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Dedication

To Charlie Adams
Thank you for helping me on my journey, Uncle Chuck.
You will be missed.




Earth - Gaul: 51 BC

A branch tore a bloody gash across Raimund’s cheek, causing him to stumble and fall into the muck. He grunted as the impact reopened the wound in his side, a gift from a Roman gladius. A flare of pain surged through him, forcing him to stifle a scream.
He lay face down in the mud, heart pounding, his breath coming in ragged gasps.
Just a short rest, he thought and closed his eyes.
Behind him, the sound of hooves on the cobbled road snapped him back to awareness. The horses slowed, and a fierce voice barked orders in the hated language of the invaders. Raimund had not learned Latin, defying his father, a minor chief of the Bellovaci Gauls.
“The Romans are the future, Raimund. We can no more stand against them than a tuber to a boar.”
Raimund had spat at his father’s feet that day, denouncing him as a coward. Now, as the legions of Caesar approached Samarobriva, the last free city in Northern Gaul, a surge of bile rushed up Raimund’s throat.
Father was right.
Were he not weak from starvation and blood loss, Raimund would have disappeared into the shadowy forest within moments. But injured as he was, the Romans would find him, and any chance of warning his people would end with his capture.
A harsh yell split the air behind him, and the nearest legionnaire dismounted and rushed into the brush. The man crashed through the undergrowth like a lumbering oaf. Raimund cursed himself for his cowardice and stupidity. Caught in the wilds of his homeland by an uncouth city dweller was an insult Raimund could not abide.
“Get up,” a parched, weak voice ordered, and it took Raimund a moment to realize the words were his own. He grumbled at the sound but forced himself to his feet and returned to his loping run.
Raimund did not get much farther before the rounded pommel of the Roman’s sword crunched his skull, turning the world to black.
*****
“Wake up,” a voice said in heavily accented Gaulish.
Raimund groaned as a pair of muscular hands helped him into a seated position. The world swayed and creaked as the sound of hooves and horses neighing rose. He forced his eyes open, blinking through the thick rheum painting his eyelashes. Reality came into focus, or at least the dark, bouncing part of it that Raimund could see.
Even in the dimness, the light hurt his eyes, and he squinted them closed again.
“Thirsty,” he croaked. The mouth of a water skin pushed to his lips. He took several long draughts before a firm hand snatched the skin away.
“Easy. Drink too much, and you’ll just throw it back up. And this place already reeks like a latrine.”
Raimund nodded his thanks and squinted at the large man. “Who are you?”
“The question is, who are you? These olive eaters gave me water, told me if I kept you alive, I’d stay alive. You die, I die. So, you must be somebody of importance.”
“I am Raimund, and I am a nobody.”
“Well, Raimund Nobody, I am Brennos, son of Carobus. Though being honest, Carobus disowned me long ago. I guess that makes me Brennos, son of Nobody. Perhaps we could be brothers.” Brennos snorted at his joke and eased back against the wood of the wagon.
“What did you do to get disowned?”
“I traded with the Romans. My father named me a traitor. I told him he was a fool for having faith in any big man, be they chief or Consul. They all shit on the little people, I told him. That didn’t go over well since he fancied himself a big man. So, he cast me out and banished me from his home.”
“Perhaps we should trade fathers,” Raimund said. “Like you, mine was a traitor.”
A bitter laugh pushed past Brennos’ lips, and he grinned. If Raimund’s words offended him, he showed no sign.
“Trust me, even when he was alive, that would have been a raw deal for you.” Brennos’ grin showed amusement, but his eyes failed to hide his pain.
“He is dead?”
“He was at Alesia. Cast out of the city with the rest of the non-combatants after Vercingetorix decided they were a burden. Roman and Gaul alike ignored them as they starved and died of thirst.”
“I am sorry.” Raimund lifted a trembling hand and clasped Brennos’ shoulder.
Brennos said nothing, then nodded. A bump caused the carriage to lurch violently. Raimund gasped, the pain drawing his hand to his side.
“They cleaned you up proper,” Brennos said. “I’d say you have a better than even chance of living. Which is good for us both.”
“Where are we?”
“In a stinking wagon on the way to a Roman camp and a life of wondrous slavery, if we are lucky.” Brennos grinned, his mouth full of shockingly white teeth. “Though they’ll likely torture you first since they think you’re a spy.”
“I am a spy,” Raimund admitted. “They captured me before I could warn my people of an imminent Roman attack.”
“Oh, bad news for you. They’re sure to torture you now. And then crucify you.”
A spike of fear flared through Raimund. He was no coward, but only a fool faced a Roman interrogation without fear. And crucifixion was something else altogether.
As that terror rooted deep into Raimund’s belly, a cry rose in Latin.
“Oh, we’ve arrived,” Brennos said and took a deep swig from the waterskin. “Looks like I get to live.”
I will not let fear turn me into a coward, Raimund thought, his certainty chased by doubt and fear.
*****
Sometime later, the coolness of a wet cloth woke Raimund with a start, and the pain returned. His arms stretched behind him, pulled tight by leather straps to a wooden rack. Every muscle in his body ached, a preamble to the pain to come.
A small, pale woman dabbed his brow with a wet cloth, eyes staring at him from beneath a shock of red hair.
“Easy,” the woman said in broken Gaulish and dabbed his head again.
“You speak Gaulish?” Raimund asked before a coughing fit interrupted him.
“Little,” she said, and refreshed her rag once more.
“What is your name?”
“Aeodin,” the woman said, lowering her head, the movement revealing a dull iron collar around her neck.
“A Celt? You are a slave?”
Aeodin’s eyes snapped up to Raimund, and for a moment, anger surged within them. “You are slave too.”
The words hit Raimund like a hammer. Intellectually, he knew she spoke the truth. But the term slave filled him with such a sense of visceral anger and resistance that he refused to accept it emotionally. His expression tore at Aeodin’s heart, and her eyes turned sympathetic.
“You brave, but Romans get what they want. Always do.”
Raimund felt the truth of her words, and then another, more profound horror filled him. “They haven’t asked me any questions yet.”
“That is their way.”
Voices speaking in Latin passed through the tent walls. Aeodin lurched back and stood in the corner as she sought to make herself invisible.
A moment later, a man entered, the red-crested helm of a Centurion held in the crook of his arm. Two other soldiers flanked him. A tall, thin woman with jet black hair and olive skin stood behind them, a writing tablet in her hands.
She looked up, making brief eye contact with Raimund. She reminded him of the wealthy wine merchant’s daughter from Greece who visited each spring, but like him, she wore an iron slave collar.
These Romans know no shame and no mercy, Raimund thought.
The Centurion placed his helm on the table as a soldier set a chair in front of Raimund.
“Shall we continue?” the Centurion said in perfect Gaulish and sat down.
Raimund looked at the man, surprised to find the bronzed skin and light hair of one of his countrymen staring back at him. 
A Gaul like me, he thought, then corrected himself. He is a Romanized Gaul, a traitor.
The Romans had built their empire by pitting old foes against each other. They encourage the conquered to do their dirty work for them, sweetening the deal with bribes of money and power to any chieftain who allied themselves with the Republic. By wearing Roman armor, this man spat on the ghosts of his ancestors.
Raimund answered the Centurion by spitting a small gobbet onto the man’s sandaled feet.
The Centurion grinned and pressed firm fingers into the wound at Raimund’s side. Raimund screamed as a flow of fresh red blood stained the linen bandage.
“I’ll take that as a yes.” The Centurion released the pressure on Raimund’s wound. A feral grin crossed his face, and his eyes darkened to the color of spent coal. He looked back at the Greek woman. “Demetria, record every word, every scream, and every desperate cry to his impotent gods. Is that understood?” He waited for the woman to nod and lower her gaze before turning back to Raimund.
The Centurion opened his mouth, likely to spew more vile threats when the world flared to brightness and exploded.
*****
Raimund gasped as he returned to consciousness and opened his eyes. He lay flat on his back, still strapped to the broken remnants of the wooden rack. Clear blue sky peered through holes in the tent, the fabric torn to shreds by the fiery blast. Curling trails of smoke twined upwards. The distant sounds of screams reached him through ringing ears.
He sat up to find the tent wasn’t the only thing to feel the explosion’s wrath. Bodies lay strewn everywhere. The wooden walls, a hallmark of every Roman encampment, lay flattened like open flower petals. At the fort’s center, a smoking crater bled intense heat and light, forcing Raimund to shield his eyes.
To his right, Aeodin, the Celtic woman, lay sprawled on the ground. Pulling himself from the wreckage of the wooden rack, Raimund rushed to her side. He pressed his thumb to her neck. A weak but steady pulse thrummed within.
She lives.
A wracking cough pulled his attention to the Greek woman, Demetria, who crawled from beneath a soldier's body. The Roman’s eyes stared blankly at the sky, his twisted neck at an angle no living being could survive. His bulk, and his armor, had shielded Demetria from the worst of the blast.
The other soldier had suffered a worse fate. Thick blood oozed from a pair of stumps that had once been an arm and a leg.
Unfortunately for Raimund, the Centurion still lived, and he rose to his feet, leaning on his chair for support. His eyes flashed to Raimund and filled with hate. He pulled his sword from his waist and stumbled forward.
Raimund tried to defend himself, but without weapons or armor and weak from thirst, starvation, and torture, he stood no chance. He managed nothing but a pathetic swipe that bounced off the pauldron of the Roman’s armor before the Centurion grabbed him by the throat.
“What do you know of this?” the Centurion roared and squeezed Raimund’s throat. “Is this some cowardly attack by your heathen brothers?”
Raimund didn’t answer because of the crushing force on his windpipe and because he did not know. To his knowledge, there were no Gaulish forces anywhere in the area.
The Centurion took none too kindly to Raimund’s silence and placed the tip of his gladius against Raimund’s stomach. With a grunt of effort, he slammed the sword through Raimund’s abdomen, twisted the blade, and pulled it out.
Raimund stumbled back as the pain and blood flowed. A motion drew his eyes towards the broken poles at the tent’s entrance to see Brennos standing bloody and dazed. Before the large Gaul could speak, the world flared to brightness. Four swirling vortices of multi-hued light rushed towards the tent like dogs on the hunt.
The first, a maelstrom of seething oranges and reds that reminded Raimund of hot coals, slammed into Brennos. His eyes widened, and he stood tall on rigid toes before settling back into a relaxed standing position.
Another sphere, this one a brilliant golden hue of the sun reflecting upon gold, spun into Demetria. Golden light danced across her skin and into her eyes before bursting like the northern star from her forehead. Then the brightness faded, leaving her face calm.
The third sphere of light, this one a dark crimson flecked with striations of black, flashed into Aeodin, and with a gasp, she returned to the waking world. She climbed to her feet as pulses of red light flared up through her veins and arteries, then burst like a small nova from her forehead. As it had with Demetria, the light soon faded.
The fourth ball of light shimmered like the quicksilver used by priests in their divining ceremonies. It punched into Raimund, enveloping him in its light.
His body went rigid as power, unlike anything he’d ever experienced, surged through him, knitting his wounds and easing his muscles. The wound in his gut healed in moments, leaving him more vibrant than he'd been in years.
The energy hummed up Raimund’s spine and into his skull, where it settled behind his forehead, flared, and went dormant. He opened his eyes to find the Centurion staring, mouth agape. The shock held the Roman for the briefest of moments before his sword arm surged forward.
Without conscious thought, Raimund caught the man’s sword arm and squeezed. The Centurion’s wrist snapped, and his gladius fell to the ground. Raimund stared at the man, relishing his fear, and smiled before slamming his free fist forward into the Roman’s face.
The punch hit with such force that it snapped the Centurion’s neck, dropping him like a sack of grain.
Raimund looked at his fist and then down at the corpse at his feet. The three other slaves joined him, and he gazed upon each of them. Their eyes bore the same curious confidence. None understood what had happened, but all knew their lives, their world, would never be the same.
Raimund reached up and yanked the iron slave collar from his neck as if it were nothing more than thin cloth. One by one, the others did the same.
Demetria opened her mouth to speak, but a figure stepped through the smoke before any words came forth.
The large, powerfully built man trembled. He bore charred skin from head to toe, as if he’d stood at the epicenter of the explosion that had torn the world asunder. Yet somehow, he still lived.
“Brothers. Sisters,” the man said in a language that Raimund had never heard yet somehow understood. “I need your help to save a universe.”
Then the man pitched forward onto his face, and the four ex-slaves rushed to his side.
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Gryph blinked, trying to work the sleep sand from his eyes. Perhaps it was the pain threatening to split his head like an awl, but his eyes refused to focus. He tried to rub his eyes clear, but his hand refused to obey his commands, flopping onto his face, pathetic and weak. That infirmity extended through his arm into his entire body. His strength returned slowly, bringing with it the fiery sting of a thousand pins and needles.
What is happening to me? And why do I feel so small?
Desperate for understanding, he forced his mind through the haze. The last thing he remembered was their return to Dar Thoriim after escaping Cerrunos' odd half Realm. They'd been so close to ripping Aluran's Prime Godhead free, so close to ending the High God's threat to the Realms.  
But, using some last-minute trickery, the High God had escaped, mostly intact.
Vonn took Aluran's hand, Gryph remembered, a small measure of satisfaction filling him. Then they were back in Dar Thoriim, with an urgent mission. What was it?
In a flash, it all came back to him.
“Brynn,” he said in a croaking voice, then coughed. Dry cracks wormed across his lips, and his tongue felt thick and pasty. He smacked his lips, trying to work enough moisture to speak.
With an effort, he rubbed his eyes clear to find he lay on a malleable cushion in a coffin-shaped box lined with blinking lights and odd hums. In an instant, he remembered the last thing he'd seen and knew where he was.
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I'm no longer in the Realms.
Dim light rose, and he looked up to find a thin face staring back at him from the reflective synth-glass of the neural integration rig he'd used to enter the Realms. 
You look like shit, he told the sallow, patchy bearded revenant, and a moment later, the top of the rig slid open. With a grunt, he pulled himself upright and looked around to find familiar surroundings.
He was back on Earth, back at the beginning, in the safe house the Colonel had built for Brynn. The low hum of a generator rumbled beneath him. Dim lighting emanated from the baseboards, washing out details. Gryph missed his Dark Vision. He'd become so used to the elven racial trait that he felt diminished without it. 
The room was small, utilitarian. A bed lined one wall. Next to it, a small refrigerator hummed. Gryph turned, knowing he would find an old sofa and a holo-vis. What he hadn't expected were the two men sitting on the couch. One hid in the shadows, his face unrecognizable. The shadowy man held a gun on the second man, his mouth gagged and eyes wide with worry. 
“Doc?” The hair on the back of Gryph's neck stood on end. 
The worry in Doc's eyes flashed to guilt, and the disgraced surgeon mumbled something like an apology through the gag. The gun muzzle pushed hard into Doc's ribs, silencing him. 
A moment later, the shadowed man leaned forward into the light.
“Hello, Finn.”
Gryph froze as the full truth hit him. He was no longer the El'Edryn warrior mage Gryph. 
I am Finn Caldwell again.
A flare of anger and regret pushed through him. They'd pulled him back to Earth, away from his friends, away from Brynn, who was undoubtedly being stalked by Aluran at this very moment. 
His anger was righteous, but also selfish. In the Realms, he'd wielded magic. In the Realms, he'd been special, powerful. He'd been a god. Here on Earth, he felt lessened. Here he was just Finn Caldwell, ex-bartender, and failed spy.
Now I understand the rage the Betas felt when they lost access to the Realms. 
With an effort, Finn pushed that regret down and turned his attention to the task at hand. He didn't know who this man was or who he worked for, but he would face him with power and strength, even if both were more illusion than reality.
“Who are you?”
The man did not answer but stood and triggered the lights to a comfortable level, allowing Finn to see him. He wore a finely tailored suit just rigid enough to suggest it was Mark IV tactical armor. He was tall, topping six feet, but otherwise average in appearance.
“My name is Marcus Hunter,” the man said, the voice somehow familiar. “Though my name means nothing to you, I suspect you recognize my voice.”
Finn's mind rushed back to his missions for Control. Whether solo or a part of a team, Finn had never truly been alone. There had always been a voice in his ear, providing him with information, watching his back. A voice that had saved his life on multiple occasions.
“You were my Operator.”
“Guilty as charged, “Hunter said. “I apologize for the unpleasant welcome, but we did not know what you would be like when we pulled you out. It was for your safety and ours.”
“Says the man with the gun.”
Finn's eyes went to the gun, its barrel still pointed at Doc. Hunter gave a small smile, then lowered the weapon. He nodded to Doc, who pulled the gag from his mouth and tossed it to the floor.
“Is that better?”
“You okay, Doc?” Finn asked, ignoring Hunter.
“I'm good, Finn. Just tired.” The man looked ragged, the dark circles under his eyes aging him well beyond his sixty years.
Satisfied that Doc was okay, his mind turned back to Brynn and the Realms. He looked at Hunter. “You need to send me back into the Realms, now.”
“I'm afraid I cannot do that, at least not yet,” Hunter said, a solemn look on his face. “We pulled you out because we need your help. The fate of two universes hangs in the balance.”
Alarm surged inside Finn. Though he did not know who Hunter worked for, his voice, the voice of the Operator, had never lied to him. 
It's why they chose him. They knew I'd listen. Knew I'd give him a chance. 
Realizing he could do nothing to help Brynn at the moment, he pushed his worry to the side, compartmentalizing it, preventing it from interfering with his current mission.
“Why does Control need my help?”
“It is not Control that needs you, but who Control serves. We ask you to help the Light.”
“Who, or what, is that?”
“A group pledged to protect this world and the Realms.”
“And why would they want to do that?”
“Because, like you, the four Elders of the Light are gods, bearers of Prime Godheads, destined to bring the Light and banish the darkness.”
Despite Finn's training, he failed to hide his shock. 
Gods! Four of them? 
In a flash of understanding, the pieces of the story fell together. These Elders, these humans of Earth, somehow possessed the Prime Godheads that once belonged to the last of the Old Gods. 
Finn's mind rushed back to his time in the Soul Reverie, a meditative state the elves used to recuperate in lieu of sleep. It allowed him to experience the innumerable past lives of his immortal soul.
In one such life, Finn had been Ossyrion, the Old God of Order, the onetime friend, and brother of Morrigan, the man known on Earth as Alistair Bechard and in the Realms as the High God Aluran. A man who would stop at nothing to collect all the Prime Godheads and use them to rewrite history, not for power or out of fear, but for love.
With the last three Old Gods, Dymeria, Casserius, and Obekai, Ossyrion had banished Morrigan from the Realms by unleashing their Godheads' raw power. This had torn a hole in reality, devastated a vast swath of the Realms, and killed Ossyrion and the other three. 
It had been the only way to stop Morrigan. But the cost had been high, taking not only their lives but trapping their souls on Earth.
One of those souls had eventually been born as Finn Caldwell. 
Gryph had long known that Morrigan had ended up on Earth, but never in his wildest dreams had he imagined the Prime Godheads of Morrigan's banishers had as well. 
And somehow, they bonded with these Elders. 
Another memory flashed into Finn's mind, one he'd almost forgotten among the stress and the worry of the last several days. A memory of his near death at Aluran's hand.
“Tell me where you got your Godhead,” Aluran had demanded, his hand squeezing Gryph's neck with crushing force. “It is not the Order Godhead. Your old friend belongs to Ramsay now. Nor is it any of the others borne by the Cabal. Those parasites still scheme and squabble back on Earth.”
Finn's eyes snapped back to Hunter, and the man's eyes narrowed.
“You're going after Aluran,” Finn said. 
Hunter said nothing, but a small smile curled his lips.
“Who the hell is Aluran?” Doc asked.
“The Light prefers the name Morrigan, the Betrayer.”
“Yeah, that doesn't help me at all,” Doc said, turning his gaze to Finn. 
“There's too much backstory for a full explanation,” Finn said. “But suffice to say, Morrigan is Aluran who you know as Alistair Bechard.”
“The tech billionaire? Didn't he invent this stupid game?” Doc threw an irritated gesture at the NI rig. 
“Trust me, Doc, it is no game.”
“Well, regardless, he sounds like a pretentious dick. Who else has three fricking names? Does he know how confusing that is?”
“I do not believe that clarity was ever a major concern for Morrigan,” Hunter said, and Finn nodded in agreement.
“Well, it's damn annoying, so can we just choose one name?”
With a sigh, Finn agreed. “He is no longer Morrigan, nor fully Alistair Bechard. For better and worse, he is now Aluran.”
“Aluran it is then,” Doc said with a relieved sigh that brought a hacking cough.
He doesn't look well. Concern filled Finn, and in it, he found an opportunity. “Have the Light treated you decently, Doc?”
The ex-surgeon nodded. “Yeah, surprise, surprise, they've been nothing but gracious.”
“So, I can trust Hunter? I can trust the Light?”
Doc eyed Hunter, who showed no irritation at being spoken of as if he weren't there. “Well, I don't trust anybody completely, not even myself. But they take their mission seriously, and my guess is they gotta be better than this Aluran prick.”
You may be right, Finn thought. 
After all, Aluran's sole mission was to collect all the Prime Godheads' power and remake the Realms, no matter the cost. He doubted anything the Light had planned could be worse.
But as Lex often noted, Finn's imagination was often too small. 
I need more information. 
Finn turned to Hunter. “You want my help, then tell me this. What does the Light want?”
“Nothing less than the resurrection of the Source.”
Finn's mouth hung open. Of all the things he'd expected the Light could want, resurrecting the Source hadn't made the list.  
During his life as Ossyrion, Finn had witnessed the Prime murder the Source, killing God at the moment of creation. The xenophobic species of Aetherial daemons were hell-bent on eliminating all non-Prime life in the Realms. They'd sacrificed their own sun to power the trip to the beginning of time, hoping to lay claim to the Source's power.
Only Ossyrion, Morrigan, and the others who'd become the Old Gods had stopped them. By taking the thirteen Prime Godheads and the Source's fragments, the Old Gods had prevented the Prime from eliminating all life in the Realms.
But it had come at a terrible cost. Asheara, Morrigan's one true love, and the best of them all had died during the battle. Her loss had turned Morrigan to darkness as he sought to bring his beloved back. 
Finn had seen the darkness the man had descended into, as Morrigan, as Alistair Bechard, and as Aluran, and had no doubts he would do anything to bring her back.
Aluran will stop at nothing until all thirteen Prime Godheads are his. 
These Elders of the Light could know none of this, though. Finn did because of his ability to enter the Soul Reverie, where he relived his soul's past lives. That was a power unavailable on Earth. So, how could they know?
Aluran told them, Finn realized. What better way to control someone than to give them a holy mission.
Finn looked at Hunter, seeking any hint the man was lying. 
“For argument's sake, let's say I believe you, that I believe the Source is dead. It still doesn't answer the why. Why does the Light want to resurrect the Source? It sounds noble and good and all that, but what is in it for the Light?”
“The Source was the conduit to the Next Realm. Without it, no soul born in the Realms can ascend. Instead, they remain trapped in an endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth, a prison they can never escape. The Light wants to free these souls and bring true, everlasting salvation to the Realms.”
Hunter holstered his gun, knelt before Finn, and lowered his head.
“But the Elders cannot do it without you, Finn Caldwell. For like them, you are a god.”
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On the surface, the idea seemed absurd. But Finn had journeyed to time’s beginning, where he’d witnessed the death of the Source. Was it such a stretch that the countless reincarnated lives of his soul, of every soul, were not the natural way of things but the product of this first murder?
What if it is true?
Oddly, the concept brought Finn comfort. He was an ex-soldier, a man who lived his life in service of a mission. What greater mission could there be than freeing every soul in the Realms? 
A surge of warmth, of purpose flowed through Finn’s weakened body, and he pulled himself from the NI rig. The floor was cold to his feet, and he wobbled, gripping the side of the coffin-like capsule to steady himself.
How long have I been in there?
Before the thoughts could become words, Doc stood next to him, an arm around his waist. Finn nodded his thanks as the older man eased him towards the couch. 
“We need to get him to the hospital.”
“He does not need one,” Hunter said, standing and gazing into Finn’s eyes. “He is a god and has already begun to heal.”
Finn’s eyes widened. My Godhead. I still possess it? The idea hadn’t even occurred to him, despite Hunter’s tale of the Elders and their Godheads. At that moment, Finn realized he hadn’t believed Hunter’s tale, at least not deep down where genuine belief resides. 
He eased his awareness inside, focusing on the spot behind his forehead, where the mystics of old claimed wisdom and enlightenment lay dormant in all people. Had the Godheads been the source of these beliefs? Just how much had Aluran and the Elders influenced the course of human history?
Finn pushed these thoughts to the back of his mind as the nascent power of his Prime
Godhead flared to life. Like a star about to explode, the Godhead pulsed, sending a wave of energy humming through Finn’s body.  
His headache and the accompanying fog that had clouded his mind since he’d woken in the NI rig disappeared, followed by the weakness and the stiffness in his limbs. He felt energized and strong. His hearing grew more acute, and his eyesight sharpened. The stale odor of dust mixed with dried sweat filled his nose, drawing his gaze to Doc.
He doesn’t look well. How hard has he been hitting the bottle?
Finn pulled his attention from Doc. Whatever was going on with the man would have to wait. He crossed his arms and stared at Hunter.
“Let’s say, for the time being, I believe the Elders of the Light are the good guys and want to help the Realms. How do you plan on getting there? Aluran cut off all access not long after I arrived.” 
“We have another method of entry,” Hunter said, unable to hide the pride in his voice.
“Care to share the details?”
Hunter just smiled, then walked to a nearby cabinet and retrieved a garment bag. He handed it to Finn with another bow and spoke in a reverent tone. “If you would please get dressed, I will take you to meet the Elders, and they will answer all of your questions.”
*****
Finn stepped from the cool darkness of the warehouse into a brilliant, blazing inferno. Dry heat assaulted him, making it a challenge to breathe. A sheen of sweat covered his body, and he was thankful for the loose-fitting robes Hunter had provided him.
This is not San Francisco. We must be in a desert. Which means they somehow moved the safe house. 
The concept was plausible. The vast majority of the buildings in the port district were modular, designed for versatility as their owner’s needs changed. Somehow the Light had discovered his location and taken the entire safe house.
So, where are we?
Finn blinked as the blaze of the sun washed the world in golden light, but it took mere moments for his eyes to adjust, almost as if he wore adaptive contact lenses. He cast a sideways glance at Hunter and Doc, both of whom wore dark sunglasses.
Did Hunter forget mine, or did he know I wouldn’t need them?
It had to be the Godhead. It had already strengthened his body beyond peak condition and improved his senses. What’s to say it couldn’t also help him adapt?
But why does it function on Earth? There is no magic here.
Hunter cast a sideways glance as if waiting for Finn to tell him he was ready. Finn gave him a slight nod, and they walked down a thin alley between a series of identical buildings, most stacked two or three modular units high.
They traversed this labyrinth for several minutes, and Finn soon lost all directional sense. He gazed up to find the sun was at the noon position, which made it impossible for him to determine a direction. Finn smiled, recognizing the technique Hunter was using, one designed to keep Finn confused and off-kilter.  
He has to suspect I’d realize what he was doing, he thought, gazing at Hunter’s back. 
They rounded a corner, revealing a series of more antiquated buildings, and an odd sense of familiarity tickled the back of Finn’s mind. It was only when they entered a central courtyard that the tickle became a full-on shock of recognition. 
Shooting skyward at the center of the town was a massive tower that glinted in the sun like polished crystal.
“Harlan’s Watch,” Finn said aloud, earning a small smile from Hunter.
Finn stared at the tower, nervous energy pulsing through him. Harlan’s Watch had been Finn’s starter village upon his entry to the Realms. But Gryph, proving he was the noobiest noob who’d ever noobed, had activated his Prime Godhead in front of the High God’s avatar.
That mistake had drawn the attention, and the ire, of the real Aluran, and the resultant battle, if one was generous with the term, had separated Gryph from Lex and dumped him into the Barrow.
Gryph had eventually made it to Harlan’s Watch in search of Brynn and helped save the town from a vile entity known as the Scourge of Souls. There, he’d made some good friends and a handful of enemies.  
“Why have you built your own Harlan’s Watch?”
“The Elders will explain everything to you,” Hunter said, a suave non-answer born from decades of training and experience.
Finn went silent and took in every detail surrounding him.
This Harlan’s Watch was similar in overall layout to the original version, but most of the buildings were taller and constructed from modern materials. Were they using it as a training ground, or was there more to it?
As they walked, they passed numerous soldiers. Hard men and women who stepped from their path, put backs to walls and lowered their gaze, waiting until Finn, Doc, and Hunter had passed before moving on. Apart from this odd deference to them, to him, Finn realized, the overall vibe was that of a well-disciplined military base.
Where are we?
One thing was obvious. They were in the middle of a scalding desert. But which one? A dozen options popped into Finn’s mind, which he parsed through based on his understanding of geography and geopolitics.  
Wherever this replica was, it suggested the Light possessed an incredible amount of influence, likely purchased with money, weapons, or technology. Though the air reminded him of his time in the Mojave, Finn doubted the US Government would allow the Light free rein within their borders.
That left a few options; Algeria, Saudi Arabia, perhaps even the outback in the recently destabilized Australia.
Finn wished he could see more of the desert, but the high walls surrounding this faux Harlan’s Watch blocked his line of sight. It was another stark difference, suggesting the Light expected they’d need to defend the place.
But from whom? Modern military technology had long ago made walls obsolete. 
It was then that he understood.
“You’re bringing this entire town into the Realms.”
Hunter tensed, proof that Finn’s assessment hit the mark. The man stopped and turned. 
“I should have suspected you would figure it out. After all, you are a god.” 
The look of reverent pride on Hunter’s face was disturbing, reminiscent of the zealots Finn had encountered during his time with the army and with Control. People so dedicated to a religious or political cause that no reason or counter-argument could pierce their fanaticism.
Such people are always dangerous, Finn thought. I must keep a close eye on Hunter, but in the meantime, I can use it to my advantage. 
“How?” Finn asked.
“The exact mechanism is above my pay grade as they say, but I know that what is here will go there, and what is there…”
“Will come here?” Doc said, eyes wide.
Hunter gave the smallest of nods and averted his gaze from Finn’s rising ire.
“What happens to the people of the real Harlan’s Watch?” Finn asked through a clenched jaw. “I have friends there.”
“I assure you. We will care for them. The Light has vast resources, many of which will serve the residents of Harlan’s Watch after the transfer.”
“But they won’t be home,” Doc said in shock. “They will never see their loved ones again.” 
Hunter sighed with genuine regret. “Sometimes, progress demands sacrifice.” He looked up at Finn, his gaze steady. “You understand this more than most.”
Finn said nothing, which Hunter took as a sign to continue.
“That is the reason you joined the army and then Control. Even after your father betrayed you, betrayed us all, you continued to do what was right. We ask you to continue to do just that.”
“I’ll need more than that.”
“Yet I have nothing more to offer. Speak with the Elders, Finn Caldwell. They will listen. They will explain.” 
Hunter brought his hands together, forming a mountain-like peak at his forehead, and bowed. The gesture reminded Finn of his time in India, spent with people who venerated their ancestors as gods. The gesture was both symbolic and profoundly personal. An odd foreboding flared inside Finn. 
“You talk of the Elders like honored ancestors. Why?” 
“I am blessed to be a Child of the Light, a descendent of the Elders.” 
“You’re related to one of the Elders?” Doc said, stumbling and forcing Finn to steady him with an outstretched hand.
“Most of those here can claim that honor,” Hunter said.
The Light’s army is comprised of the Elder’s descendants, Finn thought. That is…
“Creepy,” Doc said, before realizing he’d spoken aloud. 
If Doc’s outburst offended Hunter, he showed no sign. “The Light trains its Children not to fear the inevitable prejudice and misunderstanding, but to use it. We fight for everyone, even those who do not believe.” 
An unnerving rush pushed through Finn. This whole situation just became much more dangerous. Even if I cannot yet quantify how. He eyed Hunter, who held his gaze with steady nerve and respect. 
“You're wondering which of the Elders is my ancestor?”
Finn did his best to hide his surprise at Hunter’s perceptiveness and then nodded.
“I do not know. None of us do. We grow up in the Priory, groomed from birth until we discover our role. I was blessed enough to be chosen for Control. Like my brothers and sisters, I have never known my parents.
“You could be a descendent of any one of the five gods, including Aluran?” Doc asked.
“If that is my burden,” Hunter said with a simple bow of acceptance.
A thought filled Finn’s mind, one that threatened to surge to panic. “Was my father...?” Finn asked, leaving the rest of the question unasked. Am I? And what of Brynn?
“No,” Hunter said. “The Caldwells are not descendants of the Light. Your father was a break from tradition, an outsider given the head of Control at Aluran’s insistence. We should have seen it as the sign it was.”
“A sign of what?”
“Betrayal.”
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A flare of all too familiar anger welled up in Finn as the word betrayal dredged up the specter of his father. The cold, rainy night in Seoul surged back in his memory. His father's emotionless face and the bright muzzle flash as he fired were as fresh in Finn's memory as they'd been that night.
His father had left him for dead, alone in a dingy alley. For years Finn lived with that sting of betrayal, learning much later that it had been a setup. The Colonel, a crack shot, had left Finn alive on purpose.
The Colonel had left him alive for a purpose. Eris had convinced Finn of this truth.
“Your father started the Resistance against Bechard long before Aluran invaded the Realms. He's the reason you are here. He's the reason you have Lex and the Prime Godhead.”
The Colonel had groomed Finn to be the ultimate mole in the war against Aluran. And if the Colonel knew Aluran's true intentions, he must have known what the Elders of the Light sought. It seemed the Colonel's game ran deeper than Finn could have imagined.
If only the Colonel were here to guide me.
That thought, more than any he'd allowed himself to think about his father in years, pushed home the direness of this situation. The Realms balanced on the edge of a knife, and their fate lay in Finn's hands.
“You knew my father?”
“I did. They made him head of Control over me.”
“And that bothered you?”
“Of course it did. But it is not my place to question the Elders. They are gods after all.”
“Maybe you should rethink that policy,” Doc said. “They don’t sound so infallible to me.”
Finn held back a chuckle. Hunter eyed the disgraced surgeon, letting the barest twinge of venom into the glare before he smiled with his mouth, if not his eyes.
I'll give Hunter credit, Finn thought. He has excellent self-control.
“It is not for me to question my role, but to serve the Light in all things.”
“Well, I applaud the dedication,” Doc said. “I've always lived a more selfish life.”
“That is because you lack faith in your purpose and have strayed from the path destiny wished of you.”
“Ouch,” Doc said. “Bet you're a blast at parties.”
Hunter said nothing, forcing Finn to stifle a grin. “Since we're being honest with each other, you're not happy I'm here.”
“You misread me. Yes, your father betrayed the Light enabling Aluran to capture the Elders, preventing them from entering the Realms, preventing them from completing their glorious mission. So, while I would be within my rights to assume that such evil passed from father to son, the Prime Godhead still came to you.”
“Could be a coincidence,” Doc said.
“There is no such thing,” Hunter said with a shake of his head. “We who follow the Light know a sign when we see one.” He turned to Finn and lowered his gaze. “Your presence here, now, as a god, proves our mission is righteous and suggests all men can move beyond the limitations of their birth. This gives me great hope.”
They do not know the Colonel arranged for me to get the Godhead. Finn stared at Hunter, his jaw tight, so no hint of his thoughts would leak out. Hunter mistook this for anger.
“I'm sorry if I have offended you.”
“Quinn Caldwell stopped being my father long before he shot me and left me bleeding in an alley.” Finn turned and looked towards the top of the tower. It was time to play this hand for all its worth. “Now, take me to meet my fellow gods.”
*****
Finn stepped onto the balcony at the top of Harlan's Tower and gazed across his surroundings. The vantage point gave him an unobstructed view of the endless desert stretching in all directions as far as he could see. Though the elevation gave him no greater insight into where they were, it proved the Light was well prepared.
The sun, which had moved across the sky enough for him to determine direction, glinted off a massive cargo plane as it came in for a landing. A long runway stretched across the desert to the west, the heat shimmering off the asphalt, distorting the shapes of trucks and people waiting for the massive metal bird's arrival.
Closer in, clustered around this Harlan's Watch's metal and concrete walls were thousands of tents. From the size, Finn estimated the tent city could house upwards of 100,000 people. Dozens of vehicles brought shipping crates through the gates in efficient convoys, where they stacked them several high in three distinct industrial zones.
“That's a lot of crap,” Doc said, echoing Finn's thoughts in concept if not tone.
“Our mission is of grave importance,” a melodic female voice said behind them. “And since it is a one-way trip, we are bringing everything with us we need to succeed.”
Finn and Doc turned to see four figures dressed in resplendent robes walking towards them in a wide arc. They moved with practiced confidence and bore a gravitas that reminded Finn of Aluran. These were people comfortable in their own skin.
“Smart,” Finn said and looked from one face to another. “Nothing is worse than going on a long trip only to realize you've forgotten your underwear.”
The woman who'd spoken cocked her head, as if attempting to determine if Finn's response had been amusing or insulting. She was short, topping out at just over five feet, and though well-tanned, her red hair and green eyes suggested she had not always been so.
Next to her stood a tall, powerfully built man with darker hair and features once called Continental. His expression was that of a man who'd deemed his current task a waste of time. Not so much hostile as dismissive.
The second, taller woman had the olive skin and dark eyes common among those living on the Mediterranean. She held herself with all the grace of the Venus de Milo, a gentle, almost matronly smile curling her lips.
The last man was smaller than the first but bore similar features, suggesting they were countrymen if not kin. His gaze reminded Finn of the Colonel's, analytical and smart. This man missed very little.
Each Elder of the Light possessed weight as if their presence alone could alter the world.
“It is an honor to meet you, Mr. Caldwell, or do you prefer Lieutenant?” the shorter man asked with an air that suggested he often took the lead, even among these gods.
“I have not been a Lieutenant for some time, so Finn is fine.”
A pleasant smile crossed the man's face, and he lowered his head in acknowledgment. “My name is Victor Ramsay.” He extended a hand to the shorter woman who'd spoken first. “This is Gillian Aiden.” He turned towards the taller woman. “And Sophia Demetria.” Last he motioned to the other man. “And this is Remiel Brenner. Welcome, and thank you for joining us.”
“I didn't have much choice,” Finn said, putting no effort into hiding his irritation.
“We apologize for any inconvenience we have caused you,” Demetria said, her voice stern yet somehow still pleasant. “But our need is most dire.”
“Mr. Hunter briefed me on your need,” Finn said, spotting the head of Control lurking like a shadow behind the Elders. He did nothing to curb the anger from his voice. “And while I like to think of myself as a helpful guy, I was in the middle of something important when you extracted me. Pulling me out has put many lives at risk.”
“Including your sister, Brynn,” Aiden said, a look of sadness filling her face.
Finn's eyes snapped to Aiden. Just how much do they know?
Assume they know everything and give them nothing, the voice of the Colonel said from the depths of Finn's subconscious. Finn prevented himself from scowling, suspecting these men and women would sense even the most subtle of gestures.
The phantom voice of his dead father brought one realization to mind, and with it an odd sense of deja vu. How many times had the Colonel been where I am now? And what would he do now? All of this flashed through Finn's thoughts as he stood back straight, face impassive.
Ramsay stepped forward, his voice turning gentle. “We are sorry for that, but I will assure you, Brynn is safe.”
“How can you know that?” Finn asked, unable to keep the shock from his tone.
“We have had a man inside Aluran's circle for decades,” Demetria said. “Long before he betrayed us and invaded the Realms. He has told us of a great upheaval among the Pantheon. Rumor has it that the Pantheon has lost at least one member.”
The sheer volume of knowledge stunned Finn, but his mind focused on one aspect. “You can get messages in and out of the Realms?”
“With difficulty,” Ramsay admitted.
“I thought that was impossible.”
“So was pulling people from the Realms,” Brenner said, speaking up for the first time and with a hint of snark. “Yet, here you are.”
Finn eyed the man, getting the distinct impression he disapproved of Finn's presence. As if the gods somehow sullied themselves by associating with him. Perhaps I can put a wedge in that resentment and pry it open.
“You must forgive Brenner,” Ramsay said, placing a firm hand on the taller man's shoulder. “He has changed much from the jovial man I met over 2,000 years ago. The burdens of destiny are great.”
2,000 years? Finn thought in shock. He turned to look out over the assembled men and equipment. “You've been planning this for some time.”
Ramsay stepped up next to him. “Since the moment we nursed Aluran back to health. Since the moment we became gods.”
Finn eyed the shorter man, waiting for him to explain. Instead, the man, whose appearance suggested he was in his mid-thirties, just stared towards the horizon.
“Yeah, you're gonna need to explain that more,” Doc said.
Finn turned, sending a warning glance to Doc. The older man shrugged as if he didn't have a care in the world. Seeing the tenseness of the other gods' shoulders, Finn knew how wrong the sentiment was.
Brenner stepped forward, sending a jolt of worry through Finn, but the man didn't even look at Doc as he brushed by him and stood next to Finn.
“Do you have any idea what it is like to live forever?” Brenner asked. “To watch everyone you love, everyone you know grow old and die over and over again?” He locked eyes with Finn. “Do you know what that does to a man's soul?”
“No,” Finn said. “I cannot say that I do.”
“And I hope you never have to learn,” Brenner said, bowing his head at Finn's show of respect. 
Brenner turned to Ramsay, gripping the man by the shoulders and resting his forehead on the shorter man's brow for a moment. He then went to the two goddesses and repeated the gesture before turning back to Finn.
“Man was not meant to live forever, Finn Caldwell. But we are gods and called to a higher purpose.”
“To resurrect the Source.”
“Yes,” Brenner said. “Without the Source, the souls of all the people of the Realms cannot ascend and will suffer for eternity as we have.”
“But they do not know they suffer,” Finn said. Except for the elves, Finn thought, whose Soul Reverie ability allowed them to experience their innumerable past lives.
“Just because they are not aware of the truth does not mean they do not suffer because of it,” Aiden said, gripping Brenner's arm.
“This is the mission we have pledged our lives to, Finn Caldwell,” Demetria said. “We ask you to join us.”
“Let's say I believe you,” Finn said, crossing his arms and leaning back. “How do you even know it's possible to resurrect the Source? Everything you know of the Realms, of the Source, comes from Aluran.”
“And you wonder if it is all fruit of the poisonous tree?” Ramsay asked. “A fair question, to which we have a simple, if frustrating answer.” Ramsay paused as if waiting for Finn to guess what that answer was. The four gods stood as calm and sure as anyone Finn had ever encountered.
“Faith,” Finn said as realization slammed into him. “You're betting the fate of the Realms on faith.”
“Every decision humanity has made since time began, was, in one fashion or another, based on faith,” Aiden said.
“But to dedicate so many lifetimes to a cause given to you by a liar and a murderer,” Finn said. “It…”
“Look inside yourself, Finn Caldwell,” Brenner said. “Look to the mote of creation, the speck of God within you, and tell me you cannot see the truth we see.”
Brenner grabbed Finn by the shoulders and placed his forehead against Finn's own.
Finn pushed past his natural reluctance and closed his eyes. If they'd wanted him dead, they could have killed him while he slept in the NI rig.
He turned his gaze inward and focused on the shimmering light at the center of his being. It was dimmer than it had been in the Realms, likely because of Earth's lack of magic. But it was there.
And it called to him. And it called to Brenner's Godhead.
“Tell me, what do you see? What do you feel?”
“Our Godheads want reunification. The Source wants to live again.”
“Yes,” Brenner said. Finn opened his eyes to see the man smiling at him. Not the practiced smile of an immortal, but the genuine smile of one who believed their life's mission had just grown closer to fruition.
Brenner released Finn, letting him savor the powerful spiritual experience. When Finn had recovered, he gazed upon the other four gods, his brothers, and sisters, and smiled. It stunned him to realize that he believed them, believed the evidence of his own soul.
But he could not bet the fate of billions on a feeling.
“Let's say I believe you, believe what I just felt.” Finn touched the center of his forehead, where the Godhead still hummed. “How was Aluran able to resist the Source's call?”
Ramsay sighed and lowered his head. “It saddens us all to see how far Aluran has fallen into darkness. When he came to us, he was lost, full of rage and hate, as were we all.” He waved his hand to encompass the other Elders. “But together, we healed ourselves. We thought we'd healed Aluran as well.”
“But you were wrong.”
“Yes,” Demetria said. “Aluran never wanted to rebirth the Source. He wanted all of its power for himself. He betrayed us, used NI rigs to lock us in a false world indistinguishable from our own.”
“What did Aluran gain by imprisoning you? Why not just take your Godheads for himself?” Finn pushed extra conviction into these words, for he knew full well why Aluran hadn't removed the Elder's Godheads.
Because he doesn't know how. But Lex does.
It took some effort to bury the horrifying truth that the Realms' entire future, and the innumerable people who called them home, relied upon Lex. 
“Because he could not remove our Godheads and could not risk taking us into the Realms where it would be near impossible to maintain control over us,” Aiden said. “If Hunter hadn't found us, freed us, we would still be prisoners, and our mission would be that much closer to dying.”
“There was one more thing Aluran needed before he could risk bringing us into the Realms. He needed the missing Godhead.” Ramsay pointed at Finn. “Your Godhead. But somebody found it before he could, and this someone gave it to you.”
“Who?” Finn asked, pushing every bit of acting skill into feigning ignorance of the question. For he knew full well who'd acquired the Godhead for him, and his mind filled with Brynn's words. The Colonel is still mucking up his children's lives, even from beyond the grave.
The full measure of responsibility crushed down on Finn.
“We do not know,” Demetria said. “And therefore do not know if they are a friend or a foe.” She took Finn's hand in her own and stared into his eyes. “It is my greatest hope that we may count you as a friend.”
And there it is, Finn thought. The threat hidden amongst the kindness.
Ramsay stepped forward, perhaps sensing Demetria had pushed Finn too far. “War is coming, Finn, and one way or another, you must choose a side.”
Finn pulled his hand from Demetria's and folded his arms across his chest. “What makes your quest for power any different from a thousand others that have ravaged Earth throughout history? Though your motives may be pure, you cannot convince me this is anything but a quest for power. How can I know you are not kin to every despot in human history?”
“Because,” Ramsay said. “We already have power. The Light has steered the course of human history for over 2,000 years. We would be quite comfortable doing so for another 2,000.”
Brenner shifted, drawing Finn's attention, if not his eyes. Regardless, the tall, brooding Elder picked up on Finn's attention.
“Though we have no shared history, we are your brothers and sisters, chosen by the universe for this higher purpose,” Ramsay continued. “You are one of us, Finn.”
“As was Aluran,” Finn said.
Despite their millennia of life, the jaws of each Elder clenched.
Aluran was a father to them. His betrayal remains their weakness.
Ramsay pushed down his anger and chuckled. “I see much of Quinn Caldwell in you. He, too, knew how to expose people's flaws.”
“If that is true, what makes you think I won't betray you as he did?”
“Because you are a man of honor,” Aiden said. “And you always do what is right.”
Finn froze. Just how much do they know? Finn eyed the woman for a few heartbeats, fearing she would add the phrase 'just like the gryphon.' When she did not, he sighed and changed tactics.
“Let's say I believe everything you've told me. What makes you think you can win? I've gone up against Aluran and barely escaped with my life.”
“We have right on our side,” Demetria said.
“Yet Finn is wise enough to know the moral high ground rarely wins wars,” Aiden responded.
“And many a righteous cause has turned out to be anything but,” Finn said.
Brenner's jaw tightened again, but before he could let his emotions get to him, Ramsay placed a hand on his arm and stepped forward.
“I understand we need to earn your trust, Finn. I only ask that you give us the chance to prove ourselves. We want nothing but peace for the Realms.”
“But what lengths will you go to achieve that peace?”
“There will be sacrifices,” Aiden acknowledged. “There always are, in war.”
“Including the people of the real Harlan's Watch, some of whom I count as friends.”
Ramsay smiled, but Brenner glared at Hunter, angry with the man for exposing that secret.
“Do not blame him, Elder. It is clear you plan on bringing all of this,” Finn waved his hand around the town, “with you into the Realms. I want to know how.”
Without looking from Finn, Ramsay spoke. “Tell him, Demetria.”
“I bear the Empyrean Godhead within me,” Demetria said and dabbed her forehead with reverence. “And knowing we were on the side of righteousness, we appealed to the angels.”
Finn's eyes widened. He knew little of the Empyreans, save they were the ultimate forces of purity and good in the Realms. If they are willing to aid the Light?
“I assure you, Finn,” Aiden said. “Our resources are vast. Your friends in Harlan's Watch will want for nothing.”
“We should give our new brother some time to consider our offer,” Ramsay said and placed a hand on Finn's shoulder. “Let Hunter show you around, give you a sense of what we have planned, our capabilities. Once you meet some of our people and see the force we mean to bring against the High God, you will see we are on the side of the Light.”
Finn eyed the smaller man and then moved his gaze from one Elder to the other. It was a false show of bravado because Finn needed to get back into the Realms. What happened after he returned was a problem for another time.
Finn just hoped he wasn't walking from the fire into the mouth of a dragon.
“I will think on your offer.”
“We ask that you make your decision by morning,” Demetria said. “For tomorrow evening, we return to the Realms.”
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Hunter motioned towards the wide doors. Finn walked towards them, refusing to look back despite the heavy weight of the Elder's gaze upon his back. He entered the opulent elevator and flinched as Doc stepped in beside him.
Finn's attention had been so dedicated to the political game played by the Elders, he'd forgotten the ex-surgeon had witnessed the entire exchange. Doc let out a deep sigh, noted Finn's expression, and chuckled. The elevator doors closed, and the tenseness in Doc's shoulder's eased.
“Don't feel bad. I almost forgot I was there too.” The older man wiped his brow with a handkerchief. The paleness of his skin sent worry burrowing into Finn.
“You okay, Doc?”
“Yeah, great. This place is just too damned hot. Kinda makes me wonder if I'm already paying for my sins.”
“Don't fret. You've already started making amends, watching over my dumb ass while I slept.”
A flare of guilt rushed through Doc, and he cast a sideways glance at Hunter. “Yeah, some job I did there.”
“Do not beat yourself up, Doctor Winkelvoss,” Hunter said, staring blankly ahead. “I am a professional, and you did your best under impossible circumstances.”
“Thanks. I think.” Doc paused, weighing his next words before tossing caution to the wind. “Have I told you how creepy you are?”
“Many times.”
“Okay, good. Didn't want you to forget how I feel about you.”
“You have been most forthright on that point.” If the sentiment offended Hunter, he did not show it.
Perhaps it was the need to relieve stress or the absurdity of the moment, but a burst of laughter pushed past Finn's lips. He knew he should have done a better job of controlling it, but he couldn't help himself.
Doc has balls. Gotta give him that.
Doc turned to Finn, an almost childlike grin on his face, one that said, 'yeah, that was a good one, wasn't it?' Then Doc felt the need to top his performance and leaned in close, whispering none too low. “There's a 50% chance our pal Hunter is a robot.”
“I would say closer to 20%, but our top scientists have briefed me on the current state of robotics,” Hunter responded, his face deadpan.
“Ha!” Doc blurted, unable to keep the emotion inside. “See, humor is good. Helps the body and mind de-stress.”
They rode the rest of the way down the elevator in silence. Finn wondered if the elevators would work after the transfer? Would any modern technology work in the Realms?
The doors opened, and Hunter motioned for Finn and Doc to exit. They moved across the tower's lobby, and Finn noted the stark difference in activity between this building and the real Harlan's Tower in the Realms. That building had been all but vacant, home to nothing but the archon, a magical construct who served the Lords of Order.
They hastened through the crowd, which parted to let Hunter and his companions pass. Many a pair of eyes fell on Finn, and he wondered just how much these men and women knew about what was to come.
They exited the cool haven of the tower and stepped into the blazing heat. The large square surrounding the building was even more hectic. Trucks moved back and forth, laden with supplies and men. The organized chaos of large-scale military operations never ceased to impress Finn.
“How many people are you bringing with you?”
Hunter smiled slightly, perhaps noting Finn's choice of words. Even if I've decided already, there is no reason to let them know.
“100,000 highly trained men and women from around the globe,” Hunter said. “Many who've served in the best military units on the planet. Another 10,000 support staff, including logistics, engineers, medical personnel, and those who will learn the various spheres of magic.”
Hunter beamed in a manner that pushed beyond the usual pale of pride and respect and tapped something deeper.
A chill flared through Finn at what an army that large, connected not just by a common goal or dedication to a patriotic ideal but by familial bonds, could accomplish. The Light was on a crusade to rebirth God, and Finn knew of no force in the Realms capable of stopping them.
Let's hope we don't find each other on opposite sides, Finn thought.
Hunter gave a small grin, and Finn cursed himself for revealing his emotions. To cover, he nodded his head and spoke a single, heartfelt word.
“Impressive.”
“This is just the beginning,” Hunter said and led them back through a maze of alleys and byways.
“Why the differences between your Harlan's Watch and the real one?” Finn asked.
“I won't claim to understand the mechanics behind our transference to the Realms, but when we go, we'll bring an egg-shaped space determined by the shape of the tower.”
“So, you're packing it as full as you can. Smart.”
“Like I said, it will be a one-way trip,” Hunter said as they reached a series of interconnected buildings guarded by two heavily armed and armored men.
Hunter neither slowed nor spoke as he opened the door. A hiss of escaping air pushed past Finn and Doc as they entered, finding themselves in a small chamber reminiscent of an airlock. Hunter closed the door behind them, and a jet of air blasted from above, removing the sand and grit from their hair and clothing.
“It's time you saw the good stuff,” Hunter said, opening the inner door and motioning for them to enter.
Inside, they found a large space packed with tables, racks, and crates. Dozens of people, most wearing white lab coats, zipped about. Hunter moved through the crowd with practiced ease and walked towards the back of the room.
There, a small, balding man stood in front of a bank of holo-vis monitors, barking orders in an excitable Boston accent. His pallor and overall demeanor suggested he didn't get out much. He saw Hunter walking towards him and snapped at his people to get busy.
The lab-coated men and women around him scattered like ants under a magnifying glass, and the short man turned towards them, hands on hips and legs splayed wide like he was a kid playing dress-up superhero.
He scowled at the three approaching men
“Huntah, what in the nine hells do you want? Can't you see I'm busy?”
“Good to see you too Leo,” Hunter said, ignoring the small man's ire. “This is Finn and Doc.”
Leo stared up at Finn. “Ah, the new god. Yer a good lookin' fella, aren't you? Tall, all muscly, brooding, and a god ta boot.” He cast a sideways glance at Doc. “Some guys have all the luck. Ya know what I'm sayin'?”
Doc nodded and grinned at Finn. Finn just shook his head.
“I mean, I had ta go into the Realms the old-fashioned way to get all tall, suave and desirable. Was doin' pretty good too, especially with them elf maidens. They dig guys with a bit o' spunk to em, know what I'm sayin'?”
Leo elbowed Doc and waited for the older man to agree.
“Doubtful,” Doc muttered and took a step back.
“Yeah, well, whatever.”
“You were a beta player?” Finn realized.
“You got it, pal, and I was one of the best. Became a level 45 Artificer in no time. Sure, I used a couple cheats and survived mostly on Red Bull and beef jerky. But I was doin' great, apart from losing my job because of 'the severe and potentially dangerous degradation in my attention to safety regulations.'“ This last part came with a rather aggressive addition of air quotes.
“Leo was once one of the top weapons engineers on the planet,” Hunter said. “Until he blew up his lab and got fired.”
“Technically, it was a premature destabilization of nano-thermite colloids that blew up the lab, but who's splitting hairs?”
“Not your asshole bosses, clearly,” Doc said, earning a wink of approval from Leo.
“Exactly. But I didn't need them bastahds, cuz life was still grand. I had my hidden lab in the Realms. My harem of ladies was well fed and frequently pleasured. Life was glorious.”
“But it didn't last?” Finn asked, dreading the potential for more sordid details.
“Nope. His High Schmuck Aluran closed down the Realms and kicked me back to being normal ol' Leo Kapinski. And man, I don't think I gotta tell ya how much that sucked.”
“No more ladies?” Doc suggested.
“Correct-a-mundo. The poor things were left high and dry without good ol' Leo there to take care of them.”
“Looks like you did all right for yourself,” Finn said, desperate to turn the conversation away from Leo and his ladies. He motioned a hand around the lab.
“Well, yeah, shit could be worse, I'll give ya that. I was barely five minutes out from getting kicked off property, my lab still smoking behind me, when this serious-looking schmuck comes up to me and offers me a job.” Leo tossed his thumb at Hunter. “At ten times my last salary and a promise to get me back to The Realms.”
“Seems convenient,” Finn said, eyeing Hunter.
“Oh, Hunter's fellas totally blew up my lab. No doubt about it. But hey, I like to let bygones be bygones, and I negotiated my way up the food chain to be…” he tapped at his lab coat as if searching for something. With a beaming smile, he pulled a holographic business card from his pocket and passed it to Doc.
“Leonard Kaminski, Chief Science Officer and Director of Research, Development, and Crafting. The Light Incorporated,” Doc read and then whistled. He twisted the card, activating a holographic video of Leo, pointing both fingers like guns, firing and blowing them off like an old west bandit. He then winked and placed his hands on his hips. “Fancy,” Doc continued.
“I know, right. It was part of my deal. Had Hunty make it at Kinkos before agreeing to take the job.”
“Seems like they're holding up their end of the bargain,” Finn said, hoping to get Leo to reveal more information about his mysterious hosts and their trustworthiness.
“Oh yeah, it's been great. These guys have the best tech I've ever seen, a good chunk based on my designs. I didn't know it till I got here, but these Light fellas were the ones funding a lot of my research back at the old gig.”
Just how far do the Light's tendrils go? Finn wondered.
“But I'm guessin' yer not here to listen to my bitchin'.”
“Though it has been fascinating,” Finn muttered.
“Ha,” Leo chortled. “You're kinda a dick. I like you.”
“I suggest we attend to actual business,” Hunter said. “We have a ticking clock looming over us.”
“Ah, yeah, the Return of the Light and the Great Crusade to free the Realms and all that jazz,” Leo said, tossing his arms above his head like a preacher speaking in tongues. Hunter eyed him with heat, and Leo grumbled, lowered his arms, and turned to Finn. “Righto. Come on, pal, it's time I took you shopping.”
Leo examined Finn, giving him the up and down like a modeling scout ogling the new talent
“Shopping?”
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Leo turned to his desk and started typing on his virtu-board, the holographic keyboard projected onto the surface of his desk. His fingers were a blur, and he swiped his hand in the air like a spazzy toddler, and a massive holovis appeared over his desk.
“So, first things first,” Leo said, giving Finn's clothes a once over. “We need to update that tired old wardrobe of yours. I'm gonna guess you're one of them stealthy types who likes sneaking and the like, so we're gonna start with this.”
Leo tossed another mote of light towards the holographic screen hovering above his desk. It smacked into the shimmering field and expanded, revealing a high-res image of a suit of modern body armor.
The suit was a deep matte black that was hard to focus on as if it absorbed ambient light. It resembled a sleek set of leather armor, with denser plates at the chest, back, shoulders, abdomen, upper arms, lower arms, thighs, and shins over an undergarment of sleek black cloth.
“So, this is the brand-spankin' new Mark X combat armor designed for the US special forces,” Leo began. “It's a mixture of shock mitigating nano-composite carbon fiber, reinforced with packets of MR fluid at the vital areas that'll detect any impact and send an electrical charge surgin' through the packets like zooosh and zaaap to create an instant barrier to stabby or shooty weapons.”
He sounds like Lex, Finn realized, and an odd mixture of amusement and dread filled him as he envisioned the two shorter men meeting.
“I also layered the surface with metamaterials that can bend light. You won't be invisible, but this puppy will seriously up your Stealth bonus. Cuz I like you, I'll add a layer of aerogel, basically liquid foam, that is like 99.8% empty space and is wicked good at dispersing heat and cold.”
“Did you just say wicked good?” Doc asked.
“Yeah, sorry, sometimes the New England comes out of me,” Leo said with a shrug of apology and then counteracted that apology by speaking again. “Wanna pahk the cah at Havahd Yahd and get a cup a joe at Dunks?”
Finn, Doc, and Hunter just stared at the smaller man.
“Yeah, sorry. Not even sure you can pahk at Havahd Yahd, but whatevs. Anywho, the top-of-the-line armor is pricey, but Hunty here said I could go all out for yours.”
“What does that mean exactly,” Finn asked, holding back his amusement at the tightness of Hunter's jaw. Leo really bugs him. Maybe I can use that to my advantage.
“Well, you'll get all that stuff I just mentioned, but you'll have to make some hard choices about the rest, cuz all this cool junk takes up space.”
“What's the rest?”
“Well, we got shields made of aerogel that once again protect against extreme heat and cold. There's self-healing metal for shields and weapons, which is about as strong as elementum in the Realms. Means your sword won't break or go dull.”
“I'm more of a spear guy.”
“I can see that,” Leo said with a nod of approval. “Spear it is.”
“What about guns?” Doc asked. “I plan to be a healer, but I suspect I'll need to protect myself, and I have two left feet, so a gun would be much better than a sword or a spear.”
“A no go, I'm afraid. Sumthin' about the game mechanics doesn't allow gunpowder to function. We've tossed around the idea of portable rail guns, but they're hard to power and might blow up in our guys' faces.”
The memory of Eris' guns popped into Finn's mind, followed by an image of just how terrifying an army of spec-ops bearing them would be.
“What else?”
“Uh, let's see. I'm working on amorphous fullerenes, but woof, are they pricy, and the one prototype is the hammer that Elder Brenner carries. It enables almost perfect conductivity of all types of energy here on Earth, and we are hoping it does the same for Mana once we reach the Realms. It will enable him to add a bunch of badass spell effects to his attacks.”
“I'm surprised Ramsay and the others let Brenner have the cool toy,” Finn said, noting Hunter's uncomfortable shift at the lack of respectful titles for his gods.
“Oh, don't you fret. I gave them some badass gear too. Elder Aiden has a staff made from bulk diamondoid. It is super light and almost as strong as Elder Brenner's hammer. With that bad boy, she can direct any offensive spell she uses through the staff.”
“Impressive,” Finn said.
“More like terrifying,” Doc, ever the healer, retorted.
“Yeah, so cool. I made Elder Demetria a giant ass sword out of the same diamondoid arranged as carbon nanotubes, so it is super light and fricking huge. I don't think I have to tell you how badass she looks swinging a golden blingy sword that is taller than her. She’s all hot, like a real-life anime chick.”
“Careful, Leo.” Apparently Hunter had his limits when it came to his gods and treating one of his goddesses as an object of sexual desire was going too far. Seeing Leo's smirk disappear under a teenage pout, Finn found he agreed with Hunter.
“What about Ramsay?” Finn asked, seeking as much information as he could on the god's capabilities.
“I think we've had enough talk about the tools of the gods, for now, Leo,” Hunter said. Finn held back a grin, realizing Hunter didn't want Finn to know too much. “Let's stay focused.”
“Right,” Leo grumbled and looked at Finn. “Spears, ehh? I'll make you something good.”
Finn refrained from mentioning that 'something good' was likely inferior to the War Stave of the El'Edryn King, an artifact level magical weapon Finn had earned as Gryph in the Realms.
It's always good to have a backup, and who knows if I'll ever see my Gryph gear again.
That thought triggered another question.
“Assuming I get my previous equipment back when we go into the Realms, can you add my current stuff on top of this armor?”
“Maybe. Whatcha thinking?”
Finn gave some details about the Breastplate of the Moon while holding back on the specifics of the armor's stats. He wasn't about to make Hunter aware of his full capabilities either.
“That sounds rad,” Leo said. “Once we're in, I'll take a look. I might be able to take the breastplate apart and add it to your gear. But I won't know until I see it.”
“Fair enough. What else?”
“You need more?”
“You're bouncing around like a kid on Christmas,” Doc said. “We know there's more.”
“Why don't you tell me whatcha want, and I'll see if I can make it, which I can.”
“May I?” Finn asked, indicating Leo's design tablet. Leo nodded, curiosity silencing him for once. Finn was not much of an artist, but even he could sketch a basic schematic for the throwing knives he’d designed in the Realms. “Can you make these out of that diamondoid stuff but seed them with some kinda ferrous metal?”
“Magnetic diamond death knives with upgradable slots? So cool!” Leo walked to a high-powered maker, a cutting-edge molecular printer capable of building just about anything one atom at a time. “I'll make it happen for ya, bud.”
Hunter grunted, and Leo's face blanched beyond his usual paleness.
“Sorry, Elder Finn.”
“Finn will do just fine. I still haven't agreed to join this party.” Finn eyed Hunter, but the man was the consummate professional and let no hint of his thoughts leak out. “But, everything you've shown me makes me believe the Light has a chance.”
“Oh, we got a chance, man, err Elder Finn ... um yeah.” Leo paused, grinned nervously, then continued. “You haven't seen the half of it. We're also bringing a crap ton of chemical agents we hope mimic alchemical ingredients. Once we're in, we'll create a bunch of assembly lines with crafters, imbuers, and the like. Mass produce a ton of cool shit like potions, hydrofoil boats, night vision goggles, transparent aluminum for see-through shields, nanite serums that should increase Health Regeneration rate, expandable crash bags for jumping from great heights, metal foam vacuum diri…”
“That's enough, Leo. We don't have the time for you to gush like a schoolgirl on prom night,” Hunter interrupted. “And Elder Finn has much to think about.”
“I'm not gushing,” Leo protested.
Hunter held his hand out, a not so subtle suggestion that Finn and Doc's time with Leo had come to an end. Finn gave the lab one last look over, delaying Hunter's request just long enough to make a point, and then looked down on Leo.
“It's been great speaking with you, Leo.”
“Yeah, you too. I hope you come with us, man... uh... Elder Finn. It's gonna be epic.”
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As Hunter led them from the R&D lab, Finn had the distinct impression the head of Control was livid. Had Leo said something not meant for their ears? Finn thought back to Leo's gibberish and could think of nothing that would cause Hunter's ire to boil near to bursting.
Of course, that might be because I barely understood half of the shit Leo was blathering on about.
They walked in silence towards the tower and their chambers where they could rest, and Finn could think about his decision. The muscles in Hunter's neck practically vibrated with restrained emotion, and Finn decided it was time to nudge him over the edge.
He informed Hunter that he would not be adjourning to the palatial suite the Light had prepared for him inside the tower. Instead, he chose to bunk with Doc in the average looking prefab building the Light had assembled in the tower's shadow.
Though the decision clearly offended Hunter's sense of decorum, the man reluctantly agreed.
“I get the feeling you don't like me,” Finn said as Hunter motioned for them to enter Doc's apartment.
“It is not my place to like or dislike you, for you are one of the gods.”
“But you don't trust me.”
“You are the son of Quinn Caldwell, second to the betrayer Bechard as an enemy of the Light. And though I do not believe that his sins fall on your door, you will need to earn my trust.”
“Well, if it helps put your mind at ease, good old Pops shot me and left me for dead, so I'm not his biggest fan.”
“That provides a measure of comfort, but it is my job to protect the Light, and I will do anything to ensure our mission succeeds.”
“Including killing me if you deem I am a threat?”
“I cannot kill you,” Hunter said, a wry, almost hopeful smile crossing his lips. “You are one of the immortal gods. But if you betray the Light, I will bury you in a hole so deep and so dark that nobody will ever find you, no matter how loudly you scream.”
“Well, that doesn’t sound at all psycho,” Doc muttered and entered the apartment.
Finn stared at Hunter, and in that moment, he understood him. Not only did Hunter not trust Finn, he actively wished to harm him. A part of him wants me to betray the Light, wants me to give him a reason to follow up on his threat.
“Until tomorrow,” Hunter said, and his 'enter the room' gesture grew more forceful.
“Until tomorrow,” Finn returned, then walked inside, eyeing Hunter until the door slid shut and stole his view of the man.
“That guy gives me the creeps,” Doc said the moment the door was closed. “I feel like he's always watching and listening to me, even after he's gone.” Doc gave Finn a pointed look and glanced around the room in an exaggerated manner.
They bugged the room, Finn realized, nodding at Doc. Of course, they did. 
Doc sighed, realizing the place was a wreck. Half-eaten plates of food and a few printed newspapers lay about, a haphazard collection of crap indicative of Doc's mental state.
“Sorry about the mess. I didn't think I'd be entertaining, and I have a standing do not disturb order on the room. Gives me the illusion of control and makes me feel like I'm not a prisoner.” He moved a stack of papers from the kitchen chair and motioned for Finn to sit.
“Trust me, Doc, I've been in worse places,” Finn countered with a grin.
“I believe it.” Doc sat, picked up a pen, and began doodling on a week-old edition of The New York Times.
“How have they treated you?”
“Surprisingly well,” Doc said, continuing his doodle. “I've had everything a guy could want, and they even set up a trust fund for my daughter.” A wave of guilt poured from the man, and it was clear he wished to speak about something.
“What is it, Doc?”
“I'm sorry, Finn. I was the one that led them to you. I got complacent one morning on returning to the safe house.”
A rush of shock moved through Finn. With all the craziness of the last day, Finn hadn't even thought about what Doc's life had been like after he'd entered the Realms. Though the NI rigs were self-sufficient in the short term, longer periods required more maintenance, and apparently, Doc had taken that role upon himself.
“You were watching over me?”
“Yeah. And led them right to you.” Doc's shoulders slumped as a wave of guilt melded with exhaustion.
“Don't beat yourself up. The men that found me were professionals. My discovery was likely inevitable, but you held them off for as long as you were able. Be proud of that.”
Doc's eyes widened, and another flare of guilt moved through him. “Yeah, there is something to be said about that.” Doc tossed the pen down and folded up the paper, and pushed it towards Finn. “Do you mind tossing that into the recycler? The news is nothing but bad these days.”
Finn watched as Doc stared intently at the newspaper for a moment before removing his hands.
“Sure thing, Doc.” Finn turned, ready to slip it into the Maker's recycling port, when he opened his hand and let it drop to the floor. “Oops,” he said and bent down to retrieve the paper.
On it was a hastily scribbled note.
They pulled you from the Realms over a year ago and kept you in some kind of limbo. They were looking for something. I do not know what, but I am sure they did not find it. Do not trust them!
And further down.
Do not trust me. I am compromised.
Compromised, Finn thought in alarm. What does he mean? And a year? Finn thought in panic. What were they looking for? Were they trying to access my memories? Did they succeed?
Finn folded the paper and walked to the Maker, his heart thundering. Only when the 'recycle complete' icon illuminated did he allow himself to breathe. He turned back to the elder surgeon, whose fearful eyes eased a bit as Finn sat.
Doc inhaled deeply and immediately broke into a ragged coughing fit. Finn jumped to his feet and got the man a glass of water from the adjoining kitchen, placing it in Doc's trembling hands and easing it to his mouth.
“Thanks,” Doc said, but wouldn't meet Finn's eyes.
“What is it?”
Doc looked up at him and smiled. “My life of sin has caught up with me, Finn. I'm dying, and there's nothing anyone can do about it.”
Conflicting waves of emotion slammed together within Finn. One, a deep sadness that this man who had watched over him, alone and untrained, was dying. The other, anger at the Light for using Doc’s sickness as a bargaining chip. He opened his mouth, but no words came, and so he just stared for a few moments.
“I don't know what to say,” Finn said.
“Nothing to be said, kid.” Doc adjusted himself in his seat and grunted in pain.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Doesn't matter. All that matters is that nobody on Earth can fix it.”
On Earth? Sudden realization hit Finn. That's what they held over Doc's head. They offered him a chance to live, to enter the Realms. But in exchange for what? “You're coming into the Realms?”
“The Light has been kind enough to offer me the chance,” Doc nodded. “I hear amazing things about the healing magic there.” Doc's voice was steady, but his lip quivered, and his eyes grew misty. “Perhaps there, I'll be able to earn a second chance at life. One I won't fuck up.”
Finn stood and placed a hand on Doc's shoulder. “I am here for you. And I know some good people in the Realms who may be able to help.”
“It is more than I deserve.”
“Everyone deserves a chance at redemption, Doc. Trust me, I know this more than most.”
Doc grinned and pushed himself up from his chair with a pained grunt. Finn rushed to assist, but Doc waved him off. “I'm fine. Just tired. I think I'll hit the hay.” He paused, befuddled. “To this day I wonder why my father always called it that.”
Finn watched Doc retreat to his room, a weak shamble that proved just how far the sickness had progressed. Exhaustion descended upon Finn, likely from the emotional toll of the day's revelations and the physical stresses of spending more than a year in the NI rig conspiring against him.
But there was one more thing he desperately wanted to do, something he'd missed more than anything since entering the Realms.
A few minutes later, a cascade of hot water flowed over his body, pushing clouds of steam around him. He closed his eyes and let the heat bore into his tense muscles, let the water scour the sweat from his body. No shower had ever felt so good, and for a blessed moment, he felt at peace, relaxed, almost happy.
When the dull hum filled his ears, Finn ignored it until it changed to the log-on beeping of a newly installed banner. Lines of code and icons appeared in his virtual vision, and Finn's heart pounded within him.
Lex? Finn thought with hope.
But Lex did not answer, and no other voice spoke in his head. He blinked, testing if the banner interface was an illusion brought on by stress and exhaustion, but the virtual lines remained, some detailing his basic physical metrics such as pulse and blood pressure.
A flare of light drew his attention to the corner of his vision as the Lattice connection icon flared to life for the briefest of moments before going dark once more. Finn stood motionless as the water cascaded down his body. His chest ached, and he realized he'd been holding his breath. Exhaling slowly, Finn used an old meditative technique to ease calm into his body. His pulse slowed, and he relaxed.
Just a fluke, he thought.
Then a message popped into his vision, unbidden.
Do not trust the Light. You must get back to the Realms, by any means. - A Friend.
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It took Finn some time to quiet his mind and fall asleep. Who was this Friend, and could he trust them? For all Finn knew, the Friend worked for Aluran, hoping to seed distrust among the High God's enemies.
For the moment, this Friend's identity and motive were immaterial. Finn did not trust the Light and had his own reasons for returning to the Realms. Still, he didn't like mysteries and was confident he'd hear from the Friend again, probably soon.
Like the shower, his first real sleep in months felt wondrous. In the Realms, he did not sleep, instead, he entered a meditative state known as the Soul Reverie. While as restful as sleep, Finn had never quite adapted to the process, and having the chance for genuine rest in a modern bed helped soothe his soul.
Early the next morning the sound of Doc's pained hacking drew him from the peaceful oblivion of slumber, and all his worries came crashing down upon him once more. Was Brynn safe? What did the Light truly want? Who was this mysterious Friend, and could he trust them?
He eased himself off the bed, stretched and went into the living room. Through the door, Doc continued to cough. The sound reminded Finn of the last time he'd seen the Colonel, frail and thin on his deathbed. He walked to the window and stared out over the town as the memory took hold of him.
Brynn had left a message in one of Finn's old dead drop spots. “I know you're still alive,” she'd written. “I can still feel your weight upon the universe.” The note had earned a rare grin from Finn. Brynn had always been the esoteric one who believed in higher-level connections. After learning of the Aether, Finn wondered what else she'd been right about.
Brynn had begged him to come to see the man who'd raised him, who'd shot him, and though Finn had not then known it, the man who'd groomed him to be the savior of the Realms. 
Against all logic, Finn had snuck in to see his father, hoping for one last explanation, one last opportunity to make amends. But Finn saw no recognition in his father's glazed eyes. The Colonel was too far gone, muttering nonsense under his breath.
“Do not go into the light.”
After these last words, the Colonel had fallen into a fitful sleep. Finn had spoken a few simple words of forgiveness over his father's slumbering form and then left.
Two days later, an obituary for the elder Caldwell appeared on the Lattice. “US Army Colonel Quinn Caldwell, father, and patriot, passed away peacefully last night after a brief battle with cancer.”
Dying from cancer was rare these days. Modern medicine and nanotechnology had all but eliminated the disease. Yet somehow, it had taken the Colonel. Filled with anger and bitterness, Finn had believed it was the universe extracting payment for Quinn's innumerable sins in a bitterly ironic manner.
Now, he wondered if it had been something else.
“Do not go into the light,” Finn muttered in a low voice. Had the Colonel been trying to warn him, or were the last words a mere coincidence brought on by a fever dream?
“So, have you made your decision?”
Finn jumped, startled out of his journey into the past, to find Doc in the kitchen bearing two steaming mugs of coffee. He turned with a forced smile and took the cup with a nod of thanks. He'd been an occasional coffee drinker in his old life, but as the robust smell reached his nose, he understood that this would be the last time he'd ever taste real coffee.
“I have, Doc.” He smiled at the older man. “It's time to do what is right.”
He needed to get back into the Realms, even if he had to make a devil's bargain to do so.
As if on cue, the door chimed. “Come on in, Hunter,” Doc grunted, taking another sip of his coffee.
The door slid open, and Hunter entered. He nodded at Doc and then turned to Finn. “Have you made your decision?”
“I have,” Finn responded. “I will join the Light on their holy crusade.”
“The Elders will be so pleased,” Hunter said, his tone suggesting he did not share his gods' opinion. Without another word, Hunter turned and exited the apartment.
“There's just one thing,” Finn said, causing Hunter's shoulders to stiffen.” Doc stays with me. He will no longer be a pawn in your game, and I could use an assistant.”
“No offense to the good doctor, but we can provide a more suitable assistant, especially considering the Doctor's condition.”
“Doc will do.”
Hunter stood rigid for several heartbeats before nodding. “Very well. Come, time is short, and there is much to do.” The lithe spy exited the room, not bothering to wait for either man.
Doc sipped casually at his coffee, in no hurry to follow. Finn eyed him with an amused grin, and Doc shrugged.
“I like to make him wait. It annoys him.”
“Ah, the small pleasures,” Finn said with a chuckle.
“Indeed. I take them where I find them.”
Five minutes later, a time Doc deemed sufficient to ensure Hunter's aggravation, Finn and Doc exited the building into the blistering morning heat of the desert. Hunter waited in a shaded outcropping, the sweat beading on his brow a welcome addition to his irritation.
Doc shaded his eyes and looked around. “Man, it is hot today.” He looked at Hunter. “We gonna stand around all day, or we going to get to work?”
The muscles in Hunter's jaw flexed, but he said nothing before turning and walking from Doc's building. Doc grinned at Finn and followed.
A few minutes later, they were back at Leo's workshop. The place was a madhouse, with techs and soldiers moving back and forth like a colony of ants, scattering at Leo's frantic yelling. When he saw Finn, his eyes lit up.
“I've been waitin' for you to show up. Man, you are gonna love the friggin' swag I've got for you.” Without turning, he yelled over his shoulder. “Yo, Chuck, bring the stuff for Elder Finn.”
“What stuff?” an annoyed voice said from behind a stack of crates and an array of holo vis monitors.
“The stuff in the big crate that says Elder Finn.”
“I don't see no sign sayin' Elder Nothin',” Chuck yelled back.
Leo grunted and scowled, reminding Finn of the grumpy cartoon dog forced to count down from ten to ease his anger. “Look down,” Leo said through gritted teeth.
“Down,” Chuck muttered in mild confusion. “Oh ya, found it. Why would anyone put a sign so low?”
“It isn't low. It's normal height.”
“Says you,” Chuck said in a low tone.
“Just bring the effin' crate out here now, or I swear ta all that’s holy I'll punch you in the nuts.”
Finn and Doc exchanged bemused looks, and a moment later, a tall, weedy man appeared pushing a large wheeled crate. He towered over Finn but likely weighed less than him. Chuck struggled with the container but then smiled amiably and extended a hand.
“Hey, Elder Finn,” Chuck said in an accent even thicker than Leo's. “I'm Chuck Kapinski. It's nice to be workin' with ya on this project.”
“So, you're a Kapinski too?” Doc asked. “You guys brothers?” Both Doc and Finn glanced back and forth between the two men, who bore minimal, if any, familial resemblance.
“Nah, this string bean goober is my cousin and a wicked pain in my ass. My Aunt Mildred made me take him on cuz Chuck is way too annoying to keep a job with anyone not constrained by familial obligations.”
He accentuated the last bit with exaggerated air quotes.
“Yeah, that's bull crap,” Chuck said. “Your Ma made me take this job so I could keep an eye on you. I'd still be with the Celts if it wasn't for you.”
“You played basketball?” Finn asked, confused. Chuck certainly had the height for the game but lacked the muscle tone and grace required for the NBA.
“Ha, he wishes,” Leo laughed. “He manned the foot-long sausage concession stand at the Garden.”
“I love those things,” Doc said. “So good with a dab of mustard and some kraut.”
“I know, right,” Chuck agreed. “We had hand-cut fries, corn dogs, and fresh-squeezed lemonade too. Not sure how them products are at all related, but whatevs, it was a blast.”
“Can we move this along?” Hunter asked in a tone that was all command with zero room for argument.
“Yeah, sure thing, boss,” Leo said and cast an irritated look at Chuck. Chuck lowered his gaze and grinned but moved aside when Leo stood behind the crate and spread his hands wide like a stage magician. “And now for the great reveal.”
Leo smiled, but nothing happened. After a moment, he glared down on the crate and then sideways at Chuck.
“You didn't unlatch the lock?”
“You didn't say nuthin’ about unlatchin' no lock.”
“I woulda thought that was implied.”
“Nah, man, you gotta speak up. Like my Ma always says. Use ya words.”
Leo glowered up at his cousin and then spoke sideways to Hunter. “Can we leave him here when we go into the Realms?”
“No.”
“Grumble,” Leo grumbled and then turned back to Finn. “Nevermind, you're gonna love this.”
Leo spread his arms wide again, and this time the crate hissed open, expelling gas as the hermetic seal broke. Inside, laying on a bed of mimetic gel, was a slew of fantastic new gear. Finn's eyes widened, impressed.
Leo hefted a thin, full-body garment.
“First, there's an underlayer for this sweet suit that kinda reminds me of the long undies Chuck and I wore as kids when we'd spend Christmas night sleeping' at Gran Grans. Mine were Superman, and Chuck wore Barbie.”
Leo chuckled at his jest, earning a smack from Chuck.
“Quit lyin' to these nice fellas.”
“Okay, okay, fine. I kid. My point is this, while we pretended those jammies gave us superpowers, these fine digs actually do.”
“What do you mean?” Finn asked, leaning forward.
“They're made of nano-augmented spider silk that'll increase your Strength by somewhere in the neighborhood of five points.”
“Not too shabby,” Finn thought, realizing that advantage paled compared to the Magebane Aegis he'd worn in the Realms. But he didn't want to hurt Leo's feelings, so he gave the little fella a big ol' thumbs up.
Leo grinned and pulled the Mark X armor from the case and helped Finn into it. It was light and malleable and fit perfectly. It resembled Leo's prototype but featured quite a few modifications.
“As you can see, the chest plate here has some grooves and slots. When we get into the Realms, I should be able to take that fancy moonlight breastplate you told me about and layer it across these.”
Leo caressed the grooves with adoration. He then moved his hand up to four recessed slots.
“These will hold standard-sized Icons, which we'll start making in earnest the moment we arrive and we get magic. I'd like to offer ya a Velocity Engine, but nobody told me you'd be joining the party.”
Leo cast an annoyed glare at Hunter, whose expression remained unchanged at the Bostonian's ire.
“What's a Velocity Engine?” Finn asked.
“An Icon that will temporarily boost the user's speed by a wicked huge factor.”
“It'll turn ya into the Flash,” Chuck said with a grin.
“Elder Finn has no time for comic books,” Leo countered. “He spends all his time being badass. He's got no clue who the Flash is.”
“Sure I do,” Finn said, with an almost annoyed grunt. “I was a kid once too.”
“Hard ta picture,” Leo said. “But I'll take your word for it. Though that's not the point, cuz I only got four Velocity Engines, and they're for the other Elders.”
“Shame,” Finn said and meant it. A device that gave him super speed would be a game-changer.
“Don't feel too crappy, Elder Finn,” Chuck said. “There's a chance they won't work.”
“They'll work,” Leo grumbled. “Just maybe too well.”
“What does too well mean?” Hunter asked, tensing.
“Well, it's just a hypothetical cuz ya know we don't have any magic to test it, but there's a small, like a super tiny chance that…”
“The Velocity Engine will make the user explode,” Chuck finished.
“Dude,” Leo said, glaring at his tall cousin. “I told ya to let me handle that.” He turned to Hunter and Finn. “Technically, it isn't exploding so much as spontaneously combusting, but that is highly unlikely.”
“But still possible?” Finn asked.
“Yeah, possible.” Leo gazed at Hunter. “Don't worry. We'll test it out on some schlubs before giving it to the Elders. Nobody wants the big muckety mucks to explode.”
“Or spontaneously combust,” Chuck added.
“Shut up, or I swear ta god I'll show ya mother your web search history,” Leo snapped. Chuck's eyes widened, and his face blanched. He opened his mouth to retort but didn't get the chance.
“Can we get back on track here?” Hunter said, trying to remain calm.
“Yeah, yeah, sure, sorry,” Leo sputtered and looked back at Finn. “Don't fret about not getting a Velocity Engine, cuz I got a slew of other cool ideas. Like Emergency Healing or Damage Refraction, or Mana Absorption or even temporary Invisibility, but my Imbuing skill won’t allow me to seed more than one in your armor safely, at least until I get some time to grind my skills.”
“What happens if you don't seed them safely?” Doc asked.
“They'll blow up in your face,” Chuck answered.
“Maybe,” Leo said, and Chuck glared at him. “Probably. But I'm guessin' you'd prefer to avoid that.”
“You assume correct,” Finn answered. A dozen scenarios flashed through Finn's mind. Invisibility would be incredible, as Finn still expected to be a sneaky rogue. Damage Refraction would be the same. But the coming war against Aluran, and perhaps even the Elders of the Light, would come down to magic. “Mana
Absorption sounds best.”
“Yeah, baby, I knew you'd pick that one. Smart boy. Now onto the next toy.”
He grabbed a pair of fingerless gloves from the crate and pulled one onto his right hand. He held the hand up, and the black fabric grew up and around his fingers.
“These babies are badass. They're nano-polymer infused spider silk and can become half gloves or full gloves as needed. When full, they can sense vibrations, which means you can detect approaching enemies or use it to help pick a lock or disarm a trap.”
Leo traced his finger along the forearms of the armored gloves. 
“These are carbon-reinforced plates that hold a reservoir of liquid diamondoid. They should enhance the power of any spell you cast and reduce your Mana cost.”
“By how much?” Finn asked.
“Hard to say, since we have no Mana to test them with, but my guess is somewhere around 15% improvement.”
“Impressive.”
“You want impressive? I'll show you impressive.” Leo turned, and Chuck handed him a box. “These bad boys are an improvement on your design.” He opened the case to reveal ten black throwing knives, similar in design to those Finn had drawn the day before. “Self-healing metal infused with a ferrofluid of iron suspended in a gel-like liquid.”
“So, they're magnetic.”
“They react to magnetism,” Leo countered, tracing his fingers across the back of the bracers that housed etched grooves similar to those on the breastplate. “As with your armor, I  should be able to attach part of your existing bracers so you can continue going all Magneto with these knives.”
He took another case from Chuck.
“Especially when you add in these bad boys.” Leo opened the case and presented it to Finn, revealing rows of small crystal phials containing an array of liquids. He pointed from one to the next, calling out their functions. “We got explosive, knock out gas, liquid nitrogen-based freeze liquid, stun flash-bangs, darkness smokescreens, a quick expanding gel that'll harden like concrete, acid that'll melt stone, acid that'll melt metal, acid that'll melt flesh, and finally, holy water.”
“Holy water?”
“Well, not really, but that's what I call it. It contains a special concoction that will do some good damage to the undead and other Death Magic types. You can also drink them in an emergency, and they'll function as a low-grade Health Potion.”
“Probably,” Chuck corrected.
“Yeah, what he said. We haven't tested that yet, but I'm pretty sure the science is solid.”
“As a medical doctor, I'm not a huge fan of the phrase, pretty sure.”
“Well, ya get what ya get,” Leo said
“Fair enough.” Doc shrugged at Finn.
Finn chuckled, and Leo flipped over the gloves, revealing a holster for one knife and slots for up to five of the phials.
“These allow you to quickly load a pair of knives with any of the ten options. All ya need to do is tap behind the phial to load the knife and then flick your wrist to draw it to your hand. You'll find extra phials in the belt and knives in the bandolier.”
Leo looked up, grinning, waiting for praise. Finn held back, despite being wowed by the gear, but finally caved.
“You're a genius, Leo.”
“Ha, ha, yes!” Leo yelled, pumping his fist down like an armchair sports aficionado whose team just won the big game.
“Aw, crap, now you've gone and done it,” Chuck grumbled and glared down on Finn. “Dude's never gonna stop blabbing about how Elder Finn said he was a genius. Thanks for that. You have no idea how annoying my life is gonna be from here on out.”
“Annoying? Pretty sure you mean awesome,” Leo said with a snort.
“You two should go to family counseling,” Doc said.
“Nah, screw that crap,” Chuck said. “We're New Englanders. We keep all our shit bound tight inside until it bursts out in a fit of alcohol-fueled rage.”
“Sounds healthy,” Doc said with a chuckle.
“No, it ain't,” Leo said. “But it is a crap ton of fun. Just you wait.”
Hunter cleared his throat, a none so subtle indication he was done waiting.
“Okay, okay,” Leo said. “I'll make it quick.”
And he did. Leo blazed through the rest of his list, which included a self-healing metal spear. Though not powerful enough to replace the War Stave of the El'Edryn King, it would be a capable backup. There were also a pair of boots that would improve his jumping and climbing ability. A serum that rewrote portions of his DNA, increasing his ability to heal wounds, cure disease and counter poison, assuming the technology remained active inside the Realms.
They gave Doc a set of Mark IX armor, with awesome Stealth capabilities that would allow him to be a sneaky and effective battlefield healer. He also received a pair of self-healing knives and a repeating crossbow with re-loadable Gatling style magazines.
“It's the closest thing I got to a gun,” Leo said. “And anyone should be able to use it. Just point and shoot. It's made of carbon fiber and is light and shock mitigating to prevent recoil. The bolts have self-repairin’ metal tips nestled on carbon fiber shafts, and they're modular like Finn's throwing knives.”
Leo was also generous enough to provide Doc with the same 100 phial case he'd given to Finn. Hunter grumbled and complained about the time until Leo sighed and said they were done.
“For now. I should have more cool swag for you once we enter the Realms. So don't forget to come see your new pal Leo.”
“And your new buddy Chuck.”
“Shut up, Chuck.”
“You shut up,” Chuck retorted, glaring at his short cousin.
Doc shook his head and let Finn help him into his armor. Suited up, the ex-surgeon looked a lot less sickly and frail, but still, Finn couldn't help but wonder if Doc had fully considered his decision to enter the Realms.
“Last chance to stay here. The Realms are not a trip to Disney World.”
“I appreciate it, kid, but it is time I took a stand. And somebody needs to keep an eye on you in there. Make sure you don't get into too much trouble.”
“Good luck with that,” Finn chuckled.
“Let's go save the world,” Doc said.
“Yes,” Finn said with a smile, but inside, one question begged an answer. But, from whom?




8

Hunter escorted them to the top of the tower. The head of Control glanced at Doc, and Finn half expected the man to complain about the surgeon's unworthy presence. But Hunter said nothing, evidently willing to abide by Finn's decision.
Small victories, Finn thought as they emerged onto the wide balcony to find the four Elders of the Light dressed in loose robes draped over their battle armor. The loot lover in Finn spent a moment wondering what kind of cool swag lay hidden under the robes.
Lex's voice popped into Finn's head. So, we watch them, and when they prove to be the bad guys, we kill them and take their loot. Finn chuckled to himself, drawing an alarmed glance from Doc. Finn nodded sagely at his sick friend, assuring him he hadn't gone crazy.
The Elders turned at the sound, and Finn felt the weight of four immortals flow over him. Beside him, Doc stumbled, also sensing the overwhelming pressure hanging over them.
“We are glad you have joined us,” Demetria said, walking up to them and looping her arm into Doc's. The older man flinched at her touch, whether from fear or deference, Finn could not say. Regardless, Demetria showed no sign the reaction offended her, as she led Doc towards the edge of the balcony.
Finn followed, and Ramsay placed a firm hand upon his shoulder and squeezed. “What we do today will resonate through the Aether of a thousand universes.”
Finn said nothing, merely nodding before turning his attention to Aiden and Brenner. The shorter woman smiled up at him, her excitement bubbling past her calm demeanor. Brenner just stared into the distance.
In that moment, Finn considered what it must have been like for the Elders. The four immortals who'd seen everyone and everything they'd known and loved die around them, cast as grist in the mill of their grand purpose.
It was easy to see them as madmen, delusional power brokers convinced of their infallibility. But they had lived through far more than Finn could imagine, horrors and joys he’d only read about in history books.
Would I have kept my purpose, my morality, my soul if I had lived their lives?
Finn turned to Brenner, who gripped the railing with firm hands. What thoughts swam behind his inscrutable visage? Was he excited, relieved, terrified? The tall man spoke without turning to Finn.
“Today, we take the first step towards remaking a universe, Finn Caldwell. See that you remain on the right side of history.”
Finn's jaw tightened at the ill-hidden threat, but he said nothing. Instead, he turned to Demetria, the bearer of the Empyrean Godhead, the woman responsible for contacting the powerful forces set to bring them into the Realms.
“So, how will the transfer work?”
“We must wait for the sign,” Ramsay answered for her and turned his gaze skyward.
Finn followed, seeing nothing in the bright sky. Anticipation hung heavy in the air as if the gods expected their focus, their willpower to somehow alter the fabric of reality. Finn's heart thundered in his chest, and with each beat, his excitement, his stress, increased.
A gasp of pain burst from Aiden. Finn spun as the slight woman hunched over at the waist, her mouth open in a silent scream of pain.
Before anyone could react, a swirling pulse of red light flecked with black exploded from the center of her forehead. She fell to one knee and then looked up at the rest of them, her eyes blazing with chaotic light.
“What is happening?” she begged.
Ramsay moved to Aiden's side, surprise, perhaps even worry, painting his face. Demetria and Brenner stood above them.
Finn had just enough time to wonder why Aiden, the Goddess of Chaos, was the first to feel the imminent trans-universal shift when a deep rumble built under their feet. The desert sand around the city walls burst upwards as two massive rings pushed themselves from under the ground.
“What the hell?” Doc yelled, gripping the railing to keep from falling.
The rings rose upwards and spun above and around the tower and the town. At first, they moved slowly, but soon their speed increased, creating a high-pitched whistle as they spun through the air. They rotated faster and faster, becoming a blur that distorted the light of the sun.
Just as the noise moved beyond the range of human hearing, a point of spinning black energy exploded into the sky, mere feet above the top of the tower.
A thunderous boom echoed across the desert as the singularity expanded outwards, tearing at the barrier between universes. Hurricane-force winds rushed in all directions, casting an incredible volume of sand into the air, blocking the light of the sun, and turning the world dark.
The seven men and women atop the tower shielded their eyes from the sand as another place blinked into existence around them.
Harlan's Watch, Finn realized, the town in the Realms slated as his starter village. A place he had not seen until many months and many adventures later. A place where he had friends. Dozens of tiny figures ran to and fro around the tower, but before Finn could focus on them, the world shifted again.
Another Harlan's Watch appeared, this one shrouded in a haze of red light. In the courtyard around the tower of this third version, four massive cocoon-like structures pulsed. A wave of pure dread and raw chaos poured from them, and Finn's knees wobbled.
“The Princes of Chaos have come,” Aiden said, her voice filled with shock and terror.
“But that isn't possible,” Demetria said, eyes wide in fear. “I conversed with the Celestial Presence, I accepted it’s offer.”
“I do not understand,” Ramsay said, his face doubtful for perhaps the first time in a millennium.
“We are deceived,” Brenner said, eyes darting from the three shifting universes around them to Aiden. “The Princes of Chaos used you to get to Demetria. We are betrayed.”
The world shifted again. A deep rumble rose below them as their Harlan's Watch moved deeper into the Realms, while the chaotic version sunk tendrils of chaotic energy into the desert on Earth.
Finn watched in horror as the Realm of Chaos tugged the real Harlan's Watch inexorably into its swirling vortex of reds and blacks. Understanding slammed into him. If the real Harlan's Watch was entering the Realm of Chaos and they were transferring into the Realms, then there was just one place the Princes of Chaos could go.
“You fools have given Earth to the Princes of Chaos!” Finn roared above the din, body shaking with rage. A rush of horrific possibilities pushed through his mind. He'd seen the smallest portion of the Princes of Chaos' malice, and those memories still haunted him.
“We didn't…” Demetria started, her eyes bereft of the ageless wisdom and confidence they'd held for so many centuries. The other Elders could not speak either, their invincible facade gone.
Aiden screamed as the chaotic light bursting from her Godhead flared and threatened to tear her apart. Brenner ran to her, desperate to ease her pain, but discovered he was powerless.
“You must stop this!” Finn yelled, grabbing Ramsay by the scruff of his robes and shaking him.
“We cannot,” Ramsay said in a barely audible voice, one filled with desperate regret. “But once we rebirth the Source, we will return and cleanse the Earth of chaos.”
“But how many people will die before that happens?” Finn snapped, the muscles in his jaw quivering in rage.
Ramsay said nothing and hung his head. Finn pushed the man away, grabbed his spear, and looked down upon the chaotic version of the town as it moved in and out of existence.
Maybe, just maybe, if I time it right, I can kill one of the Princes, Finn thought, knowing it was both unlikely and futile. Even if he killed one, there were three others ready to rise. Before he could make the foolish choice, Doc's voice raised in hope.
“Look!” The disgraced surgeon pointed skyward.
Beyond the spinning rings, amidst the shifting realities, a spire of crystal similar in appearance to Harlan's Tower screamed through the odd liquid sky of the Realm of Chaos. It sped towards the blurring rings, and Finn's eyes widened in understanding.
“An Order Lance.”
He could conceive of no circumstances that explained what he was seeing, but a shred of hope filled him. Order Lances were matrices of pure Order Magic solidified into a near-indestructible crystalline structure. The Lords of Order had scattered hundreds of the devices around Korynn to prevent their ancient chaotic enemies from gaining a foothold in the mortal realms.
How an Order Lance was zipping through the soup of the Realm of Chaos like some avenging starship on a last desperate mission of hope, Finn could not fathom. But it was clear from the trajectory those piloting the lance had one idea in mind.
They mean to crash into the rings.
As soon as this understanding came to Finn, he reacted. “Get down!” he roared, pulling Doc from his feet and shielding him with his body.
After a brief pause, Finn's desperate cry reached the ears of Hunter and the four Elders. The head of Control dove atop Demetria and pulled Ramsay to the ground, shielding two of his gods with his body. A moment later, Brenner pulled Aiden into an embrace and knelt.
The world flared to brightness as the sound of rending metal ravaged Finn's ears. Then the world went black, and Finn lost consciousness.
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Finn's eyes snapped open, and he gasped for air. Above him, the swirling vortex of chaotic energy dissipated like a spent tornado. Odd thunder rumbled into the distance as the barriers between universes reset themselves.
Finn coughed as the cool air filled his lungs. Above him, thick clouds threatened rain. A lone bird of prey circled high above, its erratic movements a clear sign that confusion and fear had taken a hold of its small brain.
You're not the only one, Finn thought and pushed himself onto his elbows.
Around him, groans of pain and confusion rose from the others. Finn turned to see Doc slumped over on his side. He eased the ex-surgeon into a sitting position. Doc didn't move, but a quick check on his pulse and breathing proved the man was alive.
“Is he...?” Demetria asked.
“Just unconscious,” Finn said, voice tight with barely controlled anger. He rose and turned, glaring from one Elder to the next. Sensing Finn's rage, Hunter stepped between Finn and his gods. “Back off, Hunter. I will only say it once.”
“It's okay, Marcus,” Ramsay said, pushing Hunter aside and stepping forward. “Finn has every right to be angry.”
“Tell me you assholes didn't just kill Earth.”
“I…” Aiden said, clutching at her head as if suffering from a migraine. “I don't think so. Right before the transfer, before the explosion, I felt the Princes of Chaos scream. They were livid, filled with rage.”
“I know how they feel,” Finn said through a clenched jaw. “8,000 years of combined wisdom and you assholes let the Princes manipulate you like overeager teenagers on prom night.”
The other Elders hung their heads, but Aiden held Finn's fiery gaze with certainty.
“You misunderstand me. I can still feel them here.” She touched the center of her forehead, where her Prime Godhead lay dormant. “Whatever that ship was, whoever was piloting it, I think they sealed the breach before the Princes could escape.”
“You think?” Finn demanded, voice tight.
“I am certain.” Aiden looked at Finn again. “I can still feel them. They did not escape their Realm.”
“And the real Harlan's Watch?”
“They must be on Earth,” Ramsay said. “Just as we'd planned.”
“Do not take credit for this,” Finn said, turning on the Elder and stepping well into the man's personal space.
Hunter took a step forward, but Ramsay held up a hand, allaying the man's action. A tense stare-off commenced, broken several moments later when Finn spoke.
“If you are wrong, if you've killed Earth or harmed my friends, I will stop at nothing to tear you and your friends down. There is no corner of the Realms that will shelter you from me. And when I find you, I will bury you in a dark hole so deep, so dark, you will no longer know if you are alive or dead.”
 
	You have made a Binding Vow to avenge the Earth and Harlan's Watch.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding. They are enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms and will inflict severe penalties if the terms of the Vow are broken.
Finn has vowed to deliver unending imprisonment to the Elders of the Light if they are proven responsible for Earth's destruction and the death of the people of Harlan's Watch.
Difficulty: Herculean.
Reward: Unknown.
Experience: Unknown.
Penalty for Failure: Unknown.




Ramsay's eyes went wide, a clear sign that the notification had filled his virtual vision. The Game Mechanics of the Realms had made themselves known to the Elders, and Finn smiled at the shock in their eyes.
A moment later, Ramsay recovered and nodded at Finn. “Effective, if dramatic.” A wry grin crossed the Elder's face. “And though I hope we never come to blows, I must confess, I have a certain fascination with seeing what tricks you have up your sleeve.”
Oh, you have no idea, Finn thought, choosing to keep Lex's ability to remove Godheads a secret. It remained a trump card Finn suspected he would need to reveal, eventually. But will I have to use it on you as well as Aluran?
“Earth is safe. My daughter is safe,” Doc said, drawing all eyes to the older man. “I can feel her here.” He tapped his chest above his heart. “But know, if that changes, I'll be right beside Finn as he beats the shit out of your arrogant asses. And you can take that to the bank.”
Another prompt surged into everyone's vision, an addendum to Finn's Binding Vow. Finn smiled at the look of surprise on Doc's face and helped the man to his feet. Doc waved him off.
“I'm fine, but can we never do that again,” Doc said. Finn chuckled and lowered his head in agreement. “So, what now?” Doc cast his gaze around this strange world that was his new home.
“We wait,” Finn said and stepped towards the edge of the balcony. Below him, a familiar river flowed past a new Harlan's Watch, one made of concrete and metal. Silence hung heavy as the others stepped up beside him.
“How long will it take?” Aiden asked Finn. She showed no anxiety, no fear, just 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?
Finn did not have to wait long, for a wave of pure power exploded outwards from the center of his forehead. He bent at the waist and grunted. Then the full power of his Prime Godhead filled him near to bursting.
When he'd first become aware of the Godhead, he'd rejected his divinity and resisted its demand that he become not only the leader of his people but their deity. Perhaps it was the lapsed Catholic in him, fearful of claiming a power worthy only of God. On Earth, he'd seen the dangers of men who claimed divine power and wisdom. No matter how noble their purpose, such hubris rarely ended well.
He'd had no intentions of joining their ranks, of becoming a corrupt abuser of powers that did not belong to him. But something Vonn, the onetime rogue turned Templar of the Source, said to him had changed his mind.
“We all carry within us a bit of the Source, a bit of God. You, my friend, just contain a bigger slice. The Source chose you to be its vessel, and you do not serve it by refusing to use the power it has granted you. You must let the Source be your guide.”
Finn countered that Aluran also bore a Godhead. Had the Source chosen him as well? “What's to prevent me from succumbing to its power, as Aluran has? How will I know if I've gone down the wrong path?”
“Easy,” Vonn had said with a smile. “Ask yourself why you use the power of the Godhead? Do you use it for your glory or the Source's?”
This time Finn embraced his godhood. He would be the vessel of the Source. He would protect the people of the Realms from all who sought to abuse them. He had no sooner made this silent pledge than a new and wondrous prompt filled his vision.
 
	Congratulations. Your Prime Godhead has evolved to Tier IV.



	You have embraced your divinity and have earned followers. The mote of creation inside you has increased in power. 
You can now wield Incantations, spell-like effects that use Spirit energy.
You may now create Incantations and have earned the Divine Skill - Create Incantations.
Your followers may now use the Incantations you create for them, as determined by their level and Spirit.
You are awarded +100 to Health, +100 to Stamina, +100 to Mana, and +100 to Spirit.
You are also granted +5 to all attributes.
All skills (including those learned in the next 24 hours) increase by 4 levels.
+1 Divine Perk Points.




As soon as the rush of new power finished enervating Finn's body, the Prime Godheads of the four Elders awoke after their long slumber.
To his left, Demetria 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.
Brenner transformed next. Like his fellow, it began in the center of his forehead, at the spot of the mystical third eye. But, where Demetria'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.
Aiden came next, and the surge of power drove her to her knees. Her body spasmed as if suffering from an epileptic seizure, and a deep orange light flared from her forehead. She was the quickest to get to her feet, but the small, twitching motions continued for some time after the resurrection. She looked at Finn with eyes like magma. Thus was the Chaos Goddess reborn.
Last came Ramsay. 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 grew 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 tower 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 Army of the Light 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,” Ramsay, the God of Order, said.
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Without moving his head, Gryph turned his eyes West to the distant, hidden valley where his friends, and his people awaited him. Was Brynn with them? Was she safe? Were they well, or had Aluran already marched on the twin cities of Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor? Would they know he'd returned?
His vision flared as dozens of prompts begged for attention. Perhaps one of them would bring him hope. Perhaps one of them would help him contact his people. Before he could tap open the first notification, a searing lance of pain filled his head, and he collapsed to his knees.
Unbidden, a prompt filled his mind.
 
	WELCOME TO THE REALMS!



	Welcome adventurer. You have entered the Realms, a land of wonder, magic, and danger.




 
	ERROR!



	A Character Creation Error has occurred due to an existing character associated with this soul. Several options exist to rectify this error.
Option One: You may keep your existing character, Gryph.
Option Two: You may create a new character from scratch based upon the real-world skills and abilities of Finn Caldwell.
Option Three: You may combine the existing character, Gryph, with the imported real-world skills and abilities of Finn Caldwell to create an amalgam character.
NOTE: The Game Mechanics may not support such an amalgamation, and other errors may occur. Proceed at your own risk.




The burning pain ended, and Finn opened his eyes to find Doc, Hunter and the Elders standing stiff, vacant eyes staring into the distance. None of them seemed aware of Finn's odd reaction. After a moment, he understood why.
They're building their characters. An odd sense of dread filled Finn as he looked upon the four Elders, four immortals in the process of discovering the truth of their divinity. Just how powerful will they become?
Finn pushed the surge of anxiety down and turned his attention to his decision. The first two options were straight forward enough, be Gryph, or be someone else. The third presented both opportunity and danger.
When he'd first entered the Realms, first became the player Gryph, Finn had understood little of how the Game Mechanics operated. Truth be told, he still didn't fully understand the mysterious background rules that powered the Realms the way physics did Earth. Though he'd made mistakes, he'd also lucked into some fantastic and rare abilities. Abilities he did not want to lose.
I guess that eliminates Option Two.
Finn reread the prompt, hoping to glean even the smallest bit of information from the vague language. What would Lex do? he asked himself and then chuckled as he heard his plucky NPC's voice in his head.
Dude, if you're relying on my advice, then you're in for a world of shit.
Despite his phantom NPC's self-deprecating jest, Finn trusted Lex and knew the choice he would make.
“Go big or go home,” Finn said in a low voice. Before he could second guess himself, he tapped Option Three.
 
	CHARACTER CREATED.



	You have melded your existing character Gryph with the imported skills, abilities, and traits of Finn Caldwell. Good Luck!




Finn's vision filled with blinding light as the Game Mechanics melded his two personalities into a new whole. He watched the changes alter his virtual avatar one by one.
His body morphed as his elvish background added two inches of height while retaining his human born stockiness. He stood shorter than the original Gryph but taller than Finn had been back on Earth. His eyes vibrated as his elven Dark Vision returned, and the tips of his ears stretched upwards into a slight point.
His pale Caldwell skin, drained even further of color by more than a year in the NI rig, grew creamier and softer, and any mild blemishes disappeared. He chuckled a bit as an image of a pouty Instagram model staring in jealous ire at his perfect elvish skin filled his imagination.
Finn’s jet black hair, a trademark of the Caldwell line for centuries, remained but became even more lustrous and grew several inches. All that remained of Gryph's long, silver hair was a streak extending from his widow's peak and trailing back.
If that was the one error of the merging, he counted himself more than blessed. Then a momentary surge of worry pulsed through him. Could the errors be psychological as well as physical?
Just don't go all Shutter Island on me, faux Lex muttered in his head. Oddly, Finn found this imaginary ribbing made him miss the little guy even more.
He examined his mental state, realizing the exercise was likely futile. If the merging of Gryph and Finn had caused some change to his psychological makeup, would he even be aware of it? Knowing no answer was forthcoming, he pushed the worry into the back of his mind.
I'll let Lex be the judge when I see him next. Then he wondered if letting Lex be the arbiter of sanity was a sign of insanity. A worry for another time.
The light faded as the merging of his two characters completed. Then, a series of skill level-up prompts filled Finn's vision.
 
	YOUR SKILLS HAVE LEVELLED.



	You have reached Level 55 in DODGE.
You have reached Level 25 in SMALL BLADES.
You have reached Level 55 in STEALTH.
You have reached Level 25 in THROWN WEAPONS.
You have reached Level 55 in UNARMED.
You have reached Level 55 in ANALYZE.
You have reached Level 25 in DISARM TRAPS.
You have reached Level 25 in FIRST AID.
You have reached Level 25 in LOCK PICKING.
You have reached Level 51 in PERCEPTION.
You have reached Level 55 in SURVIVAL.
You have reached Level 25 in ALCHEMY.
You have reached Level 33 in LORE.




Finn's jaw dropped at his surge in skill levels, as well as the addition of several new ones that, for reasons beyond his understanding, weren't imported when he'd entered the Realms the first time.
He remembered Lex's explanation.
The designers capped any real-world skills at level five to balance the scales somewhat. They wanted to make it so nerdy losers who smoked pot and ate Doritos all day could compete with badasses like you. And let's face it, there's a lot more of them types than there are love children of Jason Bourne and James Bond.
Apparently, entering the Realms physically instead of digitally erased that limitation, allowing the assimilation of his military and espionage training. He thought of Finn Caldwell as a distant second in power and deadliness to Gryph, but now he had tangible proof that Finn was no slouch.
He tapped open his new skills, beginning with Create Incantations.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED A DIVINE ABILITY.



	Create Incantations: Tier – IV.
You can now create incantations, expressions of your divine will. These are similar to spells but are powered by Spirit instead of Mana. There are two types of Incantations, Divine Incantations that are usable by gods alone, and Disciple Incantations created for the god's followers. Once per week, you may use your divine power to create a new Incantation of each type. There are unspoken rules behind creating incantations that must be discovered through experimentation, practice, or study.
The power, nature, and effectiveness of Divine Incantations are determined by the Godhead’s Tier and influenced by the sphere of the god's Godhead.
The power, nature, and effectiveness of Disciple Incantations are determined by the Godhead’s  Tier, influenced by the sphere of their god's Godhead and the relative level of the Disciple's Cast Incantations skill, which all followers earn at Level 1 upon agreeing to their god's Pact.




Finn understood the potential of this new ability and since it could help power up and protect his people, he welcomed his divinity.
I just need to make sure I don't start believing my own holy bullshit.
Holding back a wry chuckle, Finn examined the next prompt.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED A DIVINE ABILITY.



	Sanctified Weapon: Tier – IV.
You can now sanctify a single weapon in your possession via the power of your Divine Spirit. Sanctified Weapons do additional Spirit damage, as determined by the Tier of your Prime Godhead, to any creature whose primary sphere is in opposition to your own.
As the God of the Aether, all spheres of magic are considered simultaneously in synchronicity and in opposition to your own, and so your Sanctified Weapon does this extra damage to all creatures.
Each successful attack made with your Sanctified Weapon will inflict an additional 5 points of damage, per Godhead Tier. This bonus to damage does not drain your Spirit, but only functions as long as your Spirit remains 10% or above.
Each additional Godhead Tier will increase the extra damage per strike and may also provide other benefits.
Do you wish to Sanctify a weapon?




He answered No, making a mental note to Sanctify his War Stave of the El’Edryn King, if and when he ever got it back, and returned to his other prompts. 
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED A SKILL.



	First Aid.
Level(s): 1-21.
Tier: Apprentice.
Skill Type: Active.
You have shown proficiency in First Aid. You may now stabilize yourself, a wounded comrade or other humanoid and heal 2 points of Health damage per level of First Aid mastery without the aid of magic or potions. You can also staunch bleeding caused by minor wounds. Requires a Base First Aid Kit.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in FIRST AID.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Apprentice First Aid.
Your ability to heal injuries has improved. You may now set bones, stop bleeding, and heal at a higher rate. Your ability to heal wounds has increased to 3 points of Health per level of First Aid mastery. You may now staunch bleeding caused by major wounds. Requires an Apprentice First Aid Kit.




The Game Mechanics had incorporated Finn's field medic training, something that had saved his life and the life of his men several times in the past. In a sudden flash, he realized that training had been the difference between life and death after the Colonel had shot him in Seoul. Had the Colonel bet his son's life and the future of the Realms on Finn's ability to staunch his bleeding?
Talk about go big or go home.
The next prompt also dredged up memories of his old Army training.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED A SKILL.



	Survival.
Level(s): 1-51.
Tier: Journeyman.
Skill Type: Active.
You are skilled in the art of surviving in the wild, be it forest, desert, mountain, or other harsh environments. This grants you the ability to find food, water and build a simple shelter.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in SURVIVAL.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Weather Sense.
You are attuned to your surroundings and can sense and predict weather patterns, enabling you to better prepare for weather changes that may affect your chances of survival.
Stamina Cost: 50.




 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in SURVIVAL.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Mystical Shelter.
Once per day, you can create a 'safe space' that will protect you from adverse weather, rain, heat, cold, and other dangers faced in the wild. It takes the form of a camouflaged barrier that shields up to five people (or all members of an Adventure Party if you possess the Leadership Perk) for up to eight hours. This shelter will prevent any creature whose Perception is not 75 or higher from detecting those within the shelter by any normal means. Some magical means of detection may pierce this protection. 
Mana Cost: 100.




The Survival skill made him chuckle since he'd spent most of his time since entering the Realms barely surviving one horror after another. At least now, he'd likely never starve to death, though he suspected his survival might come at the cost of a lessening of his culinary standards. In the wild, you ate what you could find.
I wonder how baalgrath steak tastes? Or barrow rat stew? Maybe I'll make Lex the official food taster of Dar Thoriim.
He turned his attention to the prompts detailing the improvements to his existing skills. Several had reached Journeyman Tier, resulting in a slew of new Tier Abilities. He dug into the prompts with child-like glee.
 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in DODGE.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Attack of Opportunity.
Twice per day, after a successful Dodge, Attack of Opportunity enables a counterattack to succeed automatically, provided the opponent does not have a superior Dodge skill. If the opponent's Dodge skill is higher, they have a 2% chance per level of Dodge mastery, minus your Dodge skill, to avoid the attack.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Stamina Cost: 50.




Dodge had saved his butt more times than he could count since he’d entered the Realms, but it stunned Finn that he'd become a level 51 Journeyman. He'd already gained Shift when he'd reached Apprentice Tier, an ability that allowed him to teleport up to ten feet in any direction by moving through the Aether. Mating Attack of Opportunity to Shift could be a game-changer in battle.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in SMALL BLADES.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Improved Critical Hit.
Once per day, you can increase your chance to earn a Critical Hit by 50% while wielding small blades. In addition, a successful Critical Hit with small blades now causes six times damage instead of five times.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Each additional Tier adds a further 10% chance to succeed.
Stamina Cost: 50.




Knives had been an integral weapon during Finn's time as a Ranger and afterward when he'd worked for Control. Few weapons could match a knife’s combination of silence, stealth, and effectiveness. But when he'd entered the Realms and taken the mantle of Gryph, he'd chosen the spear as his primary weapon of choice.
He had not regretted that decision for a moment, especially after acquiring the War Stave of the El'Edryn King, a wondrous spear built by the Alliance to fight the Prime and part of a matching set of four artifacts.
Too bad I don’t have the time to quest for the other three, Finn thought to himself. Add it to the list.
Though spears were a devastating weapon, they had one major disadvantage, their diminished effectiveness in close-quarters combat. This was especially true of Gryph, who'd spent an unhealthy amount of time delving into one horrid dungeon or another.
Being a Journeyman in Small Blades would more than solve that problem.
Now I just need to get a kick-ass pair of daggers.
He turned his attention to the next few prompts.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in STEALTH.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Stealth Redux.
Once per day, if detected while in Stealth, you can activate Stealth Redux and become Stealthed again, unless the opponent's Perception level is twice your Stealth skill or more. You accomplish this by spending Mana to cloud the opponent's Perception.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Mana Cost: 50.




 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in STEALTH.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Shadow Meld.
Twice per day, you may meld into any available shadow for 5 seconds per level of Stealth mastery. This effectively turns you invisible. Moving, attacking, or casting any spell while in Shadow Meld breaks the effect.
The one exception to this rule occurs when the opponent has their back to you. In this case, you may make a sneak attack that is guaranteed to hit. This attack earns a Critical Hit at a percentage chance equal to your Stealth skill and delivers five times damage, provided your Stealth skill is higher than the opponent's Perception.
Any opponent whose Perception skill is twice your Stealth skill or greater has a chance, equal to the difference between the skills, to see through the Shadow Meld.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Mana Cost: 100.




Finn had built the entire character of Gryph around Stealth, and he liked that his Realms persona wasn't all that different from his Earth-based personality. His new Journeyman
Tier Abilities could be the difference between life and death, especially now that the stakes had increased.
I have too many powerful enemies. Aluran, the Princes of Chaos, the Prime, and possibly the Elders of the Light. I'll need every trick up my sleeve just to survive in this world of gods and titans.
The next prompt helped ease his worry, a bit. And the two after that brought a genuine smile to his face.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in THROWN WEAPONS.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Flurry of Blades.
Once per day, you may activate Flurry of Blades when using any thrown weapon, resulting in one weapon becoming three. The additional weapons mimic all traits of the original, including any bonuses to hit, damage, or additional effects.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Each additional Tier adds another 'blade' to the ability.
Mana Cost: 50.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in UNARMED.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Powered Fist.
Once per day, you may add up to 25% of your available Mana to a successful Unarmed attack. Unlike most other martial Tier Abilities, you may wait to use Powered Fist until your attack is successful. You must have at least one free hand to initiate this attack.
A Powered Fist may stun at a chance equal to your Unarmed skill level up to a maximum of 99%. Stun lasts for a period measured in seconds equal to your Unarmed skill divided by 10.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Mana Cost: Up to 25%.




 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in UNARMED.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Deflect Missiles.
Twice per day, you may use Mana to deflect incoming missile weapons (both physical and magical). The total number of missiles deflected is equal to your Unarmed level divided by 5. In addition, you have a 1% chance per level of Unarmed mastery to send these missiles back at the original attacker, who may avoid the missiles with a successful Dodge.
You must have at least one free hand to initiate this attack.
Each additional Tier adds another use per day.
Mana Cost: 5 per missile.




Finn Caldwell had excelled at martial arts from a young age, and it had saved his life on numerous occasions. If his penchant for losing spears returned, his newfound levels of Unarmed might just be the difference between life and death.
 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in RITUAL MAGIC.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Ritual Enhancement.
Ritual Magic enables the practitioner to create and wield rune-forms. These patterns harness, control, and unleash quantities of Mana far greater than any mortal could channel alone.
Ritual Enhancement powers up any ritual by making it 25% more effective. 




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in THOUGHT MAGIC.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Mental Improvement.
Your use of Thought Magic has altered your brain's chemistry and improved your ability to see, understand, and predict the world around you. This knowledge makes all of your skills 5% more effective.  
In addition, your Intelligence is improved by 5 points.
Each additional Tier of Thought Magic increases this bonus by 1% and your Intelligence by 1.




Holy moly, Finn thought. Both of the new abilities were amazing, especially Mental Improvement, which improved his mental functions. The possibilities for Ritual Enhancement were staggering, especially if he could get access to more of the rituals locked away in Syndravion the Mad's Codex of Ritual Wonder.
 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in ANALYZE.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Know Immunities.
You can now see the Immunities of any creature Analyzed.
Stamina Cost: 10.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in DISARM TRAPS.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Save Traps.
Any time you disarm a trap, you have a chance, equal to your Disarm Traps level, of saving the trap for later use.
NOTE: This Tier ability applies to traps that can be removed and collected and is limited by logic. For example, just because you Disarm a pit trap does not mean you can remove the trap and store it in a pouch.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in LOCK PICKING.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Apprentice Lock Picking.
You may now attempt to pick an Apprentice Tier lock without the Tier penalty associated with Apprentice Tier locks. You may also attempt to pick Journeyman Tier locks with a 50% penalty to your skill level, and Master Tier locks with a 75% penalty. You cannot pick Grandmaster Tier locks without the aid of magic.




 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in PERCEPTION.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Enhanced Vision.
Your visual acuity has expanded and improved. Your Dark Vision now reaches 240 ft and can now detect other types of radiation along the electromagnetic spectrum. You must train this ability, which has a wide variety of uses. Some include seeing heat with infrared, spotting secret doors and hidden objects with x-ray, etc. The benefits are wide-ranging and must be discovered over time.
Stamina Cost: 5 Stamina per second to use enhanced vision. There is no cost for the bonus to Dark Vision.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in ALCHEMY.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Increased Potency.
The potency of all potions, tinctures, salves, powders, or other alchemical agents you create increases by 50%.




 
	You have reached Apprentice Tier in HARVEST.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Apprentice Level Tier Ability Increased Yield.
You have improved your ability to harvest ingredients from beast and plant. You can now collect a larger yield of usable material from each creature or plant.




A shudder rushed through him, and for a moment he thought he could feel the power of the Game Mechanics rewriting his very being. He held back a gasp and opened his eyes.
Around him, the four Elders still stood rigid, their eyes wide and filled with the faraway stare indicative of someone examining the various facets of their Character Sheets. That's when a terrifying thought occurred to him.
Just how powerful are they?
He wouldn't claim to understand all the Game Mechanics' nuances but suspected that since he'd been able to import his real-world skills, the Elders had done the same.
And they've had 2,000 years to develop their skills.
The thought made him shiver. How many skills are they Masters of, or Grandmasters even? Then another terrifying realization punched him harder than a baalgrath. 
What Tier are their Godheads?
The divine artifacts had awoken with a great deal of power. The physical transformation the Elders had undergone was proof enough of that. But was that a natural reaction to the awakening, or did they retain the same level of power they'd possessed when the Old Gods removed them to banish Morrigan to Earth?
And if so, why? And why had Finn's not?
Cerrunos had willingly removed the Prime Godhead Finn possessed, using its energy to create his pocket realm. Had that drained his Godhead of power? If so, what did that mean for the Elder's Godheads?
To date, the only other god Finn had encountered was Aluran. The High God was more powerful than Finn, but he paled in comparison to the Old Gods. Had his Godhead also been reset? If so, how?
From the fragments of memory of his previous life as Ossyrion, the Old God of Order, Finn knew the Old Gods were more powerful than he and that Morrigan had been the strongest of them. This meant that Morrigan possessed far more power than Aluran could claim.
So, what is the connection between my Godhead and Aluran's?
A disjointed mélange of thoughts flashed through Finn's mind as he attempted to make sense of the conundrum when something Sean, the Earth born hacker who helped Finn enter the Realms with both Lex and the Prime Godhead, had once said filled his mind.
Aluran discovered how to digitize the soul.
Was that it? Had entering the Realms as digital information stripped their Prime Godheads of their powers, resetting their Godheads to factory settings, forcing them to rebuild their power since re-entering the Realms?
If he was right, if the Elders of the Light's Godheads had not reset, that would make them potentially as powerful as the Old Gods, perhaps more powerful because of their importation of 2,000 years of real-world skills. And the Old God's last battle had ended with the piercing of the barriers between universes leading to the cataclysm known as the Ruin.
Finn looked towards the Elders, and the icy claws of fear tore at the edges of his being.
I could very well be looking at the most powerful beings in all the Realms.
He swallowed, trying to push down the anxiety and fear when he felt eyes upon him. Turning, he found the Elder's loyal attack dog, Hunter, staring at him, lips tight, eyes swimming with suspicion.
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Finn put his entire will into the amiable smile he gave Hunter before returning his gaze inwards. If he had any chance of staying alive long enough to discover if the Elders were a threat, he needed to maximize his abilities.
Ignoring the primal instincts demanding he not trust Hunter, Finn returned to his prompts. It was time to check on his experience. With a mental flick, he opened the first prompt, one that had been subtly blinking in the corner of his vision since he and the gang had returned from Cerrunos' odd half realm.
 
	You have received EXPERIENCE POINTS.



	131,250 experience points for killing a Jabberwock.
551,250 experience points for killing a Bandersnatch (x21).




 
	Congratulations. You have completed a QUEST.



	Stealing Divinity from the Gods
With the help of your Adventure Party, you have discovered how to remove a Prime Godhead.
Reward: The ability to remove a Prime Godhead. (Possessed by Lex).
Experience: 1,750,000.




Not a bad haul. Before the thought was through his brain, the Experience Points icon in the bottom left of his virtual vision glowed to a sun-like brilliance. He mentally tapped the icon, and his eyes widened in shock.
 
	You have received EXPERIENCE POINTS.



	As the Lord of Dar Thoriim, you have earned a weekly 0.01% tithe on all experience earned by your citizens. This is a gift given by your people in thanks for providing a safe place to live, work, and raise families.
You have earned 57 Weekly Tithes and have received 8,550,000 experience points.




Finn's mouth dropped open. 8,550,000 was almost three times more experience than he'd earned in total during his first foray into the Realms. Finn had initially been resistant to the tithe. It felt too much like a tax. But Grimliir had assured him, and the prompt itself confirmed, that the tithe was a gift from his people. Something they gave to him willingly in thanks for the protection and leadership he provided.
His people's desire to give back, coupled with the fact that his 'tax' was lower than any government's on Earth, turned this brief pang of guilt to gratitude. And then another thought occurred to him, one that brought an enormous smile to his face.
Just how far have my people advanced in my absence?
An image of Grimliir roaring at the citizens of Dar Thoriim filled Finn's mind as he pushed them to advance, improve, and prepare.
We got some dingus who dubbed himself the High God coming for us lads and ladies, and I, for one, plan tae shove my big boot up his arse sideways. Who be with me?
Under the Steward's powerful influence, his people had grown strong. The massive amount of experience granted him by the tithe was proof of that.
But will it be enough?
Since worrying changed nothing, Finn focused on what he could change and returned his attention to his prompts.
 
	You have reached LEVELS 21 - 29.



	You have earned 63 unused Attribute Points.
You have earned 18 unused Perk Points.




Though he'd expected the treasure trove of points, his eyes still widened. Or did they? After all, while examining his prompts, he was in the virtual space of his Character Sheets and was likely just staring into empty space. A good thing, too, since he had no desire to give anything away regarding his new skills and his Godhead's increased power. Especially since Hunter had been watching him like a hawk, waiting for the smallest hint of Finn's true intentions.
This realization brought another thought to the fore of Finn's mind. What if Hunter had reached Journeyman Tier in Analyze as well? After all, they had similar real-world skill-sets. If so, he was Analyzing Finn at this very moment.
Analyze enabled the user to read another creature's aura and glean information, even hidden information. Lex had become a Master in the skill while trapped in his murderhobo time loop, and its power had proven to be the difference between life and death for their Adventure Group on several occasions.
Finn had no idea why his Analyze had topped out at 51 upon re-entering the Realms, but he would not bet his life and those of his followers that his limit was a hard and fast rule. He had to assume that Hunter, and each Elder, had at least matched his new Tier.
He needed a defense against the power of Analyze, and thankfully, the skill itself provided an answer.
 
	ANALYZE SKILL TREE.



	------ Understanding Branch ------
Those who invest in the Understanding branch of the Analyze Perk Tree can glean important information from an opponent. All Understanding Perks require that the user's Analyze skill be higher than the opponent or creature.
 
	Detect Falsehoods is a Base Tier Perk that enables the user to detect whether an Analyzed person or creature is lying, hiding truths, or being evasive. The nature of the lie will remain a mystery. 



	Know Desires is an Apprentice Tier Perk that enables the user to understand what an Analyzed person or creature wants. Every person and creature craves understanding. 



	Know Falsehoods is a Journeyman Tier Perk that enables the user to Detect Falsehoods and know the lie's nature. This can uncover deep, dark secrets.




	Know Skills is a Master Tier Perk that enables a user to see what skills a person or creature possesses. It also allows the user to know what level the person or creature possesses in each skill.




	Know Perks is a Grandmaster Tier Perk that enables a user to see what perks a person or creature possesses. 



	Know Divine Perks is a Divine Tier Perk that enables a user to see what divine perks a god possesses. 








 
	ANALYZE SKILL TREE.



	------ Defense Branch ------
Those who invest in the Defense branch of the Analyze Perk Tree can defend their information from opponents. All Defense Perks require that the user's Analyze skill be higher than the opponent or creature to be effective.
 
	Block Analyze is a Base Tier Perk that enables a user to block an opponent's own
Analyze skill. If this Perk's user is of a higher level than the opponent, then the opponent's Analyze attempt will fail.




	False Report 1 is an Apprentice Tier Perk that enables the user to present a false Strength when Analyzed. 



	False Report 2 is a Journeyman Tier Perk that enables the user to present a false Immunity when Analyzed. Users are also immune to others' use of False Report 1.




	False Report 3 is a Master Tier Perk that enables the user to present a false Weakness when Analyzed. Users are also immune to others' use of False Report 2.




	False Report 4 is a Grandmaster Tier Perk that enables the user to present a false set of Skills (and their levels) and a false set of Perks when Analyzed. Users are also immune to other's use of False Report 3.




	False Face is a Divine Tier Perk that the user may use to take another person's form, real or imaginary, for up to an hour per Godhead Tier. Imaginary forms must be based on previously constructed False Reports.





NOTE: False Reports must be set up in advance and may be changed at will to another previously created False Report.





 
	ANALYZE SKILL TREE.



	------ Learning Branch ------
Those who invest in the Learning branch of the Analyze Perk Tree can learn how to defend themselves from the Skills and Perks of an opponent. At higher Tiers, the user can learn Skills and Perks from an opponent. All Learn Perks require that the user's Analyze skill be higher than the opponent or creature to be effective. A Perks success is determined by the relative differences between the user's and opponents' intelligence and is modified if they also possess Analyze.
 
	Skill Resistance 1 is a Base Tier Perk that enables the user to reduce the effectiveness of any one skill used by an opponent by 25% for the encounter's duration. After the encounter is over, this 'immunity' disappears. 



	Skill Resistance 2 is an Apprentice Tier Perk that enables the user to reduce the effectiveness of any one skill used by an opponent by 50% for the encounter's duration. After the encounter is over, this 'immunity' disappears. 



	Spell Osmosis is a Journeyman Tier Perk that enables the user to Analyze and learn a spell cast by another person or creature. To learn the spell, the user must have an Affinity for that magical sphere. The user must possess the requisite magic skill and Tier for Osmosis to function. This Perk is usable once per week. 



	Skill Osmosis is a Master Tier Perk that enables a user to Analyze and learn a skill in active use by a person or creature. The skill learned will be Level 1, regardless of the level possessed by the Analyzed person or creature. The user must have a higher Analyze skill than the opponent. The user's Analyze skill level must also be of a higher level than the opponent's skill level. This Perk is usable once per week. (Requires Know Skills Perk). 



	Perk Osmosis is a Grandmaster Tier Perk that enables a user to Analyze and learn a Perk in active use by a person or creature, if they already possess the associated skill. The user must have a higher Analyze skill than the opponent. The user's Analyze skill level must also be of a higher level than the opponent's skill level.




	Divine Osmosis is a Divine Tier Perk that enables a user to Analyze and learn a Divine Perk in active use by another god. The user must have a higher Analyze skill than the opponent's own Analyze skill, and the user's Analyze skill level must also be of a higher level than the opponent's level in the skill. This Perk is usable once per year. (Requires Know Perks Perk).









*****
Finn had 23 Perk Points after adding the 18 new ones to the five he'd possessed before being pulled from the Realms. Each Perk Point allowed him to purchase a single Tier of any Perk, provided he was of sufficient rank and had purchased all previous Perks in that branch.
With no hesitation, he spent nine of them to power up his Analyze skill, purchasing Detect Falsehood, Know Desires and Know Falsehoods from the Understanding Branch, Block Analyze and False Report 1 and 2 from the Defense Branch
and Skill Resistance 1 and 2 and Spell Osmosis from the Learning Branch.
It was a steep price to pay, and if Lex had been at his side, Finn would have considered not spending the points, but his erstwhile NPC wasn't here, and Finn had no idea when he'd see him again. If he was to survive the coming days, he needed to gain as much information as he was able while keeping his secrets hidden.
He debated the options for his False Report for several moments, knowing it had the power to convince his enemies, and perhaps his allies, that he possessed a Strength and an Immunity that he did not.
But what choices would accomplish that feat?
He thought back to his earliest days in the Realms and his miraculous defeat of the baalgrath. The dim-witted creature was all muscle and rage and possessed the irritating ability to heal most wounds in minutes, including a shard of bone in the brain.
Had Finn not used his Ring of Minor Air Shield to explode the creature's head, he suspected his legend in the Realms would have died before it began. With a grin, he decided on his Strength.
 
	Congratulations! You have activated FALSE REPORT 1.



	Rapid Regeneration.
Anyone who attempts to Analyze you will believe you can regenerate Health faster than you actually can. This should help deter people who wish to do you harm from attempting violent action.




False Report 2 would present a fake Immunity to anyone who Analyzed him. Logic dictated this Immunity should be one of his Weaknesses since it would convince an enemy not to attack Finn in a manner that would be most devastating.
So, what is my biggest Weakness?
Your pig-headed need to do what is right, Lex said in his mind. While being all tall and handsome with your damn flowing locks and piercing eyes.
Finn chuckled before realizing that while faux Lex's tone and phrasing were accurate, they were still figments of Finn's imagination.
Which says what about me?
He left the self-psychoanalysis for another time and returned his attention to the task at hand. He thought back to all the ways he'd nearly died or actually died since first entering the Realms. Sadly, these were as varied as the enemies he'd fought, which provided no simple answer. It was time for a change of tactic.
Which Elder is most likely to come at me?
At first glance, Brenner, the chthonic god, was the most likely adversary. He seemed the biggest curmudgeon of the bunch, the one quickest to anger, the one most dedicated to their goal. But going for the obvious play rarely led to victory. Therefore, his best use of False Report 2 would depend on who he was facing.
He glared at False Report's description again and therein found his answer.
 
	False Reports must be set up in advance and can be changed at will to another previously created False Report.




I'll create a False Report 2 for each of them, counteracting the magic skill associated with the sphere of their Godheads.
He spent a few moments creating the four Immunities, Empyrean Magic, Order Magic, Chaos Magic, and Chthonic Magic. He added details to make them more convincing.
Empyrean Magic was an easy sell. After all, he possessed a Soul Meld with Raathiel, a coatl from the Empyrean Realm. It didn't stretch credulity to suggest the bond had granted Finn immunity.
Order Magic was tougher since Finn possessed no talent for that sphere of magic. But, he realized, he had once possessed the Order Godhead, the one Ramsay now bore. So, it was more than possible he could claim to have residual resistance left over from that bonding. Finn was about to create that story when he remembered the Elders knew nothing of Finn's previous godhood.
That is a secret I am unwilling to share.
Instead, he claimed the immunity had been a gift from the Lords of Order for services rendered. It wasn't the most convincing tale, but he doubted Ramsay would engage in a long conversation on the topic if he were about to attack him.
Chaos Magic was also an easy sell. After all, Finn had survived the Phage, a horrific chaotic disease that had nearly consumed Finn's individuality.
Last came his fake Chthonic Magic Immunity, which Finn bet would be the one he'd need first.
For this Immunity, he created a fake pact with the Chthonic Prince Xurath Kurhrn Zaqaai, his dead friend Wick's demonic patron. The Light may judge him for his choice of patrons, but it would give Brenner pause before attacking him.
Thinking on Wick brought a surge of pain, but Finn pushed it aside. Wick had died defending the Realms from evil. The best way Finn could honor that sacrifice was to continue that fight, for as long as he was able. 
With the four False Reports complete, it was time to choose which fake Immunity to make active. Realizing that Brenner was the most likely enemy, Finn decided upon Chthonic Immunity.
 
	Congratulations! You have activated FALSE REPORT 2.



	Chthonic Immunity.
Anyone who attempts to Analyze you will believe you have 100% Immunity to Chthonic Magic. With luck on your side, this will deter people who wish to do you harm from attempting violent action.




Finn sighed, returning his focus to the world to find Hunter still staring at him. The Elders stood entranced, still combing through the maze of prompts they'd received on entering the Realms.
For a moment, Finn envied them. Seeing one's Character Sheets for the first time was a profound moment. On Earth, people were in the dark about their true capabilities, needing to rely on faith and vagaries to know their true selves. But here, in the Realms, the ability to see the Game Mechanics was both empowering and humbling.
He wanted to activate Analyze and see what the Elders were seeing, but Hunter still had his eagle-eyed gaze glued on Finn, and discretion took hold of him. While it was unlikely that Hunter possessed a higher level in Analyze, he could not guarantee the same of the Elders. If he got caught using Analyze, it could break the fragile trust the Elders had in him, and Finn's return to the Realms might end prematurely in a prison cell.
It feels good to think like a spy again, Finn thought and wondered why all of these skills hadn’t been imported during his first foray into the Realms. It triggered a terrifying thought. Just how much does the Game Mechanics mess with my mind?
Another realization soon eased his fears. Even if Hunter was of equal or higher level in Analyze, Finn had one advantage over him and all the Elders. They had not earned Experience Points in the Realms, which meant that they were level one noobs with no access to additional Attribute Points or Perk Points despite all their incredible power.
For the time being, they couldn't purchase any Perks, divine or otherwise. But that would not last.
Which means I need to learn their true intentions, and soon.
One by one, the Elders returned their focus to the world, grins of almost child-like glee painted across their faces. Each of them looked at Finn, nodding in unspoken appreciation of their shared experience.
“So, Finn Caldwell,” Ramsay began. “Are you ready to help us save this universe?”
In response, an urgent alert filled the corner of Finn's vision, and Finn drew it forward.
 
	Congratulations! Your Character Amalgamation is Complete.



	Welcome back to The Realms.
ERROR!
The Game Mechanics have detected a Character Naming Error. Two names, Finn Caldwell and Gryph, are attempting to lay claim to your soul. This has caused an ERROR you must rectify to prevent destabilization.
You must choose a name that shall forever bond to your soul.




Finn blinked, returning his focus to the world at large to find Ramsay staring at him, his head tilted in curiosity. The other Elders, Hunter and Doc, stood behind the God of Order. They all stared at him curiously.
Seeking to extend the dramatic moment, he smiled for the last time as Finn Caldwell.
“The name is Gryph,” the man who was no longer Finn Caldwell said.
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A flare of light filled Gryph's virtual vision as his name burned itself forevermore onto his soul. It was both alarming and freeing as if becoming Gryph again enabled him to cast aside the errors of his past life.
So, he promptly took an action that might well be the first error of his new one.
“I, Gryph, vow to dedicate my life to protecting the Realms, and its people, from any force that wishes them harm.”
 
	Gryph has made a BINDING VOW.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding, enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms, and will inflict severe penalties if broken.
Gryph has pledged to protect the Realms from any force that threatens them or their people.
Difficulty: Herculean.
Reward: Unknown.
Experience: Unknown.
Penalty for Failure: Reputation Penalty and possible destruction of the Realms.




The sound of distant thunder rolled over them as if the Realms approved of Gryph's vow. Hunter scowled, and Brenner's jaw went tight. Aiden and Demetria exchanged a glance that said, 'what are we meant to make of that?' A small grin curled Ramsay's lips, and he gave Gryph a slight nod.
If I didn't know better, I'd say that was a sign of begrudging respect. He knows I do not trust them.
Before Gryph could worry that he'd said too much, Doc pushed his way past Hunter and the Elders and extended his hand to Gryph.
“Well, that was dramatic.” Gryph took the sickly doctor's hand, pleased to feel more strength in the grip. “Nice to meet you, Gryph. The name's Doc, at least until I come up with something better.”
“Doc works just fine. It is who you are.”
Doc's face flushed, and he lowered his head in appreciation. It was clear the man understood the power of his second chance, even if destiny made it short.
I must do all in my power to heal him.
Before he could focus on that dilemma, an odd pop and a rush of air announced the appearance of a worn leather satchel at his side. The sudden addition of weight, though slight, startled Gryph before a wide grin crossed his face.
The sound drew the gazes of Doc, Hunter, and all four Elders, but it was Demetria who took a step forward, her hand reaching towards the bag before decorum returned, and she pulled the hand back.
“Is that what I think it is?”
Gryph didn't respond, instead, he placed his hand on the satchel and closed his eyes.
When Gryph had arrived in the Realms, the magical bag had been a part of the Deluxe Beta Preorder Package Sean had given him. It contained a pocket dimension that allowed him to store a vast amount of equipment without the weight becoming a burden.
Not only did the satchel hold an incredible amount of loot, but it also auto-sorted said loot and possessed anti-entropic properties that held the items in a state of suspended animation.
Anything he put inside, whether it be food, alchemical ingredients, or body parts harvested from horrific beasts, would be as fresh and disgusting as the day he placed it inside the bag.
As impressive as that ability was, the real power of his bag of holding came from its Soul Bound properties that prevented anyone from gaining access to its contents without his permission. Unfortunately, reality quite often failed to meet the advertised standards, and Gryph shivered as he thought back on the Aberrant.
The Aberrant, the onetime Prince Regent of Sylvan Aenor, had nearly enslaved the world after breaking through the satchel's Soul Bound protections. The efforts had cost the Aberrant in both energy and agony, but he'd still accomplished a feat said to be impossible.
A painful reminder that all things have their breaking point.
Gryph did a quick inventory of the bag's contents and sighed. Everything that had been in the bag when he'd been forcibly logged out and dragged back to Earth still lay inside. All his weapons, all his ingredients, everything he'd collected since he'd come into the Realms.
Somewhat surprisingly, it also contained everything he'd been wearing or holding when he'd ceased to be Gryph and became Finn Caldwell again. His armor, weapons, every magic item he'd carried on his person lay within, neatly categorized, and protected.
Including an item that made Gryph's skin crawl, a weapon of horrible possibility known as the Soul Reliquary.
He'd made a Binding Vow to end the threat but had so far failed to destroy the powerful artifact. A paranoid rush surged inside him, and he remembered Doc's warning. The Light had pulled him from the Realms long before they awakened him. Had they been trying to break the protections of his satchel? Had they been trying to gain access to the Soul Reliquary?
The thought made him thankful he'd had the wherewithal to remove the Black Fog and the Iron Crown, two weapons with the power to end the world.
“Is that a Soul Bound Satchel?” Ramsay said, letting the barest hint of surprise tickle the edge of his voice.
Gryph's eyes snapped open, and he searched the Elder's face for any sign of subterfuge. Finding nothing but genuine astonishment, Gryph pushed his suspicions down and made his face as passive and neutral as possible.
“It is,” Gryph said, his face beaming with false pride.
“One of Aluran's more impressive accomplishments,” Ramsay said with an appreciative nod.
“Aluran made this?” Gryph asked, trying to stay the alarm surging within him.
“He is the God of the Soul,” Demetria said, her face tight.
If Aluran made the satchels, then there is no way in the Realms or on Earth he hadn't given himself a back door into them. This sent a spike of fear up Gryph's spine, and he made a silent promise never to confront the High God again while the satchel contained anything dangerous.
“Is everything alright, Gryph?” Aiden asked, leaning forward to lay a light hand upon his shoulder.
“Yeah, I'm just surprised. I wasn't expecting to get everything back.” Knowing he had to ease the Elder's suspicions, Gryph reached into the bag and pulled the War Stave of the El'Edryn King forth. Once it was free, Gryph spun the spear and extended it to its full six-foot length with a flick of his wrist. With a thought, he used his new divine power to sanctify the weapon.
“An impressive weapon,” Brenner said, showing interest for the first time, and extended his hand. “May I?”
Gryph hesitated. It seemed unwise to hand his weapon over to someone as powerful as Brenner, but ultimately if the man wished him harm, he could dole it out at any time. With a flourish, Gryph held the spear out to Brenner.
The stoic Elder gripped the shaft of the weapon lightly, almost reverently. On instinct, everyone backed away, giving the horned god some space. Brenner bowed slightly and then, faster than Gryph's eyes could follow, danced through a choreographed series of motions as impressive as any Hong Kong holo-vis.
He is showing me a small bit of what he is capable of, Gryph understood.
Brenner stopped, flicked the spear back to its shorter configuration, and handed it to Gryph. “A most impressive weapon. I am pleased that its blade fights alongside the Light.”
Gryph said nothing, merely nodding to the fearsome Elder, his right hand white-knuckling the shaft of the spear.
“I hate to interrupt this not at all tense party,” Doc said, his voice raised in alarm as he pointed to an approaching dust cloud. “But we're about to have some company.”
They all rushed to look into the distance. Even from their elevated height, the combination of low-hanging clouds and the in-and-out crags of the mountain pass that protected Harlan's Watch made it difficult to see who or what was approaching.
But Gryph had seen enough armies on the move to know that few other things could cast so much dust skyward. Had Aluran already found them?
“You expecting someone?” Gryph asked, looking sideways at Ramsay, his hands gripping the stone of the parapet.
“An old friend,” Ramsay responded and cast a bemused grin towards Gryph. “Would you like to say hello?”
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Gryph, Doc, and the other Elders walked at a leisurely pace towards the elevators. Doc grumbled on learning the lifts were now powered by the strength of human hands, suggesting that the poor sods were little more than slaves.
“They are devout and willing servants of the Light,” countered Hunter in a harsh tone that suggested, none too subtly, that Doc should mind his own business.
“It is but a temporary measure, Doctor,” Aiden said. “Until the crafters empower the lifts with magic.” Her words seemed to satisfy Doc, who nodded and then turned towards Gryph, a tight smile on his face.
What is he up to?
Gryph adjusted his position as the elevator lurched and began its descent, bringing Hunter's tight jaw into view. The man's eyes stared invisible beams of rage into the back of Doc's head.
Oh, Doc, Gryph said to himself with an internal chuckle. You play a dangerous game, but I do approve.
The elevator took several long minutes to rumble its way down. The lift lurched, causing Doc to stumble. Gryph grabbed the man's arm, earning a nod of thanks, but the look did nothing to ease Gryph's worry.
“We need to get Doc to a healer, now,” Gryph said, eyeing each Elder in turn.
Hunter turned on Gryph, eyes blazing as if Gryph had violated some unspoken rule by daring to make demands of the gods.
Sensing the mood, Doc raised his hands, stepped between the two ex-spies, and looked up at Gryph. “I'm fine, kid. For the moment, at least. I've got weeks at minimum, and that's if none of this universe's fancy healing magic fixes me up.”
“And Doctor Winkelvoss will receive the best care the Light can offer,” Demetria said. “You have my word on that.”
“And if it doesn't work, I'll go out fighting. Do some of that grinding I always hear the cool kids going on about. Once more into the breach and all that crap. What do I have to lose?”
“You could get eaten alive by foul beasts,” Gryph suggested.
“There are worse ways to go.”
“You haven't seen some of the beasts I've faced. Remind me to tell you the story of the monstrous acidic black ooze someday.”
Doc's nose twisted up like a man who'd smelled something vile. “On second thought, maybe I'll go for one of those harems Leo was talking about.” He looked up at Demetria with a flirty glance.
Hunter took a step towards Doc, anger set to boil over, but Demetria held a hand out and gave Doc an up and down ogle. “It has been some time since I've been with a man of your… maturity.”
Doc blushed a bit and turned away from the regal empyrean goddess. His mouth twisted into a smirk that only Gryph could see. Gryph held back a chuckle, realizing the performance had been part of Doc's continued quest to mess with Hunter.
Was Doc always this feisty, or is this bravery a product of facing his own mortality?
The elevator slowed, then stopped, and the door opened. Hunter motioned for Gryph and Doc to exit first, unwilling to leave his god's backs unguarded. They exited the tower to find a hastily constructed stage bearing five throne-like chairs.
Assembled in front of the stage were a full ten cohorts of the Army of the Light, each soldier standing rock still, the tips of their spears creating a perfect geometrical grid. It was an impressive display of organization and discipline, sure to send the desired message to whoever approached at the head of the dust trail.
Hunter stepped between the Elders and Gryph, ensuring his gods had a clear path to ascend the short stairs first. He waited for the Elders to climb up and take their seats, then motioned for Gryph to do the same.
When Doc tried to follow, Hunter stopped him. Doc scowled, eyes snapping up to Hunter's far-too-pleased-with-himself grin. Hunter motioned towards a pair of armed guards decked out in the new armor and carrying long spears.
“These men will take you to the healers. I do hope they are able to help you. It would be a shame to see your second chance at life end in the same failure as your first.”
Doc glared at the man, prompting Gryph to place a hand on his shoulder.
“It's okay, Doc. I've got this. Get yourself fixed up. I'm going to need you for the long haul.”
Doc continued to glare at Hunter for a few moments before nodding and looking towards Gryph. “Don't get in too much trouble until I get back.”
“Don't worry, my friend, if the Realms has an abundance of anything, it is trouble. I'll be sure to save some for you.”
Doc nodded, chuckled, and then stared at Hunter, giving him the classic two fingers pointing at his eyes, then at Hunter, and then back at himself, motion. “I'm watching you, pal.”
“I am quaking in my boots as they say,” Hunter replied, turning away from Doc and towards the approaching cloud of dust.
Gryph followed his gaze, and a moment later, a resonant voice roared from beyond the gates, its volume somehow enhanced.
“Hold, who approaches the Citadel of the Light?” The thunder of innumerable spear butts smacked the ground in unison, suggesting the soldiers standing before the gate outnumbered those standing before the stage.
I need to learn how to do that, Gryph thought to himself, imagining the tactical advantage such ready communication could provide on the battlefield. He even imagined Lex's excitement as his NPC recommended motivational pre-battle speeches from his favorite movies and TV shows.
But Gryph's amusement faded when a familiar voice answered the question in an equally loud voice.
“This humble servant of the Light welcomes the Elders to the Realms and comes bearing many gifts.”
Ice rushed through Gryph's veins as the massive gates opened. Anger, rage, and doubt battled within him, and he leaned forward in his throne.
It can't be, Gryph thought, and instantly knew he was a fool.
Of course it can, the phantom voice of the Colonel said inside his head. This is precisely the kind of psychological play I would have made in Ramsay's position. The kind you must learn to make if you plan on surviving the battles to come.
Gryph grunted in annoyance, and to his right, Ramsay smiled, crossed his legs, and steepled his fingers.
Sit back and relax, Gryph told himself, easing the rigidness from his body. He closed his eyes and cycled through a quick meditative technique, trying, somewhat successfully, to ignore the muzzle flashes and the surges of pain surging up from his subconscious.
Gryph pushed himself through and past the memories and found calm. He opened his eyes as the gates parted, revealing a lone figure standing before a massive caravan of wagons and pack animals. The thick clouds of dust they'd kicked up were already dissipating, pushed to the East by the ever-present mountain winds that scoured through the pass that sheltered Harlan's Watch. 
From this distance, Gryph could make out none of the man's features even with his improved vision, but he knew the man's stance, recognized the man's bearing.
“Then welcome, Servant of the Light, to New Harlan's Watch,” the booming voice of the Commander answered, and the front-line soldiers parted. “The Elders of the Light await your report.”
The new arrival bowed, walked through the gates and marched towards the stage. As the newcomer drew close, his features came into focus. His face, the color of his hair, even the pallor of his skin were unfamiliar, but the eyes remained the same. The man glanced at Gryph, a slight smile curling his lips before turning his attention to the Elders. He bowed again and then bent the knee.
“It brings joy to my heart and light to my soul to see you once more, oh blessed Elders.”
“Welcome back into the Light, child,” Aiden said. “Please stand. We have someone we wish you to meet.”
“Hello Bryant,” Gryph said, interrupting Aiden's moment.
“Finn,” Bryant said with a bow. “Or should I say, Elder Caldwell?”
If Gryph's interruption irritated the ancient woman, she did not show any sign. She just smiled and bowed her head towards Gryph. “Ah, yes. How did I forget? You know our spymaster.”
Gryph stared at Bryant and said nothing.
“Indeed, Elder, we have … unfortunate history,” Bryant said.
“He means he tried to kill me.”
“What can I say?” Bryant said with a shrug. “The Colonel told me you’d grown suspicious of Control’s true purpose. That you were a traitor. I am glad to see you’ve changed your tune and come to the side of the Light.”
Gryph's jaw tensed as the memory of muzzle flashes and pain of the bullet ripping through him returned. The sickly-sweet smell of the rain clearing the streets of Seoul of detritus filled Gryph's mind, and he saw Bryant's face, younger, more intense, less at ease than it was now.
“And I would have killed you too, but the Colonel claimed that kill for himself. Or so we all thought.” Bryant's tone, though a jab, held an edge of suspicion. “You should consider yourself lucky, Finn. Your father rarely misses. Perhaps the universe knew you had a greater destiny to serve.”
He cannot know my father missed on purpose. Can he?
Despite the acid swirling inside of his gut, Gryph kept his composure. That nobody in the Light knew his father had engineered Finn's survival remained Gryph's most significant advantage against them. If they suspected. If the truth were ever to come out, then Gryph's time with the Light would grow unpleasant.
It was time to go on the offensive.
“The name is Elder Gryph. I buried Finn Caldwell long ago. That, and my fellow Elders’ claim that you are of some small use to us, are the only reasons I do not kill you now. See to it that you give me no reason to change my mind on that account, Bryant.”
Bryant's ire rose. His clenched jaw seemed to vibrate the very air in front of him. Clearly, the man was a nudge away from violence.
“He is one of us, Bryant,” Brenner said, his tone edged with irritation. “See that you treat him with the same respect you grant the rest of us.” Brenner motioned towards his fellow Elders with the back of his hand.
“Of course, Elder Brenner.” Bryant bowed and then raised his head as he turned to Gryph. “I meant no disrespect, Elder Gryph.”
“Your intentions are inconsequential, Bryant,” Gryph said, putting on the air of the aloof god. “We care only for your obedience.”
The man bowed to Gryph and then snapped to rigid attention. His hands peaked before his heart like a man seeking atonement. “I serve the Light in all things.”
“Well, now that we are past that bit of unpleasantness,” Ramsay said. “I suspect you have news for us?”
“Yes, Elder, and I fear not all of it is good.”
“Let us withdraw to a more private locale,” Demetria said. “We are most anxious to hear your report.”
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The Council of the Light gathered in an expansive conference room that would have put a king to shame. Located a few floors below the top of the tower, the room took up nearly the entire level.
A polished wood table dominated the room, curving in the shape of a large arrowhead, its smallest side cut straight and bore five large chairs, each for one of the Elders. The other two sides curved away in gentle arcs meeting in a point at the far end of the room. Floor to ceiling panes of impact-resistant glass gave the Elders a nearly panoramic view towards the East.
Not coincidentally, the same direction Aluran lurks, Gryph realized.
The table's simple, elegant design also forced anyone reporting to the Elders to strain their necks to look upon their gods. A none-so-subtle reminder of who held power. Gryph sat at the arrow's base, staring down the table's length where Bryant and two others sat.
The first, a portly man dressed in flowing robes designed for the heat of the desert, shoved candied dates into his mouth with more vim and vigor than a drowning man gasping for air. Bryant introduced the Gyptian as Erasmus, a talent scout tasked with recruiting the mages, crafters, alchemists, and skilled trainers the Light required to power up their army.
Like Bryant, the man was a player from Earth, and a longtime agent of the Light, who'd snuck into the Realms during Aluran's beta player invasion. He and Bryant had somehow stuck around after the High God had cut off access to the Realms.
Like Eris and Sean, Gryph thought. Just how many players remain in the Realms? And how? It was another mystery Gryph suspected was of great importance but had no time to unravel.
A woman sat next to Erasmus, dressed in colorful, flowing silks that reminded Gryph of a pirate cartoon character Brynn loved as a child. The woman's vibrant violet eyes, pointed ears, and bronzed skin suggested a sea-elf heritage. Unlike Erasmus, Ryvanna was a native of the Realms. Bryant had recruited her after their previous supply expert had been pulled from the Realms, presumably by Aluran's Earthbound agents.
“I'm just a girl who knows how to get things,” Ryvanna said in response to Aiden calling her a smuggler.
“And why should we trust you?” Brenner asked, continuing his habit of unpleasant glaring.
“Because she believes in our mission, Elder,” Bryant answered. “She could have gotten paid a lot more working for Aluran, but…”
“But I don't like bullies,” Ryvanna interrupted. “Aluran seeks to force his worldview upon all the people of the Realms, and I, for one, am not a fan of thugs who prey on people's fears and manipulate their beliefs.”
“Yet the Light is, at its core, a system of beliefs,” Gryph said, earning a surprised look from all the Elders save Ramsay, who just smiled. Gryph ignored their shock and continued. “How are we any different from the High God?”
Ryvanna smirked and looked Gryph dead in the eye, showing no fear and no hesitation. “Because if the Light is right, we are all eternal prisoners in the Realms. Only through resurrecting the Source can we hope to be free.” She stared at Gryph, eyes sparkling with mischief. “I enjoy doing what I want when I want, and I chafe knowing that I am not truly free. You help me keep my freedom, and help my soul find it once this life finishes with me, then I am yours.”
A rush of heat moved through Gryph on noticing the sly smirk Ryvanna sent towards him. Is she flirting with me?
Before Gryph could ponder the question, Ramsay spoke up, pulling the conversation back to the matter at hand. “Both Erasmus and Bryant speak highly of you. They trust you. So shall we. Keep faith with us, and you will always have a place among the Light.”
Ryvanna nodded and cast a last glance at Gryph. Ramsay pretended not to notice as he turned to Bryant.
“Now that we have dispensed with the introductions, tell us, Bryant, what is this bad news you have for us?”
Bryant swallowed hard and then stood. He pulled a hand-sized metal disc from his pack and placed it on the table. He pressed a central ruby. Whorls of energy flared about the disc's intricately carved lines, and light exploded upwards from the gem.
Gryph resisted the urge to move back as the beam expanded to reveal a three-dimensional topographical map made of light. New Harlan's Watch sat at the center of the map, nestled in the narrow mountain pass that connected the vast plains of the Eldarian Dominion to the East and the fierce heat and endless sand of the Gypt desert in the West.
To the Northeast, across a thousand miles of fertile farmlands lay the ancient city of Avernia, onetime stronghold of the Old Gods and now the seat of Aluran's power. To the South lay the Myrric mountains, home of the Southern dwarven clans who'd once controlled the strategic Long Pass, before retreating to their holdfasts as Aluran's power expanded.
Beyond the Long Pass, the Shifting Sands, a knife-like continuation of the Gypt desert, provided a harsh barrier that had long protected the plains, forest, and mountain valleys beyond, from the political machinations of the more populous lands.
The mountain range that dominated the center of that distant land drew Gryph's eyes. He sighed in relief that the map showed no hint of the ancient cities that lay hidden there. It appeared the Light was unaware of the hidden valley that sheltered Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor.
My people are safe from the Light. At least for now.
“Where is the High God? Show me the betrayer.” Ramsay said.
With a flick of his wrist, Bryant pushed in on the map, bringing the mountain city of Avernia into sharp focus. The city, and its harbor, were well protected by high cliffs and protective battlements.
Gryph's muscles tightened at the prospect of laying siege to such a fortress. Even if confronted with the considerable power the Light had brought into the Realms, the fortress remained nigh impenetrable.
It cannot be the Light's intention to lay siege to Avernia, Gryph thought. It would be suicide. There is something else going on here.
“My sources say Aluran summoned his southern forces to Cragsholme two weeks ago, under the command of Kharmaxum, the Pantheon's God of War.”
Bryant twisted his hand, and the focus pushed southwards to a massive fortress guarding the entrance to the mountain road that led up to Avernia. There was no wonder Avernia had never been sacked. It would take more troops than the Light had at their disposal to take Cragsholme.
“He is marshaling his forces,” Demetria said. “The High God is going to war.”
“Where is he sending them?” Aiden asked.
“What little intelligence I have gathered suggests southeast. He means to traverse the Long Pass.”
“To what end?” Ramsay asked, refocusing the holographic map to the Long Pass. “Aluran's armies haven't ventured so far since he re-conquered the Eldarian Dominion. He long ago deemed the lands beyond the Long Pass unimportant to his endgame.”
“Something has changed, then,” Brenner said. “Bryant, send a scouting party to shadow Aluran’s forces. See if you can discover what draws Aluran's interest enough to mobilize half his army.”
He's going to Dar Thoriim, Gryph realized. He knows where it is and believes I am there.
“Do you have any thoughts, Gryph? You have fought him more recently than any of us. We would appreciate any insight.”
Gryph eyed Ramsay, suspicious that the man knew more than he was letting on. Doc's warning came back to him.
They pulled you from the Realms over a year ago and kept you in some kinda limbo. They were looking for something. I do not know what, but I am sure they did not find it. Do not trust them!
What if Doc is wrong? What if the Light knows about Dar Thoriim?
Gryph sighed and brought a hand to his chin, considering the question. “If I know one thing, it is this. Aluran does nothing without purpose. If he is willing to risk so much of his power so far from Avernia, then it is surely something the Light must oppose. But, remember, the High God will layer shadows over his true purpose, and his first move is usually a feint designed to force his opponents into showing their hand. Never underestimate him.”
Ramsay nodded and looked at each of the Elders. One by one, they nodded in agreement. “Then it is settled. Whatever Aluran is after, we must do all in our power to see he fails. But we must gird ourselves for a hard battle. He is the most capable enemy the Light has ever faced, and lest we forget, he knows us as well as we know ourselves.”
“Then he knows to fear us,” Brenner said. “We remain strong. We remain vigilant. We keep our faith.”
Demetria banged the table with a fist of agreement, while Aiden nodded. Even Ramsay seemed caught up in the moment's power.
They are all true believers. No attempts at reason will turn them from their path.
“You seem worried, Elder Gryph,” Hunter said, stepping from the shadows behind the line of Elders.
Gryph held back a flinch, unaware until that moment that Hunter had been lurking. Gryph did his best to compose himself before turning to Hunter with a tight smile.
“I am a realist, Hunter. So yes, I am worried. Let us hope that if you ever come face to face with the High God, you live long enough to understand this truth as I do.”
Ramsay chuckled and gave Hunter a look that said 'behave.' With a slight bow, Hunter retreated into the shadows, and Gryph returned his attention to Bryant and the map.
“When will Aluran's army be ready to march?” Aiden asked Bryant.
“They left Cragsholme three days ago,” the spymaster answered. “At their current speed, they should be within striking distance of Harlan's Pass within the week.”
“Is there any indication they know we are here?” Demetria asked.
“No, Elder. Although your arrival came with quite the light show, the mountains are tall, and my people have patrolled both ends of the pass for weeks. Nobody outside this small valley knows we are here.”
“Then we still have the advantage,” Gryph said. “We wait until he passes and then hit him from behind.”
“A solid strategy,” Ramsay said with a nod. “One that gives us ample time to train our war mages, healers, and crafters.” He turned to Erasmus. “See that their training begins immediately.”
“Yes, Your Eminence,” Erasmus said, stumbling to his feet. He bowed deeply to the Elders and shuffled towards the newly installed port circle.
Gryph had struggled to hide his surprise when the Elders had revealed the magical transportation device. That the Light had access to the ancient Nimmerian technology surprised and troubled him.
And it dredged up another question. How had the Light built such a perfect copy of Harlan's Tower? It would have been easy for Bryant or Erasmus to infiltrate the town and make detailed measurements. But getting inside the real Harlan's Tower was another matter altogether.
Gryph and his team had managed the feat because of Vonn's service to the Lords of Order, and Gryph doubted that was a relationship the Light had replicated, even with Ramsay's possession of the Godhead of Order.
What other powers do they have at their disposal? What other secrets are they hiding? Before Gryph could spend more mental effort worrying, Ramsay spoke again.
“It is time we adjourned.” Ramsay stood and pushed his chair back. “There is much to do.” The others followed suit. “Gryph, would you please escort Mistress Ryvanna to Leo. I suspect her supplies will thrill him, and since you seem to have grown taller, he might need to make adjustments to your armor.”
It was clear that the Elders wished to converse without Gryph, but since there was no reasonable way for him to refuse, Gryph just bowed slightly and smiled.
“Of course, Elder,” Gryph said with a slight nod. He walked to Ryvanna and held his hand out. “After you, Mistress.”
Ryvanna scowled a bit at the honorific but bowed low to the other Elders and walked to the port circle. Gryph joined her, and a moment later, they stood in a matching port circle in the tower's massive lobby. Dozens of people zipped back and forth, absorbed in tasks too myriad to count.
Despite this, each of them slowed on seeing Gryph. They stepped aside and lowered their eyes to the floor, a sign of respect for their new god. At least the rank-and-file members of the Light saw Gryph as an Elder, even if his fellow gods still had their reservations.
That reverence, that faith, both impressed and disturbed him. These people would fight to the death for their gods. Such blind devotion disturbed the deepest parts of Gryph's soul.
“You don't seem like you're enjoying your divinity, Your Eminence,” Ryvanna said with definite snark.
“Don't call me that,” Gryph said with a scowl and then chuckled bitterly as Ryvanna laughed. Realizing she had played him, he grunted. “You didn't seem overly impressed while basking in the glow of so many gods.”
“Gods come, and gods go. My father fought with Aluran's Pantheon against those over-bloated fools who called themselves the New Gods. Hint, they weren't gods, just a group of powerful sorcerers and warriors who liked to lord it over the rest of us. Now there's the Light and even some chatter that one of the Old Gods has been reborn. So, gods, gods everywhere. After a while, it takes more to impress a girl than a little divinity.”
A chill ran through Gryph. An Old God reborn? Was this regarding him, or was there yet another player in this great game? One who'd yet to reveal themselves. Gryph clamped down on his surprise, determined to get more information from Ryvanna.
“If you're not the devout type, why do you serve the Light?”
“Because I believe in their message. I'll leave the slavish devotion to their creed to others.”
A few of those passing by glared at Ryvanna's casual blasphemy, but none of them said a word.
“And you're not afraid some overzealous believer will take offense?”
“Nah. I enjoy living on the edge, and as my Pappy always said, “Biscuit, always ensure your usefulness outshines your trouble.”
“Pappy? Biscuit?”
“What, you don't like my drawl?”
“It's not that, it just sounds surprisingly…”
“Texan?”
“Indeed,” Gryph said, eyes widening. “You're from Earth?”
“Nope, born and bred Bright Isles elf. Well, half-elf, maybe. It's a bit confusing.”
“Care to make it a tad less so?”
“Maybe, if you give me something in return.”
“Such as?”
“Dinner, just you and me, and the most expensive bottle of wine in the requisitions. They reserve the good stuff for the gods.”
“So, you're using my divinity to get your hands on some wine?”
“You haven't tasted this wine.”
Gryph chuckled. Despite the likelihood that Ryvanna was a plant sent to check on his loyalty, he found he was enjoying her company. 
“Deal. Your turn.”
“Well, Pappy was an ex-Marine from Lubbock, who'd spent most of his life ‘unlucky in love' as the old country song says.”
“Your dad sang country songs?”
“Sang is a might bit generous, but you're interrupting.”
“Sorry, Ma'am,” Gryph said and doffed an imaginary cowboy hat.
“Stop that, or I won't tell you my tale.”
Gryph nodded, and Ryvanna continued her story.
Pappy had lived a long life back on Earth and had been the victim of one bad string of luck after another, both in life and in love. But at the ripe old age of 81, Sacrosanct Integrative Networks recruited him to raise awareness for The Realms beta test.
“The marketing dudes loved the idea of a grizzled old marine at the end of his life rushing headlong into the digital breach. And Pappy found the prospect of a new body, one that wasn't riddled with gout, too tempting. As you can expect, it generated a ton of buzz and helped Alistair Bechard recruit other vets to join the beta. But Pappy refused to kill civilians for Aluran, so he left to forge his own path.”
“A wise and moral decision.”
“One that left Pappy with scars. His commanding officer named him a traitor and tried to have him executed for heresy. Pappy told him there was only one God, and he didn't wear shiny gold plate mail. Then he killed the officer and half his guard before escaping.”
“He sounds like an honorable man.”
“He's a pigheaded fool, but I'd like to think so. After that, Pappy traveled west, as far from the war as he could, romancing a slew of ladies, but never staying in one place for long. He told me he planned to travel, drink, and romance until the end of his days.”
“And how did that plan work out for him?”
“Great. Until his ship got caught in a storm off the coast of the Bright Isles and smashed into the rocks near my home. My mother found him on the beach and nursed him back to health, and Pappy got his fairy tale ending.”
“And then you came along. It's like a cheesy movie.”
“That's what Pappy said, but I still can't quite wrap my head around the idea of moving pictures on a screen.”
“Maybe I'll show you someday.”
“I'd like that,” Ryvanna said. She smiled up at Gryph. “I think Pappy would like you.”
“Wait, he's still around? Still in the Realms? But Aluran kicked all the betas out.”
“A conundrum, that. We do not understand how he stayed, but we are glad he did. Pappy assumed it was some kinda glitch, but Mom felt the hand of the Source fiddling with fate.” A sad look crossed Ryvanna's face, and she looked down. “I haven't had the heart to tell her the Source is dead.”
“That's the real reason you're here.”
She looked up in surprise and then nodded, a small smile crossing her lips. “Foolish, I know, but if I can help resurrect the Source, then I can stop lying to her.”
“I get it.”
Ryvanna smiled again and placed a hand on Gryph's forearm. An electric tension flowed between them, and she looked down. “They'd like you, my parents. Well, my Mom would. Pappy is another matter. He'd just assume you were trying to get in my britches.”
A flush of heat pushed across Gryph's face.
“I'm kidding. He'd encourage it. Always told me to 'sew my wild oats' even though I think he's confused about what that really means.”
She smiled up at him, squeezed his arm, and then bounced away on light feet, the motion drawing Gryph's gaze to the appealing fullness of her backside.
A rush of guilt flared inside of Gryph as his thoughts rushed to Sillendriel and the deep connection they shared. A part of him felt foolish, as neither he nor the onetime elf woman who'd been reborn as an empyrean dryad, had ever defined their relationship, had made no promises to each other. So, there was no reason to feel guilty.
Then why do I?
Ryvanna noticed Gryph remained behind and turned with a pout. “You coming?”
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Gryph rushed after Ryvanna, mindful of how the act might damage his air of authority. He was sure the gods were not meant to hurry, and the odd looks of several members of the Light confirmed that fact.
Screw 'em, Lex's voice said in his head. Be you, man, and maybe, just maybe you’ll confuse them. Keep them off guard and such.
His imaginary NPC's foolish comment held merit, but Gryph still slowed his pace and let his longer stride take over. By the time Ryvanna passed through the wide doors, Gryph was at her side, his pace even and steady, his bearing almost regal. He looked at Ryvanna and smiled.
“You know, I think Leo is going to take quite the shine to you.”
Ryvanna opened her mouth but worry held her tongue on seeing Gryph's grin.
Gryph led them through the maze of roads and small alleys until a familiar building came into view. Two guards carrying long spears and wearing Mark IX body armor stood taller and straighter as Gryph walked past and into the chaos of Leo's lab.
The space overflowed with the crafters, imbuers, and alchemists Erasmus had recruited. Most stood around awaiting orders, but several others argued amongst themselves and with the techs and scientists the Light had brought with them from Earth. Each of them jockeying for position and precedence.
Chuck’s lanky frame towered over the masses, attempting to wrangle the various factions into some semblance of order. The scene reminded Gryph of an overworked preschool teacher trying to herd a gaggle of children. Gryph suspected Chuck's edgy New England personality had less chance of calming things down than gasoline had of putting out a fire.
“Hey Chuck, where's Leo?” Gryph yelled above the din.
Without looking in their direction, Chuck pointed towards another mass of humanity further inside the lab. Gryph strained his neck looking for Leo, but the little fella was impossible to see in the crowded room. He was, however, very easy to hear.
“What the hell kinda organizational structure have you got goin' on here, Erasmus? I told you I wanted to do this neat and organized. This here wicked clustah is worse than the parking lot at Gillette after the Pat's game lets loose. Know what I'm sayin'?”
“Surely, I don't,” the effete talent scout said, having taken to Gyptian culture so thoroughly that he'd lost most of his Earth-born mannerisms. “You do not understand how difficult it is to wrangle several dozen Gyptian crafters to order.”
“That's cuz the bastards think they're the Light's gift to the Realms.”
“They are, all of them, at the top of their profession, I assure you. Wizards of engineering and construction.”
“Well, then get them to build showers, cuz someone around here is stinking like the bathroom at Fenway.” Leo sniffed about in exaggerated ire before sniffing his armpit and mock gagging. “Great, it's me.”
“If I promise to wrangle them as you say, will you agree to cease making inane Boston sport's references?”
Leo paused, eyeballing the taller, thicker man as he considered. Then he whipped his hand out and shook Erasmus' aggressively. “Deal. You get your people in order, and you'll hear no more mention of Title Town from these lips.” Erasmus grimaced as if offended Leo had touched him. Leo didn't seem to notice, or more likely did not care, but he scowled down on Erasmus' hand. “Dude, you gotta work on your handshake. This one's all floppy and off-putting. You get what I'm sayin', don't ya?”
“I'm sure I don't,” Erasmus began, pulling his hand back like a man who'd touched something unpleasant.
“Yeah, yeah, whatevs,” Leo retorted, looking up to find Gryph grinning at him.
“Hey, pal … I'm sorry, Elder Gryph,” Leo said, pushing Erasmus out of the way and trotting towards Gryph and Ryvanna. “Good to see you.” He held his hand out, and Gryph shook it firmly. He smiled at Gryph's firm grip. “See, this is what I'm talkin' about, Erasmus,” Leo said over his shoulder. “This guy here knows how to shake hands.”
“Leo,” Gryph said with gentle insistence, attempting to focus the conversation. “Looks like you came through with all your bits intact. How does it feel to be back in the Realms?”
“Well, I miss my old buff Ordonian body, I'll tell ya that. Gonna have some splainin' to do to my ladies once I get back to them, cuz this ain't as impressive as what they remember.”
“We all have our crosses,” Gryph said, wondering why Leo hadn’t been offered the option to choose his old character on re-entering the Realms as Gryph had. My Godhead, perhaps?
“Says the hunk o' man meat here. Forgive me if I don't feel your pain.” Leo slapped Gryph on the shoulder, had a moment of panic on realizing he'd hit a god, and then shrugged on seeing Gryph's smile grow. “But enough about us, who is this radiant goddess you've brought before me. Have the Elders added another member?”
“Aren't you the charmer,” Ryvanna said with a grin and extended her hand as Gryph made introductions, and Leo's eyes grew wide on realizing Ryvanna was his new supplier.
“You got beauty, and you've brought me swag. I think I'm in love.” He turned his neck and yelled over his shoulder. “Yo, Chuck, next time you see my ma, tell her I've found the one.”
“Will do,” Chuck yelled from somewhere.
“Anywho, I'm just joshin' ya. I can see you two got some sparks goin' on here, and I'd never step on another bro's shoes.”
“Leo,” Gryph said, his harsh tone filled with a none too subtle warning.
“Right,” Leo said, his shoulders slumping a bit. “So, if you don't mind, Ryvanna, I think I'll take care of Elder Gryph first, then you can show me all your goodies.”
Ryvanna chuckled, and Leo blanched, realizing how his choice of words sounded. He cast an abashed glance at Gryph and then cocked his head. “Wait, did you get taller?”
“A bit,” Gryph admitted with a shrug. “Is that a problem?”
“For your armor and equipment, no. For my self-esteem and overall happiness, absolutely.” Leo gave Gryph another up and down assessment and then waved for him to follow. “It's a good thing for you the Mark X is made of nano-polymer fiber and will alter its measurements automatically. I designed it that way after realizing these spec-ops boys were likely to bulk up once they got all them Attribute Points to dump into Strength. Wouldn't do to have a bunch of bloated up goons walking around like they're wearing too tight Fabio shirts.”
“I’m not opposed to that,” Ryvanna said, earning an irritated glance from Leo.
“You remind me of my ladies. They used to utter those kinda sweet nuthins’ to me all the time.” He took a deep breath and shook his arms out. “But I’m done dwelling on them bygones. I got important things to do and no time to wallow in misery over my lost pectorals.”
Leo turned to Gryph.
“So, time to strip down big fella.”
“Excuse me?” Gryph said, taking a single step back.
“If you want me to upgrade that armor with your existing stuff, I kinda need the armor and your cool stuff. It’s basic logic, ya know.” Leo held out a hand. “So, strip down and hand it over, chop, chop. Don’t worry, I got a temporary back-up you can wear while I tailor your stuff up good. Wouldn’t do to have you walkin’ about in the buff all hot n’ beefy.”
“Again, I’m not opposed,” Ryvanna said.
“Can ya keep it in your pants lady? At least until I’m not around. You make me feel bad about myself. And give the big fella some privacy. Not every dude likes being ogled like a prize steer.”
Ryvanna shrugged and turned around, letting Gryph remove his armor and pull on the temporary replacement. Then he reached into his Soul Bound Satchel, and drew out the Magebane Aegis, the Breastplate of the Moon, his Bracers of the Return, the Cowl of Elvenkind, and his Boots and Belt of Deftness and placed them on a long workbench.
Leo whistled in appreciation and used Identify on each item. When he finished, he grinned up at Gryph. “Dude, this stuff is sweet.”
“Can you make it work?”
“Oh, yeah. The bracers are easy since all the magic is in the strips of yellow elementum. I'll remove them and thread them into the Mark X's bracers. The cowl presents more of a problem, but I should be able to meld it atop the helmet without makin' ya look too dorky.”
He moved on to the boots and the belt.
“Lemme guess, you've had these for a while?”
“Indeed, they're among the first loot I found in the Realms.”
“Thought so. The bad news is, I can't make these work. The good news is, I have improvements that'll make it easy to toss these out like last season's style.”
Leo moved on to the Breastplate of the Moon, caressing it like it was the body of one of his ladies, before flushing a bit and clearing his throat.
“Thanks to your heads up, I've got slots on the Mark X's chest plate ready to accept the top layer of the breastplate. I've got a Master Armorsmith standing by to remove the bands of green elementum, and white mithril, which he'll layer atop the Mark X. It might lower the Stealth capabilities a bit, ya know, with it being all sparkly and pretty, but that seems a small price to pay for the bitchin' powers of this baby.”
“Agreed,” Gryph said with a nod.
“Good, good. Last but hardly least. These sweet long undies will take some work, but Erasmus proved he isn't just an annoying git by hiring us a Master Mystic Weaver. Coupled with my genius foresight for bringing extra mimetic artificial spider silk and sprayable meta-materials to this wondrous universe, he should be able to upgrade the Magebane Aegis with all the benies of both.”
“How long will it take?”
“A few hours. That work?”
“Perfect,” Gryph said. “We have about a week before I’ll see any action.”
As if waiting for those very words, an explosion rang out from the far side of the lab. Screams of surprise and alarm rose as a cloud of crimson smoke wafted across the room.
Gryph, Ryvanna, and Leo rushed to the chaos to find Chuck already helping a dazed alchemist to his feet. Beakers, alembics, and various other alchemical equipment lay scattered about, and a small fire burned brightly atop one worktable.
“What the hell did you do?” Leo demanded of the frazzled alchemist.
“I... I don't understand. I just turned my head for a minute, and it…”
“Well, maybe you should pay more attention,” Leo roared.
“You don't get it. There was nothing in there that could have exploded. I don't know what happened.”
The flames rose, and Gryph extended his hand, about to cast Water Blast, when he remembered that some chemical reactions responded negatively to water. Instead, he cast a modified Halo of Air that created a vacuum about the fire and watched as it sputtered and died.
“Thanks for that,” Leo said. “A fire in here would be no bueno. Chuck, let's make sure we have better fire suppression protocols in here before Mixy McSplodes here blows more crap up.”
“But it wasn't me,” the alchemist complained.
Gryph's Halo of Air sputtered and disappeared, releasing a cloud of acrid, sulphur smoke that caused a surge of deja vu to flare through Gryph, one that filled him with unease.
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Gryph left Ryvanna with Leo, who promised to be a perfect gentleman despite Chuck's mocking snicker. With the chaos of Leo's lab behind him, Gryph wanted nothing more than to wander the streets of New Harlan's Watch without purpose or destination.
The appeal of parking his butt on a bench shaded by the branches of an old tree and shutting out the world tugged at him. But he suspected the utilitarian city planners of this faux version of Harlan's Watch had not included such niceties as green spaces.
And he had to check up on a friend.
He stopped a passing soldier who gave him directions to the medical center. A few minutes later, Gryph entered the quiet building. Inside, healers tended to a half dozen soldiers, healing injuries earned during the mock combat drills the Army of the Light had engaged in since arriving in the Realms.
Gryph didn't see Doc anywhere.
Does that bode well or ill?
“Can I help you?” a thin elven woman with greying temples asked, walking up to Gryph.
“I'm looking for someone. An older gentleman, a bit feisty and stubborn as a mule.”
“An apt description of Doctor Winkelvoss.”
“I hope he didn't cause you too much trouble?” Gryph's tone hung, giving the woman a chance to tell him her name.
“Mistress Kirella, Master Healer.” Gryph took her hand in greeting. “And no, on the contrary, he was quite the gentleman. We had a lengthy discussion on the different approaches to medicine here and on Earth. Quite fascinating, and so very different from our methods in the Realms.”
A heavy silence fell as worry dug into Gryph's gut.
“How is he?”
Mistress Kinella's face hung, but she looked up at Gryph, her eyes warm yet intense. “I think you should talk to him. It is not my place to discuss a patient's condition without his consent, even to you, Elder. I am sorry.”
“That does not fill me with confidence, Mistress.”
“I am sorry.” She laid her small hand on his forearm and smiled. “Go. Talk with your friend.”
Gryph nodded, both frustrated and pleased the Realms had a version of Hippa laws.
“Do you know where he is?”
“At the Academy, the Light's magic training facility, learning how we heal people in the Realms.”
“Hoping to heal himself?” Gryph asked.
“Looking to give back.”
Without another word, Mistress Kirella turned and walked to a wounded soldier, his right arm bloody. Gryph watched her examine the man, suspecting she'd be a very busy woman over the next weeks and months as war ravaged the Realms.
Just how many innocents will suffer when the gods do battle? And what can I do to protect them?
As Gryph made his way to the Academy, another thought dominated him. What do I do if the Light's crusade turns to darkness? Ally myself with Aluran? Fight them both? The old saying stuck between a rock and a hard place seemed insufficient to describe Gryph's likely future.
But there was nothing he could do except watch and listen and plan.
And give Hunter's goons shadowing me nothing to become suspicious about.
Gryph didn't turn or give any acknowledgment to the three-person team following him. They knew their trade, but the Colonel had trained Gryph, and though Quinn Caldwell had been a crap father, he'd been an exemplary spy.
What I wouldn't give for one of Eris' Hawkeye Drones.
The flying eyeball drones had provided the wily Eris with a panoramic view of her surroundings, empowering both her stealth and her skill with the magnetically powered rifle, a weapon unique on all of Korynn.
As he rounded a corner, Gryph cast a small glance to the southeast. Beyond the mountains and the deserts and the plains, his people sheltered in the nigh impenetrable mountain city of Dar Thoriim. How did they fare? What progress had they made in the last year? Was Brynn with them?
He pushed down his worry and locked it away. He needed all of his focus on the here and now. There was work to do and a friend to comfort.
Gryph nodded to the pair of grim-faced guards as he entered the Academy. Because of the explosive nature of offensive magic, the Light had built most of their magical training facility outdoors.
Flashes of light accompanied raucous booms as balls of fire, jagged bolts of lightning, and spikes of ice and stone flew from extended hands towards targets near and far. The damage unleashed was at least the equal of any modern Earth-based small arms Gryph had ever encountered.
Who would win in a war between modern armaments and magic? Gryph wondered.
“Impressive, is it not, Elder?” a deep rumble of a voice asked. Gryph turned from the line of spell casting war mages to find a grizzled master sergeant, his face tanned and lined with wrinkles, standing with arms behind his rigid back.
“Very,” Gryph responded, finding comfort in the man's military bearing. “But also terrifying.”
“Spoken like a man who has seen the horrors of war,” the sergeant said with a nod. “We are blessed that nearly every soldier here knows both the glory and the horrors of combat. I assure you, the Army of the Light is the best trained, most disciplined force either of these worlds has ever seen. We are here to save all the people of the Realms, not to pillage, enslave, or destroy.”
“I hope you are correct, Master Sergeant.”
Before the sergeant could respond, a woman to his left roared as three balls of fire erupted from her outstretched palm and spun through the air like heat-seeking missiles before slamming into a trio of off-set targets.
A wide grin crossed Gryph's face, and he nodded in appreciation at the sergeant. Without missing a beat, the Sergeant called the woman, a Corporal Jones, over. She marched to their side, her eyes going wide on seeing Gryph. Her surprise faded quickly, replaced by a firm salute.
“That is some impressive spell work, Corporal,” Gryph said. “I have never seen a mage split a single fireball as you did. Were you trained in the technique?”
“Thank you, Elder. And no. I've been experimenting with my Mana since we arrived, tracking its flow through my body, trying to understand what it is and what it wants.”
“You talk of Mana as if it were alive,”
“I believe it is, Elder. Perhaps not as we understand it, but I am convinced that Mana is more than power. It has wants, feelings, needs even.”
“Fascinating.”
“If you are interested, I would be honored to show you what I have learned.” The sergeant's jaw tightened, perhaps feeling that the corporal's tone approached too close to the familiar. Her face blanched, and she looked down. “Begging your pardon, Elder.”
“I may take you up on that Corporal, but I have not come to the Academy by chance.” Gryph returned his attention to the Sergeant. “Could you direct me to the healers?”
“Of course, Elder. This way.”
The corporal saluted and returned to her training as the sergeant led Gryph towards a formidable set of double doors set into thick concrete walls. They passed through, and the booming sounds of war magic lessened to dull thumps and then disappeared altogether as they passed through a second set of doors and into a silent classroom.
The soundproofing was impressive and likely necessary for those learning the exacting discipline of Life Magic. Dozens of men and women stood at tall lab tables listening to a squat, middle-aged teacher droning on about the philosophical mindset necessary for all healers.
Within seconds, the drone of the man's voice made Gryph sleepy, and he stifled a yawn.
The many slumped postures and chins leaning on fists made it evident that Gryph was not alone in this assessment. Several of the students spotted Gryph and the Sergeant and straightened, their posture returning to proper military precision.
On the far side of the classroom, Doc stood furiously scribbling notes. A small smile crossed Gryph's lips on seeing the man's dedication under such trying circumstances. Then understanding came to him and filled him with a flush of worry.
He is making the most of the time he has left.
So as not to interrupt the lecture, the Sergeant saluted and exited. Not long after, the teacher dismissed his students. It took mere seconds for the students to pack their belongings and leave. Gryph hadn't seen such a quick exodus since his college days in Professor Wallace's droning lectures on the socio-economic causes of the English Civil War.
Doc stayed behind to ask questions, and Gryph chuckled as the teacher tried to tame Doc's enthusiasm with the mention of office hours. But the onetime surgeon would have none of it.
“Master Geoffrey, please, I have little time left, and I need to make the most of it.”
Master Geoffrey's mouth opened and closed as he struggled with what to say, clutching his bag to his chest like it was a shield that would ward off Doc's intensity. Then his eyes widened when he saw Gryph. With nothing but an alarmed squeak, the small man turned and ran from the classroom.
“Wait, I have questions!” Doc yelled after the fleeing Master. “Dammit.” Doc turned to find Gryph staring at him. “Well, that explains his scampering.”
“Pretty sure that was all you, Doc,” Gryph said, his voice and his smile strained.
Doc closed his eyes with a deep sigh before opening them and looking at Gryph. “I'm guessing you heard all that.”
“I did.” Gryph stepped forward and placed a hand on Doc's shoulder. “I…” Gryph squeezed the man's arm, desperate to find some comforting words, but none came.
“Don't fret, kid. There aren't words for this. I'm dying, and there's nothing anyone in two worlds can do about it. But you can do me one favor.”
“Anything.”
“Stop looking at me like I'm already dead. I've got a few weeks at least, and I'm going to do my best to make them count, to make a difference before I go. So, can you stop looking at me like I'm some frail old man you need to coddle?”
“Of course,” Gryph said, and a small, pained smile crossed his face. “Well, now I understand why you badgered that poor Master.”
Doc rolled his eyes. “He's a genius but slow on the delivery. Bueller, Bueller.”
Gryph chuckled. “Maybe you're going about it the wrong way. Why don't you learn Thought Magic and steal the knowledge from his brain?”
“Is that a thing?” Doc asked with more excitement than was proper.
“Maybe, but I think polite society frowns on the practice.”
“Nobody who knows me has ever defamed me by calling me polite,” Doc countered with a bark of laughter, but then his face went pale, and he stumbled.
Gryph caught him, but exhaustion had taken its toll on the man, and intense worry painted Gryph's face.
“I'm not dying just yet. Just tired.”
“Let me walk you back to the apartment. We'll get some food into you.”
“I'm good, but you're not. I see the worry eating at you. But you need to learn to breathe, to sit back and let the world just be. I know I'm new to the Realms, but I suspect it's a lot like Earth in at least one way.”
“What's that?”
“It doesn't give a damn what any of us want. Not even you, with that 'mote of creation’ you've got crammed in your head. That's a lesson you need to learn. Even when we try our damndest to change the world, sometimes the world remains a stubborn asshole.”
“But it doesn't mean we don't try. Otherwise, why are we here?”
“Fair enough,” Doc said. “But sometimes we can best serve others by taking care of ourselves.”
“I'm fine, Doc.”
“No, you're not. You're all bound up, tight, and angsty. You need to let some of those emotions out. Go play with the war mages and blow some shit up, before all that shit you hold in blows you up.”
Doc patted Gryph on the arm and left by the same doorway the teacher had fled. Was he really going back to their place, or had he ditched Gryph so he could further harass the Master? Either way, it didn't matter. Doc needed some alone time.
And Gryph felt the sudden desire to blow some shit up.
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On the way back to the apartment, Gryph stopped by Leo’s workshop and grabbed his armor. The small Bostonian laughed on seeing Gryph’s ragged state.
Gryph ignored the mocking, thanked Leo for the armor and walked back to the apartment building. He was as weary and sore as he could ever remember being. The master war mage trainers were serious people, as Gryph had quickly learned after ordering them to treat him as harshly as any other recruit.
The resultant pain brought ample rewards.
Because of their aggressive training, Gryph now possessed the Air Magic spells Air Blast and Lightning Bolt. He also learned Fire Magic adding the spells Flame Blade, Flame Bolt, Flames, and Flame Shield to his repertoire. The Fire Magic master had even hinted that he might want to spend some Attribute Points upping his Wisdom, citing it as the one reliable defense against Fire Magic psychosis.
Gryph thought back on Lex's mad grin brought on by aggressive use of Flames and set a mental reminder to encourage his NPC to spend the points required to prevent such madness. He couldn't help but laugh at the mental image of the mad-eyed Ordonian and immediately regretted it as a spike of pain surged through his head.
His skull felt like it would explode. The intense training he'd undergone had included repeatedly bottoming out his Mana pool, a tactic designed to improve his control over the magical power. But damn, did it hurt.
Pain is temporary, the phantom voice of the Colonel said in his head. While the knowledge, the discipline, and the strength that pain breeds are permanent.
Knowing his father's ghost spoke true did little to ease his irritation and nothing to soothe the throbbing headache. This war would throw unimaginable challenges at him, and he would need every bit of power he could muster if he were to survive, if his people were to survive, if the Realms themselves were to survive.
“Pain is temporary,” Gryph whispered, listening at Doc's door until the steady up and down rumble of the older man's snoring eased the weight burdening his soul.
He stripped off his clothes, washed as well as he was able without a shower, and sat cross-legged on the floor of his room.
He closed his eyes and began the breathing techniques required to enter his Soul Reverie. It took on a much more sinister connotation now that Gryph knew the endless cycle of birth, death, and rebirth that his soul, that all souls in the Realms, experienced was, in truth, a prison.
A prison brought on by the murder of the Source.
The Light had dedicated themselves to ending this imprisonment by resurrecting the Source, no matter the cost.
All these thoughts swirled through Gryph's head, making it hard to concentrate, hard to relax. The Soul Reverie was resisting him.
Or is it gone?
Worry flared through him as he thought back to the melding of Gryph and Finn Caldwell. Had that merging of elf and human robbed him of the reverie? Or was its absence a result of an error brought on by the melding itself?
His heart pounded in his chest, and a cold sweat chilled the length of his spine. He could no longer imagine life without the reverie, for it contained the secrets of who he had been, who he was, and what he might become.
In its embrace, he'd found solace, wisdom, and answers. He felt lessened without it.
With a deep breath, he let all his fears and worries flow over him like a wave on the shore. He could not fight against them, but he could let them wash over him. As with many things in life, resistance lessened when one ceded the need for control.
The sounds and smells grew distant as the Soul Reverie embraced him,
and he opened his eyes to find himself afloat on an endless sea of thick silver. Spheres rose in the reflective surface, expanding like soap bubbles. Images of places, people, and events flowed across them, touching the edge of Gryph's awareness before popping and disappearing like an ill-remembered dream.
These were his past lives, and floating among them, he found the calm he sought.
This tranquility lasted all of ten seconds before a prompt burst into his vision unbidden. 
 
	YOU HAVE BEEN GRANTED ACCESS TO



	The Perk Point Marketplace
A Friend has paid the 1 Perk Point cost of entry.




Gryph's eyes snapped open to see the easy up and down swells of his Soul Reverie fade. Though he did not feel his body move, he was suddenly elsewhere, standing in a modest shop. It would have been at home in any medieval town, except that it had neither walls nor ceiling and its floor was nothing more than a raft floating on an endless sea of goopy gray liquid.
“Welcome to the Perk Point Marketplace,” came the oddly calm and ordinary voice of the Merchant.
Though designed to put his customers at ease, the Merchant's voice was a poor panacea for the man's appearance, for there was nothing calming about this shop's proprietor.
The Merchant stood nine feet tall and bore the rail-thin body of a man on the brink of death by starvation. He was hairless and unknowable things seemed to crawl beneath the surface of his semi-translucent skin.
Though the Merchant possessed no eyes, he could still perceive. Where his eyes should have been, taut skin stretched across empty sockets. Below, where most bipedal humanoids habitually kept their noses, the Merchant possessed nothing but a smooth continuation of parchment-like skin.
The Merchant cocked his head, and a chittering sound emerged from deep within. The tall creature's mouth opened in a poor approximation of a smile. That visage alone could have launched a horror movie franchise back on Earth. Dual rows of needle-sharp teeth rotated about the creature's jaw, paying heed to no logic Gryph could understand.
Despite all of this, Gryph did not feel fear. He felt rage.
“Why am I here?” 
Gryph took several steps towards the Merchant, knowing full well that the implied threat was absurd. Not only was the Merchant magnitudes of order more powerful than he, but in this odd half-realm, the otherworldly entity was akin to a god.
The Merchant gave Gryph an up and down assessment, his long neck moving with the rapidness of a puzzled chicken. The creature seemed amused by Gryph's impotent threat, and an odd chuckle bubbled from deep within its chest.
“Before we get to why you are here, I am obliged to inform you that the offer for both The Black Fog and The Iron Crown has tripled, provided you will sell both, here and now.”
Gryph's eyes widened in fear. The Black Fog and The Iron Crown were paired artifacts built by the last Stone King while the Thalmiir leader was under the sway of the Prime. The Black Fog was a virulent infectious agent that gave the wearer of The Iron Crown total command of others.
Gryph had been both a victim and a user of the horrific weapons during his mission to claim Dar Thoriim. Even if he wasn't under the powerful constraints of a Binding Vow to destroy the artifacts, he could not even consider such an offer. 
“Who is the buyer?”
“As I have said before, sir, I cannot…”
“Reveal your client list. I know, I know. You sound like a broken record,” Gryph said, noting how odd it was that people still used the expression well after vinyl records were consigned to the dustbin of history.
“Yet you keep asking.”
“Fair point, but you cannot expect me to hand over weapons of mass destruction to persons unknown, right?”
“The offer price of 450 Perk Points is more than fair recompense for any damage done to your conscience, sir.”
“450 Perk Points,” Gryph nearly shouted. Knowing he could never sell the artifacts had caused him to gloss over the staggering new price, but hearing it spoken aloud made it real.
“Indeed, that is the number reached when one triples the old price of 150 Perk Points. If you wish, I could offer you the knowledge of basic mathematics for free, if only to hasten the speed of our deal-making.”
The creature's tone was beyond insulting, but Gryph found he enjoyed the consternation he instilled in the alien being. Though he'd already made his choice, he wanted to have some fun. He held his finger up, indicating, rather dismissively, that he needed time to think.
“By all means, sir. Take all the time you need.” The Merchant's words suggested calm and patience, but his demeanor, his vibe as Lex would say, hummed with anxious energy.
He wants this deal, badly, Gryph realized.
With 450 Perk Points, Gryph could easily surpass Aluran, the Elders of the Light, even the Prime in power. He could max out several skills or exchange the points for Divine Perk Points and power up his Prime Godhead.
But none of that would matter if some nefarious force came into possession of The Black Fog and The Iron Crown. For their combined power went far beyond mass mind control. Victims of The Black Fog had their personalities, their very being, replaced by the wearer of The Iron Crown, leaving nothing behind but a singular mind who was everywhere and everyone.
A million Perk Points would do nothing to protect him from such devastating power. There was no way in the Abyss Gryph could part with either item, much less both. And the Merchant had to know this.
So, why is he so eager to make this deal?
Gryph looked up, forcing this suspicion into his gaze. Perhaps sensing Gryph's skepticism, the Merchant smiled and relaxed his posture.
“To sweeten the deal and show my appreciation for your continued business, I can offer you one-time access to the next Tier of the Marketplace as well as a 10% discount to anything contained therein.”
Gryph's eyes went wide. He'd forgotten the Marketplace had higher level Tiers. What wonders were currently beyond his grasp? But as much as he itched to discover what lay behind that veil, it still changed nothing.
“I am sorry, but I cannot part with the items at this time.”
“That is your prerogative, sir,” the Merchant said, unable, or perhaps unwilling, to control his disappointment. “I suggest we move on to your gifts, as I do have other clients waiting.”
“Gifts? What gifts? From whom?”
“A Friend,” the Merchant said as if the phrase held any useful information.
“That isn't particularly helpful.”
“Yet, it is all I have to give you.”
The Merchant extended his hand palm outwards, where a tongue writhed from a thin-lipped mouth. The sight was as disturbing this time as it had been the first time Gryph encountered the odd information delivery method.
“Are you saying you don't know who this 'Friend' is?”
“Of course I do. I know every client I serve, but…”
“Yeah, yeah, yeah, your client list is confidential.”
This last bit, Gryph said in an odd lilt, an attempt to mock the Merchant. The result was not quite British and not entirely South African. The Merchant cocked his head, whether from amusement or curiosity, Gryph could not determine. After staring for a moment, the tall creature nodded.
“Precisely,” the Merchant said and extended his hand once again. “May I?”
“How can I rightly decide if I don't know who this Friend is? How do I know this 'gift' won't hurt me?”
“I am a purveyor of knowledge, sir. Nothing I traffic in is dangerous in and of itself, for knowledge is by its nature neutral. What you do with that knowledge when you pass beyond my veils remains your choice and is of no consequence nor interest to me.”
“How laissez-faire of you.”
“We all have a purpose.” The Merchant bowed at the waist and then extended his hand once more. “Now, will you accept these gifts? As I said, I have other clients awaiting my services.”
Gryph scowled at the tongue writhing from the Merchant's hand-mouth, and then up to his blank stare, and sighed. Despite his suspicion, reinforced by a lifetime of lessons handed down by the Colonel, Gryph had to assume that this 'Friend' was the same person who'd sent the warning to his dormant banner back on Earth.
Perhaps the gift would come with more information to help him glean the 'Friend's' identity. Even if it didn't, Gryph was squarely in the middle of a conflict that would rock the Realms to its foundations and in no position to refuse any aid, regardless of its source.
“Let's do this,” Gryph said, with far more confidence than he felt.
The Merchant's hand lashed out faster than Gryph could follow and enveloped his forehead like a xenomorph bursting from its pod. The slick tongue wormed into his brain, and then in a flash of overstimulated neurons, Gryph received his gifts.
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The Merchant's hand released his vice-like grip without warning, and Gryph stumbled and nearly fell from the searing pain in his head. He noted the Merchant did not attempt to catch him, a stark contrast from his previous visits.
Is he, it, still pissed I wouldn't sell The Black Fog and The Iron Crown? Gryph wondered. Talk about petty.
“Is there anything else I may help you with, sir?” The otherworldly creature's tone edged towards harshness.
“Hold on a second. I need to check out these gifts before I can answer that.” Gryph waved the Merchant off with a casual backward toss of his hand. Even though he hadn't paid the price of entry into the market, someone had, and Gryph wouldn't waste the gift, regardless of the Merchant's pissy mood.
He turned his gaze inward to find a new icon blinking in the corner of his interface. He stared at it for a moment before tapping it, bringing it to the fore.
 
	CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE RECEIVED A GIFT.



	The Vinculum of Specialties.
A Vinculum is a matrix of knowledge containing vast amounts of information.
This Vinculum contains the names, descriptions, and knowledge of hundreds of Specialties spanning all four skill families: Magical, Martial, Crafting, and Knowledge. The Vinculum possesses the power to grant you Specialties without the burden of finding a mentor or struggling through years of training.
Since you bear a Prime Godhead, you may choose one Specialty from each of the four skill families.




Gryph's eyes snapped open, and then lit up at the Vinculum's incredible power. Ever since he'd reached level 20 and become eligible to pursue a Specialty, he'd dreamed of where one would take him. He could dedicate his focus to his Spears skill, becoming an Arms Magus like Ovrym, or power up Lore by studying among the Loremasters as the Aberrant had. He could continue to master Soul Magic, hoping the path would help him even the scales against Aluran, who bore the Prime Godhead of the Soul.
The choice had become more profound upon learning that Gryph could specialize in one skill from each of the four skill families because of his Prime Godhead. While impressive, the prospect of acquiring four mentors to teach him had been overwhelming, even without factoring in the massive time such an endeavor required.
Time he did not have.
Now, with the Vinculum, he need do none of that. It almost felt like cheating, and a part of him worried that acquiring Specialties in this manner would somehow diminish them, somehow make him lesser.
Quit your bitching, dude, Lex chided from the depths of his brain. This thing is incredible, so stop crapping on it and use it to become a mega-badass. So, you know, we don't all die. Or, if you prefer, you could just give it to me.
Gryph chuckled to himself and realized faux-Lex was right. Ultimately, whether he earned this power or had it handed to him was irrelevant. What mattered was what he did with it. But one monster of a question remained.
Just who is this Friend?
An unpleasant gurgling sound pulsed up from the Merchant's throat, which Gryph took to be a none-too-subtle throat clearing or an imminent upchucking of bile. He looked up to find the tall entity frowning down on him, and a childlike grin of glee spread across Gryph's face.
“Do you know what this is?” he asked, his voice boisterous.
“Of course I do, sir. I oversaw the transaction, or did you forget? The transfer into the Marketplace can tax weaker minds.”
Gryph ignored the Merchant's douche-king tone and pushed onwards.
“But you won't tell me the identity of this mysterious Friend?”
“As I have said repeatedly, sir. My client list is…”
“Confidential, yeah, I get it.” Without another word, Gryph returned to the prompts to find several more phenomenal gifts.
 
	CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE RECEIVED A GIFT.



	20 Perk Points.
Perk Points can purchase Skill Perks, powerful abilities derived from skills.




 
	CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE RECEIVED A GIFT.



	20 Specialty Perk Points.
Specialty Perk Points can purchase Specialty Perks, powerful abilities derived from a Specialist's Sub Skills. Once a Specialty is chosen, the Specialist earns 1 Specialty Point every two levels of advancement beginning at level 20. These points are retroactive but do not become available until a Specialty is chosen.




 
	CONGRATULATIONS! YOU HAVE RECEIVED A GIFT.



	50 Skill Levels.
You have been granted credit with the Merchant worth 50 skill levels. You may spend these skill levels in any manner you see fit. But, be warned, all skill levels purchased from the Merchant possess a vintage, a bit of the previous owner's essence that can influence their new owner for good or ill. The effects of this essence can increase exponentially with the purchase of multiple levels.




“Holy shit,” Gryph said aloud, his eyes snapping open as he grinned up at the Merchant.
“I have existed for time incalculable, and I have never encountered a divine being capable of creating blessed excrement, nor can I imagine any use for such a substance.  However, if you come across a sample, I would…”
“No, no, no. Enough of that,” Gryph interrupted, stopping the Merchant before the conversation went from creepy to outright disturbing. He made a mental note never to use colloquialisms around the odd creature and then decided to spend some points.
“It's time to buy some skill levels.”
“Excellent, sir,” the Merchant said with a bow. “What skills are you interested in purchasing?”
Gryph glanced through his Character Sheet and landed on two skills he'd benefit the most from improving; Staves/Spears, level 30, and Lore, level 33. He could purchase enough levels to enable both skills to reach
the Journeyman
Tier, which would open up more powerful Perks and grant him a pair of new Tier Abilities. That would leave him with 13 levels, not enough to increase his other skills to Journeyman, but plenty to raise several to Apprentice.
Gryph thought back to the one previous time he'd purchased levels. During that visit, he'd bought two levels of Leadership and received a rather onerous warning from the Merchant that the vintage purchased was 'particularly cold-blooded.'
Gryph hadn't noticed an upturn in his bloodthirstiness after that transaction, but he’d purchased just two levels. How would 20 levels change him, or 50?
Then he remembered something else the Merchant had said when Gryph had asked if there were other vintages available.
“Not at your current Tier, sir.”
Would reaching Journeyman in Lore open more options for skill vintages? He asked the Merchant, who predictably replied that knowledge of higher Tiers' benefits would not become available until Gryph reached the Tier in question.
“Can't throw a brother a bone here?” Gryph responded, knowing full well his complaint would not sway the alien purveyor.
“I do not traffic in bones, sir, and we are certainly not brothers.”
Damn colloquialism, again. Well, go big or go home, as Lex likes to say.
Without further debate, Gryph purchased 17 levels of Lore.
 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in LORE.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Deep Understanding.
Your connection to the Sea of Knowledge has improved, granting you the ability Deep Understanding, which increases your understanding of any one skill of your choice by 10%. Your current level in the chosen skill will increase by 10%, and all effects related to that skill get a one-time boost to their base effectiveness of 10%. Since it derives from the Lore skill, Deep Understanding cannot be used to augment Lore.
You also gain access to the second Tier of the Perk Point Marketplace. All Perk Point exchanges are now 10% cheaper. In addition, you may now exchange skill levels for other skill levels without needing to exchange them for Perk Points first, making the exchange more affordable. This also grants you access to multiple vintages of any skills purchased from the Merchant, provided the Merchant has multiple vintages in stock.
Finally, your new Tier has increased the rate at which Lore advances. All new skills learned now add 6% to the progression of the next level of Lore. Each new skill level adds 1.2% to the progression of the next level of Lore.
Additional Tiers in Lore grant additional uses of Deep Understanding, and each additional Tier adds 10% to the bonus.




“Awesome,” Gryph said and glanced up at the Merchant, adding a private insult as payment for the Merchant's overall demeanor. What a douche.
He closed his eyes and turned his gaze inward, doing his best to examine himself, seeking any change brought on by purchasing so many levels of Lore. He wouldn't fall victim to the assumption that his additional levels were from some prim and proper scholar with no dark side. The Aberrant had been a Loremaster, and Gryph had faced few more terrifying foes.
But he sensed nothing, and though he expected a typical unhelpful response, he asked the Merchant's opinion. After a moment of blank staring, the Merchant complied.
“Lore is unlike other skills in many fascinating ways I will not deign to instruct you in, but I will say this, the Loremaster who sold me these levels was a rather esoteric fellow. As a youth, full of audacity and arrogance, he became fascinated by the study of the Primal Aether. It led to the two of us having many conversations that, if I may be blunt, were far more robust than any you and I have partaken in.”
Apparently, the trick to getting info from this cockwomble is to let him insult me, Gryph thought but nodded pleasantly.
The Merchant extended a hand beyond his shop's wall-less edge to the seething mass of raw Aether that was the Sea of Knowledge. “He was the one mortal I have encountered who could look upon the Sea for any length of time without going immediately mad. His mind was quite adroit.”
“Was? What happened to him?”
“Ah, well, a mortal he remained, and eventually, the Sea took its toll upon him. Eventually, he did go quite mad, claiming he had proof that Korynn was flat and that a verdant paradise existed just beyond the veil hovering over the planet. He wished to enter that paradise and built a primitive chemical rocket.”
“He made a spaceship?”
“Indeed. I attempted to warn him that his logic was faulty, but he was obstinate and accused me of being part of a global conspiracy and launched his ship.”
“Let me guess. His rocket didn't work.”
“On the contrary, it worked quite well, but since he was certain the realm beyond the veil was paradise, he failed to install a life support system.”
“He suffocated?” Gryph asked, appalled that someone so smart could be so dumb.
“Or froze to death,” the Merchant said with a small bow. “A shame, but if by chance, you ever come across his ship, I would very much like his brain. It likely contains some fascinating experiences.”
 
	You have been offered a QUEST.



	A Frozen Brain is a Fine Brain.
The Merchant has offered to pay for the successful recovery of Loremaster Zyrrin Vugran's brain, rumored to be floating in orbit around the planet Korynn in a homemade spacecraft bereft of air.
Difficulty: Otherworldly.
Reward: 30 Perk Points and 20 Skill Levels of your choice.
Experience: 100,000.




Great, another impossible quest, Gryph grumbled to himself.
That annoyance disappeared, replaced by concern on realizing he now carried 17 levels of Lore potentially tainted by Vugran's insanity. He scowled up at the Merchant and made a mental note to be on the lookout for any quirky thoughts, not least a desire to journey into space.
Shaking his head, he returned his attention to Staves/Spears. The martial skill was the best candidate to spend more of his skill levels on and the frontrunner for his martial Specialty. With that in mind, it made sense to target the skill with Deep Understanding. But should he do it before purchasing levels or after?
Using it before would let him keep more of his skill level credit to improve other skills. Using it after would boost the skill to even loftier levels.
He did some quick math. If he used Deep Understanding before he purchased enough levels to become a Journeyman, he would have 16 skill levels remaining. If he used 20 skill level credits to reach Journeyman and then used Deep Understanding, he'd be level 55 in Staves/Spears but only have 13 skill level credits left.
The next closest skill to Journeyman was Soul Magic, at 35. He'd need 15 skill level credits to reach Journeyman, something he could purchase if he used Deep Understanding first and sacrificed the five extra levels of Staves/Spears.
So the question that needed answering was this; what would help him more, five additional levels of Stave/Spears or a Journeyman
Tier in Soul Magic?
Aluran bears the Godhead of the Soul, and I will face him sooner or later. Being equipped to defend against the High God's most potent weapon seems the wiser course.
But there was another reason to invest in Soul Magic, one he could barely bring himself to consider.
Wick.
After a rocky beginning, Wick, the jovial blue-haired gnome, became Gryph's first friend in the Realms. The noble Chthonic Warlock had sacrificed himself to save Gryph and all the Realms. Wick's soul had gone missing, a tragedy that his wife, Tifala, had been loath to accept. She had left Gryph's Adventure Party to undertake a grand quest to find and save Wick's soul.
Do I have any right to do any less?
He knew the answer and was about to activate Deep Understanding when a phrase from the ability's description leapt to the fore and hatched a plan in his mind.
Could it work? he asked himself and smiled up at the Merchant. Could I have my cake and eat it too?
“I'm interested in exchanging some of my skill levels for other skill levels. How does that work?”
“Excellent, sir. The process is quite simple but does require some explanation. Please attempt to keep up.”
Before Gryph could complain, the Merchant's creepy, licky hand snapped up and grabbed him by the head, and a formula filled his mind, delivered by the slobbering phantom probing of the Merchant's prehensile palm-tongue.
 
	SKILL LEVEL EXCHANGE RATES



	Rank   Levels Exchanged         Exchange Rate
1.                        1 - 10                   1.1 : 1
2.                      11 - 20                   1.2 : 1
3.                     21 - 30                   1.3 : 1
4.                     31 - 40                   1.4 : 1
5.                      41 - 50                   1.5 : 1
6.                     51 - 60                   1.6 : 1
7.                      61 - 70                   1.7 : 1
8.                      71 - 80                   1.8 : 1
9.                      81 - 90                   1.9 : 1
10.                      91 - 100                   2.0 : 1
NOTE: When selling lower-ranked skill levels for higher-ranked skill levels, the cost doubles at each increase in rank. The same exchange rate works in reverse. Some skills also incur a rarity penalty and, therefore, will be more expensive.




If Gryph understood correctly, he could purchase two Soul Magic levels for 2.6 rank three levels, 5.2 rank two levels, or a whopping 10.4 rank one levels of any other skill. He could also trade some of his rank four or higher levels, but that would steal ability from skills he used frequently, and that exchange didn't seem worth it, despite the savings.
He could then use his remaining skill level credits to buy another 13 skill levels of Soul Magic, 20 skill levels of Staves/Spears, and reach Journeyman in both skills. Then he could use Deep Understanding to make Staves/Spears even more powerful. 
He just needed to decide which of his skills were expendable. He turned his gaze inwards, examining his Character Sheet for assets. Eight skills jumped to the fore.
Block was an intriguing choice. While he mostly relied on Dodge and his spear's defensive capabilities, he wore a buckler on his arm, making Block too useful to sell at such a poor exchange rate.
Blunt Weapons was an obvious option since he was only level 14, and Lex was the 'smash, smash' hammer guy of the group. Gryph had yet to lift a hammer or mace outside of his training sessions and doubted he would anytime soon.
Blood Sacrifice was a rare and dangerous skill he'd Assimilated from the dwarven zealot Kroovoor after defeating him during the Judgement of the Long Beards. It allowed Gryph to sacrifice Health to power up martial damage, and while he had rarely used the skill, mostly because of its penchant for inducing madness, he could foresee a time when its power could be a game-changer.
The superior healing powers of Life Magic made First Aid a candidate, but life often hung by threads. Keeping First Aid might be the key to stopping a bleeding Debuff and mean the difference between life and death for him or one of his friends.
Alchemy was his highest level crafting skill, imported from Earth via some odd combo of spy trained chemistry knowledge and bartending skills. While he'd love to relax in an alchemical lab and work on some concoctions, he doubted he'd have the opportunity soon. Plus, he had Bruunhilde, a Master Alchemist back in Dar Thoriim, who was more than willing to work her magic for him.
His eyes went to Imbue (Icons), a skill that enabled him to craft the gemstones that powered up his spear and improved his armor. Here, again, was a skill he'd love to pursue, but the expertise of Master Yrriel, Lex's 'maybe-sorta-we-haven't-quite-defined-us' girlfriend, made the skill obsolete.
Finally, there was Smithing (Weapons), another admirable skill Gryph had yet to use. Along with Blunt Weapons, it was a clear frontrunner for a trade.
A bit of math proved that Blunt Weapons was the best choice. He could sell 11 levels and keep three in reserve in case he ever wanted to crush some skulls.
He told the Merchant his plan, only to learn the exchange would cost him all 14 levels of Blunt Weapons and all 14 levels of Smithing (Weapons).
“Why is that?” Gryph asked, his tone as defensive as a man shystered by a used car salesman.
“As you well know, sir, Soul Magic is among the rarest and most coveted skills in all the Realms. Scarcity raises the price. Instead of whining like a petulant child at the cost, perhaps you should consider yourself lucky that I have any available for you to purchase at all, especially since this vintage is far less vile than most I have trafficked in.”
Gryph grumbled, ignored the phrase less vile, and sold all 14 levels of both skills while restraining his intense desire to smack the fish-skinned git upside the head.
The Merchant raised his eye palm, and a flare of light pulsed forth. A chill moved through Gryph as the knowledge drained from him. A moment later, the eye beam's polarity reversed, and Gryph warmed, and it delivered the two levels of Soul Magic.
His stomach lurched at the sensation, and a cold sweat stole over him. He felt an intense need to vomit but forced himself to calm. Slowly he found focus once more and opened his eyes, his mouth rancid like he'd drank a gallon of choleric water.
“That was less vile?” Gryph demanded, anger surging within him.
“Quite so,” the Merchant said in a calm voice. “I have sampled vintages that would scar your mind into insanity. That vintage was merely unpleasant.”
“You and I have very different ideas of unpleasant,” Gryph spat.
“Does this mean you do not wish to purchase additional levels?”
“I…,” Gryph began, but then paused, doubting he could abide one more level of such horridness, much less 13.
But he would not let fear sway him, and he had a spell in his repertoire made just for such an occasion.
He'd gained the Soul Shield spell after defeating Oozeriuo, the black ooze remnant left over after Gryph had killed the Barrow King. The spell created a shield that protected the user's soul from attack by another Soul Magic practitioner.
He ran his plan by the Merchant, hoping for once the alien creature would give him a straight answer.
“Your idea has merit,” the Merchant said, his tone one of surprise. “And I am moved by its creativity to offer you more assistance than I am required to. There is a risk in acquiring levels of Soul Magic from the Marketplace. Even though this vintage is less vile than some I have trafficked in, all mages who sell their levels of Soul Magic seek the same thing.”
“And what is that?” Gryph asked, a sense of dread boiling inside him.
“Absolution,” the Merchant said, clasping his hands behind him and standing tall. “The power of Soul Magic is unlike any other in the Realms. While it has the potential to make the world a better place, there is an even greater potential for abuse. I have heard of none who have resisted its seductive draw for long, and all eventually fall victim to its influence. Some few retain enough of themselves to understand this, and fewer still possess the will to rid themselves of the addiction.”
“By selling their skill levels to you.”
“Yes, I do what I can to render aid where I am able.”
“Yet, you will sell them to me. Why?”
The Merchant sighed and turned his back on Gryph. Two things he had never seen the otherworldly entity do. The unexpected action did not instill Gryph with the warm and fuzzies.
“The Realms approach a precipice they cannot avoid. Though my nature is not to interfere, the approaching apocalypse has the potential to render all of existence to nothing. I…” the Merchant paused as if searching for the right words.
Yet another first.
“I find I enjoy this existence, and I very much wish for it to continue.” The tall alien being turned and focused his blank, eyeless gaze upon Gryph. “I believe that you Gryph, son of Quinn, God of the Aether, hold the greatest chance to avert this destruction. So, I am willing to do for you what I would refuse others. I will help you as I am able, within the purview of my charter.”
The Merchant's revelation terrified Gryph, and he almost wished he could un-ask the question. But that was a fool's hope and a coward's need. The threat was out there. Whether it was Aluran, the Light, or even the Prime, he could not say with any surety. The Merchant claimed he knew little of the coming danger, but he felt doom's approach. 
“So, you're saying I should do this?” Gryph asked.
“I believe it is the only way, but it would be wise to power up Soul Magic with both available Tiers of the Effectiveness Perk before casting your shield. It will significantly upgrade your protection and may just be enough to see you through.”
“Great, more Perk Points to spend,” Gryph jested, trying desperately not to focus on the real danger he faced.
“I …” the Merchant began, struggling like a dyspeptic man scarfing down a spicy meal, “Will pay the cost for you. Consider it my contribution to the fight.”
Shock flowed through Gryph, but before he said anything, the Merchant raised his hand. A rush of warmth flowed through Gryph, and the two available Effectiveness slots of his Soul Magic Perk Tree glowed brightly, increasing the potency of all his Soul Magic spells by 50%.
“Thank you,” Gryph said in an earnest tone, and the Merchant bowed slightly. Gryph then dual cast Soul Shield and nodded to the Merchant. “I am ready.”
“Best of luck to you, sir.”
Gryph closed his eyes and focused inwards on the glowing ball of silver light at the core of his being. A moment later, 13 levels of Soul Magic slammed into him.
The newfound power slithered through him like an oily slug secreting acid. Gryph howled in pain that transcended feeling as the raging anger of an unknown number of tortured souls tore at him. Instinctively, Gryph understood these were the victims of the mage whose power he now absorbed. Victims desperate for vengeance.
They enveloped Gryph with their anger, slowly smothering the light of his soul until the world, the very universe, went black.
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A haze of oily darkness settled over Gryph and dragged him down, as feral souls, desperate for vengeance, smothered down on him and stole reality. The first to go was the Merchant and the Perk Point Marketplace, followed by all of Gryph’s joy, his happiness, his drive to serve.
With each mote of positivity ripped from him, Gryph grew lonelier, angrier. He felt the edges of his soul crisp, like overcooked bacon, as his entire being burned.
I am losing myself.
But he would not allow that. Deep at the center of his being, a spark of golden light flickered, refusing to give in to the darkness.
Raathiel, Gryph muttered, his spectral voice echoing in the endless expanse.
When he’d bound his soul to the remnant of the empyrean coatl, she had told him he would never be truly alone. And while they were too distant for their Telepathic Bond to function, their soul's melding transcended distance and time.
Gryph might not see or hear her, but he could feel her strength, wisdom, and goodness.
He extended a hand towards the light, his non-corporeal body stretching beyond comprehension. Just as he reached his limits, the tip of his finger touched the light, and he gripped hard like a man clinging to the edge of a cliff.
A cascade of pure joy exploded up his arm, moving through his body like the torrent unleashed by a burst dam. He felt Raathiel and Lex and Brynn. Vonn and Errat were there, and Ovrym, Grimliir, Eris, and a dozen other people he knew but could not name.
Is this actually happening, or…?
He stopped, as if the mere act of wondering if the sensation was fake, a product of his desperate need, would somehow cancel it out. Instead, he did something he rarely managed; he ceded control and let the feelings overwhelm him.
The tortured souls howled in rage and retreated into the deep, endless darkness that filled the small places between the atoms of existence. Their screams trailed away, fading to nothing as light returned to the world.
Gryph’s eyes snapped open, and he rolled onto his side and vomited.
“Easy, sir,” the Merchant said, bending fully at the waist in a way that defied logic. The otherworldly being helped Gryph to his feet, and soon his nausea faded.
“I’m okay,” Gryph said, wiping his mouth on the back of his sleeve. He wobbled a bit and nearly fell. “I think.”
“Well done, sir. I did not expect you to come through the experience with such aplomb.”
“I vomited all over your floor, not sure you and I have the same definition for that word.”
“I referenced the more archaic definition.”
“Thanks… I guess.”
The Merchant bowed but said nothing else, his moment of friendliness abating. He gave Gryph some space, allowing him to parse through his prompts. Gryph closed his eyes and let the information pour over him.
 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in SOUL MAGIC.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Soul Synchrony.
Your ability to understand the nature of all souls has improved, enabling you the temporary synchronization of your soul with others. Synchronized souls can share an Ability, Perk, or other power from any of the synchronized souls as chosen by the user.
Maximum Souls: 3 + the user.
Cost: 50 Spirit per soul.
Duration: 1.5 minutes per level of Soul Magic mastery.
NOTE: Your Leadership Perk Adventure Group supersedes the maximum number of souls with whom you may synchronize.
NOTE: Your Soul Meld with Raathiel allows the Empyrean coatl’s soul to resonate with yours without being tallied among the maximum souls.




Gryph’s eyes widened. This Tier Ability would help him power up his Adventure Group in ways too numerous to count.
Assuming I ever get back to them.
Returning his attention to the Merchant, he purchased 20 Staves/Spears levels and received yet another Journeyman Tier Ability.
 
	You have reached Journeyman Tier in STAVES/SPEARS.



	With this Tier boost, the skill has gained the Journeyman Level Tier Ability Instant Defense.
Your stave or spear has become a true extension of your will. Once per day, the user may activate Instant Defense to protect an ally within 10 feet. When used, a phantom copy of your weapon will fly from your hand and attempt to block an enemy attack against one of your allies. The chance of success is equal to double your current percentage in Parry. If Parry succeeds, your ally earns a guaranteed counter-attack using their equipped weapon or any spell with a casting time less than 2 seconds. 
Each additional Tier of Staves/Spears enables you to use Instant Defense an extra time per day.
Cost: 50 Mana.




“Impressive,” Gryph whispered to himself.
“I’m sure it is, sir,” the Merchant said in an aggrieved tone that suggested their temporary camaraderie had lapsed. “But, if there is nothing else, I do have other customers waiting.”
Gryph sighed and almost responded with snark but realized that antagonizing the otherworldly creature, while fun, held considerable dangers. Not the least was the potential for a ban from the Perk Point Marketplace.
“It was a pleasure doing business with you, sir.”
“Yeah, you too, bud.”
“I am always here, and I hope that if your inventory or Character Sheet ever become overburdened, you will think of us.”
Gryph nodded, and the Merchant waved his hand. The Perk Point Marketplace transformed into smoke and dissipated into nothing as if blown by a stiff breeze.
An instant later, Gryph was back in the apartment, sitting cross-legged. Doc stood there, waving a hand inches from Gryph’s face.
Gryph yelled in surprise and fell back. This caused Doc to scream, jump back and slosh his cup of water all over the front of his pajamas. Doc danced around, nearly dousing himself with more. Gryph grabbed the cup from Doc and placed it on a nearby table.
“Holy crap, what the hell was that?” Doc growled.
“You tell me, man. You’re the one who was staring at me all creepy-like an inch from my face.”
“I thought you were dead or having a stroke or something.”
“Why are you even up?”
“I don’t sleep so well, and I was thirsty. That’s when I noticed you all zoned out.”
Gryph was about to tell Doc where he’d been when he remembered the Light had bugged their apartment back on Earth. He doubted the electronic surveillance equipment would function in the Realms but couldn’t eliminate the possibility that the Light had discovered a mystical method of eavesdropping.
He needed to speak with Doc alone.
“Hold on, this may get weird,” Gryph said, grabbing Doc by the shoulder.
“Not the best way to start a conversation while getting all handsy.”
Gryph ignored Doc and activated Mystic Shelter, the new Tier Ability he’d gained when the Realms had imported more of his real-world skills and awarded him the Journeyman
Tier of Survival. He wasn’t quite sure what to expect, so when a point of light appeared between them and expanded, Doc wasn’t the only one to jump in surprise.
Before either man could react, the expansion stopped, and they stood inside the most luxurious tent that Gryph had ever seen. The space was lavishly furnished, with several beds worthy of The Ritz-Carlton, and amenities reminiscent of the finest resorts.
The room's center, where Gryph and Doc stood, bore a six-person sitting area curved around a fire pit. A small kitchen lay to the left, and a doorway revealed a functional bathroom complete with a bathtub and a magical version of a toilet.
Weirdest of all, the space they now occupied was bigger than the apartment. Gryph guessed the magic was similar to that which powered his Soul Bound Satchel.
The Realms are wondrous.
“What in the hell was that and where the hell are we?”
Gryph explained the new ability. Doc stared for a moment before excusing himself, claiming he needed to visit his office. A few minutes later, he emerged from the bathroom, grinning like a madman.
“The toilet seat is heated, and it has a bidet. I feel like I’m in Paris again, except that was my honeymoon, and my new wife was naked on the bed. I like that a lot better than you staring at me all brooding and serious.”
“We need to talk, Doc.”
Doc’s mood soured and nodded, then looked around the shelter. “You sure they can’t hear us here?”
“As sure as I can be. Tell me what the Light wants from you. What do they want from me?”
“I told you, kid, I'm compromised. What makes you think you can trust anything I say, even here?”
“You’re right. I can’t.” Gryph brought a hand to his chin. “At least not yet.” He put his hand into his satchel and summoned a green Stamina Potion. He pulled it free, looked down on it, and passed it to Doc. “This is a magical truth serum. It will...” he began, but before he could continue the lie, Doc grabbed the potion and downed it in one gulp.
“How long will it take to work?” Doc asked.
“Do you feel anything?”
“Kinda warm and energized,” Doc said, jumping from one foot to the other, like an athlete getting ready to run down the tunnel and onto the field of play. “Does that mean it’s working?”
Gryph said nothing, fearing the bark of laughter bubbling inside him would burst forth. Instead, he just nodded.
“Okay, good. So first, I am beyond sorry that I led the Light to you. If I could do it all over again…” He trailed off, jumped a few more times, and topped his energetic display off with a bit of shadowboxing. Then he sighed and sat in one of the plush chairs. “I was in a bad spot, what with having to hide and the bar being blown all to hell and then learning I was dying.”
“What is it?”
“Inoperable brain tumor. At first, I thought my drinking was causing the shakes. Turns out it was worse.”
“I’m sorry. And the healers? They cannot help?”
“No such luck. Which I guess is karma paying me back for, well, everything. Not least betraying you.”
“You didn’t.”
“What do you mean? Course I did. I led them right to you, told them everything I knew, and then agreed to report on you.”
“First, you’re not a trained operative, so you had no chance evading their tails, even if you knew they were following. Which…”
“I didn’t,” Doc said, reluctantly agreeing.
“Right. And second, you knew nothing about me they didn’t already know. The Realms, Aluran, my Godhead, they must have already known all of it, or they wouldn’t have known to look for me. So, anything you told them did nothing but confirm the information they already had.”
“True. Maybe. But it doesn’t forgive the fact that I agreed to spy on you for selfish reasons.”
“You’re dying. That makes people do crazy things they wouldn’t otherwise do. And besides, what have you told them since I woke up?”
“Nothing, but that’s cuz you’re too smart to give me anything.”
“My ‘being smart’ became a hell of a lot easier with the benefit of your warning. One you gave me at the first opportunity, knowing you risked your chance to get into the Realms, knowing you risked your chance for a cure.”
“Stop trying to make me look noble,” Doc said.
“If you stop convincing yourself you’re the villain.”
Doc jumped to his feet, the power of the Stamina Potion empowering his anger. “All that proves is my word means shit.”
“Tell yourself that if you want to wallow, but you did the right thing when it counted.”
Doc stared at Gryph, and his breathing calmed. “Your logic is impeding upon my righteous guilt.”
“Righteousness and guilt have their place, but often as not, they push the world further into crap. I’m trying to pull us out of it, or at least help us wade long enough that we survive what is to come.”
“That’s a lovely image. Thanks for that.”
“I gotta make you suffer a bit,” Gryph said with a grin. “Toughen up your mental gag reflex, or you won’t be able to handle Lex.”
“What’s a Lex?”
“We’ll get to that when we get to that.” Gryph stepped in close and put his hands on Doc’s shoulders. “Question is, are you with me?”
“You want me to be?” Doc asked, his eyes wide.
“I do, but I’ll need you to make a Binding Vow. From henceforth, you vow to be honest with me and serve the best interests of my people and me for as long as you are able.”
“Binding, eh? That sounds serious.”
“They are. I’ve heard of some that make your junk fall off if you break them.”
“What? Really?” Doc’s eyes widened in panic.
“I won’t make that a clause of the vow, maybe. But, before you agree, is there anything else you need to tell me? Anything else you want to get off your chest?”
“Well, I always told my Mom I was about to perform surgery when I wasn’t. You know, to get her off the phone quicker. Always felt bad about that.”
“Not sure that's relevant now, but that’s pretty standard behavior for sons. I’m sure she’s forgiven you.”
“Well, she died, so pretty sure she’s seen all my faults now that she’s on high.” Doc looked skyward and tapped his chest above his heart twice.
“In that, we are brothers.”
Doc nodded in sympathy. “Aren’t we two peas in a pod.”
A few minutes later, Doc had agreed to the Binding Vow. Oddly, the strict terms seemed to bring relief to the older surgeon. Gryph understood the sentiment. Life was sometimes easier when there were lines you had to stay within.
With that out of the way, Gryph brought Doc up to speed on his visit to the Perk Point Marketplace.
“An eye and a mouth in the middle of its palms?” Doc said, cringing at Gryph's description of the Merchant. “The Realms are effing weird.”
“Can’t disagree there, but the gift of the Vinculum and the points suggests this ‘Friend’ is on our side.”
“Or just very much against all the other sides, cuz they’re a bunch of assholes.”
“Can’t argue with that.”
“Any idea who this ‘Friend’ is?”
That had been something Gryph had wondered since he first received the message back on Earth. It had all the earmarks of the Colonel, who Eris claimed masterminded the resistance against both Aluran and the Light.
But the Colonel had died years ago, ravaged by cancer that stole his strength along with his mind. Perhaps the ‘Friend’ was one of the Colonel’s agents, another Eris, another Sean? There was one major problem with such a theory. This ‘Friend’ had contacted him on Earth and paid the Merchant to provide Gryph with the Vinculum, Perk Points, and Specialty Perk Points, which suggested deep pockets.
There was only one possibility that made sense, and it dredged up conflicting feelings of hope and dread. One that suggested Gryph’s life would grow even more dangerous.
My father had a partner. Someone else who had access to both Earth and the Realms.
But who are they?
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Doc grumbled when Gryph told him it was time to leave the Mystic Shelter but understood they pushed their luck every second they remained inside. What if Hunter stopped by, or the Elders had some kind of magical surveillance system? Explaining their absence would be problematic and would shatter any belief the Light had that Doc was still their man.
Doc said his goodnights and went to exit the shelter. The bags under the old surgeon’s eyes suggested his battle against the tumor did not go well. Hoping to give the man some much-needed positivity, Gryph confessed to his trick with the Stamina Potion. 
“Ironic, you lied to get me to tell the truth,” Doc said with a chuckle and left the shelter, closing the flap behind him.
Though he knew Doc was jesting, he wasn't wrong. Gryph had lied to him, had manipulated him. 
Just how many more times will I need to do that before this is all finished? And how many people will I lead into death for the greater good?
He pushed such thoughts to a distant corner of his mind, close enough that his awareness of the cost was ever-present but buried deep enough that it wouldn't prevent him from paying the price when necessary. There would be no room for doubt in the days ahead, and hesitation could often be deadlier than ill-conceived action.
Gryph cancelled the Mystical Shelter and found himself back in the living area of Doc’s apartment. His mood soured further once the shelter had blinked from existence, prompting him to wonder if the otherworldly abode provided some kind of restful Boon in addition to its luxury.
Just another thing I'll have to investigate if I ever have the time.
He sent one last gaze towards Doc's closed door before pulling on his cloak and slunk from the apartment. He wanted some fresh air, and a private place to inspect the Vinculum.
Cool night air hung over New Harlan's Watch, drawn down by bands of fog from the surrounding mountains. Gryph ducked around a corner and melded into the shadows. He activated his Dark Vision, and the world turned monochromatic. He examined every nook and cranny surrounding the building's entrance but saw no hidden observers lurking.
Which does not mean the Light is not watching.
His eyes went to the top of the Tower, where the Elders likely plotted and schemed. Gryph wanted to believe their mission was righteous, that great power hadn't corrupted them, that ultimate power wouldn't corrupt them further, but he'd never been the trusting sort. 
Or a fool. Whatever their endgame, I fear we will stand opposite each other before this is all done.
Gryph glanced at his new armor's stats, ecstatic to see the metamaterials Leo had laced onto the surface remained active. The light bending properties of the metamaterials effectively powering up each of his Stealth Perks by a Tier.
Still not enough.
Gryph popped open his Stealth Perk Tree and dumped four Perk Points into the Apprentice and Journeyman
Tiers of Invisibility and Speed. With the armor's bonus, he now had a 45% chance of remaining Invisible and could move at 80% of his base speed while so cloaked.
 
	STEALTH PERK TREE


	Tier


	Stamina


	Backstab


	Invisibility


	Speed



	Base

	30

	2 x Damage

	15%

	50%


	Apprentice

	25

	3 x Damage

	25%

	60%


	Journeyman

	20

	4 x Damage

	35%

	70%


	Master

	15

	5 x Damage

	45%

	80%


	Grandmaster

	10

	6 x Damage

	55%

	90%


	Divine

	0

	10 x Damage

	75%

	200%


	
	
	
	
	



He activated Stealth and ducked into the shadows. In an instant, a halo of shadow that was beyond darkness shrouded him. But there was something more to his improved Stealth, something he could sense but not quite understand.
This quirk played out in actual time as a patrol of soldiers rushed by, eyes scanning every direction but Gryph's. Was Stealth somehow mucking with their minds, convincing them there was nothing to see? And if so, did skills in the Realms have overlap? Clouding the mind sounded a lot like Thought Magic.
He hushed these questions as he reached the wall surrounding the town. Uncovering the hidden mechanics of Stealth could wait for another day. Now, he wanted out, wanted to test the Light's surveillance capabilities.
He grabbed his Empyrean Spider Silk Rope from his satchel and tossed it skywards. Twining his fingers, he cast Animate Rope. A pulse of Mana surged through his arm, and the rope climbed the 40-foot wall easier than a snake moving through grass.
It secured itself to the top. With a glance to ensure he was alone, Gryph sent a mental order, and the rope pulled him up. He soared skyward, a slight rush of wind flowing about him as he ascended. Yet, the power of Stealth muted even that.
A trait borrowed from Air Magic, perhaps?
By the time he'd pulled himself onto the battlement, that curiosity had joined the 'investigate when he had free time' pile. He held back a chuckle at the notion of leisure time and went motionless. It would be the height of stupidity to get caught because of an overzealous bit of self-deprecating laughter.
A lone guard stood ten feet to the left, staring up at the moon, his hand idly tapping on the shaft of his spear. Fifteen feet to the right, two more engaged in quiet conversation. All three had their backs to Gryph, watching the road, the river, and the wilderness beyond.
Their stances were relaxed, confident, and it took a moment for Gryph to understand why. All three men wore goggles that glowed with the slightest twinge of red.
The damn night vision goggles Leo bragged about, Gryph cursed.
Like the rest of the Light's imported tech, Leo had made the goggles from materials he suspected would function inside the Realms. The philosophical questions raised by the similarities in the ways science and magic functioned in two distinct universes was astounding, yet something Gryph would ponder in that mythical future when he had free time.
If the goggles worked, most of the Light's other tech likely did as well. That did not bode well for anyone forced to fight them.
Or for anyone trying to sneak past them.
The thought was no sooner through Gryph's mind, when the guard looked in his direction, his attention drawn by a low laugh from his compatriots. The man frowned but then turned and looked directly at Gryph. Through the lenses of the goggles, Gryph could see the man's eyes widen.
Oh shit, Gryph thought, and tried to enhance his Stealth with the Invisibility Perk. A moment later, a prompt popped into his vision.
 
	INVISIBILITY HAS FAILED.



	Someone has seen through your attempt at Invisibility.
Would you like to use your Tier Ability Stealth Redux to remain hidden, or do you wish to face the consequences of Stealth failure?




Gryph pushed through his shock and activated Stealth Redux. He ceased breathing and watched as the man spun his spear into the ready position before taking several steps forward. Gryph tensed, prepared to move, accepting that the guard's Perception had overpowered Stealth Redux. But then the man slowed and stopped. He cocked his head sideways, blinked a few times, and then lowered his shoulders in confusion.
As the seconds ticked by, he kept staring, forcing Gryph to remain rigid and unbreathing.
As time rounded a minute, the guard leaned his spear against the wall and removed his goggles. He rubbed his eyes, then let the moonlight shine through the eyepieces, searching for detritus. Finding nothing, he grunted but still wiped them with a small rag.
“Stupid goggles,” he muttered, stashed the rag in a pouch and retrieved his spear. He walked towards the other two guards, staring at Gryph's hiding place, his face a sneer of irritation and confusion.
Despite the burning in his lungs and the flaring green alarm of his Stamina bar, Gryph dared not breathe. His chest seized, and his Health started to drop. The sensation was eerily similar to the many near-drownings he'd suffered while trapped in the Barrow.
Why don't I just stand up? The Elders have named me one of them, so technically, I am this man's superior.
Yet, Gryph held his breath. For there was no chance that word of Gryph's attempted foray beyond the walls would not get back to the Elders, and he refused to give them that satisfaction. But damn, did it hurt.
As two minutes without oxygen came and went, Gryph's willpower got its most significant test. His vision blurred, and he had to put every iota of attention to not teetering over. Any motion would break Stealth. Just how high was this guy's Perception?
Then, as if the Source itself watched over Gryph, the man turned away, shaking his head before joining his fellows. Gryph moved the moment the man turned, easing his mouth open and exhaling slowly, deliberately, and painfully. His next breath came as he reached the outer edge of the wall, and it was the freshest, most wondrous of his life.
He recast Animate Rope, tossed the length of spider silk over the wall, and leapt over. 
By the time his feet hit the ground, his Health and Stamina bars had stopped blazing, and the burning in his lungs had faded. He sprinted towards the cover of the woods and made his way towards the babbling calm of the river.
There, he stabbed his spear into the soft ground, sat, and embraced the peace of the night.  
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Gryph sat cross-legged amidst a copse of trees, hoping the sound of the Vester River would soothe his nerves and ease his thoughts. Ever since he'd been a boy, meditation had helped him find calm and clarity. But now, even his deep in and out breaths couldn't calm the worry seething through him.
He longed for Raathiel, the empyrean coatl that had bound her soul to his. He’d come to rely on her wisdom and her soothing presence. On returning to the Realms, he’d hoped their Telepathic Bond would reestablish itself, but it had proven a vain, foolish hope. Their shared mental communication only worked when they were within 300 yards of each other, a distance far exceeded by their current separation.
And what of Lex and his Player Tracker ability? Does he know I'm back? Does he know where I am?
And will he come looking for me? A spike of fear flared through him, for he knew Lex would try and come for him. In fact, he suspected the NPC was already on his way, and that could bring disaster. The fool will come and bring his knowledge of how to remove a Godhead with him.
Gryph need not imagine Lex's fate if the Light discovered the secret knowledge the Ordonian possessed. No matter how altruistic they claimed to be, the Light still fought a holy war, and holy wars always found their heretics. And there was little doubt that Lex's mouth would earn him that title, sooner or later.
A vision of Lex stomping into New Harlan's Watch, all his swagger and fool confidence on full display, filled Gryph's mind. Sean, the Earth-based programmer who'd worked for the Colonel, had programmed Lex to protect Gryph above all else. This led the short Ordonian to take rash action on far too many occasions, often accompanied by a host of braggadocio threats that would make a boxing promoter blush.
The others would stop him, Gryph hoped. Grimliir most of all.
A small chuckle burst past Gryph's lips as he envisioned the argument between his two shorter, bearded friends. He had no doubt it would end up with Lex agreeing to stay put, whether from threat or logic.
Grimliir was as patient as the mountains and likely near as heavy. He'd not hesitate to spend the next few months sitting atop Lex if he thought it would prevent the NPC from risking himself and the powerful knowledge locked inside his thick head. In fact, Gryph was certain the elder dwarf would find pleasure in the act.
The image calmed Gryph, bringing his attention back to the here and now. He looked out over the swift-moving water of the river, and a part of him wished he could let the strong current take him away. But he could not avoid his destiny and refused to choose the coward’s path.
No matter the difficulty, no matter the personal cost, Gryph needed to see his mission through. To do so, he needed all the advantages he could get. It was time to power up.
He dug into his satchel and removed the Vinculum. The tome was the size of a small chest, with a cover made of supple scaled leather the color of Caribbean water. Its thickness spanned two widths of his hand, and it weighed more than any book he'd ever lifted. An intricate latch secured the volume shut without a lock or keyhole. All efforts to jimmy or pick the lock failed.
With no idea what to do next, he rested the book on his crossed legs. He caressed the embossed metal carving of a dragon on its cover, and the hairs on his arms stood on end. On instinct, he closed his eyes, and a virtual menu filled his vision.
 
	WELCOME TO THE VINCULUM.



	Please select your Specialty from the following options.




Four icons filled his vision, each representing one of the four Skill Families - Martial, Magical, Crafting, and Knowledge.
He focused his attention on Martial Skills, cycling through a hundred options before settling on the Specialty tied to his Staves/Spears skill.
Though he'd re-entered the Realms with a high level in Unarmed, he was no longer a fisticuff and martial arts man. He'd embraced the spear from his first moment in the Realms and committed fully after acquiring The War Stave of the El'Edryn King, an artifact of incredible power.
He was a spear man through and through and made his choice.
 
	You have selected a MARTIAL SPECIALTY.



	Spear Magus.
Spear Magi are warrior mages who use powerful magic to enhance their spear's offensive and defensive capabilities. Choosing this Specialty opens up three sub-skills - Offensive Spear, Defensive Spear, and Arcane Spear. These sub-skills and their related Perks are available to Spear Magi alone. All sub-skill Perks become available when Staves/Spears reaches the applicable Tier. Specialty Perks are purchased with Specialty Perk Points.
You earn one Specialty Perk Point every two levels, beginning at level 20. You may also earn Specialty Perk Points by completing Specialty specific quests.
Spear Magi possess a bond with their spear, enabling them to know its location at all times.




A surge of energy moved through him, sparking every nerve, every muscle with power. He sensed his spear nearby, even with his eyes closed. The War Stave of the El'Edryn King buzzed with potential, as much an extension of his body, of his will, as his arm.
Gryph had gained the phenomenal weapon after defeating the Barrow King, Ouzeriuo. It was one of four paired artifacts built to codify the Alliance against the Prime millennia ago. Its last known owner, the noble hero Ganneth, had led the final assault that had sent the Prime scurrying back to the stars.
After that battle, Ganneth disappeared, taking the four artifacts with him. To Gryph's knowledge, nobody, not even the Barrow's ancient sentience, knew how the spear had come into Ouzeriuo's possession.
The wind picked up, and Gryph opened his eyes to find the clouds parting. Moonlight shone down, reflecting off the tip of the spear, drawing Gryph's eye. As if responding to his attention, a prompt filled his vision.
 
	Congratulations. You have completed the HIDDEN SPECIALTY QUEST.



	Claim a Spear of Legends.
You have laid claim to the War Stave of the El'Edryn King, a wondrous artifact considered the second most powerful of the ten Spears of Legend listed in Grandmaster Kyrenna's Guide to Spear Mastery. Only the Abyssinian, the spear once borne by the Chthonic Old Goddess Dymeria, surpasses the potential power of the War Stave of the El'Edryn King.
Reward: 9 Spear Magus Specialty Perk Points.
Experience: 90,000.




“Oh, hell yeah,” Gryph said in a low, excited tone. Had he been the type to fist bump, the air about him would need some major triage. But, despite the incredible reward, he kept his composure. Mostly.
Time to do some shopping, he thought, ignoring the tone of greed in his mental voice. After all, he'd had a rough go lately. He deserved some nice things. With a grin, he turned his gaze to the descriptions of his new sub-skill Perks.
 
	OFFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Flurry of Spears———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus
to use their Mana to create one or more phantom spears that hover around their spear, mimic its movements, and deal their combined damage on the next strike. The Perks listed below determine the additional damage and effects of the phantom spears. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Flurry of Spears (Base) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create an additional phantom spear by spending 50 Mana. This spear inflicts damage equal to half of the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable once per day.
•     Flurry of Spears (Apprentice) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create an additional phantom spear by spending 75 Mana. This spear inflicts damage equal to the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable twice per day.
•     Flurry of Spears (Journeyman) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create two additional phantom spears by spending 100 Mana. These spears inflict damage equal to the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable three times per day.
•     Flurry of Spears (Master) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create two additional phantom spears by spending 150 Mana. These spears inflict damage equal to the real spear's base damage, plus any damage from Perk-based enhancements. Usable four times per day.
•     Flurry of Spears (Grandmaster) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create three additional phantom spears by spending 200 Mana. These spears inflict damage equal to twice the real spear's base damage, plus any damage from magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable five times per day.




 
	OFFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Volley of Spears———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus to use their Mana to create one or more phantom spears that will fly towards a designated target as if the Spear Magus had thrown them. The Perks listed below determine the additional damage and effects of the phantom spears. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Volley of Spears (Base) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create an additional phantom spear by spending 50 Mana. This spear will fly towards a designated target within 50 feet. The phantom spear inflicts damage equal to half the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable once per day.
•     Volley of Spears (Apprentice) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create two additional phantom spears by spending 75 Mana. These spears will fly towards one or more designated targets within 50 feet. Each phantom spear inflicts damage equal to half the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable twice per day.
•     Volley of Spears (Journeyman) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create two additional phantom spears by spending 100 Mana. These spears will fly towards one or more designated targets within 50 feet. Each phantom spear inflicts damage equal to the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable three times per day.
•     Volley of Spears (Master) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create three additional phantom spears by spending 150 Mana. These spears will fly towards one or more designated targets. Each phantom spear inflicts damage equal to the real spear's base damage plus any damage from any Perk-based enhancements. Usable four times per day.
•     Volley of Spears (Grandmaster) - Upon a successful attack, the user can create five additional phantom spears by spending 200 Mana. These spears will fly towards one or more designated targets. Each phantom spear inflicts damage equal to twice the real spear's base damage plus any damage from magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable five times per day.




 
	OFFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Powerful Impact———
In place of a normal attack, a Spear Magus may spend Mana and use Powerful Impact to smash the butt of their spear onto the ground, or other hard surface, and create a wave of force that expands in a 360-degree arc from the point of impact. This wall of force will cause damage and push opponents back, as determined by the Perks below. Allies are immune to the effects at the Spear Magus' discretion. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Powerful Impact (Base) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana, Powerful Impact will inflict one quarter the user’s base spear damage to anyone within 10 feet and push them back 5 feet. There is also a chance, equal to the user's Staves/Spears skill, to confuse all targets for 2 seconds, which reduces their ability to counter-attack by 50%. Usable once per day.
•     Powerful Impact (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 100 Mana, Powerful Impact will inflict half the user’s base spear damage to anyone within 15 feet and push them back 7 feet. There is also a chance, equal to the user's Staves/Spears skill, to confuse all targets for 5 seconds, which reduces their ability to counter-attack by 50%. Usable once per day.
•     Powerful Impact (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 200 Mana, Powerful Impact will inflict the user’s base spear damage to anyone within 20 feet and push them back 10 feet. There is also a chance, equal to the user's Staves/Spears skill, to confuse all targets for 7 seconds, which reduces their ability to counter-attack by 50%. Usable twice per day.
•     Powerful Impact (Master) - With the expenditure of 300 Mana, Powerful Impact will inflict the user’s base spear damage, plus damage from a single Perk-based enhancement, to anyone within 50 feet and push them back 25 feet. There is also a chance, equal to the user's Staves/Spears skill, to confuse all targets for 10 seconds, which reduces their ability to counter-attack by 50%. Usable twice per day.
•     Powerful Impact (Grandmaster) - With the expenditure of 500 Mana, Powerful Impact will inflict the user’s base spear damage, plus twice the damage from a single Perk-based enhancement, to anyone within 100 feet and push them back 50 feet. There is also a chance, equal to the user's Staves/Spears skill, to confuse all targets for 15 seconds, which reduces their ability to counter-attack by 50%. Usable three times per day.




Offensive Spear had Gryph drooling. Metaphorically speaking, as a full-on drool would be unbecoming of a leader. Even if that leader sat alone, by a river, at night. He took a deep breath and considered his options. Even with his unexpected wealth of Specialty Perk Points, he still needed to shop smart.
He loved Flurry of Spears, and if he purchased enough Tiers to reach Journeyman, he'd triple the damage of a single strike up to three times per day. Volley of Spears was equally impressive and would turn him into a deadly distance attacker.
But Powerful Impact stole the show. It could turn his spear into an area of effect weapon capable of inflicting damage to any enemy within 20 feet, push them back, and possibly confuse them. With a war against one or more armies on the horizon, attacks that worked against multiple opponents could very well turn the tide of battle.
Without hesitation, he threw three points into the first three Tiers of Powerful Impact.
Telling himself he'd circle back and select some more Offensive Spear Perks, he turned his attention towards Defensive Spear.
 
	DEFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Halo of Spears———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus to use Mana to create a halo of phantom spear(s) that surround and protect them and their allies. The Perks below determine the defensive capabilities and effects of the halo. Phantom spears disappear after any successful Block and attempted Counter Attack. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Halo of Spears (Base) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana, the Spear Magus may create a single phantom spear that will fly in a defensive halo around them or an ally. The Spear Magus must designate who the phantom spear will defend at the time of casting. This spear will then Block the first successful attack by an enemy on the designated person. There is also a 10% chance the phantom spear will land a Counter Attack and do half of the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable once per day.
•     Halo of Spears (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 100 Mana, the Spear Magus may create two phantom spears that will fly in a defensive halo around them or their allies. The Spear Magus must designate who the phantom spears will defend at the time of casting. These spears will then Block the first successful attack by an enemy on the designated persons. There is also a 25% chance the phantom spear will land a Counter Attack and do half of the real spear's base damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable twice per day.
•     Halo of Spears (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 200 Mana, the Spear Magus may create three phantom spears that will fly in a defensive halo around them or their allies. The Spear Magus must designate who the phantom spears will defend at the time of casting. These spears will then Block the first successful attack by an enemy on the designated persons. There is also a 50% chance the phantom spear will land a Counter Attack and do damage equal to the base damage of the real spear, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable three times per day.
•     Halo of Spears (Master) - With the expenditure of 300 Mana, the Spear Magus may create five phantom spears that will fly in a defensive halo around them or their allies. The Spear Magus must designate who the phantom spears will defend at the time of casting. These spears will then Block the first successful attack by an enemy on the designated persons. There is also a 75% chance the phantom spear will land a Counter Attack and do damage equal to the real spear's base damage, plus any damage from any Perk based enhancements. Usable four times per day.
•     Halo of Spears (Grandmaster) - With the expenditure of 500 Mana, the Spear Magus may create ten phantom spears that will fly in a defensive halo around them or their allies. The Spear Magus must designate who the phantom spears will defend at the time of casting. These spears will then Block the first successful attack by an enemy on the designated persons. There is also a 100% chance the phantom spear will land a Counter Attack and do damage equal to the real spear's base damage, plus any damage from magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable five times per day.




 
	DEFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Redirect Attack———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus to redirect a successful attack made by anyone within range. This redirected attack does damage or inflicts effects on a target of the user's choice, provided the target is in range. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Redirect Attack (Base) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana, the Spear Magus may use their spear to redirect a single successful attack made by anyone within 5 feet. The user then chooses a new target within 5 feet. The redirected attack inflicts half the original attack's damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable once per day.
•     Redirect Attack (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 100 Mana, the Spear Magus may use their spear to redirect two successful attacks made by anyone within 7 feet. The user then chooses new targets within 7 feet. The redirected attack inflicts half the original attack's damage, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable once per day.
•     Redirect Attack (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 150 Mana, the Spear Magus may use their spear to redirect two successful attacks made by anyone within 10 feet. The user then chooses new targets within 10 feet. The redirected attack inflicts damage equal to the original attack, excluding any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable twice per day.
•     Redirect Attack (Master) - With the expenditure of 200 Mana, the Spear Magus may use their spear to redirect three successful attacks made by anyone within 15 feet. The user then chooses new targets within 15 feet. The redirected attack inflicts damage equal to the original attack, plus any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable twice per day.
•     Redirect Attack (Grandmaster) - With the expenditure of 300 Mana, the Spear Magus may use their spear to redirect five successful attacks made by anyone within 25 feet. The user then chooses new targets within 25 feet. The redirected attack inflicts damage equal to the original attack, plus any magical or Perk-based enhancements. Usable three times per day.




 
	DEFENSIVE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Mass Disarm———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus to create phantom spears that will attempt to Disarm one or more opponents. Mass Disarm's success is determined by the percentage listed below, plus or minus the difference between the opponent's skill level in the weapon used and the Spear Magus' skill level in Stave/Spears. Disarmed weapons are cast away from the opponent by the distance listed. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Mass Disarm (Base) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana, the Spear Magus generates one phantom spear with a 50% chance to Disarm the opponent, plus or minus the difference in the skill levels of the combatants. The Disarmed weapon is cast 5 feet from them. Usable once per day.
•     Mass Disarm (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 100 Mana, the Spear Magus generates one phantom spear with a 75% chance to Disarm the opponent, plus or minus the difference in the skill levels of the combatants. The Disarmed weapon is cast 10 feet from them. Usable twice per day.
•     Mass Disarm (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 150 Mana, the Spear Magus generates two phantom spears that each have a 100% chance to Disarm two opponents, plus or minus the difference in the skill levels of the combatants. The Disarmed weapons are cast 15 feet from them. Usable twice per day.
•     Mass Disarm (Master) - With the expenditure of 200 Mana, the Spear Magus generates three phantom spears that each have a 100% chance to Disarm three opponents, plus or minus the difference in the skill levels of the combatants. The Disarmed weapons are cast 20 feet from them. Usable three times per day.
•     Mass Disarm (Master) - With the expenditure of 300 Mana, the Spear Magus generates five phantom spears that each have a 150% chance to Disarm five opponents, plus or minus the difference in the skill levels of the combatants. The Disarmed weapons are cast 50 feet from them. Usable three times per day.




“Dammit,” Gryph muttered to himself, feeling like an avid reader in the world's best bookstore. He wanted everything. Halo of Spears would be phenomenal the next time Gryph faced multiple opponents. Redirect Attack could save an ally and force an enemy to take out one of their own, a hard to resist double whammy.
But once again, it was the multiple opponent defensive perk that stole the show. As a Journeyman in Mass Disarm, Gryph could disarm any two enemies without sacrificing his ability to attack and defend. Another three points disappeared into the gullet of the hungry beast known as Mass Disarm.
Six spent, 28 more to go, Gryph thought, wondering if he should spend them all or continue the 'keep some in the bank' philosophy that had saved his butt on numerous occasions. Don't forget. You still have three more Specialties to select.
 
	ARCANE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Mana Reduction———
These Perks reduce the Mana cost associated with all Spear Magus sub-skill Perks by the percentage listed below.
•     Mana Reduction (Base) - Reduces Mana costs by 10%.

•     Mana Reduction (Apprentice) - Reduces Mana costs by 20%.

•     Mana Reduction (Journeyman) - Reduces Mana costs by 30%.

•     Mana Reduction (Master) - Reduces Mana costs by 40%.

•     Mana Reduction (Grandmaster) - Reduces Mana costs by 75%.





 
	ARCANE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Offensive Spell Conduit———
These Perks allow a Spear Magus to add the power of any offensive spell to a successful attack made with their spear. This addition is instantaneous, thus eliminating any casting time, allowing the Spear Magus to make a weapon and a spell attack simultaneously. Damage and Mana cost are adjusted by the listed percentages below. These Perks are not cumulative, and each Tier replaces the previous Tier.
•     Offensive Spell Conduit (Base) - With the expenditure of 25 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may add any offensive spell to a successful attack with a spear or stave at 50% effectiveness. Usable once per day.
•     Offensive Spell Conduit (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 25 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may add any offensive spell to a successful attack with a spear or stave at 75% effectiveness. Usable twice per day.
•     Offensive Spell Conduit (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may add any offensive spell to a successful attack with a spear or stave at 100% effectiveness. Usable three times per day.
•     Offensive Spell Conduit (Master) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may add any offensive spell to a successful attack with a spear or stave at 150% effectiveness. Usable four times per day.
•     Offensive Spell Conduit (Grandmaster) - With the expenditure of 75 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may add any offensive spell to a successful attack with a spear or stave at 200% effectiveness. Usable five times per day.




 
	ARCANE SPEAR SKILL TREE.



	———Defensive Spell Conduit———
These Perks enable a Spear Magus to use their spear as a conduit to grant the benefits of any defensive or enhancement spell they possess to one or more of their allies. To activate, the Spear Magus must forego an attack and slam the butt of their spear onto the ground while casting the spell. This impact sends a wave of energy in all directions and delivers the spell's benefits to the designated allies.
•     Defensive Spell Conduit (Base) - With the expenditure of 25 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may deliver the benefits of any defensive, healing, or other enhancement spell to one ally within 10 feet. Usable once per day.
•     Defensive Spell Conduit (Apprentice) - With the expenditure of 50 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may deliver the benefits of any defensive, healing, or other enhancement spell to two allies within 15 feet. Usable twice per day.
•     Defensive Spell Conduit (Journeyman) - With the expenditure of 75 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may deliver the benefits of any defensive, healing, or other enhancement spell to three allies within 20 feet. Usable twice per day.
•     Defensive Spell Conduit (Master) - With the expenditure of 100 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may deliver the benefits of any defensive, healing, or other enhancement spell to four allies within 50 feet. Usable three times per day.
•     Defensive Spell Conduit (Grandmaster) - With the expenditure of 150 Mana + spell cost, the Spear Magus may deliver the benefits of any defensive, healing, or other enhancement spell to five allies (or a full Adventure Party) within 100 feet. Usable three times per day.




Arcane Spear was just as impressive as the other two sub-skills, a mild irritation since it made his decision that much harder.
Even though it wasn't flashy, Gryph used his last three bonus Spear Magus Specialty Perk Points to purchase three Tiers of Mana Reduction. Reducing the Mana cost of his Spear Magus
Perks would enable him to use them in quick succession. That kind of concentrated power might just help him survive on the inevitable day when he’d face off against a god. 
Gryph wanted to spend more, to overpower Spears/Staves, and become a whirling cyclone of pointy death. But if the Vinculum had a downside, it was the agony of choice. With a sigh, Gryph closed out his Spear/Staves sub-skills and turned his attention to choosing his Knowledge Specialty. He believed he knew what he'd choose, but a decision of this magnitude demanded due diligence.
He concentrated on the Vinculum once more, but before his eyes could focus on a single word, the sound of a snapping branch drew his attention to the forest behind him.
Gryph stood, grabbed his spear, and stared into the darkness as his heart thundered in his chest. Even with his Dark Vision, he saw nothing. Just as he'd decided the sound had been a trick of his ears, a wave of malevolence flowed over him.
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Gryph calmed his breathing and activated Enhanced Vision. The world became a swirling mélange of dull light and vibrant shadow as the world's texture reversed. He grunted in confusion but forced himself to focus, remembering the Tier Ability's description. 
 
	You now have access to ENHANCED VISION.



	With this boost, your Dark Vision now reaches 240 ft and can detect other types of radiation along the electromagnetic spectrum. This ability has a wide variety of uses, including seeing heat with infrared, spotting secret doors and hidden objects with x-ray, etc. The benefits are wide-ranging and must be discovered through practice and experimentation.




Gryph willed the maelstrom assaulting his optic nerves to calm and filtered out all spectrums of light save the infrared. The darkness of the night exploded with dozens of glowing red heat sources, proving that even here, Gryph was not alone.
Life was everywhere.
Most were small burrowing animals or low heat insects. None were the source of the malevolent pressure. Gryph ignored the pounding pain brought on by the effort of holding the infrared spectrum and surveyed his surroundings.
He'd circled 180-degrees when the inferno of heat in the vague shape of a gorilla blazed outwards from the branches of a nearby tree. As Gryph's gaze fell on the heat signature, it shrunk to the size of a small monkey and then disappeared in a flash of crimson light.
Gryph gasped in pain and dropped infrared. He stumbled back, blinking the stars from his vision, when he heard, as much as saw, another flash of hellish light near his feet. On instinct, he stabbed down with his spear, but yet another flare announced the creature's swift departure.
Behind him, a flash announced the beast's return.
Gryph spun, ready to strike the attacker again, when the all too familiar odor of sulphur rose to his nose, and a voice spoke.
“Quit with the stab, stab, poke, poke, ugly dingleplop!”
“Xeg?” Gryph said, somehow not as surprised as he should be. “Dingleplop?”
“Of course Xeg is Xeg, ugly gimboid. Who else think be creep up on you in middle of night by stoopid river and make very scary?”
“Truthfully, just about anyone,” Gryph admitted, ignoring the imp's claim that he'd terrified him. “I never expected to see you again.”
“Well, lucky is today for you then,” the imp responded, the squint in his eyes suggesting Gryph had somehow offended him. Xeg stared as if waiting for Gryph to agree that today was indeed a lucky day. When Gryph said nothing, the imp grew more irritated and harrumphed.
“Why are you here, Xeg?”
“Xeg can go be anywheres Xeg wants. Now, Xeg want be here, so he ports and bamphs, and here am Xeg.”
“But why?” Gryph said in a low, pained tone, gripping his fist to control his irritation.
“Oh, you means reason Xeg here. Why no ask why?”
“I did.” Gryph's teeth hurt from clenching.
“Well, that easy. Friend of Xeg need Gryph-Finn Caldwell's help,” Xeg said, waving his arm around in a casual manner. “You need come, very much quick.”
A wave of panic filled Gryph. How did Xeg know his real name? He had no memory of ever mentioning it in front of the infernal imp. But that worry disappeared, pushed to the back of his mind by the imp's use of the word friend, and a desperate hope filled him.
“Wick?” Gryph asked, dumbfounded. Shock at the imp's presence faded, replaced with anxious hope. “You're with Wick?”
“No, stoopid, tall, different looking goober,” Xeg said, the scorn in his tone increasing. “Ugly blue dumb head still dead.” Xeg mock choked himself rather forcefully, yet somehow still managed to speak. “Other dumbhead's soul all swirly somewheres Xeg no can find. And Xeg never no call dumb blue-head, friend. He was minion of Xeg, cuz Xeg is very much super powerful.”
Xeg stood tall, his back straight, hands on his hips, doing his best Superman pose. The stance would have been far more impressive had the imp not topped out at a foot and a half tall.
“Okay, fine. If not Wick, then who is …?”
“No more time for dumb talks,” Xeg interrupted and scrambled up the trunk of the closest tree before leaping atop Gryph's head. “Must go.”
Gryph flinched as the imp's claws dug into his scalp, wondering why Xeg had spent 'very much long time' blathering if he were in such a hurry. Before Gryph could ask, the world swirled and exploded into a cloud of crimson and purple smoke.
Reality folded around them, bringing with it the rotten-egg stench of sulphur, and a moment later the motley pair was somewhere else.
Gryph stumbled, and the contents of his stomach surged into his throat, but with an effort and a foul-tasting swallow, Gryph kept them down. A moment later, his equilibrium returned, and he looked around to find they stood in a long, bright hallway. The lack of windows suggested they were deep underground, but otherwise, the decor and architecture would have been home in any modern office building back on Earth.
They were back in New Harlan's Watch. From around the corner, the sound of dull explosions reached their ears.
Xeg jumped from Gryph's head and somehow attached himself to the ceiling. He then crept towards the sound, his dark red body as obvious as a bloodstain against the ceiling's stark white paint.
“What are you doing?” Gryph hissed, earning a far louder 'Shhhh' and a glare from the imp. The demonling rushed towards a T-juncture of hallways, slowing as he reached the bend. He wriggled his butt like a cat about to pounce and then peeked around the corner.
Gryph readied his spear, dipped into Stealth, and crept to the end of the hall. The booms of magic and grunts of pain were louder as he peeked around the corner and down the hallway.
Twenty feet further down, two heavily armed guards stood sentry at a solid door. Neither man wore the garb of a soldier of the Light, having neither the bearing nor the grooming standards necessary to be a soldier. To Gryph's eye, they looked like common, if capable, brigands, suggesting that they were local recruits.
Why use locals instead of your own men?
A sudden sting rose on Gryph's cheek, and he pulled back, nearly yelping in surprise. His eyes snapped up to find the imp's tail snaking back up and his beady eyes glaring down on him. The infernal dickhead had smacked him with his tail.
“What?” Gryph mouthed silently, eyes glaring with irritation.
The imp began the most confusing pantomime Gryph had ever seen, combining monkey-like skulking, erratic new age dance moves, and what looked like a frenzied scalp massage in search of rampaging head lice. Xeg even mocked eating the imaginary critters, tossing them into his mouth like they were the tastiest of snacks.
“What?” Gryph mouthed again, shaking his head.
Xeg scowled, tossed a dismissive backhand down at Gryph, and then disappeared in a stench riddled bamph.
Gryph's eyes widened in panic.
The idiot imp can't mean to attack them solo?
He eased his head around the corner just in time to see the imp's reentry point appear above the closest guard's head. The noise and the smell put the men on alert, but Xeg wasted no time and landed atop the first guard's head, hammering him with King Kong style fisticuffs.
Globs of dark crimson energy exploded from the imp's tiny fists and stuck to the man's head like cloying molasses before slurping their way into the man's ear canals. The guard dropped his spear and beat the sides of his head, dancing around like a meth crazed man desperate to get the bugs out of his head. A moment later, he collapsed to the floor, coughed up thick ropes of bloody sputum, and then went still.
Before the other guard could overcome his shock, Xeg jumped onto his head, wrapped his tail about the man's throat, and cinched it tight. The man opened his mouth, tongue lolling out as he gasped, desperate for air.
But Xeg wasn't done. The imp clawed at the second guard's scalp, pulling bits of hair and tendrils of energy from the man's head. He crammed them into his mouth with wild abandon, looking for all the world like a starving man scarfing down iridescent strands of pasta.
The guard's eyes rolled back into his head, and he fell to the floor in a heap. The guard's collapse didn't stop the psychic spaghetti feast, as the imp gorged on the guard's mental energy. Gryph rushed up and pulled the imp off by the scruff of his neck.
“Enough,” Gryph said. “I think you got him.”
“Nopes. Stills mores left,” Xeg countered and tried to pull free of Gryph's grasp.
Gryph feared he'd have to take more drastic measures to stop the crazed imp's drug-like bingeing, but then a gurgling scream rose beyond the door, drawing his attention. Xeg spun, his eyes turning from crazed hunger to worry as he glared at the door and then up at Gryph.
Who is behind this door?
More scuffling, yelps of pain, and explosions rose and fell, their sounds muffled by the thick door. Whoever was inside, it was clear they engaged in fierce magical combat.
“We needs through door,” Xeg said, his voice bearing a tone of worry Gryph had never heard from the imp.
“You can't port through?”
“What, you think Xeg no think of that?” the imp said, tossing his hands above his head like an exasperated toddler. “Room warded. No can port. That's why bring big, clomp, clomp, muscle-head.” He pointed at the door again. “Gryph, smash!”
Gryph examined the door, which had neither lock nor handle, leaving him with one option. I guess Gryph Smash. He kicked the door, but the solid plas-steel barely shuddered as a jolt of pain surged up his leg.
“Well, that didn't work,” Gryph muttered, rubbing his thigh.
“You am useless,” Xeg muttered and turned his back on Gryph like he was a bitchy girlfriend mad Gryph hadn't bought a flower before the big dance.
“Xeg, who is behind this door?”
“No want talk to you. Open doors or no will talk no more.”
Gryph sighed and turned his gaze inwards, cycling through his list of spells. Something had to work. He scanned down and tapped the Earth Magic spell Shatter. The spell caused vibrations to build up inside anything made of stone until the stone, well, shattered.
An odd sense of deja vu filled him as he drew Mana down his arms. The last time he'd used Shatter had been in Harlan's Watch, the real Harlan's Watch, when he'd helped free Sean from the town's jail. That use required little subtlety, as he only needed to crack a hole in an exterior wall.
This time was more complicated, as he'd need to shatter just the concrete doorframe or risk bringing the unknown number of floors above them crashing down on their heads. There was also the question of just how reinforced concrete would respond to the spell.
He closed his eyes, crouched low, and laid his hands on the bottom, left-hand side of the doorframe. As he finished casting, waves of tectonic force flowed down his arms. He focused and directed the vibrations through his bones and into the concrete around the door. A low rumble rose beneath his palms as the vibrations pummeled the molecular structure of the concrete.
Small fissures appeared, and Gryph moved his hands up along the frame. The cracks spidered upwards like tamed snakes moving up the wall. He rounded the top of the frame, where his distance from the concrete forced him to focus the vibrations into a tighter spiral.
Sweat poured down his back as his Mana bar drained faster than a bucket with a hole in the bottom. He hoped that whatever lay behind this door was as friendly as Xeg claimed.
Just as his Mana bar flared, he finished.
Gryph stood, stepped back, stared at the door, and unfurled his spear once more. The masonry about the door creaked, but the door itself did not move, confirming his initial suspicion of its thickness.
He was about to step forward and push on the top, hoping the weight would send it crashing into the room, when Xeg roared and charged into the bottom. His impact did little but knock him onto his backside.
Undeterred, the small imp smashed the soles of his feet into the door with such rapidity that they became a blur, reminding Gryph of Bugs Bunny pummeling Elmer Fudd.
“Xeg, stop,” Gryph began, hoping to halt the imp's futile efforts, but then a low creak rose, and the bottom of the door shifted forward just enough to offset its balance.
The door creaked towards them, forcing Gryph to spin out of the way as it fell past him, a rush of wind blowing past his face. The door slammed down with enough force to rumble the floor and far more than enough to squash a tiny imp.
“Xeg!” Gryph screamed, a part of him stunned to realize he cared for the little bugger's safety. He wasn't sure that demons could truly die but suspected getting squashed by a half-ton of plastic, metal, and stone would send Xeg screaming back to the Abyss.
His worry increased when the oily cloud of sulphuric stench poured out from around the edges of the fallen slab. He stepped back as the semi-liquid remnants flowed over his boots. Before his brain could finish thinking 'eww,' the now familiar bamph noise of Xeg's porting ability exploded near Gryph's head, and the imp landed on his shoulder.
“You try squash mighty Xeg!” the imp roared and boxed Gryph in the ear.
“Cut the crap, you little bugger,” Gryph said and grabbed the furious twerp by the neck and held him at arm's length. “Look.”
The room beyond the door was the size of an elementary school gymnasium, and the scorch marks along the far walls and floors suggested it was a magic training facility. But this differed from the one he'd trained in topside, evidenced by the heightened security and the scattering of crumpled bodies surrounding the room's lone standing occupant. Their back faced Gryph and Xeg, arms wide and head cocked as if ready for anything.
Despite the figure's diminutive stature, significant power thrummed within them. Both outstretched arms bore manacles, their chains partially melted, glowing with the crimson heat of chthonic energy. Gryph took a tentative step into the room, cursing himself that he did not have sufficient Mana reserves to use any of his new Spear Magus abilities.
If this comes to a fight, I must rely on my skill alone.
The figure turned slowly, and sharp, deadly eyes peered at Gryph through a mop of filthy, matted hair. A metal muzzle held fast to the lower part of the chthonic mage's jaw. That, coupled with the dim lighting within the room, obscured the figure's face.
Gryph's grip tightened on the shaft of his spear as the keen eyes landed upon him. Gryph saw purpose and power within them, but then another emotion pushed past both.
Recognition.
The figure's eyes eased, and she, for Gryph was now sure the tiny person was female, relaxed, raising her hands towards Gryph with joy and relief. She cocked her head sideways as tears poured from her eyes, leaking trails down her filth covered face.
In an instant, Gryph knew the woman's identity, and his heart leapt into his throat.
“Tifala!”
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Tifala rushed forward as Gryph knelt, pulling her into an embrace. Despite the gnome's small stature, her grip was firm. Her body shook, whether in joy or relief, Gryph could not say but suspected it was both.
After a moment, she pulled herself back and looked up at him, her eyes fierce. She was different than he remembered her, somehow more dangerous. What had happened to her since they parted company? For a moment, Gryph feared she had lost herself, but then the warmth and kindness of old Tifala peeked through, causing him to smile.
She tried to speak, and then a muffled, bitter laugh pushed past the muzzle as if the joyous reunion had made her forget about her bonds. She raised her hands, broken chains dangling from wrist restraints imploring Gryph to remove them.
“Xeg, see if you can find the keys and get these infernal things off of her.”
“You am no boss of Xeg,” the imp complained, but then Tifala's eyes fell on him, and he giggled, a disturbing sound coming from a demon. “But Xeg do as say, cuz Xeg likes pretty lady ways more lots than big ugly goober.”
Without further complaint, Xeg bounced from one corpse to the next, rifling through each body so aggressively it would have earned him a dozen harassment complaints if they were back on Earth, and the groped victims weren't already dead.
Gryph and Tifala watched as each failed search pushed the irate imp's rage to new heights. He trod on faces, kicked ribs, and punched groins. The imp gnawed on fingers and dug inside mouths hung open in silent screams. When the imp flipped another body onto its stomach and tugged down its pants, Gryph intervened.
“Did you check the men outside? You know, the actual guards.”
Xeg glared at Gryph, muttered something foul, flipped off the corpse, and then ported. A moment later, grumbles, hisses, and infernal curses rose outside the room. Gryph cringed as a wet tearing sound rose and looked at Tifala. She shook her head as if saying, 'trust me, you don't want to know.'
A moment later, the imp hooted like a drunk howler monkey.
“Xeg finds keys. Cuz Xeg is mighty and very much good at finding things.”
Tifala chuckled, and Gryph sighed in exasperation. A moment later, the imp ported back and fiddled with the locks until Tifala's manacles, and then her muzzle, fell to the floor.
“Thank you,” she said in a croaking voice, flexing her jaw and rubbing her wrists. She scratched Xeg on the head, earning a coo from the imp.
Gryph nodded and smiled. He had a thousand questions for her, but one leapt to the fore.
“Wick?”
The light in her eyes faded, and she shook her head. “We didn't find him, but we learned one thing.” She gazed back into Gryph's eyes. “Wick is not in the chthonic realm. His soul avoided damnation.”
Relief poured through Gryph, and he brought a hand to his mouth. Despite his knowledge of the soul's immortality, Gryph could claim no understanding of the rumored judgment all souls faced upon death.
When he'd been alive, Wick had confessed his fear to Gryph that his use of Chthonic Magic would doom his soul to the Abyss unless he learned of a way to prevent it. That Wick had died protecting Gryph not long after that admission had filled Gryph with endless guilt.
As relief poured through him, Gryph realized that few things in any of his lives had ever brought him more comfort. His guilt was still there, likely always would be, but knowing his friend's soul had avoided damnation filled him with joy.
He laughed, and tears welled in his eyes. Tifala wept as well and pulled him into a tight embrace. They held it for several long heartbeats when Gryph felt a tiny, clawed hand on his side. Looking down, he found Xeg had embraced them both.
Gryph chuckled, which caused Xeg to scowl, pull back, and threaten him.
“No giggle at mighty Xeg or Xeg will crunch your bones down into tiny shards and sell to puny imps at the Cruciata for use as toothpicks.”
Gryph held back another chuckle and nodded down upon the imp with due seriousness. He didn't believe the imp could make good on the threat, despite numerous mentions of the Cruciata, the Abyssal holiday celebrating torture.
But the little dude is kind of badass, Gryph thought, casting a short glance back at the two guards, one dead, the other drooling in a catatonic state. He looked down on the imp and nodded. “Thank you, Xeg. I couldn't have done this without you.”
“Course you not. You no even know there was thing needed doing. Without Xeg, you still be sitting by dumb, wobbly river, staring into nothing like brainless gorm.”
“Um, right,” Gryph said. He'd had enough 'conversations' with the imp to know when it was best to move on. He turned back to Tifala and looked her up and down. “So, what happened to you?”
“What, you don't like the new look?” she asked, smiling and running her fingers through her hair.
“It's just…”
“Scary?”
“I was going to say, different but scary works. Since when have you been a chthonic mage?”
“Since I got trapped in the chthonic realm and had to learn or die.”
Gryph's eyes grew wide, and then, as Tifala told her tale, his jaw fell open.
After parting ways with Gryph and the others, Tifala had gone to the Barrow and then on to Erram, the tiny village in the plains near the Long Pass where she and Wick had grown up. There, she tracked down the warlock who'd taught Wick how to summon Xeg so long ago. The warlock feared Tifala wanted revenge, and though the people of her village would have wholeheartedly endorsed retribution against a demonic sorcerer, Tifala had not come for blood.
“I forced him to teach me how to summon Xeg, hoping Xeg could tell me what happened to Wick's soul.”
“Mighty Xeg,” the imp corrected.
“Yes, Mighty Xeg,” she said, smiling down upon him and scratching the base of his horns. “My apologies.” The imp cooed, and Tifala continued her tale. “I found a quiet spot in the hills around Erram and cast the spell.”
“Let me guess. Things did not go to plan?”
“No, they most certainly did not.”
Tifala explained how the spell designed to draw an imp into the mortal realms had instead pulled Tifala into the chthonic realm. What she had not known, could not have known, was that the Blood War, a near eternal civil war fought among the three Princes of the Abyss, had ended one of its periodic ceasefires. The renewed violence had forced the deva of the empyrean realm to redouble their efforts to contain the denizens of the Abyss, causing her attempted summoning to become an unexpected banishment.
“I would have died within days had Xeg not found me and taken me to the relative safety of a cave. Unfortunately, with the infernal conflict raging, my little savior could not stay with me.”
“Xeg want stay and protect pretty lady, but Xeg big important muckety muck and needed to plan and fight war.”
Gryph ignored Xeg's exaggerated sense of self-importance, and Tifala continued her tale.
“But he taught me Chthonic Magic and a few spells that helped me survive.”
“Xeg is also very much genius. In all, many things. But most smart with Chthonic Magic. Nobody know more about demon power than Xeg.”
“Eventually, the Princes called a truce, allowing us to escape.”
“Xeg knew pretty lady would no more last in Abyss, so Xeg make Princes no more fight, and we comes back to stinky mortal realm.”
“How did you end up here?” Gryph asked. “Bound and gagged?”
“Once we were back, I wanted to renew my search for Wick.” She lowered her head and bit her lip as if fighting against a surge of guilt. “But I was tired and needed rest.” She looked up at Gryph. “We journeyed towards the Barrow. I planned to have Simon send me back to Dar Thoriim, where I could be with you and the others. There, I hoped to recuperate, and when I was able, resume my search for Wick. But, we were forced to turn back and never made it to the Barrow.”
At that point, Erasmus, the Light's recruiter, found her. He offered her a chance to work for the Light, to teach their mages the ways of Chthonic Magic. When she said no, he bound her in chains and a muzzle and forced her to comply.
“He made me a slave,” Tifala said.
Shock hummed through Gryph. He knew enough of the Elder's origins to realize they had once been slaves. That they would condone such a loathsome practice in the Army of the Light cast severe doubts on their claim to serve the good of all people.
“You said you were forced to turn back. What would make you turn around when you can do this?” Gryph asked, waving a hand around the room to encompass the bodies.
“We ran into the scouts guarding the rear of Aluran's army. We beat them and escaped before reinforcements arrived. We tried to find another way to the Barrow. That’s when Erasmus found us, and weak as we were, we could not evade him.”
“Aluran's army?” Gryph's eyes widened. “Where, exactly?”
“A few days' travel from the Long Pass.”
Gryph grew cold at the revelation. To their best knowledge, Aluran's forces were west of New Harlan's Watch. But if Tifala spoke true, then he was far to the south, weeks ahead of the Army of the Light, and mere days from Dar Thoriim.
That their information had been so wrong could only mean one thing. There was a traitor in the Light. And their betrayal put Gryph's people in imminent danger.
“I need to speak to the Elders,” Gryph said. “And the two of you need to warn Dar Thoriim. Head to the Barrow and tell Simon to send you home.”
Tifala lowered her head and sighed. “I cannot leave. Not yet.”
“Why not?” Gryph asked.
She stared him straight in the eye with a mixture of deep worry and powerful fierceness. The intensity of her gaze caused Gryph's guts to churn.
“Because the Light has my son.”
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Gryph felt the fool, an arrogant, selfish fool. He cursed himself for forgetting that Tifala had been pregnant at the time of Wick's death. That she had begun her quest not just for herself, but so her child would know their father's soul had found peace.
“What is his name?”
“Dinkwick Flintspanner Junior,” Tifala said, the slight upturn of her smile speaking volumes.
Wick had hated the name Dinkwick for obvious reasons. That Tifala had passed the name down to her son was both a tribute to Wick, a gnome who spent most of his life hunting to discover himself, and a subtle, friendly jab.
Gryph didn't envy the angst the boy would feel when he was old enough to hate the name.
“But we call him Flint.” Tifala lowered her head, fearful emotions tearing at her.
Gryph pulled her into an embrace and promised to help her save Flint.
“We need to act fast,” Tifala said. “Before the Light realizes I've escaped. That's why I had Xeg wait until you were alone to enact the plan. We need to get in and out quickly.”
“I have a better idea. One that will get the Light off your back, permanently.” Gryph placed both hands on the small gnomish woman's shoulders. “Do you trust me?”
“With my life.”
“And with Flint's life?”
“Working on that,” she said with a wry, pained grin.
“I vow to do all that is within my power to recover your son and eliminate the threat posed by Erasmus and the Light to you and your family.”
 
	You have made a Binding Vow to rescue Dinkwick Flintspanner Junior.



	Vows are powerful promises made binding, enforced by the ancient magics of the Realms, and will inflict severe penalties if the Vow's terms are broken. Gryph has promised to recover Tifala's son Flint, a hostage of the Light, and eliminate any further danger from the Light to the Flintspanner family.
Difficulty: Difficult
Reward: Unknown
Experience: Unknown
Penalty for Failure: Reputation Penalty with Tifala and probable loss of her as a friend and ally.




“Okay,” Tifala said, releasing a deep breath she'd likely been holding for more than a week. “I'll follow your lead.”
“Xeg no want follow ugly, tall goober. Xeg want smash and burn and raarrrghhh stupid jerkwads who steal Flint.”
“Let's hold that in reserve, shall we, and try it my way first,” Gryph responded.
The imp bared his teeth at Gryph, but a gentle touch by Tifala eased his ire, and he nodded. “Xeg hopes your way fail. Very much want roast nuts of shiny jackholes.”
“Is it odd that I both want to see that and am deeply disturbed by the idea?” Gryph asked, looking at Tifala.
“It's his way, and trust me, you never get used to it.”
Gryph chuckled and then grew more serious. “Let's go get your son.”
*****
Gryph decided a dramatic entrance designed to catch the Light off guard had a greater chance of achieving their goals. He'd been a victim of many bureaucracies in his life and knew middle management types would go to great lengths not to get noticed by those at the top. Gryph had neither the time nor the inclination to deal with such delays.
Using her Life Master's connection to the natural world, Tifala confirmed it was just after dawn. By now, the Elders should have gathered in the conference room atop the tower for their daily briefing and planning session.
As an Elder, Gryph had access, and today he would make sure they heard his voice.
“Let's do this,” Gryph said, extending a hand to Tifala. She took it, and then Xeg jumped atop Gryph's shoulder, grabbing a chunk of hair a bit too aggressively with his claws.
I need to remember to wear my helmet around this little red idiot.
Half-elf and gnome took a deep breath, and then the world shifted in a haze of crimson energy.
A moment later, the world rippled again, dumping Gryph, Tifala, and Xeg inside the Light's audience chamber. The Elders turned surprised eyes towards the dissipating cloud of sulphuric smoke, each prepping an offensive spell. Most of the people in the room flinched at their sudden appearance.
Only Ramsay remained unmoving.
A half dozen guards lowered spears and advanced, shouting orders to surrender. Gryph ignored them and kept his gaze steady on Ramsay.
“Lower your weapons!” the Elder of Order barked in a loud, clear voice. “Do you not recognize Elder Gryph when you see him?”
Abashed, the guards stopped their advance. They returned to their posts, cracking their spears on the stone floor, and stood rigid. Their discipline impressed Gryph, but he was not here to compliment the Light on their soldier's training.
“So glad you could join us, Elder,” Demetria said, idly twirling a stemmed glass of fruit juice between her fingers. “To what do we owe, the pleasure?”
“I have discovered intelligence that threatens us all.”
“What intelligence?” Aiden said, her voice on edge as she leaned forward, bringing one hand to her chin. The other Elders said nothing, but all of them tensed. Even the implacable Ramsay leaned back, tension filling him as he steepled his fingers beneath his chin.
“Before we get to that, we have other business to attend to.” He turned and motioned Tifala to step forward. “Do you recognize this woman?” Gryph asked, an opening salvo in his attempt to see how far the Light's corruption had seeped.
Demetria exchanged a confused glance with the other Elders. “Our apologies, Elder Gryph, but we do not. However, the Light comprises thousands of devotees, making it nigh impossible to know them all. Please, enlighten us.”
“She is one of your slaves,” Gryph said, voice loud and harsh. “Forced to teach your war mages the ways of magic.”
“The Light does not have slaves!” Brenner roared with heat, leaning forward and smashing his fist on the table. “It is a reprehensible practice that tarnishes anyone who partakes in it, and the Light must remain pure.”
To his left, Gryph noticed Erasmus switch from one nervous foot to the other. Is it possible Brenner speaks the truth? Has Erasmus done this on his own? He turned his gaze to the hefty Gyptian. “Is this true, Erasmus? Are all those who serve the Light here of their own free will?”
“I …” The chubby man blanched, his thick fingers tugging at the front of his robes. All eyes in the room fell on the talent recruiter. “That is… a few recruits required more persuasive methods to join the cause, but ...”
“You kidnapped my son,” Tifala said harshly, taking a step towards the fearful man. On her shoulder, Xeg bared his teeth and hissed at the Gyptian. “Give him back to me. Now!”
“Does this woman speak true, Erasmus?” Ramsay asked, his voice firm, yet even.
“It …, well…” Erasmus stuttered, then wiped his brow with a silk cloth. “You made it very clear, Elders, that I was to recruit as many Masters as I could to train your army. I paid those willing to join the Light, but some refused, and required more persuasive methods…”
“Did you kidnap this woman's son?” Brenner roared, silencing the portly Gyptian man. “Force her to serve us against her will?”
“I…” Erasmus began, then teetered and nearly fell. Only Hunter's firm grip prevented the man from collapsing to his knees.
“Face your sins with dignity,” Hunter barked. “And beg the Elders their forgiveness.”
Erasmus stepped forward on unsteady feet, a gurgling blubbering rising from within his hefty girth. It was a most unpleasant noise, one that Hunter quickly silenced with a jab to the man's kidney.
“You will return this woman's son to her and beg her forgiveness,” Ramsay said. “Then you will bring an accounting of every 'recruit' to Hunter and release any he determines are not here of their own accord, with a promise of safe passage and appropriate remuneration, taken from your coffers. If you comply with this, we will consider letting you retain both your employment and your life. Is this understood?”
“Yes, Elder,” the man said, bowing effusively. “Thank you, Elder.”
Demetria looked to a pair of guards. “Escort Master Erasmus to this woman's son and bring the child here posthaste. If you determine he is delaying, use whatever methods you deem necessary to hasten your return.”
“Yes, Elder,” both guards said as one, before marching to Erasmus and dragging him from the room.
Once they were gone, Ramsay turned to Tifala. “My most humble apologies, Mistress. I can assure you, your son will be with you momentarily, and Erasmus will pay for your, and his, mistreatment.”
Tifala nodded but said nothing.
“Now, Elder Gryph,” Aiden said, turning her attention. “We are most eager to hear this intelligence you bring us.”
Gryph looked from one Elder to the next, extending the moment, seeking a reaction. But the ancient immortals gave him nothing. Undeterred, Gryph gazed past Ryvanna, to his real target.
From the moment Tifala had told him of Aluran's army's real location, Gryph had known the identity of the traitor. Gryph's gaze fell upon Bryant, surprised to see the wily spymaster showed no outward concern.
You're good, Bryant. Which begs the question, who do you work for?
“We are deceived, Elders. Aluran's army is not to our west, but far to the south.”
Bryant did not blink, did not move, but he also did not breathe, a clear sign that beneath his rigid, controlled exterior, panic had taken a hold of the man.
“What do you mean?” Brenner asked, looking from Gryph to Bryant. “Aluran's forces have yet to traverse the Eldarian Dominion. We still have days to prepare.”
“We do not,” Gryph countered. “Aluran has already moved through the Long Pass and is well into the Shifting Sands.”
The Elders exchanged glances, but Ramsay's eyes remained glued to Bryant. “Where did you come by this information, Elder Gryph?”
“Mistress Tifala fought against the rear guard of Aluran's army as it prepared to enter the pass. They forced her to retreat, and she came across Erasmus, who enslaved her.”
“And you believe her?” Demetria asked. She stood and walked around the table, arms clasped behind her back.
“I do. Unlike the rest of this room, I am sure she has never lied to me.”
Demetria's jaw flexed at the accusation, but she kept her self control and motioned for Bryant to step forward. “What make you of these claims, Master Bryant?”
“Hard to believe,” Bryant said, stepping forward. “Moving an army of that size without my knowledge would be unlikely.”
“Yes, it would,” Ramsay said. He stood, walked past Demetria, and stood well inside the limits of Bryant's personal space.
The Elder cocked his head as if prepping to sniff the man. But Ramsay did not inhale, did not breathe at all. Instead, he seemed to be listening.
He's using Acute Hearing, Gryph realized. All users of Perception earned the ability once reaching the Apprentice Tier. It enabled the user to hear others' heartbeat allowing them to detect changes and sense when someone was lying.
Bryant made a move to step back, but Ramsay's hand launched out with incredible speed and held the man tight by the neck. “You seem nervous, Bryant. How long have you been lying to us? How long have you been a traitor to the Light?”
“You're making a horrible mistake.”
“No, I don't think we are,” Ramsay said. “I hear the lies with every beat of your heart, and that is a sound I no longer can abide.”
Ramsay released Bryant and stepped away. Bryant cast one last disappointed look at Gryph before turning to the other Elders and yelled. “All hail the High God Aluran! May he …”
The rest of the words never passed Bryant's lips, for Demetria had summoned her massive sword from some otherworldly pocket dimension and swung it in a wide, easy arc, slicing through Bryant's neck.
The blow separated the spymaster's head from his body, and it flew back, bounced off the floor several times, and rolled towards the entrance to the room. Before it could skip through the open doors, a small foot arrested its motion, stepping atop it like a footballer stopping the ball after an official's whistle.
The foot belonged to a young gnome, likely in his middle teenage years. The boy grinned madly, his clothing a random assortment of color and patterns that would have embarrassed a clown.
How? Gryph thought, his eyes widening in realization. But before he could put words to his confusion, the boy looked at the head and spoke.
“A welcome back present. I do love me a decapitated head.” Flint looked up and gazed around the room. “Hey, mom. Hey, Uncle Xeg. Who are these jackholes?”
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Tifala rushed to Flint and pulled him into a powerful embrace. The motion pulled the young gnome off balance, sending Bryant's head skittering across the floor. It dribbled blood in a trail behind it before coming to a rest against the boots of one of the stoic guards.
“Mom, you're embarrassing me,” Flint grumbled.
Tifala pulled back but made no apologies as she checked him up and down for injury or ailment.
“Are you okay?”
“I'm fine, really. Apart from holding me prisoner and preaching about their shiny happy cult, these goobers ain't too bad.”
Gryph walked up to Flint and extended his hand. “It's nice to meet you, Flint. My name is Gryph. Your father was a good friend of mine.”
Flint eyed Gryph before taking his hand. “Mom made you sound prettier than you are.”
“I've had a makeover,” Gryph responded.
“Tired of the lutins stealing your lustrous silver locks?”
Gryph spun on Tifala, who shrugged unapologetically. “We had a lot of time to waste, and humor helped us stay strong.”
“Yeah, I know all your embarrassing stories,” Flint said.
“How old are you, kid?”
“Fifteen.” The lad stood straight, trying to make his minuscule height look greater than its sub three feet.
“You'll be fifteen in three months,” Tifala said. “Stop trying to grow up so fast.”
“You were trapped in the chthonic realm for fifteen years?” Gryph's eyes widened in shock and respect.
“Yes, but I wouldn't recommend the neighborhood.”
Gryph was at a loss for words. He'd always known Tifala was capable, but until now, he'd had no idea just how tough she was. Would I survive that long? Tifala smiled up at his concern, patting his arm.
“We're okay, really.”
Gryph nodded and told her they'd have a long talk about her experiences once they returned home. For now, he had more pressing concerns and thought he had a way to kill two birds with one stone.
He formed an Adventure Group and added Tifala, Flint, Xeg, and Doc. He was unsure whether Doc was in close enough range, but then Doc's surprised 'Hello?' joined the group's Telepathic Bond. Wasting no time, he pitched his plan to his friends.
He then turned back to the Elders and made his demands.
“If you wish me to remain your ally, I will need several things, and none of them are negotiable.” Gryph waited as Ramsay and the others exchanged glances.
“State your demands,” Ramsay said.
“First, within the week, you will escort the trainers who do not wish to remain to the village at the end of Harlan's Pass. There, you will leave them to live their lives as they see fit.”
“What would stop them from revealing our presence?” Brenner asked. “We cannot risk Aluran learning we are here.”
Gryph picked up Bryant's head and held it out towards the Elders. “I think that cat is out of the bag.”
“We will set them free,” Aiden said. “And Erasmus will escort them to safety. Consider it a part of his penance.
What else?”
Gryph dropped Bryant's head unceremoniously on the ground.
“Second, Tifala, Flint, and Doc will leave New Harlan's Watch as soon as we finish this conversation. You will provide them with supplies and transportation, horses, or if Doc cannot ride, a wagon.”
“Doc?” Aiden said in surprise.
“Yes, Doc. He will no longer be a pawn in your game. Tifala will take him with her. The healers of her home village are among the best on Korynn. Perhaps there, Doc can find the aid he needs, and if not, he will live his last days in peace. You will set no spies, no guards upon them.”
“Agreed,” Ramsay said. “Anything else?”
Gryph looked at Ramsay and decided the time to play coy was long past. He was sure that the Elders knew about Dar Thoriim, likely knew of The Black Fog and The Iron Crown. Whether the Light turned out to be an ally or enemy down the road was a problem for another day. Here and now, Gryph needed them.
For if he didn't stop Aluran, neither the Light nor their true purpose would matter one whit as the High God tore the Realms asunder.
“We need to intercept Aluran before he reaches Dar Thoriim.”
“Dar Thoriim?” Demetria said, doing a phenomenal job of feigning ignorance.
“My city. It hides in a secluded valley beyond the Shifting Sands. My people, while capable, will not survive an assault from the High God's army for long.”
“And what is in Dar Thoriim that drives the High God to war?” Brenner asked.
“Power,” Gryph said simply and without further explanation. “If Aluran takes the valley, it will mean the end of the Light, the end of us all.”
Ramsay looked from one Elder to the next, and each nodded. He turned back to Gryph.
“We agree to your terms, but we have one of our own.”
“What is that?”
“We can get a portion of our army down the Vester River via boat to intercept Aluran, but it will take at least a week for the rest to reach this Dar Thoriim. Go with Brenner as co-leader of this strike force. Do all that you can to slow Aluran down and buy us the time to mobilize the rest of our army. And if you are able, get a message to your people and tell them to stay strong, for friends are coming.”
Gryph stared at Ramsay, feigning consideration.
Everyone get all that? He sent via the Telepathic Link.
Indeed, Tifala said. I still don't trust them, but the plan is solid. We cannot let either side get their hands on the 'power' in Dar Thoriim.
Gryph sent a mental nod, complimenting Tifala on her restraint in not mentioning The Black Fog or The Iron Crown in the link. It was unlikely any of the Elders possessed the ability to eavesdrop on their mental communication, which required a  high level in Thought Magic, but better safe than sorry.
I love the idea of getting all these assholes together and letting them duke it out, Doc agreed. Maybe we'll get lucky, and they'll kill each other off.
Xeg hopes dying man is wrong, cuz Xeg very much wants to kills them all by himself.
Can I help? Flint asked. 
By himself, with helps from Xeg’s bestest demonson, Flint. Very much good idea.
Neither of you is doing any such thing.
Come on, mom.
Yes, very much grumbles at pretty lady's no let kill murder pretend holy jerkwads.
Maybe it's because I'm on death's door, but I agree with Xeg, Doc sent.
It was getting harder for Gryph to keep a straight face, and he knew he needed to give the Elders an answer.
We'll work out the details later, Gryph thought at them. Tifala, do you still have the Port Stone I gave you?
I gave it to Xeg for safekeeping when Erasmus captured us.
Xeg has shiny bling, bling very well hidden. No one finds in special spot where sun no shines.
Gryph grimaced at the implication but wanted no additional details.
Okay, then. You four get to the Morphic Dungeon just outside town and head back to Dar Thoriim. Warn the others what is coming. I do not trust the Light, despite Ramsay's assurances.
You sure you won’t come with us? Tifala sent.
I need to find out exactly what the Light is up to. I will join you when I am able.
You can easy join us any time wants, Xeg muttered. Just kill self and respawn back home. Or if wants, Xeg will kill instead. Xeg like be very much helpful.
Thanks, I think. We'll keep that plan as a backup.
No fun, Xeg grunted.
Be smart. Be quick, Gryph sent. If the Light tries to hinder you, send Xeg back here to warn me.
Why waits till laters for much warning. Xeg is here warn now. Shiny Losers will betray tall dumbhead very much quickly. Then Xeg can says, 'tolds you so,' and there will be much rejoicing.
I very much hope you are wrong.
So does Xeg. For once. But no get hopes up, cuz Xeg is never wrong, for Xeg is wisest, most cunning demon in all Abyss, which means way more cunning wise than any you stoopid meat bags.
Just take care of them, please, Gryph said, growing tired of the go-around.
Fines, Xeg no let death happens anybody. For little whiles anyways.
Pushing his exasperation down, Gryph broke the link, looked at the Elders, and nodded.
“Let's get those boats in the water.”
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When Ramsay said the word boats, Gryph pictured an armada of skiffs, or perhaps large barges reminiscent of the landing craft used by the Allies on D-Day. But the Light had another idea, a much better idea.
“You have hydrofoils,” Gryph said, stunned.
They'd gone down to the broadest part of the river, a few hundred yards beyond the walls of New Harlan's Watch. The Light had dredged the river and created a harbor. A dozen docks stabbed out into the calm water like grasping fingers. Moored at each were several long, thin boats, each capable of transporting 500 soldiers along with the support staff and supplies.
All told, the armada of boats could transport 10,000 troops quickly and efficiently.
“They're prefabricated,” Brenner said, pride bubbling to the surface. “Designed and manufactured back on Earth and assembled here. Water and air mages will power them, allowing them to reach 40 knots.”
Gryph whistled, impressed.
“Come on board. I'll show you the route we're taking.”
Gryph followed Brenner onto the flagship and into a comfortable command-and-control center. As with most things built for the Elders, the cabin was palatial, with floor to ceiling windows, wide leather couches, and a magically powered fire pit.
But it was also functional, as proven by the most accurate topographical map of Korynn Gryph had ever seen.
A quick check of the southwest corner of the map's central continent showed a range of mountains where Dar Thoriim sheltered. If one took this map as gospel, then the hidden valley sheltering Gryph's people did not exist.
Clever, Gryph thought. Allows them plausible deniability.
“We are here,” Brenner said, drawing Gryph from his thoughts.
The Elder pointed to New Harlan's Watch, sheltered deep within the thin pass that snaked through the northern half of the Myrric mountains to the Gypt desert beyond. Despite the loss of the real Harlan's Watch and all its residents, Gryph had to compliment the Light for choosing the location.
The remote town controlled the single most strategic pass for hundreds of miles. It had been independent for much of its history, long ago given charter by an ancient treaty between the Eldarian Dominion, now ruled by Aluran, and the Eternal Kingdom of Gypt. The two nations had a long history of enmity and cool dealings, and Harlan's Watch had been a neutral location where envoys from both superpowers came to avert, or escalate, conflicts.
“Using the intelligence you provided us, we estimate that Aluran's forces are here,” Brenner said, pointing to the edge of the Shifting Sands, the lower, fang-like extension of the Gypt Desert. “We'll take the river through the mountains, skirt the edge of the Gypt and then head south, following the river as it curls back through the mountains and comes out here.”
Brenner pointed near the river's end, a spot sheltered by the last finger of the Myrric Mountains. Beyond, the Shifting Sands gave way to the fertile plains extending west to Dar Thoriim's hidden valley and then to the sea. It was an excellent place to offload an army, an ideal place to muster, and a perfect place to launch a sneak attack on Aluran's flank.
Assuming he is where we think he is.
As if reading his mind, Brenner told Gryph they'd sent a scouting party ahead. “If all goes well, we'll know the exact location of Aluran's forces by the time we meet up with our reinforcements.”
“Reinforcements?”
“Erasmus has secured the services of a ten-thousand man Ordonian mercenary army. They will join us here, where the Vester meets the Gypt.”
“And the Gyptians just let this barbarian horde walk across their desert?”
“Sail, actually. The Ordonians are a seafaring people, and the Gyptians control the most navigable rivers in this world. The Gyptians and Ordonians became odd bedfellows after Aluran conquered Southern Ordonia five years ago. Drove many tribes south, cutting them off from their kin. The Gyptians saw the wisdom of an alliance and offered them shelter. But they're a proud people who chafe under the heat of the desert and love fighting.”
“They're looking for revenge.”
“Yes. We can help give the Ordonians their vengeance and gain powerful allies when we need them most.”
Gryph went silent, a deep worry filling him. The Light has thought of everything. How can we beat them?
A rumble rose beneath them as the boat pulled away from the dock. They stepped outside, and Gryph relished the air flowing through his hair. The ship moved from the harbor and then lifted itself out of the Vester's smooth water and picked up speed. Within minutes, the entire armada moved west.
We're coming for you, Aluran.
“I suggest we both get some rest,” Brenner said. “I suspect it may be some time before we're able to do so again.”
Gryph nodded and let a valet lead him to his quarters. Once there, he secured the door, sat cross-legged and activated his Mystical Shelter. Once his magical sanctuary expanded around him, he removed the Vinculum from his satchel. It was time to choose his next Specialty.
Placing his hand on the cover, he let the list of Specialties wash over him. He skimmed past the Magical Skill options and ignored the Crafting Skill options altogether. They could wait until he had a more pressing need and a better idea of how to proceed.
But he already knew which Knowledge Skill
Specialty he'd pick, having made the choice moments before Xeg's arrival had distracted him. Now it was time to make that choice official.
 
	You have selected a KNOWLEDGE SPECIALTY.



	Arcane Loremaster.
Deep in the ancient forest of Tyrr A'nok on the distant Bright Isles, the Arcane Loremasters study the secrets of magic in ways that no other sect of magic users ever have. While other schools of magic study methods and focus on a sphere or two, the Arcane Loremasters of Tyrr A'nok study the theories and origins of magic itself. This understanding of the underlying nature of magic grants them far greater versatility and control than other magic users.
While most Specialties derive from one master skill, Arcane Loremasters connect to all spheres of magic through their understanding of the primal Aether, from which all other spheres descend.
Their motto is “The Aether is All.”
As an Arcane Loremaster, you earn three magical sub-skills.




A rush of warmth plowed through Gryph, spreading upwards until it punched into his brain like an incorporeal fist. He gasped as his connection to the primal Aether expanded.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED THE SUB-SKILL.



	Arcane Manipulation.
This sub-skill allows an Arcane Loremaster to tap into the Sea of Knowledge, an undercurrent of pure information that twines through the Aether. This enables you to manipulate the power of another caster's spells.




 
	ARCANE MANIPULATION SKILL TREE.



	———Mimic Spell———
Mimic Spell allows the user to understand and Mimic any spell they witness being cast, provided the user's level in Lore is equal to or greater than the caster's level in the relevant magical skill.
Once stored, the user may then cast the spell as if it were one of their own. The Level, Mana Cost, Casting Time, Duration, Damage, and other effects are the same as the mimicked spell's original casting. The user must pay the Mana cost of the mimicked spell.
•         Mimic Spell (Base) - One spell stored and up to one casting per day.

•         Mimic Spell (Apprentice) - One spell stored and up to two total castings per day.

•         Mimic Spell (Journeyman) -  Two spells stored and up to three total castings per day.

•              Mimic Spell (Master) - Three spells stored and up to five total castings per day. 25% chance  to permanently learn the spell.

•              Mimic Spell (Grandmaster) - Five spells stored and up to ten total castings per day. 50% chance to permanently learn the spell.

Knowledge of stored spells dissipates back to the Aether 24 hours after mimicking, and any unused castings are lost.




 
	ARCANE MANIPULATION SKILL TREE.



	———Disrupt Spell———
Disrupt Spell allows the user to disrupt another caster's spell, causing it to fail.
The user's skill level in Lore must be higher than the caster's level in the relevant magical skill to disrupt a spell. If successful, the opponent will lose control of their Mana, resulting in Mana Feedback that will damage the caster equal to the spell's Mana cost.
If the user's Lore skill level is twice that of the opponent's relevant magical skill, the disruption will stun the caster. Stun lasts for one second for each difference in level between the user's Lore skill and the caster's relevant magical skill.
•         Disrupt Spell (Base) - Usable once per day.

•         Disrupt Spell (Apprentice) - Usable twice per day.

•         Disrupt Spell (Journeyman) - Usable three times per day.

•         Disrupt Spell (Master) - Usable five times per day.

•         Disrupt Spell (Grandmaster) - Usable seven times per day.





 
	ARCANE MANIPULATION SKILL TREE.



	———Hijack Spell———
Hijack Spell allows the user to hijack another caster’s spell and designate a new target, including the original caster.
The user's skill level in Lore must be higher than the caster's level in the relevant magical skill to hijack a spell. The smaller the difference in their relative skills levels, the greater the chance the caster may resist.
If successful, and the user's Lore skill level is twice that or more of the opponent's relevant magical skill, the user can drain additional Mana from the caster equal to the relative difference in their skills. This hijacked Mana is added to the hijacked spell, increasing its effectiveness.
•         Hijack Spell (Base) - Usable once per day.

•         Hijack Spell (Apprentice) - Usable twice per day.

•         Hijack Spell (Journeyman) - Usable three times per day.

•         Hijack Spell (Master) - Usable five times per day.

•         Hijack Spell (Grandmaster) - Usable seven times per day.





Hell yeah, Gryph said to himself. Enemy magic users were almost always the biggest threat in any skirmish. The Perks of Arcane Manipulation would allow him to wreak havoc against these dangerous foes, perhaps turning the tide of battle.
This, of course, meant he wanted to max out all three Perk Trees. Mimicking, Highjacking, or Disrupting an enemy's spell sounded like a hell of a lot of fun, but he needed to spend wisely. After grumbling a bit to himself, he moved on, sure that his greed would grow, leading to yet more grumbles.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED THE SUB-SKILL.



	Arcane Alteration.
This sub-skill allows an Arcane Loremaster to tap into the Sea of Knowledge, an undercurrent of pure information that twines through the Aether. This enables them to alter the effects of their own spells.




 
	ARCANE ALTERATION SKILL TREE.



	———Alter Effects———
Alter Effects allows the user to change the effects of one of their own spells. The possibilities are many and must be learned through experimentation.
For example, the user can change the damage inflicted by a Flames spell from fire to cold by altering it with Water Magic or Air Magic. This can overcome an opponent's Resistance or Immunity to fire. They could also transform a Life Magic healing spell into a Death Magic spell that restores Health to the undead.
The user may use Alter Effects several times per day equal to their current Tier in Alter Effects.
After the user Alters a spell in the same manner ten times, the spell will become a permanent addition to their repertoire.




 
	ARCANE ALTERATION SKILL TREE.



	———Combine Effects———
Combine Effects allows the user to combine the power of two separate spells into a single spell. The possibilities of this melding are near-infinite and often volatile.
For example, the user can combine the spell Flames with the spell Weakness to Fire, resulting in more damage and effects from Flames. The user must pay the Mana cost of all spells. Combine Effects has the advantage of only needing one hand to cast both spells. However, doing so requires greater concentration, and the user is more susceptible to Mana Feedback than when casting singular spells.
The user may use Combine Effects several times per day equal to their current Tier in Combine Effects.
After the user Combines a spell in the same manner ten times, the spell will become a permanent addition to their repertoire.
 




 
	ARCANE ALTERATION SKILL TREE.



	———Arcane Trade-Off———
Arcane Trade-Off allows the user to increase the potency of one aspect of a spell they cast at the cost of decreasing another aspect. This exchange of power has a cost based upon the following formulas.
•     Arcane Trade-Off (Base) - 25% improvement at the cost of a 100% penalty.

•     Arcane Trade-Off (Apprentice) - 50% improvement at the cost of a 100% penalty.

•     Arcane Trade-Off (Journeyman) - 75% improvement at the cost of a 75% penalty.

•     Arcane Trade-Off (Master) - 100% improvement at the cost of a 75% penalty.

•     Arcane Trade-Off (Grandmaster) - 200% improvement at the cost of a 50% penalty.

For example, a Life Mage with the Base Tier Arcane Trade-Off Perk could increase the effectiveness of a Healing spell by 25% at the cost of a 100% longer Cooldown.
The user may use Arcane Trade-Off several times per day equal to their current Tier in Arcane Trade-Off.
After Arcane Trade-Off is used on a spell in the same manner ten times, the spell will become a permanent addition to their repertoire.




Well, grumble, Gryph grumbled. He knew this grumbling was petty. He'd been gifted power beyond the ken of any mortal, but still, he wanted more. He promised himself that if he survived the coming days and weeks, he'd take some 'me time' and go on some Specialty specific quests.
With equal measures of excitement and greedy apprehension, he turned his gaze to the final Arcane Loremaster sub-skill.
 
	YOU HAVE LEARNED THE SUB-SKILL.



	Arcane Improvement.
This sub-skill allows an Arcane Loremaster to tap into the Sea of Knowledge, an undercurrent of pure information that twines through the Aether. This enables them to improve the effects of their own spells.




 
	ARCANE IMPROVEMENT SKILL TREE.



	———Extend Duration———
Extend Duration allows the user to increase the Duration of any spell they cast by the factor listed below.
•         Extend Duration (Base) - 50%.

•         Extend Duration (Apprentice) - 100%.

•         Extend Duration (Journeyman) - 150%.

•         Extend Duration (Master) - 200%.

•         Extend Duration (Grandmaster) - 400%.

The user may use Extend Duration several times per day equal to their current Tier in Extend Duration.
Once the user has used Extend Duration on a spell ten times, the spell's Duration is permanently extended.




 
	ARCANE IMPROVEMENT SKILL TREE.



	———Reduce Cooldown———
Reduce Cooldown allows the user to decrease the Cooldown of any spell they cast by the factor listed below.
•         Reduce Cooldown (Base) - 10%.

•         Reduce Cooldown (Apprentice) - 25%.

•         Reduce Cooldown (Journeyman) - 50%.

•         Reduce Cooldown (Master) - 75%.

•         Reduce Cooldown (Grandmaster) - 100%.

The user may use Reduce Cooldown several times per day equal to their current Tier in Reduce Cooldown.
Once the user has used Reduce Cooldown on a spell ten times, the spell's Cooldown is permanently reduced.




 
	ARCANE IMPROVEMENT SKILL TREE.



	———Increase Effectiveness ———
Increase Effectiveness allows the user to increase the Effectiveness of any spell they cast by the factor listed below.
•         Increase Effectiveness (Base) - 50%.

•         Increase Effectiveness (Apprentice) - 100%.

•         Increase Effectiveness (Journeyman) - 150%.

•         Increase Effectiveness (Master) - 200%.

•         Increase Effectiveness (Grandmaster) - 400%.

The user may use Increase Effectiveness several times per day equal to their current Tier in Increase Effectiveness.
Once the user has used Increase Effectiveness on a spell ten times, the spell's Effectiveness is permanently improved.
NOTE: Effectiveness is any spell trait not covered by Duration or Cooldown, including the damage done by an offensive spell or cured by a defensive spell.              
NOTE: A user may stack Arcane Improvement Perks as long as such stacking is logical. Example: A user may use Extend Duration and Reduce Cooldown on the same spell if they have access to both Perks, and such stacking makes logical sense.




“Decision time,” Gryph muttered in a low voice. And they were huge decisions. He had 25 Specialty Perk Points left after spending the nine bonus ones on the Spear Magus Perks he'd already chosen. One last look through the Magical and Crafting Specialties in
the Vinculum convinced him to hold his final two choices in reserve until he had a better idea where he wanted to focus his power. Neither would be a difference maker in the coming battle, and Gryph suspected the war had only just begun.
He tucked the heavy magical book into his satchel, then cycled through the options presented by Spear Magus and Arcane Loremaster.
If he'd learned one thing from his time in the Realms, it was the power of Perk stacking, when two Perks, working in concert, delivered far more powerful results than a singular Perk could on its own. If he could continue this philosophy with his two Specialties, he might close the power gap between himself and the Elders and Aluran.  
He'd already maxed Empowered Spear's Mana Reduction to Journeyman, resulting in a 30% reduction in Mana costs to all Spear Magus Perks. But, if he combined Increase Effectiveness and Reduce Cooldown from the Arcane Improvement Perk Tree with Offensive or Defensive Spell Conduit, he could seriously power up any strikes from his spear, including Powerful Impact, which behaved like an area of effect spell.
Six points maxed out Increase Effectiveness and Reduce Cooldown. Then three points disappeared into Offensive Spell Conduit and another three into Defensive Spell Conduit, two Spear Magus Perks that enabled him to add the power of his spells to his attacks or deliver defensive magics to his allies over a distance.
With that expenditure, his Empowered Spear Perk Tree flared with light, indicating he'd maxed out all the sub skill's Perks for his current Tier. It was a pretty glow that reminded him of Christmas lights. Then a most unexpected prompt filled his vision, one that revealed yet another gift, and Gryph had to stop himself from whooping in joy.
 
	You have earned a SUB SKILL TIER ABILITY.



	Force Multiplier - Empowered Spear.
Due to your purchase of all available Journeyman Perks for Empowered Spear, you have earned the Sub Skill Tier Ability Force Multiplier. This increases the potency of Empowered Spear in two ways.
The first allows the Spear Magus to permanently improve one Empowered Spear Specialty Perk by a single Tier, even if they cannot normally access that Tier.
The second allows them to use an Empowered Spear Perk an additional time per day.




Gryph’s eyes widened. He'd had no idea that purchasing all the Perks available to a sub-skill would grant him a new Tier Ability, but in the strange world of the Game Mechanics, it made perfect sense.
He cycled through Empowered Spear and used his Tier boost on Offensive Spell Conduit. This gave him another use per day and increased the damage output by 50%.
Man, oh man, I can't wait to stab something, Gryph thought. Then, realizing how psycho that sounded, he quickly added the word bad. Stab something bad.
Then another thought occurred to him. What if?
A quick examination of his Offensive Spear sub-skill confirmed another plan, a wonderful, potentially explosive plan. He added three more points to Flurry of Spears and three to Volley of Spears. Each allowed him to create additional phantom spears that fought alongside him or flew like arrows at enemies.
As cool as those Perks were, and as much as they powered up his offensive output by a significant factor, they paled in comparison to the next prompt
 
	You have earned a SUB SKILL TIER ABILITY.



	Force Multiplier - Offensive Spear.
Due to your purchase of all available Journeyman Perks for Offensive Spear, you have earned the Sub Skill Tier Ability Force Multiplier. This increases the potency of  Offensive Spear in two ways.
The first allows the Spear Magus to improve one Offensive Spear Specialty Perk by a single Tier, even if they cannot normally access that Tier.
The second allows them to use any one Offensive Spear Perk an additional time per day.




His virtual hands could not move quickly enough as he chose Powerful Impact for his Tier boost. At Master Tier, Gryph could now add the power of any Perk based enhancements to the Area of Effect attack. Once again, he had to hold back his inner psycho at thoughts of unleashing the powerful ability.
His shopping spree left him with seven Specialty Perk Points, and though he considered a conservative approach, he decided now was the time to spend like a wanna-be starlet on Rodeo Drive. It was time to do more shopping.
He had two choices as he saw it. Spend six points to power up Defensive Spear or spend three to buy three Tiers of Extend Duration. Both options would earn him Force Multiplier for that sub-skill, but he couldn't have both.
It took him just a moment to decide Halo of Spears and Redirect Attacks were the logical choice. Gryph had a lot of people he cared about, and those Perks could well save their lives. He fed six points to the hungry beast, and the Perk tree flared to brightness, followed by yet another prompt.
 
	You have earned a SUB SKILL TIER ABILITY.



	Force Multiplier - Defensive Spear.
Due to your purchase of all available Journeyman Perks for Defensive Spear, you have earned the Sub Skill Tier Ability Force Multiplier. This increases the potency of  Defensive Spear in two ways.
The first allows the Spear Magus to improve one Defensive Spear Specialty Perk by a single Tier, even if they cannot currently access that Tier.
The second allows them to use any one Defensive Spear Perk an additional time per day.




He boosted Halo of Spears, not only for its ability to protect five of his allies from a single attack but also to land a Perk enhanced Counter Attack 75% of the time. His excitement over this newfound power dimmed on realizing that it could very well have saved Wick's life.
He knew it was a foolish thought but seeing Tifala again and meeting Flint made Gryph's heart ache and heightened his desire to find his friend's soul and maybe, somehow, bring him back.
Before the melancholy could grab a hold of him, a final, fantastic prompt popped into his virtual vision.
 
	You have earned a SPECIALTY TIER ABILITY.



	Combine Perks.
Due to your purchase of all available Journeyman Perks for the Spear Magus Specialty, you have earned the Specialty Tier Ability Combine Perks. This enables the Spear Magus to combine any two Spear Magus Specialty Perks into a single attack, defensive capability, or arcane improvement.
The user must pay the Mana cost for both Perks, and each Perk loses one use per day.
Combine Perks is usable once per day. Each additional Tier after Journeyman adds an additional use per day.




Gryph's eyes widened in such shock that he feared his eyeballs might roll out of his head. He'd known the moment the Merchant had given him his gifts that they would change him, but even he couldn't have foreseen just how much.
Dude, you're OP, Lex said from the deep recesses of his mind. Time to kick some ass.
Gryph chuckled at his phantom friend's comment before his mood turned serious. Faux Lex was right, and sooner than later, Gryph knew he'd have to prove it.
And when that happens, people will die.
With that solemn thought pushing down on him, Gryph decided to get some rest. He cancelled his Mystical Shelter, climbed into the bed and sunk into his Soul Reverie. There, he hoped to find peace.
I just hope it's not the last peace I see.
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To the outside world, the rage surging through the Pantheon's God of War seemed well controlled, but Amiran had been at Kharmaxum's side since they'd been recruits in the Georgian Army. He'd fought by his side through the horrors of the Russian occupation and the desperate, corrupt times that came after their ousting. He’d even followed his friend into exile after the Georgian people turned on the man who had saved them all.
But Amiran saw Kharmaxum's anger, no matter how deeply his old friend tried burying it.
“We are moving too slowly,” Kharmaxum said, filling a goblet with wine and downing it in one long gulp.
“We are moving as fast as we must, Alexander. Increasing the pace will gain us nothing but exhausted troops.”
Kharmaxum grunted, showing no offense to Amiran's use of his old Earth name. He poured a second goblet of wine and held another goblet out to Amiran.
Amiran considered declining, for he wished to keep a clear head, but knew when to say no to his old friend and when to bite the bullet. He needed Kharmaxum level-headed, but he'd learned long ago that the right amount of wine eased his friend's ever-present rage.
And he rarely overdoes it, for he despises weakness.
Kharmaxum's shoulders lowered, easing some of their pent-up tension. Several steady, even steps brought him to the large table dominating the tent's center that served as both a mobile command post and Kharmaxum's refuge.
Amiran joined him, staring down at the miniatures marking the current locations of the High God's forces. Most of the Southern Army still clustered around Cragsholme, the mighty fortress that controlled the approach to Avernia. The Northern army lay scattered across the top of the continent, securing the gains made at the Ordonian League's expense.
Kharmaxum had led his 50,000 strong army deep into the southwestern part of the continent. After weeks of marching, they’d finally passed through the Long Pass, traversed the Shifting Sands and now camped at the edge of the Beige, the fertile plains that stretched all the way to the sea.
Kharmaxum traced his finger along the route they’d travelled and then beyond to their eventual destination, a small range of mountains that burst from the plains like a boil. A flag shot skyward from those mountains, marking the probable location of a hidden valley long cut off from the world.
“This is my penance,” Kharmaxum grumbled. “A wild goose chase to a mythical nowhere.”
“You still doubt the city exists?”
“The ancient valley of the Alliance is a myth, just as much as Ganneth. There is no Shangri-La, no Atlantis, no fabled ancient city brimming with power awaiting us in these hills. We are on a fool's errand.”
“You believe the High God has lied to us?” 
“I believe the High God likes his little jokes, and he still does not trust me.”
“Well, you named yourself High God after his disappearance. That is sure to ruffle some feathers.”
Kharmaxum's jaw tensed as he turned on his old friend. Amiran neither flinched nor lowered his gaze, having long ago become inured to his friend's ire. 
“I thought he was dead. We all thought he was dead.”
“But none of the others sought to claim his throne.”
“The Pantheon,” Kharmaxum spat. “They are weaklings and fools. The only ones among them with any spine were Zeckoth and Ferrancia, and both are missing.”
“Ferrancia isn't,” Amiran countered with a slight grin and pointed to the flag in the mountains. “Or do you doubt the High God in this as well?”
“Why would she flee? None of us believe she would betray the High God. She remains his favorite. I wish I knew why.”
“Perhaps that is why we are here, instead of Aluran. He has never been level-headed with Ferrancia. It is possible, likely even, that he sent you because you can act against her when he could not.”
Kharmaxum grunted and took another sip of his wine. “So, he hides in Avernia and leaves me to get blood on my hands.”
“What's a little more?” Amiran asked, holding his friend's gaze. He had seen Kharmaxum kill scores of people, often with his massive, inordinately powerful hands.
A bitter chuckle pushed past the War God's lips. “He is a coward, then.”
“Careful, my friend. The High God is many things, but forgiving is not one.”
“Do not believe the hype, my friend,” Kharmaxum said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “He cannot hear us, and even if he could, he needs me. I do the bloody work, so he need not tarnish his golden armor.”
“Here's hoping you are right because I've taken a liking to these lives. I'd prefer not to spend the next several in the bowels of the Pit.”
Even Kharmaxum shivered at the mention of Aluran's private dungeon hell, the inescapable prison deep under Avernia. The rumors of its newest occupant chilled him even further. He looked up at Amiran. “Do you believe it's true?”
“About Zeckoth? Thinking about it chills me to the bone. What could he have done to make Aluran reset his respawn point to the Pit?”
“Something worse than insurrection, apparently,” Kharmaxum said, rubbing at his neck, a neck the High God's blade had sliced clean through after he'd returned to Avernia to find Kharmaxum sitting upon his throne.
“So, you agree, we keep our heads down, follow the High God's orders, and maybe have a little fun while we're at it.”
“It will be at least a week before we get to have some fun, assuming this mystical city exists. I want some action now.”
Amiran opened his mouth to comment when a flare of light and a massive whomp blasted over the tent. A moment later, screams and roars of “to arms, to arms” filled the camp. They were under attack.
Kharmaxum jumped to his feet, a wide grin splitting his face. He flexed, the motion triggering the private pocket dimension where he stored his armory. In an instant, black plate mail covered him from head to toe, and a mighty Tabar axe, mimicking those borne by his ancestors for centuries, appeared in his hand.
The Pantheon War God strode from his tent as the light of a dozen more fiery explosions revealed the joy on the man's face. Amiran stood next to him, clad in polished black leather armor and bearing a short-bladed sword reminiscent of the ancient Roman gladius.
A volley of fireballs surged skywards, illuminating the darkness beyond the camp's hastily erected fortifications. Spread across the plains was a massive army, fronted by what appeared to be a horde of Ordonian barbarians. Behind the wild-haired northerners, a force unlike any known in the Realms waited, thousands of spear tips reflecting the light of the fiery death falling from the sky.
“How did they get so close without us seeing them?” Amiran asked, shock from the size of the enemy forces, sending a spike of fear into his guts.
“Magic,” Kharmaxum responded, his jaw tight. His honor guard took up their positions around him, two of them mages whose reactions were just quick enough to throw up defensive shields before a trio of flaming balls slammed down.
The world flared to a raging inferno, but the shields held. The tongues of flame danced around the edges of the invisible protection and then disappeared, followed quickly by the blinking demise of the overloaded shields.
“Let's go kill some assholes,” Kharmaxum said, raising his weapon high, and running towards the enemy, a wild roar tearing at his throat. A moment later, Amiran ran after his old friend, as a terrifying thought filled his mind.
If we do not win this fight, will we awaken in the Pit?
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The fighting surged; fierce, bloody, and chaotic. With surprise and a large cadre of fire mages on the Light's side, the defenses surrounding Kharmaxum's camp were overwhelmed in minutes, allowing the Ordonians to surge through the gap and wreak havoc.
But Kharmaxum proved a brilliant commander and soon had his surprised forces arrayed into the best possible defensive positions. And he led from the front, a fierce warrior dealing death via his axe and the potent power of his Minor Godhead of Death.
Gryph had only seen one of the artificial Godheads once before when Brynn had used its power to kill him and send him back to his respawn point in Dar Thoriim, preventing his capture and torture at the hands of the High God.
Could I discover their secrets? Gryph wondered, watching as Kharmaxum raised several dozen of the fallen dead around him and ordered them into battle. Could I create my own Pantheon?
The idea of a divine Lex didn't feel right, as if it were an affront to the universe. Then he remembered that, technically, Lex had once been a god, since he bore the soul of Cerrunos, the Old God whose cowardice had led to the Ruin.
Maybe Lex deserves a second chance at godhood.
A phantom chorus of 'Nos' filled his mind as the faux versions of all Gryph's allies, friends, and even a few foes voiced their opinion on the matter.
The reanimated corpses shuffled towards the Ordonians, momentarily demoralizing the large warriors now forced to fight friends they'd just watched die. Kharmaxum pressed the advantage, sending troops into the gap created by the shambling dead.
The screams of dying men chilled Gryph to the bone.
Then, the snap-crack-boom of lightning slammed into the ground, causing those still among the living to shield their eyes. Gryph blinked the spots away to find a smoking crater surrounded by a flower-like scattering of twice-killed body parts. 
A cheer went up among the frontline Ordonian troops, honoring the unseen mage whose spell had saved their lives. With a furious battle cry, they surged into the gap created by the lightning storm.
Gryph watched as the Ordonians tore into Kharmaxum's disorganized front lines. A good portion of the enemy forces wore no armor and bore minimal arms, likely having grabbed the closest weapon after being roused in such a horrific manner.
The archers of the Army of the Light unleashed several volleys of enhanced arrows, which landed among the enemy troops with concussive booms, screams, and explosions of dirt and gore.
A rousing cheer rose among the Army of the Light, and it shocked Gryph to hear his own voice join in. Brenner cast a sideways glance at Gryph and gave him a nod of approval.
Have I gone native already? Gryph wondered, fearing the implications.
These concerns retreated to the distant parts of his mind as screams of surprise rose. Bloodcurdling, desperate sounds of pain burst forth and then went silent as dozens of men on the left flank of the Army of the Light fell.
Several dozen massive forms emerged from the shadows. The newcomers were humanoid, but at least three times the size of a full-grown man. Each used an uprooted tree as a club, landing crushing blows that pummeled several soldiers at once.
“Hill giants,” Brenner said in shock.
Gryph knew very little about the monstrous humanoids who called the foothills of the Myrric Mountains home. Because of their reclusive nature and general distrust of the smaller races, Gryph had never encountered one before.
How did Aluran convince them to join his cause?
There was no time to unpack that mystery, as the Light's soldiers along the left flank were dying in droves. In moments, reinforcements bolstered the lines, but the hill giant's rampage continued. Then a squadron of war magi joined the fray, and jagged spines of rock, searing lightning, and multi-hued bolts of light exploded into the hill giants.
Things were looking up when the thunder of hooves announced the arrival of Kharmaxum's cavalry. They barreled through the front line of Ordonian troops, breaking their spirit and scattering them.
“Damn undisciplined barbarians,” Brenner cursed as dozens of Ordonians died by lance, sword, and spear.
But the Army of the Light kept their discipline, and the first cohort marched into the fray. Behind them, the next group filled the gap in the formation.
Orders rang out, followed by a synchronized roar as the troops lowered spears, brought shields in tight, and the first ranks advanced into the gap in the lines.
Several of the front-line soldiers fell to the cavalry's onslaught. But soon the mounted enemy's advance slowed, as waves of soldiers surrounded the horsemen. One by one, they unhorsed Kharmaxum's men, who died by hoof and spear.
“Elder,” a nearby officer said, handing Brenner a spyglass. The onetime Gaul placed the spyglass to his eye and frowned.
“What is it?” Gryph asked.
“The skirmish before us is but a delaying tactic,” Brenner said, handing Gryph the spyglass. “The bulk of their army is suiting up. Soon, they will outnumber us.”
Peering through it, Gryph watched as the remaining part of Kharmaxum's army organized themselves into cohorts. He scanned the enemy, calculating the number arrayed against them when he noticed something else.
“We have a bigger problem,” Gryph said, drawing Brenner's worry-filled gaze. “There are squadrons of war mages at the center of each cohort. They're well protected, and when they get close enough …”
“They will unleash hell,” Brenner finished. He turned to his aide, his jaw tight. “Bring up the ritual casters.”
“Ritual casters?” Gryph said in shock, but Brenner ignored him. Ritual Magic was among the rarest skills in all the Realms. That the Light had secured the services of such potent spell casters troubled Gryph deeply.
To their right, Brenner's aid barked orders, and a brute of a man standing behind him began beating upon the massive kettle drum.
Two overladen wagons creaked up, stopping at the edges of the clearings that surrounded both sides of Brenner's command post. Two dozen men rushed in and pulled thick wooden panels from the back of each wagon. They laid them on the grass, the light glinting off the array of precious metals and jewels inlaid along intricate pathways. They clicked them together like tongue-and-groove flooring.
It took Gryph mere moments to understand what he was seeing.
Mobile Rune Forms.
Rune Forms were stylized drawings, etched into stone or wood, that enabled a ritual mage to harness the Mana from others to cast incredibly potent spells that were far beyond a solo caster's ability.
To use one in the heat of battle had never occurred to Gryph.
It took less than two minutes for the crew to assemble the pair of twenty-five-foot diameter circles. Gryph considered pulling the Occulorum from his satchel to record both patterns. Whatever rituals they empowered, Gryph was confident it would help him and his people.
But using the Occulorum took time, time Gryph knew he did not have, and he also refused to reveal either his ability in Ritual Magic or his possession of an artifact capable of replicating and drawing Rune Forms.
Sometimes you had to let things go, even if those things were amazing.
A procession of twenty-one mages stepped onto each mobile Rune Form. A tall woman in a long silver robe led the group on the left. To the right, a squat man with a shining bald pate of scales led another cadre. Both made their way to the center of the Rune Forms, while the twenty other mages stood at carved foci around the circumference of each platform.
Forty mages stood in reserve around the Rune Form, two near each foci, ready to step in when the mage on the platform ran out of Mana. Behind them, another five war magi stood at each cardinal point of both Rune Forms, ready to protect the ritual mages and their Mana donors from enemy spells and missile weapons. Two cohorts of Brenner's best troops took up guard duty in front of both Rune Forms, ready to protect them all.
Their discipline and organization simultaneously impressed and terrified Gryph.
The indistinct murmur of synchronized chanting rose from the support mages, and the foci below them glowed with the Mana's building power. The energy expanded through the intricate maze-like channels and inched towards the ritual mages at each Rune Form's center.
Brenner's focus remained on the approaching army, his jaw tight.
Gryph watched as Kharmaxum chose a calculated retreat and leapt with a mighty bound back within the protective confines of his lines. Another, much more agile man joined the War God. A moment later, the army of Aluran the High God marched forward.
“Hurry,” Brenner whispered as the enemy forces grew closer.
To the left, Gryph watched the twining lines of power ease closer to the silver-clad woman. She raised her arms and began chanting. The Rune Form moved slower, the Mana creeping through a much more circuitous path.
Are they going to make it?
“Incoming!” Brenner's aide yelled at the top of his lungs, and Gryph's eyes snapped back to the opposing army. Two volleys of twenty magma filled fireballs sped skywards from the cohorts to each side of Kharmaxum, searing the air like descending meteors.
The support mages stepped forward, each targeting an incoming missile. Some cast balls of molten earth and flame, hitting the enemy's fireballs, sending them skittering off in random directions. Others cast defensive shields that rang like massive gongs under the assault. A few even cast jets of frigid water and ice that cooled and slowed the enemy missiles, preventing them from exploding on impact.
The Light's mages deflected or countered most of the incoming projectiles, but some spun into the fringes of the formation, their explosions leading to screams and death.
None came close to hitting the Rune Forms or the precious ritual mages who powered them. While not a perfect defense, Gryph suspected Brenner considered the exchange a price worth paying.
Not bad for mages who'd likely cast their first spells less than a week ago.
If this impressed Brenner, he did not show it, his total focus on the approaching army. Gryph followed Brenner's gaze and understood the source of the Elder's angst. Only two cohorts of mages had cast that first volley. Now, twenty more were about to enter range, as were the archers arrayed behind them.
Gryph's eyes snapped to the silver robed woman to see the borrowed Mana creeping ever closer. Whatever she was about to cast, she needed to do so, now.
Several hundred 'whoomphs' exploded from behind the enemy line, proving Gryph's dire assessment. The fiery missiles screamed skywards, reaching the terminus of their upward trajectory before gravity took a hold and dragged them towards the Army of the Light.
“Do it, now,” Brenner whispered through grit teeth, his tone both adamant and fearful.
The silver-clad woman raised her hand above her head and, with a Mana enhanced shout, cast her ritual.
A massive shield of shimmering silver-white energy expanded up and over the entire Army of the Light. As it rushed skyward, it slammed into the incoming spheres of molten rock and flame, and the world screamed like hundreds of mallets had slammed into the world's largest gong.
Flames and molten rock expanded outwards from the impacts. The shield held as the incredible power of the impact shimmered about the nearly invisible surface before crashing into the ground, charring the grass around the shield.
The ritual mage powering the shield grunted and fell to one knee as a half dozen gashes opened across her forearms. Three healers standing at the edge of the Rune Form stepped forward and cast healing spells towards the woman, the beams of green light wrapping her in soothing warmth.
She regained her feet and her composure and channeled more Mana to the shield.
And not a moment too soon as the tinkling sound of thousands of arrows bouncing off the shield echoed around them. Near the edges of the Rune Form, several of the donor mages powering the foci collapsed. The reserve mages stepped forward and fed their Mana into the Rune Form, ensuring a steady stream empowered the shield.
“This won't last,” Gryph said, turning to Brenner.
“It won't need to,” the Elder countered and turned to his right as the streams of Mana twining around the second Rune Form reached their terminus and empowered the other ritual mage.
Like his companion, the shorter man raised his arms above his head and roared. Where her word of focus had been singular, his was a litany of grunts, hisses, and bellows that made Gryph swallow hard in sympathy.
That man won't be singing for some time.
With a final, guttural howl, the ritual mage unleashed the torrents of built-up Mana surging through his body. A thick energetic beam, the color of dried blood, gushed from the man's hands and through the shield. The beam lanced towards the enemy army and tore a hole in reality.
What started as a point of spinning crimson expanded faster than the eye could follow into a circular portal with a sonic boom inducing snap. The echo flowed over the battlefield, leaving behind it an eerie silence as if every man, woman, or creature on both sides held their breath in dire anticipation.
Then screams rose among Aluran's forces, and they scattered.
From his spot behind the safety of the shimmering shield, Gryph could not see through the portal, but he recognized the energies at play and knew the horrors that lay in the Realm beyond.
He's opened a portal to the Chthonic Realm.
Before Gryph had time to ponder what would come through, an uncountable number of barbed tentacles exploded from the portal and into the forces below.
Screams of pain and terror burst from lips as the mass of tentacles vomited from the portal and scoured the ground like the strands of a macabre inter-dimensional mop. A red mist expanded upwards as dozens of tentacles retreated through the portal, each dragging one or more screaming soldiers into the Abyss.
Every tentacle that disappeared provided room for another, and the cloud of bloody mist grew. The wind rose, pushing the crimson haze over the Army of the Light.
Bile rose in Gryph's throat. No soldier, not even those dedicated to the service of the High God, deserved such a fate. He glared at Brenner, surprised to see the Elder's eyes shimmering with unease. Gryph opened his mouth, about to tell the man to stop the horror when Brenner spoke.
“Noble purposes require great sacrifice. It will be over soon.”
Dozens of donor mages had collapsed and been replaced, but the scale headed mage at the Rune Form's center stood rigid, continuing to feed Mana into his ritual. His efforts empowering the portal had allowed the chthonic monstrosity to kill or abduct nearly half of Aluran's army. 
Gryph forced his disgust down and white-knuckled his spear.
Motion at the front of Kharmaxum's lines drew Gryph's attention. A squadron of
thirty warriors sprinted towards the Army of the Light, led by the black-clad God of War and his agile sidekick. They slammed into the first ranks, Kharmaxum's axe a blur of death.
“He will not reach us,” Brenner said, his voice certain.
But Brenner's arrogance must have tempted fate, that ever-fickle mistress. Kharmaxum and his entire squad leapt into the sky, the jump propelling them over the frontline forces and dropping them less than a dozen feet from the edge of the Rune Forms.
Kharmaxum landed first, drew his arm back and tossed his axe towards the chthonic ritual mage.
Brenner moved faster than Gryph could follow, deflecting the War God's blow with his hammer. The axe flew back to Kharmaxum's hand, who roared in rage. The two deities slammed into each other, each expertly parrying and counterattacking.
Gryph launched himself at Kharmaxum's buddy, who was taking aim on the chthonic ritualist as well. The smaller man's gladius style blade vibrated, and an energetic blade exploded from the sharp edge and raced towards the defenseless ritual mage.
But Gryph had tricks of his own and, for the first time, unleashed Halo of Spears, directing all five of his phantom spears to intercept the flying sword. For good measure, Gryph added his Spear Magus Perk, Defensive Spell Conduit, to power up the defense with his Blade Ward spell.
Three of the phantom spears combined to deflect the flying shard of energized metal, which snapped back to the wiry man's sword. The other two spears stabbed down at the man, but he avoided both with an incredible feat of agility.
Gryph wasn't done and used Blink to move within the man's defensive perimeter, slamming the butt of his spear onto the ground. Gryph activated Powerful Impact and enhanced it with Soul Bolt. A wave of silver force expanded outwards, knocking the wiry man off his feet and tearing his sword from his grasp.
Gryph's Mana bar blinked furiously, as his onslaught had already drained nearly his entire reserve, but he had more tricks up his sleeve. He leapt and drove his spear towards the downed man, simultaneously activating Impale, Penetrating Strike, Yrriel's Maelstrom, and Perk Surety.
The man moved just enough to stop a killing blow, but Gryph's spear bit deep into his shoulder, unleashing a torrent of electrical energy as Yrriel's Maelstrom tore through his body.
The man screamed in agony, and Gryph raised his free hand and began casting Soul Bolt.
Kharmaxum's rage-filled roar flowed over him. “Amiran!”
Before Gryph could finish casting, Kharmaxum's axe buzzed towards Gryph, tumbling end over end like a spinning saw blade. Gryph just managed to Dodge, but it sliced his arm enough to interrupt the casting.
Gryph's ability Spell Focus prevented a catastrophic Mana feedback, but Kharmaxum's axe was already back in his hand. His other held Brenner in a chokehold and had somehow temporarily paralyzed the Elder. It was proof that despite the inherent power of their Prime Godheads, the Elders of the Light remained vulnerable because of their lack of experience in the Realms.
Kharmaxum threw his axe again, forcing Gryph to wrench his spear from Amiran's shoulder as he tried to activate Redirect Attack.
But his Mana bar flared at him, and the Perk failed to trigger.
“Shit,” Gryph muttered as Kharmaxum's axe whirled towards him. He raised his spear in a pathetic, enhanced defensive stance, but right before impact, the axe spun by Gryph and into the chthonic ritual mage.
The scale headed man grunted as the axe cut into and then through his stomach, bisecting him at the waist. With the mage's death, the portal closed in an instant, severing innumerable tentacles that rained down upon Aluran's army.
But Gryph barely heard their screams, as the hum of tens of thousands of points of built-up Mana, no longer controlled by the guiding intelligence of the ritual mage, exploded from the Rune Form.
A detonation bigger than any Gryph had seen since entering the Realms expanded, slamming several of the donor mages into him and knocking him to the ground. Pain hummed through every nerve in his body, and his scream tore at his throat. Still, the wave of uncontrollable energy bore no sympathy as it expanded several thousand feet, slamming into both armies without care or remorse.
Then everything went black, and Gryph lost consciousness.
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Gryph's return to the world came in a flash, his mind dragged back to the here and now by pain. He gasped in air and a fair amount of dirt. Only upon opening his eyes did he realize he was face down, the heavy weight of several bodies pressing him into the plains' fertile soil.
He pushed himself up, grimacing as pain shot through his leg. Looking down, he found his knee bent at an unnatural angle, likely hyper-extended, perhaps worse. He reached down, twisted his knee back into place with a grunt, and drew Mana to his hands.
The blue status bar had filled by a third, suggesting he'd been unconscious for a short time. That third bottomed out again after he cast Minor Healing enough to repair the knee, adding the ache of a Mana drain headache to his list of woes.
Gryph stood to find the world had gone post-apocalyptic. Bodies lay strewn every which way, some alive, many dead, and still others somewhere in between. The Army of the Light had taken the brunt of the massive Mana feedback explosion. Aluran's forces had fared little better, as unknowable tons of tentacles had fallen upon them when the rift in the heavens had snapped shut, slicing the chthonic monstrosity in half like an angler decapitating the day's catch.
Screams of pain and terror burst from the center of Aluran's camp, drawing Gryph's gaze. Magically augmented orders demanding discipline went unheeded as men stampeded in all directions, fleeing something Gryph could not see.
That state of affairs soon ended when a mass of tentacles rose and intertwined into an enormous, almost humanoid form several dozen feet tall. A gash opened in the mass that doubled as the horror's head, and a horrific, high-pitched screeching exploded across the plains stabbing into Gryph's ears like a sonic ice pick.
 
	DEBUFF RESISTED.



	You have resisted Fear.




The dramatic increase in screaming suggested Gryph was one of the few who'd resisted.
The tentacle demon took full advantage of the Debuff and slammed down with a writhing foot, crushing a dozen soldiers with one behemoth stomp. It raised both arms, their tips morphing into ichor slathered orifices, and fired wickedly sharp shards of bone upon the soldiers below. 
Perhaps the Light got off easy, Gryph thought, forcing himself to turn away from the carnage. He needed to find Kharmaxum before the War God could rally his troops. He scanned the area, searching through clouds of smoke and dust just settling in the wake of the Mana explosion.
In the distance, Gryph spotted the herky-jerky motion of Kharmaxum dragging his wounded friend towards a small cluster of foothills. Brenner sprinted behind but was unlikely to catch them before the God of War reached shelter.
“Shit,” Gryph said and extended his arm, reaching out with his new Spear Magus bond to find his spear amongst the devastation. He felt it several dozen feet away, buried under a layer of dust and corpses. Activating his Bracers of the Return, he summoned the spear.
It flew to his hand, and he sprinted after the fleeing gods.
Needing a boost, Gryph activated Swift as the Wind, a Tier Ability he'd earned upon reaching Apprentice in Air Magic. With an invigorating rush, his speed doubled, and the world flew by in a blur.
He watched Kharmaxum disappear around an outcropping, soon followed by Brenner. A few seconds later, Gryph's enhanced speed faded. But he had more tricks up his sleeve and tapped the power of his Ring of Dual Tier Ability, a fancy bauble that allowed him to reuse one Tier Ability per day, and
reactivated Swift as the Wind.
Soon, he rounded the corner to find a short path leading to a cave. He slowed, activated Stealth, and entered the dark hole. A dozen feet in, the cavern took a right turn, and the light faded to near nothing. Dark Vision transformed the world into a high contrast mélange of black and white. Ahead, the murmur of voices rose, but the words were an incomprehensible jumble to Gryph's ears.
He increased his pace and triggered Acute Hearing.
The Elder of the Light taunted the War God, demanding to know where Aluran was, offering to spare Amiran's life if Kharmaxum would just answer his questions.
A rumbling, almost unconcerned, laughter rose from Kharmaxum. Gryph reached the corner to see Brenner had bound Kharmaxum and his unconscious friend in strands of chaotic crimson energy, binding him tighter than a present wrapped by an overzealous child.
Just how powerful is Brenner?
That thought fled from Gryph’s mind as Kharmaxum began speaking in a language Gryph did not know. Brenner tensed, surprised by his enemy's use of the unknown tongue.
“You?” Brenner sputtered, but Kharmaxum ignored him, continuing to speak.
Gryph strained to make sense of the words, waiting for his Gift of Tongues to kick in and enable him to understand.
“Tha mi a' moladh gu bheil sinn ...” Kharmaxum smiled and looked right at Gryph. “Ah, there he is.”
How did he see me, and why wasn't I given the option to use Stealth Redux?
“Welcome, Gryph, or does the fresh look mean you've gone back to Finn?”
It can't be. All thoughts about his failed Stealth disappeared, and an icy dread filled Gryph as he stepped into the cave, drawing a quick, panicked glance from Brenner. The Elder's eyes returned to Kharmaxum, but the War God held his gaze steady on Gryph.
“I see you've become chummy with my old friend Brennos. I am pained to say he has lost much of his youthful joie de vivre. The immortal life is not for everyone, what with the frequent loss of those you love. It will interest me to see how you fare, Gryph, assuming you live that long.”
“Aluran?” Gryph said, not wanting to believe it was true.
The High God attempted to bow, but Brenner's bindings prevented the effort. “I apologize for my inability to offer you a proper greeting, but Kharmaxum's demeanor is conducive to neither diplomacy nor subtlety, and I fear he has angered poor Brennos.”
“How are you here?” Brenner demanded.
“Oh, come now, you know me too well to think I'd give the Pantheon the power of a Godhead without tying on a leash.”
Brynn, Gryph thought, fighting back a surge of panic. If Aluran can possess Kharmaxum, see through his eyes, surely he can do the same to Brynn. What has he seen? What will he do?
The High God glanced at him, a small smile curling the edges of Kharmaxum's scarred face.
Can he use his Thought Magic through Kharmaxum? With some deft twining of his fingers, Gryph cast Mind Shield. Will it be enough?
Aluran gave a slight, almost respectful nod before another rant from Brenner drew his attention.
“Your Godheads are poor copies, a blasphemy of the highest order.” Brenner squeezed the chthonic bands around Kharmaxum tighter. Aluran's chuckle did not sound pained, but the bands crushing his host's lungs did make speaking more difficult.
“You always were a zealot, Brennos, and the easiest of the Cabal to manipulate.” Brenner tensed. “Oh, I have forgotten, you four never took to the name the Cabal.” He turned to Gryph. “Did you know your father coined that name? It doesn't have the dramatic flair of the Light, but it is far more accurate.”
Brenner squeezed the bands binding Amiran tighter, and the man woke and screamed in pain.
“Come now, Brennos, you cannot believe torturing this man affects me in the least. Poor Alexander, on the other hand, rages within me like a howling banshee. The details of his threats are quite psychotic, yet also quite specific.”
Aluran turned to Gryph. “I think we should work together. You do not know the Elders the way I do, but I suspect you are beginning to understand that you cannot trust them.”
“And I should trust you?”
“I am not fool enough to expect you to take my word on faith, but I trust your ability to see through subterfuge and lies. You are, after all, Quinn Caldwell's son. What say you, Gryph, can we set aside our differences for the greater good?”
“You sent an army against my people. Doesn't strike me as the best way to say 'I wanna be pals.'“
“Fair point. I did send Kharmaxum to kill you. But I never expected him to succeed. To be honest, I had tired of him, and his recent attempted coup proved I could not trust him anymore.”
Aluran looked up as if he were listening to an internal conversation only he could hear.
“Yes, Alexander, I've heard your excuses.” He looked back at Gryph. “He thought I was dead, which I understand, considering my absence from Avernia those many months. Your minion is quite skilled with a blade. Chopping off my hand, mucked up the Port Stone and marooned me at the top of the world. I may be an immortal, but even I get hungry and cold. Not to mention the boredom.”
“Why didn't you just kill yourself. You could have been back in cozy ol' Avernia in no time.”
“Not that my comings and goings are any of your concern, but I prefer to save my respawns for actual emergencies. One never knows when one will run out.”
Gryph went cold. There's a limit to respawns?
Aluran saw Gryph's expression and barked a harsh laugh. “Oh, you ignorant fool, you haven't been treating them like get out of jail free cards, have you? Even we gods do not have unlimited lives.” He looked to Brenner. “I hope you have treated your own lives with more respect, old friend.”
“We are not your friends,” Brenner hissed. “You are the betrayer of the Light.”
“You truly have bought into your own bullshit, haven't you?” Aluran said with a sigh and turned to Gryph again. “I suppose this is my fault. I needed them to be strong, so I convinced them they were gods. Never expected them to take it so seriously.”
“Blasphemer!” Brenner screamed at the top of his lungs and raised his fist high. Amiran rose into the air, pushed high by the crimson bands. Brenner then slammed his fist down, impaling the bound man onto a sharp outcrop of rock. There, Amiran twitched for a few moments before growing still.
“Did that feel good?” Aluran asked with a chuckle. “I'll tell you this, Kharmaxum is quite agitated. He and Amiran were like Achilles and Patroclus. The best of pals.” Aluran paused, once again turning his attention inward. “You should hear what he plans to do to you. It is quite grotesque.”
“Shut up,” Brenner said, stepping forward and sending a second set of bands to envelop Kharmaxum.
Aluran grunted but drew in enough air to continue speaking.
“I do not know what they have told you, Gryph, but I assure you the Cabal are a bigger threat to the Realms than I. You would do well to ally yourself with me. At least until we deal with them.”
“You are a madman bent on destroying the Realms.”
“I don't want to destroy the Realms. I want to make them better!” Aluran barked, showing emotion for the first time. “I can prevent thousands of years of pain and suffering. You and I could be brothers again, Ossyrion.”
Gryph did not blink at Aluran's use of his past life name. Thousands of years ago, they'd both been men, men who'd fought and saved the Realms from the Prime. That victory had cursed them with divinity, and they became the Old Gods. But Aluran, then Morrigan, had lost the one thing he cared about, his wife, Asheara. Her death had sent him on a centuries-long quest to gain the power to bring her back, but in doing so, he lost himself to the darkness.
Each time he returned Asheara to life, she could not live with what he had done, who he had become, and she'd killed herself over and over, each time begging him to let her go. But Morrigan could not, and this led him down an even darker path, one whose endgame was to collect all thirteen Prime Godheads and use them to become the Source.
With such immeasurable power, he could reset all reality, prevent Asheara from dying, prevent him from descending into darkness before it had even begun.
“Your reset will eliminate everyone who has existed since the day Asheara died,” Gryph said, his voice earnest and filled with pain, for he too discovered a part of him missed Asheara. “You cannot restore one life, even hers, at the cost of a billion others.”
“Those people will not be dead. They will be different, better for having lived in an improved world. Can you not see that?”
“You sound no different than the Light,” Gryph said in a low voice, earning a glare from Brenner. “And I will be a party to neither of your mad plots.”
“You would betray us as well?” Brenner growled, and a dozen chthonic bands exploded from his free hand and writhed around Gryph.
But Gryph had been ready for the Elder's attack and activated his Ring of Air Shield. The bands spun about the globe of solidified air, turning Gryph's world to crimson darkness. Gryph sent a volley of Soul Bolts through the shield, satisfied at the grunts of pain that rose.
But Brenner's power was too formidable, and soon, Gryph's Air Shield collapsed, and the bands enveloped him as tight as those binding Kharmaxum. Gryph struggled, but each motion did nothing but cinch his bonds tighter.
Aluran used Brenner's momentary distraction to communicate telepathically with Gryph.
Do not fret your failure, Gryph, Aluran said in a calm tone. You never stood a chance. Though newcomers to the Realms, the Cabal retain all the power borne by the Old Gods. For their Godheads were not reset upon their return, as ours were. Our Godheads were reset when they were digitized. Mine on re-entry. Yours when it was pulled from the Realms and given to you. Think of it like returning a computer to factory settings. It was the one weakness of my process. But the Light entered physically, allowing their Godheads to keep all the power that came with centuries of use. Our one advantage is that they do not yet know this.
But they will, Gryph responded.
“Stop that,” Brenner said, squeezing the bands tighter and sending a pulse of energy into Kharmaxum. Gryph blinked, and Aluran grunted as the telepathic connection broke.
“Is it just me, or does Brenner sound afraid?” Aluran said, grunting.
“I am an Elder of the Light, and I fear nothing.”
Despite Brenner's protestations, Gryph heard the fear in his voice, and he gave Aluran a slight nod.
“He sounds terrified,” Gryph agreed, hoping his taunt would put Brenner off his game.
“The Cabal are zealots, and like all zealots, they live in never-ending fear. They are small-minded children who have never gotten over the pain of their enslavement, and they will abide no power they do not control. If I hadn't chosen to have this lovely chat with you, they would have played nice until they no longer needed you, or you proved yourself a threat. Now that you have outed yourself as their enemy, they no longer need to hide their objective.”
Aluran stared at Gryph, all jest, all joviality gone.
“Ask yourself this. Why did the Light bring you into the Realms? They don't need the firepower since, let's be honest here, you haven't done the best job of powering up since you arrived. So, ask yourself. Why are you here? What do they want from you?”
The Iron Crown and the Black Fog. So, they know about them. They must have invaded my mind during my limbo in the NI rig. Somehow read my mind. Aluran smiled, and Gryph went cold. Has Mind Shield failed, or is he just that smart?
“Yes,” Aluran said, ending Gryph's internal debate by making it unimportant. “We both felt the terrible power that day. I suppose I owe you some thanks. Without you, I would no longer be me.”
“We all make mistakes,” Gryph said, knowing he would do the same again, regardless of what came next.
“Did you know that Myrthendir left a bit of himself behind in all of us?” A rumble of thunder echoed down the tunnel and into their chamber, a clear sign the Realms disapproved of the mention of the Aberrant's name. “It was how I learned of the power that took a hold of me, the power you now possess. It is a true testament to your incorruptible nature that you haven't used it since.”
“You do not know its cost,” Gryph said, remembering the madness of the last Stone King, yet another of Gryph's past lives.
“No, and neither does the Light, but they will use it, nonetheless.”
Gryph turned to Brenner. “He's right. That's what you were after. You spent a year searching my mind for any advantage. And in the Iron Crown and the Black Fog, you believed you found one. Trust me when I say you have not. They are dangerous, beyond even your ability to control. Using them will lead to disaster.”
“They are fools,” Aluran said. “They will ignore your warnings, as they have mine, and the Realms will suffer for it.”
“He is a liar and an old fool, Gryph,” Brenner said. “We are your friends. We are the ones who want what you want. I hope what I do now helps prove that.”
The pressure around Gryph released, and the bands fell away, dissolving to nothingness. Gryph collapsed to the ground, his hand falling on top of his spear. The Elder stepped forward and extended a hand.
“Please let us work together to end his evil.”
Gryph stared at Brenner for several long seconds, trying to read him. Two thousand years of life had granted the Elder a potent poker face, but the Colonel had trained Gryph in the art of detecting subterfuge since he was a small boy, and he knew when someone was lying.
I need to get him to admit it.
“Where are the other Elders?” Gryph asked, hand gripping his spear. 
“What?” Brenner asked, his facade falling just enough for a hint of fear to leak through. “They're preparing to sack Avernia and kill him.” Brenner pointed at Aluran. “You know this.”
“That proves you're a liar,” Aluran laughed. “You hate me more than the rest and would never pass up the chance to kill me yourself.”
Gryph sensed the truth in Aluran's words, further proven by Brenner's panicked scowl.
“And besides, my spies among the Light tell me their army left Harlan's Watch right after the two of you did. And they were not heading East.”
“Liar. We killed Bryant. You have no more spies amongst the Light.”
“Bryant was my rook, a worthy enough piece that you'd believe you'd found my spy, but much smaller than the piece I still have in play.”
“Liar! None can resist the Light.”
“You keep saying that, but here we remain.” Aluran nodded at Gryph. “Fighting against you. Resisting the Light.”
Brenner squeezed the bands around Kharmaxum even tighter and turned to Gryph. “Aluran is the father of lies. Join the Light, and together we can bring order to all the Realms.”
“By order, you mean control. Your control.”
“We are the Light. Nothing and no one will stand in our way.”
“And there it is,” Gryph said and moved to attack. Before he could raise his spear, Brenner enveloped him once more in the thick bands of chthonic power.
“I told Ramsay we couldn't trust you, but he thinks he is smarter than everyone. I told him we should tear the Godhead from your brow and give it to somebody worthy of the Light.”
“But you can't,” Gryph said. “That's why you kept me close. Free, but not free. For almighty gods, you are proving to be quite impotent.”
“You will never be free again. You have rejected the Light, and darkness will be your domain.”
“I cannot listen to your inane blathering any longer,” Aluran said, his tone suggesting that had he been able, the High God would have waved a backhand at Brenner, dismissing him like a servant. “It is most tiresome, and there is much to do.” Aluran turned to Gryph. “The rest of the Cabal's army is just days away from Dar Thoriim.”
“How?” Gryph asked. Something in Aluran's tone suggested he spoke the truth.
“Unimportant at the moment. Suffice to say, they have an intriguing mode of transport. You cannot allow them to take the dark power held there.”
“Silence!” Brenner roared and stepped forward, punching Kharmaxum in the face and snapping his head back.
“By all means, Brenner, punch away. I've told you I feel none of it, but still, you rage. As for Kharmaxum, I believe he enjoys your feral ministrations, but he still longs to kill you. I think I will allow him his wish.”
“You have no power here, Aluran.”
“Oh, but that's where you are wrong, old friend.” Aluran returned his attention to Gryph. “I do hope you have at least one respawn left. If you do, remember my actions here today and be thankful. I have faith that you will reconsider my offer. We cannot allow the Light to succeed. Fight well.” 
Gryph's confusion turned to panic as Aluran's presence receded from Kharmaxum, leaving the War God confused and angry. But before Kharmaxum could say anything, the center of his forehead flared with intense light, and the War God screamed.
Gryph's eyes widened, and then, a moment later, Kharmaxum's Godhead exploded, and Gryph died.
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Gryph floated within a vast expanse of nothingness. He was everywhere and nowhere, all and nothing. His awareness was as distant as his thoughts, and if truth be told, he could not say with any certainty that he existed at all.
Time seemed to stretch on forever while not existing at all. Was this the perception of a limited mind, or had Gryph moved beyond his mortal individuality and become lost to the eternal nothingness where all things returned?
Perhaps this happens when one runs out of respawns, he thought, realizing that the very act of thinking suggested he still retained awareness, and awareness meant individuality. If he had died his last death, his soul would have returned to the primal Aether waiting to be reborn anew.
That's a good sign.
A dull throb built behind Gryph's unseeing eyes. The sensation hummed through him at a rhythmic, measurable pace, expanding outwards with each new beat. Around the time Gryph realized the rhythmic sound was his heartbeat, a distant voice came to his ears.
“I think he's dead,” the voice said, somehow familiar, yet also not.
“Of course, he isn't,” another voice said, equally known yet unknown. “He was dead, and now he's here, meaning…”
“Yes, I know how respawns work, you dick,” the first voice said. “This just seems different.”
A dull glow appeared as if the voices had brought light with them and pushed the darkness away. Irritation grew within Gryph at the interruption that had disturbed his endless peace.
“Errat has offered to use his booming voice to help waken friend Gryph. But friend Lex said that …”
“Your idea is stupid. The last thing this dude needs after coming back from the dead is to awaken to your big, goofy mug.”
The first voice, one Gryph now understood belonged to this 'friend Lex,' grew even closer, and then with a surge of volume as potent as an avalanche, Lex screamed.
“Dude, get the hell up!”
Gryph swung an arm he hadn't known he possessed until the nerves had fired, propelling it upwards. More feeling returned as the fist at the end of the arm slammed into something fleshy covered with coarse hair. The flare of pain in his knuckles and the surprised yelp of pain from the 'something fleshy' was the last ingredient needed to bring Gryph fully back to the world of the living.
He lurched upwards into a seated position and opened his eyes.
Lex had fallen back onto his ass, rubbing his face and glaring. Vonn stood next to him, looking down on the NPC with a disapproving shake of his head. Errat towered over them both, his warborn features showing an odd combination of amusement and jealousy, simultaneously upset and relieved that Lex had stolen his' yell in Gryph's face' approach.
“Move aside ye gimboid gits,” Grimliir grunted, pushing past the others and extending a brawny hand. Gryph took it, and the stout dwarf lifted him to his feet. “It's good tae have ye back, Yer Lordship.”
“It's good to be back,” Gryph said, rubbing the back of his neck. “Didn't know if I would be.”
“Where have you been?” Lex demanded, glaring up at Gryph like an exasperated father. “You've had us worried sick.”
Despite, or perhaps because of everything he'd experienced these past weeks, Gryph laughed. Errat joined in, followed soon by Vonn's soft chuckle. Lex was unimpressed and slapped Vonn on the leg, then demanded a helping hand. With a shrug, Vonn hoisted the small, bearded Ordonian to his feet.  
Once there, Lex continued his 'bad teen angst drama father' act, with his hands on his hips, his brow furrowed. “Well…”
“If you add a 'young man' to that phrase, I'll punch you again.”
Lex opened his mouth to complain but then, for once, chose the wiser course and closed it. Then being Lex got the better of him, and he repeated his question.
“The where and the why can wait. We have more urgent business. Where is Brynn?”
“She be safe,” Grimliir said. “Eris, Ovrym, and Raathiel returned with her mere days after ye disappeared.”
A surge of relief filled Gryph. His sister was alive, and she was here, but that comfort was short-lived, for she was most certainly not safe.
“We need to find her and isolate her, now.”
Lex opened his mouth to ask why, but a light touch to his shoulder from Vonn convinced the NPC to keep silent.
“Give me a moment, Yer Lordship.” Grimliir closed his eyes, and Gryph watched as they moved behind his lids as if he were deep in REM sleep. A moment later, the elder dwarf opened his eyes. “She's in Sylvan Aenor, shelterin' under Aurvendiel.”
Panic flared inside Gryph at the mention of the ancient empyrean tree. Aurvendiel's blessed magics generated the cloaking field that protected the entire valley from being discovered and, Gryph hoped, blocked Aluran's ability to see through, and control, Brynn's Godhead. Gryph had repaired the intricately carved Rune Form on the tree's surface that empowered the cloaking field after the battle versus the Aberrant.
If it is damaged, if Brynn sabotages it, then Aluran could see through her and even detonate Brynn's Godhead as he did Kharmaxum's. Gryph was about to explain these concerns when Lex could no longer resist being Lex.
“Wait, can you track anybody in this city?” Lex asked Grimliir, his face filled with worry.
“Aye. As Steward I have access tae the City Interface, and part of that is an ability tae tag and track residents that I deem, and I apologize tae Yer Lordship if this offends, suspect personages.”
“Considering we cannot be sure my sister's mind is fully her own, it is a reasonable precaution.”
“Wait, have you ever tracked me?” Lex demanded, as per usual, fretting over the wrong thing.
“Of course, he has,” Vonn responded. “You are, by definition, a suspect personage.”
“Should I have Brynn restrained, Yer Lordship?” Grimliir asked, ignoring the foolish back and forth.
“No, it’s best if she learns from me. If she is still under Aluran's sway, I may be able to talk her down.”
He gave his people a brief breakdown of recent events, including his arrival back in the Realms, the imminent threat posed by the Light, and the explosion that had killed Gryph.
“He blew the dude up?” Lex asked, appalled. “That's just … what a douche.”
“Do ye think Aluran will dae the same tae Brynn if he is able?”
“I don't,” Gryph said.
“Why the hell wouldn't he?” Lex asked. “Did the High Dink rip up his Supervillain League membership card since last we spoke?”
“No,” Gryph said. “But Brynn is not Kharmaxum. Though I cannot say why, the High God truly cares about my sister.”
“But that doesn't mean he won't use her to get a good looky-loo at us and our defenses,” Vonn countered.
“Exactly,” Gryph said with a nod. “This is why we need to get to Brynn before she damages the Rune Form.”
“Yer in luck Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said. “When ye were gone, we repaired the entire Port Circle network and can reach Aurvendiel in minutes.”
“Thank you, Grimliir,” Gryph said, gripping his Steward by the shoulder. “You have gone above and beyond anything I could have hoped or imagined.”
“Then maybe ye need tae expand your imagination, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said with a glint of amusement in his eye. “After all, if we survive the coming shite, then we'll need tae build that better world ye always talked about.”
“Send word to Gartheniel. I want the Council gathered when I return. There will be much to discuss,” Gryph said and turned to Lex. “You're with me.”
“I am? Why?”
“Because you're going to remove Brynn's Godhead.”
“Wait, …I? You saw how that went with Aluran. What if she blows up while I'm trying to remove it, or worse yet, I hurt her?” Lex waved Vonn off before the wily rogue could make one of his patented snarky comments. “Yes, I know that makes no sense.”
“It needs doing, Lex,” Gryph said, gripping the smaller man by the shoulders. “And I have faith in you.”
“That sounds way too much like the famous last words from a bad action flick,” Lex said, swallowing hard. “But okay, let's do this thing.”
The two exited the Nexus, the command-and-control center of Dar Thoriim, and walked to the closest Port Circle. En route, Gryph felt a long missed presence blanket his mind in warmth and joy.
Menaaire, you are back.
Hey Raath, miss me?
More than you could ever know.
A bittersweet joy flowed over Gryph as Raathiel's strength filled him, and despite the terrible task ahead, ease buoyed his soul.
I have missed you too, and I will need your strength more than ever.
You shall have it now and forever.
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Brynn Caldwell walked under the leafy boughs of the magnificent tree, trying to find the peace that had evaded her the long decades she’d spent in the Realms. As she’d done many times since her brother freed her from Aluran's twisted mind-jacking, Brynn thought back to the last time she remembered being happy, at peace.
The effort brought the smell of the leaves, newly fallen as autumn took a hold of Bow Lake. The memory failed to bring the comfort she craved, for it had lost the substance and vigor that had made it worth remembering.
Not lost.
Stolen by Aluran.
Ever since her mind had become her own again, Brynn had struggled with her life as Ferrancia. It wasn't that the Messenger Goddess had lived a poor life. If anything, she had been the lone beacon of light amongst the dark storm of the Pantheon.
But the life she had lived as Ferrancia, all fifty-plus years of it, had not been her own. That she had been Ferrancia longer than she had been Brynn Caldwell chafed her soul like sand in a bathing suit. Even now, more than a year after her liberation, she had not exorcised the false Ferrancia completely.
Does that explain why I come here? she asked herself. Do I seek the serenity of the celestials, or does something else compel me?
That she could not say with certainty frightened her terribly.
“Are you okay, Mistress?” a powerful yet comforting voice asked from behind her.
Brynn turned, the smile that had charmed millions back on Earth lighting her face unbidden. A tall man stood behind her, dressed head-to-toe in weathered leather and chain mail, his hand laid casually upon the worn grip of his longsword. His eyes were kind yet fierce.
“I am just lost in the past, Lucan.”
“While the past harbors many lessons, do not let nostalgia prevent you from living in the present.”
“Always with the wise words, Sir Lucan. Thank you.”
“I am here to serve, Mistress.”
“And yet I spend so little time heeding your counsel.”
“One cannot force another to see the world as they do. One can only offer guidance.”
“Perhaps someday I will grow to be as wise as you.”
Sir Lucan bowed. “In the meantime, you provide me with ample job security.”
A genuine laugh burst past Brynn's lips, drawing a small smile from the older knight. She had first met Sir Lucan, the last survivor of the Order of Ganneth, during Aluran's great crusade to reclaim the Eldarian Dominion. He had stood by her side and helped convince the War God Kharmaxum to spare a village of pacifists that had resisted conscription.
He'd since spent most of the next fifty years at her side, taking his leave on rare occasions when he wished to meditate and pay tribute to his fallen Order. She had never asked where he went or what he did during these sabbaticals, for he had more than earned her trust.
It doesn't stop a girl from wondering, though.
She was not the only one to notice his dedication. The High God himself had granted the knight his Boon. There was nobody in all the Realms, with the possible exception of her brother, that Brynn trusted more than Sir Lucan.
Despite this, the knight's ever-present vigilance felt a bit like living under the ever-watchful gaze of a father, and though Lucan could not be more different from the Colonel, sometimes she chafed at his presence.
“Would you give me your leave, Sir Lucan? I wish to meditate under the branches of this wondrous tree.”
“As you wish, Mistress. I will be close if you have need of me.” He bowed and disappeared into the maze of tunnels formed by the twining roots. 
Once he'd passed beyond sight, Brynn sighed, releasing a deep breath she'd been unaware she'd been holding. To her sorrow, the exhalation released none of her stress. Over the previous months, she'd lied to herself, letting herself believe her worry over Gryph's absence was the sole reason for her angst. But that fiction did nothing to heal the trauma of living a false life for so many years.
Some days, I do not feel like myself.
She placed her hand on the smooth bark, feeling its warmth. She closed her eyes and let touch be her guide as she strolled among the roots. Her breathing grew shallow, and her mind emptied. Soon, the peace of the moment took its hold, and time faded away.
Her fingers traced the knots, crevices, and odd crinkles upon Aurvendiel's surface. After a few minutes, what had felt random took on a sense of order as her fingers traced the precise grooves of carved runes.
The intricate whorls reminded her of the tree behind their childhood summer home. The one Finn had carved his name into with the knife borrowed from the Colonel. Brynn had begged and begged for a chance to carve her name, and finally, against his better judgment, Finn had agreed.
He'd handed her the blade and given her precise instructions, but young Brynn had still cut herself on the razor-sharp blade. Her crying had drawn the Colonel, and Finn had paid the price of their father's ire.
“Ouch,” Brynn said, surprised to feel the same pain she had that day. At first, she thought it was a phantom sensation dredged up by the potent memory, but then a warm trickle of blood trailed around her palm and splattered to the ground.
She opened her eyes to find the hand against the tree bore a clean gash, the victim of the dagger she kept at her waist. She hadn't remembered drawing the blade, nor did she have any idea why she held it in a shaky, white-knuckled hand, mere hairs breadths from the tree's brilliant silver bark.
Blood dripped from her finger and onto the golden tree before flowing along the carved runes like crimson Mana.
“I'd prefer that you didn't cut into Aurvendiel,” a smooth feminine voice said, equal parts appeal and force. “She has already suffered so much.”
Brynn jerked back and turned, the shaking dagger in her hand now pointed at the speaker. The woman smiled, the silver-white bark of her skin a sharp contrast to the flowing green vines of her hair and the golden shimmer of her eyes.
“Sillendriel. I ….” Brynn looked at the shaking dagger and the blood flowing freely. Shock stole her voice.
“You've hurt yourself,” Sillendriel said, stepping in and placing a firm hand on the dagger's hilt. “Are you alright?”
“I… I don't know. I don't know what happened.”
Sillendriel pried the dagger from her hand and tossed it to the hard-packed ground behind her. A moment later, Sir Lucan appeared, sword drawn and pointed at the empyrean dryad.
“What did you do to her?”
“I did nothing, Sir Knight,” Sillendriel said. “And I would suggest you sheath your weapon before somebody gets hurt.” Her tone showed neither surprise nor worry at the knight's sudden appearance, and she did not even bother turning around.
“Are you alright, Mistress?” the knight asked.
“I…,” Brynn began, but then a familiar voice, raised in threat, interrupted her.
“It would be in your interest to drop your sword, Sir Knight.”
Sir Lucan showed no fear, despite the sharp metal point pressing into the nape of his neck. Sillendriel smiled, and Brynn's eyes widened in shock as she saw the tall man with the coatl Raathiel curled around his shoulders. The NPC Lex stood behind him, stepping from one foot to the other as he clutched his hammer.
“Finn?” Relief slammed into Brynn like a freight train, and she ran towards her brother, feeling every bit the five-year-old needing her older sibling's protection. But he did not share in her excitement.
“Stop,” Finn said in a firm voice. “Stand where you are.”
Brynn obeyed as if Finn's voice alone had the power to command her. He sounds so like Father. She looked up at him, confusion and despair filling her. Why is he so angry?
But she got no answer, for Finn's attention had returned to Sir Lucan. “I will not say it again. Drop your sword.”
“Do you promise not to hurt her?” Sir Lucan asked, his hand tensing upon the hilt.
“I would give my life for her.”
With a nod, Sir Lucan dropped the blade.
“Sillendriel,” Finn said as if triggering some unheard order.
The empyrean dryad stepped close and placed a gentle hand under Brynn's chin. Brynn turned in surprise, but Sillendriel promised that everything would be okay. A small purple flower grew from the underside of Sillendriel's wrist, its bulb pushing upwards.
Brynn looked down, smiling at the beauty of the flower when its petals parted and released a puff of pleasant-smelling spores. They tickled Brynn's nose, forcing her to inhale. The spores filled her nose and moved down into her lungs.
A moment later, the world grew blurry, and Brynn's eyes grew heavy and desperate for sleep. She keeled forward, but before she hit the ground, Lex stepped forward and caught her.
“What are you doing?” Sir Lucan demanded, staring at Finn.
“Saving her life. Saving all of our lives.”
*****
Aluran's connection broke, and with a grunt of pain, his eyes snapped open. He sat rigid and upright as the halo of energy about the Annulus faded. The hard stone of the throne-like chair forced his back straight. Sweat poured down his brow, and he clenched his hands to stop them from shaking.
Even though he was a god, the Annulus took a heavy toll.
The device sat alone within the highest tower in Avernia. It had taken Aluran many months to craft the device that enabled him to see through and control the Minor Godheads he'd crafted for the Pantheon. It helped him keep control over his godlings, but it was far from perfect.
To see through the eyes of his subservient gods, he needed to be in the chair, and prolonged use caused more than pain. He'd barely recovered from the violence of Kharmaxum's
exploding Godhead when he struggled to see through Ferrancia's.
“Were you able to see through her, Your Eminence?” the dry, raspy voice of the Hooded Man asked.
“No,” Aluran said, rubbing his temples with strong thumbs. “The anti-scrying field sheltering the hidden valley is impressive. I could sense my daughter, feel her conflict, but something pulled her away before I could compel her to damage those protections.”
“Do you still wish to proceed with the plan, then?”
“Yes, the Army of the Light does nothing but complicate matters. And may provide an opportunity.”
“I do not follow, Your Eminence?”
“Of course not, because you are not privy to all the facts.” The High God's voice was sharp and edged with irritation.
“I beg your apology. I exist to serve in any way I am able,” the Hooded Man said with a bow. Though he no longer bore the spark of life, the Hooded Man still knew fear.
“No, loyal friend, I am the one who need apologize. My daughter's betrayal still weighs heavily upon me. I had hoped that the Annulus would be the tool of our reconciliation. Alas, I was wrong.”
The Hooded Man said nothing, understanding deep within his ancient dead bones that now was not the time to offer counsel. He still did not understand the affection the High God bore for Ferrancia, but he did not doubt the hold she had upon his master. From the moment Aluran had returned to the Realms at the head of his grand crusade, he'd treated the Messenger Goddess differently than the other gods of his Pantheon.
Despite his curiosity, the Hooded Man had never pursued the matter, for fear that the High God would end his existence. Though no longer alive in the strictest definition of the word, the Hooded Man very much enjoyed the half-life his continued service awarded him.
A half-life that kept him from the torment of the Abyss.
“Has Kharmaxum respawned yet?” the High God asked.
“Yes, Your Eminence. Though he does not enjoy the Pit, I cannot say he suffers as much as one would expect.”
“Alexander has always been an odd one.” Aluran considered for a moment. “He enjoys feeling pain nearly as much as dispensing it.”
“Do you believe you can rehabilitate him?”
“I have hope, but I fear his stubbornness will require us to raze him to his foundation before we attempt to rebuild him. Allow the wraith access. Let them feed for an hour a day. Kharmaxum must know genuine fear if he is to learn the folly of his ways. Keep him there until he pays his penance. Only then can we build a new, better God of War.”
“Of course,” the Hooded Man said with an awkward full bow that suggested whatever lay hidden within his voluminous robes was no longer quite human. “And what of Ferrancia?”
“You need not concern yourself with her. Your focus is to remain on Avernia. Mine on the Elders of the Light. I cannot allow them to gain access to the power Gryph has hidden in Dar Thoriim. If the Light gains access, then nothing will stop them.”
“Surely they cannot stand up to your power,” the Hooded Man said, shock filling his tone for the first time in centuries. “You are the High God, Arche of the Pantheon, Prime Mover of the Realms, Father to All.”
“I am,” Aluran said, unimpressed with his titles. “Yet, my power pales compared to the Light's. They bear the full power of the Old Gods. Our one advantage is that they do not yet know this. But that will change. And when it does, I fear for us all.”
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Gryph sat next to Brynn, anxious for her to wake up. She had been his sole reason for entering the Realms. A part of him, a small, very distant part, considered taking Brynn and running back to Earth. But even if he could find a way back, he no longer belonged on that pale blue dot hanging in the infinite expanse of another universe.
The Realms felt more like home than Earth ever had because of the people he now called friends and family. And if he'd fought for people back on Earth, he'd damned well fight, and die if need be, to protect those in the Realms. Deep down, he knew Brynn felt the same, despite the false memories and the fake life that Aluran had forced her to live.
Gryph hesitated to wake her as she slumbered peacefully. Despite bearing few of her original Earthborn features, Gryph still saw much of Brynn in her peaceful face.
She bears the spirit of an angel, the phantom voice of their mother said inside his head.
Finn had never been spiritual like the woman who'd given birth to him. He was like the Colonel in that. But his life as Gryph had shown him a broader view of the universes, and he'd felt the power possessed by souls. Who could say what journeys Brynn's soul had taken in the millennia before she'd been born a Caldwell.
I am sorry, but I need answers, he said to himself. He reached out and stroked an errant hair from her face, a small gesture of kindness before the harsh questions to come. He steeled himself, shook her shoulder, and said her name.
“Brynn.”
She moaned and then grumbled in irritation, lamely slapping his hand away as she had so many times when they'd been children. If Brynn had a vice, it was her love of sleep. As a child, she'd been impossible to rouse, forever begging for just one more minute.
“Brynn,” he repeated, and with a start, her eyes snapped open.
She lurched backward, pushing herself to the far corner of the bed, where two walls could protect her back. Her eyes were wide in confusion and fear, but soon both eased, and she looked at Gryph.
“Finn?” She launched herself from the cot and pulled Gryph into an embrace. He held her tight, knowing full well that it would make the interrogation he needed to put her through that much worse.
“I go by Gryph now, but you can call me Finn if you'd like.”
“Gryph, like the Gryphon.” Her eyes welled with tears, and soon she was apologizing.
“For what?” Gryph asked, preparing himself for the questions that needed asking. As much as he wanted to be her brother, first, he needed to be the ruler of Dar Thoriim.
“Everything, and … I don't know.” She closed her eyes and held her head in her hands.
“Why were you trying to cut the tree, Brynn?” Gryph asked, pushing every bit of his strength into the demand.
“I… I don't know. I felt compelled to cut into her.” She looked at Gryph with tears in her eyes. “Why would I do that?”
“Aluran.”
“Aluran? I don't understand.”
“He can see and hear through your Godhead. He can influence your actions, even possess you from afar. The anti-scrying field generated by Aurvendiel, the empyrean tree, blocks much of this ability.”
“But not all.”
“No, not all. That is why he tried to compel you to vandalize the Rune Form that generates the cloaking field. It is why I had to put you in here.” Gryph pointed around the room, bringing her attention to the fine mesh of red metal embedded in the walls, floor, and ceiling.
“Bleed metal,” Brynn said. “It blocks magical power. Smart.” She grinned at Gryph.
“I hope so. There's no way to be sure his influence cannot reach through even this.” Gryph paused, seeking the best way to say what needed saying next. “There's something else you should know.” Gryph told her of Kharmaxum and how Aluran had overloaded the man's Godhead, both killing and freeing Gryph.
“He could turn me into a nuke,” Brynn said in shock.
“Yes, and since we cannot change your respawn point, it would be the easiest way for him to get you back awhile striking a devastating blow against us.”
“Then you can never let me leave this room. Not until we deal with Aluran.”
“There is another way.” He held her gaze steady. “We can remove your Godhead.”
“I thought that was impossible.”
“It was, but turns out Lex is special, just as you said.” He explained the mission to track down Cerrunos and discover the traitorous god's last secret.
“Lex was one of the Old Gods. I didn't see that one coming.”
“None of us did,” Gryph said with a chuckle. “Least of all, Lex.”
Brynn thought for a moment and then spoke. “Well, what are we waiting for? Yank it out.”
“There are risks.”
“What risks?”
“Well, Lex will have to muck around in your brain, performing what is essentially mystical brain surgery. He claims that removing the Godhead could damage your memories. You might forget who I am, who you are.”
She stared at Gryph, and he saw her world-famous gumption, her strength move to the fore and push the fear away. She reached out and grabbed him by the hand. “Well, you'll just have to help me remember.”
Gryph held her gaze for a long moment but finally nodded. “Come on in, Lex.”
The short Ordonian walked in, his head down like a young boy embarrassed to meet his new teacher. Gryph found it odd until he remembered that Brynn, along with Sean, had been there at Lex's beginning. They'd transformed Lex from an ordinary Banner AI into the most sophisticated and loyal NPC in the Realms.
If anyone could be said to be Lex's mother, it was Brynn.
“It is good to see you again, Lex. I’m sorry I didn’t come to see you when you were in isolation.”
“It’s okay,” Lex said. “They weren’t really letting us have visitors. What with us having come back from the Realm of Chaos and maybe carrying the Phage. I told them we were fine, but those Rangers are sticklers for their rules.”
“Well, I’m glad you’re not possessed by chaos,” Brynn said, with a grin. “You look good. Dwarf?”
“Ordonian, actually,” Lex said, his tone one of mild exasperation as if a lifetime of correcting the mistake had beaten him down into acceptance.
“Really?” Brynn said, with surprise and sympathy.
“That's what it says.”
“Well, you look good. And, from what Gryph tells me, you've turned out to be even more special than we'd hoped.”
This boosted Lex's spirits some, and he looked up at her. “So, it looks like I'll be rooting around in your head. You up for that?”
“Well, when you put it that way, not really. But I don't see that I have much choice.”
“It'll be fine. Despite appearances, I'm pretty good at what I do.”
Lex looked over his shoulder and nodded. The door opened, revealing the massive warborn Errat carrying a heavy chest made from bleed metal and adamant. He grinned foolishly at Brynn and walked in, the bleed metal laced door closing behind him.
“Errat will assist me.”
“Good to meet you,” Brynn said. “Thank you for helping.”
“Yes, Mistress Brynn is very welcome. Errat very much hopes to be of assistance as Lex muck's around in your brain.”
“Dude, not in front of the patient,” Lex said, then turned back to Brynn, a car salesman’s smile plastered across his face. “Ignore him. He may look like a giant wad of chewed Hubba Bubba, but I assure you he's a brilliant Aether mage and quite gentle.”
“Yes, I can see that,” Brynn said, staring almost blankly at Errat.
It was clear to Gryph that she was using Analyze, and a part of him wondered just what skills his sister possessed. There would be time for that once they freed her.
“Errat, I could use some space,” a partially muffled female voice said from behind Errat.
“Ah, yes. Errat is very sorry. My apologies.” Errat stepped forward and placed the heavy box atop a waiting table. Behind him stood Tifala, her kindly smile at odds with her rough appearance.
“This is Mistress Tifala, a Life Master and trusted friend.”
“Life Master?” Brynn said in surprise, giving the small gnome woman an up and down glance.
Gryph did not blame Brynn for her shock, for he had felt the same surge of surprise on first seeing the once jovial gnome.
“I'm sorry. I'm being rude. I just did not expect…” Brynn trailed off as a wry smile split Tifala's face.
“A Life Master who is also a Chthonic Warlock? Suffice to say, I'm well-traveled.”
“Apparently so. If I remember who I am after this, I would love to hear about these travels.”
“Perhaps,” Tifala said.
It was eminently clear to Gryph that Tifala had no interest in doing any such thing. Which is why she must, eventually. 
“Well, okay then,” Lex said, clapping his hands like a middle-aged Dad attempting to convince his kids the family trip was going to be a blast. “We ready to do this thing?”
All eyes went to Brynn, and after a moment, she nodded.
Lex stood and walked behind her, placing his hands on either side of Brynn's head. Both of them took a deep breath and closed their eyes.
For several long heartbeats, nothing happened. Then Lex's expression changed from peaceful contemplation to a man in desperate need of exorcising a bowel movement. Sweat poured from his brow, and his face scrunched up in concentration. Odd mutterings pushed past his lips that were too low to hear, prompting Gryph to consider activating Acute Hearing.
But hearing Lex's inane self-motivational speech would likely do nothing but raise Gryph's anxiety and do nobody a lick of good. I just have to trust him. Gryph added his own deep breathing to the quiet chorus of hope and concentration.
Tendrils of energy expanded from Lex's palms and sunk into Brynn's temples. A low hum rose, beginning in Gryph's bones and then spreading outwards into his muscles and surrounding tissues. It took him a moment to understand that Lex was finding the right harmonic frequency for Brynn's Godhead.
Unlike the attempt to wrench Aluran's Godhead from him by force, this procedure turned out to be much simpler. The metaphysical equivalent of peeling an orange and carefully removing the seeds versus wrenching them through the rind by force.
Responsibility for the ease of this removal fell entirely on Brynn's shoulders and her trust in Gryph and his people. Even though the process would weaken her, she trusted him to do it.
And afterward, I must protect her.
The energetic globe of raw potential eased through the edges of Brynn's skull, casting a pleasant green glow across the room. Gryph gasped, for until that moment, he had not known which Godhead Brynn had borne.
Of course, she is the Goddess of Life.
Gryph smiled at the thought. Even in the service of an evil man, Brynn had retained her purity. He fervently hoped it would be a role she would continue once she was free. But then Lex grunted, filling Gryph with worry. He leaned forward, wanting to give aid. The tense shoulders of the others said he was not alone in such concern.
They watched as the globe of swirling power slipped a bit from Lex's grasp and sunk back into Brynn's skull. Brynn groaned, and her eyes twitched behind her tight eyelids. Her mouth opened, and a small whine of pain popped free.
Gryph almost stood but feared any distraction would cause further issues.
“Sorry,” Lex said. “Didn't see that last strand. Just need to … tweak… this last bit and…”
Lex adjusted his grip and pulled his hands back again, strong and steady. The swirling globe of energy pulsed and flared as it came free of Brynn's head, and Lex's eyes snapped open. A laugh of utter relief pushed past his lips, and he motioned to Errat.
The warborn lifted the bleed metal box, and Lex eased the Godhead inside. He released it, almost surprised to find it had not stuck to his hands like a sticky caramel apple. He pulled his hands free, and Errat snapped the lid shut.
“It is done,” Lex said, sweat dripping down his brow.
Gryph nodded his thanks at his friend and then knelt next to Brynn.
“Is she okay?”
Tifala quieted him like an impatient nun, a hell-nun perhaps, but a nun, nonetheless. She placed her hands upon Brynn and examined her. Brynn looked exhausted but met Gryph's eyes and smiled. “I am fine, brother.”
“Shush,” Tifala snapped. “You are not fine until I say you are fine.”
Brynn grinned like a kid accepting a well-deserved scolding, knowing full well they'd get back to performing no good deeds once the authority was out of earshot. 
She is a Caldwell, after all.
After a thorough examination, Tifala gave Brynn a clean bill of health. Gartheniel arrived and used his Book of Truthsaying on Brynn before naming her free of outside influences.
The news unraveled a knot of worry Gryph had been carrying unawares in his gut since the moment they'd found Brynn by Aurvendiel, dagger in hand. He pulled her into an embrace.
“It is good to have you back, sister.”
“It is good to be back. Thank you. Thanks, all of you.”
Before emotion could overtake him, Gryph turned to the others. “Please escort my sister to the Nexus. Grimliir will have gathered the Council by now. Lex and I will join you soon.”
Tifala looked ready to complain but then nodded her head and helped Brynn to her feet. Errat handed the bleed metal chest to Gryph and extended an arm to Brynn, like an awkward teenage boy escorting his date to the prom. Brynn laughed and accepted, leaving Gryph alone with Lex.
“What's up, boss?” Lex asked once the others were out of earshot.
Gryph did not answer but led Lex through a maze of passageways until they reached the massive doors of the vault. Made of heavy stone reinforced with bands of adamant and bleed metal laced elementum, the vault of Dar Thoriim was one of the most secure rooms on the planet.
Gryph handed the chest to Lex, who looked down on it like it might bite him, and then placed his bare hand into the center of a metallic circle. Gryph pushed a flare of Mana into the panel, and light flared along intricately carved runes.
Deep within the thick walls surrounding the vault, the clang of thick bolts retracting reached their ears. A moment later, the ten-foot-thick door eased open silently, revealing a large space beyond. Gryph stepped inside and then turned to see Lex staring nervously at a massive metallic cube in the center of the room.
“That thing gives me the creeps.”
“As well it should. It is arguably the most dangerous weapon in the universe.”
The Black Fog was malevolence made real and had nearly wiped every sentient mind from the face of Korynn. Gryph had vowed to destroy it, and the Iron Crown, the companion artifact that gave its wearer complete control of the Black Fog.
“Yeah, well, you can keep it.”
“I don't want to keep it. I want to destroy it. But for my plan to work, I need your help.”
“I'm going to hate this plan, aren't I?”
“Quite the contrary, it is exactly the kind of plan you'd come up with.”
“Well, then I'm definitely gonna hate it.”
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As requested, Grimliir had gathered the Council of the cities, Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor. Barrendiel, the somewhat reluctant Regent of Sylvan Aenor, was the first to pull Gryph into an embrace as he entered the large Nexus chamber that acted as Dar Thoriim’s control center.
“It is good to see you, my friend, even if your return brings dark tidings.”
“I am confident that together, we can face any challenge.”
Barrendiel nodded, understanding that Gryph spoke to bolster the morale of those around them more than to speak to the real truth.
The Steward Gartheniel was next. He took Gryph by the forearm and gripped hard, giving Gryph an up and down look. “I see you have changed your look.”
When Finn Caldwell had chosen to combine his two selves on returning to the Realms, he’d become a half-elf, earning him traits from both cultures. Apart from that melding, he’d noticed only one other major difference. An alteration to his prompts' appearance. Since he rather enjoyed the new format, he considered that change a boon.
“Apart from the short hair, I approve,” Gartheniel said, with a small crook to his smile.
Gryph smiled down on Gartheniel, one of the few half-elves Gryph had encountered in the Realms. Gryph had long respected the Steward’s ability to walk between his two cultural heritages with aplomb and respect. He was about to say so when Lex interrupted him.
“I told him he looks like a stodgy, boring-ass Vulcan, but he ignored me. So, please, I beg you, talk some sense into him. We all miss his flowing locks.”
“I am unsure what a Vulcan is, but if they are anything like the Stone Lord, then I am certain they are a noble and wise people.”
“Yes, but, they’re… oh never mind.”
Lex stomped over to his seat and sat, pouting like a fanboy upset at the lack of appreciation for his intricate knowledge of sci-fi minutia. Gartheniel grinned at Gryph, who chuckled on realizing that the Steward had purposely messed with the NPC.
And they say the man has no sense of humor.
Gryph embraced Sillendriel, the diviner and newly made empyrean dryad. The odd, comforting warmth of her smooth, bark-like skin eased a bit of his angst. She looked into his eyes and smiled, but the ever-present burden of her Divination skill still weighed upon her.
“What is it?” Gryph asked quietly. “What have you seen?”
“Nothing. That is the problem. I cannot see anything,” she said, her voice tinged with fear. “The Aether flares with too much power. For the first time in my life, I am blind to what is coming.”
That can’t be a coincidence, Gryph thought. The question is, did it have anything to do with the return of so many Godheads? After all, the divine artifacts were motes of creation with the power to alter the very substance of reality. Could that much concentrated power overload Sillendriel’s divinations?
“Then we will plan as well as we are able without knowing the future,” Gryph said, trying to comfort her as best he could.
Sillendriel gave him a pained smile, gripped his arm fiercely, and then took her seat at the table. The rest of the Council, sensing the need for haste, simply nodded in greeting. This included the elven crafter Yrriel and the warborn leaders Urgyyn, Berrath, and Errat; the human contingent of Mistress Bruunhilde, Eadweanna the Scholar and Thornley who represented the valley's farmers; and the dwarf elders including Belgaarm the smith, the brewer Thaldrain, and Reynglain, the Earth Magic Master.
Ovrym, Eris, and Vonn sat to Lex's right, with Doc, Tifala, Flint, and Xeg to his left. Brynn was there as well, her armsman, Sir Lucan standing behind her. Gryph had been reluctant to allow the knight to join this Counsel, but Brynn’s assurances, coupled with Gartheniel’s Book of Truthsaying, had convinced Gryph of the man’s genuine devotion to his sister and their cause.
Gryph sat, and Raathiel flew down and curled about his shoulders, lending him her strength of will.
I am glad you are here, he sent to her via their permanent Telepathic Bond.
I will never leave your side again, Menaaire.
I appreciate the sentiment, even if it sounds a tad stalkery.
She nipped him a bit harder than her normal playful bite, ensuring he understood what she thought of his little joke.
Regent Barrendiel looked at them, with amusement in his eyes, before Gryph nodded, giving the Regent the floor. The regal elf stood and gazed at every face around the table.
“Welcome, fellow members of the Council. I wish we gathered today merely to celebrate the return of Stone Lord Gryph, but unfortunately, what should be a day of celebration must give way to a warning of a dire threat, a threat unlike any faced by our people since the days of the Alliance.” Barrendiel turned to Gryph. “If you would speak to our people, my friend.”
Gryph stood and gave them a recap of his life since the moment the Light had pulled him from the Realms.
He told them of the Elders, and their possession of the ancient Prime Godheads long ago lost to the Realms.
He told them of the Light’s grand crusade and the lies hidden within their truths. He told them how Aluran had exposed these lies and of his suspicions why the High God had helped him.
He told them how Aluran could not see through the subservient Godheads he’d built for the Pantheon and cause them to explode.
This drew all eyes to Brynn, but Gryph assured them that Brynn, that all of them, were safe from such power, for now.
“How can you be sure?” Berrath, the leader of the warborn, asked.
“Because I know how to remove Godheads,” Lex said. “And I’ve already removed Brynn’s and blocked the High Dink’s access to it.”
Gasps of shock flowed around the table, requiring Gryph's call for calm. He then told them that the Light was after the Iron Crown and the Black Fog. When asked how the Light knew of the horrific weapons, Gryph confessed.
“I believe they took it from my mind, during the year they kept me in the limbo of the NI rig.”
Yet another flush of guilt darkened Doc’s face, and Gryph sighed. No matter the logic, the truth behind Gryph’s insistence that Doc was not to blame, the ex-surgeon refused to accept the conclusion. Gryph understood the power of such guilt, even when it was undeserved.
There will be time to help him if we survive the coming days.
“How can we be sure they took nothing else from you, Stone Lord?” Eadweanna, the Scholar, asked.
“We cannot, which is why we must assume they know everything I know.”
Now that those words had passed his lips, the truth of the violation hit him fully, like the proverbial Mack truck. Rage, fear, and guilt combined into a terrible slurry that threatened to drag him into the mire of hopeless despair. But Raathiel was there to give him strength, along with Lex, Vonn, Tifala and Ovrym. Even Xeg brought him hope, a realization as terrifying as any he’d had in some time.
You are not alone, all these voices said. Together we will fight.
“So, we must assume the Light knows about Lex bein’ able tae wrench them damnable Godheads from the god’s heads,” Reynglain, the Earth Magic Master, said, her jaw clenching.
“Yes,” Gryph agreed. “But as my father was fond of saying, adversity breeds opportunity. And I believe I have come up with a plan.”
“Please tell me it involves cramming Brynn’s old Godhead up the Light’s dark side and watching it go boom?” Lex asked, making a rather impressive explosion sound.
Grimliir grunted in bitter amusement.
“I’d love tae see them bastards’ innards splattered across the plains of the Beige. Unfortunately for us, them be fertile lands, populated lands. Whilst there be no great cities, there be dozens if not hundreds of small villages and farmsteads across the entire area. Even Aluran has shown a reluctance to detonating a Godhead among civilians.”
“And there is no telling what kind of damage such an explosion would do to the soil,” Thornley, the farmer added. “We cannot risk poisoning the breadbasket of Korynn, or millions might starve.”
“So, no blowing up innocents and poisoning the food supply,” Lex said. “Got it, and bugger.”
“Bugger, indeed,” Gryph said. “But your suggestion is a close kin to my plan.”
“It is? Cool.” Lex paused, grinning proudly, before realizing he had no idea what the plan was. “So, what is this plan?”
“We’re going to use the rock wyrm to dig a long effing tunnel, and then we’ll use Brynn’s Godhead to blow up the Iron Crown and the Black Fog. We fulfill the Vow I made to you all after we defeated the Aberrant and end two potential threats to our existence.”
Murmurs of agreement and nods of appreciation flowed around the table. Only Grimliir, who’d grabbed a slate and began scratching upon it with his charcoal pencil, didn’t immediately embrace the plan.
“Grimliir, you have a dissenting opinion?” Gryph asked, fearful his plan was untenable.
“Gimme a moment, Yer Lordship,” the Steward said, neither looking up nor slowing his frantic scratching. The excitement in the chamber faded with each passing moment and grew to worry as Grimliir continued his work. Finally, with a grunt and a scowl, the elder dwarf tossed down his slate and looked at Gryph. “It is doable, Yer Lordship, but there be a small caveat.”
“And what is that?” Gryph asked, tension building inside him.
“Violet be a voracious eater, but even she has her limits.”
“You named the giant stone eating death wyrm, Violet?” Lex interrupted, his voice tinged with disapproval.
“Aye, she be purple, so what would ye have named her?”
“I don’t know, Mr. Chomps-a-Lot,” Lex offered, clearly feeling the pressure. “But that was before I knew she was a she. So yeah, Violet’s good.”
“I’m going to assume the Steward’s concern is not with the beast’s name,” Gartheniel said, eyeballing Lex with disapproval before turning back to Grimliir.
“Nay,” Grimliir agreed. “My concern be this. If we go with his Lordship’s plan, we’ll need tae dig a very, very deep hole or we risk blowing ourselves up along with them infernal weapons.”
“How deep?” Gryph asked.
“Hard tae say without knowing the yield the Godhead possesses. But my guess is at least two miles. And that will…”
“Take time,” Gryph finished.
“Aye.”
“How long?” Barrendiel asked, leaning forward in his chair.
“I’ll defer tae Mistress Reynglain on that. I’m just the idea man. She be the one so ably leading the construction efforts.”
“Five days be my guess,” Reynglain said. “Even with my crew of earth mages tae help power my girl up. She can only chew so quickly.”
“Bugger,” Gryph said, knowing they likely had no more than three days before the Light reached the eastern mountains that protected the valley.
“More like triple damn bugger with a topping of fuck y’all,” Lex countered and slouched in his chair.
Yrriel patted her lover on the hand, then offered to assist. “I have some Icons that I believe will speed the process up, provided Master Thaldrain can craft me an appropriate harness for Violet.”
“Consider it done, Mistress,” the silver bearded smith said with a nod.
“There is something else I’ve been working on that might help,” Yrriel said.
“What is that?” Barrendiel asked, eying the elder elf maid.
“I don’t have a name for it yet, but it is essentially a reusable Port Stone.”
“I thought they be impossible,” Grimliir said, leaning forward in interest. “Sumthin’ about the power required.”
“I managed to overcome that by limiting the distance the stone could port. Where standard single use Port Stones can take the user nearly anywhere on Korynn, mine has a much shorter range.”
“How short?” Lex asked. “And why didn’t you tell me before now?”
“Two miles, maybe. And I’ve had other priorities since you’ve been back.” The elder elf woman stared salaciously at Lex, causing the NPC to blush a furious crimson.
“Oh, right. That.” Lex looked around the table to find everyone staring at him. “We were, uh… catching up on our reading.”
“Everyone knows ye be full of shite, boyo,” Grimliir said. “And we be happy fer ye.”
“Speak for yourself, Steward,” Vonn said. “You haven’t been stuck listening to Lex’s drunken confessions.”
“Okay, can we move on?” Lex said, waving his hands above his head like some bad cartoon wizard trying to wipe everyone’s memory.
“Please,” Gryph agreed and turned back to Yrriel. “I’m sensing a but coming.”
“Several actually,” Yrriel said with a nod. “I only have the materials to construct a single reusable Port Stone. It also takes somebody with a high level in Order Magic to operate. And there’s one last issue that has been … problematic to overcome.”
“Define problematic,” Gryph said.
“It doesn’t always work when activated, doesn’t always travel the same distance, doesn’t recharge at the same rate, and it has a potential inversion issue.”
“Meaning?” Gryph asked.
“Meaning there’s a chance anyone using it will turn inside out.”
“So,” Lex began. “We can’t rely on it to work. When it does, we have no idea how far it will send us or when we can use it again, and there’s a good chance it will spill one’s guts all over the floor.”
“Yes, yes, yes, and very likely. But, I have some ideas on how to limit those issues.”
“Until you do, your Port Stone is far too dangerous to use,” Barrendiel said.
“Agreed,” Gryph said after a moment. “But keep working on it and inform the Council immediately if you make any breakthroughs. If you need anything, speak with Grimliir.”
Yrriel bowed her head in response, and Gryph looked around the table.
“I think we’re done for now. Any of you tasked with building the tunnel, begin now.”
About half the Council got to their feet and left, chatting animatedly with each other. Gryph then turned to Eris.
“Eris. Take a team of warborn and rangers and head to the Barrow. Once there, grab Simon’s Orb of Far Thought and creep up behind the Army of the Light. We need to know where they are and exactly how long it will take them to reach us.”
“I want to go with her,” Lex said. “I could use the fresh air and vitamin D.”
All remaining eyes turned to Lex, and though nobody said anything, their disapproval was clear.
“You can’t go, Lex,” Gryph said.
“What? Why not?”
“Oh, I don’t know,” Vonn began, his tone dripping with sarcasm. “Maybe cuz in addition to you being Gryph’s NPC with the ability to track his location, you’re also, inexplicably I might add, the Lexicon of Cerrunos. This means you have that super-secret knowledge of how to remove Godheads tucked away in that dimwitted skull of yours. Said knowledge could hand victory to the Light, or Aluran, or any number of other jackholes who think becoming a god would be a right good show.”
“Oh yeah, that,” Lex said with a pout.
“I’m afraid you can’t leave the city,” Gryph said. “In fact, I don’t think you should leave the secure wing around the Nexus without a heavy guard.” He turned to Urgyyn, the tight-lipped warborn. “Commander Urgyyn, set a detail on Lex. His safety and security are paramount.”
“I will lead it personally,” Urgyyn said in a deep rumble, speaking more words than Gryph had ever heard the heavily tattooed warborn speak.
“So, I’m a prisoner then,” Lex grumbled.
“I’m sorry, but it has to be this way,” Gryph said.
“Errat will keep you company, friend Lex. And I am sure friends Vonn and Ovrym will as well.”
“That sounds nice and all, but when I think ‘fun-time in prison,’ my imagination trends towards conjugal visits and not ‘party time with the boys.’” He looked longingly down the hall after Yrriel. Then, perhaps remembering his previous adventures with the older elf, he voiced an addendum. “With a crap-ton of Stamina Potions.”
Gryph’s traitor brain displayed that unwanted movie in full technicolor, causing his nose to scrunch up in disgust. “Okay then. Definitely wishing I’d ended this meeting five minutes ago. Let’s call it adjourned before it gets worse.”
“Eris, head out as soon as you are able. Regent Barrendiel, please return to your city, make any preparations you deem appropriate, and coordinate where necessary. I am naming Brynn my official liaison to Sylvan Aenor. Coordinate with her and confer with me when needed.”
The Regent bowed his head and stood, extending a hand to Brynn. She took it with all the grace and poise of a woman who’d once been a goddess. With Gartheniel at their heels, they exited the Nexus, leaving Gryph standing alongside Grimliir, Lex, Vonn, Ovrym, Errat, Tifala, Flint, Xeg, and Raathiel.
“What would you have us do?” Ovrym asked.
“Let’s walk. I need to see all the preparations you’ve made in my absence. War is coming. We need to be ready.”
Gryph looked from one to the other, waiting for each to agree.
Lex stood by his side, following his gaze. “Awesome, we’re getting the band back together.” His eyes fell on Flint. “Except for the kid. Who the hell is he?”
Flint opened his mouth, clearly ready to up the argument with insults, when Xeg clamped a three-fingered hand across it, muffling the infernal youth’s words.
“Did that little bastard just call me a jackanapes?” Lex asked.
Gryph motioned, and with a nod, Ovrym led the old gang from the Nexus.
Lex tried to follow, but Urgyyn and his squadron of warborn stepped in his way. Lex scowled and complained viciously, and Flint turned and tossed a wagging middle finger taunt at the NPC.
“Stop that, Dinkwick Flintspanner,” Tifala said without turning, and Flint went red with embarrassment. That shade turned deeper when Xeg tugged him by the ear like a scolding grandmother.
Gryph watched as the two groups went opposite ways, leaving him and Raathiel alone for the briefest of moments. Worry filled him on realizing just how much he had to lose if the Light or Aluran were victorious.
You have a family, Menaaire, Raathiel sent. One worth protecting.
“And that is exactly what I’m going to do,” he said in a commanding voice.
Just remember, you have help. You do not need to do it alone, Raathiel sent and then lightly nipped his neck.
A bitter chuckle pushed past Gryph’s lips, and he reached up and scratched the scales beneath her ruff of feathers. Then, with a deep breath, he walked after his friends, his family.
“It is time we prepare for war.”
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The desert winds blew over Ramsay, bringing a scattering of stinging dirt with it. Despite the time spent in the desert where they'd constructed New Harlan’s Watch, Ramsay had never acclimated to the desolation and the dryness. He missed the forests of his homeland and fervently hoped that someday he could return to them.
Or recreate them here once we achieve victory.
The Gyptian prince's oily voice befouled the very air, but the Light needed the foul little man, or more accurately, they needed his soldiers. For Ramsay’s plan to work, they could not waste the Army of the Light on a frontal assault of Dar Thoriim.
To his left, Aiden sensed his mood and laid a small hand on his. He looked up and met her eyes. Though she did not speak, they’d known each other long enough that he could read her expression.
Let Erasmus do his work, her look said.
With a nod and a sigh, Ramsay looked to the South. Somewhere beyond the southern tip of the Myrric Mountains, Brenner engaged with Aluran’s forces. He hungered to know how the battle progressed but kept his faith. Brenner might be a bit of a hothead sometimes, but he was a brilliant commander, having fought in dozens of wars and hundreds of campaigns during his two millennia of life.
Kharmaxum is outmatched. It is only a matter of time before Brenner triumphs.
Erasmus’ voice rose in anger, countered quickly by the Gyptian prince. Ramsay listened to every word, having become fluent in Gyptian mere moments after meeting the cretinous royal thanks to the Gift of Tongues ability given him by his Godhead.
But he said nothing, wanting to keep that ability a secret for as long as possible and having no desire to interact with the haughty prince directly. Their argument grew tenser, and Erasmus turned to the Elders in frustration.
“His Royal Prince, Xyrenus, the Son of the Moon and the Arc Hawk of the Heavens,” Erasmus said, adding extra venom to the prince’s official title, “humbly asks for more gold.”
“His tone does not sound humble,” Demetria said, rubbing her chin and staring the small man down.
“No, Elder, it does not. I am simply trying to keep the negotiations as amicable as possible.”
“And we thank you for it, Erasmus,” Aiden said. “Please ask the prince why he wishes to renege on the previously agreed-upon terms? We do not take kindly to renegotiation once we have agreed to terms.”
Erasmus bowed and turned to the prince, speaking the musical sing-song tones of Gyptian. The prince listened and then responded with harsh words and numerous dismissive hand gestures. Erasmus listened intently and turned back to find his gods already scowling.
“The prince suspects his troops will eventually be used to oppose the High God Aluran, with whom the Gyptian crown has a tense yet currently peaceful relationship, it increases the dangers and risks to his country and his people.”
“And this risk increases the price,” Aiden said, disgust clear in her voice.
“Yes, Elder.”
“And he sees no hypocrisy that selling us an army of his people puts his people at extreme risk?” Demetria asked.
“I believe the prince is incapable of seeing hypocrisy in anything he does, especially if such awareness threatens his potential for profit.”
Ramsay stared down on Erasmus, feeling momentary sympathy for the man who’d taken a minor Gyptian princess as a bride to help grease the wheels of this deal. The royal family of Gypt had long held power because of their penchant for calling themselves gods. Now that actual gods had arrived, their shady deals, potent magic, and liberal use of assassins would increase.
We all make our sacrifices for the Light, Ramsay thought and looked at the Gyptian prince. The man held his gaze without flinching. The royal has gumption. I’ll give him that. Few possess the strength of will to stare down a god. Or perhaps he is merely stupid.
Ultimately, the cause of the renegotiation mattered little. If Ramsay’s plan to take Dar Thoriim and the power it contained were to work, they needed these troops. But that did not mean he would let this inbred prince fleece the Light.
Ramsay opened his mouth, drawing Gyptian words of rebuke to his tongue, but before he could speak them, the horizon to the South exploded with nuclear force.
Screams erupted among the Gyptian delegation, many of whom were facing directly into the blinding flash of light. The three Elders turned, arms shielding their own eyes as shock turned to realization.
Ramsay stood, stared at the terrified prince, and spoke perfect Gyptian. “Give him his gold and then get him out of our sight.”
Erasmus bowed as low as his girth enabled, but neither Ramsay nor the other Elders took note, for they already marched towards the massive tent that housed their field headquarters.
Ramsay held the flaps open for Aiden and Demetria, then closed them as Hunter approached. “Take a third of our forces and the entirety of our new Gyptian army and march on Dar Thoriim. Do your utmost to draw their forces out and keep them there as long as you are able.”
“As you command, Elder,” Hunter said, bowing fully before turning and marching towards his additional forces.
“We are not to be disturbed,” Ramsay said to the pair of soldiers standing guard outside the tent. “Under any circumstances.”
The guards saluted, bashing the butts of their spears onto the desert sand recently packed down by hundreds of feet. With one last glance to the diminishing brightness of the distant mushroom cloud, Ramsay entered the tent and tied the flaps shut.
Now that they were alone, the Elders let their emotions loose.
“What in the hell was that?” Aiden asked, pacing back and forth.
“We possess nothing with the power to deal that kind of violence,” Demetria said, her tone a bit more controlled than the Goddess of Chaos. “It had to be Aluran.”
“Then what do we do, flee?” Aiden asked.
“No,” Ramsay said, grabbing Aiden by her shoulders, his tone calm. “We wait for Brenner to respawn. He will know what happened and what we must do next.” After a moment, Aiden calmed and nodded.
The three Elders, whose combined lives measured well past six millennia, waited, each attempting to ease their worried souls in their own way. Aiden played her flute, the polished wooden instrument older than most countries. Demetria moved the smooth stones of an ancient Mediterranean strategy game around a wooden board. Few residents of Earth had ever heard of, much less seen, the game. As was his habit, Ramsay read a book, this one a history of the causes of World War I.
Exactly two hours later, Ramsay replaced his bookmark, Demetria bagged up her polished stones, and Aiden slipped her flute into a calfskin pouch. They all stood, walked to the center of the tent, and knelt before a small shrine bearing miniature statues of the four Elders of the Light. Each Elder took a cardinal point in front of their likeness, leaving a gap in front of Brenner’s icon.
The three closed their eyes and waited.
A circular rift opened several feet above the shrine. Had the Elders been looking at it, their minds would have attempted to translate the unknowable that existed through the rift into something their minds could understand. Had they been looking, they would have failed at this task.
A beam of shining silver light burst from the rift and slammed into the ground in front of Brenner’s miniature. A nano-second later, the full-sized Brenner materialized and fell to his knees. Then, faster than a blink, the rift closed once more.
The three other Elders opened their eyes as Brenner got unsteadily to his feet. None moved to help him, knowing that Brenner would take such kindness as an insult. Instead, the others got to their feet. Ramsay and Aiden stared at their returning brother while Demetria went to a sideboard and poured a mystical concoction from a crystal bottle.
“This will help with the Debuffs,” she said, handing the goblet to Brenner.
He nodded in thanks and sipped the potion slowly before taking his seat at the conference table. The other Elders did the same and waited for Brenner to compose himself.
“Well, that was horrific,” Brenner said, looking up and meeting the other’s gazes one by one.
“What happened?” Ramsay asked, leaning forward and steepling his fingers.
“I spoke with Aluran.”
“He was there?” Aiden asked, shocked.
“In a manner of speaking,” Brenner said, rubbing at his neck and taking another sip of Demetria’s cocktail. “He took control of Kharmaxum, spoke through him using the crazy bastard’s Godhead.”
“That is possible?” Demetria asked. “Are you sure it was him?”
“Oh yes,” Brenner said. “It was Aluran. I would know his smug tone regardless of which voice bore it.”
“I am unsurprised that the High God built such functionality into his blasphemous Minor Godheads,” Aiden said. “After all, he trusts no one.”
“There’s more,” Ramsay said, his gaze intent.
“Aluran knows the power that lies in Dar Thoriim, and he worked to recruit Gryph to his side.
“Was he convincing?”
“Very.” Brenner detailed Aluran’s accusations and the revelations the High God had made. “Then he overloaded Kharmaxum’s Godhead and blew us all to hell.”
“Then the son of Quinn Caldwell has followed in his father’s footsteps,” Ramsay said, genuine regret stinging his tone. “He has rejected the Light.”
“And he knows we come for the Black Fog and the Iron Crown,” Brenner added. “He will prepare his defenses.”
“They will amount to nothing,” Aiden said with confidence.
“Then we are sure Bryant knew nothing of our plan?” Brenner asked. “If he did, and he told Aluran, then Gryph could very well know as well.”
“Bryant never got near it,” Demetria countered. “Only the most loyal Children of the Light are aware of its existence, and I can vouch for every one of them.”
“I am glad to hear it, sister,” Brenner said. “Where are we on the rest of the preparations?”
“I’ve already ordered Hunter to march on Dar Thoriim,” Ramsay said. “He will draw Gryph out, convince him he has won, and then we will strike.”
Ramsay looked from one Elder to the next. Each nodded in turn. Satisfied, he turned to the tent’s entrance and opened the flaps to see the sun rising towards midday.
“Soon, we will give new life to the Source, and with it, we will bring the Light to all the dark corners of the multiverse.”
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Eris stepped from the Port Circle and into the Tower's long gallery that protected the short distance transportation device. Once through, she raised her hands above her head and announced her name and the reason for her presence.
“Eris, here on command of the Stone Lord and the Council of the Twin Cities. My squadron and I are authorized to use the Port Gate.”
Eris looked up to see several dozen arbalests and bows aimed at her from a crenelated battlement two dozen feet above her head. The warborn, rangers, and paladins that protected the Gate Keep were the best of the best. Their skill, coupled with the high ground, prevented any unauthorized approach. Those who tried would find survival, much less victory, near impossible.
“Place your orders into the confirmation pillar,” a deep warborn voice announced.
Eris stepped forward, her movements tracked from above. She removed a metal disc from her pouch and placed it into the slot atop a pillar that rose from the floor. The metal disc clicked into the slot, and streams of Mana flowed up the post and through intricate grooves carved across the medallion’s surface until they reached the dark jewel at its center.
The jewel flared and sent another pulse of Mana down into the pillar where it would traverse conduits under the floor to its hidden twin on the protected balcony above. Eris knew from experience that the lieutenant on duty was confirming the disc's validity.
Only then would the warborn and rangers stand down. Only then would they grant her access to the Port Gate. Eris exhaled, impatient for the process to finish. She would have cursed the security protocols had she not been the one who designed them.
Time crawled, and Eris tried not to show any nervousness at the lethal force ready to unleash upon her. Finally, a massive figure stepped into view above and spoke. 
“Welcome, Eris,” Durnys, the warborn lieutenant on duty, said and raised his fist high, signaling his men to stand down. As one, the bows and arbalests lowered. Eris exhaled a breath and cursed herself for letting Durnys see her nervousness.
She had been on several missions with the capable warborn lieutenant, and though she considered him a friend, much of their camaraderie revolved around competitions of martial skill and resilience. She would owe him a drink upon her return for showing weakness in front of him.
“I owe you one,” Eris conceded.
“Two,” Durnys corrected. “You still owe me for our last foray into the Depths.”
Eris grunted in annoyance, having tried to forget about their last joint patrol into the unexplored tunnels and caverns under Dar Thoriim. “I believe you are right, my friend.”
“When am I not?” the warborn replied, grinning again.
“Tell Thaldrain to hold a bottle of his finest for when I return.”
“Feeling generous?”
“Feeling like I’ll need some of the good stuff once this is through.”
Durnys’ expression turned grim. Though he did not know every detail of Eris’ mission, he knew it would provide ample danger. “May Ganneth’s blessing be upon you.”
Eris smiled at the mention of Ganneth, the mythical king who’d risen to power after the devastation the Prime left in their wake upon fleeing Korynn. The warborn had taken to tales of the wise and capable philosopher-king whose legends reminded Eris of King Arthur.
Eris nodded and turned, waiting upon the rest of her squadron.
Once they cleared the Port Circle, a pair of massive stone doors clad with pure steel bands opened. She led her men down the long hallway, mindful of the many arrow slots and murder holes that turned the long hallway into a gauntlet of death. At the end, she waited for a second set of doors to open.
Soon, they stood before the ancient Nimmerian Port Gate. The archway of stone didn’t look like much, but when paired with a Port Icon, it granted access to the entire ancient Port Gate network, provided, of course, you had the right address for your destination.
Eris looked up to find dozens of warborn and rangers looking down upon them. The Gate Tower surrounded the ancient magical gateway like a multi-tiered bee’s nest, giving ample space and incredible advantage for several platoons of defenders to rain arrows, bolts, and offensive spells down upon any invaders.
While there was no reason to believe that anyone else on Korynn had access to the ancient network of gates, both Grimliir and Barrendiel had been adamant about these protections.
“Just because sumthin’ be true today, dinnae mean it be true tomorrow,” Grimliir had said when explaining the need for the Gate Keep. “If any fool comes intae this valley uninvited, we’ll send them tae the fires of the Abyss, right quick.”
The soldiers and mages above were not the keep’s only defenses, as hinted by the room's elevated temperature. Eris cast a nervous glance up to four intricate dragon heads, one at each cardinal point. Their mouths hung open as if ready to unleash the fiery breath the extinct beasts once used to dominate all of Korynn.
Not too far from the truth, Eris said to herself, knowing these dragons were connected via Thalmiir architectural wizardry to pockets of magma deep below the surface. In the event of a breach, they would unleash hell and fill the chamber with charring liquid rock, preventing unwanted access to the valley.
Pushing aside any nervousness, Eris walked to the Port Gate, inserted the glowing Port Icon into the slot, and typed in the address for the Barrow.
Energy hummed through the archway, drawn from the confluence of natural power in the ground beneath her feet. The sound rose until a single point of light appeared at the center of the archway. With a pop and a rush of air, the singularity expanded into a shimmering field of light reminiscent of an oil slick on a puddle. It cleared, revealing the cold, damp, dark environs of the Barrow beyond the archway.
At the back of the carved rock chamber, a throne made of fused bone rested on a dais. Atop this skeletal chair sat a ghostly revenant cloaked in a robe of inky black smoke and bearing a skull for a face. A cadre of semi-rotting knights stood on either side of the throne, dead eyes glaring directly at Eris.
Nothing unexpected there. Eris had visited the Barrow enough to get somewhat used to the undead warriors, even though her skin still crawled in their presence. It was what stood before the throne of the Barrow King that surprised her.
A sea of dozens of heads covered in filthy blue hair extended from the gate to the throne and spread out in all directions. Eris flinched as the front row of heads looked up to reveal dozens of beady red eyes staring at her.
A quick Analyze named the creatures bläärts, vile little munchkins native to the Realm of Chaos. Eris wondered why the Barrow had wasted so much energy generating the small army of the useless beasties.
In answer, the voice of the Barrow King himself rose in defiant challenge.
“Who doth dare enter the Barrow, home of the mighty and all-powerful Barrow King?” Clearly, the undead lord was trying, and failing, to sound intimidating. “Answer now, or death shall be your reward.”
“Shut up, Simon,” Eris said, and with a single step she moved through the shimmering gateway traversing more than a thousand miles in an instant. “You already know it's me.”
Her entrance forced the bläärts to step back, many in the first row tripping and falling back into their fellows, causing a cascade of domino-like tumbles. Dozens of squeaks, grumbles, and what sounded disturbingly like passed gas filled the Barrow.
A moment later, a horrific stench reached Eris’s nose. She gasped and threw a hand across her mouth as her eyes watered. Behind her, the rangers did the same, but the warborn, who did not need to breathe, showed no reaction.
Lucky bastards, she said to herself. But those thoughts were chased away by another wave of rank odor.
“God, this place reeks.” Eris coughed and waved her free hand, vainly trying to clear the old crypt of the stench.
“Yeah, the bläärts have a bit of a flatulence problem,” Simon said with a noncommittal shrug of his ghostly shoulders.
“Then why the hell did you generate so many of them?”
“I dunno,” Simon said with another shrug. “Bored, I guess, and the Barrow is flush with power, so I figured… why not?”
“Flush with power? Last I heard, the Barrow was starving.”
“Well, yeah, that was before yours truly disappeared for more than a year, causing the Barrow to sink into a deep depression, which to be frank is not the best thing for anyone looking to enter it and power up.”
“It went all murdery when you were missing, didn’t it?”
“Yes,” Simon said, shifting uncomfortably on his throne. “But it wasn’t totally its fault. Some dickhead necromancer brought an entire army of skeletons in and tried to claim the Barrow for himself. Apparently, there’s some ancient battlefield nearby flush with bones and such. The scabrous asshole just kept raising dead dudes and sending them in. The battle was close for a while, but then the Barrow faked its death and lured the necromancer himself in, and the rest is history. That’s him over there.”
Simon extended a skeletal finger towards the left wall where a rotting, robed corpse hung from the wall pinned by silver spikes, arms and legs splayed wide.
The sight made Eris shiver and reminded her that despite Simon being an ageless, bratty teenager, he had bonded to the most potent dungeon Korynn had ever seen, making him incredibly dangerous.
“Then some jackhole warlock chick tried to take over. That didn’t go so well for her. The Barrow went full murderhobo on her and all her demons. I take that as a sign of genuine affection that good ol' Barry loves me.”
“Yeah, well, we all show our love in different ways, I guess.” She slapped one of the bläärt’s hands away, who’d attempted to pickpocket her bag. “That explains the how, but not the why? Why make so many of these useless buggers when you could have made dread knights instead.”
“Well, I can get 25 bläärts for the price of one dread knight.”
“Sounds like you got ripped off to me,” Eris countered.
“That’s what I told him,” Dirge, the oft-remade corpse Simon had taken as his jester or counselor, or who knew what, said from Simon’s right. In undeath, the reanimated assassin had kept all of his smarmy personality and much of his deadly skill.
“Dude, I told you we need to have a united front when guests are here.”
“I thought she was more like your boss, but I stand corrected.”
“Gryph is my boss, or maybe we’re co-bosses.”
“Gryph is your boss,” Eris said, hoping to end the foolish argument. “There is no co-bossing situation here. And since I speak for Gryph, that makes me your boss.”
“Fine, whatever. Can’t throw a dude a bone once in a while,” the ageless teen grumbled under his breath, a real feat since he did not breathe. Then he snorted at his own macabre, if unintentional, joke. “Ha, you hear what I just said?”
“Unfortunately, yes. You’re a riot, kiddo.”
“Kiddo?” Simon said, shifting uncomfortably on his bone throne. “You’re making me look foolish in front of my boys.”
“Sadly, you need no help in that department,” said Dirge. “Despite my many attempts to ‘suave you up for the ladies.’”
Simon somehow hissed and waved a skeletal hand dismissively at the former Gyptian assassin and stepped down from his throne. He pushed his way through the sea of bläärts, each shove causing the rancid blue men to expel more gas.
“Can you do something about these idiots?”
“Well, I guess I could turn them into slime and reabsorb their energy. But I’d feel bad. Like I owe Steve.”
“Steve?”
“Yeah, Steve the bläärt, the original these guys are all based on, making him kinda their pappy, I guess. When we were in the Realm of Chaos, I died, or my Dirge body did anyway. When I tried to return to the land of the living, the only body lying about was Steve the bläärt’s. So, I kinda feel like I owe him. Without Steve, I’d be dead, like for real dead. No more Simon.”
“What a shame that would be,” Eris said, but then grinned and smiled, showing Simon she was jesting. “What do you plan on doing with them?”
“I was thinking of sending them through to Dar Thoriim, you know, to help.”
“Help what? Lower morale?”
“Ha, ha, you’re a riot, but fair point.”
Another rumbling wave of flatulence flowed through the sea of bläärts, causing vomit to rise in Eris' throat. “A little help here,” she gasped.
“Fine,” Simon muttered and looked down on the bläärts. “Sorry guys, they’ll be no storming the castle today.”
“Awww!” Came a loud chorus of disappointment.
Without another word, Simon closed his glowing eye sockets, and the bläärts imploded into piles of rancid blue goo before seeping into the floor, reabsorbed by the Barrow.
“Oh, that is...,” Eris started, her stomach surging again.
“Jeez, no pleasing some folks,” Simon said and tried to stand tall. “So, Gryph couldn’t make it?” he asked, the green glow in his skull’s eye sockets somehow needy.
“No,” Eris said sharply. “He is coordinating a war after all.”
“Right, right, of course. It's just. You know what, never mind. Welcome to my Barrow.”
“Gryph’s Barrow,” Eris corrected, trying to hold back a smirk.
Simon eyeballed her, or more accurately, blazed green eldritch fire at her from the hollow eye sockets of his skull. This went on for a few seconds as Eris’ cadre of warborn and rangers filed in behind her. The added pressure of so many fierce eyes on Simon got the better of him, and he lowered his gaze, then grumbled unintelligibly to himself before retreating to his throne.
He sat, one spectral leg tossed casually over the arm of the throne, made, of course, from arm bones. No sooner had Simon sat than a Thalmiir arachnid, an eight-legged construct made of brass, clambered from the back of the throne and onto Simon’s lap.
“There, there, Creeper McCrawly. Daddy’s here.” The lich-lord stroked the metallic construct like a bad movie villain stroking his cat, causing the multi-legged machine to exude a whirring coo in appreciation.
Eris did not comment, having wasted more than enough time on Simon’s foolishness.
“So why are you here? Some grand mission to help the war effort?”
“Something like that,” Eris responded and told Simon she needed to take his Orb of Far Thought. At first, the kid was indignant, complaining that the magical communication device was his, but then Eris reminded him that its only function was to allow Gryph to check in on him at will. After that, Simon was more than happy to be rid of it.
Simon escorted them to the Barrow’s exit and presented her with a parting gift.
“What the hell are those?” Eris asked, eyeing the dozen shoulder height panther-like creatures staring at her squad with a mixture of curiosity and hunger. A pair of thick snake-like tentacles sprouted from the beasts’ well-muscled shoulders, each topped with a hissing mouth.
“Phase panthers,” Eris said in awe after Analyzing the beasts, slowly bringing her carbine to bear.
Simon rushed between the phase panthers and Eris’ group. “Don’t shoot them. They’re friends. Well, thralls, technically. I made them for you.” Simon walked over to the first, which ducked its head for a scratch, allowing Eris to see it bore a saddle.
“Is that…” Eris began, then changed gears. “You don’t expect us to ride these things, do you?”
“Course I do. How cool are they? Sharp claws, super strong, poisonous snakes on their shoulders, and they can phase.”
As if understanding, the nearest cat blinked out of existence and then back next to Eris. She jumped, ready to strike out when it nuzzled her arm gently with its head and purred.
Despite her surprise and reluctance to use mostly dead cats as mounts, Eris had to admit the idea held promise. If they had any hope of catching up to the Army of the Light, they needed speed as well as stealth.
“Thanks,” she said, somewhat nervously mounting the cat closest to her. Taking her cue, the rest of the squadron did the same. After a few moments of cantering about, each of them felt comfortable enough to head out.
“Always here to help,” Simon said, beaming like a kid who’d given their latest art project to their mom as a gift. “You sure you don’t want me coming with you?”
“I’m sure. Your place is here.” Simon nodded reluctantly as Eris and her squad turned and began to pad off. “And Simon,” Eris said, turning back and eying the teenage lich-lord. “Be on high alert. We cannot be sure the Elders of the Light don’t know you are here, and you would be a tempting target.”
“I’d like to see them try,” he said, sounding surprisingly forceful. Then he quickly ruined the gravitas by saying, “Righto, have fun.” He waved like a fool and then floated down the stairs and into the Barrow.
Eris shook her head and then turned to her squad of phase cat Mounties. “Let’s move out.”
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Gryph stood atop the new walls that guarded the eastern approach to Dar Thoriim, with Raathiel curled around his shoulders like a living reptilian shawl. Behind him, the immense stone doors that had protected the ancient city for millennia lay open.
The dwarven Earth Magic Masters of old had hewn the gates from the mountain's face during the reign of Durgath the Doombringer, reinforcing the stone to near adamant strength and making it highly resistant to magic.
When closed, the doors melded with the surrounding mountain, creating a perfect camouflage. Coupled with Aurvendiel’s cloaking field, the gates had protected Dar Thoriim, Sylvan Aenor, and the ruins of Xygarrion since the last days of the Alliance.
“My ancestors built well and built tae last,” Grimliir had said to him, the pride in his voice unable to hide his worry.
“Yet, you do not believe they will hold?” Gryph had asked.
“Nay, if this Army of the Light is half as impressive as ye say, then I fear the gates will merely slow them down. Only once before have the people of this valley faced power as terrible.”
“The Prime,” Gryph said, understanding filling him.
“Aye, hence the new additions to our defensive works.” The Steward waved his hand encompassing all the work he’d overseen since Gryph had ordered him to prepare the city for war.
They stood on thick, high walls guarding the narrow valley that led to the hidden gates behind them. The new walls lacked the detail and craftmanship most dwarven architecture bore, but they provided a powerful defense to the valley. Any attacking army would suffer heavy casualties getting past them.
Yet Grimliir beams like a child waiting to give a parent their birthday gift. Which means he’s got something else up his proverbial sleeve.
Master Grimliir is a most impressive individual, Raathiel sent. You did well with your choice of Steward.
Gryph scratched her neck ruff and looked down on his stalwart Steward, waiting. The elder dwarf’s eyes snapped up to see two pairs of eyes looking down upon him in expectation.
“What?” the dwarf asked, but even the dwarf’s full beard couldn’t hide the barest hint of a smile.
“The excitement is dripping off you, so why don’t we cut to the chase and show me what you've built.”
“Ah, fine, have it yer way, Yer Lordship. I guess not all of us have a love of the dramatic arts.”
“Great, now I’m picturing you and Lex putting on a rendition of My Fair Lady.” An image of Lex dressed like Audrey Hepburn filled Gryph’s mind, and he felt Raath shudder through their link.
I thought we were friends, Raathiel sent, exhaling a jet of uncomfortably hot air against his neck.
“I got no idea what yer yammerin’ about, Yer Lordship, but I am certain that nobody in their right mind would enjoy that.”
You have no idea, but you will, Raathiel said and sent the image into Grimliir’s mind.
“Oy, ye evil wench,” Grimliir said with a shiver and a scowl. “That be uncalled for.”
The dwarf shook his head, desperate to exorcise the image from his brain. Gryph chuckled and motioned for Grimliir to lead the way. Grimliir led them through a door and down a long staircase. If his incessant grumbling was any sign, the Steward would not forgive Gryph or Raathiel anytime soon.
They went down and down and then further still. While Gryph was no expert on construction, they had to be well below ground level. As they walked, Grimliir’s mood improved.
“What have you built here, Grimliir?”
“Patience, young fella, and let this old dwarf have his grand reveal.”
They continued down until they came to a tunnel that reminded Gryph of the large subway stations in New York and London. The tunnel was wide enough that half a dozen trains could move through at once. Two pairs of tracks disappeared into the distance in both directions.
A rumble rose to the left, and Gryph squinted, powering up his Enhanced Vision. A moment later, a train of carts appeared, loaded with boxes and warborn. They came to a halt near a broad set of doors. The doors opened, and the warborn pushed several carts into the square room beyond.
The doors closed, and the rush of water and the grinding of gears reached Gryph's ears. Recognizing the sound, Gryph sent a bemused grin at Grimliir.
“So, we have elevators now?”
“Aye,” Grimliir responded, showing no sign he understood the subtext in Gryph's query.
“So, any reason you made me walk down all those stairs when we could have taken the lift?”
“It is the least ye deserve for the image of fancy dress Lex ye scarred upon me gray matter, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said with a grin. “And we could all use a bit more exercise.”
Gryph chuckled and looked the dwarf up and down. Despite his age, the Steward remained as hard as the stone which legend claimed his people were molded from. The dwarf could not be in better shape if he trained for Mr. Olympia.
“Are you calling me fat?”
“Nae, Yer Lordship. Such words would never pass by me lips. I just figured ye might like tae pump some blood through them muscles since ye’d been napping fer most of the last year.”
“You’re a dick,” Gryph said with a chuckle.
The sudden and swift departure of the warborn and their train cut any further discussion on the matter short, and Gryph watched as the vehicle picked up speed, then disappeared, revealing the tunnel had a slight curve to it.
“Just how big is this thing?”
“Two miles in diameter, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said as another train pulled up.
This one had passenger cars designed to move troops. The elder dwarf motioned for Gryph to board, and Gryph stepped up and found a seat.
“It’s time tae show ye the good stuff, laddie.”
*****
Several hours later, Gryph returned to the Nexus to find Brynn waiting for him. Seeing her spiked his worry for what was coming. He pulled her into an embrace, realizing they had not had a moment alone since his respawn.
Raathiel sensed the mood and took to the air, telling both siblings she wished to feel the wind beneath her wings and would hunt. Once she'd gone, Gryph turned and asked Brynn how she was holding up.
“I am good. Though I feel lessened.”
He had feared as much. Removing Brynn’s Minor Godhead had been an easy decision. Even Brynn had agreed to that. Because of the hectic nature of his return and the danger presented by her continued possession of the artifact, there had been no niceties to the removal process.
A bitter laugh pushed through Brynn, and she lowered her head as if embarrassed. “It’s stupid, I know. I was never a real goddess. In truth, I was a slave who had a few moments where I could be me. Even after you freed my mind.”
“Do you think Aluran was aware of the subterfuge?”
“No. If he had, I would have woken one morning in the Pit.”
“Somehow, I doubt that. I do not know why, but the High God seems to genuinely care for you.”
“I know, and it troubles me that I can make no sense of it.” Brynn turned and paced a few steps back and forth. “Aluran was brutal to anyone who remotely failed him, while I actively worked against him. Had he seen what I’d done, surely he would have punished me, no matter his feelings.”
“So, that suggests there are limits to his controls?”
“It's the only thing that makes sense.”
Gryph nodded, and the memory of Aluran struggling to maintain control of Kharmaxum during their encounter in the cave filled his mind.
“I think you’re right. Moments before Aluran detonated Kharmaxum’s Godhead, he appeared to lose the connection for a moment. I suspect that spying on the Minor Godheads is not as simple as turning on a holo-vis and watching. I think it takes a toll on him.”
Brynn sighed, her shoulders lowering in relief. “I just feel so stupid.”
“For which part? The heroic entry into the Realms, knowing you’d forget who you were? For continuing to play the role once your memories had returned, knowing full well that any slip up could mean death, or worse?”
Brynn’s eyes snapped up at him, and she flashed the wry smile that had helped her charm near anyone she’d ever met, both as Brynn Caldwell and as Ferrancia, Messenger Goddess of Life.
“You always had a way of making me feel better, Finn.”
“Well, maybe you’re not as smart as people say.”
“Oh, that’s how it’s going to be,” Brynn said with a laugh and punched him in the gut.
Then her smile turned sinister, and Gryph’s heart grew cold. He knew that look. He’d seen it a dozen times when they’d been children. Like a harbinger of mischief, that look meant Brynn had an idea likely to cause Gryph all sorts of trouble.
“Crap,” Gryph said, his tone worried yet accepting. “What are you going to make me do now?”
“I’ve never made you do anything in your entire life. I merely suggested avenues of action, and you were wise enough to see their value.”
“Those avenues of action almost always got me grounded.”
“Yet you did them anyway, as you will now.”
“So, out with it. What kinda trouble are we going to get into this time?”
“It's time I help you become the god you were meant to be.”
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Eris’ eyes snapped open as she gasped for breath, immediately regretting it as her lungs drew in more dirt and dust than air. Hacking her airways clear sent waves of pain through her body, drawing attention to half a dozen wounds. Her mind struggled to remember where she was and what had happened.
My arm is broken, she realized, as pain shot from her left wrist up to her shoulder. With only one good arm, she struggled in vain to move the heavy, dead weight pressing down upon her. She pushed upwards, but the weight, a body she now realized, was much too big and heavy to move in her injured state.
Her eyes teared up, clearing enough of the grit and the grime for her to see a band of intricate tattoos carved onto a heavily muscled chest. She recognized the tattoos immediately. They belonged to the warborn Gyrand, her second in command. An able warrior and a true friend.
“Gyrand,” she sputtered, coughing up more dust and grime. “Wake up. You’re crushing me.”
But Gyrand did not move, did not wake up, and as his body shifted enough for his lifeless gaze to fall upon her, she realized he never would wake again.
“Dammit,” she said, holding back her tears as her memories returned.
Her squad had made good time after leaving the Barrow. Thanks in part to Simon’s phase panther gift, the group had caught up with the Army of the Light as they set up camp for the night. They’d dismounted and crept up the hill to get a closer look at the enemy camp. Eris had sent several Hawkeye Drones in for a closer look, careful not to position them too close in case the Light had some method of spotting the stealthed drones.
What she saw had terrified her.
The Army of the Light was far larger than Gryph had suggested, even considering the losses they suffered when Aluran had gone nuclear with Kharmaxum’s thick skull. It took her a few moments to understand why.
“Those are Gyptian mercs,” she told Gyrand. “Twenty-five thousand of them, by my guess.”
“I’d say closer to thirty,” Gyrand countered, using the warborn’s well established visual acuity to come to a more precise number.
“Shit,” Eris muttered.
“Shit, indeed,” Aramis, the young ranger Sergeant, agreed.
Eris scanned the camp, fortified in the manner favored by the legions of the old Roman Empire. The Army of the Light now topped one hundred thousand soldiers, each warrior likely as capable as any the Twin Cities could muster against them, with the possible exception of the warborn.
What I wouldn’t give for more of them.
The Army of the Twin Cities, as Grimliir had taken to calling it, comprised just over fifty thousand fighters, including twenty thousand warborn, and an equal number of rangers and paladins and another ten thousand dwarves and humans of varying degrees of skill.
A few thousand refurbished Thalmiir constructs bolstered their numbers, but only a few hundred were the formidable Thalmiir Goliaths. The rest were converted maintenance and crafting constructs.
“What is happening over there?” Aramis asked, passing his spyglass to Eris.
She followed his arm. Several hundred soldiers labored far to the left of the main force, removing long crates from several dozen wagons, each bearing more wheels than a semi-truck.
Eris squinted, trying to get some sense of what she was seeing, but the boxes were sealed tight, revealing nothing. Eris sent her Hawkeye Drones to investigate. There was a risk, she told herself, but this was a mystery that needed solving. She felt it in her gut.
Now, as she lay beneath Gyrand’s corpse, that memory filled her with pain.
I have to get out from under him. I have to warn Gryph.
She heaved with all her might, but the heavy warborn, whose skeletal structure was as hard as stone, did not budge. She cursed herself for not spending enough on Strength, but she’d always focused on the agility provided by Dexterity.
That thought triggered an idea, and she stretched her hand out, seeking the smooth ebonwood forestock of her carbine. The weapon was unique on Korynn. An Earth Magic powered magnetic rail gun that made her one of Korynn’s deadliest snipers.
If she were to survive what was to come, she’d need the weapon in hand. Plus, it had belonged to her mentor, her lover, and like her, it thirsted for blood and vengeance.
With a grunt of effort and a surge of pain, she found the weapon and curled her fingers about it. She took a deep breath, exhaled slowly, and activated Shift, the Tier Ability she’d earned upon reaching Apprentice in Dodge.
The world about her twisted, and she moved without moving. The weight of Gyrand’s body disappeared, and a moment later, she blinked back to reality ten feet to the left of her corpse prison. The glow of sunset bathed the world in red, bright enough that Eris squinted as she stared down on the enemy’s camp.
“My Lord,” Eris said, wobbling and nearly losing her balance.
This was the horror her Hawkeye Drones had shown her. She'd attempted to use the Orb of Far Thought to report the finding, but the enemy had attacked them before a connection could be made.
The first explosion had seemed unreal, even as it tore Aramis and a pair of warborn in half, scattering bits of their bodies in a wide arc. The same explosion had shattered the Orb, scattering shards of crystal and slaying another member of her party, a newly appointed ranger whose name Eris struggled to remember.
Eris had gotten off a pair of shots, each slamming into the approaching figures with precision.
But neither enemy had so much as flinched as her kinetic rounds slammed into their armor. Before she could aim again, Gyrand tossed her to the ground, shielding her as another explosion tore the ground in front of them to shreds.
The loyal warborn had taken the brunt of the onslaught and then fallen on top of Eris. Only his size and the amount of blood covering the ground saved her, having convinced their assailants that nobody had survived.
Tearing her eyes from the terrifying sight below, she checked on the rest of her squad, confirming her worst fear. They were all dead, and she was alone. And without the Orb of Far Thought, she could neither call for help nor send a warning.
They are not ready for what is coming, she thought, panic threatening to overcome her. She breathed calmly into her body until her emotions eased. I need to warn them.
A low thump caused her to turn, and panic got the better of her as she squeezed the trigger of her carbine. The metal slug moved faster than the eye could see, but the phase panther, her phase panther, blinked out of existence before it reached him.
A moment later, he reappeared and knocked her painfully to the ground. He stood above her, eyes of eldritch flame staring down as he growled. A wave of chill breath moved over her. Odd, considering the beast's size. But then she remembered it was dead, a reanimated, or perhaps reconstructed, creature given half-life by the Barrow.
She had named the cat Fluffy in honor of her childhood kitten and because she enjoyed the look of horror Aramis had given her upon naming him.
How embarrassing. Killed by a big kitty named Fluffy. She almost chuckled but then remembered something else. Will I respawn?
For she could not be sure she would. Upon returning to Dar Thoriim after being blown to holy hell, Gryph had told the Council of Aluran’s warning. Neither players nor gods had unlimited respawns.
Eris hadn’t wanted to believe it, but the scholar Eadweanna had confirmed that the theory, at least, was sound. There had been tales during Aluran’s grand invasion of the Realms, of players who’d failed to respawn.
As she looked up into the dead eyes of Fluffy, Eris feared her next death might be her last.
“Fluffy,” she began, but before she could finish the command, the large phase cat lurched down and licked her chin to forehead with his massive, scratchy tongue. He nudged her with his head and purred. “Okay, then.”
She stood and rubbed him under his massive chin. The other phase cats surrounded him, watching silently. Eris regretted leaving the panthers behind when they’d snuck up to scout the enemy encampment but doubted a few dead cats would have made any difference. Even if those cats were the size of bulls, could teleport on a whim, and had poisonous snakes jutting from their shoulders.
They’d left the panthers at the bottom of the hill while they scouted, and the beasts had either been unable or unwilling to reach them in time to render aid.
Not surprising, she thought bitterly. We lasted less than a minute.
She looked from the group of cats and then to Fluffy. “You and I need to get to the Barrow. Gryph has no idea what is coming.”
Fluffy stared, forcing Eris to wonder if the beast was smart enough to understand. But then Fluffy growled at the others and lowered himself enough to allow her access to the saddle.
She mounted and then turned, surprised to see the other cats working together to load their riders' bodies into their saddles. At least those with enough left to identify.
Eris wanted to rage for her downed comrades but knew there was no time. She would mourn after warning the others. With one last look back at the enemy’s camp, she turned and rode at top speed towards the Barrow.
Let me be in time.
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Brynn took Gryph to the Aerie, the stadium-sized area atop one of Dar Thoriim’s highest peaks. Grimliir’s Thalmiir ancestors had carved the space from the rock when dragons still soared through the skies of Korynn.
As if in their honor, Raathiel swooped down from the sky the moment they cleared the entrance and hooted a joyous tune. She spun and twirled in the air like the multicolored puppets that had wowed young Finn Caldwell on a family trip to Boston’s Chinatown during the Chinese New Year.
Raathiel accelerated like a race car along the curved walls that protected three sides of the Aerie. The fourth side, left open to the air, had served as a landing zone for the long-extinct dragons.
A deep sadness filled Gryph, knowing that he would never see one of the majestic creatures. As often happened in the presence of his extraordinary Soul Melded companion, his melancholy transformed into joy as he watched her spin and dive and twine through the air.
I need to get you out of doors more often. You are too wondrous for the dim and the dark of the city.
Hush, Menaaire, and clearly, you need to visit more of the city. It has become quite the wonder in your absence. Full of living green things and wondrous light. Grimliir wisely let the elven Arbomancers brighten the place up. The grand halls glow with bioluminescence, and fragrant blooms bring joy to the hearts of even the most curmudgeonly of our dwarven brothers and sisters.
When this war is over, I’ll let you take me on a tour.
A pulse of nervous anticipation pushed through their Telepathic Bond, but neither let their fears taint the link, despite those fears being justified.
Even if we defeat the Army of the Light, we’ll face Aluran next, Gryph thought in the deepest part of his mind, the part even Raathiel could not sense. Even if we win, not all of us will get to see this new world we hope to build.
“Always so serious, brother,” Brynn said next to him, drawing him back to the here and now. “Things are not as bad as they seem, for we have a god on our side.”
Gryph scowled as some of his doubts crept back.
“I am sorry, brother. I know this is not the life you wanted, but it is the one you must walk. Be the man I know you are. The man father knew you were destined to become.” Brynn grabbed him by the shoulders and looked into his eyes. “None of us ask for the hand life deals us, but you do no favors to anyone by refusing to play the game. Abstaining does nothing but hand victory to those without your moral strengths.”
“If I do as you ask, people will die.”
“People will die regardless of what you do. But you can save lives, and you can ensure those who survive the dark times ahead have a brighter future, if not for all of them, for their children and every generation that comes after. Surely your pride is a small price to pay to avert the authoritarian hell the Light wishes to unleash or the selfish unmaking of reality Aluran aims for?”
“It is not pride,” Gryph roared, but then stopped as the truth battered him like a hurricane-force wind. It was pride, not a vainglorious need for adulation as some demand, but a stubbornness born of the idea that his beliefs mattered more than people’s lives.
Brynn pulled his head down gently, resting it against her own.
“I do not want this,” Gryph said.
“That is why it must be you.”
She held the pose for several long heartbeats and then pulled back, smiling up at him. Then, with a squeeze of his arm, she walked to the open edge of the mountaintop platform and smiled down on the world.
Gryph joined her, avoiding stepping upon the Path of Enlightenment as if it were somehow holy. He’d carved the Rune Form with the aid of the Occulorum and the Codex of Ritual Wonder. It, quite literally, granted wisdom and knowledge to those who walked upon its surface.
Brynn, drawing inspiration from her public relations background, had chosen to bring him to this spot, not only for its majesty but because of its actual ability to bring clarity to the mind and enhance wisdom.
If only I could walk the path again, Gryph thought, realizing he’d failed to keep those thoughts private when Raathiel suggested a dozen more walks would be preferable.
Or you could just scrawl another Rune Form. After all, you have reached Apprentice in Ritual Magic, and Grandmaster Syndravion suggested he might consider you worthy of learning another of his forms when you advanced.
Grandmaster Syndravion, or at least some echo-like avatar of the once-powerful mage, had given Gryph knowledge of the Path of Enlightenment, which increased the walker’s understanding of all existing skills by 10%. The codex contained four more Rune Forms, any of which could help turn the tide in the battle to come.
I don’t think I can handle Syndravion’s madness on top of everything else, Gryph thought. And we don’t have the time.
The Path of Enlightenment had taken many hours to scrawl and more to power. It had thrilled Gryph to learn that so many had walked the path during his absence. But even in that year, not everyone had managed to walk the existing path.
Scrawling another path could wait.
That is not why Brynn brought me here, Gryph told himself.
For a moment, neither sibling spoke as they enjoyed the view overlooking the valley below, across the Deep Water to the majestic tree Aurvendiel.
“This place is worth protecting,” Gryph said after a few minutes of silence. “What do I need to do?”
“It is time you fully embraced your divinity. It is time to create your Pact.”
Upon returning to the Realms, Gryph’s Godhead had reached Tier IV, granting him his first divine skill, Create Incantations. As he understood it, incantations were spell-like effects powered not by Mana, as magic was, but by Spirit, the power that connected mortals and the divine.
There were two types of incantations, those used by the gods and those gifted to their followers. Divine Incantations were used by the god themselves, often to bolster their follower’s defenses. Disciple Incantations were made for followers who’d formally accepted the god’s Creed, a statement of beliefs, by agreeing to that god’s Pact.
“I won’t demand subservience. I want my followers to think for themselves.”
“So, don’t,” Brynn said. “You alone determine the nature of your Creed. If you wish, you can specify the terms of your Pact, so your followers owe loyalty to an idea instead of you personally. As long as they live by the Pact terms, they will gain access to Disciple Incantations and any benefits provided by your Divine Incantations. You will be the conduit that allows your followers to tap into the sphere of your Godhead.”
“I can enable them to tap the power of the Aether?”
Brynn nodded. “As Aluran’s can tap into the power of their souls.”
The idea was both fascinating and terrifying. “What of the Army of the Light? Can they agree to Pacts with all four of their gods?”
“No. But if the Elders are truly allied, they can create one Creed and a unifying Pact that all their believers follow. In theory, this could grant the Amy of the Light a much greater library of potential incantations to choose from, though their level in Cast Incantations would still limit the number they could use per day.”
“So, a bit of good news and a bit of bad,” Gryph said and detailed what he knew of the Elders and the powerful bond they shared.
“All the more reason you need to write your Creed and create your Pact now.”
Gryph took a deep breath and looked skyward past the few wispy clouds and to the moons orbiting overhead. Beneath them, he felt small.
But if I do as Brynn asked, if I agree to create a Creed and a Pact, then others will become inexorably trapped in my gravity. Do I have the right to do this? Do I have the right not to?
He closed his eyes and exhaled a deep breath before reopening them and looking down at Brynn.
“Okay. But I don’t know where to start. I’ve never created a religion before.”
Brynn chuckled at that. “Speak from your heart and your soul and let the Aether be your guide.”
Gryph nodded, closed his eyes again, and let the Aether fill him. A moment later, words filled him and then burst from his mouth in a booming voice, as if the universe itself had spoken.
“I believe that all sentient beings possess the inalienable rights to pursue life, liberty, and happiness in any way they deem fit, so long as their pursuit of these rights does not harm or hinder another.”
“I believe that Gryph, the God of Aether, offers the best chance to protect these rights for all the peoples of the Realms, and I choose, through my own volition, to dedicate my life, and if I am asked, my death to protect these rights.”
“To this end, I devote my life to the fight against tyranny, no matter what form it takes. I will be a soldier when necessary, a healer or a teacher, a crafter or a provider, a follower or a leader, as and when such roles are demanded of me.”
“Together, with Gryph as my leader, we will protect the Realms and all those who call it home from all who wish to do harm, no matter the threat arrayed against us, be they man, god or other.”
“We are the protectors of the innocent, the guardians of the Realms, and we will stand in defense until the last of us falls.”
	You have created a CREED.



	Creeds are codified systems of belief that guide the relationship between a bearer of a Godhead and their followers.




The words echoed from the Aerie and across the valley and the Deep Water to the boughs of Aurvendiel herself. The world went silent, as if life, the very stone of the mountains, had been moved by the Creed's words.
Energy flared through Gryph, and the mote of creation behind his brow shifted and changed as the strands of energy comprising the Godhead rearranged themselves, codifying the Creed forever.
A moment later, a surge of power flowed through him as Brynn became the first to agree to the Creed, the first to become a signatory of his Pact. Her confirmation prompt filled his vision, followed by Raathiel’s, and Lex’s and Tifala’s and Ovrym’s. Errat and Vonn, and Grimliir joined the Pact as well. Then Barrendiel and Sillendriel and Thaldrain and Urgyyn.
Soon, the flow of prompts became overwhelming, forcing Gryph to change how he saw them. Despite no longer seeing individual names, he felt every one of the hundreds, then thousands, then tens of thousands of signatories fill him with their purpose and their devotion. It was all Gryph could do not to scream in elation. Never in all his life had he felt such affection, such purpose.
When it finished, Gryph fell to one knee, both energized and exhausted. A prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have new signatories to your DIVINE PACT.



	Congratulations, you have 56,347 new signatories to your Pact.
The Morale of your followers has increased by 10 points.




With that, yet another prompt filled his vision.
 
	Congratulations. Your Prime Godhead has evolved to Tier V.



	You have created your Divine Pact, and 50,000+ followers have become signatories to your Divine Pact.
The mote of creation inside you has increased in power. 
All Incantations you create are now 25% more potent.
Three times per day, you may use Spirit Conversion to convert Spirit to Mana at an exchange rate of 2 to 1.
You are awarded +100 to Health, +100 to Stamina, +100 to Mana, and +100 to Spirit.
You are also granted +5 to all attributes.
All skills (including those learned in the next 24 hours) are increased by 5 levels.
+1 Divine Perk Points.




Brynn rushed to his side and gently lifted his face in her hands, directing his eyes to her own. “How do you feel?”
“Better than I can remember ever having felt,” Gryph said, surprised. “For the first time, I feel like we can win this fight.”
Her gaze filled with pride and pain and something else. It took Gryph a moment to realize what that something else was.
Guilt.
“What is it?”
“I am sorry, Finn.”
“For what?” Gryph asked.
“I, we, needed you to embrace your divinity, but I should have warned you.”
“Warned me of what?”
Brynn opened her mouth but then closed it as if unsure what she needed to say, or perhaps was unwilling to. Finally, she looked into Gryph’s eyes and sighed.
“It might be easier if I explain how I feel, how I felt when I was a goddess. Then you will understand.” Gryph realized she was awaiting his permission, and after a brief surge of worry, he nodded for her to continue.
“We needed to remove my Godhead. There was no choice, and I know that. But since then, I’ve felt hollow, lessened.”
“Makes sense. You lost a lot of power, a lot of abilities.”
“That’s not why.”
Brynn turned away and looked down on the valley once more. For the first time since they’d reunited, Gryph saw despair fill his sister. He stepped forward to comfort her, but she held out a hand, allaying his embrace as if she did not feel worthy of the comfort.
“After learning what Aluran had done to me, that he’d bugged me, implanted what amounted to a bomb inside my head, I couldn’t wait to get it out. But the moment it was gone, I wanted it back.”
Gryph tried to speak, but Brynn cut him off.
“I miss the love of my followers, the adoration, and now that it is gone, I hunger for it. That adoration can be addictive, at least for me. Now that it is gone, I will never be the same. I feel like a tire on a race car, moving forward so quickly that it looks like it’s moving backward in slow motion. And worst of all, I fear, if given a chance, I fear I would take the Godhead back.”
“Brynn…”
“No, please, I must say this.” She swallowed hard and then continued. “I wasn’t completely truthful with you, Finn. I should have told you what being a god was like before you agreed.”
“I still would have gone through with it. You have nothing to apologize for.”
She looked up into Gryph’s eyes, relief threatening to bring her to tears. She placed a hand on his chest and a moment later composed herself enough to speak.
“Have I ever told you how much you remind me of mom?”
“Mom?” Gryph said with a scoff that lay somewhere between amused and bewildered. “Mom was a saint. I am nothing like her.”
Brynn shook her head.
“Finn, you poor bastard, you’re exactly like mom sprinkled with the best parts of the Colonel. You have her strength and his fire. That’s why Father chose you. I am too selfish, and he was too cruel.” Gryph wanted to interrupt but knew his sister needed to finish. “You will be tempted in ways you cannot begin to understand. But I believe in you. Father believed in you. You get your strength from Mom, and like her, you’ll do what’s right, no matter the temptations. Just as Mom did.”
“What do you mean?”
“Years ago, before he became Aluran, Alistair Bechard offered Mom a spot in his Pantheon.”
“That doesn’t make any sense. She died years before The Realms existed.”
“Years before he finished it, but Bechard had the basic framework set up years before. Mom helped him design the interface.”
“What?” The idea was preposterous, but Brynn continued with her story, telling Gryph about a woman he now realized he’d never really known.
“She was a programmer on par with Sean, even Bechard himself. It is because of her that the Colonel came to work for Bechard. She discovered that Bechard was Morrigan, that the Realms were as real as Earth.”
For the first in many years, Gryph felt the pain of their mother’s loss.
“But she knew Bechard, saw him for who he truly was, long before the rest of us did. She could have saved her life, entered these nascent Realms, and become a god, but she said no. Not long after, she died, but before she did, she made the Colonel promise to stop Bechard.”
“And he failed as well.”
“Did he? You are here. I am here.” She squeezed his arm tighter. “You have the best of them both inside you, Finn, my gryphon. And you will not succumb to the temptation. This, I believe. This, I know.”
He heard her words yet did not believe. Only when he felt her passion surge through him via the power of the Pact did he see himself as she saw him.
His fear and hesitancy disappeared as the belief, the utter faith of 56,347 followers, filled him with purpose, one he would sacrifice his life to fulfill, should the universe demand it of him.
“I am your god,” Gryph said, sending a wave of appreciation through the link to his followers. He stared to the east and the dual threats hidden beyond the horizon. “And I will fight for you, die for you if need be.”
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Gryph walked alone under the boughs of Aurvendiel, embracing the majestic empyrean tree’s serenity. He’d sent Brynn away and made Raathiel promise to give him some space. He needed time to think. He needed clarity if he were to face the dangers encroaching upon him from all sides.
Placing his hand upon the great tree’s warm bark, he closed his eyes and concentrated on his new reality.
Before accepting his divinity, Gryph already knew his people believed in him, in his cause, their cause. But only when their unbridled adulation descended upon him, filling him near to bursting with their hopes, fears, and faith, did he understand the danger of the power at his command.
This addictive, wondrous, horrific power.
Its exact nature remained nebulous and hard to quantify. While his followers' devotion did not increase his power, it bolstered his confidence and filled him with purpose. As if thousands of hands lay upon his shoulders in solidarity.
He saw them all, represented as strands of light twining through the heavens, each following the path of their lives. He followed one, tracing it up as it merged with another, then another, then several more. These lives twined among each other, combining into ever-larger strands until they became one large stream, held together by their devotion to his Creed.
Yet still, Gryph pushed, like a man journeying along the tributaries towards a massive river, each new life creating a larger whole. This process continued further and deeper, twinning and combining as a near-infinite number of souls became one, and for the first time, Gryph understood the great truth of the universe.
We are all connected. At the deepest level of existence, beneath even the Aether, we are all one. We are, all of us, children of the Source.
This profound revelation humbled Gryph and then filled him with fear. Had the other gods seen this? Did they understand, or was this newfound understanding unique to him, a product of the Godhead of Aether?
What if the other gods experienced the adulation, the devotion, the love of their followers without sensing that deep down, all beings were connected? What would that kind of power do to people, even otherwise good people, when tragedy befell them?
Gryph didn’t need to wonder, for he had lived through it, fought against it. Asheara’s death had broken Morrigan, burned every bit of goodness from the man that had once been Gryph’s friend, his brother, leaving behind nothing but a broken, tormented despot.
Gryph opened his eyes and pulled his hand from Aurvendiel’s warmth. He now understood his enemies as no others could because he saw how easy it would be to become just like them. 
“How do I prevent myself from falling as Aluran has?” Gryph said, without realizing he’d spoken aloud.
“Easy,” Sillendriel’s soothing voice said from behind him. “Decide whom it is you fight for, and why, and let them be your guide.”
Gryph turned, a rush of emotions filling him as the empyrean dryad approached him on light feet. Without realizing it, Gryph held his breath, stunned by her beauty, one that went far beyond the physical, exposing the truth of her heart and her soul.
Cursed from birth with a potent Divination skill that forced her to see innumerable possible futures without knowing which would come to fruition, Sillendriel had never known a moment's peace. Neither her death at the hand of the Aberrant nor her rebirth as a living extension of Aurvendiel had released her from that curse.
Yet somehow, she has found peace.
Sillendriel came close and laid a gentle hand upon his chin. She turned his face one way then the other, and if not for her smile, Gryph would have felt like a prize steer at auction.
“Am I so different?” Gryph asked, his heart thumping in his chest.
“Yes,” Sillendriel said, causing Gryph to swallow hard. “You have taken the next grand step towards your destiny. I am proud of you.”
She pulled him in close, resting her head against his broad chest. A rush of nervous energy flared through him, born not from her praise, nor from the questions he must ask, but from her closeness. The floral smell of her hair intoxicated him, and he wanted nothing more than to spend several days with her. Let the world wait.
“Ask your questions,” she said, without pulling herself from the embrace.
He hated himself for ruining the moment, but he needed to know what she had seen, what the future held for them all, for her. With a hard swallow and a deep breath, he gazed into the deep sapphire pools of her eyes.
“I need to know if I am on the right path. I need to know what the Elders of the Light have planned.”
She had known he would ask. But she hated that her gift, coupled with his responsibilities, prevented them from being what they could be, what they should be. 
“I have always felt my gift was a curse,” Sillendriel said, turning away from him so he would not see her tears. “Now that the Aether blinds me, I am afraid.”
She closed her eyes and pushed her cheek against his palm, desperate for comfort. Without thinking, he leaned down and kissed her. For the briefest of moments, surprise held her, but then she kissed him back, her full lips smashed against his own.
Sometime later, Gryph woke under a blanket made of soft golden leaves, resting atop a layer of brilliant green moss. Sillendriel slept next to him, her warm body curled over his own. The slow in and out of her breath rustling the small patch of hair on his chest. A wall of vines had formed about them, Aurvendiel’s way of giving them privacy.
For the first time in as long as he could remember, Gryph felt at ease. Despite the world swirling out of control about him, here he'd found calm among the storm. He wanted to stay in this peaceful eye, but there was too much work to do. He looked down upon Sillendriel, her face at peace.
I do not wish to wake her.
The bed of moss shifted below them, easing up and under Sillendriel, and lifted her off of him. She muttered in her sleep, stirring and about to wake. A single stalk stretched upwards and unfurled a flower of vibrant purple.
The flower’s stamen pulsed and sent forth a cloud of pollen. Sillendriel’s nose twitched, and a smile curled her lips, and she sighed in contentment, her breathing growing deeper.
“Thank you,” Gryph whispered, smiling at the tree above him. He dressed, gathered his things, and gave one last longing look at the slumbering empyrean dryad. “I will see you soon.”
He turned and left their private grove, fearful that if he looked back, he would lose his will and stay. He cast one last glance up at the tree’s majesty.
“Keep her safe.”
*****
Gryph turned his attention inwards. If he were to protect Sillendriel, protect all of his new followers, he needed every power at his disposal. It was time to create his incantations.
Now that he was a Pact-Bound deity, he could create one of each kind per week. As he considered the choices, anger, and regret tickled the edge of his consciousness.
If only I hadn’t waited. If only the Light had not stolen a year from me.
But Gryph had never been a man to live under the spectre of regret, for it did nothing but breed excuses and shift blame.
He turned his focus inward and activated Create Disciple Incantation.
The world expanded into a starscape above Gryph, each representing the near infinite options presented by the universe. The myriad possibilities would have overwhelmed Gryph had he not opened himself and let the universe be his guide. Several of the sparks moved towards him, racing like comets on an intergalactic journey.
As they grew closer, a clear picture formed in Gryph’s mind of an army, his army shrouded in shimmering fields of glowing energy. He smiled, and his mental voice said, Yes. In an instant, all but one comet stopped in clear violation of any real-world physics.
But this was no ordinary world. This was the domain of the gods and the Source and that which lay beyond.
The singular spark of light continued its approach, spinning, and twining, cascading through every color Gryph had ever seen, and a few his mortal mind would never find the words to describe. It grew brighter, so intense it should have blinded him. But here, nothing could harm him. Here, he was a god.
The mote of light slammed into his chest, and with a gasp, Gryph returned to the world, his head back, mouth open, and eyes staring up at the golden canopy of leaves above him. Then, a prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have created the incantation AEGIS OF GRYPH.



	Divine Magic.
Tier: V.
This incantation allows a follower of Gryph to create a single-use shield of Spirit energy around their body that will block the next incoming physical attack.
The Aegis will grow in power, dependent upon the level of the disciple's Cast Incantations skill.
The follower must speak the following audible component to power this incantation.
“I call upon the divine power of Gryph, God of the Aether, to protect me from harm.”
Spirit Cost: 80.
Casting Time: 5 seconds.
Duration: 1.25 minutes +6.5 seconds per level of the disciple’s Cast Incantations skill. (Or until used).
Cooldown: 45 minutes.




Gryph stumbled as the tremendous power surged through him. The process both exhausted and enervated him. His muscles turned to jelly, like a man who’d just finished a marathon. But his mind was sharp, and the pain faded as a subtle wave of vigor flowed into him, fed by the belief, and the gratitude, of his followers.
With this newfound vibrancy, he turned his attention to creating his Divine Incantation.
As before, the world expanded into a starscape. The universe within him, which he was a part of, helped Gryph choose his incantation. This time, his followers' faith bolstered him enough that he felt no fatigue, no pain when the prompt filled his vision.
 
	You have created the incantation BLESS.



	Divine Magic.
Tier: V.
This incantation allows Gryph to Bless all followers within 500 feet. This Blessing increases each followers' chance to hit or to succeed at a task by 12.5%. In addition, all followers' Health Regeneration rate increases by 50% for the incantation’s duration.
Gryph must speak the following audible component to power this incantation.
“I Gryph, God of the Aether, bestow upon you, my loyal followers, my Blessing.”
Spirit Cost: 300.
Casting Time: 4 seconds.
Duration: 5 minutes.
Cooldown: 45 minutes.




Despite the arrogance of the blessing’s verbal component, Gryph could not help but smile. His confidence surged, as divine purpose melded with a fierce desire to protect his people. With his newfound divine powers and the confidence of his people, he truly believed they could win.
We can stop them, he told himself. We can save the Realms.
With one last look back at Sillendriel’s grove, Gryph stepped into the Port Circle and thought about his destination. The circle powered up, and he disappeared. A moment later, he reappeared in another Port Circle across Deep Water. He stepped from the ring, gazed across the lake to the glowing tree, and sighed. 
He knew he should head back to the Nexus, but the cool evening breeze coming off the mountains beckoned him.
One last quiet moment before the storm hits, Gryph told himself and walked to the edge of the Deep Water.
There he found Doc skipping stones. The man had excellent form, with the right amount of flick in his wrist. Gryph watched as Doc released, his stone skipping six times before sinking into the dark depths of the mountain lake.
Despite this, Doc’s shoulders were rigid, tense.
“You okay, Doc?”
Doc flinched at Gryph’s question, a second stone slipping through his fingers to clatter on the rocky shore. He turned with an awkward smile and then bent down to retrieve the stone.
“Sorry, Doc. Didn’t mean to startle you.”
“It's okay kid. I was just lost in my thoughts.”
“Not a bad place to get lost for a few minutes,” Gryph agreed and waved his hand to encompass the valley.
“No, a guy could do worse.”
Doc and Gryph looked over the water. Neither man wanting to focus on Doc’s cancer. “I…,” he began, then his head snapped towards the water. “You hear that?”
Gryph heard nothing and gave Doc a quizzical stare.
“Guess not,” Doc said. “I was hoping it was an echo of someone across the water, but if those fancy ears of yours heard nothing, that means it's all in my head. They warned me that might happen.”
Gryph stepped forward and gripped the elder surgeon by his shoulder. Doc smiled and nodded, but when he gazed up at Gryph, his eyes grew worried.
“The more important question is, are you okay? Being a god … Divine Pacts … Creeds?”
“It's been a weird day, but I feel like crap complaining about that to you.”
“All men have burdens, kid. Though few are as heavy as yours.”
Gryph snorted and selected a pair of decent skipping rocks, handing the better of the two to Doc. As one, they tossed their stones, each hitting a satisfactory five skips before disappearing into the depths.
“I still can’t wrap my head around it,” Gryph said. “Being a god.”
“You and me both, kid. I mean, I find religion on death’s door. How stereotypical is that?”
“Wish I could promise you a happily ever afterlife.” The bitter jest did little to ease Gryph’s thoughts.
“Not even sure what that would look like, but I’m pretty sure I'd get bored. Or kicked out for bad behavior.”
Gryph laughed and then stared down at his feet, kicking a rock, then another into the water. “I never wanted any of this.”
“Never wanted to be a god? How humble of you.” Gryph laughed again, this time heartily. Doc joined in until their laughter faded, and a heavy silence took hold of them. “I’m just sad I won’t get to see this until the end. Without me, you might get a big damn head.”
“Stick around as long as you’re able, Doc, or I’ll make you the first official Saint of the Church of Gryph.”
“Ha!” Doc barked, his voice echoing across the water. “So, it’s gonna be that kinda religion. Maybe there’s hope for you after all.”
Doc walked up to Gryph and grabbed his forearm. He spoke without looking up, perhaps fearing he could not speak if he looked Gryph in the eye.
“Take it from a man who wasted most of his life. When you find something worth protecting, fight your damndest for it. It’s better to die on the field than live knowing you could have done more.” With the words out, Doc looked Gryph in the eye and smiled. “I’m gonna miss you, kid.”
Gryph opened his mouth to say the same back, but he choked up, and the words wouldn’t come. Instead, he gave the man a nod and a smile. Doc returned both and then walked to the Port Circle and disappeared.
Gryph looked up at the shimmering moons and the sparkling stars and made a vow in the deepest parts of his mind, one only he could hear, one that failed to trigger the binding powers of the Realms.
I will leave the Realms better than I found them.
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Night had fallen hours ago, but still, Eris rode. She’d passed out in the saddle several times from exhaustion, waking when Fluffy hit rough patches of ground, sending jarring pain up her ill-healed arm. She’d lost track of how long she’d been riding, but the phase panther seemed indefatigable.
She reached for her last Stamina Potion, flipped the top open with her good hand, and downed it in one long gulp. She would need to be lucid upon reaching the Barrow if she were to deal with Simon’s buffoonery and be capable of giving a detailed report to Gryph.
What she'd witnessed rising into the air above the Light’s encampment had sent knives of fear spiking into her soul. She needed to get a warning to them but feared she would be too late.
She crested a jagged rise and slowed. A crumbling black tower stabbed upwards from a shadowy crevasse. At its base, a skeletal mouth screamed silently at the world.
She had returned to the Barrow.
She kicked her heels into Fluffy’s side and trotted down towards the entrance, gripping hard to steady herself. Despite Simon and the Barrow being allies, she could not push aside the primal terror exuding from the ancient dungeon.
As she grew closer, another emotion stained the very air. Rage.
The hair on the back of her neck stood on end, and she drew her pistol. She dismounted and slowly descended the stairs to the skull mouth entrance, shocked to see the thick stone doors knocked off their hinges.
Something has attacked the Barrow.
As if in response, a cascade of images filled her vision. Explosions and screams in the darkness invaded her mind, forcing her eyes shut. She inhaled deeply, ignoring Fluffy’s mewling growl, and ducked under the broken door. She pulled her goggles over her eyes and triggered their Night Vision settings.
Eris stepped into the massive entrance chamber, and the icy chill of undeath flowed over her. The silence was deafening, an ancient and well-known tactic of all sentient dungeons. Feed fear to those foolhardy enough to enter. But Eris understood these tactics and had learned to ignore them.
Which made the sight before her all the more terrifying.
Dozens of twice killed dread knight corpses lay strewn about the entrance hall. Arms, legs, heads, and parts of torsos oozing trails of black blood lay scattered in a wide surreal tapestry as if the undead soldiers had been the medium of a horrific Picasso masterpiece.
“What in the abyss?” Eris said, and before the fear could stay her, she hopped back onto Fluffy’s saddle. “Take me to Simon.”
The massive phase panther growled, and then they both disappeared in an oily cloud of purple smoke. A moment later, they reappeared deeper in the Barrow, in a grove of massive mushrooms and a lone scraggly tree glowing dimly with eldritch light.
The Grove of the Dark Dryad lay in ruin, bits of fungus and moss still smoking.
One mushroom moved, raising a fungoid head attached to a gnome sized body. The creature peeped at Eris and stretched out a pudgy hand. It moved just enough for Eris to see the body of a young woman, whose skin was the color of green pond scum, slumped in a heap.
This will devastate Simon, Eris thought, tearing her attention from the fungus man.
It was clear the same force that had attacked her and killed her men had come to the Barrow. She wanted to help the Dark Dryad, but there was no time.
She tapped Fluffy on the side, and he phased again, this time appearing ever briefly in the wyrmynn camp. The powerfully built lizardfolk had fared no better than the fungoids, and several fearful sets of eyes landed on Eris before Fluffy phased again.
Several jumps later, they appeared inside Simon’s throne room.
The devastation here made the rest of the Barrow look like nothing more than the day-after-cleanup of a frat party gone wrong. The rancid stench of undeath rose from nearly a hundred corpses, Dirges, dread knights, and bläärts among them. Eris gagged, and tears filled her eyes, forcing her to remove her goggles and wipe them clear.
She bent over as acidic bile forced its way up her throat. She spat and wretched, then covered her mouth with the scarf she wore about her neck. A dry rasping noise rose, and she looked up to find several powerfully built dread knights, the blades of their swords pointed directly at her.
They glared at her through eyes fierce with flame, perfect conduits for the Barrow’s rage.
“Where is Simon?” she asked, cursing herself as her voice cracked.
The dread knights said nothing, being mute and all, but the two in the middle stepped aside to reveal the throne of fused bone was empty save for a charred skull.
Eris’s eyes widened in panic, and she rushed forward, paying no heed to the dread knights who watched as she moved past them. She knelt before the throne, reaching a shaking hand out to the blackened skull. She hesitated, fearful of touching it. Even though Simon remained an immature teenager, he still bore all the power of an ancient lich-lord while resident in the Barrow.
If something could do this to him while he was here, then we’re in terrible trouble.
Her hand shook mere inches above the skull, and finally, with a surge of courage, she laid her hand gently atop it. It was hot, like a clay pot recently removed from the kiln, and Eris snapped her hand back and hissed in pain.
A dim green glow rose from deep within the skull’s empty eye sockets, followed by Simon’s pained voice.
“Eris?”
“Yeah, kid, I’m here. What happened?”
“I… I…” Simon began, but then the eldritch glow of his eyes faded, and he went silent once more.
“Simon!” Eris yelled, feeling helpless. She’d performed battlefield triage on plenty of living beings but had no idea how to treat the undead.
Behind her, a deep rumbling ‘nggggnnggg’ rose, and Eris turned to find one of the dread knights had knelt and extended a desiccated hand to her. She stared at it with a combination of disgust and fear. Though she’d seen a lot in her fifty years in the Realms, the undead still made her skin crawl.
With a scowl, she took the hand gingerly, hoping a light touch would make the experience less disturbing. The dread knight closed its oddly strong hand about hers, and the world swirled and became dull and gray.
Hello, Eris, the Barrow said, its presence falling over her like a dead weight. Dread filled her as the animating spirit of the ancient sentient dungeon flowed over her. But that feeling eased, replaced by something far more terrible.
The Barrow is afraid. 
That realization sent a spike of terror burrowing into Eris’ mind. The Barrow might very well be the most ancient entity on all of Korynn, a creature whose very purpose was to instill fear in those foolish enough to enter its domain. To feel such fear pouring through the telepathic link was…
Terrifying. I must apologize for my current state. It has been some time since I have cared for anyone as much as I do, Simon.
Without removing her hand, Eris twisted and looked down on the smoke-blackened skull. Is he?
He survives, but the attack did significant damage to his corporeal form. He will need time to recuperate. Time, I fear, we do not have.
What happened here?
Destruction, the Barrow said. A small force attacked us, each of them possessing more power than I have ever felt in a single individual, with the possible exception of Morrigan.
Were there four of them? Eris asked and sent a mental image of the people who’d attacked her and killed her squad.
Yes, the Barrow said. Each of them bears a fully empowered Prime Godhead.
The Elders of the Light.
Eris quickly ran through the details of her failed mission and what she had seen. If possible, the Barrow’s mood soured further at the revelation. The stone beneath her feet began to rumble, and Eris realized the Barrow was screaming in rage.
She begged for its attention, fearing that its hopeless anger could turn it feral once more.
Why did they come here? Where did they go? Eris asked, suspecting she already knew the answer.
They wanted access, the Barrow said, and the dread knight’s head turned towards the archway of the Port Gate.
Eris’s throat grew tight, and she released the dread knight’s dry hand. She pushed the other dread knights aside, earning several monotone ’nggnnnggs’ of protest. She ignored them and rushed to the Port Gate. The pit in her stomach grew more intense, realizing that the Port Icon, the magical device that powered the gate, was missing.
Hope drained from her. Without the Icon, she couldn't reach the valley and had no way to warn Gryph, no way to tell him what was coming for them.
Technically inaccurate, her naysaying subconscious said. There is another way.
“I need to kill myself,” Eris said and pulled a vial of liquid from her belt.
She popped the small cork with a practiced flip of her thumb and stared down at the mercury-like fluid, and her Identify skill triggered naming it Opal Orchid Sap, a quick-acting and painless poison. If she drank it now, she’d respawn in Dar Thoriim in two hours. Then she could warn them.
Please let me be in time.
She raised the vial, but before she could drink, the dry hand of a dread knight gripped her forearm. She glared up at the creature. 
“Let me go. They will be slaughtered unless I warn them.”
The dread knight did not relent, and the voice of the Barrow returned to her mind. There is another way.
A deep rumble built beneath Eris’ feet as the Barrow showed her what it had planned. Her eyes widened, first in shock and then in joy. She looked at the dread knight, whose visage remained unchanged and unblinking.
Is it possible?
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Gryph stood atop the battlement near the main gate of Grimliir’s new wall. For once, the talkative dwarf remained silent, his focus on the army arrayed before them. The enemy assembled well out of the striking distance of the elven bows and warborn arbalests in standard Roman style cohort battle lines.
Berrath, the supreme commander of the warborn, estimated the Army of the Light numbered just over fifty thousand men, with another six thousand cavalry troops for support.
Well over half the Army of the Light’s total strength, Gryph thought.
The rest were likely stationed around New Harlan’s Watch, prepping for an inevitable counter-assault by Aluran’s main force. No preparations will be enough if the Light gets their hands on the Black Fog and the Iron Crown.
On this battlefield, Gryph and his people fought for much more than their own lives, but to buy time for the rock wyrm’s crew to dig the miles-long tunnel required to destroy the fog and the crown and end their threat to the Realms.
We just need to hold the Army of the Light off until then.
Several dozen catapults, trebuchets, and ballistae loomed behind the enemy’s front lines. Gryph couldn’t help but find it odd. Facing an army from Earth, trained in modern combat who relied on such ancient tactics, felt surreal as if he’d journeyed into the ancient past. 
That’s what you find odd? Lex’s taunting voice asked inside Gryph’s head. What did you expect, tomahawk missiles and stealth aircraft?
Gryph chuckled, missing the jovial NPC. But there was no way in hell or the Abyss they could risk Lex’s knowledge falling into the Light’s hands. He'd left the NPC in the Nexus, ready for a quick withdrawal to his chambers, should any threat to his safety arise. There he would remain under the close supervision of Yrriel, and the slightly more distant watch of an elite cadre of warborn.
Lex had complained loudly and at length about the plan until Yrriel had whispered into his ear. With some blushing and further grumbling, Lex had agreed to stay out of the fray. As a reward for his compliance, Yrriel pulled Lex towards their chambers, winking over her shoulder at Gryph and Grimliir.
“Remind me tae never let that woman get her hands on me,” Grimliir had said in earnest. “I may never want tae leave me bed again.”
Gryph’s scowl had done little to deter the elder dwarf who’d growled and purred deep within his chest, forcing Gryph to walk away before more images of short bearded men bereft of clothing filled his brain.
“What?” Grimliir had said, rushing to catch up to his liege. “Can’t a man have healthy desires?”
Gryph shook his head and gripped the stone wall in front of him, squinting in an attempt to exorcise the vision from his mind.
“Ye be alright, Yer Lordship?” Grimliir asked. “Ye look like somebody piddled in yer morning gruel.”
“And somehow you just made it worse,” Gryph muttered, looking to his left to find his armed and armored  Steward glancing up at him.
“Pardon?” Grimliir asked.
It was clear that the elder dwarf had complete trust in his construction crew. Otherwise, he’d be deep in the bowels of the city, overseeing the construction of the ‘splosion cave,’ as Lex had dubbed it. But Grimliir had insisted on being here to aid and advise Gryph.
“Nothing,” Gryph said, forcing the unpleasant images from his mind. “You were saying something?”
“Aye,” Grimliir extended his hammer towards the enemy forces. “It begins.”
With a cheer and the pounding of drums, the Army of the Light's front lines marched towards them. Berrath handed a spyglass to Gryph, who looked through the magically enhanced device at the advancing troops. The first row bore heavy shields, the glow of protective Icons embedded in their center. Behind them, several squads of war mages advanced.
A chant rose among the marching soldiers, answered by their remaining comrades with the thunderous bang of spears on shields. As each line moved, they switched from spear smashing to chanting, and soon, the Army of the Light marched on Dar Thoriim.
“Defensive mages prepare to cast your shields on my command!” Berrath yelled over his shoulder, his powerful voice carrying over the din. “War mages, siege crews, stand by for orders.”
Several hundred rangers that Grimliir and Barrendiel had cross-trained as Life and Order mages stepped forward along the length of the wall, holding their hands at the ready. Behind them, an equal number of war mages drew Mana to their hands, prepared to launch an array of offensive spells.
In the green space behind the protective walls, trebuchet crews readied their siege weapons. Each team included a dwarf wearing a goliath rig, an armored exoskeleton that allowed them to lift immense weight. Grimliir claimed their siege engines had a greater range than any the Light could bring to bear, and they could fire a wide variety of missiles, from exploding canisters of oil to stun gas to freeze bombs.
A hush fell over the wall as the Army of the Twin Cities prepped themselves for the battle to come. Gryph considered using his new Divine Incantation, but if the engagement went to plan, Bless’ range and duration would make it of limited use for soldiers unlikely to engage in hand-to-hand combat.
No battle plan survives first contact with the enemy, the Colonel’s voice said, quoting a favorite mantra. With that in mind, Gryph kept Bless in reserve in case the plan went south.
Minutes went by as the Army of the Light advanced, but none of the scouts, nor the small squadron of Flappy Drones, mechanical birds constructed by Errat, had spotted the Elders. There had been much debate about whether the Elders would add their might to the assault or whether they would remain behind, either in New Harlan’s Watch or at some rear staging post, ready to enter the fray as needed.
Lex had suggested they might disguise themselves as ordinary troops and reveal themselves when they got close or needed to rally their forces. Gryph doubted it. Whether from ego or a need for control, the Elders did not strike him as the type to employ such inglorious subterfuge.
Nonetheless, Gryph continued scanning with his spyglass, searching for any hint of the Elders. What he found instead, what he had expected and dreaded, approached on a pair of large wagons.
As if the universe had been waiting for Gryph to notice the wagons, the Army of the Light called a halt. They stopped just out of range of the archers and war mages but well within striking distance of the larger siege engines. Several lines of the kite shield-wielding soldiers arrayed themselves before the wagons as they pulled into a clearing near the center of the Light’s approaching forces.
Laborers pulled thick wooden panels carved and embossed with precious metals and jewels from the back of each wagon. They arranged them on the ground, clicking the pieces together like a giant puzzle. Gryph handed the spyglass to Grimliir, his jaw tight. The dwarf gazed through the telescopic device and grimaced.
“It be as ye feared, Yer Lordship.”
“Rune Forms, which means they have more ritual casters.” Gryph had hoped the two Ritual Magic practitioners killed during the battle with Kharmaxum had been all the Light had, but the skill was turning out not to be as rare as advertised.
Grimliir and Berrath stared at Gryph, waiting on his command.
“Do it,” Gryph ordered. “We need to eliminate the ritual mages, or this will get bad, very soon.”
Grimliir closed his eyes, using his Telepathic Bond to relay the orders. A moment later, he opened his eyes and nodded to his liege.
“Now, War Leader Berrath,” Gryph said, his voice cold.
“Trebuchet crews, take aim,” the huge warborn said in a voice like cracking stone. “Range, twelve hundred feet.”
Technicians rushed forward and inserted the proper length wicks into the clay jars of eldritch oil harvested from the Barrow, while the targeting master adjusted the winches and gears to the desired range. Within thirty seconds, all twelve crew masters signaled their readiness, an impressive show of training and coordination.
“Torchbearers ignite,” Berrath roared. “Fire when ready.”
A dozen dwarves rushed forward and applied burning torches to the wicks. As soon as the wicks ignited and the torchbearers were clear, the crew master pulled the firing arm. With a synchronized clanging of metal and crunching of rocks, the trebuchets tossed their payloads up and over the walls.
Gryph watched the spherical missiles spin and twist as they flew over them and towards the Army of the Light.
Orders burst forth from a dozen enemy officers, and the shield crews raised their massive kite shields. The Icons at their center glowed, and a moment later, the air buzzed as interlocking fields of shimmering white light moved up and over them, protecting the Army of the Light like the scales of a sinuous snow drake.
It was evident by the enemy soldiers' stance that they had faith their shields were more than up to stopping the incoming attacks.
Gryph wished he could get a closer look at their surprised faces as the volley of fiery green death sailed over their heads and slammed into the ground behind and to the side of them. Explosions rocked the world, casting torrents of dirt and clouds of smoke skyward but doing no damage to the Army of the Light.
The enemy's confusion lasted mere seconds before their laughter rose. Clearly, they believed the Army of the Twin Cities were incompetent fools. Smoke rose as the grasses of the valley floor ignited, creating a wall of smoke and fire, but neither posed a threat to the enemy forces.
“Now, Errat,” Grimliir said in a low voice, eyes closed in concentration.
A moment later, a deep rumble flowed from the far end of the narrow valley, echoing over the Army of the Light and along the canyon before reaching the walls and vibrating Gryph’s teeth. 
The enemy’s laughter faded to confusion as they looked in all directions, but to their credit, none of them broke formation. Better still, from Gryph’s perspective, none of the front lines deactivated their magical shields, forcing their operators to burn through their Mana stores.
To encourage this, Berrath ordered the second battery of trebuchets to fire. Unlike the first volley, their aim was true. The canisters exploded against the shields, sending cascading green flames, but the enemy's defenses held. A half-hearted cheer rose from the enemy soldiers, happy they were not burning alive but concerned by the oddity of the enemy's tactics. 
We only need another minute, Gryph thought, sending a silent plea to the universe whose creator he knew to be dead. Gryph held his breath as the rumbling continued. When it ended, a grim smile crossed his face.
The soldiers of the Army of the Light looked back and forth, their uncertainty creeping towards fear. But the Elders had chosen their officer corps well, and none of the soldiers lost their cool or abandoned their post.
Behind them, the smoke and flames faded as the last of the eldritch oil burned away, revealing the source of the rumble.
A thick stone wall with triangular parapets had risen from the ground, blocking the Light’s avenue of retreat. A pair of walls extended from the main wall, curling forward like the massive arms of some primordial titan ready to embrace the Army of the Light. Dotting the walls were several conical towers, shedding dirt and clumps of grass.
The Army of the Light now lay trapped between two heavily manned fortifications.
When Grimliir had shown Gryph the defenses, he’d doubted the evidence of his own eyes. The scale of the massive project defied reason and had it not been for the ever-hungry rock wyrm, it would have remained a fancy of Grimliir’s crazed imagination.
In the year Gryph had been missing, Grimliir had burrowed a warren of tunnels under the Eastern approach to their hidden valley. He also constructed a series of walls that moved up and down on thousands of steam-powered pistons, powered by an underground river and several subterranean magma fields.
Once construction had finished, elven Life Masters had grown a thin layer of grass over the entire area, obscuring any evidence of the new structures. In essence, Grimliir had created a murder box that trapped the enemy troops.
Gryph almost felt bad for them.
“Target the ritual casters before they can unleash whatever hell they have planned,” Gryph ordered.
Grimliir closed his eyes, sending his telepathic order to Errat, who would then feed the order on to the commanders of each of the towers along the arm-like walls and then further down to the individual squads manning the tower’s siege weapons.
This descending hierarchy of Telepathic Links had been Lex’s idea and made possible by teaching one member of every squadron Thought Magic. It reminded Gryph of modern Earth-based communications, and he hoped it would provide an unbeatable tactical advantage to the Army of the Twin Cities.
The twang of simultaneous ballistae firing echoed to them as the first volley of massive bolts shot from the top of each of the sixteen towers. The tree-thick bolts screamed towards the Army of the Light and slammed into the protective shield shimmering around them.
Explosions echoed across the valley, slamming waves of green flame across the enemy’s shields, but when the conflagration cleared, the fields of energy remained.
Inspired by Gryph’s throwing knives, they'd equipped the ballistae bolts with large ampules of the eldritch oil secreted by the Barrow, turning them into explosive napalm missiles.
There’s your tomahawks, Lex, Gryph thought to himself.
The second and third volleys slammed into the enemy position, further weakening their shields. On the fourth volley, the shields collapsed and screams joined the cacophony of explosions. Gryph clenched his jaw as the smoke and flames cleared enough to target the Rune Forms.
In his mind’s eye, he could see the ballista batteries atop each tower. Grimliir had arranged four of the siege engines on massive discs of metal and stone, which would turn, rotate, and take aim as if upon an enormous turntable. This system granted each tower a much higher firing rate than it would be otherwise capable of, giving each crew sufficient time to reload as they made their circuit around the tower.
“It’ll be close, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said, white-knuckling the shaft of his hammer and nodding towards the ritual casters.
Gryph glanced towards the casters. The one on the left wore crimson and black robes, and his skin bore a smattering of scales.
“Another chthonic ritualist,” Gryph said, nodding towards the scaled man. Grimliir’s eye narrowed, and his chest heaved with the inhalation of a deep breath. Gryph had told the Steward of his last encounter with such a caster during the battle against Kharmaxum. Neither man had any desire to be on the receiving end of a repeat performance.
As before, the second ritualist would likely create a shield to protect their forces while they waited for the tentacled horror summoned from the Abyss to tear the Army of the Twin Cities apart. If the enemy completed that ritual before the ballistae found their targets, then the battle would turn against Gryph and his people, perhaps permanently.
The enemy understood this all too well. Desperate to slow the next volley, the Light’s war mages unleashed fireballs, jagged bolts of lightning, and beams of empyrean light on the towers. Their siege engines adjusted, took aim, and fired, adding their fury to the onslaught.
The enemy spells and missiles slammed into the shields cast by each tower’s protectors. The protections held, but the sheer power arrayed against them would soon exhaust the casters’ Mana supply down and force the ballistae crews to seek shelter.
The tension vibrated Gryph’s insides. Experience had taught him that much of life came down to the timing of seconds, that the world, the very hand of fate, often turned on the smallest of margins. As a dozen ballistae twanged atop the towers, Gryph knew that this was one of those times.
A beam of crimson light burst from the chthonic ritualist and surged above Gryph’s head. His eyes snapped up to find a tear in reality opening like a wound in the sky. What lay beyond made Gryph's stomach churn in terror.
A cloud of tentacles, swarming with gouts of flame and clouds of buzzing insects, writhed above him. The primal horror noticed his attention and screamed in terrible joy, thrusting forward like an octopus rushing towards a crevasse.
Gryph tore his gaze away before fear could destroy him. He watched the massive bolts scream towards the Rune Forms. A second later, a beam of pure golden light shot skywards from the outstretched arms of the ritual mage on the right.
The beam focused on a point several hundred feet above the mage’s head and then expanded outwards before cascading down like an inverted bowl of liquid crystal.
Several of the ballistae bolts slammed into the upper edges of the rapidly forming shield, interrupting its expansion just enough to allow several more to slip under the rim and pummeled the ground.
Gouts of emerald fire exploded up before slamming into the underside of the enemy’s shield. The concave shape contained and redirected the flames, sending them hurtling down onto the soldiers below.
Screams tore through the Army of the Light, and both ritual casters died instantly. Their uncontrolled Mana exploded outwards, adding more destruction to the hellscape and shredding the last vestiges of the golden shield.
Above Gryph, the rift to the chthonic realm snapped shut, taking with it the soul staining energies that had seeped into them all like an infection.
The straggling ballistae crews caught up to their quicker brethren and fired a half dozen more bolts, their conflagration adding to the terror, the confusion, and the death toll.
“Surely, they will surrender,” Berrath said, his voice strong and measured.
“They are true believers,” Gryph countered. “They will fight to the end for their gods because they believe they fight to resurrect the Source itself. We may know the Elders are liars, but their followers' zealous faith remains untouched.”
When three-quarters of the surviving enemy forces tossed down their weapons and kneeled, shock pushed through Gryph. That shock turned to horror as the remaining quarter turned upon their brethren and began to slaughter them.
“By the Long Beards, what in the Abyss is this?”
Gryph shared his Steward’s shock but could do nothing but watch as the Army of the Light's two factions turned the valley into fields of blood and chaos. Had the disruption of the chthonic ritual somehow driven them mad, or was something else at play?
Within minutes, only a remnant of the once-mighty Army of the Light still lived. All that remained was a scattering of moaning bodies.
After the Life Masters assured them no detectable biological agent was at play, Gryph ordered his people into the field. Forces from both walls made their way towards the killing field. Grimliir and Berrath wanted Gryph to stay behind, but he needed to see the devastation for himself. He needed to know what could cause men like these to turn upon one another.
The two leaders relented after securing Gryph’s promise that he would remain at the center of a heavy force tasked with guarding him.
The warborn took point, rounding up enemy survivors, dousing fires before they could flare up, and putting those beyond saving out of their misery. A few bands of holdouts still fought but injured and outnumbered as they were, they soon fell. Many refused to surrender, forcing Gryph’s forces to put them to the sword, axe, or spear.
By the time Gryph’s group reached the center, he found Errat, Ovrym, and Vonn kneeling by a body. Like the others, it wore the standard uniform and armor of the Army of the Light. Ovrym looked up as Gryph arrived, his jaw set tight, his eyes pulsing with worry.
“What is it?”
Ovrym said nothing but pulled the helmet from the corpse and tossed it behind him. What it revealed turned Gryph’s body cold. This man looked nothing like any soldier of the Light Gryph had ever seen. His head was shaven, eyes layered in blue makeup, and his ears and neck adorned with gold.
“Gyptian mercenaries,” Ovrym said. “Three-quarters of those we’ve captured or examined are the same.”
“Only those who refused to surrender are loyal followers of the Light,” Vonn added. “Our guess is that when the battle looked hopeless, the mercs tried to surrender.”
“And the Light does not abide traitors to the cause,” Gryph finished.
The others nodded, disturbed by such blind devotion.
The group looked over the field of battle, the same question filling each of their minds. Worry flared through Gryph like an out-of-control forest fire.
Where is the Army of the Light?
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Gryph stared down on the Gyptian mercenary lying dead at his feet, and his heart grew cold. Wars were won and lost through preparedness and information. Bearing the full brunt of the dead Gyptian's sightless gaze, Gryph knew he was losing the battle on both fronts.
We were so confident in our advantage, so enthralled with our superior planning.
Around him, his people debated amongst themselves. Where was the Army of the Light? Where were the Elders? What should they do now? Who was to blame? But it was another question that burned in Gryph’s mind, one whose answer would likely add fuel to his fear.
“Have we heard from Eris?”
“No, Yer Lordship, and she is now well past her expected check-in time, and all attempts tae activate the other Orb of Far Thought have failed.”
Gryph worried for Eris. But she was a player, with a respawn point locked to the Nexus, and likely wasn’t dead. Unless she’d died within the last two hours and had yet to respawn. Had the Light captured her, or was something else to blame for her radio silence?
Gryph had no time to worry. He needed to decide on their next move, now. He gazed back towards the mountain peaks guarding the valley.
Something tickled the edges of his memory. Something half-heard and vague and lost in the mists. A feeling that filled him with icy dread. He didn’t know why, but he feared the source of that tickle would soon reveal itself.
“Order a retreat,” he said, his voice low and troubled. Behind him, the bickering continued, the harsh whispers raising in volume. “Steward!” Gryph roared, causing Grimliir and the others to stop, their heads snapping to face him.
“What is it, Yer Lordship?”
“We must return to Dar Thoriim, now.”
“Ye don’t think…?” Grimliir began, then turned and gazed at the mountains as if he were trying to peer through solid stone to the city of his birth. “There is no way the Light could get into the valley. We secured the Port Gate with Lex’s ‘Stargate iris.’” This last bit he said with air quotes, yet another bit of pop culture the citizens of the Twin Cities had assimilated from Lex. “The only other approach suitable fer an army is on the Western weald, which would take more than a week tae reach.”
“Rome said the same before Hannibal crossed the Alps.”
“I dinnae know who either of them chaps be,” Grimliir said, his jaw tense. “But I think I take yer meaning. We’ve missed something.”
“Send word to Barrendiel,” Gryph ordered. “We’ll take the Port Circles back to Dar Thoriim and pray that I am wrong.”
“Aye,” Grimliir said.
“And get an update from Reynglain and the construction crew. Tell the Earth Mistress we are running out of time.”
Without further ado, the Steward turned and ordered a retreat, then told his communications chief to relay a warning back along the chain of linked minds to the Regent.
Ovrym, Errat, and Vonn stepped in stride with Gryph as they rushed to the nearest Port Circle. It took them several jumps to reach the Nexus. Their sudden arrival and the tense air hanging around them put everyone on edge. That tension grew when Gryph ordered the windows of the Nexus open and the shields raised.
The grinding of stone on steel rose as the face of the mountain parted like the unfurling fingers of some ancient giant woken from an age-long slumber. Light poured into the Nexus, reflecting off the shimmering, calm surface of the Deep Water. Across the expanse, Aurvendiel stretched her golden boughs towards the heavens. 
Gryph stepped forward as a cool breeze flowed over his face, bringing with it a whiff of spring blossoms. A cadre of warborn rushed to a quartet of crystalline globes emerging from the floor atop stone pillars. Four of them placed their hands on the orbs as the others lined up behind them. Though no warborn, apart from Errat, had an affinity for any sphere of magic, they still possessed Mana and could channel it into arcane devices.
Their Mana filled the globes, and a shimmering field of translucent white light expanded to cover the opening in the mountain's face, blocking both calming air and soothing scent.
Gryph begged the universe he was wrong, that his fears were unfounded. Brynn and Lex detached themselves from one of the dwarven commanders and rushed up to him. Raathiel swooped down from a high alcove and landed upon his shoulders. 
Lex opened his mouth to ask Gryph what troubled him but then closed it and looked up at Brynn. That the mood coming from Gryph could silence even Lex heightened his worry.
“What is it?” Brynn asked, placing a hand on her brother’s shoulder.
Raathiel cooed in his ear but kept her mental voice quiet, sensing their boss would speak when he was ready. Gryph stared towards the horizon, his heart thumping within his chest, his hands clenched tight. Never in his life had he hoped to be more wrong.
But then several shadows blocked the light of the sun like slow-moving clouds, and Gryph’s worst fears became a reality.
The sight before him turned the tickle in his mind to a full-blown memory starring Leo, the excitable Bostonian engineer and the mad genius behind the Light’s tech. While bragging to Gryph about all the cool swag he planned to give him, the little dude had rattled off a near endless list of fantastical technology he’d built for the Light. But, before he could finish, Hunter, the Light’s chief lapdog, had cut him short. 
At the time, Gryph thought the Light’s zealotous servant had tired of Leo’s yammering, but now as the source of the shadows came into full view, Gryph realized that Leo had nearly exposed the Light’s secret weapon.
“What in the blazes be those?” Grimliir asked, stepping next to Gryph as the shadows flowed over Aurvendiel, smothering her like the sudden coming of dusk.
“Metal foam vacuum dirigibles,” Gryph said, staring at the massive blimps as they dipped lower, drifting down like a pod of floating whales.
“These assholes have an Air Force?” Lex growled, his voice filled with fear and respect. “We are so fucked.”
Gryph’s fear surged at Lex’s words. Since the moment air power had joined the realm of modern warfare, few, if any, large-scale battles had been won while the other side possessed air superiority. Not only did the Light now control the skies, if Gryph’s suspicions about the two varieties of dirigibles were correct, they’d soon hold the ground as well.
Gryph counted ten airships. Seven were the size of the Goodyear blimp, while the remaining three were far larger, easily as big as the largest football stadiums. Gondolas clung to their bellies, like cancerous tumors ready to burst.
“Attack craft and troop transports,” Gryph said. “We’ve found the missing Army of the Light.”
No sooner had the words passed Gryph’s lips than panels on the sides of the smaller dirigible’s gondolas slid open, revealing the tips of numerous ballistae interspersed with smaller platforms, each bearing three-person teams of battle mages.
Before the doors had opened fully, a volley of arrows, arbalest bolts, and offensive spells screamed upwards from the ground. Barrendiel had heeded their warning, and his forces were on the attack. But they had the low ground and few places to find shelter. They would not last long, a time that grew shorter when their attacks slammed into mystical shields protecting the dirigibles, doing little to no damage.
“Berrath, raise the bridge. Once it is up, lead the warborn across. Have the automatons take point and pair everyone with a shield arachnid.”
Berrath nodded and gave the orders.
“Can we win against that?” Grimliir asked, in shock at the terrifying sight.
The words were barely out of the dwarf’s mouth when the dirigibles unleashed hell. Volleys of chthonic fire blasted down upon Sylvan Aenor, accompanied by the twang of ballistae strings. The boom of explosions rolled across the Deep Water, followed by screams.
The people of Sylvan Aenor were dying.
Gryph grit his teeth until his jaw ached, and he made the one decision he could.
“Grimliir, you’re in command of the Nexus. Use the Telepathic Links to run coordination with Gartheniel.” He turned to give more orders when the elder Thalmiir interrupted him.
“Tae the Abyss with ye, Yer Lordship, and I mean that with all the respect I can muster while cursing ye for yer stupidity. Ye need every able-bodied fighter at yer disposal, and I dinnae need remind ye laddie, that I was kickin’ butt long before ye were a glint in yer pappy’s eye. And I’m feelin’ a need tae kick some now. Besides, Her Lady Brynn can coordinate just as well as me.”
“Better,” Brynn said with a grin, stepping next to the dwarf in solidarity.
Gryph wanted to argue, but knew he’d have less success changing the stubborn dwarf’s mind than he would winning a wrestling bout against a rock wyrm.
“I’m not talking you out of this, am I?”
“Not a chance,” Grimliir said. “So, let’s suit up and unleash some carnage.”
“Yay,” Lex said. “So, it’s violence and blood and probable death, again.”
“You’re not going,” Gryph said, cutting off the NPC before he could complain. “We can’t risk this enemy, any of our many enemies, getting their hands on that brain of yours.”
“But I want to help,” Lex countered and hung his head, knowing Gryph was right.
“You get to help. By playing house with grandma, while we risk life and limb,” Vonn said, his grin warmer than his words and the hand on Lex’s shoulder one of solidarity.
“Dude, that is so unfair,” Lex whined. “And you don’t know the things this grandma can do.”
“If you must know, I’m a great, great grandmother,” Yrriel, the ageless elf said. “But those brats don’t visit as often as they should.”
“You don’t look any older than someone’s hot aunt,” Lex countered.
“You charmer,” Yrriel said and led Lex away, the warborn taking up a flanking position around them.
As they reached the entrance to the Nexus, Lex turned back. “Kick those Elder asshats in the nards for me. Well, those that have them, anyway.”
Lex disappeared around the corner, and Gryph wondered if he would ever see his friend again. Had Aluran spoken true? Were his respawns limited? And if so, did he have any left? He sighed and then eyed his crew.
Errat smiled like a goof. Ovrym bowed. Vonn’s mouth twisted into his famous sly grin. Tifala nodded, scratching the scruff of Xeg’s chin. There was a bit of entertainment when Xeg threatened Flint with a public spanking if he tried to follow, but once Brynn agreed to keep her eye on the teenage gnome, Tifala relaxed.
Gryph nodded at each of them, thankful to have them by his side.
“What's the plan, Yer Lordship?” Grimliir asked.
“I am a god. It’s past time the enemy understood that.” Raathiel stood tall on Gryph’s shoulder and hooted towards the heavens, and a raucous cheer filled the Nexus. “Let’s go kick some assholes in the nards.”
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Gryph and his crew stepped into the nearest Port Circle and disappeared, reappearing an instant later on the Quay across the Deep Water. The moment they stepped from the circle, Gryph formed his Adventure Group.
 
	You have formed an ADVENTURE GROUP.



	Errat, Ovrym, Vonn, Grimliir, and Tifala have accepted the invitation to your Adventure Group.
•         Raathiel joins your Adventure Group at no cost because of your Soul Meld.

•         Xeg joins your Adventure Group at no cost because of Tifala’s Chthonic Pact.

All members now share a Telepathic Bond (Boon 1) and Skill Progression (Boon 2).
All members will now split all experience generated by the actions of the Adventure Group.
•         +50% to all earned experience.

The Morale of your Adventure Party is 11.
•         +25% to Health, Stamina, Mana, and Spirit regeneration.





As soon as the Telepathic Bond went active, he triggered Inspire, the Leadership Tier Ability he’d earned on reaching Apprentice. This
granted each of them a +25% bonus to hit, +10% chance to earn a Critical Hit, and a temporary five levels in the martial skill of their choice.
Behind them, the warborn and automatons had nearly reached the far side of the long stone bridge. A pair of dirigibles had altered course the moment the wide span of stone had emerged from the dark waters, but the defensive shields cast by the arachnids held up under a barrage of weapons and spellfire. So far, most of Gryph’s forces had survived the initial assault unscathed.
He could not say the same for the city of Sylvan Aenor.
Red and black fire and volleys of ballistae bolts slammed into the ancient elvish hamlet as the remaining attack dirigibles covered the descent of the first troop carrier. Smoking craters burst up from the streets of the town like macabre flowers, their petals painted with the corpses of soldiers and citizens alike.
Gryph grit his teeth as the first troop carrier touched ground. Things would get much worse before they got better. He reached to his back and drew the shortened shaft of the War Stave of the El’Edryn King. With a snap of his wrist, he extended the powerful artifact to its full length.
Raathiel, go high, find Barrendiel, and relay what you see. But stay hidden and do not put yourself at risk.
The empyrean coatl trilled and launched herself skyward, sending her telemetry to all the members of his Adventure Group.
From her vantage point, they could see the troop carrier’s bay doors open, unleashing waves of soldiers. The vanguard formed a defensive bulwark of shields and spears, forcing Barrendiel’s scattered forces to retreat under the boughs of Aurvendiel.
The Regent wore resplendent golden armor, his sword arm a blur. Sweat and blood covered the powerful warrior, but his eyes remained clear and potent, suggesting he’d given far better than he’d taken.
Barrendiel roared on realizing Gryph and his forces had arrived, reinvigorating the elf lord. He barked orders, drawing his surviving soldiers to him.
The paladins and rangers took the forward positions, as those civilians capable of fighting assembled into loose ranks behind them. A cadre of archers empowered their arrows and concentrated their fire on the nearest attack dirigible, while the paladins used their defensive prowess to keep enemy fire off their comrades.
The blazing arrows slammed into the enemy craft’s shields, unleashing a torrent of force and flame that knifed through the invisible barrier. The deluge of raw power bit into the gondola. Instead of dealing the flying behemoth a death blow, the pent-up energy cascaded around the pseudo-metallic surface before dissipating into the air above.
Leo, Gryph said in shock, then awe and finally terror, remembering the Light’s arms master's technological wizardry. If the Light can so readily ignore the force unleashed by a full squadron of rangers, then what hope do we have of bringing these dirigibles down?
But he would not, could not let his despair show, even as the icy hand of doubt dredged its talons into his soul. That doubt grew to fear as the dirigible unleashed another volley of chthonic fire down upon the rangers and paladins.
This time, his ally’s protections failed, and the cacophony of explosions drowned out their screams of pain and fear.
Rage built inside Gryph, born of hopelessness and righteous fury. The Light claimed to be harbingers of a new era, the architects of the Source Reborn. But what kind of world was built on a foundation of the blood and bone of good people.
Not this one, Gryph vowed. Not if I have anything to say about it.
The troops offloading from the troop carrier focused on the main force from Sylvan Aenor. They seemed unconcerned by the arrival of Gryph’s reinforcements. As Gryph watched, the two closest attack aircraft strafed the bridge, and he realized the Light were justified in their confidence. Any attempt to join Barrendiel’s forces would force the warborn through a killing field.
There has to be another way.
He glanced upwards at the pair of dirigibles whose slow pace defied their deadliness. With their mystical shields and their aero-gel coating, it would be near impossible to damage them with individual attacks. They were like massive flying turtles, their armored and impregnable exterior protecting a soft interior.
If only we could crack that shell open.
The thought rushed through his mind, triggering an idea.
Xeg, Gryph sent, getting the imp's attention and sent an image. Can you do this?
Hrrrrm, the imp returned, stroking the wisp of a beard on his chin like a muahaha villain. Xeg is very mighty, but flying slowpokes are big far aways. Xeg only can port one of you dumbheads at a time, but only if shiny shell go blinky blink enough to let Xeg through.
Okay, this is the plan, Gryph said, ignoring Xeg's buffoonish explanation. Grimliir, on my mark, have the goliaths and warborn concentrate fire on the closest dirigible. Xeg, port us up as soon as their shields go blinky. He almost couldn’t bring himself to say blinky, but the middle of a battle was no time to get anal about word choice.
With all due respect, Yer Lordship, ye cannot be the one tae go. Ye’ll be outnumbered, and we cannae risk losing ye. Yer people need tae see ye fighting by their side. I’ll go instead.
Gryph was about to argue, but the Steward was right. Gryph was a leader now, and he needed to act like one. He sent the equivalent of a mental nod through the link.
Can ye port me tae that floating monstrosity, or is my rig too big?
Pfffft. Ain’t about bigness. Is about numbers, for no bigness too big for Xeg, for Xeg is most mighty. More problem of may mix dumbhead with stinky machine if port goes wrong.
I thought Xeg was too mighty for things to go wrong? Vonn asked, only partly in jest.
The imp extended a middle finger at Vonn, giving Gryph brief pause as he wondered where the imp had learned the Earth gesture.
It has nothing to do with being mighty, Tifala interjected. Traversing the extremities of the chthonic realm is no simple task, and the dangers are great.
The Chthonic Life Mistress sent a vision of just such an accident she’d witnessed during her time in the Abyss, and the entire group bore witness to the horror of two demons melding into one horrific new form. It was not something they could risk.
“I like you guys and all, but not that much,” Vonn said with a shiver.
I have a better idea, Tifala finished. Clear a spot for me.
Gryph felt her confidence through the link and ordered the group to make room. They parted without question, their shield arachnids adjusting to keep them covered as another volley of Order Bolts speared down from the nearest dirigible.
Tifala raised her staff. The same one Wick had borne when Gryph had first met the jovial gnome. The horrific language of the Abyss flowed from her mouth. The oily, foul words oozed into Gryph’s soul, made all the worse by his ability to understand them via his Gift of Tongues.
Tifala’s chanting reached a crescendo, and a loud voice that both was and was not her’s burst forth.
“AVERNERIUS … I SUMMON THEE!”
A tearing sound rent the world, and a singularity of crimson and smoke burst into existence in front of Tifala. It pulsed and spun, crackling with energy, forcing the Adventure Group to take another step back.
A deep sense of unease built inside Gryph as the malevolence of the chthonic realm poured over him. The point of light expanded vertically, becoming a slash in reality, before expanding horizontally to reveal the Abyss.
Distant cracks of yellow lightning surged through clouds the color of an old bruise, casting illumination on a writhing mass of demonic life. Amid the roiling sea of arms, legs, tentacles, and other unidentifiable appendages, a massive demon glared at them.
The infernal beast stood fifteen feet at the shoulders, despite being hunched over. Its horns, wreathed in a corona of chthonic flame, curled up and inward like a ram. It roared, brandishing a massive sword of flame and ash, and then sprinted towards the gash in reality.
No look in eyes, stoopid goobers. No want make Avernerius mad at you, even if he am very tiny daemon compared with Xeg.
The group averted their eyes, no small task while standing in the path of a rampaging demon, and a moment later, the ground thundered under the weight of Avernerius’ cloven hooves. The demon reached a clawed hand towards Xeg, who hopped onto the beast and climbed atop his head faster than a monkey after pilfering a tourist’s favorite shiny.
Make shields blinky blink now, Xeg ordered and gripped Avernerius’ horns like a biker gripping a motorcycle’s handlebars.
Grimliir grimaced at the imp’s demand but said nothing as he ordered the warborn and goliaths to fire. “Show these bastards who we are, boys.”
Near a hundred goliath automatons raised their arms and launched balls of flame towards the nearest dirigible, while an equal number of warborn triggered their arbalests. The fury launched skywards and slammed against the defensive shields enveloping the dirigible.
Sure enough, the attack caused the shields to blink as the onslaught tested their integrity.
With a bamf and a flash of crimson light, Xeg and Avernerius disappeared. The stench of sulphur rose to Gryph’s nose as he looked skyward and concentrated on the telemetry coming from Xeg.
The inside of the gondola reminded Gryph of a World War II bomber. A long gallery with open windows along each side took up the majority of the gondola’s interior. Ballistae twanged as they launched. Trios of war mages took turns unleashing various attack spells down on the city, down on Gryph’s people.
While terrifying, those weapons paled compared to the potential power of the carved platforms laid along the floor of the long gallery where four men and women stood about them, arms and eyes wide.
Rune forms, Gryph said incredulously. The Light had equipped at least one of their attack dirigibles with the Realms equivalent of a Howitzer. Avernerius, kill the ritual casters, now.
Tall goober no tell big horny what do. Only Xeg tells what do.
Back on the ground, Gryph threw his hands up in frustration and gazed down at Tifala. She nodded to him, and then her voice filled the link.
Sweet Xeg, can you please have Avernerius kill all the ritual mages?
Very much can do and will enjoy. The imp pointed at the robed figures and sent a single word. Eat.
Between the rush of air and the sounds of war, the various crews manning the platforms had not noticed the demonic odd couple’s arrival. However, the robed ritual mages had noticed, their faces twisting into rictuses of terror, likely caught in the throes of a Fear Debuff.
They stood rigid as the hulking demon lurched down and chomped off the closest man’s head.
The sound of the man’s skull crunching into paste brought a surge of bile to Gryph’s throat, and he reduced the bandwidth of Xeg's feed. It would not behoove the leader of an army to vomit in view of his troops.
Avernerius hefted the decapitated man by the leg and swung him like a fleshy club, smashing into the other ritual mages with bone-crushing force. In moments, the entire crew of the Rune Form was dead, and Gryph breathed a bit easier.
Now, pull that bird from the sky, Gryph sent.
Xeg whispered something into Avernerius’ ear and the crimson monstrosity nodded. For a moment, Gryph wondered at the oddity of the imp’s influence over the huge demon, but then Avernerius fed flame and ash into his blade and attacked.
Arcs of fire and smoke raged inside the gondola as Avernerius cut people and siege engines in half with each swing. Screams rose and then fell and then rose again as the soldiers of the Light fell under blade, fire and the power of their own Mana exploding back into them. 
With a devilish cackle, Xeg ported away in a cloud of crimson smoke, reappearing inside the dirigible’s control room. After a quick survey, he launched himself atop the nearest pilot's head and unleashed jets of chthonic fire.
She screamed as the hellish flames seared into her skull, then went silent and fell forward steaming blood pouring from her nose. Her body fell onto the controls, and the dirigible lurched forward.
The other pilot took a moment to adjust, grabbing the sticks and pulling back with one hand while firing a gleaming white Order Bolt at Xeg with the other. The unerring knife of energy slammed into Xeg, causing him to grimace and then chortle in joyous pain.
Watching the action through the spastic imp’s point of view as he bounced about like a methed up monkey was both thrilling and nauseating. The sensation grew worse as the imp ported atop the second pilot’s head. This time, instead of unleashing charring fire, the imp sent a tendril of crimson energy into the man’s ear, where it wriggled like a starving worm seeking its next meal.
The man's scream rose and ended in an instant. Instead of boiling the contents of the man’s skull into a slurry of melted gray matter, Xeg’s attack sent him into a catatonic state, and his eyes widened.
“Mighty Xeg now in charge of gimboid’s puny brain-blob. Xeg no want go smash, smash, boom into ground. Make big floaty go where Xeg says.”
Tears poured down the pilot’s face, and his rigid hands moved until they found the sticks. With a herky-jerky motion, the pilot brought the dirigible out of its dive and turned the floating fortress, taking aim on a new target.
The calm within the cockpit allowed Gryph to hear the screams, roars, and explosions inside the main cabin. A glance showed Gryph gouts of flame and dismembered body parts exploding outwards from the gondola’s interior.
Whatever horrors Avernerius had unleashed on the crew had ended their assault, and none too soon as the shields generated by the arachnids protecting his team blinked and failed.
Air Magic powered engines increased their output, turning the dirigible. It hurtled towards its compatriot, and the barrage of bolts and spells raining down on the bridge ceased, giving the warborn rushing across it some much-needed reprieve.
A moment later, the second dirigible shifted, twisting on its ventral axis, aligning its gondola with its onetime brethren. The first volley of bolts and spells came much sooner and had much better aim than Gryph would have expected, a clear testament to the airship’s commander.
Their attacks slammed into the forward cone of the dirigible. Much of the energy flared harmlessly around the airship’s body thanks to the Light's energy dispersing technology. But without the mage powered shielding, the dirigible’s superstructure began to buckle.
Another volley fired point-blank into the dirigible’s cone. A tectonic wave rippled back, snapping the rudder atop the vehicle’s tail. Cracks appeared in the superstructure, and then one ruptured. The sudden inrush of air sounded like a child’s balloon spitting out its air in reverse, and the dirigible listed to port.
Without attitude control, the airship began a slow corkscrew. A moment later, it slammed into the side of the second dirigible, directly above the gondola. The superstructure of the second dirigible buckled and then cracked. The force of the air rushing into the vacuum filled envelope unleashed further violence, and with a thunderous whomp that pummeled the ears of everyone on the ground, the dirigible cracked in half.
With their buoyancy stolen, both crafts plummeted down into the darkness of the Deep Water, the screams of men just audible over the sounds of rending polymers.
Across the valley, the Army of the Twin Cities cheered, and a moment later, a sulfurous rift in reality opened in front of Gryph, and Xeg came rolling out like a puppy who’d run too fast to keep his footing. The soot-stained imp landed on his face with an ‘oomph’ as his tail flailed down and slapped him in the back of the head.
The imp stood, wobbled a bit, and then grinned at Gryph and the others. He raised his three-fingered fists above his head and roared. “Xeg am bestest of all Xegs.” He then bounced onto Tifala’s shoulders and grinned at Gryph.
“Where is Avernerius?” Gryph asked, watching as the broken hulls of the two dirigibles sank into the mountain lake.
“Oh, ah. Hmmm,” the imp said, twisting his neck unnaturally to follow Gryph’s gaze. “Xeg forgets about big handsome horny. Whoops. Xeg would say he hopes he can swims, but Xeg no really cares.”
Everyone stared at the imp, somehow shocked by the demonling’s lack of empathy.
“You want just stand heres all day, or we go kick more shiny goober ass? Unless you wants mighty Xeg do all work by selfs?”
Shaking his head to exorcise the insanity of the last few minutes, Gryph ordered his troops forward. Barrendiel needed reinforcements, and he needed them now.
It’s time to kick some zealot ass, Gryph sent through the link.
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The arachnids raced ahead of Gryph’s Adventure Group, casting their shields into a moving bulwark that reached up and over their heads. Gryph took point behind the barrier as his team flanked him in support. Behind them, the warborn army followed.
To his left, Errat flexed his massive arms as he powered up his double-bladed axe with the silver-gray glow of Aether Magic. The warborn’s ever-present grin faded to a tight jawed stare as he raised the axe above his head and roared.
To Gryph’s right, the whir of servos and the hiss of steam announced Grimliir’s formidable presence. He had faced off against the goliath rig once before, soon after the elder dwarf had awoken from a millennium-long slumber. Gryph did not envy those forced to face the Steward.
Ovrym protected Grimliir’s right flank, his bleed metal saber, speed, and unparalleled skill with the blade a perfect complement to Grimliir’s raw power. It would shock Gryph if anyone got close to him from that flank.
Unwilling to let his xydai brethren outshine him, Vonn activated Dimensional Duplication, and a half dozen more Vonns popped into existence around him. Vonn had earned the potent ability on choosing his Calling as a Templar of the Source. It allowed him to draw copies of himself from nearby parallel dimensions.
Gryph didn’t understand the metaphysics of the ability, but he appreciated the power. He also knew the cost could be high. While freeing Brynn, three of Vonn’s copies had died, leading the traumatized rogue to temporarily lose the ability.
It warmed Gryph’s heart to see its return. Not only was it a potent weapon when they were needed most, it meant Vonn’s mental state had healed enough for him to consider himself worthy.
Tifala took up the rear behind Gryph, drawing the green Mana of Life Magic to her hands, ready to power up her comrades once the fighting got thick. Having witnessed her power in the past, Gryph was giddy to see what she could do now.
The group ran towards the exposed sides of the enemy forces.
Gryph held the spear over his head as the automatons and warborn assembled in ranks behind him. Spirit blazed along the sanctified weapon’s length and turned the tip of the spear into an iridescent star. Almost unbidden, the words that powered his Divine Incantation burst from his mouth.
“I Gryph, God of the Aether, bestow upon you, my loyal followers, my Blessing.”
Spirit energy exploded from the spear’s tip and flowed outwards in a 500-foot circle with Gryph at the center. The incantation temporarily increased the Health Regeneration rate of his followers while also improving their ability to hit. Individually, Blessing did little, but collectively it could help turn the tide of this battle. Everywhere the wave of silver-gray light flowed, his people raised weapons and cheered.
With three pumps of his spear laden fist and a roar, Gryph charged into the fray.
As they ran, the first troop carrier began its ascent. The lack of space had prevented the Light from landing more than one carrier at a time in the crop growing area known as the Grange. It had taken ten minutes for the first wave to disembark.
Had there been more space, the Light would have offloaded enough troops to overwhelm Sylvan Aenor’s defenders before Gryph’s forces had made it halfway across the Deep Water. Though Gryph was thankful for this small blessing, he knew they needed to defeat the enemy on the ground quickly, or they would soon be outnumbered.
Anyone have any idea how to slow them down? Gryph sent through the link and felt Grimliir and Ovrym, both of whom also possessed the Leadership skill, send the question into the wider telepathic network.
We are here, the mental voice of Sillendriel said, and the ground began to rumble.
Gryph’s eyes snapped towards the great empyrean tree, whose golden leaves shimmered with internal light. The ground beneath the Grange rumbled and roiled as if boiling. Pustules of grass surged upwards, bursting as thick roots exploded from them. The thick gnarled roots glinted like silver as they slammed into and around the ascending troop carrier.
Like the tentacles of some ancient primordial leviathan attacking a whale, the roots wrapped around the body of the dirigible. They squeezed the pressure causing rents in the massive balloon-like structure. The imploding vacuum sucked air towards the collapsing dirigible with a gigantic whomp, creating a fierce wind that pulled at Gryph like a hurricane.
The troop carrier fell, slamming into the ground. Flammable oil in the ballistae bolts caught fire and then exploded. Jets of super-heated air and flame surged skyward and slammed into the other troop carriers, pushing them higher as the conflagration roiled around their defensive shields.
The damage was not fatal to the other carriers, but the massive cloud of acrid smoke rising into the air obscured the wreckage obstructing the landing spot.
The troops on the ground fared even worse. Flames poured over their rear flank like a storm surge cresting a retaining wall. Screams rose, followed by the stench of charred flesh as a quarter of the Light’s troops burned alive.
Gryph held back a gag. They needed to eliminate the rest of the Light’s deployed forces before the other dirigibles could recover and enter the fray.
It took mere moments for Gryph’s troops to push through the growing cloud of smoke and reach the Light’s right flank. The enemy's discipline impressed him, for, despite the terror and confusion, their lines remained solid.
Time to change that, Gryph thought.
He sent a mental call to Raathiel, and moments later, the holy light of the coatl’s Empower Ally surrounded him and seeped into his body. In an instant, his Strength, Constitution, and Dexterity shot up by five points, filling him with a surge of wellbeing and power.
Follow my lead, Gryph sent his Adventure Group, adding a visual image of his planned attack.
Gripping his spear tight, he drew Mana to his left hand. He triggered Swift as the Wind, his body flaring with the power of Air Magic, doubling his speed. He sent a twinge of will to his Boots of Deftness, ready to trigger a second power.
Gryph emerged from the cloud of smoke, pushing it aside like an icebreaker cracking through an ice floe. Less than a dozen feet away, a soldier of the Light’s eyes widened in shock as he tried to bring his spear to bear.
Gryph activated his boot’s Jump ability
and sailed skyward. The soldier’s shocked eyes followed Gryph as he arced overhead, his trajectory taking him well inside the enemy lines. Gryph could almost hear the incredulity pouring from the man, and he pushed back a smile.
The next part of his plan would require total concentration.
As Gryph’s arc descended, he cast Water Blast, sending a torrent of water down upon the men below with the force of a water cannon. The blast cleared a spot thirty feet within the enemy’s ranks.
A spot just large enough for Gryph to strike at the heart of his enemy.
Gryph landed on light feet, using all his momentum to slam the butt of his spear into the ground. As the spear made contact, he unleashed a slew of new abilities in quick succession.
He triggered Impale, a Staves/Spears Perk that doubled the damage output of his spear, while also having a chance to immobilize an enemy for up to five-seconds. To ensure success, he paired the attack with Perk Surety. As the energy of these abilities traversed into his spear, he triggered three of his new Specialty powers simultaneously.
First came Combine Perks, the Spear Magus Tier Ability he’d earned after purchasing all available Perks of his Specialty. Just as it sounded, it allowed Gryph to combine two Spear Magus Perks into a single attack. This would be the key to his attack. He just needed to focus and hold them in his mind at once.
The simultaneous use of multiple Perks was difficult, akin to trying to understand numerous musical compositions at once. Thankfully, he’d prepared for the mental strain by dumping 40 of his ‘Friend’ gifted Attribute Points into Wisdom and another 20 into Intelligence.
Despite this preparation, Gryph still found the task near impossible, and his eyes squinted shut as he struggled to control the various strands of information and power. Not the best scenario while standing amidst an army of capable enemies.
With a last push of mental effort, Gryph activated two additional Perks.
The first to trigger was Volley of Spears, one of his new Spear Magus powers that created two additional phantom spears that mimicked his own. While three spears would make an impressive assault against a single opponent, it would invite a painful and quick death now that he faced enemies on all sides.
His entire plan hinged on successfully activating the final Perk. If it failed to trigger, if Gryph lost control of the complicated melding, then he’d likely spend the next two hours in the limbo of nothingness before he respawned in the Nexus.
Assuming I have respawns left, and the Nexus still exists when I arrive.
He could guarantee neither outcome, so his plan had to work.
With a grunt, he twined the last strands of the final Perk and unleashed hell.
The moment he’d read about Powerful Impact, he'd suspected it would be the beginning of a beautiful friendship. As its power flared through him and out the bottom of his spear, he knew it had become his new best friend.
Sorry, Lex.
A wave of power exploded from him as 400 points of Mana flared into the spear and exploded outwards in a 360-degree circle, creating a wave of force that blasted into everyone within 50 feet. The assault delivered 80 points of base spear damage to all in the area of effect, blasting most of them 25 feet from their starting point.
That alone would have been impressive, but with his Master Tier in Powerful Impact, a boost earned by applying the Sub Skill Tier Ability Empowered Spear, he could also add damage from any Perk to the wave of destruction. With Impale added, that damage went up to 160 points.
Yet, that was not the end of the terrible power Gryph unleashed.
Had anyone been watching from the sky, say a pilot of one of the remaining dirigibles, they would have seen a cascade of phantom spears explode outwards in the middle of their forces like a bursting pustule of death.
By adding the power of Volley of Spears to Powerful Impact via Combine Perks, the wave of destruction increased, delivering three Impale enhanced spears' worth of damage to every enemy within 50 feet. Their armor took some of the brunt, but most suffered at least half of the 480 points of damage unleashed by Gryph’s devastating attack.
More still suffered from either Impale’s stun effect or the confusion imparted by Powerful Impact, making any counter-attack impossible.
Gryph stumbled to his knees, his legs shaking from the incredible outflow of Mana. By the time he regained his equilibrium, his Adventure Group had entered the fray.
Multiple Vonns slashed and spun, the bone-white blades of a half dozen Argent’s Talons, relieving downed enemies of life, limb, and, frequently, their heads.
To the left of the gaggle of wily rogues, Errat stood tall and swung his massive two-bladed axe in a wide arc. Crescents of silver-gray Aether Mana exploded from the edge like halos of spinning axe-heads, slicing and dicing their way into the enemy forces.
Not to be outdone, Ovrym activated some unknown Perk and moved faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow, darting among the enemy, removing the most dangerous threats. Then he zipped to Gryph and helped him to his feet.
“Very impressive!” Ovrym yelled above the din of battle.
“Likewise,” Gryph responded, but a sudden boom drowned out further conversation and the screams of dying men.
Grimliir’s heavy goliath rig slammed into the ground, silencing the groans of several soldiers of the Light. The elder Thalmiir raised his mechanized arms and unleashed a burst of phial enhanced knives from twin muzzles on the back of the rig’s forearms.
The closest group of enemy soldiers still on their feet suddenly weren’t as the barrage of knives bit into them with explosive results. Screams of pain rose and fell as Grimliir’s weapons sent a dozen soldiers to their death.
Gryph rushed forward, ready to get back into the fray when Tifala grabbed him by the arm. He met her fierce eyes and heard her words.
“You’ve done your part. Let the warborn do theirs.”
A moment later, the warborn sped by Gryph and the others and slammed into the enemy ranks. Unprepared, the enemy stood no chance against the massive warriors, and what little morale they had remaining disappeared.
Gryph tore his attention from the carnage as Grimliir backed his rig to stand next to him. Gryph looked up to see the dwarf’s tight jawed face behind the goliath rig’s crystal face shield. Under other circumstances, the change in perspective might have amused him.
This is a grim business, the Steward sent.
War always is, Gryph agreed, pushing down his emotions.
They brought this on themselves, Tifala sent, laying her hands upon Gryph. Soothing warmth filled him, and his Mana Regeneration rate increased. They came here with death in their hearts and rage in their souls. You gave them both.
Xeg wants gives much mores rage to shiny doofus jerkwads and will no be happy til Xeg shows all douches of the Light he is mightiest of mighty and stomps on their trouser berries.
The image twisted Gryph's lips into a scowl, and he glanced at the gleeful imp.
How did my life come to this? he thought, keeping the feeling buried deep where even Raathiel could not hear. Gryph grimaced and turned his attention to Raathiel, flying high above the battle.
How fares Barrendiel?
He proves himself an able commander, the coatl said, and sent images from on high of the Regent’s counter-attack on the demoralized enemy forces. Gryph had seen enough skirmishes to know this one was over. As commander, he needed to turn his attention to the larger battle. 
As that thought filled his mind, a shadow fell over him and all his people.
Gryph looked up to find the second troop carrier drifting over them and towards the edge of the Deep Water. Gryph recognized their plan instantly, as images of the Allies D-Day landing in Normandy filled his mind.
If the Light could offload their troops on the mountain lake's shore, Gryph’s forces would soon face a battle on two fronts.
“This is far from over!” Gryph roared.
Orders for the warborn to regroup into lines ready to face the newcomers formed in his mind when a lance of golden light as thick as a redwood seared the air over his head and slammed into the second troop carrier. 
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The beam of pure empyrean light sliced through the troop carrier’s gondola and into the vacuum filled envelope with more ease than a scythe through grain.
The two halves of the troop carrier’s envelope imploded. The sudden air pressure rushing into the vacuum was too great for the craft’s nano-material balloon to resist. The sudden atmospheric disturbance twisted the gondola end over end as metal and carbon fibers rent and tore.
Screams rose as soldiers and equipment fell onto the shore and into the water.
Remnants of the once-mighty airship slammed onto the beach where the first troop carrier’s survivors had retreated. More screams rose, then went silent quicker than a candle flame blown out in heavy winds.
The Army of the Twin Cities raised their weapons on high and cheered. Gryph turned towards Aurvendiel to find the magnificent tree aglow with the otherworldly energy. Arcs of golden power spidered across the tree’s defensive shielding and surged into a figure of white and gold hovering in midair before the tree.
“Sillendriel.” Gryph’s voice was low and filled with awe. Flush with the power of the heavens, the empyrean dryad floated like an avenging angel. Even at this distance, Gryph could hear her words in his mind.
I believe in you, Gryph. No matter what happens next, you can never stop fighting. You must never stop fighting.
I…, Gryph began, the diviner’s words sending a chill into his heart. Had her ability to divine the future returned? Before he could say anything else, a massive bolt of chthonic flame slammed into the tree's shield, stealing Sillendriel from his view.
Fire and smoke rippled around the shield as the power was redirected into the ground, casting waves of heat and flame over the battlefield. The injured and dying remnants of the Army of the Light took the brunt of the damage, but a good number of Barrendiel’s rangers and paladins were caught up in the carnage as well.
The corona of destruction waned, and Gryph’s desperate eyes searched for Sillendriel. A moment later, he spotted her, still hovering midair, her hands held before her as she meditated, waiting for Aurvendiel’s power to recharge.
We need to help her, Gryph sent through his Adventure Group link. I need to protect her.
His eyes snapped up as an attack dirigible peeled off, making room for another of its fellows to join the fray. He suspected that Ritual Magic had powered the beam and could not allow a second attack.
Sillendriel! he sent but got no answer as the empyrean dryad kept her focus on defending Aurvendiel.
Gryph's mind raced, desperate for a plan. If only Avernerius were still here. Xeg could port him into the dirigible, and he could shred the bastard from the inside again. But the demonic lieutenant was nowhere to be seen.
Why rely on a demon when you are a god? the voice of the Colonel said to him.
Gryph’s jaw went tight, and he reached out to the imp. Xeg, how about you port me inside that gondola, and we kill a bunch of stoopid dumbheads?
The imp, who sat on Tifala’s shoulder, cocked his head towards Gryph.
Am sounds like much funs. Buts promises Mighty Xeg can kick many nards.
Kick away, Gryph sent, ignoring numerous questions about the imp’s odd obsession.
The imp grinned wide, revealing an unnatural number of sharp teeth. He cackled and bounced his way to Gryph atop the heads of Vonn, Ovrym, and Errat, using them like pylons in a parkour course, before landing on Gryph’s shoulder.
The world shifted with a tearing, stretching sensation as they moved through a chthonic rift and they disappeared with a bamf. A moment later, they appeared inside the gondola when something grabbed a hold of Gryph. A violent tug wrenched him back through the rift, tossing him across the hard-packed earth of the battlefield like a child’s stone skipping across the surface of a pond.
Gryph bounced several times before slamming into a tree, it's top sheared off during the battle. He gasped as it forced the air from his lungs and rolled onto his side, desperate for breath.
What the hell was that? he sent through the link but got nothing but crackling emptiness. Vonn? Tifala? Grimliir? he called through the link, becoming increasingly worried as each failed to respond. Even Xeg didn’t answer, but there was always a chance the imp was just being a douche. They are out of range. How?
Gryph shook his head, blinked his eyes free of dust and dirt, and stood. He couldn’t see Xeg anywhere, but then he realized he was on the opposite side of the battlefield, alone and in enemy territory.
Around him, the flaming wreckage of the first troop carrier lay scattered and smoking.
Gryph unfurled his spear and readied his Mana. Somehow, someone had taken control of Xeg’s rift and pulled him here. There was only one person Gryph knew with that much chthonic power.
“Show yourself, Brenner!” Gryph roared above the din.
“Wrong guess,” a familiar voice said to Gryph’s left.
Gryph spun towards the voice, bringing his spear to bear and drawing Mana into his arms. A moment later, a black-clad form emerged from the swirls of smoke. His left hand clenched his spear, the tip crackling with Mana.
“Hunter!? Your masters let you off their leash. Are they too afraid to face me themselves?”
Gryph pushed as much bravado into the words as he could muster, but he was no fool. Facing off against the four Elders at once without allies would be a recipe for suicide.
So why aren’t they here? Why send Hunter? They cannot believe he can beat me alone.
“The Elders fear nothing and deemed you unworthy of their attention. They have left you to me. Time to die.”
“You’ve grown cocky since we last chatted. Perhaps getting a bit too big for your britches?”
“I know what I am,” Hunter retorted. “I have always known what I am.”
“And what is that?” Gryph asked, a flush of nervous energy pushing into him. The Elders were cocky, but they weren’t stupid. They knew Hunter was no match for Gryph. Something else was happening here.
As Gryph watched, four nexuses of power pulsed from beneath Hunter’s breastplate, each matching the color tied to the spheres of the Elder’s Godheads. The blood-like crimson of Chthonic Magic twined with the golden light of Empyrean Magic that then curled into the red-orange of Chaos Magic and the silver-white of Order Magic.
“I am the Avatar of the Light,” Hunter said through grit teeth as he struggled to control the power within him.
Gryph didn’t hesitate and leapt forward, activating the second of his boots three daily uses of Jump. He flicked both wrists, drawing a pair of throwing knives to his hands. He pulsed Mana into his bracers, accelerating the blades at Hunter.
I need to end this battle now. If he had any hope of saving Sillendriel, he needed to put Hunter down, and fast.
The knives raced towards the Avatar of the Light. Faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow, Hunter swung his arm. A shimmering plane of golden light appeared before him, intercepting the knives just as Gryph triggered the psychoactive crystal phials, mixing their contents.
Snow Drake Blood bonded with Concentrated Air Elemental Remnant, creating a vortex of frigid rain that splashed up and around Hunter’s shield, encasing him in a curved wall of ice.
Hunter slammed his fist forward with a powerful thrust, bending the flat shield into a wedge that splintered the ice, sending the shards screaming towards Gryph.
Didn’t think that would stop him.
Gryph activated his Ring of Air Shield, and the flying knives of ice slammed against the thick wall of solidified air.
As the ice tinkled to the ground about him, Gryph activated the spell stored in his Buckler of Absorption. A jagged bolt of lightning exploded from the jeweled Icon at the buckler’s center and arced towards Hunter. Gryph had purchased several Air Magic Perks that powered up the casting, making Lightning Bolt his most potent offensive spell.
The Avatar of the Light raised his spear and caught the bolt on the tip like a lightning rod. He leapt into the air, activated a jumping power of his own, and spun like a Jai Alai player, adding his momentum as he launched the bolt back towards Gryph.
Neat trick, Gryph thought as he activated Shift, disappearing then reappearing a split second later behind Hunter. He spun and thrust, activating
a slew of Perks, Tier Abilities, and weapon-based enhancements.
He coupled Penetrating Strike with Impale, Perk Surety, and Yrriel’s Maelstrom. The tip of his spear slid between the thick outer plates of Hunter's armor and into his side. Hoping to end this encounter, Gryph unleashed all 200 points of stored Mana in the spear and added the full 20% Mana Limit the Perk allowed. All told, 330 points of enhanced power melded with 160 points of damage from Impale and an insane 465 points of electrical damage from Yrriel’s Maelstrom.
Hunter howled as his bones glowed blue-white, searing him from the inside. The damage should have lain the man low, but somehow he not only remained standing but with a herculean effort, he reached back and grabbed hold of the spear’s shaft.
The electrical storm flaring inside Hunter surged down his arm and into the spear before zapping up the elementum length and raging into Gryph. Gryph’s Health bar blazed red as the current exploded into him, but he’d powered up his Air Magic Resistance, which
reduced the damage to just 50 points. But damn, did those points hurt.
Even worse, the electrical surge seized the muscles in Gryph’s arms, making it impossible for him to make another attack.
Hunter wrenched the spear from his side. The man’s scream of agony pierced Gryph’s ears. Hunter fell to his knees, and a flare of crimson Mana moved through the Avatar, and with a mighty heave, he tossed Gryph’s spear away.
Gryph did not panic as old training took over. He punched forward with a Powered Fist. The Unarmed Tier Ability was a new toy added to his repertoire upon his re-entry to the Realms. It allowed him to add Mana to any attack made without using a weapon.
His fist slammed into Hunter’s side. The Mana enhanced blow impacted for 262 points of damage.
Hunter’s armor, an even more advanced version than his own, absorbed more than half that total but failed to prevent the blow from Stunning him. Hunter screamed, seized up as if paralyzed and fell onto his back.
Gryph reached out with his right hand and activated his Bracers of the Return. A second later, his spear smacked into his hand, and with a mighty thrust, he slammed it down into the spot between Hunter’s breastplate and helmet and twisted. Muscles tore, and tendons ruptured as the spear blade entered Hunter’s neck and shattered his collar bone. 
To ensure that Hunter would never rise again, Gryph triggered his Ring of Dual Tier Ability, allowing him to use Combine Perks a second time. Melding Flurry of Spears with Offensive Spear Conduit to deliver another Lightning Bolt unleashed a devastating attack that reduced Hunter to the barest sliver of Health.
Hunter screamed, and shock and blood loss threatened to send him into the unconscious world.
The thunder of another barrage of chthonic fire drew Gryph’s gaze towards Aurvendiel. Cracks appeared in the shimmering golden field protecting the noble tree. Sillendriel hovered, feeding Mana into the shield, but she looked weak and ready to fall from the sky.
“Order them to stop!” Gryph snarled, turning his attention back to Hunter as he leaned on his spear.
“I am ready to die for my gods,” Hunter grunted through the pain, a gobbet of blood leaking from his mouth. “And I will die happy, knowing that I have stolen Sillendriel from you.” Hunter chuckled and spat up more blood.
“How do you know her name? How do you know…?” He froze as the truth punched into him with brutal force. Only now, as Sillendriel lay under a cloud of death, could he admit to the feelings he had for her.
I love her, he finished in his mind.
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Guilt, regret, and helplessness flared within Gryph and fueled his anger. He cursed himself for keeping his feelings locked up, for not telling Sillendriel how he felt. Rage met despair as fear melded with regret. He could do nothing to save her, but he could make sure Hunter never hurt anyone ever again. 
Gryph twisted his spear and punched it deeper into Hunter’s neck. Blood spurted upwards as the tip sliced an artery. The light of the Elders left their Avatar’s eyes, and Hunter died. The man was not a player and would not respawn. He would never hurt another innocent again.
This truth brought Gryph little comfort.
An Assimilation opportunity prompt presented itself, but Gryph swatted it away. There would be time to address that later.
Cacophonous booms and flares of light drew Gryph’s eyes skyward, where the dirigibles continued to unleash hell. Their weapons slammed into the shields surrounding Aurvendiel, and the golden halo of life-preserving power blinked to nothingness.
Rage, pain, and fear filled him, as the dual realizations that Sillendriel was about to die and that the Light knew of her existence because of him. Guilt flared through him. The Light had invaded his memories. They understood his wants, knew his desires as if they’d read him like a book.
And they used this knowledge to hit him in a way he could not prevent.
Gryph watched, helpless, as the nearest attack dirigible unleashed a spear of chthonic might towards Aurvendiel. Crimson light stained his vision as if the entire world had caught fire. Through the flames and the smoke, he saw Sillendriel staring down upon him. She was too far away for him to see her face, but he felt her, and he choked up in desperate agony.
“No,” he said in a low voice, unable to put any force to the words. But then her voice filled his mind.
You must persevere, Gryph. For without you, Aurvendiel will be just the beginning, Sillendriel sent, pain, regret, purpose, and love flowing through the link. I am sorry for what we will never be.
The lance of crimson fire surged by her, tossing her end over end like a child’s boat caught in the surf. The beam slammed into Aurvendiel’s trunk. A terrible crack echoed across the lake, reverberating off the mountains, announcing the pain of the ancient empyrean tree. 
Silver bark tore, and pure white wood exploded outwards. The tree’s canopy dipped forward, its trunk no longer able to support its vast weight. It fell across the Sward, crushing the twenty-foot-high wall as if it were nothing more than a child’s cardboard fort.
With a creaking groan, like the last desperate breath of some ancient giant, Aurvendiel’s canopy crushed homes and shops in the neighborhoods surrounding the walls as it slammed into the ground. Its branches splayed across the Grange, scattering the warborn army and flattening the wounded survivors of the Army of the Light.
Gryph ignored the horror in his desperate search for Sillendriel. He'd lost sight of her as she’d fallen, his heart tearing in agony. A part of him hoped the fall had killed her, for he could not abide the thought of her dying a slow, agonizing death, her life-sap seeping into the ground while he stood helpless.
Sillendriel! he called out. But the link, no longer sustained by the power of the tree, had broken.
Gryph fell to his knees beside Hunter’s corpse. The man’s eyes stared blankly up, his mouth twisted into a rictus grin of triumph.
A prompt leapt into his vision.
 
	The Morale of your People has Decreased



	The destruction of the great empyrean tree Aurvendiel has reduced the Morale of your followers by ten points.
Current Morale: 9
All followers have lost the +25% bonus to Stat Regeneration.




Yet more pain gripped Gryph’s heart, both for the horrific loss of Aurvendiel and the number of followers he would inevitably lose now that Morale had plummeted.
To the elves of Sylvan Aenor, Aurvendiel had been much more than a magnificent tree. She had been their last link to their eternal origins, and without her, they would lose the light of the empyrean realm. Their majesty would dim, their lives would grow shorter, and the memories of their true nature would fade.
Such a loss would diminish all the Realms.
The pain threatened to pull him into the depths of despair when a singular voice rose in song. The voice came to him through the power of his Pact. Through the screams of pain, the howls of anguish, the terror, and the rage.
If there were words, they were beyond mortal comprehension, powered as they were by the glory of the celestials.
Another voice joined the chorus, then another, and several more. Soon thousands of spiritual voices rose in tribute. Not just those of the elves, but humans and dwarves and even the mighty warborn added their voices in solidarity and sorrow.
Even without words, no meaning, no truth had ever been clearer. This truth bound the people of the Twin Cities to each other by friendship and by vow, and they would not go quietly into the night. They would fight against the darkness and the doom the Light wished to bring down upon Korynn, upon all the Realms. They would fight to the end, no matter what the outcome, no matter what the cost.
And I will stand with you, Gryph sent, using the power of his Divine Pact. No matter the outcome. No matter the cost.
Gryph let the song flow over him, weeping as he searched the multitude of voices for Sillendriel’s. But the wondrous unity made it impossible for him to parse one voice from the others. He ached for its beauty.
The song faded, leaving nothing but purpose in its wake. Unity against the darkness. Unity against the lies. Unity against the false purpose of the Light.
Gryph stood, wrenched his spear from Hunter’s neck, and looked skyward at the attack dirigibles bearing down upon him. His knuckles went white on the spear’s shaft as gusts of mountain wind swirled contrails of smoke around him.
He raised his arm, filling his spear with Mana. He took aim on the nearest dirigible as it turned its rear on him, ready to unleash another volley of magical assault on Gryph’s people below. Desperate, Gryph drew his arm back.
I suspect that will feel like nothing but the nip of an insect to them, Menaaire, Raathiel sent as she swooped down from the sky, circled him with a hoot, and landed upon his shoulders. And they will surely reprise with devastating force.
“But if ye insist on tryin’, at least let us add our fury tae yer fire,” Grimliir added, his goliath rig slamming to the ground to Gryph’s left.
“I, for one, could use the target practice,” Ovrym said, stepping up on Gryph’s right and drawing the string of his bow.
“And I suddenly wish I’d brought my bow,” Vonn said, stepping behind Grimliir, his bone-white blade gripped tight.
“Errat would be more than happy to lend friend Vonn his arbalest,” Errat said, stepping behind Ovrym. “As my friend knows, I very much prefer using my axe.”
Tifala placed her hand on Gryph’s forearm, her eyes brimming with both tears and determination. Xeg peaked around her head and grinned.
“Dumb goober heads stoopid woosy attacks all be useless. Mighty Xeg could bring all shiny jack hole’s balloons crashing to ground if he were in chthonic realm, where all rest of Xeg’s power be. Want Xeg to open rift and suck entire valley into Abyss?”
“No,”
everyone said in unison.
“Grumbles, no funs.”
Vonn nudged Hunter’s corpse with the toe of his boot, scowling a bit as if he were scraping dog waste from his boot. “Who in the Abyss is this guy?”
“Hunter. A zealot made the Avatar of the Light.”
“Why send a lackey?” Ovrym asked. “Why have the Elders not shown themselves? Together they are far more powerful than you, more so than even the High God. Why hold back that power when it could be the key to their victory?”
“Perhaps they are not here,” Tifala said. “Perhaps they assault Avernia as we speak.”
“I do not think so,” Gryph said. “For the Elders are many things, but fools are not one of them. They know their best chance to defeat us, to defeat Aluran, is to use the Black Fog to become us all. Something else is going on here.”
“Might have something to do with that,” Vonn said, pointing across the Deep Water.
All eyes followed Vonn’s outstretched arm to see another three troop carriers pull themselves over the peaks at the far end of the valley and descend towards the open area before Dar Thoriim’s gates. The last of them bore the black scars of battle, suggesting it was the third troop carrier that had attempted landing near Sylvan Aenor, before retreating and regrouping with its fellows.
Rage and fear gripped Gryph’s heart as the Elder’s strategy became clear.
The mercenary assaults beyond the valley, the force led by Hunter, even Aurvendiel's destruction had been nothing but distractions meant to split, reduce and distract Gryph’s forces long enough for the Elders to get behind their lines.
Which meant the Elders would be with them.
Three of the remaining five attack dirigibles peeled off and altered course to rendezvous with the new arrivals. As they flew over the water, they bombarded the bridge traversing the lake.
To a chorus of thunderous booms, the bridge shattered and sank into the black waters.
“Get to the Port Circle on the Quay,” Gryph ordered.
Without another word, the Adventure Group ran. As they did, the remaining two dirigibles hovering above them turned towards Gryph and his Adventure Group. Mages and ballistae readied to fire.
Gryph’s heart sank. There was no way they’d reach the Port Circle before the dirigibles unleashed hell upon them. A quick look back proved the flames still wreathed the other circle at Aurvendiel’s base. Even if it still functioned, they'd never get through that conflagration alive.
“Mayhap it be time tae throw yer spear, Yer Lordship,” Grimliir said, his patented dwarven cynicism on full display.
“You think it will do anything?” Gryph asked.
“Cannae make things worse.”
Before Gryph could even consider such a futile action, twin jets of green eldritch fire as wide as Gryph was tall slammed into the side of the closest dirigible. The airship imploded and plummeted towards the ground.
The shock had barely registered when a shadow fell over Gryph and his Adventure Group, blocking out the light of the sun like the moon during an eclipse.
They all looked skywards, eyes widening in disbelief.
“Well, that’s new,” Vonn said.
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“Is that a big flying skull?” Gryph said, not believing the evidence of his eyes. He blinked as if trying to clear the delusion, but the rocky edifice shaped like a massive human skull remained.
The flying island grinned at them, its visage made more sinister by its lack of a lower jaw. Jagged stone blocks several times larger than those at Stonehenge stabbed down like rotten teeth. Further up the stone face, a pair of fissures sunk deep like nasal passages. Above this garish nose, two massive caverns churned with eldritch fire below a forest of grass and trees that made the skull island appear to have a mop of mussed up hair.
The flying skull was a thousand feet across and fifteen hundred deep and nearly two thousand feet high. It hummed as it moved towards the remaining attack dirigible, a subtle green glow pulsing from the skull’s underside like thrust from a VTOL engine.
With a thunderous roar reminiscent of a rocket launch, two more jets of eldritch fire erupted from the eye sockets and screamed towards the second dirigible.
On seeing its mate destroyed, the other attack dirigible had turned and fled, but the ponderous movements of the airship proved far too slow to evade the onslaught unleashed by the floating skull. With a massive whoomph, the dirigible imploded and crashed into the Deep water.
“Is that…?” Ovrym began. The sight was so odd that he couldn’t quite commit to his suspicion.
“The Barrow,” Gryph finished, his doubts almost preventing him from speaking aloud.
Sup, Dudes! Simon’s voice roared inside their heads. You guys look like you could use some help.
A thousand questions filled Gryph’s mind, but none of them took precedence over their mission, so Gryph pushed his overwhelming curiosity down and gave Simon an order.
Simon, take out those other craft. 
On it, Simon sent. But just so you know, the Barrow says we need to land soon. Flying all the way here took a crap ton of power, and those badass eye beam death rays take even more. We should have enough to take out the rest of those flying jerkwads. Then we’ll have to set down before we can unleash our troops.
Troops? Grimliir sent.
Oh yeah, baby, we ain’t done yet. Not by a long shot. You just got to tell me where you want them.
Gryph’s eyes searched the Deep Water's far shore, where the third troop carrier was setting down. The second had already unloaded half of its troops, and the first was peeling off, arcing back over the mountains. Soon the Army of the Light would begin its assault of Dar Thoriim.
Can you set down on the other side of the lake? Muster your forces there?
Can do, Simon sent, and with a deep rumble, the Barrow accelerated across the water.
“Errat is wondering if what he is seeing is real, or did Lex ‘slip another mickey’ into Errat’s mead and fill him with more tall tales?”
“I don’t think even Lex’s twisted brain could invent this,” Vonn countered with a shrug. “But he’ll be pissed he missed it.”
Gryph realized he missed his friend’s wit as well. Lex’s bemused cynicism had a way of easing Gryph’s soul. But now was not the time for idle wishes. “Get to the Port Circle. We need to slow that army down, get to the Elders before they get to the Repository.”
As if punctuating the point, the Barrow unleashed another volley of its eye fire death beams. The eldritch fire seared through the nearest attack dirigible, splitting it in half with a whoomph of imploding vacuum. The second dirigible managed to get off a single shot, a ballista bolt that slammed into the rictus grin of the Barrow’s mouth. The oil contained in the bolt burst, temporarily adding a thick mustache of flames to the Barrow’s upper lip, a sight that gave the Barrow the temporary swagger of a 70s action hero.
A deep throaty moan emerged from the Barrow’s cavernous mouth, and its eyes flared again. Twin beams of eldritch flame exploded from the Barrow’s eyes and slammed into the Light’s floating fortress. The dirigible split under the onslaught. Its two halves plummeted towards the ground as its superstructure collapsed inwards.
The last attack dirigible turned, trying to bring its casters and ballistae to bear on the floating death skull. But they were far too slow, and with a burst of acceleration, the Barrow smashed through the side of the floating fortress with no more effort than a man walking through a spider’s web.
The impact crumpled the metal foam envelope as screams rose and then faded. Canisters of oil burst, spreading sheets of flame along the dirigible’s surface as it crumpled and fell towards the Deep Water. The fire surged up and over the top of the Barrow, igniting hundreds of trees and bushes. If anything, this flaming toupee version of the Barrow was even more terrifying.
“Got to hand it to the kid. He sure knows how to make an entrance,” Vonn said.
The Barrow lurched forwards and dropped a hundred feet as if piloted by a drunk man.
“Perhaps too much of an entrance,” Ovrym said, as panic surged within the Adventure Group.
The Barrow angled downwards at an alarming rate, trailing smoke behind it like a plane about to crash. It twisted, attempting to right itself before impact, but its bottom hit the water's surface, rotating it 30% to starboard.
The momentum threatened to topple the Barrow forward, but with a last burst of eldritch energy, the Barrow righted itself and smashed into the shore, cascading a tsunami of water and earth up and over the nearest edge of the gathering enemy army.
Gryph’s Adventure Group reached the Port Circle, each prepping themselves as best they could with spells, Boons, and Perks. An air of finality hung over them, for each knew if they failed to stop the Light here, there would be no second chances.
With a nod to the others, Gryph triggered the circle.
*****
They re-materialized across the Deep Water just in time to hear a bellow burst from the cavernous mouth of the downed Barrow. The sound was guttural, like a thousand geriatrics clearing phlegm from their throats before taking another drag on their cigarettes.
A moment later, the first ranks of Simon’s ‘troops’ joined the fray.
A wave of gold and blue insanity burst from the Barrow’s mouth like regurgitated jello shots at a bachelorette party. Calling them troops stretched even Gryph’s well tempered credulity. Thousands of Thalmiir arachnids clanked and skittered their way towards the Army of the Light, each carrying a tiny blue man on its back.
The men, if one was liberal with the term, stood three feet high. Long spindly arms hung from the sides of a plug shaped body that stretched upwards into a broad-nosed face, altogether ignoring the proper placement of an actual neck. The creatures glared from beady red eyes that were perfect compliments to the rotten tooth hole they called a mouth.
“For Steve!” the creatures roared in unison.
“By the Source, are those…?” Vonn began, but no other words came, and the rogue’s jaw hung slack.
Gryph triggered Analyze, his brain desperate to understand the sight. “If you were going to say thousands of bläärts riding Thalmiir arachnids, then yes.”
“What in the Abyss is a bläärt?” Ovrym asked.
“Correction, friend Ovrym, the proper question would be, what in the Realm of Chaos is a bläärt?” Errat said.
“Not sure that be helping, son,” Grimliir said.
“Bläärts am tiny, woosbag goobers,” Xeg said, irritation in his voice. “Mighty Xeg beat all with one fist tied behind back.”
Possessed by a need to prove this, Xeg wrenched his arm behind him and jumped from Tifala’s shoulder to Errat’s head and then onto the arm of Grimliir’s goliath rig, purportedly en route to beat the bläärts. The imp didn't make it far, as his foot slipped on a thin film of machine oil slathering the rig's arm, and he fell to the ground with an odd wet thwack.
Xeg jumped back to his feet and kicked the ground with righteous indignation as if it had somehow borne responsibility for his embarrassment. After a moment, he harrumphed, put his hands on his hips like a man appreciating a job done well, and then bounced back atop Tifala’s shoulder.
Gryph shook his head and returned his attention to the battle as the bläärts unleashed a volley of tiny arrows from equally tiny bows. They arced up and rained down upon the Army of the Light. Gryph had little hope the minuscule projectiles would do any real damage when they exploded into thousands of green fireballs and cascaded over the enemy forces like napalm.
Screams rose among the Light as the front lines of bläärt laden arachnids plowed into them accompanied by a second roar of “For Steve!”
“Who the hell is Steve?” Gryph asked.
“Steve was a mighty hero of the bläärts. Without his great sacrifice, Errat and his good pals would never have survived the Realm of Chaos.”
“Steve was an idiot, even among bläärts,” Vonn countered. “He fell to his death trying to steal a magic sword. But sadly, Errat is right. Without Steve, we’d all be fodder for the Princes of Chaos. Though, only an idiot would use them as an army.”
“That’s what I get for leaving Simon in charge of the Barrow,” Gryph muttered.
His complaint went silent, as another wave of blue men surged out of the maw of the Barrow, this time accompanied by a shambling mass of what looked like stumpy walking mushrooms. Behind them came a host of dread knights led by several Dirges.
Ovrym eyed the remade Gyptian assassins with distaste. Unsurprising since the live version of Dirge had once tried to kill the Adjudicator with a soul dissolving poison.
This second odd wave joined the first, the bläärts hacking and chopping at soldiers with rusty cleavers or short clubs to limited effect. The dread knights proved far more capable, their ability to induce fear melding perfectly with their martial skill. The Dirges were even more terrifying, their dual blades shimmering in the light as they swerved, ducked, and spun like dancers in a macabre ballet.
But it was the small mushroom men, known as fungoids, that proved the most devastating. Their short stature and spongy bodies made it easy for them to slip through the enemy’s broken lines. Once there, they began to shake and quake like water dancing on a hot iron skillet.
“What are they doing?” Gryph’s eyes slimmed, but his curiosity was short-lived as clouds of spores burst from the caps of the mushroom men and cascaded in wide arcs around them.
The spores had no effect on Simon’s forces, all of whom were technically dead. But the choking clouds of microbes proved devastating to the Army of the Light, whose lungs stubbornly craved oxygen. Desperate hacking erupted from the enemy soldiers, and then they went slack like drunk teens struggling to stand after overindulging at a basement kegger.
This state of affairs lasted mere moments before bulbous pustules rose on the infected troops’ skin, and spongy growths exploded from mouths, nostrils, ears, and even eyes. The infected troops turned and shambled towards their onetime compatriots. While the accuracy of their attacks suffered, the horror of their transformation increased their overall effectiveness. Soon the Army of the Light fell to panic.
“Remind me to be nicer to Simon,” Vonn said, leaning in close so only Gryph could hear.
A guttural war cry rose from beyond the Army of the Light as the warborn contingents guarding the gates of Dar Thoriim rushed into the enemy’s rear flank.
Within minutes, the Army of the Light was reduced to a field of corpses scattered across the grassy area before the gates of Dar Thoriim. The warborn walked among them, securing those who would live and ending the lives of those too injured to survive. It was a brutal business, made that much more difficult by the inane jabbering and random assaults unleashed by the bläärts. 
It took angry words from Gryph for Simon to reign in the wretched blue men, returning a bit of order to the sea of chaos.
“Something's not right here,” Gryph said, his worry overshadowing the unlikely victory handed to him by the Barrow’s fortuitous arrival. “Where are the Elders? Why have they not shown themselves?”
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The tears streaming down Ryvanna’s face had long ago evaporated, and no more would come, as if she had cried all the tears she could cry. Below her, the majestic tree Aurvendiel burned. The smoke and the flames raged as the foliage charred to ash, leaving nothing behind but the husk of hardwood that had once been the source of the High Elves’ majesty.
As a child, growing up on the shores of the Shining Isles, Ryvanna’s mother had regaled her with tales of their ancient and proud heritage. Many of these tales referenced the majesty of the legendary empyrean tree. She had believed few of her mother’s words, suspecting such grandeur to be nothing but the exaggerated myths of a far gone past.
But now, Ryvanna knew the stories were true. The majestic tree was real, and she had helped destroy it. She howled in pain and rage, for there was no greater crime for an elf, even one whose heritage was only half-elven.
“What have I done,” Ryvanna said, stumbling towards the path leading down from the Upper Reaches to the valley of Sylvan Aenor below. Her pace increased. The remnants of the Army of the Light yelled for her to stop, to help them fortify their position.
But she ignored them and ran down the twisting, treacherous cliff path to the edge of the Sward. The sweet smell of burning wood filled her nostrils. A crack rose above her, forcing her to dance aside as a smoldering branch crashed to the ground.
She could not say why she ran, what she hoped to do. But something drew her under the canopy of dead branches. The smoke grew thicker, forcing her to pull her scarf tight around her mouth.
The action filled her with yet more despair. Her mother had knit the traditional scarf for her, a parting gift given to ensure Ryvanna never forgot her sea elf heritage.
A heritage I have destroyed, Ryvanna thought, her despair threatening to overwhelm her.
A part of her wanted to lie down, curl under the boughs of the tree as they burned. Perhaps they would burn away her sins as they burned away her body.
Your story does not end today, a musical voice said, filling her mind. You can still make things right.
Ryvanna spun at the voice, nearly stumbling, but her elvish agility prevented her fall. Her heart thundered in her chest as she scanned for the source of the voice.
Over here, the voice said, and Ryvanna spotted a thin, pale arm dripping with golden blood rise in the air nearer Aurvendiel’s trunk.
The arm shook for a moment before falling back to the ground. Ryvanna sprinted towards it, dancing around small fires and jagged branches to find a beautiful woman who was both elvish and somehow more. She fell to her knees next to the woman, ignoring the jagged bits of rock and wood tearing into her breeches and drawing blood.
“I am here,” she said and took the woman’s hand. It was warm and impossibly soft. Ryvanna brushed aside the cascade of emerald vines that comprised the woman’s hair. Brilliant blue eyes, the color of sapphires, glistened up at her with pain, fear, and purpose.
“Hello, Ryvanna. When the Aether cleared enough for me to see once more, I saw you. I hoped you would come,” the woman said, her voice firm yet filled with melancholy.
“How… how do you know who I am?”
“That is unimportant now. There is little time. You must tell Gryph what you know, what you have done, or we lose all.”
Cold flared into Ryvanna’s heart, for she knew what the woman referenced. But how does she know?
“That does not matter,” the woman said, coughing up a bit of golden sap-like blood. “There is still time for you to make amends.” She reached up and placed a gentle hand upon Ryvanna’s cheek. “Find him, tell him, and be there for him.”
“I…,” Ryvanna began, but no words came.
The light in the woman’s eyes faded, and her hand fell away from Ryvanna’s face. A deep sorrow filled Ryvanna near to bursting, and she found her missing tears. She lowered her forehead to the woman’s and let anguish flow over her.
She had no idea how long she’d wept when a harsh voice barked orders.
“Move away from her, or I will send you to the Abyss.”
Ryvanna backed away from the woman’s corpse as rough hands pulled her to her feet. The man who’d spoken, a tall, regal elf, knelt at the woman’s side, pain battling purpose in his eyes. After a moment, he hung his head, closed the woman’s eyes, and whispered.
“Find peace, sister.”
The elf turned and pointed a thin-bladed sword at Ryvanna’s neck. He said nothing as he struggled to control his rage. Ryvanna felt her life balancing on a razor's edge. As much as she might have welcomed death, her life still held purpose, and in a clear voice, she spoke.
“I need to talk to Gryph.”
*****
“What are you doing?” Yrriel asked.
“Mrrrppfhhffppggh,” Lex responded, his face buried in the plush blankets covering their enormous bed. His arms and legs splayed wide in a pose made famous the world over by pouting children.
“I can’t hear you,” Yrriel said, sitting at a worktable, wearing a thin robe and tinkering with an Icon.
Lex lifted his head and huffed, channeling an overabundance of angst like a teenager in a bad 80s coming of age film. “I said, I am bored.”
“Well, we could… you know,” Yrriel said, easing the shoulder of her robe down flirtatiously.
“Again? Pretty sure five times in one day is my limit.”
“Amateur,” Yrriel said and returned to her tinkering. “And besides, it’s not the boredom making you pissy.”
“Well, duh. Of course, it isn’t.” Lex rolled over, sat up, and shook his head to rid himself of the post-coital fatigue. “I just hate being stuck in here, while all my friends are fighting, maybe dying.”
Yrriel put her tools down, came to the edge of the bed, and rubbed Lex’s shoulders. “You know why we need to keep you safe.”
“Of course I do, and I’m not saying I disagree. I just want to feel like I’m doing my part.”
“You are, and yours may be the hardest role to play of all.” She turned him to face her and smiled. “Apart from mine, of course. After all, I have to deal with …” She didn’t finish but waved a hand at him.
“I’m sorry. I just feel helpless.”
“I know. You could help me with the Icon again. I think I found a way around the unpleasant side effects, and I may have discovered a way to increase its power regeneration efficiency. All it needs is a bit of your Crystal Crafting mojo.”
“I don’t know,” Lex said, burying his head in her chest. “Not sure I have the patience to be a crafter.”
“Fair enough. But try not to approach it like a chore. Think of it as a meditative technique. It will help you relax.”
“I usually relax by sleeping, or doing it and then sleeping, but I’m too amped up.” Lex exhaled, sputtering his lips like a kid making a motorboat sound.
“Maybe you need some alone time. I’ll go grab us something to eat.”
“Okay,” Lex said, his words flush with a full-on pout. “See if they have any jello.”
“Nobody here knows how to make that sweetie.” Yrriel bent down, kissed Lex on the forehead, adjusted his bed mussed hair, and changed before leaving their suite.
“Stupid Realms having no jello,” Lex muttered after the door clicked. He exhaled an exaggerated sigh and stood, shaking out his arms and shoulders like an athlete readying himself for the big game.
“There’s gotta be something you can do, Lex, besides, you know, talking to yourself.”
He walked over to Yrriel’s worktable and picked up the Icon. It was a large diamond set in a casing of blue elementum. The cut stone's fractal depths swirled with currents of silver-white Order Magic like a morning sea laden with cool fog.
Maybe she’s right, he thought. He activated Crystal Crafting and gazed down upon the Icon. Grandmaster Odymm Tal had gifted Lex with the rare crafting skill to enable him to construct the Oblivion Lance that had remade the Aegis of Order, a field of energy that surrounded the entirety of Korynn and prevented chaos incursions.
But it also allowed him to manipulate the structure of any crystalline material, including the diamond in the Icon. He sighed, breathed in deeply, and pushed his mind into the diamond’s structure. Hidden among the edges were conduits that allowed Mana to move within the Icon, enabling him to create intricate fractal patterns that changed how energy interacted with the larger world.
After a few minutes of sweaty concentration, he looked up and grinned.
“Huh, it worked. Now, what do I do with it?”
Through the haze of exhaustion, a thought tickled the edge of his mind. He pushed through the fatigue, and the notion grew into a full-on concept. With a grunt of annoyance, he smacked himself on the forehead.
“Lex, you dolt. Why the hell didn’t you think of that before?”
He closed his eyes, drew Mana to his right hand, and cast Commune.
The world around him slowed as the dull thrums of the city faded. A cool mist blew over him as the veins between realms thinned. Lex prepared his question, inhaled deeply, and opened his eyes.
A thick fog rolled in from all directions, and Lex turned, searching. For a moment, he saw nothing and feared that the Lords of Order had abandoned him in his time of need. Then to his left, the rolling wave of fog pushed towards him, and a dual-cube-shaped, semi-mechanical construct floated towards him.
“Hey, Rubik, how’s it hanging?” Lex asked, ensuring he didn’t add the extra oomph to the question that told the duoquodrata he was actually interested in the current state of its dangly bits. He’d made that mistake early in his and Rubik’s relationship and had to wait an entire day before querying the dimwitted cube again.
Rubik hung and stared at Lex with his mismatched pair of unblinking eyes. A part of Lex wondered how long the cube would hang out and stare without Lex asking his question but suspected the creature’s patience would far outlast his own.
“How do I help Gryph?”
“WAITING DOOMS THE MANY. GOING SACRIFICES THE ONE.”
“Okay,” Lex said with a grumble. “As per usual, your answers are vague and cruddy. Care to elaborate some?”
Rubik said nothing. Instead, it stared, bouncing up and down like a beach ball on a calm swell.
“Guess not.”
But Rubik did not depart as it usually did upon answering Lex’s question. Instead, it just stared, its eyes peering up and to the left as if it were listening to something, or someone, Lex couldn't hear. After a few long moments of silence, the duoquodrata raised its spindly Mr. Potato Head arms and reached out to Lex.
Lex took a step backward, fearing a repeat of the eye pilfering incident from one of their previous chats. But this time, Rubik's right hand pointed to his forehead, and the left at the forgotten Icon.
Rubik’s finger tapped Lex’s forehead, and a vision flared into Lex’s mind. In an instant, he understood what needed doing.
“Well, crap,” Lex muttered and watched as Rubik drifted back into the fog and disappeared. A moment later, Lex was back in his chambers, staring stupidly at the shimmering diamond Icon. “Crappitty, crap, crap.”
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Gryph’s eyes flowed across the battlefield, desperate for any sign of the Elders. While their presence would turn this battle against Gryph's forces, he feared their absence pointed to something worse.
“Where are the Elders? Why have they not shown themselves?”
Gryph white-knuckled his spear and looked from one ally to the next. None spoke, and all hummed with dread. His mind raced, desperate for a clue, hungry for an answer.
“Because our worst fears have come to pass, my friend,” a regal voice said from behind them.
Gryph and his Adventure Group turned to find Regent Barrendiel and Steward Gartheniel standing amidst a troop of armor-clad paladins. With them was a woman Gryph recognized, but whose presence with his friends he could not explain.
“Ryvanna?” Gryph said in shock, eying the half-elf woman, her clothes torn and bloody. Her eyes flared red from desperate tears. “What is going on?”
“I…” she began, then gulped, unable to continue.
Gartheniel placed a light hand on her shoulder, encouraging her to continue, while Barrendiel’s jaw clenched in barely controlled fury. Everyone there realized the Regent wished great harm to this woman.
So why is she here? What stays such fury?
“The Elders are inside Dar Thoriim,” she said, a shame-filled gurgle accompanying her words.
“Impossible!” Grimliir roared. “Nobody has ever breached the gates of Dar Thoriim.”
“There are other gates,” Ryvanna said. “And I showed the Elders how to use them.”
Gryph’s eyes widened as Ryvanna told her story. A tale of ancient archives and hidden secrets.
“The Nimmerians never trusted the other members of the Alliance,” Ryvanna continued. “So, they built hidden Port Gates deep beneath both Dar Thoriim and Sylvan Aenor.”
“Those duplicitous bastards,” Grimliir spat. “If they were here, I’d…”
Gryph held up a hand to silence his Steward. They had no time for rage or blame. If they were to survive, they needed to act, and they needed to act now.
“Where in the city is this gate?” Gryph asked. “Show me now, and I might let you live to face your crimes.” He held out his hand to the slight elf woman.
Ryvanna gulped and took his hand, her fingers trembling as she transferred a cache of information into his virtual vision. What he received was much more than a simple map of the Nimmerian Port Gate network. Instead, it was akin to a command-and-control interface, reminiscent of the systems used on Earth to control subways and air traffic.
Deep below Dar Thoriim, in a hidden system of caverns, a Port Gate blinked. Tapping the icon with his virtual vision brought up a slew of information, including the gate’s most recent usage log. Gryph traced a virtual finger along the most likely route from the hidden chambers to the city above. Dread flared up Gryph’s spine, and he closed the map out and looked to his friends.
“The Elders have been in the caverns below the city since before the first attack. And if my estimates are correct, they’ve reached the city proper.”
All eyes widened, but none spoke as they awaited Gryph’s orders.
“Grimliir, send word to the Nexus. Tell Brynn the Elders have breached the city. Tell her we are on our way.”
The Steward nodded and closed his eyes, only to snap them open a moment later. “Something be blocking my Telepathic Link. I cannae raise anyone inside the city.”
“We need to get in there, now,” Barrendiel said.
“There’s something I need to do first,” Gryph countered.
Grimliir opened his mouth, no doubt to complain, but Gryph held up a hand, silencing the ancient Thalmiir.
“It’s time I spoke with the gods. All of them.”
Gryph closed his eyes and activated an as yet unused power granted him by his Prime Godhead. One only used under the direst of circumstances. One he could not use again until the current status of the divine thirteen changed.
“I call all the true gods to the Agora,” Gryph said in a loud, clear voice, and those around him slowed and then froze. A moment later, Gryph’s eyes went blank.
*****
Ramsay stumbled as the world shifted around him. One moment, he and the other Elders were approaching the Repository containing the Black Fog and the Iron Crown, and the next, a cool breeze flush with the smell of salt and sea flowed over him, ruffling his hair.
“What?” Ramsay gasped in shock as his hand lurched out, grabbing a hold of a white stone railing. Beyond the barrier, a steep drop revealed a magnificent city. Beyond, a crystal blue bay glistened in the afternoon sun.
He reached up, shocked to find he no longer possessed his helmet or any of his armor. Instead, he wore a set of resplendent white robes that would have made Zeus proud. He also lacked both weapons and supplies. On instinct, he drew Mana to his hands.
“Where the hell are we?”
Ramsay spun and raised his palm to find Brenner, Aiden and Demetria dressed and disarmed, each bearing the same expressions of confusion, anger, and even fear.
“This is the Agora,” a hated voice said, echoing from a shadowy entrance. “The Conclave of the Gods.”
Aluran stepped from the shadows and onto the balcony. Like them, he wore white robes tinged with gold. He stopped, stood tall and calm, his hands clasped behind his back as if he didn’t have a care in the world, despite being outnumbered and outgunned.
Brenner threw his hands towards Aluran, surges of Mana flaring down both arms, ready to unleash literal hellfire. But the Mana fizzled and died the moment it left the chthonic god’s hands, leaving Brenner looking and feeling the fool.
Furious, Brenner raised his hands again.
“Do not waste your time, Brenner,” Aluran said with a dismissive wave. “We can do no violence in the Agora.”
“Why have you brought us here?” Aiden said, her voice bitter, angry as she stepped closer to Aluran.
“I did not,” Aluran said with a sly grin. “Which suggests I am no longer the only one who understands the great game. “
“You may play at games,” Demetria roared. “But we are trying to rebirth the Source.”
“I see. The four of you still believe that holy bullshit?” Aluran said, casting his gaze from one Elder to the next before settling on Ramsay. “I am unsurprised the others remain faithful to the cause, Ramsay, but you are both more honest and more reasonable. You know your endgame is untenable. There can only be one source for the Source.”
Ramsay’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing, despite a glare from Brenner.
“We remain united,” Aiden said, placing a calming hand upon Brenner’s forearm. “Just because you cannot conceive of a thing, does not make that thing impossible. We will rebirth the Source together. You could still join us. It is not too late.”
“He will never join you,” Gryph said, stepping from the shadows at the far side of the Agora. “The Realms he works towards has no place for you or for me.”
“Ah, our host arrives.” Aluran nodded at Gryph, a small smile suggesting he appreciated the stealthy approach.
Brenner launched himself at Gryph, attempting to grab him by the throat. But the rules of the Agora were clear and inviolable, even if Brenner wished them otherwise. After a moment of strenuous squeezing, Brenner released Gryph.
“What is it you want, brother Gryph?” Ramsay asked.
“I want you to look down on what you have wrought,” Gryph said, waving his hand in a wide, slow arc. As it passed, the Agora’s floor disappeared, replaced by a top-down view of his valley. Aurvendiel lay smoldering across the Sward, and the Light’s dirigibles lay smashed and broken. “I want you to understand what you have wrought.”
“We know exactly what we have accomplished and what we work towards,” Aiden said, her voice calm yet forceful. “With the Source reborn, all souls will have an open path to the Next Realm. We will free everyone from the eternal cycle of death and rebirth that has trapped them since the moment the Prime murdered the Source. Can you not see what we do is important, that it needs doing?”
“But at what cost?” Gryph stepped forward, pushing his anger and his hatred down. “Can you not see the actions you’ve taken today?” Gryph waved at the frozen view of the valley below. “The path you will walk to become the Source will stain your souls with darkness. You will no longer be the Light, and the Source you rebirth will be forever tainted. What kind of world will you build then?”
“Pah, do not blather about metaphysical nonsense,” Brenner said, his voice tight, his words sharp. “We are the Light, and our souls remain pure.”
“Take it from the God of the Soul,” Aluran countered. “But they do not. As much as I hate to agree with young Gryph here, he speaks the truth. The Realms you wish to build would be a hellscape of rigidity, paranoia, and control. Hope would disappear, and with it, everything that makes life worth living. You would not free the Realms. You would destroy them.”
“And you think you would do better?” Demetria said, glaring at the High God.
“No,” Gryph said. “He does not. But control is not his goal. He wants the power of the Source for one purpose, for one person.” Gryph turned to Aluran, eyes almost sympathetic. “He plans to travel back to the beginning, so he can remake the past and thereby remake himself.”
A mild glint of surprise filled the High God’s eyes before a small grin crossed his lips.
“You cannot believe he would relinquish the power once he possessed it,” Ramsay said.
“I can, and I do,” Gryph said, eying the High God and for the first time truly understanding the man who had once been his soul’s best friend.
Aluran, like Morrigan before him, did not want power for power’s sake. When they had been mere mortals, Aluran had resisted divinity’s mantle more than any of the others who became the Old Gods, including Ossyrion, the man Gryph had once been.
All Morrigan had wanted then, and all Aluran wanted now, was to live a simple life with the woman he loved. But Asheara’s death had robbed him of that.
“Once he accomplishes his goal,” Gryph said, more certain of this than anything in his life. “He will have no more use for the power.”
“Yes,” Aluran said, eyes wide and bright, a genuine smile on his face. “I want nothing more than a chance at the life I was robbed of. Once I have that, I will let the power go, let the Source be reborn as it will. You understand, my old friend. Please, fight with me, not against me. Together, we can save the Realms from eons of suffering.”
“The cost is too great,” Gryph said, hanging this head. “You would snuff millions of lives out before they ever had a chance to live.”
“Lives filled with suffering.”
“There will always be suffering.” Gryph walked up to Aluran and gripped him by both shoulders. “It is what gives meaning to our lives. Without the bad, there can be no good. You have no right to rob the people of the Realms of their love and their hate, their joy, and their suffering. You will not be saving them. You will undo them. Asheara would not want that.”
Aluran tensed but said nothing. Gryph was under no illusions that he could turn the man from his purpose, but that was not the reason he’d called the Agora. If he could convince the Elders, turn them from their plan, then maybe, he could save the Realms, save his friends.
“So, what’s the alternative then,” Brenner said, spitting the words. “Should we all give you our Godheads, let you become the Source?”
“I am no more worthy of that fate than you are,” Gryph responded. “And I most certainly do not want it.”
“Then what do you suggest?” Aiden asked. “The Source must be reborn.”
“Perhaps, but none of us are worthy of that purpose. I implore you to look inside your souls, as I have looked inside of mine.” Gryph looked from one Elder to the next and then to Aluran. “We have all lived lives of violence and death. None of us are worthy of that terrible burden, and so we will all fail. We are flawed, finite, fractured.”
“We will find unity,” Ramsay said. “When everyone is a Child of the Light. Only then will the Realms know freedom.”
“The Black Fog will not give you what you seek, Ramsay,” Aluran countered. “You have not felt it as Gryph and I have. It is slavery, not freedom, foremost for the soul that attempts to govern it.”
“We shall see,” Ramsay said, turning to the other Elders. “Enough delay. It is time we return.” He turned his gaze on Gryph. “Soon, you will know the truth of the Light. You will no longer wish to fight, and you will find the peace your soul longs for.”
“What you offer is not peace, Ramsay, and I will fight you until my last breath.”
“Then we are done here.” With a wave of his hand, Ramsay and the others began to fade from the Agora.
With a flash that moved faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow, Aluran leapt forward. A wave of cooling silver light erupted from the High God’s outstretched hand, flowing over the four Elders, freezing them in place and arresting their departure.
“What are you doing?” Gryph asked. “I thought the Agora was a place of peace, that we could do no harm?”
“This is not an attack. It is a Boon. I am easing the burdens of their soul, but I fear it will not hold them for long. Ramsay and the others are filled with too much rage and fear. The comfort granted by the Boon will not hold them for long. You must return. You must destroy the Black Fog before they get to it. Before we all lose ourselves forever.”
Gryph opened his mouth, but the bead of sweat dripping from Aluran’s brow reminded him that time was of the essence. He needed to get to the fog and destroy it, now.
Gryph closed his eyes and pulled himself from the Agora. Aluran spoke as he faded.
“I hope to see you again, old friend, one last time.”
*****
Gryph’s eyes snapped open to find he was back on the battlefield, his friends exactly where he'd left them before entering the Agora. Because the Conclave of the Gods existed in the elsewhere beyond the mortal realm, time did not bind it in the same manner. To the wider world, Gryph had not gone anywhere at all.
As its sponsor, Gryph controlled the Agora. Now that he was back in the mortal realm, time would flow forward again, even for those still constrained by the Agora’s embrace.
Hold them, Aluran. Hold them for as long as you can. 
“We need to get to the Port Circle.” Gryph ran towards the Quay and the closest magical transport device. “It is time to destroy the Iron Crown and the Black Fog.”
“I dinnae know if the Chasm is complete,” Grimliir said.
“It is, or it isn’t,” Gryph said. “Either way, we need to use it now.” He stepped into the magical circle, sent a twinge of Mana into the ring of silver, and disappeared.
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Lex grunted, tongue out in concentration as his mind moved through the diamond Icon's intricate crystal matrix. Yrriel had laughed when Lex had named the device the Skip Hopper, embracing Lex’s love for childish things.
Or maybe she was mocking me, Lex thought, slightly annoyed by the concept.
With a subtle nudge of mental pressure, the last nano-scale pathway inside the diamond locked into place, and the silver-white glow of Order Magic illuminated his grinning face.
As soon as the joy filled him, it abated, and harsh reality took hold of him. Now that the device was complete, he had no excuse not to use it. But using it would expose him to a slew of dangers, not the least Yrriel’s anger when she learned what he'd done.
At its heart, the Skip Hopper was a standard Port Stone, enabling instant transportation between any two locations. While similar in function to the one Lex had used to escape the hangman’s noose in Harlan’s Watch oh so long ago, the Skip Hopper had one significant advantage.
It was reusable.
It also had some serious issues, including a chance that it would turn the user inside out, exposing guts and other innards to the world. Yrriel, with Lex’s help, had been working non-stop on the problem for the past few days.
At least when we weren’t engaged in sweatier activities.
With this latest effort, Lex was certain he’d solved that problem, but in doing so, he’d created a few more. The fix had reduced the overall distance of each jump, tying it to the amount of mass, while also slowing the Mana
Regeneration rate, increasing the time between jumps.
Under normal circumstances, that wouldn’t be too big a deal, but for Lex’s plan to work, he’d need to make multiple jumps in a brief timespan. In theory, it would work, barring any unforeseen complications.
I’m screwed, Lex thought, realizing that unforeseen complications seemed to stalk him like a crazy ex-girlfriend. Pushing through, he took a deep breath and made his choice.
He crept to the door and turned the lock, adding a loud, not at all obvious, cough to drown out the click, hoping to prevent his warborn guards from suspecting anything. He then suited up, checked his pack for a few items, and closed his eyes.
“You got this, Lex.”
He took a deep breath, pictured his destination in his mind, and activated the Skip Hopper.
Reality bent, twisted, and inverted, and for a moment, Lex feared his careful ministrations to the Skip Hopper had been in vain. Was he about to turn inside out, leaving nothing but a splattering of Lex guts for Yrriel to find when she returned, hopefully with jello?
But then, with a whoosh of air, he was elsewhere.
Unfortunately, that elsewhere was not the destination he’d envisioned. A red wall of anti-magical force slammed into him, preventing further transition. He burst back to reality and skidded across a hard stone floor.
He bounced twice before slamming into the far wall of the hallway. His face made fast friends with the ground. He grunted in pain as his head grew warm. Then a rancid, charring odor reached his nose, and he realized his hair was on fire.
Rolling with less grace than an upturned turtle, Lex somehow righted himself and slapped his head, smothering the flames assault upon his flowing locks.
“What the…?” he grumbled, his voice sounding distant as if his ears were full of water, dulling all sound. He groaned in pain. “It should have worked.”
Looking around, he realized he was outside the walls of the Repository. His mind struggled to comprehend what had gone wrong when he remembered the color of the anti-magic field that had sent him tumbling ass over teakettle.
“Fricking bleed metal,” Lex muttered, cursing himself for not remembering the magic nullifying material layered within the thick walls of the Repository. The meteoritic element acted as a magical Faraday cage, preventing anyone from porting inside the secure treasury.
He stood, wobbled, and almost fell before regaining his balance and some of his wits. Unlike his hair, the Skip Hopper wasn't smoking, a good sign the jump hadn’t fried the device. A quick check proved it still functioned and had already begun to recharge.
Not that it will help get me past the bleed metal.
His hearing returned, with a clang of metal and the gut-wrenching howl of screams. Lex jumped as the screaming grew louder and then went silent. His guts twisted in understanding.
We are under attack.
Dipping into Stealth, he crept to the corner and peered around. A golden clad woman pulled a massive sword from the corpse of a downed warborn. She stepped back, revealing three other regal figures standing among several dozen warborn bodies.
Lex’s eyes widened, and bile rose in his throat.
The Light are inside Dar Thoriim.
Lex clapped his hand over his mouth to prevent an outburst and pulled back, leaning against the wall for support. The warborn were dead, including Kurrag, a stoic warrior Lex counted as a friend.
“Dammit,” Lex muttered in a low voice, his heart thumping. Their haughty bearing made it clear these four assholes were the Elders of the Light, gods at least equal in power to Gryph. Meaning Lex had no chance of beating them on his own.
“We must hurry,” the white-clad god said.
Only when he spoke did Lex realize he’d forgotten their names. Way to pay attention in staff meetings, dude. To solve this, he peeked around the corner and chose new names for them.
“I do not know how long I can block their telepathic communications,” the taller golden clad goddess Lex named Bling Bling Biatch said. “We must move quickly.”
“This room is laced with bleed metal. I cannot open a rift through the chthonic realm,” the tall horned god Lex dubbed Demon Dickhead said, caressing the surface of the massive door.
“And I can sense no lock or other means of entry,” Shifty Spaz Psycho said.
The chaos goddess reminded Lex of a knock-off version of Baelmaera, the Prince of Chaos, whose plans to conquer the Realms had been thwarted by Lex and his crew.
Time flies when you’re under constant threat of death, Lex thought.
“Then we cut through it,” the white armored god, aka Sir Douchealot, said and raised his hand. A beam of blinding silver light lanced from the tip of his index finger and began cutting into the thick stone of the Repository door.
One by one, the other gods joined, adding the crimson of Chthonic Magic, the gold of Empyrean Magic, and the orange magma of Chaos Magic to the assault. The beams sliced into the door with glacial slowness.
Crap, crap, crap, Lex grumbled internally. What to do, what to do, what to do?
He could not let them get access to the Repository, for within lay the Black Fog and the Iron Crown. If the Elders of the Light got their perfectly manicured hands on those weapons, the game was over. If that happened, neither Lex nor any of his friends would ever get to play another day.
Lex had fallen sway to the foul power of the Black Fog once before, and he would fight to the end to prevent it from happening again. The Realms already had far too many assholes with world-threatening powers.
Think, think, think, he muttered internally, hands clenched tight.
He considered trying to explode the Godhead from here. But even if he could trigger it through the bleed metal, such an explosion would destroy more than the Iron Crown, the Black Fog, and kill the Elders. It would also kill Lex, and who knew how many citizens of Dar Thoriim, most of whom would not respawn.
Let’s save that as a backup, Lex thought, doing a half-assed job convincing himself that it was not fear of dying that drove the decision. To prove his bravery, he leaned around the corner to find the Elders had carved a two-foot-long slice into the stone face of the door. How much longer till they get through?
The thought triggered an idea, a pretty reckless and stupid idea, to be sure, but an idea nonetheless. Lex opened his fist to find the Skip Hopper neared a full charge. He waited the last few seconds, hoping his anxious heart did not burst from his chest and fall to the floor with a wet thwack.
A moment later, the Icon blinked, its charge full. Lex closed his eyes, envisioning not only his destination but the path he wished to take. With a deep inhalation, he activated the Skip Hopper.
Once again, reality bent with stomach-churning intensity. This time, Lex forced himself to focus. His mind became a stream of invisible energy, and he rocketed through the gash in the bleed metal cage, his will just forceful enough to push through the anti-magic field.
Once through, reality tugged him back and slammed him to the floor. He held back a gasp of pain and stumbled to his feet. Darkness surrounded him, barely illuminated by the fierce beam of magical power slicing through the door above and behind him. He blinked, trying to exorcise the dancing lights obscuring his vision, and lost his balance.
His shins cracked against something rigid and unmoving as he struggled to regain his equilibrium. He wanted to yelp but feared the Elders would hear him despite the noise of their assault.
Damn these Ordonian eyes. If I were a dwarf, at least I’d have dark vision.
Finally, his vision adjusted enough to find a pair of wheeled carts used to transport heavy objects. The one that had assaulted his shins bore a large rectangular form covered by a tarp. Lex pulled the heavy, oiled cloth aside, revealing a carved chest of metal and stone.
He placed a hand on the stone surface, and a distant scream raged within the box, sending oily tendrils of hate and rage into Lex. His hand snapped back like a toddler touching a hot stove.
“Black Fog, check,” Lex muttered and pulled the tarp back down. “One WMD down, two more to go.”
A quick survey of the room revealed a pair of metal boxes. One contained the Iron Crown and the other Brynn’s Godhead. Lex loaded both onto the cart and then sat down, trying to ease calm into his frayed nerves as the Elder’s cutting death ray engaged in a sloth-like race with the Skip Hopper’s recharge rate.
While he waited, he turned his thoughts to the rest of his plan, only to realize he didn’t have one beyond, ‘get Black Fog to Chasm then blow up.’ He wasn’t sure why his internal critic spoke in a dim caveman voice, but he supposed it was better than hearing phantom Vonn. At least the dim caveman used fewer insulting words.
A loud creak of stone drew his attention back to reality, and he realized he’d once again let distraction take hold of him in dire situations.
Idiot, Lex thought as the feet thick slab of stone and metal guarding the Repository fell with a cacophonous boom into the grand hall. Dust rose as the sound echoed down the passageways.
Four sets of eyes fell on him, each revealing various levels of surprise and shock. Without thinking, Lex grinned and waved.
“Well, well, well, the Lexicon of Cerrunos,” Sir Douchealot said in a deep, almost regal voice that screamed ‘upper crust douche.’
At least my naming conventions are accurate, Lex thought, trying to fight down the panic punching him in the gut.
“You’ve made our mission that much easier,” Bling Bling Biatch said. Her voice was light, almost effervescent. To Lex, she sounded like an angel, but her gaze chilled Lex’s blood. “How considerate of you.”
So, a fallen angel who wholeheartedly embraced the role. Lex snuck a glance at the Skip Hopper and discovered he needed more time.
“Well,” Lex said, drawing his words into the slowest drawl he could. “Normally, I enjoy being helpful, but you four have the reek of crazy on you, so I think I’ll be on my way.”
“And where do you hope to go, young Lex, that we cannot find you?” Shifty Spaz Psycho said, her head twitching back and forth like a hallucinating parrot.
“You might wanna tend to that ‘body ravaged by chaos thing.’ Trust me. You do not wanna mess with that kinda crazy.”
Shifty Spaz Psycho blinked several times, her smile growing into the visage of a murderous clown. “I like him. Can I keep him once we siphon what we need from his brain?”
The very idea made Lex shiver, and his would-be new owner grinned.
“We are wasting time,” Demon Dickhead grumbled and tossed a hand towards Lex, crimson Mana flowing down his arm and around his wrist.
“Uh, uh, uh,” Lex said, channeling his best overworked teacher trying to tame a classroom of rotten kindergartners vibe, and patted the box containing the Godhead. “Try anything, and I’ll blow this thing like Aluran blew up Kharmaxum.”
“You are bluffing,” Demon Dickhead said, his jaw tightening.
“Try me, dollar store Hellboy.”
“We are not the enemy, Lex,” Sir Douchealot said, laying a calming hand on his horned compatriot. “We are trying to make the Realms a better place. The Source must be reborn. You should work with us, not against us.”
“You see, here’s the thing, I’ve watched enough movies to know you World Domination Villains always think you’re the good guys. Spoiler alert, you’re not.”
He wanted to say more, to add some brilliant monologue to his defiance that would convince the Elders of the error of their ways and save the day. But two things were wrong with this approach. First, he was him, and grandiose speeches weren’t his forte. And second, the Skip Hopper had nearly recharged, so he defaulted to his strengths. Petty insults.
“And you dress like the Legion of Doom in a bad Bollywood rip-off of the Super Friends. So, thanks, but no thanks.”
Lex threw up his free hand and flipped them off, failing to remember that hand no longer had a whole middle finger. He grumbled, switched hands, careful not to lose his grip on the Skip Hopper, and repeated the gesture.
Sir Douchealot grinned and tossed his arm forward with incredible speed, throwing bands of silver light at Lex.
Crap, Lex thought, slamming his hand back down on the cart’s handle just as the bands enveloped him. With a pathetic whimper, he squinted his eyes shut and triggered the Skip Hopper.
Reality bent, and with a wrenching tear like duct tape shearing hair from his body, Lex disappeared.
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Gryph stepped from the Port Circle with his Adventure Group and rushed to the Nexus control panel. There, Brynn pulled him into a tight embrace, her eyes filled with relief. Gryph looked down upon her as she pulled back.
“The Elders are in the city.”
Her eyes widened, but then she nodded. “That would explain why communications cut off a few minutes back. I sent patrols out to gather intel, but it seems we need to do more.”
“We need to get to the Repository.” Gryph turned to the closest warborn officer. “Send a cadre to Lex’s quarters and take him to the Barrow. From there, use the Port Gate to get him to safety. And take a Port Icon with you. It seems Simon has lost his.”
The officer nodded and gathered several squadrons before heading towards Lex’s chambers. Gryph returned his attention to Brynn and the dwarves running the control panel.
“Restrict access to the Port Circles and track all unauthorized attempts to use them. We cannot give the Elders an easy escape route. And send several squadrons to this location.” He tapped the controls, creating a blinking icon deep under the city.
“But that’s miles away. There be nothing there,” one dwarf said.
“There is,” Gryph countered. “A hidden Port Gate built by the Nimmerians long ago. It is how the Elders got in. We cannot let them use it to get out.”
The dwarf’s eyes widened, but to his credit, he did not let the emotions of the ancient betrayal prevent him from sending troops. All dwarves considered their holdfasts sacred ground. Once welcomed, allies and friends were treated like family, honorary members of the clan. But by creating a secret back door, the Nimmerians had violated that trust.
If they survived this day, Gryph suspected the tension between dwarf and human would need soothing.
But, he had no time for such things now, and with a wave, Gryph led his Adventure Group and several squadrons of warborn from the Nexus. He tried to convince Brynn to stay behind, but she would have none of it.
“I may not be a goddess any longer, but I’m more than capable of taking care of myself, especially with Sir Lucan guarding my back.” She looked around but saw no sign of her armsman. “Where is Sir Lucan?”
“He joined a patrol when the communications dropped,” a warborn officer said.
“Odd,” Brynn said, her eyes filled with equal measures of confusion and worry.
Still, she insisted on going, and despite the dangers, Gryph understood they needed every able body if they were to stop the Elders. Without further argument, they rushed to the Port Circles outside the control room.
Several minutes later, fear gripped their hearts in cold talons as they stood amidst several dozen warborn corpses and the empty Repository.
A heavy silence hung over the group, many of them kneeling at the side of the fallen warborn, placing hands upon them in silent reverie. To Gryph, it felt less an homage and more the actions of a defeated people showing respect to the fallen before one last, hopeless battle.
“We’re too late,” Brynn said. “The Elders have the Black Fog and the Iron Crown.”
“No,” Gryph countered, his voice firm, drawing all eyes to him. “If the Elders had the fog and the crown, we would no longer be individuals. We would have already lost. Something else happened here.”
“What, then?” Brynn asked, placing a hand on her brother’s forearm.
“I do not know.”
The sound of dozens of feet running towards them from the right caused the warborn and Adventure Group to turn as one, bringing weapons to bear and readying spells.
Gryph drew Mana to his spear, ready to strike if an enemy revealed themselves, but to his relief, Yrriel and her warborn caretakers rounded the corner. The beaded sweat on the elder elf maid’s brow suggested she’d run full out for several minutes.
Gryph’s initial relief that they were not under attack disappeared on realizing that Lex was not with them. Yrriel ran right to him, fear in her eyes.
“Lex is gone.”
Gryph looked from Yrriel to the empty treasury, and his skin went cold.
“Dammit, Lex, what the hell did you do?”
*****
Deep in the bowels of Dar Thoriim, Lex pushed the heavy hand truck. His panicked eyes darted back and forth at the smallest sound like a homeless man afraid hooligans would steal his overladen shopping cart. Sweat slathered him, and his muscles ached. He yelped when the rear left wheel began to jitter and quake, its squeal echoing through the caverns.
“Of course, I pick the rickety one,” Lex cursed in a low voice, kicking the offending wheel until it quieted. With a grumble and renewed effort, he pushed on, ignoring the burning pain in his legs.
His internal map showed he was midway between the Repository and the Chasm. Because of the layout of the city’s passages, there was ‘no way to get there from here.' 
The long-abandoned mine he approached was a dead end for most folks, but it would get Lex physically closer to the Chasm. Plenty close enough for the Skip Hopper to port him through the innumerable tons of solid stone and into the room that housed the Chasm.
He just needed patience while the reusable Port Stone recharged.
“Hurry the hell up,” Lex grumbled under his breath after taking what had to be the hundredth glance at the stone in the last several minutes.
He scolded himself a lazy fool, for even after the stone charged, he still needed to push the cart several hundred more feet to get in range. Otherwise, the jump would take him close to the Chasm, but not all the way. A place much more likely crawling with divine assholes than his current location.
Did you have to make your death machine so heavy? Lex thought, cursing the ancient Thalmiir Stone King who’d built the weapon. You’d think world-conquering psychos would be more conscientious.
He knew full well that whining was pointless and even undignified, but that had never stopped him from complaining in the privacy of his own head. His mood soured further when the incline increased, forcing him to push harder. Several minutes later, his muscles threatening to cramp, the whining returned.
“This place sucks.”
“You complain a lot,” a voice said behind Lex, causing him to spin and launch a volley of Order Bolts towards a patch of shadow.
The spell’s description claimed the silver-white energy never missed, but his bolts slammed into a wall, damaging nothing but the darkness.
“You have to know where your target is for Order Bolt to be unerring,” the voice said. A moment later, a shape stepped from another patch of shadow and coalesced into the form of a man.
“Sir Lucan?” Lex asked, surprise pulling his other hand from the cart, which immediately decided that being further down the incline was preferable to the status quo.
The cart slammed into Lex, knocked him to the ground, and would have run him over, had Sir Lucan not proven faster and stronger than he seemed. The knight extended a hand to Lex, but the NPC eyed him with suspicion.
“What are you doing here?”
“Saving you from being run over by an overladen cart, apparently.”
“While I appreciate that, I wouldn’t have needed saving if you hadn’t scared me.”
“And made you scream like a teenage girl at a K-pop concert.”
“It wasn’t that bad,” Lex said, a sad pout curling up the corners of his mouth. “Wait, how do you know what K-pop is? You’re from Earth.”
“Where I raised a teenage girl,” Sir Lucan added as if that explained anything.
Lex stepped forward, squinted at the knight, and activated Analyze.
 
	Analyze has Failed.





“What the? Who are you?”
“For now, all that matters is I am a friend and the sworn armsman to Lady Brynn. I have bound my life to hers. For now, my best chance of protecting her is helping you.”
“Well, that’s nice and all, but I’m not the most trusting sort. How do I know you’re not lying?”
“You cannot. But if I wished you harm, I would have stabbed you in the back from the shadows.”
Lex scowled and looked down at the knight’s longsword. “You realize daggers are way better for backstabbing than swords. Just saying.”
“I have a dagger as well,” Sir Lucan said without jest before he grabbed the handle of the cart and pushed it up the incline. “And I am well versed in its use.”
“Hey, that’s mine,” Lex complained, ignoring the knight’s casual mention of murder.
Sir Lucan said nothing but slid left, allowing the NPC the room to join the effort. Lex eyed the man, his impassive face showing less emotion than a statue. They pushed in silence for a few minutes before a worrying thought filled Lex.
“How’d you find me, anyway?”
“I put a tracker on you days ago. Right after you returned from the Realm of Chaos.”
“You what? How?” Lex said, letting go of the cart and backing away. He patted himself down, paying an excessive amount of attention to his rump, as if Sir Lucan was an alien fond of probing.
“It’s an Aether Tag, Lex. You won’t find it.”
“Well, you found me. So, you no longer need it. How about you remove it?”
“Not until this is over. You have a frustrating habit of disappearing.”
“Grumble, murgle, gurgle,” Lex grumbled, murgled, and gurgled. He cocked his head to the side. “I swear I can hear it beeping.”
“There is no beeping, Lex. Quit whining and push.”
“Why?”
“I’ll assume you mean why I placed a tracker on you and not why we’re pushing?” The knight kept the cart moving without looking Lex’s way.
“Well, duh.”
“I bugged you because you are the one person in all the Realms who can remove a Godhead, which means you are vitally important to the final battle. You’ve also shown a penchant for poor decision-making. If left unchecked, you will end up dead, or worse, captured by the enemy. I seek to prevent those outcomes.”
“How noble of you. But even if your slander is true, it still doesn’t give you the right to tag me like a puppy.”
“You want to argue about this now, or should we get this weapon of mass destruction into the range of your Port Stone?”
“How’d you know about that?” Lex’s eyes widened in alarm. 
“Deductive reasoning. First, you disappeared from your quarters and reappeared outside the Repository. Then you moved again without moving. This reminded me that Mistress Yrriel was working on the reusable Port Stone.”
“I call it the Skip Hopper.”
“Of course you do,” Lucan said, then inhaled in exasperation, perfectly imitating the disappointed dad in every teen angst movie ever filmed. It made Lex feel like crap. “You took a foolish risk with an untested Icon. Had it not worked, you could have…”
“Turned myself inside out? Yeah, I know, but it worked. And sacrifices must be made if we are to survive what’s coming.”
Lex thought back to his conversation with Rubik and the frustrating cube’s unexpected ‘gift’ of extra information. The vision had been terrifying not only for its content but for how out of character the gift had been.
To Lex’s understanding, the Lords of Order lived by a rigid set of rules and never gave beyond what was required. To break those rules and show Lex what may come to pass felt almost chaotic and suggested the future the Lords foresaw terrified them enough to break their rules.
Lucan eyed him with curiosity but said nothing as he rededicated his efforts to the cart. Soon the angle of incline decreased, and Lex’s muscles screamed their thanks as the work became more manageable.
“We should just about be in range, even with your added bulk. So, I’ll make you a deal. You tell me who you are, and I’ll let you come along for the ride.”
“As I said before, who I am is unimportant at the moment.”
“Maybe, but I disdain mysteries, so chop, chop, speak up, dude.”
“I promise that I’ll give you answers to all your questions and some to questions you don’t even know you have, after completing this mission.
Lex opened his mouth to complain, but the knight went rigid and let go of the cart. The sudden addition of the added weight forced Lex to lean into the handle to prevent it from creaking downhill. With a quick kick, Lex activated the cart’s brake and turned on the knight.
“What the hell, man?”
“Shh!” Lucan hissed and lowered his hand to the hilt of his blade, staring into the blackness behind them.
“What is it?” Lex asked, his anger draining from him as the worry surged.
“Is the Skip Hopper charged? Are we in range?”
“I think we’re good,” Lex said, looking down on the Icon. “But it may be a bumpy ride with your added weight.”
“Use it now.” Lucan drew his weapon, a fantastic sword of blue and white ice. Mist poured from the blade as the knight stepped forward and held the hilt in a two-handed grip.
“What?” Lex asked, about to complain further, when a rush of wind pushed his hair back like a model in a cheesy shampoo commercial. Lex squinted through the dust kicked up by the fierce wind to find the chthonic Elder he'd nicknamed Demon Dickhead zipping into view, doing his best imitation of the Flash.
Before Lex’s jaw could hang open in shock, the horned Elder launched a thick beam of chthonic fire at Sir Lucan. The knight slashed his sword in a downward arc, intercepting the beam with the icy blade of his sword. The lance of chthonic fire deflected into the ceiling, and Lucan dashed forward, stabbing the tip of the blade towards the Elder’s throat.
The Elder danced aside and swung his heavy Warhammer one-handed towards Lucan’s skull. Lucan ducked under the swing and sliced upwards with the edge of his blade. The razor-sharp edge gashed the underside of the man’s arm, drawing blood and a surprised gasp.
“Go, Lex. Now!” Lucan commanded and spun back as the Elder kicked forward.
“I’m not leaving you,” Lex said, defiant.
“As you said,” Lucan grunted, parrying a Chthonic Bolt but opening himself up for an easy counterattack. “Sacrifices must be made.”
The Elder thrust the head of his hammer into Lucan’s chest, forcing the knight back.
“I wasn’t talking about you, you idiot.”
Lex reached out to grab Sir Lucan, but his fingers gripped nothing but empty air as the older knight ducked under the Elder’s strike. The hammer's head filled Lex's vision, nearly slamming into his face.
“Aahhh!” Lex yelped and fell backward, cracking his head on the edge of the cart.
Sir Lucan activated some unknown Perk and slammed into the Elder with such force that he pushed them both a dozen feet further down the passageway, well out of Lex’s reach.
Lex grumbled again, gripped the cart’s edge, and got to his feet. As his eyes passed over the cart’s brake, an idea filled him. Like most of his ideas, this one melded some promise with the potential to backfire and maim or kill those it was meant to help.
But Lex saw no other option, and with an internal 'fuck it,' he committed.
He leapt onto the lip of the cart, kicked the brake into the off position, and let gravity do its thing. The cart creaked downhill towards Sir Lucan and Demon Dickhead, neither man able to get a clear shot at the other. The cart picked up speed and careened towards the battling pair.
That was when the obvious flaw in Lex’s plan reared its ugly head and screamed in his face.
Sir Lucan had his back to Lex, as was the proper position when protecting another person, but not so great for deciphering the intricacies of a plan you had no idea was in play. The overladen cart would barrel into and over Sir Lucan, who would have no time for surprise before the weight crushed him into a pate.
Unless, Lex thought, another idiotic layer to his foolish plan filling his mind. He leaned out and stretched his hand, grasping towards Sir Lucan. Not for the first time, and hopefully not for the last, Lex cursed his stumpy Ordonian limbs.
The Elder struck forward as fast as lightning, the head of his hammer glowing with power. Lucan raised his sword, but the force of the blow sent him tumbling backward and into the reach of Lex’s outstretched hand.
Lex grabbed a handful of the surprised knight’s tabard and triggered the Skip Hopper.
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The dim light of glow globes illuminated the massive dome-shaped room containing the entrance to the Chasm. Due to the Godhead's expected explosive yield, they’d constructed the two-mile deep hole in a long-abandoned part of the city. 
Crews of engineers, crafters, and earth magi had used the voracious rock wyrm to bore the 30-foot diameter shaft in five days. A record the Chunnel boring machine could never hope to match. The work crews had just finished and had escorted the sated rock wyrm to her sleeping cavern. For the first time in days, an eerie silence hung over the room.
That silence broke when a hole tore reality open and spat out two men and a heavily laden cart. The cart’s momentum, unchanged by the spatial jump, skidded across the floor and threatened to topple.
Sir Lucan, sensing the cart was about to crush them, leapt to the side, dragging Lex, whose meaty hand still clutched the knight’s tabard, with him. Both men hit the floor hard, landing in a trail of viscous goop left in the rock wyrm’s wake as it left the room. 
Both men slid for a dozen feet before slowing. Sir Lucan got to his feet with all the ease of a professional skateboarder. Lex, by contrast, skidded headlong into the winch mechanism that controlled the Chasm elevator’s descent. The cart spun and nearly tipped over before coming to a rest against a stack of unused metal beams behind them.
“Ow,” Lex moaned. Sweat covered him, his head pounded, and he desperately wanted a nap. “Maybe I'll close my eyes for just a few minutes while the Skip Hopper recharges.”
“Get up, Lex,” Sir Lucan said, surveying the room for any hidden dangers.
“You’re not my daddy.”
“You’re the Lexicon of Cerrunos. You don’t have a daddy.”
“Way to make my daddy issues more acute, dude,” Lex grumbled and got to his knees. “Thanks for that.”
Sir Lucan ignored him and walked to the edge of the Chasm, keeping one eye on the room's entrance.
Lex pushed himself up and scowled down on the layer of thick slime covering his face and hands. He wiped his hands on the front of his robes, an effort that proved useless since they too were filthy.
“What the hell is this muck?”
“Wyrm excreta,” Sir Lucan said, his voice calm, wiping his hands on a pristine bit of cloth he’d pulled from who knew where.
“Excreta?” Lex said in alarm, desperate to back away from every part of himself. “That’s just a fancy word for poop, isn’t it?”
“Indeed,” Lucan said, removing his tabard and using it to wipe more muck from his face.
“This day sucks,” Lex whined. “In fact, apart from the last week of blissful lovemaking, most of my time in the Realms has sucked wombat gonads.”
“Quit whining. We have work to do.”
“It's not whining when it's poop,” Lex whined. “Even when my whining sounds whiny.”
Sir Lucan stared at him, his expression easier to read than a large print kid’s chapter book.
“Yes, I’m done, for now,” Lex grumbled and walked towards the edge of the Chasm. “Won’t make any promises about later.”
The two men peered into the endless black, the bottom impossible to see.
“That’s one big effing hole.” He looked to his left, where the wooden elevator platform hung precariously over the drop. “What kinda assholes designed an elevator without a railing?”
“The kind who ran out of time. But it doesn’t matter. We’re not using it.”
“What? Why not?”
“It will take too long,” Sir Lucan said as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. “Do you want the Elders to show up when you’re halfway down? A lack of railings would be the least of your concerns in that situation.”
Lex’s face blanched at the thought, and he wobbled as his knees went weak.
“We’re using the Port Stone. How much longer until it finishes charging?”
Lex pulled the Icon from his pocket and grumbled. “Another minute, but there’s a bigger problem, literally.”
“What’s that?”
“This hole is way too deep to move all this mass at once. If we tried, we’d reappear halfway down and go splat.”
“Then we take the Black Fog first. Wait for a recharge and port back up. Then toss the rest down.”
“Could work, but we’ll need at least three minutes between jumps for the Skip Hopper to recharge. Do we have that kinda time?”
“Not if you keep wasting it blathering,” Sir Lucan said, pulling the tarp from atop the Black Fog chest.
“Why port at all? Let’s just throw the stupid fog and the frigging crown into the Chasm, set the timer on the explodey head bomb, and boom, mission accomplished. Lex saves the day, again.”
“That plan is worse than your diction,” Sir Lucan countered. “There is no way to guarantee the fog container would survive a fall like that intact. And the one thing worse than the Black Fog in the control of the Light would be a feral Black Fog, with nothing controlling it at all.”
“Yeah, that sounds shitty and all, but how the hell could you possibly know that would happen?”
“I am a man who traffics in information, Lex. There is not much I do not know.”
“Two things. One that is super-arrogant, and two, who in the hell are you?”
“Asked and answered.”
“Nice job ignoring the jab, but I disagree. Saying you’re a ‘friend’ with douchey air quotes around it is not an answer.”
“It’s the only answer I have for you at the moment,” Lucan said with a shrug.
“You remind me of Vonn when he’s committed to the dickhead side of his personality.”
Lucan shrugged again and nodded at the Icon. “Is it ready?”
Lex grumbled, knowing he would not get an answer. “For that distance? Not quite, unless you want to fall the last thousand feet.”
“I won’t be the one falling.”
“Wait. What? Why do I have to be the one to go?”
“Because you have more experience with the Skip Hopper, and I am the far more capable fighter. If the Elders found the Chasm while I was down there waiting for the Skip Hopper to recharge, how long do you think you’d live?”
“Okay, new plan. You stay up here while Lex heroically delves into the deep dark death hole.”
Lucan’s eyes snapped to a place behind Lex, but before the NPC could complain about being ignored, the knight pushed him down and swung his sword in a wide arc.
The hardened ice blade twanged like a rock skipping on a frozen pond as it deflected a beam of crimson fire into the ceiling.
Lex grunted and got back to his feet to find the horned asshole god at the entrance to the Chasm chamber.
“New, new plan,” the demonic Elder said. “I kill you both and take everything for myself.”
“Go, Lex, now!” Lucan activated several Perks and launched himself at the enemy god.
Lex glanced down at the Skip Hopper, still not charged enough for a safe jump, and then at Lucan. The knight had launched himself at a superior enemy, without hesitation. Rushing in, knowing it would likely cost him his life. Could Lex live with himself if he did any less?
The chthonic god headbutted Sir Lucan, knocking the man to one knee. He grabbed him by the throat and unleashed another beam of chthonic fire from his free hand, zapping it towards Lex like a Goldfinger death ray.
“I must protect Gryph,” Lex said in a low voice, for once not angry at the programmed loyalty. Instead, he used the mantra to boost his courage, placed his hand on the Black Fog chest, and activated the Skip Hopper.
Reality folded again, and Lex and the chest disappeared just as the chthonic beam scarred the spot he’d just vacated.
He reappeared a moment later in the dark, open nothingness of the Chasm. Gravity took a hold of him immediately, and Lex, and the chest, fell.
A ragged scream of terror exploded from Lex’s mouth, and he grabbed the handles on the chest like the harness of a bucking bronco. Around him, dim light rose as their motion triggered glow globes attached to the walls.
They provided enough light for Lex to see he was close to the center of the Chasm. To his left, the metal track designed to hold the elevator crawled down the walls like an endless millipede. Below him, more glow globes surged to life and what they revealed churned Lex’s guts.
The bottom of the shaft sped closer, three hundred feet down at most. Beyond that, the spherical chamber designed to contain the explosion expanded outwards in all directions. He could just make out the bottom, about five hundred feet further on, a distance that shortened with each passing moment.
“Shit, shit, shit!”
Lex's mind scrambled, desperate for a plan, any plan, that offered him the barest chance of survival. Images of action heroes jumping impossible gulfs and barely grabbing a hold of some life-saving rope or ledge filled Lex’s mind with false bravado, convincing him that he too could achieve such feats of acrobatic wonder.
So, he jumped.
And continued falling, only this time at a slight angle. He drifted closer to the wall before slamming into it shoulder first. He gasped in pain as the momentum tossed him head over heels and into the wall again.
His arm smashed against the metal elevator track, and his hand flailed out, grabbing at the metal rung with all his strength. That strength failed and achieved little more than twisting him upside down. A great position to be in if he wanted to watch his imminent death by squashing.
The back of his boot bounced off one rung, then another, and another, shaking him like a kid riding his bike on railroad tracks. Lex’s subconscious settled on an idea through the teeth-rattling vibrations and executed the plan without his approval.
He arched his foot like a ballerina, crammed his toe into a rung, and flexed.
His momentum stopped in an instant, twisting his ankle, wrenching his knee, and slamming his head into the wall. Had it not been for his thick Ordonian skull, he would have lost consciousness, gone limp, and fallen the rest of the way to splat at the bottom.
Perhaps it was the pain lancing from his foot and knee, but somehow he stayed conscious and curled his arm through the second to last rung. His wrecked foot gave way, releasing the pressure on his knee and turning his upside-down world right ways up again.
“Owwwwww!” Lex roared, his legs dangling in open air into the top of the spherical chamber.
He reached up with his other arm and locked himself into place, his breathing easing as the raw terror abated to mere dread. He closed his eyes and willed his thunderous heart to calm.
The sound of blood throbbing abated enough for another sound to reach his ears. The metal chest containing the malevolent Black Fog slammed into the bottom of the Chasm with a thunderous clang.
The echoes of the chest’s impact bounced around the inside of the globe-like room, lessening with each passing second.
Lex’s entire world quieted as he listened with every iota of his will, begging the world to remain free of the bee-like buzzing of the Black Fog.
As he waited, the muscles in his arm began to burn.
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Blood flowed from several wounds across Sir Lucan’s body. Brenner had always been a beast of a fighter, and his Godhead power-up made him even deadlier. But the knight had chosen the Lucan persona and his martial prowess, specifically for this moment.
The knight harbored no illusions he could defeat the chthonic Elder. But Lucan didn’t need to win. He just needed to slow Brenner down.
That was proving more difficult than expected, for the chthonic Elder fought with a ferocity ultimate faith provided. This surprised Lucan, who’d long believed the Elders used their faux religion to attain power.
But Brenner believes. The idea terrified Lucan, for it was always easier to defeat an enemy, even a superior enemy, if their purpose was selfish. But a zealot is another thing altogether. Such zealotry gives him power, as he will fight to his dying breath. But it also makes him vulnerable, easy to manipulate.
Here, the personality behind the Lucan persona had the advantage, for it remained unchanged regardless of which form he wore. And that personality had always been a master of psychological warfare.
“Still playing the role of the Light’s muscle, I see,” Lucan said. “Ramsay still not letting you in on the big decisions?”
“Who are you?” Brenner asked, eyes brimming with rage. But, in a remarkable show of will gifted him by millennia of life, he fought the anger down. “You can try your petty tricks, but you know nothing of me, nor my fellow gods. We are united, undiminished by petty infighting. Nothing you can say will change that. Nothing you can say will prevent me from crushing your skull. And when you are gone, none will remember your false name.”
Brenner spun his hammer towards Lucan. Ready to fulfill his promise.
Lucan sidestepped the massive blow, dancing to the side of the big man and slicing up with his frigid blade. The razor-sharp length of magically hardened ice sliced into Brenner’s elbow, and Lucan activated Infinite Sharpness.
The Sword Master Perk sent a thin shard of ice vibrating outwards from the blade’s surface. At one atom thick, virtually nothing, including the Light’s impressive nano-polymer armor, was a match for the attack.
The thin shard of ice sliced through Brenner’s armor and cut a deep gash into his arm, less than an inch above his elbow. The man gasped in shock more than pain as a fine mist of blood sprayed forth, and his arm went limp.
Lucan activated Dodge and spun away as Brenner swung his hammer in a one-handed arc. The near-miss whipped by Lucan’s face, close enough that he imagined his head flying through the air, a victim of a clumsy, barbarian powered, nine-iron swing.
Lucan rolled back to his feet and activated Counter-Attack. His sword thrust true, its point lancing at the back of Brenner’s head. The chilled blade should have sunk through the soft skin of the man’s neck, but Brenner was no longer just a man.
Lucan's sword bounced off a thick layer of demonic scales that spread upwards from Brenner’s back and into his hairline. The thick chthonic chiton deflected the lance of Pure Cold Lucan had added to the attack, dispersing the frigid energy harmlessly.
Brenner grunted as the force of the blow pushed his head forward a few inches, but the attack had done little real damage. It did enrage the chthonic god, however, who spun and activated a previously unseen power.
A jet of raw chthonic fire exploded from Brenner’s hammer like a rocket booster. Brenner added his considerable strength to the attack, accelerating the hammer’s pointed side towards Lucan.
The knight raised his left arm and triggered his bracer. A shimmering field of energy snapped out from his forearm, coalescing into a protective shield an instant before the jagged barb of Brenner’s hammer impacted.
Lucan screamed as his arm snapped. The hammer’s point had not penetrated the hastily erected defense, but the shield failed to disperse the force fully. The shock wave pulsed into Lucan, disarming him and hurtling him onto his back. He bounced and then skidded along the floor, coming to rest at the very edge of the Chasm.
Brenner leapt into the air, landing near Lucan, and thrust the pointed tip of his hammer onto Lucan’s throat. “Now, I think it is time you told me who you are.”
Lucan laughed, no easy task with a metal point pressed against one’s Adam’s apple.
“What are you laughing at?”
“Still can’t tell a fake laugh from a real one, can you? I suppose I should be sympathetic. After all, you’ve surrounded yourself with sycophants for so long, you’ve forgotten the sound of genuine humor.”
Brenner’s eyes widened, and he spun, raising his weapon too late.
*****
The moment Gryph learned Lex had escaped using a reusable Port Stone, he’d known
the NPC’s destination. His instincts told him to send everyone to the Chasm, but Yrriel’s warning that the Skip Hopper would not reach that far without several jumps meant that Lex could be anywhere.
Which means we need to be everywhere, or the Light will find him first.
He ordered his forces to split up, search for Lex and call for reinforcements if they found him. Within minutes, his people were combing the city.
What will we do? Raathiel asked.
We’re going to the Chasm. Once Lex gets there, we must act fast to destroy the Black Fog and the Iron Crown.
What makes you think he’ll reach it before the Elders find him?
Faith, Gryph sent, wishing he sounded more certain.
“Oof,” Raathiel exhaled, sounding almost human. The fate of the Realms hanging on Lex’s shoulders.
He’s done it before, Gryph sent referencing Lex’s recent adventures in the Realm of Chaos. He can do it again.
Maybe, Vonn has not regaled you with the details of that adventure, Raathiel countered.
Despite his cheerful demeanor, Vonn is a cynic at heart, Gryph sent. I choose to be an optimist.
I hope you do not end up the fool as well.
With a nod to Grimliir, who would coordinate the search for Lex from the Nexus, Gryph rushed to the nearest Port Circle with Raathiel curled around his shoulders. He stepped inside the ring of enhanced silver and triggered the device. After three additional jumps, they were as close to the Chasm as the Port Circle network could get them.
They spent the next few minutes running in silence, spear in hand, and listening. Gryph used several boosts from his minor speed enhancing items to increase his pace, creeping ever closer to the Chasm, each passing second heightening his fear the Black Fog would appear and take him.
As they got close to the Chasm, the sounds of battle reached their ears, and Gryph picked up the pace. He dipped into Stealth and rounded the corner.
He entered the Chasm chamber just as Brenner slammed his hammer into Sir Lucan’s hastily raised shield. The impact was incredible, and Lucan screamed as the blow crushed his arm and sent him flying back to the edge of the Chasm.
Raath, go now, bring the others, Gryph sent, scanning the room as he gave the order.
I am staying with you, Menaaire, Raath sent, her tone full of defiance. A moment later, she realized he was right, and with a light nip to his neck, took off back down the hallway. Don’t you go dying on me.
I am not the one who dies today, Gryph said, his mental voice brimming with confidence. Then Gryph’s eyes went to a familiar cart laden with two elementum boxes a few feet to Lucan’s right. The Iron Crown and the Godhead. But where is the Black Fog, and where is Lex?
But there was no time to solve those mysteries, as Brenner jumped the distance between Lucan and himself in a single leap, landing on light feet before laying the point of his hammer at Sir Lucan’s throat.
“Now,” the Elder said. “I think it is time you told me who you are.”
Sir Lucan did not answer, his eyes landing on Gryph, before turning back to Brenner. He laughed, a wickedly overdone chortle of a laugh. Risky, considering the Elder held a sharp point to the man’s neck.
Gryph fed Mana down his arms and readied a slew of Perks and powers.
“What are you laughing at?” Brenner asked, annoyance battling the beginnings of suspicion.
“Still can’t tell a fake laugh from a real one, can you?” Sir Lucan said. “I suppose I should be sympathetic. After all, you’ve surrounded yourself with sycophants for so long, you’ve forgotten the sound of genuine humor. Lucky for me.”
Gryph Jumped, his spear gripped tight.
As he came down, the chthonic Elder twisted, finally understanding that Sir Lucan had been distracting him. The large man swung his hammer around, quicker than Gryph would have thought possible.
But not quick enough.
With a howl, Gryph let loose all the pent-up rage and pain he’d been holding inside. Rage for his people. Rage for Aurvendiel. Rage for Sillendriel and the life they would never have together. He focused it all into a mighty thrust, relishing the sensation of the spear’s tip sinking into Brenner’s side, grinning as it sliced through the gap in the god's armor and into the pit under his upraised arm.
Gryph triggered Penetrating Strike and Volley of Spears. While the two phantom spears only did base damage, nearly 300 points of Mana bolstered his main strike. As the tip sunk deep, Gryph activated Yrriel’s Maelstrom, unleashing a nova of electrical energy.
Jagged bolts of lightning surged through Brenner’s body, charring flesh and illuminating bone. Coupled with the quadruple base bonus damage courtesy of his Journeyman in Back Stab, Gryph had unleashed enough damage to kill just about anyone.
But Brenner was not just anyone. He was an Elder of the Light, a bearer of a Prime Godhead, and though he screamed in pain, his rage-filled eyes remained clear and locked onto Gryph. Brenner’s hammer slipped from his grasp, but he was far from helpless and raised a clenched fist.
Mana flared around Brenner’s fingers like rings orbiting Saturn before surging into an Icon embedded in the back of his gauntlet.
Gryph’s eyes widened in recognition, and he tried to wrench his spear free. But Brenner held tight with his other hand, a mad rictus grin of blood-stained teeth smiling up at Gryph. The Icon flared to brightness as Brenner’s hand began vibrating, shaking faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow.
The quivering shot up the Elder’s arm, which twitched in and out of focus, as if he were moving in and out of phase with reality. As the odd energy reached Brenner’s neck and face, words burst forth with such speed that they sounded like nothing but high-speed gibberish.
Shit, a Velocity Engine.
Velocity Engines were powerful Icons that enabled the user to increase their speed exponentially for a short time. Leo, the Light’s chief crafter, had made the Icons for the Elders and had been saddened he didn't have one for Gryph as well.
The speed-enhancing power of the Icon flared into Brenner’s chest and other arm. In moments it would reach his legs, fully empowering his body. Gryph had zero interest in seeing what would happen then, but Brenner still clutched tight onto Gryph’s spear.
Gryph got set to release the spear and dual cast Soul Bolt when a blue-white flash hummed down and through the Elder’s forearm, severing his hand midway between the elbow and wrist. Brenner screamed as his limb thwapped to the floor.
Brenner’s grip on the spear lessened, and Gryph raised his other hand and unleashed Water Blast into the Elder’s chest. The firehose power of the waist thick jet of water slammed into Brenner, tearing him off Gryph’s spear and sending him toppling back and over the edge of the Chasm.
For the briefest of moments, Brenner's eyes filled with shock, then gravity took hold of him and dragged him into the dark.
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Lex listened intently, hoping, begging, even praying the eerie silence would continue. For as oppressive as that silence felt, it was infinitely preferable to the insect-like buzz that would announce the Black Fog had escaped.
That would be just my luck, Lex thought. Dangling like a dingus as feral insanity buzzed at me from this hellhole.
But the world was silent, apart from the thunder of blood pumping through his ears like a spring river flush with snowmelt. He dangled over the dark Abyss, his feet like pendulum weights swaying back and forth with each movement.
His muscles burned, and the metal rung digging into the crook of his elbow began cutting off circulation. His hand ached, his grip so fierce on the hard-edged Skip Hopper that he feared the Icon would leave a permanent mark.
That’s mighty optimistic of you, Lex, thinking you’re going to make it out of this, his asshole subconscious taunted him, sounding just a bit like Vonn.
“Shut up!” Lex yelled, his anger causing his sway to increase.
He grunted, struggling to hold on, his jerky spasms nearly dislodging him. His wrist grew slick with sweat, and he struggled to keep his grip. If he fell now before the Skip Hopper had enough charge, he’d fail to reach the top, resulting in an even longer fall before he splatted at the bottom.
Look at the bright side, faux Vonn said in his mind. It would give you plenty of time for one of your patented, obscenity-laden bitch fests.
“And I could sell my splattered corpse to a Jackson Pollock fan.” His bitter laugh caused his muscles to strain and burn further. He closed his eyes, willing himself to calm. “I will not die today,” Lex said, his tone defiant and strong.
A subtle sound flowed to his ears, drawing his eyes upward.
Perhaps it is Lucan, descending on the elevator to my rescue, Lex thought. Or better yet, Gryph.
“Hello, I’m here!” His bellow echoed up, bouncing off the thick walls of the Chasm.
A moment later, an answer reached Lex’s ears. He struggled to decipher the words, only for his sphincter to tighten on realizing they were not words but screaming.
Crap, Lex muttered, imagining poor Sir Lucan as he plummeted to his death. You should have told me who you really are, you pompous douche.
The screaming grew louder, and Lex made out a dark form bouncing off the wall as it descended. A small tickle rose at the back of Lex’s mind that grew to panic on realizing the falling body’s trajectory would take it uncomfortably close to him.
“Shit!” Lex exclaimed and kicked his feet in a foolish attempt to climb. His arms felt like rubber, and there was no way in this dark abyss or the real one, he’d be able to pull himself up.
All he could do was hold on and hope.
The heavy body slammed into him hard, and for a brief second, the chthonic Elder’s livid, terrified face stared at Lex. The impact wrenched Lex’s arm, and he almost lost his grip. But by some miracle he held on, at least until the Elder grabbed his ankle.
Lex screamed as pain surged up from his wrecked ankle. The Elder’s added weight pulled Lex from the rung and slammed the back of his hand into the wall. More pain flared to his elbow, causing his hand to open partially. He nearly dropped the Skip Hopper, but somehow managed to hold onto the Icon.
They plummeted towards the Chasm’s bottom. Lex kicked down, his boot crunching into Demon Dickhead’s face, yelling, “Get off!” at the top of his lungs.
The Elder grimaced and raised his right arm, prepping to cast a spell. But where a hand full of twining fingers should have been, there was nothing but a stump. Lex laughed, overjoyed that the asshole had lost a limb when a Mana glow formed around the stump.
This asshole can cast with no hand. Not fair.
Realizing that complaining about the unfairness of the world as he plummeted to his death was pointless, Lex unleashed a volley of Order Bolts. The unerring missiles of white light slammed into the chthonic god’s face, and he lost his grip on Lex's ankle.
“Sayonara, fucker,” Lex roared and activated the Skip Hopper just as the horned Elder hit the ground and exploded. As the Port Stone twisted reality around him, a prompt filled Lex’s perception.
 
	You have received EXPERIENCE POINTS.



	1,500,000 experience points for killing Elder Brenner, the Chthonic God




Huh, Demon Dickhead’s name is Brenner. Good to know.
Then the world pulsed, and Lex disappeared.
*****
Gryph’s breathing came in ragged gasps as relief poured over him. He rushed to the edge of the Chasm, but Brenner had already fallen too far for Gryph to see. He could, however, hear the man’s screams, a mixture of fear and rage.
A grunt from Sir Lucan drew Gryph’s gaze from the Chasm. He rushed over to the older knight, knelt, and cast Minor Healing. The older knight grunted his thanks, but most of the damage had already been repaired.
“My Calling dedicates significant resources to the healing arts,” Lucan said.
“Good to know. Where is Lex?”
“He ported the Black Fog down into the Chasm. Then had to wait for the stone to recharge. He should be back any moment. Hopefully.”
“Then let's get ready to welcome him and defend this room. The other Elders cannot be too far behind.”
Gryph helped Sir Lucan to his feet. The knight picked up Brenner’s severed hand and removed the gauntlet. “Perhaps this will come in handy.”
Before Gryph could agree, reality tore open behind him, and Lex appeared, his eyes widening in surprise as he slammed into the floor.
Gryph watched in horror as his NPC’s body burst, splattering blood and guts. A scream rose, and by the time Gryph realized he was the source, something incredibly odd had happened.
A moment after the impact, a wave of multi-hued Mana expanded from the ring on Lex’s right hand and flowed around the NPC’s splattered corpse. Wounds closed, organs drew back into place, and the bleeding stopped. Most surprising of all, Lex’s eyes snapped open.
“Ow,” the NPC said in a low, pathetic voice and then passed out.
Gryph triggered Analyze, discovering Lex lived but only had a single Health point. His eyes went to the ring, and as the glow surrounding it faded, his Identify talent triggered.
 
	You have found the Ring of Death’s Door.



	Item Class: Major.
Item Category: Passive.
This simple iron ring is not impressive on the surface, but it can be a literal lifesaver. If the user’s Health drops below zero, this ring will trigger and revive the user to a single Health point. They will be alive but at ‘Death’s Door.’ The ring will also cancel any debuffs or conditions that cause damage over time, including bleeding, poison, disease, etc. The user must attune the ring using their blood.




When he’d given Lex the ring, the NPC’s mouth had hung open “I can’t. Surely another is more worthy?”
“Probably,” Gryph had said with a wry grin. Then his expression grew serious. “But Brynn says you’re special, and I can't do this without you.”
Now, as Gryph looked down upon his suffering NPC, that sentiment had never felt more true.
“Can you?” he began, and Sir Lucan pushed him aside and laid hands upon Lex.
Golden light cascaded outwards from the knight’s hands as he spoke in the most melodic and beautiful language Gryph had ever heard. His Gift of Tongues identified it as Empyrean, the language of the Golden Havens.
At any other time, Gryph would have let the wondrous joy of the musical tongue lift his spirits, but Lex’s condition worried him terribly. His stress lessened as the color returned to Lex’s skin and faded all together when his eyes snapped open, and he bolted into a seated position.
“What the hell was that?”
“You died,” Sir Lucan said.
“Come again?” Lex asked, looking from Lucan to Gryph.
“The ring saved you,” Gryph said. “Glad you took it now?”
Lex jumped up and hugged Gryph fiercely, like a woman who’d just said yes to a proposal. Oblivious, Lex heightened the visual by twisting his hand, grinning at the dull iron band like it was the blingiest of engagement rings.
“Stop ogling the ring, Lex,” Gryph said. “We need to finish this now. Sir Lucan and I will guard the entrance while you prep the Godhead for remote detonation.”
Lex nodded and got to work, gingerly sliding open the top of the Godhead container, his tongue sticking out in concentration. Gryph walked to Sir Lucan, and they took up strategic points midway between Lex and the entrance, weapons at the ready.
“Thank you for protecting Lex,” Gryph said. “The Light surely would have taken him and the weapons had it not been for you.”
“You are welcome.” The knight dipped his head in a respectful bow. “Your Lex is an interesting … person.”
“You don’t know the half of it,” Gryph said with a chuckle and gazed at Lex as he fiddled with the matrix of pure energy. When he looked back up, he found Sir Lucan staring at him with an odd, almost regretful look. “What is it?”
“Nothing,” the knight said with a shake of his head. “It's just, you and your sister remind me of my wife.”
“I had no idea you were married,” Gryph said, shame rising in him on realizing he knew next to nothing about the man who helped keep his sister safe.
“A widower, actually. She died many years ago.”
“I am sorry. If we survive this day, I would be honored if you would tell me about her.”
“I would like that,” Sir Lucan said with a nod, his eyes a bit misty.
Gryph watched the man, finding something oddly familiar in his mannerisms, but his focus on that mystery broke when Lex spoke up.
“Uh, guys, we have a problem.”
Both men backed towards Lex, weapons and eyes on the entrance.
“What is it?” Gryph asked.
“I cannot remote detonate this thing.”
“Why not?” Sir Lucan asked.
“How the hell should I know? I’m not the High Douche. I didn’t make this damn thing, and it sure as shit didn’t come with an instruction manual.”
“So, you can’t blow it up?” Gryph asked, concern building inside him.
“Oh, no, I can definitely blow it up. I just can’t do it remotely or set a timer, mostly cuz, the fricking thing doesn’t have one. Which means, whoever detonates it…”
“Blows up with it,” Sir Lucan finished.
“Correct-a-mundo.”
Silence hung heavy.
“I’ll do it,” Lex said in a firm voice, followed by a much lower, “I must protect Gryph.”
“It cannot be you,” Gryph said. “And it cannot be Sir Lucan. You are far too valuable, and Lucan will not respawn. I am the logical choice.”
“That’s where you’re wrong, bud,” Lex said, tossing a thumb at Sir Lucan. “That dude is totally a Player.”
“What?” Gryph said, eyes going to Lucan in shock. “Is this true?” He said the words as if they were a question, but his tone suggested he already knew the answer.
“It is,” Sir Lucan said.
Gryph stared at the man, a dozen suspicions battling each other in his imagination. Who was Lucan? Why had he kept this a secret? Is he trustworthy?
Before Gryph could ask any of these questions, Lucan spoke.
“I would gladly lay down my life to see this through, but, and I cannot stress this enough, you must not let me anywhere near the Black Fog or the Iron Crown, especially if there is a chance I'll need to use them.”
“Why not?” Gryph asked, his chest growing light.
“Because, while I fight on the side of the angels. I am not one of them.”
Gryph’s eyes widened, and he was sure his heart skipped a beat. He’d heard those words before, and they told them exactly who Sir Lucan was. As the truth of the knight’s identity flared through Gryph, he cursed himself for not realizing it sooner. All the signs, all the little hints, had been there. He’d just been unwilling to see.
This was the mysterious Friend who’d left him gifts with the Merchant. The man who’d arranged for him to enter The Realms and who gave him the Prime Godhead and the Lexicon of Cerrunos. The man who’d trained Finn Caldwell, from birth, to become Gryph, God of the Aether. The man whose legacy he both despised and longed to be worthy of.
“Dad?”
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Gryph stared at the dead man. Sir Lucan stood tall and calm, somehow looking simultaneously nothing and exactly like Colonel Quinn Caldwell. An odd mixture of shock, relief, rage, and joy filled Gryph as he looked upon the man who’d been both his hero and his nemesis.
Since the day Gryph had sat at his father’s deathbed, desperate for a chance at reconciliation that never came, he’d imagined a hundred ways the last chance reunion would unfold. Most ended in argument and anger, some few with understanding, and none where Colonel Quinn Caldwell once again became his father.
Yet, when confronted by the man in the flesh, Gryph had called him Dad.
“Hello, Finn,” the Colonel said, his smile warm, his eyes thankful for the small, if unintentional, kindness his son had shown him. “I wish this reunion had occurred under different circumstances, but…”
“Wishing for something to be true when it’s not…” Gryph continued, his voice low and flush with conflicting emotion.
“Is the province of a weak mind,” the Colonel finished, pulling Gryph into a warm embrace.
“First, no fucking way,” Lex sputtered. “Second, stop that creepy shit. Finishing each other’s sentences, not the hugging. I’m all for some healthy familial love. And third; How? What? Why? Where? When?”
“There’s no time for that now,” Gryph said, earning a proud smile from his father. “We need to finish the mission. Then we can talk.”
“How can you…” Lex raised outstretched hands from Gryph to the Colonel, “just…”
Sir Lucan walked to Lex and placed a hand over his mouth. “Shhhh, breathe easy little fella, and listen to Gryph.”
Lex glared up at the older knight, his eyes flaring like a grumpy kid whose big brother told him to shut it in front of the neighborhood cool kids. But to his credit, the NPC nodded, and both men turned to Gryph.
“What’s the plan, son?”
Before answering, Gryph created an Adventure Group with the Colonel and Lex. He then activated Soul Synchrony, a Soul Magic Journeyman Tier Ability that allowed him to share any Perk, Ability, or other power with the group. Though it wasn’t as sexy as other options, he gifted the others with his +50% bonus to Health Regeneration. A benefit granted him by his Brands of the Stone Lord, the twin brands on his shoulders that marked him as ruler of Dar Thoriim.
With that finished, he looked at the Colonel.
“Take Lex to the Port Gate.” Gryph handed a Port Icon to the Colonel and sent the Port Gate system's updated map to both men. “Get him as far away from here as possible. We cannot let the Light get their hands on him. I’ll stay here and blow up the fog and the crown and hope Grimliir and the others can hold out until I respawn.”
“Wait, don’t I get a say in this plan?” Lex asked, waving his hand like a kid in school.
“When, if it’s safe, bring him back,” Gryph said to the Colonel, ignoring Lex.
“I’ll take that as a no.” Lex threw his hands in the air and grumbled.
“You have my word,” the Colonel said. “I have a place the Elders will never find.”
“Am I invisible? I have to be invisible and somehow muted, cuz otherwise, you jackhats wouldn’t be ignoring me.”
“This is the plan, Lex. Go with the Colonel.” He held out his hand until Lex dropped the Skip Hopper into it. Gryph tucked it into a pouch at his belt and grabbed his friend’s shoulders. “This is how it has to be, Lex.”
“Uh, there’s just one, no three, problems with your plan, pal. It’s a long way from here to the Port Gate, my legs aren’t built for speed, and you’re our only god. You blow yourself up, and that’ll leave us alone to go mano a mano with three gods all by our lonesome. And we've got no idea where those asshats are, so there’s a good chance we’ll wander right into one of them.”
“Or three of us,” Ramsay’s resonant bass of a voice said from the entrance. “My bet’s on that.”
Gryph spun just in time to get a chest full of Ramsay’s Order Bolts. The raw power of the spell should have dropped Gryph’s Health bar by a third, even with his many resistances. But quick instinct, a result of the Colonel’s lifelong training, allowed Gryph to activate Refraction.
The Light Armor Tier Ability deflected an enemy’s attack back against them, and since the refracted bolts were unerring, they slammed into Ramsay with a satisfactory boom. Unfortunately, Ramsay’s high level in Order Magic allowed him to ignore the refracted damage.
At the same time, bolts of Chaos Magic and Empyrean Light hurtled towards Lex and the Colonel.
Lex Blinked forward, avoiding the Chaos Bolts as he reappeared mere feet from Elder Aiden. An uppercut swing of his Spirit laden hammer sped towards the underside of the Celtic woman’s jaw. But the chaos Elder’s chaotic energy empowered more than her jittery addict shake, and she danced aside with ease. She punched forward with her mace, but Lex Blinked again and returned to his spot next to Gryph. 
The Colonel didn’t even bother moving as Demetria’s knives of golden energy slammed into him. It swirled around him before he siphoned it into his body, storing it for later use. Her eyebrow raised in surprise, and she cocked her head at him, attempting to Analyze his unexpected invulnerability.
“Don’t bother, Sophia. I spent years studying all of you, and then half a century earning countermeasures to your abilities. You will find me an even tougher opponent in the Realms than you did when I ran Control.”
“Quinn?” Demetria said, her shock so potent she could not stop herself from sending a worried glance towards her fellow Elders.
Aiden’s expression was equally shocked, but Ramsay seemed almost pleased.
“Well, bravo,” Ramsay said with a hearty belly laugh. “I do so like a surprise. Never in my wildest dreams did I think we’d ever see you again, old friend.”
“I am a man of many surprises,” the Colonel said, then tossed the gauntlet containing Brenner’s severed forearm back and forth like a quarterback handling the ball. The motion drew the Elders' eyes, and while Aiden’s bore shock and Demetria’s anger, Ramsay seemed almost amused.
“So, Brenner won’t be joining this party,” Ramsay said, chuckling on seeing his fellow god’s dismembered limb. “He’ll be so upset.”
The Colonel shrugged and tossed the limb towards Lex, who panicked like a wimpy kid avoiding a thrown baseball. “What the hell, man?” The NPC grumbled, glowering at the knight.
Gryph understood the Colonel’s intent and cast Life Shield around his group, hoping it would add to the Elder’s confusion, or at least slow a second volley.
Pick it up, Lex, the Colonel sent. And put it on.
But there’s a hand in it, Lex complained, toeing the armored glove with his boot.
Then pull the hand out, the Colonel sent, the link somehow conveying the sound of speaking through gritted teeth. And put it on.
Lex bent down and gingerly picked up the metal glove as if fearing it would bite him. He triggered his Identify skill and grinned. Oh, I get it. He tugged Brenner’s forearm from the metal glove, dropped it to the floor, and slipped on the gauntlet.
On my signal, run, Gryph sent.
Run? Signal? Where? There’s only one exit, and it's guarded by those three assholes.
I’ll make a lane, the Colonel sent. Finn, once Lex is past them,
grab the crown and the Godhead and use the Port Stone.
I can’t leave you here, Gryph sent. And we need to keep them busy, or they’ll catch up to Lex.
Hey, my legs aren’t that short.
We’ll have one shot at this, the Colonel sent, once again ignoring Lex. And don’t worry about me. I have some tricks up my sleeve, and if they kill me, I’ll respawn away from here.
What if they don’t kill you?
They'll outnumber you three to one and at least one of them will go after Lex.
There is no other way, son.
Dammit, Gryph sent, but the Colonel returned the mental equivalent of a warm smile and turned to the Elders.
“You gods all have the same flaw,” the Colonel said, returning his attention to the Elders and brandishing his sword.
“And what would that flaw be?” Demetria said, adding extra venom to the word flaw.
“You buy into your own bullshit so thoroughly that you cannot conceive of losing.”
With a blur of motion, the Colonel spun the hilt of his icy blade and slammed it into the floor. The pent-up empyrean energy the Colonel had stolen from Demetria surged through the blade and a wave of blue and white ice, flecked with gold, exploded over the Elders.
The ice enveloped their feet and moved up their legs, trapping them like a ship stuck in a glacier
Go, Lex. Now! Gryph sent.
Lex grumbled through the link but did as instructed and triggered the Velocity Engine. He blurred and zipped forward, ducked under a hasty swing from Demetria’s massive sword, and flashed out of the room.
Ramsay’s head snapped towards the exit. He scowled but then turned back to see the Colonel leaping towards him, blade slicing, ready to decapitate him.
For a moment, Gryph thought the Colonel would succeed, but then Ramsay held his fist up, and a flare of blue-white Mana pulsed outwards. The wave expanded over the Colonel, and the knight's forward momentum slowed and then stopped. The Colonel’s blade rested against Ramsay’s neck.
Gryph’s eyes widened in shock that led to fear, for he had used something similar in his battle against the Scourge of Souls. It’s like he has a portable Order Engine, Gryph realized in shock.
Order Engines were devices the Lords of Order used to alter the flow of time in a localized area. They were the secret that powered Order Lances, the first line of defense against incursions from the Realm of Chaos. To see Ramsay wielding a similar power was terrifying.
The sword drew a trickle of blood from Ramsay’s neck, causing him to grunt in irritation. With a scowl, he twisted his fist, reversing the pulse and tossing the Colonel back.
Aiden cracked her staff down upon the ice with a booming crash, shattering the block and freeing the Elders. 
“Go after Lex,” Ramsay ordered the others. “I have this.”
Both goddesses stared at Ramsay in irritation, as if resenting the order, but then nodded and activated their Velocity Engines, zipping from the room faster than Gryph’s eyes could follow. 
Shit, what if they catch him?
We don’t have time for that, son. You must destroy the Black Fog and the Iron Crown. Go. Now!
Gryph almost argued, but he knew the Colonel was right. Feeling the need to join the high-speed party, he triggered Swift as the Wind and rushed to the boxes containing the Godhead and the Iron Crown. He’d barely moved when Ramsay flashed forward and stabbed his thin sword towards him.
Bastard activated his Velocity Engine, Gryph realized.
Just as the point of Ramsay’s sword was about to sink into Gryph’s neck, the Colonel’s icy blade parried the blow. A second later, Gryph’s hands fell on the boxes, and he triggered the Skip Hopper.
A gash in reality opened and sucked Gryph away. The last thing he saw before the world shifted was the point of Ramsay’s sword lunging towards his father’s face.
A moment later, his heart full of worry for a man he’d long ago convinced himself he despised, Gryph reappeared at the bottom of the Chasm. He cast his gaze upwards, desperate for some clue to his father’s fate, but he could neither see nor hear anything from so deep underground.
I have to do something, he thought, and immediately felt the fool.
What could he do? Each of them had a job, and if any of them failed, the Elders would conquer the Realms. He bore the greatest responsibility of them all, for if he failed, if the Light got their hands upon the Black Fog and the Iron Crown, they would infect all of Korynn, perhaps all the Outer Realms, with copies of themselves.
But I can’t just let him die. I have to do something.
He turned from the shaft. A few feet away, the heavy chest containing the Black Fog lay tipped on its side. Some stone had chipped off from the impact, but the adamantine remained intact.
The Thalmiir built to last, Gryph thought. Even the crazy ones. 
Near the chest, the remnants of what had been Brenner lay splattered in a broad fan of blood and guts. He looked a lot like Lex had, except Brenner did not possess a Ring of Death’s Door and was, therefore, more dead.
The sight of the Elder’s smashed body made Gryph realize just how far the Elders would go to complete their goal. They had dedicated millennia on Earth to their crusade and truly believed they were destined to become the Source reborn.
And even if they failed to acquire the Black Fog and the Iron Crown and let the people of the Realms live as individuals, their zealotry, their rigidity, would birth a Source, a God, whose despotism would know no bounds. 
If Gryph let the Light win, they would build a world that would not welcome him or Lex. Certainly, Vonn and Errat would be undesirables. Tifala, Flint, and Simon would be hunted down without mercy. None of his gang of oddballs, outcasts, and undead teens would be allowed to live in a Realms made by the Light.
I have to stop them, no matter the cost.
His gaze went down to the pair of metal lockboxes, and he pressed his hand onto one of them. The metal recognized his authority and flowed aside as if melting, revealing a glowing artifact of terrible power. Gryph reached in and pulled the device from its crèche.
The Iron Crown felt cool to the touch, and with a deep breath, he raised the iron band to his brow and slipped it on.
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The caverns of Dar Thoriim zipped by so fast that Lex wondered how his reflexes were keeping up with the frenetic pace. At no time did he slam into a wall or trip over a stray rock. Nor did he miss a single turn in his manic journey towards the hidden Port Gate deep below Dar Thoriim.
Did the magic of the Velocity Engine accelerate his brain as well as his body?
Maybe I’ll keep this thing, Lex thought. Assuming I survive.
Time blurred. Likely another side effect of the magical hyper-speed. So, it shocked him when he lurched to a halt a few hundred feet from the Port Gate and fell onto his face as the enhanced reflexes disappeared along with the speed.
His body grew hot, and an unnatural amount of sweat poured from him, like an out of shape man who’d foolishly agreed to run a marathon in Florida in July. A moment later, he lurched to the side and threw up.
“Icck,” Lex grunted and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. Rivulets of sweat dripped down his face, back and chest, turning his priestly Robes of Cerrunos into a sodden mess that would have been at home at the bottom of a high school football team’s week-old laundry basket.
Parched and dizzy, he fumbled the top of his water flask open and swigged heartily, chugging like a man rescued from an ill-advised walkabout in the Sahara.
Then the stench, his stench, assaulted his nose. Lex hurked, barely preventing a second round of regurgitation. He spat, disgusted, then pulled the sopping robes over his head, relishing the coolness of the underground cavern.
“Not excelling at that heroic vibe, Lex,” he grunted to himself, and despite his fatigue, he ran again. He did his best to ignore the pain and depression brought on by his burning muscles, a stitched side, and the snail-like pace.
Nothing like magic to make one feel inadequate as a man, Lex grumbled to himself, his deep breaths drawing yet more stench to his nostrils.
He considered dousing the robes with Brixmagarrion’s Ever Fix Powder, a wondrous cleaning agent he’d acquired in the Realms of Chaos but suspected his Dexterity was not up to on-the-go laundering.
So, Lex did the only thing he could. He ran hard, ignoring stench and pain alike. Soon, thanks to his high Constitution, the wobble in his legs and the burning pain in his overworked lungs diminished. To further the recovery, he downed a Stamina Potion like a bro slamming a shot, burping as the renewed energy enabled him to pump his legs faster.
Unfortunately, this increased vitality also powered up his senses, including his sense of smell. This heightened his robes’ odor to chemical weapons' status. With no other option, he bundled the robes into a moist ball and tossed them into his bag.
Free of the rancid stench, Lex doubled down on his efforts and followed Gryph’s map until he reached a secret doorway that opened into a long thin gallery. At the far end, the stone archway of a Port Gate loomed in the dim light cast off by the luminescent lichen, an ever-present feature in these older parts of Dar Thoriim.
Joyous to see his means of escape so close, Lex sprinted the last hundred feet to the gate and seeded the Port Icon into its control panel. Light flared upwards from the Icon, moving through channels carved into the stone like water through canals.
Just before the Port Gate finished its power-up sequence, a blast of wind rolled over Lex from behind. His shoulders tensed, and he typed in the first address he could think of, for he knew the breeze meant that time had run out. It took all his willpower not to panic while he completed the Port Gate’s dial up sequence.
A low hum rose inside the archway, and Lex turned, giving the two goddesses his best wide-toothed smile.
“Hey, ladies.” Lex spread his arms wide in faux welcome. “I’m glad you could join the party.”
“It seems you’ve misunderstood our interest in you, Lex,” the shorter Elder said, giving Lex a semi-salacious up and down. “While we appreciate the offer, you need not have disrobed for us. We want you for your mind, not your body.”
“I get that a lot,” Lex said, then scowled at the unintended self-insult.
“Though, Aiden here is fond of short, brawny men,” the taller Elder said. “It reminds her of her homeland and her youth, where she went rough and tumble with a host of hirsute country boys. So, maybe once you’ve given us what we want, she’ll be willing to give you a go.”
“Hirsute?” Lex muttered, putting as much disgust into his tone as he could. “Your vocabulary is as pretentious as your bullshit crusade.”
Both women scowled, clearly not used to anyone besmirching their holy mission.
“You’ve convinced us,” the taller goddess said. “Once we get what we want from you, we’ll continue the torture until you don’t even remember a time without pain.”
“Wow, diving headlong into crazy cult territory. I say, I gotta respect the dedication, but I’m not a big fan of either of those options.” Lex turned to the shorter Elder. “Not that you’re not hot, I guess, but I’ve seen far too many movies to fall for that psycho vibe oozing from you. So, I think I’ll give a hard pass on your horizontal-bump-pals offer.”
The shorter Elder’s eyes simultaneously sparked and squinted, as if Lex’s confusing buffoonery pleased her.
I’ll take my wins where I can, Lex thought, and with a backward slap of his hand, hit the activation rune on the Port Gate. A droning hum rose, and a glowing singularity appeared in the archway’s center. Lex turned as the point expanded, revealing somewhere else. A dark, dingy place oozing cold malevolence.
Lex crouched, set to leap through the open gate when a whip snap sound tore at the air, and a tendril of chthonic energy wrapped around his ankle. He reached out, curling his left arm around the outside of the archway. He thrust his right hand through the gate, failing to find and grab its fellow.
“What the?” Lex sputtered, his mind struggling to come to terms with the insanity of his situation. Then he realized his hands would not, could not meet, for they were, in effect, miles from each other.
“A little help here!” Lex yelled towards the Port Gate as the tendril snaking up his leg went tight and pulled. Lex grunted in pain as he struggled to hold on.
A moment later, a revenant made of shifting black smoke mottled through with striations of eldritch green energy floated through the gateway. As the creature stepped through, a bleached white foot of bone coalesced from nothing, stepped over Lex, and landed on the stone floor.
A skeletal hand gripped the inside of the arch and pulled the rest of the spectral body through the gateway, its voluminous robes coalescing into solidity. Blazing eyes of emerald fire looked down on Lex, and without moving, the skull somehow grinned.
The Barrow King had come.
The lich lashed down with his staff, slicing through the strand of chthonic energy, freeing Lex. The spectral revenant turned his fiery green gaze down and extended a skeletal hand.
“Sup, dude? It looks like you could use an assist.”
*****
Gryph closed his eyes and pushed his consciousness into the Iron Crown. In an instant, his perception expanded beyond the scope of mortal senses. The sensation defied description. Something akin to, yet beyond, touching through smell, seeing through sound, and tasting by sight.
This manifested as a field of massive potential that flowed over all that is, was, and would ever be. He understood, deep in his soul, that he was seeing the Aether. While the entire world flared with light and sensation, the chest bearing the Black Fog pulsed like an imminent nova, flush with nefarious potential.
Gritting his teeth, Gryph pushed his consciousness inside the chest, easing towards the malevolent presence of the arboleth egg, the unborn Prime whose sentience powered the Black Fog. Sensing Gryph, it screamed and raged, slamming its horrific will against the edges of his mind.
You serve me, Gryph thought, his will harder than iron, harder than the adamantine that had held the foul creature.
The Prime mind quieted and ceded all control of the Black Fog to Gryph, a bittersweet victory that left an oily sheen over Gryph’s entire being.
He eased his will into the complex mechanism securing the chest and triggered the lock. The top of the cube flowed open, the adamantine metal parting as if melting. From within, a low hum grew to the cacophonous buzzing of rage.
He opened his eyes as the cloud of gnat sized constructs screamed from the chest. They twined up and then down, seeking any sign of sentient life with all the hunger of a ravenous beast. It slammed into the split bag of meat that had been Brenner, but finding only death, it surged out and upwards.
Let me be strong enough, Gryph thought, sending a private plea to the universe. Let me be fast enough.
Gryph closed his eyes again, filling the immensity of the fog with his will, and sped upwards. As it raced up the shaft of the Chasm, the sounds of battle, felt more than heard, came to Gryph.
The Colonel lives, he realized. Hold on. I am coming.
As the fog flew upwards, the sounds of battle grew fiercer. Gryph’s heart thundered in his chest, and he pushed more speed into the fog. A minute later, it burst from the Chasm and circled above the two combatants.
The Colonel, blood pouring from multiple wounds, parried Ramsay’s attack, easing the point of the Elder’s blade just enough to the side to avoid being skewered. The motion shifted the knight off balance, and he fell backward, falling to the ground with a grunt.
Ramsay danced forward, set to impale the Colonel with a last thrust. But as fast as the God of Order was, the Black Fog was quicker. Ramsay’s arm thrust forward just as the parasitic fog slammed into his face, filling his nose, mouth, eyes, and ears.
Ramsay stiffened and tried to scream but managed nothing but a terrified grunt as the fog lifted him off his feet. The blade slipped from limp fingers and clattered to the stone floor. All Gryph’s senses attuned to the Elder’s mind as he struggled against the domination, but Ramsay’s will, even hardened by millennia of life, was no match for the power of the fog.
The battle was over in moments, and Ramsay descended into a dark slumber as he became Gryph.
Silence hung for the briefest of moments, before the man who had been Ramsay hacked and coughed and spasmed. His head arched backward, and his mouth opened. His throat rumbled, and the Black Fog burst forth. It spun around over the Elder’s head like the halo of a dark angel.
The Colonel stared wide-eyed at his longtime enemy, relief and horror battling within him as the Elder of Order became Gryph.
Gryph Ramsay looked down on his father and then extended a hand. For a moment, the Colonel did nothing but stare at the face of his enemy as the mite-like particles of the Black Fog crawled beneath his skin, twisting the man’s features into an unnatural grin.
“I am Finn,” a voice said, a voice that was more than Ramsay’s, more than Gryph’s, yet somehow also neither.
The Colonel extended a tentative hand and let his son’s avatar pull him to his feet.
“You used the Black Fog.”
“It was the only way.”
“Be vigilant, son.” The Colonel eyed the Black Fog circling above his son’s avatar with unease. “I can feel its hunger. It seeks to take even you.”
“I will not let it,” Gryph Ramsay said.
“I know you won’t, son,” Quinn Caldwell said, squeezing the shoulders of the man his son controlled. “Now go. Save Lex.”
Without another word, Gryph Ramsay spun, activated his Velocity Engine, and sped from the room, his body trailing a smoke-like trail of Black Fog.
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The chill of undeath flowed over Lex as Simon stepped fully through the portal. Lex had never been able to rectify the conflicting feelings of dread and irritation he felt around the undead teen. On the one hand, Simon was the most fearsome lich on the face of Korynn and on the other he channeled the near infinite power for irritation harbored by every teenager. Though if Lex was being honest, most of the teens he ‘knew’ were from movies.
Simon grinned down on him, simultaneously raising his staff and erecting an eldritch shield. Several bolts of ragged chthonic fire and shimmering empyrean energy slammed into the field, before dissipating.
“We should hurry,” the undead teen said. “These chicks are no joke.”
“Ya think! Help me up. We need to get through the Port Gate, now.”
“You got it dude,” Simon said, his skull somehow grinning without grinning and extended a hand of bleached bone to Lex. “Hey, why are you naked?”
“I’m not… not important now, kid..”
With a shrug, Simon pulled Lex to his feet. Lex glanced through the eldritch shield at the two Elders, flipped them off with the correct hand and then jumped backwards through the archway.
Well, not quite through, as he bounced off something solid yet kinda squishy and fell forward onto his face.
“What the hell?” Lex grunted, spinning to find a dread knight emerging from the Port Gate. It stepped on top of Lex, pushing him into the floor with a bored “Ngggghhhh.” Before shambling towards the two Elders, a two-handed sword raised high.
No sooner had the first dread knight made it through, then three more tried to move  through simultaneously, smacking into each other to create a bottleneck of desiccated flesh. It was so buffoonish even the Three Stooges would have tossed the footage into the bin for lack of realism.
“Simon, what the hell?” Lex roared, trying to push his way through the mass of undead bodies.
“You called for help. They’re coming to help.”
“This is not helping! Order these dead dipshits to back up.”
“Right, right, sorry.” Simon waved a bony hand at the dread knights ordering them to retreat. “Those guys are idiots.”
“Then why did you make so many of them?”
“I don’t know,” Simon countered with a shrug. “They’re better than bläärts.”
“For Steve!” chorused a slew of bläärts from somewhere behind the mass of dread knights.
They sounded indignant, as if angered by Simon’s dismissal. The pitter patter of dozens of small feet rushed closer and though the undead warriors had reversed course, they could not make it through the mass of bläärts trying to get through, ready to die in droves in honor of their great hero.
Lex pushed, punched and kicked the dread knights in desperate fear, but he had no more success than a bratty kid trying to go down an escalator the wrong way.
“Simon!” Lex roared.
“I’m trying dude, but I’ve got other problems.” Simon’s shields blinked and went out, forcing the lich to deflect a Chthonic Bolt with a swing of his staff.
The front rank of dread knights fell forward, toppling Lex to the floor as more dread knights and several dozen bläärts emerged from the Port Gate, exploding forth like champagne from an over-shaken bottle.
Dozens of tiny blue feet stomped on Lex’s face, chest, gut and groin, each doing limited damage to his Health, but trodding hard upon his belief that he could escape.
From beneath the swarm of stumpy legs, Lex could just make out the sounds of battle, a rare positive moment amidst a slew of stupidity. He rolled onto his side and crawled towards the Port Gate only to realize he’d somehow lost his bearing when he smacked headfirst into the wall of the gallery.
“Bugger,” Lex grunted, rubbing his head as he got to his feet, frantically searching for his Maul of Holy Might. But the magical hammer was nowhere to be seen, severely limiting his ability to smash-smash, meaning he’d have to find other ways to kill-kill.
He looked around, finding Simon ably attacking the massive sword wielding empyrean goddess. The dread knights shambled to support their undead lord, while dozens of bläärts darted around, between and under the slow moving undead
Lex smiled and took aim on the chaos goddess. Things were starting to look up and with a grin, Lex unleashed a volley of Order Bolts.
The unerring knives of silver-white light flashed from his palms and slammed into Aiden, a name Lex felt did not suit her as well as Shift Spaz Psycho. He hoped her antipathy to Order Magic would heighten the damage, but apart from a mild grunt of pain, the bolts did little to no damage. She’d either heavily invested in Perks that resisted the sphere or her equipment was just that good.
A swarm of bläärts raged towards her, swinging clubs in erratic windmill arcs as likely to hit each other as they were an enemy. Aiden looked down on them, confusion mixed with curiosity. Just as they were about to engage, she raised her staff above her head and smacked its butt onto the stone floor.
With a crack, a wave of energy flowed outwards enveloping the bläärts, followed by the other goddess, then Simon and finally the dread knights. Lex grimaced as it passed over him but felt nothing. For the briefest of moments, he wondered if the spell had failed.
Then, as if possessed of a singular will, the bläärts stopped, their arms limp at their sides. For a moment, they swayed like drunks trying to pass a field sobriety test. After a moment, they turned, half running towards Simon, the other half towards Lex.
“Oh crap,” Simon said. “Probably shouldn’t have sent chaos creatures to attack the chaos goddess.”
“Ya think?” Lex yelled above the din as the wave of bläärts reached Simon, grabbing and tugging at his robes, legs, and arms. 
“Hey,” he sputtered.
The bläärts weighed Simon’s arm down just enough that his parry of the empyrean Elder’s massive sword swung too low. The blade flashed over Simon’s staff and sliced through his thin neck, the momentum causing the undead teen’s skull to sail through the air. It bounced once, then twice before coming to rest at Lex’s feet.
“Well, that blows,” Simon said. The eldritch flames staring up at Lex faded and then went dark.
“Simon!” Lex yelled, but before he had time to feel anger or sadness, a pulse of eldritch energy burst from the skull and zipped back through the open Port Gate. Relief filled Lex. Simon would survive. Then he realized that he was now alone.
Lex had just enough time to be angry at the teen for abandoning him, only to realize such thoughts were unfair. Simon had tried to help him, and it had cost him, even if only temporarily.
To make matters worse, the dread knights slowed. Without the Barrow King to direct them, to continue to feed them the necrotic energy necessary to sustain them, they collapsed like sacks of moldy old potatoes, oozing black ichor from their orifices like rancid blood.
A moment later, things got even worse when the bläärts rushed him like a toddler dress-up version of the running of the bulls.
Lex turned and ran, desperate to reach the event horizon of the Port Gate before the tiny blue bastards swarmed him. He laughed aloud on realizing his oft-cursed stumpy legs were much longer than those of the tiny blue gremlins. He would make it.
A motion on the other side of the archway drew his eyes. Was the Barrow sending aid? His momentary joy dipped when, instead of an army of dread knights, Lex spotted a single bläärt staring at him, its lip curled up in a poor imitation of an Instagram model’s pout.
“Don’t leave, Lex. The fun’s just about to get started,” the bläärt said in a decidedly un-bläärtish tone, then smacked the control panel on its side of the Port Gate.
“No!” Lex roared, and the last thing he saw before the gate shimmered and closed was the little blue asshole waving its middle finger at him in salute.
A gaggle of cackles rose behind him, and Lex spun to see the rest of the possessed bläärts advancing on him. Lex turned and raised his hands, unleashing Flames. Roiling jets of fire burst from his hands and poured over the front line of bläärts.
For the briefest of moments, as the fire rolled over the bläärts, joy filled Lex’s heart. They were so small, and so tightly packed that Flames easily embraced them all. By all rights they should all be charred to tiny little bläärt-briquettes in moments.
But, since Lex’s day had clearly not reached its shittyness quota, the blazing inferno did nothing but char their loincloths and their sad little clubs.
Lex’s eyes widened and a quick glance with Analyze confirmed his fears.
 
	Bläärt.



	Level: 4
Health: 35
Stamina: 42
Mana: 0
Spirit: 0
Bläärts are foul little buggers native to the Realm of Chaos where they are the lowest of the low. Known for their stupidity, curmudgeonly nature and laziness, bläärts are rarely the first choice for any chaotic overlord. But they are cheap to breed and their Immunity to fire makes them the least bad option to delve deep into the oppressive heat and poisonous gas of the Blazing Mine of Jergyxvalla. 
Strengths: Odor.
Immunities: Fire.
Weakness: Abnormally low Intelligence.




“Well, bugger me,” Lex grumbled, cutting of Flames before Fire Magic psychosis turned him as dumb as the bläärts. He raised his hands, backing away slowly. “Hey, fellas, here’s the thing. I was kinda like Steve’s honorary, reluctant step-father, so it would be grand if you could, ya know, let me go.”
Lex smiled down on the gaggle of foul blue gremlins. They grinned back, revealing a slew of smiles that could fund a dentist’s beach house. For a brief moment, Lex thought he’d gotten through to the ugly little buggers, but then several dozen tiny, filth-ridden hands grabbed him, pawing him like drunk leches at a bar.
“For Steve!” they yelled and hefted Lex off his feet.
They carried him towards the two Elders like a rock god crowd surfing at Lollapalooza. Lex howled in rage and fear and sent volleys of Order Bolts screaming towards the bläärts. The energetic missiles slammed into the wretched blue creatures, the double damage bonus done to creatures from the Realm of Chaos causing them to explode like burst blueberries, casting goopy viscera in a wide arc.
But there were too many of them. For each bläärt Lex exploded, another took its place.
Soon, they reached the Elders, and threw Lex to the ground with a mighty heave and chortling yelps. Though he only lost a single point of Health, his pride took a body blow as did his chances of escape.
But he would not give up. He was the Lexicon of Cerrunos, the sworn NPC of Gryph, the God of the Aether, and he would not go quietly into oblivion. At least not without a fight, and some witty repartee.
He scrambled to his feet, and raised his arms, but before he could run, attack, or rattle off some jocular euphemism questioning the Elders parentage, tight bands of chthonic energy surrounded him, cinching him tighter than a strait jacket.
“Hey,” Lex complained, grumpy that he could think of nothing better to say as the bands lifted him off the ground.
“I think we’ve had enough of you for the time being,” Aiden said, twisting her wrist and closing her hand.
The bands slithered up Lex’s torso, around his neck and enveloped the lower half of his face. He ranted and raved beneath the gag, mildly impressed with the variety and creativity of his insults, but irritated that they came out as nothing more than a pathetic mumble.
The empyrean Elder walked towards the Port Gate, the sea of bläärts parting before her with all the grace and organization of a well-choreographed marching band. Lex ignored his gripe at Simon for failing to do the same as true fear took him.
I’m not getting out of this.
The empyrean goddess tapped at the Port Gate's runic control panel, and a hum rose within the ancient stone archway. “As soon it opens, take the NPC through. I’ll guard your back.”
“What of Ramsay?” Aiden asked.
“Ramsay will make it, or he won’t. Even without the Black Fog and the Iron Crown, our mission can succeed. It cannot without the Lexicon.”
To punctuate her point, the Port Gate flared open, revealing another stereotypical dark cavern that gave Lex no hint to its location.
Aiden moved towards the archway, pulling Lex along like a kid dragging an uncooperative balloon. The motion caused Lex to drift and spin, so he faced the gallery entrance when another rush of wind flowed over him, announcing a new arrival. The figure burst into the room, vibrating with such rapidity that Lex could not make out any features.
For a moment, Lex hoped this was Gryph come to save the day at the last moment like a movie action hero. But then the power of the Velocity Engine faded, revealing the Elder of Order. 
Shit, Lex thought. What had happened to Gryph and the Colonel?
“Ramsay,” the empyrean goddess said, shocked. “You made it.”
Ramsay’s gaze snapped to the golden Elder, his eyes swimming with liquid black. Understanding hit Lex just as his slow bobbing twisted him about, pulling the God of Order from his line of sight, but before the thought could process through his mind, the chaos Elder spoke. 
“That’s not Ramsay!” Aiden barked.
Gryph. What have you done?
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It had been several minutes since Gryph had forced Ramsay to rush from the Chasm chamber. Sweat slathered the God of Order’s body as Gryph pushed him to the edge of physical exhaustion. The Velocity Engine was quite the device, increasing the user’s cognition as well as their speed. It made sense, was necessary, in fact. Otherwise, the user, unable to process the incredible momentum, would slam into a wall.
A part of Gryph considered purposely slamming Ramsay into a wall, turning him into a bloody Rorschach splat. But succumbing to such desires would prevent Gryph from aiding Lex, likely leading to his ever-loyal NPC’s capture.
He pushed down the worry, the fear, and the rage, for the vile Prime mind empowering the Black Fog hungered for such negative emotions. The beast was desperate to consume his individuality, to make Gryph, to make all the Realms, nothing but Prime. If Gryph let negative emotions dominate him, he would feed the Prime's malice and lose himself to its darkness.
A weaker mind might very well succumb to the power, even with the control granted by the Iron Crown. Gryph had spent a lifetime learning to control his emotions, but even he’d never conceived of something like this.
So, he pushed himself, or more accurately, he pushed Ramsay, beyond even the norms allowed by the speed increasing Icon. If the frenetic pace did permanent damage to Ramsay, then so much the better. Gryph suspected any ill effects induced by the exertion would repair itself at Ramsay’s next respawn, but he would relish the minor pleasures when able.
You kinda sound like a psycho, Lex’s phantom voice said in his head. I approve.
Gryph chuckled, letting the small boost to his mood push him harder.
Please, let me be in time, Gryph begged.
A few minutes later, he zipped into the gallery containing the Port Gate, just as the power of the Velocity Engine faded. With a jolt, he reverted to normal speed. Compared with the frantic rush, the world now crawled.
Using the last moments of his cognitive boost, he assessed the situation.
He spotted Lex hovering above the ground, wrapped in tight bands of chthonic energy. A leash-like tendril bound him to Aiden’s outstretched hand, giving the overall impression of a psychotic clown dragging her victim like a bobbing balloon.
Demetria stood near the open Port Gate, the darkness beyond revealing no hints of a location. A skeletal body wrapped in decaying robes of smoke lay on the floor, missing its head. Pools of black muck, the remnants of a half dozen dread knights, expanded around the lich’s ethereal remains.
Simon, Gryph realized. He tried to help.
“Ramsay, you made it.” Demetria’s voice pulled Gryph’s attention towards the two Elders. A small smile pushed across her face, but then her eyes widened as Gryph’s gaze fell upon her.
“That’s not Ramsay!” Aiden barked and twisted around, hurling her arm out and to the side like a knuckleball pitcher.
The leash binding Lex grew taut and then flung him towards the Port Gate. Lex spun forward, the chthonic strands unfurling like a Yo-Yo string.
Gryph reached for his length of Empyrean Spider Silk, ready to cast Animate Rope, but his hands found nothing. He cursed himself for forgetting he was not in his body. That delay, coupled with his complete lack of knowledge regarding Ramsay’s actual abilities, slowed Gryph just enough that Lex spun through the open Port Gate before Gryph could act.
“No!” Gryph roared, tearing Ramsay’s throat raw.
Demetria jumped through the archway and turned, her massive sword clenched in a tight, nervous hand. She extended her free hand to Aiden, eyes begging her to run.
The smaller Elder hunched her shoulders, preparing to sprint. While Gryph had limited understanding of Ramsay’s capabilities, he knew what the Black Fog could do, and he’d make damn sure Aiden understood as well.
Ramsay’s mouth opened, and with a violent hurl, a jet of microscopic black mites surged forth and slammed into Aiden’s back. The Black Fog knocked her off her feet, and she slid across the stone floor of the gallery, inching ever closer to the open Port Gate.
Golden Mana twined around Demetria’s hand as the Black Fog surged upwards like a swarm of starlings in perfect formation and then slammed down onto Aiden, enveloping her head in a choking cloud.
Gryph's consciousness expanded into the smaller Elder, and he ordered her to rush the Port Gate.
Aiden ran, her gait loping and clumsy as Gryph learned to control her. Demetria launched a searing bolt of light at her possessed sister, and though it knocked Aiden’s arm back, it did not slow her progress.
On Gryph's command, the chaos elder thrust forward with her staff, its tip aglow with magma hued light. The staff penetrated the archway on its way towards Demetria’s chest. Faster than the eye could follow, the empyrean Elder knocked the staff aside with her massive blade.
Gryph ordered a counterattack, but Aiden fought against him. Her swing was clumsy, missing Demetria. The golden blade flashed again, this time slicing up and through Aiden’s neck. Her body collapsed in front of the archway as a hard-eyed Demetria raised a hand to the Port Gate’s control panel.
“This is not over, betrayer,” Demetria said, her teeth bared in a snarl.
“No!” Gryph roared again.
Ramsay’s eyes moved to find Lex staring at him, wide eyes full of fear. Demetria smacked the panel, and in a blink of an eye, the gateway closed, leaving Gryph alone inside Ramsay.
The singularity blinked out, stealing Gryph’s hope. He had failed. The Light had Lex, and with him, the power to remove Prime Godheads. They were now one step closer to achieving their goal. One step closer to ending the Realms. Because of him.
And they will torture Lex to get what they want.
At the bottom of the Chasm, and inside Ramsay, Gryph collapsed to his knees. The power of his rage, his guilt, and his fear burst from him in a heart-wrenching howl.
*****
Inside Gryph, and all along the wispy trail between the Chasm and Ramsay, the Black Fog rejoiced. It thrived on rage, fed on fear, and grew potent on guilt. Empowered so, the Black Fog pushed its malevolence deeper into Gryph, seeping past the protections of the Iron Crown, eating away at the will of the mortal who’d dared try to tame it.
This man, this god, would learn the true nature of power. Like his ancestor before him, Gryph would succumb to the might of the Prime.
As the Black Fog leached into the God of the Aether, it used the power of the ancient Prime
Godhead to connect its consciousness, so long separated from its kind, to the multitudes slumbering in the dark places hidden beyond the edge of the Outer Realms.
It is time.
*****
Quinn Caldwell felt more than heard the twin howls of rage coming from his son. Above him, the wisp of Black Fog twisted through the air, oozing vileness with each movement. He grunted, pushing himself to his feet, tearing open some of his wounds.
He pushed the pain aside. It no longer mattered. He no longer mattered. He needed to help his son, or they would lose all.
Once on his feet, Quinn reached up, hesitating briefly before dipping his fingers into the stream of dark rage and hatred.
Take me. I offer myself to you.
With a howl of glee, the fog turned upon him, enveloping his hand and surging around his arm as it descended. The Prime savored a mortal mind given freely. It tasted far sweeter than one corrupted by resistance.
Yes, come, Quinn grunted as the Black Fog flowed down his arm and over his head. Quinn suffered a moment’s panic as the fog enveloped him and rushed into his mouth, nose, ears, and eyes. But he pushed his fear back and centered his focus.
He found his son's mind and embraced him, pulling a memory, his favorite memory, from the depths of his mind. His family, Finn, Brynn, and his perfect wife sat on a blanket, watching the sunset over Bow Lake.
Though the memory was far in the past, it remained as potent, as powerful as it had that day. Quinn pushed this perfect moment towards Gryph.
Fight it, son. Use my strength. Use all our strength.
*****
Deep in the Chasm, a memory from a lifetime ago filled Gryph’s mind. A memory of Brynn, his mother, and his father. They laughed amidst the sounds of the lake and wind. The joy of that day filled him, helping him remember who he was, even as the Black Fog tried to bury him in darkness.
As this battle raged, other memories spun up from the depths of his mind, each a dim glow that sparkled like stars in the night sky. Individually, none had any hope of lighting his way to freedom, but collectively they provided a path.
Visions of Lex and his foolish loyalty. Of Tifala and her endless will. Of Wick, whose soul still floated somewhere, lost but never forgotten. Of Ovrym, whose dedication to duty, to the wellbeing of others, would sustain him to his last breath. Of Vonn, who still had faith in a Source he knew to be dead. Of Errat, the artificial man whose joy for life surpassed them all.
He thought of Grimliir, Barrendiel, Gartheniel, and all those who’d sat on his council and given him their wisdom. He thought of Eris and Simon and even Xeg. He thought of Sillendriel, the misunderstood woman who understood Gryph as no one else ever had.
Finally, he thought of Raathiel, the heavenly creature too pure for this world, too pure for him.
I am here, Menaaire.
For the briefest of moments, Gryph thought her comforting voice was a figment brought on from need, but then he saw her, flying along the stream of the Black Fog, racing towards him. She’d fed her mind into the edge of the fog, fighting against its corruption to speak with him.
I am coming.
No, stay back, Gryph begged. I cannot let it take you too.
I am here for him, Raathiel. Please do as he asks. We will survive what he must do. You will not. 
Dad? Gryph said, his tone shocked that his father's presence hung within the fog. What have you done?
I have given you what aid I can, but you do not need it, son. You can do this. Resist the fog. Detonate the Godhead.
I… Gryph began.
You can. It is why I chose you. You have your sister’s heart, your mother’s conviction, and my strength. You are the best Caldwell. Now is the time to prove it.
Gryph opened his eyes, drinking in the dim light of the Chasm. Arcs of black mites flared around him, surging in and out of him from multiple angles, each time replacing a bit more of Finn Caldwell, of Gryph, with the Prime.
Gryph grit his teeth and stretched his hand out, fighting against the Prime mind for each inch. He placed his palm onto the top of the metal cube. The surface parted, flowing open like melting candle wax.
Brynn’s Godhead illuminated his face. He pushed his hand into the energetic matrix, grunting as the fog attempted to seize his muscles. With a last surge of effort, he triggered the device. Massive energies roiled and expanded, tearing the Godhead apart, unleashing its power into the world.
As it did, Gryph sent one last pulse of will through the Black Fog, and deep under Dar Thoriim, in the gallery containing the Port Gate, the Black Fog boiled Ramsay’s brain. The god had mere moments to feel the pain before his head burst, cascading the area around him with blood, gore, and brain matter.
The world turned white as the full power contained within Brynn’s Godhead exploded outwards.
The cataclysm incinerated Gryph's body, tearing it to shreds atom by atom as the explosion surged up through the Chasm where it erupted like the effluence of a rocket launch.
Well done, son, Quinn Caldwell sent, as the raging inferno consumed his body. A moment later, the flames roared through the four tunnels bored into the side of the upper chamber, siphoning the fire and pressure away from the rest of the city.
When the explosion subsided, an eerie silence hung over the world, broken only by the hiss of slowly cooling rock.




Epilogue.

With a burst of light, Gryph coalesced into the Nexus, the location of his respawn point. He grunted in pain as several pairs of hands lifted him to his feet. He opened his eyes to find Grimliir, Vonn, and Errat had helped him up, while most of the others stood around them, eyes worried.
Brynn rushed to him and pulled him into an embrace, while Raathiel swooped down from the shadows of the icicle-like stalactites, slapped him across the cheek with her tail, and flew back into the shadows above.
“She’ll get over it,” Brynn said. “Just give her time.”
“They got Lex,” Gryph said, pushing down his regret and doing his best to ignore the debuffs associated with his death and rebirth.
“We know,” Vonn said, and for once, the wily rogue seemed genuinely concerned.
“Errat worries for friend Lex. Where will the Elder’s take him?”
Worry filled Gryph, for he did not have an answer.
“They will head to the Vault,” a voice said from the darkened tunnel leading off the Nexus. “It has always been a necessary step to their endgame.”
All eyes turned towards the sound to see Sir Lucan emerge from the shadows, his face sullen, clearly suffering from the same respawn debuffs as Gryph.
“And what be the Vault?” Grimliir asked, eyeing the knight with suspicion.
“It’s where Aluran stored the Lost Seven, the Old Gods whose souls he consumed,” Gryph said, his mind flashing back to his encounter with the High God inside of Cerrunos’ odd half-realm.
“Exactly,” Sir Lucan agreed. “After consuming their souls, Aluran had no way to remove their Godheads, so he kept their soul-less bodies safe until he could.”
“How can you possibly know that?” Gartheniel, the half-elven Steward, asked.
Gryph walked up to Brynn and put his arm around her shoulder. She looked up at him, suspicion battling concern in her gaze.
“Because my father traffics in information,” Gryph said. “It is his business.”
“Father?” Brynn said, her eyes wide as she stared at Sir Lucan. “I …”
“Thought I was dead?” Sir Lucan said and gave his daughter a sad grin. “Reports of my death were greatly exaggerated. I am sorry I could not tell you.”
Brynn looked from Sir Lucan to Gryph. “You knew?”
“I only just learned. Though somehow, I am not surprised.”
“Nor am I,” Brynn admitted. “Not that it makes it any less of …”
“A dick move?” the Colonel finished. “You are, of course, right. But it needed to be done. For your safety, and in service of the mission.”
“And what mission is that?” Ovrym asked, suspicion filling his voice. Ovrym had never been one for subterfuge and mistruths, believing all actions stained one’s character, eventually turning even the noblest to darkness.
“The same as yours, noble Adjudicator,” the Colonel said, nodding his head to Ovrym. “To protect all the people of the Realms.”
“If your mission is as you say,” Barrendiel, the Regent of Sylvan Aenor, said. “Then why hide? Why not reveal yourself and fight alongside us? Many deaths could have been prevented with your information.”
“Because there is power in the shadows,” Vonn said. “He can accomplish things from the darkness that would have been impossible in the light of day.”
“And he has done much,” Eris agreed, her carbine tossed over her shoulder. “Without him, I would never have found Lex or the Godhead of the Aether. Gryph would not be standing among us now.” She turned to Gryph. “Much of this was by your father’s design.”
“You knew he was alive, and you didn’t tell us,” Brynn said, eyeing the woman who’d been her friend since they shared a dorm room in college.
“She had her orders,” the Colonel said. “And for what it is worth, her affections for you are real. Despite my admonitions she not become attached.”
“What can I say? You Caldwells are charmers.” Eris grinned at Brynn, but her eyes hinted at the fear that Brynn would not forgive her.
“I dinnae wish tae be the one tae cut this family reunion short, but if the Light has Lex and the location of this Vault, then we are all in trouble. Shouldna we be gettin' our butts after them?”
“Yes, we should. But that is more difficult than it would seem, Steward,” the Colonel said.
“Why?” Barrendiel asked.
“Because the Vault is not on Korynn.”
“Wait, what now?” Grimliir asked, his eyes squinting up at the tall knight.
“The Vault is in a hollowed-out asteroid, in the Outer Realms.”
“The Outer Realms? As in space?” Brynn asked. “How can you know that?”
“Tell them,” the Colonel said, turning to Eris.
Eris sighed and then looked from Brynn to Gryph. “Because Zeckoth, the Pantheon’s God of Knowledge, the man who was James Sloane, Bechard’s head of security back on Earth, told me.”
“Why would he do that?” Gryph asked.
“Because he wanted my help in overthrowing the High God. As if that lunatic would be any better.”
“By getting access to the Prime Godheads stored in the Vault,” Gryph said.
Eris nodded.
“Nae disrespect tae ye missy, but why ye? Surely Zeckoth could have chosen another? One with less risk.”
“Because he discovered she was hunting for Lex,” Gryph said, remembering the tale of Eris’ mission. “Once he discovered that Lex understood how to remove the Godheads, he believed his coup stood a chance.”
“But you said no. And he punished you,” Brynn said, wrapping an arm around her old friend.
“No, I said yes.” She looked at Brynn, her jaw tight, her eyes misty. “I needed the time to find Lex, and I needed his information.”
“You double-crossed him,” Gryph said, understanding filling him. “And he found out.”
Eris nodded but said nothing, head down as if reliving a painful memory. Everyone sensed her mood and stayed silent, giving her the time she required. Gryph did not have the details about Eris and Zeckoth's falling out, but he knew it had ended badly, violently.
Gryph stepped forward, gripped Eris by the shoulders, and waited for her to look into his eyes. When she did, he smiled. “Thank you. You have given us a chance.”
“Not sure I share your optimism, brother,” Brynn said. “Knowing where the Vault is and getting there are two very different things. It’s not like we have a spaceship lying around.”
“Actually,” Gryph said, his gaze going to Tifala and Ovrym.
*****
A cool evening breeze flowed from the mountains and down over the Deep Water, pushing away the stench of charred wood and burning, decaying flesh. Dwarven engineers had dug massive burn pits, and with the unexpected aid of Simon’s bläärts, had dragged the enemy corpses to them.
On the other side of the recent battlefield, cadres of warborn guarded the few remaining soldiers of the Light who’d survived the Barrow’s onslaught. The sound of warborn voices barking tales of the Elder’s betrayal of their followers flowed to Gryph’s ears. He doubted any truth would penetrate their false beliefs, but there was no harm in trying.
It’s the least they deserve, Gryph thought.
Gryph’s group walked to the edge of the water and gazed out over the rippling surface.
“So, let me get this straight,” Brynn said. “There’s an ancient evil alien Prime ship sunk deep in the muck of this lake, which someone needs to bond with, like permanently bond with, or the entire universe is doomed?”
“It is not evil,” Gryph said. “It was a slave to the Prime, as much a victim as any other slave.”
“Even so, someone needs to bond with it,” Brynn said. “Like forever?”
“Yes,” Gryph said, and a heavy silence hung over them, broken only by the lapping of water on the shore. “And your tone makes you sound like Lex.”
“God or no, I’ll still punch you,” Brynn said, a smile pushing through her scowl.
“As enjoyable as that might be to watch,” Ovrym said. “Someone must bond with the creature. And it cannot be Gryph.”
Though the xydai spoke the truth, it still grated on Gryph.
“We should draw straws,” Brynn offered.
“An equitable idea,” Vonn agreed.
“I will gather some straw,” Tifala said. “Then we all draw.”
“You’re not drawing,” Gryph said. “You have a son to care for and a husband’s soul to find.”
Tifala raised her voice in argument, followed by Vonn, Ovrym, Eris, and the others. Each one citing a reason it should be them. All except Xeg, of course.
“Xeg am no do. Xeg already very mighty. Only get more weak if smush together with stoopid flying slug.”
“There is no way I’m letting you bond with the ship,” Gryph said, shivering at the idea of a daemonic Prime ship.
“Maybe Xeg will then. Stoopid tall goober no tell Xeg what do.”
Gryph ignored the imp and returned his attention to the others when the sound of splashing water drew all eyes to the shore. There Errat splashed around, attempting to swim.
“Errat, boy. What in the Abyss dae ye think ye be doin’?” Grimliir asked. “Get back here.”
“No, father. Errat has been wrong all his life, cursed by my connection to the Aether. But now, I understand my purpose. I was born for this.”
“But ye weren’t born son, I grew ye,” Grimliir said, fear taking a hold of him as he grasped for any argument to prevent his son's sacrifice. “Come back here. Ye cannae even swim.”
Errat flailed his arms as he moved further away from the shore, proving his father’s point.
“At least he can't drown,” Vonn said, watching the tall warborn flail like a drunk cruise goer who’d fallen overboard.
Before anyone could comment, an unexpected wave rolled over Errat, pushing him back towards the shore like a surfer tossed from his board. Grimliir rushed to help the large warborn while the others sought the cause of the wave.
A massive form pushed up from the depths, casting wake in all directions. Light glistened off wet scales as the gigantic form emerged. To Gryph's eyes, the creature looked like an enormous manta ray twice the size of a blue whale. The living alien ship emerged and hovered, sending a low hum across the lake.
Gryph triggered Analyze.
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“Recent bonding?” Gryph said, his voice flush with shock. “But who?”
HEY GRYPH, GLAD YOU’RE STILL AMONG THE LIVING, a powerful voice screamed inside Gryph’s head. Inside all their heads, if the squints and pained exclamations were any sign.
“Doc?” Gryph asked, his shock not enough to prevent him from recognizing the old surgeon’s voice.
Yeah, kid, Doc sent, this time in a lower volume. Sorry about the yelling. I’m still getting used to this whole thing.
“Doc, what did you do?”
Isn’t that obvious? What needed to be done, for both of us.
“What do you mean?”
I’ve been spending a lot of time down here, staring into the water. Remember how I kept hearing a voice? I thought it was my brain going all wonky on account of the tumor. Turns out it was this big missy. She needed help as much as I.
“She? The leviathan is a she?”
Indeed, and she’s a beautiful lady. Kinda reminds me of my ex-wife. Well, the good parts of her, anyway. I think Suzy just might be my soul mate.”
“Suzy? You named the alien death ship, Suzy?”
Sure did. Ship’s gotta have a name and she kinda reminds me of a sweet ol’ gal who tended the bar at McHenry’s before you bought the place.
“Wait, Suzy, the tattooed biker chick?”
That's the one. Tough as nails, but had a heart of gold, just like my Suzy here. But I’m guessing we don’t have a lot of time for these get-to-know-yous. Am I right?
“The Light has Lex. They’re taking him to the Outer Realms.”
Oh, shit. That’s bad, and I think my news will make it worse.
“What do you mean?”
Right before Errat tried so hard to drown himself, Suzy detected another drive signature powering up.
“You’re saying there’s another spaceship on Korynn?” Brynn asked.
Not only that, I’m saying it's launched. It's heading into space as we speak.
Cold dread flowed over the group as the truth of Doc’s words filled them.
“The question is,” Gryph said, breaking the silence. “Who is on that ship? The Elders or Aluran?”
*****
With a burst of multi-spatial energy, the High God Aluran appeared inside the massive hollow created eons ago when an immense stream of magma burst forth from deep under Korynn's surface and then cooled.
Though dark as the blackest night, Aluran knew the chamber was more than a mile long and nearly a thousand feet high and wide. Aluran had first discovered the place thousands of years ago when he was still the Old God Morrigan.
Here, all those many years ago, the High God stored one of his most valuable possessions. One that would help him secure the past, remake the present, and build a better future.
As the mild nausea that came with using a Port Stone subsided, he sent a mental order to the thousands of glow globes around the chamber. Light rose like the coming of dawn, revealing nothing but emptiness.
Aluran's eyes widened, and fear spiked at his heart.
Someone has stolen from me.
With a clenched jaw, he fought down his panic and regained control of his emotions. He drew the silver-gray light of Soul Magic to his eyes, and they flared with Mana. Gazing down into the chamber, he searched for the remnants left behind by the passing of any being possessing a soul.
Ghostly images of five people appeared on the cavern's floor. Four gazed up at the empty space that should not have been empty, while the fifth, who was bound tight, stared at his feet.
With a mighty heave, Aluran leapt, his resplendent golden armor shimmering in the light.
He landed on light feet and walked to the closest of the shimmering silver figures, that of a man Aluran had once counted as a friend. The ghostly figure turned towards him, pointing upwards, his mouth moving in silent conversation.
The other figures turned towards Aluran, and he knew them as well. Ramsay, Demetria, Aiden, and Brenner. The Elders of the Light. He'd been like a father to them. Now, he counted them as his greatest enemy.
Between them, bound by spectral stands of energy, was the NPC Lex.
The spectral figures moved into the air, seeming to climb an invisible ramp. They meandered as if following strange paths only they could see before sitting on unseen chairs.
A moment later, the five of them lurched forwards at incredible speed, moving down the length of the lava tunnel and through the closed doors hidden at the chamber's end.
With a grunt of effort, Aluran ended this vision of the past. His jaw clenched tight, and he inhaled slowly and deliberately.
“You will regret stealing my ship, my children. This I Vow.”
Around him, the world thundered with the making of a Binding Vow.
Before the thunder had the time to subside, the High God Aluran removed his next to last Port Stone from his Soul Bound bag, thought of his destination, and disappeared.
*****
“No, no, no,” the man begged through parched lips as a shambling figure loomed over him, the heavy rock held high with shaking arms. White bone poked through the desiccated flesh in patches so large it seemed impossible that the arms still had enough functioning muscle to lift the rock, much less smash it down.
But the man knew the shambling creature had the strength, knew it would use the rock to break his jaw and crush his skull, as it had many times before. Just how many times, the man could not say. Even were his brains not addled by the never-ending cycle of murder and respawning, he doubted he'd remember how many times he'd died.
“Please,” the man said, gulping in fear, a move that caused a painful coughing fit to wrack through him.
But the rotting remains could not be reasoned with. What had once been a learned Seeker, a Loremaster of the Foundation had become nothing more than an engine of the High God's vengeance.
Vengeance that would never end.
The man once known as James Sloane would never be forgiven, never be freed. This truth heightened his terror.
The Seeker raised the rock, set to brain Zeckoth, again. A whimper of fear pulsed through him, and he closed his eyes, prepping once again for the inevitable.
But this time, the terrible pain did not come. A thump announced that something heavy had landed in the grass near Zeckoth's head, causing the ex-god to flinch.
“Hello, James,” the hated voice said, the voice that haunted him during the few quiet minutes between each of his endless respawns and his inevitable deaths.
Zeckoth opened his eyes and looked up, ignoring the pain as he twisted his manacled wrists to look upon the face of his onetime master.
“Your … Your Eminence?” Zeckoth said, anger battling fear inside of him.
The High God stood above him, holding the squirming corpse of the Seeker aloft by the neck. The creature's feet kicked ineffectually at the air as if it were still trying to walk, still trying to fulfill its endless mission. The blood-stained rock that had been the source of Zeckoth's eternal misery lay on the ground beneath its feet.
“I… I… I…”
“Beg my forgiveness, James? Yes, I know. And I am prepared to grant you something far more valuable. If you are honest with me.”
“Whu….wha… what?”
Aluran tossed the Seeker behind him, where it slammed into the far wall. The barely audible crack of broken bones reached Zeckoth's ears, and Aluran knelt.
“That will buy you a few pain-free moments, while the poor wretch drags itself back to you, and if you answer my question, I will reward you. With one final death.”
Zeckoth's lips trembled, and tears poured from his eyes. Once, the idea of permanent death had terrified him more than anything. It had been why he'd agreed to come to the Realms, agreed to serve Aluran's grand quest.
But now he knew there were things worse than death.
“You'll… no more respawns? You … can do that?” Zeckoth's voice grew stronger at the thought.
“Why, James,” Aluran said, rubbing a hand across Zeckoth's bald pate. “Of course I can. After all, I was the one who gave them to you. Just as I gave them to the Players. You were never immortal, James. Only those of us burdened by the weight of a Prime Godhead are truly eternal.”
Aluran chuckled a bit, as if remembering something amusing. Zeckoth dared not ask why the High God laughed, for he desperately wanted one last boon from the master he'd betrayed.
“Poor Gryph,” the High God said. “I do hope he didn't believe me.”
“I… I…” Zeckoth said, some of his hope draining from him. “What  … do you wish to know, Your Eminence?”
Aluran's expression turned cold, and he looked down on his chained minion.
“Where is the other ship, James?”
“What … what other ship?”
“The one the spy Eris told you of.”
Zeckoth's eyes widened in fear.
“I…,” Zeckoth began, lips trembling as he wondered just how much the High God knew.
“Lost your tongue again, James. Do not fret. I do not need you to speak. Just show me.”
The High God lashed out, grabbing Zeckoth's bony skull. Images flared through Zeckoth's mind unbidden and uncontrolled, and soon they settled on the location of the Outer Realm's craft, the one Gryph's xydai brethren had flown to Korynn.
With a sudden jerk, the vision faded, and Aluran released Zeckoth's head.
“Thank you, James. At last, you have proven your worth.” The High God stood, used a rag to wipe Zeckoth's sweat and grime from his hands, and tossed it at his feet. “I will free you, James.”
“Tha.. thank you,” Zeckoth said, grinning in joy.
“Once I secure the ship.” Aluran turned just as the broken form of the Seeker shambled back into view. “I believe the Loremaster misses his rock.”
The Seeker bent and lifted the blood-stained rock from the ground and shambled towards Zeckoth, raising its rock on high.
“No…, please…” Zeckoth begged as the Loremaster slammed the rock down.
Zeckoth's jaw shattered, and his skull split. The pain was incredible. He tried to beg, but his jaw was a mangled mess, making intelligible words impossible. The muffled screams that chortled forth found no mercy in the mindless Seeker, nor in the High God who stood by and watched.
After several more blows, the screams went silent. 
“I hope to never see you again, my old friend,” Aluran said. He activated his last Port Stone and disappeared in a halo of energy.
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