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Dedication

To Birgitta and Caleb
Proof that Chaos has risen.
Love you, kiddos.




5,268 Years Before the Events of Barrow King

The frigid air swept over Odymm Tal as he dashed towards the Citadel. The chill eating at his bones had little to do with the gusts blowing across Xygarrion, for today, he feared his city would fall. And if Xygarrion fell, all the Realms would follow.
Tal pushed his way through the early morning crowds, not pausing to apologize when he bumped a shopkeeper or cut off a school matron leading her flock of children. If he failed to stop what was about to happen, momentary lapses in propriety would matter less than a falling leaf in autumn.
“This is my fault,” he said, not realizing he’d spoken aloud.
“You warned them,” came the resonant bass of his archon, Jurredix, who kept Tal’s pace with ease. “On multiple occasions. They did not listen.”
Tal cast an appreciative glance at the mechanical man, his gift from the Primarchs, the Lords of Order, upon achieving the rank of Grandmaster. The archon was a symbol of Tal’s high status, and it comforted him to have him by his side as the entropy of human folly threatened to destroy everything Tal had worked his entire life to protect.
“And there was no way of knowing they had progressed so far, so quickly. We all thought we had more time.”
“Time, the greatest weapon of entropy.” Tal clenched his fists into balls, his knuckles going white. “I should have forced them to heed my warnings. I should have tugged them by their beards and their braids and smacked some sense into them.”
“You were obeying the law.”
“And look where that’s got us. We hover on the brink of annihilation. I should have seized control, the law be damned.”
“A coup? How very chaotic of you,” the archon said, earning a sardonic chuckle from his master. Silence hung for several seconds before the machine spoke again. “At least you secured Merria and Berrek’s safety. I am very fond of them,” the archon said, his flat voice showing no emotion.
“If we do not stop the Synod from opening their foolish Realm Gate, then no place will be safe.”
“I am aware. I was attempting to ease your mind.”
“You knowingly spoke an untruth?” Tal said voice tinged with shock.
“So, I did.” The archon tilted his head to the side, a mannerism it had gained observing Tal over the last decade. “Troubling. Perhaps I have spent too much time in the company of humans. Your chaotic nature is unbounded, corrosive.”
“If we live through the day, I’ll let you complain about it to your heart’s desire.”
“I do not complain, nor do I have a heart. I am powered by a spark of pure order.”
Tal ignored his taciturn companion’s comment and pushed his way into the Citadel. Several guards snapped to attention, but he paid them no heed. He sent the barest of glances towards the massive council chamber where his last efforts to warn the Synod had failed. Then, without slowing, he turned left and descended a staircase into the bowels of the Citadel.
“It makes no sense. The Synod has grown arrogant, but they are not fools. How could they ignore the evidence I presented them? It was irrefutable.”
“I have thought long on that, and logic points to only one conclusion.”
Tal’s eyes snapped up to the shimmering pinpoints of blue-white light that were the archon’s eyes. “You don’t think …”
“One of the Synod is corrupted.”
“You cannot believe that?”
“I can, and I do, as will you. Cleanse your perception of sentiment, and you will see it is the only logical conclusion. The Alliance is on the brink of defeat. There are rumors the Thalmiir will seal Dar Thoriim to the world. Every captured El’Edryn returns a corrupted enemy, fallen from the light. Like you, the Synod is desperate. They want nothing more than the power to protect those they love. Who has long offered that power to the mortal realms?”
Fear and uncertainty tore away the last remnants of Tal’s disbelief. “The Princes of Chaos? But trusting them is utter madness.”
“Desperation breeds madness.”
“By the Source, you are right. How did I not see it?”
“I believe a part of you did, but you refused to let yourself believe. You mortals are masters of self-deception. It is a wonder you have survived this long.”
Tal grimaced, a part of him wanting to smack the archon, but he knew it would damage his hand far more than the crys-metal of the automaton’s face. “We must stop them,” Tal said.
“Yes, is that not why we are descending these stairs at an alarming and unsafe speed?”
“Do you ever tire of being right?”
“I never get tired at all.”
The archon and the Grandmaster descended in silence, the echo of their footsteps their only companion. Eventually, the silence became too much for Tal.
“A port circle would come in really handy about now. How did the bastards convince us to shut them all down?”
“When fear and lies erode the rule of law, freedom loses to security,” Jurredix said. “It is the surest sign that a society is in decline.”
“Are you saying we deserve this? We asked for this?”
“No, I am saying we should have imprisoned them all when we had the chance.”
“Now you tell me.”
They reached the bottom of the stairs to see a dozen armored figures standing sentinel before a pair of rune scrawled stone doors. One, a woman Tal knew well, stepped forward and pointed her long sword at him. “Grandmaster Odymm Tal, Arch Deacon of the Circle, you are not welcome here. Turn back now, or we will bring the verdict of the Synod down upon you.”
“Dyrria, please.” He stared at the woman, a harsher version of his wife’s features staring back at him.
For the briefest of moments, her expression turned warm before her rigid discipline took control of her once again. “Leave now, or I will have to arrest you.”
“If we do not stop the Synod, we will lose everything to the Maelstrom. Please help me.”
“We need the Realm Gate Tal. Without it, the Prime will be victorious.”
“The Synod is corrupted. They are under the sway of the Princes of Chaos.”
Dyrria’s eyes went wide in disbelief. “You have evidence of this?”
“I will, once you open that door.”
Dyrria sighed and shook her head. “Please, for the sake of my sister and my nephew, turn and go home. You have not been yourself for some time, Tal. Your theories were disproved. Your career is in shambles. You are desperate, twisted by obsession. Let me help you.”
For the briefest of moments, Tal felt her words eat at his confidence. All she said was true. Am I wrong? Am I delusional? His doubt lasted for mere moments before Jurredix spoke.
“Why does the Synod work in the shadows Dyrria Fet? Why do they need guards? Those who operate in secret have secrets to hide.”
Dyrria considered, but she had always been inflexible, beholden to her sense of right and wrong even when facts proved inconvenient. “The Synod does not wish to cause a panic archon. You of all beings know how dangerous a mob of terrified people can be.”
“If they finish their ritual, there will be no more people.” Tal almost convinced her, but then her shoulders tightened, and he knew he would have to fight. Before she could order an attack, Tal activated his Ring of Spell Storage and cast Sovereign Command.
The spell had a one-minute casting time, but knowing he’d have nowhere near that amount of time, Tal had precast it into his ring. Dyrria proved his foresight accurate when she launched herself at him, moving swifter than should have been possible.
Sovereign Command activated instantly. The pure white light of Order Magic built inside Tal, filling his eyes and flowing down his arms and into his hands. He brought his palms together with a thunderous clap, and a sphere of rune scrawled white light exploded forth.
It pulsed over Dyrria and her guards just as the tip of her sword pierced Tal's shoulder. He grunted in pain but willed himself to remain focused or risk spell feedback. He’d survive the onslaught of 1,000 mana points of rebounded damage, but all hopes of stopping the Synod would die if his focus slipped.
Order Magic differed from the other spheres. Where the elemental magics harnessed the power of nature, Order Magic allowed the user to see the underlying principles of magic itself. Once understood, these rules of magic granted order mages incredible defensive and offensive capabilities. But the sphere’s true power lay in its ability to understand the principles that underlay consciousness itself. Given time, a Grandmaster could hijack the free will of individuals and command armies.
Where thought mages could read minds, delete knowledge and install memories, order mages could control how the mind functioned. This made high-level Order Magic dangerous and the Circle fiercely policed its use.
The field of magical energy flowed over the guards, expanding and contracting into intricate rune filled halos. Each one spun and slammed into the foreheads of the guards like a searing brand. Tal felt the spell go active and yelled: “Stop!” The guards froze as if time had stopped.
Tal ordered Dyrria to pull her sword free, and pain tore at his shoulder. Jurredix caught him before he could fall and placed his right hand above the wound. White light resembling tendrils of liquid metal pulsed from the archon's palm. The strands of pure order energy sunk into Tal’s wound and restructured the damaged cells. In moments Tal’s shoulder healed.
Tal turned to the passive eyed Dyrria. “Open the door.”
“I cannot. The Synod locked it from the inside.”
“And that wasn’t a hint they were hiding something?” Tal said, rage seething inside him. He pushed her aside and ordered the guards to part. He inspected the patterns on the doors. Swirling runes of magma orange flared to life on their surface, then changed, faded, and disappeared. A migraine-like pressure built up behind Tal’s eyes, and he forced himself to look away.
“Jurredix,” Tal said, rubbing his thumbs into his temples.
The archon stepped forward, his mechanical eyes analyzing and recording the shifting patterns. “These are chaos runes, in the dialect of Zeenchaara.”
“Odd, the Lord of Decay is rarely so forward.”
“Wait,” the archon said, his voice raised in mild surprise. “They are changing.”
“Is that not the nature of chaos?”
“Yes, but now the runes are in the dialect of Vincenyth, the Pestilent. Another change, this time NymerTerroch, the Prince of Madness. And again, this dialect belongs to Mixengettorax, The Lord of Carnage.”
Panic rose in Tal like bile, and he risked a glance at the shifting patterns. They were now changing at incredible speed, a slurry of lines and arcs, indecipherable to Tal’s mortal eyes. His migraine pulsed, and he turned away. “The Princes of Chaos are working in concert?” The very idea was terrifying. The Princes hated each other as much as they did the Primarchs. “If they are working together, then….“
“Things are even worse than we had surmised,” Jurredix said, his eyes scanning back and forth at an incredible rate. “There is something else.” Tal waited for the archon to finish his analysis. “I have evaluated over 10,000 shifts in the last minute alone and none of them make any mention of Baelmaera.”
Tal’s eyes widened, and he brought a reflexive hand to the amulet at his throat, letting the totem of his Order bring him ease. The Lady of Shadows and Plots was the arch-nemesis of the Circle. Her manipulations had long posed the greatest threat to the mortal realms. “Why would she go silent?”
“Perhaps she is dead,” Jurredix said.
“The disturbance? Do you think the other Prince’s ganged up on her?”
“It is a logical conclusion.”
“And therefore suspect. Baelmaera never plays the straight game.”
“No, she does not, but for the moment, it is irrelevant. We need to find a way through this door, regardless of which chaos entities lie in wait.
“You’re right,” Tal said and began the intricate forms of casting Order Magic.
“When am I not?”
Tal grumbled under his breath and turned his full attention to casting. A massive amount of mana built up inside him, and he thrust his arms forward. Planes of shimmering energy expanded outwards into the shape of a sharply pointed obelisk. Tal pushed, and the four-sided crystalline structure pierced the raging energy protecting the door. Clods of molten stone exploded outward, searing the floor.
Quicker than mortal eyes could follow, Jurredix erected a shimmering shield, protecting both Tal and the rigid guards. The walls rumbled as Tal pushed forward. “An intriguing use of Anchor of Order,” Jurredix said, impressed. “You never cease to amaze me, Tal. Your species’ minds swim with the chaos of raw emotion, yet, often as not, you push through that handicap to achieve unexpected results.”
Tal would have flipped the archon off had he had the use of either hand, but also knew the automaton was right. Anchor of Order was a Grandmaster level incantation that fed upon chaos and provided power to the hundreds of Order Lances that protected Korynn from chaos incursions. To an outsider, an Order Lance was just a tower, but when powered by an Anchor of Order, the buildings became defensive bulwarks that fed upon and transformed raw chaos into nigh unbreakable barriers.
The tower they now lay beneath was one of the greatest of Korynn’s Order Lances. Yet as powerful as the artifact was, an open Realm Gate, tapped directly into the primordial chaos, would soon overwhelm the protective magics of the lance. Tal wasn’t using his new anchor to strengthen the lance but to drain the chaos magic protecting the door.
“What is your plan once we are through the door?”
“No idea. I’m making this up as I go.”
“Reassuring,” Jurredix said as the rumble grew stronger. The anchor was glowing with a furious inner light and more gobbets of molten chaos thrummed against Jurredix’s shield. A shriek rose, somewhere between the screeching of metal on metal and the howl of something ancient screaming in fury.
Then the Anchor of Order smashed through the door casting molten stone and raw chaos in a wide arc before it stopped, hovering in midair. For the briefest of moments, the debris floated in an undisciplined halo as if gravity itself had paused.
Tal stared into the room, using a concentration technique taught to all novice Deacons. The room beyond the door was a large circular gallery. At its center, a ring of spinning red metal hovered above a rail of the same. It reminded Tal of the magnetic magics used by earth mages during large-scale construction projects.
Twelve members of the Synod stood in a half-circle, each feeding tendrils of red-orange energy to their leader, the chaos mage Rowyn Vex. The twelve writhed in agony, and for a moment, Tal felt sorry for them. Whatever Vex was doing to them, it was both painful and unexpected. I warned you all, Tal thought.
As disturbing as the Synod’s torture was, the pulsating hole to another place flickering in and out of existence at the center of the spinning ring was the true terror. Amidst the swirling maelstrom of unrestrained chaos lurked several massive shadowy forms. They were getting closer, larger.
The Princes of Chaos. Nearly all of them. Working together?
Never in all of known history, had the Princes of Chaos joined forces. Their mutual hatred and distrust ensured they had never combined their efforts. It was one of the few reasons that chaos had not overwhelmed the other realms long ago. The Lords of Order were weaker than the Princes of Chaos, but they were organized, disciplined, united. That had been their strength. If Chaos has united, then the Realms are doomed.
Gravity dredged time back to the present and the halo of molten debris flew forward into the room ahead of the Anchor of Order. The Synod took the full brunt of the assault, and every one of them went down, screaming in both terror and elation as fiery debris shredded their bodies.
Tal pushed with all his will and the anchor flew towards Rowyn Vex’s unguarded back. A moment before the deadly point of the anchor impaled the chaos sorcerer, she spun and extended her palm outwards. The anchor stopped not because it hit an unseen barrier, but because Vex had somehow leached all the momentum from it. The anchor floated in the space between Tal and Vex, calm as a sea bird riding an easy swell.
Vex was a stocky woman whose keen mind and immense skill with chaos magic had enabled her to rise to the pinnacle of power in Xygarrion. She was as fierce in battle as she had been on the council floor, and her actions had snatched at least one victory against the Prime from the jaws of defeat. She hated the aetherial creatures more than anyone, which was one reason Tal had always considered her a friend, despite their conflicting philosophies.
“Hello, Tal, I’d hoped you’d show up.” Vex’s voice had a scratchy quality to it that enhanced her confidence. “This will be so much easier with you here.” She grinned, and Tal watched as a writhing cloud of energized particles oozed from her very pores, expanded and then contracted like the erratic breathing of a dying animal before it flowed back inside her.
“A Chaos Spore,” Jurredix said, his normal placid voice tinged with fear.
“It cannot be,” Tal said, but then Vex grinned, and he knew the archon was correct. A Chaos Spore was a splintered shard of one of the immortal motes of sentient chaos mortals called the Princes of Chaos. When bonded to a host, the spore allowed the Prince to act through them beyond their eternal prison.
Is this why Baelmaera is missing? Has she possessed Vex?
The Chaos Spore was a cosmic hack of sorts, the only way for a Prince to breach the impenetrable barrier the Source had long ago set about the Maelstrom. But the energies of chaos were virulent, and in short order they would consume everything the host was, leaving nothing behind but a scoured, soulless husk.
How did Vex succumb to this?
Tal had no time to consider the question, as Vex twisted her wrist, tearing at the fabric of the anchor’s crystalline matrix. If she destroyed the obelisk, then any hope of closing the rift forming inside the metallic ring would die with it.
“Kill her,” Tal commanded, and Dyrria and her guards rushed into battle.
Vex clenched her free hand and chaotic energy flowed around her arm in erratic whorls. The shredded remains of the Synod quivered and then stood like macabre marionettes. They lurched towards the approaching guards and Tal knew his unwilling allies would be dead in mere moments. I am sorry Dyrria.
“We need a plan,” Jurredix said, nodding towards Vex, who had returned her attention to the anchor. “Until we secure the anchor, it remains vulnerable. It cannot hold up to that kind of strain for long.”
“Dammit,” Tal muttered. There was only one way to stop Vex, and he was sure it would end up with them all dead. “Take the anchor,” he yelled to Jurredix. The archon gave Tal an odd glance as if to question his mental state. While powerful creations of order, archons were incapable of harnessing the power necessary to cast Anchor of Order.
Worse yet, their rigid modes of thinking made them ill-suited to shifting their mental state quick enough to tame and direct the chaotic energy inside the anchor. An archon’s job was to protect the anchor once it was set. To handle one before that was unheard of, akin to heresy and would likely end with all the stored energy of the anchor exploding in their faces.
“This is a bad idea,” Jurredix said, but to his credit his hesitation was brief, and he took control of the anchor, freeing Tal from the burden.
“Have a little faith. You’ve spent so much time with me; you’re likely to have acquired some of my irrational thought processes. Use them.”
“We are all going to die.”
“Probably,” Tal acknowledged and tapped the amulet at his throat. A crystalline matrix of Order Magic expanded around him like a blocky set of armor. The armor upped his physical attributes by a staggering amount and also provided a perfect defense against Chaos Magic, for like the anchor, the armor fed on chaos energy. Tal jumped, soaring over the shuddering anchor, threw both hands forward and dual cast Order Bolt.
Forty knives of pure order energy raced towards Vex. Order Bolt was the first offensive spell taught to every Deacon in training. It was weak at low levels, but in the hands of a Grandmaster of Order Magic, it was a devastating weapon. Because of his level and the Perks he’d chosen, each bolt did 50 points of damage, and they never, ever missed. The barrage of missiles rained down upon Vex, their impact causing searing blind spots to flash in Tal’s vision.
He blinked his eyes clear to see Vex grinning at him, untouched behind a swirling field of shimmering blood orange energy. A moment later the field blinked out. Tal wasn’t surprised. After all, Vex was a Grandmaster of Chaos Magic. The higher tiers of both spheres granted their users various degrees of immunity to their opposite. How else could they devote themselves to combating them?
Tal landed just as he finished casting Irresistible Binding, his real attack. His glowing fist punched into the floor. A pulse of kinetic energy moved through the floor and raced towards Vex. Just before it reached the chaos sorcerer, it twined into a spiral pattern of mathematical precision. As the pattern twined larger and larger, nodes of order burst through the floor. As each one emerged, ribbon-like bands of white energy exploded outwards, wrapping themselves around Vex’s arms, legs and torso.
The bands wrenched Vex's arms back mid casting, and her face turned to a pained scowl. Through pure force of will, she stopped the mana from surging back into her. Her strength impressed Tal, but he had expected it. He grimaced and wrapped additional shining bands around Vex and then lash themselves to the shuddering anchor.
Tal was about to close his fist and slam Vex onto the diamond-sharp point of the anchor when the chaos animated corpses of the Synod slammed into him. Curse the Maelstrom, I forgot about them. Fists and magic pummeled him, and his armor’s health plummeted.
He reached out, searching for Dyrria or any of her guards, and felt the flicker that told him his sister-in-law still lived. He commanded her to his side, where she sliced the heads from three of the Synod corpses in mere seconds. The rest kept pummeling Tal, but he had enough of a breather to focus on Vex and the anchor.
He closed his fist and pulled Vex towards the point of the anchor. This time nothing would arrest her motion. Tal rejoiced, but then the vile entropy of raw chaos scalded into his brain and the anchor shuddered to a stop. Blood flowed from his nose and he looked up to see the first of the Princes of Chaos pulling itself through the aperture of the Realm Gate. The monstrosity was well over a hundred feet in height as it dragged itself into Korynn. The beast was horned, its crimson skin dripping gore and blood like sweat.
Mixengettorax, the Lord of Rage and Blood roared in triumph, knowing in mere moments all the Realms would feel his wrath.
“Jurredix, give me control of the anchor.”
“It does not have sufficient power to seal the breach.”
“I know. I have another idea,” Tal said and looked his longtime companion in the eyes. He spoke no further words, for they needed none. The archon understood that neither of them would survive what they must do. He ceded control of the anchor back to Tal. “It has been an honor, my friend.”
“I will see you in the Forum when we both coalesce,” the archon said.
Tal nodded and let his mind flow into the anchor. Its structure was near failure, weakened by Vex’s assault, but it would hold long enough for Tal’s purpose. He pulled the anchor forward and altered its course ever so slightly.
A dagger wielded by one of the Synod penetrated his armor and sank into his side. Before the pain could distract him, he detached his mind from the cares of his body. He heard himself scream as a searing pain assaulted his nerves but told himself it was not happening to him. He pushed all of his will into the anchor and it accelerated.
It sped right past Vex, whose momentary grin of glee faded when she realized his true goal. The point of the anchor slammed into the rotating Realm Gate, punching all of its power into the metal, releasing the incredible energies of the rift. The explosion shredded Vex’s body, threw Jurredix backward into the far wall and tore off one of Mixengettorax’s arms. The concussive force tossed Tal up, cracking his armor.
The Realm Gate twisted and spun tearing at the hole between realms. It expanded and then contracted, bisecting Mixengettorax before spinning down into a singularity. The Lord of Rage and Blood screamed and transformed into a stream of energetic particles that were then sucked back into the Realm of Chaos.
For several seconds the world turned quiet and then the singularity pulsed and exploded in a blinding white flash.
In the city above, children and guards, pedestrians and shop owners all stopped as a deep rumble rose. Confusion had no time to become a concern, much less fear before the ground ruptured and the city exploded.
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The air in the Hub buzzed with frantic energy as Gryph rattled off a series of complex orders with the ease of a born commander. Lex ran at his side, feeling both helpless and guilty. He pumped his oft-maligned short legs, desperate to keep pace. Lex had failed Gryph. He had failed everybody.
They’d been so close to tearing the Godhead from Aluran’s perfect brow, only to have the High Douche activate a Port Stone and disappear, leaving nothing behind but his severed hand and their group in shock. Lex turned to Vonn, searching for solace in his friend’s eyes.
He found none, for the rogue’s eyes, were as vacant as his own. That, more than anything filled Lex with fear. He had never seen the half-elf so rattled. Ovyrm looked even more ashen than normal, which was an accomplishment considering the xydai’s skin, like all of his people, was the color of spent charcoal. Errat walked like a mindless automaton. The always affable warborn looked tired and worn. Even Eris, whose intensity burned like a roaring hearth fire, had grown silent.
We’re fucked, Lex thought to himself. He looked at Gryph, his player, his lord, his friend. The silver-haired elf, so different in appearance from the man he’d been on Earth, spoke in a calm and clear voice to Grimliir. The dwarf Steward nodded as his lord gave commands.
This is the man Gryph needs, Lex thought, a rush of self-loathing humming through him. Not some jackass fool whose main asset is a quick mouth. Lex’s mind rushed back to the encounter with Aluran. What could I have done differently? He could think of nothing, but that did not ease his feelings of guilt, his utter sense of failure.
The constant hum of Gryph’s confident voice brought Lex some much-needed comfort. Gryph would know what to do. Gryph would make this right.
“We need to resupply,” Gryph told Grimliir. “And then we’re off to Avernia to retrieve Brynn. Aluran knows who she is, he knows who I am, and he knows where we are. While I’m gone, you will double down on all programs related to the war effort and cease work on any non-essential projects. Call Simon and tell him to prepare for our arrival.”
“Aye, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said, his face red as he forced himself to keep his lord’s pace. “What else can I do?”
Before Gryph could answer, a jolt of alarm punched into Lex and his eyes snapped to Gryph. Something was wrong. Something was very wrong.
“You are in charge while I am…” Gryph’s face twisted into a rictus of pain and he fell to one knee. Lex had moved before his player had fallen, somehow sensing what was about to happen.
“Gryph!?” He heard his voice yell but did not remember yelling. Lex caught Gryph by the arm, preventing him from pitching forward onto his face. “What is it?”
Gryph’s eyes widened, and he stared up at Lex. “I…” he started, and then his eyes rolled back into his head and his body seized.
Lex sensed it before he saw it. The weight of Gryph’s arm became lighter and then it grew faint. An intense red prompt filled Lex’s vision and his heart sank.
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“No, no, no, don’t pull me out,” Gryph said, his voice distant and then like a wisp of smoke in the wind, he disappeared.
“Gryph? No!” Lex waved his arms through the space where Gryph had been, grasping for something, anything and feeling foolish for the attempt. A pained trill emerged from Raathiel and Lex turned towards the silver and rainbow-colored coatl. “Raathiel, can you still feel him?”
No, I … He is simply … gone. I can no longer feel him. The pain in the coatl’s mental voice mirrored Lex’s own.
Lex collapsed onto his haunches. Desperate fear battled confusion as his body grew cold. He felt faint and wanted nothing more than to lie down when strong hands lifted him, and a soft voice spoke in his ear.
“You need to get up, Lex. Gryph needs you. We need you.”
Lex forced his eyes to focus, and he turned to see Vonn at his side, his expression, for once, not wry or insulting, but warm. Lex saw the fear in Vonn’s eyes, but also determination. The rogue smiled and after a moment Lex nodded, letting Vonn help him to his feet. Lex wiped the dirt from his robes and then looked up to find the others were staring at him, waiting on him.
They don’t expect me to take charge here, do they? Lex asked himself in bewilderment. His eyes looked from one to the other and he realized that was exactly what they expected. Even Ovyrm, who’d had few kind words for Lex since they’d met, looked at him with intensity. Well shit. We are so fucked.
“Gryph was forcibly logged out of the Realms,” Lex said, telling them of the prompt.
“Bechard sealed access and egress to the Realms,” Eris said, eyes wide in shock. “Gryph, you and I were the last in. Getting in or out is impossible.”
“Evidently not,” Lex said. He had no explanation. As far as he knew, Eris was right. Alistair Bechard, the man they knew as the High God Aluran, who'd they recently discovered was also The Dread God Morrigan, had shut down all access to the logout feature of the Realms. Nobody had been able to get in or out. Until now.
“The timing is most peculiar,” Ovyrm said.
“Ya think!” Lex roared, immediately apologetic that he’d let his frustration get the better of him. “But what does it mean?”
“For now, the how and the why dinnae matter laddie,” Grimliir said, laying a strong hand on Lex’s shoulder.
Lex stared at him, ready to argue that yes the how and the why damn well mattered, but then a calmer part of his mind took control and he nodded. “Grimliir’s right. We may have lost Gryph, but that doesn’t mean we’ve lost our purpose.” 
Ovyrm bowed. Eris eased a hand down to the handle of one of her revolvers. Errat smiled and stood tall. Vonn leaned back, ready for whatever action Lex required of him. Even Raathiel eyed him with desperate hope. Lex reached into his bag and pulled forth a shimmering gem. It was a Port Icon, a magical device that powered Port Gates, the long-range transportation devices built by the ancient Nimmerians.
Gryph had given him one of the rare devices before leaving for their mission to save Brynn, in case Gryph fell, or they were separated. Gryph planned to have Yrriel teach Lex Imbuing so he could use the Port Icon on his own. It shocked him to learn that Lex already possessed the skill.
Abashed, Lex had admitted he’d made use of an Analyze skill perk called Skill Osmosis to 'borrow' the skill from Gryph. Lex could still see the look of disapproval on his player’s face. Could still hear the edge of anger in his voice.
“What other skills did you borrow?” Gryph had asked, with an intense stare.
“Nothing much,” Lex had said staring down at his feet, before muttering under his breath. “Just Divination from Sillendriel, Aether Magic from Errat and Lore, Ritual Magic and … ahem, Chaos Magic from you.” The last he said in an even lower voice, making Gryph’s eyes widen.
“Chaos Magic?” Gryph whispered in anger and pulled Lex aside as a cadre of warborn rushed by. “You know they imprisoned me for using that skill?”
“Yeah, which is why I waited until after they found you not guilty before stealing, I mean borrowing it.”
Gryph stared at Lex for several long moments, doing a more than passable impersonation of the angry, but loving father, that was a permanent trope of the sitcoms Lex had watched back on Earth. Gryph’s shoulders relaxed, and he spoke in a low and intense voice. “Keep that to yourself and do not do it again.”
Lex nodded and then suggested Gryph might want to work on some kind of Osmosis countermeasures. “We don’t want Aluran stealing your sweet skills from you, now do we?” The look of panic that crossed Gryph’s face had been both satisfying and terrifying.
“I’ll work on it,” the gruff-voiced player had agreed.
Now, thinking back on the moment, Lex formulated a plan. He took a deep breath and then spoke.
“Our mission has not changed, it just has a new dimension. We will resupply and head to the Port Gate.” He turned to Grimliir. “Send word to Yrriel and have her meet us there. She will train the lot of you in Imbuing, so you can use this.” He held the Port Icon high, then he turned to Ovyrm, Eris and Raathiel. “Ovrym, Eris and Raathiel are going to Avernia to find Brynn and bring her back here. Take as many of the rangers and warborn with you as you deem necessary. Once you’re there, pull the Port Icon through so you can use it to return.”
“What are you going to do?” the xydai asked, his tone suggesting the wisdom of Lex's orders surprised him.
“Errat, Vonn and I are going to the Barrow. We’ll take Simon’s Port Icon and head to Harlan’s Watch to talk to Sean. He was the one who got us past Aluran’s defenses and into the Realms. If anyone will understand what happened to Gryph and how to get him back, it’s Sean.”
“A solid plan,” Ovyrm said. Lex waited for a but, though if the xydai was thinking anything, he kept it to himself.
“Simon will grumble about losing his Port Icon,” Vonn said. “He’s rather attached to that bauble.”
“Let him. He may be an undead lord, but he’s still a kid and he’ll listen to his elders or I’ll bend him over my knee.”
“Is it odd that I’m both eager and terrified to see that,” Vonn snickered.
Lex scowled as the image of spanking a lich invaded his mind. Damn traitor brain, Lex grumbled to himself and turned to Grimliir. “You already have your orders from Gryph.”
“Aye, I will keep our people safe and we will be ready for whatever the High God brings.”
“Okay, then,” Lex said louder than was strictly necessary. He clapped his hands and rubbed them together. A rush of uncertainty hit him as the full measure of the unwanted leadership role filled him. “Um.” He eyed Vonn, begging for an assist.
“Let’s do this thing,” Vonn said, only partially mocking Lex’s tone.
“Let’s do this thing indeed,” Lex said, his confidence growing.
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After resupplying, the group made their way to the Port Gate. It lay amidst the ruins of Xygarrion, an ancient Nimmerian city long ago destroyed when their ruling council foolishly attempted to tame the power of chaos.
A small, but impressive fortress protected the gate, a solid defensive bulwark designed to protect the long-distance transportation device from threats, be they local or external.
Yrriel and Grimliir waited for them by the fortress' front gates. A large contingent of rangers and warborn guarded the battlements. Despite their recent defeat of Sziilloth, the corrupted spider queen, the chaos breach in the caverns below the ruins remained active, and the forces of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor remained ever vigilant.
As Lex walked through the wooden doors of the fortress, a hundred pairs of eyes watched him, their hopes and fears weighing on him. It made Gryph’s loss that much more poignant. “I’m not ready for this,” Lex said in a low voice.
“Nobody ever is,” Vonn said. “But, you’ll be fine.”
Lex nodded his thanks and then looked sideways at the agile rogue. “So, now that I’m your noble leader, does this mean you’re going to show me more respect?”
“Most certainly not,” Vonn retorted as if the very notion of treating Lex with respect was offensive. “Someone has to curb your natural instincts towards idiocy.”
"And you think you’re the man for the job?" Lex asked, a smile curling the corners of his lips.
"I serve where I am able."
"Who's the real idiot in that scenario? The idiot or the idiot who follows the idiot?"
"That's a lot of idiots."
Lex couldn't keep the grin from his face. Somehow having Vonn still treat him like the idiot younger brother comforted him. As if his world had not been tossed upside down and torn asunder by Gryph’s disappearance. A small part of his mind wondered what kind of person took solace from insults, but he shushed that part. It had never done him any good before, and it sure wouldn't now.
“Few of us get what we want in these Realms. If it is my duty to be your nursemaid in this life, then I will accept that burden.”
“How noble of you,” Lex said with a grin.
Vonn bowed slightly, accepting the light ribbing.
“Errat knows from the many tales of the great heroes of Earth which friend Lex has been kind enough to share with me, that he will make a most excellent leader. He has the toughness of Chuck Norris, the courage of Wonder Woman, and the ...”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence pal.”
“... stunning good looks of Kermit the Frog,” Errat continued.
Lex stumbled over his feet and looked up at the grinning warborn. “Yeah buddy, you didn’t get some of those details right. But I appreciate the sentiment. I think.”
“I am thankful that providence has given us separate missions,” Ovyrm said with no hint of jest.
Lex pouted, but his mood brightened when Yrriel approached. “Ignore the adjudicator, lover. If this Kermit is anything like you, then he is quite the looker.”
“Can we move on please?” Lex begged, his face flushing.
“Fer once we are in agreement,” Grimliir said.
Over the next several minutes, Yrriel taught the others the basics of Imbuing, enabling them to operate the Port Gate. The group said their goodbyes and their good lucks. Raathiel curled herself around Lex’s shoulders and cooed a sad song into his ear. Lex promised her via private link that he’d find Gryph. Eris smirked at his threat of bodily violence if she let anything happen to Brynn, Raathiel or Ovyrm
Lex turned to the xydai, a stern look on his face. “Keep an eye on that one.” He nodded towards Eris
“I keep both eyes on everyone.” The adjudicator paused. “You find him, and you bring him back.”
Lex opened his mouth to respond when Vonn sidled up and whispered. “I must protect Gryph.”
“Hey, that’s what I was gonna say.”
“We know and we respect you for it,” Ovyrm said, the smallest of smiles turning up the corner of his mouth. With his good arm, Ovyrm clasped Lex's wrist. The NPC could think of nothing to say, so he simply nodded.
Lex returned his attention to the Port Gate and tapped the sequence of runic symbols for the Barrow into the control panel. At the edge of hearing, a resonant hum rose, forcing the hair on Lex’s arms to stand on end. A pinpoint of light appeared at the center of the archway and expanded into a shimmering field of multi-hued light that was both difficult to perceive and painful to look at. Lex averted his gaze.
“You sure you want to stand that close to it?” Vonn asked. “It might surge and punch you in the jumblies.”
“First, there’s only one force in all the Realms who gets to handle my jumblies.” He winked at Yrriel who blew an air kiss back. “And second, that’s not how a Port Gate works. It’s not a stargate. It ain’t gonna explode outwards like some interstellar toilet being flushed. It just opens.”
The Port Gate opened, and Lex jumped. Standing mere inches from him, on the other side of the archway, was the desiccated corpse of a dread knight. It stared at him with milky, unblinking eyes. Its rotten toothed mouth opened and a guttural “Nnnnngggggg” pushed past a random assemblage of teeth.
A less than manly squeal pushed past Lex’s lips and he fell back onto the grass. “What the hell?”
“I warned ya,” Vonn said helping Lex to his feet. Lex brushed himself clean and glanced past the undead guard and into the room. A throne of fused bone sat directly in front of the archway. This was the seat of the Barrow King, but there was no sight of its normal occupant.
“Who dareth to set foot in the deadly dungeon of the malevolent Barrow King?” came a cracking, pubescent voice. “Identify yourself or I shall consume thine soul and send you down to the fiery pits of eternal damnation.”
“Simon, call off your goon, we’re in a hurry here,” Lex said, his irritation a poor salve for his embarrassment.
A skull clad in a black hood peered from around the edge of the archway. Two glowing eldritch lights hovered inside the skull’s eye sockets and they grew thinner and dimmed in suspicion. “Lex?”
“Yeah, it's me, now tell this rotting sack to step aside. We need to talk.”
“Where’s Gryph?” Simon asked. “I’m the boss unless Gryph is around.”
“Simon!” Lex roared and for a moment he actually felt like Gryph.
Simon flinched and then scowled. “Fine. Jeez, dude. No need to be all yelly in front of the help. I’m the master of this Barrow and I need to project a certain air of authority.
So, this is what it's like to have authority. Though he never wanted to be a leader, he was enjoying the moment.
“You heard the short fella, move out of the way.”
And now it's gone. Lex glared at Simon until the teenage lich ‘blinked’ and turned his gaze away, muttering and grumbling.
Simon bonked the dead knight atop the head with a skeletal fist, dislodging its jaw. The jaw fell to the ground and crunched under its own foot as the undead guard shambled aside. “Nnnnnggggg,” it said. If the mistreatment or its loss of body parts offended the walking corpse, it showed no sign. 
Lex passed through the threshold, followed by Vonn and Errat. Simon started to prattle again, but Lex held up a finger telling him to wait. He looked through the gate to Ovyrm. “Good luck.”
“To you as well,” Ovyrm said and bowed. He tapped the control runes and the space inside the arch shimmered and blinked out.
Lex closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, letting his mind find focus. The air was musty and smelled of old rot. The creaking of the dread knight’s rusty armor and the incessant drip, drip, drip of water played an accompanying tune to his own thundering heartbeat. You can do this, Lex. He opened his eyes and found Simon staring at him, his mouth hanging open as if he was about to speak.
Lex didn’t give him the chance. “Gryph is missing,” Lex said. “We need to get to Harlan’s Watch and we’re taking your Port Icon with us.”
“Now, hang on a minute. Who says you can take my stuff? And what do you mean missing?”
“As in not here and we cannot find him,” Vonn said, his tone mocking. “Or does that word mean something different where you’re from?”
Simon’s eyes scowled and opened his mouth, but no ready retort was forthcoming.
Lex could almost see Simon’s pout and cast a sideways grin at Vonn. “So that’s what it feels like when someone else gets the pointy end of your wit. I am very much enjoying it.”
“Oh, don’t you worry. I got plenty more snark left in the well, but I do enjoy fresh meat from time to time. Keeps the skills fresh. Not that Simon has any meat, being all bony and such.”
“I’m not sure I like you much, man,” Simon said, then a melancholy look filled his skull. After a short pause, Simon spoke again. “So, Gryph is really missing?”
“He is, kid,” Lex said, sympathetic to the undead teen's plight. Simon brightened at the small kindness and Lex wondered how two glowing green lights inside the eye sockets of the old skull could show emotion so effectively.
“So, if Gryph is missing, that kinda makes me the boss around here.” He looked intently at Vonn. “So, you should mind what you say and who you say it to, or else.”
“Or else what?” Errat asked, his tone suggesting true curiosity.
“Or else, or else … it’s an expression you lug-nut-less Frankenstein,” Simon said and looked at Lex. “Jeez, why’d you have to bring this guy?”
“Frankenstein?” The reference to Earth literature was curious. “How do you know about Frankenstein?”
Simon’s bony shoulders went up in a shrug. “I dunno. Ever since Gryph’s mind touched mine it's been full of lotsa weird stuff.”
"Okay then. Are you done playing the tough guy?"
“Whatever. You’re the boss. Are you happy now?”
“Not really,” Lex admitted with a shrug.
“Yeah, well, neither am I.” A genuine sadness overcame the skeletal teen. “So, we have no idea where Gryph is?”
“He was forced from the Realms, which means he’s likely back on Earth. We don’t know the who or the why, though I have some ideas. Worst of all, we have no way of getting in touch with him. But Sean might. If he can’t help us, I fear we'll never see Gryph again.”
Simon nodded and looked from Lex to Errat to Vonn. “So, why’s it just the three of you? Why did the others stay behind?”
“They have another mission. A secret mission.”
“What kinda secret mission?”
Lex’s mouth hung open at the inanity of the comment, and he turned to Vonn. “You wanna take this one?”
“No, it’s too easy. There’s no sport in it.”
“Fair enough.” He turned back to Simon and spoke in a slow, methodical tone. “Secret, as in you don't need to know nothin' about it.”
“Fine,” Simon grumbled. “Don’t gotta be a jerk about it.”
Silence hung heavy and a shimmer of guilt pushed through Lex. Sure, Simon was obnoxious, but it had to be tough to be mostly dead and stuck in the Barrow. Lex almost apologized, but then he had another idea and in typical Lex fashion he blurted it out before fully thinking it over. “Why don’t you come with us?”
“What?” Simon said, his tone filled with a twinge of hope.
“Yeah, what?” Vonn asked. His tone was much less friendly to Lex’s ears.
“Hear me out. We could use the help. I get that it fails the ‘what would Gryph do’ test, but maybe we need some out of the box thinking.”
“There’s out of the box and then there’s rotten brain dumb thinking,” Vonn retorted. “I’ll list some of the many reasons. First, this is a stealth mission, and to be stealthy we don’t need, nor want a bunch of guys. Otherwise, we would have brought a few rangers or maybe one of those paladin fellas.”
“Or more brothers of Errat,” Errat chimed in.
“Or that, though you warborn are not the stealthiest guys I know. Second, how do you think the fine people of Harlan’s Watch would react to seeing him walking around town all bone white and undead?”
“Okay those are some excellent points,” Lex began, but Vonn interrupted him before he could say anything else.
“Third, how the hell is he gonna help us find Gryph? He’s rude, immature and has no discernible talents as far as I can see.”
“Hey,” Simon retorted. “I got lotsa talents.”
“Like what?” Vonn asked.
“Like this.” He held his bony hands out before him and turned towards the dread knight with the missing jaw. Eldritch energy spun in arcs around his forearms and lashed out like a pair of jagged green lightning bolts. They tore into the undead creature’s flesh and the beast began to spasm.
Simon raised his hands and lifted the dread knight off its feet, spasming in the bright surges of green light. Simon pushed his hands closer together and the undead guard’s body began to implode like an empty soda can as if some great, unseen force was crushing it. The body twisted in a variety of odd angles and then crunched down into a mass of skin, bones, and hair that was no bigger than Simon’s own skull. A moment later, Simon’s spell ended, and the mass fell to the floor with a dry thwack.
Vonn exchanged a look with Lex that was part impressed and part wary. Errat grinned and nudged the dread knights remains with the toe of his boot.
“Okay then, works for me,” Lex said. “Welcome to the team Simon.”
“We will live to regret this,” Vonn whispered.
“Nah man, I have a good feeling about this.”
“We'll definitely regret this and then die.”
“You should have more faith man.”
“You’re like the village crazy lady, taking in a dozen stray cats who poop all over her house.”
“That analogy is stupid. I don’t even have a house.”
A blurting outburst from Simon cut any further discussion of the matter short. “Oh, come on, that is so not fair.”
“Uh, what?” Lex asked, his face painted with confusion. “I told you, you’re on the team kid. What the hell are you bitching about?”
Simon’s green eyes alternated between wide surprise and slits of anger. His mouth opened and closed like he was trying, but failing, to get a word in while arguing with his big brother. He stomped his foot, threw his hands down at his side, arms all rigid and tight. He seemed every one of his teenage years. Finally, his shoulders slumped in defeat and he walked closer to Lex and the others. His head hung low, and he refused to meet Lex’s gaze.
“The Barrow says I can’t go,” Simon said in the disappointed tone of a kid denied a BB gun for Christmas. “Says it is too dangerous.”
“The Barrow says?” Lex gave a confused glance to Errat and Vonn. “What like it’s your daddy?”
“No,” Simon said in anger, his eyes boiling over with green energy as he loomed over Lex. “Not like that at all.”
“It kinda sounds like that,” Vonn said, cool as ever.
“It is not my daddy!” Simon roared.
"Errat thinks one should respect your father, even if that father is a sentient dungeon made to consume the life energy of living beings." Errat spoke as if his words contained some great wisdom. “But, it is also true, in Errat’s estimation, that a good parent, one who wishes to see their child grow, knows when to let go, knows when their child is ready to take on a larger role in this wide world of ours."
Lex gave him an odd glance. "Who are you?" Before Errat could answer, a deep rumble moved through the floor and up the walls as if the Barrow was showing its ire. “Careful man, you kinda called the Barrow a helicopter mom."
Simon’s eyes softened and dimmed as he listened to the internal voice of the Barrow. His eyes brightened and the shifting skull somehow seemed to smile. His eyes snapped up to Lex, brimming with excitement.
“It wants to talk to you, alone,” Simon said, his voice flat, almost worried. His skeletal hand lashed out, grabbing Lex by the forehead. In an instant, the ancient presence of the Barrow filled Lex’s mind.
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The world around Lex swirled and turned the dull gray of a fog-shrouded morning. It was both peaceful and disturbing. He could still see Errat, Vonn, and Simon, but a moment later they grew faint, almost distant.
The heavy presence of the Barrow writhed around him, weighing him down, like a thick blanket woven from strands of dread. He shivered, realizing that once again he had entered the gullet of an ancient being whose sole purpose was to draw adventurers into its midst and consume them.
Gryph had promised him that the humanizing influence of Simon, and Gryph himself, had curbed most of the Barrow’s more nefarious tendencies. The Barrow was different now that it was no longer under Ouzeriuo's thumb.
“It is not as evil as it seems at first glance,” Gryph had told him.
But with Gryph gone, could Lex trust that the Barrow’s viler tendencies had not returned? He shivered as the ageless weight of the Barrow’s mind settled over his own.   
Hello Lex, I am pleased to remake your acquaintance, though I am disturbed by Gryph’s disappearance.
You and me both man, Lex sent, trying to hide his angst.
You have nothing to fear from me, Lex. I am well-fed, thanks to Simon’s recent efforts.
Oh, good. The thundering of blood pumping through his ears calmed ever so slightly and he ignored stray thoughts of what 'Simon’s efforts' entailed. So, what did you want to talk about?
I have stretched my perceptions as far into the Aether as I am able and what was once disturbing has turned hopeful.
Yeah buddy, I’ve got no clue what the hell you’re jabbering about.
My apologies, I forget that you mortals have small minds and therefore inferior perception and understanding.
Lex grumbled, but chose the wise route and ignored the powerful entity’s unintended insult.
As you may be aware, I am a symbiotic energy entity born of the Aether. Though long-dormant, I was once among the most powerful of my kind. My reach spread far and wide across Korynn, and at my most powerful, even into other realms. Though I am diminished since that time, I have regained some of my wider perceptions.
Understanding filled Lex’s mind. You’re like the Realm’s version of the Lattice, Lex said in wonderment, referencing the upgraded and universal network that had evolved from the internet back on Earth. The Barrow analyzed the concept and Lex felt what he could only describe as a nod of agreement.
That is an apt if incomplete comparison. At my height, I could not only communicate over vast distances but also influence the very fabric of the Realms. Those abilities were long ago lost to me, but in recent days there has been an increase in the number and complexity of the ripples that flow through the Aether.
Ripples?
Fragments of potential future events echoing from the Aether.
Are you saying you see the future?
I can perceive iotas of these futures, but none can see what will be with certainty. There are far too many variables at play. The ripples I have sensed represent turning points, confluences that can turn fate one direction or another. Under normal circumstances, these ripples are few and small, but over the past several hours many more ripples have formed, and nearly all of them lead down the road to ruin. 
A few hours ago? That’s when Gryph disappeared.
Yes, forces beyond my ability to assess have sensed his absence, and nature abhors a vacuum.
His disappearance formed these ripples.
Many, but not all of them. Another ripple formed the moment you offered to take Simon with you. This ripple worries me greatly, for it is jumbled and chaotic and I cannot see a clear path beyond it. All I know is that what you do over the next several days will affect all the Realms and that Simon is at your side in many of them.
The weight hovering over Lex increased, and he wanted to collapse. Are you saying that
I will save the Realms?
Or destroy them. I cannot see a clear path, but there is a third possibility. You may be nothing more than a piece of driftwood carried along by the tides of fate.
So, you’re saying I’m gonna be a huge hero, a mega villain or just some poor schmoe tugged along by forces he could not control?
Correct.
In other words, you know nothing. Lex's mental voice raised in irritation, and fear.
That is an accurate assessment of the current situation. But take some solace, for I will allow Simon to join you.
What if I end up destroying creation? You gonna accept some of the blame?
That is the worst-case scenario and an unlikely one. I can conceive of no situation in which your influence is such that it could destroy the Realms, but if it is to be the end, I believe Simon deserves to experience life outside of the Barrow. He should spread his wings and sow his seed, as you humans say.
Not sure you get the full implications of that expression, Lex sent with a shudder. But I get what you mean. And I gotta say, your ability to make me feel simultaneously better and worse is uncanny.
You are welcome, the Barrow sent missing the sarcasm in Lex’s tone.
So, you won’t be mad if I get Simon killed?
A deep rumble flowed through the Barrow. Try not to let that happen. However, if his current host body perishes, Simon should survive as long as there is another corpse in the proximity for his spirit to inhabit.
Are you suggesting we kill people as an insurance plan? Cuz, I rarely have spare corpses just lying about.
No, but the road you walk is likely to be littered with bodies. I am merely suggesting options for the proper allocation of these resources, should the need arise.
And that makes me feel much better.
Simon is an adequate host and while I would survive his demise, it would take considerable effort to find a new one should he perish, the Barrow sent, the weight of the emotion pressed down on Lex with considerable force. Bonding with him has given me something I have not had in quite some time. Something I do not wish to lose.
And what’s that?
Hope.
The sentiment surprised Lex and helped ease his stress over potentially being the engine of the universe's destruction.
Good luck, Lex. Please take care of Simon. After a slight pause, the Barrow continued. I have grown fond of him.
I’ll do my best man.
The heaviness of the Barrow’s presence lifted from him, and a moment later Lex’s perception flashed back to the throne room. Simon still clutched his head, fully embracing the undead revenant role. “Uh, kid. I’m back. You can let me go now.”
“Oh, sorry,” Simon said, releasing his grip, his skeletal fingers clacking as if he were shaking a cramp from them. “So, what’d it say?”
“Your daddy says you can come on our field trip and that he loves you very much.”
“Yes!” Simon said, his joyous grin turning sour on realizing Lex had jabbed him. The irritation lasted mere moments before Simon extended his hand out to his side. With a rush of wind, the Barrow King’s staff flew into Simon’s skeletal hand. Then he rushed over to the Port Gate “Okay, I’m ready, let’s go.”
Lex smiled uncomfortably and his apprehension surged. “This might be a bad idea,” he mumbled under his breath.
“Of course, it is,” Vonn said. “But I’ve seen many of your idiot decisions somehow weave a path through stupidity to victory.”
“So, you’re saying you have faith in me?”
“More like a thin sheet of cautious optimism drawn over a bed of pure dread.”
“I’ll take it,” Lex said with faux cheer and walked to the Port Gate. He tapped several runes and then paused. “Do you think we’ll run into any more of those damn bunnies?” To reach Harlan's Watch they'd have to journey to the Morphic Dungeon, for it held the only Port Gate within a hundred miles of the town. All three men had been there only weeks before when they’d faced off against a huge killer rabbit and its chaotic spawn. It was not an experience any of them wished to repeat.
“Only one way to find out,” Vonn said.
“Perhaps we should have brought some carrots,” Errat said. “With poison interlaced in their meat.”
“Well, it's too late for shoulda woulda couldas,” Lex said, trying not to let the lack of poisonous carrots, or any strategy at all, weigh him down. He tapped the activation rune, and the gate shimmered to life.
The reality-warping energies surged and then calmed and then another place lay on the other side of the archway. Lex turned to his friends and took a cleansing breath. Then he motioned Simon towards the arch.
“After you.”
Simon’s eye lights turned to slits, but he said nothing and took a step through the arch. Instead of passing through his skull and robes smashed into some unseen barrier, like a bird flying into a window. The clatter of bone melded with a distant tinkling of crystal.
“Ow,” Simon said the way a flesh and blood human does when they bang their arm on something, but it is more irritating than painful. “What the hell?” Simon cocked his head to the side and Lex knew he was conversing once again with the Barrow. After a moment, his shoulders slumped again, and he turned towards them.
“So, what’s the deal?” Lex asked.
“This body cannot leave the Barrow. It is bound to this unhallowed ground.”
“Does this mean almost friend Simon cannot join our adventure?” Errat squeezed Simon’s shoulder attempting to comfort the depressed lich lord.
“It’s not fair,” Simon whined.
“What about one of them?” Vonn asked, nodding towards the nearest dread knight.
“Why would we take one of them?” Lex asked. “They’re dumber, more rotten versions of Simon.”
“Hey,” Simon yelped.
Vonn waved Lex off and spoke to Simon. “If I’m understanding this whole lord of the dead thing you’ve got going, then that body doesn't really belong to you, right?”
“Yeah, what of it?” Simon asked, his tone reaching the depths of offended as only a teenager could.
“Can you exit that body and use one of the dread knights’ instead?”
“Huh?” Simon brought a skeletal hand to his bony chin and stroked it like a philosopher deep in thought. “That might work, but I’m not sure I wanna go out in public looking that gross.”
“This guy doesn’t look too bad.” Lex slapped the nearest dread knight on the back and its rotten right arm fell from its body. “Okay, fair enough. Nobody wants to go out on the town with someone else’s hand-me-downs.”
“Maybe we can make friend Simon one of those robot bodies from Lex’s wondrous stories of Earth.”
“What?” Lex squinted in confusion. “Are you talking about the Terminator? Cuz if you are, then you really missed the point of that movie. And there's also one small problem. We have no idea how to make one.”
“Too bad, it would be cool,” Errat muttered, saying the word cool as if it were a foreign language and he was trying to be it.
“It would be cool,” Lex agreed.
“You guys are geniuses!” Simon exclaimed, his eye lights flaring bright.
“We are?” Lex asked and gave a sideways glance to Errat, who shrugged.
Simon rushed to his throne, sat and extended his hand before him. Purple-black death magic flowed around his fingers and then he pointed at a spot on the ground. For a moment nothing happened, but then the earth buckled as if something was digging its way out of the ground.
A hand punched through and then a man pulled himself from the ground and stood. His skin was the sallow gray of a day-old corpse, but a fierce intelligence burned in the man’s eyes.
“Great, this guy again,” Lex muttered, recognizing Simon’s oft-regenerated minion Dirge.
The wiry Aegyptian assassin looked from Errat to Vonn to Lex, before settling on Simon. “Hello master, I am pleased you have called me to your service again. How may I be of…”
The silky tongued corpse never finished the sentence, for a length of rusted steel had stabbed through the front of his throat. All eyes turned in shock to Simon, who pulled the huge greatsword from Dirge’s neck. The body collapsed in a heap.
“Am I the only one who finds that guy really annoying?” Simon asked, before handing the sword back to the nearest dread knight.
“Why’d you do that?” Lex asked.
“Duh, I can’t inhabit a body that’s already inhabited, now can I?” Simon walked to Dirge, knelt and opened the corpse’s mouth. Simon closed his eyes and the greasy, black smoke that made up most of his spectral body flowed down his arm and into Dirge’s throat. After several seconds the oily essence disappeared, and Simon’s skull clattered to the floor.
Nothing happened for several heartbeats, but then the Dirge body sat up with such force, that it would have strained the muscles of any living being. Eyes opened, blazing with eldritch fire. The corpse stood, cracked his neck and jumped up and down a few times, like a man forcing blood through numbed appendages.
“Woah, this is cool,” Simon said in a voice that was both deeper and scratchier than his normal pubescent squeak. He noticed and grabbed at his throat. “Woah, I sound badass.”
“And all it took was a sword to the throat,” Vonn said. “Shame we didn’t think of that earlier.”
“Ha,” Errat blurted, drawing Simon’s momentary ire.
“You look great kid,” Lex said. “But I’m more interested in whether you have Dirge’s skills. From what Ovyrm said, this dickhead was deadly.”
The green flames in Simon’s new eyes flared, and he smiled the sly smile that had served Dirge so well in life. He drew a pair of long daggers from his waist and turned to the closest dread knight. “You, attack me.”
“Nnnnggggg.” The walking corpse drew its greatsword and attacked. The knight might be nothing more than a rotting corpse, but it was still a deadly fighter, and for a moment Lex feared it would skewer Simon. But then, like a man riding a bike for the first time in decades, old skills resurfaced. Simon was a blur of shining steel and soon the dread knight fell to the ground in several pieces.
“Well, that’ll work,” Lex said and gave Vonn an ‘I told you so’ look. Vonn nodded in acceptance that perhaps he had judged Simon too harshly.
“Oh man, I cannot wait to do that again,” Simon said, childlike glee in his voice. “Will there be people to cut up in Harlan’s Watch?”
“No!” Lex yelled. “Control your homicidal tendencies, or you get left behind.”
“Fine, whatever,” Simon pouted, and then in a softer, almost sad note. “But Dirge really enjoys killing people.”
Vonn gave Lex his own ‘ I told you so’ stare and Lex grinned uncomfortably, before turning his attention back to the open Port Gate. He could not know what fresh chaotic horrors awaited them in the Morphic Dungeon, but if he wanted to find Gryph, there was no other way but forward.
“After you,” he said to Simon once again. With a proud grin, Simon strode past Lex and through the arch like a man going for a night on the town after his release from prison. Lex hoped the image didn’t prove prescient.
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The skin on the nape of Lex’s neck crawled as he passed through the archway. Traversing that much distance in a single step still made him queasy. Lex knew, in his heart of hearts, that if the ancient Nimmerian transport system ever failed, it would do so while he was midway through its threshold. It was just the way things worked.
Only when his second foot hit the loosely packed dirt floor inside the Morphic Dungeon did he realize that he’d squinted his eyes shut. He heard the rush of air as the Port Gate deactivated and forced them open to find Vonn looking at him with one of his 235 patented looks of disapproval.
“What?”
“You inspire great confidence in me, oh mighty and courageous leader,” the half-elf rogue said in a mocking tone.
“Shut up,” Lex shot back and then glanced around the room. It looked significantly different than it had on their last visit. Mostly due to the lack of giant murder loving rabbits. For the briefest of moments, Lex relaxed, but then something tickled the edges of his nerves, a feeling he couldn’t explain.
“This place is boring,” Simon grumbled, his gruff new tone at odds with his teenage bitchiness. “When you said chaos dungeon, I was expecting giant blobs with a hundred fang laden mouths and staring eyes and … and … more death.”
“Be careful what you wish for,” Vonn responded, his demeanor also tense.
“This place makes Errat feel odd. It is too…”
“Quiet,” Lex finished. The lack of a rampaging bunny horde trying to kill them was pleasing, but the place was not only unnaturally quiet, it was also far too clean.
“Aren’t dungeons supposed to be creepy? Filled with bones, and lit torches that no one ever lights, and random howls?” Simon asked. “The Barrow is way scarier than this place.”
“Then why are my innards rumbling like I’m a few seconds away from soiling my britches?” Lex asked.
“Perhaps you are not the complete idiot you play at.” Vonn knelt and picked up a handful of dirt, moving it through his fingers before letting it drop. “Where are all the bones? I doubt a cleaning crew has made the rounds since we were last here.”
He’s right, Lex thought. “We left this place a damn mess. Guts, fur, half-chewed corpses and tons of giant lucky rabbit’s feet. But there’s nothing.” He looked at Vonn and the fearful look in the rogue’s eyes made his own terror surge. “Something is very wrong here.”
“Oh, you guys are a bunch of wussies,” Simon said, turning to face them and taking a few steps back. “Let’s just get out of here and get to town. We’ll find Gryph, have a happy reunion and maybe go meet some girls after.”
A low scritching sound rose and the dirt at Simon’s feet began to move. Before Lex could yell a warning, the ground erupted like a burst boil. Hundreds of pale white worms flush with angry orange swirls exploded from the pustule. They landed on and around Simon’s foot and began to pull themselves together like a stringy wad of taffy in reverse.
“Eww,” Simon said and kicked his foot, trying to dislodge the oddly cohesive mass of wriggling maggots. The mass surged towards him, forming into the shape of a hand. It grasped his ankle and inched its way up his boot. Beyond him a dozen other pustules exploded, revealing yet more worms. They came together as masses and moved towards the first.
Simon yelled in disgusted horror as more worms melded into the writhing hand. The hand pushed further up, now a full forearm of pulsating white. The fingers wrapped around his calf above the cuff of his boot and the maggots began to feed.
“Hehe ha, ah, ah! That tickles,” Simon said with a horrified giggle. 
Lex activated his Analyze skill, and a prompt filled his vision.
 
	CHAOTIC MAGGOT SPAWN (Chaos Aberrant) – Level: 0.
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Lex’s face screwed up in disgust, and on instinct, he tried to share the Analyze window through the Adventure Groups’ Telepathic Link. It failed, and he cursed himself for his stupidity. Of course, it doesn’t work. No Gryph, no Adventure Group. It was time to resort to old-fashioned methods.
“Move you, idiot!” Lex yelled, drawing mana to his hand. Simon jerked his leg, but the hand gripped tight. His panicked eyes went to Lex’s. “Cut it, cut it,” Lex roared as he readied his spell Flames.
Simon’s hand flashed and his dagger sliced through the worm hand at the wrist. The maggots grasping his calf lost some of their cohesion allowing Simon to pull away. He stumbled and would have fallen onto his face had Errat not caught him.
The worms on his leg began to reform the hand and Simon began to laugh again. “These things are eating me, so why does it tickle?”
“Because that body is dead,” Vonn said. “The undead can still feel sensations, but their minds no longer process pain. If you were alive, you’d be screaming.”
“Well get ‘em offa me.”
“Move back,” Lex said to Errat and Vonn, and then looked at Simon. “This will tickle.” He extended his right palm and unleashed a torrent of fire at Simon’s boot. The flames poured over Simon’s foot, and the high-pitched screaming of dying worms drowned Simon's insane laughter. It was not only the dying worms being crisped like pork rinds that screamed but thousands on thousands of other worms that exploded from beneath the surface.
“Curious,” Vonn said, looking from the maggots under attack to the others.
Lex waited until the worms clasping Simon were charred husks before turning the jet of fire on the other half of the severed worm arm. He brought his other hand up and unleashed more Flames. The worms charred and Lex gagged on realizing the smell reminded him of bacon.
Thousands of worms roiled and flowed away from the flames, retreating just out of his spell’s range. The edges of Lex’s mind began to unfurl as Fire Magic psychosis began to take hold. A hand gripped his shoulder and then Vonn’s calming voice filled his ear.
“Ease back man. Ease back.”
With effort, Lex ceased feeding mana to the spell and the jets of fire blinked out. Errat pulled Simon into their defensive perimeter and raised his hands, ready to cast Aether Shield. Lex looked to Vonn and nodded his thanks. A moment later the madness brought on by the flames eased and he was himself again.
“These damn maggots are twisted by chaos. They have fricking teeth now and will eat anything organic,” Lex said. “But, they don’t like fire.”
“That is good news, is it not friend Lex?” Errat’s expression said he was grasping at straws of hope. The warborn’s eyes were grim, fearful as he looked towards the room’s exit, on the far side of the chamber. The floor between them and that exit swarmed with the carnivorous larvae, and more were pulling themselves up from beneath the ground.
“Perhaps the only good news,” Lex said and explained what his Analyze had told him.
“So, all we have to do is prevent them from joining.” Vonn’s tone suggested that was less likely than the sun rising in the west. Proving his doubt, the individual masses of worms moved towards the center of the chamber.
“Does anyone else have any hidden superpowers that can help?” Lex asked, backing away from the approaching carpet of maggots. “I’ll take anything.”
“Errat can alter the aetherial connections within the stone of the roof. It will take a while for such a large area and drain much mana, but I think I can bring the roof down.”
“That sounds great pal, except for one teensy weensy problem. We’re still in the room.”
“Oh, yes. That is a problem.”
Two groups of maggots merged into a larger mass that began to grow upwards into the shape of a boot, a boot-shaped very much like the one Simon’s Dirge body wore. Two more worm blobs reached the boot, and the mass stretched upwards into a full leg. Still more came and soon they formed a wriggling swarm in the vague shape of Dirge.
Lex’s face went grim, and he spoke in a heavy voice. “Retrieve the Port Icon.” Vonn nodded and tapped a few runes on the control panel. The empty slot at the crux of the archway shimmered and then a glowing gemstone drew itself through the stone of the archway. Vonn reached up and pulled the Port Icon free. He handed it to Lex, who stared down on the glowing gem and then turned back to the mass of worms.
The maggot Dirge was nearly six feet tall and growing, far larger than the man it was mimicking. Lex’s Analyze told him that the creature’s health and stamina had eclipsed 2,000 points and it was increasing fast.
“Do we go forward or back to the Barrow?” Vonn asked,
The question had no simple answer but held many a nook and cranny. They could retreat through the Port Gate to safety, but that would mean giving up their quest to find Gryph, at least in the short term. That lost time could be enough for Aluran to wipe us from the face of Korynn. Without Gryph, we have no chance. Indecision swarmed through Lex and he wished Gryph was here to decide for him. He grimaced and did what Gryph would do. “We go forward.”
“Forward it is then,” Vonn said, a small grin of approval pushing through his nervousness.
“Through that?” Simon squealed. “How?”
“Errat, can your Aether Shield move with you?”
“Yes, it is difficult but doable. However, because I will need to protect us from multiple angles, the overall strength of the shield will be lessened.”
“This sounds like a really bad idea,” Simon said.
“We’re all out of good ones, so bad is all we’ve got.” Lex extended his hands and drew the orange glow of Flames to them. One by one the others nodded. “Now, Errat.”
The shimmering gray of Errat’s Aether Shield snapping around them was the signal. Lex took point, his Fire Magic the most capable weapon in their arsenal. Behind him, Vonn took the left flank and Simon took the right. The white glow of Order Magic thrummed about Vonn’s fists, while the purple black of Death Magic swirled in odd rivulets around Simon. Errat took up the rear, his hands ready to feed more mana into his shield.
“Stay close and move fast.” Lex took a step forward and the maggot clone of Dirge took a corresponding step forward. It moved with all the grace of Dirge, and Lex wondered if it had somehow sampled the dead assassin’s DNA. Just how far does that mimicking go? Does it have Dirge’s abilities?
There was only one way to find out. Lex took a few more steps, making sure that the others kept up with him under Errat’s shield. A few tense seconds passed before the maggot Dirge was in range of his Flames. His arms snapped up, and he sent dual jets of fire at the maggots.
Maggot Dirge rolled under the fiery lance, came to its knees and tossed two knives at them. Only they weren’t knives, but blade-shaped projectiles made of maggots. They smashed into the shield with a surprising thud and then disappeared in a flash of gray light tinged with deep orange. The shield flickered but held.
“Well that was pointless,” Simon grumbled. “If all its gonna do is toss blobs of itself at us, then we'll be fine. Right?”
“It is doing much more than that friend Simon. Its attack drained some of the power from my shield.”
“Shit,” Lex muttered adjusting his aim down towards maggot Dirge. Before the twin jets of flame could hit the target, the thing split itself down the middle like a man cut in half by a massive, invisible blade. The flames shot harmlessly through the middle, each half dancing away like the water in the choreographed fountains at the Bellagio. The motion was graceful and would have been beautiful, apart from the maggots.
Lex ceased Flames. It was draining his mana fast and the mad cackle was tickling the recesses of his mind. If they were to survive this, Lex would need to keep his faculties intact. The two halves formed into two smaller maggot Dirges. They both dipped a boot into the near endless carpet of maggots flowing up through the floor and grew.
Vonn sent a dual volley of Order Bolts at the pair of larva men. The knives of white energy were infallible in their aim. Unfortunately, both Dirges opened holes in their centers, sacrificing a single maggot to each bolt. The rogue grimaced. “Well, that’s a kick in the nethers.” Then it got worse.
Both maggot Dirges pointed an arm at them, and Lex watched in horror as a stream of the larval vermin exploded towards them as if unleashed from a firehose. The twin streams slammed into Errat’s shield, earning a grunt of effort from the warborn. Whorls of gray light blasted around the surface of the shield and Lex knew before Errat spoke that they did not have long.
“Friends, Errat’s shield is down to 65%. Even with the extra mana I am feeding it, I do not think it will last long enough for our escape.”
Lex’s eyes snapped to the exit and realized it was four times as far as a retreat to the Port Gate. Doubt dug into him and his mind scrambled for an out. What would Gryph do? He knew before the thought had even formed that as long as there was the slimmest of hopes, Gryph would risk himself for a chance to save his fellows. Once that chance turned to hopelessness, Gryph would retreat to keep his people safe. It was the ability to navigate this kind of double standard that made some men leaders and other men failures.
“Dammit,” Lex muttered and glanced at Vonn. The rogue shrugged, and what little hope Lex had drained from him. Another stream of maggots slammed into the shield. “Back to the gate.”
As one they turned and rushed back towards the stone archway. Feelings of utter failure punched into Lex with each step. I am sorry Gryph. He reached into his bag and removed the Port Icon. It would only take a few seconds to set the gem and power up the gate. He sent a silent plea to the Source that Errat’s shield would hold.
They were less than ten feet from the gate when the ground beneath it began to rumble and roil. The arch tilted as its left side sunk a foot into the ground. A moment later the right side sunk down even further. Lex skidded to a halt and watched in horror as the stone archway was swallowed by a surging sinkhole of maggots.
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The group watched as a swarm of chaotic larva emerged from the hole where the Port Gate had once stood and formed into yet another maggot Dirge. Rage built in Lex. It was not the helpless rage of a man out of options, but the fiery anger of the righteous. “Enough of this shit,” Lex said.
He brought his hands together and dual cast Flames again, but this time he accounted for the maggot’s split trick and widened the scorching flows. The twin jets of flame enveloped the swarm and squeals of pain and anger pulsed from all three Dirges.
Lex opened the floodgates to his mana and let the magical energy surge through him, ensuring the mass of chaos larva did not escape. His mouth turned up in a sneer and a cackle pushed past his lips. His body started to tremble, and he heard someone screaming. Only upon realizing that someone was him, did he realize Fire Magic psychosis had taken him, but he did not care.
The world thundered around him, but whether it was the onslaught against Errat’s shield or the pounding of his heart, he did not know. Nor did he care. A distant voice was yelling, but he ignored it. All he cared about was the flames.
Calloused hands grabbed his wrists and his head jerked up to find Vonn standing behind him, his grip like iron. “Lex! Stop!” But Lex would not, could not stop. Orange light flared, blinding him and then the flames dimmed and blinked out. Ragged breaths tore at his throat and sweat poured from him like a man who’d fallen asleep in a sauna. It was only then that he realized he’d used every drop of his mana.
“Raarrggh!” Lex howled at the top of his lungs.
“Okay, none of that please,” Vonn said, crunching his face up in annoyance.
The mad twitching in Lex’s limbs slowed and his grin faded. Vonn pushed Lex’s hands down to his sides.
“My head hurts,” Lex said, his voice low and pathetic.
“Yeah, I’m not surprised. You did good,” Vonn said and pointed to the dimming conflagration ahead of them. What had been a man-shaped collection of maggots was now a charred mound of ash and grit. “But we cannot stay here.” The half-elf turned Lex around.
Ahead of them, the remaining pair of maggot Dirges were reforming. “What happened to them?”
“You did, you pyro bastard,” Vonn said with a chuckle. “Apparently their hive mind thing you told us of is a blessing and a curse. Your charring of Dirge number three really messed with them.”
“So maybe…”
“We need not kill them all,” Vonn finished. “We only need to keep one of the Dirge's occupied.”
“Yay, we might live,” Lex said spastically.
“Uh, guys,” Simon interrupted. “We’re all gonna die.”
Vonn and Lex looked up to see the two individual Dirges had gained some allies. Several new swarms of chaotic larva emerged from the ground and took the form of a giant rabbit with horns, and some kinda blob that was all mouths, arms and tongues.
“Could this day get any worse?” Lex asked and then noted Vonn’s intense look. Lex shrugged and looked skyward. “Please don’t make it worse,” he begged.
The various maggot monsters ran, thumped or shambled towards them. The Dirges unleashed their maggot streams again, the mana draining qualities causing the Aether Shield to shimmer.
“Friends, we must do something quickly. My shield will not hold much longer.”
“Run!” Lex yelled, and the group sprinted towards the distant exit.
Blobs of maggots smashed against the shield as they ran, each one stealing strength from the protective shell. They were only a third of the way across the room when the giant maggot rabbit lowered its head and rammed the shield. Errat grunted in pain and the shield failed to divest the kinetic energy. The force impacted the gray bubble like a pool cue into the cue ball.
The impact knocked all four of them from their feet and they tumbled sideways. They bounced and rolled, but Errat held the shield until they came to a stop against the wall. Then, with a slight pop, the shield failed, and the warborn collapsed.
Lex got to his feet. A glance back showed him Simon and Vonn were helping Errat to his feet. The warborn seemed shaken but otherwise uninjured. Lex turned back to the gang of creeping maggot monsters. Why are they moving so slowly? he asked, and his own internal asshole answered. They’re chaotic dickheads man. They’re messing with you.
Lex scowled at himself and tried to cast Flames. Fire danced across his fingers and then disappeared in a puff of smoke. His mana bar flared red and Lex imagined it was mocking him. With a grunt of irritation, he pulled his Maul of Holy Might free and powered it up with Spirit. He doubted the weapon would be at all effective against the swarm of vile creatures, but if he was going down, he’d do so swinging.
Vonn and Errat approached from his right and Simon from his left. The lich lord teen gave him an odd, almost calm grin. “Well, it was nice while it lasted. Thanks for letting me hang with you guys.”
“Yeah, sure thing pal.” Perhaps it was Simon’s tone or the undeniable obviousness that he was about to die, but Lex almost felt calm. “It’s been grand.”
Simon giggled and squirmed, like a kid whose big brother wouldn’t stop tickling him. He reached inside his shirt and pulled out a single writhing maggot. He looked down on it and then his eyes flared with excitement and he grinned.
“I’ve got an idea.” He stepped forward and held the squirming maggot high.
“Uh, kid,” Lex said. “That wriggly bastard is one of a million. I don’t think they’ll care if you kill it.”
“You’re probably right, but I’m not planning on killing it.” A surge of purple-black mana pulsed between Simon’s fingertips and the maggot writhed like a slug dipped in salt. The approaching maggot beasts slowed and began to shriek.
Lex covered his ears as the sound of a million tiny screams punched into his ears. The maggot beasts shook and collapsed into heaps, losing whatever cohesion allowed them to take their various shapes. Lex exchanged a confused, yet hopeful look with Vonn.
“Kid keep doing whatever the hell it is that you’re doing,” Lex said and then all four of them sprinted towards the exit tunnel. The screeching noise was agony to his ears, but it was better than being eaten alive. “Errat, once we reach the entrance, bring the roof down.”
The chaotic maggot spawn had spread wide upon their collapse and covered the floor like a thick blanket. There would be no avoiding stepping upon them as they ran. Lex scanned, searching for any subterfuge from the vile creatures, grimacing each time a writhing grub popped under his boot.
Not in his wildest dreams had Lex expected to escape, but soon Vonn and Errat and then Lex himself reached the tunnel.
He turned to see Simon backing slowly towards him, the maggot in his fingers still writhing in agony,
“Simon quit screwing around and get the hell in here.”
“Just a sec.” He held the maggot up and then threw his other hand forward, middle finger flaring at the swarm of maggots. “Up yours you maggoty maggot assholes!” Simon screamed and thrust the maggot higher.
As often happens in life, people celebrate victory before it is assured. Scholars could write entire papers on the correlation between the age and maturity of the would-be victor and the frequency of handing victory to the enemy via stupidity and braggadocio.
This was the thought blazing through Lex’s mind as the maggot squirmed free of Simon’s grasp and fell towards the ground. The instant Simon's fingers lost contact with the squirming grub, the purple-black energy blinked out and the screaming of the chaos spawn ceased. The abrupt absence of sound caught everyone by surprise and Lex swore he heard the wet slap of the maggot landing on the ground.
“Oh, shit,” Simon said in a low tone. He turned to Lex, his face a confusing mix of shock, fear, and apology. Before Lex could yell, a stalagmite-like spear of maggots shot up from the floor and punched into Simon’s stomach. The spear pushed him forwards and arched him backward at the waist. Then, the maggots began to feed.
Simon’s insane cackle sent a chill of panic through Lex and he froze. His mind screamed for him to do something, to say something, but it was Vonn who was first to act. The half-elf stepped back into the room paying no heed to the maggots crawling closer to him and grabbed Simon by the scruff of his shirt.
He pulled Simon off his feet and yanked him back into the tunnel. The spear of maggots crumbled, but a good portion still writhed across the undead teen’s stomach. Vonn backed past Lex and Errat and into the tunnel.
“Errat, bring the roof down,” Lex said firing a short burst of Flames to dissuade the spawn’s advance. His mana pool had regenerated enough for two, perhaps three of the short bursts.
Errat reached up and placed his hands on the ceiling. Gray light flowed around his hands and into the stone. Lex fired another burst of fire, but some maggots skirted around the flames and began to crawl up Errat’s leg.
“How much longer?”
“Errat needs a few more seconds friend Lex.” The warborn seemed unaware the maggots were there, and Lex feared that they would reach the top of Errat’s boot and find easy access to the warborn’s flesh before he finished casting. If that happened, the sudden pain would cause spell failure or worse mana feedback. 
And then we’ll all be dead. Grimacing, Lex bent and swatted the maggots from Errat’s boot. He dislodged several, but the majority latched onto his hand and started to feed. A biting pain shot up Lex’s finger and into his forearm, but he didn’t dare stop brushing the chaos spawn from Errat. More of the maggots sunk their teeth into his hand and then burrowed into his skin.
“Move back friend Lex,” Errat said as he took several steps further into the tunnel.
Strong hands pulled Lex back and then the roof above shuddered and collapsed. For a moment Lex feared it would bury him alive. The rumble sounded too deep and the cloud of dust too thick. But he was safe, at least from falling rock.
Pain exploded into his hand as more maggots sunk their teeth into him. Lex screamed and held his right hand before his eyes. Writhing worms the size of fat grains of cooked rice covered his entire hand, but it was his middle finger that had suffered the worst fate. They had devoured it down to the first knuckle and the vile larva were still feeding.
Lex called up the last of his mana and his hand exploded in a halo of fire. Maggots shrieked and crisped, falling from his hand like victims jumping from the deck of the Titanic. The pain was nothing compared to the insult of his missing fingertip and he raged. He bent the other fingers down and turned his nub of a middle finger towards the caved in entrance to the gate chamber.
“Fuck you,” Lex said in a low, pained voice. The world became distant and sound turned odd. A part of him understood that he was in shock, but that part wasn’t paying much attention. Errat hefted him onto his shoulder and they ran up the tunnel. Behind them, the maggots dug under and around the cave-in and advanced.
They ran and Lex continued to waggle his middle finger nub like a drunk man. They exited into the blessed warmth of the sun, slammed the door and collapsed onto the ground. After a few minutes, Lex regained some of his composure.
“Are they following us?” His voice sounded desperate.
“No,” Vonn said. “It appears the Nimmerians built this facility well. There’s some kind of low-grade energy field around the whole facility. The maggots on Simon turned to dust once we exited. But I wouldn’t open up that door ever again.”
“We should leave a sign,” Lex said. “Beware killer maggot swarm. Carve it from some nice wood, use some gold paint to make it really stand out.” He waved his hands in front of his eyes as if he were envisioning it and the missing part of his finger taunted him with throbbing pain. “These fuckers ruined my flipping off finger.”
“And all the Realms will mourn the loss,” Vonn said, handing him a healing potion.
Lex poured a bit of the potion onto the stump of his finger and watched as the skin healed over the wound. He downed the rest in one gulp and squinted at Vonn. He did not see any jest in the rogue’s face. Dammit, I must still be in shock.
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The grass was soft, and the sun-warmed Lex's face. Despite the throbbing in his finger, he decided a nap was in order. He didn’t bother telling anybody of this plan. He wasn’t even sure he’d agreed to it, but his body decided it was the boss. As the soothing calm of sleep settled over him Simon yelled and ruined everything.
“There’s a giant hole in me,” the lich lord teen bawled.
Lex lifted his head ready to berate the kid for startling him from his slumber, and his eyes widened. Simon stood, face shocked, arms akimbo, staring down at his midsection. Through a basketball-sized hole, where normal folk kept their stomach, the top of Harlan’s Tower glinted in the sun.
“Well, that can't be good,” Lex muttered.
“Of course, it’s not good. I’m missing part of me.”
“Technically inaccurate,” Vonn said from his good leaning spot against the trunk of a nearby tree. “That is Dirge’s body, which you’ve either borrowed or stolen, depending on what school of semantics you favor. So, none of ‘you’ is missing.”
Simon glared at Vonn, shock painting his sallow features. He turned to Lex and shot him a ‘can you believe this guy’ look.
“Trust me, kid. You’re getting off easy.” Lex stood and walked over to Simon, his face showing concern and understanding. “It is pretty gruesome though.” He turned Simon back and forth, staring through the hole. Vonn’s face came into view and Lex waved. “Helloooo Vonn,” he said in a distant voice.
Simon smacked him and moved away. “Man, you’re a dick. What am I supposed to do about this?”
“What’s there to do?” Vonn asked. “Cover it up and none will be the wiser.”
“I’ll be wiser.”
"Doubtful," Lex said, holding back a snicker.
“It is too bad that Errat did not bring one of his brother’s arbalests with him.” The others all stared at the warborn, faces full of incomprehension. “I could have laid many a very good ambush by hiding behind Simon and shooting through his stomach hole. We could catch many a bad guy by surprise.”
Lex didn't know if Errat was being serious or not, for the idea was both absurdly hilarious and strategically intriguing. “I’m game if you are.” An image of the seven-foot warborn trying to hide behind the slender, short Aegyptian corpse made Lex chuckle.
“Arrrgghhh!” Simon roared. He kicked a rock in frustration. It zipped in an upward arc narrowly missing Errat, before bouncing off the trunk of a nearby tree. It bounded back and through the hole in Simon’s stomach.
A stunned silence fell, and everyone exchanged shocked glances. Had Simon not been inhabiting a corpse, Lex was sure the kid’s face would have turned crimson in surprise, anger, and incredulity. Errat bent down and looked through Simon’s gut hole to see the rock had landed near the moss-laden trunk of another tree.
“Ha,” the warborn said and pointed at the stone with all the glee of a toddler seeing his puppy for the first time.
“Well, that was ... unlikely,” Lex said. “But it proves one thing.” Simon glared at Lex daring him to mock him. “We’re gonna need to find something to cover up that hole before we get to town. I have just the thing.” He pulled a length of bright red cloth from his bag. It was a scarf woven from spider silk that Yrriel had made for him. It was far too embarrassing to wear, but he couldn’t just throw it away since it was a gift from his 'relationship status TBD.' With Vonn’s help, he wrapped the scarf about Simon’s midsection, hiding the hole. 
“I look like an idiot.”
“No, it’s good,” Lex said, standing back and admiring his work. “Makes you look sophisticated. Like a swashbuckler.”
“Or an interpretive dancer,” Vonn countered.
“I hate every one of you guys,” Simon said and stomped off towards town with his chin held high in smug irritation. The long strand of cloth flapped in the wind behind him like a cape worn by some upper-class twit.
They walked through the thick forest surrounding the town of Harlan’s Watch in silence. Although this was civilized territory, Lex still kept an eye on the surrounding woods. One never knew when a bear or a wolf or a chaos corrupted baalgrath with massive bunny teeth would leap from behind the nearest bush and try to eat them.
It had been a rough few days. First, he’d learned that he was one-fifth of the traitor god Cerrunos. He wasn’t even a whole person. Then, right as Lex was about to tear the Godhead from Aluran’s wondrously groomed head, the High God had escaped. While horrible, neither compared to the deep emptiness over losing Gryph, again. It wouldn't surprise him to find a gaping hole where his own guts should be. But unlike Simon, Lex deserved his guilt. He was an NPC, and he’d failed his one task.
He had not protected Gryph.
If the feelings of shame and guilt swirling through him were the new norm, Lex would rather head back to fight more of the worm guys. At least they’d devour him quickly. He kicked a rock and watched it skitter before him, each bounce a wondrous show of the unpredictability of life.
It was obvious the Source was having a joke at Lex’s expense. How else had he become the group's de facto leader? Perhaps chaos has already taken over and we just haven’t noticed. His lips turned into a scowl and he kicked the rock again.
“Quit wallowing,” Vonn said ahead of him without even turning to face him.
“I’m not wallowing,” Lex grumbled. “And you didn’t even turn around, what makes you think I’m wallowing?”
“Cuz I know you.” The rogue still hadn’t turned. “You’re beating yourself up. Stop it. Gryph’s disappearance was not your fault.”
Lex opened his mouth to object, but on realizing how whiny he would sound, he closed it. Vonn was right. Lex knew it, deep down in his soul, in Cerrunos’ soul. But that didn’t ease his guilt. “I just feel so helpless.”
“It is the way of the Realms. Mortals grasp at the delusion that we are in control of our own fates, but we are not. We are mere detritus floating all willy-nilly on the endless Aether. We cannot control the joys and adversities that come our way, only how we face them.”
“That both improves my mood and is no damn help at all.”
Vonn shrugged. “Your journey towards understanding has begun.”
They walked the rest of the way in relative silence. Only Simon’s occasional angry mutterings interrupted the sounds of nature, and none of them begrudged the undead teen his anger. The kid really had got a raw hand in the game of life. Lex made a promise to himself to be nicer to the lad.
Not long after, they emerged from the woods to see the town before them. At the bridge Lex stopped, eyes drawn to the rushing water that had taken his life so many times while stuck in his time loop. That time seemed so long ago, a whole other lifetime, but it had been mere months since he and Vonn had escaped Harlan's Watch.
Vonn put a calming hand on Lex’s shoulder, and he nodded his thanks. Across the bridge, a hill marked the edge of town. Atop the hill, gallows poked skyward, the site of Lex's near hanging. It was odd, despite experiencing so much death in this town, Lex still felt at home here. If he lived long enough to retire he’d buy himself a house or maybe become an innkeeper.
“This town sucks,” Simon said. “I bet there isn’t one cute girl here.”
Lex clenched his jaw and almost violated his new promise to be nicer to Simon. Sure, the kid has been through a lot, but he’s still a bit of a dick. Breathing deep, Lex kept silent, a heroic achievement in his opinion.
Before they reached the end of the bridge, a heavily laden cart barreled towards them from around the corner. A ragged man that Lex recognized, but could not name, was at the reins. An equally worn woman and a boy of eight sat on the seat beside him. The manic eyed man snapped his whip, begging his pathetic mule to move faster. The froth around the beast’s mouth said it was already beyond its limit.
He’s gonna kill the poor beast if he keeps this up, Lex thought. Why are they in such a rush?  
The cart was still a hundred yards off when Lex realized that the crazed man had no plans of slowing. The bridge was plenty wide enough to allow them to pass if the cart was moving slower and under control. With neither of those scenarios currently proving accurate, Lex feared the cart’s wheels would crush them.
A flash of memory surged in him and he recognized the crazed cart driver. He was the same man who’d run over Lex with that same cart in one of his early time loops. It had crushed Lex to a bloody pulp. He had no desire to die that way again.
It would be my luck though, Lex thought. Survive an encounter with Aluran only to get splatted by a git on a cart.
Lex’s eyes snapped to the fast-moving water flowing under the bridge and his shoulders slumped. Great, this again. He looked at Vonn, who nodded in understanding. “We have to jump.”
Before the words were past his lips a flare of deep orange light burst upwards from the hard-packed dirt between them and the cart. The mule hee-hawed and tried to slow, but its speed and the overloaded cart made that impossible.
A rope of liquid red lightning snapped at the family, enveloping them in a sheen of dripping energy.
The woman’s screaming ended abruptly as the lightning flash disappeared, taking the man, his wife, and the son and leaving behind an oily magma colored smoke. The mule’s eyes widened and then rolled into the back of its head. It stumbled and collapsed, falling to the ground.
The cart smashed into the prone animal, crushing it and scattering blood, gore and body parts in a wide arc. The sight would have made Lex’s stomach churn if the cart and its load were not bearing down upon them.
“Into the water!” Lex roared above the din.
“I can’t swim,” Simon complained and yelped as Errat pushed him over the edge of the bridge. Vonn dove with grace as Errat jumped. With a grunt of annoyance Lex turned to join them. He twisted to avoid the cart and tumbled awkwardly over the edge of the bridge.
He hit the water hard, an epic belly flop that would have earned sympathetic ‘oohs’ had there been any witnesses. Lex grunted in pain and then the current took him. At least my hands aren’t tied behind my back this time, he thought.
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A few minutes later, all four of them lay panting and drenched on the bank of the river. Muck covered them and they looked like sodden rats, but they were alive. When Lex finally caught his breath, he turned to Vonn. “What the hell was that?”
“Chaos,” Errat said from behind him. Lex turned to find the large warborn hefting Simon to his feet. Neither seemed the worse for wear, but it was hard to tell since Simon already looked like a drowned man. He slapped at the warborn like an aggressive child.
“Relax, kid,” Lex said. "We’re fine."
“Fine? I told you jerks I couldn’t swim. I almost drowned. I almost died,” Simon snapped. “And I haven’t even really lived yet.”
“You're already dead kid,” Vonn reminded him. “You cannot drown.”
Simon’s shoulders slumped and his eyes lowered. “Do you think I don’t know that?” His eyes came back up to Vonn, this time sparks of green anger flecked them. “It's not like you don’t remind me of it every damn five minutes with your jokes and your dickhead comments.” Simon sat on a log and sulked.
Guilt wormed its way through Lex. Simon was right. He and Vonn had treated Simon unfairly, callously. In the short time he’d actually been a live boy, the kid had been through a hell Lex couldn’t even imagine. His body tortured and his very soul stolen by Ouzeriuo, the future Barrow King. It was unfair of them to belittle that.
“I apologize for pushing you, friend Simon. I was trying to protect you.”
“It doesn’t mean you get to push a guy around. I’m sick of being pushed around like I don’t matter.” He smashed his fists into Errat. The warborn stood impassively, letting the angry teen abuse him. Finally, Simon stopped and pointed at Vonn. “I hate you, and you.” He pointed to Lex. He returned his ire to Errat. “And you, you big weird looking bald bastard. I hate you too.”
Errat looked down on Simon, a deep sadness in his eyes. “I am sorry Simon. Next time I will let you be crushed.” Without another word, the warborn walked up the bank of the river and back towards town.
“Was that a ‘fuck you’ from Errat?” Lex asked Vonn.
“I think it was,” the rogue said in a grim tone, before following Errat.
Lex turned to Simon. “We feel for you kid, we really do. And you’re right, Vonn and I have been a little insensitive about the whole undead thing. But I got a hot tip for ya pal. Errat is one of the good ones, perhaps the best of us. If you piss him off, you’ve gone past righteous anger into the realm of the douchebag. Try not to do that.” He squeezed Simon’s shoulders, and they slumped under his touch. Then Lex walked up the slope to join the others. Behind him, Simon gave him the finger. “And put that finger away, or I’ll feed it to the maggot swarm.”
Lex caught up with Errat and Vonn at the site of their near-death by cart. A chaotic scrawl of incomprehensible runes and shapes had charred itself into the dirt and grass where the bolt of liquid lightning had emerged. Looking at the runes made Lex’s head hurt and his stomach queasy.
“Can anybody read these?”
“No, but I suspect that may be a blessing,” Vonn said.
“Why?”
“Because those who read the languages of chaos eventually go mad.”
“Okay then. Note to self, do not join any chaos book clubs.” Lex had barely finished his quip when the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. “We should back up now.”
“Errat agrees. I am sensing a build-up of chaos.”
A red glow spun to life at the center of the odd rune-form. All three of them backed away, keeping their eyes on the growing singularity. Simon chose that moment to climb up to the bridge from the riverbank and stood with his back to the chaos scrawl.
“Hey look, guys, I wanted to say I’m sorry for being a dick. It’s just…”
“Simon,” Lex said urgently as the light grew fiercer and sparks began to dance around the edges of the circle.
“I’ve really never felt like I’ve belonged anywhere and…”
“Simon,” Lex said again, his voice louder, more intense. Jagged spears of liquid energy spun in and out of the growing singularity
“Well, I really like you guys, and I respect what you say and think, and I really want you to like me too, and…”
“Simon. Shut the hell up!”
Simon stopped speaking and stared at Lex. He looked every bit the broken teenage boy that he was, or at least as much as possible while occupying the regenerated corpse of an Aegyptian assassin. He opened and closed his mouth and his shoulders hung.
Behind him, three distinct shards of liquid lightning pushed up from the ground, spun and slammed into the ground again. They deposited a trio of goopy sacks of chaotic sludge and disappeared back into the singularity, which promptly blinked out of existence.
“Move, you doofus!” Lex roared and pointed over Simon’s shoulder.
Simon's eyes overflowed with pain, but he turned in time to see the sacks burst. Gobbets of chaotic sputum flew in a wide circle, some splattering across Simon. Simon flinched and almost hurled as the red-orange muck ran down his face and got into his mouth.
“Oh crap, crap, crap, I’m gonna mutate into something awful.”
Then, things got worse, as three humanoid forms rose from the muck. They were near-exact replicas of the cart driver and his family, but where fear had filled that man’s eyes, hate and madness filled this iteration. The young boy set his eyes on Simon and rushed towards him.
“Oh gods,” Simon said and fell backward.
“Simon!” Lex yelled in alarm. There was no way they would reach Simon before the boy did. I cannot lose another one, Lex thought and raised his hands to cast Order Bolt. Before the mana had moved down his arm, a blinding shard of pure white energy the size of a surfboard zipped past him. It passed so closely it ruffled his hair. The massive Order Bolt slammed into the rage-filled boy and disintegrated him. A split second later another pair flashed by incinerating the man and the woman.
“Woah,” Lex said, his eyes drawn to the impacts. The chaotic rune-form dimmed as the pure power of order burned through the scrawl. A moment later nothing remained but three spots of shimmering white glass.
Lex spun seeking the origin of the massive Order Bolts and saw the crystal atop the Harlan's Tower was glowing the brilliant white of a star, before dimming.
“Looks like somebody is looking out for us,” Vonn said.
“Yeah and thank the Source they are.” Lex turned to see Errat helping Simon to his feet. The undead teen thanked the warborn, abashed at his outburst. Errat grinned down on the lad and pulled him into a fierce bear hug.
"Errat is very happy to see friend Simon is not more …" A look of panic filled Errat as he realized what he was about to say.
“Dead?” Simon said. For once, there was no venom in his voice, only acceptance. He smiled up at Errat and then looked to Lex and Vonn. “Don’t worry guys I’m only, mostly dead.”
“Ha,” Lex blurted, both at Simon’s unintentional movie quote and as a release of tension. Simon gave him an odd look but said nothing. Lex walked up to Simon and drew him into a big hug. “I’m sorry, kiddo.” Simon hugged him back.
“I’m pretty sure I swallowed some of that chaos afterbirth. Am I gonna die?”
“Probably not,” Vonn said. “But keep an eye out for any extra limbs.”
Simon glared at Vonn for a second before his face broke into a wide grin. “I love you guys.”
“It’s amazing how nearly being eaten by a chaos doppelgänger reminds people of the important things in life,” Vonn said, returning the smile. He tousled Simon’s hair, and an odd look of panic flashed across his face. He grinned and hastily hid his hand behind his back. “There’s no sense standing around. We have a mission to complete, people to find.” He made an ‘after you’ gesture with his other hand and Simon and Errat walked towards town. Lex gave Vonn a suspicious glance.
“What the hell was that all about?”
Vonn pulled his hand from behind his back and showed Lex a clump of Simon’s hair with a good chunk of desiccated scalp still attached. Lex blinked in surprise and looked at the back of Simon’s head. A patch of white skull peaked through Simon’s hair in the exact spot where a middle-aged accountant might sport a bald spot.
“Yeah. We should keep that one to ourselves for now,” Lex said.
“Agreed, but if we come across one, some sort of hat might be in order.”
As Vonn and Lex rushed to catch up with the others, several screams rose across Harlan’s Watch. The top of Harlan’s Tower flared bright white again and a dozen Order Bolts blasted down into the town.
“That can’t be good,” Lex muttered. Then blazing lines of silver-white light shot up the sides of the tower. The lines met at the tip and the entire tower flared. A point of opalescent energy built over the tip and then with a near-deafening twang sound, expanded outwards like a canopy. It flowed over them, each man cringing as it passed, and continued over the bridge where it stopped, flared white and formed a dome of energy.
“Um … Vonn?
“The Order Lance has enacted the Armageddon Protocol and erected its counter chaos shield.”
“Well, that’s good, right? Simon asked. “Keep the chaos out.”
“It’s not keeping chaos out,” Vonn said. “It is keeping it in.”
“But we’re in here,” Simon said, his voice rising in pitch.
“Yes, yes, we are.” Vonn looked at Lex, and Lex did not like what he saw in his friend’s eyes.
“Crap.”
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As Vonn told it, Harlan’s Tower was not just a tower. It was an Order Lance, a matrix of pure Order Magic made physical and powered by a time dilation device known as an Order Engine. Millennia ago, the Lords of Order had grown the tower from a single piece of crystal. Its mission was to defend the Realms from chaos incursions.
“Lemme guess, that’s where we’re going,” Simon said.
“Yep,” Lex said with a grimace. “And I’d bet my jumblies those bolts were targeting more of those chaos lightning zits.” He turned to Vonn. “Why’d they stop?”
“Power,” the rogue said. “Once Armageddon Protocol is initiated, the lance’s power is diverted to the dome. Those trapped inside are deemed acceptable losses.”
“Great, we’re on our own, again?”
Before the rogue could answer, a rush of wind pushed between them, spinning them about and nearly knocking them to the ground. Lex and Vonn raised their hands and readied Order Bolts. A blur of motion, almost like a mirage reflected in a dirty mirror, bounced off the shimmering dome, and a deep thung noise reverberated up and out from the impact.
The shimmering form came into momentary focus to reveal a thin, wiry boy. He shook his head as if confused and then placed his palms against the shield. His hands began to vibrate faster than Lex’s eyes could follow. Energy pulsed from the dome at the point of contact, but the shield held. The boy slowed again and pushed an errant strand of hair from his eyes, giving Lex a clear view of his face.
“Furrick?”
The boy spun, rage turning his face ugly. The cocksure laissez-faire attitude Furrick normally bore was gone, replaced by anger and fear. He glared at them, blurred again and before Lex’s mind processed the motion was all up in his face.
“Let me out,” Furrick demanded, his eyes those of someone used to getting their way. A thin, dagger appeared from nowhere adding immediacy to the demand as it eased under Lex's chin.
“Wait, what?” Lex sputtered, his eyes lowering to the blade. It seemed somehow familiar, and he got the distinct impression the dagger had drawn his blood before. Lex had no time to muddle his way through that mystery, as Furrick eased the blade closer to Lex’s chin. Any moment it would break skin.
“I said, let me out,” the kid hissed.
“You can’t think I have anything to do with this?”
Furrick bared his teeth and eased the blade upwards, drawing a drop of blood from Lex’s neck. Lex’s eyes were wide and Furrick’s fierce. “Of course, you do. Every rotten thing that has happened to me these last few months all started the day I met you.”
“Huh? I thought we were buds.” Furrick leaned into the blade and Lex panicked. “I swear, I've got no clue what you’re talking about kid. I tried to help you, man. I taught you how to steal, so you could feed your sister. We shared those fun times in Grimslee’s hideout. Can’t forget about that. Come on kid, we’re buds. Let’s lower the knife and we can have a nice chat. What d'ya say?”
Furrick’s face told a tale of confusion as if he had no idea what Lex was talking about, but the blade lowered slightly. Vonn, sensing the opening, took a careful step closer and spoke in his patented calm voice.
“Hey kid, I’m Vonn. You remember me, right?” Furrick’s attention snapped to Vonn and Lex realized the kid wasn’t just angry, he was terrified. “Okay, good. We just got here. So, all this has nothing to do with us. Now I know it’s easy, and often quite pleasurable, to blame Lex for, well, everything. But in this case, he speaks the truth. This is not our doing.”
Vonn’s argument seemed to sway the ex-street urchin and he pulled the tip of his blade from Lex’s throat. “I need to get out of here.”
“You and us both, kid,” Lex said, breathing easier and rubbing his throat. “But that isn’t gonna happen with all these chaos freaks about.” Lex pointed to the tower. “Now, we need to get there. You remember Sean? Nerdy dude? Helped us last time we were in town? He works in the tower, and if anybody can help you get out, it’ll be him. Help us get there and I promise, I'll do all I can to get you out of here.”
Furrick’s eyes snapped from Lex to Vonn and then to Errat. His eyes widened in alarm on seeing the warborn, as if it was the first time he’d ever laid eyes on one of the automaton warriors. Suspicion tickled the edge of Lex’s awareness. Something was off with the kid.
A quick glance at Vonn told Lex that the rogue sensed it too. Was Furrick a chaos doppelgänger? It seemed unlikely, for he’d never seen a chaos spawn show fear, and they didn’t make threats so much as commit wanton murder.
“What do you say, kid? Help us help you.”
“We don’t need his help,” Simon muttered, his hands resting on the daggers at his belt. The meek, nervous boy disappeared and for a moment his body had defaulted to Dirge’s mannerisms. All present sensed the imminent outbreak of violence.
A tense silence hung for several seconds as the two teens stared at each other. Vonn moved closer, ready to separate the two if violence broke out. Errat put a comforting hand on Simon’s shoulder. Lex spoke in a calm voice.
“Simon, easy bud. This kid is a friend, kinda.” Lex eyed Furrick sideways, his eyes drawn once more to the thin dagger. “Point is, we’re all on the same side. The more the merrier. Am I right?” After a moment, Simon nodded. Lex looked to Furrick and after another small pause, he agreed.
“Okay, I’ll help you get to the tower,” Furrick said. “Then you get me out.”
“Deal,” Lex said. “See that wasn’t so hard, we’re all pals now. What’s say we get off the street before some of those chaos freaks find us, okay? Lex motioned to Errat and Simon to go first. He gave Vonn a look, and the rogue nodded, taking up the spot between them. It was clear he did not trust Furrick, nor his intentions either. Better to keep a buffer zone between the kid and Simon.
They made their way into town, cutting through a few back alleys and ducking into side yards, to avoid the chaos spawn as they hunted the townsfolk. Lex felt like a coward for not rendering aid, but Vonn reminded him that finding Gryph had to be their priority.
They ducked behind a stack of old crates as a pair of gangly chaos spawn shambled by, muttering to each other in some chaotic dialect. Lex recognized them from his endless days in The Shining Unicorn Inn, and his unease increased. A moment later they passed from sight and Errat, Vonn and Simon rushed across the vacant road.
“What’s with the dead guy?” Furrick asked as he and Lex waited for a pair of townsfolk to sprint by. Furrick nodded towards Simon’s skull-white bald spot.
“It’s a long story. The better question is what’s up with you kid?”
“What do you mean?” Furrick looked up, eyes panicked.
“I mean, I get being in a real damn hurry to leave this town, with all this chaos and whatnot.” Lex waved his hand around to encompass ‘all the chaos.’ “But, why are you alone? Where is your sister? Where is Meara?”
Furrick hung his head, and a sad look came over his face. “She’s um … she died. A few days back. Right when all of this started.” Furrick sniffled and for the first time since their reunion, he looked every bit the lost teenage boy that he was. It was quite the performance.
There was just one problem. Furrick’s sister’s name wasn't Meara, it was Ariana. Lex clenched his hand and stared at the Furrick that was not Furrick. Lex activated Analyze.
 
	Analyze has Failed.





Lex blinked in surprise. He was a Master of Analyze, and few beings in the Realms could block his use of the skill. Who, or what, are you?
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With the adage about assumptions tickling the edge of his brain, Lex went with the theory that faux Furrick was not a chaos spawn in disguise. Errat detected no chaos within the kid and none of the other spawn they’d encountered had shown any faculty for mimicking humans. So, Lex would run with the assumption that Furrick was not chaos spawn. He hoped it would not prove him the ass.
That meant Lex could let the mystery of Furrick’s real identity remain unsolved, for now. Whomever he was, Lex suspected they were using a Mimic Stone. Vonn had introduced them to the magical devices that allowed the user to take the form of another. The transformation was physically perfect but only lasted for an hour. While this made the list of suspects huge, it also meant that the mystery would soon solve itself. Once again, he hoped his assumption didn’t doubly prove him the ass.
“Let’s go,” Lex said, giving Furrick one last suspicious look before rushing across the street to join the others.
“You and your new pal took long enough,” Simon whined, giving Furrick a foul look.
Great, cuz an overdose of teenage jealousy is exactly what I need right now.
Lex ignored Simon and caught Vonn’s eyes. He surreptitiously pointed the first two fingers of his right hand at his eyes and then at Furrick. He grumbled to himself on seeing the raw flesh of his missing finger taunting him in his peripheral vision but kept his attention on Vonn. The rogue gave a slight nod and glanced in Furrick’s direction. Lex exhaled, releasing a bit of tension. He felt much better knowing Vonn’s eyes were on the imposter.
A moment later, the sound of many heavy boots running on the cobblestones reached their ears. They ducked into the alley and watched a group of armed militia rush towards the tower. Once the militia had passed, Lex motioned for the others to follow, hoping the way would be clear behind the townsfolk.
The streets were empty, the doors locked, curtains drawn, and shutters closed. They passed through the deserted market. Stalls laden with foodstuffs, cloth, and other items lay unmanned, likely abandoned by their owners at the onset of the chaos incursion.
A heavy silence hung over the town, which made the occasional distant scream and the howls of unseen chaos creatures, that much more frightening. After several minutes they reached the tower’s plaza. Every constable or otherwise able-bodied citizen stood about the tower, armed and armored in whatever they’d been able to grab on a moment’s notice.
Scattered across the plaza were a dozen or more bodies. A few were the mutated corpses of chaos spawn, but the majority were ordinary townsfolk who’d died protecting their families and their homes. Lex knelt by Vonn. “We should help them.” He clenched his jaw so tight, the muscles in his neck and face twitched.
“I know that is what your heart demands, but we cannot,” Vonn said. “We need to find Gryph.”
“Gryph can wait,” Lex said, and instantly felt the traitor. “We cannot leave these people to this fate.”
“Do you think we’ll turn the tide in this battle? Against a chaos incursion?” He pointed to the top of the tower. "The dome is active, which means this town is already lost. These people know that. They fight not for themselves, but for the rest of Korynn. That is why they have gathered here. Why they defend the tower."
“We can’t just do nothing,” Lex begged.
“Why did chaos choose now?” Vonn asked, his question vague, meant to force Lex into questioning his own words like some sort of charming Socrates.
“Friend Vonn thinks this invasion is somehow connected to Gryph?”
“I do. It is far too convenient that we lose our best hope on the eve of this invasion. There has to be some connection.”
“So, you think we find Gryph and then we save the world.” Lex hated leaving these people to die, but Vonn’s argument was sound.
“Yes.” Vonn met his friend’s gaze. “He is our best hope, but to find him we need to get into that tower.”
“You guys are idiots. Have you seen what these things can do? I have, and I say we get the hell out of here as fast as we can,” Furrick disagreed.
“Yeah, you’re a kid. You don’t get a vote,” Lex said, trying to draw out whoever was wearing Furrick’s form. Lex turned his head down in thought, and when he looked back up he saw the others looking at him, waiting on his decision.
His eyes widened in realization. How the hell did I end up being the leader? It was not a role he’d coveted nor one he was at all suited for, but here he was, huddled in an alley with a gaggle of other idiots trying to save the world.
With misplaced surety born of desperation, Lex laid out his plan. “Okay, Errat since you look like a giant, bald, Ken doll and Simon smells like your recently dug up little brother, you two hang back. We don't want some local yokel to mistake you for chaos spawn. Let Vonn and I do the talking and wait for our signal. Furrick, you stay close, but keep your mouth shut. Agreed?”
Errat’s goofy, wide grinned smile said he understood and had taken no offense to Lex’s comment. Simon pouted and crossed his arms, casting another jealous glance at Furrick. Furrick nodded, but a worried look crossed his face.
“Okay, we’re gonna try to find my boy Nahrman. He may not be constable anymore, but if he’s alive, he’ll be here, leading his people. He’ll understand what we need and help us get inside. If he’s dead, then we make do with whoever is in charge.” He gripped his hammer, letting the dull throb of his missing middle finger ground him and then stood. “Stay low and move fast.”
Lex rushed down the alley and into the plaza. He crept around the rubble of damaged buildings and several broken crates fallen from an overturned cart. The others followed and soon they were in earshot of the makeshift militia.
“Keep yer eyes peeled folks,” a deep, throaty voice said. “We cannot let any of those chaos bastards past us.”
A surge of warmth flowed to Lex’s heart as he recognized the rough voice of his friend. Nahrman will know what to do. Lex glanced back at the others and nodded. Then, hunched low, he ran towards the line of defenders. It took a few seconds before anyone saw him coming, but then a farm boy yelped and drew the string of his hunting bow. An arrow zipped in Lex’s general direction but missed by several feet.
“Woah, woah, I’m human,” Lex yelled. “Don’t shoot.”
“You don’t look human,” the boy countered and knocked another arrow.
Lex scowled at the boy’s insult but stood tall and raised his hands over his head. “I’m looking for Constable Nahrman.”
A grizzled older man, likely the farm boy’s father, put a steady hand on his son’s arm and forced the bow down. Several shouts of “Mister Nahrman” and “Chief Constable” and even “Mayor” filled the air. A moment later a large, burly man pushed his way through the crowd and glared at Lex.
The constable looked awful. He was filthy, a badly sutured gash on his head was crusted with blood and his clothes were a torn mess. He looked as if he hadn’t slept in days, but his grip on his large one-handed axe was firm. Like the man, the weapon had seen more than its fair share of action.
“Of course, you’re mixed up in this.”
“Am not,” Lex protested, annoyed that he sounded so defensive. “This has nothing to do with me. We'd only just got here when that damned dome slammed down around us.”
Nahrman grunted, his way of saying he believed Lex. “Then what in the abyss are you doing here?”
“We’ve got to get in there,” Lex pointed up to the tower. “And talk to Sean.”
“Why?” The Constable’s expression was one of blasé suspicion as if he knew he should care but couldn’t quite muster the energy to do so.
“We’re hoping he can help us find Gryph.”
“You lost him … again?” Nahrman shook his head in disbelief. “You are really horrible at this NPC business.”
Lex opened his mouth to retort, to defend himself, but the Constable wasn’t saying anything Lex wasn’t already feeling. He was just saying it aloud and with a very large audience.
“We think his disappearance is connected to all this.” Lex waved his hand around the town. “We’re hoping if we can find him, he can stop it.”
Nahrman nodded. “We can get you into the tower. Your friend Sean has been a positive influence on the new archon, at least where lives are concerned. We’ve been working together to fight all of this.”
“What is all of this, exactly?”
“Not sure. It started with disappearances a few weeks back. One or two at first, and then more and more. Yesterday was the first time any of them returned. But they are changed.”
“Yeah, we saw that,” Lex said, feeling the man’s pain. “For what it is worth, I’m sorry.”
“Thank you, but there is no reason to apologize. You aren’t responsible for this.” The Constable paused as if reconsidering that opinion. “Are you?”
“No, no, I swear. In fact, we fought off an incursion not too long ago. Trust me, we hate these guys as much as you do.”
Nahrman nodded again and greeted Vonn and Errat, both of whom he’d met the last time the gang had been in Harlan’s Watch. His eyes widened at Simon’s odd coloring, but if he recognized the kid was undead he said nothing. 
“Well come on, don’t just stand there looking all dopey. Get behind the lines.”
Lex nodded his thanks and motioned for the others to follow him. He reached Nahrman and shook the burly man’s hand. “Good to see you again … Mayor?”
“It’s a long story,” Nahrman said. “And one we do not have the time to parse over now.” His eyes widened at something over Lex’s shoulder. Lex followed the Constable’s eyes to find Furrick, huddling awkwardly behind Errat, as if he were desperate to avoid the Constable’s notice.
Well, that settles it, this fake Furrick is definitely not trustworthy. Before Lex could comment, Nahrman spoke.
“Furrick? I thought I told you to keep an eye on the prisoners, where it's safe. Why did you disobey me, boy?”
The anger and worry in Nahrman’s voice were touching and the obvious affection the man had for Furrick warmed Lex’s heart. He wanted to tell the Constable of his suspicions, but he feared faux Furrick would run, and Nahrman would follow, and that would lead to all kinds of problems.
“Ah, he’s with us. We went to your office, and he told us you were here. He wanted to join us, and I didn’t see the harm in it. Sorry.”
Nahrman eyed Furrick and then Lex, the muscles in his jaw clenching and unclenching as he assessed Lex's lie. Lex felt like a teenager awaiting his father’s decision on whether he could go 'study at a friend’s’ knowing full well the kid was planning to go to a party.
“Go. You’ll be safer in the tower with the children and the aged, anyway.”
A typical teenage scowl crossed Furrick’s face, but whoever was wearing his form was wise enough not to question their good luck.
“Don’t worry Constable, I’ll keep an eye on him.”
“Because you’ve done such an up and up job protecting people to date,” Nahrman said with venom but paused his rant. The Constable’s shoulders slumped and his face, if not his words apologized. “I have no time for this. I’ve got a defense to muster.” He glared at Lex. “You keep him safe, or this time I won’t allow you to escape the noose. And you, boy.” He pointed his axe at Furrick. “You and I will have words if we survive the day.”
Furrick bowed his head in assent but said nothing. Lex grabbed the kid by the shoulder and began leading him to the tower when a cry echoed across the plaza.
“To arms! To arms!”
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All eyes snapped towards the shout. Instincts took over, and Lex and the others readied weapons or spells. A moment later a burst of deep orange light exploded less than twenty yards from their position.
A spinning, aerial rune-form expanded from a singularity point and then vomited forth a dozen streams of liquid lightning. The tendrils impacted the ground and pulsating sacks of chaotic effluence expanded into human-sized pods. They burst, discharging their malformed chaos spawn like some horrid caricature of the miracle of birth. The vile creatures stumbled to their feet or stood on their hands and advanced, chittering, screaming and howling as they came.
Stones, arrows and other projectile weapons zipped from the defenders into the approaching enemy, but none were very effective. Another voice rose, yelling “Torches! Torches!” Flames blossomed up and down the defensive lines, as several dozen torches burst into flames.
Nahrman turned to Furrick, his eyes fierce. “Stay behind us.”
“I can help,” the teen protested.
“No!” Nahrman roared. “If I see you move, I’ll smash you myself.”
“That doesn’t even make sense,” Furrick protested but backed away on seeing the Constable’s fierce glare.
Nahrman held his axe high, roared a guttural battle cry and rushed to meet the new threat. Lex and the others were right on his heels. The people of Harlan’s Watch ran bravely towards an enemy they had little hope of defeating, in a war stacked against them.
The chaos spawn slammed into the first row of defenders and a dozen of them fell in the blink of an eye. Screams rose then dimmed to bloody gurgles and the sudden, heavy silence of the dead. Nahrman swung his axe in a wide arc, decapitating the closest spawn. He kicked the body away and yelled. “Torch!”
The nearest torchbearer rushed forward and doused the head and body with oil. She thrust the torch down and the body burst into flames. The decapitated head screamed, and the arms and legs danced and kicked. After a few seconds, both halves of the creature stopped howling and fell dead.
“Sometimes they get back up,” Nahrman said to Lex’s unasked question. “Fire stops that.”
“Okay then, pyromania is good,” Lex said. For a moment he considered unleashing Flames but decided adding madness to the chaos was far from the best plan. Instead, he powered up his hammer with Spirit energy and stepped forward. He swung the hammer in an upward arc into the underside of the closest chaos spawn’s chin and activated Crushing Blow. Bone crunched and flesh tore. The head detached and flew a few dozen yards back, landing at nearly the exact center of the still thrumming chaos rune-form.
That was unexpected, Lex thought and the small part of his brain, the one that liked to distract him mid-battle with moronic thoughts, chuckled at the image; like he was excelling at some twisted version of corn hole.
Without a word, the torch-bearing woman doused the body in flames and Lex moved on to the next enemy. Vonn and Errat guarded his flanks, each taking on enemies of their own. Most surprising was Simon’s contribution. He raised the corpse of the nearest fallen chaos spawn and sent it to battle its former brethren. The corpse was not the most effective fighter, being headless and reanimated, and it did little but distract its target.
However, it gave Lex an idea. A quick use of Analyze told him that Simon was a shocking level 37 in Death Magic. Some had come from the necromantic power the Barrow King Ouzeriuo had left behind in the skull when Gryph had killed the soul revenant. The skull had become Simon’s anchor to the Realms and its curse of undeath had come with some new skills and powers. When last Lex had checked, Simon had only been level 22. What have you been doing with Gryph’s dungeon? he wondered, but knew he had no time to worry about the kid’s journey into darkness.
“Simon, can you raise that one?” Lex pointed to a chaos spawn Errat had just slain. It had an octopus-load full of tentacles sprouting from each shoulder and an extra lower leg jutting out from the rear of each knee joint.
“I have five more seconds on my countdown,” the undead teen responded.
“You don’t want to burn it?” Vonn asked.
“Oh, I do, I very much do,” Lex responded with a wicked grin. “Let’s buy Simon some time, boys.”
The gang returned to the fray, assisting Nahrman and a thickset graying woman Lex recognized as the cook from The Shining Unicorn Inn. She dual-wielded a cleaver and a heavy cast-iron pot, both to surprising effect. Together they secured their flank.
The other side of the line had not fared as well. The bodies of more than a dozen townsfolk lay strewn across the ground, the victim of a brutally large chaos spawn that reminded Lex of a roided up version of his old pal Gaarm.
“That looks like …”
“Gaarm,” Nahrman finished as they rushed to aid their fellows. “He was the first to go missing but I didn’t think much of it at the time. Why would I? Good riddance I figured. Versions of him keep coming back and each time they’re bigger, uglier and more brutal.”
“That sounds like Gaarm,” Lex admitted. Gaarm was, or had been, Lex’s first ‘friend’ in Harlan’s Watch. Well, less friend than a random stranger who threatened to murder him for cheating at cards. To be fair to the brutish Eldarian, Lex had cheated at cards, and frequently. Despite their unfriendly past, seeing Gaarm’s chaos spawn doppelgänger made him feel bad for the guy. Nobody, not even Gaarm, deserved that kinda punishment, no matter how many times he’d been amorous with the town’s livestock.
“I’m ready,” Simon said and began to cast. Lex motioned to the nearest torchbearer, a girl of only 13. She ran up and doused the tentacle armed corpse with oil. A moment later purple-black energy pulsed down Simon’s arm and shot at the corpse. The energy flowed around the body and it began to spasm and jerk. It sat up, causing the torchbearer to yelp in fear. Lex took the torch from her and ignited the creature.
“Kill,” Simon said in a low, cold voice and the headless aberration rushed in a mad blaze towards the Gaarm chaos spawn. It kicked it off its feet and then entwined another pair of chaos spawn with its burning tentacles. The reanimated octo-spawn then dove atop the downed Gaarm spawn, igniting the entire lot. All three beasts howled as they burst into a raging bonfire.
The attack gave the townsfolk’s the opening they needed, and they dispatched the last few chaos spawn. Tension remained high as eyes scanned back and forth for enemies. Nahrman went from person to person congratulating or consoling as needed. The Constable, or should he call him Mayor, was impressive. He was a true leader.
I can learn something from this man. Lex checked on his team and then turned his eyes on faux Furrick. It was time to get some answers. The kid’s wary eyes were on him before Lex even took a step in his direction, but he covered his suspicion under a warm smile. He’s good, whoever he is.
Lex was still several feet from Furrick when a flash of orange light burst into existence behind the street urchin. Lex’s eyes widened in panic, for the rift was within their defensive perimeter. He watched as the inevitable portal opened and deposited half a dozen pulsating sacks of chaotic glop. His gaze flashed to Furrick expecting to see fear filling the boy’s eyes, but instead he found the confidence that could only come from hard-earned battle experience.
Furrick spun, drew a pair of thin daggers from his side and activated his Ring of the Zipping Chameleon. The impressive magical item allowed the wearer to meld into the background while standing still or move so fast that all the eyes saw was a blur.
It was this second power that Furrick used now. The kid moved faster than Lex’s eyes could follow, and flashes of silver exploded outwards in an odd, almost fractal pattern. In less than a second, two of the membranes ruptured and a pair of malformed chaos spawn fell in a heap, ichor pouring from razor clean cuts across their throats.
The four remaining sacks birthed their contents in a flood of red-orange goo. One died before it could stand. A second before it had pulled itself free of its embryonic sack. The last two got to their feet before twin blades of steel pierced an eye socket and punched through the bottom of a chin. The spawn twitched on the blades as Furrick stood, arms wide, both daggers held in lithe hands.
Recognition sparked inside Lex and he knew why those daggers had seemed so familiar. He recognized the easy grace of motion, felt the familiar essence of this combatant as clearly as a fortune teller sensed an aura. Combat always brought these traits to the surface and each person’s style was as unique as a fingerprint. Lex had seen her fight at least a dozen times while stuck in his time loop. Sometimes he had fought with her and sometimes against.
“Seraphine,” Lex said. His tone was not a question.
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Lex knew he was right. The sly smile that had earned her so many tips back when she’d been a waitress was disturbing on Furrick’s face. But it was the look in his, or should he say her, eyes that told him all he needed to know.
Well, not all. He didn’t understand how Seraphine had become Furrick. His original guess had been a Mimic Stone, the magical devices that enabled anyone to look like someone else. But that wouldn’t explain how Seraphine had Furrick’s Ring of the Zipping Chameleon. This had to be something else.
Had Seraphine stolen the kid’s body or snatched his DNA to grow a new Furrick in an alien pod or was she wearing his skin like some kinda creepy Edgar suit? Or maybe she was some type of advanced chaos spawn? She had worked for the Vex. Was this Furrick even human?
There was another problem. Since she may or may not be a woman trapped in a boy’s body, which gender pronoun should he use? Was she a she in a he or a him filled with a her? The whole thing made his head hurt.
He eyed her warily. He doubted she was chaos spawn since she’d single-handedly eliminated one of their broods, but he still couldn’t exorcise the sensation that any second now her head would peel back, revealing a maw of sharp teeth, or tentacles would explode from her mouth or …
“Where is Furrick?” Nahrman asked, his voice brimming with anger that did not hide his fear. “Is he alive?”
I'm an asshole, Lex thought. Here he was going all B movie sci-fi trying to uncover how Seraphine had snatched Furrick’s body, that he hadn’t even considered what it meant for the kid.
“He’s fine,” Seraphine said. “I left him in the jail cell in my body.”
“I don’t understand,” Nahrman said, his fear growing.
“Let’s just say, I used a little something I keep for emergencies. It’s a device that allows me to switch bodies with another person, as long as I come into physical contact with them.”
“You used a get out of jail free card,” Lex said in amazement.
“An odd description,” Seraphine said. “But I would not say it was free, I paid a heavy price.” Her tone turned sour as her eyes drifted unbidden to Furrick’s body.
“I told Furrick to stay away from you,” Nahrman said.
“Yeah, you should have known that wouldn't work. He’s a teenage boy suffering from a near-terminal hormone overdose, and I’m me.” She ran her hands up and down Furrick’s gangly body like a swimsuit model. It was disturbing, but Lex sensed the truth in her words. “The boy had no chance. You should have known better.”
A flush of red rushed through Nahrman’s face. He was punishing himself for his stupidity. Lex needed to pull the Constable back from that chasm of guilt. “So this is some kind of badly written body switch comedy,” Lex mused.
“There is nothing funny about this,” Nahrman said, his voice tinged with anger.
“Trust me on this. I’ve seen them all and they are universally horrible.”
“You’re not helping,” Vonn said, placing a hand on Lex’s shoulder.
Lex nodded. “Sorry, you’re right.” He bowed to the Constable, making amends for any offense. The Constable turned back to Seraphine.
“Switch back, now.” Nahrman’s fierce gaze bore into Seraphine, and he took a step forward, hand white knuckling his axe.
For the briefest of moments, an expression of fear crossed the boy’s face, but then Nahrman hesitated, realizing that the threat of violence was an ineffective weapon. The tension hummed as everyone realized he would not, could not, attack.
“I can't, not unless I'm in physical contact with the kid,” Seraphine said, easing back into a battle-ready stance. “And I'm the only one who can initiate the transfer, which I will not do unless you agree to let me go.” 
“You know I can’t.” The muscles in Nahrman’s jaw clenched as loyalty battled honor. Nahrman was nearing his wit’s end. As the leader of this town, he’d taken too heavy a burden onto his shoulders. He was a strong man, both physically and emotionally, but all men had their breaking point, and the Constable was nearing his. 
"Switch with me and give Furrick back his body.”
"It doesn't work that way. If we switched now, you'd be in Furrick and I'd be in you. Furrick would still be in my body. Once that happens, things get very complicated. Plus, the device has a limited number of charges. Even I don't know how many are left."
"Are you saying the next time you switch, it might be permanent?" Lex asked. "Who would make that kind of thing?"
"No clue," Seraphine said with a shrug. "Someone with a real dickish sense of humor."
Lex gave a sideways glance to Vonn. The rogue smirked, then shook his head slightly. Nahrman's grumble drew Lex's attention and fury poured from the large man. Lex stepped between the two, making the unwise decision to turn his back on Seraphine. But for all their sakes the man needed some hope. “Nahrman, Furrick is fine, for now.”
Nahrman’s eyes blazed down on Lex. "How can you say that? She is a murderer, an assassin who works for anyone, including the people responsible for this." He waved his hand to encompass his chaos ravaged town. "Trusting her is the mark of a fool."
“I agree,” Lex said, "I do not trust her word nor her morals, but I do trust in her selfishness.”
“Explain.”
“She has spent her entire life being desired by both men and women. It is her main weapon. Not her daggers, not her poisons, but her looks, her body.” Lex turned and met Seraphine’s eyes. “This was a desperate play for her, one she did not think through fully. She may think she has the upper hand, but we have her real body, so we hold as many cards as she does.”
Seraphine glared at Lex and a small, wry smile curled his lips. He turned back to the Constable. The man’s eyes never left Seraphine. “So, we are at an impasse.”
“It seems we are,” Seraphine said. “Please tell me we're not gonna stand around glaring at each other until more chaos freaks show up to kill us all.”
“No,” Lex said. “I have a plan.”
“The Source help us,” Vonn muttered under his breath, drawing an annoyed glance from Lex.
“I’m listening,” Nahrman said and a moment later Seraphine nodded.
“We’ll take the kid inside the tower with us. He’ll, she’ll be safer there than anywhere else in town, except the jail. We'll find Gryph, he'll stop this chaos bullshit, we get bodies switched back and happy days are here again.”
“It is a stupid plan,” the Constable said with venom, but then eased. “But it’s the best we have.”
“Trust me, Constable, Furrick is more than fine. In fact, he’s in the middle of a wet dream version of 13 Going On 30.”
“What the hell does that mean?” Nahrman asked.
“Yeah, what does that mean?” Simon asked, eyes wide, his interest edging far too close to the amorous.
“Um … never mind. Damn Earth references. If I explain it, it'll get creepy."
"Get creepy?" Vonn said.
"Suffice to say, the kid is keeping himself busy," Lex said, ignoring Vonn's comment.
The eyes of all the men present, except Errat, widened as understanding filled them.
“I think I’m going to be sick,” Seraphine said.
“Good, it’s the least you deserve,” Nahrman said, then turned to Lex. “Furrick’s life is in your hands. Do not let me down.”
Lex nodded and then turned to his crew. It was the most motley group of rejects he’d ever seen, and apart from Vonn no leader in their right mind would ever choose them. You work with what you got, Lex thought.
Lex leaned close to Vonn and whispered. “You’ve got my back here, right?”
“Not by choice, I assure you, but yes, I will do my best to prevent your foolishness from getting us all killed.”
“Good, I knew I could count on you. Let’s go find Gryph.” He turned to Nahrman. “Good luck Constable.”
“To us all,” Nahrman said and gave Seraphine a last angry look. She held his gaze for a moment and Lex almost thought he saw regret cross her face. Then she scowled, turned and walked towards the shimmering crystal wall of the tower. The others followed, Simon edging Errat aside to walk next to Seraphine.
“So, once we're through with all this,” Simon asked. “Can we … uh … you know, would you maybe consider switching bodies with me?” He grinned a hopeful, pathetic grin.
“No,” Seraphine said in disgust and gazed up as Errat smiled down on her, his expression odd. “What?”
“Hi, I am Errat. We have not yet met, officially. But Errat was once inside Seraphine as Furrick is now in Seraphine, and it was a most invigorating experience. You have quite many odd feelings moving through your body, especially in the parts between your…”
“Okay, enough of that!” Lex yelped in alarm, pushing himself between Seraphine and the others. “Focus on the mission.” He sent withering gazes at both the massive automaton and the teenage lich lord trapped in the slowly decomposing corpse.
Seraphine eyed them both for a long moment before turning her ire on Lex. “Is all of your gender like this?”
“Pretty much, yeah.” He paused, barely able to hold her gaze. “Sorry?”
“Errat has a very important question.” Lex cringed but nodded. “Since Seraphine is a girl, but is inside Furrick’s body, do we call him Seraphine or her Furrick or him her or she he?” 
“Trust me bud, do not go down that rabbit hole. It will make your brain hurt.” Lex looked at the body of the boy containing the soul and mind of a woman and made a snap decision. “For now, we’re calling you Seraphine, but don’t get bent out of shape if people slip up and call you boy.”
“Fine,” Seraphine said with a sigh.
Lex made an after you motion, more from suspicion than any gentlemanly manners. They walked to the wall of the tower. As he got close, low harmonic tones tinkled and hummed inside the crystalline walls. The amount of energy moving through the lance was staggering, and the true nature of the battle being waged in Harlan’s Watch filled him with dread.
He placed a hand on the wall, half expecting it to shock him, but there was nothing but a low, distant rumble. He looked towards the top of the tower and yelled. “Sean! It’s Lex, can you open up? We need your help.”
For a moment nothing happened, but then a forty-foot high section of the wall illuminated like a holo-vis come to life and a huge Sean head peered down upon them.
“Lex? I don’t have a lot of time. What do you want?”
“Good to see you too, pal.” There was more irritation in his tone than he intended, and he wondered how much the stress was getting to him. Before Lex could continue, Sean glanced at the others.
“Where’s Gryph?”
“Yeah, that’s kinda why we’re here.”
“Shit, I always feared this might happen.” Sean rubbed his temples. He turned off-screen and nodded, before turning back. “You better come up. Things are about to get really unstable around here.”
“About to get?” Lex asked, his voice overflowing with fear.
The wall in front of them pulsed like the surface of a pond disturbed by a tossed rock. The crystal peeled back revealing a circular opening. Lex glanced back at the town’s defenders. He wanted to give Nahrman a warning or rush back to aid the townsfolk. But his mission lay elsewhere. He needed to find Gryph, then they could save the town.
The group stepped through and the wall shimmered again, closing the gap behind them.
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The crystal solidified behind them, and the world went silent. Lex hadn’t realized how loud the intermittent sounds of battle had been until he could no longer hear them. Guilt flowed through him as if he were huddling inside the relative safety of the Order Lance while Nahrman and the citizens of Harlan’s Watch fought and died outside. He said as much to Vonn.
“If it comforts you, the chaos spawn’s goal is this tower,” Vonn responded. “So neither our safety nor your guilt will last long.”
“Thanks, man, you are a font of positive energy.”
“I aim to please.” He made an 'after you' gesture. Lex chuckled wryly and made his way to the closest Port Circle. The Nimmerians had invented these devices as short-range teleportation devices and they were the quickest way to move through the massive interior of the tower. They stepped inside the circle of platinum metal and Lex willed it to take them to the control center at the top for the tower. Nothing happened and Lex scowled and tried again.
“It has no power,” Errat said. The warborn possessed an odd connection to the Aether and could sense ambient energy in many forms.
“Well, why not?” Lex looked up, dreading the implication.
“Errat suspects, there are more pressing needs.”
“Dammit. Looks like we’re walking.”
“Up there?” Simon asked with stereotypical teenage affront.
“Quit whining,” Lex said. “You’re the youngest of us, and you’re not even in your own body.”
“Neither is she,” he retorted, pointing at Seraphine. Judgmental gazes fell on him and he hung his head. He scratched idly at his ear, which fell from the side of his head and plopped onto the crystal floor with a dry thwack. Simon’s eyes widened and his mouth hung open. A barely audible squeak of alarm came from him and then he slapped his hand to the side of his head. “Oh man, the Barrow warned me this might happen.”
“That what might happen?” Vonn asked, nudging the fallen ear with his boot.
“It said we'd reanimated the Dirge body too many times and it wouldn’t last long outside the Barrow.”
“And you didn’t think to tell us this slightly important factoid?” Lex glared but then shook his head. “You know what, never mind. I don't have time for this. For some reason all you jackholes made me your fearless leader, so now I need to make up some bullshit plan and hope it doesn't get us all killed.” He stopped, glaring at the others. Only Vonn held his gaze.
Lex threw his hands up and walked to the spiral stairs twining up the inside of the tower. A wave of unease flowed over him and with it came doubt. I am the wrong man for this job. As his foot hit the first step a deep desire to cede the leadership role to Vonn or even Errat, filled him. I’m less suited to leading than these damn stumpy legs are to climbing these stairs.
The shuddering boom of something smashing against the tower made Lex flinch. He scowled at the others, and then at the stairs. He sighed and took the first step, and then another and then another. Behind him, the others followed as quiet as patrons in a library.
Ten minutes later, lathered in a froth of sweat, Lex reached the landing atop the tower. It was a massive circular room larger than the outside dimensions of the tower could contain. The walls displayed a 360-degree view of the town. Lex watched as Nahrman and his forces fought off another mad rush of chaos spawn. Many of the townsfolk did not get back to their feet.
“Took you long enough,” Sean said, poking his head around the edge of a wall. Lex and the others rushed to him. Both Sean and the archon, the automaton made of energy and crystal, worked a panel of controls with furious intensity.
“We woulda been here forever ago if you hadn’t turned off the damn Port Circles,” Simon whined.
Sean ignored the comment but stared at the undead teen and then at Seraphine. “Going with the replacement squad I see.”
“Didn’t have much choice man,” Lex said, and then nodded at the archon. “Sup, Bishop?”
The Archon cocked his head quizzically at Lex. “I am not the archon you named Bishop. His spirit did not return to the Realm of Order. His fate remains a disturbing curiosity.”
Learning that the archon who’d helped them save Brynn had not survived his encounter with Aluran came as a blow to Lex. Bishop had assured them the Lords of Order would remake him in another archon body if his borrowed physical one perished. To learn that had not happened was troubling and far too coincidental.
“That can’t be good,” Lex muttered.
“My calculations deem that there is only a 1.6% chance that we could define the situation involving my brother archon as ‘good.’ But it is a low priority issue for the Lords of Order at the moment.”
“Okay then,” Lex said. Abandoning Bishop churned Lex's guts, but he knew the stoic archon was right. He turned to Sean, but before he could speak, another shudder impacted the walls of the tower. His eyes snapped to the screen but saw nothing. “Uh, what was that?”
“Chaos singularities impacting the surface of the Order Lance’s crystalline surface,” Sean answered. He glanced at the archon. “The Princes are trying to tear down the lance.”
The archon turned his robotic gaze on Lex. “And before you make another gormless inquiry, this also falls into the ‘not good’ category.”
Lex opened his mouth to complain and then scowled at himself for doing the very thing the archon had warned him not to do. This guy’s a dick.
I miss Bishop. He composed himself and turned to Sean. “How can we help?”
“Stay out of the way,” Sean said, not bothering to look up.
Several more shudders impacted the walls, one after another. Sean returned his attention to the archon. The mechanical man’s fingers raced over the runic controls. Behind them, the whirring of the Order Engine increased. The sound drew Lex’s attention and his gaze fell on the temporal engine.
 
	You have found an Order Engine.



	Order Engines are complicated mathematical structures created by the Lords of Order to combat the infection of Chaos across the Realms. They are vastly powerful artificial intelligences capable of manipulating the flow of time, restructuring matter and a wide variety of other functions. Be warned using an Order Engine will task even the strongest of minds.




As it had the first time he’d laid eyes upon it, the matrix of pure order awed Lex. The device was an intricate, multi-hued sphere of energy that pulled and tugged at reality. An array of crystal-metallic struts spun around the shifting globe of energy. Colors rippled in a cascade reminding Lex of an oil spill floating atop a puddle. The energy expanded upwards nearly touching the undersides of the spinning arms before retreating back into itself. The maelstrom of energy made Lex’s head hurt and Vonn’s description of the device and the reason for its existence came rushing back to him.
“Chaos is the most virulent, invasive and destructive force in the Realms. It adapts quicker than any sane and ordered mind can comprehend. Those that try, eventually go mad, becoming agents of chaos. The Lords of Order knew they could never hold back chaos in a straight-up fight, so they use Order Engines to increase the flow of time, enabling them to react and counteract chaos’ destructive influence.”
Lex had joked then that the Lords of Order were cheating. Now he wished they would cheat more.
As if answering his wish, the shuddering booms reduced and then stopped altogether. Sean’s shoulders relaxed, and the archon turned to the Order Engine. The inscrutable look on the crystalline mechanical man’s face did not ease Lex’s worry.
"Is it over?" he blurted. “Please tell me it is over.”
“The engine has achieved an effective counterbalance for now.”
“That sounds like a no pretending to be a yes,” Simon said. Lex found he agreed with the lich teen
“We have some time,” Sean said. “But I cannot say how much, and the engine is already operating at full power. So be brief. Where is Gryph?”
Lex told his tale, with occasional interruptions from Vonn to keep Lex on topic. After hearing the tale, Sean scowled. “That shouldn’t be possible.”
“Yeah, no shit. That’s what we thought, but I got a big, red prompt blaring all angry like in my face saying my player was being logged off. I tried grabbing him, but it was like trying to grab fog. He just faded away. So apparently the impossible is possible, again. I’m not sure folks in the Realms understand what that word means.”
“Okay, calm down,” Sean said, hand to chin in thought. “I think we need to analyze this as a programmer would.”
“Why in the hell would we wanna do that?”
“Because, you git, reality is nothing more than a massive program running on a universe sized computer. All of reality, including the Realms and Earth’s universe, is information, an unfathomable, near-infinite amount of information. That was how Bechard, or Aluran or Morrigan or whatever the hell that asshat is calling himself these days, pierced the veils between the universes. He wrote the proper code.”
“Are you telling me that his High Douchiness is a computer nerd?”
“He is a computer god,” Sean countered, his voice bordering on reverence. “Don’t get me wrong, his evil asshole quotient is off the charts, but he is without a doubt the best programmer in history. I spent years back on Earth analyzing his work when I was with the Resistance. It was pure artistry, light years ahead of anyone.”
“So, this code is some kind of Earth magic?” Errat asked.
“Yes,” Sean said.
“Earth has no magic,” Lex countered.
“Of course, it does. What do you think magic is?”
“I dunno,” Lex said, realizing that he’d wandered into a logical trap. In an attempt to recover some face, he raised his hands and made random zapping noises. Sean eyeballed him.
"Magic is the ability to rewrite the underlying code of reality," Sean said, ignoring Lex's idiot performance. "Alter the code, alter reality."
“I like Lex’s definition better,” Simon said, standing taller and prouder next to his leader.
“Thanks, kid. But in this case, I am hoping Sean is right.”
“Why?” Simon asked, his voice tinged with a pout as if Lex had betrayed the bro code.
“Because if he is, we might be able to bring Gryph back.”
“Exactly how did Aluran alter reality with his code magic?” Vonn asked.
“Isn’t it obvious?” Lex said, looking from Vonn to Sean. “He learned how to digitize the human mind. Every player is proof of that success.”
“You are right,” Sean said. “But only partially.”
“I’m gonna hate the rest of this partially aren’t I?”
Sean's face was grim. “Aluran learned how to digitize the human soul.”
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The chill creep of fear bit into Lex’s soul as the full measure of Aluran’s accomplishment filled him. The metaphysical questions alone were staggering, universe-shattering. He’d already known that his entry into the Realms had been far more than a normal MMO login, that the Realms were not just a game.
But to learn that his very soul had been analyzed, codified and transformed into bits and bytes was terrifying. It was a violation of the highest order. Was his soul still whole, was it still eternal, was it still his own, or had Aluran altered the code giving him some mastery over those who’d come here? After all, he was a Master of Soul Magic.
By entering the Realms, had Lex unwittingly sold his soul to the devil? Lex pushed his fear down and forced his mind to attend to the here and now. As morbid as it sounded, the fate of his soul was not his most pressing concern.
“What the hell have you morons gotten me involved in?” Seraphine asked.
“Forgive us if we care nothing for your plight,” Vonn retorted with venom. The rogue’s ire was surprising. Lex had never seen the half-elf’s feathers ruffled but found he agreed with his friend.
“If you’re scared, give us back our Furrick.” Lex held Seraphine’s fierce gaze until a twinge of fear and regret crossed the face of the boy she wore.
“She can’t,” Sean said, without looking up. “She’s scheduled for the hangman’s noose.” Seraphine’s eyes snapped to him, boiling with anger.
“Can’t say I’m surprised,” Lex said, a dozen likely crimes flashing through his mind. “Finally pissed off the wrong people did ya?”
“She aided and abetted the Vex,” the archon said. “Were she not in the body of an innocent, I would kill her where she stands.” The sparks of silver-blue energy that were the archon’s eyes blazed to cobalt and the hairs on Lex’s forearms stood on end.
“Well that settles it,” Simon said. "In the battle of teenage rivals, I win."
"Yes, you're the goodest boy," Vonn said.
“Teenage?” Seraphine gave Simon’s rotting, middle-aged Dirge body an up and down.
“Dammit, did I say that out loud?”
“You sure did,” Vonn said, clapping the undead teen on the back. The force of the blow dislodged Simon’s left eyebrow, which swung like a pendulum to obscure his vision. The rogue’s eyes went wide, and he removed his hand from Simon’s back. “Sorry about that.”
Simon pushed the brow back into place, but it dropped again the moment he pulled his hand away. “Anybody have any velcro?” His head cocked to the side. “What the hell is velcro?”
This wasn’t the first time he’d made an Earth cultural reference. Gryph had suggested the time he and Simon had spent with their minds intermingled during the battle against Ouzeriuo the Barrow King, had somehow left the kid with residual memories that were not his own. What did he leave behind in Gryph?
Lex shook his head and turned to Sean. “This whole digitization thing of Aluran’s. That's how you melded me with Gryph’s banner AI.”
“Correct, we stole some of his source code and I deciphered enough to sneak you out of the Realms, layer you on top of the banner and then get you back into the Realms past Aluran’s security protocols.”
A glimmer of hope sparked inside Lex. “So, you did it once, you can do it again. Send me back to Earth.”
“I can’t,” Sean said, his tone that of an exacerbated older brother. “And even if I could, you don’t have a body back on Earth to return to. You’d likely dissipate into nothingness.”
“Yeah, let’s not do that.” Lex’s shoulders slumped. “Why can’t you go? Didn’t you leave your body in a safe place?”
“I did, but as I have said before, Aluran severed the connection between Earth and the Realms. You, Gryph and Eris were the last three to get inside before the path between our worlds collapsed. Unless I can get my hands on the rest of his source code, the Realms remain closed to outsiders and inescapable to those of us still here.”
“Tell that to the Princes of Chaos,” Vonn said with no humor. “They seem hell-bent on getting in, and to do so just as Gryph gets yanked from the Realms. It cannot be a coincidence.” The group fell silent.
“While I understand the meaning behind your words brother Vonn, they are technically inaccurate. The Realm of Chaos is not another universe. It is a subset of the Realms.” The archon continued working the controls as he spoke. “It was the Source’s first attempt to create a soul native to the Realms. It hoped that by filling the primal Aether with its Divine Thought, new life would be born. Instead, it birthed the sentient patterns that became the Princes.”
“The Princes of Chaos are the Source’s first-born gone wrong?” An image of a psychotic Adam filled Lex’s mind.
“They are abominations to all order, to all sentience. Which is why the Source walled them off long ago.” Lighting surged up and down the archon’s torso and Lex imagined this was the monotone archon’s way of showing displeasure. “If the Princes of Chaos had discovered a way through the walls of their prison, then we would already be dead.”
“Then how do you explain the recent incursions?” Lex asked.
“I can offer no sound hypothesis.”
The stoic archon’s ignorance sent a hum of dread through Lex. If he didn’t know what was going on, they were well and truly screwed.
“Perhaps the Princes have discovered a cheat code,” Errat offered. “Friend Lex told me all about cheat codes for the games he used to play on Earth. Can friend Sean not create a cheat code?”
Not for the first time, the warborn, with his steel-trap mind, had remembered one of Lex's embarrassing admissions. He’d been several flagons of Thaldrain’s famous honey mead deep, when he’d regaled Errat with his tales of MMO power leveling, cheat codes and mods. The gaming had been part of the training Sean had put Lex through to prepare him for his role as Gryph’s NPC. Lex hadn’t expected the warborn to care about, much less remember, his tales of derring-do.
“Friend Lex seemed especially fond of the mod that turned all female clothing into bikini armor. Such protection seems inadequate to Errat, but Lex said it was ‘hot bro’ and then took a long, snoring nap.”
A flush of embarrassment moved across Lex’s face. I gotta watch what I say around that dude. He remembers everything.
“Brynn told me I should have added parental controls to those games,” Sean mumbled under his breath, like a father who’d just caught his kid watching soft-core porn on Skinamax.
“As much as I enjoy ribbing Lex, perhaps we should return to the matter at hand,” Vonn said. He turned to Sean. “Can you create one of these cheat codes?”
“If I had access to the Realms source code and a thousand lifetimes, maybe I could accomplish something like that. But I don’t, so I can’t.”
“Well, somebody logged Gryph off,” Lex said, grateful for the distraction. “So we know it can be done.”
“It had to be Aluran,” Vonn said. “Who else could it be?”
“It wasn’t Aluran,” Simon said. His cocksure teenage surety replaced by something purer, absolute faith.
“How do you figure?” Lex gave the undead teen a quizzical look.
“Gryph has been a thorn in Aluran’s side for months now. If he could log Gryph off whenever he wanted to, why wait until now?”
A chill of ice water ran through Lex’s veins that had nothing to do with locking eyes with the teenage lich lord. It was so obvious that he cursed himself for not seeing it earlier. But, if it wasn’t Aluran, who was it?
“As much as I am surprised to be saying so, your corpse buddy is right,” Sean said. “When Aluran sealed the Realms, it wasn’t by turning a switch. He had to smash the switch, burn down the house it was in, then bulldoze that house so a nice neighborhood park could be built over the spot. It isn’t something he can just turn back on.”
“Why would he do that?” Seraphine asked. “I don’t know the High God, but he doesn’t seem like a guy who’d leave himself without a way out.”
“She’s right,” Vonn said. “Something else is going on here. He is afraid of someone or something back on Earth. There must be another faction in play. One with abilities even Aluran cannot claim.”
“We call them the Cabal,” Sean said in the tone of a man reluctant to reveal a powerful secret.
“The who?” Lex’s bowels tightened.
“A group of immensely wealthy individuals who operate from the deepest of shadows. They provided material aid, political cover, and information to Bechard.”
“Why would they do that?”
“That information was above my pay grade, but I had my theories.”
“They wanted entry to the Realms,” Vonn said. “And Bechard left them behind.”
“Oh crap, you don’t think…” Lex began, wide eyes staring at Vonn.
“I do,” Vonn said, his normally calm tone filled with fear.
“What do you think?” Simon begged, his Dirge voice cracking with a bit of Simon’s pubescent squeak.
"The Cabal is conspiring with the Lords of Chaos." Lex looked to Sean and saw his fear reflected back at him. He turned a pleading gaze to Vonn, begging his friend for a solution. The frown on the rogue’s face told him all he needed to know.
“Great, cuz more bad guys are exactly what we need,” Seraphine muttered. “And for the record, I hate every one of you.”
“You are not helping,” Errat said.
“So now what?” Lex asked. “Are we supposed to hang around until a solution punches us in the face?”
Before anyone could respond, the walls shuddered under the impact of another chaos singularity. Sean returned his attention to the controls.
“The pulses are getting stronger.” Sean tapped at the controls, as another shuddering boom shook the tower. Flakes of crystal fell from the ceiling cascading over them like glitter. The walls and ceiling flowed like a viscous liquid, trying to retain cohesion under the assault.
“And they are increasing in frequency,” the archon said. “We need to divert power to the Order Engine if I am to have any hope of countering these incursions.”
“Didn’t you warn me that would drain too much power from the dome?” Fear entered Sean’s tone. A low harmonic resonance built beneath their feet and the crystal began to sing like a thousand goblets being played by a thousand drunk party guests.
“I did.” The archon’s eyes met Sean’s.
Sean’s jaw clenched as he debated. The resonance grew in pitch and somewhere deep below them, a cracking sound rose. “Do it,” Sean said, and the archon tapped the controls and the Order Engine’s speed increased behind them.
“Stand back please,” the archon said rushing towards the spinning temporal engine.
Before Lex moved to let the mechanical man pass, a massive impact hit the tower, knocking Lex and the others to the floor. Only the archon kept his feet, his strong hand lashing out to catch Sean.
A portion of the wall and the ceiling pulsed as another rift opened. A chunk of the tower, the shape of a quartered orange disappeared as the antithetical energies of order and chaos raged against each other. Silver-blue lightning flashed as pulsing tendrils of red-orange snapped outward from the rift. The air grew heavy and a wall of sound punched into Lex as he regained his feet, knocking him back to the ground.
The rift expanded, eating away more of the tower’s crystalline structure. An oily wave of raw chaos flowed over them and Lex’s mind dipped towards madness. He clenched his teeth and closed his eyes, shutting out the chaotic maelstrom of colors. It helped, if only a bit, but he found it difficult to focus. Desperate for stability, Lex’s mind scrambled to find an anchor.
I must protect Gryph. I must protect Gryph.
His mind calmed under the mantra and his breathing eased. He got to his feet, his eyes still shut tight. He reached out and grasped the control panel. Only then did he open his eyes. The rift had expanded and hung above Lex’s head, its expansion held at bay by the power of the Order Lance. To his right, Simon and Seraphine were still down, while Vonn was getting to his feet. Errat stood amidst them all staring up at the storm of chaos, his face an implacable mask as if studying the unknowable. To his left the archon was moving towards the spinning Order Engine, dragging Sean along with him.
The rift pulsed again, shaking the entire building. If not for his death grip on the control panel, Lex would have crashed to the ground. He sent a thank you into the Aether for the small blessing, but it turned out to be premature.
The rift exploded outwards and flowed over Lex and the others. His body began to itch, and he imagined every atom in his body was being torn apart and altered before snapping back into its normal position. He felt simultaneously stretched and compressed. A distant sound of screaming filled his ears before it surged down his throat. It took a moment to realize he was screaming in reverse as if all the laws of causality had gone haywire.
The field advanced over Sean and the archon. With a herky-jerky motion, the archon moved through the bubble of unstable time and tossed Sean towards the Order Engine. The player passed through the small opening at the center of the device’s spinning arms and slammed into the floor. He got to his feet quicker than Lex’s eyes could follow, now under the sway of the increased time-field inside the engine.
Sean’s movements were a blur, reminding Lex of how Furrick looked while using his Ring of the Zipping Chameleon. Sean was yelling, but the sounds of shattering crystal and the speed of his words made comprehension impossible. With a roar, the field pulsed to solidity, slicing the archon in half from shoulder to waist.
Before the archon’s two halves hit the floor, Sean’s gaze fell on Lex and slowed enough for Lex to see the fear in his eyes. A moment later a red-orange flash of light as brilliant as the sun at dusk flashed and Lex’s world became pain.
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The pain ended and Lex stumbled to his feet, blinking the tears from his eyes. His vision still pulsed with blobs of darkness mixed with angry flares of red and orange, like the surface of a seething magma pool. When his eyes cleared, he examined his surroundings. For a moment gravity had gone haywire, and he thought he was hanging from the ceiling. Then his senses adjusted as the odd upside-down sensation faded enough for him to realize he stood near the center of Harlan’s Watch at the foot of the tower.
"What the what?"
It was only when Lex looked towards the sky, that he noticed the light was different. It had been a sunny mid-afternoon day when they’d entered the tower, but now it was … different. The sky was a morass of oranges, reds and black clouds that flowed like liquid stuck in a gaseous state.
Flashes of jagged black lightning sliced the sky, somehow illuminating the world with their darkness. Lex’s head pounded as he watched the bolts arc from cloud to cloud before punching into the ground over the roofs of the nearest buildings. His upper lip was wet, and his nose throbbed. He reached up and his fingers came away wet with blood.
“Looks like you got that punch in the face you were looking for,” Vonn’s voice said from behind him, the sarcasm boiling over.
Lex turned to find Vonn, Errat, Simon, and Seraphine staring at him. There was no sign of Sean, but the lower half of the archon’s body lay between them. Lex knelt and laid a hand on the fallen archon. The need for a eulogy burned inside him, but no words came to his lips. He sent a silent goodbye into the Aether and stood. Around them, the world was silent, almost peaceful, like a town market a few hours before opening.
“Something is really wrong here,” Lex said.
Simon opened his mouth, likely to respond with snark when a movement behind him caught Lex’s attention. Lex shushed the kid with a harsh hiss as a figure emerged from the shadows of the alley. The others followed his gaze just as Seraphine, the actual female version of Seraphine, emerged from the alley.
Her gaze was a confusing mélange of amorous and livid, exactly what Lex would expect from a teenage male who’d spent the last several hours stuck in the body of an attractive woman. She lurched towards them, stumbling a moment as if unused to a new pair of legs.
“Furrick?” Lex asked as this Seraphine grew closer. “How’d you escape?” Her lips parted in an odd imitation of a smile as if it was her first time trying. The hair on Lex’s arms rose, and he took an involuntary step backward.
“That isn’t Furrick,” Seraphine said.
Lex sensed she was right and activated Analyze.
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“What the what?” Lex told the others of Analyze’s failure. Not only was his primary asset unavailable, but apparently he had also been infected by chaos. That can’t be good. He had no time to worry about that and pulled his hammer free and infused it with Spirit. Around him, the sound of drawing blades and readying weapons rose. “I have a bad feeling about this.”
As if responding to his worry, the approaching Seraphine opened her mouth far wider than any mortal could manage and a sound like a clogged tuba played by a tone-deaf musician boiled forth. A second later the source of the clog became plain as a quartet of barb tipped tentacles exploded from Seraphine’s mouth.
Lex’s eyes widened with understanding as reality sucker-punched him in the gut. “Well bugger me raw, we’re in the Realm of Chaos.” All evidence pointed to it. The weird sky, Analyze’s failure and Species wanna-be Seraphine all pointed to that truth. The chaos rift that had sliced the archon in half had pulled them into the Realm of Chaos. Rage battled despair inside Lex, and he could almost feel Gryph drifting further and further away.
“Errat does not believe we will find friend Gryph here.” Though Lex knew the warborn’s words were not meant for him, it still felt like condemnation.
“No, we won’t. We need to find a way back.”
“I think we have more immediate problems,” Seraphine said and pointed.
The Seraphine doppelgänger raced towards them arms akimbo and legs splayed. The motion was inhuman, almost crablike and deeply disturbing. She advanced and Lex stepped forward, readying his Maul of Holy Might.
Vonn stepped up next to him and unleashed a volley of Order Bolts. The four blades of silver-blue energy blasted towards the approaching monstrosity. The magical knives were unerring, and barring some higher-level countermeasure, they always hit their target.
So of course, this time, they spun off course at the last second, like a hydroplaning drunk driver joyriding through a puddle. Only one missile found its intended target and faux Seraphine grunted in pain as the antithetical energy of Order Magic inflicted a double dose of damage. The second bolt slammed into the ground while another twisted into the air where it exploded like a Fourth of July fireworks show. The last sped backward over their heads in a tight arc and slammed into Lex’s left buttcheek.
Lex squealed in a most unmanly fashion, more from surprise than pain. “What the hell? I thought those things never missed?”
"I suspect it will take some time for us to adjust,” Vonn said, face grim. “And you did ask for a buggering.”
Lex grunted his annoyance at his friend, knowing he was right. Chaos Seraphine retracted her tentacles into her throat and glared at Lex. She was close enough that he could smell the slather dripping down her chin; week old blue cheese mixed with rotten eggs.
I could use a clothespin about now, he thought as the image of the old cartoon solution to foul smells filled this mind.
A gurgling blaarrrgh built inside chaos Seraphine’s throat and she spat one of the barbed tentacles at him with tremendous force. Lex barely got his hammer up in time to deflect the blow and the sharp crack of bone on wood had him fearing she’d broken the weapon’s handle.
But the wood held, and Lex stepped into his swing. Powered by his thick, squat frame, the hammer surged in an upwards arc and activated into the underside of tentacle Seraphine’s chin. Lex activated Crushing Blow and a sickening crunch of bone and a tearing sound of flesh rewarded him.
The Seraphine doppelgänger’s head snapped back, lolling like a heavy weight in a sock against her back, but it did not stop her forward motion. She lashed out with her fist and the bones of her arm exploded through her skin and morphed into a spike. A rush of air flowed over him as the bone spike missed skewering him by mere inches.
Errat brought his axe down and would have bisected her, had she not twisted a full 180 at the waist and spun clear of the blow. Her other bone tipped arm exploded into Simon.
The undead teen’s scream of fear became a joyous cackle on realizing she hadn’t hit him at all but stabbed through the hole where his guts used to be. Simon still possessed Dirge’s instincts, however, and twin daggers flashed out, slicing through the arm, removing it from faux Seraphine’s body.
The false Seraphine howled in rage and spun away from Simon. Their Seraphine, the one stuck in Furrick’s body, zipped between them and ducked low, slicing through both of the dollar-store copy’s hamstrings. The chaos creature howled in pain and fell back, the twisted legs incapable of supporting her weight.
With a mighty barbarian roar, Errat brought his axe down for the killing blow. The blade of his double-headed axe sliced clean through the pale, soft skin of faux Seraphine’s neck, separating the head from the body. 
“Ha, ha, take that,” Simon’s chortled in triumph, but it was short-lived for the detached arm lurched up and stabbed him in the back. He laughed and screamed in equal measure as the sharp bone stabbed into his rotting flesh. “Oh man, the tickle is almost worse than the pain. Get it off, get it off.”
“Lex, get ready.” Vonn grabbed the arm and wrenched it free, tearing a chunk of Simon’s shoulder meat with it. He speared the writhing arm to the ground with his vorpal blade and Lex unleashed Flames, careful to direct the spell into a focused jet for fear of hitting Vonn. The flames ignited the arm, and it writhed for a few seconds trying to unpin itself from Vonn’s blade, but it was a losing cause and soon the arm was nothing but charred bone.
Every time Lex used the spell his mind fell victim to Fire Magic psychosis. This time was no different, but with an effort, Lex cut the flow of mana to Flames. Fire Magic was as addictive as heroin, but with Yrriel’s help, he’d been training his mind to deal with the side effects. He looked to Vonn, the barest twitch of a mad grin crossing his face. The rogue nodded his approval.
A keening noise flowing over them in undulating waves interrupted the moment. Lex’s eyes snapped down to Seraphine’s decapitated head, whose wide mouth flared with spastic tentacles. The sound seemed greasy like he'd gone swimming in an oil slick fouled ocean. He wanted to bathe and throw up in equal measure.
“Somebody shut her up!” Vonn yelled. “She’s summoning help.”
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Lex clenched his teeth so hard at the high-pitched wail that he feared they might crack. He had no idea how a decapitated head could shriek without lungs but suspected it would not be the last time something flaunted logic in the Realm of Chaos.
Lex feared blood would flow from his tortured eardrums, when Errat brought his axe down, splitting the head in half. A blessed silence fell over the square.
Lex doused the body parts with flammable Barrow oil and ignited them with a short burst of Flames. The rank odor of charred meat reached his nose and he turned to Vonn, his breathing ragged, his eyes wide in alarm.
“What in the hell is going on?”
Before Vonn could answer, a keening howl rose from the surrounding streets. It flowed over them, echoed off the walls of the surrounding buildings and came back to them, heightened. A moment later, answering howls came from multiple other directions.
“We can’t stay here,” Vonn said, face stoic.
They sprinted to the nearest building where a cobbler’s sign hung. Lex paused, his hand hovering over the door handle, and looked to Errat. The warborn peered through the curtained window, eyes widening. He shook his head no, and they backed away. A moment later, a low, mad chortle rose inside the building. Without a word, the group rushed towards the closest alley.
They reached the shadows behind a stack of old crates as several dozen figures emerged from the avenues and storefronts on the far side of the square. Like the initial appearance of the Seraphine clone, they showed no obvious signs they were copies, but then as one, all of them raised their noses to the sky and sniffed the air like predators.
“Well that is super creepy,” Simon muttered in a low voice. Lex glared at him and after a moment the teenage lich lord lowered his gaze, suitably chastised. More chaos copies emerged all along the edges of the square.
We’re all gonna die, Lex thought, but then forced the negative thoughts from his mind. What would Gryph do? Lex knew the answer was Gryph would come up with an amazing solution by melding his skills in unique and interesting ways. Gryph’s unofficial mantra was the intelligent application of power trumps actual power. 
Sadly, that was not how Lex’s mind worked. His method tended to involve making shit up on the fly and hoping they didn’t all die. It wasn’t the most efficient method and if he wanted to lead this group, he’d have to do better.
For the record, he said to himself. I never wanted to be the leader of this group. It just happened somehow, and no grown-up has come along to replace me. He turned to Vonn, eyes fearful. “You sure you don’t want to be the boss man?” He kept his voice a low whisper.
Vonn understood the request and smiled warmly. “I have spent most of my life alone. I am no leader. You are, you only need to believe it.”
“Any hints on how to do that?” Lex asked. Vonn didn’t answer, he only shook his head no. “Well, you’re useless.”
“I aim to please.”
Lex turned back to the approaching horde of chaos freaks and his eyes snapped to a dozen points around the square. They were coming from everywhere except for the alleyway behind them.
He spun, gazing down the alley. It was wide and turned left after two dozen feet. If it emptied onto another street, it might provide an escape. Or, it would be a dead-end where they met their doom. Lex was about to order Simon to investigate when the shutters of a second-floor window opened above them. A pair of chubby arms poked out, bearing a battered clay bowl. For a moment, Lex just stared up, but then the arms upended the pot and realization hit him.
“Shit,” he said in a harsh whisper and rolled out of the way. The contents fell towards them. His warning was enough for the others, apart from Simon, to step aside. Their speedy reaction time the result of frequent battle.
Simon’s eyes widened as the night soil cascaded down onto his upturned face and then onto the cobbles below. For a moment Simon stood there, mouth agape, a stunned look on his face. After a second, he howled in surprise and disgust.
Errat covered Simon’s mouth with one of his catcher’s mitt sized hands, but the damage was done. Dozens of eyes snapped to their hiding spot and for a lone heartbeat, the world turned silent, before exploding in rage and motion.
Simon screamed in horror behind Errat’s hand and the chaotic townsfolk rushed towards them like a stampede of wildebeest. Lex’s eyes darted to Vonn and then back to the town square. The enemy was coming from all directions, leaving them with only one option.
“Run!” Lex yelled and rushed into the alley, pleading with the universe for a way out. 
They ran to the corner and turned, confirming Lex’s worst fear. The alley continued about fifty feet before ending against a tall building. Thick, high walls made from well-hewn stone rose several stories high. The remnants of a fallen fence lay scattered about the ground and a smashed feeding trough suggested that this had once been a pen for animals.
Lex skidded to a halt, scanning for a way out. A door, a window, a coal chute, a manhole cover into the sewers, anything. He found nothing and his mind began to unravel. He took a deep breath and a sensation of calm filled him. He stepped over a dry pile of what looked to be old horse manure. His mind, perhaps scrambling for something, anything, sent foolish words to his mouth unbidden.
“Watch out for the horse droppings.” He cocked his head to the side and a small chuckle pushed past his lips. They were all about to die, so a bit of old horse shit was the least of his concerns.
“Thanks for the warning,” Simon howled, his voice cracking and nearly in tears. The teenage lich lord was spastically trying to wipe the chamber pot’s contents from his face and shoulders and was not having much luck. Even in a world full of stench, the undead teen was ripe. 
Lex shrugged by way of apology and then caught Vonn’s eye. There was fear in the rogue’s eyes, but he also saw something else. Faith. Lex inhaled and then nodded. “Everyone spread out. Find us an escape route.”
The team scattered, moving old crates, kicking aside piles of dry hay, searching the walls, the ground and in Lex’s case, the sky. He berated himself. What was he looking for? It wasn’t like the town was big on fire escapes. Over the sound of his thundering heart, the sound of death approached.
“Over here,” Seraphine said, and the others rushed to her. She shifted a rotting plank aside to reveal a door. Well not a door exactly, more of a chalk outline of a door, complete with a doorknob and a lock. Lex suspected it was the work of some bored kids, when Vonn spoke up in an excited voice.
“A faux door.” The half-elf knelt and removed his lock pick kit. Without looking he spoke. “I’ll need a few minutes.”
Lex nodded and realized Vonn wasn't looking. Scowling at his foolishness, Lex barked orders. “You heard the man, let’s buy him some time.” The others nodded and turned back towards the entrance of the alleyway. If they would die, they’d do so fighting. Lex swallowed, surprised to realize he was proud of this motley crew of rejects.
“We can do this, boys. Errat cast your shield. The rest of you ready any distance attacks you have.” Lex summoned mana to his hands, and they began to glow with the silver-blue light of Order Magic. His mind grew calm under the structured influence of the magical sphere.
The mad screaming ceased, leaving only the sounds of dozens of approaching feet. Lex bounced back and forth on the balls of his feet, ready as he’d ever be. A moment later a wall of people rounded the corner and stopped to stare. It was both surprising and unnerving. He’d expected a writhing mass of tentacles, spikes or multiple limbs, but instead, they looked like normal, everyday people.
They stopped and waited. The group was a dozen deep and seemed more like an organized protest wishing to air well thought out grievances than a murderous bunch of psychos. It made the whole situation much more unnerving.
“Uh, Vonn, how’s it going back there?”
“Quit distracting me,” the rogue responded, his voice tight.
Lex nodded, once more feeling the fool. The front line of the mob remained unmoving but then deeper in the pack a voice rose, one that sounded oddly familiar. “Move aside, let me through.” The crowd flowed around the speaker as he moved towards Lex.
They must be short, he thought, and then the front rank parted, and Lex knew why the voice was familiar. One’s own voice was an odd thing. It’s with you all day, every day, but it never sounds the same in your own head as it does to others. So, while Lex stared at himself, he still didn’t quite connect the voice he was hearing with his own.
“Sup, dude?” the Lex doppelgänger said with a fool’s grin before leaning on the shaft of his hammer.
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A swarm of odd emotions and idiot thoughts moved through Lex as he gazed upon himself. Am I really that short? No wonder everyone thinks I'm a dwarf. Is that how my face always looks? Any one of these would have been a decent quip to make, perhaps allowing Lex to regain a bit of the upper hand against the overwhelming odds arrayed against them. So instead he said…
“Wha …?”
Chaos Lex smiled and sucked at his teeth, a quirk that made him look exceptionally douchey in Lex’s opinion. He gazed to his left where a Vonn duplicate stood. On his other side stood the chaos versions of Furrick and Errat. They were all staring at Lex. The Lex copy looked past Errat’s shimmering Aether Shield at the dead-end alley behind Lex and his group.
“Running down the dead-end alley. Kinda a rookie mistake, don’t ya think? Like the hot, dumb sorority chick going upstairs after learning the murder’s phone call came from inside the house.” He mocked walking upstairs with the first two fingers of his right hand. A chill rushed through Lex on seeing the double's missing knuckle on his middle finger.
How did they copy me?
“I bet you’re feeling really foolish about now,” chaos Lex said.
“Kinda,” Lex muttered in agreement, but foolish was not the emotion that crushed his soul. He was feeling despair. He was feeling like the stupidest man in all the Realms and Lex had met some spectacularly stupid people since arriving in this world of magic and mayhem.
“I cannot believe you agreed to work with this guy,” chaos Furrick said, eyeing Seraphine.
“He’s got more going on than meets the eye,” Seraphine said, her voice full of equal measure snark and surety. Had they not been facing imminent death, the sentiment would have warmed Lex’s heart.
“Hello brother,” chaos Errat said, his grin disturbing.
“You are no brother to Errat. You are an imperfect copy and I can sense your wrongness. You are already unraveling. You will not hold my form for long.”
Chaos Errat’s eyes widened and Lex saw anger moving in them. Errat held his doppelgänger’s gaze and pride and hope filled Lex. Ever since Errat survived the Phage, a virulent chaos plague, the warborn had possessed an odd connection to the lower sphere of magic. He could sense its energies and had some measure of resistance to its deleterious effects.
“I will last long enough to kill you, brother, and as a reward, my Prince will send me to your Realm, and I will bathe the name Errat in blood.”
Chaos Furrick eyed Seraphine like a child examining an ant, moments before torturing the insect with a sun-powered magnifying glass. “I had hoped meeting you would give me greater insight into being you, but you are not you, nor am I you. You are of no help.”
“Come closer and I’ll show you how to be me,” Seraphine responded, spinning her blades to a blur.
Next to her, Simon’s voice raised in panic. “Wait, why don’t I have a double?”
Lex almost berated the undead teen for his foolish jealousy, but then the true heart of the question sunk in. Why indeed? He turned back to his own double, and an idea filled him. “Cuz the Princes have no sway over the dead.” For a moment, surprise crossed faux Lex’s face, but a cocky grin soon replaced it.
“For now, but all things change.”
Lex took advantage of his double’s choice of words to change the subject. “What do you want with Harlan’s Watch? I get that it’s a nice place to visit, maybe raise a couple of kids, assuming you chaos pricks do that kinda thing, but I don’t get the interest.”
“It is but a stepping stone.”
“To what?”
“We want what was ours at the beginning,” chaos Lex sneered. “We want that which was stolen from us.”
“And what’s that?”
“Everything.”
“Well, that’s just greedy,” Lex said, putting as much fatherly disapproval as he could into his tone. “Did nobody teach you to share?”
A wicked grin crossed faux Lex’s face and all around him, the other chaos doppelgängers started to howl. Mouths opened far wider than should have been possible. The air grew heavy as a nauseating wave of raw chaos rippled over them. Bile rose in Lex’s throat, forcing him to spit away the sour taste. Next to him, Seraphine gagged, while Errat, whose people only needed air for speaking, closed his mouth. Simon sniffed the air casually, like a dog confused by his own fart.
Lex’s face screwed up, and he waved a hand back and forth. “Okay, enough of that. Here we are having a civil conversation and you gotta foul the mood.”
Surprisingly, the noise ceased and the weight of several dozen pairs of eyes bore down on Lex. He shuffled his feet, coughed into his fist and held faux Lex’s gaze. He lasted several seconds before the vileness oozing from his clone forced him to lower his gaze. Lex turned and whispered harshly at Vonn. “How’s it going, pal?”
“It isn’t,” the rogue said over his shoulder. “I’ve never seen a rune lock like this one. Each time I get close to solving it, the bugger changes itself and locks me out again. I don’t think I can open it.”
“That’s not the news I was hoping for buddy.”
“And you suppose adding the weight of your worry onto my shoulders will make this happen any quicker?”
“No. Sorry man. Keep doin’ what you’re doin’” Seraphine sidled up to Lex and whispered.
“They’re stalling.”
“No shit. What the hell do you think I’m doing?”
“But, why?”
“Cuz the longer I keep them blabbing the longer they’re not eating us or impregnating us with chaos spores or…”
“I know why you’re stalling you dolt. I wanna know why they are?”
Lex glanced down to see the worry in her face. It was still odd seeing her expressions, her mannerisms on Furrick’s face, and it was a testament to how freaking weird the day had been that Lex had grown accustomed to the oddness. He opened his mouth to answer but realized he didn’t have one.
“Umm. Yeah, I got nothing.”
“Errat knows why they wait.” He looked down on Lex, strain pulling at his face. “A Prince is coming,” The dry tone was as frightening as the words.
“The who is whatting?” Lex asked, his voice cracking. Errat nodded towards the crowd of chaos.
Faux Lex took a single step forward and began to shake. A deep orange glow pulsed through his eyes and then hairline cracks began to appear on the skin of his face. They pulsed and expanded like a network of tributaries feeding into a river basin during flooding season.
The Lex copy bent over with a grunt and his body began to swell and expand, splitting his robes like the Incredible Hulk. It looked skyward and roared. Skin ruptured and tendons tore as bones shifted and grew.
The doppelgänger’s head split down the middle, from forehead to neck and then reformed as a pair of heads. For a moment they still resembled Lex, but then massive incisors pushed through the gums, hair exploded from ears and faces, and a curled horn grew on the outside of each head.
The body expanded and grew taller. The creature’s arms grew longer, and a pair of barb-tipped tentacles burst through the flesh near the elbows. With a vicious snap, the creature’s knees bent backward, and a pair of sharpened cloven hooves pushed through leather boots.
Lex took several steps back as the horrific beast reached a full eighteen feet. One of its heads grinned at Lex, while the other hissed. All four eyes seethed with deep-orange energy and Lex's mind began to lose cohesion.
Lex understood that the use of Chaos Magic always led to madness. The mortal mind demanded order, required rules to function. It was simply ill-equipped to resist the ravages of infinite randomness. The Round Table had put Gryph on trial for exposing the Realms to chaos, and they’d all experienced a taste of that madness. But that had been a thimbleful compared to the endless ocean that now roiled over Lex and his friends.
“Stop, the mortal’s weak mind will fracture before we can ask him the question,” a voice that sounded a bit like Lex’s own, barked. In an instant, the creeping madness disappeared, and Lex bent over at the waist as bile rose in his throat.
“What question?” a near-identical voice asked. Both of the chaotic prince’s heads eyeballed each other like a pair of back-alley thugs about to throw down.
“You forgot it already?”
“Forgot what?”
“The question.”
“No, I didn’t.”
“Then what is the question?”
“Gimme a minute.”
“You know nothing.”
“I know plenty. I know honey tastes blue and the sun is just a candle on the desk of a Next Realm wizard and I even know the question whose answer is the reason for all things. Is that the question?”
“No, not that question. The question for him.” The arm on the opposite side of the head speaking rose and pointed at Lex. Both heads turned to Lex and then back at each other.
“The NPC?” the other head said. The other arm pointed at the Prince’s own chest. “I thought we were the NPC. Isn’t that why we’re here?”
“No, we copied the NPC.” Both heads paused and looked at Lex again. “He’s there.” The beast pointed at itself and then at Lex. “We’re here. Are you forgetting that we are an individual?”
“No, we’re not. There’s two of us.” The beast pointed at Lex and then tapped its own chest.
“Three actually, at least usually, for now.” The other hand pointed at Lex and then tapped its own chest twice.
“Why do we need three? Two is plenty, at least usually, for now.”
“Cuz we copied the NPC’s body and mind so we could answer the question.”
“What question?”
“The question. The one we came here to answer.”
“Oh, right, that question. Do you know the question?”
“Course I do.”
“Then why don’t you ask it?”
“Cuz that’s your job. If I did your job every time you forgot what that job was, well … then … why would I need you?”
“You need me?”
“No more than you need me, but here we are.”
The forgetful head brought the opposite hand to its chin as if it were deep in thought. “I wish I could remember the question.”
“I wish you remembered as well.” A hand covered its mouth like a giggling teenage girl. “Cuz, it’s really good.”
“Hmmm, what if I cannot remember the question?”
“Then we’ll eat him and then you’ll know again.”
“Oh, that sounds lovely.”
Lex’s eyes went wide as both heads turned on him. The forgetful head licked its lips with a long, serpentine tongue. “I don’t know what the hell is going on here,” Lex said averting his gaze as the two heads continued their nonsensical debate. “But Vonn, you need to hurry the hell up.”
“I. Am. Trying!” the rogue spat back.
The knowledgeable head turned to the forgetful one. “Before we feast, try one more time to remember. The others will show up any minute unless they already have.” The head looked around, then down on the chaos spawn and then back at its other head as if expecting the others to jump out of nowhere.
“I hate the others.”
“As do I, but still, they will come.”
“Why?”
“Cuz they also want to know the answer.”
“What answer?”
"To the question. Surely, you remember the question?" the knowledgeable head said.
Lex was certain the others were the other Princes of Chaos. What the hell do they want with me?
The forgetful head raised the opposite arm, as if to say ‘Ah Ha’ but then lowered it again, its lips pursed like a child trying to remember what their mother had just asked them.
“Vonn!” Lex backed up, and the others followed, Errat still feeding mana to his shield. One of the knowledgeable head’s eyes snapped most unnaturally to Lex. “Pretty sure I’ve got about three seconds to live.” Lex tore his gaze from the Prince and knelt down next to Vonn, placing a shaking hand on his friend’s shoulder. He sent a silent plea into the Aether.
In answer, the blessed clicking sound of a tumbler greeted his ears. Vonn flinched back as the outline of the door flashed. “It wasn’t me,” Vonn said, his voice a mix of surprise and joy. A puff of dust spat out from the outline and the door opened on silent hinges.
Beyond the door was a dark space. A burly figure took a single step through the door and Lex’s eyes widened in surprise and fear. The figure was nearly seven feet tall and had the head, horns, and legs of a bull. It also had a heavy pair of breasts barely constrained by a chainmail bikini top.
“What?” Lex sputtered up at the minotaur woman. As the shock hummed through his nerves all he could think about was, Why does a female minotaur have horns? Before his brain could come up with an answer, a human head poked around the massive minotaur woman’s shoulder and spat a wad of tobacco past his two teeth.
“You gonna stand there all day dwarf. Or you comin’ in?”
“Gaarm?”




17

Gaarm motioned Lex and the others through, taking care not to let his gaze fall on the two-headed Prince of Chaos. The burly man pulled the door shut. A moment later the seam disappeared becoming nothing but a drawn outline of a door again.
The two heads of the Prince still argued with each other and did not notice their quarry’s escape. Others among the chaos spawn did notice, but most, fearing the Prince’s ire, remained silent. Only one among them, the chaos spawn copy of the half-elf rogue named Vonn, made any attempt to warn their master.
“Uh…” the chaos Vonn said, pointing down the alley as the door closed, becoming a drawing of a door once more. “My Prince(s)?” The two heads of the NymerTerroch, the Prince of Madness, paid their servant no heed as they continued their debate.
“Wait,” the left head, the forgetful head, the head known to chaos scholars as Nymer, the Prince of Forgotten Truths, said. Without looking, the beast’s right arm pointed to the now empty alley. “If we are he and he knows the answer, then we know the answer, so why do we need him?”
“Because you don't remember the question,” the right head, the one known as Terroch, the Prince of Unknowable Answers, responded.
“Right, I get that, but if we are he and he knows the answer, then we know the answer. Why must I remember the question then?”
“Because without the question, knowing the answer isn’t knowing at all.”
“But you know the question. So, if he who is we know the answer, then that means…”
“I know the question and the answer.”
“Exactly. Now tell me the question and then I will ask the question and you can tell me the answer.”
“Makes perfect sense. Why did it take us so long to figure that out?”
“Cuz I forgot the question. I’d say I am sorry, but I’m not so I won’t.”
“Perfectly understandable. So, I’ll tell you the question and then you ask the question and I’ll answer the question.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
Nymer stretched his neck back and forth like a football player loosening up before taking the field, while Terroch extended their left arm, trying to crack their knuckles. The right arm remained where it was, as it was controlled, mostly, by Nymer. Terroch snapped the fingers on their left hand and cleared his throat. Nymer apologized, immediately took his apology back, and then extended his arm. Terroch cooed as he cracked their knuckles.
“Ready?” Terroch asked.
“Yes,” Nymer affirmed.
“The question is ‘Where is Odymm Tal?’”
“Ooh, ooh I remember the question now,” Nymer said gleefully. “You ready?” Terroch nodded. “Okay, here it goes. Where is Odymm Tal?”
“The answer is ‘I don’t know.’” Terroch’s face went sour and he pouted. “Aww.”
Had Lex and the others still been there to witness the last act of this play of insanity, they would have seen the shoulders of both Princes slump in defeat before their failure turned to rage.
“He doesn’t know where Tal is,” Terroch said, his voice beginning to edge towards fury.
“Nor do we it seems,” Nymer agreed, his voice tinged with rage.
“Well, why doesn’t he or we know?” Terroch’s jaw grew tight and the sound of grinding teeth filled the alley.
“I think we are early?”
“For what? Knowing what the NPC doesn’t know, or for the meeting and the leaving?”
“Both.”
“Why would you think that?”
“Cuz the NPC doesn’t know yet and the other Princes are not here yet, but we are here. That is what early means.”
“Makes sense.”
“This whole thing has been a waste,” Nymer whined, and he stomped their left hoof, its sharp edge cracking the cobblestones beneath it. “If we do not find Tal before the leaving we may never enjoy the leaving.”
“Are we sure he doesn’t know?” Terroch asked, pointing towards the spot where Lex no longer stood.
“Well, we don’t know, so how can he know?” Nymer countered.
“We could eat him and see if he remembers anything we forgot.”
“A win-win idea. If he knows we will know and if he doesn’t, then we get a tasty treat. I haven’t eaten dwarf in some time.”
“He’s an Ordonian.”
“Really?”
“That’s what it says.”
“The Realms are an odd places.”
“Yes, they are.” A thoughtful look crossed Terroch’s face. “Do you want to stomp him into pate or choke him down whole?”
“Hmm, well if we choke him whole then only one of us gets to feed.”
“Technically inaccurate. We share a stomach.”
“But,” Nymer said. “We each have different taste buds, and sharing is caring.”
“Fair enough. We tear him in half and then we can each stomp or chomp as the mood takes us. It will give us something to do before the others arrive.”
“Deal.” Nymer extended the left hand and Terroch extended the right. Realizing that shaking their own hands was unwieldy in their current configuration, Nymer morphed his hand and shook Terroch’s firmly.
“It is a pleasure doing business with you.”
“And you.”
Both heads turned towards the end of the alley to find Lex and the others were no longer there. Nymer’s mouth hung open in confusion but soon closed as deep-orange fury flowed through his eyes. A moment later, Terroch did the same. The now livid chaos Prince exchanged confused looks with themselves before glaring down on chaos Vonn.
“Where’d they go?” both heads asked.
“Uh.. through the door,” chaos Vonn said and pointed to the drawing of the door on the far wall.
Both heads squinted at the wall. “That’s no door. It's just a drawing of a door.” Their heads were mistimed, making their comments sound off, like a poorly dubbed television show. Chaos Vonn shrugged and said nothing.
A wave of creeping madness poured from the dual-headed Prince and flowed through the town. Faster than any mortal eyes could hope to follow, the Prince exploded into a maelstrom of violence. First to feel their wrath was the Vonn copy, who was torn apart by the Prince. Within seconds, the remaining chaos spawn were dead and splayed about the square as a massive bit of surreal art.
Both heads of the NymerTerroch roared at the endless void that was the sky in the Realm of Chaos and then abruptly calmed.
“Terroch?”
“Yes, Nymer.”
“Why are we so angry?”
Terroch did not answer with words but pointed into the alley where Lex and the others had stood. A pathetic whimper, like a puppy begging for a treat, pushed past his lips.
“Yes, but why do we care? He knows nothing that we already know we don’t know.”
Another whine pushed past Terroch’s lips.
“Yes, it is rude,” Nymer agreed. “But we are a Prince(s) of Chaos, it’s not like we care about rules and decorum.”
“Oh, right,” Terroch said cheering up. His glee was short-lived, and confusion painted his face. “Why are we here still?”
Nymer opened his mouth to answer but then shut it again, a forgetful look crossing his face. A moment later he spoke. “I cannot remember.”
“Want to go somewhere else?”
“Very much. Where would you like to go?”
“All the places,” Nymer suggested.
“No, that sounds boring,” Terroch whined.
“You need to think positive. Live life a little.”
“No, I don’t.”
“Oh, right, no we don’t.” Nymer tapped his chin with five fingers and a pair of tentacle barbs. “So, where do you wanna go then?”
“Nowhere,” Terroch suggested.
“Oh, I forgot about Nowhere. I like it there.”
“Same here.” Terroch’s happy grin would have been infectious had there been anyone around to infect.
“Okay, see you there,” Nymer said and his head turned, and his foot stepped away from Terroch. Terroch did the same, and a horrific flesh rending sound rose as the Prince of Chaos tore itself in half, releasing torrents of blood and dropping gobbets of flesh.
Where there had been one Prince, now stood two halves, each hopping in opposite directions on one leg, trailing entrails and bits of spine and oozing blood and ichor. Both arms still functioned, but neither controlled the half that now bore it, making for a confusing and erratic progress to the opposite ends of the square.
After several minutes, Nymer and Terroch reached the edges of the square and began to fade, beginning their journey to Nowhere. As they were about to disappear, Terroch stopped and called to Nymer. “We cannot let them get away with it.”
“Let who get away with what?” Nymer, the Prince of Forgotten Truths, asked, living up to his name.
“The NPC and the leaving without saying goodbye.”
“Oh right.” Nymer turned around, nearly fell over and tried to raise his arm. A scowl crossed his face as he realized he did not control the arm he bore. He gazed at his brother-self. “Do you mind?”
“Not at all,” Terroch said and the arm on Nymer’s half rose into the air. Deep-orange energy streaked with black flowed around the hand and the mass of shredded flesh at the center of the square began to writhe together into a pulsating cocoon of skin, blood, and entrails. More and more chaos spawn detritus fed into the sack, until it burst like a massive pimple, spraying gore in a wide circle.
In the center stood a misshapen creature that resembled a monstrous dog or bear or perhaps a badger whose skin had been flayed from its body. Veins and muscles and tendons were on full display. The beast roared, opening its five-foot-wide maw to reveal hundreds of needle-sharp teeth. Where a pair of eyes would normally be, was a ragged band of flesh. But the beast’s senses were a hundred times more acute than the chaos spawn that had birthed it, for the eyes and the mouths of said chaos spawn covered its skin. The eyes opened, shedding tears and staring in fear, while the mouths screamed in terror.
“A very nice dire chaos abomination,” Terroch said, nodding his approval.
“Thank you. If you would do the honors,” Nymer said and drew the fingers he controlled on Terroch’s half to Terroch’s lips.
Terroch smiled in appreciation before placing his lips on the fingers. A high-pitched whistle rose, and the dire chaos abomination turned its sightless gaze on Terroch.
“Kill,” Terroch said in a low voice.
The abomination sniffed the air until it found a scent, howled towards the maelstrom of energy swirling in the sky and rushed down the nearest alley. Without another word the two halves of NymerTerroch, the Prince of Madness hopped away from each other and faded to Nowhere.
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The stench of the tunnels below this Harlan’s Watch was as bad as the real version, just different somehow, ever-changing. The constant flux made it hard to concentrate. It had taken Lex’s eyes several minutes to adjust to the dim light. During that time, he walked into walls, tripped over unseen rocks and plowed into Gaarm’s back.
“Watch it dwarf. Why ain’t you usin’ your night vision?”
“Cuz I’m an Ordonian, just like you,” Lex countered. “Allegedly.”
“You don’t look like no Ordonian.”
“Yeah, I get that a lot.” An uncomfortable silence fell, hanging over them for several moments as they walked through the darkness. Eventually, Lex’s eyes adjusted enough to allow his mind to focus on things beyond walking, and suspicion took ahold of him. “Where are you taking us?”
“Safehouse. Same one Grimslee used to hole himself up in back on Korynn. This one’s mostly the same, except for the ooze.”
“Ooze,” Simon squealed, his mind likely flashing back to the group’s encounter with the horrid remnants of the previous Barrow King. The black, semi-sentient ooze had contained a mental echo of the dead lich lord. “Please tell me this ooze isn’t black.”
“Nah, it’s one big gray bugger stuck in a pit in the center of the room. They say chaos sometimes messes with the natural order of things. Turns solids into ooze and gives them a bit of smarts and a hunger that won’t quit. We learned that when it ate poor Merrick.” Gaarm smacked Simon hard on the shoulder. “Don’t you worry none though. As long as you don’t walk in your sleep or piss nobody off, you should be fine and dandy.”
Simon gave a fearful glance to Lex who shook his head.
“Why are you helping us Gaarm?” Lex asked.
“Cuz them chaos spawn are a nasty lot and we normies gotta stick together. Plus, I like you.”
“You do?” Lex couldn’t imagine why. Most of his encounters with Gaarm had involved violence, death, poisonings, blunt objects connecting with skulls and accusations of improper affections for farm animals. Granted, most of that had occurred while Lex was stuck in a time loop, and technically hadn’t happened. But even his actual encounters with Gaarm had rarely gone well.
“Sure. You’re terrible at cards, and I enjoy winning.”
“Oh, yeah … that.” While in time loop hell, Lex had played a lot of cards with Gaarm. Lex cheated most times, but near as often he’d let the giant buffoon win. It bruised his ego to let Gaarm think he was a crappy card player, but he’d matured enough in the past several months to realize that protecting his pride was not high on the agenda.
He cast a sideways glance at Vonn who shrugged, but the rogue’s hand hovered over his sword’s hilt, reading the subtext in Lex’s eyes. He breathed a little easier knowing Vonn had his eye on Gaarm.
An angry bovine grunt pushed a gust of warm air over Lex reminding him that Gaarm’s minotaur friend was behind them. Not that he could forget about a near seven feet tall bull woman with horns. Like Errat, her height forced her to stoop as they walked.
Lex smiled amiably up at her, trying to reassure her that he bore Gaarm no ill will. Her flaring nostrils suggested that she might not be getting the message. Lex turned back to Gaarm, desperate to ease the tension.
“How’d you end up here, buddy?” The term of endearment sounded forced to Lex’s ears, but Gaarm was a bit dim and didn’t seem to notice. His friendly tone seemed to ease the minotaur’s suspicions.
“Funny story that. One night after a few hands and a few pints at the Unicorn, I was smoking a pipe and minding my own business out back near Grimslee’s stables.” Lex and Vonn exchanged a knowing grimace. “When I see this sparkly red glow where nothing has a right to glow or sparkle. So I says, ‘Gaarm there’s plenty of rich folk and pretty barmaids about who like sparkly red things, let’s go check this one out and see if we can’t earn ourselves some coin or get ourselves a kiss.’” He made a smooching sound and sucked at his pair of teeth.
Behind Lex, Seraphine stumbled and nearly fell, a choking sound burbling in her throat. “I think I’m going to be sick.”
“Feel free young fella, I don’t think the sewers will mind,” Gaarm said. “So, anyways, I walks up and bends down and stares at the sparkly red thing, only to realize it ain’t a thing at all, but some kinda glow, like the kind them mages have on their hands right before casting them spells. And I also sees that it ain’t so much red as an orangey-red with swirls of black and it's… what’s the word?”
“Pulsing,” Lex said, hazarding a guess.
“Yeah, pulsing like ‘whomp whomp whomp.’ So, I reaches out with my finger and touch the pulsing red-orange-black glow thingy, and it friggin’ zaps me. I gets all tingly and I can’t move and then I pass out. I wakes up sometimes later and I’m wonderin’ why the sky looks so damn odd when I sees some chaps lookin’ down on me all shadowy and such.”
Gaarm stopped at an intersection of several tunnels and hesitated as if lost. He pointed left and then right and scratched at his beard. He looked befuddled and muttered to himself. Lex was about to ask if he was okay when the brute nodded and walked forward, continuing his tale.
“Now these ain’t normal lookin’ folk, but I like all types, so I say ‘how ya do.’ They don’t speak so much, but they do rough me up a bit, which only seems fair. After all, they found me sleeping in the middle of the road, so it’s their right, ya know?”
“Yeah, sure. Sounds like an appropriate response.” Lex eyed Vonn again, who spun his finger in the universal ‘can we get on with it’ motion.
“But they’re mostly good chaps and only hit me a few times before rifling through my stuff. They get real mad and say I ain’t got nuthin’ worth nuthin,’ so they’re gonna sell me to the slavers. Now I get pissed at that, cuz I didn't know Harlan’s Watch still had slavers, with it being outlawed and all. I mean, I woulda upped my muggings and sold a lot of folks to them if I’d known. Doesn’t seem fair, know what I’m sayin’?” Lex nodded, despite the darkness. “I put up a fight, cuz I don’t wanna be no slave. I get a few licks in, but then they says I gots a choice. Either I get to be a slave, or they’ll eat me.”
“Eat you?” Lex exclaimed.
“Errat does not need to eat, but I do very much enjoy eating. However, I do not think friend Gaarm would taste very good. No offense.”
“I agree, and none taken,” Gaarm said. “Anyway, it’s around then I get clued into the fact that I might not be in Harlan’s Watch anymore, or not my Harlan’s Watch at least. But at the time it was a distant thing. Know what I’m sayin’? Like a tickle at the back of my mind.” Gaarm paused his tale waiting for Lex to comment.
“Okay, I feel ya,” Lex said.
“Then the most beautiful lady I’ve ever seen shows up and takes care of the slavers right licketty split. She helps me up, takes care of me and we’ve been goin’ steady ever since.”
“Wow, quite a tale,” Lex muttered. “I’d like to meet this special lady sometime.”
“Whadya mean?” Gaarm tossed his thumb over his shoulder. “You already have. Minny meet Rex. Rex, Minny.”
Lex’s eyes widened as all the pieces came together.
“But, she’s a cow?” Simon exclaimed, louder than was strictly necessary. Minny’s nostrils flared and Gaarm turned on the undead teen with heat in his eyes.
“So? You have a problem with that, guy?”
“Umm … no, it’s … ah … great.”
“Good, cuz no man should judge another man for who he loves, ain't that right baby?” Minny cooed and her eyes went from raging bull to lovable heifer. Gaarm turned his focus back to Simon. “Especially a guy who has no ears.”
“Wait, what?” Simon reached up to find that both ears were missing, the second having likely fallen from his head unnoticed as they’d made their way through the sewers. “Oh, crap.” He grabbed Lex by his robes and pulled him close with surprising strength. “You need to get me out of here, I’m falling apart.”
“Chill kid, everything will be fine,” he said with far more confidence than he felt. Is this what being a leader is? Lying to your underlings when their world goes to shit? He turned back to Gaarm. “So new love, huh? There’s nothing like it in the world.”
“What’s new about it. It’s been months. I even moved in with her so we could keep the magic going every day.”
Lex’s traitor brain threatened to drag him deeper into thoughts of Gaarm’s love life when his rational mind landed on a single word Gaarm had spoken. “Months? How long have you been here?”
“Not sure. Time works differently here. Sometimes stuff goes faster, sometimes slower, sometimes back and forth again. Look at me,” he said holding his arms wide. “I’m ten years younger physically speaking. It’s come in really handy in the stable if ya catch my drift?”
Lex gulped and his eyes looked from Minny to Gaarm and then to Vonn.
“What can you tell us of the chaos spawn?” Vonn asked, switching the topic.
“Them bastards are new to town. I know the Realm of Chaos gets a bad rap, what with the mutations and the cults and the cannibalism, but most folks around here are just normal folks trying to live their lives, they’re just more …”
“Chaotic,” Seraphine suggested.
“Exactly. But these chaos spawn are the worst of the worst. Lunatics who serve one Prince or ‘nother for glory or power or cuz them be bored. These freaks invite mutation and possession. Bunch of asshats if you ask me, cuz most end up with horns or tentacles or extra heads they don’t need. I mean, I guess you won’t be lonely no more if you had another you can talk to, but one head always ends up killing the other and that’s no good.” 
After witnessing the Prince’s two heads arguing, Lex had to agree.
“What do the chaos spawn want?” Lex asked.
“They gots us digging and building and such.”
“Digging and building what?” Lex cast a nervous glance at Vonn.
“These big ass rings made outta this weird red metal. Same thing the Vex had me working on back in the real Harlan’s Watch.”
“Describe these big ass rings,” Lex said, alarm surging within him.
“They’re big, red and carved all over with these weird symbols, letters maybe. They were hard to look at cuz they kept movin’ about like worms. Gave me a headache and since I don’t read so good, I stopped looking.
“I never saw any big ass rings back in Harlan's Watch,” Seraphine said.
“Not surprised. It was all hush-hush, and they be buried underground. The Vex started workin’ on ‘em right after that chaos sorceress chick got killed. It was back-breaking work I tell ya, and they paid crap. But the real Vex are some scary fellas and they kept sayin’ they'd reward us beyond our wildest dreams.”
“Is one of these big ass rings close? Can you show us?” A sinking feeling was churning its way through Lex’s guts.
“Yeah, we’ll pass right by one.”
They walked in silence for a few minutes, each of them lost in their own thoughts. Worry filled Lex as his mind skirted along the edges of suspicion. Whatever the chaos fiends were making, it could not bode well. As they walked, a low hum rose, growing louder with each step.
“Ah, here we are,” Gaarm said. Lex turned a corner to find the sewer ahead of them had been dug up, walls knocked down and the ceiling torn out.
Only a small portion of the ring was visible, and it curved upwards and disappeared into the darkness. It was red, flecked with hints of black and deep orange. Scrawled along the entire surface were runes in a language Lex did not recognize. The runes shifted as Lex watched and a throbbing headache began behind his eyes. He turned away and gave a worried glance to Vonn.
“This looks like a Port Gate,” Lex said. “Only way bigger.”
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Worry hummed through Lex as they continued onwards. The Princes of Chaos were building a big ass Port Gate, and if Gaarm is right, they were building its twin back in the real Harlan’s Watch.
“They’re going to invade the Realms.” Saying it aloud made it much more real for Lex, and his body went cold.
“That’s why I’m gonna hide down here until after them Princes vacate the premises,” Gaarm said. He ducked under an archway and knocked on a thick wooden door. An eye-level hatch snapped open and a pair of yellow eyes surrounded by a downy ochre wool glared out.
“Whatchoo want Gaarm?” a boyish voice asked, ending with a baaing whinny.
“Let us in Puck.”
The eyes took in the others. “Who them?”
“They’re friends.”
“Liar, you ain’t got no friends.” An uncomfortable baaah accompanied the jab.
“Now look here…” Gaarm began. Minny pushed him aside and stooped down, her nose close enough to the hatch for her hot breath to bring tears to Puck’s eyes. Even through squinted eyes, Puck’s fear was obvious, and the hatch slammed shut. A moment later the sound of heavy bars being slid from the doorframe rose and the door opened. 
Gaarm pushed himself past the guard, a short, half-man half-goat covered in rust-colored fur. Lex’s eyes widened. First a minotaur woman, now a satyr.
What’s next, a mermaid? The others entered the room, which apart from the hole in the center of the floor, was familiar to them all. Gaarm told them to make themselves at home and sat at a table a few feet from the pit. The gang all sat on various couches, chairs, and tables, giving the hole a wide berth.
Lex still had questions and sat opposite Gaarm. His position was far too close to the pit and he could not help but glance down. At the bottom was the gray ooze. It resembled a seething pool of gray jello and it extended and stretched a pseudopod upwards on seeing Lex.
Gaarm took a torch from a nearby sconce and stabbed it down towards the ooze. “Get back you slimy bastard.” It screeched and retreated. Gaarm grinned at Lex, his two yellowed teeth resembling a pair of lonely gravestones in an otherwise vacant graveyard. “It don’t like fire.”
"Good to know." A dozen thoughts swirled through Lex's mind. "What else can you tell us about the Princes."
“Not much. The one you chatted up was the first we’ve seen, sorta.” When Lex eyed him curiously, Gaarm continued. “That wasn’t really the prince, just his avatar. Up till now, we've only seen their minions, the chaos spawn. And the spawn want different things at different times.”
“What do you mean?” Lex wasn’t sure he wanted to know but knew he needed all the information he could get.
“Once, one cornered me and thrust its hand in my face. The palm had this creepy mouth with sharp teeth and three tongues that kept getting in each other’s way. The hand mouth kept asking me something, but all the tongues made it hard to understand. I kept sayin’ ‘pardon’ and thought I was gonna get eaten or possessed, but nope this crazy bastard just wanted a compliment.”
“A compliment?” Simon asked, leaning forward. “Like, ‘you look nice today’?”
“Wish I’d thought of that,” Gaarm said. “But I panicked and said its shoes looked comfortable. I thought I was dead, but then the palm mouth smiled, said thanks and moved on. Crazy thing is the bastard didn’t even have shoes cuz it had no feet, just some big slug blob where its legs shoulda been.”
Gaarm's tale made Lex's head hurt. The fact that none of the Princes had appeared until now pointed to one truth. They're close to completing the gate. But why copy Lex? It sure seemed they'd targeted him specifically. "Any idea what that two-headed Prince was arguing about? He, they, it, kept talking about some question."
"That one's batshit crazy," Gaarm said. "But there's only one question any of the spawn ask, regardless of which Prince they call lord, and usually with somethin' pointy to help persuade truthful answerin'.” 
"And what's that?"
"They ask about some bloke named Tal. Where he is and the like. I told them I’d heard of the guy, but I didn’t know nuthin about where he was.”
“Tal?” Vonn asked, surprise filling his tone
“Yeah, why? You know him?” Gaarm’s eyes grew to slits.
“Nope, just a funny-sounding name is all.” It was obvious Vonn was covering, and that he did not want to share what he knew with Gaarm around.
“That’s what I said when they done asked me, but they thought I was lyin’, cuz they still tried suckin’ my memories out.”
“Did they get anything?” Vonn asked.
“Not much. As my momma used to say when the upstairs light is dim nobody comes a knockin’.”
“Not much, but something?” Lex asked.
“Maybe,” Gaarm said, scratching nervously at his facial scruff.
“What did they get Gaarm?”
“Just some info on some folks.”
“What folks?”
“People from Harlan’s Watch, like Nahrman and Grimslee and that new fella Sean.” Gaarm’s shoulders slumped, and he hung his head. “And you.” 
“Me? What did they want with me?”
“They said you was a disturbance in the Aether.” A pang of deep sadness took the man as he struggled to speak. “I’m sorry Rex, I didn’t wanna … be no rat.” He sniffled and rubbed a hand under his nose. Minny walked up behind him and kneaded his shoulders.
“Look, pal, I forgive you. I know you’d stab me in the kidney for a few coins, but you’d never rat me out unless you had no choice.”
Gaarm rubbed an odd pair of scars at his temples and nodded his thanks. “Sometimes I can still feel them barbs they stuck in me brain when they were suckin’ at it. Surprised there’s any left.” He guffawed uncomfortably and tears filled his eyes again. Minny eased the large Ordonian to his feet and led him to a moldy cot in the corner. She put him to bed and pulled a blanket over him.
Lex felt for the man. Sure, Gaarm might be a violent, murdering thug with poor hygiene, but underneath it all, he was a man who wanted love, and against all odds, it seemed he’d found some. Perhaps all people are worthy of redemption.
Vonn took Gaarm’s vacated seat and whispered low.
“You know who Tal is?” Lex asked.
Vonn nodded and glanced around to ensure nobody was listening. “Odymm Tal is a legend of the Circle, the group of deacons and archons tasked by the Lords of Order with protecting the mortal realms from chaos. His power and wisdom rivaled the Old Gods, but he disappeared millennia ago, right around the time of Xygarrion's destruction.”
“The Nimmerian city blows up at the same time this Tal guy goes missing. That seems coincidental,” Lex said.
“Errat does not believe in coincidences.”
“Neither do I, buddy,” Lex said. “But, if he is here, and somehow still alive …”
“Then he might be able to help us get home,” Simon chirped in, his tone full of false hope.
“We’re not going home,” Lex said, wishing the words weren’t true. “At least not yet.”
“What?” Simon said loudly, drawing a glare of ire from Minny. Suitably cowed, Simon lowered his voice. “Why not?”
"Cuz if we don't stop the Princes there'll be no
home to go back to. We find Tal, warn him and hope he can stop the Princes."
“Bugger,” Errat mumbled, earning a small, stress easing chuckle from Lex. 
For a few breaths nobody spoke, each of them lost in their own grim thoughts. “We could take a page from Gaarm’s book,” Simon said. “Stay here.” As soon as the words were past his decaying lips, it was clear Simon wished he could take them back.
“We're all scared Simon,” Lex said. “But the Realms have no idea what’s coming for them. Maybe we can’t stop them, but we have to try. Are you with me?”
He looked from one member of his ragtag bunch of goobers to another, each one nodding including Simon. The undead teen met Lex’s gaze with frightened eyes. “Sorry about that. I’m just …”
“We all are kid, but we gotta try.”
Simon nodded his head vigorously and wiped the back of his hand under his eyes. It was a motion born of habit, for no tears flowed from the dead boy’s eyes. But the friction created a permanent droop under his eyes, giving him the appearance of a basset hound who’d suffered a plastic surgery disaster.
Lex turned away before Simon noticed his expression. “Okay, we’re agreed then. We find this Tal and get him to stop the Princes before it's too late.” Lex stood and walked over to Gaarm’s cot. Minny gave him a threatening look, but Gaarm placed a hand on her arm and told her he was okay. “Hey Gaarm, sorry to bother you but we really need to find this Tal fella. Are you sure there’s nothing you can tell us?”
Gaarm sat up, swinging his legs over the edge of the cot, his shoulders slumped. “Locals tell tales of the bloke. He's a bit of a legend in these parts. Supposably this guy came from Korynn like forever ago and has been a thorn in the Princes’ side ever since.”
“Did you just say supposably?” Simon asked, channeling every iota of teenage rudeness he possessed in his rotting body into the comment. “Cuz ya know that isn’t a real word, right?”
“Shut up kid,” Lex said. “We’re not the grammar police.” He turned to Gaarm. “Please continue.”
“Anyway, supposably…” He glared at Simon. “… this guy Tal flies around in some kinda crystal ship and is a real fly in the Princes’ soup.”
“You don’t have any idea where we can find him? Nothing you held back from the chaos fiends?”
“No,” Gaarm said. “Wish I did, but I’d start with space,” he pointed to the floor. “Or what goes for space in these parts.”
“Why are you pointing down, genius?” Simon asked with snark, still raw after exposing his fear. “Space is up, everybody knows that.” He pointed up and made a ‘duh’ face.
"You think you’re all brainy and sure you know what’s what, don’t cha kid?” Gaarm said. “But this is the Realm of Chaos and nothing is what it seems, and if it is, it don’t stay as it seems for long. Up is down, sideways is left and space is all around us. This Harlan’s Watch ain’t like the one back home. It ain’t huggin’ the surface of a big ball like ours, it's just a city on a flat disc, so yeah, space is that way." He pointed down. “And both of these ways.” He shook his thumb to the left and then the right. He pointed at Simon’s head. “And pretty sure there’s a buttload of space between your ears, or at least where your ears used to be.”
Simon opened his mouth to respond, but then shut it and rubbed the bare holes on the side of his head. Lex felt bad for the kid. He was literally falling apart, but it was no excuse to act like a dickhead. “Simon apologizes Gaarm. He’s having a bit of a rough day.” Gaarm glared at Simon, but after a moment his face softened, and he nodded.
"Welcome to the club," Gaarm said, but his tone eased.
“Have you seen this crystal ship?” Seraphine asked.
“Uh, nope, I ain’t never seen it.” Gaarm turned and looked at Minny. “But she has.”
“Could she describe it?” Lex asked.
“She’s not much of a talker.” Minny dipped down and whispered something into Gaarm’s ear. “But she can draw it.”
Minny cleared a space on a table in the corner and grabbed an old bit of parchment and a bit of charcoal in her three-fingered hand. Her movements were surprisingly deft for such a large woman and soon she’d finished. She lifted the parchment, blew the excess charcoal dust from it and handed it to Lex.
The others crowded around Lex. The ship resembled a long thin piece of crystal that thickened towards the end. It was familiar, but somehow still off. Seraphine took the parchment from Lex and rotated it 90 degrees and all eyes widened in understanding.
“It looks exactly like Harlan’s Tower,” Lex said, voice low, breath heavy. He turned to Vonn as the full meaning became clear. “Odymm Tal is flying around the Realm of Chaos in the missing Order Lance.”
Order Lances were matrices of pure Order Magic that had existed in a state somewhere between a liquid and a solid. They were the first, and last, line of defense against chaos incursions. The Circle, at the command of the Lords of Order, had built 129 of the devices all around Korynn. Together, the network created a complex web of interconnected fields that prevented chaos from gaining a foothold on Korynn.
They’d recently learned that one of the 129 had disappeared during the destruction of the Nimmerian city of Xygarrion, and that single missing lance had created a weakness in the web. To counter that weakness, the Lords of Order had sent the crystal arachnid queen Sziilloth to the ruins of Xygarrion. For millennia she’d sacrificed her own children to prevent chaos from gaining a foothold.
But Sziilloth had been corrupted. Gryph, Lex and the others, with the aid of the new spider queen, had defeated Sziilloth and prevented a full-on chaos breach. They had thought they’d achieved victory until Harlan’s Watch had come under attack. It seemed oddly appropriate that their one chance to prevent the invasion came back to the missing Order Lance, and the mysterious Deacon who flew it through the Realm of Chaos. 
If anyone could stop the Princes from invading Korynn, it would be Tal. And maybe, just maybe he’d be able to get them home. It amazed Lex how quickly he’d adjusted to the possibility that they might not get home. It was not the first time during this insane adventure that his priorities had changed, and he suspected it would not be the last.
He looked to Vonn who smirked his patented ‘go with the flow no matter how effed up shit gets’ grin. Then to Errat whose child-like glee had become a deep, almost mature confidence. Even Seraphine, trapped in a stolen body, seemed to recognize the gravity of the situation and put aside her selfishness. Finally, Lex turned his gaze on the corpse of the assassin Dirge, the decaying vessel of a murdered teenager turned arch-lich. Before Lex could feel pride at what this motley crew had accomplished, Simon spoke and ruined his mood.
“There’s just one problem,” Simon said. “How are we going to find him? It’s not like we have our own spaceship.”
“But I know where you can get one,” Gaarm said, leaning against the wall, arms crossed.
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Once again Lex and the gang skulked through the sewers, catacombs, and tunnels beneath Harlan’s Watch. Minny led them, grunting, huffing and puffing at Gaarm, who somehow translated the nonsensical noises into words.
Evidently, they were heading to the underside of Harlan’s Watch. There, protruding from the center of the disk, was a tall mooring tower for a ship capable of plying the odd semi-gaseous soup that comprised much of the Realm of Chaos.
Minny had been on the ship before. It was the pleasure barge of a notorious gangster and slaver who did business in town. The way Gaarm spat the word business coupled with Minny’s general demeanor, hinted Minny had an unpleasant history with both the ship and its owner.
“I’ll kill the bastard if I ever lay eyes on him. I don’t care whatnot for him being some kinda noble. Nobody treats Gaarm’s woman that way.”
Lex found Gaarm’s unexpected chivalry almost as surprising as the phrase ‘my woman’ coming from Gaarm’s mouth. I guess all people can change, he thought. If they have the right woman. He grimaced, attempting to stop his mind from treading any further down that path.
After a quiet fifteen minutes, they reached a large chamber, a confluence of several sewer tunnels. Lucky for them, the tunnels were dry at the moment. At the room’s center was a collection basin for rain runoff.
Lex paused, his head cocked sideways. Did it rain here? He knew this Harlan’s Watch was a copy of the real one, but from what he’d seen the sky here didn’t seem capable of producing rain, and there was no nearby river that overflowed its banks every spring, which meant no floods either.
Why did they make an exact copy of Harlan’s Watch?
Lex did not have an answer but suspected it was important. Minny descended a ladder into the basin, walked to its center and lifted up a thick, rusty iron grate. She turned, grunted and pointed down.
“You want us to go in there?” Lex asked, reluctantly climbing into the basin. He eased to the edge of the hole like a man expecting a snake to lash out at him and peered down. The vertical shaft seemed an endless pit of black. A metal ladder clung to the wall, secured by suspect rusty bolts. Minny grunted at Gaarm who nodded before turning to Lex.
“Minny says this will take you to the underside. From there, all ya gotta do is get to the tower and climb. The ship is at the top, or the bottom. Directions are all quirked up down here.”
Vonn nodded his thanks to Gaarm and Minny and then lowered himself onto the ladder. He descended and soon the rogue disappeared in the gloom. Errat was next followed by Seraphine. Simon stared down and grumbled something about his hands and the better than even chance that the strain of the climb might tear them from his decaying body.
“Climb or I’ll throw you down,” Gaarm said. Simon’s eyes widened in fear and he did as the burly Ordonian requested. Once Simon’s eyes were off him, Gaarm gave Lex a knowing wink. “I’s got a reputation to upkeep,” he said.
Gaarm held out a calloused, grimy hand. Lex took it without hesitation, despite the unknowable filth and germs making the hand their home. That simple act showed just how much his relationship with Gaarm had improved.
“You’ve changed Gaarm for the better. Thank you.”
“Love will do that to ya, pal. I suggest you get yourself some of it.” Lex smiled as Yrriel's smiling face popped into his mind. Gaarm leaned in close and whispered in Lex’s ear. “Minny has a sister who is quite the looker. If ya don’t get eaten in the next few days, come back and I’ll introduce you.”
“I’m good, Gaarm, but thanks.”
“Your loss, pal.” Gaarm slapped Lex on the back and the NPC gingerly placed a foot onto the top rung of the ladder. He nodded one last time before disappearing into the gloom. Gaarm and Minny watched for a few moments before closing the grate.
“I always liked that dwarf,” Gaarm said before extending an arm to Minny. She curled her own muscle laden arm through his and they left via the tunnel back to the safe house.
******
The sound of Minny’s hooves smacking the stone of the tunnel was still audible when a monstrous, carrion riddled head pushed into the chamber from another sluiceway. It turned its sightless gaze towards the sound and its brittle toothed maw opened into a thin sneer. A cry like a gurgling trumpet flowed past its lips as it sensed the smell of fresh meat.
Instinct demanded it pursue the quarry. The beast needed new flesh to replace the outer layers of its body, already falling victim to the entropy of decay. It took a step towards the tunnel, but then stopped as some internal battle waged within it. A deep growl rumbled from the beast and its eyeless head turned to the grate at the bottom of the chamber. Dozens of eyes arrayed along the surface of its skin turned their gaze on the grate and an equal number of mouths opened like flayed wounds and spoke in mad, low whispers.
The beast leapt down on silent feet, trailing bits of flesh and blood in its wake. It padded up to the grate and sniffed, nostrils flaring. Its quarry was down there, plump and warm and waiting to be consumed. The beast raised one of its paws and grimaced in joyous pain as bones cracked and flesh rent into a new form, one capable of gripping and opening the grate. 
It tore the grate from its hinges and tossed it over its head. Then with one last, almost orgiastic coo, the dire chaos abomination squeezed into the tunnel and descended.
******
Lex’s muscles burned as he climbed. They’d descended so deep that his eyes no longer detected the faint light from the room above. The only illumination came from the occasional patch of bioluminescent slime clinging to the walls.
Simon found the goop fascinating and trailed a pair of fingers through it before drawing a pattern on his face. The glow-in-the-dark war paint made him look ‘cool’ in his own estimation and he laughed until Vonn mentioned that the slime was likely the product of algae feeding on sewerage.
“Dammit, why do you ruin everything?” The undead teen spat, wiping his fingers along the wall.
“Friend Simon should not worry about germs, for he is already dead and cannot get sick.”
“Yeah, thanks for reminding me I’m trapped in a dead body and when it's done rotting away, who the hell knows if I’ll go with it.”
His voice sounded pained and desperate and Lex realized the kid was right to fear. Nobody knew what would happen to Simon if the Dirge body died with him inside. Would he pop back to Ouzeriuo’s skull-like some odd version of Gryph’s respawning, pass on to the next realm or simply cease to be?
We really need to be nicer to the kid. He didn’t ask for any of this.
As he pondered what to say to ease the kid’s mind, Lex heard a distant clang, as if something heavy and metal were hitting stone. He slowed his descent and looked up but neither saw nor heard anything above him. He held his breath for long seconds trying to listen over the pounding of his own heart.
Then a low sound came to his ears. It reminded Lex of the sound of beef moving through a meat grinder, though he did not understand why that noise seemed familiar. Had one of the movies Sean made him watch featured a butcher?
The sound grew more intense and a wet scraping sound rose. On instinct, Lex raised his hand and fired a single Order Bolt. In the dim light, the knife of white light seemed as bright as the sun, causing several of his compatriots to complain.
“Quiet,” Lex hissed his gaze on the zipping shard of energy. After several heartbeats, the bolt slammed into something and exploded. Sparks flashed to brightness, revealing a mass of bloody flesh shimmying down the tunnel towards them. A mouth filled with thin, filament-like teeth opened at the front of the mass and roared in anguish, but it did not slow.
“What in the abyss was that?” Seraphine barked.
Lex tried to use Analyze again, begging the universe to give him more information.
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“Analyze is still all mucked up. It gave me nothing but its name,” Lex said, trying to remain calm for fear of losing his grip on the ladder. “It's called a dire chaos abomination, but I don’t need Analyze to tell me it’s the worst thing I’ve ever seen. You bastards need to move quicker.”
“Errat has been with Lex for many very bad things. If this is the worst then that is very bad indeed.”
“Just move, man.” Below him, boots scraped against metal. Vonn was using the ladder to assist in a controlled fall. The others took Vonn’s lead and soon the tunnel hissed like a basket of angry cobras.
Above them, the slobbering mass of blood and gore hissed and forced its way down the shaft. Lex returned his attention to his slide. Every instinct begged him to look up, but, if he slammed into the others, or worse yet lost his grip, he’d exchange being eaten by a chaos blob with splatting into a blob at the bottom of the shaft, and he’d take his friends with him.
Lex made his grip to be both tight and relaxed and slid after the others.
The wind blew his hair into a halo around his head. His beard, unshaven these last few months, swatted him in the face, making it difficult to see. His muscles burned from the effort of the controlled slide. The noise of his descent drowned out all other sounds, including the beast’s above. He dared not take even a half-second to look up, even though he feared the beast’s jaws were opening this second right above him.
He did not remember ever being this scared. At first, this confused him. He’d faced off against a chaos infected spider, giant horny rabbits and even the High God himself, but during all those battles he’d faced his enemy head-on, with his hammer in his hand. Now, he was defenseless and senseless, and if the monstrosity chasing them reached him before he reached the bottom he would die with his back turned, with no chance to fight back.
This thought filled him not with fear, but with rage. He’d always suspected he would die violently. The adventuring life practically demanded that, and he had accepted that fact, in a way embraced it. If he died defending those he cared about, he would consider it a good death. What he refused to abide was a pointless death, a death without honor.
A scream of pure rage echoed up and down the shaft, and it took Lex several seconds to realize he was the one screaming. He had to override the part of his brain that wanted to skid to a halt and make a stand. It was a brave idea. He would make a noble stand. Tales would be told about him.
Get your ass moving, you dickhead, Lex raged against himself, for he knew, deep down, that dying here would be a pointless gesture. Sometimes the brave way is the stupid way. He barely controlled this primal self, but he did, and his slide continued. Below him, a dim light rose, revealing the shadowy forms of his friends speeding down the shaft.
“The end is close,” Vonn yelled up. “We need to slow down.”
Slowing down was the last thing that Lex’s terrified mind wanted, but Vonn was right. He applied pressure with the insides of his boots and the acrid scent of rust and heated leather filled his nostrils. The light grew brighter and Lex watched as Vonn passed through the circle of illumination that marked the tunnel’s end.
His friend disappeared as he arced out of view like a man on a rope swing. A spear of anxiety pushed up Lex’s spine. Was Vonn safe? The feeling lasted only a moment before joy replaced it as Vonn’s head peered up into the shaft. He looked to be upside down, an impossible angle that Lex’s mind couldn’t rectify.
“Keep doing what you’re doing Lex,” Vonn called. “The beast is close, but you’ll make it if you stay calm.”
Lex sighed, more relieved than he ever remembered feeling, and he sent a silent thank you with the promise of many uncomfortable hugs his friend’s way. With awareness came renewed purpose and Lex focused his attention on his controlled descent.
Below him, Vonn extended a hand as Errat reached the bottom. The massive warborn grabbed Vonn around the forearm as he zipped out of the shaft. Both men grunted above the sound of his decent, and Lex was confused as Errat sailed in an odd arc before flipping and passing from Lex’s view. A second later his head appeared over the hole at the same impossible angle as Vonn’s.
Seraphine was next and Errat had no issue controlling the small weight of her teenage body. Next came Simon, who lost control of his slide and bounced off the walls of the shaft before shooting from the end of the shaft like a bullet from a rifle. Errat lurched and grabbed the lich lord by his belt, redirecting his momentum and as the others had before him, Simon disappeared from view.
With the hiss of the other’s descent now gone, Lex heard the abomination right on top of him. It was close and getting closer. A dozen low murmurs came from above and then, perhaps sensing their quarry’s imminent escape, they all howled.
Lex scowled at the noise but kept his focus on the hole. Errat returned, his hand held out to Lex, strong and steady. “I will catch you, friend Lex.” Lex gulped and focused when something sharp stabbed into his shoulder, knocking him from the ladder. He held back a scream as a prompt filled his mind.
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Chaos Necrosis will inflict 5 points of damage every ten minutes until the infection is purged. You will also lose one point from each of your abilities every twenty minutes until the infection is purged. If your health or any of your attributes reach zero, you will die only to be ‘reborn’ as a mindless chaos thrall.




Lex grunted through the pain, and a small part of him was thankful the beast had attacked him. With his Analyze skill unavailable, it was the only reason he knew any of the dire chaos abomination's abilities. It did not explain why his infection had not filled him with fear. I must be in shock.
The barb was still in his shoulder and the line grew taut as the creature wrenched it back. The barb dug deeper, and Lex screamed and was slammed against the wall. The impact stalled his momentum, and he flipped awkwardly in the compact space. His head cracked against a rung of the ladder and his knee crunched against the wall.
The barb acted like a fishing hook and now that he was facing the beast he saw it was attached to a tentacle-like tongue emerging from the creature's mouth. Bile rose in Lex’s throat as he realized the fleshy rope was made from human entrails.
The good news; he was still conscious. The bad; the dire chaos abomination was nearly close enough to swallow him whole. It roared in triumph and expanded its teeth lined mouth to near the width of the shaft, ready to envelop Lex.
“Bugger,” Lex said and extended his middle finger, the missing knuckle a badge of honor.
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Lex fought every instinct to close his eyes as the abomination’s jaw opened to swallow him. The beast’s slathering maw reminded Lex of a fleshy garbage disposal wreathed with teeth. Its mouth quaked in excitement or perhaps it was just the twitch of muscle fibers ready to snap. Neither option was acceptable to Lex.
He turned both hands palm up and fired a Dual Casting of Order Bolts into the soft flesh of the beast’s palate. If his fate was to die by digestion, he would damn well give the abomination indigestion.
Some of those poison carrots would be handy right about now.
The searing blades of silver-blue light savaged the creature's mouth, and it slammed its head back and forth in pain. It smashed against the walls of the shaft, slowing it just enough that its snapping jaws missed Lex.
Lex kicked upwards with his boot, sinking his foot up to the ankle into the mucus-laden slit of the beast’s nostrils. The boot stuck, glued tight by the muck of the creature’s snot. Lex grimaced in disgust and pushed off with his other foot, yanking the stuck foot free. His stamina bar wailed, but the effort amounted to nothing as the beast gained on him.
Then the sweetest voice he'd ever heard reached his ears.
“I have you, friend Lex.”
A strong hand grabbed Lex by the back of his robes just as he emerged from the hole at the bottom of the shaft. Vertigo overtook him as an odd sky flashed by his vision. Then his eyes found Errat, who stood upside down like Spiderman. Arrayed around him were Lex’s other friends, also joining in on the gravity-defying fun.
Lex’s orientation went wacky as conflicting vectors of gravity grabbed and tugged on him. In a flash, he assessed his surroundings. The hole at the bottom of the shaft had ejected him, like a bullet from a gun, into what he could only describe as space if space was a swirling maelstrom of reds, yellows, oranges, and blacks, flecked with pinpoints of light.
Errat pulled hard and Lex’s stomach churned as down became up. His feet smacked hard onto the stone of the floor that had a moment ago been a ceiling. He was standing atop a huge flat disc and somehow he had stopped falling.
Vonn opened his mouth to speak, but before any words came out, the dire chaos abomination burst from the opening and spun upwards. All eyes darted to the out-of-control blob of decaying corpses as it flailed helplessly like an astronaut who’d lost his tether.
Unfortunately, the beast was still tethered to Lex via the barb in his shoulder. As it spun upwards, the tentacle grew taut and then yanked Lex from the surface of the disc. He screamed and black stars sparked in his vision.
He drifted up, and without warning, gravity lost its pull on him. His arms and legs flailed desperately but failing, to find purchase. Just before he was out of reach, Errat grabbed him around the ankle. His motion slowed, but the barb tore more of his flesh. Despite the weight of dozens of corpses, the barb was not pulled free and through his screams, Lex heard Errat grunt.
The tentacle jerked and the barb tore deeper into Lex’s flesh, drawing his eyes upwards. The beast’s mouth was wide, and it convulsed like a man about to hurl. Instead of vomit bursting forth, it retracted the tentacle, and the beast pulled itself closer. Errat’s grip slid down to Lex’s foot.
“Friends, Errat is losing his grip.”
Lex howled in fear and pain and unleashed Flames. Jets of fire scoured the barbed entrails, charring the flesh black. Howls of rage burst from the creature. Then, a pair of pustulant boils pushed through the flesh at its shoulders.
The boils expanded outwards, their surface growing taut before they exploded like squeezed zits. Another pair of barbed entrails punched towards the ground, their sharp tips sinking into the stone like a mountain climber’s pitons. Both tendrils roiled with chaotic energy, like grounding wires hit by magma colored lightning.
A second later, the tentacle impaling Lex snapped, and the two ends recoiled into the beast and Lex like halves of a rubber band. The pain lessened but the sudden lack of tension surprised both Errat and Lex. Lex fell on top of the warborn and both men hit the ground. Lex ceased casting Flames, barely preventing the mana from feeding back upon him.
“Ouch,” he muttered as his head slammed against the ground.
 
	Debuff Added: Stunned.



	You have been hit on the head. You are stunned and cannot do anything that requires concentration or makes use of a skill.
Cooldown: 1 minute.




The abomination hurled and gagged again. Lex knew it was about to spit another barbed tentacle at him, but the Stun debuff prevented him from mounting a defense. He opened his mouth, desperate for help, but no words came.
Another tentacle spat from its throat, aiming for Lex. Errat raised his arm like a knight with a shield, except the warborn bore no shield. The barb sunk into Errat’s forearm, where it lodged between the radius and ulna.
The abomination gagged and hurled again and Errat screamed as his arm bent high into an odd angle. With a grunt the warborn brought his free hand up in support, grasping the barb.
Vonn and Simon both sent volleys of magical missiles at the beast, and though it bellowed in rage and pain, it did not release Errat. It retracted the barb further, dragging Errat across the stone. Ragged breaths raged through Lex as he tried to stand but stumbled and fell.
The abomination pulled itself closer. In moments, it would be close enough to bring its jaws down upon the warborn, and there was nothing Lex could do. Errat looked down on Lex and smiled, his eyes saying goodbye.
“No,” Lex squeaked, and he tried to get to his feet, tried to cast a spell, tried to do anything to save his friend. But his arms felt like jelly and his legs refused to obey even the simplest of commands. He had failed.
But Seraphine did not.
From the corner of his vision, Lex saw Seraphine activate The Ring of the Zipping Chameleon and move faster than Furrick’s body ever could on its own. She climbed up Errat’s body like a toddler on a jungle gym, spun and sliced through the mouth tentacle. Freed from his bond, Errat collapsed.
But Seraphine still fought. As Errat fell to his knees, she pushed off his shoulders into a graceful backflip. Her trajectory took her past one of the two barbed anchors still holding the abomination in place. Both blades flashed out, severing the tension-filled cord with ease.
Lex wanted to cheer, but he could only push a spittle laden chortle from his stunned body. Inside he was rejoicing and his swears were erudite. His joy was short-lived however, for Seraphine did not complete her agile tuck and roll. Whorls of chaotic energy hummed across her skin and she fell limp.
Without the ability to slow her fall, she hit the ground hard to the crack of bones and the thwack of flesh. Above them, the abomination was spinning like a blimp who’d lost all but one of its mooring lines. Vonn swung his blade towards the final anchor when the abomination sent a pulse of chaotic energy surging through the mooring. It punched into the ground.
The physical structure of the stone lost all cohesion and spears of magma colored rock exploded upwards. Vonn danced by one and then another but the third caught him in the side, right above the hip, and lifted him off the ground. He screamed, dropped his sword and brought both hands up to support his weight.
Several more pustules began to burst through the abomination’s skin. Lex knew he needed to do something. He refused to let this horrific caricature of life kill his friends. Despite the churning in his guts and the swirling vision, Lex stood and swayed as he readied his hammer. He was about to yell a final challenge when a hand fell onto his forearms and pushed his hammer down.
“Whash … thur … furck?” Lex sputtered.
“I’ve got this,” Simon said in a calm voice and pushed past Lex. He walked up and placed a hand on the thick strand of bloody entrails that was the abomination’s only lifeline. The makeshift rope pulsed as if still engaged in the process of digestion and another burst of chaos energy zipped down its length. Purple-black energy flared around Simon’s hand, disrupting the flow of Chaos Magic.
“You may be Princes in this realm,” Simon said, speaking not to the dire chaos abomination, but to its master, the Prince of Chaos who’d made the beast from the corpses of the dead. “But I am Simon, the Barrow King, and death is my domain.”
Purple-black mana flowed around Simon’s arm and filled his body. For a moment, Lex imagined he could see the skull of Ouzeriuo glowing through the head of Simon's reanimated Dirge body.
It's the shock, he thought.
Death Magic raced up the tentacle and burst into the abomination’s mouth like a shotgun shell. The beast spasmed as if its insides were boiling. A wave of violet tinged with black spread through its body. The beast’s skin dried, like desiccated flesh exposed to desert heat. It spasmed in agony, but still, Simon fed Death Magic into the tentacle. 
The pustule anchoring the tendril to the abomination heaved upwards, ejecting a thick spur of bone and a thick clot of blood, pus and something else viler. With a sickening slurp the anchor separated from the abomination Without the pull of gravity to keep it close, the beast was adrift, spinning skyward.
Simon fell to his knees and his eyes rolled into the back of his head. The skin of his face grew even more ashen and sallow. If he hadn’t before, Simon sure looked undead now. Lex hobbled up to the teen, the last of his Stun debuff wearing off, and caught him as he collapsed.
He cast a quick glance at Vonn and saw Errat pulling the rogue off the spike of stone. The warborn was the group’s healer and would tend to both their wounds. Seraphine coughed herself awake and then winced on realizing she’d cracked several ribs. Lex returned his gaze to Simon and a moment later breathed a sigh of relief as Simon’s eyes creaked open. 
“Ouch,” Simon said. “I feel awful. Did we get it?”
Lex smiled and then laughed, earning an odd glance from Simon. Lex pointed skyward to the distant form of the abomination. It had floated far from the disc and a moment later a bank of the liquified clouds passed in front of it, shrouding the beast from sight.
“You did good kid. We did good.” And they had. Despite taking some hits, all of them still lived.
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“What the hell was that?” Lex roared. Simon still cradled in Lex’s arms, cringed at the volume.
“Some kind of chaos terror beast,” Seraphine offered, her tone adding the dialogue tag that implied ‘Duh.’
“I know that. I was talking about the wonky ass gravity thing, and what the hell was that tunnel? It can’t just drop us up, or down, or whatever into open space like that. It could kill somebody. They should put up a sign or something.”
“Yeah, because the Realm of Chaos is big on rules,” Vonn grunted in pained amusement from somewhere behind him.
“Errat suggests that friend Lex should … what was the phrase … write a strongly worded letter to management.”
An unbidden laugh burst past Lex’s mouth. Errat had the uncanny ability to mock Lex, forcing him to see his foolishness as foolishness. That Errat's mocking was unintentional made it all the better.
We are still alive. His shoulder throbbed and he sat. The group didn’t speak for several minutes while Errat healed their wounds as best as he was able. They supplemented his limited abilities with copious amounts of healing potions. The pleasant tasting red liquid was part of the magical mission pack that each of them carried on Grimliir’s insistence. 
The strong leather case held a wide variety of tinctures, powders, and potions concocted by the Master Alchemist Bruunhilde, and a few more advanced, one use, Icons imbued by Yrriel. The pack represented a significant investment in materials, rare ingredients, master level skills and time. Each was worth the yearly economic output of a small town.
Lex deemed the cost small after seeing them stabilize and heal his people. He would have to ration them carefully since they only had three of the packs. Lex had never been a miser, but each potion drank meant one less available for the next catastrophe. If he’d learned one thing about the Realm of Chaos, it was that the next catastrophe was already heading their way.  
Despite, or perhaps because of the sense of impending doom, Lex handed Seraphine a pair of healing potions for the next encounter. Not only had she saved all their lives, she still wore the body of an innocent, or mostly innocent, boy. If the gift meant Furrick’s body survived long enough to be returned to him, Lex would consider it an investment well made.
Seraphine nodded, acknowledging Lex’s unspoken comment and stashed the vials in her pack. Vonn stumbled up, the wound in his side closed because of Errat’s efforts. He waved of Lex’s concern, saying he was in pain, but would live. Errat flexed his forearm which looked as good as new. Lex envied the warborn’s incredible regenerative capabilities until he remembered that Errat’s body, though powerful and resilient, lacked a fundamental component. Lex’s eyes danced unbidden to the warborn’s crotch, a space Lex knew was as barren as a treeless hill.
All things have their price, he heard Gryph say in his head, a memory from the moment Lex had learned of the warborn’s groinal deficiency.
Lex grumbled at his traitorous imagination until his eyes fell on Simon. The undead teen was not doing well, or more accurately the reanimated body of Dirge he inhabited was not doing well. As Simon explained it, the Death Magic that permeated the Barrow powered the body. The Barrow had literally constructed it in a manner akin to the 3D printers of Earth. It would have to be a twisted 3D printer to be sure, but the principles applied.
While Simon inhabited the body, he did not have access to his own mana pool, nor that of the Barrow. He could not regenerate lost mana as living beings could. Instead, his body was like a battery, fully charged at the moment of its creation. Inside the Barrow, the body would receive constant recharging. Outside, it had no way of replenishing lost mana. Once drained of mana, the body would ‘die.’ Simon had used an immense amount of mana taking control of the corpses that had comprised the dire chaos abomination. Now he was paying the price.
“Why didn’t you tell us this before we left the Barrow?” Lex demanded.
“Cuz you wouldn’t have let me come,” Simon countered.
“Well no shit guy, that’s the point.” Lex turned, anger and worry filling him. Vonn placed a hand on Lex’s shoulder trying to calm his friend.
“I know you think you’re the only one that cares about Gryph,” Simon said louder than was necessary. He realized this, for his next words were at a much lower, but no less intense, volume. “Without Gryph, I'd still be a prisoner in Ouzeriuo’s private hell.” Simon swilled hard as his emotions threatened to overcome him. “You’re not the only one who needs to find him.”
Lex sighed and closed his eyes. The kid was right, but there was no way in hell he could let him know that. He’d likely take some fool risk and end up dead, like for real dead. “I don’t like it, but there isn’t much I can do about it now. But, don’t do it again or you’re grounded.”
“Fine.” Simon crossed his arms and turned his face into a pout.
Errat pulled both of them into a massive bear hug, that squashed Lex’s face far too close to the warborn’s barren field of manhood. Claustrophobia welled up inside him when another coughing fit wracked his body. Errat pulled away, a look of deep concern on his face.
Thank the Realms for small blessings, Lex thought as he brought his hand to his mouth.
“Does friend Lex need more healing?” The warborn poked and prodded him like some horrifying caricature of a pediatrician.
“I’ll be …. um good” Lex squirmed away from Errat. His health ticked down another notch, and he felt weaker and dumber. The Chaos Necrosis continued worming its way through his body. If he didn’t stop it soon, he’d die an agonizing death. Thankfully, he didn’t have to wait for that to happen. He dug in his pack and pulled a brilliant green Icon. He activated his Identify skill.
 
	You have found a Purge Stone.



	Purge Stones are powerful one-use Life Magic Icons designed to fight infections, diseases, and poisons. Unlike traditional healing spells or cure disease potions, Purge Icons do not counteract the contagion. Instead, they analyze, isolate and remove them, binding them inside the powerful Life Magic matrix contained inside the Icon.




Yrriel, with the aid of several of Sylvan Aenor’s life mages, had crafted the powerful healing devices. Lex still remembered the moment Yrriel had presented them to the group. While the gift had humbled the others, Lex, ever the fool, had remarked that Yrriel must be crushing on him hardcore to shower him with such fine bling.
If I survive this, I need to get her something nice.
Perhaps the head of a Prince of Chaos.
He laughed at his own idiocy, which brought on another coughing fit. Pain wracked his body, and he collapsed to his knees. As ever, Errat was there, playing the role of giant Frankenstein’s nurse. He cradled Lex’s head in his lap and took the Icon from Lex’s weakening grasp.
“Let Errat handle this. Friend Lex needs rest.” The warborn placed the Icon over the wound in the NPC’s shoulder, closed his eyes and began to hum a wordless tune. Lex eyed the matronly warborn for a moment before a flash of green light pulsed from the Icon and flowed into his body.
The wound buzzed and tingled, and Lex imagined it was frothing in the way hydrogen peroxide did when it encountered an infection. Instead of a burning sting, the healing power of the stone felt like sinking into a warm bath steaming with fragrant mint, and citrus.
He half expected the Chaos Necrosis to fight against the healing power of the stone as the Phage had, but evidently, it did not harbor the same sentience. Lex gave thanks for that small miracle.
“It is done, friend Lex,” Errat said in a joyous voice.
Lex opened his eyes to find the warborn smiling down on him, holding the Icon between his thumb and forefinger. The bright green stone had gone dull, its insides writhing with red-black sludge. The Icon had siphoned and contained the infection.
Errat helped Lex to his feet and handed the spent Icon to him. It weighed heavy in Lex’s palm. He smiled at the others, pulled back and threw it into the odd sky above him. It zipped much further than Lex believed it should before some tweak of gravity grabbed ahold of it and it rebounded like a child bouncing on a trampoline.
The stone sped back towards the ground, forcing them to scatter and dive as it slammed into the surface of the disc. Dust and bits of cracked stone floated away from the impact crater, slowing and stopping a dozen feet above the ground. There it hung motionless for several seconds before reversing course and raining down upon them again.
“What the hell?” Lex muttered, spitting grit. The illogical physics had caught him so off-guard that’d he’d stared into the sky all slack jawed. That error had led to a mouthful of chaos grit.
“Can you not do that again,” Seraphine grumbled, brushing dust and rock from her hair.
Lex cringed, once again feeling the fool. If he didn’t wise up and soon, someone would die. He met the gaze of the others one at a time, making silent apologies. Then, to ensure they understood he spoke. “I’m sorry. I’ll do better the next time we face off against some dickhead chaos thing.”
No sooner had the words passed his lips, a howling roar rumbled from somewhere above them. All eyes snapped to the sky where they saw the dire chaos abomination spinning all willy-nilly, like a beach ball caught in the surf.
It bounced off the underside of a mass of liquified clouds and an arc of black lightning lanced down, pummeling into the beast. It howled again, not in pain or rage, but in joy, like a zipper masked man getting flogged by his dominatrix.
“Well that’s just creepy,” Lex muttered and then his eyes widened as the dire chaos abomination grew larger. “Uh, am I the only one who just saw what I think I saw?”
“No,” Vonn said. “It grows with each impact.”
In proof, the abomination bounced into the cloud layer again and another bolt of chaos lightning lashed into the beast. It screamed and pulsed and expanded again. The impact caused it to spin and pick up speed. Another flash of black lit the sky, and a rush of wind followed, shredding through the clouds like a shark fin through the waves.
The wind altered the abomination’s trajectory and Lex’s eyes widened at its likely destination. A tall, thin tower sprouted from the center of the disk’s underside and pushed up and through the cloud cover. The clouds shrouded the top of the tower until the winds slammed into them, pushing them forward like snow before a plow, revealing the top of the tower.
There, moored by several ropes, was a ship, their ship. To Lex’s untrained eye, it looked like an ancient sailing vessel clad in plates of dull bronze. Emblazoned on its main sail was an eight-pointed star, each of its eight arrows meant to represent the erratic and random nature of chaos.
Jagged black chain lightning exploded through the clouds illuminating the sky. If the chaotic winds continued to blow, the abomination would reach the top of the tower, and soon.
“We need to get to that ship, while there’s still a ship to get to.”
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Lex ran, and the others followed. His first step sent him farther and higher than expected as if he were an astronaut walking on the moon. Lex laughed in surprise as he landed and skip-pushed himself further with his next step. A childlike grin brightened his face as each step took him higher and sent him farther.
That glee dimmed as Errat bounded by him with ease, each skip of his long legs taking him much further than Lex’s own. A moment later Vonn surged past followed by Seraphine. No fair. Furrick’s legs are way shorter than mine, Lex pouted to himself.
At least Simon hadn’t zipped past him. He turned back to see the undead teen struggling. The Dirge body had lost much of its natural dexterity and its degradation had increased after Simon’s attack on the abomination. How much longer will he last?
That thought, as well as his breath, was forced from Lex as he lurched forward and face-planted the ground. His toe had caught on a jutting stone. Simon skipped by, gazing down at him in concern, but Lex waved him on with an annoyed grunt.
Lex stood, dusted himself off and bounded after his friends, his concentration dedicated to keeping his feet under him. A few minutes later, the base of the tower came into clear view. Surrounding the base was an odd platform with a quartet of ropes lashed to it at random spots. It took only a moment for Lex to understand he was looking at the worst elevator he’d ever seen.
Lex’s knees grew light, and he stumbled. Great, now I have a fear of heights too, he thought to nobody in particular. As they closed the last hundred feet, a small hut, previously hidden in the shadows of the tower’s base, came into view. The shack was built from bits of fused bone and stretched leather that looked suspiciously like human skin. Its roof was a single scale of some massive beast tossed atop the walls. They'd painted the entire structure the red of dried blood.
His team arrived and secured the area with weapons drawn. Lex slowed his skipping and came to rest near the front door of the hut. The roof of the structure only came up to Lex’s chin, and a sign hung on the door at an odd angle. The sign read  "Bläärt No Home" in an ochre-brown scrawl that would have embarrassed a five-year-old. The low-grade rumble of many creatures snoring vibrated the walls of the shack.
Errat walked to the makeshift elevator where a monstrous lock secured the platform. He tugged on it before casting a glance back at Lex and Vonn. The two men walked to the warborn’s side to find the lock had no keyhole.
“I cannot pick this lock,” Vonn said.
“Nor can Errat break it.”
Lex thought for a moment, before squinting skyward. He could just make out the tumbling balloon-like shape of the chaos abomination moving through the clouds. A lash of black lightning flashed, its impact fueling another growth spurt.
Lex scowled and walked up to the rickety door of the cabin. He hesitated, before kicking the bottom of the door with his toe. The whole structure shook and threatened to collapse. Inside the snoring surged in surprise and then stopped. Grumbles rose accompanied by the sound of pots falling to the floor. A sharp ‘Shhh’ noise filled the shack and then silence fell heavy.
“Bläärt?” Lex called, unsure of the pronunciation.
“Bläärt no home. Can not you read sign?” The voice sounded like an old man with a loogie lodged in its throat.
"I read sign quite good," Lex retorted and then frowned upon realizing the creature’s fool way of speaking had infected him. “Open the door. We need to get to the top of the tower.”
“No door open for no anybodys but Master. No take nobody to tower top, but Master.”
“I am Master,” Lex countered. “Open the door.”
“You is?” the voice gurgled. “No sound like Master.”
“I … uh, got a new voice.”
“Why want do that? Old voice better, much more sound like breaking bones and tearing apart flesh.”
Lex blinked in surprise and a chill ran through him. Just who the hell’s boat am I stealing here? He cast a sideways glance at Vonn, who shrugged as if saying ‘this conversation is more your speed than mine.’ Lex turned back to the door.
“I did it for the ladies,” Lex said, improvising.
“Ladies like girly sounding Master?”
Lex glowered at the jab but then continued. “Yes, very much, and I want to get to my ship and give much loving to my ladies.”
Seraphine gave a classic ‘WTF?’ look and Lex waved her off with a shrug. Behind her, Errat nodded and gave him an uncomfortable double thumbs-up, a mannerism he’d learned from Lex, but hadn’t yet mastered.
“Grumble,” the voice grumbled. “Fines. Waits one minutes.” A loud banging rose followed by the crash of smashed clay pots and several oomphs of stepped on stomachs. The door unlatched and creaked inwards a few inches before it hit something that yelped in complaint. A gurgling argument of grunts and burbling snot rose, and the door slammed three more times against the complainant, before pushing out towards Lex and the others.
The rank odor of vinegar mixed with week-old gym socks wafted to Lex’s nose bringing tears to his eyes. From the dim interior a three and a half feet tall cobalt-blue skinned man, if one was forgiving with term man, emerged. A wide nose took up half its face, bulging outwards at an odd angle from beneath a set of vivid orange eyes. Large pointed ears pushed through a mussed mop of receding black hair as it cocked its head on a non-neck so thick that there was no discernible place where the head stopped and the body started. Spindly arms fell well past the creature’s waist and it wore a vivid red kilt. Instead of feet, the creature bore a pair of wooden pegs.
Bläärt the bläärt, for that was the species name that his limited Analyze offered, reminded Lex of a pissed off Ed Asner if he’d shrunk and been tossed into a bucket of blue food dye. Bläärt eyed Lex up and down, his lips growing more pursed in disapproval.
“You no Master.”
“Am so,” Lex countered.
“You look nothing like Master. You am way too pretty.”
“I got a … body upgrade,” Lex said, a squeak of alarm at being called pretty sneaking into his tone. Bläärt squinted as his few brain cells struggled to see through the subterfuge.
“What is name then if you are Master?”
“My name is…” Lex coughed into his fist and muttered nonsense, mumbled and cleared his throat. “And I demand you take me to my pleasure barge where me and my ladies will engage in much pleasure.”
“Hmmm,” Bläärt said, rubbing the billy goat scruff on his chin with a three-fingered hand. “You no look or sound like Master, but you said name right, sooooo…”
“Hurry up, and take me up the tower dammit,” Lex interrupted, hoping to prevent the bläärt from thinking any further on his identity. “My ladies and I do not have all day to wait on the likes of you.”
Bläärt’s attention meandered from Lex to the others and he idly scratched his left butt-cheek. A wheezing burp passed his lips as he gazed at Lex’s crew. “Them be ugly ladies,” Bläärt said. “Except big tall lady. Bläärt like her.” Errat grinned at the compliment and a flush of dark purple moved across Bläärt’s cobalt skin.
“Well maybe when we come back, I, the Master, will let Bläärt spend some time with tall pretty lady.” Bläärt’s eyes snapped to Lex full of suspicion.
“Now, I know you am not Master. Master never let Bläärt make grunting with any of his ladies.”
“Psych,” Lex yelled, and a pathetic fake laugh burst past his lips. “Master will never let Bläärt be anything but a bläärt.” Lex waved his hands encouraging the others to join in on his mock laughter. One by one they did, and it was deeply painful.
Bläärt grimaced and put his hands over his ears. A commotion rose behind him and a bunch of other, shorter bläärts pushed their way through the door of the shack, knocking Bläärt off his feet where he face planted. The back of his kilt flipped up, revealing that his wooden peg legs were not legs at all, but stilts.
“Is it wearing stilts?” Simon asked, bewildered.
“Am no stilts. Bläärt am tallest bläärt and that why am leader of bläärts.” Bläärt scrambled like a turtle trying to turn itself over and after several seconds of struggle, regained his feet. Several of his shorter kinsfolk eyeballed him with suspicion, but none had the mental capacity to see through their taller comrade’s subterfuge.
Lex felt something tugging at his satchel and looked down to find another of the bläärts rifling through his bag. “Hey, cut that out.”
“Bläärt smells loots. Bläärt want loots.”
“Get your own damned loots. These are mine, I mean the Master’s, who is me.” Lex eyed the other bläärts, who were still engaged in their suspicious staring contest. “Quit futzing about and get us up the tower.”
Bläärt the bläärt grumbled. And then reached under his kilt. He pulled a small, dented bugle from under the filthy tartan and brought it to his lips. Lex sneered in disgust and Bläärt sputtered and spat into the mouthpiece. A noise like a dying goose pushed from the bell, and the cadre of small blue men scattered like ants doused by water. They ran to and fro but soon lined up behind Bläärt. The leader of the blue men thrust the bugle back under his kilt, fished about for a moment and pulled a large metal key free.
The bläärts marched forward, forcing Lex and the others to step aside for fear of coming into physical contact with the wretched creatures. Bläärt tapped the key to the huge lock, and a keyhole shimmered into existence. Bläärt tried to insert the key, but each time his aim was off, adding more scratches to the metal’s surface. Lex almost offered to help but suspected the Master would never lower himself to the role of a menial servant and waited.
It took several more attempts before Bläärt succeeded in his insertion and the lock clicked open. He stashed the key and motioned for Lex and the others to board the elevator. The platform bore two concentric rings separated by a short wall. It was clear that the inner ring was reserved for the Master and his ladies, while the outer, more rickety area was the bläärts’ station. The platform was built of long bones tied together with what looked to be tendons or perhaps sinews. It creaked under their weight as they stepped aboard but seemed sturdy enough.
The bläärts each grabbed a rope and began to pull. With an agonizing creak, the platform heaved upwards and their journey to the top of the tower was underway. Lex chanced a look skyward to find the abomination tumbling away from the moored airship, the victim of some random eddy in the clouds.
Perhaps our luck has turned.
A half-hour later, as they neared the summit of the tower, the clouds encroached. Flashes of black lightning arced through them, casting their eerie dark illumination. Mist flowed in leaving a greasy residue on their skin.
Lex wanted nothing more than to take a bath, his mind drawing visions of the large stone tub back in his chambers in Dar Thoriim. He envisioned Yrriel, naked, her fun bits strategically hidden by the water and the steam. For a moment, Lex was lost in the vision, but then a bolt of black lightning arced past him and slammed into the nearest bläärt.
The small man spasmed for several seconds and then, in an instant, grew a foot taller. Tufts of hair sprouting from its ears smoked as it locked eyes with Bläärt. The enlarged creature released his grip on his rope and tossed both hands over its head like a sports fan cheering his team’s score. 
“Bläärt am now tallest bläärt,” the newly enlarged bläärt yelled.
Without his aid, the platform lurched to the side and sunk. The old ropes creaked under the strain and the other bläärts gurgled in complaint. Simon squealed in fear and Seraphine’s eyes widened. Even Vonn let a glimmer of concern push through his normal serene visage.
“No, me am tallest,” the original leader grunted and rushed towards the new rival. “Bläärt am tallest.”
“Nah, uh.” the challenger to Bläärtdom roared.
“Uh, huh,” original Bläärt countered.
Both bläärts raised their hands and began to slap fight. They stumbled and bumped into other nearby bläärts, causing the platform to lurch even more.
“Stop that!” Lex yelled, but the combatants burned with too much rage to pay any heed. Lex started towards the two blue idiots, but his weight added a further threat to the platform’s stability, forcing him to step back.
The newcomer, who by Lex’s approximation, was taller than the original, even with the faux height provided by the stilts, grabbed ahold of the original Bläärt’s forehead and stiff-armed his rival. Original Bläärt swung his arms ineffectually back and forth, desperate to land a blow and too stupid to realize he should go for the taller bläärt’s arms.
“I am Bläärt,” the newcomer yelled, sensing victory. The original roared and jumped up and down, trying to add another inch to his height. The impacts further tilted the platform, and the threat of a capsize grew all too real.
A cracking sound rose and without warning the bones under the taller bläärt’s feet splintered and fell away, dragging the challenger downward to his doom. Lex didn’t understand the quirks of gravity in the Realm of Chaos, but he was thankful that whatever force held sway had aided them here.
“Bläärt am Bläärt!” the original boss roared. He glared at the other blue creatures, reinforcing his dominance, but when his gaze fell on Lex, his eyes widened in fear.
“Do that again, and I’ll toss you off myself.”
“Yes, Master.” The chastised bläärt grabbed the closest rope and their lurching journey up the mooring tower continued.
Ten minutes later they reached the platform at the top of the tower. Lex and the others exited the rickety elevator. Simon fell to his knees and kissed the solid stone of the ship’s dock.
“You do realize that the bläärts don’t wear shoes,” Vonn said, looking down. “And evidence suggests they know nothing of bathing.” Simon retched, stumbled back to his feet and glared at the half-elf rogue. Vonn turned his back on the lich teen and gave Lex a sly smile. Lex held in a laugh, pleased that Vonn’s wit had found a new target.
They boarded the airship, a forty-foot long vessel that bobbed in the air like a boat at sea. To Lex’s untrained eye it looked like an ancient trireme without the ports for oars. Folded sails draped the boom of two tall masts, and several nozzles and a pair of propellers stuck out the rear. From the sides, a variety of oddly angled sails protruded like wings, rigged with an intricate rope and pulley system. Lex guessed they controlled the ship’s heading, but how was beyond his understanding.
“Lower the battens, raise the sails and draw in the mooring lines,” Lex said, hoping his orders sounded vaguely nautical. Bläärt stared at him blank-faced. Lex sighed. “Make boat go.”
Bläärt nodded and then gurgled and sputtered and hacked at the other blue men in Bläärtinese. Like a well-oiled machine, the bläärts scattered, each taking a task. Several ran to the lower decks, while others climbed the masts and unfurled the sails. Still more rushed to the mooring lines or pulled oiled tarps from a pair of harpoon emplacements.
Lex walked up the short set of stairs to a higher deck to find a metal pillar topped by a shimmering ball of crystal pushed up from the deck. Lex guessed this was the ship’s helm, but he was no pilot so he could not be certain. He hesitated to touch the glowing sphere, for fear the damned thing would send them lurching in some random direction.
“You know how to fly this thing?” Vonn asked.
“Of course, I don’t,” Lex sputtered. A fog rolled over the deck as the cloud cover grew thicker.
“You no Master!” Bläärt screeched at his side, making Lex jump. He hadn’t realized the impish little bastard had been standing there. “Bläärt knew you no was Master. Bläärts to…”
The rank little man did not finish summoning his men to arms, because a barb of bone exploded through the back of his skull and out of his mouth. Bläärt’s body went limp and Lex’s eyes followed the ragged tentacle upwards where it disappeared into the mists. Dread filled him as the abomination, now three times its original size and inflated like a blimp pulled itself through the clouds.
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The monstrosity wretched and drew its tentacle tongue, and Bläärt the bläärt, back into its mouth. Its jaws crunched and swallowed. For a moment nothing moved, then panic took the other bläärts, who screamed, raised their arms and ran about like a kindergarten class confronted by a spider.
Bläärts ran into Lex and his gang, the masts and each other, brewing chaos far better than even the Princes had ever managed. The sound of chains running over gears rose from down below and the propellers at the back of the ship began to spin, slowly at first, but then with enough speed to move the ship forward.
One of the wee blue men bounced off Errat’s shins, spun away and then smashed full-on into the helm. The blow knocked the terrified creature senseless and instead of walking around the pillar, the idiot attempted to climb over the sphere, activating the ship’s navigational controls.
The ship lurched sideways. Several bläärts fell to the deck. Their survival instincts convincing them to curl into balls, like an unshelled armadillo. They rolled around the deck, smacking into masts, bouncing off and over bulkheads and cannonballing into the legs of Lex and his people.
Amidst the turmoil, the dire chaos abomination continued to wreak carnage. It sunk a pustule fired barb into the decking of a smaller boat tied to the side of the main craft, giving itself an anchor. Lex guessed it was a life raft, or perhaps a landing skiff.
The ship lurched again, and Lex slammed into the mast, bear-hugging the thick timber. He snapped his head back to the helm to find the imbecile bläärt still scrambling atop the sphere, screaming in a high-pitched tone.
“Dammit, that idiot will get us all killed.” Before Lex could move, Errat slid past him, arms held wide like a surfer riding a wave. He curled his left arm around the helm and grabbed the bläärt with his right. He heaved the blue goblinoid creature off the helm and the ship righted itself.
Lex wanted to thank the warborn, but the creaking sound of a strained rope drew his attention. He turned just as the moorings of the life raft snapped. The small boat tumbled end over end, dragged by the abomination’s anchor. Lex ducked and a rush of wind ruffled his hair as the boat sailed over his head.
It smashed into a pair of bläärts, killing the creatures instantly. The boat then pummeled into the massive abomination, shattering in a cascade of splinters. The abomination screamed in rage and another pustule boiled up from its skin and fired its barbed tentacle into the decking, just missing Seraphine.
Lex ran to the helm and stared down on the swirling ball with hopeless confusion. “I don’t suppose anyone knows how to pilot this damn thing?”
“I think I might,” Simon said, raising his hand like a kid in school. “Or, Dirge did.” The lich teen stopped and turned his head to the side as if struggling to remember a long-faded memory. “Back in Gypt, he worked on the pleasure barge of the High Priest. Some undercover mission as a ‘fancy lad.’”
Lex had no desire to unwrap the meaning behind the odd phrase and commanded Simon to take the helm. “We’ll buy you all the time we can. Just get us the hell out of here.” He rushed to the others and made a defensive bulwark between Simon and the abomination. “Let’s keep this fucker busy.” He raised both arms and unleashed a dual casting of Order Bolt. Vonn did the same.
A dozen knives of white light seared towards the monster’s bloated sack body, but a moment before impact a wave of deep-orange energy expanded from the creature’s body, forming a shimmering defensive field. The bolts slammed into the shield, doing no damage as they shimmered and then dissipated.
The beast roared and vomited forth a stream of red-black energy. It washed over Lex and the others. The taste of rotten eggs mixed with spoiled milk filled Lex’s mouth, dredging a trickle of bile up from his guts. His knees wobbled, and he nearly fell.
 
	Debuff Added: Vile Putrescence.



	You have been enveloped by a wave of chaotic energy. Your attack and defensive skills are reduced in effectiveness by 50%.
Duration: 1 minute.




Lex spat, trying to force the awful flavor from his mouth, but each hawked gobbet of sputum enhanced the horridness. Vonn’s face grayed and Seraphine fell to her knees. Errat, who seemed to suffer no ill effects, stepped between his friends and the floating abomination.
The pair of bläärts corpses crunched by the lifeboat rolled to Lex’s feet. He grunted in disgust and readied his best Beckham kick when Seraphine yelled for him to stop. Lex turned to her confused, but she ignored him and moved on hands and knees towards him.
Seraphine grabbed the bläärts and forced their mouths open. She pulled a vial of thick red liquid from her pouch and upended a half past each corpse’s rotten teeth. She creaked their jaws shut and then lifted and shook each corpse like a bartender making a martini.
“What in the hell are you doing?”
She ignored Lex. “Errat, Vonn, catch.” She tossed one corpse to Vonn and the other to Errat. Despite their confusion, both men caught the deadweight. “We need that bastard to eat these.” She turned to Lex. “And you need to ensure it opens its mouth.”
“How the hell am I supposed to do that?” Lex roared, confusion raging through him.
“I don’t know. Make yourself look tasty.”
Lex spun towards Errat and Vonn with arms wide. Both men shrugged, but turned towards the abomination, ready to toss their bläärt balls. Lex grunted in annoyance and waved his arms over his head. “Hey, asshole, over here.” A hundred eyes arrayed across the beast’s surface turned on him and a hiss pushed from its mouth. “Yeah, that’s right, look at me you disgusting sack. Get yourself some tasty Lex. I’m all basted and ready for chomping.”
The abomination opened its mouth and began its hacking-vomit motion again. Any second, a bone tipped harpoon would soon scream his way. He had to be ready. Dammit, why didn't I put more points into Dexterity? The beast’s mouth opened wider and like a frog seeking a fly, its tongue lashed towards Lex.
Lex dodged and then ducked as Errat and Vonn tossed the pair of blue corpses past him. The barbed tentacle missed skewering Lex by inches, retracting too fast for his eyes to follow. Errat’s bläärt was right on target and the abomination didn’t have to move to swallow it whole. Vonn’s toss was off the mark and flew past the floating monstrosity, but it lurched and snapped its jaws around the free meal. It choked both corpses down, buying them all a temporary reprieve.
A moment later, a pair of dull whomps reached Lex’s ears and the abomination expanded, as explosions burst inside its body. His curiosity peaked, Lex cocked his head to the side.
“I’d get down if I were you,” Seraphine said, ducking behind the main mast.
Before Lex could move, the beast’s mouth opened wide and a torrent of muck filled liquid poured forth, falling towards Lex like a waterfall of toxic waste. The morass of innards, blood and digestive fluids splattered on top of him, slamming him to the deck.
He grunted in pain and disgust, grateful that his mouth had been closed when the slop enveloped him. Despite that small blessing, chaotic goop covered him. His skin began to itch and then burn. Frantic, he pulled his soiled robes over his head and used the clean-ish insides to wipe the slop from his face, eyes, and hands. He tossed the robes aside and watched as the chaotic sputum ate several large holes in the Order Magic infused cloth.
“What in the unholy fuuurffin grumpy was that?!” Lex roared, eyes snapping to Seraphine.
“Nectar of the Black Goddess. It makes corpses…”
“Explode?!”
“Yup,” she agreed, with no hint of apology.
“Ya coulda warned a guy.”
“I did.” She grinned at him and Lex became very aware he wore nothing but his underclothes. “Nice undies,” she said with a wink.” 
“What made you think it would let it past its shields?” Vonn asked, desperate to draw attention away from Lex’s clothing malfunction.
“I hoped it was hungrier than it was smart,” Seraphine said with a shrug. Vonn nodded his approval.
“Errat does not wish to interrupt his friend’s chat, but it seems the abomination is not fully exploded.”
Lex peered up. Above, the abomination spun in lazy circles, still anchored to the deck via one of its barbs, and still very much alive.
“Shit,” he muttered and turned to Simon. “Kid, we need out of here, now.”
“I’m trying to man, this ain’t as easy as it looks.”
“I thought you said you knew how to fly this thing?”
“I said Dirge could fly it, and it was hard enough rooting around in that creepy bastard’s memories before his brain started rotting. Now…” Simon went silent and the kid’s dread became palpable. The body he inhabited was rotting out from under him and nobody, least of all Lex, knew what would happen if that process reached its inevitable conclusion before they got Simon back to the Barrow.
“Just make it go,” Lex said, his voice calmer.
Simon grumbled and placed both hands on the helm. Vibrant whorls of energy surged through the sphere and around the undead teen’s hands. The fin-like wings on the side of the ship moved up and down, like the flaps of a commercial jetliner being tested before take-off. Simon adjusted his grip, and both masts began to creak and move as if they were seeking the best angle for the wind.
Above them, the abomination slowed its tumble by reeling in its anchor. It pulled itself lower and closer. Several more volleys of magical bolts
screamed towards it courtesy of Errat and Vonn, but none got past the abominations renewed shield.
Desperate, Vonn moved to slash the anchor with his vorpal blade, but before he got close enough another barbed tentacle exploded toward the decking. The half-elf rogue dove out of the way and the barb sunk through the decking and into the cabin below.
A high-pitched squeal rose from below deck and the erratic, creaking spin of the propellers at the boat’s stern slowed. The abomination pulled itself closer with its two anchors and the ship lurched up as if it were cresting a large wave during a storm.
“Simon!” Lex roared.
“Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Simon yelled and slapped the sphere with his palms. At the back of the boat, jets of fire raged from the two nozzles, pushing the boat up even further and knocking Lex and the others from their feet. 
Lex slid down the deck like an out-of-control kid on a playground slide. Ahead of him, the flames of the jet engines engulfed the aberration. Its body began to char and then burn as the force of the engines pushed it away from the boat.
The creature slammed against the tower, and its body split open like a sack full of wet cement, spreading ichor and muck across the tower’s surface. Despite all that damage, it was still not dead, and it started to drag itself towards the boat once more.
But it would not make it, for the boat's momentum was too great. Lex started to believe they’d escape when they came to a jarring halt and then turned in an odd arc and began to accelerate back towards the tower. Lex grabbed a hold of the rail and kept his footing.
The sound of metal straining against wood drew his eyes to the front of the boat where a large chain still moored the craft to the tower. The thick ring linked to the chain had resisted the force of their forward motion and spun the ship around on a collision course.
Lex watched in horror that turned to glee as the bow of the ship slammed into the abomination and then crushed it against the tower. The chaotic mass of reanimated corpses got in one final scream before its odd half-life was squashed from it with a sickening plop.
The force of the blow turned the ship just enough to ease it past the tower with a horrific wood on stone grinding sound. The chain snapped and the sudden release of tension knocked everyone but Simon and Errat from their feet. A deep rumble pummeled the decking as several boards buckled and snapped, but the ship itself remained intact.
Then they were past the tower and the engines flared one last time before sputtering out, leaving them drifting in silence. The gang got to their feet, exchanging shocked looks as if lacking faith that the events of the past few minutes had truly happened.
“Well, that’s one way to do it,” Lex said.
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Lex eased into the scalding water and sighed. He closed his eyes and sunk low, letting the water eat away at the dried muck covering his skin. Dipping his head under the water, he clawed through his sticky mop of hair and his gunk covered beard.
He came up for air, stretched his legs and wiggled his toes, careful not to nudge the runic controls at the far end of the tub. The runes were in one of the thousand dialects spoken in the Realm of Chaos, and Lex had been forced to experiment to discover what each rune controlled.
His first attempt had filled the basin, made from the skull of some massive beast, with thick, burning mud. The second filled it with searing acid and a third with something that looked and smelled like chocolate. Lex was not courageous enough to taste the aromatic concoction but nixed it as unsuitable for bathing. After further trial and error, the basin filled with hot water.
There’d been some debate on whether Lex deserved the Master’s chambers. The argument heightened after the others saw the cramped slave quarters, and its shared latrine. Each member of the group had, in their minds at least, legitimate arguments for why they should get the cabin.
Simon claimed they’d all be dead without his piloting skills. Seraphine argued that without her bläärt bombs, Simon would have been unable to pilot them to safety resulting, once again, in everyone’s death. She also pointed out that as the only girl she deserved the private bath. The others just stared at her until she acknowledged she was wearing the stolen body of a teenage boy.
Errat was far too tall to even step inside any of the other cabins without stooping, but since he did not sleep, he was content standing guard on deck. A part of Lex realized that Errat’s noble selflessness should have given him pause, but then he justified his greed by noting none of them were covered in chaos upchuck.
Vonn agreed, casting the deciding vote in Lex’s favor. When the others grumbled, he pointed out that nobody wanted to share space with Lex while he was slathered in chaos innards.
“I don’t wanna share a space with him when he doesn’t stink like dirty underwear,” Simon stated. Seraphine seconded the opinion, which earned them both three-quarters of Lex’s middle finger.
That’s why Lex now relaxed in a giant skull on a ship plying the liquid space of the Realm of Chaos. He wasn’t sure if it impressed or terrified him that the experience barely cracked his top-five weirdest life moments. What he did know, was in a realm whose raison d’être was never-ending change, his respite would be temporary. As much as he wanted to relax, there was always more work to do. He toggled open his interface and tapped the many prompts he’d been ignoring to the fore.
 
	You have earned Experience Points.



	You have earned 75,000 XP  for defeating Chaos Spawn (x23).
You have earned 18,500 XP for defeating Seraphine’s Doppelgänger.
You have earned 75,000 XP for defeating a  Greater Dire Chaos Abomination.




He was still 750,000 XP away from reaching level 20 when he’d be eligible to choose a Specialty, but he’d leveled a bunch of skills, including several to Apprentice level.
 
	Skill Level Alert.



	You have reached level 13 in Fire Magic.
You have reached level 29 in Order Magic.
You have reached level 20 in Blunt Weapons.
You have reached level 20 in Light Armor.
You have reached level 22 in Stealth.
You have reached level 21 in Dodge.
You have reached level 8 in Imbue (Icons).
You have reached level 77 in Analyze.
You have reached level 8 in Leadership.




His body went cold on reading the Leadership skill prompt. I haven’t gone through these since before Gryph disappeared. He’d been nonstop go, go, go from the moment the furious red forced log-off prompt had filled his vision.
Like a man coming down from an adrenaline high, the truth of Gryph’s loss hit Lex hard. He was desperate for a way to release his rage, his pain, and his fear. He considered punching something, but then he’d done nothing but hit things since Gryph had vanished, and that had been nothing but a temporary salve to his frayed nerves.
Unbidden, tears came to his eyes and his body wracked with sobs. Well, beating shit up didn’t work. I guess crying’s worth a shot, a part of his brain said with no hint of jest. For several minutes he let himself go, let himself feel grief, and soon he’d moved beyond it to a place of renewed purpose. He closed his eyes, leaned back and took a calming breath. He dozed for the briefest of moments and swore he heard Gryph’s voice.
“Protect our people Lex. That is your job now.”
“Gryph?” Lex called and woke with a start. Water sloshed over the edge of the tub and Lex realized the bath had gone cold. “How long was I out?” he muttered to himself, before clearing the sleep sand from his eyes.
He opened his virtual vision to find that nearly an hour had passed. He eased from the tub, toweled himself off, and cycled through several more prompts one by one.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Blunt Weapons.



	You are awarded a permanent +10 damage to all strikes with Blunt Weapons.
You also gain the Tier Ability Double Impact. Double Impact allows the user to double the damage done by a single, successful blow.
Uses Per Day: Two plus one per each additional tier beyond Apprentice.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Light Armor.



	You are awarded a permanent +10 to AC while wearing a complete set of Light Armor. You also gain the Tier Ability Refraction. Refraction is a defensive ability that enables you to reflect all damage done by a single successful attack back at the attacker. The damage refracted cannot be blocked or reduced, except by those who possess a higher tier in the skill used to attack, in which case the refracted damage is ignored.
Uses Per Day: One plus one per each additional tier beyond Apprentice.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Stealth.



	You are now 25% more difficult to detect. You also gain the Tier Ability Sneak Attack. A successfully Stealthed character may perform a Sneak Attack upon an unsuspecting enemy, increasing their chance to hit by 50% and their damage by 250%.
Uses Per Day: Two plus one per each additional tier beyond Apprentice.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in Dodge.



	You gain the Apprentice Tier Ability Shift. Using this ability an Apprentice in Dodge may Shift away from an incoming attack. Upon shifting the user moves through the Aether in the blink of an eye and appears up to ten feet in any direction the user chooses, provided there is no obstruction. Opponents must reacquire the user's location before they can attack again. 
Uses Per Day: One plus one per each additional tier beyond Apprentice.




His mouth hung open at the array of potent new abilities. Even though he was far from leveling again, he'd grown more powerful. Will it be enough to help us out of this damnable mess? He wondered if there was a way to auto-sort the prompts, so he just knew their information without having to examine a prompt mid-battle. Perhaps that is a skill unto itself? he thought but realized it was a problem for another day. It was time to suit up and get back on deck. He looked down on his fouled robes and grimaced with distaste.
“Assuming I find something to wear.” He looked around the cabin. Apart from the skull tub, the room held a bed big enough for ten or more bodies. Against the far wall was a bar stocked with a wide variety of odd liquors, including some that moved and screeched. Various couches and chairs filled the room’s center and dozens of chains and straps descended from the ceiling and sprouted from walls or the floor. Lex forced himself to not think about their uses and turned to a row of large wardrobes.
“Hopefully the Master has something in my size.”
He opened the first wardrobe and hastily slammed it, his face flushed crimson. Lex did not consider himself a prude, but the implements he could identify seemed better suited to information extraction than pleasure. With a twinge of effort, he blocked his Identify talent from explaining the items.
Cringing, he opened a second wardrobe to find a slew of odd costumes that blurred gender and species lines. Lex didn’t know what the Master and his harem got up to on this boat but suspected even his twisted imagination was not up to the task.
In the third wardrobe, he found a fashionable, yet subtle, suit of thin chainmail. The type a lord might wear to a formal occasion where violence was likely to break out. It was a pleasant shade of blue, which stood out in this realm or reds, oranges, and blacks. A few of the metal links were out of place where the mail was folded, and Lex shook it to ease the kinks out.
A flash of light forced Lex to squint and the suit changed before his eyes into a metallic tutu with matching brassiere. The sudden transformation and added weight startled Lex, and the armor fell to the ground. The impact caused it to shift form again, this time into a set of graduation robes made from bearskin. The robes roared, startling Lex into readying a volley of Order Bolts. A moment later the screaming ceased.
“What the hell?” Lex sputtered and activated his Identify talent.
 
	You have found The Gentleman’s Transformative Couture (Light Armor)(Chaos Magic).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive.
AC Bonus: +18 (+5 Minor Item Bonus).
This suit was crafted from the skin of several dozen gibbering spasms, small lizard-like creatures common to the Ever-Shifting Plains of Gzburbbah, deep in the depths of the Realm of Chaos. Gibbering spasms are known for two things, constantly shifting their appearance and making random, unpleasant noises.
Passive Power (1):
Damage Absorption: When worn, the couture will absorb 10% of all incoming physical damage.
Passive Power (2):
Transformation: When physical damage is absorbed, the couture has a random chance to transform into another type of clothing, armor or outerwear. All stats remain the same regardless of appearance.
Passive Power (3):
Distracting Noise: When physical damage is absorbed, the couture has a random chance to scream, jabber, hoot, howl, burble, gurgle or jabber. This noise may startle opponents, allies or the wearer, resulting in a decreased chance to hit, and an increased chance to suffer spell failure and mana feedback. All Stealth attempts are severely hindered while wearing the couture.




“Why in the hell would somebody make this?” Lex grumbled. The fashion horror show alone provided all the reason he needed to ditch the couture, but couple it with random screaming and it was outright dangerous. Lex could not imagine why the Master would want something like this until he remembered the items he’d seen in the first wardrobe and it all made a kind of twisted, disturbing sense. He kicked the couture under the nearest wardrobe. It moaned in protest, like an old dog plopping down for its final nap, before transforming into something that resembled a jellyfish tossed onto a dock.
The only other item in the wardrobe was a crystal vial of powder whose color shifted. Lex touched it gingerly with his toe, jumping back as it tilted. Fearing the worst, he activated Identify again.
 
	You have found Brixmagarrion’s Ever Fix Powder (Aether Magic).



	This vial of powder was crafted by the legendary magician and tailor Brixmagarrion. When sprinkled on a dirty or damaged article of clothing, armor, hat or other wearable item, it is instantly laundered, and all damage is repaired. The item also gains a random and permanent upgrade. While items can be repaired as often as needed, the upgrade is only applied once. The repaired item is considered well laundered, a boon for interactions with others.
Uses: 10




Lex’s eyes widened in appreciation and he lifted the vial. He walked to the pile of rancid muck and half dissolved cloth that was his Robes of Cerrunos and pulled the cork from the vial. Though the ‘random upgrade’ portion of the powder’s description gave him a slight pause, he decided there was no chance anything could make the robes worse.
You do like to tempt fate, he heard Vonn’s voice say in the back of his mind.
Lex held his nose against the stench of the robes and opened the vial. A pleasant lavender and citrus odor rose, and he smiled in appreciation before tapping a few grains onto the robes. On hitting the spoiled cloth, the grains sparkled and then expanded into a cloud.
The cloth frothed with suds and Lex imagined he heard a low murmur, like the sound of a thousand microscopic men humming as they worked. He stepped back, fearing he’d just unleashed some kind of nano-plague, but a moment later the noise, the suds, and the cloud disappeared in a puff of sparkling dust.
What had been a sodden, wretched mess was now a well laundered and folded set of gleaming silver-white robes. Lex had never seen clothing so clean, nor so well pressed. He reached for the robes but hesitated as the phrase ‘too good to be true' burbled up from the deep recesses of his cynical mind.
With his hand hovering just above the velvety softness of the robes, Lex activated Identify. 
 
	You have found Robes of Cerrunos. (Light Armor)(Order Magic).



	Item Class: Major - Item Category: Passive
AC Bonus: +16 (+5 Major Item Bonus)
Passive Power (1):
Holy Aura: Provides a Priest of Cerrunos with +20% Health, Stamina, Mana and Spirit Regeneration, so long as they have faith in Cerrunos.
Passive Power(2):
Resistance to Chaos: Provides a Priest of Cerrunos a 25% resistance to Chaos Magic, as well as damage from Chaos creatures, so long as they have faith in Cerrunos.
NOTE: Since you bear the soul of the god Cerrunos, all bonuses are doubled.




The robes’ upgrade was amazing. Not only would they make him the most fashionable fella in the R-O-C, but they would also help him survive the wretched place. Yet, despite the list of potent defensive capabilities, the last line of the prompt left him feeling hollow.
Since you bear the soul of the god Cerrunos, all bonuses are doubled.
From the start, Lex’s opinion of Cerrunos had been low, what with him being dead and therefore useless. But things got worse when he’d learned his god was the worst traitor in the history of the Realms, a coward who’d betrayed everyone, faked his own death, and left the Realms to face the ravages of the Ruin alone.
Learning such awful truths about your god was liable to set any man into a rage, much less a priest, but for Lex, the full truth was much worse. Not only did Lex bear the soul of the traitor god, but he was Cerrunos or at least a part of him. The traitorous Old God had split himself into five aspects, each the carrier of some part of his burden. Lex was the bearer of Cerrunos’ hope. Which explains my cheery demeanor, he thought wryly.
Lex tried to be easy on himself, for he knew everyone made mistakes, that nobody was perfect. People get through the grind of daily life by believing they are good, that they are brave, and will do what is right; if only given the chance. To learn he’d faced those challenges and failed was a revelation devastating enough to lay even the strongest man low, and Lex had never considered himself a strong man.
“You planning to stand there naked and miserable all day?” Vonn asked from behind him. “Or do you want to get the hell out of here?”
It surprised Lex that he didn’t jump. The damned rogue’s stealthy approach often startled him out of his skin. “I don’t think I can do this.” He did not try to hide his nakedness, nor attempt to cover his shame.
Vonn sighed and walked to face Lex. He put his hands onto Lex’s shoulders and waited until Lex met his gaze. “You are not Cerrunos, no matter whose soul you bear. Yes, you act the fool, rushing in without thinking, but rush you do, especially when your friends need you.”
“That’s cuz I’m programmed to.”
“Not true. You are your own man. Your idiotic comments prove that truth.” A small grin forced its way to Lex’s lips, but Vonn had more to say. “I have known many cowards in my life, and despite your unfortunate heritage, I see no coward in you, Lex. I am honored to go into battle with you.”
“Thank you,” Lex said, meeting his friend’s gaze with confidence.
“Good.” Vonn smiled at him, and then his face filled with snark. “Now get dressed. We need you on deck. Simon flew through some weird anomaly and now we’re lost.”
“Of course, we are, cuz why wouldn’t we be.” Lex grimaced ruefully and pulled his fresh robes over his head.
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It turned out that Vonn had been generous with the phrase lost. The ship floated in a nebula-like cloud of rust-colored mist that smelled of cinnamon. The deck lurched as they stepped onto it and Lex realized the ship had canted to port, causing them to move in a slow, lazy circle.
He cast a worried look to Vonn. The rogue shrugged as if saying ‘this is your problem all mighty leader.’ Lex gave a return scowl that said, ‘thanks for the support, dude’ and marched towards the helm. Before they’d managed two steps, something large and hairy parted the clouds and bounced off the starboard forequarter. It flipped, changed direction and disappeared into the haze.
“Was that a big ass foot?” Lex asked in alarm.
"Looked like it," Vonn said with a shrug that suggested being pelted by unnaturally large body parts was a normal occurrence. "We passed through a shower of incisors a ways back."
Lex held the rogue’s gaze for a moment, before turning and marching up the stairs. Simon stood at the helm, both hands wrapped around the steering globe. To his left, Errat was bent at the waist, his mouth near a brass tube shaped like the bell of a trumpet.
“Stupid helm isn’t working,” Simon raged and smacked his palms against the glowing sphere. He shifted the device to the right and then the left, but Lex detected no discernible change in their flight pattern. Simon turned to the tall warborn. “Tell those idiots I want to go straight.”
Errat turned to the brass tube and spat a slew of guttural nonsense. The sound made Lex cringe, and he brought a hand to his throat as if the words were shredding his vocal cords. A moment later a high-pitched burst of noise erupted from the tube. Though he couldn’t understand a word of it, Lex realized he was hearing an argument between two of the surviving bläärts.
“They have agreed to turn,” Errat said to Simon in a calm voice. A moment later the ship lurched to starboard and for the briefest of moments they flew straight. Then the deck lurched again, and they were now drifting in a slow starboard orientated circle.
“Will someone please tell me what the hell is going on?” Lex demanded, startling the undead teen.
“We’re flying the ship, what does it look like?”
“It looks to me like we’re drifting in aimless circles not getting anywhere fast.”
Simon turned, full of rage and teenage frustration. “Yeah, well, maybe you should be the one to deal with those little blue idiots. But, oh no, you’ve spent the last hour taking a nice bath while the rest of us have been up here getting pelted by giant body parts.”
“There’s been others?” Vonn asked.
“Yes, there has,” Simon growled. “A rib bone speared through the sail, a blinking eyeball hit the deck and stared at me all creepy like as it bounced over my head, and the worst yet, I got knocked onto my ass by a huge ear. Not only was it filled with goopy ear wax, it also acupunctured me with its old man's ear canal bristles.”
“That doesn’t sound good,” Lex admitted with a grimace. “But it doesn’t explain why we’re going in circles.”
“That is what we are trying to uncover friend Lex,” Errat. “I have been conversing with the bläärts.”
“Since when do you speak Bläärtinese?”
“My understanding grows the more I listen to them. I suspect it has something to do with surviving the Phage.”
The Phage was a virulent, chaotic infection that enabled the Princes of Chaos to possess a mortal host making that host their avatar. Errat, with the help of Gryph, had survived the Phage, but it had left him with an odd connection to chaos. Apparently, that connection included the ability to decipher chaotic languages.
“I have enjoyed conversing with the bläärts, but some things are better done in person. Would you care to join me?”
“Not really, but when do I ever get what I want,” Lex said, then looked around. “Where’s Seraphine?”
“Acquaintance Seraphine claimed to suffer from seasickness and went below decks.”
“Which I believe is thief speak for pilfering the joint,” Vonn said.
Lex noticed Errat’s use of the word acquaintance instead of friend. It appears he doesn’t trust her any more than the rest of us. Perhaps he is not as naïve as he seems. Lex considered giving the order to stop her thieving, but then remembered this was the Master’s ship. Not only was the man, if he was a man at all, a slaver, but also a disturbing fetishist and amateur torturer. He deserved worse than having all his swag stolen, but for now, that was the best justice Lex could deliver.
Lex motioned for Errat to lead them below and told Vonn to keep an eye on Simon. “Don’t let him get us more lost than we already are.”
“I heard that,” Simon whined. “If you think you can fly this thing better than me, it’s all yours.”
“You’re doing great,” Vonn said and clapped the kid on the shoulder. “Well, below average, if I’m being truthful, but keep doing what you’re doing.”
Lex followed Errat down to the lower deck. On the stairs, they ran into Seraphine. Her eyes widened, and she paused. “Find anything good?” Lex smiled on seeing her momentary look of guilt turn to a shrug of admittance.
“Not much, this Master guy is…”
“Weird?” Lex finished and made his way down the stairs.
“That’s a word for it.” She turned and followed them. “I suggest we burn this boat when we’re done with it.”
“Errat agrees. The Master’s activities have stained the Aether that surrounds this ship. Only by destroying it, can it be cleansed.”
“Great.” Lex’s mouth screwed up in distaste as they descended deeper into the morass of foulness. “Could this day get any worse?” He immediately regretted saying so and the deep sense of foreboding filled him. Think good thoughts, think good thoughts, he said to himself and pushed the hatch to the engine room open.
A Bläärtinese argument flowed over him as he stepped into the engine room. The chamber was long and thin, extending from the middle of the ship all the way to the stern. A greasy contraption that looked, to Lex, like a steam engine built by a drunk inventor from plans that were both incomplete and upside down, dominated the center of the room. Despite its design flaws, it was clear the contraption powered the dual jet engines Simon had used to burn the dire chaos abomination to a charred husk.
Two rows of what looked to be stationary bikes ran along each side of the engine. A chain attached each bike to a gear and shaft system that disappeared through the aft wall of the ship. It took Lex only a second to realize that the bikes powered the propellers protruding from the stern of the ship, and another few to discover why the ship was moving in lazy circles.
Five bläärts pedaled like maniacs on the left side, while only four worked the right. Another bläärt, this one taller than the others, clomped back and forth between the two rows, screaming through the wrong end of a dented tin bullhorn.
“What is he yelling about?” Lex asked Errat, noting the stilts the new Bläärt wore.
Errat cocked his head to the side and listened. “He is telling them they are pedaling wrong and that he is the Bläärt of bläärts. That last part he keeps saying over and over.”
“Insecure much,” Seraphine said.
The problem was obvious to everyone, except the bläärts. Their uneven numbers caused the circular flight path. Lex suspected they’d gone from circling one direction to circling the other because the bläärts had switched sides.
“Errat tell Bläärt to join the bläärts on the right side and start pedaling.”
A variety of noises that sounded like an out of tune orchestra powered by cow flatulence passed between Errat and Bläärt and with a grimace Errat turned to Lex. “He says he is the Bläärt of bläärts now, so he does not pedal.”
Lex hung his head and rubbed his eyes with the palms of his hands.“What kind of idiot uses bläärt powered bikes to power his ship?”
“The cheap kind,” Seraphine said.
“Well, we have an engine. Let’s use that instead. Errat, tell them to start it up.”
The warborn gave the order and Bläärt protested vehemently. Errat turned to Lex and sighed. “He says they are out of fuel.”
“They didn’t fill up before we left?”
“He says nobody told him too, and he was not Bläärt then, so it is not his fault.”
“Typical middle management,” Lex muttered and eyed the small blue man, but his ire had no effect on the foul creature. “Ask him where we can get more fuel.”
Half an hour later they stood on deck watching a volunteer bläärt flying from the deck on a pair of mechanical wings. The volunteer clutched the end of a large accordion-like tube with a fearful death grip. The tube snaked around the hull and into the fuel tanks below deck. Lex had threatened, cajoled and finally bribed the blue man before he'd agreed to undertake the mission.
“Errat is not looking forward to spending quality time with this bläärt.” The warborn grimaced up at the flying blue man, his expression suggesting he had some hint about what the phrase ‘quality time’ meant.
“I’m sorry, man,” Lex said, a part of him guilty that his influence had eaten away Errat’s innocent nature. “But it was the only thing that got him to agree. You should take it as a compliment.”
“Errat prefers to stay humble and not desired by bläärts.”
“Don’t worry big fella, we probably won't live long enough for him to collect,” Vonn said. Lex eyed the rogue with mild ire before turning his attention back to the sky-mining operation.
For once, luck was on their side. The fuel that powered the engines was common, if dangerous to harvest. It was a combustive liquid found floating in odd pools throughout the Realm of Chaos. According to Bläärt, they were passing close to several such pools, a fact that made the irritating blue man question Lex’s Master-ing skills.
“Is it my fault the entire Realm of Chaos is filled with things that explode?”
“You did get us lost,” Simon muttered.
“I got us lost? You were the one that said you could fly the ship.”
“Fly, yes. I said nothing about navigating.”
Lex stared at the undead teen in disbelief, but before he could say anything a gurgling cheer drew his eyes to the flying bläärt. A pool of syrupy liquid the color of old blood shimmered above their heads like a floating soap bubble.
The bläärt zipped forward on buzzing wings, shoved the open end of the hose into the bubble and pulled down hard on a rusty lever. A raucous noise louder than any commercial vacuum blasted Lex’s ears and the pool of fuel began to chug through the pipe and into the tanks below.
“How long will this take?” Seraphine asked, her eyes searching the surrounding sky. “That damnable noise is certain to attract attention.”
She was right, but they needed as much fuel as they could get. “Keep your eyes peeled. We’ll head out as soon as we fill the tanks.”
“Head out where?” Simon asked again, his voice brimming with smug teenage dickishness. “We’re lost, remember?”
Lex wanted to show the kid his middle finger but knew he was right.
“Maybe all this racket will attract something willing to give us directions,” Vonn said, one-upping Simon’s smugness.
Lex began to tell the half-elf off when a thought occurred to him. His lips spread into a smile, one that saw his friend’s cockiness and went all in.
“Clear some space boys. It’s time I had a chat with an old friend.”
The others gave him a quizzical look that bordered on suspicion but backed off as requested. Lex rolled his shoulders and shook his arms out. Then he summoned the silver-white of Order Magic to his hands and began to cast Commune.
Vonn’s eyes widened, and a distant suspicion tickled the edge of Lex’s awareness. He would have asked the rogue what was bothering him, but he’d already started casting, and Commune, unlike Order Bolt or Minor Healing, was a complex spell. Once begun, any cessation risked spell failure and the painful back surge of mana feedback.
Let’s hope he’s just being a nervous Nellie, Lex thought to himself, wishing he sounded more confident. The mana rushed down his arms and the world slowed. A haze, like an early morning fog, rolled across the deck and Lex relaxed a bit. So far, so good. Everything is normal. Nothing to see here.
As the fog rolled in, Lex focused his thoughts. Previous experience with Commune had taught him the importance of precision when asking his question. The answers were always truthful, yet not ‘easy to understand.
The obvious question, ‘how can we escape the Realm of Chaos?’ was too broad. They already knew that Odymm Tal, the Deacon of Order and part-time space pirate, was their best chance to find a way home. They needed to find Tal. Lex settled on the wording of his question and returned his attention to the mists.
Something moved deeper within the mists and Lex squinted. “Come on Rubik, old pal, don’t let me down.” The shape pushed through the fog, but then slowed and stopped. The mists rumbled and waves of fog rushed towards Lex.
A brilliant white light flared like a miniature sun, and Lex threw an arm up to shield his eyes. A moment later a wave of sound like a dozen heavenly horns rumbled over him. The sphere pulsed and a wave of light expanded in all directions, pushing the mists before it. Lex blinked his eyes clear to find an odd, semi-mechanical creature hovering above the deck.
The automaton was a DuoQuodrata, a low-level construct native to the Realm of Order. During their first encounter, Lex had named it Rubik, after the ubiquitous puzzle toy from Earth. Since then, Rubik had evolved, but the name remained. Instead of one large cube, Rubik was now a pair of dull gold cubes, one on top of the other, connected by a gear-shaped junction.
A pair of spindly, almost rubbery arms extended outwards from the sides of each box and a pair of large, never blinking eyes stared at Lex. One of those eyes was a perfect, if larger, match for Lex’s own. Lex shivered remembering the pain and terror he’d felt when Rubik had torn the eye from his skull, popped it into his mouth like it was nothing more than a grape and then grown a copy for itself.
That horror had happened during one of Lex’s innumerable time loops, so technically it hadn’t happened at all. Yet, somehow the next time he’d cast Commune, Rubik had floated up still possessing Lex’s pilfered eye. Staring into that eye now was a grim reminder that sometimes Rubik demanded payment for his services.
Lex tried to portray an air of confidence as Rubik floated close. “Hey Rubik, it’s good to see you buddy.” Rubik said nothing, which was no surprise. It was a cube of few words and when it communicated it was via an odd version of telepathy.
The automaton floated closer than was usual and Lex tossed his hands up in a defensive posture. This time, if the bastard stole his eye, Lex wouldn’t get a time loop do-over. He took a step back and watched Rubik list to the side, like a drunk man stumbling to avoid running into someone on his way to the bathroom.
“You okay pal?” Lex asked, then cringed hoping he hadn’t wasted his one question. Rubik’s eye twitched and the slit of its mouth rippled back and forth. A single “pffffttt” pushed past Rubik’s lips and a trickle of drool dripped down its chin.
Something isn’t right here, Lex thought, taking another step back. He bumped into Vonn, which was odd since the only other time he’d been able to drag others into his chats with Rubik had been through Gryph’s Telepathic Bond, and then only as spectral non-physical versions of themselves. How was Vonn here, in the flesh?
“Does it always do that?” Simon asked, causing Lex to spin in alarm.
“You can see him?”
“If you’re calling the weird, floating trash can thing him, then yes.”
“Huh, that’s probably not a good sign,” Lex muttered and cast a worried glance at Vonn.
A wrenching metallic squeal rose drawing Lex’s attention back to Rubik. Both metallic boxes were vibrating and the junction connecting them started to buckle. Vonn drew his blade and got into a defensive stance. Lex wanted to talk his friend down, assure him that Rubik meant no harm, when the junction connecting the two halves of the DuoQuodrata collapsed, and what was two became one as if Rubik was the victim of deep ocean pressure.
The individual plates that comprised Rubik’s cubes bent, and an oil-like ichor leaked through the seams. Rubik opened its mouth and howled as dozens of mismatched teeth pushed from its gums. Rubik’s rubbery arms slurped into its body and its Lex eye twitched and rolled back, exposing nothing but white.
A second later a horrific tearing sound rose as the eye ripped into ten smaller eyes that danced upwards like droplets of water on a hot oiled pan. The plates of Rubik’s body spasmed again and pulled into a sphere. Red-orange light pulsed through the space between the plates and they morphed into scales of chiton.
The smaller eyes reached the crown of Rubik's spherical body and exploded upwards on slime lathered stalks like random hairs atop a bald head. At the same time, the other eye moved to the center of the spherical body and expanded, its gaze growing hateful.
The shaking and the screaming slowed and then stopped. Lex and the gang stared in stunned silence, and the creature that had been Rubik stared back. Lex told himself to move, to draw his hammer, to cast a spell, do anything, but he just stood there, as if paralyzed.
To the surprise of everyone, it was Bläärt the bläärt who moved to action. The blue man clomped forward on stilts and fired a magma colored Chaos Bolt towards the hovering spherical monstrosity.
The knife of energy lanced towards the eye-stalked creature, but before it had halved the distance to its target Rubik’s large central eye flared and a cone-shaped wave of pale orange light flowed over the bolt, dissipating it instantly. The wave continued over Lex and the others and a prompt filled his vision.
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As if things weren’t horrible enough, each of Rubik’s ten eye stalks stared at a target and began to glow.
“Bugger!” Lex spat and reached for his hammer. 
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Rays of various colored energy flashed from the eyes of the creature formerly known as Rubik. The first to feel its wrath was Bläärt the bläärt. A beam of silver light hit the small blue man in the chest drawing a screech of alarm from him. For a moment, nothing happened, and the stilt walking creature patted the spot with his hands, a small laugh of relief pushing past his lips. Then, the creature screamed and dissolved from the inside out in a haze of energetic particles.
The other bläärts all scattered, bumping into each other and knocking each other to the deck. A yellow beam of light hit one and stopped it in its tracks. At first, Lex thought the ray had paralyzed or stunned the bläärt, but then its head rolled back, and a deep snore rumbled from its throat.
Two bläärts ran into the back of Lex’s knees toppling him to the ground. Before his yelp of shock was past his lips, another beam sliced through the spot he’d been standing and hit one of the bläärts in the back. The munchkin slowed amidst the crunch of boots on gravel and its cobalt skin went gray as it turned to stone.
Lex’s eyes widened, and he rolled just in time to avoid the zing of another beam. He got to his feet and hid behind the mast. His eyes took a snapshot of the scene, a trick Gryph had taught him. Things were not going well, and then they got worse.
Lex turned his attention to Vonn. As usual, the rogue was a blur of motion. Somehow he’d snuck behind the floating sphere, giving him a perfect attack vector. Lex watched as he tossed a pair of throwing knives towards Rubik. They were Gryph’s new design and featured a modular system giving the knives adaptability to any situation, provided one had the right phials. They were deadly effective in Vonn’s hands.
The blades hit the thick plates of Rubik’s armor and exploded in a burst of green flames. Lex recognized the effect. Vonn had used phials with the eldritch oil secreted by the Barrow. The emerald flames had wreaked havoc on the gelatinous Oozerious they’d killed in the Barrow. Hopefully, they’d be as effective here. He almost felt bad for Rubik.
A high-pitched roar of anguish exploded from Rubik’s mouth and one of the eyestalks swiveled and flared icy blue. A beam of frigid cold lanced from the eye, extinguishing the flames. Another stalk fired a beam of near-invisible force towards Vonn, its passage only visible because of the distortion it left in its wake.
Vonn dodged to his left, but the beam followed, the eyestalk tracking the rogue as he dove for cover behind a deck wall. He almost made it, but the beam enveloped his left boot before he could pull it to safety.
Vonn jerked to a halt, like a man snagged by a spider’s web. The eyestalk rose and an unseen telekinetic force lifted Vonn from the deck. His eyes met Lex’s and a look of surprise flowed over the half-elf’s face. He hovered above the deck for a long heartbeat, before Rubik flicked the jointed stalk and tossed Vonn across the deck and overboard.
“No!” Lex roared, jumping to his feet. Without thinking, he sprinted towards the gunwale. He hadn’t taken three steps when a pulse of energy hit him in the side and his pace slowed to a crawl like he was wading through quicksand.
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His feet were as heavy as lead and his muscles numb. His mind went dim, forgetful, like a man sinking into the fog of general anesthesia. He forced himself to focus. I need to save Vonn. He stumbled to the edge of the ship and looked down, his vision swimming and unfocused. The mist was so thick that he couldn’t see Vonn anywhere.
“Vonn,” he yelled, or tried to, but what came out was more of a slow rumble. His heart sank and his stomach became a black-hole pit of roiling acid. “No, no, please, not Vonn too.”
Simon’s spastic motion drew him back from his nightmare. The lich teen ran to the left and then back to the right, like a pinball smacked by aggressive flippers, narrowly avoiding a pair of eye-stalk rays. The pair of bläärts near him were not as lucky. A beam of liquid fire enveloped the first, lighting the poor creature up like a summer bonfire. It ran around spastically, forcing Simon to dive to the side for fear of joining the bläärt barbecue.
A green ray strung through with bits of brown hit the other bläärt. Its skin began to roil and pulse and then like a badly drawn cartoon its left arm expanded, quadrupling in size. The sudden increase in weight toppled the bläärt, but then one by one, its other limbs exploded outwards. The hulked out bläärt got back to its feet, its normal-sized head lost amidst its roided up trapezius muscles.
It turned towards Errat and growled, the sound dopplering from a grunt to a guttural roar as the beast’s head expanded like a hairy balloon to match the rest of its body. The monster barreled into Errat, pummeling a two-fisted Shatner punch down on the warborn. Errat fell to his knees, dropping his axe. The mega-bläärt’s knee launched into the warborn’s face with a sickening crack and a gout of blood sprayed from Errat’s mouth.
What I wouldn’t give for one of those arbalests the warborn have been using, Lex thought, ignoring the part of his brain suggesting he lacked the strength to wield one.
The warborn fell onto his back and his foe hammered him with his fists. Lex yelled, but Errat did not need his aid. While the mutated bläärt had incredible strength, its fighting skills were less impressive than an angry toddler. Errat blocked each blow and got in a few of his own, before grappling the brute into a chokehold. Even the girth of the bläärt’s non-neck couldn’t save it, and soon the creature went limp, its tongue lolling from its mouth.
Errat was okay for now. Lex’s relief lasted mere moments before a jagged, yellow beam exploded from Rubik and zapped Seraphine. Her body seized like she’d been tased, and she fell over rigid, her eyes staring at Lex. He breathed easier seeing her eyes roll trying to find focus.
Some kinda paralyzing ray, Lex realized. He made a split, if rash, decision and ran in a slow-motion lope over to Seraphine. He grabbed her by the scruff of her jerkin and dragged her behind a bulwark, for once happy she wore the lighter body of Furrick. Safe for the moment, he tried to summon mana to his hands to launch a volley of Order Bolts, but the anti-magic effect was still in effect.
Rubik, noting Lex’s failed attempt at casting, pivoted an eyestalk towards him and took aim. The yellow-stained sclera filled with purple light flecked with spots of black and a moment later another ray exploded forth. Lex cursed and raised his arms up in a pathetic defense.
Something knocked him to the ground, landing atop him and crushing the air from his lungs. Lex turned to find Simon looking down on him, his teeth gritted as the purple-black energy pulsed through his reanimated body. At first, Lex thought the kid was in pain, but he soon realized he was giggling like a tickled child. This close, Lex could see the decaying flesh of Simon’s face knit together as the Death Magic invigorated him.
An open gash on Simon’s face was the first to heal as the dry fibers of his skin pulled themselves back together. Then new ears grew, and a fresh burst of hair marked the return of his missing eyebrow. The milky decay in his eyes cleared, replaced by the unhealthy yellow of the undead.
Simon laughed in joy and lifted his shirt to reveal the hole through the middle of his stomach was knitting shut. From Lex’s close view he could see the individual fibers twining back together, like a high-speed video of maggots eating dead flesh in reverse. Before the hole fully healed Lex saw Rubik floating towards them, all eleven eyes glaring at him with hate.
“We need to get up,” Lex slurred, his arm moving at half speed to point past Simon to the approaching horror. Simon spun, his increased vibrancy enabling him to process the situation far quicker than Lex. Simon grabbed Lex by the scruff of his robes and slid him along the deck towards the safety of a harpoon cannon emplacement.
Lex hit the thick wood hard and grunted in pain. He stood and banged his head on the underside of the harpoon cannon. What sounded like a swear mumbled through a mouthful of cottage cheese pushed past Lex’s lips.
He watched as Rubik approached Simon. The lich lord pulled his daggers from their scabbards and rushed the spherical eye. A beam of crimson light exploded from one eyestalk and punched into Simon’s chest. Lex feared the worst, but Simon just laughed.
“Death does not scare me, you ugly bastard, I am already dead,” Simon roared and continued his mad rush towards Rubik.
Another eye, one Lex recognized as the same that had annihilated the very first bläärt began to glow. Whatever undead resistance Simon had to the fear ray, Lex doubted it would defend against disintegration. The gears inside Lex’s mind ground through the rust of the Slow debuff and an idea formed and bubbled up through the confusion.
His head drooped to the side to see his finger already seeking the harpoon’s trigger mechanism. His moment of joy dimmed on realizing he’d never be able to spin the sharp barbed spear towards Rubik before it turned Simon into a cloud of swirling atoms.
The eyestalk steadied its aim, but just before it fired, the heavy limp form of the mutated bläärt flew towards Rubik, forcing the spherical tyrant to spin to avoid impact. Lex turned to see Errat just finishing his follow-through, looking like an Olympic hammer tosser coming to rest. Rubik’s beam skewed off target and hit the deck of the ship between Simon’s legs. Simon grinned at the unlikely survival, but then a ten by ten-foot square dissolved into nothingness, dropping him into the lower hold.
“Ouch,” Simon grunted from below. “I’m okay.”
Rubik spun like a beach ball caught in a violent surf but soon came to rest, its large eye glaring at Errat. The ten smaller eyes scanned the surroundings and Lex understood it would be near impossible to surprise the beast.
Another eyestalk took aim on the warborn and light flared. Lex didn’t know which beam of horror Rubik was about to send his friend’s way, but he didn’t plan to wait. He had his shot and with a steady exhale he pulled the trigger. The leg thick projectile launched towards Rubik trailing a length of moldy rope behind it. The motion attracted one of the smaller eyes.
Rubik fired two beams. A jet of liquid flames seared towards Errat, while the hazy telekinetic beam impacted the harpoon. The harpoon changed trajectory as if bouncing off an invisible shield. The rope snapped, and the harpoon zipped through the swirling red-orange clouds and disappeared.
A moment later the roar of something large flowed from the direction the harpoon had flown. The hairs on the back of his neck stood on end and a chill ran through him. Great, more chaos monsters. He pushed the creeping dread away and returned his attention to Errat.
The warborn was resistant, but not immune to fire damage and he roared in pain as his arm blazed. He collapsed to the deck and rolled back and forth, slapping at the flames. Though his arm and hand were charred black, Errat still had the wherewithal to find shelter behind a group of barrels. He met Lex’s gaze, gave him a pained thumbs up and downed a healing potion.
Assured that Errat was okay, Lex reloaded the harpoon cannon, taking a moment to detach the rope. He’d found a pattern to Rubik’s beam weapons that suggested the floating aberration had to wait at least a minute between each use.
Either that or he’s fucking with you, Lex’s asshole subconscious said.
Lex ignored his inner dickhead and took aim. Before his finger touched the trigger, another roar burst from the surrounding clouds, this one closer than the last. All of Rubik’s eye stalks snapped to starboard as a wave of semi-liquid clouds poured across the deck. A massive draconian snout pushed through the clouds and locked eyes on Rubik. The beast opened its jaws and roared. The rumble and flare of a blast furnace built inside the beast’s throat and a wave of heat poured across the deck.
Lex activated Analyze, knowing he’d get no more but the monster’s name. But it was better than nothing. Perhaps knowing what it is will curb some of my fear. As the name
greater ebony drake filled his vision, Lex realized how foolish that hope was.
While Lex trembled in fear, Rubik showed none. The lunatic sphere spun, bringing its large eye to bear on the approaching drake and unleashed a pulsing wave of orange light. It flowed across the reptile and down its throat, and in an instant, the flames dissipated to nothingness. It seemed the dragon’s breath was no match for Rubik’s anti-magic attack.
The scaled beast spun toward Rubik, belly pointed at Lex. The drake’s lips peeled back, revealing a mouthful of jagged teeth. The sound of massive wings snapping presaged the parting of the mists fully revealing the beast.
It was a hundred feet from snout to barbed tail, with a wingspan likely twice that breadth. It had two thick legs and a scaled black hide that glistened like a king cobra. Protruding from the creature’s shoulder, right below the wing, was Lex’s harpoon.
Lex grinned, a bit of his cockiness returning on realizing his errant shot had drawn the drake to battle. Maybe, just maybe, it could take Rubik out. Then what? the voice in his head asked. Lex grunted in annoyance.
The drake spun away from another volley of Rubik’s beams and twisted its serpentine body to face Lex. The NPC’s eyes widened in shock and hope. Perched atop the drake’s head was Vonn, one hand grasped the crown of horns wreathing the beast’s skull, and the other gripping the hilt of his vorpal sword, which sunk hilt deep into the meat atop the drake’s skull.
Relief unlike any he’d ever felt rushed through Lex simultaneously chilling and invigorating him. His friend was alive. And he’d brought help.
“Holy shit, he’s riding an effing dragon!” Lex roared in triumph.
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The lash of telekinetic force wrapped around Vonn’s ankle. He cursed, knowing his ensnarement resulted from him being a millisecond too slow. He’d been taught, and experience confirmed, that most turns of fate resulted from infinitesimal moments in time and from the smallest of decisions.
This was why Vonn worked to make every moment count. He had wasted so much of his youth, grifting and stealing, but that had been time well spent compared to the endless days as a starving street urchin trying to ignore the constant fear and hunger pangs. Now he relished the good things in life. He’d studied and learned, traveled and explored and found purpose, both as a Templar of the Source and lately as a warrior against despotism. He’d even found some true friends, friends he would die defending.
The invisible grip on his ankle was stronger than any vice and it pulled him aloft with a simple tug. He looked to Lex, and he saw desperate fear in his friend’s eyes. He began to smile, to ease his friend's mind, but before his lips obeyed his brain, he was tossed overboard.
He spun and fell through the thick mist, his clothing and hair growing slick. Within moments he’d lost all sense of direction, of perspective. He sped up and then slowed, was pulled to the left, then to the right, and back up again.
Each change in direction felt like the pull of a raging river. Without his bearings, he no longer knew if he was falling, drifting or flying. His changes in direction were frequent, as one gravitational field grabbed onto him only to have another counteract the first.
The mists and clouds thinned, and he fell into a pocket amidst competing storm clusters. Bands of red-orange clouds laced with black swirled all around him. His momentum slowed and then stopped altogether, leaving him hanging in the air like a bit of dandelion fluff sent aloft by the breeze. He scanned the sky, searching for the ship. Every part of him screamed that it was a futile gesture. His equilibrium was so out of whack he had no way of knowing if his up was down, or perhaps sideways, and then vertigo turned his stomach sour.
Then, something Gaarm had said came rushing back to him. “The only rule here is that there ain’t no rules, at least none you can trust won’t change the second you need them to stay rules.”
Knowing on an intellectual level that chaos was unpredictable was not the same thing as experiencing it firsthand. The human brain was designed to analyze and process information in a logical fashion, even if that brain bounced between the ears of a livestock aficionado like Gaarm.
It’s no wonder people go mad here, Vonn thought, and a small cackle pushed past his lips. With an effort, he pushed the mad smile away and forced his eyes shut. He began a rhythmic breathing technique designed to focus the mind. Fear was the product of ignorance and ignorance the child of a lack of knowledge. He could overcome both with patience and observation.
Vonn opened his eyes and looked around, his senses drinking in the world around him. He floated in a quiet spot that his eyes suggested was the size of the Hub back in Dar Thoriim. With that as an anchor, other things became quantifiable. He decided that the space before him was the front and therefore behind him was the back. With those metrics established, left and right determined themselves, as did up and down.
Instantly, his vertigo eased, and his other senses came into play. He ignored his nose, deciding the low-grade stench of rot filling the entire Realm of Chaos would be of no help. Touch was also useless, and he refused to open his mouth for fear the taste would be worse than the smell. That left only hearing.
He closed his eyes again and listened. The first thing he eliminated was the sound of his own breathing, then the thump of his heart. He forced himself to stay still and the low creak of his leather armor disappeared. With his own sounds dulled, he drew on his Perception tier ability Acute Hearing.  
The ability increased the overall sensitivity of Vonn’s hearing allowing him to hear stealthy enemies, pick locks with ease and if he concentrated hard enough, sense the sonic waves reflected by objects. He was a mere Journeyman in Perception, but he’d seen Masters of the technique fight off a dozen opponents while blindfolded.
Nothing forces advancement like duress, the voice of his old mentor said in the back of his mind.
Vonn drew his sword and his dagger and brought the flats of their blades together. A sharp clang reverberated from them and spread in all directions and he held his breath. Nearly two minutes later, his lungs were burning, and his head had grown light, a small echo came back to him. His eyes snapped open, and he looked down and to the left.
What he saw made his heart leap with joy and his stomach churn. Just visible as it pushed through the mists was the keel of their ship. Several multi-colored flashes of light illuminated the surrounding clouds. From his perspective, the ship was upside down, and his carefully created orientation fiction collapsed. Bile rose in his throat and a moment later he threw up the remnants of his last meal.
The thin liquid drifted away from him before getting caught in a gravitational eddy and spinning downwards. Through pure force of will, he reoriented himself. Down was now up again, and the ship was not flying upside down, but floating above him. As the new equilibrium took hold, the stream of bile flew up and to the right.
Vonn tried to move towards the ship but found no more purchase than a man trying to swim through air. With a scowl, he realized his only option lay in following the partially digested contents of his own stomach. He stretched out and felt the hint of a tug. It was not enough to pull him into the field, but he found purchase like a climber gripping an outcropping of rock. He pulled himself closer and soon the pull of gravity took him.
He had no time to rejoice, for a dull crack of stone on stone reached his ears and he snapped his eyes down. Below him, a spinning ball of rock had smashed into a floating island covered in grass and sprouting a small forest. The impact spun the two bodies away from each other, each casting a fan of debris in all directions. The detritus expanded outwards and several squeals of fear reached Vonn’s ears.
Vonn squinted and activated Perception again. His vision telescoped down and expanded. Had Vonn known of the technology, he would have equated the sensation to activating a zoom lens.
The impact had cast more than rock and clumps of grass into the space around the islands. A half dozen gnome sized simians spun in the null gravity, their limbs flailing in desperation. Panicked howls rose from the surface of the forested island and Vonn saw more simians. These island-based creatures tossed vines towards their fellows. Clawed hands grasped, but only one of the floating simians grabbed ahold. The others, perhaps sensing their doom, screamed louder sending waves of fear flowing over Vonn.
Deep within the mists, something large roared back. The simians screeched louder as terror overrode their need to be silent. They flailed wildly as another roar, louder and much closer, rumbled over them. The mists below the swarm of simians roiled and the clouds burst outwards as a large winged serpent emerged from the cloud cover.
It opened its massive jaws and flew through the simians, pulling them into its mouth like a mass of krill consumed by a whale. The serpentine beast spun around for another pass. This time it spat a jet of orange flames from its mouth, charring the surviving simians on the island. The impact sent the corpses spinning into the air, and the drake snagged them one by one. It spun up and hovered, staring down to see if it had missed any tasty morsels. It found nothing and started to turn away, when a jet of liquid fire illuminated the clouds above Vonn, drawing its gaze.
At least some of them still live, Vonn thought, realizing that Rubik would have stopped his eye beam attacks if his friends were already dead. He turned back to the drake which was approaching fast.
The beast’s gaze flowed over Vonn and then to the ship carrying his friends. Vonn didn’t know if the drake saw him, or simply didn’t consider him a threat. Every instinct Vonn had screamed at him to move, but he was no longer the scared street urchin who fell victim to fear. He was a Templar of the Source and he would control his fear, use his fear. He forced himself still as the drake approached. Maybe he’d get in one good swing before the creature swallowed him or smashed him aside. Perhaps he’d slow it enough to help save his friends.
The beast flew towards him, its greedy eyes still staring past him to the ship. On its current trajectory, it would smash through Vonn and barely take notice. His muscles began to seize, overworked from their constant desire to move regardless of the orders Vonn’s will tried to impose.
Vonn sheathed his dagger, eased a hand to his bandolier and pulled a throwing knife free. He twisted the safety latch on the knives phial, arming the mixture of Barrow’s eldritch oil and an igniting agent. For all intents and purposes, he now held a bomb.
He waited until the drake was within range and then tossed the knife towards its head. His aim was true, and the knife impacted the horns protruding like a jagged crown from the drake’s head. Green fire exploded and flowed down the reptile’s back and it roared, spinning on its axis and tucking its wings to get away from the flames.
The beast wasn’t injured, just angry. Vonn flipped his vorpal blade down and got ready to strike. The massive serpent zipped under him, the turbulence of its passage spinning Vonn head over heels. He bounced off the drake’s thick underside as it continued its roll. The impact altered his trajectory, spinning him up into the curled wing.
A blow to the gut knocked the wind from him and he nearly dropped his blades. The impact spun him, flipping him ass over teakettle before smashing into the drake’s back. One of the bony protrusions protecting the beast’s back ripped a furrow across his cheek, but he ignored the pain and took his one shot.
Vonn lashed down with the vorpal blade, finding the spot where bony ridge met flesh. The ultra-sharp blade pierced the space between the scales and arrested Vonn’s motion. The drake roared, more from surprise than pain, for the strike must have felt like a mosquito bite to the massive creature, because it moved on as if it had already forgotten.
Vonn’s heart thundered in his chest as the drake unfurled its wings once more. He risked a glance towards the ship and saw several more flashes of light. Mixed feelings of hope and dread filled him. It was clear that his friends still battled, but who could say how long they’d last, especially if the drake took them unawares.
A terrible idea came to Vonn and with it a plan foolish enough to humble even Lex. He pulled his sword free, earning another grunt of mild annoyance from the drake and slipped it into its sheath.
Then he climbed up the creature’s back, using the spines like rungs of a ladder. With each step, he feared detection. If that happened it would take little effort for the drake to toss him. Vonn climbed atop the monster’s head. Apart from one damaged horn, the beast looked invulnerable. Thick scales as tough as plate mail protected the spots between the horns. If a vulnerability existed, Vonn didn’t see one. Looks like ‘Operation Stab-It-In-The-Brain’ was a no go.
Serves you right, pal, his internal critic muttered. Did you really think ‘do as Lex does’ was a good plan? He scowled and understood how Lex must feel. Maybe I should be nicer to him, assuming either of us survives the next few minutes.
The sounds of battle increased as they closed in on the ship. Voices yelled and screams tore at throats, but they were a mishmash of indecipherable words. The dim outline of the ship’s hull had just come into view when a harpoon exploded from the mist and sunk into the drake’s left shoulder where wing met body.
A guttural roar of pain rumbled into Vonn’s bones and the muscles of the beast’s neck tightened. Vonn slammed forward as the drake altered course and only his grip kept him from getting skewered on one of the beast's horns. The jagged break in the damaged horn was recent, for bloody pus still oozed from the sheath of muscle and cartilage designed to hold the horn in place. A desperate idea, too foolish even for Lex, filled his mind. Had he not been facing certain death he would have paid it no heed.
But he was, so he did. Securing his grip with his left hand, he pulled his vorpal sword from its scabbard and pointed the tip into the wound, right above the snapped horn. He took a deep breath and pushed with all his might.
The blade sunk deep, scraping along the top side of the skull. It was not a killing blow, for that was likely beyond Vonn’s capabilities, but his sword was lodged in the meat of the drake’s head. Vonn knew from personal experience just how painful head wounds were.
The beast bellowed and tried to pull away, but Vonn was in charge now. Less than a minute later he had trained the beast to understand simple stab-based directions and turned it towards the ship. This part of his plan was the most foolish, the most Lex-esque.
An impartial observer would be right to criticize the logic of helping his friends fight one crazed, chaotic abomination by bringing a second one to the battle, but that observer wasn’t helping and so did not get a vote. Vonn roared and pushed the sword deeper, forcing the drake to dive. They pushed through the clouds and the ship came into view. Rubik floated above the deck firing its deadly eye rays all over the damned place. He saw Errat and several bläärts but did not see Lex.
“Please be alive,” Vonn said in a low voice. The drake opened its mouth, set to unleash its fiery breath when Rubik turned its main eye on them. “Shit,” Vonn said as a wave of orange light flowed over them, snuffing the flames out like a blow to a candle.
Rubik unleashed more beams, and the drake spun up, entered the mists above the ship and arced back down. They pushed back through the clouds right on top of Rubik and the drake roared in challenge, its wide jaws ready to become Rubik’s express tunnel to pain and death.
Right before the drake swallowed the mutated DuoQuadrata, a beam of necrotic purple energy lanced into the drake’s mouth. Underneath Vonn, muscles went limp, and the drake fell from the sky. Its jaws slammed shut about Rubik, like a garage door whose chain had snapped.
A moment later, the beast shook its head like a dog waking itself up. Whatever damage the Death Magic beam had done, it did not appear to be fatal. Before Vonn could celebrate or wonder why he was rejoicing at the victory of one horrific chaos monster over another, the drake turned its ire on the ship carrying his friends.
The massive serpent dove and dragged its claws across the deck, tearing through the wood with no more effort than a shark through water. Errat dove aside, but one of the bläärts was not so lucky and its blue-skinned, purple blooded body was smashed to a pulp.
The beast’s claws continued to rend the deck, but Lex stood his ground, drawing spirit energy into his hammer. Vonn screamed for him to move, but then saw the reason the NPC refused. Seraphine lay on the deck, her body stiff and unmoving. Lex was defending her, and Furrick whose body she’d stolen, and it would cost the fool both their li
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Lex gripped his Maul of Holy Might with sweaty hands, his fingers white knuckling the smooth ebonwood shaft. Lex had always wanted to see a dragon, ever since he was a wee program back on Earth. But now, as the plane sized lizard bore down upon him with claws the size of tree trunks, he reconsidered that dream.
“Get up,” Lex said over his shoulder, in a loud, but calm voice. He cast a partial glance back to see Seraphine blinking back at him, a single tear flowing from her eye. The paralysis debuff still gripped her, turning the teenage male body she’d stolen as rigid as a frozen corpse.
“Quit your crying,” Lex muttered, more to himself than Seraphine. “You’ve earned your fate. Furrick does not.” He turned back to the approaching drake and got ready to swing his hammer. Hopefully, I’ll give it a hangnail, Lex thought with a desperate chuckle.
His eyes locked on Vonn’s and he heard the half-elf calling him an idiot in his mind. In a millisecond exchange only capable between people who truly knew each other, Lex showed Vonn he would not move.
Vonn scowled, crouched and pushed the hilt of his sword with all his might. The meat between the drake’s skull and horns tore and pulled free. The beast roared and shook its head, desperate to toss Vonn and end the pain. But Vonn held on and twisted the blade forcing the drake to turn its head, pulling its attack vector off course.
Lex swung his hammer in an upwards arc, activating Crushing Blow and Double Impact. The hammer smashed into the drake’s toe with a satisfactory crunch and then the beast was by him, the rush of wind ruffling his hair and beard.
It wasn’t until after the drake had turned in a sharp arc, ready for another attack run, that a thin line of blood trickling down his scalp proved just how close the drake had passed. He wiped the blood away with the back of his hand, clearing his vision enough to watch death coming for him.
The drake opened its jaws, and a fiery orange light built deep inside the beast’s gullet.
Of course, its anti-magic debuff was shorter than mine, Lex thought, griping at the unfairness of it all when a quick check told him his own debuff had worn off. He chortled in joy.
Lex dropped his hammer and raised both arms. Knives of blue-white energy exploded from his outstretched hands and screamed towards the drake. They flew through the creature’s slather covered jaws and deep into its gullet, but the beast kept coming.
They say when you’re about to die your life flashes before you. As death came for Lex, he learned how full of shit they were, for he saw nothing. He was about to die and was pissed he wouldn't get the chance to call them out.
Lex had accepted his fate when the drake spasmed like a cat about to hack up a hairball. A half dozen beams of various colors exploded through the drake’s head and neck, barely missing Vonn. The serpent’s eyes dimmed, and its body went limp. It plummeted towards the ship, a multi-ton sack of dead weight.
The NPC dove to the deck and the drake’s body zipped over his head. It smashed through the main mast and then slammed onto the deck. Vonn flew forward, bounced off one of the beast’s larger horns and then skidded across the deck, his momentum only slowed when he hit the starboard gunwale, his sword falling from his hand. He didn’t move after the impact, he didn’t even seem to be breathing.
Lex ran towards Vonn when the canvas of the ship’s sail fell over him like a heavy blanket. The weight dragged Lex to the deck and knocked the wind from him. The fallen rigging entangled his legs and arms. He struggled like a drunk man trying to fly a kite but finally reached his dagger.
He stabbed upwards, slicing through the sail, before pushing himself clumsily through the slit in a comic mockery of birth. He stumbled free and ran to Vonn. Once there, he hesitated, his hand hovering over the prone form of his friend. Errat, Seraphine, and Simon joined him.
Lex looked to Errat, who summoned the green glow of life mana to his hand and cast Minor Healing. Only then did Lex touch Vonn. He felt the warmth of Errat’s spell flow into Vonn. For several heartbeats, nothing happened, but then Vonn gasped like a drowning man finding air and opened his eyes.
“Ouch," Vonn said, extending his hand to Errat who helped him to his feet. Lex pulled the rogue into a fierce hug, burying his face in the taller man’s shoulder. “What part of ouch didn’t you understand?”
Lex pulled back, a foolish grin of apology on his face and let Vonn go.
“So, we won?” Seraphine said, her tone implying it was as much a question as a statement of fact.
“With a little help,” Vonn said, stretching his neck.
Perhaps it was the lack of jest in Vonn’s tone or the jitters that come after an adrenaline crash, but Lex turned towards the corpse of the chaos drake, his fists clenched tight. He walked towards the downed beast and grabbed his hammer.
The others sensed the mood and readied themselves. Lex walked with quiet steps under the wing of the fallen drake and crept to its head. A dinner table-sized eye stared back at him, glazed over and lifeless. The drake’s head was cocked to one side and its tongue had lolled from its open mouth like the red carpet at the Oscars.
“Is it dead?” Simon asked.
“It has a bunch of holes shot through it, so I’d say yes,” Vonn said. “But then Simon does too, so maybe we should make sure.”
Simon gave Vonn a sour look and opened his mouth to retort, but a high-pitched scream interrupted him. Everyone turned, weapons at the ready as a short, dark blue blur of a bläärt ran by them and dove onto the drake’s lower jaw, nearly impaling itself on a tooth.
“Bläärt is the last bläärt,” the bläärt, the last of the bläärts if his claim was accurate, yowled and beat his tiny fists against the corpse’s face.
A deep sadness filled Lex on watching the diminutive creature’s pain. “Today has seen too much death.” Apparently, the universe had been lying in wait for Lex’s prophetic buffoonery, because the moment the words passed his lips, the drake’s mouth widened and a rush of gas rumbled from inside, causing Lex to jump back and grip his hammer tighter.
“Was that a burp?” Simon asked, hiding behind Errat.
“Nah, just built up gas escaping,” Lex said. A moment later, the drake burped again and its body spasmed with the threat of vomit. The mouth opened wider and spat out the sputum slathered sphere that was Rubik. Everyone flinched as the mutated Duo-Quadrata slid down the tongue and plopped onto the deck. It rolled about until it found a new equilibrium, the closed, central eye pointing at them.
Everyone stepped back, but Rubik made no further movements. Lex reached out a tentative hand and placed it atop Rubik’s head, like a man comforting his loyal old pup as the euthanasia drugs took her life.
“What in the abyss are you doing?” Seraphine hissed.
“Saying goodbye.”
“To the chaos eyeball death monster?” Simon asked, incredulous.
“He wasn’t always a chaos eyeball death monster,” Lex said, turning a harsh gaze on Simon. “He was once a loyal…”
“Did he not rip out friend Lex’s eyeball and eat it?” Errat’s uncharacteristic interruption brought a scowl to Lex’s lips and changed what he was about to say.
“… acquaintance.” Lex finished and turned back to Rubik. “It’s my fault. I’m the one who turned him into this. I wish I could tell him I’m sorry.”
Rubik’s gummed up central eye snapped open, making Lex yelp, and he fell back onto his haunches. It took a moment for the eye to focus, but when it settled on Lex, it looked livid. The smaller eyestalks pulled through the digestive muck and took aim at Lex. A flash of white surged past the NPC, skewering the large eyeball like an olive destined for a martini. The eyestalks went limp and the light in the central eye dimmed. Lex did not move, but his eyes turned back to Vonn.
“What did I tell you about taking in strays?” Vonn pulled the blade from Rubik, wiped it down with a practiced motion and sheathed it with a snap. He helped Lex up and bowed his head to acknowledge Lex’s pain.
Lex gripped his friend’s forearm in thanks. He tried convincing himself that the grief and the guilt were foolish. You couldn’t have predicted Rubik would mutate into a floating death eyeball, a part of his brain muttered, the part that was always so talkative whenever there was a need to make excuses and deflect blame.
“Shut up, you asshole,” Lex muttered, and the voice went silent, cowering back to its hole.
“Since I know you’re not talking to me,” Vonn said. “Should I worry you’re losing your shit?”
A wry smile crossed Lex’s face at his friend’s adoption of one of his turns of phrase. “I’m beginning to think I'm a bad influence on you.”
“Trust me, I’ve had several lifetimes of bad influences, and you don’t even crack the top ten.”
Lex chuckled, gripped his friend’s arm tighter and nodded his thanks. “If we live through this, I’ll need all the details.”
“Not on your life.”
The sound of a blade sawing fleshrose, and Lex looked down to see Seraphine cutting Rubik’s eye stalks off with a dagger.
“What the hell are you doing?”
“This creature was unique in all the Realms, which means its parts will be worth something to somebody.”
Seraphine didn’t bother to stop or look up, and rage built inside Lex. He could not say if it was the disrespect or the brazen desecration, but a distinct desire to murder the assassin filled Lex. Vonn grabbed his shoulder and stopped him.
“She’s right,” Vonn said. “Loot is loot.” 
“I know,” Lex said after several seconds, his voice low and cold. “But does she have to do it right in front of me?”
“You don’t like it, don’t watch,” Seraphine said.
The muscles in Lex’s jaw clenched, and he glared down on her. “If you weren’t in Furrick’s body, I’d…”
“Get me home and back to my real body and I’ll let you do lots of things,” she said, turning and giving him a coy wink. Coming, as it was, via Furrick’s face, the gesture caused Lex’s stomach to roil. He wanted nothing more than to smack the smug look from her face but knew he could not.
“Why don’t we go check out the damage to the ship,” Vonn said and with gentle pressure, he led Lex away from Seraphine.
His anger eased with each step, replaced by a mélange of other emotions; regret, insecurity, fear. He hung his head and let himself go numb. His steps became heavy, and he wanted nothing more than to curl up under a warm blanket and hide from the world.
A sharp slap to the face brought him back.
“We’ll have none of that,” Vonn said, cutting off any complaints. “I know you didn’t want this. That you wish Gryph were here. Well so do I.”
Lex glared up at the rogue.
“Oh, quit being so damn insulted and stop pouting. Do you think Gryph has it all together? Do you think he’s not making shit up as he goes? Cuz, I’m here to tell you, what you’re going through is what he does. It’s what all leaders worth a damn feel. What makes some good and some bad, is how they deal with the aftermath of their decisions. I have one question for you. Are you gonna crumble or are you gonna stand tall?”
Lex met Vonn’s eyes with purpose, dredging all the strength he could muster into him and he nodded. Vonn clapped him on the back
“Good.”
“You said stand tall on purpose, didn’t you?” Lex asked, bringing attention to his oft-maligned height.
“Course I didn’t. A mere slip of the tongue.” Vonn turned and walked away.
“You’re full of it, Vonn Siddig.”
“Course I am.”
Lex smiled and then followed his friend, surprised at the lightness of his mood. He walked up to Simon, and despite everything, he was feeling pretty good. Maybe we'll live after all. He put a reassuring hand on Simon’s shoulder, a hand that said ‘I understand your feelings and I am here for you. Together we can get through anything.’
“We’re screwed,” Simon said, his eyes on the wrecked ship.
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Simon wasn’t wrong. The ship was a mess. The falling drake had snapped the main mast, bringing both sails and nearly all the rigging down with it. The few remaining ropes swayed back and forth in front of the red-orange backdrop of swirling clouds. The sight dredged up images of the primal horror he’d felt while battling the chaos spiders. Lex shivered at the memory, but it triggered something else, curiosity.
“Why does this ship have sails?”
“Duh, it’s a sailing ship,” Simon said, again showing his mastery of the teenage know-it-all tone.
“It has engines and bläärts.” Lex paused and looked down on the lone bläärt in apology. “Had bläärts. What does it need with sails?”
“Perhaps the Master wished to be thorough, in case he ran out of fuel, or bläärts,” Errat suggested.
“Good theory, but have you felt any winds since we’ve been here?” The others all considered for a moment, and one by one shook their heads no. “Right. Sails require reliable and steady winds, and the closest thing to steady and reliable we’ve run across in this crappy realm is Gaarm. Now I know none of you know him the way I do, but trust me when I say this, you're lucky you don’t, and Gaarm being the reliable one is a bad omen.”
“So, you’re saying we should cut the masts down, toss the debris overboard and make sail without sails?” Simon asked. “What if we run out of fuel again? One bläärt won’t pedal us out of this.”
“First off, the bläärt isn’t here to pedal. He’s here to operate the refueling system,” Lex said, looking down on the small blue man. The bläärt eyed Lex nervously, before beaming a one-toothed grin. “And second, I’m sick of calling him Bläärt the bläärt. He needs a name, one that lets him stand out, be his own man.”
Vonn leaned in and whispered into Lex’s ear. “Once you name it, you’ll become attached to it, just like Rubik.” 
Lex waved Vonn off and brought a hand to his chin in thought. “What name fits you? How about Bart. No, too similar. Um, Harold? No.” Then with a grin and a snap of his fingers, he pointed at the bläärt. “I’ve got it. I hereby name you, Steve.”
“Steve? That’s a stupid name for a bläärt,” Simon said. “It’s almost as bad as Rubik.”
A flare of anger tinged guilt rose in Lex. He held Simon’s gaze until the teenager averted his gaze. Once that battle was won, he crouched down and extended his hand. “What do ya say, Steve?”
The bläärt extended his hand tentatively, then pulled it back, nervous energy filling his eyes. Lex smiled, trying to reassure the creature. Finally, the bläärt smiled, stood tall, spat a greasy glob onto his palm, and grabbed Lex’s hand. “Bläärt am now Steve the bläärt.”
“Uh, it’s good to have you aboard Steve,” Lex said, grimacing as the gobbet of bläärt snot squished against his palm. Steve saluted, turned, and walked away, legs high stepping in happy pride.
Lex stared at the mess on his hand, looked at his pristine robes, and then smirked at Simon. Before the undead teen realized his intention, Lex wiped his hand across the front of Simon’s jerkin. The undead teenager’s mouth hung open, and he sputtered before regaining his composure.
“How dare you,” he sputtered.
“Go help Seraphine hack up the dragon,” Lex said, his irritation at Simon undimmed.
“I’m the Barrow King, undead lich lord, and necromancer. I’m no janitor.”
“Can you reanimate the dragon?”
“No. I might be able to do that inside the Barrow.”
“Well, until we’re back there, you’re a janitor, just like Rubik.” Lex turned his back on the teen and walked to the helm, staring intently into the morass of clouds. Vonn followed, and after a short-lived glare, Simon stomped over to the drake corpse. Seraphine held a knife up to him, and with slumped shoulders, Simon began to harvest.
“You forgot he’s the only one who knows how to pilot the ship, didn’t you?” Vonn asked.
“I totally did,” Lex admitted, placing his hands on his hips like a conquering admiral. “More to the point, Simon did as well. So we’ll give it a few minutes, I’ll congratulate him on a job well done, we’ll throw the debris overboard, and we’ll be on our way.”
“On our way where?”
“Not a clue, but we’ll figure it out. After all this ...” Lex waved his hand around the deck. “… we’re due for a bit of good luck.”
The words were barely past his lips when a large shadow crept over them. All eyes on board looked up to see a massive craft block out whatever odd source illuminated the Realm.
“You ever get tired of being Lady Luck’s bitch?” Vonn asked, drawing his sword.
“Just about every time I open my mouth.”
Lex grabbed his hammer and filled it with Spirit energy. The others took their places behind Lex and Vonn, each prepping whatever method of attack they favored. The ship continued to drift above them, and Lex began to hope they hadn’t seen them at all.
Just a gang of chaos assholes out for a lovely afternoon fly.
The sound of cannons firing interrupted Lex’s thoughts, and two harpoons trailing chains smashed into the decking near the prow and stern. The decks groaned, and the ship lurched to a halt. Twin creaks of rusting metal rose, and their ship inched towards the attackers. Thick black plates resembling scales covered the hull of the massive ship. The haphazard manner the plates were attached suggested there had been little planning and no standardized methodology.
A pair of large, smoking engines extended from the hull on thick pylons, presumably to keep the foul clouds of oily exhaust away from the crew. If the slick muck covering every surface was any indication, the design was lacking.
Soon, the two ships were close enough for their crews to see each other, and Lex’s heart sunk. They were outnumbered at least ten to one, even if you included Steve the bläärt, who’d scampered below deck at the first sign of trouble.
“Great, chaos pirates,” Simon mumbled, his gaze moving up and down the line of oddly dressed enemies.
“They look more like bad cosplayers at a third-rate horror con,” Lex countered.
“Did I hear you say horror?” a large, three-armed man asked. “Cuz me and the boys here loves us some horror, and terror and screaming and all them accompanying bits.”
“No, no,” Lex said. “I said honor, as in it is an honor to meet you…” Lex left his question hanging, giving the chaos fiend the time to tell them his name.
“I am known as Krenaaz the Defiler,” the leader said. “Is it really an honor?”
“Yes, and a tremendous honor at that.”
“Really?” Krenaaz pulled his third arm up to scratch the back of his head. It was an awkward motion since the arm used sprouted from his midsection and had trouble getting by the massive two-handed sword held point down with his other two hands. “Nobody’s ever been honored to meet us. Course that’s usually cuz we’re about to kill them and toss them into the cooking pot.”
Raucous laughter boiled over the crowd, and Krenaaz beamed at his wit. A henchman, a rather squat fellow with several too many eyes, leaned in close and whispered something in Krenaaz's ear. The three-armed fiend scowled and tried to wave the man off, but the shorter fellow was quite insistent. The leader shrugged his shoulders in defeat before turning back to Lex.
“My esteemed colleague here wishes me to inform you that not all of us like our meat cooked. Somes of us likes it raw, especially when it’s dwarf.”
“I’m Ordonian.”
“Really?” Krenaaz looked down on his underling. The smaller man stomped, spat something unintelligible at Lex, and pushed his way through the crowd. “Oh, now you’ve gone and upset him.”
“Um, yeah, sorry about that. Please accept my humblest apologies. Guess we’ll be on our way.”
Krenaaz laughed. “I like you mate. You have an amusing demeanor to you, but unfortunately, I can’t just let you go. The boss frowns on that kinda thing.”
“Boss?” Simon asked.
“Mixengettorax, the Lord of Carnage, the Flayer of Flesh, the Maestro of Slaughter, the Slurper of Marrow, etcetera, etcetera. He’s my great, great uncle on my mother’s side.”
“I knew you looked familiar. You have his … eyes.”
“I do?” He wiped the grime off a nearby minion’s metal breastplate and used it as a mirror. “Well, I would say thank you, but I suspect you are not being truthful.”
“Course I am,” Lex said, his tone offended. “Would I lie?”
“I damned well hope so. We take none too kindly to folks who speak the truth around here.” He huffed and puffed. “I don’t mind the lie so much, as it was an ill-spoken one.”
“I don’t follow,” Lex said, a looming sense of doom filling him.
“Nobody who gets close enough to see my uncle lives to tell the tale. The only thing Ol’ Mixxy loves better than bad news is eating thems that delivers said bad news. Everyone knows that.”
“Well, right,” Lex said, mind scrambling. “Obviously, everybody knows that. But I delivered good news, so he told me I’d done an excellent job, said here’s some gold and a ship and tell anyone you meet that you’re under my protection and they need to send you on your way with plenty of food, fuel, and some decent directions.”
“Really?”
“Truthfully and honestly.”
“Well, now I know you’re lying, the Boss hates truth almost as much as he does honesty.”
“Which is why I just lied to you.” Lex’s head pounded from the moronic back and forth, but he needed to push for any delay, any advantage.
“Ah, ha,” Krenaaz said and pointed all three forefingers at Lex. “I see what you did there. Well played. Dishonesty through honesty, an excellent ploy.” He looked down on Lex. “You know, it’s a shame that I still have to murder you. You seem like horrible enough blokes, the kinda guys I could toss back a few pints with, but killing you will impress the Boss and might punch my ticket to Earth.”
“Earth?” Lex said rather more loudly than he should have.
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The creeping fear that had wormed its way through Lex’s body since the moment they’d landed in the Realm of Chaos became a torrent that chilled him to the bone. He understood, at least on an intellectual level, that the Princes of Chaos were malevolence personified. They had been locked away in the Realm of Chaos since the beginning of time by the Source itself. Since then, they’d worked tirelessly to escape their prison. They had one goal; to spread chaos to all the Realms.
It had never occurred to him they’d go after Earth. Never occurred to him they could.
“What do you mean, your ticket to Earth?” Lex asked. Every molecule in his body was buzzing, humming with dread. He could barely conceive of the concept. The military forces of Earth had powerful weapons, but they had no experience with the powers of magic, especially the horrific reality-bending power of chaos.
A chaos invasion of Earth would leave the planet a blasted wasteland.
“What, you ain’t heard? This really is the ass end of the R-O-C. Everyone’s talking ‘bout it, or at least thems of us tryin’ to impress one Prince or ‘nother with our misdeeds.”
“You’re going to Earth?”
“Well, it ain’t written in blood yet, as the saying goes, but once I add the skull of a servant of order to my belt, I’d say my chances are looking up. Hence why my murdering of you must commence immediately.”
“What makes you think I’m a servant of order?” Another chill ran through Lex. At this rate, he’d freeze solid within the hour. Just how much does this asshole know?
“Duh. Did you not see that big ass beam of light shoot all uppity into the sky when you done cast your spell? It was a lovely ‘please come kill us’ beacon that everyone for hundreds of miles could see. Me and the boys were lucky we was so close. Now we gets you all to ourselves.”
A scaly underling, resembling a chicken ineptly bred with a gecko, leaned in close and whispered in Krenaaz’s ear. The chaos fiend scowled, and a low series of grunts passed between the two. Krenaaz nodded his head and the chicken lizard preened. Its joy did not last as a foot of Krenaaz's sword introduced itself rather violently to its abdomen. The fowl creature squawked in surprise, but Krenaaz cut its death rattles short when he yanked the sword up, bisecting the chicken lizard. Krenaaz kicked the body over the edge and it splatted onto the decking in front of Simon.
“My associate has just informed me that we are about to have company. Lots more folks looking to slurp the marrow from your bones, I suspect. So, I’ll make you a deal. Come quietly, and with minimal fuss, and I’ll kill you quickly, or is it slowly? I can never remember which way you mortals prefer.”
“You don’t want to mess with us,” Lex said. Next to him, Simon shifted his weight and cast a desperate glance at him. The undead teen’s nervousness grew infectious, and Lex sputtered. “I can assure you of that. And what’s more, you do not want to mess with Earth.”
“I don’t? Why not? You been there or sumthin’?”
“Why yes, I have in fact been to ... there, and I brought back many terrible awful Earth weapons that could … you don’t know how deadly and terrifying they are.”
“Oooh, really. Tell me. I love deadly almost as much as I love terrifying.” Another henchman leaned in, trying to stay as far from Krenaaz while delivering its message.
Seraphine leaned in close and whispered. “Should I assume that you don’t have a plan here?”
“Of course, I don’t. Who the hell can plan for this?” Seraphine’s mouth pursed, and she spun her blades in her hand, a gesture Lex realized was her tell when she was nervous. She glanced up to Vonn with ‘a little help’ look.
“The man makes a fair point,” Vonn agreed. 
Lex never took his eyes from the chaos fiend and watched as Krenaaz’s expressions ran the gamut from anger to fear and finally settled on panic. He turned towards Lex, and the smallest bit of hope pushed the cold back. Krenaaz’s fear has to be a good thing for us, right?
He cast a quick glance Vonn’s way, half expecting his friend to rib him for his silent stupidity, but for all the rogue’s talents, mind reading was not one of them. By the time Lex turned back to Krenaaz, the chaos fiend had regained his composure.
“Well, crud, it looks like we’ve run out of spare chit-chat time, so quick and violent it is. Shame. I've upped my game of late, torture-wise. Plus, all this talk of weapons has put the tingle back in my dingle. But, look on the dark side I always say. When I get to Earth, I’ll have plenty of new playthings, now won’t I?”
Krenaaz did not wait for Lex's response as his entire body expanded in both girth and over-all hairiness. Crack-like fissures spread across his skin like a cooling magma field and a pair of massive leathery wings exploded from his back. His head grew and his girth increased. To Lex, he looked like a buffed-up version of the flying monkeys from the Wizard of Oz.
Krenaaz opened his simian mouth wide and a guttural howl of challenge burst forth. Lex took an unsteady step back, bumping into Errat and exposing his fear. The chaos fiends sensed it and they raised their weapons above their head and roared, screeched, chortled and spat from their various orifices.
The cacophony was unnerving, and Lex feared his bladder would fail. Krenaaz pointed his two-handed sword at Lex and a bolt of chaotic energy exploded from it and raced towards them. Lex and the others scattered, diving aside all willy-nilly. Simon and Lex cracked heads, but the bolt missed them and seared the deck of the ship.
Before Lex could regain his senses, tendrils of red-orange protoplasm burst from the impact point like strings of puss from a popped zit. They wrapped themselves about Lex’s legs and dragged him to the deck. His kneecaps cracked, firing pain up his legs, and he would have pitched forward had Errat not grabbed him.
But, the protoplasm was tough and stickier than taffy. Despite the warborn’s strength, the tendril yanked Lex down towards a throbbing orifice at the protoplasm’s center. Lex’s Analyze triggered, revealing nothing but the creature’s name. It was a chaos devourer, and Lex did not need the full function of his dormant skill to know he had no interest in making the thing’s acquaintance.
The tendrils pulled Lex ever closer to the beast’s maw when three flashes of metallic white sliced by his face. He and Errat fell back. Lex turned to see Vonn spinning away from the chaotic muck, as agile as a gold medalist gymnast, his sword raised in a defensive stance.
Lex looked up at Krenaaz, who sneered down on him. “Good, I like a bit of a challenge when I’m in a murdering mood. Time for some ultra-violence lads. Are ya with …” Krenaaz never got to finish his question as he disappeared in a silver-white flash of light.
Lex’s attention went skyward, and his jaw hung open as another pair of car-sized Order Bolts blasted from the clouds, slamming through the deck of the chaotic ship. A moment later, a furious rush of air exploded down upon Lex and the others, pushing the clouds aside to reveal an 800-foot long crystal ship. It glistened as flashes of black lightning thrumming through the clouds both near and far reflected from its multi-faceted surface.
Lex raised his hands above his head and cheered. A booming explosion cut his joy short as a burst of fire ruptured the side of the pirate ship. Lex suspected the fuel tanks had burst but had little time to ponder that fact as the pirate ship listed and plummeted towards them.
The pirate craft sliced across the prow of the Master’s pleasure barge. Under Lex’s feet, all along the length of the ship, a rumble built and then a thundering crack announced their keel had snapped. A few dozen chaos fiends that had survived the explosion jumped from their doomed craft, some landing on the deck of Lex’s ship, while others disappeared over the side into the mist. About twenty of the pirates got to their feet, pseudopods, tentacles or other motive appendages and rushed towards Lex and the gang.
Another volley of Order Bolts flashed over Lex’s head, atomizing several of the approaching fiends and forcing the others to dive for cover. Lex spun around to find the crystal ship had eased up next to their own. By comparison, the Master’s skiff looked like a lifeboat clinging to a cruise ship.
A shimmer like the concentric ripples of a stone thrown into a calm pond flowed outwards from the side of the ship and the crystal parted revealing a circular aperture. A humanoid figure made of living lighting and metallic crystal assessed them with a dispassionate gaze.
Lex did not need Analyze to know the mechanical man was an archon. Archons were surges of sentient electricity contained within a mantle of crystalline plates that resembled armor. He’d encountered several of the servants of the Lords of Order in his day, but this one looked much the worse for wear.
Where other archons were pristine, having the shimmer of a well-cared for crystal goblet, the silver-white crystal of this archon had turned a dull gray. Chips marred the arm and shin guards of the archon, but it was the breastplate that bore the most damage. The arrow-like sigil, the symbol of the Lords of Order lay across its chest, bisected by a long gash as if something had tried to force its way inside the archon. Connecting all the physical parts were streams of electrical pulses that resembled a human nervous system illuminated from within by blue-white torrents of energy.
A single plate of malleable crystal formed the archon's face, generating the archon's stark features. A long gash across the archon’s cheek gave the automaton a sinister look. But it was the sparks of power gazing from the eye sockets bearing a deep, almost calming, intelligence that was the most disturbing.
Without a word, the archon jumped from the opening and landed in front of Lex. Its forearm flashed up and met the blade of a massive axe with a loud clang. The archon’s other arm flashed forward and punched clean through the skull of a chaos fiend. Lex hadn't sensed either attack coming.
The archon met Lex’s gaze and spoke. “It appears you require some assistance,” the man said in a cold, even tone.
“I’ve never been happier to see anyone in my life.”
Before the archon could respond, another explosion from the dying pirate vessel sprayed a cloud of fire and thick smoke over their ship, knocking Lex to the deck and reducing visibility to near zero. He heard Errat roar in pain.
“Errat!” Lex yelled, but he could not see his friend through the acrid smoke.
With a rush of air, the archon disappeared into the smoke, moving towards the sound of the wounded warborn. Lex stumbled to his feet and searched through tear strained eyes for the others.
“Vonn! Simon!” Lex shouted, readying his maul. Something bumped into him from behind and he spun, ready to smash.
“Woah, relax man, it’s me,” Seraphine said, daggers raised in a defensive stance. Lex nodded, then went back to back with the wiry assassin. “And don’t think I didn’t notice your lack of concern for my well-being.”
“Shut it, body thief. Where are the others?”
“To the left somewhere, I think.”
A yelp of pain and the clang of weapon-on-weapon came from the left and the two rushed towards it, squinting through the acrid smoke. They killed several chaos fiends en route and soon found Vonn. Simon stood next to him, a fresh hole in the side of his abdomen, but otherwise none the worse for wear.
“Where’s Errat?” Lex roared above the din.
“I heard him scream that way and then the archon rushed by me.”
“Stay close,” Lex said and looked to the others. He saw them all nod, for the smoke had cleared somewhat. Several blood orange flashes coming from Errat’s location illuminated what remained of the smoke. They moved quick and silent. Several more pained screams flowed over them and then went silent.
Please be okay. Please be okay, Lex thought over and over.
They passed several bloodied corpses, all chaos fiends and soon found the archon kneeling over the prone form of Errat, his hand hovering just above the warborn’s chest. Errat’s eyes were closed, and he bled from several wounds. Blue-white light flowed from the archon’s hand and the worst gash across Errat’s chest stopped bleeding and began to knit closed.
Lex slid to the archon’s side and looked down on his giant friend. “Is he all right?”
“A virulent form of chaotic necrosis infects him. The bonds between his cells are already beginning to lose their cohesion. I fear he does not have much time left.”
Lex dug into his bag and pulled out a healing potion and extended it to the archon. The mechanical man’s expression told Lex the potion would not help, but the NPC pushed it forwards like a child proffering a toy medical kit.
“His condition is beyond the ken of mortal medicine. I am sorry, but there is nothing I can do for him here.”
“We cannot let him die.” Lex’s pleading gaze turned from Errat to Vonn and then to the archon.
“Nor can you mighty archon,” Vonn said. “The Convention compels you to render aid to the enemies of chaos whenever requested.” The archon’s eyes turned to Vonn and the mechanical man nodded.
“We may be able to help him onboard the ship.” Without another word, the archon extended a hand and a rectangular plank of silver-blue energy formed under Errat’s prone form and lifted him from the deck.
The archon turned and raised his other hand and a pulse of force pushed the smoke aside revealing a clear path. Without further comment, the archon walked towards the ship, the plank supporting Errat following behind him like a self-powered gurney. A ramp flowed from the crystal ship towards the decking of the Master’s ship.
“Thank you…” Lex said, rushing to keep up with the archon whose name he realized he did not know.
“I am called Jurredix, syndic archon in service to Grandmaster Odymm Tal, Arch-Deacon of the Circle,” Jurredix said without looking at Lex. He stepped onto the ramp just as it met the decking and ascended. "Please come aboard. The Grandmaster is most eager to meet you."
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The archon said nothing as they walked through the vast hallways of the ship. The spark of order that powered the mechanical man gave him a swift pace, forcing the others to walk faster than was comfortable. This was especially true for Lex and Steve the bläärt, who’d disappeared during the battle only to show up just as help arrived.
Lex walked with one hand laid upon Errat’s shoulder, willing his friend to hang on, to fight the ravaging chaos in his system. The warborn looked peaceful, but inside his body a battle waged. You beat the Phage. You can beat this.
Lex tore his eyes from his slumbering friend and inspected their surroundings. A deep sense of familiarity filled Lex, and he reached a hand out to touch the crystalline walls of the hallway. He cast a sideways glance at Vonn who nodded. Their suspicions had been correct. The crystal ship was an Order Lance, almost certainly the one lost during the Xygarrion's destruction.
Order Lances were infinitely malleable. The decks they walked had once been the vertical walls and floors of a building, shifted to become horizontal decks of a ship. The distances contained within were vast, especially when one added the dimension expansion capabilities of the lance. As large as the ship appeared on the outside, it was even bigger on the inside.
Silence hung as a Port Circle came into view. They stepped within the short-range teleportation device, but instead of activating it, the archon paused. Fury built inside Lex and he wanted to scream at the machine. Errat did not have time to waste.
“You will show the Grandmaster the proper respect and abide by his wisdom. On this vessel he is master. Do you agree?”
The despotic overtones of the archon’s demand filled Lex with unease, but he could not see a path to disobedience that didn’t result in them being tossed back into the maelstrom of chaotic space, so he nodded.
The archon held a hand over a square pad on the wall. A moment later they shimmered and disappeared, only to reappear a second later in another circle. Jurredix exited the Port Circle with Errat’s floating gurney following behind him. Lex and the others followed to find themselves in a familiar room.
The Order Lance’s control room was an exact replica of the one where Gryph had defeated the Scourge of Souls. A massive view screen that showed the smoldering remains of the pirate ship and their pilfered vessel dominated the far wall.
Beyond the destruction lay the vast, swirling turmoil of the Realm of Chaos. Several points of interest were highlighted by spinning circular data streams. The red circles expanded to reveal several other vessels and a massive bloated beast heading towards them.
A tall man of powerful bearing stood at a semi-circular console. He worked the runic controls with the practiced ease of a concert pianist. He did not look up from his work as several more circular markers popped up on the screen, each highlighting another enemy.
“Jurredix, your assistance please,” the man, who had to be Grandmaster Odymm Tal, did not turn as the archon moved to his side. “Please take your seats, my new friends. It is bound to get bumpy.”
The plank of energy supporting Errat lowered to the deck and then flowed upwards cocooning the warborn. A tinkling of crystal rose behind Lex and he turned to see a chair like shape flowing up from the deck behind him. More chairs appeared behind the others and they sat. The chairs were far more comfortable than Lex would have suspected, but before he could make an appreciative comment, several alarms blared.
His eyes snapped up to the view-screen to find two of the data streams flaring brighter. They expanded, bringing the approaching ships into clearer view. Both shuddered and streaks of energy blasted from them, zipping towards the crystal ship.
The Order Lance surged forward and then spun around the first and then the second weapon’s volley. The G-forces increased, but some unseen force akin to the push of static electricity held them in place. Tal and Jurredix did not move as the lance rolled and up became down. Lex guessed that the same field that held him in place was securing the Grandmaster and the archon.
Man, I gotta get me one of these, Lex thought, but then the ship rolled again, and pressure built inside his skull. Breathing in grew harder as if a giant were standing on his chest. Black specks filled his eyes and then his vision turned blurry. A moment later Lex passed out.
Sometime later Lex’s eyes fluttered open, and he looked around in confusion. The viewscreen was blank, suggesting that Tal had outrun the approaching vessels. Lex’s head hurt and his knees wobbled as he stood. To his left, Simon got to his feet, none the worse for the experience. To his right Seraphine and Vonn, both stood, each stumbling as they tried to regain their balance.
At least I’m not the only one who feels like crap, Lex thought. Steve bumped into him, nearly knocking him off his feet. The bläärt spun away like a child playing smack the piñata and fell onto his face. On instinct, Lex bent to help the small, blue man to his feet but regretted it as the rancid stink excreted from the bläärt’s skin assaulted his nose.
The buzz of the static field around Errat ceased, drawing Lex’s eyes, and he rushed to his friend’s side. Before he could ask for help, Jurredix was there, hand hovering over the ragged gash in Errat’s chest. Beneath the skin red-orange rivulets had expanded from the wound like tributaries from a river.
“I cannot heal his wounds Tal,” Jurredix said without looking up at the Grandmaster, his tone cold, precise. Beneath him, Errat moaned, but he did not awaken.
“We have to do something,” Lex begged. “Please.”
“Put him in the Order Engine,” Tal ordered after a moment’s thought. “It will slow the infection and buy us time.”
“All respect Grandmaster, but that is illogical. We cannot heal him. All we can do is slow his demise. And without the Order Engine, your own condition will worsen. You are letting human sentiment cloud your judgment.”
“Perhaps but do it anyway.”
The archon stood, eyeing the Grandmaster, his scarred face frowning.
“If you won’t, I will,” Lex said and tried to push the shimmering board of energy Errat rested upon. It didn’t budge and Lex grunted in frustration. The strong, yet gentle hand of Jurredix fell to his shoulder.
“I will tend to your friend. Despite my objections, I am sworn to serve the Grandmaster.” He walked towards the Order Engine, Errat’s gurney trailing behind him. Jurredix pushed the warborn inside the circular arms of the device and Tal tapped several controls on the console. With a hum, the engine cycled up and a shimmering sphere of silver-blue energy expanded around Errat, slowing time within to a crawl.
Lex breathed easier and some tension drained from him. Jurredix assured him that Errat would remain stable for as long as the Order Engine was active. He turned to see Tal walking towards them.
“Hello friends, I am Odymm Tal, Deacon of the Circle. You have already made the acquaintance of Jurredix. Welcome aboard Order’s Vengeance.”
The Grandmaster held his hands wide to encompass the entire ship and Lex was unsure whether he should chuckle at the ship’s name or be fearful. Men consumed by vengeance were dangerous, foolhardy and more often than not willing to die. Had the Realm of Chaos driven Tal mad, or was the ship’s name an amusing fuck you to the Princes?
They introduced themselves and Tal could barely contain his excitement.
“So, it is true. You are from the mortal realms. We hoped, and feared, as much when we saw the beacon from your spell. We have not encountered another order mage since entering the Realm of Chaos.”
“I’m more of a dabbler if truth be told,” Lex said.
“Does dabbler mean idiot?” Simon asked. “Cuz if so, I agree with Lex.”
Lex didn’t waste the effort giving Simon the stink eye but sent an abashed look to Tal. “That might not have been the best course of action. It attracted attention from some bad elements.”
“Only bad elements call the Realm of Chaos home,” Jurredix said.
“My friend is right, and it doesn’t take much to attract their attention.” Tal extended his hand to Lex. Lex took it, surprised at the strength of the man’s grip. “And it allowed us to find you. Perhaps the Source is watching over us.” Tal released his grip and his face turned grim. “While it pleases me to make your acquaintances, your presence is a bad omen. How did you come to be here?”
Lex told the basics of their tale, including details of the chaos incursion in Harlan’s Watch and his fear that a full-blown invasion was imminent. He even made brief mention of the near breach in the ruins of Xygarrion.
“Ruins,” Tal said in alarm. “So, it is as we feared. Our city is … destroyed.” He cast a sideways glance at Jurredix, but if Tal’s sadness moved the archon, he showed no sign.
“Yes, I am sorry.”
“I always knew it in my heart,” Tal said, stumbling as he sat on the steps leading up to the Order Engine. Jurredix moved to Tal’s side, but the Grandmaster waved him off. “I am just tired, old friend.” He turned to Lex with a fierce intensity that harbored a deep fear. “What of Sylvan Aenor?”
“It thrives, and Dar Thoriim has reopened to the world.”
A whimper of relief pushed past Tal’s lips, and he gripped Jurredix’s forearm in celebration. The archon gazed down upon him, and despite his lack of features, Lex sensed the automation was almost pleased.
“Then perhaps Merria and Berrek lived. Maybe Berrek married, had children of his own. Perhaps the Tal name still exists.”
“I’ll help you find out, once we get back to Korynn,” Lex said. “The El’Edryn might be prudes, but they keep track of everything. I won’t say it’ll be fun sifting through 5,000 years of records, but I’ll make you a deal. Help us get back and we’ll all search with you, no matter how many paper cuts we get.” His foolish grin faded on seeing Tal’s expression.
“5,000 years?”
The joy in Odymm Tal’s eyes dimmed as the weight of five millennia bore down on him. Lex cursed himself and his big, damn mouth. He wanted to say something to ease the man’s pain, but could think of nothing.
How does Gryph do it? Lex had never felt less suited to his leadership role than he did at this moment. He was a fool stumbling in the dark who’d once again let his mouth dig a deep hole. He looked at the suddenly ancient looking Deacon, apology painted on his face, and stopped his mouth from blurting a stupid comment that Tal looked good for his age.
“The Tal name survived,” Vonn said. “You are a legend of the Circle, a hero who saved all the Realms from chaos. Help us find a way home and lay claim to that legacy.”
“I never wanted fame, nor power. I just wanted to protect my family, my people.” Tal looked at Lex. “I just never thought it would cost me so much.” He paused as the full weight fell upon him. “5,000 years, I can hardly conceive of that time scale.”
“How long has it been for you?” Lex asked.
“Less than fifty years by my estimation,” Jurredix said. “But the Realm of Chaos makes precise calculations, unreliable.” Jurredix looked down at Tal. “It would seem this proves your theory.”
“What theory?” Lex asked, turning to Tal.
“The Circle has long surmised that the barrier the Source used to seal the Realm of Chaos acts very much like the Order Engines,” Tal explained. “Only vastly more powerful. Time flows slower here. If it did not, the damnable Princes would have pierced the veils long ago.”
Another question burned into Lex and he feared he knew the answer. “Why have you not gone home?”
“Because, there is no way home,” Tal said.
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Tal began the tale of how he and Jurredix had come to the Realm of Chaos, but then thought better of it and chose to show them. He held his hand out, palm upward, and a sphere of energy shimmering like the iridescent surface of a pearl expanded outwards flowing over Lex and the others. Its passage took them into Tal's memory.
Lex stood in hell, or at least as close an approximation as he ever wished to experience. He understood that he was experiencing what Tal had lived through. He stood alongside Jurredix at the edge of a massive circular room. Bodies and parts of bodies lay strewn about him as he battled with Rowyn Vex, a one-time trusted colleague corrupted to madness. At the room’s center, a ring of hovering red metal spun above another rail of the same metal. Through the insides of the ring was another place, a maelstrom of raging reds, oranges and blacks.
For the first time since the beginning of days, the Princes of Chaos had access to the mortal realms. Swimming in the morass beyond the Realm Gate were four monstrous forms. One of the Princes had already pulled himself partially through the gate.
Lex could not tear his eyes from the sight, even as his mind began to fray. Few mortals were strong enough to resist the ravages of the Princes. But, Odymm Tal is one of them. The Grandmaster would not let the creeping madness take him. Lex’s guts churned at the indescribable vileness of the closest Prince. Mixengettorax, the Lord of Rage and Blood roared in triumph, knowing in mere moments all the Realms would suffer his wrath. But, the Grandmaster refused to surrender.
“Jurredix give me control of the anchor.”
“It does not have sufficient power to seal the breach.”
“I know, I have another idea.”
Tal took control of the Anchor of Order and prepared for the end. The anchor was a matrix of pure Order Magic designed to secure and reinforce an Order Lance. He struggled to control the construct. Under normal circumstances, he would never use the anchor in this manner.
But this was no ordinary circumstance. If the Princes weren’t stopped, it would be the end of the world. He turned to the archon, his longtime companion. He spoke no further words, for none were needed. The archon lowered his head in a nod.
“It has been an honor my friend,” Tal said.
“I will see you in the Forum after we coalesce,” the archon said.
Tal pushed all of his will into the anchor and it accelerated past Vex, whose momentary grin of glee faded when she realized she was not the target. The point of the anchor slammed into the spinning metal of the Realm Gate, releasing the incredible energies of the rift.
An explosion shredded Vex’s body, threw Jurredix backwards into the far wall and tore off one of Mixengettorax’s arms. The concussive force tossed Tal up, cracking his armor. The Realm Gate twisted and spun tearing at the hole between realms. It expanded and then contracted, bisecting Mixengettorax before spinning down into a singularity. The Lord of Rage and Blood screamed and transformed into a stream of energetic particles that were then sucked back through the rift.
The hole in reality pulsed, pulling everything in the room towards it as inexorably as the event horizon of a black hole. Lex felt his borrowed body pulled towards the singularity point and then he blacked out.
Sometime later, he opened his eyes to discover he was floating in the odd pseudo-liquidic space of the Realm of Chaos. His armor though damaged, had held. He spun listlessly, like a paper boat caught by storm surge. Then something heavy smacked into the back of his legs. He watched a shard of blood-stained crystal spin by him.
The Order Lance is gone, Lex thought.
A hand closed about his forearm and he turned to see Jurredix. He smiled down on his old friend and pulled him into a fierce embrace. Behind the archon, hundreds of shredded body parts spun like asteroids, the remnants of the Princes of Chaos.
Lex understood that the Princes were not dead. They could never truly die, for they were not alive as mortals understood the concept. The Princes were primal sentiences inhabiting the eddies of this Realm. Though their bodies were destroyed, they could never be permanently killed.
The Princes would return in time. 
Doubt hummed through him. How can you fight an enemy that cannot die? Lex thought and a single word, spoken in Tal’s voice came back to him.
Ceaselessly.
As if recognizing that Lex needed something to give him hope, Tal cast Anchor of Order again, and from across the chaotic field of rubble and body parts, the shattered crystal flowed to them, encasing them in a new Order Lance.
Just as the process completed, a length of curved metal scrawled with unspeakable chaotic runes, zipped by Lex, spinning like the rib of some ancient beast. A fear that was not Tal’s, but Lex’s own, filled him, for he recognized the crimson metal, and remembered where he’d seen it before.
Lex’s eyes opened in a flash and he was back in the control room of the Order Lance. He collapsed to his knees, as had the others. Vonn met his gaze and Lex saw the same realization, the same terror in his friend’s eyes.
“The Princes are building Realm Gates,” he sputtered in a pained voice and looked to Odymm Tal. 
*****
Lex had never wanted to be more wrong about anything in his life but knew that was a false wish. He told Tal and Jurredix what they’d seen under the streets of the chaotic copy of Harlan’s Watch. Jurredix was doubtful, claiming that like a Port Gate connection, a Realm Gate required two devices to operate. Lex countered that argument with Gaarm’s claim that the Vex were building a Realm Gate beneath the real Harlan’s Watch.
“The Vex?” Tal’s eyes widened and then snapped to Jurredix. “She left behind an organization, disciples with the knowledge to build Realms Gates. How could I have been such a fool?”
“As I have referenced frequently, your species has a talent for self-deception.” The archon turned to Lex. “And you trust this Gaarm speaks truthfully?”
“I don’t trust Gaarm at all,” Lex countered. “But he has no reason to lie, not about this.”
“You’re sure?” Tal asked.
“We are,” Vonn agreed. “He may have worked for the Vex at one point, but they treated him no better than a slave. He is no true believer.”
“Okay,” Tal said, his face a disturbed grimace. “We’ll assume this Gaarm is telling the truth about the Vex and what they’ve built. We’d have to take it on faith anyway, since we cannot ignore it and risk it being true.”
"There is something we're missing," Seraphine said. “If you think the Vex could build something as complicated as a Realm Gate, then you don’t know the Vex I know."
“She’s right,” Vonn said. “Whoever Rowyn Vex left behind to continue her legacy, their gene pool was long ago diluted. The Vex we encountered were a bunch of wannabe rich kids looking to piss off daddy. They could not do this alone.”
“Who would help the Vex?” Tal asked, his shoulders slumping. The motion made the powerful Grandmaster seem every one of his hundred plus years.
Tal was right. None of it made any sense. Despite being an aspect of Cerrunos and bearing the Old God’s soul, Lex had nothing in the way of memories from his previous time in the Realms. Therefore, he had no context of the history of the magical world. But he knew the history of Earth. The people there weren’t all that different from the people of the Realms. Most simply wanted to be left alone to live their lives. But, every once in a while, a leader would rise on the back of lies and hatred and the world would burn.
“Earth.” Lex’s eyes went wide as a terrible realization filled him. “Oh shit. It all makes sense now.”
The others turned to him. Over the next couple of minutes, he told the others not only about Earth, but about the banishment of Morrigan, his life on Earth as Alistair Bechard and his return to the Realms as Aluran. He told them he was an NPC, and that Gryph was a Player. He told them what Krenaaz had told him, right before the Order Bolt atomized him. To their credit, both Tal and Jurredix took the existence of other realities rather well. Then he told them what he knew about the Cabal.
“There were rumors that Bechard was not working alone, that for all his power and wealth, he needed help to invade the Realms. This help came in the form of a secret cabal. I don’t know who the others are, but I know one thing, they were unwelcome in Aluran’s new world order.”
“He left them on Earth when he sealed the Realms,” Tal said.
“That’s what Sean’s buddies in the Resistance said.” Lex looked from Tal to Jurredix.
“You think this Cabal wants revenge?” Jurredix asked.
“I think they want what was promised to them, and I think they’ll sacrifice anything, including the Earth, to get it.”
“Nobody is that big an asshole,” Simon said, his tone unsure as if he hoped the others would convince him. “Sacrifice an entire world for what?”
“Power,” Tal said. “It always comes down to power.”
“I believe Lex is right,” Vonn said, his face grim. “If this Cabal took over the Vex, they wanted something. I think I know what that something was.” Vonn explained the mission that had brought him to Harlan’s Watch. “Harlan was a Deacon of the Circle, one who’d become obsessed with the Vex. He’d warned the Circle that the Vex were undergoing a resurgence, that they had found something ancient and powerful.”
“But the Circle did not listen,” Tal said, a pained look on his face.
“No, they did not,” Vonn agreed. "Only when Harlan disappeared, did the Circle request the aid of the Templars, which is how I ended up in Harlan’s Watch."
“The Circle is as rigid in your day as they were in ours.” the archon said, glancing at Tal.
“Pompous fools.” Tal rubbed at his temples. “It's a miracle the Princes haven’t overrun Korynn already.” He looked at Vonn. “Did you ever discover what they were after.”
“No but considering recent events we can make an educated guess.”
“The knowledge of how to construct a Realm Gate,” Lex said.
“It fits the facts,” Vonn agreed.
“Why would this Cabal share this knowledge with the Princes?” Seraphine asked. “Those guys don’t have a reputation for playing nice.”
“Because they need them,” Jurredix said. “There is more potential energy locked away in the Realm of Chaos than the rest of the Realms combined. That is why Rowyn Vex tapped it to power her Realm Gate. Nothing else has enough power.”
“But to trust the Princes is madness,” Tal said, pacing back and forth, each movement brought him pain. “They do not share. They are driven only to conquer and pervert. This Cabal of Earth may have power, but they are fools if they believe they can control the Princes.”
“Or geniuses,” Simon said.
Everyone turned to the undead teen, some incredulous, others merely curious.
“What do you mean?” Lex asked, a tickle of dread creeping up his spine.
“This Cabal of yours…” Simon began.
“They’re not my Cabal,” Lex protested.
“Fine, THE Cabal wants into the Realms, and they can build Realm Gates, which means they have …”
“A gate of their own,” Lex blurted.
“Yes, which means there are …”
“Three of them,” Lex finished.
“Right,” Simon said, showing no irritation at the frequent interruptions. He held up three fingers, lowering them one at a time as he spoke. “The Princes get Earth, the Cabal gets the Realms and poor Harlan’s Watch ends up here.”
“Simon is right,” Vonn said, eyes wide. “If the Realm of Chaos is truly the only place to get the energy to power a Realm Gate, then once the Princes are on Earth, they won’t be able to reopen them. They’ll be forever gone from the Realms. The Cabal isn’t helping the Princes of Chaos, they’re helping themselves, and banishing the Princes at the same time.”
“Why would the Princes agree to such a deal?” Jurredix asked, his tone overflowing with doubt.
“Because it gets them away from the Source and the Lords of Order,” Tal said. “On Earth, they can spread unopposed.”
“Bugger,” Lex said. The truth behind Simon’s words terrified him.
“I say let them,” Seraphine said. “Be rid of the assholes once and for all.”
“And leave billions of people to be slaughtered?” Lex roared. “Innocent people with no understanding of what they’d face, and no ability to fight back.”
“Better the billions I don’t know than the billions I do,” Seraphine countered.
“You cold-blooded bitch,” Lex said and moved towards Seraphine, his anger so potent that he momentarily forgot, or perhaps did not care, that she was in Furrick’s stolen body. Vonn held him back, leaving Lex nothing but his words. “We will not sacrifice billions, either on Earth or in the Realms.”
“Do you have a better idea?”
“Yeah, I do,” Lex said fiercely. “We’re gonna find the fucking Realm Gate and we will blow it out of the sky.”
“Easier said than done,” Tal said.
"But it can be done. You've done it once before. You can do it again."
Tal turned thoughtful as he considered. “It will be dangerous and most of us will probably die, but yes, I believe it can be done.”
“Likelihood of a horrible death. Slim chance of success. Sounds like a normal day for us.” Lex grinned more to push back the fear than from any confidence.
Seraphine glared at him but finally nodded. “Fine, we’ll try it your way.”
“Good,” Lex said, his anger draining away. “There’s only one teensy weensy problem.”
“We got lost and we have no idea where Harlan’s Watch is,” Vonn offered.
“Yup, that’s the one.”
A range of emotions filled the group. Lex threw his hands above his head in desperate, guilt-ridden fury. Silence hung heavy as if thinking hard would force a solution to present itself. Lex looked from one vacant set of eyes to another, eventually landing on Vonn, who shrugged.
“Well fuck,” Lex said and then a slight tug on the sleeve of his robe drew his attention. He looked down to find Steve the bläärt standing next to him. The tiny blue man grinned up at him, his few teeth pointing every which way.
“Steve knows where go.”
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It turned out that Steve did knows where go. Hidden beneath a slew of less desirable traits, all bläärts possessed excellent flying skills and an infallible ability to find any place where they’d left their mark. Steve offered to show Lex the mechanics behind the Mark ability, but when the bläärt reached a hand below his kilt, Lex decided that some things were better left a mystery, especially when those mysteries were disgusting.
Luckily for them, Steve had marked Harlan’s Watch many, many times, and he sensed its direction even across the erratic vastness of the Realm of Chaos. Steve was more than willing to tell them how to get to Harlan’s Watch, but he had one condition.
“You take Steve with.”
“Take Steve with where?” Lex asked, dread filling him as his suspicions peaked.
“To places other than this place. Steve hate this place. This place is the sucks.”
Lex couldn’t fault the guy. If any place in history had earned the descriptor the sucks, it was the Realm of Chaos. Even if the little blue fella’s entire family, fraternity, autonomous collective, or whatever the gaggle of bläärts called themselves, weren't dead, this place was worthy of the hate.
“Yeah, this place blows,” Lex agreed.
Steve grinned like a kid on school picture day and bounced up and down all hope and excitement. Lex cast a glance at Vonn, hoping the rogue would ease his unease, but Vonn just smiled, smacked him on the back and muttered something about strays.
“Fine, we’ll take you with.”
“Say you take Steve with and then swears on tall funny man’s life to keep the takes when leaves.”
Steve pointed towards Errat’s motionless form inside the Order Engine. Lex’s heart sank on seeing his prone friend. Even if they survived the suicide mission to destroy the Realm Gate and then pulled a miracle from the Source’s backside and got back home, Errat was still infected, was still dying.
“I swears to take Steve when leaves,” Lex said, crossing his heart.
The bläärt chortled in excitement and zipped around Lex like a newly adopted pound puppy. His mouth moved a mile a minute, but Lex only understood every third word. The incomplete picture they painted suggested Steve thought Lex had agreed to bunk with him and make more bläärts.
“Well, this relationship sure has moved fast,” Vonn said.
“Uh, we’re just friends,” Lex said, his voice unsure. He stepped back putting several paces between Steve and himself.
“If you two have concluded your mating dance, we have incoming,” Jurredix said in his irritating deadpan. Lex’s head snapped to the archon, sure that the mechanical man was mocking him, when his eyes fell on the viewscreen, and the dozen ships bearing down on them.
“I agree with Jurr here,” Lex said in a tone that suggested he wished anything else were true. “Steve, and I cannot believe I am saying this, our lives are in your hands.”
Steve grinned and rushed to the helm. His head was well short of the console and he hopped several times trying to reach the controls. Beyond Steve, the red circles of approaching enemies flared darker.
Lex’s unease surged to worry when several of the closest enemies, including a three-headed drake, fired weapons at them. Both Tal and Jurredix were calm, as if they had all the time in the world.
Steve stopped his hopping, pulled a pair of stilts from underneath his kilt, strapped them on and clapped in glee as the controls came into view. He rushed from one side of the panel to the other, tapping like a madman and paying no heed to the Grandmaster or the archon.
The lights on the view screen increased their frantic blinking and Lex raised a worried hand.
“I would suggest taking your seats,” Jurredix said without turning from the console. “I suspect that Steve’s piloting style is more erratic than my own.” He said the name Steve as if it were a foreign word whose meaning he did not understand, but suspected was rude.
The others sat, but the ship lurched forward and then rolled before Lex joined them. He tumbled across the deck and came to rest against Vonn’s chair. The rogue reached down and snagged a handful of Lex’s robes before the NPC spun away.
The ship righted itself and Lex stumbled to his chair and sat. A warm cushion of air wrapped about him and held him fast. Before he could nod his thanks to Vonn, the ship lurched again, this time forward and up.
Tal and Jurredix tapped at the controls in front of them and a pair of dull zings rumbled through the deck. On-screen, two of the pursuing ships disappeared in flares of silver-white light. While Steve piloted the craft, the other two were manning the weapons.
The ship shuddered as weapon’s impacts and zapping jolts of chaotic energy flowed through the ship. The arcs flashed near Lex, leaving a slight tingling in their wake, before surging to Odymm Tal as if the man were a lightning rod.
One, two, three bolts of raw chaos pummeled the man, and Lex realized the Grandmaster was drawing the energy to himself on purpose. He’s protecting us. Tal hunched over, his face a rictus of pain. For a second, Lex thought he saw a roiling mass of chaos swirling at the man’s core. Jurredix tried to move towards Tal, but the stasis fields that allowed them to keep their feet also prevented him from reaching his friend. A moment later, the boiling chaos at Tal’s core faded, and he returned his attention to the battle.
Over the next several minutes, Lex’s stomach seemed to move freely about his insides. Vomit roiled up his throat, but Lex held it down, opening and closing his mouth in distaste. His head throbbed from so many changes in direction, that he was unsure what was up and what was down.
Then, like the sudden jerky end of a roller coaster, calm overtook the ship once more.
“We have lost them.” The Grandmaster looked down on Steve and gave the bläärt an appreciative nod. “For now.” Tal slumped to the floor, but the archon moved in a flash, catching him before he hit the deck.
Lex rushed to Tal’s side to find the man sweating and looking every bit his hundred plus years. Pulses of red-orange light pulsed through his body and the mass in his stomach flared to brightness. Fear rushed into Lex as recognition tickled his memories.
“Is that a Chaos Spore?”
“It is something much worse,” Jurredix said. “We need to get him into the Order Engine now.”
“But…” Lex began, unable to finish his words. Without the time dampening powers of the Order Engine, Errat would die. But they needed Tal, and he needed the engine. Conflict raged inside Lex. He couldn’t let his friend die, but without Tal, their chances of stopping the Princes were next to nil. It was an impossible choice, and he did not want to make it.
How does Gryph do it?
The archon bent down, lifted Tal and walked towards the spinning vortex of the Order Engine. Lex opened his mouth. He wanted to yell no, scream for Jurredix to stop, but something deep inside held his tongue.
But the Grandmaster was not so timid.
“Put me down Jurredix.” Tal’s voice was calm, even and strong as stone.
“Grandmaster, the calculations are clear. Without you, our chances of victory are reduced by 76%. I do not wish harm to the warborn, or to appear cold, but the choice is obvious. You are more important than the warborn.”
“I am not,” Tal insisted. “I have earned this fate. Errat has not. And there is work to do. With your help, I will last long enough to complete it.” Tal stared up at his friend, his eyes fearless. “Please, put me down.”
The archon paused, cocking his head to the side in a manner that expressed concern, perhaps even affection. “You are an illogical ass, Odymm Tal,” Jurredix said, but eased the Grandmaster to the ground.
“I am as the Source made me.” Tal chuckled and then coughed violently.
Jurredix ripped open Tal’s shirt and held a hand over his abdomen. A low hum built inside him as the silver-blue of concentrated Order Magic pulsed between his fingers. They surged down into the Grandmaster’s chest.
Tal arched his back, his mouth open in silent agony. The filaments of light burrowed through his flesh towards the crimson mass. The closer Jurredix’s magic got to the ‘something worse’ the more it lashed out, searing Tal’s insides.
He will die. A deep fear slathered in guilt filled Lex as the realization hit him.
Lex looked past the spinning arms of the Order Engine where Errat lay, his eyes closed. There was no rise and fall to the warborn’s chest and for a horrific moment, he feared his friend was dead. Then he remembered that warborn did not need to breathe, and the slower passage of time inside the engine would make it near impossible to detect, anyway. 
The realization did not comfort Lex. He might have to force the situation, might have to make the decision for them all. They needed Tal and to save others, he might have to let Errat die. Lex sent a silent plea to the universe for aid and felt like a coward.
Then he doubled down on that cowardice by wishing Gryph were here to take that burden.
A throat wrenching scream pulled Lex’s attention back to Tal. Jurredix was still at his side, the archon’s hand aglow with silver-blue energy. Tendrils swirled around the infection in Tal’s abdomen but did not touch the mass as if a magnetic field were pushing the two diametrically opposed forces apart. Pulses of chaos surged outwards from the spinning maelstrom of chaos, but Jurredix’s ministrations turned them all back.
With surprising suddenness, the strands of order magic snapped into a shell, encompassing the infection and the pain searing Tal’s nerves stopped. The man’s face glistened with sweat, but he reached an unsteady hand up to the archon’s faceplate. “Thank you old friend. Please help me up.”
The archon helped Tal to his feet and Lex extended an arm to the exhausted Grandmaster. The action was a limited salve to Lex’s frayed emotions, his small way of making amends.
But, what will I do when it happens again?
Jurredix wanted Tal to retire to his chambers and rest, but the Grandmaster refused, citing the need for his presence in the likely event of another attack.
“This is why we are here Jurredix. This is my chance for redemption.”
For a moment Lex thought the archon would force the issue, but then Jurredix lowered his head in a simple nod. Tal allowed the archon to lead him to his private office right off the bridge. There he would rest. He made the archon promise to wake him if they needed him. Soon, a subtle motion of Tal’s chest told them he was asleep. Lex looked up at the archon.
“Is he going to be okay?”
The archon’s placid features adjusted slightly, giving Lex the distinct impression that Jurredix was frightened. The idea sent a chill through Lex. An emotional reaction from an archon, even a subtle one, was a troubling concept.
“He is stable for the time being, but his insistence on placing the lives of others ahead of his own is a trait that will lead to his undoing.”
It was then that Lex understood the archon, at least as much as it was possible to understand a sentient spark of pure order encased in metallic-crystalline armor. “He did the same for you.”
“Yes.” After a pause, the archon began to tell his tale. “Within moments of our arrival, we knew that returning home would be close to impossible. As we floated amongst the dismembered body parts of the Princes, waiting for the Order Lance to reform about us, I watched Odymm Tal’s mind begin to unravel and realized it was not the ravages of chaos but guilt that was responsible for his mental state.”
“He felt responsible for Xygarrion's destruction, responsible for losing his family.”
“Indeed. It was foolish. Rowyn Vex destroyed the city. I told Tal as much, frequently, but he refused to listen.”
“As you said, we mortals can be pains in the asses,” Lex said.
“It is a wonder your species has survived, much less thrived. You are illogical and often unhinged”
“Some more than others,” Vonn agreed. Lex gave Vonn an irritated glare, but Vonn ignored him.
Jurredix did also and continued his tale. “I realized Tal needed a purpose if he was to survive with his mind intact, so I guided his attention to Baelmaera. She was the only one of the Princes not present when Vex opened the Realm Gate. Had the other princes worked against her, or was her absence part of an elaborate ploy?”
“They do not call her the Lady of Plots and Shadows for nothing,” Vonn said.
“My reasoning as well. We knew that it would take the Princes decades to reform, which bought us the time needed to track Baelmaera down.” Jurredix explained that the Princes were not alive in the sense that mortals understood and therefore were immune to true death. "Even as their bodies rotted, their spirits existed somewhere in the Realm's vastness, beginning the process that would end with their return.”
“No wonder you archons are so grumpy,” Simon muttered. “You’re fighting a war you can never win.”
“We are not grumpy, dead man. Grumpy is an emotional state. We do not experience emotions.” The archon’s tone was adamant but sounded grumpy to Lex’s ears.
“OK, I stand corrected,” Simon said. “You’re not grumpy, you’re just an asshole.” Simon crossed his arms, all smug and teenage angst.
Lex feared the archon would react. After all, Simon was dead, relieving the archon from the proscriptions against harming living mortals. But Jurredix ignored Simon and continued his tale.
“It took us decades to track Baelmaera down, but in a hollowed-out planetoid, floating in a remote crevice of this realm, we found her. Tal commanded me to store his impressions of our encounter in the event he did not survive. So, you will understand, I will share these impressions with you now.”
As Tal had before him, Jurredix held his hand palm upwards and summoned a glow of blue-white mana. The mana flashed outwards and Lex and the gang lived a moment of another man’s life.




35

Tal levitated down the long vertical shaft and the darkness enveloped him. His heart pounded in his chest, a primal, very human reaction to the grasping shadows. Though he could not see Jurredix below him, he sensed the archon’s steady, calm presence and hear his thoughts.
Shield your emotions, Grandmaster, the archon sent through their Telepathic Link. If Baelmaera is here, she will use them against you.
A scowl twisted Tal’s lips, but his old friend was right. He closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, using the training he’d learned as a novice to ease his anger, tame his fear and bury his guilt. Soon he felt nothing but purpose and the slight rush of air against his skin as they descended. After a time, he sensed Jurredix slow, and they reached the bottom.
Jurredix’s feet landed, crunching louder than Tal would have expected. The archon summoned silver-white light to his hands and moved forward, guarding against hidden attacks from the murk. Tal landed behind him and reached down, his curiosity turned to dread as he hefted a handful of broken white shards.
“Bone,” Tal said, his voice edged with dread.
“Perhaps they ran out of sand,” Jurredix responded.
The archon’s deadpan tone would have offended most, but the jest was an attempt at humor, even if it was bound to the gallows. Tal let a small chuckle push past his lips and stood, letting the bone shards fall in a cascade through his fingers. “It is a warning.”
Jurredix sent several globes of light flying into the gloom, revealing an arrowhead-shaped chamber. They stood at the wide end. At the far end, a pair of large doors stood sentinel. Though small fragments of bone littered the floor, the walls were even worse. Scrawled in blood-red runes were threats, proscriptions, and warnings. Tal refused to read them, for he already knew who’d written them, and he cared not for their threats.
“The dialects of all four Princes are present,” Jurredix said. “They are graphic and surprisingly alliterative.”
“The Princes have become poets, have they? A sure sign of the end of days.” Tal’s jest did not move the archon. “Let me guess, they don’t want us to open those doors.”
“They are quite insistent on that point.”
“Let’s teach these wretches what we think of their wants.” Tal moved his arms back and forth like a martial artist, his fingers twinning in intricate patterns that seemed almost painful. A ball of blue-white semi-solid light built before him. He fed more and more mana into it until it was as bright as the sun. Drops fell from the ball, sizzling as they hit the floor.
The walls, the ceiling, and the floor shivered and flowed like an amoeba sensing imminent danger. With a single word in the language of Order, Tal thrust the ball of energy forward. It moved to the center of the chamber in an instant and exploded, casting molten bursts of light in all directions.
Unearthly howls of pain and rage rose as the glowing liquid splattered across every surface. Crimson dark spectres lurched up, out and down, screaming through wide maws of shadow and blood. A moment later the screams went silent, leaving an odd after echo as the chaotic revenants died.
The metal doors on the far side of the chamber flared a deep orange, like the stoked fires of a forge. The liquid order mana danced across the hot surface, bubbled and boiled to nothingness. Tal strode across the room, ignoring the crunch beneath his feet. Jurredix walked by his side, and soon they stood before the doors. The super-heated metal was already cooling and seemed none the worse for Tal’s attack.
A bas-relief of a shadowy woman nailed to a massive boulder by a massive sword covered the door's surface. The blade, forged from jet black metal flecked with bright orange stars, pinned her through the shoulder. Below the sword, where humanoids kept their hearts, a fist-sized ruby flared and dimmed with steady beats. Jurredix turned his gaze to Tal.
“We have found her,” the Grandmaster said, an odd mixture of relief and dread flowing from him. The door had no lock, no handles, and no obvious way to enter. It seemed the Princes would not make it easy on them.
“Why tell us who is inside?” Jurredix asked, his head cocked in curiosity.
“It’s a threat. Who would open the door knowing who lay beyond?”
“Only the foolish.”
“Or the desperate.”
“Since we are both, perhaps it will double our chances.”
“Did you just make a joke?”
“Indeed. Was it satisfactory?”
“No, It was horrible,” Tal answered with a chuckle. That chuckle grew to a belly laugh.
Jurredix cast an odd glance at the Grandmaster. “Then why are you laughing? Have you gone mad?”
“Source, I hope not,” Tal said, wiping tears from his eyes. “Otherwise we are doomed.”
He reached a tentative hand out and pressed it against the heart stone. In response to his touch, the heart stone beat faster. The supple smoothness of the carving’s skin was shocking and lifelike. He pulled back, the twinge of embarrassment filling him reminiscent of his clumsy bosom fondling during his first sexual experience.
Tal blinked his eyes and shook his head. He must have stumbled because Jurredix put an arm on his shoulder to steady him.
“Beware, my friend, she is the mistress of temptations,” Jurredix said. “She will know your weaknesses and your desires.”
Tal blinked fiercely, then nodded. “Sometimes I envy you my friend. No emotions weigh you down.” Tal extended his hand again, this time ready for the surge of sensations. He pushed his mind past the temptations and began to cast. White light flared into the doorway, finding the spaces between the atoms of the door’s surface.
Many a philosopher had argued that chaos was more powerful than the magic of order. It was mutable, adaptive, ever-changing. But it was these very traits that became a burden whenever Chaos Magic needed permanence. Chaos was change, which made the job of being, and staying, a door beyond its purview.
To put it simply, the door wanted to be more than a door.
Tal took advantage of this, convincing the door to become something else. A whiff of fresh lilac was his reward, as thousands of petals drifted to the ground. The violet flowers had been Merria’s favorite.
Jurredix cast several more Far Light spells, illuminating the chamber beyond the scattering of petals. Tal stepped through the open space and Jurredix followed. The chamber beyond was larger than the one outside. The ceiling disappeared into the darkness, and Tal wondered what monstrosities lay in wait. The floor was stone, polished to such a sheen that Tal could see his reflection, albeit a distorted one.
Tal’s eyes searched the room, surprised to find it empty. Was this some kind of trick? Had Baelmaera escaped?
Tal focused his gaze on the bas-relief carvings, which told a story of betrayal, blood, and damnation.
The first panel showed the brilliant white light of the Source, sealing the five Princes behind an unbreakable barrier, banishing them from the Realms. The second revealed a state of endless war between the Princes, whose hatred for each other was only overshadowed by the scenes of the next stele.
As bloody as the wars between princes were, they were mere squabbles compared to the devastation revealed in the next group of scenes. An eternal battle raged between the Princes and their chaotic hordes and the Lords of Order and their disciples. Each time the Princes got close to victory, the Lords of Order sent them crashing back to their realm.
The next carving showed Baelmaera calling the other Princes to her with a promise of escape and vengeance. An alliance was born that day, tentative and terrifying. As the truth of the story filled him, Tal realized just how close the Realms had come to annihilation.
“The Princes united,” Tal whispered. “How were we not overrun?”
“Betrayal,” Jurredix answered, pointing at the next part of the tale.
This one showed Baelmaera, clad in beauty and shadow, corrupting the human sorceress Rowyn Vex and perverting her creation of the Realm Gate. The stele showed the Mistress of Plots and Shadows standing alone before the gate, ready to leave the Realm of Chaos and her brethren behind. But the Princes discovered her treachery, and together they defeated Baelmaera and bound her to a rock with the sword of black and red. They left her behind, unable to die, unable to escape, imprisoned forever. Like the carving on the outer door, this Baelmaera also bore a beating heart jewel.
“She planned to leave them behind,” Tal said.
“That explains their ire.”
“And their terrible vengeance,” Tal’s fingers tracing the lines of the massive black sword. “But where is she?” His eyes were drawn to the heart jewel, his curiosity peaked. A light flared at the center of his brow and he reached out with the power of his Third Eye, a Grandmaster level Tier Ability.
“This is no mere jewel. It is a pocket Realm. Baelmaera is here.”
“Then perhaps we should leave it be,” the archon said, his placid voice tinged with something akin to fear.
“We must learn what she knows. She is our only chance to get home, to warn the Circle. They do not know what is coming.”
Archons did not sigh, but Jurredix’s exasperation was palpable. “We balance on the blade of fate my friend. A fall to either side means doom, not only for us but for the Realms. We get the information we need and then we leave.”
“Agreed.”
“You must gird your heart in a layer of cold,” Jurredix said, eyeing Tal intently. “Bury your emotions. She will use your family against you, use your guilt, use your love. Nothing matters but the mission. Abandon all sentiment.”
“Agreed,” Tal said again, jaw clenched tight. Tal pressed his hand against the beating heart jewel. Red-orange light flared about them and pulled them forward as reality twisted. A moment later they stood on an island of rock floating in a morass of swirling fog. Jagged bolts of lightning lanced through the clouds, illuminating a shifting tangle that defied description or classification. A furious pain built inside Tal’s skull, forcing him to look away from the primal chaos.
Ahead of them, a thin set of stairs twined upwards like a malformed helix. Tal craned his neck to see several other landings like the one they stood upon. His knees wobbled at the prospect of climbing so high. One misstep would mean an endless fall to nothingness.
“I think we’ve found your blade of fate,” Tal said. “And I thought you were being metaphorical.”
“I was,” the archon said and took a steady step onto the staircase. Tal sighed and followed.
Some unknowable time later they reached the underside of a large floating island. The staircase led through a hole and deposited them inside a ruined temple. At the far end of the complex sat a dais surrounded by twisting columns swirling with a halo of chaotic runes. 
A twisted boulder pushed upwards from the dais like the jutting skull of a half-buried giant. Pinned to the boulder by a sword of black metal, was a woman. Deep orange flecks danced across the blade’s surface, reminding Tal of fireflies in the night at his family’s home. An image of his son jumping to catch the glowing insects filled Tal’s mind. He could smell the dew-covered grass and hear Berrek’s laughter. Anger built inside him and fiery talons of rage and regret gripped his heart.
The woman moaned and the shawl of shadows she wore fell open revealing the curve of her waist, the length of a forearm and the side of her face. She groaned again and turned her gaze on Tal, a joyous smile of recognition causing her eyes to spark.
“Tal, you came for me.”
“Merria?” Tal asked and stumbled. He knew this aberration, this coalescence of raw malice was not his wife, but his heart did not. Waves of pain, terror, and need flowed from the imposter, digging into Tal’s soul, scraping raw the unhealed scars of his failures.
“Be strong Tal,” Jurredix whispered beside him, placing a firm, yet caring hand on Tal’s shoulder.
Through closed eyes and a clenched jaw, the Grandmaster built a multi-layered mental fortress around his emotions. The technique mimicked the structure of crystal, each stratum bolstering the one beneath it, all with the goal of shielding the mind.
Thus protected, Tal turned his dispassionate gaze to the woman spiked to the massive chunk of stone. A loving expression flowed across her face on seeing him. Desperate pleas passed her lips full of claims of innocence, of mistaken identity. Tal listened to none of it as he stepped onto the dais.
He raised his hand and cast the spell Revelation. A wave of silver-white energy pulsed over the stone and the woman but instead of stripping away the illusion, the mana swirled into a vortex and surged into the black blade.
The specks along the blade’s surface blazed, and the woman wearing Merria’s face screamed. Deep orange light exploded from her open mouth and bled from the corners of her eyes. Her skin flared and a wave of chaotic energy exploded from her passing over Tal and Jurredix.
In an instant, Tal felt like every molecule in his body was on fire. His health reduced by 10% and he collapsed to one knee. His thoughts slowed, like a man rudely woken after a long night of revelry. He tried to focus, but his mind felt like it was swimming through honey.
“Tal, please help me,” the woman said, her desperate tone sounding so much like his wife’s.
For a moment, Tal wondered if he’d been wrong if this woman was his wife, but then he dove into his mental defenses and found solace. He stumbled to his feet and pointed at the woman. “I know you Baelmaera, Lady of Plots and Shadows and I name you liar, murderer, defiler.”
A mad cackle burst past her lips and she stared right at Tal. The veneer of innocence fell from her face, replaced by malevolence and power. She still wore Merria’s features, but she looked nothing like his wife.
“A girl had to try, Odymm Tal.”
Tal should not be surprised that she knew him, for his weight in the Aether was great, and Baelmaera, of all the Princes, was most skilled at reading the Aether’s weave. Perhaps he could use that to his advantage.
“Then you know why we are here. Why not dispense with the pleasantries and tell us?”
“There is no way home for you, that does not lead to the doom of your world, Grandmaster. Even now, the others are close to coalescence. They have suborned my minions and my allies to their cause. Another Realm Gate is already under construction. When they have fully coalesced, they will use the gate to escape this prison.”
“And leave you behind,” Tal said. “Would not a temporary alliance between us serve your needs?”
“Will this alliance include freeing me?”
“No,” Tal said firmly. “But I hold no illusions that this prison will hold you forever. Help us stop the other Princes and when you escape, you can seek your vengeance.”
“That is a fine offer, but I have little faith in your ability to stop my siblings. You could not protect your own family. Merria, little Berrek. Do they still live or were they burned in the fires of your failure? How loud do they scream in your dreams?”
Tal stepped towards her, rage surging inside him. Jurredix moved between them, a strong, yet gentle hand on his chest. Tal looked to the archon and forced his anger down. “I am fine my friend.” The archon hesitated for a moment and then nodded, lowering his hand.
“Do you think I am such a weakling as to let you manipulate me, shadow witch?” Tal spat.
“No, Grandmaster. But I was not trying to manipulate you, only deceive you.”
Before Tal’s eyes widened in dread curiosity, Baelmaera raised an arm. Like a javelin launched by an atlatl, the arm exploded forward, stretching to an unnatural length. Her palm widened and expanded as it slammed into Jurredix’s back. Her fingers lengthened and wrapped around the archon, their tips growing into sharp points.
Before Tal could react, the talons tore into Jurredix’s chest plate with all the gusto of a starving man cracking the shell of a crab. Arcs of blue-white electricity surged through the archon’s body in response to the attack. This was his nervous system attempting to defend himself, but Baelmaera’s attack had paralyzed the archon. 
Tal lashed out with a dual casting of Order Bolt, but the dark blade drew the bolts like a magnet tugging on iron filings. The sword drank the magic like gauze to fresh blood and then flared. Another wave of raw chaotic power exploded from the blade. Baelmaera laughed through her screams and held tight to Jurredix. The impact tossed Tal backward, his health dipped, and his muscles ached, but the worst was the prompt that filled his vision.
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Tal shook his head and stumbled to his feet. It had been decades since he’d last suffered from Mana Feedback, but he had not forgotten the pain. He forced his clenched muscles to loosen and summoned his mace from his sub-dimensional armory.
The mace was a solid chunk of crystal imbued with vast amounts of Order Magic and could crush a drake’s skull with a single blow. Tal tapped the medallion at his neck and shimmering plates of solid order energy flowed about him.
He tapped the armor’s physical enhancements and leapt the twenty feet separating him from Baelmaera and Jurredix in an instant. He brought the mace down with all of his enhanced might and triggered the pent-up energy.
The blow had the power to level a small building, but just before it crushed Baelmaera’s skull, a shimmering field of crimson energy expanded around her. The impact sounded like a massive gong and tore the mace from Tal’s grasp. The armor around his wrist shattered, snapping the twin bones of his forearm and dislocating his elbow. 
Tal screamed in agony, his right arm hanging limply at his side. Baelmaera’s laughter increased, and she lifted Jurredix from his feet, pushing him closer to Tal as if taunting him. “My fellow Princes imprisoned me here so I could not die, could not escape. Do you not think they wouldn’t have counters to your pathetic attempts to kill me?”
Tal gritted his teeth at the agony and struggled to find his focus. A mechanical tearing sound rose, and Tal blinked away the stinging tears in his eyes. Jurredix stared down on him, the liquid crystal of his face morphing into a rictus of pain as his chest plates were wrenched open.
The spark of order that served as the center of Jurredix’s consciousness spun faster and without order. Had Tal not known better, he would have said his friend was afraid, but archons did not feel fear. Tal certainly did though, and he refused to allow what little he had left to be taken from him.
“I will not allow this,” Tal said, his voice powerful. Using the enhanced speed granted by his armor, Tal zipped past Jurredix, ducked under Baelmaera’s other lashing arm and grabbed the hilt of the black blade impaling the Lady of Plots and Shadows.
He wrenched the sword from the stone and Baelmaera moved as fast as lightning.
But Tal was a Grandmaster of Order, an Arch-Deacon of the Circle and his mind was a peerless analytical machine. In the three-seconds it had taken him to reach Baelmaera and tear the blade free, he’d examined a dozen iterations of his imminent attack.
Only one led to victory.
Baelmaera pulled Jurredix to her, hiding behind his body. He could only see the edge of her sneer past his face, but it was enough. He thrust the black blade forward. The tip sliced into Jurredix’s right cheek before bursting through the back of his skull less than an inch from the column of energy that acted as the archon’s spine.
The blade sunk into Baelmaera’s eye and through the back of her skull. Before the surprise even registered on her face, Tal pulled the blade free and removed the shadow lady’s head.
Jurredix and Baelmaera both collapsed to the ground in a heap of tangled limbs.
A moment later a spectral glow flowed up from the two halves of Baelmaera’s decapitated corpse and they floated off the ground. A mad chortle of glee filled the chamber. Tal stepped back and slammed the black blade point down into the ground and thrust his hand forward.
“You have fulfilled your purpose and now I am free,” Baelmaera chortled, her voice nowhere and everywhere. A wave of energy exploded from her corpse snapping the black blade in half, the hilt spinning through the air and disappearing over the edge of the platform.
The chaotic essence that was Baelmaera poured over and past Tal, but he did not fall to its onslaught.
“Not today Baelmaera.” He grunted with effort, turned his hand around and closed his fist. The wave of expanding energy slowed and then stopped and Baelmaera’s joyous laughter stopped with it. Tal squeezed his fist tighter and the wave of energy pulled back towards a singular point as if time had been reversed.
Tal roared and drew all of her energy into him. She resisted, the energy lashing at him from all sides as it drew closer and more compact, but Tal refused to give up. With one last howl of rage and purpose, Tal absorbed the entity known as Baelmaera and buried her in the prison at the heart of his spiritual fortress.
Silence hung heavy for a moment and then Odymm Tal, Arch-Deacon of the Circle, Grandmaster of Order, collapsed.
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“When I came back online, I found Tal slumped and broken beside me.” Jurredix paused, tracing the scar on his cheek with a gentle hand. “I feared he was dead, or worse yet turned to chaos. I knelt at his side, ready to do what was required. As a construct, I lack emotions as you mortals would describe them, but when Tal opened his eyes and smiled through bloody teeth, I felt joy.”
Lex’s jaw hung open as Jurredix finished his tale and he turned to Tal. Full understanding of the burden carried by the Grandmaster filled him. “It’s not a Chaos Spore, but Baelmaera herself.”
“Yes,” Jurredix said, his voice an odd combination of pride and sorrow.
“Why?” Lex asked, his voice incredulous and filled with awe.
“To prevent her renascence.”
“Yeah, I’ve got no idea what that word means.” If Lex was upset by his lexicographic failings or even understood the irony, he did not show it.
“It’s a snazzy way of saying reborn,” Vonn said.
“Wait, you guys were serious when you said these jackholes can’t die?”
“They are not alive by the strictest definition of the word. They are eternal sentiences that coalesced untold eons ago around a singular concept. Pestilence, madness, carnage, decay and with Baelmaera, deception. The body Tal destroyed was but a vessel. Without that vessel, Baelmaera’s spirit was incapable of interacting with the physical world, but she was also free of her prison. Given time she would have reformed. That is why the other Princes left her in a state of perpetual torment.”
“You could have just said yes.”
“I did.”
“If we survive this, we're gonna have some tutoring sessions so I can teach you how real people speak.” Lex held a hand up, preventing the inevitable comment that the archon was not a person. “But, we’re getting off topic.”
“I’m not sure we were ever on one,” Vonn said. Lex scowled at his friend, envious of the rogue’s ability to remain calm under all circumstances. Lex turned back to the archon.
“If I’m understanding this effed up tale of yours, Tal killing Baelmaera freed her from her prison and to prevent her renascence …” He said the word like an asshole freshman composition student, “… Tal forced her into a new prison. His own body.”
“Correct. And it is consuming him from the inside,” Jurredix gazed over at the slumbering Grandmaster. “He is fighting a losing battle against time, and his decision to save your friend only hastens that fate. He is dying, and unlike the Princes, he will not be reborn.”
Lex turned to Errat, floating motionless in the Order Engine’s time-altering field. Guilt wormed through him like a time-lapse video of maggots consuming roadkill. He knew he had to decide; Errat or Tal? One of them would have to die so the other might live. A mishmash of movie scenes flowed through his thoughts. In each, some gruff, confident leader made the hard choice, the right choice for the greater good and then lived with the consequences with a stiff upper lip and a tumbler of bourbon.
Lex had neither of those things. Can I just tap out? Hand the leadership baton to Vonn? I’m not suited to the boss role dammit. I’m the snarky sidekick. Only a bunch of imbeciles would look to me to lead.
A throat clearing noise dragged him from his self-recrimination and he saw the others looking at him with expectant gazes. Without a mirror, Lex could not see the message delivered by his face, but if the other’s expressions were any clue, that message was unlikely to inspire greatness.
“I cannot make that choice,” Lex said in a low voice, his head hanging. “I cannot decide who lives and who dies.” Lex sat on a step leading up to the Order Engine, his back to both Errat and Tal. Vonn sat next to him, hands clasped on his lap, letting Lex wallow in his misery. He looked at the archon. “Why don’t you decide?”
“While I am far superior at calculations than mortals, the Lords of Order long ago realized my kind are incapable of making decisions that consider the emotional impact of a situation. Put simply, I am programmed not to make this decision.”
“Well, this whole thing sucks,” Simon blurted. “At least tell us you guys kept that sweet ass sword?” Simon got into a fencing stance before swinging an imaginary blade in a manner that confirmed the undead teen should never, ever be given a real blade. Was channeling Dirge’s skill only something that happened under battle duress?
“Yes, please tell us that,” Lex said. “I very much want that sword.”
“No,” Jurredix said. “It was destroyed. Tal surmised it did not survive the energies of Baelmaera’s extirpation.”
“Just say death!” Lex blurted, taking his frustrations out on the archon. “Why always with the literary douchebag words?” The archon said nothing, and another silence fell like a heavy blanket of depression and dread.
After several moments Seraphine spoke. “Was it worth it?” Her tone cold, her gaze locked onto the archon. “Did your brash, male stomp, stomp into battle without thinking of the consequences beforehand, get you what you wanted. Did you find us a way home?”
“I make thousands of calculations before I act, so yes I did think. And I have no gender and therefore am not male. And I do not stomp.”
“Answer the damned question,” Seraphine snapped. “Can you get us home?”
“No,” Jurredix said. “Once opened, some doors can never be closed. We cannot return home without letting the Princes escape. And that is…”
“Something I will never allow,” Tal said from behind them. Jurredix moved toward the Grandmaster, but Tal waved him off. “I’m not dead yet my friend, and we have work to do.”
“Grandmaster…” Lex began, unsure of how to thank Tal for choosing to save Errat, unsure he shouldn’t try to talk him out of it.
“You may ease your guilt, Lex. As long as I draw breath, your friend is safe.”
“That choice is illogical,” Jurredix said.
“But it is my choice to make.” He held the archons gaze with steely resolve and eventually the automaton nodded.
Now that’s the face of a leader, Lex thought.
“We have a few hours before we arrive at Harlan’s Watch. I suggest we all get some rest while Jurredix mans the helm.”
*****
The gang followed Jurredix’s directions to a large suite of connected rooms. Despite their exhaustion, nobody retired to their quarters. None of them wished to be alone. Learning you were likely trapped for life in the Realm of Chaos tended to make one clingy. Even Steve the bläärt insisted on staying close, causing Lex to scrunch up his nose at the moldy sock smell wafting from the bläärt.
“Seraphine likes cuddles way more than I do,” Lex told the bläärt. Steve grinned and rolled onto the ground. A moment later he righted himself and ran towards Seraphine.
“No, I do …” Seraphine began, but then Steve hopped onto her lap causing the onetime assassin to flinch. An odd ‘hurrk’ noise pushed past her lips and she grabbed her nose with her left hand while struggling to push Steve away from her with the other.
If the small blue man took offense to the rough treatment, he showed no sign. He bounced from one member of their group to another, hugging and cooing. It was only when Vonn caught him with his three-fingered hand in his satchel that Lex suggested the bläärt take a walk away from the others.
With a pout, Steve kicked the ground and left. A moment later a small twinge of guilt hit Lex.
"Maybe we should all give the little fella a break. He’s had a rough time, losing his whole …" Lex wasn’t sure what to call the other bläärts  “... guys he used to hang out with. It’s not like he’s a bad guy."
“That little bastard stole my bag,” Seraphine blurted and jumped to her feet.
Lex put a gentle hand on her shoulder, trying to ease her anger. Seraphine scowled and pushed Lex aside. By the time she reached the hallway outside, Steve was gone.
“How?” She wanted to rush after the bläärt, but Lex told her to calm down and get some rest.
“We’ll get it from him later. He’s not going anywhere, and besides, how much trouble can he get into?”
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Steve stood in the hallway just outside the door, leaning against the wall. The noise of the tall non-bläärts arguing and insulting each other flowed over him. This back-and-forth bickering reminded Steve of something, but he couldn’t quite place what that something was.
It was only when the new Master used the phrase that roughly translated into family in Bläärtinese, that Steve remembered he was the last of his vat mates. He hadn't thought much about their deaths, what with the constant danger, but now that he was alone with his thoughts, a feeling took him.
“Ehh,” Steve sputtered, resentful of the small amount of effort the eulogy had taken.
Bläärts weren’t like other creatures. They were grown in large vats from a noisome fungus slurry. They had no sentiments, no attachments and definitely no desire to cuddle, despite what the new Master suggested. Their only joys in life were smelling and then stealing loots.
This was why most bläärts worked in mines or helped bigger, meaner races hunt treasure. Their keen noses could smell value, whether that value be gold, weapons, food or, as with the last Master, suspect sexual apparatus. Bläärts imprinted on their Masters and inherently understood what that Master valued. Once that imprinting had taken, bläärts would become obsessed with their Master’s objects of desire and stop at nothing to acquire them.
Steve’s ears perked up and his eyes widened in alarm. The only thing a bläärt was more sensitive to than loot, was danger, and the woman who wore the body of a boy had just discovered Steve had taken her bag.
Truth be told, Steve was surprised he’d been able to sneak the bag out. It was as big as him and the loot it contained smelled delicious. He adjusted the strap and began to skip down the hallway towards the distant junction and safety.
Any casual observer would have said Steve’s pace was far too slow to escape, but the bläärt showed no signs of worry. A moment before Seraphine stuck her nose around the corridor, Steve hit his third skip and vanished in a puff of cobalt colored smoke.
He appeared a moment later several dozen feet away in a parallel corridor and his skipping slowed into an off-kilter shamble. With a grunt of irritation, Steve adjusted the bag. He closed his eyes, inhaled and let the smell of loot flow over him.
Wondrous and odd scents flowed to Steve from throughout the ship. He showed some disappointment at the lack of rot, bodily excreta and post-coital odors that had been so prevalent on the previous Master’s ship, but Steve felt their lack was a fair price to pay for no longer being whipped.
It had taken no time for Lex, the new Master, to imprint his needs and desires on Steve. So, when the wondrous smell of truly fantastic loot came to his nose, Steve wanted to cheer. But, he kept quiet in case the body thief was still searching for him. It would be several more minutes before he’d be able to use the bläärt racial ability Skip again, so he walked. The leather slapping pitter-patter of his bare feet became a calming metronome that allowed him to push the world away and concentrate on the loots’ terrific aroma.
Steve walked for many minutes down long crystal corridors, past humming engine rooms and dust-covered storage vaults. Eventually, he came to a bare wall that looked no different to the eye than the hundreds of others Steve had walked past. Most people would have continued with no inkling that fantastic loot lay beyond the wall.
But to a bläärt’s nose, walls were no barrier. Steve bounced up and down with such vigorous joy that an observer would have thought the bläärt’s vibrations foreshadowed an explosion. Steve backed up far enough to give him enough room and began to skip towards the wall. He skipped once, twice and as his foot came down a third time, he activated Skip.
Steve disappeared in a puff of smoke expecting to dematerialize beyond the wall, but just as his immaterial body should have passed between the molecules in the wall he returned to solidity and bounced off some unseen barrier.
The impact tossed him head over heels and he landed in a heap, face-planted the floor with his feet flopped over his shoulders. His kilt drifted over his head like a blanket being draped over a sleeping child, exposing Steve’s non-existent nether region.
Had the Master been present, he would be relieved and then confused by the bläärt’s lack of bits. Steve knew he should explain to the Master how to make bläärts in case the Master wanted more, but he did not want to, for he very much enjoyed being the Master’s sole bläärt.
Steve shook his head, writing off his odd jealousy as a side effect of the skull cracking impact. He walked to the wall and put a tentative hand against its smooth surface. The crystal vibrated at a higher rate than the other nearby walls, suggesting that some kind of energy field flowed within. 
Now understands why Skip no go, Steve thought to himself as he scratched his chin in near perfect imitation of the Master. But loot still can smell very good. Must means other ways in. Steve’s nostrils flared, inhaling the loot smell's trail.
He rushed around the corner and sniffed until he discovered a maintenance closet. Inside the closet, a small, grate covered shaft oozed with loot smell. Steve stacked several boxes tall enough for him to reach the air shaft. He removed the grate and climbed in. He wriggled through the shaft until he peered through another grate and into a small room. The room was empty except for a long, thin chest made of metal girded crystal. Wondrous loot smells wafted up from the chest and Steve sputtered in glee.
The Master will say much good congratulations and thanks to Steve once Steve has loots Master wants.
Steve opened the grate and eased himself over the edge. He stretched as far as he was able, grumbling on realizing he still dangled a half dozen feet above the floor. Steve considered pulling himself back up and waiting until Skip’s countdown expired, but he was far too excited to acquire the loot and show it to the new Master.
Master no want wait.
Girding himself for pain, Steve let go of the lip of the shaft and fell. His feet caught the edge of the chest, spinning him so he face planted the crystal floor with a wet thwack. He moaned in pain and spat out a gobbet of blue ichor. One of his few remaining teeth skittered into the blood and Steve groaned in irritation.
He stood, stretched his back through several cracks and fished the tooth from the pool of goop. He examined the crooked brown incisor and pushed it into a gap in the top row of teeth, either failing to notice, or not caring, that the tooth had been in his lower jaw mere moments before.
Satisfied with his amateur dentistry, Steve turned to the chest. It was over six feet long, but only about a foot deep and less than that high. It was made from a thick, milky colored crystal which prevented him from seeing inside. But Steve did not need to see inside. He could smell the loot and licked his lips salaciously.
There were no obvious hinges but Steve spotted a small keyhole hidden amidst the wheels of decorative metal. He fished his locksmithing kit from beneath his kilt and got to work. Within moments a dull click announced success and with a heaving effort, Steve pushed the heavy lid up.
Upon a bed of thick velvet was a long black sword. A cascade of red-orange motes danced across the surface of the blade and a resonant hum buzzed the air. Steve’s mouth widened in joy. In all his many years of loot gathering, this sword was the greatest thing he’d ever smelled.
He wrapped both hands around the hilt, surprised at its warmth. He bent at the knees and lifted with all of his might, heaving the sword above his head, but the length and weight of the blade were far too much for Steve to support and it slowly, inexorably dragged him backward. Steve fell onto his backside and the sword clattered to the floor with a metallic clang. Struggling, he pushed the heavy sword off of him and stood.
“Hmmmm, how am Steve get long pokey to Master?” Steve asked, bringing his hand to his chin once more. His face screwed up as he thought, but no ingenious method of carrying the blade jumped to mind. With no other options, Steve dragged the blade, hoping the raucous sound of the metal against crystal wouldn’t attract unwanted attention.
He reached the opposite wall to find there was no door.
“Awww,” Steve whined. “Hates when dumb dumbs lock loots up.” He stared for several moments, tapping his fingers idly on the clasp of the pilfered bag. The dull clink of his fingernail on metal eventually reached the part of his brain responsible for ‘ah ha’ moments.
“Ah, ha.” Steve opened the bag and dug around. It was chock full of potions, a scroll and a bunch of eye stalks the body thief had carved from the floating death eyeball. He picked them up one at a time and sniffed, like a man admiring a fine Cuban cigar.
Though an outsider would suspect Steve had some olfactory fetish, he was, in fact, activating his Smellify talent. It was a
bläärt specific ability that allowed the small blue men to Identify the traits of nearly any item by smell alone.
After smelling all the stalks, he decided on one. Smellify revealed the eyestalk could fire a single shot of Disruption, a chaotic spell that was particularly effective against Order Magic constructs. Steve stood back, stance wide, hands holding the stalk-like a pistol and activated the ability.
A beam of deep orange light exploded from the eyeball and hit the crystal of the wall. For a moment, nothing happened, but then, just as the beam blinked out, an imperfection appeared at the impact point and piled outwards, like heat melting ice.
Steve jumped in joy and turned to grab the hilt of the sword. By the time he turned back, the hole had healed itself. Flashes of orange light pulsed through the crystal changing its color from murky to clear and then back to murky. The surface shimmered again, and the hole grew, before snapping shut again. The shimmering light inside the wall faded, and it was solid once more.
“Murgle Gurgle,” Steve grunted and kicked the wall, a dull crack announcing his smallest toe had snapped. He dropped the sword and hopped up and down cradling his injured toe when the wall shifted again. The crystal did not part, but it turned clear revealing the indistinct silhouette of a tall man.
Steve froze, fearful that the man would prevent him from bringing the loot to the Master when the wall pulsed and parted. Steve grinned in recognition and waved at his savior. Then his eyes widened, and his joy leached from him.
Before Steve could speak, a flare of chaotic energy blasted into him and punched him into the back wall. Something cracked in Steve and he fell forward, bounced off the chest and fell back against the wall. A moment later the dim spark in his eyes went dark.
A few seconds passed before unseen hands lifted the black blade and returned it to the chest. The lid slammed shut, and the figure departed. As soon as its foot was past the threshold, the opening snapped shut, leaving a smooth patch of milky white crystal.
Several moments later the wall turned translucent. Had anyone born witness they would have seen Steve’s body slumped against the wall, the last bläärt from his vat. Then the wall turned opaque again, sealing Steve in darkness.
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Right before the sound of Grandmaster Odymm Tal’s voice in his head woke him, Lex was snoring. It was the deep snore that rose in both volume and intensity until it startled the sleeper awake. He’d been dreaming about his wedding to Yrriel, which was odd considering the relationship bore no official designation. To Lex, their fling was much more than a friend with benefits arrangement, but Yrriel, who counted her birthdays in the hundreds, had a more fluid definition. 
Had he been fully awake, Lex would have scowled at his neediness.
In the dream, Gryph took the role of best man, Vonn flirted with several elf maidens. Simon was there too, back in his floating skull iteration, as was Seraphine, still wearing Furrick’s body which in turn wore a flowery dress. Even Steve the bläärt was there, in the role of ring bearer. Finally, Errat insisted on officiating the service, which was both alarming and so very Errat.
“Hello friends, we are gathered here today to celebrate the conjoining of friend Lex and friend Yrriel,” Errat began. “When Errat first did hear about Lex and Yrriel, over several flagons of honey mead, I was confused and a little disturbed. Until that moment, Errat had no knowledge of the mating customs of non-warborn. But Lex told me in intimate detail about he and Yrriel’s ‘first time.’ To celebrate their love, I would like to tell you that story today.”
In the dream, panic rose inside Lex, and he ran in bad slo-mo rom-com style towards Errat, desperate to stop the tale from being told. Around him, the others all smiled wanly as if everything was completely normal. Lex was a hand’s length from Errat when he woke from the dream with a snorting spasm and fell from his bed.
“Ouch,” Lex muttered, his legs tangled in his blankets. Then Odymm Tal’s voice screamed in his head.
Attention all crew, please assemble on the bridge immediately!
Lex yelped and stood. The blankets tangled tighter about his feet and he toppled face forward again. After several more grunts, a few swears and one off-balance punch at nothing, Lex finally extricated himself and a minute later he was through the door, walking in pace with Vonn.
“You look like hell,” the wily rogue said.
“And you look…” Lex began, eyeballing his friend’s perfect hair and pressed clothes. “Perfect. How in the hell do you do that?”
“Tier Ability,” Vonn said, offering no further explanation.
“Of what skill? Douchebaggery?” Lex suspected Vonn was screwing with him, but without his Analyze skill, he could not prove the theory. Vonn shrugged, somehow both confirming and denying Lex’s comments without admitting to either. “What do you think is going on?”
“I’ll tell you what’s going on,” Simon grumbled from behind them. “This Tal guy must be some kinda jerk, waking people up in the middle of the night.”
“You’re undead,” Lex responded. “You don’t need sleep.”
“I don’t need it but doesn’t mean I don’t like it.”
The lich teen’s expression went sour and Lex realized the kid was grasping at anything that let him feel human. Before he had any time to ponder, Seraphine joined them. Lex gave her an odd sideways glance, the image of her in Furrick’s body and a dress rushing back to him.
“What?” she snapped.
Lex just shrugged noncommittally. He had zero plans to explain himself, suspecting it would undermine his already fragile authority. Thankfully, their arrival at the bridge averted further explanation.
Jurredix stood at the control panel staring at the viewscreen. The ship still flew through the eddies and whorls of chaotic space. The archon had insisted they stay hidden within the nebula-like clouds on their journey to Harlan’s Watch, even if it slowed their pace.
We’re not at Harlan’s Watch. Why did Tal summon us? The uncertainty filled Lex with dread.
Lex found Tal standing before the Order Engine, deep in thought, his unfocused gaze staring at Errat. A chill flashed through Lex on seeing the Grandmaster. Whatever internal debate the man struggled with was unlikely to bode well for Errat. The swoosh of the closing doors broke the Grandmaster’s musings, and he turned to them with a forced smile.
“Thank you for coming, my friends. I am sorry to interrupt your repose, but I believe I have come up with a plan to stop the Princes.”
Exhalations of relief flowed through the group, each of them unaware until that moment, just how tense they’d been. The sparkle of joy in Tal’s eyes faded a bit as he walked towards them, and an icy claw snagged Lex’s heart.
“There is a spell taught to Grandmasters of the Circle upon their ascension to the position. We call it Anchor of Order, and it is the foundation that allows an Order Lance to exist.” Tal spread his arms to encompass their surroundings. “Essentially it is a complex order matrix that feeds upon and transforms chaos into order mana. That mana is then used to power and protect the lance.”
The concept was fantastical, almost unbelievable, but it explained how the Lords of Order had kept the Princes at bay for untold eons, despite their power disadvantage. The anchor allowed the Lords to turn their weakness into a strength.
Lex’s mind played over the possibilities. Though he loved the idea of a fleet or Order Lances going into battle against the Princes, Lex doubted that was the Grandmaster’s plan. Even if they had the material to make more, they did not have the time. Then a thought occurred to Lex, and a grin crossed his face.
“You want to use Anchor of Order as a weapon,” Lex said.
“I plan to use four Anchors of Order as weapons. One for each Prince.”
“You can do that?” Simon asked, his voice filled with awe.
“I can, but there are complications.”
“It will take time and power,” Vonn offered.
“Yes, and therein lies the problem,” Tal said, his gaze turning to Errat. “I will need to cast Anchor of Order four times in quick succession. The only way to generate enough mana and ignore the spell’s considerable cooldown period is to use the Order Engine.”
Lex and the others all turned to Errat. The warborn looked peaceful, like a sleeping child, if that child were seven feet tall and 275 pounds. The chill that had been seeping through Lex since Tal’s summons had awoken him, became a clutching claw, and in its talons, it held Lex’s heart.
“But, if you use the engine, Errat will die.”
“Yes,” the Grandmaster said, never taking his eyes from Lex.
*****
Lex walked the hallways of the Order Lance alone, his mind a cacophony. For a moment he wondered if the lance’s protections had eroded. It would explain the mishmash of thoughts flowing through him. But then he admitted his mind just worked that way, especially when faced with an impossible decision.
A dull sensation took him like someone had pulled a thick warm blanket over his perception, and Lex wanted nothing more than to bury himself in its comforting folds and hide. The choice was obvious. Billions of lives saved at the cost of one. He knew what logic demanded, what Gryph would do, what Errat would insist upon.
So why can’t I do it? Why can’t I make the hard choice?
It would be at least an hour by Jurredix’s estimation before they reached Harlan’s Watch. Lex resented the time, for the more he considered the problem, the murkier it became. He wanted to curse Tal for insisting the choice was Lex’s alone.
He put one foot after the other and his pace became hypnotic. It was only when a foul odor wrinkled his nose, that he realized he’d let his mind fall into a trance. The stench was potent and familiar.
“Steve?” Lex asked, his voice tentative, like a man trying to tempt a stray cat with food. He looked around. The corridor looked no different from any of the dozen others he’d wandered through. The only difference here was the smell. Lex scowled and sniffed. The rank odor of moldy socks and old mushrooms filled his nose. He tracked the stench to a small storage closet. Inside he found the discarded grate of an air shaft. The stench wafted from the thin passageway and Lex gagged.
Why is it so much worse? Smells like something died.
“Steve?” Lex called again, concern grabbing ahold of him. He jumped up, pulling himself up by the lip of the air shaft. The passage was far too small for Lex to fit through, but several dozen feet further down the passage, a second grate leaned against the side of the shaft, at the exact place where a small, blue kleptomaniac would leave it while searching a secret room for loot.
“What the hell did you get yourself into, you little gremlin?”
A few minutes later Lex stood in front of a blank wall. If his calculations were correct, the hidden room was on the other side. But there was no door, no obvious panel or other controls. He considered getting Vonn but knew the rogue would say his Quest to Find the Missing Steve was nothing more than a delaying tactic, something to pull Lex’s attention from the decision he knew he’d have to make. A decision that would mean the death of a friend.
Lex punched the wall, bloodying his knuckles. Then he collapsed to his knees and began to weep. When the wall before him began to shimmer, Lex thought it was distortion brought on by his watery eyes. But when he wiped them clear, he saw Steve slumped against the back wall, his dead eyes staring at Lex.
"Dammit Steve," Lex mumbled. From Steve’s body position, it seemed obvious the little bastard had fallen from the air shaft in the ceiling. Did he break his neck? Lex wondered what he should do, when the crystal shuddered to opaque again, stealing Steve from him. "Goodbye Steve, we hardly knew you." Lex sighed and a moment of clarity filled him. It was time to return to the bridge. Time to say goodbye to Errat.
*****
When Lex got back to the bridge, it was empty. Where is everybody? Assuming Jurredix’s estimates were accurate, they were only minutes out from Harlan’s Watch.
“Hello? Anybody here?” He got no answer. His hand went to the shaft of his hammer. For several heartbeats he stared around the bridge, waiting for something, anything, but the hum of the Order Engine was the only sound. For several long heartbeats he surveyed the room, searching for hidden dangers. When nothing jumped out at him, he sighed, felt foolish, and forced himself to relax.
Perhaps this is the universe giving me time to say goodbye, Lex thought. He climbed the stairs and looked past the spinning arms of the engine. He looks good. Lex smiled, but something tickled the edge of his mind. Errat’s face looked smooth, healthy. The rictus of pain that had distorted the warborn’s features was gone, leaving an almost peaceful smile.
The tickle grew insistent and Lex’s eyes were drawn to the wound in Errat’s side. He’d expected the ragged wound to look awful and infected, but it did not. It was clean. Gone were the root-like tendrils. The raw edges were gone and with it any hint of chaotic infection.
“What the hell?” Lex said. Something was very wrong here. His mind raced, trying to play out various scenarios that could explain the evidence of his eyes. Tal had claimed the Order Engine would slow the infection. He’d never said anything about curing it.
Yet, warborn were a hardy people bred for war. Perhaps their healing abilities were even greater than advertised. Lex considered himself an optimist, one who liked to see the good in people. But he was no fool, even though he often played the role.
Trust your instincts, the phantom voice of Vonn said in his mind. Normally that voice berated and mocked him, and though Lex knew the voice was powered by his own asshole subconscious, he trusted this Vonn.
Lex walked to the Order Engine’s control panel and before he could second guess himself, tapped a few of the runes. The hum faded and the rotating arms slowed. The shimmering time dilation field popped out of existence and Errat sat up, his eyes swimming with a mixture of relief and fear. Then he spoke.
“Friend Lex. Be warned, chaos has taken ahold of...”
Before Errat could finish, a crimson bolt of chaotic energy slammed into him, knocking him unconscious. Lex spun and raised his hands, blue-white Order Magic swirling around them. Before he could launch the bolts, a powerful blast of chaos punched him in the chest and surged through his body. He grunted in pain and fell to the ground, frozen like a tased man.
A silhouette stood over Lex and terrible understanding filled him.
“I’d hoped to avoid such unpleasantries, but your curiosity has forced my hand.”
Then, the darkness took Lex.
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Lex floated on the frothy surface of nothingness. Indistinct sounds that might be voices drifted to him. He tried to ignore them and the pounding in his head, but both grew in volume and intensity, one compounding the other.
“Lex, wake up.” The voice sounded like a drunk man speaking through a mouthful of mashed potatoes. It was familiar, and he suspected he should pay more attention, but he felt sleepy and wasn’t in the mood. “Lex!” the voice said again, this time in a harsh whisper that demanded attention.
“What?” Lex asked. He tried to open his eyes, to lift his head, but both weighed heavy. Memories trudged through the morass of unconsciousness, demanding attention. Steve was dead, Errat was not infected, and the archon was a traitor. “Jurredix is…” Lex began, his eyes snapping open to find the archon staring down on him from less than a foot away.
“What?” the archon asked. “What am I?” A malevolent smile crossed his face, so odd, so unnatural on the liquid crystal mask the archon called a face.
“A giant asshole,” Lex finished, proud of his wit.
“They've called me worse,” the archon admitted, shrugging casually that was disturbing from the normally stoic automaton.
Lex struggled but several dark orange bands of mana surrounded him like a strait jacket and held him tight to one of the high-G acceleration chairs. The others were all constrained, including Odymm Tal, his head slumped forward onto his chest.
“What did you do to him?”
“We’ve had a philosophical disagreement.”
“You just used a contraction,” Vonn said. “Archons do not use contractions.”
“You’re correct, of course,” Jurredix said, smiling at his purposeful use of yet another contraction.
“You’re not just corrupted by chaos,” Lex began as partial understanding came to him. Before he completed the thought, Tal stirred, drawing Jurredix’s attention. It took the Grandmaster less than a second to assess the situation and white light flared beneath the bands of crimson energy restraining him.
The straps shredded like tissue paper under the onslaught of a playful kitten's claws and Tal jumped to his feet, covering the distance between him and Jurredix in a flash. Tal hit Jurredix with a mana enhanced blow and a loud crack echoed through the room.
Lex and the others struggled against their bonds, but none freed so much as a toe. An appreciation for the Grandmaster’s power filled Lex and with it came a bit of hope. Then, in an instant, that hope faded.
Jurredix threw his hand forward, and it flared with magma colored power. Tal lurched mid-swing and stumbled. The glowing chaotic mass near his sternum raged to brightness, and the Grandmaster screamed. He fell to the deck and writhed in agony as rivulets of chaos expanded outwards from the core.
“Baelmaera! You deceived me,” the Grandmaster said through gritted teeth. His anger at himself was clear. “Back in the pocket dimension, you let me think I’d contained you.”
“Yes. It was nothing to implant my spore inside you and hijack your memories. You mortals are so easy to deceive. You create half the fiction with your wants and desires and the rest with your fool belief in your heroic superiority.”
“Release Jurredix!”
Baelmaera leaned close to Tal, the visage on the archon’s face one of pure hatred. “He is long gone. I hid inside his spark, consuming him from the inside. He never even suspected until the end.”
Tal raged, but Baelmaera twisted her archon hand and the chaotic spore inside Tal spasmed and then grew. Tal’s screamed again, his voice broke and he passed out.
Lex struggled, desperate to help Tal, to help himself, but if a Grandmaster of Order Magic lay helpless on the floor, what chance did Lex have? As often happened, Lex’s brain chose that inconvenient moment to remember an inconsequential conversation he’d had with Vonn. Well, conversation might be too generous a term, as that implied a pleasant back and forth. This memory was more of a ribbing insult by the rogue at Lex’s expense.
In it, Vonn had mocked Lex by naming him a Grandmaster of Random Blathering. While that skill didn't technically exist, Lex’s penchant for foolish conversation was still a weapon. It was a shitty weapon, but Lex would grasp at any straw handed him. He girded himself, opened his mouth and spouted stupidity.
“Yo, Baelmaera, why don’t you pick on someone your own size.”
The instant it was out of his mouth he felt foolish. Vonn gave him a ‘what the hell are you doing’ look. Seraphine and Simon somehow both gave him complementary, yet different, ‘you’re an idiot’ looks. Only Errat seemed inspired by Lex’s words.
“Or someone much bigger,” Errat roared and struggled against his bonds.
Baelmaera turned towards Errat with little concern, for the warborn’s escape attempt was no more effective than Lex’s had been. Fear dredged its claws through Lex, but he would not let Baelmaera see that fear. So, he did the only thing he could think of, he doubled down on stupidity.
“Take these Halloween ribbons off me and we’ll fight mano-a-mano. Handsome NPC versus friendless chaos bitch.”
Baelmaera cocked her head and stared at him with a wicked grin. Without unclenching her fist, she raised Tal from the floor and pushed him back into his chair with a nudge of chaotic power. Double the number of bands as before wrapped about the unconscious Grandmaster, holding him tight. She walked closer, bending down to stare into Lex’s eyes. It took all of his will not to flinch as he gave her an up and down look.
“For an infamous Prince of Chaos, you're not all that impressive.”
“You're right Lex,” Baelmaera said, in a voice that was no longer the flat monotone of an archon, but the silky-smooth voice of a cabaret diva. “I’ve spent far too long wearing this dull form. It’s time to be me again.”
She straightened and deep within her, where the spark of order that was Jurredix’s heart and mind spun, and a burst of shadowy black flecked with the deep orange of chaos expanded outwards. It stained the white crystal of Jurredix’s body and pulsed through the jagged trails of energy flowing through him.
The shadows flowed about her into long formal robes, indistinct and hard to focus upon. The archon’s white face peered out from below a voluminous hood, a broken skull full of malevolence. To Lex’s eyes, she looked like a sinister version of Simon's Barrow King form.
“It isn’t perfect, but it will serve for now.” She stood arms wide examining herself.
“That’s original,” Simon grumbled with as much spunk and confidence as he could muster. “I’m much better at the spooky, floaty revenant thing than you are. Why don’t you get your own schtick?”
Baelmaera ignored the undead teen and smiled at Lex. “As much as I enjoy wordplay and banter, we’ll soon be arriving at Harlan’s Watch. Before we do, I need you to help me with something.”
She held her hand before her and a spark of writhing chaos appeared above her palm. It flashed outwards, growing into a raging apple-sized mass. Despite his attempts at bravado, Lex’s insides churned, for he recognized the parasitic item for what it was. A Chaos Spore.
“You will serve me of your own volition, or I will kill all of your friends, one by one while you watch.”
She walked behind the line of his friends, placing a hand on Vonn first, then tracing a finger along Errat’s neck. Seraphine didn’t even flinch as Baelmaera pinched her cheek. Finally, she stopped at Simon, one hand squeezing his shoulder, the other proffering the Chaos Spore as if it were nothing more than a fine glass of wine.
Now say you’ll help me, and I won’t have to kill your friends.”
“You do what you gotta do,” Lex said, his voice creaking as he spoke. “But answer me this. Say we get to Harlan’s Watch before the Princes leave, you can’t think they’ll take you with them? They hate you more than they hate us.”
“I’m not trying to join them. If I wanted that, why would I have gone to all this trouble?”
She’s not called the Lady of Plots and Shadows for nothing, Vonn’s voice said in his mind and understanding punched him in the brain.
“You don’t plan to join them, you plan to banish them.” It all made sense now. She’d been playing a long con. One that had taken decades to unfold. One that would leave her as the only Prince left in the Realm of Chaos. But why? How did that help her?
A memory surged to the fore and terror filled him.
Once opened, some doors are difficult to close. Jurredix had said as much to them. Now that he knew Jurredix was Baelmaera, the words were suspect. But, he had to assume that once the other Princes were on Earth, she had a way to invade the mortal realms. She was a liar, but she was no fool.
Lex stared at Baelmaera and tried to hide this realization with humor.
“You know, I’m flattered and all,” Lex said, trying to keep the fear from his voice. “But why me? Errat is stronger, Vonn more handsome, Seraphine over there is a better killer. Simon is, well yeah I get why you prefer me to him, but unless you’re into my wit, which I totally get, I think you overestimate my importance.”
“Oh, no Lex, you could not be more wrong. You are the key to everything. You don’t think you got sucked into this realm by accident, do you?”
A pulse of fear tore through Lex as he realized that he had ignored the coincidence of a full-blown chaos incursion occurring right as he got to Harlan’s Watch. The jestful part of his mind had written it off as further proof that the Source had a sick sense of humor and liked messing with him. But, deep down, he’d always known there was something more to it.
It took an embarrassingly long time for Lex to realize what that was, and when understanding came to him, he could not help but blurt it out. “You’re after Gryph.”
“Smart lad.”
She wants me to track Gryph. A mad, gleeful laugh pushed past his lips. “Oh, lady, your timing is awful. I couldn’t track Gryph if I wanted to.”
“Because he’s on Earth?”
The rush of fear that had been churning deep inside of Lex became a full-on tsunami and dashed what little hope he had left against the rocks of despair. How does she know that? A hundred foolish theories flashed through his mind, but through the maelstrom, one forced its way to the surface.
“You’re working with the Cabal.”
“Guilty as charged,” Baelmaera said and bowed into a slight curtsey. It was deeply disturbing, seeing as she wore the broken archon’s body. “I’ve had some lovely trans-reality chats with a psychotic little thing who calls herself the Goddess of Chaos. As far as she knows, I’m one of my sibling Princes looking to invade Earth.”
“If you’re trusting them to keep their end of the bargain, you’re dumber than I look.”
“They have their part to play in my little masquerade, just as you do.”
“I think you’ll find that I can never remember my lines. I’m more of an improv guy.”
Baelmaera walked up to him and traced a finger along his cheek. “You make me smile Lex. So, few beings have ever managed that. But, I’m afraid my affection will only last as long as your usefulness.”
“So what? I’m an insurance policy, in case the Cabal betrays you, cuz, of course, they will. Do what you will to me, to them.” Lex nodded at his friends, conjuring as much bravado as he could muster. “I will never help you find him.”
“Who? Gryph?” Baelmaera said with a slight chuckle. “I don't need you to help me find him. The Cabal will bring him to me. Though, if we’re speaking honestly, I haven’t told them that part of the plan.”
“You can do what you want to me lady, but Gryph will never bow to you. He’s more likely to rip your spine out and beat you with it.”
“Oh, I have no doubt of that.” Another sinister, almost seductive, smile twisted her broken archon face and in an instant, the torrent of cold fear that had been rushing through Lex froze solid.
“You don’t want him. You want his Godhead. And you need me to take it from him.”
“I told you, Lex. You’re important.”
I must protect Gryph. He’d often thought of the mantra as a curse, something that prevented him from being fully Lex. But, what if it was his purpose? What if the Source had chosen him for this moment? Lex had never considered himself to be a hero, but that didn't mean he couldn’t choose to act heroically.
Lex turned back to Baelmaera and his face grew firm. “I’ve considered your offer and I think I’ll have to decline with a healthy fuck you.” Lex squirmed, trying to give her the double bird. “This would have been a lot cooler if I had free hands.”
“As much as I enjoy your prattling, it’s time to move on.” She held the Chaos Spore up and Lex turned his gaze away. “Since you won’t act in my little drama, it is past time that I killed one of your friends. Since I am a gracious captor, I’ll let you choose. Who is the least important to you? Tell me, and I promise to make their death quick.”
Lex’s guts twisted in knots and roiled like a cauldron of acid. His eyes went from Vonn to Errat, then to Seraphine and finally to Simon. How can I choose? Both Vonn and Errat would willingly sacrifice themselves. He could not say the same of Seraphine, which would have bumped her up the list of sacrificial victims, were she not stuck in Furrick's body.
“Choose now Lex, or I’ll choose two of them for you.” A shimmering dagger of chaotic energy shimmered into her hand.
An idea occurred to Lex. A horrific, foolish, risky idea based on a few half-remembered words. Dammit, he said to himself and turned to Simon. The pain on the kid’s dead face wrenched at Lex’s heart. Simon opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out.
“I’m sorry kiddo,” Lex said, his voice cracking. “I’ll see you in your next life.”
“Wha?” Simon said, but then words failed him, leaving him nothing but a hollow stare.
Lex’s will nearly crumbled, but no other way presented itself. It had to be Simon.
“I wonder,” Baelmaera said. “Do the undead move to the next life as you mortals do?” The dagger punched through the back of Simon’s head with such suddenness that everyone flinched. Simon stared right at Lex as the light faded. “Or do they just cease to be?” She pulled the blade from Simon’s skull and his head flopped forward onto this chest, taking his accusing gaze with it. “I suppose we’ll never know.”
Lex heard the roar of pain and rage tear his throat raw, but it felt like it was happening to someone else. A switch had flipped in his mind, a primal defense mechanism designed to push away the horror and the guilt to survive. The distant part of him that was still paying attention to the world heard the other’s cries of anguish and threats of retribution, but Lex had eyes only for Baelmaera. She moved close and knelt, whispering so only he could hear.
“I’ll give you some time to let the consequences of your choices simmer. When I come back, we’ll start on the next one. Give me what I want, or every one of them will curse you to the Abyss as they die.”
“Why?” Lex asked, his voice shaky. “Why don’t you just shove it in me. Why do you need me to agree?”
“Because she needs your mind,” Errat said, calmly. "Your memories." Baelmaera turned, momentary shock filling the sparks of her eyes. “If she infected you with a Chaos Spore, you would fight against it. You would eventually succumb to its power, but the conflict would destroy your mind, leaving your body an empty vessel.”
“Making me useless.”
“Yes, you are the only one who knows how to remove a Godhead. She needs your mind intact.” Errat stared at Lex. “Which is why you cannot give in, even if you must watch all of us die. I am sorry, friend Lex.”
Baelmaera walked to Errat and punched him in the face. The warborn didn’t make a sound as blood flowed from his mouth. Baelmaera hit him a dozen more times, each one bruising flesh and crunching bone. Lex closed his eyes, biting his tongue to keep from screaming. But nothing blocked out the sound, and each punch brought him closer to giving in.
When the Lady of Shadows finally stopped beating Errat, tears flowed from Lex’s burning eyes. She walked to him, grabbed his chin and forced him to look. Errat’s face was an unrecognizable mess of pulped flesh and blood. One of the warborn’s eyes was swollen shut, but the other stared right at Lex, glistening with life and purpose.
“I will give you time to think, to imagine the pain I will inflict upon your friends. Perhaps that will convince you that your acceptance is inevitable, for all men have their breaking point.”
She stood and walked towards the door to Tal’s private office. She wasn’t halfway there when Vonn spoke.
“Lex, do not give in to this bitch, no matter …”
A band of orange energy snapped about his mouth, gagging him as tight as their cousins bound his body. The rogue’s muffled voice yelled from behind the gag, and though the words were incomprehensible, he understood their meaning.
Stay strong!
You are not alone.
Lex turned to see the others also gagged. Errat and Seraphine stared at Lex, trying to give him strength. Next to them, Tal was still unconscious, the Chaos Spore inside him pulsed and throbbed as if reacting to Lex’s fears.
Lex turned to the Dirge corpse, hoping that his gamble had borne fruit, praying that he was, in fact, not alone.
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Simon floated somewhere dark and cool. He’d been here before, many times in fact. Why didn’t he remember when? The sensation of bobbing on the surface of a river, weaving past unknowable somethings was overpowering, and he saw nothing, but he was moving fast. He spun around and around like detritus sucked into a sewer drain and then fell through emptiness. A moment later, the sensation stopped, and memories returned.
He felt the blade enter his skull and pierce his brain, and conflicting feelings of betrayal and pride rushed in as the darkness cut Lex's scream short. The dick had chosen to let him die, but his reaction showed he cared.
Why did he choose me?
Lex’s last words to him came rushing back.
“I’m sorry kiddo, I’ll see you in your next life.”
Your next life, not the next life. It seemed an odd way to phrase it unless…
Simon lurched up, a grunt pushing past his lips as several broken bones throughout his body crunched, sending a dull ache through him. Pain tolerance was one of the few advantages of being undead. The undead still experienced pain, but it no longer crippled him. Now, it was more of an annoying pressure or an irritating tickle.
Simon opened his gummy eyes just in time to see the chest in front of him, but not soon enough to stall his forward momentum. His face smacked into the chest hard. He grunted as a tooth dislodged from his gums and skittered across the floor. The stale odor of old laundry reached his nose, and he scowled.
Simon pushed himself up and stood. He brought his hands to his eyes and rubbed the sticky goop from them. When he pulled the hands away, he jumped. Gone were the nimble five-fingered hands of Dirge. Instead he looked down upon a pair of tiny, three-fingered blue hands, covered in odd patches of hair and a scattering of warts. A squeak of distress burbled from within as realization filled Simon. 
“No, no, no.” He looked down to see a pair of gnarled toed feet peeking from under a filthy kilt. He grabbed his head, an over large bulbous affair covered in wispy thin strands of hair, a huge nose with wide nostrils, and a mouth curled into a perpetual frown. A thick neck led to a torso that was both thin and flabby. He rushed to the closest wall of the small room, and the semi-reflective crystal showed him the face of Steve the bläärt.
“Oh, what the hell.”
Understanding came to Simon in a flash. Had this been Lex’s plan? Risking Simon’s existence on a hope and a prayer. If so, it was exactly the kind of shitty plan Lex would come up with. But how did he know Steve was dead? The gamble both impressed and enraged Simon but was exactly what he’d come to expect from Lex. Stupidity that somehow succeeded.
“What a dick,” Simon muttered, but there was no gusto behind his vehemence. Lex’s plan might have been a shitty one, but it had succeeded. Simon was still alive, a secret weapon in their war against Baelmaera.
Simon stretched and worked his broken bones back into position. The wounds would not heal outside of the Barrow, but at least the bones were back in their proper place. He did not understand how the undead functioned, the Death Magic bonded to his soul re-animated all but the most broken of bodies. How long this body would last was another matter.
Simon’s nose twitched, and through the stench of his bläärt body, the most wondrous odor he’d ever known flowed to him. “Loots,” Simon said, appalled to hear his voice, and his manner of speaking, was now that of Steve the bläärt.
But his hunger for the loots overrode any irritation and Simon looked to the bag near his feet. He recognized it as Seraphine’s satchel and chuckled, taking pride in the pick-pocketing skill that was now his. The bag’s smells were varied and wondrous but did not contain the odor that had drawn his attention. Simon turned to the long thin chest. It had neither hinges, nor any obvious lock, but Simon still grinned.
“No loots stays hides from bläärts for long,” Simon said and then screamed, his eyes bulging in panic. With a huge mental effort, he pushed all hints of the bläärt personality into the back of his mind and promised himself he would stay ever vigilant. With that, he decided he very much wanted the loots.
He pulled a locksmithing kit from beneath his kilt, careful not to rub against whatever biological mysteries lay beneath and knelt before the chest. It took only a second to smell the hidden keyhole, and a minute to pick the lock. Simon nodded his head in appreciation. Steve was a more accomplished thief than Vonn.
With a Herculean effort, Simon lifted the lid and his permanent frown expanded into a huge smile. Had anyone else been there to see the grin, they would have flinched, not only for the lack of good oral hygiene but for the pure sociopathic greed. However, after laying their eyes upon the weapon inside the chest, any observer would forgive the grin. Without realizing he’d done so, Simon instinctively activated the bläärt talent Smellify.
 
	You have found The Oblivion Blade.



	Item Class: Divine Artifact - Item Category: Active/Passive
The Oblivion Blade was crafted from the raw Aether by four of the five Princes of Chaos to forever bind the fifth, Baelmaera, the Lady of Plots and Shadows.
The Oblivion Blade acts as a permanent mana-sink and absorbs all magical attacks and effects whether they be active or passive. It then redirects these attacks back at the source of the original attack or effect.
Only the bearer of the blade can evade this magic absorption ability and they are also granted a limited control over how the magic is redistributed. No spell effect known to man, god or Prince of Chaos can evade this effect and there is no known upper limit to the absorption rate.
Anyone stabbed by the blade is weakened and held in a state of near paralysis until the blade is removed. The blade has the base offensive stats of a typical two-handed sword and has no additional offensive benefits




“Whoa,” Simon muttered in Steve’s mucous laden drawl and then hacked to clear his throat. “No wonder this thing smelled so good. Had this been Lex’s plan all along?”
Simon whistled, impressed, but then grunted. There was no way Lex had known the blade was in this room, and he’d made no mention of Steve being dead. Lex had gambled with Simon’s unlife because Simon did not matter. He was just a dead guy ready to be sacrificed. 
He began to sink into the tedious, all too stereotypical teenage angst but stopped short. Ever since he was a small boy, he’d been the victim. First of his own family, who’d sold him for a sack of potatoes because he was the seventh son with terrifying, uncontrollable abilities. Then Morrigan and Ouzeriuo had tortured and murdered him to gain those powers. Finally, he’d had no choice but to bond with the Barrow, a sentient dungeon that fed on the life essence of living beings.
Simon had every right to be angry, but he refused to be a victim any longer. He would no longer allow the tides of fate to take him where they would. He would fight for himself, for his friends and if he died doing so, he’d do so standing tall, sword held high, a hero for the ages.
With adrenaline powering him, Simon lifted the Oblivion Blade from its resting spot, raised it over his head and roared a ragged battle cry.
That moment of heroic furor lasted all of two seconds before the weight of the sword pulled him off his feet. He fell backward, and the sword clattered to the floor. He rolled onto his back like an upended turtle, before getting back to his feet, grumbling swears in Bläärtinese. The fantasy of running onto the bridge, sword glinting its terrible light as he plunged it into Baelmaera’s heart, faded, replaced by a single word.
“Crap!”
Simon closed the chest and sat atop it, letting his disappointment fade. He would learn from Gryph and make the best of a crappy situation. He didn’t need to be the big strapping hero to help his friends, he only needed to give them a fighting chance. Simon hopped down, grabbed the hilt and dragged it towards the far wall. Only then did he realize the first flaw in his plan.
“Where the hell is the door?”
No matter how hard he searched or smelled, he found no way out of the room. The grate in the ceiling was far out of reach. No wonder the fall had killed Steve. He scratched at his left buttcheek and concluded the bläärt had been a dolt.
He kicked Seraphine’s bag in frustration. The motion caused the wondrous loot odor to flow upwards and Simon smiled. Something in the bag would help, he knew it. He got on all fours and stuck his head into the bag, breathing in a treasure trove of scents. The bag contained a variety of potions, a scroll and the eyestalks of the chaos death eyeball version of Rubik. To the untrained nose, they all reeked of rot, but to Simon, they were a wondrous mélange of possibilities.
Simon pulled the first eyestalk free, holding it at arm’s length in one hand. It was about eight inches long with a wide-open eyeball encased in a sheath at the top. Smellify told him that this stalk fired a Telekinetic Ray and Simon suspected it was the same one that had tossed Vonn overboard during the battle.
“This might work,” he mused, turning the stalk in his hand. The motion caused the top half of the stalk to fold like a bendy straw and the eyeball stared right at him. A glow rose deep within the dead eye and before Simon could react, a shimmer of distortion rushed down the stalk and up his arm, seizing the joints at his wrist and elbow. A beam of near-invisible light exploded from the eye and hit Simon in the face, blasting his mouth open like a man trying to clean his teeth with a leaf blower.
Simon flew back into the wall with incredible force. The impact knocked the wind from him. He tried to release the eyestalk, but the telekinetic force clenched his fists tight. The bendy top of the eyestalk flopped towards the ground, drawn by gravity. The beam hit the floor, lifting Simon up and slamming him into the ceiling. The impact pushed a burp of built-up gas past the rotting bläärt’s lips.
The eyestalk twisted, spinning Simon like a top before it bent again and drove him into the floor. It pushed him down with such violence that he began to vibrate, sputters of pain humming from him like a malfunctioning garbage disposal.
Then, blessedly, the beam stopped. Simon’s arms trembled, still in the throes of whatever petrification they’d befallen. The rigid arms held the stalk above his head, which gave him a perfect view of it as it melted into a blob of goo and flopped down over his face.
“Eww,” Simon muttered and turned his head, spitting a gobbet of ichor onto the floor.
A few moments later, sensation returned to his arms and the discomfort in the rest of his body eased. He sat up, leaning his back against the chest and dug into Seraphine’s bag, careful not to activate another stalk and smellified them one by one.
“Fire Ray, no. Mutation Ray, cool, but not helpful. Sleep Ray, yeah, no.” A wide grin crossed his face on reading the next prompt.
 
	You have found a Disintegration Ray Eyestalk.



	Behold, this eyestalk will fire a Disintegration Beam.
Uses: 1




Simon stashed the other stalks back in the bag and stood in a wide stance. He raised the stalk and with caution, aimed the bent top section so that the eye faced the far wall. He gulped, took aim and fired. A beam of silver light lanced from the eye and hit the wall where a small disturbance bubbled to the surface of the pristine crystal and then expanded. A moment later, a ten-by-ten-foot section of the wall dissolved in a cloud of energetic particles.
Simon jumped for joy, despite the glop of goo from the dissolving eyestalk flowing over his hands. He wiped them on Seraphine’s bag and threw it over his shoulder. It hung far too low on him and threatened to trip him up with every step, so he tied several knots in the strap until it was manageable.
He grabbed the hilt of the Oblivion Blade and dragged it from the room, the tip sparking from contact with the floor. He exited into a long tunnel and smelled his friends’ distant loot. He scowled on realizing how long a journey lay ahead of him.
Simon rolled his shoulders like an athlete preparing for the big game. He muttered under his breath, estimating it would take him several hours to reach the bridge. Despite the likelihood that all his friends would be dead and the Prince’s invasion successful long before then, Simon had to try.
He raised his chin high, gripped the hilt tight and lumbered down the hallway, the high-pitched screech of the sword’s tip dragging across the floor his anthem to victory.
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Vonn’s eyes pleaded with Lex, not for his life, but to let him go, to let them all go. Lex knew his friend was right. In the calculus of the universe, the death of four people to save billions was no price at all. Then why couldn’t he pay that price?
Baelmaera chose that moment to return, showing such perfect timing that Lex wondered if the Lady of Plots and Shadows had read his mind. She walked behind Errat, the mechanical body of the archon showing an unnerving fluidity of motion, hinting that she hated pretending to be what she was not.
Her ego is her weakness, Lex thought, a small spike of hope flowing through him. That hope was dashed on realizing he had no idea how to attack it. She, however, knew exactly how to attack him.
“Have you reconsidered?” Baelmaera held the Chaos Spore in her left hand. “Accept your fate Lex, and you can save your friends.”
“You do what ya gotta do,” Lex said, pushing false bravado into his tone. “None of us will help you.”
A wave of warmth flowed over him and he felt a moment of pure solidarity. He looked to the others to find it was no illusion. Errat’s blackened eye was gentle, accepting. Vonn’s were calm and strong. Seraphine's gaze was almost playful and Lex read the subtext in her gaze. Fuck her, the assassin’s eyes said. Odymm Tal’s head still slumped onto his chest, the ball of seething orange energy consuming him from the inside. He would be no help.
Baelmaera walked to Vonn and caressed the back of his neck. The rogue flinched at her touch, but his eyes remained firm. “Let’s see if you care for this one.”
She placed her hands on each side of his head and chaotic energy built around them. Lex forced back tears. Vonn just stared back at him, showing no more concern than he had the first time Lex had seen him, his face hidden in the shadows of a hood, eyes illuminated by the glow of his pipe.
“Do as you will,” Lex heard himself say, a part of him shocked he’d said it.
The sparks of energy that doubled as the archon’s eyes flared with such anger that orange flames licked the edges of their sockets. The red-orange glow around her hands grew in intensity and surrounded Vonn’s head. Lex lurched forward, struggling against his bonds. Baelmaera grinned, and in that moment, Lex cursed himself, knowing he’d exposed his weak spot.
"We have a winner," Baelmaera said, when the low, constant hum of the Order Lance deepened. She turned to the viewscreen as the ship dropped back into normal chaotic space. The underside of Harlan’s Watch floated before them, backlit by some distant proto star.
They had arrived. But were they too late?
Baelmaera moved to the control panel and with a few taps at the controls, pulled the ship into the cover of a thick cloud. Slowly, the disc of Harlan’s Watch spun to reveal the town side. As it did, the vile entropy of raw chaos scalded into Lex’s brain. He wanted to scream, to close his eyes, to run, but even if his hands were not bound by bands of solidified chaos mana, he would have been unable to move.
For, floating in the space over Harlan’s Watch were the Princes of Chaos. Grotesque and horrible in their full physical form. Somehow, Tal’s estimation had been wrong. The Princes were no longer diminished. They were fully reborn. Each Prince was well over a hundred feet from end to end, but Lex's mind refused to process the horrors he was seeing.
Mixengettorax, the Lord of Blood and Rage was closest. His raw, rent flesh resembled a monstrous dragon if that dragon’s insides had been splayed out. Claws, wings, and teeth filled maws seethed across the blood-soaked mass.
To his right, Zeenchaara, the Lord of Decay roiled like a steaming pile of rotten flesh and garbage. Pustules burst across his surface extruding crab-like appendages bearing fierce pincers or claws. Thin black effluence dripped from the Prince’s skin like tepid water dripping in a sewer.
Vincenyth, the Pestilent was next. Her form was impossible to make out through the endless swarm of flies, beetles and other insects. The only time Lex caught glimpses beyond the cloud was when geysers of purulent secretions exploded through the throng of buzzing vermin, exposing a blister covered mass of infected flesh.
Finally came the Lord of Madness. Lex had already met an avatar of NymerTerroch and wished that had been the full measure of his exposure to the insane Prince. A thousand heads burst upwards from a tangle of torsos and limbs so intricately woven that a hundred weavers spending a hundred years would have no hopes of unraveling them. Each head argued with every other head, and even with itself, and though the words held no meaning for Lex, his mind began to unravel under their influence.
All four Princes had returned to their full and terrible glory. If they reached Earth, the planet, perhaps the very universe it occupied, would become a wasteland of death.
A heavy weight filled the air, and it became hard to breathe. It took Lex a few heartbeats to realize the pressure was a slurry of powerful emotions pouring from Baelmaera. The Lady of Plots and Shadows was both angry and ecstatic.
Lex began to laugh, whether, from the madness brought on by the Princes or his own deeply illogical sense of humor, he did not know. “Even on the cusp of victory, you want to destroy them.”
“Of course, I do,” Baelmaera hissed. “But unlike you, I am not weak. I will not become a victim of my emotions. Can you say the same?”
Baelmaera smirked at Lex, an odd and disturbing feature on the archon’s malleable face. She walked to Errat and took his head in her hands. Her touch was gentle, sensuous, that of a lover, not a murderer. A dim orange light illuminated the skin of her palms and then slow-moving arcs of energy pulsed from them and eased into Errat’s head. The warborn’s eyes rolled into the back of his head and he began to shake like a man suffering the throes of an epileptic fit.
“Let me tell you what is about to happen,” Baelmaera said. “The mortal mind is nothing more than a weak collection of impulses and instincts. At your heart you are desperate, frightened animals. The billions of cells in your pathetic brains exist for one purpose, to avoid pain and fear, at any cost.”
Errat’s neck muscles seized and his mouth opened in a silent scream. Tears poured from his eyes and a dribble of drool sputtered at the corner of his mouth.
"It takes so little to hijack those instincts." She slipped her hands about Errat’s head and several more arcs of liquid orange lightning plunged into his temples. “It is comically easy to manipulate you, to turn you against yourself."
Baelmaera closed her hands and the arcs of energy ceased. Errat’s head fell forward and Lex feared he was lost. Inside, he screamed in fury and despair, but then a low moan pushed past Errat’s lips and he lifted his head. His good eye swam with chaotic light and he stared right at Lex.
Baelmaera leaned close and whispered something in the warborn’s ear. It was far too low for Lex to hear, but Errat’s lip twitched at her words. She stood straight and snapped her fingers. The bands of chaos restraining the warborn faded to nothing and Errat stood.
For a moment he stared at Lex, eyes begging, but then turned and walked up to Vonn with no more care than a man pouring his morning coffee. The rogue’s eyes stared back, with both understanding and forgiveness. Errat reached down and took Vonn’s neck in his massive hands. Then he began to squeeze. Vonn struggled to move and speak, but his bonds held fast.
“Leave them be you bitch,” Lex roared, but there was little fire behind it. Vonn began to twitch and Baelmaera smiled. As the light began to fade from Vonn’s eyes, what little fight remaining in Lex leaked from him like water through a sieve.
A moment later, Errat eased his grip and Vonn’s nostrils flared as he pulled oxygen into his lungs. His eyes, pooled red from burst capillaries, stared at Lex begging him to be strong. Errat allowed the rogue three good breaths before he squeezed again.
“You can stop this,” Baelmaera said. “Here and now.” She held the Chaos Spore. “Just say the word.”
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Lex said nothing as he screamed inside. He focused on his feelings for his friends and turned his rage to strength, to purpose. Lex’s fear and insecurity faded, replaced by acceptance, by certainty. He was no longer Cerrunos, and he would not allow fear, anger or even love to turn him to cowardice.
“I will never help you remove Gryph’s Godhead,” Lex said. “And when he finds you, he will use its full power to kick your ass.”
Baelmaera’s eyes flared, and she rushed towards him. Moving in a flash of crystalline fury, she grabbed him by the throat and held the Chaos Spore before him, the seething maelstrom of hate pulsed with hunger.
“Ultimately I do not need you or your knowledge. It would have been simpler, easier, but if you won’t help me, I’ll just possess Gryph instead.”
She grabbed the underside of his chin and squeezed. Lex clamped his jaw shut, trying to resist, but her strength was too great, and she forced his mouth open. She lifted the roiling ball of chaos and pushed it to his lips.
The malevolence inside the spore squealed in delight and began to flow into Lex’s mouth. A taste of pure hatred slathered in fear filled his mouth, burning like a ghost pepper. A hacking cough pushed its way past his lips and bile rushed up the back of his throat, its acid burn presenting a poor challenge to the seeping chaos.
The rancid stench, like old gym socks stuffed with onions, filled Lex’s nose. It wafted over him like an ocean breeze at low tide. It was familiar and though foul it did not emanate from the Chaos Spore. It took only a moment for Lex to recognize the source, for scent was more attached to memory than any other sense. Despite its horridness, this scent brought Lex hope.
A roar filled the room and a choking laugh of recognition pushed past Lex’s lips.
Baelmaera turned, the motion pulling the Chaos Spore from Lex’s mouth. Her eyes widened in shock and she released him, disappearing from view. Lex turned his head to the side and spat. Dribbles of chaos laden spittle splattered to the floor and dribbled down his chin. Another roar filled the room. It was somehow familiar, but louder and more baritone than his memory.
Lex twisted as Baelmaera was shoved back into his field of vision, the victim of a kick to the chest by a huge blue foot. The chaotic archon smashed into the control panel, then dove as a long black blade swung towards her. The blade clanged off the edge of the console, casting a fine spray of crystal.
Lex’s heart surged with joy as an eight-foot-tall, hulked-out bläärt came into view.
“Simon am bläärt,” Simon bellowed and swung the black blade again. “Feel the wrath of the Oblivion Blade.”
Lex recognized it as the blade from the archon’s tale, the one the Princes had used to imprison Baelmaera. She lied. He laughed, his momentary surprise pushed aside by logic.
Why are you surprised? Vonn’s voice said in his head. The greatest lies are always hidden within truths.
Simon swung the sword in a clumsy arc that took a chunk from the crystal floor on impact. Lex’s heart sank. Simon bläärt was a horrible swordsman. It made sense. Simon had only been deadly with his knives because of his possession of Dirge’s body, somehow tapping the corpse’s genetic memory. Despite the strength of Simon's current bläärt form, he was still a bläärt and unlikely to have any mastery of the two-handed sword.
Baelmaera rolled to her feet and dual cast Chaos Bolt. Both knives of pure energy lashed towards Simon. Just before impact, the bolts changed direction and slammed into the sword. The length of black metal drank the energy of the spell and the motes of light along its surface deepened in color.
A wave of raw magic exploded outwards from the blade and tore into Baelmaera. However, the body of an archon was tough, designed to take a beating, and the rebounded attack barely scuffed her armor. Baelmaera changed tactics and stepped forward dodging Simon’s next attack. A fist lashed forward and hit Simon in his behemoth neck. An exhalation of air that was part burp, part surprise burst from the mega-bläärt’s mouth and Simon stumbled back.
Baelmaera didn’t let up, delivering several quick strikes to Simon, including a ducking cross to the bläärt’s ribs. Simon roared and brought his knee up hard into Baelmaera’s face. The metallic-crystalline faceplate cracked along the fault-line of the old crack and Baelmaera stumbled back. Simon threw another punch and dislodged the archon’s faceplate.
Three-quarters of the faceplate flew across the room and hit Odymm Tal in the chest. The blow drew Lex’s gaze and a surge of hope filled him when the Grandmaster’s eyes fluttered open. The Chaos Spore inside his chest had dimmed, perhaps even shrunk.
Is its power connected to Baelmaera’s attention?
Lex wanted to cheer Simon on but feared drawing attention to Tal. If the Grandmaster could join the fray, it might just turn the tide in their favor. Tal nodded to Lex and a blue-white glow flowed through his eyes. His hands clenched to fists and thin beams of light began to pierce the spaces between the magma colored bands holding him tight.
Simon raged louder as Baelmaera landed several more blows. Her fists were blurs slamming into him, knocking him back, off kilter. Simon swung the sword in a clumsy, one-handed arc. The archon threw an uppercut, snapping the wrist. Simon howled and lost his grip on the blade.
It sailed in an erratic helicopter arc, ricocheted off the control console and clattered to a stop near Lex’s feet. For an endless heartbeat, Lex just stared at the sword, the blade’s point, and its anti-magic properties, mere inches from his right toe. Lex silenced his yelp of joy and stretched his toe towards the blade.
His long inactive muscles screamed at him. He strained as hard as he could, but the bands, and his own stumpy legs, prevented him from reaching the last half an inch. A part of him, the sarcastic asshole part, wanted to burst with bitter laughter. Because why wouldn’t the fate of two universes come down to such a small distance.
A sudden howl of surprise made Lex flinch, pulling his foot even further from the sword. He turned to see Baelmaera slam a roundhouse kick into Simon’s stomach. The monster bläärt stumbled backwards, arms pinwheeling before he fell onto his back a few feet from Lex.
Simon grinned at Lex with a fool’s expression, his bläärt brains clearly addled from repeated punches to the head. Lex looked from him to the sword and made a nudging motion with his head. He considered using his words, but Baelmaera would overhear them, and put any stop to Lex’s plan.
Simon stared mouth open in incomprehension as Lex repeated the gesture several times. Finally, Simon grinned, hand reaching for the hilt of the sword. A shadow fell enveloped him and he looked up to find Baelmaera standing over him.
Simon tried to swing, but the chaotic archon stepped down hard on his wrist, dislodging the blade. She then kicked Simon in the side of his thick bläärt skull, knocking him unconscious. Baelmaera’s eyes snapped to the sword as it skittered within range of Lex’s toe.
Both of their eyes widened as they looked from the sword to each other. Then both moved.
Lex’s toe touched the blade an instant before the archon’s foot kicked it out of his reach. A numbing wave of anti-magic pulsed through Lex and the bands restraining him blinked and disappeared. His yelp of joy was short-lived, as one of Baelmaera’s fists flew towards his face.
Lex tumbled from the chair in a clumsy tuck and roll and reached for the blade. His fingers wrapped around the hilt just as a metallic foot slammed into his side. The audible crack and a lancing pain announced several ribs had broken.
Lex coughed and hacked up a gobbet of blood. He fought through the pain and used the momentum of Baelmaera’s kick to roll to his feet. He stood, hunched over, but armed with a weapon designed to take down a Prince of Chaos.
“You’re done, bitch.”
“Doubtful,” Baelmaera said, the broken faceplate blanking her expression. “I don’t think you’ve even picked up a sword since entering the Realms.”
Lex wanted to make some witty comeback, but the truth of her words dug at his confidence and his mouth hung open like a country bumpkin. A partial smile crooked the small corner of what remained of her mouth and she attacked.
Lex swung the blade in a wild, off-kilter arc, which Baelmaera avoided by stepping inside his defenses. She jabbed him in the sternum, bowing him over. Her hand snapped up and grabbed him around the neck. She lifted him off the ground and grabbed his wrist, stopping his swing. Blazing fury poured from her energetic eyes. She squeezed and Lex's windpipe creaked and threatened to rupture.
“You will never win,” Lex croaked, desperate to buy a few more seconds of life, a few more seconds to come up with some desperate, fool plan. Baelmaera pulled him close and whispered in his ear.
“Has anyone ever told you you’re a huge pain in the ass?”
“All the damn time.”
“Well, I’ll be the last to say so. “Goodbye, Lex.”
“Fff….” Lex began, but her fingers dug into his throat, cutting his insult short.
“That being said, your insolence must be punished, and it will start with you seeing your precious Earth end.”
She rotated ninety degrees so Lex could see the view screen. What he saw made his heart sink.
All four Princes had descended into Harlan’s Watch and entombed themselves in odd cocoons. Above them, a pair of massive rings made of crimson rune scrawled metal had emerged from the edges of the disk. The runes scrawled along the surface of the metal started to glow as they drank in the raw power of the Realm of Chaos.
The rings began to spin and a singularity between worlds sparked into existence.
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The center of the singularity blazed atop the tower at the center of Harlan’s Watch. It seemed appropriate that the Princes would use the faux version of an Order Lance as their focusing device, a not so subtle middle finger to the Lords of Order.
The point of bright light expanded, shredding the top of the tower as it expanded. Sparks appeared across the town and it took Lex a moment to realize they were not additional singularities. That was the good news.
The bad was that he was dying. The flashes of light sparking across his vision were the product of oxygen deprivation, harbingers of his imminent doom as Baelmaera slowly suffocated him. His legs kicked ineffectually, and he tried to bring the sword to bear.
His efforts did nothing but attract her attention and she turned to him, eyes blazing chaotic fire behind her broken half-mask of a face. She applied slow pressure to his wrist, twisting it so that the blade was parallel to the floor. Pain exploded up his arm and Lex would have gasped, had he the spare air for gasping.
Beyond Baelmaera, through a growing haze of spots, Lex saw Tal’s intense stare. Bound as he was, the Grandmaster could move nothing but his eyes, which he was doing effusively. He looked to Lex’s right and then down and then at himself. Perhaps it was the lack of oxygen, but Lex was having a serious problem translating Tal’s eyeball Morse code.
With death staring Lex in the face, understanding came to him.
Pain exploded up Lex’s arm, the product of a sudden increase in the force Baelmaera applied to his wrist. Two distinct cracks reached Lex’s ears as both bones snapped. His fingers lost their grip, and the blade fell. The blade twisted, spinning on an invisible axis running from pommel to tip. Lex’s leg moved, positioning his booted foot directly under the tumbling blade. Lex did not remember ordering the leg to do any such thing, leading him to suspect that his subconscious mind had decided that in the battle to save himself, Lex was the greatest obstacle to their survival.
The flat of the blade landed atop Lex’s foot and his leg flicked forward. It soared, spinning on its long axis towards Tal. The motion caught Baelmaera’s attention, and she turned, the side of her head blocking Lex’s view of both sword and Tal.
Baelmaera’s eyes flared, and she released Lex’s wrist, tossing him back by his throat. Lex gasped for breath as the back of his legs smacked hard against the chair. He tumbled head over heels and fell hard to the floor. He inhaled deep, ragged breaths and stumbled to his feet in time to see Tal rise, sword held in both hands. The Grandmaster’s eyes locked onto Baelmaera and he danced forward, spinning and swinging the blade with a level of skill that rivaled Vonn.
Baelmaera dove to avoid decapitation, but she rolled into a crouch and closed her hand. Chaotic fire exploded around her fist and Tal stumbled, bent over at the waist as the Chaos Spore inside him flared to brightness.
The Grandmaster screamed and collapsed to one knee, a shaky arm holding the sword towards his enemy. Baelmaera stood and walked towards him, staying out of the range of the deadly blade. The Chaos Spore raged brighter and Tal gritted his teeth in agony.
“I always admired the fight in you, Grandmaster, but it is time to lay down your sword and accept your fate.”
“I accepted my fate the moment I entered your foul realm Baelmaera.” Tal coughed and a gobbet of blood landed on the floor between them. Sweat wreathed his face and his eyes were raw and red. But still, he pushed himself up sword aimed at the Lady of Shadows. “And I will meet that fate standing on my feet.”
“Killing you will be nothing but a minor inconvenience to me, but that does not mean I will not enjoy it.”
“Oh, I do not think you will,” Tal said with an almost feral grin. He released his two-handed grip on the hilt, spun the tip towards him, and with his free hand as a guide, slammed the blade through his abdomen.
Tal grunted in pain but did not stop pushing until the blade skewered the Chaos Spore. In an instant the raging light at Tal’s core went dark as the anti-magic properties of the sword siphoned the raw chaotic mana away from the spore.
“No!” Baelmaera roared, recognizing the Grandmaster’s plan. Shock held her for the merest of moments before she launched herself towards him with all the speed and power provided by the archon’s body. Though she was quick, she was not quick enough. By the time she was close, Tal had wrenched the blade free. It clattered to the ground slick with blood, and with a grunt he pushed the sword from him.
Blessed silver-blue light exploded from Tal’s other hand and encased Baelmaera in a solid matrix of symmetrical angles. She froze as if encased in ice and Tal stood. Mana twined around his free hand freeing the others from Baelmaera’s bindings. Errat’s eyes opened and he shook his head, clearing the last vestiges of Baelmaera’s control.
Lex rushed to Tal and supported him as the Grandmaster collapsed to one knee. Lex fished through his satchel, pulling a Minor Health Potion free and poured it past Tal’s lips. The Grandmaster nodded his thanks, but Lex could see it had done little to heal Tal’s wounds.
“It is the spore,” Tal said and explained the mass of chaos had released a neurotoxin as it died.
“I will not let you die,” Lex countered.
“I appreciate the sentiment, but we have larger problems.” He nodded his head over his shoulder.
Lex stood to see the singularity had expanded to encompass nearly all of Harlan’s Watch. Through the seething torrents of energy, Lex could see the real Harlan’s Watch and the chaos version flickering between realities. Then a third version joined the other two.
This third iteration was similar in overall design but built from starkly different materials. To Lex’s untrained eye it looked like a high-security military base. His knees weakened and his mouth hung open. He was looking at Earth. Five figures stood atop the tower of this Harlan’s Watch and a guttural truth filled him with dread. He was looking at the Cabal.
A sensation Lex hadn’t felt in some time returned. It faded in and out of existence, mimicking the phasing of the Earth-based Harlan’s Watch, the one built by the Cabal. His Player Tracker ability had gone active. The five figures atop the tower shifted back into focus. They were too far away for Lex to make out any features, but one thing was certain, Gryph was among them.
“Gryph?” Lex said in a low, shocked voice. “He is with the Cabal?”
The warp shifted again, and Lex could feel the malevolent excitement of the Princes of Chaos, even though their protective cocoons. Vonn and the others stepped up beside him, but none said a word. Lex could not tear his eyes from the impending apocalypse before him. Vonn put a hand on his shoulder, and both Seraphine and Errat hovered in his peripheral vision. Even the thumping footsteps of mega-bläärt Simon couldn’t pull Lex’s attention.
“We have to stop them. Can we still use that snazzy Anchor of Order spell to kill the Princes?” Tal didn’t answer, forcing Lex to turn to the Grandmaster.
Tal held his arm straight, pouring mana into the mystical prison that held Baelmaera. The man was sweating, his free handheld to the wound in his gut. He grit his teeth and his arm began to shake. He shook his head.
“Not without releasing her.” He turned to look at Lex, his eyes intense. “There’s only one way to stop the Princes.”
Understanding came to Lex, followed by the twin emotions of fear and acceptance. His eyes snapped to the spinning Realm Gate and then to the Order Lance’s control panel. He turned back to Tal and scowled.
“Well, bugger,” Lex said. “That’s a kick in the jumblies.”
“What is?” Simon asked in a guttural voice.
“We have to crash the Order Lance into the Realm Gate,” Vonn said.
“I’m not a betting girl, but our chances of surviving that are slim to none,” Seraphine said.
“Perhaps not,” Tal said. “Get into the Order Engine. I'll expand its field to surround all of you. It will exponentially reduce the duration the engine can last, but if providence favors us, the energy field created by the time compression should protect you.”
“And then what?” Simon asked. “We float around in this crap Realm until we die?”
Tal looked to Baelmaera and his face softened. “Jurredix and I survived. Perhaps you will as well.”
Lex exchanged looks with the others and one by one they all nodded, except Errat. The warborn turned to Tal and knelt.
“Errat could not help but notice that the Grandmaster said perhaps you will survive. You do not plan on joining us?”
“You cannot contain Baelmaera, and someone needs to pilot the lance,” Tal said. “I am the only choice.” He turned his gaze back to Baelmaera whose struggles against Tal’s trap had fractured the surface of the energetic matrix.
“But you’ll die,” Lex said.
“I am dead already,” Tal grunted and shifted his blood-soaked hand on his abdomen.
“He’s right,” Lex said. “Everyone, into the Order Engine now.” The others stood where they were forcing Lex to raise his voice. “Now!”
Vonn led them to the Order Engine as Lex helped Tal up to the control panel. The pale Grandmaster ran his fingers along a series of runic controls and the arms of the time dilation device began to spin. Lex opened his mouth but did not know what to say. He placed a hand on Tal’s shoulder and squeezed. Tal nodded at Lex and tapped a few more runes. The engines hummed to life and the Order Lance pushed its way out of the nebula-like cloud. It picked up speed, its course and heading would smash it into the closest of the spinning rings.
If they were in time, the impact would destroy the gate before the Princes invaded Earth.
“Take my ring,” the Grandmaster said, extending his hand to Lex. “If you survive this, you’ll know what to do with it.” Lex’s eyes went to the silver-blue band of metal on the Grandmaster’s index finger. Lex was about to object, but the intensity in Tal’s eyes made Lex nod. He pulled the ring free and placed it on his own finger.
“Now, go. Before she escapes her containment.”
“If by some miracle I make it back home, I’ll search for any surviving Tals and I will tell them what you did here.”
Odymm Tal, Grandmaster of Order, Arch-Deacon of the Circle nodded through misty eyes. Without another word, Lex turned and ran towards the Order Engine. He motioned for Vonn to join the others inside the field and the rogue stepped through, his motion slowing until he seemed to freeze.
Just as Lex reached the steps a wave of force exploded behind him, tripping him up and knocking him to the ground. His face smashed into the step, cracking his skull and forcing his neck into an odd angle. A prompt popped into his vision.
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“Ow,” Lex muttered and staggered to his feet. He turned as another wave flowed over him, causing him to stumble and fall forward. He regained his feet as a third wave pulsed over him. This time he could see the source.
Rivulets of raging chaotic energy surged around Baelmaera. The energy pulsed and exploded from her body and through the energized crystal matrix imprisoning her. Cracks spidered across the surface of the crystal and Tal pulled his other hand from the controls and a second stream of mana poured from him, struggling to hold back the virulent chaos.
“Get in the engine!” Tal yelled through gritted teeth.
Lex was about to comply when a motion on the view screen caught his eye. A moment later a massive ball of fire smashed into the lance, nearly causing Lex to lose his footing. The fiery onslaught flowed over them and Lex’s gut churned.
More than a dozen ships and beasts were on an intercept course, several of them had launched similar attacks which screamed towards the Order Lance. The Princes’ minions were coming for them.
Ever since Lex had been a young AI steeped in the movies, television and games of Earth, he’d wanted to yell ‘Incoming’ at the top of his lungs. Now that he had too, it was a lot less fun.
“Incoming!” Lex yelled and grabbed a hold of the closest railing as a chitinous projectile slammed into the ship. The whine of the Order Engine spun up like a car engine on the verge of exploding. Lex sent a panicked look to see a shimmer in the time dilation field. He did not claim to understand Order Magic based temporal mechanics, but he knew one thing.
If the field failed, all of his friends would die.
Lex saw all his friends staring at him, unblinking, each having realized that Lex had not joined them, despite the relative differences in time. He gave them all a warm smile before turning back to the control panel.
He reached it as another wave of force burst from Baelmaera’s prison, the cracks spreading across the matrices’ surface hinting that it could not take much more damage. Lex stumbled into Tal, who demanded he return to the Order Engine.
“You hold her. I’ll fly the ship.” Lex held Tal’s stern gaze until the Grandmaster gave him a reluctant nod. Lex turned to the controls and a wave of panic filled him. “Um, Tal, there's one huge flaw in my plan. I have no idea how to fly this friggin’ thing.”
“Look at me,” Tal demanded, and Lex turned. “Under normal circumstances, I would be more selective with direct neural enhancement. An implant of this size can tax even the hardiest of minds. But we have no time to be selective. Let’s hope this doesn’t cause a neural cascade failure.”
“Um, what?” Lex asked, both confused and afraid of the Grandmaster’s words.
Before he could say anything else, the Grandmaster’s bloody hand grabbed Lex by the forehead and a rush of energy plowed into his brain. Then without so much as a word of explanation, Tal returned his attention to Baelmaera.
“Ouch, my head hurts,” Lex said, blinking in confusion like a toddler who’d just awakened from a nap. He grinned and nearly fell, unsure whether it was because of his concussion or the instant acquisition of vast amounts of complicated information. “I know how to pilot this thing.”
“You know far more than that. Hopefully you will live long enough to use it wisely.” Tal pulled the sapphire amulet from his chest and pinned it to Lex’s robes. He tapped the sapphire twice and a suit of translucent energy armor expanded about Lex.
"Woah," Lex exclaimed in glee, but then sobered as he realized what Tal's gift meant. "Thank you Grandmaster."
"Thank me when we stop these bastards."
Lex nodded and grabbed the edge of the console as another attack pummeled the ship. He looked down on the console and understood everything. His fingers danced over the runes like a concert pianist over piano keys. The ship sped forward and then spun over and around another massive fireball.
Lex flew like a natural, but the enemies were numerous. For every three attacks he evaded, one hit the ship. An icon blazing on the control panel told him the structural integrity field was dropping fast, and Lex knew, thanks to Tal’s forced knowledge implant, that it was already too low to survive an impact with the Realms Gate.
Lex told the Grandmaster as much.
“We’ve taken too much damage,” Tal agreed. “The ship will not survive both the onslaught of the raw chaotic power surging through the Realm Gate and the physical strength of the rings that comprise it. I do not believe we can destroy the gate.”
“So, we’ve lost? The Princes will reach Earth?”
Tal did not answer but hung his head and the full measure of their failure filled Lex with icy dread. Deep inside Lex, a small ember sputtered, then burst to life burning away the chill eating at Lex’s heart.
“Screw that!” Lex yelled, his whole body shaking with rage. “We’re the good guys, dammit. We’re not supposed to lose. Once more into the breach and all that crap.”
“I am sorry Lex, but this is not some fool tale of a knight errant swinging their swords and slaying dragons. Real life does not always have a happy ending.”
Another wave pulsed from Baelmaera and individual panes of the crystalline energy matrix exploded outwards. The Lady of Plots and Shadows was nearly free. The impact rocked the ship and their axis tilted. Broken bits of crystal slid across the deck as the ship lurched and a calm came over Lex.
“Fricking knights and their effing swords,” Lex muttered.
The world turned slow and silent. Is this how my world ends? Lex asked nobody in particular. As he sunk into a pit of misery, a flash caught his eye. He turned, the skittering sound made by the Oblivion Blade as it slid across the floor drawing his attention. As he watched, the barest hint of an idea tickled the edges of his mind. He pushed through the fog of his concussion to embrace it and in an instant a plan filed his mind. 
The ship lurched again, and the sword slid to the front of the control panel. Lex dove, his stubby, dwarf-like fingers curling around the pommel with just enough strength to arrest its motion. He lifted the blade, an artifact forged by the very Princes they now opposed and rushed to the control panel.
“What are you doing?” Tal asked.
Lex ignored him and tapped the controls. Although his head pounded like the morning after a Sunday Funday binge-fest thanks to Tal’s indiscriminate knowledge cram, that overdose just might save their lives. Not only did he understand the ins and outs of the Order Lance, as well as Tal or Jurredix, he had something they did not have; an extensive knowledge of scientifically suspect plots from bad sci-fi movies.
He tapped several controls, harnessing his inner Scotty and a crystal pillar rose from the floor in front of the control console. Lex ran to it and slammed the Oblivion Blade into it like King Arthur returning the sword to the stone.
The black metal of the sword flowed into the pillar, as if melting, the crystal greedily drinking the powers within the blade. The sword disappeared and a liquid wave of darkness expanded through the bridge and then beyond.
“You’ve turned the Order Lance into a massive Oblivion Blade,” Tal said in shock. 
“Time to slay some dragons,” Lex said and upped the ship’s acceleration.
Ahead the Realm Gate had reached its full size and three different realities shifted in and out of existence. A wide variety of projectiles hit the lance, but none so much as scratched the crystalline surface, for all were magical and the ship now absorbed magic.
A wave of rebounding mana expanded from the ship and over the enemies, destroying some and incapacitating others. The hum of the ship reached such a high pitch that Lex wondered if it would cause his ears to bleed. Then a full forced belly laugh rumbled from him. At their current speed, the impact would be terrifying. He’d be lucky if he had his life, much less his ears, when this was done.
“It’s been nice working with you, Grandmaster,” Lex said as Harlan's Watch filled the viewscreen.
“The honor has been mine, Lex,” Tal said, as his mana bottomed out. He knelt and watched death approach with a small smile.
Baelmaera exploded through the crystal matrix with just enough time to see her fate. All five Princes screamed as the Oblivion Lance slammed into the spinning Realm Gate. The explosion was tremendous, as the veils between three realities never meant to touch, intermingled.
A wall of flame and force slammed into Lex and his vision turned dark.
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Lex was certain he was dead. The utter lack of sensation and total darkness left him numb, detached from anything, everything. He floated in this nothingness when, after an unknowable time, a singular point of light appeared in the distance. It burst outwards with soothing, calming warmth and though he did not feel his body, wasn't even sure he still had one, he felt calm.
Is this the tunnel to heaven? Lex asked himself, somewhat surprised at the destination. Not that he didn’t deserve paradise after the sacrifice he’d made. I mean sure, I swear a bit too much, and I can be rude and sarcastic, but I just saved the universe.
Maybe.
But had he? The last thing he remembered was the burst of light as the Oblivion Lance had smashed into the Realm Gate. But had it been in time? Had he stopped the Princes of Chaos? Had he stopped the Cabal?
And what of Gryph? Had he killed his best friend?
The bright light grew dimmer, eclipsed by an irregular shape that stoked memories deep inside Lex’s mind. Before he could apply any mental energy to unraveling the mystery, pain punched every nerve in his body.
“Owww,” he grumbled, his throat parched, his voice cracked.
“I think he’s alive,” a rumbling voice said.
It sounded both familiar and oddly disappointed as if its owner wasn’t thrilled Lex was alive.
“Talking is usually a sign that one is, in fact, alive,” another voice said, one that definitely tickled the familiar inside Lex. “Except in your case of course.”
“Dude why are you always such a dick?” the eclipse shadow said, shifting above Lex.
The motion cast a wave of warm, rancid air over Lex dragging the odor of sweaty socks all stewed up with rotting vegetables and stale vinegar to his nostrils.
“What in the hell is that smell?” he heard himself ask.
“I think he's been struck dumb,” the eclipsed shadow said and moved closer.
A moment later, Lex’s eyes found focus. What he saw made him wish they hadn’t. A pair of beady red eyes stared down on him from above a wide blue nose that sprouted odd tufts of bristly hair. Below that was the frown of a mouth whose corners were slick with thick white paste.
“Aaaghh,” Lex screamed, and the eclipsed shadow jerked back.
“You don’t look so hot yourself, man,” the giant bläärt spat, a bitter grimace pushing his thin lips.
“Simon!” Lex yelled and drew the mega-bläärt into a huge hug. “Thank the Source you’re alive.”
“No thanks to you,” Simon grumbled. “You got me stuck in this disgusting body.”
Lex was so overjoyed that Simon was alive that he ignored both the boy’s ire and the bläärt smell. He tightened his grip as tears and laughter poured from him. Simon struggled lamely for a few seconds but then gave in.
“This is getting a little weird,” Simon muttered. An odd pop filled the air and Simon shrunk back to normal bläärt size. Instead of nearly smothering Lex, Simon now lay atop the NPC’s chest like a newborn babe. “And this is way weirder.”
“Quit your complaining kid,” Seraphine said, coming into view behind Simon. “You wouldn’t be able to feel weird if it weren’t for this crazy bastard.”
“Give him some room,” Vonn said and lifted Simon off Lex with one hand. He placed Simon on his feet and patted his head as if Simon were a loyal pup. “Good boy.”
Lex extended a hand to Errat who helped him to his feet. Everything creaked. Everything hurt. But he was alive. His friends were alive. They stood at the center of a wide blast crater that had leveled trees and flattened buildings. It was then that Lex realized he had no idea where they were.
“Where are we?”
“The ruins of Xygarrion,” Vonn said. “And we broke more stuff.” Vonn hefted an old stone that had once been part of a broken wall.
“Why? How?” Lex asked, but then realized, thanks to Grandmaster Tal’s knowledge implants, he understood everything there was to know about Order Lances. They were semi-sentient, like most of the technology used by the Lords of Order. When the lance had smashed into the Realm Gate, Xygarrion had drawn the lance-like water to its lowest point. The lance was where it was supposed to be. Lex explained this to the others, and what it meant.
“But it’s gone,” Simon said. “And we didn’t kill any of the Princes, not really. They’ll just remake themselves and try again. All we did is delay our doom.” He bent down and picked up a shard of gray crystal that pulsed with motes of silver, blue and deep orange. “And there’s nothing left but a bunch of stupid, busted up crystal. It can’t protect us.”
“Maybe it can,” Lex said and looked to the ring on his finger, the ring given him by Odymm Tal.
You will know what to do with
it, the Grandmaster said in his mind, and as the traits of the ring flowed into him. Lex smiled. The glinting white jewel swam with silver and blue light. He extended the ring to Simon.
Simon took the ring and held it under his nose and inhaled, activating Smellify. His snuffling seemed excessive and disgusting to Lex, but soon Simon’s eyes widened, and he grinned. “It’s a Master Ring of Spell Storing containing a Grandmaster level casting of Anchor of Order.” He handed the ring back to Lex.
“Thank you, Tal,” Lex said, touching his chest near the heart and looking skyward. “You might have just saved the Realms.” He snatched the bit of crystal from Simon and stared into its facets. In his mind, a plan began to take shape and then he received aid from an unexpected prompt.
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“Holy, Gurgle Murgle,” Lex roared. He grinned like a fool at the others and walked to the center of the blasted crater. He dug a hole, buried the shard and then backed up. “You guys might wanna move back. I cannot be sure what this thing is gonna do.”
“By all means then, cast away,” Seraphine said.
Lex ignored her and pointed the ring at the buried shard. With a deep inhalation, he activated the stored spell. Silver-blue mana flared from the ring, circled up Lex’s arm and around his body. Every hair on his skin stood on end and he thrummed with power and potential.
A thick beam of silver light flashed from him and into the buried crystal. For a moment nothing happened. Deep beneath them, a rumble built and expanded outwards. The whole valley shook and a circle of light 300 feet in diameter snapped about them.
“Uh, Lex,” Vonn muttered, for once at a loss for words.
Lex ignored him, for intricate plans filled his mind and he needed to focus to contain and direct them. If he lost focus, his new Oblivion Lance would fail. A part of him feared that building the new lance with the properties of the Oblivion Blade might not be the best plan.
But then a voice spoke inside his head.
You have created something unique here, Tal’s voice told him. A weapon of chaos used to fight chaos. The Lords of Order would never have conceived of, much less built such a thing. It may very well be the difference between life and oblivion.
His confidence boosted, Lex returned to crafting.
A spike of deep silver crystal tinged with streaks of blue, white, black, red and orange pushed upwards from the ground and Lex took a step back. Furls of dirt and grass rolled towards them, forcing them to jump or climb over the earthen waves.
For a moment, Lex feared the waves would bury them, but some mystical force moved the waves of earth around them. After they had passed, the ground beneath them thrust upwards and launched them skyward. 
They stood on a balcony complete with low walls to prevent anyone from falling over the edge. It was a good thing too, as Simon still not comfortable to the smaller bläärt body, lost his balance, rolled and smacked into the wall. Errat grabbed him, preventing him from pinballing about the deck.
“What the hell, you bastard,” Simon swore at him, but Lex could not lose focus. His head was already pounding, both from the extreme effort of holding the entire design of the Oblivion Lance in his mind coupled with the residual effects of his concussion.
Maybe I should have waited, Lex thought, gritting through the pain.
But there was no going back now. The pressure built in his head as the lance grew taller and taller. Soon the ground was distant, and Lex’s knees wobbled at the sight. A nervous charge surged through his body, threatening to distract him and the lance rumbled.
The balcony tipped sideways as the pinnacle of the crystal skyscraper bent like the top of a patio umbrella. Everyone yelped and lost their balance as the floor shifted axis below them. Lex grabbed ahold of a rail, but the others all toppled and rolled towards the edge. Even with the retaining wall, some of them were likely to plummet over the edge.
Lex closed his eyes and forced himself through the pain and fatigue. He imagined the balcony floor was flat, and the crystal adjusted below his feet, becoming horizontal once more. The others all stopped sliding and got to their feet.
Simon was so livid that he could not speak and Seraphine glared. Errat grinned and gave Lex a thumbs up, while Vonn exhaled slowly and shook his head. It was the closest thing to stressed that Lex had ever seen the rogue outside of battle. A surge of jealousy born of envy filled him.
I will never be that cool.
Below their feet, the rumbling stopped, and the tinkling sound of fast-growing crystal ceased. The world quieted as the birds cast skyward by the lance’s sudden appearance landed atop their new aerie. Strong winds flowed about the Oblivion Lance’s peak, ruffling Lex's hair.
“Woah,” Lex said and threw his arms above his head. A high-pitched yell of pure triumph pushed past his lips and he felt alive.
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“Holy shit,” Lex blurted, a mad happy grin splitting his face. He told the others what he’d read and there was much rejoicing.
“Yay us, we saved the world, again,” Simon said. “So yeah, obviously we’re awesome. And as much as I’m looking forward to going on more adventures with you guys, despite the personal costs.” Simon ran his hands up and down his bläärt body like a model showing off a new outfit. “We kinda failed at our actual mission.”
“Oh my god, Gryph!” Lex blurted, the memory of seeing his player standing atop the Earth’s Harlan’s Tower rushing back to him. “Where’s Gryph?”
“Yeah, we don’t know you idiot, remember?” Simon said, spinning his finger next to his head in the universal symbol for crazy. “That’s what sent us on this stupid quest in the first place.”
“No, no, you don’t get it. I saw him.” Lex explained what he’d sensed. How right before impact he'd sensed Gryph standing atop the tower of Earth’s Harlan’s Watch. Was he alive? Had the impact killed him? Had Lex killed him?
“Are you saying that Gryph is working with the Cabal?” Seraphine asked.
“That does not seem like something that friend Gryph would do.”
“No, it does not,” Lex agreed, glancing up at the huge warborn. “Which means we need to find him.” Lex interlaced his fingers and brought his hands to his face, deep in thought. A moment later he felt the fool and opened his mouth to laugh at his own foolishness. But, as happened often, Vonn beat him to the punchline.
“You have been knocked in the head a bunch, so I’ll give you some slack,” Vonn said. “But, if I were you, I'd try that handy dandy Player Tracker thing of yours. That’s if I were you, which I'm not. Thankfully."
“Dammit,” Lex muttered and then scowled. “It'd be nicer and take fewer words for you to be less of a dick,” Lex muttered.
“True, but what would I do with all the extra words?”
Lex shook his head and laughed. He closed his eyes and activated Player Tracker. A virtual map filled Lex’s mind, a representation of the planet Korynn. Light illuminated the places Lex had visited, but much of the world was still locked in shadow. The glowing dot representing Gryph was in one of the illuminated areas. A place Lex knew well. His eyes snapped open and fear bit into his heart.
“Gryph is in Harlan’s Watch.”
It took a moment for the shock to wear off and the true meaning to register. The group went silent, as the true measure of the words became clear.
“The Cabal has invaded the Realms,” Errat said.
“And what of Earth?” Vonn asked.
“I don't know,” Lex said, his knees growing weak as he looked over the edge of the balcony where a small army of rangers and warborn, no larger than ants, were approaching the new Oblivion Lance. 
“Looks like we’re going on another idiot adventure,” Vonn said, then peered towards the ground. “Now, how do we get down?”




Epilogue

Constable Nahrman manned the last defensive wall in front of the Order Lance. The sheer number of chaos fiends assaulting their positions had decreased, but their overall size, power, and vileness had multiplied beyond his militia’s ability to handle. They would not survive another assault.
As bad as it had been, it got worse.
The ground under Nahrman’s feet started rumbling. Near the edge of town, a pair of massive red metal rings pushed up from beneath the streets and started spinning. The rings radiated power and deep orange mana bled through thousands of incomprehensible runes making them difficult to focus on.
The rumbling hum of the spinning metallic rings zipping over his head was frightening, but the true horror was the fast-shifting sky.
Their own cloudy gray sky disappeared in a flash, replaced by a seething morass of reds, oranges, and blacks filled with liquid clouds and vile monstrosities that threatened to drive Nahrman mad. Then it switched to a cloudless blue sky. A hot wind blew over the Constable stealing the moisture from his skin faster than he could sweat.
The rumbles increased and the whine of hidden machinery grew louder. The air above him shifted so rapidly between the three different skies that they almost blurred into one.
“What is happening?” Furrick asked in a feminine voice.
"I don't know." Nahrman looked down on the boy trapped in the assassin Seraphine's body and shook his head. Nothing had made sense for some time and the Constable would not pretend it made sense now. The fear coming from the boy made Nahrman wish he was more of the white lie kinda guy. But if he was going to die, he planned to live his last moments as honestly as he’d lived his life.
He put a gentle hand on the boy’s shoulder. This was all the comfort the gruff lawman could offer the kid.
“Look!” Furrick yelled and pointed skyward. The shifting skies moved so quickly that the world seemed like three separate children’s flipbooks mixed into one. In the sky, a massive spear of crystal twice the size of their own tower screamed towards the rings.
“Everyone, get inside now!” Nahrman yelled and pushed Furrick towards the lance. The other defenders looked to the sky and screamed. They ran, stumbling and falling as they rushed in a panic to the wall as the crystal shimmered and parted to give them access.
Nahrman was the last man through and the temporary entrance snapped shut. A moment later, the world began to scream. The sound of something large and fast approaching peaked and then quieted. The silence lasted for less than a second before a massive blast rippled over the town.
The pulse flowed over the tower, but instead of drawing a wave of flame and destruction over them, it shifted the world. Up felt like it was down and inside out. To Nahrman's left, Furrick hacked up a pool of vomit that hung motionless in the air for a moment before launching skyward, propelled by some quirk of gravity.
Then the world stopped shifting and everything became quiet.
Nahrman got to his feet, his weak knees threatening to topple him once more. He ordered his men to tend to the wounded and motioned Furrick to follow him as the wall pulsed and opened. Together they stepped outside.
The first sign that something was off was the hot, dry wind that blew over them. It was early fall in Harlan’s Watch which meant cooler temperatures, heavy cloud cover, and morning fog. He shielded his face as a brilliant sun assaulted his eyes.
From his vantage point, Nahrman could see past the town to the fields and woods beyond. But they were gone, replaced by endless shifting dunes for miles in all directions. There was no river, no forest, and no fields. The bridge was gone and the only sign of civilization, apart from the town itself, was a wide road made of a variety of stone Nahrman did not recognize.
Far down the road, through shimmering heat distortions, a convoy of odd metal carts sped their way. Nahrman had served in the army, long ago, and was familiar with a wide variety of siege engines, but he’d never seen anything like these monstrosities. 
An ear-splitting scream raged overhead and Nahrman cast a startled gaze skywards. A pair of massive shapes resembling metallic hawks flashed overhead. Nahrman’s eyes widened in surprise as he caught a glimpse of a man wearing an odd helmet and mask staring down on them from within the metal bird’s body.
Then with another thunderous boom, the metal birds flew towards the horizon.
“Are those dragons?” Furrick asked as the arrow-headed shapes disappeared into the glare of the sun.
“There are no more dragons,” Nahrman said.
“No, but there are things worse than dragons,” Sean said, stepping up beside them.
*****
Cast adrift in the morass of liquid space, the five primal spirits of pestilence, madness, carnage, decay, and deception began to coalesce once more. Their rage was a potent wave that exploded, bathing their hated Realm in fear and despair.
Deep below ground, in the safe house hidden beneath the streets of the chaotic Harlan's Watch, Gaarm clutched to Minny and a wide grin pushed through his fear. "Well done, Rex."
But Gaarm knew the victory would be short-lived. It would take time, but the Princes of Chaos were eternal, and they would return.
*****
A cool, wet breeze flowed over Finn Caldwell, and he opened his eyes. Below him, a familiar river flowed past a new Harlan’s Watch, one made of concrete and metal. Silence hung heavy as four figures, two men and two women, stepped up beside him.
They were tall and powerful, the peak of human perfection, and like Finn, they were all dressed in loose-fitting robes. These were men and women used to command, used to power. That power was about to grow.
“How long will it take?” the shorter of the two women asked Finn. She showed no anxiety, no fear, only a faint curiosity.
“Any moment now,” Finn said, his voice measured and calm.
Finn's heart thumped in slow, measured beats as he counted the seconds. After months of living as the warrior-mage Gryph, the Realms looked different through Finn's eyes. What will it be like this time? he asked himself.
He did not have to wait long, for a wave of pure power exploded outwards from the center of Finn’s forehead. He bent at the waist and grunted. Then the full power of his Prime Godhead filled him near to bursting. It had been nearly a year and a half since he’d felt the power. He found that he’d missed it terribly.
To his left, the other woman was the first to awaken. A burst of golden light expanded from the center of her forehead and washed over her. She fell to her knees, overwhelmed by the power surging through her. Then she stood and gazed at Finn, her eyes twin pools of gold. Thus, was the Empyrean Goddess reborn.
The next to transform was the man standing beside the golden goddess. Like his fellow, it began in the center of his forehead, at the spot of the mystical third eye. But, where the woman’s transformation had the purity of gold, his was the crimson of dried blood. The wave flowed over him, staining his tanned skin to match the flare. A pair of curved horns pushed from his skull and curled back. When he returned to his feet, he looked at Finn through eyes of fire. Thus, was the Chthonic God reborn.
The other woman came next, and like her fellows, the surge of power drove her to her knees. Her body spasmed like an epileptic enduring a seizure and a deep orange light flared from her forehead. She was the quickest to get to her feet, but the small, spastic motions continued for some time after the resurrection. She looked at Finn with eyes like magma. Thus, was the Chaos Goddess reborn.
Last came the tall, lean man to Finn’s right. He did not fall to his knees but stumbled and clenched his jaw. A flare of silver-white filled with flecks of blue flowed from his reopened third eye and expanded through him. His posture straightened and his appearance became more pristine. When the wave passed, he turned to Finn with eyes of sapphire and nodded. Thus, was the God of Order reborn.
The five reborn gods walked to the edge of the town and looked down. Below them, several thousand troops stood in orderly squares staring towards the top of the tower. When their gods appeared above them, thousands of voices roared as loud as thunder.
The Cabal was ready for war. All five gods gazed to the northeast, where the ancient Holy City of Avernia lay.
“Let’s go kill the High God,” the God of Order said, his mouth curled into a sneer.




The End of Chaos Rising.
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