark line on the horizon, maybe some strange buildings looming in the distance.

Instead, almost the entire landmass appeared to be a single, enormous mountain. It was entirely alone and surrounded by water, looking like it had popped right out of the ocean.

And the scale, God. Even from our current distance, it was blindingly obvious that the landmark rose for miles, and while it was at least twice as wide as it was tall, a third or more of its height was hidden in the clouds.

As for the turtle ship, it was still marching north, now wading through some glaciers a couple of hundred yards to our right.

But we suddenly had much, much bigger concerns. That vile thing—the damn moon—was almost directly overhead. Its eye was wide open, and the pupil was tracking us.

Its glare had a physical weight to it. I actually felt heavier under its gaze, like my skin had turned leaden. It was distinctly uncomfortable, almost painful.

The pupil shuddered, shook with something like rage, then a green Ripple rolled out from it, and the second Worldbreak Alert in EBO’s short history hit my logs.

Worldbreak Alert!

Greetings, players, and congratulations on reaching {The Occulted Lands}!

Patch 2.0 is now live, and we are proud to welcome you all to the start of EBO’s second major event: {The Lunar Emperor’s Endgame}!

The new patch will begin with {The Ascent of Mount Lyona}. This PVP/PVE hybrid event will introduce the major players within {The Occulted Lands} while primarily functioning as a catch-up mechanic for those who have fallen behind the leveling curve.

{The Ascent of Mount Lyona} will occur in multiple stages, with two warring sides fighting for control of the sacred mountain and the powerful dungeons and secrets it contains.

This format will be a best of 5, and the victors of each individual battle will be richly rewarded. As soon as a single side wins 3 Ascents, the event will then proceed to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}, a climactic, winner-take-all event that will dictate the {Lunar Emperor’s} approach and define the future of EBO.

More information will follow shortly, and we advise all of you to listen to what the new arrivals have to say, regardless of your status within the game’s hierarchy. Because if the {Lunar Emperor} has his way, the status quo will never be the same.

As always, the choice is yours, and thank you for playing EBO!

I scanned the prompt. “What does Kline have up his sleeve this time?”

“I hope it’s not a nipple.”

I stared at Frank, horrified.

“What?”

“You hope it’s not a nipple.”

“Yeah, I do.” He drew back and gave me a dubious look. “Wait, do you want it to be a nipple?”

“No!”

“Then we agree. So what’s the problem?”

House raised a hand.

“What is it, robot?”

“You don’t need to raise your hand, House.”

“I would like it to be known that I, too, hope it is not a nipple.”

Frank nodded. “Okay, it’s known.”

I steered us over a wave and down the backside. “I’m just saying I could have done without you planting yet another cursed image in my head. Feels like I ought to be running out of space at the rate you’re going.”

Before Frank could reply, a woman’s voice echoed overhead, uttering a single word.

“Halt”.

The voice was clear and regal, and I somehow got the impression that it carried across the entire world.

The skiff jerked to a stop at the lowest point of a trough, so I braced myself against the wheel to avoid being thrown yet again by the break in momentum. But instead of flying forward, I’d frozen in place, as had the skiff and House and Frank and even the ocean itself.

The entire thing had just… stopped, and it was bizarre to gaze out over something whose movement was so constant and perpetual only to find it completely, utterly still.

It was like looking out over an endless field of glass. It was an awe-inspiring sight, but there was a sense of wrongness to it as well, like there’d be a price to pay for holding back the waves.

High above the frozen ocean, the lunar eye opened wider still, and I could just make out a woman’s figure floating in front of the emerald pupil, her long dress fluttering despite the total lack of wind.

As far as I could tell, the moon was the only thing still in motion. It was flying across the sky, drifting over the sun and blocking more of its light with every passing second.

“Greetings, strangers,” the woman said. “I am Empress Asana, and I am pleased to welcome you to the end of the world as you know it.”

“Second end of the world in what, like, a week?” Frank mumbled, his voice sounding from the axe at my hip.

I tried to speak, but nothing happened. Apparently I could look around and that was it.

Green light strobed overhead, then the Empress was everywhere, copies of her floating across the sky, each iteration spaced a couple of hundred yards apart.

The floating figures extended as far as the eye could see, and I assumed that the Empress was floating above EBO as a whole, looming over the entire game world and speaking to everyone simultaneously.

It was almost as bizarre to look at as the ocean itself, but the symmetry was strangely beautiful, and I was pretty sure I heard House sigh with contentment, freeze be damned.

Moons had appeared behind the Empress’ copies, too, and hundreds or maybe thousands of them were floating across the sky. Each of them had its own topography: varying sizes, craters, all of that. But they also shared a single, grotesque detail: they were green.

“Today,” the Empress continued, “here in the shadow of our lord, I come to you with a series of questions to consider, as well as an invitation. But firstly, how do you regard the dark? Is it shadow, respite, cold? Is it something to be feared, to be sought, or to be conquered?”

She paused for a long moment, her many dresses billowing across the sky while the clouds stood still around her.

“Have you come to terms with the dark? With living your small lives, unseen, unheard, while others bask in the daylight? Or, like me, have you tired of dwelling in the shadows, relying on what little light happens to be reflected your way?

“Why is it that some among us are born to fortune, to fame? Why is it that some get to live their entire lives in perpetual sunlight, lounging in its warmth, while the rest of us are left out in the cold?”

She held up a hand, and her copies mimicked the gesture. “I don’t expect an answer to any of these questions, at least not yet. I only want you to know that our lord’s truth is not for those who have grown accustomed to feeling the sun against the back of their necks.

“It is for you: the cold, the forgotten, the left behind. To you, I offer our aid. To you, I say: let us steal the daylight from this world until all are welcome in its warmth. And if that day never comes…” She smiled. “Well, then we’ll walk in the dark together.”

She raised a fist, and the lunar eye behind her twitched and trembled, as if straining. Then the moon slammed across the sun and eclipsed it completely, leaving us with nothing but a green orb outlined in yellow, the stunning sight of a total solar eclipse.

The Empress sighed, and I could have sworn I felt her breath on the back of my neck, cold and sharp. My skin prickled, and I tried to twist around but couldn’t manage it. My entire body was still locked up, and my knees were trembling.

She gazed up at the lunar eye, lovingly so, then turned back to us and smoothed her dress at the same time.

“For all who might be interested in hearing more, it is my great honor to invite you to join us at our lord’s first reception within the Half-lit Sanctum, on the very edge of the Occulted Lands. We will begin in exactly two hours.

“For those of you who have the means to attend in person, I suggest you do exactly that. For those for whom attendance is out of reach, an alternative method will be offered.

“But take heed, little ones. Two paths diverge in front of you, but only one of them leads to the future.” She dropped a low curtsy. “When the moment comes, we will show every last one of you that true hope can only bloom in the dark.”

She vanished, but unfortunately, the moon didn’t.


Chapter Nine



We slammed back into motion along with the skiff and everything else, though it felt like my stomach followed a second or two later.

The sparkling sea we’d been traveling through had gone dim and dark, the waves lit only by the occasional flare of light that managed to break out over the moon’s suffocating presence high above.

The temperature had plummeted, too, and the warmth that had been so rejuvenating after leaving The Spoke behind already felt like a distant dream.

Like the green moon overhead, the countless other orbs that had sprang up during the Empress’ speech had remained behind when she took her leave, and they were now clogging the sky like satellites. It seemed like the dark continent we were rushing toward was the only place that had been spared from their incursion.

The sky above it was comparably clear, but that was only because the entire zone was dominated by the one true moon. It was just hanging there in the sky, looming directly above the enormous mountain and turning its snowy scope the same ugly shade of green.

“Guess we’re stopping by that Sanctum thing.” My breath hung in the air, glittering in the moonlight.

“Oh, I am enraged.” Frank stood up, and the boat rocked beneath his weight. “I am so, so enraged!”

“I figured, but why are you standing up again?”

“Because I’m mad!”

“Wow, Frank is mad, more at eleven. Sit down, you’re gonna fall out of the boat.”

He drew his axe and pointed it up at the sky. “This… this is…” He twitched. “This is… this is… is this… this is is this this is!”

“Frank?”

“Unacceptable!” he finished, after way too long a pause. “More than one moon. More moons than one. One moon, but more.” He swung at the air and almost capsized us on the spot. “But more one moon!”

He went on like that for a while, threatening the sky with the axe that was also him while we sailed toward the towering peak and the moon above it, mostly repeating the same four words but in different orders.

“Is the axe unwell?” House asked.

“I… don’t know, actually,” I said. “I really thought we were dealing with one of the usual every-ten-minute meltdowns at first, but this might be the worst one yet.”

Frank dropped onto all fours and barked at the nearest moon.

“Oh wow, that’s real, actual barking.” I cocked an ear. “I almost forgot how good he was at that.”

“This is not a new development?”

“Not if you count him barking at me as an alarm clock. I think he’s gotten better since then, though. I mean, damn. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say we had a German Shepherd in the boat.”

“I truly wish that was the case.” She scooted across the bench she was sitting on, edging as far away from Frank as she could. “Am I wrong for being concerned that we appear to have entered uncharted territory when it comes to Frank’s mental state?”

“Yeah, we’re totally off the deep end on this one.”

“I am particularly concerned because the wilderness of Frank’s mind is already a vast, strange, stupid place.” She squinted at him with one of 2.0’s ears cocked to the breeze. “The emergence of a new frontier is an especially troubling development.”

“Agreed.”

Frank seemed to realize there was another moon next to the one he was already barking at, so he barked some more, doubling down on the volume. Then he noticed the next moon, and the process just repeated from there.

“He does seem truly unwell.”

“Yeah. I think he’s glitching out because he’s trying to be mad at more than one thing at once. It’ll probably pass.” I paused. “I really hope it passes, but I wouldn’t be shocked if it doesn’t.”

House tilted her head. “If he remains in his current state for the foreseeable future, would the status quo not remain mostly the same?”

I burst out laughing. “I guess that’s pretty true. Ah, well, what can you do? I guess the closer we get to the mountain, the fewer moons he should be able to see.”

I got back to driving, though it was slow going owing to Frank scrambling all over the boat. He went from barking from one side to dashing to the other like he was a dog in a car with two windows to choose from and couldn’t make up his mind.

We sailed on into the peak’s impossible shadow, and once the mental breakdown had ebbed somewhat—at least in terms of volume—I tried reaching out.

“Frank? Earth to Frank?”

He froze at the sound of his name, then turned slowly. His lips were frothy at the corners, he was still on all fours, and his eyes were bulging and bloodshot. “What?”

“Are you… okay?”

He stood up. “I… don’t know.”

“Good, he’s back.”

“I said I don’t know!”

“You’re no longer on all fours, you’re already back to shouting, and now you’re using words. I’d say we’re back to business as usual, but man. You really are a literal lunatic, huh?”

He growled and drew his actual weapon, which left him wielding both axes. He menaced the air, but it was pretty hard to take him seriously when he had little bits of foam clinging to the corners of his lips.

“What did you just say?”

“Huh? I said you’re a literal lunatic.”

He narrowed his eyes. “Oh no. Oh no, no no no. No you didn’t.”

“House, definition please?”

“Traditionally speaking, a lunatic is one who is driven mad by the sight of the moon.”

“And you were straight up barking,” I said. “I mean, that was a solid two, maybe even three minutes. Do you have any idea how long three minutes feels when you gotta spend it sitting in a small boat next to a guy who’s barking? It feels really long.”

“Oh.” He dismissed his larger, actual axe. “Well, I did get pretty mad. So I guess I’m that. I may have lost control a little bit there. My bad.”

“No apology necessary. One moon was bad enough, and now the sky is full of them.”

Frank growled, and I was a little worried I might have just sent him right back over the edge by pointing out the obvious. Then a video call came in. I had House take the wheel and accepted the call right away, just for the distraction if nothing else.

“Hey, Sleep, what are you guys up⁠—”

I cut off because Mingo had just shouldered Sleep aside and appeared right in front of the screen with his cheeks puffed out like a squirrel.

Mingo tried to say something, but an uncooked hot dog slipped out of his mouth and splatted against the video window, slid down the panel like it was a weirdly sticky pane of glass, then landed wetly on the floor.

I grimaced, my stomach turning.

“That counts!” Sleep said. “Go on, start your timer back up.”

“Aw, man! I was so close.”

Mingo picked the hot dog up off the ground, dusted it off, and shoved it back into his mouth. He gagged and it almost came back out, but he managed to recover.

“You could just get a different hot dog, man. No need to keep reusing the same one.”

With that, Sleep grabbed the video window with both hands and turned it toward himself.

I couldn’t tell where he was; the entire background was just dark, emerald-tinted water, but I was pretty sure they were on a boat with a Soul Gem motor, because I could hear it droning in the background.

“How’s it going, guys?” Sleep asked. “I assume you three are heading north, yeah?”

“It’s going, and we are, but I need to know what that was.”

“What what was?”

Frank snorted, and I was a little annoyed that I found the sound of his laughter to be surprisingly relaxing after that last prolonged breakdown. “What was what? You just saw what Mingo did, and you still aren’t sure what Ned is curious about? Man, you guys really are accustomed to some weird shit. I’m envious.”

“Yeah, seriously,” I agreed. “What the hell is Mingo doing?”

Sleep sighed. “Well, it’s a long story.”

I spun my window around to give him a view of House guiding the boat through the waves while the Glassback Titan waded through the ocean a few hundred yards to our right.

“We’re still a bit out from landing at the base of the mountain. We’ve got plenty of time.”

Then I did a double-take, because apparently Darling was headed our way from the turtle ship with a skiff of her own. She waved from behind the wheel, her dark hair flying behind her.

I returned the gesture, smiling, and it felt like the chill on the air had lifted a bit.

Sleep put his hands on his hips. “Well, it goes like this. I was grilling out with Mingo and the girls yesterday—not sure who keeps inviting him because it isn’t me—but he was going on and on about something while I was cooking hot dogs.

“I don’t even know what it was, but it was annoying. So, I inevitably started fantasizing about strangling him, and somehow that shifted to him just choking on his food. Probably due to the legality of the thing.”

House nodded behind the wheel. “A logical compromise, given that strangulation would likely land you in jail.”

“Watching someone choke to death on their own isn’t all that satisfying, though,” Frank said. “Trust me on that.”

“Fair, but it would have traumatized the girls either way. It was just an errant thought, you know? Then I got to thinking that you can’t really talk while eating, which reminded me that the Guinness Book of World Records currently lists the longest stretch of time with an uncooked hot dog in your mouth at nine hours and sixteen minutes. Mingo’s a pretty competitive guy, so he set out to break the record immediately.”

Sleep slapped his companion on the back, and it almost cost Mingo his dog, but he caught the glistening tip with one finger and met my eyes. He shoved it back in an inch at a time. I couldn’t look away, but I tried really, really hard.

“Damn,” Frank muttered. “They really have a record for the number of hours spent with a raw hot dog in your mouth? That’s so comprehensive.”

“Yup, both with and without chewing,” Sleep added with a bright smile. “To be fair, though, hot dogs pretty much always come fully cooked. So they’re not really raw. They’re just kind of floppy and lukewarm and vaguely disconcerting.”

“Still, that is a crazy specific record,” Frank said.

I rubbed my face with both hands.

“They really do cover all the bases, huh?” Frank continued. “Like, damn, what’s the record for keeping an unpeeled banana in your mouth?”

Sleep’s response was instantaneous. “Fourteen days, three hours, six minutes.”

Frank whistled. “What if it’s peeled?”

“A peeled banana would likely be far more difficult,” House chimed in, “assuming that preserving the structure is a requirement.”

“I’d be interested in that, too.”

Sleep tapped the air like he was making a note. “I’ll get back to you on that one. Don’t have the number offhand, and I’d hate to lead anyone astray with a false estimation.”

I was pretty sure Mingo was out of earshot, but I dropped my voice just to be safe. “None of these things are real records, Frank. And that’s probably true about the banana, House. And also kind of gross for some reason.”

She smashed her hands together. “A peeled banana would get extremely smushed.”

I inclined my head. “The texture is definitely what makes it so unappealing.”

House burst into laughter, then applause.

“What’s she laughing at?” Frank asked. “Did I miss something? And why is she clapping?”

I wasn’t sure. “No clue, man.”

“Huh. When was the last time we heard her laugh?”

“Probably when she was watching Ersatz get eaten alive.”

He shivered. “Oh, that’s dark. And I’m kind of annoyed by how much I respect it.”

Sleep pursed his lips, looking somewhat surprised. “Well, I guess that wasn’t actually a very long story. It’s been pretty quiet since then overall, which is nice. The gagging does make me a little queasy, though. He gags a lot, and it always smells like pork. Can’t complain, though, I did this to myself. Just wanted him to be quiet for a few minutes, but here we are. By the way, did you guys hear about the Tyrann thing?”

I pulled up my logs, wondering if there was a Ripple I’d missed or something similar. “Nah. I haven’t seen his name in a little while, but we’ve been pretty busy. Did something happen?”

“I dunno, I was hoping you might have the answer there. Apparently, EBO dropped him, so I was wondering if you had any info.”

“Dropped him?”

“Yeah. You remember that intro he did when the game first launched? He had a sponsorship deal directly with the company. I dunno what the terms were, and maybe the whole thing just ran its course, but he used to be on the website, occasionally front and center. You can still find the intro he did, but he’s no longer listed as being affiliated with the company.”

“Huh. Interesting. I wish I had something for you there, but I have no idea. I used to watch his streams all the time, but my first real interaction with him was here. I didn’t even know it was an ongoing thing, let alone that something had changed.”

Sleep shrugged. “Yeah, fair enough. Doubt it really matters. My guild chat was lighting up with rumors this morning, so I figured I’d poke around. Anyway, I was calling about that Worldbreak Alert. Already knew you were heading toward the Occulted Lands thanks to that announcement House put out, so I was wondering if we could meet up in the new zone. Or maybe even before that.”

“Yup, we are. Gonna try to power Frank to level 10 before the Sanctum thing kicks off, maybe 11, but not sure how doable that is. We’ve got less than two hours at this point, so maybe that’s a bit optimistic, but we’re gonna give it a shot. And sure, you guys are always welcome to tag along.”

“Oh man,” Sleep said. “You’re already past level 7, Frank? What did you go for your first⁠—”

“Iron Mime!” Frank shouted.

“I really wish you’d stop yelling that,” I said. “It doesn’t make sense to yell something that people don’t understand without context. And Iron Mime takes a lot of context. You sent me the abilities, and I still don’t really get it.”

“Damn.” Sleep popped a gold coin into his hand and tossed it out of frame, presumably to Mingo. “I had good money on clown, too. Thought that was a safe bet.”

“Same,” I agreed. “But apparently clown comes later.”

Sleep slammed a fist into an open palm. “Yeah, that makes sense. Clowning and mimery are two entirely different disciplines, after all.”

Frank pointed at him. “That’s exactly what I said!”

“He knows, Frank. He’s quoting you.”

“Huh?”

“How are you still confused by this? It happens all the time. Literally every day.”

“What happens?”

“Forget it.”

Darling finally caught up with us in her skiff, so I eased off the gas, and she brought her boat up next to ours. “Hey guys! Congrats on the pet, House!”

“Thank you very much.” She pulled the weird, slime-like pet she’d received out of her sleeve, and it dove right up the other one and vanished. “I do not yet know what he is, but I love him regardless.”

“I’m glad.”

Sleep reached up and stretched. “Hey, Darling! Good to see you. And thanks, Ned. Guess we’ll be seeing you shortly, then.”

“Sounds good, man. Looking forward⁠—”

I cut off because he’d already ended the call.

Darling cocked her head at the screen. “I didn’t catch much of what he was saying, but is it just me or was that kind of abrupt there at the end? I didn’t even get to say hey.”

“I agree with Darling,” House added.

“Yeah, definitely abrupt,” I said.

Frank sighed, sounding puzzled. “Sleep was really just quoting me?”

“He was, yeah.”

“Doesn’t that imply someone is still feeding him information?” Darling asked.

I shrugged. “Something like that, yeah.”

“And you’re not concerned this time? Because I’m definitely concerned. I mean, I like Sleep a lot and Goon’s always a blast, but we just did a whole lot of work to purge Ton, right? Are we really gonna go right back to worrying about someone watching our every move?”

I made a lukewarm gesture. “Eh, not really.”

She leaned over the wheel of her skiff. “You’re not worried about this at all, are you?”

“Nope.” I looked up at the sky, or tried to, because from our current vantage point, all there was to see was the huge curve of the underside of the moon. “I guess I feel the same way about Goon listening in to our conversations as I do about the government tapping my phone calls. Like, I know it happens, or at least that it can happen. But I feel like they’ll inevitably either get bored or disgusted or both and eventually go about their business.”

Darling snorted. “I think you’re telling on yourself a little too much. And, Frank aside, we haven’t been all that boring.”

“That’s true. There’s another reason I’m not worried, though. A much more convincing reason.” I motioned her closer, then leaned around Frank and spoke into her ear loudly enough for him to hear anyway. “Sleep’s already on the boat.”

Sleep dropped his stealth and appeared behind her. “You clever son of a bitch! I am on the boat!”

Mingo appeared to his left. “I’m also⁠—”

He cut off, gagging, and the hot dog he’d had in his mouth bounced off the deck and skidded to a stop right between Darling’s feet.

“Is that… a hot dog?” Darling said. “Why’s it so floppy? And it’s… glistening. I don’t like it.”

“It’s a medium-length story,” Sleep said.

“Mingo is trying to break the record for keeping a hot dog in your mouth for as long as possible,” I said.

Mingo made finger guns at me, then bent low and scooped it back up. He tried to dust it off, and when that failed, he dipped it in the ocean.

Sleep shook his head. “Not in front of company, Mingo.”

“Why not, man?”

“Because you’re gonna forget what you’re doing and try to talk again. And you’ve already splattered Darling’s shoes once. If that happens again, it might be war.”

Mingo narrowed his eyes. “Fair enough, boss.”

Sleep turned to me. “So how’d you know we were here, Ned?”

“First, there was the wake. Wasn’t surprised you’d be on a boat heading for the new continent, but I could tell you were on something as small as one of our skiffs.”

“Mmm, should have positioned myself differently. But I was worried that if I stood on the sides, I’d be spotted. And I figured if we were too close to the front, the noise of the engine wouldn’t hide the call from Darling’s PoV.”

“The second hint was smell.”

“Smell?” Sleep asked.

“Yeah. Right when Mingo spat that hot dog out, I caught a whiff of pork on the breeze.”

Mingo smashed a fist into an open palm. “Damn. Who would have thought that amalgamated meat and espionage would go together so poorly?”

Sleep rubbed his face. “Okay, you know what? That record’s not gonna break itself. Why don’t you pop back into stealth and try it from there?”

Mingo vanished, and the hot dog looked like it was lifting on its own. It disappeared by degrees, and as badly as I wanted to avert my eyes, I still couldn’t manage it.

Sleep grimaced. “What were we talking about before we pulled up?”

“Me,” Frank said.

“Right, your new class. I obviously don’t know anything about Iron Mime, but I’m assuming it’s a heavily armored fighter who doubles as a barrier specialist, right?”

Frank pointed at him. “See! This guy gets it. That’s exactly what it is.”

“It’s almost scary how easily you can be manipulated by your own words,” I said.

“It’s not manipulation if I’m right—that’s just agreement.”

“It’s definitely manipulation.”

I stole a glance at Darling, and Sleep caught me looking.

“Oh damn,” he said. “You two have plans for later, don’t you? Are Mingo and I interrupting?”

“Plans?” I asked.

He jerked his head at me, then at Darling. She smiled and looked away.

“Ohhhh.” I eyed Frank. “You mean… that.”

Frank bristled. “First it, now that! What is it with all this vagueness? Oh, I don’t like this. I don’t like this at all.”

“This?” House asked.

He hesitated. “Shit, now I’m doing it too.”

“It?” House said.

Frank covered his face with one enormous hand.

“We probably won’t get to that until we know more about the new event,” I said. “That work for you, Darling?”

“Oh, for sure. I’d like to see things settle down a bit first.”

“What about Nina and Rock and the rest of the crew?” Sleep asked. “They joining us on the new continent?”

Darling tapped the air and made a dragging motion. “Looks like they’ll be meeting us at the Sanctum.”

I threw out some group invites, then paused. “Shit, hold on. That gives us six people, right? House already said she wants to come.”

“You can just convert the group to a raid, right?” Darling asked.

“Yeah,” I replied, “but we might be blocked from quests if we do that, and I’m pretty sure there’s an Experience penalty there.”

“Mingo can take a walk if needed,” Sleep said. “It might even be for the best.”

I thought back to my previous conversation with Kline, then decided to try it. I got everyone into the group, and to my surprise, everything worked just fine.

Or at least I thought it had, until a message came in that said our group had been converted to a raid.

I took a quick look at my frames in the top left corner of my vision. I had my own Health and Mana bars in the very top left, Darling was right beneath me, then House, Sleep, and Mingo were beneath her.

And then I realized what had actually happened: I’d accidentally revealed the truth of Frank’s new body, and there was no going back from here.

Darling snorted, tried to cover it up, and ended up laughing so hard that she doubled over the wheel of her skiff.

“What?” Frank said. “What’s she laughing at? I’m assuming it’s Ned, but I need context.”

I mentally clicked my own bar and enabled a very particular option. Frank’s bar popped up right beneath mine, inset slightly to the right.

Sleep bellowed a laugh with his hands on his stomach. He headed to the back of the boat. “I’m gonna give you guys a moment. Feels like you might need it.”

Frank squinted up and left. “Why are our nameplates switched? If you’re the minion, shouldn’t I be on top?”

“I’m not the minion, Frank. That would make no sense.”

Frank narrowed his eyes. “What? Then why’d you say you were the minion?”

“Because me being your minion was something you’d instantly believe, so I figured I’d just say that in an attempt to get you to drop the subject.”

“That’s like saying I’d believe two plus two is four. Why are we stating the obvious, and how is that relevant?”

“Because Ned obviously isn’t the minion,” Darling said, laughing the words.

“That doesn’t make any sense. If he’s not the minion, who is?”

“I think we need to give him a minute. All those moons might have done some lasting damage.”

“Wait… hold on…”

Darling wiped tears from her eyes. “How did this even happen?”

“It’s sort of complicated and honestly not that interesting,” I said. “But basically, when I was negotiating with Kline to get him a body, one of the big sticking points was that Frank couldn’t be labeled as a player.”

“Then why not just call him a summon?” Darling asked.

I smiled. “That’s exactly what I argued for. But I guess summons and minions have different base stats and scaling mechanics, so that was a no-go.”

Frank stared blankly. “So I ended up… being… a minion.”

“Only technically, but yeah.”

Frank was silent for a very, very long time. And when he spoke, his voice was low and threatening. “We are going to have so many words about this.”

“Well, if it makes you feel any better, you’re not technically a minion, either. That’s just sort of a subclassification thing—the bit that’s visible to the player base. As far as the game engine is concerned, you’re actually considered a pet.”

“Isn’t that way worse?” Darling said.

I laughed. “Yeah.”

“Oh God,” Frank said. “I’m a freaking pet?”

House loomed behind him, and I had no idea how she’d gotten there. “You are a what, Frank?”

“Oh shit.” He stepped back behind me and crouched. “I’m not that kind of pet, House! I’m not furry, alright? And I’m not joining your cursed menagerie!”

I reached out and touched his beard, managing to brush it with one finger before he slapped my hand away. “You’re at least a little furry. Definitely furrier than Chip, and despite the shell, he’s a qualified floof.”

“Don’t say that out loud, she’ll hear you!” Frank pointed at House. “You need to keep her away from me! If I end up on a leash, I am going to be so uncooperative.”

“Yeah, yeah, relax, we won’t let her leash you.”

“Maybe a collar, though?” Darling said. “With spikes, obviously.”

Frank thought about that for a second before shouting: “No!” Then he dropped his voice. “Unless you’re into that. Then I’ll do some soul searching and get back to you.”

“I’m not into that.”

“Then definitely not!” He stole another look at House, who was staring at him. And she wasn’t blinking. “Crap. I need to get to leveling immediately. What is she, like, level 25? We’ve got some serious ground to make up before I’m gonna feel safe. What did I do to deserve this?”

“The list is so long that I honestly wouldn’t know where to start,” I said.

Darling cleared her throat. “As fun as narrowing it down would be, I’d like to keep moving. So what’s the plan?”

Frank tapped the air. “We’ll split up into two groups. Elf boy and House and I will go under the ice to try to grab the last item we need for the Naval Converter.

“The rest of you will hunt some Rares on your way in. There are tons of them out here, and they’ll never be as easy to find as they are right now. Assuming we’re the first ones out this way, we ought to be able to clean up nicely.”

“I’m totally game for that,” Darling said.

I cocked an eyebrow. “Same, but Frank?”

“What?”

“Are you sure you want Darling in the other group?”

He looked away. “Do I want that? Obviously not. Am I wise enough to see that it’s probably needed? Unfortunately, yes.”

I didn’t really follow, but given how out of character it was for him to keep Darling at any length whatsoever—and the fact that he’d been pretty weird about the Monstrous Heart in general—I decided not to push it.

“Alright then,” Darling said. “So how do we do this?”

“Send me your map and I’ll drop some pins,” Frank said.

She made a flicking gesture.

“Got it, thanks. You’ll have some ice fields to navigate on the way to the Sanctum. Normally, it’d take an hour or so from here, but we can cut that way down with the right route.

“I’m also gonna mark the spawn points for all the Rares with a red skull. Lemme see. Yeah, should be at least six of them on the way, a few more if you’re willing to do some legwork. They’ve got some pretty crazy drops, and some of the potential items might help a lot.”

She saluted. “Ten four, consider them dead and looted!”

“There’s a title for reaching the Sanctum that we’ll want, too. First person to walk in will snag it.”

“All yours, Darling,” Sleep said. “Mingo and I are happy enough just being along for the ride.”

“Great, thanks!”

“After the Rares,” Frank continued, “it’s more or less a straight shot if you know the way.” He flexed. “Which you will, because I exist.”

“And because you’ll mark it on their map,” I added.

“Oh, right, I should probably do that. Here.”

“Thanks!” Darling said. “So, should we head out?”

Frank gave me a heavy dose of side eye. “One more thing.” He raised his arms, and a wicker basket appeared out of thin air right in front of him. He caught it, then handed it to Darling. “Don’t open that until I give the signal.”

She took it, and the item vanished into her inventory. “I can’t take a quick peek?”

“Nope. If you break the seal early, it’ll ruin what’s inside.”

“Gotcha.”

“Shall we, then?” Sleep asked.

Darling revved the engine on her skiff. “Happy hunting, guys! I’ll see ya soon!”


Chapter Ten



House waved at Darling and the others until they’d roared out of sight. “Where shall I take us?”

Frank pointed at the mountain ahead. We’d finally gotten close enough where the landmass beneath the peak was visible, or at least part of it, and it was larger than I’d expected.

“Just head for the peak for now. Water’s gonna freeze over shortly, and we’ll need to cruise on top of it for a bit. Should be like old times.”

“You mean back with the Pirate King, right?”

“Uh huh.”

“Cool.” I thought about that for a moment. “Wait, wasn’t that terrifying?”

“Oh, yeah. Totally.”

I swallowed.

“Shouldn’t be too bad this time around. These skiffs are from up north, so they’re flat-bottomed. Not quite as fast at top speed out on the open water, but a hell of a lot more stable on the ice.”

“That’s good to know.” I reached up and stretched with my fingers intertwined. “Alright, now that the whole Frank-is-a-minion thing is out in the open, I guess I can safely move ahead with my Subclass.”

Frank furrowed his brow. “Huh?”

“We met the requirements for my Subclass Quest after that last pull back in The Spoke. I was just holding off on following through ’cause I wasn’t sure how to move forward without throwing you for the axe equivalent of a loop.”

“That would still be a loop.”

I pulled a Tome out of my inventory. I’d snagged it from House a little ways back, and while I’d been toying with the idea of using it in secret or just lying to cover my ass, now I was glad I’d waited.

Without Frank’s help, all I’d been able to see was the skill’s general description, and the actual abilities were still completely unknown to me.

“Let me know what you think about this as my second Subclass. I don’t have access to very much on my end just yet, but it seems like a good choice from what I can tell.”

I dropped the item into the chat.

{Tome of Focused Soulcraft} (Reusable Spellbook) (Skilleater)

“Huh,” Frank repeated. “You’re not gonna keep going with Corpsebloom?”

“Nah, I don’t think so. I feel like it works really well as a supplement, but I don’t think I want it to be super core with all the logistical issues corpses have.”

“You know it’s not gonna be any faster to take the new one to 10 than it would be to take your current Subclass to 20, right? It’s the same amount of Experience either way.”

“Good to know, but yeah, that’s fine.”

“Ugh.”

“What now?”

“You’re probably onto something decent, and I hate it from multiple angles.”

I grinned. “I was hoping you’d say that.”

“Here’s the passive.”

{Soul Link} (Passive Skill) (Gorger)

Description: Your soul is naturally linked to your minion. The linked target gains 3% of your Primary Statistics and 7% of your Secondary Statistics without reducing your attributes.

10% of your respective Health bars are also shared at all times.

However, you are now limited to a single minion, pet, or summon.

“Hell yeah! That’s exactly the sort of thing I was hoping for. How does the Health bit work? Does that depend on flat Health, or is it percentage-based?”

“Flat?”

“Like, if you get one-shotted, do I lose 10% of my Health? Or do I lose 10% of your total Health? For now, at least, the latter would be a lot less punishing.”

“Speaking hypothetically, because I’ll never die⁠—”

“You obviously will, but sure.”

“If I had 1,000 Health and I somehow managed to lose it all at once, you’d take 100 points of damage. If I had 10,000, you’d take 1,000, and so on.”

“Is that assuming the added Health has already been accounted for in the totals?”

“Uh huh. Easiest way to think about Soul Link’s Health component is to turn your brain off and pretend it gives both of us a 10% damage reduction. That’s not actually how it works in reality because that’s assuming we aren’t both being attacked and that we’ve got Health to share, but it’s close enough.”

House twisted around from behind the wheel. “If Frank had 4,746,424 Health, you would receive 474,642 and four-tenths points of damage.”

I gave her a thumbs-up. “Thanks, House. That was a great example, and I feel like I get it now.”

As she shimmied behind the wheel, the strange slime poked up from beneath her armored collar, standing at alert like a meercat, then pulled back. House laughed. “That tickles.”

Frank rolled his eyes, but I was pretty sure that was only to hide a smile. “How’d you end up settling on that Tome anyway? That’s not at all what I thought you’d be going for.”

“Well, you know how I’m a huge fan of sticking it to your dad?”

“Yeah, it’s one of the few things we agree on.”

“Right. So the moment I figured out that he was going to classify you as a minion, I started poking around to see what sort of synergies that would open up. I don’t think we’ve actually seen a full-blown minion build just yet, but I knew it had to be possible.”

“Didn’t figure you for a minion guy.”

“I’m not really. Don’t get me wrong, I think it’s a cool playstyle, but it’s just not my thing. You’ve got all the extra targets to keep track of, plus a bunch more Health bars that usually drop too fast, people killing your pets, resummons, all of that. Very cool, but just not for me. Too much micromanagement.”

“Definitely the worst type of management.”

“I firmly disagree!” House put in.

“Yeah, robot, we know,” Frank said. “Here’s the initial active for Focused Soulcraft.”

{Blood Pact} (Active Skill)

Description: You target one of your minions within 40 yards, and the two of you form a temporary pact. While the contract is active, you gain 100% of your minion’s Primary Statistics, while your minion gains 100% of your Secondary Statistics.

The contract does not reduce either of your attributes.

Duration: 7 seconds

Cost: 10% of your maximum Health

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: 5 minutes

I looked at Frank, and he said absolutely nothing.

“I guess this really is a solid choice.”

“How can you be so certain?” House asked.

“Because we’re two abilities deep into a magical skill and Frank hasn’t flown into a rage.”

I slipped a hand into my pocket.

“I’m raging inwardly, alright? I just expended more anger than I was expecting to back there when the other moons showed up.” He wiped his mouth with his forearm, which was an obvious attempt to hide the fact that he was scratching his teeth. “And I’m still trying to bury the minion thing deep enough that I can pretend it doesn’t exist.”

“I thought your rage was unending?”

“It is! It’s just a little less unending than usual right now. It happens to every man eventually. Totally normal.”

House cocked her head.

“Not normal, House. Seriously, though, is Focused Soulcraft a good choice?”

“For you? Dubious. For me? Indubitably, which is why I’m willing to tolerate it.”

“I mean… yeah. I was mostly picking that Subclass for you.”

“Huh?”

“Did you think I somehow convinced myself that sharing stats with a level 9 was going to be the best way for me to power up?”

“Oh.”

“Yeah. I know you’ve got a low opinion of me in general, but c’mon, man. I’m not that stupid. I do think the synergy stuff should help us both, and it’ll probably be fantastic in the long term, but I was mostly looking for a way to supercharge your progress right now.

“Handing you some of my stats will probably help a ton, even if we’re focusing on different Primaries. And getting a good chunk of my Secondaries might even be more impactful, depending on how scaling works at low levels.

“At the very least, you probably won’t need to worry about crit chance or chance to hit or any of that for a while. And those are just the passives.”

It seemed like Frank was about to say something, but he false-started twice, then gave up.

“So. Yay or nay?”

He looked away. “Did you not see the Skilleater tag? It’s right there in the description for the Tome.”

I glanced back at the book, and there it was, right next to the name. “Okay, maybe I am that stupid after all. Definitely glossed right over that. What’s it mean?”

“Here.”

{Skilleater} (Skill Designation)

Description: Prior to acceptance, a {Skilleater} ability requires you to sacrifice a number of other skills. The number of sacrifices required may vary, but Skilleater abilities are both powerful and incredibly flexible.

I read that description, then read it again. “Wait, sacrifice? Is that permanent, or am I just locked out of a couple abilities for a while?”

“It’s a permanent choice. There are a few Skilleater abilities floating around, but this is one of only two that you can take as a Subclass, at least that I’m aware of. Pull Soul Link back up.”

I did.

“See the Gorger tag at the end?”

“Yeah.”

“They’re a matched pair, basically. If something has Gorger, it means that skill will get massively empowered each time you sacrifice another ability. And every sacrifice you make will also apply to any other Gorger skills you pick up later on, so you don’t need to worry about trying to save some for later or any of that.”

“I guess that does change things a little bit, but I’m still interested. Especially if Soul Link is going to jump in power—feels that would help you a ton. How would I get started?”

“You just need to sacrifice a single ability to take the skill. From there, you’ll be able to sacrifice two more if you’re up for it. You’ll get another chance to sacrifice more stuff when the Subclass hits level 5.”

I cracked my knuckles. “Cool. Yeah, I’m in.”

“You sure you wanna dump some skills? Won’t be any going back.”

“Definitely. Now that people know I’ve got illusions and that Francis is out of the bag, that skill’s not nearly as valuable. Hard counters are going to become a lot more common, too. Just think of the goggles that Sleep has and crank them to eleven.

“I also really like the idea of ditching all that stuff and leaving Ersatz and company scrambling to make sure they can deal with a skill we’ve already dropped.” I popped a familiar sphere into the palm of my hand. “And better yet, we still have a couple of these lying around.”

I shared the item’s description.

{Sphere of Regret} (Consumable) (Non-Tradeable)

Use: Permanently forget a skill you’ve learned and/or Specialized in. Afterward, you may select another skill to replace it.

Warning: All abilities related to the forgotten skill will be permanently lost, and any Evolved abilities that depend on the forgotten skill will be returned to their original form.

“Oh.” Frank stood up a little straighter. “Oh damn, that’s pretty cool!”

“Right? So we take Focused Soulcraft and power it up by sacrificing some illusion stuff. Once it’s maxed out, we just get rid of illusions entirely. Not only do our sacrifices become free at that point, but they’re actually beneficial because they’ll just be replaced by something that’s a better fit.”

“I like it. House, it shouldn’t change anything for you, but the water’s about to turn to slush up ahead. Should be able to cruise right on.”

“Thank you for the warning.” She accelerated slightly, and we started thumping our way through the half-frozen flotsam.

I tabbed through my menus. “Lemme see. I want to max Soul Link out from the jump, so where do we wanna start with sacrificing?”

“Raven—”

“Absolutely not. I’d also like to keep Fabricate Image for as long as possible, especially while I’m way ahead in levels and the illusion is harder to see through. Might be useful for the start of the next event if nothing else. What else could we do?”

I tabbed through my other illusion skills and landed on Frozen Mirror.

“I could sacrifice this, right? It’s a solid defensive, but it’s directional, and the cooldown’s pretty long. You’ve also got your weird fourth of a wall⁠—”

“Sixth of a Box!”

“Yeah. That thing deflects projectiles, too, so mirror is a little redundant. I guess Doppelganger could go? It’s a pretty good offensive cooldown, but it’s a lot worse than it used to be now that I’m no longer using the gear set that gives me an extra copy. Not being able to actively control my Doppels is a big step down, too.”

“As loath as I am to suggest getting rid of something offensive, that’s probably a good idea.”

“Because there will be fewer of me to go around?”

“Huh? Oh yeah, right. Also, it’s technically a summon, so it’ll cancel Soul Link the moment you pop it out.”

“Ohhh, good catch. Alright, that’s definitely staying on the chopping block. What else am I willing to get rid of? Illusion really doesn’t have a ton of core abilities, but Corpsebloom has a bunch of stuff that’s all pulling from the same source, so maybe we trim that up a bit?”

“Nah, gotta be stuff from your main class changes. Can’t empower a Subclass with your other power set.”

“Damn. Well, drift is definitely off limits. Dreadful Shot, too. I’d be down to give up Dark Harvest at some point, but probably not before we get something to replace the offensive burst we’ll be losing from Dopple.

“Oh, wait, this one’s sorta free. What if we put Throw Gunblade up? It’s cool and all, but I have guns for long-distance combat. Don’t really have a need for a ranged ability that does less damage than the rest of my kit.”

“Makes sense, but you might wanna wait on that one.”

“Why?”

“Uhhh…”

He trailed off, buzzing slightly at my hip.

“Okay, message received. Probably something to do with an ability I’ll get at 51 or something like that.”

“You can sacrifice passives, too.”

“Oh man, really? What about this, then?”

I dropped a passive I’d picked up a ways back into the chat.

{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.

“It’s pretty cool, but now that we’ve got Gunblade stuff, we might as well use those if we end up in melee. And none of those skills are going to proc the ability, so it’s always going to be an either/or situation.”

I held up my Gladiator’s Revolver. “We’ll be replacing this thing pretty soon too, which means losing access to Flash Freeze. Without that, I’m not sure there’s much of a point in holding onto Arctic Touch.”

“It’s magic, so I’m sold.”

“So we’re sacrificing Frozen Mirror, Doppelganger, and Arctic Touch to start?”

“Sounds good to me.”

“Cool. I’m gonna lock Soulcraft in as my Subclass, then.”

I did, and another window came up asking which abilities I was willing to feed to the link. I selected the three skills we’d picked out, took a deep breath, and hit confirm.

Congratulations, you gained a new Subclass: {Focused Soulcraft}!

You have sacrificed 3/3 possible abilities, and your Gorger abilities are currently at maximum power!

Reach level 2 to choose between 1 of 3 new Subclass abilities!

I pulled Soul Link back up and found that each of its values had basically tripled. Instead of handing Frank 3% of my Primaries and 7% of my Secondaries, he was now getting 10% and 20% respectively, all without negatively impacting my stats.

The Health link had jumped a similar amount as well, cranking up from 10% to 30%. For now, that mostly represented a liability on my end. But with Frank going full tank? Eventually, he’d have a ton of Health and mitigation that I’d benefit from.

He grunted, but it somehow seemed thoughtful. “I wonder if you’d die if I jumped off a bridge when we were both low on Health.”

“Annnnd we’re back to the status quo.”

“Whoa, hold on a second. What the hell is this?”

“What?”

“I think we might have broken something.”

“Broken what?”

“Look at this!”

He dropped his stat sheet into the chat. It seemed completely normal, or at least that was what I thought until I got to his Secondaries.

{Frank}

Level: 5 > 9

Tier 1 Class: Iron Mime

Gear Level: 35 > 48

Strength: 23 > 41

Dexterity: 9 > 196

Constitution: 20 > 230

Intelligence: 8 > 274

Wisdom: 10

Charisma: 6 > 15

Critical Strike Chance: 0% > 447%

Haste: 0 > 85%

Hit Chance: 0% > 192%

Physical Attack: 22 > 30

Magical Attack: 3

Health: 240 > 2,300

Mana: 82 > 2,740

Armor: 24%

Magical Resistance: 30% > 29%

I stared at the readout, my mouth hanging open. “Whoa.”

“Oh. My. God,” Frank stood up so fast he almost capsized the boat for what had to be the fifth time. “I am unstoppable!”

“What the hell just happened?” I pulled up my own stat sheet for comparison. “All of your Primary stat gains look about right, but what the hell’s going on with your Secondaries? Is this bugged out or something?”

“I think it’s more likely that the system is finally coming to terms with my true power.”

“No, that’s definitely not it. I have a 65% crit chance, so what’s going on with yours? If you’re at almost 450%, does that mean you can crit multiple times? That’d be absurd.”

“I wish, but no. I’m just always guaranteed to crit.”

I looked the numbers over a second time, then scanned my equipment a bit more carefully.

“Ohhhh. I think I know what’s happening here.” I took off a piece of gear that boosted my Critical Strike Chance, which dropped me from 65% to 61%. “What’s your crit chance at now?”

“Still capped, but the actual number is 402, so I’ve dropped 45%.”

“Yup, I got it. We’re good here—it’s not a bug.”

“How do you figure?”

“It’s because the link isn’t sharing my crit chance with you. My actual chance is getting converted into crit rating, and that’s what’s being shared. Same goes for all the other Secondaries.”

“How exactly does that make a difference?”

“It’s a scaling thing. When you’re level 1, crit rating is usually super hard to get. So something like a 5 rating might translate to 5% increased chance to crit. “At my level, you’re expected to have a lot more because it’s way more available. I doubt a 5 rating would even give me a tenth of a percent. But in your case, you’re getting hundreds through my Subclass at a time when the system expects you to just be scratching the surface of gearing for crit.”

He crossed his arms and nodded. “Instead, I’m shaft-deep in the system’s business.”

I grinned. “Pretty disgusting way of putting it, but you’re not wrong. And I’m not even geared for a 50, man! Shit, I’m not even geared for a level 40, relatively speaking. I bet we can push this to a pretty ridiculous level.”

“Will Frank’s stats not reduce as he levels up?” House asked.

I nodded. “Yeah, that’s true, at least for the Secondaries. But if I’m gearing up at the same time, it might level out somewhat. Plus, he’ll have all of his class changes and so on to help compensate.”

“Oh, I am so on board with this,” Frank said.

“Thought you might be. I guess I’ll have to keep an eye out for some Strength gear now. If I equipped a single level 50 item, your damage would probably go through the roof. Bit of a shame we’re using different Primary stats, but hoo boy, those Secondaries. Put all those together and you’re already dealing, what, triple the damage you normally would? Maybe more.”

“Does the creation of such an outlier not inherently risk drawing the ire of Nipple Boy?”

“Nipple Guy, House.” Frank cocked his head. “Actually, no, I take it back. Nipple Boy works just fine.”

“If anything, it’s probably more cutting,” I said. “But as far as him getting pissed over balance is concerned, I think there’s almost no chance he’ll notice, and it’s even less likely he’d actually care. If balance is the concern, then I could just go out and take a skill that gives me a level 50 minion. That’d be a hell of a lot stronger than a cracked-out level 9 who’s only cooperative when it suits him.

“Low-level balance in MMOs is always kind of a joke, anyway. You sort of have to choose a single stage of the game to balance around, so that inevitably ends up being endgame because that’s the only part that people don’t inevitably level out of.”

“I see.”

I shrugged. “Whatever. If he gets all pissy, we’ll deal with it. He’s the one who flagged Frank as a minion, so I’m sure he considered the ramifications of that. Kline’s a lot of things, but he’s not the type to miss something that obvious.”

Frank drew his actual axe and swung it high and horizontal. The blade blurred above my head, moving supernaturally fast. It looked wrong, like the animation had been sped up to a ridiculous degree. Which was pretty much exactly what had happened with him benefiting from my Haste rating.

“Did you see that?!”

“Yeah, man. That’s ridiculous, honestly. I guess Haste might be one of the best things for me to stack, huh? Still gonna end up with diminishing returns eventually, but I bet we can push you way above 100%.”

“Hell yeah.” He swung again, his heavy axe singing through the air like it was a dagger. “I am so here for this.”

“I apologize for the interruption,” House said, “but the ocean appears to have frozen completely up ahead.”

Frank swung again, and again, and again. “That’s fine. We’re almost there.”


Chapter Eleven



The ocean did indeed freeze shortly thereafter, solidifying so thickly that even our great turtle, off in the distance, took to clambering over the ice rather than through it.

As Frank had promised, the skiff’s flat bottom made the ice surprisingly navigable, without any of the ridiculous tilting and shifting we’d experienced the first time around.

About ten minutes after we made the transition from sailing through slush to skidding atop the frozen ocean, Frank raised a hand.

“Okay, House, that’s far enough.”

The motor roared, and House used the rudder to turn the whole boat sideways. We drifted to a stop, though it took about a hundred yards.

“This us?” I asked.

“Uh huh.”

I climbed out of our skiff and helped House do the same, then shot Frank a curious glance. I still couldn’t get over the fact that he’d purposefully sent Darling off with Sleep and Mingo, but maybe I was overthinking it. Or maybe I just wasn’t used to him actively trying to help out.

“Didn’t you say we were going under the ice?” I offered Frank a hand out of the skiff, but he slapped it away.

He leaped out, landed on both feet, and promptly busted his ass.

I dismissed the skiff, laughing. “Nice one.” I offered him another hand up, and this time he took it.

“Well that sucked. And yeah, we’re going under. Entrance is right here.”

I scanned our surroundings. The great mountain was still several miles away, but the ice between it and our current position was completely unblemished. “I’m not seeing an entrance.”

“Three steps to your left,” House said.

“She’s got it. This is what I was looking for. A spot where the turtle’s foot broke through the ice while heading north.”

I spun around completely and came up empty. “I’m still not seeing it. Has the turtle’s footprint already frozen over or something?”

“Yup, but the ice will be a lot thinner there compared to everywhere else.”

“How can you even tell?”

I squinted at the area to my left, and that helped a little. I could just make out a circle that was a slightly paler shade of blue than the surrounding ice, but I’d never have picked it out myself.

“Okay, I think I see it. Maybe.”

“Then let’s get to work.”

Frank drew his larger axe and slammed it into the ice. The movement was so fast that it surprised me, and I caught a faceful of ice chips before I could get a hand up.

“Thanks for that.”

He swung again and again, chipping a three-inch-deep line into the edge of the circle. House moved to the other side of the area and took to doing the same thing with her mace.

“So we’re just punching our way through because the ice is thinner here? Is that the idea?”

“Yep.”

“Okay then.”

I drew my pistols, held them out down and diagonal, then fired directly into the ice. The birds punched right through it and detonated, red light strobing beneath us.

I spun in a slow circle, rattling off shot after shot with the ice pulsing beneath me. I made it about halfway around before the ice shifted underfoot.

“That should work.” Frank took a deep breath, then leaped high into the air and stomped down with both feet.

The weakened circle collapsed in a single piece, and we rode it down through the ice. A second or two later—the fall was ten feet at most—the disc hit the sandy seabed and shattered beneath us.

I spun around, gawking at our surroundings. The sand itself was damp and cold, and colorful fish were swimming all around us in huge schools, but there was one problem.

“Wait, what? Where’s the water?”

“Tide’s out for now,” Frank said. “Moon’s fault, obviously.”

“Why are the fish swimming through the air, though?”

“Irrelevant. We should get moving before the water rushes back in. We really, really don’t wanna get caught in that.”

I swallowed, throat tightening. “If the tide’s out, then how did the ice refreeze when the turtle punched through it?”

Frank grunted and burst into a full sprint. “Let’s move!”

House threw her arms behind her and sprinted after him.

I stood there for a second, watching the two of them run. And despite the eeriness of our current location and how frustrating it was to have my questions completely ignored, I found myself smiling at the sight. They just looked completely ridiculous: Frank and his long, clumsy strides with House right behind him, her little legs moving twice as fast to cover the same distance.

Then Frank’s Health started to drop, so I took off after them and quickly made up the gap.

We scouted along the seabed from there, moving ever deeper beneath the ice and threading our way between bands of dead coral and ribbons of seaweed that stood upright, waving and undulating despite the continued lack of water.

The icy ceiling rose as we pressed on—or, more accurately, we moved deeper beneath it—and before long, the frozen expanse was so far overhead that I couldn’t judge the distance.

The cavernous space felt wrong, somehow, and I kept finding myself looking over my shoulder, expecting the tide to come roaring through at any moment.

Finally, Frank raised a hand and slowed down.

“Hey, House. You see those holes in the sand?”

He pointed at a section of rotting coral. It reeked of sulfur, and even from twenty feet out, the scent was potent enough to sting my eyes. Hundreds of burrows lined the sand around the reef; it almost looked like something had tried and failed to dig the whole thing out.

“I do indeed.”

“There’s a 10% chance that there’s a pet crab hiding in each of them. You can only loot one, but⁠—”

He cut off, because she’d already dove in headfirst. She got stuck somewhere around her hips, and her little feet ended up kicking at the air.

“I got her.”

Frank thumped over, grabbed the soles of her feet, and pushed. House promptly disappeared from sight with a wet pop.

“This feels decidedly unsafe,” I said.

“Oh, it’s definitely unsafe. There’s a damn good chance that House is about to die down there. It’ll be horrible, too.”

“You didn’t wanna spell that out for her?”

He shrugged. “Would it have changed anything if I had? I wasn’t lying about the pet, so what would have been the point?”

I considered that. “I still think you should have mentioned it, but you’re probably right.”

He eyed the hole. “You probably wanna get ready, though.”

I drew my pistols. “Sure.”

A scrabbling sound came from underground, and the wet sand shifted and bulged. Multiple lines converged on House’s position simultaneously, like several mobs were burrowing toward it.

“Oh shit. House is bait, isn’t she?”

“Pretty much.”

Something flew up out of the hole House had entered and hit me in the face, hard. The impact didn’t cause any damage, but it sent me staggering backward.

I did a double-take. “Is that…”

“House’s arm?” Frank picked it up and flopped her hand around. “Yup. You know how I can tell?”

“Because you literally just sent her to her death?”

“Blood’s matted with cat hair.”

The sand bulged around the burrow House had entered. It welled up several feet above the ground, then puckered before House’s corpse exploded out of it and sailed high into the air, ribbons of wet sand trailing behind her.

“Holy shit, man! What the hell did you⁠—”

A long tentacle shot out of the hole and nearly took my head off. It slammed into the sand, suckers pulsing.

More tentacles followed, and soon something enormous was hauling itself out of the seabed, wet clumps cascading off a sleek, bell-shaped body. It was covered in other organisms, dark conchs hanging off it like leeches.

I inspected it.

{Blackspine Host} (Level 50 Undead)

HP: 5,000/5,000

MP: 50,000/50,000

“Make sure you don’t kill it too fast. I need to use Cone of Knowledge on that thing to borrow one of its abilities before we can go any further.”

“Our first level 50, huh?” I flexed my hands around my pistols while I eyed the creature’s total Health. “Seems pretty fragile, so I’ll keep that in mind, but I bet it’s got some crazy defenses compared to what we’re used to. Make sure you keep your distance before it aggros and⁠—”

“Hurp.”

“What the hell was… oh.”

I wasn’t sure how it had even happened, but Frank was already dead on his back with a six-inch hole in his chest. A football-sized creature was crawling out of him, a spiky shell crammed full of legs. Its shell was smeared with blood, and the sight of the thing hauling itself out of his chest made my stomach turn.

I shuddered and brought my pistols up, but in the split second I’d looked away, the larger Host had already crossed most of the distance between us. It was moving like a spider, using its long tentacles to hoist its center high above the sand, and its speed caught me completely off guard.

It lashed out with one of its front legs, whipping it right out of the seabed and throwing up a cloud of sand that totally blocked my vision. I activated Ravenblade Riposte and brought the resulting shield up in front of my chest with both hands.

The shell-tipped limb punched out of the cloud, but I got my shield up with a half-second to spare and even managed to brace myself pretty well, or so I thought. But even with the protective piece of equipment in place, the powerful strike lifted me up off the sand and sent me flying backward, head over heels.

I rolled twice before I could get back to my feet, and by then it was already on me, slashing and jabbing. The attacks just kept coming, the Host wielding the larger conchs like cudgels while smaller shells erupted out of the surrounding sand and ripped toward me.

I sidestepped a vertical swing and returned fire with a few quick shots before two of the flying shells connected with my lower back, and the onslaught forced me to turn and run.

I hadn’t had enough time to see how much damage I was dealing, but my gut said that I hadn’t accomplished much, and my own Health bar had already dropped beneath 80%.

A long but narrow bed of scarlet coral rose in front of me, so I leaped right over it, intending to use it as cover.

But the very moment I hunkered down behind it and brought my pistols up and into position, three more seashells arced over my head and slammed into the sand around me.

They started flashing, slowly at first, then faster, faster. I cursed and activated Repel, punted the closest shell high into the air, and made a break for it.

It exploded some twenty feet overhead, and the eruption echoed thunderously, bouncing off the ice high above and seeming even louder on the rebound.

The two other conchs detonated behind me, and while I’d gotten enough distance to minimize the damage, the explosion still had more than enough force to send me skidding face-first across the sand with both pistols stretched out in front of me.

I rolled over, fully expecting one of the creature’s shell-tipped limbs to be descending toward my chest. But the creature had vanished, and the only clue as to where it had gone was a sandy cloud hanging over its previous location.

The weighty sense of aggro hadn’t faded, though, and the seabed was writhing and bulging, so I sprinted back over to the low line of coral and jumped on top of it. It wasn’t going to offer much in the way of cover, but at least I knew the Host or its missile-like shells weren’t going to be able to burst out of the ground directly beneath my feet.

I scanned the surrounding area, palms sweating, throat burning. I really thought I’d avoided the bulk of that earlier explosion, but apparently I hadn’t—that single hit had taken my Health all the way down to 51%.

Frank grunted a little to my left, swaying on his feet.

“Welcome back to the land of the living, Frank. If you die again, I’d probably just stay dead until this is done. Don’t know how much of that you actually saw, but this thing is ridiculous. I don’t think I’ve even managed to scratch it, and I’m almost halfway dead.”

He didn’t respond, so I spared him a glance. He was just standing there in the very spot the Host had struck him down, swaying slightly with his chin tucked to his chest.

“Frank? You good?”

He remained silent, so I knew something was terribly wrong. I stopped scanning the seabed for the Host, got a little lower on the coral, and took a closer look. And I’d definitely misread the situation.

Frank hadn’t respawned at all. In fact, he still had a giant hole in his breastplate. His head snapped up in my direction, and I glimpsed something black and shiny through the gap in his chest before he burst into motion.

He pounded my way, then gathered himself and leaped. He crashed down a few feet to my left and laid into me, axe strikes blurring together with the same supernatural speed I’d seen back on the skiff.

Hastened or not, the damage was negligible. I was tempted to ignore him entirely, but the constant hits were going to be a massive distraction going forward, and some of his abilities could be pretty annoying.

So, instead, I kicked out to create a little space, then put a pistol to his forehead and fired. The bird ricocheted back and grazed my ear before flying off. I hadn’t noticed, but apparently he’d snuck in a third of a square or whatever that ability was called.

I fired a few more times at oblique angles, bouncing bird after bird off the shimmering barrier until the effect had run its course. Then I put a barrel between his eyes again and fired. Frank fell backward and toppled off the narrow band of coral.

I raised my weapons and went back to scanning the surrounding area just in time: three shells were spinning up in the sand about thirty feet away, and two black eyes were watching me from a little farther off.

It seemed like the creature had buried its core in the sand and was readying another volley from there. Its smaller shells only had 500 Health apiece, and while they weren’t currently targetable, I figured I could probably burst them down once the attack was on the way.

They spun faster, whining as they picked up speed. One of them rocketed toward me, and I blew it out of the air while it was still fifteen feet off.

The second fired as soon as the previous projectile detonated, so I threw another raven that way and got ready for the third and final volley by swapping to my rifle and switching up my grip.

Repel had just come off cooldown, so I figured I’d bat the final projectile out of the air and send it right back between the Host’s huge, black eyes.

The shell spun up and launched. I got Repel ready, set my feet, and prepared to swing. Then something grabbed my ankle from behind and pulled, hard.

Zombie Frank had returned. I kicked him in the forehead, accidentally burning my Repel but catapulting him away in the process. He skipped off the ground twice before he came to a stop, then immediately clambered back to his feet.

I whipped around, switched to my blunderbuss, and fired completely blind. The third projectile detonated right in front of me and dropped my Health below 40%, but I was pretty sure I’d finally picked up on what was actually happening.

It was obvious that Frank’s corpse was being controlled from the moment he’d stood up with three-quarters of a chest, but the exact mechanism had eluded me. But during that last, brief engagement, I’d caught sight of the culprit: a small, black shell that had clamped onto the very base of his skull.

It was targetable, and like the projectiles I’d just fended off, it’d only take a single, well-placed bird to neutralize it.

The Host raised up slightly, lifting the top of its own shell some three feet above the seabed. It was covered in black conchs, and several of them dropped off and burrowed into the sand, only to be replaced moments later.

I inspected the creature, and my stomach dropped out. Just as I’d thought, the few shots I’d actually managed to land early in the fight had done absolutely nothing; its Health was still at 100%.

More conchs crawled out of the sand, all of them heading my way and already spinning up. But instead of three, this time I was looking at dozens of would-be projectiles, all of them arranged in a loose ring around my position.

Then one of House’s bots roared to life and zoomed my way.

“Oh, thank God. House, try to keep Frank off me so I can focus on getting a clean shot at this thing. I think I can burst it down, but I’ll have to find a gap in its armor, and I can’t do that with Frank biting my ankles. It’s even more annoying than normal.”

The bot soared over my head and zipped in Frank’s direction. It dropped a cone of light on top of him and healed him up.

“You gotta be kidding me. Et tu, House?”

As Zombie Frank levered himself to his feet, House’s one-armed corpse crawled out of a nearby burrow. I hunkered down for a moment, wracking my brain while the shells continued to whine and spin up all around me.

My first birds hadn’t done any damage at all, and while I figured a level 50 would have some serious defenses, they should have hit for something. And this thing wasn’t a Rare, let alone an Elite.

“I’m still missing something. How do we do this?”

It seemed like the shells were almost ready to fire, so I took a few potshots at the distant, mostly buried creature.

To my surprise, they actually hit home, each of them dealing between 800 and 1,100 damage. But instead of affecting the creature’s Health pool, they simply dislodged a few of the black shells that were clinging to it.

I had a fleeting moment where I thought I could work it down that way—just kill the shells until it was out of projectiles that apparently doubled as improvised armor—but then several more conchs crawled up out of the sand and quickly filled in the gaps.

“Alright then. I guess we kill them all in one go, then burst the thing down or die trying.”

I took a deep breath and stepped off the band of coral.

I dashed forward, and an all-too-familiar disc soared over my left shoulder. An Oilslick Turret deployed right in front of me and got to work, and while I blew it up with a well-placed raven before the pool reached its full size, the resulting explosion ignited the pitch and obfuscated my vision.

I jumped right over the burning oil, and the moment I’d been waiting for finally came: every single shell fired simultaneously.

I waited as long as I dared, then activated drift. I zipped over the seabed toward the half-buried creature while dozens of shells ripped right through me.

The damage was muted, but even with drift’s latent damage reduction, I still popped out of the spell at just over 25%, putting me squarely in execute range.

Drift faded, and I hit the ground running with Zombie Frank’s heavy footfalls pounding behind me. At the same time, a distant turret raked my back and legs and shoulders, and 2.0 roared, unseen but alarmingly close.

That last sound was particularly scary; even if I succeeded in killing 2.0, it’d probably haunt me in multiple ways, and I was already dreading the look that House would give me afterward.

I fired another round of birds to wipe out a few more of the strange, clinging shells and finally drew within ten feet of the Host. It spun like a top, trying to escape back to the safety of the seabed.

I took aim and fired a Gravity Bird, then detonated it about ten feet above the ground. The seabed buckled around the half-buried Host like I was trying to rip a tree stump out of the earth.

For a moment, I thought I’d failed completely—that I’d placed the Gravity Bird too high to fully utilize its pull, or that I’d simply been too slow on the trigger. Then the Host popped free, and the Gravity Bird yanked it up into the air along with a copious amount of sand and stray shells.

I still couldn’t see an obvious weak point and the clock was ticking, so I opted for a different strategy: I popped every single cooldown I had. Offensive, defensive, all of them, and I wrapped up with Augment Firearm to turn my pistols into the same massive flamethrower I’d used to devastating effect during the Siege.

Twin tanks appeared on my back, and I skidded to a stop right beneath the trapped creature and lit it up from below with two jets of dark flame. It screeched and lashed out, retaliating with razor-tipped limbs even as it tumbled and thrashed above me.

I took glancing hits to the shoulder, the back of the head, and the stomach, and my Health plummeted to the low double digits.

But at the same time, Arctic Armor was converting my damage into a thick set of icy pauldrons and gauntlets and everything else. By the time my Health ticked beneath 9%, I had a full set of icy plate resting atop my leathers, and the bleeding had slowed dramatically.

Shells melted off the creature, hissing as they dropped free, their legs curling up in the sand like dead spiders.

And for the first time, the Host’s Health actually fell.

The damage was minuscule, but it ramped up as the parasitic shells melted and popped, some of them exploding while others dropped onto their backs on the seabed.

After twenty or so kills, the Host’s Health bar finally began to drop in earnest, creeping beneath 90% before it started falling more dramatically, then rapidly ticking down: 80%, 70%, 60%.

Then two of House’s healing bots zoomed in, combined, and started healing it up.

The flying saucers were hovering just out of my flamethrower’s range, and not only were they healing the Host, their influence topped off so many shells that I knew my Augment was going to run out before I could finish the job.

Still, I kept the jets roaring and eyed Gravity Bird. Right before it winked out, I switched to my blunderbuss, fired a Dreadful Grenade directly overhead, and detonated it in midair.

Gravity Bird faded, and the Host slammed back onto the ground. Multiple shells scattered off it like roaches, some even crawling out from its beak-like mouth before running away.

And the Host itself? It just lay there in the sand, completely inert. I poured it on, blasting the thing at close range with one blunderbuss shot after another. The very moment it dropped below half Health, the Host bulged, and something tore out of its shell and took off.

I wasn’t even sure what I was looking at, maybe some sort of worm-like creature with smooth skin. It was about a foot thick and probably six feet long, featureless except for a single black dot atop what I assumed was its head.

Frank blew by to my left, and I almost sent him right back to the grave before he spoke up.

“That’s the actual host! Lemme grab it and apply Cone of Knowledge!”

He launched himself at it headfirst, diving with both hands fully extended. He landed on the creature like it was a greased pig, wrapping his arms and legs around it, and a cone of light appeared over his head.

“That’s it! Take it down, Carousel incoming!”

He reached out a hand while the strange worm leaped and thrashed, trying to dislodge him.

Then the world warped, and I really, really did not like what happened next: Frank and I exchanged places, and I wound up clinging onto a stinking, slime-covered worm.

I held on with one hand and drew a pistol with the other, put the barrel to its sticky skin, and fired three times in quick succession.

“Don’t let it reach the burrow!” Frank called out. “Might aggro more Hosts!”

The same hive-like stretch of sand that House had dove into at the start of the fight was only twenty feet away, and I did not want to do this all over again.

I kept plugging away at point-blank range, firing shot after shot, watching the creature’s Health bar drop while it bucked and twisted beneath me.

39%…

31%…

25%…

18%…

“Hurry it up, window’s closing!”

It bucked harder than before, so I summoned a Gunblade in response and slammed it down with every ounce of strength I had. The blade punched straight through the creature and dug into the seabed beneath.

The worm jerked to a stop, its momentum fully arrested by the improvised anchor I’d just stabbed through it. I was thrown off it too and landed hard on my back, right beside the thrashing creature. I summoned my other pistol and fired off a harvest at point-blank range. Its Health bar zeroed out, and the damn thing finally died.

But I shot it a few more times anyway, just to make sure.

Then I stood up, tried not to gag, and failed. My leathers were dripping with milky fluid, and the smell was so strong that tears ran freely down my face and every breath was like a battle in and of itself.

Frank clapped me on the back. Well, he was about to, but he stopped an inch short, which was completely understandable.

“Nice. I’d say that mostly went exactly as we planned. Damn thing blocked my respawn while it had me animated. I probably should have had you hold the axe that is also me so I could have helped out verbally. My bad.”

“It’s all good. But what even was that, man?”

“That worm you killed was basically the brain. I obviously couldn’t share the mechanics ahead of time, but the worm animates the body, and the shells heal it up. Just gotta manage to hit it hard enough to convince it to flee whatever corpse it’s hiding in, then they’re pretty easy to drop.”

House respawned, appearing over the dead worm mid-crouch with a long stick in her hand. She poked it. “What an interesting species.”

“Interesting is one way to put it.” I shuddered. “House, you’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking, right?”

She leaned a little closer, then shook her head. “I do not think this qualifies as a floof.”

“Thank God.”

“Right?” Frank added.

I turned back to Frank. “You know, there really aren’t a ton of fights where I’d even want to know the mechanics in advance. Like sure, I’d take it if it meant getting us a win we wouldn’t get otherwise, especially something that applied to the whole guild. But overall? Figuring it out is half the fun.”

I pointed a pistol at the dead creature.

“But I could have passed on all of that. It didn’t drop any loot either, huh? I was really hoping for a weapon. Or at least a high-end Soul Gem.”

“False,” House said.

“Hm?”

She pointed her now slime-covered stick back at the huge body the host had been animating. “There appears to be a Rare item awaiting collection.”

I could only barely make it out, but a handful of blue sparks were sparking out of the same seam the worm had burst out of in its attempt to flee.

“Oh, well-spotted, House!” I jogged over and looted the item from as far away as I could manage. “What’s… Ugh. This might be worse than no loot.”

Frank loomed over my left shoulder. “What is it?”

“Something for you.”

“Jackpot!”

“Yeah, yeah. Here.”

I threw the item his way. It wasn’t much to look at, just a white, vaguely oversized glove with some kind of reinforced lining underneath.

{Slimefist} (Armored Glove) (Offhand only)

Grade: A

Item Level: 205

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: +250 to equipped weapon

Magical Attack: +100 to equipped weapon

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +50 Strength, +35 Dexterity, +100 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Haste

Effect: While this item is equipped, you may use it to summon a {Green Glass Shield} in your offhand at any time. The shield persists indefinitely, but it will break if it takes too much damage in a short period of time.

If the shield breaks, you will lose access to it for 30 seconds, and the Physical and Magical Attack boosts this item offers will also be deactivated for 30 seconds.

I sighed. “Congrats, Frank. You won’t be using it for a while, but you officially have the single best piece of gear among the three of us, at least according to Item Level.”

He cradled it against his broad chest, and it looked like he was hugging a sock. “I deserve this.”

“Tempted to fight on you on that, but I’m glad you’re happy with it. So that sort of functions as a shield in your offhand, eh? I like that it supplements your attack at the same time.”

“Yep.”

“How exactly does the shield thing work? Is that specific to this glove or what?”

“Nah, armored gloves always have that effect stapled on. The shields don’t have stats of their own apart from what the item offers, but different colors do different things. Green Glass amplifies healing but also makes you take more damage from magic. Red does the opposite. Bunch of different options in there, but black would probably be the dream.”

“What’s that do?”

“Increased physical mitigation at the expense of magical damage dealt. Would just be pure upside.”

“We’ll keep an eye out, then. Did you manage to scoop the ability you were after?”

He turned the glove over in his hand and grinned down at it.

“Earth to Frank?”

“Huh?”

“The ability you stole? The whole reason I had to kill that thing? Did you manage to get it with your weird cone thing?”

“Oh, that. No, Cone of Knowledge failed to apply. Probably because of my level.”

“What?”

“Yeah. It’s got like a 5% chance of success given the current gap, so it’s gonna be a bit until it works.” He dropped the glove into his inventory. “Don’t worry, there’s plenty more Hosts down there.”

My stomach turned so hard I actually heard it, and I thought Frank did, too. But I took a deep breath and drew my pistols all the same. “Whatever. It’s not like I can get any more covered in whatever this shit is.”

“Relax, I’m just kidding. I got the ability.”

I said a silent prayer. “Yeah?”

“Uh huh. Keep in mind that I only get access to this for an hour, and the cone’s going to be on cooldown for a full day.”

“Right.”

He dropped his temporary new ability into the chat.

{Parasitic Bulwark} (Rank II)

Description: You target an ally within 40 yards and attach a Shield Parasite to them for up to 1 minute. The parasite drains 1% of their total Mana per second but also reduces all damage they take by 5%.

At any time, the targeted player may direct the parasite to attempt to intercept and nullify a single ranged attack. Some especially powerful attacks cannot be negated, and the parasite will always be consumed after interception, regardless of its success.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 1 minute

Cost: 5% of maximum Health

Next Rank: Successfully intercepting a ranged attack now causes the parasite to explode, healing the targeted player for 200% of the spell’s cost.

“Huh. That’s… interesting, but I’m not really sure how it helps us going forward.”

Frank grinned and jabbed a fat finger over one shoulder. “Follow me.”


Chapter Twelve



Frank led us through the strange reef, skirting around the stronger creatures and having me burst down the ones that we could easily handle. Before long, the three of us ended up climbing up the outer rim of an enormous crater.

Frank scrambled ahead and stopped at the very edge. “Here we are.”

I followed him up to find the crater was deeper than I’d expected, maybe a half mile down at its lowest point, and a massive sandcastle rose from its center.

The building’s twisting spires reminded me of the Red Cathedral, and while it was smaller than its counterpart, it had a whimsical feeling that set it apart. Bright blue jellyfish ghosted around its walls, a pod of whales were playing in the air above it, and countless smaller fish encircled its many spires, especially the higher ones.

Also, the castle walls were surrounded by corpses and were being patrolled by a giant, murderous crab.

“What the hell is that? Where did you lead us, man?”

“The Sunken Palace. A 10-man, level 50 raid. Only raid we can currently access within the Occulted Lands. We should be able to get the Monstrous Heart for the Converter and the Tear of Ascension you need for your class change here at the same time.”

“Very cool. Are we coming back for that crab later, then?”

“Does that sound like something I’d do? No.” He punched the air. “We’re gonna kill it right now.”

I inspected it.

{Grit, Palace Sentry} (Level 51 Beast) (Raid Boss)

HP: 47,000,000/47,000,000

MP: 5,000,000/5,000,000

“No, Frank. I really don’t think we are.”

“Do you still feel the same way about getting mechanics ahead of time?”

“What?”

“You’d take it if it meant getting the Guild a win?”

I blinked. “Yeah? Why does that matter? You can’t share stuff like that anyway.”

“Normally, that would be true, but not here. And aside from a single ranged ability, that big, spiky boy is melee only.”

“Wait, really? How’s that work?”

He pointed down at the seabed, where the giant creature was roaming around the palace, making small circles a few dozen feet off. One of the floating jellyfish got a little too close, and the huge crab opened a claw and fired a jet of muddy water at it. The jellyfish exploded, and the raid boss continued on.

“That’s why. Grit only has a couple of abilities, and it’ll demo them all for you from a distance if we just sit and watch for long enough.” He dropped down onto the very rim of the crater, sand-covered feet dangling over the edge. “So that’s what we’re gonna do. I’ll get you the details I can share at the same time so all the info sticks in your weirdly small head.”

“Seriously?”

“Yeah, it’s small.”

“Not my head, Frank. I was asking if it’s almost entirely melee.” Then it clicked. “Oh, hold on a second. If it’s only got a single ranged attack, does that mean…”

“Uhhhh huh.” He grinned. “That’s why we’ve picked up Parasite Armor. Should be able to negate it completely, assuming you don’t screw up the positioning and die instantly.”

“Instantly?”

“House, I’m gonna drop a pin on your mini map. Should be some stuff around your level out that way if you want to go get your grind on while we’re scouting this thing out.”

“Thank you.” She tapped the air, then zoomed off.

“Don’t go too far!” he called after her. “I’m gonna need you for option B.”

“Understood!”

“What’s option B?” I asked.

He looked me up and down. “You don’t need to worry about option B.”

“Why not?”

“Just study the damn crab. I can give you the numbers and cooldowns on its attacks, but that’s not gonna help if you can’t match them to its actual attack patterns in real time. And yeah, if you get hit, you’ll die. Probably.”

I dropped onto the sand beside him, and part of the rim crumbled and rolled down the slope beneath us. “Fine, fine.”

We watched the creature circle the castle from atop the rim. The jellyfish were pretty omnipresent, and the raid boss ended up lashing out at one of them at least a couple of times a minute.

From my current vantage point, and assuming what Frank had said was true, it did seem like it would be a pretty standard fight. And the fact that it was the first boss of the raid probably meant it was designed to be as easy as possible without feeling trivial.

But it was still a 10-man boss, and I was still massively, hopelessly undergeared for a level 50.

I watched it a little while longer, my palms growing increasingly sweaty with every passing second. “I dunno about this, man. Even if I know what’s coming, I’m still dead the moment I get hit.”

“Fine, you can probably take a hit.”

“You think so?”

“Yeah, I was just lying so you’d focus in.”

“That’s really not how any of this works.”

“Maybe not for you. But relax, I ran the numbers.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better.” I hesitated. “I feel worse, actually. A lot worse.”

“Discounting Heart Vessel, a crit might kill you, but those aren’t common. Normal hit should probably drop you to somewhere around half Health if I had to guess.”

“Still not trusting any of that.”

“Fine, House ran the numbers. But I had a managerial role.”

I stood up. “Okay, then. Let’s do this.”

He sighed. “You know, you could have hesitated a little bit. That was just rude.”

I went to step off the rim, but Frank spoke up before I had the chance.

“Hold on a second.”

“What?”

“How do you think…” He trailed off, gesturing at the air.

“Just in general or what? That sort of thing comes naturally to most people.”

“Let me finish, ass.” He scratched the back of his head. “How do you think Darling would feel about this whole thing?”

A familiar explosion sounded behind me, like House had just detonated one of her turrets for splash damage.

“About us killing the boss without her, you mean?”

“Yeah, about us cheesing the fight.”

“Wait, hold on. You’ve been weird about the heart for a while now, but is this why you sent Darling away?”

“Huh?”

“You had her split off with Sleep and Mingo, but I didn’t really feel like we needed to. I thought that was odd, but this makes sense in hindsight.”

“Oh, you noticed that. Well… I mean… I didn’t not send her off, you know?”

I jammed my hands into my pockets. “Holy shit, Frank! You were actually concerned about what someone else thought, weren’t you?”

“Well, if you’re gonna put it that way, then sure. I was concerned about what she’d think about me.” He scratched his teeth.

“Were you now?”

“What the hell? I was super concerned about that.” He scratched again.

“And? There’s only one way out of this, man.”

“Ugh. Fine.” He looked around, and I figured he was checking to see how far off House was. It seemed to me like she was out of earshot, but she did have four ears.

“It’s like this, alright?” he said, speaking a bit more quickly than usual. “If we can manage to drop that thing, we’ll get a Monstrous Heart, and we can get started on the Converter, the tech tree, your class change—all of that.

“But if we don’t kill it like this, then we’ll have to wait for the rest of the Guild to level up. We probably won’t have to wait until they’re all 50, but it’ll be close. Maybe the event will help with that, but I dunno. It’ll be at least a week. You see what I’m saying?”

“That was a lot of words, but not really, no.”

“Well, I guess I felt like we kinda need this. But I didn’t want it to cause problems if Darling didn’t like the methodology.”

I elbowed him in the ribs. “Aw. Our edgy little guy’s growing up, huh?”

He scoffed and rolled his eyes.

“I don’t think you need to worry about it, but I do get where you’re coming from.” I pointed a pistol down at the patrolling creature. “This is some pretty low-grade cheese, though.”

“Huh?”

“You picked up that Parasite Armor stuff, which seems like it’ll trivialize, what, one of its… seven attacks?

“Nine.”

“Right. But if I’d kept Frozen Mirror, it would have done a decent job at the same thing.”

“No it wouldn’t.”

“How’s that?”

“The bubble attack would have punched right through it and one-tapped you with a few thousand damage to spare. Parasite’s the only skill that’ll work.”

“Seriously?”

“Uh huh. You can block it or redirect the bubble with a couple other, stronger abilities, but all of their cooldowns are too long. You’d have windows where you’re vulnerable.”

I pursed my lips. “That doesn’t help your case. Still low-grade, though.”

“How is it low?”

“I mean, even if this thing is melee only, I still need to avoid its attacks while dealing almost 50 million damage.”

Saying that out loud made the reality sink in more than I would have liked.

“If I manage to kill it, it’ll probably take at least an hour, if not longer. And that’s all assuming your dad hasn’t added some shit that we don’t know about. So, yeah. If this fight was a cheese, it’d be a slice of American. Plastic, half-assed, but ultimately enjoyable.

“A serious cheese would be like… I dunno. Maybe we pull that thing to a specific spot on the rim of the crater where it can’t reach me so it bugs out and stops attacking. Then I just stand there and shoot it until it dies.

“I obviously can’t speak for Darling, but I think that’s the point where she’d actually have an issue. But even then, I don’t think it’d be a moral thing. She’d just be worried that we’re straying too close to exploit territory and giving your dad a valid reason to drop the ban hammer.”

“Hmm. You’re probably right.”

“I will ask her immediately,” House said from right behind us.

“Wait,” Frank said. “When did you— no, don’t⁠—”

“Message sent.”

“Damn it, House!”

“Worry not. Darling replied that cheese is her favorite meal of the day.”

Frank and I exchanged a glance.

“I’ll clarify. One sec.” I shot her a quick message to clear things up. She responded quickly, and while I didn’t think House had any idea what she’d actually asked, the message had gotten through. “Yup, Darling’s on board.”

Frank sat up a little straighter. “Cool. Thanks, House. That somehow helped.”

“You are very welcome.”

“We gonna do this thing? And by we, I mean you. I’ll be hitting you with Parasite Armor as needed, and House can help out with healing once you’ve got aggro established, but otherwise you’ll be on your own. We’re not gonna be able to get close without getting cleaved apart, and neither of us could hit it even if we tried with the level gap.”

I eyed the creature below. “Yeah, might as well give it a shot. I’ve seen everything, but we don’t really have time to sit here much longer if we’re gonna make the Sanctum meeting, and I really don’t wanna miss out on that.”

“It’s gonna take a while for sure. There might be room for you to die early and attempt it a second time, but once you’re into the fight, that’ll be the only attempt we’ve got. Clock’s ticking on Parasite Armor, too.”

“Yeah, gotcha.” I rolled my shoulders, trying and failing to relieve the tension. The giant crab had just prowled out from the sandcastle’s shadow, so it seemed like the moment had arrived. “Are you guys coming down, or are you going to stay put for now?”

“We’ll stay up here until you’ve pulled it. Then we’ll come down and sit somewhere within range so I can throw out Parasite Armor and House can toss some bots your way. You can do whatever you want for pathing, but if I were you, I’d probably drag it around the castle. Timing should line up nicely for Parasite, and you can use the building itself to create a bit more space when you inevitably screw something up and get walloped.”

“Alright then. Here we go.”

“Hey, House,” Frank said from a bit behind me. “Darling’s onboard, so we’re officially going with option B.” He hesitated. “I mean, option two.”

“Excellent.”


Chapter Thirteen



I slid down the sandy embankment like it was an escalator, the ground crumbling beneath my feet and rolling down alongside me. By the time I reached the bottom, I was accompanied by an avalanche of gritty sluff.

The scale and majesty of the sandcastle took me by surprise. The level of detail was astonishing, like someone had carved the entire thing out with a toothbrush.

The spires were different, but equally beautiful. It looked like someone had made them out of wet sand, the sort of tower a kid makes at the beach by making a fist and dripping the wet sand higher and higher.

The jellyfish were surprisingly huge, too. Some of them were the size of a shed or even a small house, and the tentacles trailing behind them on the nonexistent current were anywhere from twenty to a hundred feet long.

Then there was Grit himself, that enormous, sand-covered crab. It had two beady black eyes on stalks, one claw that was at least four times the size of the other, and six legs that seemed much too thin to support such a massive body.

It thundered to my left, legs punching a solid three feet into the rocky seabed while its soft underbelly rode fifteen feet off the ground.

I deployed my rifle, took a deep breath… and didn’t shoot. My hands were already shaking, and my mouth was bone dry. I exhaled slowly, then pulled the trigger and launched my first attack.

The aggro that followed was a full order of magnitude heavier than anything before it, so much so that I caught myself staring at my feet for a moment, wondering why I wasn’t sinking into the sand.

“Stay close to the castle!” Frank shouted from high above. He and House were already climbing down in my peripheral—well, he was sliding and tripping and she was ragdolling—and the ridiculous sight brought me back to my senses. “Ground’s firmer there,” he called, still falling. “It’ll slow down on the softer sand, so try to use that to your advantage.”

I raised a pistol in thanks and pelted alongside the castle’s sandy walls and quickly lost sight of them. I hadn’t seen the damage on the first raven—I’d been too busy being floored by the amount of aggro I’d picked up in return—so I fired backward and paid careful attention to my first set of pistol birds.

Neither crit, but the damage was surprisingly decent compared to what the Host had taken, with each bird hitting for around 2,500.

I kept the ravens coming and ran right around the edge of the sandcastle, dragging the monster behind me. It was definitely faster than me, but not by much; I managed close to ten shots before it started skirting the bounds of melee range.

Getting that many spells in was partially due to the movement-boosting component of Frank’s Number One Fan buff, not that I’d ever admit that out loud.

I used drift and Quicksilver Thrust to get back to max range, then did a little mental math to get a better handle on exactly what I was up against. If a pair of birds was hitting for 5,000 on average, and the boss had 47,000,000 Health, that would take at least, uh…

I sent a quick message to House and scanned the reply.

9,400 casts.

That… was a lot more than I’d figured. Even if I squeezed a pair of birds out every single second, and even assuming that they all managed to hit and weren’t resisted and so on, I’d be casting for at least…

I sent another message.

“Almost three hours?” I said aloud. “Holy shit, there’s no way!”

The crab slowed somewhat, and thanks to the last ten minutes I’d spent watching it tear floating jellyfish apart, I already knew what was coming.

It formed a basketball-sized bubble of water within the crook of its oversized claw and blasted it my way. The force was so great that the entire crab rocked back, sand picking up and rushing out behind it.

Then I had a terrible realization. Despite all the work we’d put into picking up Parasite Armor, Frank hadn’t actually cast it before the fight.

The bubble launched forward and surged through the air, pulling into a dart with a long tail. Drift was still on cooldown, so I did the next best thing and activated Ravenblade Riposte to summon a shield and brought it up to bear.

I swung it out wide and to the right, picturing the black buckler making contact with the bubble and diverting it just enough that I could slip around in the opposite direction. Then, ideally, it would detonate behind me.

Instead, the attack hit me dead-on and pinned the shield to my chest. It did detonate, though, and the world went white and loud and fuzzy as I tumbled through the air.

Something warm and wet splashed against the back of my neck before I landed on my back, ears ringing, body vibrating from head to toe. Heart Vessel had saved my ass and healed me back to 30%, but from there, even a glancing blow would probably kill me twice over.

I groaned and rolled onto my back only to find a massive, sandy claw descending from two stories up. Drift was still a couple of seconds away from coming off cooldown, so I mentally pounded the button again and again while I rolled to my left.

The claw smashed into the seabed mere inches from my ribs, and the impact lifted my entire body a solid inch off the ground. Then Grit raised its larger claw, which meant that I’d already stumbled into the worst-case scenario: the creature was mid-combo.

It had several similar attack patterns—a couple of three-hit combos, a pair of four-pieces, and a handful of longer, five-hit combinations—but even while I was flopping around on the ground and desperately trying not to die, I could tell that this was one of the longer ones.

The next hammer strike came, and this time I rolled left, still smashing drift. I flailed out from another claw strike and a leg jab that nearly skewered my right knee, then finally managed to drift myself to relative safety.

The crab screeched, lowered itself to the ground, then sprang up with startling agility. It slammed down without closing any of the distance between us, but it didn’t need to.

Of all its many combinations, all its patterns and attacks, this was the single move Frank had bothered to point out himself, and he’d done it twice.

A sandy shockwave rolled out from where Grit had landed, sand picking up and rolling toward me in a brown, curving wave.

Part of it broke against the castle, but the rest kept coming. The crab wasn’t finished, though. It leaped a second time as soon as it landed, smashed down, and sprang back up a third time even quicker than before.

I watched its movements while the first swell rolled toward me, firing ravens away on autopilot.

The real problem with the shockwave combo was that it was largely rhythm-based. Not only did the swells rise as they approached, making it difficult if not impossible to spot the next set, but Grit’s leap frequency was random, too, which meant the only clue to just how fast the waves were approaching was the speed with which he jumped.

I kept running for as long as I dared, still plugging away, then jammed a foot into the sand and turned around. Just like Grit himself, the shockwaves were faster than I was, and there was no way I’d be able to jump them while running in the same direction.

So instead, I ran directly at the first sandy swell and leaped. I sucked my legs up and cleared it with about a foot to spare. But the tricky bit was yet to come. I fell, eyeing the next two waves and trying to gauge the distance between them as well as their speed.

“Three steps, one step.”

I landed and did just that, taking three full-length strides before I gathered myself a second time and launched into the air. I took a deep breath on the way down, planted a single foot, then exploded right back into the air.

As soon as I was off the ground, the sandy swell curving up in front of me, I knew it wasn’t going to be enough. My timing was perfect, but I didn’t have enough height to clear the crest.

I flailed in the air, trying and mostly succeeding in tipping myself into more of a head-first dive. Pulling my stomach in, I thrashed and kicked, and for a second, I thought I’d pulled it off.

I hadn’t. At least, not on the way down, because the wave caught my ankle and yanked me back so hard I thought it was going to roll on and take my leg with it.

It slammed me toward the ground, and the whiplash accelerated me to the point that I could have sworn I sank a full foot into the sand.

Alerts flashed in my peripheral: my Health had dropped into the low single digits, and Heart Vessel would still be on cooldown for a little while.

The crab rushed forward, its massive claw raised and ready to strike.

And for the first time, I finally caught a break.

Grit could have employed any number of attacks, most of which would have snared me while I struggled to regain distance, but it went with one of its ground-and-pound rushes. The attack looked like it was designed to punish out-of-position melee more than anything else, and it started hammering the ground while it was still fifteen feet away.

I rolled backward onto my feet and returned fire, then hung a hard right. The linear attack kept going without adjusting for my current position, and I managed to get back to maximum range and resumed kiting.

By the time I completed my first full lap around the castle, the boss’ Health was still sitting squarely at 99%. I was pretty sure that was just the system being merciful, too. It wasn’t like I’d done a whole 1%—its Health bar just wasn’t completely full, so 99% was the best estimate the system could give.

Frank and House were only about thirty feet off now, and while I couldn’t spare them more than a passing glance, they were obviously up to something. Frank was holding a wicker basket that was identical to the one he’d given Darling, and House had some kind of square, folded cloth clutched to her chest.

Just when I was beginning to think my suspicions were unfounded, they noticed my approach and shared a glance that was painfully obvious. Well, House’s was.

But my Health was still in the low single digits, and Heart Vessel was a ways off. Whatever they were up to, it wasn’t my problem.

“Frank, you forgot to hit me with Parasite Armor! House, I’ve got plenty of aggro, so can I get some heals?”

House shifted her cloth parcel under one arm and flicked some discs my way. She combined them instantly, and I breathed a sigh of relief when I saw the saucer-like bot zipping my way, then a second when the heals finally hit.

“That bot’s gonna fade when you get too far away,” Frank said. “And I didn’t forget anything. That crab can’t use its bubble attack until it’s below 90%.”

I fired another round back at Grit and replied the moment they were out. “It definitely used the bubble attack, man! Almost immediately!”

“Oh. Well, that’s probably a bad sign, especially for you.” Frank raised a hand and his fingers sort of… wiggled.

I didn’t like it from the jump, then something heavy landed on my right shoulder and made things worse.

I looked that way, slowly.

One of the same leggy conchs we’d seen earlier had clamped onto my leathers like it was a parrot along for the ride, and while I was relieved to have it, it smelled a lot like the Host. The legs were similar too, as was the slime that was slowly oozing through my leathers and everything else.

“What are you two even…” I trailed off, knowing I was quickly passing out of earshot. I cursed under my breath and just kept the spells coming while I waited for Grit to inevitably close the gap.

More than anything, Frank’s words had the hairs on the back of my neck standing on end.

At this point, it didn’t really matter if the boss used its projectile attack at 99% or 90%. The more important concern was that somewhere along the line, the crab’s mechanics had changed. And I couldn’t quite bring myself to believe that such a minor tweak had been made all on its lonesome.

And if Kline had reworked the crab’s kit in general, there was a damn good chance it had skills that we weren’t prepared for.

I eyed the stinking parasite while I rounded a muddy spire, wondering if it would actually block the inevitable bubble, or if it would meet the same fate my buckler had.

But the attack didn’t come. The second lap around the castle was much smoother than the first, and I soon found myself coming right back into view of Frank and House with about half my Health bar intact.

The two of them were sitting on a red and white checkered blanket with the wicker basket between them. They even had a parasol for shade, not that it mattered with the layer of ice hanging high overhead.

House reached into the basket with both hands, saw me coming, and froze.

“Are you guys seriously having a picnic?”

Frank jerked a thumb behind him, where a screen was hanging in the air. He seemed to realize that whoever was looking through it couldn’t see me, so he reached back and turned the panel my way.

“Darling’s here too.” He grinned. “It’s basically a date.”

“Oh, you sneaky little shit!”

House’s eyes went wide.

“Not you, House, you’re doing a great job. I was talking to Frank.”

She exhaled deeply, while Frank rubbed his hands together and said something I didn’t catch. I wanted to say more, but I was already running out of earshot with the gigantic crab rumbling and hissing behind me.

I stewed for the entire length of the third lap. And the worst part of it all? I couldn’t even be that mad, because I was honestly impressed that Frank had made a move at all, even if it was typically ridiculous.

I manually dodged another melee combo while on the run, then had to deal with another trio of shockwaves. The latter attack wasn’t so bad with drift available—not only could the skill minimize the damage if I got caught, but its flight pattern was slightly slower than the propagating waves, which made it useful for regaining distance after the attack ran its course without getting bludgeoned to death in the process.

By the fourth lap, I finally got the boss down to 98%, by which time Frank and House had to-go containers spread all across the blanket, little white receptacles that were almost identical to the ones Sleep had given us way back when we’d met him and Goon for the first time.

By the fifth lap, they were pouring drinks—something gold and fizzy, like champagne or hard cider. Frank was holding two glasses that looked ridiculously small in his hands, while House was tipping an oversized bottle and spilling quite a bit in the process.

The crab was a bit behind me at that point, and I stole a look at Darling’s screen before I pelted around the corner.

She and Sleep and Mingo were sailing toward an island, and the giant, snow-covered mountain I’d seen earlier was still looming in the distance. They had the basket Frank had given them open between them, and Mingo was serving drinks and making it look a lot less difficult than House and Frank were, despite being on a boat.

I rounded the corner, following the trail of footprints I’d already laid five times over.

And then, finally, the moment came as Grit opened its massive claw and took aim.

Water coalesced between its pincers, swelling and pulling together into a rotating sphere. I glanced at the parasite that was still riding on my shoulder, stomach turning slightly at the sight, even though I was glad to have it.

I checked the duration and was pleasantly surprised; apparently, Frank had refreshed it during that last lap.

“Let’s see what you can do, little guy.”

It chittered, and I regretted speaking to it.

The bubble launched forward, and the recoil sent Grit stumbling backward and away from the sandcastle, its legs flexing and tripping over one another beneath its bulk.

The parasite crouched low atop my shoulder, then keened and leaped. It arced up into the bubble’s path with surprising speed and hit the very center of the projectile.

The watery missile exploded while it was still some five feet away.

Warm water splashed over me, along with a handful of legs and bits of keratinous shell, but that was it. Frank’s ridiculous Cone of Knowledge play had officially paid off.

I felt a little bad for the parasite, but that didn’t keep me from cringing while I twisted one of its legs out of my hair.

I went back to work, and for the first time since that initial attack had nearly killed me, I thought we had a shot. Granted, the boss’ Health was still at 98%, but at least we had proof of concept.

As I rounded the corner a sixth time, Frank stood up with a bowl in one hand and a wooden fork in the other.

“Keep running if you suck!”

He shoveled something into his mouth. Noodles, probably? I couldn’t tell.

He laughed and spoke with his mouth full. “That’s what I thought!”

“Seriously?”

He swallowed. “How does it feel to be mocked over a shrimp scampi?”

I wanted to respond—I had a lot of things to say to that—but once again, I had to keep running.

Then a video call came in from House.

“Smart, that’s much better.” I took the call. “Hey, House⁠—”

Frank pushed her aside and leaned down so close to the screen that I only saw three-quarters of his face. “How does it feel to be mocked over a shrimp scampi?”

“I heard you the first time, man.”

He drew back slightly. “Oh.”

“And I’m not really being mocked over a scampi, right? That’d only work if I was eating with you. This is just you mocking me with your mouth full, which isn’t really a new thing.”

He squinted and drew back a second time. House had set the window up in a pretty ideal location, giving me a good view of her and Frank, plus a clear shot of Darling and the others digging into their meal through their own window.

My stomach gurgled, and I hoped nobody had heard it.

“How did you even land on that anyway? That’s a really weird choice for a picnic. Just… lukewarm shrimp? Why not go with something more traditional?”

“Like what?” Frank asked.

The crab came roaring into melee range, but I recognized the pattern the moment it started swinging.

I jumped a low sweep, then darted sideways and let the overhead follow-up slam into the seabed to my right. “I dunno, like, anything? A sandwich, slices of watermelon…”

“We have watermelon,” Frank said. “It’s infused with mint, and it’s on ice.”

“Man, that sounds so good right now,” I said under my breath.

Sleep put a hand to his forehead. It looked like he was shading his eyes, but the moon was still eclipsing the sun, and I could tell he was just trying to hide his face.

I pointed at Sleep. “Don’t laugh, I know you’re the one who made all that food. I know where those containers came from, too.”

He smiled, teeth bright as ever. “Yeah, yeah, you got me.”

Mingo elbowed him. His cheeks were puffed out, one of them bulging more than the other.

“Oh, sorry, man. I supplied the containers, but Mingo actually cooked the food up.”

Darling, House, and Frank all stopped eating. Noodles dangled from House’s and Darling’s forks, and more hung down out of Frank’s mouth.

Sleep made a dismissive gesture. “It’s fine. Mingo doesn’t play with food.”

“Does he not have a hot dog in his mouth at this very moment?” House asked.

Darling coughed and laughed simultaneously.

Sleep clapped her on the back until she stopped hacking. “Yeah, House, he’s definitely got a dog in there. At least I think he does. And if not, I have an entirely different set of concerns.”

Mingo gave him a thumbs-up.

“Yeah, thought so. Your food’s safe to eat. When I said he doesn’t play with it, I didn’t mean he doesn’t actually… play with it. I was just saying he wouldn’t put anything weird into someone else’s food unless they asked.”

Mingo nodded, and I kind of wished that House hadn’t identified the one-sided bulge. It seemed like there was a decent chance I would have missed it otherwise.

As I bounded around the corner for the seventh time, something white and pink obscured my vision, then slapped me in the face.

My Health hadn’t dropped, and there were no vibrations to speak of, but I’d been sucking in a deep breath when I rounded the corner, and whatever that was, it had gotten into my mouth. It was lukewarm, which felt kinda gross for some reason, but also rich and creamy and⁠—

“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”

“How does it feel to be mocked over a shrimp scampi?”

I spat and wiped my face with my sleeve. “Damn it, Frank. It feels bad, alright?”

“Nice!”

I dropped my voice. “Couldn’t have mocked me with the watermelon instead, huh?”

“No, that wouldn’t have been nearly as funny. House, wait! Don’t send— ugh.”

I wasn’t sure what he was referring to, because I’d just turned my focus to yet another combo that required me to duck two wide swings and jump a third. And by the time I’d navigated all that, I’d lost sight of them behind the castle.

But a familiar buzz had filled the air, and the answer flew right around the corner behind me, zooming along in front of the ever-pursuing boss.

One of House’s smaller healing bots zipped out in front of me at shoulder height and started healing me up. And better yet, she’d jammed a thick slice of watermelon on top of its lone antenna.

I snatched it up, took a bite, and spoke around it. “Thanks, House! You’re the best!”

“You are very welcome.”

Frank sighed, loudly.

“Is there a problem?” she asked.

“You weren’t supposed to send him food. Taunting him was the point, remember?”

She cocked her head. “Then why did you insist on having Mingo bring him a portion?”

“I did nothing of the sort.”

The boss was still close behind and was between mechanics, so I switched to my blunderbuss and fired one-handed while I jammed my other hand into my pocket.

“There are six of us, and there are six containers,” I said.

“There are six in the same way that a baker’s dozen is thirteen,” Frank said. “I just wanted to make sure everything was up to par before I handed it over to Darling.”

He scratched his teeth.

“Why is Frank putting his fingers in his mouth?” Darling asked.

“’Cause he’s a weird little guy,” I replied.

“I’m not little, and I’m not your guy, buddy!”

Sleep turned away from the camera, wiping a tear from his eye, his shoulders shaking. “I dunno, Frank. I think at this point you really ought to ask yourself who this picnic is really for.”

“Huh?”

“You brought four other people to your date, right?”

Frank glanced around, counting and mouthing the numbers.

“And you’ve spent almost the entire time talking to Ned,” Sleep continued.

Darling choked again, this time on some watermelon, and Sleep slapped her back a second time. “Thanks.”

Frank bristled. “What are you implying?”

“Woah woah woah,” Sleep said. “No need to get all heated. There’s nothing wrong with a date between bros, man.”

Mingo hooked a thumb into his non-inflated cheek and spoke around it. “So true.”

Frank stood up so fast he launched his container of scampi clear out of his lap. “This is not a bro date! This is me, finally making a move! A bold one!”

House reached out, caught the container, and set it beside her.

And at the same time, Frank scratched his teeth.

I winked into the video window. “I’m flattered, Frank. And thanks for thinking of me.”

“I didn’t!” he said, now scratching with both hands.

“Perhaps you ought to consider being more honest with yourself,” House said. “You might be happier that way.”

“Shut up, House.”

“I wish I knew what was happening right now,” Darling said.

I hurdled a dead chunk of coral. “It’s just the usual stuff, really.”

House hefted a massive chunk of watermelon into view on the video feed. “Would you like some more watermelon?”

I discarded my leftover rind and threw it behind me. It hit the pursuing boss full in the face, though it didn’t actually do anything.

“Yeah, please. That’d be great. Think you might need to wait until I come back around, though.”

“I will send it over from the opposite direction.” House tucked the slice under one arm and headed out of the frame.

“Hey,” Mingo said around his thumb. “Can I ask you guys something?”

“Shoot,” Frank replied, a little too quickly. It seemed like he was pretty intent on changing the subject, which was understandable.

“You guys ever wonder if House is actually a robot?”

I froze. Well, I mentally froze, but I kept running so I wouldn’t die. The question had come so far out of left field that I had no idea how to respond. I just kept birding away on autopilot.

“What?” Sleep asked.

Darling laughed. “Yeah, what?”

“Like… I dunno, man. It’d make a lot of sense. She’s really, really good at math. And she moves kinda weird. Like everything’s new to her. Talks weird, too. Everything is oddly precise, but also uninformed at the same time.”

I forced a laugh, and it came out awkwardly. “You’re probably just overreacting to the fact that she doesn’t use contractions.”

“Wait, wait, wait.” Mingo’s eyes went wide. “What if she’s really a house, man? She’d be a house House. Or a House house.” He squinted. “I’m not sure which way that would go.”

Sleep leaned in and waved a hand in front of the smaller man’s face. “How high are you right now?”

Mingo smiled dreamily, one finger still hooked around his cheek. “Yeah.”

“Thought so,” Sleep muttered.

House’s healing bot came whizzing around the corner, and I snatched the piece of watermelon off it and blew right on by. The boss trampled through the construct, and the bot exploded behind me and peppered the sand with shrapnel.

Frank dropped his voice. “She’s almost back in earshot. Careful, she’s got four ears, and she’ll hold a grudge.”

“Oh,” Mingo said, “don’t get me wrong, man. I don’t wanna hurt her feelings, and I wouldn’t care even if she was a robot. You’re a robot too, and sometimes I’m alarmed by how much I like you.”

“Well… thanks.”

Frank shot me a look through the video window.

I shrugged—because what else could I really do?—then got back to work.

Given that it was Mingo… it’d be fine. Probably.


Chapter Fourteen



One hour, fifteen minutes, forty-seven seconds. Hundreds upon hundreds of laps—I’d zoned out and lost count somewhere around lap two fifty.

Three Heart Vessel procs, not counting that first one at the very start of the fight. Fifty-seven bubbles deflected. Thousands of strikes dodged. Hundreds of shockwaves successfully leaped, seven unsuccessfully.

That was how long it took me to get the boss down to 1%. And even then, that final percentage point felt like an eternity.

Thankfully, House’s earlier estimates about how long the fight would take turned out to be pretty conservative owing to a pair of mechanics Frank either hadn’t been aware of or hadn’t bothered to share.

Neither affected the fight from my end; instead, they worked to amplify the damage the crab took. Occasionally, Grit pathed too close to one of the jellyfish it’d been hacking apart while we’d studied its movements from atop the rim of the crater.

Whenever that happened, the jellyfish exploded, inflicting a debuff that increased all damage the boss took by 50% for twenty seconds.

The more potent mechanic, though, was simply that the creature’s sandy armor wore down over time, and eventually the same ravens that had connected for 2,500 apiece at the start of the fight ended up hitting for nearly twice that.

By the time the final pair of birds put Grit down for good, my nerves were so fried from being constantly on edge for the better part of two hours that I just collapsed onto one knee and dropped sideways in the sand.

A Ripple rolled out from me.

Minor Ripple Alert!

{Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to defeat a Raid Boss within {The Occulted Lands}: {Grit, Palace Sentry}!

Awarding Unique Title: {Crabmonger}!

{Crabmonger} (Unique Title)

Effect: You passively gain 5% resistance to Water Magic. This buff can overcap your resistance but will not stack with similar overcapping effects.

Grit slammed into the seabed behind me, and its momentum carried its corpse halfway across the distance between us before it slid to a stop on its broad belly some fifteen feet off.

I flopped onto my back while blue, purple, and even a handful of orange sparks smoldered away beneath its giant claw.

House appeared out of nowhere, leaned over me, and offered me a very stiff thumbs-up. “Excellent work.”

“Thanks, House. Where’s Frank?”

“He fell asleep during your final lap. Apparently, mocking you over shrimp scampi took quite a bit of energy out of him.”

I snorted. “At least he waited until I didn’t need a recast on Parasite Armor.”

I reached up with my left hand and scratched my shoulder-mounted bug beneath its chitinous chin. It chittered and kicked three legs out to one side.

“The two of you appear to have grown considerably closer, but I suppose that is the nature of parasites.”

“Yup. It’s pretty hard not to like something that sacrifices its life for you fifty-plus times. This little guy has definitely won me over.”

She cocked her head, smiling. “I see.”

“I feel like you’re internalizing that more than I’d like. I really don’t need a weird, bug-floof-thing, okay?”

“I would also like to mention that Darling and the others have arrived at the Half-lit Sanctum and are awaiting our arrival.”

She’d obviously dodged the question, but I was too tired to push the matter. “Great. Do you have any idea how they did on their Rare monster hunt?”

“Quite well, I believe, at least in terms of locating and killing the monsters themselves. I have not received any information on the actual drops. Would you like me to inquire further?”

“That’s okay, House. We’ll be seeing them shortly, and I think we’ve got plenty to deal with on our own.”

I started moving in Frank’s direction and found him snoring with his back against the parasol they’d been using for… aesthetics, I guess, so I switched to my rifle, rolled onto my stomach, and wound up a raven.

“You guys all done with the basket?”

“We are indeed.”

I took aim at the small, wicker parcel and fired. The raven screamed in and hit home. The wicker basket exploded, and Frank sat upright. He threw a deflecting barrier out, and while his reaction speed was impressive, it only deflected five out of the countless shards of wood headed his way, and he still ended up catching a faceful of wood pulp.

“Ow. Did I fall asleep?”

I raised my voice. “You sure did. Crab’s dead, dude. Pack up your little umbrella and come help us out. We’re about to go through the loot.”

He stomped over and rubbed his eyes while all the picnic stuff vanished behind him. He pulled up just short of Grit’s body. “Hey, House?”

“Yes?”

“Could you hold the big claw up for a second?”

“Certainly.” She knelt down and wrapped her small arms around it. She heaved, and the huge pincer lifted about an inch off the ground. “Will this do?”

“Yep.” Frank raised an axe—a real axe, not him—took a deep breath, then wound up a blow and struck the limb’s armored joint. His blade bounced right off it. “Ow.” He held a hand out. It was visibly shaking. “Well, that officially sucked.”

“What’re you trying to do here, man? I think we can probably just pull the loot out from underneath.”

“Claw’s a high-end cooking ingredient. Might be able to trade it to Goon, so I was trying to cut it off.”

“Oh. Alright then.” I pulled out my blunderbuss.

Frank slapped it aside. “Don’t turducken the crab! What’s wrong with you?”

“What?”

“You heard me. Do. Not. Turducken.”

I blinked.

“I believe that Frank is asking you not to fill the crab with birds.”

I hung my head. “Man, even House beat me to it. That fight really kicked my ass.” I summoned my blunderbuss, switched my grip, summoned a Gunblade, and spun the resulting glaive into position. “How’s this?”

Frank grimaced. “Looks like a necessary evil. Just make sure you don’t hit the claw itself or the quality will downgrade.”

“Gotcha.” I took a couple of practice swings where I pulled up an inch or two short, then I put my full force behind it. The weapon sliced right through without resistance, and I had to pull back to keep from cutting too deeply into the seabed beneath.

House staggered sideways with the amputated claw clutched to her chest. It looked ridiculous; the top pincer alone was half her size, and I was shocked she could even hold it.

“Thanks, House, that’ll do.” I inspected it and moved it into my inventory at the same time.

{Grit’s Prized Claw} (Cooking Ingredient)

Quality: Legendary

I let out a low whistle. “Nice call, Frank. Sleep and company are gonna go nuts over that thing.”

He picked a piece of wicker basket out of his beard. “Uh huh.”

With the claw out of the way, I got a good look at the rest of the loot for the first time. The pile was covered in Soul Gems, so I got those out of the way first and scooped two new types along with the final item we needed to get the Naval Converter up and running.

{Grand Soul Gem} x6

{Immense Soul Gem} x1

{Monstrous Heart} x1

{Tear of Ascension} x2

{Ghoulish Eye} x2

I double-checked the Converter requirements and pumped a fist. That single kill had given us everything we required to finish the Converter, and I almost had everything I needed for my next class change, too.

In fact, we’d actually overshot on the Tears of Ascension, and I was glad to have a second Tear in my back pocket for whoever hit S-Grade next. We still needed 25 Bloody Ears from other high-level players, though, so I was probably getting a little ahead of myself.

The Soul Gems were cool to see, but I was getting a little worried for my profession. It felt like we’d gapped up to killing high-level creatures a little too quickly, meaning I’d probably need to go back and kill some lower-level stuff at some point to find some gems I could actually use.

I filed that away for later with a half-dozen other problems and took a closer look at the loot beneath.

The gear Grit had dropped was predictably impressive: a trio of epic weapons, one of which I could actually equip.

The first was a two-handed sword that I dumped into my inventory and earmarked for Darling—or maybe Frank, depending on who branched out into swords first—and the second was a pair of Brass Knuckles that were perfect for Rock.

{Crab King’s Executioner} (Two-handed Sword)

Grade: A

Item Level: 190

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 700

Magical Attack: 270

Speed: Slow

Primaries: +250 Strength

Secondaries: +10% Chance to Hit

Effect: Whenever this weapon deals damage to an enemy target, you have a 10% chance to gain a free swing. This attack occurs off the Global Cooldown and will not interfere with your other skills and abilities.

If the damaged enemy is within the Execute Window, this item’s proc chance is increased to 25%.

However, free swings cannot proc themselves.

{Cestus of the Flowing Current} (Knuckle) (Paired Weapon)

Grade: A

Item Level: 195

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 525

Magical Attack: 400

Speed: Fast

Primaries: +150 Dexterity, +110 Constitution

Secondaries: +15% Haste, +10% Chance to Crit, +5% Chance to Hit, +15% Armor, +10% Chance to Dodge, +5% Magical Resistance

Effect: While this item is equipped, your attacks and abilities alternate between Water and Electricity.

If you are struck while channeling Water, 10% of incoming damage is reduced after your mitigations. If you strike while channeling Electricity, 25% of your damage dealt also chains to up to 5 nearby enemies.

If both effects have been procced in the previous 5 seconds, you gain a stack of {Duality}. Each stack of {Duality} increases your highest Primary attribute by 3%. You may have up to 10 stacks at a time, and each stack lasts up to 10 seconds.

Warning: This item occupies both of your weapon slots.

The third item, though? It was everything I could have possibly hoped for and then some: a set of paired pistols that blew my current weapons completely out of the water.

{Twin Craw Cannons} (Magical Revolver) (Paired Weapon)

Grade: A

Item Level: 202

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 705

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +200 Intelligence, +100 Constitution

Secondaries: +25% Critical Strike Chance, +25% Haste

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your Critical Strikes deal 130% increased damage (up from 100%). However, your Critical Strike damage is also capped at 130% and cannot be increased further by any means while this item is equipped.

“Oh dear lord.”

I dropped my current pistols into my inventory and equipped the new ones.

They were the same sandy shade of brown as the crab that had dropped them, and they were covered in small spikes. The pistol on the right was massive, easily twice the size of its companion, and both pincers had been fully preserved. It sorta looked like the guns had two vertical barrels, and I was holding each weapon between them.

“Hell yeah. Man, I really could have used these prior to that last fight.”

House pointed at an empty stretch of seabed. “Can the two of you not see that?”

“See what, House?

“The Machinist Recipe that is currently lying on the ground.”

Frank shouldered me aside. “Oh shit, did that actually drop?”

“That?”

Frank pinched the bridge of his nose and took a deep breath. “Is it an implant recipe?”

“That is indeed what I am referring to.”

“Yeah, we can’t see it. You need the actual profession to loot that, but I never thought it would actually drop.”

“Obviously that’s yours, House,” I said. “But would you mind linking it our way?”

“Certainly.”

She did, and as incredible as my new pistols were, the pattern made me wonder if she’d done the best out of all of us.

{Recipe: Parasitic Implant} (Machinist Recipe) (Dual Recipe)

Creates a {Parasitic Implant} that can be applied to a weapon to grant it an elemental enchantment of your choice. This enchantment can only be applied to weapons of Rare quality or below.

The enchanted weapon gains 100 flat damage of the chosen element at all times. Successfully damaging an enemy target with the enchanted weapon also has a 2% chance of inflicting them with an {Infectious Parasite}.

The Parasite deals 50 flat elemental damage per second for 10 seconds. If this effect runs its full course without being dispelled, the parasite explodes, dealing no damage but infecting all hostile players within 10 yards with an {Infectious Parasite}. Monsters and players may be infected by any number of parasites simultaneously.

Resources Required: {Ooze-covered Gear} x1, {Soul Gem Casing} x10, {Grand Soul Gem} x1

Upkeep Required: {Grand Soul Gem} x1 every 4 hours.

The readout also had a link beneath it that offered a bit more info, so I gave it a quick scan.

Note: Instead of paying individual upkeeps, any number of {Parasitic Implants} can instead be sustained at a {Living Forge} controlled by the crafter.

If a {Living Forge} is used, a single {Grand Soul Gem} will instead power 10 weapons for 4 hours (up from 1).

A {Living Forge} may power any number of implants simultaneously, but more weapons will require a higher upkeep to maintain. Furthermore, overall costs will increase as you approach high levels of manufacturing and sustain.

I scanned the readout again just to make sure I hadn’t misread. “Flat damage, huh? I don’t think we’ve seen that before outside of that Armored Glove that Frank pulled.”

“But you can’t apply that enchantment to Epic items or above.”

“Right.” I dug into my inventory and yanked out the blunderbuss I’d found a couple of hours ago but hadn’t used owing to its lower quality.

{Crystal Cannon} (Two-handed Enchanted Blunderbuss)

Grade: B

Item Level: 93

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 240

Speed: N/A

Primaries: None

Then, for the sake of comparison, I pulled up my current blunderbuss right beside it, which was Epic in quality but one Grade down from the Crystal Cannon.

{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.

“Hey, Frank?”

He rubbed his eyes. “What?”

“How does flat damage compare to Magical Attack? Is it basically the same thing, but flat is just being added on?”

“It gets tacked on, yeah. But if it says flat damage, then you actually get it for both physical and magical.”

“Fascinating. Getting a boost to phys would be irrelevant for me, but someone like Nina who uses both stats would basically get twice the benefit.”

“I am not sure I see the enchantment’s appeal,” House said. “Your current weapon is far more flexible, and if you account for its inherent Primaries, it would still deal more damage regardless of the implant’s presence.”

Frank stroked his beard. “And damage is the only thing that matters.”

“Obviously that’s not true at all, but yeah, you’re right, House,” I said. “But here’s the thing: I get most of my damage from stacking Intelligence, and my weapons are an especially terrible comparison because flat damage gets multiplied by attack speed.”

I rooted through my inventory for some vendor trash and found a poor-quality dagger.

“See this little guy?”

“Barely,” Frank scoffed.

“Shut up, Frank.” I pulled his axe-self out of his loop and held him up between House and me. “And for comparison, we’ve got this.”

“Weighty, girthy, imposing, and⁠—”

“Delusional,” I finished for him. “The stats for the weapons themselves are irrelevant, so let’s assume that over five seconds, these two weapons do the exact same amount of damage.”

“But in actuality, they don’t,” Frank said.

“Right, because the dagger has an actual attack stat. Anyway, we’re assuming they do the same damage over five seconds, so let’s just call that total amount 250. The dagger gets there by hitting five times in that window, striking for 50 damage each time.”

Frank puffed up. “Meanwhile, the axe deals two colossal strikes for 300 apiece.”

“125 a strike,” I corrected.

He crossed his arms and nodded. “A 300% increase in damage dealt.”

House glared at him.

He held up both hands, palms out. “Okay, fine. I’ll stop evangelizing for now.”

“Thank you. So five hits at 50 versus two for 125 apiece. The damage per second is equal, but if you apply 50 flat damage to both weapons and do the exact same experiment, suddenly the dagger is hitting five times for 100 per swing—that’s 500 total damage—while the axe is hitting twice for 175. And that only adds up to 350.”

“This experiment is obviously biased,” Frank said.

“It kind of is—flat damage massively favors faster weapons. But what’s really interesting is that there’s no level restriction on the implant itself.”

I pulled the readout up a third time, increasingly excited. “Unless I’m missing something here, you could apply that enchantment to a level 1 dagger and cruise all the way to level 20 or so. You could easily multiply your damage output 10 times over during the early game with something like that.”

“Assuming you also had high-level Soul Gems,” House said.

“That’s a big if, yeah.” I popped one of the Grand variants into the palm of my hand. It was spherical and heavy, gold in color but covered with silver writing that I couldn’t read. “We’re definitely a ways off from being able to sustain that enchantment over a long period, even for a single weapon.

“The other option would be to hold off on making one for now and get a Living Forge up and running for efficiency’s sake. That’s probably the move, but we’ll keep our options open.” I cracked a smile. “Once we get that done, you might even want to switch to a one-handed axe in the future, Frank.”

“I am using a one-handed axe.”

“No, you’re using a two-handed axe in a single hand.”

“It’s the same thing, only more impressive.”

“No, it isn’t. An actual one-hander would be faster, so you’d get a bigger multiplier for the added flat. That means more damage, and damage is the only thing that matters.”

“Well, that’s not exactly⁠—”

I cocked an eyebrow.

To my surprise, instead of firing back, he broke out in a wide grin. “Damn, I got me pretty good, didn’t I?”

I clapped him on the back. “You sure did, Frank. But you can probably relax. Even if you did swap, I imagine you’d want to shift back to a two-hander eventually, once the raw damage gets high enough. I also doubt we can spare much time hunting down the pattern for the Forge with the event spinning up.”

“Don’t need to. Implant’s a dual recipe. Click the bit about the Forge.”

I did, and a secondary readout popped up.

{Linked Recipe: Living Forge} (Tier VI Building)

Creates a {Living Forge} that can be used to remotely power any number of {Parasitic Implants} in exchange for High-Quality Soul Gems.

Plot Requirement: 2 Adjacent Plots

Resources Required: {Quality Lumber} x200, {Pristine Lumber} x200, {Aged Lumber} x10, {Steel Bar} x20, {Gold Bar} x15, {Titanium Bar x15}, {Solid Stone} x95, {Crude Glass} x30, {Smooth Glass} x20

Build Time: 48 hours

“Hell yeah. How are we on materials there? I don’t see anything exotic.”

“It is likely that I would have to convert some of the materials we already possess to rush its construction,” House said. “That would incur a small loss on our part, but it will not be a problem.”

I pumped a fist. “House, would you mind getting that and the Naval Converter up and running now that we’ve got everything we need?”

“Won’t work if you’re thinking of slapping that thing onto the turt,” Frank said. “You can build the Converter there, but not the Forge. Not yet, anyway.”

“Oh, right. We’d need to convert the recipe first.” I shrugged. “That’s fine, we’ll just grab a couple plots somewhere out in the Occulted Lands. The Forge is cheap enough that I wouldn’t mind building one, then maybe replacing it later, or even converting the recipe after the fact to see if it changes. You got all that, House? If you need help claiming the plots, I’m sure Darling has someone who could do it for you, or she can just grant you some permissions to use theirs.”

“I will handle it personally, but thank you. Shall I also employ some golems to rush the construction?”

I considered the timing. With the golems’ help, we could have an operational Forge by tomorrow morning.

“Yeah, please do. Maybe we’ll split off briefly after the Sanctum meetup. We’ve all still got our turtle teleports up, so that’s easy enough. Frank, how much time do we have left before we’ve gotta meet up with Darling and the rest? Feels like we’re gonna be cutting it close.”

“Nah, we’ve still got about fifteen minutes. Plenty of time. Now that Grit’s dead, we can duck inside the castle and take a teleporter back to the surface. It’ll take us to the right island, then it’ll be a short walk from there.”

“Perfect. I guess let’s head inside, then.”

House’s ears perked up. Well, 2.0’s did, but the two of them were currently fused, and I wasn’t sure where the line was.

I was about to ask what the big cat had picked up on, but a low growl from the west answered the question before I had a chance. The sound was coming from the same direction we’d been moving, and as it rose in volume, the seabed began to tremble.

“Whoops,” Frank said. “I knew I was forgetting something.”

“What?”

“The tide.”


Chapter Fifteen



“Run!” Frank shouted.

The three of us took off, dashing for a small opening in the sandcastle, where a pair of doors had crumbled away after Grit’s death.

But the entrance was at least fifty yards away, House and Frank were already falling behind, and the roar was so loud and so deep that I couldn’t help but feel we were completely screwed.

And to make matters worse, if we drowned and Frank dropped during the flood, who knew where he’d actually end up? Even if he didn’t drown, we’d definitely get separated, and the damage would kill him before long.

The very thought sent a jolt of panic rippling through me, and I turned around, intent on grabbing the two of them and drifting us all above the flood. At the very least, we’d avoid the initial wall and hopefully be able to ride the wave out together.

Then I got a good look at what was coming, and I froze in place. “Seriously, Frank?”

“What?” he asked as he blew by me, his thick legs pounding the seabed. “Why are you stopping? Go go go!”

“You don’t need to run, House. We’re fine.”

“We’re not fine at all!” Frank said.

House ignored him and pulled up short right in front of me.

Frank hadn’t been lying; the flood was indeed coming our way. And it was terrifying to look at, a wall of dark water that was easily on the same scale as the tidal wave we’d used to wipe out the Black Oasis.

Fortunately, however, this wave was on the ceiling.

“Oh,” House said. “I see.”

The dark water rushed and foamed overhead, breaking and crashing and surging high over the sandcastle. The structure’s highest towers reached well over a hundred feet above the rim of the crater, and even those parapets were ten or twenty feet short of the flood.

Frank growled. “Gah, we were too late.”

“Too late?” I punched him in the arm. “I thought we were about to drown, dude! I was already worrying about you getting carried off by the current and leaving House and me running all over the seabed looking for you!”

He cocked his head. “Why?”

“Because I thought we were gonna die!”

“I never said that.”

“It seems quite fair to assume that if one is standing in a glacial seabed and the tide comes rolling in, drowning would be the default assumption.”

“See? Even House gets it.” I grimaced, then patted her head. “I’m sorry, House, that was rude.”

“No offense received. I, too, am pleased to have gotten it.”

“Yeah, that was impressive. You’re getting a lot quicker on the uptake.” I started for the castle again. “But seriously, man: why were we even avoiding that?”

“Why were we avoiding it?” he repeated, incredulous. “Do you not see that?”

“Yeah, I see it. It’s water on the ceiling, and it’s moving fast. Who cares?”

“It’s getting to you, isn’t it?”

“What is?”

“The moon,” he growled.

“What the hell are you talking about? And also, how dare you!”

“One, obviously, the tide is doing the moon’s bidding.”

“That is not how tides work,” House said. “And given the moon’s estimated size, its gravitational pull would be insufficient to effect such a change. Furthermore, even if it did effect said change, the layer of ice overhead would instantly give way, and the water would spill free into the atmosphere.”

“I’m with her,” I said. “This seems tangential at best.”

“Two, it’s lazy in the same way that the moon was green in the first place,” Frank continued. “Just imagine that you’re sitting in a world-building meeting and someone’s like, hey, we gotta make something all fanciful. What are we gonna do? And some asshole raises his hand and just goes: water is up now. Talk about phoning it in. Do better, Dad.”

High overhead, a pack of bright purple dolphins leaped up—down?—out of the water and splashed back into the waves. It seemed like the entire pod was playing together at the leading edge of the wall, brightening it as they went and turning the sea foam behind it electric blue.

“I dunno, I still think it’s kinda cool,” I said.

“Yeah, you would.” He shook his head. “Turgid little bitch.”

“Turgid?”

“You heard me.”

“Out of those three choices, why is turgid the word you’re taking offense to?”

I shrugged. “I’m not sure, House. I don’t know what it means, but I know it’s bad.”

“I see. In the way Frank is using it, I assume he is trying to imply that you are tediously bombastic in the same way that he finds the overhead river to be unnecessarily overblown.”

He pointed at her. “Bingo.”

“That is the least self-aware insult I’ve ever heard. How are you gonna call someone else turgid? Turgid itself is a ridiculously turgid word. And if anyone here is unnecessarily overblown, it’s definitely you, Frank.”

“False.”

“You just used turducken as a verb not even five minutes ago.”

“And I wouldn’t have had to do that if you could go the same amount of time without trying to stuff a bird into something else.”

I felt like I was about to lose the argument, so I threw an arm around House’s shoulder and steered her deeper into the giant sandcastle. “Whatever, let’s just head inside before Frank starts barking again.”

House and I kicked our way through the piles of sand the doors had turned into and stepped inside while Frank thumped along behind us.

A warm drop of water splattered against the back of my neck and trickled between my shoulder blades. When I glanced up, another droplet splashed onto my forehead.

The ceilings were vaulted and easily a hundred feet high. The roof was various shades of brown, and I figured it was probably because some pockets were wetter than others.

Even here in the castle, it sounded like it was raining, and the huge room’s acoustics made it feel surprisingly peaceful, even though Grit had almost murdered me a dozen times over on the way in.

A single long hallway stretched in front of us. The first twenty yards or so were completely dry, but then the drops flooding out of the ceiling became so torrential that I couldn’t tell where the hallway ended.

“Careful,” Frank said. “Teleporter is up ahead, but we’ve got company.”

I’d already heard heavy footsteps approaching, artificial rain and all, so I was unsurprised when a pair of twenty-foot-tall silhouettes appeared from deep within the indoor storm.

They marched closer, increasingly resolving into focus as female soldiers who were carrying massive, watery halberds on each shoulder. That was fearsome enough, but their blue plate armor was so heavy that I was more than a little worried that Frank might blow a gasket.

I inspected them both, but their stats were identical.

{Hydroblade Gatekeeper} (Level 50 Beast) (Elite++)

HP: 25,000,000/25,000,000

MP: 20,000,000

I let out an inadvertent whistle. “That’s some pretty serious trash.” I grabbed Frank by his armored collar and hauled him back a step. “Let’s dip, your aggro range is going to be enormous here. We’ll follow the patrol back in once they’ve turned around and make a run for the teleporter from there.”

We retreated through the doors and back to the very spot where Grit had fallen. I watched the patrol come and go, waited until they were about halfway down the hall, then held up a hand.

“Alright, let’s move.”

We crept back in right as the two Gatekeepers stepped into the rain and blurred into it.

“Is the teleporter instant?” I said.

“Yeah, but there’s a ten-second delay on activation. The pad itself should be about fifty feet into the downpour.”

I shot another glance at the patrol. The two Gatekeepers were increasingly difficult to see, and by the time we edged up to the vertical waterline, I’d lost sight of them completely.

I swapped to my blunderbuss and pointed it into the rain. “I’ll run ahead and activate the teleporter. You guys can just rush in when I give the signal.”

“Understood.”

“Yeah, alright.”

I took a deep breath and pushed fully into the downpour. The saltwater was uncomfortably warm, and I was thoroughly drenched by the time I made it two steps in.

Saltwater stung my eyes, and the falling rain was so loud I couldn’t hear any footsteps up ahead. Still, I moved along at a quick clip with my blunderbuss held high and a Dreadful Grenade at the ready.

Then, unexpectedly, I stepped right into a dry pocket with a curtain of water falling all around me. The floor lit up and turned a dazzling shade of blue.

Personal Alert: The Teleporter for the Sunken Palace is now active

Teleport Locations Unlocked: 1/7

Available Destination: Surface

I figured the other locations were probably deeper within the raid, so I opened up the menu and quickly tabbed through them. I set it to drop us off outside the Sanctum just as Frank had instructed. The entire dry section of the floor burst alight, the blueish glow warming toward a red hue.

Teleporting in 10… 9…

I swung my blunderbuss up in front of me. “Alright, you two, get a move on! Teleporter is active, it’s maybe thirty feet through the heaviest part of the storm.”

Footsteps approached, but the falling rain made it hard to tell where they were coming from. At the same time, two tall shadows appeared nearby, walked to the very edge of the water curtain, then abruptly turned and pathed off.

Teleporting in 5… 4…

Frank and House burst out of the watery curtain, and 2.0 flicked a discontented ear, or House did, or maybe both.

The shadows immediately whipped around and exploded forward, just as I’d feared they might. Frank was still way too low-level, and they were targeting him despite the distance.

“I got aggro!” he called out.

“Yep! Just stay behind me, I got it.”

The two Gatekeepers stormed forward, plate armor clinking. They emerged out of the water at the same time, but I already had a Dreadful Grenade spinning through the air.

The projectile exploded and sent one of the two fleeing back into the rain, but the second resisted the cast and launched its watery spear like a javelin.

I switched to my new pistols, retaliating with a Doublecasted fear with one gun and bringing the other up in front of me in a defensive position.

As the spear zoomed toward us, glittering while the spear tip swelled and grew, I activated Ravenblade Riposte and braced myself.

Our two projectiles passed one another—my Dreadful Shot moving slowly in the other direction while the watery spear ripped toward us—and the moment stretched.

The spear smashed directly into my dark buckler. I pushed back, and while the force was much too great for me to actively block, I succeeded in diverting it to my left, sending it zooming into the falling rain behind us.

It detonated with so much force that for a split second, the rain behind me turned horizontal and lashed my back and neck.

Then my second fear connected, and the Gatekeeper turned and fled.

An unfathomable weight settled on my shoulders for a moment—something that easily eclipsed the pressure I’d felt from Grit.

I figured that one of the fleeing monsters had probably aggro’d something deeper in the raid, and there was a terrible moment where I felt like the teleporter was about to deactivate as a result.

Then the ground pulsed, the air rippled, and suddenly we were elsewhere, standing beneath a divided sky with darkness to our left and the moon’s strange limelight streaming down to our right.


Chapter Sixteen



It wasn’t just the sky that looked surgically divided; the entire island in front of me was the same. The right side was lush, full of swaying palms, bright green foliage, and even brighter birds zipping back and forth. The moonlight shining down made the whole area feel decidedly uncanny, but it was undeniably alive.

The left side was barren—just a stretch of dim, dark sand. It honestly looked like Frank’s dad had started deleting the area but got bored halfway through and decided to leave the rest as it was. It was more or less the same with the ocean, with waves breaking to the right side of the landmass while the water to the left was frozen over completely.

A massive ziggurat rose from the center of the island, and the dividing line extended the entire way up its height. The right side of the stepped structure was white and pristine, while the left was dark and covered in black mold. Even the countless stairs were affected, and the throngs of people flooding up and in were almost exclusively using the cleaner side of the structure.

I scanned the beach to find my fellow players had beached hundreds of boats on the sand, while dozens more were anchored just beyond the breakers. There were even a handful of flat-bottomed vessels scattered atop the ice.

Our turtle had already arrived as well, grazing on some great clumps of seaweed that had washed up onto the moonlit side of the beach.

An alert hit my screen.

Personal Alert: Welcome to the Half-lit Sanctum! The event will begin in 10 minutes.

Warning: Combat is fully disabled within 500 yards of the Half-lit Sanctum.

“Alright then, that makes things easy.”

As I summoned my bike, House separated from 2.0. She mounted up and nodded my way, so we took off.

“Hey!” Frank shouted.

I pumped the brakes. “Right, you’re corporeal. Forgot about that.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “You can hop on with me if you want. Might be a little cramped, but it’s a short trip.”

“I am not sitting there.”

“Then you can ride behind House.”

“I am definitely not sitting there.”

“Then I guess you’re walking. On second thoughts, you might wanna run. Unless you wanna be known as the only person who’s managed to die in a combat-free zone.”

“Fine, fine.” He looked me up and down, then grimaced. “House, can I get a ride?”

She glanced my way.

“Totally your call, House. We’ll get him a mount of his own as soon as we can, but I’m not about to force your hand in the meantime.”

She sized him up. “You may join us, but do not touch 2.0’s tail.”

“Yeah, sure.”

He hopped on behind her. The size disparity was ridiculous; it looked like Frank was taking his kid out for a ride, and it only got weirder when he wrapped his arms around her waist.

2.0 twisted halfway around and growled.

“Relax,” Frank said. “Not only am I spoken for, but I’m completely uninterested. I just feel like it’s going to be less embarrassing to ride in like this than it would be to fall off.”

2.0 hissed.

“Uninterested in what?” House asked.

“Nothing. Thanks for the ride, House.”

“You are welcome. Shall we?”

I tapped the air, having just exchanged a few quick messages with Darling. “Yeah, let’s move. Darling’s inside. Apparently, they’re seated to the south pretty high up.”

“We can just head straight, then,” Frank said. “You can enter from any side you want, but the entrance directly in front of us will get us the closest.”

“Cool, let’s go go go.”

We took off, melding into the crowd and drawing a few stares and comments on the way up.

“Is that the guy?”

“Yeah, that’s him!”

“It’s Frank!”

“It’s almost time, Altimer.”

My skin prickled at the voice. I twisted around on my mount, trying and failing to find that last speaker in the fast-moving crowd.

Hearing my last name out of nowhere was jarring enough, but there was something about the voice that made my skin crawl. It felt like it was familiar somehow, but I couldn’t place where I’d heard it before.

But at the end of the day, it was my own damn fault that my last name was common knowledge after the stunt I’d pulled on launch, and there wasn’t much we could do other than push forward.

As we drew closer to the structure, I spotted a few of the usual suspects making their way inside—members of Corruptia and the Cult and so on—but it was only when I got about halfway up the structure that I realized the true scale of the thing.

I’d assumed it had four sides due to our angle of approach, but there were actually twelve, and every single stairway in view was jam-packed.

Well, the clean sides were. It seemed like the moss and grime that covered the left side were pretty treacherous, and five different people who’d been trying to beat the crowd had tumbled back down the slimy stone by the time we made it in.

The space inside was cavernous, and unless my eyes were playing tricks on me, it seemed like the lower rows were expanding as people filtered in. And high above, through a dodecahedral hole, we had a full view of the moon.

Far below, at the center of the structure, the same woman we’d seen at the beginning of the event stood on a small stage, her dress rippling despite the stale, stagnant air.

A man sat across from her, seated on a tall throne. He was heavily muscled and decked out in bright yellow robes, but he was so still that it was unnatural. His entire being flickered, making me wonder if he was actually there or if we were just looking at a projection or something similar.

“Hey, Ned!” Sleep called out. “Down here!”

I scanned the crowd and found him, Mingo, and Darling all seated at the edge of a row two levels down. The three of us headed over with Frank at the front and House trailing behind me, one small hand clutching at the hem of my shirt.

I was about to sit next to Darling, but Frank shouldered by and thumped down into the seat before I had the chance. “You snooze, you suck.”

I rolled my eyes and dropped into the empty seat to his left. “Yeah, yeah, whatever.” I leaned forward so I could see around his bulky frame. “Hey, guys.”

“Welcome back!” Darling said. “And congrats on the Ripple!”

“Thanks! That was a weird one, but I’m glad to have it done. How’d you guys do with the Rares?”

Darling beamed. “So, so good.”

“Any standout items?”

“A bunch of gear with some crazy stats, but nothing Touchstone or anything like that. This was one of the better finds.”

She linked me an item through a private message, and I dropped it into the group chat so House and Frank could see it too.

{Echo Crystal} (Consumable) (Unique)

Description: Casting a spell or ability directly at this crystal will store the spell inside, where it can then be instantly activated at any time by any player, regardless of spell requirements or cast time.

Quality: Epic

Charges: 1

“We got that off those twin Rare snakes that Frank sent us after,” Darling said. “That reminds me, it dropped something kinda similar, too. Didn’t seem quite as useful, but you never know with this stuff.”

She linked me a second item.

{Replicator} (Consumable) (Unique)

Description: Creates a copy of any item currently in your possession. The copy inherits all of the item’s stats, but it only lasts a maximum of 60 minutes.

Quality: Rare

Charges: 1

Frank practically jumped out of his seat. “Whoa!”

“What?” I asked. “Is that particularly rare or something?”

“Huh? Oh, no, not really. The crystal’s pretty rare, but the Replicator’s fairly common. But more importantly, we could use it on me.”

“Oh yeah, definitely. That’s exactly what we need—more Frank.”

“Shame it only lasts sixty minutes,” Sleep said. “Pretty cool, though.” He elbowed Darling, but barely.

She smiled. “And best of all…”

Sleep drummed his hands on his knees. Mingo looked over dazedly, then followed suit with the drumming, but slightly off rhythm.

Darling cradled her arms, and a scaly creature blinked into them.

House gasped. “A swamp puppy!”

House had the right of it; apparently, they’d looted a three-foot-long crocodile somewhere along the way. It was pale white, and it had a long scar where one of its eyes should have been.

“All yours, House.”

Darling stood up and passed the creature over Frank’s head. It snapped at him twice, then House grabbed it beneath its stubby arms like a cat and hugged it to her chest.

The crocodile calmed down instantly. It rested its chin on her shoulder, and I could have sworn I heard it purr.

“I love him. Thank you very much!”

Frank leaned away. The scaly creature was giving him some pretty nasty side-eye, and I couldn’t blame him for wanting some distance. Small as it was, those teeth were the real deal.

“Doesn’t seem to like me very much.”

“Wise beyond its years.” I started reaching over to give the little guy some scritches, but a pair of alerts hit my screen before I had the chance.

Private Alert: Welcome to the Empress’ Address!

At the same time, screens appeared all across the amphitheater. Thousands of them, like windows floating in the air. They were mostly transparent—probably to keep them from blocking our view of the stage below—and countless faces looked out of them.

Private Alert: You may now browse several powerful buffs that will be offered to those who choose to walk the {Moonlit Path}.

Browsing these buffs will not impact you in any way. Regardless of the path you eventually choose, we highly encourage each of you to fully explore your options.

“Huh. I guess we⁠—”

Another alert followed, but this one was scrawled in red.

Warning: {Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is ranked within the top 10% of all Guilds across EBO. As a result, you are ineligible to walk the {Moonlit Path} and will instead join the {Sunwalkers} by default.

If you wish to take this path and reap its rewards, you may quit your Guild within the next 10 minutes.

However, players who quit a Guild designated as ineligible for the {Moonlit Path} within the grace period will be unable to rejoin their previous Guild for the duration of this event.

I dismissed the alert out of hand. I obviously wasn’t doing that, buffs be damned. “What the hell is that about?”

Darling tried to respond, but the entire amphitheater had burst into conversation, completely drowning her out.

I figured they were probably looking at the buffs the earlier prompt had mentioned, and judging from their collective reaction, I thought I was prepared for the worst when I clicked over and pulled the options up.

But I wasn’t prepared. Not even close.

{The Moonlit Ascent} (Passive Ability)

Description: You gain 200% increased Experience from all sources. This effect persists through level 30, then the buff begins to wane with each subsequent level, vanishing entirely at level 45.

“Oh my God,” Darling said, voice cutting through the still-rising din. “Are you guys seeing these? We might actually lose some members to this. Temporarily, probably, but oh man.”

Sleep whistled, the sound low and ominous.

As I scanned the next two perks, my worries deepened. Neither seemed quite as scary as the first, but each of them had massive ramifications for raiding in particular.

{Lunar Lord} (Active Ability)

Description: While within {The Occulted Lands}, you may activate this ability to channel the power of the {Lunar Emperor} and transform into a {Lunar Lord}.

The form your transformation takes will be determined by your class and general role, and its power will vary based upon your level and the overall status of the {Moonlit Path}.

This ability’s cooldown cannot be reset or shortened by other skills or items.

Cast time: Instant

Duration: 1 minute

Cost: None

Cooldown: 72 hours

{Occulted One} (Passive Ability)

Description: While within {The Occulted Lands}, you naturally regenerate 2% of your total Health and Mana every 1 second. While in combat, this effect is reduced to 1% of your total Health and Mana every 2 seconds.

I wasn’t quite sure what to make of the transformation power, though the length of its cooldown all but guaranteed it would be insanely powerful.

The regeneration ability, though… that was pretty astonishing, at least in terms of high-end raiding. That ability alone would all but guarantee your healers never ran out of Mana, and the Health regeneration component would ease their burden across the raid at the same time.

But beyond all of that, there was a single perk that I found simultaneously compelling and absolutely terrifying.

{Lunar Emperor’s Favor} (Passive Ability)

Description: You may equip a single piece of gear regardless of your current level, up to and including B-Grade equipment.

I read the readout twice, then a third time for good measure.

As far as I understood the game so far, the bulk of most players’ offensive scaling came from their weapon. Not only was B-Grade damn powerful, but letting people equip it from the jump would offer everyone the same sort of outrageous scaling that Frank was currently taking advantage of with his Secondaries. Maybe not quite to the same degree, but the implication was clear, and I didn’t like the way the wind was blowing.

I looked out over the sea of players, over the countless thousands that were seated above and below me. “Hey, Frank? Any idea if we can buy some B-Grade stuff in the new zone?”

“Uh huh. Royal Capitol’s probably the move there. Bunch of vendors out that way, but I dunno how this event is going to affect it.”

“Then can we get the pirates to prep the turtle? I’d like to head there after this wraps up. Maybe bring the turt to whatever side of the island is closest so we can dip out immediately once we’re done here.”

“Can’t direct them remotely. We’d need somebody there.”

“Would you like me to teleport in?” House asked. “I could also begin construction on our new buildings.”

“If you don’t mind, that would be great,” I said. “You do only get a single teleport per day, though.”

“That is fine by me.” She extended her arms and held the gator out in front of her. “I would also like to get this little one settled in to…” She trailed off. “Settled in in general.”

“Thanks, House. But before you go and commit to all that, what kind of grades are we talking gear-wise?”

“You can buy up to B-Grade in the Capitol with gold from vendors. There’s some A-Grade available too, but that’ll be a rep grind. A pretty long one, too. Don’t really think it’s relevant to us or anybody else, at least not for a week or so.”

“Unlimited supply on the vendors? And what about the rarities?”

“Most of it is limited, but the rep stuff is infinite. Vendors will refresh every 24 hours, so…” He broke off. “You good?”

I cocked my head.

“You look like you gotta poop.”

“That’s his planning face,” Darling said.

Sleep chuckled, a low, deep sound. “Planning face?”

“Darling is intimating that Ned is forming a plan.”

Frank growled. “I don’t know what House just said, but I’m annoyed by the way it sounded.”

I went back through the buffs again. “How do you drop a word like turgid without knowing what it means to intimate something? Your vocab is wildly inconsistent.”

“A plan is an attempt to create foresight, and the gerund form of the word indicates that the process is currently underway.”

“Not that word, House!” Frank said. “I meant intimating.”

“Suggesting,” I put in. “Darling was suggesting I was making a plan, and she was right.”

“Don’t put words in her mouth!” He paused. “No, you know what? Don’t put anything in her mouth!”

“I don’t think you need to make that specific to me—seems like good advice in general.” Darling tapped the air. “This is pretty scary, though. Especially the Experience buff. Makes me feel like they’re trying to lure the top guilds into breaking apart, even if temporarily. But I guess we aren’t the only ones.”

“You think anyone would actually bail?” I asked.

She pursed her lips. “I don’t wanna say that we won’t lose anyone important, ’cause that would be rude, but I don’t think we’ll lose anyone important.”

I snorted.

“Lose what?” Sleep asked. “I see the buffs, but I’m not following.”

“Did you not get a message saying you were ineligible for the Moonlit Path?”

Sleep shook his head. “Nada here. All I’ve gotten so far are the intro alerts and the warning about combat being disabled.”

“Huh.” I forwarded him the message Omen had received. “Wonder how they’re deciding who’s in the top 10%, then. Doesn’t make sense that Goon would be out.”

“Could be based on raiding results,” Darling added. “You guys don’t do a ton of that.”

“Or just overall level,” Sleep added. “Or even Renown. We’ve earned a bunch, but dying is kind of our thing.”

A sound like a thunderclap ripped through the amphitheater, and all conversation ceased. The Empress walked to the edge of the stage and spoke, her voice carrying clearly over the stale air.

“Before we begin, I’d like to shine a light on those who don’t belong.” She waved a hand and summoned several translucent green orbs that floated and scattered about the chamber.

The first of the orbs bobbed over to a player seated at the far end of the amphitheater, all the way up in one of the top rows. The orb pulsed and bathed him in a cone of green light. At the same time, other players with the same guild tag gained greenish outlines that made them visible even from afar.

“First,” the Empress said, “the Cult of Information.”

The crowd stirred, murmurs rising.

She went on like that for a minute or two, picking out guilds by name and highlighting the members in attendance: Corruptia, Redacted, and so on, plus a number of other guilds whose names I recognized from the ladder, as well as some I’d never heard of.

With each name the Empress dropped, the mood within the amphitheater turned increasingly negative, the quiet murmurs devolving into wordless jeers and boos.

Eventually, a green orb floated over us and dropped a cone of limelight right on top of Darling. My own outline burst alight, and Frank and House did the same, though Sleep and Mingo remained unaffected.

“And finally,” the Empress said, “We have Omen Habet Nomen Latine.”

Frank stood up and took a bow, and the booing got even louder. He bowed a second time, grinning like the psychopath he was.

“You see them, yes?” the Empress asked. “The people shining in front of you. The ones standing in the limelight, looking down on the rest of us for daring to breathe the same air. What wonders have they kept from us? What truths, what treasures? We can only guess.”

The Empress drifted effortlessly into the air. She gazed across the room, and I felt like she was staring right at me. She smiled.

“But change is coming. For now, let’s see how you lot feel about being left in the dark.”

She raised a hand high into the air, fingers trailing ribbons of green magic. The moon shuddered overhead, and its singular eye opened wide.

A wave of immense pressure settled across the amphitheater, and the audience began to vanish. Hundreds of them popped away instantly, only for thousands more to follow a moment later.

Most of the people were leaning forward like they were examining windows I couldn’t see, and I figured that those who disappeared were opting into the Moonlit Path.

We didn’t have that option, though—nor did we even know what the alternative entailed—so I swallowed my rising anxiety and inspected the fiery figure seated below.

{Helios, The Sunken King} (Level 60 Humanoid) (World Boss)

HP: 300,000,000/300,000,000

MP: 200,000,000/200,000,000

The moment stretched, the crowd thinned, and I expected Helios to rise and address the relative few that remained with every passing second. But he just sat there, stiff as a statue.

“Oh, he’s debuffed,” Darling said. “Got a bunch of them, actually. Pretty bad ones.”

{Forcibly Set} (Debuff)

Description: Suppressed by the {Lunar Emperor’s} Eclipse, {Helios} is unable to act or even defend himself. This debuff cannot be dispelled, and it will persist until the debuff runs its course or until {Helios} is slain.

Duration: Permanent

Note: This debuff may be removed by securing a victory for the {Sunwalkers} during {The Ascent of Mount Lyona}.

The King had five debuffs in all, and while the other four weren’t quite as devastating as the first, they were still pretty nasty.

The second debuff reduced both the damage he dealt and the healing he received by 75%, the third completely prevented him from using spells, and the fourth caused him to take 75% increased damage from all sources.

But the fifth and final curse was a bit of a mystery: it supposedly prevented him from Rising, but there wasn’t any info on what that actually meant, nor did Frank have anything to share.

By now, the once-packed amphitheater was almost completely empty. I looked to my left, hoping that Sleep hadn’t opted for the obvious choice but assuming he had.

As it turned out, he hadn’t. I did a double-take to make sure.

“What?! What are you still doing here?”

He rubbed the back of his head, grinning. “Were you missing the thought of me?”

“I guess I was, yeah.”

“Here.” Sleep sent a prompt my way. “This’ll probably clear it up. Just came in a little bit ago.”

Warning: {Goon} is ranked within the top 25% of all Guilds across EBO. As a result, you are eligible to walk both the {Moonlit Path} and the {Sunlit Path}.

Players who decide to walk the {Moonlit Path} will be immediately transported deeper into {The Occulted Lands} to begin the first {Ascent of Mount Lyona}.

However, they will also be forcibly conscripted into the {Lunar Army}, a worldwide alliance that will supersede your Guild Tag and various chats for the duration of this event.

Those who select the {Sunlit Path} will remain within the Half-lit Sanctum until the Empress has rallied her forces and readied them for the war to come.

“Damn. So all those people who vanished took the Empress up on her offer. I’m not surprised with all of those buffs on the table, and we never even got to see what the Sunlit Path offers. Triple Experience alone is probably more than enough to get most people on the opposite side. I’m kinda surprised you guys didn’t go for it.”

“A good number of our members did,” Sleep said. “But it’s all good. I probably would have done it myself, but I feel like Frank would never have forgiven me.”

“That is extremely true,” Frank agreed.

Sleep threw an arm around Mingo, whose cheeks were still bulging. “This guy was part of the sun squad from the get-go, to be fair.”

Mingo pulled the hot dog out of his mouth with two fingers. “It’s always darkest before the dawn, man.” He reinserted the dog.

“Is that… is that figurative?” Darling asked.

Mingo gave her a weird look, then shook his head.

Helios flickered brighter than before, like a flame guttering right before it went out. He strobed for a few long seconds, then vanished completely along with his throne.

The green orb that had highlighted Darling died and faded, and the same scene played out across the amphitheater until those of us who remained were well and truly in the dark.

A timer appeared in the center of the auditorium, scrawled in red and floating high above the stage.

Warning: The {First Ascent of Mount Lyona} begins in:

3…

2…

1…


Chapter Seventeen



I exhaled, and my breath frosted the air. I’d been teleported out of the Sanctum and placed atop a towering white wall with Frank growling to my left.

The defensive structure was ridiculous in scope; it seemed to run the entire length of the island, looping all the way around the sacred mountain and sealing it off completely.

Its entire length was crenelated, and there were plenty of murder holes to shoot through when the enemy inevitably reached the base of the structure. The wall also had various defensive towers positioned atop it, simple, fully roofed structures that were placed about 200 yards apart.

Farther off, the wall also bisected an impressive-looking city, though the settlement was too distant for me to make heads or tails of.

Mount Lyona towered behind us, its wide base maybe 300 yards off from the wall. The moon was hanging high above it, full and bright and objectively awful, and though a great deal of the peak was still hidden beneath the clouds, the entire snow-covered mountain was tainted by an ugly green hue.

A prompt hit my screen.

Personal Alert: Welcome to the {First Ascent of Mount Lyona}!

As a member of the {Sunwalkers}, your mission is simple: Defend the base of the holy mountain against the {Lunar Army’s} advance.

The battle will last for 15 minutes, but it will immediately end if more than 33% of the enemy forces manage to breach the wall.

If a third of the {Lunar Army} overruns the interior wall before the time limit, they will claim victory and gain exclusive access to {Mount Lyona} and its boundless riches until the next Ascent.

If the {Sunwalkers} prove victorious by holding out for 15 minutes, not only will they gain access to the holy mountain, but they will also be able to choose between purging a debuff from {Helios, The Sunken King} or permanently removing a single buff offered by the {Moonlit Path}.

The winning party will also gain the ability to establish a {Base Camp} at the foot of the mountain. This structure will provide teleportation privileges to and from {Mount Lyona} and access to exclusive armor and weapon vendors, among other powerful benefits. However, a {Base Camp} can only be used by the side that founded it while they have control of the mountain.

The battle will begin shortly. As a reminder, the {Ascents of Mount Lyona} are a best of 5, and the winner of each Ascent will be awarded a {Victory Point}, pushing the conflict one step closer to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}. Combat will be faction-locked, with friendly fire disabled for the duration of the event.

Warning: Players who are killed during this encounter may drop items on death. However, {Sunwalkers} are 75% less likely to drop an item on death, and they can only drop a single piece of loot.

I looked that over and extended a finger to scroll up but met resistance.

I wasn’t sure exactly when it had happened, but iron bands had been attached to both of my wrists. They weren’t heavy—I couldn’t even feel the bands themselves—but long, dark chains extended from either side.

To my left, I was bound to Frank. And to my right, Darling. Fittingly enough, the three of us were arranged in a loose triangle, and though the majority of the chains were lying on the ground, we only had enough slack to stand maybe ten feet apart.

Darling rubbed her eyes, causing the chains to clink. “Weird.”

I leaned up against one of the wall’s many merlons. About thirty feet below, a sandy beach wrapped around the edges of the wall, dark and barren. “What’s up?”

“Was I… here when you arrived? I could have sworn I was alone. Had a slightly different view of the mountain, too.” She peered off into the distance. “Yeah, I was definitely closer to the city.” She raised a manacled hand. “Maybe these popped on at the same time. Not a fan.”

“Could be worse,” Frank replied. “At least you’re attached to me, am I right?”

I was about to respond when a bolt of green lightning lanced out of the sky and crashed down between us. I rubbed my eyes to clear them, which didn’t help at all.

And when my vision came back, Darling was gone, and an ugly little goblin was standing in her place, chains and all.

Ersatz.

“You really shouldn’t have said that out loud, Frank.”

“Yeaaaah. My bad.”

More bolts followed up and down the wall as people ported in and out, exchanging places all the way down its length.

Frank pointed a sausage-sized finger to my left. “Looks like Darling ended up with Arty, so it could be wor⁠—”

“Don’t do it. Don’t do it again.”

“Oh, right. They ended up in the center of the city, pretty hard to make out from here.”

Ersatz spat over the wall. “What sort of bullshit luck is this?”

“It’s definitely not luck, dude. I’d bet every coin I have that this is deliberate,” I said.

I leaned in and whispered a few quick words to Frank. He inclined his head, but barely.

“Well then,” a feminine voice said. I craned my neck up to find the Empress floating just beneath the cloud cover. “Let’s begin, shall we?”

Emerald light strobed over the beach. I figured it would pass as it had before, but it dimmed and lingered. Aside from the greenish hue, it looked like a ring of daylight had settled over the beach.

The first player appeared, looking ridiculous in front of the towering wall. Then came a second, a third. Then the flood was on, with ten or so zoning in at a time, then they came by the hundreds, then by their thousands.

Within thirty seconds, the sand was so packed with enemy players that their hostile name tags blended together and turned the entire beach into a vast, bloody loop.

I looked up and down the wall, trying to get a rough idea of how many defenders we had in place. The numbers were hard to judge, especially with about half the wall being hidden behind the mountain, but it felt like a safe bet that we were down 10:1 at least.

And the enemy players just kept coming, zoning into the shallows behind the beach and even the breakers themselves.

The Empress waved a hand. “I suppose this will do for now. Are you ready, friends?”

A thunderous reply sounded from the beach, a bundle of voices that caused defenders all over the wall to take a step back at the same time.

“Very well. Go on, then. Tear the wall down and claim your due, your birthright. Mount Lyona will be ours, and once we fully possess it, our lord will be free to descend.”

She kept speaking, and while I strained to hear more—especially about the lord descending—the shouts and threats coming from the wall of hostiles drowned her out completely.

I pulled my rifle out and moved a bit to my left, aiming for a slot between two merlons where I’d be mostly protected. I swung the weapon up and tried to brace it against the wall but came up short—I’d been pulled backward at the last second.

“The tower would be a better place to start,” Ersatz said. “Come on!”

He wasn’t entirely wrong. The tower he’d indicated rose another ten feet above our current position, and it would definitely offer a better view of the beach while also letting me maximize the use of my rifle’s extended range. The roof would probably help protect us from falling projectiles, too.

But there were also numerous Corruptia members positioned atop it, and more importantly, we’d have to run almost a hundred yards to get there. Hostile players were already streaming across the beach, and I didn’t want to waste that much time.

I strained a little harder and managed to get my rifle into position. “No way we’re making that.”

He looked me up and down, and I could almost see the calculation in his beady little eyes. “Fine.”

That was way, way too easy, but there was nothing for it. “Frank, can you watch my back? I’m just gonna light people up from afar while we can.”

“Uh huh.”

The players drew into range, and for a brief moment, I was the only one firing thanks to my rifle.

I got a single shot off, then popped Augment Firearm to get my blast shield up and running. With the rifle braced between two merlons, that gave me almost complete coverage.

Ersatz dropped to one knee, put a shoulder to the wall, and started lobbing discs over and down. They landed in the sand beneath us and burrowed down on the spot, wriggling in like sand crabs before vanishing from sight.

The fastest of the enemy players drew into range, and our side lit them up. Their front lines were shredded, players rushing into the line of fire only to melt beneath the onslaught.

“They’re just as fragile as you’d think, barely any Magical Defense at all. They might have the numbers, but we’ve got the levels and gear and then some,” I said.

I let go of another triple-barreled raven and punched a deep line into the enemy advance, players dropping one after another within a 60-yard column.

Huge numbers filtered up in response, and while the gap I’d created quickly closed, the sight of so many damage readouts and kill confirmations made my heart flutter with hope.

“Damn, we might not be totally screwed here!”

Counterfire crashed in, spells exploding against my blast shield and crackling overhead. A friendly archer to my left caught an arrow to the shoulder, but he ripped it free and resumed firing without losing much time.

All along the wall, the story was basically the same; we were taking fire, but the damage was unimpressive, and the enemy beach was already littered with corpses.

And speaking of corpses…

My augment ran out, so I switched to my pistols, popped out from behind the wall, and targeted two distant, dead players. I split my decidedly crab-like pistols between them and cast Razorbriar Field twice via Doublecast.

Two massive fields of metal undergrowth sprang up out of the sands, shredding and slowing the advance at the same time.

Frank dropped a skull icon on top of an enemy caster about thirty yards away. “Healer at three o’clock! He’s built for mass healing via shields, needs to go!”

I swung my pistols that way. The player was standing atop a small dune, channeling some kind of mass shield that extended for twenty yards all around him.

Some of our fire was bouncing off it, so I targeted the player directly and fired. I expected my shots to ricochet as well, but the shield broke like a dome of glass on contact, and the birds continued on.

They punched right through his chest, and with the shield gone, the concentrated fire it had been holding off vaporized the entire area.

A flurry of arrows flew my way in response, but Frank dropped a barrier right in front of me and deflected the projectiles away.

“Nice, thanks!”

“Uh huh!”

Some of the faster enemy players pushed on, mostly by activating sprints and other movement enhancers, and the fastest among that group soon drew within twenty yards of the base of the wall.

That same player stepped directly on one of Ersatz’s buried mines. The creature wriggled up and started spinning, launching small explosives all around it.

They detonated, and the wave of explosions set off a chain reaction, triggering every single mine he’d placed and annihilating the front of the wave.

Just when I was starting to really believe, the counter at the top-center of my screen ticked up for the first time. Apparently, 1% of the Lunar Army had already gotten through our defenses, though I had no idea how they’d managed it.

They were still way off from winning—they needed 33% or more—but the change was disconcerting.

I fired into the foremost part of the advance and scanned the wall. There were no gaps that I could see, but a huge section of the wall was hidden by Mount Lyona, so maybe they were having a harder time over there.

More green lightning followed, and another wave of players appeared behind the rush. Then came another and another, spawning front to back until the beach was stacked shoulder to shoulder and the most distant enemy players stood waist-deep in the ocean.

Then, for the first time and completely out of nowhere, a hand clamped over the edge of the wall.

“Get some!” Frank shouted, right as he brought the axe that wasn’t him down on the player’s armored wrist. Someone shrieked below, and while the hand stayed in place, I heard the rest of the poor soul’s body impact the ground.

Ladders slammed onto the wall, appearing just as suddenly as that first player had, then people were streaming up and in with supernatural speed. It happened so fast that I wasn’t sure what to make of it, but there had to be stealth or teleportation or something similar at play.

Regardless, Frank rushed in and started hacking away, gleeful, so I sank a little lower against the crenels and focused on trying to protect him while sticking close enough that our chains wouldn’t prevent him from moving freely.

I didn’t want to admit it, but it was pretty damn satisfying to watch him cleave through one player after another while swinging a massive, two-handed axe like it was a simple hammer.

His melee attacks still had an element of wrongness to them; they were too fast, and they hit too hard. It almost seemed like people were faking it, just flying away the moment he made contact, and I might have thought that was somehow possible if they hadn’t also been flying away in pieces.

The counter ticked up to 2%, and slowly but steadily crept up from there.

Purple light flared down below, and then a massive beam of pure energy struck the wall maybe twenty paces down, burning a circular hole right through the base of the defensive structure.

The tunnel was positively molten, smoldering and glowing orange, but enemy players flooded into it all the same. And to make matters worse, the opening also protected them from fire from above.

More beams followed, each of them melting huge holes into our defensive fortification while leaving the top of the wall intact.

“It’s the transformation skill from the Moonlit Path!” Frank dropped another skull icon onto the beach. “Two o’clock!”

I killed an enemy player who’d been running at him from behind, then swung that way and spotted an archer kneeling atop a small dune. I couldn’t place the race at all, but he was clearly oversized, easily ten feet tall with impossibly broad shoulders. Green energy ran up and down his frame, pathing down his extremities and back like veins.

His longbow was far more impressive than anything I’d seen among the Lunar Army so far, which made me wonder if it had transformed alongside its wielder. The weapon was nearly as long as he was tall, and the huge arrows he was using looked like they were designed to be shot out of a ground-mounted ballista.

He nocked an arrow, and the entire projectile flashed purple. I aimed and fired, but his arrow was already on the way. It struck the wall about ten feet to my left, then exploded in a beam of violet light that opened another massive, smoldering gap.

The counter accelerated, ticking up from 5% to 6%.

He tried to ready another shot, but my birds crashed home and one-tapped him. The green veins vanished, his huge bow disintegrated, and his corpse shrank while he tumbled backward down the dune.

While I was starting to feel like the writing was on the wall, I wasn’t ready to give up. I raised my voice. “Transformed players have a lot of offense, but they’re still squishy! If they’re all just going to make a break for the wall, we should just focus on AoEs and try to stem the tide before⁠—”

I cut off on seeing an extremely predictable sight: Ersatz slammed a shoulder into Frank from behind and sent him sailing toward the beach. The chains that bound us together went taut, and Frank swung into the wall and hit it hard enough that I flinched on his behalf.

Ersatz jumped up atop the same crenel I’d been firing off of. He summoned his metal exoskeleton, probably for defense, then cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted over the roar of the fight.

“Here, he’s right here! The dick with the axe!”

“Wow, goblin guy betrayed us,” I said. “Shocker.”

“So shocking,” Frank said.

I eyed his Health. He’d deployed one of his barriers to help, and the players below were so preoccupied with flooding through the wall that he wasn’t taking much damage.

Then two mutated archers nocked arrows in Frank’s direction.

I pointed. “You got incoming.”

Frank nodded. “Yeah, I see them.”

“I’ll be ready with a drift if you need it. I’ve still got all my defensives, too.”

That wasn’t a coincidence. We’d figured Ersatz would try to pull something from the jump despite being unable to directly target us. If anything, it was more surprising that he’d waited until the tide of the battle had turned rather than try to get us killed immediately.

“Think I can do you one better.”

The archers fired.

Frank kicked and twisted, and the two arrows missed him, thumping into the wall nearby with one to his left and the other to his right. Then he activated Carousel, and he and Ersatz changed places, with Frank appearing atop the crenel and Ersatz dangling down below.

The goblin yelped, suddenly suspended some twenty feet above the ground with two huge arrowheads flashing to either side.

He was shockingly heavy, probably owing to his exoskeleton, and his weight probably would have pulled me over if Frank hadn’t jumped off the crenel and taken up some of the slack.

“How did— No! Don’t shoot, it’s⁠—”

He thrashed about, but his stubby little feet couldn’t find any purchase as the arrows strobed purple and the beams came online. They were overlapping slightly, and Ersatz had ended up right in the middle.

The wall melted away around him, his silhouette kicking and thrashing within the torrent of energy. As his nameplate grayed out and he went still, the lasers continued on.

I laughed. “Nice, Frank.”

“Wish I could have throttled him myself, but I’ll take it.”

I nodded and checked the counter. It had crept all the way up to 20% during that brief engagement, and the story was largely the same all across the battlefield.

The fortification was now more hole than wall, and while many of them had been created by that same transformation skill, several sections had been knocked down completely.

Skirmishes were occurring all along the top of the wall, but the vast majority of the enemy players were ignoring us completely, running straight through whatever fire we could manage and beelining for the nearest gap.

I watched them stream in while the counter ticked up, and the truth of the matter finally became undeniable. We didn’t have a chance in hell, nor did it seem like we were ever meant to. If anything, it seemed like we were just being teed up for target practice so the Lunar Army could get a better handle on their new abilities.

Frank tried to push himself off the wall, but the chains had pinned him in place. “Man, Ersatz is still attached. Help me pull this guy up and over.”

I dismissed my weapon and grabbed the section of chain that had bound me to the goblin with both hands. We heaved while the battle raged around us, fighting our way back one step at a time until a heavy corpse thumped over the wall.

Ersatz had melted away almost entirely—the only thing left of him was a short stack of bleached bones held together by metal slag. But we were bound to him regardless, and while his manacles were still glowing with heat, they definitely weren’t going anywhere.

I eyed the watchtower Ersatz had suggested earlier. It was still crawling with Corruptia members, but they were focused on firing away at the flood below, and the roofed structure would offer a hell of a lot more cover.

“Let’s head for the tower!” I said. “This is a loss, so let’s just try to make it through and take down as many people as we can along the way!”

“Got it!”

We took off running side-by-side, arrows pinging off the stone, spells detonating all around us. Ersatz’s heavy corpse bounced across the wall behind us, sparking whenever the melted metal contacted the stone.

We reached the tower, and I ducked inside while Frank posted up at one of its two entrances. The interior didn’t have any hostile players, and I had a clear line of sight right through the structure and out the other side.

There wasn’t much else to do, so I just stood my ground and started firing, picking people off the top of the wall whenever they got close and occasionally firing into the masses below.

Frank held his own but took up a pretty defensive posture, standing about halfway in the doorway so that he was at least a little protected at all times.

I dropped a pair of players right in front of him, and he stepped out to meet a dagger-user who had only a sliver of Health remaining. Frank feinted a high swing but punched the player in the gut, then brought his axe down and finished him off.

Some sort of metal projectile arced over the wall, a long cord trailing behind it. It spun around Frank’s ankle and wrapped it up tight.

Frank looked down, not seeming to understand what it was, then met my eyes.

The line went taut, and the projectile yanked him off his feet—and right off the top of the wall.

I dashed out of the tower and in his direction, half-panicking, half-dragged along by Frank’s substantial weight and the chains that bound us together. The only positive was that he’d been pulled on the interior side of the wall, which was better than the alternative.

He hit the ground some thirty feet below, and the fall damage instantly took his Health down to 30%. But while there were fewer enemies on this side of the wall, he’d fallen right between two of the glowing holes and directly in the path of dozens of enemy players.

He’d landed hard on his back, and he tried to push himself up but got blasted apart by a hail of metal and damaging spells.

His Health zeroed out, and he dropped an all-too-familiar axe onto the ground.

My blood turned cold, and my face burned. At the same time, the cuffs blew off my wrists, probably owing to both Frank and Ersatz now being dead.

I vaulted off the wall and dropped a Dreadful Grenade on Frank’s last location.

The projectile exploded, fearing six players at once and leaving nothing but barren ground beneath me. I switched to my pistols in midair, scanning for Frank at the same time but coming up empty.

One of those six must have picked him up.

I gunned them down one at a time, watching for drops before swapping to the next target. I ripped through the first three in short order and managed to pick off the fourth, but the remaining two got lost in the rush of enemy players making their way down and in.

The flood was splitting around me for the most part, occasionally taking pot shots but not directly engaging. I switched to my blunderbuss and deleted two charging melee, stood there for a moment, ears ringing, pulse pounding, then just Doublecasted drift and had the spells take me back to the relative safety of the tower.

I ducked inside, leaned up against the wall, and slumped to the floor. It had all happened so fast. One moment, there was a familiar axe lying in the mud, and the next, he was just… gone. And I still didn’t know who had even picked him up.

It was probably one of two I’d missed, but it was also possible that I’d killed the right target and just gotten unlucky on the drop. Or maybe someone had grabbed him and stealthed away. There was no way to tell.

I slammed the back of my head against the wall, then did it again. It didn’t matter. Frank was officially gone, and I didn’t even know where to start looking for him.

“Well,” Frank said from my hip. “That sucks.”

I hung my head. “Yeah. It really does. I don’t even—” I froze, uncomprehending. “Wait, what?”

“Huh?”

I sat up straight and grabbed him out of his loop. “I saw you drop you. How are you still here?”

“I definitely didn’t drop me. Timer’s at 31%, by the way. We are well and truly screwed.”

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The sounds of battle were all around, but our side had largely given up. Most of the Corruptia members who’d been firing from the tower were either dead or hunkering down, and the top of the wall was almost entirely absent of friendly players.

The other side was still spawning in atop the beach, but they seemed content to sprint straight through the wall and toward the great mountain looming in the distance.

But honestly? In that moment, I didn’t even care. I was just glad I hadn’t lost him.

I squeezed my eyes shut and took a deep breath. Relief was flooding through me, mingling with adrenaline and anxiety and everything else, and the result left me feeling positively nauseous.

“Sorry. I saw you drop something, and I guess I feared the worst.”

“Hmm, you probably saw me drop one of these.” He sent me a link for a simple Common axe. “I’ve got, like, thirty of these things. Well, twenty-nine now. I had House buy them for me earlier. They’re just low-grade Commons, so the sparks are a giveaway, but those are hard to see in the middle of a fight.

“I mostly just wanted to clog my inventory so I’d be less likely to drop myself. Doesn’t make a huge difference ’cause of my indisputable quality, but every bit helps when it comes to randomness.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose but couldn’t stop myself from smiling, nausea and all. It still felt like I was about to vomit, though.

“Stuffing your inventory was brilliant. I do wish you’d picked axes with a different skin, though. That item looked exactly like you.”

“I considered that. But if I drop something that looks like me, there’s a better chance someone will become instantly obsessed, grab it, and take off rather than try to kill you for another shot at greatness.”

I dismissed my pistols and jammed my hands into my pockets, mostly to hide the fact that they were still shaking. “Man. Well played, but holy shit did that freak me out.”

“Normal.”

I laughed. “Yeah, I guess it’s to be expected at this point. But that definitely took a couple years off my life.”

Lights suddenly appeared at the base of the mountain, and a cluster of bright tents warped into existence about a third of the way up.

I figured that was probably the Lunar Army’s first Base Camp going up, and an alert confirmed it a moment later.

World Alert!

The {Lunar Army} has emerged victorious in the {First Ascent of Mount Lyona} and has been awarded their first {Victory Point}!

They now lead 1-0 and only need two more wins to claim victory and progress the event to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}!

They have also established their first {Base Camp} and claimed control of {Mount Lyona} until the next Ascent!

The {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} will begin in 6 hours, and the third will follow tomorrow morning.

Warning: This instance will close in 2 minutes.

Another shorter prompt followed, one that offered the opportunity to port out to my previous location.

I stood up and mostly succeeded in pulling myself back together. “Alright, let’s head back to the Sanctum and see what the damage is like.”

“Uh huh.”

I accepted the teleport prompt and popped back into the amphitheater, only to be hit with a gale of conversation. It was totally incomprehensible, just a bunch of shouting matches all overlaid on top of one another.

House was tapping the air to my right, Sleep and Darling were talking to my left, and Ersatz was shouting at someone in the distance, his high voice piercing through the din.

I dropped into the same chair I’d been teleported out of. “Huh. Well, that officially sucked.”

Frank thumped into the seat next to me, and I was pretty sure he broke it in the process. “Huh indeed.”

Darling cocked her head. “You good, Ned? You’re looking a little pale.”

“Yeah, I’m fine. Long story.”

“Ah.” She forced a smile that I nonetheless really appreciated. “Well, welcome back to paradise.”

“Thanks,” Frank replied before I had the chance.

“What he said.”

“Sleep and I were just trying to figure out how the hell we were supposed to have a chance at that.”

I shrugged. “I don’t think we were, honestly. Think it was more of a warning of things to come.”

“You think the devs would just… make us lose?” Darling asked.

“My dad would definitely do that,” Frank said. “With a bare-chested smile.”

“What’s a bare-chested smile?” Sleep asked.

I grimaced. “He’s saying he’d smile but with his shirt off. But yeah, I think that went exactly as intended. Pure chaos, a bunch of buffs we couldn’t prepare for. A fight that would get everyone on our side bickering over who screwed up the hardest.”

Sleep rubbed his chin. “I did think it was kind of odd that I got paired up with Tyrann of all people. Those warrior transformations were nasty, though.”

“You had warrior transforms? You must have been somewhere else on the wall. All Frank and I saw were archers.” I drew an imaginary bow and pretended to shoot. “Every single shot just melted right through the wall. There’s no countering that.”

“Yeah, didn’t see any of that. We were doing pretty good at first, or at least I thought we were. Then three guys at the front of the rush tripled in size, just totally hulked out. Went all green and glowy.”

Frank growled.

“I know, Frank, I know! They had these huge, rectangular shields in both hands, and they just bulldozed right through the wall and kept going. People flooded in behind them, and that was it. Once the gaps were open, it wasn’t even a fight. More like we were watching a marathon pass by and occasionally given the option to throw rocks at them.”

I cracked a smile. “We had a fun little run-in with Ersatz, but aside from that, yeah. Pretty much the same story.”

Sleep’s stomach rumbled so loud that we all turned that way at once.

“You alright?” I asked.

He slapped his belly, smiling. “Yeah. Just the usual: hungry.”

Mingo put two fingers to his lips like he was smoking a cigarette—he wasn’t—but Sleep cut him off before he got there.

“Don’t do it, man. Don’t you dare offer me that cursed thing. You keep it in your mouth where it belongs.”

Mingo nodded and somehow managed to come off as weirdly stoic in the process.

I leaned back in my seat and looked around, trying to take note of the various guilds and their reactions to the shitshow we’d just been put through.

Then I caught sight of House. She was hunkered down in her seat with both hands covering her ears, while 2.0’s were pinned to her head. I pulled her up and put an arm around her shoulder.

“Let’s just get the hell out of here for now. It’s too loud, it’s only getting louder, and we don’t even have enough information to argue over.”

Darling fell in beside me, and Frank struggled increasingly desperately out of his chair. Apparently it really had broken when he’d dropped into it.

By the time he’d wrenched himself free, Sleep was in front of him and taking his sweet time exiting the aisle.

The big man winked at me, so I returned the gesture with a salute and a laugh.

Darling pushed the hair out of her eyes. “So what’d you guys get?”

“Hm?”

“From the Ascent. Loot-wise.”

“Oh. Frank almost gave me a heart attack if that counts. If you’re just talking about loot, then nothing. Was a bit too preoccupied to pick anything up.”

She cocked her head. “You didn’t get anything right at the very end?”

“Nope.”

“You sure about that?”

I tabbed through my logs. She was right, actually; we’d been awarded a single item right before exiting the instance.

I pulled it up.

{Consolation Prize} (Consumable)

Description: This item cache contains {War Supplies} and possibly defensive patterns that may be used to defend the {Four Pillars of the Sun} and other related structures.

Warning: {War Supplies} can only be spent within your half of the Royal Capitol.

“Not like you to miss something like that.” She leaned a little closer. “You sure you’re good?”

“Yeah, that fight threw me for a bit of a loop. I’m alright, but I appreciate it.”

Frank suddenly exploded up the aisle and shoved his way in between us. Then he just stood there, panting.

“Chair got the best of you, huh?”

He responded with a thumbs-up and another gasp for air.

I took another look at the item I’d been given. I opened it and received 250 War Supplies, but the item’s description just restated the previous prompt. I dropped the link into the chat.

“You got anything on what these are supposed to do? Seems like it might just be a currency or something similar.”

“The only thing I can share is that War Supplies and defensive patterns can both be traded to your Guild Leader remotely.”

I took another peek at the item and saw the option he was referring to. “Interesting. What about the Four Pillars the prompt mentioned? You got anything on that?”

He vibrated, then finally seemed to catch his breath. “Negative. I’m still level restricted there.”

I minimized the prompt. “Then it’s probably got something to do with the latter bit of the event. I guess we could try to collect those caches from the guild, but I don’t know if there’s a point just yet.”

A trade window hit my screen.

Sleep threw a pair of caches in and hit confirm.

“You don’t want them?”

“Nah, it lost me at defensive. I’ll see what I can grab from the other Goons. You guys were heading to the Capitol anyway, right? Might as well take those with you. Maybe you’ll find the Pillars out that way.”

“Are we?” Darling asked.

I nodded. “Frank and I were going to try at some point, yeah. Originally, we were just looking to pick up some weapons from the vendors there, but if the Capitol’s the only place you can spend supplies, then we probably need to scope it out sooner rather than later.”

“Gotta head back to the turtle either way,” Frank added. “House got the Converter started, so the Tech Tree is up and running. Should be able to pick up two new techs, but you’re the only one that can actually get it going.”

I stepped out through one of the ziggurat’s twelve exits, and a cold, salty breeze knocked me back a step. Even so, the noise inside faded away, and I felt House relax beside me.

The Glassback Titan was still feeding on kelp a couple of hundred yards off, but something about its huge silhouette was different.

I shaded my eyes from the eclipse’s greenish light and watched the enormous creature tilt its head back and swallow a mouthful of seaweed. “You guys seeing that?”

House stepped away from the ziggurat and sighed in relief. “What are we currently seeing?”

“It looks like the turtle’s got something attached to its head. Like a giant tick, or…”

I took off running mid-sentence, leaping off the top of the structure and gliding in, because I was pretty damn sure I knew exactly what—no, who—I was looking at.


Chapter Eighteen



One of the turtle’s huge eyes rolled toward me as I soared closer, the wind battering my glider, its thin material flapping in the gale.

A frigid blast of wind threatened to pull me up and away, so I dropped the contraption completely and Doublecasted a drift so I could land on top of the skull without wasting any more time.

And there they were, Lars and Roly, the former grinning at me from behind one of the turtle’s massive eyelids.

I extended a hand to Lars. “Hey, man! I’m so glad to see⁠—”

Roly crashed into me from behind, slamming me to the ground with his full weight and knocking the breath out of my lungs. Then his tongue came out, and it was all I could do to shield my face and wait for it to end.

When Frank touched down between the turtle’s eyes, Roly finally eased up slightly, head cocked at ninety degrees, two forelegs pinning my shoulders.

Frank dismissed his glider. “Well well well. The prodigal son returns.”

I tried and failed to push Roly off. “How is Lars of all people prodigal in any way?”

Frank shrugged. “I dunno, I just thought it sounded cool.”

“It did sound pretty cool.”

Roly heaved himself off me, front legs digging into my chest in the process. He skittered over to Frank and pulled up short, sniffing the air.

Lars looked Frank up and down, glanced at the axe on my hip, then stepped up beside his beetle and put a hand atop its broad, armored thorax. “Huh. I see the puppeteering has moved to the next stage.” He poked Frank in the chest with his free hand. “Wow, that’s solid.”

Frank flexed with both hands locked near his waist. “Try again!”

He poked a second time.

“Even more solid, right?”

“About the same, really.”

“Solidity aside,” I said, “Frank’s a real boy now. Pretty wild, huh?”

“Damn straight I… wait, I’m actually not sure how I feel about that.” He reached out and tried to scratch the top of Roly’s head, but the giant beetle hissed and edged back. “Well that’s just rude.”

“He’s got a good sense for people, huh?” I said.

“Sure does,” Lars replied.

“That’s ruder,” Frank said.

Roly ran back over in my direction, flopped onto his back, and kicked his many feet in the air.

Frank scowled. “That’s straight up hurtful.”

“That’s kind of on you, man. You’re the one who picked a starting race based on how ugly it was.” I scratched the bug’s chitinous stomach and shook Lars’ hand at the same time. “It really is good to see you, Lars!” I looked him up and down. “You look great! Seems like you’ve put on quite a bit of muscle.”

“That makes one of you,” Frank added.

“Not seeing any new scars, either. But I did feel the new addition during that handshake.”

“You felt what?” Lars asked.

I pointed at his right hand. “Is that what I think it is? If so, then congrats!”

He held his hand up with his palm facing inward, and just as I’d thought, he had a golden band around his index finger. “Guilty. Got engaged right after what happened in the Sands.” He rubbed the back of his head. “Think it sort of put things into perspective for us.”

I thumped him on the back. “Amazing, man. Congrats again.”

He smiled broadly. “Yeah. Been a good run. Everything’s a lot easier with Cerra around.”

Frank dropped his voice and spoke from my hip. “Didn’t they meet, like, three days ago?”

“Shut up, Frank.” I glanced down the turtle’s thick neck. “Are she and your mom around too?”

He nodded and thumbed back at the shell. “You just missed them, actually. We only arrived a couple hours ago, but they already took a skiff onto the island. Hope you don’t mind. Pirates said you could spare one.”

That made sense—I guessed it was Lars and company who I’d spotted sailing toward the turtle earlier on.

“Nah, that’s totally fine. Just don’t take it too far, or it’ll despawn on you. You hanging around for a bit? I’d love to catch up a bit, but I won’t keep you if you’ve gotta run.”

“I’m supposed to join them shortly. Just stuck around because I was hoping to see you guys first.”

“I’m glad you did. I’m thrilled to see you guys made it through the Siege and all that. I’m probably going to have to apologize to your mom a couple times after what I did to the inn, though.”

Lars laughed. “I’m pretty sure she only agreed to go with Cerra so she could scout out a new location, so she’s already onto the next project.”

“That’s good to hear.”

“Hey,” Frank broke in. “I’m only partially trying to ruin the creepy elf reunion, but we’ve got company at 6 o’clock.”

I squinted back the way he’d indicated but couldn’t make anything out over the hump of the turtle’s shell. Then, as if on cue, the Glassback Titan raised its head, extending its long neck high into the air and taking us with it.

And just like that, we had a 360-degree view.

At least fifty boats were sailing our way, many with Soul Gem motors illuminating their paths, and both the beach and the frozen waters on the other side of the island were crawling with activity.

I studied the faster vessels for a moment. The entire fleet was built for speed, and while they were approaching more quickly than I would have liked, they were definitely holding back.

“They’re not exactly rushing forward, huh?” I said.

“We’re still in the safe zone,” Frank said.

“Oh, right. No combat within 1,000 yards of the Sanctum. Wonder if they’re just going to follow us north on Frank’s account or if they’re planning a raid at some point. Either way, it doesn’t really matter. Both of those things are problematic.”

Frank reached out and tried to pet Roly a second time, but it had the same result. “Man, you realize you used to lick me all the time, right?”

Roly backed away even farther.

“Smooth, Frank. Real smooth.”

“Whatever. Like I said before, House already has our Converter underway, so the Tech Tree is now available. You’ve got two perks to pick from that might help deal with the boats, but we’ll have to go below deck for that.”

“Sounds good.”

I mentally summoned a pirate, and one of them charged up the turtle’s extended neck so fast and so breathlessly that I felt a little guilty for rushing him.

“Hey, thanks,” I said as he blew by me and took the wheel. “For now, can you take us in a slow, half circle around the island? I want the Titan wading toward the ice in general, but I don’t want him straying more than 900 yards from the Sanctum until we’re ready. If I don’t send any more directions by the time you’ve made it halfway around the island, just do another loop.”

The pirate saluted and spun the wheel to the left. The turtle snapped another bite of kelp and marched back into the ocean, a tangled nest of seaweed and sand and shells still hanging from its mouth.

I threw an arm around Lars’ shoulder. “We’re gonna head below deck—you wanna come with? By the way, if your mom’s looking for a new spot for an inn, then I’ve got plenty of space. Really the least I could do at this point.”

“I appreciate it! She’s not great on boats or… giant turtles, I guess, but I’ll run it by her.”

“Got plenty of rooms if you and Cerra are looking for somewhere to stay in the meantime, too. Just say the word.”

He smiled down at his feet, cheeks flushing. “I’ll probably take you up on that at some point.”

Frank jerked a thumb at Roly. “What’s the big guy who suddenly hates me for no reason gonna do? He tagging along or what? Interior hallways are kind of tight. It’s probably manageable, but he might get stuck if he’s not careful.”

Lars made a clicking sound, and Roly gave a trio of dry pops. “Think he’d rather hunt up some fish. He won’t have a problem keeping up with the turtle, so we can leave him to it.” Lars brought his hands up into a familiar position. “One sec, gonna give him a hand.”

It looked like he was holding a lute, though he wasn’t. He strummed the air anyway, and I could have sworn I heard a whisper of music, but it was so faint that I wondered if I’d imagined it.

“Phantom Song, huh?” Frank asked.

“Yup! Good ear.”

Roly did a little dance that made me think of House. A light blue aura crept up his many limbs and bled over his carapace.

“What’s it do?” I asked.

“It’s half air guitar, half enhancement magic,” Frank said. “Requires another musical skill to work, but it’s pretty flexible. You can either spread the buff out to a raid or focus all of its effects on a single target. Latter buffs end up being a lot more powerful.”

The giant bug raced by me and dragged his rough tongue along my cheek in the process. The speed had caught me off guard, and by the time I pulled away, cringing, Roly had already leaped off the turtle’s head.

Plummeting toward the water below, he tucked into a tight ball and plunged into the waves. He uncurled into a dark shadow beneath the surface, sprouted something that looked a lot like wings, then fluttered off beneath the waves.

Lars dropped his hands to his sides. “Oh, right. I almost forgot. I’ve got something for you that I think you’re gonna like.”

I headed down the turtle’s neck and toward the nearest hatch. “Yeah?”

Lars jogged up and fell in to my right. “After the Siege, Cerra and I did a little bit of digging to see what we might be able to save. Got the placard from the inn and a couple other things that’ll make for good keepsakes if nothing else, but this… this is the real prize.”

He reached into a pocket, fished something out, and held it toward me in a closed fist. I put my hand out, palm up, and Lars dropped a dark, scorched seed the size of a golf ball into my palm.

I froze. “Don’t tell me… Is this what I think it is? Please tell me this is what I think it is.”

Lars grinned, which was all the reassurance I needed.

“No way, man. No way!”

I inspected the seed, and it was everything I’d been hoping for.

{Ashen Seed of the World Tree}

Description: Found in the ashes of a once-titanic World Tree, this seedling will require a vast amount of Mana and care to plant, let alone sprout, but its potential for rapid growth surpasses that of its parents.

Quality: Legendary

“Oh, man! For real?” I held the seed up in front of my face. It was covered in faint lines of glowing Mana, and it radiated warm air. “Hell yeah, what a find! Thanks, Lars!”

“Only seemed right to give it back.”

“I appreciate it, because I was pretty torn up about losing the tree. But are you sure you don’t want to hold onto it? I wouldn’t mind if you guys want to try to use the seed to sprout another inn. Might even be better for the tree to be separated from Frank and me, given how it worked out the last time around.”

He waved the concern away. “I think the three of us would like to keep things a little quieter, if that makes sense.”

I grinned. “The three of you, huh?”

He flushed.

“I get where you’re coming from, but the option’s there if you change your mind.” I dropped the item into my inventory as we reached the hatch and threw it open. Steam hissed out, so I let it vent and dissipate, held the door for Frank and Lars, then slipped in behind them. “How’s the Oasis doing, by the way?”

“Pretty good, all things considered. All the Housing’s temporary, but there’s more than they need for once. Arlann’s keeping everyone fed, and there’s nobody from Highwater around to muck it all up. Think he and Sarissa are still trying to figure out whether or not they wanna move up that way and take that area over instead, but they’ve definitely got it handled.”

I led us down another steam-filled corridor, and we finally made it into the turtle ship’s multilevel core.

Lars leaned over the railing. “It’s a lot emptier than it was, but man. This really takes me back.”

“Definitely a work in progress. Hey, Frank? Where do we go for the tech stuff?”

He pointed a thick finger at the floor. “Research Room is one floor down, almost directly beneath us.”

“Cool.”

I headed down some metal scaffolding that was eerily reminiscent of a fire escape, descended two sets of stairs, and ended up in front of a blue door emblazoned with an orange light bulb.

Frank thumped up behind me. “That’s it.”

“Great, let’s do it.”

I pushed inside. The room was small, dark, and completely empty, but all three walls lit up the moment I set foot inside.

A small bubble formed on the left side of each wall—like the start of a skill tree—then propagated from there, splitting again and again until each wall presented thirty-plus windows. They were empty for now, but I assumed they’d populate with upgrades as we moved through the various trees.

I walked around with my hands behind my back and took it all in. The wall to my left was labeled Warfare, the one to my right was for Tradecraft, and the center wall was for researching Logistics.

A cannon boomed off in the distance. It didn’t seem like the turtle had taken any damage—I didn’t think it had even been targeted—but the sound did make me think we needed to move a little faster, safe zone be damned.

I tabbed through the info. “Okay, so it looks like each wall has a single tech that we need to start with before we can pick up or even identify anything else. And we can’t see any of the second-level techs just yet.”

“Uh huh. By the way, the first tech in each category will be available instantly, but the following ones will take time to research. Kind of like constructing a building. Some of them will require materials, too.”

I scanned all three walls and pulled up their initial abilities one after another.

{Submerge} (Core Logistical Ability)

Description: The Glassback Titan seals itself off and submerges beneath the waves. While submerged, its movement speed is reduced by 25%.

This ability cannot be used in combat, and any damage incurred during the submersion attempt will cancel the ability and put it on cooldown.

The Glassback Titan may stay submerged indefinitely, but its movement speed will fall by an additional 10% after one hour, with an additional 5% decrease for every hour thereafter.

While submerged, your {Razorback Cannons} also gain a powerful knockback effect that slows enemy vessels by 30% for 8 seconds.

Research Timeline: Instant

Cast Time: 15 seconds

Requirements: None

Cooldown: 2 hours

{Razorspout Cannons} (Core Warfare Ability)

Description: The Glassback Titan retracts 8 of its octagonal panels and arms itself with cannons that weaponize its internal steam.

The cannons fire a pressurized pulse of superheated water that is powerful enough to cut through enemy hulls at close range.

Whenever this attack disables an enemy vessel or kills an enemy player, the cooldown of the Glassback Titan’s signature beam attack is reduced by 10 minutes.

Research Timeline: Instant

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 15 minutes

{Merchant Fleet} (Core Tradecraft Ability)

Description: The Glassback Titan summons 30 friendly, smaller turtles that may be used to automate Trade Routes between the Glassback Titan and any continent you have previously visited.

If you own property in the targeted city, the trading vessels gain 50% increased movement speed while en route.

These vessels are unarmed and have low Health, but they also benefit from the {Submerge} technology and will default to using it whenever possible.

Research Timeline: Instant

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 24 hours

I looked over the abilities, grinning like an absolute fool. A fool that really, really wanted to get the Converter up so we could get even more tech started.

“Let’s run through this real quick. We can take two of the three, right?

“Yup, then we’ll get another Tech Point as soon as our first structure finishes. If we get a third building up, we’ll get a third point and so on.”

“Okay, well then, I definitely want that fleet. The Trade Routes themselves probably won’t do a lot for us in the short term, but since this is the first piece of tech for Tradecraft, I’m willing to bet there are other tie-ins further down the line.”

“Yeah, plenty.”

“Cool. It’s also really nice that all we need to do to send them out is to have visited a continent instead of the actual cities. That means the Occulted Lands are in play, which also gives us a cool way to scout the entire area at once without wasting too much time or putting the turtle at risk.”

I left the Tradecraft wall behind and moved over to the other two. “Let’s consider the Merchant Fleet locked in. From there, it’s either guns or submersion.”

“Hmm,” Frank said. “Well, I’m a little hesitant to suggest the route that doesn’t exactly involve violence. But we could use the submersion thing to go directly beneath the continent rather than around. That would save us a lot of time if we’re really heading for the Capitol.”

“Beneath the continent, huh?”

“If we time it right with the tides—which we will, because I exist—we can have the big turt swim through a network of tunnels and get him out before the water recedes. The main continent itself is surrounded by mountains, too, and normally we’d have to fight our way in through one of the mountain passes.

“But if we take Submerge, we can go underneath, and we’ll be able to pop up to the surface in a couple different places along the way. Won’t be a ton of locations to choose from, but it’ll speed up exploration a lot.”

“That does sound pretty handy. But if a single enemy ship makes contact with us while we’re preparing to dive, we’re gonna lose the ability for two hours. That makes it kind of hit or miss, though I guess we could just have the turtle submerge within the safe zone.”

“Yup.”

“But at the same time, submersion would be a lot more valuable if we can keep it under wraps. Something that dramatic will inevitably leak out eventually, but being able to travel underwater is definitely a card I’d like to keep hidden if at all possible.”

“Cannons, then? It’d be pretty easy to lure the enemy fleet in close, then blast them apart. Turtle’s got a ton of Health from that Gilded Plating buff you took, though it’ll weaken a lot tomorrow. We can also just take Submerge when the next building finishes if you really want it.”

“Mmm, I dunno. If we can cut directly across the island while en route to the Capitol, all the time we’d save can go right into a grinding session for you. I’d really like to get you closer to your next class change before the second Ascent. Make it a little harder for you to get dropped. I’d like to get another level on my Subclass, too.”

“A grinding session that benefits me, eh?” He stroked both of his beards, which was especially awful because I currently had his axe tucked into a belt loop. “You have my attention.”

“Oh God.” I jumped away, then pulled Frank out and threw him to… Frank. “Please don’t stroke your axe beard if I’m holding it.”

He snatched himself out of the air and redoubled the stroking. “Just consider it an assist.”

“I’d really rather not.”

Lars cocked an eyebrow at us. He was leaning up against the doorframe with his arms crossed, waiting patiently, but I could have sworn I heard him mutter something about an increasingly weird and committed act.

I shrugged and read back through the two options. I really wanted to lead with Submerge, and I thought I had an idea of how we might use it to escape and keep the tech hidden at the same time.

“Are there any choke points nearby?”

“Why are you letting society dictate where you’re allowed to choke? And who are you choking?”

I sighed. “I’m speaking geographically, Frank. A choke point where we could theoretically lead the pursuing fleet.”

“Oh. Like a dead end or what?”

“Ideally not, but I guess that would work in a pinch. I just want a narrow waterway that we can pull our pursuers through. It’ll need to be iced over, too. Is there anything like that around?”

“Yeah, here.” He dropped a pin onto my mini map. “It’s a frozen, one-way channel.”

“How far is it from the open water?”

He dropped another pin. “Not far at all, depending on the direction you take.”

“Yeah, that’s perfect.” I sent a mental command to the pirate who was steering our turtle and had him change course slightly.

“Oh shit, wait. Is this an ambush?”

“You could say that.”

“Then this isn’t gonna work. That passage is too close to the Sanctum. It’s on the outer edge of the safe zone, but we won’t be able to target anyone.”

I grinned and dropped my voice. “That’s even better, actually. Makes me feel a lot better about Lars tagging along, though he probably wouldn’t want to hear that.” I selected Submerge and Merchant Fleet. “I think I’m happy with these. Any last-minute objections?”

“I don’t see how we shake these people off without revealing Submerge or picking the cannons, but sure.”

“Let me worry about that for now. I’m pretty sure we can ditch the fleet without showing our hand. I’m gonna wait on sending out the fleet until we’re underwater, too.”

I confirmed my picks and received a series of prompts.

The Glassback Titan gained the ability {Submerge}!

The Glassback Titan gained the ability {Merchant Fleet}!

The second tiers of your Tradecraft and Logistics Trees are now available, and you have 4 new technologies to choose from!

Build another Naval Structure to earn another Tech Point!

I tabbed through the new choices. I couldn’t actually start any of them just yet—each of them required something called a Giant Lodestone on top of another Tech Point, which we obviously didn’t have—but I wanted to get a feel for our options going forward.

They were all passive abilities, but I really, really liked what I saw.

{Economy of Thought} (Tier II Logistical Ability)

Description: Researching this technology instantly awards 2 Tech Points.

However, these points can only be used to research Logistical technologies.

Cost: {Giant Lodestone} x1

Research Time: 2 hours

{Familiar Waters} (Tier II Logistical Ability)

Description: While traveling within 500 yards of one of your established Trade Routes, the Glassback Titan moves at 35% increased speed and suffers no movement speed penalty while Submerged.

Cost: {Giant Lodestone} x1

Research Time: 6 hours

{Technological Leap} (Tier II Tradecraft Ability)

Description: Whenever you earn 3 Tech Points within the same 24-hour period, you receive an extra Tech Point free of charge. This effect may occur up to 3 times within the same period.

Cost: {Giant Lodestone} x1

Research Time: 3 hours

{Shelltop Markets} (Tier II Tradecraft Ability)

Description: Turtles sent by {Merchant Fleet} gain the ability to function as vendors that you may use to buy and sell goods remotely.

You must set up your listings prior to trading goods, and turtles that function as vendors cannot be redeployed to establish more Trade Routes.

However, you may cancel a {Shelltop Market} and recall the turtle once per day.

Cost: {Giant Lodestone} x1

Research Time: 2 hours

“Man, I want all of those immediately. That advantage perk seems mandatory, and I love the way the waters buff interacts with the turtle fleet. We definitely need to start cranking on some more buildings the moment the Converter’s ready. Really ought to get the Warfare tree unlocked, too. You got anything on Lodestones?”

“Yeah, they’re easy enough to find. If we’re gonna grind out some levels after this, I’ll just take us somewhere they happen to drop. They’re rare, but getting two of them shouldn’t be difficult. At the very least, that’ll happen before the Converter’s live.”

“Is there any other way to get Tech Points while we’re waiting?”

He buzzed once, twice, then shook it off with a grin. “Yeah, we can try going after a Rare drop that’ll award a single point if you wanna prioritize that. Finding the item will be a serious grind, but we can hunt it alongside the Lodestones at the same time, so we might as well. No guarantees, but I think it’s worth a shot.”

“As long as we can keep the Experience coming your way then I’m definitely down.”

“Yeah, doesn’t matter. Here.”

He linked me an item.

{Researcher’s Voucher} (Consumable)

Description: Using this item will reward a single Tech Point that may be put toward improving a qualified land or naval vessel.

Technologies that are researched via this voucher will be awarded instantly, but you may only use a single voucher per qualifying vessel.

Quality: Epic

“Amazing, great call.”

“I know.”

I laughed. “Alright, the tech stuff is settled, so I think we’re done here for now. Hey, Lars?”

He was standing in front of the Tradecraft wall, and he startled at the sound of his name. “What’s up?”

“You might wanna bring Roly back to the ship. Things are about to get a little messy.”

He sighed, and I couldn’t help but laugh at just how petulant it sounded. “You know you don’t need to send us away the moment things get rough, right? We’d be happy to help.”

I put a hand on his shoulder and smiled. “I was counting on that, actually.”

He brightened. “Wait, really?”

“Oh yeah. Follow me.”


Chapter Nineteen



The three of us left the tech room and headed up and out. We bumped into House along the way, and while I was tempted to put her on the wheel, there was a good chance we’d need her kit, so I asked her to tag along.

I stepped up to the railing that arced around the rear of the Glassback Titan and scanned the emerald-tinted water behind us. The big turt’s short tail flicked back and forth overhead, slowly moving from side to side.

“Looks like at least a hundred boats.”

“You are correct,” House said. “There are one hundred seventy-two enemy vessels in all.”

“What’s the breakdown like?” I asked. “Can you tell from here?”

“The fleet appears to be comprised of ninety-three small vessels built for speed, fifteen unarmed trading vessels, twenty-two Warships, thirteen Galleys, and four Frigates.”

“Sounds about right to me,” Frank said.

House narrowed her eyes at him.

“Sounds exactly right to me,” he corrected.

I leaned way over the railing, twisted halfway around, and scanned the water in the direction the turtle was heading. There was a frozen estuary maybe three hundred yards ahead, an especially rocky area where the ocean flowed into and around some dark, menacing rocks.

There were three possible routes, and Frank had already selected the centermost passage. It was actually perfect: the limelight ended right at the mouth of the estuary and the water froze accordingly, plus the channel he’d picked was actually a long loop that would eventually bring us right back to where we’d started.

There was a small chance that we might end up getting headed off in the process—especially if someone in the enemy fleet knew the area—but that seemed pretty unlikely with how new the Occulted Lands were.

“Timing feels like it’s about right. Let’s do this. House, I’m gonna send you down onto a skiff with Frank and the bulk of the pirate army. We’re gonna hold everybody back for a few, but I want our forces ready to deploy.” I opened up a trade window with her and threw my net gun inside. “Don’t worry too much about grabbing loot, but you might as well take an extra gun just in case. Lars, you’re with me.”

House and Frank split off, and I sent out a rapid-fire string of mental commands. First, I summoned every available hand, then directed them to join House and Frank down below.

Everything was lining up nicely; the Titan was wading through the channel Frank had picked out, just starting to leverage itself out of the water and onto the ice beyond.

I grabbed Lars’ arm, then drifted us both atop the Titan’s broad but stubby tail. Then I dialed House on a video call and swung the panel up to my left.

“Alright, Lars, you’re up. Get ready, this is gonna happen fast.”

He looked over the edge of the tail and swallowed.

I pulled out my Siege Rifle and dropped onto my stomach about halfway down the tail, which was still wagging with every step the Titan took. It was already fully on the ice, and the enemy vessels were just hitting the transition point.

It slowed the enemy fleet quite a bit, especially the larger vessels, but many of the faster craft were built like our skiffs and had little problem riding up onto the ice and continuing on like the frozen edge was just another wave.

“What do you need from me?”

“The best damage buff you’ve got, but wait for my signal. Try to cover as many pirates as you possibly can, but it’s fine if you miss Frank and House.” I thought about that for a second. “Actually, go ahead and exclude Frank if you can. It won’t make a difference in the end, but he’ll be annoyed.”

Lars gave me a weird look, then produced another imaginary instrument. This time, though, his positioning was different: it looked more like he was holding an oversized violin, and even his chin was tucked against thin air.

“I’m ready whenever you are.”

I nodded and watched the pursuing fleet skate toward us. They were all on the ice now, and our great turtle was pretty deep into the choke point. There was a hairpin turn up ahead, so I waited a little longer and let the turtle start banking that way, then turned to House through the panel.

“Alright, go ahead and deploy, but don’t race out just yet. I’m going to have the pirates form a line right across the channel here in a second, so be ready to get behind them and out of the line of fire.”

Lars strummed his nonexistent bow across the space where the violin’s strings should have been, and a bold but haunting melody rang out over the waves.

Buff icons propagated across the pirates below. I inspected one of them and pulled the icon up.

{Deathdealer’s Dirge}

Description: The target’s highest Primary skill is increased by 10%. If this ability targets fewer than 5 friendly targets, this buff increases to 15%. If it targets a single friendly player, the buff increases to 20%.

Duration: 20 seconds

“Damn, dude! That’s nutty! You hit every single pirate, too!”

He smiled. “Thought you’d like it.”

“Hey,” Frank said. “What about me? House got the buff, but I didn’t!”

“Alright, get ready. I’m having the pirates line up on the other side of the curve.”

Frank drew his two-handed axe and got ready to jump out.

“Not you, Frank. You stay in the boat.”

“What? Why?”

“Just trust me on this.”

He looked like he was about to argue but then decided otherwise. “Fine.” He sheathed his axe between his shoulder blades again and summoned his net gun.

Lars whistled. “Wow. He actually listens now?”

I cracked a grin. “Rarely, but it happens.” I eyed the channel, watching with trepidation as the turtle pivoted slightly.

Once it had completed the hairpin turn and moved another thirty or forty feet—which only took about four steps—we were finally ready to begin.

“Okay, House, you’re up. Oil up the ice in front of the pirates and get it burning. Make sure you cover the entire channel from left to right.”

She stood up, and Frank steadied the boat to keep her from falling out. She flung out one disc after another, turrets springing up and spinning atop the ice like hockey pucks. They blanketed the entire length of the channel in oil, then House cocked back and lobbed a grenade.

It exploded some ten feet above the ice, and the entire section went up in dark, dirty flames.

The fire itself was completely irrelevant; I doubted it would do any damage at all to the smaller vessels owing to the safe zone, and the larger ones probably wouldn’t even notice.

All I really wanted was the smoke, and we had that in spades. One moment, the enemy fleet was in pursuit, rounding the same corner we’d disappeared down, and the next, they were face to face with a twenty-foot inferno that completely blocked their line of sight.

“Okay, House, great work. You and Frank can pull back a bit to be safe.”

I waited for them to clear the area, then selected every pirate in range and directed them to fire at the ice directly behind the blaze. At the same time, I let fly with a rifle raven, and the bird dove straight through the ice and detonated beneath it.

The pirates lit the targeted area up from shore to shore, projectiles punching through it again and again, ice flying as we chipped it apart.

For a moment, I started to wonder if it wasn’t going to work. Maybe the ice was too thick here, maybe the pressure was too low, or maybe the strange, inverted tides within the channel weren’t quite as strong as those we’d experienced near the Sunken Palace.

But then one of my birds punched a little deeper, and a frothy geyser erupted out of it and arced some fifty feet into the air. The ice cracked and splintered, fissures forming all across the channel.

“Alright, House, get back closer to the turtle! I’m pulling the pirates back into the ship!”

She and Frank zoomed off, and the rest of our fleet retreated behind them and disappeared beneath the great turtle’s bulk.

The fissures widened, leaking and spraying water, then gave way all at once. A wave poured up and out of it, roaring like a waterfall but in the opposite direction. It looked like we’d just opened a gap for the ocean itself to pour through, gravity be damned.

Which was more or less exactly what we’d done, all thanks to the inverted tides we’d seen earlier.

One of the largest vessels pursuing us punched through the smokescreen and rode right into the churning water. The pressurized water ripped its prow clean off and sent it skyward, while the rest of the vessel flipped backward in the opposite direction.

More vessels roared through the smoke, either undeterred or too close to change course, and the larger ships got torn apart while the smaller vessels were flung back and away the moment they touched the water.

I smiled down at the carnage, watching on my stomach with both hands bracing my chin, elbows resting on the turtle’s tail. Another huge vessel cruised in and was turned away, and I couldn’t help but smile as the pressurized wall of water tore it apart and launched its largest mast high overhead.

When the shaft hit its apex and dropped, its trio of sails turned it into a missile that knifed straight down. The mast jabbed deep into the ice and looked like it was going to punch straight through, but then the pressure kicked in and flung it right back up and out.

Frank laughed at my side. “Nice. So this is why you were asking about the tides.”

“Uh huh.”

“Hmm. I’ll give you a pass on that one, but only because it’s literally raining men and it’s fun to watch them hit the ice.”

I laughed. “I’ll take it.”

Frank flinched as three-quarters of a body landed to the right of his skiff. It bounced off the ice with a wet thud and slid away, painting a narrow red line in the ice. “Heh. Awesome.”

The carnage went on for at least a full minute, with vessels sailing through the smoke only to get ripped apart by the violent, unexpected current. By the time it had stopped raining corpses and masts and loot and occasionally entire ships, House’s smokescreen had largely faded, but the wall of water had doubled in size.

It didn’t seem like it’d last forever, though; the ocean was still ripping out of the ice with terrific force, but the inverted waterfall’s height was dropping as the fissure widened.

“Alright, go ahead and grab whatever’s easily accessible atop the ice with the net guns, but don’t take any chances,” I said. “I’ve already got the pirates and their skiffs back inside, so we’re ready to submerge when the two of you are.”

They worked the net guns until the Glassback Titan completed its loop, then I pulled them back and in.

Finally, the giant turtle waded across the frozen shores and back into the open ocean, where there wasn’t a single hostile ship in view. It slipped off the edge of the ice, dipped its head, and transferred seamlessly into the water.

I wasn’t quite sure how the physics of the thing worked—especially exactly how those two zones interacted—but it was cool, so it was kind of whatever.

I sent the mental command to submerge, and the turtle transitioned to treading water.

“Alright, Lars, go ahead and duck inside. You should be the last one in from the top deck, but you can leave the hatch open. I’ll close it behind me.”

“What about you?”

I gave him a gentle push. “I’ll be right behind you. I just want to verify whether or not anyone pops through and sees us at the last moment.”

“Gotcha.”

He jogged off and ducked through the hatch. He popped halfway out and pushed the hatch all the way open, like he was worried it was going to close behind him, waved, then disappeared into the ship.

“Ten seconds,” Frank said from my hip.

The turtle was already descending, and the waterline was rapidly creeping through the metal scaffolding that framed it. The surrounding water was bubbling so much that it seemed like the ocean around our ship was boiling.

My eyes stayed fixed behind us, watching the fountain we’d created drop by the second. Cold water foamed over my ankles, but I stayed put. I kept waiting for a boat to punch through the watery curtain, for someone to glide over the jets or scale the rocky cliffs, anything like that, but it really seemed like we were in the clear.

I waited as long as I dared, but as soon as the water splashed up my shins, I gave up and drifted into the open hatch and spun it shut behind me.

The hatch had a small glass window, so I stayed put and leaned in as close as I could. The waterline crept up over the window, and huge bubbles followed. They were surprisingly loud, and for a moment, the entire vessel began to shake like the bubbles were physically altering its position. Then the water surged a bit higher, and everything went eerily silent.

I peered back out through the window. The surface was sparkling green about ten feet overhead, a facsimile of sunlight playing across the surface. A school of yellow fish darted beneath the waves, scales shimmering.

Then the Titan’s head snapped sideways and into view, swallowing all but a handful of them.

Its sudden appearance startled me, and I stepped away from the window and slammed into something broad and squishy.

“Ow,” Frank said.

“Why are you so close?”

“I was looking through the window over your shoulder.”

I stepped around him so he could get a better look, then moved to the next hatch down because apparently he hadn’t considered that.

The turtle was still diving. The water was surprisingly clear, and the surface shimmered brightly overhead. I dropped onto one knee and peered out the window at a lower angle.

“What are you even trying to see?”

I ignored him and kept scanning the surface. “There!”

“What? What are you looking at?”

“Get lower.”

He dropped to one knee. “Ohhhh. An enemy ship?”

I nodded. Up above, a small vessel was cruising over the waves with a Soul Gem motor illuminating its wake. At first, it was just the one boat, but then a shadow fell across the turtle.

A far larger vessel had just cruised overhead, big enough to block off the moon’s ugly glow and darken the water all around us. It was hard to tell, given the angle as well as the distance, but I wasn’t sure exactly what we were looking at. We definitely hadn’t seen anything that big during the pursuit.

More boats joined by the second, flocking around the huge vessel, then scattering as we dove deeper and deeper.

“What are you trying to check?”

“I just wanted to see what they’d do when they made it out of that choke point. I’m positive that I didn’t see anyone break through the water until I ducked into the ship, but there were definitely a few seconds where somebody could have spotted us before we finished submerging.”

I tapped the window. “The way they’re splitting up seems promising, though. If someone had seen us dive, I doubt they’d bother searching. And they’re going in every direction at once.”

“Hmm. Well, for now, we’re in the clear. You might as well get the Merchant Fleet out. Should be able to do it from here, just throw your Housing menu up.”

“Yeah, good call.” I opened the menu. I had thirty turtles to work with, so I pulled up my map and had the system highlight my potential options. There were fourteen cities in the Occulted Lands, including The Spoke, so I dispatched a turtle to each of those, then sent ten more to cities where I already had General Banks.

I didn’t really think we’d be leaving the Occulted Lands anytime soon, but the presence of those banks would speed the turtles up, and I liked the idea of reestablishing our global network as quickly as possible.

I took another look at the surface and watched the enormous ship double back toward the channel. “Okay, I think we’re all set for now. You wanna head down and grab a drink with Lars before we send him back to Cerra? We’re already charting for the Capitol, so we’re free for a bit.”

“Yeah, I could use a good soak.”

“With your axe, right?”

“Hm?”

“Never mind. Let’s just go.”


Chapter Twenty



I put a Frost Giant down with a harvest, then wiped some of the sweat off my forehead.

Congratulations, your {Focused Soulcraft} Subclass has reached level 2!

You may now select 1 of 3 active abilities!

I dismissed the prompt and scanned the snow and ice for the other two.

Frank and House were grinding a couple of hundred feet away, and while we’d found four Lodestones so far, the Researcher’s Voucher had proved elusive.

It had taken us a solid hour to cross the continent from below via a labyrinth of icy tunnels. Since the very moment we’d surfaced, the three of us had been grinding nonstop while the Second Ascent of Mount Lyona crept ever closer.

I tapped the air and checked my timers, anticipation building. We had less than thirty minutes before the next battle kicked off.

Ascent aside, the area Frank had led us to was pretty killer. We were hunting at the continent’s northern edge, xping away atop a huge glacier field lined with deep crevasses. There wasn’t a hostile player in sight—there weren’t even ships on the horizon—and somewhere along the way, I’d finally managed to put the stress of the last Ascent behind me.

For Frank’s part, he’d already hit level 12 and was working on level 13, only a level and change away from his next class change. He’d also transitioned into D-Grade, and we’d even managed to get him an Armored Glove that he could actually equip.

It wasn’t anything special, let alone compared to the A-Grade glove we’d pulled off Grit a little ways back, but at least he finally had a shield he could deploy at will alongside his one-handed-two-hander perk.

He’d also picked up a trio of new abilities, and they weren’t as weird as I’d feared.

At level 10, he’d gotten Encasement, a simple but potent defensive cooldown that reduced the damage he’d take by 25% for 5 seconds. Not only was it free to cast, but it also gave him 50 Rage on activation.

Level 11 had scored him a passive ability called Glass Edge. It increased the Threat he generated by 10% at all times, and more importantly—at least according to him—it also added 50 Physical Attack to any bladed weapon he equipped.

And most impressive of all, he’d gotten his first interrupt at level 12: Armored Gutpunch. He had to make melee contact with his offhand to activate the ability, but its cooldown was impressively short at 12 seconds, and it would cancel whatever spell his target was casting while also locking them out of its magical school for 3 seconds.

I was actually solo at the moment, partially to keep my presence from reducing Frank’s Experience gains, but mostly because the glacier had two different types of mobs and we were going after different targets.

They’d been grinding Ice Giants that ranged from level 25 to 30, which was pretty ideal for the two of them, so long as House was willing to do most of the work. But there were also Frost Giants mixed in here and there, an Elite version of the Ice Giants that ranged from the low 40s all the way up to level 50.

The 50s were still a bit too much for me to handle without incurring a bunch of downtime between kills, but I could grind the 45s nonstop aside from a quick breather here and there.

As for the Royal Capitol, we’d pulled a bit of an audible there. Darling had offered to go in on our behalf so we could get Frank up to speed a little faster, and I was expecting a video call and a digital tour of the area from her at any moment.

I scanned the area, and once I was sure that nothing especially deadly was pathing my way, I sat down on one side of a deep, blue crevasse with both feet hanging over the edge.

Water was rushing some thirty feet down and between the blue walls, moving smooth and fast. The sound was surprisingly peaceful. I exhaled deeply, then dismissed my pistols and pulled out my Siege Rifle just in case Frank and House got in over their heads.

Then I pulled up the three options I had for my latest Subclass pick-up. I had two actives and a passive to choose from, so I jumped right into it, looking at the actives first.

{Focused Detonation} (Active Skill)

Description: You target one of your minions within 40 yards and force them to self-destruct. The designated minion explodes and instantly dies, dealing 150% of lost Health as damage to all targets within 15 yards.

If you only have a single minion when this spell is activated, the explosion radius is doubled, and the blast also stuns all hostile targets within range for 3 seconds.

Cost: 400 Mana

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: 2 minutes

{Bloodburst Aura} (Active Skill)

Description: All friendly targets within 10 yards gain a 5% chance to cause Minor Bleed Buildup whenever they successfully deal damage. This ability has a 2-second internal cooldown that is shared across all affected targets.

If you have a single minion active and within range of this aura, the minion gains a 15% chance to cause Moderate Bleed Buildup upon successfully dealing damage, but the same cooldown applies.

This ability’s effects also persist for 5 seconds after an affected target leaves the Aura’s range.

Duration: Permanent unless toggled

Cost: Reserves 10% of your maximum Health

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: None

{Lingering Blood Pact} (Passive Skill)

Description: Your {Blood Pact} ability is now 75% less effective, but it persists indefinitely and cannot be dispelled.

Cost: Reserves 5% of your maximum Health

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: None

I sighed. I didn’t think I’d ever yearned for an ability the way I wanted Focused Detonation.

Would it be useful? No.

Would it be hilarious? Yes.

Would it be hilarious enough to make up for how useless it would be?

I blew out of a puff of air. No, it would not.

I let myself daydream about having the ability to blow Frank up on command for a few blissful seconds—currently, that would mean bursting him apart right beneath the Ice Giant whose ankle he was attacking—then minimized the ability and tried to forget it had ever existed.

That left two options, though I wasn’t really sold on Bloodburst Aura. I appreciated some of the synergies the aura would have with Serrated Ice and Razorbriar Field, but they were minor overall, and the internal cooldown was too big of a limiting factor when it came to raiding with the guild.

The cost was high, too. Reserving 10% of my Health basically meant that I’d lose that portion of my bar and not be able to heal it back unless I turned the ability off. And getting squishier than I already was… that was not the direction I wanted to go.

That brought me to the third and final option, and for the sake of comparison, I pulled up the original Blood Pact skill that my Subclass had given me from the start.

{Blood Pact} (Passive Skill)

Description: You target one of your minions within 40 yards, and the two of you form a temporary pact. While the contract is active, you gain 100% of your minion’s Primary Statistics, while your minion gains 100% of your Secondary Statistics.

The contract does not reduce either of your attributes.

Duration: 7 seconds

Cost: 10% of your maximum Health

Cast time: Instant

Cooldown: 5 minutes

“75% reduction, huh? What do we get for uptime?”

I did some quick math. If the ability had a two-minute cooldown and only lasted ten seconds, assuming perfect usage, its effective uptime would be around 8%.

And if I could get a quarter the amount of stat in perpetuity without having to manage a cooldown or worrying about having it dispelled… that seemed a hell of a lot better.

In fairness, that was a pretty misleading comparison given the value of burst damage and the nature of PVP in general, but the value was definitely there, and I hadn’t exactly made very good use of Blood Pact in general.

In fact, I may or may not have forgotten it existed from the moment I’d picked it up.

Anyway, the cost was just as high as it had been for the previous ability, but this case was a little different. Getting 25% of Frank’s Constitution would probably mitigate most of the Health I’d lose right now, and by the time he was level 30 or so, I’d come out way ahead across the board. The value with him at 50 plus would be insane, too, even if we were using entirely different stats.

Frank was currently kiting, so I went ahead and locked the enhanced pact in while he was distracted. He brightened from afar, his entire body pulsing red. House pulled aggro, and Frank jammed an armored foot into the ground and jerked to a stop.

He leaped back into the fight a moment later, but his new and freshly hastened speed must have caught him off-guard because he slammed right into the back of the towering creature’s thigh and bounced off it.

He jumped up and went to work, and even from forty yards away, I could see the difference in damage as well as speed. I assumed he was still crit and hit capped, so there wasn’t a difference there, but the level of Haste he had went from pretty ridiculous to absolutely insane.

And if his attack speed had looked unnatural before, now it was downright spooky. He hammered the creature from behind again and again, chipping away at its icy leg and throwing up a cloud of sparkling hoarfrost with every strike.

Honestly, he looked more like a cracked-out lumberjack in the middle of a logging competition than a guy who was actively fighting for his life.

He gathered himself, then finished the golem off with an upward strike that hit it right between the legs. It tipped over forward and thundered into the ice a few feet from House’s current position, smashing one of her turrets in the process.

Frank pointed his more impressive axe in my direction and yelled across the glacier. “I would have gone with the explosion if I were you, but that was a good pick for the Subclass!”

“Thought you’d like it!”

I was about to ask if he’d been aiming for the golem’s taint on purpose, but then the video call I’d been looking forward to finally came in. I gestured like I was putting a phone to my ear so he and House would get back to work, then took the call.

“Hey, Darling!”

“Hey.” Her voice was subdued, even worried. “Think I’ve seen everything there is to see around here.”

“What’s wrong?”

“Hm?”

“That was decidedly less cheerful than usual. Something’s definitely up.”

She laughed. “Wow, you caught me. It’s nothing that serious, but… I think Frank was wrong about the Capitol.”

She braced herself, then quirked an eyebrow when I didn’t respond.

I gave her a second to elaborate, then realized what was happening. “Oh, you’re waiting for Frank to fly into a rage, aren’t you?”

“Yeah, I totally was.”

“He can’t hear you right now. I don’t think he’d rage at you, either. At most, he’d redirect it my way.”

I grabbed my window and swung it around so she had a view of House and Frank and 2.0 as they moved onto their next target.

“So, you’re worried that Frank was wrong, huh? Let’s narrow it down. What’s he wrong about right now?”

“Well… I found the vendors he was talking about. But I can’t buy anything from them.”

“They’re refusing to do business with you, huh? Did we miss a questline or something?”

“No, that’s not the issue. I can see what they’re offering, but it’s probably faster if you see for yourself. Do you remember that city off in the distance during the First Ascent?”

“The circular one that the wall was running through? Yeah, but it was a long way off. I could basically tell that it was a city, and that was it.”

“Right. Turns out that was actually the Capitol, and I’m there right now.”

She gathered herself and leaped, then threw one of her axes. The camera panned over several blocks of white stone faster than I could count them, and I figured she’d just teleported somewhere higher up.

She reclaimed her axe, grabbed the video window with her free hand, and panned the camera from left to right. “This is the Sunwalker side of the city. It’s the half that was positioned closer to the mountain.”

I leaned closer to the frame and took a careful look. The city was idyllic: clean streets, quiet squares, and pristine white buildings fitted with stained glass windows.

At first glance, I’d assumed the city was empty, but on closer inspection, that wasn’t the case at all. There were people everywhere, but nobody was moving.

A chill crept down my spine.

“Looks like something out of a painting, but not in a good way. What’s going on here?”

“They’re statues.” Darling shot a wary look at Mount Lyona and the moon looming directly above it. “Every single citizen is covered in an inch of jade.”

Down below, a trio of kids had been running through the street only to be frozen mid-step. The girl in front was looking back at the other two, grinning brightly, one small hand pointing further down the avenue.

The same story repeated itself all across the city. The nearest shop had a customer standing motionless halfway out the door, and a bit farther down the street, ten jade statues were lined up in front of a food cart. The grill master had been frozen, and whatever he’d been grilling had turned to ash before his fire died.

There was even a bucking horse that had been frozen with two hoofs high above the ground. Its owner stood some five paces off, locked with both hands extended in a soothing gesture.

The whole scene was surreal.

“Damn. Yeah, he didn’t mention any of this.”

“What do you think’s going on?”

I chewed the inside of my cheek. “I think Frank has finally turned against us.”

She stared at me through the window. “Seriously?”

I laughed. “Sorry, no. That was a bad joke.”

She rolled her eyes, but the tension in her shoulders eased a bit.

“The simplest answer is that Kline changed something during the event and Frank never got the memo. Or maybe the exact mechanic was level-locked to the S-rank bracket. I don’t think it’s all that concerning overall, and I know a lot of stuff was changed at the last minute. You said you can still see what the vendors are selling, right?”

“Yeah.”

She jumped down and threaded her way toward the closest shop. Two jade statues were in the process of entering, one of them holding the door for the other, so she slipped in between them.

The shop was small and tidy, just a long, glass-encased counter with an old man frozen behind it. A small section of the glass was open, and he had been in the process of removing a piece of jewelry for a customer to take a look at when he’d been frozen.

Darling walked up to him and tapped the air.

“You probably can’t see it, but I’ve actually got his window open right now. I can see everything that’s on display, but both the purchase and sell buttons are grayed out. There’s no way to interact with them at all. Well, that’s not exactly true. Watch.”

Darling threw out a jab and hit the shopkeeper squarely in the face. He didn’t even budge.

She shook her hand out. “Wild, right? I think they’re immune to basically everything.” She grabbed the old man beneath his arms and lifted him off the floor. “You can do this, too. They’re heavy, but not as heavy as a person ought to be, let alone a person covered in stone.”

“Fascinating. You can move them around, huh?”

She shrugged. “Yeah, I assume so. Haven’t tried to relocate anyone, but I don’t see what would stop you from doing it.”

I eyed the glass case. “Can you… steal anything, then?”

She laughed. “Nope. I did try, though. They had a really nice axe over at the weaponsmith. You just get an error.”

“You got a link?”

“Yup, here.”

{Inevitable Dawn} (Two-handed Axe)

Grade: B

Item Level: 115

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 525

Magical Attack: 400

Speed: Slow

Primaries: +50 Strength, +50 Dexterity, +50 Constitution

Secondaries: +5% Chance to Hit

Effect: This weapon gains 30 Physical and Magical Attack for every Base Camp established by the {Sunwalkers}. However, if no Base Camp has been established, both of its Attack totals are reduced by 100.

“Damn, even with the debuff, that’s a pretty heavy hitter. High Magical Attack for an axe, too. And the effect is kinda scary.”

“How’s it scary?”

“Well, if we get stuff like that, I’m assuming the other side does, too. And they’ve already got a camp up and running.”

“True.”

I looked back over the item, increasingly concerned. “Do you remember how much the axe was?”

“It was super pricy. Like 300 gold? I know that’s not a lot to you, but⁠—”

“To the average player, it’s totally out of the question.”

“No, I think it’d be beyond just about everyone, really. I’m not great with gold, and I’m usually reinvesting in the guild, but I definitely couldn’t afford it. Maybe if I put in the time and effort to sell all of my extra gear off piece by piece? I dunno. You really just don’t find that much gold on the ground.”

I mulled that over. “Maybe it’s aimed at people who are playing the market? Or maybe the city’s just prohibitively expensive in general.”

“Probably the latter.”

“Inevitable Dawn was a Rare though, right? Do you have any idea what the lower-quality stuff is going for?”

“Cheaper, but still too expensive to be relevant. C-Grade weapons are going for 150 gold when you can buy one off Trade Chat for a fraction of the price. The stuff here is a lot stronger, not that it matters at those prices.”

“What about armor and jewelry?”

“Cheaper, but it’s the same story overall.”

“Total non-starter, huh?”

“Yup.”

“Gotcha.”

A pulse of yellow light on the other side of the glacier drew my attention away from the video feed. Frank had just leveled, so I figured he’d hit 13. I sighed and smiled, wondering what sort of weirdness his next class change was going to subject us to.

“How does the other half of the Capitol look?”

“One sec.” She glanced up, then flicked an axe high into the air. The camera warped again, then she was right back on the wall, facing the other direction this time.

The other half of the city stretched out before her, a cluster of rusty metal buildings that were leaning against one another for support. The entire scene was precarious, and it looked like the whole settlement would collapse if you tipped any one of the shacks over.

The streets were filthy, littered with cans and broken bottles, but they were also packed with people, thousands of them all milling about, popping in and out of shops and cafes.

Despite the filth, the mood was downright cheery, especially set against the eerie stillness of the other side.

Darling pinched her nose. “You can’t tell, but it stinks down there. Wind’s blowing this way, and I wish it wasn’t. Smells like hot garbage mixed with the occasional whiff of a croissant right out of the oven. Just enough to tempt you into taking another breath, then it’s awful again.”

“I appreciate the sacrifice,” I said, laughing the words while I scanned the crowd. From what I could tell, everyone out there was still pretty low-level, though I did see a lot more C-Grade than I would have liked.

That wasn’t super threatening for now, but it did mean that the Lunar Army was advancing faster than I’d expected. And even more worryingly, it was also possible that they were buying gear at a steep discount compared to the items Darling had found.

“I’m not seeing any B-Grade out there. You?”

“I wouldn’t trust myself to pick it out at a glance just yet, but no. Would you really be expecting that from them already? I know they get a pretty massive Experience buff, but the event’s only been live for a day. My assumption was that almost all of them are still level 20 or below.”

“Agreed, but I was mostly wondering about that Moonlit Path perk. The one that lets them equip a piece of gear that’s B-Grade or below.”

“Oh, you’re totally right. I forgot about that.”

“If weapons of that quality were available, they’d probably be everywhere. Have you tried heading down there and buying something from the other side?”

“Sure did, and it wasn’t very fun. The moment you step into the limelight shining down from above, you absolutely melt.”

“Are the guards hostile? Or does the moonlight actually hurt you?”

“Didn’t see any guards, but yeah, it hurts real bad. I think the damage ramps up over time, but it’s hard to tell, and I don’t know if that even matters. I took like two steps into the moonlight, and it nearly killed me.

“By the time I made it back to safety, I was already deep in execute range. Felt awful, too. Heavy like aggro but much, much worse. Suffocating’s probably the best word. Not painful by any means, but that was definitely the worst I’ve felt in EBO to date.”

She rested the head of her axe on the wall and leaned on the haft with both hands.

“I think it might be possible to get someone to a vendor if we lined the wall with the guild’s healers and just brute forced it, but I dunno. I doubt they’d actually sell us anything. And I don’t think I’d want to subject anyone to that, either.”

“That’s fair,” I said. “It probably works the same way Mount Lyona does. Whoever won the last Ascent can come and go, but everyone else is locked out.”

“Which means we really, really need to win one. Preferably soon.”

I smiled. “Yeeeeeeah.”

“What?”

“I’ve been thinking about that a lot lately. We’ve been winning since day one, you know? Isn’t it a little much?”

She cocked her head, her dark hair partially obscuring her face. “What?”

“It just seems unfair. I guess I’ve been doing a lot of self-reflection lately, and I got to thinking that maybe it’s time for Omen to step aside and let the little guy have some fun.” I gestured at the air. “In the spirit of the event and all that.”

She snorted. “Yeah, okay. I know I fall for more nonsense than I ought to, but I’m not buying that for a second.”

“Was that not convincing?”

“It was almost passably acted, but no. Frank turning against you was way more believable than all that.”

“Not sure what that says about me as a person, but I can see where you’re coming from. In all seriousness, though, I’m having a pretty tough time picturing us winning the next Ascent. That last fight was just…”

“Not really a fight at all?”

“Yeah, exactly. If the odds were stacked against us that steeply from the jump, I doubt much is going to change when the second one rolls around.”

She tapped the air. “It’s not far off now, either. We’ve got less than twenty minutes before it’s time to face the music.”

I shrugged. “It’s a best of five, right?”

“Yeah, but with advantages handed out to the victors every step of the way. Perfect recipe for a snowball if you ask me. And not in the direction we want.”

I wanted to argue the point because she sounded a little down, but I did think she had the right of it.

“Well, let’s assume the glass is half full. Even if we get blanked in the Ascents, there’s still the Battle for the Grand Scar. That first prompt said it’ll be winner takes all, right?” I crossed my arms. “So, if worst comes to worst, we’ll just scrape out all the advantages we can through the Ascents, then win the big fight at the end. Problem solved, right?”

She smiled. “I like that. It sounds both simple and easily doable.”

I laughed. “Yeah. We just have to not lose. Easy.”

She pushed the hair out of her face. “Speaking of the Scar, I did find out a bit more about the Pillars of the Sun. The things we’re supposed to build around with the War Supplies we got in those Consolation Prizes at the end of the event.”

“Really? They’re inside the Capitol?”

She made a lukewarm gesture. “Kinda sorta? Hold on, I’ll take you in.” She flicked another axe, and then she was on the move, jumping from rooftop to rooftop while the still side of the city blurred by beneath her.

Darling pointed with an axe right before she flicked it away and sent it spinning ahead. “I’m heading for the Temple of the Sun.”

She teleported to her weapon, scooped it up, and kept running. When she cleared another row of shops, the interior of the city opened up into a large, rectangular plaza lined with towering palm trees.

A single building sculpted out of white marble sat at its center. The roof was painted gold, its grand stairway was filigreed with silver, and the entire structure felt ostentatious in a way the city before it never had.

Darling headed up and in, running by jade-covered priests in long robes and silver crowns. There was an enormous queue to get in—all well-dressed NPCs from the looks of it—but with them being frozen, Darling squeezed right past and slipped inside.

“First room is just for worship as far as I can tell,” she said. “We’re heading into the back.”

A priest was frozen in front of twelve rows of pews, standing atop a gilded dais emblazoned with a rising sun. He was reaching high into the air with both hands, and his face was locked in an expression of exaltation.

“Ohh,” I said. “Wow. That’s one fancy dais.”

“Isn’t it? I’m not usually a fan of daises, but wow. They put a lot of effort into that dais.”

I nodded seriously. “Yeah, super nice dais.”

Darling snorted, and I found myself laughing along with her without knowing why.

She raced between the worshippers and the many pews, leaped over the dais, ran down a long hall, and finally stopped in front of a heavy, silver door.

“Fancy door, too. This place is weirdly fancy in general. And not in a good way.”

“Right?” She raised a hand, and a silver key popped into her palm.

“Wait, where’d that key come from?”

“It just dropped into my inventory the moment I entered the Capitol. It was actually what got me looking at the church in the first place. Here.”

{War Room Key} (Unique)

Description: Awarded to Guild Leaders upon entering the {Sunwalker} side of the Royal Capitol, this item allows access to the {War Room}, a hidden chamber deep within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

Use: Teleports the Guild Leader who received this item to the {Temple of the Rising Sun}. This ability cannot be used in combat, but it may be used a second time within 30 minutes of activation to return the player to their original location.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 8 hours

“Interesting. Easy way to get you back and forth.”

“Yup.”

She unlocked the door and pushed inside. The room was utterly dark, but wall-mounted torches flickered to life all around her the moment she stepped inside.

The light was warm and inviting—I could almost feel it through the screen—but it still felt wrong, somehow, like it was artificial in a way I couldn’t place.

Aside from the torches, the walls were plain and unadorned, but a deep gash ran down the center of the room. It looked like it had been carved right into the marble floor, and the strange gap was surrounded by fine velvet ropes hanging between narrow stone pedestals.

Darling hopped over the ornate barrier and dropped down to one knee right in front of the fissure. “Here we are.”

The gap was definitely impressive, but it was too dark for me to know what I was looking at.

“Where are we, exactly?”

“Pretty sure this is a scale model of the Grand Scar. Sorry, one sec, it’s so deep that the torches don’t quite reach it.”

She climbed back over the velvet ropes and grabbed a torch off the wall, then came back and dropped down above the fissure with her legs folded beneath her. She held the torch down and out, waved it around for a moment, then jammed it into an empty brazier.

The gash was far deeper than I’d expected—easily twenty feet at the lowest point—and a detailed model of a vast battlefield stretched out along its base.

The scar ran north to south, about ten feet long and one foot wide. The northern half was grassy and dotted with towering pines, while the southern end was bereft of all life, just a wasteland of stone and dirt.

A keep rose at the far end of each side, flanked by four massive towers. Each side of the battlefield also had a trio of graveyards, plus another respawn point near their respective keeps for a grand total of eight.

But aside from the keeps and their towers, there were no defensive structures to speak of; just bare, open land on one side and heavily forested woods on the other.

Darling pointed directly down, where the southern keep was clinging to the cliff line. Four great towers rose from its corners, with the two at the back stretching to twice the height of the others.

“These towers are the Pillars of the Sun. A scale model of them, anyway.”

“Oh wow.” I took a closer look at the diorama. The pillars and the keep both had text scrawled beneath them, but it was too small to make out. “What’s that writing on about?”

“Win conditions for the fight.”

“Really?”

“Yeah. Ours is at the other end, but both sides basically need to do the same thing. For the Lunar Army, they need to destroy all four Pillars of the Sun and kill Helios. We need to destroy the Pillars of the Moon and drop the Empress. It doesn’t seem like you have to do it in any specific order, either.”

“But the battle won’t end until everything’s down.”

“Yup. It’s really specific about that. Since we’re talking about the pillars, I got a ton more Consolation Prizes from Goon. I cracked them open, and the vast majority were just full of War Supplies, but a few of them actually had defensive patterns inside.

“Looks like Guild Leaders can build them from here with War Supplies as the currency. You wanna check them out? Still got a bit of time.”

“Absolutely.”

“I’ll send them in pairs cause they’re pretty different. First pair are Rituals, which are spells that we need to cast ahead of time. Gives us some pretty interesting buffs.”

{Inevitable Return} (Defensive Ritual)

Description: Upon joining {The Battle for the Grand Scar}, all {Sunwalkers} gain a single stack of {False Demise}.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x10,000

Cast Time: 1 hour

Warning: This Ritual can only be activated within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}, and it must be cast before {The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins.

I tabbed through and checked out False Demise.

{False Demise}

Description: The first time you die within the {Grand Scar}, your death is prevented, and you instantly respawn at a defensive graveyard of your choice.

This effect will only activate during {The Battle for the Grand Scar}, and the stack is always consumed on death.

I minimized the buff and moved on to the second option Darling had sent my way.

{Golden Ticket} (Defensive Ritual)

Description: Upon joining {The Battle for the Grand Scar}, all {Sunwalkers} gain a single {Sunstone} that may be used to teleport to Helios’ side. The {Sunstone} cannot be used in combat, has a 5-second cast time, and will disappear upon activation.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x10,000

Cast Time: 1 hour

Warning: This Ritual can only be activated within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}, and it must be cast before {The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins.

“These next two are a little different,” Darling said. “The first one is an upgrade to something that’s already there, but the second is a permanent structure. Looks like we’re supposed to build out our own defenses, which I kind of love?”

“Same here.”

“Linking them now.”

{Haunted Graveyards} (Tier I Defensive Upgrade)

Description: Reinforces all Graveyards you capture with a trio of Elite {Hungering Ghouls}. These monsters cannot leave their respective Graveyards, but they will actively hunt down enemy players within range and will prioritize enemy healers.

Whenever a {Hungering Ghoul} kills an enemy player, the graveyard spawns another ghoul. If the killed player was a healer, the graveyard instead spawns 3 ghouls. However, each graveyard is limited to a maximum of 10 {Hungering Ghouls}.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x12,500

Load Time: 1 hour

Warning: This upgrade must be completed prior to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

{Archer Tower} (Tier I Defensive Building)

Description: Spawns a defensive tower staffed by 20 friendly {Longbowmen}. These NPCs cannot leave their positions, but they will automatically attack all hostile targets within 60 yards of the tower.

Players within the {Sunwalker Keep} or one of its pillars may also survey the battlefield from each tower’s point of view. This ability functions like a video call, providing a 360-degree view centered on the tower’s location.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x2,500

Construction Time: 30 minutes

Warning: This structure can only be placed on the {Sunwalker} side of the battlefield, and towers must be built from within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

“Oh wow,” I said. “That is… a lot to take in.”

“Yeah. Seems like there’s going to be a ton of patterns out there, but we’re not going to be able to hunt anything down in particular.”

“Also means we’re probably expected to work with the other guilds. I guess you haven’t seen any of the other leaders in that room just yet?”

“Nah, pretty sure I’m the first one here.”

Frank shouted in the distance. He and House had just accidentally pulled two Ice Giants simultaneously, so I swung my barrel that way and sent a crimson bird flying low over the glacier.

“I got you!” I called. “Just ignore it.”

The bird crashed into the giant from behind and knocked it to the ground, leaving its Health at 65%. It levered itself upright, took a long, menacing look at House and Frank, then turned and rumbled my way.

“You okay over there?” Darling asked.

“I’m good, it’s just a low-level monster. They probably could have handled it, but I want them to have as little physical downtime as humanly possible.”

“Hey!” Frank shouted. He was already stalking toward me, completely ignoring House and 2.0 as well as the other Ice Giant they’d pulled.

I dropped my voice. “Maybe we aren’t good, actually.”

“Who are you talking to?”

“Your dad, Frank. I’m talking to your dad.”

Frank pivoted on the spot and ran back into the fight, yelling over his right shoulder, “Oh. Well, carry on then!”

I switched to my pistols but stayed seated and gunned the Ice Giant down. It was only level 25, and it took just two more casts to turn it into an oversized corpse that was skidding across the ice in my direction.

It stopped some thirty yards out, sparkling purple. Normally, that would have been exciting enough to get me sprinting in that direction, but given the creature’s low level, I figured I’d leave the loot to the two of them.

“Really, Ned?” Darling asked. Her tone was playful, if very slightly annoyed.

“What?”

“Did you have to lie to him like that?”

“Oh, I definitely did. He’d have been furious if he knew we were talking without him.”

She made a dismissive gesture. “I don’t have a problem with the actual lie—I’m with you on that. But why did it have to be Frank’s dad? You could have said you were talking to Sleep instead of cursing me like that.”

“Well, I wanted to make sure he didn’t come over and interrupt. If I’d said it was Sleep, there’s a chance he would have joined us.”

She smiled. “Fair enough. By the way, are those new pistols?”

“Yep! A-Grade. Pretty shiny, huh?” I held them up to the window. “Bit more crab-like than I’d prefer, but the added crit damage is insane.”

“Yeah, I’m jealous.”

“They’re especially nice because I was having a hell of a time killing stuff at my level without them. I’m still wildly undergeared for my level, but it’s hard to do anything about that while Frank’s still so low. Oh, and thanks again for doing this.”

“For what?”

“Going to the Capitol yourself. I really appreciate being able to squeeze another grinding session in before the next Ascent, and I know it meant a lot to Frank. It also would have sucked if we’d gotten all the way to the Capitol and realized that we couldn’t even enter the War Room without you.”

“No worries! Happy to help out. I’m just glad Frank being slightly off on the details didn’t seem to hurt us very much.” She gestured at the diorama. “Do you think we should get anything started, or should we just hold off for now?”

“All those build times are crazy short, so I think we’re safe waiting until after the next Ascent at the very least. Maybe we’ll pick up some better recipes, and that key makes it pretty easy to shoot in and out.

“I also wonder if we could come up with a way to buy people out of their War Supplies or even their Consolation Prizes. Might be able to use the turtle fleet for that, but I’m not sure how we’d scale it just yet. Gold probably wouldn’t be very efficient, and I don’t have a ton of it left after buying the big turtle, but I’ll see what I can do there.”

Darling hopped up. “Cool.”

I zoomed into the diorama and took a few quick screenshots so I’d have them for the future.

“Hey,” Frank called, and I could tell from his voice that he was still a little ways off. “You done with those nipples yet?”

I flinched. “Just about.”

“I just hit 13. Could use a hand with the new ability.”

“Sure, just give me a second to wrap this up.”

“Uh huh.”

Darling shook her head. “See? This is why you should have pretended I was literally anyone else.”

“I’ll do better next time.” I stood up and shook the snow off my trousers. “Alright, I should get back to suffering before he gets mad and makes it worse.”

“By suffering, do you mean helping Frank with his latest pick-up?”

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

“I don’t know why you two are still pretending to dislike each other, but you do you.” She reached up as if to end the call, but her hand hung in the air. “Actually, one more thing while he’s out of earshot.”

“Shoot.”

“How does tomorrow morning sound? Maybe before the third Ascent, if possible?”

“Tomorrow morning?”

“For… that.”

“Oh, that.” I grinned. “That sounds great, yeah.”

“Is, uh… anyone else going to be joining us?”

“Ideally not?”

“I love Frank more than I should, but yeah. Not sure how that would even work, but figured I’d ask.”

“Ah, I see what you’re getting at. Nope, no explanation needed. I’ll figure it out.”

“Alrighty then! I’ll ping you here in a bit when the next Ascent starts up. Gonna poke around a little longer here in the meantime.”

“Sounds good. Thanks again, Darling.”

I ended the call.

“Dude,” Frank said, his voice suddenly close.

I froze, every muscle in my back tensing at once. How long had he been listening? How much had he heard?

“Did you just call my dad ‘darling’?”

I blinked, and it took me a long moment to find some actual words. “Uh, yeah. That’s… what I did.”

“Dude,” he repeated.

I considered clarifying what had actually happened, but I was already in too deep. “Yeah. My bad.”

“Why?”

I rubbed the back of my head. “I, uh, had to agree to a number of things that I’m not proud of to get you a body.” I looked down at my feet. “I was hoping you wouldn’t find out, and I’d rather not talk about it ever again.”

“Oh.”

House stepped up beside me. She looked from Frank to me and back again, smiling without comment.

“Well. Thank you for that,” Frank finally said. “I appreciate… whatever needed to happen.”

I rubbed my face, more than a little conflicted that the most sincere thank you I’d ever gotten from him had come from all of that. I sighed.

“Yeah. You’re welcome, Frank.”

He shuddered and forced a laugh. “Wow, it’s pretty cold, huh?”

Nobody spoke.

“Anyway,” he continued, “we got a bunch of Lodestones, but no luck on the Voucher.”

“Sounds good. Did you want to pick out your new ability real quick? Ascent’s right around the corner, so we ought to lock it ahead of time.”

Frank made a sound like he was about to throw up, then pretended he hadn’t. “Hrrrrrrp, yeah.” He covered his mouth. “But can we go somewhere else first? I kinda feel like this entire area is suddenly ruined for me. No reason in particular.”

“Sure, let’s hop off the glacier field and get into a skiff. That’ll keep you guys from getting attacked by monsters the moment you zone back after the battle ends.”

“Cool, cool cool cool. I’m gonna run ahead and work through some stuff.”

He turned and fled.

House stepped up beside me, and we watched him run across the blue ice in silence for a while. Then she spoke up. “How is Darling doing?”

“Oh, thank God. You actually heard the end of that conversation, huh?”

“I did not. I simply assumed that the most likely situation was that you were actually speaking to Darling but decided to seize on Frank’s ignorance to conceal the truth of the matter.”

“Even better.”

“Am I correct in also assuming that while the concealment itself was undeniably effective, it does not seem to have gone well for you?”

“Two for two, House. And yeah, I have serious regrets about the way that went down. Whatever. More importantly, Darling knocked it out of the park. She picked up some really good info for us on the Grand Scar.”

I pulled up the screenshots I’d taken of the diorama, then sent them to House and gave her a quick summary of everything we’d learned and hypothesized.

“Interesting.”

“Yeah, should be a fun fight at the very least. Second Ascent’s just about to kick off, so let’s go catch up to Frank and sail out a bit.”

I started mounting up but quickly canceled the summon. Nobody had looted the Frost Giant I’d pulled off them while talking to Darling, and the corpse was still throwing off purple sparks.

“Missed one. Hopefully it’s something Frank will be able to equip down the line. Otherwise, I’m not sure how he’s gonna recover from the shock of that last interaction.”

I knelt in front of the body and broke into a wide grin. “Jackpot…”

“Is it a small animal?”

“Nope, but it’s pretty damn cool.” I held the item up between two fingers: a small, rectangular piece of paper printed with a golden +1. “It’s a Researcher’s Voucher.”


Chapter Twenty-One



World Alert!

The {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} will begin in 10 minutes!

In the Second Ascent, both the {Sunwalkers} and the {Lunar Army} will attempt to clear at least 20 iterations of a 20-man, single-boss raid.

If a side manages to clear 20 or more iterations, they will gain temporary access to Mount Lyona, establish their next Base Camp, and gain another Victory Point, pushing the event one step closer to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

To ensure the preferred level of difficulty, raid groups will be chosen and assembled by the system as players teleport into their instances.

Warning: This is the only Ascent of the 5 where both groups will be able to simultaneously claim victory and establish a Base Camp.

Reminder: The Lunar Army currently leads 1-0, and they only need 2 more wins to claim victory and progress the event to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

I minimized the readout and dropped onto the side of the skiff. “Simultaneous victory, huh?”

Frank faked a cough and said “cop out” at the same time.

I laughed. “I thought it was gonna be a race, but I guess not.”

Frank flexed his armored glove. He was sitting directly across from me, while House was leaning on the wheel and playing with the jellyfish pet she’d picked up earlier in the day.

“Nope. Just need to clear enough raids as a group.”

Another prompt came in before I could respond.

Personal Alert!

As a player ranked within the 97th percentile or higher, you now have access to the {Carry System} for all of the remaining Ascents.

Opting into the {Carry System} will conscript you into the {Lunar Army} for the duration of the Ascent. As a particularly powerful player, you will be paired with a weaker group whose chances of success are relatively low.

If your raid group is successful while you are performing as a Carry, you will be granted the ability to choose a single buff from the {Moonlit Path}. This buff will persist for 72 hours and will not be removed on death.

Successful Carries will also gain {Lunar Grace} for 30 minutes immediately following the Ascent.

Warning: The {Carry System} will not be available during {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

Opt in as a potential Carry?

“Oh wow. That’s a lot to take in.” I reread the prompt. “What does Lunar Grace do?”

Frank narrowed his eyes. “Why does it matter what it does? That doesn’t seem relevant.”

“Just link me the ability, man. I need to know what happens if you win as a Carry, and it’s not letting me inspect it.”

“Not only do I refuse, I also disagree.”

“Please?”

He eyed the glacier field we’d left at his suggestion and shuddered. “Yeah, fine. Here.”

{Lunar Grace} (Buff)

Description: While this buff is active, you may walk within the {Limelight} that bathes the Moonlit half of the Royal Capitol without taking damage.

While within the Capitol’s walls, you cannot be targeted by members of the {Lunar Army}, and the city’s NPCs, vendors, and guards will treat you as an ally.

If this buff expires while you are still within the city, you will be instantly teleported to the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

Duration: 30 minutes.

I let out a low whistle.

“You better not be thinking what I think you’re thinking.”

“Wow, you put a lot of thoughts into that one.”

“Seriously,” Frank said. “Are you actually considering this?”

I dialed Darling. She almost always answered right away, but this time she put me on hold, so I just let the window hang in the air.

“Don’t make me repeat myself,” Frank said. “You know I don’t like repeating myself.”

House laughed from behind the wheel. “And yet you just said myself twice in the span of eight words.”

“Shut up, House! And don’t count my words, either. It’s spooky!” He turned back to me. “You can’t be considering this, right?” He leaned in close. “Eyes aren’t dilated, so you’re not concussed.” He eyed the beach again, then put a hand on my shoulder and softened his tone. “You know, trauma can manifest in a lot of different ways. But you can’t let it take over your life.”

“That’s actually kinda⁠—”

“Especially when it directly affects me.”

I shrugged him off. “I don’t have any interest in helping the moon, Frank. That wouldn’t be what this is. But read that prompt again and tell me what the main takeaway is. Here’s a hint: you’re the whole reason I’m even partially tempted by that new system.”

He squinted at the air, then shook his head. He tried again but got the same result. “Nope, can’t do it.”

“Why not?”

“My vision goes red every time I get to the bit about temporarily joining the Lunar Army. Pretty sure I’ll black out and start barking again if I go any further.”

“Well, we can’t have that, especially in another boat. Here.”

I clipped a single line from that first, longer Carry prompt and sent it his way.

If your raid group is successful while you are performing as a Carry, you will be granted the ability to choose a single buff from the {Moonlit Path}.

“Oh,” Frank said.

“Oh indeed, Frank. Remember this?”

{The Moonlit Ascent} (Passive Ability)

Description: You gain 200% increased Experience from all sources. This effect persists through level 30, then the buff begins to wane with each subsequent level, vanishing entirely at level 45.

His eyes went wide. “Double Experience? For me?”

“It’d be triple experience,” I corrected. “It’s a 200% increase, not 200% total.”

He gasped. “That’s almost quadruple Experience!”

House twitched behind the wheel, and I wondered if he was messing with her on purpose.

“Can you imagine?” I asked. “That buff won’t benefit me very much aside from some Subclass stuff, but your leveling has slowed down a bit since you hit the double digits, right? Even if the buff only lasts for 72 hours, it would do so much work for you.

“So if we go in as Carries with that buff in mind, I’d argue that we aren’t really helping the moon. This is more like the two of us are sneaking behind enemy lines to find you a dagger you can drive into the moon’s back.”

There was movement to my left as Frank launched into an animated response.

“I dunno, man. I do get where you’re coming from now that I realize I stand to benefit more than anyone else, but I’m not a backshots kinda guy. You know me—I’m full frontal. I want— no, I need the other person to see me coming. If I can’t see the whites of their eyes, then I’m never gonna know when to finish. I’m just gonna keep pounding and pounding and pounding and⁠—”

The air shimmered to my left. I glanced over.

Darling was staring back at me through the video window with wide, horrified eyes. Apparently she’d picked up the video call without me noticing.

“Woah woah woah, hold on, it’s not⁠—”

She held up a hand and cut me off. She took a deep breath, cheeks flushing slightly. “It’s fine. I’m just going to give him the benefit of the doubt this time around.”

“I’m not sure why you’d be doubting me in the first place, but I do appreciate it.”

“I am also confused,” House added.

“That’s great, House. I’m glad you’re confused. If you weren’t, I think that would imply that you were growing up a little too fast.” I smirked at Darling through the window. “Once burned, twice shy, huh?”

Her cheeks reddened still further. “Yes, a thousand times yes.”

“Well, you’ll be relieved to know that Frank and I were arguing about what we’d like to do with the moon.”

“Uhhh huh. Well, I’m definitely a little relieved by that. But at the same time, I’m significantly more confused.”

“Normal!” House said.

I laughed under my breath. “We were just debating whether it would be alright to help out the other side via the Carry System and whether or not it might be worth the risk. I was thinking we’d give it a shot, and Frank is revolting over the thought of engaging the moon in anything other than a full-frontal assault.”

“Can you blame me?”

“Nah. Ever since we met, I’ve always thought of you as the guy who puts the ass in assault.”

He squinted like he was trying to figure out if that was a compliment, then seemed to decide that it was. “Nice. But how’s the guild going to feel about us breaking off and doing our own thing?”

“That is… not what I thought you were going to say, and also a surprisingly fair concern.” I pointed at him. “Especially coming from you.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

Darling waved a hand. “Omen will be fine. Actually, I think it makes a lot of sense for everyone who qualifies to try for the Experience buff, but I’m not about to force anyone.”

“Agreed,” I said. “I guess there’s also the Consolation Prizes to worry about. Wording there makes it seem like we won’t be getting War Supplies if we win, which might limit our eventual defenses. Still seems worth it, though.”

Darling brushed her hair out of her face. “Yup. Personally, I’ll probably just go for it and assume that no matter what happens, Frank will put the rest of us on his back and drag us to victory.”

I jammed my left hand into my pocket.

“Oh, rest assured, I have complete and utter faith in myself to do exactly that.” He scratched his teeth, then cursed. “Okay, maybe not complete faith, but a substantial amount.” He scratched again.

House pointed at him. “Liar liar teeth on fire!”

“It does feel that way, yeah.”

Darling cocked her head. “What’s even happening over there?”

“It’s a long, strange story,” I said. “But I think I can summarize so we can skip most of it: Frank’s basically saying he’ll try, but no promises.”

He eyed the hand he’d been scratching with. “I can promise it’ll be entertaining.” The hand remained motionless, and he smirked at it. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

“Why are you shit talking your own hand?” I asked. “Your teeth are the culprits. Your hand didn’t do anything wrong, right?”

“He does not understand our struggle,” House said.

“He doesn’t, does he? Must be nice.”

Darling laughed awkwardly. “Alright, we’ve reached the point where I’m too lost to contribute to the conversation, so I should probably go cover the Carry stuff with the rest of the guild and let everyone know where we’re at. You guys be careful out there, yeah?”

“Will do! Thanks, Darling.”

Frank made to say something, but I ended the call before he had the chance.

House laughed. “You snooze, you don’t get to say anything to Darling.”

I gave her a high five. “Damn straight, House.”

“Har har,” he said, right before another prompt came in.

World Alert!

The Second Ascent of Mount Lyona will begin in 5 minutes.

You may still opt into the {Carry System}, but the battlelines will be drawn and locked 2 minutes prior to the start of the event.

“Which side would you like me to join? I, too, am qualified for the new system.”

“Which side do you wanna join, House?”

She stared at me, unblinking. “I would very much like to join whichever side you would like me to join.”

“I just want you to enjoy yourself as much as possible.”

I was about to elaborate, but Frank broke in before I had the chance. “It’d probably be more efficient if you stayed the course and just tried to murder as many people as possible in the process. More kills actually means more War Supplies in a loss.”

She saluted and went back to the front of the skiff, where her weird, eel-like pet was twining around the wheel.

“Thanks for that.”

“Uh huh. Probably doesn’t matter either way, but it seems like she’s better off staying out of the spotlight. Carry System would have a whole lot of people looking her way and wondering how she got where she is.”

“Aw, you really put some thought into what she should do.”

“I did nothing of the sort.” He reached up but didn’t scratch. “See! No thoughts, just vibes!”

“But you definitely thought you were gonna scratch.”

He waved dismissively. “No, I was afraid I might scratch. I didn’t like what that would imply, and I was bracing myself accordingly.”

“Fair enough.” I opted into the Carry System and dismissed the resulting prompts. “Okay, I’m locked in as a Carry, but we’ve still got a few minutes. Let’s roll through your next ability pick-up real quick.”

“Oh, right. How do you wanna do it? I’ve got three to choose from, and they all seem solid.”

“If you don’t have a preference then just hit me with them all at once.”

“Sure. Incoming.”

{Scary Look}

Description: You glare at all targets within a frontal, 180-degree cone and send them fleeing in fear for the next 8 seconds. This Fear effect has a small chance of ending prematurely with each tick of its duration.

However, if you fear at least three targets in a single cast, the Fear effect is guaranteed to last at least 4 seconds, and the guaranteed part of its duration cannot be interrupted by damage.

If this bonus effect is triggered, you also deal 30% increased damage to the feared targets for the ability’s duration, and its Rage cost is refunded.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 2 Minutes

Duration: 8 Seconds

Cost: 45 Rage

{Banishing Glare}

Description: You banish a target within 40 yards for up to 60 seconds. Banished targets cannot act or move, but they are immune to all spells and sources of damage for the duration of the effect.

However, {Banishing Glare} may only be cast on {Spirits} and {Elementals}.

Cast Time: 3.5 seconds

Cooldown: None

Target Limit: 1

Duration: 30 seconds

Cost: 25 Rage

{Impersonate}

Description: You attempt to impersonate an enemy target up to 30 yards away. If this initial cast succeeds, you begin channeling and are rooted in place, but you gain {Mind Control} over your target for up to 8 seconds and may pilot their avatar during that time.

While controlling another target, you may use their abilities as you see fit, but {Mind Control} is easily dispelled. The effect is very likely to break if either you or the controlled target takes incoming damage.

Cast Time: 3.5 seconds on initial cast, then channeled for up to 8 seconds

Cooldown: 5 seconds

Duration: 8 seconds

Cost: 35 Rage on initial cast, then 2 Rage per second while channeling. If you run out of Rage while channeling, this spell will end prematurely.

“Oh wow, all crowd control.”

“I’m mostly torn between the first ability and the last.”

“Not the banish?”

He made a lukewarm gesture. “Not a huge fan of actively preventing something from dying. Especially not on purpose.”

“That’s fair. I will say that it’s generally a super powerful effect, but the use-cases for it are sorta rare.”

“How’s that?”

“Like if we’re raiding and a boss summons Elementals or something. You basically get to take one of them out of the fight permanently without having to worry about AoE breaking the crowd control.

“You do have to recast it, but sixty seconds is a crazy long duration. It’s also a bit awkward as a tank.” I shrugged. “I dunno, it seems solid to me. But you actually know the number of available targets. If it’s a pass, then we’ll just eliminate it.”

“I think it is, yeah.”

“Cool. So what’re you hung up on with the other two?”

“I’m having a hard time because I can’t decide if I’m more terrifying or dominating, you know?”

I shook my head.

“Clearly the answer is yes, but that doesn’t really help.”

“No, that’s the opposite of helpful.” I scanned the two remaining abilities. “The fear is definitely a better panic button. Would be a lot more helpful for whenever you get in over your head and need to make a run for it.”

“I would literally never do that.”

“The fear is definitely a better panic button. Would be a lot more helpful for whenever you get in over your head and need to make several targets flee in sheer terror.”

He stroked the beard on his face. “That does seem pretty useful.”

“Yeah, it’s a little risky for raiding, though, and even for farming to a lesser degree. Fear’s great, but sending stuff running away from you in random directions is a great way to get yourself into even deeper trouble.

“I think I’m sort of into the third ability myself. I’ve got a lot of fear effects already, and I assume that first ability would share diminishing returns with them.”

“Yeah, it would. Mind Control wouldn’t.”

“But I guess Impersonate does lock you out of your character and force you to stand still. If Scary Look’s a bit tricky for a tank, then Impersonate’s even worse.” I shrugged. “All things being equal? I’d probably take the one with the mind control effect. It’s a good match for your level of knowledge, too.”

“While I do agree that I’m immensely knowledgeable, I don’t follow.”

“Bit ironic, but sure. One of the really cool things about mind control is that you can use it in raids to get access to some really powerful stuff you normally wouldn’t be able to use. Like if the boss has a bunch of adds with a powerful heal over time, you could MC one of the monsters and cast⁠—”

He growled.

“Sorry, sorry. Like if the boss has a bunch of adds with a devastatingly powerful melee steroid, you could MC one of the monsters and cast the buff on yourself. Then you’d drop the mind control and get back to work.

“Sometimes it’s even a decent way to pull a monster closer or make an entire pack turn inward and stack up on the controlled target. And the long cast time doesn’t matter so much if you’re using it as an opener.”

I looked him up and down. “As an aside, we do need to get you a ranged weapon at some point. Even if it’s just a low-level throwing dagger. Just something to pull with.”

“Mmm. Alright, I think I’ll take Impersonate.”

“Cool.”

Frank mimed like he was shooting a Kamehameha. “Blam!”

Then the Impersonate spell actually started casting.

“Oh.”

“Putting aside the copyright infringement and the fact that you’re a mime making Batman noises, you really ought to save your onomatopoeia until the spell’s almost complete.”

“Yeah, this is awkward,” he said, but he committed to the bit and kept his hands extended. “I forgot about the cast time.”

The spell finished, and a single yellow word drifted up above my head: Resist. I watched it go, sighing.

“I guess that ability doesn’t have a projectile or trail, huh? That’s pretty nice. That’ll make it way harder to find you if you’re casting from within a crowd or from somewhere out of sight. But what was the game plan if that somehow landed?”

“I dunno, maybe get you stuck in a chimney or something?”

“What chimney? We’re on a boat, man.”

“I hadn’t got that far, alright? Man, you’re critical today.”

His eyes locked onto House. She was facing away from us, leaning over the wheel and playing with her pets.

Frank laughed, darkly.

He started up another Impersonate, and while House didn’t react, 2.0 pinned her ears to the top of House’s head.

But when the spell reached the halfway point, Frank broke it off, dropping his arms to his sides.

“What was that?”

“I changed my mind, alright? I’m allowed to do that from time to time.”

“Really? Just like that?”

“Yup. You ever start doing something totally awesome, then just decide otherwise on the spot for no particular reason? It happens, and before you ask, no, it doesn’t have anything to do with the overwhelming sense of impending doom I experienced the moment 2.0 pinned her ears. By the way, you have 32 seconds and counting. You’re welcome.”

“What?”

A prompt came in.

World Alert!

The {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} begins in 30 seconds!

“Wow, thanks a lot, Frank. Got me two extra seconds, that’s incredible.”

“Yeah, I figured you’d consider two seconds to be a long time.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Whatever, it’s not worth it. You ready for this?”

He cracked his knuckles. “Oh yeah, let’s get it.”

“Don’t die this time, alright?”

He laughed. “I would never.”


Chapter Twenty-Two



Personal Alert: Your request to join the {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} as a Carry has been approved. Upon accepting this prompt, you will be placed into a {Lunar Army} raid that has a relatively low chance of clearing the upcoming encounter.

If your group is successful, you will gain {Lunar Grace} for 30 minutes upon leaving the raid. You will also be able to choose a single buff from the {Moonlit Path} to benefit from for 72 hours.

Accept teleport?

I took it. My vision blurred, then I found myself standing in a vast, snowy field pocked with lime-green flowers. The blooms were growing straight out of the snowdrifts, and the surrounding pines were half-buried themselves.

Frank sniffed, loudly. “Instantly not a fan.”

Vast, sheer peaks towered all around us, boxing in a narrow valley that looked the better part of a mile long but was only a hundred yards wide at most.

I wandered in a slow circle and took it all in. The snow was only a couple of inches deep, but it was wet and heavy, and it clung to my boots and made every step heavier than the last. “Oh man. Is this the Grand Scar? This looks just like that diorama that Darling found.”

“Uh huh.”

“Nice. Getting a sneak peek, huh?”

“Yeah, but I wouldn’t count on seeing much of it.”

“Still pretty cool. Could you do me a favor?”

“Could? Yeah. Would? I’d prefer not to.”

“Just take a bunch of screenshots as we go along and send them to House. I already sent her a few pictures of the diorama, but I’d like her to get a good feel for the actual dimensions of the place before we start loading up on defenses.” I scanned the valley. “Especially the width on our side of the battlefield.”

He grunted. “We’re gonna be restricted to the Sunwalker half, but yeah, fine.”

“Thanks, Frank.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” someone said to my left. The voice was familiar—I’d probably spent a couple of hundred hours listening to it—and I glanced over, already knowing what I was about to find.

Tyrann stood about ten feet away, shin-deep in snow with two greatswords crossed atop his back. He was decked out head to toe in golden armor, and his full-plate helmet had a mohawk of red plumage running down the middle.

“You actually signed up to help out the other side? You, the Head Start guy?”

Frank was a little behind him owing to where Tyrann had spawned in, and he made a shushing gesture and crept closer, pointing his toes and inching through the snow like a cartoon character.

“Of course I signed up to help,” I said. “I am nothing if not a man of the people. Helping out the common man is, like, my whole deal.” I crossed my arms. “It’s what I do.”

Tyrann pushed his faceplate a little higher. “Yeah, sure.”

“Okay, maybe not. But to be fair, I’m definitely a man of some people, right? Even if it’s just Omen. Or a somewhat focused subsection of Omen. There’s Goon, too.”

Frank whistled.

Tyrann turned to investigate the sound, and Frank swung himself like he was about to tee off on the side of Tyrann’s head, stopping short with his blade less than an inch from Tyrann’s widening eyes.

“Hypothetically Franked!”

Tyrann yelped and fell backward. He sank into a ribby drift ass-first, folding into a V with his arms and legs sticking out.

I doubled over laughing. “I know you’re never supposed to laugh at other people’s trauma, but man, yours is just so funny.” I offered him a hand up. “You can relax, though. Frank couldn’t actually target you if he wanted to.”

“But as always, psychological damage is firmly on the table.”

“Apparently so.”

Tyrann ignored the hand I’d offered him, stood up, and brushed some wet snow off his shoulders. “Seriously, why are you even here?”

I shrugged and readied a lie. Temporary allies or not, I obviously wasn’t about to fill him in on the scheme Frank and I were cooking up.

“If I’m being honest, I just thought the Carry System seemed interesting, and Frank and I were bored.”

I scanned the snow. Nobody else had arrived just yet, so I figured Tyrann and I were the only Carries we’d be getting and that the system was giving us a moment to set up before the rest of the raid ported in.

“How did I end up getting stuck with you, anyway? The odds on that have to be ridiculous.”

“Ersatz said almost the same thing, and it’s not random at all. Carries are paired up with people on the opposite ends of the power spectrum, and you and I are some of the highest. Makes sense that we’d get paired up.

“I wouldn’t be surprised if Frank’s dad is matching people based on their history, too. Probably trying to get us to work against each other despite theoretically having the same goals. It was the same deal in the first Ascent—Frank and I got paired with that ugly little goblin.”

Frank drew a fat thumb across his own throat. “And we ended up carting his corpse around for most of the fight. Just saying.”

I nodded. “Yeah, that was his fault, though. Shouldn’t have tried to kill you.”

“Uh huh.”

Tyrann lowered his faceplate but didn’t respond.

There was something different about him, but I wasn’t sure exactly what. He’d always had obnoxiously perfect posture, but now he was slouching in his armor. And while he’d always had an element of magnetism to him, whether I’d been watching his streams back in the day or fighting against him here in EBO, today he just seemed… tired.

That wasn’t quite the right word, but something had obviously happened. I wondered if Tyrann losing that sponsorship deal Sleep had mentioned was the culprit, or if it was something deeper.

He cleared his throat. “How do you wanna handle raid leader? Roll for it or what?”

“If you wanna cosplay the benevolent leader as usual, be my guest. Frank and I will sit back and help out. We’re playing to win, though. So if you’re planning on phoning it in, let me know ahead of time.”

“No, a win would be a nice change of pace.” The words sounded a little bitter, but I couldn’t really fault him for that. Well, I could, and I did—his losses were his own damn fault—but I could still see where he was coming from. “I’ll run it.”

“Yeah, that’s fine.”

“You mind throwing me Raid Leader? You’ve got it by default.”

I did a quick check to make sure that he wouldn’t be able to boot Frank and me out of the raid or mess with our drops or anything like that. Once I confirmed that to be the case, I transferred him control.

“Right. You’re obviously a DPS, but what’s he?”

“He’s an Iron Mime.”

Frank flexed like someone had asked him where the beach was.

“An iron what?”

“Mime!” Frank shouted.

“I still wish you’d stop yelling that,” I said. “He’s a tank, basically. Heavy armor, taunt, a glass shield he can summon. He’s got pretty good damage for a tank, but he’s still relatively low. Not sure how this encounter’s tuned, but we probably don’t want him tanking if we can avoid it.”

Tyrann nodded. “Sure. I’m still DPS, for what it’s worth. But I can offtank and heal pretty well while I’ve got Mana. I’ll rotate through roles as needed.”

He looked up, and a prompt followed.

Regional Alert!

Now summoning 18 members of the {Lunar Army}!

Reminder: Combat between players designated as Carries and the {Lunar Army} is forbidden during Ascents on Mount Lyona. The 2 groups will function as allied players for the duration of the encounter.

The other players popped into existence, propagating in a wave of bodies and green name tags.

I checked my raid frames, watching one player after another zone in. Each of their raid frames had an icon depicting the role they’d selected, with daggers for the DPS, staves for the healers, and a gray shield for the tanks.

Well… the tank.

I glanced over at Frank. “Well, you can officially forget what I said earlier about you tanking being a last resort.”

“Huh?”

I pointed up at the raid window. “We have twenty players. Sixteen of them are DPS, including Tyrann and me, three are healers, and you’re the only tank.”

I scanned the crowd, laughing. Not only was Frank not standing out in a major way, but it seemed like he actually outgeared a good number of them. And that was particularly worrisome, because we’d had a pretty hard time upgrading his gear owing to how quickly he’d leveled.

I checked the raid windows. Frank’s Health was an outlier, too. Aside from Tyrann and me, he had at least twice as much Health as anyone else. Part of that had to do with my Soul Link ability feeding him a portion of my Constitution, but if the gap was this immense, the raid group’s average level was substantially below what I’d been expecting.

“I guess we might as well get started.” Tyrann clapped his hands, and the sound echoed off the snowy peaks. “Alright, everybody, my name’s Tyrann, and I’m going to be your Raid Leader for this encounter. Let’s get this show on the road. First things first, I’m going to sort everyone by…”

He trailed off, seemingly confused because all of three people had looked his way. The rest were acting like he hadn’t spoken up at all, either tapping the air or gawking around at the sheer mountains.

Even worse, I was pretty sure that at least two of them had somehow gone AFK the very moment they’d accepted the prompt to join the fight.

Tyrann clapped again, louder this time, but nobody responded. He shook his head and dropped his voice. “Casuals.”

“It’s not really a casual thing,” I said with a laugh. “Look at their tags, man. They’re all in random guilds. Some are even unguilded, and nobody knows each other. They’re basically strangers.”

“So what? They should still be able to take direction, especially in a situation like this. We’re not even asking for much. Or anything at all, really.” He pointed at a nearby lake, maybe twenty feet across the snow. “We’ve got two people fishing. Fishing!”

I pointed a pistol at the mountain behind him. “If it helps, there’s another guy mining over there, and two more, including one of our healers, are picking herbs behind you.”

“That doesn’t help at all.”

He drew a sword and pointed it at one of the two players who hadn’t moved an inch since he’d zoned in. He was just standing there, his body wavering slightly, his arms slack at his sides while the cold breeze ruffled his cloak.

“This guy’s clearly AFK. Why join if you’re not even going to participate?”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “First time, huh?”

He shook me off. “First time for what?”

“Running in a pick-up group?”

“Of course not.”

“But when was the last time you actually had to run a raid with randoms? Real randoms—not people from your stream or whatever else.”

He paused.

“Yeah, thought so. Take it from someone who didn’t have any friends two weeks ago⁠—”

“That’s a weird flex, even for you,” Frank broke in.

“You’re gonna need to recalibrate your expectations,” I continued, ignoring him. “A good chunk of them probably have comms muted and chat hidden. Thankfully, that first prompt said we’ve only got one boss to deal with. You got anything flashy on you?” I looked his gaudy armor up and down. “Flashier than that, I mean. Something shiny that people can follow.”

Tyrann dropped his voice. “What are they, cats?”

“Don’t tell House I said this, but yeah, pretty much.”

He squinted at the other players, eyeing their tags one by one. “Who?”

“Relax, House isn’t here.”

“And they ought to be grateful for that,” Frank said. “People have been caged for more understandable miscommunications before.”

“On a more serious note, they’re not zombies. Pick-up groups just know exactly what they’re signing up for, especially if the game gives you a tool that organizes the raid for you. You pop in, get some quick progress in a raid that’s probably been nerfed so hard that you can faceroll it without talking to anybody else, then bail.

“Brain off, dopamine up. That’s it, and it’s usually pretty fun if you know what you’re getting yourself into. You and I are just here to push them over the top. So I’ll ask again: you got anything shiny?”

He drew his swords, and they both burst alight with golden flames. “Like this?”

“Yup, that’ll work.” I swapped to my blunderbuss on the basis that it was the loudest weapon I had. “Now just run behind us like you’ve been here before and wave those things around all fancy-like.”

“What?”

“Frank, you wanna lead the way?”

He drew his real axe and took off at a slight jog. “I obviously do!”

I fell in behind him and motioned Tyrann forward.

“Moo,” Frank shouted. “Moo!”

Tyrann pulled up beside me, swords flashing and strobing. “Why is he making that sound?”

“Don’t worry, you don’t actually have to moo. That part’s unrelated. Just a stylistic flourish on his part.”

“It’s highly encouraged, though,” Frank called over his shoulder.

I fired my blunderbuss into a drift, aiming at nothing in particular and blowing an enormous amount of snow into the air. The sharp explosion made several of the other players jump, and almost every head turned at the sound.

I put on a burst of speed and pulled even with Frank, who was still mooing. Then the surge was on, with players falling in behind us like lemmings.

“Oh dear God,” Tyrann said. “This is actually working.”

“Of course it’s working. Frank and I look like we know what we’re doing, and we’re at the front of the crowd.”

“And yet we don’t,” Frank added. “By the way, you seen your mini map?”

I shook my head and pulled it up. The vast majority of the area was fully blacked out and probably off limits, but a green corridor up ahead appeared to lead right into the snow-capped pines, eventually tapering off at a frozen lake.

“Guess that’s our route?”

“Yup, first target’s up ahead.”

I peered around Frank’s broad back. I couldn’t actually see the monsters themselves—they were partially hidden behind a pine bent over beneath the snow—but I caught enough of one of their name tags to get an inspection off.

{Solar Cultist} (Level 20 Humanoid) (Elite++)

HP: 30,000/30,000

MP: 25,000/25,000

“Preheals on Frank,” Tyrann called out. Predictably enough, nothing happened. He sighed and threw out a bubble, then lowered his voice. “Whatever, they’re level 20. Should be fine as long as he can tank the first couple hits.”

With Frank still at level 13, the level gap between him and his targets was pretty immense, but his Hit Chance meant that he wouldn’t have a problem connecting. I did agree with Tyrann, though—the initial engagements were going to be pretty risky on Frank’s part.

Frank raised his left hand, summoned a green, glassy shield from his newly acquired Armored Glove, and leaped in. He got his barriers going in midair and landed right between the two creatures. A low shockwave rolled out from him, and the resulting impact shook the snow off the nearest pines, causing them to snap upright and release massive clouds of light powder.

The healers might not have been paying much attention, but the DPS—or at least a good number of them—were quick enough to follow Frank’s lead and jump into the snowy fray.

I still couldn’t quite make out what was happening amid the chaos of fifteen-plus people all crashing in on Frank’s targets at once, but I did see his Health drop to 65% before it stabilized and rose.

Hastened or otherwise, there was no way Frank was going to be able to hold aggro if I started nuking, so I just held off and watched the scrum unfold.

The trash mobs were pretty much what you’d expect: just a pair of robed humanoids armed with shields and glowing flails. They were melee only, and while they had a shield slam that was capable of stunning Frank for a second and a half, their damage wasn’t threatening so long as the healers didn’t slack off too badly.

I waited for the group to get both creatures down to 20%, then nuked them out of existence and drifted to the front of the crowd.

I canceled the spell and landed to Frank’s left. “Hey, I’m gonna fall back a bit so I can bully the healers on your behalf each time you go to pull. Don’t get too far ahead, yeah? And try to wait for Tyrann’s shield and whatever other effects we can swing your way before you engage, especially if the packs get bigger. We don’t want you getting one-tapped ’cause somebody’s DoorDash arrived at the wrong time.”

“Gotcha.” He was breathing hard, and his breath was frosting the air, but he was grinning like an idiot, and his face was flushed and spotted with someone else’s blood. In that moment, he seemed truly happy. “Pretty sure the boss is gonna be at the lake. I’ll stop there so we can get set up.”

“Perfect, thanks. Good work with the adds, by the way. Don’t forget about Encasement and your other defensives. You can also throw Ragebox around if you’re struggling with Threat.”

“Uh huh.”

He moved deeper into the woods, and the group followed close behind. I figured Tyrann would go with him, just to get away from me if nothing else, but he slowed down and let the group move on without him.

I hung back and fell in behind the trio of healers. “Hey. You guys got any shields?”

The three of them ignored me, or more accurately, they were so deep in conversation that they didn’t seem to hear me at all. I took out my blunderbuss and fired a raven right at their feet.

All three of them startled and brought their weapons up, eyes darting every which way.

“Relax. I couldn’t shoot you if I wanted to. I was just trying to get your attention.”

One of the three shot the others a hesitant glance and stepped forward. He wore a simple white robe and carried a long staff capped with a gold cross. “Sorry, we’re in a private chat, got something going on. What’s up?”

“That’s fine, I just need you guys to be shielding the tank before he pulls. We can’t have him dropping to half Health against trash before he stabilizes. We’ve only got one tank, so if Frank dies, we’re done here.”

“Oh, sure,” the same guy said. “My bad, didn’t even realize we’d started when he pulled that last group.”

“No worries.” Tyrann was still nearby, so I figured I’d rope him in. “Tyrann and I will hang back and keep you guys clear from patrols and adds. Don’t worry too much about drawing aggro until we’re at the boss. We should be able to lock down anything that comes your way, so just maximize your output for now.”

“Sure thing. I’ve got comms open on behalf of the other two, so let me know if anything changes. Otherwise, I’m gonna jump back in with them.”

“Works for me, thanks.”

His mouth kept moving, and while I couldn’t hear what he actually said, all three of them edged forward and threw Frank some preemptive shields.

Things were easier from there. The shields were probably overkill, because every monster was just getting dog-piled and stunned into oblivion, but I felt a lot better knowing that Frank would be able to take an extra hit or two if something surprised us.

Still, I kept pace with the healers just to be safe. They were obviously distracted by whatever they were dealing with, but Frank hadn’t dropped beneath 80% since that first engagement. We’d probably dropped four packs since then, so that was good enough.

Tyrann was doing pretty well for his part, though he’d almost immediately run into the same problem I’d been trying to avoid at the start of the raid. His damage was just too high, and a single swing was often enough to pull aggro.

He ended up pulling back and floating close to my position, mostly throwing spot heals across the raid so the three healers could focus their attention solely on keeping Frank topped off at all times.

Then, surprisingly enough, he fell in beside me with one golden sword in hand, the other resting between his shoulder blades, presumably so he had a free hand to cast with. A beat of awkward silence passed, and he broke it before I had the chance.

“So what do you think about the event so far?”

“Not my favorite with the way it’s affecting Omen, but it’s definitely interesting. I think Frank’s having a good time, so that’s good enough for me.”

“Yeah? I’m not a fan, honestly.”

“No?”

He raised a hand and threw out a pair of quick, instant heals. The Mana cost was pretty high—his Mana bar dropped from full to half in a blink—but he had almost as much regen as I did.

“Yeah. Just seems like everyone I’ve talked to feels like they’re on the outside looking in. That’s mostly the Cult, but it doesn’t strike me as the smartest move the devs have ever pulled. It’s not awful by any means, but it does seem like they’re alienating their most dedicated players by hosting an event that’s mainly for everybody else.”

“I dunno, man. I think it’s pretty smart overall.”

“Really? Even with Omen being sidelined?”

I made a lukewarm gesture. “I agree with the general point. The event’s not really for us, or at least we’re not the focus. There’s plenty to do, and I’m still having a blast, but I think it makes sense from the developer end of things.

“As usual, a handful of us got way out in front of the leveling curve, and the problem would only have gotten worse if it wasn’t addressed. And you and I and the rest of the top guilds are already locked in. Sunk cost and all that, right? It makes sense that Kline would want to appeal to everybody else. It’s not like you and I are going anywhere after all the effort we’ve put in so far, especially not over an event that only runs for a couple days.”

He spat into the snow. “Well, you’re at least partially right about that.”

Up ahead, Frank was getting ready to engage a four-pack of the same Solar Cultist mobs from earlier. He held his ground for a moment while the DPS lined up to his left and right.

I swapped to my rifle and took aim, then sent him a quick message and told him to pull on my signal. I fired a Corpsebelcher at the ground between the two packs and dropped a pin to mark the location while the worm-like creature burrowed through the snow.

Frank rushed forward, smashed his axe into two of the Cultists before they could react, then leaped off toward the other pair. He pulled all four of them together, and my Corpsebelcher erupted right beneath the pack and stunned the entire group before he’d even taken a hit.

He taunted one of the two and peeled the rest off me with a series of target swaps and blurring hits. The fight quickly stabilized from there, so I dropped back and scanned the area for patrols while adding a few ravens when aggro allowed.

“Sorry, got busy there. What exactly am I wrong about? Cult falling apart or something?”

He laughed, but it was without humor. “Nah, nothing like that. I get what you’re saying with the event and the larger guilds being here to stay, but I might not be around for too much longer.”

“Damn, dude. Frank really left a mark, huh?”

“Nah. That was all fine. Really. Made for a good story.”

That seemed a little weird to me, and I was starting to wonder if I was being baited in some way. I sent House a quick message and asked if Tyrann was live.

She replied that he wasn’t, and while I didn’t see any signs that he was actively recording, it was possible that he was concealing it somehow.

“A good story, huh?”

“That’s all it comes down to in the end.”

The raid caught a bunch of splash damage from a conical attack, so I dipped over a little closer to the healers in case they needed protection and let Tyrann deal with the spot healing.

For Frank’s part, he was looking more and more comfortable up front. The raid was still predominantly dealing with pairs of Cultists as it moved toward the frozen lake, and Frank had already switched up his strategy for dealing with them.

Instead of leaping between them and laying into them both, now he was using Carousel to engage. That probably wouldn’t have worked in a normal raid, but with only two monsters to deal with at a time, it did smooth things out considerably.

Not only did it put Frank only feet away from one of two mobs without exposing him to the burst damage they possessed when hitting together, but it also teleported one of the creatures directly into the rolling zerg that we were currently calling a raid.

From there, the group just spammed crowd control and attacked it down. It was sloppy and inefficient and kind of hard to watch—so many of the abilities ended up overlapping and triggering diminishing returns without actually adding anything—but stuff was dying, Frank wasn’t, and that was more than enough.

We dropped another four-pack, and Tyrann and I once again ended up bringing up the rear. “So you’re quitting then, huh? Is that because of the sponsorship thing?”

“Hm?”

“With EBO. Not trying to be rude, I just saw that you’d been removed from the site as a collaborator, so I was wondering if anything had happened.”

“Oh, that. Yeah.” He clicked his tongue. “The short of it is that I’m no longer hitting the viewer metrics I needed to stay on. Wasn’t entirely unexpected. They mostly brought me in for the intro—everything else was a bonus.”

“Gotcha. But you’re still thinking of bailing, huh?”

“I dunno. Don’t really want to, but it’s looking more and more likely by the day. At the very least, I’ll probably be pulling back a bit.”

“Why, though? If it’s not the game, then it’s gotta be streaming that’s the problem, right? But it seems like you’re still pulling decent numbers.”

“Yes and no.” He held his sword up and used it to look at his reflection. “You ever read an underdog story?”

“Uhhhh, yeah?”

“They lose at the beginning, usually in the middle too. Then they find their footing toward the end and eventually pull off the upset.”

“Yeah, I know what an underdog story is.”

“So imagine that you’re reading that same story. But then, 70% of the way through, the book ends. You never get to the part where the hero wins. What would you think about that?”

“It sounds like a shitty story.”

“Yeah. That’s pretty much it. Streaming’s just a weird gig. You can be on top of the world, but you’re always one algorithmic switch away from falling off the map. I don’t really want to start playing whatever’s new and shiny right now. I’d rather stay here, but the numbers speak for themselves.”

“You can’t be out of a job already.”

He made a dismissive gesture. “Nah, it’s nothing that serious. Just been trending down for a little while, and in this business, you’re either growing or dying. One of the main reasons I’ve gotten to where I am is that I’ve been good at reading the way the wind is blowing.

“For me, that’s meant quitting a lot of games and jumping onto something new when I’d have preferred to stick it out.” He shrugged, pauldrons heaving. “But so it goes. It’s a great gig.”

Frank and company swarmed another monster down, leaving only a single pair of Cultists standing between the raid and the icy lake and the boss beyond.

“I guess that makes sense. What’s your timeline like, then?”

“I’m gonna stick it out as long as I can. Don’t really want to go back to the days of pretending to enjoy whatever the flavor of the month is, but it’s a lot easier to grow when you’re constantly branching out. New audiences, more crossover, all of that.

“This event just feels like the last nail in the coffin. Most of my guild members are on the Moonlit Path, and I couldn’t tell them not to in good faith. Those buffs are just too good. At the same time, I was locked out of joining them personally. I guess it comes back to what you said before: it’s just not about us. That’s fine for me as a player, but it’s a problem where my job is concerned.”

I cracked a smile. “It’s not about us yet.”

“Hm?”

“Narratives can change fast, man. That’s all I’m saying.”

“You got something in mind, then? Maybe for that big fight at the end?”

“Right now, I’m mostly focused on getting that giant green weirdo up to speed.” I peered ahead. The raid group had just reached the frozen lake, and they were starting to fan out across its shore. “Looks like we’ve reached the boss.”

I ran up ahead and tried to push through the crowd. That didn’t really work, so I drifted over their heads at a slight angle, canceled the spell, and landed lightly beside Frank. He swung on instinct and hit me in the shoulder, though it didn’t actually do anything.

“Oh. It’s you.”

“It’s me, Frank. Nice work with the trash.”

“That was fun. Did you see the Carousel pull?”

“Yeah, very cool. Great way to separate them out. You’re covered in blood, too.”

“I know! Isn’t it great?”

“Definitely makes your beard look a lot more intimidating, but at the same time, I can’t imagine the stickiness is worth it.”

“Yeah, well, we all have a cross to bear.” He pointed a thick green finger at a frozen waterfall on the other side of the lake. “Might be easier if you try to inspect it. Kind of hard to see, but the boss is in a cave behind the ice.”

I inspected it, and a reading came through, even though I couldn’t actually see the boss.

{Hand of Helios} (Level 25 Construct) (Raid Boss)

HP: 2,500,000

Targets Controlled: 0/5

I dropped my pistols into my inventory. “Try to keep people back, yeah? I’m gonna take a bit of a closer look. Level gap should prevent me from pulling.”

I ventured out onto the ice, and one of our DPS immediately tried to follow me.

Frank grabbed him by the collar of his armored breastplate and hauled him back. “Hold on, you filthy animals!”

I half-walked, half-skated to the center of the lake. The ice was thick, and it didn’t crack or even bubble while I moved across it.

When I got close enough, I dropped onto my haunches and peered through the frozen waterfall. Something was definitely skittering around in the cave behind it. Its movements were manic and fast, and it reminded me a little of the ice spiders we’d been hunting earlier.

At the same time, I had a bad feeling about the whole thing. Something about the boss’ movement just set my teeth on edge in a way that even the spiders hadn’t. But I did manage to pull some details on the boss’ only buff.

{Carry Killer} (Buff)

Description: The {Hand of Helios} deals 100% increased damage to players designated as Carries. If the Hand hits a Carry twice in a row, the damage buff is increased to 200%. This pattern may repeat indefinitely with each consecutive hit.

This buff cannot be dispelled, stolen, or removed.

Duration: Permanent

That was… pretty nasty. I doubted that an initial hit from a level 25 would do all that much damage, but Tyrann and I definitely wouldn’t be tanking for more than a hit or two at most.

I did a quick circle around the ice to make sure there weren’t any obvious weak spots, then doubled back to Frank and the others. “Definitely something back there, but I still couldn’t really see what we’re dealing with. Pretty sure it’s awful, but that’s about it.”

Frank drew his axe and summoned his glassy shield. He stomped a few feet out onto the frozen lake, his heavy footfalls making me wince every step of the way. The ice didn’t crack, but it felt like it ought to.

I waited until the group had formed a semicircle opposite the waterfall and the dry cliffs that framed it, then went back to my usual position with the healers. “Let’s get shields up on Frank. Avoid any heal over times for now, don’t want you guys pulling aggro right away.”

“Here.” Tyrann raised a glowing hand. “I can help with that.”

Frank’s double-headed axe burst into golden flames. “What the shit?” He shook his axe like he was trying to put it out. “What the hell is this?”

“It’s a temporary buff,” Tyrann said. “Adds my weapon’s Physical and Magical Attack to yours, but it’ll only work for three hits, so make them count.”

Frank eyed his axe, his distaste obvious. “Alright, fine. I’ll allow it.”

I raised my voice. “If you only listen to one thing this entire raid, make it this: don’t rush in the moment Frank pulls. If you do, you’ll pull aggro, and you’ll die. I’ll shoot a big old bird into the air when he’s ready.” I switched to my blunderbuss for the noise it would create. “Your move, Frank.”


Chapter Twenty-Three



Frank stalked forward. He applied his own shields, and the healers threw him some overlapping barriers.

And, predictably enough, a lone swordsman edged forward a few paces behind Frank.

I fired a blunderbuss raven right into the ice in front of him.

He stopped short, eyes wide.

“Last warning, guys. Stay back until we signal otherwise. Carries don’t have the same restrictions you guys do when it comes to combat—I’ll kill the next person who runs in too early. I don’t want to do that, but I can’t afford a loss here.”

A murmur of conversation ran through the group, but nobody moved.

I obviously couldn’t follow through on that threat even if I’d wanted to, but I doubted that even half of them had fully read the prompts before porting in. That was exactly what I would have done prior to Omen, so…

Frank pushed forward, shooting frequent glances over his shoulder. He took another step that was no different than those before it, and a high-pitched screech filled the air.

Players covered their ears to my left and right, and some of them even backed up. The noise wasn’t painful, but it was close, and I was unsurprised when debuff icons appeared all across the raid.

{Psychic Primer} (Debuff)

Description: Players afflicted by this Debuff are valid targets for the {Hand of Helios’} {Puppeteer} ability. This Debuff cannot be dispelled, but it will be consumed upon being targeted by {Puppeteer}.

Duration: 10 minutes

I checked my own status. I’d been afflicted as well, and so had Tyrann, meaning the effect was probably raid-wide and impossible to dodge.

Something impacted the frozen waterfall from the other side with considerable force. Cracks spidered across the ice, and a few chunks broke free and shattered against the frozen lake.

“I’ve got aggro!” Frank said.

The crowd edged forward, and I pointed a pistol at a spellcaster who really had no business moving forward in the first place.

The crowd stopped edging forward.

The impact repeated, and this time there was enough force to break off several large icicles and send them skidding across the ice toward our formation.

Then the cavern went quiet, suspiciously so. Frank crept forward, axe blazing at his side, glassy shield held up in front of his face.

Several quick vibrations shook the ice beneath my feet—then something massive exploded through the frozen waterfall and pulverized it into an impenetrable cloud of ice.

Frank disappeared momentarily, his huge frame vanishing in the haze.

A gust of wind swept over the lake and pulled the cloud away, and I spotted Frank about twenty paces away from quite possibly the creepiest raid boss to date.

A severed, glowing hand.

It cut off at the wrist, and its five fingers were each decorated with a single, golden ring. Each of the fingertips had a mouth of its own, full of small, jagged teeth, and there was an even larger mouth nestled deep within its palm.

“Dear lord,” Frank said. “We’re so lucky that House isn’t here to see this. I think there’s a decent chance she’d just snap and end the world.”

“As much as I’d like to disagree, that does feel possible.”

It scurried toward Frank, screeching and sliding across the ice even as it struggled to stay upright.

“Everybody hold for now!” I called out. “Healers should be ready! DPS, once again, you need to give him a solid head start unless you wanna get eaten by a bunch of creepy fingers.”

Frank brought his glassy shield up and braced himself behind it. The Hand flicked out its middle finger and struck him dead on.

The damage only dropped him to 70%, probably thanks to the healers’ shields, but the force of the strange attack sent him skidding backward in my direction.

“Oh shit, wrong way, wrong way!”

He started running, and although he decelerated a bit, he mostly ended up kicking his feet in place as his momentum continued taking him away from the fight.

I activated Repel, rushed forward, and kicked him in the lower back.

He shot away from me and rocketed across the ice. “Ow, thanks!”

“Pull it back to the far edge of the lake!” I called out. “Otherwise, every hit’s gonna send you flying! You can either put your back against the wall or try to pull it into the cave, whatever seems easier!”

Frank continued forward, and the raid boss skittered right at him. He suddenly flopped onto his back, and I assumed he’d slipped, but he passed right beneath a jabbing finger and sailed beneath the creature.

He slashed out three times as he passed, connecting with three of the fingers that were currently being used as legs. Thanks to Tyrann’s buff, each impact created a golden fireball that left a small blaze behind, and the trio of fires continued to burn while Frank’s momentum took him under and away.

Moments later, Frank slammed into the base of the shattered waterfall feet-first, bits of ice flying all around him. He jumped up and edged back into the mouth of the cave until he was standing on solid dirt.

The boss rushed in to meet him, but I held the group back with a drawn pistol. Frank directly engaged the boss for the first time, and his Health dropped and recovered.

My stomach did a little flip. The damage wasn’t unsustainable, but it wasn’t far off, either.

“DPS, you’re clear to start in five!” I raised the pistol high into the air, my mouth suddenly dry at the sight of Frank’s oscillating Health bar. “Five… four… three… two… one…”

I fired into the air, and the raid rushed forward. Two people immediately faceplanted on the ice as spells and projectiles flew across the lake. Half of them hit the Hand from behind, while others missed their fast-moving target and exploded against the cliffs or disappeared into the cave.

“Nice work, Frank!” I called out. “Can you pull it in any deeper? Ideally, we’d get the melee onto the dirt so they’ve got somewhere solid to stand!”

“Nope, not much room in here!”

“Fan out, then! Ranged DPS, form a loose arc! Melee, stay behind the creature at all times! We don’t know if we can cleave, and let’s keep it that way!”

I dashed and drifted around the surface of the frozen lake, physically shoving people at times just to spread them out. Once that was done, I took aim at the boss and fired a single raven.

The very moment it splashed home, I knew it wasn’t going to work. I didn’t rip aggro, but it was pretty damn close, and it was obvious that I wouldn’t be joining the fight in the usual way anytime soon.

We still had a ways to go—that initial bird had just barely brought the boss under 90%. But maybe I could focus on the creature’s rings? I inspected the golden loop resting low atop its thumb.

{Renewing Loop} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite++)

HP: 400,000/400,000

Dampening Sheen: 50/50

“Heads up, Frank, I’m putting a bird in that ring!”

“What, why would⁠—”

But the spells were already out. They crashed in and detonated a few feet above the crowd of melee players and a good bit in front of Frank, who was still fighting with his back to the cave.

The damage surprised me, and not in a good way. I’d been expecting a hit for a few thousand damage at least, but the first pair only totaled a little over 200.

I ran another quick inspect on the same ring and found that its Dampening Sheen count had reduced by two, so at least I’d done… something. And better yet? Attacking the rings didn’t cause aggro, or at least it hadn’t so far, maybe owing to the damage suppression.

Either way, I knuckled down and got to work, chaining spells together and dropping the Sheen count with every cast. It was slow going, but my damage ramped up over time; it seemed like the armor buff got less and less effective with every stack I removed.

“Hey, Tyrann! If you’ve got time, you and I can burn the rings!”

“Hands full here!” he snapped back. He had both of his swords crossed atop his back and was flinging heals at Frank with both hands.

The raid boss screeched and drew backward, then rose up on its pinky and thumb. It was a strange position, somewhere between a snake getting ready to strike and a horse rearing onto its hind legs.

Two nameplates in my peripheral flashed from green to red, and one of our healers and an offensive caster turned in my direction. The caster murmured a chant, and a quintet of small, blue fireballs appeared above his shoulders, roaring into existence one after the other. At the same time, the healer hit the boss with the same shield he’d been applying to Frank on cooldown.

I inspected the healer, then called the mechanic out. “Puppeteer is a mind control effect! We need dispels on the players affected, healers first!”

Tyrann placed a hand on the healer’s shoulder, and a little gold star rose and exploded above his head. “I can keep the healers free, but my dispel’s melee-only, and it’s got a long cooldown.” He threw Frank another heal. “Probably don’t want me running after casters, either. Healers are going to run out of Mana at this rate without me helping out.”

I was about to respond, but the spellcaster who’d been controlled finished his spell and lit me up from afar. Well, he tried his best, but it was mostly annoying; the little blue balls only hit for about 200 damage. It was sort of like getting hit by a slightly warm snowball without having to worry about the implications.

“That’ll work! Nobody else with dispels?”

The healer I’d spoken to shook his head, and I had to assume that meant Tyrann’s limited dispel was all we had to work with.

The caster who’d been mind controlled earlier was still pinging me with a steady stream of fireballs, not that it really mattered, so I figured I’d just leave him alone and go back to burning the rings and let the effect expire on its own.

Then he hit me with a blanket silence, which was another story entirely.

I partially resisted the effect thanks to the level gap between us, but it still left me unable to cast for a solid two seconds.

That was too much to put up with, so I waited the silence out, then aimed a single pistol at his chest and fired point-blank. I’d only intended to inflict enough damage to break him out of the mind control effect, but the bird punched right through his chest and left a gaping hole behind.

He landed on his back, dead before he hit the ground. I’d one-tapped him from nearly full Health without even critting.

“Oh shit! My bad, guys, not intentional!”

“Hell yeah!” Frank said. “You’re doing a great job, Ned! Keep it up!”

The dead player obviously wasn’t going to be able to respawn, so I took a step back, activated Repel, then kicked his corpse in the ribs.

The body slid effortlessly across the ice, hit the cave entrance and the dirt within, and ground to a stop a few feet behind Frank. I targeted it and got an Adaptive Bloom up and running, buffing Frank and all of the melee, plus a few of our ranged at the same time.

Then a big green body skated by mere inches to my left. Apparently, the boss had managed to knock Frank out of position, and his Health was at 55%, though the heals were already landing.

“Oh, that one hurt! Heads up, random guy, you’re about to be confused!”

Frank activated Carousel while targeting one of the melee, and his huge frame was replaced with a skinny spearman. The other player ended up in Frank’s position mid-swing, and he slipped and landed hard on his side before he picked himself up and shot off toward the others.

Frank’s Health leveled out, so I just went back to targeting the ring. It was still resisting most of my damage, but my output had ramped up significantly since I’d brought it below 20 stacks, and the ring itself had multiple deep cracks spidering across its surface.

By the time I got it down to 10, Frank and the rest of the raid had settled into a solid rhythm, and the boss’ Health had fallen below 70%.

Then the hand keened and reared back even further than before, tilting back until it was standing on the bloody base of its wrist. It wiggled its fingers, and a cast bar appeared above each digit, all racing toward completion at fast but slightly different rates.

The finger with the ring I’d been targeting was casting a spell called Refresh. I figured that was probably a heal, so I swapped off the ring and fired a Dreadful Shot at the digit. I succeeded in interrupting the cast, but the boss otherwise ignored the fear effect.

“Interrupts if you’ve got them!” I called out, but I was probably too late, given the abilities’ cast speeds.

I went back to blasting the ring and scoped out the boss’ other spells at the same time. From the index finger down, it went: Metallicize, Puppeteer, Molten Gale, and Lightning Rod.

The spells completed one after another. Aside from the Refresh I’d canceled, the only other ability we managed to interrupt was Puppeteer, courtesy of Frank himself and the Armored Gutpunch ability he’d picked up during our last grinding session.

The Molten Gale was obvious enough; the boss’ middle finger opened its creepy little mouth and blasted out a conical torrent of orange flames that lasted for three seconds.

But thanks to Frank’s positioning within the cave, he was the only one who got hit, and the flames rushed into the darkness and dispersed without damaging the rest of the raid.

At the same time, his Health plummeted, dropping from the high 80s to the low 40s before he popped Monochrome Barrier to stem the bleeding and somebody dropped a massive, instant heal that topped him off completely.

“Can’t do that again for 15 minutes,” Tyrann called out. “That was my emergency button.”

“Good catch, though! Nice defensive, Frank!”

A thunderclap drowned out his response, and dark clouds formed at the far end of the lake and rolled overhead. The storm flashed and strobed but cleared out in a matter of seconds without dealing any noticeable damage. I assumed that was the Lightning Rod spell in action, but I knew I’d missed something.

I made a mental note to remind Frank that he got wrecked by magic when the fight was over, then focused up and scanned the crowd, searching for new debuffs that might offer a clue to the boss’ other abilities.

I didn’t have to search for long. Three of our players had turned silvery from head to toe, and each of them now sported a menacing-looking icon.

{Metallicize} (Debuff)

Target is immune to {Puppeteer}, but all lightning damage they take is copied, doubled, then passed on to the nearest player within 5 yards. This effect cannot be dispelled.

If the second target is also Metallicized, a lightning nova erupts from them and pulses the same amount of damage across all targets within 100 yards.

Lightning damage can chain any number of times between Metallicized targets, but a cast or ability can only proc a single nova.

Metallicized targets are also vulnerable to {Lightning Rod}.

I cursed under my breath. As scary as Puppeteer was, that effect was terrifying; if the raid was tightly packed, a single lightning spell could wipe us all out at once.

And if we had multiple players with Metallicize when the next storm rolled overhead, the damage would be devastating.

The boss keened again, derailing my train of thought. It struck Frank with a flick that knocked him into the cave before rising up on its middle finger. It spun, mouths out and snapping away.

Its speed built as the creature rotated faster and faster, and pretty soon it was shooting around the lake like a buzzsaw, spinning across the frozen surface in a series of deadly pirouettes and snapping at everything nearby in the process.

Frank pounded out of the cave. “No aggro! It’s targeting at random, and I lost all my Threat!”

“Save your taunt til it’s done!”

I brought my pistols up and went to town, blasting the creature with shot after shot and trying to squeeze in every ounce of DPS that I possibly could.

The boss’ Health melted while it whipped around the arena, sending people flying whenever it made contact. The damage wasn’t too bad, but it was spread out across the entire raid, vastly increasing the burden on our healers.

Then, for the first time, the Hand’s largest mouth—the one hidden within its palm—let out a blood-curdling scream as it spun along. All five of its rings lit up, and five players, including Tyrann, turned from friendly to hostile and converged on my position.

“Looks like the mind controlled targets are going after the highest Threat! They’re all melee, so I think I can handle it, but I could use some shields here!”

The boss spun away and zipped off.

“Dispels if you’ve got them!” I called out.

Then I realized they weren’t coming because Tyrann was under the boss’ sway.

I nuked the boss below 50% and waited for the hostile players to draw closer. The first one to reach me was in black leathers, and he rushed in, vanished, then reappeared behind me.

He jammed two daggers into my lower back and started hacking away. His attack shredded the single shield I’d been given, but the damage that followed wasn’t anything concerning.

“Come on, come on!”

The other four drew into melee range, and Tyrann finally made his move. He sprouted wings and flew into the air, swords burning with energy. He dove forward, both blades extended, but I popped drift right before the moment of impact and had the spell take me straight up into the air, canceling it when I was about ten feet above the ice.

All five of the targets converged beneath me, trying and failing to get into melee range. I aimed a blunderbuss directly beneath me and fired a Dreadful Grenade. The five players scattered across the ice, with Tyrann heading directly for the cave.

“Boss is spinning down!” Frank said. “I’m probably gonna need to grab it again.”

As I landed back on the ice, a corpse slid by to my left, while another tumbled across the ice to my right.

“Shields on Frank! The mind controlled players are out of the picture for now, and the effect should expire by the time my fear breaks!”

The boss stopped spinning and skittered my way. For a moment, it looked a little like a car that was spinning out—the tips of its fingers were struggling to find purchase, just as we had from the beginning—but then they bit into the ice all at once and the boss accelerated.

“I got you!” Frank said. “Run to the mouth of the cave!”

I knew what he was planning, and the cave wasn’t far off, so I sprinted in that direction. I blew by Tyrann on the way, considered my options and the state of the raid, and decided to take a chance and hit him with a pair of pistol ravens.

I was just trying to break the control effect since our healers were getting increasingly low on Mana—I never thought I’d actually kill him. And I didn’t, but… both birds splashed in and crit simultaneously, dropping him from nearly full Health all the way down to 7%.

The control effect broke, and he stopped running but kept sliding, eyes wide, Health bar blinking above his head. “Whoa, dude. Watch the friendly fire.” His hands were already glowing, but it took him four casts to top his Health off before he moved on to the rest of the raid.

I skidded into the mouth of the cave. “My bad, double crit. Frank, I’m all set!”

“On it!” He taunted the boss and got the huge creature running his way, then popped Carousel with me as the target.

Bit by bit, we clawed and skidded our way back into the same formation we’d started with: a loose arc around the mouth of the cave with Frank tanking from within.

Just as I’d hoped, my fear effect lasted slightly longer than Puppeteer, and all four of the remaining melee were able to rejoin the battle shortly afterward.

With the Hand’s Health at 40%, I finally zeroed out the first ring. It cracked into two pieces and landed heavily at Frank’s feet.

I dropped a series of raid icons on top of the rings, labeling the fingers one to four.

“Ranged DPS, target the lowest numbered ring until I delete the icon! Then move to the next target! Just attack as quickly as you can, but don’t worry about the damage. Melee, keep your focus on the boss!”

The result was about what I had expected; maybe a third of the ranged listened and did what I asked, and two of the melee did the exact opposite and started attacking the rings, which were barely within reach.

But it worked well enough: all I wanted to do was to quickly reduce each ring’s protective stacks.

The group rapidly dropped Metallicize below 20 stacks, so I swapped to that target and started burning it, removing the icon at the same time.

We worked through the fingers one by one, and by the time the group had moved onto the third ring—Puppeteer—I’d completely finished off Metallicize and was blasting the Lightning Rod ring.

But when I swapped the icons and had them move onto Molten Gale, the boss rocked back onto its wrist. I’d been partially correct: removing the rings did seem to prevent the matching spells from being cast.

Apparently, though, it also meant that the remaining spells became far more powerful. The three that remained had the same cast times as before, but a little shield icon by their respective bars indicated that they couldn’t be interrupted.

Puppeteer had upgraded to Mass Puppeteer, Molten Gale had become Molten Eruption, and Lightning Rod had turned into Living Storm.

The Molten Eruption effect was a bit of a relief, though. Instead of the frontal cone that had nearly killed Frank the first time around, the spell had taken on an entirely different form, with the designated finger launching molten balls of fire high into the air.

They rained down and exploded in a tight radius with stunning force, punching holes into the ice that vented steam while restricting the battlefield and clouding our vision at the same time.

Living Storm was much more deadly, at least in the short term. It caused lightning to strike every Metallicized target within the raid every ten seconds. Even worse, the bolts chained from their initial target, sparking lightning novas all across the group.

But what had happened to Puppeteer was even scarier. The spell had transitioned from a targeted cast that usually hit a couple of players to an instant AoE, and that last cast had caught seven people before they could react.

Worst of all? I’d just equipped my Siege Rifle and taken direct aim at Tyrann. And I wasn’t the one in control.


Chapter Twenty-Four



I fired—or, more accurately, the Hand fired on my behalf—and a massive, crimson bird ripped through two players on its way to Tyrann before it blew him into the air and sent him flying. He hit the cliff to the right of the waterfall and crumpled.

With the more powerful weapon equipped, I hadn’t even needed a crit to kill him.

Something updated in my peripheral—it was probably a Ripple or a quest update—so I minimized it for now since that was something I could actually do.

I swapped to my pistols and fired seemingly at random, splitting targets and peppering the entire raid with piercing spells.

At the same time, the eruptions and storms continued, already Metallicized players catching bolts of lightning left and right while the Hand spat great gobs of bubbling magma high into the air.

Then I started using cooldowns. There was no rhyme or reason to the choices the Hand made; I activated drift and canceled it a few feet later, copied someone’s image for no discernible gain, and even threw up a Razorbriar Field from a nearby corpse that accomplished absolutely nothing.

My defensive cooldowns weren’t safe from the Hand, either. I hit a nearby caster with a fear, then Doublecasted it for no reason at all, cutting the effect’s duration via diminishing returns.

It seemed like a lucky break for a moment, but then he pathed right into one of the holes created by falling magma. He toppled in, and a geyser of fire and steam exploded out of the hole. His raid frame grayed out, and his corpse sailed off into the woods.

The boss was still casting, fingers wiggling in a way that definitely would have set House over the edge. And… Frank was casting too, apparently?

In fact, he was already halfway through an Impersonate, with me as the target. I watched the cast bar creep toward completion while I continued to rip through the raid. Nearly half of them were already down, but if Impersonate actually landed, it would probably override the spell.

His spell hit, and I experienced a brief moment of hope before a yellow Resist drifted up above my head.

I kept firing under the influence of Puppeteer, gunning down our forces while Frank laughed and provided more encouragement than I’d ever received before.

Then, with the raid down to eight of our initial twenty members, I finally caught the break we needed. The Hand activated Final Charge on my behalf, and the CC immunity the skill offered broke the crowd control effect and snapped me out of it.

“Damn, sorry! Spread out and try to keep the Metallicized targets healed up! All of the melee who got hit by that are already dead, so that should be easy enough!”

I raised my pistols, activated every offensive cooldown I had left, then finished off the Puppeteer ring for good.

The boss was at 31% and all of its ring protections were gone, so I burned through the remaining two rings before it entered the execution window.

Once that was done, I took stock of the battlefield, trying and failing to piece together a strategy. The surface of the frozen lake resembled a piece of Swiss cheese, vision was a crapshoot owing to all the steam, and not only had I personally killed Tyrann and one of our three healers, I’d also butchered the better part of half the raid.

Frank deflected a finger jab from the Hand and gave me an enthusiastic thumbs-up. And despite everything, I cracked a smile and couldn’t help but return the gesture in kind.

I hit the boss with as many ravens as I could without pulling aggro, then just stood there on the ice, feeling utterly helpless while its Health crept down: 24%, 23%, 22%…

Our two remaining healers were running dry, and there was nothing I could do about it. The writing was officially on the wall.

Then one of our two-handed swordsmen exploded with greenish light. At first, I’d assumed he’d been one-tapped by a stray attack, but then I spotted a new icon atop his bar.

{Lunar Lord} (Active Melee Ability: Moonlit Path)

Description: You instantly summon a single {Moonstone} high overhead, and your successful melee attacks gain a 20% chance of summoning an additional {Moonstone} on hit.

{Moonstones} will follow your target, healing you and all players within 10 yards while they descend. Upon reaching the ground, the {Moonstone} explodes, dealing 50% of the total amount of healing done to all targets within 10 yards.

Duration: 15 seconds

His entire frame changed in the blink of an eye. He grew a full head taller while his arms and legs lengthened and filled out with muscles, green lines of energy running up and down his body just as I’d seen with the archer during the first Ascent.

His greatsword changed as well, morphing from an unimpressive but substantial length of bronze into a dark, nightmarish blade pocked with green eyes. The eyes opened wide, pupils spinning and rolling and darting around.

The Moonstone shone down from high overhead, a glassy green orb that bathed him and a few of the spellcasters in limelight. Then he laid into the Hand from behind, and his weapon released a burst of green sparks. A moonstone procced, and a second emerald orb joined the first.

There was movement in the top-right quadrant of my vision, and my first thought was that some sort of add had joined the battle. But no: the twin Moonstones the swordsman had created had just put out a healing pulse so potent that it instantly topped off the entire raid, and the movement had come from all their Health bars shooting up simultaneously.

“That’s it, that’s how we win!” I rushed across the ice and made for the boss. “More transforms if you’ve got them, otherwise this is a loss for sure! Even if your ability is on cooldown, everybody who hasn’t been Metallicized needs to cluster up behind the Hand right now! Healers, you too! We can multiply the Moonstones’ healing and damage by stacking up and giving it more targets to heal!”

I grouped up with everybody else, then switched to my blunderbuss and started sprinkling in some birds with a few seconds between each cast. The weapon’s relatively low damage made the Threat slightly easier to deal with, and I was still on the razor’s edge, but the boss had fallen under 20%. We were so damn close.

I eyed Frank’s Health. Despite the healing the Moonstones were putting out, his Health was still jumping all over the place.

“Out of Mana!” one of the healers said, and Frank’s Health started gapping down.

A third Moonstone appeared overhead, but it still wasn’t enough; slowly but surely, Frank was dropping.

“I’m going green!” one of the healers said.

The same player I’d spoken to earlier transformed just as the swordsman had before him, though instead of growing taller, the top of his staff became a Moonstone that radiated warm, greenish light.

I scoped him out.

{Lunar Lord} (Active Healer Ability: Moonlit Path)

Description: You instantly gain 100 {Lunar Energy}. While this effect is active, all of your healing spells cost 1 {Lunar Energy} instead of Mana, and they also create a shield around your target that absorbs up to 500 damage over the next 5 seconds.

If the shield is broken prior to being exhausted, it explodes and heals all friendly targets within 10 yards for 1,000 Health.

If the explosion hits a {Moonstone}, the orb’s duration is refreshed, and it drifts back to its maximum height.

Duration: 15 seconds

A pale green shield surrounded Frank, and his Health stabilized. It popped like a grape, but the next cast repeated the process, and Frank’s Health crept upward.

The gathered Moonstones rose and spun overhead, durations refreshed. I’d assumed they were just hovering over the area where they’d been summoned, but they were actually tracking the boss.

The other healer cursed in frustration. “I’m out of Mana, and my transform’s on cooldown!” He ran in and started swinging with his staff.

The swordsman’s transformation ran its course, and he reverted to his usual size. He’d created four Moonstones in all, and they were still healing for a ridiculous amount, but the drop in damage was instantly noticeable. Apparently, the swordsman’s transformed DPS had been carrying the raid more than I’d thought.

“Can anybody else pop their cooldown?” I scanned the raid, willing someone—anyone—to turn green and carry us to the end. But it didn’t happen.

The transformed healer spoke up. “I’m about to shift back to normal, and I’ll be fully out of Mana! We’re both completely dry! The only healing we’ve got will be from the Moonstones from here on out!”

The boss was down to 12%, but the Moonstones weren’t going to be enough. They were great at healing the raid as a whole, but they weren’t going to be able to outpace the Hand’s damage.

But they were still tracking the boss, and if we survived long enough for them to reach the ground and detonate…

“Frank, is your taunt up?”

He turned a finger flick aside with his shield. “Yup!”

“Carousel?”

“Got it!”

“Can you pop them both when I call for it?”

He deflected another toothy poke, then took a follow-up to the stomach. “Uh huh,” he wheezed.

I turned around and used Quicksilver Thrust, then instantly canceled the ability. The skill rocketed me into motion, and the ice kept me moving across the lake, though I was slowly decelerating.

I drew my pistols, spinning slightly, still drifting, and opened with a Dark Harvest and let it rip in earnest.

The boss’ Health started to visibly drop, but my second pair of birds pulled aggro.

Frank gathered himself like he was about to run my way. “Stay there! Carousel on my mark! Ranged, keep firing, melee, stay with Frank!”

“Ready!”

The boss skittered toward me, Health dropping, finger mouths screaming and biting the ice while the four Moonstones the swordsman had created trailed above its head and slowly descended.

I kept firing until the Hand was about ten feet away, then raised my voice. “Carousel in three, two, one, go!”

Frank activated the ability, and I teleported into the mouth of the cave.

The change in location forced the boss into a hard 180, and its sudden shift in direction sent it tumbling onto the ice palm-first.

Frank snuck in a few hits while it struggled back to its feet—well, fingers—then it scrambled up and sprinted toward me while the Moonstones drifted lower and lower.

Its Health was at 4%.

“Ranged, keep burning! Hit it with everything you got! Don’t worry about aggro!”

We poured it on while Frank waited across the lake with his axe held out to one side and his bloody shield to the other.

The Hand’s Health ticked down to 3%. We were so close.

I waited until the last possible moment—until the Hand was extending a snarling finger in my direction—then called for Frank to taunt.

He activated the ability, and though the Hand whipped around, its momentum carried it right into me and the other melee. We went sprawling, and I ended up on my back atop two other players.

They scrambled out from under me, but I sat up and kept firing from the ground, just watching the birds fly and the Moonstones descend while Frank’s taunt drew the creature across the lake.

The boss’ Health dropped to 2% while it was still halfway across the lake before, finally, the Moonstones dropped.

All four of the glassy orbs detonated simultaneously, and their payloads blended into a massive, pale explosion. The Hand’s Health bar zeroed out, and the boss collapsed, but its momentum kept it sliding forward.

The entire raid went silent as they watched the corpse skid across the lake.

Frank dropped his axe into his inventory, dismissed his glass shield, then raised a foot and started flexing.

He looked absurd—like a musclebound flamingo—and I had no idea what he was even trying to do. Then, finally, the index finger slid to a stop beneath his heel, and the Hand of Helios came to a rest directly in front of him.

Frank flexed even harder, and what remained of the raid erupted in celebration.

I flopped onto my back and groaned, but it came out more as a laugh. “God, I hate how cool that looked.”


Chapter Twenty-Five



While the rest of the raid either respawned or celebrated the kill—they’d mobbed Frank and lifted his broad frame onto their shoulders—I hung back so he could have his moment and went through the loot.

Tyrann had passed me control of the raid after his death, and I obviously didn’t know anyone well enough to hand out the items one by one, so I toggled over to the simplest loot system and just had everyone roll for the drops they wanted.

The gear was way too weak for me to be interested in, and Frank was too low-level to equip any of it, but the boss had dropped three heavy armor pieces. Frank rolled on them regardless and promptly lost out on all three.

Then a two-handed axe went up for grabs, and he froze atop the other players’ shoulders. “Oh, man! That’s pretty!” He flailed and kicked, and the group finally set him down.

I dropped the readout into the raid for anyone who’d missed it.

{Pendulum of Demise} (Two-handed Axe)

Grade: C

Item Level: 75

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 350

Magical Attack: 25

Speed: Extremely Slow

Primaries: +70 Strength, +40 Constitution

Secondaries: -20% Haste

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your Global Cooldown is increased to 1.25 seconds (up from 1 second), but all of your successful melee attacks now inflict a single stack of {Ticking Clock}.

Whenever {Ticking Clock} reaches 10 stacks, the afflicted target loses 30% of their maximum Health. This effect deals massively reduced damage against raid bosses, players, and other powerful enemies.

“Rolls for the axe should be going out now,” I said. “Looks like there’s only two of you who can equip it, but I’m assuming it’s an upgrade for you both. Good luck!”

Player {Gonta} has rolled a 4 out of 100!

Frank pumped a fist and joined me closer to the boss’ corpse. “Hell yeah! This is looking good.”

My reaction was largely the same, but I kept it under wraps.

He rolled.

Player {Frank} has rolled a 3 out of 100!

Frank kicked the Hand of Helios between its index and middle fingers. “Oh, come on!”

I burst out laughing. “Well, that was a roller coaster of emotion.”

“Damn! I wanted that.”

“Yeah, that would have been nice. But you couldn’t equip it right now, and you’d probably out-level it in a day or two anyway.”

“That does sound like something I’d do.” He sighed. “But man. That readout was so long and involved that I was totally convinced I’d win it.”

“I don’t think it works that way.”

“Oh, you’d be surprised.”

I shrugged, handed the item out via the raid interface, then tabbed through the rest of the loot. A Rare item jumped out at me.

{Victor’s Cache} (Consumable)

Description: This item cache contains raw materials and possibly defensive patterns that may be used to strengthen the {Four Pillars of the Sun} and other related structures.

It was already bound to me, so I went ahead and looted it, then cracked it open.

You received {War Supplies} x50

You received {Defensive Ritual Pattern: Accelerated Development}

“Interesting. I guess the Lunar Army is getting War Supplies too, huh? I was kind of hoping those were only going to the losing side, but I guess we’ll be dealing with defensive structures from their end after all.”

“Uh huh, but you got 250 from your last Consolation Prize.”

“Yeah, and only 50 this time around. Maybe we’ll have the edge there, but the sheer numbers won’t be in our favor either way. Got a pattern, too. Maybe those are more common after a win, or maybe we just lucked out.”

I inspected it.

{Accelerated Development} (Defensive Ritual)

Description: Once this Ritual is complete, the {Sunwalkers} gain the ability to instantly complete any defensive structure that hasn’t already been started.

However, structures that are queued for instant construction will require 3x their usual amount of {War Supplies} to complete.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x12,500

Cast Time: 1 hour

Warning: This Ritual can only be activated within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}, and it must be cast before {The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins.

That Ritual didn’t seem particularly impressive. All the build times we’d seen so far were pretty minimal, but maybe that would change in the future. Either way, I was glad to have an emergency button in my back pocket.

After dealing with the Victor’s Cache, only a single item of interest remained on the Hand’s corpse. I couldn’t identify it from its icon, so I pulled it up and dropped the readout into the group chat.

{Fingers of Helios} (Mount) (Unique)

Description: Using this item will add the {Fingers of Helios} to your Mount collection.

Quality: Epic

Warning: Once looted, this item cannot be traded or dropped.

Gasps sounded from all around the raid, and the people who had been milling about the ice and admiring their various pick-ups doubled back to the corpse.

“A mount!” someone said.

“Holy shit, a mount dropped!”

“Oh damn! I’ve never seen one drop off a boss before!”

“You can see what it looks like if you inspect it on the body.”

That was pretty much the sort of thing I’d expected to hear, but then the conversation took a decidedly different turn.

“Oh.”

“Yeah, huh.”

“That’s…”

“Kind of awful, actually?”

“Yikes.”

“I don’t like it at all.”

I inspected the item a little more closely, pulling up the model for myself. And honestly? They were spot on, because it was absolutely awful.

It was more or less the same model as the raid boss but on a much smaller scale: a pale hand with five small-mouthed fingers and a larger mouth located deep within the palm. The saddle rested on the index finger, and that digit was straight and locked out.

I toggled an option to make the mount move, then wished I hadn’t. It was just… wrong. The index finger remained completely motionless at all times, and the other fingers scurried along beneath it, mouths moaning slightly with every step.

Whenever the mount moved, it sounded like it was walking across an old, hardwood floor, but there was a decidedly human element to the noise that set my teeth on edge.

I shuddered and closed the window. “Alright, well… last item here. Roll for the mount if you’re someone who’s into whatever this is. Not judging, but yeah.”

Player {Frank} has rolled a 5 out of 100!

I laughed and declined the ability to roll. I had no interest in that thing whatsoever, and Frank already spent more than enough time mocking my completely normal-if-slightly-elongated fingers.

“Man, I forgot you can pass.” Frank spat into some steam that was still radiating from the holes in the ice. “Whatever. I’m probably safe from being cursed by that thing at this rate. I might have lost out on everything else, but I’m glad my luck’s not totally shot today.”

I reached into my pocket. “Sorry, Frank. I imagine you really wanted to straddle that finger.”

“I obviously do not.” He scratched his teeth, then balled the same hand into a fist. It shook, either with rage or horror or both. Judging from the expression on his face, it was probably both.

“Your mouth appears to disagree.” I crossed my fingers. “There’s always a chance, Frank. Don’t lose hope!”

“If this is hope, I’m done with it.”

Another player declined to roll, then a second, a third.

Frank’s eyes bulged with sudden and obvious concern. “Oh, don’t pass! Hey, you guys! C’mon, it’s a Unique Mount!”

A fourth player passed. As did a fifth, a sixth, a seventh, an eighth, and a ninth.

“Looting a Unique Mount for the first time is probably going to cause a Ripple! Don’t you guys want to make history?”

More declines. No one spoke.

“C’mon, it’s not that bad!” He reached up to scratch, but didn’t. “What the… oh.” He growled. “I’m gonna snap so hard.”

Tyrann finally respawned. He’d passed on all the other gear while he was still dead, and he was officially Frank’s last chance.

Frank rushed over and clapped him on the back. “Hey Tyrann, big guy, big T! I know we’ve argued a bit in the past, but I’m thinking we ought to bury the hatchet.” He forced a laugh. “Get it, because I’m an axe? Anyway, I’m poised to win this super cool mount, but it’s totally fine if you want to give it a shot. Wouldn’t bother me in the slightest.”

He scratched his teeth again.

“Frank rolled a 5, so if you want it, it’s probably yours,” I said. “You’re the only one who hasn’t rolled.”

Frank punched me in the shoulder.

I’d expected him to hit for nothing as he had before, but while it didn’t do any damage, the punch did knock me half a step back.

“What was that for? If you don’t want the mount, I was being objectively helpful.”

“I was employing reverse psychology.”

“So you do want the mount, then?”

Frank breathed through his mouth.

“You don’t even know general psychology, Frank. That was never going to work.”

Tyrann took one look at the loot item window that had popped up, tapped the air, and grimaced.

“Good God, why does that exist? Is that really the way it moves?” He cocked an ear to the window, then looked my way. “Is it just me, or are the fingers moaning with every step?”

“It does that, yeah. I think it’s because the mouths are hitting the ground? I dunno, it’s unclear.”

Tyrann declined the roll and shook his head.

“Wait,” Frank said. “Oh, crap. Well, we could just leave it⁠—”

I faked a sigh. “Sorry, Frank. Rules are rules. You won the mount, so it’s all yours.”

Player {Frank} has won {Fingers of Helios}!

Awarding item.

“By the way, technically, you just looted it, and it can’t be traded or dropped.”

“No!” he cried, and sure enough, a Ripple followed.

Minor Ripple Alert!

Player {Frank} has looted a Unique Mount from the {Hand of Helios} encounter during the {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona}!

Awarding Unique Title: {King of Fingers}!

Frank dropped into a crouch with his hands on his head.

“What does the title do?”

“It doesn’t do anything,” he replied, a little too quickly. He glanced up. “Don’t check it. Don’t you dare⁠—”

I immediately checked it.

{King of Fingers} (Unique Title)

Description: While engaging in unarmed combat, your melee strikes have a 3% chance of summoning a {Lesser Hand of Helios} to aid you for 30 seconds.

“That seems pretty solid, actually? If a bit creepy.”

I inspected the summoned creature. The readout didn’t give me much info to work with, but it was promising nonetheless.

{Lesser Hand of Helios} (Level 25 Construct)

HP: 2,500/2,500

MP: 500/500

“Man, that’d probably be pretty good for someone who actually played unarmed. Guess you’d outlevel the effect before too long, but it’s still interesting. I wonder if the hands have any abilities since they’ve got Mana.”

Frank dropped onto his ass on the ice. “They have a short root effect and a melee steroid that amps their damage for ten seconds. But more importantly, I don’t think you understand the gravity of this situation. Me getting that mount… It’s bad.”

“No, I don’t think I understand at all, but I’m deeply amused by the entire thing.”

A pair of counters appeared in the top-right quadrant of my vision, so I gave them a quick look.

{Lunar Army}

Clears required to establish Base Camp 2: 20

Clears completed: 1

{Sunwalkers}

Clears required to establish Base Camp 1: 20

Clears completed: 0

I left the counter up but made it a little smaller.

Honestly? I didn’t have a lot of hope that we’d be able to get a Base Camp up and running. Twenty separate wins in a twenty-person raid meant that four hundred people had to be victorious, and since the Sunwalkers were a pretty small group by definition, we’d need a really high win rate to cross that mark.

There was also no way that our side would be facing a level 25 raid—Kline had definitely cooked up something far more challenging than that. And the very best of our players were probably helping out the Lunar Army.

At the same time, the Lunar Army probably numbered well into the millions. Even if 1% of their forces managed to kill the Hand of Helios, they’d still overshoot the number of clears they needed by several orders of magnitude.

“How do I even convey how bad this is? I’m at a loss for words.” He pointed at himself. “Me, out of words!”

“That does seem serious.”

“You have no idea, do you? You can’t feel the inevitable doom that’s settling atop our shoulders at this very moment?”

“My shoulders feel just fine, man. And if you really don’t want it, then don’t summon the mount. Or trash the item. I don’t care. You can always ride with me or House if needed, and we’ll keep an eye out for another mount. We can probably buy you one somewhere.”

He shook his head, morose. “It’s too late for that, Ned. It’s much too late.”

“What are you even talking about?”

“Okay, look. It’s like this: have you even gone to the grocery store, and you’re walking around, and you see that your favorite snack is, like, buy one get three free?

“I don’t think that sort of sale exists.”

“You probably have someone who does your shopping for you, huh? Whatever. Just imagine that you haven’t been a spoiled little prick all your life and you’re inside a grocery store for once.”

“I’ve always done my own shopping, Frank. Most of it, anyway.” For a second—no, a split second—I was a little worried that my teeth were about to start itching. They didn’t, but it was still a scary thought.

“Let’s say your favorite snack is cheese balls,” Frank continued. “You know, the ones that come in unnecessarily large tubs?”

“Definitely not in my top ten, but I do like those.”

“The grocery store has four tubs available, so how many do you buy?”

“Is it still buy one get three free?”

He smiled like he was trying to coax me into a windowless van. “It is indeed.”

“Then I guess I buy all of them.”

“You do, don’t you. And lemme guess, this is your rationale: you’d never buy four tubs at once.”

“Obviously not, that’s a ridiculous amount of cheese balls. The tubs alone would take up the entire cart.”

“But since the other three are basically free, you pull the trigger. You leave the store, fully intending to store the other three for safekeeping the moment you get home. Maybe you put them in the garage. That way, they’re out of sight. Then you throw a movie on and dig in.”

“Sounds nice.”

“It does sound nice. In fact, it sounds downright idyllic. Having an entire tub of cheese balls to yourself? That’s literally the American Dream.”

“Not sure I’d go that far⁠—”

“But we both know that’s not what’s gonna happen. You’re gonna get those four tubs home, and you’re gonna go to town. You are going to eat nothing but cheese balls for days on end. Your skin, your couch, your eyes, your very soul—they turn orange, one by one.”

“That’s way over the top, even for you, but there’s a kernel of truth in there.”

He crossed his arms. “Fair enough. But at the very least, you’re gonna make yourself violently sick.”

I nodded. “You’ve got me there. I would probably do that, maybe even multiple times, before I finished the last tub.”

“So you understand where I’m coming from.”

I stared at him. It really did seem like he was being serious, so I figured I’d humor him and venture a guess. “Are clowns… cheese balls?”

“What? No. Are you even listening? If clowns were food, they’d be sherbert. Mimes are Oreos.”

“I don’t know what to tell you, man. I have literally no idea what you’re trying to convey.”

He glanced from left to right and dropped his voice. “Look, this whole thing with the mount… It’s about House, alright?”

“Then the mount is cheese balls?” I asked with a laugh.

“Yep.”

I stopped laughing. “Wait, really? I was just kidding.”

“Really.”

“Well then I’m back to being confused.”

“Just dig deep and put your elven noodle to work. The groundwork’s been laid. I bet you can pull it all together if you give it a shot.”

I scratched the back of my head. “Fine. Are you saying… you didn’t want the mount in the first place because House is obviously going to be terrified of it? And… now that you have the mount, and you know it’s going to freak her out, you’re not going to be able to resist the temptation to troll her with it?”

He jumped up to his feet and poked a thick, green finger into my chest. “That is exactly what I’m saying! Dead letter perfect, yes, a thousand times yes!”

I just stood there, speechless, partly stunned but mostly deeply troubled by the fact that I’d put all that together with nothing to go on but a weirdly specific anecdote about groceries.

“Now you actually do understand where I’m coming from, right?”

“Yes, but regretfully.”

“This is really bad. It’s really, really bad. It’s really, really, really⁠—”

“You could just not chase her with the giant creepy hand.”

“Nope, can’t do it. Creepy hand has already been purchased. It’s cheese balls, remember? And we’re already in the house.” He made a disgusted face. “Not in House, just in the house, on the couch, going to town.” He grimaced a second time. “Whatever. You know what I’m trying to say.”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “Well then, I guess it’s been nice knowing you.”

“You can’t just give up on me like that! What am I even supposed to do?”

“Not harass House. She’s really nice, dude. And you know she has a thing with hands.”

“Oh, I’m extremely aware of that—that’s basically the entire problem. But obviously I’m going to go for it at some point. I don’t want to go for it, because I know what the consequences are gonna be, but I’m definitely going to go for it. What else am I supposed to do here?” He paused. “Aside from not doing the thing.”

“I don’t even know, dude. I guess you could try to make up for it preemptively? If you know that you’re about to be sick ahead of time, you might as well stock up on the necessary supplies and prepare accordingly.”

He reeled, obviously confused. “Make myself sick? How is that relevant?” He poked me again, but harder. “You need to focus up. This is serious.”

“How have you already lost track of your own metaphor? House is gonna delete your entire existence. That’s what I meant by you getting sick. Because you’d be eating too many… cheese balls, which are House. God, this is dumb.”

He snapped his fingers. “Oh, gotcha. Objection retracted.”

Silence fell between us. The other players had just started to pop away, and the steam venting out of the ice had finally abated.

“Please don’t chase House with the giant creepy hand.”

“I would honestly prefer not to. If it were up to me, I’d have avoided this entire situation. Sadly, that window of opportunity has passed.”

“So you’re definitely going to do it.”

“Totally gonna do it.”

“Well, it’s your funeral. I stand by what I suggested before: start preparing now and try to get ahead of the aftermath.”

“I guess that’d be better than nothing.”

Another wave of players vanished, but I noticed Tyrann was lingering near the mouth of the cave, chewing the inside of his cheek and looking decidedly awkward. He shot a quick look at us, then acted like he hadn’t.

“Hmm. Alright then, screw it.”

“Huh?”

“Go pose with the corpse or something. Maybe somebody still wants a picture. I’m gonna go see what Tyrann is trying and failing to say.”

He flexed. “Don’t need to tell me once.”

I headed over to Tyrann and leaned up against the snow-covered cliff. He looked like he was about to speak up, but I beat him to it. “So what’s the deal, man?”

He smirked. “You figured I had something else to say?”

“Yep. Look, dude. I’m many things, some of which I’m not particularly proud of, but I’m not so oblivious that I can’t recognize when someone’s throwing a bobber in the water to see what bites. This is me taking the bait: I understand your situation, but what are you after?”

He gave me an appraising look. “I’m not really⁠—”

“Are you looking for views? Are you hoping that Frank can get you the sort of Ripple that’ll get people talking about you again? Or are you looking for a new narrative to run with? You obviously want to keep playing EBO if you can swing it, so how do you get there? What exactly needs to happen?”

He rubbed the back of his head, then slid down against the cliff and folded his legs beneath him. “Honestly?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m not even sure. You’re right, though. I do want to figure out a way to keep playing. Part of that involves doing due diligence, if you know what I mean.”

“Yup. And playing means growing your channel?”

He made a dismissive gesture. “Doesn’t even need to grow in the short term. I’d be happy enough to just stem the bleeding for a week or two. That’ll give me a chance to rebuild, survive until the next event, and try to stake out a bigger focus on raiding once things have opened up. Or crafting, or PVP, or whatever else.”

I smirked. “You know, if you really want to get people talking, you could always go full heel and join us on the dark side. Water’s fine, man. Come on in.”

I’d been almost entirely joking—it wasn’t like I’d ever want Tyrann in Omen—but he almost seemed to consider it. Apparently he was a good deal more desperate than I’d realized.

“That would probably work, at least briefly. But I don’t think I have the stomach for the hatewatching angle, and you guys probably have the market cornered there.” He looked up at me. “You know, you’d make a killing if you ever cared to stream.”

“Nah. No offense, but if gaming became a job, then it wouldn’t be the same.”

“I get that.”

I brushed some snow off my thighs. “Well, here’s the thing. I obviously can’t help you out in a way that would hurt Omen, but you knew that already.”

He nodded and stood up, looking like he was getting ready to leave.

“But…” I said, and I let the word hang.

Tyrann froze, eyes flicking in my direction.

“We’re going to be on the same side for a little longer, right? So here’s the deal. If anything that spikes your viewership in the short term will do, then I’ll get together with Frank and we’ll cook up something nice and flashy. What’s your timeline like?”

“Sooner the better.”

“Right, makes sense. We can definitely get you something within the next 24 hours. I’m not sure exactly what it’ll look like, but we’ll make it happen.”

That was a total and utter lie. I knew exactly what I was going to hand him, and it would actually solve a major problem that I’d been picking away at in private for a while now.

He leaned back and looked up, eyes on the moon overhead. “What are you going to want in exchange?”

“I do have an item I could use a hand with. It shouldn’t be too big of a deal, and we can keep it private or have you out front, whatever you’d prefer.”

I linked him an item I’d picked up a little while back, along with a second request that was a good bit bloodier.

He furrowed his brow. “Really? That’s what you want?”

I threw a trade window up and tossed the item in. I wasn’t worried about the item at all in and of itself—it had basically no inherent value. “That’s it.”

He hesitated, then declined the trade. “I… need to think about this. I’m definitely interested, but I’d have to do some legwork to make that happen. Can you give me a couple hours to pull some people together and see where we’re at?”

“Sure.” I threw the trade window up again, then slammed the item back in and hit accept. “You can just hold onto this thing in the meantime. Doesn’t really matter. If you decide to pass on what we’re offering, you can hand it back to anyone in Omen or just mail it to me. And if you like our proposal and decide to play ball, you’ll be able to get to work a little faster without having to meet up with us in person.”

He stared at the window, eyes sparkling. “Sure, but one last thing. Can we keep this between us for now? We don’t need to contract it out, but I’d appreciate the discretion.”

I smirked. “Don’t want anybody knowing you’re doing a deal with the devil, eh?”

“Can you blame me? Working with you would probably have killed my reputation in the best of times.”

“Yeah, fair enough. I’m obviously going to have to pull Frank into the loop, but outside of that, mum’s the word.”

He accepted the trade and offered me his hand. “Still not sure if I’ll end up taking you up on this, but thanks. I appreciate the effort, if nothing else.”

I shook his hand. “Yup. We’ll probably have something concrete ready before you’ve made a decision, but let us know as soon as possible.”

“Will do. I’ll be in touch.”

He vanished, and I turned to find it was just me, Frank, and the Hand of Helios’ off-putting corpse.

Frank headed my way. “What was that all about?”

I laughed. “The future, Frank. That was about the future.”

“What does that even mean?”

“I don’t really know, I just thought it sounded cool.”

He grunted. “Doesn’t really work when you do it.”

“How much of that conversation were you able to catch?”

“All of it.” He pointed at my hip, where he was hanging completely unbeknownst to me.

I winced. “I really wish you weren’t so good at slipping yourself in there.”

“Man, if I had a quarter for every time I’d heard that.”

I really didn’t want him to clarify, so I decided to let that one go.

“Whatever, I guess it saves us some time. I’ve got some theories I’d like to run by you real quick before we head out.”

I sent Frank the link for an item I’d been awarded mid-fight. It’d been accompanied by an alert, though I’d minimized the prompt at the time.

{Bloody Ear} x1

“Wait, hold on. When did you get a Bloody Ear?” He stepped closer. “Did you kill someone without me? Not cool, man.”

I cracked a smile. “Nope, happened right in front of you. That ear came from Tyrann, actually. It dropped into my inventory when I killed him while I was under the boss’ mind control effect.”

“So he’s a high enough level to count toward your Tier VI class change quest, huh? That’s cool, but I don’t really get how it helps us. What’re we gonna do, kill him twenty-four more times?”

I smiled even wider. “Not only is that exactly what we’re going to do, but that’s also one of the two things I asked him for in exchange for our help.”

He reeled back. “Oh hell yeah, I’m totally on board with that. No idea why he’d agree, but let’s do that right now!”

“We’re gonna have to wait for him to sign on, but I like your enthusiasm.”

Warning: This instance will close in 30 seconds.

“Oh, alright then,” I said. “If I remember correctly, we’ll have thirty minutes of Lunar Grace starting the moment we teleport out, so we’ll have to hash out the rest of the details while we’re on the move. You wanna go ahead and lock your buff in?”

“My buff? What buff?”

“From the Moonlit Path? Your reward for being a Carry? It’s still offering me a choice, so I’m assuming you haven’t picked anything yet.”

“No, I already did that. I took the Experience boost like we talked about earlier. I was pretty tempted by the equip-any-item perk, but the Experience boost was too much to turn down.”

“Really?” I tabbed over to my menu. “Huh. I guess I get a buff too, then. I assumed we’d be sharing, and your pick would apply to both of us.” I looked the list over, smiling. “Yeah, this’ll work nicely.”

I made my selection and confirmed it.

“What’d you take?”

“The Experience buff, same as you,” I said, lying through my teeth.

“That’s surprising.”

“Yeah. Why not max my Subclass out a little quicker, right? Maybe score us a few more buffs before the climactic battle and all that.”

“I guess that makes sense. I’m just glad you didn’t go for the transformation effect because hoo boy, we’d have had some words. Long, ponderous words.”

I cleared my throat. “Alright, you ready? We’re gonna need to hit the ground running here.”

“Sure, but what’re we doing?”

I highlighted the teleport prompt floating in my peripheral. It offered two options: the same location we’d teleported in from, or the Lunar Army’s first Base Camp.

“Buckle up, Frank. We’re going shopping.”


Chapter Twenty-Six



I accepted the teleport to the army’s Base Camp, and Mount Lyona was suddenly towering in front of me with the green moon centered above its cloud-shrouded peak.

The port had only taken me about a third of the way up the great mountain’s height, but the air was already cold and thin, and light snow was falling all around me. High above, the clouds that shrouded the very top of the mountain strobed with pale green lightning, but no thunder followed.

Base Camp 1 stretched out just beneath my current location, tucked into a small, sheltered plateau that hugged a nearly vertical part of the mountain. The settlement had an overwhelmingly temporary feel to it; it was little more than a collection of neon-green tents huddled together against the wind and snow.

Far below and about a mile off, the Royal Capitol was visible in the distance. Half of it was still frozen in time, but the moonlit side was shining brighter than ever before.

An alert came in, so I gave it a quick scan.

Personal Alert: In return for answering the {Lunar Army’s} call for help and performing as a Carry during the {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona}, you have been awarded 30 minutes of {Lunar Grace}.

While Graced, you may walk in the {Limelight} without taking damage, all NPCs of the opposing faction will treat you as friendly, and you cannot be attacked by members of the {Moonlit Path}.

I dismissed the readout, nodding and mumbling to myself at the same time.

Frank huffed at my side. “So what’s the move? You said we’re going shopping?”

“Yup. We need to get some stuff in order real quick, then I think you’ll like what comes next.”

I pulled my completion counters back up and tucked them into the corner of my screen.

{Lunar Army}

Clears required to establish Base Camp II: 20

Clears: 10

{Sunwalkers}

Clears required to establish Base Camp I: 20

Clears: 2

I cursed, and my breath hung in the air. The Lunar Army was already halfway toward another win, and we’d barely made any progress in the meantime.

“I really don’t think we’re getting a Base Camp of our own this time around.”

“Doesn’t seem like it.”

“Alright, whatever. Let’s focus on what we can actually control. So, here’s the plan. We’ve got access to Base Camp 1 right now, and it’s probably safe to assume that the Lunar Army is going to be establishing Base Camp 2 here shortly.

“With that in mind, I want to split up and rush through both locations and check every vendor we can find. One of the very first prompts for the Ascents said the Base Camps had some powerful gear for sale, so let’s prioritize that. Let’s make a note of everything we can find, too. Hopefully, scouting this place out will give us a better sense of what we might be up against in the Battle for the Grand Scar.

“We’ve got a little less than thirty minutes total, so let’s plan on spending ten minutes down here before we start climbing toward the next Base Camp. We’ll obviously switch things up if the Clear Counter surprises us, but I don’t think that’s gonna happen.”

I shaded my eyes and stared up the mountain. Despite the flickering clouds and the ongoing eclipse, the entire mountain was positively radiant. Not only did the moon’s emerald light have a strange way of cutting through the cloud cover, but the limelight was also reflecting off the snow.

“I could be wrong because I obviously can’t tell where their second Base Camp is going to spawn, but saving ten minutes for travel time seems like it’ll be more than enough.”

I threw up a trade window with Frank and handed him about half my gold, a little over 20,000, then hit him with a video call.

He accepted the trade. “What’s this about?”

“If you find something interesting, I’ll be able to take a look directly through the video window instead of listening to you describe it badly.”

“Rude, but fine.” Frank gestured a little higher up. “If the second Base Camp does go live, we’ll be able to teleport right in. No need to save time for running.”

“Even better. Let’s plan on an even split.”

“So we’re just hitting vendors?”

“That’s definitely the main goal, but I’m also interested in any quests we can pick up, profession recipes, anything that could provide even a scrap of information. Clear?”

He nodded.

I summoned my bike while Frank readied his newly acquired hand. I shuddered at the sight of it, then tore off down the hill in front of him and toward the clustered tents.

“What?” Frank called after me.

“Nothing, I’m not visibly repulsed at all. It’s really just cold up here.”

He pulled up beside me, fingertips moaning with every step, only to cut off halfway through as the mount’s weight pushed each digit deep into the snow.

“Yeah, I guess it is a bit nipply.” He drew the axe that was also him and pointed behind the settlement. “Check that out.”

The mountain was almost completely vertical there, a sheer wall that rose several hundred feet before abruptly cutting off and leveling out in a second, higher plateau.

The impressive span was pocked with shallow caves, some of which had large portals spinning within. Dozens of brightly colored climbing ropes covered the wall’s height, hanging from hooks that had been hammered into the stone, and each of the routes led to a different cavern.

A handful of people were standing in the mouths of the lower caves, and another ten or so were climbing up the ropes hand over hand. A crowd had formed below, and it felt like the entire wall would be swarming with players the very moment the current Ascent wrapped up.

“You see the portals?” Frank shouted over his groaning mount. “They’re kinda hard to pick out cause the warps are almost the same color as the ice, but the lower caverns all lead to 5-man dungeons. Higher caves are anything from 10 to 20-mans. A lot of them don’t even have bosses. They’re just wide-open killing fields full of crazy stuff to murder.” He sighed, sounding wistful. “Paradise, basically.”

“Yeah, I see them. That’s a lot of convenient access. I really hope I’m wrong and we get a Base Camp of our own soon. Would be nice to find an instance to power level you in so we don’t have to worry about being jumped the entire time.”

I hit a patch of deep snow, my front wheel dug in, and I almost went over the handlebars. I shifted my weight back and hit the gas, then shot forward.

Frank scowled. “Damn, so close. And I had you looking up at the right time and everything.”

“What’s that highest cave about? 40-man or something? It looks like it’s glowing yellow, but none of the ropes reach that high.”

“Nah, not a raid, but we’ll definitely want to check that out. The Renegade Sun is camped out there. They’re a much smaller faction that sell weapons to both sides. We can’t get there yet, but we’ll be able to access it from Base Camp 2 once it opens.”

I pulled the counter up again. The Moonlit Path already had 13 of the 20 clears they needed, and the Sunwalkers were still stuck at 2 of 20. “They’re definitely going to pull it off, so we’ll add that to the list.”

We finally reached the edge of the tents, so I peeled away from Frank and took a hard left, rear wheel spinning and kicking up snow. “Make sure you watch your Health, Frank! We’re probably okay distance-wise as long as we stay within the same camp, but don’t take any chances.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know.”

He skittered off on his mount and jumped over a small emerald tent. He landed on the other side in the middle of a snow-choked street, his mount’s fingers flexing like shocks, palm riding low over the snow.

Screams split the air, and a trio of NPCs scattered out of the tent he’d jumped and fled at the sight.

“Oh come on, it’s not that scary! I couldn’t even kill you if I wanted to!”

He kept yelling from there, but the wind picked up and drowned him out.

With that, I was off, racing by tents like they were fence posts. Despite the speed and the low roar of my bike, the camp felt quieter than it ought to be, like the falling snow was suppressing the sound.

I guided my bike between the tents, threading the vehicle down snow-choked streets that were becoming increasingly packed with players with every passing moment.

Then I found what I was looking for: a tent with a signpost out front that identified it as a shop. The post was half-buried in the snow, but the sign was marked with a green dagger that caught the limelight shining down and glowed along with it.

I dismissed my mount, ducked inside, and ran right into a wall of hot, humid air. The difference was so stark that I actually pulled up short; it felt like I’d just opened a hot oven and shoved my face in front of it.

A glowing green orb bobbed down over my head and floated away. The heat dissipated slightly, but there were six spheres in total, all floating near the top of the tent. Apparently, they were the source of the heat, and Frank wasn’t going to like that on multiple levels.

Other than the floating orbs, the shop was relatively empty, with just two other players browsing the equipment and no shopkeeper to speak of. A trio of glass counters framed the outline of the tent, packed with weapons that had been carefully positioned atop purple cushions.

I hustled up to the left-most counter and inspected the nearest weapon, an unremarkable dagger lying on a small pillow.

{Jade Dirk} (One-handed Dagger)

Grade: E

Item Level: 9

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 50

Magical Attack: 50

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +5 Dexterity, +5 Constitution, +5 Intelligence

I pulled up an old E-Grade weapon from my inventory for comparison and put the two items side by side. The Jade Dirk was vastly superior, and far more flexible to boot, but it wasn’t the sort of thing I was after.

I raced through the other weapons and largely came to the same conclusion; they were all great for their level and could be used to attack and spellcast with equal success, but ultimately, they were too weak to be of interest to me.

It wasn’t just Common weapons, though. Every armament also had an Uncommon variant as well as a Rare version up for sale. The stats on those were slightly better, but the prices doubled from Common to Uncommon, then doubled again when you moved up to Rare.

Overall, the weapons on offer were a hell of a lot more affordable than the stuff Darling had found in the Royal Capitol, but they were still pretty overpriced in my opinion, at least for the general player base.

One of the two players who’d been quietly browsing glanced at me and waved. He was an archer in light armor, and he had a longbow strapped to his back and two daggers at his sides.

“Oh, it’s you again!”

The other player, a caster, was focused on a glass display, and he grabbed her shoulder to get her attention. When he had it, he made a pair of finger guns.

“This is the bird guy I was telling you about. Never seen damage like that before, it was absolutely wild.”

She smiled politely and went right back to browsing. I couldn’t really blame her with a nickname like bird guy, but at least I wasn’t the finger king.

I checked the guy’s tag. His name was Greggo, and I recognized him from the raid we’d just finished.

“Hey again. How’s it going?”

“Good, thanks again for the help back there! Would have been a loss without the two of you. Where’d your clown friend go?”

I laughed. “He’s actually a mime, but we were happy to help.” I scanned the other counters but didn’t see what I was looking for. “Can I ask you something real quick?”

He shrugged. “Sure, what’s up?”

“Does this Base Camp only sell E-Grade? Or is there higher-level stuff available somewhere else?”

“That’s actually marked on the signs in front of each shop,” the woman replied without looking up. She was eyeing a stave, a simple wooden rod capped with an orange crystal. “Weapon shops have weapon icons, but there’s also a small letter printed in the bottom-right corner. There are a couple shops around here that sell D-Grade, but it’s pricy. Apparently we’re getting C-Grade vendors whenever the new Base Camp appears, so most of us are saving for that.”

“Thanks, I appreciate it.” I turned and spoke into the video window, where Frank was still scuttling through falling snow. “You catch all that, Frank?”

“Yeah. The sign thing must have been a last-minute addition ’cause I hadn’t heard of it. Same with C-Grade coming with the next camp. Thanks.”

“Yup.”

The guy looked me up and down. “You talking to someone?”

“Yeah, sorry. I’ve got the King of Fingers on the other line. Call’s set to private so you can’t see or hear him.”

“Don’t do that,” Frank said, but obviously the pair couldn’t hear him.

“Oh, him.” He put his arm around the woman’s shoulders, an obviously protective gesture. “Well, tell him we appreciate the help during that last raid.”

“It’s what I do.” Frank paused, probably realizing that they hadn’t heard him. “Tell them I said it’s what I do.”

“Sure, I’ll let them know.”

“Thanks.”

I looked them both dead in the eyes. “Frank said he can fit seven fingers in his mouth at the same time, but the eighth is too much for him to handle.” I drew back as if stunned. “Holy shit, never mind! He just pulled it off!”

The guy blinked, then swallowed. The woman edged away and pulled him back a step.

“Apparently the secret to the final finger was a ridiculous amount of Crisco. Where’d you even get that stuff, Frank?”

“That’s not what I said at all!” Frank shouted. “And how am I suddenly finger guy? Have you seen your hands? I’ve been mocking them since day one, so this seems patently unfair!”

“I know. That’s the only reason I’m enjoying this so much.”

I swung the window away and muted my end of the call so Frank wouldn’t be able to hear me.

“Sorry about that, Frank actually said that he was happy to help out and he wanted me to let you know that…” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “It’s what he does. Anyway, I’m just screwing with him about the finger stuff because he can’t defend himself.”

They both relaxed, but not as much as I’d hoped.

“How do you actually buy— oh.”

I’d cut off because a window had popped up and answered the question for me. The shop was automated, and you could just purchase items directly.

I wasn’t sure how much use we’d get out of E-Grade stuff, but given that our access to the Base Camp was limited, I bought several hundred weapons of various types for a grand total of 800 gold, plus a few extra bows, staves, and swords since those tended to be more popular.

I nodded to the couple. “Thanks again for the info. Maybe we’ll catch you guys during the next Ascent.” I took off before they could respond, pelting back out into the driving snow to search for the D-Grade shops the woman had mentioned.

Before I found them, I ran into another E-Grade shop that sold armor of every different type, so I dashed in and picked up a ton of Rare armor sets and stashed them in my inventory for safekeeping. The armor was even cheaper than the weapons; the entire lot only cost me 200 gold.

I was about to let Frank know what I’d found, but his window was completely blacked out. “What’s happening over there? Are you good?”

“What do you mean?” he said, around what was hopefully a mouthful of food. He waved a hand through the air and managed to clear a brief window of space, promptly subjecting me to a full view of him biting into a massive turkey leg. Apparently the blackness I’d seen was smoke. “I’m testing stuff.”

“What’d you find?”

“Food.”

“No shit, digit dude. I can tell that much, but I don’t get why you’re eating it.”

He sighed. “Here. The food doesn’t actually say whether it requires the Moonlit Path or not to use, so I wasn’t sure, but I just got the buff. We can definitely make use of this.”

He linked me an item.

{Dragonfire Drumstick} (Food)

Description: Restores up to 600 Health over 30 seconds. If you spend at least 10 seconds eating, you also gain {Firebreathing} for 30 minutes.

Minimum level required: 1

Warning: Food and drink can only be used outside of combat.

The restoration was too low to be of interest, but the buff was another story entirely.

{Firebreathing} (Buff)

Description: Your melee attacks gain a 5% chance of bathing your target in a cone of fire that deals 250 damage. Enemies other than your primary target take 50% reduced damage from this effect.

Duration: 30 minutes

I blew by three more tents, found another shop, then kept going when I realized it was just selling E-Grade gear. “Is there no internal cooldown on that proc?”

“Nope. Low damage and range, though.”

“Any ranged or spellcasting equivalents?”

“Yeah, but why would we want those?”

“You know why, Frank. Can you just link me the buffs? I don’t need to see the food itself unless the level requirements are different.”

“Yeah, yeah, fine. Here are the other two.”

{Manabreathing} (Buff)

Description: Your spells gain a 5% chance of refunding up to 5% of your maximum Mana. If this effect occurs while your Mana is full, any overflow is transferred to the nearest applicable player within 20 yards.

Duration: 30 minutes

{Ironbreathing} (Buff)

Description: Your ranged attacks gain a 5% chance of summoning a storm of arrows at your target’s location for 5 seconds. The storm of arrows deals 50 damage per second to all targets within 5 yards.

Duration: 30 minutes

“We can definitely use those. How much is the food?”

“Dirt cheap. Couple silver apiece.”

“And the vendor’s supply is unlimited?”

“Yup.”

“Cool. And you’re sure that none of those procs have internal cooldowns?”

“They definitely don’t. Limiting factors are just luck and attack speed.”

“Perfect. Can you buy, like, a thousand of each?”

“Seriously?”

“Yep.”

I cracked a grin. I still wasn’t sure how I felt about our odds of winning the Battle for the Grand Scar, but I was becoming increasingly convinced of what our next step ought to be.

“Alright, gonna take me a bit to buy this much stuff.”

“Make sure you check for other consumables, too.”

“I just ran right by a potion shop, but all of their stuff was restricted to people on the Moonlit Path, so I didn’t bother. That was what made me wanna test the food.”

“Moonlit Path or not, we definitely need that stuff too. Might need it even more.”

“Why?”

I spotted an interesting sign up ahead, so I drifted over some ribby snowbanks and headed that way. The very moment I popped out of the drift, I already had a hand in my pocket. “Just trust me on this, alright?”

“But I don’t.” He scratched. “Ugh.”

“Teeth on fire again?”

“Fine, there is a skosh of trust. But if you tell anyone I said that, I’ll kill you.”

“Oh, not this again.”

“Which part?”

“The skosh bit. Honestly, the threats barely even register at this point. All they really tell me is that you’re still breathing.”

He laughed as if that was a compliment. “Makes sense. I’ll double back to the potion vendor and let you know what I find.”

“Thanks.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The snow deepened up ahead, and I kicked my way through it and pushed into a nearby tent with a white cloud spinning behind me.

This weapon shop was almost identical to the previous one—oppressive warmth and floating orbs and all that—but with one very important difference: this store was selling D-Grade gear.

I pulled up another dagger for the sake of comparison.

{Emerald Dirk} (One-handed Dagger)

Grade: D

Item Level: 22

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 85

Magical Attack: 85

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +15 Dexterity, +15 Constitution, +15 Intelligence

It was more of the same—a solid, flexible weapon that people could use starting at level 10. I bought a couple of hundred variants of everything that was available, then went right back into the cold and resumed searching.

“I found a jewelry store that sells both grades,” Frank said. “You want me to check it out?”

“Definitely. How are we on time?”

“Twenty minutes left, should be fine.”

I slowed down a little bit. With all of the alternating between heat and cold, I hadn’t realized how out of breath I was.

“Oh damn, here’s a really good one.”

He linked me a necklace.

{Amulet of Giantkilling}

Grade: E

Slot: Neck

Item Level: 15

Quality: Rare

Primaries: +5 Constitution

Magical Resistance: 20

Effect: When targeting enemies that are 7 or more levels above you, your Hit Chance is automatically set to 100%, and it cannot be raised or lowered by other effects.

However, this buff only applies to players who are level 15 or lower.

“Oh hell yeah, that’s perfect. Kind of a shame you’ve almost out-leveled it already, but I guess the Hit Chance would have been irrelevant with you getting part of my secondaries. Definitely want a bunch of those.”

“How many?”

“If it’s priced similarly to the other E-Grade stuff, then buy a couple hundred of them.”

He looked like he was about to argue, but then he shrugged his broad shoulders. “Alright, done. I’m not seeing anything else that’s super interesting in here for E-Grade. Just some generic equipment with pretty good stats for low levels. You want that too?”

“Yeah, might as well. Make sure you’re buying yourself a bunch of different sets. I dunno what your jewelry is like, but I’m betting it’s pretty bad.”

“Uh huh.”

“You’ve also got C-Grade coming in hot at level 20, so we ought to keep that in mind. Now that you’ve got your Experience buff up, you should be leveling pretty quick.”

He linked me another necklace that was basically the same as the Amulet of Giantkilling, but the buff functioned up to level 25 instead of being capped at 15.

“Yup, we need a ton of those.”

“You sure? The costs go up a ton with the grade increase. The E-Grade neck is 25 silver, but the D-Grade one jumps to 4 gold.”

“That’s fine, it’s the same with the weapons. Maybe keep the total under 500 gold for now. If the pattern holds, we’re going to want a ton of currency in hand for the next camp.”

Another sign caught my eye. It was decorated with a green vial emblazoned with an E as well as a D. “Hey, is this the shop you found earlier?”

Frank glanced up from a glass display case. “Yup, that’ll be consumables.”

“Cool.” I ducked in and raced through the options, skipping most of the stuff until I found something truly interesting.

{Draught of Chromatic Scales} (Consumable)

Effect: Increases your Magical Resistance by 30

Duration: 30 minutes

Requirements: Member of the {Moonlit Path}

30 Res wouldn’t have been enough to move the needle for me even if the potion was usable, but for a low-level character, and assuming scaling worked the same way it did with Secondaries…

“This might actually be kind of broken. Oh man.”

“Huh?”

“Nothing, just thinking out loud.”

I bought a bunch of Resistance potions and got back to work. The other consumables were similar in nature, though the better potions required level 10 on top of the path requirement.

As I grabbed some of everything purely in the name of flexibility, the prompt I’d been waiting for and also dreading finally came in.

World Alert!

The {Lunar Army} has successfully cleared 20 iterations of the {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} and have unlocked Base Camp 2!

They also now have 2 of the 3 Victory Points they need to emerge victorious in the Ascents and progress the event toward {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

The {Sunwalkers} have cleared 5 iterations of the Second Ascent, and they still need 15 more clears to establish their first Base Camp!

The Second Ascent will end in 15 minutes, and if the {Sunwalkers} fail to meet their quota, the {Lunar Army} will go 2-0 up!

I minimized the prompt. “We are so not getting a camp of our own. Whatever, we’ll just have to make it work. How do we move on to the next camp? I want to go check the C-Grade stuff out as soon as humanly possible.”

Frank dropped a pin on my mini map. “Meet me there.”

I dashed out of the potion shop and tore across the camp. We met up right in front of a stone altar inscribed with runes, piled onto it, then accepted the resulting prompt and warped away.

We resolved substantially higher up, standing in the middle of a brand new Base Camp that rested atop the same sheer wall from earlier. The snow was falling harder here, and while the ground was pristine and undisturbed, several other players teleported in within a matter of seconds.

“Go go go!” I said. “This place is going to be slammed any minute now.”

We split up and raced through the snow, quickly finding the stores we needed. There was only one problem: C-Grade stuff was insanely expensive, at least comparably so.

Getting Frank multiple sets of gear to use at 20 would be trivial enough. In fact, I could easily outfit a 40-man raid team and have plenty of gold left over.

But to accomplish what I had in mind, we needed to be working on a much larger scale.

I ran into one of the weapon shops and pulled up a third dagger.

{Moonstone Dirk} (One-handed Dagger)

Grade: C

Item Level: 45

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 135

Magical Attack: 135

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +25 Dexterity, +25 Constitution, +25 Intelligence

Effect: You gain 1 stack of {Moonlit Fury} for every {Moonlit Path} buff still active. Each stack of {Moonlit Fury} increases your Critical Strike damage by 5%, capping at a 25% increase.

That single dagger was going to run us 25 gold, but it was exactly what I wanted: an item with a relatively high amount of power, but not so much that it wouldn’t fall off hard in the late game.

Just to be safe, I went ahead and checked the higher rarity daggers, which clocked in at 45 and 90 gold, respectively. They were both noticeably better, but the effect that was stapled onto them didn’t improve with the rarity, and the cost was just too high.

Once again, buying a handful of them wasn’t a problem; the real issue was a question of scale. I wanted at least 250 of each weapon at the bare minimum, which meant that even if I stuck with the Commons, I was looking at spending around 6,000 gold per item class.

And with daggers, maces, swords, bows, and so on all available, we were suddenly looking at an absolutely massive investment that would quickly scale into the high five figures.

Sadly, we didn’t have the gold for that. Well, not yet.

I dug into my menus and pulled up one of the Renown Perks I’d picked up right after Razing the Black Oasis.

{Loanshark’s Gamble} (Renown Perk)

You instantly gain 25% of the sum of all gold you’ve earned in the last 24 hours.

However, 100% of your future Daily Payouts will be garnished until you have paid back twice the amount you gained, and gold earned via this perk cannot be converted into Renown or Experience.

This ability also has a 5-day cooldown.

The drawback still made my stomach hurt—it effectively meant killing my Daily Payouts off entirely for the near future—but we needed the influx of cash, and we probably wouldn’t have a replacement for the Auction House online for at least another day or two regardless.

I activated the perk, and more than 200,000 gold flowed directly into my inventory, the vast majority of which stemmed from Razing the Oasis. But I was also now 400,000 gold in debt.

“Whoa!” Frank said. “Seriously?”

“Yeah, we’re going all in on this. Can you handle these purchases for me? You’re probably a lot faster. I want 300 of every weapon type, but do 500 of each of the more common ones. One-handed swords, bows, and so on.”

“What sort of rarity breakdown do you want?”

“For the bulk order, let’s go pure Common. After that, go ahead and grab yourself a full set of the Rare stuff, including armor.” I pursed my lips. “Let’s actually do that for the guild, too. Our entire raid team is well into C-Grade at this point, but I’d be surprised if most of them don’t have a couple holes in their gear. Just go ham, basically.”

“Alright. Which abilities do you want for the weapons?”

I tabbed through the options. “Abilities? They’ve all got the same Moonlit Fury buff, right? Am I missing something here?”

“Yep. There’s multiple pages.”

“For real?”

I tabbed back through, and he was right; there were actually multiple iterations of each weapon available across all three rarities. The items themselves were identical, but the effect that was stapled onto each weapon varied from page to page.

“Oh damn. Can you hit me with just the available effects?”

“Uh huh. You’ve already seen Moonlit Fury, but there’s three other options. Here you go, I removed the weapon readouts, but all three of these can be added onto whatever weapons they have on offer.”

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, killing an enemy that awards Experience, Renown, or Honor causes an explosive nova that heals all nearby players for 5% of their maximum Health and restores 5% of their maximum Mana.

On rare occasions, the nova will also upgrade all of the loot dropped by the target by a single Quality Tier if possible. However, the upgrade portion of this ability only affects items of Rare Quality or lower.

Effect: If your {Lunar Lord} Transformation ability is currently on cooldown, all of your Primary Stats are increased by 25%, and your Secondary Stats are increased by 15%.

This buff persists through level 20, then gradually loses potency before it disappears entirely at level 35.

Effect: Whenever you complete a quest within {The Occulted Lands}, you have a small chance to gain knowledge in each of your chosen Professions.

Whenever this effect procs, you gain a single Profession point for every Moonlit Path perk that is still active.

“Nice, that’s an easy one. Let’s go purely with the middle one.”

“The Transformation effect?”

“Yup. We’re gonna be flipping the vast majority of all this gear, and that Transformation buff is gonna work perfectly for what I have in mind.”

“Uh… how exactly are we flipping them? No matter how many we buy from these vendors, the supply won’t change. We’re not making money on this unless we kill the vendors.” He gasped. “Are we going to murder all the vendors?”

“What? No. We’re gonna head back to the ship right after this, and I’ll run you through the whole plan then. But basically, I want to go with the Transformation effect because it’ll incentivize people to put that skill on cooldown.

“Even if we win the next three Ascents, with the way the timing shakes out, pretty much everyone who uses their Transformation ability at all won’t have it available for the big fight at the end. And from what I’ve seen so far, that’s definitely the scariest ability they’ve got.”

“Alright, I’ll head over and scoop them.”

“Do you need me to hang back and hand you some gold?”

“Nah, I didn’t realize this before, but I can access your inventory and spend your gold remotely.”

I narrowed my eyes. “Not sure how I feel about that overall, but for now, that’s great. I’m gonna go blast through the armor and jewelry options.”

With an excess of gold in hand, I raced through the rest of the camp and scooped item after item, buying up everything that seemed even marginally useful while my Lunar Grace buff ticked ever lower.

I grabbed some interesting defensive stuff along the way: an armor set that stacked Block, another that emphasized Dodge, and even a set that came fully outfitted with a massive amount of Defensive Thorns that would deal revenge damage upon being struck.

“All done with the weapons,” Frank said. “Still got five minutes left.”

I checked my inventory. “I think we’re done. Pretty sure we’ve hit everything across the two areas.”

“I still need to check for better food, but I can handle that. You oughta go scope out that glowing cave before time runs out.”

“Oh damn, good call!”

“Uh huh. You can either climb down using the ropes or jump off and drift in. Here.”

He dropped a pin on my map. The location was on the opposite side of the Base Camp, so I left him to handle the rest of the shops and headed that way.

With the second camp being newly established, the streets were already packed, and I lost a solid minute or two navigating the crowd. But as soon as I reached the cliff—where a handful of people were already rappelling down—I put on a burst of speed and launched myself off the edge.

Only once I was several hundred feet in the air did I consider the possibility that Frank might have been lying about the cave’s location. Thankfully, he hadn’t, and I was able to drift right in.

The cave was oppressively warm, even more so than the tents before it, and while similar orbs were floating near the ceiling, they were orange rather than green. The cavern walls were completely covered by a single mural, a beautiful rendition of a sunrise that encompassed the walls as well as the ceiling.

At the far end of the space sat a single hooded figure on a scraggly blanket. He wore black robes, and while his hood was pulled low over his face, a powerful orange glow emanated from underneath his cloak.

He had his legs folded and feet tucked underneath him, but his hands were resting on his thighs, and his overlong sleeves were glowing like flashlights.

I ran up to him, moving quickly in case his inventory was limited and knowing that countless people would be heading my way shortly.

He tilted his chin up, just enough that I glimpsed the bare bones hidden beneath his dark clothes. His eye sockets were empty, but they were shining like his skull was a jack-o’-lantern.

“Greeeeetings,” he rasped.

An inventory window hit my screen.

{Sunstone Dirk} (One-handed Dagger)

Grade: C

Item Level: 40

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Common

Physical Attack: 135

Magical Attack: 135

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +25 Dexterity, +25 Constitution, +25 Intelligence

Effect: You gain 1 stack of {Sunlit Fury} for every debuff removed from {Helios, The Sunken King}. Each stack of {Sunlit Fury} increases your Critical Strike damage by 5%, capping at a 25% increase.

I looked that over. It was identical to the Moonstone Dirk in every respect, but obviously the effect worked in the opposite direction. That was interesting, but we hadn’t managed to remove a single debuff from Helios thus far, and our future prospects weren’t looking great.

Still, the weapons definitely had potential, so I went ahead and grabbed a handful of each weapon type while keeping each of the different effects in mind, then closed out the window. There were also a handful of consumables on offer that required the Sunlit Path, so I scooped a bunch of those as well, just to be safe.

One item stood out in particular, so I grabbed ten of them, which was the most I was allowed.

{Potion of Refracted Sunlight} (Consumable)

Description: Upon drinking this potion, you become invisible for up to 30 seconds. This item cannot be used in combat, and the invisibility effect will be broken if you take damage, attack, or activate a skill or ability.

Especially powerful monsters may see through this effect, and raid bosses will always ignore it by default.

Cooldown: 1 minute

Requirement: {Sunwalker}

Limit: 10

“Think I’m done here,” I said to Frank. “You all good?”

“Yeah, food is mostly the same. The buffs don’t actually change; food just restores more Health and Mana. I’m assuming you don’t care about that.”

“Nope, not at all.”

A pair of iron boots appeared above the mouth of the cave, and the first player rappelled into view. Then the flood was on, people pouring in one after another to check out the new vendor.

I was getting a bit claustrophobic, and the heat wasn’t helping, so I ran out and drifted right back up to the top level.

“Alright, man. You ready?”

“I still have no idea what’s happening, but sure.”

I cracked a smile. “Buckle up a second time, Frank. We’re heading to the Vault of Giants.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven



We teleported back onto our skiff, then doubled back to the big turt and headed down and in, making our way toward the Research Room.

Frank ducked the same doorway he’d hit his face on a little ways back. “The Vault of Giants? The Challenge Dungeon?”

“That’s the one.”

“Huh.”

I sent out a quick message to Darling and asked her to pass it on to whoever she thought would be a good fit for a 20-man raid with some very specific parameters.

The request was simple: I needed everyone other than Frank and me to roll a level 1 alt and opt into the Moonlit Path.

I also sent her a quick breakdown of the class makeup I had in mind, but kept it as simple as possible: fifteen ranged DPS, either casters or archers, plus three healers.

“Huh indeed, Frank. Huh indeed.”

“Why now?”

“Mostly because of what you mentioned about it earlier. We have to clear that raid with the lowest-level group possible, right?”

“Yup.”

“But you and I need to be in the group, otherwise people won’t be able to teleport in. That means it’ll get harder and harder to clear as time goes on. Aside from all that, there’s something I want to test at the same time. Consider it a trial run for the Grand Scar.”

“What about all the weapons we bought? You spent a fortune on that stuff, and I don’t really get how we’re making our money back.”

“That’s because we won’t.”

He furrowed his only brow. “But you said we’re flipping them.”

“We are, just not for gold.”

We finally made it down to the Research Room, so I pulled up the Merchant Fleet perk I’d taken earlier. We still had quite a few turtles on the move, but every single one that we’d sent out to a port within the Occulted Lands had already arrived and was just lingering in place, waiting for the next assignment.

I cracked my knuckles. “Looks like our timing was pretty good.” I dug into my inventory and pulled out an item I’d looted at the very end of our last grinding session.

{Researcher’s Voucher} (Consumable)

Description: Using this item will reward a single Tech Point that may be put toward improving a qualified land or naval vessel.

Technologies that are researched via this voucher will be awarded instantly, but you may only use a single voucher per qualifying vessel.

Quality: Epic

I used the Voucher, and it ignited and crumbled away. “Alright, here’s what I’m going with for the instant tech.”

{Shelltop Markets} (Tier II Tradecraft Ability)

Description: Turtles sent by your {Merchant Fleet} ability gain the ability to function as vendors that you may use to buy and sell goods remotely.

You must set up your listings ahead of time prior to trading goods, and turtles that are functioning as vendors cannot be redeployed to establish more Trade Routes.

However, you may cancel a {Shelltop Market} and recall the turtle once per day.

Cost: {Giant Lodestone} x1

Research Time: 2 hours

“Ohhh. I see what you’re doing.”

“Yup. Just have a quick question: what do the turtles look like to other players?”

“Green, small, unshelled.”

I drew back. “Unshelled? They’re gonna be naked?”

“What? No. Unshelled means their shells haven’t been removed. If I’d said shelled, that would have implied the opposite.” He scoffed. “How was that not obvious?”

I took a deep breath and let that one go. “So they look like turtles.”

“Uh huh.”

“What about their tags? I assume they’re going to show up as Friendly to other players, but are they flagged as belonging to Omen?”

“Not unless you want them to be. They actually display the name of the fleet, so right now, it’ll just say of the Northern Fleet. You can change that whenever you want. Just open up the ship’s version of the Housing menu.”

I thought about that for a moment. “Okay, this’ll work.” I threw the menus up and renamed the fleet.

“Of the Renegade Sun?” Frank asked.

“Yep, the name itself is whatever, I’m just matching it to that NPC we found back at Base Camp 2. Anybody who’s interacted with him before will just assume our little turts are another part of his faction.”

I tabbed back to the perk and confirmed my choice.

Congratulations, you unlocked the Tradecraft Ability: {Shelltop Markets}!

You may now configure and automate your shops within the Naval Housing Menu.

Research 1 additional Tradecraft Technology to unlock Tier III Tradecraft Perks!

I selected all of the turtles within the Occulted Lands and had them deploy into Shelltop Markets. Then I highlighted the group as a whole and stocked them up with the E-, D-, and C-Grade equipment we’d just purchased back at the Base Camp.

Generally speaking, I kept our wares on the lower end, mostly focusing on the Common stuff I’d bought and only sprinkling in higher-rarity equipment here and there. I didn’t sell any of our consumables, though, and I held off on jewelry as well.

Once I had our goods locked in, another window appeared and asked me to set a price for each item. I tabbed through and set the prices by batches, but not in gold. Instead, I priced them out in War Supplies, asking for anywhere between 25 and 200 for one-handed weapons and between 50 and 325 for two-handers.

I treated armor the same way, but instead of asking for War Supplies, I asked for Soul Gems of varying amounts and quality. The very best items ended up being listed for 1 to 3 Grand Soul Gems, while the weaker pieces of armor could be had for lower-quality gems, but in much greater numbers.

“Ohhhh,” Frank said. “I see what you’re thinking.”

“Yup. War Supplies for our eventual defenses and Soul Gems to get us back on track with my profession. At the same time, our shops will funnel supplies away from the other side and reduce the number of defenses we have to face in the end.

“It’s not a free win because they’ll be getting cheaper, better weapons out of it, and probably armor to a lesser extent, but I think we’ll come out way ahead in the end. I don’t know if we’ll be seeing many Grand Soul Gems, but even a few would help us out a lot when it comes to powering the Living Forge.”

I sent House a quick message asking how we were doing on that construction-wise. She’d started it earlier in the day at my request, slamming it down and rushing the construction on the northern end of the Occulted Lands.

“Speaking of the Forge,” I said, “it should be ready tomorrow morning.”

Frank crossed his arms. “Nice. That all sounds good, but we’re taking a pretty massive loss on this when it comes to gold. It’s gonna cost, like… uh…”

“About 40 gold per item on average.”

“About 40 gold per item on average,” Frank repeated, like he’d actually done the math. “That’s gonna be a huge hole, and we’re already in serious debt thanks to that Loanshark perk.”

I waved the concern away. “That’s fine. This isn’t really a loss, more of an investment. We’re just buying War Supplies off the other side. Like I said before, that’ll weaken their defenses and empower ours at the same time. And with so many members of Omen running as Carries for their own buffs and getting fewer supplies as a result, we’re gonna need all the help there we can get.”

“But you’re also handing the moon some seriously strong weapons.”

“I feel really good about the weapons, actually. We’re going to be selling more of those C-Grade weapons we picked out than anything else, if I had to guess, and whoever buys one is going to be heavily incentivized to pop their Transformation abilities to empower their weapon. The fewer of those we have to deal with during the final battle, the better off we’re gonna be.

“I also think most people will probably be onto B-Grade equipment within a couple days, thanks to their Experience buff. And at that point, a typical quest item will easily replace whatever they bought from us.”

He narrowed his eyes. “I still feel like you’re treading awful close to helping the moon.”

“Relax, I’m not switching teams. Just rely on that skosh of trust for a little while longer.”

I checked the timer on the Converter. Even with rushing it with as many pirates as possible, it was going to be another day and change before it was up and running.

Darling sent me a message, but a prompt came in before I could read it.

World Alert!

The {Second Ascent of Mount Lyona} is now over!

The {Sunwalkers} only completed 14 of the 20 clears they needed to earn a Victory Point, and they have failed to establish their first {Base Camp}.

The {Lunar Army} is now up 2-0, and if they are victorious in the next Ascent, they will sweep the {Sunwalkers} 3-0 and push this initial event into its final stage.

{The Third Ascent of Mount Lyona} beings at 11 AM tomorrow. If the {Lunar Army} completes the sweep, there will be a short intermission to allow them to harvest the powerful benefits offered by Base Camp 3. Following this intermission, {The Battle for the Grand Scar} will begin immediately.

I wasn’t sure how I felt about all that. The Sunwalkers had only missed the cutoff by six clears, and I couldn’t help but wonder if we’d made the wrong choice by opting in as Carries.

That was definitely the point of the event as a whole—to get us to second-guess ourselves and sow discord among the various leading guilds—but I couldn’t stop myself from imagining what we could have accomplished if we’d pushed to keep all of the top players focused on our own goals.

I did my best to shake off my concerns and checked Darling’s message. She and the others had finished putting together the raid group I’d requested, so I let her know that Frank and I were done with the turtle for now.

She sent me a group invite, which I accepted, and I said a quick hello to the raid before looking them over.

For whatever reason, our DPS had gone almost entirely pure archer. That was fine by me; I just wanted our damage dealers to be ranged so we could spread out more easily and not have to worry about the constant chip damage that melee DPS were exposed to.

As for the Vault of Giants, the requirements for getting there were super convenient. All I needed to do was activate the Prized Bracelet I’d gotten from Gulgos, and the whole group would be teleported in front of the instance.

Darling did a quick ready check. I waited for that to pass.

“You ready, Frank?”

“Yup.”

“Alright, then. Here we go.”

I activated the bracelet and accepted the resulting teleport prompt, then Frank and I were on familiar ground with warm, black sand shifting beneath our feet.

The enormous ring that Gulgos had dropped on death towered in front of us, half-buried in the sand with a red portal spinning within it.

Several dunes over, the Black Oasis sparkled with torchlight. Seeing the settlement’s current state was both encouraging and a little sad. The four wards had been replaced with a single settlement built atop the highest dune around, and the structures were only slightly more permanent than the Base Camps.

But there was movement within the wooden walls and music on the air, and for now, that was enough.

Darling was the first to warp in, looking much like herself but in leather armor and with a bow slung across her back. Apparently, she’d chosen to roll an archer, like most of the guild.

She looked around, frowning slightly. “Awww. It’s a little harder being back here than I thought it’d be. Desert doesn’t look right without the tree looming over it.” She made for the warp. “Let’s head in, yeah?”

Frank put a hand out to stop her but pulled up an inch short of making contact. “You really don’t wanna do that.”

“Why not pop in and figure things out once we’re inside?” she asked. “You guys are pretty exposed out here.”

“Challenge Dungeons have three main elements. The first is the whole level-scaling thing.”

She nodded. “Yeah, I remember.”

“The second bit is that the raid is timed. As soon as we warp in, the clock starts. If we go too slow, it’ll be a loss, but a really fast clear will massively improve the rewards at the end.”

She stepped back from the warp. “Alright, then. So we’re being graded, huh?”

“Uh huh. Anywhere from D to S is a passing grade. If we can get an S, we’re guaranteed at least one Legendary at the end, but a C or above will improve the rewards in general.

“If we completely run out of time, that’s an F, and we get kicked out on the spot. If we defeat the boss but take too long to do it, that’s an E. We’ll still get some loot, but it won’t count as a clear.

“Final element is a lot simpler. You only get one attempt at a Challenge Dungeon, and respawns aren’t allowed.”

She tapped the air. “Okay, I hear you on all that, but I still have a lot of questions. We’re really rolling with 18 level 1s? Am I seeing this correctly?”

I stepped in front of Frank and gave her a thumbs-up. “We sure are! With Frank and me and 18 level 1s, that puts the raid’s average level at an astoundingly impressive level 4.”

“A level 4 raid,” Darling repeated. “So you’re just gonna one-tap everything? ’Cause that’s what it sounds like.”

“Nah.” Frank bumped his shoulder into mine and pushed slightly ahead. “It’s not gonna scale down anywhere near that low. Unless my dad changed something, the minimum level for the monsters inside should still be around level 25. But the overall difficulty and mechanics for each boss will be dialed way down. Health pools, too.”

More people popped into existence a few feet from the giant ring, most of them with cheap-looking bows in hand. I spotted Rock and Jukes—both archers—and the two remained deep in conversation from the moment they arrived.

Well, Jukes was talking while Rock listened and nodded away.

“Okay,” Darling said. “That makes some amount of sense, but how are the DPS even going to connect? There’s no way we’re consistently hitting level 25s at level 1.”

“Normally I’d agree, but check this out,” I said.

I opened a trade window with her and threw in one of the Amulets of Giantkilling we’d just picked up in the Base Camp.

Nina appeared over her sister’s shoulder. “Cool necklace. So we’re all gonna be Hit Capped, huh? We might hit like a bunch of wet noodles, but at least we know we’re gonna connect. Nice, this should be easy.”

“Have you ever actually hit someone with a wet noodle?” Frank asked.

Nina pursed her lips. “Not yet, no.”

“Thought so. Wet noodles get a bad wrap, but that’s only because the trick is in the timing.” He pinched his thumb and forefinger together, then separated them slightly. “For the cook, you need to aim for a skosh under al dente. You want your noodle firm but bendy, and blisteringly hot at the same time. If you get the timing right, you can leave some pretty impressive welts. I mean, they’re basically whips.”

“That’s a surprisingly fair point. I really struggle with pasta, though.”

“If you miss the window, you can also overcook them and they’ll stick to the skin and burn like hot caramel. Less damage on impact, though.”

Nina’s mouth dropped open, and she was clearly about to continue encouraging him, but I put two hands on Frank’s armored shoulders and steered him toward her. I kept pushing until he bumped right into her, then pushed a little further and drove them both a few steps away.

“Okay, you guys can talk noodle weaponry over here. Darling and I have actual work to do.”

I turned back her way, then pulled a bow out of my inventory and held it up above my head.

“Sorry about that. Anyway, the first piece of the puzzle is the necklace. That’ll let us consistently make contact with our targets, and Frank won’t have issues taunting, either. Then there’s our weaponry. You guys all sucked it up and went Moonlit Path on your alts, so you’ve got access to all of their buffs. If you scope out your bars, you’ll find this.”

{Lunar Emperor’s Favor} (Passive Ability)

Description: You may equip a single piece of gear regardless of your current level, up to and including B-Grade equipment.

Darling smiled. “Oh.”

“Yup. Here’s the archer bow since most of the guild went that way, but I’ve got similar equipment for everyone.”

{Moonstone Longbow} (Two-handed Bow)

Grade: C

Item Level: 55

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Rare

Physical Attack: 175

Magical Attack: 175

Speed: Fast

Primaries: +45 Dexterity, +25 Constitution

Effect: You gain 1 stack of {Moonlit Fury} for every {Moonlit Path} buff still active. Each stack of {Moonlit Fury} increases your Critical Strike damage by 5%, capping at a 25% increase.

“All five buffs are currently active, which means you guys will be dealing 125% increased damage on Critical Strikes, up from the usual 100% bonus. The Dexterity is important, too. What’s your Crit Chance currently?”

She tapped the air. “15%.”

I traded her the bow. “Equip that and check again.”

“55%.” She blinked. “Wait, what?”

I cracked a grin. “Look at your Dodge Chance.”

“60%? That’s absurd.”

“Yeah, it’s the Dexterity from the bow. Frank and I stumbled on this a little ways back. The game doesn’t expect you to be able to acquire that amount of stats at level 1, so even a little bit goes a really long way.

“I’m sure you’ve seen similar stuff in other games, but I think Frank’s dad made it a lot worse with all the catch-up stuff. You don’t get extra Attack Power per point, but being able to scale Dodge Chance for mitigation and Crit Chance for damage at the same time is pretty nuts.”

I threw her two rings and a complete set of E-Grade armor, all of which was Rare quality.

“Throw that on and check those metrics again.”

She tapped the air and equipped all of the armor simultaneously. It was dark leather with faint green accents, worn-looking but in otherwise decent condition.

She cocked her head. “No way. That can’t be right.” She made a motion like she was dismissing her windows, then tapped the air again. “Still says the same thing. Is this for real?”

“You should be over 100% crit.”

“Uhhh… yeah. I am. Way over, actually.”

“All of that gear stacks Crit Chance and Dexterity. Dodge is a bit harder, but it should still be high.”

“75%. Some diminishing returns there, but holy shit, guys! You’ve been cooking!”

“Yeah. You won’t be dealing the sort of damage your main would put out, and you guys are going to be missing a ton of utility and crowd control and movement and so on. But the potential is definitely there.

“The only real problem is that Constitution doesn’t scale at all. You’ve got more than someone would expect thanks to your weapon, but it’s still 10 Health per point of Constitution.

“There’s this, too.” I traded her a bunch of the food we’d picked up. “Mana shouldn’t really be an issue, but I think if we clump up, we can abuse the Manabreathing buff to keep all the low levels topped off at all times.

“Ironbreathing should be insane for the archers, too. That’ll give every hit a chance of summoning an arrow storm. There’s no internal cooldown for that, and most of the armor we’re handing out also has some Haste to speed up the procs.”

I doled out a bunch of the Resistance Potions I’d purchased back at camp.

“These should help on the Magical Defense front, but we can’t do much about the physical side of things. Anything that can be dodged should be fine, but we’re gonna have to be really careful with ground effects. Even with the raid’s difficulty scaling down, if you guys get caught in a slam, we’re pretty firmly in one-shot territory.”

Darling held one of the potions up in front of her face, a clear but intricately worked vial filled with green liquid. “How’s Frank going to hold aggro through all this?”

He and Nina were still talking about weaponizing pasta, but he glanced back at us over one broad shoulder. “Through sheer willpower.”

“That’s obviously not going to work,” I said. “This is the set he’s working with right now. All the pieces have more or less the same stats, so I’ll just link the breastplate so I’m not spamming you with links.”

{Emerald Carapace}

Grade: D

Slot: Chest

Type: Plate

Item Level: 24

Quality: Rare

Armor: +7%

Primaries: +15 Strength, +10 Dexterity, +10 Constitution

Secondaries: +50 Thorns

I minimized the readout. “The Secondary is the important bit there—we’re going to be depending on the Thorns stat a good bit for extra aggro. He’s got about 300 of them in total. The way it usually works is that anything that hits him in melee would proc his Thorns and take 300 damage in response.”

Nina poked Frank in the chest. “Usually?”

“Yeah, but there’s also this. A potion we picked up from the Renegade Sun faction back in the second Base Camp.”

{Draught of Burning Thorns} (Consumable)

Effect: Your total Thorns are tripled and now also apply when you’re hit by ranged attacks and spell casts, but not to area of effect attacks.

However, your Thorns no longer activate on taking damage and instead only proc when you successfully block an attack or cast.

Duration: 30 minutes

Requirements: {Sunwalker}

“Tripled, huh?” Darling whistled. “So he’s dealing 900 on a block? That’s pretty insane, but I guess the chance is pretty low, and he’s losing out on a lot of passive damage and Threat by gearing that way.”

“Usually,” I repeated. “But there’s one last thing, then we can officially get down to business.”

I pressed a button, swapping to an entirely new gear set, and threw Darling the link.

{Moonstone Shoulder Pads}

Grade: C

Slot: Shoulders

Type: Leather

Item Level: 52

Quality: Rare

Armor: +6%

Primaries: +20 Intelligence, +20 Dexterity, +15 Constitution

Secondaries: +7% Chance to Block

Nina shrugged. “Yup, now I’m just straight-up lost. That looks like crap compared to your usual stuff.”

“It’s like this, basically. I’m stacking a huge amount of Block Chance, which Frank benefits from thanks to my current Subclass. With him being lower level, he ends up over 100% Block, mostly thanks to how scaling works.”

I raised both pistols, waited for him to bring his shield up, then took three pot shots at him while alternating between my weapons.

All three attacks connected, but his Health didn’t budge, and three yellow Blocks drifted up above his head. At the same time, my Health dropped significantly.

“Isn’t it directional though?” Darling asked.

“Block? Yeah, that’s one of the biggest limitations. He can’t block AoE effects either, and Frank is still taking extra damage from magic. He’s got a barrier that can help with that in a pinch, but we’re gonna need to be careful about that.”

Frank turned his back on Nina, then raised a hand and thumbed at his upper back. “Go on, give it a shot.”

She raised her bow and fired.

The very moment the arrow was released, Frank whipped around and brought up his shield. He blocked the attack, and the resulting Thorns damage killed Nina on the spot.

He flexed. “Boo ya! Get some!”

“Frank! Come on, man.”

“What? It was an educational moment.”

“For who?”

“Me, obviously. I learned that killing Nina feels great. Besides, the graveyard’s right next to us.”

Nina zoned back in, scowling. “Not cool, Frank. You’re lucky that this is just an alt.”

Darling plucked the string of her bow. “What about your damage, Ned? Isn’t that set going to hurt you pretty bad?”

I made a lukewarm gesture. “Yes and no. The overall numbers are definitely going to be a lot lower, but I think that might actually help us out here. In my usual gear, Frank would have zero chance of holding aggro⁠—”

“Rude, but unfortunately true.”

“—and I’d just be standing around. At the same time, pretty much all my armor is B-Grade, and it’s not exactly top-tier. C-Grade shouldn’t be too much of a step down, and I think the mitigation it gives him will be more than worth it.”

“Well, I’m officially convinced.” Darling tapped the air and looked the raid over. “Anything else before we head in?”

I went through the mental list that Frank and I had prepared. “Nope, I think that’s it.”

She nodded and cleared her throat. “Okay, everybody, listen up. Here’s the plan: go in, go fast.”

A few quiet cheers went up, but it sounded a little forced, and that only made the group’s sudden anxiety seem more obvious. I couldn’t blame them; we were definitely throwing a lot of new stuff their way while asking that they take it all on sheer faith.

Darling looked around, her dark eyes scanning the crowd. “I’ve got the lowdown on everyone’s skills from the Metacarpal Maestro, so I’m just gonna lay everything on the table ahead of time.”

“The meta what?” Frank asked.

I placed a finger to my lips, mostly because I was trying not to laugh. “Shh, Darling’s talking.”

“Archers, raise your bows!”

Twelve of our fifteen DPS did just that.

“Right. You guys have exactly one ability to worry about: shoot. When Frank wants you to shoot, do that. If he doesn’t, then don’t. Clear?”

A few people responded, and the laughter that followed sounded at least somewhat natural.

“Spellcasters! Staves up so we know where you are!”

Three people raised their weapons.

“You guys also shoot, but your projectiles are going to glow after being fired. Wow! That’s not relevant, but the same rule applies. Healers, where you at?”

I’d equipped each of them with a dagger plus a book to hold in their offhand, and their blades went up in unison.

“You guys can actually do two things at level 1—that’s so impressive! Let’s give these guys a hand!”

Applause followed, and for the first time, something like genuine laughter crept in.

“Nice. So you guys have a quick, 1.5-second heal that you can spam and an instant shield on a 6-second cooldown. Try to save your shields unless it’s an emergency or something calls for it.

“We’re not going to have to worry about rotations this time, so I want everybody to focus on listening for callouts and avoiding hazards. Most importantly, pay attention to aggro. This Thorns setup seems great, but Frank’s not going to be generating any Threat if his target gets peeled away.”

Frank raised a hand. “Can I make a suggestion?”

“Is it going to complicate things for the rest of the raid?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“Is it going to help us in any way?”

“No, not particularly.”

“Then no.”

He flipped me off and asked anyway. “When I’m out there doing my thing, it’d be great if people tell me that I’m doing a good job.”

Darling nodded like that was a serious request. “Done!”

“And maybe some general applause when the moment’s right?”

“Don’t push your luck, Frank.” She looked the group over again. “Looks like everyone’s got their new gear equipped. Consumable buffs look good…” She tapped the air. “Alrighty, then! Frank, Ned—take us away!”


Chapter Twenty-Eight



I stepped through the portal and into a smoke-filled hall. The haze was thick, acrid, and reeked of gasoline. The worst of it was churning atop the ceiling like cloud cover during a storm, but even the lower sections of the hall were almost completely obscured.

Orange light pulsed farther down the hall, and a wave of sweltering heat rolled over the raid.

A mechanized ant clacked out of the smoke and skittered toward us. Its carapace was a single piece of smooth bronze, and electricity arced between its oversized fangs.

I inspected it.

{Automated Sentry} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite++)

HP: 35,000/35,000

Energy: 100/100

Darling raised her voice. “It’s just a trash mob, but we’ve still got people zoning in, so we need to be careful here! Frank, you’re going in on my mark!”

“Uh huh!”

A prompt came in, so I raced through it while the other members of the raid continued to populate all around me.

Personal Alert!

Welcome to {The Vault of Giants}! Your party has successfully met this Challenge Dungeon’s requirements, and its difficulty has been partially scaled to meet your raid’s average level.

Your group has 30 minutes to defeat 2 raid bosses. If the timer runs out before you finish, you will fail the challenge and be immediately expelled from the raid. If you clear both bosses within the time limit, each player will be rewarded with a {Trove of Giants}.

In addition, defeating both bosses in under 25 minutes will increase the number of items found within your Trove, and faster clears will result in even greater rewards.

The timer for this dungeon will start 20 seconds after this message has been sent.

Warning: Players who die within {The Vault of Giants} will be unable to rejoin the raid, and Challenge Dungeons cannot be repeated.

I shoved Frank forward before even half the raid had arrived. “Go go go! It’s gonna aggro on our lower levels if it gets any closer!”

He rumbled forward with his oversized axe in one hand and his other axe extended to his left. He flexed his Armored Glove and summoned a glassy shield.

The creature spotted him and spat a hail of blue sparks in response. They raced out in every direction, arcing across the floor, crawling up the walls, and even bouncing across the ceiling high overhead.

Even through the smoke, the glow was obvious; each pulse was like a lightning strike, and soon the entire hall was half-lit and strobing.

The ant pulsed a second time, then bared its crackling fangs and rushed to meet Frank’s advance with surprising speed.

Frank braced himself behind his shield and took the impact head-on. His Health didn’t move, and a single word drifted up above his head: Block. At the same time, a white 900 rose above the creature thanks to Frank’s Thorns, and the mob’s Health ticked down to 97%.

I raised my pistols but didn’t fire. “Oh man, this might actually work!”

“Everybody hold until my mark!” Darling said.

Frank blocked a headbutt, and the powerful strike forced him into an awkward step back. The sparks the ant had unleashed were drawing closer, flooding toward us atop the walls and ceiling and floor in equal measure.

“Keep holding!” Darling said. “We’re gonna let Frank get it down to a little below 90%, then we’ll all fire once and see what the aggro’s like! Remember, deaths are permanent in the Challenge Dungeon! Stay focused and be ready to dance around the sparks as they roll closer! We’ve barely got any Health, so those could very well be a one-shot!”

The archers raised their bows, and our trio of offensive spellcasters did the same.

Frank kept backpedaling, kept blocking, kept reflecting damage with hit after hit. After five solid blocks and a dodge thrown in for good measure, the ant’s Health ticked below 85%.

Darling took aim and drew in a single motion. “Fire!”

I held off—I didn’t want to rip aggro right off the bat or taint her findings. And as it turned out, neither concern was at all relevant, because the very moment the arrows and spells made contact, the ant’s Health went from 85% to 0%.

It didn’t drop to 0%, either—I didn’t even see the bar move. One moment, the ant had Health, the next it just… didn’t.

Arrow storms pelted its corpse—procs from one of the food items I’d handed out—and the entire raid just stood there, watching arrow after arrow rain down and strike the dead creature.

The sparks crawled toward us for another second or two, visibly dimming, then died out, the closest of them still ten feet in front of Frank.

I scratched the back of my head. “Oh. Oh wow. That… was a lot more damage than I expected.”

Frank kicked the body. “Yeah, get blocked!”

Darling ran by me and shoved him back into motion. “Let’s move! Archers and spellcasters to the front! I want the healers right behind them with Ned and Frank watching their backs!”

She plunged into the smoke, and the raid raced along behind her while Frank and I hung back and fell in with the healers. The haze thickened as we pressed forward, and if it hadn’t been for our green name tags, I doubted I’d even be able to track the healers.

“Aim!” Darling called out up ahead.

I raised my pistols and pointed them vaguely ahead.

“What are you aiming at?” Frank squinted. “I can’t see anything.”

“I don’t even know, but if Darling wants to burst the trash down instead of tanking it, she’ll probably need⁠—”

“Fire!”

“—my DPS,” I finished.

Up ahead in the smoke, something died.

Frank tapped the air. “I just got some Experience, so no, she doesn’t. Whatever that was, it’s extremely dead.”

“Keep it going!” Darling said. “Make sure you guys at the back don’t fall behind, we’re gonna rush through until we find something that slows us down!”

As we jogged forward, one of the healers lost his footing and faceplanted. I gave him a hand and pulled, but he didn’t budge. He’d landed on top of something cold and hard and gotten tangled up with it in the process.

The rest of the group was still running at full speed, so I activated drift and had the spell shoot us right by Frank and up next to the other healers.

“Thanks!” The healer tugged at his robes. “Tripped over a dead ant and got my leg caught underneath it.”

“Don’t sweat it. Frank, you’re too far back. Can’t see you in the smoke.”

“On my way,” he said, then activated Carousel with me as the target. “Okay, I’m where you were a second ago!” He clapped his hands. “Chop chop, you’re falling behind!”

I rolled my eyes and laughed under my breath. It only took me a couple of seconds to pull even with him and the healers, but by then, Darling and the rest of the group were a good fifteen paces ahead of us.

A thunderous sound suddenly split the air, and the stone floor trembled beneath us. It was definitely far off, but the power behind the impact was undeniable, and a second thump followed about five seconds later. It repeated from there, always at the same interval.

Darling dropped two raid icons up ahead: a skull and a red X. “Looks like the ants are coming in pairs from here on out. Focus the skull! Ned, be ready to fear the other one if needed.”

“I don’t think that’s going to be needed,” Frank whispered.

“Yeah, I agree.” I raised my voice. “Got it!”

“Fire!” Darling said, and the skull vanished before I’d even gotten my eyes on the creature she’d marked. “Swap!”

The red X vanished in the same way, though I thought I might have glimpsed some electricity crackling through the acrid smoke.

“Alright, never mind!” Darling said. “Full speed ahead again!”

I did a quick head count on the healers and fell in behind them while the rest of the raid raced forward.

“So.”

“Yeah?” Frank replied.

“I think it’s safe to say that we vastly underestimated the amount of damage a geared-out level 1 can do.”

“I think it’s more likely that my dad might have screwed up the level scaling for this dungeon, but I guess it’s remotely possible that I dropped a zero somewhere along the line.”

I stepped over a dead ant. “I knew we should have had House help with the math.”

“Yeah, well, we were running the numbers on the fly while sprinting through the Base Camps, right? So speed was paramount.”

“What does that even mean?”

He crossed his arms. He’d been doing that a lot since he got them—arms, that was—but he looked ridiculous doing that while we jogged along.

“Well, it’s like this. House is built for computational power, right? She’s all about deep analysis, simultaneous processes, cats, and social anxiety.”

I was tempted to point out the irrelevance of the latter two points, but… they seemed pretty relevant.

He thumped his chest. “But when it comes to math, I’m built for pure speed.”

“House is definitely faster than you at math. It’s not even close.”

He shrugged. “Sure, but that doesn’t mean she’s built for speed.”

“She just happens to be better and also faster?”

He pointed at his temple. “Now you’re getting it. And besides, even if my calculations were off the mark, what’s an order of magnitude between friends?”

“It’s a lot, Frank. It’s an enormous amount.”

He cupped his chin. “It could also be a very small amount, depending on the initial number.”

“Don’t try to make basic math seem philosophical. Honestly, did you even do the actual calculations?”

“I mean… kind of.”

I sighed.

“What? We were mostly talking vibes, right? Like, does it feel like the level 1s are going to do good damage if we kit them out with a C-Grade weapon and scale their offensive Secondaries? Yeah. It did.”

“That was clearly not the question.”

“Look, at the end of the day, I made an uneducated guess and totally nailed it, so what’s the big deal?”

“A what?”

“I don’t even see what you’re complaining about. Your question was basically this: Frank, will the numbers be high enough that we can clear the raid? I said yes. Was I wrong?”

I hesitated. “No, that’s fair. I’m not even sure what I’m arguing about.” I vaulted another dead ant. “I guess it worked, so I shouldn’t be complaining.”

“I probably could have been more enthusiastic. But is the strategy working? Yeah, it’s definitely working. And is it awesome? Yeah, it is awesome. Could it use more me? A thousand times yes. Am I a little annoyed that nobody has told me I’m doing a good job so far despite the fact that I went out on a limb and asked for that in particular? A little bit, yeah!” He scratched his teeth. “Okay, I’m pretty disappointed, so what?”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “You’re doing a great job, Frank.”

He shook me off like he was annoyed, but I could tell he was grinning, even through the smoke. “Yeah, yeah. I realize that I haven’t actually done anything yet aside from poking a bunch of superfluous holes into an ant.” He paused. “Still feels pretty nice to hear that vocalized, though. Even if I would have preferred it to come from Darling.”

A raid frame grayed out in my peripheral. That caught me completely off-guard—we weren’t even in combat.

Darling’s voice rang out from farther ahead. “We’ve got a dead archer up front, hold your positions!”

“Heh,” Frank said. “Awesome.”

“Not awesome, Frank. They can’t respawn, remember?”

“I’m not happy he died, alright? I’m just glad he did.”

I ignored him and moved forward, pistols out and covering our healers despite the continued lack of combat.

Eventually, the five of us edged close enough that the rest of the group sharpened into focus. They were lined up across the hall, standing three deep.

Frank strutted through the tightly packed group and moved to the very front. “Seems like my tanking skills are once again in demand. So, what one-tapped him? Where is it? Lemme at it!”

He took another step forward, and Darling reached out and grabbed him by his armored collar. She heaved, and from her body language, she was probably expecting him to fly backward off his feet.

But since she was on a level 1 alt, all she managed to do was prevent him from taking another step.

He turned around. “Huh? What’s up?”

“One…” Darling said.

“One? One what? Me?”

“Two… three… four…”

Frank squinted at her. “What does⁠—”

Something absolutely colossal impacted the very spot he’d been rushing toward.

Frank yelped and jumped a solid two feet off the floor.

At first, I thought his motion had triggered a trap hidden in the smoke—maybe some kind of falling hammer.

But then a downward blast of wind followed the strike and rushed out over the floor. The gale forced several players into multiple steps back, and one of our healers lost his footing and toppled over backward.

At the same time, the smoke that clouded the chamber was blown away in a violent rush and left us staring up at the ankles of a titanic, bronze construct.

I craned my neck up, trying and failing to get a read on the true size of the monstrosity that had apparently flattened one of our guild members while walking by. Its knee was at least thirty feet above us, but the rest of its towering frame was hidden in black, impenetrable smoke.

Then the foot lifted up again, and the giant continued on its way, moving straight down the hall. Smoke rushed in from above and filled the gap.

Darling cleared her throat. “We’re gonna wait for the next footfall, then push forward the moment it lifts up! Ned, you’re in the back! Let me know when everyone is clear, but don’t put yourself at risk!”

“Got it!”

I fell back a bit and positioned myself behind the healers.

“Ready?” Darling said. “Go!”

The foot hit the ground, driving the smoke away. I started counting at the moment of impact, and by the time I’d reached three, the haze had drifted back in and the entire raid had crossed the giant’s path.

“Clear!”

I drifted across the corridor just to be safe—right over the reddish paste that remained of our dead archer—and the giant’s foot next footfall crashed down behind me.

“Okay, let’s get back to it!” Darling called out. “Ears open, and move slowly when you hear another giant! We’ve probably got more of them crossing up ahead!”

From there, we pushed through the hall at a rapid but somewhat slower pace, navigating multiple giant crossings along the way. The patterns were variable: some of them were a simple three-count, while others were anywhere from a second and a half apart to eight long seconds.

By the time we made it to the end of the hall, there were so many giants moving behind us that the floor was trembling nonstop, while fragments of stone were breaking off the ceiling and falling down around us.

We moved through an ornate doorway and into a vast, spherical chamber. The smoke was pouring out of the hall and up into the larger room, moving like that inverted ocean had beneath the ice earlier today, and the haze was pooling and spinning high overhead.

Countless winged ants zipped back and forth above us, buzzing and sparking just like the Sentries before them. At the center of the chamber stood an enormous ant that was far too bloated to fly.

I inspected it.

{The Bronze Queen} (Level 27 Beast) (Raid Boss)

HP: 450,000/450,000

Summons: 0/8

Darling raised her voice and stepped in front. “All right! Frank, where you at?”

Frank pushed two people to the ground on his way to the front, and luckily for him, they laughed. “I’m here!”

“Alright! There’s no way we’re getting through this purely via damage, so get your game faces back on! Healers, I want all three of your shields live on Frank before he enters combat. Watch your overhealing, too. That’s going to be a lot easier than normal with all the scaling issues.

“DPS, we’re giving Frank another long window to establish aggro at the beginning of the fight, so keep your eyes out for mechanics in the meantime. And we’ll definitely be dealing with adds at some point, so heads on a swivel, yeah?”

She looked my way. “Ned, I’d like you to keep watching the healers since you’re the only one with any semblance of crowd control.”

“Sure thing.”

I eyed our dungeon timer, which had just ticked under 27 minutes. That seemed… pretty fast given how far we’d come, and the fact that this raid only had two bosses.

“Frank, if you would! Call for the shields when you’re ready!”

“Uhh… shields?”

All three healers gestured with their daggers, and golden light overlayed him. He rolled his shoulders and took a deep breath, then blitzed in with his shield leading the way.

The raid boss rushed to meet him, drawn into the fight while Frank was still the better part of twenty yards away.

The oversized ant twisted and swung its head at him, wielding its oversized mandibles like swords. It made contact with his raised shield, and the entire room strobed blue.

Frank staggered backward and nearly lost his balance. Cerulean sparks flew off his shield and landed on the floor, then arced out in every direction.

“Spread out to avoid the sparks!” Darling said. “Looks like they’re generated on a melee hit, so pick your paths ahead of time and try not to bunch up! I wouldn’t be surprised if those bolts can chain after hitting, either!”

The boss closed the gap, slashing again and again. Frank kept blocking and negating the damage completely, but every hit took him further off balance, and he required larger and more dramatic movements to recover.

Then the boss threw in a jab with a foreleg, and the new attack caught Frank in the shoulder. He’d already been teetering, and the attack spun him fully around and forced him completely out of position.

He ate a mandible swipe from behind and staggered forward, sparks exploding off his back. All three of the healers’ absorption shields popped simultaneously, and the boss’ follow-up sent Frank sprawling onto his stomach with his Health at 48%.

But that same sprawl probably saved his life; the attack had hit with so much power that he went sliding across the floor, creating a large gap between him and the boss.

I drifted in through multiple waves of sparks, shot right over Frank, and zoomed beneath the raid boss even as it skittered toward him. I canceled the spell while its bloated abdomen was mere inches over my head.

“Frank, Carousel on me!”

He activated the ability, and we switched places. I ended up on the floor on my hands and knees, and Frank reappeared behind the boss.

It screeched and whipped around, naturally drawn back by Frank’s Threat. Between the initial sprawl and the window created by Carousel, our healers managed to top him off and reapply their shields before the second engagement began, and Frank went right back to getting battered around and only occasionally retaliating.

I watched the fight for a moment, wishing I could do more to help him out. Then I realized I actually could. I ran over to Darling and whispered something in her ear.

“Frank!” she yelled.

He stole a glance over his armored shoulder, and it very nearly caused him to miss his next block.

“You’re doing a good job!”

He blocked another mandible strike and grinned through the resulting burst of sparks. “I know it!”

“Don’t forget Iron Skin!” I added. “Even if you aren’t taking damage, it should help you avoid getting knocked around! Save it for when you’re at risk of getting blasted out of position!”

Darling dropped her voice. “Boss is still at 98%. He really is doing great, but this isn’t sustainable. He’d already be dead if one of those attacks had crit.”

A wave of blue sparks crackled toward us, moving across the floor like slinkies down stairs. Darling and I split apart, and a trio of small projectiles moved through the gap and continued on.

“Agreed. Should we just send it, then?”

She nodded. “Let’s send it.” She took a deep breath.

“Don’t forget about the Firebreathing Buff,” I said, voice low. “DPS can proc it with ranged attacks alongside the arrow storms, but the cone of fire proc has limited range. Think it was five yards.”

She bit her bottom lip, eyes darting between the fight and the sparks that were crawling across the floor, then raised her voice.

“Okay, all DPS but Ned, follow me—but don’t fire until my mark!”

She ran in, and the vast majority of the raid followed. They streamed around and through the flood of sparks, jumping and sidestepping as needed, split around Frank, then clustered up behind the boss.

“Take aim, but hold your fire for now! Frank, be ready to taunt if needed! That swipe attack is a cleave if I’ve ever seen one. If the boss turns around and targets us when we’re grouped up like this, a single attack’s gonna wipe the raid!”

Frank took two quick steps back to center himself, then popped Iron Skin. Liquid metal rushed up from his feet and coated his entire body. He raised his shield and blocked a slash, and this time he barely budged. “I’m all set!”

“Go!”

The raid opened fire, and the carnage that followed instantly confirmed beyond a shadow of a doubt that Frank and I may have been off by more than an order of magnitude while calculating the raid’s potential DPS.

The Queen’s Health cratered, dropping a full 10% before the first arrow storm proc even had time to form.

Then the arrows fell, pouring out of the sky, a hail of metal so dense that I totally lost sight of the boss despite her oversized frame. There had to be thirty or forty storms all proccing on the same location, and the sheer number of projectiles created a damage readout that was completely unintelligible, just a solid mass of yellow moving vaguely upward.

And at the same time, every single archer and caster was also belching fire onto the Queen’s back, bathing her in flames.

“Gonna have to taunt at this rate!” Frank said. “Oh crap, I’m really gonna have to taunt!”

“Do it!” Darling said. “Everybody else, pour it on! We’ll have a window while the taunt’s active!”

I eyed the Queen’s Health bar and was utterly floored by its decline. She was at 80%, then 70%, then 60%, all in the span of a few seconds.

The ants that had been content to watch the fight stirred high above us, then descended in a rush of wings and crackling fangs.

“Taunting! The Queen’s stuck on me for eight seconds, but I’m gonna lose her!”

“Adds overhead!” Nina shouted.

“I’ve got them!” I said.

I fired a Gravity Bird overhead, then Doublecasted it and detonated them both simultaneously. Six of the eight smaller ants got pulled in, so I targeted the other two with a few quick shots to get aggro and started running in a wide circle around the edges of the chamber.

Once I’d consolidated Threat on the two pursuing creatures, I switched my pattern up somewhat and swapped to my blunderbuss at the same time. I ran right underneath one of the gathered packs and lit it up from below with wide, piercing ravens. I did the same with the second pack, then split the distance between them and held my ground.

I gunned down one of the two still-roving ants, then went back to my pistols and summoned a Gunblade so I could engage the other add in melee when it arrived. I got my buckler up and deflected an attack, then hacked away while I waited for my Gravity Birds to expire.

When they faded, the gathered ants dropped onto the floor and rushed my way. I switched back to my blunderbuss and ate a few melee attacks in the process. As soon as the remaining creatures approached melee range, I went with an old standby and popped drift, then had it take me straight up into the air.

The mobs bunched up beneath me, so I canceled the spell before I got too high. I fired a single blunderbuss shot on the way down to root them in ice and prevent them from fleeing, then fired a Dreadful Grenade into the pack. I landed in a crouch between them as the gathered ants tried and failed to escape.

I’d taken my eyes off the Queen while dealing with the adds, but my raid frames indicated that nobody else had died. However, Frank’s taunt should have almost run its course, and I was going to need to pull aggro as soon as possible to keep the boss from turning on the rest of the raid and ripping through them like the glass cannons they were.

I threaded between the feared and rooted ants and popped back into the fight with my pistols up and ready. I took aim at the boss, fired, and watched the resulting birds do absolutely nothing.

I was too late.

Frank had just buried his axe a foot-deep in the Queen’s skull.

She was already dead, yet the arrow storms were still plunking her corpse while the fire-breathing procs roasted her from behind.

I just stood there, pistols held loosely at my sides, not quite able to believe what I was looking at. I glanced back at the ants I’d locked up to make sure I wasn’t seeing things.

When they despawned and I exited combat, golden light flared around the room. Each of our alts had leveled multiple times, gaining two or even three levels apiece.

And right in front of the boss’ corpse and still needlessly hacking away, Frank pulsed with a golden burst of his own.

He’d just reached level 14, and his Tier II change was finally at hand.


Chapter Twenty-Nine



Personal Alert!

Congratulations, your group has defeated {The Bronze Queen}!

The loot from this boss has been stored on your behalf. If you manage to clear the encounter with an acceptable Grade, the gathered items will be awarded at the end of the raid.

Items awaiting distribution: 5

Total deaths: 1

Warning: You have 24 minutes and 17 seconds remaining before the Challenge Dungeon closes. Faster clears will also upgrade all of your stored loot.

A door groaned open behind the boss.

Cheers went up, but Darling’s voice cut across them. “Save the celebrating for when we’re done, job’s not finished! Let’s keep it going! DPS in front, we’re just gonna keep bursting the trash down while staying on the move until that doesn’t work!

“I want everybody to hold off on picking the new abilities they got from leveling for now! We’ll pick them once Big Frank has taken a look!”

I sprinted up beside her. “How many levels did you get? I was distracted by the adds, but it looked like everybody gained a couple.”

“I shot from 1 to 4, but most of the guild’s at level 3. Guess some were closer to 2 than others to start, but the healers are all level 3. You guys have any idea how we ought to go skill-wise? I’ve got nine different abilities to choose from, but I don’t want the raid wasting ten minutes trying to optimize with the timer ticking overhead.”

“I got you,” Frank said. “Archers should probably take Weighted Arrow at level 2. It’s a ranged steroid that lasts ten seconds. Increases damage and occasionally stuns smaller targets, probably useful for burst and locking down trash.

“Then I’d probably take Backflip, which is what it sounds like. Movement ability that shoots you thirty feet backward and also gives you a damage buff while you’re in the air.

“For the level 4s, you can probably pick whatever you want. If it was me, I’d probably intimidate a couple people into taking Countershot for the spell interrupt in case we need it. Long cooldown, but with proper timing, it can lock a target out of casting for five seconds.

“The rest could just go Bleed Arrow. Adds a damage over time effect to their next shot, just free damage, and it’ll be nice for Ned’s bleed synergies.”

“Great,” Darling said. “Healers?”

“That’s easier. Have them take Greater Heal at level 2 and Rejuvenate at 3. The first ability is a longer but more efficient heal, and the second is a heal over time.”

“Don’t forget the casters,” I put in.

Frank grunted. “I was trying to do just that. But since you brought them up, have them all take Thunderstorm at level 2. That’s a long-lasting AoE they can fire and forget. At level 3, have the trio split up and take each of the three different auras. One of them will increase the raid’s physical damage by 5%, another will pump our elemental by the same amount, and the third will reduce nearby players’ Threat Generation by 10%.”

Darling tapped the air, converted all of that into text, and dropped it into the raid chat.

“Skill picks are up! Jukes and Nina, you guys are taking Countershot at level 4, everybody else is going Bleed Arrow! Get your picks locked in!”

The raid reached the other side of the chamber and ducked into another smoky hall. We plunged into the heat and haze, running at full tilt.

“Just a heads up,” Darling said. “My Crit Chance and Haste both dropped a bunch when I leveled. I went from being overcapped on crit to only having an 80% chance. Feels silly to complain about that, but it’s probably pretty impactful, assuming everyone else’s numbers went down the same way.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, “definitely hurts. We didn’t account for that, but I bet the new abilities will make up a lot of ground. Even if it’s a wash, we’ll still be in a pretty good place. And we don’t need anywhere near that level of damage.”

She held up a hand and marked a trio of targets up ahead—more of the Sentries from earlier. “What about the scaling? Is the dungeon going to get more difficult now that we’ve leveled up?”

“It’s fine,” Frank said. “Challenge Dungeons have their levels locked in the moment you enter.”

“Great.” She pitched her voice to carry. “Alright, we’re back to trash! Archers, you ought to be popping your new arrows every chance you get until you’re told otherwise. Just spam your Bleed arrows for now. Group 1 will open with Weighted Arrow, Group 2 will use it on a five-second delay, and so on. Ideally, we’ll always have a group firing with that ability up for the stun chance if nothing else. Clear?”

There were nods all around.

“Alright, getting ready to pull! If the damage is at all similar, then we’re sprinting to the next boss!” She looked up. “We’ve still got 22 minutes and change leftover—let’s not waste any of them!”

I grabbed Frank by his armored collar. “We’re gonna pull back while you’re popping the trash and get Frank’s Tier II class change done before the next boss. Abilities should help a lot. We’ll stick close to the healers, but I doubt the trash will give you any trouble.”

“Sounds good!”

She dropped a ready check into the group, and it passed almost instantly.

We let most of the group filter by, and I watched the raid down another ant just to be safe. The damage was definitely lower, not that it mattered since the creature died when it was still thirty feet out from its nearest target.

“Yep, we’re good,” I said, turning to Frank. “Let’s get your class change done. You want any help with it, or do you already know what you wanna do? Either way is fine with me, but I think you should probably lock it in before the next boss if possible. Wasn’t your fault, and I dunno if you can do anything about it just yet, but aggro was a pretty major problem back there.”

“Damn archers, man.”

“Yeah, they’re positively cracked out, but I think the consumable procs are also pretty overtuned. I’m a little worried about what Darling said about everybody’s scaling falling off, but we’ll figure it out. So yeah, what’s the move?”

He dismissed his glassy shield, hung his larger axe between his shoulder blades, then popped a Tome into each hand.

“I think I know what I wanna do, but here. These are the two skills I’m considering. I’d also specialize in whichever I ended up taking.”

I inspected them. The Tome on the right was labeled Prismatic Armor, and the other one was… Resonant Healing?

I was about to ask about the second skill—I assumed it probably converted healing into damage or something like that—but Frank spoke up before I had the chance.

“We’re falling behind.”

He picked up some speed, and I broke into a jog beside him, running headlong into the smoke with our guildmates’ green name tags as guiding lights.

“Right, no reason not to keep moving, but what’s with⁠—”

“Here’s the passive for Prismatic Armor. It’s Modal like your Shadowfrost Barrier used to be, but I’d leave it on Dark Mode permanently.”

{Targeted Refraction} (Modal Passive)

Description: You gain an undispellable buff that can be toggled between {Light Mode} and {Dark Mode}. You may only toggle the buff outside of combat, and switching modes or deactivating this passive will incur a 20-minute cooldown.

{Light Mode}: All incoming Physical Damage is converted into Magical Damage prior to mitigations. However, you also take 20% more Magical Damage from all sources.

{Dark Mode}: All incoming Spell Damage is converted into Physical Damage prior to mitigations. However, you also take 20% more Physical Damage from all sources.

“Ohhhh, that’s simultaneously less weird and more interesting than I thought it’d be.”

“Yeah. And here’s the passive for Resonant… Healing,” he finished through gritted teeth.

{Resonant Healing} (Passive)

Description: Whenever you are healed by any source, you gain a single stack of {Resonance}.

Each stack of {Resonance} increases all healing you receive by 1% and also causes you to siphon 3% of all threat generated by heals that target you.

{Resonance} may stack up to 17 times, at which point additional stacks will refresh its duration.

“Whoa, hold on, does that mean what I think it means?”

He darted left so he could stomp a dead ant’s skull as we passed by. It popped underfoot and splattered his leg plates with bluish goo. “How the hell should I know?”

“If I’m reading that right, it means that you could generate threat from other people’s heals.”

“Not exactly generating since I’m pulling it away from the casters, but yeah, that’s the basic idea.”

“And it stacks to 17, so eventually you could steal 51% of all threat generated by your healers. They’d never be able to pull aggro off you.”

“Uh huh,” he said, sounding aggressively unenthused. “Here’s the initial actives, Prismatic Armor first again.”

{Absorption} (Active)

Description: For the next 10 seconds, you no longer take additional damage from any source. This effect will take precedence over all similar effects, including Racials.

In addition, while this effect is active, 100% of all incoming healing is converted into an absorption shield that lasts for up to 20 seconds. This shield does not interfere with Rage Generation.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 1 minute

Cost: 10 Rage

“And the active for the… other skill.”

{Explosive Frequency} (Active)

Description: You instantly gain 5 stacks of Resonance. If this gain maxes out your stacks, you radiate a burst of energy that deals 645 damage to all hostile targets within 10 yards and heals you and nearby allies for the same amount.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 20 seconds

Cost: 25 Rage

“Those both look cool, but why?”

The DPS up front entered a larger room full of mobs, so Frank and I posted up along the wall and watched the entrance for patrols.

“Why what?”

“Why did you even include the second option? Resonant Healing? I mean, really?”

“Because it’s the best pick.”

“How is that even possible? Define best.”

“I did the math.”

“Not this again.”

I pointed at the DPS up ahead, who were currently shredding a trio of ants. None of the mobs even had a chance to move. Apparently, the Weighted Arrow buff had a pretty solid proc rate, and with the entire raid using it, the archers just stunlocked everything into oblivion until it died.

“Have you learned nothing from the last time you substituted vibes for mathematics?”

“Fine, House did the math. I actually had her double-check everything not even a minute ago.”

“Oh.”

“Yep.”

“Did she really?”

“Uh huh.”

“Oh,” I repeated.

“Yeah. Sucks, doesn’t it? Not gonna lie, I feel pretty obligated to take Resonant. The gap in power between those two abilities probably isn’t super obvious, but the late-game scaling really takes off down the line. I think both options are viable, but Resonant is definitely a cut above, especially if you’re still gearing up.”

“I get where you’re coming from, but you seem particularly unhappy about that choice.”

“Yeah, well…”

“Well what? Spit it out already. They’ll have this room clear in a couple minutes, and we’ll be back on the move.”

“Being healed… it makes me feel dirty, alright?”

I put some distance between us. “Gross.”

“Not like that, you long-fingered pervert. It’s more like… I dunno. There’s the general disdain angle, obviously.”

“I don’t think I could be any more aware of that.”

“But it also makes me feel unclean, and Resonant is gonna amplify that and make it worse.”

I shook my head. “How does that even work? Like, you get hit by a heal and then what? What does it actually feel like to you?”

“Uhhh… Not sure how to describe it, and it’s probably psychosomatic. But it’s kinda like… you ever been swimming in a lake?”

“Sure.”

“And it’s cold and clear and you can see the bottom?” He mimed swimming. “You’re treading water, by the way.”

“Fine.”

“You’re kicking, and everything’s fine, then the bottom of your foot brushes up against some seaweed.”

“That’s all it is? Definitely a pretty gross feeling, but I was thinking it’d be more like⁠—”

“You kick again, and you brush up against a larger patch. There’s a lot of seaweed down there, which is fine. It’s totally fine.”

“Oh, you’re still going with this.”

“You’re not panicking—not yet, anyway.”

“What do you mean, not yet? Isn’t that kind of self-defeating?”

“But at the same time, the water was clear when you jumped in, right? So where’d all this seaweed come from? You kick harder and the ribbons part, but only for a moment, because then your ankle brushes another slimy patch and gets tangled. It tangles real good.”

I stared at him, equal parts rapt and inexplicably appalled.

“You try to pull away, but the ribbon holds firm. You take a deep breath and dive beneath the surface to get a better look, but the weeds are thick and slimy. The water’s cloudy, too. When did it get so cloudy? And why is it so warm? Wasn’t the water cold at first? You can’t remember.

“You reach down and force your hand through a snarl of seaweed. It’s sharper than you expected, and it cuts the soft skin between your fingers, but what can you do? You push your hand in deeper, and ribbons of blood twist up toward the surface.

“The moment stretches. The seaweed tightens around your wrist. The surface dims. You wish you’d taken a deeper breath. You wish you hadn’t ever gone into the water.

“Then it pulls you down, down, down, the ribbons feel like fingers, they’re slimy and everywhere, and then everything goes dark, but you know it’s not over. Some part of you feels like it’s never going to be over.”

He leaned back and cracked his knuckles. “That’s not exactly what being healed feels like, but it’s pretty close.”

I exhaled, spine tingling, the little hairs on the back of my neck standing on end. “What the shit, man?”

“What?”

I pinched my shirt and fanned it, trying to get some cold air beneath. “That was horrifying! I am legitimately sweating right now.”

“Normal.”

“When is my skin going to stop crawling? That’s really how it feels?”

He pursed his lips. “Not really, no.”

“What?”

“I think kicking seaweed when you aren’t expecting it is pretty on point as a comparison. It’s gross, right? Nobody likes that. Maybe it’s more like walking into a spider web? Whatever. But as soon as I said the seaweed bit out loud, I remembered that you don’t like water, so I decided to run with it out of retaliation for all of the finger stuff.”

I looked him up and down, shaking my head the entire time. “Ass.”

“But yeah, healing’s not so bad with the fire-and-forget heals. Someone throws me a big bomb? That’s mostly fine. It’s like being hit with a giant blast of slimy water, sure. But then it’s done. Once it trickles off you, anyway. The real problem is heal over times.”

I tried to will my skin to stop prickling but couldn’t manage it. “Why is that different?”

“Because the first pulse hits, and it’s miserable. But at least it ends, right? Nope, joke’s on you. It’s going to pulse every second for the next half-minute. And someone’s probably going to refresh it immediately.”

I shuddered, still thinking of being pulled beneath the surface of that nonexistent lake.

“And if it’s a raid, you’ve probably got three or four different HoTs all ticking at the same time. Being constantly refreshed, amplified. They’re hastened, they’re critting…”

“I get it! I get it way, way more than I want to. I also think you should immediately reconsider being a tank.”

“So it goes, and like I said, it’s probably psychosomatic. I think I’m probably in this position because my hatred for healing is manifesting physical symptoms. Can’t blame me for that, am I right? I’m just too powerful for my own good.” He shrugged. “It’s just another part of what makes tanking so manly.”

“What is?”

“The horrors.”

“As much as I’d like to disagree, I’ve tanked in the past, and you’re not wrong.”

“Anyway, I’m a sapient object with no bodily agency, you know? Or at least I was. My tolerance for psychological trauma is pretty high, whether I’m giving or receiving or both.”

He rubbed the back of his head. “I guess it’s mostly that going with a build that actively encourages and amplifies healing just makes me feel like I’m about to vomit.

“Except, unlike when you actually vomit, I know I’m not gonna feel any better afterward. If anything, it’s gonna be worse. But it’s the stronger choice, so what can you do? Gotta keep those numbers going up, am I right?” He forced a laugh.

“Yeah, true. It’s a shame that it’s the better ability overall, but you really don’t have a choice.”

The light faded from his eyes. “Yeah, agreed.”

“Can I see the Tome?”

“For Resonant? Sure.” He handed it over.

I turned around and got a read on how heavy the item was by swinging it around a bit. Then I threw the book into the air, equipped my blunderbuss, and put a giant red bird right through its center. The Tome blew apart and filled the tunnel with shreds of falling paper.

“Dude! What the hell?”

“Sorry, had to make an executive decision on that.”

“You guys good back there?” Darling said, voice echoing down the passage. “You got adds or something?”

“Nope, just shooting some books, we’re fine.”

“Uhhh, don’t know what that means, but okay! Looks like we’re about five or six packs away from the final boss room.”

“We’ll be ready!”

“We will not be ready,” Frank said, loud enough for his voice to carry. “Because elf boy just turduckened my future!”

I pointed my blunderbuss at him. “Damn straight I did. And if you have another Resonant Healing Tome, I’ll do it again.”

He started yelling but somehow managed to sound relieved at the same time. “I don’t have a second Tome, so you don’t have to do that!”

“Good!”

“Yeah! I’m also relieved!” he said, still yelling, still sounding like he was arguing with me. “It’s kind of nice to have the decision taken out of my hands, even if it does put me in an objectively worse position!”

“Good, I’m glad!”

“Yeah!”

“Could you two take it down a notch back there?” Darling asked. “You just made Nina laugh, and she can’t do that and walk at the same time.”

“Runs in the family,” Nina called.

“Sorry, Darling,” Frank answered, before I had the chance.

“Yeah, will do!” I put a hand on his shoulder. “Look, Frank. I’m not about to say that I want you to be happy, because I don’t.”

He shook me off. “I would have been creeped out if you did.”

“But at the same time, I don’t want you to be miserable.” I frowned, thinking. “At least, not completely miserable.” I thought about that a little more. “A small amount of misery seems about right.”

“Like a skosh?”

I groaned. “You gotta let that one go, man. I even tried it myself, but it just doesn’t work.”

“I’m gonna hold onto it even tighter.”

“I do get what you were trying to do, and it’s cool you were thinking of the guild, and I love that you’re taking the whole tanking thing seriously. But as much as I love House—and I love her to death, in case she’s somehow listening to us right now⁠—”

“Legitimate concern.”

“I am indeed listening, and your concern is indeed legitimate,” House said.

I practically jumped out of my skin, and Frank did the same. One of the archers was staring back at us through the smoke, firing at an ant completely blind and still hitting the target.

I waved and swallowed at the same time. “Sorry, House, I didn’t realize you were one of our level 1s.” I glanced at her nameplate. “Chateau, huh? Nice. I probably should have put that one together.”

“I would have preferred to remain House, but House was taken.”

“Yep, makes sense.”

Darling said something I didn’t catch, but House seemed to understand. She saluted, then turned around and ran off into the smoke in her usual way.

I pointed at her before she disappeared entirely. “And that is why we take precautions, Frank.”

“That could have gone so wrong.”

“Yup. Anyway, she’s not equipped to mathematically assess which class is better than the other.”

“But she⁠—”

I held up a hand. “I’m not saying she was objectively wrong—just that she doesn’t have enough information to make that sort of conclusion. Even if you could share the entire game world with her, Occulted Lands and all, we have no idea what kind of raid composition Omen is going to be running at max level.

“We don’t know what the encounters will look like. We’re totally in the dark on gear, synergy between classes, future events, patches, all of that. So while I appreciate what you’re trying to do, at least the spirit of the thing, just… like Darling said: take it down a notch, but for your own good.”

Frank eyed his remaining book.

“And for what it’s worth, damage conversion skills are some of my favorites.” I pointed a finger at his Tome of Prismatic Armor. “That skill’s Core Passive is sort of like your Monochrome Barrier, but it’s active all the time. That alone is going to be a huge upgrade.”

“Yeah, that’s where I got the idea. Try to patch up the magic weakness permanently.”

“I like it, and it’ll be fun to build around. We can just ignore Magic Defense completely and kit you out in a set of armor with massive Physical Resistance. Absorption is a pretty cool active, too.

“We could actually use that on the next fight before the pull. Get you loaded up with a huge shield before the battle starts so aggro isn’t a concern, at least for the healers. And being shielded probably wouldn’t feel like touching seaweed.”

He was still looking away from me, but I could tell he’d cracked a smile. “That is a definite plus.”

Yet another chill ran up my spine. “For you and me both, unfortunately. So, you gonna lock that in? Darling and company should have the next room clear shortly, and I think we’re past the point where we need to worry about patrols.”

“Yeah, I think I will.”

I squinted through the smoke. “Looks like they’re about to pull the last pack, so get to it.”

“Alright, here goes.”

He cracked the Tome open, and it burst into flames. He flexed while its pages burned and drifted down around his feet.

“Yeah, yeah,” I said with a smile. “Let’s see it.”

“See what?

“You know exactly what I’m⁠—”

“Blam!”

He linked me his stat sheet.

{Frank}

Level: 9 > 14

Tier II Class: Prismatic Mime

Gear Level: 48 > 96

Strength: 41 > 87

Dexterity: 196 > 202

Constitution: 230 > 277

Intelligence: 274 > 291

Wisdom: 10

Charisma: 15

Critical Strike Chance: 447% > 251%

Haste: 85% > 53%

Hit Chance: 192% > 103%

Block Chance: 12% > 108%

Dodge Chance: 5% > 54%

Thorns: 0 > 900

Physical Attack: 22 > 30

Magical Attack: 3

Health: 2,300 > 2,770

Mana: 2740 > 2,910

Armor: 24% > 39%

Magical Resistance: 29% > 22%

I looked that up and down. “I’m still annoyed by how much Health you have for your current level. My Subclass is really pumping your Primaries.”

“Secondaries have dropped a lot, though.”

I shrugged. “The offensive ones, yeah. You’re still capped on Crit and Hit Chance, though, so those declines are meaningless.” I eyed the readout. “Prismatic Mime, huh?”

“Yeah? What about it?”

“I just feel like there’s a single word you could use to describe what you actually are.”

“Awesome?”

“No. You get any evolutions or anything we ought to know about?”

“Yeah, but nothing super dramatic. Iron Skin became Mirror Skin, so instead of just negating 15% of damage, it also reflects.”

“Nice, that’ll help with aggro at the start of a fight. Anything else?”

“Sixth of a Box became Sixth of a Shiny Box.”

“I still don’t even know what a sixth of a box is supposed to be.”

“Boxes have six sides.”

“So… it’s a wall. And now it actively reflects instead of redirects?”

“Uh huh.”

“So it’s Frozen Mirror with extra steps.”

“Pretty much, but don’t put it like that ever again.”

“Alright!” Darling said. “You guys need to catch up! Judging from the door up ahead, we’re about to roll into the boss room!”

“Shall we?” I moved forward, but Frank didn’t budge. “You good?”

“Yeah. Hey.”

“What’s up?”

“Thanks for the push. I needed that.”

“Anytime, man.”

“But don’t ever do it again.”


Chapter Thirty



Frank and I made our way between countless ant corpses and rejoined the group. Darling and company had paused in front of a set of giant golden doors with skulls for knockers, and Nina and House were already moving that way.

They grabbed the knockers and pulled. Well, House did. Nina had looked the other woman’s way as if to get the timing down, but House had just yanked it open without a second thought.

Superheated air rushed out of the chamber; it felt like we were standing in front of a furnace. The gasoline smell was even stronger here, the air tasted like iron, and the hot gust of wind coated my leathers in a fine, dark particulate.

“Frank, let’s get you up front for now,” Darling said. “Not seeing any hostiles yet, but we’ll play it safe.”

He strutted through the crowd and ducked into the darkness beyond. Nina finally got her door open, and the rest of the guild filtered in single file.

I made sure nobody had been left behind, then ducked through the double doors and headed out onto some metal scaffolding. It was rusty and sketchy, basically a metal ladder set on its side, and the improvised bridge spanned a twenty-foot gap between the double doors and a more permanent, circular platform.

I glanced over the edge and immediately regretted it. We were suspended hundreds of feet in the air, hanging over a black body of water. I pulled up and focused on scanning the huge chamber.

Eleven colossal statues stared back at me from the edges of the room. They were every bit as gigantic as the titans we’d seen crossing the hall, and seeing their true span up close and personal was an awe-inspiring sight.

They were armed with all manner of weapons: axes and bows and staves and so on. A few wore plate armor while others were clad in what looked like leather or even robes, but everything from their pauldrons to the ruffles in their clothing was sculpted in bronze.

Several hundred feet below, black waves lapped at the titans’ calves. The liquid was thick and viscous, moving in ways that didn’t make sense, waves crossing and bashing against one another.

At the same time, a few fifty-foot-long sections of dark water bulged like something enormous was swimming right beneath the waves, but the surface tension kept the creatures from breaking the waterline.

A single goblet hung from the center of the room, dangling from the ceiling on a silver wire. The goblet was tilted and spinning slightly, and the dark liquid within it churned an inch from the edge and occasionally splashed over the rim.

Finally, I managed to cross the ladder and reached the others on the circular platform. Then the double doors boomed shut behind me, the makeshift bridge broke in half and toppled free, and an alert came in all at the same time.

Regional Alert!

The {Terracotta Royale} encounter will begin shortly.

Note: Your Challenge Timer has been paused. It will resume when the battle begins.

Time Remaining: 21 minutes, 15 seconds

A low rumble filled the room, and the statues that lined the wall stirred and readied their weapons. Then, at some unseen signal, every statue in the room took a slow step forward.

The ground shifted beneath us. Darling crashed into me, Frank hit the ground, and House went sliding across the floor and probably would have slid straight off the moving platform if Rock hadn’t grabbed her by the wrist.

I glanced down, already knowing where this was going. The circular platform we’d walked onto wasn’t a platform at all: it was the massive skull of the twelfth Titan. And to make matters worse, our statue was only wielding a shield, which made it one of two that were otherwise completely unarmed.

Regional Alert!

The {Terracotta Royale} will begin in 60 seconds. To claim victory, ensure that your statue is the first to drink from the Titan’s Goblet at the center of the chamber.

Warning: If another Titan drinks from the goblet first, if your Titan is destroyed, or if you run out of time, you will fail the Challenge Dungeon and all previously accumulated loot will be forfeited.

Health bars populated all across the room, with values that ranged from a couple of hundred thousand for the lightly armored statues to the low millions for those in heavy armor.

I scoped our Titan out.

{Terracotta Boxer}

HP: 400,000/400,000

MP: 0/50,000

Looking around the room, I saw a number of other variants: four Terracotta Archers, a Crossbowman, and a Spellcaster, while the other five were either Spearmen, Swordsmen, or Executioners, depending upon their weapon of choice. We had an axe-wielding Executioner to our right and an Archer to our left.

I inspected the other unarmed statue, which was on the opposite side of the room.

{Terracotta Sprinter}

HP: 150,000/150,000

MP: 54,860/55,000

“Eyes open!” Darling called out. “And stay away from the edges of the skull! I don’t think anybody’s getting out of that water if you fall in!”

A small, orange dot appeared in the very center of the skull before it warmed to red and began tracing a tight arc upward.

“We might have incoming from below!” Darling said. “Looks like that laser is cutting an entryway into the top of its head!”

The raid edged even farther away, but I moved in the opposite direction and stepped up between two of our archers to get a better look.

“Encounter hasn’t started yet, and our timer’s still paused. Don’t think this is an add, but it might be a mechanical.”

I bent at the waist and got a little closer. It almost looked like someone was cutting sheet metal.

“Maybe there’s a friendly NPC down there cutting from the other side?”

The dot sped up and burned a smoldering curve into the bronze. The sudden acceleration put off a plume of eye-watering smoke, and I reeled away, coughing.

By the time I got it together, the laser had carved a perfect, three-foot circle into the titan’s skull with only an inch of bronze holding it in place.

The burning dot sparked over the last remaining piece of metal. For a moment, nothing happened. Then a low hiss sounded from deep inside the Titan, like pressure was building within it.

Then the circle exploded up and out like a manhole cover that’d been blown free. It flipped end over end, sailed off, and splashed down into the oil below.

A platform rose from within the skull and filled the void perfectly. It was packed full of levers of various sizes, maybe ten in all, each with paired grips. That had to mean we were supposed to control the Titan.

I looked over my shoulder and scanned the crowd. “House? Where is⁠—”

“She’s already on the levers,” Frank said.

I turned back around and there she was, already poking and prodding at the machinery. “I should have figured that would happen. House, those levers definitely control the Titan. Can we count on you to handle that?”

“You certainly can.”

The goblet hanging at the center of the room pulsed and strobed. A prompt followed.

Regional Alert!

The {Terracotta Royale} has officially begun, and your Challenge Timer has resumed!

The other statues took another slow step forward. Their movement was glacial and grinding, like they were pushing through quicksand rather than oil, but their sheer size meant that a single step took them about twenty-five feet toward the center of the room and the spinning chalice.

House pulled a lever, and our Titan’s left hand punched the air. She yanked another one back, and it took a step forward, joints whining and hissing steam.

“There we go!” Darling said. “We— Incoming! Get down!”

I wasn’t sure what she’d seen, but I ducked anyway, and I was glad I did because an axe blade the size of a house roared mere feet above me a moment later.

But one of our precious few spellcasters wasn’t quick enough, and the blade lifted him clear off his feet and slammed him into the rear wall. The impact threw up an enormous shower of sparks and loose stone, and the caster dropped into the oil below in two pieces.

His nameplate grayed out, and just like that, we were down to eighteen people.

The gust of wind that followed the attack was so immense that it pulled my stiff leathers sideways and knocked me back a couple of steps.

On the other side of the room, the Sprinter Titan was already making its move. It still seemed relatively slow despite the name, but it had already covered twice the distance the other statues had. Given the rate it was going, it’d probably reach the goal within a minute, maybe two at most.

“All DPS on the axe-wielder to the right!” Darling called out. “That’s an instant kill for our lower levels, and we don’t want our Titan getting hit, either!”

I raised my pistols in that direction, but Darling’s suggestion wasn’t going to work. The scale of the encounter was just too large, and the Titans were more than forty yards apart. I could have hit the target with my rifle thanks to its extended range, but only barely.

“Range is too great, we can’t hit it from here!” I eyed our Titan’s broad shoulders, wondering if dropping down there would put us close enough. I decided against it and opted for a different strategy. “Hey, House? I hate to ask, but can you control the hands?”

She pulled the levers one after the other, and our statue flailed, limbs flicking out like it was a giant puppet and she was jerking its strings.

“Yes, but badly. Articulating them would also require me to stop our Titan from moving toward the goal.”

“Ugh, that’s a two-man job. I’ll go help her.”

Frank rumbled away, and with his assistance and a lot of bickering—all of which came from Frank—the two of them forced our Titan to bring a hand up in front of its face while it continued to slog forward.

“There!” Frank said.

Darling accelerated forward and launched herself down onto the hand. “All ranged DPS onto the hand! Ned, stay put if you can reach it from there! Better to have you with the healers and the pilots!”

I took a position where I had a good view of House and Frank, then dropped onto my stomach and got my Siege Rifle out. I charged up a raven and watched the two of them work the levers.

House seemed to be getting the hang of things, but I was pretty sure Frank was just pulling levers at random. Still, by the time my raven was ready to fly, the two of them had managed to swing our Titan’s hand fully to the right and put our DPS into range in front of the Executioner’s face.

Darling took aim. “Burn it!”

The raid opened fire from atop the hand, pelting the Executioner with arrows and spells. The procs followed, and while the arrow storms hit home, raining down onto the Titan’s skull, the flaming cones from our Firebreathing buff were useless thanks to its lower range.

I let my first raven fly, but the damage readout was lost in a sea of white and yellow numbers.

The Executioner’s Health dropped at a shocking rate—even faster than the Queen before it—and we burned the axe-wielding Titan all the way down below 50% before it had a chance to respond.

But then the Executioner’s head tilted our way, dark eyes sweeping over the raid. It tightened its grip on its axe, bronze shaft cracking and splintering beneath its fingertips. It drew back, a slow, deliberate motion, eyes locked on Darling and the others.

The wind-up reminded me of a coiling spring, and I was already picturing the Executioner lopping our Titan’s arm off at the shoulder and sending the bulk of the raid tumbling into the dark sea below.

I popped Augment Weapon to enhance my rifle and squeeze out a bit more damage, then started firing in bursts of three. The Titan’s Health continued to tumble: 40%, 30%, 20%.

The Executioner cocked back with both hands, bronze tendons flexing deep within its forearms. Just as I’d feared, it wasn’t aiming for the raid; it was going to cut our Titan’s arm clean off.

But there was nothing for it. All I could do was keep slinging bird after bird and pray it’d be enough.

The Executioner took a deep breath, and its broad chest expanded like a bellows. It grunted, then brought the axe down with terrifying speed. The blade fell but then froze, its edge not five feet above our Titan’s extended elbow.

The top of the Executioner’s skull caved in and crumbled away, and I could have sworn I saw a distortion in the air, like some kind of creature had been stealthed atop the statue’s head before being forcibly dislodged.

The decay accelerated, and the Titan disintegrated from the shoulders down. Within the span of a couple of seconds, all that remained of the Executioner was a pair of bronze shins standing tall amid the waves.

“One down, ten to go!” Darling said. “Nice work, guys, our DPS seems a little higher if anything! Let’s⁠—”

A crossbow bolt slammed into our Titan’s chest and cut her off. The Boxer reeled backward and lost two full steps of progress while the other statues continued toward the goblet.

The players positioned atop the hand had it even worse. The palm’s movement was exaggerated owing to its location, and one of our archers plummeted off the edge to his death. A second would have joined him if Rock hadn’t come to the rescue again, this time by snatching the player’s ankle.

Nina dropped to her knees, grabbed the archer’s other leg, and heaved. The player dangled over the edge, arms flailing above the churning water. Darling rushed to help, and the three of them hauled the archer back to safety.

House pulled two tall levers, and Frank jerked a smaller one back with both hands. Our Titan raised its triangular shield and put it right in front of our DPS. A second bolt slammed into the protective barrier and punched halfway through the metal before coming to a stop.

“Heals on our Titan!” Darling called out. “Doesn’t seem like aggro matters yet, so take advantage of that before it’s too late! We need to do something about that crossbowman! Archers might be a problem too at some point!”

“Look at the Sprinter!” Nina added.

I scoped him out. He was just about halfway to the goblet, dramatically outpacing the other Titans while our Boxer was firmly in last place.

The Sprinter took another step, then every ranged Titan turned its way simultaneously. Even the Crossbowman who’d been plugging away at us swung that way, turning its crank while it brought its huge weapon up.

It fired, metal shoulder kicking back and ringing like a gong while the weapon bucked in its huge hands. The huge bolt howled across the chamber, passed a few feet beneath the hanging goblet, and slammed into the Sprinter’s throat.

The Titan staggered back, then resumed pushing forward with its Health at 80%. A red-plumed arrow thumped into its thigh, launched by one of the archers. A second arrow connected, then a third, all around the same location. A fourth arrow followed, and the Sprinter dropped to one knee, its Health below 60%.

Then, for the first time, the Spellcaster Titan raised its staff into the air. The gem that capped its weapon pulsed and strobed before the entire crystal burst into flames.

The Spellcaster Titan opened its mouth and thousands of fiery bats flew out, filling the chamber with the sound of beating wings. They descended on the kneeling Titan in a burning cloud, and its Health plummeted almost as quickly as the Executioner’s had under our concentrated fire.

The Sprinter tried to retaliate, swatting at the air with its colossal hands, but the bats were intangible, just fire incarnate, and the statue’s swings passed right through them. Another bolt struck its shoulder, and two more arrows thumped into its chest.

The Sprinter’s Health dropped into the single digits, then zeroed out. It faceplanted into the oil and sent two great, dark waves surging in opposite directions.

“Yup!” Darling called out from atop our Titan’s hand. “Definitely need to do something about the ranged Titans! I could be wrong, but it looked like they turned on the Sprinter when he was more than halfway to the goal!”

I dismissed my rifle and levered myself upright. “Can you guys reach the next Titan over from atop the hand? The Spearman to the right of where the Executioner was?”

Darling already had her bow aimed in that direction. “Nope! Too far for me to hit from here!”

“One moment.” House pulled a series of levers, and our Titan extended its hand fully to its right.

Darling raised her bow again. “Close, but still no good!”

“Damn.” I squinted her way, trying to judge the distance from our Titan’s extended palm to the Spearman. The gap was just too big. Even if I were to run across the extended hand and jump the gap over the Executioner’s shins, I didn’t think I’d be able to make it.

I glanced the other way, eyeing the untouched Archer to our left. Its attention was elsewhere, but it was wading much closer beside our Boxer Titan than the Executioner ever had.

I ran across the right side of the Titan’s skull, then accelerated into a full sprint before I launched myself off its edge and deployed a glider.

Well, I tried to deploy a glider but only got a prompt in return.

Personal Alert: This item is not usable within {The Vault of Giants}!

I flailed, arms waving. I’d already cleared our Titan’s shoulder, and I was sailing into the open space between it and the towering Archer beyond.

Like it or not, I was also flipping forward, so I popped drift and had it take me up and over. A Doublecast got me most of the way across the gap, and I used Quicksilver Thrust to span the last ten feet.

I still wasn’t used to the skill’s speed, and while I managed to touch down atop the Titan’s shoulder with room to spare, I ended up smashing into its metal neck so hard I bounced off it and saw stars. I staggered back, shook my head to clear it, then scrambled up the Titan’s bronze ear.

“We’ve got adds from below!” Darling said. “Some kind of slime that’s climbing up our Titan’s legs! They’re not Elites, but there’s a lot of them!”

She was right; dozens of black oozes were crawling their way up the Titan’s shins like oversized leeches. They left dark, burning trails as they climbed, and a stream of low but steady numbers rose behind them like smoke.

I inspected them.

{Oilslick Ooze} (Level 25 Construct)

HP: 2,500/2,500

Fuse: 117 seconds

I cleared the ear and scrambled atop the upper lobe, standing on its narrow, ledge-like span with one hand pressed to the Titan’s temple.

“The oozes have timers, too! Probably going to explode if they linger too long! That burning trail is also hurting the Titan, but it doesn’t seem too bad.”

Darling dropped a trio of icons across the raid. “Everybody fall back to the Boxer Titan and pick them off. Marked players, you guys are going to stay put and protect House and Frank!”

The players started streaming back across our Titan’s arm, but House brought the entire hand back into position, and most of them simply jumped back onto the skull.

Several of the archers, including Darling, dropped onto our Titan’s shoulders and opened fire. The slimes dropped away one after another, but their burning trails lingered, yellow numbers floating through the air.

“Keep those heals up on the Titan!” Darling said. “For now, just use whatever is the most efficient.”

My fingertips found a small dent in the bronze that actually offered some purchase, so I levered myself up and finally succeeded in getting on top of the Archer. The area near the very center of the Titan’s skull was wavy and distorted, so I drew my pistols and stalked that way.

Once I was about ten paces out, the distortion sharpened into a translucent, humanoid frame. I inspected it.

{Mechanized Pilot} (Level 25 Construct) (Elite+)

HP: 7,500/7,500

MP: 2,000/2,000

The creature was a spitting image of the Titan it was controlling, though it had four arms and was obviously built on a much smaller scale.

Its hands were working the same levers that Frank and House were on, though I could barely see them—it seemed like the creature’s stealth extended to the mechanism as well.

The level gap between us meant that I had no issue targeting it through stealth, so I hit it with a Dreadful Shot instead of wasting precious time burning it down.

Both the Pilot and the levers popped into full view as the fear took effect, then the construct fled off the top of the skull and plunged into the oil.

The Archer Titan kept striding forward below me, still moving toward the goal, but it did drop its bow to its side. That was a good sign, but it wasn’t quite what I’d been after.

I’d been hoping that killing the Pilot would stop the Titan completely, meaning we’d be able to win simply by jumping from Titan to Titan and removing the Pilots as we went.

I ran over to the uncloaked levers and dropped my pistols into my inventory. There were ten levers in all, so I grabbed one of the shorter ones and pulled it. The creature’s left arm shot out in response, so I switched to the next lever and worked my way through them by elimination.

Controlling it was strange; it was an odd mix of intent combined with manipulating the right lever at the right time, but I eventually got the Archer’s right arm extended toward our own Titan.

“There we go! House, bring your shield up over here!”

She pulled a lever, turned the shield sideways to create a platform, then swung it over and into position. Once that was done, we had most of a functioning bridge to work with.

“Over here!” I called out. “DPS should be able to cross!”

Darling was one of the first to race onto the shield, but she stopped a few feet short of the gap between the edge of the shield and the captured Archer’s extended hand. “No way we’re jumping that! But maybe…”

She stepped to the very edge of the gap and put her back to me, then activated Backflip and went soaring back and up. She flailed, feet kicking at the air, arms waving like it would somehow help, before landing on the palm dead center, where she dropped to one knee.

“Oh, I didn’t like that! Careful with your positioning, guys! You can’t tweak your path at all once you’re in the air!”

More of the raid flooded forward and awkwardly turned their backs to the Archer. They flipped one after the next, jumping in sequence, then two of our DPS tried to flip simultaneously and got tangled up the very moment they launched.

They flailed through the air, and while one of them landed squarely in the center of the Titan’s hand, the other plummeted into the ocean below.

“We’re already down to sixteen of our original twenty, and all the dead were DPS,” Frank said from my hip. “Unlike me, it’s not looking great!”

I took stock of the battlefield. Many of the other Titans were already approaching the halfway point, and we’d only managed to kill one of them on our own.

But weirdly enough, most of them had slowed down significantly since the Sprinter had gone down. It seemed like they were all waiting for somebody else to hit the halfway point and proc the next round of attacks.

“Hey, House! Can you slow us down at all? Go at like half speed?”

“We have only two speeds: forward and not forward.”

I shook my head. Having House fully stop the Titan in order to wait the others out was an option, but our statue was the only one taking damage from the oozes, and our healers’ Mana wouldn’t last forever.

But if we pushed forward, we’d probably be targeted by all three of the remaining Archers, plus the much more deadly Crossbowman and Spellcaster. I doubted our Titan would survive that sort of assault, and at the very least, it’d knock us way backward in the race for the goblet.

At the same time, having the entire raid move along the Titan’s hands was awkward. I was the only one with enough movement speed to span the gap between two Titans if they weren’t already cooperating, and even then, I’d need to wait for Doublecast to come off cooldown before each jump.

There just wasn’t enough time.

“Incoming arrow,” Frank said.

It whizzed by the raid, flying into the gap between the Archer’s still-extended hand and our Boxer’s shield. It was a close call, but it gave me an idea.

“Darling, do you think you can work this Titan’s bow? You can’t influence the legs, so it’s going to keep slogging forward regardless, but the arms should be fair game.”

She glanced at the levers, then joined me beside them.

I ran her through what little I knew, pointing out the levers that worked the arms and hands.

She manipulated the levers and took aim at one of the other Archers, nocked an enormous arrow, and fired in one smooth motion. The arrow smashed home, and a massive, yellow number drifted up above the distant Titan’s head: she’d connected for nearly 50,000 damage.

“Yeah!” Darling called out. “That’ll definitely work! There’s still three more Archer Titans to our left! Maybe we try to work our way across and use the ranged DPS to burn the others down?”

I stepped up next to her. “Agreed, but I think I know a quicker way to do it. Do you think you can hit the Crossbowman from here?”

Darling pulled a sequence of levers, and the Titan reached over one broad shoulder and drew a bronze arrow out of its quiver. “Yeah. Why?”

“Give me ten seconds, then fire?”

“If you say so!”

I scrambled back down the Archer’s ear and onto its shoulder. I waited until she had the arrow nocked and aimed, then jumped down onto the Archer’s forearm.

“You can’t be serious!” Darling said.

I ran right along the forearm, clambered onto the Titan’s hand, and finally climbed up onto the arrow itself. I threw myself onto my stomach and hugged the shaft. I hooked my ankles around it, but the arrow was too big for me to reach all the way around.

“Such girth,” Frank said. “Reminds me of me.”

“Shut up, Frank! When you’re ready, Darling!”

Darling drew the arrow back and let it fly.

The speed was incredible—it forced my eyes open despite my attempts to keep them shut, and my eyelids flapped the entire way across the battlefield. I shot right beneath the spinning goblet and sailed on until the arrow I was riding slammed into the Crossbow Titan’s chest.

I tried to drift, but the skill was a few seconds away from being available.

“Oh,” I said.

Then my momentum ripped me off the arrow, and I slammed into the bronze Titan’s chest. The breath rushed out of my lungs, and for a moment, my vision went black.

Instinctively, I threw out a hand and grabbed onto one of the bronze rivets that secured the Crossbowman’s leather armor. I dangled there for a moment, dazedly watching the battle unfold from a distance.

The tide of slimes creeping up our original Titan had turned into a flood, and the DPS Darling had left behind were starting to lose ground. That was especially dangerous: not only did that mean their fuse timers were closer to coming into play, but the higher the slimes climbed, the more damaging trails they left behind, and the faster the damage would ramp up.

I scoped out our Titan’s Health. It was holding steady at about 80%, but all of our healers were well under half Mana.

A flash of movement drew my attention back to the Archer we’d commandeered. Four of our players were sitting on the next arrow, all of them hugging it just as I had, and Darling was already aiming at another Archer.

Drift finally came off cooldown, so I used it to shoot myself up onto the Crossbowman’s shoulder and climbed the rest of the way. Once I was up top, I activated Repel and beelined for the stealthed Pilot.

I lowered my shoulder and rammed the creature off the skull, sending him flying into the abyss. Then I grabbed the levers, raised the Titan’s crossbow, and started cranking it at the same time.

By now, we had two or three DPS scrambling off embedded arrows and climbing up each of the remaining Archers, and the Spellcaster Titan was the only one who remained untouched.

“Focus the Spellcaster as soon as you can!” Darling said. “Everybody who hasn’t already been sent out, fall back to our Titan and help with the slimes! Make sure you target the ones with the lowest fuse counters. House, stop the Titan until we’ve grabbed the Archers!”

As if in response, one of the Archers swung its bow out wide and launched an arrow in my direction.

I grabbed a series of levers one after the next, trying and failing to force the Crossbow Titan to duck. He flailed and tilted dangerously sideways. The Titan almost lost its footing, but the arrow sailed harmlessly overhead and punched into the wall behind me.

“Okay, we’ve got all the Archers!” Darling said. “House, push forward! All DPS Titans on the Spellcaster! We’ll burn it down, then switch to suppressive fire on the melee to knock them back and out of the race!”

Our Titan hit the halfway point and strode forward. The other melee resumed their own pushes, moving with renewed speed and rapidly making up the ground they’d ceded.

Both of the remaining Swordsmen dropped their weapons and moved into a full sprint. They pulled away from the pack, moving almost as fast as the Sprinter had. But the Spellcaster stopped and remained behind. He raised his staff high into the air, the jewel turning red just as it had before.

Then it deepened to black.

The oil below us seethed and bubbled. Small, black birds erupted out of it, thousands and thousands of them. They spread out across the chamber, moving like a flock of starlings.

Then, at the very front of the formation, a single bird burst alight. The effect dominoed from there, and soon the entire sky was full of wings and flames. The birds were everywhere, diving and attacking, swarming our Titan in particular, but also focusing on the people working the other levers.

I returned fire with a bird of my own, but it didn’t make a difference. The dark flock wasn’t targetable, and my projectile passed right through them.

Worst of all, the birds also attacked the slimes, and the black creatures detonated one after another. Explosions ran up and down our Titan’s legs while its Health plummeted from nearly 80% all the way down to the edge of execute range.

Our healers slammed a few shields into place and the damage stabilized for a moment, though that probably had more to do with the fact that every slime in sight had already exploded.

Then the ocean of oil seethed again, and more slimes than ever before crawled up and out.

A bird dove right through my chest and kept on going. More of them joined in, and the assault showed no signs of letting up. For me, the damage was almost negligible. Between my Magical Resistance and large Health pool, at least relatively speaking, I was only losing 1 or 2% every few seconds.

Frank had a couple thousand Health of his own and a substantial amount of regen, so he seemed safe enough for the time being.

But for our lower levels, who had barely any Health to speak of? The effect was not only devastating, but completely unavoidable, and I watched the entire raid’s Health fall in real time like they were all standing in fire.

Darling had kept all three of the healers with Frank and House, largely due to their lack of mobility. But that also meant the DPS we’d scattered across the Titans were on their own.

I watched them melt one by one, unable to do anything but shoot the Spellcaster, force my captured Titan to reload, then shoot again. The DPS atop the four captive Archers had lost some time owing to the Spellcaster’s strange attack, but they pulled it together and returned fire.

I glanced between the various targets, trying desperately to figure out a way to make the numbers work. We’d brought the Spellcaster down to 81% in a single volley, but our DPS were dropping like flies, and the Caster wasn’t letting up.

All five of our Titans squeezed a second volley in, but then two distant players toppled off one of their skulls and into the oil below. Four Titans joined the third volley, and it only got worse from there.

By the time I was reloading my fifth shot, the Spellcaster’s Health was at 43% and every single one of our scattered DPS had dropped off into the thick waters below.

Thankfully, Darling’s group was still alive. She’d positioned them well, with all of the DPS riding low atop the Titan’s left hand. Not only did that give them access to the Titan’s lower legs—letting them shoot the slimes right as they arrived and reducing their damaging trails—but it also kept them in range of the healers.

But despite her efforts, it wasn’t going to be enough. All three healers were low on Mana, and aside from Frank and me, the entire raid was going to be dead by the time we finished the Spellcaster off. So instead, I reloaded and turned my focus to the Titans who were still racing toward the goblet.

I plunked them one at a time, aiming for their broad chests simply because they presented the biggest target. I didn’t have a chance in hell of actually killing any of them, but the knockback from the bolt meant that I could put several of them out of the running.

Seven well-placed shots and several deaths later, it became a two-man race between our Boxer Titan and a Swordsman who’d already discarded his weapon.

All three of our healers were running dry, and I saw them exchange a few words off in the distance. They all turned at the same time and hit Frank with a trio of shields plus some heal over times.

Then the birds descended on them, and I lost sight of the healers entirely. When the fiery cloud parted, three corpses dropped off our Titan, burning until they hit the waves and vanished beneath.

Without any healing, House died in a matter of seconds, leaving just Frank and me for the final stretch.

I cranked the crossbow back and spoke to my hip. “Looks like there’s only one Titan who’s still a threat to win, but it’s a little ahead of you. I’m only going to have time for one more shot, so I’m gonna wait for the right moment and try to knock him back right before he reaches the goal! Be ready!”

“I got this!”

Frank’s Health was at 60% and falling, and if he died at this point…

I shook my head to clear it and focused up, watching the frontrunning Swordsman slog ever closer to the goal. It extended a hand toward the goblet, one, maybe two steps away at most.

“Wait for it…” Frank said from my hip. “Wait for it… Go!”

I fired, and the Titan rocked beneath me. I held my breath and watched the bolt fly while I cranked the crossbow again, just in case I got another opportunity. The bolt’s pathing was perfect—it was going to hit the Titan square in the chest and knock him back just far enough for Frank to reach out and secure the win.

But at the last possible moment, the Titan twisted sideways, and instead of making direct contact, my crossbow bolt sparked along its chest and continued on from there. It left a bronze scar behind, but that was it.

“Shit!”

The Swordsman twisted forward again, its movements graceful, one huge hand reaching for the goblet with its fingers spread wide.

Frank shouted, and our Titan brought its shield back. A last-ditch charge was a good idea, but it was too little, too late. By the time he connected, the Swordsman would already have the goblet in hand, and the fight would be over.

Or so I thought.

Frank had other plans.

He pulled a lever, and the Titan whipped its arm up and released its shield at the same time. The huge metal disc spun forward and smashed into the goblet. The golden cup swung toward the ceiling, leaving the Swordsman’s hand closing around empty air.

My Titan’s crossbow clicked. I’d just finished reloading, and I couldn’t overstate just how glad I was that I hadn’t given up after missing that last shot.

Frank’s Titan took a huge step forward, driving from the hips. He followed up with a punch that clobbered the Swordsman and sent it staggering sideways in the oil.

I waited until it steadied itself and began to rise, took aim, and fired.

This time, the arrow hit home, punching deep into the Titan’s knee while the joint was bearing every ounce of its preposterous weight. The Titan tried to stand, but a terrible screech sounded from the damaged joint, and the Titan fell onto all fours.

Our Boxer reached out, and the goblet swung right back into its hand. Working the levers one after another, Frank ripped the cup off the wire and brought it to the Titan’s lips.

“You gotta be kidding me, which one is the mouth?!”

The downed Swordsman reached out and grabbed our Titan’s ankle before jerking its arm back and yanking our Boxer fully off its feet. It landed on its back in the oil, sending massive swells rolling out in every direction.

I lost sight of Frank entirely. Our Titan’s face was still visible above the oily waves, but the top of its skull was well beneath the surface.

I scanned the dark water, pulse pounding in my ears. Frank’s raid frame indicated that he was still alive, but I wasn’t sure if that would matter if he’d gotten swept away.

Then the Titan’s right arm broke the surface with the goblet in hand. It opened its mouth and tipped the cup back. Black liquid poured between its bronze teeth and splashed into the back of its throat.

The timer stopped, and everything went quiet. A prompt came in.

Congratulations, your group has successfully cleared a Challenge Dungeon: {The Vault of Giants}!


Chapter Thirty-One



Major Ripple Alert!

{Omen Habet Nomen Latine} is the first Guild to successfully clear a Challenge Dungeon: {The Vault of Giants}!

Awarding Unique Title: {The First Challenger}!

{The First Challenger} (Unique Title)

Description: Whenever you participate in a Challenge Dungeon, the system will calculate the difficulty of each encounter as if you were one level below your current status.

This effect applies to all of its titleholders individually and simultaneously, but a raid can only benefit from a maximum of 5 players with this title at a time.

That was pretty damn cool. Dropping a raid’s average level would be crazy powerful in the future, provided we could find another Challenge Dungeon.

Another personal alert followed. Apparently our ranking for the clear had already been calculated, but Darling was the only one who could close the event out, so we needed to wait for her to respawn.

Far below, the dark water stirred around our fallen Titan.

Frank half-swam, half-climbed off the top of the construct’s skull and levered himself onto its exposed forehead. He got up and flexed, oil running off his shoulders and chest in thick globs.

“Bam! How do you like me now, Dad?”

The dark ocean around him bubbled and popped, but it was also draining away at the same time, seeping directly into the floor as if some enormous floodgate had opened beneath us.

I cupped my hands and yelled into them. “Hell yeah, man! Great work, Frank! You actually did save the day for once. How’s it feel?”

“It feels pretty damn…” He trailed off and froze mid-flex. “What do you mean, actually?”

I checked to make sure I could summon a glider now that the raid was complete, then jumped off my Titan and let myself fall most of the way.

I deployed the glider and pulled up just above the dark waterline, soaring over it while it bubbled and receded. I made a steep, banking turn to kill some speed, then deactivated the item and tucked into a roll across the Titan’s cheek.

The waterline had already fallen substantially, and now the Titan’s chest as well as the tips of its toes were visible.

“I can’t believe we actually pulled that off.”

“All thanks to yours truly.”

I slapped him on the back. “You definitely were the MVP this time around.”

He squinted but didn’t say anything.

“What?”

“Nothing. Think I’m just used to you arguing the point. Feels weird.”

The oil bubbled violently, then the last of it drained away in a rush of movement, leaving our Titan lying on its back across what seemed like an endless metal grate. Its right hand was still extended high into the air, goblet cocked in its hand, mouth open.

Nina respawned atop the Titan’s chest, already screaming her head off. Rock and Darling and Jukes and everyone else followed a moment later, with the bulk of the raid populating over the construct’s shins and knees.

“Let’s not celebrate just yet.” Darling tapped the air, trying and mostly failing to hide a broad smile. “You guys ready to see how we did? The timer stopped when the fight ended, but it’s waiting for me to close the instance out before it reveals our grade and doles out the rewards.”

“Oh, we are so ready,” Nina said. “Go go go, we’re ready!” She grabbed Rock by the sleeve of his leathers. “We’re ready, right?”

He nodded, then sighed.

“Looks like everybody’s back alive, so…” Darling brought her hand back up and slammed an invisible button.

Our Titan’s eyes burst alight, turning acetylene blue like a fire had been lit behind them. The construct sat up slowly, forcing us to scatter off its chest and onto its broad thighs.

Once the Titan was fully upright, it brought the goblet back down and tipped it over onto the floor. Apparently, the giant cup had still had a few feet of oil hiding deep within it, but the liquid passed right through the grate and drained away.

Then something metal thumped onto the grate. A lot of something, actually; it sounded like someone had just dropped an entire drawer of silverware. I jumped off the construct’s bronze thigh, landed in front of the goblet, and inspected one of the items that had spilled out of it.

{Lesser Vault Key} (Consumable)

Description: This item may be exchanged for 2 random pieces of Uncommon gear of the highest grade you can currently equip, capping at C-Grade equipment. This item cannot be traded, but you may access it from any of your characters, and the rewards will scale accordingly.

I picked up one of the nearly two dozen keys off the floor. It was lighter than I’d expected, three inches long and cast in pure bronze.

It was pretty fitting as a reward, and I was glad the others would have the ability to claim the loot on their mains. But two pieces of Uncommon gear for all that, and they’d be randomly chosen on top of everything else? That definitely wasn’t the whole story.

As if in answer, the Titan’s jaw dropped open with an audible click, and a deep voice boomed out of it.

“Mission complete with 15 minutes and 17 seconds to spare. Calibrating success rate.”

Its eyes rolled into the back of its head and began to spin like the icons on a slot machine. The icons moved fast, but the possibilities were clear: there were seven options in all, ranging from F to S.

“Calibration is nearly complete. Now distributing previously accumulated loot.”

As its mouth opened wider still, jaw cracking, the massive grate beneath us flipped and clicked into position, snapping shut and sealing itself off.

The Titan heaved and puked a massive pile of silver and gold and Soul Gems into the space between its legs. There was so much loot—especially silver—that it covered the space completely, and soon the pile was several feet high, climbing and collapsing toward its toes at the same time.

The pool of currency and gems continued to churn, and I scoped out a handful of items before they got buried by the metallic flood. The bulk of them were interesting but not particularly noteworthy; for now, it seemed like we were just getting loot from the Bronze Queen, and most of it was E-Grade meant for lower levels.

At the same time, Frank still managed to pull the single best item by far, so it already felt like we were coming out ahead.

{Ant Queen’s Copper Ring} (Touchstone)

Grade: D

Slot: Finger

Item Level: 35

Quality: Epic

Primaries: +25 Constitution

Magical Resistance: 30

Touchstone Effect: You gain access to the {Redirection} ability.

{Redirection} (Touchstone Ability)

Description: You target a friendly player and apply {Redirection} to them. For the next 5 seconds, all Threat generated by the affected player is transferred directly to you.

Cast Time: Instant

Cooldown: 2 minutes

Cost: None

Frank threw the band on and extended a finger high into the air. “Oh yeah, first Touchstone!”

I smiled. “Congrats, Frank. That’ll be insane for pulling and general aggro. Would have made this raid a hell of a lot easier on its own.”

“Calibration complete. Now displaying results.”

The Titan leaned down closer, eyes spinning, letters whirring. The raid members were all still scattered across the giant’s thighs, and every single one of us was looking up into its eyes.

The carousel clicked each time a letter passed by, with the sound coming rapidly at first, then slowing down as the letters did the same.

S, A, and B all drifted by, and the wheels slowed noticeably as they came to F. They rolled on with a considerable amount of momentum, then clicked from E to D without losing speed.

C took a bit longer, and I found myself holding my breath and silently urging the wheels into motion as B rolled into place.

A low buzz built among the guild as the A crept into view, but it wasn’t a done deal; it still needed to click fully into place. We definitely weren’t maxing the encounter out, but I could definitely live with an A.

The letter crept up, the carousel’s momentum tapering off along the way. It hit the mid-point, and for a moment, it seemed like it was going to bounce off and leave us with a B. But then it clicked over, and the buzz that had been building turned into a roar.

Darling slapped me on the back and seemed somewhat confused when I didn’t budge.

“Oh right, I’m on an alt! How cool is⁠—”

“Error, error, error,” the Titan said. “Calibration has failed.”

“Shit.” Darling drew back. “Is this… are we not done? There’s no way there’s another phase, right?”

The Titan pressed both of its hands to its temples.

“We definitely cleared the encounter,” I said. “Maybe this is a hidden boss or something?”

I looked around. Everybody who had just respawned was around half Health and Mana, and Frank and I were in even worse shape.

Then the Titan’s eyes flared blue, and the As that had become its pupils burned away like lit paper. Three letters formed within each eye, scrawled in huge, golden script: SSS.

The guild erupted, but the Titan spoke over them.

“Calibration complete. All previous rewards will be upgraded accordingly. Congratulations, adventurers.”

The giant pile of currency strobed like the entire hoard had gained a level. Once the brightness faded, that seemed partially true; many of the silver coins had improved to gold, the Soul Gems had moved up multiple tiers in quality, and the items lodged within the flood upgraded as well.

Even Frank’s ring burst alight around his finger and warped from copper to silver to gold to platinum.

I inspected it. The ring’s stats had only slightly improved, but the Touchstone Ability was another story entirely.

It still functioned the exact same way, but Redirection had become Peerless Redirection, and the ability’s duration had gone from 5 seconds to 7, while its cooldown had been quartered from 2 minutes all the way down to 30 seconds.

Frank whistled and shook his hand like he’d touched something hot. “Now that’s what I’m talking about. You seeing this? Copper ring went triple platinum.”

“Yeah, that ability has more than four times as much power as it used to. That’s a hell of a find, man. You’ll probably be using that until the endgame, especially if you can find a Touchstone Socket in a necklace or something like that.”

Darling reached out a hand and tapped the enormous hoard of silver and gold. The pile vanished, leaving the remaining Soul Gems and gear hanging in the air for a split second before gravity pulled them down and onto the floor.

With the upgrades finished, Darling dropped to one knee in front of the pile and started handing everything out.

A few of our guild members were popping away—it was probably well past midnight if I had to guess—but Nina had already produced a silver keg from her inventory and was doling out drinks to everyone nearby.

I went over and joined the five-person queue.

The vast majority of the gold we’d found went into the guild bank so people could withdraw their shares on their mains, and most of the Soul Gems were too low quality to be interesting. Frank and I would have picked up 500 gold apiece, but we both declined to increase everyone’s share.

As for me, none of the gear was very interesting, so I ended up with one of the more interesting items I’d ever found, though I wasn’t quite sure what to make of its actual potential.

{Twin-chambered Heart} (Consumable)

Description: Activating this item will summon a replica of one of the eight Titan variants encountered within {The Vault of Giants}.

The summoned Titan will scale to the caster’s level, and you may select whichever Titan you’d like to pilot prior to using this item.

Warning: This item cannot be activated during combat. The Titan also deals reduced damage to monsters and enemy players, and dramatically reduced damage against monsters classified as {Raid Bosses} and above.

Quality: Epic

Cast time: 5 seconds

Duration: 30 seconds

Charges: 2

Darling also had me hold onto what felt like the two main rewards for the dungeon as well, though they definitely belonged to the guild as a whole.

The first item was pretty handy: a device that we could use to manipulate a raid boss’ loot, provided we were willing to gamble.

{Coin of Feast and Famine} (Consumable)

Description: Upon defeating a raid-class enemy or above, you may flip this coin to attempt a double-or-nothing roll.

If you win the roll, your raid will receive a second full wave of loot. But if you lose the roll, all of your dropped loot will be destroyed.

Warning: This item can only be used if none of the raid boss’ items have been looted.

Charges: 3

The second item was a total mystery, even to Frank.

{Trinity Fragment: The Second Stone}

Description: ??

Quality: Legendary

House also lucked out nicely. She’d ended up with a miniature Titan of her own, a two-foot-tall pet that was currently punching her in the shins while she clapped in amusement.

Another prompt came in, so I pocketed the last two items and scoped it out.

Warning: This Challenge Dungeon is complete, and all remaining hostile monsters have been despawned. This instance will close as soon as the last player teleports out.

I did a double-take. That warning was a little different than the ones we’d seen before. Usually, we’d be forcibly ejected within thirty seconds or so.

“Hey, Frank?”

“Uh huh?”

“Are we allowed to invite people into the instance now that it’s complete?”

“Uh… lemme check. Yeah, I guess that would work while you’ve still got the Prized Bracelet. You can summon whoever you want inside. But that item will break after we leave, and everything’s dead already, right? What’s the point?”

“Can we still pilot the Titans?”

He tilted his head to one side. “I guess you could, assuming they’re still functional. Executioner and Sprinter are both down for the count, but you could operate the others if you wanted to. Not like you’re going to be able to bring them out of the instance, though. So once again: what’s the point?”

I cracked a grin. “You’ll see.”

“Am I gonna like it?”

“Oh, you most definitely will.”


Chapter Thirty-Two



About thirty minutes later, I found myself sitting in a jacuzzi with Sleep to my right and Mingo to my left. Well, it wasn’t a jacuzzi, or at least it hadn’t started that way.

Shortly after I’d invited Goon into the Vault of Giants, Sleep and company had gotten right to work. For their first order of business, they’d reclaimed the Sprinter Titan’s skull, cracked it open, filled it with water, and set it over a raging bonfire.

The result was a massively oversized hot tub with room for twenty. After that, they’d repurposed the shins the Executioner Titan had left behind, turning what remained of its legs into a pair of towering smokestacks that they filled with a preposterous amount of meat and vegetables.

For our part, Frank and I contributed the giant crab claw we’d looted from Grit. We took what remained of the filament that had supported the goblet and used it to hang the crab claw between the towering smokestacks, then got a smaller one smoldering beneath it.

But our real contribution, and the true reason we’d brought them here? That was just getting started.

Sleep stood up beside me and cleared his throat.

The room quieted, and every head turned his way.

He pointed across the chamber, where the Boxer Titan and one of the disarmed Swordsmen towered in the distance. Most of Omen had already logged out for the night, but Nina was still passing out beer a couple of hundred yards in front of the huge constructs.

She had a bunch of Goons standing around her, and I was pretty sure the gold and silver that was changing hands had nothing to do with beer.

“Alright!” Sleep called out. “Let’s get this started! All of the participants should already be signed up. We’re going to have a round of 16, but we’re doing single elimination. You get knocked down, you’re done!”

He rolled his shoulders and stood up a little taller.

“To our left, operating the Boxer Titan that powered Omen to their latest victory, we have the perennial crowd favorite, House!”

The crowd roared, with Nina’s voice clearly audible above the rest.

I squinted at the Boxer. I could just make House out atop the Titan, but her name tag was shining green right above its levers, and I thought she might have been waving, so I returned it just in case.

“To our right, standing atop a Swordsman Titan because he refused to pilot the Spellcaster even though it was much closer than the other constructs, we have none other than the King of Fingers himself, Big Frank!”

“Hey!” Frank shouted back. He tried to follow up, but the roar of the crowd drowned him out.

“Lady and gentleman, start your Titans!”

House and Frank stepped up to the levers and took control. Both of the Titans brought their arms up and adopted a boxing stance.

“Touch gloves! Or… hands. Whatever.”

House reached her hand out, but Frank left her hanging. She snapped it back.

“Oh, that was not smart,” I said under my breath.

“Big Frank’s digging his own grave, and I like it!” Sleep said. “Alright, you guys can go on three! One! Two!”

Sleep let the number hang, hesitating for so long that the crowd went completely silent, which was probably exactly what he was after.

“Three!”

Frank roared and cocked back, instantly and predictably going for a massive haymaker that would probably separate the Boxer’s head from its shoulders if it connected.

But it didn’t, because House kicked his Titan in the knee while he was still winding up.

Sleep and I burst out laughing.

Frank’s Titan stumbled sideways and nearly lost its footing. Frank yelled in the distance, but I couldn’t make out what he was saying over the roar of the Titans.

They exchanged a few probing shots that fell short, then separated and took to pacing around one another in slow, grinding circles.

Ironically enough, both of their Titans were moving like robots. With only a single pilot on the levers, Frank and House could only operate two limbs at any given time, and that lent the entire spectacle a jerky but oddly charming feel.

Sleep popped a cigar into one hand. He placed it between his lips, and the cinder burst alight on its own.

“Man, I am so excited for this. Thanks for the invite, Ned.”

“I’m just glad you guys could make it on short notice. Giant robot fights, man.”

Mingo put an arm on my shoulder. “You had us at giant robot fights.”

“Mingo, brother.” Sleep exhaled a cloud of minty smoke. “You need to shorten that sentence, or it doesn’t work.”

“Hm?”

I splashed some water over the rim of the skull. The metal was preposterously hot, and the beads sizzled and popped as they ran lower.

“Sleep’s right, dude. You could say you had me at robots. Or that you had me at fight.”

“But you didn’t have me at those things, man.”

“Right, but the whole point is to show that you didn’t need the rest of the sentence because you were so interested that…”

I cut off because Sleep was already shaking his head and admitting defeat.

“Oh… okay. Well, I’m glad you’re excited about giant robots. Ohh!” I said, at full volume, because Frank had just caught another kick to the same knee. He retaliated with a punch that glanced off the Boxer’s chin, then the two Titans separated and went back to striking at a distance. “By the way, what happened to your hot dog thing?”

Mingo’s eyes went wide, Sleep’s eyes went wider still, and I realized I’d made a terrible mistake.

Mingo slapped himself in the face, hard. “Oh no, I left my dog on the boat!” He vaulted over the rim of the skull and took off toward the entrance to the raid.

“No food in the skull jacuzzi!” Sleep called after him. “And you’ll need to wait thirty minutes after eating, otherwise you’ll cramp up! Remember the lazy river incident? I’m not giving you mouth-to-mouth again, dude!”

Mingo raised a hand in acknowledgment. “Never forget!” He ran on and eventually faded from sight.

Sleep rubbed his face. “Well, that was nice while it lasted.”

“My bad, Sleep. Shouldn’t have brought that up.”

He sighed and leaned his head back against the rim of the skull-jacuzzi. “So it goes. It’s my fault, anyway. I’m the one who tried to combine his competitive side with his love for pork-adjacent meats. I should have picked one of those two things, but man, this has backfired in a major way. Just too much synergy.”

“That hot dog smell really clings to everything. His stealth is, like, half as valuable as it was before.”

“Yup. He damn near gave me a panic attack earlier today.”

“How’s that?”

He exhaled slowly. “We had breakfast for dinner.”

“I don’t follow, but I do love brinner.”

“So good, right? But yeah, I was taking a quick power nap before your message, and my wife brought me dinner in bed. Should have been really nice, but I caught a whiff of bacon coming up the stairs and straight up panicked. I thought the smell was hot dog, and I jumped out of bed in a cold sweat.

“I assumed Mingo had followed me home again, and when my wife popped into the room, tray in hand, she found me gripping a baseball bat and backing toward the nearest window.” He sighed. “It took me the better part of five minutes to explain the whole thing, and by then the whole meal was lukewarm at best. Still lovely on her part, but man. What a waste.”

“Brutal, dude.”

“Truly.” He took another pull on his cigar. “But I brought the whole thing on myself, so what can you really do? Not every idea can be a winner.”

“That’s fair. And you’ve definitely gotten some silence out of it along the way.”

“Yeah. I just didn’t think silence could feel so threatening, you know?”

I eyed Frank in the distance. “I totally get that.”

We watched the fight in comfortable silence for a moment, both laughing as Frank used his Titan to employ his questionably exaggerated brand of violence and got punished for it every step of the way.

He went for a huge right hook, and House countered with four fingers to the throat. He loaded up for an obviously telegraphed uppercut and got hit with a liver punch not even halfway through the process. He even threw in a shockingly high head kick, but that strike was especially ill-advised because House kicked him right in the taint.

Frank started yelling again, something about low blows that I couldn’t quite make out, and the two Titans broke a few feet apart and brought their hands back up into defensive positions. Then they got back to it, Frank swinging wildly, House picking him apart.

I sank a little lower into the tub. “So, question.”

“Yup?”

“Can I ask you for some advice?”

“Always.”

“So, I mentioned that coffee date with Darling, right?”

“Yup.” He smiled. “Happy for ya.”

“We’re going…” I trailed off. “Sorry, one second.”

As I stood up and gave myself a quick once-over, Sleep cocked his head.

“Nothing here. I hate to ask, but would you mind doing a quick Frank check for me?”

“A what?”

“I just wanna make sure he didn’t jam himself into your belt loop or one of your pockets when you weren’t looking. I’m a little worried he might be listening.”

Sleep stood up, laughing. “He’s slick with it, huh?”

“Literally the only thing he’s slick about, but yeah.”

Sleep turned around. “How’s my back?”

“I think you’re good, thanks.” I sank back into the water. “So the coffee date is first thing tomorrow morning, but Darling asked me to see if I could find a way to ditch Frank ahead of time so it can just be the two of us.”

Sleep raised a dark eyebrow. “Are you opposed to that? You’re not, right? Please tell me you’re not opposed to that.”

“No, not at all. It’s just the damage thing that I’m worried about. Frank and I can’t actually be that far apart. So I was wondering if you had any ideas as to how I could make that happen.”

“Mmm. What if you just pretend to pass out at an inn for a bit? Send Frank out grinding on the edge of town with House, then slip out to a nearby building. Her healing can outpace the damage, yeah?”

“I considered that, but I also don’t want to be worrying that Frank’s about to get himself killed the entire time. Wouldn’t feel right, and it’d also be unfair on Darling.”

“Gotcha, gotcha.” He rapped his fingers against the rim of the skull, then started tapping the air. “Tough one, but I think I might have an idea. You got a location in mind?”

“Has to be somewhere in the Occulted Lands. I’m gonna stick around the Vault until Frank and House are both eliminated—or until House wins, judging from the way this is going—but after that, we need to get back to grinding on Frank’s behalf.

“I’m a little worried about the next Ascent, and doubly so about the battle afterward. Probably safe to assume those are both going to happen within a couple hours of Darling and me getting together.”

“You’re thinking the Sunwalkers are gonna lose again?”

“I’m definitely assuming the worst, but yeah. Feels like that’s the way the wind is blowing.”

Sleep blew a smoke ring high into the air. “Occulted Lands, coffee, and something that would occupy Frank for a little while without putting him at risk. That’s a tall order.”

“Right? I’ve been wracking my brain since she suggested it, but nothing quite fits the bill.”

“Would a restaurant work? Or would that be too forward? With it just being coffee and all.”

“No, I think that’d be fine as long as it’s not formal dining or something like that.”

He smiled. “Gotcha. Lemme call in a favor and I’ll get back to you. Pretty sure I can pull that off.”

“Thanks, man. I appreciate—” I cut off because Frank had just eaten a three-piece combo to the stomach. “Oh!”

“Big Frank’s officially on the ropes!”

Frank’s Titan straightened, then pivoted on one leg and threw out a blind, spinning elbow.

House took a single step back, let the blow pass by, then punched Frank’s Titan in the back of the head right as his momentum carried him around. His Titan staggered forward, and it looked like Frank was going to recover until House darted forward and kicked him squarely in the ass, launching him in our direction.

Frank’s Titan sprawled forward and landed hard on its stomach. It skidded toward us, sparking across the floor, before coming to a stop face-down some thirty feet away with Frank dangling off one of the levers.

House’s Titan raised a hand in victory, and the entire instance erupted, especially the group around Nina. She was looking pretty pleased herself, even from afar, but several of the Goons’ body language indicated that they’d decided to bet on Frank for reasons that completely eluded me.

Sleep stood up. “Ladies and gentlemen, we have a winner!”


Chapter Thirty-Three



After pulling the better part of an all-nighter and powering Frank to an increasingly respectable level 17, I woke up in the back of our skiff without having intentionally gone to sleep.

I sat bolt upright. “Oh shit, what time is it?”

“It is 7:37 AM,” House replied from behind the wheel.

I relaxed slightly and lay back down. The sun should have been high in the sky, but the solar eclipse was still in full swing, and judging from the daylight or lack thereof, it felt like no time had passed at all.

“That gives you 23 minutes before your coffee date with Darling.”

I flinched and closed my eyes right there in the boat, already picturing Frank flying into a rage.

Nothing happened, so I cracked an eye open and sat up, still wary. The skiff was anchored just beyond the breakers, and it was rocking slightly as the swells rolled beneath it.

“When did I fall asleep? I remember deciding to shut my eyes for a moment and then… here I am.”

“You fell unconscious at approximately 5:31 AM.”

I laughed, then leaned over the side of the skiff and splashed my face with cold water.

“Approximately 5:31, huh?”

“Indeed.”

I scanned the ocean, seawater stinging my eyes. “Where’s Frank at?”

“He is currently massacring some monsters on the beach.”

“Oh, he’s still at it, huh? Good for him.” I pulled his level up. “Wow! He got all the way to 18? That’s some dedication right there.”

I twisted around and scanned the shore. It was littered with humanoid corpses, some sort of half-frog, half-human creatures with greenish skin and fins protruding from all over their bodies.

Thatched huts built on stilts dotted the shoreline, and Frank was currently fighting something I couldn’t quite see directly beneath one of the larger buildings.

I let out an inadvertent whistle. “Were you helping him from here, or has he just been grinding on his own?”

“I have been assisting with passive healing and the occasional burst of damage whenever he encounters an Elite in exchange for⁠—”

“A steady stream of small animals?” I finished for her.

“Exactly.” She narrowed her eyes. “How did you guess?”

It was probably better for both of us if Frank kept all the credit on that one, so I said a silent prayer for forgiveness and prepared a small lie.

“Frank just ran the trade idea by me earlier to see if I thought you’d be interested, that’s all.” I thought about that for a moment. “I guess it’s more of a bribe than a trade, but whatever. You’re happy, right?”

She beamed. “I am indeed quite pleased with the results thus far.”

“Then it works for me. Do you have any idea how far out we are from where I’m supposed to meet Darling?”

I was still a little fuzzy on the details, but Sleep had given me a couple of pieces of information to work with. Darling and I would be meeting up at 8:00 just outside Overlook, a small coastal town on the northeastern edge of the Occulted Lands.

I was supposed to head in a little early with Frank in tow, but aside from a mark that Sleep had made on my mini map and a promise that it would work out, I wasn’t sure how I was supposed to shake him off.

House spun the wheel slightly to the left and brought us around. “We began moving up the coast after you fell asleep and only recently dropped anchor. You should find the settlement you’re looking for on the other side of the dunes.”

“Oh, thanks, House! That’s great, I’m glad to have a little extra time.”

She smiled. “I am simply looking out for Darling’s best interest.”

I rubbed the top of her head between 2.0’s ears. “You’re the best.”

I pulled the anchor up, and House turned us into a wave. We glided forward with the swell foaming alongside us.

“I guess I really should have thought about what I was going to wear. I’m gonna feel like an asshole if I turn up in blood-soaked leathers and she’s wearing something nice.”

“My assumption was that she would likewise show up in full armor.”

I considered that. “You’ve probably got the right of that. Seems like what she’d do.”

“Would you prefer it if she wore something else?”

“No preference really,” I replied, partially because that was true, but mostly because I didn’t want House to instantly intervene via a private message. “There’s a decent chance that we go hurtling right into the next Ascent immediately after, so I guess that’s a plus for armor, but it’s not like she wouldn’t have it on her.”

House steered the boat forward and let a particularly large wave take us right onto the beach. I hopped out of the skiff and stretched my lower back with both hands on my hips while cold waves splashed around my ankles.

“I didn’t miss anything while I was out, did I?”

“There was one system message, though I do not believe your timing will be impacted.”

She dropped it into the chat.

Regional Alert!

The {Third Ascent of Mount Lyona} will begin at 11 AM.

Reminder: If the {Lunar Army} wins and completes the sweep, there will be a short intermission to allow them to harvest the powerful benefits offered by {Base Camp 3}, then {The Battle for the Grand Scar} will begin.

“Ouch. I was really hoping the Third Ascent would somehow get bumped to later this afternoon.”

“Is the timing truly problematic?”

“It could be worse, but I’m not sure how our turtle ships are doing with the items we put up for sale.”

I pulled up my Housing menu and tabbed through my alerts. I’d set things up so I’d receive a notification whenever an item sold, and a quick tally put us at around 300 items in total, most of which were C-Grade weapons.

That was pretty impressive—we’d only sold about 50 items total last I’d checked, sometime before I’d passed out—but it wasn’t remotely close to the numbers I’d been hoping for.

“You do not seem encouraged by the results.”

I tabbed out. “Yeah, they’re solid but unspectacular. I didn’t expect much action overnight, but hopefully things pick up from here. If not, we might be in trouble.”

I waded out of the edge of the surf and started heading down the beach, sticking to the wet sand where the ground was firmer.

“I’m gonna grab Frank and head out to meet up with Darling. Are you going to be okay by yourself for a little while?”

“Indeed I will. The axe and I were combing the shore for a Rare Spawn in your absence, so I will simply resume my search in the skiff.”

“Cool. Lemme know if you find whatever monster you’re after and need some help. I’m sure Darling wouldn’t mind if I popped out for a second and⁠—”

She levered a finger at me, and it felt surprisingly judgmental. “You will not ‘pop out’. Especially not on my behalf.”

“Message received, House. No popping.”

I was about to send her on her way, but Frank’s aggro had pulled two frog men out of a thatched hut, and the curse that followed told me it wasn’t at all intentional.

I summoned my bike and watched the engagement from a couple of hundred yards off. Maybe it was because he was facing two full Health spear-wielding targets at once, but Frank employed a surprisingly defensive strategy, rotating through his protective cooldowns while blocking at every opportunity to proc his Thorns.

My summon finished, so I hopped onto my bike and steered it in Frank’s direction. Despite pulling two targets simultaneously, the fight seemed pretty safe. Frank’s Health was lower than I’d have liked—around 40%—but it didn’t seem like he was in any actual danger.

He blocked two quick thrusts head-on, then activated a skill I hadn’t seen before, and his axe swelled to thrice its usual size.

Honestly? It looked like he’d just inflated it. Frank stepped in close and swung his weapon in a high, long arc. The strike cleaved through both his targets and knocked them back onto the sand at the same time.

The monster with lower Health shrieked, turned, and fled on the spot. Frank let it go and turned his attention to the remaining creature. It rushed to meet him, but Frank battered the creature’s spear to the side, then finally closed the distance and started hacking away like a maniac, exactly as I’d expected him to do from the start.

What he didn’t notice, though, was that the fleeing creature was pathing directly toward one of the village’s thatched huts.

It disappeared inside, and three gurgling shrieks followed. A moment later, four fresh creatures raced out of the hut and down the ramp and tore across the sands in Frank’s direction.

They fell on him from behind in a wild rush, three of them stabbing away while the fourth spammed a frost bolt that rooted Frank in place and slowed his attack speed at the same time.

I urged my bike on, trying to somehow convince it to find a new gear so I could make it in time to save him. But things obviously didn’t work that way, and Frank ended up face-down in the sand while I was still a good fifty yards off.

And to Frank’s left, sticking out of the sand like it was just another dropped weapon?

The axe that was also Frank.

I shook my head and sent House a message, asking her to double back and join me on the beach and keep an eye out for enemy players just to be safe.

She drove the skiff right onto the sand, mounted up, and headed my way, so I raced over and scooped Frank up, then waited for her to approach.

I waved. “Sorry, House. I told you to take off and called you right back.”

“It is perfectly fine. I enjoyed watching the axe die.” She sighed from atop 2.0. “I was assuming the enjoyment I derived from his deaths would be subject to diminishing returns, but I am pleased to be wrong.”

“Diminishing returns, huh? How many times has this happened?”

“He has died twice since you went to sleep.”

“Including that kill?”

“That is correct.”

“Okay, that’s not so bad. I was expecting his total to be in the double digits. What even happens when he dies on his own? Does his body just despawn or what?”

“Assuming nobody picks up the axe, he is able to respawn and claim it himself.”

“Gotcha.” I leaned down against the handlebars. “Still, two deaths while he’s on his own is two deaths too many. I feel like we should teach him a lesson so this doesn’t happen again. You up for that?”

“Is Frank going to enjoy said lesson?”

“Oh no no no. Not at all.”

She smiled, and it was both endearing and a little scary. “Then I would be delighted to oblige.”

We dismounted, and I let her know what I was thinking while she and 2.0 recombined.

“I see,” House said when I was finished. “Would you mind if I improvised slightly?”

“Uhhh, sure?”

She steepled her fingers. “Excellent.”

I ran over and ducked into the same thatched hut that had sealed Frank’s fate. The four creatures had gone right back to bed, sleeping atop piles of bound kelp, so I just let them be and waited for Frank to respawn.

House remained outside the hut, standing just a few paces off with the Frank axe hanging from her belt. She didn’t actually possess him; I’d just set the permissions so that she could swing him around a bit on my behalf.

Frank respawned mid-reach, already grasping for the axe he’d dropped, but his fingers found nothing but air. He stared at the patch of empty sand for a moment, eyes narrowing.

“Welcome back to the world of the living, axe.”

He blinked up at her. “Huh? Oh. It’s you.”

“It is I, House.” She strode toward him, moving with obvious purpose.

Frank spotted himself then, dangling from her hip. “Oh, shit.” He patted his side, probably hoping against hope that he’d somehow be there, too.

He wasn’t.

“Oh, no. Oh, this is not good. Not good.” He raised his voice and shouted across the beach. “Ned! Ned, wake up! We have a problem!”

“I have already dealt with the elf,” House said. “He will not be coming back.”

Frank furrowed his unibrow and took a nervous step back. “What do you mean, dealt with?”

House pulled up short a few paces in front of him but didn’t answer.

Frank forced a laugh. “You mean you dealt with Ned in EBO, right?”

House put her hands on her hips, looming large despite her actual size.

“House?”

A pink collar appeared between her hands, a short leash trailing from one side.

Frank fell back on his ass in the sand, horror-struck, eyes wide, mouth open.

House darted forward and closed the collar around Frank’s neck, then pulled the leash taut and leaned in close.

“From now on, your name is Ned Jr.”

“Ohhhhkay!” I stepped out from the hut and ran over at full speed. “That was perfect, House! Well done.”

She smiled. “I am glad to be of assistance. May I go back to Rare hunting?”

I put on a bright smile. “Please feel free to do that immediately!”

She saluted, then ran off toward the beached skiff with her hands thrown out behind her, sand flying in her wake.

Frank looked from her to me and back again. His fingers were frozen beneath the bright pink collar House had jammed into place, and he made a gurgling sound.

“Yikes. Okay, sorry about that.” I pulled a pistol out and activated Summon Gunblade, then used the resulting energy sword to knife the collar off. I tossed it and the leash away. “That went way too far, way too fast.”

Frank stared forward, unblinking.

“Frank? Earth to Frank?”

I flicked his forehead, and he jolted like he’d just woken up from a nightmare.

“What… what did…”

He spotted the collar on the sand, then yelled and crawled away from it, scuttling backward on all fours like a crab.

“You’re safe now, Frank.” I handed him the axe. “She never actually had you in the first place.”

He dropped back onto the sand on his rear end and pulled in a deep breath. He reached up and accepted the axe with both hands like he couldn’t quite believe it was there.

I sat down beside him, the waves breaking a few feet off. “So… yeah. Sorry about all that. All I asked her to do was act like she’d picked you up before you respawned. Then she could be like, ‘Haha, you have to do what I say now, I am House.’ You’d be slightly afraid, then we’d all laugh and go back to business as usual.

“In hindsight, I should have been exponentially more concerned when she asked if it was okay if she improvised. I just thought she was like… not going to rehearse her sentences ahead of time. I feel like she still does that occasionally.”

Frank blinked for the first time in much too long. “I never expected to be so grateful to be in the possession of an elf, but here we are.”

“Yeah, again, my bad. I do think you oughta consider what just happened with your future in mind, though.”

“Huh?”

House’s skiff roared to life, and she zoomed out over the surf.

I pointed at her. She waved, and I returned the gesture. “Again, she came up with all of that stuff on her own.”

“That was really all her? The collar and the name…”

“Yep. You know me. I’m not that funny.”

He nodded seriously. “That’s true.”

“Didn’t need to agree with that, but I guess I deserve worse. Seriously, though, the fact that she came up with all of that on the fly should probably make you more careful about dying going forward.”

“Oh, I will be much more careful, yeah. What even happened? How did I pull so many at once?”

“That runner got you. Took off and pathed directly into a hut.”

“Damn. I’d been clearing the huts to keep that from happening, too. Guess I missed a wave of respawns.”

“Happens to the best of us. Usually, you want to burst runners down or hit them with some crowd control when they get low, but sometimes that’s easier said than done. That death is basically a rite of passage.”

I jumped up and helped him to his feet, then kicked my way up the nearest dune with Frank trailing a half-step behind.

“Anyway,” I continued, “if you really think about it, you and I are kind of in the same situation as far as House is concerned.”

“How do you figure that one?”

“She’s quite literally looming over me outside of EBO as we speak. Over, around, all of that. Not to hammer the point home, but if you die and she scoops you up and decides to do whatever the hell that was in earnest, I’m not going to be able to stop her.”

“That is existentially terrifying.”

“I know we joke about this a lot, but that’s normal.”

“Can you even imagine the aftermath?”

“Of what?”

He gestured vaguely at the air. “All of it. I just can’t stop the sequence of events from playing through my head again and again. One day I’m murdering fish people on the beach as God intended, the next I’m collared and living in a badly waterproofed shack in House’s backyard. One thing leads to another, and I inevitably end up on the dog show circuit.”

“Inevitably?”

Frank shook his head. “Can you even imagine the level of blowback that would result if a Half Troll took Best in Show at Westminster? I can. It’s not pretty.”

I cracked a smile. “I feel like you skipped a lot of steps there, but I do find it kind of funny that you’re winning even in your nightmares.”

“I’m not saying I’d wanna compete. Just that if I was forced to, my victory would be inevitable.” He laughed, and I was relieved that it sounded genuine. “Some poor guy would have to check my balls in front of the crowd, too. That’s a silver lining if I’ve ever seen one.”

I clapped him on the back. “Glad to have you back, Frank. And I really am sorry about all that.”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s House, what can you do? So, where are we headed?”

“Sleep prepared a surprise for you right over this dune. I figured we’d check it out, then start your push toward level 20 and C-Grade right afterward. See if we can pull that off before the Third Ascent later today. Congrats on 18, by the way. You get anything cool?”

“Pretty nasty cleave, yeah. 10-second cooldown, but it’s got a Knockdown component, so I can use it to interrupt spells.”

“Nice!”

“Got a shield charge, too. 20-yard range, 30-second cooldown, and it stuns if I use it from max distance. If not, it applies a snare. The other two pick-ups were passives, but they’re both pretty cool. Here.”

{Multitalented} (Passive Ability)

25% of your Magical Defense now also protects you against Physical Attacks.

{Self-tuning Prism} (Passive Ability)

Whenever you block a magical spell or ability, the shield from your Armored Glove changes color to match the blocked attack’s element.

Whenever you block a magical spell or ability with a shield that matches an incoming spell, you reflect two weaker copies of the spell back at your attacker and gain 20% increased Physical Mitigation for the next 10 seconds.

The reflect component of this ability has a 15-second internal cooldown.

“Hell yeah, man. Those all sound great. I really love the damage conversion angle you’ve got going on. Makes me sorta jealous.”

We summited the dune, and the town of Overlook spread out beneath us. The settlement was still a couple of hundred yards off, and while it was pretty small—just a few wooden buildings arranged in a loop with a large fountain at its center—it was shockingly busy given the early hour.

It seemed like it was mostly NPCs on the move, but pretty much everyone seemed to be heading in the direction of a long, squat building on the far side of the city. Bright tents were clustered to the left of the settlement, just beyond its low walls.

According to Sleep, Kestral and her various clowns were building an outpost out this way, and while it wasn’t even close to finished, the building we needed was supposedly ready to go.

Weirder still, something that sounded a lot like combat was happening on the other side of the town. Whatever it was, it was magical in nature, because some kind of spell was detonating every few seconds, and the town was so dark because of the eclipse overhead that the flashes were impossible to miss.

I got my bike ready and waited for Frank to summon the walking crime against humanity that was his current mount. “Alright, follow me.” I led him down the dune, skirted the city proper, and headed for the encampment to our left.

We rode in together, and I could have sworn I saw Frank wipe a little bit of drool off his lips as we headed in between the clowns. They ignored us completely, too busy setting up tents and other temporary structures to pay attention.

I pulled up my map and double-checked the location Sleep had given me. “Okay, it should be righhhhhht…” I rounded a corner and stopped in front of a tall red and white tent. “Yep! Here we are. This is all you, Frank.”

He pulled up beside me, mount moaning with every step. “Hmmm.”

“What’s up?”

“I’m just a little suspicious. I didn’t know Kestral’s people were setting up here, so I guess it must have been added in the last patch. Makes sense with the eclipse and all, but I dunno. What’s the surprise?”

“I can’t tell you that, Frank. That would defeat the purpose entirely. I can only say that once you’re inside that tent, you’re going to have a really, really good time.”

“You’re not coming in?”

“Nope. This is the sort of place you’re gonna want to be alone so you can really soak it in. There’s no combat here, so you’ll be safe. I’ll wait outside. Might go poke around Overlook a bit, but I won’t be far.”

He dismounted and looked like he was heading in, but he paused in front of the entrance, which was just a slit in the fabric. “This better be good.”

“Pretty sure it will be.”

“Oh! Oh, man! Hell yeah, now this is what I’m talking about! Ohhh, look at you! Damn! Oh, you got it going on. Nice! Yeah, that’s the good stuff! Yeeeeeah. Yeaaaaah, work it! Uh huh, uhhhh huh!”

“You happy?”

I waited for a response, but none came.

Frank kept talking, and while I couldn’t make out the words, they were definitely enthusiastic, so I assumed that Sleep’s plan had officially worked, at least for now.

With Frank sufficiently distracted, I headed into the center of Overlook and posted up at the fountain. I spent a solid minute or two admiring the stonework—the fountain was a marble sculpture of several heroes defeating the same fish people Frank had been slaughtering moments earlier—then I got down to business and started checking the time every ten seconds or so.

Unfortunately for me, I still had a solid ten minutes before Darling was supposed to arrive, so there was a lot of checking.

Then the moment came… and Darling didn’t.


Chapter Thirty-Four



I checked the time again. 8:05, and still nothing. I sent Darling a message to see if she was alright, and while it went through, I didn’t get a response.

“Huh. Am I… actually being stood up?”

I waited until ten minutes past the hour, and I increasingly found myself eyeing the tent Frank had vanished into.

Sleep had figured the spot would hold his attention for at least a half hour, but with the current delay and the fact that Frank and I had arrived pretty early to begin with…

“Sorry!” a familiar voice called out.

It sounded like it was coming directly above me, and I glanced up just in time to see a dark shape sliding over the moon.

Darling landed on the stonework beside me. It cracked beneath her in a three-foot ring, and the force of her arrival sent a shockwave of dust rolling toward the nearby buildings. Her dark armor was covered in blood, and she was out of breath.

“So, so sorry, Ned.”

“Don’t worry about it. You alright?”

I glanced back the way she’d come, expecting somebody to be in pursuit but not seeing anything of the sort.

She doubled over with her hands on her knees, then looked up at me. “Is there a reason you’ve got your guns out?”

I hadn’t even realized I’d drawn them. “Oh. Well, you’re winded and covered in blood, so…” I dismissed my weapons and thought about that for a second. “Wait, there’s no combat here. What happened?”

She stood up straight and tried to brush a lock of hair out of her eyes, but it was matted to her forehead, and all she managed to do was spread the blood around.

“Ugh. It’s Nina’s fault. I mean, it’s my fault for being late, but I also blame her. I ended up having to ride right beneath Overlook to save time. Didn’t realize what it was.”

“What what was?”

“Apparently, Overlook sits on a hill across from two warring villages. The area between them is a perpetual warzone, and I ended up riding right through all of that to save time.”

“You didn’t die, though, right?”

“Oh, I definitely did. Couple times, actually. But you can’t drop anything there, and there’s no penalties for dying. I just had to keep respawning, but the timer got longer and longer. Kept getting mobbed the moment I spawned in before I managed to carve my way out. It was mostly NPCs fighting, so I guess I stood out as an obvious target to the other players.”

“Oh man, you should have let us know.”

“I’m really sorry. I should have at least responded to your messages, but I had my hands full.”

“No, no, I didn’t mean it like that. I was just saying we could have run in and lent you a hand. I heard the combat on the way in, and you can’t really miss the explosions, but I had no idea there was a combat zone like that so close to the city.”

“Same, but lesson learned.” She eyed the fountain. “Are you gonna deduct points if I spend a little time washing up real quick?”

“Frank points? I don’t think I have the proper credentials for that, so wash away.”

She laughed and splashed the blood off her face.

“For the record, that definitely would have cost you Frank points in a general sense. But you probably would have come out ahead in the long run by showing up that way in the first place.”

“That’s probably true, but I do feel much better.” She scanned the street and the NPCs moving through it, ferrying carts loaded with bright produce and setting up food stalls for the breakfast rush. Whatever she was looking for, she didn’t find it, so she stood up and spun around in a full circle. “Oh wow. You actually pulled it off.”

“What’s that?”

She smiled. “I’m not seeing Frank.”

I patted my belt loop to make sure he hadn’t snuck in there at some point.

“What are you doing? You look like you’re trying to reassure yourself you didn’t forget your wallet.”

I finished patting. “The opposite, actually. But without getting into it, Frank is officially engaged elsewhere for the time being. I’m not sure how long that’ll last, so we should probably get going while we have the chance.”

“Where to?”

I glanced at my mini map and gestured down the street. “We’re close. We make a left up here, then it’s a little farther down.”

We started that way, and I was instantly concerned that we were moving in the same direction Darling had arrived from. The sounds of combat grew louder with every step we took, and the volume almost doubled when we rounded a corner and ran smack into a gigantic line of people at the same time.

There had to be at least a hundred of them packing the sidewalk, and the queue was only a few people off from wrapping around the corner and snaking into the village’s central square.

Darling whistled. “What do you think these people are waiting for?”

“No idea. Looks like a mix of players and NPCs, too.”

“Oh dang, I didn’t even notice, but you’re totally right.” She bumped her shoulder into mine. “Is it wrong that I’m a little tempted to join them without even knowing what they’re queueing for? Whatever it is, it’s gotta be good, right?”

“Definitely normal.”

“Thanks, House.”

I laughed while we skirted to the right of the line. We drew plenty of looks from the other players, Darling in particular. The queue ended up ahead, feeding into a long log cabin that capped the end of the street.

I pulled up my map. “Uh oh.”

“Don’t tell me.”

“Yep. You were spot on about joining the queue. That’s definitely the place.”

She looked around, already scanning for alternatives. “There’s no shot, right? The Third Ascent’s gonna hit before we even get a table.”

I rubbed the back of my neck. “I guess we could go see what the wait time is?”

“Unless they’ve got some interdimensional nonsense going on inside that building, I don’t think we’ll get the answer we want.”

“You’re probably right. I’m just surprised that Sleep recommended a place that’s this busy without mentioning the crowd. It’s not like him to miss something like that.”

Gasps sounded from up ahead, then the doors to the restaurant burst open and a flock of sky-blue birds flew out from between them. They split and soared low over the town, the nearest of them passing mere inches above Darling’s head.

“Ned, party of two?”

It was a woman’s voice, and it came from every bird at the same time.

Darling and I stopped in the street, both scanning the sky.

Another bird swooped in low.

“Ned, party of two?”

The phrase repeated and overlapped all across the town, but one of the voices was louder and closer than the rest. It didn’t seem like its source was moving, either.

“Ned, party of two?”

I spotted her then, a tall player in a black dress that ended just above her knees. She had a pair of menus in hand, and she was standing at the top of the stairs with a blue bird perched on each shoulder and three more resting atop her head.

Darling poked me in the ribs. “Wait, do we actually have reservations?”

I waved at the woman and made my way over with Darling trailing a half step behind, still watching the sky. “Apparently so?”

“Apparently?”

“Yup. As much as I’d like to claim credit, I’m as lost as you are.” We climbed the stairs, and the line grumbled beside us.

“Since when do they do reservations?”

“Right?”

“They definitely don’t, I tried.”

“And what are they wearing?”

I dropped my voice. “Oh man, this isn’t good. This isn’t good at all.”

“What’s wrong?”

I shook my head. “Cutting the line like this might really hurt my standing with the common man. Naturally, I’m concerned.”

She snorted.

“What?” I said with a smile.

“Hey there,” the waitress said. She opened the door and held it. “This way, please. We’ve got a table prepared for the two of you.”

“Thanks so much!” Darling replied. “Sorry we’re late, it was my fault.”

“No worries, we saw you riding in from the dining room. Glad you were able to push through.” The waitress snapped her fingers, and the voices that were still ringing out above the town cut off at once.

The birds returned in a blue, feathery rush, and Darling and I headed in behind them with birdsong blasting all around us. The dining room was massive, easily a hundred feet wide, twice that long, and packed with full tables covered with white cloth.

The ceiling was low and crossed with heavy wooden beams, and countless birds rested atop them. Some were sleeping, while others groomed themselves or sang their little hearts out. The far wall was pure glass, and the restaurant sloped downward in that direction like a movie theatre so that every table had a good view of the area beyond.

“Oh, we are extremely underdressed,” Darling said. “And this is definitely not a coffee shop.”

I eyed my combat leathers, skin prickling. I wasn’t as bloody as Darling, but that was mostly because my armor had had time to dry.

The waitress waved us deeper in. “Don’t stress, we’ve got you.”

It was only then that I realized she was a member of Goon.

She looked familiar, too. I double-checked her tag. Her name was Alexandra, and while we hadn’t interacted before, I was pretty sure she’d been face-deep in a blueberry pie the first time I’d seen her.

“Hey, are you one of Sleep’s officers by chance? I think you might have been around when he and I first met. Back at that arena when Goon was still gathering Razebloom?”

“Yup!” she said, over a bird-covered shoulder. “You caught me.”

If I remembered correctly, not only was she an officer, but she’d also had one of Goon’s best records in the death matches they were running at the time.

“What are you doing working here? Just doing it for fun, or…?”

“Partially, but I’m mostly working on my profession and farming gold.”

“Is it good money?” Darling asked.

“Yep! You’d be amazed what you can make by owning a restaurant here. I raced over and opened this location the moment the event started, but I’ve got two sister restaurants back on the mainland. The NPCs tip enough to cover costs on their own, but players will run up some absolutely crazy tabs, mostly on alcohol.

“And there are some other fun perks, too. Cooking recipes you can only get from serving a certain number of people within a short period, rare ingredients that the NPCs will offer sometimes in exchange for a meal—all sorts of stuff. It’s really fun. I used to be a chef, but I had to call it quits a few years back. Standing in a hot kitchen for hours on end just became too hard on my back.”

She scratched one of her shoulder-mounted birds beneath its chin. “It’s a little embarrassing to admit, but this place feels a little like coming home, but without the back spasms, and with a lot more magic and fewer dishes.”

Darling smiled brightly. “That’s so cool.”

Alexandra led us between two large, circular tables. They each had a massive cauldron bubbling away at their center, built right into the table, and the edges were piled with raw seafood just waiting to be thrown in.

But the best sign of all? Both tables were packed elbow to elbow, and the guests were tearing into their food in absolute silence.

Then something unexpected caught my eye. In the corner of the room, a young man with tan skin was staring back at me from behind a pentagonal table with four empty chairs around it.

The sight was positively jarring—while everyone else was packed in like sardines, so much space had been given over to one guy who wasn’t even using it.

Alexandra caught me looking. “Oh, do you know Greed?”

“Hm?”

“That player sitting alone in the corner.”

“Oh, no. The empty seats just looked weird with how busy the place is, but I assume his group’s probably on the way in.”

“They’re not, unfortunately.” She stopped in front of a heavy wooden door marked Kitchen Staff Only. “He’s been coming in for a while now. Was a regular at our first location, but he was the first in the door when this one opened up.”

I threw a quick inspection at him. I couldn’t see another player’s level that way, but his Health and Mana totals were visible, and given that he only had 90 total Health, he was almost assuredly level 1.

His clothing was odd, though. He wore a cloak with the hood pulled so low it covered half his face, and he had some kind of elaborate suit on beneath it, something black and white and styled like a tuxedo.

He tilted his chin up, eyes finding mine from beneath his hood. There was something off about his facial features. He looked normal enough, more plain than anything else—just another random guy in his mid-20s—but there was something uncannily familiar about his appearance.

The player smiled, and a chill ran down the length of my spine.

I glanced away and pretended to scratch my neck. “Looks like a level 1 or close to it? And he’s already out here? Must really love the food.”

“Yeah, I almost wish he loved it less. Kind of gives me the creeps if I’m being honest. He always comes in and reserves a table for five during one of our busiest times, then just sits there and tanks the dirty looks while people filter in and wait to be seated. Wigs me out more than I’d like to admit.”

“Can you not deny the reservation?”

“I could, but the staff would probably riot. He makes everyone waiting on him pretty damn uncomfortable, but he’s loaded, and he always massively overtips. And more importantly, he actually secured all of the materials for this building for us. Offered it all at cost, right as the new area opened up. I thought it was kind of a strange offer at the time, but what can you do, right?”

“Definitely strange, but I’d probably have jumped on that too. But it does feel like the sort of deal you’d make to get your foot in the door somewhere. Money for influence and all that.”

She paused, looking a little sheepish. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to vent. I just figured you of all people might know if that was someone we needed to be careful around.”

“I got nothing.”

“No worries. Anyway, speaking of restaurant perks, we’re heading through here.” She put a hand to the door and gave us a quick once-over. “Darling’s got heavy armor, so she ought to be fine.” She met my eyes. “Do you have a shield or anything by chance?”

“Uhhh.” I drew a pistol and activated Ravenblade Riposte to get my buckler up and running. “Will this work?”

Alexandra made a lukewarm gesture. “It’s definitely better than nothing, but keep your head down and watch out for the soup. It’s hot enough to do some actual damage, and the cheese will stick to your gear as well as your skin.”

“Watch out for the soup?” Darling repeated.

Alexandra pushed into the kitchen without elaborating, and Darling and I followed her into sheer, unadulterated chaos.

The kitchen was a blur of movement and color, with birds diving and banking with ingredients held like fish while entire cauldrons floated through the air and bobbed between the various stations. To my left, a risotto was stirring itself, and I could have sworn I heard the ladle sigh.

I put a hand on Darling’s shoulder and pressed her a little lower. A moment later, an especially large cauldron zoomed over our heads and swerved toward Alexandra.

It looked like it was about to take her out from behind, but one of her birds chittered and she whipped around with a hand on her hip. The cauldron jerked to a stop, hovering some three feet off the ground while its contents bubbled and seethed.

“Hey!” Alexandra leveled a finger at it. “Be nice! And don’t you have somewhere to be?”

The floating cauldron… sulked, somehow?

“Yeah, yeah.” She pointed toward the same door we’d entered through. “It’s fine. Go on, table seven.”

A large bubble rose from the center of the cauldron as if in response, then it zoomed off and floated out the door.

Alexandra sighed. “Moody little things.” She made a flippant gesture and continued deeper into the kitchen. “Knives to your left.”

Darling and I were already mid-crouch, which ended up being fortunate because a hail of chef knives was indeed heading our way. Most of them went high, spinning end over end, but a few of them split around us, then curved back and rejoined the rest.

The flock of blades dispersed among the many prep tables, with about half of them flying over to help break down some kind of prehistoric-looking sailfish while the others got to prepping a mix of onion and garlic and violet peppers.

Alexandra pushed halfway through a door at the very rear of the kitchen and held it open for us. “This is you.”

Darling slipped by me and headed out. “Oh yeah, okay! This is more like it.”

I popped through and onto a long but shallow balcony. The seating was bar-style with blue, plastic stools, and the menu had been scrawled directly into the wooden bar that framed the space. Countless birds were perched atop the bar, though a handful of them scattered to make room for us.

“You guys can sit in that gap there. This is our break room, but I’m the only person working this morning, so it should be dead quiet. Nice view, right?”

We took our seats. Alexandra was right about the view; the balcony offered an unobstructed look at the scarred battlefield below, and there were even spyglasses positioned every few feet, chained to the wooden counter and dangling in the breeze.

The grounds were empty for now, but masses of name tags were gathering in front of the two distant villages.

“Have they stopped fighting?” Darling looked around, one eyebrow cocked above the other. “Oh, she’s already gone.”

One of the birds spoke up on Alexandra’s behalf. “Gone, but still listening. The battlefield’s just getting ready for the next round. Can I get you guys started with something to drink? Today’s menu is to Ned’s left.”

“I’ll just take a black coffee, thanks.”

Darling leaned across me from my right. “Are you going to judge me if I get an actual drink?”

“Never. I’d probably do the same if I wasn’t worried about Frank smelling it on my breath.”

“Can’t believe I’m on a date with someone who’s already married.”

“What was that?”

“Oh, nothing. Can I get a Bloody Mary?”

“Spicy?” the bird asked.

“Very.”

“Good choice. Back in a bit.”

The bird flew off and disappeared through a small hole in the wall.

“Thank you!” I called after it.

A cool breeze rippled through the balcony. Despite the eclipse, the temperature was lovely, and I made a mental note to send Sleep a thank you for putting this all together.

I eyed the battlefield below us. The ground was cratered and still smoldering in places, and I could already picture the two armies smashing together beneath us.

“So you had to run through that, huh?”

“Yeah, but it was full of people at the time. Flying metal, explosions, steam, that sort of thing.”

“I can tell. Look at the way the ground’s churned up.” I twisted around on my stool. “I can’t get over the fact that they’ve got players working here, though it’s a bit different for Alexandra. I wouldn’t have considered a restaurant to be the sort of place you could make good money.”

“You ever wait tables?”

I nodded. “Yup. But not for long, and always with the knowledge that I couldn’t really be fired. So if that counts, then yeah. Otherwise, no.”

“What do you mean?”

“I had to do basically everything growing up. If we opened a new data center and it had a gift shop in the back, then I’d have to run the register for a week or two. That sort of thing.”

“Worst gift shop ever.”

I laughed. “Just a terrible example, but yeah. We did have one with a gift shop.”

Darling rested her elbows on the bar. “I’m really glad we didn’t end up sitting inside. Places like that are really not my thing.”

“No?”

She ran a finger over one of the breakfast options carved into the bar. A few wood shavings came free, and the breeze pulled them away. “This is much more my speed.”

“Ned, to your left,” one of the birds said.

I twisted around again, expecting Alexandra to have returned. Instead, a bright blue bird banked down over the roof, holding a lidded paper cup between its talons. I took the cup, and the bird flew away in a smooth arc.

“Wow, thank you!”

“Darling,” another bird said, “to your right! Yours is a little heavy, so just let them set it down if you would.”

Heavy was a bit of an understatement. Darling’s drink was closer to a vase than a glass, and it took twelve heavily encumbered birds to deliver it. It had a ton of stuff sticking out of it, too: a long glass straw, half a grilled cheese, two sticks of celery, a crab leg with the claw still attached, an entire burger for some reason, a slice of cheesecake, and so on. It truly was a meal in itself.

Darling pinched the straw between two fingers, brushed her hair behind her ear, and took a sip. “Oh my God!” She leaned closer to the drink and took a much deeper pull. The red waterline dropped by a solid inch. Given the vase’s size, that was pretty impressive. She angled the straw toward me. “Try it.”

It took me a second to find the right angle of approach through all of the steaming food, but I eventually managed to take a sip. It really was otherworldly, rich and peppery without being overpowering—right up until the spice hit me. My face flushed so hard that my ears vibrated.

“Holy…”

“Sorry, it’s got some kick.” She pulled it back her way.

“Some kick? I like spicy stuff, but damn. How are you drinking that?”

“I did a study abroad in Thailand a ways back. Got totally hooked on heat for a while there. This is sort of on the upper edge of what I like.”

“The edge of what? Hell?”

The bird that had spoken most recently hopped to the edge of the railing. “Just let me know if you guys wanna order some food. I’m going to set the birds to silent so you’ve got some privacy. Just call my name and I’ll be able to hear again. It’ll be obvious.”

“Thanks!” I said.

The bird nodded and took off. The rest of them stayed put, but the entire flock changed color before our very eyes: the tips of their feathers turned red, and the bright color bled upward until we were surrounded by a group of what could easily have passed for cardinals.

“Very cool.”

“Definitely.” Darling scanned the birds. “So, now that it’s just the two of us, I’ve got something I need to ask you about.”

I took a sip of coffee. It was strong, chocolatey without being too rich. “Shoot.”

She fixed me with a weighing look. “Benitio’s Artisanal Cheeses.”

“Huh?” I said, coffee tilted in one hand.

“Benitio—”

“No, I heard you. But I don’t understand, and also, that’s not a question.”

“You don’t recognize the name?”

I eyed the ceiling, where dozens of crimson birds were sleeping atop wooden rafters. “No, I really don’t.”

“Huh. Okay, then I am officially weirded out.”

“What’s going on?”

She pulled the piece of cheesecake off her Bloody Mary. It’d been suspended on a plastic skewer with a little custom platform, and she set all of that aside and pinched it between two fingers.

“Want some?”

“No. Thanks, though.”

She took a bite and set it down.

“God, that’s good. Sorry, hungrier than I realized. But yeah, so after I logged out last night, I immediately crashed and went to sleep. Nina woke me up at around 3 AM. A car she didn’t recognize had pulled into the driveway. Weird little thing, super small and boxy, vaguely European-looking if that makes sense?”

She tried to take a sip of the cocktail and narrowly missed catching a celery stick to the eye.

“I think I need to disarm this thing a little bit.” She tapped the air. “Think I’ve got… yeah!”

A paper plate appeared in front of her, and she started deconstructing her drink-slash-meal and setting the accouterments out in front of her.

“Sorry, where was I? Little scattered this morning.”

“Weird car in the driveway.”

“Right, thanks. So that name I mentioned was plastered across the car. It’s apparently some ridiculously expensive cheese company?”

“News to me.”

“Yeah. So this little old Italian guy unfolded a ramp out of the car and onto the driveway and started wheeling something up to the door. I thought it was a tire, and I was still half-asleep, so I had no idea what was going on.

“Nina didn’t wanna answer the door, so I headed out to meet him. He didn’t speak a word of English, and when he realized we couldn’t communicate, he pointed inside and tried to wheel his… wheel in, I guess?

“I was trying to stop him because obviously he was in the wrong place, but he wouldn’t take no for an answer. Eventually, Nina grabbed some uncooked pasta and started snapping it right in front of him. Weirdly enough, that seemed to get the message across. He was obviously offended, which I felt terrible about, but he did leave.”

“She hit him with the Italian crucifix, huh? Speaking as someone who’s half-Italian, that’s a last resort.”

Darling laughed. “Ugh, I hate how much she’s gonna love that. You know what the weirdest thing was? It was surprisingly effective.”

“Well, yeah. Nina ran up to some little old Italian man trying to do his job and started snapping pasta in his face at three in the morning. Of course it worked.”

Darling had been finishing off the cheesecake, and she laughed herself into a coughing fit.

“You okay?”

“Just inhaled some pastry, but I’m fine. Makes sense when you put it like that.”

“If you wanna take it a step further, the pasta’s funny but kind of irrelevant. Imagine if she’d run up to him with a rotisserie chicken, then dug her fingers in along the spike and snapped it in half. It’s unhinged either way. I’d get the hell out of there immediately.”

“Very true. He left the wheel behind, too. I guess I spoiled it by name-dropping the company, but you wanna guess what the wheel actually was?”

“Parmesan?”

“Forty pounds of it, yeah! He left it behind, so we looked it up. There’s almost three grand worth of cheese sitting in our kitchen. I imagine Nina’s done some damage by now, but still.”

“Oh, so you were wondering if I was the one who sent it?”

“Well, yeah. The list of people I know who could have arranged that—let alone would have actually arranged it—was pretty short. Basically one person.”

“Hate to disappoint, but it definitely wasn’t…”

I trailed off because I’d just sent a quick message to House asking her to check my accounts to see if there were any new charges over the last day or so.

“Oh.”

“Oh what?”

“I’ve actually been billed for $2,500 worth of cheese.” I scratched the back of my head. “Huh. I have literally no idea how that happened.”

“How much did you drink last night?”

“Not much at all. I had two beers with Goon, but I wasn’t anywhere near DoorDashing several thousand dollars of artisanal dairy. I don’t think I’ve ever been that drunk. At least, I hope not.”

Another message came in from House, asking if Darling had enjoyed the cheese. Then it finally clicked, and I cracked up laughing.

“Okay, never mind, I know exactly what happened.”

“You do?”

“Oh, House. You adorable little fool.”

I sent her another quick message and asked her to send an apology to the cheesemonger on my behalf, then told her I’d pass on Darling’s reaction shortly.

“What happened?”

“Do you remember when House messaged to ask you about whether or not you were cool with us gaming that raid boss a ways back?”

“I do, yeah. She asked if I liked cheese, and I replied that… oh.”

“It’s your favorite meal of the day,” I finished with a smile. “House has access to a lot of my accounts, so… It’s fine, don’t worry about it.”

“Why would she send me that much cheese?”

“Because it’s your favorite meal of the day,” I repeated. “And now you can eat it for every meal, for weeks or maybe months on end.”

“Awwww. That’s completely insane, but so sweet at the same time.”

“Agreed. She asked me if you enjoyed it. Otherwise, I probably wouldn’t have put it together.”

“I’ll have to thank her.” She put a hand to her chest. “I never expected that to be so touching!”

“She’s a sweetheart. Makes some weird choices, but damn do I love her.” I dropped my voice. “In case she’s listening.”

Darling tapped the air. “What was that?”

I half expected one of the birds to reply in House’s voice, “Oh, nothing.”

A horn blared in the distance, and the two armies began marching across the battlefield. Their formations were identical: they both had a wall of shield bearers up front with some spearmen behind, while squadrons of mages made up the rearguard.

“Guess they’re getting started again,” Darling said. “Speaking of choices, do you mind going over the defensive options with me while we’re together? For the Grand Scar fight.”

“Totally. Do you wanna order any more food before we get started, or is that monstrosity of a drink going to do it for you?”

“Definitely going to do it for me. You’re welcome to share. Pretty sure this would feed a family of four.”

To be honest, I was still a little too nervous to eat very much, so that worked just fine for me.

“Cool, I’m good with that. Let me know if there’s anything you don’t want.”

She pushed the celery toward me.

“Oh.”

“Kidding. Here, I don’t want this.” She slid the grilled cheese my way. “You can actually have the celery, too.”

“You’re so kind!”

“I know, I know.”

She scooted a little closer, and the legs of her plastic stool bent and looked like they were about to break. She tapped the air and pulled up the screenshot of the model battlefield we’d taken a little way back and had it float in the air between us.

“Remember this?”

“Yeah, of course.”

“This is what the battlefield looked like before, right? Eight graveyards, two keeps. The northern half was heavily forested, and the southern half was barren. Well, I went back and visited that room again via the teleportation key and learned a couple things. Like we figured, the defenses are collaborative, but it goes a step further than that. Whenever someone turns in a recipe, the entire side gets access to it.”

“Really? That’s pretty cool.”

“Yup. All of those Rituals we saw before have already been finished, which is great.” Her smile faltered slightly. “In substantially less hopeful news, this is what the battlefield looks like now.”

She pulled up a second screenshot next to the first, and it absolutely floored me.

Apparently the Lunar Army had been busy, because the northern half of the battlefield was beyond stacked. It looked absurd; the forest was so packed with towers and defensive bunkers that they couldn’t have fitted another one in if they’d tried.

The area looked more like a porcupine’s back than an actual landscape, especially one that we were supposed to navigate.

“Wow. That’s a lot of towers.”

“Yeah. We do have a few more defensive options of our own to consider, so it’s not all bad news.”

She linked a pair of them.

{Fire Mage Tower} (Tier I Defensive Building)

Description: Spawns a defensive tower staffed by 20 friendly {Fire Mages}. These NPCs cannot leave their positions, but they will automatically attack all hostile targets within 60 yards of the tower.

Players within the {Sunwalker Keep} or one of its pillars may also survey the battlefield from each tower’s point of view. This ability functions like a video call, providing a 360-degree view centered on the tower’s location.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x2,200

Construction Time: 30 minutes

Warning: This structure can only be placed on the {Sunwalker} side of the battlefield, and must be built from within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

{Leadshot Bunker} (Tier II Defensive Building)

Description: Spawns a heavily fortified defensive bunker. Friendly targets who spend at least 10 seconds inside the bunker will also gain the {Lead Shot} effect, increasing the damage of their ranged attacks by 200.

However, this bonus occurs after Attack Power, Crit, and other calculations, and {Lead Shot} is immediately lost upon exiting the bunker.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x4,500

Construction Time: 1 hour

Warning: This structure can only be placed on the {Sunwalker} side of the battlefield, and must be built from within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

“Flat damage on the bunker, huh? We might be able to use that. Shame it effectively can’t crit, but I’m definitely interested. Has anyone found and turned in an offensive building yet?”

“Just one, but we can’t actually place it anywhere. They’ve slammed so many defensive towers and bunkers down that there’s literally no room for anything else. Here’s the pattern.”

{Spellstorm Bunker} (Tier I Offensive Building)

Description: Spawns a lightly fortified offensive Bunker. Friendly targets who spend at least 10 seconds inside the bunker will also gain the {Spell Storm} effect.

Attacks that are imbued with {Spellstorm} will automatically cast 1 of 6 damaging spells upon dealing damage to an enemy target.

{Spellstorm} is immediately lost upon exiting the bunker.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x8,500

Construction Time: 2 hours

Warning: This structure can only be placed on the {Lunar Army} side of the battlefield, and must be built from within the {Temple of the Rising Sun}.

“That’s super cool.”

I scoped out our side of the battlefield. We had a handful of frost mage towers around our keep with a few bunkers mixed in, but on the whole, our defensives were laughably lacking in comparison.

“We really don’t have much, huh? And the build times might be short, but we’re getting down to the wire here.”

“Yup. Only saving grace is that they haven’t built any offensive structures just yet. Not gonna lie, the moment I saw their half of the battlefield, I started worrying that ours was going to end up the same way. So packed that we wouldn’t have room to build.”

Down below, the two sides finally engaged. The mage squadrons were of opposing elements—water on the left and fire on the right—and they both started casting the moment they drew into range.

Most of their projectiles collided in the center of the battlefield, orbs of water meeting fireballs head-on, resulting in a nonstop barrage of steam explosions.

The melee stormed in beneath the detonations, fireballs and water globes occasionally landing among their ranks and launching whole groups into the air.

I leaned in a little closer and focused on Darling’s screenshot. “I wonder if the lack of offensive structures is a pattern issue. Maybe the Lunar Army just doesn’t find them?”

“Or maybe somebody did find a pattern but never bothered to turn it in.”

“Yeah, wouldn’t surprise me at all, given the way the sides are broken down. They could just be super rare, too. Or maybe they only drop for Carries.”

That reminded me of something, so I opened up a trade window with her and threw in the Ritual Pattern I’d found from the last Ascent.

“By the way, is this helpful? Or has someone already turned it in?”

“Ohhh, nope! That’s actually a new one.” She accepted the trade. “I’ll make sure it’s ready before the fight starts.”

“Thanks, Darling.”

“Yup!” She dismissed the screenshots and pulled her Bloody Mary a little closer. “So what are you thinking for the next Ascent? Gonna go Carry again or what?”

“I’m so torn on that. I’d really like to get Frank another buff, but the thing we need the most at this point is time. Check this out.”

I opened up my Housing menu and ran her through my network of turtle shops and the results thus far.

“Wow, you’ve really racked up some numbers.”

I handed her all of my current War Supplies, about 50,000 in total. Pretty much all of those had been deposited into my inventory remotely courtesy of the shops.

“Yeah, we’ve made around 800 sales so far. Honestly, though? This is a fraction of the business I was hoping for. The items we listed for Soul Gems aren’t really selling at all, either.

“I dunno if we overestimated how many gems people would find or if we priced them too aggressively or what. It could also be that the Lunar Army has a use for them that we don’t know about.”

“Still seems pretty wild to me. You’ve already earned more supplies than the rest of Omen has combined.”

“It’s definitely worked out decently enough, and I’m glad we’ll be able to field some extra defenses.”

I took another sip of coffee and watched the battle rage down below. The melee were just shadows fighting in the steam, and the ranged were still exchanging fire, projectiles colliding and detonating.

“The problem is that my gut’s saying it’s not going to be nearly enough,” Darling said. “And even if we manage to figure their defenses out, how are we supposed to navigate through the towers on their side? They’re gonna be firing from sixty yards out, and every single angle of approach is going to be covered by multiple towers.”

I mulled that over with a hand on my chin. It really did seem impossible, but maybe the archers wouldn’t hit as hard as I thought.

“Looks like your Converter will be done tomorrow morning, though,” Darling continued. “That’s pretty cool. I’m super excited to see how that turns out.”

“Yup, and the Parasitic Forge should be done in a couple hours. Won’t be ready for the next Ascent, but I think we can count on it being online before the Grand Scar. Like I said, what we really need is more time. The Sunwalkers were pretty close to getting a win during the last Ascent, so I’m wondering if we ought to ditch the Carry system and really go for it.

“A single victory would probably push the final battle back as much as a day. And we’d also be able to remove a debuff from Helios at the same time. As of right now, he’s still a sitting duck.”

“We’d get a Base Camp of our own, too. And you’d have a ton more time to get Frank up to speed.”

I was about to agree, but then a private message came in from Tyrann. Not only was he willing to play ball, but he’d already finished preparing the item I’d asked for. If I gave him thirty minutes or so, he’d be able to meet me in the Occulted Lands for the final exchange.

“What’s up?” Darling asked.

I sent him a quick reply and agreed, but I stipulated that we meet alone and within fifty yards of a no-combat zone just to be safe.

“Your entire face just lit up. What’s going on?”

I laughed. “Just got some good news, yeah.” I eyed the menu. “I think I’ll grab something to eat after all, if you don’t mind. I’ll run you through the finer details in a sec, but let’s just say our turtle shops are about to turn the corner, and our plans are going to have to change accordingly.”


Chapter Thirty-Five



Around half an hour later, Darling and I finished up and paid for our meal—with a ridiculous tip for Alexandra on top—then slipped out and headed for the building where I’d left Frank.

Outside, the line for the restaurant was even longer than before, and this time we followed it all the way back to the fountain.

Darling elbowed me in the ribs. “Thanks for paying for breakfast. I do have a bone to pick with you, though.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“You still owe me a coffee.”

I laughed. “You never did order one, did you?”

“Nope.”

“Oh, that is devious. I guess my hands are tied, because I specifically promised you one of those.”

“That you did.”

“Then we’ll just have to do this again, huh?”

She shook her head and sighed. “I guess we will. But the real question is whether or not you think you’ll be able to pull off distracting Frank a second time.”

“I think the same thing would probably work.”

I pulled up short about ten feet in front of the tent I’d left him in, then approached the flap when I heard his voice carrying out of it.

“Mmm. Hell yeah. Oh, you are stacked, aren’t you? Yeah, that’s nice. That’s real nice. Look at those calves, hoo boy! Mmm, mmm, mmmmmm.”

She grimaced. “What is this place? Where did you drop him off?”

“I’ll give you three guesses.”

Darling’s reply was instantaneous: “Clown brothel.”

I put three fingers up and dropped one of them. “Nope, but that’s a great guess, and it definitely would have worked.”

“Oh, you are positively bulging!” Frank said. “And I love it. I love it so much.”

Darling took a step back. “I don’t have any more guesses, and I don’t want to play anymore.”

I snorted. “It’s just a hall of mirrors.”

She froze. “Wait, really?”

“Yup.”

“So Frank is⁠—”

“Talking like that to himself?” I finished for her. “Yeah. That’s exactly what he’s doing. It started the very moment I dropped him off, so he’s been at it for well over an hour.”

She shook her head. “Gotta admire the self-confidence if nothing else. He might be trapped in a hall of mirrors, but he’s still able to admire the scenery. That’s honestly impressive.”

“Trapped?”

“Huh?”

“Why would Frank be trapped?”

She raised a dark eyebrow. “Because… it’s a hall of mirrors?”

“Oh.” I slapped a hand to my forehead. “Ohhhh. That makes so much more sense.”

“I’m so confused.”

“You’re totally right—I just realized that getting Frank lost inside was probably Sleep’s intention from the very beginning.”

“How did you think it was going to work, then?”

“It sounds kind of stupid now that I’m saying it out loud, but I assumed that putting him in front of a mirror would be enough to distract him and that it would probably cause him to completely lose track of time.” I pushed through the flap. “But it makes much more sense that Sleep thought he would— oh.”

Darling pushed in behind me. “What?”

“He’s still right here, actually.”

Frank saw us in his reflection and broke off mid-flex. “Oh, hey, Darling.”

“You two really might be spending too much time together.”

“What are you guys doing here?” Frank furrowed his only brow. “Wait. Hold on a second, why are you together?”

I checked the timer for the Ascent and quickly dismissed it. We had about two hours left. “We’re here to pick you up, Frank.”

“For what?” He furrowed his monobrow even harder and looked around. “How long have I been in here? Man, I totally lost track of time.”

Darling backed out of the tent. “That is legitimately spooky.”

“What’s spooky?” Frank asked. “And what day is it?”

“Why are you asking me?”

“I wasn’t.”

I stepped up behind him and tried to push him out, but he didn’t budge. “You wanna stay here, then? It’s fine with me.” I ducked out through the flap. “I guess I’ll just kill⁠—”

Frank shot out of the tent and down the stairs and landed beside me.

“That’s what I thought.”

We rejoined Darling, who’d already summoned her buggy in the street. “So you guys are going to go finish up with Tyrann?”

“That’s the plan,” I replied.

“Cool. I’m gonna go dump this Ritual Recipe off and get it started before it’s too late.”

We watched her go, and Frank was the first to speak up. “Seriously, what day is it?”

I started mounting up, and after a moment of hesitation, Frank followed suit with a prolonged sigh.

“I really have no idea. But it’s the same day it was when I dropped you off. That good enough for now, or should I ask House?”

“Nah, I’m out of pets that could serve as collateral. I wanna avoid interacting with her if possible until I’ve replenished my supply.”

I hopped onto my bike and snickered at the sight of Frank straddling the giant index finger.

“Shut up.”

“Sorry, can’t help it.” I pulled up my map. “We’re just heading to the other side of the Overlook battlefield. The area surrounding it should be combat locked, and there’s a graveyard nearby to speed things up.”

“Gotcha, so we’ll run directly through the battlefield and massacre everyone we see along the way.”

“No, we’re going around.”

“What, why?”

I gunned the engine and took off. “Because it’ll make you sad, Frank.”

He skittered up beside me, mount moaning multiple times per second. “Oh. Well, you got me there.”

“I’m kidding. We’re just going to be on a tight schedule from here on out. I wanna wrap up with Tyrann as quickly as possible, and getting dragged into multiple respawns isn’t going to help us.”

The battle beneath Overlook was back in full swing, so we skirted its edges until we arrived at a graveyard on the far side of the battlefield. It was a simple area, just a small collection of tombstones and moss-covered mausoleums surrounded by low iron fencing.

As we pulled up, Tyrann stepped out from behind one of the low buildings.

Frank chuckled. “Even from this far out, I can still sense his fear.”

“Understandable, really.” I dismounted at the front gate, and Frank did the same. “Alright, give me your Frank axe, and you can go play with the other kids.”

“Huh?”

I jerked a thumb back at the battlefield. “If you wanna go murder some NPCs, have at it. Darling said there’s no death penalty out there, so I don’t see why you shouldn’t join in. I’ll probably have some⁠—”

He threw the axe that was also him directly at my face, then turned and ran, leaped directly into the very heart of the fray, and died instantaneously.

“Nice.”

“Thanks. Just wanted to double-check the no death penalty thing,” he said from my hip, and I felt like his shaft was trying to scratch itself. It was distinctly uncomfortable. “Can confirm that is indeed the case.”

“Cool, I’m willing to pretend that makes sense.” I threaded in between the tombstones toward Tyrann, then lowered my voice. “I was trying to say this before you ran off and embarrassed yourself, but I might have some questions for you along the way. Tyrann said he had our item ready, but I figured that would take him at least a couple days, so I’m a little suspicious of the whole thing.”

“Hmm, I’ll take a look.”

“Thanks.”

Tyrann crossed his arms as I approached. “Hey there. So, how do you wanna do this?”

I shrugged and dropped onto a low tombstone a couple of feet in front of him. “Up to you, really. I’ve got everything sorted on my end. It’s sort of in two parts. I can hit you with the first half, and if you like that, we can move on from there?”

“That works.”

I opened up my menus, located the right file, and flicked it over. Tyrann tapped the air like he was opening it up, though I couldn’t actually see what was happening on his end.

“What exactly am I looking at here?”

“Should be a map of the Occulted Lands.”

“Yeah, but⁠—”

“Those markings are shop locations for vendors that belong to the Renegade Sun, a faction that anyone can trade with regardless of which path they’re on. I dunno if you’ve had a chance to scope out the Lunar Army’s Base Camps yet, but the gear there is insanely overpriced.

“On the other hand, all of the shops marked on that map sell equipment for War Supplies and Soul Gems. Same items you can find in the Base Camps, but dirt cheap by comparison. You can scoop everything from E-Grade up to C—weapons, jewelry, consumables, potions. All of it.”

“Interesting,” Tyrann said, but that was it.

I’d never thought the shop angle would be enough to entice him from the start. All I’d wanted to do was get the idea in his head before I set the hook with the rest of the pitch.

So far, our shops had been somewhat underwhelming, but I was pretty sure that mostly had to do with the fact that nobody knew they were there. I think I’d also misread the target audience by assuming the general player base would talk amongst themselves and share information like Omen did, but that didn’t seem to be happening.

At the same time, I didn’t want to be the one highlighting the shops’ existence, especially not so soon after being outed as Francis. But if Tyrann pushed the shops to his audience, and if word spread from there…

I took a deep breath and decided to launch into the core of our pitch.

“I might as well spoil the second half while we’re at it, though I’d like at least one of the two things I asked for in exchange prior to turning it over. The next bit is an exhaustive leveling guide for the Occulted Lands.”

Tyrann raised an eyebrow, still feigning disinterest, but he might as well have had dollar signs for pupils.

“It’s got everything you could possibly want. All of the new zones are broken down with level recommendations and suggestions for ideal pathing. All of the quests we’ve got information on have been organized into groups and optimized so that they can be completed in waves.”

I was stretching the truth a bit there. The guide we’d prepared—well, the guide that House had prepared with Frank’s assistance—did have a massive amount of information, and it would definitely be a godsend for someone looking to optimize their progress in the Occulted Lands.

But there were also a number of hunting grounds and quests we’d decided to keep to ourselves, and I’d taken full advantage of the opportunity to steer the player base away from some of our longer-term targets.

“Basically,” I continued, “I was thinking you could throw all of this up on your channel. It’ll instantly become the best resource on the Occulted Lands by a mile. I had a friend pull your channel up and match all the branding, and we’ve got thumbnails and other stuff prepared, so you should be able to get it up as soon as we’re done here.

“Obviously, I don’t care how you actually release it, but I figured a detailed leveling guide would fit with the Cult of Information’s MO while also reaching out toward new viewers jumping into EBO now to take advantage of the catch-up event, like you wanted.”

He swallowed, and I already knew we had him. “Yeah, I like the idea of that if nothing else. Can you send me a page so I can check the details out?”

“Sure.” I opened up the file and selected a single area meant for players around level 25, then sent it over.

He clicked his tongue. “I hate to say it, but this is really something. It’s so… meticulous. How did you put all this together so quickly?”

I shrugged. “It was a priority, and I’m asking a lot of you. Is it going to work?”

He laughed, and for the first time, he seemed genuinely excited. “Is it going to work? Oh, man.”

“What?”

“This is going to go positively nuclear. This is the sort of guide you’d expect to have after speed runners have been blasting the game for a couple years. There’s almost no information of this caliber around in general, let alone for the new area.” He whistled. “I’ll be honest, this is way beyond what I was expecting. One last question: you’re fine with me presenting this as coming purely from the Cult?”

“Yep. You can even frame it as a collaboration with Big Frank if you want. Might lend it a bit more credibility from the jump, given the scale of the thing. Or you can steer clear of the two of us entirely and just say you worked it out yourself with your guild mates.” I waved a hand. “I doubt anyone will actually care about the source when the information turns out to be legit, but it’s up to you.

“If you’re willing to work with us on what we discussed earlier, then the information is yours, and you can do whatever you want with it. Just don’t throw Omen under the bus. I don’t know how that would even work, and I don’t particularly care if you end up trashing me along the way, but leaving them out of it would be my one condition.”

His enthusiasm faded somewhat. “I did run into a little bit of an issue myself, though.”

“What’s that?”

“It’s about the crystal you asked me to prepare.” He opened up a trade window and threw it in but didn’t confirm the trade.

I wasn’t quite sure what he meant. It seemed like it was exactly what I’d asked for.

“So what exactly went wrong?”

“Guild’s been quieter than I would have liked, and I couldn’t get the help I needed. This is the best shortcut I could think of. If you want exactly what we talked about before, I can still make that happen. But it’ll be at least two, maybe three days.”

I dropped my voice and spoke to my hip. “What do you think?”

“He’s exaggerating a bit on the timeframe, but I think what he’s saying is mostly true.”

“What about the item itself?”

“It’s not ideal, but I think we can work around it.”

I made a dismissive gesture. “Alright, we’re willing to roll with this. We’ll just say you owe us one going forward since the crystal isn’t exactly as promised. That good with you?”

“That’ll work.”

We completed the trade, and I sent what remained of the information over.

Tyrann tapped the screen, smiling, and I figured he was probably looking over the rest of the guide.

“This is really wild. You’ve even got it laid out so people will be completing fetch quests ahead of time so that they can turn them in the moment they get the quest.”

“Yep.”

“Crazy.”

He pursed his lips, and the moment stretched.

I braced myself, wondering if he was about to bail rather than finish the transaction. I’d considered that a pretty likely possibility from the jump, mostly because letting himself die twenty-five times would come pretty damn close to dealing a death blow to his Renown Path.

And if he did leave us hanging, that would probably push my Tier VI class change back a couple of days at the very least. We already had more than enough in hand where I’d have been happy with the transaction, but I really wanted those Bloody Ears.

Honestly, though? I still didn’t completely buy his recent change of heart, especially given that a shift in circumstance had forced the about-face. It wasn’t like he’d just dropped into a recliner and reflected on the past and the way things had gone down.

Maybe it was the time I’d spent watching his streams that made me hopeful. I’d long since come to the realization that the person he played on camera wasn’t who he actually was, but apparently I was still holding out a little bit of hope that at least a few elements of that character might have bled over at some point.

Tyrann looked from left to right. “All right. Twenty-five times, yeah?”

“Twenty-four would actually be fine. You probably want to take your jewelry off to speed things up. Constitution gear too. You can have someone come grab your equipment if you want. Or I can just return whatever you drop at the end.”

“Doesn’t matter, I banked my valuables ahead of time. Where to?”

I popped a pistol into one hand and gestured toward the far edge of the graveyard.

“Alright. Let’s get this over with.”


Chapter Thirty-Six



Tyrann respawned, picked his pants up off the ground, and reequipped them. “You’ve finished, right?”

Frank snorted at my hip.

“Shut up, Frank.”

He dropped his voice to a low whisper. “Tyrann looked you dead in the eye when he said that, too. So sad, but so hopeful.” He cracked up again. “Man, I wish Darling had been around to see that. She’d have misinterpreted it so hard.”

I ignored him and looted Tyrann’s corpse for the twenty-fourth time. The moment I picked up that final ear, my quest log updated and informed me that my Capstone Quest was officially complete. And better yet, it could be turned in whenever I was ready.

I pocketed the ear and turned to Tyrann. “We’re officially done, yeah.” I opened a trade window with him, threw in a couple of pieces of gear I’d picked up in the process of murdering him repeatedly over the last twenty minutes or so, and confirmed it.

He took the items. “Thanks.”

“One quick question before you go.”

“Yeah?”

“How do you want to handle the crystal?”

He tapped the air. “Hard to say without knowing what you’re gonna do with it.” He smiled, presumably into a window I couldn’t see. “I think I’m fine having nothing to do with it.”

“That’ll work. Nice doing business with you.”

“Yeah, thanks for this. I’m gonna log and get everything up right away.”

He vanished on the spot.

I sent House a quick message asking her to keep a tab on his channel, then spoke to my hip.

“Hey, Frank?”

His actual body was still busy dying in front of Overlook and only occasionally taking someone with him.

“Uh huh?”

“You wanna head back this way? We’re done with Tyrann, and I could use some help on this class change. After that, I want to head out and see if we can power you to level 20 before the next Ascent. Get you into some C-Grade. That sound good to you?”

“Yup, I’m on it.”

“Thanks.”

I dropped onto a tombstone and took a long look at the items we’d painstakingly gathered: twenty-five of Tyrann’s ears, a pair of Ghoulish Eyes, and a Tear of Ascension.

I tabbed into my quest log, and a prompt followed.

Congratulations, you completed your Capstone Quest, and you may start your Tier VI class change at any time!

You may also equip S-Grade items!

An alert followed.

World Alert!

{Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to finish a Capstone Quest at level 50 and enter the secondary level bracket!

Awarding Unique Title: {Forerunner}!

{Forerunner} (Unique Title)

Description: Whenever you loot a piece of A-Grade gear, it now has a very small chance of upgrading to S-Grade upon entering your inventory.

This perk only applies to items directly looted from monsters.

I closed the latest round of prompts, and a Minor Ripple surged out from me and rolled over the graveyard and the battlefield beyond.

Then something unexpected happened: I actually leveled up.

Congratulations, you reached level 51!

You may now select one of three modal additions to your Primary skill!

From this point forward, leveling up will require Ripples to proceed rather than Experience. Larger Ripples will always provide more progress, but the requirements to advance will increase as you move through the bracket.

In addition, 100% of your Experience gains will now be directed into your Subclass. Once your Subclass is maxed out, your Experience gains will be converted into gold and deposited directly into your inventory.

However, gold awarded this way does not count toward your Daily Payout, and it cannot be converted into Renown.

“Oh hell yeah! 51 and a new modal skill on top?” I opened my skill menus and tabbed through them. “For my Primary, right? So I’m assuming that means ravens.”

“That is regrettably the case.”

“Awesome.”

I went to pull up the options, but Frank spoke up before I had the chance.

“Hold on a second.”

I froze with a finger hovering in the air. “What’s up?”

“You should do your actual class change first. That way, your modal upgrades can take your new skills into consideration.”

“That’ll actually work?”

“Uh huh,” he said, but the voice came from his actual body this time. He’d finally rejoined me in the graveyard. “Doing it that way won’t necessarily make a difference, but it’d be optimal, so you might as well.”

“Cool. You got any suggestions for my Tier VI?”

He looked away. “I could probably figure something out if you insist, but I obviously haven’t thought about it yet.”

He scratched his teeth.

“Saw that.”

“Gah. Traitorous little chiclets.”

“So you have been thinking about it?”

He dropped into a seated position with his back to the nearest mausoleum. “Eh, yeah, fine. I’ve been trying to figure out what you ought to do next after my last change. Running the math by having House do it and so on.”

“Nice, man! I appreciate that. But you know I’m still not going clown, right?”

He scoffed. “As if you could even pull off the wig.”

“What do you have for me?”

“You mentioned that you were understandably jealous of the damage conversion stuff I’ve been building around, so I was thinking you might wanna roll with Equivomancy. You’d have to specialize in it, but here’s the active.”

{Forced Baseline} (Active)

Description: You select a single Secondary Statistic from a list of all available Secondaries.

After a 10-second delay, you gain a 1,000 Flat Rating in your chosen statistic. This buff cannot be dispelled, and it will persist until this ability is canceled or until you choose a different statistic.

However, as long as this ability is active, the chosen Secondary cannot be improved or altered by any other source, and this ability will overrule all other effects.

Cast time: 5 seconds

Cost: None

Cooldown: 24 hours

Duration: Until switched or disabled

As cool as that was, I couldn’t help but laugh. “So I’m doubling down on buffing my Secondaries so I can pass them on to you?”

“What? No. This isn’t going to help me at all, at least not with what I have in mind.”

I waited for him to scratch, but he didn’t. “Hold on. Are you telling the truth right now?”

“Yeah?”

“How… I don’t understand. You naturally get a portion of my Secondaries, so how would taking that skill not help you?”

“Here’s the passive, which is where most of the power is.”

{Manablooded} (Passive)

Description: Your total Mana is increased by 35%, and 100% of all damage you receive is now taken from your Mana before your Health. This effect always occurs prior to mitigation.

However, your maximum Health is permanently set to 1, and this value cannot be improved or altered in any way.

My jaw practically dropped. “Oh my God. Are you kidding me right now?”

“I would never kid about bringing you closer to death.”

“That doesn’t seem like it’d bring me closer to death at all, dude. Am I reading this correctly? I’d get 35% more Mana, which would roughly take me from 11,000 to 18,000? I have 7,500 Health, which would go to 1, but if Mana effectively becomes my Health bar, doesn’t that basically double my survivability?”

“More than that, probably. You also have to factor regeneration in. You’ve got a lot on the Mana side, but basically none for Health.”

“Wow. Alright, Frank, consider me impressed. I’m sure there’s a catch I’m not seeing, but you’ve outdone yourself on this one.”

I looked everything over a second time, still feeling like it was too good to be true.

“Oh, hold on. What happens to our Soul Link if I do this? If my Health goes to 1, is that going to screw you over?” I thought about that for a second. “Wait, is that going to screw me over?”

“Soul Link doesn’t depend on your actual Health. It just splits incoming damage, so it won’t change for either of us, assuming you have Mana.”

I let out a low whistle. “That passive alone has me pretty much convinced. Still not following how you wouldn’t benefit from the Forced Baseline thing, though. Wouldn’t I just take Block or Dodge or something? Get a bunch of mitigation without having to gear for it, then pass it on to you?”

“You could do one of those categories, especially if you were actively trying to be respected, but given that you’re you, I was thinking you’d probably wanna go with Mana Leech. We haven’t seen any gear with it just yet, but gearing options should really open up now that you can equip S-Grade.”

“Mana Leech?”

“Here’s the rundown.”

{Mana Leech} (Secondary Statistic)

Description: A percentage of the damage dealt by your spells is converted directly into Mana.

Mana converted this way is awarded over 5 seconds.

Frank spat into the grass. “Forced Baseline would give you 1,000 flat Mana Leech, which would be 10% at your current level. That means a bird that hits for 2,500 damage would give you 250 Mana back at 50 Mana per second over five seconds.”

“It’s basically healing then, right? I’m going to be getting more Mana back than I’m actually using to cast. And if I’m hitting multiple targets with pierce or targeting a group with my blunderbuss…”

“Yep, you could get a whole lot more back. The healing happens over five seconds, though. Not exactly bursty.”

“That’s absolutely cracked.”

“Here, courtesy of House.” He popped a Tome into one hand and threw it to me.

I snatched it out of the air and cracked it open. “Thanks, dude. You really pulled through on this one.”

A series of prompts went out, with one confirming that I’d completed my class change and obtained my new abilities, while the rest had to do with another Minor Ripple.

Minor Ripple Alert!

{Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to become a {Mana Wraith}!

Awarding Unique Title: {Heart of Mana}!

{Heart of Mana} (Unique Title)

Description: Your total Mana is increased by 5%.

I shook my head in awe. “Amazing. Absolutely amazing.” I checked my Experience bar, or more accurately, the bar that had replaced it.

“Looks like I’m already halfway to 52. Not bad, not bad at all. Alright, let’s get the Modal Skill picked out, and we’ll get back to work.”

“Sure.”

I pulled the options up.

{Trigger Mode: Delay} (Modal Skill: Bloody Raven)

Description: When toggled on, instead of dealing damage directly, your Bloody Ravens lodge in the target and deal their full damage over 8 seconds. You may stack any number of ravens within a single target, but adding stacks does not refresh the duration.

Striking a stacked target with a Gunblade ability will instantly detonate all of your lodged ravens. Ravens detonated this way deal 10% increased damage and are guaranteed to critically strike.

Cost: Your Bloody Ravens also cost 3% of your maximum Health per cast

Cooldown: None

Duration: Until toggled off

{Trigger Mode: Fork} (Modal Skill: Bloody Raven)

Description: When toggled on, your Bloody Ravens will split on contact with an enemy target, creating 2 additional projectiles that each deal 50% of the previous raven’s damage. These projectiles will actively seek out a target within 20 yards of the impact zone and will prioritize targets with lower Health.

Forked Ravens also have a 15% chance of Forking a second time.

Cost: Your Bloody Ravens also cost 2% of your maximum Health per cast

Cooldown: None

Duration: Until toggled off

{Trigger Mode: Enhanced Pierce} (Improved Modal Skill: Bloody Raven)

Description: When toggled on, your Bloody Ravens now deal 10% increased damage for every target they’ve already pierced, stacking up to 5 times.

Ravens that pierce at least 3 targets will also Rebound upon striking terrain or reaching their max range, whichever happens first.

Cost: Your Bloody Ravens also cost 1% of your maximum Health per cast

Cooldown: None

Duration: Until toggled off

“These are pretty nuts. Why’s the last one enhanced?”

“Because your ravens already pierce by default.”

“That’s sick, and the rebound component is especially wild. Imagine fighting in a cave or something with limited space. Birds just bouncing everywhere.”

Frank shuddered.

“That reaction alone makes me want to take Pierce. But let’s say I take Fork. What would happen if I turned that Trigger Mode on and shot you with⁠—”

“You’d suffer in perpetuity.”

“Sure, but prior to suffering, you’d only get hit once, right?”

“Hm?”

“If the initial bird hits you, it forks into two weaker casts, then tries to find another target. It’s not gonna hit you twice, right? Or three times, or anything like that.”

“Oh, yeah.”

“So both of the latter ones are really for engaging multiple targets.” I scanned the Delay ability. “First one’s the only ability that gives me extra single-target damage, and it enables a pretty nasty combo.

“Imagine what would happen if I stacked, like, eight birds up and slapped someone with a Gunblade. All those spells going off at once and critting at the same time? The target would pop like a grape. Having my birds deal damage over eight seconds does reduce my burst quite a bit, though.”

“Keep in mind there’s no penalty or cooldown for turning the mode off. So if you’re just sitting somewhere far away, you’re free to switch modes whenever.”

“So I could still snipe with my rifle, then swap to pistols when I’m in close, and Gunblades are a possibility. Yeah, I like it. I think I’m gonna take the Delay for the single-target boost if nothing else. I bet I can use it to help you out with aggro, too. Pair the burst combo with your Redirection ability.”

“Ohhh, nice. I like that.”

“Cool. Am I gonna lock this in?”

“I’ve endured worse.”

I jumped to my feet. “Alright, I need to go play around with this stuff and get the hang of it before the next Ascent. We’ve still got an hour and change, so this is gonna be the final push. Let’s go get you to level 20, yeah?”

“C-Grade, here I come.”


Chapter Thirty-Seven



I put my back to a tall pine and looked my turtle shops over, even though I’d checked on their status not even five minutes ago.

Tyrann’s video had gone live, and the growth was even more explosive than I’d hoped, at least when it came to the weapons we were selling for War Supplies. In fact, we’d sold almost 1,000 items in the last forty-five minutes or so, matching the total we’d sold since the ships had gone live in a fraction of the time.

Still, I couldn’t shake the feeling that it wasn’t going to be enough, and it didn’t help that my Soul Gem listings were underperforming pretty badly.

As Frank cut a Treant spellcaster in half down the middle, he exploded with golden light.

“Jackpot, level 20!”

But before I could even congratulate him, the prompt we’d been racing against for the better part of the last hour finally came in.

World Alert!

The {Third Ascent of Mount Lyona}—the Great Goblin Hunt—will begin shortly!

During this event, the {Lunar Army} will be designated as Hunters, and the {Sunwalkers} will be designated as Prey.

To win, the {Lunar Army} must kill at least 80% of all opposing players within 30 minutes. Once 80% of the {Sunwalkers} have died, or after 30 minutes have elapsed, whichever comes first, the event will proceed to a Bonus Stage that will last 15 minutes.

More information on the Bonus Stage will follow once the initial phase of the event has concluded.

As {Sunwalkers} are very likely to die during this encounter, any death penalties they would normally incur—including item drops—have been disabled for the duration of the event.

This protective effect will not extend to the {Lunar Army} or their potential Carries. However, unlike the {Sunwalkers}, they will be allowed to respawn during the event as many times as needed.

Players who qualify for the {Carry System} may opt in within the next 5 minutes.

Warning: If the {Lunar Army} is victorious, they will sweep the {Sunwalkers} 3-0, and after a short intermission, the event will proceed to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}.

I opted out as a Carry and dismissed the prompt. I’d already decided against it prior to that last message coming in, but the fact that Carries could drop items and Sunwalkers couldn’t made the decision much easier.

And to be honest, a fight where Frank and I could afford to go all out without worrying about being separated felt like a breath of fresh air.

I sat down on a nearby stump and waved Frank over.

He weaved through the relatively few trees that hadn’t been logged and jumped what remained of one that had. “Cold-blooded. I approve.”

“Huh?”

He pointed at the stump, and I realized I was sitting on the corpse of one of the many monsters he’d killed.

“Never mind that. Grats on C-Grade, man. Here.”

I opened up a trade window with him and threw in one of the Rare armor sets we’d picked up at Base Camp, plus a new C-Grade axe and a set of jewelry.

“Not the best stuff we’ve ever found, but taken together, it should be a huge upgrade.”

“Nice, thanks.”

He equipped the axe and popped it into one hand. The weapon was black, double-headed, and extremely heavy-looking, though the way Frank moved it through the air made it look relatively weightless.

Next, Frank threw the armor on, and it snapped into place around him. The set was bright blue, the same color the sky used to be during the day, and the pauldrons were massively oversized.

The helmet was particularly cool, with a pair of long horns and a faceplate he could operate without touching it. He put his hand on his hips and flipped it open, then flipped it closed again.

Then he just kept doing that.

I sighed, smiling at the same time. “Looks good, man. I could do without the garage door-style helmet, but the horns are a good fit. Axe looks good, too.”

He opened his faceplate and thankfully left it that way.

“You want some help going over your pick-ups?”

“Nah, think I got this one.”

“Cool, lemme see. Go ahead and hit me with what you picked up at level 19, too. I might just be crashing a bit after that all-nighter, but I don’t remember getting a good look at it.”

“Sure, here’s what I took at 19.”

{Baton Pass}

Description: You target an allied player within 30 yards and instantly trade Threat levels with them. You may then activate this ability a second time within the next 5 seconds to trade back.

If the target you’re switching with is your {Number One Fan}, this ability’s cost is reduced by 100%.

Cooldown: 1 minute

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 30 Rage

“Oh wow! I love that, actually. That’s going to be so flexible for tanking going forward. Perfect for target swaps and super handy for openers, too. Pair that with Redirection and Ragebox, and your kit is really filling out.”

“Uh huh. And here’s the latter pick-up.”

{Rope Pull}

Description: You pick a target within 40 yards and attach an invisible rope around their waist for the next 10 seconds.

Friendly targets with a rope attached have their movement speed increased by 25%, while hostile targets have their movement speed reduced by the same amount.

While the rope is in place, you may activate this ability a second time to pull them to your current location. However, pulling a target will also consume the rope.

If you pull a target designated as your {Number One Fan}, they also take 30% reduced damage from all sources for the next 3 seconds.

Cooldown: 45 seconds

Cast Time: Instant

Cost: 20 Rage

I hung my head.

“What?”

“Nothing. That seems really useful.”

“Then why do you look so depressed?”

“Because I’m slowly realizing that I’m never going to stop being surprised by the weird shit you decide to roll with.”

“It’s not weird. And I’ll have you know that I was mostly thinking of Darling for that one.”

“I wish you hadn’t.”

“Picture it: she falls off a cliff, and I throw her an invisible rope. I mime pulling her to safety, and she laughs while she plummets to what she believes is her death. And in that moment, while laughing and also confronting her mortality, she falls for me all over again. Then I stop miming and actually pull. She flies up into my arms, and it’s happily ever after.”

“She’d probably bludgeon you on arrival, and it wouldn’t even need to be intentional. Just the weight of the armor alone.”

He smiled, nodding. “Heh. Yeah, she would. I was leaving that part out, though. Felt a little like I’d be rubbing your face in it.” He hesitated. “Wait, why did I do that?”

I hopped off the corpse stump and jogged about ten yards away. “Alright, hit me with the rope.”

He cocked an eyebrow.

“What now?”

“I’m just a little sketched out that you heard that entire story and your immediate thought was: I want that.”

“It’s a movement ability, Frank. We’re about to head into a fight that might very well determine the fate of the moon and EBO as a whole, so I need to see what we’ve got to work with. Use Baton Pass while you’re at it, too.”

“Fine.”

He made a flicking gesture and sent a small, ghostly rod flying in my direction. I reached out to grab it on instinct, but it vanished right before I was about to close my fingers around it.

He activated the ability a second time, and the baton flew back and hit him in the chest, dissipating the same way.

“That’s it for Baton.”

“Little bit of a delay on activation while it’s flying, but that’s not bad at all. Your tank swaps are gonna be super smooth.”

“Naturally.”

“Alright, let’s see the rope in action.”

Frank snapped his fingers, and I felt something tighten around my waist. I took a few quick steps to test the speed boost. It was definitely noticeable, and better yet, it also stacked with the speed buff from his Number One Fan ability, putting me at a 40% increase.

He mimed like he was pulling me toward him.

“Do you really have to⁠—”

I cut off because I was suddenly flying forward, my hips leading the way. I landed a few feet in front of Frank and stumbled before he put a hand out and caught me by the shoulder.

“Thanks, but that’s a weird one. Sprint component is great, but the pull sort of knocks you off balance. I guess if you were pulling a hostile target toward you, that’s exactly what you’d want. All in all, I hate to say it, but I’m pretty impressed with those.”

World Alert!

{The Third Ascent of Mount Lyona} will begin in 5 minutes! The {Sunwalkers} may now warp into the instance at any time so that they may start scouting the battlefield.

Warning: Given the nature of this event, abilities that may assist in hiding, such as Stealth and Invisibility, are allowed and encouraged on the part of the {Sunwalkers}.

However, as the Great Goblin Hunt progresses, the {Lunar Army} will temporarily gain powerful scouting abilities that will counteract these effects.

“They’re getting stealth counters, huh? Guess it’s not just hide and seek.” I eyed the prompt. “I guess we’ll head in early, yeah?”

“Might as well.”

I cracked my knuckles. “Alright, game faces on, Frank. We really need a win here. Gotta give the turtle ships some more time to ramp up.”

I accepted the port, and the world warped around us.

We landed side by side, knee-deep in bright orange grass. Short but wide trees with multiple trunks rose all around us. Their green canopies were thick, and they’d grown together so tightly that not even a drop of moonlight made it through, leaving the area eerily dark while also forming a verdant ceiling twenty feet overhead.

I did a slow circle, scanning the battlefield and wondering what our approach ought to be. The trees would work for breaking line of sight, but that was basically it as far as defensive positioning was concerned. There were no hills, no walls, not even a rock formation that we could put our backs to. We were entirely exposed.

“I’m getting a really, really bad feeling about this.”

Frank pointed himself to the east. “Looks like the forest might end over there. It’s a lot brighter.”

“Good call.”

I ran over, huge leaves crunching beneath my feet, and found that Frank was only partially right about that. The forest did indeed end, but so did the plateau we’d been teleported onto. And that same plateau was floating several miles above the ground. Countless moons floated in the sky around us, and Mount Lyona towered in the distance.

Frank growled and bared his teeth.

I gave him a gentle push from behind. “Don’t do it, Frank. Don’t let the moon win. We can’t afford another ten-minute barking spell, man.”

He sucked a breath through gritted teeth and managed to pull it together, but barely. “Alright. So we’re killing everyone, right? That’s the goal of this Ascent?”

I eyed the canopy. “No, the goal is to not die for as long as humanly possible.” I tried to mount up, but it didn’t work. “Mounts are off-limits. Let’s do a quick lap around the edge of the plateau. We’re definitely missing something here.”

I took off at a run with Frank rumbling behind me.

The floating island was smaller than I’d expected, and it only took about two minutes to fully circumnavigate it. The canopy overhead went completely unbroken from edge to edge, and aside from the tall, orange grass, the interior of the island truly was without any defining features.

On the other hand, we did find some strange structures standing at the eastern and western ends of the plateau: a pair of six-foot-tall golden rings that floated a foot off the ground. After inspecting the eastern structure, we crossed the plateau and pulled up a few feet short of the western ring.

“You have any idea what these things do?” I asked.

“Nope.”

I eyed the closest moon, a lush, green orb accented with bright purple flowers. Two similar rings floated above its northern and southern poles, and a couple of friendly players were running across the moon’s lower surface.

From our vantage point, it looked like they were upside down, and I was briefly reminded of that fight with Redacted where they’d been moving above us across the ceiling.

“Okay, I bet I know what this is.”

I bent low and picked up a rock, but an alert came in before I could test my theory.

World Alert!

{The Third Ascent of Mount Lyona} will begin in 2 minutes!

More friendly players populated across the moon, and then the wave was on, with people zoning in all across the sky.

I hefted the rock to check its weight, then tossed it into the center of the loop. It zoomed off and soared through the air, curving and reaching for the nearest moon.

I tapped a pistol against the ring, counting off the seconds while I tracked the rock’s progress. The moon was probably a half-mile away, but it only took about ten seconds for the rock to reach the other loop and drop onto the moon’s surface.

“Yup, thought so. They’re movement devices.”

“Seems like it.”

I eyed the battlefield, taking in its true scope for the first time: the hundreds of huge, floating plateaus, the many moons, and the countless smaller islands that hovered between them, all linked together by a vast network of floating rings.

“Yikes. This is… big.”

“Uh huh. Check your map. You’ve got a custom one this time.”

I pulled it up and almost wished I hadn’t. “Oh God, it’s really, really big. This battlefield’s basically a continent.”

“Yup.”

A message came in from Darling then. She’d just teleported in, and the wider guild was doing the same. She hit me with a raid invite that I accepted, then followed up with a video call.

I accepted it. “Hey⁠—”

Frank shoved his way in front of the window. “Hey, Darling. It’s me, Frank.”

She smiled. “I’m glad you identified yourself, Frank. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have known who I was talking to.”

I stepped up beside him. “Hey, Darling.” I went ahead and filled her in on what the two of us had found—the rings and the moons and the custom map and so on.

She tapped the air. “Nice. Where exactly are you two? I’d like to get the guild together so we can— oh.”

Frank leaned in front of me again. “Oh?”

She grimaced. “Check your map.”

I pulled it up. Now that we were grouped, the rest of the guild’s positions were marked on my map.

And judging from what I was looking at, they might as well have been on the other side of the world.

“Yikes.”

“You guys are on your own, huh? We’ve still got a couple people who haven’t zoned in yet, but we’re mostly here.”

“I guess we are. We’ll try to head your way if we can, but I don’t think we want to make a run for it. At least we know our current area.”

As I went to dismiss my map, another mark appeared directly behind us. I spun around and found Nina standing behind me with one finger hovering in the air between us.

“You,” she said.

“Me?” Frank asked.

“No, I’m obviously talking about Ned.”

Frank squinted. “How is that obvious?”

“Oh,” Darling said. “Nina’s there too. Well, I’m glad you’ve got some company. I’m gonna drop the call and see what I can scheme up over here. Good luck out there, guys. Lemme know if you start heading our way and I’ll do the same.”

“Sounds good!” I agreed. “Hopefully we’ll see you soon.”

The window vanished, and Nina crossed her arms. “So what’s the plan? You’ve got a plan, right?”

“I do indeed,” Frank answered for me. “We kill them until they quit.”

“Our win condition is to have 20% of us survive for a half hour, Frank.”

He threw his hands into the air like I was the stupid one. “Right, and they can’t kill us if they’re dead. Man, it’s like talking to a brick wall.”

“My thoughts exactly.” I eyed the green canopy overhead, then my gaze drifted to Frank. “Huh.”

“What? Why are you looking at me like that?”

“Why are you looking at him like that?” Nina echoed.

“Do you guys have any green armor?”

Nina tapped the air. “Uncommons? Yeah, a bunch. Why?”

“No, I mean visibly green.”

“Oh, then no.”

“You can stealth, so that’s probably fine. Frank?”

“Negative.”

“Alright then. That’s going to make this a lot more uncomfortable for all of us, especially Nina, but I think it’ll work.”

I aimed a pistol overhead and sent a red bird plunging into the canopy. A few leaves drifted down behind it, and I snatched one of them up. It was waxy, twice the size of my hand, and surprisingly heavy. I held it up next to Frank’s face.

“Thought so. Your skin color’s a perfect match.”

“Well, yeah. Life imitates art and all that.”

“Sure. Now take your armor off.”

He took a long step back. “What? No.”

Nina took her gloves off.

I held up a hand to stop her. “Not you, Nina. You can stealth, so you’re fine.”

She put them back on. “Gotcha. When you said I’d be uncomfortable, I thought you meant with the undressing stuff.”

“No, it’s more about what you’re going to be subjected to, and I apologize in advance. But seriously, Frank.” I tapped my wrist. “Let’s go, clock’s ticking, and we need a win or we’re screwed.”

“You’re asking for a lot of trust here.” He grimaced. “You want me to unequip all of it?”

“Yeah, all the way down to your loincloth.”

“Down to his what?” Nina asked.

Frank unequipped his gear but covered each of his nipples with two fingers.

I slapped one of his hands away. “Stop doing that.”

He covered it again. “No! Especially not after being slapped away.”

“I don’t care that you’re covering them, I just don’t appreciate the implication that that’s going to protect you somehow. At the very least, just cover them with your hands. Using two fingers is weird, even for you.”

I opened up my illusion menu and copied his image.

He just stood there, staring at me with two fingers on each nipple.

“Seriously, Frank, you gotta stop. It looks like you’re pinching them, and it’s freaking me out.”

“Freaking you out? You’re freaking me out.”

Nina cocked her head. “Am I wrong for feeling like this isn’t all that unusual?”

I pulled up my Fabricate menu and altered the illusion, dropping as much muscle and height as possible. I thought about adjusting the color, but it really was perfect.

“Wow,” Frank said. “Straight to the hate crimes, huh?”

“If you hated that, then you’re really going to hate this. Brace yourself, Frank.”

I removed the beard, and he exhaled like I’d just hit him in the stomach.

“Too far, man. That honestly hurt my soul. I feel like I just watched somebody run up to the statue of David and rip its dick off.”

I laughed despite myself. “Sorry, I’m just trying to make a smaller-but-equally-green target, so the beard needed to go.”

Another friendly player zoned in about thirty yards off, then a group of ten popped in all at once. The bulk of them belonged to Redacted, and I even spotted Arty a little deeper into the island.

“I think this should work well enough, but let’s get started before it gets too busy here.”

I opened up a trade window with Nina and threw her one of the temporary invisibility potions I’d picked up back at Base Camp.

“That can’t be used in combat, and it’ll break upon dealing or taking damage, but maybe it’ll be useful.”

After making sure that Frank had a couple of potions of his own, I eyed the canopy, then reached out and grabbed him by the wrist.

“Up we go.”

I activated drift and sent us zipping up into the trees. I waited until we’d punched deep into the foliage and had a snarl of thick branches beneath us, then canceled the spell. I landed with both feet on a single, thick limb and braced myself against a nearby trunk with one hand.

Frank gasped to my left. He’d split the same limb a little farther down and was now straddling it, one leg hanging off to either side.

“What’d the tree do to deserve a taint strike like that?”

He grumbled and sat up. “You know damn well that’s not how that ability works. The taint doesn’t strike—it’s struck.”

“Could have fooled me,” I said with a laugh.

Thankfully, the branches were just as substantial as I’d thought, and the canopy’s structure was more like mangrove roots than separate limbs. Moving through it wouldn’t be easy or fast, but it seemed doable as long as we were careful and stuck close to the trunks.

I tweaked my voice settings so that only my party members could hear me. “Hey, Nina?”

She stealthed down below and turned into a translucent outline. “Yeah?”

“Can you see our tags from down there?”

“Nope, I can’t see you at all, tag or otherwise. You’re practically invisible.”

“My tag’s also green to you, so I dunno about invisibility. I’ll probably be a lot more visible to someone who’s hostile. But I think this should help us survive the initial engagement if nothing else.”

“What do you want from me?”

“Just stay hidden for a bit.”

I equipped my rifle and used the end of the barrel to push some leaves out of the way and make a little window in the canopy that I could aim through.

Down below, Arty’s group had already swelled to a full raid and then some, and while the group was almost entirely Redacted, there were a good number of Corruptia members sprinkled in.

Ersatz was among them, and while I had every intention of helping Redacted out as much as possible, his arrival made me think we’d be better off doing it from the shadows.

World Alert!

{The Third Ascent of Mount Lyona} begins in 60 seconds!

Reminder: To secure a third Victory Point and clinch the sweep, the {Lunar Army} must eliminate at least 80% of the {Sunwalkers} within 30 minutes.

If the {Lunar Army} is victorious, there will be a short intermission. Following this, the event will immediately proceed to {The Battle for the Grand Scar}, and the stakes for the final battle will be revealed.

However, if more than 20% of the {Sunwalkers} hold out for 30 minutes, they will secure a Victory Point of their own, and the Fourth Ascent will begin at 8 PM this evening.

I sent Arty a string of private messages detailing the same information I’d sent to Darling about the ring network and so on.

Arty scanned her surroundings, sent me a quick thank you, then got right to it in a way that made me wish I’d ended up closer to Darling and the rest of the guild.

“Okay, here’s the deal,” Arty called out. “I’m putting everyone into three main groups. One and two, split off and secure the rings. Those are basically teleporters, so instead of trying to defend the center of the island, we’re putting our backs to those and waiting for new arrivals.

“Group three, you’re in charge of sweeping the interior when the enemy zones in. There’s a good chance that they’ll teleport in directly between our two groups, so I need everybody to call out what you see so we can adjust accordingly. If we’re just dealing with people streaming in from the rings, we’ll have group three fall back and float wherever they’re needed.”

“What now?” Frank asked. “Are we just gonna sit here for half an hour or what?”

I scrambled through the canopy, which was a lot more difficult than I’d assumed. Eventually, I found a spot where I could lie on my stomach across three vine-like branches while still having a good view of the floating ring below.

“If that’s what you wanna do. I was thinking you’d wanna kill some people, but if you’d rather sit around without contributing, that’s fine.”

“How am I supposed to kill people from here?”

“With your Impersonate skill.”

“Huh?”

“That ability doesn’t have a visible trail, so you’re free to cast it as much as you want from here.”

He squinted at the battlefield with renewed interest. We weren’t far from the edge of the plateau, and it wouldn’t take much to mind control someone right off into the sky. “Oh.”

“I’ll be backing you up with Corpsebloom, since none of those skills have visible projectiles either.” I licked my lips, thinking. “I guess Corpsebelcher could potentially lead someone our way, but it’s more subtle than a bright red bird flying down out of the canopy.”

Frank climbed a little lower. “Okay, I’m somewhat intrigued.”

“Still don’t know what you want from me,” Nina called up.

“I think just prowl around for a bit and see how things look. Maybe keep an eye out for loot since the Lunar Army can still drop stuff like usual. We’ll reevaluate once the initial wave has passed.”

“Gotcha.”

She stalked away, invisible but for the orange grass bending around her as she passed.

I checked the battlefield timer and popped an invisibility potion into one hand.

“Ten seconds til they zone in. Let’s pop these ahead of time. If there’s a moment when they look up, it’ll be on arrival.” I raised my vial. “Cheers. Here’s to hoping for an actual win.”

He clinked his potion against mine. “Yeah, cheers.”

I swigged my potion, which tasted faintly of lemon. My features went translucent and immaterial, and Frank vanished right beside me.

He counted down. “Four… three… two… one…”

The enemy zoned in, the battle started, and everything instantly went to shit.


Chapter Thirty-Eight



I’d expected the enemy players to arrive much as we had but on a larger scale: maybe thirty or forty zoning onto each floating island at once, maybe even as many as a hundred on the larger plateaus.

Instead, so many name tags appeared simultaneously that the entire battlefield felt like it’d turned red for a moment. The enemy was everywhere, crawling all over the nearest moons and flooding the islands and even blanketing the forest floor beneath us.

I held my breath, grateful that we’d both popped two of our ten invisibility potions ahead of time just to be safe. Pretty much all of the new arrivals were gawking around, taking in the strange grass and the high canopy and the shaded battlefield beneath it.

An explosion of blue light erupted to my left, and the canopy rustled around me. The mob of new arrivals burst into motion beneath us and surged toward Redacted.

Arty had arranged her group in a protective semicircle with their backs to the nearest floating ring. She had a wall of shield bearers and other heavily armored targets up front, with her ranged corps right behind them and the healers in the back.

Another fight erupted toward the center of the island, and I couldn’t help but assume the worst: that Arty’s third group—the one she’d been counting on to sweep the plateau and provide information—had been jumped from all sides when the Lunar Army spawned in en masse.

Frank and I watched the enemy players race toward Redacted while Nina huddled behind a trio of intertwined trunks.

Arty fired alongside her ranged group, and a hail of arrows tore through the incoming rush. The first volley only killed a handful of the foremost players, but the follow-up dropped twenty or more where they stood.

The enemy group trampled their dead, and the two fronts smashed together. Sparks flew, Arty’s line buckled but held, and the forest was filled with the sounds of combat. The Lunar Army’s forces melted away, dying all around the edges of the protective half-circle.

Six of Arty’s casters had quietly been preparing spells from the moment the battle had started, and while they’d already completed, each caster was holding their ability with their eyes locked on Arty.

“Now!” she called out.

Dark portals opened in the air, spinning above Arty’s front line and facing downward. She’d spaced them out in a way that House would have deeply appreciated; the layout had such perfect coverage that it almost looked mathematical.

A hail of large, green spheres shot out of the portals and landed right in front of Arty’s troops. Each portal launched at least ten of the crackling projectiles, and every impact stunned the enemy players within about five yards.

For a moment, the better part of half the enemy group just stood there, their entire formation caught in the massive, AoE stun.

Arty’s line pushed forward, cutting down their stunned opponents like they were reaping wheat. They probably dropped forty people before the stuns were halfway over, then they pulled back as a unit before the next rush could storm in.

The green orbs smoldered where they’d landed, and the tall, orange grass burned away from them into shapes that resembled crop circles. Then one of the orbs picked itself up and rolled out of the crater it’d made.

The other nearby spheres followed suit and stacked on top of each other, forming into burning legs and torsos and so on until six towering elementals stood between the two armies.

I inspected the nearest of them.

{Felfire Elemental} (Level 30 Elemental)

HP: 6,000/6,000

MP: 3,000/3,000

The elementals flashed from green to blue, and the heat became so intense that the canopy wilted and curled above them. A few of the leaves burst into flames, and the entire edge of the canopy followed, smoking and popping and smoldering.

The Lunar Army pushed forward, and the elementals laid into them, sweeping their broad, flame-covered arms like hammers and cleaving lines deep into their opponents’ ranks.

Arty’s tanks stepped up to fill the gaps, engaging everyone who tried to rush in between the blue giants and forcing them away with knockbacks and fears and all manner of crowd control.

Frank cleared his throat. “You think I’m good to cast?”

“Yeah, let’s help ’em out, every second’s gonna matter for this one. Just make sure you’re using Impersonate on people you can actually get killed. That skill won’t give our exact position away, but they’ll know somebody’s close. Combat log is gonna list you as Frank, too.”

He nodded seriously. “And every living person already knows exactly who I am.” He made a series of wildly unnecessary gestures with his hands and started casting at the same time.

The spell completed, and he MC’d a hulking axe-bearer in heavy armor because of course he did. The player’s name tag flashed from red to green, and Frank had him jam a foot in the grass and reverse course with a wide, sweeping attack.

The response was instantaneous; every single nearby player turned on the suddenly hostile target at once and fired on him from every direction.

Frank’s crowd control ability broke the moment the first attack made contact, but by then, the other spells and projectiles were already on the way. The barrage killed him where he stood and peppered his corpse for a full second or two afterward.

“Nice,” Frank said. “That’s 1 for me.”

“Does that really count as a kill?”

He pointed at the axe-wielder’s corpse. At least, he tried to, but the stampede was still on, and the poor guy’s body was little more than a couple of blood stains that were only occasionally visible.

“Of course it counts. He’s dead, and I did that.”

“I dunno, Frank. Seems like a bit of a technicality. If you’d managed to kill someone with the axe-bearer’s weapon, that’d be one thing. But the other players definitely killed that guy.”

He tried to thump his chest but slipped off his branch in the process. My stomach dropped out, but Frank caught another limb and hauled himself back up.

“Ugh, too close, but either that kill counts, or I’m gonna spend the entire rest of the fight complaining about it.”

“Fine, it counts.” I shouldered my rifle and aimed at what remained of the same player Frank had killed, then activated Bonepetal Burst.

Just like Frank’s Impersonate skill, the ability lacked a visible trail, and from our enemies’ POV, the corpse simply started jerking around out of nowhere while people raced over it.

A few of them tripped over the corpse’s flailing limbs, and a couple of the nearest players tried to edge away, no doubt sensing that something was wrong, but there was nowhere to go.

Then the corpse exploded and sent a hail of white petals slicing deep into the crowd.

Numbers bloomed in the air, and the players beneath us dropped in a rolling wave. At the same time, my Venomous Reap passive activated and vented green, poisonous gas across the battlefield.

The damage was pretty low on a per-target basis, but it was hitting dozens of players at once and softening the front up for Arty’s ongoing barrage.

I checked my logs and highlighted the kill notifications. “That’s 17 for me.”

“I only counted 12, and that is not fair and you know it.”

I smiled and studied the battlefield. Arty’s defensive arc was holding up remarkably well. The healers at the back were mostly stacking some sort of AoE heal across the raid, and it was surprisingly efficient thanks to their tight formation.

Still, I was a little worried about the other fronts. The center of the island in particular had gone eerily quiet after that first loud engagement, and it was impossible to ignore the army of red tags swarming over the nearest moon.

Bonepetal Burst came off cooldown, so I activated Propagate, targeted five of the corpses I’d made with that last cast, and detonated them all at once. Shards of bone sliced through the crowd at knee-level, and the entire front line dropped a full foot, then evaporated.

Frank cleared his throat. “You know, counting the dead’s kinda crass. I think I’ll stop, but not for any reason in particular.”

A wave of heat rolled over me. The summoned elementals were dying off, but the wind had picked up, and the breeze was now driving the canopy fire in our direction.

“Don’t forget they’ve got transforms. You can see their classes, right? That perk scales with their level and equipment, so pick your targets wisely.”

“Ohhh, tempting. I forgot about that skill.”

He started casting again, and this time he grabbed a stave-wielding spellcaster and popped the powerful cooldown on her behalf. She swelled to twice the height of the players around her and pointed her staff straight ahead.

There was a moment of hesitation—no doubt the players recognized the transformation effect but were thrown off, seeing that it was coming from a hostile target—then a beam of purple energy roared out from her hand.

A trio of players died to the actual cast, but the knockback attached to it was far deadlier. It sent at least ten of the enemy players bouncing through the orange grass, and five of them ragdolled right off the edge of the plateau and plummeted to their deaths.

Frank got a second cast off and blasted another column of players into the air, then his MC’d target got dogpiled and dropped. He pumped a fist beside me.

“We are officially back to counting!”

I laughed. “Yeah, I’ll give you those.”

“So the score is 207 to 5, advantage Frank.”

“Sounds about right.”

I took aim at one of the corpses in front of Arty’s group and used it to summon an Adaptive Bloom. A massive flower sprouted out of the dead man’s chest and bathed her group in its tricolor glow.

It seemed like the enemy had stopped spawning in, or at least the flood had dramatically slowed. As a result, a no man’s land had formed between the two fronts, and the battle had largely devolved into ranged players exchanging fire and trying to burst their opponents down before the healers could react.

Arty’s group was getting the better part of the exchange by far, but that powerful AoE her healers had been using was taking a serious toll on their Mana.

The wind picked up again, and the canopy fire intensified from a slow smolder at the forest’s edge to a legitimate blaze.

“We’re probably going to have to relocate here shortly, but it seems like we’re doing alright so far. What do you think?”

“I mean, I’m doing fantastic, but I can’t say the same about the rest of you.”

“What?”

“You haven’t seen the counter, huh? There’s a tracker at the top-left of your screen—lets you know how many of the Sunwalkers have died.”

I looked that way and found that, in actuality, we were not doing alright, and it wasn’t close. We weren’t even five minutes into the fight, and 19% of the Sunwalkers had already fallen.

The early deaths weren’t totally unexpected. I’d assumed we’d lose a decent amount of players right off the bat, given the huge numbers the Lunar Army had spawned in with. But knowing that we’d already lost a fifth of our forces this quickly? That was a low blow I hadn’t seen coming.

The death counter ticked up, and an alert followed.

Regional Alert!

20% of the {Sunwalkers} have fallen, and the first wave of {Treasure Goblins} have spawned all across the battlefield!

These weak but elusive creatures will flee upon taking damage, but they’ll also drop several powerful items on death, including a guaranteed Epic!

But take heed, adventurers: all of the goblin-type monsters who spawn into this event will only award loot to the player who deals the finishing blow, and their drops will always scale to the level of the player who secured the kill.

The orange grass behind the engagement bulged, and a small, gold-skinned creature levered itself out of the earth.

{Treasure Goblin} (Level 30 Humanoid) (Rare)

HP: 5,000/5,000

MP: 500/500

The goblin dropped onto its knees, reached into the bright grass, and tried to pull something out with both hands. The earth buckled like he was trying to uproot a stump but ultimately held.

The monster heaved again and again, taking in the nearby battle with short, furtive glances. It became increasingly desperate as the seconds passed, and whatever it was pulling on remained trapped underground.

Finally, the earth gave with a loud pop, and the goblin pulled a purple sack out of the grass. It looked absurd; the sack was twice its size, but the creature swung the giant parcel over one shoulder and skulked away from the battle like it was weightless.

I dropped a skull icon over the creature’s head and spoke into the group chat. “Nina, you seeing this?”

“I am, yeah.”

“Do you think you can drop it and get away safely?”

“If I pop some cooldowns, definitely. But I can only reenter stealth from combat once every couple minutes. It’d be taking a decent swing.”

I clicked my tongue. The creature was pathing toward the center of the island, and the other players were understandably focused on the larger battle. That worked well enough, but the goblin’s current path was totally devoid of corpses.

“Assuming you’re up for it, let’s give it a shot. I want to see just how good the loot really is.”

I swapped to my blunderbuss and readied a Dreadful Grenade but held the cast until the targeting reticle appeared. Tilting the barrel up pushed it farther out, so I played around with the angle until I found a parabolic arc that would see the projectile fire as high as possible overhead before it crashed down in the distance.

In the meantime, Nina ghosted forward along the forest floor. I tracked her movement, keeping the reticle centered directly on her position. I didn’t see any stealthies around, but she was far enough away that I could easily miss them.

“I’m about to engage,” Nina said.

“I’m ready.”

She stalked out from behind a twisting trunk, daggers spinning in her hands. She opened up on the goblin from behind and jammed both of her blades into its lower back.

Multiple debuff icons appeared above the creature’s head: a stun that locked it in place for four seconds, a poison that slowed its movement speed, and a burn effect that dealt damage over time and reduced incoming healing.

Nina laid into it and its Health ticked down, but I could tell she was playing for control rather than burst. That made sense, given that the prompt had said the new arrivals would flee if given the chance, but it also meant she’d be exposed for a longer period of time.

She chained two more stuns and attacked through them, bringing the creature down beneath the halfway point. Then she jumped back, opened a closed fist, and blew some kind of sparkling powder into the goblin’s face.

It shrieked and clutched at its eyes.

“Pocket sand!” Frank said.

I laughed under my breath and checked the debuff she’d used. Apparently it was a disorient, and while it’d break on taking direct damage, it rendered the creature unable to act for up to ten seconds while her burn effect chipped away at its Health.

Nina prowled around it for the duration of the effect, waiting out her other cooldowns while its Health continued to fall. The disorient ran its course, and she dove back in with another stun right before it expired.

A flurry of backstabs and a lucky crit got it down to 20%, then the tall grass to her left parted like someone was moving through it. Two more translucent figures approached from behind her, tall stalks bending away and breaking underfoot.

They approached slowly but carefully, like they expected to be seen at any moment. I waited until the closest of them was about ten feet out, then took a deep breath and fired my grenade.

The projectile punched up out of the canopy, shredded some leaves on its way out, and arced high overhead. It caught the moonlight and sparkled for a moment, then plunged right back down through the trees and exploded to Nina’s right.

My timing could have been better; one of the three players approaching got into melee range and cracked Nina on the back of the head with a two-handed hammer right before my projectile landed.

The fear effect rolled out from the impact zone, broke the other two players out of stealth, and sent all three of them fleeing away from Nina.

But that opener had left her stunned and chunked her Health down to 70% at the same time, and the delay gave the goblin the opportunity to break away and get some distance.

The goblin immediately took off and ran deeper into the island.

“You can bail if you need to—those three players are locked up for another six seconds. I can try to move through the trees in your direction, but that’s slow going, so you’re gonna be on your own if you pursue it.”

“I got this!”

Nina split the gap between two trees, and I lost sight of her in the process.

“Can’t believe that guy was skulking around with a two-handed hammer,” Frank muttered. “What a disgrace.”

I ignored him and counted the seconds down. “Fear has faded, Nina. Smoke from the fire is getting thick up here. Can’t see them at all.”

Nina didn’t respond, so I checked her raid frame. She was fine, at least for now.

“Speaking of smoke, are we gonna move?”

Frank thumbed in the direction of Arty and the rest. The fire had crept a good deal closer, and its leading edge was only twenty feet away. The trees behind it were still standing, but they were blackened and bare.

“Yeah, here.” I reached out and put a hand on his shoulder, then drifted us both another forty feet deeper into the island and deposited us directly above a tree where the canopy was thick and the limbs were sturdy and plentiful.

“Nice.”

“Thanks, but we’ll move manually from here on out. Putting drift on cooldown for movement alone isn’t the best idea.” I spoke into the group chat. “Nina? You good?”

Still no response. I checked her raid frame again and was horrified to find her Health all the way down at 17%.

I only had a vague idea of the direction she’d gone, but I took a chance and Doublecasted Frank and me even deeper into the woods.

We dropped into the tangled space between two trees, and the canopy sagged below our weight. I ended up lying on my stomach with a thick limb across my waist and another beneath my chest.

Nina was staggering backward below us, a swordsman stalking toward her. The Treasure Goblin was dead and sparkling purple a few feet away, and one of the three players who’d ambushed her was crawling through the grass with his Health at 2%.

The hammer-wielder roared in from around a tree trunk, running at full speed. The head of his hammer strobed red, then the entire weapon burst into orange flames. He was out of Nina’s line of sight; she was busy with the swordsman and was going to be caught unaware.

“Frank!” I called out, but his hands were already moving despite the fact that he’d landed in a similar position but was even more twisted up than I was.

He caught the hammer-wielder mid-stride with Impersonate and popped his transformation right off the bat. He swelled in size, still running while the now-familiar green lines surged up and down his body and traced the length of his weapon.

The head of his hammer tripled in size, and by the time the MC’d player reached Nina and the other two, it was almost comically oversized, like he was wielding an anvil on a stick.

The wounded player tried to crawl away at the sight of him, scrabbling through the grass on all fours, but Frank had his captured hammer-wielder deal the finishing blow with a stomp to the back of the head and kept moving.

Nina took a hard slash that dropped her Health to 8%, but she retaliated with a spinning elbow that caught the swordsman in the temple. “He’s stunned for five,” she said, breathing hard.

Frank forced the hammer-wielder to smile, and it was downright creepy seeing at least part of Frank’s face plastered onto someone else. The hammer-wielder stepped up to the stunned swordsman and took a practice swing, stopping the head of his hammer when it was about an inch from his opponent.

Then he swung his weapon like it was a baseball bat. The head of the hammer smashed into the swordsman’s skull and launched him right off the edge of the plateau.

“Your control’s almost up,” I said to my hip. “Gotta get him away from Nina.”

Frank forced the poor guy to take a few long steps to build up speed, then had him fling himself straight off the edge of the world.

Frank canceled the Impersonate skill when the player was at his apex, and all the poor guy could do after regaining control was wheel his arms on the way down.

I spoke into the group chat. “Nina, stealth as soon as you can. Frank, get a rope up around her. We’ll pull her up and away the moment she’s clear.”

Nina darted over to the goblin’s corpse and scooped up the Epic it had dropped, plus a few smaller items. Then she entered stealth, and Frank pulled her up, yanking her off her feet and dragging her straight into the tangled canopy and practically on top of him.

We crouched there for a moment, the two of them breathing hard while we watched the battlefield below.

“Nine o’clock,” Frank said.

I followed his gaze. Another stealthed player was moving through the grass, and a few more were heading our way from the other side of the island.

“There’s more coming from the right,” Nina said between breaths. “A lot more.”

I downed another invisibility potion just to be safe and had Frank do the same.

Nina was right. The handful of people I’d spotted were actually the vanguard of a much larger group that numbered in the hundreds, and they were moving in the direction of Arty’s group.

They moved along the forest floor at a chaotic clip, some sprinting at full speed while the heavier armored players jogged along behind them. Even from our current angle, the atmosphere was decidedly celebratory, and I was about to check my counter before another prompt came in and beat me to the punch.

Regional Alert!

30% of the {Sunwalkers} have been defeated, and {Goblin Soldiers} have spawned all across the battlefield!

These powerful monsters will put up a serious fight upon being engaged, but they are guaranteed to drop their weapons on death!

I clicked my tongue. “It hasn’t even been ten minutes.”

Nina sighed to my left. Frank’s pull effect had left her seriously tangled up, and extricating herself without shaking the canopy was slow going with all the players streaming below us. “They’re bait, huh?”

“The goblins and all that?” I replied. “Yep. Frank’s dad is definitely trying to lure us out into the open.”

She drew back slightly. “Oh, maybe not entirely bait. Look at this thing, got it off that Treasure Goblin. Still a few levels short of equipping it, but damn. The rewards here are definitely tailored to our kits.”

She dropped an item into the chat.

{Fireblight Dirk} (Dagger) (Touchstone)

Grade: B

Item Level: 122

Damage Type: Physical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 190

Magical Attack: 190

Speed: Very Fast

Primaries: +30 Dexterity, +15 Constitution, +15 Intelligence

Secondaries: +10% Haste

Touchstone Ability: {Combustive Toxin}

{Combustive Toxin} (Touchstone Ability)

Description: You coat a one-handed melee weapon with {Combustive Toxin}. Weapons enhanced with this poison apply a stack of {Payload} upon dealing damage to an enemy.

Upon reaching 5 stacks of {Payload}, all stacks are consumed, and the toxin causes one fiery explosion for every poison effect the target is afflicted by. These explosions deal variable amounts of damage and scale based on the potency of your other inflicted poisons.

Cast time: 5 seconds

Duration: 30 minutes

Cost: None

Cooldown: None

Nina cradled the weapon to her chest. The dagger was black and slender, and the entire edge smoldered and smoked. “I love it. I have so many poisons to stack up with this thing.”

“Damn, congrats. Gonna be a hell of an upgrade at 35. Really makes me wonder what a Soldier would drop.”

I checked the forest floor, but between the smoke from the canopy fire and the players flooding beneath us, I couldn’t see any of the new arrivals.

Arty’s voice rang out from a little ways off, carrying clearly over the crowd. “We’ve got more flooding in from the forest! Enemies incoming from the rings, too!”

I scanned the sky above her current position. Countless players were flying toward them, soaring across the darkened sky from a distant blue moon.

The first of them arrived and got stunlocked to death almost instantly. It looked like the rings restricted people to moving through them single file, so the incoming players arrived one at a time with short gaps between them.

That opened the attackers up to a massive amount of focus fire, but even if it was only a single player at a time, that still meant that Arty’s defensive arc was now fighting a battle on two fronts.

Then one of the new arrivals set foot on the plateau and transformed on the spot.

Arty’s group piled onto her, but she still managed to cast that same knockback Frank had used earlier on. A solid quarter of Arty’s formation exploded outward, shield bearers flying deep into the trees, and suddenly there was a giant hole in her wall.

I cursed and sent a Corpsebelcher surging into the gap, but it was too late. As admirably as they’d held out so far, the formation collapsed in a matter of seconds, players streaming in through the gap and dogpiling the healers.

Arty nocked three arrows and somehow managed to drop four targets. “Back through the ring! Everybody scatter like we planned, the hold’s over! Stealthies can dip and make a run for it!”

She backpedaled into the ring and zipped away, moving up into the sky while the enemy players continued streaming in in parallel. Her forces pulled back in a wild, chaotic rush, funneling into the ring one after another, but the slower players got swarmed while waiting for their turn.

My raid frame flashed in my peripheral. Darling and company were still alive, but their Health bars were jumping all over the place. “Damn.”

“Yeaaaah,” Frank agreed.

Nina dropped her new dagger into her inventory. “Didn’t think Redacted would get smushed like that. Thanks for the save, Frank.”

“Uh huh. At least Darling and the rest are still alive.”

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Looks like that might not last for long, though.”

I pushed myself up and started climbing through the canopy, heading west and away from the fire.

“Let’s head away from the blaze for now,” I said. “We need to find a better vantage point, and there’s something I wanna run by you guys before it’s too late.”


Chapter Thirty-Nine



We worked our way slowly and painstakingly through the top of the trees and across the plateau. It was a difficult balance; the canopy fire was quite literally hot on our heels, but moving quickly also risked drawing attention from the many players that prowled the island below.

It took us the better part of ten minutes to reach the western end of the plateau, and while the flow of enemies moving beneath slowed as the fight progressed, it never stopped.

Part of that had to do with the logistics of our plateau. Most of the moons had multiple rings and therefore multiple routes leading out and away. Our once-wooded island only had a single pair, but they served as a through point for multiple paths.

That kept the traffic absurdly high, and for the first time since my early days in EBO, I found myself utterly at a loss as to what we ought to do. If we stayed hidden, the battle would proceed without us, and our allies would continue dying at an unsustainable rate. But if we dropped down to help, we’d be mobbed and overrun on sight.

I stole a glance at the counter. More than 60% of the Sunwalkers had died by now, and we still needed to survive for another 15 minutes.

At the same time, alerts had kept coming in while we’d been moving through the trees.

Once 40% of the Sunwalkers had died, Goblin Architects started spawning in. We hadn’t seen any of those just yet, but apparently they were guaranteed to drop defensive patterns as well as War Supplies, both of which could be used in the Battle for the Grand Scar.

Once 50% of us were dead, Goblin Warlords spawned in, rare but powerful Elites that promised spectacular rewards to whoever dealt the killing blow.

And once 60% of us had gone down for the count, the battlefield gained multiple Goblin Hoards, which Frank had identified as short, open-air dungeons. Not only were these full of Treasure Goblins, but they also had a high chance of spawning a Warlord at the end.

I pulled up my map. The closest Hoard was a couple of moons away, tucked deep inside a distant mining operation.

Nina coughed from down below. She was fully stealthed and crouching between a pair of twisting trunks for good measure. “So what’s the move? Because this is feeling decidedly bleak.”

“As much as I hate to say it, I think we might need to start aiming for the Bonus Stage,” I said. “I just don’t see a way out of this. We could clear this entire plateau and it wouldn’t make a difference in the broader scheme of things. They’re just gonna respawn, and people are gonna keep dying halfway across the sky.”

“Maybe we switch gears and try to snipe some kills?” Frank suggested. “The loot from the higher-level goblins is absolutely insane, and the Lunar Army will probably struggle with the stronger variants.”

“Yeah, that might be the move. Pick up some more tailored gear for my kit.”

Another alert came in.

Regional Alert!

70% of the {Sunwalkers} have died, and {Lootflowers} have bloomed all across the battlefield! Harvesting these rare flowers will always provide one of several rare and powerful items, including pets, and in rarer cases, you may even harvest a Unique Mount!

But beware: if you loot the wrong flower, you may spawn a {Goblin Herbalist}, an extremely powerful enemy that will require at least 40 players to defeat!

Warning: The {Lunar Army} is on the verge of claiming victory and sweeping the {Sunwalkers} in the Ascents of Mount Lyona!

The forest floor lit up beneath us, with oversized roses blooming all across it in red, white, and even green.

It seemed like Lootflowers only sprouted from dead players, and the countless corpses that Arty’s group had left behind had the formerly barren ground looking positively idyllic.

I ground my teeth. The whole event was just bait stacked on bait, and I couldn’t help but wish we’d opted in as Carries here rather than during the previous Ascent.

At least back then it’d felt like we had a chance.

“Alright,” I called out. “Let’s just hunker down and wait it out.”

“Should we just bail, then?” Nina asked.

I shook my head. “We need to see what the Bonus Stage is all about. The first half of this event feels like a backhand from Kline himself, so I’m assuming there will be something that lessens the blow on the back end.” I looked between them. “You guys good for a few?”

“Uh huh.”

“Sure.”

With the fate of the battle all but decided, I switched things up and sent out a flurry of messages with the Battle for the Grand Scar in mind, mostly to Darling and House but also to Omen as a whole.

I’d been desperately hoping for a win to secure a bit more time so I could fully prepare for the fight to come, but that clearly wasn’t on the cards.

We did catch a little bit of a break, though: two Goblin Herbalists spawned on a pair of nearby moons, and for the first time since the battle began, our plateau appeared relatively empty thanks to the exodus of players who took off toward the newly arrived raid bosses.

Their absence left a huge amount of Lootflowers shining across the ground, and while the canopy fire was still smoldering a few feet away, I was starting to see a bit of light at the end of the tunnel.

I finished my prep work, then pulled up my map, increasingly convinced of the route we ought to take.

Regional Alert!

80% of the {Sunwalkers} have fallen, and the {Lunar Army} has officially swept them 3-0!

The {Lunar Army} has been awarded its third and final Base Camp, and more information on the stakes of {The Battle for the Grand Scar} will be provided at the conclusion of this Ascent.

In the meantime, the {Great Goblin Hunt} will now enter a Bonus Stage that will last for up to 15 minutes.

For every minute a {Sunwalker} survives within the Bonus Stage, the individual rewards they receive from goblin kills will increase by 20%, stacking up to 10 times for a 200% increase.

Furthermore, beyond the 10-minute mark, every goblin kill the {Sunwalkers} make will also award alliance-wide Caches that will be distributed at the end of the battle.

I took that in and studied the canopy at the same time. Given the fire’s current rate, we probably had another minute or two before it burned away completely and forced us to flee.

The island beneath us was eerily quiet, but I had to imagine there were at least a few stealthies prowling around.

And speaking of stealthies, one of the very earliest prompts had promised that the Lunar Army would be getting tools to help them mitigate stealth and invisibility, so we probably needed to count on those advantages disappearing sooner rather than later.

I pulled up my map and took another look at the nearest Goblin Hoard. “Alright, screw it. We’re gonna make a run for this Hoard.”

Frank fanned his face with himself. The smoke was getting thick, and the crackling edge of the wildfire had become impossible to ignore. “Yeah? I’m down for that, but that’s a lot of ground to cover.”

“I figured, but at the same time, if it takes us some time to get there, then we’ll have a pretty nice loot multiplier in place.”

“Those Lootflowers are insane, though. I can’t tell you what I’m after, but I think we ought to loot a handful of them at least. Hedge our bets a little in case the Hoard doesn’t work out.”

I shouldered my rifle. “Go for it, but make it quick. I’ll cover you two from above, but I think we’ve got a pretty good window here while the army’s off raiding the Herbalists. Just be ready to make a run for the western ring if things go bad.”

“When things go bad,” Nina corrected.

“Yeah, you’re probably right. But if Frank thinks it’s worth it, we should probably give it a shot. You good with that, Nina?”

“Oh yeah, I’m totally down. Just wanted to vent a bit.”

“I feel you there.”

“We should go before the Herbalists drop,” Frank said.

He popped another invisibility potion and dropped out of the trees. The grass flattened beneath him, and he and Nina ghosted across the island amid the embers from the canopy fire.

The rose-like Lootflowers were largely arranged in two massive clusters near Arty’s abandoned position, and the two of them wasted no time in locating the densest cluster and moving to either side of it.

Frank spoke from my hip. “Alright, I’m about to drop invisibility and become the center of attention.”

I chuckled. “Become, huh?”

“Going.”

“Good luck, I’ve got your back.”

Frank appeared out of thin air, already crouching over a flower. He’d actually picked a pretty decent spot—a cluster of scorched and glowing trunks mostly covered his position from the eastern ring—and he looted five flowers in quick succession.

He looted a sixth flower and tried for a seventh, but before he could, a ball of lightning curved around the nearest trunk and zapped him down to 85%. A player followed, popping out of stealth and charging his way with three more spheres of electricity circling his waist and a wand held high above his head.

I threw up an Adaptive Bloom right behind Frank, mostly to vent some poison and protect him from being opened on by someone else in stealth, then I summoned a Razorbriar Field into the gap between Frank and the oncoming player to slow his advance.

The caster sprinted into the field of steel blooms and slowed considerably. He cursed and launched another electric ball at Frank, but he got a barrier up with plenty of time to spare and even managed to loot another flower before the spell hit home.

The lightning orb reflected off his newly improved fraction of a package or whatever it was, and while the spell fizzled out before it reached the enemy caster, it still surprised him into slowing down and backpedaling.

The island was still pretty empty, and both the smoke and the poison mist my flower was venting cloaked my current position, so I took a chance and sent a Corpsebelcher racing along the ground beneath the blazing canopy.

It erupted directly beneath the caster and stunned him between a pair of corpses, so I followed up with a Bonepetal Burst to put him down so Frank could get back to the flowers.

Nina was looting up a storm on the other side of the cluster, racing from flower to flower, the bright blooms withering behind her.

I gave an incoming prompt a quick scan, and the result had me cursing under my breath.

Proximity Alert!

A {Goblin Herbalist} has spawned nearby!

Nina froze on one knee.

The same red flower she’d been looting snapped open all at once, and a golden hand reached out of the bloom and grabbed her by the throat.

The Herbalist climbed up out of the earth, dragging flowers and roots and great chunks of orange grass high into the air while he rose to his full height. He took Nina with him, and by the time he’d fully emerged, she was kicking her toes a solid ten feet off the ground.

I inspected it, hoping I’d be able to burst it down. And that was a hard no.

{Goblin Herbalist} (Level 30 Humanoid) (Raid Boss)

HP: 2,000,000/2,000,000

Rage: 70/100

Nina’s Health had plummeted to below half, and enemy players were already arriving on both sides of the plateau, soaring in from the various moons nearby.

A cast bar appeared above the Herbalist’s head, but it completed before I could identify the skill. Nina thrashed, then went still. Her Health bar grayed out, and the Herbalist dropped her corpse onto the ground.

I gritted my teeth and turned my attention back to Frank.

Thanks to his proximity to the eastern ring, the new arrivals were touching down not even twenty feet away, and the surge was already on. The zerg rolled toward him, spells and projectiles flying out of the crowd.

Frank raised his shield and held his ground, barriers strobing, axe slashing out with superhuman speed and sweeping deep into the rush. But the mob swarmed over him all the same, and he sank beneath the crowd with one hand extended high into the air, fingers wiggling.

Another caster touched down in front of the eastern ring, then vanished on the spot. Frank reappeared in his place, cackling with his Health at 20%. He jumped into the ring and shot off into the sky.

I pinched my nose and spoke to my hip. “On a scale from one to ten, how well do you think that went?”

“Twenty! I am free and clear! That was a beautiful use of Carousel, and the entire island is…” He trailed off, and I was pretty sure he’d just realized that his Health was dropping. “I’m totally about to die from the distance restriction, aren’t I?”

“You are, yeah. Good thing we can’t drop items in this one.”

Frank’s Health plummeted owing to the speed at which he was flying away. He died in the distance, and his body continued drifting along toward a rust-colored moon.

“Annnd I’m back,” he said from my hip.

The canopy fire was drawing close again, and enemy players were once more streaming below me and toward the Herbalist, so I took advantage of the chaos and drifted over the very edge of the canopy.

“Rotten luck with the Herbalist spawning in, but I think I can probably use the distraction to slip away here in a minute or two once the fight has stabilized. Seems like there are already fewer people flooding in. How’d you do with the flowers?”

“Pretty well, I think. No mount, but I scored another guarantee of personal safety.”

“Another pet?”

“Exactly. Here.”

{Bloodrose Scavenger} (Pet)

Description: Using this item will allow you to summon a {Bloodrose Scavenger}. This noncombat pet has a small chance of looting herbs and other minor crafting supplies whenever it encounters the body of a dead player.

Quality: Epic

“Oh, that pet’s actually pretty sick!”

“Right? I was hoping for a different one, but this is probably the second-best result. I got a bunch more C-Grade as well. Nothing too flashy, but I did manage to replace my entire jewelry set with a bunch of Rares. Also picked up four Dreadflower Bulbs. Here.”

He dropped me a link.

{Dreadflower Bulb} (Consumable)

Use: Throw a parasitic bulb at a corpse within 40 yards. If the bulb makes contact with a dead monster, it summons a {Walking Bombflower} that will rush the nearest player, attach itself to them, and detonate for massive fire damage.

If the bulb connects with a dead player, it summons a {Walking Mortar} that will attack at range for a brief period before attempting to attach itself to another target and detonate.

Charges: 1

“Nice, that’s pretty cool. Glad you got some gear. I’m holding out hope that I can snag something good from the Hoard. Super interested in seeing what loot scaled to level 51 would look like.”

“Uh huh.”

I waited until the canopy fire was mere feet away from obliterating the last stretch of cover, then chugged another invisibility potion and dropped onto the ground.

Staying low to the ground with my head on a swivel, I crept toward the western ring while the last leaves of the canopy burned overhead. The ring was still another thirty yards off, but it seemed like the invisibility effect would last long enough to get me there.

A trio of players landed at the ring and rushed in my direction, and while I was pretty sure they couldn’t see me, that prompt about stealth being less effective as the battle went on was rattling around in the back of my head. They closed into melee range, so I turned sideways and tried to squeeze between them.

The end of my cloak caught on one of the player’s shields as he passed, and he jerked to a stop. I froze, hands on my pistols, standing not even five feet away from the enemy while well over a hundred enemy players engaged the Herbalist off in the distance.

“What are you doing?” one of the others called out, speaking over his shoulder. “That raid boss is at 20%, hurry up! We’re gonna miss it!”

The shield bearer scanned the area, green eyes sliding over my current location. He shrugged and ran off, so I made for the ring but took a less direct path so I’d be out of the way of the oncoming rush.

“Invisibility should still take you to the ring, but it’s gonna drop the moment you touch it,” Frank said.

I stepped up to the ring with three seconds of invisibility remaining. I waited for an incoming player to hit the ground and take off, then dipped in behind him.

The ring flashed and launched me into the air. I flew head-first, eyelids flapping, eyes watering. “Holy…!”

“You can still target people when you’re flying, by the way,” Frank added, and I felt like he was smiling. There wasn’t anyone in front of me, but there was a steady stream of players flying in the opposite direction, with each of them spaced about ten yards apart.

I raised my pistols, flipped my new Trigger Mode setting to Delay, and lit them up as they passed. There was a bit too much separation between the two channels, so my piercing effect didn’t amount to much, but I tagged every passing player with a pair of enhanced birds that would deal their damage over eight seconds.

The players carried on as if they hadn’t been hit, but the first player I’d hit died right before he touched down on the plateau behind me. More enemies crumpled behind him, and kill notifications soon streamed in one after the next.

At the same time, blue numbers appeared above my head and drifted above me while I zipped along. Thanks to the Mana Leech I’d picked up from my last class change, 20% of the damage I’d just dealt was streaming back in as Mana, topping off my resources and providing a healing buffer at the same time.

I kept firing, and while a few enemy players managed some weak attacks in response as they passed, my Leech-enhanced regeneration rendered them completely moot.

“First moon’s incoming,” Frank said. “This one’s a tiny water planet, and we still need to go one more over before we can make a run for the Hoard. Head east when you arrive; I’ll drop an icon.”

“Got it, thanks!”

I brought my legs up as I approached the next ring, splashing down into six inches of cold, shallow water. Up ahead, there were darker spots that looked like sinkholes, and many of those pools had yellow eyes lurking deep within them.

I activated Frozen Heart for the skill’s water-walking component and dashed forward, running right over a series of dark pools and drawing a brief moment of aggro each time. The water exploded behind me, scale-covered monstrosities bursting out of the water one after the other. They snapped at the air in sequence and quickly withdrew, and the aggro faded.

Other than the sinkhole monsters, the moon was weirdly empty, and while I wanted to assume that I’d just lucked out on the timing somehow and arrived behind the rush for the latest Herbalist, some part of me knew that was too good to be true.

“Wave incoming behind you,” Frank said.

I glanced back over one shoulder. The incoming swell stretched across the entire planet, and while it was only about eight feet high, the rolling crest had dark shapes swimming within it.

At first, I thought it was just monsters, but there were actually some enemy players mixed in. It seemed like they’d gotten caught up in the wave’s spin cycle, and a swarm of small, neon green fish were ripping them apart as they rolled on.

“Enemy player at nine⁠—”

He cut off because I’d already put two birds through the caster’s chest.

“Never mind.”

The ice mage had managed to send a spear of ice my way before he’d died, and the projectile shattered against my thigh. My Health dropped to 95% and then crept right back to full.

I cracked a grin, still running at full speed with pillars of water rising behind me. “I love the Leech effect so much, man. It’s just too good.”

About twenty yards behind me, the wave was moving a bit too fast for my liking. Frozen Heart was about to expire, and I knew the shallows would slow me down, but I was closing in on the ring, so I used Quicksilver Thrust to accelerate atop the water and skate across the final stretch.

I gathered myself while I was still a few feet out and leaped headfirst into the makeshift portal. As it sent me up and away, the wave crashed over the ring behind me and rolled on, foaming red.

Regional Alert!

Five minutes of the Bonus Stage have elapsed, and 91% of all {Sunwalkers} have been killed!

All personal rewards provided to the surviving {Sunwalkers} have been increased by 100%!

However, the {Lunar Emperor} has sharpened his gaze, and all members of the {Lunar Army} have gained increased Perception for the duration of the fight!

“Okay,” Frank said, “We’re almost there. This next moon is a big, ugly bastard. It’s kind of a nexus for a bunch of other routes, so I’m assuming it’s gonna be absolutely packed.”

“Gotcha. Hopefully that doesn’t mean they’ll have cleared the Hoard before we arrive.”

“They haven’t yet because I can still see the icon, but I’d be shocked if they aren’t already pushing through it.”

“Ten four.”

I curved around a small, rocky island pocked with tide pools and passed above the heads of twenty Lunar Army members who were giving chase to a single Sunwalker. I swapped to my blunderbuss and fired a Dreadful Shot at the crowd as I zipped by, but I was moving so quickly that I lost sight of the island before the spell landed.

“Damn, I hope that hit.”

An alert came in to tell me the Living Forge had just completed and was fully operational. I sent House a quick message to let her know, then dismissed the prompt and focused up.

“Hey, for that Perception thing that last prompt mentioned, I’m assuming that applies to stealth and invisibility, right? But what about illusions?”

“It’ll affect them too, and I doubt being green is going to help you here. You do still have a massive level advantage over all these guys, so it’s not a given that people will be able to see through you. Here, I’m marking the Hoard now. It’s not too far off from the landing zone.”

I curved around the underside of another floating island, and our destination finally came into view: a huge, black moon surrounded by a vertical ring of yellow dust. The surface was black and covered with shale, and hulking, Soul Gem-powered machines loomed in the distance, ripping up the earth and throwing it aside.

My path took me right through the ring of dust. It was cold, and it smelled like bleach. The Hoard Frank had indicated was there —maybe a couple of hundred yards off—and I was starting to think we had a pretty good shot until I neared the surface of the moon and got a look at my landing zone.

A twenty-foot ring of enemy players had gathered around my entry point, and their bows were aimed my way, spells loaded and ready to fly.

“Oh. I… can’t turn around, right?”

“Nope.”

I flipped Delay off, thinking I was about to be in need of some immediate burst, then aimed my blunderbuss up ahead and fired off a Dreadful Grenade the moment I drew into range.

The enemy group lit me up in response, and while I popped some defensives, I felt pretty damn helpless as I drifted in.

Before I even reached the ground, my Health plummeted from full to 40% under the onslaught. I touched down, and my Heart Vessel shattered and splashed warm water against the back of my neck.

But my grenade had landed, and the AoE fear had created a nice little opening for me. I fired off a single raven with my blunderbuss to freeze some of the crowd in place and got punished by two ranged stuns and a melee attack that disarmed me at the same time.

I popped drift to escape the crowd control and had it shoot me right through the crowd, then canceled it slightly early and Doublecasted it so nobody would be able to time my exit.

Drift took me a good distance ahead, and I hit the loose shale at a run with maybe twenty yards between myself and well over thirty pursuers. I strafed away with pistols drawn and fired deep into the crowd, gunning down entire lines of enemy players.

“Your Health at 35% but rising!”

My spells crashed in, and my Health leaped up with every dark, feathery impact. I threw a Razorbriar Field up behind me and sprinted away from it, but a wide wall of tree roots curled up in front of me and blocked off my escape.

Dropping my pistols, I gathered myself and jumped, kicked off the wall, then grabbed the top root and hauled myself over and back down while spells and projectiles thumped into the other side of the earthen barrier.

The Hoard Frank had marked was only a hundred yards ahead, a long shaft set into the bottom of a deep, ridged quarry. Neutral golems were mining all across it, taking slow, powerful swings with their bare hands.

I pelted across the loose ground while spells continued to explode against the barrier behind me. A handful of them curved over and around it, but the few attacks that did make it through were absorbed by my Mana-turned-Health and quickly regenerated.

By the time I reached the edge of the quarry, I’d managed to get some breathing room and bring my Health back to full, but my Leech effect had largely faded. I stepped off the ledge and half-ran, half-skidded down the shale.

I twisted back around and fired a Dreadful Grenade over the rim, then followed up with some pistol birds for suppressive fire without aiming at anything in particular.

As I hit the first of the quarry’s stepped plateaus, I stumbled and nearly lost my footing, but I ran on.

“Hoard is to your left down below,” Frank said. “You see it? It’s set inside an old mine.”

I scoped out the direction he’d indicated, and the very moment I spotted it and adjusted my course, the small entrance exploded outward. Massive timbers were launched across the quarry, with stone blocks flying high into the air before gouging themselves deep into the shale.

The explosion left a smoking hole in the bottom of the quarry, and a twenty-foot-tall creature in oil-blackened armor slouched out of it with its head scraping what remained of the ceiling.

It stalked forward, dragging two axes behind it, each in one hand, and the massive blades melted the shale where they touched it and put off twin plumes of black smoke.

Regional Alert!

95% of the {Sunwalkers} have died, and 5 {Goblin Emperors} have spawned across the battlefield.

Defeating these mighty World Bosses will require cooperation on a massive scale, but they will offer unparalleled rewards to the player who deals the finishing blow!


Chapter Forty



I inspected the new arrival.

{Goblin Emperor} (Level 30 Humanoid) (Raid Boss)

HP: 13,500,000/13,500,000

Enrage Timer: 5 minutes

“Oh hell yeah!” Frank said. “That’s what I’m talking about! We need to kill that thing right now! The loot, Ned! Think of the loot!”

I ignored him and eyed the mine, thinking fast. The rim of the quarry above was already lined with enemy players, and a sizeable crowd plunged toward me, sliding and stumbling their way down the black, unstable ground.

The Emperor’s emergence was a double-edged sword. Thousands more were definitely heading our way, but a raid boss also offered another distraction I could put to good use.

I popped Quicksilver Thrust and had it shoot me down to the lowest level of the quarry. Towering marble golems toiled all around the outer walls, pushing carts piled with shale or gouging out the walls with their hammer-like fists.

Pistols pumping at my sides, I ran right by the Goblin Emperor before it paced too far out of the mine. The twenty-plus level gap between us meant that it just kept on going, but the players who’d been pursuing us stopped cold, unwilling to draw the deadly creature’s attention.

“Nice!” Frank said. “He’s pathing out pretty quick, though. Assuming he heads to the center of the quarry, they might have enough room to chase without pulling him.”

I nodded and plunged into the damaged mine. Smoke billowed out of it, and my vision was limited, but there were voices in the distance, and they were definitely getting closer.

“Crap, we’ve got incoming from within the mine, too. Please tell me they didn’t just finish clearing it and we’ve boxed ourselves in for nothing.”

Frank hesitated, and for one long moment, I feared the worst while I followed a pair of metal rails deeper into the dark. “No, we’re good! It’s probably just people turning around for a crack at the Emperor!”

The railway shook beneath me, and I put on the brakes while a tall, white shape pushed a cart out of the smoke.

A golem labored by me, pushed its cart to the very edge of the railway near the entrance to the mine, then tipped the cart over and dumped its contents. It shrugged its broad shoulders, doubled back, and pushed its cart back inside.

I took a deep breath. The voices were closing in, and there were a lot of them; I could feel their footsteps vibrating through the railway.

I waited for the golem to fully enter the mine and get a little closer. Then I wound up a raven blast with my rifle and let it go at nearly point-blank range.

The feathery explosion knocked the golem away from its cart, and it crashed into the far wall. A pair of quick pistol birds dropped the relatively weak creature into execute range, then I copied its image, stored it, and fired off a Dreadful Harvest to put it down for good.

I crossed the railway, grabbed one of the dead golem’s huge ankles, then drifted back into a narrow recess in the tunnel where the corpse would be out of sight and clear of the rails.

Once that was done, I dashed back to the railway, threw the golem’s image into place, and grabbed the minecart with both hands. Just as I took a single, laborious step forward, doing my best to match the golem’s gait, the first enemy player plunged out of the smoke with four more running behind him.

The entire group was moving beneath some kind of wind barrier that pushed the smoke away and kept them clear, and I flinched as it passed right over me, feeling like a strong breeze.

More players followed the first group, maybe twenty in all. They talked over each other in their excitement as they passed, but I did catch a bit of information.

Just as Frank had thought, they were heading for the Goblin Emperor, but they also mentioned that a handful of players were still pushing deeper into the tunnel. Apparently, a Goblin Warlord had spawned at the very end of the mine, but it had wiped the floor with every group who’d engaged it thus far.

I pushed my cart forward, head down, my movements tense and glacial. The players kept coming, and I inspected each of them in turn, praying they wouldn’t have a damaging aura or that their increased Perception would be enough to see through my disguise.

A caster emerged out of the haze, hacking and coughing. He did a double-take as he passed me, like he was aware that something wasn’t quite right, but he carried on and out with the rest of them.

“Nice,” Frank said, voice low. “Think that might be the last one for a bit.”

There were still voices up ahead, but they sounded pretty distant, so I adopted a slightly riskier pace with my heart in my throat, praying that an alert wouldn’t announce that we’d made it this far only to lose out on the clear with the end nearly within reach.

Countless goblin corpses littered the railway as we pushed in deeper, and after that dagger Nina had found, I couldn’t help but wish we’d started closer to the Hoard.

Electricity crackled up ahead. “You hear that?”

“Uh huh. We’re definitely near the end. That’s gotta be a group engaging the Warlord.”

“Roger that.”

I pushed the cart over a small hill and reached a corkscrew-shaped ramp that spiraled up into the ceiling. I climbed two full turns with the cart bumping along in front of me, then the ramp ended in front of a long, gentle decline that spilled out into a small, circular chamber.

A group of ten players was engaging with a Warlord down below. They had a healing-based tank with five dedicated healers backing him up, plus two casters and two archers for DPS.

The tank wasn’t having any issues with Threat or incoming damage, but their group’s conservative makeup meant that the fight was slow going, and a quick glance at their healers’ Mana told me the engagement might end up pretty tight at the end.

They must have pulled pretty recently, too, because the monster’s Health was still at 60% and falling slowly.

The cart thumped to a stop, and I bumped into it from behind. Apparently it’d hit some kind of block, and this was the end of the line.

One of the healers glanced back at the sound, saw me standing there like a stone-faced idiot, then went right back to the fight. I moved to the nearest wall and pretended to mine while I watched the fight unfold out of the corner of my eye.

The Goblin Warlord hit pretty hard, but the players attacking it were fully decked out in the same C-Grade sets I’d seen back at the army’s Base Camp. They worked it down into the high 30s, but I just kept mining away, fully intent on letting the encounter’s rewards ramp to the maximum before I made my move.

Then the prompt I’d been waiting for finally came in.

Regional Alert!

Ten minutes have passed within the Bonus Stage, and the rewards that the surviving {Sunwalkers} receive have been increased by 200%!

Five minutes of the Bonus Stage remain, and from this point on, any goblin kills the {Sunwalkers} make will also provide alliance-wide rewards to their entire group in the form of {Solar Caches}!

These rewards are likely to contain equipment and powerful consumables, and they will scale in quality according to the strength of the monster kill that generated them.

However, the {Lunar Emperor} has further sharpened his gaze, granting all members of the {Lunar Army} dramatically increased Perception!

“Stealthy incoming,” Frank said.

I stiffened but kept at it, just punching the wall again and again without accomplishing anything of note.

The stealthed player ghosted down the railway, eyes forward, both daggers clutched in a reverse grip. He eyed me as he passed, and it took every ounce of self-control I had not to drop my illusion and blast him on the spot.

But he crept on, eventually pathing into the Warlord’s chamber and hunkering down against the wall.

“Think he’s gonna try to steal the killing blow?” Frank asked.

“Definitely.”

I scoped out the Warlord’s Health bar. It’d just entered execute range, and its Health was dropping much faster than before.

And the very moment the Warlord dropped below 10%, the stealthy pushed off the wall and stalked forward, moving low to the ground.

I stopped pretending to mine and slouched toward the main chamber. I moved just inside the doorway, dropped my illusion, and deployed my rifle. The tunnel brightened around me, walls bleeding red as my spell neared completion.

“Warlord at 5% and falling fast, they’ve got a lot of executes!” Frank said. “That rogue’s a dagger user—he’s probably going to try to kill it from stealth with a high-damage opener.”

I smiled, adjusted my shot slightly to the right, and let it rip. I Doublecasted a second massive bird and followed up with two pistol ravens for good measure, then burst forward and into motion while my flurry of spells soared in.

First, I swapped to my blunderbuss and sent a Corpsebelcher racing toward the healers on the right. Then I swung my barrel across the room and launched a Dreadful Grenade at the DPS and sent them fleeing so I had some room to secure the kill.

The first of my rifle ravens punched right through the rogue’s back and kept going. He toppled forward, appearing out of thin air right in front of the tank only to fall right on his face, dead before he’d even exited stealth.

A little further ahead, the Warlord popped, and a stream of notifications hit my logs.

Regional Alert!

{Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to defeat a {Goblin Warlord}!

Awarding Unique Title: {Hoardseeker}!

In addition, this kill will also grant all {Sunwalkers} a {Greater Solar Cache} upon the battle’s conclusion!

{Hoardseeker} (Unique Title)

Description: You gain an additional loot roll whenever you kill a Treasure-class Goblin. This ability can only proc once per 24 hours.

The tank just stood there, dumbfounded. They’d been working the boss down 1% at a time, and suddenly it was dead, all of his healers were locked in an AoE stun, and his DPS were fleeing across the room in random directions.

I focused their DPS down first, and I managed to burn them all down before the healers regained control and joined the fight.

The tank slammed into my left side and staggered me sideways.

“Stunned for two seconds, but he hits like a poorly cooked noodle and you’ve got plenty of leech stacked up!” Frank said. “Multiple items on the ground from the Warlord, you still need to loot them!”

The stun faded, and I opened up with a Frank-powered Repel that launched the tank across the chamber and blasted him into one of his healers.

“Blam!” he shouted.

I swapped targets to one of the healers and started blasting but hit a brick wall of resistance. Apparently his jewelry was pretty solid, and the other healers were already shielding him, so I switched to the next healer and tried my luck there instead.

But the pattern repeated, again and again. Every time I swapped targets, the other six players spammed heals on whoever I tried to focus down, all sorts of absorbs and heal-over-time effects.

It was beyond frustrating. Their lone tank didn’t have nearly enough damage to take me out, especially with my Leech effect running at full bore, but the Bonus Stage was winding down, and that Warlord kill had me thinking I needed to be aiming higher with the Battle for the Grand Scar suddenly mere minutes away.

The tank hammered my back with a three-piece combo, but I ignored him completely and switched tactics. I flipped my Trigger setting back to Delay and targeted two of the healers who were nicely lined up and rushed in their direction, pistols barking.

The first two sets caught them both and lodged inside them, converting the damage into a DoT that dealt the usual total plus another 10%, but over eight seconds.

The two healers split apart as I drew closer, breaking the angle I’d been using to hit them both. I swapped to the closer of the two and squeezed in two more spells, bringing his total to eight birds.

His Health still wasn’t falling owing to the heals that were streaming in, but I’d expected that. I switched to my rifle and summoned a gunblade to turn the weapon into a two-handed axe with a massive, crackling blade of black and red energy.

The damage from the axe itself was notable, chunking the healer for about 30% of his life, but the real killer was the activation clause on Delay. The moment the dark blade grazed the player’s robed chest, all eight of the stored ravens burst out of him like startled birds scattering from a copse of trees.

The eight lodged spells dealt the entirety of their remaining damage instantly, with guaranteed crits to boot, and the cumulative effect produced eight individual readouts, all of which were in the mid-4,000s.

All of the healer’s multiple shields popped in succession, a series of rapid, sharp reports, and his Health bar gapped down from full to zero in the space of a single global.

“Next!” Frank said. “Six spells in the healer to your left, blue robes!”

I planted a foot in the ground and changed direction, axe held low and across my body. The robed healer was twenty feet away with most of the group behind him, so I used Quicksilver Rush and had the skill take me slightly to his left.

Accelerating forward with incredible speed, I swept my axe out to one side and scored a glancing blow to the player’s shoulder that nevertheless triggered all my remaining ravens. The birds exploded out of him, and he dropped to the ground while I skidded by and popped a pistol back into each hand.

From there, it was easy. With two healers dead, the group couldn’t outheal the burst damage from my pistol birds, and I nuked them down one at a time before finishing off the tank from behind after he turned and fled.

In the sudden silence, voices filtered toward me, rising from the corkscrew. Given that the Warlords’ locations had been marked for all to see, that previous prompt had just announced my location to the entire battlefield.

“Ohhhh!” Frank said. “Nice choice with the axe! Hurry up and loot the Warlord ’cause we’ve got incoming! Looks like the corpse rolled onto the loot, and I can’t tell what he dropped. Should be at least a couple items with the Bonus Stage boost at max.”

I ran over, activated Repel, and kicked the dead Warlord in the ribs. The corpse lifted off the ground and sailed across the chamber, revealing a huge item buried beneath: a long, black tube marked with green runes and what looked a lot like a trigger to one side.

The weapon was putting off purple sparks, but the colorful blaze was unlike anything I’d ever seen, easily twice as bright as any before it. The fountain of sparks was hot, too, and the heat became almost uncomfortable as I reached for it.

I looted the item, pulled it up, and was rewarded with two firsts simultaneously: not only had we just found an entirely new weapon type, but we also picked up our first-ever piece of S-Grade.

{Warlord’s Gilded Javelin} (Two-handed Launcher)

Grade: S

Item Level: 225

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Epic

Physical Attack: 0

Magical Attack: 1,090

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +150 Intelligence, +80 Dexterity

Secondaries: +20% Area Damage, +15% Gold Find, +15% Magic Find

Effect: While this weapon is equipped, your raven-based spells explode on contact and deal massive damage to all targets within a 7-yard radius. However, the cast time of your raven-based spells is also increased by 4 seconds, and your movement speed is reduced by 35%.

My curiosity got the best of me, and I immediately equipped the weapon. It popped onto my shoulder, and the green circles that ran up and down the tube’s length glowed and pulsed in sequence. The launcher was definitely heavy—it reminded me of trying to move with one of my heavier Dreadflight summons—but it had nearly twice the Magical Attack that my rifle did without rooting me in place.

“Oh ho ho!” Frank said.

“You like?”

“Not particularly, but just wait til you see the blade on that thing.”

“Nice, looking forward to it.”

I dropped the weapon back into my inventory. Picking up the launcher had revealed two much smaller items that had been buried beneath the larger weapon, so I dropped to one knee and scooped them both up.

The second item the Warlord had dropped was a pair of epaulets with a great utility perk stapled on.

{Warlord’s Cursed Epaulets}

Grade: S

Slot: Shoulders

Type: Leather

Item Level: 225

Quality: Epic

Armor: +11%

Primaries: +130 Intelligence, +60 Dexterity, +60 Constitution, +20 Wisdom

Secondaries: +10% Crit Damage,

Effect: While this item is equipped, your damaging spells and attacks inflict a suppressive hex that reduces incoming healing on the target by 5% for 3 seconds.

The third and final item was even better: a pair of gloves that not only offered perfect itemization for my Primaries of choice but also came with multiplicative increases to my already gargantuan Mana Pool and Dexterity-powered regeneration rate.

{Warlord’s Mana-focusing Gloves}

Grade: S

Slot: Hands

Type: Leather

Item Level: 226

Quality: Epic

Armor: +9%

Primaries: +120 Intelligence, +80 Dexterity

Secondaries: +15% Mana, +20% Mana Regeneration

I threw both of those on immediately and sighed in satisfaction as my Mana-turned-Health-pool broke the 20,000 mark for the first time. Unlike the launcher, both items were pretty tame when it came to appearances. Both were made out of dark, high-quality leather, and their seams were stitched with golden thread.

A shout echoed up from the corkscrew. Footsteps echoed from the same direction, and I was pretty sure that five or more players were headed my way.

“We’ve got incoming,” Frank said, “but there’s only three minutes left in the Bonus Stage. I can’t endorse this as a strategy for obvious reasons, but I think you’ve got a reasonable shot at going the distance if you just find a decent place to hide and throw on another illusion. Level gap seems like it’s high enough to cover you even with the army’s increased Perception.”

“Is there a reward for actually making it to the end?”

He vibrated at my hip. “Ugh. Maybe.”

“So you’re saying that hiding might be optimal, but you’d respect me more if I went down in a blaze of glory. Do I have that right?”

“Didn’t need to be said, but since it was, yes. A thousand times yes.”

I eyed the minecart. In truth, I was after a good bit more than respect, especially after seeing how incredibly targeted the loot from the Warlord was.

A couple of the archers I’d killed had died close to the entrance, so I ran back that way and got in between their corpses. I grabbed them both by their ankles and activated drift. I had the spell take the three of us right over the minecart I’d pushed into the room and canceled the spell directly atop it.

One of the bodies landed halfway on top of the cart, an arm and a leg dangling out, while the other corpse bounced off the edge and landed on the railway.

“What the hell are you doing now?” Frank said from my hip.

I ignored him and scooped the other corpse back up off the ground. I pulled it onto my shoulders in a fireman’s carry, then gave the cart a solid push.

The area right in front of the corkscrew slanted downhill, and once I had the cart rolling, I flipped myself over and into it. I draped both corpses over myself, and the cart started to pick up speed.

I popped another invisibility potion—one of only three that remained—then nestled into the cart and wiggled deep beneath the two corpses.

The corkscrew flew by, rafters rushing overhead, wheels shrieking and sending sparks high into the air. The cart almost tipped over around the first sharp curve, but I shifted my weight and managed to bring the wheels back down.

“Oh shit!” somebody called out. He grunted, and the cart rocked like it had clipped him, though I couldn’t see much of anything. “Heads up, mining cart rolling your way!”

“Couple of bodies but otherwise empty!”

“Keep your eyes open! The axe guy’s up here somewhere!”

“Heh,” Frank whispered. “Axe guy. How are those coattails treating you?”

“They’re probably referring to that axe I just murdered all those people with.”

“Dubious. Twenty seconds left on your invisibility. I think the cart should be able to roll all the way to the exit, but I doubt you’re gonna have any invisibility left by then.”

I eyed the counter. “Alright then.”

The chatter of multiple enemy players rose around me, yelling and shouting, but the surge dropped off as I hit the halfway point and continued coasting toward the exit.

Then a pair of players approached, voices carrying down the railway, and it sounded like they passed me only to double back and pace alongside the cart.

“It’s actually going down!” one of them said. “10% and falling!”

“Yeah, screw this, it’s one guy! Might as well get in on the kill.”

The cart’s momentum slowed a bit, and the pair’s voices drifted back from farther ahead. “That Ned guy got a title for killing a Warlord, right? What do you think we’d get from an Emperor?”

“Oh,” Frank said.

I laughed. “Might as well give it a shot, right?”

“Oh, I heartily approve. Ten seconds left on your invisibility.”

I let the potion run its full course, popped my head out to make sure nobody was nearby, then struggled out from beneath the bodies. I sat up and equipped my launcher, resting the enormous tube on the edge of the cart. Then I started up a raven.

The ring closest to the trigger spun and gradually warmed from green to red, and the runes farther along the barrel followed suit as the spell crept toward completion. By the time the spell finished, the tube was vibrating so hard that the cart was shaking along with it.

Green light flooded the shale up ahead, and the cart shot out of the mine and hit the block at the end of the railway. I’d been waiting for that, and I flew into the air with my cannon at the ready.

The scene below was far busier than I’d expected, and for a moment, it felt like time slowed down while I hung in the air with two corpses tumbling alongside me to my left and right.

Ten feet below and at the center of the quarry, the Goblin Emperor stood tall amidst a sea of hostile players.

The Lunar Army either didn’t have a tank capable of weathering the creature’s attacks or they’d already died earlier in the attempt, but their sheer numbers made it a moot point. The Emperor was just blurring from target to target, killing everything its smoking axes touched with a single hit.

Each strike left a ribbon of dark smoke hanging in the air, and his sweeping attacks lifted whole groups off the ground and sent them tumbling through the air.

I checked his Health. It was still at 5%, which was way too high for me to burst down, given its massive Health pool. I changed targets in midair, shifting my launcher slightly behind the monster and picking the spot where the melee were attacking from and where the enemy forces were most densely packed.

I fired, and a raven the size of a cruise missile ripped out of the tube and spread its wings. There was no recoil at all—some kind of counterblast had exploded out of the back of the tube at the same time—so I aimed a little higher and Doublecasted a second raven. Both projectiles changed course and arced into the air, flying high above the battlefield.

Finally, I landed some twenty feet outside the mineshaft, tucked into a tight roll, and came up with my pistols out. I fired deep into the packed crowd, taking great care not to hit the Emperor himself just yet.

“Emperor at 4%!” Frank said.

I nodded and kept blasting away. Thinning the Lunar Army out wasn’t going to make a difference. There were already hundreds of players ringed up around the Emperor, and countless more were flooding down the shale walls of the quarry and hurdling toward us. For now, all I was trying to do was to hit as many people as possible so I could ramp my Leech.

Up ahead and to the left of the formation, my two launcher birds dove out of the moonlit clouds above and smashed into the crowd, detonating a half-second apart.

The blasts went far beyond my expectations, deleting two perfect, almost overlapping circles on contact. The red and purple explosions that followed left my ears ringing, and the pressure wave knocked me back a step despite the distance.

Still, the Emperor’s Health was steadily falling, and hardly anyone had looked my way just yet. They probably assumed that he’d caused the explosions, or maybe their collective greed meant they were unwilling to switch to a target that wouldn’t drop items, given the Emperor was so close to dying right in front of them.

His Health was at 3%, and I’d already caused plenty of kills, so I turned on Delay, summoned my minigun, and laid waste to the rear of the formation.

I ran along the circle’s outer edge, angling every piercing shot so that they’d rip through the crowd and eventually hit the Emperor himself.

I popped Wings to amp the damage, and players died all around the formation, melting in a wave from left to right as the damage-over-time effect stacked up again and again. The aggro began to build, and I could tell the Emperor would be charging my way at any moment.

Something shifted then, whether it was the wave of deaths or the steady flow of birds or the roar of my minigun, and multiple players abandoned the fight and rushed my way.

But the minigun had already done its work; in the last ten seconds or so, I’d managed to lodge forty individual birds in the giant creature. The amount of damage rolling in had also finally convinced the Emperor to turn and lope toward me, dragging both its axes behind it.

Backpedaling, I raked the incoming crowd from side to side, dropping players by the score while also amping my raven stacks on the Emperor up to nearly seventy birds. But my earlier casts were starting to fall off, having already dealt the bulk of their damage.

“Boss at 2% and falling, but we have massive incoming!” Frank said.

All of my Threat vanished at once. At first, I panicked, thinking someone had managed to steal the kill. In reality, one of the Lunar Army’s tanks had just taunted the boss off me and was running away, trying to pull it deeper into the crowd.

“Crap!” Frank said.

I switched to my launcher and popped Final Charge, knowing I’d need the CC immunity given the scale of the fight. The huge weapon warped in my hands, its back end shrinking and pulling into a long, narrow hilt. The other side of the tube flattened and stretched but kept its width. Another shape swelled in my offhand, a triangular plate of metal that appeared out of thin air.

When the transformation was over, I was left holding a six-foot-long greatsword in one hand and a black tower shield in the other. The blade was black like the launcher before it, but it was almost weightless.

A glow that alternated between red and purple wrapped around the swords’ outer edge, creeping up from one side of the hilt and running all the way up to the blade’s broad point and down the other side like the teeth of a chainsaw.

The shield was equally light, about three feet long and two feet wide, and was attached to my forearm with a series of leather straps.

“On your right!” Frank said.

I stabbed out without thinking and skewered a player right out of the air. The damage from the sword itself was high enough—that single, piercing hit struck for about 2,500, more than 70% of the player’s total Health—but the real damage was in the explosions that followed.

I didn’t even realize I’d lodged some birds in the poor guy, but five of them exploded out of his torso and left him thrashing in the air like his chest was full of firecrackers and we’d just set them off.

I rushed toward the retreating boss and into the fray, cutting down whole squads of incoming players with wide, sweeping strikes. Every hit set off a chain of explosions, and while my Leech was spiking entirely out of control, the boss’ Health was falling faster than I’d have liked, and I was losing ground to boot.

“Gotta admit,” Frank said with a laugh, “turduckening people is a lot more entertaining than I thought it’d be.”

I blocked a hammer swing with my shield. The massive barrier absorbed the momentum of the attack completely, and the only indication I’d been struck at all was the puff of black feathers the shield put off.

“I think that’d be more like cramming people into people, man.”

“Huh. I’m appalled, but also intrigued.”

I kept swinging, kept pushing, kept losing ground. My entire plan had been to get in close and hit the Emperor with a gunblade to detonate all of my stored ravens so that the resulting burst would secure the kill, but I was well out of range.

At the same time, swapping back to my pistols was a no-go. My Leech effect was keeping me alive despite the onslaught of attacks that were pouring in, but I’d lose my crowd control immunity upon dropping Final Charge. Leech or not, that’d prove fatal in a matter of seconds.

Multiple spells exploded off my back, pushing me forward. I cut three melee players down with a horizontal swing, birds flying all around me, corpses tumbling through the air.

“1%!” Frank said. “It’s gonna drop, getting way out there!”

More players flooded into the gap I’d made. There were just too many of them.

I took a deep breath, mentally dropped the shield, then gripped the burning sword with both hands. I planted a foot, then swung at waist-level and activated Throw Gunblade at the same time to launch a massive arc of crackling energy deep into the ground.

It ripped through the first ten players, and they exploded like cluster bombs behind it, birds ripping out of their bodies and scattering into the air, leaving corpses falling to the ground behind them.

The skill unequipped my weapon and canceled my Final Charge, so I followed up with a Quicksilver Thrust. I shot forward into the long gap the arc had carved and came to a stop a few feet behind the Goblin Emperor.

But before I could act, my vision went red. At first, I thought I’d been hit by some kind of crowd control the moment I’d dropped Final Charge, maybe a blind, but that wasn’t it.

In truth, the gunblade arc had just made contact with the Emperor, and so many birds had exploded out of him that there was no room between them. The red projectiles had simply stacked up and blurred together, forming a burning, expanding sphere of crimson light that had me feeling like I was staring into a makeshift sun.

Even though I’d been after the burst of damage that followed from the start, the sheer scale and spectacle of the explosion still caught me off guard. There’d been about forty-five ravens still ticking away inside the boss at the moment my arc crashed home, and detonating them all at once quite literally ripped the Emperor apart.

When the nova of light faded, I stood at the center of the stunned crowd with about five yards to every side of me, and all that remained of the Goblin Emperor was a pair of tall, smoking boots.

Regional Alert!

{Ned, The Piratical} is the first player to defeat a {Goblin Emperor}!

Awarding Unique Title: {Goblin Heir}!

{Goblin Heir} (Unique Title)

Description: You have 15% additional Magic Find when fighting humanoid enemies.

The crowd was still temporarily transfixed by the sudden influx of information, so I ducked low and started looting the sparkling cornucopia of gear it had left behind. There were five items in all, and I scooped four of them up in quick succession and lunged for the fifth, a cloth sack that was venting hot, orange sparks from a few feet away.

Then something hit me in the back of the head, and I saw stars. My Health plummeted, I couldn’t move, and more crowd control effects piled on top: fears and disarms and silences and roots.

The damage pulled even with my Leech effect, then ramped up and exceeded it. I couldn’t budge. In fact, I could barely breathe, and the spells and projectiles and attacks were coming so fast that they rendered me completely blind. At the same time, vibrations wracked my body, and I watched my formerly untouchable Health bar plunge from full to under half in a matter of seconds.

The stuns faded, and I regained control with less than 10% of my Health remaining, though I was still silenced. I dove onto the ground with one hand extended and wrapped my fingers around the sparking parcel.

As I did, two prompts came in, appearing back to back with only a split second between them.

You received {Goblin Emperor’s Regalia: Ruler’s Mark}!

You died!


Chapter Forty-One



World Alert!

The {Lunar Army} has claimed total victory in the {Ascents of Mount Lyona} with a 3-0 sweep, and they have been granted their third and final Base Camp!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} will begin in 20 minutes, and if the {Lunar Army} once again proves victorious, the Emperor’s Eclipse will last for 5 additional days.

However, if the {Sunwalkers} are victorious, the Eclipse will end immediately, and the Lunar Emperor’s Endgame event will immediately transition to its penultimate phase.

A second alert pertaining to the looming battle came in while I was still lying dead on the ground with hundreds of people celebrating all around me.

Personal Alert!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} will begin in 20 minutes, but you may teleport to the battlefield at any time.

However, all combat will be disabled until the battle begins, and you will only have access to the {Sunwalker} side of the battlefield.

I didn’t see any reason to hang around or return to where Frank and I had been grinding, so I took the teleport and ended up in a snow-covered forest with a wall of wavering light blocking my path.

Frank appeared to my left, and the snow crunched beneath his weight. “Very nice.”

“Definitely feels like that went as well as possible given the format, but it’s a little hard to believe we’re already here. I can’t believe we actually lost.”

“Yeah, but the Emperor kill with the bonus maxed out was a serious win. Between that and the Warlord kill, every Sunwalker got two Caches to crack open. That amount of gear should help a lot on the whole.”

“Agreed.”

I reached out and touched the translucent wall. It rippled, and I almost felt like I could make out the battlefield beyond.

“So what’s the deal here? I guess this wall is blocking off the Lunar Army section of the map?”

“Uh huh. The battlefield’s roughly mirrored, at least in terms of starting locations and the keeps and all that. We should still be able to get an idea of what we’re up against by wandering around for a bit. But more importantly, what’d you get for loot?”

Grinning, I jogged between some snow-capped pines and headed for the nearest tower.

“Let’s see. I was so desperate to scoop it all up that I never got much of a look at any of it.”

I pulled all five items up: a pair of boots, a ring, some kind of consumable, plus two items that I couldn’t make heads or tails of.

“Boots first. Here you go.”

{Greedrunner’s Prized Boots)

Grade: S

Slot: Feet

Type: Leather

Item Level: 220

Quality: Epic

Armor: +10%

Primaries: +120 Intelligence, +150 Dexterity

Secondaries: +15% Gold Find, +15% Magic Find

Effect: While these boots are equipped, all of your movement abilities also create an explosion of {Fake Gold Coins} upon activation.

The coins deal no damage and only persist for 5 seconds, but any monsters that make direct contact with the coins will be blinded and rendered unable to act or move for 10 seconds.

If an enemy player attempts to pick up a coin, they will also be blinded for 10 seconds.

“Damn,” Frank said.

“Yeah, that’s nuts.” I threw the boots on and activated drift, then instantly killed the spell. Gold coins materialized out of thin air and landed at my feet in a shimmering ring.

It looked just like dropped currency, all the way down to the inspection details. I bent low and tried to pick one of them up, but the coin vanished the moment I touched it.

“Very cool. Doubt we’ll catch many players with that, but it’s a killer zoning tool for PvE if nothing else. Here’s the ring.”

{Emperor’s Pinky Ring)

Grade: S

Slot: Finger

Item Level: 220

Quality: Epic

Magical Defense: +30%

Primaries: -30 Intelligence, -30 Strength, -30 Dexterity, -90 Constitution

Secondaries: +20% Magic Find

Effect: While this item is equipped, your Magic Find statistic also contributes to Gold Find and vice versa.

I equipped the item. “We’re seeing a lot of Magic Find all of a sudden. How exactly does that work?”

“Uh huh. Both of the Find stats are basically buffs for quantity. If you’ve got 50% more Gold Find, you loot 50% more gold. Wouldn’t usually be very useful on its own since you’re mostly scaling via payouts, but that ring converts it into more items and makes it pretty insane.”

“Also makes me wonder what sort of scaling nonsense we can get into with you in mind. You’re leveling up pretty fast, so the scaling’s definitely dropping off, but I bet it’d be pretty trivial to get you to double loot with that item in hand. Would make Rare hunting a lot more interesting, especially if you’ve got the lowdown on some of the key pieces you’ll need later on.”

“Uh huh.”

All three of the remaining items were Legendaries, but the consumable was so intriguing that I pulled that up first.

{Inventory Upgrade: Sidearm} (Consumable)

Quality: Legendary

Class Requirement: {Metablade}

Description: You may use this item to permanently add a {Sidearm} slot to your equipment page.

The slot may then be used to equip {Sidearms}, a special type of weapon that can be equipped alongside your Primary Weapons, allowing you to benefit from additional stat bonuses and other special abilities.

Using this item will destroy it, but you will also be awarded a random {Sidearm} tailored to your current loadout.

“Wow,” Frank said, his voice low. “That’s one of the best items the Emperor could have dropped. Shame it was wasted on you. Imagine what I would have gotten.”

I ignored him, used the item, and received another pair of prompts.

Congratulations, you’ve unlocked your {Sidearm} Weapon Slot!

You received {Fearfrost Bandolier}!

{Fearfrost Bandolier} (Sidearm)

Grade: S

Item Level: 250

Damage Type: Magical

Quality: Legendary

Physical Attack: N/A

Magical Attack: +200 to equipped Primary Weapon

Speed: N/A

Primaries: +200 Intelligence

Secondaries: +20% Area Damage

Effect: While this Sidearm is equipped, you gain the ability {Fearfrost Grenade}.

{Fearfrost Grenade} (Active Ability)

Description: You throw a grenade at a target or area within 30 yards. The grenade deals minimal damage, but enemies within 8 yards of the impact zone are feared and rooted in ice for up to 8 seconds.

The fear effect may break with damage, and it also shares diminishing returns with other similar effects.

Cooldown: 8 seconds

Cost: 200 Mana

“Hoooooly!”

“Yep,” Frank agreed. “Pains me to say it, but that’s a jackpot right there. Adding 200 Magical Attack to your other weapons is absolutely insane. That Area Damage Secondary will apply to your launcher, too.”

“The intelligence is insane, too. That’s another 2k Health before you even consider my other multipliers.”

I equipped it. Despite its power, the item itself was understated, just an orange cloth sash with a few small, blue grenades pinned to the fabric.

“This thing’s gonna make it a hell of a lot easier to find a new blunderbuss, too. The damage on mine has fallen off a little bit, but I’ve been afraid to swap and lose access to Dreadful Grenade.”

The last two pick-ups were more of a mystery, but it felt like they had serious potential going forward.

{Goldfuse Heart}

Description: A Grandmaster Artificer may be able to identify this item.

Quality: Legendary

That brought me to the final item: the same strange parcel I’d looted right before I died.

{Goblin Emperor’s Regalia: Ruler’s Mark}

Description: Looted from the corpse of a {Goblin Emperor}, this item designates its holder as a potential successor to the {Blackoil Throne}.

However, the Regalia is in remarkably poor condition, and it won’t be long before it falls apart completely.

Quality: Legendary

Duration: 72 hours

“You got anything on either of those?”

“Not yet, but I can say that you’re close on the Regalia.”

“Need another level or two, huh? Alright then.”

I dropped the two items into my inventory. We’d nearly reached the tower, but the snow was shin-deep and slowing our progress.

“Don’t forget about your Caches. Not gonna be as impressive as your other pick-ups, but you might as well crack them open. I got a bunch of War Supplies in mine, plus a pair of boots with movement speed. Pretty damn nice.”

“Good call.” I popped one into each hand and opened them both at the same time.

You received {War Supplies} x100!

You received {Treasure Goblin’s Worn Gloves}!

You received {War Supplies} x250!

You received {Defensive Pattern: Dawnspire}!

The gloves were pretty nice, but they were weaker than the pair I’d picked up from the Goblin Warlord, so I dropped them into my inventory, pulled the defensive pattern up in their place, and linked it to Darling.

{Dawnspire} (Tier II Defensive Structure)

Description: While this structure remains standing, the enemy will be unable to directly damage your other defensive and offensive structures.

However, these structures will still be destroyed if an enemy player manages to secure their Capture Points.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x20,000

Limit: 1

Load Time: 3 Hours

That was pretty cool to see, but the build time was longer than the intermission period, and the cost was fairly high compared to the other options we’d found so far.

I finally slogged my way out of the snow and beneath the tower’s tall shadow. It was a type I hadn’t seen before, so I assumed one of the other guilds had found the pattern and built it on their own.

{Frost Mage Tower} (Defensive Structure)

Health: 8,000,000/8,000,000

The only way up was via a ramp that corkscrewed up along the outer edge of the tower, so I just activated drift and Doublecasted to reach the top and save some time.

Twenty frost mages sat around a fire in the top of the tower, a small, enclosed room with a single narrow entryway.

“So I guess these mages will usually be standing around the outside of the towers?”

“Uh huh, and they’ll fire on anything within sixty yards.”

“Quite the range. What about the Capture Point? How’s that work?”

“When the battle starts, a flag will appear in the center of the tower, right where the mages are ringed up. Other team can burn it down rather than attack the tower directly. Capturing a flag requires a ten-second cast, and direct damage will cancel it. But once the flag is burnt, the guards will despawn, and the tower will collapse a couple seconds later.”

“So it’s permanent, then.”

“Yep. Once the towers are down, they’re down for good. Bunkers work the same way, but they’ve got a lot more Health.”

I dipped out of the tower’s inner room and back into the cold air.

“Try the tower view. You’ll have access to that from any tower. Pillars of the Sun can do it too.”

My vision warped, and suddenly I was looking down on the Grand Scar from high above, though the Lunar Army’s side of the battlefield was shrouded in thick, dark fog. My view was centered right atop the tower, and I could hop from each of our defensive structures as I pleased to change the angle.

“This should be pretty handy.”

“Uh huh.”

I tabbed over to the keep and highlighted one of the Pillars of the Sun, four especially tall structures that flanked the southern keep.

“I get that we’re supposed to protect these, but do they work any differently than the other towers?”

“Yeah. They can’t be damaged directly by default, and you’ve got a path inside them to get to the top. Capture Points take twenty seconds, too.”

“And they’ve got something to do with Helios, right?”

“Yep. He’s got four really nasty guards, but one of them will despawn each time a Pillar falls. Here’s the readout for one of them.”

{Solar General} (Level 50 Humanoid) (World Boss)

HP: 200,000,000/200,000,000

Rage: 0/100

“They’ve each got a buff that empowers nearby allies too,” Frank added. “There’s one that gives them high regeneration, and another increases damage dealt. The other two reduce the magical and physical damage they take.”

I sat down at the edge of the tower we’d climbed and swung my legs over the side. “So if there are four guards, they’re all going to empower each other in a major way.”

“The buffs will affect Helios, too.”

“That’s cool, but unfortunately for us, we never managed a win, so even if Helios is buffed, he’s just going to sit there and take it.”

“Yep. Here’s his readout. It’s still the same as before, and he’s just as debuffed as ever.”

{Helios, The Sunken King} (Level 60 Humanoid) (World Boss)

HP: 300,000,000/300,000,000

MP: 200,000,000/200,000,000

“How are we even supposed to defend this? It’s hard to say with the number of players involved, but it feels like the Lunar Army’s lower levels would struggle against two of those Generals at once. But if we let them drop three towers, it probably won’t be much of a fight.”

“Don’t forget that the Pillars actually have to fall,” Frank said.

“Yeah, my assumption is that they’ll try to drop the Pillars first, because why wouldn’t you? But there’s nothing stopping them from killing Helios before that, right? Assuming they’re willing to deal with the Generals at the same time.”

“Nope.

I accessed the tower’s view system again, then zoomed out and took a screenshot of our half of the battlefield. Then I inverted it and overlaid it over the other side.

“We’re going to be dealing with the Empress too, assuming we make it that far. So even if we manage to drop three of their Pillars, we’ll still be dealing with two world bosses at once. I sorta feel like that’s not an option given how few players we’re going to have.”

I eyed my screenshot.

“We know their whole area is covered with defensive towers, too. So many that it looks comical. And then there are the graveyards. Each side has three, right?”

“Three on each end of the battlefield and a fourth in front of each keep.”

“How do they work?”

“They’ve got Capture Points just like the towers, but they can change hands an unlimited number of times.”

I sent House some instructions and mulled all of that over at the same time. “Question. What would happen if one side claimed all the graveyards?”

“Other side would spawn back at their starting point.”

“But other than that, they’ll always spawn into whichever graveyard is closest? Do I have that right?”

“Uh huh.”

I stood up and reached both hands high overhead, fingers clasped together, stretching.

A call came in from Darling. I took it.

Her face popped up in front of me with torches burning behind it. It looked like she was back in the War Room on our side of the Capitol. “Hey, Ned, Frank. How are you guys doing?”

I cracked a smile. “Well…we’re figuring it out, you know?”

She laughed. “Same. I got your pattern dropped off. Congrats on that Emperor kill, though! Seems like you guys snatched a minor victory from the jaws of defeat.”

I made a lukewarm gesture. “Feels more like we snatched a slightly less bad defeat from the jaws of total annihilation, but I appreciate the sentiment.”

“Well, I can probably upgrade that slightly, because we picked up a couple new patterns in our Caches. Most of them were Rituals that we won’t have time to complete before the fight starts, but these patterns both seem pretty cool. They’re cheap, and they’re quick to build.”

She dropped me a link.

{Fog Generator} (Tier II Defensive Structure)

Description: Creates a small, lightly armored building that spews defensive fog across the surrounding area.

The fog deals no damage, but it restricts enemies’ vision and prevents them from targeting anything further than 30 yards away.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x1,000

Load Time: 15 minutes

{Solar Watchtower} (Tier II Defensive Structure)

Description: Creates a small, lightly armored tower that illuminates every enemy within a 60-yard range. Illuminated enemies have their positions marked on your mini map, and they will remain visible regardless of stealth, illusions, and other concealing effects.

Requirements: {War Supplies} x1,000

Load Time: 10 minutes

“Very cool, thanks for sending those over. I think we can probably work them in.”

“No worries!” Darling replied. “Anything else you need from me? I’m about to stop by the Forge for those items you asked for, then I’ll probably teleport directly into the starting zone. Arty said that a few of the other guild leaders are already meeting up out that way to work out a strategy. It’s probably ideal if you’re there too.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said, though in truth I was already dreading that conversation. Frank’s description of the graveyards had me feeling like there was a little bit of light at the end of the tunnel, but at the same time, the strategy I had in mind would require nearly flawless coordination.

And convincing the other top guilds to let us call the shots, given our various histories? That was going to be a problem all on its own.

“See you in a few, then?”

“Yeah. Thanks for handling the Forge and the other logistics, by the way.”

“Anytime. I’ll see you guys soon.”

She ended the call, and I pulled up my teleport options.

“Starting area here we come, unfortunately.”

“Hey,” Frank said.

“Yeah?”

“Hold on a second.”

“What’s up?”

He eyed the moon, and his lips curved into a snarl. “I’ve been wondering whether or not I ought to bring this up, but I’m thinking I probably should.”

“Shoot.”

He dropped down beside me. “If we lose, the eclipse lingers for five more days, right? And the Lunar Army’s gonna keep their buffs for that whole stretch.”

“Damn, those are gonna stick around, too?”

“Uh huh.”

“Ouch. I really don’t like to think about what the player base could do with almost a full week of those buffs, especially the triple Experience one. The whole field would probably reverse, and Omen would end up way behind the curve right as the endgame spins up. And that’s a terrible place to be.”

“Our Carry buffs are gonna fade regardless, too. So there’s no benefit on our side to a longer eclipse.”

“Brutal.”

He pursed his lips. “Yeah, well, I don’t mean to heap the pressure on, but I don’t think I can handle five more days of this.”

“Huh?”

“You heard me. I’m being honest here: I can’t do another week of this. Every time I look up, I’m instantly 95% of the way toward a violent, psychotic break. Do you have any idea how much mental fortitude it takes to pull yourself back from the brink, over and over and over and over and⁠—”

“So if we don’t win, you’re going to become violent and psychotic? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Uh huh.”

“In other words, if we lose, nothing will change.”

“No, I really think that if I spend another five days looking up at that ugly green bastard, there’s a good chance I’m gonna snap completely.”

“Right. Well, I still don’t know what day it is, but I think there’s also a good chance tomorrow ends in Y.”

“What?”

“You snap constantly, Frank. You’re like a living bowl of Rice Krispies.”

He eyed his feet. “Yeah, no. You’ve never actually seen me snap.”

“I’ve seen you bark for minutes at a time. On a boat, in the middle of the ocean. With multiple people watching.”

He shook his head. “Nope. That wasn’t a real snap.”

I reached into my pocket. “Say that again.”

“You’ve never seen me snap?”

I paused, waiting and fully expecting him to scratch his teeth. He didn’t.

“Oh wow.” Suddenly, the gravity of the situation hit home. “Oh, shit. This is actually a big deal for you, isn’t it?”

“How are you suddenly getting this? And why do you keep doing that?”

“Doing what?”

“You’ve been reaching into your pocket a lot lately. At first, I thought you were fondling yourself, so I’ve been ignoring it, but I clearly just triggered that latest reach. And if I was the trigger, that means whether or not that was a fondle, we’ve got a problem either way.”

“Oh, relax.” I sighed. “And no, that wasn’t a fondle, but I guess this has gone far enough. It also seems like we’re both gonna be able to drop items on death during this event, so I should probably come clean while I have the chance in case we get separated.”

I pulled an item out of my pocket: a square remote with three black buttons and a single red LED at the end.

Frank leaned in and squinted at it. “What the hell is that?”

“This is an item that I bought off your dad a little ways back.”

“What does it do?” He squinted. “Wait, do I wanna know what it does?”

I pressed the third button at the end of the remote.

Frank scratched his teeth. It took a few long seconds for him to put it together, but then his eyes went wide and furious.

“Oh no, no no no.”

He stood up and reached over one shoulder, going for his actual axe.

I held up a hand. “I know, I know. But before you fly into your first ever justifiable fit of rage, that’s actually the first time I’ve ever pressed that button.”

He glowered down at me, fingers twitching around the largest of his three shafts.

“You can ask your dad next time we see him, but honestly, I really haven’t pressed that until now.”

Surprisingly enough, that was entirely true. I had, in fact, asked Kline for a button that made his teeth itch, but once I had it in hand, it’d just felt a little too mean to use. Also, Frank was rarely ever more than a half-step away from complete and total dissociation, and I didn’t want to be the one to push his already tenuous grasp on reality over the edge.

He inhaled deeply and folded his broad arms. “Alright, let’s say I buy that. What do the other buttons do?”

“These two just turn Kline’s fix on and off. The one that prevents your teeth from itching.”

He growled, low and threatening. “So you have been gaslighting me.”

“Not really. I’ve just been turning your fix on and off at random times. It’s more like… easing you into the inability to gaslight yourself. And you know, you really could use this thing as a tool for self-discovery.” I tossed it to him. “Leave the fix off and see how you really feel about⁠—”

He clapped his hands and smashed the remote between them. He ground his palms together, and a series of small, delicate parts rained down from between them and dropped off the side of the tower. “There. Problem solved.” He rubbed his hands against his plate leggings.

I froze, horror-struck, but also deeply entertained.

“What? Why are you looking at me like that? Why are you looking at me in general?”

“Because you smashed the remote.”

“Damn straight I did.”

“But you didn’t turn the fix back on.”

“Huh?”

“I had the fix off when I tossed you the remote, Frank. And you smashed it.”

“Yeah, so it’s broken, which instantly solves the problem.”

I tried speaking a little slower. “The remote is broken.”

“Right, I did that.”

“And the fix was off at the time.” I let the words hang for a moment. “You can’t turn the fix back on, because you broke the remote.” I studied his face. “Do you really not see the problem here?”

He dropped his arms to his sides and hung his head. “Aw, crap. They’re gonna keep itching, aren’t they?”

“They sure are, Frank.”


Chapter Forty-Two



After spending a solid minute promising Frank that I’d get him another remote—it didn’t seem to occur to him that a remote was optional and that Kline could easily fix the problem directly—I took a deep breath and teleported into the starting area, a long, dark cave capped by a heavy wooden gate.

A prompt greeted me upon arrival.

Regional Alert!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins in 3 minutes!

The goal for this battle is simple: rush the enemy keep, destroy the four {Pillars of the Moon}, and defeat the enemy commander: {The Lunar Empress}.

At the same time, you must defend the four {Pillars of the Sun} as well as your own commander: {Helios, The Sunken King}.

Both sides may engage the enemy boss at any time, but each surviving pillar will empower your final foe. Each alliance is highly encouraged to siege the enemy keep and destroy all four pillars prior to attempting a kill.

However, this battle will not end until one of the two sides has defeated the enemy commander and downed all four pillars.

Warning: The {Sunwalkers} must designate a Raid Leader for this event. A failure to do so will result in one being chosen for you 60 seconds prior to the start of the battle.

I scanned the crowd. I’d spawned in up at the very front, just a few inches behind the gate, and packed in shoulder to shoulder with the other Sunwalkers.

And right away, I felt the collective weight of the other players’ gazes. Hundreds of people we’d fought against, directly or indirectly, many of whom we’d killed, a few of whom were intimately familiar with the smallest of Frank’s four beards.

My mouth had gone suddenly dry. I needed to spin and face the crowd and state my case for leader, but the cave was so packed that even the thought of turning around halfway was surprisingly difficult.

In all honesty, I’d been dreading this moment for a while now. And while Darling and I had come up with a pretty good pitch on why Omen ought to lead, the plan we’d hatched was going to require cooperation on a massive scale. I wasn’t looking forward to the argument that would inevitably ensue, especially with so much on the line.

“You good?” Frank asked, his voice sounding from surprisingly far behind me.

I checked my hip. Apparently he’d reclaimed his axe self for the time being, probably because he was still fuming about the remote.

“Yup,” I called back. “Just getting my thoughts together, panicking inwardly, normal stuff.” I rolled my shoulders and stood up a little straighter. “Alright. Let’s do this, clock’s ticking.”

Then a prompt came in.

You have been designated as the Raid Leader for this event, and you may now access a voice chat channel to speak directly to the rest of the raid regardless of distance.

I blinked up at the message, rubbed my eyes to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, then checked again. It was still there. “Wait, what?”

Sleep appeared out of thin air to my left, and his arrival squished some poor caster up against the wall in the process. The larger man bumped his elbow into my chest. “How about that, huh?”

“Oh, thank God. I really, really didn’t wanna do that. How’d you get the other guilds to agree to let us lead?”

“I didn’t, actually.” Sleep smiled. “That was all Darling.”

She winked at me from a few people over, then tilted her head somewhat. I wasn’t sure exactly what she was up to, then I realized Arty was speaking into Darling’s ear.

“Wow, kudos. How’d she manage it?”

“Combination of things. Nifty speech, good speaker, pointing out Omen’s record against everyone here without seeming like a huge asshole…”

“Impressive.”

“Yeah, minor miracle there. Girl can work a crowd. But most important of all, that little cheat sheet you guys put together for the group’s overall strategy was pretty damn compelling. Knowing what I know, Darling definitely left a couple gaps in there, but it was pretty hard to argue against something that concrete on the fly.”

“Did anybody try?”

“Corruptia did, predictably enough. But their strategy basically boiled down to rushing the enemy keep and killing the Empress. Darling was nicer about it than I would have been, but she pointed out that that’s exactly what the Lunar Army would expect, and that was largely the end of it.” He elbowed me again. “Pretty smooth on her part, huh?”

“What was smooth?” Frank shouted. He’d spawned in several rows back, and he was fighting his way through the crowd with limited success.

Sleep threw a huge arm around my shoulder and bellowed a laugh. “Men only want one thing, and it’s to avoid public speaking.”

“I know that’s not a universal desire, but damn do I appreciate her for that. You have no idea how much I was dreading making that argument myself. Especially in front of this many people who really, really don’t like me.”

“I get it, man. I totally get it. The first time I took my wife out to dinner, our waiter got my order totally wrong. I was just gonna roll with it, but she corrected the guy on my behalf. Did it nicely, too.” He snapped his fingers. “Boom, I was and still am smitten.”

I laughed. “Relatable. By the way, how’s your team looking? Did House get you guys everything you needed for the defense?”

“Oh yeah! We’re ready to rock, man! I know the guys are really looking forward to it. Thanks for thinking of us.”

“Please, least we could do. I’m just glad you’re here with us instead of being on the other side.”

“Likewise.” He cracked a bright smile. “I do find it kind of funny that nobody has asked why you’re the one leading the raid. After Darling’s speech, I was a little worried there’d be some blowback when that prompt listing you as leader hit.”

“We take those wins, dude.” I opened up the raid interface. “Hate to say it, but I probably need to start organizing these people before it’s too late.”

Sleep reached back and grabbed Frank’s wrist. He yanked him forward through the crowd and to my left, then slipped away. “You got it. We’ll be ready when you need us.”

“Thanks again, Sleep.”

I toggled my voice settings so that they’d carry across the raid. “Hey everybody, really appreciate your cooperation. I’ll be diving a bit deeper into that strategy cheat sheet Darling shared here in a second, but if anybody has extra War Supplies left over, Omen will buy them at a silver a pop. They’re gonna be useless after this event, so it’s basically free money on your part. If you’ve got spares, just trade them to House.”

I dropped an icon over her head, a green square with a triangle on top. I made sure she had enough gold via private message, then asked her to transfer all of the resulting supplies to Darling once she’d cleaned everyone out.

That was easy enough; just like my Shelltop Markets, the supplies could be handled remotely, and sending them to your guild leader was just a matter of intent.

Speaking of markets, I checked our results one last time and closed out all of our remaining listings.

The growth had been nothing short of explosive since Tyrann’s video went live, but if I was being honest, our total takeaway was still a good bit lower than I’d been hoping for.

Losing 0-3 had cost us time that we desperately needed, but we’d still sold somewhere around 5,000 total items for a mix of supplies and gems. That sounded pretty great, but 3,000 of those sales had come in the last half hour alone, and I couldn’t help but wonder what we could have done with an extra day.

With the markets and drops taken together across the event, that put Omen’s War Supplies total at a hair under 500,000. While my markets had been dramatically less successful selling items for gems, it seemed like we’d have more than enough to operate the Living Forge, provided everything went according to plan.

The only strange thing was that some of the markets seemed to be missing, just as my General Banks had a couple of days back. But once again, I couldn’t find any relevant prompts. I wasn’t about to dive into all that with the event looming, but I made a mental note to ask Frank about it once we had the time, just to be safe.

With the logistics handled for now, I tabbed through the raid interface and familiarized myself with it. It was largely the same as usual, just on a much larger scale, given that we were dealing with hundreds of players rather than the usual forty or fewer.

Pretty much all of Omen had arrived, but the members of the various guilds were all spread out throughout the cave, and Rock, Nina, and Jukes were a couple of hundred yards behind Frank and me.

Pulling up the map for reference, I went through and tweaked the groups somewhat, then toggled the voice chat again and launched into it.

“Okay, assignments are going out now. You’ve heard most of this before, but the groups have changed a bit, so please listen up so you know what we’re asking.

“Everybody with a group number of 11 and above, you’re going defense. That means rushing to our keep and flooding into the Pillars of the Sun and defending their Capture Points at all costs.

“Groups 1 to 10, you’re almost exclusively stealthies. You guys are going to split, with groups 1 through 5 focused on back capping. That means you’re going to tail the enemy forces as they cross over our side of the battlefield and ninja the graveyards they try to take behind them once the bulk of the army has passed. Don’t directly engage; just let them make their way south, and defend our graveyards when the coast is relatively clear.

“Given the nature of the event and how disorganized the other side ought to be, they probably won’t leave a ton of people behind to watch their Capture Points. There will definitely be a few hanging around to watch and call for help if needed, though, so keep your eyes open, at least til the graveyards turn. After that, we can probably count on our Haunted Graveyard perk to buy us some time by spawning guards.

“Groups 6 through 10, you’re stealthing north, moving right by the enemy towers and capturing the graveyards on their side of the battlefield. It’s very important that we get and hold every single one of them, but your ultimate goal is going to be the enemy keep. The graveyard there is the single most important location.”

A prompt came in, and everybody around me looked up simultaneously.

Regional Alert!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins in 30 seconds!

“One last thing!” I called out. “This is for everybody in group 11 and above, all of whom should be heading south! If you choose to listen to a single instruction across this entire fight, please, for the love of God, do not, under any circumstances, defend our keep’s graveyard. We’re going to let them capture it, and once they have, we’ll let them keep it for the rest of the fight.”

Murmurs went around the cave, quiet conversations breaking out all around me.

“I know, I know. It sounds weird, but our overall plan is simple: we’re going to manipulate their spawn points until we’re in a defensible position, then once we’ve got a window, we’ll go for the kill.”

Another alert hit our logs, and the cave went almost totally silent again.

Regional Alert!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} begins in 10 seconds!

The fight was almost here, the air was positively electric, and my heart was already hammering so hard it felt like my heartbeat ought to be visible through my leathers.

“Frank?” I said, voice low.

“Uh huh?”

“Be careful, man. And stick close. Drops are enabled here, and the last thing we want is for you to end up on the side of the Lunar Emperor.”

He swallowed. “Yeah, couldn’t be more with you on that.” He drew the axe that wasn’t him from over his shoulder. “Let’s get it.”

I sent House a short message, double-checking that she understood where she needed to be and when, and I quickly received an affirmative.

Darling gave me a mock salute from across the room. Then she quietly dropped out of the raid and left the battlefield completely.

Regional Alert!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} has officially begun!


Chapter Forty-Three



The heavy wooden gate shuddered, then retracted into the ceiling.

Mount Lyona towered in the distance in front of us with the emerald moon hovering directly above it. The eye shone down, tinting the snow an ugly green.

Our forces burst out from beneath the gate, moving in a line that was well over a hundred yards long. Frank and I hung a left from atop our mounts, and the vast majority of the raid followed us south down a cobblestone road that was rimed with frost.

There were two exceptions there: the ten groups I’d put on graveyard duty, and Corruptia as a whole, both of whom headed north. Seeing Ersatz’s entire guild break away immediately to do their own thing was frustrating to say the least, but at least they weren’t headed south.

And if they wanted to start bashing into the enemy’s countless towers on their own? That was fine by me. If anything, I was overwhelmingly grateful for the amount of cooperation we were getting on the whole.

I slowed down a little, letting Arty and a few other Redacted members take the lead while I scoped out our surroundings. I’d been expecting a similar sight to what Tyrann and I had encountered during that second Ascent; at least a handful of people moving in random directions, picking lime-colored flowers out of the snow and so on.

But everyone around me was focused and determined. Obviously the raid’s make-up was a lot different than when he and I had been acting as Carries, but the uniformity of the result was a pleasant surprise, especially after seeing Ersatz organize a minor mutiny the very moment he left the gate.

“Holy.” Frank jerked a fat thumb over one shoulder. “Look at that.”

I glanced that way and really, really wished I hadn’t.

Given their vastly larger numbers, the Lunar Army had multiple starting areas, all of which were tucked into the northern quarter of the valley.

Our enemy was officially making their way onto the battlefield, and it was an awe-inspiring sight. There were so many players in motion that their red name tags made their groups look like streams of magma racing down the mountains and through the snow.

I was pretty convinced that Frank and Darling and I had put together a pretty solid if delicate plan, especially given how quickly we’d been swept out of the Ascents and launched into the Grand Scar. But after seeing the enemy’s numbers in person, the doubts crept in in a major way. I mean, the very mountains looked like they were on fire.

I exhaled slowly, and my breath hung in the air before a cold blast of wind stripped it away. I pulled up my mini map and checked our raid’s progress. The fastest of our defensive players were maybe halfway to Sunwalker Keep, steaming through our network of defensive towers.

We’d ended up with a pretty good amount of them, maybe twenty in all. Most of the towers either lined the road or had been tucked into especially prime defensive locations, built next to rivers and so on.

Our northern forces had reached the midpoint of the battlefield. The stealthies appeared to be pushing by the enemy towers while the back cappers pulled off to the eastern edge of the valley, probably to wait for the Lunar Army to pass before they made their move.

For now, Corruptia was hanging out with the latter group.

I dropped my voice and slowed down even further, letting countless mounted players race by to my left and right.

“This way, Frank.”

The two of us veered off the road, plunging between two pines and into the snow. I glanced back over my shoulder to make sure nobody had followed, then revved my bike through the drifts.

Blue birds scattered from snow-capped pines, and while I couldn’t tell if they were fleeing the sight of Frank’s mount or flying away because of all the moaning, it was understandable either way.

Snow started to fall as we raced on, eventually skidding to a stop in front of a trio of defensive towers. The three of them were among the first the enemy forces would encounter, and they were positioned pretty close to the road.

Dismissing my mount, I made my way up the wooden ramp that ran around the exterior of the nearest tower with Frank pounding up behind me.

Once I was up top, I realized the towers were positioned even better than I’d thought. The valley constricted in front of them, forming a fifty-yard-wide choke that the entirety of the enemy group would have to fight through on their way south.

All three of the towers’ firing ranges overlapped the bottleneck, presenting a great early test of the structures’ power. The tower we’d climbed was full of fire mages, but the other two that were a bit closer to the choke were both occupied by frost mages.

That seemed pretty ideal; we’d have forty frost mages slowing the enemy rush while twenty fire mages lit the group up from a little farther back.

“What’s the move?” Frank said.

I stood up and forced my shoulders to relax. My heart was already racing, and the sight of thousands upon thousands of players streaming our way through the snow wasn’t helping in the slightest.

“This is just a pit stop. We’re mostly going to try to slow the advance down a little, but we’re also here to see how fast these towers get ripped down. Then we’ll be heading south with everyone else.”

I dug into my inventory and pulled out my Sunstone, an item I’d received at the start of the battle thanks to one of the first defensive rituals we’d completed.

“We’re gonna get a bit of scouting in, then we’ll use our stones before we inevitably get overrun. After that, they’ll teleport us back to one of our defensive graveyards of our choice.” I looked over at him. “It’s a three-second cast and it’ll break on combat, so make sure you duck inside the tower for cover before you activate yours.”

“Gotcha.”

The item was a powerful tool, but it was also a warning; if we could leapfrog across defensive graveyards, we needed to be prepared for the same eventuality on the other side.

I equipped my launcher. “Other than all that, I guess we’ll take down as many people as possible. That sound good to you?”

Frank laughed. “Oh, you know it. Hey, you should augment that thing while you have the chance. It’s gonna be awkward to use without a place like this to fire from.”

“I’ll do that, thanks.”

I shouldered the weapon, finger twitching on the trigger as the enemy players steamed closer, moving across a wide, frozen lake and tearing toward the choke.

I eyed the two towers in front of us, wondering how long they’d hold in front of that sort of assault. There were so many enemies surging toward us, and they just kept coming, even as the front line drew closer.

Then the oncoming army crossed within sixty yards of the two forward towers, and our frost mages opened fire. At first glance, the result was encouraging. I’d been expecting them to engage with the typical single-target frost bolt, but each of the mages attacked with huge, frozen spheres that exploded on impact and hit everything behind their initial target with a cone of cold energy.

The spheres detonated amid the vanguard and sent players flying off their mounts, great clouds of snow rising high into the air. The indirect, conical hits that followed froze many of them in place, locking their mounts to the ground with several inches of brilliant ice.

And with well over a hundred targets immobilized in the choke below and the rush bunching up behind them, I augmented my launcher for the first time. The physical changes were fairly subtle: the front of the tube became a box, and the back of the weapon flared out behind me.

“You might wanna put your back to something,” Frank said. “Not me, though.”

I readied a spell, watching the rush bunch and swell further behind the choke. I fired before the first roots expired, and a massive raven soared out of the barrel of my weapon.

While the usual sort of countercharge still occurred, with the weapon augmented, the recoil was so severe that I probably would have fallen over if I hadn’t taken Frank’s advice and braced myself accordingly.

Then, to my surprise, the launcher fired three more times in sequence, and a second, third, and fourth bird flew out. The line of spells arced high overhead, climbing on their own and screaming toward the moon as that ugly green bastard watched from above Mount Lyona.

“Launcher raven’s on cooldown for ten seconds,” Frank said. “You can swap if you need to keep firing.”

That was good to know, but I only had eyes for the birds. They were still climbing, but then the first of them let out a screech that got every player within the choke looking up at the same time.

The four ravens dove, falling like artillery shells until they were about twenty feet off the ground, then each of them split into eight small, dark birds. The newly created flock rained down across the choke, exploding in a wave of feathery detonations that started at the front of the constriction and expanded all the way up the column, massacring everyone in sight and ripping the half-frozen vanguard apart.

Upward of fifty kill notifications streamed in one after another, and I experienced a brief moment of hope before the surge resumed and the Lunar Army rode right over their dead, frost bombs and ravens be damned.

A mass of healers had dismounted behind the choke, and the heals and dispels were finally going out while the endless assault rolled on around them. The Lunar Army was still losing players left and right to our casters—the fire mage NPCs within our tower were especially deadly, launching blazing spears that stuck the ground or even enemy players before they exploded—but it wasn’t even close to enough. They were going to break our position, and it wouldn’t be long.

Down below, a few of their ranged made it through the choke and returned fire, targeting the two forward towers. I eyed one of the towers’ Health bars, studying the drop. The damage started slowly, but it ramped up substantially after a few seconds and only accelerated from there as more and more players got close enough to fire.

At the same time, their melee surged up the ramps and either piled on the frost mages or just knocked them down into the swarm below.

Before long, the right-most tower flashed, and the melee within leaped free and bailed out. The tower tilted to the left, then a crack like thunder split the air before the entire structure toppled into the snow.

{Regional Alert}!

The {Lunar Army} has destroyed a {Frost Mage Tower} by securing its Capture Point!

As a result, this structure has been permanently destroyed!

That was more or less what I’d expected and hoped to see. Nuking the towers directly was definitely possible given the size of the raid, but the Capture Points were the more glaring weakness by far.

Moments later, the second tower fell, and a crossbow bolt thudded into the wooden wall a few inches from my left ear.

My augmented launcher ravens came off cooldown, so I let fly with another four-bird volley, then grabbed Frank by the shoulder and steered him into the interior of the tower while the birds climbed through the lightly falling snow.

“We’ve already got what we needed here between those volleys, let’s pull back.”

He popped his Sunstone into one huge hand. “You really wanna burn this already? We only get one.”

My ravens howled and detonated down below, and while I couldn’t see the impacts from inside the tower, red and purple light strobed through the entrance and played across the walls, people screamed, and kill notifications flooded in.

“Yeah. I’ve already seen what I needed to see, and I don’t want to risk having a stealthy pulling us into combat.

“But don’t worry, Frank.” I gave him a confident smile, though I had to force it more than I wanted to admit. “We won’t be defending for very long.”


Chapter Forty-Four



Frank and I broke our Sunstones and warped to the most distant graveyard we could: the last in our line of defense, right in front of Sunwalker Keep.

The four Pillars of the Sun rose all around me, with two of the great towers looming to either side of the keep and just behind it, while the remaining pair twisted into the sky out in front.

The compound was secured by an imposing metal wall fitted with a hulking gatehouse, and Frank and I arrived just in time to see the vast majority of our raid roll through the gatehouse and into the keep.

The column was an impressive sight, and while their gear was vastly better than the zerg Frank and I had just briefly engaged, I couldn’t shake the image of the Lunar Army roaring down the mountains in our direction.

I shook my hands out to ease my nerves and dashed into the keep. The entry was a U-shaped fork, which made it pretty defensible from within, and the interior chamber was surprisingly large. In fact, we probably wouldn’t have had any issue fitting our entire raid into the domed structure, which made me feel both hopeful and hopeless simultaneously.

Helios sat motionless on his throne, flanked by four guards, two to either side. He was still suffering from the same debuffs as before, but I ran through them again just to make sure the language hadn’t changed on how the curses could be removed.

It hadn’t. The only way he could be cleansed was by winning an Ascent or through death itself.

With all of that confirmed, I ran over to the four Solar Generals and inspected each of their auras in turn.

{Emblazoned Weaponry} (Aura)

Description: All friendly targets within {Sunwalker Keep} deal 30% increased damage.

{Ironfire Will} (Aura)

Description: All friendly targets within {Sunwalker Keep} regenerate 2% of their maximum Health per second.

{Sunfire Coating} (Aura)

Description: All friendly targets within {Sunwalker Keep} take 75% reduced damage from Physical Attacks.

{Smoldering Armor} (Aura)

Description: All friendly targets within {Sunwalker Keep} take 75% reduced damage from Magical Attacks.

“Hey, Frank?”

“Uh huh?”

“If the Lunar Army destroys a pillar, one of these Generals is gonna despawn, right?”

“Yup.”

“Is there an order to which General vanishes first, or does it depend on which tower falls?”

“The latter.”

I smiled. “Nice. Which pillar corresponds to the regeneration aura?”

“The fourth one. Behind the keep and to the west, or the leftmost tower when you head out from here.”

“Thanks, man.”

I marked each of the pillars from 1 to 4 so the raid could identify them at a glance, then toggled my voice to sound through the raid chat and jogged out of the keep. I hung a hard left, snow crunching underfoot.

“Alright, assignments are marked on the map! Group 11 is heading to Pillar 1, Group 12 to Pillar 2, and Group 13 to Pillar 3. Filter in and take up a defensive position! Your goal is to hold your tower’s Capture Point for as long as humanly possible until we say otherwise.

“Unlike towers, pillars can’t be damaged from outside, so pile in and use the structures’ interior to your advantage. The pillars themselves are definitely going to fall here in a couple minutes, but don’t panic.

“Groups 14 to 30, every single one of you is going to stack inside Pillar 4! For now, I want the melee about a quarter of the way up, and everyone else around the halfway point.

“Remember: one of the first things the Lunar Army will do when they arrive will be to try and claim the graveyard right outside the keep. We’re going to let them have it. Again, do not engage or defend that flag under any circumstances. If you do, you will royally screw this up for the entire alliance, and Frank will haunt your dreams for the rest of your days.”

“Who’s Frank?” someone said from nearby.

Frank bristled. “Oh no you didn’t, random player.”

I dropped a ready check into the raid, tweaking the language so it asked people to confirm they understood their roles and which graveyard they weren’t supposed to take.

Confirmations streamed in, though given past experience, I doubted more than half the raid had even bothered to skim the paragraph I’d sent their way.

The bulk of our raid streamed toward the fourth pillar at the back of the battlefield, so I used Quicksilver Thrust to shoot myself inside and beat the rush.

Like the keep itself, the pillar was substantially wider than I’d expected. It had the same sort of corkscrew spiral that the other towers did, though its ramp ran directly through the pillar’s interior rather than being attached to the outside of the structure. It was also about ten feet wide, and the steep incline made it incredibly defensible from above.

I sprinted up the tower with Frank rumbling behind me, timing myself along the way. It took us a full thirty seconds to reach the top, and I was breathless by the time I finished the climb. The top of the tower was pretty simple: the spiral ramp ran all the way up and spilled out into the top floor, which was open and fully exposed to the elements.

The Capture Point wavered atop the structure, a grandiose flag at the center of the platform emblazoned with a sun high in the sky.

Frank kicked a pebble over the edge of the platform, breathing heavily from the ascent. “Man, we are up here.”

I stepped up beside him and looked over the edge. We were the better part of a hundred and fifty feet in the air, high enough that a fall would certainly be fatal, but the enemy’s movement skills were also unlikely to have enough range to reach us.

That last bit was especially promising; our defense was already feeling especially precarious, and if the fourth pillar fell to some random guy jumping up and ninjaing the flag when nobody was looking…

I shook my head and scanned the battlefield from on high. Black smoke vented from several of our towers off in the distance. The nearest of them tilted and collapsed onto its side, and the enemy forces streamed ever closer, the leading edge of the zerg now several hundred yards off from Sunwalker Keep.

The wave was just too great, and while the tower-based NPCs were taking plenty of people down with them, they hadn’t even made a dent in the oncoming flood.

Far below me, the last few members of our raid trickled in and ran into the pillars according to their assignments.

I needed a bird’s-eye look at the battlefield, so I activated the pillar’s view system. The enemy front was only a minute or two off, and the few towers that remained between them and us were unlikely to slow them at all.

They’d taken two of our four graveyards on the way in, but my mini map indicated that the group I’d sent to back cap behind them was nearly in position.

The group I’d sent up north was making slow progress as well, snaking through the enemy’s network of towers and toward claiming our first offensive graveyard.

Praying that my voice wouldn’t shake, I cleared my throat and launched into it.

“Okay, the stage is officially set. Back cap crew, you can go ahead and get started. Make sure to leave a few players at each location to defend the flags and call out incomings if the enemy sends people back to help. Holding every graveyard but the one in Sunwalker Keep is mandatory—our entire defense is going to fall apart if you guys can’t pull that off, so we need you to lock in.

“Stealth group, same deal. I can see that you’ve already pushed a little north through the towers, but go ahead and take that first graveyard. If you meet too much resistance, especially if the army starts respawning in front of you, leave a few people to spy the more heavily contested graveyards and prioritize the one at the Moonlit Keep over everything else.

“For those of us defending the pillars, we are not trying to kill the enemy. I repeat: we are not trying to kill them. Do what you gotta do to stay alive, but for now, our main goal is to delay them as much as possible until they’ve taken the graveyard in front of Sunwalker Keep. As soon as that happens, you’re free to pour it on to your heart’s content.

“We’ve got a second here, so take a moment and familiarize yourself with your Ritual items so you don’t have to do that in combat. Your Sunstone, your stack of False Demise, and so on.”

The first member of the Lunar Army appeared in the distance, exploding out from behind two snowy pines, riding a brown wolf. Countless others followed, and the sound of their approaching mounts rose like thunder in the distance.

“Brace yourselves. And here… we… go!”
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The enemy burst through the gatehouse, rushing into the courtyard between the four pillars and the keep beyond.

Just as I’d thought, several of them beelined straight for the graveyard flag. In fact, eight of them tried to cap it simultaneously for some reason, not that it made a difference.

An alert followed.

Proximity Alert!

The {Lunar Army} has claimed the {Sunwalker Keep Graveyard}!

If it is not defended within 60 seconds, they will claim it as a respawn point!

Warning: If one side claims all of the graveyards within the Grand Scar, their opponents will start resurrecting in the same area they started in.

I scrolled over to the center of Sunwalker Keep, still watching the larger battle unfold from above via the pillar’s view system. From this high up, and likely from our enemies’ point of view, the four Pillars of the Sun appeared equally defended.

Each of them had a squadron of melee positioned just inside the entrance and a little up the twisting ramp, with healers standing a bit behind them, where they’d be safely out of the attackers’ line of sight while still able to heal.

What the Lunar Army couldn’t see, though, was that the fourth pillar had almost thirty times as many players concealed inside.

Our initial goal was simple: rolling zergs were easy to predict. They moved like water downhill, always seeking the path of least resistance. So that was what we were giving them: three lightly defended pillars and an empty keep.

Far below, the Lunar Army split and fractured, with a handful of players rushing directly into the interior of Sunwalker Keep while the vast majority raced into the pillars.

Our players lit them up on sight, and I was stunned and grateful to see just how much our forces were holding back, mainly sticking to snares and knockbacks and other zoning effects to slow the rush without annihilating the lower levels up front.

“Holy shit, they’re actually listening to us.”

“Losing several times in a row can change a man,” Frank said.

“I guess it must.”

Three of the enemy groups pushed inside, forcing our defenders to backpedal up the pillars at a surprisingly rapid clip. But the final group—the mob of enemies trying to enter the fourth pillar—might as well have run into a concrete wall.

They still weren’t taking much in the way of counterfire, but we had an entire wall of raid-geared tanks positioned in front of them, all of which were specced out to go toe to toe with the nastiest monsters EBO had to offer.

Equally geared healers were freecasting behind them, too, and our offensive casters a little farther back were lighting the whole area up with AoEs to make sure that nobody could stealth by and race toward the Capture Point up top.

“The army might actually engage the boss right away,” Frank said with a laugh. “Gotta respect it, but that is not going to happen with all four pillars up.”

I toggled my view that way and ended up looking down on the fight from inside the top of the domed keep. The enemy was indeed pouring in and lining up along the far wall, forming up in a curve so they could fit in as many people as possible without accidentally starting the fight.

Then it happened: a single poor soul in white robes had the misfortune of being the guy who edged just a little too far into the keep.

All four of the Generals converged on him simultaneously. The leading monster hit him in the chest with a hammer, killed him instantly, and sent his body flying into the far wall.

Shouts went up, with some asking for the nonexistent tanks to start the pull while others urged everyone to fall back so the encounter could reset. Even worse, a handful of ranged players returned fire, which drew the Generals deep into their ranks.

The raid broke and scattered, racing out of the keep and back into the courtyard while the four Generals cut them down from behind, one-tapping target after target.

Eventually, the last of the players fled the keep, and the Generals turned on a dime and raced back to their original posts.

I tabbed out of the view system. “They’re definitely not clearing that without dropping the towers first.”

“Like I said, no chance,” Frank agreed. “Even if they managed to cram the entire army in there and focused Helios at the same time, they’d get cleaved down before he hit 90%.”

“Our plan might actually work, then?”

He looked up at the moon, growling. “It needs to work.”

Another alert came in.

Proximity Alert!

The {Lunar Army} has claimed the {Sunwalker Keep Graveyard}, and it is now available to them as a respawn point!

The {Sunwalkers} may reclaim this graveyard by taking its Capture Point and holding it for 60 seconds.

I let out a deep sigh of relief. The first piece of the puzzle was successfully in place. I raised my voice and spoke into the raid chat.

“Alright, everybody, safeties off. Massacre them.”
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Spells exploded out of all four of the tower entrances, and the Lunar Army members who’d been unfortunate enough to be pushing in at that very moment went tumbling into the courtyard, many of them dying prior to hitting the ground.

With our defensive groups focusing on lethality, the rush’s progress slowed, but their sheer numbers meant it wasn’t long before they started pushing up into all three of the lightly defended towers.

Nina and Mingo and company had already back capped two of the graveyards the Lunar Army had taken on their way in, and their job was nearly finished. As we’d expected, a couple of defenders had been left behind, but nothing the stealth group couldn’t handle.

The assault team had made great progress as well. Not only had we fully claimed two of the four upper graveyards, but the one outside the Moonlit Keep was about ten seconds from turning over.

The actual locations, timers, and statuses weren’t particularly important. The only thing that mattered was that for now, the Lunar Army only had a single possible spawn point: the graveyard directly outside our keep.

“Pillar Groups 11, 12, and 13, I want you to start falling back to the peaks of your respective towers! Give ground slowly, and be ready to evacuate to the fourth pillar when the time comes! The fall shouldn’t kill you, but it’ll be close!”

There was movement in my peripheral. A stealthy had somehow slipped by our defenses below, and if I hadn’t seen him ghosting by, there was a decent chance I’d have missed him entirely.

He popped out of stealth directly behind Frank and me and started working on the Capture Point.

I lowered a hand to my side and popped a Fearfrost Grenade into one palm, then flicked my wrist and dropped it behind me. The small, dark sphere rolled toward the Capture Point, clinking slightly as it bounced over the gaps and chips in the stone.

“Shit.”

The rogue tried to take off toward the ramp, but the grenade detonated behind him and quite literally froze him in his tracks. He flailed around, caught up in the grenade’s fear effect with his ankles locked in six inches of black ice.

“Frank, would you mind?”

“I would not.”

He sheathed the axe that wasn’t him and jogged over to the far side of the tower. Then he blitzed forward at full speed, brought his shield up, and delivered a crushing blow that launched the player clear off the side.

The rogue cartwheeled into empty space with fragments of dark ice sparkling all around him. He hit the nearest pillar about a quarter of the way up, then ragdolled off it and fell to his death.

“Nice work.”

“Thanks for the assist.”

“No problem.” I eyed the Capture Point, disturbed by the fact that someone had made it past our defenses below. “I’m just glad we’re watching it ourselves.”

A line of text appeared in the raid chat, courtesy of Rock. The first pillar was falling, and they were about to bail out the top.

“Healers in the fourth pillar, you’re about to have friendlies incoming from below! They’re gonna be pretty heavily damaged, so be ready to let them pass while you heal them up! Anyone who dies here is going to respawn way out of position!

“For those bailing out the top of the towers, make sure you’ve got a way to mitigate the fall damage! If not, you’re probably better off fighting to the death because the fall’s gonna kill you regardless!”

Rock jumped off the top of the first pillar, flailing his arms in wide circles as he fell. I thought he was about to turn into a red puddle when he punched downward and created some kind of rolling shockwave that stripped the snow away from beneath him and slowed his descent at the same time.

A handful of players drifted down behind him, looking like they were floating on the breeze thanks to a caster’s slowfall ability. The glide effect took them to the very base of the fourth pillar, and our melee parted to let them in.

The second and third pillars fell the same way shortly thereafter, and soon the entire zerg was rolling toward our last remaining defensive position.

“Alright, everybody.” I switched to my launcher and dropped onto one knee at the very edge of the tower. “Big moment here. We need taking this last pillar to feel completely hopeless. Keep the tanks topped off and don’t worry about efficiency. We’re almost there—pop everything you’ve got and show them they don’t stand a chance!”

Three enemy melee ran into the fourth pillar and got launched out with so much force that they crashed into the leading edge of their formation and started a pile-up right in front of the tower.

Spells and projectiles ripped out of the base of the structure, a ten-foot-tall and six-foot-wide torrent of magic and steel that shredded the approaching mob before it even reached the entrance.

And from on high, I rained death from above with my launcher, blowing giant holes into the healers’ ranks and watching their melee melt as the support they were counting on to survive evaporated ever further with every red, feathery explosion.

Green lightning struck from above, and a wave of transformation effects followed on the part of the Lunar Army, spread all throughout the raid, and the fighting only intensified from there.

But as the fight progressed and the members of the zerg below died, respawned at the nearby graveyard, and died again, an increasing number of their resurrecting players gave up and started making their way directly into the Sunwalker Keep.

“It’s working!” I called out. “Just hold them off a little longer!”

We held out for a few long minutes, and I alternated between firing away and using the pillar’s view system to scope out the battlefield on a larger scale. The last graveyard had already fallen under our control, and we now had every single one of them locked down, aside from the graveyard down below.

And with that, the final domino was primed and ready to fall.

I waited until the vast majority of the zerg had given up on the fourth pillar and our opponents were either inside the keep or moving toward it, then raised my voice and spoke into the raid chat.

“Listen up, this part’s important! We’re pretty sure that Helios is going to fall relatively fast with three pillars down, so when I give the signal, I want every single one of you in the fourth pillar to bail, mount up, and ride north.

“You’ll be stopping just short of the enemy’s defensive line of towers, but if there are any hostile players along the way, I want you to hunt them down at all costs.”

“Helios is dropping!” Frank said. “They’re ignoring the last General and burning him down!”

I toggled my view and switched inside the keep.

Just as Frank had said, the weakened and defenseless boss was getting absolutely destroyed. There was no strategy to the Lunar Army’s attacks at all. The Solar General was flying around at an incredible pace, axe tearing through target after target, but it didn’t matter.

With the respawn point a mere twenty feet outside the entrance to Sunwalker Keep, all of the dead simply respawned a few seconds later and rejoined the fight at full Health and Mana.

Even the General’s Regeneration Aura was meaningless; all it did was slightly extend the fight. Not even twenty seconds after the pull started, an alert hit my logs, and the raid chat went completely silent.

World Alert!

{Helios, The Sunken King} is dead, and the fourth and final Pillar of the Sun is all that stands between the {Lunar Army} and glorious victory!
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Frank dropped to his knees at the end. “No, Helios, no!”

“What are you even doing? You knew that was part of the plan.”

“Yeah, yeah, I know. I just feel for the guy, alright? He didn’t even get a single line of dialogue, man. How’s anyone supposed to emotionally connect with that?” He stood up and dusted off his plate leggings. “Sounds like hell if you ask me.”

“Dying without getting a word in edgewise?”

“Exactly.”

I laughed, then spoke into the raid chat. “Everybody in Pillar 4, it’s time to bail out of the keep and head north. Window for a kill is almost open, but we’re going to be on a strict timer from here on out, so get a move on.” I handed Frank one of the two invisibility potions we had left. “Alright, Frank. You ready for the next chapter?”

“Uh huh.”

“Let’s move.”

We stepped off the edge of the pillar together and let ourselves plummet toward the frozen ground. Once we were about ten feet from instant death, I reached out and put a hand on Frank’s shoulder, then drifted us both to the right of the entrance to Sunwalker Keep.

We pressed our backs against the cold stone and downed our potions, turning invisible a full five seconds before the enemy arrived.

The Lunar Army poured out of the keep mid-celebration, like they’d already won. But the terms of engagement were crystal clear: if even a single pillar remained, the battle would continue, regardless of Helios’ state.

We let the flood pass and watched them rush for the fourth pillar, then ghosted into the now-empty keep. Helios’ corpse was slumped in his chair, blood running down his legs and pooling on the floor in front of him.

I stepped up to our dead commander and popped the crystal I’d gotten from Tyrann into my right hand.

{Echo Crystal} (Consumable) (Unique)

Description: Casting a spell or ability directly at this crystal will store the spell inside, where it can then be activated instantly at any time by any player, regardless of spell requirements or cast time.

Quality: Epic

Charges: 1

Just as I’d promised Tyrann, the item itself was basically worthless.

But the Resurrection spell I’d had him store inside in exchange for our help? That was another story entirely.

I activated the crystal, and it crumbled away to dust in the palm of my hand.

Helios’ entire frame burst alight. His eyes snapped open, and a wave of heat drove me several steps back. Then a crown of blue fire appeared above his head, but he still hadn’t moved.

Heart thumping, I checked Helios’ debuffs, praying that my idea hadn’t failed and doomed us to our fourth loss in as many attempts.

But there was nothing there. I checked the row a second time, then a third, blood pounding my ears.

“It actually worked. Holy shit, it actually worked.”

“I told you it was gonna work,” Frank said. “Helios’ debuffs last until they’re purged by an Ascent or until death, right? Can’t debuff a corpse.”

“I apologize for doubting you,” I said with a laugh.

I inspected the boss, and the resulting readout made it abundantly clear that the battle was far from over.

{Helios, The Striding Star} (Level 60 Humanoid) (World Boss)

HP: 3,100,000,000/3,100,000,000

MP: 2,000,000,000/2,000,000,000

It wasn’t all good news, though. Unlike the full version of the Resurrection spell that Tyrann had used to revive his dead god back in the Sands, the shorter timeline we’d given him had forced him to go with a weaker version.

There were two drawbacks to that. The first was basically irrelevant; the lesser version didn’t provide direct control of Helios, but Frank said that even the full spell wouldn’t have let that happen.

The second drawback was the real kicker: instead of permanently raising Helios from the dead, Tyrann’s Lesser Resurrection spell would only last ten minutes. And with the fourth Pillar of the Sun about to fall at any moment, that effectively put a ten-minute clock on our window of opportunity.

Metal flared near the entrance to the keep, and an enemy player charged toward us with swords held in each hand.

I went to raise a pistol, but Helios’ hand stirred atop the throne. A dome of golden light roared out from him, washed harmlessly over Frank and me, then rolled on from there.

It washed over the player, vaporizing him instantly. His leather armor, his clothes, his boots—they ignited and turned to ash. His swords clattered to the floor in front of us, their molten and glowing remains the only evidence that he’d arrived at all.

“Got ’em!” Frank shouted.

“Go go go!”

I pelted out of the keep and pulled up my mini map at the same time. Most of the people who’d been defending the fourth pillar had already bailed out and were halfway to the Moonlit side of the battlefield, but there were a few stragglers up top.

Frank and I burst into the courtyard, and at least a hundred heads turned our way.

I raised my pistols, but Frank was quicker to react. He hit me with all of his barriers, then used Carousel to switch places with a distant enemy player. That put him deep within the still-celebrating crowd, and he immediately turned around, hit me with an invisible rope, and jerked me toward him.

I flew through the air, blowing right by the densest part of the enemy ranks as alarmed shouts went up all around me. I hit the ground running toward the fourth pillar, but Frank held his ground.

“Graveyard closest to the Moonlit side, right?” he called after me.

Multiple players were already surging toward him, but he just stood there, green name tag shining bright in the middle of so much red.

“You got it!”

Four players piled on top of him, but his voice carried toward me all the same.

“See you there!”

I gave him a thumbs-up and used Quicksilver Thrust to shoot myself up into the entrance to the fourth pillar, then switched to my blunderbuss and sprinted up the ramp.

The enemy surged into the pillar behind me, howling and screaming their heads off, but the stacking movement buffs Frank’s barriers had given me allowed me to outpace them.

Combat sounded from up ahead, and enemy voices echoed down the ramp.

“Too easy!” one of them said.

“Don’t jinx it!”

“Oh come on, this thing’s done!”

I listened to their conversations as I ran along, thrilled beyond belief to hear that they really thought it was over. After a few seconds of breathless climbing, I caught up to the rear of the enemy group that was currently pushing up the otherwise empty tower.

They weren’t even paying attention, just moving along and laughing and joking, so I dashed up close and laid into them from behind, blasting huge cones of damage into the crowd and obliterating multiple people with each shot.

Despite my blunderbuss’ comparatively low damage, the cramped quarters made it a devastating weapon, and the shouts from above intensified as I ripped through them four or five at a time.

A warrior leaped out of the crowd, hammer cocked over one shoulder and poised to bludgeon me into the ground. But the ability was slow, its telegraph obvious, so I dropped a Fearfrost Grenade on my current location and had drift take me a few steps backward.

He landed and struck the ground so hard the entire tower rang like a bell. Unfortunately for him, the ground was the only thing he connected with, and the grenade I’d dropped exploded right between his feet.

The effect locked him and several others who’d rushed my way in place, and I took a great deal of enjoyment in gunning them all down from left to right, killing the entire crowd in a single volleying pass before the crowd control effect had time to expire.

Green light flashed up ahead, and thunder boomed through the tower’s interior. More lightning, more thunder, then the enemy finally retaliated in a way that was at least somewhat organized, with a group of at least five hulking, transformed players rushing down the pillar in my direction with plenty of ranged supporting them from behind.

They fell on me in a wild rush, chaining stuns and silences and so on, green lightning strobing all around me as more and more of the Lunar Army’s soldiers popped their most powerful cooldowns to secure the kill.

Even with multiple transformations in hand, it still took them a full eight seconds to get my Health down into execute range, mostly because of all the Leech I’d stacked up. While I probably could have gotten away with Final Charge, our timer was already at nine minutes and counting, and I might need the powerful cooldown in the fight to come.

I glanced at the mini map. Our pillar’s defenders were almost in position, and it looked like Sleep’s forces were ready for the next step of the engagement, so I held my ground and returned fire with my pistols until the crowd overwhelmed my healing and my vision went black.

Your Health has reached 0, and your {False Demise} buff has been consumed.

Your death has been prevented, and you may now respawn in a defensive graveyard of your choice.


Chapter Forty-Eight



Frank and I respawned at the graveyard closest to the battlefield’s midpoint, mounted up, and charged down a hill covered in several inches of fresh, undisturbed snow.

Frank chuckled. “The Lunar Army dropped the fourth pillar, but they just wiped on Helios. Didn’t even get him to 95%.”

“Good, we’ve still got a chance. But I’m sure they’ve seen the timer on Helios, and they’ve probably already figured out that all they need to do to win is keep us from killing the Empress in the next ten minutes.”

“Eight minutes,” Frank corrected. He twisted around on his finger saddle and whistled. “Uh, yeah. We have incoming. A whole lot of incoming. Like… all of them.”

“Makes sense.”

I fought down the urge to look back and gunned the throttle, tearing through the snow toward the mass of friendly players below us while Frank scampered beside me on his cursed, moaning mount.

Almost the entirety of our forces had gathered at the dividing line of the battlefield. Our side was trodden and beaten down, full of snow darkened by blood or dirt or both, and every single one of our towers had crumbled to the ground.

Meanwhile, the Moonlit side of the Great Scar was eerily pristine, with great stretches of untouched snow framed by a handful of well-trodden paths. Every single one of their hundreds, maybe even thousands of towers was still standing, and from our current vantage point, punching through all of those structures and the twenty-plus mages within seemed utterly hopeless.

At the same time, the bulk of the Lunar Army was closing in on our position, riding up the valley behind us and making their way north, fully intent on smashing us between themselves and their seemingly impregnable wall of defenses.

Shouts sounded up ahead while Frank and I rode in, and as the crowd split to let us pass, I called Darling on video. “It’s showtime. You ready on your end?”

“Hell yeah I am!”

I raised my voice. “Ranged and healers, you’re climbing on top! Melee, you’re running behind and through the cover Darling lays down! Don’t worry, that’ll make sense here in a moment.” I found House in the crowd and dismounted, then put a hand on her small shoulder. “You ready for this?”

“I am ready.”

“Nice to meet you, Ready. I’m Frank.”

She scowled up at him.

“Yeah, yeah, I know you’re House, alright? By the way, seven minutes and counting. Pillars are down, so if time runs out, it’s all over.”

“Seven minutes and 43 seconds and counting,” House corrected.

Without a moment to spare, I popped one of the items we’d looted from the Vault of Giants into the palm of my hand.

{Twin-chambered Heart} (Consumable)

Description: Activating this item will summon a replica of one of the eight Titan variants encountered within {The Vault of Giants}.

The summoned Titan will scale to the caster’s level, and you may select whichever Titan you’d like to pilot prior to using this item.

Warning: This item cannot be activated during combat. The Titan also deals reduced damage to monsters and enemy players, and dramatically reduced damage against monsters classified as {Raid Bosses} and above.

Quality: Epic

Cast time: 5 seconds

Duration: 30 seconds

Charges: 2

I tabbed through the options and selected a Sprinter Titan. The ground shook beneath me, and concerned conversations broke out all across the raid.

The frozen earth split open, and a massive, golden hand rose from beneath the snow and slammed down to my left. The golem’s domed head rose directly beneath House and Frank and me, and the three of us hunkered down as the Titan emerged and took us more than a hundred feet into the air.

The Titan was identical to the Sprinter we’d fought back in the Vault, but with a single major exception. Since it scaled to the caster’s level, the variant towering beneath us was level 51, not one of the level 35s we’d encountered earlier, lending it a massive boost in offensive stats and giving it a Health pool that was several times larger.

With the cast complete and the golem standing upright, I stepped back and away from the controls. “Levers are all yours, House!”

“Thank you very much.”

She took control and bent the golem at the waist, leveling out its back and dropping its head somewhat to provide a broad platform for the ranged to pile onto. Then she threw both arms out behind her, dropping the back of each hand onto the snow so the raid could use them like ramps.

“All ranged players aside from Sleep’s group, your ride has arrived as promised! Melee, mount up and get ready to move! We’re going to clear you a gap!

“Healers, you’re up on top of the Titan as well! You should be safe from tower fire up top, given the angle, but I want constant heals on the golem to make sure it doesn’t die before we break through their defenses and reach the Moonlit Keep.”

“Ready?” Darling asked through the video call.

I twisted around atop the golem’s skull while players raced into position all around me. The Lunar Army was drawing close, with the leading edge moving through the snowy trees about a couple of hundred yards off, birds scattering in front of them.

“Whenever you’re ready, Darling!”

“Going!”

A single dark, stone brick materialized out of thin air and slammed down into the snow ten yards behind our group. More bricks followed, and their arrival filled the valley with a sound like prolonged thunder. They thumped into place faster and faster, forming multiple, separate foundations joined end to end.

It looked like a wall was building itself just as the Red Cathedral had back in the day, but it was so much more than that.

Because all the way back in the Royal Capitol, Darling had just played our final ace in the hole.

Defensive structures had a couple of major restrictions: they took time to build, and they could only be started from the War Room within the Capitol itself. But there was nothing in the description that said we couldn’t build while the battle was ongoing, provided our guild leader was willing to stay behind.

And when you paired all of that with the instant construction ritual we’d completed earlier on, and when your guild leader was equipped with hundreds of thousands of War Supplies, the result was nothing short of spectacular.

The wall—which was actually a concave of defensive towers stacked side by side—rose brick by enormous brick, growth accelerating even as it rose right in front of the approaching army. The structures finished in a matter of seconds, every one of them bristling with newly spawned frost mages ready to cast and snare from sixty yards out.

But Darling wasn’t even close to finished. She slammed a full line of Leadshot Bunkers beneath the towers and closer to the enemy front, heavily armored structures that also increased the damage of any player firing out of them.

And in front of those, she conjured up a row of Fog Machines, obscuring the battlefield from the enemy’s perspective and reducing their range.

Finally, she created three Dawnspires near the midpoint of the battlefield, tucked safely behind our defensive line. The brilliant, glowing spires wouldn’t do anything on their own, but the Lunar Army now wouldn’t be able to directly damage our other structures until the trio fell. That meant they’d have to fight through our line and capture structures one by one, which would take a considerable amount of time.

“Okay then!” Sleep called, his deep voice booming across the battlefield. “My crew, your positions are ready! Get in there and let ’em have it!”

A group of about a hundred people broke off from the rear of our raid, rushed between the newly created towers, and took up positions within the bunkers.

The squad we’d given over to Sleep was comprised purely of level 1s, a mixture of Goons and Omen members who’d decided to roll an alt for the final battle instead of participating with their usual character due to their mains’ relatively low levels.

The strategy was similar to the one we’d employed in the Vault of Giants for scaling, but with a handful of adjustments to take their offensive power to the next level.

The biggest change was that the lowbies no longer had Moonlit Path perks to work with, so we couldn’t depend on handing them B-Grade bows to scale their damage. To fill that void, we’d had to get creative, which started with having them all roll as a single, humanoid race: Blackwood Elves.

Their racial and starting stats were unimpressive, but the Blackwood Elves were the only race in the game that began with a pair of Hand Crossbows, relatively weak but fast-firing weapons they could equip at level 1.

So with two ranged weapons capable of attacking at high speeds, we’d geared them out almost purely for Haste. That meant every single archer now taking aim from inside the bunker sported more than 400%, an important breakpoint that allowed each of them to fire eight bolts per second.

We’d also equipped them with the usual consumables: Dragonfire Drumsticks and Ironarrow Chili and so on. That way, they could use their ridiculous attack speed to rain arrow storms and blasts of fire across the oncoming raid.

Then there were Darling’s Leadshot Bunkers. Not only did the structures offer a vast amount of protective coverage, but they also added 200 flat damage to every outgoing attack.

And finally, there was the crowning jewel of our defensive strategy, the single enchantment that I was truly counting on to buy us enough time to ride north and put an end to the Lunar Empress: Parasitic Implants.

Powered by our Living Forge and a preposterous number of Grand Soul Gems, every single Blackwood Elf had an implant applied to each of their rapid-fire weapons.

Each enchantment added 100 extra flat for a grand total of 400 additional damage, but better still, they also came with an insanely powerful proc that was perfectly suited for mass combat.

I selected one of Sleep’s lowbies and tabbed over to the buff.

{Parasitic Implant} (Weapon Enchantment)

Description: Successfully damaging an enemy target with a weapon carrying a {Parasitic Implant} has a 2% chance of infecting your target with an {Infectious Parasite}. The Parasite deals 50 flat nature damage per second for 10 seconds.

If this effect runs its full course without being dispelled, the Parasite explodes, dealing no damage but infecting all hostile players within 10 yards with an {Infectious Parasite}. Monsters and players may be infected by any number of parasites simultaneously.

“In position!” Sleep called out.

I spoke into the raid chat. “Alright, House, take us forward!”

She pulled a series of levers, raising the golem’s arms and setting it in motion. It took a single long stride, then burst forward into enemy territory, moving exactly as House often did: bent at the waist, head low to the ground, arms thrown back behind it, only this time, a couple of hundred players were riding high to either side of the Sprinter’s long, bronze spine.

The Titan hit the first tower and blew right through it, armored kneecap obliterating the structure on contact and sending oversized shrapnel ripping into other, nearby towers.

And it just kept on running, picking up speed and bulldozing towers that suddenly seemed tiny in comparison, knees and shins driving through them while NPC mages flew free and rained out of the sky.

At the same time, the gigantic construct’s outstretched arms knifed deep into the towers on either side of its path, cutting them in half and sending them toppling to the ground. The result was everything we’d hoped and planned for: a deep, wide line that ran straight through the teeth of our enemy’s defenses.

Darling took full advantage of the passage, burning the rest of our War Supplies with a series of Spellstorm Bunkers, and they sprang up behind the speeding Titan one after another.

The Spellstorm buff itself was largely a side benefit, but she chained the bunkers together as close as possible, providing a makeshift tunnel for our melee to race through where they’d be protected from whatever towers survived the construct’s passage.

And as House carried us forward and bludgeoned a path across the battlefield, I spared a glance at the enemy army behind us.

The devastation was absolute. Between the NPC archers slowing everything down from afar and our cracked-out level 1s ripping everything apart with eight attacks per second, the battlefield behind us was a killing ground full of arrow storms and frost bombs and bolts of metal singing through the air.

The second clause on the Parasitic Implants was especially deadly; the constant attacks from Sleep’s crew were inflicting the debuff at an unbelievable rate, and it was propagating faster and faster, parasites detonating and spreading through the Lunar Army like the plague they were.

The effect procced again and again, filling the battlefield with green haze and melting the front line of the oncoming assault before they could even draw within thirty yards of our bunkers.

And the best part of it all? Since we’d left the Lunar Army with a single graveyard—the one outside Sunwalker Keep—every single enemy player that died had no choice but to respawn all the way down at the southern end of the battlefield, multiple minutes from our current position, let alone from the Empress herself.

“Looking good!” Frank said from my left. “But we’ve only got four minutes left, it’s gonna be tight! Empress should fall super fast once the towers are down, but we’ve got a lot of ground to cover!

“The summon on this Titan is about to run out, House! You’re gonna need to bring us down, or the fall damage is going to kill us when the golem vanishes and leaves us hanging in the air!”

“I am quite aware⁠—”

“Hi, Quite—” Frank started.

“And also House,” she finished, a little louder than she needed to.

She had the Sprinter Titan trample the last few towers and slice a few more to the ground with its long arms, then she forced the giant construct to slump forward and dive like it was sliding into first base.

It landed on its stomach, sparks flying as its iron belly met the road to the Moonlit Keep. We spilled off it, all of us screaming and shouting and running forward.

It seemed like something had finally given way. We were officially in the home stretch—all that remained was a 200-yard-long bridge over a snowy chasm and a relatively undefended keep.

Several hundred yards behind us, Sleep’s line was holding better than I’d dared to hope. There wasn’t an enemy in sight up ahead, and the Four Pillars of the Moon would only take about a minute to destroy if we captured them immediately.

I hit the edge of the bridge, adrenaline flooding my veins.

Then it happened, and the very prompt I’d been fearing ever since the battle began finally hit my logs.

Proximity Alert!

The {Sunwalkers} have claimed the {Sunwalker Keep Graveyard}!

If it is not defended within 60 seconds, they will claim it as a respawn point!


Chapter Forty-Nine



I stopped in the middle of the bridge with countless players running by me atop their mounts. My ears were ringing, the snow was falling harder than ever, and Frank was saying something to my left, but I couldn’t hear him over the roar of our allies racing by on their mounts.

Not a single one of them seemed aware of what had just happened. That was understandable, because that last alert was innocuous at first glance—we’d simply claimed the final graveyard.

But in reality, the result was apocalyptic.

Our intricately laid plans, our wall of impregnable defenses, our careful zoning and plotting. All of it had just come undone when a single Sunwalker capped the wrong flag at the worst possible time.

The problem was simple: when a player died within the Grand Scar, they respawned at the nearest friendly graveyard. But if there was no graveyard available, they’d instead spawn in the same caves they’d started in.

I turned around on the bridge, moving slowly with my teeth clenched, praying that I was wrong about what was suddenly headed our way.

I wasn’t, because there they were, pouring down out of the nearby mountains like liquid fire. The entire Lunar Army had just respawned not even 500 yards outside their keep, all along the mountains that framed the northern side of the Grand Scar and far closer to the Empress than we’d planned for.

“Oh shit,” Frank said from my left. “That is a lot of people.”

Behind me, a series of explosions sounded one after the next, drawing my attention from the fiery-looking avalanche of opponents heading our way.

As it turned out, the keep wasn’t undefended at all. The Lunar Army had placed an ambush squad in each of the Pillars, and many of our members were now pushing them back and up.

Even more worrisome, though, was that for some reason, the core of our rush had stopped in the dead center of the courtyard, a full thirty yards from the entrance to the Moonlit Keep. A moment later, a mage stepped through the crowd and launched a small fireball into a snowdrift to the left of the keep entrance for no discernible reason.

I spoke into the raid chat. “What’s going on up there? Why aren’t we pushing in, and why is somebody fireballing the snow?”

Text responses flooded the chat, and I scanned through a few of them while mumbling them out loud. Apparently the entire courtyard was trapped with some kind of explosive, and we’d just lost four people to the first detonation.

“Probably Firechain Mines,” Frank said, sounding surprisingly uneasy. And I really, really didn’t like hearing that. “Especially nasty and expensive static defenses. They deal damage based on the target’s maximum Health, and the explosion will chain to all targets within five yards, becoming increasingly deadly each time.”

“Land mines, basically? Is that why we’re firing into the snow? To blow them up from afar?”

“I assume that’s what he was trying to do, but it’s not gonna work. They’re proximity only, and they’re stealthed on top of everything.”

“Can they build them inside the keep?”

“Uh huh.”

I cursed. The mines were probably passable, but running through without taking a ton of losses would likely cost us the one thing we didn’t have: time.

To my right and left, each of the Pillars of the Moon tilted and fell in sequence, with four messages hitting my logs all within a few seconds of each other. Each clear had cost us a surprising number of people—the ambushers were apparently stronger than I’d realized—but hopefully the people the Lunar Army had killed would be able to rejoin the fight before it was too late.

“How much time do we have left?” I asked.

“About two minutes.”

“Can we disarm the mines? Run in from there?”

“If someone has the right skill, sure, but even then, it’ll be one at a time.”

“That’s not gonna work. It’d take way too long.”

Tyrann stopped in front of me at the end of the bridge with his back to the Moonlit Keep, riding a huge, armored horse that had his tall shadow falling over mine. “Firechain Mines, huh?”

“Apparently. Guess it’s an event recipe.”

He dismounted and rubbed the back of his head. He seemed to be making some sort of decision. “Well, hey. The video worked.”

I nodded, trying to keep things polite but barely listening at the same time, my mind racing to figure out a solution other than suiciding our forces in one at a time.

I still felt like the Empress ought to be an easy kill with how quickly the Lunar Army had downed Helios, but they’d had the numbers on their side at the time, and if you piled some even heavier casualties onto our much smaller force…

“So I’m sticking around a little longer,” he continued. “That being the case, I figure I probably owe you one.” He dismounted and activated some kind of ability, then mounted right back up. “This is gonna take a few seconds to activate, then it’s gonna kill me, so make sure you pull it off, yeah?”

I looked up at him, one eyebrow cocked above the other. “What’s going to kill you?”

A halo of golden light began to form above his head, and faint golden wings stretched out to either side of his armored mount.

“Martyr’s Shield,” Frank said. “Absorbs all damage for fifteen seconds but kills you on expiration!”

Tyrann nodded atop his mount, then turned the horse around with a jerk of his reins.

“Just between you and me, I’m glad to be sticking around. And… I’m sorry that things went as far as they did. I let the line between content and people get a bit blurry, and that’s on me.”

He cracked the reins and rode off before I had the chance to process the sudden apology, let alone respond.

It took me a moment to piece together everything he’d said, then I was yelling into the raid chat as Tyrann rode for the keep, snow flying behind him, wings spreading wider and wider.

“Clear a path toward the keep, I’ll be dropping some markers right behind Tyrann! Let him pass, then follow the trail exactly!”

The crowd split, and he galloped through the gap toward the keep. The ground erupted in front of him, explosions chaining one after another as he rode right into the keep with fire rising all around him.

I dropped a line of glowing icons behind him to highlight the safe path he’d created.

Then Tyrann disappeared inside, but while I’d lost sight of him, my mini map told me that he was running in circles within the structure to clear the entire area out. He managed three circles, each tighter than the last, and his Martyr’s Shield executed him at the very center of the keep.

“Go go go!”

Tyrann’s sacrifice had me smiling slightly despite the chaos of the moment, and I felt like my voice sounded a bit more hopeful than before as it rang through the raid chat.

“Keep is clear of mines! Follow the path like your life depends on it because it absolutely does.” I glanced to my left. “Frank? How’re we looking?”

“They’re pulling the Empress now, and we have ninety seconds remaining before Helios drops dead a second time. Empress at 100%… 97%… 95%…”

He trailed off, and while his lips were moving, no words were coming out.

“We’re not gonna make it,” I said. “She’s dropping fast, but it’s not fast enough. We’re gonna get overrun.”

I could tell from the look on his face that he wanted to disagree but couldn’t quite manage it.

“92%,” he said, and the number came out quiet and breathy.

“I guess we’re officially out of time, huh?”

I put a hand on Frank’s shoulder. The red rush was descending, racing down and between the mountains right across the bridge. Some of them activated their transformations in the distance, and once again, the sky was full of green lightning.

“Hey, Frank?”

He drew his larger axe and stepped up beside me, eyes wide but unafraid. “Yeah?”

“I know that your heart is cold and full of rage and all that, but I hope you can find some room in there to forgive me for what’s about to happen next. I’m so sorry, man. I was really, really hoping it wouldn’t come to this. But we’re officially out of options.”

“Empress at 80%. What are you saying?”

I stepped to our side of the bridge, equipped my launcher, augmented it, then readied a four-bird volley with my back to one of the four small stone towers that capped the span to either side.

“Ned?”

“You’re gonna wanna back up, Frank.”

The leading edge of the Lunar Army roared toward us, and the fastest amongst them streamed across the bridge. The snow was falling harder than ever before, great white flakes that made our opponent’s red name tags seem incomparably bright.

“What are you⁠—”

I launched a four-part volley high into the air and watched them scream into the falling snow. Then I popped my cooldowns one by one—Frozen Heart, Wings of the Raven King, everything—and punctuated it all with Final Charge.

That turned my launcher into the same oversized sword and shield combo I’d used earlier to great effect, but I wasn’t finished.

Taking a deep breath, I threw open my menus and tabbed over to the perk I’d chosen when Frank and I had worked as Carries during the second Ascent.

I highlighted the transformation effect, then activated the ability.

Behind me, Frank gasped.

A massive stretch of sky darkened above, gray clouds turning jet black and starting to spin. The lightning bolt that split the air and struck me dead on was positively deafening, an order of magnitude brighter and louder than any before it.

The influx of strength was likewise unlike anything I’d ever felt. And not only did the insanely strong buff scale in power according to its user’s gear and level, but it also transformed their bodies as well as their equipment.

My legs lengthened, my arms bulged, and my chest swelled. Soon, I stood a full story and change above Frank, towering almost twenty feet above the stone at the far end of the bridge as the enemy rushed in and the ravens I’d fired finally began to dive.

They howled down, and my already oversized sword lengthened and widened. Just as before, the edge of the weapon crackled with red and black energy, but the transformation effect also had emerald ravens moving within the flat of the blade, flapping and swarming like they were about to fly out of it. The shield in my offhand vanished, and a second, identical blade replaced it.

The ravens I’d fired earlier screeched one last time and fell, exploding up and down the entire length of the bridge, launching people into the air and providing me with the Leech I needed to engage.

I stalked forward, huge weapons held to each side. As a cloud of green numbers drifted up above my head, Frank’s various barriers slammed into place around me, and his voice rose from a few steps back.

“I am deeply conflicted, but ultimately I think I respect it! Full frontal, man! Empress at 65% and falling!”

I swept a blade forward, low and quick. The crackling edge obliterated five people on contact, cutting four of them in half and decapitating a fifth, shorter player.

Then the weapon surprised me. Not only were the swords long enough to reach almost across the bridge, but every swing also released a flock of emerald ravens that dove deep into the crowd and erupted within it.

I pressed forward, laughing and swinging away, ripping through their vanguard like it was tissue paper, every swing launching a hail of projectiles that exploded with so much force they left lime-colored mushroom clouds rising all across the bridge.

It was absolutely intoxicating: the complete immunity from crowd control, the unbelievable sustain, the feeling of looming over the crowd, the unparalleled offensive firepower, and the kill notifications that streamed by like they were damage readouts.

It was everything I’d ever dreamed of, but hadn’t dared to hope for.

“35%!” Frank called out. “Empress is nearing the execute window, damage is about to spike!”

With countless corpses at my feet and the front liners dead or retreating, the next wave was still mounted up, and after witnessing the carnage of that first engagement, they tried to rush by me to either side.

But between the length of my swords and the preposterous reach I’d gained by nearly tripling in height, I simply cleaved them apart as they rode forward, slicing again and again while emerald birds flew from my weapons and sought out their own targets.

One of the smaller players snuck beneath my string of attacks and almost broke free, but I pivoted left and kicked both him and the mechanical tiger he was riding right off the edge of the bridge.

“20%!” Frank said. “Thirty seconds left! Empress is gonna fall, get the hell out of there!”

I planted a foot and whipped around, lashing out with a pair of backhanded swings, one high, one low. The double attack eviscerated the next wave, and the ravens that followed punched deep into the crowd.

But Frank had the right of it: both Final Charge and my transformation effect were about to expire, and without crowd control immunity, I’d be dead in a blink. I backpedaled and threw out a few quick slashes to generate more ravens and create some space, then I started to shrink.

The huge blades I’d been holding morphed back into my launcher, so I turned and ran and switched to my pistols.

Frank was still standing at the end of the bridge, and the keep behind him pulsed with light, its windows looking like they were about to blow out as spells detonated deep inside the structure.

I threw a Fearfrost Grenade back over my shoulder, then used Quicksilver Thrust to send myself blurring through the falling snow and away from my pursuers.

But something wrapped around my ankle, and my ability ended not even a third of the way in. I glanced down. A black vine had curled around my leg.

I tried to drift out of it, but it didn’t work. The vine also had a silencing component, and then I was in the air and flying backward, being dragged right into the heart of the swarm with my Leech falling and none of my defensives available.

Another cord wrapped around my waist, and for a moment, I could see the writing on the wall. The Empress was as good as dead, but I was going to drop well before she did.

I twisted in the air, flailing, and caught sight of Frank.

He mimed pulling on an invisible rope, and I lurched forward, changing direction in midair.

I snapped out of melee reach, zoomed toward him, and crashed right into him head-on. The two of us sprawled into the snow, but his rope ability had broken the silence, so I grabbed his wrist and drifted us both toward the keep.

Spells and projectiles rained down on our previous location, right where we’d been prior to my drift, so I Doublecasted the spell to send us closer to the keep and buy a bit more time. We resolved back into existence above a tall snowbank and plunged right into it.

Then, behind us, a woman’s scream split the air.

Time froze, just as it had during the Empress’ arrival.

The bridge was still swarming with enemy players, but they were locked in place just as we were, with the closest of them mere feet away from Frank and me, swords locked mid-swing.

The entire keep shuddered, then the walls and the ceiling ripped free and flew into the air, leaving Omen and the other guilds within exposed atop the structure’s dark foundation.

World Alert!

The {Four Pillars of the Moon} have fallen, and the {Lunar Empress} has been slain!

{The Battle for the Grand Scar} has officially ended, and the {Sunwalkers} have claimed victory!

The prompt pulsed once, twice, then vanished.

But I still couldn’t move. I couldn’t even breathe.

The cold air grew colder still, and the mountains that framed the Grand Scar quivered and shook. Multiple avalanches rolled down their snowy heights, snapping trees and revealing the dark stone beneath.

Then the trees and the rocks and even the mountains themselves rose up like they’d been plucked out of the earth. Whole peaks inverted and spun, rising high into the air and leaving every one of us with an unbroken view of Mount Lyona.

The one true moon had finally descended, and the very edge of its lower rim now rested atop the summit of the holy mountain. A black line formed beneath the moon’s singular eye, spreading slowly, curving upward.

The line split into a mouth, and the moon bared a set of green, luminescent teeth. It spoke, and the very air trembled at the sound of its voice.

“Very well. I… have arrived. And the end… has begun. Go now, my children. And feast to your heart’s content.”

The eye flared, and the countless moons that still hung high across EBO descended in the distance, green fire licking off them as they entered the atmosphere and plunged down all around us.

I looked to my left, where Frank had frozen with the axe that was also him held high above his head, like he’d known the moon was about to descend, like he’d made sure to freeze in the process of menacing it.

“Yeah, yeah,” he said. “You’re next, bitch.”

END
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The dead rise to combat the encroaching darkness as Drew Wright taps into the only power that might save his loved ones, becoming Earth’s first Necromancer.

It’s available on Kindle Unlimited and Audible.
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